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                     THE FALL OF KAREN


 ‘Our war of liberation was a people’s war, a just war. It was this essential characteristic that was to determine its laws and to decide its final outcome.’

· Vietnam’s Vo Nguyen Giap

    It was a classic victory of a popularly supported guerrilla army over a besieged force of hated invaders. A force of some 3, 000 Ethiopian soldiers have been holed up for more than a month in fortifications built during World War II on the hill around the Eritrean town of Karen in the shape of a horseshoe. 

    Outside the fortresses the rugged terrain was under the full control of the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), one of the two freedom movements fighting for the independence of Eritrea from Ethiopian since 1961.

    A few days earlier, an Ethiopian patrol had left one of the garrison-strongholds in search of water. The patrol never returned. 

    It was now July 4. The EPLF had made their plans and were ready to begin their attack. The next day they surrounded much of the town under cover of a large fruit-growing estate on its outskirts. Then they took the military and civilian airport, cutting off the beleagued Ethiopian troops from further airborne supplies. 
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On July 6 EPLF fighters began advancing up to the hills and attacking the Ethiopian strongholds. Two days later, on July 8, it was all over.

    Karen, the second most heavily defended town in Eritrea, and scene of bitter fighting during World War II, had been liberated. 

    Of the 3,000 demoralized Ethiopian troops that had been defending the town, 1,000 had been killed or were unaccounted for, 1,500 wounded or captured and 500 had fled in the direction of Agordat about 80 km to the west. 

    The EPLF also destroyed two Ethiopian tanks and captured three others in good condition. They also took a large quantity of arms and ammunition, including Russian-made weapons. 

    After fighting had died down, an Italian photographer visited the Ethiopians’ former strongholds. ‘I saw Israeli bombs stored there,’ he told newsmen in Khartoum a week later. Mr Loconsolo Silvestre, who visited the site on his own although he works for a Milan-based photographic agency, brought from Karen a letter from the small Italian community living in the town. The letter was addressed to the Italian Embassy in Khartoum. It said all the Italians living in Karen were safe and well under the new EPLF administration. 

    Another journalist who arrived in Khartoum from Karen with Mr. Silvestre was Ms Colette Braekman, a correspondent of the Brussles daily, Le Soir. ‘The EPLF showed me around the prison in Karen the day after the town had been liberated,’ she told SUDANOW reporter Berhane Woldegabriel. ‘I saw the Ethiopian soldiers held there by the EPLF. The wounded were being given medical treatment and their families were allowed to visit them.’

    The two foreign journalists thus provided independent support of the EPLF announcement of the fall of Karen, made by the head of the EPLF in Sudan, Mr Mohammed Sayed Bari, on July 10. 
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    Some western newsmen had earlier expressed doubt that the 20,000 strong EPLF could have taken such a heavily defended and strategic town of Karen. With a population of 80,000, Karen is the capital of Senhit province. 

   ‘Did anyone expect Saigon to fall so quickly in 1975?’ asked an official of the EPLF office in Khartoum. 

    Earlier, Mr Mohammed Sayed Bari explained that the victory at Karen was the result of a new plan of attack worked out as part of a new military and political strategy formulated during the EPLF Congress which ended in Eritrea on January 31. 

    Indeed other reports indicated that EPLF strategy was working to good effect. Some days before the fall of Karen, the EPLF took another strategically important town – Decamere, a light manufacturing town of some 60,000.

     Decamare is located on the crossroads of routes to four important centres Asmara, the capital, Massawa, an important port, Mendefera on the Asmara to Gondar road, and Tigrai province, Ethiopia’s northern border with Eritrea. 

    In addition to being the centre of a number of food-processing factories, Decamare, is a major centre for truck and automobile repairs. The liberation of Decamare is therefore expected to be a major boost for the Eritrean independence fighters as it will give them access to quantities of spare parts and numerous repair shops, making the use of mechanical transport easier. 

