
[image: Image Missing]




Praise for

The Timbuktu School for Nomads



Nick Jubber’s The Timbuktu School for Nomads is an abundantly energetic gold-mine of a book. Heaped with history and background information, with ideas, adventures, and poignant postulations, it stares right in the face of current events. This is a book that will remind us all to look with care at what is happening on the great sandscape of North Africa ‘now’. A work of inspiration and scholarship, it deserves all the attention it getsa.


Tahir Shah, author of The Caliph’s House


A well-informed and readable book based on time usefully spent in nomad camps, informed by a thorough survey of the literature. The Sahara and Sahel are complex, dangerous, productive, compelling places. The Timbuktu School for Nomads captures the feel of this in conversations with nomads about their livelihoods, with the constant threat of a drought or an al Qaeda squadron just over the next dune.


Dr Jeremy Swift, author of The Sahara and The Other Eden


‘Sedentary civilization has been telling itself that nomads are an anachronism for many centuries. But nomadic cultures are still vibrantly alive, as the intrepid Nick Jubber shows us in North Africa. This book is both a wonderful travel adventure, and a defense of journeys without end.’


– Richard Grant, author of Ghost Riders: Travels with American Nomads and Dispatches from Pluto


‘Nick Jubber’s new book takes us on an unforgettable journey through time and space, plenty of it, and gives voice to voiceless communities that inhabit one of the most problematic corners of the globe.’


– Amir Taheri, author of Holy Terror
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For Poppy





Africa, which country I have in all places travelled quite over: wherein whatsoever I saw worthy the observation, I presently committed to writing; and those which I saw not, I proved to be at large declared unto me by most credible and substantial persons, which were themselves eye-witnesses of the same.


Leo Africanus, The Description of Africa and the


Things Therein Contained


 


 


Before the coming of the red sun,


we played upon the anthills,


like a breaking storm over the calm,


becoming death rattles in our turn,


a rainbow of arms and chanting


and thronging roads,


smashing the barriers, garrisons, and borders,


buried in vertigo’s saddlebags


and in nausea’s bile,


nostalgic,


voices of delirious trek.


Hawad (Tuareg poet), Le coude grinçant de l’anarchie


(‘Anarchy’s Delirious Trek’)





Prologue



THE CITIES WERE SCORCHING, SO THE DESERT WAS THE PLACE TO COOL OFF.


Banners were shaking on the grand public squares. People who had been gagged for decades were shouting themselves hoarse. The whole of North Africa was palsied with protest. But it was an urban phenomenon, lit by flashbulbs and LED, marshalled by social media. The people in the countryside were out of the frame.


I was looking south. I wanted to scale the mountains and ride the dunes, float along the rivers, camp under doum palms. I wanted adventure. I wanted to cross the desert, browse between the great bookends of Fez and Timbuktu. I wanted, specifically, to follow the journey of Leo Africanus, a sixteenth-century explorer who travelled with his uncle to the Kingdom of the Songhay in 1507.


Actually, it wasn’t so much ‘crossing the desert’ that spurred me. It was the prospect of travelling in the desert. I wasn’t hung up on mapping some unknown route or breaking a record – I just wanted to meet the people who lived there. I had been dreaming of something along these lines, I suppose, since I was 6 years old. That’s when I saw the Sahara for the first time – like so many of my generation – although it was framed in teak and transmitted by cathode ray tube and I was safe on the saddle of my father’s knees.


Ever since that first viewing of Star Wars, when the dunes of Tatooine floated thrillingly in my family’s living room, I always associated the desert with the alien and faraway – the ultimate adventure. Reading under my duvet at night, I turned to the stories of Ali Baba and Sindbad, rather than the Kon-Tiki Expedition or Kipling’s jungle tales. Rainforests and arctic poles never had the same impact. It was always the desert – the landscape of Mad Max and Dune as much as of TE Lawrence and Wilfred Thesiger – that offered the gateway to a world completely different from my own.


Science fiction had lit my earhly interest in the desert, but it was Leo Africanus’s mealy book that lured me on this particular journey. First published in Venice as Della descrittione dell’Africa et delle cose notabili che iui sono (‘The Description of Africa and the Notable Things Therein Contained’), it has few peers among the travelogues of its age. Fizzing with observations on trade and traditions, history and hearsay, plenty of sixteenth-century prejudice, and the occasional racy anecdote,fn1 it conjures up an Africa at once elusive and eerily familiar.


At first, I thought it was Leo himself I was following. But during the course of my journey, I realised I was responding less to the parallels with his journey than to the people he describes – and their descendants. Travelling often stokes its own goals: the more I dug into North Africa, the more I was drawn to the nomadic communities I met along the way. I would make their world the climax of my trip, I decided. I would join a camel caravan in Timbuktu, a company of nomads heading to the salt mines of Northern Mali. It would be a sumptuous end to my adventure.


Down in the dunes of South Morocco, I camped with a Berber cameleer called Salim under the jagged crest of the Black Mountain. I rode a camel that seemed to be practising the Harlem Shake, fell off twice and, after eating the salted goat that Salim hung off his saddle (a sort of desert jerky), I supplied a feast for the local insect population. One of my abiding memories of that experience was stumbling out of the tent to be sick, sliding past the hardened pizza of my earlier vomit, gazing in horror at the hundreds of pinprick eyes glowing in my torch beam. My desert learning curve would have to be as steep as the dune that sent me on my first tumble.


‘Desert’. Our English word tells us so little. It derives from the Latin verb deserere, ‘to forsake’. Arabic is much richer, as you would expect from a language born in the desert (quite literally: the root of ‘Arab’ is an ancient Semitic word for an arid tract). Just as Inuit languages cater for different grades of snow, so the textures of the desert are expressed in Arabic, from baadiya or the wild steppes, to the tih or trackless waste, to the sahel or ‘shore’, the semi-arid belt that runs under the belly of the Sahara. But it is ‘Sahara’ that receives the widest usage: as-Sahra, with its allusions to colour, specifically the mixing of yellow and red.


Long before I rolled out of Morocco, the cities of North Africa were whipping up a storm. Strong Man politics was being chopped down for lumber, fuelling the flames of white-hot sectarianism. Egypt was undergoing the labour pains of revolution; Libya was being strangled in civil war. A few weeks earlier, Libyan rebels had dragged Colonel Gaddafi out of a drainage pipe to his death. His weapons hoard spilled into various hands, among whom were Tuareg fighters who had front-lined his ‘Army of Islam’.


I was roaming in the same direction as the militants – and blissfully unaware of it. I travelled by bus, boat and occasionally donkey cart, carrying a backpack that weighed little more than my boots. The militants rode in Hilux jeeps loaded with rocket launchers, mortars and machine guns. By the time I reached Timbuktu the desert storm was already brewing, although I could see no more than a misty horizon.


Theoretically my timing could have been worse, but it didn’t feel like it. A week before the salt caravan was due to set off, armed jihadists drove into Timbuktu while the town was at Friday prayers. Four tourists were seized in their hotel, and one of them was shot dead for trying to resist. Travelling in the desert was now inconceivable – if only for the fact there were no guides willing to take me. So I returned home, my plans foiled.


