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			For Mo

		

	
		
			If you have the desire for knowledge 

		    and the power to give it physical expression, 

		    go out and explore. If you are a brave man 

		    you will do nothing: if you are fearful 

		    you may do much, for none but cowards 

		    have need to prove their bravery. 

		    Some will tell you that you are mad, 

		    and nearly all will say ‘What is the use?’

			Apsley Cherry-Garrard (1886-1959), 

		    Member of Captain Scott’s 1910-1913 Expedition to the South Pole 

		    The Worst Journey in the World
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			To Begin at the Beginning

			I was born in Zanzibar in the last days of the Sultans. When I was just twelve hours old, the Sultan His Highness Sheikh Sir Seyyid Khalifa II bin Harib Al-Said bin Thurein al-Busaidi and his wife, Seyyida Nunu, honoured us by coming to the hospital with an armful of flowers for my mother and welcoming me into the world.

			Zanzibar has always been a magical island, with its old Stone Town built of coral set in a halo of white sand beaches and whispering palms, surrounded by the transparent turquoise seas of the Indian Ocean. Lying halfway down the east coast, it was the gateway to Africa, and used for centuries by the Arabs to trade gold, ivory and slaves. It was also where the great Victorian explorers, like Burton and Livingstone, launched their expeditions into the interior of this vast, unknown continent.

			Pa lived there for 27 years as the senior colonial officer, and was devoted to it, studying its peoples, customs and wildlife; no European ever knew it better. Before joining him there, Ma had spent eight years in a corner of south-west Uganda, where she had started a school, and for her, this shift from Uganda (which Churchill had called the ‘pearl of Africa’), to the oppressively hot, humid coast was difficult. She also hated the traditional colonial costumes and the clapping for servants. So, she was happy when, with the final twilight of the colonial era, we returned to England. But here, as I grew up, I remember her watching every morning as the City gents scurried for their London trains, black suits, black raincoats, black briefcases, black umbrellas, black bowler hats. She called them the ‘black beetles’ and said to me, ‘Never have a job behind a desk’. I never did.

			My maternal granny was a passionate theatre-goer and it must have rubbed off on me as, to Pa’s dismay, I had no interest in following him to Cambridge, but instead went to art school to study theatre design. He lost interest in my education from that moment. He was a brilliant natural historian, however, and inspired in me a love for nature and the wild places of the world. This eventually grew into a desire to escape from the safe, cosy, middle-class world of suburbia. So when my fascination with the art of the Italian Renaissance pushed me to start hitch-hiking across Europe to visit galleries and museums, I carried a small tent. I was happy to sleep almost anywhere, including a graveyard. I discovered that I didn’t mind discomfort.

			I had been sent away to boarding school from the age of eight, so never had a sense of ‘belonging’ around my home, feeling something of an outsider. This gave me a rather detached view of the world, and a tendency to dislike Western society and the destructive influence of human ‘civilisation’ on our planet. I had been brought up with books about Africa, wild animals, tribesmen and remote landscapes of savannah and mountain, which my imagination gleefully inhabited. I was used to frequent visits by Arabian and African friends from East Africa, and our house full of exotic memorabilia: Arab daggers; silver salvers; models of dhows, and an ancient treasure chest similar to those used by Captain Kidd, the famous pirate. Unsurprisingly, I developed a thirst to travel in those enchanted climes. Africa was in my blood.

			However, my first adventure after leaving school in 1968 was to set off, aged seventeen, with two friends in an old Land Rover, to spend six months driving 20,000 miles to Afghanistan and Pakistan. For the first time I found myself in truly wild areas, sometimes at risk of attack by Pathan bandits. In the tribal areas of south Pakistan the police insisted we take an armed guard with us, but we irresponsibly ignored them and pressed on, even becoming hopelessly lost in semi-desert, only to find the people kind and generous. Although I often had a hollow pit of butterflies in my stomach I discovered that if someone in a dangerous area gives you food and shelter, you are his guest and he will protect you. I liked these wild people of the mountains and deserts.

			Ten years later I saw some of the Middle East and was astonished that people could live in such brutal desert lands. I wanted to understand the austerity and wilderness for myself. So in the winter of 1979-80 I spent three months in Southern Algeria around the Hoggar Mountains, the very centre of the Sahara Desert. I was determined to make a journey by camel – not a tourist jaunt, but with a real sense of exploration – so, with a Tuareg guide and three camels, I rode almost 150 miles north through the desert. I was a hopeless cameleer and have rarely been so uncomfortable. The fear was still there, but so was a curious thrill, which fired through me a strange enjoyment of the discomfort.

			I had read a book about a camel expedition around the east side of Lake Turkana in north-west Kenya a short while earlier, the first substantial European expedition since the early explorers, and it set my brain alight with curiosity to discover it for myself. I was then lucky enough to be introduced to the remarkable explorer, Wilfred Thesiger, famous for his extensive travels in the Empty Quarter of Arabia, probably the harshest sand desert in the world, and came to know him well. He had ‘retired’ to Samburu tribal district, south of Lake Turkana – further proof to me that this must be a fascinating area. I make no apology for discussing Thesiger at length in the following pages. He is an almost mythical figure, whose life remains an enigma to most people.

