Beyond Borders

The Crossing of Yemen Bedu-land

Mikael leading his camel across the desert
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…… and then there was sand

By Mikael Strandberg
Photos copyrighted by Mikael Strandberg and Tanya
Holm

Most valuable lesson learned:
A guest fed in one’s own tent today may be
the one who can provide food tomorrow.
YEMEN TODAY November 2012
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My thermometer showed that it
was 50 degrees Celsius. Our throats
were sore, dry and hurting. Sweat was
pouring down our bodies even when
we were sitting dead still under the
makeshift shadow we had created by
hanging a blanket between two thorn
trees. The time was approximately 11
a.m. and it would just continue getting hotter by the hour up until 3 p.m.
when it would start cooling down
enough for us to feel alive. I knew
from experience that if we don’t drink
1,5 litres of water per hour during the
hottest hours, cramps, sunstroke and
a gruesome death would eventually
ensue. But to be able to get drinkable
water we had to pump whatever water
we picked up through a filter to be
certain we wouldn’t get ill. It took us
20 minutes of hard work to get a clean
enough litre to drink. Worst of all,
however, was the harsh sunlight. It was
particularly hurting Tanya’s eyes and I
knew that it was strong enough to permanently cause blindness if we didn’t
take care. Even though I had taped her
sunglasses early that morning to avoid
sunlight bouncing off the sand into her
sore eyes whilst walking, her eyes were
extremely red and watery. This was
another reason that walking was out
of question between 8 a.m. and 4 p.m.
In an hour we would have problems
merely attempting to breathe, it would
be impossible to think and sound
decision-making was out of the question. Not surprising, considering the
brain stops to function upon reaching
45 degrees Celsius.
“You just have to accept it, Tanya”, I
told my partner, who’s first expedition
this was, “There’s no other way but to
suffer until it becomes bearable.”
It was our third day after leaving Al
Ghaydah together with our newly acquired camel, Kensington, and our first
Bedu guide, Mabkhout. For him, this
severe heat was a natural part of his
life. He knew nothing else. We carried
36

Tanya with a Bedu woman

“I have to get out of this heat!” Tanya
screamed. “I can’t stand it! I will die out here!”
YEMEN TODAY November 2012
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Mikael surrounded by curious children in a village

almost 40 kgs of personal equipment,
but Mabkhout brought absolutely
nothing but his Kalashnikov. When he
saw all our equipment the first day of
packing, he begged us to at least get rid
of the tent. We pointed out we needed
it to keep our technical equipment safe
and working. In an effort to try and
impress him and prove to him the value
of carrying all these technical gadgets, I
brought out the GPS. I tried to explain
in my extremely limited Arabic how a
GPS works and ended my speech by
bragging that it could exactly, to the
meter, tell us where we were at that
precise moment. Mabkhout looked at
me nonchalantly and asked:
“Can it tell us where we can find
water? Or grazing for the camel?”
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Surprised I shook my head and
subsequently Mabkhout killed my
technical superiority by adding:
“What good is it, if it can’t tell
us where we can find water and
grazing?”

This was the second phase of my
Yemen Travels By Camel. Back in
December 2011 I had travelled 350
kms from Zabid to Sanaa during the
war. Everyone thought I was out of
my mind, but I neither got killed,
kidnapped nor held for ransom. I
trusted the generous, hospitable and
charismatic Yemenis more than the

extremely negative global media. I was
right. This time my wish was to cross
one of the hottest areas in the world,
the Sands of Al Mahra, in summer.
I also wanted to document the life of
the local Bedu tribes, who by many
are seen as the first human beings to
have populated the Arabian Peninsula.
Furthermore, and equally as important, was to take on the world media
who I thought highly exaggerated the
dangers of going to Yemen and the
presence of the terror network called
Al Qaeda. These were the reasons that
I received very little help from anyone
in Yemen this time, nobody wanted
to get involved. They all thought it
would be a matter of days before I got
kidnapped and possibly even killed.
Of course everyone I had asked to

