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mare beautiful than [ do in the desart”

Desply tanned, Constant appears gemunely
overwhelmedd - and mose than a touch relleved.
The first 26 vears of her life, she explains; wore
blotted by dissatisiaction Deapite an acthve
childhood spent riding horses and competitively
skiing and rowing, she and convention were never
agood At °1 falt very enciosad by school and
systems,” says Constant, the second of thies children

She loved to write, fantasised about traval, and
wiomald bury hersel! i the memeids of explaners. But
high-scheol caresr counsellors struggled to manifest
hesr passions o options, In 1993, she diopped out
ol an arte degee and spent the following fow years
festing through Meibourne share housas, working
trangient bar and restaurant jokbs.

I was [eeling dedeated and pretty lost,” she says.
“] pust fale like I'd achioved nothing and was golng
powhere” She then enrclled in & Bachelor of
Education by correspondancs

Around the same tima, she met bet hushand-1o-
be, chel Gary Constant. In 1999, sic months after
thek wedding, the couple headed to Broome,
Western Australia. "All I'd ever wanted to do was
travel and wrlte books,” she says. “And Gary had
alwoys aspined 10 bo o photegraphor, We suppartod
ourselves with odd jobs in Broome but, after a year
thare, we could seo that every man ancd his dog
wene bumming arcund the Kimbedey in a lour-
wheeldrive, trying to find these magic plctures
There were mare books an outback Australia than
you could poke a stick at”

Onie morning, as the palr discussed ventaring
abroad, Africs loapt tnto Constant's thoughts. She
consulted the internes, trawling the blogs of recent
Western adventurers to the continent, “The focus
se=med to be thelr car Whether thelr axle had
broken of the tyres had gone down, They didn't
ST 10 maet anmy Africans. And while they'd
phetographed the continent, they'd dome it thiough
the car window. They didn't expetience jt.*

A menth later, Constant came soross a phote of
Sir Willrod Thesiger in his book, The Last Normad,
which chranicled his four decades in Africe's emots
desarts. The Englishman, who spent flve years
tiving amang the Bedouin tribes of the Arabian
Peninsuls's Great Sandy Desert (Rulyal Khall),
uavelled on feot o by animal transport. swch ag
camel “The mament | read Thesigor's book, [ know
it wos what [ wanted to do,” ecalls Canstant

Far three years Constant and her husband lived
in England, planning and saving, Hoving quatified as
# primary-school teacher, she found a job teaching
ata twugh north Lendon scheal. Gary was with
her for the preliminary sector of the adventure, a
mammeth tradeing walle tht kicked off en August 1.
2004 Over 12 manths and 5000km, they walked
together from London to southern Maorocco, The
et stage would be s 3000km wek south though
the desens of Marceeo and Western Sahara.

“The walk was abways about the west-to-east
Sahara crossing,” Constant says, "But the political
situation dide't allow us to go east into Algeria from
Moroceo - the border s ahut. So what [ wanted 1o
dho was walk down to the border of Mauritanis, near
whare we could start | thought we could learn the
language, cultuse and camal handling ®

o, six wiooks o this phase, she and Gary split.

Thiy have since diverced. Constant dessnt blams
the wali "It was mare that our marriage was falling
apart on a whole lot of Jevels” she says. “Sull, it came
aa a ghock when he said he wanted to leave the
wealk [ sald, “The marriage as wall, or just the walk?
He said, "'Well, I'm net sure.’ | was pretty stunned”

She agonised over whather (o carry on She had
pabd two reliable guides more than $10,000 w stear
het to Dakhla in the Western Sahara, not {ar {rom
Mauritanta, But sha wias now & solitary Worman at
the mescy of an alen and unpredictable world

“Eventually, egoistically, or somewhat stupidby,

I fele there was samething rather romantic and
dramatie about & woman striding through the desert
alone” Five months later, she had completed hes
desart ‘prequel’. And ao the real journey could begin,

The Sahara, more than nine million square
kilometses in total, can be breathiaking, “The durnes
can change from white 1o red,” Constant says, “as
theugh somebedy deaw & line down the centre "

But mest extrerne of all ks the lmony that, in the
heart af such extraordinary spaciousness, Constant
never felt alone. "My joke i that as soon as you biew
ton, you'll see a turban pop over the hill” she says.

