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PART I

THE NORTH
IS A DESERT




1

BEFORE
THE
DESERT

DO NOT REGRET the passing of the camel and the caravan. The Sahara has changed, but it remains a desert without compromise, the world in its extreme. There is no place as dry and hot and hostile. There are few places as huge and as wild. You will not diminish it by admitting that its inhabitants can drive, and that they are neither wiser nor purer nor stronger than you. It is fairer to judge them squarely as modern people and your equals. They were born by chance in a hard land, at a hard time in its history. You will do them no justice by pretending otherwise. Do not worry that their world, or yours, has grown too small. Despite its roads, its trucks, its televisions, the Sahara remains unsubdued.

In its scale and complexity, it is a difficult place to know. Consider just the external dimensions—a desert the size of the United States, filling the northern third of Africa, extending south nearly to the edge of the tropical forests. Only a fifth of this vastness is the sand of popular imagination, formed into the great dune seas called ergs in Arabic; the rest is rock and gravel plain, and high rugged mountain. On that much we can agree. But beyond such crude description, geographers begin to quarrel over the most basic measures. For instance, if “desert” is defined by dryness, should the threshold be six inches of yearly rain, or twice that? Should “desert” be defined by variability of rainfall? By rates of evaporation? By hours of sunshine? Or should we choose a biological standard and define the Sahara as a place where only certain plants and animals can survive? If the questions seem endless, it is because the desert defies such delimitations. You cannot even assume you will know it when you see it. My own impression is that the Sahara is indeed advancing south into Africa, despite the evidence from satellite surveys that perhaps it is not. The satellites measure temperature, soil, and vegetation. But my measure is mostly human. It starts far to the north, in Algiers, a port city on North Africa’s green coastal plain, which at first glance is not the Sahara at all.

Algiers was once the loveliest city of the French colonial empire. As the capital of an independent Algeria now, it still sparkles across hills above a blue Mediterranean bay. It has a whitewashed center with boulevards lined by stuccoed French-style apartment buildings, and a gentle climate nurtured by maritime breezes. The Sahara proper lies a day south by bus, across a farmed coastal plain, and out beyond the snowy Atlas Mountains. Visitors mention the desert’s pull, the fabled attraction of that imagined horizon. They say the Sahara has the presence of an unseen ocean. That is true. But you can also find the desert closer, in the poverty and crowding of Algiers.

Algeria won its independence bitterly in 1962, after war, and then as a new nation found itself pressed against the Mediterranean by its vast hinterland. Ninety percent of the country lay out there beyond the mountains. Cynics who claim that the fight for independence came down to a fight for the desert’s oil are misreading history. The Algerians fought a classic guerrilla war for their families and towns and cultural ideals. Perhaps a million people died. Afterward the army ran the country, and spent the income from oil and natural gas on a long and troubled experiment with socialism that in the end left the people with little of the desert but the desert itself. It was as if the Sahara had refused to be reduced to oil. If the desert appeared on the map as a national treasure, it existed in reality as a forbidding land that denied Algeria’s fast-growing population the room to expand. Algiers became a city of two million in a colonial shell built for a fifth as many—one of a string of such towns in which nearly all Algerians now crowd the coast.

By the early 1990s, the economy had collapsed and the crowds had begun to quarrel violently. A long-awaited Islamic revolution that broke out in the north was sparked by bread riots. The military dictatorship answered in the only way it knew, by fighting back. The fight continues today. Deep in the Sahara, the oases remain relatively calm; they are conservative and religious places where the local Islamic radicals have little real opposition. But in the crowded north, with its close ties to Europe, the cities are infested not only with revolutionaries but with soldiers, spies, and other agents of the established order. People are dying by the tens of thousands. You cannot blame the Sahara alone for the troubles. But you should also not see the desert simply as some faraway place of little rain. There are many forms of thirst.

