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      A note on 
transliteration

      I have preferred to use English rather than French phonetics in transliterating Arabic and Tamahaq, as a more effective guide
         to their actual pronunciation. The Arab tribe Shamba (singular: Shambi), for instance, spelt Chaanba in French, is often mispronounced by English-speakers as if it began with ch (cheese), when, in fact, this phoneme does not even exist in Arabic (except in some Middle East dialects). This is, of course,
         because French ch = English sh.

      My consonant system is as follows:

      French ch = English sh: Chaanba = Shamba

      French gu = English gi/ge: guerba = girba; guelta = gelta; Amguid = Amgid; Aguendis = Agendis

      French dj = English j: Djanet = Janet; djunun = junun; djinn = jinn

      French c/k = q (pronounced k or g depending on context):
      

      Abdelkacem = ‘Abd al-Qassim; caid = qa’id; Abdelcader = ‘Abd al-Qadir

      French r = gh: Aitarel = Aitaghel; Tamanrasset = Tamanghasset

      French c = English ss: Belkacem = Bul-Qassim; Attici = Atissi ‘(‘ayn) usually missed out in French transliteration, is a very common Arabic consonant produced by a slight retching in the throat.
      

      For vowels:
      

      French ou = English w/aw: Ouargla = Wargla; Ouillimidden = Awlimmidden

      Technically there is no short ‘e’ (bed) in Arabic. The definite article, often represented as el, is al in my text.
      

   
      
      
      We came to the country of Haggar, who are a tribe of Berbers. They wear face-veils and there is little good to say about them.
         They are a rascally lot.
      

      Ibn Battuta, 1353
      

   
      
      Prologue

      They glided out of the heat-haze on their camels like spectres. There were twenty of them, and they were Tuareg. Their faces
         were hidden by black veils that left only slits for the eyes, and they wore purple robes that fluttered in the desert wind.
         They carried swords, muskets and seven-foot iron spears, and wore stilettos in sheaths on their left forearms. They were an
         impressive, sinister sight.
      

      Alexander Gordon Laing watched them as they drifted nearer. He and his fellow caravaneers had been expecting an attack by
         bandits ever since they had set off two weeks earlier. There had been persistent rumours that a party of robbers was tracking
         them. Now, it seemed, the moment of truth had arrived.
      

      It was January 1826, and the caravan was more than three hundred kilometres south of the oasis of In Salah in the central
         Sahara. Laing, a thirty-one-year-old Scotsman, a major in the British West Indies Regiment, had set out from Tripoli the previous
         August. He was determined to become the first European to reach Timbuctoo – the legendary ‘golden city’, whose name had been
         a byword for centuries for remoteness and mystery.
      

      Laing had set himself no mean task. To Europeans the Sahara was still beyond the pale of the known world – as fearful as the
         dark side of the moon. It was a three-million-square-mile blank on the map, an uncharted ocean of sand-dunes, gloomy mountain
         chains and endless thirsty black plains whose emptiness befuddled the senses. Water was scarce. Oases could be hundreds of
         kilometres apart. Whole caravans of camels, thousands strong, could vanish into the maw of terrifying sandstorms capable of
         blinding a man.
      

      Laing had picked the wrong time to make the first European crossing of the central Sahara. The country south of In Salah was
         more troubled than it had been in years. The Ottoman Dey of Algiers, the nominal ruler of the area, had suspended trade with
         the south for a year because of a war between the Tuareg and the Awlad Dulaim, a Moorish tribe. As a Christian, Laing’s life
         had been in constant danger at the oasis, yet he had been obliged to wait there five weeks to collect a group of traders courageous
         enough to defy the ban and make the crossing south. Even after the caravan had got under way, Laing’s companions had been
         in a constant state of nervous tension, always on the verge of turning back. On two occasions, Laing had prevented them from
         doing so by threatening to continue alone. He suddenly began to wish that he had not been so headstrong.
      

      To Laing’s astonishment, the Tuareg did not attack. Instead, they couched their camels and walked over to shake hands. They
         seemed friendly. They offered their protection to the caravan for a price based on the value of the goods it carried. The
         price was agreed on, and the forty-six caravaneers, including Laing, heaved a collective sigh of relief. The caravan-leader,
         an Arab called Babani, told him that the danger had passed, and he need no longer keep his weapon loaded. Laing foresaw no
         further obstacles now these guardians were with them. ‘My prospects are bright and expectations sanguine,’ he wrote. ‘I do
         not calculate on the most trifling difficulty between me and my return to England.’1 He never dreamed that he had already fallen foul of a classic Tuareg trick.
      

      The Tuareg considered themselves the lords of the desert and superior to all other peoples, whose possessions were theirs
         by right. Their modus operandi was trickery and deceit. Frequently Tuareg bands would simply attach themselves to caravans,
         displaying the greatest friendliness, eating and drinking with the caravaneers, until they had gained a degree of trust. Then, having pinpointed the richest pickings, they would strike suddenly,
         by night, murdering the men with whom they had so recently eaten bread and salt. Loading their booty on to their camels, they
         would beat a hasty retreat into the Hoggar Mountains, a labyrinth of crags and ravines whose geography was known only to themselves.
      

