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Pangolin’s Ethiopia 2008 Travel Diary 
 
 
 
 
Welcome to pangolin.li’s travel diary about our journey through Northern Ethiopia, in November 
2008. Let me share with you my memories of our 18-days trip, to explore the capital Addis Abeba 
and the old king’s town of Gondar, visit a research project on gelada monkeys and hike in the 
Simien Mountains National Park, see the stelae and cathedrals in Axum the city of the Queen of 
Sheba, and describe the indescribable churches of Lalibela and Tigray. 
 
The online version of this diary, including pictures, can be found at my website. Feel free to 
contact me via the website. http://www.pangolin.li/index.php?id=ethiopia08 
 
 
Table of contents: 
 
29/30 October 2008 - Trip to Ethiopia 2 
Friday 31 October 2008 Addis Ababa/Gondar 2 
Saturday 1st November 2008 – Gondar 4 
Sunday, 2nd November 2008 – Gondar (still) 6 
Monday, 3rd November: Gondar to Sankaber 7 
Tuesday, 4th November: Geladas and gelada research 9 
Wednesday, 5th November: Hike to Gich 11 
Thursday, 6th November: Hike to Imet Gogo 12 
Friday, 7th November: Back to Sankaber 14 
Saturday, 8th November: Geladas & Party 14 
Sunday, 9th November: Sankaber – Aksum 16 
Monday, 10th November: Axum 17 
Tuesday, 11th November, Axum to Gheralta 19 
Wednesday, 12th November: Tigray churches in Gheralta 20 
Thursday, 13th November – Gheralta to Mekelle 22 
Friday, 14th November: Mekelle to Lalibela 23 
Saturday, 15th November – Lalibela 24 
Sunday, 16th November – Lalibela and flight home 26 
Practicalities 27 
 



 pangolin.li Ethiopia 2008 Travel Diary 

Copyright by www.pangolin.li  - 2 - 

29/30 October 2008 - Trip to Ethiopia 
 
We have the first snow of the season, at home, the day we leave for Ethiopia. But everything else 
is fine – I finish work in time, our cat Aisha causes no reason to see the vet, and we get to the 
airport in time, and can even check our baggage through to Addis Abeba. Things however take a 
bad turn from now on. 
Our Swiss plane scheduled to leave for Rome at 20:30 leaves with a one hour delay, because it 
requires de-icing. With the 3 hrs stopover in Rome, this shouldn’t cause a problem. It doesn’t 
cause a problem, since the Ethiopian Airlines connecting flight to Addis Abeba, scheduled for 
0:55, has a three hours delay since the plane can’t leave its starting point Stockholm in time. 
We arrive at Addis Abeba around noon. Visa on arrival works just fine. It’s just that our luggage 
does not arrive. The next plane from Rome will only come two days later, when we’re already in 
Gondar. We get 480 Birr (roughly 40$) compensation after asking for it. But without our luggage, 
we’ll have a very hard time in the Simien Mountains National Park. No warm clothes, no sleeping 
bags, no food for the hike. Damn! 
 
Tariku, our guide for Addis Ababa, meets us at the airport, and brings us to our hotel, the M.N. 
International (40$/room incl. breakfast). The hotel seems pretty good value for money; it’s 
modern, the plumbing and hot water works, it has a TV and a fridge to store our cheese. But bring 
earplugs.  
 
After some freshening up Tariku takes us to late lunch at Lucy’s, a new restaurant next door to 
the National Museum with a nice gazebo. Food is good but too much. 
 
We then visit the real Lucy (or at least a copy) – or what remains of the 1 m tall lady of the 
Australopithecus afarensis species who walked what would become Ethiopian soil 3.5 million 
years later. One of the links between ape and man, Lucy is represented as a skeleton replica in 
the National Museum, and her size betrays her famousness. I find the head model of “Selam”, a 
three year old conspecific of Lucy, somewhat more impressing – it’s not an ape, but definitely not 
a kid…Strange. 
 
The rest of the museum is interesting, but not extraordinary. The paleontology exhibition is well 
presented, but the pre-axumite (i.e. BC) artefacts might look more splendid, like their Egyptian or 
Syrian counterparts, if presented in a nicer setting. And the paintings on second floor are just 
downright boring. But maybe it was our lack of sleep… 
 
Tariku then takes us through town and to the Merkato – supposedly Africa’s largest open air 
market. It is not open air at all where we go, but rather touristy. At least we can buy two t-shirts, 
as a lame try to make up for our missing luggage. I’m now a proud owner of a Bob Marley Africa 
United Ethiopia 2005 tour t-shirt… 
 
Back at the hotel we fall asleep, but the sudden lack of light wakes us. The power outage doesn’t 
make the day’s balance more positive… Dinner at a local place around the corner, Elsa’s 
Bar&Restaurant, makes somewhat up for it.  
 
 
Friday 31 October 2008 Addis Ababa/Gondar 
 
Breakfast at the MN International Hotel is okay, with fresh orange juice and huge scrambled egg 
– but when will the waiters of this world learn that it is indeed possible to prepare a scrambled 
egg out of just one egg?  
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We’ll meet Tariku, and he calls Ethiopian Airlines Lost Baggage to learn that they have found our 
stuff in Rome. It seems the Italians were back home already when our plane arrived… They 
promise we’ll have it tomorrow, they’ll bring it to Gondar. Tariku also suggests we get another 
hotel in Gondar, since the Fogera we booked is still in bad need of refurbishment (as 3 years old 
guidebooks already suggested). He checks the government owned Goha, the best place in town, 
and in contrary to two weeks ago they now have a room. We are supposed to pay for it in the 
Addis Ghion hotel of the same branch. This takes half an hour, for a simple payment, the African 
way. 
 
Tariku then tours the city with us (monuments of fallen soldiers and victims of the fascist 
aggression, the prime minister’s and president’s not-so-modest homes, the university). He then 
brings us to the city’s best-known viewing point, the Entoto mountain, on 2800 m asl. While 
driving up we always have to dodge the donkeys carrying firewood, eucalyptus leaves or hay. 
The weather is not that good, so the view is hazy. On top of the mountain we visit the Maryam 
church museum with a display of 19th century church utensils, as well as memorabilia of emperor 
Menelik II and empress Taitu who lived on this hill before founding Addis Ababa. There is a mass 
being held at church, since today is St. Mary’s day, and this is St. Mary’s church. The priest is 
dressed in black, and stands outside under a baldachin – like the pious who also gather outside. 
The inside of the – usually round – Ethiopian churches is reserved for special people only. It 
seems the priest is not amongst them. 
 
We also visit King Menelik II’s and Queen Taitu’s “palace”, a few modest houses built from wood 
and mud, where they used to receive the country’s chiefs. The architecture just does not fit with 
the ornate dresses we had just seen before in the museum. It leaves us wondering how the 
common people lived at that time.  
 
It’s high time for us to get back to town. We do some shopping at Bambis, Addis’ best 
supermarket (mostly frequented by UN or NGO staff, and other expats). They indeed have a 
remarkable range of stuff. Go there for Western food you might not find anywhere else in the 
country in such a selection, though at a higher price: wine, strawberries, cucumbers, yoghurt, 
unsalted butter (for Aliza’s birthday cake), rubber cheese, apples (6 for an outrageous 10$), 
instant pasta for hikes in the mountains, a large range of meat… We get our goods, return to the 
hotel to check out, and then drive to the airport. We agree to meet Tariku again on our last day in 
Ethiopia – he’s been a very reliable guide, and we were glad he dealt with Ethiopian Airlines for 
us! 
 
Ethiopian Airlines then takes us to Gondar. Our new agent Mulualem Gelaye awaits us there, and 
within half an hour we meet Aliza. She’s the reason why we came to Ethiopia in the first place. I 
met Aliza in 2005 when doing an Earthwatch expedition to the Kalahari Meerkats. She did her 
PhD there, and now is on a post-doc assignment in this field station of the University of Michigan, 
learning about communication and cognition in gelada baboons, in the Simien Mountains National 
Park. It’s just great to see her again…………. 
 
After saying hello to her, the local research assistant Haile (who happens to be Mulualem’s 
brother), and Yalew who will guide us on our hike in the Simien Mountains and onwards, we are 
driven to the Goha hotel. The Goha is advertised as the best place in town, and Aliza raves about 
its clean toilets (it is a change to the long-drop toilet she has in the mountains). The room is nicely 
decorated, only the bathroom might profit of a bit of refurbishment, from Western perspective.  
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We later have a sundowner at the deck overlooking the city – or, as the large advertisement puts 
it: The Commanding View of the City. A sundowner it is, but the coldness is not really what we’re 
used from Africa. The local St. Georges beer is still fine.  
 
We join Aliza and Haile for a dinner at the Landmark hotel, where I have a great vegetarian 
Bayeynetu dish (Friday is fasting day in Ethiopia) – the local “bread” injera (rather an omelette 
style piece of fermented and slightly baked spongy dough, usually based on the local grain “teff”) 
is accompanied by a range of about 12 vegetarian dishes. Mouth-watering!!! The local “Royal” 
beer is also not bad. It’s time tough for an early night… 
 
 
Saturday 1st November 2008 – Gondar 
 
We wake up to find out that there’s no hot water (even though there should be, from 4 pm to 9 
am). Instead of taking a shower I go to the Commanding View of the City point – it’s nice to see 
the the city in the morning light, especially the “Gemp”, the Royal Castles. I also observe a few 
very strange raven, with white neck and a very plump beak – “Monster-billed raven”. 
 
The Spanish tour group has savaged the hotel’s breakfast room, but luckily we agreed with Aliza 
to join her for a full breakfast at the Satellite (written Sate Light) Café. Full or Ful is a North-
African dish made of simmered fava beans with sauce and spices, which is scooped up with 
bread. Together with it goes a strong macchiato, and a fruit juice which is rather a fruit pulp – no 
water added (and no giardias, as Aliza mentions). The full is great. We also meet Yalew and 
Gebre, our guide for the day. I give Ethiopian Airlines another call to inquire about our luggage. 
They say it is on the plane from Rome, but the plane is late by two hours. They promise it will be 
delivered to Gondar the same day. 
 
We say goodbye to Ali who will have to have her car repaired, and go shopping at a small 
supermarket “Best Super Market”. They just have dry and canned food, but are remarkably well-
stocked in their approx. 20 square meters: Noodles (including instant pasta), instant soups, rice, 
pulses, sugar, flour; peeled tomatoes, tuna, some canned veggies and fruit, sweets including 
chocolate bars and biscuits; wine and beverages; milk powder, tea, coffee (including instant), 
cocoa; juices and a few juice concentrates; quite a selection of soaps, toothpaste, deodorants, 
shampoo and other hygiene articles; detergent, aluminium foil and plastic bags and a lot more. 
According to Aliza, it’s always a surprise to see what they have – it can change from day to day. 
For example, she and Haile have been looking for a propane gas bottle, for the stove – no luck. 
However, together with the fresh veggies and fruit from the market (we saw  tomatoes, giant 
pumpkins, potatoes, onions, cabbage, carrots, beetroot – but this can change considerably, 
depending on season), and fresh white bread and even cakes from the bakery, this might be 
enough to cater for a few days in the Simien Mountains park. What we didn’t see but in Addis are 
fresh diary products (though butter, milk and some waxed rubber-type cheese seem to be 
available somewhere in Gondar) and packed meat, ham, bacon or sausages – the only meet we 
see is fresh, from the butcher. However, we anyway decide to take a cook for our hike (Ali told us 
they even do deserts…), and Mulualem and Yalew anyhow arrange everything for us. 
 
