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  ADDIS ABABA




  Addis Ababa leans against the slope of Mount Entoto like a child lying on the shoulder of its mother. I like to take the steep road up to the top of the mountain’s long

  ridge every time I visit Ethiopia. The land beneath one’s feet swoops away to the south, levelling out onto a vast plain where the hot light shimmers in shifting shades of green and blue,

  before it rises again up the sides of Mount Wuchacha.




  From this vantage point, the city below looks like a vast shanty town, intersected by the sweeps of grand avenues. This is an illusion. It is true that most houses are small, that the walls,

  made of mud and straw, list alarmingly when of a certain age, and that all the roofs are of corrugated iron, on which the downpours of the Big Rains clatter with a roar. But unlike a shanty town,

  Addis Ababa has an underlying structure, even a certain orderliness. Each district has a controlling administration, called the ‘kebele’, and although many back streets are little more

  than lanes, treacherous with mud in the Rains, and negotiable only by donkey hooves and human feet, they are less haphazard than they seem.




  They do not, however, yield their secrets easily. There are no A–Z maps of Addis Ababa, no plans or directories. To find the house of a friend you have to follow elaborate directions.




  ‘You know the Bio-Diversity Foundation?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Yes, you do. There’s a sign near it saying A Twist Night Club. Turn up the lane beyond it, then the next one to the right after the Paradise Heaven Pasterie.

  You’ll probably see a priest sitting on the corner under a striped umbrella. Our place is just beyond him.’




  Up on Entoto, the thin cool air is spiced with the scent of eucalyptus and the city is a hundred years and a mind’s journey away. Forty years ago, when I used to ride Meskel, my nervous

  grey pony, along the ridge of Entoto, the city was a fraction of the size it is now, the air was polluted only with the smoke of cooking fires and the sky was blue all the way down to the horizon.

  These days, one looks down on a smudge of pollution, and one is no longer struck by the sound of barking dogs, squealing children, saws, hammers and the clatter of small workshops, but the drone of

  traffic.




  The temperature always catches you out in Ethiopia. The sun beats down with equatorial intensity on your bare skin. But as soon as you step into the shade, it’s so cool that you need a

  sweater. As a result, a fussy person like me is constantly fiddling with hats and over-garments.




  I was doing this while strolling along the Entoto ridge one afternoon in 1996, chatting with my companion, a mechanic called Tesfaye, who could perform miracles of rejuvenation on obsolete

  vehicles.




  ‘So, Liz,’ he said, ‘I see you are feeling chilled. But in Britain I have heard that it is colder than Ethiopia. How are you managing there to keep warm?’




  ‘Oh, you know, coats and hats and scarves. And in the winter we have heating inside our houses.’




  He thought about this.




  ‘Each person has a fire in their house, not only for the cooking? From where do you get the wood?’




  ‘Not a fire exactly. We have a system called central heating. There are pipes that bring hot water into each room, supplying tanks called radiators. A radiator can

  warm a whole room.’




  He nodded.




  ‘That is a very nice idea. What is the fuel used to heat the pipes?’




  ‘In our house we use gas.’




  ‘Gas? In bottles?’




  ‘No, it comes to the house in pipes.’




  ‘Like water?’




  ‘Like water.’




  ‘‘I see. How do you pay for it?’




  ‘We have meters which measure . . .’




  But at this point we both became aware of something moving on the ground beside our feet. We bent down to look.




  Across the ground in front of us ran a groove about a centimetre wide and deep. It started from a hole under the tarmac of the roadway to our right, and went in a straight line towards the field

  on our left. I saw that it was a miniature highway formed by the feet of ants, a column of which was marching in each direction. The ants coming from the field were carrying morsels of food in

  their mouths – a seed, a grain, or even a small flower. They disappeared down the hole under the tarmac, presumably to their nest, manoeuvring their loads past their colleagues, who were

  emerging from the hole and setting out along the road towards the field to fetch more supplies. Fascinated, Tesfaye and I squatted down to watch.




  After a moment or so, I became aware of a pair of bare feet on the far side of the groove. Their soles were hardened to a thick hide, and their nails were as tough as horns. I struggled to my

  feet. An elderly man, carrying a farmer’s stick over his shoulders, which were draped in a cream-coloured shamma,1 was looking

  down at us with concern.




  ‘Have you lost something of value?’ he asked Tesfaye in Amharic. ‘Are you looking for it?’




  Tesfaye explained about the ants. The man smiled, lowered one end of his stick to the ground and leaned on it, making himself comfortable.




  ‘The ant is very good animal,’ he said. ‘I will tell you a story about him.’




  He did so, pausing at the end of each sentence so that Tesfaye could translate for me, and finishing off with a moral which made us smile and nod. Then off he went, back to his village, and down

  the mountain went Tesfaye and I, never to meet again.




  I told the story of the ant to the friends I was staying with. I mulled it over. I compared it in my head to the fables of Aesop and La Fontaine. I relished its perfection, and promised myself

  to preserve it in my diary. But somehow I never did. And it went clean out of my head. All I can now remember is a fragment about a man pinching his wife on the ankle, and the woman blaming the

  ants.




  That moment in the cool air on Mount Entoto, with the trail of ants on the ground and the old farmer shaking back the folds of his shamma as he embellished his story with gestures, struck me

  with the force of a revelation. I felt as if I had caught a pearl falling from a treasure chest and that I only had to reach out and prise off the lid to reveal a priceless hoard.




  That evening, in one of those reversals of experience that make life so enthrallingly dislocated in Ethiopia, I found myself standing on the lawn of the British Embassy under the windows

  of the august Edwardian residence, while the band of the Royal Marines in their shockingly white tropical uniforms and solar topees rapped out a drum tattoo. Beside me stood

  the director of the British Council in Ethiopia, Michael Sargent.




  ‘I’ve got an idea,’ I said, trying to restrain myself from grasping his sleeve. ‘I want to tell you about it.’




  ‘Tomorrow. My office. Eleven o’clock,’ he said.




  And so it began.
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  The British Council, like all successful organisations, is an evolving creature, reinventing itself in twists and turns of policy. One of its virtues is autonomy. Separate from

  the Foreign Office, it can pursue its generally worthwhile goals of development and ‘soft diplomacy’ at some distance from the machinations of Her Majesty’s Government’s

  foreign policy. Another strength is the British Council’s ability to attract good people. Within its ranks there are of course the usual careerists, hacks and bureaucrats, but it has had more

  than its share of romantics and idealists, who plunge into whichever country they find themselves in and look for creative things to do.




