Niger

A Leap into the Aïr
Although sights of the Sahara’s shifting sands in northern Niger may temporarily take your breath away,
venturing into the mountains that pierce the desert’s surface and rise high into the blue Nigerien skies will stick
with you forever. Follow Anthony Ham as he wades into the world of the Tuareg.
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rom the air, the brooding basalt peaks of
the Aïr Mountains of northern Niger loom
from the emptiness like the dark heart of the
Sahara. Barren wadis disappear into the range’s
hidden clefts. Great peaks of forbidding black stand
as monuments to an altogether more epic time
of geological upheaval. Although the mountains
are inhabited by the semi-nomadic Tuareg of
the central Sahara, there are no signs of life.
However, on this my third journey to the Aïr
Mountains, I’m intimately aware that the interior
world of the Aïr bears little resemblance to the view
from afar. This desert massif of rare beauty is not
only home to some of the finest millennia-old rock
art in the world, it is also the land of the Tuareg.
As the plane descends beyond the southern
foothills of the Aïr, Agadez, the gateway to the
mountains, comes into view. Down through the
centuries, travellers who have journeyed for weeks
by camel across the desert have longed for Agadez
and its promise of relief from the waterless tracts
of the Sahara. So too from the air, for Agadez
appears like a miracle in a land devoid of life.
Agadez could have been Timbuktu. Both were
great historic towns whose names resonate with the
epics of trans-Saharan camel caravans, both were
capitals of disparate but powerful Tuareg tribes and
both were once famed as seats of learning, which drew
scholars from across the sands. Agadez and Timbuktu
also share names that roll around in the mouth,
rhythmical and child-like, in a very African way.
Even into the 1850s, the German explorer
Heinrich Barth thought the parallel was apt,
claiming of Agadez that “it is by mere accident
that this town has not attracted as much interest
in Europe as her sister town Timbuktu”.
At first glance upon arriving in Agadez, the
town is far from the palm-fringed Saharan oasis
of our childhood imaginings. A muddy scar on
the horizon of the southern Sahara, it sprawls
in a near-uniform expanse of adobe houses
the colour of hard-baked earth. Were Agadez a
mirage it would be singularly unimpressive.
The first sign that all is not as it seems is the
Great Mosque. Its 27m-high minaret of mud and
protruding wooden struts rises from the centre
of town, as startling as it is compelling. Bruce
Chatwin likened it to “the vertebra of some defunct
fauna”. To Francis Rennell Rodd, who visited in the
1920s, it was “a lonely monument of a decaying
civilisation”. To me, it has always been a signifier
that Agadez remains one of the great desert cities.
To be here for Friday prayers, when the
surrounding square is overwhelmed with the unison
praying of worshippers representing all the diversity
of desert peoples, is to begin to understand the lure
of Agadez.
The moment I fell in love with Agadez, however,
was the first time I climbed the minaret. To the north,
beyond the mud-red turrets of the Palais du Sultan
(the palace of the sultan of the Aïr’s Tuareg), the
distant peaks of the Aïr Mountains turned blue with
the setting sun. To the east, the tangle of lanes that
make up the Vieux Quartier, the city’s old quarter,
were transformed into the colour of gold. Away to the
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west, the stirred-up dust of the Tuareg camel market
began to take shape. Beyond the city’s perimeter,
the Sahara stretched out in all its immensity.
At ground level, it’s in the Vieux Quartier where
I now spend most of my time, losing myself in the
labyrinth, following the sound of hammer-on-anvil
to the silver workshops of the Tuareg blacksmiths,
stumbling upon the 1850s-era House of Heinrich
Barth and marvelling at the beautiful facades carved
in mud. I never stop until I find the astonishing
interior of the House of Sidi Ka, the building Bernardo
Bertolucci found a ready-made set for The Sheltering Sky.
Agadez is indeed beautiful. It is a city of
intimate secrets in a vast land. But it remains
merely a precursor to an exploration through
some of the Sahara’s most stunning scenery, in
the Aïr Mountains and the Ténéré Desert, which
the Tuareg call the ‘Desert Beyond the Desert’.
On my first foray beyond town, I rode by camel
to the small hamlets in the shadow of the Massif de
Taghouaji, to places with names like Teghazer and
Tchin-Taborak. At the latter, my camel carried me
into a natural crater at sunset and I found myself
spellbound by the bottle-green gardens and flaxencoloured straw huts of the Tuareg. It was a small
adventure, a three-day sojourn that would begin an
enduring love affair with the Aïr and its people.
There is no finer way to explore the Aïr than
astride a camel, for I find that it slows me to a
loping desert rhythm, one that enables me to fully
appreciate the shifting light and dramatic changes
in landscape. But I quickly discovered that to see
something approaching the full extent of this

