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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Depart London, fly Addis 

Day 2 Addis Ababa 

Day 3/6 Simien Mountains 

Day 7 Gondar 

Day 8 Fly Lalibela 

Day 9 Lalibela 

Day 10 Fly Addis, drive Wondo Genet 

Day 11/13 Bale Mounatins 

Day 14/15 Lake Langano 

Day 16 Drive Addis 

Day 17 Depart Addis, fly London 

  

Departs 

October  

Focus 

Ethiopia’s rich flora, archaeological sites and culture, 

alongside a fabulous array of birds and mammals. 

Grading 

Primarily Grade A/B  

Dates and Prices 

See website (Tour Code ETH07) or brochure 

 

Images from top:Simien Mountains, Lalibela & Bale 

Mountains 
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Introduction 

Ethiopia is a fascinating and welcoming country that boosts some of the most spectacular mountain 

scenery in all Africa. With two mountain ranges – the Simiens and the Bale Mountains – the 

magnificent Blue Nile gorge country, a string of spectacular Rift Valley Lakes, and endless dry acacia 

woodland and well-kept villages of pretty little thatched huts, this lavish and often luxuriant 

landscape is far from the drought-stricken land often portrayed by the media. The country’s climate 

is warm and comfortable all year round and its flora and fauna is exceptional.  

 

The people of Ethiopia are proud and happy, and for the most part, self-sufficient. The country 

produces its own power (from the many lakes), grows its own crops and keeps very many cattle. 

The pretty traditionally-robed ponies and their riders seen along the moorlands, plus the donkeys 

carrying their mixed cargoes all around the country, provide an interesting cultural backdrop to a 

holiday that offers sensational ecological interest. There is no shortage of culture and history too, 

this, after all, is a land of myth and legend – the earliest home to man, and later to Prester John, 

and a dynasty originating from Queen Sheba and concluding with the Emperor Haile Selassie in 

1974. It is a land of mixed race and mixed religion, of countless elegant tribes and even more 

languages, mingled and matured by time and history.   

 

It is worth stressing, however, that whilst the tourist infrastructure in Ethiopia is improving, some of 

the hotels are still relatively basic in nature and lacking in some of the comforts found in Western 

hotels. The roads in Ethiopia are vastly improved, but may still be poor on occasion and therefore 

it is necessary to accept that the itinerary may not always run like clockwork. What is needed more 

than anything, therefore, is a good sense of adventure and, if you come equipped with this, you are 

sure to enjoy the fascinating wildlife, culture and landscapes of this unique and beautiful African 

country. 

 

This tour will place particular emphasis on enjoying Ethiopia’s fascinating botany and history, 

however, with such an incredible array of birds and mammals to see, these will also be enjoyed 

alongside some stunning scenery. 

Itinerary 

Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse 

weather & other local considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during 

the course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise best use of the time and weather 

conditions available.   

Day 1  In flight 

We leave from London Heathrow on Ethiopian Airlines' scheduled evening flight to Addis Ababa. 

Day 2 Addis Ababa 

Arriving in Addis at approximately 0800 hours (local time) we transfer to Addis’ most long 

established hotel, the Ghion, where we have an opportunity to freshen up and enjoy an early lunch 
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in the relaxing gardens. From here we can explore the dusty capital and customise ourselves to the 

cool climate of the Ethiopian highlands which average over 2000m in altitude. In particular we plan 

a visit to the National Museum where the famous early hominid, Lucy, feasibly our universal 

ancestor is housed. 

Day 3 Simien Mountains 

This morning we fly north to the city of Gondar, 

following a flight path that takes us right over 

Lake Tana, Ethiopia’s largest lake and the 

source of the Blue Nile. We will return to the 

enchanting city of Gondar later in the tour, but 

for now we journey on to the Simien 

Mountains, one of Africa’s principal mountain 

massifs and one of the continent’s most 

spectacular sceneries. The three hour drive to 

Debark, the gateway to the Simien Mountains 

National Park, is our first opportunity to get a 

feel for the Ethiopian highlands and as we pass through the small roadside villages we are provided 

with a valuable insight into the subsistence economy that exists here. Employing methods 

unchanged for thousands of years, families continue to grow a variety of indigenous crops, chief 

among them, the famous and ubiquitous tef. 

