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HEEE ARE RaMNDITS HERE, &g Bere, sz

this mice i, wan

left] amd sffie here”

Pandite *And abviously vou want De sty away Trom

the Somali border. But where vou are goinp is fine!”
The micz man was Will Jones, who owns

Foerevs by Diesign, o tous company specialising i

Adrica Mow be moved his hand 10 1he madedle ol

I|||.':|'|:||l.-_'||'-.':.|'||::_:.|-.'-.'-.::|i|:-l hrhlanils o | II|i|'-'|'-|.|.
ke mnst of Edhivgia, 1he highlaneds ars
per fecily sale” he smid. “Aund ML N B all tha Ly
1y hiere, il Freray, 1o the rock churcheas”
Ethiopsa, with its e seripl {eurlywurly letlers
thiat faat ol the hnes), s awn church ¢ |'|||'IIFIi'_|'|
Chrihendon, the oldest natonal Chnstian chunch

im the wordd s, o :||'|i-:_|_||- |i'|1||!-|_i||!r' Dwis] croweds abf
sheersicled, T Lopped mountans| wnd 11s own
citbzrnlir, i unbike imywhere el A tckel o Lithaopia
peeidy well puaraniees adveniure

Arriving in Ackchs Abaibe | s iy winleh Chres
hnars alead of Londan, then lemed the date back
seven vears The Julian calzndar bes 12 moenths
PHaanks tr g vary shorl menth colled Pagome,

¥ ¥ L L *

Above, Bele GivorgEs,
one of the churches
carved fram the rock
in the: historic tawn

of Laliala, Bapasite,
prizsis in the church of
Hede Madbane Alem

seieeen August and September]). Having lell
a snewy Bngland in 2008, 1 bed armyved on a
srighl, ol Efiepaan mornime i 2002, Clulsads
e mrport, cul grass smelled ke summer

Audchiz hes o famously vivid mightlite thai
mvilves donkmg a lod and dancing hse mad
And the mix of races from Aramg, the Rad Sew
and Morth Alrvica, of which modern Einopians
are composed, has ensured a great many of the
city's residents arte ridiculously beautitul, Ciher
atiractions meclude the Mational Museum, where
vou can wisit "Locy’, whe = 3.2 million vears
cld. plus the 20 she lived, and the Mercato, the
lateest market in Alcs: & bustling quarter
of blocks of sheds, crowds, hvestock. donkeys,
lorrics and sacks of fzed and goods.

| ended up in Tomoka cotties shop on Winston
Churchill Road. Cotfier drinking was invented
in Ethiopia. cither by a goatherd who notoed its
cftzet on his livesoock. or by a starving man
(accounts ditter). Over cotfice as delicious as any
1 have cover tasted. my guide, Testai Fantg, lnid out
the plan. We would journey hundreds of kilomeimes
throuzh the highlands, through centurics of time.
on 1 kind of pilarimagze. tracing in art and stone
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oo Cheistianity o Biluapaa, oonee thane
a millenwmum and & kalf apo

Leavinag for 1
o fiy noith ta ]

z airpert bofore dasen — we weic

ihela, saving davs of ioad travel

wo e wpon anothes deiver appenaching the

WEGILE WAy W & ona-way sircet.
Inappropri
kil Tiien fou s
T a enuntiy which i living, memory has borne

» pzrsaon!” cricd Tesfai. “They wil

thc medizval incemnpetence of Fopevor Haile
Sclassic's rule, a murderows Marvsisl dictatoship,
a wicious war of liberation (which ended it in

19971 1, repeated famines and a serscless conflict
with Eritrea, Ethiopian hwmaour digplays a ol
familiarity with death. crossed with a quizrical
wield, B

Lown, thest Kol themnselvies,

take on the st of 1 drivers are
A l-Dacda” Th

they kil evorvone, as

Tesfmi et iy huge Russian
e |

any trucks, & contiman Siehi in the no

UL Ase v, Beciise " roal can’l gee e, | oean’l

i
ace wnu!’ Inevitahly, anvone diving a oaodonbike
withour doc care i “Taliban',

e fellow pasgengers on the fighe

e G

of enprneers, doctors and the Knd of traveller whao

s heea lncking forsand o cnming here For s
leng time, Boe Fihiopaa has treasares wodispotaed

wontdlers of the wiorld, Aol Toremast amn

Bl

are the rock churehes ol alibels,

e |l 11 0 T2 o]
a mere 20 veais ao the ddary poes, irdevad and

e comslracium el chirchies, He

woni il ted

s asasted an Thig endeavowr by angels The

cxtraordinany thing alwour these heaunlol Buildines
15 it they ape ||iui-.:|:\-'_|-.l||'|x'.||.|;_:||:I|| 1he ok