A month later, the desert of Northern Mali replaced Eastern Libya as the most violent place in Africa. One military post after another was knocked out. Whole swathes of the Sahara were seized. In the Malian capital Bamako, frustration boiled over; people were growing restless at the army’s inability to stamp down the rebellion. In March 2012, a coup spun out of a military barracks and President Amadou Toumani Touré was ousted. Like a stray goat too close to drag itself clear, Mali was sucked into the quicksand. The militants exploited the chaos in the capital and pushed their advantage, declaring the independence of ‘Azawad’, the Northern Malian desert. Well-trained jihadists joined and later overwhelmed them, armed with lavish funds gleaned from Al-Qaeda in the Maghreb,fn2 shady donors in the Middle East and naïve European governments dishing out ransom payments. Mali, for so long the most affable country on the Saharan belt, had disintegrated into a no-go zone as inhospitable as Syria or Iraq.


For a year, the black flag of the jihadists sagged in the breezeless air of Timbuktu. The people sagged as well, under prohibitions against music, visible female hair and fraternising between men and women. Those who could manage it voted with their feet; over the course of the occupation, the bulk of the population left. But in February 2013, there was another twist in the tale. The French army launched Operation Serval, swooping into the Sahara at the head of a pan-African alliance. The jihadists were driven out of Timbuktu and other strongholds; as the initial celebrations died down, the French army was sucked into the murky bog of long-term conflict – the phenomenon known to war reporters as ‘mission creep’. Mali remained a teeth-jangling destination, but for the first time since my previous visit, it was possible to conceive of a return.


While the conflict had smothered the salt caravans for the time being, there were other reasons to travel back. I had already visited several nomadic communities in North Africa. I wanted to revisit them and meet some of the others, to fit the different pieces of the jigsaw together and form a picture of nomadic life in the twenty-first century. I wanted to learn from the nomads; to develop my raggedy skills at water drawing, camel riding and camp building; to deepen some of the lessons from my earlier trip.


It was time to go to school.
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Imagine … you could still meet the Hun, ranging their horses between the Rhine and the Danube. Or if the felt tents of Scythians continued to pimple the shores of the Black Sea. Or if Goths still wrapped themselves in sheepskins on the Baltic Coast. In North Africa, there are Berbers, Fulani and Tuareg (and other equally ancient communities) who carry on traditions and ways of life that stretch back millennia. I am not suggesting we should celebrate them simply for their hoariness, but surely any lifestyle that has endured for so long has something to teach us. ‘Pastoral peoples of Africa, who have lived in the closest relations to their lands for millennia,’ write ecologists Aggrey Ayuen Majok and Calvin W Schwabe, ‘must be given some benefit of the doubt and it must be considered seriously that they know a lot about what they are doing and are not hell-bent on their own destruction.’


The more I learned about North Africa, the more its nomads resonated with me, herding a greater range of livestock, across a greater range of landscapes, than anywhere else I had travelled. Nomadic heritage permeates our modern, sedentary cultures. But in the last few centuries, itinerant lifestyles have been hacked down in Europe, felled by a mighty army of antagonists (led by enclosures, industrialisation and privatisation). Apart from a few rare pockets, the practice survives primarily in the vocabulary we have inherited from our pastoralist ancestors – words like ‘capital’ (which shares a root with cattle and a linked meaning of portable property), ‘fee’ (derived from the Old English feoh, ‘livestock’) and ‘aggregate’ (which evokes the Latin root gregare, ‘to herd’). Nomadism may no longer play a significant role in our economies, but it has certainly left a legacy.


In Africa, very different circumstances are at play, enabling an archipelago of nomadic islands to survive in the sea of urbanisation. The contributing factors are many and complicated, key among them the prevalence of tribal systems, the comparatively slow rate of industrialisation and geographical practicalities. From the sixteenth century onwards, as the Sahara region succumbed to ‘progressive dessication’, the reins of power increasingly fell to the people best equipped to navigate the desert. Nomads lorded over their sedentary neighbours, establishing slave castes and systems of tribute that are still being untangled. Far from being in retreat, for large periods of the last millennium nomadism was flourishing. For many of North Africa’s nomadic groups, it is only recent times that have found them on the back foot.


You can hack a trail through North African history by focusing solely on its itinerant tribes. The classical era gives us the cattle-breeding Gaetulians, who raided their Roman vassals and refused to pay them tribute; along with the shadowy Mauri, ancestors of the Moors, who traded with Carthage and supplied many of Rome’s most distinguished cavaliers. The medieval period is dominated by the arrival of the Bani Hillal (‘Sons of the Crescent Moon’), an Arabian tribe who led their flocks into Egypt and spurred them on to Morocco, looting, burning and deforesting the eleventh-century Maghrib. According to the great Maghrebi historian Ibn Khaldun they ‘attached themselves to the country, and the flat territory was completely ruined’. For many medieval observers they typified all that was wrong with nomads. Yet they also sealed Arabic as the region’s lingua franca and Islam as its faith, smashing their sedentary opponents in a wave of victories that are still narrated by bards across the region.


The most dynamic medieval dynasties sprang from nomadic stock, such as the drum-beating Almoravids, scourge of El Cid and the Spanish Reconquista; or the Merinids, who ruled late medieval Morocco. When Sultan Abdelhafid signed off Morocco’s independence to the French in 1912, it was Berber tribesmen from the Middle Atlas who protested most actively against foreign rule, although it was the urban elites who reaped the benefits of independence. More recently, the drive for Tuareg separatism hovers over Saharan politics like a planing sparrowhawk, while traditionally nomadic Saharawis continue to campaign for independence against Morocco in Africa’s last colony. Contrary to the assumptions of many armchair anthropologists, the story of Africa’s nomads is far from over.


‘Nomad’ derives from the Greek nomas, ‘roaming’, and its cognate nomos, ‘pasture’ or ‘grazing’. For this reason, anthropologists (who often have to work within stricter parameters than travel writers) tend to define nomads as pastoralists, moving about with their herds in search of grazing. But the Arabic word has a broader, more interesting derivation. Bedawi (anglicised as ‘Bedouin’) comes from the noun badw, which means both ‘desert’ and ‘beginning’. For desert-dwelling Arabians, living in a landscape unsuited to hunter-gathering, pastoral nomadism was the original, and the only viable, lifestyle. It is scorned by urban Arabs for this very reason – why do something so old-fashioned when you can pile up the moolah in the oil trade? – and at the same time revered.


This ambiguous attitude, this switch between scorn and awe, is the double-edged sword on which the nomadic reputation has been impaled for most of recorded history. Whether or not Cain killed Abel, it is pretty likely some farmer knocked some herder over the head at some very early point (I would hear of many such incidents among the Fulani of Central Mali) and it has been hammer and tongs ever since. Nobody captures this cognitive dissonance better than the historian Ibn Khaldun. ‘It is their nature to plunder whatever other people possess,’ he wrote in the fourteenth century. ‘Their sustenance lies wherever the shadow of their lance falls.’ But, but, but … in another passage, this nimble thinker expresses the never-ending schizophrenia: ‘Bedawi [nomads] are closer to the first natural state and more remote from the evil habits that have been impressed upon the souls [of sedentary people].’


