Our trip to Ethiopia began with an eighteen hour flight from Washington Dulles to Addis Ababa.  We were glad to get our bags on the plane.  Jennifer had confused bag maximum with bag minimum (again), and every one of our five bags were over 50 lbs.  Unlike some other occasions, however, the airline representative let them on without hassle.  Relieved, we celebrated with a last American cheeseburger before leaving for unknown cuisine abroad.

The flight itself was an adventure.  We enjoyed the great views of the French Alps, which were speckled with clouds that hung just below the peaks.  Flying into and out of Rome was also a treat.  And as often as planes break down, sadly this would not be one of those occasions and forty minutes after landing and refueling with both food and fuel we were off from Rome and on to Addis.  Most fascinating on our journey was the view of the Sahara.  Our seat monitor read the temperature outside the aircraft at -34 degrees Celsius while 33,000 feet below it was clearly a little warmer.  While I expected the Sahara to be just waves of sand, it was pock marked with inverted craters of rock that might have led us to believe we were flying over Mars.  And despite the character given by this texture, all was lost in the enormity of this endless landscape.
Google satellite is one of my favorite web innovations.  The week before our trip, I went online to “take a look” at the area we were headed into.  To my surprise and ignorance, I discovered that Ethiopia is mostly mountains.  Our nighttime descent into the Capital masked this fact, however, and we landed in a mostly dark city.  Unlike the bright lights put out by similar size cities, Addis, with its population of four million, was dimly lit at night.  The airport was fine and immigration went smoothly.  Our veteran camouflage bags filled with about 280 lbs of goodies only a few raised eyebrows as we passed through customs.  There we met Dereje, our attorney in Ethiopia who had a car waiting to take us to meet Yaragral, the President of the Beneshagal-Gamuz region where our future daughters were from.  With him, we discussed the needs of the orphanage and some of their challenges funding it.  One of my side tasks this trip was to help our agency negotiate a formal agreement for support of the orphanage.
After dinner we drove to a Lutheran guest house to spend the night.  The streets were decorated with signs celebrating Ethiopia’s Millennium celebration.  Ethiopia is the only country that yet follows the Roman calendar, a 13 month calendar, and so there, it is year 2000.  They also follow their own system of time, which runs 7 hours ahead of their actual time.  Why all of this?  To confuse foreigners.  A striking thing about that quick journey was that at 10:00 p.m., there were no cars on the road.  Only a few pedestrians walked down the fairly well constructed roads.  The city was asleep and soon we would be too, but only to be awakened at 4:00 a.m. to leave for the Kamashi orphanage, 14 hours away.  An alarm clock got us up, but just prior, I was awakened by the Muslim call to prayer.  The series of bells, chimes and music was ethereal and really quite beautiful, regardless of your faith.
We were a two vehicle caravan.  Our vehicle, a Toyota land cruiser with 321,000 miles was deemed the more reliable vehicle.  The second vehicle, an older version of the same, carried our donations.  When coupled with the donations from the agency, the second vehicle was amply filled and we were off.  When it became light, we were surrounded by a beautiful landscape.  The landscape is a Ptarmigan, lush green in the wet season and a thousand shades of red to brown in the dry season during which we traveled.  Dotting all of this countryside were round thatched huts and flat green umbrella acacia trees.  Perfectly shaped mounds of hay sat next to many huts and were used to feed livestock.  The huge baobab trees loomed over the other foliage and hosted birds, monkeys and many unseen creatures.  Three hours into the journey, we headed uphill and entered the Ethiopian highlands where the landscape was much of the same but on vast mountainsides.  

As we passed, out of every other hut ran children yelling “Far-an-CHEE” at our vehicle waving their arms and smiling.  “Far-an-CHEE,” their pronunciation of the word FRENCH wasn’t entirely accurate of us.  Some of the children yelled out “CHINA”, which was linguistically dead on, but even less accurate.  Here, Chinese contractors were building new roads.  Each road-work team of Ethiopian workers was led by a Chinese worker who waved proudly to everyone who passed, of course yelling “CHINA”.  
Out of some huts ran no one, but rather a little girl stood on the road and garnered her entertainment from the passing traffic.  After five or so deja-vous’s with girls looking the same, I began to recognize that this was every girl in Ethiopia.  Virtually every girl in Ethiopia will be born into poverty, grow up too fast, and become a mother too fast.  Virtually every girl will be middle-aged before most Americans legally imbibe their first cocktail and virtually every girl will die of old age before most Americans face up to middle age.

