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Following the Blue Nile
Packing the bags
The eternal presence of the large tireless river has etched itself into the
history of mankind by bringing life to the desert for thousands of years and by
nourishing millions of souls. A river which became the source of breathtaking
art; a river which over the centuries turned earthlings into immortal kings.
I always wondered if there were mermaids in the Nile, and whether the sails
of the feluccas were really as large as the ones in the old photographs, if the
Nile’s waters were brown or blue, and if the fish tasted like the barren land
the river flowed through. I also pondered whether the camels were reassured
of their beauty by looking into the wet looking glass of the Nile.
Every year, millions wait for the holy river to bring life to the hot sand.
Intrepid explorers of the 19th century such as John Speke, James Grant and
Henry Stanley searched among savage tribes, crocodiles, and mosquitoes to
find the source of the Nile.
Despite these human efforts, every July the blue Nile would spring from the
mountains of Ethiopia and flow to Khartoum to meet its brother, the white
Nile who arrives tired like a long-distance runner from the swamp of Sudd
in the heart of black Africa.
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Six waterfalls in the granite boulders acted as guards and cut off the path for
oarsmen and conquerors attempting to explore or seize the interior of the
African continent.
The Nile is full of historical mystery since ancient times. I always wanted to
have seen Herod’s face as he caught sight of the massive pyramids and temples
of Luxor and Karnak emerging through the papyrus.
I would like to have been there when he came to the first water fall in Aswan
and had to go to shore in his sandals. I have also always wondered whether
the falcons in Egypt attacked cobras.
A trip to the land of Pharaohs is a tempting invitation to the inquisitive traveler.
The sirens across from Crete give endless concerts and it is near impossible not
to succumb to their call. I always wanted to follow the Nile, to feel its power,
to taste its dates and to admire the temples on its banks.
I finally gave in to the allure of travel. I would start from the source of the Blue
Nile in the mountains of Ethiopia and in Khartoum meet with the White Nile
which comes from deep in black Africa. I would then follow the consolidated
holy river until where it flows into the Mediterranean Sea in Alexandria.
With the route planned by imagination and the geographic and political
coordinates determined by the purpose of the trip, the date with history was
set. Everything was in place for the dream to become reality. This trip to
northeast Africa, unstable due to recent social unrest, was also surely not going
to be a honeymoon.
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American, Swiss, and other nations’ travel advisories discouraged tourist travel
to the region. The checkpoint at Metemma on the border between Ethiopia
and Sudan, and the only crossing into southern Sudan, had been closed for
two months due to serious unrest and armed tribal conflict which left twenty
people dead.
Jihadists were viewed favorably by many in the region. The danger of terrorist
attacks and kidnappings was pervasive as was anti-western sentiment due to
military incursions in Islamic lands by western forces. The nagging sound of
the muezzins in small towns at daybreak called to prayer in the name of Allah.
Even for travelers experienced in Africa the difficulties were many. The area
around Lake Tana, where the Blue Nile begins, is full of malaria-carrying
mosquitos. The heat in the desert lowlands starts early in March, and the hotels
in most small towns on the banks of the Nile do not meet the demands of
spoiled Europeans.
The friends and acquaintances to whom I described my dream trip to the
source of the blue Nile were not at all inclined to emulate me until one day I
had a chance encounter with a friend who lived in the neighborhood.
He enthusiastically told me he wanted to join me on the trip. I was so happy. I
knew that despite my grand proclamation that I’d go on my own if I didn’t find
company, I would not be brave enough to go on my own without someone
having my back.
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And so, the two of us seasoned but still young,
experienced travelers would set out together on
this trip with powerful zoom lenses to detect life
on our cameras.
We were ready to inhale some desert dust, to
walk for hours under the burning sun, to sleep with
scarab beetles, for the sake of adventure, for the
sake of depositing in our minds some memories of
priceless value. Perhaps unconsciously we tried to
convince ourselves that we were still young, ablebodied, ready for any challenge, incurable masochist
travelers through life. Combining our experience
and capability, passports, certificates, visas, and
medications were ready in lightning speed, and
inoculated with confidence we set off.
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From Mediterranean blue to desert brown
On the 8th of February 2016 we arrived from Athens in Cairo late in the
afternoon. A flight from Christian Europe to Muslim North Africa. The weather
was good. From the airplane window we could see the endless blue of the
Aegean, the Cyclades floating in the blue sea like island beads, and watch the
waves surrounding Naxos, Milos, and Crete. Only two short hours later we
descended into the endless brown of the desert. The Egyptian controllers at
the airport cheerfully stamped our passports without too much delay. European
visitors to Egypt were at an all-time low since the events of the Arab Spring
of 2011.
Ahmet was a smart, kind child of the Nile with a round Egyptian head firmly
ensconced on a compact, almost granite-like neck. He drove us to the center of
Cairo in his taxi. A follower of El-Sisi, Ahmet had had enough of demonstrations,
and he did not object to a populist dressed in a military uniform like Nasser to
make decisions for him. We arrived at Tahrir Square. Remnants of wire mesh
by the side of the road reminded of the hundreds who died during the Arab
Spring uprising.
Cairo is a big, vibrant city with a population of twenty million. Water pipes,
ready to be used, were hanging from shelves in the coffee shops. Scarves on
women’s head reminded you that you were in a Muslim country. We didn’t see
traditional fezzes on men’s heads anywhere.
Our hotel had a contemporary name, City View, but it occupied a building from
the past, from the colonial era.
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The elevator took us directly to the seventh floor, not stopping at the lower
floors which, in this partly abandoned building, were unoccupied. The rooms
had high ceilings and were equipped with furniture from the time of Cavafy.
A black bug, cousin of some pharaonic scarab, poked its head out from under
the bedding, greeted me and made a swift disappearance under the bed. I
pretended not to have seen it and decided not to chase it.
It came to my mind that it might have been a god in ancient Egypt and that it
would be better to stay on the good side of local deities. The few mosquitoes
in the room, the ones that despite breathing problems had managed to fly from
the river to the hotel through heavy air pollution around Tahrir Square, were all
settled on the blades of the ceiling fan high up.
Noise and honking from cars in the square reached our ears through the Frenchstyle shutters on the balcony doors. Honking is Egypt’s national pandemonium.
And yet the sound of honking in Tahrir Square came across as cautionary rather
than hysterical and irritable as in Greece. The drivers used honking as their own
noisy language of traffic communication.
With a good pinch of faith, I assumed that at night traffic would be less and
the noise would abate so that I would be able to sleep. For better or for worse
I took out of my medicine bag a pair of earplugs and placed them on the
nightstand. As evening had arrived, we went out to get something to eat. The
restaurant that our round-faced driver Ahmet had recommended was only a
few steps from the hotel.
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Two giant spits, one with chicken and one with lamb were turning on a grill
built onto the exterior wall of the building, were enticing passers-by with their
delicious smell. Inside the restaurant, four steps down, about ten men wearing
green chef hats were grilling various kinds of meat and preparing souvlakis.
They all seemed happy to be working in the human food preparation assembly
line.
Kazaz was a popular place. On the sidewalk in front of the restaurant young
people stood eating souvlaki wraps, while inside there was a long queue
waiting for take-out food. Up a narrow wooden staircase was a mezzanine
with about ten tables where couples, students, bachelors, and families came for
an inexpensive meal. A TV affixed to the wall showed a veiled woman reading
the news. Right after that there was a football game.
We had a steaming hot yellow chickpea soup and tasted Egyptian souvlakis
with chopped meat, chopped tomato and chopped onion wrapped in a pita as
thin as the old airmail envelopes. The television continued showing the football
game, but we couldn’t understand a word, nor could we read the score.
Even though we were foreigners all the customers looked familiar, as if we had
seen them somewhere before, and as if they had seen us somewhere before.
We left Kazaz early, full and happy. We needed rest. Tomorrow was going to
be a big day with the encounter with Tutankhamun.
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The Museum of Cairo
On our way to Addis Ababa we had stopped in Cairo for one night only
with a specific purpose. We planned to spend an entire day at the Museum
of Egyptian Antiquities before continuing our trip south. We wanted to see
Tutankhamun. We wanted him to approve and bless our trip before we set off
on our tour of his kingdom, of the vast Nile. We wanted Nefertiti’s almondshaped eyes to gaze into ours.
At nine in the morning we found ourselves in the courtyard in front of the
museum. in the garden a granite sphinx with the body of a lion and head of
Thutmose welcomed us lifelessly. A bit further on a three-meter-tall obelisk
reached for the sky. And yet further on, in a prominent spot was a red-granite
statue group consisting of a ram-shaped god, a high priest, and a pharaoh,
united in a stone sculpture.
On the other side of the garden, in a corner, was the sarcophagus of Auguste
Mariette, the archaeologist who in 1858 founded the Egyptian Antiquities
Department and put an end to Europeans stealing Egyptian artworks.
The museum building itself was simple, beautiful, aristocratic, and held in
earthen tones. It is a fascinating French design from the end of the 19th century.
As the ticket booth a group of Chinese were queued up. Along with our
entrance tickets we also purchased to special tickets which allowed us to take
photographs inside the museum.
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We passed through the modern security scanning equipment and found ourselves
amongst Egyptian sarcophagi, statues, murals, and objects for everyday use from
4000 to 500 BC.
The Cairo Museum is a shrine to artistic depiction of the afterlife. The works of
art that accompany the dead to their last abode were mostly placed one right
next to the other so that if you wanted to, you could touch them and become
one with them.
In the halls of the museum we followed in the footsteps of Egyptian civilization
over the centuries. The history of the Nile, of Egypt, began on the ground floor.
In 4000 BC, the good falcon god Horus battled the god of Chaos, Seth, who had
murdered Osiris. Osiris was the god with his hands crossed over his chest, and
the father of Horus.
Under the rule of the pharaohs the Egyptian people never stopped revenging
Osiris’ death, and protecting the kingdom from foreign demons allied with Seth.
Enemies were demonized, the nation united, and the people vindicated.
The human and at the same time divine status of the pharaohs guaranteed victory
over chaos and was also essential for order and harmony in Egypt and the world.
Divine rulers, divine myths, divine tales, divine works of art.
On the way into the museum we greeted famous figures carved in granite. Khafra
in green diorite, Prince Rahotep with his short hair, Mentuhotep wearing the red
crown of Lower Egypt, Senusret with the conical white crown of Upper Egypt, and
Mitri the scribe, sitting cross-legged with a papyrus scroll in his lap.
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In the main hall we found a happy surprise. Amongst the exhibits were two
feluccas, Egyptian vessels used on the Nile. Only the oarsmen were missing.
The aridity of the desert had preserved the wood of the boats for three thousand
years. We were like little boys who had been given a toy boat. Our enthusiasm
was unbridled. We inspected the rudder, the mast, and the oars. What did the
feluccas transport in those days? Wheat, papyrus, or perhaps they carried the
deceased and their belongings to their final resting place in the Valley of the
Dead?
Across from the entrance, down the steps in the hall, were the pharaohs
of the New Kingdom. Around 1387 BC Egyptian victories against the Hyksos
invading from the east brought security, stability, and optimism to the land
of the pharaohs. Queen Hatshepsut, Thutmose the great, Ramses the glorious,
were just three of many strong rulers who left their mark on the culture of the
era. It was the golden age of ancient Egypt, and it lit up the banks of the Nile.
In 1935 BC the eccentric monotheistic pharaoh Amenhotep IV introduced
worship of a new god, the sun god Ra Aten. By doing so he made many
enemies amongst the worshipers of Amun. Reaction was so violent that the
ambitious pharaoh had to flee Thebes with his family.
He ultimately founded his new capital city, Amarna, in a beautiful spot along
the Nile. The archaeological excavations at Amarna brought to light many
exquisite works of art proving Amenhotep IV and his beautiful wife Nefertiti
stars of Egypt’s history. A few years later Ramses moved the capital for strategic
reasons to Memphis in the Nile delta, closer to the commercial triremes of the
Mediterranean.
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The gods of ancient Egypt
In room 19 of the museum all the gods of ancient Egypt were assembled. In
the view of ancient Egyptians all animals had divine powers, unlike human
beings who had none. Every village, city or area had their own animal-god
they worshipped. All combinations of human and animal could be found in the
pantheon of Egyptian deities.
The god Ptah was a bull, Horus a falcon, and Thoth an ape. Sobek was a
crocodile, Sekhmet was a lioness, Hathor a cow, and Anubis a dog. After the
end of the fifth dynasty Ra, the sun-god who gave life every day to the earth
began to be worshipped.
The animal-gods took a Ra at the end of their names, for example Sobek-Ra,
thus ensuring their continued religious existence in the land of the pharaohs.
Amun was the first god to attain national importance. Amenhotep IV doubted
the sovereignty of Amun and tried to replace him with Ra Aten, his new sungod.
In time the Egyptian gods began to have human faces and to form divine triad,
usually mother, father, and child. The pharaohs themselves wanted to claim a
place in the heavenly kingdom. Before they even learned to write hieroglyphs,
they were constructing pyramids, enduring homes for their after-life, as if this
were more important than building palaces for the short years of a human
life. Khufu, Khafre, Menkaure, and many others called for talented architects
to compete by designing the biggest, safest, and best pyramid under the sun.
These spaces were then prepared to hold all their prized possessions in eternity.
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Lunch break
We decided to take a lunch break to get away a bit from all the granite gods
around us. The outdoor coffee shop was attractively designed and was in the
rear of the museum courtyard in between some trees.
