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In the Sahara, Morocco - Most Americans, when asked to describe the Sahara Desert, will probably form a mental image of large, nearly endless dunes of white sand stretching for thousands of miles.  Well, it does stretch for thousands of mile, but it definitely not all dunes of white sand.
Most of the Sahara consists of what is called “reg.”  This is a barren hard surface  covered with rocks, mostly small.  Think of gravel scattered over hard, dark clay. There is sporadic vegetation on most of the reg, which is the principal source of food for camels and sheep which nomads own (although some are wild).  There are numerous water holes, formed by wells which have been dug over the ages to allow people and animals to exist in this harsh environment.  The vegetation is mostly small bushes and plants -  no trees, at least where I was.  There are also places covered with fossil deposits reflecting the ancient days when this entire region was covered by a shallow sea.  The reg is not all flat; some of its peaks are over 10,000 ft. high.  When the 4-wheelers drive through the regs, they tend to swerve back and forth at high speeds while dodging larger boulders.  Traveling at over 50 mph in one of these is a rather remarkable, and dangerous, adventure.  

The other component of the Sahara is call erg, the soft sand seen in most movies about the desert.  This sand is blown by the winds to form dunes; some are nearly 600 ft. high and are constantly shifting with the winds.  There is essentially no vegetation in an erg. Walking on these dunes is challenging, even for camels.  I hiked to the top of several of these and had to be careful to balance myself on the ridges at the top to avoid falling.  Your feet sink in rather deep as you plow forward.  When on a camel, you had best hang on for dear life when going downhill on these dunes because the camel lurches forward and picks up speed.  After my first downhill, I quickly learned to maintain a death grip on the saddle to keep from being thrown off.  4-wheel drive vehicles can travel over ergs, but it is difficult and you run the risk of becoming stuck far from assistance.  Most tours put their customers into groups of several of these 4-wheel drive SUVs so that if one becomes stuck in an erg, the others can assist. Several times while riding in these vehicles I was certain that our driver had managed to get us mired in the sand, but each time he was able to extricate us and move toward the next adventure.  
We stayed two nights in the desert.  We were berthed in tents nicely furnished with a shower (!!!) with water coming from one of the numerous wells.  Even though the annual rainfall is extremely small, there is, apparently, an abundance of water not too far below the surface.  In fact, it actually rained rather hard part of one day we were in the Sahara.  

On my first night in the desert, I decided to experience the complete Saharan experience by sleeping on the sand directly under the stars.  I pulled the sheets and blankets from my bed, hauled them outside the tent, and found a spot where I could be totally alone for the night.  My desire to do this was motivated by the fact that a total eclipse of the moon was due to occur in the middle of the night.  With absolutely zero light pollution in the desert, what an opportunity to witness this rare celestial event!

I fell asleep easily after having hiked during the day, but had set my iPhone alarm for 3 AM.  When I awoke, the sky was dark, but not totally.  The full moon was obscured by Earth’s shadow only enough to allow an eerie orange glow all around it – but enough so that there was not total darkness.  I watched the moon begin to emerge from the shadows, but within 30 minutes I had fallen back asleep.  I was very glad that I had anticipated the dropping temperatures by bringing two heavy woolen blankets to cover myself.  It was now really cold.  Once the sun goes down in the desert – even in mid-September, it gets cold – very cold – quickly.  
I woke in the morning as the sun came up and found that I was literally covered with sand.  I had felt the wind pick up during the night, and had pulled the blankets over me.  What I did not realize was that I was in the midst of a genuine desert sand storm.  I was not buried alive, but was nearly so.  There were at least two inches of sand over most of my blankets, but apparently my arm over my head while I was asleep created a crack to allow air to come into my cocoon.  What an adventure!
We also visited the tent of one of the nomadic families which live in this part of the Sahara.  The men were all out with their animals far from the current location of the tent in which this large family lived.  The tent was made from camel skin and had some holes in a few places.  The tent was pitched near a well and was open about a foot above the ground.  The woman inside was Berber and spoke freely with our guide while she spun camel hair to make yarn to repair some of the holes in the tent.  She also prepared mint tea for us over a dung burner while tending to her three year old son.  This location was not a permanent site for their tent.  In a few months, the family would pick up everything, put it on the camels, and head to a new location.  Summers are spent in the mountain areas, and winters in the desert.  There is no electricity…just food, water, shelter, and a lot of hard work – much as it has been for tens of centuries for these hardy folks.
I left the desert impressed by its beauty and its danger.  We have it pretty good in terms of creature comfort, but I am not sure that these Berber nomads are not happier.

I thought that you might like to know.
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