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Introduction

“Desert Encounter,” is not just an adventure book that I read, but rather it is a spirit that flowed in my
heart and mind, the spirit of truth, courage and manhood.

Several people, whom I know, and who have read this book, felt the same queer feeling that I felt: the
more you read the more you love him and the reader senses this feeling increasing just before turning
each page to start reading the new one.

KNUD HOLMBOE was born on 22 April 1902, a Danish journalist who reverted to Islam in his
twenties: he died as a martyr of freedom of expression, he died because he was never afraid of doing
what he thought was necessary and right even at the risk of social censure and he died because he had a
very pronounced sense of justice, which always led him to take sides with the weak and the oppressed.
He welcomed any enterprise that offered adventure, however hazardous, or that gave him an
opportunity to escape from the monotony of urban civilization. The son of a Danish manufacturer in
Horsens, he deliberately rejected the somber security of an established business, instead journalism
offered a way of escape, and as he had a natural aptitude for writing - at the age of nineteen he wrote a
collection of poems, but with more discretion than is usual at that age refrained from publishing them —
it was as a journalist of travel that he made his first essay in exploration.

The Dagens Nyheder of Copenhagen gave him his first commission and published his descriptions of a
journey migrating across Kolen into the most remote extremity of Norway. Four years later, in 1924,
he traveled to Morocco for the first time, where he wrote his little book Between the Devil and the
Deep Sea.

Holmboe meditated in a French monastery, seeking peace and harmony with this world. But, the sense
that Christianity had failed to bring him what he was looking for, drove him to Islam, the only faith in
which he could find contentment and peace. This attitude is reflected in the way he writes about his
religion in this book, and some of the most valuable parts of his book are his excursions into Islamic
philosophy. I can comfortably say that he found that Islam is everything he wanted Christianity to be,
which was made clear by his very words in the seventh chapter of this book when he said: “I believe
Islam is true Christianity”

Knud recorded with his pen and his small camera the brutality and oppression of the fascist occupying
forces of the Italian dictator Mussolini, he interacted with sides, the Italian forces and the Muslim
revolutionists under the command of Omar al-Mukhtar. Knud sympathized with the oppressed and the
ill-treated, he corrected the Italian officer who called the Muslims Rebels saying, “But these people
aren’t really rebels. They are only defending their own country!” He even cooperated with the
revolutionists and carried messages from them to their leader Idriss Senousi.

Desert encounter is a unique adventure book, the level of drama in this book really touches the heart of
the reader. Tears came to my eyes several times while reading this book, you can easily sense the pure
innate nature of this Danish journalist when you read his words about the Arab revolutionists: “They
looked ragged, but even now, while sleeping, there was a strangely peaceful and decisive look on all
their faces. I began to understand why these men were able to die without a quiver of the eyelids. As
far as I had observed during the one day I had spent with them, they followed their religion
scrupulously. Whatever fate might befall them, it would never occur to them to blame God for what
happened. While they were standing at the gallows they would thank God for the life they had lived,
and they would calmly endure any sufferings. The men who slept before me were probably poor and
ignorant, they could not read, and could hardly spell their own names, but they were the truest
noblemen I have ever met.”

Knud is one of the few authors I have read for, and regretted that I never had the opportunity to meet
them, he embodied the hope that is much needed in this world: “The boat headed north; towards the
luxury and comfort which civilization has created. But as I gazed at the African coast receding slowly
from sight my heart ached for the poor, hardy people whom I had learned to know, and for their



hopeless struggle. Perhaps justice will be victorious some day...a justice which is not a rapacious just
for power but one that radiates the urge to comprehend all that is beautiful on the whole earth.”
Inspired by the saying (hadith) of Prophet Muhammad peace be upon him: “O people, your Lord is one
and your father (Adam) is one ....” Knud closed his book with these words: “Deep down within
themselves the peoples of the East and the West are alike. They are two branches of the same tree. And
when man, regardless of whence he comes, seeks deep in his heart, he will feel the longing for the root
of the tree.”
Knud was also inspired with the hadith of Prophet Muhammad: “The best of martyrs, is the one who
was killed by a tyrant for saying the truth and criticizing him in his presence (indeed for practicing
freedom of speech!” Knud understood that the Prophet means that freedom of speech has no limits but
it rather has a direction, it is used by journalists and writers as a weapon to defend the people against
the tyrants, but not in the opposite direction, and as long as it is in the right direction, then it is
limitless. A journalist such as Knud must not surrender to a tyrant by apologizing or retracting what he
has published, no matter was the pressure on him or even life threats, since death is once and certain,
then dying with dignity is better than dying like a slave. Read what he said about six of his fellow
prisoners in Cyrenaica who were condemned to death: “Not a flicker on their faces revealed that they
were prisoners on the brink of death. I felt a deep admiration for these men from the mountains who
wouldn’t give in, who would not submit, but who preferred death to slavery”.
He realized that his mission as a journalist was to inform the deceived Europeans of the truth: “In
Europe one is only told that the peaceful Italians in Cyrenaica have been attacked by the blood-thirsty
Arabs. Only I, who have seen it, know who the barbarians are.”
This then was Knud Holmboe, a martyr of freedom of speech...may his soul rest in peace.
Fadel F. Soliman
Planet earth, 2006
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CHAPTER I
THE START FROM MOROCCO

It was in the hall of the Hotel Continental in Ceuta in 1930. He was sitting practically opposite me, in a
wicker chair, reading the Times. His temples were slightly grey, and while he read he swung one foot
up and down, which showed that his attention was not fixed on the paper in the way that perhaps it
ought to have been.

He yawned, and as he was evidently an Englishman abroad he could not be bothered to hide with his
hand; then he put the paper down on the table, took off his glasses, and stared out into space with red-
rimmed eyes.

Only then he caught sight of me and drawled: “It is very hot-to-day.”

Now I must add as an explanation of this psychologically most un-English trait, that I had talked to
him the day before and that we were only two guests at the Continental.

“Have you got any work done to-day?” I asked.

“Yes.” He shrugged his shoulders and irritably threw the butt of his half-smoked cigarette on the
floor. “What does it mean to get some work done here? If you mean have I seen anything, I can tell you
that I’ve been driving round with the Governor all the morning. We saw the new pier, the experimental
nurseries, the big chemical works, and the new Government building. It’s quite nice, all of it. And how
are you getting on?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I’'m no father on to-day than yesterday. All the morning I’ve run from
Herod to Pilate to obtain permission to drive through Spain to Barcelona. But it’s always the same. |
must wait.”

“Yes, 1 know.” He sighed and shook his head. “What else can I write from here than about the
marvelous Spanish colonization of Morocco. I have seen positively nothing but figures, statistics, and
buildings of concrete-everything one can see just as well in Europe. Oh, yes, I’ve seen some dirty
dressed Arabs run about the streets here in Ceuta — and I’'m to write a series of ‘Oriental Pictures’!”
Slightly irritated, he added: “But why do you insist on going by car to Barcelona?”

“That’s been my idea the whole time.” I answered. “From Barcelona I'll take a boat to Egypt or
Syria. And from there I’ll go by car into Arabia.”

For some seconds he did not answer. He took his cigarette-case out of his pocket, offered me a
cigarette, and lit one himself. Then he blew the smoke out in a big cloud.

“Look here!” He banged the table with his hand. “Why on earth don’t you drive through Africa to
Egypt?”

“That’s impossible.”

“Why impossible?”

“You can’t get through the Libyan Desert. There’s a war in Tripoli and Cyrenaica.”

“Why not try? You speak Arabic and have joined Islam. Write us a book on North Africa seen
through Arab eyes.”

I hesitated a little. “’But we discussed all that yesterday. You know that I’ve joined Islam in all
sincerity. I feel that Arabia, Mecca and Medina, should come first.”

He shook his head slowly. “No, it’s North Africa that is interesting. I don’t mean that it would be
interesting to know how civilization is progressing. And what is the civilization doing here, anyway?
Everybody sees that. But observe Islam as it is in North Africa, and write about it.”

“Here Islam is decaying.”

“Quite true. But it may take months before you get permission to drive through Spain. Primo di
Rivera expects a revolution any day. Start at once; but start in Arab clothes and avoid Europeans.”

“It will be very, very difficult,” I said. “I shall be arrested; I shall never get through.”

