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As of today, I have made seven trips to Africa and have written travelogues on several. It being 

highly unlikely that I will be off on a eight's venture, allow me to travel back in time, more than five 
decades, to write about my first trip to the ‘Dark Continent.’ Since childhood, when I began to read, and 
was fascinated by the German colonial exploits in east and southwest Africa, this continent exerted a 
peculiar fascination on me. 

When I had reached 19, having traveled a bit in Germany and twice to Sweden, with my life 
unsettled, not knowing where to go, I hit on the idea of bicycling solo around the globe. My parents vetoed 
this thought. Then I came up with buying a motorcycle, attach a side car to it, find a companion, and 
travel from Germany via north and east Africa to Cape Town, there to hire on on a steamer to return 
home, but it took more than 20 years for me to, eventually, make it to that city. Back then, I saved and 
saved my salary for this venture and sold all kinds of things to my colleagues in the design department I 
was working at, eventually acquiring about 3,000 deutschmarks. I found an age-mate to join me and 
eventually purchased that motorcycle rig. A solid hinged steel lid with a padlock covered the opening of 
the sidecar to protect our travel gear; the intention was for us to ride on the cycle back-to-back. A 20 liter 
gasoline tank was strapped to the outside. 

A few days after my 20th birthday, the beginning of October 1956, we set off, me after a week’s 
earlier extraction of a molar. We headed south and stopped at the D.K.W. factory for a refurbishing of my 
vehicle, and had to spend more than had been budgeted. We did not carry cold-weather clothing and on 
our drive through the Alps, even through northern Italy, we came close to freeze our derrieres off. Oh, 
what a relief it was when, at last, we exited a road tunnel that opened to the warm breezes of the 
Mediterranean Sea. Down the ‘boot’ we drove, along the Amalfi coast to Naples, where we boarded an 
Italian steamer to take us to Tripoli in Libya. This was when King Idris still governed there, which makes 
me ‘older’ than Colonel Gaddafi, the usurper. 

On the ship, we quickly became friends with a group of four, an about 30 year old German with 
his French wife, and their two, about 22 year old German traveling companions, all riding in a small Fiat 
car. The couple was, as they told, on their way to accept the inheritance of a Kenyan farm. Arriving in 
Tripoli in the afternoon, we made every effort to get out of the city into open country where we could 
camp. Alas, the date palm groves stretched east for mile after mile, and we had to camp off the road in a 
palm grove. Shacks nearby caused us five males to share guard duty through the night. One of the two 
younger fellows picked up and ate the dropping dates – and suffered from – you know what – all the way 
to Cairo. 

The road along north Africa to Cairo is paved all the way. Eventually, we reached the desert – not 
a sand dune desert – but one that, at least where it approached the coast, was covered by a low shrubby 
growth. Often, the road stretched straight to the horizon. Sometimes we cut the brush as padding for our 
tent, as we did not carry air mattresses to save weight. Nevertheless, by trip’s end the bottom of my tent 
resembled a sieve caused by rock punctures. Small stores along the road’s about 1,500 miles afforded us 
to replenish food supplies, also gasoline and water. We quickly took to an air-dried, salt and 
paprika-covered lean beef, called pastorma, to fry up. When, one time, we felt like scrambled eggs with 
fried pastorma, we – joy over joy – came across some kids selling baskets of small eggs beside the road 
by a village. We bought all of them. At camp that night, after frying some pastorma, I cracked the first egg 
– and half of it plopped into the frying pan. They had all been cooked for preservation! 

In many places along the road the earth was covered by reflecting splinters – glass – a remainder 
of the north African war. And it rained in northern Africa, at least in the fall. There were days when we got 
soaked in the morning, only to have air-dried again by afternoon. Camel herds crossing the desert, had to 
be watched for, since these creatures often stopped short of the road, only to step onto it, just prior to our 
arrival at that spot, a potentially deadly event. We all had visas for Egypt, and when we entered this 
country, lying farther south, we enjoyed the warmth we had missed. With no sun screen available at the 
time, just plain Nivea cream, the skin of our noses came off in sheets. 

Eventually, we entered the chaos that was Cairo and somehow learned of a lodging place for 
foreigners, run by German Lutheran Sisters! We found acceptance there and, through the following days 
explored the city, where we got to know an elderly Jewish couple at a market place – yes, there were still 
Jews living in Egypt at the time – who invited us for dinner. I felt honored, being German! But we never 



made it to the Egyptian Museum, since, a few days after our arrival, Britain, France and Israel attacked 
Egypt because of Nasser’s expropriation of the Suez Canal. For at least ten days we were now stuck at 
our place of residence. It had become too dangerous for us foreigners to venture into the city. We 
occupied a small room on the roof of the multistory building and from there were able to watch the air 
raids of the attackers outside the city. 

