
32. Escape V 

     On Tuesday morning, July 10, 1979, about five weeks after I had returned from 

my father’s place to the village, I was waiting outside the house for Lijalem to go 

to work at his sorghum farm. A neighborhood boy came, and I started chatting 

with him. He was about fourteen and had a destitute mother. He was not wearing 

anything that morning. I had seen him with a badly torn shirt days before, but he 

was entirely naked this time.   

      “Why are you not wearing clothes?” I asked. He said, “My mother could not 

find anyone who could lend her two birr to buy me a shirt.” I shook my head, 

feeling bad for him. Coincidentally, I had just two birr left from the money that my 

sisters had sent to me from the United States. I reached in my pocket and gave to 

the boy the two birr.  He thanked me and went home to give the money to his 

mother. His mother came immediately to where I was.  Tears flowing, she said to 

me, “May God keep you safe in a time of a great danger [ከጭንቅ ያውጣህ።].” 

Although I had been an atheist since my revolutionary days, I was touched by her 

kind words and thanked her for them.    

     Lijalem came out the house, and we went to his farm. We dug around the two-

foot-long sorghum plants with picks in order to make the soil soft enough so that 

the sorghum plants received sufficient nutrients. At about 3:30 p.m., we saw a 

gentleman coming towards us. As he got close to us, we realized that he was the 

leader of the Farmers’ Association of the surrounding villages, including ours. His 

name was Ato Ayele Derseh. He lived in Fentergie, about three miles away. I had 

heard about this person but never met him before.   

     From the second that we saw him coming towards us, I had a strange sensation. 

My legs began shaking and could not support my body. My face turned, I squatted 

and pretended that I was digging. When the person greeted us, I turned my head for 

a split second and bowed to him but kept digging, facing the other way. He started 

conversing with Lijalem and claimed that the villagers had not paid taxes.  

     Lijalem replied to the gentleman that taxes had been already paid a long time 

ago. After a minute or two of such meaningless conversation, Lijalem said, “The 

police are coming for you.” When I quickly turned around, I saw four people 

coming towards us. They were about seventy yards away. I also noticed that they 



were not police officers, as my relative said. Three were militiamen. I figured out 

from the way he dressed that the fourth was a retired army sergeant, Alemu Kassa, 

whom I had known in Debre Work and served as the head of the militia in our sub-

district. They all carried guns.  

     I dropped the pick on the ground and got up. I started walking slowly at first to 

make them think that I did not know what was going on. Once I crossed my 

relative’s sorghum farm (about ten yards to the east), I started running. We were in 

a lowland region, where even walking, let alone running, was very difficult. I heard 

one of the militias or the sergeant shouting, “Stop or you will be shot dead.” When 

I turned around for a split second, I noticed that Lijalem was also running away in 

a different direction. I was surprised by that but kept running through the bushes 

and short trees. The leader of the village started shouting aloud. He said, “Ou, ou, 

ou, ou.” This kind of screaming was traditionally a signal for villagers to come 

forth for help.     

       I turned south and kept running towards the bottom of the valley, which was 

about a quarter of a mile away. I expected to hear gun shots any second. I had 

immediately decided that if the militia followed me and fired shots, I would kill 

myself by jumping or throwing myself from a cliff. What my comrade Tefera 

advised me a few weeks earlier was in my mind.   

     As I was running, I realized that my death could come in any second. Quite 

surprisingly, I had only one thought in my mind during that critical time of my life. 

I started thinking about my younger sister Meskerem. I regretted the fact that I was 

not going to live and see her life.  Of all my brothers and sisters, she was the only 

one who shared the same mother and father with me, but I knew her only a little. I 

had never lived with her, at least not after our mother died.  

     The leader of the Farmers’ Association kept shouting aloud as I was trying to 

escape, seemingly interested in getting me surrounded by his fellow villagers. But 

nobody else seemed to be in the area at the time. Because of the trees and sloping 

terrain behind me, I could not see if the militiamen and the sergeant were also 

following me, but that was what I suspected. When I started running, I was actually 

going in a random direction towards the bottom of the valley, for there were no 



roads except some tiny trails here and there. After about thirty or forty yards, I fell 

and started rolling down for about seven yards.    

