Kenya

As we crossed the border into Kenya we noticed little change in the landscape or the state
of the road but, when we approached Nairobi, the traffic density increased dramatically.
The level of industrialisation was several steps ahead of that in Tanzania and land
appeared to be used more intensively with a large number of polytunnels in the
neighbourhood of Nairobi. There were a considerable number of two storey houses in the
suburbs and even some private gated estates presumably for senior executives. Once we
joined the Mombassa to Nairobi dual carriageway the traffic seemed to come to a
standstill and we took a good 90 minutes to cover the last 15 miles into the city centre.
We were to stay at the Fairview Hotel, which was comfortable and the service both
friendly and thoroughly competent. Being located on the opposite side of the street to the
Israeli Embassy meant that the security was exceptionally strong and our vehicles were
accordingly thoroughly inspected at the security barriers in the street.
Nairobi is a very busy city with a wide range of shops and services in addition to the
normal governmental offices and courts of a capital city. But the overall impression
which one gained was of a society committed to free enterprise and capitalism – we were
stopped in the street several times by men wanting to guide us to nearby national parks
but, when we turned down their offers, they were never rude or dismissive, indeed they
would offer their own advice on the places our itinerary included. At lunch time the
streets, shops and cafes were crowded and in the mornings and evenings the number of
pedestrians walking across the parks had to be seen to be believed – everyone was
friendly towards us but the hotel staff encouraged us to be careful and this warning was
justified in view of the high homicide rate for Nairobi (as a whole). After walking round
the city for some time, we ventured into the National Railway Museum – where we spent
an absolutely fascinating hour learning much about the colonisation of the country and its
subsequent development, which was naturally determined by the railway network.

Apparently the railway from Mombassa was built not with the development of Kenya in
mind but rather that of Uganda and because most of the early colonists there had moved
from India, when it came to the construction of the track in the 1890s the decision was
taken to use Indians for the project. The death rate amongst these Indians was high (2,500
out of a total workforce of 30,000) partly for safety reasons but also because of illnesses
and attacks by lions. Moreover, Nairobi did not exist until the railway was constructed
and its site was chosen for the main construction base because it was half way between
Mombassa and Kisumu on Lake Victoria (the idea was to cut construction costs by using
steam ships on the lake to get the goods to Kampala for distribution within Uganda).
Many Indians stayed after the project was completed and became the shopkeepers and
businessmen of the fledgling nations of East Africa. Meanwhile it was the railways which
facilitated the widespread development of Kenya as an agricultural economy. The
neighbouring locomotive yard was full of the Rolls Royces of British railway engineering
– Beyer Garretts some of which had been made in the 1950s (ie within 10 years of
independence) and which looked to be in excellent condition.
We said good-bye to four members of our group (Angela, Madhu, Chandra and
Marianne) on the 9th October – they were to fly back to England, whilst the remaining
five of us (Ron, Rup, Dave, Joy and Chris) had another four weeks to complete the
northern half of the journey to Cairo.
We set off the following morning – once we found our way out of the centre of Nairobi
we joined a new motorway leading north into the erstwhile White Highlands of Kenya.
The road lasted only for a few scores of miles but, despite being three lanes wide and
with a speed limit of around 120kph, there were periodic speed humps and even
pedestrian crossings! We understand that, tragically, there have been numerous fatalities
as locals have, guess what, tried to cross the motorway on foot – apparently it is
something of a political ‘hot potato’.
The road reverted to a standard two-way highway at Thika but the scenery improved and
we enjoyed travelling through some intensively farmed countryside – outside one farm,
we read ‘Pineapples, Tea and Firewood’ – rather typical of the produce of the region.
Further north we turned off the main road to head through Nyeri, which was adopted by
Baden Powell in his last years: he was said to call it heaven on earth and actually chose to
pass on there. Today it has a slightly run down commercial centre but some of the
buildings are suggestive of its past role as a pleasant colonial community in the middle of
the erstwhile White Highlands. Rejoining the main road north, we travelled through Naro
Moru and as we approached Nanyuki, we came to a market area full of tourist nick-nack
stalls. On further examination there was a substantial ‘Equator’ sign on the verge. Almost
the second the vehicles came to a rest, some enthusiastic young men rushed up to invite
us to see the effect of crossing the equator on the direction of motion of water going
through a plughole. It was clear that the demonstration showed that a matchstick (floating
in a container of water with a hole in its base through which the water was draining out)
rotated clockwise just a yard or two on the northern side of the equator but in a counterclockwise direction on the southern side. To reinforce the point, they pointed to the screw
form of the water column as it drained out of the container – it was opposite on the two
sides. My sceptical, non-scientific friends would not accept that this was a good
demonstration of a sound physical principle – they were sure it was ‘fixed’. The penalty
for believing was the purchase of some nick-nacks – a soap dish made out of a horn and a

carved lion (whose leg has subsequently broken – so maybe the demonstration was
‘fixed’ after all!).
Skirting the northern side of Mount Kenya, which was hidden by low cloud, we
descended from the fertile central highlands and came down to a lower-lying plain
covered mainly with bush. Thus we arrived at Isiolo, a typical African town with lines of
small shops either side of the main road, people and animals everywhere and dusty
wasn’t the word for its atmosphere. The population of 80,000 are largely Muslim – the
first such town that we had encountered. On the southern edge of Isiolo, we saw some
English soldiers playing football with local lads on the bare playing field – probably
doing their bit of social service? We stayed at Gaddisa Lodge, about two miles north of
the town centre. It was typical of a rural lodging house, having seen better days (at least
10 years ago!) not to mention the completely empty swimming pool and a shower with an
instant water heater that had bare wires, but did deliver the bacon! The manageress,
herself, prepared the meals whilst loudly denouncing the Dutch owner for not being ready
to spend any money on the place. We were adequately fed and there was plenty of cold
beer for those so inclined.
Reputedly, the road north of Isiolo as far as the Ethiopian border at Moyale was to be the
most difficult and dangerous of the entire journey, but the Chinese have got to work in
the last couple of years and considerable stretches of this journey had been surfaced,
enabling vehicles to go much faster and hence to be rather less vulnerable to attack by
straying Somali bandits. We had planned to take two days to cover these 500 km
overnighting half way at Marsabit. The friend of a friend, the Bishop of Northern Kenya,
who is based at Marsabit, had told us that the first day was actually the more risky thanks
to these Somali, but, he said, there had been no reports of any trouble for a couple of
years. In the event, we found that the Chinese had made up the road as far as Seredupi,
but there we had to stop for a police check-point, and were politely, but firmly, asked to
give lifts to two gentlemen, one was a retired school teacher and the other a lorry driver –
both seemed pleasant men, and the lorry driver told us that he had come ‘to town’ to get
help for his lorry which had been stuck on a newly built causeway (thanks to the
Chinese). He was the first to be dropped off and when we saw the predicament of his
lorry, we could see why he had sought help – it was on the bank at the edge of the
causeway with its lower wheels knee-deep in sand while the cab was at an angle of
around 20 degrees to the vertical. Undaunted, but wiser, we continued – through beds of
sand which almost stopped the vehicle but did not quite force us to engage 4WD, and
across some pretty rocky roads all the way to Marsabit; this conurbation is located on a
hilly outcrop and is surrounded by Marsabit National Park.
The town of Marsabit has been the administrative centre for Northern Kenya since
colonial times. Consequently it has a number of shops, petrol stations and hotels – but all
these and also the diocesan centre were all fully occupied because the politicians (and,
doubtless, proto-politicians) were holding a one-day conference on how the Northern
region might be developed. For us at least, there was no room in the inn! A petrol station
assistant kindly took us under his wing and, thanks to his intervention, we were soon
talking to the manager of Marsabit National Park Lodge. And so we found
accommodation at his lodge which was four miles east of town just above a caldera. I
then took the petrol station assistant back to his garage – on the way he told me that he
was lucky, in view of his Christian faith, to have a job with the owner of this petrol

