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The Journeys series celebrates John Murray’s history of publishing exceptional travel writing by rediscovering classic journeys from the past, introduced by some of today’s most exciting writers.


From solo journeys through the Sahara to canoeing the length of the Mississippi, from the badlands of Utah’s canyons to the black tents of Central Asian nomads, from Calcutta to Samarkand, Afghanistan to Ethiopia, the series has captured the risk and wonder that comes from all good travelling, opening our imaginations to unfamiliar places and cultures. Spanning a period from the 1890s to the 1980s, these Journeys give fresh perspectives not only on the places and times in which they were originally published, but on the place and time we find ourselves in now.


As a traveller who has written about journeys on foot throughout Europe (most recently Outlandish: Walking Europe’s Unlikely Landscapes), I am thrilled to have had the role of seeking out these books. Hundreds of suggestions have come to me from the travel writing, nature writing and adventure communities, and also – in true travellers’ style – through serendipity and chance encounter. In this spirit of discovery, we are always open to suggestions for books to republish in the future. Please get in touch on Twitter @johnmurrays or @underscrutiny. #JMJourneys


 


Nick Hunt, Series Editor










Barbara Alex Toy (1908–2001) was born in Australia and moved to England in 1935, working in theatre and film. In 1950, after a bet, she embarked on her first solo expedition, driving a Land Rover (which she named Pollyanna) from Tangier to Baghdad, that launched a career as a travel writer and overlanding pioneer. A Royal Geographical Society Fellow, she completed her second circumnavigation of the world at the age of eighty-one. 
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To my mother










Travellers cannot keep their friends with them.


Ethiopian Proverb










Introduction


Barbara Toy captures the perennial conflict of the travel writer as she rolls into the Land Rover dealer in Fort Lamy (then capital of Chad), having driven across the Sahara Desert from Libya. ‘The journey is too easy in vehicles like these,’ sneers the manager, ‘You have no mishaps to write about.’ ‘It’s a good fault,’ she retorts, ‘At least I am here to write whatever there is.’


Any traveller setting out on a long journey with the intention of writing a book will know this dichotomy – the natural human desire for one’s plans to go smoothly, but the fear that if they do, there will be ‘nothing to write about’. Thankfully for us, Barbara’s innate curiosity, gung-ho approach and openness to the people she encounters make her an engaging travelling companion, no matter what the circumstances. And, of course, luckily for the reader, there are just enough mishaps along the way to keep us turning the pages.


It’s clear from the first page that Barbara Toy knows what she’s doing. The year is 1959 and in the last decade (throughout her forties) she has clocked up three solo desert expeditions in North Africa and the Middle East, as well as her ‘boldest feat’ – a round-the-world journey through Asia, Australia and the USA, all in her beloved Series 1 Land Rover. Her exploits are unsponsored, unsupported and she has written successful books about each one of these journeys. Now, nudging fifty, we find her setting off once again, this time to Ethiopia, via Tunisia, Libya, Chad, CAR, Congo, Uganda and Sudan.


Writing these words, at exactly the same age, I can’t help but utter an Oprah-esque ‘You go girl!’ in tribute to that rare, under-appreciated species: the middle-aged female explorer. And I’m intrigued to see that many of the challenges she faced were mirrored in my trans-Africa motorcycle ride, nearly fifty years later. As both Barbara and I discovered, plotting a route through Africa is a game of snakes and ladders, requiring constant improvisation to dodge the glorious chaos that is thrown at the overland traveller on a daily basis.


With independence movements rippling across the continent, the late 1950s was a fascinating time to be travelling in Africa and, for a woman alone, it was also an unusual one. The 1930s had seen female explorers including Freya Stark and Theresa Wallach make audacious journeys through what were then still ‘the colonies’, and women aviators such as Amelia Earhart and Amy Johnson also became household names during this time. But by the 1950s, the female emancipation that had grown out of women’s involvement in the war effort had fizzled out, and wives were once again returning to domesticity. Not so for Barbara Toy. Upon entering Ethiopia she tells the immigration official she is a widow, but the truth is that she left her husband in the mid-1930s to carve a career in London’s theatre world before embarking on her first solo overland expedition in 1950. But as any savvy, lone female traveller will tell you, manipulating the truth about your personal life to wangle a tricky border crossing is de rigeur.


The newly independent Africa that Barbara encounters is mostly brimming with optimism – but not entirely. The continent is still scattered with Europeans trying to navigate this new world – business owners, military men, aid workers and missionaries – some clinging on in denial, others actively involved in building the continent’s future. Each country Barbara visits on the way to Ethiopia is at a different stage of its independence journey, from Libya (1947) to the freshly independent Congo, Chad and CAR (all 1958). In Sudan, which gained independence from Britain in 1956, there are already rumblings of disquiet among the Sudanese, following a recent coup which has resulted in a military dictatorship.


