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or alive, it shall be mine …” 
In addition, France’s King 
Charles X made him Cheva-
lier of the Legion of Honour.
Caillié’s residence in La 
Mystérieuse had been short, 
his observations picaresque, 
and the eventual telling of 
his rediscovery reliant on 
jotted memories and scrupu-
lously kept notations, secret-
ly scribbled after excusing 
himself from the company 
of others, requesting time for 
quiet meditation. Although 
his writings covered his 
entire travels, they were not 
able to persuade a skeptical 
world that Timbuktu was 
without the charm and stat-
ure created by legend. Con-
troversy would swirl around 
Caillié’s book, Travels Through 
Central Africa to Timbuctoo, 
which appeared in both France 
and England in 1830. But public 
acclaim continually fought with 
scholarly disdain. As Brian Gard-
ner noted, “René Caillié’s book 
did little to stop the Timbuctoo 
Rush.”
Boctou’s Well Still in 
Use 
Circling the Sidi Yahia Mosque, 
I inadvertently found Bouctou’s 
well. My guess is that most visi-

to believe that the propitious well 
is even marked. Yet that hole in 
the ground at my feet was the 
origin of the name Timbuktu.
I politely shooed Zak away. I 
wished to be alone in my travel 
fantasy. The two keepers of the 
place, oblivious to my presence, 
talked in their sleep. The Eth-

nographic Museum encircled 
its namesake “Tin,” the Berber 
language’s grammatical kin to 
“well.” A recent construction, it 
showcased Tuareg and Songhai 
artifacts of music and costume. 
Standing over the well of the 
woman whose name became 
the byword for remote, I stared 
into the hole, its shallow depth 
blocked by mud. At the end of a 
rope swung a camel-skin bucket 
that dropped from a wooden 
winch, itself secured by tree 
branch props. I looked within the 
well and sensed Bouctou contem-
plating her distorted navel.
Zak sloughed along a block away 
and waved to me. Bolstered by 
our logistical success in matching 
a street name with an explorer’s 
home, it made sense to Zak that 

convinced skeptics that Timbuk-

tu’s fame was founded 
on exaggerated claims.
Heinrich Barth in 
Timbuktu 
Sweating and covered 
with a day’s dust, we 
stopped outside the home 
of Heinrich Barth, to the 
northeast east side of the 
Sidi Yahia Mosque. I 
breathed deeply. Barth’s 
stay in Timbuktu was 
the signature piece in 

of the Sahara. If there 
was a hint that Timbuktu 
might have a tourism 
future, this house was it: 
we paid an entrance fee. 
Pictures on the walls had 
descriptions in English, 
French, and German. 

Barth’s maps and sketches were 
displayed. Framing was elusive, 
but some of the documents were 
protected behind glass, where 
the heat had melded them to the 
surface. A pamphlet on Barth’s 
exploits was for sale. Was the fur-
niture his? Did he slouch in that 
corner, surrounded by curious 
and untrusting observers looking 
on in silence? Did the tall Ger-
man feel the urge to hunch over, 
given the lowness of the ceiling, 
as I did? Was the air as tight in 
his lungs as it felt in mine?
Barth arrived in Timbuktu with a 
debilitating fever and recuperated 
as a guest in this house, close to 
Sheikh Al Bekây. He stayed here 

the competing authority, the local 
chief, who challenged the sheikh 
for power over the Christian, 
made many attempts to expel 
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Barth. Among other 
reasons, it was 
suspected that he 
was Laing’s son. 
The result of this 
competition be-

-

local rulers was that 
Barth was unable to 
move freely about 
the city. Sheikh Al 
Bekây eventually moved him 
to an encampment in the desert, 
from where Barth, on occasions, 
visited Timbuktu’s mosques and 
spent hours among the towns-
people and visiting the “lively 
markets.” But political pres-
sure mounted for this symbol 

to leave. It culminated in a late-
night conference between the 
sheikh, the Tuareg, and the Fu-
lani. The Fulani gained control 
over Barth and held him for two 
months in another camp while he 
tried to resolve the compromises 
that kept him from departing.
He remained a total of six 
months, a stay that resulted in 
the most thorough European-re-
corded observations of Timbuktu, 
including notes on the city’s 
commerce and customs. Barth 
undertook language and vocabu-
lary documentation, and wrote 
of tribes, place names, and daily 
habits.
His restricted movement meant 
that he had time for letter writ-
ing. Halfway through his visit he 
wrote, “You will have heard, I 
think, of my happy arrival in this 
ill-famed place.” And, predat-

ing today’s urban 
anti-smoking 
bylaws, he noted, 
“Amongst other 
things they have 
smoking a capital 
crime, so that even 
in Timbuctoo, 
except near the 
house of Al Bekây, 
a man smoking 
is in great danger 