Our date with Tutankhamun was at three, so we had time to enjoy a refreshing
soft drink. We sat at a small table and Thomas fiddled with his zoom lens. He
had noticed the profile of a tourist sitting at nearby table.
The young woman was lost in thought and had a pronounced nose and wore
a white veil. She held a cat in her lap. She unknowingly became an object of
modern photography. Thomas’ zoom lens captured for eternity the steam rising
from the cup of hot coffee that the tourist was drinking, as well as the pattern
left by the fingers stroking the fur of the cat.
Every so often Thomas would look at the small screen on the back of his
camera and yell: “Olympus”. By doing so he wanted to indicate he had arrived
at the peak of his artistic photographic abilities and that he was ready, Canon
camera in hand, to take his seat alongside the ancient gods on Mount Olympus.
I, on the other hand, perused the museum guide so that I was prepared for my
meeting with Tutankhamun. Then it was three o’clock and we went up to the
first floor of the museum.
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Appointment with Tutankhamun
Two identical life-size gilded statues, of Tutankhamun and his bodyguard
awaited us at the top of the marble staircase at the entrance to the exhibit.
The only difference between the two statues were the headdresses. The
statue on the right wore a traditional nemes headdress, the other statue wore
a headscarf tied in the neck.
I stopped in front of the statue wearing the nemes and introduced myself to
him as a descendent of Herodotus. I immediately remembered that Herodotus
was born 830 years after Tutankhamun and realized my error. The young
pharaoh looked at me sympathetically.
He was slim, without a belly. His golden loincloth was unwrinkled, his body
was tanned and his skin smooth. He wore golden feminine sandals and held
the golden scepter of power. The three elements Ka, protector of the divine
spirit, and Ba, the animal-shaped mobility of the spirit, and Akh, the soul of the
deceased, allowed him immortality so he could still give interviews. After the
first exchange of courtesies I started the historical conversation:
Mister Tutankhamun, I was hoping you could tell us whether your family took
breakfast together at the same table, if you enjoyed salted duck or grilled
crocodile, whether you ever ate pork, drank beer made of wheat, or did you
prefer imported wine made from Mediterranean grapes? Were you ever in
love and did you give your beloved lotus flowers? Was your best friend male
or female, and were you circumcised as a child?
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The young pharaoh was feeling uncomfortable at all these intimate questions and
told me that he was head of state and I should better ask him things pertaining to
his kingdom and not his person, or else he would end the interview. I immediately
understood that I had overstepped and continued with questions of more general
interest.
Mister Tutankhamun, do you by any chance know how many tons of papyrus
was exported from Egypt to other countries during your rule, and how many of
the workers building the country’s pyramids were Egyptian and how many were
slaves captured and brought back by the Egyptian army following campaigns in
foreign lands?
Can you tell me how many women your male subjects are permitted to marry,
how many children they are allowed to have with each woman, and which shape
and size the fields by the Nile had which were allocated to your subjects for
cultivation, and how much tax revenue each field brought you?
Do you know how many million people, birds, fish, crocodiles lived from the
waters of the Nile in your times? Do you know many feluccas travelled the Nile?
Do you know how to write hieroglyphics? Did you learn a foreign language? Do
falcons eat dates?
Thomas watched me talk to Tutankhamun’s statue with surprise. “We’re wasting
time with your imagination”, he admonished. “Why are you asking him these
things, he was only eighteen years old when he died. The only information he can
give you is how many sisters he had. Let’s go look at the other exhibits on this
floor. The museum will be closing soon.”
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We wandered among the thousands of objects found in the young pharaoh’s tomb.
Golden sarcophagi, golden thrones, golden armchairs, two-wheeled military weapons,
death beds, death masks, and endless small objects, vases, and jewelry.
Tutankhamun’s tomb was discovered on February 17, 1923 by Howard Carter in the Valley
of the Kings near Thebes. Carter broke the sealed door to tomb and found four gilded
wooden chests full of items provided to accompany Tutankhamun to the next world. It
took ten whole years for the archaeological treasure Carter discovered to be recorded.
Tutankhamun was born in 1341 BC. He was a pharaoh of the 18th dynasty of the New
Kingdom. Detailed examination of the skeleton showed the cause of his death to be
traumatic brain injury, but it is unknown if his death was accidental or if he was murdered.
Lord Carnarvon and others who funded and worked on the excavations died before the
find was presented to the British public, giving rise to sensationalist articles in the press
about bad luck and to tales with titles like “Curse of the Mummy”. In any case, the young
Tutankhamun was little known until the discovery of his intact tomb made him famous
for all eternity.
His essence is not buried anymore under the earth in the Valley of the Kings but stands
tall amongst us, surrounded by guards and admirers, golden thrones and all his palace
household, and he is ready, anytime, to give interviews at the Cairo Museum.

39

Farewell to the Gods
We were the last to leave the museum. At five o’clock the doors closed to
visitors. The Chinese group had already left and we were alone, surrounded by
famous dead bodies. It gave us a strange feeling and was quite eerie walking
among hundreds of larger than life size statues in the museum with no other
human being in sight.
Just before night fell, we left the museum and walked to the center of Tahrir
Square. We turned and looked back at the museum ready to convey our last
farewell to Tutankhamun. As we looked at the museum, we noticed shadows
on its terrace. The statues had come outside to say goodbye to their visiting
admirers from Greece.
We could make out Djoser, Khafra, Rahotep, Hatshepsut, Amenhotep, Nefertiti,
Ramses, and a whole slew of others. Tutankhamun was not there. It seems the
guards had locked him in his room with his treasures.
Mitri stood to one side with a group of ministry scribes. He was using his
mobile phone to call his cousins in the Louvre, the Hermitage, and the British
Museum to inquire how they were faring so far from their home on the Nile.
At the back of the terrace stood all the animal gods chatting with each other
- the bulls, the cows, the crocodiles, the falcons, the baboons.
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Anubis, who looked like a greyhound, paced incessantly. Amun and Aten, the
aristocratic sun gods, felt uncomfortable amidst all the gods from the animal
realm and created their own small intellectual huddle.
A crowd of workers, artists, serfs, rowers, and slaves sat on the edge of the
balcony and watched the spectacle. Never had there been so many famous
immortals in the same place at the same time. Migrating birds performed
acrobatic feats flying silently just above Tahrir Square.
Ducks and geese, papyrus and flowers completed the theatrical scene. Two
sphinxes carved of granite were settled opposite the terrace parapet, just
above the central entrance to the museum, adding an air of mystique to the
spectacle.
Nefertiti cheerfully waved her handkerchief at us. We excitedly responded to
her greeting by flapping our vests in the air. A passing group of tourists tried
in vain to see who we were greeting. Night had fallen and the city’s lights
were lit. The godly shadows had vanished with the arrival of dusk. Only the
red, white, and black bands of the Egyptian flag shone in the lights of the city.
We went to El Falaki Street, retrieved our things from the hotel, and stopped
at our beloved grill house Kazar for a last Egyptian souvlaki with finely cut
pieces of meat. We arrived at the airport in time for our nocturnal flight to
the highlands of Ethiopia. We had spent 24 hours in Cairo. The date with
Tutankhamun was now history, imbedded in the indelible chronicles of our
memories..
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ETHIOPIA
From the Muslim Desert
to the Christian Mountains
It was just before midnight when we handed over our passports at the Ethiopian
Airlines counter to check in for flight 707 to Addis Ababa. We were in for a
distressing surprise. A curly-haired employee haughtily announced that as we
did not have visas, we would not be able to board the flight to Ethiopia without
a return ticket.
I calmly explained that we would be leaving Ethiopia by car in ten days on our
way to Sudan and that we had Sudanese visas. He didn’t show much interest
in what I had to say but asked us to wait in a corner until his supervisors had
discussed our case.
I had tried in Athens to get a visa to enter Ethiopia from Sudan but had been
told that was only available from the Ethiopian Embassy in Rome. Good thing
they didn’t send me to the Vatican. However, they informed me that if we flew
into Sudan it would be possible upon arrival at Addis Ababa airport to obtain
a visa valid for a month without any great formality.
This detail was the reason why we nixed the idea of going up the Nile from
the Mediterranean like Herodotus, and instead decided to go downriver from
the highlands of Ethiopia, following the natural flow of the blue river. Despite
these formal assurances we were waiting like refugees in a corner for a verdict
by those responsible on continuing our trip.
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The loudspeakers announced that flight 707 was boarding. I was becoming
seriously concerned when we were called and asked if we each had at least two
thousand dollars with us. I flusteredly took out a bunch of small banknotes – fives,
tens, twenties – that I had with me so as not to have to wait for change and
threw them on the counter. The Ethiopian Airline counter at Cairo airport was all
green. Thomas, who had stayed calm until now, looked at me with amazement.
In the end we were given the coveted boarding passes.
Before leaving I asked the sour-faced staff member how much it would cost to
become an Ethiopian citizen in order to – should I return – not have to go through
this traumatic ordeal of getting a visa again. He gave me a surprised look. “In
European Greece” I told him “if someone buys a house worth 250000 Euro, he
automatically acquires Greek citizenship, and is given a fustanella.
How much money does it take in Ethiopia to get Ethiopian citizenship?” He
watched me with suspicion as I persistently and earnestly interrogated him, not
sure if I was serious or joking. Next thing we knew we were in the rear seats of
the airplane, a hair’s breadth from the toilets, but happy to finally be on our way.
The plane flew through the night towards Ethiopia. Soon we would be approaching
the Christian Ethiopian mountains, the dark-skinned endurance runners would be
racing from village to village, falcons and flocks of migratory birds would be
inspecting countless gorges in the Ethiopian Rift, thousands of heavily loaded
small Ethiopian donkeys would be following behind their owners in the daily
struggle for survival. Millions of members of different tribes, the Amhara, the
Oromo, the Tigrean, would skeptically watch the flying metal bird with the green,
red, and blue colors of Ethiopian Airlines cross the sky.
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Addis Ababa
On the cusp of modernization
Sunrise found us in Addis Ababa. The weather was ideal, sunny but not hot, at
2500 meters above sea level. In 1887, Emperor Menelik moved the capital from
cold Ankober in the north to the hills of Entoto where Addis Ababa lies today
because the days were full of sunshine and the mimosas bloomed all year round.
A good imperial decision we thought, as we arrived in the city on a sunny but
cool day.
We quickly got sorted at the airport and visas were stamped in our passports.
We arrived by cab at the new, modern hotel Blue Birds in the heart of the city.
The rooms were built around an interior glass-covered patio. Near the entrance
above the reception desk hung a picture of Christ.
Addis, as locals call the city, is the cosmopolitan diplomacy capital of the Black
Continent. Many consider it the Brussels of Africa. In 1958 the United Nations
chose Addis as the seat of the economic commission for the African continent
(UNECA).
The presence of international organizations is evident everywhere. All central
roads bear the names of African countries. The national airline, Ethiopian Airlines,
has regular flights to many African capitals, thus reinforcing the city’s status as
diplomatic center of African states.
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The removal of Emperor Haile Selassie from the throne and the ensuing
dominance of the national socialist Derg government brought about many
cultural and economic changes to the country. Even though their economy was
in disarray Ethiopia continued to grow at an annual rate of 10%, thanks to close
cooperation with China. Chinese presence was noticeable everywhere. They
built roads, dams, and railways, and they controlled commerce in this large
African country. The single highway that connects the north with the south was
constructed by the Chinese and is called Chinese Road.
The capital of Ethiopia was in the midst of a construction boom. Millions of
people from various tribes who had hitherto cultivated the land migrated to the
capital, Addis Ababa, looking for employment and housing in the chaotically
constructed and totally unprepared city.
Everywhere there were new concrete buildings with iron stakes jutting out of the
roof terraces, everywhere there were new trenches being dug for canalization
and electrical lines. Everything indicated that the city was undergoing the type
of progress so familiar to us Greeks, with urban development that is slapdash,
hasty, and which serves special interests.
We quickly took our morning showers and set out for Mercato, the commercial
center of Addis, with our cameras at the ready. It was, we heard, the largest
open-air market in Africa. The super-modern above ground metro which passed
near our hotel was our method of transportation. The ticket was ten cent and
the trains were always asphyxiatingly crowded. Most of the passengers were
men. Luckily, the Ethiopians were shorter than us and as we stood in the train
wagons, we were easily able to get some air.
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We disembarked at the National Stadium stop and went by foot to the city’s
central market. The Addis Mercato is a large, colorful commercial zone.
Donkeys, horses, wooden carts, superhuman porters, trucks, and loaders move
whatever anyone in this country with a population of 100,000,000 could need.
Some streets offer only barrels, others only sewing machines. There are streets
with flour, and others with only with car tires.
This central market was the live image of a developed African city’s daily
grind for survival. Once upon a time the market operated at the top of the hill
where the Piazza neighborhood now is. It was moved to its current location by
Mussolini’s occupying forces as they wanted to turn the former space in the old
town into an Italian district and construct new buildings for their administration.
We were happily strolling along the central avenue of Mercato taking
photographs when suddenly a group of five youths approached us, running
and jostling. Right behind them the police appeared and began chasing them
with clubs held high. The police signaled us to quickly get out of the way. We
immediately understood that we were the target of organized theft by a gang
and that the police rescued us at the last moment.
Luckily, we had placed our money and passports in the safe at the hotel
that morning. We carried on taking pictures using our zoom lenses, secretly
capturing workers in the market going about their daily chores from a distance,
without asking their permission, without them knowing. It was not possible to
do it any other way. Moments in life are best caught unawares.