     I ended up stopping on the side of a tiny trail, about half a yard wide. Such trails 

were often used by locals to get down to the bottom of the valley, but I had never 

used one before. I stood up and started running down quickly along the tiny trail. It 

was probably three or so minutes by now since I had started running and still I did 

not hear any gunshots. I feared that the reason that I was not hearing gunshots was 

because I might have been surrounded, and that some members of the militia were 

waiting for me at the bottom of the valley.   

     As I was approaching the lower level of the valley, where the river flowed, I 

started worrying about passing all the cliffs that I could use to jump off and kill 

myself. As I got closer to the river, I kept glancing at the surrounding area but saw 

nobody. I also looked up towards the hill from where I came, and nobody was 

following me. For the first time in about twenty or so minutes, I started to realize 

that I might actually get to live another day. The whole thing did not feel real but 

rather a dream.  

     When I reached the bottom of the valley, I was so exhausted that I was barely 

walking. I had done a lot of running and rolling downhill within a short period of 

time.  Once I realized that I was out of danger, I started walking down the river. I 

took the left and right sides of the hills, depending on how the river was winding in 

order to avoid being visible to the militiamen and the sergeant who could be 

looking down from my relative’s sorghum farm. After about one-half of a mile, I 

was completely out of sight. At that point, I decided to climb up the gorge to the 

top of the plateau, which was about three and half miles long. I knew that I was not 

returning to my relatives’ village anymore. I had to go somewhere else.    

     As I was climbing, I remembered what the villager, the mother of the teenager 

with no clothes, had said to me in the morning. Indeed, I said to myself, what that 

lady said to me had come true. I felt that the lady’s sincere wishes may have played 

some role in getting me out of danger.    

     I also realized, climbing up the hill, that my left foot had been injured and sat 

down to check it out. When I inspected my foot, I noticed that two chunks of 

tissues had, actually, been shredded out of the sole. It must have happened when I 



was sliding and rolling down the hill. Or, I must have stepped on sharp rocks, as I 

was running towards the bottom of the valley. However it happened, I did not feel 

the pain until that time and realized that I had to do something about the open 

wounds.    

     I took my shirt off and cut both sleeves with a rock and wrapped my foot up. I 

felt much better as I walked up, but the pain did not completely go away. In fact, I 

started limping. I also became very thirsty, but there was no water to be found. As I 

was walking up, luckily, I saw a tiny pond. It was about a quarter of square yard. 

As I was kneeling down to drink water, I saw several tiny worms swimming in the 

little pond. I had no choice but to drink from this filthy-looking water. Otherwise, I 

might not even be able to make it to the top of the gorge.   

     I chased the worms away, at least those that were visible, by blowing air from 

my mouth and drank a little bit of water. I felt much better. As I was getting to the 

top of the gorge, I started thinking about whose home I should be going to next. I 

decided to go to the home of my niece Teje Aytenew.      

     Teje, who was about two years younger than me, lived about nine miles away 

from the top of the gorge. Her village, Goba, was actually located about three miles 

north of Dima. She had actually seen me while hiding at my father’s place a few 

months earlier. She had told me at that time, “You know, Gizachew, you are going 

to be fine. You will die only when you are as old as your father.” My father was an 

eighty-one-year-old man at the time and was in a great health. I was not quite sure, 

however, if her prophecy was correct, but it surely made me smile.   

     While I was walking towards my niece’s village, it rained heavily for about half 

an hour. Although I had to bear the heavy rain, it made the road muddy and easier 

to walk on. I was still limping a little bit and not walking as fast as I otherwise 

could. It was also getting darker and darker. I got to my niece’s village around 11 

p.m. I went to her house and knocked on the door. After I told him who I was, 

Teje’s husband opened the door.   