  It seems to me that there were more such people in the British Council thirty years ago. This was partly because they were out of touch with their controllers in London. It could take a day to

  book an expensive telephone call from Addis Ababa to Spring Gardens. The diplomatic bag went and returned once a week, and even telexes, when they came in, were cumbersome. Faxes speeded things up

  alarmingly, but with the advent of email, the game was up for the old style director, who ran his fiefdom with independence.




  Michael Sargent was a British Council director in the grand old tradition.
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  There can’t be many cities in the world where you can step into a taxi, say ‘British Council’ and be taken to its doors, as you can in Addis Ababa. This gave

  some Addis Ababa residents an inflated idea of the importance of the British Council in British national life. I heard of an Ethiopian visiting London who hailed a taxi, said ‘British

  Council’, and was of course met with a blank stare.




  I was nostalgic as I walked into Artistic Buildings where the British Council was then housed. Thirty years earlier, when I had been a teacher in Addis Ababa, I had often walked up those chipped

  marble steps to visit the library, where I had sent my students to register so that they could borrow books. I had hoped that they would develop the habit of reading, an unusual phenomenon in

  Ethiopia, where until recently there were no public libraries; many schools still possess almost no books, and the rare bookshop has few titles on its shelves. The British Council, after one of its

  policy reviews, was soon to close the library, but even when it was open the books on offer were often not accessible to inexperienced readers. (I remember leafing through Southey’s Life

  of Nelson and shutting it with a snap.) Where were the books that Ethiopian children could read and enjoy? Where could they find reflections of themselves and their own world? It was these

  thoughts that had given me my big idea.




  ‘Could you possibly,’ I said to Michael Sargent, ‘provide me with the means to make a journey or two out of Addis Ababa in order to collect some stories? What I’ll do is

  write them in simplified English easy enough for schoolchildren to understand. I’ll produce a couple of little books to give to schools so that children can have reading practice in English

  with familiar Ethiopian subject matter.’




  Luckily for me, two developments had made my idea timely. The first was that the Ministry of Education had decided that English should be the medium of instruction from the

  seventh grade onwards. The rationale for this was partly to sidestep political and social tensions over language in a country with over seventy diverse tongues, all jockeying for formal

  recognition, and partly to make students competitive in the wider world beyond Ethiopia, where few people understand Amharic, the Ethiopian lingua franca, and even fewer can read its ancient and

  beautiful script.




  The second factor was that, since the change of government in 1991, when the dictator Mengistu Haile Mariam had been swept from power, and the country had risked fracturing along ethnic and

  linguistic lines, the incoming government had offered some autonomy to Ethiopia’s widely different ethnicities and had created fourteen regions. Each of these had its own ministries of

  education, culture, agriculture and so on, and were joined in a federation under the national government operating out of Addis Ababa.




  I was barely aware of all this as I sat in Michael Sargent’s office.




  ‘Collect stories?’ he said. ‘Readers in English? Yes.’




  He sat thinking, his blue eyes bright between the thick crown of white hair above them and the neat white beard beneath, while I sat, stupefied, appalled at what I was proposing.




  ‘But,’ he continued, ‘two readers won’t do. You should visit each of the fourteen regions and write two books of stories for each one.’
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  It’s not easy to grasp the intricacies of Ethiopia’s cultural, linguistic and religious life. Vastly varying landscapes and climates,

  criss-crossing camel and mule trade routes, and two millennia of written history have produced not one but many widely differing cultures. Ethiopia’s monuments include giant stelae from the

  fourth and fifth centuries, twelfth-century rock-hewn churches and seventeenth-century castles. In the churches, frescoes surge from the walls, and the priests may well show you manuscripts dating

  back hundreds of years illustrated with a vibrancy that makes you blink. Musical instruments, forms of dance, a love of wordplay in poetry and stories – all these make for a richness largely

  unknown to the rest of the world. Given all this, I knew in my bones, without any evidence to back it up, that there must be troves of oral stories waiting for me to discover.




  It’s galling to Ethiopians that the name of their country evokes in most outsiders images of poverty and famine.




  ‘Going to Ethiopia?’ the nurse in my London surgery said as I offered my arm for a typhoid jab. ‘Do you take your own food with you?’




  I tried to tell her that I was already salivating at the prospect of Ethiopia’s delicious cuisine, but I could tell she didn’t believe me.




  This is ironic, given the hold which Ethiopia has in times past held on the imaginations of the West. The Mountains of Rasselas, Prester John and the Lion of Judah ring down the

  ages.2




  The old heartland of Ethiopia is the central highland region, a massive cool plateau that rises in the north to the peaks of the Semien Mountains, and is intersected by

  gorges below whose dizzying cliffs run powerful rivers: the Nile, the Omo and the Takazze. The land shelves down towards the Red Sea in the east in a series of giant lurches to bottom out in the

  Danakil Depression, an arid, inhospitable region which claims to be the hottest place on earth. In the north-west, an even more spectacular escarpment plunges down thousands of feet to the deserts

  of Sudan. Hollows in the Rift Valley, which runs from the north to the south, have filled with water to make a string of lakes. In the south-east there are vast plains of semi-arid grassland, and

  in the south-west steam rises from the hot lowlands where the Baro river snakes its marshy way towards the Nile.




  Human beings, as they do everywhere, have created diverse ways to survive in these different and sometimes uncomfortable environments. It’s hardly surprising that settled cereal farmers

  have for millennia cultivated the cool fertile uplands, that nomadic pastoralists populate the semi-arid east, and that small groups of hunter-gatherers have until recently lived in the relatively

  empty lands of the south-west. Michael Sargent was proposing to send me to visit all of them.
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  Back in London, I had the shakes about what I’d taken on. I would wake with a jerk in the night and horrid visions would crowd in. I’d get malaria. I’d die of

  exhaustion. No one in Ethiopia would know any stories and I would embarrass myself and everyone else.