			During the period of the journeys recounted here, 1979-85, I was working freelance in the film industry, creating special effects. Extended down-time between contracts gave me plenty of opportunities to disappear into the void of the unknown land which forms the subject of this book. With such a wide range of potential places to explore, and very little knowledge of the area as a whole (partly because much of it was essentially unexplored) I was guided simply by guesswork and my sense of curiosity. North Turkana, on the north-west side of Lake Turkana, struck me as probably the most remote area, so I decided to head there. Halfway down the west coast of the lake, at the end of a long dust road, on a bay named Ferguson’s Gulf, was a large village called Kalokol. This seemed an ideal starting point for a circular walk. On the map I picked out names that seemed to mark a possible route and decided to attempt that. My idea was to take loaded donkeys and find tribesmen as guides, but it was all very vague; I did not really know what I was doing. I was very nervous although I took care not to show it.

			I became increasingly fascinated by the other-worldliness of this region, unlike anywhere I had ever seen, and the more I witnessed the more I wanted to see. I eventually covered 1,200 miles on foot (the distance from England to Greece) around both sides of the lake. Writing a book about my trips never crossed my mind at the time, but friends who found my stories extraordinary pressed me to record them, so I made detailed accounts of all four walks. And then left them on the back burner for over 30 years. 

			Since my walks the world has impinged on the wildness of the region. Population has exploded, Kenya’s 17 million in 1980 becoming 45 million by 2016, and villages of about a thousand or so in the Northern Frontier Region sometimes expanded to tens of thousands. There is still tribal raiding, but tourism is creeping into what was a wild and often very dangerous area – an inaccessible land which very few then knew of and fewer still had visited. Where I walked, vehicle access is now comparatively normal. But travelling by car totally changes the nature of the interaction with the local people, their harsh lives, and the solitary, silent emptiness of the African dry scrub and desert. For me, travelling on foot – this intimate contact with the land and its people – was paramount to the whole endeavour. 

			I look back now on the arid solitude of the great African Rift Valley and see in my memory the visions of those enormous skies and the scattered thorn trees across its empty, barren wastes. In the throbbing heat of a stone world I see a flash of red from the decoration of a distant lone warrior, the wild lightning storms, glorious flaming sunsets, and the visions of my time by a jade-coloured sea. It was a unique time in a unique place. My memories still pulsate with the wildness of it all. My tribal companions may now be long dead but the pulse of those days still runs in my veins; days before mobile phones, PCs, GPS and social media, days when travelling in remote places was only achieved with loaded animals and a map and compass. And the thrill of its dangers.

			When I saw them, the most far-flung parts of North Turkana had probably changed little since the Stone Age. Looking back at my old trip notes, I realise that the era I knew, the era of my walks, has ended, and now that the world is at last waking up to the damage we are doing to our planet, it feels timely and important to share this rare record of a different world at a different time. This, then, is a book I have to write, a story that needs to be shared, from a world that has vanished away in the thirty-five years since I travelled in it. 

			In today’s climate of ‘political correctness’, it might be construed as high-handed, even ‘imperialist’, to hire tribesmen to walk through areas where water was so scarce and where we were frequently at risk of being attacked, even killed, by bandits. However, the realities of life in this area were often brutal, and people were used to digging for water and avoiding bandit attacks. My companions were rarely more at risk travelling with me than in their own manyattas, which might be raided at any time. And they were always keen to accompany me. I could never claim to be as tough as they were, and although theoretically I may have had the casting vote, in practice we lived entirely as the equals we actually were, as the book repeatedly shows. I would be sad indeed if such retrospectively applied judgements were to impinge on the ability of modern sensibilities to engage with the adventures told in these pages.

			I have included a glossary of local words but, as there was little written heritage at the time, spelling was often unreliable. Sometimes I have referred to a Swahili dictionary, but generally accepted the spellings given to me by local people who surely have a right to be the custodians of their own culture. Consequently you might find different spellings in other places. I also relied on their versions of the ‘truth’ and have described things accordingly. If you find something to be inaccurate I am sorry; accuracy and truth have been my priority throughout.

			I really hope you enjoy making the journeys through these pages, sharing the adventures, pleasures and hardships, and ‘footing’ at my side over the burning, sandy wastes and strewn volcanic rubble of the Northern Frontier District of Kenya. 
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			‘Of the gladdest moments in human life, methinks, is the departure upon a distant journey into unknown lands. Shaking off with one mighty effort the fetters of Habit, the leaden weight of Routine, the cloak of many Cares and the slavery of Civilization, man feels once more happy.’

			Sir Richard Burton KCMG (1821-1890) Zanzibar vol. 1

		

	
		
			Trek 1

			North Turkana: A Land Lost in the Mists of Time
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			Meeting my inspiration

			What do you wear to meet a world-famous old-school explorer? I felt a bit conspicuous in a Prince of Wales-check suit and tie as I rang his doorbell in Tite Street, London, one April morning in 1978. The intercom by the door crackled drily, ‘Yes?’ 

			‘Hello, it’s John Pakenham’. 

			The voice warmed, ‘Oh yes, do come in. Take the lift to the top floor. We are number 15.’ 

			The lock buzzed. Inside was one of those old cage lifts with a sliding concertina door eager to trap unwary fingers, and open to view from the surrounding stairwell. Arriving at the top, a door in the corner of the landing was open and outside stood a tall, deeply tanned man of about 70 in an old sports jacket. Wilfred Thesiger came across with a firm handshake. ‘Come in and have some tea.’ 

