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			Family Index

			Note: The family is actually much larger, the characters in the book are included in the list.

			Gebre Brhane	Father of Amanuel and grandfather of Iseyas.

			Hansu 	First wife of Gebre.

			Hagosa	Oldest sister Gebre.

			Letemaryam	Middle sister of Gebre.

			Amete 	Youngest sister of Gebre.

			Zmam 	Daughter Gebre and Hansu.

			Dhab	Daughter Gebre and Hansu.

			Medhina	Daughter Gebre and Hansu.

			Welday	Son of Amete.

			Tkeste	Son of Welday.

			Medhn	Second wife Gebre.

			Haile	Son of Gebre and Medhn.

			Amanuel 	Son Gebre and Medhn / the father of Iseyas.

			Bisrat	Wife of Amanuel.

			Iseyas Amanuel	Son of Bisrat and Amanuel.

			Kaleab	Brother of Bisrat.

			Petros	Second husband of Hagosa, the sister of Gebre.

			Maelo	Cousin of Welday.

			Zemedhin 	Cousin of Welday.

			Fkadu	Sister of Bisrat.

			Million	Husband of Fkadu.

			Zerai Deres	Cousin of the family.

			Tesfazien Deres	Brother of Zerai Deres.
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			Three generations of Eritreans, depiction on the 5 Nakfa banknote (1997)

		

	
		
			Foreword

			‘Always avoid, and only if absolutely necessary: put on your horns.’

			These are words of wisdom, Gebre, one of the patriarchs of the Mdre Bahri, left to his children and grandchildren. Written in a cinematic style, this book is about Gebre, son Amanuel, and grandson Iseyas. One can’t avoid noticing the wisdom of Gebre in every chapter of this masterpiece.

			Gebre’s wisdom is a testimony in Eritrea, a country with various nomadic ethnicities – that despite differences in faith – people have lived peacefully together, due to a strong culture and identity. 

			When the Italians colonize the country and force the nine ethnic groups of Eritrea to fight for Mussolini, a prolonged period of mutual polarization and violent conflicts with neighbouring Ethiopia begins – fuelled by Western countries that sustain the conflict on both sides.

			It is from this context that Gebre’s advice emerges: What should one do when faced with conflicts and wars they never started or invited, go against their cultural values and ideals, yet are forced to participate in? Avoiding, and, if it really can’t be helped, putting on their horns, is what all members of Iseyas’s family do. Each in their own way.

			In stark contrast to the forced polarization, the family continues to support each other, even when Amanuel, Gebre’s son, collaborates with the enemy. The ethnic values and loyalty to one another weigh heavier time and again beyond the imposed colonial boundaries. This also gives Iseyas extra vitality, when he feels guilty about his decision in front of his family, his father reminds him: ‘You fight by letting your feet speak for freedom.’ Instead of blaming his son for leaving the impoverished farm, he says: ‘Tell our story to the world, let our hardships not be in vain.’

			The power of art— to quote Martha Nussbaum — is that it appeals to our narrative imagination. It gives you the chance to step into someone else’s shoes and understand the emotions, hopes, and desires of someone living in completely different circumstances. That is exactly what this book achieves, even for me.

			We all remember the famine in Ethiopia and Haile Selassie for his resistance against the Italian fascists but little has been written about Eritrea, for the first time, an Eritrean is giving us history from the natives vantage point. By stepping into the shoes of Gebre, Amanuel, and ultimately Iseyas, you see geopolitical relations in a new light — different from the familiar lens through which you thought you knew them. Broadening one’s own, sometimes narrow, perspective is more important than ever today.

			Refugee Work Netherlands, the organization I chair, was established by the government to provide people like Iseyas with a new home.

			Our employees and volunteers support them in their right to apply for asylum and to be part of the identity of our country. However, the support for this ‘institutionalized solidarity’ is at risk of eroding – influenced by right-wing politics. The more impersonal and negative asylum frames are poured out about people, the more the public begins to believe them.

			As chair of Refugee Work, I feel responsible for providing a counterbalance. By also working on the integration of refugees from the other side of society. Platforms that give refugees space to show their faces and share their stories are important in this regard, whether it’s a book, a film, a lecture, or a play. By engaging the narrative imagination, understanding can persist — and hopefully, people will also realise that the lives of refugees are connected to ours through countless, seemingly invisible historical threads. And yes, perhaps they will come to realise that we, too, could one day be that refugee.

			Eritrea has an ancient culture of storytelling around the campfire. In this way, mythology, history, and wisdom were passed down from generation to generation. Through his flight, Iseyas has carried that tradition across borders and has made us part of it. In doing so, he has not only fulfilled his father’s wish but also opened our hearts. Once you finish the book, you can really only hope for one thing: that Iseyas – now married and a father of two – can let go of avoidance and continue fulfilling his dreams.

			Frank Candel

			Chairman of the Board of Directors

			Refugee Work Netherlands

		

	
		
			Acknowledgment of support

			Some stories touch you deeply, because they are not only about others — they are also about yourself. Tears of Eritrea is such a story. As the daughter of Eritrean refugees, I recognise so much in the words of Iseyas and Laurence: the pain of loss, the struggle for freedom, but also the beauty of hope, resilience, and connectedness — qualities deeply rooted in the Eritrean spirit.

			In my work as a Member of Parliament for Groen Links–PvdA, I fight every day for a society in which everyone can participate — regardless of where you come from. Education, equal opportunity, and diversity are not abstract ideals to me, but personal driving forces. This book perfectly shows why those ideals matter, and why the struggle to achieve them is far from over.

			Tears of Eritrea is a powerful, literary testimony about displacement — and about finding home. About how people flee not only from war, but journey toward dignity. About how memories become bearable when shared. And about how stories can break down the walls built by politics or fear.

			I hope this book finds its way to many readers. Because true freedom begins with recognition. And those who read Tears of Eritrea will never look at refugees the same way again — not as strangers, but as fellow human beings with courage, dreams, and a story that deserves to be heard.

			Mikal Tseggai

			Member of the Dutch House of Representatives for Groen Links–PvdA

			Daughter of Eritrean parents

		

	
		
			Author’s Notes

			‘Zkeberka anbabi – Esteemed reader.

			(A greeting in Tigrinya, the language of my people)

			My name is Iseyas Amanuel, born in 1987 in Adi Hawya, here the sun shines over the hilltops spreading its nerves through the desert and on to the Red Sea. The scent of jasmine and coffee fills the air, alerting newcomers of a coffee drinking tradition that has existed for centuries. As nomads, we follow in the footsteps of our ancestors taking on our father’s name as our family name to preserve our identity. 

			This book tells our story. That of my father Amanuel Gebre, who lives in Adi Hawya, his father, Gebre Brhane, who is now with the stars, and of myself. It symbolizes the story of many Eritrean families. Our history unfolds like a colourful tapestry, woven with the threads of hope and perseverance. Dear reader, you will discover that much has happened in my country. The most unimaginable has become reality, but also the most terrible. Yet I remain hopeful, and Eritreans never lose their smile. For our smile is like a sunbeam breaking through the dark clouds, a guide for those who are lost. Do not write off this country. Look with me forward, to the future of Eritrea. With sincere thanks to Laurence Bollen. You have penetrated deep into my being. You have captured the soul of the Mdre Bahri’s and all Eritreans. Your dedication and insight have given our history the right liveliness and strength. Dear reader, I hope that you can appreciate the book. That you are interested and make an effort to understand our complex story. 

			As long as I speak, my people live.

			As long as you read, I exist.

			With respect and gratitude – Iseyas Amanuel

			Dear reader, 

			My introduction to Eritrea, the land of the Mdre Bahri’s and many other ethnicities who call this country home was incredible. The story of Iseyas Amanuel, his father Amanuel Gebre, and his grandfather Gebre Brhane is a powerful one told for present and future generations. Wives, daughters, sisters, aunts, and uncles…, the research, the conversations, the food in Eritrean restaurants, the customs, the participation in a bun ceremony. It is an unforgettable exploration. 

			Just like a nomad exploring new horizons, I discovered with slight embarrassment my own ignorance about the improbable Eritrea. I thought I knew it but it turned out that I did not know much about Eritrea and its people until I started working on this story. Their incredible resilience, their quiet place in history and the beauty of their land all live in that gaze. And when you realise that they come from a region where the first humans on earth lived. Then you might also feel it: that deep down, we are all a little bit Mdre Bahri. 

			Finally, we have chosen to tell the story in the present tense. This decision is inspired by the living tradition of storytelling around the campfire, where the African storyteller comes to life in every Eritrean. We understand that there are readers who have a strong preference for stories written in the past tense. We apologize if this stylistic choice does not fully align with your reading preference. However, we hope that by immersing yourself in this narrative style, you will appreciate the richness and depth of the experiences and culture we share.

