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The e-book has daunting potential. In the very near
future it will, for example, allow sound tracks as in movie or
voice over. [llustrations can be added. Fan fiction liberties can
be taken. Above all, annotation can be appended or inserted. If
(as in William Gibson's 2008 novel spook country) the action
opens in the Mondarian Hotel, on Los Angels" Sunset strip,
that fine establishment can be flicked in, visually. This kind of
annotation is already being done, on the web to Gibson's
fiction by fans. In the future it will be packed alongside the
text itself. The e-book of the near future, it is safe to say, will
need as much instruction and tuition in using it as driving an

automobile, it will revolutionize.
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First things first: If you want to savour Paula
Constant’s book ‘Sahara’ to the fullest, you need to
first read her earlier book viz. ‘Slow Journey South’.
While ‘Sahara’ is the actual description of the almost
impossible feat that Paula achieved, its impact can be
absorbed 1n its real sense only if one understands the
hardships that Paula took to fulfil her dream.

As the name suggests, ‘Sahara’ is Paula’s
description about her walk through the extensive,
arduous desert. However, it cannot be classified
merely as a travelogue. For, this book goes much
beyond just describing the geographical features of a
desert trail. It takes the reader on a mystical journey of
living with the silences of the ‘Big Empty’ as Paula
calls the desert. It unravels riveting nuggets about the
various tribes/cultures that Paula encounters during
her journey. It elucidates about the bitter-sweet
experiences that Paula faces as a single, white woman
in a world full of traditional chauvinists. It describes
her fierce grit and determination in singlehandedly
taking on tricky situation in places where she doesn’t
know the culture, language or people. In short,
‘Sahara’ is a vivid description of Paula’s journey — not
just from one terrestrial point to another —but also from
being a normal person from a comfortable background
to evolving into a more worldly-wise, mature woman.
One who learns what it is to live happily in abject
poverty; to live beyond veils; to live in a world full of
uncertainty; to live without material comforts that
people in the advanced countries take for granted. It is
this metamorphosis that forms the underlying defining
point of ‘Sahara’. Yes, the book is also a description of
the actual walk; which is also done in a picturesque
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way, such that one feels as if we ourselves are walking
alongside Paula. Such is the in-depth involvement of
Paula in her walk and its subsequent description, that it
comes across just as powerfully in her writing. The
shades of the sand, the forceful whistling of the wind,
the varied moods of Paula’s camels, the exciting chaos
of'the bazaars in Morocco, Tomboctou etc, all stand out
asa ‘live canvas’in front of the reader.

Paula’s walk is also punctuated with her
personal battles with the various people in her life. She
and her husband Gary start drifting apart from the
beginning of this walk. Something that they had started
as a ‘joint dream’ becomes the wedge driving them
apart rapidly as the walk starts. At one point, Gary
decides to leave the project; leaving Paula distraught
but even more determined to complete the same. She is
also up against her father’s constant negativity about
the exercise as well as her mother’s rapidly spreading
cancer. Alarmingly depleting finances, unexpected
costs in forms of bribes and random charges, little luck
with publishing of her articles about the walk,
unwnated encounters of the sexual nature and the
varied experiences with guides, cause quite a lot of
distress to Paula, who also battles with severe Urinary
Tract Infection all through the walk. Military outfits,
bandits and landmines are some of the other hurdles
that she comes up against this journey, even as she
continues in immense pain due to the infection
spreading upto her kidneys.

The guides that she meets through her journey
unravel the face of the society at those locations. For
instance, while Madani from Morocco is the helpful,
easygoing, shy guy; Harraba of Nouhadibou comes



across as a lazy, chauvinistic and cunning man who
joins her with the intention of simply making easy
money. He also breaks a lot of Paula’s equipment and
scares her camels. At Mauritania, she finds Khabuss
who is a no-nonsense military man with excellent
knowledge of the topography; but then arrives
Mohammed, who defecates in front of her, expects her
to cook and serve him food and eventually also drags
her into legal trouble. The walk also exposes Paula to
women and families of various cultures. While the
Saharawi tribal women are self confident, independent
and equally revered by their men; those in Mauritania
are rude, lazy and money-minded to the extent that
they feel no compunction in robbing Paula of her
luggage in front of her!

Beginning her walk from London and crossing
5000 kms through England, France, Portugal, Spain
and Morocco, Paula had aimed to cross the Sahara
desert from west to east in its entirety. However,
political and visa related problems force her to give up
the walk in Niger. Having walked 7000 kms through
the Sahara, she has just 3800 kms more to reach Cairo
where her desert safari will finish in the real sense. She
stills beholds the dream to complete her walk. If one
wonders ‘why, despite all the aforementioned
difficulties?’, an extract written by Paula in book gives
the most befitting explanation. It says: “The immediacy
of the prickles and the stark beauty of the terrain have
made me think endlessly about simplicity, and the daily
struggle with small things. This walk has been such a
metaphor for life: just when I thought I was on top of
everything, had a good guide, understood how to make
my camels and camp work and was in beautiful country,
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the prickly shrubs came along to test me every second.
I’ve written in my diary more than once in sheer
frustration: will this walk ever give me a break? But I
know that life will always test me, no matter how ideal
the circumstances.” She continues later in the book, “I
dread coming out of it (the silence of the desert), the
return to the mundane, the tight faces of society, the petty
boundaries. I dread leaving the clean, stark wilderness,
leaving behind the glimpse of my true essence and
drawing on the ‘material’ layers once again. And no
matter how I crave it, I dread having to talk when I am
used to the silence. When I’m out here in the deep desert,
I feel so strong that I’'m afraid of nothing. When I walk in
that subconscious place, I know myself; the seas within
are calm. There is no self-concern. It is a precious
epiphany.”

The best way to savour this epiphany is to read
‘Sahara’ — an enriched piece of writing about something
as stark and barren as a desert could ever be!

- RESHMA S. KULKARNI
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