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  Praise for the

  First Edition Of To

  Timbuktu for a Haircut

  “In the magical-travel-names department, Timbuktu undoubtedly holds the trump card — Marrakesh, Kathmandu, or Zanzibar are mere runners-up — but Rick Antonson’s trek to the fabled desert city proves that dreamtime destinations are found in our minds just as much as on our maps.”

  — Tony Wheeler, co-founder of Lonely Planet and author of

  Bad Lands: A Tourist on the Axis of Evil

  “To Timbuktu for a Haircut is a great read — a little bit of Bill Bryson, a little bit of Michael Palin, and quite a lot of Bob Hope on the road to Timbuktu.”

  — Professor Geoffrey Lipman, former assistant secretary-general of the United Nations World Tourism Organization

  “There are three kinds of people. The people who make things happen, the people who watch what happens, and then there are the people who wonder what happened. With this book, Rick Antonson has made things happen in West Africa on a remarkable journey to and through a part of the world most of us may never experience. Great characters, great stories, and truly great adventures. Not to mention … a great read.”

  — Peter Greenberg, former travel editor, NBC’s Today,

  current travel editor, CBS News

  “The remarkable combination of Rick Antonson exploring the ancient mysteries of Timbuktu matched with the rich culture of Mali that he captures so well … makes a page-turner from start to finish. Rick’s underlying story confirms my own experience in that amazing land.”

  — Jerry W. Bird, editor, Africa Travel Magazine

  “I thoroughly enjoyed reading To Timbuktu for a Haircut from cover to cover and had difficulty putting it down. It is truly an engaging book. Rick Antonson indeed captures the essence and intricacies of Malian culture, as well as the flavour of what it is like to travel through West Africa ‘roughing it.’”

  — Professor Musa Balde, CEO, Timbuktu

  Educational Foundation

  “Anyone planning a trip to Africa should put Antonson’s book on their packing list right after malaria tablets.”

  — National Post


  To Timbuktu for a Haircut
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  Timbuktu is thought of as the most remote place in the world. This historically rich city, today in the country of Mali, houses 700,000 ancient manuscripts from the 14th and 15th centuries. The author traveled in Senegal and Mali.
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  To Brent and Sean — two sons, two travellers, two friends — who believe in my every journey, even those in the wrong direction. And to Zak, my Dogon guide and Mali friend. May the three of you meet one day over the long pours of a Tuareg tea.

  Part of the author’s royalties from To Timbuktu For A Haircut: A Journey Through West Africa will go toward preservation of the endangered Timbuktu manuscripts.
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  About this 1830 engraving, taken from René Caillié’s Travels Through Central Africa to Timbuctoo, the French explorer wrote: “Two enormous heaps on the outside of the town appeared to me to be also collections of dirt or rubbish. Many a time I ascended to the tops of these hills to obtain a complete view of the town and to make my sketch.”

  Certainly, travel is more than the seeing of sights; it is a change that goes on, deep and permanent, in the ideas of living.

  — Miriam Beard


  Foreword

  TO TIMBUKTU FOR A HAIRCUT IS A GREAT READ — a little bit of Bill Bryson, a little bit of Michael Palin, and quite a lot of Bob Hope on the road to Timbuktu. It has adventure — in the form of a journey into the unknown. It has knowledge — a wealth of information about the geography, history, and sociology of a fascinating land, its people, and their culture. It has discovery — of a hidden treasure trove of ancient manuscripts that tell of a civilization long forgotten that, in its day, rivalled modern-day mega-states. And it has romance — the love of a man for his quest, his encounters, his profession, his family, and for the essence of life itself. Once started, you simply don’t want to come to the end.

  The story is compelling. And it’s told with passion, with self-deprecating humour, and with a strong sense of respect for the seemingly barren land where daily life is a constant reminder, to the rest of us, of the importance of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals and of our global commitment to halve extreme poverty by 2015. Rick Antonson’s personal odyssey is peppered with commentary on issues that are geopolitically relevant, and his insights as an industry professional into those issues’ links with travel are right on the mark.

  The reader truly feels a part of this journey, beginning with Rick’s agonized midlife decision to spend a month without work, without BlackBerry, without family and business obligations. Next comes the germination of the big idea of chasing a childhood fantasy in “Darkest Africa” and then the bizarre travel planning with its self-imposed requirement to do it the hard way, accompanied by a pivotal local agent who makes Fagin in Oliver Twist seem like St. Jude, the patron saint of travellers. Finally, there is the truly fascinating adventure itself — travelling overland to a city that at its peak rivalled London or Venice as a trading centre.

  The story flows easily and lucidly, blending local community minutiae with serious global issues such as the disparity between haves and have-nots, shown in the dull monotony of a handful of rice as breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The author shows us the contrast between today’s survival-of-the-fittest, market-based society and a railway carriage or hostel in Mali where you can leave your belongings with strangers. He reveals the awesome Sahara Desert’s creep into Timbuktu, demonstrating one of the most serious sides of climate change. And he evokes the radiant, innocent beauty of the smile on the face of a child who receives one of Rick’s seemingly endless supply of memorabilia, reminding us that children everywhere are so different in the conditions into which they are born, but are so alike in their characters, and that we owe the children of Africa a seriously better future.

  We follow the adventure by train, Land Cruiser, riverboat, camel, and quite often on foot. We feel the weight of the overpacked knapsack, share the camaraderie of fellow travellers stuffed into a dank railway carriage, and experience vicariously the misery of basic sleeping, eating, and sanitary facilities. We begin, too, to understand why the word travel is believed to be a derivative of travail, the French word for work. And as we read of the early explorers, we marvel that so many kept searching for the legendary city even as they were mowed down by climate, terrain, and hostile inhabitants.