      The attack came on the sixth night, at about five o’clock in the morning. The first Laing knew of it was a musket-ball crashing
         into his hip. He jerked to his feet, screaming, as blood pulsed from the wound. His assailants were masked shadows, moving
         inexorably in on him. A sword-blade slashed his thigh. He staggered, trying desperately to defend his head with his right
         arm. More sword-cuts came thick and fast, almost severing his right hand, smashing his jaw, slicing open his earlobe, snapping
         his left arm like a dry twig. Laing fell, and did not get up again. Blows rained down on his head and hands and across his
         neck. Mercifully, he lost consciousness.
      

      When he finally came round, white as a ghost and slick with his own blood, the robbers had vanished. Almost all of his money
         was gone. He crawled numbly from under what was left of a tent to find a scene of utter carnage. His baggage had been broken
         open, rifled and scattered across the desert. His camel-man was lying senseless with a wound in the head. His assistant, a
         West African sailor, had been hacked and stabbed to death. His Jewish interpreter was dead from three sword-cuts. A second
         West African sailor had managed to crawl away, despite a musket-ball in his leg, and a third had vanished into the desert.
      

      Laing stared around in stupefaction as he realized that the other members of the caravan, whose camps were spread around him,
         had not been touched. He alone had been attacked and robbed, and none of his travelling companions had lifted a finger to
         help. It was only then that he remembered Babani’s counsel not to keep his gun loaded. The caravan-leader must have been in
         on the plot.
      

      Laing had suffered no fewer than twenty-four wounds, eighteen of them severe. The musket-ball in his hip had worked its way
         round to his back, narrowly missing the spine. His jaw, left arm and three fingers on his right hand were fractured, and the
         bones of his right wrist had been cut right through, leaving his right hand hanging off. He had five deep lacerations in his
         head and three more on his left temple. That he had survived at all was a miracle.
      

      What followed is one of the most remarkable tales of survival in the history of exploration. Tied on to to his camel, never
         far from death, Laing struggled behind the caravan for another 650 kilometres, until he reached a village north-east of Timbuctoo.
         He was recuperating there when plague struck, carrying off, among others, the headman of the village and Laing’s two surviving
         West African assistants. Laing himself lay in bed, delirious, for nine days, but by sheer willpower he pulled through. It
         was the second miracle within as many months.
      

      Alexander Gordon Laing rode into Timbuctoo on 13 August 1826, the first European to enter the legendary town as a free man
         for three hundred years. It was the most dazzling feat of exploration of its time, but Laing did not live to tell the tale.
         On 22 September, three days into his homeward trek, he and the Arab youth with him were set upon by their travelling companions
         while they slept. Laing was decapitated and his headless body was left under a tree, where it was later found and buried by
         a passing Arab.
      

      Two years later, the Frenchman René Caillié succeeded in reaching Timbuctoo disguised as a Muslim, and returned home unscathed.
         In 1830, two years after Caillié’s journey, thirty-seven thousand French troops were landed in Algeria, forcing the Dey into
         exile and ending for ever the rule of the Ottoman Turks.
      

      For the next half-century the French consolidated their position in northern Algeria, spreading their influence steadily south
         across the Saharan Atlas Mountains to the shores of the great desert. By the time they had begun to turn their eyes towards
         the Sahara, and the riches that lay beyond it in the African interior, there were few left who recalled the fate of Alexander
         Gordon Laing.
      

   
      
      PART 
ONE
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INCOGNITA
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      Paris to Timbuctoo in Six Days!

      
      In early 1877, M. Adolphe Duponchel, engineer, arrived at the oasis of Laghouat in a public diligence, having spent three
         days being jolted over the execrable mountain roads from Algiers. In his valise he carried a letter of introduction to the
         local commandant, Major Paul Francis Xavier Flatters.
      

      
      The oasis lay spread across the pastel landscape before him like a green stain. The town, standing at over seven hundred metres,
         was sited on a deep wadi where the heads of fifty thousand palm trees waved gently like feather dusters in the breeze. To
         the north, in a haze of dust, lay the broken outer ramparts of the Saharan Atlas Mountains; to the south, the endless shimmering
         plain of the desert. Laghouat was the most southerly French garrison in Algeria. Beyond this point, the Sahara stretched on
         for more than fifteen hundred miles.
      

      
      Duponchel was fifty-six years old, a hulking, genial, vigorous man with a thick grey beard trimmed square. A Chief Engineer
         of the Corps of Bridges and Tunnels by profession, he was an early graduate of the École Polytechnique, the school system
         inaugurated after the French Revolution to embody the new ideas of scientific enlightenment. His views on everything, from
         engineering to politics and morality, were original, and decided. If he was lacking in anything, it was in subtlety – he was a man convinced that his way was right.
      