Bemeath vour feel go that, rom any disianee, ey

are coampletely iazalde moa lamdscape o] camnm

coloured enrth and pook ol oenre Tock,

WFR & HIGH e WA, ool and Bapel
mthe clear an, the little town nf
Lalil=zla

I owas one af Fthoopsa's anse o

as quiactly husy at sunrise

saints” davs snowe joinaed g peacelul theons wearing
Loz white shawls winding steeply doswn @ pail

Lo stoe ol W Gled tveagly the s inoa ek

witll amed came o hetwaen a dugout ehiff aml

e Tiesl sanel Largest ol e chorches Bete Medls

Adem: the Howse of the Saveour al the Waorld
The Fuilclers wmuss frst have dig 5 deen,

reclanze b tremeh., Yirkong Ga ihe meer v 1 1 ey

created a pawith s monolith of <ione e midlle.
Nannelime an they carved our the chureh Prom the

stk pillars bBedngs Beisches and ormsments

everylhing i one mbaoken body ol stone, ooy
i ehisel masrks like npples al wol on waler,

smalravere e e of the meason's e, Cinee voll

e seen Lie chorehes oo varmal loak ol o lall m

vowithosad msisenemge whil 1l |||:_!I_I'I el

Ad Hete Medhane Adeom Hhe conpres

Gver Mo o The space arowosl 1 iz,
It e e sl Lhiermselves, howell, ouched 1heir
lawelieacts then e hps agsanst the sfone We
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A priest walles L narvow

passages bebwean the

Lalibela rock chistchies







could hear the priest’s voice inside, and the
muttered responscs. and then singing, and nothing
clze, Mot a boby cried. The singing comes (Tom
the songhook of 51 Yared, who took his melodics
from the songs of three birds. In the sixth century
he composed lve volumes of hymns and prases,
in his own notation. T this duoy it s the music

of the Ethiopion Orthodox church, and Ethiopia's
systcm of musicel notation.

[1 was veory meving o be among the white-
wrapped figures, like slender ghoses, all turned
tovwards Crod through songe and stone. Time
dissolyved: whatcver happens, every saint's day white-
robed figures will gather here. as they always have.
before sunrise. for as long as we live on earth.

Lalibela™ churches are close wopether. linked in
aomc cascs v narrow passages and tunnels. The
king’s intention was (o constrect a new Jerusalem:
the aripinal, in his time, was in Muoslim hands [slam
fhas lapped arcwnd the
ixase of Ethiopia’s central
massil since its beginning
i the early seventh
century. Motwithstanding
“ohammed's injunction
that none of his followers
should hasm Ethinmians,
an imvasion in 1529
came clise W overtuenine
the kingdom, and it
Christianity,

some chiurehes are
iy, snme dackly eerie,
SLMNE -.:I:||l||.':||-.:|:r
weared and ornameniad.
Everyone Uyeaurite, Lhe
sl photograpshed and
The st EI|,,'|,,'1II1'|1|I'\1|'|I 4,

i Bete Giyorgis (3
Gienspe’s), a perfect licgle
cruciform crestion, o compalation of geomerric
L'-:-||'|1I-.'r|||'|'l- i ectieoes thal |Iu!it:||lx SVETY Vil
If o chuerch Gin be o Neunsh, ths s .,

