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The School for Nomads

Lesson One: Baggage

MY TEACHER ARRIVES SHORTLY BEFORE DUSK. LAMINA LOOKS EVERY INCH A man of the desert, short and wiry with a high sagacious brow and hair like tangled thorns. He smells it too, with a natural aroma of dust and camel skin. I offer my hand, but his furtive expression is fixed on the sand. I try to speak to him: ‘Ana bi’l haqiqa saeed li’l-rihlah ma’ak, I am by the truth happy for the travelling with you.’ He offers no response; he mumbles something to my host, then bolts for the gate, eyes scouring the ground beyond the threshold, like a restless animal too wary to stay put.

So this is the man I am entrusting with my safety, the man who will protect me from the outlaws at large in the Sahara. By the time we leave the house, eye contact has yet to be made. We cross the dune without a single word being exchanged, joined only by the melding of our shadows. I think of Paul Bowles’s short story ‘A Distant Episode’, in which a philologist ventures out to the desert to learn its dialects, only to be stripped of his clothes and his tongue, doubled up in a sack lashed to a camel and carted around the desert, tinkling with tin cans to entertain the local tribespeople.

My disguise, at least, should keep me from drawing too much undue attention. I am wearing black pantaloons, a light blue smock, black gloves, plastic slip-on sandals and four metres of indigo-blue cotton wound three times around my head. Only a strip of skin is exposed (a postbox slit above my nose) and a pair of sunglasses wipes it away. My skin is an instant giveaway – hence the gloves. But close-ups aren’t really the point. This disguise is for the desert, a silhouette to ward off second glances. Although the context in which you feel compelled to conceal yourself is a little unsettling, it is at least tempered by the childlike fun of dressing up. It’s an echo of travellers from the past, who really did have to disguise themselves for any chance of survival: Richard Burton, playing the part of a Pathan quack to steal into Mecca; TE Lawrence, wearing his friend Ali’s headcloth and cloak, ‘that I might present a proper silhouette in the dark upon the camel’. I am hoping my disguise will achieve something similar.

The dromedaries are couched in a hollow at the base of a dune. Two others are waiting for us: a child and a man, the latter a head taller than me. They are Lamina’s 10-year-old son, Abdul-Hakim, and his brother Jadullah, who has the sinewy, intimidating look of a Dothraki chieftain from Game of Thrones. They exchange whispers with Lamina, and throw cautious glances at me, but nobody addresses me until my first lesson.

‘Shuf!’ they chime. ‘Look!’

The camel’s saddle is a pad of palm fibres wrapped in rawhide, rigged over a wooden vice. A wooden palanquin girths a folded coverlet, which hugs the camel’s belly. At the back of the saddle, the rear pad forms a perch above the rump. Heavy guerbas (inside-out goatskins turned into water containers) dangle from the pommels of the palanquin, slurping at the camel’s shoulders, obscene and sweaty as the bladders of monsters. At Lamina’s instruction, I set a foot on the camel’s neck and lever myself up, grabbing a fistful of fur for balance. I am riding in front of the hump, in the North African tradition, making the most of the camel’s powerful shoulder muscles. As Lamina explains later, it’s the ideal position for ‘control’. A skilled cameleer can manipulate his steed by digging his toes into the animal’s neck, like a gamer working a joystick with his thumbs.

‘Nibda!’ calls Lamina, which translates as ‘we begin’ or ‘we go into the desert’, depending on the context. In this case, it means both.

At the last moment, Abdul-Hakim jumps on, resting on the back-piece of the palanquin, clinching the rump between his legs to reduce the impact on his bony perch. A child, I figure, should be more receptive to my attempts at social interaction, so I call out in desperate Arabic: ‘Ya allah! Hey, isn’t this great! Beautiful camel!’ But all I get in reply are a few puzzled exhalations.

‘La atakallam ajnabi,’ he replies primly. ‘I don’t speak foreignish.’

Our departure has been timed deliberately late in the day, to avoid attracting attention. This means we have travelled just a couple of miles when the sun abandons us, like a scout whose responsibility ends at the edge of town. Bending in the silvery wasteland, acacias and doum palms probe the sky on trunks as bowed as the necks of the camels. Burrs of cram-cram skitter over the bunchgrass, spiking our clothes and the skin of our fingers whenever we dismount. I am not trusted to ride yet. Lamina holds the head rope, orientating the animal in a mixture of stage-like whispers and sudden wordless commands: ‘Ooooooosshhh-ooooooshhh-oooooshhh! Khirrrrr-khirrrr!’ The camel bunches to a scuttering halt, magically in thrall to Lamina’s exhalations, or the occasional cry lassoed by Abdul-Hakim. Strange, elongated sounds, they hover somewhere between war cry and babytalk. Listening to these gnomic utterances, I realise that Arabic is not the only language I need to master.

A sweet breeze is skimming the earth. Along with the gentle gradient, it makes for a mellow lead-in. We have been enveloped in the smoky blue of dusk, a balm after the raging furnace of day; and latterly in night’s tarry black, when you start to hear the howling of wild donkeys and other desert animals, and you wonder how deserted the desert really is. Four hours in, Lamina chooses a resting place, a shallow amphitheatre studded by wiry acacia bushes. No need to give the camels the go-ahead: they are onto dinner as soon as we dismount. Prehensile lips wrap around the thorny branches, loud munches and grunts wafting around them. They are like hungry strangers in a dead-end bar, each intent on his own meal and minding his own business.

