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TSEGGAY IYASSU: A Man for All Seasons

I feel particularly privileged to make a modest contribution to the volume on
Tseggay Iyassu’s biography. I commend the efforts of Emnetu Tesfay, the
writer of these biographical series in which Ato Tssegay is included in the latest
addition. We Eritreans are endowed with a wealth of tremendous life stories of
many national heroes. Unfortunately, such wealth is not accompanied by a
commensurate initiative and energetic efforts to bring such stories to light. It is
the reason why I accepted the challenge of making a contribution despite the
time constraint and other challenges.

I would like to begin by reference to some eulogies written about Ato Woldeab
Woldemariam, a man who had been Tseggay Iyassu’s mentor, as well as my
own:

"He spent a major part of his adult life fighting for freedom and human dignity,
in a passionate struggle on behalf of his people, the forgotten people of
Eritrea. His struggle was frequently a lonely one
under bitterly disappointing circumstances—under
conditions of mortal danger to his life and amid
continued betrayals. Friends and fellow Christian
comrades, who had broken bread and worshipped
with him to the same God, abandoned him. ... Yet he
carried on in the struggle undaunted, advocating
unity among his fellow Eritrean compatriots—
Christians and Muslims—and holding the Liberty
torch aloft preaching the “Gospel” of national self
determination and independence.

These words may be applicable to Tseggay with some qualifications. For he
also gave his life for the struggle of his people collectively, as a disciple of
Woldeab, and in his professional career as an advocate, defending individuals
accused of the “crime” of fighting for the freedom and independence of their
people. The parallel with Ato Woldeab is thus not so far-fetched.

Tseggay as Teacher and Mentor

When I remember Ato Tseggay Iyassu (or Avocato Tseggay as he was known
in his later years), two images come to mind. The first is connected to the first
time I met him as an 11-year old student at the Geza Kenisha School, the
Swedish Mission School, founded and directed by Woldeab. Where Ato Tseggay



was appointed there to teach history and geography. I remember the first day
he came to my class as an exciting occasion because he was an exciting
teacher. The most memorable feature of his conduct as a teacher was his
expressive body language—impish and constantly changing facial expression
used for emphasis, moving in the classroom from end to end, pointing at a
map of Africa and telling his class the name of the place and of its people. He
made the story of Congo, for example, come alive. When he spoke of historical
figures, one felt as if he was to give a narrative of people he knew personally.
Such was his unique gift as a teacher.

After the class that day, Memhir Tseggay, (or Ayya Tseggay, as I called him all
his life), followed me and pulled me over. And touching my shoulder gently, he
told me that he knew and highly respected my father whom he regarded as a
substitute father. He admonished me to be a good student and to avoid the
“city ruffians.” I said I would follow his advice and thanked him.

I later found out that my father had come to his rescue when he was facing
challenging problems at the beginning of his adult life. He spoke about my
father and the help he gave him with deep emotion. In time, I would also find
that our two fathers were members of the evangelical Protestant Church, a
closely-knit and outstanding group of people.

Memhir Tseggay’s teaching career was short-lived as he was involved with his
mentor Ato Woldeab in Eritrean political activities. He was also studiously
following classes in English at the newly opened Institute created by the British
Military Administration to cater for the small elite of young Eritrean
intellectuals. Having studied Italian up to the fifth grade, most of these young
Eritreans had such an extraordinary thirst for knowledge that they were able to
learn quickly, acquire whatever was available in short order. In this respect,
Ayya Tseggay was ahead of the rest of his cohorts, enjoying a superior
knowledge and was proud of it. Using his prior knowledge of Italian and
reading whatever was available in that language, including subjects like
history, he moved far ahead of his cohorts. He was also able to use his special
relationship with his mentor and teacher Woldeab to use some of the books in
the latter’s personal library at his home.

I was told about this particular fact by Tseggay himself when I asked him in
later life how he managed to accumulate so much knowledge about history and

world affairs that most members of his generation did not have. Such books
include a compendium of brief biographies of significant personalities in Eritrea,
written in Italian—Who Is Who in Eritrea (Chi E In Eritrea).

Tseggay as a Political Activist

The next time I encountered Ayya Tseggay was at the General Wingate



Secondary School in Addis Ababa, which I had entered a year ahead of him. It
was about early 1947, and at that time he must have been at least 23 years
old, which was too old for admission to a secondary school. I assume,
therefore, that he must have used a special relationship with some of the
British people in Eritrea like Education Officer, Colonel Snell, to gain access to
the Wingate. It required some special dispensation to gain entry to the Wingate
at that age.

Tseggay’s mastery of English, both written and oral was superior, but he
struggled with subjects like math. However, his principal interest at the time
was dominated by his passionate and open advocacy of Eritrean self-
determination. He made sure that the Eritrean students at the Wingate, were
fully aware of our right and duties as Eritreans and proudly to take a stand at
any time without fear. I remember his use of the Italian term auto-decisione
to explain to us Eritrean students at the Wingate of the need to advance self-
determination for Eritrea. Such attitude and advocacy were contrary to the
policy and politics of Ethiopia at the time.

As I have said in some of my writings and public statements, my father was
among the Eritrean elders who believed in Eritrean union with Ethiopia and was
a prominent member of the Unionist Party. But due to the influence of Tseggay
Iyassu and his bold advocacy of Eritrean independence, I had departed from
my father’s position to become a follower of Woldeab’s stance on Eritrea’s right
to self-determination, just like most of the Eritrean students at the General
Wingate Secondary School.

Tseggay’s open political activities became a matter of great controversy at the
school and beyond. He was given stiff warning by representatives of the
Ministry of Education. He was also advised to be careful by members of the
Wingate school teaching staff, all British citizens and most of them sympathetic
to Eritrean aspirations, though not open about it. Tseggay did not budge in his
open advocacy and promotion of Eritrean self-determination, despite the
increasing pressures from government circles. Finally, he was expelled from
the school, though the expulsion was done quietly. He went back to Eritrea and
continued his activities along the side of his beloved mentor, Ato Woldeab.

