
Tilahun is our boss and a managing

director of Habesha tour company. He

is the main organizer of our tour to

Erta Ale volcano and Dallol depression.

He is very friendly, always cheery and

ready to help. He is 40 years old

Our team

Naizgi (a friend of Tilahun) is undoubtedly a key

person of our tour with lots of experience in Erta

Ale area. In 2013 he visited volcano with us the

second time and he used to visit Erta Ale

frequently. We will remember him always smile,

friendly and helpful. He is 27 years old

Fiseha or simply 

Fish - our nice 

and experienced 

driver

(27 years old) 

Yonas very 

educated and 

knowledgeable 

guide

(27 years old) 

Yetem Geta –

very nice cook.  

Meal was truly

delicious 

Gerum – friend 

of Tilahun. Very 

educated and 

sociable guy 

(27 years old) 

Abebe –

driver. Very 

helpful

Berhan –

local driver 

from Mekele. 

Very helpful 

(48 years old) 

Iouliia –

tourist, my 

daughter and 

the member 

of the team 

36 years old) 

Valeri –

tourist and 

the member 

of the team.

62 years old) 

This beautiful animal is also a member  

transporting different things from the base 

camp to the Erta Ale camp and making 

longer trip beginning from Kusrawit, passing 

the base camp and continuing to the Erta Ale 

camp. Thanks very much   

Special thanks to armed guard, police and 

cameleers who went to the Erta Ale camp. I 

have photos but I am not sure that all people 

(especially military) would like their photos 

at the Internet. So, if they send a permission 

to me then their photo will appear.     

1. Preliminary notes. We have been thinking about Erta Ale volcano and Dallol depression for a long time but always 

postponed the trip. There were different reasons, such as preferences for some other trips, uncertainty, and, what is 

important, I feel not so good in high temperatures. Finally we decided that this trip either has to be done or cancelled 

forever. Much like the majority of other people, at the beginning, we chose another company, namely Noah Safari. We 

speak Russian, English and Portuguese and, so, we read different previous reports many of which were not informative 

and simply useless. We found that the first helpful reports were written by ladies in Russian. Although they were a bit 

emotional they were indeed helpful. Because of some opinions from such reports we considered the company Noah 

Safari. The first contacts with the company were informative and not bad. However, later on the answers became more 

and more unclear and finally the company sent to us air tickets to different city than city, which we requested. It was a 

sign to stop and we wrote to Noah Safari explicitly that we will not deal with them. Next we communicated with 

Habesha company which was almost twice more expensive than Noah Safari. Now I can say that we were extremely 

happy with them and the price corresponds to the provided service and quality. It was perhaps the only tour in our long-

term practice where we got much more than we expected. In fact I even cannot indicate any fault. Driving was perfect. 

Air conditioning functioned all time (our car was completely protected from dust). We were only two people on the back 

seats of the car during the entire trip. Meals were fantastic. Our guide Naizgi has lots of experience in the area. Only 

local people were in the other two cars (many of them visited Erta Ale the first time). In fact we were happy to be with 

locals rather than to be with foreign people who eventually might be very different. All cars moved all together. When 

we went to volcano on foot all people moved together trying to help us and to each other. 

I have already mentioned that the most helpful information was taken from reports written in Russian. However, there 

are a number of helpful descriptions in English, in particular “High_Risk_Erta_Ale_Fieldwork_RA_form_v2” - 

www.see.leeds.ac.uk/.../High_Risk_Erta_Ale_Fieldwork_RA_form_v.. (search for this WORD file through the Internet 

and be aware that some warnings are, in my opinion, redundant, although many others are very helpful), and 

http://www.lpl.arizona.edu/~jani/photos/ethiopia11/ertaale/ (where you can find useful GPS maps).    



