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Event planner Stanlee Gatti at City Hall, decorated for the San Francisco Symphony opening in September.
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about 800 residents in eastern
Los Angeles County

While Niners President Jed
York said he's
that the 49ers will have a new
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for the 2014 season, maj
crossroads are e appro

very confident”

in time

over a proposed bridge at the
San Francisco site that is es-
sential to the team’s demand
for smooth game-day access,
A lot would have to happen
for the 49ers to move to S
ern California. But billionaire
developer Ed Roski Jr., who
got fast-track approval for his
stadium plan from Gov. Ar-
nold Schwarzenegger in Octo
ber, has named the Niners and
Oakland Raiders as among
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seven teams he views as candi-
dates to move to Industry after
he buys a major stake in the
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York said he hasn't talked to
Roski about his plan and
wouldn't discuss questions
about Los Angeles or whether
his family would consider
to Roski
don't want to move to
- yrk said. “Our focus is
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The outdoor wedding of Mayor Gavin Newsom
and Jennifer Siebel was an hour away when Stanlee
Gatti got the call

His assistant said,
nervous, but ..*

Gatti, who was runni
summer day in Montan;
your basic nightmare: Heavy gusts of wind had
knocked over tables, chairs and centerpieces. And
swarms of mosquitoes had descended on the wed-
ding site.

As one of the best-known event planners in the
country, Gatti has been creating visual fantasies
and averting disasters for more than 20 ye:
and he wasn't about to let wind and pestilence ruin
the night

He rushed to the wedding site, and with his
team, quickly put the tables, chairs and centerpiec-
es back in place. Asif by divine intervention, the

Gatti continues on A18

“Idon’t want to make you

he show on this hot
closed his eyes, It was

The Chronicle
SFAQON NOF

Index

Aau Ama e

Gatti's
designs
include
SFMOMA'S
Modern
Ball, above,
and a

Weather

Chrnare likalu

1 attan a3

nine princ

cluding God, marriage, freedom, honesty and
thrift — trumpeted by Fox News commentator
Glenn Beck are forming politi n commit-
tees and r Il\m g around sereenings of the newly
released Yarty: The Documentary Film.”
est challenge facing the movement
ganize hundreds of local groups, and
2 Party leaders nationwide with
divergent interests, into a force that can influ-
tions — and how to fund that effort
hard question to answer,” said Mark
a Grass Valley (Nevada County) at-
torney \\hu.» a national coordinator for Tea
Party Patriots, which claims to reach 15 million
people nationwide, “We are a leaderless move-
ment and that's a good thing. I don't think you're
Loing Lo see a uni 1 movement yet.,”

Tea Party organizers acknowledge that most
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A 17th century castle, from left, known as Africa’s Camelot; artwork in Ethiopian Orthodox Church; a worshiper outside Ura Kidane Meret monastery.

A Pieap
of faith at

holy sites

Arid highlands said to hold
ancient Ark of the Covenant

Bet Giyorgis, the best known

of Lalibela’s rock-hewn 3
churches from the 12th and N
13th centuries,

By Mark Sissons

APLCIAL 1O THE CHROXIOLE

The mind tends to wander when
you're trying to catch a glimpse of the
only man on Earth who's allowed to
see the Ark of the Covenant, the shiny
gold box said to hold the tablets of the
Ten Commandments.

How do you get that job? Is there a
security clearance? Does it come with
medical and dental, or is your well-
being pretty much overseen by the
Almighty?

I couldn't help but think: Indiana
Jones would have loved Axum.

Capital of sub-Saharan Africa’s old-
est empire, Axum is the epicenter of
this mystical country’s pious and aus-

-

tere brand of Orthodox Christianity;
ground zero for the true believers who
make pilgrimages to this ancient city set
amid the soaring hills and deep chasms
of Ethiopia’s arid northern highlands. It
also marks the final stop on the “histor-
ical route,” a circuit through ancient and
mysterious Christian kingdoms that have
thrived here in what has been called Afri-
ca’s Holy Land for more than 1,500 years,
Most intriguing, Axum might be the
resting place of the not-so-lost Ark of the
Covenant, one of the holiest relics of
Christianity (and Hollywood). During my
time in Ethiopia, it seemed like a moral
imperative — a commandment, even — to
seek out the mysterious Keeper of the
Ark, the sole soul permitted to see it.
Etbhiopia continues on M3
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In the city of Axum, capital of sub-Sahara’s oldest empire and its holiest city, worshipers make a pilgrimage to the Church of Our Lady Mary of Zion.

