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To Nadya,
the brave woman who shared my travels
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to my mother and father,
who taught me to be independent and inquisitive 


A plane went overhead, flying west in the clear sky. With glasses of Krug champagne in their hands, the First Class passengers were studying the menu: parfait of pheasant and goose liver, smoked salmon mousse and fresh squid salad and a frisée salad with smoked duck julienne, followed by turbot with prawns and apples, roast rack of lamb, or crab leg and prawn ragout, and someone was saying, “How is the quail breast today?”

Down here in Inner Mongolia, an old man squatted holding a bowl against his nose and flicking rice grains into his mouth with chopsticks.

— Paul Theroux, Riding the Iron Rooster

Sweet are the uses of adversity Which, like the toad, ugly and venomous, Wears yet a precious jewel in his head.

— As You Like It, act 2, scene 1 
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Prologue

I sit in my study, teapot at elbow, stack of beat-up notebooks to one side, folding map of the world open on my desk. What a map. Torn, tatty, taped along every fold, smeared with the juices of smashed insects, stamped with the dirt of fingers, spattered with grease from campfire frying pans, stiffened with sweat and seawater. Unfolded a thousand times, refolded, folded back the wrong way, jammed in a rucksack, sat on. Survivor of six years of surface travel.

I trace my finger along a black ink line that crawls across it. It begins at a blob in England near Birmingham. A date is scrawled beside the blob: 20 Sept ’93. The line heads south, over the English Channel, through France. It crosses the Mediterranean, then plunges into Africa. At the southern tip of South Africa, it shoots northwest, out across the Atlantic Ocean to Brazil, hits the coast just below the mouth of the Amazon. Then it turns south, reaching down almost as far as Cape Horn. Next, a long wriggle north through the Americas all the way to Canada’s east coast, across the continent, and back south to San Diego. Then over the Pacific to Japan, spearing Hawaii and Guam on the way. Like a snake, the line writhes through the Orient to Australia. There it flattens out, heading almost due west on the Indian Ocean towards Africa, zigzags finally up the Red Sea and wanders exhausted through the Middle East and Europe back to where it started. Next to the blob near Birmingham, another date: 27 June ’99.

The journey that began one damp autumn morning when I stepped out the garden gate of a little cottage in a sleepy village called Sapcote in Leicestershire, England, had really started in my head several months earlier in Japan.

I had a furnished fifth-floor apartment in Kumamoto on the westernmost island of Kyushu, a teaching job at the local airport and a girlfriend named Akemi who owned a Nissan Sunny hatchback. I took Japanese language classes twice a week and did karate at the dojo in the evenings. I ate miso soup, boiled rice, raw horse (a Kumamoto delicacy) and chocolate-coated biscuit sticks called Pocky that Akemi brought over to my place last thing at night. I took my vacations by the sea. One day these things were all right. The next, they weren’t.

It was May 1993. I had arrived in Japan five years before with the intention of becoming Bruce Lee. English language teaching would finance my stay. That plan hadn’t worked out. After a fall off a slippery mountainside while on vacation, I spent eighteen months recovering from two fractured heels and a cracked spine.

But Japan was good to me. I learned the language well enough to move from Tokyo to the countryside and live comfortably. I found a high-paying job running an English school owned by All Nippon Airways. With a distinct lack of grace and a great deal of sweat, I earned my black belt in karate. I loved my grinning karate master, who took me aside from the class from time to time and roughed me up. I loved my kanji teacher, who was preparing me with devotion for the National Japanese Language Aptitude Test. I loved the good-natured Japanese and was grateful for the hundred times they had slid back their rice-paper doors and treated me like visiting royalty. I loved sushi. I even loved nato, fermenting soy beans usually disliked by foreigners.

Five years, however, was enough. My suit-and-tie job was grinding me down. I was fed up with bowing and being polite, with breathing second-hand smoke, with listening to Japanese students butcher English. I had collected more than enough bruises at the dojo. Memorizing the two thousand kanji needed to read the daily newspaper was addling my brain. And it was time for a change of diet. Karaoke nights with Mister Oda and Mister Ito, All Nippon Airways’ administrators, had lost their appeal.

“Mado o akeru wa dame, Tony-san!” chuckled Mister Oda on one of his frequent drifts over to my corner of the office. Opening the window is not allowed, Mister Tony. Oda-san had switched to his summer suit: the light grey instead of the dark. It looked as if he’d ironed it that morning. Still the same navy blue tie, though, I noticed, knotted with enviable precision. The windows on the third floor were heavy, sound-resistant slabs of glass not designed to be opened. You had to pop the catch on one, then lean into it with your shoulder. There would be a gasp and an out-rush of smoky air. Then a gust of wind would shoot in and scatter everyone’s papers. After that, the prehistoric roars of parting airliners heaving themselves into the sky, company lettering in white on the blue tails, bellies full of people going places. For me, another day at the office stretched ahead.