station, who was a Moslem. Not only that, but his Moslem boss actually subsidised his
further education and gave him time off for studies. I duly expressed our gratitude to the
Moslem garage owner – and I had to hope that he was not upset with his Christian
attendant who had spent at least two hours (of his boss’s time) sorting out our
accommodation. Before returning to the National Park Lodge, we called upon the
Diocesan Secretary – his name was Rev Jeremiah, and he told us that Moslems and
Christians have lived harmoniously side by side in Marsabit for umpteen years, despite
the fact that the number of Christians had multiplied several times during his lifetime –
but this was changing now with the radicalisation of a number of young Moslems – who
had been to the Middle East for ‘training’ and had returned as fanatics. Incidentally, he
was able to assure us that, to the best of his knowledge and that of his contacts at Moyale
(our next destination in Kenya), we were most unlikely to encounter any tribal or other
activity on the way.
Back at the Lodge, we looked out for animals in the caldera from our vantage point, but
despite being assured that only the day before an elephant had come to the water hole
there, we saw no sign of a mammal anywhere at all. The sky was overcast when we went
to bed but we didn’t suspect any rain – however we were awakened by the thunderous
sound of a downpour on the roof of the lodge, and then the water started to permeate the
ceiling above our beds – by the morning, the internal floors were wet and the pathway
outside awash, and still it rained! We went to the dining hall in flip-flops – there was no
point in wearing shoes and socks. There, the manager said that he had sent his driver into
Marsabit town in the Lodge Land Rover to see what the state of the track through the
National Park was. We waited and waited for his return – and, in the end, our patience
was ‘half’ rewarded for he turned up on foot and absolutely wet through! His Land Rover
had got stuck on the track and he couldn’t budge it. Half an hour later, the Manager
reported that he had called the only Land Rover (a green one) in Marsabit town which, he
believed, would be able to get through, and therefore we should set off to meet it. A
procession of three Land Cruisers (all loaded with visitors) followed by three 4WD
Hiluxes (full of young reporters from Nairobi) duly set off for Marsabit town about 10
am. We were asked to go first as it was thought that the Land Cruisers would manage the
slippery track better than the Hiluxes, and we duly negotiated our way round first the
Green Land Rover (as it neared the Lodge) and then the stuck and abandoned Lodge
Land Rover. But, when we came to the final descent to the National Park Gateway, first
Ron’s Land Cruiser got stuck in the rut on one side of the track, and then mine met the
same fate on the other side. There was no way all the manpower available could release
Ron’s vehicle from the grip of the mud, so the green Land Rover was driven over the
track verge past Ron’s vehicle and proceeded to tow him out. Another 100 metres and he
was at the Gateway! Meanwhile, all the assembled company put their hands to the side of
mine and together they were able to push it back into the centre of the track with the
assistance of the engine – so our vehicle joined Ron’s at the Gateway only a couple of
minutes later – then the third Land Cruiser and the three Hiluxes caught us up – and we
all rejoiced at this narrow escape from another night’s incarceration at the National Park
Lodge!
After cleaning up our legs and putting our shoes on, we reboarded our Land Cruisers and
set off through Marsabit for the road to Moyale. Almost as soon as we left the inhabited
area, the road surface changed from rocky dirt to tar and we could get going – at 11,30am
(some four hours after we had planned to be ‘en route’). The Chinese had been at it again

– we enjoyed 30 km of tarred road with the occasional interruption for an incomplete
bridge. Just as we came to the end of this delightful stretch of tar, a police car complete
with flashing lights approached us, followed by maybe as many as 100 other cars, SUVs,
light trucks, lorries and buses and then another police car at the rear. They were moving
at quite a lick! Unsurprisingly we had second thoughts – should we really be tackling the
next 200 km unescorted? The proof of the pudding was in the eating – as Rev Jeremiah
had predicted, we encountered no trouble at all and really did not give a second thought
to the possibility of an attack from aggrieved tribesmen, bandits or anyone else! Instead
our minds were taken up with the appalling nature of the road surface and the variety of
scenery which we travelled through. Immediately after leaving Marsabit, we went
through some more one-time volcano-region – with an impressive caldera or two, but
then the landscape became flatter – more like a moonscape – with numerous rocks
scattered across the sandy undulations. The road surface was horrible, sometimes because
we were diverted off the original track due to the reconstruction efforts of the Chinese.
Occasionally we came across flocks of camels and, even more infrequently, herds of
goats. The nature of the countryside changed when we reached Turbi, where we ascended
into a hilly region and, in place of rock and sand, the roadway became more rutted and
even slightly sticky in places where the rainwater from the previous night had been
unable to drain away.
We arrived at the border with Ethiopia about 3.30 pm – rather earlier than we had
expected in view of the time we left Marsabit and the reputation of the road. We were
certainly relieved to make it safe and sound despite the fact that we did not enjoy the
protection of a convoy.
Nairobi was the most commercialised and dynamic capital city that we had visited – as
well as being the most developed, and the highland area to the north of the conurbation
was certainly the most fertile region we had seen. Everywhere there was evidence of the
compelling drive which capitalism engenders – from the ‘Pa and Ma’ petrol stations
through the tourist guides out pedalling their tours on the footpaths of Nairobi, to the
initiative of the ‘Equator’ demonstrators at Nanyuki, not forgetting the square miles of
polythene covered vegetable plots and rose bushes. But the other side of the coin were the
shanty towns on the edge of Nairobi, the highest murder rate in sub-Saharan Africa, the
gaping difference between the rich and the poor. Was it a happy society? I don’t know,
but I do recall what the Tanzanians used to say - it’s ‘a man eat man’ world in Kenya!
The north of the country is rather different from anywhere else we had yet seen – barren
and arid (except when it rains!) and, so far as culture is concerned, staunchly Moslem –
quite distinct from most of the places we had visited earlier on our expedition.
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Ethiopia

