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Second part of our story of two adventurers who turned a dream 
into a reality – overlanding from northern Europe to the bottom of the 
African continent. Plans had to be changed, but the dream lives on...  
Words and photography: Sheelah Turner and Oyvind Helgerud 
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A
frica starts at the ferry port at 
Algeciras, Spain. Don’t be 
fooled into thinking you have 
to cross the Straits of 

Gibraltar to experience African time or 
African efficiency. The ferry crossing 
was a fitting finish to our time in Europe 
– the rain and wind delayed the 
incoming ferry by a few hours, and so 
our 0800 departure turned into a 1200 
departure. The 45 minute crossing 
turned into one hour and 45 minutes as 
the ferry battled its way through swells 
and waves to deliver us to Ceuta, the 
autonomous Spanish city that is 
actually a small exclave, located on the 
north coast of Africa, which shares its 
border with Morocco. When we 
docked, to finish what had been a 
dreadful crossing, the main ferry door 
wouldn’t open, so we had to reverse 
out on a narrow gangplank, starting 
with the large trucks at the back. But at 
least, finally, we were in Africa.

MOROCCO
Our first real border crossing of the 
adventure was relatively hassle free – 
although we did somehow end up with 
a helper who directed us from one 
booth to the next, and apparently 
negotiated a good deal on the 
insurance. The rain persisted across the 
Straits, and our time in Chefchaouen 
(waiting for our travelling companions) 
was spent sitting in the ‘restaurant’. We 
were desperate for the sun!

But that wasn’t the worst of the 
weather!  A comment from my father, 
“But how cold can Morocco really be?” 
came back to haunt us.  

We headed south in search of sun 
and warmth. Our route towards Midelt 
took us through the unexpected 
greenery of forests and rolling hills. But 
we were in for even greater surprises, 
when we encountered snow!  Any 
thoughts of camping lay frozen on the 

ground, but fortunately we found a gîte 
– a homestay – up on a hill. Now, well 
fed, warm and dry, we could admire the 
snow-covered surroundings.

We headed towards Gorge du Todra, 
on our way up to Lac Tislit. The gorge 
was rather picturesque and we climbed 
into the Atlas Mountains towards Lac 
Tislit, with recent signs of snow evident. 
We returned via Gorge du Dades – a 
very different but equally stunning gorge 
– after taking an off-road piste to avoid 
the snowed in road.

Our explorations in the south 
continued with a visit to Erg Chigaga, 
which is supposedly the largest dunes 
in Morocco. Then we took a three-day 
off-road piste across the desert 
landscapes from Zagora to Merzouga. 
Mystical and magical, this offered us a 
wonderful opportunity to wild camp 
away from civilisation. While we did 
meet a few other off-road vehicles, 
most of the time we were on our own 
enjoying the wide-open expanses.

All through Morocco, we got on well 
with the locals and used markets to do 
our grocery shopping. These markets 
ranged from small village set-ups, to the 
large market at Rissani, where we also 
had the opportunity to buy livestock!  
Tempting, but we resisted.

The cooler winter weather was 
drawing in, and night time temperatures 
in the Atlas Mountains were rapidly 
descending beyond -10C. It was time 
for us to bid farewell to the deserts and 
mountains, and head for the warmth of 
the coastal areas.  And it was here that 
Morocco changed for us.

The huge influx of retirees from 
Europe – France in particular – in their 
kitted out campervans was evident. 
Some campsites we passed could 
accommodate up to 1000 campers. 
Local markets disappeared, and were 
replaced by large supermarkets. This 
was the European version of Morocco.  

Left: The sun sets 
at Lac Tislit - that's 
camping at -2degC!

Right: Our first 
foray into the Atlas 
Mountians. Exciting
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stamps in our passports. The border 
with Mauritania lay a mere 2200km 
away.

Not content with following the 
coastal road, we again ventured inland, 
this time winding through some lesser 
travelled routes towards Icht. The 
scenery was enchanting, with roads 
winding up and down through the 
mountains. Our most memorable 
camping came when we stopped in the 
tiny village of Targa ‘n Touchka. Here, 
the informal campsite lay on top of a 
little hillock in the middle of a bowl, with 
mountains surrounding us on all sides.  

Thankfully, we managed to find a 
charming campsite away from the 
heavy tourist hustle and bustle, which 
overlooked the ocean. We felt 
saddened, but we were also glad that 
we had taken the time to explore the 
inland areas of Morocco first. For us, 
that is the true Morocco.