Our Continued Friendship

One of the most pleasant communications I had ever received from Ayya
Tseggay was when he sent me a telegram informing me that I had passed the
London University Matriculation Examination in the Summer of 1948. I had
traveled to Asmara at the end of the Spring Term and was staying with my
family at Adi Nifas. He persuaded my English teacher Victor Menage to send
me a telegram making the announcement. But he made sure to follow it with a



letter hand-carried by a messenger. He was evidently excited about the good
news, which at the time was considered like entering Paradise. His excitement
was affective and I was eternally grateful for that act of friendship, or rather
brotherhood.

When I was studying in England we corresponded with Ayya Tseggay who gave
me news of local politics and stories of friends and family. Among the stories
that reoccupied his and my mind was the fate of Eritrea, which was eventually
settled in 1950 under UN General Assembly Resolution federating Eritrea with
Ethiopia “Under the sovereignty of the Ethiopian Crown.”

Ato Woldeab had been hounded into exile, following several attempts on his life
and the rest is history, as they say. Ayya Tseggay settled for a life of the legal
profession to which he devoted his considerable talents and energy in the
service of many grateful Eritrean individuals and families. I take this
opportunity to appeal to all Eritreans whom Ato Tseggay Iyassu had assisted to
come forward and make their contribution in telling the story of a valiant
Eritrean hero who offered his life and skills to the service of his fellow
Eritreans.

Tseggay as a Freedom Fighter and in Exile

Having suffered imprisonment and torture at the hand of the police for his
efforts to help defend his fellow freedom fighters in the law courts, Ato Tseggay
finally left city life and joined the liberation fighters in Sahel to become a
member of the EPLF in his old age. He had suffered detention and torture as
well as the tragic loss of his only son, who drowned in the Nile in Khartoum.
Sudan. From Sudan he travelled to the United States joining the thousands of
Diaspora Eritreans in a life of exile, near one of his beloved daughters in Flint
Michigan. We continued our contact
during much of his life in the US and we
met a few times and spent memorable
times reminiscing and wondering of the
fate and fortune of our people. A special
gift he gave me addressed to my three
children "“Dqgqgey Zer'i Asgede” is a
Tigrigna Mezmur Selam.

-

f
&
3
& g_
T
&
A

Ato Tseggay Iyassu was happy to be TSl [ St SR S AT A SO0 S SR 10 000 IO ST e
alive to witness the birth of the nation for which he gave much. By any
measure, Tseggay is a true hero who gave much of himself to his nation but,
like most true heroes, he received very little in return. Nor did he expect it.
When his remains were sent to Asmara, I happened to be there and was able
to take part in his funeral, which took place at Tsetserat (at the Martyrs
Cemetery). The usual eulogy was spoken. It was concise and proper. Given his



extraordinary contribution to Eritrea and Eritreans, some expected a more
detailed rendition of Tseggay Iyassu’s life at his funeral.

MAY HIS GENTLE SOUL REST IN PEACE!

Attorney Tseggay Iyassu: Diehard and defiant - a moving icon 045 3
of pride by Emnetu Tesfay

Attorney Tseggay Iyassu started out as a gifted and very energetic student,
and at a young age he became a distinguished lawyer, Linguist, Author,
Headmaster, Lecturer and Consultant on International Law and Politics to
various embassies and heads of governments. He was prominent and proud
patriot of his native country, Eritrea. Through his broad political and legal skills
and connections, he courageously and successfully fought for Eritrean
independence and for the rights of Eritreans starting in Eritrea then in the field
and then in oversees. All these at great cost and harm to himself and his
family.

Att Tseggay Iyassu became actively involved in the independence movement
almost all his lifetime using all the talents and professions he could acquire. He
forcefully directed a life of struggle whosoever ruled Eritrea. A big part of his
life he fought in defiant manner against the governments of Emperor Haile
Selassie and later the Derg on all fronts. As a lawyer he defended his
compatriots who were imprisoned after being charged for political activities. He
was unique in the sense that he was fearless. Many other lawyers declined to
take the cases of political prisoners for fear of their life and for fear that their
license would be revoked. But later in the second half of 1970’s he was himself
arrested a couple of times charged and sentenced for political offenses. But he
never abandoned his defiance of the occupying power. His life story reiterate
top priority in life was to fight and see Eritrea as an independent nation ruled
by its own citizens. For generations to come, Tseggay Iyassu will continue to
be a source of inspiration for freedom fighters wherever they are.

Att Tseggay was one of the few politically conscious individuals who was
himself inspired by heroes of the anticolonial movement in Africa, Middel East
and Asia. His daughter, Tiblez remembers her father having a compilation of
newspaper clips about freedom fighters far away from Eritrea, like Mahatama
Gandhi, Patrice Lumumba, Ahmed Ben Bella, Kwame Nkrumah and Ho Chi
Minh. He had a wider vision of the oppressed peoples of the world and as a



young man he was determined and committed to see an independent and truly
free Eritrea.

Beyond political activities Att Tseggay was massively engaged in numerous
activities he considered rewarding to the fight for freedom and the
development of the Eritrean society. Ato Tseggay had a critical role in helping
develop soccer in Eritrea and was heavily engaged in fighting against the
unhealthy provincial competition based on AWRAJA. So was he one of the
initiative takers in organizing annual beauty contests at the Municipality Hall in
Asmara. Tseggay Iyassu was a man of many accomplishments: an educator, a
linguist, a musician, a lawyer, an author, a political activist, an honest broker
and a visionary. (read chapter 7 né &5 mF AL afh AP0 HLATP) He left his
people a history of fight for independence coupled with justice for everyone.
When it comes to justice, he was uncompromising. He would fight for justice to
his adversaries too. This should serve as an inspiration for the next
generations.