  I went over the memory of the old farmer on Entoto again and again. If only I could remember his fable about the ant! If only I could be sure that I’d find enough stories to fill a few

  little books! I had on my shelf a much-thumbed volume of Ethiopian folk tales,3 but it had been published half a century earlier, and

  by now, surely, such tales would no longer be living in people’s memories. I delved into the London Library, losing my way as I always did in those dim, dusty stacks, but unearthed only

  collections of stories from all over Africa, the religious legends of Ethiopian saints and the tale of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba.




  I started to think about stories. What was I looking for? What did the word ‘story’ mean, anyway?
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  I was a child with aunts. I had five in New Zealand, who seemed as remote and exotic as baroque goddesses on a trompe l’oeil ceiling, and six aunts and great

  aunts, whom I knew well, in Scotland. Their names were Mary, Marie, Mona, May, Martha and Nancy. My understanding of oral literature, if I had any at all, came from them.




  Mary, my grandmother’s sister, had fallen in love with a missionary to the Inuit in her youth. He had informed her that the Arctic was no place for a woman, so she had concentrated on her

  career as a nurse, ending up as matron of the Glasgow Royal Infirmary. She would sing snatches of verse and offer the tag ends of tales to small nieces like me. I took from her a love of rhymes and

  riddles and jingles.




  Marie, my grandfather’s sister, was among the millions of young female victims of the First World War forced into involuntary spinsterhood by the shortage of young

  men. She looked after her parents into their old age and became a repository of knowledge on the history of our family. She made up genealogical trees, talked of an ancestress arraigned as a witch,

  and was proud of our Covenanting heroes standing up to the bullying troops of the Stewart kings. From her, I learned that history has meaning when it’s the story of one’s own family,

  and (much later) that tales of the ancestors move from history into myth, and don’t necessarily agree with the views of real historians.




  May was the one I knew least well. She was married to an uncle, and was from a Highland family.




  ‘She sees beyond the every day world,’ my mother would say, but May, like all my other aunts, was deeply religious, and her special gift was not something she liked to discuss. She

  was also the kindest woman alive. I learned from May to respect the unknowable.




  Mona, Martha and Nancy were my father’s sisters. Mona was a true storyteller. She was the headmistress of a girls’ boarding school and had a weakness for titles and the aristocracy.

  She was bossy, imaginative and wildly generous. I adored her. She drove my sister and me all the way from London to Scotland in her small car, defiantly negotiating blind corners on the wrong side

  of the road, while she spun fabulous yarns of the Three Adventurers setting sail on the high seas. (I was the cabin boy.) Mona taught me that stories can be made up, embroidered, added to, changed,

  laughed over, remembered and forgotten.




  Martha joined the Indian army as a nurse in 1939 and was sent to Burma, where she experienced such horrors in her jungle hospital that she could never speak of them afterwards without weeping. I

  suppose I learned from her the power of real stories, of the dark emotions their telling and concealment suggests.




  Nancy was a missionary in Angola. She too was a gifted storyteller. She sent us tales she had written herself. The postman would bring them in envelopes with colourful Angolan stamps, which I

  would soak off and stick into my album. Her stories were of leopards and monkeys, of brave missionaries and of Africans brought to salvation. For Nancy, stories were a means of spreading the gospel

  and bringing children to the Lord.




  This education in story didn’t seem much to go on as I contemplated my task in Ethiopia, but in retrospect I can see that my aunts didn’t give me such a bad grounding, after all.
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  The night before I left London for my first story-collecting expedition, I dreamed that the man checking passports at the airport in Addis Ababa was the king of Saudi Arabia. He

  gave me an old-fashioned look as I approached the desk because my sleeves were too short. I was anxious, I suppose, at the thought of being a woman alone in Ethiopia. Ethiopia may be ahead of many

  countries in the world when it comes to the rights of women, but there is still a long way to go. Decades ago, during the 1960s, when I had been a young, single teacher of English in Addis Ababa, I

  had had to learn the art of side-stepping out of many an ambiguous situation.




  Flying to Ethiopia, if you are lucky enough to get a window seat, is a lesson in geography. Once you have skimmed over the Alps, you find yourself peering down the funnel of Vesuvius. Shortly

  afterwards you are following the winding snake of the Nile, with irrigation channels glinting between the geometrically precise rectangles of Egyptian fields. Some time after Khartoum, the great escarpment of the Ethiopian highlands rises beneath you, and you float across the plateau and land in Addis Ababa as the sun sinks behind the mountains in the west.
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  It was a soft landing for me on that first expedition because I was to stay with Robin and Merril Christopher, old friends from England. They were entertaining on the night of

  my arrival, and an hour after the plane had landed I had washed my face and hands, put on a clean blouse, and was sitting at their dinner table, listening to a Russian diplomat discoursing on the

  life of a young boy from a noble Ethiopian family who had somehow become a page boy at the court of Peter the Great. The Tsar had adopted him, and he had married a Russian princess. His great

  grandson was Alexander Pushkin.




  The talk turned to the White Russians who had fled to Addis Ababa after the revolution, of the restaurants they had opened, their mysterious comings and goings and sudden disappearances. Nazis,

  too, had sought concealment in Ethiopia after the fall of Germany. One of them, indeed, had presided over the stables of the Imperial Bodyguard, where I had been taught to ride.




  ‘Anybody remember that old Austrian woman?’ I chipped in. ‘The one who was reputed to have been the mistress of an archduke? I used to go to her restaurant on the Ambo road.

  She served up Wiener schnitzel and apfeltorte.’




  ‘And those dynasties of Armenian merchants! And the Greeks! Why didn’t anyone collect their stories?’ everyone kept saying. ‘It’s too late now. They’ve all

  gone.’




  Stories lost and gone. I tried not to feel discouraged.




  [image: ]




  At over 2,300 metres, Addis Ababa is one of the highest capital cities in the world. High altitude induces in me a sense of irrepressible joy. The downside of this euphoria is

  an inability to sleep.




  I did sleep that night, however, which was just as well, because in the days to come there would be a gruelling round of meetings as the details of the project were hammered out with the

  Ministry of Education, the British Council and the various officials whose blessing needed to be sought.




  It was a piece of luck that the man at the British Council in charge of my project was Ato4 Mulugeta Hunde. I was catching him just before he retired

  after his long career. I found myself looking at him carefully as we sat over our first lunch together in Castelli’s, a venerable restaurant, which, with its buffet fredo and pasta

  al funghi would have graced a side street in old Palermo. Mulugeta was an old man, moving with an extreme slowness which belied the sharpness of his mind.