‘Democracy is a thing you must grow into, not be given on a plate,’ one of the locals tells Barbara, while a Northern Sudanese schoolteacher warns her against photographing members of the Dinka tribe – not because he believes it to be disrespectful but that he is ‘ashamed of them’ for being ‘too primitive’. ‘We will change all that,’ he assures her. It is particularly sobering to read these conversations knowing that in just three years civil war would break out, and Sudan – now split into two nations – would never enjoy peaceful democracy. Indeed, at the time of writing, the country is experiencing a violent power struggle between two military factions.


Barbara reports what she sees and hears, but she travels with no agenda and avoids foisting a world view on the reader. In 1963 she told an Australian newspaper, ‘I never meddle with politics, take people as I find them, and I’ve never met anything but friendliness.’ Her objective reportage suggests she believes in respecting native traditions and is reluctant to impose Western values on the people she meets, but sometimes her impartiality feels strained, especially when describing the tribal practices of female genital mutilation and child marriage, and you can’t help wondering what she really thinks.


Although she refrains from sweeping judgements, some of her throwaway comments may be grating to the modern reader, especially when discussing the ‘glamour’ of big-game hunting, the colonial French approach to ‘training’ the natives in ‘good manners’, and particularly her unpleasant depiction of the Pygmies of the Congo. But despite being a product of her time, her genuine enthusiasm and curiosity towards her fellow humans comes over in her encounters, whether she’s being asked for medical advice on lip sores and infertility by a group of Falasha people, being forced to wear a hat to attend a stuffy embassy function, or being assisted by a convicted murderer at a French Foreign Legion station. As with all the great explorers, she is open to everything, and everything is interesting.


For any travel writer, there is always a decision about how much of one’s inner self to include in the narrative. In Barbara’s case, the answer is not very much. There is no tortured past to escape, no burning life-goal to achieve, no anxiety to overcome. Her lip only quivers once – and that is under the strain of Sudanese bureaucracy! Maybe this approach is, again, typical of the era – the stiff upper lip and Blitz spirit being ingrained in the British psyche at this time. But the result of her keeping a lid on her emotions is that on the rare occasions she does confess to feelings of fear or loneliness, it is all the more poignant, and we welcome her vulnerability.


The first half of the book covers her journey through North and Central Africa, including an evocative crossing of the Sahara, demonstrating her love and knowledge of deserts. The second half is dedicated to her travels in Ethiopia of which she is a great admirer for its unique mix of cultures, its independent spirit and, particularly, its leader Emperor Haile Selassie and his vision for the country. As the title of the book suggests, the journey is motivated by the desire to seek out the truth behind the Ethiopian legend of the Queen of Sheba. And while she does make some attempts in this direction, we, the reader, suspect that in reality Barbara has hit the road for the sheer hell of it.


In the end, it doesn’t really matter, as her passion for Ethiopia and its people jumps off the page. What is heart-breaking to us today is that she clearly believed she was witnessing the dawn of a great future but, as we now know, her visit coincided with a short and precious period of peace and stability in Ethiopia’s history. Unlike the prophetic scenes in Sudan that foreshadow its tragic decline over the following decades, her depiction of Ethiopia as the swinging, cosmopolitan hub of Africa, attracting the great and the good from across the world, gives no hint of the devastation that is to come: the military coup against Selassie, the Communist takeover, border wars with Eritrea, the famines of the 1970s and ’80s and, now, the brutal civil war raging in the Tigray region.


In Search of Sheba is a compelling snapshot of its time, and it delivers what every travel book should – a great adventure yarn and a window into another world. Barbara excels when pitted against the odds, and the book reaches its climax with a gripping, high-drama action scene worthy of James Bond. I can’t help thinking that in a different life, Barbara, with her theatre background and appetite for adventure, would have made an excellent 007.


But the contemporary reader is also left plaintive: for an Africa that did not fulfil its hopes and dreams and also for Barbara’s legacy, which has been largely forgotten. In the pantheon of female adventurers, she is the missing link between Freya Stark and Dervla Murphy, and indeed gave her Ethiopia maps to Dervla for her 1966 expedition and book, In Ethiopia with a Mule. Yet, Barbara’s books have long been out of print, and she has all but disappeared from exploration history despite the fact that her first solo journey took place five years before the much-celebrated six-man Oxford and Cambridge Far Eastern Expedition, also undertaken in Land Rovers.


I hope this new edition will go some way to righting these wrongs, and a new generation of readers will discover Barbara’s charms: tough yet human, intelligent without pretension, cheerful but never trite – everything you could wish for in a travelling companion.


 


 Lois Pryce, 2023










A Note on the Text


In looking back into the past to rediscover, and republish, out-of-print travel books, we have inevitably come across terminology that might not be used today. We made the decision not to change Toy’s original words, but rather to acknowledge that language and attitudes have moved on since the time of writing.










