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A World in a Grain  
of Sand

Ten years after her journey to the Western Desert, the explorer, travel 
writer and photographer Hannah McKeand reflects on the forces at 

play in the second biggest wilderness on the planet 

I wake up to the cold of a desert morning, but with a feeling of 
warmth at my back. Salama has rekindled the fire. Opening my 

eyes to the pre-dawn half-light, the surface of the plain looks like 
the smooth coat of some vast creature. I imagine reaching out my 
hand to touch it. I imagine it quivering beneath my fingers – in 
my mind the desert is a living thing.
 
The Selima Sand Sheet is one of the largest and flattest places 
on earth, consisting of 120,000sq km of emptiness spanning 
the borders between Egypt and Sudan. In the two days since 
we turned away from the last scratch of tarmac we have driven 
continuously across it – and have seen nothing. But when we 
stop for breaks and walk away from the cars, a different truth 
becomes apparent. Once your eyes become attuned to the detail 
of the desert, something of interest can be found on every square 
metre of ground. 

This desert is meant to be walked in, it has its own pace and its 
own rhythm. You can drive through hills or dunes or mountains 
and these great elements of the land’s character hold their own 
– they still speak to you, even though you pass through them 
at speed. But plains, such as the one that I am in now, are the 
quietest, oldest parts of the desert. To cross them by car renders 
them featureless and voiceless, truly forgotten. My eyes rest on 
the expanse and I wonder how many millions of stone tools and 
quartz shards and wind-shaped pebbles, how many fragments of 
bone and shafts of petrified glass we must drive past every day 
in that car.
 
The sound of softly murmured Arabic brings me back to myself 
and I roll over to see my Bedouin friend attending to the last of his 

morning prayers. He turns his head to one side, to the angel who 
observes and records his good deeds, and then to the other, to 
the angel who observes and records his bad. “As salamu alaykum 
wa rahmatullahi wa barakatuhu,” he tells them. “May the peace, 
mercy, and blessings of Allah be with you.” The warm light from 
the new flames flicker on his kneeling, white-robed form.
 
Beyond him I see the others stirring, rising from their bed rolls 
and moving towards the fire. We are a willing band of nomads – 
three Bedouins, two Austrians, a Hungarian couple, an Egyptian 
soldier and myself, an English girl. Here, as the sun slips blazing 
over nothing but horizon, we brew sweet tea together and share a 
breakfast of bread, baked in the embers of the fire of the previous 
night. The desert simplifies everything. Its endurance and 
constancy across thousands of years, its almost complete lack of 
provision for supporting life makes thoughts of politics, borders 
and nationality seem absurd. Here we are simply human animals, 
co-dependently making this journey.
 
In the mid-morning we leave the Selima Sand Sheet and 
encounter the imposing, jumbled edge of the Gilf Kebir, a 
sandstone plateau the size of Switzerland. We flank its cliffs for 
hours before moving out into the open again, picking our way 
through the rocks and dunes and plains to the south. We are in 
the Libyan Desert, or the Western Desert as the Egyptians call 
it (because it lies to the west of the River Nile). Roughly the size 
and shape of the Indian sub-continent, it spans southern Egypt, 
eastern Libya and northern Sudan, and is the second biggest 
uninhabited wilderness on the planet after Antarctica. There are 
no nomads and no camels. It is hostile to all but the most highly 
adapted forms of life. ""
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 In the hazy horizon ahead of us we start to become aware of vague 
shapes and features. Then, just before nightfall, a sprawling grey 
mountain reveals itself. We have arrived at our final destination, 
the Uweinat Massif. Uweinat and its sister peaks lie at the very 
heart of this desert. It is the feature that the map-makers saw 
fit to place their rulers on during the Partition of Africa in 1884, 
drawing borders across a landscape that none of them had ever 
even visited. 
 
As the bright moon rises we pass a single acacia tree standing 
alone before the mountain. Beyond it we climb over a bank of 
sand flanked by rocky slopes, before we drop into the hidden 
valley of Karkur Talh. We will stay in this branching valley 
system for the week. For now, this will be home.
 
The next morning we set out from camp and start to work our 
way up the maze of rocky gullies leading into the heart of the 
mountain. Our purpose here is to learn about Saharan rock 
art. Our leader, the Hungarian-born András Zboray, is a world 
authority on the subject. Every year since 1980 he has embarked 
on two to three expeditions, predominantly into the eastern 
Sahara, searching for prehistoric paintings and engravings. For 
the past four years I have accompanied him.
 
We scramble here and there to look at paintings, scattered secrets 
among the rocks, images in shades of red and ochre depicting 
cattle and hunters. Scenes of an ancient world. By the afternoon 
the heat is like a fever on us, and we crawl into the shadows to 

wait. I sit alone in a large, low-roofed shelter with more than 100 
figures tumbling across its roof. I sit on the cool sand in the shade 
and think about the artist. I think about the hands that patiently 
painted the flowing lines over my head. I think about the speed 
of the brush as they applied the colour to the stone. I wonder 
what songs they sang. I wonder what word they used for river. I 
turn my back on the paintings and look out of the mouth of the 
cave at a view that is only a rumour of what it once was. I turn 
the hillsides green and fill the dry riverbed with water. I people 
the cliffs with figures clad in animal skins and hear the stirrings 
of their herds. For a moment I look back 6,000 years into a 
civilisation, as insubstantial now as it was rich and complex then.
 
Although I do not know it at this moment, this will be the last 
time that I will visit this place, the last time that I will see Salama 
and my other Bedouin friends, the last time I will see these 
images from another time, from another world. In the months to 
come Egypt will begin its own chapter of the Arab Spring. Tens 
of thousands of protesters will take to the streets against their 
government. Politicians and rebels and soldiers, the architects 
of power, will exert their will once more on this empty land. By 
the end of 2012 access to the Western Desert will be shut down 
indefinitely. As we parted that last time in Cairo, Salama looked 
into my face and held my hand, saying: “Desert friend, this 
friendship will never be forgotten.” Today, years on from that 
parting, I still carry his words with me. One day we will walk the 
desert places together again and build yet another new world 
with our steps. 


