
Caravan Routes in Libya
Binational Joint Venture for Learning and Teaching

DAAD Award 2008
The Freiburg students  Aniela Jeworutzki, Susanne 
Grimm and Johannes Schlesinger were re-enacting 
an actual scene they experienced during a stay of 
several weeks in Libya. They were working on a ge-
ography project there in 2006, researching parts of 
historical caravan routes.

A students view ... 
“We never expected students in Tripoli to be so si-
milar to us, to wear torn jeans instead of kaftans, 
listen to bands like Metallica instead of Arab music, 
and even go on holiday ski trips to Switzerland so-
metimes.” (For further information please visit the projects 
website which is located at www.locuslibya.de)

Their “Film Theatre” – replaying scenes from the visit 
– won the € 500 grand prize for the DAAD-sponso-
red competition, which was open to both domestic 
and foreign students and announced for the Berlin 
conference “Dialogue through Cooperation”.
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Wadi En Azar next to the caravan route from Gha-
dames to Ghat. Above a LANDSAT ETM+ scene 
(29. 11.2000) shows lots of routes through the de-
sert. Down left: Ancient traces on the surface - single 
tracks can be taken as a caravan route. Down right: 
a well, still important and kept in good order.   

Above: Murzuq in the 19th century taken from a tra-
velogue by Heinrich Barth and in a satellite image 
(11.04.2006) based on a Quickbird-Scene with Na-
tural Color Transformation  and High Resolution 
Merge.

Objectives 
The project has several key aspects of 
activity for students:

• Preparation of knowledge about the   
 Arab World 
• Introduction / Practice of Geographical  
 Methods (Remote Sensing, GIS ...)
• Presentation of results on symposia 
• Exchange of students and scientists 
• Intercultural dialogue
• Teamwork
• Creation of an Atlas of Caravan Routes  
 and Trade (see map aside) 
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A Libyan-German Joint Venture
Up well into the 20th century, caravans crossed the Sahara – processions of 
1000 and more camels and their handlers. They transported goods along nu-
merous routes. In the 19th century, in particular, they took slaves from Central 
Africa to the coast and brought goods and travellers from Europe deep into the 
heart of Africa. Where did these caravan routes exactly run? What archaeologi-
cal remains are to be found? Which of the former routes are asphalt desert roads 
today and why? These are questions to which scientists and students of the 
Geographical Departments of the University of Freiburg and the Libyan Studies 
Centre in Tripoli want to find answers in a binational joint venture for learning and 
teaching. Thus academic relations with Libya were established. The University 
of Freiburg with its Departments of Physical and Human Geography has crea-
ted a scientific cooperation with the Libyan Studies Centre in Tripoli and signed 
a contract to work in the field study project of ‘Caravan Routes in Libya’. Along 
with the scientific investigation of caravan routes another goal is to deepen an 
intercultural dialogue. The project is funded by the German Academic Exchange 
Service (DAAD) as well as by the Libyan Studies Centre.

Investigation Methods 
For answering the above mentioned que-
stions there are main research lines:

• Study and analysis of European and Li-
 byan archives, travelogues, itineraries, 
 historical maps and charts 
• Use of remote sensing techniques and 
 Geographical Information Systems
 (GIS)
• Joint field research in selected areas 
 to acquire ground truth data 
• Collection of oral narrations of elderly 
 people on the caravan topic
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One of the major aspects in Libyan history was the caravan trade through the desert. 
In comparison with the neighbouring countries Libya’s Mediterranean coast runs up to 200 km further south.

So this short overland connection with Central Africa meant substantial time savings for the caravans which crossed the Sahara like “moving ci-
ties”. How can we find out where all the caravans found their way through the desert? Somehow they must have left some footsteps in the sand... 

Is there some hidden knowledge about the routes in Libya’s mind?

Course: North Africa 
& Middle East

•  Introduction: Regional  
 Geography of the   
 Arab World
•  Introduction: Methods  
 of Regional Geography
•  Joint teaching & 
 learning in Germany

Field and Study Trip to Libya

• Intercultural Dialogue: Joint field  
 research and learning in Libya
• Practice: Geographical Methods  
 (Studying 19th-century travelogues
 Remote Sensing, GIS ...)
• Presentation of results on 
 symposia in Germany and Libya

Atlas of Caravan 
Routes and Trade

• Practice: Geographical 
 Methods
•  Creative transfer of   
 own ideas in the field  
 of modern cartography
•  Public Relations

Units of Instruction


