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IT WAS A CHILD, screaming in nightmare, which awoke me. As I rose from the depths of my sleep, sluggishly, like a diver surfacing from the seabed, the corridors of the hotel echoed with those pealing, terrified cries. They poured over the balcony beyond my room and filled the courtyard beneath; they streamed out into a town which was cooling itself, ankle-deep in sand under a new moon, and they were lost, plaintively, among the low dunes scattered to the south and to the east. I reached consciousness to the dimmer sound of a father’s voice gentling the infant terrors away, and the night became stealthy with silence again. But the spell of tranquillity had been broken. In a day or two I must leave this room, with its bare security and comfort, and move off into those dunes beyond the mosque, into the awful emptiness that stretched for three thousand miles and more to the east. A man called Mohamed was even now travelling down from his encampment in the desert, to be my companion at the beginning of what seemed to me a very fearful journey.


I, who normally sleep so securely that I have rarely been able to recall my dreams on wakening, had experienced the childish nightmare too, in the past few months. There had been a midsummer night in London when I had dreamt myself deep into the Sahara, among endless sand dunes and a formless, panic-stricken sense of being lost and in peril. I could not tell whether I had failed to find a vital water hole, or whether I was just hopelessly unable to decide which way I must go to safety; the images were inexact, only the torment was penetratingly clear. As I emerged from the horror of it, my body streaming with sweat, my mouth bitterly dry, the woman I loved helped me to safety again.


But now, in this room on the edge of the desert, there was no A to calm my fears. Nor were the fearful images inexact any more. For two or three weeks I had prowled around this rim of the Sahara, preparing myself for my journey. I could visualise its beginning with some clarity, and I now had the name of a companion to give a tiny substance to any event my imagination conjured up. As the child’s screams dwindled into sobs and died with a whimper, I lay blankly and widely awake for a while. A couple of dogs barked down by the marketplace, where all the commerce of Islam heaved and badgered and bartered during the day. Then silence and nothing, nothing, nothingness stretching away to infinity around my room. On one side there was an infinity of ocean, on the other three an infinity of desert, all threatening this small remnant of civilisation which man had contrived against nature. What a folly it seemed to abandon that so wilfully.


Gradually, the images crept out of the corners of the room and shaped themselves over my bed. I saw myself asleep somewhere out in the nothingness, then wakening suddenly at some sound. Appalled, I saw that Mohamed was carefully leading our camels away. I was unable to move or call out from my sleeping bag, so transfixed was I by the care he took not to disturb me: he walked them down to the far side of the sand dune before mounting so that I shouldn’t hear their protesting noise. By the time I’d struggled out of my bag, he’d vanished, with the camels, our water and our food. I had nothing but a sleeping bag and the dying embers of our campfire.


The sequence ended abruptly there. I shifted uneasily, aware that the blood was pumping through my chest more obviously than is normal at two o’clock in the morning. Then another image crossed my mind. Again I was awakened from sleep in the desert, but this time Mohamed was inert in his blanket nearby. Cautiously I raised my head and saw figures creeping towards us, evidently bent on murder. As one of them approached my companion, I scrambled out of my sleeping bag, kicked Mohamed awake and leapt towards the attacker, my sheath knife already drawn and in my hand. Untidily, the sequence dissolved with me rushing up a dune, pursued by a figure. I stumbled and saw his weapon–a sword, a club or a knife–descending. Then the vision was gone. Much gratified as I was that my fanciful response had been so heroically in the best white man’s tradition, I was nevertheless left pondering for several minutes just how I would get out of my sleeping bag in such an emergency, and whether, indeed, I ought to sleep with my knife quite ready for action of that sort.


Impatient by now of these midnight movies, I switched on the light and, reaching for Solzhenitsyn, began to read myself into torpor again. But my body, I noticed, had become a little clammy, though the night was cool. I was afraid.


*


It was because I was afraid that I had decided to attempt a crossing of the great Sahara desert, from west to east, by myself and by camel. No one had ever made such a journey before, though many men have traversed the desert from north to south. For ages before Europeans ventured into the interior, there were well-defined caravan routes from Black Africa below the Sahara to white Africa fringing the Mediterranean. Slaves were regularly herded from the markets of Tombouctou and Tchad up to Fez, Tripoli and elsewhere on the northern littoral. The Europeans who took to the desert in the nineteenth century–Laing, Caillié, Barth, Clapperton, Nachtigal and others–did so from a mixture of motives. Sometimes it was a straightforward attempt to explore the commercial possibilities of a route into Black Africa. Until René Caillié’s successful venture in 1828, a number of explorers had been trying to reach Tombouctou,* chiefly to find out what truth there was in rumours that here was a fabulous city on the southern edge of the Sahara. The motives of such men were always strongly seasoned with a taste for adventure on its own account. But always there was also the possibility of some tangible achievement at the end of their quest; and always this logically meant a crossing from top to bottom of the Sahara. There was never any logic to a journey made from the Atlantic to the Nile, or vice versa. The intervening space had gradually been known from the time of Herodotus to consist of nothing but sand, rock and diminishing savannah. The limits could easily be explored from the sea. The only lateral caravan routes in the Sahara were over relatively short distances, like the one from Agades to Bilma, for the conveyance of salt. There was only an adventurous challenge in trying to cross the biggest desert on earth between its most distant boundaries. Men ignored it until 1963, when a party of twelve Belgians with half a dozen vehicles motored from the Atlantic coast of Morocco right across to the Red Sea.