      
      This was Duponchel’s first visit to Algeria. He had spent some time in the French colonial towns on or near the Mediterranean
         – Algiers, Oran, Constantine – but this journey away from the coast had been his first glimpse of the authentic ‘Orient’.
         In Boukhrari, he had seen exotic Awlad Na’il girls in clinking gold bracelets and brilliant scarlet dresses, dancing in the
         streets with sensuous abandon. He had been astonished to learn that for these Arab nomads of the hills it was perfectly acceptable
         for the women to earn their dowry in the towns by prostitution. At Boghari, he had rested for the night in the shadow of a
         Turkish fortress. He had wandered in the moonlight under glittering stars, among Moorish cafés from whose doorways drifted
         the babble of Arabic, the scents of coffee, tobacco, absinthe and barbecued meat. He had been captivated by the sights, sounds
         and smells of the steppe. Now he was stunned by his first view of the Sahara.
      

      
      As the carriage bumped over the last open ground before the oasis, Duponchel stared, overawed by the hugeness of the landscape,
         the brilliance of the light, the fractal patterns on the surface, the quicksilver shimmer of the heat-haze. The desert was
         the first true wilderness he had ever seen. It was more compelling than the ocean or the mountains, both magnificent and frightening
         at the same time.
      

      
      Laghouat was a last redoubt on the desert’s edge, dwarfed by the epic dimensions of the Sahara. Beyond the teetering perimeter
         walls, the living quarters were built on a series of hillocks along two sides of the wadi. On one side, block-shaped minarets
         rose above a maze of windowless mud houses that seemed to have grown out of each other organically. On the other was a neat
         grid of streets built by the French after they’d captured the town in 1852.
      

      
      After being deposited with his valise in the square, Duponchel shouldered his way through seething crowds, donkeys, goats
         and camels, to the Headquarters of the Cercle of Laghouat. It was here, in a spotless white colonial building under the fluttering
         tricolore, that the engineer introduced himself to Major Paul Flatters.
      

      
      Flatters was a head shorter than Duponchel and ten years younger. An upright, broad-shouldered, blocky man, he wore the loose-fitting
         blue tunic and baggy trousers of the French Armée d’Afrique. His face was rose-pink and wrinkled from years in the sun, and
         there was something Germanic about the high cheekbones, the brilliant blue eyes, the pepper-and-salt hair, and the sharp military
         moustache and goatee. He appeared genuinely pleased to see his visitor, and assigned Duponchel quarters among the officers.
         He invited him for dinner in the mess that evening.
      

      
      After sunset, Duponchel joined the officers at the long table for mutton and red wine. After introductions, he explained his
         visit. He had been authorized by the Ministry of Public Works in Paris, he said, to make a feasibility study for a railway
         that would cut directly across the untamed desert between Algiers and Timbuc-too, the first railway ever to be built across
         the Sahara. Flatters and his fellow officers stared at him, astounded. One or two may have chuckled and some might privately
         have consigned Duponchel to the crackpot category – but not Paul Flatters. He leaned forward and listened with interest.
      

      
      Duponchel spoke with expansive eloquence. At home, he had a reputation for shooting off ideas like sparks off a Catherine
         wheel. In years past he had come up with a suggestion for the use of high-pressure water jets to cut a canal through Panama,
         and he had proposed washing the topsoil off the Pyrenees into the marshes of southern France to create a fertile breadbasket
         for his country. He had even conceived a pipeline project to carry wine directly from French vineyards to Paris. The Trans-Saharan
         Railway was his magnum opus.
      

      
      Duponchel’s plan had not met with instant popularity – at the 2nd International Congress of Commercial Geography in Paris
         he had been laughed off stage – but he had stuck to his guns. A few months before his visit to Algeria, he had placed his proposal
         before members of the Geographical Society of Lyon, to a tumultuous reception. The wind, it seemed, was changing. There were
         rumours of Italian and German plans to lay a railroad across the Sahara from Tripoli to Chad – the territory that would one
         day be named Libya, but which was, in Duponchel’s day, a vilayet of the Ottoman Turks. No Frenchman wanted to be outdone by
         foreigners, and especially not the Germans; still smarting from their defeat in the Franco-Prussian War six years earlier,
         the French needed a high-profile venture to restore their sense of national pride.
      

      
      Duponchel’s scheme had reached the ears of the Minister of Public Works, who had sent him to Algeria for an initial survey.
         Duponchel had studied the existing railway line, running east–west from Algiers to Oran, and had deduced from his maps that
         a branch line could be diverted south, breaching the hills not far from Laghouat. He was happy to tell Flatters that everything
         he had seen so far had indicated that his assumption was correct.
      

      
      To Duponchel the Trans-Saharan Railway was a serious business. This was the high summer of steam-and-steel technology, and
         the world was the engineer’s oyster. There was no ocean that could not be crossed, no river that could not be spanned, no
         mountain that could not be tunnelled. Three hundred years of unrelenting scientific progress had produced a boundless confidence.
         The wilderness existed only as a challenge to man’s ingenuity: it was there to be tamed, mastered and controlled. In 1869
         another French engineer, Ferdinand Marie de Lesseps, had revolutionized world travel by cutting a canal through the isthmus
         of Suez, unlocking a new door to the Far East. The opening of the Suez Canal had been the beginning of a railway bonanza in
         Europe as companies vied to connect the great cities of the west to the Mediterranean ports. Not to be deterred by the barrier
         of the mountains, railway engineers had bored vast new tunnels through the belly of the Alps at Mont Cenis, Simplon and Saint-Gothard. The year the Suez Canal opened was also the year the Americans
         completed a railroad from San Francisco to New York, connecting the world’s two greatest oceans. Boldly negotiating obstacles
         of every conceivable variety, the American Pacific ran for nearly three thousand kilometres – more than twice the length of
         the proposed Trans-Saharan.
      