  ‘Weren’t you the librarian at the Council in the sixties?’ I asked him at last. ‘Wasn’t it you who sat by the door with a rack of tickets in a long wooden box, and

  stamped the books as they went out?’




  This memory of his early career enchanted him, and we promised each other that when we were less pressed for time we would meet and swap our life stories, and so we did, weeks later. This is

  what Mulugeta told me.




  He had been working at the British Council for some years before the revolution which had toppled Emperor Haile Selassie, and when the old order changed he concentrated on

  keeping his head down and pressing on quietly with his work.




  ‘I saw him, you know, His Majesty, when they were taking him away to the barracks on the day they arrested him. I was standing there, by the underpass, and he came past in a small

  Volkswagen car. A little car like that! For him! Children and young people were running along shouting abuse at him. ‘Burn him! Burn him!’ I was so shocked. It was very terrible. He was

  a man we all respected, with a very great charisma. To see him like that! On that day!’




  A few months later, the British Council had sent him to Aberystwyth to do a degree in librarianship and he was out of the country for three years.




  ‘When I was going into breakfast one day, some English students said to me, ‘You Ethiopians are very cruel people. You have shot all your ministers.’ I ran to find a newspaper,

  and it was true. All the cabinet ministers executed. Men I had looked up to!’




  He had nearly decided to stay in Britain but in the end he had returned to Ethiopia and gone on working for the British Council. He had been afraid all the time, and with reason.




  ‘Working for foreigners at that time, you know . . . Every day you go out of your house and you don’t know if you will come home. Even our food! We could only buy tef5 on the black market, because it was considered to be a bourgeois luxury. You had to pretend to eat only maize and if you wanted tef you must buy and eat it secretly.

  But time is healing, you know. Time is healing us from all those things.’
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  JESTERS AND ZOMBIES IN AMHARA




  One does not prepare lightly for journeys in rural Ethiopia. In 1968, with the self-confidence of youth, I had embarked on a sixty-mile trek across the mountains to Lalibela

  provisioned only with twenty hard boiled eggs and a pair of semi high-heeled shoes. This time my packing list had covered two columns of typing and took weeks to assemble.




  ‘Have you packed a bath plug?’ my husband David said, coming into our bedroom where I had laid everything out on the bed. ‘Have you checked your mosquito net for

  holes?’




  ‘What do you take me for? Why don’t you come with me, anyway?’




  ‘You’ll do much better on your own. I’d only distract you.’




  A veteran of journeys to unlikely places (where he had had too many close shaves with bandits, gunmen and dodgy politicians) David knew what he was talking about.




  ‘A torch and batteries,’ he added as he ambled back to work in the study we shared.
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  A week later, with my kit stowed in a small bag and tucked away in the hold of an Ethiopian Airlines plane, I was arriving in Bahir Dar, the administrative centre of the first

  of the regions I was to cover, and it was time to put the project to the test.




  Bahir Dar, the capital of the Amhara region, is barely sixty years old. It was laid out in the 1960s with industrial development in mind. This led to an ambitious town plan based on wide

  boulevards, and though these are planted with flowering trees, they are meant for wheeled traffic and are achingly long and hot when one has to plod along them on foot in pursuit of

  storytellers.




  Bahir Dar lies at the northern tip of the old province of Gojjam which, in pre-revolutionary times, was the fiefdom of powerful lords. One of these, Ras Hailu (the title Ras roughly equals duke)

  was a man of immense power and charisma, closely associated with the imperial family. He travelled widely in Europe, and his memory is alive today. From his headquarters in Debre Marcos, Ras Hailu

  presided over the fates of hundreds of thousands and commanded many armed men. His court was attended by Major Cheesman, the British consul in north-west Abyssinia in the 1920s. The detail which

  fascinated me most in Cheesman’s account6 was the fact that Ras Hailu had a jester, who, in the manner of such men in the medieval courts of Europe,

  could say what he liked to anyone, and whose scurrilous, bawdy wit made everyone clutch their sides with laughter.




  Another tradition from those courtly times was the ‘azmari’, or wandering troubadour – the singing gazelle of Ethiopia. He would travel about the country with his

  ‘masenqo’ (a simple single-stringed instrument played with a bow), improvising songs as the occasion arose, lauding guests and heroes and teasing his hosts with satire.




  The tradition was still just alive in the 1960s. When I walked the pilgrim route to Lalibela in 1968, I stayed overnight in a village. A man who had been sitting against

  the wall of the little round house stood up while the mistress of the house was preparing coffee, took his masenqo off its nail and began to play and sing. A few familiar words stood out from his

  song: England, queen, Elsabet, Lalibela, Haile Selassie King of Kings. Our hosts’ faces reaction showed the shifts in the verses’ mood as they shook their heads and drew in their breath

  with emotion or fell on each others’ shoulders, laughing.




  The glory of Bahir Dar is the lake on whose banks it lies. Lake Tana is big, about fifty miles from north to south, and forty from east to west. Fed by many streams, it pours out at its

  southernmost tip into a great river, the Blue Nile (known as the Abay in Ethiopia), which is impressive even so near the place of its birth, and will become more so as it cuts its way through

  colossal canyons and spills down stupendous rapids, carrying the fertile silt of Ethiopia to the Sudan, where it will mingle with the waters of the White Nile flowing north from Uganda to create

  one broad stream giving life and wealth, as it always has done, to Egypt.




  For millennia, the Abay has been revered by the people who lived at its source, and has fascinated those to the east and north, in Egypt and in Europe beyond. The Book of Genesis states:

  ‘And a river went out of Eden to water the garden; and from there it was parted and became four heads . . . And the name of the second river is Gihon, the same it is that encompasseth the

  whole land of Ethiopia.’




  Ethiopians took this reference to mean the Abay, and the name Gihon, or Ghion, is a favourite one for hotels and businesses all over Ethiopia.




  The Nile has cast its enchantment over Europeans, too. Alexander the Great sent an expedition to find its source. Julius Caesar claimed that he longed to know of it, more

  than anything else in the world. And Nero despatched two luckless centurions to explore it. Ethiopians have always known how valuable the river is as a diplomatic bargaining chip, and over the

  centuries have used a threat to divert it in their dealings with Egypt. It is only in modern times that they have had the ability to do so, a fact which strains their relationship with the

  countries downstream.