Prologue


Snow was beginning to fall; already a thin film lay on the vehicles parked alongside the factory wall. The light from the office building opposite caught the snow and it glistened. Amongst the long line of miscellaneous vehicles my old Land Rover Pollyanna stood. Over the years she has acquired in my mind certain expressions and now, it seemed, she had that silent, patient, dug-in look. Gethin Bradley, a member of the Rover Company, unperturbed by the general last-minute rush, held open the door of the office building for me to pass through. Around us buoyant flakes were caught in the high, cold wind.


‘Here it is,’ he said, pointing to a brand-new Series 11 Land Rover which stood in front of the door.


I walked towards it slowly. The vehicle had everything that I could possibly want for my proposed journey across the Sahara and east to Ethiopia. The tropical roof was painted white, and attached to both sides of the body were two lightweight aluminium sand-channels in specially prepared sockets. My mind skipped back to the flattened, jagged pieces of old oil-drums used previously for this purpose which had bumped around in the back of Pollyanna.


Two jerry cans, also in sockets, stood on the front bumper-bar and there was an extra petrol tank under the near-side front seat. Above the dashboard the air vents had been screened with wire to keep insects out, and in front of them were two petrol pumps, one for each tank, placed there to catch the breeze. They worked very well, for during the entire journey the car never once became over-heated. Behind the front seats there was a ‘deck’ similar to Pollyanna’s which covered the entire back; and the interior ‘below deck’ was lined with Dunlopillo which made packing easier and ensured the safety of breakable things.


As well as these extras, many refinements had been added to the standard vehicle since I bought Pollyanna ten years previously. Firstly, the engine being 2¼ litre, it had considerably more power; also there were dashboard pockets, well-sprung seats, and the interior, although not the de luxe model, had rubber-matting all over the front floor of the car.


‘I’ve had them put your equipment from Pollyanna into the back of the new one.’ The young man’s manner was slightly brusque; perhaps he knew what I was feeling at this moment.


‘Oh, what are you going to do with her now?’ There was no doubt of the subject uppermost in our minds and he knew at once what I meant.


‘She is going to the school in a day or two, and until then she can stay where she is,’ he said.


Pollyanna was being given to a technical college where she would be used by the boys for practical demonstrations while, during the holidays, they would be allowed to take her on odd jaunts. I could think of nothing better that could happen to my old car. But for the moment, I panicked; I couldn’t just drive off and leave her standing in the cold and the snow, my companion of ten glorious, adventurous years!


‘Oh no, she can’t,’ I said.


‘Can’t what?’


‘Can’t stand out there in the snow.’


‘Why not?’


‘Well – she hasn’t any anti-freeze in her,’ I lied.


‘She hasn’t?’ He shot a disbelieving look at me, then at the old Land Rover, and gave it up. Women! his manner clearly implied. ‘Well, I’ll just have to move one of the office cars out of the building – maybe one of the director’s,’ he added accusingly.


I did not care if he moved the Managing Director’s car out in the snow, and I turned, concentrating hard on the new one.


For the last three days I had been attending a course that the Company provides for Land Rover owners who are going on a journey to places where repairs are not always possible, or for those living in out-of-the-way places. Taking the course with me were two young missionaries, one from the Congo and the other from South America. They gleaned more knowledge from the course than I did. I could only hope that I would become as well acquainted with the new one’s engine as I was with Pollyanna’s and, after all, during those ten years she had never once completely broken down.


I climbed into the car; it was bigger than Pollyanna, higher. I settled down into the soft seat.


‘Sorry to have kept you so late – last-minute rush,’ said Gethin Bradley. ‘How far are you going tonight?’


‘Just to Warwick.’


‘Then you had better use your low transfer gears – it’s a tricky road – but you’ll be going slowly, in any case.’


It was in these gears that I finished the journey 25,000 miles later.


I let in the clutch. ‘Thanks for everything,’ I called, and moved forward. Past the long line of vehicles, past Pollyanna; I noticed with relief that Gethin was approaching her. I hadn’t said good-bye to her, but how could I?


The engine hummed quietly and I felt the extra power. The wind-screen wipers moved in a steady rhythm, two of them. I passed the high gateway and turned left. It was incredibly difficult to see anything! ‘The damned snow! The damned road! This damned car!’ I said to myself, ‘I can’t see a damned thing!’ and wiped the tears from my eyes.










Part One


The Sahara and Onwards










1


All Roads Lead from London


Telegram received: Bon voyage for Ethiopia remember to turn left late Tchad and right at Khartoum R.M.


 


I was determined to go to Ethiopia to fulfil a wish that had come into being years previously in Southern Arabia. I had been camping on the outskirts of Shabwa, a little village that stands round the ruins of the ancient city like roots shooting from a fallen, half-buried tree. The village is owned by the Yemen and surrounded by the British Aden Protectorate and, as relations between the British and the Yemen were far from cordial, we British were forbidden to enter the oasis.