The nicer huts were not round, but rather rectangular constructions of a wood frame and a mud/straw/poop mixture that when dried, formed a relatively sturdy plaster-like wall that would last about fifteen years in the elements.  When painted, these houses last even longer, we’re told.  The roofs of these houses were of galvanized metal.  Lastly, two wooden windows flanked a door in the center of the house.  

As for the road, a challenge with car travel in Ethiopia was recognized early in the trip.  Roads in Ethiopia are not really for cars, rather they are secondary, a tiny minority, giving way to multitudes of pedestrians, goats, sheep and cattle.  Mothers stop reading because it’s every mother’s nightmare.  NOBODY looks before crossing, and while you’re out there in the middle of the road, you may as well tie your shoe, or have a conversation, or literally lay down for a rest… all in the middle of a recently improved Chinese roadway system that now accommodates vehicles traveling 70 miles per hour.  Our driver took this approach, one hand for steering, one hand for honking the horn.  The Ethiopian driver’s manual, I imagine, reads like the following:

1.  Identify near threats, 

2.  Plot most likely course that will avoid contact, 

3.  Press down on accelerator, 

4.  Adjust course if needed just prior to collision.
The human pedestrians would generally walk casually out of harms way, necessitating number 4 above on a number of occasions.  The animal pedestrians were not horn-trained, but rather seemed to enjoy the notion of slowing the lead footed drivers down.

Those that know me well know me to be a lousy bowler.  Nobody gets more opportunities at the 9-2 split than me.  But despite my lousiness, I can’t ever recall not hitting one of the pins in a 9-2 split (but never both).  Well now imagine the pins are cows.  We spent fourteen hours bowling for bovine…and thanks to your prayers, not one pin fell.

As a farmer, I was, of course, fascinated with the agricultural side of Ethiopia.  The cows in this country are mostly an indigenous breed known as the Ankole.  This is a small cow with a camel-like hump in the back and long straight horns.  They are specially adapted to this land requiring small amounts of forage and water during the dry season.  One country away, in Kenya, Ankole are being rapidly replaced by the American Holstein.
The Holstein is a veritable milk factory with up to 50 times the milk producing capacity of the Ankole.  These powerful statistics are luring farmers in Kenya to rapidly convert their herds to this behemoth.  But it’s comparatively huge stature comes at a cost, requiring up to 50 times the nutritional input of an Ankole.  Further, in dry spells, the Holstein simply does not thrive.  Because they have been genetically stunted in their diversity, the Holstein is also more prone to disease than wild cattle.  Virtually all commercial diary operations utilize artificial insemination to impregnate their cattle.  It’s a little known fact that three quarters of the Holsteins on the planet can be linked to one of two individual champion Holsteins from the 1980’s.  So the whole thing is a bit of a conundrum.  Holsteins have the potential to feed many, but they require much and are not as stable as the cattle raised on this land.  If they follow the path of the United States, they will raise the breed with the greater feeding potential.  And when people are starving, who can blame them.  On our next trip we will be avoiding Holsteins in the middle of the road. 
During the trip there were great stretches of road construction where all vehicles had to traverse a one lane dirt path that followed somewhat parallel to the new road.  It is here we were introduced to “Al Quida”.  This was the name given to the Isuzu cargo trucks that lumber up and down these roads, often overloaded and very prone to wreck spontaneously.  We witnessed five of these roadside explosions of mangled truck, all wrecks that occurred in the last week or so, and all different examples of how gravity can have a cruel sense of humor on poorly engineered technology.  Scooting by a “tilty” Al Quida on these dirt paths was probably my most mortally fearful moment on the trip.  
On the flip side, we were overjoyed to see a good number of monkeys on the trip.  Most were smaller monkeys and big purple butt Hamadryas baboons.  The driver said that people are fearful of the baboons as they are very dangerous.  They have long sharp teeth and the attack all at once…so we took pictures at a distance.  We also saw a big black monkey with a thick floppy white tail (Eastern black-and-white colobus), which was a beautiful sight as it bounded away gracefully.  