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We returned to the hotel as the sun was setting. Thomas and I had taken
separate rooms as neither of us was sure which one was the louder snorer. We
backed up the day’s photos onto hard drives and then knocked on each other’s
doors to show off the day’s achievements. We spent our first evening in Addis
with show-and-tell before going to bed for the night.
We woke in the morning feeling refreshed and cheerful. We were going to get
airline tickets to go to Dire Dawa, the airport for Harar in the eastern Muslim
part of Ethiopia, and which was our first stop in the country. We were going to
then visit the sights of Addis before leaving in the morning.
Ethiopian Airlines had their offices across from the National Theatre on
Churchill Avenue in the center of the city. We got off the now familiar Chinese
aboveground light rail and headed to Ethiopian’s offices on foot. Thomas
discovered an interesting “frame” as he called it, on the other side of the road
and was trying to immortalize it using his zoom lens.
I dawdled with some vendors of bananas and waited for Thomas to finish
taking pictures. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted a young man with
twisted braids watching me from the edge of the sidewalk.
I carefully looked around and saw two more youths leaning against a stone
wall. I knew this was one of those gangs one often encountered in large
African cities and which one had to be very wary of.
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When Thomas was happy and done shooting, I told him I had seen some young
men whose look I did not like at all, and suggested we cross to the other side
of the street. Thomas just laughed. “Come on, Nico, don’t be so scared. We’re
on a main road. Let’s go”. I walked ahead while Thomas was a few meters
behind me, adjusting his camera lenses.
The man with the braids rushed up behind me and tried to grab my black bag.
I was ready and gave him a strong push away and saw him collapse to the
ground. The other two guys had come closer, but stopped in their tracks, seeing
their mate on the ground. Thomas hurried furiously to help.
The gang had lost their momentum, and not wanting a confrontation in the
open street amongst the crowds, they quickly ran away. The would-be thieves
were probably just junkies, otherwise we probably would not have gotten off
so easily.
Years before I had been in a similar situation in Nairobi, Kenya, and was lucky
again to survive attempted robbery. Yet as we arrived at Ethiopian’s offices I
was upset because I had violated one of the main rules for pedestrians in large
African cities: never to carry a bag with you.
That morning I had not felt like putting my passport and money in the special
safety pouch in my trousers, thinking I would be using them immediately to
buy the tickets. Had the would-be thieves managed to get a hold of my case
it would have meant the inglorious end of a trip that had just started. I would
never have been able to forgive myself for such irresponsibility.
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Lucy in the sky with diamonds
We purchased the airline tickets to Dire Dawa and went on to visit the National
Museum where we would find Lucy, the famous female ape (Australopithecus
afarensis) whose fossilized skeleton had been found in one of Ethiopia’s ravines.
The best way to forget about our unpleasant morning experience was to visit
the skeleton of Lucy, our several times removed cousin who lived some 3.5
million years ago at the anthropological museum of Addis.
The skeletons of our ancestral apes in the museum’s showcases carried
neither bags, nor passports, nor credit cards. A newly discovered male ape,
Selam, rivalled for attention with Lucy in the halls of scientific anthropological
discussion.
Ethiopia is a paradise for students of natural history. The Rift Valley, part of the
East African Rift System was created by tectonic shifts of biblical proportions,
trapping in its gorges many skeletons of primitive animals, todays objects of
scientific research. The museum of Addis had many biological, anthropological,
and geological objects of interest.
As we climbed the stairs to the first floor, we were surprised to see valuable
icons of Christian Ethiopian saints not far from the animal skeletons. Ending
up our quick tour of this national museum we left the building, discreetly but
audibly singing “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds”, the wonderful controversial
song by the Beatles.
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Abraham, Jesus, and Muhammad
Solomon is said to have bedded the legendary Ethiopian Queen of Sheba. The
fruit of their love, a son, took the Ethiopian aristocratic name of Menelik. When
he was a young man Menelik traveled to Jerusalem to study in his father’s
homeland. Legend has it that when he returned to Aksum, he brought with him
the Ark of the Covenant containing the ten commandments of Moses.
Ethiopia is a religious mosaic of the three Abrahamic religions. Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam crossed paths in the mountains of the country. Still today
Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad play important roles in the lives of the Ethiopian
people. Since Byzantium, about 44% of the population are Christian Orthodox,
19% were converted to Catholicism by Portuguese missionaries in the 16th
century, and 34% are Muslims whose forebears worshipped the Sword of Islam.
There are about thirty thousand Jewish Ethiopians, also known as Beta Israel, or
Falasha, who were airlifted to Israel in 1974 to protect them from persecution
by the Derg, the regime of the socialist military junta.
Walking down the central avenue in Addis the many beggars along the sidewalk
left no doubt that we must be near an entrance to some church. We entered the
courtyard of the Kidist Maryam Church and sat in the garden under a pergola
watching the arrivals pray faithfully. Most of them directed their prayers at an
icon on the eastern outer wall of the church, behind the sanctuary. They prayed
kneeling at the icon of the Virgin, kissing the ground, not much different from
similar prostrations by Muslims.
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Mussolini is here
After the impromptu visit to the church we went towards Piazza, the city’s
Italian zone developed by Benito Mussolini’s troops. Italy was the first and only
colonizing power to occupy the land of the Kings of Aksum. The Italians were
mobile and invaded Ethiopia swiftly with air support by Eritrea, even utilizing
illegal mustard gas. Ethiopians never gave up resisting the foreign European
fascist invaders who occupied their country. The Italian occupation of Ethiopia
(1936 - 1941) left 760,000 dead, 500,000 destroyed homes, and 15 million killed
animals.
Haile Selassie, the exiled emperor cooperated with the British to liberate the
country and as chief of the Ethiopian Free Forces on May 5, 1941 entered Addis
Ababa as its liberator. Some years earlier, in 1937, the Italians had taken from
Aksum, the ancient capital of the largest and only Christian empire in black
Africa, a 24-foot tall obelisk and transported it back to Rome by cutting it in
five pieces.
Following intense protestations and requests by international organizations
including the U.N., the Italian government agreed in 2005 to return the obelisk
to Ethiopia and assume the transport costs. It was a symbolic act of global
justice to amend the heinous theft and removal of a valuable work of art from
an ancient civilization by a superior adversary. There is still hope for the Elgin
marbles, I thought.
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The Greeks of Ethiopia
The Greek community in Ethiopia was once seven thousand strong. There were
Greeks in all parts of the country, in Harar, in Gondar, in Dire Dawa, and in
many other, smaller cities. Most of the Greeks however lived in Addis Ababa.
Every day weddings and baptisms took place in the Greek church of Saint
Frumentius. The saint was a Byzantine priest who converted Ethiopians to
Christianity. At the Greek school, a gift from philanthropist Mihos, there was
also boarding so that Greek students from other parts of the country could
attend. Greek instructors came from Greece to teach.
The glorious Greek basketball team Olympiacos of Addis won the African
Champion’s League in 1964. There was lots of love for the Greek flag. Emperor
Haile Selassie’s barber was from Kefalonia. Once the socialist military
dictatorship of Derg was established in 1974 many Greeks of Ethiopia as well
as from Egypt and Sudan had to flee. Some returned to Greece and many others
continued their business in different parts of the world.
Back in Athens I found the webpage for an association of expatriate Greeks in
Ethiopia. I enthusiastically and admiringly reviewed newspaper articles, books,
historical issues, photographs, paintings, and networks of friends. I was certain
some unsung heroes had compiled this well-organized information. These were
exactly the kind of people that should hold in office at the Foreign Ministry
and be responsible for informing and safeguarding Greek expatriates all around
the world.
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Farewell to Addis
In the evening we had pizza at a modern fast-food joint. Thomas claimed that
pizza was one of the safest things to eat because any bacteria were killed by
baking in the oven right before serving. We then went for a drink in Bole Road,
the city’s entertainment district with shops and bars and nightclubs. Just as we
arrived at our destination the power went out in the entire area.
Total blackout. We learned that this was a common occurrence which usually
lasted all night. Candles were lit in the shops so they could see enough to
close the shutters. Only very few shops had generators and stayed open. We
returned to our hotel in the dark, navigating with the help of our cell phone
flashlights.
In the morning we left the city without shedding a tear farewell. Addis is a
developing third-world capital with a great climate and the kind look in the
population’s eyes as main attraction. It is a city at the mercy of speculation,
deep in the trenches of development. Construction was frenzied and of poor
quality, spreading uncontrollably through the city due to the lack of spatial
planning. It seems to be a twist of fate that in today’s global economic climate
developing nations are governed by representatives whose only concern is
to fast track economic development, completely disregarding any planning or
cultural norms. Shame and more shame.
Suddenly we were in the air amongst the clouds, having departed from Addis
airport. We were in a propeller plane flying towards Dire Dawa, Ethiopia’s
second-largest city, near the Somalian border.

61

Dire Dawa
We landed at Dire Dawa airport, some sixty kilometers from Harar early in the
morning. Here we were to deliver a gift of two Greek flags to the sister of a
friend from Kefalonia before heading to the historic Muslim city of Harar, our
destination.
The plane stood in front of a completely flat brown plain which could have
been taken for the sea, had it been blue. Mountaintops on the horizon stood
out like islands in the Aegean. The airplane’s propeller was like a big fan and
it kept you mesmerized until it came to a complete stop.
The generously laid out and quite empty arrival hall reminded of placid colonial
times. I enjoyed the atmosphere and stood still as if waiting for a porter to
come and take my bags.
Three European women had gotten off the plane with us. One of them, the
nicest one, was a Dutch agronomist working in the region for the UN. She
seemed to know where she was going, so we followed her. A van was waiting
outside to take her and the other ladies to the hotel Samrat. We pretended to
be staying there as well and thus secured a free ride into town.
Dire Dawa has a population of twenty thousand. The railway, built in 1917,
which connects the city with the port of Djibouti spurred the city’s commercial
and industrial development. The French created a new European district in the
city with wide sidewalks and pretty tree-lines streets.
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A wide dry riverbed called Dechatu separated the European part from Muslim
Megala, the old town. The Samrat was on the European side of the city and
a popular place to stay with staff of various international organizations. The
reception hall was furnished in the colonial style familiar in India.
We learned that in fact the owners were from India. We sat in leather armchairs
and called George Georgalis, the representative of the Greek community, so we
could give him two Greek flags. He came to meet us.
There were once 700 Greeks in Dire Dawa, but most fled in 1974. George, the last
Greek businessman in the area, arrived quickly at the hotel. He was about sixty
years old and was, from what he told us, the only one left to manage the legacy
of the once prosperous Greek community. We got in his large Jeep and he took
us a few blocks away to the expatriates’ Church of the Holy Trinity.
In the courtyard of the church was a marble statue of Volokakos (1924). There was
also the old Greek school, a gift of the great benefactor. It had been transformed
into an English-speaking school and served local children. We were welcomed
with open arms by Mrs. Helen Patataki and Zaharoula Vineratou, sister of our
friend from Kefalonia.
The two women wrapped themselves in the Greek flags we had brought and
happily let me take their picture. Their faces gleamed with pride and nostalgia for
the golden age of the Greek community in the town. Some dark-skinned children
played football in the walled courtyard of the church. We lit a candle and bade
farewell to the Greek matriarchs. In the courtyard the children continued to play.
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Harar
Τhe colorful mirror of Ethiopia
George, the backbone of the local Greek community, offered to take us to the
intercity bus station. Speaking Ethiopian, he helped us negotiate a good price
on an entire minivan to take only us to our destination, the holy city of Islam,
Harar, the town where the French poet Rimbaud found refuge.
We went up hills past beautifully cultivated farmland and reached Harar.
We stayed at the newly renovated government-owned hotel, the Ras, which
reminded of our Xenia hotels. We dropped of our luggage, drank a glass of
water, and rented a tuk-tuk tricycle to satisfy our architect curiosity and visit
the walled old town, the historic fortified sacred Muslim town of Jugol, a
UNESCO-designated world heritage site.
The protective wall around the city was built in 1560 by the Emir Nur and stood
five meters tall. Access to the city was gained by five traditional gates and one
newer one, from the era of Emperor Haile Selassie. Harar looked a bit like the
old walled city of Jerusalem.
We walked through a labyrinth of narrow paths, often losing our sense of
direction. Tens of small churches for the worship of Allah, embossed stone
walls, low stone houses with flat roofs, and small squares open to the blue sky,
were some of the things that reminded of a village on a Cycladic island. The
houses in Harar, built of local stone, were painted white, green, blue, red, or
whatever color the artist in the owner preferred.
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We were told that during Ramadan all the houses were painted white again for
the big holiday. There was no electricity yet in the small traditional streets of the
town.
Muslim Harar was dominated by women. Women were the salespeople at the
market, women transported loads of wood, fruit, barrels, or water on their heads.
Only the central street with the sewing machines, Mekina Girgir, was controlled
by men. There, in the narrow street, tens of men in a row worked at their sewing
machines cutting and sewing clothing for the city’s residents.
The village women in their wide colorful dresses looked like models in a
fashion magazine. Their multicolored scarves were not just Muslim coverings
that protected their hair from the sun and the dust, but along with their earrings
established the undeniably striking feminine presence in the culture. It was as if
they held secrets in their headscarves as they chatted intimately with each other,
seemingly gossiping endlessly about men.
Islam was “light” in Harar, religious fervor did not seem to thrive in this city.