Ahead stretched a wide shallow valley where the remains of an ancient irrigation scheme were still visible. The ridges, like giant paddy fields, were blurred by the overlay of sand and, near by, a large stone sluice-gate lay on its side.


I stayed for a long time that evening over the ritual of tea-making with an old man from the Wadi Erma. He sat in an Arab chair which he had made by winding a long red scarf round the small of his back and below his knees; one adept bit of manipulation and he was sitting comfortably on the sand. I was cross-legged, and the embers of the fire glowed between us.


He was trying to persuade me to go into Shabwa, liking the drama of the situation, for, now that peace had been established amongst the tribes, life was a little dull.


‘Shabwa, it’s something like Sheba,’ I said into the still, quiet night. ‘Saba, Belkis, Makeda – call her what you will. I wonder if she was ever here?’


The old man inclined his head and pointed with his chin towards the north indicating Marib where, it is reputed, the Queen of Sheba lived.


‘Who knows? Some say she came from Ethiopia,’ I said.


The old man looked puzzled.


‘Ethiopia. Abyssinia,’ I explained, and pointed to the southwest.


‘Ah! Yimpkin! Yimpkin! (possible),’ – and a look of supreme-knowledge spread over his face as he pointed with his chin again to the north and then towards Ethiopia. It was knowledge passed down for centuries from father to son and had the ring of truth that surpasses written records. He nodded again.


The great sky became a silver dome as the moon advanced up the shallow valley. ‘Somehow, some day,’ I said suddenly, ‘I shall go there and have a look for myself.’


‘Yimpkin,’ said the old man, and he noisily sipped his glass of tea.


It was to become one of those goals tucked away, naggingly, at the back of my mind.


 


The mountainous country of Ethiopia is a Christian stronghold surrounded by Moslems and pagans; famous for its beauty, it is of all the countries of Africa the most remote – and the most challenging. Its Emperor, Haile Selassie I, who rules over more territory today than at any time in the country’s history, is bringing his isolated peoples, almost single-handed, into the twentieth century.


But it was a risk and an even bigger gamble to contemplate taking a vehicle to Ethiopia. Outside the few cities the country was wild and, except for the main roads, almost inaccessible. I had been told that because of chiftas (bandits) it was necessary to travel by daylight in convoy, and to sleep either at police posts or in villages; travel permits had to be acquired to move around at all. If, as a lone traveller, I was stopped from venturing anywhere off the beaten track, the effort and expense of the long journey east would prove fruitless. But, as it was a risk I should have to take, I decided to arrive at an out-of-the-way border and try to see something of the country before official-dom caught up with me. I should cross the Sahara, go east and enter Ethiopia by the north-west Eritrean border – by the backdoor.


There are easier ways of reaching Ethiopia than via the Sahara, Equatorial Africa, the Congo, Uganda and the Sudan; though few routes cover such exciting parts of the continent. There is the desert of sand, rocks and mountains; the savannah of Central Africa; tropical Congo where people grow and blossom as quickly as the surrounding jungle; the majestic Mountains of the Moon, and the slightly tamed, orderly beauty of Uganda – a touch of suburbia in the wild continent; and, by this time, the White Nile, with its tributaries and waterfalls, is spreading over the earth, in preparation for its four thousand miles’ journey north. It is joined at Khartoum – where it miraculously fails for a while to merge – to the Blue Nile whose effervescing waters have made their spectacular journey through the Ethiopian mountains, from Lake Tsana, in the heart of that magic country.


There are two ordinary routes across the Sahara, the Hoggar and the Tanezrouft, both of which start from Algeria. The French organise the routes extremely well and, at one time, a bus made the journey regularly. The number of times the Sahara has been crossed by these routes, and the books written about the journeys, is legion; but people will go on doing so because there is nothing quite so satisfactory as crossing from one side of a great desert to the other, whether it is by car, lorry or on a camel.


I intended to make the crossing further east, going south from Tripoli in Libya, through the southern province of the Fezzan; towards the Tibesti Mountains and on to Lake Tchad in the Republic of Tchad. This route is seldom used and is in no way organised. During the French administration of the Fezzan, lorries belonging to the Tunisian Automobile Transport Company, commonly known as T.A.T., occasionally made the journey, but when the French left here the service dwindled and finally stopped, so that now there is no direct communication between the French in the Tibesti and the Libyans. Even telegraphic communications must go through Tunis and Algeria.


The journey takes one from Tripoli on the coast, 600 miles to Sebha, the capital of the Fezzan, and roughly 200 miles further south in the Libyan Desert to the oasis of Gatrun, the country’s Customs Post. From then on, the desert is a complete no-man’s-land until you come to Zouar in the Tibesti Mountains, and there are no people, animals or birds. The journey can take a vehicle anything from five days upwards and is about 600 miles from Gatrun, if you keep on course. The French control the desert from here, and they insist on all vehicles travelling in convoy and with a guide for the rest of the journey through Largeau to Koro Toro where the Sahara officially ends.


