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The oldest evidence of pottery manufacture has been 
found at an archaeological site known as Odai 
Yamamoto, Japan, where fragments from a vessel 
have been dated to about 16,500-14,920 years ago. 
Non-agricultural Jomon peoples of Japan were 
producing clay pots used for food preparation 
elaborately decorated about 13,000 years ago. The 
oldest known pottery in Africa comes from Sub- 
Saharan Africa. In 2007, Swiss archeologists found 
ceramic shreds at Ounjougou, Central Mali, dating 
back to 9500 BCE. 
  
Archaeological data clearly shows that Eritrea has a 
long pottery-making culture history. For example, the 
excavated potsherds from Sembel and Maichehot 
sites, dated about 2800 BC, can tell that pottery was 
used in prehistoric times to cook, store, and contain 
water. In Eritrea, there are several traditional pottery 
factories.
 

Pottery is a humanly prepared object which includes 
several household materials made from clay and 
hardened by fire for durability. 
  
The term refers to objects made of clay that have been 
designed into the desired shape, dried, and either fired 
or baked to fix their form. Due to its abundance and 
durability, pottery is one of the most common items 
found by archaeologists during excavations. It has the 
potential to provide valuable information about the 
human past. Because fired clay is remarkably resistant 
to weathering, clay artifacts are among the oldest 
reminders of human technology. The pottery of all 
periods reflects religious and aesthetic traditions and 
reveals the course of trade diplomacy. Pottery has a 
crucial task in our daily lives, so everyone needs to 
know something about it. Pottery is manufactured 
worldwide, ranging from simple household hand 
production to modern factory production, which differs 
in style and function. Regardless of their importance 
and difference, all pottery follows the same production 
stage, starting from raw material acquisition (clay) to 
the last stage of firing. These stages apply to traditional 
and modern pottery making.  
  
Until the 1990s, most archeologists and 
anthropologists believed that pottery was first made 
during Neolithic art (8,000-2,500 BCE). However, the 
earliest recorded evidence of clay usage dates back to 
the Late Palaeolithic period. 

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E
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On the other hand painting technique is dyeing the 
pot with color. Incision and applique are traditional 
pottery producers’ predominant types of 
decorations. The decoration consists of different 
geometrical shapes, including parallel lines, 
reflecting their respective traditions. After finishing 
the decoration, the object is dried in the sun for 
some days. Drying the pot helps to evaporate the 
water. However, during the process of drying, pots 
need moderate temperature. Therefore, putting the 
pots under a shade is very important instead of 
exposing them to extremely cold temperatures and 
direct sunlight to avoid cracking. 

Firing is the process of drying a pot to a biscuit form. 
Every pottery has to go through such a method, and 
this is done by digging a shallow hole and putting 
some biomass (animal dung and firewood). After 
putting the pots in the hole, the mouth of the pot is 
closed before the fire is set. For the production of 
red-colored pots, they use an oxidation process, 
whereas the reduction process is applied to produce 
black pots. This kind of firing is a new development 
compared to the previous method and is termed 
closed firing. In terms of strength, pots made by 
closed firing are harder than pots made by open 
firing. The main reason is that air cannot enter the 
pot in the closed firing, making the pot very hard. In 
contrast with the open firing technique, the pots are 
exposed to air. The pots produced serve different 
purposes. Some of the pots are used in the kitchen 
to cook, while others are used to make coffee, and 
some are put on display for their aesthetic value. The 
manufacturing of pottery is profitable, and the main 
reason is that pot makers don’t spend money on raw 
materials, and their products usually have high 
demand. The fragile nature of pottery is also another 
economic advantage to pot makers. A great majority 
of pot makers are women. 

Pottery can be analyzed based on several features. 
We can look into its shape, surface, colors, drawing 
patterns, and decorative styles. All these elements  

These factories are the main suppliers of pottery 
products in the country. Even though these traditional 
pottery factories are located in different parts of the 
country, most of the manufactured pottery products 
have acquired similarities and differences due to their 
cultural background and the technology used. 

There have been a variety of techniques for pottery 
production in Eritrea. One of the techniques has to do 
with the firing. Generally, there are two ways of firing. 
The first one refers to an open firing modeling system, 
and the second to the closed firing modeling System. 
The open-firing modeling system seems to be the 
earliest stage of pottery production in Eritrea. However, 
these open firing techniques have increasingly led to 
later production techniques. 

Usually, clay is obtained from nearby areas. Then
initially, clay is mixed with water and other materials 
such as animal dung, sand, etc. Next, it is kept for a few 
days to give the mixture sufficient time to be 
completely mixed. In the modeling method, first, a 
frame is prepared, and then the moistened clay ready 
for manufacturing is applied over the surface of the 
frame, which the potters place in a shade. When it is 
partially dried, the pot maker rubs both internal and 
external surfaces of the pot by using marble stone to 
make the surface shiny; then, it is exposed to the sun 
for final drying. 

The first step of pottery production using a secure 
firing method is based on the acquisition of clay from a 
quarry site. The clay is then mixed with water and 
kneaded with a stick or pressed by hand and foot until 
it becomes delicate to attain the desired elasticity and 
permeability. When the clay is prepared well, the pot 
maker shapes the form of the desired object, for 
instance, coffee pot (jebena), water container (etro), 
traditional stove (mogogo), and traditional tool for 
making stews (tsahli) using molding techniques. When 
forming the vessel is finished, the object is decorated. 
There have been different decoration techniques used 
by pottery producers, including incision, applique, and 
painting. Incision is marking using sharp materials such 
as metal, pointed wood, bone, and finger. Applique 
technique refers to applying certain clay over the 
finished pot. 

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E
Traditional Pottery Production in Eritrea
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have been studied in detail for every particular culture 
and time, and they can help us understand the 
cultural and artistic development of a society. It may 
also enable specialists to identify pottery fragments 
when found in places far away from their production 
sites, reflecting trade activity and exchange networks.
On the other hand, the study of pottery can help 
provide insight into past cultures. Pottery is durable, 
and often at least fragments survive long after 
artifacts made from less-durable materials have 
decayed beyond recognition. Combined with other 
evidence, the study of pottery artifacts is helpful in the 
development of theories related to the organization, 
economic condition, and the cultural development of 
the societies that produced or acquired pottery. 

The technique of pottery making has been known 
almost everywhere in Eritrea. But nowadays, the 
method is confined to specific areas of the country. 
Moreover, the introduction of industrial goods such as 
plastic, aluminum, and iron has almost replaced the 
long-surviving pottery production tradition

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Traditional 
Pottery 
Production 
in Eritrea

"Excavated potsherds from Sembel 
and Maichehot sites, dated about 
2800 BC, can tell that pottery was 
used in prehistoric times to cook, 
store, and contain water." 
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Economic 

  Development

Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework signed between the 
Government of Eritrea and the UNDP (Eritrea). Courtesy of UNDP Eritrea.

720 million dollars earmarked 
for sustainable development for 
2022-2026
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Sustainable economic development

"The cooperation between GoSE and the 
UNDSE outlined in this document aims to 
place Eritrea at the helm of its sustainable 
development agenda, guided by its 
principles of self-reliance and social 
justice, while promoting gender equality, 
youth empowerment and the right to 
development in a way that leaves no one 
behind."
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Ted Papenfuss. PhD. 
 Museum of Vertebrate Zoology 
University of California at Berkeley 

There are about 3600 species of snakes in the world. 
The great majority of snakes are not dangerous to 
humans. Less than 200 are venomous species that 
can maim or kill humans. The regions with the most 
snake species are Africa, Southeast Asia, Australia, and 
South America. Africa is home to more than 400 
snake species, of which about 30 are known to have 
caused human deaths, according to the World Health 
Organization (WHO). 

With 36 recorded snake species, Eritrea has a high 
species diversity due to the different habitats available 
for snakes to live. Six of 36 species are dangerous to 
humans. At an elevation of over 2300 meters, Asmara 
is the sixth-highest capital in the world. The Ministry of 
Tourism advertises the road from Asmara to Massawa 
as “Three Seasons in Two Hours,” with the cool air of 
Asmara as the fall, the plateau around Ghinda as the 
spring, and the heat of the Red Sea desert at Massawa 
as the the the summer. Climate, elevation, natural 
vegetation changes, and the descent from the 
Eritrean highlands to the coast provide different 
habitats for snakes. Twenty or more of the 36 species 
may be found along this transect. No one place would
have 20, and changes in snake diversity vary with 
changes in habitat. It is not likely that a species of 
snake that lives at 2300 meters around Asmara would 
also live at sea level around Massawa.  

Snake    species diversity is included in 
surveys of each zoba by the Forestry and 
Wildlife Authority, the Ministry of 
Agriculture, and the Ministry of Land, 
Water, and Environment. Snakes are 
important in the ecosystem as part of the 
food web in nature, consisting of what 
animals eat and may later be eaten by 
other animals. For example, a snake may 
eat a rat, and later, the same snake may be 
eaten by a leopard. 
  
The first step in documenting snake 
diversity is to look at historical records. The 
limited historical records from before 
independence can be plotted using online 
databases of biological collections. An 
example from the University of California 
Museum of Vertebrate Zoology is a Black 
Mamba (Dendroaspis polylepis) collected 
at Ghinda on 27 March 1943. This 
dangerous species is the longest 
venomous snake in Africa and may reach 
three or even four meters. Fortunately, 
Black Mambas are very rare in Eritrea. 
Other than the Ghinda specimen, I know of 
only other specimen that is kept in a 
natural history museum in Genoa, Italy. It 
was collected at Keren in the 19th century. 

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Eritrea: Snakes

Black Mamba head

With thirty-six recorded 
snake species, Eritrea has a 
high species diversity due to 
the different habitats 
available for snakes to live. 
Six of the thirty-six species 
are dangerous to humans. 

Bio-diversity



11

The 30 harmless snake species range in size from tiny 
blind snakes less than 5 centimeters long that live 
underground and eat ants and termites to the huge 
African Python (Python sebae) that can reach up to 5 
meters and weigh 50 kilograms. Pythons are usually 
found in the lowlands of western Eritrea near 
permanent and seasonal rivers in areas with natural 
dense vegetation. There are no confirmed reports 
anywhere in Africa of an African Python eating a 
human. The main foods of adult pythons are medium-
sized mammals. Occasionally, domestic goats and 
sheep are eaten.

A typical medium-sized harmless snake is the 
Large-eyed Cat Snake (Telescopus dhara). The 
species is found in desert and savanna regions 
of Africa north of the equator, the Middle East, 
and the Arabian Peninsula. The adult size is 
about one meter. They hide under stones or 
holes during the day and climb up in bushes 
and trees at night to search for small birds and 
sleeping lizards for food. 

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Eritrea: Snakes

A much smaller python relative is the East African Sand Boa 
(Eryx colubrinus). They live below 1000 meters in both 
eastern and western Eritrea. This species is common, but 
people rarely see them because they are only active at night. 
They should be left alone and never killed because they eat 
mice and rats pests in farmer’s fields.

African Python eating a domestic goat.

Kaleab Biemnet Abraha, a Veterinary Officer 
at the Ministry of Agriculture in Asmara, holds 
two East African Sand Boas that we found in 
the desert south of Massawa.

Large-eyed Cat Snake (Telescopus dhara) 
from Barentu, Gash-Barka Zoba.
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The Cape File Snake (Limaformosa capensis) is 
fascinating and beneficial. Adult file snakes reach a 
length of up to 1.5 meters. The main diet is other 
snakes, including highly venomous species like cobras 
and vipers. However, even if they are bitten, file snakes 
are immune to venom. We found one at night in the 
village of Durfo near Asmara. The following day, we 
showed the snake to a group of young Eritreans. This 
was an excellent opportunity to talk about the positive 
contribution of harmless beneficial snakes to rural 
communities. 

