
Day 12: Maganan to Addis Zemen

‘YOU, YOU, where you go?’
The question was repeated thousands of times. I’d first heard 

it within metres of crossing the border, but hadn’t taken much 
notice. Those first miles to Maganan were the honeymoon after 
my arrival, where nothing could spoil my excitement to be in 
Ethiopia, a country I had long wanted to explore. 

‘Hello, hello, what’s your name?’ was a common phrase from 
the roadside in Egypt and Sudan, especially from teenagers. But 
most people and all adults pretty much ignored me as I pedalled 
past. In Ethiopia, however, I was a star attraction; everyone 
stopped and stared. Many men and almost every child shouted 
at me: ‘YOU, YOU, where you go?’ It became louder and louder, 
repeated again and again if you didn’t answer. How does an 
entire country learn just one phrase? Why ask a question you 
aren’t going to understand the answer to? Why the explosion of 
interest, which often seemed to border on aggression? The ques-
tion started to jar in my ears.

That first full day in Ethiopia was the toughest yet, by a long way. 
The Gonder rise, a quaint name for the biggest climb on my 

route, started the moment I left Maganan and climbed over the 
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next 150km to an altitude of over 2,000 metres at Azezo by the 
turn-off to the city of Gonder itself. The scenery was stunning, 
and it just got better the further I climbed. But it was seriously 
slow going, which made the torrent of shouting harder to bear, 
and by the end of the day I was numb from it. Leaving Maganan 
at first light, I had actually tried to answer the first shouts with 
a cheery ‘Addis Ababa!’ but soon gave up. 

In the first hour stones were thrown at me twice. I started to 
dread the villages – it was cycling the gauntlet. The kids stared at 
me as I approached, shouted at me as I drew close, then reached 
for stones once I was past them; they weren’t bold enough to 
throw stones as I approached. It was a game, one they had 
 obviously played many times before. 

I managed 17km in an hour, a distance that would have taken 
twenty-five minutes in parts of Sudan, before reaching a small 
village and going on the hunt for breakfast. A group of about 
fifteen teenagers were on the road and inevitably shouted at me 
as I passed. I kept my head down and ignored them, but also 
spotted lots of people eating on the roadside. Stopping a hun-
dred metres down the road, I considered if it was worth going 
back. One of the teenagers ran towards me excitedly and I asked 
him for the best place to eat. As soon as I engaged with the 
group, they were friendly and welcoming. Their manner couldn’t 
have been more different. It wasn’t practical to stop all the time, 
but it was a relief to find that when I did stop, the aggression was 
a show.

The chef was a slightly older man, with a huge wooden chop-
ping board and large curved knife, like a machete in reverse. 
There was a deep indent in the middle of the board from count-
less strikes and he worked incredibly quickly, while chatting and 
looking around. Each plate of breakfast was being prepared 
individually, starting with a few cloves of garlic, mixed in with a 
large pinch of spice that sat in a plastic dish beside him, then 
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beans. Another option was eggs, which were scrambled with a 
mix of spices as well. I was served quickly, as their special guest, 
and it tasted absolutely superb, so I went back for more. This 
second portion took longer, as there was quite a crowd now 
 sitting or standing around waiting. 

At the edge of the building was an overhang under which was 
a small pool table. The youngsters were playing a game in which 
they had to roll a pool ball by hand, first bouncing it off the side 
of the table. I couldn’t figure out the objective, but the first guy 
who had run after me was keen that I get involved. I made my 
apologies, saying that I had to get back on the bike. 

‘You give me some money!’ He held out his hand.
‘Why?’
‘Because I look after you.’
He hadn’t made my breakfast. I had paid the man for that. 
‘No, but thanks for your help.’
‘You give me sunglasses?’ He held out his hand again as I went 

to collect my bike, which was leaning against the wall of the 
building. I wasn’t sure if he wanted to try them on or to have 
them, although I strongly suspected the latter. 

