Eritrea Wins
the Peace

Its countryside littered with enem
devastation of a 30-year rebellj
market is an early peace divide

Y tanks, Africa’s newest nation emerges from the
on against Ethiopia. For this villager, safe passage to

By CHARLES E. COBB, JR. Photographs by ROBERT CAPUTO .
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nd as former guerrillas set out to forge a democracy. .-







Alongt
guishint
belongir
of their
remain

drena:
wearin
the ch:
bush !
COW's.
COWs>
distra
Iyt
1!)_':-('
man !
Creri
I't’rlp,--
arms
Roni
Alric
Stalk-
both |

Fvit




UTSIDE NAKFA. asmall town deep
in the mountains of northern
Eritrea, a stooped figure zig-
£agS across a rocky field. It is
dusk. and the sounds of chil-
drenat play have died down. The man. who is
\\'earingatatteredarm_\' fatigue jacket against
the chill, stops abruptly to peer behind a thorn-
bush before moving on again. "My cows, my
cows.™ he wails. “The Ethiopians took my
cows." Then he disappears into the gloom, his
distraught words floating back on the breeze.

In rural Africq if rou lose vour cows, vou
lose vour dignity. Or. as it was with Gerie, the
man from Nzakfa. YOur sanity. Years earlier
Gerie had left home to join the Eritrean
People's Liberation Front (EPLF), a guerrilla
army  fightine for independence for the

ROBERT Capr1o has covered storjes throughout
Africa for the GEOGRAPHIC, including "Tragedy
Stalks the Horn of Africa” (August 1993 I, which he
both photographed and wrote,

Evitrea Wins the Peace

Ethiopian rrovince of Eritrea. When he re-
turned. a iucky survivor. he found that his
hometown had heen pounded to rubble by
Ethiopian air raids and artillery shelling. His
house and all his worldly possessions, includ-
ing his cows, were gone. The loss was more
than Gerie could bear, and his mind snapped

Eritrea’s war with Ethiopia began in 196
anddragged on forthree decades — 1 he longest
fight for i lependence in modern African
hl'.-ih"if'_‘-'. Mare than 150,000 Eritreans died,
00,000 of them guerrilla fichters, and hun-
dreds of theusands of Ethiopians. What this
means for Fritrea. 4 place the size of E ngland
and with onl. three million people, is that vir-
tually every family lost someone to the war.
Given the magnitude ol"thesuff'ering. it would
not be unreasonable to expect many Eritrean
families to be mired in the daily anguish of men
like Gerie.

But Gerie seems a remarkable exception.
Eritreans are adjusting to the effects of war
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with composure, veiling their hurt with gentle
smiles and ironic understatement. And some-
times even with dancing.

I met Saleh Hamid, a former guerrilla, at
Mai Habar. a rehabilitation center for djs-
abled war veterans 30 miles southeast of
Asmara, Eritrea's capital city. Strolling
through the tamp one afternoon. | heard
music coming from one of the dun-colored
tent= where more than 2,000 ex-soldiers lived
while they recovered from their injuries. In-
side. some two dozen men and women were
sitting on tolish — straw mats that double as
beds — playing cards and drinking coffee.
soda. andtea. A few Women were weaving col-
orful baskets from dved sisal fiber. It seemed
a timeless African village. basking in the
comniunal gaiety that follaws a good harvest,
except for the row of wooden limbs hanging on
the tent wall in front of me

Someone shouted — g whoop that filled the
tent. It was Saleh Hamid, standing on his
one leg, looking ACross at me and laughing.
Saleh tin Eritrea the first name i< the correct

-short form) leaned over ang turned up the

et B

battered transistor radio. which was playving
an Ethiopian pop song. He began dancing,
twirling about the tent, using a crutch for
support while springing around the floor.

Saleh too had fought for the EPLF. One day
during an Ethiopian air attack near the port
citvof Massawa. his rightlez was hit below: the
knee. The leg was amputated in an EPLF hos-
pitalin the mountain redoubt of Orota, where
anartificial limb was made jor him.