      
      The railway, Duponchel believed, would be an umbilical cord that would open up to France a market of at least fifty million
         consumers in the African interior. The export to the sub-Saharan lands of dates and salt alone would be enough to justify
         its construction, and the moral benefits that would accrue from its civilizing presence would include the suppression of the
         slave trade. The line from Algiers to Timbuctoo would require 2570 kilometres of rail, and would cost four hundred million
         francs. When it was completed, travellers would be able to hop from Paris to Timbuctoo in an astonishing six days.
      

      
      The lamps burned low in the mess at Laghouat that night as Flatters and Duponchel tossed ideas back and forth. The engineer
         was delighted to find in Major Flatters not only a fascinated listener, but also a man who lived and breathed the Sahara.
      

   
      
      2

      
      A Man Spellbound By the Sahara

      
      Paul Flatters had spent almost a quarter of a century in Algeria. For much of that time he had dreamed of leading an expedition
         to Timbuctoo. Fourteen years earlier, he had submitted a memo to the Geographical Society of Paris, proposing such an expedition.
         The memo had evoked no response.
      

      
      Born in Paris in 1832, Flatters was the son of a sculptor, Jean-Jacques Flatters, a Prussian granted French citizenship after
         serving in the French Army. Jean-Jacques died when Paul was thirteen, and his education was paid for by one of his father’s
         clients, Baron Taylor, patron of the Artists’ Association. The death of his mother five years later left Flatters a penniless
         orphan and nudged him towards a military career. He graduated from the military academy at St Cyr in 1853 and was posted to
         an Algerian infantry regiment, the 3rd Zouaves, mostly recruited from Kulughlis – the descendants of Turkish janissaries and Arab wives. He soon found his niche in the Arab Bureau.
      

      
      The Bureau suited Flatters’ temperament. Brave, physically tough, a tireless hunter and an expert horseman, he was also a
         gifted linguist. He knew Greek and Latin, spoke fluent English, some German and Italian, and mastered colloquial and literary
         Arabic with astonishing speed as well as a smattering of two dialects of Berber. He liked and admired the local tribesmen, he had an absorbing interest in his surroundings, and he was
         an instinctive collector of information. He had published one book, A History, Geography and Geology of Constantine Province, and was working on another, An Ancient History of North Africa Before the Arab Conquest.

      
      The Arab Bureau was a service created by Marshal Thomas-Robert Bugeaud in 1830, to replace the authority of the Ottoman Turks
         in the tribal areas beyond the fertile tell. Flatters was the military equivalent of a District Commissioner in a British colony, responsible for administration, justice
         and security in the Cercle, an immense area stretching as far as the seven oasis towns of the Mzab Valley and the outpost
         of Wargla, in the south. To him fell the task of maintaining peace between the nomads of the area, the proud and prickly Shamba
         and Laarba Arabs, some of whom had submitted to French authority but who were riddled with blood-feuds and tribal disputes.
         Once a week he presided over a local court where the natives brought their problems. Few went away disappointed – even if
         they had been reprimanded or fined, they were satisfied that they had received justice.
      

      
      The role of benevolent autocrat suited Flatters. He was a man who needed, above all, to be liked and accepted. He got on well
         with both his superiors and those under his command, and all who knew him, Frenchmen and native Algerians alike, were impressed
         by his intelligence and confidence, his openness, honesty, enthusiasm and joie de vivre. He had a service record that bordered on the eulogistic – the only veiled hint of criticism to be found on any of his assessment
         reports was a tendency to be too ‘humanitarian’ in his attitude to discipline. This was par for the course with Arab Bureau
         officers. Though there were a few cases of tyranny and injustice, most were liberal-minded men who regarded the tribes they
         administered as their protégés.
      

      
      Flatters spent much of his time in the saddle, moving between the outposts of the Cercle. He was never happier than when he
         was able to join local chiefs on gazelle or ostrich hunts. He preferred to collect live animals, though, and had started his own
         small zoo at Laghouat, containing not only leopards, foxes, antelope and ostrich, but also lizards, snakes, insects and scorpions.
      

      
      On market days, when the nomads swept into the oasis on their donkeys and camels, bringing with them the odours of sour milk
         and uncured leather, Flatters was always to be found in their midst, an imposing figure in a native shesh (scarf), and burnoose (white hooded cape). He listened to complaints, sorted out disputes and asked endless questions. He
         was captivated by the smallest detail of nomadic existence, but what appealed to him most was the simplicity of desert life.
         Quite often all these men owned, apart from their camels, goats and sheep, was a few cups and bowls, a rug, a burnoose to
         sleep in, a camel-saddle and saddle-bags, home-made ropes and hobbles, a dagger, a rifle and a camel-stick. Their black tents,
         woven out of goats’ hair, were the property of the women.
      