2. Brief schedule. We came to Mekele by one car with Fiseha and Yonas and spent one night in a hotel. In the morning 

we met other people who were going to the trip by two additional cars. In the first day we drove to Berhale, got 

permissions and one policeman and continued our trip to Hamed Ela. The night was spent in Hamed Ela on open air. In 

the morning we went (by three cars) to Kusrawit, got additional permission, and continued our trip to the base camp. I 

would prefer to call this place the base camp (but not Dodom as was referenced in many reports). To my understanding 

local people recognize Dodom somehow differently. In any case, and for the convenience of potential readers, all 

necessary position information is given in separate files. From Kusrawit we passed first through sand and then entered 

lava field. We were said that this lava was mainly produced by Erta Ale but very long in the past. The way through the 

lava field is perhaps the most time consuming although I cannot say that it is very difficult especially if you have good 

drivers. One car in front of us was driven almost all time by Tilahun and he is a very experienced driver. The next car was 

our and the last car was driven by Berhan – local driver from Mekele. Finally we came to the base camp and after lunch 

we were ready to begin our trip to Erta Ale base camp on foot. The track begins with some sandy section (sand from 

lava), then it becomes raising (not much at the beginning and significantly more at the end). One hour or so we went in 

daylight and finally in dark (we had very good torches and two of which were head torches and the remaining two were 

normal hand torches – the latter were used just in camps). What I like very much all people went together in a group. 

When Tilahun saw that it was a bit difficult for me to rise the last part he took my rucksack (backpack) about half an hour 

before the Erta Ale camp. From the beginning I took heavier backpack (all water for me and for Iouliia and many 

supplementary things). I did not expect that it would be difficult but it was at the final raising. I also had a serious 

problem with the right knee just three weeks ago but I do not think it was a reason. I asked also other people about the 

track and all of them, including Iouliia, answered that the track is not difficult at all. To my expectation not trained but 

somehow prepared person in age 20-40 can pass this way in 2 hours, although 4 hours is also possible if you rest more 

than walk. Tilahun and Naizgi told me that afar people can spend just one hour but I do not believe it unless the guy is 

running. We spent 2h33m on the way from the base camp to the Erta Ale camp (with distance almost 10 km and raising 

420 meters). From the Erta Ale camp we went to volcano (first down almost vertically and then on lava field to the crater 

rim). The way was simple and fast and you need just to go not so fast and with certain care. Our colleagues always 

suggested a help to us and frequently they tried to take even more care than required. We spent 1h30m near the crater. 

Sometimes it was not comfortable at all because of the gas from volcano and sometimes it was Ok. I would not like to 

stay less here. Our time slot was sufficient to make lots of photos and videos with different settings. I frequently 

changed exposure compensation and flash compensation (the majority of photos with people were done in flash slow 

mode) for Nikon D5000 camera. ISO in the evening was set to 3200 and 1600 and in the morning 800 and 400. We were 

allowed to stay near the crater as long as we want. Long before the trip we wrote to Tilahun that visiting the crater in 

the morning was very important to us. So, such visit was assumed by default. We went to volcano in the morning in dark 

and returned back after sunrise (we spent totally 40 minutes near the crater). In the evening and in the morning the 

crater is very different but in both cases it was just incredible. Many people mentioned that morning is not as interesting 

as evening. We absolutely do not agree with such opinion. When sun rises over the crater it looks fantastic. I would not 

like even to separate evening and morning. Both of them are amazing and they are the must. We spent night in the Erta 

Ale camp in a small house constructed from stones (we were alone just with Iouliia). There were no mice and nothing to 

disturb us. At the beginning I felt a bit tired but we slept very well and felt very good in the morning. After visiting 

volcano we went back to the base camp. This way was almost just for pleasure. We came to the base camp with Yonas in 

1h50m without any stop for the rest along the way. Iouliia came just behind us and all other people came within 5 

minutes. Besides, we could spend less if we would not make many photos and videos along the way. The descent track is 

not difficult at all and in daylight you just appreciate the surroundings. For other people the way might be faster (not too 

much) or longer which certainly depends on particular persons. I would like just to say that the track is not more difficult 

than the majority of other tracks frequently used by tourists in such area which has small raising/descending in 

mountains (ex: mountains in the island Skye in Scotland, Gavarnie in France or Bristlecone Pine Forest in the USA). High 

temperature might give rise to serious problems. In our particular case the temperature was also a bit high but not too 



much. All other periods of time with higher temperature have to be analyzed separately and I do not have comments. I 

am just talking about our particular tour and about January which is considered to be the best time in this area (may be 

also we were lucky with weather and, of course, with the company). So, do not take my comments as any kind of 

recommendation. I would like just to share our particular experience in this area. 

We went from the base camp directly to Hamed Ela with stop for the lunch in very beautiful place. Our cook was so fast 

that we could see that a part of vegetable salad has been already prepared as soon as we went out from the car. After 

the lunch we continued our way and came to Hamed Ela at daylight. The next day we went to Dallol and spend a half a 

day in the area. We visited all places that we would like to visit. Finally we returned back to Hamed Ela, has lunch and 

went directly to Mekele, where our trip was finished.   