“Don't feel sorry,” Saleh said emphat-
ically. “I have gained my country. We have
freedom now

The roots of the war for freedom can be
traced to the creation in 13 “lof the Italian col-
ony of Eritrea. Its arbitrarily drawn borders
brought together nine ethnic groups, includ-
ing the agricultural, mostly Christian Tigri-
nyva, the animistjc Kunama, and the Afar
and other Muslim groups who now make up
half the nation's population. Neighboring
Ethiopia, a 2.000-vear-old feudal “empire”
dominated by the Christian Ambhara, contin-
ued to press its claim to Eritrea, which offered
anoutlet to the Red Seq.
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Red Sea rivalry

Roughly the size of England, Eritrea with 600 miles of coast
takes its name from the Latin for Red Sea—Mare Erythraeum. \

British rule replaced Italian during World
War II. and in 1952 the United Nations, de-
spite Eritrean calls for independence. made
the colony an autonomous federated state
within Ethiopia, The Ethiopian government
immediately began whittling away at Eritrean
identity, banning display of the Eritrean flag
and requiring Eritreans 1o use Amharic. the
official Ethiopian language. In 1961 a small
group of Eritrean rebels armed with bolt-
action rifles fired on an Ethiopian police post
near Agordat jn western Eritrea. The war
had begun.

Emperor Hajle Selassie’s answer was to
annex Eritrea as the 14th province of Ethio-
pla, dissolving the Eritrean parliament in
Asmara. After Selassie’s ouster by his military
in 1974, torture and execution of Eritrean
Insurgents by Ethiopia's Stalinist rulers
became routine. and the rebels’ resistance
grew stronger,

On May 24, 1991, EPLF forces marched
into Asmara and took over Eritrea. It had been
alopsided war- One of Africa's largest mecha-
nized armies, backed with billions of dollars’
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worth of sophisticated Weaponry provided
first by the United States and later by the
Sovier Uhnion, against go-ir-alone Eritrea,
whose fighters had to make do with weapons
seized from the enemy. In Apri] 1903, under
UN supervision, Eritreans voted overwhelm-
ingly for independence.

VERVWHERE I WENT in Africa’s newest
nation, | encountered forms of Saleh
Hamid’s danc €. évenintowns and vil-

lages devastated by cluster bombs, mortar,
@nd napalm. Rather than instilling bitterness
and self-pity, this little nation's Crusade has
imbued Eritreans with consideration for one
another and with self-reliance

“We have accomplished a mission,” Efi-
trea’s president, Isajas Afwerki. told me in his
Sparsely furnished office inadrah government
building in downtown Asmara. “Now there is
another: constructing a nation from scratch.”
He paused. “We know we don’t have the
knowledge. We know we don’t have the re-
sources. We know we don’t have the experi-
ence. Our conclusion - Let's face jt "
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Isaias, o former engineering student, has
shent 29 of his 50 year- with the EPLF,
culding the movement through its transition
from Marxist ideology to pragmatic national-
ism. Wearing plastic sandal and an open-
collared shirt, he projects a non halance that
belies the diffic ulty of hi mission

“"A homegrown Eritrean™ was  how i
schoolmate described Tsags. tome. “He is set-
tingan example, which i< really notthe case in
most of Africg.”

For astart President Isitias turned down the
official palace for a brick house in the middie-
class neighborhood of Gejeret. He drives g
1991 Tovota. And like the other ex-rebels in
the government, who hold the majority of
senior positions, Isaias drew a stipend of only
123 birr (820 U.S.) a month until July 190s,
when his salary was set at 3.000 birr a month.
Such self-sacrifice helps explain why U S,
Secretary of State Warren Christopher ob-
served that Eritrea offer-
Horn of Africa.

new hope for the

HE HORN OF AFRICA i< stingv ground —

not the stuff of breadbaskets. The

western part of Eritrea i a parched
lowland; in the south extinct volcanoes rise
OVer expanses of lava. Muych of the rest of
the country is mountainous. The climate often
betravs hope: Severe droughts periodically
blister the region. and swarms of locusts dey.-.
astate crops of corn. wheat. and lentils. Dur-
ing the war Ethiopian soldiers felled trees to
deprive the EPLF of wood to conceal and for-
tIY their network of trenches, Because of
this—and constant cutting for fuel and hous-
ing by Eritreans themselves -erosion gcullies
scar the land where eucalyptus and acacia
trees once arew.