The African psyche appeared to need more than one god. It needed faith to be
colorful. We were ecstatic with joy. It was in this city that the word “authentic”
got its meaning.
We felt like we were traveling in a pre-Christian, pre-Islamic era and half
expected prophets to appear. Our cameras were on fire. We lost all sense of
time. It was an absolutely wonderful experience. The following day we quickly
left the colonial Ras Hotel and moved to a rented room in the middle of the old
town.
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We wanted to be inside and not outside the walls of the old city. Everything
reminded of the good old days on a Greek island. The room had a low ceiling
which was supported by asymmetrical wooden beams and cane thatching painted
white. The toilet was outside in the courtyard and we did not even bother to ask
if there was hot water. Thomas and I now shared a room.
The feeling of safety our company gave us made us forget about one of us
snoring at night. Under the stone staircase outside our door a narrow bed had
been made up for two young girls, the daughters of the family, to sleep. The girls
had moved so that the family could rent us their room.
The house was near the outer walls of the city. Outside the walls, hyenas waited
every night for the inhabitants to throw them their garbage to eat. Real recycling.
Just after dark Thomas proposed we walk to the center of the town using our
cellphones as flashlights. I vetoed the idea and leaned back on my bed. To tell the
truth I was quite afraid of getting bit by some feral dog in the night and having
to get a rabies shot. Thomas was braver and set out on his own, but even he
returned quite quickly.
Early in the morning we were given a breakfast of tea and round Arabic pita
rather than regular bread, along with local honey. Soon after we were out in the
streets with our cameras hanging from our necks, ready to catch the morning
light. The shadows and colors of the houses, lit by slanted rays of sun, were
waiting for us. Harar was a photographer’s paradise. We chose suitable locations
by the old walls and waited discreetly for human models to appear so we could
immortalize real-life moments bathed in light and color. We stopped at Erer Gate
at the eastern entrance to the city.
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The square by the gate was filled with young girls perched on small donkeys
selling firewood for home stoves. The girls were dressed like princesses, they
wore bright colors and pretty earrings. We were enamored with the princesses
and their donkeys.
We proceeded to Oromo Market. Thomas hid on some steps above the central
square, sitting behind a woman vendor offering bright red tomatoes. I stood
about twenty meters away in a recess in a crumbling wall. The sun was at our
side and favored us. We took pictures all morning long. At noon we took a
lunch break. We passed by the central mosque, then the hospital, and arrived
at the paved main entrance to the city, there where cars had to stop. A young
man approached us offering his services as a guide. We had agreed not to use
guides as we were constantly held up taking photographs and did not want to
make someone wait for us.
In Harar we made an exception because there was something different about
the young man offering to guide us. He was mute. He wanted to show us the
city sights using sounds and gestures. We decided to hire him. Everyone in the
town knew him, and everywhere he went doors opened. He showed us some
of the town’s forty-five mosques, he showed us the gates, the markets, the
squares, and the French poet Rimbaud’s home and museum.
I found the house to be an insult to the simple traditional architecture of Harar
and began to question the poet’s aesthetic. I was relieved to learn that the
building which houses the museum was not actually where Rimbaud lived but
that it had been constructed by a nouveau-riche Indian tradesman in 1908,
seventeen years after the poet’s death.
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At one point we stopped at the Felana Gate, an important entry into the city.
In the middle of the small square next to the gate stood a cart loaded with
a pile of leafy green plants surrounded by a crowd of men and women. We
edged our way closer to see what was going on. The cart was full of green
plants with oval leaves. At first, we thought people were buying animal fodder,
but we quickly realized that the green leaves were the infamous khat, the
hallucinogenic plant, somewhat like our hashish.
Half the Muslim population in the region, from Yemen to the mountains of
Ethiopia, had inadvertently stained their teeth green by chewing wads of khat
in their left cheek. Our mute guide bought some for us for a few cents. The
leaves were tender and were as easy to chew as mastic gum from Chios.
Thomas and I chuckled at the thought of the cows grazing in the fields of Harar
being the most dopey-happy cows in the world.
Our two-day visit to Harar was short but impressive. It would take at least a
week to establish good relations with the hyenas, to lose your fear of ghosts
and dogs wandering the streets at night, and to get used to drinking tea
instead of coffee and eating pita with honey for breakfast. It would need that
much time to visit the neighboring villages on the back of a white camel, and
especially to spend endless hours at the Erer Gate watching the princesses on
donkeys selling their firewood. In the morning we said farewell to Harar with
tears in our eyes.
A small car took us to the airport of Dire Dawa and from there we went by
plane to Addis Ababa to catch a direct flight to Lalibela in the Christian north.
The weather was good and from the airplane window we could count ravines
that looked like vertical slits in the Ethiopian plateau.
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Lalibela
The new Jerusalem
Lalibela is the most popular tourist destination in Ethiopia. All organized tours
in Addis Ababa go there. After landing we went to a hotel called Jerusalem.
This name came across as a bit strange here in the heart of Africa but was
nevertheless historically relevant.
The fruitful amorous relationship between Solomon and the Queen of Sheba
was the basis for the historical brotherly association between Jerusalem and
the country of Ethiopia. The product of the royal love affair was the Emperor
Menelik, the first of 237 emperors of the House of Solomon.
In 1187, when Saladin defeated the Crusaders and wrested control of Jerusalem,
the Emperor Lalibela had a dream in which God ordered him to build a new
Jerusalem in the mountains of Ethiopia.
As a result of this divine command thirteen astonishing churches were created in
Lalibela, each carved monolithically from the rock in the ground. The architects
of the churches are unknown, the churches themselves however are still used
today and are living monuments to Christian worship.
In Lalibela Christ’s birth is celebrated every year by thousands of faithful dressed
all in white from every corner of Ethiopia. These Christian celebrations attract
visitors from all over the world. Ethiopia’s Christian Jerusalem is very much
alive today and honors the name of Jesus.
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The Jerusalem Hotel was old, one of the first hotels in the area, and had the air
of an aristocratic old lady who had kept her beauty through the years. Situated
in beautiful grounds, the hotel proudly overlooked a plateau.
Lalibela is situated at 2,600 meters above sea level, too high for the infamous
mosquito that carries malaria to survive. We were glad to have a break from
swallowing Malarone, the anti-malarial tablets, and walked around in shortsleeved shirts day and night. Lalibela is a UNESCO-designated World Heritage
site and maintains an authentic character despite tourism development. It has
remained until today a genuine and unpretentious child of Ethiopia.
The rock-carved churches are all hewn from stone in the ground. The northwestern
group of churches comprises Bet Alem, Bet Maryam, Bet Danaghel, Bet Meskel,
and Bet Mikael, and looks like an underground village open to the sky. The
southeastern group is made up of Bet Emanuel, Bet Mercurios, Bet Rafael, and
others. All saints found shelter in the complex of churches built by Lalibela.
All except for St. George, who, annoyed that he did not have a church named
for him, took his spear, and got on his horse and went to Emperor Lalibela to
complain. Lalibela explained there was no room in the compound to create
another church but that he would build him the best and the largest a few
hundred meters away. The emperor kept his promise and today Bet Giyorgis
stands by itself, an imposing structure under the earth, and is the most famous
monument in the region.
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The priests all dressed in white stood motionless in space and time against the
dark stone walls of the churches. They provided some of the best photographic
moments ever.
Outside the church complex there were ongoing excavations. Two young women
worked holding a large sieve through which they gracefully and rhythmically
sifted construction sand. Communist ways and habits were still palpable after the
fall of the fifteen-year socialist rule (1974 – 1991) in the country. Female workers
on building sites and public works of Ethiopia were a common sight. We walked
around taking photographs of the city.
At the main square, under a large tree, some men and women dressed in white
danced to an Ethiopian beat. Three women pulled others into the dance. They
were the widow and two sisters of a dead man, and the traditional dance was
part of the funeral procession which escorted the deceased from the center of
town to his final resting place at the cemetery. We happened to encounter the
grieving women later again at the graveyard, a little beyond the church of Bet
Giyorgis.
The next day we rented a van with a driver to take us to Yemrehanna Kristos, an
architectural treasure of a church near the village of Bilbilla, not far from Lalibela.
The way there was wonderful. We passed through large cultivated expanses with
fruit bearing trees and bushes. A steep cobblestone path led to the monastery.
Along the path beggars waited for handouts from the faithful on their way to pray.
The monastery was built of rows of square boulders alternating with horizontal
wooden beams.
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The entire church sat deep in the mountain within an enormous cave shaped
like an open clam. The area at the mouth of the cave was used as the temple’s
courtyard and was covered with woven reed mats. An elderly man wrapped
in a white blanket sat cross-legged with his head bent in front of the holy
site as if he were waiting for God to come and transport him gently to other
paradisiacal places.
On our return we stopped in the town of Bilbilla and sat, our cameras at the
ready, at a small coffee shop which was sunken by a few steps below the
road’s surface. I protested this choice because I was afraid that dust from
passing cars would fly into our eyes. I forgot that in Ethiopia it would be rare
for a car to pass. More likely it would be people and donkeys.
A young friend of our driver happened to be at the coffee shop, and he invited
us to be guests at a local wedding. We gladly went. A huge temporary pergola
made of wooden stakes driven into the ground and tied with string was the
event location. In between the stakes white cloth panels were spanned to
protect the roughly five hundred guests from the sun.
Groups of villagers all dressed in white had gathered under the pergola for
the joyous event. It was very much like a folk festival. Everyone participated.
Some ladled out local homemade beer, others played live traditional music, and
others distributed food. Amongst the guests were militiamen dressed in white
with World War II – era rifles hanging from their shoulders.
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These militiamen, like our former National Guard Defense Battalions, are
ubiquitous all over Ethiopia. You can find them walking in the villages, on the
roads, in the fields, in the cafes, and now we even had them at the wedding,
their weapons dangling from their shoulders.
Suddenly it got quiet and a man began to read something off a piece of paper.
He loudly announced which gift had been given by whom to the newlyweds.
Those who had given presents of little value were thus publicly shamed. A
smart move to ensure only valuable gifts were given at weddings.
After the announcement, the dance started. A dark-haired girl who looked like
a gypsy got me up and so I danced a traditional dance in which you only move
your shoulders. Truth is, by moving my shoulders I was able to loosen up a bit
and I appreciated the therapeutic value that moving my shoulders had on the
rest of my upper body. Thomas captured the dance on video for all eternity
and was delighted with his friend’s performance. We danced and drank for
quite a while, but the bride and groom never showed, and we were not able
to congratulate them. Our driver insisted it was time to leave. He wanted to
get us back to the hotel in Lalibela before nightfall.
That evening at the Hotel Jerusalem we could hear music playing as if from a
nearby party. We followed the sound down the dirt road. We found the party
on the terrace of a nearby hotel. Assembled were all the staff of the hotel
and a large group of German tourists. They were having dinner and enjoying a
live performance of traditional songs and dances by a local troupe. It was the
second time in a day that we saw the previously unfamiliar shoulder dance.
The next day we said goodbye to Lalibela. We were sad to leave. The place
had won us over and we would always remember it lovingly.
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Gondar
The Portuguese Lancelot
The next morning the propeller plane flew once again over the Ethiopian
mountains. It carried us safely to Gondar. It was in Gondar, the capital of
Aksum, that in 1622 the Portuguese missionary Pedro Paez sought to find out
by which means – honest or not – he could persuade the emperor Susenyos
to convert from Orthodox Christianity to Catholicism. The Aksumite Empire
converted abruptly by royal order and Orthodoxy was proclaimed unlawful.
Revolt ensued and 32000 traditional Orthodox believers were massacred by
the Emperor’s army. The conversion campaign became so uncontrollable that
the Emperor abdicated in favor of his son, Fasilides who, after great revolts, was
obliged to reinstate the Orthodox faith in the empire. Gondar was for many
years the center of the battle between the Orthodox and the Catholic churches
in their struggle for dominance in the Ethiopian mountains.
A medieval castle, built by Fasilides in 1640 as his palace, was the architectural
focal point of the city. It looked like an English tower from the time of Lancelot’s
knights in the heart of Africa. The UNESCO officials who deemed this castle
a world heritage site should also have given it an architectural award for the
most out-of-place in time and space historical kitsch in the heart of Africa. We
stayed at a small hotel outside the walls of this castle.
A short in our hotel room caused Thomas’ camera battery charger to explode,
and Thomas wanted to replace it as soon as possible.
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As expected, the camera shops in town did not carry chargers for such
expensive camera equipment and so we thought we would ask in all the
hotels if any of their guests might have left one behind.
Our stay in Gondar turned into a hotel-hopping mission to find a charger.
We found many chargers left behind by forgetful tourists, but none of the
make and model we were looking for.
Gondar, once the capital of the Ethiopian Empire, was also the last large
Ethiopian city to be occupied by Benito Mussolini’s troops until 1941 when
it surrendered after attacks by allied forces. It was a city with a population
of 600,000, and other than Fasilides’ medieval castle there were many
other public buildings scattered about which completes the schizophrenic
historical architectural scene.
The next day was going to be the big departure from Ethiopia as we
continued our trip to Muslim Sudan. We had arranged a minivan to take us
to the border early in the morning. Barely awake at five the next morning,
we threw our luggage into a van loaded with sacks of charcoal.
The driver and his young companion unloaded the charcoal at a bakery,
and we drove on to the border town of Metemma, about two hundred
kilometers away.
Herds of animals in the road delayed our progress as we approached the
border. On the horizon we could make out the first minarets. Everything
indicated that we were getting closer to Muslim Sudan.