The new moon is only a couple of days old, so I am leaning on sound for any sense of my whereabouts: the low basso chomping of the camels, the ghostly bray of wild donkeys, the soughing of the wind in the bushes. I am feeling utterly useless – I want to be allotted a task. I try helping Lamina with the baggage, but I don’t happen to be a cat, so when he points out the ropes I have no chance of seeing their knots in the dark. He nudges me back to Jadullah, who has dug a pit in the sand and is stoking a fire.

‘Ya, hadha huwa an-nar!’ I exclaim (I’m piling on the decibels in my eagerness to ingratiate myself). ‘Oh, this is the fire!’

Jadullah’s grunted reply is less expressive than any of the sounds he has directed at the camels.

Crawling away, all-fouring through the sand, he digs around in the thorns and comes back with a handful of droppings the size of pecan nuts. The fire turns them dry and crozzled, like the tips of matchsticks. It is not until he jerks his head at the bush and grunts the first word I understand from him – jamal, camel – that I realise what they are: camel turds, adding fuel to the fire. With their high ammonia content, they make for excellent tinder.

The rice is scooped in calloused handfuls out of a painted goatskin bag. It cooks in a pot, lifted a few inches over the flame by a forked stick from the bushes, while Lamina separates the embers to form a second, smaller fire for the teapot. Waiting for the pot to boil, he unclasps a leather pouch and shakes out a few grains of snuff. His nostrils quiver and he presses the skin with the pads of his fingers, like a potter putting the last delicate touches to a rim. I watch him a little too closely (I’m not sure if there is a protocol about gawping when someone is taking snuff) and he looks up. For the first time, our eyes lock. The flames conjure shadows across his face and give him a potent, supernatural aura: a campfire king.

‘What is your country?’ he asks.

His voice is slower now, his expression relaxed – soothed, I suppose, by the snuff. I think of al-Idrisi’s description of England in the Book of Roger, written for the King of Sicily in the twelfth century: ‘This is a great island, shaped like the head of an ostrich  … the winter there is permanent.’ But I’ve been away for nearly half a year. Here, among people I barely know, in a landscape I haven’t the knowledge to interpret, I feel a cloying nostalgia. I talk of sheep on chalky hills the colour of mint … of mighty cities full of commerce … of fairgrounds and theatres and the rowing boats in Battersea Park …

‘But it is very cold,’ I add, remembering al-Idrisi. ‘Sometimes the wind blows so hard and the air is so cold you can see the steam coming out of people’s mouths.’

‘At night?’ asks Lamina.

‘No, in the daytime too.’

Now I’ve got their attention. I tell them about ice and hail and snowball fights, floods in the West Country when people slide off their roofs into the rescue boats. I am laying it on pretty thick, but hey, they live in the Sahara. They are used to extremes.

‘May God preserve us!’ Lamina turns to Jadullah, explaining what I’ve told him, and they both wrap themselves in their arms. They’re looking at me differently. In a strange way, I think they’re impressed. If the toubob can survive such intemperate conditions, maybe he isn’t a complete dolt. Even if he doesn’t know how to saddle a camel.

After tea, Lamina points me to the spot where the fire has burned. This is the best place to lie, cosy as a mattress with a hot-water bottle. I stretch myself into the warmth, enjoying the mild ache in my thighs, the pleasure of fatigue. Dangling above me, the starfield is low and close, a barrage of light so intense it is hard to identify any of the constellations, like trying to pick out a friend in a bustling crowd. A meteorite flashes in a clot of stars, then winks out of existence, like an alien SOS from thousands of years ago. I immerse myself in the stars – an unworldly relief from the mental effort of conversation, and a distraction from all my anxieties. All those bandits I’ve heard about, smugglers and hostage takers, who haunt the sands like the djinn and ghosts that scared off travellers in earlier centuries, or the tribesmen who did for explorers like Major Laing. But when I turn my head to the sand, the worries trickle back, so I shift round to Lamina for reassurance.

He is sitting upright, his turban laid across his lap, tweezering burrs of cram-cram from its wrinkly folds. With his high bald forehead and his aquiline nose, he has a look of honesty about him, like a guide in a storybook: the White Rabbit or Mr Tumnus. Someone who can teach me all the lessons I need to absorb. Today, we’ve touched on saddling and baggage. But there are many more to learn; he has intimated that tomorrow we will focus on my riding. I have only known Lamina a few hours, and I still hardly know him at all, but there’s something about him. For all the scary talk in Timbuktu, I feel sure he is one of the good guys.

Well … A voice prickles at the back of my mind, like the burrs of cram-cram snagging on our clothes. Of course you trust him. You’re out in the desert now – what choice have you got?


The School for Nomads

Lesson Two: Riding

OUR SECOND DAY’S TROT BRINGS US TO THE FEATHERY SHADE OF AN ACACIA tree. Thank God for their taproots, snaking down to reach water tables that other trees are too stubby to channel. My camel drops to his brisket pads so I can dismount, and Lamina passes me the halter rope to lead him to refreshment. We have been walking for most of the night, but now in some ways is the harder part: 12 hours of lounging around. Conserving our energy, like a miser protecting his gold.

When the baggage has been arranged, the camels watered and their fetlocks hobbled, we retreat under the acacia. There, we nap and pick the burrs of cram-cram from each other’s trousers and feet. Lamina is particularly fastidious about this. He has a pair of tweezers, specially procured for the task. He runs a hand over my ankles and rubs my sides. When he finds a rogue burr, he plunges and holds up the offending thorn for inspection, shaking his head, like a schoolmaster who has found a mischievously placed pin just in time.