			With sincere thanks, 

			Laurence Bollen – Eritrea in my heart.





			Maps

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

			Source: Mapsland.com

			Source: Mapcarta.com [Adi Hawya * ] 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			My emaciated arms feel leaden. The lens hovers over the horizon searching for something I don’t want to find. Dry grass and swirling sand fill my view. The heat distorts the image, as if everything melts into one. I hope to get nothing else for my lens and that the day quickly leaps forward into darkness.

			‘There Amanuel,’ I hear a whispering but excited voice. I turn to look to the direction where the soldier’s fingers are pointing and to my disappointment, I see an emaciated freedom fighter in his worn out olive green camouflage uniform wearing a green cap with a notably wide brim. Crawling on the ground, he tries to come towards us, his thighs sticking out above him. His head moves from left to right, his shoulders almost touching his ears. He wants to remain unseen. I adjust the lens sharper; the cap fills my view. My finger trembles slightly on the trigger. What if I miss? What if I hit? The soldier crawls further, unaware of his fate. My throat feels dry, my heart pounds.

			Then I hear the command behind me. ‘Do it.’ With his left shoulder, he crawls up against me and I feel the wet sweat of his arms against mine; I struggle to keep the lens in the right position. My head turns back and I look into his frantic eyes; he looks at the horizon and his grimy fingers pull an imaginary trigger. When he notices me watching, his empty eyes lock on mine, tinged with irritation. His arms reach up with both palms in a questioning posture. A drop of his sweat now falls down along my cheekbones and the salty taste touches my lips. My body is boiling. I aim the lens again at the head of the crawling man and the sight is once again centred on his cap.

			‘BANG.’ A heavy blow to my shoulder. My ear is ringing. An invisible bullet. It crashes down. Sand splashes up. Then there is silence. His face buried in the sand, the cap flutters down through the air, his arms lie spread along his body, as if his hands want to grasp a handful of Eritrean earth one last time. 

			Murderer! My conscience screams in disbelief. My legs tremble beneath me. Do you kill to shatter the unity of Mother Earth? Do you really think she will allow it? And what would follow? Are you going to fight for the possession of the soil, the seas, the oxygen? You, orthodox Christian, you who worship the texts of Jesus. He who said: Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth, and he said: If they strike you on your left cheek, offer them your right as well.

			I squeeze my eyes shut. The earth spins. My stomach turns. Then I feel a jab against my upper arm. ‘Well aimed...,’ his smug, proud eyes fixed on me in admiration.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 Smoke over the hills of Adi Hawya

			Rama, Mai Lala Lala, mid-1935. The air trembles under the relentless sun. A thin mist hangs over the hills. I crouch next to the boy and press my hands firmly against the dry earth. Suddenly, a salvo of bangs breaks through the silence. The herd of goats, which had been peacefully grazing at the edge of the barren grassland, scatters in several directions. Their hooves kick up small clouds of dust, and their bleating makes the scene chaotic.

			I follow the goats, their bodies fading into a cloud of dust. ‘Do you see the animals?’ I ask the boy. ‘They belong together, but as death approaches, they each run in their own direction.’ The boy hesitates for a moment, but then his fingers grip the fur of a goat. Grit blows into his face, and he squints as he gathers the other animals. I look at the hills, where the rising black smoke casts a sinister veil over the bright sky. My heart pounds in my chest. The violence is close.

			Then I raise my voice, loud enough to cut through the wind: ‘Tigrinya, Tigre, Afar, Saho, Kunama, Nara, Bilen, Hedareb, Rashaida1.’ My voice echoes across the plains. The names of our people, the same names for my goats. The boy looks at me with wide eyes. ‘What does that mean?’ he asks with a trembling voice. I look at the animals. ‘They are different, but they live together. Just like us.’

			‘But what about the fighting?’ the boy asks, frowning.

			‘Our Tewahedo Orthodox faith teaches that Jesus is both human and divine. We are all united in this divine bond.’ The boy nods, but he is not convinced. Unanswered questions still linger in his eyes. I leave it at that. It is not the time for long lessons.

			The goats calm down. Their heads are low, and slowly a group forms again. I take a deep breath and recite a spell:‘ሓደ ብሓደ፡ ኣብ ሓደ! Hade bhade, ab hade! One with one—united as one!’ 

			‘What does it mean, master?’ asks the boy with a mix of curiosity and awe. ‘With perseverance and determination, we achieve our goal,’ I reply. Together we gather the last of the strayed animals. 

			I rarely go to the Rama, on the Ethiopian side. Once in a while I go to the goat market, sometimes I go for family. But now, the threat of war and violence looms everywhere. The boy fiddles with a tuft of dry grass. ‘Has it always been like this?’ he asks. I smile bitterly. 

			‘Certainly not. On both sides of the Mereb, we lived as brothers. The Habesha from Abyssinia and the Mereb Melash2, also known as the Mdre Bahri3, were a people of wisdom. Even our kings were elected.’ 

			The boy kicks a small stone away and laughs mockingly. ‘Nice story, but what exactly did a shepherd have to do with that?’ His tone reveals curiosity, but also a youthful doubt about the relevance of the past. I draw a circle on the dry ground with my stick to explain it to him clearly. ‘This is where it all began. Here is the origin of humanity. We chose our Bahree Negasee, the King of the Sea. And from here, our ancestors ventured into the world.’

			The boy grins. ‘How do you know all that?’

			‘We tell our history. Stories of our ancestors go back twenty-four generations.’ His mouth drops open in astonishment. 

			‘Twenty-four generations!?’ he says softly, staring at the circle. 

			‘Really, boy. But now... now everything is about to change.’ The boy frowns, ‘But we were travellers too.’ I nod. 

			‘As semi-nomads, we know this better than anyone. But the Italians bring anything but peace. They mobilize our men and force us to fight their wars,’ my voice drops and I feel like disappearing into the earth.

			In the distance, it rumbles. Through the Debarq mountain pass, horrific death cries resound again, the bangs of muskets and explosives echo afterward. The darkness witnesses a bloodbath. ‘Now,’ I grab his arm and pull him along. My heart pounds wildly against the inside of my chest, giving me a suffocating feeling. Nevertheless, I continue to walk steadily towards home. The boy easily keeps up with me. After half a day, we slow down; my feet feel too heavy. I let the animals rest at an oasis. The boy has driven the animals to a safe place and is now busy making a campfire in a pit. As the flames begin to dance, he toasts injera and looks at me approvingly. ‘Let’s indeed eat something,’ I say to him. As we sit, the boy looks at me curiously: ‘Why is our village called Adi Hawya?’ 

			‘It means to restore a village. Our ancestor Gabrihet escaped death here and built our family. My father told me this story passed on to him by our grandfather and ancestors.’ The boy takes a bite of injera and then excitedly says, ‘Go on,’ as a piece of bread flies out of his mouth. 

			‘A slave ambassador and a princess St. Hanna had a son named Jir Gedela. King Bahri Negassi Dabul ruled a powerful kingdom there. When he discovered that the slave had made his daughter pregnant, he arranged to have him killed. The daughter brought her son to safety. The strong Jir Gedela grew to become the ruler of the Merb Melash and the Highlands, up to the Red Sea. Angry about the injustice, Jir devised a plan. He organised a party and invited the entire family of the king. One by one, he had them come to him and offered them a glass. He raised his own glass in the air and they drank. In their glass was also toxic deer bile. And when they were intoxicated, he threw them into the ravine. 

			Eventually, only the blind Gabrihet and his beautiful daughter remained. Gabrihet listened to the silence. ‘Are people coming back?’ he asked. His daughter looked around. ‘No,’ she answered. 

			‘Then let’s disappear quickly.’ They ran until they reached a wooded area. There, they built a beautiful tent. The daughter gave birth to seven sons. The very first was my ancestor and he married and had children again, and thus our village, Adi Hawya, was formed; it was a village in the Aksumite kingdom of herders,’ and I look at the boy attentively.

			‘Then you are descended from a royal family,’ says the boy with wonder in his eyes. ‘All people are created equal. Jesus did not feel exalted, so who would dare to consider themselves great,’ I say jokingly. The boy nods. 

			At dawn, we continue on our way. Lonely acacia trees stand as silent witnesses to the relentless sun. Their curved branches cast shadow trails over the dry ground. Suddenly, a rust-coloured jackal sneaks under the canopy of a berry tree. His eyes watchfully look in our direction while he eagerly chews on the berries. In the distance, I also see zebras and gazelles grazing. An antelope rubs its antlers against a candelabra tree; the lower branches have fallen due to the weight of time and the sun, and the upper young shoots are crying out for new life. 