If I managed to make the first great traverse by camel, I would enjoy my success. I recognised that the moment I first thought of attempting the journey. In the spring of 1971, I was flying home from Sierra Leone at the end of some fieldwork for a book on nineteenth-century missionaries, with vague plans for a later history of Saharan exploration   swilling round my head. It was a thick, muggy day as we took off from Freetown, and we were soon riding high above continuous banks of grey cloud. After an hour or so, this changed dramatically. The earth beneath was now hidden under a vivid orange fog. Whether it was a sandstorm or merely the colour of the desert reflected onto cloud, I had no means of knowing. But certainly it was the Sahara. And this orange pall covered the earth as far as the eye could see from thirty thousand feet. It was the first time that the terrible immensity of that wilderness had been registered on my emotions rather than my intelligence. Three and a half million square miles of desert at once became a staggering reality, instead of a statistic paraded before the bored glance of a mathematical ignoramus.


My emotions produced two responses, in quick succession. First there was an almost sensuous thrill of anticipation; impulsively, I wanted to grapple with the void down there, I wanted to plunge into it, I wanted to stretch myself out to its limits. Instantly, my heart and my body recoiled from the prospect. I have climbed and walked among mountains since my school days, but still I have only to look at the photograph of a climber on some awfully exposed slab of rock, and the palms of my hands become damp with sweat. They became damp now, even as another part of me was seriously beginning to wonder whether I could possibly commit myself to the desert. I was aware that it had not been crossed the long way by one man using the desert’s most primitive and traditional form of transport. The fantasy of such an achievement danced into already mixed feelings. Of one thing at least I was certain. I should relish that crown.


The possibility of a giddy and unique success, however, was not enough by itself to set me on my way. One of my weaknesses is a deep need to justify my actions; I have always found it very difficult to do something simply for the fun—or the hell—of it. I did not need to look far for a justification of this journey. It was there in my instant recoil from the prospect of commitment, in the fearful sweat that sprang out of my palms. I would use this journey to examine the bases of my fear, to observe in the closest possible proximity how a human being copes with his most fundamental funk.


I was a man who had lived with fear for nearly forty years. To say this is not to suggest that I had lived in a permanent sweat of terror. I can think of only two or three occasions since childhood when this would have been true. Once, certainly, when I was climbing on the Matterhorn without a companion. I slipped on some icy rock and was lucky not to finish up in the glacier, a couple of thousand feet below—and terrified enough to turn back to the Schwarzsee as soon as I had calmed down. There was another occasion in Calcutta during a particularly turbulent period in local politics. I walked round a corner, straight into a demonstrating mob which at once transferred its attention to me. Maybe a hundred men surrounded me in an intimidating circle, while I sat down and pretended to read about the Bengal Renaissance from a bulky volume with which I hoped to conceal the fact that my knees were shaking spasmodically, and squatted thus for perhaps a quarter of an hour until a truckful of soldiers arrived and dispersed the crowd. Dramatic moments like these, however, have been mercifully rare. To live one’s life in fear is something much less spectacular and much more commonplace in everyone’s experience, I believe, than most of us are prepared to admit or even able to identify.


It is to act, for a great deal of the time, from negative rather than positive motives. One takes a certain course of action not because one wholly wishes to do so, but because one fears that unless one adopts this course, the consequences may be painful. The habit can become so enrenched in a man’s character that he ceases to observe the motivation, producing instead any number of rationalisations that will explain and justify his conduct. The result can sometimes be catastrophic, as I had discovered in my own experience.


For a decade and more, my married life with J had been quite extraordinarily free from expressions of anger on both sides. I don’t believe we had known open conflict until the day I confessed adultery to her. There were, of course, tensions from time to time long before this, but neither of us had allowed them to become explosive. They were screened by various devices which could be recognised by such clichés of phrase and habit as ‘carrying on bravely” and “smiling the thing off. “Had either of us been challenged to produce reasons why we didn’t explode in each other’s face with “You stupid bitch,” swapped for “You selfish bastard,” we would, I think, have answered that each of us cared for the other too much to hurt him or her with our anger, and that we had both been taught (in very narrow Protestant traditions) that it was sinful and selfish and quite un-Christian to put our personal interests so violently forward that it disturbed the other’s tranquillity and sense of well-being. In fact, I believe that our angers were contained basically by fear and not by generosity. We were afraid to speak out violently because it was possible that we might be hurt by the response of the other. We might even—and this was the most frightening thought of all—lose the other and become lonely and insecure again, as before marriage.


This merely exemplifies the calibre of the fear which every man carries with him, unless he is uncommonly wise or strong or lucky. It appears in a great many other forms, almost every day of his life. We hesitate to speak to strangers for fear of a rebuff, a small humiliation. We are loath to act generously because we fear that more may be taken from us than we really wish to give. We will not stand up and be counted in some small but important matter because it may cost us a security or, more frequently perhaps, an advancement. Gradually we become stultified, incapable of giving to each other, waiting instead for the next hostile move from another fearful man, which must be countered with all the craft at our disposal, for the sake of self-preservation.


Yet I also believe in the essential greatness and goodness of the human spirit. Instinctively, for it is beyond measurement, I believe it to exist in the same proportions in every race of mankind. I have seen far more generosity and kindness all over the world than I have seen meanness and viciousness, though I have seen much of that, too; I have offered it myself. The balance between the two is determined by fear; this is every man’s spiritual battleground. And while there can be no solution to the spiritual struggle so facile as that expressed by “learning to conquer fear,” it is possible to come to terms with it, to grow stronger and straighter through the encounter with it. We must not hope to banish it entirely. It would be hazardous to do so, for fear can in some situations be the only warning of a purely physical danger which may cripple or destroy us physically. What we have to learn and relearn and not forget is how not to be destroyed, crippled or merely reduced in spirit by fear. We have to find our own ways of shedding natural timidities which cause us to decline some possible course of action without even examining it before commitment. For if we do this, if we turn away from the action as a reflex of fear, I think the fear of it follows us for the rest of our days, systematically weakening our spirit in all things. We are reduced in our ability to go forward and meet, recognise warmly and embrace, Life itself and all who share it with us.