    With the Liberation of Karen and Decamare, by the middle of last month, the Ethiopians held only nine towns in Eritrea. They were Asmara, Massawa, Saganeiti, Senafa, Adiquaia, Mandafera, Barentu, Agordat and Assab. 
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                                        * * * * *

             How 6,000 danced till dawn

‘All the time, children are being taken away from our school. They never came back.’
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Photographer-journalist Sarah Errington arrived back in Khartoum last month after travelling through liberated areas of Eritrea to the front line of the fighting, less than 20 km from Asmara, the capital. She wrote for SUDANOW the following sensitive and graphic report of what she saw.

   On the EPLF’s southern front, south of Asmara, the guerrillas and the Ethiopian troops watch each other through binoculars from their respective positions on two ridges less than three kilometres apart. The Ethiopian line is approximately five kilometres from the perimeter of Asmara, the Eritrean capital, still in Ethiopian hands. The forces holding the line are Ethiopian regular troops supported by members of the so-called Red Army – the Ethiopian peasants’ militia – who retreated after a twelve-day battle against the EPLF in August, when they tried to advance south-west of Asmara and retake towns captured by the guerrillas. 
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     At kilometre 15 on the road south from Asmara, the furthest the Ethiopians managed to advance, the evidence of their defeat lies by the roadside – two burnt tanks knocked out, say the EPLF, with B10 rockets. The body of an Ethiopian soldier rots a few yards away. 

     The EPLF say that the fighting left one thousand Ethiopian dead. Their remains are scattered over the barley fields and acacia-scrub-covered hills. Local peasants have been recruited to help bury the casualties, but some are reluctant to do so because of their religious convictions against burial without a ceremony.

     An F5 fighter bomber swoops three times over the EPLF positions but doesn’t fire. A guerrilla in his foxhole gives journalists his binoculars to kook at the Ethiopians across the valley. The oncoming darkness brings greater security – groups of guerrillas crouch on the hillside eating injera, the local pancake-like food, brought to them in buckets by peasants and army cooks. We see one more burnt-out tank and an armoured personnel carrier, before the guerrillas lead the way through the mines on the Asmara road and back to kilometre 15. 

[image: image6.jpg]



     In the village of Adi Hawesha, three kilometres behind the EPLF front, peasants are now beginning to return to their homes, where they are seen talking and drinking tea with the guerrillas. Part of the village has been burnt, by the Ethiopians, say the EPLF. Charred stumps of wooden wall-supports rise out of the burnt clothing and blackened cooking pots. 

     The occasional rumble of artillery continues as the Ethiopians shell the front, but they rarely inflict any damage. A few guerrillas are seen with their trophies of war – the green camouflage caps with a red star, taken from the dead ‘Red Army’.

     In Decamere, 40 kms south of Asmara and taken by the EPLF in July, a selection of the war bounty from the battle around Adi Hawesha was displayed in the compound of a one-time factory. 

      A Ford pick-up and an IFA Russian army lorry stood like sentinels behind a group of ‘Red Army’ peasants – some of the 180 prisoners the EPLF say they took during the fighting. In front of the prisoners were the arms – piles of Kalashinkovs, some with a 1977 date mark, Russian rocket launchers and 82mm mortars, light machine guns, pistols and anti-personnel mines, Grenoff machine guns and Simenov semi-automatic rifles from NATO, Czech machine guns and pistols, American cannon with Chinese shells and 81mm mortars, American and Israeli grenades, and an Israeli radio. 
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    The Red Army prisoners expressed great bitterness against the Dergue. They felt cheated, having inadequate knowledge of their weapons. 

  ‘We fired in the air and ducked our heads,’ said a peasant from Gojam province.  The peasants say all instruction is in Amharic and, that most of them are only fluent in their own tribal dialects.  'Half the quota from my village tried to escape,' says a peasant from near Adua.  'I was told to collect arms to defend my village - instead I was forcibly taken to Addis Ababa.'