  Yet we also discover how tourism really works at its basic level, where a journey can help provide jobs and export income in another country that has few other service exports — whether it’s the author travelling for leisure or the film crew who share part of his journey travelling for business. And we understand graphically what every extra dollar of tourism revenue can mean to a family that lives on less than a dollar a day in a country that is saddled with debt and disease and has few chances to compete in world markets. We see the endless pain of abject poverty that is everywhere, the horrors of AIDS as it decimates families, and the barbarity of female circumcision, which is still widely practised across the continent. And we learn about the pain of river blindness and read the fantastic story of a drug company that puts pure humanity ahead of pure profit.

  We meet a cast of characters that Shakespeare would have been proud to bring to his pages: Mohammed, the travel agent from hell, who puts the trip together in a way that maximizes his profits and minimizes his client’s comfort and quality; the priceless Zak, the tour guide from heaven, who becomes a companion and a confidant and who takes the author on his own tour so that he can experience the traditional hospitality of his enchanting family; the coquettish Nema, whose hidden sensuality is a nice addition to her skill as a chef, creating palatable dishes from a handful of basic ingredients and finding ingenious ways to incorporate onions into everything despite her employer’s aversion to them; and an array of bit players who add colour to the journey at every stop.

  If there is a hero in this tale, it isn’t the author or any of the characters he meets along the way. No, what is heroic here is Mali itself and the indomitable spirit of its people. A land that has seen kingdoms come and go, Mali has a history as proud and rich as any country on the planet, but it is a nation that has also been dealt an incredibly tough hand by nature. Mali is a land with some of the most evocative place names on earth — the unyielding Sahara Desert, the seemingly endless River Niger, and the mysterious Timbuktu, an ancient capital of a long-lost empire — and it is a nation that has remarkably proud people, including the famed and feared Tuareg warriors, along with their equally celebrated Berber ancestors. Chronicled in these pages are the people of Mali, whose men love football and life, whose women are tireless and possessed of enduring perseverance, and whose cheerful, loving children, above all, anxiously reach out to touch the hands and hearts of strangers.

  Timbuktu turns out to be a bit of a disappointment, though, given its status as a World Heritage Site. It is a surprise to learn that for hundreds of years it was a primary marketplace on great trade routes driven by gold and, above all, salt, which, in economic terms, was the oil of its day. It is equally amazing to read about Timbuktu’s rulers, who could destabilize global commerce by dumping gold in what was then a world commercial hub in Egypt. And it is also interesting to discover that Timbuktu was once home to scholars who were the leading lights in the fabled Muslim academic community that brought us so much of our science, mathematics, and literary heritage. Most traces of this culture have disappeared, however, as time, sand, wind, shifting markets, and escalating poverty have taken their toll and will continue to do so.

  But the author finds two great compensations. One is his side trip to the remote Dogon region, the most memorable part of his journey, where the rugged beauty of the countryside and the charm of its long-suffering people capture his heart and mind. In a world where nature-based and community-based ecotourism is the Holy Grail, there is surely untapped potential. The other compensation is his rediscovery of the ancient manuscripts, which tell of the great days of Timbuktu and its role as a centre of learning, trade and, of course, tourism of its day. It is a “rediscovery” because a central purpose of the journey (other than the literal and figurative haircut) was to visit the libraries and peruse documents that have been described in archaeological terms as similar in importance to the Dead Sea Scrolls. What the author finds is that the papers and records are suffering from serious neglect, are far more numerous than imagined, are far more meaningful as a record of civilizations past, and are sadly in need of urgent action to save them from destruction by the desert. True to himself, he has committed to support the international campaign to save the manuscripts, including the donation of some of his royalties from this book.

  So there you have it. To Timbuktu for a Haircut is a great read, a mine of information, and a fascinating insight into travel at its most fundamental level. In this book we see how tourism can be a learning experience and how it can act as a way to break down barriers between people and between nations and allow them to understand one another better. The author puts it this way: “At its core, travel holds immense hope for a better world. Two hundred and eighteen countries call this tiny planet home: each of us is but a step or two away from a person in every one of those nations, perhaps family, a friend, or a fellow traveller. Tourism, more than any other industry, can bring people together to celebrate differences.”

  But the reader is left with one nagging question: despite the glories of its past, is Mali and its hardy population, now existing in a different world characterized by extreme poverty, destined to remain that way, or is there a chance the world community can help the children have a better life? The answer that flows through every chapter of this book is that that we simply have to help.

  World leaders have made great promises of change in the recent past, particularly in the case of the Rio and Johannesburg Earth Summits, the Monterrey Debt Summit, the Millennium Development Goals, the emerging Doha Development Round, and the Bali Climate Change Framework. In all this grand global design there is a massive promise to transfer funds, build infrastructure, and supply technical know-how to developing countries generally and to African nations specifically. The United Nations family, the Bretton Woods institutions, the World Bank and IMF systems, as well as the G8 and industrialized states, are committed to implement this development agenda by 2015.

  If tourism were to be given a prime place in this support network, Mali and countries in the same poverty trap would have an area of proven wealth and job creation as a stepladder to sustainable development. The policymakers and bureaucrats who will be responsible for such a paradigm shift should start their research on the following pages.

  Professor Geoffrey Lipman

  Former Assistant Secretary-General

  United Nations World Tourism Organization

  Madrid, Spain
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  Timbuktu’s most famous landmarks are three mosques. This minaret has been often re-mudded since its creation hundreds of years ago. The mosques have been cited as “unique earthen architecture.”


  Preface

  IF I’D THOUGHT TO TRAVEL TO TIMBUKTU ANY later than I did, this book probably wouldn’t exist. The fabled city is once again as dangerous for foreign travelers as it was centuries ago.

  In early 2012, as the Arab Spring’s revolutions crested in North Africa, their unintended consequences tore into the landlocked nation of Mali, including the city of Timbuktu. Within the year the northeastern two-thirds of Mali, an area approximately the size of Texas, was threatened or controlled by an alliance of the nomadic Tuaregs and the upstart Ansar Dine (Defenders of Faith), a franchise of sorts under Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). That perilous situation would hold into 2013.

