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The Battle of Keren

Our organisation has long been translating into practice the military strategy of liberating

 the land and the people step by step.  Adhering to this correct scientific strategy, the 

Eritrean People's Liberation Army (E.P.L.A.) has constantly been smashing the enemy's 

forces and seizing its bases and fortified camps.  With the steady expansion of the liberated

 areas, the tasks of production organisation and reconstruction are today growing bigger

 and more complex.

One of the most significant and amazing projects which our organisation has accomplished within a short time is the construction of the extensive transport and communications network connecting all our liberated areas by traversing big rivers, rolling flat plains, steep mountainsides and deep gorges.  This has an immense importance because it means the elimination of one of the main factors of backwardness in regions like the Sahel Province.  
  Revolutionary war, clear political goals, a developed military strategy and a revolutionary leadership tempered in struggle-these are among the distinctive features that characterize our organisation. These characteristics are clearly reflected in the proper and revolutionary execution of the work of our organisation.

It is a self-evident truth that the triumphant liberation of Keren is not a sudden or random phenomenon but the inevitable and cumulative outcome of the proper application of our organization's clear scientific military strategy.  The events of the liberation of NACFA, Afabet, Keren, etc., are themselves the outcome of a process that has unfolded step by step and in close coordination from the lower to the higher level.  We, on our part, have utilized this experience to learn from our past mistakes, avoid committing similar errors in our future activities, develop our capability and consolidate our strength. 

 It is only the political conscious human being who fights with boundless conviction in the +ness of his cause and participates in production that is really capable of creating miracles.  This is one of the principal and significant distinctive characteristics of our revolutionary fighter.  The fighter of the EPLF is a conscious and productive worker as well as a steeled, disciplined and courageous soldier. 
 Revolutionary war is a means for the realisation of clear political objectives and the socio-economic transformation of a colonial and exploited society.  Thus, it must be comprehensive and thorough-going in order to achieve its objectives and end in victory.  It is with this general truth in mind that our revolutionary organisation had made all-round and painstaking preparations before launching the Battle of Keren.

To ensure the proper flow of supplies, ammunition and men to the front lines, our industrious comrades constructed an extensive network of roads leading from our main bases to Senhit Province, built several bridges across the Anseba River to secure safe passage during its seasonal flooding and constructed more than 100 km. of feeder roads around the city of Keren alone.  This was the first essential and important step taken before the beginning of the Battle of Keren.  
   While these vital roads which created rapid links and efficient communications between the vanguard and the rearguard of the fighting were under construction, the initial plan of attack was also constantly undergoing further refinements in response to more detailed and thorough studies of the nature of the terrain of the battlegrounds.  
   The enemy's camps and fortifications were carefully studied and restudied to pinpoint his weak and strong points.  It was very important that the battle plan was mapped out with built-in flexibility so as to accommodate necessary adjustments.

Once the conditions for the launching of the attack were fulfilled and the necessary preparations completed, all the units that were in a state of full readiness in their specified positions were awaiting the order to fire with vigorous revolutionary enthusiasm.  The sense of responsibility and revolutionary consciousness with which every fighter was following the guidelines and directives issued played a decisive role in the speed with which the battle was completed. 
 At the moment when our units were advancing to take up their assigned positions, the enemy moved a large force to seize the towering Mt. Lalmba overlooking the city so as to place the principal gates to and out of Keren under his control.  This took place four days before our forces launched their attack on Keren, The unit that was assigned to Mt.  Lalmba quickly moved to take up its position and, laying an ambush, smashed the enemy troops approaching it. 
The enemy troops were forced to retreat in disarray after six hours of fighting, leaving behind many dead and captured soldiers and a large quantity of weapons. Mt. Lalmba was then put under the total control of the EPLA. Before the encounter at Lalmba, the enemy had lacked adequate intelligence concerning the nature of our preparations around Keren.
  But once he realized the gravity of the situation after his unexpected and devastating reverses at Lalmba, he began making frantic preparations for the defense of his camps and fortifications in the city.  The Battle of Lalmba served the EPLA positively by providing a clue as to the enemy's state of preparedness and his strength.  From Lalmba, our forces were able to follow up enemy movements and closely examine his camps. 
 Although occurring ahead of schedule, the Battle of Lalmba did not effect any changes in the charted plan of attack; on the contrary, it enabled us to rapidly gain a commanding position by raising the morale of our comrade fighters even higher.  At Lalmba, the heroic EPLA fighters confronted the enemy and his heavy artillery and tanks with light and medium-size weapons.  The rapid shattering of the heavily armed enemy forces raised the morale and self-confidence of our fighters and proved our decisive superiority.