      
      In the evenings he would sit by a campfire with Arab sheikhs, drinking tea, eating mashwi – whole roasted sheep – and talking for hours about events in the Cercle. Often he asked about conditions in the Sahara far
         to the south – alliances, conflicts, personalities, disputes between the tribes. The more perceptive would notice the subtle
         change in his voice as the conversation turned to the great desert: they knew they were talking to a man spellbound by the
         Sahara.
      

      
      In 1864, Flatters had married Sarah Legros, the sister of a childhood friend, and his son Etienne was born four years later.
         His wife was too delicate to join him in Algeria, so he rarely saw his family. The years had passed, and Flatters climbed
         the ladder of promotion. His passion for exploration retreated into the background. In July 1870, he was posted back to the
         3rd Zouaves to fight in the Franco-Prussian War, but he was captured on 6 August at Sedan. Liberated the following year, he
         was promoted to commanding officer of his battalion and awarded the Légion d’honneur for his part in the battle against the Paris Commune.
      

      
      Back in Algeria, Flatters was posted to Laghouat as Arab Bureau senior commandant. That posting coincided with a new colonial
         initiative in the Sahara. Caravans from the Sudan had stopped coming to Algiers since the French conquest: the ban on the
         slave trade had ensured that all commerce was diverted through the eastern Sahara, along Ottoman routes. Now the French wanted
         to attract the Saharan trade back into their sphere.
      

      
      At the request of the governor, General Chanzy, Flatters began to compile detailed reports on the possibility of reviving
         the caravan trade from Timbuctoo to Algiers. He suggested an expedition to reopen the abandoned caravan-route to the Sudan
         through the Hoggar Mountains, outlined methods of organization and costs. He questioned every nomad and traveller he encountered
         who had come from the south. Flatters knew that few men were better qualified than he himself to lead an expedition across
         the unexplored Sahara, but his proposals had been turned down time after time. In Duponchel’s plan he saw the workings of
         fate. He had spent a lifetime in Algeria and had acquired skills and experience that had been devoured by the French government,
         to no specific end. He craved distinction, a name beyond the run-of-the-mill soldier’s lot. In the Victorian age, African
         explorers were superstars: Flatters longed to be counted among their number. The years had passed and no opportunity for greatness
         had presented itself; now, as his career reached its apex, the chance seemed to have fallen like a ripe plum into his hand.
      

      
      It was obvious to Flatters that the proposed Trans-Saharan Railway would require a survey expedition to map the route to Timbuctoo,
         possibly through the unexplored Hoggar Mountains. Only four Europeans had ever reached the ‘golden city’ as free men – Laing,
         Caillié, Heinrich Barth and Oskar Lenz – and only one of them had been French. None of them had passed through the mysterious
         Hoggar range. The Trans-Saharan survey expedition would mark the end of an era: it would be the last great expedition of its kind. The railway would change the whole character
         of the Sahara, bringing civilization to one of the earth’s last areas of wilderness. The man who led the Trans-Saharan survey
         mission would go down in history as the last of the great Saharan explorers. Though Flatters did not say as much to Duponchel,
         he wanted desperately to be that man.
      

      
      However, there was one aspect of the engineer’s plan that disturbed him. Lying smack across the railway’s route, in the very
         middle of the Sahara, was the country of the northern Tuareg. They were divided into two confederations, the Kel Ajjer and
         the Kel Ahaggar, living side by side in two vast mountain labyrinths, the Hoggar and the Tassili-n-Ajjer. The Tuareg were
         truculent, chauvinistic and jealous of their prerogatives. Any expedition to the south would have to take that hostility into
         account.
      

      
      When he explained this to Duponchel, the big man raised a thick eyebrow. He respected Flatters, but in general the views of
         the Arab Bureau were mistrusted in France. First of all, he told the major, the railway would not traverse the mountainous
         regions but would be laid through the Tuat Oasis and across the Tanezrouft, featureless gravel plains that lay to the west.
         The Tanezrouft, acutely arid and almost without vegetation, was uninhabited. Second, a bunch of camel-herders, he maintained,
         could no more halt the Trans-Saharan Railway than the Redskins had halted the American Pacific. In any case, the Tuareg were
         known to be good people: honest, peaceful and kind.
      

   
      
      3

      
      A Deliberate Campaign against Foreign Intrusion

      
      Paul Flatters thought otherwise. Only six months earlier some Arabs hunting ostrich had come across four headless bodies in
         the desert near al-Golea. The bodies had lain there for months and were mummified by the heat. Three of them were Europeans,
         Catholic priests, Fathers Alfred Paulmier, Philippe Menoret and Pierre Bouchand, who had set off the previous year to reach
         Timbuctoo. The dead Arab with them was their companion. They had been travelling with Tuareg guides, who had attacked them
         without warning.
      

      
      The priests belonged to the Society of Missionaries of Africa, or White Fathers, an order of spiritual storm-troopers created
         in 1868 by Charles-Martial-Allemand Lavigerie, Archbishop of Algiers, who believed that the Berbers had once been Christians
         and that it was his sacred duty to bring them back into the fold. In practice, the White Fathers were a missionaria prottetiva, paving the way for colonial expansion. They were all fluent in both spoken and literary Arabic, and they knew the Quran well
         enough to dispute with learned Muslims. They dressed and conducted themselves as Arabs and were trained to endure any hardship
         in the pursuit of their goal.
      