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Metemma Pass
Border for the sunburned
Metemma Pass is not the safest border crossing in the world. In December
2015, only two months before our arrival, it had been the site of confrontation
between armed local groups and the army. There were tens of dead and the
border was closed for several weeks. Believing that the calm after the storm
was the most suitable time to visit dangerous regions, we sang as we drove in
the van towards the – according to our information – open border.
Metemma was a medium-sized Ethiopian border town. We arrived there
at about eight in the morning. The minivan parked in between many other
stationary trucks. No longer was there Ethiopian rock blaring from the speakers
in the van. We bade our driver a hearty goodbye.
He was a good fellow and we had become friends. As we got out of the van,
we put our luggage on the ground. Two or three young men came running and
picked them up, and by sheer perseverance convinced us they would be our
porters and guides.
The young men took us to a building on the side of a hill that looked like a
farmhouse. It had a wooden pergola and a tree in the courtyard and did not
seem to be a government building. At a table in the courtyard a man and a
woman opened and checked our bags, then closed them and marked them with
chalk.This was the Ethiopian customs control. Then our young guides took us
across the street to another, larger building where we saw five antique black
computers connected by thick overhead cables.
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After a while, a uniformed officer of the Ethiopian passport control arrived.
She had a serious demeanor and was not very attractive. She sat at one of the
corner computers and started entering our information and the Ethiopian and
Sudanese visas. As time went by, I began to think she was typing her thesis. I
turned to Thomas and said to him: “Go outside and see if our luggage and the
young men are still there.”
Thomas returned with a grin on his face and told me that our bags were safe,
buried under about 10 centimeters of dirt. “Did you check”, I asked him, “if they
had taken any of our underwear?” and we broke out in laughter. When the
officer had finished and had stamped our visas, I told her that she was pretty
and asked if I could take her picture in front of the antique computers. She
responded in a strict tone that we were in a military zone and photography
was forbidden.
We had gone from Ethiopian soil to Sudanese soil without noticing any
difference. Our young luggage guardian angels guided us to yet another highceilinged house. The layout of the furniture was like in the bank in a Wild West
cowboy movie. The employees were extremely tall and willowy Sudanese
with round heads, quite a different race from the slender Ethiopians.
A man stood behind a high counter like at a bank, protected from possible
thieves by a cloudy thick piece of glass. Communication with the public
happened through a handmade oval opening in the glass. You had to be careful
not to cut your hand when you passed your passport through the small hole,
and you had to stoop beseechingly to hear what the employee said to you.
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After a while and having filled out various forms, the officer asked us for
photocopies of our passports. In foresight, I had made seven copies of both our
passports in Athens and given Thomas his, but he had thought it wise to leave
them behind at his home in Glyfada. Luckily, there was a functioning copy
machine somewhere across the road.
Thomas hurried off and returned quickly with a copy of his passport and
about two centimeters of dust on his shoes. I had started chatting with the
customs officer and was trying to explain that Greeks were different from
rocket launching French and Americans and that we had nothing to do with
bomb attacks on Arab soil. In the end they returned our stamped passports
and told us that we had to report to the local police stations in the towns we
stayed in to have our visas updated. Welcome to Sudan.
After we left the Sudanese passport control office a young man approached
us and asked if we wanted to exchange dollars. He offered twelve Sudanese
pounds to the dollar, while the official bank rate was only seven pounds. I
changed fifty dollars, so we had cash for the bus tickets. In hindsight I should
have exchanged a lot more money there at the border. I thought we were done
with border bureaucracy when I heard Thomas and our luggage guardian angels
calling me to go to yet another building on the hill. I followed them reluctantly,
complaining under my breath.
We entered a rectangular building which must have belonged to the prefecture
of the area. It resembled a military barracks. On the left was a desk and
opposite a metal bed.
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An open door in the back wall led into a dirt courtyard. I don’t remember seeing
any windows. A giant human mass slept on the bed. He wore a grey-striped
jellabiya and only his toes were uncovered.
I assumed this was a prisoner waiting to be transported to jail. We handed our
passports to the official sitting at the desk. He surely was an officer in civilian
dress. The officer began to write but it seemed he had trouble understanding our
Greek passports. Thomas paced impatiently like a caged lion and at one point
approached the back door as if to step out and get some fresh air.
The officer yelled at him to settle down and made him sit in a corner of the
room as punishment. I was terribly thirsty. Suddenly the giant person got up and
put on his sandals and came to the desk, gestured for the officer to move away,
and sat down on the chair. He grabbed our passports, stamped them quickly and
sent us on our way as if bothered by the fact that we had interrupted his nap.
The prisoner was the head of the office.
Overjoyed to finally be done we ran like children to the bus stop. A man of
imposing appearance looking like a Persian ayatollah with a gentle look in his
eyes and a traditional white turban on his head, sat at a small table on the dirt
sidewalk and sold tickets. He sold us the last two tickets for the minivan leaving
for El Gadarif.
We gratefully said goodbye to the guardian angels of our luggage and gave them
a nice tip. It had taken four sunlit hours to get through the Far West border at
Metemma, four hours full of fascinating travel memories.
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SUDAN
From El Gadarif to Khartoum
Sudan is a large country. Area-wise it was the largest on the African continent.
Twenty tribes speaking different languages, tropical forests in the south,
endless desert in the north, the big river. The Blue Nile flows rapidly toward
Khartoum from the Ethiopian mountains, while the White Nile, starting at
Lake Victoria deep in black Africa crosses the country lazily. The two Niles
meet in the capital, Khartoum, and continue as one in direction of the land
of the pharaohs.
Sudan has a population of forty-five million. Of those, ten million in the south
seceded after many years of civil war, fighting for independence, and created
the youngest nation in Africa. Other tribes in the western regions, by Darfur
at the border with Chad, also fight for independence.
The Arab name for the country was Bilad-as-Sudan meaning Land of the
Blacks. Omar Bashir has governed the country since the military coup in
1989. From ancient times Sudan has been invaded by various conquerors Egyptians, Arabs, Turks, English – who dominated the natives with weapons.
Sudan for many years was one of the largest slave markets in Africa.
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Arab slave traders transported thousands of slaves, men and women, to ports on
the Red Sea and from there to the Arab peninsula and the entire world.
We made the van to El Gadarif just in time and happily got on. The nineseat Japanese Toyota, like all vans in Africa, had room for twenty people.
Seats were placed facing each other like in limousines which transport wealthy
businesspeople who discuss business matters.
A small space about fifty centimeters wide between the back of the driver’s seat
and the back of the first rear-facing passenger chair was the designated luggage
storage. Our bags were thrown in this space, on top of some perforated cardboard
boxes containing live chickens. During the whole ride I was consumed with
concern that my bag would cause one of the chickens to die by asphyxiation.
There were three hundred thousand camels in southern Sudan, and we were
traveling in a made in Japan Toyota from the border to El Gadarif. We were the
only whites. Our fellow passengers looked at us coldly. When we told them we
were Greeks they smiled a little. A few minutes later the van came to a stop. In
the middle of the road were three huge truck tires filled with concrete. It was
the first of many police roadblocks on our way to El Gadarif.
The van parked on the side of the road in the dirt for the inspection. Two police
officers approached the van with measured steps showing off their power and
with stretched their necks through the window carefully look at the passengers.
Noticing two white faces they began to go through all the paperwork given to
us at the border. The look on their faces expressed wonder at what two greyhaired white men were doing in this van.
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I called out “Yunan” (“Greek”) in the hope that this word would work like a
communications pass in a country where locals regarded white people with
their airplanes and rockets as potential enemies.
At one of the blocks one of the passengers got up and shouted to the policemen
who were checking our papers over and over again in broken English: “Yunan
good people” (“Greeks are good people”). We heard the phrase “Yunan good
people” often on our trip along the Nile and it always made us smile and laugh
at each other with satisfaction. Our travels in Sudan had so far been full of
welcome little adventures.
The van crossed the dry, monotone landscape and only the police roadblocks
made the trip interesting. We arrived in El Gadarif after about three hours. El
Gadarif is a town with a population of one hundred thousand. It sits in the
center of a desert plain. Rain comes from the Ethiopian mountains during four
summer months. It makes the arid land fertile and all kinds of grains are grown.
El Gadarif is the queen of sesame producers in Sudan.
We stopped at a vacant lot in the center of town. We picked up our bags and
were happy to see that the chickens underneath were still alive. It was noon
and the city resembled a ghost town after a pandemic. All the residents were
hiding from the hot sun in their houses. Not even one of the thousands of camels
in the region was on the street bringing life and charm to the city. El Gadarif
was an authentic working city and would certainly be interesting to visit if we
stayed the night. The great heat and dust however did not entice us, and we
decided to drive on to Khartoum.

153

We asked the driver of the van, after all the other passengers had disembarked,
if we could pay him to take us directly to the station for buses to Khartoum. It
was on the other side of town, but luckily, he agreed.
A large Scania bus had filled and was leaving for Khartoum. We climbed the
steps and were met with a big surprise. All the windows and the roof of the bus
were covered with heavy kilim-like fringed curtains. No light entered the bus
from anywhere. ”The Thousand-and-One-Nights bus”, I exclaimed loudly. We
figured it must be an Arab insulation technique against the pounding sun. We
sat near the window and carefully raised a corner of the heavy, dust-encrusted
curtain to see what was happening outside.
The landscape was flat, dry, extremely boring and we quickly decided there
was nothing to see out the window. There was a television set in between the
curtains above the driver. Some muezzin was proclaiming something on a live
show. The program, to us in poor taste, was live propagandistic advertising for
Allah.
As we were hungry, we started nibbling on some unsalted peanuts that we had
bought for pennies from vendors at the bus stations. After more than ten hours
on the “Thousand- and-One-Nights bus” with only peanuts to sustain us we
finally arrived after midnight at the central station of Khartoum.
A fellow passenger offered to help us find a cab and called a friend who was
a driver. We waited quite a while for a black Fiat to arrive to take us to the
legendary, Greek-founded Hotel Acropole.
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Khartoum
The Mahdi is omnipresent
Khartoum is a capital city with four million inhabitants. Like in most capitals,
there are people of all races and tribes. Khartoum is made up of three distinctly
separate urban districts: the old colonial center at the confluence of the Blue and
White Nile, in the north the revolutionary Omdurman, first capital of the Mahdist
rebels, and Bahri, the industrial and manufacturing center on the northern shore.
These three semi-autonomous cities are connected by bridges across the Nile
and make up the wider area of Khartoum. In the colonial center are museums,
embassies, historical buildings, the Greek Orthodox Church, the university, large
banks, government offices, and the Hotel Acropole at which we stayed.
We arrived at the Acropole after a nineteen-hour bus ride across southern
Sudan. It was shortly after midnight when we got there. In the road in front of
the hotel stood two police guards armed with automatic weapons. In 1968 the
Hotel Acropole had been the site of a terrorist attack by the Palestinian Abu
Nidal Group which left nine Americans and Europeans dead, and many others
injured. We went to the reception area on the first floor.
George Pagoulatos from Kefalonia in Greece, one of the owners of the hotel,
was at the front desk. He was of light complexion and blue-eyed and looked
more like an English expatriate than a Greek. Perhaps in his youth he had gone
to an English school in Khartoum. The hotel was built in the style of the 50s with
wide hallways and high-ceilinged spaces.
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The walls were the color of sand and the floors had large square mosaic tiles
fashionable in that era. George gave us a room on the fourth floor. It had three
beds in a row. We each took an end bed and left the middle one a neutral
zone on which to place our clothes.
After a hot shower to get rid of the desert dust I covered the drain with our
travel guidebook so that no crawling insects would creep out during the night
and we went to sleep. Refreshed we went downstairs for breakfast the next
morning. In the breakfast room there were Germans, French, and others. They
all appeared to be talking about work. We learned that the Hotel Acropole was
a popular hangout for archaeologists and staff of international organizations.
It was a Saturday, the day after Friday and the day before Sunday. I thought
about Muslims praying on Fridays, Jews on Saturdays, and Christians on Sundays.
Three continuous days of worship by the descendants of Abraham. In any case,
Saturday was a special day in Sudan. It was the day of the camel market.
It had always been a dream of mine to visit a market with hundreds of camels
on one of my travels. I went to George and asked him to organize a car to
take us to the large camel market in Omdurman. A few minutes later we were
sitting in a small black car driving over a bridge across the Nile in the direction
of Omdurman.
Soon after crossing the river we could make out thousands of temporary shacks
and tents. It was the largest refugee camp in the world. More than two million
refugees, mostly women and children from South Sudan, Darfur, and other
warzones had found shelter there.
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CAMEL MARKET
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The camel market in Omdurman
A little ways after the refugee camp we came to the largest camel market
in Sudan, the Souq Abu Zayd. From here camels are sold to butchers in Egypt
where they are made into pastirma, a cured delicacy much coveted at the
Egyptian family table. Most camels are bred by Juhaynah Arabs in western
Sudan. Breeders from Beja and Rashaida in the eastern part of the country
produce the famous white Bisharin camels which are prized for being as fast
as Arabian horses and who are sought after for camel racing in Saudi Arabia.
We got out of the car and mingled with the beasts with the long eyelashes.
Some of the camels were sitting on the ground in twos or threes, others ambled
around in groups. One of their front legs was bent at the knee and tied so
tightly that they had to hobble on three legs. This strange practice was known
as “pastouroma” by our Greek herdsmen. The camel herders, dressed all in
white and with white turbans, walked and talked among them, negotiated with
potential buyers, and gave orders to the animals. Each one of them held a long
stick.