Venomous snakes evolved long before there 
were humans on Earth. All snake species eat 
other animals. No snakes eat plants. A snake 
uses venom to kill food to make it easier to 
swallow. Humans are usually only bitten during 
accidental encounters like stepping on a snake 
when walking at night wearing sandals or 
during the day when clearing the land before 
planting crops. There are two main types of 
venom found in snakes. Hemotoxic venom 
affects the circulatory causing tiny blood clots 
and internal bleeding. Neurotoxic venom 
affects the nervous system and can cause 
paralysis, resulting in loss of ability to breathe. 
In some species, both types of venom may be 
present. Most African vipers have hemotoxic 
venom, and most cobras and relatives like 
mamba have neurotoxic venom. Venom is 
injected with hollow fangs into the roof of the 
mouth. Vipers have large fangs with hinges 
that extend from the top when the snake bites. 
Cobras have small fangs fixed in place on the 
roof of the mouth and do not move forward 
when the snake bites its prey. 

 In Eritrea, there are two vipers, the Northeast 
African Carpet Viper (Echis pyramidum) and 
the Puff Adder (Bitis arietans). In addition, 
Egyptian Cobras (Naja haje) and Nubian 
Spitting Cobras (Naja nubia) are present in 
Eritrea. There are several species of spitting 
cobras in Africa and Asia that can spit venom 
upward for one or two meters. Spitting is a 
method of defense that is thought to have 
evolved to keep grazing animals from stepping 
on and killing the snake. A spitting cobra raises 
its head and neck above the ground and aims 
the venom towards the eye. In the rare event 
that a cobra spits in the eyes of a human, the 
eyes must be flushed with large amounts of 
water to eliminate the extreme pain caused by 
the venom and prevent permanent vision 
damage.

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Eritrea: Snakes

With young people of Durfo.

Cape File snake (Limaformosa capensis). Snake 
discussion at Durfo.
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This ends the first article about snakes in Eritrea. 
The next issue will continue with details about 
the frequency of venomous snakebites in Eritrea, 
current medical treatment of bites, and the 
urgent need for improved antivenoms. The 
World Health Organization includes snakebite 
envenoming, killing between 20,000 and 30,000 
people a year in Africa,    in the list of Neglected
Tropical Diseases (NTDs) of the World Health 
Organization (WHO).

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Eritrea: Snakes

Puff Adder showing large fangs

Northeast African Carpet Viper from Barentu, Gash-Barka 
Zoba.

Spitting Nubian Cobra

In Eritrea, there are two vipers, the 
Northeast African Carpet Viper (Echis 
pyramidum) and the Puff Adder (Bitis 
arietans). In addition, Egyptian Cobras 
(Naja haje) and Nubian Spitting Cobras 
(Naja nubia) are present in Eritrea.
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Introduction 
  
Access to the sea is currently a 
topic of discussion among Eritreans 
and Ethiopians in the mass media 
primarily due to continuous 
assertions of access to the Red Sea 
by Ethiopian individuals and 
groups, including Tigrayans. 
  
Ethiopian assertions of access to 
the sea can be placed into two 
categories: (1) ownership of the Red 
Sea, the Eritrean port of Asseb in 
particular, and (2) the right of 
access to the sea and freedom of 
transit. The ownership issue targets 
Eritrea’s independence, 
sovereignty, and territorial integrity. 
These issues were litigated and 
settled when Eritrea emerged as an 
independent and sovereign state 
within internationally recognized 
borders in the early 1990s. Thus, it 
is only briefly discussed here. 
  

Po
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Access to the sea

However, the right to access the sea and freedom of transit is 
an ongoing and debatable issue and is, therefore, the focus of 
this essay. What does “the right of access” mean? What is the 
legal basis for it? And how should it be applied in general and 
specifically to Ethiopia and Eritrea? This essay addresses these 
and related questions.  
  
Two terms used throughout this essay are defined as follows: 
“Land-locked State” means a state which has no seacoast, and 
“Transit State” means a state situated between a land-locked 
State and the sea, through whose territory traffic in transit 
passes (1)  
  
1. Claims of Ownership of Eritrea’s Red Sea Coast and/or Port 
of Asseb Are Dismissible  
  
Ownership of the Red Sea coast, and especially that of the port 
of Asseb, appears to be a never-dying issue for some Ethiopian 
scholars and government officials. Even after Eritrea’s formal 
independence in 1993, with international recognition as a 
sovereign State, assertions of ownership continue to be raised. 
   
 1.1. Persistent Claims of Ownership by Ethiopian Scholars 
In this regard, two recent publications, in particular, need 
mentioning. One is a thesis by Abebe T. Kahsay titled 
“Ethiopia’s Sovereign Right Access to the Sea under 
International Law,”  (2) 
  
Another, a book in the Amharic language by Yacob 
Hailemariam bluntly titled, Asseb yeman nat? (Whose is 
Asseb?)  (3) And his answer, predictably, is Ethiopia. 
  
The contents of the two publications are similar, and they feed 
on each other. Both writers detail the disadvantages and 
challenges of being a land-locked State and the desirability of 
having access to the sea; they both detail historical and 
cultural connectivity going back to the Axumite Era; they both 
dismiss the colonial treaties of 1900, 1902, and 1908, that 
defined Eritrea’s territory, as “defunct, and obsolete treaties.” 
This assertion may have a political appeal, but legally, it runs 
counter to the principle of African uti possidetis, (4) which 
sanctions colonially inherited boundaries. Furthermore,  
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both authors fault the Ethiopian Peoples’ 
Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) (5) for 
supporting Eritrea’s independence, describing 
the support as “handing over Asseb, Ethiopia’s 
natural outlet to the sea,” to the Eritreans, 
notwithstanding the fact that Eritreans won the 
war of independence. Moreover, both writers 
consider the Algiers Agreement (6) a missed 
opportunity for EPRDF to reassert Ethiopia’s 
right to the sea. Further, they, especially Yacob, 
passionately call for continued efforts to 
repossess Asseb and its environs.   
  
1.2. Assertion of Ownership from Unexpected 
Quarters 
  
Claims of ownership of the Red Sea coast and 
Eritrean ports made by Tigrayans may seem 
unexpected but not surprising. Recently, Dedebit 
Media, one of the Tigrayan mass-media outlets, 
declared, “Tigray is the owner of a sea! It has a 
historical and legal right of ownership of sea.” (7) 
The presenter’s basis for the claimed ownership 
is, as would be expected, historical and cultural 
links going back to the Axumite Era. 
Interestingly, his pronouncement of ownership 
of the sea and the legal right of access to the 
sea is in the same breath. If one claims 
ownership of the sea, the right of access to the 
sea is moot, as the latter, as will be elaborated in 
Section 2, applies to a situation of a land-locked 
State and a transit State.  
  
A group calling itself the Global Society of Tigray 
Scholars and Professionals (GSTS), and claiming 
to represent over 3,500 Tigrayan scholars and 
professionals, stated as one of seven “non-
negotiable vital interests of Tigray, stating, 
“[R]elated to the territorial integrity of Tigray is 
access to international borders and the right of 
access to and from the sea and freedom of 
transit as provided in article 125 of the Law of 
the Sea.” (8)  Putting aside whether the Group 
sees Tigray as an already independent sovereign 
entity, or is anticipatory, what is relevant here is 
that the Group’s reference to article 125, again, 
as will be shown in Section 2, is distorted, or 
more correctly, incomplete.  

1.3. Claim of Ownership is an Affront to Eritrea’s 
Sovereignty and Territorial Integrity 
  
The claim of ownership of the Red Sea coast 
and/or of the port of Asseb by certain elements 
within Ethiopia, be they Tigrayans or others, is an 
affront to Eritrea’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity. Eritrea has been an internationally 
recognized sovereign State for the last thirty years. 
Its internationally recognized territory was defined 
by the colonial treaties of 1900, 1902, and 1908, 
including the Red Sea coast and its ports. It is the 
same definition that the U.N. took up for disposal, 
as one of three former Italian colonies, following 
Italy’s defeat in World War II; the same definition 
for which a costly war and political struggles were 
conducted for self-determination for over five 
decades; the same definition on which the 
internationally observed referendum of 1993 was 
conducted resulting in formal independence 
supported by a vote of 99.8%; the same definition 
to which recognition was extended by the 
international community (including Ethiopia itself) 
as an independent, sovereign State; and the same 
definition the Eritrea Ethiopia Border Commission 
(EEBC) considered for adjudicating the border 
conflict in 2001.   
  
The claims of ownership, such as those mentioned 
above, are consistent with the “Greater Ethiopia” 
narrative advanced in opposition to Eritrea’s 
struggle for self-determination and independence. 
That narrative asserted that Eritrea, before Italian 
colonization, was an integral part of Ethiopia, 
going back to the Axumite Era. The federation and 
eventual union with Ethiopia in 1962 comprised 
the restoration of lost territory. This contrasts with 
the Eritrean narrative: As a former Italian colony 
for nearly 60 years, Eritrea should have been 
entitled to self-determination and national 
independence, as was the typical outcome for 
colonized peoples. Instead, the Western powers 
imposed an ill-conceived, faulty federation with 
neighboring Ethiopia, contrary to the wishes of  

Access to the sea
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the majority of the people of Eritrea. Left with no 
other option, the Eritreans waged an armed 
struggle for self-determination to win 
independence and establish national sovereignty 
in 1993. This narrative is consistent with the 
African uti possidetis. There is a rich body of 
literature on the Eritrean narrative. (10) 
   
The emergence of Eritrea bore out the Eritrean 
narrative as an independent sovereign State 
following an internationally observed referendum 
held in 1993. Thus, the issues of Eritrea’s self-
determination and sovereignty have already been 
litigated and settled. There is a saying in Tigrinya 
that aptly describes this situation: Weyo tQalisnas 
tewadiQna’qua (loosely translated, “We have 
already wrestled and landed on the ground.).”  (11) 
  
Any assertion of ownership of the Red Sea coast, 
or ownership of Asseb, typified by the ones 
mentioned above, is an affront to Eritrea’s 
sovereignty and territorial integrity and, therefore, 
dismissible. However, the issue of the right to 
access the sea has legitimacy and is taken up in 
the following section. 
  
2. Right of Access to the Sea and Freedom of 
Transition 
  
There are forty-four land-locked states globally, 
and sixteen of them, including Ethiopia, are in 
Africa. (12) The right to access the sea and 
freedom of transition are legitimate issues for 
landlocked countries. The question is: What does 
it mean, and how should it be implemented? 
First is a brief history of the concept and its 
development into an internationally recognized 
principle and right. 

2.1. Brief History of the Right of Access to the Sea 
  
The history of the issue of access to the sea is 
marked by land-locked states desiring and 
pushing for the unrestricted right of free access 
countered by transit states pushing back, 
claiming the supremacy of territorial sovereignty. 
Historically, several conventions were held to 
reconcile the two competing principles. The 
following are some of the significant ones. (13) 

In 1804, The Convention of Vienna adopted the 
principle of the freedom of navigation on the 
Rhine, an essential international river in Europe. 
That Convention laid the foundation for another 
one, the Vienna Congress of 1814, which 
established the freedom of navigation without 
discrimination in international rivers and their 
tributaries. (14) 
  
The Barcelona Convention of April 20, 1921, 
established the principle of freedom of transit by 
requiring “all contracting states to facilitate 
freedom of transit by rail or international 
navigable waterway.” However, it added, “provided 
the security and vital interests of the transit 
country are not adversely affected.” (15) 

The New York Convention of 1965 (which came 
into force in 1967) adopted a resolution 
“advocating the necessity of recognizing the right 
of free transit to the sea” for land-locked states. 
However, it added that such a right is “permitted 
under mutually acceptable means.” (16) The New 
York Convention is significant on two counts: one, 
it was the first international agreement that dealt 
exclusively with the specific issue of transit trade; 
and two, and more importantly, it recognized the 
access issue as “right,” as opposed to “need,” 
described in previous conventions. But, like its 
predecessor conventions, its provisions attempted 
to balance the principles of freedom of transport 
and sovereignty.