     Teje was also up and when she saw me, she started crying. She had suspected 

that I was in some kind of trouble even before I told her my story. She asked, 

“What exactly happened?” When I told them, both of them were stunned. Teje kept 



crying while she cooked dinner for me.   I was touched by her kindness. After I ate 

dinner, we all went to sleep.   

     We all got up in the morning and dined. I then asked Teje to do me a big favor: 

she must not tell anyone, including our own close relatives, that I was in her house. 

I was worried that the authorities would be taking all measures, including harassing 

and intimidating my relatives, to find out where I was hiding.  My fear was well 

founded.     

     My relative Lijalem came to Teje’s house on the third day. I was hiding on a 

small wooden bed, kot, up near the ceiling. The kot was about two and a half by 

three yards. It was connected to the wall and supported by two pillars standing in 

the house. I could see him from up there, but he could not see me. He looked very 

tired, and his voice was cracking. He told Teje about what had happened to me at 

his farm. He added that he was trying to find me, because my father was worried 

about my whereabouts.   

     Teje said that she had never seen me, nor had she heard from anybody else 

about me. She said in a sad tone, “A hyena may have eaten him.” She gave him 

some food, and after he finished eating, he told her that he was going to her sister’s 

house. Her older sister Simegn lived only about a mile and half away. He added 

that he wanted to meet my oldest brother Taye who happened to be there. It turned 

out that he and my brother had come together to that area but had decided to split 

by going to each of the sisters’ places to look for me. For reasons that I did not 

understand, Teje told Lijalem that she would go with him to her sister’s house.   

     When Lijalem stepped out of the house, I called Teje with a low voice and told 

her again not to tell anybody, including my brother, that I was in her house. She 

nodded.  A few minutes later, my nephew Habtamu, Tejie’s brother, came to the 

house. He was about fourteen and lived with his mother in Gedeb, about eleven 

miles away. Teje’s mother-in-law, whose house was only a few yards away, came 

in from outside and told my nephew that he had just missed his sister. Before she 

left, she told him to wait in the house until his sister returned.   

     I felt very uncomfortable staying in that house. I felt the reason that my brother 

and relative had come to my nieces’ villages was probably to get me arrested. I 

was not, at first, intending to greet my teenage nephew but could not wait anymore. 



I became extremely anxious about the whole thing and decided to talk to him. 

When I called his name from the kot, he panicked. He did not think that anyone 

else was in the house. I said to him, “It is me, Gizachew.” As he came close to me, 

I leaned down and kissed him on his cheeks. I quickly asked him why my relative 

and brother were in the area. He said, “They are looking for you. They are trying to 

get you arrested.”   

     It turned out that my pursuers had caught Lijalem and had taken him to Debre 

Work as a prisoner. He was also badly beaten. The authorities in Debre Work had 

then asked him to find out where I was hiding. If I was not found, he was warned 

that he would be jailed and his property confiscated. It also turned out that my 

pursuers had found and seized some of the things that I had in his house, including 

books and the fake paper I wrote when I was hiding at my father’s house, as 

evidence. His wife was able to hide some of my belongings, including the radio, 

however. But why did the government forces fail to shoot at me while I was 

running? It turned out that they were afraid that if they killed me or if I killed 

myself by jumping from a cliff, my peasant relatives, who were well armed and 

lived in nearby villages, could harm them.   

     It also turned out that the only police officer who had come with the militia and 

the retired sergeant had been at Lijalem’s place with another militiaman, searching 

for any evidence that I might have left there. The policeman might have been 

discouraged from coming to Lijalem’s sorghum farm with the others because of 

the difficulty that a lowland region presented, walking down rocky farm fields and 

very steep and winding hills. According to one of the militiamen, Lakew 

Mengistie, had the police officer come with the others to my relative’s farm, he 

could have, at a minimum, fired shots at me. Of course, just hearing the sound of a 

gun would have been enough for me to decide to kill myself. Unlike militiamen, 

most policemen would often be assigned to work in faraway provinces and regions, 

and they might not necessarily know about certain local traditions. And it turned 

out that the six security men who came to arrest me had come under fire from the 

authorities in Debre Work for failing to shoot at me when I escaped.    