Our guide Gebre then takes us to the Gemp, the Royal Palace. King Fasilidas (reigning from 
1632 to 1667) decided to build a permanent city, contrary to his forefathers who usually had a 
residence set up in the wet season, but were on war during the dry season. The Gemp was built 
during the reigns of five consecutive emperors, but Fasilidas was probably the most powerful. 
Gebre gives us a short recap of Ethiopian history, starting with King Solomon and the Queen of 
Sheba (their son Menelik is supposed to have been the first king of Ethiopia) and ending at the 
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Gondar kings. We also resume one of our dear hobbies, which is naming African birds (see here) 
– this time it is a turquoise finch-type bird with crimson cheek. JJ suggested the name “Ethiopian 
Gay Cruiser”, but I prefer “Ethiopian Turquoise Cheeky”, since being gay is a crime in Ethiopia. 
Yalew much later tells us it’s a fire finch. How boring. 
 
Anyway, the palace area is spectacular – mainly because it is not what you’d expect in Africa. 
Well, Ethiopia maybe quite special for Africa, but still a castle, or the ruins of it, seem somewhat 
out of place. The compound consists of several buildings, from the entirely European-style castle-
with-tower built by Fasilidas, to his son’s Iyasu’s palace, several halls for festivities, to a lion 
enclosure and  Queen Mentewab’s little palace – the last before the fall of the Gondar kingdom. 
There must have been splendour when the place was still alive – the chronicles (also by 
European travellers) recount riches untold, like rooms clad in ivory, wall paintings or walls 
covered in Venetian mirrors. Arts and science were well respected at the court, and so were 
amenities like baths (Turkish/muslim style), large larders, and paradise gardens. However, 
Mentewab’s successor could no longer maintain power, and the realm was split up between 
warlords, who also sacked the palaces and churches of Gondar. Later came the muslim Mahdists 
who destroyed what they found. British bombs trying to destroy the fascist stronghold in WW2 
(the Italians resided in Yohannes’ Library, one of the buildings) did the rest. However, seven or so 
of the bigger buildings still stand, or were renovated. The compound is impressing in its own right, 
and well worth a visit. 
 
After the royal palaces Gebre takes us to the cloister Debre Berhan Selassie, or The Trinity on 
the Mountain of Light – my favourite of the sights we saw in Gonder. The church is surrounded by 
a wall with gates/towers where the monks lived, but contrary to most other Ethiopian churches, it 
is rectangular. The exterior is nondescript, but the interior is just plain stunning. The legend says 
it was not sacked by the Mahdists because a bee swarm protected it – thankfully! Each inch in 
what would be the nave is covered by paintings – with hundreds of large eyes (Gondar-style 
signature) watching your every step. The holiest of the holies is hidden behind heavy curtains. 
But that small nave itself is worth the visit: its walls show religious paintings – some well known 
like an account of Christ’s last days on Earth, or a representation of the Trinity (three old men), 
while others are a bit more local, like the Ethiopian legends of St. Mary’s life, or the devil eating a 
girl. There are images of Ethiopian saints and those of King Iyasu I. who built the church. The 
most striking image though is that on the roof: hundreds of big-eyed faces with wings – identical 
but still different. Don’t know what was first: the roof or the legend of the hundreds of monks King 
Fasilidas beheaded because they told him he should leave women alone; their beheaded heads 
then grew wings and fluttered off. 
 
The down of the day comes when we visit the local Ethiopian Airlines office, and they tell us that 
of course our luggage couldn’t make it to Gondar, since the plane to Gondar leaves Addis on 8:30 
am, while the flight from Rome was delayed until late morning. Why the heck couldn’t they tell us 
in the morning? Or is it that we are expecting to hear the truth, even if it is bad news? Well, this is 
not African style… It means we would have to wait until Sunday 09:10 am for the next plane from 
Addis to arrive. They promise that it will arrive 100% sure. But no geladas on Sunday, for us. 
Bastards. I’d love our holidays to finally start, without us having to run after our luggage all the 
time! 
 
Anway, we go for a special lunch, with Aliza who is still waiting for the spare parts for their car. 
We have Kitfo, at a place called Mini Fogera. Kitfo is ground raw meat, mixed with warm butter 
(which tastes a bit cheesy). Yep, Americans, it is raw meat, in a “third world country”. And so far I 
feel fine. Saturday is the best day for Kitfo (the meat is really fresh then), and the place is jammed 
with locals. We have a similar dish at home (Tatar), and Kitfo is delicious. It is served with injera, 



 pangolin.li Ethiopia 2008 Travel Diary 

Copyright by www.pangolin.li  - 6 - 

so you tear off a bit of the injera and wrap it around a bite of Kitfo, which is then dipped in a spice 
called berbere. We order a second helping. Aliza teaches us a bit of Amharic (the local 
language); the most difficult word is Thank you, “amasegenallu” – why do they make such an 
important word so hard to remember? 
 
After lunch Gebre takes us to King Fasilidas’ Bath, a bit out of town. It’s a large empty basin 
(some 70 m long) surrounded by fig trees whose roots make it look like Angkor Thom. There’s a 
little palace built in the lake; the castle is currently being renovated, but we can still enter it. It’s 
just the apsaras that are missing for a proper Cambodian experience… A downpour starts as 
soon as we’re there. We get back to the car, and drive back to the hotel. Waiting for warm water. 
 
In the evening Aliza meets us for a beer on the hotel terrace; I’m a bit late since I’m interviewed 
by a group of students of linguistics, from the University of Gondar, for a Q&A about how I like 
Ethiopia, where I’m from, what I do for a living etc. We meet the guys later, and the teacher says 
how terrifying I was. It takes a while until we realise he meant “terrific”. So much for the 
linguistics… 
 
We again have dinner at the Landmark, since its menu features both local and international 
dishes. My fasting dish Bayeynetu (or similar) is not available so I have a pepper steak with 
veggies and fries. It’s okay. We return home too late, but we anyway can’t leave for the park at 7 
am, as intended, because we need to wait for our luggage. 
 
 
Sunday, 2nd November 2008 – Gondar (still) 
 
We have breakfast at the Goha – it is okayish, but nothing special compared to the full we had 
yesterday (and it costs 60 Birr for 2, compared to the 40 Birr for 3 full with butter, 5 macchiatos 
and 1 juice). 
 
Driver Yerga and our guide Yalew then take us to the airport, where we hope to catch our 
luggage so that we can leave for the Simiens immediately. The plane just lands when we arrive at 
Gondar airport. Unfortunately it turns out that our luggage is not on the flight. The lady in Addis 
obviously forgot to forward it. Damn damn damn!!!! Of course this was the only daily flight from 
Addis to Gondar, so they tell us to come back tomorrow. We explode, and finally get to talk to the 
manager. After some hassle they arrange for the luggage to be sent to Bahir Dar (180 km to the 
South) where they will send it to Gondar. However, it will only arrive here after 6 pm. So we will 
be stuck in this town for another day. No one cares to even apologise, so we encourage them to 
at least pay us the additional night in the Goha. They agree, but it takes the better part of the 
morning, and a trip to the Ethiopian Airlines office in town to get things settled. We spoil ourselves 
with a second breakfast of full with butter, at the piazza. We hear that Aliza and Haile have not 
yet left, they’re still waiting for their car to be fixed properly. 
 
A tuktuk (locally called bajaj, after its brand) takes us to the Goha where we spend the afternoon 
typing and reading. After a beer we meet Yalew and Yerga – they tell us that Ethiopian called; the 
luggage is on its way but delayed by an hour. We do a short walk in the city, and have a drink at 
the Golden Gate Bridge Bar – a bridge between two buildings, obviously very high on the hip 
places list – but it stinks of garlic.  
 
Anyway, we finally get to the Ethiopian Airlines office, and there it is, our luggage. We thank the 
manager – and he finally says he’s sorry. Well, they still got one surprise left for us. When we 
open the bags back at the hotel, everything is wet. Our theory is that they didn’t have space in 
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yesterday’s plane, so they just left our luggage standing in the rain. The clothes will dry soon, but 
my Switzerland calendar for Aliza is ruined. I’m just too fed up now to write a letter of complaint. 
 
We have dinner at the Goha, from the buffet. It’s a mix of western and Ethiopian food, and quite 
good. We go to bed early, after re-arranging all these damp clothes in our damp room. It is the 
last time I booked Ethiopian Airlines for an international flight. 
 
 
Monday, 3rd November: Gondar to Sankaber 
 
We leave the Goha at 7:30, after a hot shower, and claiming our meat and cheese from their 
fridge. Yalew our guide and Yerga our driver have already been to the bakery to fetch three large 
bags of bread – who will eat that???  
 
Tarmac stops once we leave Gondar. The 2.5 hrs drive to Debark is very scenic. The landscape 
is dominated by agriculture. We see a family threshing their harvest, a process involving their two 
oxen and a donkey being led by the woman in circles over the harvest, trampling the grain that is 
constantly reshuffled by the man. We stop at several stunning viewpoints, always with a load of 
kids who first ask nice questions, always before asking for a pen or sweet or money. 
 
Our car, with its Jesus on the Cross sticker at the windscreen, then leads us through several 
villages. I only remember Kosoye, since it was visited by Queen Elizabeth of England, on the 
invitation of Emperor Haile Selassie. She must have slept in a royal tent, since there seems to be 
no hotel. The area is heavily grazed, with sometimes evident erosion. I wonder how sustainable 
this is on the long run. Cattle and horses are the sign of wealth in these quarters – which doesn’t 
mean that this wealth is treated nicely… Contrary to Switzerland, there are no fences, and all 
types of domestic animals are grazing together. We also stop to take a picture of teff, the local 
and endemic grain that is used to make injera – according to the locals, teff injera is by far the 
best and least sour, contrary to barley or sorghum injera. National pride, and rightly so. Driving 
on, we see a mountain looking conspiciously like the African version of our Matterhorn. We will 
see it on several occasions, over the coming days… 
 
Debark is a little town, and the Simien Mountains National Park headquarters are located at the 
Gondar road. We enter our data in their large book, admire the trophy of a walia ibex hanging on 
the wall, and Yalew pays the fees for our stay, and our staff: a scout, a cook, and two mules with 
a mule-handler each. The scout is compulsory, but the cook is a luxury – one we will come to love 
dearly… If you go to trek the Simiens, don’t try to save money by not engaging them. The 
experience is much better, and it will pay their salaries… For your reference, here are the fees for 
hiking in the Simien Mountains (in Birr, as of Nov ‘08): Park fee for foreigner non-resident: 70 per 
night;  guide: 120, scout: 40, cook: 75, muleteer&mule: 70, tent: 40, cooking gear: 50, vehicle: 10-
20 per day, sleeping bag & mattress: 15 each, lodge (dorm-style accommodation currently 
available in Sankaber only): 40 per night.  
 
Debark, located at approx. 2800m asl, is small, and doesn’t offer a lot of amenities or food for 
Westerners – unless your cook or guide go to buy it. Aliza or Haile usually go there once a week 
to shop, but all you can get is food like oil, flour, eggs, bread, or maybe tomato concentrate or 
milk powder. There is also a colourful local market on Saturdays, but most tourists are not used to 
buy their meat while it is still alive. Availability of vegetables heavily depends on the season; now 
there is a range similar to Gondar, but a month ago Aliza said there was no fruit available at all. 
No one knows how fast this changes, but Debark starts to become a bustling town and tourist 
base – with one brand new Hotel Imet Gogo, and a Debark Belegez Hotel being built. 
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After a short break at the Simien Park Hotel (toilets are not exceptionally clean, but it will get 
worse from now on) we leave the town via the market (signpost indicating “Simien Lodge”). The 
drive to Sankaber will take 1.5 hrs. The region turns very rural immediately. We climb steadily, 
and the landscape turns more rugged and magnificent with each turn. We pass the park 
entrance, which doesn’t have any effect on the presence of agriculture – the locals still farm in the 
park, and graze their animals.  
 