extensive desert massif’s charms, travelling by
4WD is something of a necessary evil, if only to
help me reach the starting point of my camel trek.
Whatever my mode of transport, I always
travel with my guide from my first visit, Moussa,
a Tuareg blacksmith-turned-guide whom I first
met in the camel market. Slowly and with infinite
desert patience, Moussa has introduced to me his
compatriots, who hold fast to their semi-nomadic
traditions, and initiated me into the rhythms and
routines of desert life. Around many a campfire, while

It’s at moments like these that I
remember another of Moussa’s lessons:
that in the midst of wonder, silence is the
only appropriate response
shooting stars streaked across the sky and villagers
sung into the night beyond the palm trees, he told me
the story of his people.
Close to the hot springs of Tafadek, around 60km
north of Agadez, he taught me the elaborate Tuareg
ritual of brewing tea, ripening it slowly over the coals,
pouring and repouring it from a great height. He also
taught me to appreciate its significance as the longed
for respite after a lengthy day of arduous desert travel.
As our route snaked north through the sandy
wadis that once drained water from the heart of the
Aïr in more fertile times, Moussa instructed me in
the intricacies of Tuareg social codes – of nobles and ll

Opposite: The sinking sun
casts an enchanting shadow
of a Tuareg man and his camel
across the Great Mosque
of Agadez
Below: A Tuareg woman winding
her way through the adobe
houses of the Vieux Quartier
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that was founded in AD 1000 north of Timia, to pay
homage to the perennial fragility of their existence.
But landmarks recounting the ebbs and flows of the
Aïr’s history are not the sole preserve of ruined villages.
The story of the Aïr Mountains is told by the
paintings and carvings that adorn canyon walls.
Some of these ancient works of art date back 12,000
years to the time when the Sahara was a land of
plenty, of lakes and rivers, of forests and savannah
grasslands teeming with wildlife. Exquisite
engravings of giraffe, elephant and hippopotamus
are among the tens of thousands of masterpieces
that now serve as the history books of the Sahara.
Given that the Aïr covers 8000 square kilometres,
it is impossible to see even a small fraction of the
total, but I have always found that a small sampling
is enough to get the imagination working overtime.

The story of the Air
Mountains is told by the
paintings and carvings that
adorn canyon walls
AGADEZ EXPÉDITIONS

Above: With sand underfoot,
a camel caravan enters
the rocky fringes of the Aïr
Mountains.
Below right: The brewing of
tea is just one of the many
Tuareg rituals
Opposite page below: Ancient
rock art adorning the canyon
walls, deep within the
confines of the astounding
Aïr Mountains
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vassals, and of the taguelmoust (veil) worn by men
to protect them from the harsh desert elements
and to signify the characteristics of reserve and
dignity that are so important to the nomads.
As we approached Timia, one of the Aïr’s most
beautiful oasis towns, Moussa told picaresque
tales of camel raids between the plateau villages
atop Mont Bagzane (2022m) and stories of great
battles between rival tribes from the past.
By leading me into villages inhabited only by
women, children and old men, he let me know the
painful truth without having to say a word; the Tuareg
way of life is under threat as never before. Devastating
droughts in the 1970s and 1980s, fruitless rebellions
in the 1990s and government pressure from colonial
times until the present, have all taken their toll. Too
many Tuareg have been forced to leave their spiritual
home in the Aïr. Those that remain depend upon
uncertain rains and the income from tourists to
maintain a way of life that has survived since the 7th
century, the time when their migrating ancestors first
found this remarkable refuge from the outside world.
Moussa is very much a man of his people and
a man of meagre means who depends upon the
flickering tourist trade for his livelihood. On one
occasion I tried to draw him into an admission
that our journeys together are as special for him
as they are for me. I even suggested clumsily that
I was good for his business. With a twinkle in his
eye, his only reply was: “Not good for business.
Not good for Moussa. Good for Tuareg.”
En route north, I always pause with Moussa
at the ruins of Assode, the former Tuareg capital