“Kondo no kinyobi, karaoke wa do desho ka?” How about some singing this Friday? I stiffened. Not the bar with the watered-down whiskies, the bowls of glossy rice snacks; not the endless debate about students’ progress in spoken and written English. Please, not the choice of two songs in English: “Yesterday” or “I Left My Heart in San Francisco.”

“Chotto sawatte mo yoroshii desu ka?” Would it be all right for me to touch it? Last time, Masami, our hostess for the evening, had insisted that I lift a trouser leg so she might verify that gaijin (foreigners) did in fact have curly golden hairs growing from their legs. Her own were long, hairless and clad in white stockings. It was her job to make the administrators and their guests feel cozy and loved. She sat close, lit cigarettes, offered polite conversation, topped up drinks, sang, even stroked and slapped thighs.

Masami disintegrated into helpless giggles, hiding her mouth politely behind one hand. It did look rather silly: my trouser leg rolled to the knee, my shiny office shoe and grey ankle sock up on the drinks table. Oda-san and Ito-san puffed smoke rings and looked on approvingly. Masami’s hand hovered. Oda-san took it firmly by the wrist and put it on the naked knee. The hostess squealed.

“Sugoi,” Ito-san spluttered into his drink. Great.

“Ja, Tony-san. ‘Yesterday’ wa do desu ka?” On to the main event of the evening. Well, Mister Tony, how about “Yesterday,” then? The gaijinsan who sings like a crow being throttled will once again massacre the Beatles classic for the entertainment of the house. Left trouser leg rolled up, I made my way to the podium. With the opening bars of the song, the video screens hanging from the ceiling showed a young Japanese man with a troubled expression on his face reclining on a park bench next to a pond with ducks.

“Yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away . . .”

I was in the habit of going back to England once a year to see my folks, usually at Christmas. On my last visit, fancying a little adventure, I booked my return flight to Japan from Greece. Somehow I had to get from Sapcote to Athens. I gave myself three days to hitchhike there. I made it in two and a half. Except for the price of a ticket for the ferry from the Italian port of Brindisi to the Greek port of Patras, I hadn’t spent a penny. This pleased me, as had my struggles at making myself understood to Italian truck drivers with my dozen memorized words and pocket phrasebook. From the Parthenon, I looked out over the sparkling waters of the Mediterranean to the yellowy haze beyond and wondered idly if I might continue scrounging lifts all the way to South Africa.

Back in Japan, restless at my desk, I wrote to my father asking him to send me a map of the world. It arrived two weeks later: a metre by a metre and a half, made of heavy, durable paper, the countries in different colours. I brought a yellow white-board marker back from school and drew a line across it connecting all the places I hadn’t been and wanted to go. Long, indulgent arcs up, down and across the world from England, bisecting continents, dividing oceans, back to England. It took about six minutes. I stood back, looked at this piece of art, noticed that the line had turned green on the blue sea.

I will not fly. Not at all. Not even once. However great the temptation. This commitment came from the one and only travel book I had read, Jupiter’s Travels, by Ted Simon. “It is no trick to go round the world these days,” says Simon. “You can pay a lot of money and fly round it non-stop in less than forty-eight hours, but to know it, to smell it and feel it between your toes, you have to crawl. There is no other way.” At the office window, I often stood watching airplanes take off, climb into the sky, lose themselves in the clouds. I imagined the passengers seated comfortably in rows, earphones on, eyes fixed on the TV screen, waiting for their first meal. “You have to stay on the ground,” Simon continues, “and swallow the bugs as you go. Then the world is immense. The best you can do is trace your long, infinitesimally thin line through the dust and extrapolate.”

Simon had gone full circle around the earth on a 500-cc Triumph motorbike. I knew nothing about motorbikes. I would travel by whatever local means came to hand: bus, bike, boat, truck, train, rickshaw, camel.

I emptied my desk at the airport, bowed to Oda-san and Ito-san, my karaoke partners. I bowed to my karate master, thanked him for the beatings. I bowed to my Japanese teacher, thanked her for patiently filling my head with hieroglyphs that would soon disintegrate and vanish. I closed my bank account: $15,000. I shared a final box of Pocky with Akemi. I ate my last nato. Packed my bags, returned to the U.K., stayed for as long as it took to repack them.

Like Simon, I would travel alone. That way, I could follow my long yellow line around the world and leave it when and where I pleased. I visited the Coventry Motor Museum to look at Simon’s motorbike. The names of all the countries he visited were painted on the panniers. Reeling them off in my head, I walked out onto the motorway and held up a sign: Dover. 


CHAPTER 1
Beast of the Sahara
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“We ’ave to go now. We ’ave found de trock.”