“But you would see Africa with the naked eye and not through glasses. Oh, if only I spoke Arabic

He stood up, carefully folded his copy of The Times, and put it in his pocket; then he went slowly up
the stairs.

“Good-bye, and think over what I have been saying.”

The porter bowed deeply as he passed.

')’



I sauntered out into the street. It was nearly two o’clock and the sun shone warmly, even now in
January. Outside the hotel door, resplendent with brass, sat four Arab show-cleaners. They were the
only Arabs in sight; otherwise the street was a sea of soft felt hats, hurried business-men of all nations
and colors, barelegged Spanish newspaper brats, shouting in their falsetto voices: “El Sol, El Sol, El Sol
de Madrid.”

I went up the street towards my garage. Outside the cafés were young Spanish officers with shining
boots and golden epaulettes. Perspiring waiters, with well-greased hair, ran to and fro serving drinks
while the money clinked. A brass band blared out Valencia.

Europe! Europe!

When I arrived at the garage I paid, got into the car and drove to the hotel. It was no use waiting any
longer. Better follow the Englishman’s advice and hope for the best, and perhaps, anyway, I was only
following the voice which for days had been whispering to me.

To Tetuan, twenty-five miles.

I woke just before sunrise. The fog which had covered Tetuan all night was lifting, and from every
square minaret sounded the cry that called to prayer.

My room was the same as in any modern hotel from South Africa to the North Cape, most elegant,
with hot and cold water, heavy curtains at the windows, and soft rugs on the floors.

When the muezzins who summoned the faithful to prayer had become silent and I could again hear
the clatter of boots and the rolling of wheels, another sound penetrated to me.

Somebody was singing in one of the Arab houses.

The song sounded sad; it started very soft and low, and then rose gradually, to sink slowly again. 1
listened. It was the death lament. Perhaps it was a father who sang over his dead child, or a young man
who sang at the bier of his father. But the singing had gone on all night, from the time the sun set
behind the black Riff Mountains till now, when it had dispersed the clammy January fog.

This was going to be my last day as a European, my last day for a long time in an elegant, civilized
hotel, and my first day with the people I so much wanted to know and whom one can only get to know
by living among them.

I put on my Moroccan burnous (the Arab cloak), and in a few moments I was unrecognizable. The
color of my skin and my blue eyes were of no import, as the people of Northern Morocco are often tall
and fair. They have avoided mixing with the Arabs who conquered the plains in the south, and are
supposed to be direct descendants of the Vandals, who overran Spain and Morocco a short time before
the Arab invasion, and who possibly were closely related to the Scandinavians.

The little porter was busy. As I wanted to leave as soon as possible, I went up to the counter and
asked for my bill. He looked at me a moment, surprised, before he recognized me.

“But, senor, why are you wearing Arab dress?”

“Because I am going to travel through the country.”

“You are sure to meet many difficulties.”

At that moment two Spanish officers arrived. I had spoken to them the day before and they had been
very pleasant. Now they did not know me. I was occupying the place at the counter which they
evidently wanted. With a movement of the hand they swept me aside. I understood that I was déclassé.
I was now un Moro and could be treated anyhow.

Well-pressed long trousers and monotonous lounge suits have in certain parts of the World become a
proof that you have the civilization which we Europeans think is culture. Suddenly I understood the
little story about Abd el Karim, the Riff leader, who once had his ears boxed by a Spanish officer. He
fled to the mountains, furious at the insult, and raised a rebellion, which almost swept the Spanish army
into the sea, until France came to the aid of Spain and sent one of her best marshals of the World War
to Morocco.

I went to the garage to fetch the car — a four cylindered 1928 Chevrolet, open, and only differing
from an ordinary car in that the petrol tank had been enlarged so that I could cover 375 miles without
refilling.



When I returned to the hotel the porter told me that an Arab had called and wanted to see me. I was
just going up to my room to pack my things when the porter stopped me: “Senor, senor, here he is.” |
turned around. A young Moroccan stood at the counter. He walked up to me.

“Ya, Sidi, are you going to drive through Algeria to Tunis?”

“Yes, but how do you know?”

“I was told in town. May I come with you?”

“In what way do you want t come?”

“I have no money, but I can help you with the car. I want to go to Tunis.”

“What is your name?”

“Abdeslam”

“How old are you?”

“Nineteen I believe, but I am not quite sure.”

“But haven’t you any relatives here?”

“No, my father was in the war with Abd el Krim — he was shot, and my mother had married
somebody else. She lives in Xauen now. ”

Abdeslam looked rather bright, so I decided to take him with me, especially as it would not be
amusing to drive alone the first part of the journey through mountains and desert to Tunis.

“Have you got a passport?” I asked him.

Abdeslam nodded and showed me his passport. It was in order and valid for the French protectorates
and colonies, so at any rate there could be no question of getting him into Tripoli when I got so far.

We started at nine o’clock. We decided to cross the frontier between the Spanish and French
protectorates at Fez and to proceed to the Algerian frontier at Ujda. The trip would really only start
from there, as it was my plan to turn south, cross the Atlas Mountains, and reach the Figig oasis in the
Northern Sahara.

Our baggage was cut down to bare necessities. We had no tent — I was going to buy one later — and
only the most essential cooking gear. For the first few days there would be no opportunity to use
camping equipment either, as the real Morocco (that is, the fertile valley lying between the Atlas
Mountain in the south and the Riff Mountain in the north) is dotted with small and large towns.

At two o’clock we passed the frontier. Here we turned east towards Fez, the capital of old Morocco.
The road passed through mountains, and for most of the time we had to drive through heavy snow or
hail.

Not until five o’clock did we reach Fez and park the car in the market square a short distance outside
the town.

I was told that the same evening a religious festival called Esaui was to be celebrated in Fez. I did
not know what Esaui meant. No European would be admitted to the house where the celebration took
place; but now I found it easy.

The house was in one of Fez’s narrow side streets, and the celebration took place in an open
courtyard. In a corner of the courtyard an open fire flamed, which made the shadows of all those
present assume fantastic shapes.

They had not yet started when I arrived. A number of men were stretching the skins of some large
tambourines by heating them over the fire. The onlookers were assembled on the outskirts of the
courtyard.

Ten to twelve men of all ages between fifteen and eighty now formed a circle. Each of them had a
tambourine in his hands. Simultaneously they all started to beat the tambourines and walked around in
a circle, singing:

Help me, O God,

To understand with my human mind
Thy Divine greatness;

Make me, O God,

A servant in Thy Divine universe.

Open my ear
To Thy voice



Through every phase of my existence.

Make me, O God,

Thy slave in adoration,

Thine own slave

With no trace of desire

To be above any of Thy creatures.

But while they sang and bear the tambourines at the end of each line, they wandered round in a queer
automatic way. It looked as if they did not grasp the words or the meaning of what they were singing —
as if they only heard the rhythm, the eternal throbbing.

When they had sung these verses several times a grey beard stepped a little in front of the others. All
now sat down, and the old man began rhythmically to cry, “La lllaha il Allah.” The gathering repeated
the same cry, first in slow rhythm, but after every hundredth time of repeating the phrase they changed
the intonation, and the rhythm was quickened. Everybody stood up. At last they shouted in mad
delight. Up and down jerked their heads at lightning speed, and their bodies moved convulsively.
Suddenly the greybeard and a small boy stood in the middle of the circle.

A thousand times “La Illaha il Allah.” Was repeated; then they started again from the beginning,
and the two dancers foamed at the mouth. At last the old man fell to the ground unconscious and had to
be carried away.

Among the onlookers was a very old man. I noticed that time after time he sadly shook his head. I
asked him the meaning of this dance.

“I don’t understand these people at all,” he said. “None of them keep Islam’s commandments, and
what has the dance here to do with Islam, anyway?”

“But why have they got to repeat ‘La illaha il Allah’ a thousand times?” I asked.

“They entirely misunderstand one of the great teachers, Ben Esau from Meknes. He taught that by
continually repeating God’s name you would imprint God’s image on your heart. Now they imagine
that they only have to cry ‘There is only one God’ a thousand times and they will have achieved
Paradise. It is madness! Allah knows what will become of North Africa. The pure teaching of Islam has
become a savage incantation.”

He sighed.

“I believe it is better to say Allah’s name once in your heart.”