      
      Flatters was later told that, just before they were murdered, Father Paulmier had been invited by one of the guides, a Targui
         named al-Wunya, to examine his sword. The priest had been bending over to look at the blade when al-Wunya had brought it down
         on his skull. Father Bouchand had been shot in the chest at point-blank range, and Father Menoret had been stabbed in the
         back by a warrior called ‘Ida, then slashed to pieces. The fathers’ Arab companion had been butchered for good measure. The
         Tuareg had burned the missionaries’ meagre possessions – their Bibles and holy ornaments – and even their severed heads, in
         an apparent attempt to obliterate them from the face of the earth.
      

      
      The most embarrassing aspect of the story was that the French government had released the fathers’ treacherous guides from
         jail – ‘Ida and al-Wunya had been arrested the year before on suspicion of having murdered two French explorers, Norbert Dournaux-Dupere
         and Eugène Joubert, in Ottoman territory, in 1874. They had apparently lain in wait for the French travellers and set upon
         them; one had been shot in the head, the other had bled to death after being viciously slashed with swords. The Tuareg had
         been locked up in Algiers but had been let out after a plea by the fathers, who had sought to impress upon them the nature
         of Christian forgiveness. Evidently, the Tuareg had not been impressed.
      

      
      Four years previously, a Dutch heiress and explorer, Alexine Tinne, had been murdered further to the east, between Ghat and
         Murzuk. Alexine had met the chief of the local Tuareg, an old man named Ikhenoukhen, who had guaranteed her protection. On
         the way from Murzuk to Ghat, the chief’s nephew, Abu Bakr, had ridden into her camp with a band of fifteen Tuareg. The marauders
         had skewered one of her Dutch assistants with a spear and shot the other. As Alexine raced out of her tent, a Targui had slashed
         off her hand with a sword, and another put a bullet through her head.
      

      
      These killings, and others like them, had left Flatters in no doubt as to the character of the Tuareg, but he did not believe
         that this was a simple matter of robbery. These attacks were part of a coordinated and deliberate campaign against foreign intrusion in the Sahara. He believed the hidden hand of the Sanusiyya,
         a fundamentalist Islamic Sufi brotherhood based in Cyrenaica, was behind them. The sect had been founded by an Algerian Islamic
         scholar, Mohammad ‘Ali as-Sanusi, in the 1830s, and its tentacles now stretched hundreds of kilometres along the caravan routes
         into Egypt, the central Sahara and the Sudan. With lodges in Ghadames and Ghat, on the currently most frequented of all the
         trans-Saharan routes, the brotherhood had a major investment in cross-desert trade. It was astute enough to understand that
         French interest in the Sahara was mainly commercial: explorers and missionaries were the pathfinders of the bigger battalions
         that would soon follow.
      

      
      The Sanusiyya did not intend to let the French take over the lucrative Sudan trade, and neither did the Ottoman Turks. The
         Ottoman Bey of Murzuk had reported the murder of Alexine Tinne to the French authorities, ostensibly as a diplomatic duty
         but actually as a warning. He had described in his letter precisely how Miss Tinne’s hand had been severed at the wrist, details
         that could only have come from her killer. Flatters firmly believed that France needed to attempt to restore the Sudan trade
         – and if it were by building a railway, so much the better. Despite the truculence of the Tuareg and the Sanusiyya, he had
         no doubt that it could be done – but not by a few private individuals; this would require a fighting expedition of at least
         three hundred trained colonial soldiers, mounted on camels and armed with quick-firing rifles. This is what Flatters had told
         Governor-General Chanzy in his report earlier that year.
      

      
      Flatters saw Duponchel off in his diligence a few days later with some regret, and suppressed elation. It was just possible
         that the engineer’s magnum opus might provide Flatters himself with the means to achieve his own life-long ambition.
      

   
      
      4

      
      ‘Our national genius must one day be called to rule supreme’

      
      Duponchel arrived back in France positively effervescent with new ideas. He had seen the desert for himself, and had thought
         up more original uses for the railway than shifting dates and salt. Whole oases, he said, could be turned into wintering-places
         for tourists – cosmopolitan luxury towns that would attract the wealthy. The railway could also assume a humanitarian function,
         supplying the Sudan in times of famine. The Trans-Saharan, he announced, would open ‘a vast colonial empire … rivalling the
         wealth and prosperity of British India, opening unlimited opportunities for our commerce and industry, giving ample space
         for our civilizing mission on this great continent … where our language and our national genius must one day be called to
         rule supreme’.2

      
      As for the technical details, they were of secondary importance. Water could be supplied by bore-wells or reservoirs spaced
         at fifty-kilometre intervals and connected by a pipeline worked by pumps. Dunes could be stabilized by planting crops, avoided
         by tunnelling beneath them, or traversed by viaducts, though since the Sahara was mostly rocky, sand-dunes should not be a
         major problem. As for the labour force, it could be supplied from the ranks of France’s idle youth. Any technical problems arising could be solved by the solid application of reason: the know-how existed.
         After all, if the Americans could do it, so could the French.
      