join me, jumped ship. That is, except
for one braver than the rest, Tanya
Holm, a Swedish journalist with a
great knowledge of Yemen and the
Arabic language.
“It took me almost a week to understand I wouldn’t die in the midday
heat”, she told me after two weeks
when we crossed the halfway mark.
“Today I love the freedom of sleeping
under the stars, but at times this is a
prison limited by the heat and lack of
water, which always forces us to stay
next to people. But now I understand
the Bedouin better.”
At times we had trouble on agreeing on the simplest day-to-day tasks
with the Bedu. How to arrange the
saddle and the equipment, what to
bring, how far to walk, when to rest,
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A lonely figure in the vast expanses of sand
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The Bedu genuinely respect their camels
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how much food the camel should
have, what we should eat, and even
where to urinate. The Bedu see themselves as the ORIGINAL (chosen)
people in a manner of speaking, and
therefore they didn´t care much for
the ways of the outside world. It
didn´t occur to them that there could
be other ways to do things than those
to which they were accustomed. It was
a case of whoever lives with the Bedu,
has to accept their ways. Eventually
we would learn that this is the only
way to be able to fully appreciate this
harsh, raw and frugal environment and
the people who are an integral part of
it. Even though the automobile has
managed to make camel travel extinct
in the region, and satellite discs, washing machines, satellite phones and TV
has entered their world and made life
easier and more comfortable, for most
of the Bedu we met on this trip, life is
still extremely demanding and hard.
When Tanya expressed her happiness
one day by exclaiming to a group of
Bedus surrounding us that she wanted
to live for 3000 years, they thought
she was mad and objected adamantly:
“30 years is enough!”
In this Land of No Clouds and
Shade, the women suffer the most.
At first it was a pure delight to meet
them adorned in their colourful
dresses and layers of jewellery, some
had stunning facial patterns and
most of them didn´t cover their faces.
For the first time in Yemen women
actually talked to me. Very few had
adopted the city habit of a full black
abbayya and niqab. But, even though
it was in the midst of the hottest
season, so demanding that most men
just slowly moved around following
the shade, the women kept labouring away; cooking, feeding the goats,
taking care of their many children and
when they had some free time, telling
Tanya about their bodily pains. She
aided their pains so well with massage
that wherever we turned up thereafter, women arrived in droves to get
help. Even our four different guides
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throughout the trip opted to go to her
with their untrained muscles, since
they didn´t want to tell me and appear
weak. Tanya would send them to me
at the front but they would instead tell
me:
“The woman is tired. I think we
need to rest.”
I told them, she is fine. They would
then fall back to Tanya, whine about
me, wait half an hour and come up
to me and say:
“The camel is tired. I think we need
to rest.”
The Bedu genuinely respect their
camels. When two Bedu meet they
rub their noses against each other as
a respectful greeting, the same applies when greeting a camel. I never
saw a Bedu treat a camel badly. Most
camel people globally use a nose peg to
control the animal, but not the Bedouin, they don’t need it, since they love
them and treat them accordingly. But
the days of camel travel in Al Mahra
is over.
One of the last to be involved in
the big caravans that used to ply their
trade from Al Ghaydah to Rumah,
our chosen route, was our final guide,
Sheikh Saleem Ambe Somota Al
Mahari.
“It took us 20 days. It consisted of
a hundred camels and fifty men,” he
related. “Half of us rode, the other
half walked. This was part of the old
frankincense route, but in the last years
we carried food, fish oil and salt. It all
stopped the day the car arrived.”
When we met him the first time,
we got involved in a serious argument.
We had already agreed to take on
another guide, when Saleem turned up
and demanded to accompany us. The
whole nomadic camp we stayed at that
night told us with passion that he was a
religious man who everyone along the
route venerated. He was a much better
man than the one we had picked and
that our choice wasn’t even a Bedu, he
came from Shabwa, they said, a man
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who would just get us into trouble
with other tribes along the route. But
we insisted. However, after walking
just a kilometre the following day we
noticed a jeep parked next to the track
and at the same second we passed it,
we crossed an invisible border and the
driver told us aggressively that we had
entered another tribe's area who didn’t
allow us to continue. The only one who
could provide us with safe conduct
through this apparently hostile country
was Sheikh Saleem.
“You like everybody else travelling
through our land need somebody to
help you”, he explained when he turned
up happily with only his Kalshnikov,
joined us like nothing had happened
and continued his endless talking: “This
practise is called sayyara and has been
here since the beginning of time.”
Saleem was a Godsend. He showed
us the overwhelming positive sides of
this proud and strong people. Up until
we met him we had found it quite trying living with them especially when it
came to the issue of privacy, something
which doesn’t exist in their rugged land.
As quick as they saw us, whether walking or in camp, every male Bedu turned
up. Every move we made was watched
intensely and intrigued them beyond
understanding. If I walked away to
cater to my needs, at times they would
follow to see what I was doing. They
always had many questions which they
demanded answers for, no matter what
time of the day or how tired we were.
The questions were always the same.
Are you Muslims?
Why don’t you travel by car?
Do you marry as Muslims?
How many wives do you have?
Are you rich?
Is it your government who has sent
you here?
Saleem soon understood that we
needed some privacy. With his charisma he got everyone to understand
that not everybody is like the Bedu.
Even though he never fully understood

this Western need, since his way to
relax after a demanding day, was the
same as for all Bedus, socializing and
talking. At times, no matter how tired
he was, he would talk away around
the campfire until it was time for us
to get up at the first prayer at 4 a.m.
and start walking. When I asked him
what they were talking about, he said
mostly remembering the old days and
the oddities of foreigners travelling by
camel.
“But have other foreigners passed by
here on camel?” I once asked in surprise and Saleem replied: “Yes, it was
another Englishman on camel and his
Bedu guides who passed here not long
ago.”
“Really? When?”
“Well, I think maybe 30 years ago.”
It was probably Wilfried Thesiger
and his Rashid guides in 1947. Or

When I asked him what they
were talking about, he said
mostly remembering the
old days and the oddities of
foreigners travelling by camel.
maybe even Bertram Thomas, who
passed a year earlier. Both wrote about
the loyalty, good humour, infinite
patience and especially the generosity
encountered in those days. That hasn´t
changed. No matter where we turned
up, whether a settlement or a Nomadic
camp, the Bedu would always supply us with the scarce water and food
for Kensington. And us. They never
charged us a penny.
And al-Qaeda? The only time we
heard about them during the expedition was when we arrived in Rumah
after 350 kms of walking. People told
us they where in town. That scared us.
But the locals told us they were neither a problem nor dangerous, anyone
could take us to meet them. It turned
out to be a family originating from a
village called Al Qaeda.