 

Days 4 – 6 Simien Mountains 

Arriving at the park headquarters in Debark, we will stop to pick up a local scout and arrange the 

necessary permits, before driving a further 20km into the National Park, entering one of the few 

temperate zones of sub-Saharan Africa. We make our base 

for the next four nights at the comfortable Simien Lodge 

from where we can make our forays into the field. 

From our lodge we will spend the next 3 days exploring the 

wonders of this uplifted basalt range. Its chief feature is its 

often sheer escarpment which looks over the African plains 

below and gives a whole range of environments to explore. 

A track runs the length of the escarpment from the Lodge 

through the upland village of Sankaber to its high point at 

Chenek at nearly 4000m.  From the road and the villages 

we can make forays into a range of environments from the 

uplands themselves above 3000m, the escarpment itself 

which plunges down to 2500m but accessible at various 

points, to the “Lowlands” below lying between 2000 and 

2500m.  

 

Simien Mountain Lodge 

Red Hot Poker 
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The Afro-montane climate of Simien because of its 

isolation has meant a considerable amount of plant 

endemism. There have been noted so far 12 species 

endemic to Simien and 44 endemic to Ethiopia but 

restricted to Simien and the Bale Mountains which we 

shall visit later in the trip.  On the uplands we will be 

struck immediately by the giant lobelias in particular 

L.rhyncopetalum, one of the Ethiopian endemics. These 

plants reach several metres in height, and are often found 

in large gregarious stands. Equally arresting both on the 

uplands and escarpment are giant hypericum species, St 

John’s wort gone manic, making large trees with brilliant 

yellow propeller like flowers. Covering tracts of both 

upland and escarpment are giant heathers, notably Erica 

arborea, which cuts our own European species down to 

size!  Near the bottom of the escarpment are forests of 

olea sp., the olive genus, but here making forests which 

are interspersed with juniperus and giant euphorbia sp. 

such as E.amplypylla, whilst on drier lower banks on both upland and lowland the giant E.abyssinica 

makes large stands. Once passed the giants the plant exploration continues with anything from 

banks of the beautiful red hot pokers Kniphophia foliosa and K.isoetifolia both endemics, to 

Simien’s own Primula on the escarpment P. verticillata ssp. simensis. The orchids are both weird and 

wonderful, with endemic varieties of habenaria, and other gems such as Disa pulchella.   There is 

indeed a vast amount of botany to explore and as we make our botanic forays we will hope to cross 

paths with the Simien’s extraordinary mammal and birdlife. Huge herds of the endemic Gelada 

Baboon can be found grazing on the grassy slopes, whilst Walia Ibex cling to the steep cliff edges. 

We’ll end our three day exploration at Chenek at the end of the escarpment. From the pass above 

we can look down on the country beyond stretching away to Lalibela and up to Ras Dashen, 

Ethiopia’s highest mountain. 

Day 7 Gondar 

After 4 nights in the Simiens we return back to 

Gondar, where we have the afternoon to enjoy 

several of the city’s most interesting historical 

sites. Founded by Emperor Fasildas in 1635, 

Gondar served as the imperial capital for 250 

years prior to the rise of Emperor Tewodros 

and the subsequent shift of power to Showa. 

Arriving in time for lunch, we will spend the 

afternoon exploring the Fasil Ghebbi (Royal 

Enclosure), a tranquil walled compound of 

17th Century Castles and outbuildings before 

Gelada Baboon 

Fasilidas’s Castle 
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venturing slightly further afield to Fasilida’s Pool, an important ceremonial building set on the 

outskirts of the city that is also a popular roost site for Greyish Eagle Owls!    

