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Touring Ethiopia’s
Omo Valley, with
a sustainable
travel outfitter.

By ANDREW McCARTHY
“Your George W. Bush came here two years
ago and not a person recognized him.”

“No one?”

“No one knew who he was.”

“Would they have known Nelson Man-
dela?”

“No. No one here would have seen TV. No
one here thinks beyond Omo.”

I'was speaking with Lale Biwa, amember
of the Karo people, in Ethiopia’s Omo Valley.
‘We were surrounded by low, circular huts
made from sticks, with pitched grass roofs,
in his home village of Dus, on the banks of

EXPLORER

Of Rivers and Rituals

the Omo River. A woman, heavily adorned
in beads and bracelets, ground sorghum on
a large stone in the nearby shade. Men,
some carrying AK-47s, sat in clusters. Small
naked children scampered past. Goats and
cattle roamed freely on the dusty flood
plain. There was no electricity, no running
water, no cars. Mr. Biwam, who guesses his
age to be “about 40,” looked around. “Itis a
good place,” he said. “The people are true.”

Thad come to the Omo Valley with the in-
novative tourism entrepreneur Will Jones
to getaview into the lives of some of Africa’s
most traditional tribes. “I'm particularly in-
terested in the Omo,” Mr. Jones told me.

“It’s an at-risk ecosystem, with at-risk com-
munities. But itis still a very wild place.” Mr.
Jones was born in Nigeria of English par-
ents, raised in East Africa and educated in
England. “When it came time to put on a
suit and go into town,” he said, “I came back
to Africa”

Mr. Jones, 45, has been creating custom-
ized tours to the continent for more than 20
years. Wild Philanthropy is his latest ven-
ture — an enterprise designed to build sus-
tainable tourism with a mutually beneficial
exchange between visitors and the people
and land they visit. Mr. Jones also operates
CONTINUED ON PAGE 6
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Sunset over the
0Omo Valley. The
valley is largely dry
savanna, with the
Omo River cutting a
nearly 475-mile-long
swath down to Lake
Turkana on the
Kenya border.
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Of Rivers and Rituals in the O

CONTINUED FROM PAG
theonly permanent (emed team inth theomo
Valley, no m M.

T soutimestern corner of Elhlopm is
home to seven primary tribes Who coexist
with varying degrees of peace. The land is
largely dry savanna, with the Omo River
cuting  neary 475l kmg swath down

border, The

nearly 2.5 million year:
to dub e Tower Valley a o Hertage
siinis
the Omo is a region
preciice. The Ethio pian | govcmmcn( has
recently completed the third of five
hreaten to
alter the lives of the communities that have
inhabited this valley for millennium and de-
pend ontheriver’s moods fo survival

the flood erop eids M onca
is the only time anyone can remember that
the rivr never rose?
a has also fallen victim to hit-and-
run Inurlsm — peuple driving down from
Addis Ababa, into villages, cam-
oot Wasing hen Vg I  lou of dust
Iencountered one such scrum at a local fes-
tival. Witnessing the feverish pursuit for
documentation f “otherness” rcﬂ ted
at

Dus.
Below that, members
of the Karotribe, left,
‘and Daasanach tribe,
right. Below that, the

Omo River.

From near right,
Karo peopls
‘guarding their
village; a Hamar
bull-jumping

ceremony in Turmi;

and tribesmen
preparing for the
ceremony.

du:enous regions needs o reconc
s a ciruit of explm(auon here?”
e Jnnes tod . 10 o ofthe reasons
Liivate relationships with the Tocal
peopie, radmg with them eying o creste

cessile any other vay: Inthe six day> we
spentonthe rver e saw one ther motor-
= Grrying supplies for an NG

Mr. Biwaas our guide, we headed to
amal village inhabited by the Hamar peo-
ple-The Hamas numbering 45,000 through-
out the valley, are kn be pastoraliss.
Villge was overfowing with catc.

I Dus, he elings were simple b of
sticks and grass, and well ordered. Young
men tended cattle while a woman skinned
and butchered a goat with the help of her
toddler, who hung pieces of the animal on a
fence beside an AK-47 and a belt of ammo.

“The AK-47 has replaced the spear” M.
Jones said.

Mr. Biva nodded. “As long as you have
AK.you are respected; he sad. ~Your fam
ily feels safe and proud. Someone with o
AK, people look down on them. If you do not
ave AK your family will g0 (o someone
who a

re American-made, 1 was told,

Ea(hcmd during he war in neighboring Su-

"But they are not cheap?”
<How much dothey cost
“Five cows,” he sai
Beside frearms, 1 witnessed few other

accommodation: he ~contemporary

e Omo, Vet fo a place so Tor of

he grid, nows traveled fas throughout the

valley. While in the Hamar village we heard
word of a nearby bulljumping ceremony.