The EPLA units surrounding Keren were in a state of total alert, patiently and enthusiastically waiting for the hour of attack.  Finally, on July 5, 1977, at exactly 11:45 hours, the central command gave all units the order to attack simultaneously.
  Our heavy artillery immediately began to pound all enemy camps and fortifications and, under its cover, all our forces began advancing forward and at the same time to realize their planned goals. Within a few minutes, the enemy camps and fortifications were flaming, ablaze with rising clouds of smoke and hand grenade explosions began to reverberate in the camps slate, for first targets.
  Ziban, the enemy's southern camp, was the first to fall to our forces in the first hour.  Ziban was the highest enemy fortification around Keren.  When our comrades overran it, the enemy troops rapidly retreated to their camps in the center of the city, leaving their wounded and weapons behind.  At the same time, fierce fighting was raging all around Keren.
    An hour after the capture of Ziban, the fortress of Hashelit on the south-eastern front fell to the hands of the heroic EPLA.  With the fall of Ziban and Hashelit, the most difficult stage of the battle was over and our complete strategic superiority over the remaining enemy camps and fortifications was certain. Since Ziban had the highest elevation of all enemy camps and the presence of a sizeable enemy force, the battle for its capture was not an easy one at all.  
   Although the enemy troops in the said camps with all their variety of heavy artillery and tanks were raining bombs and bullets, the resolute EPLA fighters were, through miraculous heroism, speed and tactics, able to convert the battle from one of an artillery duel at a distance to that of close hand-to-hand combat and considerably shorten its duration by rapidly seizing the camps one after the other. 
     Fierce battles continued in the enemy's northern, eastern and western camps until their fall at 12:00 hours on the second day.  The surviving troops fled to their camps inside the city, to their command headquarters of the "Brigade" camp in the south-western section of Keren, and to their main camp of the "Forto." Once all the enemy troops were confined to the big fortress of the "Forto," the "Brigade" and the other bases in the center of the city, the immediate fall of Keren became imminent.

Whether before and after or during the heroic battle for the liberation of Keren, the broad and active participation of the masses was one of the decisive factors for victory.  The peasant masses around Keren worked very hard constructing storages and transporting supplies and provisions while the members of our mass organisations in the city gathered essential intelligence and information useful in waging the battle.  And when the fighting began, they served well in the battlefield by caring for the wounded and bringing supplies and provisions for the fighters.

Then, preparations were rapidly completed for the launching of the final and decisive attack on the enemy forces gathered in the two main camps and armed with tanks, armoured vehicles, heavy artillery, and a variety of medium and small arms.  At exactly 13:00 hours of the fourth day, the EPLA unleashed an unprecedented attack of heavy artillery on the two remaining enemy camps with devastating effectiveness.
  Our resolute comrades, defying all the rain of bombs and bullets in their heroic tradition, overran the two enemy camps with great courage and military prowess.  The desperate enemy soldiers then began to surrender in small groups.  Some who tried to flee towards Agordat were smashed by our units on the western front, and their two tanks hit and captured.
  A large number of the enemy's ordinary soldiers and officers, the likes of which the Eritrean revolution had never seen before, were taken prisoner. Thus, the heroic Battle of Keren was triumphantly concluded within three and a half days.  Calm was immediately restored to the city that was deafened by thundering mortar and artillery shots.
  Before long, an artillery salute reverberated from the biggest fortress of "Forto" and our flag was raised heralding the end of colonialism and the beginning of liberation for the city of Keren.  The city's residents flocked into the streets shouting "Victory...... Victory" and joyously embracing and kissing the heroic EPLA fighters who had just won them their long-denied freedom.  A brilliant life returned to the city where a festive atmosphere of joyous excitement and happiness reigned.

The people of Keren and the EPLA immediately began cleaning the city, burying the enemy corpses that littered the streets, caring for and taking wounded enemy soldiers to the hospitals, and gathering the enemy weapons scattered all over.  Normal life returned to Keren on the second day and all activity were resumed.
  The more than 40,000 residents of Keren who stayed home during the fighting and the thousands who were forced to flee because of the enemy’s atrocities began to lead their normal lives right away. Those who had taken refuge in the countryside or abroad are now returning to their warm homes and beloved city.  

There were several thousand enemy troops imprisoned in Keren. 1,800 of them were taken prisoner, a few escaped while the rest were all killed.  Many of those who had escaped were later caught by our forces and People's Militia and they are still being caught.  A considerable quantity of weapons, vehicles, tanks, armoured cars, big garages and other enemy property have fallen to the hands of our revolutionary organisations.