Before we started the next morning we went to the mosque. The great mosque in Fez has a small,
unobtrusive entrance, but all who could were streaming in by this entrance before the sun rose. No
Europeans are admitted to any of the mosques in Fez; the natives do not wish to have tourists there
watching them at prayer. Nobody however tried to stop me from entering the great mosque. Just inside
the entrance there was a small court with bowls and running water. Anyone wishing to say his prayers
inside had to wash here before he entered the mosque proper.

The cleansing had to be thorough. Arms, neck, and feet had to be washed carefully. Only those who
were bodily clean were allowed to say prayers.

Then the cry sounded from the minaret, and its last refrain, “there is only one God,” was repeated by
the whole gathering. Then an /mam was chosen from among those present who could recite the Koran,
and he read a passage from the holy book. No sermon followed, for just as all men are different so is
the degree of their religious development, and everybody understand the Koran according to the degree
of his development. There was no music either, for although music as all art is considered one of the
means by which you may reach God, on the other hand it may lead you astray by blurring the clear
conception of God which the Islamic prayer tries to give.

When the recital from the Koran had ended the Imam stepped forward and exclaimed simultaneously
with the worshippers, lifting his hands to his ears, “Allahu’l akbar” (“God is the Greatest”), and from
this moment all attention had to be concentrated inwards, if the prayer was to have any value. Then e/
Fathah, the first sura of the Koran, was recited, which in translation runs as follows:

Praise be to God, Lord of the Worlds!
The compassionate, the merciful!



King on the day of reckoning!

Thee only do we worship, and to Thee cry
For help.

Guide Thou us on the straight path.

The path of those to whom Thou hast been
Gracious;

With whom Thou art not wroth,

And who go not astray.

There followed another passage from the Koran, and then came the solemn moment when the
foreheads touch the ground as a sign of the ephemeral nature of wisdom, and God is praised as the only
One of all creatures who may be adored. When the prayer was over each of the worshippers shook
hands with his neighbor and invoked peace for him and for the whole world.

An hour later we were on our way from Fez to Ujda. The road was straight, and so good that we
arrived in Ujda by two o’clock. We turned south immediately and that evening reached the starting
point for our trip through the desert, a small oasis close to the northern slopes of the Atlas Mountains.

Here we could get petrol, and the next morning before sunrise we started for Figig, the oasis in the
Sahara 125 miles away. When we started the moon was still in the sky; but after a few minutes one
caught a glimpse of the first pink tint of dawn behind the mountain-tops. It was icy cold and there was
hoar-frost on the sand.

The solitude was absolute, and was only emphasized by the shepherd who, just as the sun rose, said
his prayers with his face turned towards Mecca. He did not even turn his head as the car went past.

It was biting cold, and only when the sun was fairly high in the sky did the hoar-frost which covered
the grey-green, stiff desert sand disappear. But the sky was clear; even in winter there is seldom any
rain.

Mile after mile we traveled without sighting a human being, in a silence unbroken save for the
humming of the engine. The road became a mere rut, and in the mountains it was very bad. We had to
cruise between deep holes and large stones. The wadis or river-beds were filled with water from the
melting snow, and several times I thought it would be impossible to get the car through a roaring
torrent. But all the river-beds turned out to be rather shallow. We took our shoes and stockings off and
waded through before we drove the car across. Getting up full speed, we managed to cross, even
though the motor was submerged and spluttered badly for some minutes afterwards.

A few miles farther on the real snow began, but under the sun’s rays it became simply slush. We had
brought no snow-chains, and several times we slid backward. Luckily all went well, and four hours
after we left Kibili we were on the uplands which branch from the Atlas Mountains.

The rough track now led down a steep slope to the limitless sea of sand. We started driving by
compass. The track had stopped, but, as we could see on the map, the Figig oasis was so many miles
due south, and we were not likely to lose our way.

There came a stretch covered with sharp flints. We had five punctures and had to stop for a couple of
hours for repairs.

The landscape constantly changed. Now came a stretch dotted with large boulders, and we had to
drive in a zigzag course, advancing very slowly.

As the sun was setting we met a caravan. The camels appeared, walking with slow and majestic
steps. We stopped and chatted with the Bedouins, who came from Figig and were going to the market
to Kibili.

The leader was a tall, sun burnt man, strong and sinewy, and had the calm, clear eyes which the life
in the desert gives. His two wives had been put in a tent on a camel’s back, and four or five barefooted
children ran among the camels, which were loaded with all the goods he was taking to the market.

I invited the children to come for a ride and after much persuasion I succeeded in getting them up
into the back of the car. The eldest, a boy, kept his hand on the lock and refused to allow me to shut the
door. I drop in a small circle, but when I had driven fifty yards I found I had no passengers. They were
all mortally scared at the speed and had jumped off.

10



The head man mounted his leader camel, and with his little rod hit it lightly on one side of the head.
The caravan started. The children ran alongside shouting and babbling. Soon they had all disappeared.

The sun set. We began to fear that we had lost our bearing. Soon it was quite dark. We turned the
head-lights on, and they threw their rays far out across the yellow sands. Sometimes we saw a hyena
crouching in the glare, but when we got nearer he jumped aside and only a pair of phosphorescent eyes
stared at us as we rushed by.

Then we caught sight of a row of lights far out on the left. They could not be those of Figig, for
according to the speedometer we still had about 60 miles to cover. We turned towards them and soon
saw four huge fires blazing. As we got nearer we heard a deafening noise, and a pack of large yellow
dogs rushed towards the car and tried to jump into it, but we beat them off with a stick. Our head-lights
showed behind the fires a row of tent — large black shadows which flickered in the flames.

Some men came towards us, carrying rifles, and their fingers on the triggers. We stopped, and were
immediately involved in hand-to-hand fights with the dogs, who after a few rounds stood back in a
circle, snarling and growling at our slightest movement. The sheik of the camp and two other men
approached the car, and when he saw that we wore Arab dress he stretched out his hands and greeted us
with “Salaam aleikum!” We answered “Wa aleikum salaam!” When the others, who had stood silent
and threatening in the background, heard this they chased the dogs away. We had been accepted as
guests, and nobody dared hurt us now that we were inside the camp.

The sheik asked us where we came from and where we were going. We explained that we came from
Fez and were going to Figig; but that we were not sure that this was the right way.

“Yes,” he said, “by Allah, I believe that you are on the right way. But where do you come from since
you do not speak the language as we do?” I explained that I came from a country called Danimarca,
and that I was on my way to Arabia, to Hejaz.

He smiled.

“Praised be God, you are going to the sacred Mecca. Oh, you are lucky, stranger, who are going to
see the sacred city and the place where the Prophet wandered. But I did not quite get the name of your
country. Where is it? And are the people there good Moslems?”’

I told him that the country was in the far North where the day in winter time only lasts a few hours.
He shook his head incredulously.

“Perhaps,” 1 said, “I am the only Moslem in the whole country.”

“Have you come here then because you were persecuted?”’

“No, in my country you may have any religion you like. You are not persecuted because you choose
to change your religion.”

“But why then have you joined Islam?”

“Because I believe that you can be happy if you live according to the teaching of the prophet
Muhammad and the prophet Isa (Jesus).”

“Praised be Allah,” he answered, “who also spread the light of Truth in the far North. But you must
not drive on, stranger. Descend from your car and be my guest.”

I allowed myself to be persuaded and went into the largest tent in the camp. There was a large carpet
in the middle and a number of sheepskins, on which we sat. The whole camp was wildly excited. At
first all the children had gathered in wonder round the car, but were then found was their respect for the
head of the camp that not even the strong curiosity they must have been feeling could make them
disobey. Now they were all peering at us through the openings in the tent.

As we came in we were asked to sit down next to the sheik. We were introduced to his son, a young
man of seventeen with a clever face, and we sat quietly down in a circle on the floor, with our legs
drawn in under us tailor-wise. Nobody spoke. Everybody waited for somebody else to start.

As the silence became slightly embarrassing, I produced my cigarette-case and offered it round.
They all shook their heads. Not one of them smoked. I looked a little scared at the sheik and said, “But
is it prohibited, then?”

“No,” he said, “but we think it is better not to smoke. Why should we ruin the health Allah has given
us?”

“But,” I objected, “One should not do away with all pleasures in life.”
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“I do not regard it as a pleasure,” he said, “and I feel sure that if I smoked much I should get less
enjoyment out of life as a whole. But what were you saying about the sun only shining two hours a day
in your country at this time of the year?”

He evidently could not forget that.