Prior to the attack, new people had arrived at our place, among them a German girl in her early 
twenties, who appeared quite naive to us even younger, but by several days more experienced travelers. 
We cautioned her to wash all fruit with potassium-permanganate, the only means available to us to 
sterilize fresh produce. She proudly told us the next day that she had washed also some sesame 
seed-covered bread sticks in such a solution. And to top it off, she went out for dinner with a dashing 
Egyptian army officer, against our warning. A young German fellow showed up with red pustules all over 
his body. He had been an overnight guest in a bedouin’s tent and had become the victim of bed bugs. 
Two, a bit older German globe trotters claimed to have been the models for a German author’s trilogy of 
former P.O.Ws, who, escaped, traveled the world. I had read the three books and, from what I recalled, 
their exploits sounded true.  

The food at our lodging place consisted in a large part of rice, of which we quickly grew tired, 
longing for fried potatoes that were served only once a week. One day I splurged to sneak to a German 
restaurant, where I delighted in a square meal of sausages with sauerkraut and mashed potatoes. 
Already in Libya we had grown tired of the Arab flatbread, like pita bread, and were happy when we found 
small breads Italian-style, Libya having been an Italian colony, where this kind of bread had been 
introduced. Later, in Cairo, it was interesting to watch delivery boys in the morning, transporting huge 
trays of this flat bread, which, fresh from the oven hadn’t flattened yet, but was round, almost like 
balloons. We also fixed ourselves between meals a helping of fried pastorma with scrambled eggs, and – 
shame on us – followed local custom and tossed the egg shells off of our rooftop abode, down onto the 
street. Yes, there was some danger walking the streets. People sitting evenings on their balconies, 
masticating bits of sugar cane, spit the leached remains onto the street. And thus, woe to the passer by 
below, who, at times, might also be threatened by a pail of dumped wash water. 

I had become friends with an Austrian, 30 years of age, who had lived for years all along the 
north African states, and spoke fluent Arabic. Of course, with that experience, he was much more worldly 
than I. When a hefty, 50 year old German woman nurse, bicycling from Germany via Spain, all along the 
north African coast, to inherit a farm in Kenya – another one, but who knows what this was about – 
offered to darn my socks, my Austrian friend cautioned me, saying, “Herb, she’s after more than your 
socks!” I followed his advice. One evening, after we were able to hit the streets again, he also introduced 
me in a social setting to a couple of Egyptian women. One, about 35 of age, was married to a German, 
who was stuck in Germany, since all air traffic was still suspended due to the war. Her pretty cousin, 
about my age, had just been divorced from her Egyptian husband. What left an indelible impression on 
me, was how the two ladies tore into the fabric of their Muslim culture and religion!  

Our ventures onto the streets resulted twice in a crowd suddenly gathering around us, shouting, 
“Anglesi, Francaui,” “Englishmen, Frenchmen,” thinking we were downed pilots – of all things! We quickly 
tried to spot a man with eye glasses in the crowd, likely better off and educated, speaking English, but 
then were both times taken to a police station for identification. I recall, that on one of these times, the 
commanding officer, realizing that my companion was Austrian, and knowing that Hitler had been 
Austrian, was all agush. We had it made. At the time, the Arabs were fond of Germans and Austrians, 
although, they did prefer East Germans to West Germans. Ah, well, I can’t please them all. 

With the outbreak of war, foreigners were evacuated on ships upstream the Nile to be flown out of 
Khartoum in the Sudan. At the time, the Aswan Dam did not exist yet. We hardy souls opted not to be 
evacuated and stayed put. The disadvantage was, that our meager travel money, Egyptian pounds, 
quickly dwindled. But, visiting the British Consulate, I was able to convince the official to issue us visas for 
Kenya, by showing him my 2,000 marks in British pound traveler checks. We had made it to the Pyramids 
and the Sphinx – the Museum had been closed – but before we set off for Aswan, the German bicycling 
nurse had returned, peddling 500 miles to Aswan, where the Sudanese immigration officer, never mind 
that he did not look very officer-like as we, too, found out, had asked her to see him after five P.M. over 
there-and-there to stamp her visa. She went, only to slap his face – and peddle back 500 miles to Cairo –  
where we actually met her for the first time, when she complained at the Sudanese consulate. 

When the war hubbub had died down, and we were told that banks would honor British pound 
traveler checks again, we thought it high time to head south. I had “Germans” painted in large, yellow 



Arabic letters on the the lid of the sidecar, and off we went. We had been warned not to camp just 
anyplace, but evenings to check in with police stations to inquire there for a camp site. So we did that first 
evening. An officer asked us to wait until 5 P.M., and when that time came, he invited us to follow him, 
together with a colleague. We were taken to a former British guest house and the two men treated us to a 
complete dinner and fed us, a first, pomegranate. Then we were offered beds in one of the rooms, 
unfortunately, we had to leave the windows open for air and coolness, and I spent the night with only a 
small air hole to breathe from under my sheet, trying to ward off the mosquitos.  

