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LEVISON WOOD RECENTLY FINISHED WALKING THE LENGTH OF THE RIVER 
NILE, A JOURNEY FROM ITS SOURCE IN RWANDA TO ITS DELTA IN EGYPT. 
HERE, ASHWIN BHARDWAJ RECOUNTS JOINING WOOD FOR THE SUDAN 
LEG OF HIS EPIC EXPEDITION.
WORDS  ASHWIN BHARDWAJ
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Purple scatters, chased by a Prussian 
blue. Clouds glow orange, like the dying 
embers of a fire given late respite by a 
generous breath. A camel raises its head, 
squinting towards promised warmth, as 
Venus silently heralds the coming drama. 
Rays of light squeeze between peak and 
col, spilling into the empty valley. Around the 
camp, eyes dart from the light to its target on 
the ridge. 

The sun crests the hill, its light a shock, in 
spite of the anticipation. All eyes look left as 
the light reaches its target: the serried ranks of 
ancient Pyramids. Stones carved with stories 
of an ancient world reveal their secrets in the 
light of a new day.

This might sound like an archaeological 
expedition in 19th century Egypt, but this 
is the modern day, 2,000km south of Giza, 
near Shendi in Sudan. Sudanese classical 
civilisation rose to prominence nearly 3,000 
years ago, when the Nubian King Kashat 
invaded Egypt. One hundred years later they 
returned to Sudan and consolidated their 
power around Meroë, bringing with them 
Egyptian customs, such as the use of Pyramids 
as burial tombs for kings and queens.

This collection of monuments is just one 
of the striking sights I find in this rarely visited 
land. While not a top destination on tourist 
hit lists, Sudan is the most rewarding country 
that I’ve visited in recent years. And it was 
only through the adventures of a friend that I 
ended up here at all.

Levison Wood, 32, is a British explorer with a 
unique ambition: to walk the entire length of 
the River Nile. The river that cradled civilisation 
spills into the Mediterranean at Alexandria 
in Egypt. Lev has walked from the source, 
in Rwanda’s Highlands, crossing Tanzania, 
Uganda and South Sudan, until I meet him 
here, at Shendi. 

The river is known as the White Nile until 
Khartoum, where it meets the Blue Nile from 
Ethiopia and flows North to the Mediterranean. 
Lev chose to walk the White Nile because it is 
more than twice as long as the Blue and, while 
both sections have been travelled by wing, 
wheel, and boat, it is the passion to move on 
foot that sets his journey apart. 

“The Nile is the birthplace of modern man,” 
he explains, “It was not far from this river that 
mankind first struck out across the savannah, 
and its shores were the melting pot of ancient 
civilisations. Man was made to walk, and there 
is no better way to understand this part of 

to carry and quicker to pack up, less physical 
clutter makes for a clearer mind.” Which is 
important when you’re on a journey of 7,000 
kilometres, making daily decisions about 
routes and logistics.

As we cover the ground between Meroë 
and Atbara, we pause at a truck stop for sweet 
chai and a lunch of foul [a saucy bean dish] 
and bread. Lev has ditched the expedition 
shirt and pants that he wore in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Here he wears the jellabiya: a cotton 
shirt and pair of trousers traditionally worn by 
Arab tribes along Sudan’s Nile valley.

“Not only is it more comfortable for the heat, 
but it helps when interacting with people, as it 
puts up less of a barrier. People appreciate 
the fact that I’ve decided to wear their local 
dress. It’s a point of conversation that breaks 
the ice.”

Lev is accompanied on this part of the 
journey by Moez, a Sudanese guide of 
Nubian descent, whose local knowledge and 
command of Arabic “makes life far easier than 
rummaging through a phrase book.”

Then there’s the camels: Gordon, Speke 
and Burton. They carry Lev’s kit and provisions 
for the wilderness between towns and villages. 
They’re certainly not pets: approaching 

the world than by the mode of transport that 
uniquely describes our species.” 

“In walking, you experience a country in 
a way that no fleeting tourist ever could,” 
he adds. “Rather than dashing from airport 
to resort, or from hotel to highlight, you 
encounter places at a pace that suits the 
human experience. You meet people you 
never otherwise would, encountering the real 
country, rather than a touristic veneer.”