Ao bour’s drive Trom Lalibeli s the choseh o
Yemrehanms hestos, moa ciave al the Lo i slepp
|'-5|i|:_ |_!|_':|-|.'|I1I_| Irees |'|_||1-;__' w7 LTS ol moss anal
misl-cilching heken The mouth of the cave kas
bren willed LIEY; DETEnyIng Your shies I LS
Threieh o doer inlo o sirgw-slrewn cavern bke a
areal manger, and there 15 the church, wsaf hidden
ar giank, s a0 beautihel Rtk sroctore all swacddled
N peic hut for the dnppmg ol o wilerlallsmsd
the cooing of o dove, 10 was nol carved bul buill wl
stome oo timber it Boals un o layer of alive s
that prevenls decuy spreadime up Trom the cave
floar, Yemrehanoa Kristos 15 thouahl fo predale
1ne morviels of Lalibela by B0 vears Inssde, in the
gloom. surrounded by decorative stars, s o painting
ol Christ’s entry inlo Jerosidem, AL the back ol the
cave are Lhe skeletons, skulls snd semmi-mummiliel
bowlies of pilerms who have come e die bere The
prigsl, opening a speciacularly ornate umbrells,

* * L] * -
Above, in Lalibela, a
lather paints religlous
mtils while his =an
recites passages fram
1he Bibde, Oppeaite, a
priest at the church of
Yemrehanna Kriglos

said that some of the bodics wers those of 3000
“companions” wio had loft Egypt 1o follow the call
of Chrisfianity in the [2th century. The lictions: of
foig Sofoi viey and Indiana Jones, you see
have nothing om the facts of Ethiopiz.

Torwards the cvening, the hills rang with the sound
of volces. Ethiopis is one of the most densely
populated countrics in Adrica, and even in s harsst
wildernessos, poople are never far away, Then the
voiccs were replaced with the barking of dogs
i LInlowely curs are everywhere but, thankiully, even
the meanecst turn tail when you stoop 1o pick up
a stonc. Ethicpian children are spectacularly wood
stone-throwers. ) As the light died. the sound of
crickets took over, the stars came oud, the pluneis
liko small blazcs of white and red fire, and the moon
rase. on s side, riding in the blue like a silver boat.

I would see a ot of that meon in the next 10
diavs, and sormetimes it looked noomorg distant, and
nix less strange, than
the rest of planct Earth.
A we moved further
inte Ethiopia and the
highlands, the rest of
the world receded.

LAY 1%
muny howars”
said Tesfa
il dawn

Today we 2o up, up.

up into Tigray!® A

Tigravan himselt Testu

looked cheered by this

O driver. an Ambars,

ralled his eyes

For zight howrs

we drove through the

mountaing crawling

up and down them

likc a catcrpillar making it= way through trectops

Wiz paspod at the views, but Life amid this

apectacular beauty is hard and short; we s fow

villagers older than 40 ar 45, Adults and children

carry huge loads of woad or steaes Wi stoppesd

at cne village, a cluster of huts behind a brash
stockade. The nearest sceandary school and

sl were 20kim away cver a ridee, the top of
wlhich was 3000 metres high. Flies swarmed
avcannel the faces of toddizra There was somcthing
ntalewvalent in the air. The raing had not been
pond, the farmers said.

Wi diove over the videc and down the ather
sidle, aronnd haivpin hends, teeasards a golden vallew
and 2 plain, far helow, We passed rich farmland
arceingd ake Ashenee and in the cvening came
to Makele, capital of Tigray, the mnst northerly
af the nine ethnically bascd regions inte which
the country s divided.

Thar wmight Tesfal took us cut oo cat Jjara in
a restanrant on the top foor of an unpreposscsing

lwrtel. S ig A dowehy pancake made from tef.
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an Ethinpian corcal that is the staple dict of
the farmers who comprise 80 por cznt of the
population; and it is the periect foil for lnmb in

spicy sauce. And thore weas another treet: ey

a sort of honey wing that tastes a lot more Llike

heney than wine, smugeling its aloohol inoa sweel
clomd. We argued politics like radicals, laughed
and slopt. later, like angcls

Wi were up apain befarz the sun, hoping to
catch a camcl caravan. The caravan would leave
hietoere dawn, Teafai said, and he was koon we
should sce one because the salt trade. which is
their husiness, has becn going on in this part of the
warld, wary little changed, for the past 20000 years.