Days 8 - 9    Lalibela 

We next fly eastwards to Lalibela, for a two-night 

stay. This unique World Heritage Site, lying in a 

stunning location to the south-east of the Simien 

Mountains, consists of a network of 11 

subterranean rock-hewn churches and connecting 

passageways, all of them carved from the 

underlying bedrock. Unique in their architecture 

and standing over 10m high, the churches are 

impressive, with further delights inside including 

intricate carvings and paintings. So remarkable are 

these structures that local folklore recounts tales of 

angels assisting in the site’s completion! However, their creation is historically attributed to the 

reign of King Lalibela in the 12th century, and an estimated team of 40,000 workers were used to 

excavate and form these incredible structures that are still used for worship and as sites of 

pilgrimage to this day.  

 

The churches stand in two groups, separated by the Jordan River and over the course of our stay 

we will have plenty of time to explore both clusters, marvelling at the architecture of the churches 

and enjoying the fabulous scenery. The surrounding area is also excellent for a variety of raptors, 

including Lammergeiers, Augur Buzzard and Lanner Falcon. 

Day 10  Wondo Genet 

From Lalibela we fly south to Addis and begin 

our journey to the Bale Mountains, stopping 

on route for a night in Wondo Genet. Our drive 

will take us through the Rift Valley, passing 

many of the great lakes and, enabling us to 

make several short stops at Lakes Koka and 

Zwai, where we have a chance of seeing 

Hippopotamus, as well as numerous 

waterbirds. Lake Koka offers a great variety of 

waders, herons, spoonbills and egrets, 

patrolled by overhead harriers and vultures, 

Ethiopian and Wire-tailed Swallows. At Lake Zwai, as well as the huge numbers of waterbirds, 

including pelicans and storks, we will be looking for the endearing Tree Hyrax which is generally 

uncommon in central Ethiopia.  

 

Continuing southwards to Wondo Genet Forest via the dusty and chaotic ‘crossroads town’ of 

Shashemene, we climb into the lush green hills that are fed by hot springs. The Wabe Shabelle 

Lalibela 

The Wabe Shabelle Hotel, Wondo Genet 
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Hotel at Wondo Genet, set in beautiful tropical gardens, is of a very basic standard, but the rooms 

are large and en-suite and the gardens are a paradise for birds and plants.  

 

From this hillside retreat, the views of the fertile farmlands in the valley below and of Lake Awassa 

are quite beautiful (though, our arrival here may be too late for us to be able to enjoy the views 

tonight!). It is easy to see why our guesthouse was once the favourite home of Haile Selassie's 

daughter. In the gardens, jacarandas, roses, amaryllis and bougainvillaea provide abundant colour 

and a home for sunbirds, woodpeckers, Silvery-cheeked Hornbills, White-browed Robin Chats, 

Double-toothed Barbets, African Firefinches and a host of other species.  

Day 11  Goba – Bale Mountains 

After breakfast we will embark on the drive to the Bale 

Mountains National Park, a scenic journey that should take 

about three to four hours. Climbing through forests, fields, 

little villages and banana groves, we reach open grassy 

uplands where Blue-winged Geese, Rouget's Rails and 

Abyssinian Longclaws introduce us to the long list of 

Ethiopian endemic birds to be found in the area. An excellent 

area for Serval, we will take time to scan the open landscape 

of the Gaysay Grasslands, noting the thick yellow pokers of 

Kniphosa foliosa set amongst the grasses and sedges. The 

Giant Heath, a familiar plant to European botanists, Erica 

arborea, often forms significant stands alongside Erica 

trimera. Adding further colour to the grasslands before us, 

we can enjoy the spectacular red blooms of Ammocharis 

tinneana and striped Crinum abyssinicum as well as the 

crenulated white flowers of the sea daffodil relative 

Pancratium tenuifolium. Mounds of white Helichrysum 

meyeri complete the scene with Drimia and Cooperiana species also in flower. 

 

Approaching the park, the scenery becomes increasingly spectacular. Magnificent forests cling to 

the sides of deep valleys, high peaks, rocky outcrops, pinnacles and ridges pierce horizons, and 

moorlands, grasslands and peaty pools sit in plains 

and hollows. Entering the park we can hope to 

encounter further mammals, including the endemic 

Mountain Nyala (a magnificent antelope unique to 

these hills), Common Duiker, Bohor Reedbuck, 

Menelik's Bushbuck and Warthog, all of which may 

be seen along the forest margins.  