Access to the sea

There are forty-four  
 landlocked states 
globally, and sixteen 
of them are in Africa.



17

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

A series of conventions and discussions held by 
the U.N. and its specialized agencies in the 1970s 
and early 1980s led to the emergence of the U.N. 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (often called 
“The Law of the Sea” for short), now considered as 
the international law governing the right of a 
land-locked state’s access to the sea and free 
transition.  
  
2.2. The United Nations Law of the Sea 
  
The United Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea, an international agreement adopted in 1981 
(which came into force in 1994), establishes a 
legal framework for maritime activities. Part X of 
the Convention, covering Articles 124-132, deals 
with the rights of access to landlocked states. 
Article 125 is the one that specifically addresses 
the right of access to and from the sea and 
freedom of transit. It is helpful to look at its text 
verbatim: (17) 

Article 125 (1). Land-locked states shall have the 
right of access to and from the sea for the 
purpose of exercising the rights provided in this 
Convention including those relating to the 
freedom of the high seas and the common 
heritage of mankind. To this end, land-locked 
States shall enjoy freedom of transit through the 
territory of transit States by all means of 
transport.  
  
Article 125 (2). The terms and modalities for 
exercising the freedom of transit shall be agreed 
between the land-locked States and transit States 
concerned through bilateral, subregional or 
regional agreements. 
  
Article 125 (3). Transit States, in the exercise of 
their full sovereignty over their territory, shall 
have the right to take all measures necessary to 
ensure that the rights and facilities provided for 
in this Part for the land-locked States shall in no 
way infringe their legitimate interests. 
 

It is not uncommon for land-locked states to 
invoke just 125 (1), ignoring 125 (2) and 125 (3), to 
assert their right of access to the sea. (That is what 
the Tigrayan’s GTSP statement did.) However, 
invoking Paragraph 1 alone is incomplete. 
Paragraph 2 of the Article clarifies that the land-
locked State’s right is contingent on an agreement 
between the landlocked and transit states. Further, 
Paragraph 3 of the Article reiterates that the 
transit state exercises its full sovereignty over its 
territory in executing the land-locked State’s rights. 
Thus, as articulated in Article 125, a land-locked 
state’s right to access the sea and freedom of 
transit is not absolute. In other words, when 
viewed in its totality, Article 125 of the U.N. Law of 
the Sea balances the right of the land-locked State 
with the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the 
transit state.  
  
2.3. Land-Locked State Ethiopia and Transit State 
Eritrea 
  
Given the above-described U.N. Law of the Sea 
provisions, Ethiopia, as one of the sixteen African 
countries that do not have access to the sea, can 
invoke its right of access to the Red Sea through 
the transit State of Eritrea.(18) But, as pointed out 
above, that right can only be exercised through an 
agreement between the two States.  
  
There is, in fact, a precedent. On August 2, 1929, 
Italy (then colonizer of transit Eritrea) and land-
locked Ethiopia concluded an agreement 
addressing Ethiopia’s access to the sea. Italy 
granted Ethiopia a free zone in the Port of Asseb 
and allowed it to construct warehouses in the 
zone. Further, the agreement dealt with 
constructing a road linking Asseb to the City of 
Dessie in Ethiopia.  Following are examples of 
other agreements signed between landlocked and 
transit states.  

Access to the sea
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A Protocol was signed between land-locked 
Rwanda and Kenya on February 26, 1992, allowing 
Rwanda to construct warehousing facilities at 
Kenya’s port of Mombasa. On a more general 
level, the states of Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, South 
Sudan, Tanzania, and Uganda belong to the East 
African Community (EAC), a regional economic 
integration bloc. The Community facilitates 
access to the sea for the land-locked States of 
Burundi, Rwanda, South Sudan, and Uganda 
through the territories of the transit States of 
Kenya and Tanzania. (19) 
  
A Treaty of Commerce exists between Nepal and 
India, signed on July 31, 1950. The State of India 
recognizes the State of Nepal’s “full and 
unrestricted right of transit of all goods and 
manufactures through the territory of India. 
Further, goods and merchandise originating from 
Nepal, in transition through India, are exempt 
from excise and import duties.” (20) 
  
Mali and Senegal signed an agreement on June 8, 
1963, which created a free zone for land-locked 
Mali at the two ports of the transit State of 
Senegal, Dakar, and Kaolack. (21) 

The International Court of Justice case between 
Bolivia and Chile provides a good lesson on what 
can happen when a bilateral agreement between 
a land-locked state and a transit state does not 
work or when the land-locked State becomes 
overzealous.  

Bolivia and Chile had signed a Treaty of Peace 
and Friendship on October 20, 1904, that granted 
Bolivia a complete right of transit of trade on 
Chile’s territory and authorized Bolivia to 
establish customs offices in Chile’s ports. (22) 
However, Bolivia was not satisfied with the 
agreement. It petitioned the International Court 
of Justice (ICJ) on April 24, 2013, asking the Court 
to obligate Chile to negotiate to reach an 
agreement that grants Bolivia “fully sovereign 
access to the Pacific Ocean.” On October 1, 2018, 
the Court concluded that Chile has no obligation 
to negotiate Bolivia’s sovereign access to the 

the Pacific Ocean. But the Court added that its 
finding does not “preclude the parties from 
continuing their dialogue and exchanges, in a 
spirit of good neighbourliness, to address the 
issues relating to the landlocked situation of 
Bolivia, the situation to which both had recognized 
to be a matter of mutual interest.”  (23) 
  
Recently, the BBC News, Tigrinya, posed the 
question: “Red Sea: Can Ethiopia force Eritrea to 
grant her access to the sea?” By interviewing four 
experts on maritime laws, it arrived at an answer in 
the negative. (24) 

3. Summary and Conclusion 
  
 To summarize, any claim of ownership of Eritrea’s 
Red Sea coast portion or ownership of the Port of 
Asseb directly affront Eritrea’s sovereignty and 
territorial integrity. Based on historical background 
or cultural similarities, claims for Eritrea (or any 
territorial pieces thereof) were already litigated 
and settled when Eritrea emerged as an 
independent sovereign state in 1993 with 
internationally recognized boundaries. What 
remains amicably resolved is Ethiopia’s right to 
access the sea, which, according to international 
law, should be implemented through a bilateral 
agreement between the land-lock State of Ethiopia 
and the transit State of Eritrea. Thus, two main 
suggestions are in order: 
  
First, Ethiopians should accept the independence 
and sovereignty of Eritrea. For the last 30 years, 
Eritrea has been an internationally recognized 
sovereign state, covering a territory that includes 
the coasts of the Red Sea and its ports of Massawa 
and Asseb. Neither voluminous reciting of 
historical and cultural connections nor emotional 
appeals can change that fact.  

Access to the sea



19

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Eritrea, defined as such, is here to stay. Any 
dealings between the two countries must start 
with that reality as the premise. (25) 

Second, Eritrea and Ethiopia should negotiate for 
a bilateral agreement that provides Ethiopia 
access to the sea and freedom of transit of its 
goods in a way that does not infringe on Eritrea’s 
sovereignty and territorial integrity. The 
precedent of the 1929 agreement between 
colonial Italy and Ethiopia was already mentioned. 
A much better and mutually beneficial agreement 
between the two states can be reached if 
approached in good faith. Eritrea is not the only 
transit State for Ethiopia’s trade and commerce. 
Djibouti, Somalia, and even Sudan, and Kenya are 
transit States for land-locked Ethiopia. Thus, the 
establishment of a regional economic bloc should 
be explored, covering at least Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Djibouti, and Somalia, which can facilitate 
Ethiopia’s access to sea and transit of goods, 
similar to how the East African Community (EAC) 
facilitates for the land-locked States of Burundi, 
Rwanda, South Sudan, and Uganda.  

As a final note and reminder: There is no denying 
the historical and cultural connections between 
the peoples of Eritrea and Ethiopia, the legacy of 
the Axumite Era, and subsequent periods. But that 
is history, a history the region’s people should be 
proud of and teach to current and future 
generations. Much has happened since then. The 
most significant was the nearly sixty years of 
Italian colonial rule over Eritreans. Also, there is 
no denying the special cultural and emotional ties 
between the two people. But this aspect should 
be channeled towards friendship and cooperation 
between the peoples of the two countries for 
mutual benefits, respecting each other’s 
sovereignty and territorial integrity rather than 
making territorial claims. 
 

  1. Definitions given in The UN Law of the Sea, 
Article 124 (1). 
  2. Kahsay, Abebe T., “Ethiopia’s Sovereignty Right 
Access to the Sea under International Law.” 
(2007). LLM Thesis and essay.  
3. Http://digitalcommons.law.uga.edu/stu_11m/81.
  Hailemariam, Yacob, አሰብ የማን ናት? (የኢትዮጵያ 
የባህር በር ጥያቄ) 2003 ዓ ም (2010) አዲስ አበባ።   
4.   The African uti possidetis is a reference to the 
principle adopted in 1964 (when the Eritrean war 
of independence was on-going), by the then 
Organization of African Unity (OAU) which 
declared sovereignty and inviolability of colonially 
inherited boundaries regardless of pre-colonial 
territorial configurations. The principle has 
acquired a status of international law. 
5.   The Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary 
Democratic Front (EPRDF) was the coalition party 
dominated by the Tigray People’s Liberation Front 
(TPLF) that ascended to power when Eritrea 
became formally independent in1993. 
6.   The Algiers Agreement was the peace 
agreement signed by Eritrea and Ethiopia in 2000, 
following the border war of 1998-2000, on the 
basis of which the Eritrea-Ethiopia Border 
Commission (EEBC) ruled on the border dispute 
between the two countries. 
7.   In Tigrinya: ትግራይ ወናኒት ባሕሪ እያ! ባሕሪ ናይ 
ምውናን ታሪኻውን ሕጋውን መሰል ኣለዋ! Dedebit Media, 
disseminated through YouTube on 01/02/2022. 
8.  Https://globenewsnet.com, December 24, 2021. 
 9. A reminder to Tigrayans: The assertions that 
Tigray has ownership of the Red Sea coast, 
hopefully, is the position of some fringes in the 
Tigray cause. However, to the extent that Dedebit 
claims to advocate for the cause, and in the case 
of GSTS, to the extent the group claims to 
represent 3,500 scholars and professionals, it is 
prudent to remind both that Eritreans, regardless 
of their position in the country’s current political 
spectrum, are unanimous about and very 
protective of their country’s sovereignty and 
territorial integrity.  
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This article is a brief account on Eritreans 
who played key role in fostering growth and 
economic development in the town of Bahr 
Dar in the early days. It is compiled through 
a systematic collection of information from 
individuals and through bringing together 
oral testimonies from several sources. 
Attempt has been made to verify data 
collected from the respondents by cross-
checking with the available literature. The 
author believes that this article, despite 
limited in scope, will provide readers an 
insight about the role Eritreans played in the 
modernization process of Bahr Dar. The 
objectives are specified as follows: firstly, it 
allows recognition to those Eritreans who 
relentlessly worked toward the growth of 
Bahr Dar town; and secondly it aims to 
inspire scholars, both Eritreans and 
Ethiopians, to conduct in-depth research 
about similar trends of historical moments. 
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The Contribution of Eritreans 
to the Modernization of Bahr 
Dar: An Overview

Woldetnsae Tewolde, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor of Geography, at Adi-Keih College 
of Business and Social Sciences, Eritrea. 