3. Comments about the scheduler. From very beginning Naizgi suggested us to change our preliminary discussed plan 

saying that we would be able to see more things in Dallol. The proposal was to visit Dallol during the first day, to visit 

Erta Ale during the second day and to drive from the base camp directly to Mekele by another road. We understood that 

he has much better experience and knowledge in the area than we have and we discussed such potential change with 

him for a long time. Finally, we decided that the initial plan would be more preferable and this initial plan was approved 

by Tilahun and Naizgi. The suggestion of Naizgi was also good but I would like to say why the first plan looked better for 

us: 1) we have already visited similar to Dallol places and Dallol was not the main target for us; 2) Erta Ale was the main 

target and in case of any eventual problem on our way (getting serious stuck or a problem with a car) we would still have 

an extra day; 3) we were afraid to be more tried to go to Erta Ale after Dallol; 4) since diarrhea is very common in 

Ethiopia and we were in good order we would like to use the current situation without any additional experiments; 5) 

the weather was good; 6) we would very much like to go to volcano as fast as possible and all the conditions were in 

favor of this trip. If the same question would appear again we would choose the same plan, which, in our opinion, was 

optimal for what we actually wanted. Thinking about the past we would not like to change anything because everything 

was just fine. 

 4. The trip step by step with little additional comments and photos.  

4.1. THE WAY FROM MEKELE TO HAMED ELA.  

          

Let us go! 

On the way from Mekele to Berhale several times we met 

caravans with camels and donkeys. Our colleagues gave water to 

the cameleers and we made lots of photos. Along all the way our 

colleagues gave something to the local people and we think this 

is an additional good feature.  

 

 



        

           

You can see a policeman from Berhale in the middle photo above. His name is Ali 

4.2. HAMED ELA. 

We came to Hamed Ela which is a relatively large village. A 

tower with antennas is well visible. Mobile phones function 

properly near Hamed Ela and do not function along the most of 

the subsequent way to the volcano. We stayed near one house 

and slept on open air. We were very surprised when Tilahun 

gave new sheets for us for sleeping and we still have them as 

souvenirs from Ethiopia. There was a toilet in about 70-80 

meters from our camp. Some local people slept just near us 

frequently walking and sometimes talking. They went away by 

truck early in the morning. All other things were just fine. It was 

a bit cold and we used sleeping bags.  

You can see a camp with camels on the picture above. They camped near Hamed Ela for sleeping and we went to this 

place as soon as we came to Hamed Ela. 

Before going to sleep, Tilahun proposed a glass of wine to me. First, I answered that it would be better to drink after 

volcano. A bit later he proposed again. The wine was from South Africa and I could not refuse. The wine was very nice 

and we spent some time on the table with also other people talking and drinking. It was fine. Thanks a lot. 



       

    

    4.3. FROM HAMED ELA TO KUSRAWIT.   

    

Naizgi is always happy and you cannot be unhappy with 

him. You can see local policeman on the right-hand size 

who is also very nice guy. Unfortunately we could not talk 

to him due to language problems but we understood each 

other with gesture. All his behavior clearly demonstrated 

that he also liked us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  4.4. IN KUSRAWIT. 

We are near the most important person in Kusrawit on the 

left (with the name Gilissa). He arranged all necessary 

permissions. It seems to me that Naizgi knows him very well. 

 

  

4.5. FROM KUSRAWIT TO THE BASE CAMP. 

This photo is made just on exit from Kusrawit. There are many 

camels here and wells with some water (not much). Three 

camels will go from here to the base camp. They will further 

transport our things to the Erta Ale camp. We went from here 

to lava field and came to the base camp almost synchronously 

with camels. The subsequent segment of the way is the 

longest and slowest. I cannot say that it is very difficult. In 

2010 we rented a car (Toyota Hilux) in southern Africa and 

drove in worse conditions in Botswana (Okavango delta and 

Chobe, in particular).  Driving through sand areas in Namibia also was more complicated.  

       



           

4.6. THE BASE CAMP. 

We came to the base camp. There 

were lots of military people here. You 

can see the volcano on the back. A 

group of military people went to the 

Erta Ale camp 20 minutes or so 

before us. We had lunch first, made 

all necessary preparations, and went 

to the volcano. Two people Abeba 

(he had a problem with leg) and cook 

(Yetem Geta) did not go. We went 

with two local people with 

Kalashnikov (10 people totally). 