Centuries later, the same inconsistency prevails. Nomads are accused of denuding hills, deforesting woods and desertifying plains (the ‘Tragedy of the Commons’, cited by William Forster Lloyd in the nineteenth century and popularised in the 1960s by the ecologist Garrett Hardinfn3) and failing to pay taxes – but are co-opted by politicians eager to show their environmental consciousness or cultural sensitivity. Just how useful they are for political gain was underlined by Colonel Gaddafi, who spent four decades parading himself in a tent, trading on nomadic stereotypes.


Is nomadism really the ‘death in life’ that TE Lawrence called it? It still has millions of practitioners in North Africa, and in Mali it accounts for an estimated tenth of the population. Not every nomad wants to call it a day; at least, not today. Travelling among various nomadic communities, I hoped to understand why so many still toil at such a challenging lifestyle: how they relate to their complicated past, what obstacles preoccupy their present, what future they envisage. Not just how they lived in Leo Africanus’s time, but how they live now.


So I set off for North Africa once again, to continue my education in another world. It was a training that had begun at the back end of the Sahara, in a town so notoriously off the beaten track that its own inhabitants hail you with the greeting: ‘Welcome to the middle of nowhere.’





Part One



The Middle of Nowhere


Wide Afric, doth thy sun


Lighten, thy hills enfold a city as fair


As those which starred the night o’ the elder world?


Or is the rumour of thy Timbuctoo


A dream as frail as those of ancient time?


Alfred Lord Tennyson, Timbuctoo





1


City of Gold


Howbeit there is a most stately temple to be seen, the walls whereof are made of stone and lime; and a princely palace also built by a most excellent workman of Granada.fn1 The rich king of Tombuto hath many plates and scepters of gold, some whereof weigh 1300 pounds, and he keeps a magnificent and well-furnished court.


THAT WAS THE ASSESSMENT OF LEO AFRICANUS, ARRIVING IN TIMBUKTU in 1507 after a 1200-mile journey across the Sahara. I arrived by boat up the Niger 494 years later, and here is what I scribbled in my diary:




You come out of the desert anticipating a town, and you’re already in the middle of it before you realise you’re here. The Grand Mosque is the most impressive building and next to the Mosque of Djenné, it looks like a termite mound (plus I couldn’t bribe anyone to let me look inside). The streets are so dusty, I’m constantly rubbing the grit out of my eyes, and I’m sweating so much I feel like those slabs of meat the flies are buzzing around outside the butcher shops.


But but but. It’s Timbuktu! Tim-buk-bloody-tu! I’m walking in the streets of TIMBUKTU!!!





Anywhere else, it would matter. Any iconic historical city – Fez, Venice, Jerusalem – the name is insufficient. The city has to match its reputation or you feel short-changed. But being a shadow of its former self is no shame for Timbuktu – it only makes the place all the more Timbuktu. It is the Miss Havisham of famous metropolises – a fading relic whose character is drawn not from its rose-tinted prime but from the long decline that slumbered in its wake.


After several months on the road, I’ve made it to Timbuktu at last! The thought bounced me around town, and my eye was on the lookout for anything to fit my mood: women with giant spatulas spooning wheat bread out of street-corner ovens; a girl in a yellow dress plaiting her sister’s cornrows on a bench outside a dépôt de boissons; a cavalier on a winged horse, mounted on a concrete arch – the Al-Farook monument – towering over a couple of blue-veiled Tuaregs as if he were eavesdropping on their conversation.


It was my first visit, and I was as high as a rocket. I had dreamed of this day ever since, aged 8, I watched the Disney classic The Aristocats. At the end of the movie, the dastardly butler was bundled into a trunk with the mysterious label: ‘To Timbuktu’. Where was this strange-sounding place? Did it even exist? We hear the name ‘Timbuktu’ so often, a byword for the back of beyond, a metaphor uprooted from geography, ‘a mythical city in a Never-Never land’, as Bruce Chatwin put it. Now I was here, discovering that some metaphors can be stepped on and walked around and slept in … and now the travelling could really begin.


When the Sultan of Fez dispatched Leo Africanus’s uncle on an embassy to the King of the Songhay, Timbuktu was the lodestar of a great empire. This was no backwater, but a thriving city at the heart of the international gold trade. For Europeans, the New World was still news and its treasures were yet to saturate their markets. West Africa remained Eldorado. It was this region that drove the currencies of Europe, from the Venetian ducat (with its 99.47 per cent fine gold quotient) to the British guinea (named for the West African lands where much of the gold originated). With hard cash, city states could be built, soldiers salaried, merchant voyages commissioned.


Was it ‘Dark Continent’ gold that burned out the Dark Ages in Europe?fn2 For Timbuktu, however, the sun was already setting. It was about to enter its own dark age – an age still awaiting its climax. So it is no wonder that when I visited a local historian, he was weighed down by a chronicle from the seventeenth century.


Salim Ould Elhadje is an author, retired teacher and civil servant whose two-volume Tombuctou is the first history of the town written by an inhabitant in situ. A Chevalier de l’Ordre National du Mali, he has appeared on West African television and spoken at conferences in the USA, and his name was the one I heard most often when I asked who could tell me the tale of Timbuktu’s rise and fall.


He was sitting in a parapeted limestone house near the central market. Lemony strings of light peeled through a fretted window like rind through a grater, oozing around his silvery hair, which quivered in the air spun by the ceiling fan. The book on his lap was the Tarikh as-Sudan (‘History of the Blacks’), written by a notary and imam called Abdarrahman As-Sadi. The creases on its cover were as tight as the laughter lines around Elhadje’s eyes. ‘Have a look,’ he said, thumbing through this comprehensive tome, which swung from brutal massacres to fabulous accounts of Timbuktu’s glory days.


‘The story of Timbuktu,’ said Elhadje, ‘begins a thousand years ago with the Tuareg nomads. They were gathering at the river. But they saw there were mosquitoes and insects, the water was bad, there was a smell of fish, everyone was getting sick from the humidity. So they decided to move into the desert to a place without insects, where the water was good. A lady was living there called Bouctou, and she was known as a kind, trustworthy woman. So, when they travelled, people left their luggage with her and when they came back they said, “we’re going to the place of Bouctou’s well” – “Tin Bouctou” in the language of the Tuareg.’


It was under Mansa Musa, the ‘Lion of Mali’, that Timbuktu’s legend started marching. He was a 24-carat bling king, greased in the fat of the West African gold mines. He trumpeted his wealth when he set off on the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca, caravanning with 60,000 soldiers, 500 slaves, and 100 camels loaded with gold. Largesse was sprinkled along the way, most notably in Cairo, where Mansa Musa distributed so much gold that he stripped a quarter off its value; and rumours percolated across the Mediterranean, where the first European reference to Timbuktu appeared on a Catalan map in 1375 (as Tenbuch), hieroglyphed by a king with a sceptre and a nugget of gold.fn3 Forget Bill Gates, the Rothschilds or even Croesus: according to a 2012 survey by the financial data website Celebrity Networth, Mansa Musa’s inflation-adjusted $400 billion fortune makes him the richest man who ever lived.