Introduction 
  
Bahr Dar is a rapidly growing urban center 
and one of the most populous cities in 
Ethiopia. It is located in the north-western 
part of the country at the southern end of 
Lake Tana; the largest lake in the country. It 
is situated at an altitude of 1820m.a.s.l. 
having geographic coordinates of 11o36’N 
and 37o25’E. The climatic condition of the 
city is characterized by high temperature 
and irregularity in rainfall. The highest 
monthly temperature occurs in May, while 
January is the coldest month. Precipitation 
frequently shows inter-and intra-annual 
variations, though summer brings a good 
deal of rainfall. In general, the city has a 
pleasant weather all year round, and it is 
clean and well maintained by African 
standard. Beautiful alleys and boulevard, 
magnificent scenery adjacent to Lake Tana, 
access to the historic monasteries, and 
welcoming people all make the city a 
popular tourist destination. Moreover, Bahr 
Dar is excellent for cycling due its relatively 
flat terrain and wide streets. 
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Bahr Dar (originally called Bahr Giyorgis) had 
evolved from a monastery (Ghedam), which in the 
course of time grew into a larger settlement. The
town had maintained a historically significant place 
due to its geographic location at the mouth of the 
Blue Nile and its proximity to the trade route that 
linked northern and southern Ethiopia. The first 
known recorded account about the town was 
written by Blondeel, a Belgian consul who visited 
the area in 1842 (Seltene, 1988). A year later, the 
French traveler Antoine D’Abbadie had a similar 
visit to the place. According to the Italian traveler 
Mario Alamanni, the population of the town during 
the time of its establishment was estimated at 
1,200 to 1,600.  
In 1936, Italians occupied Bahr Dar who gave it 
urbanized features for the first time. They helped 
the town to experience rapid expansion and to 
become a melting-pot for different ethnic groups. 
New residential zones were demarcated and the 
town was connected by motor-boats with other 
Lake Tana ports and by roads with Gonder, Debre 
Marqos and Addis Ababa. In the commercial zone, 
shops, tea-rooms, tailor shops, bars and restaurants 
run by Italians, Arabs, Somalis and Sudanese made
their first appearances. The Italians also gave the 
town political importance by making it the 
administrative center of the Lake Tana southern 
territories. In 1945, it was raised to the status of a 
municipality and in the beginning of the 1950s, it 
was considered to be the best site selected for the 
construction of an alternative capital of Ethiopia. In 
the 1960’s, the central government designated Bahr 
Dar as a center for transportation and economic 
growth of the Blue Nile Basin. Today, the city is not 
only the capital center for Amahra National 
Regional State; it is also a nucleus of health centers, 
education, commerce, tourism, industry, transport, 
and communication. 
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Early Eritrean Migrants in Context 
  
Italians declared Eritrea as their colony and 
captured the port town of Massawa in 1889 
with the aim of establishing a permanent 
place of residence for their settlers. They 
invested heavily viewing the country as a 
staging ground for further conquest of East 
Africa. They confiscated large track of land 
from the indigenous population and 
transformed them into large-scale 
commercial farms. Italians also established 
an industrial economy in Eritrea with 
manufacturing ranging from food and 
textile to chemicals and construction 
materials. In 1939, there were around 2,198 
industrial establishments and most of the 
employees were Eritreans (Seltene, 1988). 
Italians, moreover, built a cableway and a 
railway transport system that stretched from 
the port city of Massawa to Asmara. The 
cableway was the longest line in the world
until it was dismantled by the British during 
World War II. In addition to the progress 
made in the transport and manufacturing 
industries, the country’s strategic location 
along the world’s busiest shipping route 
offered unique advantage for accessing 
export markets. 
  
During the colonial period, Eritreans had the
opportunity to work in the commercial and 
industrial enterprises run by the Italians. 
This particular point in time enabled them 
gain comparative advantage in terms of 
acquiring technical and managerial skills. 
With the technical knowledge derived from 
the colonial period, the first group of 
Eritreans moved to Bahr Dar in early 1950s 
presumably as domestic labor migrants. 
Circumstances that triggered this 
movement and the details about the social 
class and education level of the migrants 
are sketchy. It is assumed, however,  that 
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perceived economic opportunities in the place of 
destination might have impelled numerous 
migrants to move. In other words, ‘push factors’ 
persuaded Eritreans to leave their place of origin, 
while ‘pull factors’ effectively attracted them to the 
new place of destination. Lewis (1982) and Blij 
(2003) argue that migration supports not only the 
movement of people from a place of origin to a 
host country but also in the opposite direction. 
Apparently, early migration of Eritreans to parts of 
Ethiopia might have, as well, resulted in a counter-
migration of Ethiopians to Eritrea. 
  
Migration most often results in the loss of one's 
social structure causing unpleasant reaction from 
the migrants. It also involves loss of language, 
attitudes, values, and support networks. In the case 
of Eritreans who arrived in Bahr Dar, however, there 
were no such signs of losses of traditions, as they 
had developed no feelings of isolation from their 
culture. They were not rejected by the dominant 
society in the town; instead they settled 
comfortably, sent their children to schools and got 
well assimilated with their Ethiopian neighbors 
reflecting a spirit of togetherness and mutual 
respect. The informants for this study suggested 
that the process of adjustment for the early arrivals 
had gone smoothly with no impact on their mental 
well-being. More importantly, the mixing of 
Eritreans with the indigenous population 
contributed to the richness in diversity of the 
cultures of both people. Evidently, the people of 
Bahr Dar had     always been very welcoming, 
friendly, generous and respectful communities. 

Eritreans made their way to the various 
destinations in Ethiopia during two historical 
moments: The era of Federation with Ethiopia (1951-
1962), and the annexation that followed (1962-). The 
movement of Eritreans that took place during 
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these periods were relocation (individuals or 
larger groups) to a new locale outside the 
community of origin. It was a trend similar 
to the major migration stream that took 
thousands of African American families in 
the early 20th cen. from the south to the 
industrializing cities of Northeast and 
Midwest USA (Jordan and Domosh, 1999). In 
places where they arrived, Eritreans used 
their multi-tasking skills inherited mainly 
from Italians to show the path toward 
improved productivity and economic 
performance. In a similar fashion, they made 
use of their knowledge and experience to 
make positive contributions toward 
modernization of Bahr Dar. In addition, they 
proved to be change makers in their 
capacity as employed workforce in core 
development areas. Examples are shown 
below. 

a) Bahr Dar Textile Factory: This is one of 
Ethiopia’s textile factories producing 100 
percent cotton products including yarn and 
fabrics. It was established in 1961 with the 
fund from Italian war reparation. During the 
initial operational stage, there were over 
3,000 people working for the factory. 
  
b) Tis-Abbay Hydropower Plant: This plant 
was built and commissioned by the 
Ethiopian Electricity, Light and Power 
Authority (EELPA) in 1962. Initially, the plant 
provided electric power to the newly 
established textile factory. 

c) Bezawit Palace: Bahr Dar was a popular 
destination and a frequently visited town by 
Emperor Haile Selassie I. The emperor built 
Bezawit Palace in 1962 at the eastern 
outskirt of the town. There was a wide 
rumor among the public about the 
government’s intention to move the 
country’s capital to Bahr Dar. 
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d) Poly Technic Institute: This Institute was 
established in 1963 under the technical 
cooperation between the Imperial Government of 
Ethiopia and the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR). Students from all over the 
country were admitted to the Institute to be 
trained as premier technicians for the nation.  
e) City Municipality:    The newly built municipality 
and the asphalt road that run from Teodros 
Stadium to Abbay Minch Hotel were among the 
achievements of those days. A modern cinema hall 
that was built adjacent to the municipality also 
gave impetus to the entertainment industry of the 
city. 
f) Felege Hiwet Referral Hospital: This was a highly 
renowned health establishment that had provided 
surgical and medical treatments to a large number 
of people. The famous German surgeon Dr. 
Scholfle, who worked for the hospital for many 
years, is still in the memory of many residents. 

Furthermore, Eritreans made earnest and 
industrious effort by actively engaging in various 
sectors of the local economy. They invested in the 
transport sector, hotel industry, brick factory, shoe 
and leather works, and heavy truck garages. They 
established modern bakery, modern grocery 
stores, photo shops, bicycle sale and repair shops, 
and dry laundry services. In addition, they 
accomplished significantly as qualified teachers, 
medical doctors, executive officers, electricians, 
mechanics and drivers. Through showing care and 
effort, the simple production system that they 
created at the beginning turned out to be a major
driving force in generating income and 
employment for the people of Bahr Dar. Below are 
notable examples of Eritrean trailblazers who, in 
various fields, contributed to the growth of the city 
from early1950s to mid-1970s. 
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Hotel and bar business: A bright prospect 
was brought to Bahr Dar partly because of 
the opening of a new tourist standard hotel 
by Khasay Oqbagabr. With the opening of 
this hotel and others, the town soon began 
to host a growing number of new facilities 
which served as shops, bars, hotels, and 
night clubs. The Ethiopian government 
actively promoted the progress made in the 
town through a documentary film showed in 
Asmara and Addis Ababa. Among those 
attracted by these promotional activities 
was Teclu Hagos from Asmara, who 
travelled to the town and engaged in the 
hotel business (Hailu, 2014).  
  
NAVIGATANA Transport Company: 
NAVIGATANA went operational in the late 
1950s with the aim of promoting port 
facilities at Lake Tana. Under its general 
manager, Dawit Haile, the company played 
crucial role in the economic growth of the 
town and its surroundings through offering 
sea transport services between Bahr Dar 
and Gorgora. 

Footwear and leather works: This began 60 
years ago by Ghebreyesus Hagos (nick 
named ‘Wedi-Hagos’). Ghebreyesus started 
the business first as a shoe repair shop, but 
later the enterprise was expanded to 
include making of new shoes and leather 
bags. The leather products, in particular, 
were so popular that they were sold in 
markets as far as Addis Ababa. 
  
Metal work: A modern metal work was 
initiated by Assefaw Abraha who also chief 
mechanic at the textile factory was. This 
enterprise produced a variety of iron and 
steel products, and it was associated with 
the famous expression ‘Ye Asmera Alga’ a 
symbol for the highly popular beds made of 
steel. 
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Brick factory: A brick factory was first built by 
Yemane Berhane who significantly contributed to 
the morphology of early settlement of the town. 
Encouraged by the innovative work of Yemane, 
local residents started to build houses made of 
brick, lumber, and corrugated sheet of iron. The 
new dwellings were seen as signs of comfort and 
modernization, which also represented a 
fundamental shift from the traditional housing 
types. 
  
Building of modern houses: Ato Haile 
Ghebregergish was a famous contractor engaged 
in building modern houses. He owned various 
types of building machineries and provided 
employment to several people.  
  
Horticulture: Mesfun Embaye started the first 
modern horticulture by diverting water from Lake 
Tana to the agricultural fields near the Lake. 
Mesfun’s farm produced a variety of vegetables 
and citrus fruits, which were widely marketed in 
Bahr Dar and the neighboring towns. It is said the 
agricultural produces from this modern farm 
brought some changes in the dietary habits of the 
local population.  
  
Gas station: Fessehaye Nugusse was among the 
pioneers who owned and run a modern gas 
station with services including greasing and car 
wash. He also worked as head of the boiler section 
of the Textile Factory. 
  