			When I look at the herd again, I wonder, how can we consider ourselves the crown of creation? Our consciousness seems like a sword that wounds as easily as it protects. I am pulled from my thoughts as suddenly grains of sand brush against my face from a light breeze, and suddenly I also hear the goats bleating again. In the early afternoon, I see Adi Hawya in the distance. As we get closer, I see our hidmo4, made of rock blocks glued together with red earth and manure. ‘Bleat, bleat.’ The goats come home enthusiastically. ‘Baa,’ the sheep respond, and the cacophony is completed with the ‘hee-haw,’ braying of the donkeys, and even the snorting of the oxen is audible. The shepherd boy immediately takes some of the goats to the adjacent animal enclosure. 

			Out of nowhere, an Italian soldier appears, his uniform tight and his gaze aggressive. Next to him walks a Tigrinya, his eyes flashing nervously back and forth. ‘Atta, Atta5,’ shouts the Italian. With his chest out and his shoulders back, he walks toward me eagerly. A second heavyset soldier also steps forward. He tilts his head, his gaze fixed intently on me. He rests one hand against the hidmo and beckons me with a deliberate gesture. ‘Are you the man of the house?’ His voice is low, almost bored. But his eyes reveal something else. My heart pounds against my ribs. ‘Yes, I am the man of the house,’ I say, with every word measured. My hands itch but I keep them still. A goat brushes against my leg out of curiosity. I feel its warmth, but it does not calm me. calm me.

			Because they keep looking at me, I continue, ‘My name is Gebre, born in 1891 and coming from a nomadic family. I built these hidmos myself. Stone by stone. One for the family, one for the animals. At night, the hyenas, caracals, and cheetahs lurk.’ I swallow. And now also Italians, I add in my thoughts!

			The soldier rolls his eyes. ‘Okay, spare us the details. Do you have sons?’ His voice is lighter, almost casual, but his sharp eyes pierce into mine. ‘I am the only man. I live here with my wife Hansu, my three sisters: Hagosa, Letemaryam, and Amete, and my three daughters: Zmam, Dhab, and Medhina. We have no son.’ For the first time, I feel something in my mind to be glad not to have a son. ‘And what about him?,’ the chubby soldier who was just leaning against the hidmo has the shepherd boy by the neck. The boy stiffens and looks at me with fear in his eyes, with a rather calculated reply not to worsen the situation, I tell them that he helps the family to take care of the animals. ‘He is only twelve years old and he is a son of our neighbour.’ He releases the boy with a light push and then stands next to his companion. 

			‘So Gebre…,’ The soldier looks around, a faint smile on his lips. ‘What are you actually doing here in the jungle?’ he asks, looking down at me. ‘We grow vegetables in the rich clay soil, right there, south of Adi Hawya,’ I say, while pointing to the direction of our gardens. I voluntarily explain further the crops we grow, ‘Sorghum, brown and white teff, red beans, pumpkin, and red chickpeas. We grow a very diverse and small-scale variety, here in the sandy soil, the beans thrive excellently.’ 

			The men look at each other and nod with discontent. ‘In addition to the land, we own livestock such as oxen, goats, sheep, donkeys, horses, and chickens,’ I continue as If to brighten their faces.

			The dramatic soldier does not look at me and is busy writing in his notebook. Meanwhile, I realise the prosperity in my life. My grandfather Andu and my father Brhane each had only one son. They have always lived wisely and acted well. As the only son, I have inherited everything. We live in the high mountains of the Meraguz6 region, but there are also plateaus here. The fields are not completely flat, but with the help of the oxen, we manage to harvest abundantly. 

			‘Auw,’ the slap comes out of nowhere. I snap out of my thoughts and feel a burning cut in my upper arm. The soldier still holds the curbash7 up, sneering at me and then back at the whip. ‘Are you sure you don’t have a son?’ Intuitively, I drape my cotton robe over my bare arms and reply, ‘I have no son and I am needed here to work on the land.’ His face now turns towards my sisters who have just come closer to provide support and protection. ‘And you, where is your husband and do you not have a son?’ he asks Letemaryam Brhane. My middle sister. With the intervention of the translator, she responds remarkably confidently: ‘My husband Muntaz8 Haileslasie died in 1895 in Adwa during the attack by the Italians against the Abyssinians of Emperor Menelik II. I am a widow and have no children.’ 

			The stoic face of the soldier turns to my other sisters. ‘And you?’ he speaks to Hagosa Brhane, my oldest sister. ‘My husband Ascari9 Gebrehans died in 1894 while serving in the Italian-Eritrean army at the Battle of Kassala against the Mahdists10. We were both still very young, I never remarried and have no children,’ she also speaks resolutely. 

			The soldier’s eyesc move restlessly up and down, then he looks sternly at Letemaryam and bursts out: ‘What a disgrace you have brought upon Italy, that we as a European great power lost to Emperor Menelik II. The Ascari division got lost during the Battle of Adwa and two Italian divisions were cornered. Three thousand Italians died and another twenty-five hundred were taken prisoner. ‘Two thousand Ascari also died,’ I say, restraining myself, though I am boiling inside. 

			‘The Abyssinians amputated the right hand and left foot of your Ascaris. A traditional punishment for traitors,’ says the swaggering soldier, standing before us with his arms raised high. The translator stutters as he clarifies. ‘Tell that soldier the following: Our men are simple and peaceful farmers. They were forced to fight for King Victor Emmanuel III of Italy against our own neighbours. It was a poorly prepared attack and our men were used as cannon fodder. The Abyssinians were simply smarter. Menelik II should have sent you back to Italy after his victory,’ Hagosa rattles on in an angry voice.

			‘Pats,’ a fist from the dramatic one hits her jaw. Hagosa stumbles backward, reaching for her face. A drop of blood slides down her chin. The translator has translated her words literally. I immediately feel the hands that grip my robe tightly, at the moment I want to escape. When I look back, Amete is already walking ahead of me and stands next to Hagosa. I follow and stand in front of my sisters again. 

			The chubby soldier draws his weapon and, while moving, aims it at us. ‘You,’ and he now clearly points the barrel of his musket at Amete Brhane, my youngest sister. ‘Her husband has of course also died,’ says the dramatic soldier to the chubby one. Both turn their eyes in disbelief. 

			‘Bashy Gebremariam has indeed died and his sergeanti11 didn’t even know his name. And yes, my only son, Welday, is now forcibly mobilized for Mussolini’s military service. God protect his soul,’ and she closes her eyes for a moment. Her sisters embrace her. The soldiers seem to calm down a bit now that they hear her son is in Italian service. ‘Know that we are going to set up a military post in Adi Shehak, which is less than fifteen-minutes walk away. We will return regularly to check if your story is true.’ Soon we will conquer Abyssinia for the glory of Italian East Africa12.

			The soldiers now look at each other mysteriously. Then they turn back to me. ‘You, Gebre, why did you marry such an ugly woman? Because you don’t look bad yourself! If you were a bit smarter, you could be an Italian, haha,’ says the dramatic soldier as his eyes search for my eye contact. I notice that his buddy is also staring at me challengingly. They expect me to get angry; they want to see an impulsive reaction, I think in a flash. 

			I walk calmly towards the dramatic man and look up at his eyes with my chin. ‘I see it, when I look through your eyes she is indeed ugly, but when you look with my eyes she is actually beautiful13.’ I turn around and wink at Hansu. ‘Vieni con me, andiamo,’ he snaps, irritation ringing in his voice. He turns away, but not before his gaze briefly crosses mine. Then they leave, the translator follows humbly behind. As we recover from the excitement, Hagosa hands me a cup of goat’s milk while stroking the cut area with her gentle fingers. I feel calm. Her beautiful, lush mane tickles my face, and when I look at her, I see her worried jet-black like eyes staring at me. She expects me to indicate how I feel about the situation, I think to myself. I begin to speak: ‘The fascists have announced new mobilization laws, and one of them is that families must surrender all young men. Only one man is allowed to continue working on the land, the rest must serve as Ascari in the Regio Corpo Truppe Coloniali. Indigenous are registered as mercenaries and receive a few lires14 in payment. Refusing is not an option because then you end up in prison or are killed on the spot.’ 

			‘But the elders are counting on their children,’ my sister says worriedly. ‘Yes, that’s true,’ I reply. 

			‘Now the elderly have to manage the land themselves. Soon there will be food shortages,’ says Hansu, looking at me gloomily and continues: ‘What are we supposed to do with these strangers, our harvest and our livestock are our existence?’ With a soft and hesitant voice, the sounds come from my mouth: ‘‘Melk’a gereb qoxli, melk’a seb aqli.’