I STAYED NEAR the center of Algiers, beside the National Assembly building, in a hotel I knew from earlier visits, and had come to appreciate for its high colonial ceilings and the glowering of its guests. They were government men and party hacks, heavy smokers who stayed up late in the lobby and talked in low voices, acting worried and conspiratorial. They draped sports jackets over their shoulders, leaving the sleeves to dangle. They cast ominous looks in my direction. I found them strangely reassuring—proof that the old Algeria still endured, teetering as always on the edge of the political abyss.

Thunderstorms battered the city. My hotel room, which overlooked the street from the third floor, had a dripping ceiling, a door that would not lock, and French windows that kept blowing open, letting in the wind. A nightly curfew had been imposed. I kept the light off and watched in darkness as an army patrol moved cautiously up the street through torrential rain. Lightning flashed. An armored vehicle stood in an intersection near the casbah. The casbah is the oldest part of the town. It climbs a hillside above the harbor in a maze of streets too narrow to drive. During the colonial years it was the Algerian ghetto. Now all Algiers is the Algerian ghetto. Gunshots puncture the nights. The city teaches you to sleep away from the windows.

I lay on the bed and listened to the storm with satisfaction, expecting within days to cross the mountains to the place where rain so rarely falls. I had been to the Sahara before, but for short stays, and by air. There I had found a land unknown, as masked by the dreams built upon it as by drought and distance—and yet a land where the interplay between Europe and its former colonies lay exposed in the crisp sunlight. That interplay came as a surprise. It seemed to act through a set of mirrors by which Europe unwittingly found itself in its images of the desert, while the desert people in turn defined themselves not as they actually were, but as they were reflected in Europe. I saw in this another reflection, larger even than Africa, a metaphor for desert all over the world.

This time I would linger, and travel by ground. The Sahara is the earth stripped of its gentleness, a place that consumes the careless and the unlucky. But all you need to navigate it is a suitcase, a bit of cash, an occasional bus ticket, the intention to move on. Such simplicity appeals to me. Wars and borders allowing, I expected now to cross the Sahara in an arc from the Mediterranean south to the African savanna, and west to the Atlantic. The route would take me through the desert’s hyper-arid core—a place with plateaus nearly sterilized by drought, where bacteria cannot survive, and where cadavers, partially mummified, decompose slowly like sun-dried dates. The Sahara has horizons so bare that drivers mistake stones for diesel trucks, and so lonely that migrating birds land beside people just for the company. The certainty of such sparseness can be a lesson. I lay in Algiers in a hotel in a storm, thinking there is no better sound than the splash of rain. The desert teaches by taking away.

ALGIERS LOOKED CLEAN in the morning. The sun reflected brilliantly through the canyons of whitewashed buildings. Laundry hung from all the windows, turning the city’s insides out, betraying its density and the youth of its population. Most Algerians are children, and they wear children’s clothes. Families of ten now crowd into apartments built for two.

In the morning, when the curfew ended, the young men spill into the streets, then stand around all day. Factories have closed, offices have closed, and the men cannot find work. Economists could count them in the streets, and find that unemployment has overwhelmed the city. Whether the unemployment runs at 40 or 50 or 60 percent hardly matters. A paralysis has set in. Islamic radicals want to make a big change. Some are truly religious, and some only pretend to be. Some think of Islam as an expedient jobs program that moves the female half of the population out of the way.

When the killing began, the radicals shaved off their beards and discarded their traditional robes. Now they look like the modern city boys they have always been. I walked sidewalks thick with them. They were slim and well groomed, and could afford to drink espressos at the stand-up coffee counters. This is the face of the new revolution, dressed in counterfeit clothes, with proud labels—but largely unemployed. The only money to be made is on the black market, which is the key to this revolution. A young Algerian can, for instance, smuggle Peugeot carburetors into the country from France, sell them illegally at a fivefold markup, and buy a gun. With just a few such transactions he can also support his family. In fact, it is the efficiency of the black market that allows unhappy men the time to drift through the streets and think of change. There are so many of them in Algiers that beneath the sound of traffic you can hear their footsteps.