Dry laundry service: Yemane Berhane introduced 
the first modern dry laundry services at a time 
when the residents had to depend on manual way 
of cleaning suits/textiles. In the later years, this 
company was overtaken by his brother 
Ghebreselassie Berhane. 
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Bakery: Aman Hagos became the first to 
open a modern bakery in the town. Besides 
generating employment opportunity, the 
bakery offered fresh loaves of bread to the 
people at a reasonably cheap price.  
  
Photo shop: A modern photo shop was 
opened as a result of investment from 
Habte Afeworki. It was during this time-
colored graphics came into the scene in the 
town. 
  
 Authorized distributor: Sahle Kidane was 
the first to establish a company in charge of 
selling and distributing beverages and liquor 
in Bahr Dar and in the neighboring towns. 
The company was known for distributing 
the widely popular Melotti Beer brought 
from Asmara.  
  
Bicycle sale and repair shop: The name 
Ghebreselassie Berhane is associated with 
the historic moment of introducing the 
culture of riding a bicycle to the town. 
Ghebreselassie heavily invested on the 
Italian-made bicycles which he bought from 
Asmara. A brand-new bicycle had a price tag 
of a not-so-cheap 150 Birr in those days. 
  
Clinic: Dr. Negash Tessema was chief 
medical personnel at the Textile Factory and 
he also opened the first private clinic in 
1970. Many people still remember Dr. 
Negash as a renowned general practitioner 
and as a person of integrity and high moral 
character. 
  
Young Men Christian Association (Y.M.C.A.): 
Yihedego Zeleke was born and raised in 
Asmara. He served as a commissioner for 
the Asmara Y.M.C.A. before he moved to 
Bahr Dar in the mid 1960’s. Gashe Yihedego 
is widely remembered as someone who had 
worked tirelessly to inculcate the culture of 
sport and good behavior among the youth
of those days. 
  

The Contribution of Eritreans..
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Poly Technic Institute: Among the Eritrean 
students who attended the highly accredited Poly 
Technic Institute were talented footballers who 
set a good example for the residents of the town. 
Active members of Y.M.C.A. had been influenced by 
the high level of sportsmanship of the Eritrean 
students of the Institute. 
  
The author is appreciative of two additional 
personalities who helped in the development of 
Bahr Dar. These are Dejazmatch Gila and Colonel 
Saleh. Dejazmatch Gila moved to Bahr Dar during 
the Italian occupation of Eritrea. He was a 
prominent trader famous for coffee export 
business to the Sudan. Col. Saleh was chief of the 
police and security forces of the town during 
Emperor Haileselassie’s period. He was known as 
the most powerful official next to the governor. 
His daughter, Semira, was the first female cyclist in 
Bahr Dar.    
  
Ethiopian Change Makers 
  
The author feels that there is also a justifiable 
ground for mentioning Ethiopians in those days 
who, in their various capacities, contributed to the 
growth of the town. Ethiopia is a country with 
fascinating history of past civilization as 
manifested, for example, by its huge monuments 
such as the Axum Obelisk, Gonder Palace, and the 
Lalibela rock-cut monolithic church. Over a long 
span of time, the nation remained independent 
except for a short period of occupation by Italians. 
During this brief period of rule, Italians influenced
the urban transformation of many towns in the 
country including Bahr Dar through building 
modern infrastructure. They constructed modern 
houses and upgraded the drainage system. They 
also built road transport and introduced improved 
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communication infrastructures including 
telegram and post office (Seltene, 1988). It was, 
however, the Ethiopian leaders and citizens 
who played critical roles in the social and 
economic development of Bahr Dar. Salient 
features are outlined below. 
  
Many changes were made during the reign of 
Haile Selassie I in the modernization of 
Ethiopia upon his accession as Emperor in 
1930. Among the efforts of his program were 
the establishment of modern schools and 
hospitals, establishment of the National Bank, 
revision of the judicial system, abolition of 
slavery, and the widespread introduction of 
bicycles, motorcycles, cars and trucks. Within 
the framework of the national development, 
the Emperor also laid the foundation for the 
social and economic transformation of Bahr 
Dar. He gave an executive order in 1956 that 
initiated a Master Plan for the town by 
commissioning a group of German engineers 
and architects. The task that took eight years 
to complete was supervised by the renowned 
German professor of engineering, Dr. Macs 
Gutter. In addition, many competent city 
mayors and administrators have contributed 
towards the growth of the town during the 
King’s period. The most prominent ones were 
Fitawrari Habtemariam Woldekidan and Ato 
Getachew Bekele both of whom were hand-
picked by the Emperor himself. Fitawrari 
Habtemariam was such a profound character 
whose leadership quality enabled him to 
effectively carry out the Master Plan prepared 
by the German firm. After the end of his 
tenure, he moved to Adama (Nazreth) to 
assume office as mayor of the city. In addition 
to the above influential personalities, Ato 
Tamer Shiferaw, a person in charge of land 
distribution, also deserves some recognition. It 
is worth mentioning that the financial 
resources for the entire projects of the town 
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were generosity of the people of Ethiopia, the Italian 
blood money for Gojjam, the German people and the 
Russian government. 
  
The author shares the view concerning the Ethiopian 
businessmen of the early period who, in good sense, 
brought prosperity and modernity to the people of 
Bahr Dar. By the time when capital and managerial 
skills were scarce resources, they made things 
possible so that others followed. Among the most 
influential personalities of day included: 
  
Haji Ali Ahmed:  general trading 
AtoNechoAsres:  general trading  
AtoHailuGebremicael  general trading 
AtoAregaWorkneh:  hotel business 
AtoFeredeZerihun:  hotel business 
AtoMamo Haile:  restaurant and modern farm 
AtoAbeje Habte:  hotel business 
AtoMamoAgonafir: pharmacy and pharmaceutical 
supplies 
AtoHailemariamTeferi:  gold and jewelry 
Ato Ali Abdella:  tea house 
AtoKasaWeldemichael transport 
AtoGoshuWorkneh  butchery 
AtoShewayeMeshesha butchery 
  
There were many additional people who contributed 
during the initial take-off of the town, mostly 
engaged on a variety of trade and commerce 
enterprises. Others were educators and sport 
initiators such as Mekonnen Sisay and Netsereab 
Woldeselassie (Netsereab was a member of the 
national football team of Ethiopia by the time the 
country won the 1964 African cup). Bahr Dar was one 
of the few cities in the country to have introduced 
night clubs (discotheques) for its inhabitants. The 
lovely night life of the town in the 1960’s and 1970’s 
and some prominent Eritrean and Ethiopian women 
who run the business had also their share in the 
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making of the town. Many people still remember the famous names of those days: Mebrat from Asmara, 
Abeba from Gonder, and Almaz from Bahr Dar. 
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You could say that prior to joining Pfizer, 
Aida Habtezion, MD, MSc, FRCPC, AGAF, 
had already done it all. She had a large, 
translational laboratory whose research 
was funded by federal grants from NIH, 
the Department of Defense, and various 
foundations. She is a tenured and 
endowed full professor at Stanford 
University, and was an associate dean for 
academic affairs in their school of 
medicine. She had a clinical practice in her 
specialty of gastroenterology and 
hepatology. 
  
Habtezion is an elected member of the 
American Society for Clinical Investigation 
and the Association of American 
Physicians, the Allen Distinguished 
Investigator, a fellow of the American 
Gastroenterological Association, and 
serves on the New York Academy of 
Sciences Board of Governors, the 
Executive Board for the International 
Science Reserve, and is the current 
president of the American Pancreas 
Association. She clearly has had a very 
accomplished and admirable career at a 
very senior level. 

Sc
ien

ce Physician-scientist 
turned Big Pharma 
medical chief sees fruits 
of labor 

The opportunity to become senior vice president, chief 
medical officer, and head of worldwide medical and 
safety at Pfizer found Habtezion in the fall of 2020. She 
learned a lot about the company not only from its 
center-stage profile during the pandemic but through 
her interviews with Pfizer leaders, learning about their 
purpose, four core values, and transformation. In these 
discussions, she felt an alignment with her world to 
change patients’ lives.  

“As a physician-scientist, how we translate science is very 
important. I liked clinical practice, and I loved my 
science,” says Habtezion. As a physician, her patient 
population presented with inflammatory diseases that 
impact the gastrointestinal tract. This includes diseases 
such as inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) and 
pancreatitis, where there are no current therapies in the 
latter. In addition, with Habtezion’s practice in tertiary 
centers and a referral center, she saw many patients 
directly impacted by health inequities and disparities. 
“They would present with the worst outcome or present 
late,” she says. “To bring therapies to the type of patients 
that I took care of, where there was non-response, no 
cure, or therapy, that translation was important to me. 
That’s why I took this path into pharma.” 

 

Lisa Henderson 
Group Editorial Director  
Applied Clinical 
Trials,  Pharmaceutical 
Executive & 
Pharmaceutical 
Commerce
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Habtezion’s position as chief medical officer, 
which she officially started in January 2021, is 
broad, covering all therapeutic areas. She also is 
responsible for ensuring that Pfizer’s 
stakeholders— physicians, healthcare providers, 
and regulatory agencies— are provided with the 
necessary information on the safe and 
appropriate use of Pfizer medications and 
vaccines.  
  
 In early November 2021, Pfizer announced the 
launch of its Institute of Translational Equitable 
Medicine, or ITEM, which was conceived of and 
launched by Habtezion and members of the 
pharma giant’s worldwide research, 
development, and medical team. The goal for 
this new program is to use data to help Pfizer 
understand the drivers of health inequities, and 
how their scientific discoveries can meet the 
needs of underrepresented and minority 
patients both nationally and globally. This, 
again, ties back to her desire to address the 
unmet needs of underrepresented groups in 
health. 

ROOTED IN STEM  
  
Habtezion is most proud of fulfilling her 
childhood dream of becoming a professor. 
“Although I thought it was going to be in the 
small country where I was born in East Africa,” 
she says. Growing up, her parents focused on 
education, and she wanted to go into one of the 
STEM fields. However, medicine wasn’t on her 
list because she was afraid of needles and 
would faint at the sight of blood as a child.    

It was science that brought Habtezion into 
medicine. In graduate school and research with 
experimental models, she realized she was 
asking clinical questions. She didn’t like to see 
people suffer and realized the solutions were 
found through science and medicine. Habtezion 
conquered her fears and took the physician-
scientist's pathway though she says it’s a tough 
one that takes a long time and demands 
persistence and balance in both fields. 
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 POWER OF MENTORSHIP 
  
Habtezion, as a woman of color, believes most 
institutions, be they industry or academia, have a 
gap for women at the senior level. While there are 
many qualified women on the ladder, it’s climbing
the ladder that is also the issue.    
  
She believes some of this can be solved through 
mentorship. “Mentorship is something we do all 
the time in academia because it’s part of our 
pillars, to train and teach the next generation,” 
Habtezion tells Pharm Exec. “You can mentor 
someone based on the science, an aspect of the 
work, or clinical bedside teaching, as a physician, 
and so on. There is also career mentorship, which 
is trying to understand what the trainee needs, 
what they want, and where they want to be. [It’s 
important to] help them navigate and provide the 
appropriate links and networking abilities. Even if 
it’s not in your area of expertise, if you are at a 
senior level, you can point them in the right 
direction.”    
  
Mentorship, Habtezion believes, is a feedback 
loop. For example, one of her mentors advised her 
that when she gets a rejection on a grant, or a 
negative comment or score on a grant, to read it 
once, and put it away.    
  