The only major city we visited in 
Morocco was Rabat, and that was to 
arrange our Mauritanian visas. It was a 
long day, with much patience required 
to deal with the informal system 
operating at the Embassy. Thankfully, 
by sunset, we had freshly inked 

Top: A peaceful 
Bedouin camp in the 
western Sahara

Left: Crossing the 
Tropic of Cancer. 
Given all the world's 
hi tech satnav 
wizardry, this 
significant global 
position is marked 
with a pile of stones 
and hand-painted 
sign. Perfect

WESTERN SAHARA
We could feel as we crossed the 
unseen boundary between Morocco 
and Moroccan-occupied Western 
Sahara a certain military presence. The 
people were guarded, and less openly 
friendly. The desert landscape was 
stark, harsh. Cities were fewer and 
further between. The wind picked up 
and became our constant companion 
for the next two weeks. It was tough 
travelling. Our thoughts went out to the 
cyclists we saw along the way.

Our most memorable stop was a 
small Bedouin campsite that we found 
between Tarfaya and Laayoune. It was 
basic, and with as many luxuries as 
they could provide in the desert 
landscape, including brackish water for 
ablutions. A communal tent gave us a 
quiet place to rest out of the wind.

Travelling further, we stopped in 
Dhakla. We camped our tiny vehicle 
amongst the enormous vehicles of the 
French retirees, several of which were 
converted busses!  We made friends 
with some expats who’ve lived in 
Dhakla for almost eight years, and 
spent a international Christmas with 
them; eight people of eight nationalities 
sitting around the same table. 

And then, it was off to the border. 
Time to venture into Mauritania. ‘It is 
quiet at the moment’ they all said. ‘It’ll 
be easy’ they all said. And so we were 
in for an enormous surprise when we 
reached the border and joined the 
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queue with 125 vehicles ahead of us. 
After ‘only’ seven hours, we finally 
passed into the Moroccan border post. 
With numerous exasperated Malians 
and Senegalese, we made our way 
from one office to the next. An hour 
later, we entered the 5km wasteland 
that is ‘No Man’s Land’, sticking closely 
to the bumper of our new Austrian/
German friends.

And so, waiting in No Man’s Land to 
enter the Mauritanian border post, in 
yet another queue, we watched the 
sun set. This was not what we had 
planned.

MAURITANIA
We were spat into Mauritania in a most 
unceremonious way. Completing 
border formalities in the pitch black 
was something we had actively tried to 
avoid. Blatant requests for bribes from 
the customs official was intimidating, 
but since everyone had an interest in 
getting home before dawn broke, we 
kindly declined and he relented. In 
convoy with our Austrian/German 
friends, we headed to Nouadibou to 
camp for the night. Exhaustion quickly 
overwhelmed us, and even the 
nightclub music thumping next door 
could not disturb our sleep.

The political instability of the region 
quickly became obvious. We had 
wished to explore Atar and Chinguetti, 
in the days before the Arab Spring, but 
we received mixed messages about 
the current state of safety and security. 
Only a few weeks before, a French 
national had been kidnapped in 
southwest Mali near the border with 

Above: This sums up 
exactly what we had 
travelled so far to 
enjoy; wild camping. 
Magical

Mauritania. We erred on the side of 
caution, and decided to continue down 
the coastal road to the Senegalese 
border.

We were, nevertheless, determined 
to at least see something of Mauritania!  
Our only real option was the Parc 
National du Banc d’Argiun (pronounced 
locally as ban-dar-gin with a hard g as 
in gull), located about 200km from 
Nouadibou on the road to the capital 
city, Nouakchott. This park is a World 
Heritage listed site and lies on the 
migratory route for birds moving 
between Europe and southern Africa. 
We spent one night in a traditional 
Mauritanian low white tent, enjoyed 
some bird watching, explored the 
desert terrain and rejoined the tarred 
road to Nouakchott.

The police and military checks that 
we had grown accustomed to in 
Western Sahara continued; our stack of 
gifts and novelties growing thinner by 
the day.  While requests were non-
threatening, it was unnerving at times to 
be greeted by an individual dressed 
from neck to toe, with head wrapped 
completely in a headscarf, and eyes 
covered by dark sunglasses.

We treated ourselves to a 
guesthouse in Nouakchott, Jeloua. It 
was a welcome retreat from the 
relentless wind and sandblasting of the 
last two weeks. We wandered the 
streets taking care of business, and 
enjoyed a delicious meal at a delightful 
French restaurant and patisserie 
opposite the guesthouse.

Our trip to the Senegalese border 
was uneventful. The tarred road, which 

had been so well maintained between 
Nouadibou and Nouakchott, 
deteriorated into a potholed slalom 
course. However, as we were travelling 
on New Year’s Day, there was very little 
other traffic.  

By lunchtime, we turned off the main 
road and headed to the border at 
Diama Dam, avoiding the notorious 
border post at Rosso. The public 
holiday played in our favour again, and 
we were the only travellers passing 
through. With relatively little hassle, 
although a few unreceipted fees 
needing paying, we completed all 
formalities including an ice cold Coke 
and car insurance in an hour and a half. 
All that was left for the day was a 50km 
drive to the campsite at Zebrabar; 
welcome to Senegal.