Fear can thus be seen as the most corrosive element attacking the goodness of the human spirit, which, untouched by fear, finds itself always in a natural movement towards its fellows. This, if we will notice it, is the way of the child until he has been pained for the first time by an encounter with some other creature. The most insidious form of fear, which is the fear of being afraid, is the most potent force of all against this movement, for it does not simply arrest that movement: it does not allow it to begin. Yet if, in the face of fear, we can summon the strength and the faith to go forward, I think that far more often than not we find that one of two things happens. Either the encounter with the thing feared demonstrates that it is by no means as laden with terrible properties as we had supposed from a distance, a discovery which tends to dissolve the fear itself. Or else, terrible as the encounter may prove to be, it is one which can be endured and which can fortify us in the endurance. There are obviously limits to any human being’s endurance, but they can be judged only by being tested, and they are almost certainly much greater than most of us take for granted in ourselves.


I had gradually come to these conclusions over many years, out of my own experience and my observation of others. I had found myself more and more focusing my attention on the part that fear plays in all our lives. In my own case, I recognised that my deepest fears were those of annihilation, of being surrounded by what is hostile, of being unwanted, of loss and of being lost—in several different senses. I doubted very much whether I was at all exceptional in fearing these things. And while I had come to know, over a long period, a great deal of my fearful self, there were still extremities that I hadn’t touched, which I hadn’t been able to examine, where my belief in the necessity of forward movement had not been tested.


To do these things, it would be necessary to place myself in a completely unknown context, in which imagination might find the most fearful possibilities rampant. Once I recognised the opportunity for such experiment, I did not doubt for a moment the necessity of engaging in it. Having been saddled since childhood with a pathological degree of curiosity, it was natural that I should wish to draw close to these extremities. There was a temperamental logic in the fact that, having recently involved myself in the life of the most crowded place on earth, Calcutta, I should now be contemplating a passage across one of the emptiest.


The Sahara fulfilled the required conditions perfectly. Not only did the hazards of the desert represent ultimate forms of my fears, but I was almost totally a stranger to it. I had crossed a corner of the Rajasthan desert in India by car, and I had motored through the sandblasted hills of Judaea in Israel. I had been on the threshold of the Sahara itself once, in Marrakech, but there it was no more than an exotic and completely safe tourist attraction. On none of these excursions had I spent so much as one night away from the comforts of an hotel. I had never in my life touched a camel, let alone ridden one. I was not even capable of communicating with the inhabitants of the North African desert, for I spoke not a word of Arabic. I could scarcely be less prepared for a long and slow journey from the Atlantic to the Nile upon the back of what was said to be the most intractable of beasts. My only obvious asset for such a venture was a fair degree of physical fitness, laboriously maintained over many years by an addiction to exercises concocted by Canadians for the reduction of weight among obese aviators.


Friends were later to say my idea seemed so preposterous that they assumed I would drop it as soon as I had fully digested its practical implications. But long before I had finished writing about nineteenth-century missionaries, I was quite certain where my nagging wish to know would next take me. And though it might well be that I should be drawn across the desert by the prospect of an explorer’s crown, I also knew that, more powerfully still, I would in truth be propelled by my own fears.






* Still, in the Western world, more commonly known as Timbuktu or Timbuctoo, but, in Africa today, spelt as above.
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BY THE END OF MARCH 1972, I was free to begin my preparations for the journey. From the tentative plans which had been forming in my mind throughout the previous year, it had become obvious that I must take the fullest possible advantage of the desert winter. The Sahara was no place for a lone traveller by camel in summer, when the air temperature can rise to 134 degrees F, and where the sand temperature has been known to reach 168 degrees. In such conditions it would be suicidal to attempt an extended journey with very limited water resources. I must therefore be in a position to move away from the Atlantic coast by the beginning of November at the latest, which meant that I must leave England early in October, to allow time for acclimatisation. I had six months in which to ready myself, and there was much to be done.


The first priority was clearly to start learning Arabic. I have never been a linguist. Though I had travelled widely as a journalist, I had never managed to pick up more than a smattering of phrases in any tongue other than French, and even my French was laborious for want of lengthy practice. The prospect of tackling one of the notoriously difficult languages at the age of forty, and trying to speak it well, both deterred and excited me. It was perhaps expecting a little too much of a curiously unreceptive part of myself, yet the possibility that I might gain access to a completely alien culture and tradition by this means was enormously pleasing.


I enrolled as a pupil in a small school hemmed in by kebab cafés off the Tottenham Court Road. It was run by a Mr. Beheit, late of Cairo and points adjacent, of dapper appearance and explosive temperament, who assured me that after three months of his special treatment I would speak Arabic fluently. Whereupon he drew from his desk a postcard which an old pupil had sent him from somewhere in the Middle East, expressing great gratitude and reporting the astonishment of local Arabs that he could converse with them like a native. It was written in English. Mr. Beheit himself spent most of his time coaching businessmen in French, which was destined to equip them for advancement through the Common Market. Through the thin, partitioned walls of his school, one could hear him bellowing in exasperation at some confused entrepreneur: “Non, M. Jones. ‘Je ne suis PAS français.’ Pas, PAS, PAS!” I was gratified that my own tutor’s approach was infinitely softer and less public. Also from Cairo, his name was Ahmed, and he worked in the school as a relief from playing bit parts in English television.