“Because you need to deal with yourself—your 
emotions and feelings—and basically sleep on it,” 
she explains. “When you come [back] and read 
the comments, they are actually good feedback, 
and it ends up being a better product the next 
time. It builds resilience.” 
  

  

  

"It was science that brought 
Habtezion into medicine."
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PATIENT REMINDERS  
  
What Habtezion is finding in her new role in industry, again, is the 
similarities to her past. 
  
“I always thought of the patients who failed to respond to the 
intervention, and I would worry about what would happen as they 
try different treatments, waiting for the next day, how is my 
patient doing?” says Habtezion. “My patients would ask what I 
learned from my and others’ research. Is there anything coming 
up in the pipeline for me? Or they would show me a report on 
clinical trial and ask if it would be a therapy that they could go 
on.”    

Now, says Habtezion, she’s still worrying, but she is hopeful. 
“Being at Pfizer, we have such a broad portfolio, my worry is now 
‘will the therapy reach those who really need it urgently and 
reach them in time?’ But now I feel that I can contribute on this 
side. There is just so much similarity. It’s almost like it was on 
purpose that I came to transition into this role.”     

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E
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Moderator: Good evening EriExpress viewers. 
We have special guests tonight for you. We 
have three guests. I will let them introduce 
themselves briefly and then we’ll talk about 
the work they did in Eritrea. So, first will start 
with Dr. Polan, and the way I see it on the 
screen we’ll go to Dr. Ambereen, and then to
Melba. Briefly, can you introduce and let’s 
start with that. 
  
Dr. Polan: Well it’s a pleasure to be here. I, at 
the time this program started, was the 
Chairman of OBGYN at Stanford and had 
been at UC Berkley getting a master’s in 
public health. The person who I spoke to 
about doing the paper that we had to do to 
get the degree was Haile Deboss. He was the 
chairman of the department of surgery at 
UCSF and Eritrean. I asked him about his 
country, and he said I should go to Eritrea. 
So, I contacted somebody that he knew, and 
we were invited to come to Asmara; and we 
did. That’s how it got started. Subsequently, I 
left Stanford. I moved to New York. I was on 
the faculty at Columbia for probably four 
years and am now back at Yale, where I went 
to Medical School and did my residency and 
fellowship. I still see patients and commute 
between Connecticut and New York. 
  
  

Women's 
Health

Fighting Fistula:  
 A conversation with Dr. Mary 
L. Polan, Dr. Ambereen Sleemi, 
and Melba Williams-Kirk

Moderator: Okay. Dr. Ambereen.  
  
Dr. Sleemi: Hi and thank you for having me. I’m very 
excited to talk about the work that we’ve done in 
Eritrea over almost twenty years, along with Dr. 
Polan as part of the Eritrean women’s project. I am 
a Urogynecologist and Fistula Surgeon and have 
been working with the fistula program in Eritrea 
since 2007. So, it’s been a long time over many 
years, and it’s been really wonderful to watch it 
grow and develop into a really integral part of the 
healthcare systems in Eritrea. It’s been wonderful 
to work with the medical students, the residency 
program, and the surgeons that we’ve worked with 
in Mendefera now for almost fourteen to fifteen 
years in Mendefera specifically. So, again I’m really 
happy to be here to talk about our experience with 
this project. 

This is a transcription of a video interview 
conducted by Issayas Tesfamariam for EriXpress. 
The transcription team: Senay Hagos, Finan Mesfin, 
and Senait T.

https://www.internationalmedicalresponse.org/
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Moderator Thank you, and Melba.  
  
Melba Williams-Kirk: Hello everyone my 
name is Melba Williams-Kirk, and I am a 
Filmmaker also an Educator at Middle 
Tennessee State University. I am involved in 
this project because Dr. Polan was looking 
for a student to come and document the 
work that they were doing there in Eritrea. At 
the time, I was in the MA Documentary 
program at Stanford and so it ended up 
being my thesis project. We worked on it for 
a year in preproduction. For the entire year, 
those two semesters, and shot for I believe 
ten days. Ten to eleven days?  

  

Fighting Fistula: 

Dr. Polan Right. Actually, it was a wonderful 
two-week trip.  
  
Melba Williams-Kirk: Yeah and that was 
actually my first time going to Africa. So, I was 
absolutely thrilled to work on the project, and 
just really appreciate the work that everyone 
was doing. I’m glad to be here to share our 
experience.  
  
Moderator: You had someone with you too, 
right? It was not only you.  
  
Melba Williams-Kirk: Yes! We were each in 
the program at that time. Not sure how it is 
now. I’m sure it’s quite similar. We all had to 
crew on each other’s film I, and Carla 
Guiterrez,  

who is now a Critically Acclaimed Award-Winning 
Documentary Editor. 
   
Moderator: Oh, Okay.  
  
Melba Williams-Kirk: Yes. She came along and she did 
sound. So, it was Carla and I from our program.  

Melba Williams and Carla Guiterrez

Moderator: Dr. Polan, how did you come up with the 
idea of this documentary or for it to be recorded? I 
think you might have helped Melba or people writing 
for Ph.D. as they always have a hiccup as to the title, 
subject, and so forth. So, by asking her, I think you kind 
of helped her with that. How did it come up? 
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Dr. Polan: Yeah, we wanted to document it 
and I really wanted to do it visually. We’ve 
written papers and published papers on the 
outcome of the surgeries, and the kinds of 
surgeries, but that’s medical literature. The 
country is beautiful. The people are lovely 
and unless you can see it, and watch it, you 
don’t get that sense. So, I really wanted to 
document it as a film. I had been going to 
Sundance, to the film festival. I thought, 
Stanford has a film school and there have to 
be students that are doing a thesis. Maybe 
somebody is interested. We raised money so 
we could supply airplane tickets to people, 
and the Ministry of Health housed and fed us. 
I didn’t have any funding to hire somebody 
to do a film, and I thought students would 
love this. So, I went to the school, and Melba; 
I don’t remember who gave me your name, 
but somebody told me to call you, so I did. 

Melba Williams-Kirk: It was either Jane 
Krawitz or Christine Samuelson.   
  
Dr. Polan: I think it was Christine Samuelson. 
That rings a bell. Melba Williams-Kirk Right, 
yep!  
  
Moderator:    It came out pretty good. I 
watched Mend at your Graduation event. 
Well done! I think it’s a good documentary, 
but to get back to what you did in Eritrea. 
You were involved with the Fistula program. 
For people who don’t know about fistula 
what is fistula? What is its effect of it on 
women’s health, society, and so forth? If you 
can briefly talk about that.  
  
 

Fighting Fistula: 
Dr. Polan: I think Ambereen is the best person to 
answer that question as a GYN Urologist.  
  
Moderator:  Okay.  
  
Dr. Sleemi:    I’m happy to talk about the condition. 
It’s an important one that we need to talk about. 
Fistula is a condition that affects women who don’t 
have access to emergency obstetric care, and it is a 
result of obstructed labor. Women who go into 
labor end up getting obstructed; meaning that for 
some reason the baby isn’t able to be delivered 
vaginally and they need some form of intervention, 
usually a c-section, can’t get it. There are many 
reasons why that’s not available, and it’s complex 
but kinda simple also. So, it ends up resulting in 
really severe pelvic trauma and the resulting 
condition leads to chronic incontinence of urine, 
and chronic incontinence of feces sometimes. It 
can be remarkably devastating for somebody who’s 
going through this condition. Also, it results in the 
obstructed labor results in stillbirth over ninety 
percent of the time because at this point the 
newborn or the baby is deprived of oxygen so it’s 
devastating, and the cure in the most instances is 
surgical, but not all can be cured with surgery. 
Some if caught early, and are small, the damage 
can be cured without surgery early on. That also is 
not so common. We sort of consider it’s not just 
about the damage done but it’s this sort of 
extenuating circumstances that result: the 
relationship with the husband or partner, the 
relationship with the family, the relationship with 
the society, the structure, and how a woman who’s 
suffering with this condition can interact now if she 
wants to. The social stigma, the mental health 
challenges, the physical trauma is not just in the 
pelvis. We call it like a field injury because it’s 
extensive. So, that’s a little bit about the actual 
condition of obstetric fistula. We don’t have it in 
the United States in western countries where a c-
section is readily available, or emergency obstetric 
care is available. I also think it would be interesting 
for Dr. Polan to talk about how that even came up 
with your interactions with the Eritrean Ministry of 
Health. How that ended up becoming an issue for 
you to help them with.  

to be continued on the next issue
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Eritrea the land of my birth. Eritrea, the 
country in which I spent most of my years 
growing up until I traveled to the United 
States for further education. Eritrea is the 
place from which it is impossible to 
disentangle one’s heart! 

A few years ago, a church in Ohio asked me 
to speak about growing up in Eritrea. I put 
together a Powerpoint presentation using 
pictures taken mainly by my father. That has 
been adapted to print form for this article. 
Inevitably, it is a personal story. 

How did I, whose ancestors are North 
Americans, come to be born there, as were 
my four younger brothers and two sisters?  
The story begins with our parents. Francis 
Mahaffy, a minister in the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church, and his bride, Arlena 
Mahaffy, had a deep desire to make the good 
news of Jesus Christ more widely known in 
Eritrea. 

On Growing up in Eritrea
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Reflections

So, as World War II was ending, they sailed from 
New York, crossing the Atlantic in an armed 
convoy, changing in Alexandria, Egypt, before 
arriving in Mitsiwa. After a brief time in Adi Keyh, 
they settled in Assab for several years, where I 
was born. My father studied the Afar language 
and traveled by camel along the Red Sea coast, 
bringing the good news. 

Arlena and Francis Mahaffy

The Mahaffy Family, Asmara, 1963

John W. Mahaffy Pastor, Trinity Presbyterian Church of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
Newberg, Oregon 

Assab from the sea

Part 1 of 2
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We then spent several years living in Ghinda, where 
my parents worked with Clarence and Dora Duff 
colleagues. My parents helped in a small clinic in 
Ghinda, providing treatment for common ailments. 
In the 1960s, the clinic was expanded to the 
Mehrete Yesus (Compassion of Jesus) Hospital.

On Growing up in Eritrea
H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Reflections

Arlena and Francis Mahaffy

Examining a termite mound

Mehrete Yesus Hospital

The ship of the desert

Mired in the mud at Badda

Ghinda

Clarance and Dora Duff
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During the cooler months of the year, our family 
drove the unpaved track to the village of Arafali at 
the south end of the Zula Gulf. My mother spent 
time helping people with medical needs. My father
was involved in learning the Saho language to 
preach the Bible to people in their language. The 
late 1940s and early 1950s were a time of civil 
uncertainty, with extensive activity by shifta 
(bandits). Travel between towns was often in an 
armed convoy.

On Growing up in Eritrea
H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Reflections

Arlena and Francis Mahaffy

The road to Arafali

A convoy ready to set out

In 1952 our family moved again, up the escarpment, 
through the city of Asmara, then turning south to 
the town of Senafe. Saturday was market day. 
Residents of Senafe and surrounding villages 
gathered to buy and sell grain, goats, sheep, 
chickens, eggs, and many other products. On 
Saturday (because of the number of people 
attending the market) and again on Sunday, my 
father would open a rented 52 our family moved 
again, up the escarpment, through the city of 
Asmara, then turning south to the town of Senafe. 
Saturday was market day. Residents of Senafe and 
surrounding villages gathered to buy and sell grain, 
goats, sheep, chickens, eggs, and many other 
products. On Saturday (because of the number of 
people attending the market) and again on Sunday, 
my father would open a rented room facing the 
marketplace and invite people to participate as he 
preached the Bible. He spoke in Saho, but because 
many of the residents of Senafe had Tigrinya as 
their first language, a friend translated sentence by 
sentence into that language. On Sunday, he would 
also drive to Adi Keyh and do the same. I have good 
memories of accompanying him.