Historical route a pilgrimage to many

Etbiopia from page M1

The hand, or rather, chisel of
God seems to have been at work in
the magnificent rock-hewn
churches of Lalibela, Ethiopia’s
second holiest city, about 200
south of Axum,

Thought to have been built dur-

ing the 12th and 13th centuries,
these 1 monolithic masterpieces,
casually and collectively referred
toas the Eighth Wonder of the
Waorld, have been a source of sp,
ulation and intrigue for centin
Cut out of solid red voleanic rock
— in a style similar to the carved
buildings in Petra, Jordan — they
are said by the faithful to have

been etched by stonemasons by

There was a profouncly spiritu-
al aura in the chilly dawn as [
explored Bete Medhane Alem,
believed to be the largest mono-
lithic church in the world, and
Bete Marvam, the oldest of Lalibe-
la’s churches.

Sanctity veritably seeped from
the stone walls lined with elderly
worshipers in white hand-woven
cotton prayer shawls. As they
|1T.\\l‘(| quietly, the feverish spark
+5 testified to the ability
scend through their un-
shakable faith unimaginable hard-
ship and endurance in this war-

s penetrated the inky black-
ness, illuminating intricate religions
murals hung on the walls. In the
shadows, monks and worshipers
softly chanted while a stern bishop
presided, wearing a beard that
would have made Moses pro uud

1
icantly changed in a I!:nu-,nnd
years, | suddenly felt acutely pro-
fane — a state that didn't bode well
for my chances of coming face to
face with the Keeper of the Ark
upon reaching Axum.

Inspirational sites

While travelers cannot gaze
upon the Ark itself, there are plen-
ty of inspirational sites along Ethi-
opia's historical route. I visited the
medieval city of Gondar — Africa’s
Camelot — to wander among its
fairy-tale castles built by the great
Emperor Fasilidas in the 17th cen-
tury.

Along the way, I journeyed into
the spectacular Simien Mountains
to savor astonishing vistas ]!llHl tu-
ated by gorges, chasms, |]I('l.1]]lt"('
and pinnacles. 1 m])ir-rul Iiu
lands on Lake
immense inland
the Blue Nile, Centuries-old,
straw-roofed monasteries on the
islands guard the remains of an-
cient Ethiopian emperors and
somne of the Ethiopian Church's
greatest treasures, inclu repli-
cas of the Tablets of Law, called
Tabots, onto which the biblical
Ten Commandments reputedly
were inscribecl.

The more 1 saw, the more |
wanted to ask the Keeper of the

| ehral sentinels, aw

R

me

e

if it's all troe, Whether the
ence of this most holy of

st just the ultimate ex-
ample of religious wishful think-
ing. What about Prester John, the
mythic Christian ruler of Ethiopia
said to have descended directly
from the Magi, who benevolently
presided over a realm full of un-
imaginable riches and magical
marvels like the Fountain of
Youth? (His fantastical legend,
which L8 fronm a mysterious
i 1l
aid to have influenced
the Portuguese to first set sail for
Africa in search of its treasures.)

1 the Park of the
sy to attribute ex-
traordinary feats to a higher power.
The largest of the giant, elaborately
carved obelisks stood astounid-
ing 110 feet tall, making it the Iz
est single piece of quarried stone
erected in the ancient world, It
collapsed upon completion more
than a thousand vears ago.

The only obelisk still upright, a
granite needle soaring past 70 feet
high, remains a ¥ Mont-
ment to Aximn
and, perhaps, d
intervention or insp

It seems unlikely that Illt‘ film
lers of the Lost Ark™ would
have been seen by the holy men at
Church of Our Lady Mary of Zion.

The teuth, however, might be
stranger than the fiction.

