
At Arbaroba, hemmed in by misty green mountains, the old steam engine at the head of our train 
takes water. As the loco's tanks fill and overflow the crew pull the pipe aside but leave it running for 
a while as local village women push forward to fill their water containers. A scene from Abyssinia 
long ago - and Eritrea as it is again today. 

Long renowned as one of the world's most scenic mountain railways, the Eritrean railway was all 
but destroyed during the Ethiopian civil war. Rails were taken for make-shift defences, bridges were
mined and rolling stock fell victim to bullets and shells. Following independence, a decision was 
made to re-instate the 117km line from the Red Sea port of Massawa to the capital Asmara at 2400m
in the mountains, the aim being to take some of the container traffic off the steep and tortuous road, 
and to attract tourists (Massawa lies on the Red Sea, not far from the tourist areas of the Middle 
East, and is potentially accessible to cruise ships). By drafting in soldiers made idle by the cease 
fire, and re-instating railway men who had not seen a train run for 20 years, sufficient track was 
recovered and relaid to reopen the line throughout in 2003. As yet no new locomotives have been 
bought for the reopened line. Trains are entirely dependent on those locos which survived the war - 
two small diesels and about 20 steam locos from the 1920s and 30s - a challenge for Eritrean 
railwaymen, but a delight for travellers!



The line starts at the dockside in Massawa. This old Arab/Italian colonial port, which still shows 
much evidence of war damage, occupies islands in the Red Sea connected by causeway to the 
mainland. Our Hotel is on one of the islands and, being surrounded by salt water, the number of 
mosquitoes is much reduced. The rooms are basic and, at the time of our visit, in need of renovation 
but do offer air conditioning and luke-warm showers - but that's all you need after a long day in the 
African sun! The only other foreign visitors are UN staff taking a break from humanitarian and 
peacekeeping duties. Taking breakfast in the upper floor dining room we have a panoramic view of 
our train backing down across the causeway to the docks station , now sadly only  a dilapidated 'bus 
shelter'. This is close to the grand old port buildings, much war damaged but now coming back to 
life. The original, much grander, station survives a couple of hundred metres away, but is now bi-
passed by the new running line. 

Our train is hauled by two of the original Italian-built steam locos especially designed for this steep, 
tightly curved line. The carriages are also original, with wooden seats and windows shuttered 
against the fierce sun, but they also boast open balconies providing panoramic views and a fresh 
breeze as long as the train trundles forward.

As we leave the main port the line skirts one of Haile Selassie's palaces, now derelict and shell 
damaged, but still displaying the 'Lion of Judah'  motif on its wrought iron gates, then a small dock 
where fishing boats and trading dhows are drawn up in the shallows, their contents offloaded on the 
shoulders of wading stevedores. Leaving Massawa a  war cemetery is visible, dating from 1941 
when the British chased out the Italians. The train makes its way across waterless scrub and dry 
river beds inhabited by camels, seemingly roaming free, and as the first low hills appear, troops of 
baboons lollop away as the train approaches. Every 20 to 30 kms the train pauses at an isolated 
station to take water from newly-installed galvanised stand pipes which have mostly replaced the 
old water columns. The stations are almost deserted except for a few old men sitting on their 
haunches, watching proceedings, except at one, where a statuesque young woman dressed in all-
enveloping gold, and carrying a very young baby approaches us and asks to join our train to visit 
relatives with the new infant. She displays the striking features of the area, balanced between Arabia
to the North and East and Africa to the South, it was here that the fabled Queen of Sheba was born.

 In the dry river beds strings of camels swing along under the African sun. After Mai Atal, the line 
becomes steeper and more circuitous as it climbs into the mountains, the vegetation becomes 
greener and trickles of water appear in what have been dry river beds. Ghinda is the halfway point 
of the line. At the time of our visit this was the limit of 'regular' passenger trains. These consisted of 
one of the two diesel locos pulling a few box cars and picking up villagers and produce along the 
way. Ghinda was always the point at which fresh locos were put on the train for the demanding run 
up through the mountains to Asmara, and so it is with our train.  Local residents gather at the station 
for the arrival of trains, on the station forecourt a water tanker is distributing fresh water, measured 
into panniers strapped to donkeys.

Beyond Ghinda the line becomes steeper, with more frequent tunnels and viaducts as we head 
deeper into the mountains. (At the time of my visit there was still a gap in the rails above Ghinda, 
but this has now been closed and trains run right through ). It was in these mountains that early 
Christians established monasteries which have survived since the middle ages. At Nefasit the station
is in front of the local mosque, but perched on a mountain top 800m above the town is Debre Bizen 
monastery, home to over 1000 mediaeval manuscripts. The track up to the monastery starts close to 
the station and it is an arduous 7km,  2 - 3 hour hike for male visitors. (No females are allowed - that
includes pack animals - banned by Abune Phillipos who founded the monastery in 1361). The rails 
climb higher into the mountains, crossing bridges still guarded by signs warning of mines until 
Arboroba is reached, the last water stop before Asmara, and a chance for the crew to rake out the 



fire and build up steam for the final, steepest stretch of track. At Arbaroba the water pipe, running 
from the original underground reservoir, is fixed over the track and is a magnet for local women 
filling containers for their households.

Beyond Arbaroba the train must perform real mountaineering. The line loops back and forth across 
the mountainside, offering views of the track we have just traversed, on 3 or 4 different levels, 
receding below us. We climb higher until, clinging to the mountainside, with a dizzying drop to the 
valley floor below, the train swings round a rocky outcrop and through the gorge known as the 'Iron 
Gate' which leads us to the gentle run down to the capital.

 Asmara boasts an original station (still to be renovated) and railway workshop, once more active 
and reusing the tools and patterns which have survived for 50 years and more. The town is another 
revelation - a treasury of Art Deco in Africa! At the height of Mussolini's dream of an African 
empire in the 1920's and 30's, Italian architects and designers were given a free hand here, and much
survives, even the casual tourist cannot fail to be impressed by the famous FIAT garage with its 
cantilevered wings, and the humble restaurants boasting original Art Deco facades and interiors.

Eritrea is not yet on the general tourism map. This journey is strictly for those who are prepared to 
forgo some of the niceties of package holidays in order to experience the revelation of this truly 
stupendous line into the mountains of the Horn of Africa. 

Mike Clendining.

(Mike made this journey in 2002, with a small group of rail enthusiasts) 
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