 


The men in the visa department of the French Consulate in London have, over the years, come to know me quite well. They are always willing to be helpful, but their preliminary arguments were ones I had expected. If I wanted to cross the Sahara – and our acquaintance, by now, was such that they did not question this – why did I not go by one of the ordinary routes? Then there would be wireless communications to advise of my departure and my intended arrival at each police post. Eventually, they listened to my reasoning, for the French have that rare quality, an open mind. Letters were sent off to Paris, Algiers and Dakar, asking for permission to grant me a visa, and the answers, they hoped, would be back in three weeks’ time.


‘I have always wanted to read your book – what is it? The one where you visited Tunis,’ asked the young man who attended me. ‘I was born there.’


‘I’ll send you a copy,’ I said, only too willing to be helpful.


‘Thank you very much,’ he beamed, ‘and come back in three weeks’ time.’


When I returned the replies had been received.


‘I have now read your book,’ said the young man, and there was a certain reservation in his manner. ‘Very interesting.’


‘Oh, I am glad you liked it.’


‘Yes. You say: “The English make everything seem easy while the French make the easy seem a mess.” ’


‘Oh, it was a joke.’ I always had thought the line rather cheap and now I was paying for it.


‘And then, when you were in Oudja, you put your age back five years. That was not wise to change the facts.’ He had drawn a green tin box from under the counter and was going through a series of cards.


‘It also – was a joke,’ I repeated lamely. ‘The official understood when I explained.’


‘Not good.’ He was picking up a few cards which had been in a special place. Was he looking me up in the ‘wanted’ files?


Finally, satisfied, he thrust the green box back under the counter and grabbed my passport. ‘Now,’ he said quite cheerfully, ‘we shall want fifty-five pounds’ security and then, your visas.’


The French take this deposit to cover any rescue work they may have to undertake in their territory; it is the only deposit I have ever made that was refunded without the slightest difficulty.


I could find no one who had taken the actual route and, as the Tibesti Mountains were administered by the French Military, any enquiries about the route or facilities to be had were not encouraged. Maps were equally difficult; there were no British ones worth having, but the ordinary Michelin Sahara map had reasonably accurate mileages. The French Ministère du Travail Publique et du Transport map, dated 1944, gave more data, but marked tracks which were merely a direction taken by lorries years ago. Having once realised this enthusiasm for ‘filling in the desert’ and made allowances, the map was useful. Finally, armed only with a French report of the journey which was years old and the maps, I decided to look for more up-to-date information nearer the starting point.


The main and last problem was petrol. The Paris and Algerian authorities both referred me to the T.A.T. who replied they were no longer functioning, otherwise they would have taken a drum of petrol and left it half-way down in the Sahara for me. The head offices of the various oil companies having no connection or link-up across this part of the desert could not arrange for a petrol supply; and finally, enquiries about obtaining petrol when I should eventually arrive at Zouar drew a blank. The Touring Club of France suggested that I call at their office in Tunis for more on-the-spot information and with this vague piece of advice I had to be content.


On the last day of January, I flew my new Land Rover across the Channel to Le Touquet with nothing but the unsolved problem of petrol supplies on my mind. As I turned south from the airport at Le Touquet on my way to Marseilles to catch the ship for Tunis, the sun, shining in my eyes, made me scramble for sun-glasses; these were to be my constant companions for the next ten months.


 


Tunisia had become independent since I was last there, and the city of Tunis was untidy with a dusty air of exhaustion. Now that the fight was over, the people looked listless with a slight air of having been cheated. It comes often after the struggle for independence. But the intricate one-way street system had not changed and I spent an hour disorganising the traffic before finding the Touring Club of France’s representative. The office was on the first floor of a small building over-looking a crowded, narrow street. Two pretty French girls greeted me. They knew I was coming. Petrol, they said, was very difficult and they really did not know. The T.A.T. did not run any more and nobody went across the desert that way; therefore, it was difficult to go at all. One must have two vehicles, one could never go alone.


I listened impatiently; I had not come to hear these things.


‘About petrol? . . .’


‘To drive alone it would not be allowed . . .’ they broke in, talking with that lightness and intensity of French women.


‘All right.’ Somehow, I must make them see the importance of petrol. ‘I’ll probably go with someone, but about petrol . . .’


‘Ah bon!’ they broke in again. ‘It is providential. Another party is going to Zouar and Fort Lamy. It is providential, is it not?’


‘But I am leaving for Tripoli today.’


‘No matter, we will telephone direct.’


One of them removed the telephone receiver from the little upright machine and asked for a number in Béja, a town many miles away. I had come about petrol and was now being involved with people wishing to take this unusual route across the Sahara!


‘Attention!’ The girl held out the spluttering telephone. ‘Le docteur,’ she said, with the air of a conspirator.