Close to the Simien Lodge (the highest hotel in Africa, with the luxury of solar-operated floor 
heating – we’ll think about that in the coming days…) we encounter the first geladas. They sit at 
the roadside, minding nothing but their grazing. They are surrounded by cattle and horses. 
 
We stop at the first viewpoint. The view is too stunning to be described. It involves a lot of sheer 
cliffs with little houses at their feet, and forests of old gnarly heather trees. The view straight down 
is not for everyone, I assume. We are immediately joined by a pair of monster-billed ravens. They 
don’t seem to mind the abyss at all, but rather observe us – any scrap of food would be seized 
immediately. 
 
After the next bend, we encounter a large group of geladas – and two researchers researching 
them: Aliza and Haile. After a big hello Aliza joins us and we drive on to her and Haile’s home. It 
is a round stone house with a roof of corrugated iron, set in a meadow of colourful flowers near 
one of those cliffs, at the altitude of approx. 3200m. It is roughly 15 metres in diameter, has two 
doors and about 8 windows. The central chimney was, unfortunately, barred when the house was 
renovated after being bombed in the 1990ies war. The single round room is separated with 
drawings, in four compartments: The kitchen/eating room, Aliza’s room, Haile’s room, and the 
office/lab. The kitchen consists of a stove working with propane, a cupboard for the food, a box 
for the dishes and cutlery, and a cooler box (i.e. the fridge – but, as Aliza says, there are 
advantages to living in a fridge). There is no running water. A lady brings it in 30 l canisters, from 
100 m lower altitude. Electricity comes from several solar panels, if it doesn’t rain. It allows for a 
bit of light in the evening, and for chargeing the computers and batteries. No electricity for 
heating… There is a satellite radio. Outdoors, there is a bucket shower hung up under a nearby 
tree, and a clothesline. The longdrop toilet is some 50 m away in the bush. This is it. The hard life 
of a researcher in the field. However, a fairy forest and the sunset spot at the edge of the cliff are 
just minutes away… 
 
We settle down and start to unpack our stuff when the scouts living nearby arrive to tell us that 
we’re welcome to spend the days and evenings here, but that we have to sleep in our tent at the 
official campsite, a five minutes walk away. They call it park regulations. I call it power games. 
What a pity… 
 
The unpacking is an event though – Aliza really seems to appreciate the food stuff we bring, like 
Swiss cheese or a junk of meat (along with some 15 kg more food, like instant pasta, soups, 
sweets, and the stuff for Aliza’s birthday cake).  
 
We then go over to the campsite to see where our tent (rented from Mulualem, as anything else) 
should stand. It takes about 10 scouts and guides to set it up. I think I could set it up myself, but 
that’s a job the scouts will gladly do. Our tent is the largest, with ample space inside and outside. 
However, also the other rented tents look like good quality. The space is quite crammed though, 
and the ablutions consist of just long-drop toilets, no water. Another good reason to engage a 
cook, since he will organise water for you.  
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Then comes our first session with the geladas. It takes a 10 minutes drive, but we’re not very 
lucky. We first find a group of 8 or so bachelors (males living together and trying to take over 
dominance of a group of 3 to 15 females and their young, from an established dominant male). 
Aliza advises us to approach them as if searching for something else, and not looking straight at 
them. It is amazing how close we can get to them. They look up, but don’t move away. A bit 
further down, there is such a unit of approx. 20 geladas, happily grazing. But this is it. They are 
none Aliza knows. After 15 minutes we drive on to search for the large herd, but without luck. So 
we end up visiting the two viewpoints, before returning home to prepare dinner. The “top beef” we 
bought is rather chewy; we should have bought the fillet instead. But it is still roasted red meat, 
and thus highly appreciated by any red meat lover on a chopped-down stewed meat diet… 
 
 
Tuesday, 4th November: Geladas and gelada research 
 
The night in our tent is less cold than expected – my thermal underwear works wonders. It gets 
down to about 8°C in the tent, and about 4°C outside. Unfortunately the tent is not sound-proof, 
and only I sleep through the snoring chorus thanks to my earplugs. My joints still feel a bit sore in 
the morning… Anyway, we get up at 6:30, put on several layers of warm clothes, and have 
breakfast at Aliza’s. At 7:15 we leave for the geladas – after waking up the car, which also doesn’t 
like the cold damp weather up here. 
 
Aliza has been working as the on-site researcher for the past 10 months, together with Haile the 
local research assistant, who has been working for the project since 3 or so years. They are both 
employed by the University of Michigan, in a project led by Thore Bergmann. Aliza’s research 
focus has always been communication and cognition in animal societies, and this is what she 
researches here with the geladas. She will be in the field until the end of 2009; on one hand, her 
field work consists of the collection of basis observational data (mainly focals of an individual’s 
behaviour over a certain time, ad lib observation, and group compositions, where possible). On 
the other hand she tries to obtain recordings of the vocalisations of defined individuals, while they 
show a certain behaviour – like grooming, foraging, mating, fighting etc. Geladas have an 
exceptionally broad range of vocalisations, more than any other primate (excluding us). These 
vocalisations have been described by previous researchers, but Aliza will try to tie them closer to 
cognitive behaviour. She will have to collect data during the next months, and only the analysis in 
2010 and 2011 will show the results. There’s no hurrying in behaviour research. 
 
We find the first geladas, again a bachelor group, at one of the viewpoints, against the still 
shadowy backdrop of the lowlands. We observe them in their grooming routines, always 
interspersed with bit of fighting, for a quarter of an hour. But Aliza urges us on to find the main 
“herd”, where she hopes to find “her units”, i.e. the “families” she and Haile can recognise on 
sight.  
 
Geladas have an interesting social structure. Dominant males, easily recognised by their long, 
lion-like manes and red chest patch, lead a unit of 3 to 10 females, with their common offspring. 
However, it is usually the females who choose their male. There is also a hierarchy amongst the 
females. The dominant male maintains exclusive mating rights, and all immature offspring in the 
unit is usually sired by him. Dozens of such units usually stay together, so that a large super 
group, or herd, is formed. The units are often tailed by “bachelor groups” (groups of several non-
dominant males without harems, of varying age) who try to win the dominant position of a unit by 
overpowering their dominant male. They are successful, occasionally, so that the dominance in a 
unit is observed to change each 2-3 years. This also ensures that the dominant male will not 
mate with his own daughters: Geladas become sexually mature at the age of approx. 4 years. It 
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can occur that groups split after a take-over, since the females cannot “agree” on a single male. 
After a take-over of a unit by one of the bachelor males, the previous head of household is 
frequently ousted and become bachelors themselves; some males however try to remain with 
their unit, and will predominantly look after the young; this grandfatherly role has a strong 
justification, since the immigrant male will often try to kill the offspring of his predecessor – like in 
many primate and other mammal societies. 
 
We find the large herd where Haile and Aliza expected them, on a large meadow between the 
two main viewpoints. They are already in foraging mode, hand-picking single blades of grass, and 
gulping it down once they have a nice handful. We cautiously approach them, and are 
surrounded by grazing geladas (and the odd horse) in a moment. The group is enormous, several 
hundred animals. Time to take it all in. 
 
What I like most are the juveniles and infants who rather focus on play-fighting than on foraging. 
They are too darling to observe. The infants – well, actually ugly little gnomes with wrinkly faces 
and seemingly to many legs – are too cute to observe. They often tease and take on the big guys 
(even the dominant males), before running back to mom to hide and have a sip of milk. They just 
have too much energy – cartwheels, somersaults and chases all day long. 
 
Gelada females have two nipples quite close to each other, in the bare pink or red patch on their 
chest. The infant often suckles from both at the same time. Infants start to stray away from their 
mothers after 2 or so weeks (much earlier than baby gorillas, whose mothers don’t let them 
wander off before they are several months old). Geladas are weaned at the age of 2 years, which 
involves a certain amount of gentle aggression from the mother. 
 
Foraging and play-fighting is often interrupted for a brief grooming session – time for pictures (or, 
in Aliza’s and Haile’s case, focals). Today there is some movement going on. The whole herd 
moves down a grassy slope to lower foraging grounds – the infants on the backs of their mothers, 
with their little tails curled around hers. The sight is awesome – my partner JJ looks like the 
gelada herder, with all of them walking in one direction. There is some tension in all this 
movement. Bachelor groups frequently launch their assaults – a noisy affair which is usually met 
by chases by the targeted dominant male, a lot of displaying action of both parties (preferably in 
trees, shaking branches, accompanied by screeching calls), followed a series of demonstrative 
matings with any available female in his unit – to tell those would-be usurpers who the boss is. 
True males, after all… 
 
This great migration is also a good chance to see with our own eyes how Aliza and Haile tell the 
individuals apart. They picked units for observation which include an animal that can be 
recognised more easily – usually because of a missing limb, or severe limping. There is for 
example Legolas (pronounced Legless), a female with a missing hind leg. Such deformations 
usually stem from injuries or infections, and heal well in a high percentage of the cases. Females 
with deformations usually keep up quite well in their units, while dominant males usually loose 
their position after being injured. 
 
The herd crosses the road and moves to another awesome part of this splendid landscape – the 
heather trees. These old gnarly trees, densely hung with lichen like beards, are a mystical place – 
you’d almost expect an elf, but it’s geladas instead. The dominant males do look like lions, in the 
dappled light. The juveniles rather look like ripe fruit dangling from the trees, occasionally falling 
off. They have a great time! We also see a mother with her new-born baby, with the umbilical 
cord still hanging from his tummy. She hides it very well, much more cautious of the observers 
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than the other geladas. We follow the peacefully foraging herd until noon, before returning to the 
house. 
 
We spend the afternoon at the house, sorting pictures and reading, and Haile exercises with our 
telescope walking sticks – this is such a Western thing to use that the Ethiopians just make fun of 
us. Late afternoon we have a sundowner at the sunset spot: a walk through another fairy forest 
brings us to the cliff just under the house, with another gorgeous view. The abyss is even more 
scary with a beer circling in your veins. We are alone but for a White-bellied red-butt (another 
local bird, some falcon). 
 
This evening we have a real Swiss cheese fondue for dinner. The preparation on a gas stove is 
easy, but the “rechaud” (burner to keep the cheese molten) needs some improvisation. We use 
the little charcoal stove used for the coffee ceremony. A true Ethiopian-Swiss marriage… Aliza is 
in cheese heaven. 
 
 
Wednesday, 5th November: Hike to Gich 
  
We find a dancing Aliza when we come to their house around 7 am. The great news are that 
Barack Obama has won the USA presidential election even before voting in Alaska finished. Also 
some of the local scouts celebrate, while others seem not to care too much. With 7 hours time 
difference to EST we can listen to John McCain’s concession speech, and a bit later to Barack 
Obama’s acceptance speech. It feels like being part of a historical moment, and it is great to see 
how everyone we meet during the coming days is so happy about this. Americans who travel 
seem to be democrats. 
 
Today is the day our trek starts – this is what most tourists do who come to the Simien 
Mountains. Aliza, JJ, Yalew and I gather our hiking stuff (i.e. a lot of warm clothes plus sleeping 
bag and mattress), and it is prepared by the scouts to be loaded on the mules. Each mule can 
take 40 kg, there is a huge scale at Sankaber campsite; if your bags and provisions are heavier, 
you have to pay for another mule. The four of us need two mules – including a foldable table that 
seems to be required by the cook. The cook and muleteer will take the direct, less scenic way, so 
we only meet them at the end of the hike. 
 
