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For the guides whose names the records did not preserve,

and the routes that outlasted every army that crossed them.

 


 

"The desert chose its people. Not in the mystical sense. In the practical sense."

Tariq ibn Yusuf al-Hassan

"Whoever wants to know the heart and mind of a people must know to what they aspire, what they admire, and what they deplore. But he must also know their history, their geography, and their terrain."

Jacques Barzun, Teacher in America, 1944
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Author's Note on History and Sources

 

A Note on History and Sources

The North African campaign of the Second World War, which the Germans called the Afrikafeldzug and the British called the Western Desert Campaign, was fought across a terrain that is among the most demanding on earth. The Libyan and Egyptian deserts, the Sahara and its margins, the salt flats and the wadis and the great sand seas of the Fezzan, imposed conditions on military operations that planners accustomed to European warfare systematically underestimated. The desert did not care which flag was planted on the ridge. It killed with equal indifference.

What the desert did not kill, and what the official histories of the campaign have largely failed to document, was the parallel war fought by the indigenous peoples of the North African littoral and the deep desert interior. The Tuareg, the Senussi, the Berber traders of the ancient caravan routes, the Arab merchants who had been moving goods across the Sahara for a thousand years before any European general set foot on African soil: these people had their own relationships to the land, their own reasons for choosing sides or for playing both sides against each other, and their own capabilities that the Allied intelligence services eventually learned to exploit with varying degrees of success and varying degrees of honesty about what they were asking for in return.

The salt routes that appear in this novel are real. The Bilma salt route through the Fezzan, the ancient Garamantean tracks that predate the Arab conquest of North Africa by a thousand years, the seasonal paths across the Grand Erg Occidental that were known to desert traders and unknown to any military map: these routes are documented in the records of the French colonial administration of the Sahara, in the reports of the Long Range Desert Group at the Imperial War Museum in London, and in the accounts of the Special Air Service operations in North Africa that began in 1941 under the command of David Stirling.

The specific intelligence network depicted in this novel is fictional. The general outlines of the Allied use of indigenous desert guides and traders for intelligence and infiltration purposes are not fictional. They are documented in the operational records of the Long Range Desert Group, the Special Operations Executive North African files held at the National Archives at Kew, and in the memoirs of several officers who served in the Western Desert.

The character of Tariq ibn Yusuf al-Hassan is fictional. The historical reality he represents, the North African merchant and guide who navigated between colonial powers with a sophistication that neither power fully recognized, is not fictional. It is the most important untold story of the Western Desert Campaign.

All geographical references in this novel use the place names current during the period of the narrative, 1941 to 1943. Modern names are provided in the glossary where they differ significantly from wartime usage.

 


PROLOGUE

The Fezzan, October 1942

The Fezzan, Libya. October 1942.


The caravan moved at night because camels move better in the cold and because the aircraft that had been crossing the sky since dawn in long purposeful formations flew lower in the heat of the day and the men who piloted them were, in daylight, more likely to look down.

There were eleven camels and seven men. Six of the men were Tuareg traders from the Kel Ahaggar confederation, their faces wrapped in the indigo tagelmust that served simultaneously as protection against sand and wind and as a declaration of identity that required no words. The seventh man was not Tuareg and was not a trader. He wore the clothing of a trader and sat on a camel with the posture of a man who had ridden camels before but not long enough to make it comfortable, and he said nothing because he had been told to say nothing and he was, in this as in most things, obedient to instruction.

Tariq ibn Yusuf al-Hassan rode at the front of the line and thought about fuel.

The British officer behind him, whose name was Pemberton and who was a major in the Special Operations Executive and who had been in North Africa for fourteen months and had spent most of that time behind a desk in Cairo, had told Tariq before they set out that the fuel depot at Murzuq was the most important target between Tripoli and the Egyptian border, and that getting to it was worth any price that needed to be paid. Tariq had heard this kind of language before. It was the language of men who were not paying the price.

What Tariq was thinking about when he thought about fuel was not the German depot at Murzuq, which was the objective Pemberton cared about, but the fuel consumption of the camels themselves. A loaded camel on a desert march consumed, in the currency of water and fodder that were the desert's medium of exchange, approximately the equivalent of what Tariq's family had spent in a month before the war. The math of a desert journey was always this: the weight of what you needed to survive the journey plus the weight of the cargo you were carrying had to be balanced against the capacity of the animals to carry them, and the capacity of the animals diminished as the journey progressed while the need for supplies to sustain the journey increased. It was an optimization problem of the most immediate kind, the kind where the consequence of an incorrect calculation was death by thirst in a landscape that did not distinguish between the deserving and the undeserving.

He had been solving this problem, in one form or another, since he was eight years old and had gone on his first caravan with his father from the oasis town of Ghat south toward the Tibesti, carrying salt from the mines at Bilma in exchange for millet and dried dates from the