After the abrogation of the federal act, the Eritrean people were routinely
plagued by injustice. The Haile Sellasie government and its surrogates in
Eritrea carried out atrocities against individuals and groups that demanded
political independence for their country. These were replete with
manipulations, intrigue and injustice. But Att Tseggay was a gallant fighter
undeterred by any situation that prevails. He seized on every given
opportunity to fight the successive Ethiopian governments after Eritrea was
grabbed in the name of federation.

In February 1974 when radio announcement was made about the overthrow of
Emperor Haile Selassie’s government, Ato Tseggay Iyassu was the first to send
a telegram to the Derg congratulating their move and reminding them that
Haile Selassie wanted to disperse the Eritrean population and grab their land.
Information about the telegram he sent was also broadcast on the Ethiopian
radio.

Att Tseggay will always occupy a permanent place in the pantheon of
Eritrean heroes. His love of his country and his unique dedication to that
goal will always serve as an inspiration for the new generation to defend
their country when threatened from outside or inside.



Tseggay Iyassu: Country First- Summary by Dr. Ghebre chapter/9oc4 4-1
E. Tzeghai from interviews with family members, friends and contemporaries

Tseggay Iyassu was a gifted political analyst, persuasive orator and
courageous activist. Starting from his youth he was saddened and highly
outraged by the injustices and court sentencing double standards he saw
perpetrated on Eritreans in Eritrea. Besides the unreasonably long prison
sentences handed out by courts in Eritrea for minor infractions, one of the
many things that bothered him was the number of licenses, typically four or
more, that were needed to operate a small store or a business in Eritrea, and
the severe fines leveed if and when anyone of the licenses was missing or
outdated. In contrast, in Ethiopia he noted a shopkeeper can have and sell
almost anything that would fit in the store with only one license. Many of
such store licenses would go on to be used for years even after when they
have expired, especially in Addis Abeba without any significant consequences.

Building a Career, Purpose and Family Life:

Tseggay Iyassu also had a gift for languages. He mastered oratory in couple
of local languages, Tigrigha and Amharic, and two foreign languages, Italian
and English. He later added Arabic to his masteries in languages. While
studying law the language skills allowed him to familiarize himself with various
countries” and international laws. Yet, his first law practice was as a
prosecutor (AKBAR HIGI) in Asmara Eritrea, which presented significant
conflicting opportunities. That is, conflict between his love for rule of law and
his abhorrence of enforcing unjust law. He quickly came to terms with the
conflict and used his position to select whom to prosecute and to what extent,
resulting in many, and especially those that were unjustly charged being
quickly let go with a warning or minor fine.

After few years as a prosecutor, he left the Government job to start his own
private practice, providing legal defense services. That was the beginning of
his hands-on effort to address causes of injustices and defending those that
were suspected of challenging the political status quo or were actively working
to change the political situation in Eritrea towards independence. Almost all of
such cases were pro-bono, though some wealthy clients at times looked after
him financially.

Tseggay lyassu those days was a proud and devoted father that was highly
engaged in the daily lives of his family in particular his children. He made sure
he made time for his children daily as much as he could when he was in town
and that the kids had the best of things including vacations and education that
money can buy. He drove them to school regularly and insisted they got their



academic lessons year-round, including after school tutorials, all at his office.
Sunday’s and holidays were reserved for an early trip to church in the
morning, followed by driving around the city, frequenting Italian ice cream
and pastry shops, natural sightseeing places (MENAFESI BOTATAT) and
visiting the less fortunate that he was helping routinely.

All these led to faster development of his children, their skipping up with their
grades and developing empathy towards people especially towards those that
were less fortunate. That also led to their lifelong dedication to giving back
and help the less fortunate, which they demonstrated admirably later in their
adult lives.

Tseggay Iyassu similarly invested in a significant number of what he believed
were promising youngsters, most of which were orphans and those that came
from poor families. Some of the youngsters grew up to be successful in various
fields of endeavor and some became significant figures in the struggle for
Eritrea’s independence. Tseggay lyassu hardly saved any money despite his
significant opporunites to make money from his profession and his distingused
family leanages. He routinely put most of his earnings to use immediatelyi in
the cause of the defence of juctice, for what is best for Eritrean’s aspirations
and for human rights. As a result, a small part of his earnings was spent on his
family, and most of the rest on the needy children, their families and casues
that he routinely looked after.

While he immensely relished his family time and his role as a highly engaged
father, his activities, especially those that seemed to have some political
significance were getting noticed by the Ethiopian authorities. He had learned
the art of persuasion and diplomacy from his school days in Addis Abeba, and
thus he was usually able to address or deflect inquires and tactfully avoid
prosecution. Warnings were piling up and he could no longer be overlooked.
He was getting close to the edge or to the moment of truth where he had to
make a clear choice between his beloved family life, friends and the fight for
justice, meaning the rights of Eritreans and the independence of Eritrea.

He actively documented the best way he could the daily lives of Eritreans and
the changing political situation. He routinely mixed traditional laws, religious
laws, Ethiopian and international laws to present, argue and win his cases.
The more he won the more he was under scrutiny by the Ethiopian
Government for his suspected underground activities and by then well-known
political sentiments.

Turning Points:

His sentiments and abilities came more in to focus when in a course of one



week he successfully defended four high-profile cases that the government
considered treasonous when no one would. Two of the four cases raised a
heightened interest from the Government.

The Case of Unappreciated Laws:

One of the four cases was about a ranking Government employee, who
happened to be from Eritrea, that gave significant salary increases to
youngsters that were suspected to have some sentiments towards the
underground movement for the independence of Eritrea. The salary increases
were within the Government employee’s managerial authority, but could not
escape notice because of the scope of the increase and the prevailing political
tension.