But for the common folk there were smaller fish to try. Literally, in the case of the river dwellers who came to Timbuktu to trade with the nomads from the dunes.


‘Timbuktu is the city of the pirogue and the camel,’ Elhadje explained. ‘People from the dunes brought milk and skins and salt. And people came from the river with rice and karité butter, fish and gold. The town became a big gathering place for people looking for knowledge, for trade, for everything.’


Here is the whole Saharan region encapsulated: a swap-shop for nomads and sedentarists, an entrepôt for their goods. Tribesmen wander out of the desert, bringing salt and fattened livestock; they carry back the rice and sugar and tea they need on the long caravan trails. This interdependence has endured for nearly a millennium, and for good reason. In a desiccated region where grass is mostly confined to dreams, only the nomadic life can sustain the vast herds necessary to supply the meat and dairy required by town dwellers. Timbuktu is more than just a metaphor – it is the lynchpin of this relationship. It was the heart of my journey; the port from which I hoped to sail the nomad sea.


When Leo Africanus made it here, the gold trade through the desert had a rival on the coast: Portuguese caravels were starting to prove as lucrative as camel caravans. Still, Timbuktu was in fine fettle. Leo marvelled at the markets, the trade in books, the high-spirited music. Under the Songhay dynasty – and especially Mohammed Askiya, ‘the usurper’fn4 – Timbuktu was the engine room of a grand regional power. An effective administration had been established, along with a standing army, and Songhay rule stretched from the Atlantic coast to Lake Chad. This magnificence was still visible to Leo, but the moral cohesion of the Askiya’s empire was already starting to melt. Timbuktu was turning into a cesspit of vice, records As-Sadi, ‘such as drinking fermented liquors, sodomy and fornication – indeed, they were so given over to this latter vice that it appeared to be nothing forbidden’. The city was ripe for plucking. And for the Sultan of Morocco, it was high time to seize this gateway to the land of gold.


In 1591, a Moroccan army of 5000 men (including Christian slaves, mercenaries from Eastern Europe and 1000 musketeers from Andalusia) marched across the desert, supplied by more than 10,000 camels and led by a Castilian eunuch called Jawdar. Their blunderbusses and English cannons terrified the Malian cattle, and their technological superiority was so emphatic that the Songhay troops dropped to the ground, lying in the dust with their legs crossed over their shields. ‘Jawdar’s troops’, declared As-Sadi, ‘broke the army of the askiya in the twinkling of an eye.’


‘It was’, said Elhadje, ‘the biggest catastrophe for our city.’ Steepling his hands under his beard, he shook his head, as if the invasion had just taken place: ‘Because they took away all the intellectuals. Before this, if you came from Cairo, from Al-Azhar University itself, to teach at our University of Sankoré, you would be turned away. Nowhere else had such a high level. And then, in one black night, all was lost.’


It was an event collapse. Over the next few generations, everything went wrong for Timbuktu. Droughts and famine wiped the land of vegetation and killed off herds, forcing the inhabitants to eat the corpses of animals and even their fellow citizens; the rise of shipping directed merchant traffic towards the coast; and the influx of precious metal from the Americas deflated the value of African gold. At the very moment that Europe was emerging into its brightest epoch – the Renaissance, the Age of Discovery, the Scientific Revolution – the region around Timbuktu disintegrated. Other caravan towns fell away altogether, such as Sijilmasa in southern Morocco; or snoozed even more deeply, like Ouadane and Walata in Mauritania. Yet none became more iconic, more synonymous with occlusion and inaccessibility. Slowly, Timbuktu earned for itself the soubriquet with which it is promoted on tourist posters all along the Niger river: Timbuktu la Mystérieuse.





2


Dinner with the Blue Men


THE BLAST WHIPPED THE AIR AND GLUED ME TO THE SPOT. IT WAS UNMISTAKABLY gunshot. I stood rigid beside the fourteenth-century Sankoré mosque, the university extolled by Salim Ould Elhadje: a crumbly mud pyramid spiked with rodier palms, built in the fourteenth century at the behest of a Tuareg benefactress. It looked like a rocket that has landed on a desert planet, gathering dust long after its passengers have run out of air.


‘Don’t be scared,’ said a blue-robed figure, stepping out from under a goatskin awning. ‘It’s only a party for someone’s circumcision.’


His face was mummified. His turban left only a slit for the eyes, like a woman’s niqab, but those eyes were sparkling with welcome. A dust-smeared hand beckoned and I followed the man to the awning, where he invited me to sit down. Scattered underneath were the tools of his trade – scraper, crucible, sewing awl, a hardwood bellows with a clay nozzle. He patted down the sand and dug a pit of earth to boil his teapot.


His name was Ousmane. He was working on an earring, with circles to denote the wells of a caravan route and silver dots for the stars. Beside him was a knife, the handle scored by chevrons to signify the caravan trail. Cusped edges suggested camel saddles; there were crescent shapes for the moon. A goatskin toggle bag hugged the sand next to him, scarred with enough motifs to satisfy a semiologist. A triple-dotted triangle connoted a fawn; a spoked circle conjured the tracks of a jackal. Code is intrinsic to Tuareg culture, expressed in a fondness for word play, riddles and secret languages, and this cryptic atmosphere extends to the people’s clothing. Ousmane’s tamelgoust (the Tuareg veil) had to be worn over the nose in front of his elders, but when he was hanging out with friends he let it drop.


‘Maybe you only see a veil,’ he said, ‘but there are more than a hundred ways to wear it.’


Tugging a couple of glasses out of the toggle bag, he shook a few pellets of gunpowder tea into the pot, initiating the elasticated process of Tuareg refreshment.


When it comes to making tea, the Tuareg have no rivals. There are so many pourings out and pourings back, so much fiddling about, so many longueurs of tantalising inaction, that you start to wonder if you’re witnessing some obscure exercise in alchemy. I tried to count how many times Ousmane reintroduced the water to the pot, but after the fifth outpouring, all my concentration was focused on restraining myself from snatching the glass in thirst. Ousmane – thin, expressionless, delicate as a figure in a miniature painting – raised his arm for a frothy cascade and finally presented me with a thimble of delicious, amber-coloured tea.


‘Welcome’, he said, ‘to the middle of nowhere.’
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Leo Africanus describes ‘a dry and barren tract … [which] extends to the south as far as the land of the blacks; that is to say, to the kingdom of Gualata and Tombutto.’ Here, in the ‘desert of Arouane’, his party encountered the camel-riding chief of ‘the Zanaga tribe’, who demanded substantial custom from the travellers, but also invited them to stay in his camp. Camels were slaughtered, ostrich meat roasted, mutton cooked. ‘And thus we remained with him for the space of two days,’ reports Leo, ‘all which time, what wonderful and magnificent cheer he had made us, would seem incredible to report.’ The cost to the chief he estimated at ten times the value of the custom they paid.