One of the Bedouins smiled. “It must be very easy to keep Ramadan in the country you come from.
It is written in the Koran that you should fast from sunrise till sunset.”

“There is a country to the north of mine where the sun does not set at all for a whole moth of the
year, and farther north still, the night lasts six months and the day another six months,” I told them.

My audience began to get restless. It was evident that only the politeness and the consideration due
to guests kept them from calling me a liar.

“And how would you keep Ramadan in such a country where there is winter and darkness and the
sun never rises?” | ventured to ask.

A lively discussion ensued. Most of them held that you should not keep Ramadan at all when the sun
did not rise. Besides, it would be so cold that it would be ad for you to fast.

I went further with my criticism.

“As you know, the sun year and the moon year do not coincide. It might happen that the month of
Ramadan fell during the six months when the sun was always in the sky? What then?”

One of the young Bedouins remarked that then, of course, you would starve to death.

The sheik broke into the conversation.

“I can quite well believe that the stranger is telling the truth. Don’t we ourselves notice that the day
is longer in the summer than in the winter? But don’t you see how that shows the wisdom of the
Koran? It is prohibited by the Koran to fast if it causes you bodily harm. This wise prescription about
Ramadan has been given simply in order to create healthy people. If we go towards the north where the
days get shorter and shorter, of course, you must fast less than where it is hot, and if Ramadan falls in a
season when the days are longer than the nights you arbitrarily choose a day which lasts twelve hours,
as the days are in Mecca.”

The conversation became general, but most of them agreed with the sheik. Some even thought that
one should always count the days from six to six, as at Mecca.

Abdullah, the son of the sheik, brought in the tea, served in small glasses. It was very strong, and
when we had drunk it the sheik said he had ordered a tent to be prepared for us.

In the tent a straw mat was spread out, and in a corner were put two bolsters of sheepskin. We
fetched our rugs from the car, and after the prayer had been said in the sheik’s tent we pulled our
burnouses over our heads and fell asleep.

The next morning we were awakened by a strange noise, and saw that a camel had been thrown to
the ground outside the sheik’s tent. A rope had been tied round its nose so that it could not bite, and the
legs also were fastened together. It was being treated for vermin.

They scraped it with irons till the blood appeared, and then the skin was rubbed with some strong
medicament. The huge beast roared wildly with rage and tried in vain to bite and kick the men who
held it.

An old Negro, obviously some kind of slave, entered, bringing a large bowl of black coffee and
some bread, which no doubt had been cooked in the embers from the fire that very morning. When we
had finished out toilet we went to the sheik’s tent. He was busy with the affairs of the camp. As he
caught sight of us he broke off the consultations and asked us to sit down. We told hum that we would
like to proceed on our journey, but he insisted on our staying for dinner. Argument was of no avail; we
had to wait till the afternoon before starting for Figig.

The time passed quickly until dinner time, and the old Negro, who evidently did all the heavier work
in the sheik’s tent, now came and asked us to come in for dinner.

The meal took place in the sheik’s tent, and as honored guests we shared it only with the chief of the
camp. Not even his son was allowed to take part. With the meal we drank buttermilk made of camel’s
milk, and when we had finished the sheik asked me if I would lead the prayer e/ Dorr.

I felt a little anxious about it, as my Arabic, of course, was not quite correct; but I realized that |
could not refuse. It was an honor only conferred on very highly esteemed guests.

So I led the prayer for the first time.
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When it was four o’clock we took leave of our hospitable hosts and started towards Figig. It proved
to be a very difficult journey, for our tires punctured time after time. Darkness had come and we had
already made up our minds to sleep in the car when our headlamps suddenly caught a signpost in the
middle of the sand. Half an hour later we entered the sleeping city.

The streets, between the queer houses build of red clay, were deserted. We drove about for several
minutes without meeting a soul. Then we saw a man, who told us there was no hotel in Figig, the
nearest being at Beni Ounif in Algeria, three miles away.

In utter darkness we passed the frontier between Morocco and Algiers. We stopped a fortnight in
Beni Ounif in order to put the car in thorough repair for the long desert trip to Tuggurt At the time
money was rather scarce, and as the overhauling of the car cost a good sum, we had again to postpone
buying a tent.

One morning we were ready to start. We limited our baggage to strict necessities. For provisions we
bought dates and chickens, as the Bedouins do; and an empty petrol tin which would hold four and a
half gallons acted as a drinking water tank. The back of the car was entirely filled with spare tires and
tins of petrol and oil, and on the luggage carrier which we had fitted to the car we placed a drum
containing twenty-five gallons of petrol. This, all counted, we should be able to do 600 miles without
running short of petrol.

For a few miles the road was good. Then it practically disappeared, and we had to use our compass
when there were not even faint ruts to show us where the road ought to have been. We headed north,
towards an oasis 125 miles away.

The terrain grew more difficult. It lost its desert character. Large stones were strewn about on the flat
plain, which here and there was covered with thick shrubs bearing long, pointed thorns. Queer as it
may sound, we found sufficient water. The plain sloped gently upward and we had to cross many
streams which evidently came from the melting snow on the mountain slopes in the north. The bed of
these streams was always hard, and there was rarely more than a few feet of water, so it was fairly easy
to get the car across. About three o’clock we again struck loose sand, our worst enemy. Large drifts
appeared at internals round us, and later became undulations which we could not avoid. On the lowest
gear the car worked its way through the fine sand, into which the wheels sank several inches deep.
Time after time we stuck. Abdeslam had to get out and push, on order to allow us to back out, and
twice we stuck so thoroughly that the car would not move either way. The wheels skidded round in the
loose sand without gripping, and we had to dig and put down rugs, branches, and dry grass until we got
going again.

About four o’clock a wind sprang up. At first we hardly felt it, but the fine sand on the top of the
drifts began to fly about like crisp snow. Suddenly the sky turned a flaming red in the west, whence the
wind came. The sun was low, and the sand piled up in front of it like a high mountain, so that we only
saw just a pale red glow behind a black wall. Then the glow disappeared, and all was dark. The sand
stretched towards the sky like a wall. A gale blew up in a few seconds. In a moment the sand was over
us in a choking cloud. Round us the wind roared and howled. We heard the rustling sound made by the
movement of the grains of sand. There was no question of driving on. We had to hide in the car under
the rugs. The sand, however, penetrated in spite of everything; but we were able to prevent it from
filling mouth and ears.

Just as suddenly as the sandstorm had started it stopped. The immense mountain of moving sand
retreated from us, and soon we could see it in the distance lit by the setting sun.

The sunset was wonderful.

The whole horizon turned purple; all, even the sand we were driving through, was a flame-colored
sea of red. But immediately the sun had gone it turned cold, and a white clammy mist covered
everything. In spite of our headlights we could hardly see a foot ahead, and much against our
inclination we had to stop and find a place where we could sleep.

We awoke stiff with cold, and were ready to start just as the sun appeared through the fog like a
large red ball, and drove northward, quite hidden in our rugs and coats, with our fingers frozen blue.

At ten o’clock next day we caught sight of some smoke on the horizon. Coming nearer we saw a
number of figures crouching huddled round a fire at the foot of a high rock which was honeycombed
with holes. We had come across some of the cave-dwellers from the mountains.
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We stopped the car a short distance from the fire and went up to the cave-dwellers, who hardly
noticed our approach. An old grey-breaded man, evidently the leader of the little tribe, looked up,
nodded curtly, and made a movement with his hand, indicating that we could sit down near the fire. I
looked at these queer people. Evidently they were not Arabs, and their language was not Arabic either.
It reminded me of the Berber languages which are spoken in the southern part of the Atlas. They were
stockily built people, looking rather strong, but of a very dark complexion. On the other hand it did not
look as if they had Negro blood in their veins, for their lips were not thick and none of them had the
slightest trace of negroid features.

The old man, hunched in front of the fire, was silent for a long time; now and then he threw a branch
on the fire, observing it carefully; nothing in the appearance of these queer people seemed to indicate
that they were in any way surprised or curious about our arrival. Possibly the women, all of whom were
worn and ugly, covered their faces a shade more than usual.

The old man grasped a kettle, which was nearly eaten away by rust, and from which the water
dripped slowly through a hole in the bottom. With the aid of an iron bar he placed it over the fire, and
then he turned to us, speaking in Arabic.

“Peace be with you, and Allah’s protection. From where do you come, stranger, and where are you
going?”’

“We come from Figig and are going to Tuggurt.”