‘Now,’ he announces, ‘we must see if you are studying well.’

The time has come for my first test. To be specific: I have been called on to make the tea.

I dig a rut of sand, pile some sticks on top and light a fire (helped by Abdul-Hakim to get it going). I scoop sugar and tea into the glasses, half fill the pot with water and wait for it to boil. The end result – aerated by enough outpourings to satisfy a Tuareg – is deemed a modest success. Although, Lamina points out, it could have done with more froth on the second glass.

Lessons now come thick and fast. In the laboratory brightness of daytime, there is no excuse to miss the details of saddling. I try my best to take it all in: the slinging of the ropes, the girthing of the saddle, the lay of the covers, the water skins balanced on either side. But there is so much to absorb, and red-hot vertical skewers of sunlight are jabbing my skin, so some of the lessons go straight through me like laser beams.

‘Every camel must have water on the journey to Taoudenni,’ explains Lamina, ‘because the wells are not easy to find. It is important to know how much water is left in the guerbas (the goatskin water containers), and how far to the next well.’

To make the camels sit, he calls out a long, rasping ‘ooooosh!’ It has the effect of a sorcerer’s incantation. Legs buckle, bellies plunge, heads remain steady on rickety necks. Lamina nooses the camel’s neck, fitting the headrope over the snout, cinching it on the lower jaw, fastened with a small stick. He tells me my camel’s name – ‘Naksheh’ – offering the word like a reward. I press a foot on the nape, trying to be gentle now we’ve been introduced, but also trying to be firm because I don’t want to screw it up.

‘Now,’ says Lamina, dropping the headrope, ‘you must ride him yourself.’

I feel like a rookie about to perform before a packed stadium. Tugging left or right to steer direction, I click my tongue between my teeth and flute my lips: ‘oooshhhh-oosh-oosh-oosh!’ To help spur Naksheh, Abdul-Hakim perches on the back of the cantle. His whispering voice is a magic wand. The camel bounces and shudders, his lumbering walk turns to a trot, growing steadily, alarmingly, into a gallop. Whenever I feel I am losing control, I grab the nape fur in a panicky hold and yank him to an awkward deceleration, like slamming the brakes in fifth gear.

Naksheh is not the only new name of the afternoon. ‘Nicholas’ sounds too outlandish on the Berabish tongue, so I am asked to choose something more suitable. My answer is instant: ‘Yusuf!’

The dream interpreter and colourful coat wearer – Joseph in the Bible, whose story is as vivid in the Quran as in the Old Testament. While I was living in Fez, there was a mini-series about him on the telly, and I was hooked.

Lamina’s eyes gleam between his kindly crow’s feet: ‘God protect you, this choice is a good one.’

I just hope my new name won’t encourage my companions to throw me down a well. My cameleering isn’t exactly a strong recommendation in my favour.

‘You must speak to him more,’ urges Lamina.

I am finding the sounds hard to master. They start low in the belly and come out as delicately as the notes from a flute, soft but tremulous. For Lamina they are second nature, so he doesn’t drill me with technical tips and procedures. As for the riding, he is still cautious with me. On steep downhill stretches, he tells me to couch. When the ground is flat enough, he gestures for me to mount, advising a slow pace and a backward lean. The camel’s legs are well designed for insertion and extraction, like surgical needles excavating pliable tissue, but on gradients they are vulnerable.

A flat plain spreads towards the well of Aketkod and blast debris rings under the camels’ tread: shards of iron castings, splinters of shell. The patinated karst of the hammada (the crust where the sun has hardened the desert surface) vibrates through Naksheh’s legs, shockwaving my diaphragm and echo-locating every major bone in my body. The surface fractures, sandy grains thicken, and for a few minutes I feel like I’m getting the hang of it. What a joy to be out here, out in the Sahara, the heat of a beast warming your thighs, wind dancing in the stubble-grass, dunes cresting in the distance, the earth and sky exchanging one another’s light, melding in a pearly, lemony tapestry of graduating horizontal bands. This is life … this is nature … this is IT!
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Has any domesticated animal been more cruelly maligned? John Ruskin dismissed the camel as ‘disobedient and ill-tempered’. Edmund Spenser made it his image of ‘Avarice’ in The Faerie Queene. More recently, in Arabia through the Looking Glass, Jonathan Raban declared that ‘no animal is more stolid, stupid and utterly unresponsive’. But the most withering put-down is surely the Nobel laureate Elias Canetti’s: ‘They put me in mind of elderly English ladies taking tea together, dignified and apparently bored but unable entirely to conceal the malice with which they observe everything around them.’


I cannot disagree more passionately! Leo Africanus spent a fair amount of time on camels, and he called them ‘gentle and domesticall beasts’. I don’t always find them the easiest creatures to ride, but I am right behind René Caillié, who declared: ‘What a masterpiece of nature’s workmanship is the camel!’ Ungainly they might look, as if a giraffe had mated with a put-you-up, but few animals are so perfectly designed for their environment.

Without camels, the desert would have remained as mysterious to nomads as it is to the town-dwellers on its rim. ‘Once the North African nomads became acquainted with this highly useful animal,’ writes Nehemiah Levtzion, ‘they lost no time in adopting it. Mounted on camels, the nomad tribes, roaming beyond the limes which protected the agricultural population of Roman Africa, began to move southwards into the Sahara. They settled the oases in the middle of the desert, and reached its southern fringes.’ They represent a watershed in the history of the Sahara, transforming the desert into what Labelle Prussin calls ‘a habitable, controllable region that could support nomadic populations’.