  Leo’s account represents a vivid, early encounter with the Tuareg, the ‘Zanaga’ or Sanhaja Berbers, who he terms elsewhere the ‘people of  … Terga’ and tells us ‘they live after all one manner, that is to say, without all law and civility’. Of all the nomadic groups I would meet on my travels, none is more iconic.fn1 More independent, more restive, more mysterious, they are the über-nomads. They loom over the history of Northern Mali like aliens in a pulp sci-fi tale: descending on the natives in a storm of pillage and blood, plugging the bloody gaps between periods of settled rule. Leo’s account of Tuareg hospitality is rare: they are remembered mostly for what As-Sadi calls their ‘many acts of gross injustice and tyranny’. Describing events in fourteenth-century Timbuktu, he tells us the citizens appealed to Mansa Musa to take over their town: ‘They began to roam about the city, committing acts of depravity, dragging people from their homes by force, and violating their women.’ In the fifteenth century, Tuareg raids drove the townsfolk to invite the first Songhay ruler, Sunni Ali, to invade. When the grip of the Moroccans weakened, the Tuareg took control again. And when central rule was collapsing in the nineteenth century, they were once more in the ascendancy. Observing their ‘most cruel depredations and exactions’ in 1828, the French explorer René Caillié noted: ‘The people exposed to their attacks stand in such awe of them, that the appearance of three or four Tooariks is sufficient to strike terror into five or six villages.’


Later that century, when the French army was spreading the net of Soudan Français, none resisted more defiantly than the Tuareg. In 1894, Tuareg tribesmen charged a French camp, killing the French military chief, 12 officers and 68 African troops – the worst French reverse in the whole of their Saharan campaign. Punitive expeditions were launched, unarmed Tuareg were massacred, crops raised by Tuareg slaves were destroyed, thousands of livestock were confiscated and the severed heads of Tuareg combatants were displayed in village marketplaces.


Summing up the mood in the French camp, colonial officer Louis Frèrejean wrote in his journal of ‘one of those sinister pirates of the desert’, who was tied up and left to burn in the sun, despite his protestations of innocence: ‘Before the column set out, a soldier received the order to kill the captured Tuareg with a rifle shot; and in the abandoned camp, his dead body remained stretched out near the stake to which he was still attached.’ As far as the colonial officers were concerned, it was war. ‘Considering that we will never succeed in making friends with these tribes because of their religious and racial hatred towards us,’ wrote the Governor of the French Soudan in September 1898, ‘and because we have deprived them of their only resource, namely plunder and theft, we have to eliminate them if we can.’ Yet many of the intellectuals who accompanied the colons were more ambivalent.


‘They are barbarians,’ wrote the anthropologist Émile Masqueray in 1890, ‘but barbarians from our race with all the instincts, all the passions, and all the intelligence of our ancestors. Their nomadic customs are those of the Gauls who took Rome.’ To some of the more romantically minded French officers, the Tuareg were the ‘knights of the desert’, as Lieutenant de Vaisseau Hourst wrote in 1898: ‘When I imagine their wandering life, free of any hindrance, their world in which courage is the first among virtues, in which the people are nearly equal, I ask myself if they are not happier than us.’


[image: Image Missing]


In the rosy sheen of evening, Ousmane took me to the edge of town to meet his family. Behind the neighbourhood midden and the concrete pile of the Libya Hotel (built by the largesse of the recently deceased Colonel Gaddafi), a ragged canvas tent was pitched on the far side of a dune. Ousmane’s father and a couple of brothers were sitting in the lee of the tent, gorgeted in blue. Slumped across a frayed rug, on a plateau of buff-coloured sand speckled with goat droppings, they were sipping glasses of tea and smoking through a pipe made from antelope horn.


Talking to traditionally veiled Tuareg can be a forensic activity. You’re trying to gauge everything from the tiniest clues: inflections in their voices, the slightest blink or dilation of an eye. I spent a couple of afternoons with Ousmane’s family and was invited to join them for a meal. On this occasion, his brother Haka lowered his veil and ate with us, outside the tent, while his father and several other veiled relatives moved inside. We sat over a metal tray, cross-legged, with our elbows on our knees, rolling the buttery rice into gummy balls in our palms. The menu may not have been as lavish as the one enjoyed by Leo Africanus in the desert, but at least there was no toll, and I was able to enjoy the meal all the more, knowing I was as free as my hosts.


I was thrilled to be dining with the ‘blue men’. As enadan (artisans or smiths), Ousmane and his family are members of a hereditary caste that is credited with access to the spirit world and called on to recite epic poems during feasts and celebrations. Scorned by the noble caste (the imajeren), still they have a huge breadth of utility in Tuareg culture, acting as cattle branders, dentists, matchmakers and apothecaries, among numerous other functions.


The caste system is one of many features of Tuareg culture that has bewildered visitors, along with the vestigial traditions of raiding, slavery and the adanay ritual (by which girls had to drink huge quantities of milk to fatten them up for marriage). What fascinates many Western observers is the tension between the far-out and the familiar. Alongside these more exotic elements are parallels with our own culture, such as the crosses that recur in Tuareg decorative imagery and the relative freedom of their unveiled women (although the traditions of matrilinealism are as alien to European observers as to Arab Muslims). Seeking Tuareg origins in the ambiguous surfaces of their culture, scholars have traced them to the Iberian Peninsula, Crusader armies, ‘cultures babylonienne, chrétienne, mandéenne, biblique, arabe pré-islamique, perse, grecque et égyptienne’ (to cite Jaques Hureiki’s exhaustive list), without pegging any theory down with sufficient proof. The Tuareg became a tabula rasa onto which the most romantic theories could be projected; a nexus of the imagination, linking ‘civilised’ Europe to the ‘savages’ of Africa.


There is, however, one point on which Tuareg at large are in agreement with their Western observers. As a captured rebel declared in 1963, they are ‘nomads of the white race, [who] can neither conceive nor accept to be commanded by blacks whom we always had as servants and slaves’. Behind the enadan’s veils, I noticed flatter noses and darker complexions than among other Tuareg, suggesting closer links to their black neighbours than they wish to admit. But the feeling of separateness was keenly felt, and Ousmane’s relatives expressed it that evening as we worked through the platter of rice.


‘My father is telling Haka he must eat more.’


Ousmane had been talking for a while in Tamasheq with his brother. Now he turned to me.


‘Oh, has he been ill?’ I asked.


‘No, but he was in jail so he is not accustomed to big meals.’


Haka picked up a few grains of sand and held them, pinched between thumb and forefinger. Spinning his head underneath them, he rolled his eyes in mock wonder, before drawing the grains towards his mouth as if he were about to taste some exquisite delicacy. He reminded me of Charlie Chaplin’s improvident tramp, making noodles out of boot laces in The Gold Rush.


‘When they gave us something to eat, those were the lucky days,’ explained Haka, through Ousmane’s translation. ‘And even if they gave you bread you had to eat it straightaway, or someone would take it from you. A Tamasheq in the Malian jail is a rat in the nest of a snake.’


