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A visit to Ethiopia is an 
experience that combines  
the overpowering aura of 
ancient history with the 
jarringly modern, writes 
Isabel Conway

T
he juvenile chain gang raises heavy pickaxes 
and primitive shovels, digging out stones 
from the arid ground, piling them up on 
sacking and torn cardboard that younger 
children carry away. Thin legs and small 
feet in jelly sandals and flip-flops stamp 
up and down to smooth the deeply rutted 
track to school. 

It is early morning in the dusty, ancient 
town of Axum in the highlands of Ethiopia, 

where the realities of life are harsh.
Wrapped in his shamma (cotton shawl), a chisel-faced 

elderly man straight from Biblical central casting is shaking 
a dula. The long prayer stick beats time to Coptic Christian 
chanting while he shouts at pupils who watch the others 
hard at work inside the rusted school gates.

A huge country encompassing epic landscapes and remote 
wild terrain, Ethiopia traces its origins back to the Old Tes-
tament. A sophisticated civilisation thrived here while our 
barbarian ancestors were running about in stinking animal 

The old country
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skins. Unesco heritage sites, colossal first-century obelisks 
that tower skywards, women with enormous stacks of fire-
wood piled on their heads, emaciated men pulling ploughs: 
much of Ethiopia still remains frozen in time.

Long before the trekkers lured by Lonely Planet’s tips 
about this unspoilt destination were arriving, Irish travel 
writer-explorer Dervla Murphy, from Lismore in Co Wa-
terford, had been here first.

Our Ethiopian Airlines flight from Addis Ababa soars above 
wilderness that Murphy probably crossed in a hazardous trek 
with her feisty mule Jock, immortalised in her 1960s story 
Ethiopia With A Mule. Mountain plateaus plunge down to 
chasms, and narrow paths tether on the edge of sheer cliffs, 
with the river just a gleaming trickle far below.

Colourful accounts of Dervla’s meetings with the high-
landers (including being robbed, although Ethiopia is one 
of the safest places for travellers today) abound, as well as 
her curiosity about customs, and vivid descriptions of their 
hospitality.

During a recent short journey to view some of northern 
Ethiopia’s historic gems, our brief encounters with people 
in the highlands was as enthralling as any Biblical story. Our 
visit to a tej bet (an Ethiopian-style shebeen), in a laneway 
marked by a crumpled paper cup stuck on a pole, took us 
over the dirt floor threshold into a pitch-black interior, with 
a sagging bed and upturned jerry cans for seating. Tella, a 
home-brewed beer made from sorghum meal (an acquired 
taste), was on offer.

I chatted via the guide with a couple of glassy-eyed local 
farmers who were taking deep, thirsty gulps of their Tella. 
The poor growing weather and bad grain prices were the 
main topic of conversation. Farmers everywhere are not that 
different. Yet here, these farmers had experienced terrorist 
squads, public executions and forced village collectives 
during Ethiopia’s 1980s dictatorship. They had experienced 
disastrous famines twice in the space of ten years, and an 
Aids epidemic that claimed millions of lives. “Terrible times, 
so cruel; we are still poor, but there’s peace now and we are 
happy,” murmurs Berhe (who thinks he is aged 75).

Ethiopia is justly famous as a coffee lover’s nirvana. My 
introduction to the Ethiopian coffee ceremony was at Tsige 
Abebel’s tiny café in the village of Paisa, surrounded by hum-
ble grass and tin-roofed huts. After the beans are roasted for 
more than 40 minutes (a quickie roasting!) they are pounded 
and filtered into a super-strong delicious brew poured from 
a long spouted pot and accompanied by popcorn and roast-
ed maize. Someone quipped: “All that’s missing is George 
Clooney; he should drop in.” 

“He would be welcome here,” added a voice from the 
crowd of hustlers leaning over the open window, and ev-
eryone laughed. 

A new road-widening project will soon link Lalibela 
(2,600 metres high) faster to more foreign tourist visits from 
the airport down the valley. We pass grim-faced men, rifles 
slung over their shoulders, guarding groups carrying sacks of 
grain and other valuables. We met no motorised transport, 
except for a couple of battered minibuses. Nor did we see 
even one bicycle in this desperately poor district.

As human achievements go, Lalibela’s 11 churches – hewn 
out of rock in the 12th century – are astonishing. An elabo-
rately-robed priest briefly showed off the famous Lalibela 
Cross (seven kilos of pure gold) reputed to cure the sick and 
drive out demons. 