  In Saganeiti, taken by the EPLF in August, a group of guerrillas plays a spontaneous game of football in the fort compound.  A dead rat still floats in a barrack-room cooking pot; photos of Ethiopian soldiers and their girl friends lie in the rubble on the floor.  Following the Saganeiti success, the battle for the microwave station, perched on the hill above the pretty village of Digsa, lasted only half an hour according to the EPLF.  The capture of the microwave station was strategically invaluable to the EPLF, as it has cut off direct dial communications for the Ethiopians between Addis Ababa, Asmara and Massawa.  The EPLF say that when the station was captured the instruments were undamaged. They telephoned the General Command in Addis - from whom there was no comment.

    For the first time in ten years the curfew has been lifted in Keren, the Ethiopian garrison town taken by the EPLF on July 8. The night it was lifted, five weeks after the town fell, a crowd of six thousand danced traditional Eritrean dances in the football field until the early hours of the morning.  According to a cross section of the population, a greater sense of freedom has come to the town than was ever felt under the Ethiopian regime of uneasy calm and intermittent martial law.

    For the past two years there has been no public transport from Keren - only army convoys bringing the necessary commodities.  Now the EPLF transport section operates a bus Service to within ten kilometres of Asmara.  Baggage piles up on the roof-rack; men, women, children waving flags, old men telling their prayer beads, all cram themselves inside. The bus is an extension of services already provided - by the guerrillas throughout the territory they control.

    To celebrate their victories, the EPLF held a special People's Militia Day in Keren. Militia marchers were accompanied by guerrillas riding in captured tanks and an armoured personnel carrier.  An EPLF spokesman said that few guerrillas are yet trained in tank warfare.  But another remarked, 'If we can take them with our Kalashenkovs, learning to use them won't be difficult.'

    The EPLF say they now have over 3,500 Ethiopian prisoners, and are anxious to observe the Geneva Convention concerning prisoners of war. But the prisoners are becoming an ever-increasing burden and the EPLF say they hope a decision will soon be made on their future, with the help of the Red Cross.  Most of the prisoners are in Sahel in northern Eritrea, where guerrillas teach them Eritrean history and politics.  Some of the badly wounded are in the EPLF Central Hospital.

  'Without the support of the masses,' say the EPLF, 'we couldn't succeed.' This is borne out by the amazing infrastructure the guerrillas have established in the countryside, to back their military campaign.

  Steps lead into the small doorway of a half-cave, where eighteen or so men and women are working beneath the light of a captured generator.  Stacked around the walls, and lit by the welders' sparks, are automatic rifles, machine guns, small rocket launchers, and old single-shot rifles made by the Rashida nomads themselves. 

   This is the arms factory where old weapons are mended and new ones made.  In the wood workshop two girls are hanging up artificial limbs in a row on the wall; tables and chairs are being made in the rear. The hammers of Doshka machine guns break easily, so the metal workshop produces a stream of new ones.  The pieces of a shot-down aircraft are melted in a blacksmith's forge to make new parts for radios.  Army uniforms, clothes for refugees and tunics for the cultural group pile up beneath the 35 sewing machines in the tailors' workshop.  The expertise is Eritrean, but most of the machines they work with have been captured from the Ethiopians.

    The EPLF say that medical teams, with a surgeon to make instant amputations, move with the front lines.  Army vets are seen in the villages injecting the peasants' cattle and donkeys.  Young Moslem girls who have not attended school in the past now crowd the class-rooms in Afabet. Everyone must attend literacy classes. Most appear keen to do so; but some of the old peasants say ‘What is the use of watering an old tree?’
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     ‘Political consciousness’ is brought to the people by the Masses Administration and the Propaganda Units. There are no heroes or personality cults in the EPLF – ‘The leader is our people.’