It was hard to establish what crime he had committed. Haka insisted he had been stitched up by his employer, a Koro-Boro (a member of the town’s majority Songhay ethnicity), who had taken on a construction job without the correct licences.


 ‘The government thinks Tamasheq people don’t need to eat.’ Haka dipped his fist and patted the rice into a ball. ‘Maybe they are confused by the tamelgoust. They think we only need the sand. We can eat the grains and we can sleep on the dunes.’


A born satirist, Haka bristled with dark humour. When the uprisings began a few months later, I kept thinking of him rubbing the sand between his fingers in angry pantomime, and wondered if he had taken up arms.


As the historical accounts testify, the Tuareg were never on easy terms with their settled neighbours, so joining them together was always going to be a challenge. ‘Know that the Tuareg race was entirely self-reliant and self-governing until the coming of the French,’ wrote a Tuareg chief to Charles de Gaulle in 1959, ‘… it should not disperse them between different peoples with whom the Tuareg people [do not share the same] race, religion, or language.’ Speaking in 1962, just two years after Mali’s independence, the governor of the Niger Bend region communicated this awkward union, declaring that ‘nomad society, as it is left to us by the colonial regime, undoubtedly poses us problems in light of the objectives of our socio-political program’. Marginalising pastoralists, the new regime pursued a policy of aggressive agricultural development, asserting ownership of all Malian land, leasing out pasture and planting rice paddies in place of nutrient-rich bourgou (echinochloa stagnina, or ‘hippo-grass’) that had sustained flocks along the Niger river for centuries. It was only a matter of time before the first insurrection would flare.


That was launched the same year, by a renegade called Alladi Ag Allal, who attacked a pair of camel-mounted policemen near the northern stronghold of Kidal. But Ag Allal and his comrades were armed only with a few Mauser rifles and some curved swords; their campaign was crushed by the Malian army’s superior firepower and the ruthless tactics of its commander, Captain Diby Diarra, known as the ‘Butcher of Kidal’. Wells were poisoned, cattle slaughtered, women raped and civilians executed without trial. President Modibo Keita might have been a fierce critic of the colons, but his regime had certainly been paying attention to them.


Decades would pass before the launch of another full-scale rebellion. By then, the Tuareg had been driven to desperation by a wave of catastrophic droughts and the government’s failure to engage with the issues that had been raised: notably the lack of development and the independence of a culture that refuses to be shackled to regulations invented by, and for, its sedentary neighbours. And another factor had emerged, overshadowing the Tuareg movement into the present calamities: Colonel Gaddafi’s Libya.


As the only African leader to engage with the Tuareg – however dodgy his motivations – Gaddafi earned the goodwill of a people who were treated by other African leaders as parasites. They provided manpower for his army, and in return he supplied training and munitions (later, he would also offer regular salaries and amnesties for those who found themselves on the Malian government’s ‘Wanted’ list). In 1990, a group of Tuareg soldiers recently returned from Libya attacked a police post at the desert outpost of Menaka. Although their impact was deflated by infighting, they excited enough concern to draw concessions from Bamako, including a pledge for limited self-rule in Kidal. This ‘National Pact’ was marked by a spectacular ceremony, known as the ‘Flame of Peace’, in which 3000 guns were incinerated in the sand north of Timbuktu, a short walk from the house where I was staying.


Yet many of the terms were left unfulfilled, and resentment continued to simmer. During the 1990s anti-Tuareg paramilitary groups were formed with names like Ganda Koy (‘Masters of the Land’), who distributed pamphlets exhorting their followers: ‘Let us drive the nomads back into the sands of the Azawad.’ Inevitably, the pressure cooker exploded once again, with a new uprising in 2006.


Armed with machine guns from Libya (where, under Gaddafi’s eccentric tutelage, they mixed with IRA paramilitants, Basque Separatists and Germans from the Baader-Meinhof group), the Tuareg insurrectionists now represented a more substantial challenge. Between periodic ambushes they were able to disappear in the desert, hiding out in the hills around Kidal. The Malian government conceded to peace discussions, in which various rights were stipulated, including recognition of the Tamasheq language, investment in the north and the formation of security units consisting of local Tuareg. But again, there was little evidence of the promised investment.


Mohammed Ag Ossade, director of a Tuareg cultural NGO called Tumast, outlined Tuareg grievances to me when we met beside a ceremonial tent in Bamako.


‘What people want’, he said, ‘is not independence. What they want is an improvement of their life and conditions. A minister will say there is money being invested, then he divides the money with the project director and there is nothing left to put it into effect, and another big villa appears in Bamako, while the rest of the population remains poor.’


 So many villas sprouted in one suspicious neighbourhood in Bamako that it was known as Quartier de la Sécheresse, ‘Drought Quarter’, after the embezzlement on which it had been built. No wonder frustration was growing. That gentle afternoon, it was hovering on the horizon, ready to unleash the next bloody chapter in Timbuktu’s history.
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White Man’s Grave


TIMBUKTU IS NOT A BOASTFUL CITY. IT DOESN’T THRUST UP PROUD TOWERS, or bristle behind defensive parapets and bastions. Instead it sprawls, low lying and shy, hunkering down against the sandy bed that eats away its edges. Few cities are so evidently of the desert: in Timbuktu, you can never get away from the sand.


This environmental cohesion expresses itself in the architecture. Tents and huts made from woven reeds are just as common as houses in some quarters, especially those where the recently sedentarised have bivouacked, their possessions stored in saddlebags rather than trunks. Even the grander establishments betray elements of nomadic life. Delicate pargetting and fretwork echo the patterns on Tuareg jewellery and nomadic carpets, while the layout matches the functions of a tent. Occupants loll about in sprawling yards, like they would on their dunes; but high walls and gates protect their privacy, performing the same role as the vast distances of the desert.


Some of the finest architecture of Timbuktu appears in the homes of the explorers. Next to a loitering donkey and a pair of palm-reed tents belonging to Bella (former slaves of the Tuareg), a plaque commemorates Major Alexander Gordon Laing, one of many ill-fated pioneers of the search for Timbuktu. Keyhole shapes draw shadows over benippled grids in the pretty wooden shutters, above a heavily bossed door with a rusty swollen knocker. Now inhabited by a calligrapher, the house is an elegant contrast to Laing’s torrid experience.


Travelling in the twilight of the Georgian era (that golden age for daredevil explorers), Laing was determined to ‘rescue my name from oblivion’ by becoming the first modern European to record his impressions of Timbuktu. The myths had swollen over the centuries,fn1 while a religious prohibition made the city all the more enticing for cravers of fame, like trying to break into Raqqa in 2016.


