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"Ataka sits outside her tent where she lives with her father,
grandmother, and aunt. Her other aunts, uncles, and cousins live
in nearby tents." by Victor Englebert is used with permission.

Ataka
A Young Desert Girl

By Victor Englebert
2016

Victor Englebert has written for Highlights. In this informational text, Englebert describes Ataka’s
experiences living in the Sahara Desert with her family. As you read, take notes on what challenges the
desert presents Ataka and her family.

The Day Begins

In Africa’s Sahara, a soft light shines on the
leather tents of three Tuareg brothers. Twelve
baby camels tethered to short wooden stakes are
resting with open eyes. As the sky pales in the
east, they start moaning, craving milk.

The January dawn air is cold. In one tent, nine-
year-old Ataka is wrapped tightly in her blanket.
But she wakes up and follows her grandmother
and aunt Maunem outside to pray. As Muslims,
they pray five times a day, first before sunrise
and last after sunset.

Ataka’s mother died when Ataka was a baby. Her
father, Bukush, raised her — much of the time on camelback. They share their tent with his mother
and unmarried sister.

But Bukush is not here today. Neither are his two brothers, Amud and Taleb. Days before, Bukush rode
his camel south to the town of In Gall in Niger, 100 miles away. There he will buy millet, a cereal that
the Tuareg soak in camel milk and eat twice a day. His brothers are tending the family’s camels that are
grazing1 in distant pastures — no more than scattered blades of grass and small, thorny acacia trees.

Unlike many Muslim women, Tuareg women do not cover their faces. It is the men who wear a
tagelmust, or veil, wrapped around their heads and faces, leaving only their eyes visible. Sometimes
the veil is made of an indigo-dyed fabric from northern Nigeria. The dye on this expensive material,
also used for robes, tends to come off on the skin, earning the Tuareg the name “The Blue People.”

The sun rises as Uncle Amud drives in the she-camels. Quickly, Ataka’s younger cousins, Adambo and
Mohammed, help Amud tie them up, and everyone helps to milk them. After the baby camels have
nursed, the family sits around a fire to drink their breakfast of milk.

[1]

[5]

1. to eat grass in a field
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While Amud rests from a sleepless night, Adambo and Mohammed drive the she-camels back to a
closer pasture.

Ataka moves to an upturned wooden mortar2 outside her tent and quietly spins wool. Later, she and
Lalla, her nine-year-old cousin, collect dry camel dung to fuel the family’s fire. Wood is scarce3 in the
desert. Another cousin, fourteen-year-old Raisha, pounds millet nearby. Ataka’s aunts are busy with
other tasks.

Sandstorms in the Desert

At noon, the intense heat trims the horizon with mirages4 that look like puddles and ponds. There is
hardly any shade outside the tents.

Adambo and Mohammed ride back to camp for a lunch of millet porridge. Nomads5 rarely eat meat.
They save their animals to sell or barter6 for millet, clothes, and other necessities.

Within minutes, a great wind sweeps over the desert. The horizon disappears as the earth and sky
come together. A sky-high yellow wall of sand moves rapidly toward the encampment. Soon it will be
hard to see. Ataka and her family calmly move inside and pull blankets over their heads and bodies.
Sand quickly gets into their eyes, noses, and ears.

After sunset — and the sandstorm — and after the last milking, millet porridge, and two prayers, Uncle
Amud saddles up. Under a clear sky, he herds the milk camels back to the distant pasture for the night.

Moving Camp

One day, Uncle Taleb returns with the family’s main herd of 47 camels. His daughter Raisha
immediately serves him water and lights a fire to cook millet for him while he plays with the children.
For several days, he had nothing to drink and eat but milk.

“The camels ran out of pasture,” Taleb declares. “We’ll move camp tomorrow.”

Next day, the Tuareg break camp. They load their pack camels and donkeys. And they ride their
saddled camels without looking back. Ataka and her family move every three or four weeks.

Once they are settled again, some of the women and children ride the donkeys to a distant well. They
fill their goatskin bags with water to last a few days. Ataka and her family also go to the well to water
their herds. They never settle near a well. Instead they camp a couple of hours’ walk away to protect
their privacy.

At last Bukush returns, and Ataka gives him a warm welcome. He brought her a silver bracelet.

[10]
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2. a deep bowl used for things to be crushed or ground in
3. Scarce (adjective): very small in amount or number
4. an illusion that usually occurs in the desert
5. a member of a people who have no permanent home
6. Barter (verb): to trade goods and services without using money
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That evening, the family stays up late, drinking tea around the fire, laughing, singing, and playing. In an
ancient game of hot potatoes, they throw each other glowing red embers from the fire, catching them
with bare hands before quickly passing them on. They challenge each other with riddles. And Ataka
laughs, her eyes glowing with love for a father who is now home.
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which sentence describes the main idea of the text?
A. Living in the desert negatively impacts Ataka and her family’s quality of life.
B. Moving often makes it hard for Ataka to consider any place home.
C. Ataka has an unusual way of life, but she is happy with it.
D. Ataka wishes to move out of the desert, because of the dangers it presents.

2. PART B: Which detail from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “Ataka’s mother died when Ataka was a baby. Her father, Bukush, raised her —

much of the time on camelback.” (Paragraph 3)
B. “Ataka and her family calmly move inside and pull blankets over their heads and

bodies. Sand quickly gets into their eyes, noses, and ears.” (Paragraph 11)
C. “Next day, the Tuareg break camp. They load their pack camels and donkeys.

And they ride their saddled camels without looking back. Ataka and her family
move every three or four weeks.” (Paragraph 15)

D. “In an ancient game of hot potatoes, they throw each other glowing red embers
from the fire, catching them with bare hands before quickly passing them on.
They challenge each other with riddles. And Ataka laughs, her eyes glowing with
love for a father who is now home.” (Paragraph 18)

3. PART A: Which statement best describes the relationship between Ataka and her father?
A. Ataka looks forward to when her father comes home because they are very

close.
B. Ataka and her father are distant because he has to leave for work often.
C. Ataka is not as close with her father as she is with the rest of her family.
D. Ataka looks forward to her father’s visit because he brings her presents.

4. PART B: Which detail from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “Ataka’s mother died when Ataka was a baby. Her father, Bukush, raised her —

much of the time on camelback.” (Paragraph 3)
B. “The January dawn air is cold. In one tent, nine-year-old Ataka is wrapped tightly

in her blanket. But she wakes up and follows her grandmother and aunt
Maunem outside to pray.” (Paragraph 2)

C. “But Bukush is not here today. Neither are his two brothers, Amud and Taleb.
Days before, Bukush rode his camel south to the town of In Gall in Niger, 100
miles away.” (Paragraph 4)

D. “They challenge each other with riddles. And Ataka laughs, her eyes glowing with
love for a father who is now home.” (Paragraph 18)
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5. How does the section “Sandstorms in the Desert” contribute to the text (Paragraphs 9-12)?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In the text, Ataka’s family is busy and constantly on the move. How do they take the time to
appreciate each other and enjoy one another’s company? What do you and your family do
when you get together?

2. How do you think Ataka’s lifestyle in the desert contributes to her identity? Do you think the
environment you grow up in has a significant effect on who you are? Why or why not?
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