Fifty metres away, a truck squatted alone on the rutted desert. Six crooked wheels supported a cab and, behind it, a crude slatted metal box for cargo. The windshield was a cobweb of fractures, a door was missing on the driver’s side, and the vertical exhaust pipe was bent and adrift from its moorings. A buckled tailgate dangled limply off the back. The vehicle looked as though it had been savagely beaten with a sledgehammer. No lights, no toolboxes between front wheels and rear, no sign of a spare wheel. But it was the tires that bothered me. They were hairy. Long threads from the frayed edges of ill-glued patches and slim fingers of flaking black rubber curling off the rims. And I could see the sand-caked mechanical gizzards between the mudguardless wheels leaking oil onto the sand. This vehicle was not capable of a four-hundred-kilometre journey across scorching roadless desert to the border. This vehicle was not capable of circling Sapcote village on a clement Sunday afternoon.

“No, no. There’s no way you’re getting me in that . . . You’re joking, right? I mean, there must be something better.”

I looked steadily at Bright to see whether he would accept this. Since leaving In Salah, the oasis town before Tamanrasset and six hundred kilometres to the north, I had had two travel companions: Douglas (“call me Bright”), a sturdy, laconic Ghanaian of forty with an Adidas sports bag and a red plastic radio, and Augustine (“call me Victor”), a young Nigerian with a T-shirt wrapped around his head and no belongings except a jerry can of water. Both were on their way home penniless, tails between their legs, having tried to get to Europe on false papers. Immigration had stopped them, seized their papers, turned them back. Two English-speaking foreigners. After three and a half weeks in francophone Africa, my illusion that I’d be travelling alone, relying on no one, had been rightly abandoned. I was desperately pleased they were around. We shared the same air of vulnerability. I had felt afraid since arriving in Algeria. Something was definitely up but I wasn’t quite sure what. It had taken me two weeks to get a visa in Morocco, and the official at the embassy in Rabat had said that mine would be the last issued. I didn’t know that in September, the Armed Islamic Group (G.I.A.) had condemned all foreigners to death.

C’est dangereux là-bas, monsieur. Restez ici au Maroc. Having waited so long for the visa, I wasn’t in the mood to be put off. Over the border, I stuck out my thumb. The driver who picked me up took me to the nearest bus station, warning me not to hitchhike again. Europeans were now cibles, he said, targets; on the bus from Algiers to Ghardaia, the sole white passenger was extracted by soldiers at a roadblock and told to go home.

If I had done some background reading, I would have known that the year before, the army had cancelled the second round of Algeria’s first free multi-party elections. The governing party, the Front de Libération Nationale (F.I.N.), was socialist, but it was the Islamic Salvation Front (F.I.S.) — a party wanting Algeria to become an Islamic state — that had gained the majority in the first round. F.I.N. banned F.I.S. and jailed most of its leaders. Violence erupted. Islamic extremist groups like G.I.A. began assassinating politicians, journalists, academics and foreigners — especially if they were French. Two French priests had been shot in the lower kasbah district of Algiers in May; five French Embassy employees were killed and one injured when guerrillas attacked a residential compound in August.

Was an oasis town so far south a dodgy place to spend a couple of days? I had only been in Tamanrasset a night. I wanted a little time to see the place, perhaps visit the Christian hermitage on the Assekrem Plateau nearby. “The scenery is absolutely incredible, and a sunrise in these mountains is memorable,” my guidebook said. I looked past Bright to the truck. There was some hammering coming from underneath. A pair of sandalled feet stuck out from between the wheels. Maybe it was unwise to stick around.

“I mean, c’mon. We haven’t got any food or water.” I kicked away a rind of tire at my feet. Bright was silent. “And my gear’s at the campsite. Maybe we should hang on for the bus, hey? Where’s Victor, anyway?”

My guidebook said there was a bus from Tamanrasset to In Guezzam, the border town, leaving Mondays. Today was Wednesday. My guidebook said that Camping Zerib on the outskirts of town “is crawling with overlanders, making it a good place to ask around for lifts.” I had camped there alone. Now I was at the place where trucks supposedly lined up before making the desert run to see whether I might hitch a ride in a day or two.

Bright walked over to the truck. I trailed behind. Two teenagers were now humping sacks seeping flour or some other white powdery substance into the back under the direction of a man in a skullcap and a sweat-darkened white robe — a fokia — who was holding a hammer. I looked at his face. Desert sun, age and perhaps impatience had stamped deep furrows into the forehead, crimped the skin around the eyes, stiffened and gnarled the nose and cheeks. Grizzled hair, clipped close, sprouted from chin and upper lip. He cuffed the pair, yelled at them. It seemed not an ideal moment to interrupt. Bright interrupted him and got a burst of Arabic and wild gesticulations that I could see meant, “Well, get a bloody move on, for Allah’s sake!” I sighed. Then felt charged. This was easily the flakiest piece of transport I had yet laid eyes on, and now it might (or might not) carry me halfway across the world’s largest desert.