Tuareg and ather ethnic nomnads stidl ply the
desert with herds of shesp and goats, utilising
oasas for wated, trade and provistoning stops. As
miany as aix familios might be campsed in & spot,

noinads - 50 he's your acosss into tents and can act
a5 a barrier between you and other people a3 well”

Constant recounts ong instance when a car-load
af ahadowy figures “pulled up in front of us and
fumped dowmn, ostentatioushy carrying thelr guna®.
Demanding money, the men punched her young
gulde several tmes. Canstant was fojced 1o hand
aver the local currency equivalent of $500,

“There have been a lot of tmes when unsavoury
charactars have come into my camp. Yo ko
thimy're bandits becaise thoy have (ancy turbarns,
robes, sunglasses ard nice watches,” she savs.

“But | can hanestly say that I've never fell my e
was in danger. Pecple imvolved in contraband
smugoling aren’t really interested in touriswe®

Constant has managed to sidestep iInnumeralilo
remnant landmines {rom past, imermnal conflicts and
even stave off the odd deadly sneke. But when she
crossed the border from Mall into Niges, in early
May, she veag not in goed health, suffering an acute
recurmence ol 8 urinary waot infection. She was
treated in hospital, but not before palics had pecieed
her up and shulfled her on throwgh diplematic
hands, all the way up to the Mintster of Interioe,
Albads Abouba. The upshot of & mesting with a
vary harnssed ministor was that Constant would
not be granted a visa, due to the dangers posed
by armed Tuareg rebals in the country's nanth

“I think with every guide, certainly the inference is
that it I were up for a sexual relationship, they would
be too. But normally that can be deflected with a oood

sense of humour

and social exigencies such as the sharing of tea
and exchange of small gifes ame mandatory,

“In this cultune, personal space is nen-axistant,”
Constant says. “It's & communal e and the difficult
thing, 1oo, is that | feel jsclated within ancther
cultuge. v Joarnt a bit of Arahie, but you can't
express yoursell, you're constantly streggling to
understand the commersation and you'ne always
answering the same questons”

Her guides am generally nomads, whem she
hizes en route and who stay with het for up o B0Okm
On the whele, she has been lucky with her choloes,
bar cne. She sacked her fleet guide, just 2B80km n -
his method aof lashing her baggage to thelr camels
resulted in hes laptop and RBOAN (2 high-spoed
device enabling web and emall access via satelline)
crashing, breparably, anto o rocky surface,

Congstant acknowledges her guides could pose a
moie menscing threat than péatn ineptitude. *1 think
with every guide, certainly the inference is that if
Iwere up for a sexual relaticnship, they would be,
to0,.” she says, “But normally that can be deflectad
with a good sanse of humour. And [ keow it would
e the height of disrespect for a bMuslim man to
foro himsel! on a loms woman

“The other thing ks | have a nineinch bladoe Tuareg
nile. And [ guess, i they tied it I'd go bor them

She prefers to focus an the benefits of a good
guide: a compass-pertect knowbedge, protection
and, in alfect, 8 human passport. “He speaks the
dialoct of the reqion and normally knows most of its

And T have a nine-inch Thareg knife”

*[ wag advised to return 1 Australia and come
back to Niger in Octobaer, when it will be coaler and,
by which time, the political sttuation ahould have
stabilised,” she saye, *T was disappolnted, | wanted
10 o the crossing in one hit”

To date, Constant has made most of her ground
in the desert winter, whan daytime temporatunes
ranaly climb above the high 208, Travelling for abous
senven hours, from sun-up to just altes noon, and
carrying a maximum of 120 litres of water in jerry
cans, she has accomplished 25-30km per day,

“With walking, you do really become part of the
landscape around you,” she says. “You become
absorbed in the small things, like geography and
congtellations. You're just toally immersed in whese
you are. [t's never borlng.”

She has received 340,000 in sponsombip from
Derve and Birkenstock and, as far as she ks awarne,
when sha finishes her journey - probably in May
nesct year - she'll be the first woman to have made
& guided solo-walldng crossing of the Sahara. She's
planning & book an her escapades, maybs two,

*| v 37006 to go, In all, [ heve walled mose
than 12,000km fram London. But this has nevwer
been about breaking records. Every inclividual
needs to find success for themselves, And, for me,
suctess o succeeding at something you value:
putting yourseld into & challenglng environment -
culturally, emotionally, intellectually and physically
= and rot just surviving it but entering it propatly,
with acooprance. Mot fighting it, but living it.” SM
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