Algiers lives under this siege. As I walked by the main post office, a car backfired, and a policeman stumbled in panic, fumbling a pistol from his white leather holster.

The car may simply have needed a new carburetor. There were men in the street who could have provided one. But you could hardly blame the policeman for overreacting. A bomb had recently exploded nearby. And other policemen kept getting assassinated—along with journalists, professors, and military men. Anyone representing the state or the intellectual establishment was at risk. Soldiers stood guard on the corners, watching the crowds intently, cradling submachine guns, fingers on the triggers.

Foreigners, too, were at risk. Some had been attacked and had their throats cut. I was not worried, since I did not intend to stay long, and I have learned to walk purposefully on hostile streets, to keep moving, and never to ask directions. Moreover today, for once, I knew the way.

By afternoon I had walked to Hussein-Dey, a run-down residential district where Malika Belouard now lived in a two-bedroom house with her four children, her older sister, her sister’s husband, and her ancient Berber mother.

I had met Malika in the Sahara. At thirty-four, she was a gentle woman, with a soft build, brown skin, full lips, and wiry black hair which she tied back from her face. Her husband, Ameur, had been my friend, too. He had taught me the first rule of the oases, that only fools and foreigners stand in line. But then he had hit his head in a driving accident, and had lost his mind forever. His mother had taken him home.

With no means of support, Malika had left the Sahara and crowded with her children into this tiny house up an alley in Hussein-Dey. She needed to find a job, but there were no jobs. Then the Islamic revolution broke out, and the house in Hussein-Dey became her fortress. It faced the alley with a heavy metal gate and a concrete wall topped by barbed wire. The family lived like prisoners. I arrived on time, but they had been waiting for me for hours.

Malika looked rested. Her sister, who was twenty years older and childless, required me to admire Malika’s beauty, which I naturally did anyway. Malika knew. There was little pretending between us. I asked about Malika’s husband, Ameur, and she said there would be no point in visiting him.

In French she said, “He can speak, but if you tell him the sky is red, he will answer, ‘Yes, the sky is red.’ ” She was both sad and angry. “He did this to himself, you remember.”

She had her own concerns now—the ferocious worries of a single mother bringing up four children in a dangerous neighborhood. Her oldest boy, Ali, had turned fourteen. She put her hand on his head, and as Ali looked at me, she said, “He is a bad student, interested only in basketball. He is getting too familiar with the streets. But what should I do? I can’t keep him inside forever.”

That opposition between the street and household was on their minds. Malika’s older sister, whose name was Zora, had witnessed rapes and killings in the last Algerian war, and she could not bear the thought that such savagery could occur twice in a lifetime. “We keep to ourselves,” Zora said firmly, as if by insistence she might protect the family.

Their cherished living room was small and heavily furnished. It had two overstuffed chairs, a sofa, and velvet drapes. A brother who had died for Algeria’s independence gazed steadily from a photograph hung in black on the wall. Beside him stood the television, whose screen was red and green and alive.

The favorite program was a Mexican soap opera, dubbed in Arabic, about a rich family living on a distant Pacific coast. Malika said, “I like it because it carries me so far away.” I wasn’t sure how to read this. As a woman living in an Islamic world, she had a habit of talking in code.

When the evening episode started, all conversation stopped. After the episode, Zora smiled wryly and said, “So you see how we pass our time. It’s not a real life when the television gives you your only escape.”

I asked Malika if she thought of returning to the Sahara. She answered, “The Sahara is no place for a woman.”

Zora said, “Here at least we have each other.”

She meant, “Here at least Malika has me to protect her.”

