
By Hugh Jones

Standing still or running full-
pelt in any particular
direction, the Sahara desert
impresses as a big place. The
sky overhangs; the horizon is
uniformly distant, and you
quickly, yourself, become the
only distinguishable physical
feature within the landscape.

This is only one corner of the
Saharan vastness. The Sahara
Marathon is held in its north-west
corner, over sand and gravel
desert scrub. The course lies
within the national borders of
Algeria, but national borders here

are subordinate to physical
conditions (isn’t this the stuff of a
runner’s dreams?). After the race,
we ranged freely between Algeria
and the Western Sahara, without
ever encountering any
representative of national
officialdom.

Yet the Sahara Marathon, now
five years old, came about
because of these national
boundaries, and the intrepid
support of international race
volunteers. It is a vehicle by which
the Sahrawi people can proclaim
their independent existence in
face of Moroccan military
occupation of their territory. And

as nomads they were used to their
independence.

But in living memory, their
living space has always been
occupied. Western Sahara, until
1975 was Spanish Sahara; when
Generalissimo Franco died the
Spaniards left in indecent haste,
and the Moroccans marched in to
expand their national space. The
Sahrawi fought back, but
eventually retreated into
neighbouring Algeria. They
established refugee camps which
threatens to become semi-
permanent settlements.

The Sahara Marathon traverses
the territory between three of
these settlements: from Aioun
camp, via Auserd to Smara. Each
camp is poignantly named after
settlements within Western
Saharan territory that are now
under Moroccan control. After
flying into Tindouf from Madrid,
via Algiers, we were bussed from
the military airport to the Smara
camp. We arrived in darkness. In
the Sahara, darkness is dark:
mediated only by glinting
starlight.

Whispered conversations took
place, and in groups of five or six
we were spirited away to obscure
corners of the settlement. We
didn’t have any idea of where we
were, but we met with a restrained
yet fulsome welcome. During the
first of many Saharan tea
ceremonies, we got to know our
hosts. They are knowledgeable
people, able to fluidly connect
world events to their own
experience. Maybe this comes

from living under UN aegis for so
long, but it comes from the heart
nonetheless. We spoke in
Spanish, French and English – in
that order.

Darkness had not lifted before
we got on our way to the race
start. From Smara, the finish line,
all 60 foreign marathon entrants
go by bus to Aioun. The journey,
as the sun rises, is intimidating.
How can we possibly find our way
back through this featureless
terrain? Lorna Castellanos, an
effervescent 5-hour marathon
runner who had travelled from
Miami to take part, grew
disconcertingly subdued at the
prospect.

Aioun camp was expecting us.
The school opened up to offer
toilet facilities, there were nomad-
style tents for us to rest up, and
bottled water abounded. Right on
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time, at 09.30, we veered off into
the open desert. There was a lead
car to follow, but it tracked a
disconcertingly wavering course,
looking for the most immediately
appealing route through the sand
and stones. Vehicle tracks
comprehensively criss-crossed our
path, but there are permanent
white-painted cairns to guide us.
They are spaced frustratingly
beyond our range of visibility, but
some sixth sense guided us over
the desert void.

We entered Auserd camp, the
starting point of the half
marathon, and ran between ranks
of spectators. A stray camel
wandered into my running path (it
really did) and I swerved wide to
avoid it. We passed between
adobe huts along what
approximated to Main Street.
Groups of colourfully veiled
women (veiled to protect
themselves from sun and sand)
uttered a piecing ululation by way
of encouragement. Kids
scampered all about, buoyed up
by the excitement of the occasion.

Leaving Auserd, we headed out
between voluptuously rolling
undulations. The lead 4x4 car got
briefly stuck on one sandy ascent.
Mufflered women nestled in the
cols of these dunelike formations,
tending piles of bottled water. At
un(wo)manned depots, the lead
vehicle driver stopped to jump out
and  personally hand over a
bottle.

We began overtaking some of
the half marathoners who had
started out from Auserd.

Miraculously, we all seemed to
keep to the same trajectory,
despite the confusingly
omnipresent tyre tracks (made in
a trice, they can last for 5 or 10
years). We passed within a few
dozen metres of each other as we
all head generally southward.

The ground levelled out after
we passed the 10km start point –
a tent pitched next to a water
bottle drop, and we became
isolated specks crawling across
the flat, barren landscape. For me,
being a speck was an inspiring
experience. How often in our lives
are we given this kind of space?

With 5km to go we crossed a
surfaced road and turned right
(west) towards Smara camp. The
water bottle drops became
increasingly frequent, as they
served all four races (5km, 10km,
half & full marathons) and many
of the marathon runners were
walking by the time they reached
here. The spring in my step
faltered on this stretch, as we
passed beyond the settlement.
Finally, we reached the access
road for the last 800m. Gravity
pulled us down those final
metres, and the anticipation of
replenishment.

Ushered past the ceremonial
camels and over the finish line,
we were guided into the cool of
the reception centre – from which
we had been dispersed to our
hosts the previous evening (was it
as recent as that?). I answered
questions, drank water and ate
food, but I was very soon wanting
to make tracks back out into the
desert.

Jeb Carney, the race founder
and perennial presence here,
dropped me back to the 10km to
go point. I waited there, in the
shade of the tent and the easy
company of an attending family,
to see the others come through.
Reports of the ‘lanterne rouge’
were impressively informed.

It was Lorna Castellanos,
blissfully unconcerned: “I didn’t
want to miss a step, so I would be
able to cherish the experience and
re-live it over and over again, the
experience of being in the Sahara,
connecting with the people and
the land. I truly enjoyed talking to
the safety patrol: they were
wonderful. I felt so protected,
taken care of, every step of the
way. I wanted to give them my
medal for their dedication to the
race. Because of that, I was able
to breathe, to connect with this

foreign land that was so vast,
free, and inviting. The kids
ran up to me with
apprehension, curiosity,
and delight; the women
laughed, cheered,
clapped, and most

importantly smiled - to say
“we are glad you are here”.
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MEN:
1 Hugh JONES GBR 2:46:39

2 Jose Pallares COLOMINA ESP 2:58:10
3 Angel de la Mata GARCIA ESP 3:15:25
4 F MESTIERI ITA 3:18:00
5 Ivan CUDIM ITA 3:35:51

WOMEN:
1 Alessia NICOLINI ITA 4:03:30

2 Elena Ripoll MARTINEZ ESP 4:23:16
3 Lorna CASTELLANOS USA 6:00:16

HALF MARATHON
MEN:

1 Jon SALVADOR ESP 1:22:50
2 Aitor EIGUREN ESP 1:28:45
3 Manuel Pastor ORTIZ ESP 1:30:05

WOMEN:
1 Buyema Dahan AGDELFA SAH 1:32:47

2 Amelia Garcia PORTILLO ESP 2:07:17
3 Titziana ZIRIMINA ITA 2:14:43

10km:
MEN:

1 Hernandez Lopez PAXI ESP 36:59
2 Sidihamhed Chej MAHAYUB SAH 40:40

WOMEN:
1 Sahlma Embhareki MUSSA SAH 43:02

2 Buhari Abdulah BUTALLA SAH 43:15
5km:
MEN:

Isalmo Bussia TFARAM SAH 26:53
WOMEN:

Ab-Bachej Malainin CHISA SAH 28:32

Result

Pictures: Diego Muñoz