			The beauty of a tree lies in its leaves, and the beauty of a person is in their patience. A calm heart brings wisdom, a calm mind leads others.

			With my hands, I take her soft fingertips up to the palms of her hands: ‘The idea of strangers leads to problems. In reality, we are all unknown to each other until we decide to know each other. When we travelled as nomads through the villages of the Tigrinya, Bilen, or Saho, we naturally became caring, and as fellow travellers on the path of life, we were welcomed.’

			A silence falls, our hands are now completely intertwined and close, I pick up the thread again: ‘Our Brana Gospels15 contain the oldest illustrated biblical writings in the world, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were also strangers due to the prevailing famine. Now it is the Italians who are migrating. At home, they have no work and here they come to seek their fortune. Not as nomads, but as occupiers. Birth rates in Italy have increased significantly. Our country is large 16and there are very few people living here.’ 

			‘These fortune seekers behave otherwise not like polite guests, they even want to convert us to their faith,’ Letemaryam says bitterly. 

			‘Our priest always says that Christianity17 was here earlier than in Rome,’ I say with a grin. ‘So we had more time to become good people.’ 

			‘Haha,’ my sisters appreciate the joke and their faces relax. 

			‘Humour is a characteristic of our people,’ I encourage us. 

			‘Why do the Italians call our regions Eritrea?’ asks Amete. 

			‘It comes from the Greek Sinus Erythraia, the Red Sea. A gateway of trade, of knowledge but also of centuries of conquests. In the port city of Massawa, there are the footprints of Ottomans, The Egyptians, Aksumites, Abyssinians, and now the Italians can be found. All these footsteps have blended into the current colourful peoples in our areas,’ I reply to her question. 

			We emphasize the words and I continue: ‘Five years before my birth, strange men divided our lands. Not here, not in Africa, but in Berlin. No African was invited. They looked at maps, drew lines, and gave names and called it justice18. These countries possess terrible weapons. They regard our living world as vacant areas without civilization to justify their invasion.’ 

			‘Ah, so just because they make weapons, makes them think they are more civilized?’ Letemaryam says biting. 

			‘Yes, but not all Italians are bad people! There are also Italians who abhor the art19 of warfare.’

			Passionately and emotionally, we continue to talk about the subject. The conversation goes on until the clear starry sky is almost within reach, the sky spreads a blanket of light over the mountains. The softly shining night light gives Adi Hawya a magical quality. However, the calm is temporary and short lived, it’s deceptive; it stands in stark contrast to the confrontations that await us ahead.

			

			
				
						1	Named after the nine ethnic groups of Eritrea


						2	Habesha or Abyssinians: Semitic-speaking Orthodox Christian peoples in the highlands of Ethiopia and Eritrea. Mereb Melash, literally: on the other side off the Mereb


						3	Mdre Bahri: Inhabitants of the land of the sea, east of the Mereb River (present-day Eritrea)


						4	Traditional Eritrean house


						5	Father, Father


						6	Region with several villages within it, situated at nearly 2000 metres above sea level


						7	Whip made of braided leather


						8	Corporal rank for Mdre Bahri


						9	Arabic word for soldier/mercenary, used by Italy to refer to troops from Mdre Bahri


						10	Followers of the Islamic redeemer, Muhammad Ahmad bin Abdullah, known as the Mahdi, in Sudan Followers of the Islamic redeemer, Muhammad Ahmad bin Abdullah, known as the Mahdi, in Sudan


						11	Bulukbashi or Bulucbasci / Bashy was the sergeant rank for indigenous soldiers in the Truppo Coloniale; Italians held the full sergente rank in the Royal Army.


						12	Italian East Africa (Italian: Africa Orientale Italiana, AOI) was a colony established by Fascist Italy in 1936, combining Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Italian Somaliland.


						13	True story


						14	During the period of Italian Eritrea, silver coins of 50 centesimi, 1, 2, and 2 2/5 denominations were issued. These coins displayed their value in Arabic, Ge’ez, and Latin


						15	The world’s oldest manuscripts of the Gospels


						16	Eritrea is nearly three times the size of the Netherlands, and at the time, it had a population of less than one million people


						17	Christianity was already introduced in Abyssinia in 330 AD, whereas in Rome it only became the state religion in 394 AD


						18	1,100 unique peoples were consolidated into just 40 artificially constructed ethnic groups


						19	Machiavelli’s 14th-century Arte della guerra and the mindset of the aristocracy in the late 19th century appreciated the art of warfare, the cleansing of peoples, and expansionist ambitions — but there were opponents as well.


				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 The Cracks in the Mirror

			One day we see two Italian soldiers wobbling on donkeys coming from the cornfields towards our house. ‘Just stay here, I’ll go there,’ I call out to my sisters. My hand glides over the rough fur of two strong oxen; I have just yoked their necks, and a wooden beam rests on their shoulders. ‘Soon we will start ploughing, just rest a bit more.’

			As I approach the soldiers, I see suspiciously friendly and sweaty faces that, while staring at my feet, come closer. ‘Arki, Arki20, Il buon agricoltore.’ A sweet smile beams at me, but his eyes are cold and calculating. ‘Good afternoon goitanas21, what can I do for you?’ I ask politely and cautiously. ‘You are lucky today, we brought you a bottle of Campari. It’s wise to maintain good contacts with the locals from time to time. Oh yes, we are also digging a well and need your practical insight,’ he says, his half-drunk face feigning authority. ‘Okay, a moment, then I’ll come with you,’ I reply, while pushing away the neck of the bottle that one of the drunken men is holding in front of my face. 

			I slip into the byre and leisurely saddle a horse to join them. The two ‘donkeys’ plod ahead, and from my high seat I look over their wobbling heads toward the horizon. At their campsite I find three deep pits. Two Italians are fumbling with pipes but stop the moment they notice me. They turn, light a cigarette, and mutter to each other.

			‘See? We decided to do the work ourselves today — and what do you know, it’s actually going well. We’re almost at the source,’ says the half-drunk soldier, his eyes betraying a flicker of despair. ‘But …’

			Before he can even form his question, I cut him off: ‘You’re digging your wells in the wrong place!’ 

			‘How is it possible, how do you know that?’ asks one of the smoking soldiers in surprise. He quickly turns his face away again as his companions look at him with furrowed brows.

			‘The desert never reveals its secrets to the hurried traveller22,’ I reply with a spell. ‘What do you mean by that?’ asks the half-drunk soldier now almost pleadingly. The other soldiers also look at me in tense anticipation. ‘You need to dig at the lowest point and understand the flow in this area. You should definitely try fifty metres further on. There you have a better chance of hitting water wells,’ and I point out the direction. 

			‘We knew that too, but we are not too lazy to work hard. Moreover, you are digging the wells too far from our tents,’ says one of the Italians who, I suspect, seems intent on saving face.

			It suddenly reminds me of another incident where Italians felt their honour was offended: Time and again, they forgot to build the doors of their houses facing south and only provided a small window facing east. The harsh east wind, laden with sand, blew straight through their homes. Every time a storm arose, we heard them cursing in their mother tongue with red faces, hastily sealing the openings. Once again, they were too late to prevent the sandblasting of their house and Mediterranean skin. From our homes, we watched and couldn’t suppress our laughter.

			The voice of a talking Italian interrupts my thoughts. ‘Those pits are not just made randomly; they have numerous possibilities.’ He gives me a questioning look.

			‘Put a pumpkin seed in, Goitana,’ I say with a cheerful voice. The soldier looks at me very seriously. The muscles in my face playfully tug at a smile, while my diaphragm fights to hold back my laughter. I quickly walk away from his direction. The Italian wipes the sweat from his forehead and looks wistfully at a day of meaningless work.

			‘I will show you the place where you are more likely to find groundwater,’ I say in a saccharine tone. They nod with satisfaction and together we walk through the camp.

			‘clack, clack.. clack, clack.. clack, clack..,’ the swelling rhythm of footsteps sounds on the trampled clay. In a straight posture, uniformed Tigrinya, Tigre, and, albeit in smaller numbers, people from our other seven ethnic groups march. Around their waists, they wear a blue band and on their heads a striking red Tarbush23 with a blue tassel. The whole looks strangely graceful. Under the caps, faces of various ages can be seen, ranging from very youthful to deeply wrinkled. Skin colours vary from light brown to almost black. Many have a furrowed brow. My brain struggles to combine this graceful image with the warlike purpose.

			As the horde approaches, unexpectedly the eyes of my cousin Welday and mine meet. His cheeks rise slightly, but in his smile lurks more shadow than light. ‘I’ll send your mother my regards, then she’ll know you’re safe,’ I call after him. However, the group marches on undeterred.

