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In memory of my parents, who confronted
life’s vicissitudes with equanimity, fortitude
and humour, and who nurtured my curiosity
about the world we live in. This curiosity was
the catalyst for my abiding love of the remote
and sparsely populated arid regions of our
planet.



Preface

Over the years, many friends and colleagues from different parts of the world have
suggested that I should put pen to paper and describe in simple, non-technical terms
the adventures I have experienced during my work as an earth scientist in some
of the remoter parts of the arid and semi-arid world. My aim in writing this concise
account of some of the work I have been involved in over the past 50 years is to try
and convey for the non-specialist something of the excitement and fun involved in
fieldwork in the drier regions of the world. My studies of the soils, landforms and
the recent geological history of arid and semi-arid regions have taken me to some
remarkable places in Africa, Asia, Australia and the Middle East. Not only are the
landscapes themselves often stunningly beautiful, but I have always found the
contact with people from quite different backgrounds and cultures an enriching
experience. I have been fortunate in that my work has taken me to places far off the
beaten track, whether it be the rugged mountains of Ethiopia and northern China,
the sandy deserts of the Sahara and Rajasthan, or the great river valleys of Somalia,
central India and the Nile. The chapters that follow are not intended to form a
coherent chronological narrative, although they do appear in rough chronological
order. They should rather be viewed as vignettes or brief evocative descriptions,
much as in the discursive tradition of the wandering Irish storytellers or shenachies.
Acting on the principle that it is not necessary to be solemn to be serious, my aim is
to entertain as well as to instruct. If these tales encourage younger people to carry
out fieldwork for themselves, then I shall be amply rewarded.
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Chapter 1
Early Days

August 4, 1914. My Irish grandfather Joseph Toye (whom I will henceforth call
Joe) was having his whiskers trimmed by the English barber (married to the local
Welsh post-mistress) in a little coal-mining town in South Wales. Joe was the local
police sergeant and before joining the police he had served ten years in the Royal
Marines. The radio was on and Joe heard the British Prime Minister Herbert
Asquith announce that as a result of the German occupation of Belgium and their
failure to withdraw, Britain was now at war with Germany. At that moment the
barber leaned over and, knowing that Joe was Irish, assumed he was anti-British
and pro-German, and whispered in his ear: ‘Now is Ireland’s chance!’
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He had misjudged his man. Joe said nothing but on crossing the street and entering
his home said to Ellen, his Irish wife and my grandmother: ‘The man’s a bloody
traitor, and I’m going to arrest him!’ There were two snags to achieving this plan.
First, my mother who was nearly three at the time, immediately rushed across the
street and piped upwith childish glee to one of his little girls, thinking it was some sort
of game: ‘My daddy’s coming to arrest your daddy!’ Second, in order to arrest
someone on suspicion, Joe had to send a telegram to his superior officers in London,
whichmeant going through the post-office run by the barber’s wife. The barber was in
fact a German spy. He panicked and caught the first available train to Cardiff, as Joe
had anticipated. Joe arrested him on the train. The man was a ‘sleeper’ named Otto
Krüger, in charge of the secret German sabotage network set up years earlier with the
aim of incapacitating the coal-mines, tin-plate factories and dockyards of Wales once
war began. Krüger had fled with his coded notebooks, enabling the British intelli-
gence service to wind up the entire network within the first few days of the war.

The surname Toye is not an Irish name, as Joe discovered to his intense chagrin
one day researching his family tree. It was the surname of an East Anglian yeoman
who had deserted from Oliver Cromwell’s army during the latter’s genocidal cam-
paign in Ireland in 1649–50. He had fled to the mountains of northwest Ireland,
married a local girl and become ‘more Irish than the Irish’ to use my mother’s phrase.

Mymother Ethnawas born inBarry, a seaside town in SouthWales. Joe insisted that
she learnWelsh ‘so that you knowwhat the beggars are saying!’HerWelsh teacher, the
exuberant Gladdie, was one of my father’s seven sisters. Dad’s family lived in Cardiff
and were very poor. His mother, Mabel née Geach, had been a brilliant mathematician
and scholar of Girton College, Cambridge, and in her final examswas placed first equal
with the Senior Wrangler in mathematics at Cambridge, in the days when they did not
award degrees to women. She later married a quiet and very devout Welsh Methodist
railway clerk, Norman Williams, and the seven girls and two boys (another boy died
young)were brought up to be highly self-reliant and all received a good education under
Mabel’s watchful eye. Dad became a very fine athlete and played rugby for Penarth
when sixteen (and six foot) when the Penarth team had eight international caps playing
for them. When Norman Williams learned that his youngest son Evan Rhodri was
becoming keen on an Irish Catholic girl at Cardiff University, he tried to warn him off
this most undesirable relationship: ‘She’s Irish, you know, and what’s worse, she’s a
Catholic!’Not to be intimidated, dad promptly invitedmymother home,whereNorman
overhead her talking in Welsh to Gladdie. ‘Oh! So it’s Welsh you’re speaking, is it?
Come on then, let’s hear you!’Mymother rose to the challenge, recited one of the Old
Testament psalms in Welsh, then a Welsh poem, and even offered to sing a hymn in
Welsh. (It was just as well she didn’t, since she hadn’t a note in her head.) From then on
she could do no wrong, having won over Norman entirely.