And she was right. Zora was smarter than Malika, and more sentimental, and always strong. She was the head of the household. Her husband was a gendarme, a member of the national police force, but a meek man by comparison. Once in my presence he suggested wistfully that she should retire from her job managing a neighborhood medical clinic. He thought she might play the more traditional Muslim wife. Zora snorted, and said to me, “You see? The religious crazies are getting to him!”

Later she said, “He asked me to wear the veil. I told him I would leave Algeria first!” She would serve his dinners, and do his cleaning, but his opinion mattered to her only when it wasn’t irrelevant. Her job was important, and the family needed the money.

Without intending to, they had taken sides in the struggle. The gendarme was a civil servant with no fight in him, and he was tired of the barracks life. He would gladly have retired, and lingered at the café by the neighborhood mosque; he would gladly have the new rulers. But Zora could never have stood for it. At work she was known as a disciplinarian; in the neighborhood she was known for her fierce rejection of the revolutionaries. She was a religious woman, and had twice made the pilgrimage to Mecca, but she could no longer stand to attend the local mosque, and now said her prayers at home. This was noticed. Zora’s idea that the family could keep to itself was an impractical fantasy. The civil war would not be so easy to escape.

I don’t know how much she said in public. In private, she detested especially the coming of the veil. Blaming the synthetic fabrics, she talked about the pimpled faces of the women she saw at the medical clinic. She talked about hypocrisy, about women who strip off the veil away from home, and about the sinning that goes on under the holiest of clothes.

“But people do change,” I said.

Zora scoffed. “Before, these women were alive and full of talk and laughter. And now, it’s as if they are dying, or already dead. Suddenly they’re silent. They hide behind their veils and make a show of disapproving.”

Night came, and with it came the rain again. Before the curfew the sisters loaded me into Zora’s old Fiat for the trip across town to the hotel. Malika sat in the back with her three youngest children. She spoke little in the presence of her sister. Zora drove awkwardly, with uncharacteristic caution. We nosed out of the alley by the house, then down a street where Islamic slogans had been scrawled on the buildings, then out around the mosque.

Zora gestured angrily at the men standing in the doorways. “They can put on their holy airs, but they forget we have known them since they were babies! We remember! Are they going to tell me about Islam? A few years ago they were nothing but hoodlums and drinkers!”

We came to a stop sign, by men talking in the downpour. “Look at them,” Zora snapped. “They will make a show out of staying on the street until the last minute before the curfew. They don’t even have the sense to get in out of the rain.”

I was in a quiet mood. I wanted to be alone with Malika. Zora was too angry, and could not appreciate the rain. Earlier she had hustled the children into the car as if the drops might hurt them. Malika had lingered and turned her face toward the sky. Malika believed the Sahara is no place for a woman—but she had been taught by it nonetheless.

The revolutionaries had been taught by it as well. At the start of the troubles, the army swept thousands of young men from these city streets, and shipped them to camps deep in the Sahara for punishment and persuasion. But the camps did not dampen the revolution. The Sahara teaches by taking away. The revolutionaries learned to do without. When they returned to Algiers they had grown beyond city life. The men standing by the stop sign in the storm did not look idle. Their conversation engaged them. I thought they had learned to love the rain. I saw the desert on them.


2

ABOUT
PARADISE

THE FRENCH CONQUERED the Sahara early in the twentieth century, then set about trying to understand it. Ethnologists spread through the desert recording its folkways, which they published in small books, which burrowed into the libraries where they sit today. I have read, for instance, that the prophet Mohammed had a donkey, and that one day he set out to ride him to a nearby oasis. Halfway there the donkey looked at the Prophet and, seeing a stick in his hand, asked, “Why do you carry the stick?”

“It is to use when you refuse to walk,” answered the Prophet. “It is for beating hardheaded beasts like you.”

“Throw away the stick,” said the donkey. “If I am not obedient, you can do with me what you like.”

The Prophet pretended to throw away the stick, but hid it under his coat. Soon afterward the donkey refused to go on. The Prophet said, “But you promised to keep walking!”