			Further on, I see the camel cavalry, with Bedouins dressed in uniform. They wear yellow bands, but the same red Tarbush, completed with a matching yellow tassel. The smell of musk, salt, and earth wafts around the camels. One camel looks at me intently. The animal carries a heavy load, its jaws grinding against each other. A rider on horseback passes closely by the camels. He struggles to keep the animal calm. With anxious eyes and perked ears, the horse tries to walk past the camels, lifting its legs and lightly rearing. Its tail is tightly clamped against its rear. Another camel, unfazed by the blows from its rider, sinks to its knees and refuses to stand up. With a turning head and bared teeth, it then fiercely defends itself. Camels demand a respectful treatment, they are proud and can harbour resentment for a long time, they resemble the Mdre Bahri’s, internally I must smile at the comparison.

			Truppo Coloniali keep arriving24, I recognise Somalians, Indians, and more Italians. Something is brewing. They are going to attack Abyssinia from our territories, it goes through my mind. I need to get to the capital Asmera as soon as possible to inquire from friends. What will happen to the families on both sides of the Mereb River? Right along the border of Abyssinia and Italian Eritrea? I wonder anxiously. I impatiently point out to the soldier the spot where he should dig his well. 

			Not long after, the sparse yellow-brown streams seeping from the steel pipe turn into a fierce flow of clear water. Once again, they extend the gesture by giving me the Campari bottle but I decline it, I head home.

			‘Eleleleelel!’ When I come home, the high-pitched sound cuts into my soul. My sisters and daughters come closer, still ululating and with their palms in the air. Soon, a warm embrace follows. They are happy that I am unharmed. A visit to the Italians is not without danger. ‘Are you okay, Gebre?’ asks Hansu, who sees me staring at the ground. As her words sink in, I reply: ‘Tomorrow I will go to Asmera. I need to find out what is going on. Take good care of yourselves, it can become unsafe in our areas.’

			‘Make sure to take good care of yourself. In the meantime, we must harvest, we cannot risk losing the red beans and the white teff.’

			The next morning I take a donkey to carry the luggage and set off on foot. Adi Hawya and Asmera are both located in the highlands; since many areas are relatively flat, I can reach Asmera in two days. I decide to first inform friends near Adi Kwala. The detour costs me an extra half day, but I need to warn them.

			The morning temperature is still pleasant and despite the tension, it feels good to be on the road. The first village I reach is Dahro Conaadt. In a central square stands a granite obelisk adorned with crosses, and on top, a small star. The crosses are made of black marble, just like some other decorations. ‘Italian-Mausoleum’ is inscribed on a memorial plaque; I have never seen it before, and as I get closer, I wonder for whom it was made. Four stone lions guard the steps of the ossuary, and atop it stands the obelisk. Via steps built over the preserved bones of the fallen, I reach the column with the inscription: La Patria ai caduti di Adua 1° Marzo 189625. ‘The homeland for the fallen of Adwa,’ I whisper. In the afterlife, Italians and natives are finally treated equally, I realise, while at the same time, I feel a slight pang in my chest.

			It is a desolate place, bare and without dignity, it fits the feeling of many natives who feel estranged in their own motherland. I am used to being alone a lot and regularly talk to my inner spirit: What wisdom do these people possess? I reflect on conversations we used to have as nomads during the long evenings under the starry sky. Whether we gathered with herders, gatherers, or hunters, our wisdom was recognised as you became one with nature. We also knew other nomadic ethnicities in other parts of Africa such as the Pygmies, Maasai, Berbers, and the Dinka. A commonly used saying among the Bedouins is:

			‘Only in complete silence can you hear the desert.

			To hear the voice of God, you need a listening silence within the soul.

			For I grew up among the wise and discovered the power of silence.’

			Our lifestyle is infused with a deep understanding and respect for nature. We may live simply, but we possess a wealth of knowledge about animals, plants, food, and water sources. Everything is in balance. We do not see nature as a source of raw materials, but as our partner. When I decided to build a hidmo, I did so to achieve a quieter life and to provide the women with a safe shelter. It offers us protection, but at the same time, the door and the small window indicate that we are also meant to be outside. In connection with our environment, our home as a meeting place.

			I come out of my thoughts and stroll on. A little further ahead stands a sculpted stone block. The name Vittorio Emanuele elegantly adorns the top, and it is royally decorated with black marble elements.

			There is no shame in being the dark instigator of wars and commemorating the fallen in your name, my bitter thoughts speak, prompting me to philosophize.

			Power and prestige are regarded as virtues by the rulers. But in the highlands, you discover how foolish these thoughts are. As if a termite queen preaches about ruling the world. When you gaze at the starry sky and the planets every night, you realise the insignificance of humanity. Nomads find their inner peace while on the move and continue to marvel at the power of nature, for in the end, we are all merely passersby on this earth.

			In the afternoon, I make several short stops to visit family and friends. With everyone, there is a warm welcome, but unfortunately, the stories are the same everywhere. The men are being called up for military service, and the young children, women, and elderly have to manage the land. The harvest yields are poor this year. Wild boars, antelopes, and rodents have free rein now that there are too few farmers to work the land. 

			In the middle of the afternoon, I say goodbye and continue my journey to Asmara. Together with my nephew, we enter the animal enclosure. The last drops of water roll from the donkey’s mouth as he raises his head. The water bucket nearly tips over. ‘Greedy,’ I say with a grin. He responds to my arrival with enthusiastic head shaking. I load him up, thank my nephew for his help, and start walking.

			Soon, an Italian fort appears at the edge of Adi Kwala. The activity is in full swing there. My uncle already told me that a prison for conscientious objectors is being built. Intuitively, I quickly leave the area.

			By the beginning of the evening, I stop by friends in Danba Enda Slasie. Since there is a lot to catch up on and they are happy with my arrival, a Bun ceremony26 is held. The fire is already burning, and the raw dried coffee beans are placed in a Menkesh-kesh27. The smell is amazing, and after the long walk, it will surely taste good. Once the beans have been roasted for a while and have cooled slightly, they are crushed and ground. Then the hostess puts them in a Jebena28 with a particularly long neck. She adds hot water and, lastly, ground cloves and ginger. All of this is brought back to a boil and remains over the fire for a small hour. In the meantime, one of the older women carefully pours the coffee from one Jebena to another and back again. This process is repeated several times.

			I am pleased to see that the coffee is ready and is being poured into beautiful fnjals29. She asks if I want sugar, which I naturally have added. The horsehair in the neck of the jug ensures that there is no sediment in my fnjal. The salty sorghum popcorn to go with the coffee completes the ceremony and combines excellently.

			The servings have a meaning. The first serving is called Awel bun. Kaleay-bun is the name of the second serving, and the third is Bereka-bun. By experiencing the three pourings, a transformation of the spirit occurs. There is also a fourth pouring, called Derja-bun, which applies to people who drink too much coffee.

			‘It tastes heavenly,’ I compliment the hostess for her coffee ceremony.

			I find this one of the most beautiful customs in our regions. Patience is rewarded. The conversations unfortunately do not taste as heavenly as the coffee. More and more Italian settlers30 are coming to our areas. If you own flat plots of land, they are taken over and given to Italian colonists. They then cultivate the land using modern agricultural techniques to increase yields. Land is also expropriated for the construction of roads and railways. The owners receive no compensation, and many have no choice but to join the military or work in Italian factories.

			‘Our traditional way of life is disappearing. They do not respect us and call us derogatory Indigeni31,’ says one of my friends.

			‘But they also bring advantages to our country. Think of the factories for pasta, cooking oil, buttons, tobacco, meat packaging, building materials, and other household items, and don’t forget the train connections,’ says a young person, his voice filled with modern optimism and hope. ‘But our people are not allowed on the train, boy. What good does that do us?’ says an older person with a mix of disappointment and resignation in his voice.

			‘The Italians do ensure progress. Just think of the paved roads from Massawa to Asmera and Assab, and the construction of the modern port in Massawa,’ says the younger one again. 

			‘They use the roads to move their war equipment and the port to dock supplies to take away our resources,’ replies the older one. Furrowed brows reveal that especially the older people are worried. The younger one shrugs his shoulders.

			‘The worst part is that Mussolini and the local governor in Asmera are doing nothing about the misconduct of the Italians. These are very serious offenses. Citizens are taken from their homes at night, beaten32 and buried alive, only to have their lands taken away,’ says an older man, meanwhile nodding kindly at a young mother who is passing a teapot.

			‘The Italians also cannot keep their hands off our women, and Meticci33 are born, as they call these children. I even heard that soldiers have gambled34 for the daughters of a father they had just killed. They have the most raw peasants and soldiers sent our way,’ I add to the criticism of the Italians. The conversations continue: young people, women, men – everyone is in an uproar. We stand on the brink of an ominous time.

