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| Ethiopia | Deep in the Omo Valley, the customs and llfestyles of

isolated pastoral communities have changed little in centuries.

|
f Now, though, they are coming under threat, finds Dawd PlIImg

o laid-back, almost soporific,
isthe village, and so strikingly
is everyone turned-out in
their white body paint, leop-
ard-spotted iace markings,
dbracelets, while
tonotice nearly all the men are carrying
AK-47s. Each one, naked but for acloth
around his waist and a single upright.
ostrlch fea!her in bis hah:, sits on a

chi

plmv. Bodies are streaked in chalk-
white stripes and swirls, like Day of the
D&dskeletonss‘zmewwwpperarm

‘bracelets

from the best source of metal avzu!able
—spent bullet cartridges.

It has been several years since AKs

replaced spears in this south-western
corner of Ethiopia, says Lale Biwa,
one of few Kara tribesmen able to
converse in English. More status
symbol than weapon, they are now
pnmmlly obligatory for any young
man hoping to marry. O« they
are deployed in skirmishes between
the different tribes of the Omo Valley,
‘Biwa says, or used to kill the huge croco-
diles that thrash in the river’s choco-
latey brown waters.
Here in the Lower Omo Valley,
squeezed along the borders of South
Sudan and Kenya, few speak Ethiopia’s
national language of Amharic. Many
cannot name the capital, some 350
‘milestothenorth, as Addis Ababa.

Ethiopia has a different feel from
other sub-Saharan African countries.
Certainly the Ethiopians of the high-
lands, light-skinned and custodians
of one of the world’s oldest alphabets,
like to think so. Many trace their
heritage to the ancient civilisation of
Aksum, to King Solomon and to the
Queen of Sheba.

These days, the government in Addis
has also set itself apart. Since the over-
throw of the Marxist Derg regime of
Mengistu Haile Mariam in 1991, the
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Dem-
ocratic Front has pursued a develop-
ment plan modelled on the Asian tigers.
1ts investments in dams and roads and
jts creation of manufacturing jobs in
garments and electronics are intended
to transform a state that was once a
byword for poverty and famine into a
middle-income country.

In their semi-nakedness am‘l cultunl

the Karaand

u-xbuoﬂheOmoVallzydomtm

easily into that narrative. From Addis,

the thin-aired capital, with its coffee
shops, monorail and dust-billowing
Bnm, the pewpleln the swel-

‘the Southern Nations

Amdr.nu meet at

with rolling hills and, at one point,an  From main: a
extraordinary cityscape of spindly tow-  group of Kara
ered termite mounds, veritable Burj tribespeople in
Khalifas of the insect world. Dus, a village in
This is as far as most tourists get but  the Omo Valley
we were going further. At Murulle, we  of southern
boarded aboatand took tothe watersof  Ethiopia; goats
the Omo, the migh riverin Ethiopia  belonging to
after the Nile, which snakesitsway from  Hamar
the highlands for 500 miles before emp-  tribesmen; a boy
tying out into Lake Turkana. having his face
As we sped along, sending out a  painted;a tent
muddy spray, the most obvious feature  at Lale’s Camp,
of the river wasits crocodiles. Hundreds  on the banks of
of them. They were obsessively active.  the Omo;
Asthe boat passed, many slitheredinto  members of the
the water. One lunged hopefully ata  Karatribe
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grey heron as it flapped by with a
squirming fish in its beak. There were a
few dugout pirogues on the river, but so
treacherous were the crocodiles that, in
four days, we spotted not a single other
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to the 4,500-strong Kara community.
They are one of eight main tribes living
in the Lower Omo Valley.

Until recently, when Biwa teamed up
with Wild Philanthropy, a two-year-old
UK charity that seeks to use tourism to
promote conservation, not many made
it to his camp. The very few that did
tended to be intrepid travellers without
a big budget. Wild Philanthropy mar-
kets the experience instead to a
wealthy international clientele with the
aim of funnelling more money into
local communities. It has helped estab-
lish a licensed tour operator in Ethio-
pia, Wild Expeditions, of which Biwa is
ashareholder.

Not only does Lale’s Camp provide
employment for community members,
says Paul Herbertson, Wild Philan-

py’s conservation enterprise direc-
tor, there are also plans to establish a
vegetable farm so that villagers can
improve their diet and sell produce to
the camp.

Lemon has definite views about how
visitors should interact with the people
ofthe valley, especially those in this more
remote part whose experience of west-
erners is both recent and limited. The
camp sleeps 2 maximum of eight guests
and only takes one group at a time. Prob-
ably no more than 40 people visit each
year. The camp tariff includes a “village
entrance fee”; Wild Expeditions also
brings coffee and maize and some richer
clients have made donations.