  The Portuguese, in the early seventeenth century, were the first Europeans to reach Lake Tana and discover the actual source of the Nile, the spring which feeds the Little Abay, which is the

  principle stream flowing into Lake Tana, although their claims were dismissed by James Bruce of Kinnaird, the colourful Scot who found it for himself in 1770.




  Right up until 1968, the course of the river to the Sudan had never been explored, owing to the dangerous territory through which it flows: the ravines, the leopard-haunted forests and

  death-defying rapids, not to mention lurking crocodiles and hippos. The river was finally conquered during an expedition in 1968 organised by the British army. At the time, I was immersed in the

  round of my teaching routine, busy with lesson preparation, marking and staff meetings. I was invited to a party to meet these Boy’s Own heroes, and their leader John Blashford-Snell, on

  their triumphant return to Addis Ababa. They were all so dashing, so muscular, so sun-tanned and joyful that I had heart-flutters for at least a week after they had gone home.




  Like most other regions of Ethiopia, Gojjam is populated by a patchwork of communities and religions, each with its own customs and rituals. These groups have lived alongside each other for

  centuries in a complex hierarchy of status and occupation. The Amharas, who moved into the highlands of Ethiopia from the east thousands of years ago, and who formed the ruling élite

  of Ethiopia, were at the top of the pecking order. They were the feudal lords, government officials, soldiers and farmers. No self-respecting Amhara would engage in crafts,

  such as pottery or weaving, or work as smiths. Those pursuing such occupations still come from minority groups, live separately and are often thought to possess the evil eye. This belief is by no

  means unique to Ethiopia. Skilled artisans are thought to have sinister powers in many parts of the world. In the Highlands of Scotland metal work was in the past done only by ‘tinkers’

  (the name means menders of metal objects) who were thought to be linked with the fairies – a tradition probably going back to the Iron Age.




  Among the minorities in Gojjam were the Beta Israel (or Falasha, as they were commonly called – a term considered derogatory today). These legendary Jews of Ethiopia had practised their

  religion for millennia, out of touch with mainstream Judaism. When I had visited Gojjam during the 1960s, there were still numerous members of the Beta Israel living in the area, making and selling

  their distinctive black glazed pottery. Like every other ferenji,7 my house filled up with swan-necked coffee pots, shallow bowls and branched candlesticks

  which I had bought at the roadside near Beta Israel villages. By the time I had returned to collect stories, thirty years later, almost every member of the Beta Israel population had been swept up

  in airlifts to Israel. I was sorry that none of their stories would be in the collection.




  Lake Tana is shallow and studded with islands which are of immense historical and symbolic importance to Ethiopia’s ancient Orthodox Christian church. There are churches and monasteries on

  many of these islands, some dating back to the thirteenth century. Vellum manuscripts illuminated with glowing paintings, in the uniquely Ethiopian style descended from

  Byzantium, have long been in the possession of the clergy here, and the walls of many churches are adorned with brilliantly coloured frescoes. Given the religious importance of Lake Tana, and the

  many legends which, I knew, floated about in the rich atmosphere, I might have expected, while sitting on the lake shore, to hear stories of saints, raisings from the dead, rescues from devils, and

  the visit by the Virgin Mary during the Flight into Egypt. None of these were offered to me. Later, I realised that for Ethiopians (as for Christians, Jews and Muslims everywhere) there is a clear

  distinction between ‘scripture’ and ‘story’. The same is true in Europe, where folk tales are not confused with Bible stories or hagiographies. You will not find the story

  of Daniel and his lions or Noah and his ark in collections of secular animal stories for children in Europe.
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  The flight to Bahir Dar from Addis Ababa was bumpy. To my relief, Ato Alemayehu Gebrehiwot, head of the Culture, Tourism and Information Bureau of the Amhara National Regional

  State (to give him his full title) was there to pick me up. He was the first such officer I was to meet, and like many of the others, living and working in vastly different circumstances in other

  regions of Ethiopia, he was impressive. He told me about his passion for drama and his hope to encourage theatrical productions in the Amhara region. He had, he explained, put me in the hands of

  Daniel Legesse, his assistant, who would ferret out stories for me and translate them into English. In the meantime, I would be staying in the grand old hotel of Bahir Dar (naturally named

  the ‘Ghion’), which was set on the shore of Lake Tana under a canopy of majestic trees.




  That afternoon, I went to sit on the tumbled basalt rocks at the water’s edge to watch the day fade into night. It was the wedding season, and several honeymoon couples were scattered

  along the shore, intent only on each other. I felt lonely, and was annoyed with myself. Earlier in the day, I’d gone for a walk into town from the hotel and, as so often happens round tourist

  honey pots, I had been besieged by beggars and harassed by clamorous children. I’d always resolved, before a visit to Ethiopia, to be easy-going on these occasions, but the old school-marmy

  standoffishness had kicked in and I’d scuttled back to the sanctuary of the hotel. Now, sitting on my rock, I was falling into another typically European cast of mind: the controller, the

  exploiter, the organiser. Before the sun had set, I had put a fish farm on the lake, established a fleet of boats for the hotel guests, swapped the plastic chairs in the garden for wooden seats,

  retiled the bathrooms and changed the 20-watt light bulbs for ones you could actually read by. In doing so, I would have imposed cruel strains on Bahir Dar’s energy resources, contributed to

  global warming and wrecked the laid-back charm of the place. As I walked slowly back to the restaurant for my supper, I reflected on how Ethiopia is forever at the mercy of bright ideas from

  foreign ‘improvers’, and I hoped that my story-collecting project would not end up in the over-stocked graveyard of ill-conceived do-gooding schemes.
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  The next morning, filled with enthusiasm, Daniel and I found ourselves standing outside the closed door of a neatly kept house in a quiet corner of Bahir

  Dar. The window shutters at one side were open – an encouraging sign – and a couple of chairs were set out under the covered area in the front of the house.




  Daniel knocked on the door, coughing to signal his presence. Nothing happened. He knocked a bit louder, knocked again, coughed again, then gave the door a thump. It opened a crack. A young woman

  stared at us with suspicion in her one visible eye.




  Daniel smiled, bending forward from the hips. This ferenji woman, I understood him to say, would like to see Ato Shimeles, and ask him to tell her stories.