Tseggay Iyassu could not find a precedent or legal angle to defend his client,
yet he took the case, did not ask for extension of time and came to court with
his client. The prosecutor and not surprisingly the judge took turns to state
that the salary increases where outside of the bounds of the city and federal
laws regardless of the manager’s authority to grant them. They argued that
the money should be returned, and serious fines and jail time should be
leveed on the manager as a remedy to the “legal infractions.” Tseggay Iyassu
was not disturbed much by the declaration of guilty before the trail. He
understood the interpretation of the “law” was essentially what the prosecutor
and the judge may decide it to be.

Tseggay Iyassu then called on the court to allow him to make not an
argument for defense but a closing statement. Energetically pacing sideways
and back and forth in front of the court, he explained that his client and the
distinguished prosecutor, the honorable judge and perhaps the entire Country
were victims of too many unappreciated laws that consequently may make
folks think something has been violated when the contrary is true, no
violations.

Injecting humor and drama, he asked how many laws are there for the mortal
human beings in this court to understand and obey or risk fine or even be
jailed for life? He moved on quickly to answer his own question. He said that
there were at least 120 federal laws, over a 100 provincial laws, over 140
municipal laws, over 200 natural laws and over 250 church / religious laws,
over 300 traditional / tribal laws, many internal office laws such as that of his
client and that of the prosecutor’s office and of course we have the ten
commandments on that top of everything. Tseggay Iyassu said that he would
be happy to just go on with the Ten Commandments and forgo all the other
laws but explained that it did not seem possible in todays’s societies that pre-



judge before all the availblable facts are in. After he continued orating on
lessons from history he suddenly stopped and started to explain that his client
acted within the authority given to him and within the laws of his office and all
of the other laws including the one from the bible about paying fair wages. My
client, your honor, is not guilty of anything, but a victim of doing his job
according the laws of the land and has been denied due process rights granted
to him under various natural and federal laws. He continued then to ask that
the hearing on his client’s case be moved elsewhere perhaps to the capital,
Addis Abeba, where somehow the full measure of rule of law may prevail. The
judge then hurriedly dismissed the case rather than risk of an embarrassment
at the higher court in Addis Abeba. The manager in question and those that
gained significant salary increases feared for their lives and soon disappeared
from Asmara.

The Unorthodoxed Exhibition:

Another case was about young man that was secretly distributing pamphlets
and making speeches on street corners to mobilize folks to join a movement
for the independence of Eritrea. This was considered an open and shut case
and was brought to court for sentencing presided by the Governor of Eritrea.
Tseggay Iyassu also knew that the Government desperately wanted to make
an example of his client and that the case could not be remedied by the
prevailing laws and legal practices. It was time for his well known dramatic
and unorthodoxed exhibitions in court. After trying and systematically
exhausting technical maneuvers to give the semblance of real court
proceedings, Tseggay lIyassu nagged his client and the client attempted to
approach the bench, lowered his pants and started to urinate and oriented
himself on a position to defecate. The client was quickly restrained by police
and removed from court. The Governor was incensed and asked Mr. Tseggay
Iyassu to explain or be held in contempt of court and be jailed.

According to information from one of his contemporaries, Tseggay Iyassu
addressed the court respectfully and stated that he could easily explain the
situation and that he would be happy to provide some advice as well that may
be helpful towards the next steps. Tseggay Iyassu was then escorted by the
police to approach the bench. Tseggay Iyassu then said, your Excellency, out
of respect for your and everyone’s time here assembled, I would like to make
a long story short. I have known my client since his early childhood. My client
is mad and has been so for a long time. As you may have gathered by now
only a mad man would say and do what he has been saying and doing publicly
with out inhibition or fear in public and what he just did in court. My advice is
to officially declare him mad and let him go free. That way whatever he has
said in public and may say in the future would not mean much as he is
declared mad. If not all the things he has being saying are very likely to be



taken by the public as true and that he, dead or alive, will be a hero to those
that seek what he has been preaching. The Governor rolled his eyes in
disbelief and yet took Tseggay Iyassu’s advice and released the prisoner.
Tseggay Iyassu shortly thereafter found a way to help the client to leave the
highlands of Eritrea, away from the daily police encounters and join the
independence movement. Years later he was asked by friends and students of
law about what precedents he used to win and save many clients lives. His
response was that his actions were not lies. He claimed that he practiced every
available law and when those fail, he selectively resorted to holly sanctioned
lies (KIDUS HASOT) in defense of life, free speech and freedom from
injustices. Later in his life, he similarly used law and insights from traditions
and customs to settle big land disputes in the US that plagued landowners for
generations.

Final Decision - All in:

The sentiments of Tseggay lIyassu’s legal practice soon become hard to hide
from the authorities in Asmara and Addis that admired him and yet feared
that his influence could be contagious and should be held accountable. He was
then in and out of courthouse and jails fighting for his life and defending
others including some of his fellow inmates. His loving and unique family life
was painfully and yet willingly surrendered in favor of the fight for the causes
he believed in.

Between the many trips to Jail and interrogations, Tseggay Iyassu mourned
untimely death of his only son at the age of 19. Even then the authorities
concluded the way he publically eulogized his son was politically very
significant and that meant again one more trip to jail and interrogation.

His hard experiences in jail including severe torchers and beating left him
physically exhausted with broken shoulder bone and damaged hips that left
him limping and in pain for his remaining days. However, in the end the
experiences left him more resolute in his determination for justice for Eritrea
and Eritreans.

His modest assets, including his car, bank accounts of his family and children
were confiscated by the Ethiopian Government. He was in jail and receiving
the full treatment of the place. His family was under unremitting monitoring
and yet managed to get some food to the jail while not been sure if he was
alive or dead. He was eventually broken out of the jail by one of the freedom
fighter groups and taken to the field to continue on the journey as one of the
founding fathers of Eritrean Independence.