 

We will spend our three nights in the park at the 

Wabe Shebelle Hotel in Goba, which is basic but 

functional.  

Blue-winged Goose 

Afro Alpine Moorland 
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The Bale Mountains, lying between 9,500 feet and 14,360 feet, contain the largest tract of high 

moorland in Africa. Virtually uninhabited, they are entirely unspoilt and were set aside as a national 

park in order to protect the Mountain Nyala which is found nowhere else in the world.  Of volcanic 

origin like the more famous Simiens in the north, the Bale Mountains may not be as spectacular, 

but they do possess an exceptional beauty and charm which can be likened to that of the Scottish 

Highlands. They are green and spacious, decorated with rocky peaks and crags, numerous small 

lakes, extensive heathland, magnificent cloud forests and bogs! Within the park is Mount Batu, at 

14,360 feet, it is one of the highest mountains in Ethiopia.  

 

The flora is fascinating and the Bale Mountains National Park is home to 1,321 species of flowering 

plants, 163 of which are endemic to Ethiopia (12%), and 23 to Bale alone (14% of Ethiopia’s endemic 

plants).  

Days 12 - 13 Bale Mountains 

With two full days to explore this stunning 

area, we shall split our time between the high 

altitude Sanetti Plateau, and, providing the 

weather allows, the magnificent Harenna 

Forest.  The former represents the finest 

example of afro-montane moorland in Africa, 

whilst the great Harenna forest is one of the 

last untouched forests of Africa.   It is indeed a 

precious bastion of Ethiopia’s flora and fauna 

with 40% of Ethiopia’s plant species and in 

excess of 1000 known medicinal plants 

preserved, including the last wild genetic pool 

of coffee in Cofea arabica.   

 

Venturing up onto the plateau, we encounter a habitat of rolling grasslands and moorland, 

punctuated with often dense pockets of the giant Lobelia L.rhyncopetalum and carpets of 

everlasting flowers such as Helichrysum splendidum, stands of Artemisia afra and the umbellifer 

Ferula communis.  With luck we may find the 

bizarre thistle Echinops longisetus with its 

startling red flowers positioned on strange four 

metre long stems.  We’ll explore too the wet 

forest habitats on the escarpments with forests 

of giant heather Erica arborea, festooned with 

moss lichen particularly Usnea sp., and areas of 

dry montane forest dominated by Juniperus 

procera and the arboreal Rosaceae Hagenia 

abyssinica which will be in spectacular flower.  

 

Sanetti Plateau 

Afro Alpine Moorland 

Sanetti Plateau 

Ethiopian Wolf 
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As with the Simiens, we have an excellent chance of encountering some of the regions famed 

endemic mammals, including the rarest canid in the world, the Ethiopian Wolf and the bizarre 

gopher like Giant Mole Rat. With a population of just 500 Ethiopian Wolves now left, most of them 

in the Bale Mountains, this is one of the most critically endangered of larger mammals in the world, 

and certainly in Africa. Interbreeding with local dogs, and diseases caught from them including 

rabies and canine distemper, have all caused the recent decline of this unique mammal of Ethiopia’s 

‘highland islands’.    

 

Crossing the plateau and descending the southern slopes, we enter the Harenna Forest, an 

extensive area of cloud forest, harbouring an as yet, unquantified variety of botanical treats. Draped 

in moss and lichens, and cloaked in a mysterious mist, entering the forest is like stepping into a lost 

world and we shall take great pleasure in examining the specimens on offer. Prominent amongst 

the upper reaches of the dense forest, Hagenia abyssinica, with its yellow and pink flowers, is used 

by locals to make an infusion that can be used to treat tapeworm. Descending into the lower areas, 

the plant life is dominated by Combretum molle and Terminalia browni, alongside forest species 

such as Warburgia ugandensis, Celtis africana and Podocarpus falcatus.    