The economic landscape is no Jess stark.
Eritreans have a Per capita income of less
than 2150, wel) below the S350 average for
sub-Saharan Africa. The country's 4 whkward
shape hinders transportation: there i< onlyv
one paved road in the lone eastern panhandle
By the sovernment’s reckoning, repairing
the war damage —including buildine houses,
schools, hospitals, and roads —will take two
billion dollars. The United States provided
about 20 million dollar< Incconomic assistand v
inlouus

Skilled labor s saaree. and demobilizing
some 30,000 guerrillas is 4 further drain. Fri-
trea’ s population s growmg hy 33 percent .

a1

The human machine
does all the work at
threshing time on

a remote highland
plot. One side rests
while the other
pounds away at
stalks to separate
grains of sorghum,
a staple for making
bread and porridge.
For years many fields
went untended,
leading to periods
of famine. Even as
rural areas revive,
Eritrea depends

on foreign aid for

at least one-third

of its food.

Year—one of the hichest rates in Africa—and
nearly half a million war refugees. most in
Sudan. await repatriation. A further threat to
progress comes from AIDS.

As Eritreans often said to me,
starting from below zero

It was on the dusty outskirts of the 16th-
century port city of Massawa where I hegan to
appreciate the energy and ambition that free-
dom has unleashed in Eritrea. Tewelde Andu.
the mavor. had taken me to see a work in
progress—the rebuilding of the narrow-gauge
railroad that once snaked down the fog-
shrouded Arboroby ercarpment from Asmara
to the Red Sea coast Before its destruction n
the war. the railroad had been a vital. if anti.
quated, artery for goods flowing to and from
the interior

[watcheda rew of about 20 men, all volun-
teers. pulling up corrodqed, twisted rails with

“We are
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crowbars and shoveling rocks into wheelbar-
in rows. They paused only to share SWigs from
') one of their water bottles.

They had laid five miles of track, allowing
trains to carry commuters between the PoFt
and the northern outskirts of the City'. Mean-
i- while Asmara i

l_-.n!-;in-_' dACToss

Lge

00 miles away—and .
he swelterine desert plain
mountains. | wondered
nteers with hand 1ool< il
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MW a feaw ey

ding my mind, ackn -
e leed the magnitude of the 1ack " The Italian
chgineers we onsulted said it was too costjy,
he said. “"Mayvbe 0. in the

way they think,
biit we have unlimited

determination Come
and see. In two Years vou will be able to ride
from Asmara ~

He velled 4 Zreetingto one of the voluntecrs,
abiz man wearing an NFL T-shirt and plastic

A Evitreq Wins the Pen-p

sandals. *\Jeet Giorgis Tesfamikae], " Te-
welde said. zs the man cameover, wiping duysy
and sweat from his face with a white handker-
chief. “Giorzis is our

minister of tran:zporta-
tion.™

I shook Giorgis's toughened hand and
expressed surprise a
inawaork cung,
"Let them see )
(RSN 8 _flafh, v

tfindinga minister of syar,

" People in Africa do ther
he shot Sack "It's not all the tim.
we ask for help ™

Eritreans may e like asking for handoui-
but judging from 1 condition of Massawa,
helpis clearly needed Thirty vesrsago Massa-
Wa Was a prosperq.< ity of 80.000: today it
has only 20.60p residents \When Ethiopia“s
defeated soldiers fled in jeug, they looted al]
the banks, and for 'en months Ethiopian air-
craft pummeled the city, gutting many of jts
grand old houses, The Imperial Palace over-
looking the <ea. used by Haile Selassie as a




winter retreat, had been a splendid structure.
with mahogany paneling. marble floors. and
cornices trimmed with gold leaf. Now it's a
mess of iron and brick, with pigeons roosting
On exposed beams and davlight pouring in
through a hole in the dome

In the old quarter 1 walked past once gra-
cious houses built oyt of pink coral rock and
shaded by palm and eucaliptus trees. Many
had gone up during the Ottoman £ra. from
the mid-16th to the mid-14th centuries, and
although scarred by napalm and tracer bul-
lets, they recall Massawa's days as “the pearl
of the Red Sea " Arched assagewavs and
streets barelv wide enough for a donkev and
cartlend mystery to Eritrea's oldest city. built
at the hub of trade routes that linked Ecvpt
and Greece before the birth of Christ.