 

           

4.7. THE WAY TO THE ERTA ALE CAMP AND THE VOLCANO IN THE EVENING. 

There are not so many photos on the way to the volcano. There are 

several reasons for this. We had just one spare battery for video camera 

and one spare battery for photo camera. So, we tried to save energy. The 

final and the most interesting part of the way was in dark. We decided to 

spend more time and battery energy on the way back and it was done. I 

would prefer to go at least half an hour earlier. In fact we planned to start 

earlier, namely in 17h. But we delayed a bit for different preparations. 



We came to the Erta Ale camp, had a rest 10-15 minutes 

and went to the crater. Volcano is amazing. You can see 

the first view on the left-hand side. I will show the way 

from the Erta Ale camp to the volcano in photos in the 

morning. When we approached to the volcano in the 

evening a specific smell from volcano gas appeared. It was 

sometimes stronger making difficult to breathe and 

sometimes disappearing at all. Fantastic view allowed 

forgetting about any discomfort and now I just remember 

that everything was nice. 

We like photos with people and the emphasis was done exactly on such photos. We spent 1h30m on the rim of the 

crater. The weather was very good. Volcano was active and frequently up to 4 fireplaces appeared on the surface of the 

lava lake. Local lava eruption rose on a height 5-7 meters with lots of lava drops. It looked like a firework. We saw also a 

cascade of sparks from another volcano visible in a distance (perhaps a few kilometers). 

      

           

 

 

 

 

 



4.8. THE VOLCANO IN THE MORNING. 

           

       

      

 



          

On the picture on the left-hand side you can see the 

way from the crater to the Erta Ale camp. The camp is 

on the top just above our heads. The way passes 

through lava field and lava is cracked underfoot. The 

only danger is to fall and eventually to damage legs. 

Elementary care permits to avoid any problem. The lava 

is cool and it is not the same as, for example, in Pacaya 

volcano in Guatemala where the lava might be very hot 

(at least it was hot when we visited Pacaya). In my 

opinion the way is safe and there is no problem to visit 

the crater in the evening and in the morning. 

Finally you have to rise to the camp on shown on the picture almost 

vertical slope. The camp is well located. There is very good field of 

view on surrounding area. The top of the crater is easily visible. 

When we went to the crater armed people on the top were 

permanently visible and we were on watch. Local guy with 

Kalashnikov was near us all time near the crater. We did not feel any 

danger, although it might be a wrong feeling. I asked Tilahun about 

potential dangers from people and he answered that such dangers 

exist. However, I think that Ethiopian and local authorities have 

made significant improvements. Tourism is undoubtedly profitable 

for locals and I believe that even better security will be provided in 

future. However, the area is still dangerous and visits of this area are 

on your own risk. 

    

You can see the Erta Ale camp (600 meters or 

so from the crater). In the evening fire from 

the crater is well visible here. We spent night 

in one of houses shown on the picture. We 

were two people in the house. There was a 

mat on ashy floor and then mattress 

transported by camels. We covered by our 

sleeping bags. 



One question might appear: where documents and other valuables were kept? Our car had a glove compartment with a 

lock. So we left everything in our car in the base camp and did not take the documents and other valuables to the Erta 

Ale camp. In fact we put these things to the compartment at the beginning in Hamed Ela and took them back on the way 

from Hamed Ela to Mekele.  

4.9. THE WAY FROM THE ERTA ALE CAMP TO THE BASE CAMP. 

           

      

      



The way back is shown on pictures above (from the 

beginning to the end). We descended first (see three top 

pictures).  Then the track becomes almost plane (see 

two pictures in the middle). Finally, we went on sand 

(see the picture above) and came to the base camp (see 

picture on the left-hand side. 

        

      

Four pictures above are from the base comp. In a few moments we will go back directly to Hamed Ela. 

4.9. THE WAY FROM THE BASE CAMP TO HAMED ELA. 

We stopped to buy a goat (it is a pity but it was our future dinner). The second stop was for lunch in a very nice place. 

           

 

 

 



 

Local people on the right-hand side just sat and waited. Our cook prepared 

meals and we took lunch. After that a saucepan with remainder of the meal 

was given to the local people. It seems to me that they expected it and they 

were happy to have lunch with us on the same place where they sat.  