For a couple of hours every morning we would face each other across a small table, while we discussed in meticulous detail the colour scheme of the tiny cubicle, the events in the street below and, once a week, the hair-raising progress of a window cleaner across the curtain-walled building in the next block. In between, bearing in mind the particular interest I had in acquiring Arabic, I would inquire the way to some imaginary oasis, anxiously demand fodder and water for my camels, wonder politely whether the sheikh was prepared to grant me audience now. It was all hard going. I frequently despaired of ever becoming anything like a fluent speaker, though Ahmed assured me that my pronunciation was above average for a Westerner. This, I suspected, was a small Egyptian flattery, for there are a couple of Arabic sounds which not even a gift for mimicry allowed me to grasp for ages. There were, moreover, vast distinctions of meaning conveyed by subtle sound shifts rarely employed in English. And for me the problem was increased by the need to assimilate a vocabulary that would vary from place to place across five essentially Arabic-speaking countries that practised vernaculars of their own: the word for “people” might be nais, sha’ab or sooken; that for “now” could be taoo, hella or dilwa’ti. I was in a similar position to that of a foreigner to Britain who finds himself confronted with men of Glasgow, Dublin, Llanelli, Liverpool, Birmingham and Bethnal Green, each of whom speaks English in the most pungent local dialect.


Each day I was mentally exhausted by the strain of a morning in school, followed by an afternoon struggling at home with a tape recorder. Yet there was relief in the most elementary forms of understanding and progress. When I merely got the drift of a torrent which Ahmed had just released, I was childishly elated. When I managed to roll a complete sentence off my tongue without apparently thinking what I was saying, and it came out right, I beamed like an idiot. I could keep going enthusiastically for a couple of hours after some simple discovery of Arabic etymology; the fact, for example, that the Arabs regarded the umbrella (shamseeya) as a protection from the sun (elshams) and not from the rain. And the enjoyment of reading and writing the flowing Arabic script was something that did not leave me once I had mastered it. By the end of June, no one could have described me as anything like a fluent speaker of Arabic. I was approximately in the position of a fifteen-year-old who, equipped with a modicum of schoolroom French, nervously awaits his first trip to Paris. But this was something I could improve upon in my own time. I bade farewell to Mr. Beheit, still struggling to drive the French negative into the still confused mind of Mr. Jones.


I had arranged by this time to find out something about camels from the London Zoo. Armed with a temporary employee’s permit, I began to visit Regent’s Park in the mornings, before the public was allowed in. I had hoped that perhaps it might be possible for me to learn the elements of camel riding there. So it would have been, for the keepers were willing enough, if only the Zoo had possessed a harness and saddle suitable for the single-humped Arabian camels in its care. But the only saddlery in London was designed for the use of small children on the backs of two-humped Bactrians, shaggy creatures from Asia, which are unknown in the Sahara. There seemed little point in learning to sit cosily on one of those. What I could learn, however, was to become used to having camels about me. It was a small but important step. I am not particularly attracted by animals as such and have always found myself much irritated by the sentimentality of urban animal lovers. There’s a high degree of nervousness involved in this feeling: let a dog crouch low and bare snarling teeth at me, and I can feel myself tightening up inside under the threat of attack; the last thing I’m ready to do in such circumstances is to try to pacify the animal with soothing words and friendly, confident gestures. A large and lumbering beast such as a camel has always therefore been a potential source of danger.


They had three Arabians at the Zoo, and one of them was a heavily built bull named Fred. As we walked towards his pen for the first time, his keeper told me about the perversity of bulls. You had to be careful of them at all times, he said, but particularly during the rutting season. They were liable to attack without provocation, with necks outstretched, and they always went for a man’s belly with their teeth. There were cases, he said, of natives having been disembowelled this way. I remembered Wilfred Thesiger writing* about an old man and a child who had been savaged to death by a bull as they sat by a campfire in Arabia.


Fred was sitting down when we arrived at his pen. As we entered, he shambled to his feet and padded over towards us. A single pace away, and his neck arched high in the air. Then something half ridiculous, half revolting happened. There gradually emerged from the side of his mouth a pink bubble, a membrane which slowly expanded into a great drooling balloon that went slithering obscenely down the animal’s neck, before it deflated and disappeared inside the maw again. From somewhere within there came the sound of slobbering, sucking turmoil. Down into our faces swept the sweet stench of decomposed vegetation, mixed with heaven knows what stomach juices. Thus the bull camel betrays his excitement when confronted with a cow on heat. I stood my ground, manfully, while Fred’s keeper grinned at us both.


“He fancies you,” he said.


The feeling never became mutual, but my familiarity with this ponderous beast became such that one day, wondering just how strong the camel’s neck was, the keeper and I swung from it together, like a pair of children, legs in the air, while the bull stood patiently, showing no sign at all that he noticed the sudden weight around his windpipe. By then I had so far overcome my initial timidity that when the younger of the Zoo’s two Arabian cows ran at me, partly in play, partly to test what she had from the first sensed as weakness, I turned to face her and smartly clouted her under the eye. She backed off and never chased me again. I was learning.