OMMERCE is the goal of Dessu Tesfa-
zion, general managzer of the Red Sea
Tr:uiim:('nrpuratir:n. headquartered

ina nondescript concrete house set back from
dquiet side street in Asmara Atfirst I thought
I'd come 1o the wrong place. The laneuid.
casually dres<ed Young men on the porch
didn’t look like businessmen, hut one of them

lJ_‘

Working a sea of plenty, fishermen net a
shark off the Dahlak islands. The catch goes
to Yemen for coveted shark-fin soup. Though
the Red Sea is Eritrea’s richest potential
resource, citizens show little taste for fish,
something a national Promotion hopes to
remedy. For economic growth Eritrea must
rely on leftovers — Italian-built factories that
date from when Eritrea was a successful
trading state. At 3 reopened plant in Asmara,
Wwomen turn out shoes as blue as the sea.

said, yes, this was< Red Sea Trading, and <ent
me up to the second floor.

Dessu, a vouthfyl man of 50 wearing hlye
jeans, handed me his business card. The cony-
panylogoisthe prow of 4 cargo boat inside the
circle of the numeral u “Bado Tshiate. " Dessy
said, pointing to the number. “It means Zero
Nine. We will never lose the name -

Zero Nine (nine for the number of ethni
groups in Eritrea) was formed in 1973 as an
EPLF hit squad. whose Job wasto do what-
ever it could to undermine Ethiopia's war
effort. The squad's first VICtms were two
Ethiopian colonels. shot in downtown Asma-
ra. Of Zero Nine's 14 original members, four.
including Dessy. survived the war.

As the war intensified, Dessyy explained,
and shortages of basics such as milk, erain,
salt, and butter became acute, the squad
turned to shopkeeping and trade, which also
provided cover for militaryactivities had a
small shop,™ he zaid ] looked like any sales-
man. with cloth. tin< of biscuits, and flour on
my shelf." Soon theyv were importing scarce
commodities from Yemen and Saudi Arabia:
with the profits the squad members bought
trucks and a boat.

From these beginnings emerged Eritrea's
most powerful tradine company. Todayv Red
Sea Trading Corporation is Eritrea’s largest
exporter of sesame seed and gum arabic, Im-
portsrange from TV sets tocement. The com-
pany has 20 million dollars in the bank in a
country whose  entire economic  output
amounts to 300 million dollars 3 vear. Dessy
hopes to open offices in London and Washing-
ton, D.C. But profits are not evervthing, he
said; freedom is not 4 license to exploit. In
1994, whensellersinflated the price of cement,
Red Sea Trading reined themin by offering jt«
cement at a markup of only 10 percent.

“Those merchants wanted & profit of 100,
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200 percent. but 10 or ;5 percent is fipe v
' “We're not socialists, byt our

Dessu sajg
profitjs 1 help the People. This is not govern-
ment price setting. Of course. We are close tq
the government

That a ountry with deep roots in the polit;-
cal lefy officially: advocates frec-marker €Co-

NOMICs seems incongruous. but Eritreans are
above a]) 4 practica) people - Inefﬁciemy and
bu reaucracy are the problems of governmen.
Tun companjes. said Hagos Ghebrehiwet.
who heads the economjcs division of the polit-
ical Party born of the EPLF “We have o
make things happen, make g difference

thange lives ™

and

F ERITREANS are long op will. they remain
short on CApertise. There 4 re. however,
*mall sjens of Progress. At Winna Techni.

talSchool in the highland. northof Nakfa, the
Machine shops that turned oyt bullets during
the war are recycling brass ang steel shel] cas.
Ings into rods tq reinforce toncrete. Winng's
120 studenys will graduate from the three-year
Program with (he skills to run their own ma-
chine shops or farages, become carpenters, or
teach in trade schools,

Evityeq Wins the Peace

Meanwhile 4 million or so Eritreans exiled
by the war. many of them highf)'cducated and
with diverse talents, are Scattered acrogg
Europe, North America, and the Midd]e East.
Few have ¢, ime home