The old man shook his head. He spoke to us, all the while watching that the kettle did not tip over.

“I know neither one nor the other. Are you going far?”

“Yes,” I answered. “Tuggurt is nearly 600 miles from here.”

The old man looked up from the fire.

“In all my life I have only been one day’s march away from here. So I do not know much of the
world.”

For a little while there was silence. The water started, faintly, to boil in the kettle. The old man said
something to one of the women in his unintelligible language. She returned shortly afterwards with a
glass of the kind that is sold by the thousand in the souks (markets) in Algiers everyday. The old man
looked at it proudly. The clothes he and the others wore were all manufactured by the women in this
small community, as were all utensils, but nobody in this camp was able to make this cheap German
factory glass.

He took it from the woman and started making tea in it.

“You will drink some tea?” he asked.

We accepted, and he passed us the glass filled with strong sweet tea. Some tousled, long-legged hens
were running about not far from the fire. I whispered to Abdeslam that we had not many provisions
left, and decided to ask the old man if we could buy one of the chickens. He replied that we could have
a hen, but in no circumstances would he take any money. After a long discussion I persuaded him to
come over to the car, where I made him choose from all the things we had brought with us. He picked a
beautiful embroidered waistcoat from Morocco.

We had no opportunity of seeing the dwellings of these queer people; they are hewn out of the rock
and have no doubt existed like that and been handed down from father to son for thousands of years.
These caves are really, for loving purposes, quite practicable. The smoke does not penetrate into them;
they are always cool during the heat of the day, and warm in winter time.

We went on. Not far from the caves we caught sight of their common well. The well was only about
thirty feet deep, and the old man told me that there was always plenty of water, as it rained in the
mountains during the greater part of the year. This well was the very life-blood of the strange tribe.
Thanks to it they had arranged an intricate irrigation system, so that the water was continually led
through some narrow channels, dug criss-cross through the cultivated land which sloped gently.

Over the well a huge wheel had been placed, to which a rope with a number of buckets had been
attached. In the same way as on a modern mud-dredger the buckets were continually refilled from the
well and the contents were emptied into a channel as the wheel turned. The wheel was worked by a
dromedary which evidently was too old to do any other work. He had been blindfolded in order not to
get dizzy. The last impression we had of the tribe was the sight of this old dromedary, which, with
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twitching lips, walked round and round all day long in order that the water might continually ripple
over the arable land.

For a couple of hours we fought our way over difficult country and gradually rising ground. We
stopped shortly after noon and made some soup from the hen. The meal was not exactly Lucullian. The
hen itself was old and tough, and it was a hard job to get it down.

About five o’clock we arrived at crossroads. The camel tracks here led in all directions, and it was
hard for us to make up our minds which way to go. A very bad path led to the left, while a much better
track went straight on. We chose the best track, although no road whatever was shown on our map.

The sun set. The gradient increased all the time. Every minute the track grew worse till it was
practically impossible to drive on it. It was full of yard-deep hollows, which we could only avoid with
the greatest difficulty. Time and again we had to stop and maneuver the car slowly across such spots,
and at our greatest speed a man running might easily have kept pace with us. We began to feel the cold,
although we were both wrapped in all our blankets. Obviously we were very high up, but we could not
see far by the light of our headlamps, and therefore had no idea of the character of the landscape. About
eight o’clock it began to snow. At the same time the wind rose, and soon a violent snowstorm raged
about us, so that we could only see a few yards ahead. We closed the hood as far as possible, but it was
not snow proof after the damage it had sustained during the violent sandstorm in the desert. The snow
fell more and more thickly. At first it melted the moment it touched the ground, but by about ten
o’clock we had evidently reached a very considerable altitude, for here it lay thickly. We had the
impression that the track was very narrow and running alongside a cliff wall. Suddenly the track turned
sharply. The light fell in a cone across an enormous precipice. We stopped the car and got out. On one
side a wall of rock rose perpendicularly, on the other the abyss yawned. In other lowest great we
attempted to continue along the narrow mountain path, but a hundred yards farther on we again
stopped. A bridge led across the abyss — but it was not an ordinary bridge. It was not an ordinary
bridge. It was suspended by ropes from one side of the charm to the other, and when I got out of
investigate I found that it was paved with loose boards.

We both felt rather anxious. The snow kept falling in huge flakes, and from the bottom of the
precipice we heard the jackals howling and the piercing shrieks of birds of prey. Neither of us dared to
sit in the car while we crossed. We started it, and standing on the running-boards we managed in some
miraculous manner to get it across. On the other side the track rose sharply, and then zigzagged again.
The snow fell thicker and thicker. Suddenly we were surprised to see a light. There was a long row of
houses — we were in a street of a town.

I sounded the horn a couple of times, and the deserted street came to life. The most weird-looking
figures clad in thick woolen burnouses poured out from the houses and gathered round the car. They
asked one another in Arabic, strongly seasoned with some Berber dialect, who we might be, and
whence we had come. So far, however, nobody addressed a word to us.

It was obvious that most of the inhabitants had never seen a car before, since they gaped at it with
open mouths. One of them advanced and touched it gingerly. I asked him if we could stay for the night,
but as soon as they heard my pronunciation they shouted all at once:

“Inta fransawi [You are French?].”

They became more threatening, and I heard remarks such as “You can be sure he has come for no
good purpose” and “Send him out of the town again.”

Luckily the sheik of the village now appeared and turned out to be an enlightened man of some
culture, who had made the pilgrimage to Mecca, had spent some time in Egypt, and in his youth had
been to France. I explained to him where we came from, that we were both Moslem, and that we were
going to Egypt. When he heard this and had seen the Arabic paper I had brought with me for safety’s
sake he became very affable and invited us to stay in his house. The sheik’s house was the largest in the
town, built of roughly hewn natural stone, and very spacious. A roaring fire was lit in the room we
were going to sleep in, which a few moments later was filled to capacity by the inhabitants of the town.
The sheik was an old man with a grey beard and a mild and kindly face. He sat down with the rest on
the straw mat on the floor, and while his thirteen-year-old son was ordered to make some tea at the fire
in the hearth we had a little chat, which was followed intently by all those present.

“Have you been in Algiers?” asked the sheik.
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I nodded, and one of them remarked:

“By Allah, stranger, you may well believe that Sheik Abd el Aziz is a much traveled man. He is the
only one of this town, except a merchant from Ghardaia, who has seen the French.”

“I myself am going to Ghardaia,” I put in. “When is he returning there?”’

“Here he is,” said the man who had just spoken, and pushed a short fat man out into the light from
the fire.

“Listen, Hussein, the stranger is asking you when you intend to go back to Ghardaia.”

“I had thought of going to-morrow,” said the merchant, a little shy of the situation.

Everybody looked at him.

“That suits me all right,” I remarked. “If upi like I can give you a lift. I have got to pass through
Ghardaia on my way to Tuggurt.”

The merchant thanked me profusely, and we decided to leave early next morning. The tea was ready.
The boy served it, and I offered cigarettes. The inhabitants present all liked smoking.

“Some Bedouins I met in the desert did not smoke,” I told them.

The sheik nodded.

“Most of the Bedouins do not smoke, or take anything that in the slightest degree might affect their
health, but we here in the town have taken to it. But if you get right out east, towards Barce', you will
find that the people in the towns do not smoke either.”

“What are Senoussis?”

“They are a sect founded by Sidi Ahmed Senoussi, very strict and pious. Their sole aim in life is to
become as noble as in humanly possible, and in order to achieve this end they think that asceticism is
absolutely necessary.”

“Are there many of them?”

“Yes, there are many in Tripoli and Cyrenaica. If you as you say are going through to Egypt, you
will see for yourself. They are fighting hard against the Italians.”

“How do you like the French?” I asked him.

“If we cannot be allowed to govern ourselves, then the French are not the worst. They do try to
understand us and treat us like human beings. But all the same they are strangers.” He sighed. “It is like
that everywhere here in North Africa. The strangers say that we cannot govern ourselves, and in the
towns we Arabs have never been so poor, so downtrodden, as we are now. Here it is still all right; no
foreign influence has penetrated yet.”

The old sheik lit a cigarette.

“But what about you? Why have you joined Islam?”

“Oh, there are so many reasons,” I answered. “First of all, I saw how Islam preached that you must
live according to your religion. Other religions only demand faith in fossilized dogmas. Secondly, I
consider Islam to be the only religion which will be able to survive our modern times. It is clear and
concise, tolerant towards everybody as long as they do not deny God, and it grips you because you
soon find out that following it leads you onward.”