Us three intrepid hikers, our guide Yalew and our scout Erge set off at around 8:00, following the 
more scenic way to the village of Gich (also Geech). It first follows the escarpment, with countless 
viewpoints. We stop frequently, for various reasons, although the main reason is usually lack of 
breath. There are geladas on the way, and a lot of local flora – the afro-alpine flora often seems 
similar to our alpine flora in Switzerland: often the same genus of flowers, but a different species. 
I take a lot of pictures, of course only to let my fellow hikers catch their breaths… The hike is not 
really easy walking, since there are a lot of ups and downs. Especially Aliza and me seem to 
have troubles with breathing in this altitude (Sankaber is at 3250m asl, Gich at 3600m asl); our 
lungs seem just unfit to process the necessary amount of oxygen. However, the good side is that 
I feel no sore muscles during the entire hike, just aching joints.  
 
The hike takes roughly six hours for us not so well trained hikers, including all stops, and is 
enormously scenic – neither words nor photos can truly describe it. Following the escarpment, we 
reach Jinbar waterfall, then cut through another fairy forest to reach the road, then head left down 
to Jinbar river, the least scenic part of the hike, since it is bare, freshly ploughed soil – the plough 
of course a piece of wood with a wooden blade, dragged by oxen or horses. No machinery here. 
Our Swiss farmers wouldn’t understand any of it. We take a foot bath at Jinbar river, and have our 
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packed lunch prepared by the cook, a tuna sandwich, banana and orange. Geladas are nearby, 
but the local kids shy them away with cries, stones and slings – there are flax and barley fields 
just on the other side of the river. The geladas are forced back to the ploughed side of the valley, 
where not much grass is left. I don’t want to judge whose land this is… 
 
We cross the river, same as the geladas (even though their crossing is more spectacular). The 
most arduous part follows now, the ascent to Gich. The path is steep and sometimes slippery, 
and there’s a lot of erosion. We finally reach Gich village, but this is not yet the end of the hike – 
the camp site is 100 m higher altitude… As soon as we leave the village, the scenery changes 
from cultivated land to some sort of alpine grassland, the only tall vegetation being giant lobelias. 
It is still heavily grazed by the villagers’ cattle. Cattle is considered wealth here, and the village of 
Gich seems truly wealthy. But dollars (nor birr) can’t be eaten, so the people seem to just amass 
cattle. The region is thus lined by trenches trampled by sheep, cows and mules, and all grass is 
short.  
 
We finally arrive at the campsite, situated on a plateau overlooking the valley, with stunning 
vistas. Our wonderful blue tent is already set up behind a row of orange tents (not Oranjes, but 
Brits), and tea and fresh pop corn as well as “golo” (a local snack made of roasted barley) is 
waiting for us, thanks to the muleteers and the cook. This is actually when we first meet the 
team… 
 
We hang around, trying to recover. JJ soon joins a few local men and boys in their football game 
– like anywhere in Africa, it’s all about Manchester United vs. Arsenal. I’ve never found out 
why…The ball is a true football, but too heavy. And JJ is probably much less fit than the locals 
who always live at 3600 m. The play is not Premier League, but fun to watch. The uniting power 
of football. Fifa would love it. Nevertheless, Aliza and I decide to walk to a small hill above the 
campsite, for the sunset at 6 pm, in several layers of winter clothes. No Giyorgis beer, however. 
Still, we hear and see geladas retreating to the cliffs above the camp. The sunset is a bloody red, 
the sun almost milky. Spooky but great. 
 
Dinner is served at 6:30, on our table outside. We shelter from the wind with windproof gear, and 
enjoy a hot soup and then a pasta dish with vegetables (Wednesday is fasting day in Ethiopia, 
same as Friday). It is too bloody cold, so that we retreat into our tents at around 8 pm. The trip to 
the loo is not something you may want to do at night, as it is still bloody cold, and it’s a 3 minutes 
walk to a long-drop toilet. I still do it, and at least I can see Orion hunting in the sky. 
 
 
Thursday, 6th November: Hike to Imet Gogo 
 
We are woken up by the croaking of monster-billed ravens at 6:30. The orange tents make an 
amazing sight in the brisk clear morning air. I do a short hike to a nearby hill to take pictures, and 
wash my hands and face in the small creek that provides water for the camp and village. I can 
see the laemmergeier (bearded vulture) circle and then land at the camp, near the kitchen and 
rubbish bin. Aliza and JJ are already having breakfast when I return to the camp – just in time for 
the hot pancakes served by our cook. True luxury. The breakfast selection includes honey, 
marmelade, chocolate spread, marmite (any South Africans around?), cheese spread, toast and 
tea or coffee. Just fresh juices missing. Or full beans. 
 
The programme for today is a hike to Imet Gogo (3926 m asl), a hill at the end of Jinbar/Gich 
valley, and back to the camp via two viewpoints. The landscape does not change much, and is 
dominated by Giant lobelias. The cattle becomes more scarce, and we again see geladas. There 
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are now patches of higher festuca grass that is not eaten by the cattle, but used for thatching 
roofs. The flowers are not less abundant than in lower altitudes, but miniature. 
 
The ascent is slowly, but steadily. Today it is JJ who suffers most. When we reach the first 
viewpoint near Imet Gogo, he soon lies down for a nap, while we observe the tiny brown spots 
said to be walia ibex on one of those ridiculously beautiful cragged mountains. There are about 
400 walia ibex left in this world, and we see three of them. Impressive. There are also Red 
Starlings around, drinking nectar from the giant lobelia flowers. And of course geladas. 
 
The last part involves a bit of easy climbing (rather walking on all fours), until we reach the 
summit. The view is breathtaking despite the clouds that shroud Mt. Ras Dashen, the highest 
mountain in Ethiopia. Much nearer are two smaller peaks raising out of nowhere – we will see 
them again a few days later, from the other side (and from below). Also visible is Chennek camp, 
our destination for the next day. We enjoy another well-earned rest and take in the views. We can 
now see the laemmergeiers from above. 
 
JJ is now in a really sorry state, with his head hammering and his joints aching. We decide to 
descend, and things improve for him, but not much. We still continue to the next viewpoint, Saha 
(3785 m asl). What looks like a small buttress from far must be one of the most awe-inspiring 
places on this Earth. The two mountains we saw from Imet Gogo are in the centre of the view, but 
between them and us is a green gorge so deep it must be 800 or so metres. The picture is a lame 
representation of it. I wish I was a laemmergeier. 
 
Mt. Khedait (3760 m) is the last station of our trek, and JJ decides to leave it out. It is the least 
stunning, it’s main feature being a hole in the rock. We almost see a laemmergeier fly through it. 
Well, almost. This must be a splendid sunset point, however. 
 
We reach the campsite after a 6 hrs walk (including several long rests), and lunch is ready within 
minutes. It’s cold pasta salad (with some sort of fish sauce), a carrot-cabbage salad, and Swiss 
chard (they call it spinach).  
 
Dark black clouds gather in the valley behind us, changing the scenery dramatically. But also the 
temperature. JJ takes a nap to recover from his altitude sickness, but Aliza and I spend the rest of 
the afternoon chatting and giggling – not least because of the countless layers of supposedly 
warming clothes and blankets, which don’t help a sh.. against the cold. Looking so enormously 
friendly and competent, we are also chosen as the nurses of the day – helping to treat the heavily 
swollen and infected finger of a villager. Surrounded by about ten strong men, us weak ladies 
help opening the abscess, washing the wound and cutting away the dead skin. Not having 
antibiotic ointment with us, we advise him to go and see a doctor. This is a day’s journey, at least, 
to Debark. But it seems to me that he is convinced, finally. Otherwise, he might loose his finger. 
Not something you think about when you cut your finger. The guy still makes for the laugh of the 
day though. Sitting huddled in our clothes and blankets, I keep taking pictures of the setting sun, 
with horses grazing against the sunset. And suddenly our man, easily recognisable by his cowboy 
hat despite the distance, walks into the picture. Wild wild west. Perfect until Aliza points out what I 
can’t see on the display of my camera: a golden arc of pee, illuminated by the setting sun.  
 
Dinner is earlier today because of the towering clouds. JJ’s T-Touch watch tells us it’s 4.6°C. The 
vegetable soup is steaming hot, but the following meal of mutton stew, potatoes and vegetables 
is cold before it reaches our mouths. We go to bed early, not least because JJ still isn’t fit. 
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Friday, 7th November: Back to Sankaber 
 
We get up as the sun reaches our camp, just before 7 am. Stepping out, we can still see the last 
traces of frost on the grass. Our tent retained a balmy 5°C during the night… 
 
Today was supposed to be the day of our trek to Chenek, the third camp in the park and famous 
for its wildlife: a good chance to see walia ibex from less than 300 m distance... The scenic way 
following the escarpment takes roughly 7 to 9 hours, and leads to the highest peak of our entire 
trip (4070 m). Not what someone suffering from altitude sickness would want.  
 
After breakfast we decide to cancel the expedition, and return to Sankaber. JJ couldn’t stand the 
steep ascent, and it’s no worth to push the limit. We rather take an easy walk back, and have a 
lazy day, and maybe another session with the geladas on Saturday morning. 
 
We take our time to pack up stuff, enjoy the scenery, observe the laemmergeiers and ravens, put 
a fresh band aid on the villager’s finger, and have breakfast. Yalew uses the little cellphone 
reception there is to try and phone Haile to come and pick us up halfway down the road. No 
chance. Also Mulu can’t be reached; he will be the driver for the rest of our trip and is instructed 
to fetch us at Chenek the next morning. 
 
The way down is scenic, in the softer morning light, and we see a lot of butterflies. We make it to 
Jinbar river in no time, and have a break before the one-hour ascent to the road. There are two 
mules with riding saddles waiting nearby, and we start discussing if we could rent one for poor JJ, 
to make the ascent. But soon a couple with enormous camera gear arrives from Sankaber. The 
lady is a chain smoker, and the guy shocks not only the locals, but also the farenji (i.e. us, the 
foreigners) by dipping his stark naked pink butt in the Jinbar river. To make matters worse, it’s 
their mules we wanted to hire. No chance. We are consoled by a group of geladas who do a short 
part of the hike up with us. They seem less concerned by the ascent. 
 
Up at the road, no car is to be seen, so we start to walk back to Sankaber. The trip is long, and it 
warms up considerably. Anyway, we make it home eventually. Haile is not around, he left for 
Debark to buy a sheep and other food for Aliza’s birthday party. So we spend a lazy afternoon 
back at the house, enjoying a hot shower (with water heated on the stove, since it is too cold for 
our solar shower to work), reading and downloading pics. Aliza prepares a pumpkin soup for 
dinner -  I like it but she claims it’s much better with South African butter nut pumpkins… 
 
 
Saturday, 8th November: Geladas & Party 
 
Aliza gets her birthday hug before the sun is up. Two more presents follow during breakfast, and 
soon enough Yalew and some of the scouts turn up to wish her a happy birthday.  
 
Despite the special day, Ali wants to follow her schedule and go out to the geladas; I join her, 
along with the most senior of the scouts. With Haile being in Debark, we have no car, so we do a 
30 minutes early morning walk (scenic, as always…) until we get near them. 
 