“I came thinking of medicipe said Me-

Konnen A« Merom, an tXpatriate who returned
in 199] “but I saw that the reg) problem was
housing. Forthe moment jt's the biggest prob-
lem in Eritres " _\Iekmnnen‘ a 37-vear-old
Wwhose family: emigrated (o Italy
17, trained there as a doctor

infectioys and tropica| dise

hen he was
Specializing ip
ases, | it‘ Came f'J.'it?k
“hecause 1 Wanted to de something thay could
really help the | ountry
I'mey Mekannen by chance One afternogn g«
Idrove Past @ rank Eravevard on the Western
edge of Asmary A sign caught my €Ve: Spacg
#3901 ERITREA man Operating g cement
miXer ushered Metothe boss's office, a modest
builrfing Made of reddish adobe bric) Mekon-
nen. who founded and runs the hnmebuilding
€hterprise, has 3 30 percent stake. The rest js
Owned by the city of Asmara, an Eritrean
charity called the Childrep of Martyrs, and a
elgian Company, al] of which helped finance
Start-up of the business.




A two- or three-bedroom house with v
randa. carport, and fenced vard sell- for
$10,000 to £15.000—a moderate price in Fri-
trea. Mekonnen has built 20 models, and
demand has forced him to nearly double his
original production goal of 300 houses a vear
The design is especially popular amene
returning yvoung professionals with families.
“Look.™ Mekonnen «aid. “they can take low-
er salaries, but if they're used to suburh: n
Califarnia, espe ially the children, thev won 't
aACcept to squeeze into one room .

Last vear Mekonnen hired a4 general muan-
ager. which means he can go back to beinz o
doctor. When T next visit Eritrea, I'll look for
him in downtown Asmara, in one of the smart
new office buildings that scem 1o be sprouting
all over the city:,

S THE NERVE CENTER of Ethiopian
communications in Eritrea, Asmura
came through the bombing almost

unscathed. For their part the EPLF forces.
which generally avoided attacks on urban
areas and in any case did not want their future
capitalin ruins, limited their attackson Asma-
rato sporadic ambushes.

Asmara impressed me as frozen in time. 2
blend of faded Italian flavers and tradi-
tional African life. Battered Fiat taxis and
Vespa scooters share broad. palm-lined streets
withdonkey-drawn ¢ bias—small carts used
to haul wood. farm produce. or passengers At
7.600 feet above the sea. the city is dry and
cool, perfect for walking — and many de,
window-shopping or browsing in the scores of
boutiques that front the narrow streets, These
streets are invariably tidy. and beggars are
nowhere to be seen.

Eritreans themselves seem surprised by the
changelessness of Asmara. “I never thought
these same cafés would be here, " said Mesfin
Yoseph. raising his vojce above the hiss of 4
cappuccino machine in the Bar Royal on Lib-
eration Avenue. Home on a visit from Los
Angeles, where he works for a real estate CON-
pany. Mesfinis thinkine about moving back to
Eritrea after 26 vearsinthe [ S,

That Eritrea is stjl] something of a blank
slate can be seen as an asset.savs Sebhat Eph-
rem. tormerly the field commander of the
suerrilla torces, later administrator of Asmara
Province, and now Eritrea’s minister of
defense He believes Asmara has an advan-
tage over African cities like Tanzania's Dar ex

'I-J

Hard-schooled on
the battlefield,
wounded veterans
now test themselves
in a classroom at
Denden Campin
Asmara, “They're
treated like heroes,”
reports photogra-
pher Bob Caputo.
“Villagers bring food
and gifts. They real-
ize the debt society
owes the fighters,”
Outside Afabet, bro-
ken bones of tanks
and trucks (bottom)
memorialize the
rebels’ greatest vic-
tory. In this narrow
ravine, fighters
trapped and disabled
anenemy convoy —
and with seized
weapons forced the
Ethiopian Army into
adecisive retreat,

Salaam, which have grown explosively in
recent decades “They are faced with the
question of curing major problems. Here it's 4
question of preventing them."

Slowing the spread of AIDS is at the top of
the list, “lest the liberation gained through
sacrifice is aborted.” Sebhat says. In 1994 it
wasestimated there were 60,000 carriers of the
virus in Eritrea. most of them voung adult:.
andofthe 1,700 AIDS cases reported so far, S0
percent were in Asmara.