On 14 July 1825, Laing married the daughter of the Consul of Tripoli. Two days later, he kissed his wife goodbye and set out in full military uniform for Timbuktu. Robbed at every turn, attacked by bandits, living off desiccated fish moistened in camel’s milk, he carried on despite losing his luggage and his money, not to mention all the wounds he received. ‘I have five sabre cuts on the crown of my head,’ he wrote after one ferocious attack by Tuareg bandits, ‘and three on the left temple  … one on my left cheek which fractured the jaw bone and has divided the ear  … one over the right temple  … A musket ball in the hip  … Five sabre cuts on my right arm and hand  … Three cuts on the left arm  … One slight wound on the right leg  … to say nothing of a cut across the fingers of my left hand, now healed up. I am nevertheless, as I have already said, doing well, and hope yet to return to England with much important geographical information.’ The sterility of the desert spared him infection and against all the odds he made it to Timbuktu – a bloody wreck strapped to his camel, as immobile as a slab of salt. He was the first known European to cross the Sahara from north to south. Nearly six weeks later, he hurried out of the city, his ‘situation in Tinbuctu rendered exceedingly unsafe by the unfriendly disposition of the Foolahs of Massina  … whose Sultan has expressed his hostility towards me in no unequivocal terms’. But it was not the ruling Fulani who brought about Laing’s demise; he was betrayed by a sheikh of the Berabish tribe, who, according to one of Laing’s local hosts, ‘ordered his negroes to seize the traveller in a cowardly manner, and to put him to a cruel death’.


Others, such as Laing’s fellow Scot Mungo Park (drowned when his canoe capsized on the Niger river) and Major Daniel Houghton (who disappeared without trace near the village of Simbing), were equally unlucky. Jean Louis Burckhardt, who had been planning a trip for years, fell to dysentery in Cairo before he could launch his expedition. And Joseph Ritchie, dispatched from Tripoli, was a victim of insufficient funds and fever. But one success story (the term is pretty relative in this context) was Robert Adams, an American sailor shipwrecked off the African coast and sold into slavery in 1812. According to his account, Adams was dragged to Timbuktu, bartered to a group of tobacco merchants, hauled back across the Sahara and freed at last by the British Consul in Mogador. When his story made it to print in 1816, it was dismissed by sceptics, and for all its authenticity never caught on.


By the 1820s, Timbuktu had snacked on so many ambitious adventurers it had earned the nickname ‘White Man’s Grave’. Yet that did not stop René Caillié. This remarkable traveller had dreamed of visiting Timbuktu since childhood. Overcoming his lowly birth and the indifference of French officers in Senegal, he mastered Arabic and passed himself off as an Arab heading home from Christian captivity. Succeeding where so many others had failed, he stole into the forbidden city in 1828, scribbling notes whenever he had a moment to himself. His reward for being the first European to reach Timbuktu and report back on his findings was 10,000 francs from the French Geographical Society. Like Adams’s account, Caillié’s had its doubters. How, they asked, could such a landmark achievement possibly have fallen to the son of an assistant boulangier? That, surely, was a far greater enigma than any of the mysteries enclosed in Timbuktu itself.


The house where Caillié stayed is round the corner from Laing’s. Delicately rendered, with pilasters projecting from the walls and a roofline threaded by copings, it looks like a pioneering work in mud-Palladian. Further away, past the Sidi Yahia mosque and the library of the Wangara family, is the house that hosted Heinrich Barth (unusual among Timbuktu explorers of the nineteenth century in that he travelled across the Sahara for primarily scholarly purposes) in 1853.


Wandering between these houses, I was struck by the different geometries of space and time. The travellers may never have met, but Timbuktu brings them together: its first three European visitors of modern times. Strolling down this ‘Street of the Explorers’, I could see them in my mind’s eye – sharp-nosed Caillié, sidling past Laing’s house en route to peruse some manuscripts; the groaning major cleaning his wounds on his stoop, or starting one of the hundred letters he tried to write to his wife, straining with his lesser-wounded left hand; Barth pottering by with a thermometer, performing one of his three daily temperature readings. Ghosts of the past, unexorcised from these streets that have changed so little since they visited.
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I was staying on the brink of the desert, in a gated villa with solar panels on the roof and delicate star patterns incised on the walls. You could trace the daily movements of shadow by the indentations left by people’s backsides, as residents sought the most durable shade. Towering over its neighbourhood, it was like a feudal keep, fringed by a motley band of tents and palm-reed huts. It was owned by a Berabish family – members of an Arabic-speaking tribe that has been pitching its tents in this patch of the Sahara since at least the fifteenth century. Originally Berbers, descended from the indigenous North African population, the Berabish mixed with Arabs, adopting their language and culture. Leo Africanus writes of Arabian tribes in North Africa who ‘lead a most miserable and distressed life’ and ‘use commonly to exchange camels in the land of negros’.


As desiccation and drought made life harder for the townsfolk, it was these desert tribes who flourished. By the time the nineteenth-century explorers were stumbling to Timbuktu, the Berabish had an ambiguous, elastic reputation. They were blamed for the murder of Major Laing, among other fatalities, although one of my host’s ancestors had protected Heinrich Barth in the 1850s. But they were well established as kings of commerce, running monopolies on salt and bulk goods that continue to this day. The most successful Saharan tribes were not always the mightiest warriors – they were also the ones who could adapt to market interests, exploiting loopholes, answering public demand. The Berabish, widely considered to be masters of frud al-haram (or ‘forbidden fraud’, the local term for the black market), are the exemplars of this principle.fn2


Lapping the desert, the broad gated house was an ideal meeting point for nomads from the dunes, most of them traders fresh off the caravan trails. I was intrigued by these people: caravaneers and agile border hoppers, some of them smugglers. They rubbed their hands over a brazier in the yard, discussing price differentials between Mali and Algeria, fuel dealers who filled your tank with sand, a government plan to build military posts all the way to the salt mines of Taoudenni (they had mixed feelings on this, because it might restrict the movement of goods) and other matters my Arabic lacked the subtlety to follow. Many a night I sat there, sharing a platter of noodles with them, trying to untangle the chatter.


‘Isma, listen.’


One night, a trader lit a couple of cigarettes off the brazier and passed one over. ‘You have a satellite phone?’


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘A memory card?’


‘I … yes, but I kind of need it!’


He leaned closer, and I felt the strap of his digital watch on my arm. ‘Listen, friend. I have Marlboro Red. Best price in Timbuktu. Come on, we can pick them up now.’
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‘Toubob, white man, come and see!’


One morning while I was having my breakfast, there was a rattle at the gate. Standing there was a boy who lived in one of the nearby tents. He may not have been a fully operational merchant, but he had a super bargain for me. Because there, at the base of a dune, a short walk from the house, was a caravan of salt. It was a scene so timeless, I half expected to turn around and see Jean-Léon Gérôme or Eugène Delacroix bending over an easel.


Light crackled on the slabs – eighty-pounders, as long and wide as tombstones. They hung from the sides of the camels, shackled to their saddles with braided ropes of grass, pronging the air with darts of incandescent light. The animals looked broken, scarred across their bellies and sides, their eyes teased by flies. Their legs buckled and their bellies slammed into the powder. They gave the impression they might never rise again. As for the men, they busied themselves with the grass ropes, untethering their salt slabs and carrying them like cut-glass chandeliers across a tiled floor. The slabs were gathered in pairs, forming trestles across the sand, as if the men had been appointed to erect a banqueting table for the chiefs of the desert.