‘Well, hello! I hear you want to cross the desert to Zouar and Fort Lamy.’ The voice had a strong American accent. ‘I am going with a friend at the end of the month; we can make a party.’


‘Oh, but I shall have left Tripoli by then. I am going on to Ethiopia.’


‘That isn’t possible. You are not allowed to go alone.’ The voice was firm.


‘Well, maybe not, but . . . have you arranged for petrol?’


‘We can take all we need.’


‘Have you done much desert travelling?’


‘I know sand well. I’m going to Fort Lamy and then returning via Djanet to Tunisia.’ He made it sound like a weekend jaunt. ‘It is not permitted for one vehicle to go alone, you know,’ he repeated.


‘What kind of vehicle are you driving?’


‘My car’s okay.’


The line became really bad. ‘I shall write to you,’ I said and put down the receiver. Until I arranged about petrol there was no point in continuing the discussion.


‘How much do I owe you for the telephone call?’ I asked the girl.


‘Rien!’ She wiped the whole incident out of existence with her expressive little hands. The mission was completed.


‘And you have no suggestions about petrol?’ I asked once again.


‘You must take all with you,’ she said.


‘And at Zouar?’


She shrugged. Might as well ask if there is a petrol pump on the moon.


I felt a little uneasy. The threat in the doctor’s voice, the free telephone call, the companions for the journey miraculously found; it all seemed a little laid on. Would they follow it up? Before leaving Tunis I wrote a note to Bèja telling the doctor that I had experience of desert travel and was well equipped, and hoped this would allay their fears as to my capabilities.


 


The blanket of rumour and uncertainty that lay over Libya during the early days of the country’s oil prospecting has lifted. After four years of extensive search by British, American, French and Dutch companies, oil was struck in workable quantities – and in widely separated areas – late in 1959. Now the country knows it has oil, and relaxes.


The French made the first inroads into the Sahara and secured a permanent foothold there when they came to Algeria in 1830, opening up the first main trans-African route and so annexing much of the Sahara for Algeria. The route was a bridge between North and South Africa and it accelerated the search and discovery of oil that is now going on all over the desert.


After the last war, Tripolitania and Cyrenaica were put under British Military Administration and the Fezzan was given to the French Military to administer. Finally in 1951, with the United Nations’ blessing, the three provinces were declared independent and were formed into the kingdom of Libya under the Senussi king, Idris. This premature independence started a wave of nationalism throughout North Africa and speeded the independence of both Morocco and Tunisia.


Before the discovery of oil, Libya relied on outside aid which was given, and still is, by European powers and the USA. She also collects rents from both the American and British air bases in her country and from the British Military Mission. The king has strong Egyptian sympathies and the country is a member of the United Arab Republic. However, Libya still has many western influences and she keeps her agreements with the Americans and the British.


There was no new information about my journey here in Tripoli and there was definitely no petrol to be had south of Sebha unless I should run into some of the oil-prospecting camps. The oil company personnel gave me what information they had.


‘From Sebha you take a well-defined track to the oasis of Umm-el-Araneb sixty miles south, and a few miles further on you cross the Gatrun Dune. Run due south to the oasis of Gatrun and after that . . .’ the tall geologist shrugged.


It was evident that I should have to take enough petrol for the entire journey, so I waited several days while two ten-gallon tanks and a luggage-carrier were made; finally, with four more jerry cans, I had capacity to carry seventy gallons of petrol.


The physical preparations for a long journey no longer bother me, though there had been the extra equipment needed for the new vehicle. In London a lean-to tent was made that clipped on to the side of the Land Rover; it had two poles, four tent plugs, a couple of pieces of rope, and could be put up, alone, in less than five minutes. Two wooden boxes, lined with Formica, held my cooking utensils and perishable food. The rest of the equipment came from my old car, Pollyanna; the old army camp-bed, the RAF sleeping-bag, the wooden box that took the place of the middle seat and held everything of value such as cameras, compass, film and money. My small portable Olivetti typewriter had a home-made cover that was lined with Dunlopillo, and it worked, as usual, right through the journey.


I traded my old Bell and Howell 16-mm camera for a new model of the same make. It became known as the ‘little tank’, for, no matter how much it was knocked about, left in the heat, had stones thrown at it, rolled around in the Land Rover, it continued to work.


Finally, the extra tanks and equipment were loaded and I set off, driving along Tripoli’s waterfront. All I needed now were two djerbas, the goatskins that are used for carrying water which I should buy at one of the oases on the way south. Turning off the waterfront I was hailed by two men. They were the gentlemen from Bèja. The doctor, a large, fair Teutonic-looking man with a square face, was the spokesman. The other was younger, and worked in an insurance office in Tunis.


‘Where is your car?’ I asked.


They pointed to a little grey Renault.


‘Are you going to cross the desert in that!’