      
      Duponchel’s proposals were essentially sound, and would probably have worked in practice had his plan been followed to cross
         the Tanezrouft. Ninety per cent of the railroad could have been laid through these flat plains, and the sand dunes could certainly
         have been stabilized by forestation. Where water was absent, locomotives could have hauled their own supplies and kept the
         regularly spaced reservoirs continuously full. Security could have been provided by squads of troops in block-house forts,
         protecting stations and water-towers. Duponchel was undoubtedly right: given sufficient funding, the Trans-Saharan was a practical
         proposal.
      

      
      In his conviction that the Tuareg presented no threat to the railway he was to prove devastatingly wrong.

   
      
      5

      
      ‘Hospitable, generous, kind and peaceful’

      
      In November 1861, a young man called Henri Duveyrier had staggered into Algiers having spent three years crisscrossing the
         central Sahara with the Tuareg. Unfortunately for posterity, he soon became so ill from typhoid and cerebral malaria that
         he suffered permanent amnesia and was unable to recall anything that had happened to him. He had to reconstruct his experiences
         entirely from his journals.
      

      
      Henri Duveyrier was half-French, half-English; he was charming, intelligent and handsome. His father, Charles, was a businessman,
         poet, playwright and publicist, and a prominent member of the anti-militarist Saint-Simonist movement, which believed that
         science and industry would save the world. Henri had been sent to school in Leipzig, where he had shone in English, Italian
         and German, and had shown early promise in botany and zoology. At sixteen he had begun studying Arabic with a famous professor,
         and a year later his father had allowed him to visit Algeria, where his first sight of a Tuareg chief in Metlili had given
         him a thrill he would never forget. ‘With his great height,’ he wrote, ‘his noble and commanding gestures, he most nearly
         resembled the ideal I had formed of a mediaeval knight.’3

      
      Duveyrier, mesmerized by the desert and by his vision of its romantic veiled men, had returned to Algeria in 1859. His attempt to become the first European to reach the oasis of In Salah
         since Gordon Laing was foiled when he was robbed and turned back at al-Golea in the Mzab. He had refused to be intimidated,
         returning the following year with a commission from the French government to collect information for a trade agreement with
         the Tuareg of the Ajjer Plateau.
      

      
      The two confederations of northern Tuareg – the Kel Ajjer and the Kel Ahaggar – were deadly enemies. Of the two groups, the
         Ajjer were the less numerous; at the time of Duveyrier’s visit, wars with the more powerful Kel Ahaggar had cost them rich
         grazing land for their camels and goats. Under pressure to recognize the authority of the Turkish Vali in Tripoli, they were anxious to secure the goodwill of the French, and Ikhenoukhen, their amenukal, or chief, had treated Duveyrier as an honoured guest. Though reputed to be already over eighty years old, Ikhenoukhen was
         still able to ride and shoot. He was, in Duveyrier’s eyes, ‘a magnificent and majestic old man’.4 A decade later, this same ‘majestic’ old man would give assurances to Alexine Tinne only days before she was murdered by
         his nephew, Abu Bakr.
      

      
      Ikhenoukhen assigned Duveyrier to the protection of a relative, Sheikh ‘Othman, a marabout, or holy man, of the Ifoghas clan,
         who were respected as mediators, scholars and men of learning. The young Frenchman stayed in Tuareg camps and spent hours
         talking with the tribesmen round campfires. He became the first European to witness the unique ahal ceremony, in which unmarried Tuareg women gathered to choose prospective partners. He had even, he hinted later, enjoyed
         liaisons with the women himself. Open, enthusiastic and romantic, Duveyrier saw in the Tuareg only what he wanted to see:
         chivalrous warrior-poets ready to rob the rich to help the poor and save damsels in distress. He was taken in from the very
         beginning by their studied gestures and their finely calculated aura of mystique.
      

      
      While still in hospital in Algiers, Duveyrier was made Knight of the Légion d’honneur for his work, and received a personal letter of thanks from the Emperor Napoleon III. He returned to
         France to public adulation. Encouraged by what he had reported, a delegation headed by Captain Mircher was sent to Ghadames,
         in Tripolitania, to meet Ikhenoukhen and secure his signature on a treaty. Sadly, Mircher found that the ‘magnificent’ old
         Targui had melted away into the desert, leaving a gaggle of lesser nobles to sign a treaty they themselves considered meaningless.
      

      
      That same year, Duveyrier published a book entitled Exploration du Sahara: Les Touareg du Nord, based on his diaries, which won immediate acclaim and the French Geographical Society’s Gold Medal. Though a work of impressive
         scholarship, it was permeated by the same idyllic view of the Tuareg that had inspired him from the beginning. It convinced
         his readers that the veiled men were ‘hospitable, generous, kind and peaceful’, the noblest of noble savages, who would openly
         welcome the French to the Hoggar Mountains, provided they followed local customs.
      

      
      The only problem was that Duveyrier had never visited the Hoggar himself. He knew of the Hoggar people and their mountain
         fastness only by hearsay.
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      A Deadly Killing Machine

      
      The Hoggar had been a Tuareg sanctuary for a thousand years. Not long before William the Conqueror invaded England, camelriders
         of a Berber tribe called the Hawwara had come loping across the horizons of the central Sahara, seeking a place of refuge.
         Their home was the Fezzan in Tripolitania, where they had lived since before the pharaohs ruled in Egypt. Their ancestors,
         wearing kilts of leather and distinctive pigtails, were depicted frequently in ancient Egyptian reliefs.
      