			I was not feeling very confident. It is a bit intimidating meeting your hero. I was reassured by the homely smell of old leather from a bookcase which he said contained first editions by the great explorers of the past; people like Burton and Doughty. 

			Thesiger offered me a chair that faced the window overlooking the Chelsea Physic Garden, and he sat opposite, silhouetted by the light. Behind him on a round table was a large pad of handwriting in pencil which I assumed was a new book. In a quiet but formal Edwardian voice he asked about my own plans, which at that time were starting to focus on a trip to the Sahara, but very vague and uncertain. I simply was not sure how to start.

			‘You just need to find a lorry or Land Rover going to the very end of the road and then look for a man with camels to be your guide. That’s important, without local knowledge you won’t get anywhere.’ 

			It sounded so obvious! He started to talk about some of his own long treks in Arabia, where taking local guides had been vital, changing them at the limit of their knowledge for someone who knew the next region. As he spoke his hands emphasised his words, his gold signet ring catching the light. His voice was rather ethereal and detached as his memory cast back through the years. It was a sunny spring day but the old two-bar electric fire was on full, throwing a warm glow across the rug; he was obviously used to warmer climes. He talked easily and I wanted to pinch myself to make sure I was really there, listening to this extraordinary traveller who had spent much of his life in wild places with wild peoples. I was enthralled. 

			Soon his housekeeper, Molly Emtage, came in with a tray of tea things and biscuits. Thesiger leapt to his feet and his great crocodile mouth cracked into a broad smile beneath the crag of his broken nose, a memento of his boxing days at Oxford. He continued his stories of Arabia and Africa, talking about a journey he had made down the Tana River, Kenya’s longest river, in two dugout canoes lashed together. He slept on sandbanks and had to stay vigilant because, as he said, ‘River crocs are more dangerous than lake crocs. I think they feel more vulnerable in a restricted space.’ He smiled as he told me that years later a sophisticated expedition with inflatables and helicopter drops claimed the ‘first’ ever navigation of the Tana. We sat with Molly at the kitchen table for some soup and Thesiger glugged sherry into our bowls. It was all rather homely and I looked forward to future visits to Tite Street.

			I had always been fascinated by the books of explorers and, as I was working at The London Coliseum for English National Opera, it was not far to walk to Foyles bookshop on Charing Cross Road, where I spent lunchtimes browsing through the travel section on the top floor. One day a book called Arabian Sands, by a man named Wilfred Thesiger, had grabbed my attention but I assumed he was another of the long dead Victorians who had wandered across the face of the earth searching for unknown places and peoples. So, when one day an old cousin, Rose Verner, had offered to introduce me, I leapt at the chance. Rose had been lady-in-waiting to the children of the Emperor Haille Salassie during the war, so had connections with Abyssinia (now Ethiopia), where Thesiger was born. What extraordinary luck! So he had kindly invited me to tea to ‘talk trips’, as he always called it. It was the beginning of a long friendship during which he mentored my own travels, and without which I may never have made the treks described in these pages.

			I was thrilled when he also proposed me as a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society, who had awarded him their prestigious Founder’s Medal in 1948. A member of the staff later said to me, ‘How on earth do you know Thesiger? When he comes here we feel almost too overawed to speak to him!’ Apart from the number of difficult and dangerous treks he had made, the thing that really set him apart was that he had made them all without any modern comforts or gadgetry, just a map and compass and using camels or donkeys. I was determined to do the same.

			Some time after I met Thesiger, my brain still full of deserts and camels, a friend suggested making a tour of parts of the Middle East through Jordan, Iraq, south-east Turkey and Syria. This was too good to resist, and, auspiciously, it was there in Aleppo that my treks around Lake Turkana in Kenya really began. Let me explain.

			On a stifling hot August day in 1978 I was sitting in a rundown old minibus when a powerful sandstorm blew into Aleppo from the desert. The city came to a standstill, with visibility reduced to arm’s length. All the windows were slammed closed until the heat inside was unbearable and everyone was pouring sweat, and when they had to be reopened the sand stuck to everybody and everything, including the book I was trying to read. This was Journey to the Jade Sea by John Hillaby, his story about a lengthy trek using camels along the eastern side of Lake Turkana in north-west Kenya, an area that was completely off everyone’s radar at the time. The sand of the Syrian desert in my teeth and the dryness of my throat made a perfect backdrop for such a story. The lake had been discovered in 1888 and his was the first significant expedition since the early explorers. I was fascinated by the lake’s remoteness, the harshness of its volcanic desert landscapes and the fact that in some weather conditions its water turned jade green. I immediately made up my mind that I wanted to go there one day. 

			But first, the Sahara.
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			Saharan preamble

			The following year, having spent nine months working on the second Stars Wars movie, The Empire Strikes Back, taking care of the eight different versions of R2D2 during the shoot, I flew to Algiers. I set off south on one of the only two sand roads crossing the Sahara, which is actually a vast conglomeration of different deserts merged into one; huge sand seas and endless gravel plains. After a couple of long days in a series of buses I reached Tamanrasset (south of the Hoggar Mountains) in southern Algeria, dead-centre of the Sahara. Amazing that from there to Algiers is almost the same distance as from Algiers to London, yet Tamanrasset is only halfway across the Sahara. An absolutely vast expanse. 