“Yes, I promised,” said the donkey. “But I’ve changed my mind. Do what you like. You have bare hands, and I have hooves.”

Hearing this, the Prophet took the stick from his coat and struck the donkey a hundred blows until the donkey’s tongue hung out. Then he cursed the donkey, condemning him to another hundred blows every day of his life. And if some future master spared the donkey, because he obeyed and worked hard, he would receive those blows from the angels.

These are the stories that Saharans may have told their children to explain the miserable lot of desert donkeys. More important, they are the stories that the French repeated.

One ethnologist heard that God once took pity on the donkey, and that He pronounced, “Enough of this unhappiness! I have decided to allow the donkey into Paradise.”

The donkey was delighted, and exclaimed, “At last, I’ll be able to rest!”

When he came to the threshold of Paradise, the great gates opened for him. He stuck his head inside, and found there a green oasis of flowers and fruit trees, where the rivers flowed with milk, wine, and honey, and the women were amorous. But he also spotted groups of children playing in the streets.

The donkey hastily backed out and said, “Can this be Paradise? The children who torture donkeys on earth are allowed here as well? Then I will not stay. Better to return to the suffering of life!”

He left Paradise, but not before its brilliant light had bleached his muzzle. Ever since, donkeys have had white muzzles.

The French taught that when a donkey is found without a white muzzle, a Saharan might say to a child, “Poor beast, he has not seen Paradise!”

The French were sympathetic administrators. Their ethnologists helped to explain why Saharan children pelted donkeys with stones, as if French children did not.
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ACROSS
THE
ATLAS

I TOOK THE early bus for Biskra, an Algerian oasis on the eastern border with Tunisia. The bus was called Express because it required merely a day to cross the mountains. The passengers who boarded at the station in Algiers filled the seats and crowded the aisle, and waited with closed expressions for the bus to start, as if only through silence could they endure the trip. The bus pulled out of the station at dawn, listing and groaning, stinking of sick engine, hot oil, and dirt. I worried because Biskra lay 300 miles ahead, and I wanted to put the distance behind. The desert teaches patience, but patience is a hard quality to learn.

We moved through Algiers in a drizzle. The outer city stretched for miles along the Mediterranean in clusters of bleak concrete apartment towers that surrendered gradually to cultivated fields. Occasionally, ruins of French farmhouses stood at the end of palm-lined drives. The soil looked fertile but unloved. The morning passed. Traffic on the road dwindled. We came to muddy towns of oversized brick and unfinished construction, where rubbish littered the gullies and factories stood idle. Passengers climbed on and climbed down, and slowly the bus grew less crowded. We passed army checkpoints, and a convoy of unhappy soldiers stalled beside the road like bait for the revolution.

In the deepest farmland, two university students flagged down the bus and sat beside me discussing a political text. They spoke in French because the text was in French, and loudly because they wanted me to overhear. The subject was the absorption of Muslim immigrants into Parisian schools. The students had adopted the book’s viewpoint, which was European and fearful, and they agreed now that head scarves on Muslim girls were unacceptable. They never acknowledged my presence, perhaps because it was enough to know that I was listening. They seemed to want to see themselves in my eyes, to distinguish themselves from the less thoughtful Algerians on the bus. It is probably not surprising that thirty years after national independence, some in the middle class still harbor those hopes. Even their opponents, the Islamic revolutionaries, require an audience of outsiders to define themselves.

The students climbed down near a failing state farm. They fell silent, and waited glumly on the road’s muddy shoulder while the bus drove off, headed away from Paris.