The city’s population. now 400,000, js
growing fast enough that containing urhan
growth—and the attendant ills of inferior
housing, tratfic tongestion, crime, and polly-
tion—isalso becomine anissue. Anuncounted
numberof Eritreans live in a slum called Abba
Shawul near the idaga, the bustling market in
the heart of Asmara. Yet evenin Abba Shawul
I felt none of the anger and alienation thit
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Ihe outer world scarcely exists for inhabi-
tants of the mountaintop Bizen Monastery.
Coptic monks live here in austere isolation,
their days given to prayer, penance, and
teaching acolytes to chantin the ancient li-
turgical language of Geez. The monks could
not transcend the war though. Both armies
used the cliff as an occasional lookout.

usually surround <y Maces. If the wood
seller who rents a o 2N a uny crumbline
house with a roaf held down by rocks and
branches i« typical, micsg peaple secitazaw a\
station. “This js po for alwavs,” he said.
"Now we have opportunity

Indeed Asmara is alive with entrepre-
neurial energy, gs neEWw money tlows in and
apartments, restaurangs. and shops open
You can now test-drive g Mercedes-Benz at 1
local auto dealership Initially foreien and
domestic investment woas expected to create
30.000 new  jobs, thereby  lowering the
nation’s high unemployvment rate. Jobless ri-
treans survive by virgye of a traditional sa fety
net—the extendec family svstem.

Danny Dafla, an ex-guerrilla who started g
small graphics firm in a house near Asmara
University, hopes the new consumerism wil)
not erode Eritrean idealism. “The war was
perfect,™ said Danny, who Joined the EPLF
at 14, (" My rifle was larger than me.") "You
really wanted to give vourself for rvervone,
No exchange of anything except love, "

The Ministry of Tourism recently commis-
stone Danny to design 2 bromotional maga-
zine. He is excited about the prospect of
making some money but clings 1o the war-
time ideal of self-sacrifice. 5 we can hold
enough of jt,” he sard.  “miracles can
be done

N THE EPLF's ‘eemingly miraculoys hattle
against the odds. Women fought alone<ide
men. In fact, by the ¢n. of the war women

made up nearly a third s 1);e entire fighting
force. Now, by law, woren in Eritrea have
equal property rights —unysual in much of
Africa today. They also have rights to their
children in divorce, and forced marriawes
dre banned.

Yet the clasp of tradition h.« only been los-
ened, as Aheha Habtom Kknows Abeba. an
official with the Ministry of Education in
Asmara, stjll wears her hair in the closey

s

cropped style of the EPLF cuerrillas, “I'm 42
Vears old,” she said. "My husband's rela-
tives. and mine too. wouldn’t mind if we got a
divorce and he married a vour ger Woman,”

Abeba iz child]es N2 socier in which mar-
ried women without children dre considered
failure<. She attributes her inability to wet
pregnant to the lingerine stress of combat, ]
havetieeninthe field all thistime. and anyway
there sre children We can adopt, But they
don’t see it that war 7 The divoree rate among
forme: cuerrillas i reportedly high. but her
husbiand has stood by her despite his family-'s
disapproval, “He his understanding and
depth.” Aheba EHI!

Unlike Abebia, who ~partofthe urban eljte,
At least SO percent of Fritrean women are
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illiterate villagers. Tzighe Gebrekristos.
whom Imetin Embaderho northof Asmara. i«
‘0 vearsold and tired. Afterg land mine killed
her husband. her brother-in-law became the
ahsentee owner of their plot. <o she must noy
Work the land a« well as rajse four voune hil-
qren, two bovs and 1w girls,

The Jasy thing Tzighe wantsisfor the boyvstg
be farmers ~1in her mind that's condemnine
them 1o Poverty, “I' want them to be office
men™ And the girls? “I need them only 1 get
married and give birth. That j< our culture, <
We cannot go gyt from our culture. Girle are
born lo marry.”