Now, as we trek north, I am juddering on top of 900 pounds of muscular grace: the perfect desert vehicle, able to consume 120 litres at a single watering, to modulate his body temperature according to the heat, to reflect sunlight off his coat and pee backwards (which may not be so good in a caravan, but is certainly useful in small numbers); endowed with a third eyelid, a tripartite stomach and muscular nose flaps that keep out the sand. What a masterpiece indeed – René Caillié was right!

That said, I can’t wait to get off the bloody thing. My thighs are absolutely killing me. The skin around the top of my legs is so tender I am pretty sure it will soon peel off. I can only ride a few more miles; the rest of the night I walk, a cumbersome weight lolloping through powder. Lamina is walking as well, and he advises me to watch him, because even leading a camel on foot can be fraught. We slow down on downhill stretches, stopping every few moments so the camels don’t trip; I have to yank Naksheh away from the bunch-grass, because he over-ate at the last stop and now his breath is as odorous as a tannery at dusk. A few days ago, the smell would have made me want to gag. Now it is weirdly addictive: a new, camelesque sensation that binds me to my stinky steed. And hey, it’s not like I’m smelling of Bleu de Chanel these days!

I look into the distance, where Jadullah is riding so tight to his beast they seem to be centaurised. Oh, if only if only if only I could ride like that! Right now, there is nothing I want more, nothing in the whole world, than to handle a camel as brilliantly as Jadullah. In the school of nomadism, to ride as one with your steed – that would be a sign of real distinction!


The School for Nomads

Lesson Three: Tracking

THE FIJAR, THE FIRST LIGHT OF DAWN, HAS CRESTED THE HORIZON. I SHAKE myself free of my blanket and clamber up the dune, pulled towards a burn line of pale orange. Hovering on the crest is a silhouette, still and squat like a monolith. Slowly, this resolves itself into Jadullah. His face is a bearded mask, sealed against the expressive muscularity of his body.

‘Sabah al-khair, good morning.’

‘Sabah an-nur,’ he replies. ‘Morning of light.’

Underneath him, at the bottom of the slope, is a white pavilion tent. Tugged by the wind, the flaps flare around its west-facing entrance like the hood of a cobra.

‘Do you know them?’ I ask.

Jadullah turns, his small brown eyes hidden deep in their hollows.

‘Let us find the camels.’ He springs down the slope, down towards the well and the silvery waste beyond.

The animals have roamed far in the night, driven by hunger between the wide-spaced acacias and the odd patch of bristlegrass. Standing at the foot of the dune, we can’t see them across the plain, so Jadullah bends to the earth, disentangling the web of heart-shaped hoof tracks by what he knows of their habits. I am a fast walker usually, but I have a job matching him. Years of practice have taught Jadullah to slide and trench his heels, shifting his weight according to the surface. It is like trying to keep up with a goat in the Atlas. Where the earth is firm I find it easier, but the sand is sucking my feet like a marsh and my heavy breathing seems to be the only sound for miles. I can feel the blood sloshing in my head, pulsing in my fingers and toes.

‘Here,’ says Jadullah.

He gives no other sign. It is a good 50 metres further on before my eyes pick out what he has already detected: two of the camels, munching on an acacia bush. Approaching the nearest of them, he curls his lips, forming the magic sound ‘oooooshhh’. The creature’s legs buckle, his belly plunges and his knee briskets shift across the sand.

‘I’ll look for the other one.’ Jadullah throws down a couple of ropes; his foot kicks against the swerving camel’s side. ‘You tie Naksheh.’

The light holds him for a lingering moment, as if he is still beside me, when I know he is already halfway across the plain. I close my eyes against the brightness and kaleidoscopes blaze inside the lids. When I open them again, Jadullah has shrunk to a dot. I turn back to Naksheh, fizzing with an uncomfortable mixture of pride – at the responsibility with which he has entrusted me – and terror. Better not screw this up.

Holding the rope, I slide towards Naksheh. I take a deep breath, click my teeth and lunge for his mouth. The camel’s response is unequivocal: he swings out of reach and bats me away with his backside, uttering a deep-throated bray. I try again, with no more success, so I change tack, tiptoeing to the other side like a pantomime burglar. The work is painstaking, somewhere between trial and error and blind chance, but eventually the rope snags between his muscle-thickened lips. A furious, intestinal gurgle blasts my cheeks while I am tying the halter; his pink throat sac, the doula, glistens in his mouth like some putrid monster in a cave. Rolling under imperious brows, his enormous eyes flash disdain, as if to say: ‘Who the hell are you, upstart? You think you could possibly take charge of me?’ I remember the trouble I’ve been having when we gallop; the embarrassment when I have to rely on Abdul-Hakim. Naksheh’s legs still need to be unhobbled, but I can see them twitching, signalling an imminent kick. Crouching between front and hind quarters, I reach in, grabbing a braid of twisted grass-rope.

‘You didn’t finish?’

Well before he reaches me, Jadullah’s face is as crisp as the camel beside me. He is riding at a trot, the stray lolloping beside him like the sidecar to a motorbike.

‘I’m nearly there,’ I say, a bit tetchily. I finish the job and draw myself up. No response from Jadullah, and for a few moments I hate him. He swings off his mount and busies himself around the rope I’ve tied, fastening the noose much tighter at the jaw.

 ‘Next time it must be perfect,’ he says, flexing a rope to tether the stray.
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‘Ah, Yusuf, you are making good tea now.’