It costs $50 to enter the site, but that also includes, if you are 
lucky, a helping hand along treacherous terrain by a ‘deacon’ 
who saved me from the well-named ‘Passage to Heaven’ (a 

crumbling sheer drop to death should you stumble and fall).
A day later, we touched down in Axum (over 1,000km 

from Addis Ababa), a 45-minute flight further north, also 
a Unesco heritage site. The Ark of the Covenant on which 
Moses wrote the Ten Commandments is reputedly kept 
here, though nobody is allowed to see it, nor have historians 
been able to verify what lies in the Church of St Mary of 
Zion, which is guarded by successive virgin custodians. The 
monks of Axum clearly do not hold by the maxim “seeing 
is believing”. Yet pilgrims do believe – huge numbers pour 
in to pay their respects all the time. 

A young university student – “Just call me Michael” – had 
brought his grandmother, travelling for several days by bus. 
The old woman dropped to her knees and was kissing the 
railings, muttering prayers to the Ark under a jacaranda 
tree, while a monkey scampering on a nearby wall eyed 
her with interest.

Another landmark is the remains of the Queen of Sheba’s 
palace; though, again, detailed research on that appears 
sketchy. The site – separations of dry stone walls – reminded 
me of Connemara. Women were foraging for firewood on 
scrubland beyond as the guide related a rambling story about 
the Queen’s wealth and power, and how King Solomon 
had his wicked way with her after substituting wine for 
water while they lay together in his palace. Their son, King 
Menelik I, was the first of the Ethiopian Kings, entrusted 
with the Ark by King Solomon, carrying it all the way home 
3,000 years ago.

Later, we ascended a hillside to view the tomb of King 
Ezana, a distant blur of dark mountains framing Eritrea 60km 
away. A growing posse of children and teenagers gave chase, 
outpacing our minibus and utilising their big melting eyes, 
hard-luck stories and enough English words to make the 
most heartless faranjis (foreigners) empty their pockets in 
exchange for little crosses and baskets. Thankfully, there is 
no sign of Raiders of the Lost Ark T-shirts just yet. But best 
to get here fast, as it may be just a matter of time before the 
‘made in China’ boxes roll into town.

FACTFILE
Getting there: Isabel Conway travelled to Ethiopia cour-
tesy of Ethiopian Airlines (ethiopianairlines.com), which 
starts its Dreamliner service from Addis Ababa to Dublin 
to Los Angeles on June 20. There is an introductory fare 
of €499 return to Addis or LA (compared to the normal 
price of €899) for early bookings. The award-winning 
airline also offers 30 per cent discount on internal 
flights that are booked in conjunction with ex Ireland 
return fares (as little as $156 taking in Addis return and 
Lalibela and Axum flights). Ethiopian is Africa’s leading 
airline, operating to 40 destinations onwards within the 
continent. 
    Contact your ITAA travel agent, or go online and plan 
your itinerary either with an international or local tour 
operator. To cover highlights north and south, you will 
need a minimum of two weeks.

What to do: the northern historic route, including Axum 
and Lalibela’s sunken rock-hewn churches, Bahar Dar 
and Lake Tana (which we did not visit), from where the 
Blue Nile originates. It also features hippo-watching. 
Addis Ababa, where you arrive, is worth a short visit: 
it’s both modern (a city rail network is among dozens 
of construction projects) and medieval (shanty-town 
decrepitude). The pitifully poor are everywhere, and so 
are the prosperous, educated middle classes and sharp-
ly-suited entrepreneurs cashing in on its future potential.  
   Don’t miss a visit to Lucy, a 3.2 million-year-old ances-
tor of ours at the National Museum, one of several public 
buildings in the capital that could do with a facelift.

The food: a staple is injera, spongy flatbread topped by a 
selection of often fiery vegetarian and meat wots (curry 
and stew). The best is at Lalibela’s top restaurant, Ben 
Abeba (benabeba.com), where you might well run into 
Irish chef Kevin Thornton during his visits here.  
   The authentic and comfortable Tukul Village hotel is set 
among luxuriant shrubs and modelled on local circular 
straw-roofed huts in Lalibela.

Clockwise from top left: stele in the northern field at 
Axum in Ethiopia; Lake Tana hippos; drinkers at a tej bet 
(shebeen); the Lalibela Cross; and St George Church at 
Lalibela
Main picture opposite: the Ethiopian Highlands