We find the large herd where Aliza expected them – their sleeping quarters in the cliffs are pretty 
much predictable. Safe from predators, the geladas spend the cold nights huddled together on 
small ledges in these sheer cliffs only they can reach. Walking in your sleep is not an option if 
you’re a gelada. Some of them are already on the plateau, grooming and playfighting, but their 
numbers increase by the minute, by geladas who seem to pop up out of nowhere, i.e. from the 
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cliffs. Have you seen “Planet Earth – Mountains”? This is what I mean… Their artistic 
manoeuvres in the stone walls are mind-boggling: They hurtle up and down the rocks, playing, 
chasing each other, having fun – with an abyss of 500 or so metres at their feet. 
 
The herd is much more relaxed than last time, with plenty of opportunities for observation. I focus 
more on their vocalisations now: the “ruminating” sound a grooming animal does, the chattering 
of the females, the sounds of a mother trying to calm down her infant, and above all the shrieks of 
the excited dominant male which give way to more pathetic grunts when he relaxes. Excitement 
often means that the animal flips back his upper lip, which is funny to look at. It is the male’s 
grunts though that does make these lion-maned beasts look pathetic indeed…  
 
I above all watch the juveniles and infants play, this morning – standing at the edge of the cliff 
myself. It is amazing to observe them, especially when they use the 50 cm of space between my 
feet and the ledge to play, occasionally giving me a queer look. The geladas’ play is often quite 
rough, with countless mock bites, unplanned somersaults, and shrieking. Play-fighting often stops 
when mother grabs baby at his foot, to start a grooming session. The young give in quite readily. 
 
I then set myself on a mission to catch a dominant male’s fully-blown yawn. In vain. The guy 
yawns at least five times in ten minutes, but I never catch the right moment.  
 
My time with the geladas ends spectacularly, with a long chase of bachelor males trashing 
around in the trees. We leave them around 10 am, when they spread out to forage. We finally 
walk back to the house, Aliza constantly checking her cellphone. It is a pity if it’s your birthday, 
and no one can phone you to wish you a happy birthday. But Ethiopian Telecom doesn’t care. 
 
 
Haile arrives back from Debark around noon, with a car full of food and stuff for Aliza’s birthday 
party – including a sheep. A live sheep. The poor guy is quiet after the ride in the car. The scouts 
look forward to a great dinner and party, and it’s them who slaughter the sheep. I don’t go to 
witness his end, but JJ tells me it’s very quick and professional. 
 
JJ and I cater more to vegetarian tastes, with our birthday cake. We brought a range of 
ingredients for a chocolate cake, from home. No, you won’t find chocolate icing in Gondar... It is 
quite special to prepare a chocolate cake in such a kitchen, in an oven that is a metal box put on 
top of the gas stove. It seems to work though, and in the end the cakes indeed look like birthday 
cakes, with little marzipan piglets and lucky beetles, and candles. It does feel like birthday now, 
despite the rain outside. Aliza also teaches us a few words of Amharic, so that we’re ready for the 
feast – amazingly, most words focus on “thank you, I can’t eat any more”… 
 
The big part of the food, for 23 guests, is prepared by the scouts and their wives and daughters. 
They chop up the meat and other ingredients, and prepare the tasty sauces – all of it on wood 
fires. Most parts of the sheep are used, including the innards. Most of it is stewed, but the bony 
pieces are roasted in a flat pan, over the fire – these pieces are most cherished by the guys here. 
And it’s a men’s job to do the roasting, of course. This seems to be a constant, around the 
world… Haile has also brought a heap of injera from Debark (injera can be bought take-away, if 
you don’t have the time to do it yourself). Everything’s ready for an Ethiopian feast. 
 
The first guests, and the food, arrive after 6 pm, and squeeze into the kitchen. The party starts 
with a traditional coffee ceremony. One of the scouts’ wives performs it. It takes about 20 or 30 
minutes until the coffee beans are washed, roasted, ground (in what was some car part before), 
brewed and served – all in a flat pan sitting on a charcoal oven. The room is filled with incense 
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burnt on the charcoal, and with anticipation. The coffee is of excellent taste, even if not so strong. 
Ethiopian coffee is of amazing quality indeed. But there’s more than just coffee: Local tej (honey 
wine), and tella (home-brewn barley beer) which comes in a jerry can and is drunken out of empty 
tin cans. I agree with Yalew that tej is a fine thing indeed. 
 
Meanwhile the most senior scout breaks the ice by asking me to take a portrait of him with my 
digicam. Soon everyone present is portrayed – even the smallest of the kids (which are otherwise 
quite scared by us farenji). Aliza will develop the photos in one of the many photo shops in 
Debark.  
 
The main course, injera with sheep tibs (stew), is formidable. Three large plates of injera are 
strategically placed and heaped with savoury food - us farenji, Haile and Yalew share one and 
seem to get the best pieces. I’m not so much of a mutton lover at home, but this truly tastes great, 
even the bulet (the innards). But “Bota yellem” (“I’m full, no more space”) is indeed an important 
Amharic expression… 
 
Just after dinner the last guest arrives: Mulu, our driver and companion for the next week. He had 
a long day, in the garage in Gondar and then driving to Chenek where he was supposed to pick 
us up – not knowing we were back at Sankaber already, thanks to the always excellent ET phone 
network. I feel sorry for him… 
 
Haile now presents us with presents: Aliza – proclaimed Professor Aliza - gets a warm woollen 
hat in the local style, and we receive proper Ethiopian scarves. Our journey can now truly begin… 
We then serve the cake, including the full candles show; the cake is not very sweet, but very 
chocolaty. Some of the adults, and the kids, are not really sure about this; guess that chocolate 
cake is not frequently on the menu.  
 
An Ethiopian party is not a party without dance and song – Aliza had duly prepared us for this. 
Haile uses an empty jerry can as a drum, and the guys start to sing and clap hands to his rhythm. 
The scouts start the dance. It isn’t a close dance, and completely unusual for us – it’s not the hips 
that move, but the shoulders. And everyone has to participate. Ali and me must look fully 
embarrassing, but at least we have fun, and are exhausted after one or two minutes. Not like 
some of our male company. No names here. 
 
The guests start to leave after 10 pm. In unspoken agreement we are allowed to sleep in the 
house tonight. What a treat! What a day! 
 
 
Sunday, 9th November: Sankaber – Aksum 
 
The goodbye hug follows after the birthday hug. We leave Aliza and Haile at 9 am, after a 
wonderful week in a wonderful place – time will tell when and where we see each other again. In 
Ethiopia, the States, South Africa? I just hope it is soon… 
 
Yalew, Mulu, JJ, Erge, the landcruiser and me finally get going. Goodbye Simiens, I hope to 
come back! We arrive in Debark after 1.5 hrs, sign out at the park headquarters, say goodbye to 
Erge our scout, get a new spare tyre, and finally head off North. Which means down. Our 
landcruiser crawls down an old Italian-built pass road clinging to the cliffs, with spectacular views 
after each turn. We follow the escarpment, again waving goodbye to Aliza. Mulu has worked as a 
driver for ten years, in this region, so he knows every turn of the road, and every good restaurant 
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along the route. He suggests a place for lunch in Adi Arkay named Menhara, which serves 
excellent tibs. We can again see the two Mekabebiaw peaks we saw from Imet Gogo. 
 
We spend the next part of the drive admiring the landscape and chatting with Yalew and Mulu. 
Until he stops the car near a tyre shop, around 2 pm. Flat tyre. It takes about an hour to replace it, 
not least due to a power outage which forces the mechanics to use muscle power and a bike tyre 
pump. At least there is a crowd to cheer them on… 
 
At 4 pm we reach the lowest location of the trip – and probably of our whole vacation. The Tekeze 
river (Ethiopia’s 2nd largest) flows at 971 m. Today’s journey started at 3250m, and will end at 
around 2150 m. And there were more ups and downs until now. A rollercoaster ride, only much 
better. Mulu asks for a short stop for a drink of yoghurt. Seems to be a speciality of the little shop 
at the Tekeze bridge. I also get a glass – the yoghurt is thick, slightly sour, very refreshing and 
excellent. But just too heavy after all the turns…  
 
We now leave Gondar province and enter Tigray province. The landscape becomes more barren 
by the minute. Our car crawls up to the plateau (some 1000 m, again), and is immediately 
covered in red dust. This is the region that made Ethiopia world-famous in the 1980ies: Tigray 
often means drought and famine.  
 
We pass the town of Shirie Enda Selassie just before sunset (approx. 6 pm), and reach Axum 
(Aksum), our destination of the day, around 8 pm. The last hour is drive in the dark. The drive 
took 11 hrs incl. break – due to a problem with the clutch which forced Mulu to drive slower. I 
didn’t mind at all, as the drive was very smooth and definitely secure. Mulu felt different about it. 
He had done all the work. 
 
We check in at the Remhai Hotel, the best place in town (251-34-7753210; e-mail: 
remhot@telecom.net.et, if it works) - it seems my phone reservation three weeks ago worked just 
fine. Hot showers. Finally. It takes three rinses to get the dust out of my hair. 
 
We join Yalew and Mulu for a late tibs dinner at Great Abyssinia Restaurant. We are a tired 
company. However, I feel that “guide” and “driver” have changed to “friends”, during that long 
day. 
 
 
Monday, 10th November: Axum 
 
We have breakfast at the Remhai – with fresh orange juice and a very nourishing porridge. Yalew 
fetches us at the hotel, on foot, since Mulu has decided to take the landcruiser to a garage in 
Adua to try and have it fixed.  
 
The attractions of the town date back to the Queen of Sheba, and the early centuries AD. Axum 
feels a sleepy town, but it is the religious capital of Ethiopia. It is a place where a non-descript 
little building is said to host the Ark of the Covenant, guarded by no one but a priest who fulfils 
this job for the duration of his life.  

 
We spend the morning exploring the main attractions, the stelae and the cathedral. Axum is small 
enough to walk from our hotel to the stelae park. Arriving there, I feel a tiny bit disappointed, since 
we only see two large stelae when approaching – and one is suspended since it is on the verge 
of falling over, like the tower of Pisa, while the other is surrounded by scaffolding. On closer sight 
there are more stelae though – the largest of them on the ground, scattered to four still enormous 
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pieces – it must have weighed 520 tonnes, measured 33.5 m (2*3 m at the basis) and probably 
fell down while it was erected. All of these large stelae, dating back to 300-400 AC, are decorated 
with reliefs representing windows and false doors, i.e. the stelae symbolise multi-storey houses. 
The background to this is not known to me, but what is sure is that the stelae were used like 
grave stones. Two of the graves can be visited. The one under stele No. 1 (the large one that 
toppled over) consists of a central chamber with light shafts, and about 8 side chambers. It 
definitely has an Indiana Jones feeling to it. 
 
The stelae park also hosts the archeological museum – this moved here only a year ago, from the 
church opposite. It contains a considerable range of artefacts dating back to the pre-axumite 
period until now. The ties with other cultures in the region cannot be hidden – some of the 
artefacts definitely remind me of early Egyptian or Syrian techniques. The exhibition is well worth 
a visit, in any case – and it is included in the 50 Birr entrance fee that covers all stelae-related 
stuff. 
 
We decide to visit the Maryam Zion (also Sion or Tsion) cathedral before lunch. It’s two 
cathedrals, actually, but only one can be visited if you’re female, the new one. Entrance to the 
cathedral(s) costs 60 Birr (same price for women, even though they get less for their money). 
There comes a guide with it who will first show you around the new museum featuring a lot of old 
emperor robes, crowns, and sacral art – too much for my taste, and nothing really new when 
you’ve been to the Maryam church museum on Entoto mountain in Addis. The guide then takes 
us to the new catheral, built by emperor Haile Selassie. The building is comparably modern, and 
large, since people actually attend mass in the church – contrary to most other Ethiopian 
churches. The interior looks quite bleak – red carpet, stained glass windows, and a lot of benches 
– but it could as well be a college hall. There are a few paintings around the entrances to the 
holiest of the holies. And there is the book which is – of course – only shown right now, and only 
for a few days more… Hidden in several layers of cloth, the old book may only be touched by the 
priest, who also reads from it. The first few pages contain illuminations of St. George, Mary, the 
Trinity, and the Pieta, and it contains church history and legends, in ancient Ge’ez scripture. 
Yalew says he can read it since modern Amharic script developed from it; it doesn’t mean he can 
understand it. 
 