Arab people are very hospitable! We were always received courteously and the first offer was 
usually for either Turkish coffee, black tea, or – Coke. I took to Turkish coffee with a vengeance and, 
getting every time a bit too deeply into the suds – was close to having a gastritis upon my return to 
Germany. The following evening saw us arrive at another police station in the country. We became the 
‘event of the day’ to these men who, far from ‘civilization,’ along the banks of the Nile, maintained 
security. Five or six gathered in the yard of the police station and it became a lively evening. Traveling 
along the Nile, it’s vividly green valley bordered on both sides by the beige desert, we observed 
Archimedes Screws and other man- and donkey-powered water lifting devices for the irrigation of fields. 
At one time, driving through a small village, the locals minded our passing and pelted us with stones. I 
gunned up the engine, and we quickly escaped over a levee. 

We reached Luxor the following day, and after visiting the Ramseseum, crossed the Nile to view 
the Colossi of Memnon, and rode a painful trek on donkeys, because of their staccato steps, to the Valley 
of the Kings. Entering Ramseses and King Tut’s grave chambers was very impressive! And, would you 
believe it – we were the only two tourists there – because the ‘regulars’ had all been evacuated. On the 
way back we walked Queen Hatshepsut’s Temple, again the sole visitors, and many years later, when I 
learned of the 50-plus tourists that had been murdered by terrorists on its premises, I recalled the 
openness of the building and that there was no cover, none at all, to find protection. From a local, who  
had approached us, I purchased a pharaonic image, chiseled from a wall – or, most likely, a replica. 

Now the road was no longer paved. Still following the Nile Valley, it lead into the desert and was 
now a dirt road washboard. The brackets of the cycle’s Plexiglas windscreen broke and the rig had to be 
dumped. Then Aswan lay ahead. Our cash, our Egyptian pound currency, had been totally depleted by 
now, and we figured on cashing in a British pound traveler check in the city. Alas, we had been 
misinformed, and checks were still not accepted. Broke, we were! We drove to the Sudanese immigration 
office and presented our visas. The ‘officer’ in his jellaba frock stepped outside, looked at our vehicle, 
shook his head, and said: “No entry.” He didn’t even ask for us to meet him after hours at his home. . . 
Well, many years later I realized that the man had possibly saved my life. My underpowered motorcycle 
would most likely have given out in the Highlands of Ethiopia, with us being stuck there for transportation, 
or having to rely from thereon on whatever local contraptions would be available.  

But there we stood now, our last hope gone for exchanging checks in the Sudan for cash. We 
drove back and forth through Aswan – not that there was much to travel through – until we saw the 
German license plate on a Mercedes car. We tracked its owner down to a dingy room in a ‘hotel,’ where 
he lounged with two rather attractive German women, but of unknown persuasion. The trio was also on 
the way to Kenya, but I do not recall whether they, too, looked to inherit a farm there. When I told him of 
our calamity, he suggested that he knew of a local merchant, who closed his shop late in the evening, 
and a little hit on the head might net us some cash. Hearing this, I slowly backed out of the room. And, 
once more, we cruised Aswan. Then, lo and behold, I spotted the sign of a Protestant Mission, highly 
unusual in a Muslim country, where it is forbidden trying to convert Muslims. But there live also plenty of 
Coptic Christians. I drove up to the building and met the missionary, telling him of our predicament. 
Surely, he had met plenty of run-down characters looking for a handout, but after I showed him my 
travelers checks, he relented and lent me ten Egyptian pounds. Hurrah, we were liquid again! I left him 
my lightmeter as security, and once back in Cairo, repaid him through the Sisters of our lodgment. 
Believe it or not – a year later I received it back. A Sister from the Mission had vacationed in Germany, 
where she had met my Godmother, also a Sister. And so I got my lightmeter back, which I had written off. 

But we did not have enough cash to journey on. There was only a miserable 30 mile long 
roadway from Aswan, in Egypt, to the Sudanese border, from where we could have picked up a train to 
carry us to the Ethiopian border, but with the Sudanese immigration man having said “no,” this was no 
longer an option. So we decided to drive back to Cairo, and out of Aswan we went, to pitch our tent in the 
desert. By 11 P.M., both unable to sleep, we decided “enough.” We packed up, and through the night into 
the following day, drove the about 500 miles back to the Cairo. 