			I wanted to make a journey with camels up the length of the Teffedest mountain range, which reaches north from the Hoggar mountains to its northern peak, Oudane, also known as Garet el Djenoun (the turret of the demons). The local Tuareg peoples, who have a brave and blood-soaked history, were terrified of these fearsome demons, the Kel Asouf, so no one would go near it. For weeks I searched in vain for a guide. 

			At last I met a Tuareg called El Ghamis in the tiny village of Hirhafok, north of the Hoggar mountains, who agreed to take me through the desert to Oudane. He was 38, heavily turbaned, in long, flowing robes, and had spent his whole life working with camel caravans, trading immense distances across the desert, remembering lengthy routes like the back of his hand. Those hands were like the bark of an oak tree, almost brittle with dried, gnarled skin; as were his feet, which had spent a lifetime in scalding sand by day and sub-zero temperatures by night. We had no tent – just wrapped ourselves in camel blankets with long turbans wound round our heads, shuddering with cold. Inside my Icelandic sleeping bag, under the blankets, I was fully dressed, still chilled to the bone, yet El Ghamis’ bare feet were always outside his inadequate covers. By contrast the midday heat was extreme. No wonder the rocks shattered with expansion and contraction. 

			He agreed to take me to the closest point to Oudane that he considered safe, and from there I would have to go alone on foot. To Oudane from Hirhafok and back is almost 150 miles. We took three camels, all of which I found agonising, totally unlike riding a horse. My back was on fire and my bottom was bruised and numb. The Tuareg dictate the speed of their camels by gently jabbing the toes of the left foot into the back of the camel’s neck with each step to maintain the rhythm, non-stop, all day long. As a result, experienced cameleers like El Ghamis developed disproportionately large thigh muscles on the left leg. 

			There was no way I could do that, and after 30 minutes my thigh was screaming. Consequently I tended to lag behind and would sometimes need a light flick with the camel stick to make up speed. But this was dangerous as the camel sometimes broke into a gallop and on one occasion I was thrown. It is about eleven feet from head-height to the ground, but luckily I landed in the only small patch of sand we crossed that day in a plain of endless shattered rock. No broken bones, but one of my two aluminium water bottles was crushed flat, which would be a serious handicap. 

			We met very few other Tuareg travellers en route, sharing camp whenever we did. They all thought El Ghamis was taking far too great a risk making this journey to Oudane, and that I, of course, was simply nuts. Conversation was limited as the Tuareg speak an unusual language called Tamasheq, as well as some Arabic, in which I had limited ability. El Ghamis also had about a dozen words of French which were a bit risky as they often did not mean what he thought; such as saying ‘cinq’ while holding up three fingers. I learnt that ‘Mange le chameau’, was not an invitation to eat one of our camels but a signal that it was time to feed them. But we coped. El Ghamis sang lengthy Tamasheq ballads as we rode along, hauntingly enchanting in the vast emptiness. 

			Oudane, which rises to over seven and a half thousand feet, seemed little more than a hillock on the horizon when he stopped. That was close enough, he would go no further. We were still 20 miles away. There was nothing else I could do, so next morning I set off on foot with a little food and my remaining one-litre water container (all other water was in goat skins on the camels’ loads) to spend the day trudging through the sand. Absolute emptiness – just a few tracks of wild dogs. The nearest settlement was about 60 miles away. My heart thundered. The map marked a well but El Ghamis had said it did not exist. It was a thirsty walk. Close to the base of Oudane I found a small desiccated scattering of old trees and stopped for the night. Their discarded branches allowed me to keep a blaze alive all night to ward off any wild animals. Perhaps it also warded off the Kel Asouf demons. 

			The next morning I considered scrambling up the lower slopes of the mountain, but with my limited water ration I should already be starting back. And might El Ghamis’ terror of the Kel Asouf make him lose his nerve and abandon me? As I skirted some mountains to the south I took a wrong turning and ended up in a blind valley over a mile from my intended route. That really scared me. To be lost in such solitude was terrifying; a death sentence. Shuddering with fear, I retraced my route and at last came across my tracks from the previous day. By now I was dangerously parched and very little water remained. I was increasingly worried about how long it would last. I had read statistics about water requirements at these high temperatures – closer to a litre an hour than a litre for two days. A little further on I came across the tracks of a small pack of wild dogs who had found my footsteps left in unblemished sand and picked up my scent. It was unnerving to see how they had turned to follow my tracks. I thanked God for that fire. 

			In the early afternoon a movement on the horizon disconcerted me as I believed I was quite alone. I had heard stories of dangerous smugglers trading illegal firearms into Libya, but as this shimmering blur gradually took shape it morphed into El Ghamis and our three camels. He had been so frightened for me among the Kel Asouf that he had not slept, and despite his own fears had bravely come to find me. It was a happy reunion, albeit after a separation of only two days, and we immediately stopped to make tea and bake the leaden Tuareg bread, targilla, which is baked in hot sand under the fire. I drank and drank.