Arlena treating a wounded leg

The road from Ghinda to Asmara



Since the Saho language was largely unwritten, my 
father worked on producing primers for teaching 
reading, with my mother providing some of the 
illustrations. He also summarized many accounts from 
the Bible into Saho, including the stories of Abraham and 
Joseph and other material. A project spanning many 
years was translating the Gospel of John (Injil Yohannes) 
into Saho and publishing it . 

Meanwhile, our mother provided hospitality in our home 
and visited with neighbors. She had taught in a one-
room country school in Illinois before marrying out 
father. She took on the lion’s share of schooling her 
seven children (and occasionally a couple of others) in 
our home. She had a profound influence on us children 
and was well-loved by neighbors . When school was over 
for the day, we boys enjoyed playing football (the sport 
using a round ball advanced by the feet and not the 
hands!) with neighbors in the field behind our house. I 
enjoyed kicking the ball around, but some of my younger 
brothers, especially Paul, were adept players. 

On Growing up in Eritrea
H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Reflections

Arlena and Francis Mahaffy

Asmara

Gathering for preaching

Senafe

Literature in Shao

Market day in Senafe

The classroom

Part 2 will be on the next issue.
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I looked up and made eye contact with one of the 
friendliest faces I have ever seen. Not sure 
whether it was his face or the poise with which he 
spoke – but I found myself reaching across the 
table and making space for Haile to put down his 
coffee and sandwich. He read my mind and as he 
sat because he immediately introduced himself. 

 “I’m Haile and I have told the pretty girl at the 
counter that the only way I can enjoy my meal is if 
I joined the lady at the window and pretended to 
have a meeting with her!’’ I had to laugh! With “sit 
down’’ dining prohibited in all restaurants – this 
had to be the cleverest game plan ever! 

  Haile was from Eritrea and it was not long before 
he was sharing on the Land of Serenity that is his 
home!    This North Eastern African country shares 
borders with Sudan to the west, Ethiopia to its 
east and Djibouti in the south west. It has its coast 
in the Red Sea. 

An ardent traveler, we exchanged cruise ship tales 
of the Atlantic and I was highly impressed by his 
ability to identify different African nationals just
by their body language! Of those from the south, 
he said we were friendly but guarded! He was 
quick to share that this was a sharp contrast to 
those he had met on his many travels from the 
West – who were friendly and open!  
  
TALES OF ERITREA’S CAPITAL, LITTLE ROME, 
COFFEE EXPERIENCES AND MORE….  
  
Conversation between us however, always 
gravitated to his beautiful nation of Eritrea. 
Covering an area of 117 600 square metres it is 
made up of three diverse physical zones; that is, 
the interior plateau, the coastal plain and  the 

Trave�
"Good afternoon" – can I join you?” 

By Louisa Choruma

reprinted by permission from Trave Essence Magazine

steeply sloping intermediate zone. Thus, it is 
possible to experience four seasons in one day!
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The capital of Eritrea is Asmara and this pearl 
of the nation, with its positioning at the tip of 
an escarpment, makes it the 6th highest 
capital in the world by altitude, situated at an 
elevation of 2,325 metres! The Italian 
influence is most certainly evident in Asmara 
as it is affectionately coined Africa’s “Little 
Rome.” Described by others as an Italian 
Shangri La, La Piccola Roma is all things 
Italian, with its distinctive architecture and 
incredibly inspired art!  
  
The cultural influence is found in the sidewalk 
cafes, the Italian themed eateries serving 
pizza, pasta and of course the Coffee!! From 
cappuccino, to espresso, to macchiato and 
doppio, Asmara is a coffee drinker’s paradise!  
 

!As a coffee producing nation, Eritrea regards 
coffee as a delicacy and their coffee drinking 
ritual is a symbol of hospitality. This ritual is 
an integral part of Eritrean Culture and can 
take as long as three hours from the selection 
of the coffee beans, to the roasting and 
brewing of coffee! The entire experience is 
composed of interacting with the women 
who brew the coffee, smelling the aroma of 
the beans at different stages of roasting in a 
metal pan over the fire, to smelling them as
they are pounded, and brewed again but now 
in an earthenware pot – the Jebena. Through 
it all, guests are treated to popcorn made on 
the fire and as soon as the coffee is brewed to 
perfection – it is served! 
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ASMARA ON THE MAP  
 2017 saw the city being declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site for its well-maintained and preserved 
architecture. Asmara boasts of historical buildings, mosques and museums rich in culture and stories for 
generations to behold. A city Tour of Asmara, with stops at the Cathedral of Asmara for the stunning 
Roman architecture, the Tank Graveyard, the Cinema Roma, Cinema Impero, Fiat TAgliero are some of the 
many reasons why it is has been voted the best city in Africa and widely believed to be the fourth best city 
of attractions in the world by some. Still amazed at how Haile had managed to talk and have his sandwich 
- I wanted to know more about this beautiful country.  
  
“The Unspoilt Red Sea coast,’’ he said as he sipped his coffee. It is the home to the Dahlak Archipelago, a 
group of islands located near the Port city of Massawa and in the Red Sea. Made up of 124 islands and 2 
larger ones, it is still known for its pearl fisheries even to this day. Scuba divers will love the islands for 
their wealth of over 300 fish species, as well as dolphins, turtles, ancient shipwrecks and coral reefs which 
have divers coming back again and again! Other water activities include swimming, yachting or simply 
taking in the sights from the pristine beaches! The Dahlak Archipelago appeals to the birders too, as many 
nesting seabirds can be found there.  
  
As we exchanged numbers and I shut down my now very neglected laptop, I marvelled at the meaning of 
the word ambassador. Haile had represented his country so well in a just a few short minutes so much 
that he piqued my curiosity and elevated Eritrea to a spot a little higher on my bucket list! 

  
 

https://www.travelessencemag.com/
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To play, click below

https://puzzel.org/en/jigsaw/play?p=-N3MreLSh6li3NsNHXnK
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In the last issue of Harmony, the activities of the Minneapolis/Saint Paul Public Diplomacy Group were 
highlighted. Alamin Adam presented the group's experience in writing for the magazine to the Midwest 
Regional Public Diplomacy Group. A few screenshot from the presentation is presented below.
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The Eritrean community of Dallas was officially 
formed in 1982 by about 30 individuals. As 
newcomers to America, Eritreans gravitated toward 
each other based on their shared culture and values 
and their common difficulty navigating life in a new 
country. During this time, there was land development 
that the 7-Eleven corporation allowed the community 
to use for gatherings until the land was developed. 
This lot was located at Haskell Avenue near 
downtown Dallas. The community took advantage of 
the empty building on the ground to conduct 
meetings and events until the corporation began 
development. Since there wasn’t much modern 
technology at the time besides the home telephone, 
communication for community events was mainly 
done through word of mouth. However, most 
Eritreans lived downtown close to bus stations, so 
they could see each other in passing and spread 
information in person.  
  
One major obstacle in establishing the community, 
especially for those who arrived in Dallas in the late 
1970s and 1980s, was transportation. As newcomers, 
many Eritreans did not own cars, making attending 
community events and gatherings challenging. As a 
result, many community members had to walk long 
distances to attend meetings and events. In addition, 
the language was another barrier that made it difficult 
for community members to maneuver in Dallas, as 
most newcomers were not yet fluent in English.

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

City Spotlight
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youth in a community event, either in 
the late 1990s or early 2000s

The early days of the Eritrean Community in 
Dallas, Texas
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Ever since Eritreans stepped foot in Dallas, they have maintained their Eritrean traditions, such as weddings, national 
holidays, funerals, and daily cultural practices such as cooking Eritrean foods at home. At every Eritrean home, you 
will find at least a few items representing Eritrean cultures, such as traditional decor, an Eritrean flag, cultural artwork, 
or clothing. Eritreans also love sharing their culture and traditions with the broader Dallas community and have been 
participating in multicultural shows and festivals for decades. In 1986, the city of Dallas held an International Bazaar 
that showcased the culture of countries worldwide. Of course, at this time, Eritrea was not yet independent, but that 
did not prevent community members from advocating to get Eritrea included in the lineup of countries represented. 
Eventually, the event organizers agreed and allowed the Eritreans a spot in the show. When the show organizers saw 
how well organized the community was and how unique it displayed all nine of Eritrea’s cultures, they included 
Eritrea in the show every year even though Eritrea had yet to achieve its independence. 

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Dallas, TEXASCity Spotlight

Community members performing at the 
International Bazaar 

Youth performing at the International Bazaar, 
as you can see the current Eritrean flag is 
present signifying that this took place after 
independence 
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Dallas, TEXASCity Spotlight

Community soccer is another important tradition that has 
been maintained in the community for the past few 
decades. In the late 1980s, Dallas and a handful of other 
cities came together to create the first Eritrean soccer 
tournament. This tournament featured men’s soccer 
teams from all over North America competing against 
each other for a trophy. Today, this organization is known 
as the    Eritrean Soccer Federation of North America 
(ERSFNA). Over time the federation has grown to include 
almost all significant cities in America and has expanded 
to include kids’ teams. 
  

Men's Dallas Soccer Team , 1988

Today in the Dallas Eritrean community, 
Saturdays are for soccer for a few months out 
of the year. Early on Saturday mornings, 
parents take their kids, ages five and up, to 
play one of Eritrea’s most popular sports. Kids 
are divided into teams, typically based on age, 
named after Eritrean cities such as Sawa, 
Keren, Zula, Nakfa, etc. Soccer has helped 
provide kids with a fun way to exercise and 
meet friends. Still, it also teaches important 
values such as teamwork and camaraderie, 
which was also crucial during the Eritrean 
armed struggle. The community then 
celebrates the end of each soccer season in 
the fall by having a Bar-B-Q and an award 
ceremony held in which players are awarded 
medals for their hard work. 
  

Team Keren,  Soccer Tournament, Dallas, 2008

End of soccer season award ceremony, players 
receiving medals, November 2021

In Dallas, it’s a tradition to go for lunch 
after a long morning of playing soccer, 
and one of the restaurants of choice is 
Dallul. Dallul Restaurant is one of 
Dallas’s oldest and most beloved 
Eritrean restaurants. Dallul was opened 
in 1985 by three Eritrean friends, 
Mulugeta, Mekkonen, and Amanuel, and 
is currently owned by Misghina Wolday. 
The name Dallul was derived from a 
place in the Danakil Depression found 
in the Danakil Desert, along the borders 
of Eritrea, Djibouti, and Ethiopia. It is 
one of the lowest places on the planet 
below sea level and The hottest place 
in the world. Dallul serves authentic 
dishes with a mix of Italian cuisine. 
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Dallas, TEXASCity Spotlight
In addition, Dallul is the go-to place for catering events in 
the community, such as graduations, weddings, baptisms, 
national holidays, and preparing food for the International 
Bazaar. 

Dallul Restaurant, original storefront

Zehaie Tewolde is the host of Dallas’ only Eritrean 
Radio show. Zehaie started as a volunteer at KNON 
radio in 1986 and started his show the following 
year. He was on for one to two hours on 
Wednesdays from 11:00 am to 12:00 pm, playing 
reggae music strictly. In 1988 he started playing a
mix of reggae and guayla music, which had 
audiences hooked to his show. Radio executives 
began to take notice of the show’s popularity, so 
they gave him a 2-hour show Sunday nights from 
8:00 pm to 10:00 pm, for which he has been on the 
air for over 30 years. Zehaie makes all the 
announcements for the DFW area and community 
events. Over the years, Zehaie has conducted
interviews with many prominent figures in the 
community, including mayors and city council 
members. In 1991, Zehaie interviewed Ms. Azeb 
Tewolde, a journalist for Dimtsi Hafash Radio, who 
came to Dallas with a cultural troupe. Zehaie was 
also one of the founders of the International
Bazaar mentioned earlier and served as the master 
of ceremonies and music for the event. During 
COVID-19, Zehaie served his listeners with vital 
health information by inviting a nurse from the 
community to inform listeners on COVID-19 
prevention and treatment in Tigrinya.