In an interview with Vanguard, one of the captured colonels briefly explains the situation prevailing in Keren in the following words:

"We never though that you had such a great military capability.  Assessing from my 20 years' experience as a soldier, I think that there are five factors which enabled you to gain victory over us.  These factors that were so conspicuous right from the beginning of the battle are:

1. The ability to make a detailed study of your target and to formulate a plan based on the study;

2.
A great military ability and knowledge to direct the battle from the center of the battlefield;

3.  A high ability to properly use weapons at your disposal;

4.
A great ability, to accurately hit your targets; the targeting accuracy of your heavy artillery had caused us to think that there were foreign experts amongst you;

5.
The most decisive factor, and the one which we had wrongly conceived as madness or intoxication, is your determination.  It is really startling to watch you advancing forward and overrun our positions, utterly defying the bombs, bullets and artillery fire raining on you.  Your great courage and incredible determination in the fighting shows your devotion to your cause."

The heroic Battle of Keren was a historic battle which astonished even the enemy’s soldiers.  As a strongly fortified city, it took two and a half months for the allied forces to seize Keren from the Italians during the Second World War.
  The Ethiopian army of occupation, however, could not stand up to our heroic EPLA for more than three and a half days.  This attests to the ability of the leadership that was guiding and directing the operations and the distinctive heroism, devotion, firm discipline and military ability of every fighter of the EPLF.
Contrary to the claims of those who try to belittle it, the Ethiopian army, with its considerable combat experience in Korea and the Congo, is, both in its size and military ability, one of the major reactionary armies in Africa.  But, it was helpless in the face of the efficacy, military ability, determination and heroism of the EPLA: And this shall always be remembered in our history. 

      Expressing our profound appreciation and gratitude to our revolutionary comrades who laid down their lives in the battlefield fighting with great courage, resolve and devotion to regain dignity, freedom, peace and prosperity for their people by destroying the enemy camps that for many years have remained the citadels of colonialism, exploitation and fascism, we extend the masses of our people in the city of Keren and elsewhere our best wishes and revolutionary greetings.  Our struggle shall continue until all our remaining cities and the last square meter of our land are completely liberated.  Our victory is certain. P 21
                                                  NEWS AND VIEWS
                                                           P. 31

                                   NORMAL LIFE RESUMES IN KEREN
     When the Ethiopian colonial army that had occupied it for 25 years was completely annihilated by the heroic and resolute Eritrean People's Liberation Army (EPLA) on July 8, 1977, the city of Keren fell to Eritrean hands for the first time in its history.  After four days, the people celebrated with great joy and delight the Day of Liberation that was made possible with their full collaboration and participation.
     About 35,000 people attended the celebrations held in the stadium.  The history of the Eritrean people's armed struggle and the development of the EPLF as well as its national Democratic Programme were briefly presented.  The warm spirit of joy and happiness that filled the celebrations indicates the extent to which the Eritrean people have suffered under fascist Ethiopian colonialism and the magnitude of their aspirations for liberation. 
      Besides, the people of the city of Keren joyously participated in the brilliant three-day celebrations during which the EPLF's Branch of Culture presented revolutionary cultural shows and patriotic songs.

As soon as the Battle of Keren was over, the people who had taken refuge in the nearby hills returned to their homes.  The overwhelming majority of its residents had remained in their homes during the fighting.  The fighters and the people, closely working together, buried the enemy corpses scattered all over, removed all litter and cleaned the city.
    With the ruined or malfunctioning items repaired, hospitals and water supply resumed their services.  The EPLF is endeavoring with all might and main to solve the short-term and long-term problems of the people.  It has discussed these problems in zonal meetings with the people and issued the necessary directives and guidelines for their proper solution.  Accordingly, all businesses-markets, retail shops, restaurants, etc. have opened and begun operating their normal activities.

Although it is impossible to fully convey here the positive changes in the people's attitudes and sentiments that the liberation of Keren has brought about, we would like to mention two examples of what we were able to observe.  The first example: Formerly, our people used to run away and hide at the sight of tanks, armored cars and guns. 
 Today, however, they--old and young alike--all come out and crowd around the tanks and armored cars with great joy and excitement as our fighters parade them on the streets.  The tanks and armored cars that were the instruments of oppression, death, and murder as well as the sources of fear and terror in the hands of the Ethiopian colonial army have today become the instruments of liberation, life and salvation as well as the sources of peace and tranquillity in the hands of our EPLA.  The people who were fleeing and hiding from the Ethiopian army of occupation are today observed running after the fighters and discussing and laughing with them.