His children and family continued as best as they could with the help of friends



and few of those Tseggay Iyassu worked so hard to save their lives, pro bono.
Tseggay Iyassu’s wife sold everything of value including all personal jewelry to
feed the family and eventually get the remaining children out of the Eritrea
under the cover of night. Later in their adult years, the children created
moving event on behalf of their father by replacing all the jewelry their mother
sold to help feed them and get them out of eminent harms ways. She happily
accepted the children’s emotionally charged gift and then divided up the
jewelry into three parts. She then asked each one of her three children to take
one part and keep it for her.

After a year of successful contributions in the field (MEDA), health matters
forced Tseggay Iyassu to leave Eritrea to the US via Sudan and Italy. Tseggay
Iyassu was self-educated about various European laws and US criminal and
civil laws. Six months after arriving in the US, he tested for the US bar
examination and passed with exceptional distinction. He was then one of two
exceptional individuals out of two hundred applicants that would be recognized
for prestigious position within the state of Iowa. There he continued to
practice his multi-faceted mastery of laws and became invaluable asset to the
State, and a personal friend to the Governor and few legislators. He used his
various connections and friendships to continue to educate the need for justice
for Eritrea and for a more hand’s involvement of the US and other western
countries to remedy the atrocities in Eritrea in favor of peace and democracy.

Getting Personal:

On a personal note, I left home at the age of 17 without sufficient knowledge
and appreciation of my heritage. I met Ato. Tseggay Iyassu in the USA in
1988, when I was eager to better connect with details of my country of origin
and my family. He accepted me with open arms and shared his outstanding
knowledge of history and his passion for justice in Eritrea. Our conversations
were usually over lunch at his home in Flint Michigan where his wife, Mrs.
Worku, made excellent meals or at one of his favorite Italian restaurants,
where he usually left me to attend to the bill saying that is a cheep price for
the lessons of the day. Very cheep indeed. Mrs. Worku made my favorite
foods in the morning and afternoons whenever I visited.

One early morning, I stop by Ato Tseggay’s home to drop off some documents
he asked me to find for him and I leaned that only Mrs. Work was home,
making coffee. On the dining table were Ato. Tseggay’s hand written notes
about the Eritrean provinces (AWRAJATAT). I had seen from his earlier
writings how much he was pained by the divisive sentiments associated with
the naming of the provinces. While he appreciated their historical significance,
he also actively lectured on the need to abandon any sentiments and divisions
that get on the way of unity of Eritreans and the independence of Eritrea.



I decided to stay in and have a lighthearted conversation with Mrs. Worku
over coffee and check her biases about our traditions in Eritrea related to the
provinces. By that time, I had the opportunity to meet and be interested in
one of her daughters, Seghen. Mrs. Worku was from Akeleguzay province
(AWRAGA) in Eritrea as I am; from a very prominent family and married to
someone from the Hamasien province, which was not common those days. 1
repeated to her that she knew well that she was from one of the most
prominent families in Akeleguzay, and men would line up just to see her from
a distance, yet she chooses someone from Awaraga Hamasien. "“Why? What
public or family problems forced you to accept such a marriage when she
could have had anyone of her choosing locally?” Her response was quick as
she was very quick on her feet. She laughed and said, “well son, it is too late
for me now, but do not make the same mistake as I did. However, if you
should do so, you have my blessing.” I thanked her and promised to shortly
inform her daughter about the blessing. She laughed again and said, “we are
all set then, see you at the wedding.”

Segehn and I had our civil marriage in Flint Michigan, which is usually finalized
by getting a marriage certificate from a courthouse and a small reception at
the family home of the bride. The day before the wedding, when I started to
go to the courthouse to get the certificate, Ato. Tseggay insisted on going with
me to make sure everything was done properly. At the courthouse, I was
directed to a window of a clerk. When I was about to be handed the
certificate, Ato. Tseggay jumped in and said “stop, we would like to see the
superior court Judge before we accept the certificate.” Ato. Tseggay explained
that he is a lawyer, originally from Eritrea, and he has just witnessed some
irregularities in the production of some certificates in the past, thus wants to
see the Judge.

The clerk at the window was puzzled by comments and the request, went back
past a couple of desks to see her supervisor, who in turn went in to the next
room and came out with the superior court Judge. The Judge invited us to
come in and jokingly asked Ato. Tseggay to explain himself or “be held in
contempt of court, going to jail, perhaps missing his daughter’s wedding”.
Ato. Tseggay, was true in form, almost as he was in his court room days in
Eritrea. He explained that marriage is sacred mission and could not seriously
be implemented by simply throwing a piece of paper through a window. The
Judge asked, “what are you asking me to do?” After short story about the
challenges and the promises of the institution of marriage, and the role of
communities and institutions to support it, Ato. Tseggay asked the Judge to
come to his home the next day, officiate the wedding in front of family and
friends, break bread and dance with us as well in support of the institution of
marriage.



The Judge accepted the invitation and came with his wife the next day to Ato.
Tseggay’'s home for the wedding. Just when the Judge got up to officiate,
three gentlemen (SHIMAGILE) stood up in front of him and shouted that they
will not give their daughter, “daughter of Hamasien” to someone from
Akeleguzay with out guarantees or bond (WAHIS). Two of the three
gentlemen were unknown to the family. However, one was related but had not
been in touch with the family for over 25 years. This intervention by the
gentlemen was not in the plan and somewhat disturbing to say the least,
especially on how and when they interjected in the wedding event. The Judge
and few others started to get concerned not knowing where that was heading.
Ato. Tseggay then jumped, asked the Judge to sit down for few minutes and
pulled aside the three gentlemen.

I came close to Ato. Tseggay to see and hear what was going on. Ato.
Tseggay thanked the three gentlemen for respecting the finer parts of our
tradition and quickly added that he anticipated the situation and that he had
already established the guarantee (WIHSINA) few days ago. The three
gentlemen told him they admired his wisdom and thanked him for handling
the mater ahead of time and quietly headed to their sits.