After these early-morning excursions at the Zoo, I went home to grapple with Arabic, or else I spent afternoons in the library of the Royal Geographical Society, reading the reports of various expeditions into the Sahara. The evenings were increasingly spent in stargazing. It was vital that I should become a proficient navigator, which meant a great deal more than an ability to use a map and compass. This I had been able to do since my days in the school cadet corps, twenty-five years previously. On more than one occasion since then, I had been grateful for that early training, when caught in cloud or mist on Dartmoor, in the Lake District and the Scottish Highlands. The problem of finding a way across the Sahara, however, would obviously be much more like that of crossing the Atlantic safely than of reaching Bassenthwaite in one piece from rough ground northeast of Skiddaw. Before you can set a compass course, you must know as precisely as possible where your starting point is. Which means, in default of charts as blessedly detailed as those of the British Ordnance Survey, being able to use a sextant and work out a position by celestial navigation.


I had occasionally handled a marine sextant during my time in the Navy, but that was just after leaving school, and I had long since forgotten even the basic principles of its use. In any case, I now found that a marine sextant was of little use in the desert. One needed a bubble sextant, as devised for aircraft navigators, with an artificial horizon which would be as necessary when travelling among ranges of sand dune as when flying at 25,000 feet. I finally tracked down a secondhand instrument, recently calibrated, in a ship chandler’s emporium. I got myself a handbook of instruction in what appeared to be a witheringly mathematical art, a Nautical Almanac, and a set of sight reduction tables; these, at least, superseding the logarithmic tables which navigators had to rely upon until quite recently, should help to take the weight off my notorious incapacity with figures.


In one respect, however, I was determined to ignore the most up-to-date methods of calculation. I would not be taking a transistor radio with me into the desert, for it would have represented something alien to the spirit of the journey I wanted to make. At the same time, an inability, to receive time signals increased the likely difficulties of accurate position-finding. For in taking a sight of the sun, the moon or any other heavenly body by sextant, it is of absolute importance to note the exact moment of the shot; someone has estimated that every second in error of time leads to a quarter of a mile’s error in longitude if the observer is at the Equator, more as his latitude increases from zero. I decided to risk something of error by taking with me an electronic watch, whose daily variation would be very small and, more important, constant. Given that I could adjust it against time signals every few weeks—which seemed a reasonable supposition—the safety margin should not be disastrously affected.


The methodology of navigation seemed, when I got down to it, to be much less complicated than I had expected. But when I actually came to use the sextant in practice, the results were hopelessly inaccurate. Night after night, A and I trudged across Hampstead Heath, trying to distinguish Aldebaran or Capella in the great orange glow that dimmed all but the brightest stars in the heavens above London. For a start, the Great Bear, the Pole Star and Sirius were almost all I could identify with certainty. But identification was not the greatest difficulty I found myself in. Having reached certainty in picking out half a dozen stars, I could theoretically begin to obtain fixes from them, but the fixes I was getting were distinctly at variance with what I knew my position to be. We would rush home and work out the results of the sextant observations, which appeared to have been taken from somewhere in the middle of the South Yorkshire coalfield, when I knew perfectly well that we’d been standing on Parliament Hill Fields.


I assumed that my feeble mathematics were failing me in the most elementary sums of addition and subtraction, so I persisted through many cold and semiobscure nights to plot myself west of Bristol, east of Tolpuddle and at a number of points right in the middle of the English Channel—anywhere, in fact, except in North London. In some desperation I canvassed friends with some knowledge of navigation, asking them to check my methods. They could see no fault in them. Yet still the massive errors continued. Finally I conceded that the sextant, newly calibrated though it was, might just possibly be at fault. An acquaintance in the RAF arranged for it to be tested at Farnborough. A few days later I was informed that there was a perpetual error of 2 degrees 17 minutes built into the wretched thing; which meant that I could not possibly have found my position to within less than 137 miles of where I stood. Farnborough returned it to me “rectified beyond the theoretical limits of accuracy.” Next day I took a couple of sun sights, morning and afternoon, in the back garden and worked out a two-shot transferred fix. This time, I was only five miles out.


I would need to do better than this in the desert, but at least I could be confident of my instrument, with only the errors of inexperience to overcome from now on. No seaman would worry overmuch if he knew he was fixing his position in mid-Atlantic to within five miles. In mid-Sahara, however, the problem would be different. There would be water holes to find, literally no more than holes in the ground, that might easily be missed unless one arrived within a mile or so by navigation. This much was clear from the rather sketchy charts on which I had plotted the routes I intended to take. It would obviously be impossible to try riding across the desert in a straight line, as though one were sailing a yacht across the ocean. One’s course was essentially determined by the need to move from well to well and from oasis to oasis.


In choosing the Mauritanian capital of Nouakchott as my beginning-I was selecting a place virtually on the seashore of the Atlantic, where I might expect to obtain camels. From there I would ride in a southeasterly curve across Mauritania and into Mali, to reach Tombouctou. There I could probably rest a little and replenish my stores before heading northeast, towards the Algerian oasis of Tamanrasset, almost exactly in the centre of the Sahara. This would be my halfway point, before moving east across the Libyan desert, by way of Murzuk and Kufra. At Kufra I would be within six hundred miles of the Nile, but a direct march to the river through Dakhla Oasis was ruled out by an intervening sand sea, devoid of water and consisting of one range of high dune after another. Instead, it would be necessary to turn south at Kufra, to the mountain of Jebel Uweinat, standing at the junction of Libya, Egypt and the Sudan, and then to go northeast to Dakhla, before cutting due east to reach the river at Luxor.


As the English explorer Wilfred Thesiger pointed out to me when I sought his opinion, this was not the most intelligent route to be taken by a man intent on making the first camel crossing of the Sahara from Atlantic to Nile. It swerved needlessly all over the place, far beyond the requirements of finding food and water, and probably put the best part of a thousand miles on the most direct route. My choice as far as Tombouctou would have been fine, but after that it would have made more sense to continue almost due east across Niger, Tchad and the Sudan, striking the Nile somewhere above Wadi Halfa.