  Not surprisingly, the girl’s face remained blank. Daniel spoke some more. At last, she reluctantly opened the door and stepped aside. Daniel bounced ahead of me into a small dark room

  lined with chairs. It was the classic sitting room of an Ethiopian house. The floor, of polished concrete, was swept clear of dust. On the walls hung a few faded pictures cut from magazines and

  several studio photographs of serious men and women in formal clothes. A curtain was suspended across a door at the back of the room.




  We waited. I was consumed with embarrassment. What a cheek to march into someone’s house in the middle of the morning, and demand that they tell me stories! Come to think of it, what

  effrontery this whole project showed, for a person as ignorant and unprepared as I was.




  A tall man, who seemed to be a servant, appeared through the curtained doorway. He was unsmiling. What was the purpose of our visit? What did we want Ato Shimeles to do for us?




  He came and went several more times, and then at last another door at the side of the room opened and we were beckoned through.




  ‘Ato Shimeles was a diplomat in the time of His Majesty,’ Daniel hissed in my ear. ‘He suffered very much under the Derg.’




  Then I understood the blank stare which the maid had given me when she had opened the door, the toings and froings of the manservant, and the long wait before Ato Shimeles

  was ready to see us. He belonged to the generation who had suffered unspeakably at the hands of Mengistu Haile Mariam and his government (always referred to as the ‘Derg’), which in

  1973 had toppled the emperor, Haile Selassie, and his ancient Solomonic dynasty and replaced it with a revolutionary Stalinist tyranny, only to be ousted in his turn in 1991. Tens of thousands of

  students, teachers and intellectuals had died in the Red Terror unleashed by Mengistu. A sudden knock on the door and the appearance of strangers must have been unnerving to the household of Ato

  Shimeles.




  He was standing behind his desk in what was clearly his study. He had the fair skin of a high-born Amhara, and a neat white beard gave him a resemblance to the old emperor, who is now so

  rehabilitated in the people’s esteem that nearly everyone refers to him as ‘His Majesty’.




  The room was lined with books in Amharic and English. A collection of antique Ethiopian jewellery hung from a frame near the window. Behind the large desk, on which stood ivory ornaments, was a

  bed covered in handsome woven cloth. It was the room of a scholar.




  Ato Shimeles greeted us in perfect English. He had lived in London, he said, in the 1950s. He probed me gently about myself. I’d known one of his former colleagues. My stock rose. I

  explained my mission. Could he tell us any stories? He wasn’t sure. He needed time to think. We should meet him in a couple of hours’ time at his office, some way from his home.




  Ato Shimeles’s office was a small mud-plastered single-room hut, roofed with tin. He was a practising lawyer and several clients were waiting to see him. It was dark

  inside the little office, the open door providing the sole source of light, which fell in a rectangle onto the floor and showed a scattering of freshly cut leaves and grass.




  ‘You can see by the floor that we are honouring you,’ he said, as I crunched across the greenery to perch on a plastic chair. And I did feel honoured. Strewing leaves is a festive

  thing, a mark of respect for a guest.




  I took out my tape recorder and pencil, excited at the thought that stories would now start to flow. But Ato Shimeles was fiddling with his pen.




  ‘There are some books you should consult,’ he said. ‘I have the titles for you.’




  Daniel, fidgeting on his chair, urged him to tell a story himself.




  ‘Just one,’ he coaxed.




  At last, Ato Shimeles cleared his throat. I switched on my tape recorder.




  ‘It must be in Amharic,’ he warned.




  ‘No problem,’ said Daniel. ‘I will translate later for Mrs Elizabeth.’




  And so the first storytelling session began. As Ato Shimeles’s voice rose and fell, his clients began to cluster round the open door, sucking their breath in through their teeth to show

  their appreciation. But I was dying to ask this man for another kind of story, about his own life, and the painful road he must have travelled, from his academic education through the gilded

  embassies of Europe, perhaps through the torture chambers of the Derg, to end here in this hut, listening to the grievances of the clients.




  We hurried back to the Ghion Hotel and settled down in the garden under the shade of giant fig trees. Black-headed herons flapped and clattered in the branches. Every now

  and then a fruit would splatter down, making us flinch for fear that it was something worse.




  I couldn’t wait to hear the translations of Ato Shimeles’s stories, but when Daniel, doing his best, had stumbled through them, I sat back, chewing the end of my pen, discouraged. I

  had in my notebook only a few fragments of wit and snatches of anecdote. There was a tale of young lovers found dead on one of the islands in the lake, which sounded like a real incident, and some

  sayings, riddles and short poems.




  ‘Here is one,’ Daniel said, his ear to the tape recorder. He wrinkled his brow with the effort of teasing out the convoluted meaning in English. ‘Her chest looks like the

  orange of Shenno. And he said, “She is mad, let me also be mad.” There is a double meaning. Mad. It is associated with sex. This is wax and gold, you see. Wax and gold!’




  He beamed at me. My confidence, already dented, fizzled to a new low. Wax and gold is the term used to describe the most prized form of Ethiopian prose and poetry, in which the surface meaning,

  the wax, must be melted in the crucible of thought to reveal the hidden core, the gold, underneath. This art form, perfected in Amhara culture, relies on densely impacted sentences and double

  meanings. It’s almost impossible to translate. Would I be offered only wax and gold on my journeys? Had the farmer on Entoto misled me? Perhaps the robust folk tales I was after didn’t

  exist at all.




  But Daniel was still listening to the cassette player, holding it to his ear, his plump cheeks quivering with amusement.




  ‘There is one more, but it is not really a story like you want. It is like a joke. From the Derg time. Not very interesting for you.’




  ‘Let me hear it anyway.’




  He translated it, between gusts of laughter.




  At the time of the Derg there was a self-important official called Kumche Ambau. Wanting to show that he was decisive and forward-looking, he decided to create a football field in his town. To

  work on this project, he took men away from more important tasks until at last the field was finished.




  Kumche Ambau decided to make a splash of the opening football game and invited bigwigs down from Addis Ababa, but as the players ran out onto the field, he saw that something was terribly

  wrong.




  ‘Oh sirs,’ he cried, ‘we are only a poor district. We have done our best, but due to economic circumstances we have only been able to buy one ball. But let me tell you this,

  when we have made more revolutionary progress, you will come back again, and then, I promise you, every player shall have his own ball!’