We found the Ethiopian border facilities surprisingly efficient – whether it was close to
going-home time or just ‘normal practice’ I don’t know, but the fact was that we were
‘through’ in under an hour. Within a few minutes we had arrived at Koket Hotel, the most
luxurious(!) hotel in (the Ethiopian part of) Moyale and picked up the keys to our rooms
– only to have to change them again due to plumbing problems (which turned out to be
commonplace in Ethiopian hotels). Despite temperatures in the upper thirties, there was
no air-conditioning, but at least the beds were clean and the evening meal in the hotel
restaurant was palatable. I’m told that the beer was also good – being both cold and
refreshing. The bill for the food and the bed was modest by Kenyan standards, even if the
plumbing was rudimentary and the persistent chanting (more accurately – wailing) from
the neighbouring church loudspeaker throughout the night more than was reasonably
bearable!
We set off early the next day for the long drive to Awassa. The total distance was only
500 km but it took close to nine hours. Initially the countryside was low-lying but
undulating and covered with acacia scrub, whilst the road was almost empty (in the first
hour we did not pass a single private vehicle – only a few buses and one or two lorries)
and in pretty reasonable order (ie. hardly any unavoidable potholes). After a distance of
some 150 km from Moyale we went through a village known as Dublock, famous for its
singing wells (so-called because the local Borena people chant as they haul water out of a
well). In another 30 km the road was under reconstruction by the Chinese and this
continued off and on for the next 50 km past a town called Yabello, where there is,
seemingly, a permanent market, and consequently always crowds of people.
North of Yabello, the road climbed into the Southern Highlands, which we found quite
remarkably beautiful and intensively cultivated: there were numerous small-scale coffee
plantations, banana palms everywhere and, in between, lots of maize and yams. The road

(which is, indeed, the main and only tarred road going south from Addis Ababa) was,
once we passed the reconstruction work of the Chinese, narrow and poorly tarred – these
problems were exacerbated by its hilly and twisty nature (due to the country it was
traversing) – so our average speed fell to under 50 kph for the entire journey to Dilla. The
population density increased as we travelled north with a number of villages merging into
greater conurbations. Most of the housing was of poor quality and there were few private
vehicles on the road with 25 – 30 seater buses appearing to be the most popular form of
transport. People were generally poor and a significant percentage had no shoes.
Dilla was the first major town that we came to – it lies 370 km south of Addis and 430
km north of Moyale on the edge of the Rift Valley – vehicles, especially Tut-tuts,
abounded on the wide tree-lined streets and the whole place had a buzz about it, probably
because it is a major trading centre for the numerous coffee producers in the region.
As we travelled on to Awassa, 90 km further north, we passed numerous roadside stalls
offering pineapples and other locally grown produce. The road was increasingly busy but
straighter than in the Southern Highlands, whilst the land appeared fertile and the
vegetation lush as we drove along the eastern side of the Rift Valley. The local houses
intrigued us, having steep roofs which had been thatched in layers, but their cross
sections were square not round.
The city of Awassa (renamed Hawassa in 2009) is the largest conurbation in the Rift
Valley. It is located on the eastern shore of Lake Awassa, the smallest of the lakes in the
Rift Valley south of Addis, and this has facilitated its development as something of a
tourist centre. We stayed at the Tadesse Enjory Hotel, just a couple of blocks from the
lakeshore pathway – which made for a pleasant stroll past the motorboats and fishermen.
Unfortunately, we didn’t have an opportunity to go out onto the lake to view the resident
hippos. At the southern end of the lakeshore path there is a luxurious, but very pleasant
hotel complex, known as the Lewi Resort offering a wide range of activities including
canoes and a swimming pool. Awassa would make a very attractively located and
pleasantly peaceful centre for a few days (interesting) holiday.
We were relieved to find that Awassa also sported a fully equipped Toyota dealer so Ron
was able to get a leak in the power assist hydraulics for his Land Cruiser sorted before we
set off for Addis. The journey, 275 km in length, took us about four hours – the road
surface was good, but the volume of traffic multiplied as we approached the end of our
journey. There appeared to be little discipline on the part of the driving fraternity, with
every man for himself – which made it an increasingly hair-raising experience. There was
a substantial road-construction programme underway both as we approached Addis and
within the city limits, which further impeded progress as drivers switched lanes to avoid
such obstructions as numerous lorries of steel reinforcing bars (because the reinforcing
works were done ‘on site’). There was, as in most Ethiopian cities, an almost total
absence of road signs and names so it was something of an achievement on Dave’s part to
get us to our hotel without any u-turns or mistaken trails. We stayed in the Jupiter
International Hotel in Tito Street, which was comfortable enough and good value but
somewhat ‘international’ in nature – on the second night, there was a big influx of
delegates for a water resources conference, quite a few of whom came from the UK. We
dined in two different restaurants on the two nights we were in Addis, on the first night
we went to Yod Abyssinia where, apart from eating typical Ethiopian food (injera – a sort
of unleavened bread – like pancake, and flavoured mince) in our fingers, we enjoyed an

evening of dance, song and music played on traditional Ethiopian stringed instruments –
it really was both great fun and quite an experience which we would recommend to
anyone visiting the city. The second evening was spent at Castelli’s, an Italian restaurant
(owned by the same Italian family since 1942), which serves freshly made, delicious
pasta.
We spent a whole day in Addis seeing the sites under the guidance of ‘a friend of a
friend’, Yeneneh (who is the Kenyan Airlines representative in Addis). Addis Ababa (the
New Flower) was founded by Emperor Menelik II in 1887, and grew rapidly throughout
the 20th Century. Today the city is home to 3m people and a host of international agencies
including the African Union (despite all the efforts of Gadaffi to move it to Tripoli) and
loads of embassies. It feels as if it has a real ‘buzz’ about it and almost everyone is
friendly and welcoming. Yeneneh first took us up to the Entoto Hills to the north of
Addis. There we saw the original palace of Menelik II, with its banqueting hall and guest
accommodation as well as the church where he was crowned, the Entoto Maryam
Church. This is octagonal in structure and next door there is an exhibition of various
mementos from Menelik’s day. The view from the Palace and Church complex over
Addis is wonderful, and one can see why Menelik was able to build the city there: all the
gum trees on the slopes of the Entoto hills came about because he, Menelik, had ordered
them to be planted to provide sufficient wood for the construction work. Today, of
course, the gum is not as popular as it crowds out the native species and can easily catch
fire – so there seems to be something of a vendetta against them!
Our next stop was the National Museum of Ethiopia where skeleton of Lucy is on view.
When it was discovered in 1976, everyone had to rethink their time-scales for human
genealogy as she was walking around at least 2.5 million years before ‘anyone else’ then
known. Incidentally, she is named after the Beatles song ‘Lucy in the sky with
diamonds’. Holy Trinity (Haile Selassie) Cathedral is nearby – as we approached its
ornate front façade we were astonished to find the grave of Sylvia Pankhurst on the left of
the central pathway! Inside there is a memorial to the Ethiopian and British soldiers who
were killed in the struggle to liberate Ethiopia from brutal grip of the Italian fascist
colonialists in 1942, and, of course, the tomb of Haile Selassie himself – his remains
were transported there after the rule of the Derg had come to an end in 1992 (he had been
murdered during 1975 in the Imperial Palace by Col Mengistu, the Derg’s leader).
We started the next day by attempting to visit the Sudanese Embassy before we left
Addis as our Egyptian travel agent had sent us an email asking us to obtain proper visas
for the Sudan – he feared that we might have difficulties with the entry permits which his
Sudanese colleague had emailed to us. The Embassy was, of course, closed for the
Moslem festival of Ede – so, after spending a whole hour sitting on the pavement outside
the embassy building in the hope that some telephone calls would solicit some assistance,
we gave up and found the Addis ring road – which was an interesting experience in itself
– cars would often be double parked and moving vehicles were attempting to overtake
each other in the remaining lane, but no one exhibited any ill-tempered behaviour even
when we came across a shepherd calmly driving his little herd of sheep along the road,
We drove north east from Addis along the main road to Tigray and Eritrea (although noone journeys there now). Initially we passed through some very fertile plains, but after 50
km the road began to climb and, in short order, the roadside scenery became absolutely
magnificent. As we traversed the mountains, the road twisted and turned, climbed and