			After a short night, I set off for Asmera. In my father’s time, we still called it Senbel, which means ‘Camp.’ I am travelling in a small caravan. An older fellow traveller tells a younger one the origin story: ‘Four clans lived in the Asmera area on the Kebessa Plateau: the Gheza Gurtom, the Shelele, the Serenser, and Asmae. Encouraged by their women, the men united the four clans and defeated a group of bandits that preyed on the area. After the victory, they named the place: Arbaete Asmera, which in Tigrinya means: The woman of the four clans have united us.’

			‘It would be great if the clans could free us from the thieves again,’ I say with a faint smile. It brings me some laughing faces. The Italians call Asmera according to their phonetic preference: Asmara. They are developing the city at a rapid pace. When we reach Asmera, I say goodbye to my fellow travellers and rest for a moment on a tree stump. My eyes scan the horizon and behold the new city districts. Since I want to see my friends first, I walk through the hills in the northeast and recognise the streets of Abba Shawl. I have a view of the heart of the city. On one side, I see Agdo’s35, placed in neat avenues, for natives. On the other side, I see the Campo Cintato, where the tents of the Italian soldiers are set up haphazardly. Their area is fenced off.

			I continue walking. The scents in the streets range from fresh herbs and spices to the pungent smell of urine, despite the sewer channels installed by the Italians. In Abba Shawl, people live adjacent to each other each helpful to the other with nothing to hide. The name Abba Shawl refers to the horse of one of the founders of the four villages. As I walk, I notice the paved paths along the old caravan route; the road has been renamed by the Italians to Corso Italia36. ‘If a road is good, it becomes a second time used37,’ I unexpectedly pronounce the Tigrinya proverb loudly.

			The recently planted palm trees complete the beauty of the city streets, where donkey carts and cars pass by in turn. I stop for a moment because someone is tinkering with the street name sign. ‘What are you going to do?’ I ask the Tigrinya workers.

			‘The sign Corso Italia is being replaced by Viale Mussoliniiii,’ he replies with a mocking laugh. ‘Jesus works on spiritual values and the inner world, not on status,’ I respond with an equally mocking laugh. The worker extends his arm and says with a smile: ‘Just a matter of symbolism, isn’t it?’

			Soon I find myself once again captivated by the architectural designs of the Italians. It is truly breathtaking—yet an unwelcome thought flashes through my mind: am I part of an uncivilized people? The architecture fascinates me, and I want to examine each building calmly. On the western slopes, I discover the Palazzo del Governatore. The magnificent buildings are so impressive that I become emotional and almost feel sympathetic for the Italians. They have made Asmera the most impressive city I have ever seen.

			It becomes dark when I close my eyelids. Now I am also thinking about our area and our capital. What should I make of these thoughts? Light returns to my life when I open my eyes. The beautiful buildings give me energy and I keep walking tirelessly. On the eastern slope, I discover the preparatory work for housing construction. There are many Europeans to be seen and a few local workers.

			For the Europeans, houses rise on the cool side of the slope. ‘The indigenous population is left only with the hot side. It says a lot about how they view their host country,’ I murmur. The Italians are moving the capital of Eritrea from Massawa to Asmera. The low-lying Massawa was far too hot for them. If only they would cool off in their heads too, those hot-headed Italians, I chuckle inwardly and continue my exploration.

			Suddenly I stand on a large square. ‘Picolla Roma,’ an older man softly says to me in Tigrinya while he pets the donkey on its head. ‘And across is the Palazzo del Tribunale. Because the Italians know how to speak justice, especially for themselves,’ the old man continues, looking at me with squinted eyes. We smile at each other. ‘There, are large new bank offices and behind that is the extension of the Piazzetta delle Poste,’ the man goes on. But appearances can be deceiving; don’t be misled by beauty. Utilizing squares and a chessboard layout, it presents a lesson in civilization. ‘Through the invisible hand of geometry, we are placed in a dependent position as colonial subjects.’ He looks at me, and his eyes move from left to right, as if he is wondering whether I can follow him.

			‘Go on, wise man,’ I say, with respect.

			‘The city will soon have four zones. A European zone, a mixed zone, a Native zone, and a business zone. Without permission, we will not be allowed to come here at all. This part will only be accessible by Europeans,’ he falls silent and looks at me with narrowed eyes. 

			‘The Italians provide jobs but are not interested in our people,’ I say, concerned.

			‘You have nailed it, we are raw materials, the darker your skin, the worse they treat you. Our Tigrinya saying comes in handy now.’ Before the man can continue speaking, I fill in the saying: ‘When a lion shows its teeth, it doesn’t mean it likes you.’ We look at each other intensely for a moment.

			‘Shall I continue?’ the man asks. I nod my head up and down, but my thoughts are still on the saying. ‘The city has grown from four thousand to one hundred thousand inhabitants in thirty years. Because I speak fluent Italian, I am asked to interpret, and that’s how I am able to learn something,’ the man explains.

			‘Where do all these people come from?’ I ask him, while I look at the buildings and simultaneously listen to see if the man has the answers. ‘More than half of the inhabitants are colonists from Italy and other European countries. Italian dominance now extends to Italian Somalia, with the aim of establishing one large East African colony.’

			‘But what about us?’ I ask, taking the well-trodden path. 

			‘That doesn’t look good. Mussolini is proposing racial laws that literally separate us: we are not allowed to walk on the same sidewalk as white people, and a curfew restricts our freedom of movement after six o’clock in the evening.’

			‘Annexation then, foreign domination of our country,’ I say, shocked. ‘There is also an advantage. The young housekeepers are restricted in their interactions with Italians by the racial laws,’ he responds. 

			‘Thank God for our daughters,’ I say with a worried voice.

			The man continues to talk, but from the corner of my eye, I see a soldier in the distance gesturing wildly as he walks towards us. I want to avoid confrontation and pretend I don’t see the soldier. ‘b’selam yerakbena – till next time in peace and safety,’ I greet the wise man, after which I walk with a firm nomadic stride in the opposite direction into the Aba Shawl zone. There, I disappear into the hustle and bustle of the market. I run my hands along the wooden tables, where random planks are nailed to the edges. A woollen blanket prevents the fruit from rolling off. Some tables have a wooden structure above with a blanket as a roof against the bright sun, but most market vendors stand fully in the sun.

			Around the square, there are low white buildings with a gently sloping roof. The tables and wandering people cast shadows against the facades. An older man sits with his back to me on an overturned fruit crate, calmly looking ahead and chewing on a miswak. His snow-white shamma completes the serene appearance. The amount of fruit on his table can be counted with one hand; he has done good business.

			As I look further across the square, I see men and women dressed in white everywhere, sometimes with a dark jacket over their long robes. Under the simple white netelat and sash38 stiches dark-coloured heads off. Most visitors walk barefoot over the sandy square, a few wear slippers. Two children in light brown dresses, made from flour and feed sacks, peek just above the tables. Randomly placed stones serve as a walkway, and several tables are stabilized with stones under their legs. On one table lie six pumpkins, and further along, the tables are still full of onions and eggplants. ‘Apparently, the onions and eggplants are not doing well,’ I think to myself. It is a peaceful scene despite the bustle in the square, but there are no young men to be seen, only older people, women, and a few children. ‘Maybe it is quiet because of the young men’s absence,’ I keep pondering.

			I stroll further through the narrow streets, where the scent of ancient herbs clings to the roads. The sun shines brightly, but it does not touch my skin. Suddenly, a sunbeam blinds my eyes, even though the sun should be behind me. As my vision clears again, I see a dark figure standing in front of me. He wears a white, but dirty bahilawi albas39. Under his shamma40, a dark brown skin becomes visible, beautifully contrasting with his green-brown eyes. His symmetrical face, with sunken cheeks and a lightly greying beard paired with a mustache, gives him a rugged appearance. His straight nose and elegant, wide lips reveal a row of well-groomed teeth. As I look at him, I see my own eyes reflected in his gaze, a man who is neither younger nor older than his reflection. His eyes betray determination and concern, and fine lines crease his forehead.

			I turn my gaze to the side of the reflection. I see the market scene, where colourful fabrics and fragrant spices blend with the sound of negotiations. In the darker part of the reflection, hurried, macho Italian soldiers appear. They grab apples from a table and disappear back into the crowd, while the market woman shakes her head.

			I stand still and use the mirror to spy on my surroundings and myself once more. Then I begin to speak: ‘What are you going to do as a non-violent farmer? How will you deal with these circumstances? The safety of your family comes first, or is violence a solution?’ I speak to the mirror image. If you throw a stone at God, it falls on your own head41, my thoughts answer.