Ahead the Atlas Mountains formed a dark wall that rose into the mist and cloud. The road narrowed, wandered, then found a steep-walled valley, and climbed it. The bus could barely make the grades, and had to creep uphill bellowing in the lowest gear. The earth near the road was raw, eroded, and slick with rain. We passed through forests of stunted evergreens, and basins where alfalfa and vegetables grew. Men on donkeys watched as we labored by. In the afternoon the view widened and we rolled out across the high grassy plateaus that occupy the core of the Atlas, 3,000 feet above sea level. The landscape was punctuated by higher peaks and outcroppings, and by tabletop mountains like those of the American Southwest.

Beyond the town of Bou Saâda, in continuing drizzle, the country grew slowly drier. We came to rows of planted pines, the heralded Green Barrier that stretches east to west across Algeria, and by which the Algerian army once tried to hold off the Sahara. The idea was to stop the sand, as if sand were contagious or a cancer, the cause of the land’s decline, and not its symptom. The Sahara frightens those within its reach. When windstorms lift its surface into the stratosphere, and the desert dust falls as far away as Europe and the Caribbean, people there feel dread. Algerians are no different. They worried they might be pushed into the sea—and many were indeed forced to emigrate. But it was overpopulation and incompetent farming, not advancing sands, that consumed their land. The army marched out to confront a myth, and ignored the real enemy at home.

The Green Barrier has served a purpose nonetheless. The trees are like caged canaries in a mine. Their survival confirms that the coast is for the moment safe. The reason is that the Sahara is simply not advancing toward the north. If it were, it would swallow the trees effortlessly. The essence of any desert is its overwhelming power, and the Sahara is the most powerful of them all. It exists beyond the scale of human engineering. In simple words, it is created by global weather patterns that cause the atmosphere over all of North Africa to press toward the surface and to dry out. To stop such a desert from advancing you would need a barrier stronger than anything an army could build—say, a mountain range called the Atlas. And even that might not work. The Sahara swallows mountain ranges whole.

The Atlas Mountains do act to change the weather, but in the reverse direction, by squeezing the maritime moisture from the Mediterranean winds. The last of that moisture fell now, as the bus climbed a thousand feet above the plateau and the rain turned to snow and mixed with clouds to sweep the barren hills.

We stopped for Berber nomads herding goats across the road. The nomads looked cold. Their low-slung tents, pitched in the distance, offered scant shelter from the weather. The snow fell harder.

Berbers are the ancient inhabitants of North Africa, and though few still live as nomads, they constitute its base population. They are copper-skinned, dark-haired, good-looking people, neither Arab nor Negro, whose origins remain largely unknown. Malika is one of them. Nineteenth-century French imperialists claimed the Berbers had descended from Celts, and now deserved to come home. Romantics claimed they had descended from the lost people of Atlantis. Berbers had their own myths. Current theories are more tentative: they propose that the Berbers descend from Eurasian horsemen who invaded Africa 4,000 years ago, or that they descend from still-earlier inhabitants. Anthropologists are certain only that North Africa has been inhabited for at least 200,000 years, and by successive populations. When the Romans built colonies on the North African coast, the land was occupied by the same people who occupy it today. The Romans dismissed them as “Berbers,” from barbarus, which in turn derived from the Greek for “foreign and uncivilized,” which indeed they were.

In that sense the word “Berber” still expresses a common European attitude toward North Africans, though “Arab” is more commonly used. But the Arabs are if anything overcivilized. Inspired by Mohammed’s teachings, their armies came to North Africa from the Middle East in the seventh century A.D. and didn’t stay long. When the soldiers left, their followers remained behind as merchants and missionaries. They began to trade south into the Sahara. They interbred with the Berbers, and taught them a new philosophy and religion, and the language to understand it. Over the following centuries this potent combination spread into every corner of the wilderness, replacing the original Berber tradition. North Africa did not surrender to the Arabs, but was persuaded by them, and underwent a collective change of mind. The most determined holdouts were these tough mountain herders of the north and the even tougher Tuaregs of the central Sahara, a Berber people also originally from the north, who to this day have retained their Berber customs and language. But they, too, converted to Islam.