…”
His prolonged absence, and the 
African rumour trade, resulted 
in an erroneous report of Barth’s 
death in Berlin. His obituary was 
published, and all hope of know-
ing his whereabouts disappeared. 
He was still 2,700 kilometres 
from safety. Sheikh Al Bekây, 
whose father had protected La-
ing in Timbuktu, travelled with 
Barth along the River Niger’s 
north shore for weeks to ensure 
his safety. Finally, in September 

after his journey began, Barth 
wrote from his north African 
camp: “I set out on my last march 
on the African soil in order 
to enter the town of Tripo-
li.”
London and the world 
responded excitedly to 
Barth’s triumph. Oxford 
bestowed an honorary 
degree on him, the Geo-
graphical Society of Paris 
awarded its Gold Medal, 
and Queen Victoria pre-
sented the Order of Bath. Hein-
rich Barth became president of 
the Berlin Geographical Society. 

-
els in North and Central Africa, 

although popularly received, 
disappointed its readers. Barth’s 
reputation as a scholar and sci-
entist was strong enough that his 
portrayal of Timbuktu as a mun-
dane and dilapidated backwater 
was believed. He validated Cail-
lié’s descriptions of Timbuktu’s 
unimportance in modern African 
trade. Barth’s great achievement 
was that the public and politicians 

Timbuktu. The myths of the “City 
of Majesty” began to lose their 
duel with reality.
 We dawdled in the dust, letting 
our accomplishments settle in 
with satisfaction. “Thanks,” I said 
to Zak, who had recovered his 

In a narrow street, above the 
doorway of a building, hung a 
faded sign, tinged with mud that 
had been whipped high in the 
rains and dried by the wind: Bib-
liothèque Manuscrits — Al-Wan-
gari. Feeling euphoric, I pointed 
to it and smiled at Zak. Just then, 
a blue robe appeared on the
path, seemingly brought by the 

breeze. It came 
closer to reveal a 

lanky frame of a 
scholar. 

Excerpted from 
To Timbuktu for 
a Haircut by Rick 
Antonson. 
© 2008 by Rick 

Antonson. All rights reserved. 
Published throughout <Canada> 
by Dundurn Press (dundurn.com
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MORE ATA ACTIVITIES IN BANJUL AND AREA



39Africa Travel Magazine

Africa’s Niche Markets - a Popular Panel Topic at the Africa Travel Association 35th Annual Congress, Banjul, Gambia 

and USA (Culinary Tourism) 2. Moderator: Karen Hoffman, Sr. VP, The Bradford Group and Tanzania Tour-
ist Board Representative USA (3) Dr. Aloyce Nzuki, Managing Director, Tanzania Tourist Board  (4) Michelle 
Pinedo, Controller, Museum of African Art, USA (Art & Sculpture) (5) Sindiswa Nhlumayo, Deputy Director 
General, South African Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, South Africa (Sports Tourism)

Shola Lewis (right) of Atlanta, GA, Broadcast 
member of ATA Congress Media Team. Shola 
interviewed each of his media colleagues during 
a visit to a radio station in Banjul.

Below: Exhibit at ATA Congress Trade Show.
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Africa will Shine  

Once Again at the

World Travel Market,  

ExCel Centre, London

8-11 November, 2010

THERE’S MUCH MORE TO COME IN THIS EDITION, INCLUDING 
PHOTOS, CAPTIONS, COMMENTARY AND INTERVIEWS

ATA  Media group dinner at the Protea Ikeja Hotel, Lagos,
Nigeria enroute to The Gambia, courtesy of our sponsor
Arik Airlines.  Journalists from Nigeria, Jamaica, Senegal, 
USA and Gambia joined our group later. 
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