‘The bull jump is a ritual initiation to man-

Hood ot boththe Hamar and Karo commu-

nities. We headed east

ATTHEEND of along, deeply rutted road we

came upon a dusty village in the midst of a

celebration. Old men and women gathered

. Biwa said.
Tasked.

mud. Each carried a small horn and blew it
incessantly.
When one young woman turned away
from me I noticed fresh welts on her bare
back drippingblood;she seered unavare
and Coninsed o dance Then | saw e ap-
Voung man,stand cose in frontof
Fiim, and biow ner norn n is tace. Shebe-
gan'to jump up and down,her blls clang-
ing, her horn blaring, The young man bent
0he pround nd peked ipa long switch
and raied it ovr his hea
e her horn more siscniy then sud.

snapped around her body and lashed across
her back with a sharp cracking sot e

erformance was re-
again and again by many of the

Soung wemen.Thei backs were covered n
old scars and new welts, yet none of them
cisplayed any ouvard signs of

Asthesun vas seting adazenbuls were
led to a clearing and aligned flank to flan}
The women clustered togeth gan
Jumpin, thirbel rining ou, theithorns
blasting. Others began to chant. Suddenly.

mommg he oul

among the elders
"The women continued toblow theirhoms

and the celebration contnued on |

ight We dfove away under  moonless )a

the Southern Cross hanging low, ilence fi

ing our car.

‘awake a man, able to sit
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tled our engine through the brown water.
“The Nyangatom are fierce fighters. They
pushed us across the river, Our women tell
us we are weak. Not just with their words.
‘They dance — in front of everyone. Itis a
shame we wear”

THENEXT toa
small vilage of the Nyangatom people. Re-

selves on the muddy banks,their jaws rest-

na. Atop the cliff, two men stood sentry. One
had an AK-47 slung from his shoulder; the
other wore what in a more urban seiting
might have been called & ipster hat. The
tribes wore a_mishmash of clothing
brighty colored traditoral wiaps, snima
reely with
umsca Tootbal ]Drscys rakish capsa and =

aro
long ‘been strained. Tntrtriba contts
overcatle rusling and grazing an
kep hevaley bristing v e
r decades pased down lmm oneration
© seneraion, M. Biv
W arc gomg. ths was our land
unl15yests a1t Bivhsaldsshe throk

ANOREW MCCATIIY i the caboro the rang
adulnovel st Fy Away”and the
memoir “The Longest Way

ing open. . colobus mon-

out canoe sat unattended on the riverbank.
A Goliath heron lumbered into the air

time th heavy Iehage lining the river
thinned, then gre . Thirty-foot cliffs
began tb rse up and the landscape turned
parched. Ahead, on the west bank, bony cat-
tle were drinking from the river, kicking a
choking dust high into the sky and acros
the sun, casting everything in an eerie pati-

eingior
dominance.

The men on the clff greeted us with

d we set out across the arid land.

Distant WIS of Konya wore visile 0 the

cuts, causing the skin to welt in intricate
patterns. They made this two-mile walk to
and from the rver twice dally — in Afrca
carrying water is women's

At the outskirts of the Vl“age, a half-doz-
en expressioness men lofered: The tllst
sported a vaguely

ibber
it trom scavcngcd ik ties;
the others were barefoot
Many Nyangatom are seminomadic and
this village appeared haphazardly thrown
together, as if built in a rush, without care.

e was no central meeling area, 1o

south, Three young its with water uas
balancing on el aught

mo Valley

In time, more than a dozen women

ed from the  haneyoom haped

dmelings th

umnuraheltsrhl Gneoldwoman

bcgan to 0 just o suddenly

topped. Al wore heavy of beaded
piled

e wa
several held small children. Fatigue hung in
the listering heat. I would have been diff-
igine daily life clinging closer to
{he edge of existence,
o cradleof mankindis o Garden of
len Mr. Jones said softly as we tracked
Back arost the barsen land 1o the bos

semicirieonabluffaboetheriver Seating

oungest to the
mostseniorelder Twas oﬁcmd’\svm inthe
dirt much too far along the timeline for my

ing.
'Abull was being roasted over an openfire
in the center of the gathering. Three men
it machetes hakedtheanimal topices
Ch at, clinging (0 large
hnne< were depomed ot small beds of
Apart of the
il ot u.\enufy was dropped in
frontof me, The old man beside me with
heavily pierced ears an d stick pro-
truding below his et iy ollorcd me o