      Bruno, with his soft and smiling eyes, speaks numerous languages including fluent English. With his shabby cloths and quiet manner he mingles with the peasants, teaching, listening, discussing. Few would think of him as an important member of the EPLF. Sebat has a joke for everyone and a smile made even wider by the loss of his teeth. Like Bruno, he mingles easily with everyone, yet his decisions help to mould the entire policy of the EPLF – for he is a member of the ruling Central Committee.

                                              [image: image9.jpg]Fsday. recnit 1 EPLE camg




      Tesfay Hagos (not his real name) is twelve years old. He ran away from Asmara to join the guerrillas. This is what he said:

    ‘I told my father, “I am going to see liberated Keren,” and I asked him for money for the bus. (The bus is run by the EPLF from Keren to within 10 kms of Asmara). My father told me I couldn’t go, so I locked the door of our compound. So I waited until all the family were sleeping and I climbed out over the wall.

    ‘At school (in Asmara) it’s forbidden to talk about the war of liberation. The teachers, who are mostly Amhara, give us the political training of the Dergue and say that Ethiopia is fighting against the Arabs and reactionaries, but we never believed them, for we have gone and seen the fighters (guerrillas) for ourselves. If the teachers knew we were talking about liberation we would be taken away in cars by the AFAGNE (AFAGNE is the name of an organ of the Dergue administration, which allegedly tortures and kills). All the time children are being taken away from our school. They never come back.

      ‘I saw all these things myself. I’ve seen so many people being shot. A few of the bodies lie in the streets, but on the outskirts of the town they are everywhere. I saw a family I know being shot, the mother and father, two little children and an older boy, a relative. I came away before I was killed. I want to be a fighter. No, I don’t miss my mother and father.’

      Tesfay Hagos is too young to be a fighter but he will join the vanguards school, or the EPLF school in northern Eritrea where there are 750 pupils. Some of them are orphans and refugees, but the majority are the children of guerrillas fighting in the field. 

                                                            E  N  D

                 UNITY: ‘CALM OPTIMISM’

                        SUDANOW, December 1977, p. 25

                                INCLUDEPICTURE "C:\\Documents and Settings\\Aida Kidane\\Skrivbord\\parkyns\\2007-01-12\\Mina bilder\\grim pic.JPG" \* MERGEFORMATINET     [image: image10.jpg]


                  
The Unification Agreement between the ELF and the EPLF was signed in Khartoum in October.  Does it mean real unity at last - or will it go the way of previous unity attempts? Fulvio Grimaldi looks at some of the reactions to the Agreement, assesses the differences which still remain.

THE ATMOSPHERE WAS decidedly stiff when the first Unification Agreement between the two major Eritrean organisations - Eritrean Liberation Front and the Eritrean People's Liberation Front - was signed in Khartoum at the People’s Palace on October 20.  Ahmed Nasser, the leader of the ELF Isaias Tafworki, second man of EPLF, hardly exchanged a glance.

Yet the obvious historical significance of the event was clearly grasped and appreciated by all of them.  When some hours later, I asked Ahmed Nasser what the reason was for such coolness and why they hadn't shake hands.  He explained: 'don’t read anything into it. All of us were profoundly satisfied.  It was merely that we had never been to such a ceremony, with television, flash-lights and all that.  All these years we have been sitting under trees scribbling our documents on a bit of note-paper.  So we felt somewhat intimidated.  As to the handshake, I simply didn't think of it.'

The Eritrean crowds in the Sudan didn't feel intimidated at all.  For years they had pressed for such an understanding and for final unification ever since the movement split eight years ago.  With the clear insight of the masses involved, so often much more realistic than their leaders, they had known throughout that no victory could be attained, or could have escaped the danger of external interference and manipulation, without unity.

So their rejoicing was boundless in Khartoum, Kassala and the refugee camps along the border.  And when, on the 1st of last month, thousands of Eritreans gathered in Khartoum to march and listen to the speeches of their two leaders, even these had loosened up and a degree of reciprocal warmth had come to seal the pact.