The bus stopped in a village of cold stone. Women came from their houses to greet their returning husbands and sons. They trilled high-pitched ululations, the warbling cry that so spooked the French patrols during the war for independence. The men wore burnooses, brown woolen gowns with pointed hoods like the garments of medieval monks. Children scampered through the mud, excited by strangers and the scent of travel.

The bus driver was a Berber too, but generations removed from the mountains. He was a sharp-faced man with styled hair. At one stop he caught my eye in the overhead mirror and grimaced, as if he wanted me to know that he had no patience for these peasants. I noticed that he spoke to them as little as possible. He wore black slacks, a silky white shirt, and thin-soled shoes more suitable for dancing than for driving. The farther we got from Algiers, the less he cared to look beyond the road. The bus was his oasis. Only once did he get off, to grab a coffee at a stone-shack café. Armed with cassettes of bad European rock, he seemed to dream of a faster life somewhere else. He must have hated the way the land on the southern edge of the Atlas had emptied.

WE CAME TO the Sahara late in the afternoon, during the descent from the mountains, as if we had passed through a transparent wall. The rain suddenly stopped, the air warmed, and a strong sun dissolved the clouds. We crested a rise, and the Sahara appeared below—a brilliant and treeless plain stretching south in naked folds to the horizon. A trace of smoke marked some unseen oasis. The view was so wide you could imagine the curvature of the earth.

The road led down into it, and the uniform plain became a rolling desert of yellow sand and ochre dirt, strewn with stone, and cut sharply by gullies. Spiny bushes had rooted along the gullies, and in the shelter of rocks. A camel grazed on thin and fragile grasses. The bus grew hot. I opened a window to let in the wind. The air smelled of baked soil, and tasted of sand. In the distance a cluster of date palms survived untended. The sky was close, fierce, relentless. It pushed away even the memory of rain.

BISKRA WAS A town of well-kept cement and adobe houses, French colonial arcades, and 20,000 people. It stood along a dry riverbed that snaked from the mountains before spreading into the desert and disappearing. Dry riverbeds are the most important feature of any desert, and they have many names. Within the United States alone, depending on the region, they are called washes, gulches, gullies, creeks, coulees, and arroyos. To see a desert clearly it helps to apply the local term. In the Sahara the term is oued, which is Arabic for “river.” Wadi is used farther east. Everywhere, it is understood that the rivers are dry.

Nonetheless some oueds, like Biskra’s, store large amounts of water close below their surfaces. The underground water was how Biskra lived. In that sense Biskra was a typical Saharan oasis—not the waterhole of public imagination, but a settlement built around plentiful wells. What Biskrans themselves called the oasis was not the town proper, but the grove across the oued, a garden three miles wide where vegetables, fruit trees, and 150,000 date palms grew. The number of date palms was widely known because date palms in the Sahara count for a lot. The number of people was less important. Biskra was a regional capital not because of its population, but because it commanded a string of oases where altogether 1,500,000 palms grew. It also had several large date-processing factories.

One of those factories exploded on the afternoon of my arrival. The explosion killed twenty workers, and burned, and made the national television news because it was an old-fashioned industrial disaster, and not an act of revolution. That evening around the central square, men lingered in small sidewalk cafés. Women did not linger, but walked close to walls, wearing veils and bulky robes. A few wore jeans, but even they hurried by in tight groups. The men watched them with an uneasy combination of lust and disdain. Biskra was a cosmopolitan place. When the sun went down, street lamps bathed the square in pools of orange light. I drank a slow bitter coffee, and to the surprise of the men beside me took it without sugar. They asked me about cowboys. I said that cowboys drink weaker coffee, which surprised and pleased them.

The hotel was a state-run place whose only guests were the foreign technicians residing there. They formed a small group—British, French, and one American—sent by their respective governments, and paid hardship salaries to brave the revolution and bring their ideas to the desert. Out of necessity they stuck together. I met them in the hotel restaurant, which played Michael Jackson tunes and had a menu made up entirely of unavailable choices.