In the towns we passed through, there were shops and restaurants of the local variety.  The only difference in the roads was more people and more animals.  But as we got further and further away from Addis, the towns got further and further apart and soon there were no more towns as we entered the region of Beneshagal-Gamuz.  The last part of our journey took about two hours on gravel roads deep into the Highlands.  Here there were very few huts of people and we traveled far in between little communities of huts on twisty roads laid out by the contour of the endless mountains.  It became dark again and at about 8:00 p.m. we arrived at the Kamashi orphanage.  
This region of Beneshagal-Gamuz is Ethiopia’s last real inhabited area before hitting the Sudanese border.  I found out from a taxi driver after returning to Addis that Sudan continues to dispute the border and claims that Kamashi actually belongs to them.  But since the United States is a strong supporter of Ethiopia, they are unlikely to ever formally press the issue.  Five local ethnicities inhabit the region and each has its own language.  Most people in the area of the orphanage are Gamuz and therefore speak Gamuz.  The Oromoo is a large ethnicity in Ethiopia and it turned out that our daughters were actually Oromoo and therefore spoke Oromifa, not Gamuz, but more about that later.
The orphanage was dark so we went to our quarters, set up our mosquito netting and went promptly to bed.  In stark contrast to Addis Ababa, we were awakened this time by the sound of baboons yelling somewhere in the distance.  With no electricity, we were excited to find a small propane burner in the makeshift kitchen with which we could make some coffee.  Then we organized and constructed all of the things we brought with us…two highchairs, a few bouncy chairs with things to play with, a stroller, a picnic table, kids’ chairs, rocking chairs, and oodles of clothing and cloth diapers.  Thanks to the many people that donated money and supplies.  Also among the loot were four brand new soccer balls.  It was Saturday and early in the morning the boys were out playing with many deflated round things that used to be soccer balls.  I threw out one of the balls to the gathering crowd and an impromptu match of 50 (or so) boys began.  The ball did not physically stop being in motion until dark and the three other balls, upon discovery, followed suit.  I think we’ll be sending more soccer balls.

We spent the morning distributing goods to the younger children who were to be adopted.  The caretakers were grateful to have things like the bouncy chairs that would entertain and stimulate the children while giving them a little respite.  They were women with hearts for the children.  We also spent time photographing and recording details about newer children in the orphanage.  We got to know some amazing children and have hopes that they’ll find a new family soon.
After this, we went to the central market of Kamashi.  This place bustled with activity.  Spread out over a portion of the market were vendors with various herbs, peppers, potatoes and onions carefully arranged on burlap sacks.  Remnants of the USA’s support of Ethiopia with food since the 1980’s was evident everywhere here, where USAID bags now served as storage vessels for anything that would fit in them.  They also formed the table across which many vendors displayed their home-grown produce.  Another part of the market was a goat and cow trade.  A butcher hung nearby to help you with your purchase.  Finally, there was a gold exchange where sifters from local rivers would come in with their bright yellow discoveries.  There were a dozen or so buyers lined up with hand balances and various graduated measurements.  The buyers and sellers would haggle over the actual weight and value of the gold while bystanders enthusiastically watched the small fortunes pass before their eyes.  

Close to the market was the home of the mother of the two girls we were adopting.  The walk down the alley to the home that she rented was like a long hallway and I was nervous.  Would she be resentful, grateful?  I’ll refrain from disclosing the circumstances that led her to her decision to relinquish her two daughters. 