The villagers would meet us on their
own terms, Lemon said. Photography
was not encouraged, though it was fine
to ask, so long as we accepted it if the
answer was no. Our first encounter with
the Kara was in Dus, their medieval-
looking capital, home to about 1,000
people. It was shortly after our boat
docked thatwe met the men sat noncha-
lantly on their polished stools, AKs in
hand. Conversation was only possible
when Biwa was there to translate and
even then was not easy. Mostly we com-
municated with smiles and gestures, or
asked simple questions about family,
diet or clothing. Even asking how old
someone was provoked confusion. The
Karaapparently don’t keep count.

Though the communities of the Omo
Valley — including the Mursi, the Das-
sanech, the Kwegu, the Hamar and \‘.he

— live in close p
they speak different languages and
practise different customs. Each meet-
ing means learning a new greeting:
“hello” in Hamar is “paiyo”. It is “hopo™
inKara and “achali” in Mursi.
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ment has been damming the Omo for
hydroelectric power. A third dam was
recently completed, lowering the water
level and ending the annual flooding
that has reliably enriched the soil. Har-
vests had been poor, said Biwa, and no
bull-jumping ceremony had taken
place for three years.

One late afternoon, we walked
through Dus and stopped at the Cere-
mony House, an elders’ parliament, a
structure of sun-bleached wood sal-
vaged from the Omo and assembled like
the rib-cage of a blue whale. Inside,
instead of debating elders, it was rau-
cous with bkalmg goats. The e\dcrs
were notin Biwa

describes in his book The World Until
Yesterday the astonishing variety of
practices and beliefs that existed before
a uniform western lifestyle conquered
the world. He explains, for example,
wildly different attitudes to the elderly.
In some communities, the elders’
Kknowledge was so revered that, when
they lost their teeth, younger family
members would pre-chew their food. In
others, especially those constantly on
the move, old people were a burden.
Sometimes they were left behind in the
foresttodie.

Similarly, in this sub-region of Ethio-
pia, customs alter substantially over rel-
atively short distances. Clothes, body
paint, hairstyles, piercings and scarifi-
cation marks vary. So do initiation rites
and marriage customs. Some communi-
ties practise female genital mutilation,
though most inhabitants of the Omo
Valley — including the Kara —do not.

The women of the Mursi cut their
Tower lip so that, after years of stretch-
ing, it hangs down like a slack rubber
band, allowing the insertion of alip plate
on special occasions. For other people,
living perhaps within shouting distance,
such mutilation is unthinkable. Biwa
explained how God made everyone: the
British, the Italians, the Germans, the
Dassanech, the Nyamatom and the
Kara. Then he remembered to make the
Mursi, giving them a lip plate to distin-
guish them from the rest.

The bull jump is the Kara's initiation
rite. A row of bulls are lined up, flank to
flank, and boys run naked over their
backs, taking care not to slip down the
cracks. The Kara carry out their cere-
mony only in large groups, which
requires a good harvest to provide the
goat meat, maize and homemade beer

expected by guests.
Recently, that has proved a problem.
To the north, the Ethiopian govern-

since, deprived of the annual floodwa-
ters, they had moved outside the village
to farm. One project that Wild Philan-
thropy is fundingis a solar pump to help
irrigate land close to the river. It is also
hopingto finance alocal clinic.

Customs and practices are changing
fast. Turkish and Chinese companies are
investing in land-hungry sugar and cot-
ton plantations. Chinese-built roads are
bringing visitors, exposing communities
totourists with money and cameras.

‘When we met the Mursi ourselves, we
travelled three hours upriver by boat
and they walked eight hours out of the
“Mursi Mountains” to meet us. At first,
the women shrieked when they saw
images of themselves trapped on the
iPhone screen. Yet, in testament to the
genius of Steve Jobs, within minutes
they were swiping through photographs
atarapid clip. This is one of the few cor-
ners of Africa where mobile phones are
rare, but it cannot be long before they
join AK-47s asa must-have item.

Elsewhere, closer to the bigger towns,
villagers are charging visitors to attend
bulljumping ceremonies. A young boy I
met in a Hamar village who took a fancy
to my cap had already mastered the
English for “give me”. Even Lemon
seemed resigned to the fact that the vis-
its he helped organise, however limited
the numbers and respectful the guests,
were part of the changes that were

sweeping through the valley.

Some disappearing traditions are not
to be lamented. Until recently, Kara
children born out of wedlock were con-
sidered “cursed” and left outside to die
or thrown into the Omo River. Lemon
says infanticide has stopped, largely
through outside influence.

Back in Dus, as dusk settled, the vil-
lage had gathered for a dance. Some of
the men, painted in their most lavish
designs, sported trilby hats worn at a
jaunty angle. Many gathered in a large
circle, dancing and singing. Young
‘women, their hair plastered in ochre
and butter, swayed as the men com-
peted to jump highest. Though every-
thing was unfamiliar, from the paint to
the music, the atmosphere resembled

nothing more than an English village
dance around the maypole.

ding there on that beautiful
evening, quite ignored by the villagers
who were having far too much fun to
notice us, was like witnessing a fading
. This was the world until

ymuday Fora few short years, md for

privileged few, it can still b
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Addis Ababa, domestic flights and guiding.
Flights from London would add around £600