That I had no intention of trying to cross that way was not mere perversity on my part. My primary aim in going to the desert was not to establish a record, much as I might enjoy doing so, but to explore an extremity of human experience. The Nile was a physical objective to be aimed for and reached if at all possible, for it would have been as pointless to set off vaguely into the interior of the Sahara as it would be to embark upon a cross-Channel ferry with no notion of the direction one would take at the other side, or the distance one was prepared to travel. Moreover, I still wished to write my history of exploration.


With this in mind, there were three places I much wanted to see. One was Tombouctou, which had been the objective of so many nineteenth-century explorers. Another was Tamanrasset, where that strange, compelling mystic Charles de Foucauld had hidden himself for a decade before being killed by marauding tribesmen. The third was Murzuk, an old slave market on one of the main caravan routes north to Tripoli. My way across the desert was predetermined   by these three points quite as much as by any well or oasis.


If I reached the Nile by the chosen route, I would have ridden about thirty-six hundred miles. Assuming that I could cover about twenty miles a day, which all expert opinion seemed to agree upon as a reasonable rate of progress by camel, this would have meant about six months of riding. But, as Thesiger said, it was quite impracticable to suppose that one would maintain twenty miles every day, from start to finish. There would be inevitable delays from time to time, when one would make no progress at all. No one set of camels would be able to cover anything like the full distance; they would have to be replaced at different stages, and buying fresh ones would take time. There was always the possibility of falling ill and having to stay put until the sickness passed. Thesiger’s view was that unless I managed to reach Murzuk by the beginning of March, I had no chance at all of getting across the Libyan desert before the onset of summer; and to be caught in that emptiest quarter of all the Sahara in summer was probably to perish. He didn’t believe I could reach Murzuk in time. It seemed that I would probably have to be content with spending the summer there, before continuing my journey in October. With luck, I might reach the Nile by Christmas 1973.


Thesiger’s advice had been valuable, but it was full of doubts and what seemed to me spectacular pessimism. When I asked him what he thought about the chances of travelling entirely alone, he was incredulous.


“You don’t seem to realise,” he said, “that camels represent wealth to the Tuareg, and if they see a lone Englishman crossing their territory with a string of beasts, they’ll bump you off without compunction.”


This was not quite the impression I had formed of the Tuareg from other sources, which seemed to suggest that what had once been the fiercest and most warlike people of the Sahara had moderated since their struggles against French colonialism into a rather simple, poverty-stricken and passive race of herdsmen. Thesiger most certainly knew more about primitive desert life than any other Englishman, but most of his remarkable explorations had been in Arabia, his knowledge of the Sahara was comparatively slight, and I found myself wondering whether perhaps he was not unconsciously transferring his experience of one area to the other. I suspect that he thought my enterprise little more than a stunt.


There was only one man whose advice about the desert could carry more weight than Thesiger’s, and he was Theodore Monod, whose whole life has revolved around the Sahara. Monod is one of the polymathic figures of our time: an ichthyologist by training, a geologist by extension, an Orientalist by taste, a gifted linguist by nature who is, among many other things, France’s chief connoisseur of English doggerel verse. He is also a formidable explorer and desert traveller. For nearly half a century he crossed and recrossed the Western Sahara by camel, and some of his journeys are still legendary among people who know the great emptinesses of Mauritania, Mali and Algeria. A great deal of what is known about the structure of the Western Sahara, about its prehistory, derives from his field work on these journeys, and it has not yet been superseded. If you study the North African collection at the Musée de l’Homme in Paris, you find that many of the specimens, almost all the landscape photographs—in sepia, blotched with age and a little flyblown now—were supplied by Monod.


The contrast between him and Thesiger could scarcely be more complete. Where the Englishman is tall and heavy, the Frenchman is short and wiry. Where Thesiger lopes along in great deliberate strides, Monod scuttles like the White Rabbit. Thesiger is rather blank, with penetrating eyes that look as though they haven’t seen much to laugh about; Monod is very warm and he grins in a fetching way at small things. At seventy he has the physique of forty-five, the mental attack and verve of thirty. He drives his battered Mercedes saloon with all the dash of a playboy at the wheel of his first sports model. He has enthusiasm, and he shares it.


For two or three months we had corresponded about my plans, Monod offering a variety of suggestions seeded with quotations from Edward Lear. In August, A and I went over to France to collect the best available charts of the Sahara from the Institut Géographique National in Paris. We went on to Colomieres, the Monod country home near Sens. In his library, a converted barn which probably contains everything that has ever been printed about deserts, the Sahara in particular, he bubbled with the enthusiasm he had already transmitted in his letters. He provided much practical guidance, culled from his long experience. You must never, he said, place a guerba on the ground overnight, or you may find that most of the water inside the goatskin has disappeared into the sand by morning, by the process of osmosis. You must always allow your beasts to browse wherever they can find grazing, however impatiently you may be delayed, for in the next few hundred miles there may be nothing at all for them to eat.


Even more important to me than such droppings of wisdom was Monod’s buoyant assumption that I was not on a fool’s errand, that my journey most certainly could be accomplished with reasonable luck, provided one set about it intelligently. He doubted whether it would be possible to travel without any companions at all, as Thesiger had, but his reasons seemed to me more realistic. Monod didn’t believe that one man could cope physically with all the hard work involved in an extended camel journey. He himself, he said, would never have dared to try it. But not once did he imply that I would be an idiot to make the attempt myself.