descended – affording some magnificent views over an almost Biblical landscape –
people were ploughing their small scraps of land with oxen in one place, in another, their
crops were being harvested with sickles and then threshed by oxen trampling on the ears
of seed. The final stage was the winnowing – and we saw men and women pouring grain
plus kernels from one wicker basket to another so that the wind could blow away the
chaff. The main crops appeared to be Tef (which is used to make their Injera), barley,
wheat, mustard and sorghum.
Our destination that day was the Sunny Side Hotel in Kombolcha – clean and
comfortable but with the normal questionable plumbing! Kombolcha was 370 km from
Addis but with the twisty nature of the roads it took us close to seven hours. The next day
we drove on to Lalibela. Our route took us through Dessie (a large city with a centre full
of Italianesque buildings) and Woldia, where we turned left onto the main road leading to
Debre Tabor. At the top of the escarpment on the west side of the Woldia valley, we
turned off the tarred road at a village called Dilbi onto a ‘short cut’ along dirt roads direct
to Lalibela. This road took us through some villages with interesting two-storey buildings
but gradually deteriorated into a track across some sensationally attractive countryside –
absolutely beautiful views, but some descents, stream crossings and ascents which were
so challenging that we would have been stuck without good ground clearance and 4WD.
Arguably this was the most stunning stretch of road that we travelled along between
Walvis Bay and Cairo – but it certainly wasn’t the most used – there was only one Toyota
ambulance which we passed over the entire 80km.
Lalibela was ‘out of this world’ – its location, on the side of a mountain with magnificent
views over the surrounding countryside, is spectacular but its rock-hewn churches would
be incredible if they weren’t genuine! Even more astonishing is that it is alive – Lalibela
is first and foremost a place of pilgrimage for Ethiopians – a place where, above all,
people meet, pray and worship. The tourist activity is merely a sideshow – one which
generates some money for the local community, but one which surely must have a
profound boomerang impact upon the tourists themselves!
The churches, that we visited, were hewn out from rock below the ground level and are
surrounded by flatish areas so that they resemble normal above ground buildings. All this
was done in the 12th Century under the organisation of King Lalibela, but how the
‘construction’ programme was completed remains something of a mystery. The first
church we visited was Bet Medhane Alem, at 11.5m high and with a cross sectional-area
of something like 800 sq m, it is the largest rock-hewn church in the world. The EU have
paid for a shelter to protect it from the elements and this does rather detract from its
appearance, but hopefully ensures that it will be around for future generations to
appreciate. The last one we went into was Bet Giyorgis (St George’s) – which is the most
majestic of them all: it stands apart in a sunken courtyard and has a cruciform shape with
windows hewn into the rock walls of the church. It was almost certainly the last church to
be formed under the direction of King Lalibela.
So much of the work at Lalibela is symbolic – from the cross of St George’s to the triple
windows of the Church of the Trinity – that one can see just how much they appeal to a
people who are steeped in a faith which is, at the one time, both ritualistic and allpervasive. As we left Lalibela the following morning, we saw a procession forming in the
middle of the town – there were white robed gentlemen bearing crosses at the head of the
mass of people, all preparing to go to the churches.

The road back to the tarred road between Woldia and Debre Tabor entailed travelling
along some 20km of tarred surface and then a further 60km of gravel, which was in part,
well rutted and rocky. There were also some quite steep gradients, but nothing like those
on the previous day, and we did see rather more vehicles – maybe as many as 20 during
the entire trip - which, bearing in mind that the main way tourists reached Lalibela was
by plane, indicates that it is used quite heavily by locals.
Once we got back on the Woldia to Debre Tabor road, we enjoyed the much smoother
ride and some more really stunning scenery. It seemed as if the road went along a
promontory for quite some miles, with splendid views either side and then dropped down
to pass over a saddle only to climb back up again to the next promontory. Finally coming
down from the highlands we saw Lake Tana stretching away in front of us, and then
turned south to Bahir Dar – travelling through some fertile flat plains next to the lake,
some of which contained rice, and then across the Blue Nile. At Bahir Dar we stayed at
the Blue Nile Resort – Tana Hotel, which was located on the lake shore just a couple of
km north of the town. The grounds were well wooded and it was easy to walk into the
town along a lakeshore path, though the rooms and the central restaurant/bar area were all
dated, and the roadway leading to the hotel was under a good six inches of water as the
lake level was high due to the recent wet season. Arriving at the hotel about 2pm, we
arranged a boat trip to the monastery Ura Kidane Mihret. This round church, surrounded
by a circular stone wall, was constructed in the 16th Century and its walls are covered
with paintings dating back 100 – 250 years ago that present a raw picture of Ethiopian
life during that period. As usual, in Ethiopia, we just could not believe that such
invaluable works of art are left around for people to fall into or wipe their dirty hands on!
On the way back to the hotel, the boat was diverted to enter the mouth of the Blue Nile
but, to our disappointment, we did not see any hippos or crocs despite the fact that we
were there just before dusk.
We left Bahir Dar the following morning for the drive to Gondar – it took us close to
three hours to cover the 180 km to the city centre on the way we passed the spectacular
rock known as the Devil’s Nose. At Gondar we stayed at Mintiwab Lodge, some 3 km
south west of the centre – it was comfortable and the staff were exceptionally friendly
and helpful – we were invited to share in the Ethiopian coffee ceremony each night we
were there which was, for us, quite a privilege. The hostess, dressed traditionally for the
occasion, would wash, roast and grind the coffee beans and then boil them in water to
make fresh coffee which was served with loads of sugar – Ugh! Mintiwab Lodge
overlooked over Gondar – in the morning the view was particularly attractive with smoke
rising from the properties in the valley and green fields on the hillsides beyond.
But the most fascinating aspect of Gondar is the royal buildings – in particular the Royal
Enclosure – a walled compound with remarkable castles dating back to the 17th Century,
the beautiful Debre Birhan Selassie Church and, the largest empty swimming pool I
have ever seen, Emperor Fasilidas’s Pool. The city has suffered considerably from two
‘invasions’ – the first by the Dervishes (Madists) of Sudan in 1888, the second by the
British who attacked the Royal Enclosure in 1941 when it was occupied by the Italian
fascist government and both took their toll on its architectural heritage – the first resulted
in the widespread destruction of Christian churches so the survival of the remarkable
Debre Birhan Selassie Church makes it a very precious building, the second did much
damage to four of these churches. We had a very worthwhile guided tour of the Royal