Our time at the pyramids is just such 
an experience. After walking through the 
afternoon, we arrive a few hours before sunset. 
An elderly shepherd bids us welcome, before 
offering us tea and water. We are the only 
people here. Picture-perfect orange dunes 
roll up to pyramids, filling the entrances with 
sand. We brush it away to reveal hieroglyphics, 
telling the story of each king or queen. There 
is a line, above which the wind has eroded the 
exposed carvings, and we carefully replace 
the sand to help preserve the images. Previous 
visitors have not been so considerate: in 1834 
an Italian treasure hunter by the name of 
Giuseppe Ferlini literally blew the tops off the 
Pyramids while searching for gold.

The river is known as the White Nile until Khartoum, 
where it meets the Blue Nile from Ethiopia and flows 
North to the Mediterranean.

As the sun edges inexorably towards 
the horizon, we make our camp in a valley 
between the northern and southern Pyramid 
groups. Our Bedouin camel-handlers brew 
sweet chai on a fire of charcoal and twigs, 
then cook-up a basic, but delicious, dinner of 
beans, fried onions and tomatoes, which we 
mop up with bread. 

The stars in the night sky are bright enough 
to trace the outline of broken pyramids. I 
can’t believe we’ve been wandering around 
monuments that date back to 720BC, 
uncovering hieroglyphs like Indiana Jones, 
and now lying down to sleep next to them. 
If this were anywhere else in the world, we’d 
be lost in a sea of photo-snapping day-
trippers and haranguing trinket-merchants. 
Instead we feel like genuine explorers. The 
next morning we rise before dawn for that 
magical sunrise, pack up our belongings and 
head north.

“Travelling on foot creates a detachment 
from materialism,” says Lev, “Sure, I have 
camels to carry provisions and kit, but I need 
less than you think. Actually, it becomes easier 
the less that I have – as well as being lighter 

“In walking, you experience a country in a way 
that no fleeting tourist ever could. Rather than 
dashing from airport to resort, or from hotel to 
highlight, you encounter places at a pace that suits 
the human experience.”

PREVIOUS PAGE: Pyramids of Meroë – 
reconstructed in the foreground.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Levison Wood and 
the expedition camels in front of the Pyramids of 

Meroë; Levison Wood and Dr Will Charlton (who 
also joined the expedition for part of the way) 

walking out of the Bayuda Desert, Sudan; an 
aerial view of Juba, the capital of South Sudan 

and the River Nile; hieroglyphics in the entrance 
to the Pyramids of Meroë. 
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Speke elicits a throaty roar, accompanied 
by a scent that I don’t wish to re-encounter. 
To handle the camels, and ensure they are 
fed, watered and cared for, two Bedouin 
nomads have joined the expedition: Awad 
and Ahamad are in their 60s (neither is sure 
of their exact age) and have been looking 
after camels all their lives. Their antics are like 
a comedy double-act.

It reaches 40C during the hottest part of 
the day and we stop at cafés from midday 
till 2pm to rest the camels and ourselves. 
People enquire where we come from, 
delighted to welcome visitors to their country. 
The generosity is unlike anything I’ve ever 
encountered: cars pull over and offer us lifts, 
or even to pay for bus tickets. The drivers 
shake their heads and smile when we explain 
our objective. As we rise to pay for coffee, 
the waitress tells us the man in the corner 
has paid for it. We haven’t even spoken to 
him, and turn to say thanks. But he’s already 
climbing into his truck, and doesn’t look back 
to seek gratitude.

done in a form of call-and response, with 
the singer singing a verse, and the crowd 
responding, sometimes with the whole verse, 
sometimes with just a line or two.

Over 10,000 Sufis from all across Sudan 
have come together for this event – which 
is to remember the Prophet Mohammed’s 
(PBUH) ascent to heaven – and every single 
one of them is fed. 

We are shown the food preparation area, 
where a veritable army of chefs butcher meat, 
stir vats of foul big enough to swim in, and brew 
chai in a comically large teapot. Everything 
is placed in bowls that are passed along a 
human chain, before disappearing over a 
serving hatch and into the waiting throng. 