			‘I don’t want it either, but what can I do to stop the violence?’ I again ask the shadow in the mirror. Seek safety, stock up supplies, stay in contact with all family members, and be careful, because fear is not the best advisor, my thoughts bubble up. ‘And what about the League of Nations?’ I say in a panicked voice. No, they don’t care about you, my thoughts tell me the truth.

			‘Why are we the enemy? Because of our uncivilized nature, a bunch of savages who just don’t know any better? Do you think you are clever because you have knowledge? But what about the wisdom of your heart, your energetic connection with your fellow humans, compassion and justice? You civilized ones with your primitive desires, who send mass postcards of our naked daughters to Italy. 

			And your soldiers who sing about our daughters in Facetta Nera42:

			‘Dear black little face,

			Small Abyssinian

			We will take you to Rome as a liberated woman.

			You will be kissed by our sun

			And you too will wear a black shirt.’

			An angry man is visible in the reflection; he is not yet done with his tirade. ‘You who portray your white women as sexless, caring, and tender. As the pure soul, but not immaculate, rather born from your seed. You speak of freeing our daughters from their barbaric surroundings, even making them Madamato with a church ceremony. But, sly as you are, you keep the legal commitment hidden, afraid to share your prosperity with her. Afraid to acknowledge that our blood flows in your veins. Because your heart is ice-cold. You devour our daughters like the legend of Solomon who consumed women and seduced Queen Sheba from whom Menelik I was born, and whose later successor, Menelik II, defeated you at Adwa. But know that you are seduced by your own djinns in the brothels of Asmera. Unknowing farmers and soldiers who try their luck in our lands will die for the grotesque Italian state,’ there is a pause and a heavy breath leaves a condensation spot on the mirror. ‘Are you more decent than we are? God in glory,’ gasping for breath, the last sentences come out of my mouth.

			‘Ouch,’ the gentle bite on my upper arm from the donkey wakes me from my trance. ‘Yes, we’re going, friend, we need to get home quickly.’ My face relaxes and a quick glance in the mirror brings a smile. ‘How much does this mirror cost?’ I ask the merchant. 

			‘This is one of the most beautiful mirrors in the country. Do you see how beautifully the wooden frame is adorned with gold leaf? And the glass is cut with facets,’ he chatters proudly.

			‘I see some fracture lines that form an inward-facing axe. Downward, it looks like a handle. It reminds me of the map of Eritrea,’ I reply thoughtfully. ‘He is of course no longer new, but a scratch gives the mirror character,’ he replies slyly.

			‘Doesn’t the whole mirror fall apart if a piece comes loose?’ I ask ambiguously, with our country in mind.

			‘It depends on how you handle it. Be careful and treat all the pieces with care. After all, each part makes the whole,’ he replies with a twinkle in his eyes that meet mine.

			After a high opening bid from the seller and after I threaten to walk away once, the negotiation ritual is complete. The price is reasonable, and I buy the mirror from the lires I possess from previous sales in Adi Ugri43. A mirror is not unfamiliar to me, but we have never had one in our hidmo. With a slight smile about the sales ritual, I load the mirror wrapped in cloth, tied up with ropes, on the donkey. ‘My daughters and sisters will be happy with it.’ 

			During the return journey, I pass by other buildings and briefly engage in conversation with a Bilen: ‘They call it the Arte di Stato44 and further on stands the Cathedral Degghi Selam, where our traditional thatched roofs are depicted in modern architecture. And the gallery wall with ‘A Testa di Scimmia’, or the monkey head technique. I helped with it as a construction worker. The Italians know how to build, that’s for sure,’ the man says, a bit too proud for my taste of the Italians. ‘A good architect not only builds impressive buildings but also designs with a caring heart. A balance that the Italians in Eritrea lack,’ I reply gruffly. The man nods in agreement, and after exchanging a few more pleasantries, I walk on.

			Then the foul smell of the Mai Belà river comes to meet me. 

			The increase in the number of Italians in the city has also increased the stench in the river. ‘They stink just as much as we do,’ I chuckle softly.

			Not long after, I leave the urban area and reach an expansive mountainous region intersected by deep steep ravines through which small streams meander. One after another, I cross high mountain ridges, interspersed with vast gently rolling plains. Along the way, I encounter a group of grazing Nubian giraffes. I stop for a moment to admire them, while the donkey takes the opportunity to graze.

			A giraffe optimally uses its long neck to eat the leaves of the tallest savanna trees. Its gaze drifts briefly in my direction, but it doesn’t seem truly interested. In the distance, next to the dusty bushes, two ostriches clash with intense ferocity. Their hissing and snapping sounds fill the environment with a raw tension. Haze rises under their stomping feet as they attack each other with razor-sharp claws. As I watch, I wonder: is this conflict inherent to nature, an inevitable dance of territorial instinct? Is it part of it, war as a purifying effect? Or could humanity, with its presumed highly developed self-awareness, free itself from violent impulses?

			After a while, one of the ostriches runs away. The other follows for a moment but ultimately also gives up the fight. Both bear the marks of their struggle, their plumage tattered and with bleeding legs. The outcome of this battle remains unclear to me, and I continue with my journey.

			After a day of walking, my house comes into view. The ululating of the women immediately gives me the warm feeling of coming back home. The days that follow are ominously quiet. Until early October 1935, when the calm is definitively over. The Italian army attacks Abyssinia without warning. Fighting also takes place from Adi Shehak in our Meraguz area. We see more and more soldiers leaving for Ethiopia. During the day, we hear the passing Fiat airplanes with their characteristic suction engines. And at night, the cannon fire from the artillery is clearly audible. The animals are very restless today, but when I check on them towards the end of the afternoon, they have calmed down a bit.

			‘Villagers are forced to fight against their own brothers,’ says Hagosa as she storms in. ‘Some villagers believe the stories of the Italians. Their eyes now truly see an enemy in their neighbours, until recently we lived together peacefully,’ I say softly and astonished.

			‘Yes, but I especially know villagers who struggle to live with the fact that they have to fight against their own brothers,’ says Hansu, who is now standing behind Hagosa. We nod in silence.

			‘I have more bad news,’ Amete begins to speak, her eyes staring at the ground. ‘When you were in the field, Italian soldiers came to our house. They confiscated our last supplies of vegetables and bread and called it war taxes. Fortunately, they did not find the hidden stash, but that is hardly enough to survive until the new harvest time.’

			‘The worst part is that we are feeding the bellies of these tyrants while our children are becoming malnourished,’ I say as I walk outside. There, I pick up a stone, which I throw into the air in frustration. ‘God, where are you? Wake up, you don’t need to teach us a lesson, it’s enough.’ The stone lands just in front of a bush.

			‘Krkkk, krkk,’ rustles a nearby bush immediately, and then the bush moves vigorously up and down. ‘Shhhhtt, don’t be scared, it’s me, W ...’ whispers a voice. 

			‘Welday??’ all the mouths call out in chorus, even before he can say his name. There is joy, and immediately a heartfelt group hug follows. ‘I’m here to say goodbye,’ he says, his voice suddenly heavy with sadness. ‘First tell us everything you know about the Italians’ plans,’ I say, my brow furrowed in concern. Then Welday bursts out: ‘The next Italian attacks are aimed at Rama. We have been briefed on the weapons we need to use and the attack plan. The Ascari are forced to lead the charge, with the Italians following,’ he pauses for a moment, swallowing hard. I shake my head and feel my heart rate increase.

			Welday’s voice trembles as he continues: ‘The sergeants whispered a hidden plan to us: mustard gas, released from the air and from the cannons. It seeps through clothes, burns the skin, and destroys the lungs. At first, you feel nothing. Then everything burns. Then your breathing stops. And then... nothing more. What is wrong with humanity?’ he says, holding his head with his hands. ‘Come here, Welday,’ says Amete, as she hugs her son. Tears start flowing in her eyes. We stand around them, and no one remains dry-eyed.

			Welday’s words cut through the silence. His dilemma is heart-wrenching. He feels the weight of his heritage, the pressure from his family, and the pain of a torn country. Amete looks at him, her eyes full of understanding and sorrow. She knows he must make a choice, a choice that will change his life forever. She caresses his cheek and whispers, ‘Welday, my son, you are not a bad person; you are in an inhumane situation. Follow your heart, but remember, every path you take leaves a mark.’