Sheik Abd el Aziz smiled vaguely.

“As I told you before, I have seen much of the world, including the part from which you come. At
first it impressed me. I thought the things you had created were so immense-but luckily I one day found
out that in Europe you develop outwardly, and ascribe to that the greatest importance. Now I know that
the eternal truths are always the same and cannot be shaken, and one of the eternal truths is Islam —
God’s Way.”

“Then you don’t approve of civilization?”

“No. I have seen how everybody thinks that European dress, motor-cars, wine, and engineering are
the only things that matter. But what do we learn from all that? Have all these things rendered one
single person happier or better?”

“Probably rather to the contrary,” I said seriously.

“That is why we fear that these things will penetrate here. We do not want them; we only wish to be
allowed to keep our religion and the contentment which few needs and industry give. It is probably

! Another name for Merj, in Cyrenaica.
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much more difficult to produce the necessities of life with our simple implements, but we do not want
machinery. We do not require much, and our children live happily believing in almighty Allah.”

He sighed.

“I am perhaps the only person in the town who understand these things; the others are impressed.”

It was nearly midnight. The little Ali, who had been serving the tea, firmly refused to accept money.
I offered him a cigarette. He solemnly shook his head.

“I am learning the Holy Koran at present, and am not allowed to smoke.”

He suddenly caught sight of an Arab Koran which I had put on the floor among other books. He took
it up, kissed it, opened it, and recited a sura in his beautiful voice. When he had finished and gone the
cocks were already crowing. I fell asleep in the middle of this queerly peaceful world. The next
morning Ali brought tea and cakes, a present from the sheik. I was too tired to get up and slept on till
Abdeslam turned up at eight o’clock, accompanied by the merchant, whom I was very glad to have
with us, for we had to go back several miles in order to pick up the right track. We started at ten
o’clock, and of course the whole population was intensely interested. The sheikh gave us a lamb to take
with us, and all the inhabitants brought cakes and cigarettes. There was no question of allowing us to
pay. They were all gifts, and we should have offended the people mortally if we had offered money.

About noon the road went rather steeply downhill and became much broader, and again we could see
the desert in front of us. The snow which had fallen in the mountains overnight now mixed with the
slush in the road, and we stuck innumerable times and often had great difficulty in getting the car free
again. At two we were in the desert, and about seven o’clock we rolled into Ghardaia. At sunrise we
took leave of the merchant.

Twenty-five miles from Ghardaia, when we were crossing some desert country, the engine suddenly
began to knock. I thought the oil was wrong, but on investigating found that there was no water in the
radiator. Although we had covered the car up during the frosty night in the mountains the radiator
somehow had sprung a leak. We filled the radiator with twenty pints of our spare water and proceeded
to a small oasis about 12 miles ahead. There were only three or four houses; but the inhabitants did all
in their power to help us. We took off the radiator and tried to solder it. After great efforts we partly
succeeded; all the same, a tiny split remained, through which the water dripped.
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CHAPTER II
CAVE-DWELLERS AND A SORCERER

The next morning we started with the radiator still leaking a little; but as it was not possible to get it
mended till we got to Tuggurt we took 30 pints of water as extra supply.

About ten o'clock it came on to blow badly. The sand formed a large dust cloud, covering
everything, and soon we could not see our hands before us, much less find the trial. We had to stop and
creep in under the blankets. It was several hours before the storm had subsided and we could proceed.
Just as we started the engine Abdeslam caught sight of a figure far ahead. It was a man quite alone who
was struggling through the sand. As we approached we saw that he was very old, with a long, snow-
white beard. He hardly even turned his head as we drew alongside, but when we spoke to him he
stopped and greeted us.

He was a strange figure. His face was furrowed and wrinkled, and his clothes were in rags. His skin
was hardened and dark brown. He looked like a beggar, wandering about alone in the desert, with his
sack on his back; but he did not ask for anything.

“Salaam aleikum,” he said, in a voice that shook with age. We answered his greeting and asked if he
were going to Tuggurt and could we give him a lift? But he just shook his head.

“But why won't you drive with us?”

“Does it matter whether I arrive five days earlier or later?”

“But no doubt you have something to do in Tuggurt, and would like to arrive early.”

“Here, where there are no human beings, I am alone with Allah; here I can hear my own heart beat.
Y our machine is strange to me.

He patted the bag he carried across his shoulders.

“Here | have my dates; and I have some bottles of water. That is all I need, and I shall not fall ill till
Allah bends my body towards the ground.”

“Anybody may fall ill.”

“O stranger, you evidently do not know the story of the Persian doctor in Arabia. I will tell you.
When Arabia after the appearance of the prophet Mohammed (peace and blessing be on his name)
spread its culture over all the world it happened that a Persian doctor was so inspired by the new faith
that he decided to go to Mecca and cure the sick there. He was a very famous doctor, and nobody could
understand why he could leave his own country, where he was so famous, and go to stony Arabia.

“But he left and went both to Mecca and Medina. But, queer as it may sound, nobody consulted him:
nobody asked him to practice his art as a doctor. One day in Medina, when the thoughts of this
weighed heavily on his mind, he went to the chief man of the town and said to him: ' O Kaid, peace be
with you! In Persia all the great ones of the land came to me and asked me to cure their sufferings.
How is it that nobody seeks my advice here? Are my knowledge and art so poor that nobody has any
use for them?'

“The Kaid smiled and said: ' O Hakim, peace be with you too! No your art has not become poorer by
coming to Arabia. But in this happy country no one requires a doctor.'

“ No body requires a doctor?' repeated the doctor, astonished. ‘But anybody may fall ill’. “The Kaid
continued: ‘In Arabia we are accustomed to eat only what the body requires, considering our body to
be the slave of our spirit. Think this over, O Hakim, and you will find the best remedy’.

“And the doctor gave up his practice and stayed in happy Arabia.”

The old man smiled to himself when he had told the story, and then said:

“That will also explain my health to you, which I pray Allah alone to preserve. I live on dates and
water and have never been 1ll.”

“But I have never seen so much illness as in the towns here in the East,” I objected.

The old philosopher shook his head.

“Very few people in North Africa live according to Islam's instructions; if they did we should not
need any doctors. I am old now, and my fatigue may make my body collapse, but it might just as well
happen here as in a town. And isn't Allah nearer to me here?”
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“Are you happy? “ I asked him.

His face shone.

“I am always content. Don't I learn something everyday from everything that happens? If I am happy
and must starve, I thank God that He teaches me to be patient and content with little, and if I am rich
and abundance I learn generosity. but through it all I see God's face shine upon me.”

Abdeslam jumped of the car, caught the old man's hands, and kissed them. Turning to me and said:

“Don't you see he is a holy marabout 7

I asked the old man his name.

“Sidi Mohammed,” he answered, “but I am nameless. When I arrive in Tuggurt nobody will know
me.”

“But where are you going?”

“To Mecca, where I hope to die.”

“Are you going to walk all the way?”

“No, Only to Tunis, from where there are pilgrim ships.” The old man nodded and said : “ It is better
to be a beggar than a king. O stranger as you know, in one bed there may be room for ten beggars,
while in a whole country there is hardly room for two kings.”

He began to walk on. For some minutes we did not start thinking of starting the machine which had
stopped. Abdeslam said, full of enthusiasm: “He was a very holy man. It will bring us luck to have met
him.”

At length the engine hummed again, and we struggled on through the sand.

About four o'clock serious trouble started in the radiator. The small hole in it had become larger, and
soon we had no more water.

It was no use trying to repair it, but as the sun soon set and it began to get cooler we though it might
be possible to drive on without radiator till the engine began hammering, and then stop to cool off.

It was a slow process. We drove on for five minutes, then the engine began to hammer; we stopped
an hour till it was cool, then drove on for five minutes, then stopped again. We moved at a snail's pace,
and there seemed to be no hope of reaching Tuggurt for several days.

All next day we did not drive at all, for when the sun was in the sky it was burning hot, and the
engine got overheated almost immediately. We crept in under our blankets and tried to fight our thirst
as best as we could.

The situation began to be desperate. Round us as far as the eye could see there was only sand, yellow
and red sand, which hurt one's eyes in the sunlight. And with the slightest breath of wind the sand
would drift and fill ears and nose. There was little hope of meeting a caravan. Weeks might pass
between caravans in these parts, and even after a week only our skeletons would be left!