      
      A millennium after the last pharaoh had been laid in his tomb, Hawwara land was overrun by a locust-swarm of Bedouin from
         Arabia, the Bani Sulaym and the Bani Hilal. These Arabs had been persuaded to pass through Egypt by its Muslim khalifa and to seek a new home in the west. They were fierce warriors and drove all before them, including the Hawwara Berbers. Fleeing
         from their own country, the Hawwara became known to the Arabs as tawaraka, outcasts or refugees, and the word entered Arabic as ‘Tuareg’.5

      
      The wanderings of these outcasts came to an end in the mountains of the central Sahara, for they found in these massifs the
         perfect sanctuary. The Arabs would never find them in the warrens of ravines, broken hills, chasms and tortuous valleys. The hitch was that the hills were already home to a stone-age people named
         the Isebeten, who subsisted by hunting, trapping, collecting wild berries and grasses, and herding goats.
      

      
      The Isebeten possessed only stone tools, so, armed with their iron swords and spears, the Hawwara were easily able to master
         them. The Hawwara became the lords of the mountains, which they named Hawwar in their own honour. Over time Hawwar eventually
         became Haggar, or Hoggar, and the Hawwara became the Kel Ahaggar – People of the Hoggar Mountains. Their name for themselves
         was Imuhaq – the Ones Who Take. The ones from whom they had taken, the Isebeten, were obliged to pay tribute to their new masters, and
         the Imuhaq made certain that the Isebeten would never overthrow them by forbidding them camels and swords of their own. The
         vassals, permitted only to herd goats and sheep, became known in Tamahaq, the Tuareg tongue, as the Kel Ulli – the Goat People.
      

      
      Faced with a familiar colonial dilemma of keeping in check subjects who were greater in number, the Imuhaq resorted to bluff.
         It was said that an Imuhaq warrior could go five days without water. He could cut a horse and its rider in half with a single
         blow of his sword. The tawaraka, who had arrived here as outcasts, fugitives, circulated legends about their toughness and ferocity so effectively that many
         still believe those stories today.
      

      
      They deliberately cultivated an aloof and intimidating posture. They hid their faces behind their veils, and developed an
         elaborate semaphore of signals by adjusting their clothing in subtle ways. They dressed imposingly, in sweeping robes of purple,
         black and blue. Being men of only average height – usually no more than five foot seven – they learned to arrange their headcloths
         to make them look taller, a ploy that worked even on the Europeans who encountered them.6 ‘They are the finest race of men I ever saw,’ wrote British traveller George Francis Lyon in 1818. ‘Tall, straight and handsome,
         with a certain air of independence and pride, which is very imposing … their costume is very remarkable, and they cover their faces as high as the eyes in the manner of
         women on the sea-coast.’7

      
      Unlike the Arabs, the Tuareg never walked if they could help it. Instead, they were so often to be seen dashing around on
         gangly-legged camels decorated like Christmas trees that they sometimes appeared to be part of the animals. Their ‘imposing’
         appearance, weighed down with swords, shields, spears, daggers, clubs and muskets, together with their arrogant mode of speech
         and menacing body language, was the most effective weapon they possessed.
      

      
      The arrival of the Imuhaq in the Hoggar Mountains caused ripples in the ecology of the Sahara that continued into the colonial
         era. Their coming destroyed the delicate balance the Isebeten had struck with nature. In times of drought and famine, the
         Tuareg had to look elsewhere for sustenance. They turned on each other, raiding each others’ camps in the hot summer seasons
         when clans split into tiny groups to make best use of the sparse pasture. They also took to robbing outsiders, charging protection
         fees from all who passed through their lands, plundering traders and travellers. They began to dabble in trading themselves,
         using the salt – a priceless commodity in the Sudan – found in the Amadghor region on the eastern side of the hills. But their
         hearts were not really in commerce: they preferred to take. They raided the Sudan for slaves, filling up the mountains with
         blacks until they were as numerous as the Tuareg. They moved out north from their mountain lair to take control of the Tuat
         and Tidikelt, the vast string of oases along the margins of the Tademait Plateau.
      

      
      Though nomadic, the Imuhaq were neither pastoralists nor cultivators. Their herds and flocks were tended by Kel Ulli or slaves,
         their gardens worked by Haratin, freed men who were traditionally paid one fifth of their produce. Any hardware they needed
         was produced by a caste of artisans, the Inhaden. The Imuhaq were a warrior caste, and over the centuries they had honed themselves into a deadly killing machine, using anything and everything at their command, from poison to ambush to a
         knife in the back. Unlike the Arabs who had chased them from the Fezzan, they were not a people of the open desert, accustomed
         to infinite horizons, but a hill-folk, used to close confines, narrow passages and dark defiles, and this was reflected in
         their character: while the Arabs were open, extrovert and hospitable, the Tuareg were conceited, closed, suspicious and xenophobic.
         They resented any intruder in what they considered their sacred land.
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