     I had been in hiding for over a year, and this was the first time that the 

authorities had attempted to capture me.  According to a relative, Wondale 



Messelu, a member of my party who had been arrested a few weeks earlier, had 

provided false information about me to the authorities. This individual, who was 

also caught carrying a pistol, had told the authorities that I was the person who 

recruited him to work for our party. Moreover, he had claimed that I was the 

person who had armed him with the pistol. He probably made these claims in order 

to shield some comrades who might still be working for our party. Indeed, such 

practices were not uncommon. Suspecting that I was still involved and in charge of 

party activities in hiding, government officials in the provincial capital had sent the 

security forces to Debre Work to investigate my whereabouts.   

     The security forces had initially gone to my father’s farmhouse and asked my 

father where I was living. My father told them that he had no idea, but they could 

not believe him. Fearing that I might be armed and staying on the second floor, the 

security forces decided to kill me alive by setting fire on the house. To facilitate 

the burning of the house, they put a load of hay of teff in the first floor. They also 

ordered my father to sit on a chair. They then put some hay of teff under his chair 

and told him that they would burn him alive if he did not get me out of the house. 

My father had remained calm.   

     Assuming that I might not be in my father’s house, the security forces started 

harassing other family members to find out about my whereabouts. When one of 

the security forces hit my eleven-year-old niece with a stick a couple of times and 

asked her to tell the truth about me, she told the person that I had been in the house 

until a few weeks earlier. She added that I left my father’s house with a relative 

who lived there. They hit my relative, Bassie Temesgen, a few times with a stick. 

He could not bear the beating anymore and told the authorities the name of the 

village where I was hiding.   

     Now certain that I was not in my father’s house, the security forces took my 

father and Bassie to the local authorities in Debre Work for more questioning. The 

security forces departed for Debre Markos after the administrator of the district 

promised them that he would do everything to get me arrested. The administrator 

let my father go home the same day after warning him that he might be arrested 

and his property confiscated if I was not caught by the security forces that he was 

sending to Kuy Kola, the village where I was hiding in. The administrator, 



however, ordered Bassie to go with the security forces to Kuy Kola. He was taken 

handcuffed and on foot all the way to the village. And that was how the security 

forces were able to come to Lijalem’s sorghum farm to arrest me.    

     It also turned out that, after Lijalem was released from prison in Debre Work 

and told by the authorities to find out about my whereabouts, he had decided to go 

to Gedeb, my brother’s village. He seemed to have gone there to seek the help of 

my brother Taye. Taye decided to join Lijalem in looking for me. He had reasoned 

that our aging father could be jailed or killed if I did not give myself up to the 

authorities. Thanks to Habtamu, my fourteen-year-old nephew, I had a clear idea 

about what I should be doing and my natural instincts took over.   

     I decided to leave Teje’s place and village right away. I got down from the kot 

where I was lying and tied up my wounds on my left foot with some old cloth and 

asked my nephew Habtamu not to tell anyone, including to Taye and Lijalem, that 

he had seen me in that house, and he agreed.  Before I left, Teje’s mother-in-law 

suggested to me that I should consult with her son and husband about what I 

should do next.   

     I agreed and went to the farm and meadow where the two men were attending 

cattle and told them about what was going on. Teje’s husband and his father were 

shocked by what they heard from me. The father looked me straight in my eyes 

and said, “May God give you the strength to handle all of this [መጥኖውን ይስጥህ።].” 

Although I was not a believer, I was touched by his kindness and thanked him for 

his wishes. They advised me to stay at their place at least until the wounds on my 

foot were healed. Their suggestion made a lot of sense to me, and I was willing to 

give it a shot. However, I wanted to make sure that Teje had not told Taye and 

Lijalem that I was staying at her place.   

