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The morning was chillier than I thought it would be. “The weather is extreme, so 

bring a jacket” they had advised me. Sure. You want cold? Chicago is cold. We had had 

the coldest temperatures since about a decade during the past few weeks before my trip to 

the Saharan desert. I had left the house with a jean jacket on, plus an inadequate winter 

coat on top of that at my mother’s insistence. Upon arriving at O’Hare airport, I hastily 

took the coat off and threw it on the passenger side of my brother’s car. “Tell mom not to 

worry - I won’t need that.” 

 

And now I sure wished I had brought that coat with me. We had arrived at the 

airport in Tindouf, Algeria, in the wee hours of a Sunday morning. This was the fourth 

plane and fifth airport since leaving Chicago on Thursday night, and I was simply 

exhausted. I pulled a light vest from my luggage, and wrapped the white scarf my mother 

had knit for me around my neck, covering my mouth and ears. “I’ll never admit to her I 

could’ve used that coat…” I mumbled to myself as I looked around. There were a lot 

more people than I would’ve imagined being in a plane to the middle of nowhere; 

literally. There were several groups of people; most of whom looked like they were ready 

to go camping, with their huge backpacks and sleeping bags. And here I was with my red 

American Tourister and my Swiss messenger bag. There were 18 people in my group, 

including Ahmed Mulay, the representative to the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic in 

Mexico City. He would otherwise be called an ambassador, except he lacks something 

very important in order to be considered as such: a country. 
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I once heard or read a phrase somewhere that went something like: ‘One carries 

one’s country in one’s heart, not in a map.’ I was about to visit a place where hundreds of 

thousands of such hearts existed and neither the cold, exhaustion, nor my feeling 

completely out of place would keep me from them. 

 

After some waiting under the twinkling heaven of the Sahara desert, we were 

finally loaded up, unsuitable gear and all, into the two trucks that would bring us to our 

final destination: the saharawi refugee camps located in a southwestern corner of Algeria. 

Eighteen people, two drivers, and huge piles of luggage in two trucks. And here I had 

complained of not having enough space to properly stretch my legs in the United flight 

from Chicago to London, during the first leg of my trip. But I was on a mission; I had 

somewhere to be. So I didn’t complaint. 

 

Upon arriving at the camps, it was still quite dark, so I couldn’t make out what the 

place looked like. All I could see, with the help of the truck’s headlights, were hints of 

mud brick walls and lots of sand and rocks everywhere. We stopped somewhere in the 

middle of what I imagined would be one of the camps and we squeezed our way out of 

the trucks, luggage and all. After some dialogue, it was decided how we were to be 

grouped and distributed among the saharawi families, who would take us in for the 

duration of our visit. “Silvia! Where are you?” asked Ahmed. “Right behind you,” I 

responded. “Ah, there you are. You’ll go with Alma and Fatima; the driver will take you 

three girls to your jaima now. Go on, get in the truck and I’ll load up your luggage.” We 

were to go to with the same family Alma had been with the year before. Only she and 

another woman in our group had been at the camps previously; this was the first time for 

the rest of us. Our jaima,what the saharawi call their houses, was at the edge of town, 

perched on top a tiny sand mount. Finally a place where I could lay down and get some 

sleep. 
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“Alma!” called the small woman who came out of the jaima to greet us. Alma 

immediately jumped out of the truck and into her arms, tears of happiness in both their 

eyes. Fatima and I slowly emerged as well, feeling a bit awkward, numb and tired from 

the long trip. It was still completely dark outside, and the light that came from the jaima’s 

main door wasn’t enough to allow for suitable introductions. But once inside, we met and 

saw the faces of the women and girls who would become our mother and sisters within a 

matter of days. We talked for a little while; mostly Alma telling them how thrilled she 

was to be back and them in turn telling her how happy they were to have her here again. 

We all then went to sleep, for in a few hours daylight would come and so would the 

beginning of our real journey. 

 

The next morning, as we finally were able to wake and get up, I finally took hold 

of my surroundings. The jaima was a small mud brick edifice, consisting of a few tiny 

rooms, an even tinier kitchen and a larger room where the floor was covered in plastic 

carpets, and there were thin mattresses lined up against the walls, and lots of bed covers 

and pillows neatly stacked at the corner. It was all painted white on the inside, while the 

outside walls were left unfinished. Outside the jaima was a canvas tent about the same 

size as the main room in the house, which was completely torn apart during a sandstorm a 

few days later. While it was still standing though, we enjoyed tea and long chats in it, as 

it was carpeted and here too were pillows neatly stacked in a corner. In front of the jaima 

were three small rooms, two used as storage space and the third was where we found the 

squat toilet. 
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After washing up, we were called into the tent for breakfast, which consisted of 

milk and very sweet fruit juice from cartons, strong coffee, and white bread with 