  The second example: a 76-year-old man who had climbed up the Forto (the formidable fortress in the heart of the city) stated:

"I was born and raised in Keren all my life.  Until today, however, I have never ventured to come close by let alone climb up here.  It was strictly forbidden for anyone to walk anywhere near this fortress.  This big fortress that you see--how you were able to seize it is really a miracle--was originally built by the Turks and was later occupied by the Egyptians, so our fathers used to tell us since when we were children.
  In my own life span, I have seen this fortress first under the Italians and, after the war between the Italians and the British, the British occupied it.  You know, it took the British two and a half months of fierce fighting to capture Keren in 1941.  From 1952 until your recent seizure, it was a fortress of the Ethiopian occupation army.  Thanks to you, our children who have liberated it, we can today step our feet on this fortress, which is our own land, and touch, see and feel its soil.  Just as in Keren, we wish to see your victories in Asmara and the other remaining cities.  We are always with you in the struggle."

  Today, the people of Keren, like all the people throughout the liberated areas, are resolutely working to rebuild a free life, develop production, and raise their revolutionary participation in the patriotic struggle.  Vowing not only to defend Keren and its surrounding areas from any enemy encroachments but also to continue fighting with all their collective might alongside the EPLA to liberate the rest of the cities, they are building a new liberated life and society.

          THE EPLF RESCUES 800 POLITICAL PRISONERS IN ASMARA
While the battles of Keren and Dekemhare were under way, studies were being made for the rescue of the sizable number of political prisoners languishing in a maximum-security prison in Asmara.  The planned rescue operation was carried out after the victories of Keren and Dekemhare. 
 At that time, Colonel Atnafu Abate, the Dergue's vice-chairman, had come to Asmara to closely assess the impact of the defeats of the Ethiopian colonial army in Keren and Dekemhare and to muster all available forces for a new all-out counter-offensive.  Thus, the entire enemy garrison in Asmara was in a state of maximum alert.  Under these circumstances, one of the EPLA units encircling Asmara entered the city on the night of July 15, 1977, to accomplish the task of rescuing the prisoners.

Once in the city, it put all the roads leading to the prison and the enemy camps under full control and launched its attack against the strongly defended maximum-security prison at exactly 24:00 hours.  Although the enemy soldiers on guard put up some resistance, they were rapidly smashed and our fighters entered the prison and brought out over 800 political prisoners.  Many of the prisoners were our urban guerrillas and other fighters mostly caught while performing revolutionary tasks in Asmara and the other major cities.  There were also ELF fighters, patriotic workers, and other patriots incarcerated on the political charge of alleged involvement with cells (our underground urban mass organizations) among them.

The incarcerated fighters had already received long jail terms or death sentences.  The fascist Ethiopian regime had decided to kill all jailed fighters to avenge its defeats in Keren and Dekemhare.  It should be borne in mind here that, with all the fighting that took place during the attack and the retreat, all the fighters and prisoners returned safely without any harm or loss.

 On the next morning, Atnafu Abate ordered that the jail's commanding colonel be immediately executed without trial and, overburdened with humiliation and defeat, returned to Addis Ababa right away. P. 34

                MILITARY COMMUNIQUE
                                                              P. 36

The heroic Eritrean People's Liberation Army (EPLA) is winning great and brilliant victories by crushing the Ethiopian colonial forces of aggression in their urban camps and fortifications.  It is to be recalled that the cities of Keren and Dekemhare were liberated last month by the resolute EPLA.  This month, the neighboring towns of Segeneiti and Digsa have fallen into the hands of the heroic EPLA after bitter and ferocious battles.

Segeneiti is situated in the heart of our extensive liberated areas in the southern zone.  It occupies a very strategic location on the Asmara-Addis Ababa road passing through Dekemhare.  There is a formidabla military fortress built by the Italians in Segeneiti.  The Ethiopian colonial army of aggression that had occupied this fortress during the last 25 years had been committing enormous atrocities and crimes against the people of Segeneiti and the surrounding communities.  Impelled by their tremendous hatred, the peopie opposed the occupation army with all their strength.

It had been a long time since Segeneiti, like all the other towns still under enemy control, was encircled by units of the EPLA.  The offensiva began on August 2, 1977, and, after a fierce battle, Segeneiti fell to our forces on the next morning, i.e., at 9:00 hours on August 3, 1977.  The entire enemy garrison was totally wiped out in the fighting.  All enemy property and weapons--supplies, arms, artillery, tanks, etc, --became the property of the revolution.