The temptation to explore every nook and 
cranny of this celebration is strong, but we 
are on the road tomorrow, and need at least 
a few hours’ sleep. The first suggestions of 
light are teasing the eastern horizon, but the 
singing and dancing continue as we make 
our way back to the campsite.

The next morning, as we set out towards 
Berber, Lev reflects on the previous night’s 

EXPERIENCE SUDAN
Secret Compass runs expeditions to 

Sudan. For more information visit 
www.secretcompass.com

FLY WITH ETIHAD
Etihad Airways offers direct daily flights 

from Abu Dhabi to Khartoum, Sudan. 
For more information visit 

www.etihad.com or call 02 599 0000.

On the seventh day we arrive in Atbara, 
which is known as the “Railway City” due to 
the vast workshops built here in the British 
era, and which continue to provide most 
employment in the area. It is also where the 
Atbara, the Nile’s final tributary, flows into the 
great river.

We wander the streets on Lev’s weekly rest 
day, which he takes to prevent injury. While 
sitting at a café we chat to another friendly 
local. In broken English he ascertains that we 
want to see a side of Sudan that the world 
doesn’t know. He becomes animated and 
tells us about a Sufi festival in two days, in 
the town of Kadabas. We get out the map. It’s 
40km. We should be able to make it.

Just 48 hours later, we are picking our way 
through the streets of a town on the Nile’s 
West bank. Mud-walled compounds line the 
streets, and donkeys chew absent-mindedly 
on tufts of grass. In the distance we can 
hear the faint echo of the call to prayer. On 
the horizon we spot a mosque and minaret, 
brightly lit in green.

Suddenly we are in a mass of people on 
their way to evening prayers, and are swept 
along by welcomes and greetings. We visit 
the local sheikh, an Anglophile who studied 
in Birmingham in the 1970s. He formally 
welcomes us to Kadabas, and we share a 
meal with him. As evening prayers finish, 
drumbeats and singing filter out from the 
mosque, and the sheikh suggests we have 
a look.

Groups of men gather in animated 
conversation all over the prayer square. From 
time to time, a current of energy passes 
through the crowd as incense is waved by a 
censer-bearer, and everyone pushes closer to 
breathe in the smoke.

Sufism is a branch of Islam characterised 
by Dhikr – the practice of repeating the 
names of God, often performed after prayers 
and usually accompanied by drums or 
instrumental music. Tonight we see it all 
around us. A drummer and singer start the 
process, and the numbers grow until a crowd 
of up to 50 or even 100 surrounds them. It’s 

events, “I’ve asked the production team back 
home to do some research [he is filming 
his journey for a television documentary] 
and they’ve found nothing about Kadabas 
or the festival – we’re quite probably the 
first people to have ever documented it. 
Experiences like this make the journey so 
worthwhile. A chance meeting in a café has 
led to us seeing something that no-one 
beyond Sudan’s borders has ever heard of. 
It’s remarkable, really.”

As I head home, leaving Lev to continue on 
his journey, I wonder what other extraordinary 
experiences he’ll have over the next 2,500km. 
Whatever he encounters, it’s already one of 
the most inspiring adventures of the modern 
era of exploration.  

On 30 August 2014, Levison Wood 
successfully reached the Mediterranean Sea 
at Alexandria, Egypt. The documentary of 
his expedition will be broadcast in January 
2015. To find out more, and to see video 
clips from the expedition, please visit 
www.walkingthenile.com. 

Lev has walked from the source, in Rwanda’s 
Highlands, crossing Tanzania, Uganda and South 

Sudan, until I meet him here, at Shendi.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Ashwin Bhardwaj 
with a village elder on his last day with Levison 
Wood; Sufis engaged in Dhikr during Friday 
worship in Omdurman; Awad the camel-handler 
feeds a camel; River Nile; Levison Wood, Moez 
and Dr Will Charlton with the two camels, 
crossing the plain in the middle of the Bayuda 
Volcanic Field, Bayuda Desert.IM
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