The whole day we stayed there, and only after the sun had set after a scorchingly hot day did we go
on, but by midnight we were only a few kilometers from the place where we had spent the day. We
crept in under our blankets and fell asleep. A Breeze got up and we heard the wind ring, when the fine
grains of sand hit each other. It sounded as if the spirits of the desert were whispering and murmuring.

Suddenly Abdeslam jumped from under the blankets. He had fallen a victim to the terror of the
desert which often grips the man from the towns in these implacable regions. He turned pale under the
brown skin and shouted with staring eyes:

“I won't go any further. There are evil spirits round us.”

“Why do you think so?” I said, and tried to calm him down.

“Can't you hear them whisper?” he said. He hid under the blankets and kept muttering the first verse
of the Koran, which all Moslems know, and the verse which protects against evil spirits:

In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful,
I seek refuge in the Lord of men,
The king of men,
The God of men,
From the evil whisperings of the slinking Devil,
Who whispers into the hearts of men
From among the djinn and men.
The wind grew in strength. But in the middle of this eerie experience I though that I heard the baying
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of dogs in the distance.

“Can you hear it?” I asked Abdeslam.

He listened too; but the sound had gone, and for half and hour we heard nothing.

Then it was there again. It sounded as if a pack of dogs were raging far away. We go out of the car
and walked in the direction of the sound; but again it fainter till disappeared entirely.

Abdeslam was shaking with fear.

“It is not natural this; it is the evil spirits” and again he mumbled the sura which protects against
evil.

We were afraid to lose sight of the car, so we returned to it and sat down to sleep, but we had hardly
closed our eyes when the dogs started barking. I Jumped up and took Abdeslam by the arm, and said:
“There must be people somewhere about. Come on, we will go on till we find them.”

When we had gone half a mile in the direction of the sound we saw a camel track. Abdeslam bent
down and picked up a piece of camel dung. It was still fresh.

“There have been people here yesterday, “he said.

We hurried along the trail.

The baying soon sounded uninterruptedly and a little farther on a pack of large dogs of the kind the
Bedouins use for protection came tearing towards us, and attacked us. We threw stones at them, and as
they are rather cowardly they kept at a distance, barking more and more furiously as we advanced.

At length we discovered the human dwellings. In front of us there was a chalk face about fifteen feet
high, in which, like swallows' nests in a clay slope, were a number of holes big enough for a man to
pass through easily. Up the side of the cliff steep stairs led up to a larger entrance.

Were these cliff-dwellers going to prove friends or enemies? Would they kill us and take all we
possessed, or would they treat us kindly and give us food and drink? We were hungry and thirsty. We
had had nothing to drink but a few drops from the radiator for thirty-six house. Our tongues were
swollen, and the dates we had brought were so dry that it was impossible to get them down without
drinking at the same time. The dogs behaved quite hysterically now we were so near the people they
were guarding. They rushed towards us barking, while they bared their white teeth and their bristles
stood stiff like those of a hyena.

We did not feel very happy about going up to the main entrance. But we dared not go alone to the
well to draw water. We had to ask permission first. Luckily the problem solved itself. A man with a
turban, dressed in a burnous stretching to his knees, pointed his long, old-fashioned rifle at us and
asked why we had come.

I explained that we were on our way to Tuggurt and that our car had broken down. But he became
still more threatening and grunted that if I wanted help I could ask my own people. The Europeans had
never helped him. I told him that his people were my people and that as a Moslem I asked for
protection.

On hearing this he lowered his rifle and asked Abdeslam: “Does he speak the truth? Is he a
Moslem?”

Abdeslam answered in the affirmative and added that I knew a number of suras by heart in Arabic,
an accomplishment that is not very common among Algerian population. The man on top of the stairs,
who looked terrifying, with a huge unkempt beard, said to me in a calmer tone of voice:

“That's excellent! You can read the Koran to us tomorrow. In the name of Allah, come in!”

With a gesture of his hand he signed to us to follow him; we mounted the staircase and came into a
tiny room hewn in the rock. The cave-dweller to whom we had spoken lit a small oil-lamp, and we saw
a strange sight. In the corner of the first little room was a bier, covered by a large rug, under which we
could see the outline of a human form. Abdeslam started murmuring the first verses of the death sura,
the only ones he knew. But we did not have time to wonder who was under the rug, for we were
beckoned into the next room. Here was a fireplace in the middle, evidently made of gypsum, and the
chimney, built from roughly hewn stones, opened out to the surface of the rock. Round the hearth, in
which a fire blazed, lay three or four sleeping boys. They did not even wake up as we came in and the
light of the lamp shone straight on them. Abdeslam did not feel very happy about the state of affairs,
and I willingly admit that it was rather uncanny. Abdeslam incessantly kept repeating: “Oh, I wish I
had never left Tetuan!”
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Our guide, asking us to sit down, went into an inner room. A few seconds later he appeared with a
bowl of crystal-clear water and large lump of dates. We drank and ate ravenously, and felt our courage
return. The old man made us understand that could lie down to sleep where we were.

I was awakened an hour before dawn by somebody shaking me. Half drunk with sleep I stood up.

“Ya Sidi,” he whispered, “we must leave now and you must come in order to read the death sura.
Praised be Allah that you arrived here!”

The boys with whom we had slept were awake, and now sat staring at the queer strangers, who had
eyes of a colour they had never seen before.

Abdeslam also got up, and we went outside and down the stairs. At the bottom of the stairs our host
and another man. On their shoulders they carried the bier I had seen the day before.

“Good morning!” said my host. I answered, and without further conversation the procession started.
In front were the two men with the dead body on their shoulders; behind came Abdeslam, the three
boys and I. While we walked the Islamic article faith was sung: “La illaha il' Allah, Mohammeda rasul-
'lah.”

In about half an hour we arrived at a small mosque, evidently built over the tomb of a marabout. Round
about in the yellow sand were graves, on which had been placed rifles, ploughs, and all kinds of
implements which the dead had used during their lifetime.

The bier was put outside the door of the mosque, in the sand, and we entered the room, the floor of
which was covered with dry grass.

The man with whom I had spoken last night and was obviously the leader of the small community
turned towards Mecca and said a prayer in a loud voice. When that was over and he had finished the
two rakat with “salaam aleikum, wa rahmatulla,” he came up to me and said:

“Yo Sheik, your boy said that you knew the Koran. I only know the prayer. Will you read the death
sura?”

Luckily I knew the death sura. We went outside where the first tiny streak of daylight just began to
tint the eastern sky, and the sickle of the moon grew fainter and fainter, and while all present covered
their faces I read the death sura : “Wa el Koran el Hakim.”

Then the head man, with tears streaming down his cheeks, went up to the bier and tore the cover
away. A very old man with a white beard was wrapped in the shroud.

Gently he took hold of the dead man's head while somebody else took the feet, and they put the
corpse in the grave which had been dug a couple of yards deep in the loose sand.

“ And to Allah we return,” murmured the head man as he gently shoveled the sand back.

Then he erected one stone at the head and one at the feet, and with his head towards Mecca the dead
man slept his last sleep.

The sun had risen. The insects wheeled in the clear morning air. We returned silently to the caves.

On the open ground outside the caves two big fires had been lit, over which large iron pans were
steaming. The women were boiling sheep's and camels' milk.

In a corner about fifty sheep --strange lean animals with large fat tails-- huddled together, and three
kneeling camels were munching juicy cactus leaves without heeding the sharp thorns.

The three boys whose room we had shared during the night were busily engaged watering the
animals. They drew the water from a shallow well, using a dromedary to pull up the heavy bucket. The
water was poured out in a stone trough.

We sat down round the fire and asked the headman why they did not drink tea or coffee.

“Once we had some which I had bought from Tuggurt. But it was all used up. I have not been to
Tuggurt for two years, and they boys have never seen a town.”

“I have some tea in my car which I would like to give you. Let us go out to the car now and you can
have it.”

The headman shook his head.

“You have already rendered us a great service by reading the death service. If you had not been here
we should have had to wait till somebody who knew the Koran happened to pass. You are our guest
and we would like to give the best in our power, but you are not to give us anything in return.”

“But tea is only a trifle.”
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“It is not a trifle for us,” said the headman. “If we want it we have to fetch it from Tuggurt; just think
what that means.”