Although he didn’t say so at the time, now Lamina admits my first attempt was a disaster: ‘You had the wrong amount of sugar and the top was very short.’ He went soft on me because he didn’t want me to feel discouraged.

He and Abdul-Hakim are both laughing: apparently they’ve been joking about my terrible tea making for the last couple of days, so it’s a good thing I’ve moved up a grade. Jadullah doesn’t join in the banter. He just drains his glass, passes it to Abdul-Hakim and strides off to feed the camels.

I am still finding Jadullah hard to crack. He is the broody one, like the Clint Eastwood character in a 1960s Western. Basilic veins wrap his forearms like rope, giving him plenty of muscle to swing himself onto the camels. Sometimes in my more paranoid moments at night, I imagine a rival tribe attacking us all, Jadullah leading our defence and picking off our assailants one by one, breaking their necks with a steely look and a ruthless twist of his wrists.

His movements have a clockwork precision: he epitomises the value of energy conservation in the desert. When he saddles the camels, each flick of his wrist secures another binding, each step propels him to another knotting point. I am in awe of the way he mounts his camel. He kicks his heels and ascends in a whip-like swirl, shaping his body to the dromedary, landing over the hump. With a hum in the mouse-like ears, he rubs the beast’s neck and turns them both into a shrinking keyhole on the horizon.

Among his many skills, Jadullah is an expert tracker. Today, after we have eaten our lunch, I wander across the dune with him, on our way to unhobble the camels, and he points out some of our neighbours in this patch of desert. Judging by his burly tone, they are more welcome than the strangers in the white tent.

‘Shuf, look!’ The embroidery of scarab tracks. ‘Shuf!’ The scratchy indentations of a scorpion. ‘Shuf!’ The tracks of a hare (after forensic analysis of the sand, Jadullah locates a burrow and the likelihood it is still there – there are no tracks on the other side). ‘The ground is all memoranda and signatures’, wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson, and nowhere is this more true than the desert.

One afternoon, we spot sand-coloured carapaces flecked with brown, like miniaturised soldiers in camouflage gear: grasshoppers in an acacia bush, with very little grass to hop. Another day shows us the shallow heart prints of someone else’s camels, slung between the dunes like endless valentines. I learn later that Jadullah can estimate, by the depth of the prints and the distances between them, how fast the camels are travelling and how much luggage they’re carrying. We find deep-fronted hoof marks near a grove of acacias and wild donkeys braying nearby; hieroglyphic birdfoot, inscribed in the sand with the enigma of clandestine coding; the ridged wavy lines of snakes. Added together, they represent a secret survival manual for anyone who can read them.

Morning’s apricot deepens to terracotta; noontime’s cinnamon darkens to umber. I wander around the dunes by myself, trying to see if I can pick out the tracks, to consolidate what I have learned. Disappointingly, the sand never seems as crowded when I am alone. A few camel tracks and some donkey hooves later, I stroll back to the others. The land has withered to an ashy grey and my companions are performing the evening prayer, etching the sand with knee divots and handprints and the grooves of their smooth, domed brows, signatures left behind for the next travellers who pass by.
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Tonight we are making for Lamina’s encampment in an area called Dar al-Beida. Night-time riding requires a different kind of tracking – and it’s one in which Lamina is especially skilled. Every once in a while he stops, twitching his fingers, recalibrating our position according to the stars. These blink and flash, their lights squealing at the tips of our noses, occasionally blurred by clouds of solar gas. I remember a line from René Caillié’s Travels: ‘though without a compass or any instrument for observation,’ he noted of his Saharan guides, ‘they possess so completely the habit of noticing the most minute things, that they never go astray.’ Lamina points out Alnilam, listing to one side like the mast of a boat, and Al-Kaïd, at the head of a bridge of five stars. The names are familiar from books on Arabic science – the appellations used by medieval pioneers like al-Khwarizmi (who introduced Ptolemaic concepts into Islamic astronomy) or al-Shatir (whose model of the cosmos influenced the star gazers of Renaissance Europe). The stars are ‘translucent, luminous, pure, free from turbidness and any kind of vileness,’ wrote Ibn Tufail in the twelfth century, in a passage that reads like an ideal of nomadism, ‘… some of them moving around their own centre and some around the centre of another’. No wonder the people of the desert understand them so well.

For Lamina and Jadullah, the stars’ names are less important than the shifting patterns. They are hazy on nomenclature, but they know which formations will guide them. Except tonight their usual expertise is failing them. Signposts may stay put, but stars and tents are rarely so obliging. The brothers shrug at each other, click their teeth and swing the camels back along our track, tacking between the dunes before a shake of Jadullah’s finger shows a squat black shape in the distance. They have been away for a couple of weeks, so the camp has moved in search of new grazing: the grass is too sparse to stay in the same place for a fortnight.

Dismounting, I stroke Naksheh’s flossy mane and dig out my water bottle. Lamina is clasping his hands together. He bows his head and addresses me in a voice as magnificent as the desert itself.

‘Marhaba bek al-usrah. Welcome to the family.’