			After three months in the Sahara I returned to London, much wiser about travelling in desolate places, also having learnt about my own tremulous reactions to the dangers. I had loved it and an intrepid traveller was developing in me. It had been my first trip with animals and I longed to do more, far from ‘civilisation’ and remote from roads and vehicles. That, I felt, was the real world.
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			Nairobi: terrifying travellers’ tales

			I was still in blissful ignorance of exactly what to expect in Turkana when, on 20 November 1980, I flew to Nairobi. Throughout the year I had been planning the trip as much as I could, while working on a film called Dragon Slayer. Researching things in those days was much harder than today as there was no internet or personal computer, and little written information about an area that was almost totally unknown. As I disembarked, unsure what to do next, someone suggested I stay at the Hurlingham Hotel. I loved it: a delightful ex-colonial bungalow built in 1922 with very simple rooms opening onto a terraced walkway under a typical red-painted corrugated-iron roof which drummed loudly and excitingly when the rain was passionate. This overlooked an extravaganza of hibiscus, lilies and agapanthus. Heavy scent from the spiralled petals of frangipani hung thickly and voluptuously in the tropical warmth, and everywhere was bougainvillea in a fanfare of colours. This was perfect and although a long walk from the city centre, without electricity during the afternoons, with phones which died with every rainstorm and window catches a burglar would have loved, it was a haunt of old Kenya ‘hands’, and I was lucky to be there.

			Bruce, who owned the Hurlingham, was intrigued by my plans and said, ‘You’re in luck, the chap in the next room is Arthur Scott who used to be the manager of the fishing lodge at Kalokol where you’re headed. He’ll have lots of useful information and contacts.’ 

			So Arthur and I pulled up chairs overlooking the garden and pored over maps together while he started to lay out the ground for me. ‘You have to understand that Kenya is like two different countries. There are the savannahs of the south with the famous game parks and the tourists, and the little-known deserts of the north, called The Northern Frontier District. This area is still very wild, with traditional tribal conflict and continual raiding of animals.’ 

			Arthur leaned back in his chair and explained, ‘Security issues change all the time, depending usually on whether the rains failed or not. At times of drought the amount of raiding intensifies as, if animals are dying, the easiest thing to do is pinch someone else’s. Now, after a few good years, there’s a serious drought again, with famine in the north, so it’s much more dangerous.’ 

			I cleared my throat rather nervously. I could understand the logic of this but was shocked to hear him continue, ‘However, that’s probably the least of your problems. The real dangers are from ngoroko and shifta’, and he went on to explain that the ngoroko were an assortment of Turkana bandits who might raid in small groups or in hundreds, stealing animals and often attacking people just out of sheer sadism. They attack their own tribe as well as neighbouring ones, and are greatly feared, being numerous on the west side of the lake. I swallowed hard, this was not what I wanted to hear. 

			‘The shifta are a slightly different proposition, being originally politically motivated. Since the British drew out the national boundaries in East Africa, Somalia has claimed that a large chunk of north-east Kenya should be theirs, so they began sending bands of raiders into the area. This led to what were called the shifta wars, and since then they have continued to be a menace. Like the ngoroko they wander about in bands, stealing animals and killing large numbers of people. Fortunately they are all on the east side of the lake. So far.’ 

			The Nation newspaper carried reports almost daily of attacks and murder on an increasing scale and automatic weapons were now commonplace. ‘Only yesterday the police shot dead six shifta at El Wak in the north-east,’ Arthur added. ‘To cross to the east side of the lake now would be suicidal. Just the other day a group of Turkana fishermen, asleep under their sails, were all shot in the head.’ Did I detect a glint in Arthur’s eye? Was he enjoying this? ‘You’d need a permit anyway to travel on the east side now.’ 

			‘Good heavens, thank God I’m heading for the west side.’ This was serious stuff and my mouth was dry.

			Arthur agreed with my plan to travel in north Turkana on the west side, which he thought had recently become safer, although now the south of the region had taken an opposite turn. ‘But don’t go too far west as the Ugandan army has been raiding there, stealing herds and killing anyone in the way. And in the south, the Karamajong tribe from Uganda have also been crossing the border to raid. They are related to the Turkana and share the same bloodthirsty traditions.’ Even the West Pokot tribe south of Turkana were attacking the occasional lorry heading north, and sometimes killing the driver. Unfortunately that was the only road which entered the region, so I would be on it. This was all a bit of a bombshell. Was anywhere safe there?

			I chewed over my plans with Arthur, starting from Kalokol with some local tribesmen and donkeys, and walking north to Lokitaung, perhaps even Todenyang on the Ethiopian border if we made good speed (two names on the map about which I knew absolutely nothing, but imagined to be pretty wild and desolate). Then to cut down south-west away from the lake towards Kakuma (a name of which I had at least heard), and finally loop back to Kalokol via Lodwar, (the tribal capital). As I knew so little of the country the route was not terribly important, so long as it gave me a good insight into the region and its people. I also had little idea what sort of terrain I would be crossing, although the map made it clear it was essentially volcanic desert scoured by dry riverbeds. The journey itself, whatever it held, would be full of interest and undoubtedly exciting. 

			Arthur said that this would be a pretty lengthy excursion at the hottest time of year, but how donkeys would cope or what speed they would maintain he had no idea. It could only be a blueprint, subject to change. It is easy to draw out grand schemes on a map, but another to actually cover the ground. Fortunately my only time restriction was how long my cash would last. There were, of course, no banks in the wild north of the country, so I would be carrying a lot of cash. A prize target for ngoroko.