enclosure, where we marvelled at Fasilidas’s Castle built in the 1640s and his Archives
constructed a few years later – both of them bear comparison (architecturally and
structurally) with any buildings of the same age constructed in other parts of the world.
Debre Birhan Selassie Church has a collection of art treasures almost without a peer in
Ethiopia – its ceiling is the most renowned: being painted with a series of stylised
cherubic faces which have their eyes looking down at a worshipper from over 100
directions – symbolising the universality of God’s care for humankind. Emperor
Fasilidas’s Pool is a huge ceremonial pool which is filled with water (by diverting a
nearby stream) once a year for celebrating the feast of Epiphany when thousands of white
robed worshippers gather at its side for a blessing and then the younger ones jump in and
everyone gets a good soaking.. It is said to be a fantastic sight!
We left Gondar for the three hour (180 km) drive to the Sudanese border at Metema first
thing on 20 October, and were there comfortably before lunchtime. We were immediately
pounced upon by a fixer who proved to be a godsend! He was sceptical whether our entry
permits would work, but agreed to try as soon as the border opened after the lunch break.
The Ethiopian border authorities had no problem with allowing us to pass but they
recommended that we try the Sudanese border officials before we ‘signed’ ourselves out
of Ethiopia. So Ron and I walked across the bridge to meet the smartly dressed Sudanese
army officer who was ‘in charge’ under the eye of our fixer. He proceeded to telephone
Khartoum for instructions as to what to do with these Englishmen with their entry
permits, but at the same time, kindly offered us cups of tea and bottles of cold water –
which were much appreciated in the sweltering heat. We contacted our Sudanese travel
agent who promised to ‘pull strings’ in Khartoum – but to no avail either in the short term
or, as it proved, in the long term! So we returned to the Ethiopian side and took up
‘residence’ in the tin shack reception room of the hotel whilst our fixer told us how he
scraped a living in Metema – assisting foreigners like us in our efforts to cross the border,
but this stream of income had largely dried up since 2012 and the recent terrorist attack in
Nairobi was, he thought, likely to reduce it to negligible proportions. He also resorted to
some cross-border arbitrage from time to time, but there wasn’t much going on during
October 2013! Waiting for news from Khartoum seemed like waiting for eternity – it just
didn’t come even when we tried to chase it up with our mobile phones! So the afternoon
ticked away, and we resigned ourselves to the fate of spending the night in this hotel –
not the most exciting prospect, although the cost was going to be only $2.00 per person
(excluding dinner and breakfast – which were not, in any case, on offer). For dinner, our
friendly fixer took us up the road to the only restaurant in Metema where most of us
dined on a roll of bread and a cold drink whilst Ron had a plate of cold spaghetti (a
reminder of the Italian occupation 70 years ago!), and I had a delicious(!) warm omelette,
with more bread. The best aspects of the night were that we had a noisy, rickety overhead
fan and a lock on the door, the worst thing was the smell of the loo which was itself
barely 10 yards from our bedroom. We provided our own breakfast of a few biscuits and
a warm drink made with our travel kettle powered by the dodgy electricity supply of the
‘hotel’. By 1.30 pm on 21 October we had come to the conclusion that our Sudanese
Travel Agent was not going to pull any strings to get us in and so we set off back to
Gondar and the Mintiwab Hotel. En route, Ron arranged a seat on the morning flight (22
October) to Addis from Gondar but had to agree to leave his return flight open as no one
could tell us how long it would take to get the proper Visa stamps into our passports. In
the event, he worked a miracle with the assistance and support of our Addis fixer and
despite the unenthusiastic attitude of the Sudanese Consul, who insisted on taking a three

hour lunch break on 23 October just when the papers had been completed and the
approvals (from Khartoum) gained. In the end the Consul returned to his desk at 4.15pm
and signed the visas, and our Fixer drove Ron to the airport at breakneck speed so he
could be on the 5.30pm flight back to Bahir Dar – where he was picked up by Dave and
Rup and they arrived back at the Mintiwab Hotel at 9,15pm. exhausted but triumphant!
Meanwhile we enjoyed more of the delights of Gondar: we dined at the Four Sisters
Restaurant (wholeheartedly recommended); we visited Kuskuam, where Empress
Mintiweb ‘retired’ in the 1750s – there is a ruined palace and rebuilt chapel plus a small
museum which contains her skeleton; we also went to Wolleka, a small village which
had been occupied by the Falasha (the Black Jews) until the late 1980s when they were
repatriated to Israel. We saw the former synagogue there – today it is a souvenir shop.
We left the Mintiwab at 7 am on 24 October after a quick breakfast and drove to Metema,
our Fixer friend ushered us through the Ethiopian formalities in double quick time, and
into the hands of a Nubian guide called Kareem who was to ‘look after’ us for the next
four days.
So, what were our impressions of Ethiopia? First of all, I would say that it is a totally
unique African country – it has its own distinctive culture, Christian faith (which, I think,
permeates every aspect of life), and a historical legacy that must be peerless so far as
Africa is concerned – from Lucy to Lalibela, Ethiopia can hardly be surpassed by any
other country in the entire world. Scenically, Ethiopia was simply superb – the Northern
Highlands were stunningly beautiful and quite different from anywhere else we have
visited in Africa. Finally, the Ethiopians themselves were such a friendly, welcoming and
happy people that their hospitality alone would be a good reason for returning.
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After Ethiopia, almost any country would be a ‘let down’ but although Sudan couldn’t
offer as much as Ethiopia, it was so different that it was totally absorbing and quite
fascinating. There must be very few people who visit Sudan so the country has something
of a rarity value as well!
Kareem ushered us through the border facilities at Metema in double quick time, but it
was still 12.30 pm before we were ‘on the road’. That afternoon we drove 600 km to
Khartoum where we were to stay in the magnificent, boat-shaped Corinthia Hotel (built
by Gadaffi and initially named after him – but on his demise, renamed the Corinthia). All
the time, we were behind Kareem’s Land Cruiser. Almost all the time, the road ran
through a reasonably fertile plain and the surfaces were good enough to permit speeds of
around 100 kph. There was a much, much greater volume of traffic than in Ethiopia and a
significantly lower population density. Buses were rather smarter, there were a good
number of private owner-driven vehicles and petrol tankers by the dozen. I counted well
over 100 Bedford 5 tonne lorries – many of them were ornately decorated and must have
been already on the roads of Sudan for 50 years!
It was dark and the traffic density multiplied as we approached Khartoum along a new
road on the right bank of the Blue Nile. It was quite challenging to keep up with
Kareem’s Land Cruiser as we weaved in and out of the traffic in order to make as good
progress as was possible, but all three vehicles made it safely to the hotel car park where
ours were almost the only ones to be parked! Likewise, no more than two other tables
were occupied in the dining room – both at dinner and at breakfast.
Before we left Khartoum, we visited the confluence of the White Nile and the Blue Nile –
witnessed the locals fishing there and then proceeded to the National Museum. There we
viewed some of the temples which had been moved prior to the construction of the
Aswan Dam (in Egypt) and saw the artefacts relating to the period when Sudan was a