“But please do let me give you some, all the same,” I pleaded.

At length he agreed. It was quite clear that he would like to have some tea, but he was most reluctant
to do anything which in the slightest degree might infringe the rules of hospitality.

The woman now brought the breakfast. Like the woman in the Bedouin camp they were not veiled.
They shook hands with both Abdeslam and myself and asked how our remote ancestors were.

The meal was very simple. Bread was unknown. Instead we each had a basin of boiling milk and a
handful of dried dates. For dessert we had some sweet green prickly pears.

When we had eaten the headman asked me: “Why won't you car go?”

I explained that I had no water and that the radiator was leaking, but we could probably drive it to
the caves if we took some water out to it. The boys had finished watering the sheep and camels, and he
therefore ordered them to bring two jars of water, which he would not allow us to carry.

When we reached the car we saw sitting on the running-board the marabout we had met in the desert.

“Peace be with you!” he said to me, smiling. “You see, I get on as quickly as you do.”

When the cave-dwellers saw his rags they put the jars down in the sand, hurried up to him, and
covered his hands with kisses.

“Oh, thou holy man,” they both cried, “praise be Allah who has sent you to us ! We hope by Allah
that you will honor our dwellings by visiting them. “

The old man shook his head.

“I must go on alone, “he said. “ I am on my pilgrimage and it is best to be alone”

Both the men exclaimed:

“Oh thou, who soon wilt be Hadj, think of us when thou art at the holy Kaaba in Mecca.”

The headman signed.

“I am afraid it will not be granted me to see the holy city were the Prophet wandered.”

We gave the marabout some of our dates and filled his flasks with water. When he has rested for
about an hour he went on, silent and alone.

Abdeslam, who had developed into a good mechanic, fixed the radiator in about half an hour, the
two cave-dwellers got warily into the back of the car, and a few moments later we were at the caves.

We stayed several days with the cave-dwellers, wondering how to get the car mended. It was one of
the young men who solved our problem by bringing a small bag of burnt gypsum, which he said they
used for building.

It turned out to be excellent. When we had smeared all the under part of the radiator with the plaster-
like earth it leaked no longer.

We said good-bye to our hosts, who on no condition would accept any gifts in return for what they
had done for us, and three hours later we were in Tuggurt, the last town of Algiers, the strange
rendezvous in the dessert where Arabs, Tuaregs, and Frenchmen meet.

The sun was setting behind the flat roofs. The whole sky was flaming red, and an old man in the
market-place, just inside the walls, said with a happy smile:

“I think it is going to rain to-morrow.”

I asked him if it was a long time since he had seen rain here.

“Yes,” he said, “it is more than five years, and there are even children here who do not know what
rain is.”

We drove through the narrow streets to the hotel where we had decided to stay a couple of days. Our
room had one window with bars across it on a level with the street. We were tired and went to rest
when we had eaten, but we were not to be left in peace for long. A noise like an engine far away
increased in strength as if an enormous cradle wee being rocked to and fro t the accompaniment of the
blowing of bellow. The part of the street which we could see was suddenly lit up, and some men with
bug torches appeared. At that moment a queer procession came round the corner at the far end of the
street.

In front came a negro, with four jackal-tails fastened to his shaggy fur cap. Round his neck he
carried a serpent and a string from which hung all kinds of bones, bits of wings, metal objects, and
animal tails. He danced forward, now standing on one log, now on the other, foaming at the moth as he
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danced. His face was convulsed and he was beating a huge drum. Behind came six other men with
tambourines which they struck in answer to the drum.

Behind came men playing wooden flutes and finally a great swarm of people, who soon filled the
entire street. About middle of the street the procession stopped. The strange medicine-man went up to a
house, took out a bone, and knocked three times on the door with it. Both Abdeslam and myself went
out into the street. Although we had already attracted some attention in our Moroccan dresses, nobody
thought of harming us.

As there was not immediate answer the medicine-man knocked again at the door. Still there was no
answer, and only after the negro had knocked for the third time a man’s voice sounded from within.

“Min?” [“Who’s that?”’]

“It is Sidi Abd el Kadr who is here. It is Sidi Abd el Kadr from mountains who will cure your sick
son.”

“Min?” sounded the voice once more from within.

“Ya Sidi,” answered the negro, “it is the holy Dervish And el Kadr who lives in the caves in the
shadow of the palms.”

Once more came the question from within, “Min?”

“Ya Sidi, if you want a cure for your son then you will open the door. For it is Abd el Kadr, who is
outside—Abd el Kadr, who knows the flight of the eagle and has the quick wits of the hunting-dog and
the strength of the lion within him.”

The door opened slowly, and the crowd outside watched intently. An old man appeared, went up to
the negro, and kissed his hand.

“Welcome , ya Sidi,” he said.

“You know that I can cure your son,” answered Abd el Kader.

“Allah alone knows if my son can be cured, but do you think you can read what is written in the
golden book?”

Abd el Kader tossed his head so that the jackal-tails danced, then lifted the bone and beat his drum.
At a sign from him two of his followers went into the house and returned with a bier, which was a boy
hardly sixteen years old, whose eyes were red and swollen; only with the greatest difficulty did he
succeed in moving his eyelids.

Abd el Kader took a torch and, holding it right in front of the boy’s face, asked: “Can you see the
lights?”

“La ya Sidi,” answered the boy in a weak voice. The father burst into tears and went up to the bier,
bent down, and kissed the boy on both cheeks.

“Ya Ali,” he said, “don’t worry. If Abd el Kadr can’t give you back the light of your eyes, I will be
your eyes as long as I live. Oh, my son, what have I done to have deserved this punishment? But the
name of Allah be praised!”

The negro, growing impatient, grasped the old man’s shoulder and said:

“When you have called Abd el Kader, Abd el Kader comes to help. But we are hungry and thirsty.”

The old man sighed. Then he took out a leather bag which he carried on a string round his neck and
counted out some silver coins, which he put in Abd el Kader’s hand.

Abd el Kader sat down; the musicians started playing. The sorcerer began to draw on the ground
with the bone, moving his head to and fro while he mumbled; the music played louder and louder.
Suddenly he gave a sign and the music stopped. “I see nothing,” he murmured. “We are still hungry
and thirsty.”

The old man sighed, took out the leather bag, and put half of its contents in Abd el Kader’s
outstretched hand.

“Be merciful,” he whimpered. “I am a poor man, a very poor man.”

Again the music played, this time a little longer and more excitingly, but still Abd el Kader’s mask
was unmoved. He shook his head so that the tails danced, and looked gloomy.

“Ya Sidi, take your money back I can see nothing.” But at the same time he squinted at the leather
bag, which was still half full. “Take it all,” moaned the old man, “take it all for the sake of my son,”
and he put the leather bag in Abd el Kader’s hand.

The music started again and the drums began to beat. Abd el Kader moved his head forward and
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backward, faster and faster, till he foamed at the mouth and showed the whites of his eyes like an
unconscious man.

Suddenly all was silent, and Abd el Kader said in a solemn voice, “Sja, sja.”

He was given two squawking chickens. He caught one by the head, tore out the tongue, smeared his
fingers with blood, and then daubed it on one eye of the sick boy. The same procedure followed with
the other chicken.

The two chickens were let loose and ran about without uttering a sound. But the blood streamed out
of their mouths. Somebody caught them and they were killed.

The ceremony was over; the torches, drums, flutes, and the mad negro all disappeared. The boy was
carried into his father’s house.

“Do you believe in such things,” I asked Abdeslam. He did not quite know what to answer. “Why
not? Abd el Kadr is a very holy man, who lives out in the mountains.”

“But did you see how he took money from that poor old man and in what a barbaric way he tried to
cure the eyes. Do you think that Abd el Kader is like Sidi Ahmed Idriss from Fez or Sidi Mohammed
whom we met in the desert?”

Abdeslam did not reply to my question, but merely said: “I won’t come any further. I wish I could go
back to Tetuan.”

And while murmuring about the marvelous Tetuan where he lived as a beggar in rags he fell asleep.

The proprietress of the hotel where we were staying was a Jewess. She looked as if she always
covered her face with a thick layer of oil, and three or four greasy tufts of hair dangled about he face.
But she was a smart business woman. Besides the hotel she owned a small bar on the ground floor, and
here she made the largest sales of wine and spirits in Tuggurt. She was a picturesque sigh