They would place the stick horizontally across the top of their shoulders and
rest their hands across the top. Resembling crucified figures, they stood quietly
watching proudly over their herds. A camel sold for meat brought about a
thousand dollars on the market, and the price for white Bisharin camels was
considerably higher, and some exceptional animals could bring in several
thousand dollars. At this huge animal market there were also goats, sheep,
zebus, and other kinds of animals for sale.
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In the afternoon we returned to Khartoum on the bank of the Nile for a
quick tour of the historic part of town. It was around sundown and the Nile
welcomed us with its prettiest colors. Suddenly we were viciously attacked by
a cloud of mosquitoes and we ran from the assault in a panic.
We crossed the bridge to Titi Island in the Nile and made our way towards the
landmark modern egg-shaped Hotel Concorde, which was a gift from Ghaddafi
to Sudan in the days when he was still alive and powerful. From there, avoiding
the mosquitoes, we quickly hopped onto a public bus to the Hotel Acropole.

Omdurman
Revolutionary heart of Sudan
The residential part of Omdurman was unattractive, but the market was
teeming with life. All day long we photographed horse-drawn carts, spices,
fabrics, different kinds of ground grains, colorful jellabiyas. The area was full of
tuk-tuks which were only for local use and not permitted to circulate outside
Omdurman.
Late in the afternoon we found a yellow taxi which could take us to the city
center of Khartoum. It was our last day. Tomorrow we were to continue our
trip to Egypt. We returned to the hotel to pack our belongings and pay our bill.
I went down to the reception to settle our account. George had prepared the
typewritten bill with the final amount given in four currencies: Sudanese pound,
euro, dollar, and British pound.
The amount seemed excessive to me even though I do not usually pay much
attention to bills, and I noticed that 19% VAT had been added to the amounts
charged for the transport to the camel market and for the visa application fees
with the police.
We figured that charging VAT in a country like Sudan for a small private car
to take us to the camel market was exorbitant, and decided το offset the high
charge by paying our hotel bill in Sudanese currency with money exchanged
on the black market.
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The residential part of Omdurman was unattractive, but the market was
teeming with life. All day long we photographed horse-drawn carts,
spices, fabrics, different kinds of ground grains, colorful jellabiyas. The
area was full of tuk-tuks which were only for local use and not permitted
to circulate outside Omdurman.
Late in the afternoon we found a yellow taxi which could take us to
the city center of Khartoum. It was our last day. Tomorrow we were to
continue our trip to Egypt. We returned to the hotel to pack our belongings
and pay our bill.
I went down to the reception to settle our account. George had prepared
the typewritten bill with the final amount given in four currencies:
Sudanese pound, euro, dollar, and British pound.
The amount seemed excessive to me even though I do not usually pay
much attention to bills, and I noticed that 19% VAT had been added to the
amounts charged for the transport to the camel market and for the visa
application fees with the police.
We figured that charging VAT in a country like Sudan for a small private
car to take us to the camel market was exorbitant, and decided το offset
the high charge by paying our hotel bill in Sudanese currency with money
exchanged on the black market.
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WORKING TO SURVIVE
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Black market exchange in Khartoum
It was already nine in the evening and the attempt to exchange money in
Khartoum at night did not seem an easy undertaking. We however had our
minds made up. We went by foot to the center of town in the hope of finding
one of the illegal exchange booths open. At one point somebody approached
us and offered to change euros at twelve Sudanese pounds instead of the going
rate of seven. We agreed and he went to get the money.
While we were waiting other young men, all about the same height and
weight, approached us to exchange money. We realized we had accidentally
found the foreign currency black market of Khartoum.
Then someone stepped out of the crowd and led us to a row of shops. There
the person with the money appeared. The two hundred euro we exchanged
were equal to forty-eight fifty Sudanese pound notes. The bills looked authentic.
Thomas took the wad of bills and, standing up and with his left arm extended,
began to count the money in full view like a professional cashier.
Arabic shop signs were displayed in the background and around us were
gathered curious passer. Among them were several uniformed security shop
guards whose uniforms resembled those of the police. Thomas counted and
then counted again. There were 46 notes and not 48. The counting started over.
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I had begun to feel anxious from fear. It was like being in a police movie. I had
read that in Sudan black market currency exchange was still a capital offense,
punishable by death.
I expected any moment for a police collaborator among the black marketeers
to appear and demand a ransom for not arresting us. “Stop all this counting”, I
yelled, “they’re going to get us”. In the end the young Sudanese man gave in
to Thomas’ determination and produced the two missing banknotes from his
pocket and handed them over. We hurried to a busy street giving deep sighs
of relief. I marveled at how dangerous it could be to reject being swindled.
We returned to the hotel where George protested our payment in Sudanese
pounds and showed us a document that said it was forbidden for foreigners
to settle their bill in the local currency. We ended up paying for our room in
dollars and for all the other charges in Sudanese pounds. Time had come to
move on to Egypt.

Meroe
Royal pyramids under the sun
We departed early from the Hotel Acropole. A black cabbie with an old black
Peugeot took us to the intercity bus station. We crossed the bridge over the Nile
and soon arrived at the station. As we were familiar with the environment, we
were quickly able to find our seats on one of the now well-known Thousandand-One-Nights buses.
Our destination was Shendi, a city three hours away on the main road from
Khartoum to Port Sudan. Shendi was a one time the largest slave market in the
region. There all the slave caravans from western Africa came together before
continuing to the Red Sea. At the city’s market, apart from camels, cows, and
other animals, five thousand slaves, mostly young women, were sold every
year.
The slave traders allowed a three-day trial period to prospective buyers before
the women were transported to the port of Suakin on the Red Sea for shipment
to the Arabian Peninsula. Shendi was the only sex slave market in the world
as far as I know.
We arrived in town around noon and, following our usual habit, relaxed in a
coffee shop drinking hot tea until we decided on our next move. There were
no female slaves anymore, only men in jellabiyas walked around the square.
In the end we found a nice taxi driver with a small Hyundai Atos to take us to
the pyramids in Meroë, some thirty kilometers away.
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The tiny old Atos drove like a Ferrari on the main road, deftly maneuvering
between huge freighters while passing them. In the rear-view mirror, I could
see Thomas squeezing our cases and pressing his lips together with every
dangerous overtaking by Muhammad. Muhammad was a good guy; he didn’t
have that typical Arab slyness and I trusted him from the get-go. I did not
complain or admonish him as he drove between the large trucks transporting
petrol from Port Said to Khartoum.
The rigs pulled two or three trailers and looked like short trains on tires. The
Atos behaved like an ant passing elephants between the trucks. The road
through the flat desert was strewn with hundreds if not thousands of truck tires
burnt by the high temperatures. It was certainly the world’s most littered with
burst tires highway.
We finally arrived at the Meroë pyramids without, as I had foreseen, any kind
of accident. The wind had picked up and was almost gale force. The pyramids
looked like fabulous triangles in a shroud of blowing sand. There was not
another car on the horizon. It looked like we were the only visitors at the
tombs of the rulers of the Kushite kingdoms.
As we were approaching the archaeological site three camels came galloping
towards us from a distance, leaving behind them a cloud of dust. We
immediately asked Muhammad to stop and quickly got out, our cameras in
hand. We were able to immortalize α herd of camels with their riders galloping
rapidly against a backdrop of small pyramids faintly visibly in the dusty shroud
of the sandstorm. A high-carat photographic keepsake. We were thrilled.
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The entrance fee to the archaeological site was excessively high for foreigners,
twenty-five dollars per person. We pretended, as Muhammad had instructed
us to do, that we didn’t have any dollars with us, only Sudanese pounds. In the
end we paid the fee that Sudanese citizens pay, the equivalent of three dollars
a ticket.
There was a grouping of about thirty partially demolished small pyramids
approximately ten meters high standing on the hill in front of us. Αt the end of
the last century a scoundrel of an Italian archaeologist had almost razed them
to the ground in his search for gold objects and hidden treasures.
Thomas suggested we rent the camels which had run up to meet us, and to
ride to the distant part of the burial grounds in the south archaeological site. I
voiced my doubts and objections because I was afraid I might fall and break
a rib. But then I saw Thomas riding off into the desert accompanied by two
camels and enviously followed suit.
It is always a challenge to get up on a camel’s back. I seated myself on the
saddle-throne, wrapped my fingers securely around the knobs in front and
back, and the camel got up. My camera was still hanging from my neck. We
set off. The father camel driver held the camel’s bridle and the son was at my
side, holding my foot. I observed that if I fell, I would fall softly into the golden
sand. I was probably a funny sight to behold, but luckily not for long. The white
camel strode with a steady step and her movements proved that she was a
healthy and psychologically well-balanced beast.
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She and I became friends after a while, and I stroked her and sat comfortably
on her like on a throne from the time of the pharaohs, with my hands free. We
arrived at the south part of the burial site and I dismounted. Getting off went
smoothly and without surprises.
The pyramids of Meroë were small and narrow, different from those in Egypt.
Forty Kushite kings were buried in Meroë. My interest in the archaeological
discoveries had waned in contrast to the epic experience of the camel ride. My
thoughts and eyes now belonged to my new love, the white camel. I watched
how she lowered herself to the ground, how she turned her neck, how she
smiled. On the return trip the camel drivers were in a rush to get back to town
and made the camels run.
I had not imagined it possible that riding a galloping camel was even more
comfortable than riding a walking camel. We arrived back and I did not want to
get off. I wanted to continue galloping into the wild blue yonder on camelback.
I wanted to become one with the sand, the dust, the sun, the sky of the desert,
just for some hours. I wanted to become a little like Lawrence of Arabia.
Leaving Meroë, we asked Muhammad if he himself could drive us to Atbara,
some two hundred kilometers to the north. He agreed to a reasonable rate
and the miniature Atos once again passed the moving truck convoys on the
highway. Muhammad was the only person we met who took the exact amount
agreed on without trying to barter for more. He was the only Arab on the
whole trip who had an honorable and dignified attitude towards money. He
dropped us off in front of the Hotel Nile in the center of Atbara.
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WHERE EMPERORS,
CAMELS AND PYRAMIDS
MEET THE DESERT

PHOTOGRAPHIC MEMORIES
MEROE, SUDAN

Atbara
The red railway tracks
Atbara is the communist capital of Sudan. Construction of the railway, which
connected Wadi Halfa on the border with Egypt with Port Sudan on the Red
Sea, and which passes through Atbara, helped the city develop rapidly into
an industrial, commercial and transportation hub. Along with industry and
trades a strong workers movement arose. General workers strikes in 1940 –
50 made Atbara the bastion of workers rights for all of Sudan.In 1980 Nimeiri
saw himself forced to change the course of the railway, bypassing Atbara in
order to neutralize the labor movement. Today the railway tracks divide the
city in two parts, the eastern part with noisy markets and low buildings of
the lower class, and the western, European part with its red shingled roofs,
lush gardens, and tree-lined avenues reminiscent of England.
The owner of the Hotel Nile was a Christian Copt. We asked for his best
room. He gave us an air-conditioned suite in the back courtyard. The suite
was a trailer with three iron beds. It looked like something out of wartime.
The air conditioner made noise like a tractor. The bathroom door was a solid
sheet of metal. I named it the Guantanamo Bay Hotel and we had a good
laugh. The name entered our private dictionary as description for that type
of hotel.
I entered the bathroom looking forward to rinsing off the dust of the day and
getting rid of the smell of the nice camel. When I turned on the water the
knob came off and water began leaking into the wall.
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I shut off the main valve underneath the sink and the water stopped flowing.
Considering the circumstances, I decided I would not ask for the leak be
repaired. I crouched best I could and used one hand to wash myself doubled
over with the water coming out of the wall, opening and shutting the water
valve with my other hand.
Thomas had gotten out the Deet, the strong mosquito killer, the fear and terror
of every mosquito, and was spraying the walls and under the beds. I got ready
to go out and find something for us to eat. The markets were full of people,
but I was not in the mood for exploring. I bought some biscuits, some bananas,
and two bottles of water and returned to the hotel. In the lobby of the hotel
four Sudanese men were sitting in armchairs watching a football game on the
television. I sat down with them.
Burkina Faso was playing Egypt in the North African Cup championship. The
game was so slow that every now and again I pretended I was getting up to
play ball myself.
After a while I went back to the room. Thomas had looked for but not found
a sheet to cover himself with. I proudly took my summer sleeping bag – two
dark blue cotton sheets sewn together with a triagonal hood at one end - out
of its cover and lay down. I must have looked like a horizontal harem woman
still wearing her veil in bed.
Thomas took the bottom sheet off the third bed and used it to cover himself.
That night neither of us paid any attention to the other one’s snoring. We were
busy dreaming of camels galloping in the desert.
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Karima–Jebel Barkal
The president’s robe
The station for buses going to the town of Karima near Jebel Barkal, Sudan’s holy
mountain, was packed with people. After Atbara, the Nile turns north towards
Egypt before circling around again to the south, creating a large horseshoe in
the desert. And there, in the horseshoe, lay the kingdom of Kush. We decided
not to follow the Nile’s unorthodox path and instead cut straight across to the
city of Karima where we would catch up again with the holy river.
Just a few years ago, the trip from Atbara to Karima was a nineteen-hour
adventure by Jeep over a desert road. Today we sat in a small bus which took
us comfortably over a paved road. To the north was the Nubian Desert and to
the south the Bayuda Desert.