Mum and dad became engaged some years later, when they both had secure jobs,
she teaching and he working as a railway traffic apprentice. During her final Honours
year studying French and German, mum’s Professor suggested she spend a year at the
university in Berlin, to perfect her spoken German. The year was 1932, so she went
over as governess to Hilda, the headstrong daughter of Herr and Frau Meissner.
During herfirst day at the university, mum, still unable to read the signs inGothic scrip
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(deutsche Schrift) on the doors of the lecture rooms, blundered into a physics lecture
where a wild looking man was scribbling equations on the board. At the end of the
lecture, mymother, as the onlywoman present, was pushed to the front and dragooned
into giving the vote of thanks, having not understood a word of the presentation. ‘But
who is he?’ she asked. ‘Das istHerrDoktor Einstein!’Mumonce again rose bravely to
the occasion. In her best German she thanked Einstein very warmly, adding: ‘Jetzt ist
mir alles klar!’ (‘Now everything is crystal clear’). Her expression later became a
family saying whenever we found something to be utterly obscure.

In 1932, OttoMeissner had been very contemptuous of Hitler, at least at the dinner
table. But he and many other well-educated Germans had seriously under-estimated
Hitler, who came to power in January 1933. Many politicians fell under his spell or
saw which way the wind was blowing. By December 1937 Meissner had become
Minister of State in the German Cabinet. Mum returned once more to Berlin in 1938
at the request of theMeissner’s and stayed in their palatial home. At night SS troopers
with fixed bayonets mounted guard outside her bedroom door. Realising finally that
she was virtually under house arrest, she managed to post a card in Welsh to my
father, to whom she was engaged. He was cycling through Europe on a camping trip
and was then in Switzerland. Here he received her SOS, caught the train to Berlin,
where Meissner lent him a dinner jacket, and over dinner that night dad told
bare-faced lies about the highly advanced state of Britain’s military preparations for
any eventual war. Next morning he and his fiancée, my future mother, left Germany.
Unlike mum, who was politically naïve, dad as a well-informed territorial officer and
professional railwayman, was convinced that war with Germany was imminent.

September 1, 1939. Following the German invasion of Poland, Britain and
France jointly declared war on Germany. My elder brother Tim was born next day.
Dad joined the Royal Engineers and was still present at Dunkirk several days after
Winston Churchill had announced that the last British soldier had been evacuated.
He hitched a lift back to Falmouth in Cornwall on a Grimsby trawler that appeared
out of the early morning mist seeking any last survivors. He was ordered to report to
the War Office in London. Dazed by many days with very little sleep he asked a
London bobby for guidance: ‘Which side [of the River Thames] is the War Office
on?’ ‘Ours, I hope, but I sometimes wonder!’ was the reply.

Once the German bombing began in earnest, mum led a nomadic existence, from
Hertfordshire, where I was born on 19 May 1941, to Barry and finally to Portstewart
on the coast of County Londonderry (‘Derry’) in Northern Ireland (Fig. 1.1), where
my younger brother Aidan was born. I spent all my spare time with the gnarled old
fishermen, walking hunched up, spitting from time to time, looking up at the sky, and
muttering wisely ‘Tis so, indeed, ‘tis so!’ Meanwhile, dad was given the task of
arranging the potential invasion of Eire. In the event, an unnecessary task, since his
Irish opposite numbers indicated that they much preferred to remain neutral and
would certainly not welcome any German invasion. He then served in North Africa,
and took part in the invasion of Sicily. When he finally returned to Portstewart he
narrowly escaped injury. My younger brother Aidan, ever protective of his mother,
hurled half a house-brick at the man in army uniform with his arm around his mother.
‘Good God! What was that?’ ‘Ah, yes! Come and meet your youngest son!’
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Another shock for dad was finding that all the money he had thought carefully
saved in the joint bank account left with my mother while he fought in North Africa
and Italy was gone. Mum was as feckless as he was frugal, and from then on there
were no more joint accounts! He immediately decided that they both had to work. We
left Northern Ireland by ferry from Dun Laoghaire in County Dublin to Fishguard in
Wales, where we three boys spent a fine free wild year in a lovely rural boarding
school at Davington in the Usk valley ofMonmouthshire, SouthWales.Mum and dad
worked hard in England to save enough for us all to move to a semi-detached council
house in Chelmsford, Essex, where we went to a more regimented type of primary
school for the next three years. At every opportunity I would play truant and go down
to the BaddowMeads along the river. After a visit to the Roman remains at Colchester
and after being awarded a Sunday School prize booklet on Ancient Britons and Stone
Age tools, I began searching for flints and tried in vain to start a fire by striking blocks
of flint together. There were plenty of cuts and sparks, but, fortunately, no fire.

One day in 1950 after he had been away for a short time in France, dad returned
home with a French ham and said we were leaving Chelmsford and going to live in
France. That ham was the most delicious thing I had ever tasted, so I needed no
persuasion to leave. Post-war England was austere, rationing was the rule, we grew
our own vegetables on an allotment, and the school lunch potatoes looked and
tasted like yellow soap. I was glad to move on!
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Fig. 1.1 Map showing locations discussed in this book. The numbers refer to the relevant chapter
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Chapter 2
Boyhood in France (1950–1953)

Dad had accepted a job in Paris to work for British Railways in France. It sounds so
much better in French: Les chemins de fer britanniques en France. In 1950 we
moved to a small village called Saint-Leu-la-Forêt, which at that time was set
amidst the vast Forest of Montmorency, where the French monarchs used to hunt
until July 14, 1789 when the French Revolution and the Fall of the Bastille prison
put a stop to all that. I was entranced by the enormous quantities of autumnal leaves
to be fashioned into castles and redoubts. I was less entranced when it dawned on
me that I was actually expected to learn French. For a while I resisted, and remained
at the bottom of my class while my brothers both did well. Mum and dad were both
fine linguists, having studied Modern Languages (French and German) at university
(both Cardiff and Oxford, in dad’s case). They also had a good grasp of Latin and
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