			‘Mum, I don’t want to kill, I would rather flee to Ethiopia and if it can’t be helped, I will fight against the Italians, but not against our brothers and sisters,’ he says, as he lets his head slide back and closes his eyes. I try to cheer him up: ‘In nature, we often find examples that inspire. The savanna, with its formidable lions and graceful gazelles, offers a comparison for human existence. The gazelles, innocent and peace-loving, evade danger and strive to survive without harming others. Sometimes it is braver to evade, to preserve our humanity. Go to Ethiopia and evade like a gazelle, keep the predators at bay. If you must fight for the Ethiopians, use your long horns only to keep the predators away from you, so you can flee again. Raise your horns, not in bloodlust, but in defence of the weak.’ A slight smile appears on his face as I press a necklace with a cross from my father Brhane into his hands. ‘Thank you, uncle, I will be careful,’ and he kisses the cross.

			In the following days, the violence in the border areas increases, Tigrinya, Saho and Tigre from the border area flee to Meraguz including Adi Hawya. Because I own a lot of land, I lend refugees small plots of arable land. I donate a large piece of land in Gedam Abunne Bruk to the Orthodox Church, which provides shelter to the fleeing Mdre Bahri’s and thus enables them to grow food. The fighting continues tirelessly.

			Then Adwa falls. Italy’s revenge is complete. A week later, Aksum also falls. The air reeks of mustard gas and rotting flesh. After eight months of fighting, the army collapses. On May 5, 1936, Abyssinia is broken. The emperor flees to the United Kingdom, leaving the people in chaos. The fifty-eight countries of the League of Nations express their disgust but turn a blind eye to the violence. Their own interests are too great to intervene. But this will come back to haunt them bitterly in the coming period!
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			Chapter 3 In the Shadow of Oppression

			After the victory in Ethiopia, the Italians feel invulnerable. In 1938, Le leggi razziali per gli indigeni nell’Africa Orientale Italiana45 officially confirm this. Our rights fade like footprints in the sand. We become second-class citizens, bound to the soil of our ancestors. My family is also being increasingly cornered. 

			We discuss the new threat by the campfire. ‘I will first tell you the story of Zerai, my cousin.’ Some know Zerai personally, but a number of them have never met him. ‘Zerai Deres46 comes from Adihiyis Serae, a village next to Adi Hawya. His father died of malaria during a conflict in Libya. Zerai was only a toddler at the time. The family was forced to move to Hazega, the birthplace of his mother. Zerai attended Italian colonial schools, including the seminary of the Capuchin monks in Segeneiti, always at the top of his class. Zerai was talented, intelligent and multilingual. He could speak several languages including Italian fluently and for this he obtained a job as an interpreter. This gave him the opportunity to travel with the colonists wherever they went. He told me that he has moral objections, he is exploited and there is no respect.’ 

			I look at the attendees who are now staring at me motionless. A good reason to continue: ‘On October 6, 1936, when Zerai was only twenty-one years old, he published an article in the Corriere Eritreo. He signed it ‘Un Indigeno47’. Wait a moment, let me fetch the article.’ I walk to the hidmo and take the newspaper page out of a box. As I walk back to the campfire, I announce to everyone with excitement, ‘I found it, should I read the piece?’

			‘This is incredible, please, go ahead and read quickly,’ Zmam says excitedly. ‘This is truly remarkable,’ I answer and sit up straight and begin: ‘He placed this article in the first and weekly newspaper of Eritrea. With a deliberately formal voice I begin to read aloud:

			‘The natives, whose presence causes you so much disgust, are often proud of being friends and allies of the Italians. In Libya, Somalia, and in the recent war against their homeland, they have protected you with all that they have got including putting their lives at risk to the extent of even fighting for your foreign battles. I can assure you that it is not an exaggeration to say that the natives have provided you with the means of protection and created a buffer. The misinterpretation of so many contributions and heroic deeds done by natives for Italy cannot just be brushed off. Only an alien and imperial government can be ungrateful’

			I look up, it is eerily quiet; a soft wind over our heads is audible. ‘Pay attention to his choice of words, especially foreign battles, the misinterpretation of so many contributions and heroic deeds, and imperial government, they are superbly chosen,’ I explain.

			‘Yes, but the choice of words: ‘proud to be friends and allies of Italians,’ I have to distance myself from that,’ says Hagosa, shaking her head. I smile but decide to leave it at that. His courage to publish the article makes him a hero to me.

			Then I look around silently at the people present by the campfire. The murmuring stops when they see me standing, and they all look at me tensely. ‘Something terrible happened to Zerai last June 1938. Hold on, because I have bad news to share; My sources include an Italian newspaper, an Eritrean newspaper, and oral traditions,’ I begin, the seriousness of my own voice makes me shiver. ‘Zerai had to do a translation job in Rome, to repatriate Ethiopian aristocrats from Italy. A failed assassination attempt on Rodolfo Graziani, the viceroy of Italian East Africa, led to a reprisal. The Italians murdered thousands of Ethiopians in three days in Addis Ababa. Mussolini then demanded that all Ethiopians be expelled from Italy. Zerai had to help on-site as a translator to get this job done.

			And so, in Rome, on June 13, 1938. A warm day. Zerai knelt before the Lion of Judah on the Princess of Piedmont Boulevard. This originally Ethiopian monument honours the fallen of the battle of Dogali, near Massawa. He closed his eyes and his lips moved in a prayer. A voice pierced the silence.

			‘Get up, Negro.’ A kick in his side. Then another. His breath caught, but he remained kneeling.

			‘What? Is it now forbidden to pray?’ Dhab interrupts furiously. 

			‘Calm down, calm down, just read the newspaper article quietly later,’ I try to calm her down. The others look at me with great tension. I 

			Continue: ‘In an act of defence, Zerai drew a scimitar48 and injured four of his attackers. Then two soldiers shot at Zerai, not the attackers, but because of being a Black man.’ Despite the cries in the circle, I keep reading: ‘He was hit by four bullets, but he is still alive,’ I quickly add.

			Everyone is astonished and I hear cries of sorrow, It cuts to the bone. ‘It’s so unfair, where is he now?’ asks Hansu. 

			‘The bad news is not over yet. They have taken him to the criminal asylum of Vittorio Madia in Sicily. The Italian authorities have declared him insane. I am in contact with Tesfazien, the brother of Zerai, who, by the way, has received a royal distinction from the Italians. He keeps me updated. This is all I know.’ Everyone is worried, the evening ends on a low note. 

			Months pass without getting any update from Tesfazien until he unexpectedly comes to visit in December of 1938. ‘I have news about Zerai,’ he says, getting straight to the point. ‘Please sit down first,’ I say, pointing to a comfortable pouf. Hansu asks if Tesfazien would like something to eat or drink, but he has no appetite. ‘I’ll just get right to it, because it’s weighing heavily on my mind,’ he begins to speak in a sad tone. 

			‘I have received two letters from Zerai. I was incredibly happy because it means that he is still alive. At the same time, the content of the letters gives me enormous concern.’

			‘What is he writing then?’ I ask cautiously.

			‘Zerai is doing everything he can to prove that he is not mentally ill. However, the doctors maintain their judgment. He also says that I must return my distinction. It is all so unfair.’

			Then Tesfazien’s expression suddenly brightens. ‘He ends both letters quite powerfully; I’m doing well, I always will be, it’s government policy that keeps me here.’ Both in Ethiopia and Eritrea, Zerai is a hero. A young man in his twenties who bravely stands up against colonialism. As a family, we remain especially concerned about his fate49. ‘Your brother is a brave man,’ I say, and see the tearful eyes of Tesfazien.

			‘What do you do these days?’ I ask worriedly. 

			‘I am a teacher and I advocate for the rights of Eritrean students. I also develop Eritrean educational materials. It is important that the Eritrean identity is not lost,’ he says unwaveringly. 

			He is just as combative as his brother — and the thought pierces me deeply. ‘You better watch out for the Italians, they are very quick to take offense,’ I say in a fatherly tone.

			He unexpectedly leans his head closer and whispers, ‘We are going to establish a resistance movement.’

			‘Shht, sometimes not knowing something is also important,’ I reply. 

			We end the afternoon with light topics and in a cozy atmosphere. He stays one day longer and is pampered by Medhn. The next day he says bye.

			Adi Hawya February 1941. In the shining moonlight, the peaks of the mountains are highlighted in white, a light breeze carries the heat of the day back to the endless cosmos. There is no boundary between our planet and the cosmos, we are the cosmos, my thoughts tell me. I see my sisters looking towards the mountain ridges that stretch like sleeping giants towards the sky, their rugged contours softened by the silver glow of the moon. In my thoughts, I wonder if everyone admires the beauty of the surroundings, or if their thoughts turn to the terrible deeds of humanity?

			‘The colonists are here because it is easier for them to express their brutality,’ Letemaryam suddenly speaks.

			‘We have to be careful and protective of our daughters; young girls and orphans from poorhouses are a sought-after prey,’ says Hansu worriedly.
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