  Later, I was to hear more of the exploits of Kumche Ambau, and I realised that he was evolving into a classic character of oral fiction – the fool, the jester, the simpleton, who sometimes

  stumbles upon a truth. I didn’t understand at that moment by the lapping water of Lake Tana, that Kumche Ambau and his football field were living proof that the oral storytelling tradition

  was alive and well in Ethiopia, changing with the times to meet, mock and make sense of the modern world. And it was only later, too, that I realised that a highly educated, cultured man like Ato

  Shimeles was not likely to be a fount of oral stories from a folk tradition. We would have had more luck, perhaps, in going through to the back of his house and talking to the old woman who was

  sweeping out the yard.




  The Kumche Ambau story had inspired Daniel.




  ‘Now I will tell you a story that I know myself.’ He clicked his fingers, and a waiter, who had been hovering on the hotel’s veranda, his sharp ears

  tuned to the sound, hurried over to us. ‘Two Mirandas.’




  ‘Not for me,’ I put in hastily. I couldn’t face another bottle of the chemical orange fizz to which Daniel was addicted. ‘Tea. With no sugar.’




  ‘No sugar?’ The waiter’s brows rose in disbelief.




  ‘No sugar.’




  ‘This story is about a wise and witty man called Aleka Gebrehana,’ began Daniel.




  And so I had my first introduction to the joker of Gojjam. Later, I would hear from others how he deceived rapacious policemen; how he wangled his way from purgatory into heaven to meet the

  Empress Menen, and was only persuaded to leave when he couldn’t resist scrabbling after a handful of coins which St Peter threw out of the pearly gates; how he shat himself when a medicine

  man applied a hot poker to a sore on his behind. ‘What did you expect?’ he cried indignantly, on being reproved. ‘When the house is burning, the goods must be removed.’




  I began to build up a picture of Aleka Gebrehana. His character seemed to be based on one of the court jesters whom Cheesman had described. A man with a reputation for searing wit, he seemed to

  be allowed an astonishing degree of latitude in his digs at those in power. With the passage of time many fantastical stories have been added to the repertoire of Aleka Gebrehana’s exploits

  and he has acquired legendary status, becoming cousin to the trickster Abu Nawas whom I would later meet in Harar, and Nasruddin, whose wily irreverence is celebrated in countless stories across

  the Middle East. But there was an earthiness and directness to Aleka Gebrehana that provoked a belly laugh rather than a titter.




  There was much running about that afternoon from offices to schools in pursuit of possible narrators. Ethiopian government offices usually conform to one pattern. A long,

  one-storey building is entered at the end. Rooms give off to left and right down the central corridor. The head man’s sanctum, at the far end, is accessible only through the office of his

  secretary, who fiercely guards the portal. Inside the holy of holies, the chief’s desk forms the short arm of a T-shaped arrangement, with a table running down the length of the room away

  from it. This is where guests, committee members and supplicants are seated. I had seen an identical office arrangement in China and Kazakhstan, and assumed that it was a Communist import. In the

  more rural areas of Ethiopia, where in the late 1990s photocopiers and computers were rarities, I was sometimes brought up short by the smell of Gestetner skins, evoking long forgotten memories of

  the hours I had once spent typing students’ exam papers, and the blobs of pink fluid that had covered up my frequent mistakes.




  At last we ran to earth two elderly teachers. They would meet us tomorrow, they said, when they would have had time to prepare some stories.




  Daniel, watching me ease my sandal straps around my blisters, was struck by an idea.




  ‘You will return to your hotel on a bicycle!’ he beamed. ‘And later you will ride it to my house for dinner!’




  I have never had a good relationship with a bicycle. A childhood spell in bed with rheumatic fever had left me with weak knees.




  ‘Promise me, promise me, Elizabeth,’ a teacher at my school had once pleaded, stopping her car alongside as I had wobbled down a busy road in an effort to cycle to school,

  ‘that you will never ride a bicycle on a main road again.’




  But Daniel was insistent, and I began to be afraid that I was looking feeble. In any case, I quailed at the thought of another long walk.




  Daniel was smiling encouragingly, like a parent with a child.




  ‘I will come with you, Mrs Elizabeth. You will find it very easy.’




  As it turned out, he was right. The road was long and straight. No children rushed at me as I feared they would, and although an ox cart pulled out suddenly from a side turning, and the bike

  proved to have no brakes, I reached the Ghion in one piece.




  ‘I’ll come to your house tonight in a taxi,’ I told Daniel firmly, then I lay down in my room and slept.
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  Daniel’s wife, Sari, had laid on a delicious meal. Good, home-cooked food is, in my view, one of the pleasures of travel in Ethiopia. Hot, rich curries (called

  ‘wat’) and strips of crisply fried meat (‘tibs’) are served on large, flat sourdough pancakes (‘injera’). On the frequent fasting days in Christian households no

  animal products, including eggs, butter and honey, are eaten, but the vegan alternatives are tasty vegetable and lentil stews. Before the meal began, Daniel bowed his head to say grace, and I was

  startled by the well-worn phrases, so familiar from my Evangelical childhood, which fell from his lips.




  ‘Oh Lord, we bring before you . . . your many goodnesses and the richness of your blessings . . . this hour of fellowship with our sister . . .’




  The missionaries had been busy indeed.




  I enjoyed my dinner, but I was tired and the evening was a strain. I was concerned about Sari, who was very thin. She had been severely ill with malaria, Daniel explained. I wasn’t

  surprised. The whine of mosquitoes buzzing about the hot little house was a constant backdrop to our conversation, and I was worried in case there was a gap between my

  trousers and my socks which the jungle juice I had plastered on myself might not have reached. Malaria, of the most deadly and virulent kind, is a frightening killer in parts of Ethiopia,

  especially around Lake Tana, and I watched with foreboding as the toddler, Prophet, pushed his toy car along the surface of the table, his eyes on the black and white fuzz emanating from the

  television in the corner of the room, which gave more light than the dim bulb hanging from ceiling.
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  Government offices are not good places for storytelling, and I was to learn that creating an atmosphere was a necessary prerequisite to a successful session. But the following

  day, a group of four young employees of the Cultural Bureau, sitting in embarrassed silence behind their desks, began at last to egg each other on.




  ‘I know one.’