Situated 12 km, from Segeneiti, Digsa was Ethiopia’s main micro-wave communication's center.  Hence, it was heavily guarded by the enemy. Nevertheless, having liberated Segeneiti, the heroic EPLA marched straight and southward and liberated Digsa by annihilating the sizable Ethiopian garrison there in a day’s hard fighting. All the enemy property in the camp then became the property of the revolution. 

The liberation of Segeneiti and Digsa, coupled with that of Dekemhare, has driven out the enemy from strategic bases.  This consolidates our extensive liberated areas in the south.  By placing excellent asphalted roads under the service of our revolution, it makes our transport and communications activities more efficient.  It also enables us to run and develop our large agricultural lands in the south without any worries of enemy encroachments.
  Moreover, it completely isolates the encircled enemy garrison in Adi Kaih, the capital city of Akele Guzai Province, from all sources of reinforcement.  All this means that today the entire southern region of Eritrea, encompassing virtually the entire provinces of Denkel, Akele Guzai and Serae, has been liberated.

          A BIG ENEMY COUNTER-OFFENSIVE SMASHED!
On August 4, 1977, the fascist Ethiopian colonialists, mustering about 10,000 troops escorted by fighter planes, tanks, armored cars and heavy artillery, launched a two-pronged counter-offensive (one from Asmara and the other from Mai Habar) against our liberated areas in the south with the special mission of recapturing Dekemhare.
  The aggressor troops involved represented a combination of the regular Ethiopian army and the so-called "people's militia," the special tool of the fascist Dergue.  After suffering from the telling blows of the resolute EPLA, the force that had set out from Mai Habar retreated to its cam on the second day (on August  5, 1977), leaving behind a large quantity of weapons and many dead. The force that had set out from Asmara was also blocked and dealt severe blows. 

    The enemy then rushed fresh reinforcement from Asmara. Ferocious battles raged between the Ethiopian counter-revolutionary army of aggression and the revolutionary Eritrean People's Liberation Army on the Asmara-Dekemhare road during August 4-13, 1977.
  The heroic EPLA, fighting with great revolutionary perseverance, blocked the enemy force that, led by tanks and armored cars and supported by heavy artillery and fighter planes, was trying hard to break through our defense lines and burnt it in the blazing fires of people's war.

  In the formidable revolutionary resistance put up to defend our liberated areas, save our people's lives and safeguard the gains of the revolution, the EPLF People's Militia and the masses of our people played a truly great role.  The People's Militia fought shoulder-to-shoulder with the EPLA, displaying great courage and heroism. 
 Immersing themselves deep in the heat of battle and advancing deep into enemy positions to attack from close range, its members showed great resoluteness.  The masses, on their part, played a great revolutionary role by carrying food, water and ammunition to the battlefield, helping and treating the wounded in their trenches, etc., in the face of the hail of bombs and bullets from enemy planes, tanks and automatic weapons.  The resolute participation that the People's Militia and the popular masses showed in this battle is hitherto without parallel in the Eritrean revolution.

  With its morale tremendously boosted and its power strengthened by the active support of the People's Militia and the great participation of the popular masses, the heroic EPLA seized the initiative and launched a devastating attack against the enemy positions on August 13, 1977.  
Engaging the aggressor troops in close hand-to-hand combat, it resolutely and heroically smashed their resistance and forced them to abandon their positions.  With its front thus rapidly crumbling and its forces fleeing in disarray, the enemy retreated to Asmara leaving over 1200 dead behind.  The number of its wounded was even larger.

The heroic EPLA thus achieved a great strategic victory.  It captured hundreds of enemy soldiers, seized a large quantity of a variety of light and heavy arms, including four tanks.  It practically demonstrated that it can, with the collaboration of our resolute People's Militia and heroic fighting masses, smash any enemy force, irrespective of its size and arms, with amazing resoluteness and efficiency even in the open plains around Asmara.

This proves that it is the revolutionary will and determination of the people fighting for their freedom and life rather than the size of troops and quality of arms of the reactionary army of aggression that carries the day.  Here, the great combativeness of our fighting people and their revolutionary army played a decisive role.  Thus, this brilliant victory reiterates the great capability of our mass-based vanguard organization to crush and annihilate the enemy, to expand, consolidate and defend our liberated areas, and to safeguard and strengthen the gains of our revolution. (P. 38)

                                                                                                      Victory to the Masses!
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