Christian country. It was a fascinating collection and we wished we had been able to
spend longer than 30 minutes marvelling at its exhibits. Subsequently, as we headed for
the road leading north east (ultimately to Port Sudan), we drove past Gordon’s residence
on the western bank of the Blue Nile – one could only imagine how hopeless it would all
have seemed when the dervishes arrived there in 1885, despite the fact that the British
relief column and Nile steamers were only two days away.
The main road north east was primarily the province of heavy lorries and petrol tankers,
and the few private cars and SUVs were continually having to overtake them. The weight
of the vehicles had caused the road surface to degenerate into ridged tracks which
complicated any overtaking manoeuvres and helped to ruin tyres as was evidenced by the
number of stripped tyre treads – every 100 yards or so! It took four hours of hard driving
to reach the Meroe Pyramids, one of the more memorable sights of our entire trip. Within
half a mile of the road the semi-decapitated tops of the later group of pyramids were just
surmounting a sandy ridge. These pyramids were constructed as tributes to recently
deceased Kushite monarchs, just like those in Egypt – but, unlike Egyptian pyramids,
these pyramids were built above the monarchs’ tombs which were hewn-out of the
underlying rock (in Egypt, the burial chamber lies inside the pyramid). In all there are a
100 or so pyramids, 30 in the more recent group and 70 in the older group; all of them are
the worse for wear as a result of the destructive activities of an early 19th Century Italian
treasure hunter, Guiseppe Ferlini – who, on finding some gold in the first one he looked
at, proceeded to pull all of them down but found nothing more than some workmen’s
tools in the others. Apparently some American archaeologist dedicated her life to putting
a good few of them back together again during the 1960s – 1980s. Despite these
desecrations and the somewhat smaller size (than those in Egypt) of these pyramids (none
of them is higher than 30m) the whole ensemble is absolutely memorable.
The Meroe pyramids are only a mile or so east of the Nile, and we followed the Nile
northwards until we came to the first bridge across the river to the north of Khartoum (at
a distance of some 300 km). There we first crossed the river and then drove three hours
through the desert to Merowe and onto Karima (which meant using the next downstream
Nile) bridge - the utter emptiness of the desert has a mystical quality to it – we passed
only a couple of recognisable buildings as we travelled across it, and we stopped at one
of these, ostensibly for a cold drink, but really so that Kareem could take out his prayer
mat and direct it towards Mecca for 10 – 15 minutes.
At Karima we stayed in the Nubian Guest House (a ‘magnificent’ pile with a domed
dining room) on the western side of Karima. A huge sandstone butte, Jebel Barkal, is
close by and we climbed it before breakfast – it provided a magnificent view over the
Nile and the surrounding desert and a unique perspective over some pyramids, as well as
the Temples of Arun (1500 BC) and Mut (650 BC) at the foot of the rock. Later, we
drove past the couple of dozen pyramids, a cemetery for Nuptan Kings before their
kingdom moved south in the 3rd Century BC. Then we visited the Temples – the Temple
of Amun was bult by the Egyptian Pharaoh Thutmose III. The subsequent rise of the
Kushites led to one of their kings, Plye, capturing a large part of Egypt and then ruling
both countries together – with Karima and the Temple of Amun as the ‘spiritual centre’.
There are a number of other antiquities dating back two to three Millennia BC in the
region of Karima. We visited first the ‘black’ Nubian (a Kushite dynasty of the Egyptian
pharaohs) pyramids at Nuri, on the opposite bank of the Nile to Karima: there are in all

19 pyramids and they were constructed here in the 7th Century BC, probably because they
were close to the religious site of Jebel Barkal. The second and more impressive site,
which entailed driving along a pretty rough track on the north bank of the Nile, was the
royal cemetery of El Kurru – this consists of a number of well-buried tombs dating back
to the 9th Century BC. The pyramids above these tombs have long since disappeared and
the tombs themselves were hidden until a Nile flood revealed them in, I believe, the
1960s. We went into the two tombs that are ‘open’ for visitors: in one (that of
Tanwetamani, the nephew of Taharqa who had ‘lost’ Egypt to the Assyrians, he died in
653 BC). We had to descend a long flight of stairs, so that we were maybe 10 metres
underground, before we could enter it. There was no light so we had to rely on torches
that we had brought – then we were able to see the various superbly decorated panels
which depicted the journey which Tanwetamani’s soul made after his body ceased to
function. The other tomb, that of Queen Qalhata (Tanwetamani’s mother) had a similar
series of panels but its ceiling was covered with beautiful stars. We were really impressed
with these two tombs – they seemed to us to be almost as they were when they were first
discovered and far off the tourist track, but also really quite splendid ‘artistically’.
Just before lunch on the 26th October, we left for the east bank of the Nile at Kerma – the
newly tarred road cut straight through the desert to Dongola (although we did not cross
the Nile bridge leading to this town, but rather continued up the east side to the modern
town of Kerma. This is close to the location of one of the oldest known settlements in the
Middle East/Africa – we were told that its origins as one of the first communities of
settled hunter gatherers can be dated back to the 9th millennia BC. Kareem thought that
Syria might have (had?) an older settlement, but he believed that there was nowhere else
in Africa which would predate Kerma. First we viewed a museum where there was a
remarkable pharaoh family group sculptured out of black granite – these had been broken
up and thrown into a pit which was covered with a stone slab – and left alone for 3,500
years, but were still remarkably life-like (in their re-constructed state). Then we walked
round the neighbouring settlement – at the centre of which stood a huge mud-brick
structure (resembling an artificial hill with a flat top) – over 3,500 years old – 20 m high
and with a cross section of 50x20 sq m – there was a single staircase leading up to the
flatish cap on which there was once a shrine – the whole assembly is known as the
Temple of Thumbus. Today it affords a perspective over the entire settlement – which
must extend over 20 – 30 acres judged by the low walls and trenches which have been
excavated by archaeologists. Kerma was a thriving community which must have been
extant for 7 – 8,000 years – its proximity to the Nile would have ensured that the land
was both fertile and well watered – consequently its productivity would have been high
enough to support a large community.
We then drove on northwards to a small village called Wawa where we spent the night in
(or, rather, in the courtyard of) a private house. Kareem went to a local restaurant to
acquire some food and returned with a thick bean soup, some meat stew and some bread
for our supper, after which we moved the beds into the courtyard, covered them with
what seemed like old tablecloths and went to bed under the stars. The electricity went off
at 8.30pm and didn’t come on for another 12 hours so, in the morning, we resorted to
boiling our electric kettle using the auxiliary battery on Ron’s car (which was,
conveniently, fitted with an inverter), and when that ran out, he had to turn the engine on.
At least we could enjoy hot tea and coffee and, at the same time, deplete our stock of
biscuits even further!

