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ALGERIAN EXPERIENCE

The People’s Democratic Republic
of Algeria, is a country in the
Maghreb region of North Africa on
the Mediterranean coast. Its capital
and most populous city is Algiers.
With a total area of 2,381,741 square
kilometers [almost 75% of India],
Algeria is the tenth-largest country
in the world, and the largest in
Affica and in the Mediterranean.
The country is bordered in the
northeast by Tunisia, in the east by
Libya, in the west by Morocco, in
the southwest by Mauritania, and
Mali, in the southeast by Niger, and
in the north by the Mediterranean
Sea.

In Arabic, the word ‘Sahara’
means any arid waste. Desert region
of Algeria is known as Algerian
Sahara is located in the central and
southern Algeria and covers almost
80% area of the country. It is shown
in yellow fill in the map alongside.

Algeria’s 998-kilometer
northern border stretches along the
southern edge of the Mediterranean
Sea. The 96 km. long coastline of
eastern Algeria between Bejaia and
Jijel, which is known as Corniche
Jijel, is the most beautiful in the
whole Mediterranean and one
of the best in the world. In the
Corniche, very steep, rugged and
high mountains rise right from the
sea and the road is actually carved
into the cliffs in the form of a ’C’
or half tunnel at many places and
offers a bird’s-eye view of the clean,
placid and blue to green waters of
the Mediterranean as appearing in
the photograph alongside.

Algeria  was under French
Colonial Rule and got her
independence in 1962. However,

1n 1982 and 1983 when I visited
Algeria, the French influence
was continuing. Though official
language is Arabic, French and
Berber are widely spoken and very
few understood English.

Rail India Technical and
Economic Services Ltd. [RITES] —
a PSU of the Government of India
was already active in Algeria and
had created a good reputation. The
Société Nationale des Transports
[SNTF] - a
owned company for railways, had
invited tenders for Construction of
a Railway Line from Constantine
to Skikda via Ramdane in eastern
Algeria  and  Indian  Railway
Construction Cop. Ltd. [IRCON]
had decided to participate in the
tender. A team of engineers from
leading Indian constructors led by
CMD of IRCON visited Algeria
for site appreciation and I and my
colleague were part of the team.

Most of the members of team
including the leader reached Algiers
via Rome on Monday 2™ November
1982. 1 could join them only the
next day. I reached Algiers from
Zurich in the afternoon and took a
cab to Hotel Algiers. The cab driver
told me that he will accept payment
only in Algerian Dinars. Bank at the
hotel told me that in Algeria, only
the guests staying at the hotel could
change money. I approached the
Hotel reception to check in but was
told that I had no reservation and the
hotel was full. I tried to explain them
that I was member of the IRCON
Team and that my colleagues had

Ferroviaires state-

already checked in the previous
day and that the reservation had
been made by RITES.Because
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of language bartier, he could not
understand what 1 was trying to
tell him. The cabman took me to a
couple of banks but they had closed.
Finally I had to go back all the way
to the Airport where I could change
money. The cab dropped me at the
Hotel. He charged me U.S.$ 75. 1
again approached the reception for
checking in and was told that there
was no booking for me. Because
of language barrier, the receptionist
could not understand what I was
trying to tell him At last a person
sitting in the lobby came to my help.
He translated my request to them.
Finally they gotin touch with RITES
who clarified I was to share a roon
with my colleague who was already
staying at the hotel I was relieved to
get a room key. I had travelled for
almost 24 houts and was tired. From
the room, I requested room service
for drinking water.

Language barrier continued and
finally I had to ask for Biere [Beer in
French] and it was served promptly.

Next morning the whole team
was to fly to Constantine in Eastern
Algeria. We all had confirmed
booking from India. We tried to
approach the check in counter
but there was no queue. The flight
being a domestic flight, there was a
crowd of passengers shouting and
flashing their tickets. We all waited
impatiently and were finally told
that the flight was already full. We
therefore had no alternative but to
travel for about 7 hours to cover the
distance of 322 km. by road.

Algerians are good boozers.
Before leaving for Constantine
by road we had to pick up two
members who were arriving from



Delhi. While waiting at the airport, I
went to the cafeteria and asked for a
pint of beer. The salesman smiled at
me and said “‘Wahed, La, Khamsah’
meaning I must take five bottles and
not one. I said no and he gave me
one. 1 then found out that every
customer was picking up five bottles
before sitting at the table.

Our site appreciation visit took
six days during which we stayed in
good hotels except on one night
when we were forced to stay in a
village inn. The rooms were dark
and filthy. The toilet had probably
not been flushed for days.