Stop. Don’t do this. Bright went for supplies. I jogged the kilometre back to Camping Zerib, collapsed tent, stuffed it in rucksack, shouldered rucksack, jogged back. Water and food I’d get at the truck stop. Stop. Come to your senses. I arrived back coated in sweat. Bright had bought two French baguettes, sliced neatly in half and buttered, plus four cans of warm Coca-Cola for us. The man in charge of the truck was now yelling at us. Victor, I noticed, had materialized. With two other men and a girl, he was sitting on the powdery sacks, looking at us, jerry can wrapped in damp cloth at his side.

“Where can I, er, fill . . . ?” My four-litre can had a teaspoon of water in it. Victor didn’t need to answer. There was no well here.

“We be dere tomorra and In Guezzam haf everytin’,” Bright said, climbing aboard. I bit my lip. Bright was called Bright for his optimism, no doubt. Perhaps he was right. Nothing to worry about. No, no, no. No. The Cokes will be gone by lunchtime and then I will gradually shrivel up and begin begging pathetically from the other passengers. Stay put. Do the sensible thing.

With a string of stricken bellows, some vicious, throat-clearing blasts of black smoke and a savage grinding of gears, the beast of the Saharan sands lumbered forth. I sat on a sack and everything seemed suddenly fine. We had found the means to cross perhaps the toughest section of the road south. Then the road ran out. I was not jammed cleverly in one corner, as Victor was. A fierce juddering began. My buttocks wandered off the sack. I stood up and looked over the side. We were travelling over baked sand ruts criss-crossing our path. I crouched on my haunches. Clouds of churned-up sand billowed up from the patchy wheels through the gaps in the metal slats, making us all cough and spit.

This continued throughout the day. To keep the sun off my head, I had bought a cheap straw hat from the market in Rabat. It was already uncoiling itself unhelpfully onto my shoulders. I tried to keep my bum on one of the sacks, but this was no easy task, it being necessary to clamp a handkerchief to my nose and mouth at the same time. As the sun strengthened, holding onto the metal sides of the truck wasn’t an option without gloves. I looked again at Victor. His hands were free and he was snoozing, towel (where had that come from?) now draped over his head and neck, T-shirt around nose and mouth. I could only see the chocolate-brown bridge of his nose. I should have dug in my rucksack for something similar. How many times had he done this?

The truck lads I’d watched loading now perched on the cab roof on a pile of empty sacks. They were clearly great pals, chattering incessantly, ragging, rapping on the roof to annoy the driver. They had no need of straw hats or towels. Dense mops of coarse grainy hair protected their heads. Their fokias were filthy, their bare feet deeply cracked, the soles thick as tire tread. Probably had never worn shoes. At intervals, their fights made one or the other roll into the back, causing outcry from the passengers. They stomped on our bags, clambered back up, resumed their horseplay. Bright stood up and let fly at them but to no effect. He shook his head. “No respect.”

How practical the fokia, I thought. Cloaking the entire body, neck to ankle, without restricting movement. Baggy enough to allow the body to breathe, of a coarse material to withstand burning wind and sandstorm, the correct sun-reflective colour, probably thick enough to offer some protection from the cold of the desert night. No accumulated sweat, grime and sand that I was finding at the waist of my navy blue Marks and Spencer’s shorts. The most presentable passenger was Bright. He wore a black lightweight jacket with indigo trim, black slacks and a red baseball cap. Not very practical, but he didn’t seem to be sweating like I was. He had a handkerchief tied around his face like a bandit. I thought about his situation and felt sorry for him, after the effort of crossing the Sahara and presenting his papers to Immigration, spruced up in his nice clothes and looking ahead to a better life. He told me he would catch up with “the friend” working on the same street in Kumasi who had convinced him to spend his savings on false documents. Bright owned a car shop in Kumasi called Last Respect Rental.

At midday, the truck coughed, gasped, shrieked, then shuddered and abruptly stopped. I looked around for a reason. There was nothing to be seen in any direction except flat sand. Not a single interrupting feature. No majestic rolling dunes, no camel trains. No sign — except wheel-compacted piste — that we were even following a route. The crew jumped down, one carrying a bundle of sticks, another a buckled, blackened frying pan, a third something wrapped in a bit of sackcloth. They lit a fire. The passengers looked on keenly as the mysterious item was removed from its sacking. What might Algerian trans-Saharan merchants bring for lunch? A shapeless lump of . . . something with a kind of reddish tinge, crumbed in sand. One of the lads washed off the sand with a handful of water. Into the pan it went.

“Dey are like animals,” muttered Bright, disgusted, as the stink of hissing goat steak piqued the still air. I licked my dry lips. He turned away, cracked his second and final simmering Coke to see down his second and final half of sand-speckled baguette. What would he be eating and drinking this evening?