  Far away, secure in my home country, I emailed my Malian friend Zak, who years earlier had been my guide to Timbuktu: “Are you safe?”

  “Am safe,” he replied. “Village has fear.”

  This fear had spread to Timbuktu as well. The ancient city, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, despite remaining famously remote, became a daily news item on the Internet. Concerns for its future led to its being identified as “a looming disaster.” Another resident of Mali, unable to flee the recent assaults by extremists, exclaimed: “Truly we are living in misery.”

  A new afterword for this Second Edition of To Timbuktu for a Haircut explains the unfolding and ongoing struggles taking place in Mali today. Though you and I can no longer travel there freely as I did not so long ago, there are ways in which we can help, and they begin with an understanding of the people and culture of Mali and why Timbuktu matters. My hope is that the story of my own travels in West Africa might bring a more human perspective to the reports of violence and political unrest coming out of that region and that one day, a journey to Timbuktu may once more be a worthy—and safe—quest.

  Rick Antonson

  New York, June 2013


  INTRODUCTION

  Touch a Map of the World

  WHEN I WAS A BOY, EVERY OCCASION MY FATHER left the house was important. I and my older brother would pester him: “Where are you going, Daddy? Where? To work? To church? To the store?” And in the vernacular of the day, or perhaps with a flippancy meant to silence us, he would say what I believed to be the truth: “I’m going to Timbuktu to get my hair cut.”

  So began my own feeble notions of travel. With the irrefutable logic of a child, I understood that one day I, too, must go to Timbuktu and get my hair cut. After all, how far could it be?

  Fifty years later, a world away, I walked a path among mud homes as old as time, baked by a dry heat that choked my breathing. It was impossible to tell the sand from the dust unless you stood on it. A young boy was setting up a chair with a missing leg in front of his parents’ house. Sand piled by the doorway, nudged there by desert winds that pushed relentlessly through these village streets. His left foot suddenly slipped over the edge of the path’s centre ditch. The slip almost caused him to fall into the shallow sewer. He noticed me as he regained his balance, and I stopped and looked into his eyes. We were only a metre apart. The youngster, maybe five years old, stared down my greeting. His eyes widened in a glare of determination. He crossed his dusty arms and clasped each defiant shoulder with a scraped hand. Sand and drool encrusted his lips in loose granules. The rose colour of his tongue showed and he did not smile. I felt like the first white man he’d ever seen, and not a welcome visitor. His face proclaimed his proud independence. He knew that whatever had lured me to travel there was hollow. But he did not know that I was looking for a shop where I could get my hair cut.

  It was my wife’s idea. I had time available for being away the coming January, all of it, and Janice didn’t. For half a year we’d talked about my taking a solo journey. But her interest began to fade when the topic of “What I’ll do” reared its head. We were in Prague to hear the International Olympic Committee’s decision naming the host destination for the 2010 Olympic Winter Games. My colleagues and I had launched Canada’s Vancouver-Whistler bid six years earlier and were now part of the Canadian delegation. Janice and I arrived in the Czech Republic two days in advance, near midnight. In search of a late dinner, we walked on the cobblestones of the Charles Bridge, looking into the dark waters that flowed beneath. The roadway led us to an open but near-empty restaurant, where our lives were unexpectedly changed within minutes. While waiting for our grilled chicken over pasta we talked about the bid and then anything but the bid.

  My wont at such times was to compile a mental list of projects I could accomplish within a month. Friends had suggested everything from a long walk to a short sailing voyage; my family advised a month’s vow of silence in a Tibetan monastery. It must change you, people said; you’ll come back better for the time away. Whatever you do, don’t stay home and do chores.

  Our wine arrived before the meal, and without any preamble, I said to Janice, somewhat desperately, “It’s only six months away. I’ve got to pick something to do and start getting ready!”

  Her eyes clouded. A pause stilled the air. Exasperated, she finally said across the table: “Why don’t you just go to Timbuktu.”

  Stunned by the perfection of her suggestion, my head jerked. I could feel my lungs fill with oxygen. “Brilliant,” I said. My heart took stag leaps. “Absolutely brilliant.” We looked at one another. Janice sipped her red wine, unsure of what she had wrought.

  “I’m going to Timbuktu,” I committed, so profound was the image. “Just as soon as I find out where it is.”

  Touch a map of the world. Move your hand to Africa. Press a finger to unfamiliar West African names like Benin, Togo, Burkina Faso. Look north, above Ouagadougou, to the nation of Mali, and there, near the River Niger, find the most ethereal of names, Timbuktu.

  It is easier to point out countries of terror and despair, of dictators and abusers. The facts of sub-Saharan Africa are awful, the past mired in exaggerations, the future one of faint hope. Perhaps we understand Africa only marginally better than those who, in the not too distant past, hid their geographic ignorance by filling in the uncharted voids on their maps with sketches of fantastic monsters.

  To exploration-mad societies like France and England in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Timbuktu lay at the unknown edges of cartography. Its sheer unassailability challenged even their most intrepid travellers. It acquired such an aura that even today many people believe Timbuktu is fictitious. It is assuredly not.

  Our globe’s most exotically named travel destination is rooted in the language of Berber, though it has been distorted to the point that only myth explains its genesis. I’ve found it commonly written as Timbuctoo, Tombooctoo or Tombuctou, Tombouktou, and less often Tumbyktu, Tembuch, Tombuto, Timkitoo or Tambuta, as well as the word used here: Timbuktu. The most frequently used label is the French, Tombouctou, which one finds on Mali maps and postcards.

  In Tuareg folklore, the place began with an old woman who looked after the nomads’ well when the men went trading or hunting. Tuareg Imashagan, desert people, first set camp in Timbuktu around A.D. 1000. Their well, tin in Berber lingo, provided water that was free of the illnesses they contracted nearer the River Niger, where they grazed camels and cattle on the burgo grass, and it became their preferred spot. As summer annually gave way to autumn’s temperate rains, these nomads moved on and left their goods in care of the old woman, commonly referred to as Bouctou, which translates as “woman with the large navel.” It was her well, and thus her name, that became renowned. The linking of proprietress and place formed “TinBouctou.” Timbuktu, one of the world’s finest names, is “the well of the lady with the big belly button.”
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  Africa in 1829, prepared by the cartographer Sidney Hall, working from geographical information available to Europeans at that time, which demonstrates how limited knowledge was regarding the continent.