The Judge got up again, put his robe on, officiated, signed the certificate and
handed it to Seghen. The Judge and his wife stayed all together for about two
hours, eat our traditional food, danced with the bride and other family
members. We had our church wedding nine months later in Italy at the
Vatican, which was equally memorable, but our civil wedding was made
special and memorable thanks to the interventions of Ato. Tseggay.

When the guests left, I pulled Ato. Tseggay aside and asked about the
guarantee (WAHIS). He smiled and said that it was an opportunity to show
respect for tradition and at the same time to educate folks on the
unconstructive nature of some of the providence (AWRAGA) thinking while
allowing them to save face.. He said, that he was convenienced the three
gentlemen would not understand or badge much on discussion about
provinces. Hence, he said he had to resort to something more expedient, “holy
suctioned lie” (KUDUS HASOT), with the aim of following up later to somehow
fix it at the right time and place.

I then decided to complain to Ato. Tseggay, in keeping with our tradition that I
was waiting for the family gift or dowry (GEZMI). Ato. Tseggay realized that
this was not much about dowry for me but a test of his stance on tradition. He
explained that I deserved GEZMI and more, but also explained that I had to do
my part first, that is buy jewelry for the bride. I informed him that I bought
her some diamonds and he quickly explained that it must be gold, and that
diamonds had no place in our tradition.



A year later Seghen and I came back to Michigan to visit family. I decided
then to again provoke Ato. Tseggay for fun and reminded him about GEZMI
and that I have now done my part. He quickly walked over to his daughter to
inspect the gold. He then complimented me on my choice of gold and said,
“regretfully I have to inform you the statute of limitation expired on your
GEZIMI one week ago” and walked away.

All of the family members, friends and contemporaries of Ato.Tseggay that
shared some of their stories with me express their admiration and gratitude to
Ato. Emnetu Tesfay for investing so much energy and time to preserve some
of Ato. Tseggay’s life story and contributions. I too as an Eritrean add my
thanks and appreciations to Ato. Emnetu for his first-rate effort to document
and preserve Ato. Tseggay’s and that of other notable Eritreans’ contributions
in the struggle for Eritrean independence and freedom, for the generations to
come.

Open letter to my beloved father by Tiblez Tseggay chapter/9o¢-4 4-2

Dear Dad. My hero, my backbone, my mentor and my inspiration. It has been 22
years since you are gone leaving us with great sadness and emptiness. There is not a
day that goes by that I don’t think about you, and you are always on my mind with
every breath that I take. Not a day goes by when I don’t imagine what life would be
like had you not died. I am blessed and grateful to be the daughter of yours and my
mom Worku. Both of you have been a great influence in my life. You are a great
father, a father that that guides his children thru the mazes of life.

You raised me and my siblings to be God fearing, guided and mentored us. You
taught us kindness, love and support for our fellow human beings. You taught us the
importance of humility and sharing! One of the greatest lessons you taught me whilst
I was around 5 years old; is history of Ethiopia, Eritrea, Federation, Assab, Massawa
etc.




Following are my memories in no particular order.

I remember when I was little how relatives and friends alike would refer to me as
Tsegai Iyasu jr. because of my looks and mannerism which was like yours.

I remember how education was important to you and made sure my siblings and 1

were educated in a private school.

I remember how after school; you would pick us and take us to your office. Provided

us snacks and hired a tutor to help us with
homework.

I remember when I was in 5" grade I was
getting tutored for grade 6 and was able to be
promoted to grade 7.

I remember that your dream was for me to be
the first female lawyer in Eritrea. To assist the
poor and needy as you have done through out
your life. The best gift that you left behind for
me is your lawyer’s cloth that I have preserved

with pride.

I remember how you provided pro bono defense
and monetary help to the poor and needy.

I also remember how you vigorously defended
political prisoners...

I remember when I chose a different career
path contrary to the dream you had, you
respected my choice and gave me the blessing!

I'Life is a goal.
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I remember on some Saturdays you would take us to the stadium to watch soccer

games especially your team Ganta Mereb. Or you would take us to different city
courts, like Keren, Mendefara, Dekemhare, Massawa so that you can defend/assist
political prisoners or murder cases. You won most of the court cases. You took the
opportunity to educate us the history, language and people of the different parts of

Eritrea that you took us.

e I remember our Sundays together, we dressed up nicely to attend church. After
church we would go visit different places like Durfo, Ghinda, Golf Club etc. Before we
would head home you would take us to buy pastries and cookies while mom who is a
great cook, would prepare us lunch. The adventure after lunch was; you either took
us to see a movie or a musical. Sunday evenings were spent watching TV at home.

e I remember how you would help our close relatives financially.

e I remember every winter you would take us to Keren where we stayed with my

maternal grandmother Elen.



I remember our Sundays together, we dressed up nicely to attend church. After
church we would go visit different places like Durfo, Ghinda, Golf Club etc. Before we
would head home you would take us to buy pastries and cookies while mom who is a
great cook, would prepare us lunch. The adventure after lunch was; you either took
us to see a movie or a musical. Sunday evenings were spent watching TV at home.

I remember how you loved to help poor people (some people would refer to you as
abo diKa an £7) especially on the holidays like Christmas, Easter etc. you would buy
sacks of bread to share with the poor and homeless.

I remember your love for the arts. I remember how you commissioned the talented
Eritrean artist Tewelde Kiflezghi, to paint portraits of John F Kennedy (JFK), Patrice
Lumumba & Mahatma Gandhi.

I remember the darkest hours of family started in November of 1974. You spoke to a
rally of over 10,000 students in Asmara to resist “national service” He»F that was
proclaimed by the military junta the Derg. Your speech was considered a crime by
the military government. The next day they came and searched your office and later
Ethiopian military came to arrest you.