SENEGAL
Senegal was such a welcome change 
from the relentless wind. The days were 
long and lazy, hazy sunshine filled the 
skies, and steamy temperatures meant 
we could change into sandals and 
short sleeves. Zebrabar, just outside St 
Louis, gave us a chance to relax, 
recharge, and explore the local area.  
After three months on the road, we 
have crossed 12 countries and were 
now in our fourth African nation; we 
realised we were a little tired. 

Senegal gave us the first real 
opportunity to do some bird watching, 
a little hobby that we have. While 
exploring what the country had to offer, 
we kept a running list of the new birds 
we had seen. Parc National des 
Oiseaux du Djoudj is a Ramsar site (The 
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Ramsar Convention was The 
Convention on Wetlands of International 
Importance, especially as Waterfowl 
Habitat) and is the first real wetland 
stop for the migratory birds after 
crossing the Sahara desert. A very 
basic community campsite provided a 
perfect base, and we explored the park 
by vehicle as well as taking a pirogue 
tour to visit the pelican breeding colony. 
A pirogue is a locally made canoe, cut 
from a hollowed tree trunk.

We toured off the beaten track to visit 
Podor and Ile a Morphil, which lie on 
the Senegal River and are the northern 
most points of Senegal. The kindness in 
an area trying to encourage tourism 
was overwhelming: a restaurant owner 
took down his fence so that we could 
camp the night in his back yard; a local 
musician became our self-appointed 
guide around the village; the ferry owner 
refused payment as he was just so 
pleased to offer his services; people 
working in the fields waved as we drove 
by. It will remain one of our most 
memorable experiences.

We somehow ended up passing 
through Touba, Senegal’s second 
largest city and the holy city of 
Mouradism and burial place of its 
founder. We stopped to look at the 
Great Mosque, which is exquisite, and 
got whisked away on a tour.  It was 
rather abrupt, and the many hands at 
the end asking for money was 
somewhat annoying.

As a digression, we had a love hate 
relationship with Senegal. The people 
were incredibly friendly but the litter was 
astronomical. Everywhere. In most 
places, people just threw their rubbish 
on the ground, or dumped their 
household waste in common places, 

usually near water. Some places there 
were efforts to collect, but the 
collections were deposited outside the 
cities and covered with plastic to 
prevent it blowing away. Still an 
eyesore, still environmentally unfriendly. 
Strangely, the markets were slightly 
better, and astonishingly, the Great 
Mosque was spotless. The guides were 
even picking up dropped litter!

So, reaching Campement Hotel du 
Wassadou, was like stepping into 
paradise. Calmness and serenity 
pervaded. The staff were welcoming, 
attentive, and our campsite under the 
large trees was a stone’s throw from the 
Gambia River. We did a sunrise boat 
trip, relaxed in hammocks, and enjoyed 
sundowners from the viewing area over 
the river. The bird life was abundant, 
and fellow guests charming.

Near to Wassadou is Parc National 
Niokolo Koba and the largest national 
park in West Africa and it’s somewhere 
we had long looked forward to visiting.  It 
was an enormous disappointment. Both 
after the beauty of Wassadou, and our 
experiences of national parks in southern 
Africa, we were greatly saddened. 
Everything was severely neglected: hotel, 
campsites, bird hides and especially the 
roads. Our planned three or four night 
stay turned into one night.

Before travelling to Dakar, we 
ventured to the edge of the Sine-
Saloum delta, to a charming little town 
called Palmarin, nestled among the 
baobab trees.  Our base here, Djidjack, 
was a relaxed spot between delta and 
ocean. We basked in the heat under 
the trees, swam in the pool and strolled 
along the beach.

Here, under the baobabs, we planned 
our next step. By this stage, the French 

military had dropped into Mali, and the 
area was feeling generally unstable and 
changeable. Teachers from the French 
school in Bamako, Mali, had been 
evacuated, and we spent much time 
talking to them. Personal preferences 
mean different people make different 
decisions based on the same 
information, but our trip was about 
exploring, not racing. While other 
travellers elected to continue traveling 
down the west coast – as fast as 
possible – we opted for a safer option: 
shipping the vehicle passed the problem.

And so the first stage of our adventure 
finished in Dakar. With help from new 
found friends at Hotel SouSoum, we 
found a shipping company and loaded 
our vehicle into a container bound for 
Cape Town, South Africa. It was not the 
way we had expected to arrive, but the 
beauty – and the challenge – of an 
overlanding trip is that plans change. It 
had been a fantastic adventure so far, 
and now we would continue from Cape 
Town. This was no longer a dream, this 
was our reality. 4x4
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Above: The Great 
Mosque at Touba 
is very impressive. 
The marble used 
was imported from 
Europe

Left: The first part 
of our African 
adventure ended 
when we packed up 
out trusty Toyota and 
had it shipped to 
Cape Town