The journey from the ivied cottages and narrow wet lanes of Sapcote to the arid wastes of the Sahara had taken thirty-seven days, far longer than expected. Not that I had any idea how fast or slow my progress would be — especially in Africa. I knew nothing about the continent, except what I’d mopped up from a guidebook.

Chased down the motorways of England and France by autumn thundershowers, drenched, my hitchhiking strip of cardboard sopping, I took refuge in Sète Youth Hostel on the Mediterranean coast west of Marseilles. There I met an oceanographer and research assistant from the University of Cape Town, South Africa.

“So, how long d’ya reckon it’ll take you to git to Cape Town?” He was a skinny-faced man with spectacles and severely parted hair.

“Actually, I’m not sure how far . . . or which route . . . three months maybe?”

“Try more like nine. Your progress will depend on your social skills.”

I thought about my feeble French, my complete ignorance of African languages. He gave me his address, the only one on the continent that I could look up. As I wouldn’t be taking any flights and as Cape Town was at the end of Africa, I wouldn’t be doing that looking up for quite some time. Maybe nine months.

It was a brief conversation, perhaps because I stank, perhaps because he didn’t believe he’d be seeing me again. I had been damp for days, had gone unwashed. Dog fluff stuck to my pants after a ride in a delivery truck from Montpellier, the driver’s moulting poodle having decided that my lap would be an attractive resting place. I headed off to the shower, fighting emergent cold symptoms and dreaming of hot desert sunshine. Sète Auberge was dim-lit, and the management declared in English on the dormitory door, “Any noise after 10:30 p.m. will be endorsed.”

A Moroccan ferry took me across the Med from Sète, a day and night in a four-man berth with bearded men in fokias and sandals who smelled richly of garlic and mint. We ate tajine and couscous, and they warned me to watch my belongings in Tangier.

“Hey, you! HEY! Yes, YOU!” On the quay in Tangier, a boy charged towards me ahead of five or six others. He braked squarely in my path. Head of tight frizzles, other wild hairs fringing a wide grin of crooked teeth. Flapping, once-white, ripped-up shirt with sleeves hanging in tattered tongues. Trousers in similar disrepair, open at the crotch. Probably seventeen. Much in need of braces for trousers and teeth.

“You want hotel, yes?” I shook my head, tried to manoeuvre round him. “I take you to GOOD hotel.”

“No, no thanks. I know where I’m going.” I barged past.

“No? You wanna see kasbah, yes? I show you.”

Blocking me again. Rattled, I felt like saying, Listen, I just told you, pal, I have plans of my own. Now piss off! I shoved past, mumbling, “No thanks, okay?” His final utterance was delivered with menace, or so it sounded to unAfricanized ears.

“No good alone in Tangier.”

By the time I got to the British Consulate, I had attracted a crowd. I could feel sharp tugs on my rucksack as I tried with deteriorating manners to field a barrage of repeated questions. I threw myself inside, swung my rucksack onto a chair and inspected it. Side pocket unzipped. Flashlight, pouch of laundry detergent, lighter, notepad and knife-fork-spoon set gone. My rolled-up foam sleeping mat, sprung from the straps holding it, attached now only by a bit of dirty string, found on a highway shoulder while I was hitchhiking in France and tied on in the hope of being of some use in the future. It had just saved me nights of backache. I’d need something similar to go around the zippers.

The consular officer was a skeletal, sunken-eyed woman of sallow complexion. I told her my plans, asked about travelling through Morocco and Algeria.

“Alone?” I nodded. Think again, young man, her eyes said. “Listen, a Frenchman came in here yesterday crying . . .”

She couldn’t tell me a thing about Algeria and surprisingly little about Morocco, only an unpleasant story about a French couple invited back to someone’s room in town and “fleeced.” “He was forced to hand over everything while his girlfriend was held at knifepoint.” I considered self-defence before going outside again.

I had a small penknife with a bottle opener, a screwdriver, a toothpick, a magnifying glass and a blade suitable for peeling fruit. This would not be effective, since an assailant would probably have lost interest by the time I’d unfolded any of the attachments with my nervously bitten down fingernails. I thought again, then fished out a mechanical pencil from the day pack I clutched maternally to my chest and clipped it carefully to the inside of my trouser pocket. An undaggerlike dagger I could keep my hand on. Bracing myself, I went out.

My time in Tangier might have been akin to the misery of a hunted man had I not run into Mostafa. He offered to direct me to “un hôtel calme,” but first would I accompany him to his parents’ home for lunch? This was on the steps of the consulate and I had a firm grip on my pencil. I had never before laid eyes on the man. Just such an invitation must have led to the mugging the gaunt agent had just described. I looked him over carefully. Tall, lean, neatly trimmed beard, spectacles, slippers, gown, hands clasped behind back. A schoolteacher, maybe, or a priest. He must have seen me go in. Watched me from the ferry even. “That’ll be fine,” I said.