I remember how you refused to be taken to prison by the military police car but
drove yourself, accompanied by the military tank cars.

I remember the flow of relatives, friends and neighbors to our house. I remember the
agony of my mother when she came home to find out that you were arrested.



I remember how you paid high price for the sake of the love the country and forgot
your family.

I remember the announcement on the public radio station about your arrest for
treason against Ethiopia.

I remember it took few days... days of agony to find out you were being held at one
of the strict prisons Gibi.

I remember your office was closed down and all your assets frozen and your car
possessed by the military police.

I can’t bear to remember that you were cruelly tortured during interrogation,
brutalized so severely you nearly died.

I remember you had to be confined, under close police watch, at HazHaz police
hospital for a month.

I remember my mother was left penniless to fend for her four children. She did
everything she could to protect us, her children.

I remember how our mom sold all her jewelry and belonging
to support us while you were in prison.

I remember my mom, my older sister Seghen & my cousin
Hiwet would deliver food to the prison in the most difficult
condition.

I remember that in 1975 events turned for the worst as the
confrontation between the Derg army and Eritrean liberation
movements. When the Derg started suffering loses, they
started killing youth and elderly without reason. Curfew was
imposed starting at 6 PM. All the schools were closed.

I remember how our mom would send us to different friends’ houses to spend the
night for our safety.

I remember when 3 armed members of Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) came to our
house to talk to my mother and brother Yosief. My brother was involved with the
liberation movement and was in danger. I remember my brother’s last words to me
was “Take care of our mom & sisters. See you soon”. How can I forget the last hug I
got from my brother and the agony that followed? If I had known that was the last
time I would see him, I would not have let him go.

I remember you telling me about the ELF freedom fighters, with the collaboration of
some members of the police who were assigned to guard you, slipped into town to
liberate you. However, the plan failed to materialize. As Yosief, your son - their
point of contact - was leading the combatants who were going to carry out the
mission to the police station they were suddenly confronted by Ethiopian soldiers. All
of a sudden they started exchanging a barrage of bullets. Later you learned three of
the combatants died in the battle and the rest had to retreat.



I remember a few months later you were released from prison and finally home. I
remember the joy of having you back.

I remember the happiness did not last long. Terrible news about the drowning of your
only son in Khartoum followed.

I remember my pain & agony; seeing my mom, my grand mother my sisters and
especially you, depressed & crushed by the pain of losing your son at a young age.

I remember the speech you gave to console the grieving that came to our house.
You said “we cannot change the fact of death by wailing and mourning. Therefore, it
is better if we give comfort to one another in accordance to what is stated in the book
of Job - the Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the LORD be
praised. So please allow me to set an example here on the basis of Job’s teachings.
Please listen to me now for I would like to, starting today, to console myself based on
the following set of beliefs:

If I had the power to alter the course of my own son by sacrificing mine I would have
opted for it readily. I would have preferred to die before witnessing the death of my
son. Recognizing that I am powerless in changing the sequence of death, I am opting
for accepting the teachings of Job - to refrain from mourning.

In those days the lives of many Eritreans of all ages are being wasted in towns,
villages and desolate woods. Many youngsters are being butchered in front of their
parents. A lot of blood of innocent people is being spilled everywhere. May God have
mercy upon us, we are witnessing that the country is awash with the blood of its own
children.”

I remember soon after the speech you delivered you were arrested again, this time
for six months.

I remember soon after you got released, you disappeared later I found out you had
left to join EPLF.

I can’t bear to remember all the agony and pain you have gone thru.

I remember you telling me how much you loved to have lots of children but right
after my birth, you were arrested and tortured and would not have children
anymore!

I remember in 1976 Keren one of Eritrea’s major cities was liberated by EPLF. We
heard rumors that you were seen there. It was no longer safe for us to stay in
Asmara. My mom arranged for me and my two sisters to be smuggled to Keren. My
mom stayed behind in Asmara with my grand mother. A few weeks later my mom
came to Keren with grand mother.

I remember how we became active in politics. Our new “bible” was the “Hafewshawi
polotikawi” book. Later on we joined “hafash w’deb”

I remember how a month later you arrived in Keren and stayed with us.



I remember you were fluent in several languages, Tigrinya, Amahric, Arabic, Italian,
Tigre, English and little Saho. You were working at the news department of EPLF (kfli
zena).

e I remember not being able to see you as often as I had
wished. Being part of hafash wdebat (4d oa+) and being
active in music and theater (kfli bahli h&a. avA.) in Keren and
with the medical team in Barentu & near Massawa.

e I remember how everyone in kifli bahli would refer to me
not by my name Tiblez but as gual Tseggay or gual
avvokato.

e I remember when Sgehen my elder sister got sick and had
to leave for Sudan. I was terrified for her because I had lost .
my oldest brother in the Sudan.

e I remember when my maternal grandmother passed away and my elder sister Yodit
took charge of our home.

e I remember the last time my mother came to visit us in Keren. I remember you
were not able to stay with us as you did previously. But suddenly you came to visit
us in Keren.

e I remember the retreat from Keren as the town was been taken over by the
Ethiopian army. I remember the chaos in Keren. I remember how you had to leave
to protect our country and mom was left to fend us the children. I remember when
we left Keren, mom would tell us not to look back. What a pain it was for my mom.

e I remember and to these days I have nightmares when I remember how we lost
some of our peers due to the bombardment by the

Ethiopian forces. L0 7D "I‘!]“'l][’t

e I remember when we finally reached Afabet exhausted. We e TER

stayed in Afabet for a few weeks.

e I remember a few months later we left for Sudan and
arrived at Port Sudan. It took 2 months to reach our
destination. After a brief stay in Port Sudan we went to
Khartoum where my sister Seghen was staying.

e I remember the first thing we did when we arrived in
Khartoum was to visit my brother Yosief’s grave.

e I remember we stayed with relatives in Khartoum. Eventually you came to Khartoum
for work related to EPLF.

e I remember you moved us to the home of Hassen Kekia who took great care of us.
I am forever grateful of Hassen Kekia's generosity. He took care of and lots of
Eritrean refugees in need. May his Soul Rest in Peace!