Police check on the highways
was pretty strict. Gun totting guards,
usually in pairs, stopped vehicles
for inspection. While one was busy
with inspection, the other had his
gun pointed at the occupants, just
in case. As soon as you stop, the
first thing they do is to exchange
greetings and after inspection they
thank you and bid good bye.

We all were back in Algiers on
the 9™ evening. On 10", T and my
colleagues went Alitalia to make our
booking as our return sectors were
Algiers — Rome — Mumbai. We were
told that the Rome - Mumbai flights

Morocco

were full for the next five days. I had
a Swiss Air Ticket and my colleague
had Air India Ticket. My friend who
was an executive in an aitline had
advised that for travel to any African
country via Europe, one must carry
a ticketing document on a reputed
Buropean airline like Swissair or Air
France and that for business trips
we should not carry discounted
tickets but only fully paid tickets to
facilitate rerouting, when required.
When Alitalia could not give us a
seat, we went to Swissait. As I had a
Swissair Document Swissait rerouted
me to Mumbai via Zurich at no extra
cost but my colleague was charged
U.S.$60 for the same rerouting. Our
Algiers - Zurich was on 11™ evening
and Zurich Mumbai was on 12%
afternoon and Swissair agreed to give
a free layover at Zurich. .

On the night of 9%, we all
hosted a grand dinner to the top
engineers of Algerian Railway. The
restaurant has a fabulous seafood
layout but limited choice for the
vegetarians. After dinner we all
moved over to a nightclub. Since
we were a group of 15, scotch was
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had an Egyptian Belly dancer and
Khaled, who later became a famous
international singer, was at the mike.
It was a really memorable night
which ended around 4 am.

On arrival at Zurich, I and my
colleague went to collect our hotel
vouchers to Hotel Continental
Zurich. Cab fare was paid by hotel.
My teetotaler vegetarian colleague
did not have much choice at the
dinner and I had a carafe of Swiss
Wine and Roasted Mediterranean
Fish and a Parfait for dessert. Both
of us made a short telephone call to
our homes and a telex to our office
about our arrival. Next morning
when we checked out of the hotel,
the cashier told us that out allowance
vouchers together were enough, not
only to cover the lavish food I had
but also the cost telephone calls and
telex. Hail Switzerland.

My next visit to Algeria was
from 25" August, 1983. I went there
to gather data on the upcoming
rail and road projects and ongoing
railway projects. From Algiers, I
travelled to Oran and stayed there
for about a week, for visiting the
alighments. On two occasions, we




had to take lunch in a small village
restaurant. ‘The place offered rice
or Bagutte [long round French
bread] with Potato Puree with beef.
When we asked for vegetarian food,
the man at the counter poured
the upper portion from the pot
excluding pieces of the meat. One
of these lunches was on 30" August
— my birthday.

I returned to Algiers on 2™
September to take a flight to Zurich
on 3" T reconfirmed my seat at
Swissair. However, locals advised
me to be at the airport more than
2 hours before the flight. The locals
also warned that you may be told
that they do not have a booking
for me but I should continue to
walit at the counter till the boarding
pass is issued. I was not surprised
as my memories about the Algiers
Constantine flight of the last visit
were still fresh. The advice of the

locals turned out to be true. Though
I had a reconfirmed ticket, I was
asked to wait and after a while I was
called and given my boarding pass.
At the departure lounge, I got
into talking with a fellow passenger.
When I told him that all these days
I had been out of touch with outside
world as English newspapers were
not available, he shocked me and
told me that two days earlier i.c. on 1
September, Russians had shot down
a Korean Airliner which had strayed
into Russian Airspace and that World
War could start any day and that he
was happy that we were returning
home. It was alright for him but I
still had to visit Milan for two days
before returning home. I was under
tension but in a way I was happy that
I was leaving Algeria and landing in
a neutral country like Switzerland. It
was a better place to get stuck. On
landing at Zurich, I asked Swissair

to advice me as to whether I should
continue my tour via Milan or skip
Milan and return to Mumbai in view
of the impending war. The lady at
the counter told me to cool down as
the tension had eased off.

While Algeria has come a long
way since the civil war in the 1990s,
there are still occasional sporadic
episodes of civil unrest and attacks
on  government  establishments.
Additionally, there is the threat of
bandits and an al Qaeda-affiliated
terrorist group (AQIM) in the south
of the country. Algeria’s about 40 km.
wide coastal zone occupies almost
2% of the country’s surface and
hosts approximately half of country’s
population and is alright for tourists.
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