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LAVA FARE
“The islanders thank the beautiful
Pele, the Hawaiian goddess of the
volcano and the inspiration of the
hula dance.” ROBERT DEBELLE PAGE 6

Secrets
of the
sandmen

Tuareg man praying, sand dunes of Idehan Murzuq Murzuq Sand Sea, Sahara Desert Southern Libya; right, Sheikh, Tuareg guide in Jebel Acacus near Wadi Tashwinat.

Its grave emptiness and
incomparable vastness makes
the Sahara at once beautiful
and frightening, writes
Anthony Ham.

T

HE Sahara Desert has
driven many men to
tears. I did not expect
Sallah, my indefatigable
Tuareg driver, to be one
of them.
“In the south of Libya,
near Al-Kufra oasis, the sand
dunes are so big that it once took
me two days to cross one of
them. I gave up and cried.” Sallah
thinks for a moment and then
continues: “In the desert, I
sometimes don’t even know what
day it is or my name.”
Sallah, who seems always on
the verge of movement, who
drives his four-wheel-drive with
shouts of encouragement as if he
were driving a camel, and who
exudes anything but a desert
stillness, is a man upon whom
my life depends.
We are deep in the Jebel
Acacus of south-western Libya,
one of the great mountain
massifs that offer sanctuary from
the endless, empty wastes of the
Sahara’s 9 million square
kilometres of sand, rock and
unrelenting immensity.
And we are stuck in the sand.
Before us — and behind us —
lie sand dunes, beyond which the
nearest town is two days’ travel
away, across yet more dunes.
“Fish-fash,” (the fine sand that
is desert-driving’s curse) is
Sallah’s final contribution to the
conversation before he
disappears over a low dune,
perhaps to weep in private.
It is at that moment that I
wonder what it was that had
drawn me here to a land as
starkly beautiful as it is
forbidding in its reputation for
defeating those who would
master it.
In colonial times the French
tried to build a railway across the
desert, believing that to conquer
the Sahara was to open up to
enlightened commerce the
African continent and the
mythical riches at its heart.
Today, those who would cross
the desert are more often lovers
of the mechanical, racing from
European capitals to Dakar in the
attempt to prove that they and
their vehicles can defeat the most
inhospitable terrain on earth.
Or they are the somewhat
more courageous journeymen
and women of sub-Saharan
Africa who, without support
teams, risk death in their
ceaseless journey to an equally
mythical European El Dorado.
For those of us not driven by
the need to conquer or survive,
the desert is something
altogether different.
The desert, especially the
Sahara Desert, stirs something in

the soul, its grave emptiness
calling us with its promise of
solitude, evoking childhood
imaginings of sculpted sand
dunes of the purest lines, of
veiled nomads, of the palmfringed lakes of desert oases.
In the gravitas of its haunting
terrain, we seek distance from
discontented lives, pursuing a
yearning beautifully captured by
the Cote d’Ivoirean novelist,
Ahmadou Kourouma, who wrote:
“The desert is the only cure for
despair. Because the desert is an
infinite space, the silence of the
dunes, a night sky enamelled
with a thousand stars. In the
desert, one can weep without
worrying about flooding a
riverbed. No landscape is more
propitious to meditation.”
The desert is an opportunity,
according to Manu Dayak, the
late philosopher-figurehead of
the nomadic Tuareg people, to
commune with “the mysteries of
infinity”. The desert, he assures
us, “seems eternal to those who
live in it, and it offers that eternity
to those who love it”.
Whether or not it is eternity,
there is something timeless about
the Jebel Acacus, conjuring up
the sense of existing outside time.
Its black, basalt monoliths rise up
from the sand and seem to lean
as if the wind has always come
from the east. Amid myriad
valleys lie palm trees, wells and
occasional Tuareg encampments,
perhaps even secret kingdoms
known only to themselves.
Sallah returns from his
temporary exile, bringing no news
of how we shall cross the dunes,
but bearing as compensation
news of yet more secrets.
With all the gleeful
exuberance of a child, he takes
me by the hand and leads me
into a nearby canyon.
As my eyes adjust to the light,
the ancient rock drawings of the
Sahara emerge slowly from the
shadows, at once child-like and
sophisticated in their simplicity.
In shades of deep ochre of
astonishing clarity are elephant
and giraffe, buffalo and lion. On
an adjacent wall is depicted an
ancient wedding where the
celebrants dance and eat, little
knowing that their land is
doomed to desolation.
Forever immortalised in The
English Patient and its Cave of
Swimmers, paintings such as
these are the Sahara’s history
books. They tell the story of a
Sahara that was once the earth’s
idyll, home to abundant wildlife
amid vast lakes and forests while
Europe shivered under a blanket
of Ice Age snow.
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