I then retreat to a bench in the park, very close to the small building where the Ark of the 
Covenant is kept hidden, and observe the old and young women who arrive to attend the 
upcoming mass service. Meanwhile, my male companions visit the old cathedral. Built by King 
Fasilidas in the 17th century, it looks pretty much like his palace in Gondar. The old Maryam Zion 
cathedral is probably the most revered church in Ethiopia, and guessing from the pictures JJ 
takes, it is very special also in its artistic design. The scenes are similar to other churches, but the 
paintings are much more vivid – comparing it to the older churches in Tigray, I however prefer the 
latter. 
 
We meet Mulu for lunch – the car is mended, but not really fixed permanently. After lunch, the 
four of us go to visit the graves of Kaleb and Gebre Maskal, situated on a hill near town. Again, it 
has a bit of grave robber/Indiana Jones feeling to it, and one of the graves hosts bats, but other 
than that they are not very special. On the way back, we see the Ethiopian equivalent of the 
Rosetta stone, i.e. “Ezana’s stele”, which contains texts in three scriptures. Similarly interesting 
are the scenes around it, of people harvesting teff or barley – things must have looked pretty 
much the same when Ezana erected his stela… 
 
We spend the rest of the afternoon in the hotel, and join Mulu and Yalew for another Habesha 
(Ethiopian) dinner of injera with tibs.  
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Tuesday, 11th November, Axum to Gheralta 
 
We leave after 8 am. Our drive will lead us to the Debre Damo monastery, and via Adigrat on to 
the Gheralta region. Debre Damo is one of the most revered monasteries for Ethiopians (due to 
its legendary founders, and its influence on Orthodox church), and most famous to tourists (due 
to its location on a tafelberg, and the access including a 15 m climb); again, it only accepts male 
visitors and residents (including only male domestic animals). Mulu and Yalew have never been 
there, and with three males against one female, we decide to pay a visit. Plus the drive via 
Adigrat means we’ll drive on tarmac most of the day. 
 
Leaving Axum brings us to a beautiful, very rural region with peaks and rolling hills. The 
architecture of farm houses is astonishing: they are built from neatly layered flat stones – Peter 
Zumthor would love it. We leave the tarmac road between the villages of Enticho and Siro – the 
sign says it’s 11 km to Debre Damo. The sign is old, and the 11 km are for the old road. The 
newly built road however is 25 km, and leads through several military camps – it’s close to the 
Eritrean border, after all.  
 
We can park 10 min from the place where the ascent to Debre Damo starts. Excitement is in the 
air – first of all because of the 15 m vertical wall that is to be conquered by the three males – just 
by the help of a thick braided leather rope. Mulu just mumbles that he’d rather prefer to be 
female, in this moment… What does he know! 
 
Yalew is first for the climb. A thick leather rope is tied around his chest – the sole security 
measure. His broad smile seems a bit forced. His climb up, with a tight grip on the braided rope, 
takes about 1:45 min, and his relief after making it to the top radiates the 15 m down to me. Then 
comes Mulu; I don’t know if it’s the prospect of being in Debre Damo, or his general fitness, but 
he only takes approx. 50 seconds for the climb. And his smile from the top is far more relaxed. JJ 
is third, and takes about 1:15 minutes.  
 
Meanwhile, a Belgian couple arrives, and I join the lady for a chat during our wait. They’ve come 
with public transport from Adigrat, and hiked the 11 (not the 25) km from the main road – it was 
free of hassles according to her. We observe priests and students climbing up and down – it 
looks so easy even with the old guys, but they must have experience. Our guys take more than 
an hour for their visit, and it gets cold, in the shadow of the mountain. Up on the plateau it is 
sunny and warm, and the visit seems truly memorable for my three companions, be it for religious 
or art historical reasons. I can only see the pictures afterwards… 
 
We give the Belgian couple a ride to Adigrat, a frontier town, and have lunch in a restaurant with 
butchery – the tibs from ox meat is great. 
 
The drive South is rather boring, except for the last part. Our goal is the Gheralta Lodge near the 
town of Hawzen (Hawzien). We follow the tarmac road towards Mekelle until the town of Feraywi 
(Ferawn), where the dirt road to Hawzen starts (the lodge's map suggests another turn-off). The 
landscape gets more beautiful by the kilometre, with the same architecture as earlier this day, 
and a lot of almost biblical agriculture scenes. 
 
Arriving at Gheralta Lodge is a bit ambiguous. It is a posh lodge, run by an Italian, in local style 
but with Western amenities. The host Silvio is kind and knowledgeable, the rooms are simple but 
furnished with an Italian touch, dinner includes local produce grown in their own garden, and the 
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plumbing works just fine. Sunset from the boulders surrounding the lodge is stunning, with a view  
to the Gheralta mountains in the West, and Hawzen in the East. Probably one of the best 
accommodation in the entire country, for the price of 450 Birr (I paid upfront via bank transfer, and 
Silvio even reimburses the currency rate difference). On the other hand it feels strange to be put 
into a place like this, after spending two weeks in real Ethiopia… It is also strange to have a 
Western dinner, without our friends. I feel torn, this evening. 
 
 
Wednesday, 12th November: Tigray churches in Gheralta 
 
The main reason to come to the Gheralta region is churches, for most tourists. Lalibela may be 
the place with the highest density of rock-hewn churches. But the Tigray region has plenty more, 
older ones, with more paintings, special architecture, remote locations....  
 
I found “Ethiopia’s Hidden Treasures – Guide to the paintings of remote churches of Ethiopia” by 
Maria-José Friedlander in our lodge’s library on local subjects, the evening before, and made a 
short list of churches I liked, from the pictures and descriptions. Silvio then advised us on a guide 
– you have to have a local guide to visit the Tigray churches, since both the churches and the 
key-wielding priests  are hard to find. Together with Yalew and Mulu, we soon find Mr. Tuolde, the 
guide suggested by Silvio, in the village of Megab, just North of the Gheralta mountain range 
where some of the churches are hidden. 
 
We first visit the Maryam Papasetti church – not a true rock-hewn church (only the holiest of the 
holies is actually embedded in the rock), but I selected it because of its magnificent paintings. 
Mulu stays with the car, and the rest of us set off for the 50 minutes hike to the church – followed 
by a throng of kids. The hike is quite pleasant and easy, through a broad valley lined with the 
Gheralta sandstone hills, and featuring several old sycamore fig trees. The agriculture scenes 
underway seem to date back to the time when the church was built.  
 
We finally reach the first gate of the church, which marks the entrance to an oasis-like place with 
palm trees and a swamp, sheltered by a huge overhanging rock. The church cannot be seen yet. 
We wait for the priest who was just busy with threshing his harvest. He fetches his cloak, and 
leads the way to the second gate. We enter, and only after a few steps the church can be 
glimpsed in the greenery. It is a simple white-washed building with colour-framed window-sills 
and a simple cross on its roof, hidden under the towering rock.  
 
We take off our shoes and stuff our trousers in the socks – most churches are strewn with hay, 
and the fleas are rumoured to be pretty feisty. I use my Ethiopian white scarf to cover my head, 
while the men take off their hats – as our grandparents did, at church.  
 
The door leads into a first hall that is decorated with modern paintings – one of them showing the 
crucification of Christ, with one of the tormentors wearing a baseball cap. It is only in the second 
chamber where the most special paintings are hung. Maryam Papasetti’s paintings were done on 
cloth, and this is maybe the reason why they are so well preserved. The church is usually 
completely dark, and only after opening windows and lighting a candle, the priest unveils the 
paintings that are often shrouded by cloths. Flash photography is usually allowed though. 
 
The motives are usually taken from the Old and New Testament, from the more detailed 
Ethiopian legends surrounding St. Mary (Maryam), but they also include many local saints who 
are not known in the Catholic church. We will learn that most churches feature a set of recurring 
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scenes (Trinity, St. Mary, St. George), while a few others are specific to one region, or even a 
specific church.  
 
The paintings, created in the 17th and 18th century, are of exceptionally vivid colour, and amazing 
detail. Adam and Eve, two representations of St. George rescuing a maiden from the dragon, 
Jesus Christ washing St. Peter’s feet, and two dazzling paintings of St. Mary – one as Kidana 
Mehrat (before she gives birth), and one as Maryam (with Jesus the child), the Last Supper and 
the Trinity (represented as three wise men – God is usually actually represented in Ethiopian 
churches) are the large paintings. There are also smaller paintings with local background, e.g. the 
heretic Areios (died 335 AC) who presents his sinful theories to a shocked emperor Konstantin.  
 
We stay at the church for about 45 to 60 minutes – not encountering other visitors. The churches 
are usually still in use for special ceremonies, but not for regular mass services. The atmosphere 
is still very solemn. 
 
Less solemn is the discussion afterwards, regarding the price for our visit. 50 Birr per person is a 
standard fee, but a dispute arises about whether the priest should get anything extra. Anyway, 
after a while we leave the place and walk back to the car. 
 
We have lunch in Megab, in a small joint only serving injera with sauce, and shiro – Wednesday 
is fasting day, after all. It is very good though, and the two ladies running it seem to have a good 
business sense – their ice cream (frozen syrup) is the hit amongst the local boys. 
 
In the afternoon we decide to settle for Maryam Korkor and Daniel Korkor, two churches nearby. 
Every other church would mean a long drive, or a steep climb. After 10 minutes we’re at the 
starting point of the hike. This time the ascent is pretty steep. It first leads through a natural rock 
chimney with amazing rock formations, and then across the smooth sand stone. The overall walk 
takes about an hour – I’m thankful for the less hot afternoon sun. Also this time we’re 
accompanied by a group of boys who hope for a few Birr, a pen, empty water bottle or similar in 
exchange for their help in mastering the ascent. 
 
Maryam Korkor (“near Korkor village”) is a true rock-hewn church, whereas Daniel Korkor is 
rather the clause of a monk who lived here long ago. We start with Daniel Korkor, since we have 
to wait for the key to Maryam Korkor (a monk who keeps the key lives nearby).  
 
Daniel Korkor is situated on a small ledge in one of these towering cliffs – we can see Mulu and 
our car some 300 m down. The dispute about the entrance fee (well, call it negotiation) starts 
even now – it’s 80 Birr per person (50 Birr a year ago…), for both the church and the clause. 
Anyway, we can finally enter the monk’s cell via the tiny door. 
 
The clause consists of two small rooms with whitewashed walls, adorned with simple but powerful 
paintings, or rather drawings. The dome of the one room is dominated by the four evangelists, 
other drawings show St. Mary, St. George, and the 9 most important Ethiopian saints. JJ likes the 
simple style very much, I rather prefer the lush paintings as the other churches we’ve seen so far. 
The cell also shows the places where monk Daniel prayed, or where he read.  
 
We then walk back to Maryam Korkor, and can finally enter it (I through the right entrance, the 
men through the left – but we all enter the same room). The paintings, dated back to the 13th 
century, are rather crude, and partially washed of by intruding water. However, it’s the 
architecture that makes Maryam Korkor somehow more impressive than Maryam Papasetti. 
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Eleven pillars support a domed ceiling. Each pillar features a very earnest saint or an angel. 
Using a flash is not permitted here (maybe due to a whim of the guy with the key).  
 