We went to a busy café called Laliberte, with miniature tiles studding the walls and plastic chairs and tables spilling onto the street. Over heavily sugared peppermint tea, mint leaves flowering out of our glasses, Mostafa told me he was a trainee imam awaiting placement in a mosque. He told a woman sitting next to us that it was unwise to leave her purse at her elbow. We communicated in French. But my first “conversation” on the jetty had been in English. I mentioned this to my new acquaintance.

“Beaucoup de chômage. Beaucoup de gens d’autres pays du sud viennent ici.” Lots of unemployment. Loads of Africans from the south trying to get to Europe.

Despite our reassuring get-to-know-you chat in the café, the keenest twang of fear I had yet felt on this, my first day in a new country, hit me in the taxi afterward. Mostafa got in the front, I in the back. The driver made no signs of readying himself to leave. Incongruously, given that it would be pulling out around mounds of rubble, smashed fruit and the snagged remains of plastic bags, the vehicle was a white Mercedes. I sat perfectly still and tried to work it out. Why hadn’t we moved? Mostafa drummed his long unbitten fingernails on the dash. He said nothing. Three of the four doors opened almost synchronously. A man slipped in beside Mostafa, one more on either side of me. The driver came to life. Brilliant. Right off the bloody ferry and I’m jammed in the back of a moving automobile, sack of western goodies trapped in the trunk, destined to be transported to some desolate, policeless back alley for fleecing. I had been warned. I had the urge to release a moist fart.

The journey lasted twenty-five minutes. Stop, start, stop, start. Someone got out, another got in, two got out, another got in, till it was just the imam and me alone once again. We got out. I paid for us. I rescued my bag. I breathed. I permitted my pencil to retreat to its former residence beside my journal in the day pack.

I was entertained in a vestibule. Mostafa and I sat together on embroidered cushions, our backs to a wall covered with tiles like those I’d seen in the café but arranged in a beautiful kaleidoscopic mosaic. Delicate net curtains draped the windows, filtering the sunlight. Mostafa’s sister served a flat, circular unleavened bread called tonist, a heap of potato cubes in olive oil, and a mixture of chopped tomato and onion in lemon juice. There were three plates, two forks, one glass of water. We ate off the same plates, drank out of the same glass. Mostafa said he lived here with his parents and four sisters. He didn’t elaborate and I wasn’t introduced to any of them, including the sister who served us. Dressed head to foot in resplendent orange, only her eyes and feet visible, she neither looked at me nor addressed me.

I spent two days in Tangier tailing a trainee priest through twisting alleyways, up and down the narrow winding flights of chipped stone steps in the medina (the old town), round the city’s cannon-spiked fifteenth-century battlements, to the Dar el Makhzem (the former sultan’s palace), to the Great Mosque, to a cave on the coast called Hercul’s Grot.

“C’est une ville historique,” Mostafa said during one of our habitual stops under a café awning for mint tea. We’d seen a mix of architectural styles: heavy European houses with balconied windows next to archways decorated around with Arabic squiggles beside the blunt castellated walls of the kasbah. Just about every nation in the region had realized the strategic value of Tangier, only twenty-seven kilometres from Spain, and occupied it: Phoenicians, Romans, Vandals, Berbers, Arabs, Portuguese, British, Spanish, French. Possession was so hotly contested at the start of the twentieth century that in 1923 it was declared an international zone and controlled by the diplomatic agents of a list of countries. I should have stayed longer than I did, but I was too full of my mission to cross the desert. I had to get to Rabat, the capital, for an Algerian visa.

Why had Mostafa given me the guided tour? Surely not for the free meals, the teas and the odd taxi ride. Why had he taken me back to his house? He appeared to enjoy the company. Maybe waiting to become an imam was a lengthy business and he didn’t have much to do. Maybe he wanted status amongst the other self-appointed “guides,” or maybe there was a spiritual reason. I felt I owed him. Without a guide on that first day, I wouldn’t have found or found my way back to “un hôtel calme.” Before leaving, I bought him a sweatshirt. An odd thing to get a trainee priest, and even more so considering that it was blue and had the word “YANKEES” splayed across the front, but he stood beside me in the shop and chose it himself.

“Ten day for visa. Tree hundret fifty dirham,” the officer in the Algerian Embassy in Rabat said. Bald, plump, casual, content, uncommunicative and unharassable, he was the antithesis of his equivalent at the British Consulate in Tangier. I gawped — £23, three times what the guidebook said! And he meant it would take ten days after he went to the post office to mail applications to Algiers for approval. That was once a week, on Thursdays. Today was Friday. Such a statement would have crushed Michael Palin, intent on travelling around the world in eighty days. It irritated me. I had to remind myself that time was not a factor.