			It was still my first day in Kenya and I was exhausted, so with this startling news swirling around my brain I headed to the bar for a glass of White Cap beer. I had come to Kenya full of curiosity to explore a remote area, not to get myself killed, but that now seemed a terrifying possibility. Should I rethink my plans, or even cancel? Of course not, I would never live it down! But I had a night of grotesque and savage dreams.

			Over the next days Arthur gave me more useful information about the risks of crocodiles, and the names of some useful contacts in Kalokol. He also told me where the Nairobi Map Centre was, as I needed to find the charts I had failed to locate at Stanfords in London. But once I got there they told me that as they showed sensitive areas I needed the permission of the Director of Survey. So I walked up to his office near the university, where a disinterested clerk told me that all applications must be made in writing. Off to find a stationers for paper and pen. Once back, the clerk took delight in saying, ‘You are now too late… It is now lunchtime.’

			‘Damn!’

			Just then the director’s door opened and a plump bureaucrat emerged. I smiled pathetically at him but he hurried past. I followed lamely. Outside he swung into his old Peugeot, turned the key and I heard the grinding of a dying battery. He cursed and sat uncertainly. Lunch was calling. I seized the moment and put my head through his window.

			‘Can I possibly help?’

			‘Damned flat battery!’

			‘Let me push-start you,’ I volunteered, feeling that perhaps the odds were changing.

			‘Oh that would be frightfully decent of you,’ he smiled. ‘And by the way, did you want to see me about something?’

			I explained briefly about the permission that I needed and in a matter of moments I had the signed form in my hand before I gave him a good shove. He got his lunch and I got my maps. I liked this city! However, this permission still did not extend to maps of the highly unstable borders themselves, so when in the extreme north I had to resort to vague Kenyan road maps.

			Nairobi was rather an attractive city with some good modern buildings, clean streets and many fragrant flowering shrubs and trees. Lines of tall jacarandas heavy with their lavender-blue flower trumpets stretched up from colourful pools of discarded petals. The streets were lively and bustling but beset with conmen at every turn, each with a hard-luck story to extract money from the unwary foreigner. Newly arrived tourists were easily spotted by their pale skins so it was important to be vigilant, but once I had earned my sunburn and dusty clothes I was largely ignored.

			The currency was the Kenyan shilling, the same value as the old British shilling, so 20 shillings were the same as one pound sterling. Arthur had given me some clues about the price of animals: ‘A donkey will set you back about 150 shillings, a camel probably 350, and about 80 for a sheep.’ I never really discovered whether Arthur’s figures were a bit out of date or whether, more likely, my white skin always upped the price. Foreigners are fair game the world over.

			Before setting off north I wanted to visit Sheikh Mohammed Abeid El-Haj, an old friend of Pa’s in Mombasa, who had been his assistant for many years in Zanzibar, but had fled from the revolution in 1964. The first-class sleeper to Mombasa was a delight, with the cabins panelled in East African mahogany, mvulu, and the dining car was of restaurant standards with smartly uniformed waiters and crisp white linen tablecloths. It rumbled along slowly, allowing time for a good night’s sleep, and arrived in the lush coastal strip with rain hammering down and the ground just dancing mud.

			I spent a few delightful days with Moh’d Abeid and his family, who treated me royally. ‘Why do you want to go to this crazy place? Don’t go with these naked savages, stay here and be comfortable!’ It was a tempting offer. Turkana was clearly off the edge of the known world. He put me in touch with his son Omar who owned several of the best restaurants in Nairobi and we became great friends. Whenever in Nairobi I used to stay in his beautiful house surrounded by exquisite gardens. I was very lucky.
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			Into Turkana and ‘going native’

			Someone introduced me to an American missionary on leave from Kalokol, Dale Beverley, who was about to return there. ‘Sure, I have a spare seat in the Land Cruiser and could give you a lift to Kitale, maybe all the way to Kalokol. But I’m leaving tomorrow.’ So I repacked hurriedly and next day he picked me up and we set off in the late morning.

			Not long after leaving Nairobi the road reached the great escarpment of the Rift Valley, clearly visible from space. A smattering of corrugated-iron roofs glinted in the sunshine far below. This view would soon be transformed, as the population would increase rapidly in the coming years. We passed the famous lakes of Naivasha, Elmenteita and Nakuru and, late in the day, climbed towards Eldoret.

			I was all eyes, soaking up this marvellous country, the rich red soil and lush green vegetation. My first crossing of the equator was a thrill, and it was long after dark when we rolled into Kitale.

			Dale somewhat quietened my concerns about the aggression of the Turkana tribe: ‘Don’t worry too much about that, it’s just their natural trait.’

			‘What a relief to hear that their penchant for widespread murder and mayhem is such a harmless trait,’ I said quizzically.

			He laughed. ‘But they have no social niceties whatsoever. Anything you need you’ll have to beg for and likewise they won’t ever stop begging from you.’