The two churches this day are interesting, their paintings impressive, and beautiful to see. As 
before in Debre Berhan Selassie (Gondar), I like the Ethiopian Orthodox interpretations of Bible 
passages that are familiar to us too, while I can’t understand the saints that are specific to 
Ethiopian church. The faces with their large eyes appeal though... JJ says he can’t relate much to 
the Ethiopian iconography. Yet, it will only be the church next day that truly captivates me in the 
sense a church should captivate… 
 
We leave the church and cell after a visit of approx. an hour, and start the descent – the rocks in 
different shades of red, blue and yellow shine beautifully in the softer evening light.  
 
We agree to have dinner in Hawzien, instead of the lodge – I definitely feel more like injera than 
pasta.  
 
 
Thursday, 13th November – Gheralta to Mekelle 
 
On the advice of Silvio from Gheralta Lodge, we don’t do the drive from Hawzen to Lalibela in one 
day, but decide to stop over in Mekele (also: Mekelle). This capital of the Tigray province is just 
two hours drive from Hawzen.  
 
We drive via Degum to the Abraha Atsbeha church. Coming from Hawzen it is easy to find: at the 
end of the Gheralta range, just after a large bridge, just before the road starts to climb, the church 
can be seen from far away. It is also easily accessible since the priest is usually nearby – and he 
is the friendliest of all the priests we encounter in Tigray. 
 
The four of us are the only visitors apart from a few elderly people and kids. The church is utterly 
amazing, because of the richness of its paintings, and its atmosphere. The portal and narthex of 
the church are built, but the back part is rock-hewn with a domed ceiling. Most walls are covered 
with paintings – maybe it’s the vivid colour (above all the aquamarine used for St. Mary’s gown), 
and the diversity of the paintings with its broad mix of well-known biblical episodes with Ethiopian-
Orthodox religious and battle scenes that catch me for so long. Or else it’s just the quiet and 
peaceful atmosphere. I think I could spend much more time there. 
 
The host of kids outside start their usual begging game for pen pen pen pens, and sell us fossil 
seashells, but Mulu just wins them over by playing with them – which is much more fun also for 
us. One of the girls even learns a Swiss German word, Grüezi (hello)… It’s probably been the 
longest church visit for us, so far! 
 
The journey to Mekele is eventless. The city doesn’t have a lot of sights that might appeal to 
tourists – an enormous war memorial shaped like a golf tee is the most dominant of sights. 
Unfortunately the Axum hotel, the best place in town, is fully booked, so we have to resort to the 
government hotel, the Abraha Castle Hotel (+251 34 40 65 55). Silvio at Gheralta Lodge had told 
us that they have newly refurbished rooms, but the clerk doesn’t seem (willing) to understand the 
subtle difference between “old room” and “new room”. We end up in something reminiscent of a 
rock-hewn church, just a bit smaller and without the decoration. The tiny room has no proper 
window, is in bad need of refurbishment, the plumbing needs more than an overhaul, and it 
seems to magnify and echo each and every sound of the city. For 250 Birr. Looking back, we 
should have tried the third-best hotel in town, the Milano. 
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Mulu meets his brother who is studying here, and again has the car checked, so we spend the 
afternoon typing and reading. After hanging out in a football bar (are there any clubs in this world 
other than Manchester United and Arsenal?), JJ and I go to have dinner in a Habesha restaurant. 
The tibs are excellent, the meat juicy. I however don’t point out the roaches to JJ before we leave. 
 
 
Friday, 14th November: Mekelle to Lalibela 
 
We leave at 7:30 since the drive to Lalibela is supposed to take long. We follow the tarmac road 
through a hilly landscape looking a lot like a dry version of Bali, with terraced fields snug to the 
hillsides. Yalew and I talk business, regarding his website I’m going to design. The road is one 
incessant pass, with ups and downs – but we have grown used to this by now, this is Ethiopia, 
after all. It is one of the most scenic stretches, after the bit from Debark to Ady Arkay – one of the 
reasons why we decided to hire a car instead of flying. We buy three bunches of fresh sweet 
carrots from a roadside farmer and soon munch like rabbits. I don’t know if they will be the reason 
for my tummy problems after that day. 
 
We come to Lake Ashangi, and the towns of Korem and Alamata. Another Bayeynetu for lunch in 
a super-cool place where the local youth hangs out. It’s the first offering to buy qat JJ gets, which 
he gladly refuses, not just because the stuff is not really looking fresh. 
 
We drive on, only a few mountain ranges separating us from the Danakil Depression, the lowest 
altitude and highest temperature region in Ethiopia. A place where camels replace some of the 
ubiquitous donkeys. A camel can be loaded with much more hey than a donkey, and a haystack 
walking on four long spindly legs looks funny indeed. 
 
We finally come to a signpost (must be one of about four in the country…) signalling the way to 
Lalibela, right, and Woldia, straight ahead. Straight ahead is tarmac, so Mulu prefers to take this 
longer way. Maybe not the best choice, in retrospect, but we would have missed a lot of scenery 
and adventure. 
 
Woldia is one big construction site nested in the hills, a dusty small town in the middle of 
nowhere; I’m glad we decided to break our journey in Mekelle, rather than here. And it’s where 
the tarmac ends, and a steep pass going West, up to above 3000 m altitude starts. The Chinese 
are building a new tarmac highway Westwards to Lake Tana.  
 
Our turn-off to Lalibela is supposed to be 110 km from Woldia. However, just before the summit 
of the pass (or what looks like it)  a local tells our guys to take a short-cut to the right – the 
shortcut to Lalibela is 60 km, instead of the 120 km via the main road. The average speed in the 
first part though is 15 km/h… We turn twice, heading back for the main road, before a van driver 
convinces Mulu that this shortcut is indeed faster, since the track turns better after 30 km. I 
wonder if it is faster for a donkey only or also for a car.  
 
Well, this must then be the adventurous bumpy part of our drive, and it is as scenic as it is 
unexpected. And we’ve seen worse – Mulu would be surprised if he knew what “roads” JJ has 
mastered before (see here)… I do enjoy the journey through this remote valley where time has 
stopped a few centuries ago – except for the children’s cries for pens and “Heiland”. It takes me a 
while to gather that High Land is a local brand of mineral water, and they’re after the plastic 
bottles. “Heiland” is an old German name for Jesus Christ. 
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The landscape turns soft in the evening light, and we reach a tarmac road – it’s the road between 
Lalibela airport and the town. We reach the town around 6:30 pm – i.e. after 11 hrs instead of the 
8-9 hrs we anticipated. It was a beautiful drive though. 
 
We check in at Tukul Village – glad that Messay didn’t give away our room despite our late 
arrival. The place is exceptionally roomy and clean, and the hot water runs steadily – a treat after 
last night’s hole in the wall. Definitely a place to recommend! We have dinner at the Lalibela Hotel 
next door, where Yalew and Mulu stay. Service is slow and the TV too loud. But we don’t ask for 
more after this long day. 
 
 
Saturday, 15th November – Lalibela 
 
A few years ago we had this desktop calendar featuring a special travel destination each day. We 
didn’t get through the year, so a page introducing “Lalibela” is the only one I actually remember. I 
remember googling that strange-sounding place afterwards. This was the first time I realised that 
Ethiopia has a lot of culture to share with the world. 
 
And here we are now, at this Unesco heritage site. Lalibela is a village tucked away in the 
Ethiopian hinterland (is there an Ethiopian vorderland?) and it is world famous because of its 
abundance of rock-hewn churches. The churches were built (or hewn) into the hard tuff stone 
under the reign of King Lalibela, and maybe some of his successors, in the 12th and 13th century. 
Lalibela was made a saint because of this amazing feat. The legend says that he wanted to 
pilgrim to see the wonders of Jerusalem, but God commanded him in a dream to build a 
Jerusalem here in the Ethiopian mountains instead. There are place names like Bethlehem, 
Golgota and Yordanos around here. In the center of town there is a mourning ceremony for a 
deceased priest going on, everyone clad in white. Could be 2000 years ago... 
 
The churches in the village are grouped in two locations. We start with the 1st Group (North), after 
paying the fee of 200 Birr (for all 11 Lalibela churches, for 3 days). Just next to the ticket corner is 
the entrance to the largest and most magnificent of the churches, Bete Medhane Alem (House of 
God the Saviour of the World). Fade out the modern scaffolding and roofs erected by Unesco to 
protect the sites, and it’s wonderland. An underground church. Awe-inspiring. Mighty pillars 
support a domed ceiling of a basilica sculpted of one rock to resemble the basilica of Axum, the 
holiest in the Ethiopian Orthodox world. The windows are adorned with rock-hewn crosses and 
swastikas, filtering the dappled light. Three processional drums lay in the middle of the nave, and 
an old priest leans against a pillar, contemplating the modern painting of Jesus Christ, in the 
otherwise unadorned hall. I have not the slightest problem to stay here for a while and just 
wonder. 
 
Through a narrow tunnel we get on to Bete Maryam (House of St. Mary). This smaller church is 
richly decorated with reliefs, paintings and patterns, including double-headed griffons. The church 
also features a pillar which is statically not needed – but king Lalibela dreamt that Jesus was 
leaning against it. It is shrouded from any human eyes. The court houses more churches, and in 
each we are shown the golden cross which is kept for each church – usually donated by the king 
himself. People of Ethiopian Orthodox faith will touch and kiss the cross, and once we observe a 
priest touching a pilgrim all over his body, with the cross – a type of medicine. But to tourists, the 
priest usually offers to have pictures taken of his ornate dress and the cross – and we of course 
oblige. Coolest is the priest in Bete Maskal (House of the Cross), since he puts on sunglasses 
against the bright light of the flash. JJ and Mulu join in – three guys with sunglasses, like out of 
space… 
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Through a canyon-like pathway we reach the third part of the first group. The Bete Debre Sina 
(Mt. Sinai Church) forms the entrance to it; a smaller, unadorned chapel. Through a door in the 
opposite wall we get to the next church, Bete Mikael, where a few priests are chatting. It contains 
larger-than-life reliefs of saints; I start taking pictures of them and Yalew tells me their names, but 
then I am suddenly shoved out of the room back to Bet Debre Sina. Bet Mikael is obviously off 
limits for women, but nobody told us, and none of the priests noticed until I started to speak – not 
even the scarf to cover my head raised their attention. Sorry about this… Anyway, Bete Mikael is 
the entrance to the holiest parts of the compound, the symbol of the Grave of Christ, and King 
Lalibela’s last resting place; and I’m one of the few women who have seen the reliefs… 
 
We leave the Northern group through a maze of tunnels and pathways, and pay a brief visit to the 
market, since it’s Saturday. Everything from clothes to teff and lentils to cattle is on sale. Yalew 
buys a few chillies for us, deluxe Addis quality.  
 
After a lunch at Lalibela restaurant Yalew and Mulu suggest that we go to visit the Yemrehanna 
Kristos church. It is 42 km or a 1.5 hrs drive away (or a 6 hrs walk…), so it may well fit in the 
afternoon. The description in my guidebook also sounds promising. So we’re on our way… 
 
The church is situated at the end of a valley high up in the mountains. We leave the car and walk 
the last 10 minutes to the church. Beggars, blind and injured people line the walk, hoping for alms 
from visitors – a sign of the healing powers attributed to the church. 
 