  ONE

  Scarcely Visited Places

  DEREK, A FELLOW I’D ONCE WORKED WITH, serendipitously showed up at the office two months before my intended departure. Our talk turned quickly to his travels in West Africa three years earlier.

  “Were you in Mali?” I asked.

  “Yes, Burkina Faso, Mali, Senegal.”

  “Did you go to Timbuktu?” I probed immediately, already sensing that my travels to Africa, even maybe Timbuktu, might lose the novelty I coveted.

  “No. It’s inconvenient, and in West Africa that means expensive travel.”

  Derek, with the shaggy locks of a part-time drummer hanging to his collar, and his fellow traveller, Chris, short, entrepreneurial, invigorating, agreed to meet me later at the pub and share their photos and travel savvy.

  “Chris was mugged,” Derek said before the beer arrived.

  “Lost my money,” Chris added, shifting off a suit jacket. “It’s a good idea to carry an old wallet filled with cards you don’t need and a little currency. Give it up right away. The robber will leave.”

  “And what if you’re mugged a second time?” I asked.

  “That’d be a problem.”

  “Moneybelt’s best,” said Derek. “And slip your leg through the pack strap when you sleep. Take postal tape so you can wrap your parcel if you leave anything in a safety deposit box — it’s the hotel staff that steal. Take your own lock for the room doors.”

  Derek took a long pull on the beer as soon as it was set before us and honed his stare directly into mine. “West Africa is a place to keep one eye open when you sleep.”

  I gave him a long wink to demonstrate my understanding.

  “But Burkina Faso was wonderful. Felt welcome,” said Derek.

  Chris countered. “I’d say the Dogon was the most special. Never felt in danger.” I’d read of this area only recently, its astonishing history and two-hundred-kilometre stone escarpment, and worked it into my rough itinerary.

  Noticing my enthusiasm, Derek cautioned: “Travels in Mali, however romanticized, are rugged.”

  When they urged me to spend a day at the Slave Trade Fort in Dakar, I finally made a formal declaration that my trip was about Mali.

  “Mali is one of the world’s throwaway countries,” Derek declared. “Ignored. It’s like Mali gets second seating at UN banquets.”

  “But,” said Chris, harking back to Dakar, “you will be in Senegal, right?” I nodded. He continued: “Once, there was a train running from Dakar to Bamako. Doesn’t run anymore.”

  My heart sank. My silence remaining unexplained, they jumped to provide another advisory.

  “They may have a smattering of English,” Chris observed. “I hope your French is good. Be prepared, theirs is different. Doesn’t sound like ours.”

  Mali is a francophone country. The guidebooks were emphatic that knowledge of French is essential, especially in the remote regions. Derek said, “Often in Mali, the people don’t speak either French or English. The country has more than thirty indigenous languages. All you need to do is learn Bambara, or Bamana, the most common one.” He grinned wickedly.

  For anyone who travels, not to have a second language is a social hangnail. Now it would prove even more problematic. Pursing my lips for vowels and gurgling consonants unsettled me, but I did not want to be a unilingual wanderer among “uneducated” people who were nevertheless conversant in four languages. I must brush up on my high school French.

  “Pack small,” advised the already compact Chris. It was a comment that led Derek to say, “Take breathable pants. And polypro sox. Shirts, too. You’re going to be a sweaty bastard, and you’ll want that damp off.”

  “And Malian officials check your passport and your yellow fever certificate with equal interest,” warned Chris. “Lacking either means denied entry.”

  I jotted everything down. “What did you wish you’d taken?”

  “Well, we were better prepared than that Scot,” began Chris.

  “Park … something Park,” said Derek, finding it funny. “About two hundred years ago.”

  “Mungo Park,” I said. The irascible Scot was much on my mind: explorer extraordinaire, he twice failed to reach Timbuktu.

  “That’s him. Provisioned with beads to barter, a thermometer and an umbrella,” claimed Derek.

  “And the other Scot, the British major,” prodded Chris. “A bit odd, too.”

  “Laing?” I asked, knowing it must be. Many British explorers attempted to find Timbuktu in the early nineteenth century, but he stood out. “Alexander Gordon Laing?”

  “That’s him,” Chris replied. “Prepped for a year and left England without his medicine chest or writing quills.” They both looked at me. “You know these guys?”

  The months since I’d returned from Prague had been consumed with research. Park, Laing, and a host of others had become intimates, but I’ll get to that. “Now, you two — what did you forget to take?”

  “Safety pins. Ziploc bag to keep my passport dry. A Petzl,” Derek said, mimicking the forehead lamp that coal miners wear for the convenience of keeping their hands free while having a flashlight that moves wherever their head looks.

  “Food is iffy,” said Chris. “Take pâté in a can, maybe Tabasco to liven up the rice. And powdered spices. They’re easy to pack.”

  “Ah, and a large towel. I’d have loved that,” Derek added.

  They launched me on repeated trips to Mountain Equipment Co-op, Three Vets outlets, and The Travel Bug Store. Their most instructive talk was about attitude: “You get by, you just do. It all works out.”

  We each have horizons. I had to ask, “Weren’t you tempted to try to reach Timbuktu?”

  “It seemed impossible,” Chris said, as though offering a business evaluation.

  “Just too far from everything else,” Derek explained.

  I heaved a sigh of relief. My dream was safe.