Back down the river, the

oo ratoed seats oeayes by rub-
bing charcoal in deliberately administered

to greet us.

scant shade of a scragely date ree. C\ga-
rettes were

Dus. Two hundred men from Mr. Biwa's

were gathering in a large

.mus  blob then grimed as I put it in my
t beyond the circle a dozen
Pomied ares gathered.
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When the entire animal had been con-
sumed,oneol the lders goupand beganto

speal
“He s making a prayer for the rver to
rise” Mr. Biwa told m
euDon they know “about the dam?” 1

frp— thing to understand,” he
said,

‘The elder kept talking as Mr. Biwa trans-
lated. “And now is a prayer for rain. For the
women and children. A that all bad
feelings be carried off across the
tereachinvocaton theasermbled replled "
a deep, guttural m

Finai

hree men whohad carvedthe

‘The small boy shadowed me and I began to
Hear a loos kind of chaning. | turned t-
ward the ere. eze in

the gloaming: the heat was finaly off the
day Then the unmistakabe regser of an
AK4TT:

Tichpt o the i My head snapped n il
diections, ooking fo th origin o he gun-
fire. Was I'goi tas an intruder in
the night? My ot companion ughed at

dirctly upnto the sky,ind:
cating e direction of the hot. T thed 10
smile, and, more sowly nov, commucd o
und of the My
T reached up and took my hand. The
Voicos became morensistent T was nearly
dark. Then I heard it again — this time, a
rapid barage o gunire. Ten another The
boy smiled in reassurance. I dropped his
hand and beat it back to the campsite.
e next mormin, a3 e loadd th bost
forour trip farther downriver,  learned that

8 vilge elder had dld suddenly ard the

had been part of the mourning

proce:
Weset out bclmc the heatofthe day.For
seven hours heay h lined the banks.
Gecasionally children splashed;

up the steep banks.
sweptoveread. At th dir iver outpostof
rate, we had our passports inspected,

forms,
ground, that had been constru
and protec mc sorghum crop from the an-
nual 5 looding now in jeopardy
bccausc ofthe damming;uprt
et up camp on a high bank. The local
vmagers assumed free run of our site and
re absorbed into daily life. Dugout ca-
listing and overtull with people, were
mnslsnlly crossing and rectossing the
river. Voices carried back and forth across
the water | Inng after dark
ther downstream, the
rlverbeganwsp\lnlerDualyl nd gave way
tothehigh srass of the delta.Soon pelicans
‘swarmed, then Lake Turka
‘Afer the confines of e on the rive. the ex-

panse of the inland sea was
Here to, the environment s threatened.
1t said Trkana could drop 20 fet with

M Jones sid. “The ffect on the
e would b anyones acsst

FROM FISHERMEN AT Turkana we learned

y foran event tha happe
Tasts several
5~ Sulminating in the act of female
circumcision.

‘It an atrisk
ecosystem, with
atrisk wmmumllei,

We let the boat and were \mmeu rely
confronted by twodozenteenag

withabow and arrow. After an mnm stand-
off, they hapmly Shovied us the sharp ipsof

the temporary huts were

p: aKaro boy
painted in preparation
of aceremony;

trich plume hats for men, and colobus mon-
key capes for women. The skin of several
people who came to greet us was already
painted yellow in preparation for the dan
ing that would accompany the coming cere-
mony.

Back by the boat I encountered a man
with his entire chest and stomach covered
in the well-ordered markings of scarifica-

tion.

This i o indicate that he has iled in

batle M Biva exp

e 5 e When T extended
my! y hand 6 Shake . e broke e 8 toon:
some grin.

On our last evening, the sun was hazy
near the horizon over Sudan. I walked into
the village behind our site, and then kept
walking o the next village, and the next.
Chilien began o ollw: Soen telr -
bers ore than a hundred, the bolder
anes shook haids, sorme o hair —
then ran away giggling. Eventually I began
tochasethem — the boogeyman o ther de-
lighted screams — as the si

On the way back, on the outskirts of our
campsite, I came upon an old man ses
fire to tree near a clearing. In the
morning Toakd e B what 1 B

“It was a prayer,” he said. “A prayer for
the ive torise?

climbed into our boat and headed
back upstream on a river that was unlikely
todoso.

the fields near
Lumale.