There were at least 30 camels in the caravan,
attended by six men. Thew were carrving food: on
the 2lst of cvery month they are brought to Mekele
for & health check, then depart on the week-long
trek back o the salt mings, They no longer carry

galt the whele way bat ferry i1 tooa podint wherz

lervies can meat tham. The caravan paced up the
crearpinent then Branched off towards the rising
aunt, Larks sang. Ethiapia iz a birdwatcher's delight.
[ zaw lanmmerzeicers (o bearded vultures, which do
ol lenk much like valiures, heing much precier).
winte-winged chiff chats, which are endemic 1o

the country, choughs which are my favourite hird,

[at-billed ravens, olive thrushes .-“'.I|li||_' swels. ..

| "-.':-l:-.' -CJII:. I:r|:.|_!_l_'|l new rdds ane, | i heganse
r:!l-:'-l;;ll'h Are wnknown I_-|.IE|-:'-||::.'| AK-A75 are
comman ), they were nal shy or fearful.

e |-'-c:|1;:|_| abiend of the caravan and dreave
on, drepping dramatically 1owazds the Danakil
|:I|_'|:'!_'.h'\.'|-:'||1_ cme ol The lowest ana haolles] |'|i:|l.'-.:.~\.
on 2arth, Here, i a narcow valley, we found
hundreds of camels, |_I-.'-|'.I:L':.'- and mules, al
headmg for the mines, The Tootfalls of the camels
n the dust mads & =olt, soponthe counch hise
steps in 2ot snow, Thear nd legs moved sallly,
thelr ||_|7|_-|q;-__"\.' |1|5|-.':_':_I :_':_:lx":ll':_.' [arwird, like
dancers’. Walchmg the pasme niver ol annnals
were the local people, the Alur, who dress i
Dleck and wear tricht beads, and who have always
fived in this hal, Temaote regeon, They used 1o have
g lerocious repulition: voung Alar men achieyad
manhood by killime an enemy;, and proved The
decd by empzculating their victim,

W turned back up the valley and crossed the
Oheralia platean, heading for one ol "ligray’s
rock-hewn churches The plateau is an mtensely
begutitul Jand of tall gum trees and low, <ione
homesteads It s overlooked by the distiimt Cihesalt
Mountains, 8 serics of rock pinnecles stendmg
close together, shuarp comical crests and sheer sdes
clustered like giant stalapmites. Turning oLt the
miin rogd. we drove between farmbowses 1o Lhe
base of a long ridae of cliffs. A path led upwards,
stecpening to a scrambie, untl the view behind us
waz g great bowl of fields, trees and platesu imad
runming all the way o the mounlzins,

Wi joined a circle of youne men stiting on the
oround with fwo pricsts, passing eround a paint tin
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MAP: JANE WEBSTER

containing a villainous-looking black liquid —
tulla: home-brewed beer, It seemed rude to
refuse, especially since Tesfai appeared to be in
disagreement with one of the priests about a
receipt for visiting the church we had come to
see. Ethiopian priests do not enjoy a universally
good reputation. The travel writer Dervla Murphy
was mugged by one during the journey she
recounts in her classic In Ethiopia with a Mule.

“This priest is no good, Tesfai hissed, between
volleys in his argument. *He is messing up.’

After some time, an agreement was reached and
Tesfai was permitted to lead us through woodland
to a cave, partly excavated, inside which was the
most miraculous church, Medhane Alem.

This church was carved out of the cave in the
fourth century. Its massive sandstone columns are
decorated with roses and crosses: the capitals are
carved and the pillar bases spread out like the
exposed roots of oak trees. The church was one
of the first to be consecrated when Christianity
came to Ethiopia. introduced by a young Syrian
named Frumentius. Standing with a hand against
the cool. massive stone it is easy to understand
why Ethiopians still worship with their bodies
pressed against the rock of churches. The stone
is unmoved by time. It seems to carry within it
all-but-perceptible vibrations, echoes from the
first moment of its carving: a literal vessel of faith,
conveying it undiminished across the centuries.

The prospect below us as we left the church
was magical. Birdsong from the wooded cliffs
blended with the shouts and laughter of children
from below. The landscape reclined in a dimming
copper haze. It was like looking down from the
top of the walls of paradise.

The priest may have been perfectly decent
(objectivity was not Tesfai’s strong suit). but the
beer wasn’t. I spent the next day being dramatically
unwell as Lisa Limer. the photographer, who
had wisely only pretended to drink, went out to
take pictures of cave churches in the Gheralta,
including the magnificent, 10th-century Abraha
Atsbeha, while I repented.