Karima is the area’s largest town. Near it is Sudan’s holy mountain which looks
like a table, like Table Mountain in Cape Town. We sat in a small café in the
central square. I went to check out a nearby hotel, the Al Nasser, the only hotel
in the center of Karima that was listed in our guidebook. It was another of
those Guantanamo-type hotels with metal doors and iron beds.
I returned to the café determined to find another, more European choice of
accommodation, at least for tonight. A tricycle tuk-tuk took us outside the city
to the only luxury hotel in the area, the Nubian Rest House. It was directly
opposite the archaeological site of Jebel Barkal, Sudan’s holy mountain.
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Behind a high stone wall the round domes on the houses of a traditional Nubian
village poked out above bougainvillea and other beautiful plants. A guard
wearing local dress opened the high wooden gate for us and we stood gazing at
the beautiful scenery. The traditional small village had been perfectly restored,
the tile-paved streets were well-kept, and there were beautiful flowers on the
balconies. Everything indicated this was a remarkable architectural restoration
project.
Despite everything I did not feel comfortable. Everything was so perfect
you felt it had been done so purposely to impress wealthy visitors. It lacked
authentic errors, some carelessness to indicate the everyday struggle of the
simple people who once lived in this paradise in the desert. An Italian contessa
dressed in white and wearing a hat, looking like an actor from “Out of Africa”
came to greet us on a magnificent large verandah. She informed us that the
hotel was fully occupied by a group of Americans and that there were no
rooms available. The contessa recommended we stay in a state-run conference
and athletic center twenty kilometers away, on the other side of the mountain,
where, she told us, the president of Sudan stayed when he was in the area.
We drove on with the tuk-tuk, crossing once more over the Nile and then
found ourselves by an area that resembled the facilities of the Thessaloniki
International Fair with its large meeting halls, conference buildings, restaurants,
lawns, and athletic facilities. All available rooms were already booked except
for the presidential suite. Tired as we were, we decided to pay the VIP price
for a night in the presidential suite.
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The building in which Omar Bashir and his wives stayed when they came to visit
the holy mountain was, for security reasons, a freestanding house in a garden. We
were shown to one of five suites in the building. The wood furniture was in a
disgusting dark retro style. I opened the closet and found two white robes with
their belts tied around the waist hanging from carved wooden hangers. One of
them was surely the president’s robe.
I had seen Omar, who after the coup was Sudan’s president for more than twenty
years, looking serious with his moustache and glasses in photographs. In the
dresser by the bed were his slippers. I certainly did not want to wear neither the
president’s robe nor his slippers. I threw off my clothes and ran naked and barefoot
into the bathroom and stood in the bathtub letting hot water from the shower run
over me for a long time, rinsing away the dust of the desert.
That afternoon we went on a tourist tour of the burial sites of El Kuru and Nuri,
UNESCO heritage sites, and got as far as the foot of the holy mountain but didn’t
have time to climb to the top. It was an uneventful day. Luckily, the president’s
robe hanging in the closet provided us with some funny moments and a historical
perspective to our visit to the holy mountain of Sudan.
By the time this book was written, Omar Bashir had been forced to relinquish
power. He was the military head of an Arab state in the style of Saddam Hussein,
Mubarak, and Gaddafi, who thought they could rule without international support,
and he was ousted from power. The presidential robe in the closet will be waiting
for whichever new prime minister, army general, or king is chosen to take Bashir’s
place by the powerful of the world, those with money and weapons.
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Dongola-Wadi Halfa
The Nile never rests
Karima and Dongola are two large provincial towns on the Nile in central
Sudan. It takes four hours by bus to get from Karima to Dongola. We arrived
at Dongola and went to an outdoor restaurant in the central road through the
market that served perch from the Nile. Across from us at a long table sat an
Arab man wearing a white jellaba. He was from embattled Darfur. He knew
where Greece was. He had seen Alexis Tsipras on and told us he thought he
had a nice but childish face.
We were discussing the political situation and armed conflict in Darfur when
I had a sudden urge to go to the bathroom. It was difficult if not impossible to
find a bathroom in the market in Dongola. I left Thomas to watch our bags and
the grilled perch and went in search of a suitable place to urinate.
The houses in Dongola are low, made of concrete block, and have small
verandas out front. After walking away from the center for about ten minutes
I came to an open dirt square. On one side of the square was a dilapidated
building with crumbling walls. I had started to urinate against the wall when a
stone fell close to my head.At first, I thought a rock had come loose from the
roof of the ruined building, but I soon realized that someone was pelting me
with rocks from one of the balconies opposite. With my fly unzippered and
with unprecedented athletic agility I began to run away from the bombardment.
After running about fifty meters under the barrage of stones I turned the corner
of a building and was finally out of range.
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I stopped running and made sure my head had not been hit by any stones, then
walked away quickly to avoid being targeted again. My hat, which looked like
a foreign legionnaire’s hat and gave away my tourist identity, was probably
the reason for being attacked with stones. I quickly removed it from my head.
If I had had a black chador, I would have put it on even if I risked being told
I looked like a woman.
I wondered if this incident might be an expression of the Arab world’s
displeasure with the airstrikes on Iraq, Libya, and Syria in this country where
everyone urinates outside. I was troubled by this thought as I returned to the
market. Thomas was still sitting with our bags eating perch from the Nile.
The bus to Wadi Halfa left shortly after. It followed the road parallel to the
Nile. All the surrounding landscape was cultivated. Date palms were prominent.
I do not believe there is another forest in the world where the leaves make
such pretty shadows on the ground. We approached Soleb where the famous
tomb of Amun was situated but we were too lazy to get off the bus and visit
it and so continued our route.
Once upon a time Wadi Halfa was a picturesque fishing village on the banks
of the Nile, but it was flooded when the artificial Lake Nasser was created. The
new Wadi Halfa on the shores of Lake Nasser, which holds the water for the
Aswan Dam, is an ugly city.
The Hotel Nefertiti where we stayed was yet another Guantanamo-type hotel
with metal beds and low lighting. We had a meal sitting at bar-like high tables
at an outdoor place on the unpaved main road. Our food was seasoned by
clouds of dust whirled up by passing cars.
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I started chatting with some young men at the table. They were Ethiopian from
the mountains near Gondar. They were excited to hear we had passed through
their hometown. I was surprised to find Ethiopian economic migrants in Wadi
Halfa in Sudan.
Then I recalled that at the border at Metemma, we had been the only people
rushing from office to office to have papers and passports approved by the
border authorities out of the crowd of hundreds of Ethiopians. Questions began
to form in my head. How were the young guardian angels of our luggage able
to cross from one country into the other without presenting any paperwork?
Perhaps all colored people can cross the border at Metemma without formalities?
Maybe there was a kind of Schengen Agreement for eastern Africa based on
skin color? We talked for hours with the young Ethiopians who had come so
far looking for work. All over the world people relocate for work, much like
the herbivores of the African savannah migrate in herds to where there is grass
to feed on.
The ferry boat from Wadi Halfa (Sudan) to Aswan (Egypt) left every Wednesday
and took some eighteen hours to cross the lake. We decided not to take this
time-consuming watery method of travel but to go by our usual bus.
Only two months earlier the prime ministers of the two Muslim countries had
inaugurated the new border station between Sudan and Egypt. The bus stopped
in a large parking lot in front of modern buildings and we soon found ourselves
in an enormous waiting hall with hundreds of plastic chairs all lined up.
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The large new hall looked like a reception center for new recruits at a military
camp. We passed through passport control along with hundreds of white
jellabas. We had arrived in Egypt.
I quickly realized that I felt uncomfortable in the new modern space. I am not
embarrassed to admit that I preferred the dirt crossing at Metemma to this new
impersonal concrete border station between Sudan and Egypt. It would seem I
was not a proponent of progress. I suppose I prefer tradition and culture over
a plasticized tomorrow. I know I would rather take my coffee in Trastevere in
Rome than from a plastic cup in the hypermodern center of Dubai.
The bus stopped on the north shore of the Nile. We waited for the car ferry
to come and carry our bus across to the other shore. We were headed to Abu
Simbel, the famous temple complex relocated here by archaeologists to avoid
being flooded when man-made Lake Nasser was filled.
A town had sprung up around the temples dedicated to Ramses. All buses
stopped at the dirt plaza for rest and food. All bus passengers paid five Egyptian
pounds for a wonderful lunch of fresh fish.
We arrived in Aswan at dusk. We had returned to the tourist zone. Our
travel adventure was ending. It was a strange feeling to arrive in Egypt from
chocolatey Africa. Ηow differently would Herodotus have written his memoirs
if he had gone down and not up the Nile, if he had approached the land of the
Pharaohs from black Africa instead of from the blue Mediterranean?
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Aswan – Luxor,
The home of the Pharaoh
Aswan is a beautiful town, a quiet provincial town, splendid with rows of
lovely trees along the great river in the middle of the Nubian desert. I had
visited Aswan years before when I was younger. I had stayed in a hotel on
an avenue along the shore. I remembered Elephantine, the little island in the
Nile with its Roman Nilometer which measured the sacred river’s water level
and forecasted flooding, the picturesque Nubian villages with their rounded
domes on the outskirts the city, the feluccas with huge masts and huge sails,
and the riverside restaurants. I remembered the mausoleum of Aga Khan, the
Coptic monastery of Saint Simeon, and best of all I remembered standing on
the Aswan Dam gazing out at Lake Nasser and admiring the Roman turbines.
It felt strange to revisit a tourist destination after many years. It was a
suspenseful feeling. What might have happened in the years that passed? Who
had changed more – you or the place you had known in your youth? Had
greedy entrepreneurs, in their effort to profit from tourism as much and as
quickly as they could destroyed the beauty of this place you had once loved?
Had they?
All this concerned me, and I woke up in the morning and looked out of the
window of my room at the Hotel Thebes. The Nile was still there, as were the
tall trees on the river promenade. The beauty of Aswan I had known in my
youth was not lost. The city had retained its character.
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We walked along the sidewalks of the market. Like in the old days there
were lots of antique shops. The merchants of Aswan always went around the
surrounding Nubian villages buying up any available antiques to sell to the
foreign visitors. Only now they have fewer customers. Terrorism had severely
affected tourism in Aswan.
In the afternoon we rented a horse-drawn carriage to take us around the city.
We came to the legendary Hotel Old Cataract. Thomas got down and went in
to visit the hotel in which he spent his honeymoon many years ago. I left him
alone to relive his youthful erotic memories and lazily waited in the carriage
for his return, accompanied by the equine smell of the horse. At daybreak
we left Aswan for Alexandria on the Mediterranean. We had chosen a new
method of travel for the last days of our trip: the train.
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Luxor
Valley of the Kings
The train approached Luxor, ancient Thebes, which for thousands of years was
the spiritual and religious capital of the Pharaohs. A young man on the train
recommended the Hotel Horus to us. We liked the name of the falcon god, so
we followed the young man’s recommendation.
The hotel was in the center of the city and from our window we could see
Luxor Temple on the Nile all lit up. Next to the place of worship of the god
Amun stood a mosque, the Abu al Haggag. Believers in the hundreds visited
the mosque. The open plaza of the mosque rests on the ancient Luxor Temple.
Extraordinary coexistence of places of worship in the land of the Nile.
The central square of the city was a continuation of the temple’s archaeological
space. The main square of Luxor had a provincial atmosphere. We ate souvlakis
with chopped tomatoes, drank buttermilk and gathered strength to climb up and
down the wooden stairs to our room on the third floor of the hotel. Sitting on
the bed in the room my mind wandered to Herodotus. I almost expected him
to appear and regale us with some of the stories told to him by the priest in
the temple opposite, which he described in his travel account of Egypt.
Who would have told him the tale of the son of Sesostris (Ramses II) who
regained his sight years after suddenly turning blind for his blasphemous act
when he in irrational anger at the flooding threw a javelin at the sacred river?
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Really, how could he, after consulting the Voodoo oracle ten years later, regain
his sight by washing his eyes with the urine of a woman who had never known
another man, but had only had sexual relations with her duly wedded husband?
And who were the vicious tongues that claimed Cheops had run out of money
to complete his expensive pyramid and prostituted his own daughter so she
could supplement the funds necessary to finish the pyramid with gifts received
from her clients?΅
Where in his mind did he find those innumerable anonymous accounts that
kept his imagination entertained prompting him to write about enduring human
weaknesses and habits, making him the foremost and best writer in history?
We set our alarms for early in the morning so that we could be the first at the
Karnak archaeological site, ahead of the first tour group. We wanted to catch
the sun’s rays casting shadows on the gables of the temple before the relentless
midday sun washed out its visual appeal.
We arrived by cab at Karnak very early in the morning, as if we were attending
the morning worship of Amun Ra. We came to a large open-air museum. The
temple of the principal god of the Theban Triad, Amun Ra, was the largest
place of worship in ancient Egypt. The temple’s enormous columns made us
feel like insignificant tiny human ants in the scope of history.
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In the afternoon we walked around admiring the feluccas and excursion boats
that offer tourist cruises on the Nile. Agatha Christie was not there to regale
us with new tales of crime on the Nile. We ended up having a drink at the
Winter Palace. The historic hotel was still there. Today it is run by the Sofitel
hotel chain. At the end of the garden they had built a discrete complex with
fifty rooms at affordable prices for mere mortals like us. If we ever returned to
Luxor as guests of some archaeological conference organized by descendants
of the pharaohs from the Valley of the Kings opposite, then we will surely stay
at the Winter Palace Hotel.