“If vou want real change, " said Fozia Ha-
shim, who is Eritrea’s justice minister (one of
Wo female ministers i the New government),

Evitioq Wins the Peqre

“you can't sayv. ‘here's g five-vear plan.’ Yoy
can havea plan for building houses ang roads,
but changine the mind of 4 PErson is not made
by calculation, like that. ™

In the calcy)ys of chance, f;}shionin_s asta-
ble. secular e mocracy —gn entirely new jdeq
In Eritrea— pe fuires drafting 4 constitution,
formulating th, legal basis of political parties,
and holding ¢le, tions. The goa] i5 to do al]
this by 1997 Until then the EPLF il remain
In power as the ‘énamed People's Front for
Democ racy and Justice, or PFD]J

“I'm for a bil] of rights and checks and ba)-
ances.” said Bereket Habte Selassie, an Eri-
trean who was once Ethiopia's attorney
Zeneral and now heads Eritrea's constitution-
al commission. dgroup of 50 beople appointed




“Ther are
many questions. Do we want 5 parliamentary
vstem like the British? Oy 4 U.S model” |t
will be controversial Oneofthe problems see
In African countries is they took so-called
‘models’ and used them without change

The commission aims to draft 4 truly demo-
cratic constitution and js holding meetines in
townz and villpees throughout Eritrea, solicit-
Ing 1deas dire ty from the people. It's a chal-
lence In the dirt-poor villages where most
Eritreans live, the abiding worry is not the
brighiness of the political future hut whether
the clouds have rainin them.

in_'\ the transitiong) Fovernment

F HARD WORK were the only requirement,
Eritreans like Mikele Tasfaledet would be
rich. The first time I visited Mikele, a well-

muscled man of 61, he was laboring with two
Oxen to turn the sun-hardened earth outside
Embaderho. “Hone! Hone! he shouted, yre-
ing them forward. “Haba!” he velled, leaning
left or right to turn them in the lirection he
wanted Behind the plow ayoung boy from the

village  scattered dried manure onooth,
30-by-30-foot plot. Mikelc has three orhe,
plots of about the same size. which he Pl
with cabbages, potatoes, wheat. and mijjer
“We can grow 1o eat.” he said, “hut NOt Lo ey
the money we need. It's not enough "

Mikele, who hasa family of five to feed, was
better off before 1978, when the Ethiopian <]
diers forced him 1o flee. Then he had four oxen
and a truck, and he sold cloth and surpl-
grain from a shop in his hoyse “I'm startin s
all over,” he s

One morning nine months later, 1 vi<ito
Mikele acain. Inside his htedmo, a rectangular
house of fitted stonesz tvpical of the cencryl
highlands, the walls were bare, and the ir
floor was as hard a< baked earth. A hole in the
thatch roof served as askvlight. Itletin so little
light that the two wooden doors at the front of
the house were Kept open, allowing four couw-
and various chickens to join us as we perched
on low wooden stools. talking and drinkine
rich ¢ ardamom-flayored coffee.

Mikele's I9-vear-old daughter, Nazreth,
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satonabed. s platform of dried mud., readving
herself for the <ix-mile walk toschool. Nazreth
Was a ninth grader. Her <« hooling, like that
of so many Eritrean teenagers, had been held
up by the war Mikele's wife, Tukabu. was
baking taitq - a shightly sour, pancake-like
bread — on a charcoal fire

The crops are good this vear, Mikele said
“We're going 1o collect enough grain to last us
for at least half a vear.” The vegetables had
done well 1. he had heen able to <ell some
beans and cabhages in Asmara. But one cood
season has not turned him into an optimist,
“We're doubtful we'l] have enough rain next
year.” he said, “We're alw avsdoubiful

HUNDRED MILES west of Embade rho,
in Gash Barka, a Jow., dry region
along the border with Sudan, Samir

Gebreselassie beamed at me from a sea of ¢ ot-
ton. This is Alizidir. a plantation established
by the Italians in the 1920s, abandoned during
the war, and now coming back to life. Samir i<
one of 2,300 former fighters and re fugees who
have taken up an offer from the Eritrean gon--
ernment: five acres of land. free and clear. to
be planted with cotton, with two more acres
tor sorchum after a successful first vear

"I never expected to own land.™ she told
me. “It feels very good. | Was not expecting to
be alive."”