  It was true, I had little idea where Timbuktu was. Janice and I left Prague two days after her late-night admonition. Flying home to Vancouver, still leery of thwarting the travel gods by discussing my newfound destiny, I searched the in-flight magazine’s map of the world. No Timbuktu there. Transiting Heathrow homebound, I ducked into a W.H. Smith bookstore. No Guide to Timbuktu there. Perhaps an atlas would help. The index got me to a page showing West Africa. I found Timbuktu, Mali. Mali? Africa, in that part of the continent, was often still referred to as French West Africa. Post-colonial name changes had translated French Sudan to Mali. This had occurred ten years after I was born; I just wasn’t paying attention.

  Entering “Timbuktu” into the bookstore’s computer identified fewer than a dozen books, most of them out of print. Some had the word in the title but no relevance to the place; an eye-catching marketing game, a dog’s name, a fictional concept, and other misuses hampered my search. I purchased the Lonely Planet Guide to West Africa and fondled the pages referring to the elusive country of Mali. There I found a useful reference to a once-central place reduced to a geographic curiosity.

  Back home, I scoured my bookshelves, pulling out every book on Africa and thumbing its index. They showed my now-favourite place in an unfavourable light, unworthy of the hard travel it would take to get there. But it was there, it had once been grander than words could tell, and it seemed to say, “Find me if you can.”

  Timbuktu would be dismissed today if it weren’t for the symbolism of its name. In the fourteenth century, the fabled city was a commercial hub that encouraged scientific and religious scholarship above all else. The cribbed history: salt from the north was traded for gold from the south; tobacco came too, then slaves. Timbuktu was the “Rome of the Sudan” and the “Athens of Africa,” more prosperous in its heyday than Paris or London. Then began the myths of “streets paved with gold,” the cornerstone of a legend that European explorers would one day lay bare. No sense of that legendary past remains in time-worn Timbuktu.

  Travelling to Timbuktu had become my obsession. When one’s work commands sixty hours every week, there is an imbalance apparent to all but the culprit. Henry David Thoreau, pondering this issue in Life Without Principle, piqued my guilt: “There is no more fatal blunderer than he who consumes the greater part of his life getting his living.” It had become “the job that ate my life.” That was not how I wished to see myself, not how I yearned to grow old. Every day seemed to be about other people, and I wanted to leave that behind, even if only temporarily.

  Flying a hundred thousand kilometres each year for two decades, travel for me meant air, not ground. A term as chair of an international travel association doubled those travels from Bali to Liverpool, from Quebec City to Sydney. I often gave speeches about the world of travel, and moved in a style distanced from the rigours of a traveller’s self-reliance. My visits were hurried and tinged with regret. My memories were trifling. In Cuba to deliver a lecture on travel, I was greeted by a crawling Mercedes and an English professor as guide each time I stepped outside Havana’s National Hotel. That could only distort my expectations. Checking into the Los Angeles Biltmore Hotel to chair a travel conference, I was shown to the five-hundred-square-metre President’s Suite. Travelling in this way skews priorities and shaves principles. I watched harried colleagues become “oft travelled” rather than “well travelled.” For all my moving around, I was a travel amateur.

  Trips had begun to blur, which saddened me. When trips move quickly — a hazard when many are adjuncts to business obligations — one anticipated the fun of reflecting almost as much as the being there (something sad in that line, but let it be). Postponed reflection left many a trip taken without closure. What had happened to the tingly feelings that had once been brought on by strange places? And the insecurities? And anxieties? What would I amount to — a transient with an asterisk?

  I dreaded the thought of an unfinished life. What was more, it had been too long since I’d trudged up mountains in Nepal, snorkeled with fairy penguins in the Galapagos, driven a dogsled in the Yukon, or ridden horseback with a herdsman to his village in Mongolia. My train travels, which had happily included the hardships of the Trans-Siberian railway, were now as easy as a recent, smooth Amtrak ride from New York to San Francisco. Yet I was convinced that in one’s rocking-chair years, travels will count as much as friends, only a little less than family and much more than money.

  Being past mid-ocean in my life’s crossing, I felt there was only a limited time left to do what I wanted. Ernest Hemingway wrote, “There are some things which cannot be learned quickly, and time, which is all we have, must be paid heavily for their acquiring. They are the very simplest things, and because it takes a man’s life to know them, the little new that each man gets from life is very costly and the only heritage he has to leave.” You die with regrets, not from them. Others might brood in your nursing-home years, but I would not. Timbuktu and the re-education of a traveller had begun.

  On the History Channel’s web page I came upon a link to the feature “Threats to the Survival of Timbuktu.” The most precious legacy of Timbuktu, it said, was the city’s centuries-old manuscripts, which were under threat. “In closets and chests throughout the southern Sahara, thousands of books from Timbuktu’s ancient libraries are hidden, their disintegration delayed by the dry desert air yet threatened by insects and the annual humidity of rainy seasons.”

  Their words became dust, their pages crumbled, and their bindings turned to powder. Finding out about these manuscripts set my pace and became a motivation for my journey. My itinerary now included researching the perilous state of these books and manuscripts, and the efforts underway to protect them. My journey now had the aura of a treasure hunt.

  I decided to go in search of the Timbuktu manuscripts.

  The wanderer in me was ready, brimming with anticipation. Paul Theroux’s Sunrise with Seamonsters said it well: “It is a ridiculous conceit to think that this enormous world has been exhausted of interest. There are still scarcely visited places and there are exhilarating ways of reaching them … It is every traveller’s wish to see his route as pure, unique and impossible for anyone else to recover … The going is still good.” That was me and Timbuktu.

  In Cape Town, South Africa, a few months earlier, I’d found a book tucked away in a travel supply store. Ross Velton’s Mali: The Bradt Travel Guide fuelled my desire. Jealousy sprang to the fore when I encountered Michael Palin’s newly released Sahara in the Johannesburg airport. I flipped nervously through its pages. Palin had been there, with the BBC in tow, as part of a year’s venturing back and forth throughout the Sahara.

