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Nutrition is a great problem for the camps’ residents;
their food resources are very limited and often their
scarce produce is mixed with the sand that blows at any
time and stops at nothing. Sometimes even, that is all
the Sahrawis can eat.

Even though the clashes have ceased, the Sahrawis still
live with the belief that one day, war could resume and
they could be displaced once again. After running away
from Ayoon in 1975 when the Morrocan army went into
the Sahara, Aziza lives with her family, her only certain-
ty being that the future is unknown. “This life we live
was forced upon us by war, and we have been here ever
since our nation was divided among three states,
Morocco, Mauritania, and Spain. We refuse to live as
anything but free. We were forced to seek refuge in
Algeria, which gave us this region. We have been forced
to live in this harsh nature, amidst the sweltering heat
and sand storms, with no clear future for either us or our
children.”

As she stood before the mud house where she and her
family live, the sky suddenly started to change and
turned into a sandy, dusky color, erasing the line
between the desert’s sand the approaching sandstorm.
In these weather conditions, there is no real refuge for
the hundreds of families, for whom sand has become
an integral part of their water, air, and food. Aziza,
who is a fifty-year-old, compact woman, smiles when
describing how she lives during these storms: “When
the wind gets strong, it can destroy some of the hous-
es, and we remain in our tent until it falls, and then, we
wait for the storm to settle, and we start sowing and
building a tent all over again. Such is our life, and this
has become a natural reality to us.” Safia, Aziza’s eldest
daughter, has become used to life’s harshness in the
camps, and considers her life normal and, mostly, bet-
ter than if she had to live in a region merged to
Morocco, even if this would bring more comfort than
the sad life in the camp.

The Sahrawi families live on the aid the Front regularly
offers to all the refugees, which includes food, tents and
clothing, but not money. The United Nations, certain
governments, and non-governmental organizations also
help. 

While Aziza struggles to set up a new tent every time the
sand blows away her family’s tent, there are hundreds
like her who wait for their fate to be determined; but so
far, their hopes have regularly vanished into thin air and
all that is left for Aziza is to wait, as waiting seems to be
the only choice she has left.
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for a while, we need to be always prepared and cannot
relinquish our dream of having our own independent
state one day.”  

Sayla’s mother, Om Said, lives without her husband and
sons, who have reached the stage of university educa-
tion. The men in her family go into the Sahara for sever-
al months in a row. It is worthy noting that there is a real
effort to achieve high educational standards, despite the
harsh conditions. When the refugee centers were initial-
ly formed in Tinduf, the level of education was extreme-
ly low and illiteracy was widespread. But today, these
camps boast one of the most successful educational sys-
tems in the African continent.

The rate of illiteracy has dropped to five percent.
Moreover, to eradicate illiteracy, schools and centers
have been established throughout the camps. A
Polisario committee sends students of both genders to
pursue their studies abroad. As a result of the long
Spanish colonization, most Sahrawis are fluent in
Spanish, which is their second language in school after
Arabic. Very often, Spanish non-governmental organi-
zations go to the camps and offer aid to the Sahrawis.
Some organizations even sponsor organized summer
camps for Sahrawi children in Spain or elsewhere in
Europe. Cuba also offers aid to the Sahrawis, as many
young Sahrawis have been to Cuba for training and
educational trips. 

Alia, a young Sahrawi
woman in her early 30s,
studied medicine in Cuba
for twelve years. She
returned to practice in the
Sahara, despite the harsh
conditions and scarcity of
medical resources. “The
medical equipment here is
very rare. I brought this
stethoscope with me from
Cuba, for example. We
practice in very difficult con-
ditions. Look at the sphyg-
momanometer for instance;
I also brought it with me

from Cuba. There is little we can get here as far as med-
ical equipment and gear.” As she talked, Alia diagnosed
a child at the hospital, which is really a set of rooms
made of compacted mud and whose beds are no more
than shabby mattresses laid out on the floor. “What the
children suffer from most is malnutrition,” Alia says, as
she looks sadly at a child who’s barely three years old
and is stretched out on the floor, as his mother gets his
medication. 

We have been 
forced to live in 
this harsh nature, 
... with no clear 
future for either 
us or our children.
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Light comes through the closed window,
harsh desert light,
the small panes making patterns
on the bare whitewashed wall
behind a seated figure.

Desert light, not cool, luminous, North European light
which caught the yellow and blue dress of
Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window
as she held it in both her hands, absorbed;

or that which fell from a high window
on Woman with a Pearl Necklace
as she lifted the strand, looked
in the large mirror, smiling, pleased;

or, as wintery light illuminated the broad
forehead of the Milkmaid, who poured
with such attention a thin stream of milk
into an earthenware bowl.

This desert light is closest 
to that in A Girl Asleep.
In her shiny, pleated, red dress 
she rested her head on her hand,
elbow on a cluttered table;
the light from a half-closed door
just catching her face.

But The Woman Sitting in a Chair
wears black. Only her face, with dark 
eyebrows, and her large strong hands,
a silver ring  on one finger, are uncovered;
one hand is over her mouth
her eyes closed.

We know her story.
She is not sleeping.

Zakiya Abd, sitting alone
in this bare sunlit corner, is mother of Beyda
who has disappeared.

What does Zakiya see
behind those closed eyes?
She says, “Whether she’s alive or dead,
I just want to find her.”
What words would pour out 
if she hadn’t pressed a hand across her mouth?