One of the tents is already up – low pitched but high peaked, a pyramid of cotton. The other lies collapsed on the ground. This is the guest tent – the nomadic living-room. Two women bustle around, hitching guy-lines with acacia pegs, lifting the T-shaped pole, carrying over a pot for the tea and a blanket for me to lie on. They look like ravens with their black get-up, their dipping, rocking movements. I want to approach them, to introduce myself. Yet a pang of anxiety holds me back. I don’t want to offend Lamina by appearing too forward. Stiff from the ride, I drift into the strange pleasure of aching joints, knowing we have a few restful hours ahead. I lie down to scribble in my diary, fringed in the murmur of chatter, and fall asleep with the pen still in my …


The School for Nomads

Lesson Four: Camp

THE POUNDING OF MILLET AND THE CRACKLE OF GRAINS STIR ME INTO THE day. Against the 360-degree solar attack, flaps of canvas are lifted and dropped, levered by hooked sticks and acacia pegs. Constant adjustment is required to keep us unstifled and burn-free, despite being deep in the heat like chips in a scuttle.

I hear yowling all around me. My early morning half-brain mistakes it for some kind of exotic wind, before I realise it’s the mewling of a baby. By the time I’m sitting up, there are naked, blubbering, drooling children everywhere. Fingers probe the air around my nose; eyes expand to the size of karité nuts. The women scoop the babies up, swaddle them, sing to them, plug them to their breasts and wipe their bums with strips of old clothing. At the same time, they putter about, tending the teapot, preparing the millet, performing the dozens of tasks that comprise the daily life of a camp. One of them is carrying a bowl of speckled milk eked from the goats while bearing a 1-year-old in a sling across her back.

I go out later with Abdul-Hakim to watch. She caresses the nanny goats and strokes their underbellies, while Abdul-Hakim hamshackles the calves. The udders are nagged and slanted towards the bowl like a fireman’s hose. The calves bleat in protest as their mothers are drained; and when it’s over, they dive in for the slops.

The children are both Lamina’s and Jadullah’s. I would like to identify the women (ideally, I would like to talk to them), but Lamina is evasive when I ask about them, and I don’t want to cause offence. Whenever I turn towards them, a head turns or a veil lifts across the face, a process of concealment so automatic it barely disrupts their chores.

‘You are a wonder for the children,’ says Lamina.

The mothers may avoid eye contact, but the children are under no such restraints. They stand around and ray-gun me with stares. I pull a silly face and one of them explodes with laughter; another bursts into tears and a little girl hides behind her brother’s legs, poking her head round when her courage is up. Lamina is more familiar territory. They throw themselves around him with glee, bouncing on his knees, turning his legs into a mobile climbing frame.

Jadullah, characteristically, is more reserved. He pats a couple of toddlers, but he’s in need of sleep. After spending most of the day under a blanket, he wanders to the fringe of the camp, to pick at the grass and peer at the sky, where harriers swirl like tea leaves seen from under a stirred glass.

‘Is Jadullah watching out for something?’ I ask Lamina.

He has already warned me not to stray too far from the camp. When I try to go to the toilet, he sends Abdul-Hakim to follow me. I remember the white tent I saw Jadullah peering at yesterday. I sense Lamina is nervous about something.

‘There is an encampment near here.’ The creases thicken on his brow. ‘They are strangers.’

To Lamina, the desert is no wilderness or labyrinth, but a village where he knows everyone and is on good terms with most of them. But new arrivals are multiplying around the dunes. ‘They are ishumar,’ he tells me. Tuareg exiles, traditionally uncommon in this part of the Azawad; war veterans from Libya, returning to their homeland after the demise of their patron, Colonel Gaddafi. What their arrival augurs is for the future to decide.

I am thinking of the Tuareg when I wander away from the camp for a pee. ‘What has no arms or legs but can still make a hole in the ground?’ A favourite Tuareg riddle: the answer is carving a shallow runnel in the sand between my legs. Suitably relieved, I retie my pantaloons and go back to Abdul-Hakim. He’s standing on duty a few yards away, assigned by Lamina to make sure nobody sees me who shouldn’t.

‘Come, Yusuf,’ he says, ‘we drink dukhun.’

This is a staple of desert diet, described in the fourteenth century by Ibn Battuta as ‘water containing some pounded millet mixed with a little honey or milk’. We sip it from a common bowl, passed around the tent. Later, I am offered a handful of dried dates – the travel sweets of the desert caravan. They taste, lavishly, of honey and pepper.

I like these communal rituals. They help connect me to everyone else and are much easier to master than the dialect or the camel riding. When I get something right for the first time, Lamina gives me a smile, whether it’s a complicated task like saddling or a no-brainer like sipping dukhun. The schoolboy in me is thrilled by these marks of approval: each smile is like a big tick on a test paper.

This far from town, the nomads have to be self-sufficient. They have a few sacks of rice, which the women start boiling for lunch, but the rest of the menu is homemade. The most delicious item is the khubz ar-ramla (literally ‘sand bread’). I’m intrigued to watch them prepare it.

A pit is dug under the embers of the fire and a paste of millet flour dropped down the bore, covered with the embers until it cooks on top. After half an hour, the dough is turned over. Finally, it is scooped out of its warren and shared out with the rice and a black bean sauce. The crust has a bitter, charcoal taste, but the pith is rich and chewy, mealy as sourdough fresh off a griddle.

We eat the bread with rice, but my fumbling efforts leave plenty of flecks on the sand. No wonder the goats are eyeing me so attentively. As soon as I’m up, they dive in to swipe my remains, like conscientious waiters clearing the table for the next customer.

‘Thank you,’ I say to the wife I have identified as the maître d’. She doesn’t reply, but she does look at me, and that feels significant. Her face is laced with wrinkles; she looks older than the others, strands of grey trickling under her scarf. Lamina relays my compliments and she opens her mouth, revealing half a dozen pointy black teeth between wide, blank spaces.

