Amazement, horror; even despair... These were
the reactions | encountered from friends and
family when | declared to all and sundry that |
was off to see Libya.
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ibya. Just mentioning the word can conjure up images
of a land plagued by mad terrorists and ruled by an even

madder dictator. While the former is definitely not the
reality, even the latter — the ‘Guide of the Revolution’, Colonel
Muammar Al-Qathafi (spelt ‘Gaddafi” by westerners) — is
becoming milder with each passing year amid a seemingly burning
ambition to be recognised as an Arab-African elder staresman...

a sort of North-African Madiba. In fairness to my loved ones

and their emotional meltdown, for the past 40 years Libya has
definitely been a perennial problem child for Mother Africa.
Popular opinion about Libya has been largely shaped by the
events of the 1980s and 1990s. This was when Libya was at

the forefront of international terrorism, (eventually) claiming
responsibility for two mid-air plane bombings —a US airliner
over Lockerbie, Scotland in 1988, and a French UTA airliner
over the west African state of Niger in 1989 — and fuelling an
international crisis that drew in most of the major nations of the
time, including the former Soviet Union, and culminated in the
early 90s when the United Nations imposed major political and
economic sanctions against Libya. Colonel Qathafi has always
seen himself as a qa’id, or guide, and during these turbulent times
he led a growing Pan-Arab resistance against western influences,
often blaming the West for the many troubles afflicting Libya’s
Arab brothers. Strangely enough, it was Qathafi’s African brothers
who led to a redirection of his focus from Arabia to Africa, and a
subsequent mellowing of his anti-West rhetoric.

Numerous African leaders braved the seven-year UN embargo
banning civil flights into Libya to visit Qathafi, and in 1997
then-President Nelson Mandela flew to the Libyan capital Tripoli
to begin a process of reconciliation between Qathafi’s regime

and the West. In 1999 Libya formally agreed to scrap its banned
arms programmes and claimed responsibility for the Lockerbie
and UTA plane bombings, handing over the alleged bombers
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and paying financial compensation to the
victims® families that toralled in the billions.
In exchange — much to the delight of oil-
hungry western businessmen — the UN lifted
all sanctions, and Qathafi has since become
increasingly involved in the matters of the
international communiry.

For the first half of the 20th century, the
country known today as Libya was colonised by
both Ottoman Turks and the Italians, which
was then followed by an ‘administration’ by
the British and French after WWIIL, before
the country eventually and finally became
an independent kingdom in 1951. Qathafi
(only 27 years old at the time) seized power
in a bloodless coup d’état in 1969, and since
then his ‘Jamahiriya’ (State of the Masses)
Revolution has succeeded in erasing most
day-to-day reminders of those colonial times,
instituting a very pro-Arabic way of life for the
ordinary Libyan.

Almost all signage throughout the country —
be it billboards, streets, or even restaurants and
hotels —isin Arabic, and most ordinary Libyans
speak only Arabic. This can be a challenge when
you're trying to exchange money in the bank,
buy a packet of tissues in the corner store, or
when ordering a take-away schwarma without
onions (it's easier to just take out the onions
once you've sat down). Disregarding the Arabic
signposting, however, at times I felc like I
could have been in any eastern Mediterranean
country such as Italy or Greece. Much like a

European arriving in ‘deepest, darkest” South
Africa for the first time, [ was pleasantly
surprised by the relative ‘normalness’ of Libya.

Once one of the poorest nations in Africa,
Libya is now one of its wealthiest, thanks to the
reserves of oil to be found under its parched,
rocky earth (petrol still sells for an amazingly
low R1.00 a litre). This oil-funded wealth has
greatly lifted the Libyans’ standard of living,
and countrywide I found an impressive network
of roads and various other infrastructure,
including Qathafi’s not-so-humbly titled
‘Great Man-Made River Project’. The project
is a multi-storey deep pipeline that draws
fresh water from ancient fossil water reserves
under the Libyan desert and transports it to
the country’s Mediterranean coast (where the
majority of the 6 million Libyans reside) which
has been severely affected by falling water tables
and saline intrusion. Unfortunately the fossil
water reserves will eventually be exhausted,
but in true African-Arab thinking, the
Libyan authorities are planning on installing
desalination plants on the coast from which
they will then pump water back through the
pipeline to replenish the desert aquifers.

These two ‘quirks’ of Libya — Colonel
Qathafi and his pipeline — are looked upon
with a quiet respect by everyday Libyans, who
are generally quite reserved, strongly family-
oriented, and proud of their country. Unlike
what I have often found in other North African

countries, there isn’t the same franric passion

amongst male Libyans to marry a western

woman and flee the country. Libya’s blue-
collar workforce is mainly made up of migrant
workers from Egypt, Algeria, Mali and Niger
who come for the better-paid work, and at
times I noticed an almost snobbish attitude
that the Libyans will take when dealing with

a ‘foreigner’, as these immigrants are known.
Prelude to xenophobia?... I can’t say.

If you ask me to describe Libya in one word,
‘quiet’ is what springs immediately to my mind.
Even in the country’s capital, the ancient port
city of Tripoli, the noise-bustle-hassle facror
is way down on the frustration scale, and this
is even taking into account the kamikaze-like
driving ability of seemingly everyone behind
a steering wheel. I have spent a fair amount
of time travelling in Libya’s Arab-African
neighbours of Egypt, Tunisia and Morocco
('m still to torment my loved ones with a
trip to Algeria), and travelling in Libya was
an absolute breeze compared to all of them.
The almost complete absence of hustlers is a
godsend. Female travellers especially will find
travel in Libya refreshingly hassle-free. In spite
of their view towards immigrants, when dealing
with westerners Libyans are overwhelmingly
hospitable and enthusiastically inquisitive
~ perhaps a by-product of their years of relative
isolation from the internarional community.

Besides the Libyans themselves, there is a
full photo album’s worth of sights to see. The

coastline is sprinkled with some of the best-
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