“Perhaps,” he shrugged, “it is that I am not bold enough.” He entered into the spirit of my adventure as though he were planning to come with me. Why didn’t I, he said, as we pored over the charts in his library, why didn’t I try to cross from Oualata to Arouane, en route to Tombouctou? “Why not try that, if you want adventure? It’s never been done, you know. We really have no idea of the country between those two places.” The country between, even on the informative IGN charts, was about three hundred miles of totally unmarked desert.


By the time we returned from France, there was little more than a month left before I must be away. Gradually I completed my preparations. I collected a variety of inoculations and I put together a small kit of medicines. I listened to what the School of Tropical Medicine in London had to say about salt intakes and minimal water requirements. Not less than eight pints a day was their advice, based upon experiments conducted in the Arizona desert. But expert opinion on this subject was as much in conflict as it was upon the matter of how far a camel could be expected to go without water. Wilfred Thesiger reckoned to have travelled for twelve days in Arabia on no more than a couple of pints a day, but a colleague in the RGS told me that once, when he had found himself reduced to two pints for a couple of days in Libya, in an emergency, he had been very ill indeed. Monod said that six pints should be sufficient except in summer, when one might well need twice that amount.


As for camels, Thesiger put the absolute limit at twenty waterless days when travelling. An American who rode from Morocco to Tombouctou just after the war claimed that his beasts would not survive for more than five days without water. The experienced Swiss traveller René Gardi has suggested seven days. Desert journeying was evidently even more of a hit-and-miss affair than I had supposed.


I assembled my pieces of equipment and stowed them in two kit bags. Almost everything was severely practical, but if I was to spend a year or more in the Sahara, I would need something beyond my natural resources to prevent my mind from vegetating. A gave me a pocket chess set and some problems, which made a decent start. But when I considered the number of books I had promised myself that I would read one day, given sufficient spare time, I was defeated by the amount of choice at my disposal. In the end, I settled for Dawood’s translation of the Koran, into which I had only dipped so far, Solzhenitsyn’s new novel, August Nineteen Fourteen, and Archibald Wavell’s classic and affectionate anthology of verse, Other Men’s Flowers; it was an old standby, even though by the nature of its compilation it omitted a number of my favourite poets, like e.e. cummings and R. S. Thomas. I also carried my Arabic dictionary. It occurred to me, as I was packing these books, that they did not represent a very venturesome selection. I would be much in need of old standbys, emotional and intellectual, if I was to manage the months ahead, and I recognised this clearly enough on the brink of departure. Whatever lay in store for me, I should not be capable of burying myself totally in the desert.


My vision had foreshortened sharply over the past few months. At the start of my preparations, I had seen the journey as a sweeping movement from Atlantic to Nile. But it slowly became impossible to contemplate the whole vast project and all its implications; this was an enormity far beyond my imagination once I had settled down to working the thing out in its manifold parts. By midsummer, I found my resolution limited to reaching Tombouctou, with a very vague subconscious acknowledgement that I must then proceed into a blankness beyond, but with no desire at all to think through that blankness into some concrete perspectives. Eventually, I was not even thinking as far ahead as Tombouctou. I was wholly preoccupied with the immediate tasks of acquiring the right inoculations, setting my domestic affairs in order, and obtaining permission merely to set foot on Mali with a camel. Even after a prolonged negotiation at the Paris Embassy of the republic, that issue was still in doubt. It would be necessary to visit Bamako, Mali’s capital, deep in the African bush, before I could set any kind of course across the Sahara for Tombouctou. If I failed on that mission—and I was given the impression that my chances of success were no more than even—then my expedition to the Nile might founder before it properly began.


I had also reached a point of tension that was not immediately connected with, yet was inseparable from, all my fears. In the preceding months I had known moments of great calm, and they had followed a consistent pattern. They came after I had accomplished some small constructive thing: merely writing to Monod for advice was enough to create tranquillity. Or else they succeeded and healed the moments of nightmare that had recurred from the beginning: after the horror of being lost, being attacked, being finished had subsided, I found myself still secure, still whole, still resolved, therefore calm. Or was I merely living in a fool’s paradise before plunging into an idiot’s self-destruction? The nightmares and the calms, however, had now given way to a tautness of the spirit that lifted me beyond the reach of either and was slowly creeping through the tissues of my body. I realised one day that I had not for weeks listened to any of the music that I loved, for fear that it would release the sluice gates of emotion, relying instead upon a diet of the most unmemorable jingles in the pop charts. A said that my face was now habitually clenched, as with concentration, but I knew that this was only partly so. I was braced against the onset of fear just as much as I was applied to the tasks still to be done.


I relaxed only when I was with my children, enjoying them dreamily and watching them more carefully than I could remember for a long time. Andrew and I walked across Dartmoor one weekend, ostensibly so that Dad could practise compass work on a Saharan training exercise and Andrew could feel he had a hand in all this, but really so that I could watch him grow for forty-eight hours and leave another small mark on him. Conceivably it might be the last one. I had no palpable sense of doom, but I recognised that at the bottom of all the fear lurked the real possibility of catastrophe. I spent the last weeks frugally, and there was much tenderness in them. A and I lingered over everything we did together, trying to make it last, in case we never happened again. J and I discovered that we could hug each other again, as we hadn’t been able to for years. We had become close once more, across our accepted separation.