delicious peach and butter spreads. I had a feeling that this was prepared special for us by 

our saharawi family, because instead of coffee, they all drank what looked like milk with 

dissolved wheat flour from a big bowl. As intrigued by that as I was, it was apparently 

funnier to them as they observed how I poured milk and sugar into my small cup of 

coffee. After breakfast, we drank the traditional saharawi tea, which consists of three 

different types, prepared by the mother. The ritual is long and meant to be an opportunity 

for socializing and telling stories of their ancestors. The saharawi people are quite open 

and welcoming, and this ceremony can take place several times during the day – before 

and/or after a meal, when friends come over, in the midst of a sand storm. When you are 

served the first glass, you are told that this is “bitter as life”. The second is “sweet as 

love”, and the third “soft as death”. 
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As we made our way outside, it finally hit me that I was in the middle of the 

desert. Looking around me, I could see the small camp town below – mostly mud brick 

structures with tents on the side, just like ours. Some also had hand-made fenced 

structures for their goats. The biggest building was the yellow-painted school in the 

middle of town, which was also where everybody met and where you could find a tiny 

museum and a few souvenir shops. There was not a single tree in sight, no grass, no 

plants – absolutely no vegetation whatsoever. Just sand and rocks and more sand 

everywhere. As I began to take photos, I noticed how quiet it was, and it bothered me a 

little at first. Coming from a loud city like Chicago, the fact that there wasn’t even a bird 

here made me feel a bit uneasy. 
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The rest of the day was spent getting to know our saharawi family. Hassan, the 

father, wasn’t there much, as he worked in the city of Tindouf and it was too difficult for 

him to drive back and forth to and from the camps. He spent his nights at the city, and 

came home whenever he got a chance. His wife stayed at home to take care of their six 

daughters – four teens, a pre-teen and an eight-year-old. The two older girls, Fatma and 

Halidja, helped with the chores in the house; Aziza and Hassana, the next two, were 

studying in Spain; and the younger ones, Sukeina and Meiduna, went to primary school at 

the camp. Minetu, the mother, is a small woman with a sweet demeanor, quiet and 

observant. She speaks but a few words in Spanish, so all our communication with the 

family was with the help of the two older girls, who had been studying Spanish since 

grammar school and by now were quite fluent. Now that I had gotten some much needed 

sleep, I realized that it had been Fatma who had first greeted us outside the jaima the 

night before. 
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 The camp town we were in is called the “27 de Febrero”, named after one of the 

most important saharawi days of remembrance: the day in 1976 when the Saharawi Arab 

Democratic Republic was proclaimed. Their country, Western Sahara, had been a 

Spanish colony for over a century. In the early 1970’s, the saharawis formed the Frente 

Popular Para la Liberacion de la Seguia el Hamra y el Rio Oro (POLISARIO Front), to 

organize against Spanish colonialism. In 1975, as Spain was about to abandon its rule 

over the territory, it secretly made a deal to split the territory with Morocco and 

Mauritania, instead of granting independence as promised to Western Sahara as a 

country. This sparked a war which forced tens of thousands of saharawis to flee the 

attacks coming from Morocco in the north and Mauritania in the south. Women, children 

and elders ran from the American napalm and phosphorous bombs being dropped on 

them by Morocco and went east to Algeria, where they were granted asylum in the arid 

inhospitable desert. Most men stayed behind with the POLISARIO to defend their 

country. After four years of fighting, Mauritania retreated as it could no longer afford its 

military presence in Western Sahara, and it signed a peace agreement with the 

POLISARIO in 1979. Morocco, however, has not let up its unlawful occupation, in spite 

of a ruling in 1975 by the International Court of Justice that neither Morocco nor 

Mauritania had any claim to Western Sahara, and a United Nations brokered cease fire in 

1991. Throughout the years, the United Nations has been unable to organize and execute 

its own resolutions for a fair referendum for self-determination for the saharawi people. 

 

With most men in the fighting fronts, the undertaking of creating, organizing and 

running the refugee camps in Algeria fell to the women. They are among the most 

liberated in the Muslim world, freely enjoying their crucial role in developing effective 

systems for education, healthcare, resource distribution and political organization and 

participation. For over three decades, they have survived on almost sheer will and ever 

decreasing international aide, preparing themselves and especially their children for a 

future back in their homeland. There is a generation of twentysomethings who have been 

born at the camps and that is all the life they have ever known. And yet, they’ll talk to 
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you of their country as if they had been there, as if they had just left yesterday and will be 

back tomorrow. Some of them have been sent to study abroad but each and every one of 

them return, ready for that tomorrow when the doors to their own country will be open 

for them again, when that wall that has separated them from their brothers and sisters for 

so long will be torn down. 
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 During my week at the camps, I couldn’t help but to be amazed at how open, 

friendly, gentle, genuine these people are. When saharawis greet you, they ask about your 