Although the rains ceased 4000 years ago, when
the Sahara became an ever-expanding desert, there
is a sense in which the Aïr remains an unlikely
refuge from the harsh demands of the Sahara.
In 1851, Heinrich Barth described the Aïr as “the
Switzerland of the Sahara”. The Aïr is most definitely
not Switzerland, but it is what the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) recently
described as “biological islands in a sea of sand”.
Atop Mont Tamgak (1988m), overlooking the
idyllic oasis of Iferouane in the heart of the northern
Aïr, live a stranded and highly inbred population of
about 70 olive baboons. With their dog-like faces, they
are strangely disturbing remnants of the once-vast
animal populations here. Due north, on the summit of
Mont Greboun (1944m), small clusters of thousandyear-old Mediterranean wild olive trees somehow
survived the Sahara’s descent into aridity. Other
relics – the African spurred tortoise, the Sahara’s only
amphibian and the world’s third-largest tortoise; the
Saharan cheetah, the fastest land animal on earth; and
the addax, a large antelope that never drinks water
– are highly endangered but somehow cling to life.
More likely visitors to your desert campsite
are fennec foxes with their outsized ears, while
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gazelle (the world’s second-fastest land animal) are
known to frequent the Aïr’s eastern perimeter.
It is along this ﬁnal frontier of the Aïr, where the
Ténéré begins, that most desolate and most beautiful
of all Saharan territories, where you ﬁnd some of
the Aïr’s most spectacular views. From Temet in the
north, past Adrar Chiriet, to the ‘Blue Mountains’ at
the base of the Massif du Taghmert, pristine sand
dunes with the sharpest ridgelines inch inexorably
towards rock formations of the most improbable
forms, a world in motion driven by the prevailing
winds that have always come from the east. Rock art
looks out from the last walls of the Aïr and across
the sea of sand. Beyond the ﬁrst wave of dunes, the
Ténéré disappears as if into eternity. Far away to the
east lies Bilma, the destination for camel caravans
that still cross the Ténéré, and the Djado Plateau,
one of the most remote places in all the world.
It’s at moments like these that I remember
another of Moussa’s lessons: that in the midst of
wonder, silence is the only appropriate response.
There comes a time in any Saharan expedition,
however, when the unending horizons and practical
matters such as the number of days you’ve travelled
without a shower begin to weight heavily upon you,
even for those of us who travel often to the Sahara.
That’s when I begin to dream again of Agadez,
to imagine its Great Mosque calling me back.
As we journey south, I invariably ﬁre questions
at Moussa as I suddenly realise how little I
have learned and how quickly time has passed.
When I ﬁrst catch sight of the minaret above
Agadez, my heart always races. Whether it does
so with sadness or exhilaration I cannot tell.

Stretching shadows conspire
with the Ténéré Desert to paint a
vivid image of the Aïr Mountains
rising from the desert sea
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Point-Afrique (www.point-afrique.com) and Go-Voyages
(www.govoyages.com) offer direct flights to Agadez from
Paris or Marseilles from October to April. Expect to pay
around £475 return.
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With bearable warm daytime temperatures and cool nights,
October to April is the best time to visit the Aïr Mountains.
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Cash is king in Niger, with euros the most readily
exchangeable currency, followed by US dollars. Travellers
cheques are also OK, though they attract a 1.6%
commission. There are no ATMs in Niger and cash advances
are rarely available.
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Apart from Point-Afrique and Go Voyages, Tim Best Travel
(www.timbesttravel.com) and Kel 12 (www.kel12.com)
also offer tours to Niger. Recommended operators based in
Agadez include Agadez Expéditions (www.agadez-tourisme)
and Best Sahara Tours (www.best-sahara-tours.com).
Moussa Touboulou can be contacted on moussa_1922@
yahoo.fr although his English is limited.
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One-month tourist visas are available from the Niger
Embassy in Paris (application forms can be downloaded
from www.ambassadeniger.org), cost €50 and are usually
issued in 24 hours. DHL can be used to courier application
to/from Paris.
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