     We could see Teje returning from her sister’s village in the distance. I asked my 

niece’s husband to go home and check out what was going on. He left, promising 

me that he would return as soon as possible. I saw him coming back from a 

distance, and he seemed to be in a hurry. Once he was about fifty yards away from 

us, he shouted to me, “Your brother and relative know that you are at my house. 

They will be coming there very soon to get you arrested.”  It turned out that my 

fourteen-year-old nephew Habtamu had gone to his other sister’s house and had 



told everybody there that he had seen me. For some reason, Habtamu had changed 

his mind, although I had asked him not to say a word to anyone about me.   

     On the other hand, I was pleased that Teje’s husband had kept his promise and 

did not wish to see me arrested against my will. As soon as I heard those words 

from Teje’s husband, I got up and glanced at the village where my brother and 

relative were supposed to be. We were about three-fourths of a mile away, but I 

could see a couple of persons running towards Teje’s place. I was not quite sure 

who exactly they were, but I suspected that they might be people who came to the 

area with Taye and Lijalem and were trying to make sure that I would not get 

away.  Without thinking I sprinted away. I did not even seem to realize that my 

foot was hurt. I ran for about three or four minutes until I reached a downhill slope 

and was out of sight.   

     Once I stopped running and started to walk down the hill, I realized that my foot 

was hurting very badly. I could only walk very gingerly after that. Not only was I 

physically hurting, I did not exactly know where I should go. I decided on a village 

where I could stay with a relative on my mother’s side. Given what was going on, 

there was no way that I would live with someone related to my father.  My half-

brother on my father’s side, Taye, was trying to get me arrested. My very life was 

at stake.   

     I knew that some of my mother’s relatives lived in a village called Gachemuam. 

It was about fifteen miles away from my niece’s, Teje’s, village. It would take a 

healthy adult less than four hours to get there, but I was hampered by my injury. I 

had been walking to the village since about 1 p.m., and it was getting darker and I 

still had about six miles left. To make matters worse, as I walking in the dark, a 

dried acacia thorn struck me directly in one of the wounds on my left foot. I was in 

extreme pain, and tears started to fall.   

     For the first time since I had gone into hiding, I cursed my own party, blaming 

it for what was happening to me. I felt that my party was doing nothing to help me. 

I was not rejecting my party, but I felt that it did not do a good job to help a 

comrade like me who needed a place to hide.    

     As I was approaching a bridge on the Suha River, I saw a big hyena trotting 

down on the other side. I had never seen a live hyena before in our area. I had 



heard its deafening, deep, and loud voice almost every night, but it was much 

scarier to see it live. I was carrying a tiny stick with me, but I knew for sure that it 

would not protect me from anything like that. I had heard before that a hyena 

would not, in general, attack people. On the other hand, they are known for killing 

cattle, donkeys, mules, sheep, and goats. The only exception was the horse, which 

tended to scare the hyena by hitting the ground hard with its hooves. In any event, I 

was ready for the worst, and there was nothing that I could do at that moment. 

Luckily, as I stood still for a minute or two, the hyena kept going down and did not 

attempt to cross the river and come towards me.  I heaved a sigh of relief.   

     Once I got to the bridge, I crossed the river and continued towards my relatives’ 

place, which was still a couple of miles away. Several relatives of mine lived in the 

village, but I chose to go to Zabish Workineh’s house. She was my mother’s 

cousin and lived with her youngest son.  He and I actually had the same first name, 

and he was a couple of years younger than me. I got to her house around 10 p.m. 

and knocked on the door. After I told them who I was, they let me in. They were 

quite surprised to see me and were also shocked when I told them about what had 

happened to me.   

     Zabish suggested the next day that I should go to a village called Dengaba, 

where a relative of ours lived.  Given that the village was on the outskirts of the 

Blue Nile Gorge, about fifteen miles away, my mother’s cousin thought that it 

would be a much safer place for me to live.  She added that she would ask her 

brother, who lived next door, to take me with him to our relative’s village in a few 

days. I was very delighted to hear that, but that day never came. 

 


