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Dedication

To Vida, my wonderful wife, mother of our four children, missionary, 
nurse, who since 1954, has served the Lord with me in SIM and GR/
LRI – sometimes in isolated, lonely places among animistic tribes, has 
persevered in the joys and sorrows of missions, in difficult situations and 
trials and has always fully supported me in my many ministry journeys; 

and

To missionary wives, both expatriate and Ethiopian, whom we love, re-
spect and honour, whom it was our privilege to know and serve with 
and to whom we owe so much. Without the wives, not much would 
have been done! (See Chapter 28), 

and

To the memory of the “Running Preachers,” mainly unknown or forgot-
ten today, but loved and respected in the history of the Wolaitta Church 
– the small band who ran through the dark nights, risking their lives to 
take the Gospel of Christ to hundreds of Wolaitta villages during WW2. 
Only four survived the war and only one is still alive. (See Chapter 17)

Thanks

To Lesley, Margaret, Judy, Vida, Mavis, Pearl, John, Keith, Chris and 
many others who gave their time to transcribe recordings, check the 
drafts, give advice, make corrections, do the layout, design and draw-
ings or help with computer problems and to many friends who prayed, 
encouraged me to write and who prayerfully supported Vida and me 
through the years. The Lord will bless and reward your faithfulness. 
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Map 01: Ethiopia and its neighbours
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Map 02: The Omo River Valley and Southwest Ethiopia
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Foreword

More than half a century ago God called a young man to leave 
home in Australia for ministry in Ethiopia. Hardly knowing 
where it would take him he could not have imagined the 

journey would bring him into contact with an unusual group of men 
who would become his companions in the greatest of all enterprises.

Halfway around the globe in Ethiopia, the Lord was calling other 
men for His purposes. Most of them were farmers from several tribes 
as culturally and linguistically different from one another as the Irish 
are from the Italians. One thing they shared in common: a love for the 
Lord Jesus. It was He who had redeemed them from fear of death, from 
tormenting evil spirits and from the never-satisfied demands of the 
witchdoctors. Jesus Christ was their Liberator, their Chief. They would 
serve Him to the ends of the earth, even to death, a resolve that would 
be tested often in the coming years.

Eventually the lives and callings of that young man, Dick McLellan, 
and the intrepid company of farmer-evangelists would intersect. The 
consequence would be more than cross-cultural companionship, more 
than mutual encouragement; it would result in taking the gospel into 
previously inaccessible regions, to people so fierce they would not hesi-
tate to kill an outsider. It was in this way the gospel would penetrate the 
darkness that had gripped the peoples in and around the Omo Valley 
for countless centuries.

This little book is about that intersection between the missionary and 
those Ethiopian evangelists. It is a brief record of some of these chosen 
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men of God who left their fields, the familiarity of their culture, the se-
curity of their families and who, with Bible and water bottle in hand and 
confidence in their Saviour, took the message of Christ Jesus over the 
mountain ranges and beyond the rivers to those who had never heard 
of Him. It is about their conviction that people without Christ are truly 
and eternally lost. It is about their dedication to the One who had said, 
“Go! I’ll be with you.”

And they went. Today, through the sacrifices and sufferings of men 
like these, there are thousands of churches throughout the mountains 
of southern Ethiopia.

No less than the men whose stories he tells is Dick McLellan a re-
markable man of God. By the time I arrived in Ethiopia in 1967, Dick 
had already been roaming the hills and valleys with many of Ethiopia’s 
“warriors” for a dozen years. It was principally from him that I, as a 
young missionary, learned to love these men and to serve alongside sev-
eral of them. The blessing to me has been priceless.

When we stand before the Lord on that eternal day and He rewards 
the faithfulness of His servants, I do not doubt that far ahead in the line 
will be these men receiving a loving “Well done!” from their Chief. As 
for me, hearing these stories again, reminds me of how privileged some 
of us have been in knowing these ordinary men by whom God has been 
pleased through the “foolishness” of what they preached to save those 
many who believed their message of new life in Christ.

Bark Fahnestock
Tikempt Ishet, Ethiopia
2006
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Introduction

Untying Some Knots

We were standing on a ridge near the end of the Ometi range 
of mountains. The vast Omo River Valley lay before us. 
Thousands of feet below, the hot plains of southern Ethio-

pia shimmered in the sun. A thick smoky haze hung over the lowlands 
where a whirlwind sucked dust, grass and leaves up into the air. The 
grass-thatched huts of a hundred villages blended into the brown el-
ephant grass and acacia trees to be mostly hidden from view.

It was the people that we sought, the people of the valley. There is a 
multitude of tribes there: Aari, Bunna, Hamar, Dassanech, Malae, Karo, 
Bume, Tsemai, Erebori, Dimae, Mursi and the much-feared Bodi. Many 
others that we didn’t know about were there too. Some were brown, 
some black. Tall Nilotic cattle herders and short peasant farmers; many 
great hunters and all fierce warriors. They were all down there, waiting. 
Like so many generations before them, they were all there in spiritual 
darkness, waiting. They had waited so long for messengers to bring 
them the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Too long!