They nodded, amused and pleased at my surprise.


‘Can you put all your equipment and petrol in it?’ It seemed barely large enough to take the two men.


‘We’re okay,’ said the doctor, ‘we’re just going to Fort Lamy and back via Djanet. We have a few weeks’ leave.’


‘That’s not long for such a journey.’ Experience has taught me that to hurry in the desert courts disaster. ‘I think you should find a lorry to go with, so that the men can help you out.’


‘We don’t know of anyone going and, in any case, you can’t go alone. It is forbidden.’


I looked at the low undercarriage of the car. ‘It’s incredible! However, if you know the desert . . .’


‘That’s okay. I am used to sand,’ said the doctor again, with finality.


I suddenly felt rather silly and over-cautious with my big, strong Land Rover. ‘I’ll meet you this evening at Misurata,’ I said.


‘Yes. We shall stay two or three days in Sebha, for we have letters to people there.’


I set off along the coast. I had companions – for better or worse.


 


The road runs along the coast for 120 miles to Misurata through superb avenues of giant date-palms that stretch as far as the eye can see on every side, romantic, ageless. Then there is the sudden contrast of bright petrol stations and busy roadside cafés. There are glimpses of white sands and choppy seas near Homs and the magnificent ruins of Leptis Magna remind one of the past glories of Libya. Occasionally patches of desert creep up to the coastline, and after Misurata the road passes the last of the abandoned houses of the Italian colonisation scheme and the desert takes over.


Seventy miles after leaving Misurata, we turned south into the desert at a spot where, on my previous visit six years ago, the turn-off had been difficult to find, for there was only a hut made of empty kerosene tins and a few tracks trailing off across the stony desert. That other journey had been adventurous and slightly hazardous for I had seen only one lorry the whole way to Sebha. Now, at the turn-off, there were three petrol stations, a large white building – and a general air of expectancy. In place of the straggling tracks, a fine tarmac road ran south into the desert. The road is in process of construction and will eventually be paved right through to Sebha 300 miles away. The project is scheduled to cost three million pounds and to take three years to complete, but already there have been difficulties in coping with the desert’s treacherous terrain so that it will cost a great deal more and take longer.


The traffic, swelled by the contractors’ vehicles, the oil companies’ equipment and ordinary commercial vehicles supplying the steadily growing Fezzanese capital of Sebha, has turned the unfinished track into one of the worst and most unpleasant I have ever experienced. The heavy traffic has ridged the ground into giant corrugations and in the softer places the soil was churned up, and vehicles moved from one great pot-hole to the next, in an enveloping cloud of dust.


I saw the oasis of Bu Djem for the first time, for the contractors had already run a tarmac strip through its centre. Sand piles up around the palms and buildings of an oasis and, on my previous visits here, it had been necessary to skirt the cluster of huts and make for the deserted Italian fort which stood on the hill to the east. Inhabitants had come across the sand from the oasis, struggling against the perpetual high wind, eager for a chat and news of the outside world. But now, we whisked through and heads barely turned in our direction. Vehicles were only of interest if their occupants stopped to buy, and the Bu Djem of Roman times seemed further away than ever.


The track was strewn with blown-out tyres and great strips of rubber that had been ripped off the treads. The corrugations play havoc with tyres and it is necessary to run at a speed of thirty-five miles an hour or over, otherwise the car skids. If there are pot-holes as well, the choice is between risking crashing into one of these or slowing down to walking pace.


I was remembered at Hon and given the V.I.P.’s guest house, an honour I never acquired in the old days; and the gentlemen from Béja were allowed the same privilege as my friends. Despite the long and tiring day, the doctor and the boy unloaded the entire contents of the little car, swept it and changed the tyres round. Next morning they donned tropical suits, for we were now in the desert.


Hon was the military desert headquarters for the Italians during their occupation. They built a picturesque fort and an administration centre with an avenue of villas that lay between the native village and the palm gardens. When they withdrew, the villas were ransacked and then the oasis went back to its former leisurely life. Now, with the coming of the road, the houses are being repaired, and an hotel will soon be opened.


Socna, twenty miles further on, however, received no such attention from the Italians. It is a golden cluster of mud houses and palm gardens where we used to picnic beside a natural spring that is famous for having the sweetest water in these parts. Now, as we whisked through the oasis, I wondered how many passing travellers knew of this lovely picnic spot.


These oases lie in a depression running along the north face of the Jebel Soda – or Black Mountain – and soon we climbed into the volcanic mountains which are completely covered with black stones. A track had been cleared through the boulders and high in the hills, near a well, the road construction men had their huts. A few palm-trees grew, the only ones in sight, and where the earth had been turned it showed vivid red, making a bizarre picture of dark green palms and the streak of warm red in a black world. Only the men, incongruous in dingy khaki shorts, struck a sad note.