I repented again the following day. fully purged.
halfway up a cliff, clinging to a goatskin rope,
hoping the priest at the top was one of the good
guys. Debra Damo is a monastery atop a sheer-
sided, flat-topped hill, called an amba, and no
female creature of a higher order than a chicken
has ever visited it. The rope up is the only access.
At the top were young monks eating barley and
drinking zu/la. The founder was conveyed up here
in the coils of a giant serpent some time in the
fifth century. Aregawi was one of the Nine Saints,
Syrian Christians who spread the word throughout
Ethiopia in the fifth and sixth centuries.

Ethiopians date the founding of their nation
to the dynasty of Menelik 1. the son of Solomon
and Makeda, the Queen of Sheba, who ruled
between 982 and 957sc. Makeda had been

Continued on page 174
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DISCOVER ETHIOPIA

GETTING THERE
Journeys by Design (01773
623790; www.journeysby
design.com)arranges private
Ethiopian safaris. Prices for
a two-week itinerary start at
£2950 per person, including
full-board accommodation.
Ethiopian Airlines (020
8987 7000: www.ethiopian
airlines.com) flies from
Heathrow to Addis Ababa

WHERE TO STAY
4 Addis Ababa has a wide
range of hotels, many both
comfortable and reasonably
priced. Journeys by Design
uses the Sheraton (00 251
115 171717: www.sheraton
addis.com; doubles from
US$270) or Hilton (0D 251
115 170000; www.hilton.
co.uk; doubles from US$257)
¢ In Lalibela two of the
best places to stay are the
Tukul Village Hotel (00
251 333 360565; www.
tukulvillage.com; doubles
fram US$55) and the
Mountain View (00 251 333
360804; www.mountains
viewhotel.corm;, doubles from
US$55), a modern marble
and-glass concoction with
superb views, a fine roof
terrace and friendly service.
@ In Mekele | stayed in

the Axum Hotel (00 251
344 405155; www.axum
hotels.com:; doubles from
US$40), a cavernous, old-
fashioned place where the

commissionaire salutes you
every time you come or go.
¢ The Gheralta Lodge

(00 251 346 670344; www.
gheraltalodgetigrai.com;
doubles from US$35) is
quietly luxurious, with
stunNning mountain views.
Guests mingle over cocktails
and have dinner together.

¢ In Bksum we stayed in
the Rembhai (00 251 347
751501; doubles from US$41),
a modern pile, not especially
beautiful but well equipped
with bars, restaurant, pool
and even internet access.

¢ The Simien Lodge

(00 251 115 524758; www.
sirmiens.com; doubles from
US$152) in the Simien
Mountains |s one of the
highest hotels in Africa. It
calls itself an eco-hotel and
has wood fires, good food
and a relaxing atmosphere.

WHAT TO TAKE

In the highlands you den't
need to worry about
malaria, but visitors to the
south and the Lake Tana
region should take pills and
nets. Binoculars for the
wonderful bird life, a hat,
sunglasses and books are
the only essentials.

WHAT TO READ
¢ In Ethiopia with a
Mule (out of print; available
at www.amazon.co.uk)

by Dervla Murphy is

wonderful, and a great
guide to Tigray.

& Wilfred Thesiger's The
Danakil Diary (Flamingo.
£8.99) records an epic
expedition in the days
when animals were for the
shooting and the country
was called Abyssinia.

¢ FPhilip Marsden's A Far
Country (out of print;
available at www.amazon.
co.uk) and Chains of
Heaven (Harper Perennial,
£8.99) recount travels

in Marxist and modern
Ethiopia respectively

© Scoop by Evelyn Waugh
(Penguin, £3.99) is a hoot
— a portrait of a foreign
correspondent’s Abyssinia
¢ Best of all, Ryszard
Kapuscinski's The Emperor
(Penguin Classics, £899) I1s
an extraordinary collection
of testimonies from the
court of the late Emperor
Haile Selassie

WEATHER TO GO
You are always sure
’m\g to find the sun, but
June, July and August
comprise the rainy season
September to February =
probably best: the northern
highlands are green and
fertile after the long rains.
and although the nights are
cold the days are warm.
March to May is Ethiopian
autumn, with some rain
May 15 the hottest month
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