Early in October I left London for Paris, to lobby the Mali Embassy again before flying on to Africa, and to see Monod for final instruction. In his apartment high above the quai d’Orléans, with the Seine swirling round Notre Dame just below, we lunched off Madame’s fish stew, plum pie and vehemently nonalcoholic fruit drinks, while this boundless man demonstrated the superiority of the French liquid compass over the English one, discussed the sometimes impenetrable topicality of Giles cartoons, and wondered where on earth he had mislaid his diary of a crossing to Tombouctou forty years earlier.


His almost last words were very characteristic. “Take plenty of string,” he said. “It’s always very useful.” Then he was away down the quai at the dash, eager for another encounter with his students.


I had one more appointment, and I kept it a few hours before catching the plane to Dakar. I went to the Russian Orthodox Church for the Sunday morning mass, as I had got into the habit of doing whenever I could, over a number of years. Originally drawn there by the quality of its choir, I was more and more impelled by a presence in the place, of which the singing was only part. I had long since rejected most of Christianity’s codified faith, where it seemed to be intellectually doubtful and spiritually crippling in the teaching I had received. Yet I could never deny its attraction, both intrinsically and as a possible passage to enlightenment. I could admire and accept the ethic, I could venerate the man who first pronounced it, I could certainly acknowledge the mystery of something beyond the tangible; but further than this I could not go.


Yet here, in the spell cast by those rumbling basses and those skirling Slav sopranos, by the drift of incense and by the operatic movements of the priests and acolytes, I had increasingly come to feel that I was close to some aspect of truth that had hitherto eluded me. There was a deeply restrained sadness in that place which marked the émigré faces of the congregation as they watched the movements around the tabernacle with obedient, wondering eyes. At the same time there was something that transcended the sadness, expressed crescendo and diminuendo in the voices of the choir. I never left without feeling calmer and stronger, surer of goodness and lightness in mankind, than when I entered.


On this morning the tourists, as always, crowded self-consciously near the back of the church, intimidated by its strangeness and its quintessential power. Old ladies in black, with woollen mufflers scarved round their heads, threaded their way through to the space at the front, kissing the icons and lighting candles before them, then settling down in attitudes of prayer. The archpriest arrived at the west door, an ancient man in a soup-stained cassock, with wide and staring eyes above his ragged old beard. The cantor, he of the slicked-back hair, the brushy moustache, the richest diapason of all, had come to meet him. So had two acolytes, and they now began to clothe the archpriest in gorgeous cope and maniple, stole and mitre, while he leaned, semi-invalid, upon his staff.


While this was going on, while the cantor swung the smoking censer from its chain and the choir climbed and dipped gently through the introit, I found my mind drifting away through multiple definitions of God. This was the oldest conundrum of all, which had plagued me since that day in late adolescence when I had for the first time asked myself a serious question about the pious atmosphere that had always suffused my family.


In an instant, my reverie was startled by a totally new conception, the sudden linking of two terminals that produced a burst of illumination. It was not only new to me: it could not possibly have occurred to me until I had started to prepare for my journey. For I had discovered, in the past few months, that in celestial navigation, in astronomy, there is a thing in the universe called the Point of Aries. This is the place in the heavens where the path of the sun (the Ecliptic) intersects the celestial equator (the Equinoctial) on March 21 each year. It is, in a way, the invention of astronomers and navigators. Nothing exists there, in a physical sense; there is no single heavenly body called Aries. But all the heavenly bodies in our zodiac are related to it. They swivel about the Point of Aries in definable trajectories at predictable moments, and they do this unceasingly throughout time. It is because Aries exists that the navigator is able to make his calculations, and so fix his position on earth. This is the focal point of activity for all those millions of light specks which we call stars. It regulates their relationships. It also gives man, trying to find his way across the wildernesses of the earth, a security that he can find it, if only he learns the secret of using Aries correctly.


Perhaps—I wondered, as I watched the priest being clothed, as the incense climbed indolently to the apse, as the chant lifted the spirit high above the rue Daru—perhaps God should be thought of as a spiritual Point of Aries. Insubstantial, without a material presence, but nonetheless our focal point and our security. Without awareness of this God, without a sense of common relationship with God and with each other through God, without being able to refer to God, we are quite lost; people spinning helplessly and hopelessly through a fearful void of the spirit.


This was not a concept to set theologies atoppling. I had no grand illusion about it; for all I knew, it was already regarded as a commonplace in some insubordinate Dominican priory or other. But I was glad that I had come by it now, at this time and in this place. As I walked out along the rue Daru, where the autumn leaves were starting to untidy the pavements, all the old fortifying influence of the Orthodox mass was with me again. There was something else this time, though. I felt released, as from some burden that had chafed at me long. I would never be more prepared for a journey across the wilderness.






* In his book Arabian Sands.
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I STAYED IN DAKAR only long enough to be plundered by the most rapacious taxi drivers in creation and to discuss my immediate plans with the British Embassy. The Foreign Office had advised its North African missions of my venture, and this had already produced from our men in Cairo a memorandum, which awaited me in the Senegalese capital, about mines the Egyptians had recently laid in their southern desert. There was also a letter from Monod, which he must have written within hours of our parting three days before. He had found the missing diary and copied the itinerary of his 1934 crossing of Mauritania to Tombouctou. It had taken him fifty-seven days but, he warned, “that kind of calculation is, in fact, very silly; there is really no accurate possible count; so many things may happen, so many incidents…. A camel trip has nothing to do with a railway timetable. And should not!” It was a warming send-off from a tireless and generous man, but for the moment the impediment of bureaucracy lay between me and my attempt to follow where he had led; and Egypt was so remotely in the future that the warning about the land mines could register as nothing more than a vague shape upon a dim and hazy horizon.
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