After our meagre breakfast, we crossed the Nile on the local passenger ferry – a skiff
powered by an outboard motor – to visit the Temple of Soleb. This is the best preserved
Egyptian temple dedicated to Amun and Nebmatre (the Lord of Nubia, a representative of
Pharaoh himself) on the Nile in Sudan, constructed by Amenhotep III in the 14th Century
BC. Because the temple is within a 100 m of the banks of the Nile today, there is at the
outer extremity of the site a wharf where the boats must have landed both the stone and
subsequently the worshippers. Some massive columns have been resurrected and there
are huge stone blocks scattered all over the site which were originally incorporated in the
main hall, the court and the sanctuary.
Having recrossed the river, we resumed our journey northwards to the border town of
Wadi Halfer (some 150km down stream). En route we passed a building which had a
wedding cake structure – typical of several such constructs that we had seen on our
travels in Sudan. It was built out of mud brick to commemorate the death of an important
Moslem cleric in the early 19th Century. Kareem asked if we could enter, and the
guardian welcomed us, saying that we did not need to remove our shoes – quite
remarkable in view of the strict rule that seemed to be applied at all the mosques that we
subsequently visited in Egypt. The guardian told us that all the records relating to the
work and life of the cleric had been destroyed by the dervishes in the late 19th Century.
At Wadi Halfa, we were accommodated at one of the ‘tourist hotels’, located on the
southern side of the town and close to an inlet of Lake Nasser – it was just about
acceptably clean and the plumbing almost worked, but its saving grace was that there
were some southbound travellers staying there whilst they waited for their vehicles to be
unloaded from the barge that was to arrive from Aswan (their passenger ferry had arrived
two days earlier). We enjoyed swapping experiences with them and picking up important
information, such as the shipping company that had organised a frequent ferry service
from Damietta (near Port Said) in Egypt to Iskenderun (near Antioch) in Turkey (and
vice-versa). Wadi Halfa itself is a hot, dry and dusty town – with some reasonable
restaurants and a number of second-grade hotels; we did not get to its port on Lake
Nasser from which we had expected to sail in a specially chartered ferry to the western
side of the lake (near Abu Simbel). In the event (as we were to find out the following
morning), this plan had to be abandoned because the water level in the lake was too high
to permit the ferry to discharge us and our vehicles onto the other side.
So, on 28 October, we prepared ourselves for our ‘Mr Fixit’ to come and pick us up at the
hotel at 8 am, only to sit there until nearly 10 am with no sign of him at all. Then he
appeared in a 4x4 with a police officer and an immigration official and asked us to follow
him – we set off in a southerly direction along the main road back towards Wawi. As we
drove past one road leading towards the Nile after another, we simply couldn’t believe
what was happening. In the end, we motored 120 km south of Wadi Halfa, 10 km past a
small town called Abri. There we turned off at a sign for Seal Island and went through a
plantation of date palms to the eastern bank of the Nile, where, to our amazement, a car
ferry was moored to the bank. We were asked to reverse our vehicles down the steep
bank and onto the ferry boat – not a pleasant manoeuvre as any slippage could well have
landed both vehicle and driver into the river! But I steeled myself for the last couple of
yards and, needless to say, ended up safely on the ferry. The captain took us on a three
quarters of an hour cruise on the Nile, round Seal Island with its Middle Kingdom
temple, a medieval church and, very obviously (so far as we were concerned) Ottoman

fort (dating from the 16th Century), and ‘berthed’ at a ‘slipway’ on the western bank. The
landing ramp was forced into position by liberal use of an old outboard motor and lots of
willing hands moving rocks and earth until we faced one challenge only – that of getting
the vehicles up what appeared to be a steep incline and onto the top of the bank above.
Four wheel drive and plenty of revs ensured that this was achieved in double quick time!
And then we were away – we had to drive about 5 km along a sandy and stony track
until, all of a sudden, we came upon a tarred road – which we followed all the way (200
km) to the Egyptian border. The road was only in the process of completion, so it was not
all perfectly tarred, and we only saw two other vehicles and no pedestrians whatsoever
over the entire journey, so one wondered why it had been made at all. At the border, there
were literally scores of hobbled camels and a few lorries waiting to cross into Egypt.
Sudan was a fascinating country with a wealth of antiquities. Clearly a substantial
proportion of the country’s resources have been spent on building roads and bridges, and
Kareem expressed his disappointment with a government which seemed to be able to
offer no other programme for the development of the country. We never saw any sign of
military activity, and we were always courteously received by army and police alike at
the various check points and borders. There was none of the ‘You’d better respect me –
or else!’ that one might come across with Zimbabwean police and soldiers! Scenically,
unless one clamours for the stark isolation of the desert and the majesty of the Nile,
Sudan can only offer vast horizons and endless plains. However, in Sudan one is never in
danger of being over-run by a hoard of tourists – 99% of the time, one can enjoy its
treasures without having to listen to someone else’s tour guide! Almost everyone is a
Moslem and all of them are friendly and generous with their time. Would we go again –
yes!, but not until we have revisited Ethiopia!
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We entered Egypt at around 4pm on 28 October and were greeted by Karim and Ali, who
were to be, respectively, our guide and his driver for the next few days. We quickly
completed the formalities, but for the first time, our chassis numbers were checked
against the stamping on the chassis behind the front offside wheel (all other border
officers had checked them against the plate at the rear of the engine compartment, if they
checked them at all!). doubtless it was because of the value of the vehicle on the Egyptian
market where the import duty is eight times the cost of the vehicle. Interestingly,
motoring is subsidised another way – petrol (and diesel) costs only 10p per litre.
We still had to drive 350 km to Aswan (unfortunately our visit to Abu Simbel had to be
cancelled because of the delay in getting into Sudan), but the journey was quickly
completed on the good tarred road. Traffic was light until we reached the outskirts of
Aswan itself, but then it went into overdrive! Taxis (very many of them were ancient
Peuguot 504s – dating back to the early 1970s) and buses were everywhere and seemed
to stop wherever they pleased! In between their stops they ‘charged around’ as if their
drivers were lunatics! We were to stay at the Old Cataract Hotel – which necessitated
crossing the original dam built by the English at the turn of the 20th Century and then
driving through the town. Once there, it seemed as if we were almost the only guests –
we ate in their dining room and, apart from an elderly local and his companion, we were
the only diners. At breakfast the next morning, only two or three other tables were
occupied. Needless to say, the service was impeccable and swift! The Old Cataract Hotel
has a superb position overlooking the Nile as it flows through the gorges at Aswan, and
on the other bank, various temples dating back to Greek times. Winston Churchill had his
‘own’ suite there – with a fantastic view over the Nile.
On the 29th October, we visited Aswan High Dam in the morning and, in the early
afternoon, the Temples of Philae (on an island in Lake Nasser) and then the unfinished
obelisk. The tourist famine was severe – there might have been half a dozen other tourists