God is perfect.  There are no perfect people.  We are all flawed in ways; some known by others, some known only by ourselves, and some known only by God.  We are only capable of acts that are perfect.  Perfect acts are not necessarily pretty, comfortable, graceful or easy.  I had the privilege of witnessing one perfect act.  It was an act of selflessness, hope, love, sadness, and so many emotions that I am still comprehending.  There were smiles, tears and embraces.  Promises were made, but then the embrace was released, and a torch was passed.  I will for the rest of my life try to fully comprehend the enormity of those five minutes.  I only hope that I may forever be a conduit of the love contained in that moment and pass it through to two children that were the intended recipients of that amazing love.
So, mentally beat, we returned to the orphanage.  For the better part of the rest of the afternoon I held a football instructional class.  In this class, we learned that footballs are actually NOT malformed soccer balls and are to be thrown, not kicked (most of the time, but I chose not to further confuse the subject).  After wearing out the Faranchee (me) the boys took to their typical Saturday routine of marbles, card games, laundry and of course, dinner.  We took inventory of their classrooms and imagined what an incredible mission trip we might someday arrange at this place.  Then dark and without electricity, it was time for bed and to take refuge from the suspected malaria-carrying mosquitoes.  

At dusk, the boys also went to their near daily task of driving down to the river to collect water to be used at the orphanage.  All water consumed at the orphanage was hauled in barrels in the back of a pick up truck that the boys would load and unload.  To possess water was a constant labor for the people throughout this country.  To possess clean water a greater luxury still.  In many of the towns through which we passed were community water faucets where villagers could come and gather water.  It recalled a certain bible story about a common well and brought modern day relevance to this famous passage.

Up at 4:00 a.m. on Sunday, it was time to head back to Addis Ababa.  Our Sunday Mass was a prayer from our driver (and I fully understood why at this point he would pray before driving ANYWHERE in this country) and so in the dark we started out on the long journey back.  Traffic was better with two exceptions.  The first was a large rally for the Oromoo Democratic party and the second was a massive funeral procession.  Both events involved (you guessed it) huge quantities of people in the middle of the road!  But after these and a few hundred near donkey collisions, we were back to Addis and dropped off at the Sheraton.

It’s amazing what a little deprivation will do for your perspective.  Walking in to the palatial Sheraton we felt as though we had never stayed in a hotel.  The dirt roads on the trip kicked up a tremendous amount of red silt that now coated our luggage and selves and we wondered for a few moments if they were going to turn us away.  Despite ourselves, they gave us a room and after two washings with soap, we were recognizable as human.
Monday came with fervent excitement about meeting our two girls.  The union was to take place at 1:00 p.m. and so we divided up and distracted ourselves the best we could.  I went with our agency director to help set up their new office.  Side note:  In my work life, I run a computer company.  Key point of misunderstanding…I run the company.  My formal training was in the biosciences, not computers.  I can manage finance, the logistics of operations, procurement, sales teams, and many facets of the corporate world.  However, the mere running of a computer company does not infer super computer fixing power on anyone, namely myself.  I am also not an electrician, especially in Ethiopia.  So not five minutes into my job of setting up this office, I managed to blow the electric to an entire office building…and perhaps a few neighbors.  Was that smoke?  Yes it was.  But after a few hours and my careful procurement of some local equipment, everything was ok.  Luckily the electric in that part of town goes out often enough that I escaped too much scrutiny.  Jennifer went to the market.  I saw the bags she returned with and I’m not sure who did more damage.
Now in the delivery room there is this moment of anticipation immediately prior to the birth of a child.  Everyone experiences this moment with different emotions.  You have the pace-the-floor style father, the maniacally-engaged-father (push sweety, push!), the father who needs distraction (where’s the sports channel on this thing), and the white faced ready-to-pass-out father.  I have to admit that I represent the latter of these categories.  When it comes to adoption the whole thing is even more surreal.  There is no physical pain, no epidural.  At 1:27 p.m., we had three kids.  Then a knock on the door, only house keeping.  Another knock, and at 1:30, we had two new ones.  Congratulations, you are now the father of three year old potty-trained twins.  P.S., they don’t speak English.
Lelise and Letu were dressed in overalls we had sent previously.  With the help of a picture book from Shutterfly, they were already familiar with our appearance.  Their personalities were evident immediately.  Letu padded over to her new mom and planted a kiss on her check, then me.  Lelise, the more reserved one made quiet observation of the surroundings but within minutes was engaging with both of us.  It was then we learned that they spoke Oromifa, a language we had not prepared for at all.  Luckily, the caregivers spoke it and so I jotted down some key phrases that would be important for a smooth transition.  It’s not a difficult language, but verbs are conjugated differently and some words do not intuitively translate to just one word in English.  
The day was a joyous day of discovery for all of us.  Both girls spoke continually in their native tongue all day.  The jibber jabbering, quite serious at times, brought constant broad smiles from their new parents as we helped them through many new discoveries.  Running water, shoes that light up, water fountains, even the electric lights and myriad fixtures throughout the hotel invoked spirited conversation between the two.  One freaky thing was the elevator, which to them represents some sort of anti-matter reality teleportation device.  It took a while for that one to gain acceptance.  We taught them some English words and they taught us some Oromofu words like flower (ee-sa).