‘Why do you want them?’
‘Because I have a problem with my eyes.’ At that he screwed 

up his face to demonstrate.
‘These are the only ones I have, sorry, I can’t give them away.’
It was funny, and it had been an enjoyable stop despite the 

initial trepidation. But this experience soon became very famil-
iar. It is amazing what a border can do to attitudes. In Sudan I 
had left good-natured, hospitable people who often didn’t want 
paying at all, but here in Ethiopia I very quickly realized that 
white people are associated with handouts, perhaps because of 
half a century of international aid and meddling in their affairs 
breeding a culture of expectancy. There was nothing malicious 
about it, but it entirely changed the way I could interact with 
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people, because I was always wondering what they were after, 
and what they would take given the chance. 

I could taste my breakfast for hours, and the mega dose of 
garlic made me thirsty. Climbing was hot work anyway, but 
the countryside remained stunningly beautiful. The trees and 
the buildings crowded the road; everything felt very close. The 
exception was the occasional dizzy view when the road clung to 
the mountainside, trees as far as the eye could see to a jagged 
horizon. Still winding upwards, I cycled under huge columns of 
rock and cliffs where the road had been cut into the mountain. 

I had no idea that I was near the top when I decided to stop 
again, this time at a small shack. There was nothing else around. 
The front was partially open to the road, and inside there was 
only room for about a dozen people. A bus pulled up alongside 
as I left my bike on the verge, and an interesting group tried to 
get on it. There was one man with an entire dried animal hide 
hanging across his back, maybe a goatskin, which was baked 
hard rather than being supple. A few other men had hunting 
rifles slung across their backs. Four of the women had white 
chalk on their cheeks and noses painted in thick stripes. 

‘Could I have some food?’
There was silence. The two ladies who seemed to be serving 

looked at me blankly, and some men sitting around eating also 
stared at me. I resorted to charades. A man by the door, who 
was eating, eventually spoke up.

‘No food,’ he said.
I considered the scene. I needed food. I didn’t want to leave 

my bike out of sight, but I needed to sort this. There was a door 
into the kitchen at the back, where it was very dark. I walked in 
to see what I could find. The older lady followed me, obviously 
uncomfortable with my being there. There were two big pots of 
food being kept hot on an open fire. I pointed at them, pointed 
at my tummy, and walked back out. Beans and sourdough crêpe 
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appeared quickly. It was hard to eat because it was seriously 
untasty, but I was seriously hungry and had every bit of it. 

It was a thrill to leave. I was ready to keep climbing for ages 
more but within fifteen minutes found myself on a sweeping, fast 
descent. Coming round one corner I encountered a massive herd 
of donkeys being driven down the road. I jammed on the brakes 
to pass them. 

As the day wore on I got better at spotting water stops. In 
Egypt and Sudan they were obvious as most shops had open 
fronts. But here in the mountains, where it actually rained some-
times, the wooden roadside shops were poorly advertised. I 
guessed they only really served locals who knew where they 
were. I must have had about eight bottles of fizzy drink – not at 
all good, but they were all I could find. 

There were about half a dozen stone-throwing incidents 
that day, but only one serious attack when a man came out in 
front of me wielding a stick. I ducked around him faster than he 
could swipe, but I had to fight the urge not to turn round and 
confront him. Surrounded by a group of young men, he was just 
out to impress. 

Other things had changed since the border too. Ethiopian fea-
tures are quite different from the Sudanese, often tending to the 
willowy shape of the middle-distance runner. There were no 
more Arabic-style clothes either; most people I saw wore T-shirts 
and trousers, except up in the Highlands where I came across a 
few religious groups at the roadside dressed in white cassocks. 
Home-made bunting decorated their altars and they rang bells 
as people passed. Quite a few of the women had crosses tattooed 
on their foreheads. I took their bell-ringing as encouragement 
for the climb, like on the mountain stages of the Tour de France, 
and gave them a cheery wave as I passed, dripping with sweat. I 
was deriving a deep pleasure from getting stuck into a huge 
ascent after nearly a fortnight of flatlands. 