Crossing the great black mountains, a wide flat plain stretched ahead, and previously, a magnificent avenue bordered each side by high sand-dunes had led straight to the horizon. Now, these same dunes had moved right across the plain to the east where, in the distance, they made a far billowing horizon. It would be useless to build a road across this stretch, for the dunes could shift again and, coming back, completely cover it.


At the far end of the plain lie the dreaded Dunes de Kneir which form the eastern end of Wadi Sharit. It is the most northern of three great and shallow wadis along which the settled Fezzanese live. As we approached the ground fell away from golden rocks and the great dunes of soft fine sand lay in folds and curves, without even a footprint to mar their surface. They are incredibly beautiful, infinitely treacherous – and best left alone. A causeway has been built skirting them now and there were no rescue crews with their long-handled shovels, waiting to dig us out of the sand. To the left stood the ‘head of rock’ mentioned by the Romans and the Garamantes, an amusing little top-knot of a hillock, familiar and indestructible over the centuries. But who knows, when I come this way again, perhaps a bill-poster will be perched on its impertinent little face?


The French have left Sebha for some years now and taken with them the Sahara Corps, the Foreign Legionnaires – and most of Sebha’s glamour. The high fort, which housed the Legionnaires, is empty and falling into disrepair, as are the Sahara Corps Officers’ quarters in the compound below. The fort and its occupants had completely overshadowed the little native oasis of Sebha, three kilometres away, where an aged and charming Emir received me in the only solid building in the place. But native Sebha had changed out of all recognition. There was a traffic policeman, a bank, an hotel, swimming-pool and electricity. Rows of square buildings surrounded by white walls stolidly withstood the desert winds, and the stretch from the old fort to the town was paved and lined with eucalyptus trees which were watered each day by means of a huge mobile water-tank. There were schools for both boys and girls, training establishments, and the various well-known organisations were distributing the world’s wealth a little more evenly; while the Tuaregs, the veiled nomads of the desert, have a school that follows them into the sands by means of a camel. I drove through the busy little town, dismayed – the desert was running away from me!


The hotel, with its minute bar, was doing a good trade. Sunburnt oil men in battered Land Rovers whisked in for emergency supplies of beer, their vehicles lined up beside American limousines used by a delegation of the World Bank who, in their turn, were being whisked round at top speed to see the various oases.


There was a continuous passage of pilots and crews of the Silver City freighter planes that are used by the oil companies to transport cargo into the desert. The pilots fly in all kinds of weather, dropping down on makeshift airstrips and in completely unknown, often unmapped, terrain.


By some oversight, my Land Rover’s springs had not been reinforced and, by the time I had arrived in Sebha, they were already quite flat. There was no commercial garage in the town, and eventually the Chief of Police, Brigadier-General Bardi, gave me permission to use the government workshop. But for this, I would have had to retrace my steps all the way to Tripoli.


On my way to the workshop the French doctor hailed me. ‘We want to move on, there is no point in staying here.’


‘I can’t go until my springs are reinforced.’


‘They’re okay,’ he said, not looking at them, ‘let’s start. We haven’t much time.’


‘I know, but it’s better to fix the springs here, than to break down in the desert.’


He gave them a quick look. ‘What does it matter if they are flat?’


‘There are still seventy gallons of petrol to be loaded, they just wouldn’t stand it,’ I said. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’


But it was three days before we were able to set off from Sebha. The springs now had a reassuring upward tilt but unfortunately as the oil company’s personnel had bought up all the djerbas, there was not one to be found.


‘We have borrowed two from the French Consul,’ said the doctor, when I was making final enquiries, ‘so let’s go.’


The track took us seventy miles through grey stony desert to Umm-el-Araneb, which was a long straggling oasis of fenced-in gardens, palm groves and mud huts. Beyond, on a series of firm, stony dunes, a rough wooden signpost had the word ‘Gatrun’ scratched on it and a few tracks led into a hollow where a cluster of untended palms stood in a deserted landscape. In front of us was the Gatrun Dune, a great spreading hill of sand that stretched from east to west and brought the horizon reasonably near. No definite tracks lay ahead, for the top sand changes all the time and vehicles find their own way to hard sand. We had been advised to keep slightly east of south so as not to veer into the heart of the sand mass, and eventually we would run down on to a flat plain beyond.


‘Shall I go ahead and find hard sand?’ I asked.


‘No, we’re okay,’ said the doctor and set off into the sand.


I watched the small car, impressed; perhaps it was going to skim over the sand while I dug myself in! Moving forward, the dune appeared to flatten out and the distance to the top was far greater than I had judged. This matter of distance, with no landmarks to set the perspective, is always difficult in sandy deserts. I concentrated for some time on finding firm sand and, when I glanced towards the other car, found it had stopped. The doctor was revving the engine and the wheels were digging deeper into the sand. By the time I had found sand firm enough to stop and walked back to the other vehicle, the wheels were already half hidden by the sand.
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