Zehaie Tewolde, in the early days of his show.

Zehaie Tewolde hosting his Sunday night radio 
show, 2022
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From 2000 to 2008, the Dallas community had its very own Eritrean TV show called EriTV Dallas, written and 
produced by youth in the community. The show was created during the border war with Ethiopia to challenge 
weyane propaganda. EriTV Dallas was a 2-hour program that aired live on Tuesday nights with reruns two more 
nights a week. Programming was mainly in Tigrinya and included interviews with Eritrean musicians, politicians, and 
a youth show in English. The program also had an interactive segment in which watchers, mainly kids, would call in 
and answer questions on Eritrean history and culture and were rewarded with books. EriTV Dallas had viewership in 
Dallas and all over the nation, and even in Canada. Audiences loved EriTvVDallas because it aired all of the most 
popular programs from the original EriTV. Families and friends gathered on Tuesday nights and enjoyed traditional 
coffee to watch popular Eritrean Soap Operas, movies, and documentaries. A radio show developed in Dallas called 
Radio Mekete, which aired from about 2005 to 2009. Radio Mekete was started with the same purpose as EriTv 
Dallas, to counter weyane propaganda. When EriTV Dallas was dissolved in 2008 due to the loss of funds for the 
Dallas Community Channel, all focus was placed on Radio Mekete, which provided the community with updates on 
events back home. The radio show cost $500 per hour to produce and run, and many community members donated 
to keep the show going, especially Ahmedin Mahamud and Aida Habte. Previous broadcasts from EriTV Dallas are 
still available for viewing on the “EriTVDallas” page on YouTube. Or follow this link: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUycOb4-auswnBzkJAFMy5g 

EriTV Dallas production 
team preparing to go 
live in a few moments 

  

EriTV Dallas hosts 
reviewing notes 
before the show
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Cameraman filming a live show

Interview with Ghirmai Gebremariam, former Eritrean Ambassador to the USA.  
 This interview is available on the EriTVDallas YouTube channel
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Another program our community is known for is 
HIDRI. HIDRI Dallas is an organization for high 
school-aged Eritrean youth in the DFW area. 
Officially established in 2011, HIDRI has 
provided young Eritreans education on Eritrean 
history, culture, traditional dance and dress, 
volunteering, and team-building exercises. From 
September to June every year, HIDRI members 
meet weekly on Saturdays at the ECCCC to learn 
about their culture and history and prepare for 
upcoming events. During the fall semester, 
members focus on history lessons, volunteering,
and team-building. Then in the spring semester, 
members prepare for the annual benefit dinner, 
the annual retreat, and national holidays. One 
beloved HIDRI tradition is the benefit dinner 
annually in February. A benefit dinner is a 
fundraising event where HIDRI members invite 
the whole community to watch them showcase 
their many talents and express their Eritrean 
heritage through skits, music, and art. One of the 
most notable shows was Tsigerella, which was 
the classic story of Cinderella translated into 
Tigrinya, one of Eritrea’s nine languages. After 
the benefit dinner, HIDRI members take a 
camping trip known as the HIDRI History of our 
Times retreat during spring break. The retreat is 
a time to learn more about Eritrea’s history and 
current events through lectures from guest 
speakers who are subject matter experts on 
Eritrean history. Members enjoyed camping 
activities such as archery, ziplining, bonfires, and 
scavenger hunts that tested their knowledge of 
Eritrean history. In addition, HIDRI represents 
Eritrea at school multicultural nights, performs 
dances and skits, and creates art for national 
holidays such as Women’s Day, Independence 
Day, and Martyr’s Day. Unfortunately, the 
pandemic affected HIDRI activities as it did so 
many other community programs, but we hope 
it will one day be revived to its former glory 
soon. 

Besides soccer, the Dallas Eritrean Cultural, Civic, and 
Community Center (ECCCC) offers other programs for youth, 
such as Tigrinya classes and our tutoring program. In 2018, the 
Eritrean community partnered with Intellichoice, a free tutoring 
program for kids from grades K-12. Every Saturday morning, 
university students who volunteer for Intellichoice come to the 
ECCCC and provide free math tutoring and homework help. 
Unfortunately, when the pandemic happened, all tutoring had 
to be moved to virtual sessions, and it continues in this format 
today. Still, we hope to return to in-person tutoring when things 
get back to normal. 

A still of a community event that was 
broadcast on EriTV Dallas

Kids receiving tutoring 
through Intellichoice at the 
ECCCC, November 2019
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HIDRI Dallas members participating in their annual Thanksgiving morning traditions of 
delivering food to families in need, November 2019 

HIDRI Dallas Benefit Dinner, Tsigerella, February 2018 
 Tsigerella is a Tigrinya, which is one of Eritrea's languages, translated play of Cinderella.
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HIDRI Dallas Retreat, members ziplining through the forest, March 2014

Eritrean flag created by HIDRI members with artificial flowers glued onto a wood board, 
June 2012
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HIDRI Dallas, Independence Day performance chronicling Eritrean history from Italian colonization to 
liberation, May 2015 
  

Adei Hagosa Zemo

We want to take this opportunity to highlight one 
of our community members who has contributed 
so much to our country. Hagosa Zemo, 
affectionately known in the community as Adey 
Hagosa, who sadly passed away in 2021, has 
strongly supported our community and Eritrea. 
For years Adey Hagosa was putting away money 
in her savings account for bad times. Adey Hagosa 
then donated all her savings to defend Eritrea 
during the 1998-2000 war with weyane. Out of 
concern, people tried to convince her to keep 
some of the money for her bad times, but she 
refused and said, “There is no worse time for me 
than to see my country be invaded again.” We 
thank her for her extraordinary contribution to our 
country and pray she continues to rest in peace. 
  
We want to thank the editor of this magazine for 
allowing us to share our story. We would also like 
to thank those who took the time to answer our 
questions and provide photos to include in this 
article. Finally, a huge thank you to all people who 
have contributed to building our community for 
the past 40 years. We appreciate you for your 
service to our community and country, Awet 
N’Hafash! 
  
- Dallas Public Diplomacy Group 
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We want to take this opportunity to highlight one of 
our community members who has contributed so 
much to our country. Hagosa Zemo, affectionately 
known in the community as Adey Hagosa, who 
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was putting away money in her savings account for 
bad times. Adey Hagosa then donated all her 
savings to defend Eritrea during the 1998-2000 war 
with weyane. Out of concern, people tried to 
convince her to keep some of the money for her 
bad times, but she refused and said, “There is no 
worse time for me than to see my country be 
invaded again.” We thank her for her extraordinary 
contribution to our country and pray she continues 
to rest in peace. 

We want to thank the editor of this magazine for 
allowing us to share our story. We would also like to 
thank those who took the time to answer our 
questions and provide photos to include in this 
article. Finally, a huge thank you to all people who 
have contributed to building our community for the 
past 40 years. We appreciate you for your service to 
our community and country, Awet N’Hafash! 
  
- Dallas Public Diplomacy Group 

Focus on
businesses in 
Dallas, Texas
You just got to Dallas, Texas, 

and you need a…..

Ride? 

Alamo Cab Company 

Alamo Cab Company is an Eritrean-owned taxi service 
here in Dallas, Texas. Alamo started in 2001 with about 
100 drivers. Today, Alamo boasts 30 drivers providing 
taxi services such as airport pick up and drop off to 
Dallas’ two airports, DFW and Lovefield, and trips to 
anywhere in the DFW area. 

Schedule your airport pick up and drop off with Alamo 
Cab Co. next time you come to town! 

Location: 2663 Lombardy Ln, Dallas, TX 75220 
Contact: 214-688-1999 
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Focus on

You just got to Dallas, Texas, 

and you need a…..

Dallul Restaurant 

The restaurant was opened in 1985 and is currently owned by Misghina Wolday and serves authentic dishes 
with a mix of Italian cuisine. Dallul restaurant is blessed with loyal Eritrean customers and is committed to 
providing excellent service, quality food, and a friendly atmosphere. Dallul is the place where Eritreans residing 
in and visiting the metroplex can reconnect, mingle, and relive the nostalgia of their country. 

Check out Dallul for a delicious Eritrean meal! 
Location: 13021 Coit Rd # 98, Dallas, TX 75240 
Contact: https://dallulrestaurant.com; 469-941-4545 

A bite to eat?
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You just got to Dallas, Texas, 

and you need a…..

World of Spices & Sawa Cafe 

World of Spices is a grocery and meat store specializing 
in African, Arabic, Middle Eastern, & Indo-Pak groceries 
and spices. Opened in 2015 by Almaz Tesfazghi, World of 
Spices will ensure that you will be able to find all of your 
favorite International goods, spices, meat, home goods, 
and more! 

If you are missing the taste of your favorite homemade 
Eritrean dish? That’s where ሳዋ ካፈ comes in! ሳዋ ካፈ is our 
restaurant that is located in World of Spices. Here we 
serve exquisite traditional Eritrean dishes like ቁሉዋ በጊዕ 
(kulwa lamb) and ጋዓት (ga’at).

Check out World of Spices and Sawa Cafe for your 
favorite Eritrean foods! 

Location: 13340 Audelia Rd #136, Dallas, TX 75243 
Contact: https://www.worldofspices.store; 972-792-7755 

grocery store?
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You just got to Dallas, Texas, 

and you need a…..

Fair Cuts & Above, owned by Saba Zeru, 
is a barbershop in Dallas, Texas, in 
business for eight years. With 17 years of 
experience as a barber, Saba also travels 
to hospitals and homes in the 
community to provide services for free to 
those who are sick or unable to leave 
their home. She was a big help during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Thank you, 
Saba! 

Check out Fair Cuts & Above for a great 
haircut! 

Location: 804 West Shore Dr, Suite 5, 
Richardson, TX 75080 
  
Contact: saba.zeru@yahoo.com; 214-676-
7107 

haircut?
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You just got to Dallas, Texas, 

and you need a…..

Richardson Pharmacy is a community-oriented, 
independent pharmacy established in 2016 by Samson 
Bahta, an Eritrean pharmacist with 35 years of experience. 
Richardson Pharmacy is ready to assist with your 
prescription needs, including custom compounded 
medications. You can trust in the expertise of their staff, 
who will accurately and quickly fill all of your prescriptions 
while at the same time checking for potentially harmful 
side effects and drug interactions. In addition, Richardson 
Pharmacy offers medication adherence, medical supplies, 
home delivery, and much more! 

Check out Richardson Pharmacy for all of your 
prescription needs! 

Location: 189 North Plano Rd #120 Richardson, TX 75081 
Contact: www.richarsonpharmacy.com; 972-479-9798 

pharmacy?



61

H A R M O N Y  M A G A Z I N E

Crossword Puzzle

To play, click on the box below

https://puzzel.org/en/wordseeker/play?p=-N3MpMOob1UIfN727Ga7


Eritrea's 31st Independence Day was celebrated with 
great enthusiasm and zeal around the world. 

Below are samples of the celebrations, proclamations, 
and picnic events.  

 Not all the cities are represented here. 
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The pictures, videos, and 
proclamations of all the cities 
would be posted on our website: 
https://www.npdg.online
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