That night, after dinner at a great Indian restaurant, we retired to the room.  And with a tinge of guilt, I confess that they discovered television.  We turned on a National Geographic program that was about large cargo ships.  The cranes and boats and water invoked the most lively conversation yet.  The girls then pretended to be their caretakers and were taking care of the dolls we gave them, whom were named after other babies in the orphanage.  Then a tickle monster attacked, great laughter was shared and a perfect day was brought to a close…just a little past our normal bedtime.

Tuesday was Embassy day.  We had a great morning with the girls.  They enjoyed their very first bubble bath.  This was also their first bath with warm water.  Toes entered the water tentatively at first as this was an unusual sensation to be in the water and warm.  Then mom performed her first hair-braiding session that lasted about 1 hour.  There was a morning trip to the playground, which is wonderful at the Sheraton.  
The trip to the American Embassy is always a stressful experience.  Tall concrete barricades, double layered security…Letu recoiled with fear when we walked by the Embassy’s medical examination room where some of her precious blood was robbed from her tiny arm.  But, unlike the Embassy in Guatemala, the Ethiopian American Embassy was very friendly and warm.  Everything went smoothly and we were scheduled to pick up our Visas for the girls on Thursday morning.
By Wednesday, the individual personalities of the girls were becoming more transparent.  Their poor heads have been exposed to so many things in the last two days and there have been a few melt downs.  Letu is very sensitive to her surroundings and is extremely frightened by all men.  I had an exemption from this fear for a short time, but she has been keeping an eye on me to make sure I don’t fit the mold for what ever boogieman gave her this fear.  Nevertheless, despite our intention to spit our time 50/50 with each girl, Letu has latched onto Jennifer most of the time.  Lelise, on the other hand, has been my little shadow and has been with me constantly.  It’s like we’ve been making up for three years of having not known each other…doing horsy rides, tickle games, shoulder rides, etc., while Letu watches cautiously from a distance, continuing her examination of me.  I’m confident things will evolve further between Letu and me once we are home and in a more controlled environment.  [Update: I received a hug, made my week!]
It was also apparent that up until now, they had only ever eaten one food.  Injira is the national finger food for Ethiopians.  It is a semi-fermented thin bread that is eaten with virtually everything here.  Rather than using silverware, the injira is broken into pieces and is used to pick up beans or meat.  There is a technique to eating like this and the girls are better than us.  Because of the finger coordination required for this, they both have very developed fine motor skills and are able to hold a pencil well.  Their first time using a fork and spoon was very good and they seemed to enjoy the novelty.  Lelise liked trying the fork out on other foods too, like rolls.
Some new discoveries were ice and buttons.  Ice provided a never before felt sensation of freezing cold yielding to wet water.  The heat required to melt one gram of ice into water is 334 Joules.  The hands of warm giggly three year old girls seemed to provide more than enough as a drippy crime trail snaked through our hotel room.  Our room was special in that there were buttons for everything.  Buttons controlled the lights, both from the wall and the nightstand.  And buttons even called the concierge, laundry and security.  And so the cause and effect game was played so that each button’s purpose could be properly concluded (security called twice).
Addis Ababa is the highest city in Africa at an elevation of over 7000 feet.  On Wednesday morning, we went up to a Coptic Orthodox church on top of the mountain overlooking Addis.  The view was dizzying and so was the altitude.  Carrying Lelise, I found myself dizzy for about 30 minutes while I acclimated to the elevation (about 10,000 feet).  On display in a museum at the peak were the Olympic metals from the Ethiopian Olympic running team.  Their training is held on top of this mountain and would impart an obvious advantage for if you can run fast up here, you can run like lightning at sea level.