I lodged in a youth hostel on Boulevard Misr near the medina: twenty dirham a night for a dormitory bed, including breakfast of black tea and baguette. But my three-week wait was taken up in an unexpected way. Wandering the streets one day, I discovered the British Council on a leafy avenue called Rue de Tanger. At the language centre, I offered my services as an English teacher. As luck would have it, Roger Someone had gone down with hepatitis. I would teach a dozen school children from a textbook called Reasons for Listening in the mornings, review verb tenses with housewives in the afternoons. In the evenings I went to the medina and ate sandwich and hrira. “Sandwich” was kebabs, chips, salad and bread if you wanted it, hrira a tasty turbid soup with floating offal and egg, served with lemon to squeeze and bread to dunk in it.

On off-days, I explored the city. Founded as a fortress in the twelfth century, Rabat came from the word ribat, meaning camp or fort. The first Muslim sultan massed his troops here for an attack on Spain. His grandson, Yacoub El Mansour of the Almohade Dynasty, made Rabat al-Fatah — Victory Fortress — his capital. He had ambitions to build the greatest mosque in the Islamic world, but work stopped after his death in 1199. Instead of a remarkable mosque, I found a plaza of severed pillars and a fifty-five-metre orange minaret called Tour Hassan.

In between classes, I raided the council’s library for information on the Sahara. The world’s largest desert, I learned, is some five thousand kilometres across, stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Red Sea, and two thousand kilometres from its northern edge, just beyond the Atlas Mountains, to its southern edge. It spans eleven countries. “Sahara temperatures reach extremes up to 50°C and extra care needs to be taken. It is probably best to avoid this area unless you are used to extreme heat and have desert survival skills, even if not leaving the main routes.” I had no desert survival skills and was used to cool temperatures and large quantities of rain. On this side of the continent there were three main routes: west from Rabat through the Western Sahara, Mauritania and Senegal, then a slew of small countries hugging the coast; the Route du Tanezrouft through Algeria and Mali; and the Route du Hoggar through Algeria and Niger. I thought the first would probably be a visa nightmare and my guidebook said the second didn’t see much traffic. A ball of nervous excitement throbbed in my chest.

Our second day in the desert should have been short, which would have been nice as our final Coke and last crumbs of baguette disappeared at first light. I scanned the horizon for a sign of civilization. The truck had been following concrete kilometre posts, some painted with numbers, others not. In some stretches we seemed to be following nothing at all. Whether this was because the posts were missing or the driver knew a better way, I wasn’t sure. There were no other trucks to be seen ahead or behind, just the odd burned-out wreck, which was both encouraging and discouraging: somebody had come this way and somebody had failed to get any further.

Midday brought brown rock stacks to either side. They resembled turreted medieval forts . . . but that recollection may be fanciful, as I know I was too keenly focused on my sandpaper throat and spittleless mouth to appreciate the geology imaginatively. Midday, and no In Guezzam. Bright and I had nothing to drink, our chauffeurs were unable to say how near or far we were from the border town, and the beast was having mechanical difficulties. A tire had blown. Then, after it had been replaced with something equally scabby (it came from underneath, plastered in sand), the engine began to play tricks. It would surge throatily, then fade and lose interest, pick up again as though changing its mind, then weaken almost to a stall. It sounded as if its bronchi were stuffed up. After a bit of sick kangarooing, it was switched off.

The driver tossed a ragbag of tools out of the cab and climbed down. Scowling, he crawled under, spent an hour tinkering, shouting occasionally at the truck-lads to hand him a tool. We hid in the shade of the truck. Thankfully it was mid-October and the temperature would not reach fifty degrees. I would not shrivel and perish, but I decided I must sit still, concentrate on moisture retention and try to distract myself in some way.

October 27, 1993

From the fevered to-and-fro of England and Japan, every cubic centimetre built on or ploughed or tarmacked or grazed, defined by walls and windows, fences and hedgerows, signposts and streetlights, by movement, colour, noise . . . bars and cafés to drop into when you want a . . . no, erase that!

. . . to a vast void. There must be birds and plants and animals and men of a kind unknown to me here, but all I see is sand. Sand and meringues of rock. This is Algeria but there are no marks of possession. Just the litter of vehicles: hubcaps, shreds of tire, shell of an automobile — evidence of human passage. Every journey a risk in a world devoid of life . . .

. . . especially when there isn’t a bloody drip in your jerry can . . .

After working for an hour, the driver yelled out something unintelligible that everyone understood. We heaved ourselves into the back.

The truck managed a slow but consistent speed for twenty minutes. The passengers willed it on, but a postless stretch introduced it to softer sand that gripped the wheels and refused to release them. Moaning direfully, the beast buried itself. The truck-lads jumped down, set to lifting three-metre lengths of metal track off the side of the truck and shoving them under the wheels. Funny, I hadn’t noticed them hanging there or else just assumed they were part of the vehicle’s clattering dilapidation. It was a slow, methodical business, scooping sand from around the wheels and getting them onto the mats, only to see the truck trundle just a few metres, then having to pick up the mats and repeat the process. With the other passengers, I got down, walked alongside. Another hour passed. Walking, clambering up, riding, jumping off, pushing, walking, clambering up, riding, jumping off, pushing, walking. If I had had any, I would have been drenched in sweat. I was worried, discouraged and at sea. Albeit a very dry sea. Was this all par for the course? Or were we just paying for our slapdash preparation and poor selection of truck? What was normal here? I had no yardstick.