‘She is happy,’ says Lamina.


The School for Nomads

Lesson Five: Study and Play

‘YUSUF! OH, YUSUF, YOU NEED TO KEEP STILL! DON’T MOVE, YUSUF! KEEP still!’

Abdul-Hakim and his friends are conducting an experiment: they have found a scarab beetle and they are taking turns to set it down in the sand, trying to predict whose legs it will pass under. I feel like a croquet hoop.

There are plenty of other games. We play a version of Connect Four, with divots in the sand and counters of camel dung. We kneel to watch dung beetles processing a donkey turd, like state employees tidying up for a presidential visit. We pass my compass like a ‘hot potato’ and play variations of peekaboo (for which our turbans are well designed). Abdul-Hakim is having a super time, mucking about with his cousins, whooping and arm wrestling and looking for animal tracks. Occasionally, Jadullah warns him to keep his voice down. Later, Lamina calls him over to help with the baggage. His head sinks a little under his shoulders, but his father rubs his head and they stand together for a moment, molten to a single silhouette. It is impossible to tell whose hands are untying the knots.

We are staying with a kinsman of Lamina’s called Salih, who wears a double-breasted woollen jacket over his djellaba, pioneering a look that could be branded ‘Saharan Piccadilly’. There are a couple of chickens, a troop of goats, two boys with spiky mohawks and amulets around their necks, and a headscarved wife with jauntily bare shoulders. She approaches me when I’m digging out my diary and shows me a Mauritanian banknote. ‘Do you have this?’ Her expression is flat, the lines so tight around her eyes it’s impossible to guess her age. Later, as we are about to leave, I put a couple of banknotes beside her, and the look of gratitude on her face is heart-breaking.

The children are fascinated by anything I pull out of my pack: my diary, my phone, a compass with a verse by Robert Burns inscribed on the base. It was a present for my trip, but I try not to look at it when I’m with other people. It makes me float a little out of my journey, imagining the features I long for: soft brown hair tickling my cheeks, eyes so close I can drink up their blueness, and a voice I can only hear on the crackling, irregular line in town. The children take it in turns to hold the compass; they tap the dome and place it against their ears like a seashell. I try to play along, but looking at it makes me grumpy, so after a while I put it away.

How easy it is to get swept away by the outdoorsy freedom of nomadic life. I hear no tiffs between Abdul-Hakim and his cousins. I think of panicky op-eds in British newspapers about hyperactive attention deficit disorders, neuroscientific research about chemical imbalance, outbursts against computer games, laments to the death of nature walks. Hardly problems for parents to worry about round here; and nobody can say these kids are missing out on Vitamin D.

I think of my own childhood on the edge of a wood in Hertfordshire. Running between gnarled oaks, turning their branches into climbing frames. Decorating stones and sticks, and the oddest-shaped objects my brother and I could forage, pitting them in a long-running adventure with a tribe of mischievous plants. Nomad children like Abdul-Hakim are basking in nature, literate in the languages of tracking and star mapping, as multilingual as Dr Doolittle. If camping outdoors is one of the treats of childhood, these are surely children to envy.

Moments with children in the Sahel. Throwing stones at a jujube tree with Fulani kids in the bush, each falling fruit as thrilling as a goal. Climbing out of a canoe on a holm in the Niger, to the boggle-eyed dancing of boisterous Bozos. Watching a Tuareg boy sitting on a dune in Timbuktu, pretending to ride a camel, holding a couple of rice straws for reins.

It would be disingenuous to say nomad children miss nothing from a structured education (and for this reason, schools have been built in many of the larger fixed camps). There are choices they will never have, ideas they will never learn. Nobody who loves books can truly envy a child who is unlikely to have meaningful access to the pleasure of reading. And the number of protective amulets some of them are wearing (one of Salih’s boys has three leather pouches slung over his chest) reminds me they have limited recourse to scientific medicine. Yet hanging out with Abdul-Hakim and his cousins does make me wonder.

I remember a study I’ve read, conducted in 2005 by the anthropologist Elliot Fratkin in northern Kenya. Among the communities he visited, Fratkin concluded that the nomadic children enjoyed significant advantages over their sedentary neighbours, because of their access to fresh milk and a cleaner environment. As a result, they had lower rates of malnutrition and stunting, diaorrhea and respiratory illness. But this was mitigated by the sedentary children’s access to health care, food security, education and physical security. It is hard to know which way the scales truly tip.

The advantage of a rural childhood is a theme in one of Arab literature’s most enduring tales: the philosophical fable of Hayy Ibn Yaqdhan, written in the twelfth century. Hayy (whose name means ‘Awake, Son of Alive’) grows up on a desert island, raised by a gazelle. When his foster mother dies, he dissects her body, performing an accurate autopsy and setting off on a journey of ‘scientific speculation’. Although he is a little confused to note that he doesn’t have gazelle horns of his own, he slowly teases out the answers to his questions, from the cultivation of plants and the tending of animals to more ‘sublunary’ matters; all without any need for language. When his travels carry him to the city, he is shocked to learn that most men ‘are like irrational animals’, driven by ‘riches to collect, pleasures to partake of, lusts to satisfy’. Spurning their materialism, he determines to return to his desert island and ‘his previous sublime station’.

The story was written by an Andalusian vizier called Ibn Tufail. Iconic in the Arab-speaking world, it has also had a huge impact in the West, where it is cited as an early Bildungsroman and an influence on Robinson Crusoe. Yet there is a telling difference. Daniel Defoe’s hero is a townsman surviving outside the protective shell of civilisation. Hayy is coming from the other side: a feral child nurtured at nature’s bosom. For Ibn Tufail, education is subjective, depending on the individual’s ‘natural curiosity to look for the truth of things’.

