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East Africa
any reasons led us to strike off on a
multi-year, around-the-world journey
without a return ticket or significant planning, though following that “explorer
instinct” into the unknown had a common motivating element: We wanted to know the world
in which we live! Ask any seasoned traveler
and they’ll straight-out tell you that after the
dust settles on the countries they’ve visited,
it’s the people they meet along the way who
make it worthwhile and provide their most
memorable experiences.
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We were mostly unaware of it in the beginning, but we’ve
been driven by, and attracted to, the diversity of other human
beings. The more cultures, races, tribes, and religious beliefs
we’ve encountered, the closer we seem to discovering what it
is that unites us. And now, after countless interactions, we’ve
concluded that we’re all the same species on a mutual path to
the same destiny.
But, before we can wander off to theorize about where we’re
heading as a species, we must know where we came from. And
the answer to that question may be found in East Africa, the
cradle of humanity. Over the last four years, our Around Gaia
Project has accumulated 54 countries, and is now on its final stage
before our grand return to Europe. We’ve approached this corner of
the planet where everything began, where everything we’ve seen
so far has coalesced, and where it’s all now starting to make sense.
The following is a list of our top eight places to visit in Africa—
not-to-miss locations for those who intend to ride some of the most
intriguing motorcycle routes in the world, routes almost guaranteed
to provide experiences that will teach you more about yourself, too.
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1 Lake Natron (Tanzania) The larger, more

famous national parks such as Serengeti, Ngorongoro, Kilimanjaro
or Masai Mara may present certain inconveniences for some
motorcyclists. The high costs of entry alone may exceed the
limits of your budget, and some parks will not allow you to ride
into them at all—allowing only regular vehicles or organized
tours. The massive influx of tourists tends to take away the
savannah’s well known magic, anyway. That said, we found Lake
Natron—a lake of salt and soda waters where you arrive along
a gravel and petrified lava road. The only traffic you’re likely to
encounter will be the Maasai warriors herding their cattle. The
trip can be done in an intense day from Arusha, but I recommend
one or two stops allowing for camping in some of the Maasai
villages afterward (always ask their chiefs for permission!). The
wildlife should not be missed and, although the possibility of
seeing lions near the route is small (they usually avoid contact
with the warriors), zebras, giraffes, wildebeest, flamingos, and
even camels will accompany you at times. Eventually you’ll reach
the edge of the Ol Doinyo Lengai volcano on the southern shore
of Lake Natron.

East Africa

2 Volcanoes National Park
and Nyungwe (Rwanda) This small

country is not only perfect to cross on motorcycle with its
mountainous geography and ideal climate, but also offers
easy access to two of our close relatives: chimpanzees
and mountain gorillas. Chimpanzees live in the treetops
of Nyungwe forests, but it will certainly be the mountain
gorillas who provide glimpses into how their emotional
reactions and behaviors are not all that different from
ours. The last specimens of this species live scattered
among the mountains that share the Congo, Uganda,
and Rwanda, but it’s the latter country where encounters are easiest. After one or two hours hiking through
leafy forests, the trackers take you within a few meters
of gorilla families where the guide may approach
the silverback leader. Using sounds and actions this
incredible animal seems to understand, the guide lets
him know that you’ve come just to visit and are not
a threat. Once the silverback comprehends that his
family is not in danger, he returns to his labors, eating,
letting himself be cleaned of lice by the females,
resting, playing with the babies, or even having sex.
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3 Zanzibar
(Tanzania) At some

point on your trip into East
Africa you’ll need a break. The
intensity of this continent,
especially by motorcycle,
will leave you exhausted,
to which the solution is
Zanzibar. This coral island
is chock full of history
and home to some of the
most beautiful beaches
on earth—with two very
different faces—the quiet
West where you can relax
and enjoy good seafood,
or the windy East Side
for lovers of exhilarating
sports like kite surfing.