Buzdi, the young man beside me, pointed with his chin to the sun 
shining on the water of the great Omo River. He showed me where oth-
er streams flowed into the Omo from mountains further west. Closer, 
we saw men with their oxen and wooden ploughs on the hilly slopes 
below us. Others worked with their digging sticks on the steeper moun-
tainsides. They were preparing ground for the rains that were to come.

We prayed together there on the mountain. Buzdi thanked God for 
the evangelist who walked 200 kilometres into his area, had told him of 
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Christ and led him to the Saviour. I thanked the Lord for the lady who 
started a little Sunday School and led me to Christ.

We prayed for the lost tribes. With their strange languages and cruel 
customs, they waited to be told of freedom, of eternal life. I wondered 
how to reach them. Who could go to all these tribes, to all those vil-
lages, to all the different languages? Buzdi poured out his heart to God, 
with tears running down his dusty face. Sweeping his arm over the 
valley, he cried, “O Lord, they are tied in Satan’s rope and can’t get free. 
Please send someone to untie the knots.”

This book is a record of how God answered that earnest prayer and 
of some of the Ethiopian national missionaries, the evangelists the 
Lord used to plant His church there. It names just a few of the special 
men, the spiritual warriors, who hazarded their lives for Jesus’ sake in 
the mountains and on the plains of the Omo River Valley. 

They went to untie some of the knots in Satan’s rope!

Dick McLellan
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Dafarasha
Slavery and Redemption

“You are in Christ Jesus who became for us, our righteousness,  
and sanctification and redemption.”

1 Corinthians 1:30

“Therefore you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son,  
then also an heir of God through Christ.”

Galatians 4:7

The whole Bible class suddenly exploded! “That is him! That is 
him! That is his story! That is Dafarasha,” they shouted excit-
edly. They pointed with their chins and waved their hands to 

indicate the older black man sitting by the window of the small class-
room. Dafarasha was quiet and shy and embarrassed to be the centre 
of attention.

“Dafarasha, get up! Up and run! The slave-traders are here! Quickly! 
Run to the forest and hide. Now! Run!” His mother grabbed her son 
off the mat on the dirt floor. She pushed the still groggy lad out the 
door. The boy gasped at the pandemonium in the village. Terrified 
people were running in all directions. Armed men with whips and 
ropes were chasing them. Here and there struggles took place as the 
captured ones were subdued and tied up. A gunshot sounded near-
by and the distress cry echoed across the valley. “Run and hide,” his 
mother shouted again.
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Dafarasha was gripped with a terrible fear. He seemed paralysed for 
a moment as frightening tales about slave-traders filled his mind. Some 
years earlier Arab slave-traders came and carried off some of his rela-
tives. In blind panic he ran through the garden. He ran through the 
corn stalks, around the insett (false banana trees) and under the cof-
fee trees. Flight was his only thought as he raced into the bushes and 
headed for the forest. He heard the cries of others running but his only 
desire was to escape. His stubby legs propelled him up the hillside and 
he gasped for breath.

He didn’t quite make it! Two men cut off his escape. They threw 
him on the ground and quickly tied his arms behind him and hobbled 
his ankles. Just 8 years old, the stocky lad cried out for his mother. 
His father and younger brother escaped capture because they were 
away hunting in the forest and his mother was left because she was 
in late pregnancy.

Dafarasha belonged to the Oida tribe who lived in the deep valleys and 
the fertile Ometi mountains in southern Ethiopia. Groups of Oida men 
turn over the ground on the steep mountain slopes with their long dig-
ging sticks to plant sweet potatoes and corn. They made wooden traps 
to capture the leopards and civet cats in the forests where coffee grew 
wild. They hung their bark beehives high in the forest trees for a good 
supply of honey. The quality of the honey was well known and had a 
ready market. The hunters shot their arrows up into the trees to bring 
down the lovely black and white colobus monkeys. The skins were valu-
able as they were highly prized by the Amhara tribe for floor mats and 
wall decorations.

The very black Oida people were stockily built and wonderfully 
strong. The men carried heavy loads on their heads and the women 
across their lower backs. Many Oida women wore skirts made from 
the bark of trees, many men just a loin cloth or a wrap-around animal 
skin. They were despised by the lighter-skinned tribes of the north who 
ruled over them for generations, who used and abused them, but valued 
them highly as slaves and household servants. Arab slave-traders had, 
through the years, captured many Oida people, marching them off in 
chains to distant provinces or to sell to Yemen, Saudi Arabia and the 
Gulf States.

The Oida people, like the neighbouring Aari, Malae, Basketo and 
Galila tribes, lived their lives in fear. Fear of slave-traders. Fear of the 
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