The Coptic Orthodox church is built in three concentric rings.  The outer ring allows men and non-menstruating women, the next-to-center ring, only men.  The center ring, only priests.  The outer wall of the center ring depicts many of the saints and many scenes from the New Testament.  The center ring of every Coptic Orthodox church contains a replica of the Arc of the Covenant.  The actual Arc of the Covenant is purported to be in Axum, Ethiopia…no Harrison Ford did not steal it.  Amharic is a Semitic language similar to Arabic and Hebrew.  The high priests pray in Hebrew.  Some words are similar looking but pronounced much differently so Ethiopians generally do not understand what is being said during the services.  

We also did some shopping in the market and I again got to visit a spice trade where a multitude of vendors brought in a colorful display of herbs and spices.  I bought some green unroasted coffee beans which I intend to roast back in the states.  In Ethiopia, coffee is a ceremonial thing.  Ethiopia is thought to be the country that discovered coffee, and they take the imbibing of coffee seriously.  In its traditional setting, the black bliss is brewed atop a charcoal fire.  The ground beans are boiled in the water, then the whole pot is allowed to sit so the coffee can settle.  You are to drink three cups at a traditional coffee ceremony.  The first cup is the strongest, then as water is added to the pot, the second and third cup diminish in potency.  One cup would be sufficient however.  Some of my doctoral work was with various chemical analogues of caffeine.  This method of brewing extracts more theophylline than percolating or pressure extraction.  From these beans, theophylline and other chemical cousins to caffeine produce an additive effect to the already potent drink.
Travel day was exciting, but also tense as we had not yet received our Visa’s.  A small worry surfaced on our minds periodically that something was wrong.  But at 5:30, we received the needed paperwork and we were off to the airport with enough time for dinner to spare.

The trip home began with the journey through the airport.  The first novel discovery was the escalator, which delighted the girls.  Once on the plane there was a great need to push all the buttons.  Our seats, equipped with an entertainment monitor, were awakened by the push of a certain button.  Lelise and Letu communicated this knowledge with one another excitedly.  A few glances and somewhat inappropriate questions at the airport and on the plane reminded us of the fact that we are an unusual family.  The quilt that is the Crist family has added two more patches.  
Our plane rumbled down the runway at 10:15 p.m.  Lelise watched the airport lights rush by and then drop out of sight into the dark sky.  The dim lights of the city quickly gave way to the complete darkness of the countryside.  The hum of the engine put both girls to sleep in minutes and they slept for about eight hours.  Despite the flight staff’s best efforts, we managed to doze for about the same.  There was one small tantrum (what’s 28 minutes on an 18 hour flight) but overall, the girls were champs.  The immigration process was swift and painless and we were through the line in less time than with Jonathon.  Having been separated for the flight, Letu and Lelise were happy to be next to each other in the car and talked about stuff (who knows what) on the way home.
The union between the girls and our other kids was a beautiful thing.  By the end of the day it seemed like we had always been a family…and perhaps we always have been.  Jessica and Emily even learned a few phrases of Omoroo.  Jetlag got the best of all of us and by 7:00 p.m. we were all whipped.

Jennifer is oft to remind me of one particular flaw of mine.  My long term memory cells squeal with pain when asked to retain copious details of specific events.  It is in this writing therefore that I hope certain observations and facts from this trip remain extant.  What I will always remember is that the centrifugality of God’s love and sacrifice is apparent everywhere in Ethiopia, and its outward force is powerful.  God shows himself most frequently and most purely through the loving eyes and smiles of children.  And in the same path of Jesus, children are sacrificed.  Our sins of neglect are manifest in the poverty, hunger, anger, and abuse of children throughout the world.  I finish typing this journal entry back in the comfort of my home.  A mere 18 hours ago, I was in Africa.  The planet seems to be shrinking… in my mind’s eye perhaps to the size of a child.