family as if they knew them. They invite you to tea at their jaimas; they share their food 

and their friendship with you as if you were an old friend. One day while visiting a school 

at the Smara camp, a couple of us were approached by a teenage girl outside one of the 

art buildings. She asked where we were from, and told us about herself, her family, and 

gave us her address in case we ever wanted to visit. “We would be honored to have you 

at our home for dinner” she said with such a sweet smile. Her father appeared, and 

greeted us with the same sincerity and extended his daughter’s invitation. On another 

occasion, I was walking alone on the street and a young saharawi man joined me out of 

nowhere, and on the short way to the jaima I was staying at, he told me his life story. He 

was the only source of support for his mother and sisters and ran a small grocery shop at 

the camp. He had been able to study for a shot while in Spain but had to return to find 

work in order to provide for his family, and was very hopeful that one day he might be 

able to finish his studies. “I loved it in Spain” he said. “I learned a lot and saw so much 

that our people here have never gotten to see for themselves.” I asked him if it was hard 

to return to the camps, having experienced such a different way of life. “It was only hard 

because I knew I would have to leave my studies, but my place is with my family, with 

my people, here in the camps or back home in our country.” He had a such strong sense 

of responsibility towards his own people, and talked of all the things he could do when 

they all were allowed to return to their land, to be free. Fatma, the oldest girl in the family 

with whom I was staying, speaks Spanish and English in addition to her native tongue. 

She too has been able to go to school in Spain, and if only given a chance, she would 

study as much as she possibly could, she told me. Her Spanish is very good, and we were 

able to hold simple but clear conversations in English. She is an extremely intelligent 

young woman, respectful and mature for her age, and full of hopes and dreams for a 

bright future. 
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This positive attitude was apparent in everyone at the camps, from the elders who 

sang of the homeland, to the small children who carry that light of hope in their eyes. It 

really does take an outsider by surprise to see this in spite of the hardships of life in exile 

and in one of the most inhospitable places on earth. They are a people of peace, of hope, 

of dreams. They are proud of their heritage, of their culture, of their people. 
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Ahmed Mulay, their representative in Mexico City, is one of many other saharawi 

spokespeople around the world who is out there, far away from his people, to remind us 

that they still exist, that they’re still in exile, and that they’re still waiting. Waiting for the 

day of justice, for the day when the rest of the world will acknowledge them and demand 

that Morocco give back what was never theirs to take: a country rich with phosphate 

deposits, oil and natural gas fields, and fishing waters. That day seems far away, as the 

saharawi people must endure the cold shoulder from the powerful nations, whose interest 

lie with those who will give them a better deal on exploiting the rich resources of 

Western Sahara. A UN opinion on the matter states that exploration is allowed, while 

exploitation is strictly prohibited, due to the obvious fact that Morocco is not recognized 

as governmental authority to the territory. To the saharawi people, the richness of their 

country lies in their people, in their ancestors, in the future of their children and in the 

right to live - and die - in it. 
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On the long way back to Chicago, as I reentered my own world, I realized that 

this tiny place on earth, the last place anybody would want to live, holds some of the 

most amazing people I have ever met. I must confess that I’ve had such a hard time 

readjusting to my life after the trip. It’s almost like a line has been drawn and there is a 

clear before and after. I watch the news now, full of reports on violence in my city, in my 

country, overseas in Irak, and I can’t help but think of the saharawis back in that horrible 

desert. They are not terrorists; they don’t defend themselves with weapons anymore. And 

yet those family members who were left behind, who could not flee back in the mid 

1970’s, continue to be illegally and brutally persecuted, systematically tortured and 

murdered by the Moroccan government. And none of this makes the evening news. I 

wonder what it would take for this to happen…and even if it did, I get the feeling that we 

have become so numb to the atrocities and injustices taking place around the world, that 

nobody would pay any more attention than we do now to the Darfour conflict, for 

example. But do we need to wait for the saharawi children to start dying of starvation? 

They are already on the verge of it. Do we really want the gentle, soft-spoken young man 

who accompanied me on the dusty street back at the camp to be forced to pick up in 

arms? Isn’t it enough to have the saharawi people be robbed of their country? To be 

driven out it as if they were the intruders? To have Morocco repeatedly ignore all 

international rulings and mandates to give that country back to its rightful owners? 
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Unfortunately I haven’t been as blessed with such a positive outlook on life as the 

saharawi people, but I do hope with all my might that next year when I return to visit my 

saharawi family, that it will be back in their own land. As beautiful as I’m sure it is from 

what they tell me, I have already been one of the lucky few to take a journey to their 

hearts. The riches I found there are what most of the rest of the world is lacking; what 

each of us could use even a little of in our everyday busy, hectic, material lives. I can 

only imagine what it will be like for the saharawi people to have the prolonged, painful 

wait be finally over. They have been ready for such a long time. 
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