The location looks interesting: It’s a cave with broad opening (approx. 45 by 10 m), with a little 
pond formed from dropping water, holy water. The biggest part of the cave’s mouth is closed with 
an ugly new brick wall, but a building can be seen inside. It doesn’t yet look special. We take a 
few pictures, fool around, and Mulu gets a bottle of holy water. 
 
Entering through the portal in the wall, we’re just awe-struck: This is the loveliest church I’ve ever 
seen! It feels so unreal, ethereal, it could be from a movie set. Built from dark wood and white-
washed stone and nestled under the cave’s roof, it seems to float above the even ground strewn 
with hay – they built a platform in the cave to elevate the church from the marshy ground. Well, 
no description will ever do justice to the most special atmosphere – you have to experience it 
yourself! 
 
Apart from the church, the cave hosts a cloister building, the grave of a saint, and the mummified 
bodies of hundreds or thousands of pilgrims who came here to die. That latter part is spooky – 
especially the canoe-like coffin with two stiff legs sticking out, and a moaning hole of a mouth in it. 
But it has been a place to die for centuries. 
 
Yemrehanna Kristos (also Yemrhane Krestos) is believed to pre-date Lalibela’s churches by 
some 80 years – Lonely Planet calls it the blueprint of greatness. The tiny church in its cave 
shows many of the features later hewn from rock in Lalibela. The wooden windows are cruciform, 
like Lalibela’s. The church is rectangular in shape, and is divided in three naves, like some of the 
smaller churches at Lalibela. Most of the interior is carved, and both religious and geometric 
paintings remain. We again spend some time taking pictures of the priest and our friends... 
 
We indeed give alms to the people outside – it seems the church somehow provokes this. The 
drive back is nice, in the late afternoon light, and with a bundle of fresh green chick peas to 
munch raw… 
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The four of us have another kitfo for dinner, raw meat. The kitfo joint doesn’t even have an 
English name (it is located near the highest point of the town, at the dirt road to Yemrehanna 
Krestos, ca. 2-300 m after the Ethiopian Airlines office on the left when leaving town behind), but 
the kitfo is excellent. Just meat and spices and a bit of butter (less than in Gondar). I just love it. 
And I still feel well afterwards. After dinner a couple comes to sing and dance – asmari (minstrels) 
with their masenko (fiddle). It is a pity we don’t understand Amharic, because they invent rhymes 
for each guest at the restaurant. Mulu and Yalew regularly look at us and then break out in 
laughter… Afterwards, we go to a Tej Bet, a bar where honey wine is offered. The tej is much 
sweeter than the one we had in Gondar. And there are more azmari. And the lady urges me to 
dance. Why the heck can’t we westerns keep our hips quiet and just move the shoulders? 
 
 
Sunday, 16th November – Lalibela and flight home 
 
What remains for our last day in Ethiopia are the remaining churches in Lalibela. Some of the 
most spectacular. We start late, so that the Sunday morning mass is over (it started around 5 am 
with a sermon and dance that can be heard all over Lalibela, and lasts until approx. 9 am). Our 
first visit is to Bet Giyorgis, probably the most spectacular of all churches in Lalibela. When we 
arrive the church-goers are already busy with their past-mass tella (beer), so we have the Cross 
to ourselves. Shaped like a cross, the 15 m high monolithic church is hewn from a rock away from 
the other churches, on a slope. Having seen its picture throughout our trip, on souvenirs, I am first 
surprised by its small scale – but coming closer to it it “grows”, to magnificent. Yalew explains us 
why the lowest of the three tiers of windows are blind windows: The cross represents Noah’s ark, 
and it would have sunk had those windows been opened. 
 
We go down to the bottom via a trench-like pathway, and first walk around the church. There’s 
the baptism basin (the Ethiopian Orthodox babies are actually immersed for baptising), and a few 
caves used by monks in earlier times. We then enter the church itsself – it feels massiv but 
powerful, while Yemrehanna Kristos was light but powerful. Bet Giyorgis is remarkably small 
though – more impressive outside than inside. 
 
We then go to the remaining churches in group 2 – or should I say houses? Archeologists have 
found out that most of the buildings in group 2 were not churches, but palaces. But they are 
interesting anyway, and have a solemn feeling to it – apart from the Indiana Jones appeal. 
 
The buildings are like a maze to me, when looking back. We’ve visited Bet Gabriel-Raphael, Bet 
Lehem (where holy bread was baked), Bet Emanuel and Bet Marqorewos, and I don’t remember 
where one stopped and the other started. There is a number of secret pathways, small rooms and 
archways. I do remember however that we’ve been to Hell somewhere along the way. Hell is a 30 
m long, entirely dark tunnel leading from one building to another, and it’s more fun if you do it with 
your torch switched of. At some point in time we end up at a monastery where nuns sell 
handicrafts and CDs with sacral music. Then it’s back to the maze. The finale is the visit to Bet 
Abba Libanos, a church whose roof is still connected to the mother rock. The priest presents two 
crosses; one is Abba Libanos’ (donated by King Lalibela), and the other is donated by Lalibela’s 
wife. It means this is our last session of pictures with a priest, and our goodbye to Lalibela 
churches. 
 
We have lunch at a spot opposite to the Ethiopian Airlines office, but we had better quality before. 
We then pack our bags, and get going. Mulu and Yalew bring us to Lalibela Airport, where we 
have to part company. I do hope and wish to come back to Ethiopia, and tour the country with 
both of them again! 
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The flight to Addis Abeba leaves 30 minutes too early. It is scenic, and clearly shows that there 
are definitely more mountains to Ethiopia than we’ve seen so far.  
 
Back to Addis Ababa we’re also back with Tariku, our guide of the first day. The weather in Addis 
is superb, with exceptionally clear light. It is too late however to drive to Mt. Entoto for the sunset 
view. Instead Tariku takes us to a café near the Piazza where we not only get a great coffee, but 
also two bags of freshly roasted coffee beans to take home.  
 
We decide to have an Habesha dinner for the last time, so Tariku suggests the Yod Abyssinia 
(+251 11 6612176, yod@ethionet.et). The place, situated in the diplomatic quarter, is huge and a 
bit touristy, since it has a music and dance show. It is crammed though with farenji as well as 
locals, and the music played is quite pleasant, as is the food. There is more luxury here (the 
water to wash hands is brought to the table…), but the prices are about five times as high as in 
Lalibela. The dance show is spectacular though. Three girls and three boys perform dances of all 
regions of the country. My body still hurts when I just think about the acrobatic acts they 
performed… 
 
We say goodbye to Tariku after 10 pm, and spend the waiting time with shopping – JJ buys an 
Ethiopian cook book. The plane to Rome is on time, as is the one from Rome to Zurich. We arrive 
home together with our luggage. It is the same temperature as in Gich, two weeks earlier. The 
snow only comes four days later… 
 
There are plans to cook injera and tibs the next weekend, for our parents. Let’s see how it turns 
out. But we’ll anyway have to go back to Ethiopia. The country and the people kept a part of us 
there… 
 
 
Practicalities 
 
This page is intended to give practical information about our guides in order to help fellow 
travellers in planning their visit to Ethiopia. Feel free to contact me in case you have further 
questions. 
 
Guides & drivers 
While it may be possible to visit Ethiopia without guide nor car, I’m convinced that engaging them 
boosts the experience. A guide will be required to translate (unless you speak Amharic, or the 
language of your destination) since not everyone in Ethiopia speaks English. Furthermore, 
engaging a guide also provided a lot of background information on the culture, wildlife and history 
of the country.  
 
Similarly, we enjoyed the luxury of a car; public transport is available for most parts of the route 
we took, but not reliable; self-drive was not an offer available from our travel agency, but having a 
driver does help in a country where signposts are non existant. Other than that, we just enjoyed 
the company of our companions… 
 
Both agencies we used were recommended by Aliza, as their services have been used by the 
University of Michigan’s research staff for years. I can highly recommend both of them. 
 
Guide & driver for Addis Ababa:  
Mr. Tariku W/aregay  
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Agency: EL-TA Tours, Addis Abeba 
Email: gltguide2000@yahoo.com 
Phone: +251-91- 620635 / 607666 
http://www.eltatoursethiopia.com/en/index.htm 
 
Tariku provided excellent guiding and driver services throughout our stay in Addis. Tariku is 
extremely knowledgeable about things to see and do in Addis, where to shop, where to eat, and 
he knows the country and tourism industry very well. His English is excellent. Relaxed as he is, 
he made our time in Addis very enjoyable despite our hassles with Ethiopian. 
Tariku also booked our hotel, and dealt with Ethiopian Airlines to track our missing luggage. 
Tariku heads his own tour agency, EL-TA Tours, providing services in various languages, and in 
most regions of the country, with several guides and drivers. His own focus regions are the 
Awash National Park (where he grew up), and the South (tribes). He travelled to several countries 
in and outside of Africa, and was a relaxed companion during our stay in Addis. 
I can recommend Tariku’s services anytime. 
 
Tour operator for Gondar, the Simien Mountains, and the Historic Route: 
Mr. Mulualem Gelaye 
Ethiopia Simien Tours, Gondar 
mulualemgt@yahoo.com 
(00) 251-08-110-040 or (00) 251-08-111253 
http://www.ethiopiasimientours.com/ 
 
Mulualem has worked in the Simien Mountains (with gelada researcher Chadden Hunter) and 
Gondar for 10 years, in the tourism sector and in research. His travel agency Ethiopia Simien 
Tours, based in Gondar, organises tours of Gondar, Bahir Dar, the Simien Mountains, and the 
Historic Route, as well as other parts of the country. Mulualem employs drivers, and cooperates 
with several licensed guides. His focus is in organising trekking, hiking and camping tours in the 
Simien Mountains, film and photography projects, and research expeditions.  
 
Services provided by Mulualem’s company included, at a very reasonable price:  

 the driver, with car and fuel during our trip from Gondar to Lalibela, 
 provision of a guide for the entire trip, 
 arrangement of the trek to the Simien Mountains (incl. fees, scout, tent & material, cook, 

muleteers & mules), 
 all entry fees and local guides throughout our trip. 

 
I can recommend Mulualem’s services anytime. 
 
 
Guide & Driver for the Simien Mountains and the Historic Route: 
Guide Mr. Yalew Tafete and Driver: Mr. Mulu Chekol 
Email: yalview@yahoo.com 
Phone: +251 91 327 1898 
 
Yalew's website will be online soon – designed by me as a small Thank You for the excellent 
services Yalew provided to us. Mulu’s driver services can be booked via Ethiopia Simien Tours 
(see above). 
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Yalew is very knowledgeable about the region, its wildlife, the plants, and also the culture and 
food, and has excellent English skills. He joined us on all visits, and helped us understand the 
people and culture much better. Mulu is probably the best driver I've ever experienced on such a 
trip; we always felt safe with him and his relaxed driving style. Furthermore, he is excellent in 
organising things; he also worked very professionally and considerate in dealing with the car 
problems we experienced. 
 
Above all, however, Mulu and Yalew made our trip so unforgettable because they became 
friends. It was their company that let us see Ethiopia also through their eyes, and these memories 
will last forever. I would book no one but Mulu and Yalew for a next visit to the Historic Route! 
 
 
Disclaimer 
My diary tries to include practical information for fellow travellers who plan a trip to Ethiopia. I 
strived to add practical information like accommodation contacts, cost for services, driving times, 
shopping tipps (what is available where), info about the hike in Simien Mountains etc. in the 
respective chapters. This information is current as of November 2008. 
 
Please note though that I am no travel agency – I just write these travel diaries for the fun of it. I 
cannot take any responsibility for potential errors or omissions in this text. Feel free to contact me 
if you have further questions. However, for detailed and up-to-date information please contact 
one of the agencies mentioned above. 
  
 
 