			Kitale was a small town, a relic of British days with a smart club and restaurant, now thoroughly African, and after a night staying with a friend of Dale’s, we continued north. I had managed to pick up a couple of sacks of posho, the local maize flour, for which I had needed written permission from the District Officer (DO), as we were entering a famine zone and there was likely to be a shortage. Strangely though, it turned out to be easier to find posho in Turkana than Kitale. Somehow we managed to squeeze the sacks in on top of all Dale’s paraphernalia: foodstuffs, motorcycle parts, things for the generator and a new fridge. As far as I could see, American missionaries did not exactly survive off the land!

			The road north curled through the low forested mountains, with Pokot tribesmen panning for gold among huge tumbled boulders in a river below us. Once over the Marech Pass everything changed abruptly to the flat sun-baked plains of south Turkana. Soon there was little but acacia trees and the chimneys of termite nests towering over the scorched dusty ground, crisscrossed by dry river beds carved out by infrequent flash floods. Not a hint of moisture. The Land Cruiser left a dense plume of suffocating dust in its wake. From now on we would see no more tarmac: the few roads in Turkana were all sand and stone, sometimes washed away by rare deluges. Although I said nothing, I was feeling a bit anxious, as I saw at last the kind of terrain that I would be walking through.

			It was already aggressively hot, and as we drove north it became hotter and hotter. Night had already settled when we drove through Lodwar, the administrative capital of the region, where Jomo Kenyatta had been imprisoned during Mau Mau days, and we pulled into Kalokol, at the end of the road, an hour later. It was too dark to see much, but the headlights revealed a little shanty town with some shops no bigger than garden sheds, behind which were tribal manyattas of grass huts.

			The mission house of concrete blocks was outside the centre and we quickly unloaded, soon sitting down to a communal supper with Dale’s wife, a mission pilot, a couple of nurses from the hospital and a visiting ornithologist. (Surely a perfect cast for an Agatha Christie murder!) It was not long before we were laying out our sleeping things on the cooler verandah outside.

			In this intense heat the lake evaporated a quarter of an inch a day, and with very few seasonal rivers feeding it except the River Omo from the Ethiopian mountains, it was gradually losing the battle to survive. Consequently, when the ornithologist and I went down to the shoreline in the morning we found it had receded over a hundred yards so that the jetty was now a long walkway to reach it. I lugged my bags into the open boat which took people across Ferguson’s Gulf to the tip of the long sand spit encircling most of the gulf, where the fishing lodge stood. It was a great position, commanding lovely views across the lake, and we settled down with a beer to absorb this marvellous sight.

			The lodge was a venue for extreme fishermen who sometimes caught Nile Perch of over 400lbs (181kgs). Tiddlers of under 100lbs were not even recorded. The crocs must be well fed; a man would be just a snack! My friend was going to stay here, but it was quite expensive and I did not want to waste cash as the nearest bank was back in Kitale. But I was not sure what to do for the night.

			A tremble of excitement to be here at last ran up my spine as I sat gazing across the silence, this great sheet of sparkling water stretching across a magical land; the world’s largest desert lake, 160 miles long and roughly 25 miles wide, had earned the nickname of Jade Sea because in different weather conditions it would change from sapphire blue, through bluish grey, to jade green. Constant evaporation of this captive water with no outlet had made it increasingly brackish with dissolved mineral salts, to a point where most Europeans could not drink it. Even Thesiger refused, despite his ascetic tastes. However, I assumed that if local people drank it, it must be potable, even if the saltiness left you feeling thirstier than before. Throughout my future treks it sustained me for long periods.

			A local Turkana lad wandered over. ‘How are you? My name is David Jumale. What is your name?’ He had an intelligent face and wore a blue tee-shirt with green school-uniform shorts, and said he lived with his mother in a manyatta about a mile along the same sand spit. When he suggested I stay there I suspiciously wondered what would be the catch. But I had nowhere else to go so gratefully accepted. I bought him a beer and we all sat watching pelicans, storks and herons, flamingos, pied kingfishers and sea eagles. An occasional fisherman paddled past on a small crude raft of four or five palm logs lashed together, using rough poles as oars. It struck me as a precarious sort of boat to float over the heads of submerged crocs and short-tempered hippos.

			When the sweltering heat subsided, we hoisted my three tubular nylon bags and the metal camera case and said goodbye to the ornithologist. He was concerned. ‘Are you sure it’s safe to go and stay in a native village on your own?’ If this was unsafe, so close to a tourist lodge, how would I cope in really dangerous areas where there might be a real risk of having my throat cut as I slept? Sometimes you just have to trust your instinct and rely on the goodness of people.

			As it turned out, David’s mother and sisters were delightful and made me very welcome, despite having no common language. The manyatta was a collection of about fifteen grass huts on the hot sand of the beach. The water of the gulf lapped a few yards away where a couple of the log rafts were pulled up and almost naked men mended their nets (see photo 5).

			The women all wore goatskin skirts, naked to the waist but with great heaps of beads around their necks and arms, while the skinny children with swollen bellies were all stark naked, with just a few beads round their necks. There was no sign of David’s father or any brothers; perhaps away fishing. Almost everyone was barefoot.

			The family’s hut, like all the others, was tiny, about six-feet wide and five-feet high, and they had added a curved windbreak to shield the opening; all made entirely of grass with nothing to close the entrance (see photo 6). How they all fitted inside I had no idea. There was certainly no privacy. They cooked on small charcoal fires with the pot balanced over the flames on three stones, a system used the world over which prevents rocking, like a three-legged stool. Seven or eight paces away, a similar hut was going to be my bedroom and to store all my stuff (which seemed an obscene quantity compared with their own lack of possessions).