That night, the house played host to the salt merchants, who gathered in the yard, smoking, pinching snuff from boxes of beaten tin, scooping spaghetti from the communal platter.


‘It is too hard,’ one of them muttered. ‘Thirty-six days, walking all the time. It is too hot and Taoudenni is hell.’


‘So why do you do it?’ I asked. ‘Does it make a lot of money?’


Another salt merchant laughed. ‘I would thank God for that!’ He picked up a twig and stirred the fire, gazing into the embers. ‘Someone who doesn’t travel, his head is like a watermelon.’


The men spent six months a year on the azalai, the seasonal salt caravan, and the other six resting, when the heat was too strong. They cut the salt themselves (and sometimes bought it from the miners), carrying as much as they and their camels could manage, on 10-hour night-time marches, all the way back to Timbuktu. It sounded magnificent and horrific in equal measure. But how could such an austere system endure? Surely these days it would be a lot easier – and faster – to go by truck? ‘By God!’ one of them snorted. ‘Do you not understand the price of gasoline?’


‘There are many trucks these days.’


His companion shook his head, pitying such foolishness. ‘We pass them on the journey, and many are broken down or they run out of fuel. But camels can give themselves fuel in the desert, and if they are lame we kill them and thank God for the meat. We think one day no more cars will go to the salt mine because they lose too much money this way. Our way is the better one.’


For centuries, salt has been the ‘white gold’ of the Sahara. The precious metal came from the forests, the riverlands of Guinea and Ghana; but salt was a true product of the desert. As a result, the caravaneers who traded it became some of the richest nomads in the region. In Leo Africanus’s time, a single camel’s load of salt fetched as much as 80 ducats (a phenomenal sum when you consider that he bought a sword in Fez for half a ducat). Later, in the nineteenth century, Mungo Park saw slabs of salt for sale for 8000 cowrie shells. Like the cowries, salt could be used for currency (hence our word ‘salary’), and it proved a more effective instrument of barter, since you could weigh it directly against gold. Historians judge the condition of the slave industry according to the amount of salt that was sold in exchange for a slave – a piece no bigger than a slave’s foot in more wretched times, a whole bar at others.fn3 Not until French colonisers introduced paper money in the 1880s did salt recede as a form of currency, although it never lost this role entirely.


‘It is still really important today,’ said Dr Habibulleye Hamda, an expert in the salt trade whom I met at Timbuktu’s top academic centre, the Ahmed Baba Institute.fn4 ‘It can be used for medicine, animals, human consumption.’


‘But it can’t be as big as in the past?’ I asked.


‘Well, of course it has problems. Young men don’t want to go on the azalai any more. They find it easier to stay in the town and sell other products. And in the south you have sea salt, which erodes the activity here. But people still prefer the salt from the mines because it is sweet. It’s the best salt. Sea salt is bitter, and the camels won’t eat it, they prefer the salt from the north.’


The salt traders were some of the first nomads I met, and these encounters had the feeling of First Contact. I might as well have been on an intergalactic space station, stretching my hand towards the bug-eyed ambassador from Alpha Centauri. But I craved something less corralled, more intimate.


On previous travels in the Middle East, I had experienced tantalising glimpses of nomadic life: Bedouin in scrappy tents among the terraced hills of the West Bank, Iranian Bakhtiaris on the summer trails of the Zagros. Yet I was always looking through a picture frame; my focus was elsewhere. Now I wanted to break through that frame. I wanted to sit around the evening fire with them, walk the trails with them, hold the bowl while they milked their camels.


Nomads are obsolete – or so our century decrees. When books and documentaries pay them attention, it is framed in doom-laden titles, like The Last Nomad or The Last Caravan. More often they are pushed to the side, a spam narrative that is easily deleted. Pasture trails are dismissed as ‘marginal land’ ripe for cultivation if only someone would take the effort to develop it; and the people making these observations rarely hang around long enough to witness the people using the trails.


Even travel writers tend to shun such communities these days, as if the nomadic world is being punished for Bruce Chatwin’s inability to reconcile it with his own pathological restlessness.fn5 The great British tradition of travel writing cut its teeth on adventures with nomads – from Richard Burton and CM Doughty in the nineteenth century to Wilfred Thesiger’s peerless explorations of mid-twentieth-century Arabia. But Thesiger’s fears came true and the ‘abomination’ of the motor car shovelled Arabia’s nomads to the sidelines. In the late 1970s, Jonathan Raban reflected the tilt in perspective, arguing in Arabia through the Looking Glass that Bedouin culture was most dynamically expressed in the adaptation to urban life. For Raban, nomad camps (and the desert itself) were sideshows to the energy of the cities. This pattern prevails to this day, when time and again the totems of travel writing ignore the nomads they pass, like social high-fliers looking over the shoulders of the shabbiest, least-connected people at parties.


I don’t presume to change this pattern. I was looking for a subject, something other people weren’t writing about so much. The nomads of North Africa are such a thing. I wasn’t sure in those first days in Timbuktu what was drawing me to them. I was responding to a sensation in my heart and guts, more than my head. But I knew they weren’t irrelevant; and I was pretty sure they weren’t on their last legs, despite what anthropologist Anja Fischer calls ‘the apocalyptic sentiment at the forefront of nomadism discourse in recent decades’. I had already been travelling for months, and at last I knew why. Quite simply, I wanted to learn what it is like to live as a nomad today.


Spurned by the rest of the world they may be, but it is this separation that is the nomads’ greatest strength (arguably, it is their greatest weakness too). They are independent and largely self-sustaining. Sure, they have to pop into town occasionally, to pick up a sack of rice or sugar (and latterly, pay-as-you-go mobile phone scratch-cards on the ‘nomadis’ roaming tariff). But they are still more independent than people in towns. If anyone is going to survive the eventual Apocalypse, it won’t be the all-American action man of Hollywood movies. It will be nomads like the ones I met in North Africa.
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‘Lamina? Yeah, he’s a good man. He’s really serious, he knows the desert as well as anyone.’


My friend Mahmoud, a spiky black Tamashek who swung me round town on his motorbike, gave a solid thumbs-up. Lamina was an azalai ‘pilot’, a caravan leader with a ‘gift’ for orientation in the desert, and he had a gap in his schedule. He couldn’t take me on the caravan – I wasn’t proven yet – but he agreed to show me the ropes. He would teach me some of the critical skills, such as saddling your camels and riding them, tracking, navigation, pitching camp, drawing water. I hoped that if I spent long enough with him, I would learn what you need to be a nomad today.


‘If you go with Lamina,’ said Mahmoud, ‘there’s one thing you can be sure of. You won’t get lost!’


I imagined a stately figure in long robes, throwing up his hands at all my errors, then breathing a sigh of relief when (if!) I managed to get the knack; slowly moulding me from unpromising raw material into something more substantial, someone who could sing, like the Tuareg rock band Tinariwen, ‘I know how to go and walk/ Until the setting of the sun/ In the desert, flat and empty, where nothing is given.’ When I think back to it, I realise there was something a little fable-like about it all. I thought I was learning for the azalai; but the lessons would have a different, wider application.
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