Each settler also receives 31,500 in start-up
money as well as training programs and free
use of tractors. excavators. and other heavy
equipment. There are compelling reasons
for this largesse. The textile factorie: in
Asmara depend heavily on cotton from Aligi-
dir, which is by far the largest domestic pro-
ducer. And by promoting the tense border
region as a land of Opportunity, the govern-
ment hopes to counter efforts by the Eritrean
Islamic Jikhad to subvert the area's mostly
Muslim population Allied with armed Islam-
ic fundamentaljsts from other countries, Er:-
treans apposed to the nation s commitment 1o
remain a secular state have heen infiltrating
from Sudan and attacking villages. A numbhber
of Eritreans have heen killed.

Aligidir is divided into three 9.000-acre s¢c-
tionsiless than half the available land has been
taken. Lack of water is the big problem. Th,
nearby Gash River runs through the plan: -
tion but is dry most of the year. and the area -
sole reservoir holds only enough water 1o jrri-
gate 11.000 acres.
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Unveiled curiosity
lights up the eyes

of two Rashaida

women, their fancy

beadwork belying

the drab duties of

goatherding. New

laws guaranteeing

sexual equality — the

right of women to

divorce, to vote, and 2
to acquire land —

promise to shake up

traditional culture.

“In places it was

once hard to see

women,” says a stu-

dent returning from

abroad. “They were

restricted to the 3
house. Now | see L
them building roads, w
talking in meetings. %=
Amazing.” -“I

"I was not expecting to get something from
this,” Samir said. running her fingers throuch
the dry, powdery soil. “There was a time |
was afraid of this land." But the cotton has
done so well that Samir must hire laborers
to help her pick it all. "Now we are getting
bigger and bigger." she <aid proudlv. looking
into the pouch of her apron, filled with rat
puffsof cotton

OT FAR FROM ALIGIDIR, in the village
of Tessenei. are two long sheds that
CIveasareception center for refugees

coming home from Sudan Within 24 hours the
Eritrean Relief and  Refugee Commissinn
whisks each tamily to its chosen destination.

Ona blistering day in December I climbed
aboard one of the 12 UN trucks that were car-
rying some 200 families and their meezer be-
longing<. [squeesed into, the space occn e b
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Teklai Bok rezion, his wife. Akberer, and thejr
three children Dust swirling, (he truck
lurched “astward from the Sudanese border.
Onthe shor ride to the reception center the air
was thick with anticipation, and hardly
word was “poken.,

We gathered in the mual <hed 7,
taita and Vegetables Prepared 4. volunteers,
and I asked Teklai aboyy his plins. He air] he
wauld nor b 2oing home 14 Himbirt. his vil-
lsve near \smara. bee ause he'd heard i hari
W bevong His chojce was a
Hew village, Alehy. built by thy Eritrean Re-
licf STOUp a few miles from Tescenej “ldon'y
know: my hame anymore, " Teklai saiq “Here
I'know there is land. "

By nine the neyt morning we were nAleby.
Not 0 much 4 village with a recognizale
CEnteras row 4 fler row of circular £rass huts —
500 in all. Less than a third of them had been

radinner of

TeCOLnition
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taken. Afre- much pacing, Teklaj settled on 4
hut that arpeared (¢ My untrained €ve indjs-
tinguishahie from the others by that Teklaj
calculated had the MOst surrounding land.
an irregyla- plot of no more than a third 01
anacre. Sou 1 the hut - walls and ctling weyld
lonz 1ree branches
4 with him from Sydan for the

be braced h wers oy
he hoo Cirr
PUri g
Althoyep -
Yelotw o hap o
reliabl,: w

e tountryside had pg Irrigation
PUmpsinthe village Suggested 3
dtersupply. A large rectangular hyt
would serve 2 4 clinic. A schon) was planned.
Teklai recl, med he shoyld be able to grow
€nough craps 1q g the surplys F_\‘(-mu;tH_\‘. if
all wen: we|). he would OPen a small gepera)
store. " Ever,, *hing that s g00d requires that
Vou build slgu V" Akberet said. Teklai nad.
ded in azreem.cnt. “If voy wWork, vou wij] get
more, ™ he saic:. and I heard Eritrea speaking.




P

ss a land freed from
inview and an ambitious recon-
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. village elders look acro
struction plan in place, Eritrea hopes to play a calming role in the

the storms of war. With electinns

above Debre Sina

Heightened Prospects