  As I’d hoped, my reading broadened my knowledge. In medieval times, Timbuktu had been central to African trade. The benevolent leaders of the Malian Empire endowed the city’s universities. Under the Songhais, books were plentiful and knowledge was a source of wealth and pride. Timbuktu was Africa’s capital in all things spiritual, commercial, and intellectual. It was this image of an imagined utopia that glued itself on European minds through rogue, hearsay reports and rumours that reached willing believers. The Timbuktu of the fourteenth century lived on in the dreams of Europeans for centuries. It was a fascination distorted by distance.

  It was September, four months before my departure, when latenight fears first crept beneath my sheets to plague me. “Hyenas and wild cats are widespread,” I’d read that day. The thought of lingering on a dark, lonely road, struck with the bad luck of missed transport, progressed to a vision of a black-backed jackal, fangs bared, staring me down.

  Tales of atrocities emanating from sub-Saharan Africa did nothing to quell my fears. (“They let the man free in the jungle, as he asked; but not before hacking off his arms and legs.”) I rationalized that I would be in Saharan Africa, but then a guidebook warned about the danger of being left alone in the desert unless you were willing to pay surcharges demanded by the (about to disappear) guide. Now, like Dashiell Hammett’s Sam Spade, “I don’t mind a reasonable amount of trouble,” but “reasonable” was beginning to seem like a concept I couldn’t take for granted.

  Health issues and travel are inextricable. The travel industry facilitates the worldwide spread of communicable diseases. Twisted together, perpetrated by tourism, are SARS, AIDS, West Nile virus, Norwalk, and a host of other unwanted experiences.

  Medical clinics specializing in travel health and safety have the deserved “first-stop” reputation when strange lands beckon. Safety and precaution are the only methods to defeat worry.

  “You’re going to the armpit of Africa,” the prim doctor said, as I rolled up my sleeve for the first injection. “We can only do so much for you.” She was as thorough as she was adamant. Whether one is concerned about sleeping sickness (trypanosomiasis by a less say-able term) or other insect-carried diseases, avoiding insect bites is key. “Take a mesh to drop over your hat when walking, and wear light porg shirts and pants sprayed with DEET.” Her non-medical prescriptions included advice on taking a mosquito net for my tent, spraying it with permethrin before I left the country, and carrying ample repellant and bite salve. They added weight to the packing list.

  Her succinct warnings abounded: “Swim only in the ocean or your bathtub.” Best simply not to submerge in stagnant water; stick with hot showers.

  I looked into the eyes that cautioned with more sincerity than her words did.

  “But stay out of fresh water,” she stated. “You court a parasitic infection that will ruin your trip and live in your body for months afterwards.”

  She worked through a series of health issues, and for each item she passed me a pamphlet or prescribed medicine: malaria is preventable (though it can be fatal) — begin doxycycline two days before departure and take it daily on your journey, plus every day for a week post-trip; stay away from fruit. Bacteria and viruses often lead to what she called “traveller’s tummy,” a euphemism that makes it none the more pleasant a volcanic experience — begin taking Dukoral two weeks prior to departure, and repeat one week before.

  “And in case that gets worse, I’ve something that will bung you up,” she offered. And so it was that I packed blockage pills (ciprofloxacin), mindful of her advice: “If you have to use them, you should probably seek medical attention.”

  The ability of Hepatitis A and B to damage your liver lengthened my list of concerns. The specialist reviewed the “meningitis map” on the wall of her windowless office, showing clearly that West African travels take you there.

  She continued with clinical efficiency. Typhoid. Boosters for measles and tetanus-diphtheria. And she took the time to ensure that I’d had a one-time polio vaccine, as most westerners have had as a child.

  Motor vehicle accidents kill or injure many in West Africa, and the doctor’s related concern was that local medical treatment, if required, may not resolve all problems or may create new ones. She provided me with syringes in a packet and signed a note of permission for me to carry them. Despite this provision, she advised: “Don’t have an injection if you can avoid it. Take packaged oral medication if at all possible.”

  I was leaving her office with a satchel of material (everything from tensor bandages for strains, to salves for cuts and burns) and a healthy dose of advice when she added, “Of course, the food. Avoid street vendors. Drink only bottled water with sealed caps. No ice. Never. And stay away from unpasteurized dairy products.”

  All in all, fairly comprehensive travellers’ paranoia.

  The desire to travel is often motivated by a curiosity about someone else’s home; the novelty of learning about those whose daily life is markedly different from our own, even though we share a planet. Every day I tapped into the Mali news website, tracking headlines about the cholera epidemic, updates on the tuberculosis outbreak, and news about the locust gathering.

  “FLOODS DAMAGE ANCIENT TIMBUKTU” shouted the morning’s BBC World Edition when my sons both flipped it over on e-mail. Alarmed by the heading, I opened the folio to follow a story weeks in the making and just as long in reaching our part of the world. (Neither CNN nor the CBC nor Fox News carried the story; hands up, those surprised.)

  Heavy rains had pounded the seamless earth beneath Timbuktu, and the water had nowhere to drain. Instead, it puddled around the base of earth-built walls, wound through the maze of narrow streets, and flushed into the open sewers. In one home, it seeped through the mud foundation, surprising and drowning two children.

  One hundred and eighty mud buildings (banco is the local term for this construction) were destroyed. The edifices slowly folded back to earth. They would be rebuilt around their wooden doors and splintered shutters. More expensive homes, built with limestone foundations and walls, were spared. But the nightmare was not over. It was predicted that the River Niger would overflow its banks, displacing a million Malians in fishing villages along the water’s edge.

  One afternoon a Malian entry visa was happily secured to the last blank page in my passport. So I made my currency arrangements. Travellers cheques are cumbersome to use in that part of the world. VISA withdrawals would take two days to authorize. I tucked U.S. dollars, British pounds, and Euros into my money pouch, since West Africa’s currency was not available at Heathrow, let alone in the street exchanges of London or Cape Town. The currency is known as Communauté Financière Africaine (equally explained as Colonies Françaises d’Afrique), the franc CFA or, in local parlance, seffe. It is available only in the member nations of the West Africa Monetary Union, which regularly expanded its participating countries, contributing to the economic good, the travellers’ convenience, and the disappearance of indigenous currency art. The exchange rate was 500 seffe to one U.S. dollar; 650 to one Euro, and 400 to one Canadian dollar.