The Ethiopian Orthodox
Church is the only one in the
world that still claims to possess
the Ark. The church holds that
the Ark was stolen by traveling
companions of Prince Menelik,
the illegitimate son of the Queen
of Sheba and Israel's King S
mon, when the founder of Ethio-
|Jm was returning home to Axum
ng Inx father. (An ar-
mrling to h--

chaeolog
the Queen ol
on the outskirts of Axum.)
Many scholars dismiss
s fietion, but as 1y
Husive Keeper to ap-
I wondered il there is
some histor
Clusters of white s
figures stood motionless
Iv silent under the tre
chureh'’s compound like sepul-
aiting the pro-

n of deacons and bishops to
emerge from the church and encir-
cle its sacred ground three times,
as they have done every day for
centuries.

As Lapproached the Ark’s re-
puted resting place, T half expected
the heavens to open and a light-
ning bolt to strike me down. At the
very least, I might have been at-
tacked, beaten and evicted by
guardian deacons allegedly trained
to kil all intruders.

Keeper of the Ark

At this point, | hoped — no, need-
el — to catch a rare glimpse of the
Keeper of the Ark, the only mortal
allowed to lay eves upon it (not even
the Patriarch of the Ethiopian On
thadox Church is granted that privi-
lege). Keepers are virgin monks
1 to protect this holiest of

wistian relics for their entire lives.
They remain confined to the sanctu-
ary (some say with a chain),
sefting fool outside the chapel
grounds until they die.
As the afternoon light began to
facle and the Keeper had not vet
made an appearance, | reluctantly
prepared to leave the compoundd.
What naive presumption drove me
to think that the one man on Earth
entrusted with protecting the word

of God would ¢« Illt'H{l‘H[l to make
an appe: just for me?
Just then, a bearded, almost

spectral figure swathed in black
glanced furtively from behind a
chapel doorway protected from
intruders by a spiked fence. It was
the Keeper. We locked eves — the
virgin monk and the spiritual
voveur. | wondered if T should
purste him, risking life, limb (and
perhaps even eternal damnation)
to discover what lies behind that
door? There must be something
inside important enough for the
Keeper and countless Keepers
before him to sacrifice their free-
dom, and even their lives,

Before I could act, the Keeper
retreated behind the chapel's
heavy wooden door, closing it — as
well as my fleeting opportunity to
solve 3,000-vear-old mysteries —
behind him.
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E-mail comments to
travel@sfehronicle.com.
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An Ethiopian Orthodox Church priest, above,
inside one of Lalibela’s rock-hewn churches. Left:
Ura Kidane Mere monastery, known for its
religious iconography.

If you go
HOW TO GET THERE

Ethioplan Alrlines (www.ethiopianairlines.com) offers
direct flights from Washington, D.C., to Addis Ababa

| several times a week. British Alrways and KLM also offer

direct flights from their European hubs.

Q200 g A GETTING
WILES Sag _AFRICA AROUND
ERITREA pemn Because of the long
SUDAN ara  distances and the
"“\\ generally poor road
F - —pusoum condlllqns_ in nu_r:h-
= — ern Ethiopia, flying
( N\ between the main
- A AN AR historical route
’ ETHIOPIA sites of Axum,
= V. Gondar, Bahir Dar
A - ! (Lake Tana) and

Lalibela Is advised
Ethiopian Airlines
has frequent daily
connections.
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WHERE TO STAY

The capital of Addis Ababa offers a range of accommo-
dations from simple guesthouses to the posh Sheraton
and Hilton. In the northern highlands, options are fewer
The Ghion chain of midrange government-run hotels are
dated but comfartable.

TOURS
Because of the relative lack of tourist infrastructure, an
org d tour Is a hassle-free and cost effective option

on the histarical route. Dinknesh Ethiopia Tours
(www.ethioplatravel com) offers multiday itinerarles,
Including the historical route by air and by land. Dinknesh
Is represented in North America by the Fazendin Port-
folla (www.fazendinportfolio.com). U.5.-based adven-
ture tour operators offering Ethlopia itineraries include
Africa Adventure Consultants (www.adventuresinafri
ca.com} and Wildland Adventures (www.wildland.com).
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CLUB CRUISE RESERVATIONS
Call today or visit us online: www.CLUBCRUISE com

11.800.258.2732