It was a bad time! The attack on Egypt was past, but the uprising in Hungary against the Soviets 
was in full swing. What to do? My relationship with my traveling companion had not been the best. He 
smoked and had contributed much less to our travel kitty. I felt like giving up and going home. My 
Austrian buddy was also ready to head for Austria and would join me on the trip back. I was able to obtain 
a cash advance from a business friend of my father’s in Cairo, which enabled me to drive back. Thus, I 
paid off my companion, who wanted to stay or go on – and I later learned – he made it to Addis Ababa, in 
Ethiopia – with the 50 year old nurse! He also must’ve had socks to darn. Having come into money again, 
I purchased some mementos, a rug, some silver-inlaid copper ware, and other goodies which, later, at 
home, let me create a traveler's ambiance in my room. 

Then it was time to pack, and the Austrian and I drove along the north African coast, but this time 
westward. At el Alamein we walked the sea of white crosses of fallen German soldiers, where Rommel’s 
dash for the Suez Canal and the Middle Eastern Oil in Iraq had come to a halt. Near Tobruk, we spent the 
night with two German workmen, who were in the process of re-interring the bones of German soldiers 
into small fiberglass coffins, which, in turn, were stored in a broad-based, tower-like masonry building. 
One evening, after we had entered Libya, we came in the midst of nowhere across a stalled British 
military vehicle with its driver, a red-faced young recruit and a chaplain standing next to it. Their radiator 
had run dry and they were stuck. We stopped, but since we happened to have a minimal supply of water, 
just enough for ourselves for the night, we had to leave them to their fate. Our only suggestion was, that 
they could pee into the radiator, for their car to carry them some distance farther. Camping in the desert 
along the way, we dined on onions, which we ate like apples, being short of other vegetable matter. But, 
one evening, we also savored a plentiful supply of Bismarck Herring, marinated, rolled up filets of herring 
with a pickle inside, a German delicacy. Wonder over wonder, I had discovered this can in a Cairo store. 
Camping one night, we heard noises in the distance, causing us to sleep lightly. In the morning, we 
discovered that a shepherd with his flock of goats and camels had come close to our tent, and soon, 
came ambling towards us. We were just preparing breakfast, and my Arabic-speaking friend invited him to 
join us in our repast of scrambled eggs, fried pastorma, flatbread, and black tea. It was interesting to 
observe how the man accepted our invitation, not partaking in the pastorma, which could have been pork, 
and making my friend first taste everything, even the tea, before he partook. 

In Benghazi we boarded a ship to Sicily. But before we left, we had been flagged down on the 
road near Benghazi by some Germans, who, after release by the British from being P.O.Ws, had stayed 
in their service at the local British air base. They invited us to their own recreational facilities on the base, 
where I was introduced to plenty of Scotch, neat. It became a miserable night sleeping on matting in their 
gym! Mind you, it wasn’t the matting. On boarding the ship, we noticed a noisy, beer guzzling group of 
these Germans, bidding one of their own farewell. Talking to him later, it turned out that he had a 
daughter in my hometown. Meals on board were limited. Next day’s lunch was a plate with some boiled 
potatoes, a bit of salad and – an entire, about 7” long boiled octopus. I didn’t touch the critter; my worldly 
Austrian buddy consumed also mine. A steady oncoming swell got our ship, heading straight into it, to 
rock, but lying on my bed, caused sea sickness not to become too bad. 

And then there was Messina. We crossed the Strait of Messina and began to drive northward. 
The first evening on the mainland found us in a little vaulted cavern restaurant where we enjoyed a dish 
of fried freshwater fish. My friend asked the innkeeper whether he could find us a place to sleep. A little 
while later he asked us to follow out the back door to another house. Upstairs an elderly couple greeted 
us, after which we slept in their bed they, for the night, on a sofa. It was a most friendly, clean and neat 
experience. 

However, my cycle had had it, and wouldn’t pull the two of us up bigger hills. So, my buddy had to 
walk part of Italy, until I/we decided it was enough and we took a train, cum cycle, to Rome. I had it fixed 
at a D.K.W. service and off we went to the Italian-Swiss border at Chiasso. It was now the latter part of 
December and too cold to journey on with our insufficient clothing. Another train was boarded. In our 
compartment we met an Israeli military officer. When we mentioned to him where we came from, and that 
we had never seen an Egyptian fighter plane in the skies during the attack, he commented that “Egyptian 
pilots are excellent flyers and top gunners, but they can’t do both together.” A trip to the train’s diner – 
there was no need to skimp anymore – introduced me to Gorgonzola cheese, and I never fell out of love 
with it again. 

Then, on December 24, my Austrian buddy had left the train somewhere – I arrived in Mainz and 
drove across the Rhine River to ring the bell at our house in early morning. I believe it was the nicest 
Christmas present I ever made my mother! 



So, I had not accomplished what I had set out for, but . . . A trip like this, even if it was only for 
barely three months, was something unusual for the time, shortly after W.W.II. I had plenty to talk about 
and quickly made all kinds of friends. While it then took me 25 years to see Africa again, this time in style, 
on a Kenyan and Tanzanian safari, my North African stint nevertheless had opened the world for me, 
never to  close again. 

 
 

  