at the Temples of Philae – normally, we were told, you can hardly move around because
of the crush! The implications for most of the local population were serious – no fares for
taxi drivers, no guests for hoteliers or restauranteurs, no day trips for boat owners, no
travellers for ticket clerks. The only people who didn’t seem affected were soldiers and
police – they were everywhere, brandishing their semi-automatics, driving their cars and
generally being highly but not offensively obtrusive.
We left Aswan along the Nile bank – not a cruise boat was moving, but the setting sun
over the river was picturesque. Then we took the Western Desert Road – which did not
have a uniform surface as a consequence of which lorries loaded with huge blocks of
stone (that were not secured in any way) and petrol tankers would frequently travel on the
‘wrong’ side of the road. When we came off the main road, the driving was even more
scary – cars would insist on overtaking without regard to the imminence of blind corners
and oncoming vehicles, but what was almost worse was the situation on more minor
roads in the dark – many motorcycles, small lorries and worst of all, donkey carts had no
rear lights and so, on poorly lit suburban roads were very difficult to spot. Somehow, we
made it to the Jolie Ville Kings Island resort, where, once again, there was a dearth of
visitors – we were the only people to dine in their Italian restaurant.
On Wednesday 30 October, we went to the Valley of the Kings (16th – 11th Century BC)
and then Queen Hatchepsut’s Temple (1500 - 1480 BC) – the sophistication of the art and
architecture fascinated us. This was followed, in the early afternoon, by a tour of the
Karnak Temple – again one could hardly believe that the Egyptians had erected such a
huge structure three thousand, five hundred years ago. – the hall with its enormous stone
pillars is as big as St Paul’s Cathedral – and how they managed to get them all upright is
testimony to their architectural and engineering skills.
After seeing all these remarkable antiquities we drove westwards some 380 km to an
oasis, El Kharga, in the Western Desert – where we stayed in another empty hotel, the
Sol y Mar Pioneer. The town itself was large and the streets wide and spacious – most of
the inhabitants work in the surrounding plantations and farms or provide the services for
the substantial community. The next day, we visited first, El Bagawat, an ancient
Christian settlement, (5th Century AD), with its chapels and tombs, and then drove
northwards to see a Roman fortress called Labka – it lies in a desert area and one could
just imagine it being attacked by local rebels who appeared from behind a sand dune here
and a rock there to the surprise of the soldiers trying to defend the place and keep
themselves supplied with water at the same time. From there, Karim’s plan was to drive
across the desert back to El Kharga and, whilst we completed this, it was quite a
challenge – we got stuck in the sand so many times and the business of digging out the
bogged vehicle was increasingly hard work. Once back on the tar we drove further west
to another oasis called Mut, there we stayed at a desert lodge by the name of Al Tarfa
Hotel – it was really quite a novel experience to spend a night in a mud brick tworoomed ‘house’ which had a great view towards the mountains, and to eat a gourmet
dinner.
We spent the following day visiting a mud-brick Moslem village called El Qasr which
apparently dates back to the 7th Century; it boasts a corn mill, an iron foundry, the
madrassa (courtroom – also used as a schoolroom) and mosque – all located off narrow
alley ways. Directly afterwards we attempted to climb the mountain range (which goes
by the same name, El Qasr) so that we could get onto the so-called English Road which

leads to the next oasis, Farafra. We managed to get maybe two thirds of the way up but
were then thwarted by a sand dune which even Karim could not surmount. So we started
the journey back to the tarred road; on the way, Ron got stuck once again in some soft
sand and we spent the next hour or so digging out his Land Cruiser – nearly flat tyres,
sand mats and even a trolley jack were necessary to release the vehicle from the jaws of
the sand! Back in Mut once again, at around 3 pm, we found a garage forecourt, pumped
up the tyres, stowed all the kit away, drank some refreshing juice and then got on our way
to Farafra by tarred road – a distance of some 290 km. At Farafra we tried to find some
fuel – but for the first time in the journey, all the pumps were dry! We carried on for a
further 15 km and then turned off the road to follow Karim who was using his GPS to
find our next night’s accommodation at a desert camp – it was literally some tents in the
middle of the desert with a tankstand for the water supply.
This evening, that of the 1st November, was the last evening we had together – Joy and I
left the next morning for Cairo, whilst Ron, Rup and Dave were to spend another night en
route before they reached Cairo – as had been originally planned. Our early departure
was occasioned by the need to get to Damietta (on the Mediterranean coast) during the
morning of the 3rd November so we could get our Land Cruiser onto the next ferry to
Turkey.
Duly, Joy and I left the desert camp the following morning, we were guided back to the
main road by Karim and then set off in a northerly direction for Cairo. We travelled
through the ‘White Desert’, where rocks, lumps and particles of Calcium Carbonate
(chalk) are scattered liberally over the desert giving it something of a surreal appearance.
We sought fuel in the next oasis, Bawiti, but there was none to be had in the garages and
so we ended up by asking a fellow on his motorbike who was having a conversation with
a car driver at the side of the road out of the town. He was, as ever, friendly and helpful –
he called a friend who came with his vehicle and then guided both the car driver and us to
a shop in the adjoining village where fuel was being sold by the 20 litre container full –
we paid £0.80 per litre for diesel (eight times the normal pump price) but we didn’t have
to touch our reserves, and we were able to drive the remaining distance to Cairo (and,
indeed, to Damietta) without stopping for more fuel. As we approached Cairo, the traffic
density increased and we went through a region where there were a good number of oil
wells. On the outskirts of the city, we passed mountains of rubbish at the side of the road
(it seemed as if they were busy using it as a base for new road construction) and a few
gated communities (with their executive homes). We had a room reserved for us at the
Menet House Hotel, which is adjacent to the pyramids on the western side of Cairo – and
we were relieved that we did not have to go further. Once there we made arrangements to
see the Son et Lumiere performance at the Pyramids in the evening – it was a bit overdramatic but we did learn something about the history of Egypt and the lighting was
impressive! When we returned to the hotel, we went to dine and, once again, we were the
only guests in the dining room.
The following morning, we rose early so we could be on the road at 5.30am when the
curfew was lifted. We took the Cairo Ring Road – a dual carriageway with four lanes in
each direction, but buses stopped at the road side to pick up passengers and the attention
paid to road markings was minimal. It was an altogether un-nerving experience, but
worse was to come – we left the Ring Road at the ‘Alexandria – Agricultural Road’ sign
and then drove northwards along the dual carriageway only to find minibuses coming

along the inside lane in the wrong direction – presumably to avoid the queue on the
southwards carriageway. It was quite un-nerving. Further out of Cairo, we found tractors
with one or two trailers moving at little better than a snails pace along the outside lane. I
don’t think that Egyptians are subjected to any road discipline at all and it’s a miracle that
most survive. We drove through the Nile Delta first north for about 100 km and then we
turned north east, passing through Tanta, Samannud, El Mansure and Shirbin in order to
reach Damietta. The volume of traffic was considerable, road manners were non-existent
and directions in English rare to find – so it was quite an experience – but we made it
without mishap, and then spent the rest of the morning sorting out the papers for the
export of the car to Turkey.
Because the ferry was not to sail for another three days we were taken to a seaside resort
called Ras el Barr where we spent two full days relaxing. The facilities were good, the
meals fine and we enjoyed watching the fishing boats in the river with a backcloth of
houses, mosques and minarets. Then it was time to travel by bus to Alexandria (over 200
km west of Damietta) where we took an aeroplane to Turkey, so we could pick up the
vehicle again in a port called Iskenderun, not far from Hatay or Antakya (Antioch in
Biblical times).
Egypt was, for us, an unforgettable experience – the appalling driving, the magnificence
of the antiquities, the vastness of the western desert, the ‘getting stuck in the sand’, the
absence of other tourists and the friendliness of the Egyptians. But, Egypt wasn’t Africa –
it was much more Middle Eastern in terms of its scenery, culture and outlook.
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