After dinner we retired to the bar, which for religious reasons no longer served alcohol. The British especially seemed angry about the deprivation. They were experts in irrigation pumps and mixed drinks—cynical men who, having indulged in the remnant privilege of the white man, could no longer stand the natives, nor stand to return home. The sole American was different because he seemed in his heart never even to have left home. He came from Tuscumbia, Alabama, on the Tennessee River, and called himself Chuck. Chuck was sixty-five. He had a lean, lined, battered face, a glass eye, and a visored cap emblazoned with an American football. The cap read: Show Pride—Alabama—Roll with the Tide. I was the first American he had seen in nearly a year. He said, “I’m loving this,” and plied me with soft drinks.

The British wanted to talk about the missing alcohol. They described something they called iced tea, a mix of white liquors that would have knocked them senseless.

I changed the subject to Algeria.

They groaned. One said, “What takes forty-eight hours in Morocco and Tunisia takes eighteen months in Algeria.”

I answered, “Or maybe things just look better across the fence.”

Chuck said, “What does it matter? It’s all a desert out here anyway.”

He meant the world away from home, including Britain.

He wanted news of American football. The University of Alabama was his special interest. He was disappointed that I had not kept track.

He invited me to his room, where he lived with Guy Lombardo cassettes, Robert Ludlum novels, a water purifier, and a hot plate. He showed me his cartons of candy bars, instant mashed potatoes, beans and franks, and macaroni. The room smelled of canned deodorizer, which he sprayed daily to mask the stench of the toilet. He told me he felt like a prisoner. He meant that he lived in isolation and felt lonely.

Chuck was a chicken man. He had come to Biskra on behalf of the United States to build a demonstration farm intended to teach Saharans how to raise production-line chickens. But Chuck himself was not convinced. “This is our tax dollars,” he complained. “Yours and mine. It’s a goddamned giveaway.”

He was angry because he was partly to blame. We sat in his room in two chairs by an open window, and talked late into the night. He asked about my work in the Sahara, and I said something empty about events there, as if there were any. He saw through this, and asked where I had been over the years, and why I traveled. I said I traveled out of curiosity about the horizons. Chuck was not that kind of man. He said he hated the damned horizon. He traveled too, and had most of his adult life, but only because he was known in some corner of the Department of Agriculture for his willingness to endure. He wanted to tell me about it.

“They’re sitting in some damned office over there, and some damned somebody says ‘Chickens,’ and somebody says, ‘Send Chuck—he’ll take the job.’ ”

And Chuck would.

He said, “I didn’t think much about it at first. Korea, Vietnam in the early days, Pakistan. After a while I didn’t know what else I’d do. The money was good, for chickens. Vietnam again, Egypt, a bunch of others. Algeria? I wish I’d told somebody even just once to go to hell.”

Here in Biskra he kept threatening to quit, which is not the same.

“It wouldn’t be so bad if these people wanted chickens, but they don’t. They never do.”

To show for his life he had some money in the bank.

He peered at me with his good eye, unaware that his glass eye had slewed. “You a married man?”

I said, “Yes,” but I don’t think he heard me.

He said, “I’ve been single twenty years. I swear my next wife’s gonna be deaf and dumb and own a bar.” It was a stock joke, a verbal twitch, and he did not smile. The years had reduced his family to a widowed sister on an Alabama farm. He placated himself with thoughts of retirement. “Florida for the bad months, Alabama for the fishing.”

In the morning I accompanied him to the post office, where he checked his box, which was empty. He complained that it took over a month to get a letter from his sister. I sympathized. He gave me Algerian postal Par Avion labels to paste on my own letters.

He didn’t want to let me go.

We exchanged addresses, and I left him standing at the center of town, a little man in plaid pants, flip-down sunglasses, and sneakers.
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