Of course, Osman Saleh Sabe, the man who originally headed the foreign mission of the movement and then caused its split, to end up at the head of the small ELF-PLF, was left out in the cold to meditate about personalism. The Unification Agreement invited his followers - not him - to join cither of the two main fronts. I saw this happening in the field, where hundreds of disgruntled ELF-PLF fighters took themselves and their weapons and their hopes to the ELF. 

 In general, I didn't find civilians and fighters in the field swept into a frenzy of unity.  The news was received with calm optimism, encouraged and fortified by the prospect of a second unification meeting in Khartoum on November 20.

   But everyone wanted to see what would happen where it mattered, in the field. And for this it was still too early.  Practical steps towards unification, such as joint commands, joint economic, political, social, security and foreign affairs operations and institutions, have to be tested by time.  Two previous agreements on military coordination and democratic dialogue fizzled out after a short time and did not take unity very far.

   Yet this time the formal agreement has been signed by the two leaders themselves, and the Sudan has become its official guarantor. In fact, I found it difficult to understand why unification should have been delayed for so long. The images of the ELF as the Arabs' or conservative Muslims, tool in Eritrea, and the EPLF as a band of rabid radicals are mainly foreign journalists' superficial - or deliberate - schematism.

     If there are differences today, they seem mainly to concern tactics and methods. While the EPLF seems inclined to accelerate the process of social and economic change alongside the national struggle, the ELF, placing national independence at the head of its priorities, maintains that there is still much to be done to overcome Eritrea's unhappy heritage of tribal regional and religious divisions, and that in the meantime all national forces must be brought into the liberation effort. But this does not necessarily imply, as some EPLF members object, a fundamental acquiescence to sectarianism and tribalism

    The background to these different tactical viewpoints must rest in the different social composition of the two fronts. The EPLF, mainly made up of highlanders, young intellectuals and students, from Eritrea's biggest cities, naturally feels stronger need for fast and radical transformation. The ELF, with a social base covering a wider spectrum and including the peasants, nomads and semi-nomads of the lowlands, as well as educated town-dwellers of both faiths from the highlands, naturally feels an overwhelming responsibility not to leave behind any section of Eritrean society.

Yet anyone listening to the strategic perspectives described by cadres and fighters of both organisations I would find it hard to tell them apart.  Both Fronts, at all levels consist of extremely, well-educated and mature young men and women, for whom the liberation of Eritrea means a progressive, socially just, economically and politically free country, with its rightful place among the world's peaceful, non-aligned, anti-colonialist and anti-Zionist nations.

                                           *  *  *

                         The press and the ELF

    As one of the oldest political and journalistic friends of the Eritrean Liberation Front I am concerned, like many others, at the apparent incapacity of the ELF to project its true image and to convey to the public its political stance and the progress it has achieved over the years.

    I believe this is due mainly to the very big discrepancy existing between the ELF in the field and its representatives abroad.  Many of these have been in their place of posting for many years and have grown completely out of touch with the revolution.  Sometimes they are replaced by others coming straight from the field, who don't know the new country and language, and who require at least a year to start operating effectively.

   I think that a further reason for the ELF's 'bad press' rests in its inadequate relations with foreign political forces, and particularly in its rather serious lack of appreciation of the function of these and of good press contacts.

   In Eritrea itself, there is hardly any discrimination or selection of foreign correspondents and publications, so that a serious and committed journalist might find himself flanked in the field by a
sensation-hunting amateur photo-reporter. Due to a total gap in communication and coordination between those responsible in the field and those outside, and due to their lack of professionalism, journalists' visits to the ELF are often a hazardous and unpredictable affair.

   Technical deficiencies are a consequence of the war, but if the ELF want correspondents to visit the field, it should - instead of accepting anyone who strolls by - fix dates and periods and then make sure that the visitor doesn't spend three quarters of his time sitting under a tree but gets his job done within the time planned.
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