The next day, on February 23, 2016, we sat in the train headed to Cairo. The
train was plain but comfortable. The tickets were dirt cheap.
We spent hours glued to the window while traversing Egypt. The train ran
along the east bank of the Nile. We did not see any pyramids because they had
all been built on the west side so that, it was said, the priests could be closer
to the setting sun. In the towns we passed many new apartment buildings were
not stuccoed because in this country where it rarely rained plastering was an
unnecessary luxury that could be put off for many years. Urban disorder in
Egypt.
Wherever you looked there was speculative development that was not in any
way reined in by spatial, cultural, or aesthetic constraints. After quite a few
hours at the window of the train we arrived at the historic railway station in
Cairo. Thousands of people and traffic jams. An Egyptian businessman we had
met on the train gave his driver instructions to take us to our hotel downtown.
We went to bed early. The next day was our only and final opportunity to say
goodbye to Cairo.
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Muslim Cairo
I must admit I like the veil in all colors of the rainbow except black. I prefer it
to the western style hats which blow off with the slightest breeze and you must
chase down the street. The veil is practical for women as it shields them from
the hot sun during the day, from the cold wind at night, and from the desert
dust. They do not have to worry about their hairdo and the cloth frame makes
women’s eyes look more expressive.
On the other hand, I detest the black chador which reminds me of the devil in
disguise, of the valley of lepers in Christian works, of executioners in the Middle
Ages, of hooded thugs at demonstrations. I considered writing a letter to a Cairo
newspaper suggesting that a color system be established for traditionally-oriented
women in Muslim countries, letting single women wear yellow veils, engaged
women wear pink, married women wear red, and divorced women wear light
blue ones.
In this way women would be well-dressed and only men would have their bald
heads exposed to hot sun, especially since it has been proven that the traditional
Egyptian fez is unsuitable for common use. If my suggestion were followed,
Islamic cities would be full of color, and men would be able to tell from afar
which women were free and which were taken without having to get close to
see if they wore a ring on their finger. Full of such innovative thoughts, hopefully
viewed with humor by feminists, we walked through the gate to Islamic Cairo.
Egypt was conquered by the Arabs in the name of Allah in 641 B.C. Amr Ibn Al As
came to stay and extended the rule of Islam over all northern Africa, in Tunisia,
Algeria, and Morocco.
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The first mosque in Africa was built on the east bank of the Nile so that one
did not get one’s feet wet when arriving from Medina. In 969, Fatimid caliphs,
who claim descendancy from Fatima, established Cairo as the capital of their
Caliphate. Some years later Sunni Ayyubids wrested control from the Fatimids.
In 1250, Turkish Mamluks – soldiers of slave origins – occupied Cairo and
ruled Egypt for about three hundred years until they were vanquished by the
Ottomans. Next Napoleon occupied Cairo in 1798 but only stayed for four
years.
After that the Albanian general of the Ottoman army Mehmet Ali Pasha ruled
Cairo until Egypt came under British rule. So many conquerors in the Nile Delta
over the centuries.
I must admit that Muhammad’s followers left behind a trove of beautiful
mosques, works of art to be admired. Fatimid caliphs founded Al-Azhar, the
largest university for Islamic Studies in the world, and they created exceptional
artistic and architectural works in Cairo.
The Al-Hakim, the Al-Aqmar, the Selim Tulun, the Lulua Mosque, and many
others. The Abbasids built the Ibn Tulun Mosque to remind them of Baghdad.
The Mamluks did not lag, leaving behind architectural examples such as the
Sultan Hasan and the famed Amir al-Maridani.
Today a large avenue separates modern Cairo from Islamic Cairo. The narrow
streets in the old Islamic quarter have the air of neighborhood missing in large
contemporary towns/ We felt as if leaving Sudan had led us into a world of
consumption of exclusively western commodities. The areas we visited in
Islamic Cairo proved us wrong.
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We never imagined we would ever find the authentic center of Cairo in this
megalopolis of twenty million inhabitants.
We walked for hours. After wandering between small stalls, artisanal round
loaves of bread, handcarts, and scents wafting from Arab delicacies we came
to the Madrasa Al-Sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay. This place of worship and study
from the Mamluk era consisted of four simple half-open spaces around a
courtyard. It was an Islamic architectural creation which touched the soul.
The beauty and harmony of this space was so intense that it would not have
taken much for us to bow our heads to the carpet and pray to Allah. Night had
fallen and our visit to Cairo was coming to its end.
In a street full packed with life and with coffee shops with hookahs hanging
from the ceiling a block away from our hotel, I had discovered a place that
served beer. It was in a high-ceilinged, traditional colonial-style building and for
some reason we did not know but suspected had been given special permission
to turn into a bar and serve beer in this city where alcohol consumption is
prohibited according to Islamic custom.
The place was full of guests. Young couples who appeared to still be in the
flirting stage, dark-skinned young Egyptians holding hands with young blond
Europeans were standing laughing near a table with Egyptian beer on it.
Groups of men, some deep in discussion, others celebrating loudly with a
backdrop of bottles of beer. It was forbidden to serve any kind of food in this
Egyptian beerhouse.
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A couple entered holding a bag with take-away kebabs they had brought from
the Kazaz restaurant. There was always a way to bend the rules, I mused.
A large, bald, boxy Egyptian sat by the door as the bouncer and acted as if
he were the brother of the owner of the place. From his look we could tell
he would be ready to deal with any enemy – and with the police – not by
shooting but by brandishing a wad of cash.
Thomas and I each drank three or four bottles of excellent Egyptian lager. We
were lucky the elevator in the hotel was working. We quickly went to bed to
get some sleep as tomorrow was our last day and we had planned a whole
day excursion to the library in Alexandria. We wanted to follow the Nile to its
estuary, to the end, to where it drained into the Mediterranean Sea.
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Alexandria
The famous library reborn
Alexandria is only two hours away from Cairo by train. The railway station
in Cairo was full of people. We patiently stood in line to buy our tickets. We
were not in a hurry; we had not made a bet that we would go around the world
in eighty days like Phileas Fogg. The window in the train had been washed
and was not dusty and we could see the landscape clearly. Brick apartment
buildings popped up incongruously between fields of lentils and corn. What a
shame, this lack of spatial planning in Egypt.
We exited the historic train station of Alexandria and began walking. We were
tired of arguing with cabbies and carriage drivers who always asked for more
money that we had agreed upon when setting out, so we left the station for the
quay on foot. The views of the historical buildings to the left and right of the
streets of the old town took you back to pre-war and war times. We imagined
Englishmen and their ladies taking tea at five in the afternoon on the balconies,
and French, Italian, Greek, and other businesspeople in high hats walking along
the same sidewalks as us.
We arrived at the promenade, the famed Corniche, and stopped in at the
Delice for a coffee with history. Wooden tables, leather chairs, and period
furniture reminded us of poetic periods. We decided, because we were Greek,
to visit Cavafy’s house.
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We again made the mistake of arranging a carriage to take us to the house
of Cavafy, do a small tour of the Corniche, and to leave us at the library of
Alexandria.
The driver, a tall man with a very thick neck, led his horse to the space in
front of the Alexandrian library and asked for twice the sum we had agreed
upon because he said our visit to the Cavafy house had delayed us. I looked
at Thomas and we agreed that we would not argue with the man with the
massive neck as he would be perfectly capable of picking us both up and
throwing us like flies to the ground.
The ancient library of Alexandria, the center of letters and arts by influential
scholars and masters of the time and where thousands of papyrus scrolls from
around the world were housed, was no more. The entire northeastern part of
the city, the Broucheion, had burnt to the ground.
The founders of the museum Ptolemy I and Demetrius of Phaleron, who selfexiled himself from Athens and became a travelling philosopher, were no
longer around to meet us. Mathematicians, astronomers, geometers, doctors,
anatomists, poets, translators of Hebrew and hieroglyphic texts had all been
expelled years ago from Alexandria and had gone to other lands.
The museum in the Broucheion quarter had burnt down in its entirety. Over
time, the various vandals and destroyers of the famous library included a band
of tyrannical Roman recruits, Christian enemies of the Olympian gods, and
Muslim barbarians. Julius Caesar was the first to set fire to the library when he
burnt his ships to stop the advance of by Achillas’ forces from Rome and the
flames carried over to land..
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Caracalla banished all the intellectuals and set the library on fire to gain
satisfaction for having been called an idiot by Alexandria’s scholars. The
confrontation between Zenobia and Aurelian was cause of another fire at
the famous library. Patriarch Theophilus destroyed the temple of Serapis in
Broucheion thereby eliminating any remaining centers of Greco-Roman
paganism. After the conquest of Alexandria by the Muslims the Caliph Omar
ordered all remaining books to be used as fuel to heat the four hundred baths
of the city.
Many marauding commanders came through Alexandria over the centuries.
Only few manuscripts survived in monasteries and private collections of
Christian Arab scholars and other intellectuals. One of these, the famed Codex
Alexandrinus, a valuable text from the 4th century, was given as a gift to King
Charles I of England by Patriarch Cyril Loukaris.
Against the backdrop of the new modern Alexandrian library glittering in the
sun we bade farewell to the thief of a carriage driver with the granite-like neck
who smelled like his horse.
The new Library of Alexandria was constructed under the aegis of the UNESCO
in the spot of the ancient library and since 2002 operated as global historical
symbol of culture and learning. The Norwegian architecture firm SNOHETTA
won an international architectural competition amongst 523 architecture offices.
The new library was built in the ancient harbor in the space occupied by the
old library. Part of the building sat in a giant pool of water and resembled the
Egyptian sun rising from the sea.
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The building was covered with a granite wall carved with letters from the
languages of all ancient civilizations of the world. A pedestrian bridge connected
the library with the University of Alexandria which has 70,000 students.
The library occupied an area of 69,000 square meters. It was multi-story with
eleven floors above sea level. There were several halls for conferences and
workshops, and space for eight million books. Diffused light streamed through
the sloped glass ceiling of the spectacular reading hall with its 3500 study
spaces.
We entered the library though the upper foyer and looked out over the multistoried hall onto a sea of colorful scarves on the heads of students at the
University of Alexandria sitting at desks and studying. It looked like colorful
round lamps shining in the glass of the slanted ceiling playing games with the
light. This was to be the last image we took from our trip on the Blue Nile.
Tomorrow would be the day to return home.
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Flying back home
The return flight home flew above the Aegean. It was March 3, 2016. In the
plane after traveling along the Nile in countries and places where people had
lived in pre-Christian and pre-Islamic times, I felt like an astronaut who had
lost all sense of time. I asked Thomas what year it was. Thomas gave me that
same skeptical look that he had given me when I interviewed Tutankhamun
and answered sarcastically: “Whatever year you decide, you daydreamer”.
I closed my eyes and was transported to a postmodern future era of Pharaohs. It
was 2036. Twenty years had gone by since today. A kind air hostess approached
me and tried to sign me up for the airline’s new credit card. With this card,
she explained, I would receive a discount on all public transport in Greece and
would be able to visit all beaches except the privatized ones in the Aegean.
Another air hostess came and attached a self-adhesive bracelet to my right
wrist. It was my new passport. Every color of my iris was registered on its
microchip, all my personal data, even the balance on my bank accounts.
At the airport, a machine would read the information off the bracelet and a
barrier like in the metro would open and let me through. Thomas brought me
back to the real world. I woke up and looked fearfully out the window of the
airplane. I relaxed when I saw that the Aegean islands were still down below.
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Soon we were above the Argo-Saronic Gulf and descending towards Athens
airport. We were returning from a dream of a trip. We had greeted many,
many pharaohs; we had watched Solomon wandering around Jerusalem from
our perch in the Ethiopian mountains; we had photographed the Sword of
Islam mirrored in the waters of the Nile; we had encountered graceful white
camels; and we had returned to the twelve Olympian gods with Socrates who
waited for us in a corner of Athens to hold more philosophic discussions while
expecting the arrival of a new, rocket-propelled messiah.
Our wives Aspa and Despina were waiting for their freshwater explorers at
the airport. Pastitsio was ready for us on the table. The phone rang. Family and
friends wanted to make sure we had returned safely.
I turned on the television and the first piece of news that day was about TV
channel licenses. I wondered which shipping magnate, which public works
contractor, which football club president would but the most airtime and give
us the most objective news. I learned about the latest extension to legally
declare illegal structures and much more. The landing in Greek reality was
dizzying.
I turned off the TV, sat down in the living room and nostalgically looked
through the photos of the fabulous trip though our historic neighboring lands as
if years had already passed since we were there. I began to reminisce about
the wonderful time I experienced following the Blue Nile. A picture of a small
donkey in the mountains of Ethiopia calmly and patiently hauling a human
load. This gallant little donkey guided our memories of this emotional journey
through the crevasses carved by the waters of the godly Nile.
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FOLLOWING
THE NILE

This trip was not like any of the others, it was not an
exotic trip to another land or region to learn of other
places and cultures. It was not a trip to get away
from everyday routine, nor was it an adventure trip.
It was a voyage of self-recognizance. A voyage to
get to know our ancestors from the Old Testament.
An excursion to pre-Christian and pre-Muhammadan
times waiting for the Messiah to appear on earth
from the skies. It was a trip where everything you
encountered touched your soul because you felt
yourself emerging from the depths of history, from
the depths of time. It was a fascinating expedition to
meet the three Wise Men with their gifts. It was a
wonderful voyage.
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