‘It should be known’, writes Ibn Khaldun, ‘that the storehouse of human science is the soul of man. In it, God has implanted perception enabling it to think and, thus, to acquire.’ The tale of Hayy gives fictional expression to this idea, which is borne out by the sparky curiosity of nomad children like Abdul-Hakim.

[image: Image Missing]

I am getting into the routine: our twilight departures, riding across the plains, gentle conversations around the evening fire, the childlike pleasure of life under the stars. Life feels purer, stripped of clutter and distractions. Perhaps Roger Deakin put his finger on it when he wrote, ‘There’s more truth about a camp because that is the position we are in  … a camp represents the true reality of things: we’re just passing through.’

I am always ready to sleep as soon as the opportunity comes – exhausted mentally as much as physically, from the linguistic challenges and all the lessons I am trying to absorb: strapping the luggage, hobbling the camels, tying the ropes around their legs (always keeping yourself behind to avoid a lethal kick), fastening the rope inside the camel’s mouth, tight over the gums, locked with a small twig under the chin.

Today, we set off well before sunset, so I have a good opportunity to see the land we are crossing. Bunchgrass and mimosa show up like smudges on a sheet of paper. Sometimes the wind thickens and sky and sand interfuse in a wheezy brown haze, before cleaving, allowing us to continue. It is hardly the glorious desert promised by Hollywood – Tatooine’s golden swathes or Lawrence’s sculpted barchans. Rugged, unpristine, this is an honest desert that few would bother to photograph.

Eventually, Jadullah calls out. He has spotted a tent. He calls it an imbar, as opposed to the khaymah we stayed in last night. An armature tent, built around a frame, it pokes the sky like a lone tooth in an elder’s mouth. It looks only a short trot away. But we still haven’t reached it an hour later. Its promise of rest and food tantalises, like a neon-lit motel on the brink of a highway.

‘Who lives there?’ I ask.

A rattle of laughter: something has tickled Lamina.

‘Oh, Yusuf, tonight is a special one for you, God willing!’

We gallop into an ashy tunnel of dusk. Trying to keep up with the others, I dig my heels into Naksheh’s flanks, slapping the reins against his neck, like a cowboy. The wind lashes our sides, raising will-o’-the-wisps around the camels’ hooves. The sand churns beneath us.

At last, we couch and climb up a dune. A stooped, raggedy figure emerges from an awning of goatskins. His face is cracked and mottled, his chin filigreed with light beard like fonio grass, his eyes sunk in deep-ribbed sockets. He looks at least a hundred years old.

‘I praise God a thousand times! Oh, what a blessing! God is great, God is great, God is great! Truly, this is a blessing! God is great, God is great, God is great!’

We have arrived at the home of Lamina’s chatterbox cousin, the mercurial Ismail.


The School for Nomads

Lesson Six: Lore

ISMAIL’S HOME LOOKS MORE LIKE A CAVERN THAN A TENT. IT IS A FRAME TENT, made from a patchwork of skins as threadbare and tattered as its owner’s clothes. Forked corner posts of acacia give it shape, lashed to crossbars and horizontal arch pieces, bearing the weight of the skins and mats of plaited palm leaves. An organic extension of Ismail himself, it feels more permanent and charismatic than Lamina’s streamlined, flexible pavilion.

Two white kittens scuttle out of the aperture, scratching at palm-reed matting and pawing the ring pull on a tin of sardines. One of them glares at me, eyes narrowed, as if it is subjecting me to a proper scrutiny and is a bit miffed that nobody else has done so already. Abdul-Hakim scoops it up and strokes the silky coat; a head turns and nuzzles his shoulder. A couple of chicks circumambulate the tent, like patrol guards, embroidering the sand with jagged lines of arrowheads. Apparently, they are very good at getting rid of scorpions. Ismail pats down the sand and I sit down beside him, accepting a hanky full of snuff, while Lamina takes over the brazier to prepare our dinner.

‘This is God’s blessing,’ says Ismail. ‘Take it and praise him. Oh, God is great! God is great!’

He looks impossibly old. His skull is palped, the smile on his lips only distinct from his mandibles by the palest integument. Liver spots tattoo his skin, which is crumpled like tissue paper, as ragged as the mesh of cotton folded over the bare hollow of his stomach. Whether this was once some kind of gown or not, it certainly isn’t any more. Hemless, sleeveless, neckless, it is patched with nothing but air, and over the course of our stay I notice pieces of it tacked around tent pegs or binding the handles of cooking pots.

Ismail crouches on the windward side of the brazier, receiving the warmth of the flames while Lamina stokes it. Sometimes, he lifts it up by a rag-knotted handle and swings it, like a priest with a thurible. He lives up here on his own, a mystical old man of the dune. He is too lame to go on the caravan trail any more, but he doesn’t want to give up the desert, so he has found the ideal compromise: taking care of the well, a couple of days’ ride from Timbuktu.

‘Oh, the old days were hard,’ he says. ‘Praise God for his mercy! There was a single well, all the way to Taoudenni. Can you believe this? These youngsters have no idea how blessed they are. Do you know, there was a journey I made, we got a lot of salt that time, it must have been the beginning of the season … but oh, say the oneness of God! We set out with fourteen men and only eight returned. We buried the dead in the sand and made piles of rocks to mark
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