  At work, I never prepared for business travel. My arrangements were made for me; I checked my tickets on the way to the airport to find out which airline I was on, looked at my hotel information in the taxi at the other end to get an address. This trip would be different. I would make my own arrangements.

  There is no book called What to Pack for Your Trip to Timbuktu so I rummaged through websites, mined bookshelves, and eventually compiled a suitable list and began to assemble my travellers’ paraphernalia. My first concern was food. I envisioned myself emaciated on the road to Timbuktu, unable to carry on. I purchased cartloads of granola, energy bars, peanut butter. Thinking of a dry throat in the desert, I stocked Gatorade, chewing gum, and lozenges.

  Choosing a backpack created another conflict: capacity versus functionality. I chose a High Sierra of singular orange, ensuring that it would not be mistaken for any other backpack. Not much chance of that; resting on the floor, it towered past my waist. A case encompassed its full width and length, and two end packets completed its ability to hold thirty kilos. The straps were wide, sturdy, and tucked behind a flap when not needed. A handle slipped out at the top for pulling the backpack, suitcase-like, on thick wheels. But now it seemed too large for the journey; I was disenchanted with how many comforts it could carry. I spent two months trying unsuccessfully to get rid of it, to replace it with something smaller and more manageable.

  Once a week I worked a trapline of outdoor and mountaineering stores, vetting necessities: along with clothing suited for the desert night’s temperature of five degrees Celsius or the midday’s thirty-five, I gathered travel trinkets like crampons and lanyards, whether I needed them or not. (I did not.) At home, the floor of my room became littered with waterproof matches and candles, water purification tablets, and gauze strips.

  In addition, I would carry a day pack. In a sop to good practice and paranoia, I duplicated many items in case one pack got lost. These essentials I chose carefully: maps, medical supplies, copies of important travel documents.

  But still, fearful thoughts awakened me at night. A racing heart, images of tigers (there are none in Africa), and threatening faces resulted in the resolution to pack a sheath knife, sturdy and familiar from camping trips; a danger if stolen. Swiss Army knives won out — one for each pack.

  The Bradt Guide mentioned a European-based company that relied on someone in Mali to make local arrangements for their once-a-year, eight-person tour through Burkina Faso, Mali, and Senegal. Through this company I got the name of Mohammed, who owned a travel service in Mali. It took a number of unanswered e-mails and a further direct prod from the European company before we were connected.

  Mohammed was, however, a fountain of information. Timbuktu would be reachable with effort, time, and money. On the cheap, delay and frustration often ruled. You could travel on the River Niger for three days from Mopti to the small port of Korioumé in a long, thatch-roofed boat (pinasse), loaded with trade goods and people, smelly and uncomfortable. Then hitch a ride by road for seventeen kilometres to the arched entrance of Timbuktu. It seemed the right way to earn that achievement. Alternatively, there was a decent (in African terms) road from Mopti to Douentza — a distance of about 185 kilometres — followed by a day’s drive via four-by-four north from Douentza to Timbuktu. My preferred plan was the river route heading to Timbuktu. (If you want to make the travel gods laugh, show them your plans.)

  My first e-mail to Mohammed outlined my ideas. “I leave in a little over a month. While I’m quite keen to be on my own as much as possible, I’m mindful of the need for arrangements for river travel. And for a guide and driver between Timbuktu and Bamako, though I don’t wish to involve guide costs when they’re not necessary.” I sketched a possible travel sequence, a noncommittal itinerary.

  Mohammed’s reply positioned it all nicely and proposed an overland route to Timbuktu as the best strategy. “This is the busiest time. Options are scarce. After Timbuktu we will get you on pinasse and send you back to Mopti. You will definitely need a guide for Dogon Country and Djenné, but after that it is your discretion.” He ended with an apology for “the delay in our response.” I trusted him.

  There was a ghost train in West Africa. The Lonely Planet guide told of tracks between Dakar, Senegal, on the Atlantic coast, and Bamako, the capital of Mali. It hinted at twice-weekly passenger service. Sorting out this train trip became, for me, symbolic of the unreliable information about this part of the world. Once I found it, the train did everything it could to vanish from my plans.

  Although Timbuktu exists, there is a common sense that it is, in fact, nowhere. The train took on the same characteristic. Every reference was different. One book stated that the rail line existed but that the once-upon-a-time passenger service no longer did. An independent website said the train ran only on Wednesdays. Another source was emphatic that since departure was chronically unreliable, travellers should make other plans. A government website implied that the train existed. A recent travel article said, “It is no longer there to be ridden.”

  One story stipulated that if you did have the choice between taking the rumoured Wednesday train or the purported Saturday train, take the former: first, it derailed less often; second, it had fewer thieves.

  I e-mailed Mohammed to ask if the train ran and, if so, when it departed. His wife replied that when it did, it was dangerous. “You are definitely very ambitious in your endeavors to travel to Mali!” she began. “With your desire to delve into the Malian culture and language you will win many hearts,” she said. “I do not advise travelling by train between Senegal and Mali. It is extremely uncomfortable, chaotic, and no matter how careful you are, you are bound to have something stolen. There are many ways to be adventurous, but travelling this train is not a fun one.”

  “As to the train,” I replied, “I need to do this.” My youngest son, Sean, who has travelled by rail in many parts of Eastern Europe, said to me, “Don’t pack anything you’re not prepared to have stolen.” I mentally prepared to re-provision in Bamako if the worst happened. My air bookings were made into Dakar rather than Bamako, solely to take advantage of the possible train trip. Mohammed’s wife captured the image well: “It sounds certain to be sadder than any train I’ve been on.”