144 Africa Solo

After the Gonder turn-off the road relented slightly and 
started to loop south around Lake Tana. The source of the Blue 
Nile and the largest lake in Ethiopia, Tana sits pretty high at 
1,800 metres – half a kilometre above the summit of Ben Nevis. 
The lake is littered with islands boasting exquisite monasteries 
and painted chapels as well as flamingoes – all pretty hard 
to imagine when you have witnessed the absolute poverty and 
hardship along the road around it. 

To show just how far I had come that day, as I pulled into 
Addis Zemen it started to rain lightly. Rain! I couldn’t believe it 
and stopped to look up and appreciate it, feeling the refreshing 
drizzle hit my face. I was very sore and tired, my legs felt tight, 
and even my upper body was weary from hauling itself out of the 
saddle. It had been a very hard-fought 140 miles with 3,500 
metres’ climbing, not much food and less than ideal hydration. 
But I felt all the better for winning that fight, especially standing 
at the edge of the road enjoying the rain. 

The word ‘hotel’ can be misleading. It suggests a minimum 
standard, something more than a bed and a place to eat. Out the 
back of a restaurant – a name that once again suggests more 
than this place was – was a small courtyard of about six small 
rooms, each with sheet metal doors. The middle of the  courtyard 
was junk and mud. Wheeling my bike in, I looked into the open 
doorway of one room and it seemed like people were actually 
living there. Mine had a bed, a wooden chair, cream walls dis-
coloured with grime, a loose socket and a bare concrete floor. 
The toilet was at the end of the courtyard where there were no 
lights. The squat bowl was alive with maggots and reeked of 
shit. I have a pretty high tolerance for disgusting stuff, but this 
was very nearly too much. Going to the toilet by the light of my 
headtorch nearly made me sick. There was no sink or tap. 

Sitting near the door on to the street, I ordered a bowl of meat 
and two bread rolls. Then the same again. I assumed it was goat 
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and it tasted pretty good, but I was glad it was piping hot because 
health inspectors had never been to this dive. I enjoyed this time 
to stop, eat and write my diary. So much was happening so fast; 
each day was so full. Sometimes it felt like another day when I 
sat there scribbling about that morning. I noticed that the palms 
of my hands were red and bruised from the handlebars, but 
overall I felt strong, considering the accumulative mileage and 
time on the bike: over 130 hours’ riding in the past twelve days. 

Afterwards I stood on the street but under a canopy, enjoying 
the rainfall. Some men sitting at a table outside offered me a 
beer and a smoke, but I declined. Across the road in the dark 
was a bunch of trucks parked nose to tail. I watched three ladies 
approach and chat to a group of drivers, and realized they were 
probably working. 

I fell asleep to the sound of rain on the tin roof above me. 
At 10 p.m. I woke to a knock on the door, a pause for a few min-
utes, some voices outside, and then another knock. I lay there, 
looking at the deadbolt lock on the inside, and said nothing, did 
nothing. The next thing I heard was my phone alarm at 5.30 a.m.

Day 13: Addis Zemen to Finote Selam

It ached to get started; my legs were seriously tight and I felt gen-
erally bruised and stiff. But there was also a deep pleasure in all 
that – the satisfaction of paying for a massive day’s ride. At 6.26, 
as I started the Garmin and freewheeled out of Addis Zemen, 
I couldn’t think about the next twelve hours in the saddle, but I 
could focus on finding breakfast – that was far enough. 

It was further than I’d hoped, but thankfully a rolling and fast 
30km to a very similar set-up to the day before. I sat on the street 
drinking very sweet black tea and eating eggs and spiced beans. 
This time I didn’t cycle past the group of teenagers so they didn’t 