Days 14 – 15 Lake Langano 

Retracing our steps westwards, we return to the Rift 

Valley and journey back north towards Addis, 

stopping on route to spend our final two nights at 

the superb Bishangari Lodge, located on the shores 

of Lake Langano. Set amongst huge majestic figs 

and overlooking the rugged lake shore, the lodge is 

beautifully tucked away and offers a fantastic array 

of birds, mammals and botany. Over 400 bird 

species have been recorded within the lodge 

grounds, alongside Colobus and Grivet Monkey, 

Olive Baboon and on occasion, even Aardvark! 

Amongst the lush fig forests are stands of superb 

Gloriosa superba, the red pompoms of Scadoxus multiflorus, the white spires of Gynandropsis 

gynandra, rather like an overgrown cleome, and starbursts of white blooms that cover shrubby 

Maerua edulis.  

Day 16  Addis Ababa 

Today, our last morning in Ethiopia, you are free to relax and enjoy this beautifully appointed eco-

friendly lodge and the surrounding lake area. Heading back north we will pay a visit to the 

Abijata/Shalla Lakes National Park.  This is a very small park centred around the two neighbouring 

but entirely different lakes. Lake Abiata is Ethiopia's Nakuru. Shallow and saline, it is an enormous 

lake with enormous numbers of birds.  We will enjoy this spectacle of colour, and looking carefully 

amongst the flamingos, pelicans, cormorants, storks, herons and waders for unusual vagrants.   

 

Ethiopian Wolf 

Gojo Room, Bishangari Lodge 
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Greater Flamingo, Lake Abiata 

Later we return to Addis where we are able to enjoy a final evening meal and reflect on our Ethiopian 

adventure. 

Day 17 Fly London  

With an early afternoon flight to catch, we can enjoy a leisurely start to the day before transferring 

to the airport and flying back to London Heathrow, arriving later that day. 

 

Tour grading 

Much of the holiday can be considered a straightforward wildlife tour that makes no great physical 

demands, and should be well within the capabilities of anyone of any age, with a reasonable level 

of fitness, who enjoys travel in a developing country. 

 

Our time in the Simiens will be conducted at a very leisurely pace, but owing to the high altitude 

(11-13,000ft) and the possibility of some steep climbs, should you desire to do so, a Grade B/C has 

been applied to this section of the tour. Given that we are now based in the lodge and not camping, 

we no longer have the pressure to walk between Camp Sites during the day and therefore the daily 

activities will be tailored to the ability of the group and any steep climbs will be entirely optional.  

Weather 

For much of the tour dry and sunny weather is expected, with daytime temperatures ranging from 

20°C - 30°C.  Cloud is likely in the afternoons but does not usually bring rain at this season, except 

possibly in the mountains. Temperatures there are likely to be at least 10 degrees lower, and nights 

can be distinctly chilly - with temperatures falling below freezing point. Mornings in the mountains 

are clear and sunny but afternoon cloud does occasionally bring rain. 

Entry requirements 

UK passport holders currently need a visa for Ethiopia (50 US$) which can be applied for in advance 

of travel at the Ethiopian Embassy or on arrival in Addis Airport. In recent years, the latter has proved 

by far the simpler method and we are now recommending this to all tour participants. 
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You should also take malaria prophylactics and some vaccinations are recommended.  Details will 

be sent with pre-departure information, but you should visit your doctor as far in advance as 

possible to discuss your travel plans and ask their advice. 

Food & accommodation included in the price 

All food and accommodation are included in the price. 

How to book your place 

In order to book your place on this holiday, please give us a call on 01962 733051 with a credit or 

debit card, book online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, or alternatively complete and post the booking 

form at the back of our main Naturetrek brochure, together with a deposit of 20% of the holiday 

cost plus any room supplements if required. If you do not have a copy of the brochure, please call 

us on 01962 733051 or request one via our website. Please stipulate any special requirements, for 

example extension requests or connecting/regional flights, at the time of booking. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures 

and new dates, tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/

