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the terrain changes and we come across
several salt rivers, around 10 meters wide and
within 100 to 500 meters of each other. The
water in them is vitreous but not potable. The
beauty of the surrounding environment is
such that we can’t t Our path takes us to a
lake the dimensions of which we cannot
determine with naked eyes. It seems to be
divided in two sections. The northern section
is covered with black salt and has an unstable
surface. In the southern section, white salt
covers a clea Closer to the sunset, a quagmire
blocks our way. We change our direction
toward east in search of a passageway. The
more we walk the less it looks as if we can find
a good crossing point. It seems like we have
reached an impasse. This must surely be the e
What makes us go out of our depth and cross
the quagmire is beyond the comprehension of
each us. Having earlier spotted a seemingly
shallow and narrow crossing, we gingerly steep
ourselves into the mud pool in chain
formation. Providence is on our side.

SEVENTH DAY OF SPRING

We slept well the night before and start the
day with the sun spreading its rays across the
expanse of the desert. The heat, however, soon
grows uncomfortable, and body moisture is its
first victim. Only by drinking liquid at regular
intervals - and away It is 5:30 in the afternoon
and we have finally left the Charbe Kavir
behind. It is impossible to take another step.
We slump onto the torrid ground, waiting for
the sun to set. With the setting of the sun,
dark clouds also make a show. Drizzles of
rains Hail stops but rain is still pouring down.
We wait until the crack of dawn to get out of
our soggy sleeping bags.

EIGHT DAY OF SPRING: ESCAPE FROM THE
INFERNO

After nearly two hours of walking we reach
a twin lakes. The first lake is six kilometers

across with transparent and clear water, and
the second - an hour’s walk from the first one
- three kilometers wide. The terrain has
changed to some extent. Sand hill Around
noon the mountains of Aroosaan appear in the
horizon. We are getting past the black-salt
areas, which has taken us two hours to pass.
With occasional signs of life, we become
confident that Dasht’e Karvir is behind us. It
is slowly getting dark.

NINTH DAY OF SPRING: TREES

The early morning due adds to the beauty
of the scenery. We can spend hours enjoying
the surrounding, but our food and water
supply has run out. The Aroosaan hills are not
too far, and we decide to set on foot, leaving
the rolling hills and the gaz bushes While
shivering with cold, we run into a pack of wild
camel. Upon seeing us, they take flight
southward. Camels mean that there must be
water nearby, and sure enough we see puddles
of water next to camel dung. This must surely
be the most delicious water Because of recent
precipitations, sand dunes are covered with
colorful flowers. Our eyes can hardly believe
the sight of so much beauty. Further along
our path we come near rocky hills on which
chestnut trees have grown. A brilliant spring
is oozing in be Again, it is hard to break away
from what surrounds us, but there are no
signs of Aroosaan and we must be on our way.
A few hours later, we see palm trees, and not
too long after, it is Aroosaan that makes an
appearance in front before our expecting eyes.
i In the local dialect kal is a quagmire ii
Literally, "Oily Desert" formed by tar iii The
Devil’s Morass4
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Dasht’e Kavir

JALAL RABOOKI

Translated by: SOHRAB MAHDAVI

South of the Alborz mountain range in the
Iranian plateau, and circumscribed by the
provinces of Khorasaan (north-eastern),
Sistan (south-eastern), Qom (central),
Kashan and Yazd (south-central), thereis a
lowland with the longitude of 600 kilometers
from The surface of Dasht’e Kavir is flat and
level, with a low declivity, descending from the
nearby salt hills to the lowland below. During
the sparse rain season, streams and brooks
flow from surrounding elevations and find
their way to the salt flats, turn Sand and
pebble covers much of Dasht’e Kavir. Erratic
storms bellow the sand, together with salt
crystals, like ocean waves, creating ridges that
change shape with the slightest gust. These
storms are a true danger to crossing caravans
and villages along Dasht’e Kavir is one of the
driest parts of Iran, with an annual
precipitation of 100 millimeter. The day and
night temperature difference is jarring,
sometimes reaching 40 degrees centigrade. In
the Spring of 1992, a group of seven journey
men tried to cross the desert on foot. What
follows is the account of one leg of a journey

covering 180 kilometers from the village of
Tarood to that of Aroosaan.

TAROOD, A HARBORAGE ON THE SHORES
OF THE DESERT

The village of Tarood is 150 kilometers
from the nearest city of Shahrood. In the not
so distant past the village was the resting
place of caravans that commanded the trade
flux and influx of the plateau of Iran. Today,
along with its same-fate neighbors, The group
decides to employ a well-known local guide by
the name of Reza Ali. On the fifth day of
Spring, when an early morning breeze came to
receive us at the break of a beautiful dawn,
eight men set on course to cross a desert
resplendent with gaz bush Our guide, Reza
Ali, is a stout man with a leather-tan face. He
walks alongside others with calm, heavy gait.
No one knows what is on his mind. He has
spent days and nights in the desert, but seems
to be somewhat preoccupied. His reticence
gives nothing a Having crossed a mud river,
we reach a salt one that leaves us breathless.
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to keep us company. Alone, Reza

Salt formations remind the group of
stalagmites found in caves that sofascinates
young children. Millions of crystals of salt
have conformed to create an architectural
wonder. Und Further along our path, we can
see signs of last year’s expedition, which went
no further than this point, deciding to change
course and use the Haaniaan road to Khabdaq
to elope the desert. Our group, on the other
hand, changes course to go south, where, Dark
clouds are moving toward us from the north
with striking speed. In no time at all they are
hovering above our head. Wind joins the rain
to make things unbearably difficult for the
group. The ground has turned into a mud pool
that first gulps the foot.

“A CAMEL IN THE DESERT IS AN OASIS

It is seven in the afternoon. Determined
and without let up, the desert has risen to our
challenge. We are mere intruders in her
territory. The gluey mud is the only thing that
makes room for us. We have no choice but to
dig in and set camp. Wet, cold, an At midnight
rain quits. The sky lights up with a myriad of
shimmering stars. But the wind and cold are
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Ali has retreated under his
blanket with his camping stove.
He is talking to imaginary
beings. - Where to, Reza Ali,
huh? - To the Kavir, God
willing. - This is not time for the
Kavir, Reza Ali. If you are not
thinking of yourself then think
of your children. Don’t go, Reza
Ali... Reza Ali talked to himself
all night long. We kept him
company without being party to
this sance. The army of darkness
slowly retreats. Morning breaks
and the wind ceases its
punishing blows. The group lets
its breath out. Everyone is
talking about the previous night.
But it was Reza Ali’s disclosure that comes
out like another storm: In my forty years of
living with the desert I have not seen a more
terrible night. It is an impossibility to set foot
in the desert without a camel. A camel in the
desert is like an oasis. I will never set foot in
the desert without one. Now I am determined
Reza Ali is a man of the desert. He knows it
well. It was twenty-five years ago that he
traveled to Aroosaan with a caravan, now he
doesn’t want to continue. How about us?
Should we ignore our wishes, our calling? Are
we ready to risk our lives for the job It is not
only the charm of the desert that attracts us,
but unknown forces urge us on. Some of the
guys said that last night was the hardest night
of their life. Today the same guys are ready to
continue. Why? Only Reza Ali heads back.

WITHOUT A GUIDE

It is six in the morning. We try not to think
of anything but Aroosaan. The compass points
the way south. The ground is covered with a
brown-colored mud. Walking is a veritable
task. It requires an energy that the group has
to muster with every step. After some time,
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