One thing which is very requested by locals is empty plastic bottles, which 

are needed to transport water. So, all our empty bottles were immediately 

taken.  

 

Sugar cane in the hand of Iouliia on the 

left photo. Two people like to be on 

the roof of the car. They are Abeba 

and Iouliia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 The way back to Hamed Ela 

   The last trip of the goat 



4.10. VISITING DALLOL. 

Since this area is much more frequently visited than the Erta Ale I will just put pictures without comments 

           

      

      

Please see below (the right hand side) a disadvantage of large groups. The group of people on the left appreciated this 

area from distance while we were much closer. Certainly visits from distance permits to avoid potential problems (you 

can fall through and get problems). Well, I would prefer to be closer. The same was later on when we visited caves and a 

large group of tourists once again stayed on a distance. By the way a local guide took care about safe tracks and we 

relied on his experience.    



      

           

           

The last pictures above were done in a cave and near the cave. 



      

           

   



           

      

      

           



      

4.11. FROM HAMED ELA TO MEKELE. 

We spent two nights on these beds. It was quite 

comfortable.  

 

 

 

 

 

Thanks to our cook the meal was always delicious. 

 

 

Goats are pets in Hamed Ela (see picture below on the left-hand 

side) 

Be well trained before going to the toilet (see picture below on the 

right-hand side) 

 

           



          

The pictures above are the last in this very interesting part of our trip to Ethiopia. We successfully returned back to 

Mekele. We do hope that the presented description might be helpful to people who have an idea to visit similar places 

in the future. 

5. General maps. 

From window 

of Mekele hotel
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Frequently used other name: Hamedela, Ahmed Ela

Arranging 

permissions

13o26’46’’N

40o29’48’’E

Our camp

13o26’46’’N

40o29’48’’E

Lava field 
begins

13o31’39’’N

40o30’25’’E

13o36’12’’N

40o39’48’’E

13o34’22’’N

40o35’40’’E

13o36’12’’N

40o39’38’’E

Please note that the pictures above and below give just general positions on the map considering only degrees and 

minutes. The latter were used to point to positions in the Microsoft Encarta, which does not permit to point to more 

precise locations. Longitudes and latitudes shown on the pictures are more precise (they are taken from Sony HDR 

XR500 video camera). Even more precise locations (from different GPSs) are given in the “Way Locations” files.   



Hamed Ela
Our camp

13o26’46’’N

40o29’48’’E

14o14’23’’N

40o17’50’’E

14o7’56’’N

40o20’34’’E

14o5’31’’N

40o21’33’’E

14o13’47’’N

40o17’26’’E

14o12’49’’N

40o19’18’’E

14o13’18’’N

40o17’10’’E

Erta Ale volcano and Dallol depression are here

 

6. How we remember some of our colleagues from Ethiopia.  

1. Special thanks to Tilahun for organizing the unforgettable tour and for participating in 

this tour with us. We do hope that you will continue explore the Erta Ale area, which is 

amazing. To my knowledge many people from different countries would like to visit this 

place. You have all necessary knowledge, experience, communicability, and excellent 

people working with you. Thank you very much!!!    

 

2. Naizgi, you know that we are not novice in visiting different countries, but you are the best our 

guide. We learned lots from your experience in the area. We discussed many issues and we asked 

you many questions. Finally we were completely satisfied with your answers. You are very flexible in 

taking decisions, it is very easy to communicate with you and you are ready to help to your 

colleagues. I read a lot before our trip about the area and I tried to find many answers. Finally all the 

major unclear things were clarified with your help. Thank you very much!!!    

 

3. Fiseha, you are an excellent driver and besides you were a very valuable and helpful person in 

our trip. We are not so good clients. We rarely travel with other drivers because we used to rent 

cars and we did it in 70 different countries. So, we are very captious to driving styles. However, you 

are perfect in all cases. Your communicability and good skills in English are also very important.  

Yonas you are one of the most educated guides in our practice. We learned a lot talking with you 

about different issues especially about different countries in Africa, about Ethiopia attractions and 

religion.  Thank you very much!!!  

Thanks also to the entire team sharing with us the tour to the Erta Ale volcano and the Dallol depression. 

Please use freely the given details. However, if you copy any part of the description above to other documents please 

provide a reference to the original made by Valeri Skliarov & Iouliia Skliarova. 