  A U.K. conference on business tourism presented me with another opportunity to speak about tourism’s international obligations as well as its potential to bring prosperity to tourism destinations. In London on a Monday, with another presentation scheduled that Friday for Tourism Edinburgh’s annual meeting, I seized two research days mid-week at the British Library.

  In the rare book room, I felt I would at last find the obscure facts I needed. I sniffed the ambience and grazed among the shelves. The room smelled of thinking. I searched titles on the computer, working through the list I had compiled from countless bibliographies and references. With a click of the computer mouse, the books I requested were pulled from mysterious, hidden shelves. Then, surrounded by walls of leatherbound volumes and silent fellow readers, I sat on the research bench, anticipating the impending facts and stories. The reader’s light came on at my designated seat, beckoning me to the library counter, where the first six books were ready for my perusal.

  The pages consumed unnoticed hours. I gulped words as a parched throat would water. I flipped between books without discipline, a hungry man at a smorgasbord. When I settled down, it was with books I’d sought in stores to no avail, and older tomes not available at other libraries.

  The next day in the rare book room, I fondled an 1813 edition of Mungo Park’s Travels in the Interior of Africa. Gently placing it in a felt easel to protect its fragile binding, I opened the gatefold map of Park’s West African travels, its edges brown with frail markings. There was no mustiness, only the harmony of age and paper.

  If I were to live a borrowed life, I would have chosen Mungo Park’s. He, more than anyone, symbolizes to me the adventure traveller. History credits him with sighting the River Niger and determining that it flowed, contrary to educated thinking in Europe, eastward. Inland. I read through his book anxiously, only to find that, despite all his preparations and tenacity, Timbuktu had eluded him in both 1795 and 1805.

  After two long days of reading, I left the British Library unshaven and bleary-eyed, my mind filled with archaic phrases, dismal stories, and haunting images.

  It was raining, and I walked two kilometres in the freshness. In the night’s damp I reached Stanford Books and Maps off Leicester Square, hidden behind a reconstruction of its facade. On the second floor, I found myself in Africa. Shelves and tabletops offered dozens of books on the continent.

  Park’s Travels waited on a wood shelf in a recent edition with an afterword by Anthony Sattin. Again I was struck by the coincidences that informed my preparations, as Sattin’s book The Gates of Africa: Death, Discovery, and the Search for Timbuktu, was my history bible.

  Stacking my coat, Park’s Travels, and an English map of Mali for purchase, I browsed the African titles. In a shipping box not yet off the trolley lay an untouched Rough Guide to West Africa. I debated the guide’s £18 cost against the fact of already having two other editions of the book. What hints or directions could be new? I picked it up and thumbed through it, looking for information on train service between Dakar and Bamako. This was my most reliable test for unreliable details and conflicting information.

  Muttering hope, I skimmed and found The Express International. That was the train Malians were responsible for, the Saturday train, my hoped-for-against-hope Dakar departure. I read that this train “has not been in operation for several years.” My disappointment was confirmed; my route would not work as planned.

  Then, the Océan-Niger. An enchanting name for a Senegalese operation of mixed reputation. The guidebook called this trip a “gruelling journey — one of the last great train rides in Africa.” It ran! On Wednesdays. It was the only train from Dakar to Bamako. One of my problems was solved as another was created: four extra days in Dakar, as my arrival date there was fixed with an air ticket. Now, it seemed, so was my departure from Dakar. At least it would be by train.

  Then I came across a confusing statement about the train: “At the time of writing … the service appears to have ceased operating entirely.” Time of writing? I paged the book for its publication date. It was that very month. This must be true. The Lonely Planet Guide to West Africa, published a year earlier, suddenly seemed as dated as my dream.

  I was a month away from my trip and oblivious to an event that would reshape my travels. Standing in Stanford’s, I flipped further in the guidebook and learned about the “Festival au Desert,” a Tuareg celebration of Malian music, which would take place from January 9 to 11. Tagged as the “most remote festival in the world,” it promised Ali Farka Toure and boasted that Robert Plant had performed there the year before. Well, if Robert Plant could make it, so could I.

  Sitting on the warm bookshop floor on a cold London night, I saw for the first time the name Essakane, the village where the Tuareg would stage their festival. This oasis, with two hundred inhabitants, was in the Sahara Desert, sixty-five kilometres northwest of Timbuktu. Should I rearrange my dream trip of trekking in the Dogon Country, then routing back to Mopti and making slow travel by the River Niger to Timbuktu? If I travelled to Timbuktu by road, I could arrive earlier and go to the festival. But no, the approach to Timbuktu should be arduous, earned.

  I bought The Rough Guide to West Africa and began making plans for passing those unwanted days in Dakar before the Wednesday train departed, if it departed.

  By the third week of December, my efforts were being stymied by not wanting too much structure. My Mali connection, Mohammed, promoted the Festival au Desert in a reply e-mail and proposed an itinerary that would get me to Timbuktu a week earlier, and by land rather than by river. The delayed train departure from Dakar cramped my schedule further. I would not get to Bamako on time, and I was faced with abandoning my original route. My explanation of that conundrum frustrated Mohammed. His latest began huffily, “We are not sure exactly what you want from this trip.”

  I could see his point.

  But Mohammed’s efforts, which I had solicited, veered toward more control than I liked. He intended to be in Bamako the week I arrived. If neither of the two (perhaps mythical) trains ran there from Dakar, I’d take a bus across Senegal or fly from Dakar to somewhere in Mali. My decision to leave such arrangements until I was in Africa increased Mohammed’s frustration. Finally, his impatience showed: “We suggest we meet you in Bamako the day after you arrive and plan out your journey to Timbuktu.” He offered to inform the Wawa Hotel, a place I could not find referenced in any guidebook, that I would show up at the hotel that week on an unknown day.

  I accepted his offer. At this stage, my confidence in Mohammed was high (which gave it room to slip, and room it would need).

  The most consistent advice I had received was to have a guide and prearranged driver for overland travel in either direction between Bamako and Timbuktu.
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