  ‘Mine’s better. Once there was a lion and an ape . . .’




  ‘The one with the bull’s placenta in it? Not that one.’




  ‘Here, listen to this. It’s called “The Marriage Chain”,’ said one of them at last. His name was Yirga Ejigu.




  The hero of Yirga’s story is a poor man whose rich neighbour covets his wife. The rich man offers the woman luxurious clothes and jewels if she will divorce her husband and marry him. She

  starts to badger her husband to buy her all that the rich man has promised. He does his best, and falls into debt.




  ‘But what are clothes and jewels?’ the rich man says to her. ‘If your husband really loved you, he would perform miracles for you. Divorce him and marry

  me, and see what I can do.’




  The poor man’s wife, her head turned, complains to her husband that he never performs miracles. In despair, he prays for help. A wizard appears, and gives the poor man two sticks.

  ‘The first,’ he says, ‘will change a human being into a donkey. The second will change him back into a man.’




  Jubilant, the poor man runs home.




  ‘I’ll show you a miracle,’ he says, and changes his wife into a donkey. Then he returns her to herself. ‘And now,’ he tells her, ‘I’m going to punish

  our enemy, the man who has tried to come between us. You know who I mean.’




  The wife confesses that her head had been turned by the rich man’s promises, and is sorry. Her husband changes the rich man into a donkey, then hides the magic sticks in the roof of his

  house. He makes his donkey work hard for many years, until with its help he has become rich. Only when the donkey is lame and beaten down with toil does he relent and turn him back into a man

  – old, worn out and poor, and tells him to go home, with a final admonition to stay away from other men’s wives.




  There are versions of this story around the world with similar features: the theme of justice and retribution, the motif of the good poor man versus the wicked rich man, and of tolerance and

  gentleness between a husband and wife, while the magic sticks are first cousins of wands in European witch lore. I enjoyed the echo of Nebuchadnezzar in the Bible, who in punishment is turned from

  a tyrant into a comic character: ‘He was driven from men, and did eat grass as oxen . . . till his hairs were grown like eagle feathers, and his nails like birds’

  claws.’8 It was the first time I had encountered shape-shifting in an Ethiopian story, a concept common in some parts of the

  country, where fear of were-hyena women still seems to be active. The magical significance of sticks taken from or kept in the roof of the house would occur again and again.




  It was also my first story featuring a donkey in the typical role of fall-guy, a stock character of literature in Europe from Aesop to A.A. Milne. The donkey’s role is to be eaten by a

  lion or hyena. He is to be ridiculed, like Bottom or Eeyore. But in his humility, he is blessed with wisdom. A donkey’s colt takes Christ into Jerusalem.




  G.K. Chesterton caught this ambiguity in his poem, ‘The Donkey’.




  

    

      With monstrous head and sickening cry




      And ears like errant wings,




      The devil’s walking parody




      On all four-footed things . . .




      Fools! For I also had my hour;




      One far fierce hour and sweet:




      There was a shout about my ears,




      And palms beneath my feet.


    


  




  The donkey in Ethiopian folk stories runs true to form and is the brother of his counterparts everywhere, as this story demonstrates:




  The hyena’s son has died and the donkeys realise that, in spite of their misgivings, they must attend the funeral or risk causing grave offence. The hyenas, seeing them coming, accuse them

  of mocking their grief.




  The frightened donkeys sing:




  

    

  




  

    

      Great hyenas, you hunt all night,




      And we hear you sing in the cold moonlight.




      Your teeth are long, your eyes are bright,




      Though your food is black, your dung is white.




      But now your son lies on his bed,




      Your son is dead! Our lord is dead!


    


  




  They pretend to weep. But the dead hyena’s uncle asks what they have brought for the mourners to eat. The donkeys have brought nothing and start to back away, but the hyenas demand that

  they cut off their lips for them to eat. The donkeys have no choice but to comply, but once they have lost their lips, the hyenas accuse them of grinning.




  ‘You’re laughing at us!’ they howl, then fall on the donkeys and eat them. Before the oldest donkey dies, he looks up at the hyenas and says,




  

    

      Wicked hyenas, we came with song




      To comfort you but we were wrong.




      Next time you’re hungry, don’t pretend




      That you need a reason to eat your friend.


    


  




  I was to encounter short verses of this kind within stories many times, although it took a conscientious translator to point them out. They made me think of the role of verse and jingle in

  European stories: ‘Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum’; ‘Little pig, little pig, let me come in’; ‘Mirror, mirror on the wall’, and countless other instances. Such verses have a

  ritualising effect in the story, at once distancing, familiar, and often with an underlying menace.




  There is a vast store of animal fables in oral literatures around the world, from Aesop to the ancient Sanskrit tales of Kalilah and Dimnah, from Anansi in West Africa to

  Brer Rabbit in the USA and La Fontaine in Europe. Their purpose is often to impart wisdom and point morals, and they are usually more overtly instructive than other types of story. Almost identical

  fables, with specific local trimmings, crop up in widely separate cultural and geographical contexts, and one can speculate forever on their origins and kinship.




  Iona and Peter Opie, authors of The Lore and Language of Schoolchildren, pointed out the astonishing speed with which playground games, clapping rhymes and skipping chants spread around

  the world, traversing continents and oceans with ease. The same is no doubt true of stories. Ethiopia is crisscrossed with ancient trade routes, along which salt cut from the Danakil desert was

  transported up into the highlands and beyond, to other parts of North and Central Africa.




  I sat once for a whole day on a hillside watching the comings and goings at the marketplace in Bati, a town set on an outcrop of the escarpment that falls from the highlands of Ethiopia

  westwards towards the Red Sea. The peoples of the Danakil depression were arriving with strings of camels laden with bars of salt which they had hacked out of the cruelly hot salt flats below.

  Their camels could go no higher up the rocky mountain tracks. The peoples of the highlands were tripping down from the cool hills above, their donkeys and mules weighed down under sacks of grain

  and gourds of butter and honey. Their animals could go no lower into the heat. The grain, butter and honey were necessities of life for the desert people. The salt was a form of currency for the

  highlanders. Some of it would cross donkey and mule trains right over the Ethiopian highlands and descend to the Sudan, where, transferred once more onto the backs of camels, it would embark on

  another journey ending in trading centres such as Timbuktu. News must always have been traded as well as goods, and why not stories also?
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