East Africa

4 Rift Valley (Ethiopia)

The Rift Valley is one of
the biggest faults in the world. When it arose, it divided this region of the
African continent into two distinctly different areas. On the east where
the climate is drier, as the theory goes, the ancestors of apes were forced
out of the trees in search of food, thus learning to walk on their hind legs
while leaving their hands free to create utensils and tools—evolution.
The fault is enormous and crosses several countries, but we recommend
visiting it at a specific area that’s easy to get to. A little more than 200 kilometers north of Addis Ababa on the route to Bahir Dar, the high plateau is
suddenly cut by the huge fault line. From that precipice, the view is one
of the most spectacular the continent has to offer, with awesome vistas
that overlook the Blue Nile in the valley below.
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5 Omo Valley (Ethiopia)

One of the places
where some of the oldest hominid fossils have been found is Omo
Valley. These fossils represent human life in its most original form.
Still isolated from the impact of globalization, the Omo Valley is
home to many tribes which continue to live the same way they have
for hundreds, possibly thousands, of years. The best way to visit on
a motorcycle is to follow a route that starts and ends in Konso. From
there, take the asphalt road to Woito, where you’ll want to stop for a
bite to enjoy injera, an unusual Ethiopian bread, and some of the best
coffee in the world. Then the gravel roads begin, to Arbore and Turmi,
the heart of the Omo and the crossroads from which you can visit
Omorate along the river that gives its name to the valley. When you
return to Turmi, head for Dimeka, where they have a market on Thursday
or Saturday to which different tribes (especially the Hamer) walk many
miles to trade and socialize. Then, from Jinka you can start the journey
into the mountain where you’ll meet the most famous Ethiopian tribe,
the Mursi.

Market (Kenya)
East6 Merille
Africa

On the main route that
takes you from Nairobi to the border of Ethiopia you’ll come across the
small village of Merille—not to miss if you arrive on a Tuesday—market
day. Without electricity or running water, the life of the Samburus is
already predisposed to survival in the middle of this desert. For these
people, life passes slowly. They chew miraa leaves, a stimulating plant that
can be very addictive and has some potent effects if consumed in excess.
When the plant arrives at Tuesday’s market the area comes alive. From up
to 100 kilometers away they trek in with their camels, goats, and cows to
trade products such as spices, rice, or sugar. At sunrise, the light can leave
you with some incredible images, and from there begins a detour toward
Lake Turkana, one of the best-kept secrets of Kenya.
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.7 Gikongoro Memorial
(Rwanda) Rwanda is known for one of the

bloodiest genocides in recorded history. The event
occurred 20 years ago, when within a three-month
period almost one million were murdered. But we invite
you to visit and witness just how amazingly this culture
has transformed itself. Although anyone over the age
of 20 has a survival story to tell, Rwanda today is a
peaceful and hate-free country, with a people united
and committed to moving forward together. Not only
that, Rwanda wants to be a showcase in many other
respects. It’s a country where hospitable people try
to make the best impression possible. It’s also the
cleanest and most organized country you’ll find in
Africa—so much so that they’re calling it
“The African Switzerland.” But after the tragedy
it’s now forbidden to forget and that is why, from
its capital to the smallest village, you’ll find
memorials of the holocaust. The most impressive is
in Gikongoro, where on a hilltop are the buildings
that once housed universities, but today provide
shelter to thousands of corpses preserved in
limestone powder.

8 Source of the Nile (Uganda)

There are many rivers in the world, but none as relentless
as the Nile—the longest on Earth. Born on Lake Victoria
in the city of Jinja, the river begins a spectacular trip that
crosses the Sahara, the driest region of the planet, on its
way to the Mediterranean Sea—a journey that takes three
months.
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Manu Torres and
Ivana Colakovska
are a Spanish and
Macedonian couple
who started the
Around Gaia Project
(“Gaia” is the term for Earth as a living organism)
with the mission of traveling the globe by motorcycle.
Their goals are straightforward: “We intend to prove
there’s no need to be frightened of the unknown.
That we can break the misconceptions, mistrust and
fear of danger of faraway people and places.
And, we want to show how the world is a
much nicer place than many believe it to be.”
AroundGaia.com
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