I didn’t know about the likes of Owen Tweedy and Dick Crofton, two plucky Irishmen, who, in 1929, drove and pushed a grocer’s van with tires little wider than a mountain bike’s up the Route du Tanezrouft, five hundred kilometres west of us. Bogged in sand drifts day in, day out, repeatedly unloading, digging out and reloading, using sacks, then the ripped-out wooden floor of the van for traction, “toiling and moiling in the pitiless sun, which made our mouths like leathern cavities,” they survived, finally, by jettisoning their kit and all supplies except food, water, gasoline and essential spare parts. Their water supply was tainted with gas: “700-odd miles, on a petroliferous liquid which had a taste like nothing on earth.” They averaged 15.2 miles an hour.

“We are sooferin’,” Bright observed hoarsely. At least I wasn’t the only one. How critical was my growing thirst? I hadn’t been sore-throat thirsty ever before. Was it just the dry air, the sand and dust being flung up from the wheels? Guiltily, I begged a swig of water off Victor. The girl sitting beside him also had a jerry can. I had not exchanged a word with her, had only really noticed her now that I saw she had water. After more walking, pushing and panting, I got a slug from her can. But such scrounging really would not do. There was only one thing in my bag that I thought could help: a jar of French pear jam. I began spooning it down (clandestinely) when the vehicle deigned to have us on board. The soft section ended, the marker posts reappeared. Then an ear-splitting bang made me drop my jam jar. The truck sank on one corner. Everyone got off to inspect the damage. The tire looked as though it had been hit by an Exocet. There was no way the remains could be rallied to trap air ever again. Now what?

I stuck my fingers into the jam jar to rake up the last of the gunge, then hid in the shadow of the wreck. I waited. Fifteen minutes, half an hour, three-quarters. I tried to roll my tongue round the inside of my mouth. It refused. It was made of leather. I felt dizzy. I blinked rapidly. I thought of the leather tongue in a shoe, then of sticking my tongue out and cool English rain spattering it. I thought of Sapcote, my mother’s flower garden, our humming fridge. The little wooden gate, closing it, latching it carefully behind me, leaving. I needed water. Now. I made a decision. One I knew I would regret. The driver was in the cab searching through his bag of tools.

“Musshur, excusez-moi . . . Est-ce que vous avez un peu de l’eau, s’il vous plaît?”

It arrived in a tin mug handed to me by one of the lads; it looked as if it doubled as a football in its spare time. I peered at the contents. And where had this murky brown lubricant been drawn from? The radiator perhaps? I thought I had asked for water. The bottom of the mug was clouded from sight. Now, the moment of truth. Whether or not to let this . . . this refreshment pass my lips. I balked. I might, of course, purify it with the tablets I carried, but they took an hour to take effect. We might — probably would — be here, lame and frying in the noon heat, for an hour or more, but . . .

Humble thyself, submit, learn, bow to Africa. Pretending it was hrira, minus bread and lemon, I quaffed. The crew worked on repatching the tire from the first blow-out.

“In Guezzam haf everytin’.” It was early evening when In Guezzam suddenly appeared unannounced out of a dip in the sand. It consisted of a truck-wheel-rutted sand road with collapsing, sandblasted hovels lining it. Some had daubs of pink or white paint flaking off them. Some had roofs. One or two had rickety benches beneath threadbare stick awnings. There were overturned oil drums, cracked plastic buckets with string handles, and half-buried truck tires scattered about haphazardly. Some mangy goats with beards. I scanned the scene for anything resembling a restaurant or shop, but I had little time to do so because our driver was hurriedly steering his rig inside four roofless walls. Double doors slammed shut behind us, a wooden plank slid through iron brackets to secure them. We were ignored. Our cargo, however, the few sacks of unidentified white stuff, was briskly shouldered away through a doorless doorway leading into the least bombed-out of the buildings. We were left sitting in an empty yard roomy enough for four prostrate camels or one battered six-wheel truck.

My dreams had been fixed on chain-drinking chilled sodas in a street café. The sudden incarceration made me testy.

“On a besoin trouver quelque chose à BOIRE!” I yelled at the driver when he returned. He was speaking rapid Arabic to an In Guezzamer. Only “boire” achieved the volume desired. The rest was a strangled croak.

“ATTEND!” he barked back. Wait. For what? For how long? It would take me time to learn this lesson. In Africa, things happen when they happen. And no amount of pushing will make them happen sooner.
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