			The neighbours naturally turned out to stare at this interloper from the lodge, and were soon bringing things to try and sell me: spears; wrist-knives; bead necklaces; head stools; walking sticks and fish-vertebrae aprons. These aprons were made of strings of fish vertebrae laced together over a goatskin, decorative and unusual but heavy to wear, and presumably for ceremonial occasions (see photo 3). After I had bought a spear, which I thought would be useful on the trek, they drifted off.

			We ate together, my first meal of posho, which was to become the staple diet of all my treks, a rather tasteless, leaden, mashed-potato texture, made from maize flour and eaten throughout East Africa. At first I hated it. To relieve its boredom it is usually eaten with a meat or vegetable stew called mboga, but sometimes also made runnier with added sugar, which they called ‘porridge’. As the sun dived for the western horizon the girls began to dance and sing, something they did every evening, before surprising me by coming together for family prayers. The missions had clearly made their presence felt even here along one of the country’s most far-flung roads, Turkana’s only tenuous link with civilisation.

			The following morning David found a man to row us across to Kalokol so that I could start arranging the safari. I wanted to find David Biwott, who, Arthur had said, could help find guides for my trek. But first David and I got stuck into my shopping list and, going from one duka to the next, gradually tracked down sacks of posho, dry beans, rice, sugar, tea and salt. David was a great help with constant advice: ‘This price too high,’ or, ‘This one good man, he make good price,’ or again, ‘This is too bad, very old, we find other place’.

			The dukas which lined the dusty street usually sold much the same things as each other, depending on what the last lorry had delivered. They had cement floors and wooden walls with a crude counter, behind which were shelves and sacks of everything from foodstuffs to plastic jerry cans, cheap mirrors, blankets and garish tee-shirts. A cacophony of cheap and mostly useless ephemera hung from nails in the walls and ceiling. I picked up other items such as aluminium cooking pots without handles (called sufuria) and a panga, the local style of machete.

			It was very important to take a pound or two of chewing tobacco, much loved by the Turkana, who, even in times of famine, would beg for it more than food. Powerful jets of yellow saliva were often squirted in long arcs and half-chewed balls of tobacco were kept tucked behind the ear for later use. 

			The washing powder ‘Omo’ was everywhere as were, surprisingly, packets of spaghetti, although these were viewed suspiciously by the rural people, who understandably assumed it was made of worms.

			Back at David’s manyatta we ate tilapia fresh from the lake, the scales scraped off with a wrist knife, before being dropped into the pan where they fried alive, flapping about in the simmering fat. It horrified me, but was it my place to try to impose western values? I was here as an observer not an evangelist. In tribal Africa there was precious little understanding of, or concern for, another creature’s torment. Again we watched the girls dancing, increasingly silhouetted by a fiery sunset sinking into its liquid reflection on the water of the gulf. I felt a glow of confidence that things were under way at last and slept soundly on my sleeping bag with a gentle breeze whispering through the grass wall beside me.
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			Gathering men and beasts

			David Biwott sent me a note to say he had found some people to be my companions. I was keen to meet them and went to the compound behind his duka. Biwott was a nice chap from one of the tribes downcountry, probably Kikuyu. He introduced them, two traditional tribesmen who had their own donkeys, and a ‘learned man’ who spoke a little English.

			I was immediately wary of the learned man, who was dressed in western clothes with a bizarre sort of Australian bush hat and sunglasses. He seemed nervous, especially when I outlined my plans for the route to walk. ‘I must need 40 shillings every day,’ he said. £2 a day may seem outlandishly cheap in today’s context but in those days, in that world, it was out of the question and he knew it. The look of relief when I turned him down lit up his face.

			But the other two inspired me with confidence, tribesmen from the bush, dressed in simple shabby clothes, who seemed relaxed and comfortable in their own skins. Of course they spoke no English, but they smiled easily and we seemed to understand each other. They were familiar with some of the areas we might be going through. Biwott translated, ‘This msungu will pay you 15 shillings a day, and he also wants to hire some of your donkeys.’

			The concept of hiring was unknown to them so I suggested buying three donkeys and selling them back afterwards, but they did not want to sell any. I had an idea: ‘I will pay the donkeys a wage.’

			They roared with laughter at this daft idea and came back almost immediately, ‘Donkey carry like two men, so msungu pay wage of two men to all donkey?’

			We all laughed together. Cunning – I admired their style! We threw the idea back and forth a few times and settled on a fixed sum of 150 shillings (£7.50) for each animal, irrespective of the length of the walk. Almost as soon as I had agreed to this I remembered that it was the value Arthur had given me to buy a donkey outright. They had won the first round, and followed up their advantage by asking what would happen if a donkey died.

			‘If a donkey dies I will increase the price to the same as a new donkey.’

			They agreed too easily so I wondered what arguments would ensue over the value of a new animal, but hoped it would not come to that.

			I told them I would pay them an advance to leave with their families while they were away. Western thinking! This mystified them. ‘Why does he give money when we do no work?’ Our first meeting had gone well and I was sure that they were capable country men well used to life in this harsh land. And importantly, with a sense of humour, which would be good when times were tough. I liked them.
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