I remember at the end of 1979, my elder sister left for Saudi, my sister Yodit in
Sudan, my mom in Asmara & I to Europe (Italy). I remember at that time you were
going back and forth from Sudan to Eritrea.

I remember when I left Sudan you gave me a notebook and an envelope that should
only be opened in case of an emergency. You also give me advice to continue my
education and not to forget our country Eritrea.

I remember after my brief stay in Rome Italy in the early 1980 I left for Sweden.

I remember a few months later opening the envelope you gave me. Inside I found
200 dollars.

I remember by the end of 1980 you & my sister Seghen went to my sister Yodit who
was living in USA (Iowa).

I remember in 1981 your happiness when you, for the first time got a grand
daughter. My sister Yodit named her daughter after our maternal grandmother.

I remember fondly 1982 after a long while the whole mm -

family was reunited in Ames Iowa. My mom came from
Asmara and I from Sweden. Seghen and Yodit with her
family were living in Ames.

I remember when you received your residence permit in
the USA, you started work as a lawyer in Des Moines.

I remember you would still travel around the US and
lectured about Eritrea.

I remember in the summer of 1983, we flew to DC to visit
my cousin Dr. Amdetsion Kidane and to meet Aboy
Woldeab Woldemariam (your godfather). We spent 3
memorable days of my life. Grateful to have gotten great
advice, knowledge about Eritrea from aboy WelWel and you.

I remember in the days of no Viber, Skype or WhatsApp, we would have lengthy
phone conversation 1-2 times a week. Our conversation would always center around
Eritrean affairs and education.

I remember in January, 1987 the whole family, relatives Lt Serysticon.
and friends from around the US got together in Flint MI for | o= nga/a/a%%
my sister Seghen & Gebre’s wedding. [_ T AT S

I remember your happiness in 1990 when Seghen gave F_‘?‘Z;:S%’Z_%
birth to your first grandson who was named Yosief after ; —6;; a -
your first son! A

I remember fondly May, 1991 when your dream came to
fruition. Eritrea became a free country.




I remember in October 1991, I gave birth to my first child. Two months later I was
able to travel to visit you. How can I forget the joy in your eyes when you held my
son in your hands?

I remember 1996 as a bitter sweet year. Sweet, because it was the year that I gave
birth to my youngest son. Bitter, because 2 month later we got a call from my sisters
that you were not feeling well and have been admitted to hospital. Bitter because, we
planned to visit you and bought the plane tickets. A few days before the departure
we got a call from my borther-in-law about your passing. Bitter because you did not
get to see my second and my new born sons. Bitter because I did not get a chance to
say good bye! Bitter because you never got to see free Eritrea, a cause that you had
fought your entire life.

I remember in October, 1996 how you were given a hero’s welcome at the Airport.

I remember the next day relatives, friends, religious leaders and public officials
gathered at our house. Later that day there was funeral procession around Asmara.

How Can I forget when they finally put you in your final resting place at the Martyrs'
Cemetery in Asmara (eFC HCNE 3-r).

Dear Dad

I am so proud and grateful that you are my dad. I have learned a lot from you. I miss
our conversations and your great advices. You always wanted to argue above all
politics. I miss you so much I would do anything to hear your voice for one more
minute. I wish your 11 grandchildren and two great-grandchildren had met you.
You're gone but will not be forgotten, your story will live on. Thank you for everything



you have done for us, despite the fact that we came second to the country. Thank you
too for what you have done for the country. I love you so much! May your soul Rest
in Peace!

Many thanks to Emnetu Tesfay who has spent a great deal of time and effort so that
your legacy would not be forgotten.

From your beloved daughter
Titi (Tiblez)
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Tseggay Iyassu: The Lawyer of the Masses
By
Shambel Michael Ghebrenegus Haile

After the Ethiopian Army Commander in Eritrea, Major General Teshome
Ergetu, was ambushed and killed on the way to Keren by the Eritrean
Liberation Front in 1970, the Ethiopian government declared emergency law in
the whole country, to deal with political cases. They established two level of
courts to deal with the cases: namely lower court and Appellate Court, the
later which comes from Addis Abeba from time to time to hear appeals. As the
Army had shortage of qualified legal manpower, so they assigned me to work
as Defense Counsel or Defense Attorney for those who could not afford to hire
a lawyer, and served until the Derg took power in 1974.

In my first day in Court I was to defend Memhir Tekle Habtezion, who was
sentenced to death by the lower court. I was very nervous. Memhir Tekle was
charged only with distributing political pamphlets in the city of Asmara, and 1
thought that sentence was too harsh and appealed. The three Appellate Court
judges who came from Addis Abeba decided in my favour. The presiding judge
was Brigadier General Teferi Banti, who later was to replace General Aman
Andom as the Chairman of the Derg. I was very pleased with the outcome of
my first defense.

Thus while I was serving as a Defense Counsel, I had the good opportunity to
work along Ato Tseggay Iyassu, the famous criminal lawyer in Eritrea. I had
heard about him and knew that he had no equals in skill and technique, so I
was glad that he was on my side. I was proud and privileged to sit with him
and learn from him, which I still cherish as the happiest moment of my life,
though, it was short lived.

I soon realized that Ato Tseggay was extremely bold and he feared no one
while defending his clients. He was not only the best defense lawyer but he
was doing it for many people who were charged with political cases on pro-
bono basis. He deserves a special tribute for all his dedication and free
services. He was selfless and money never mattered to him in this service of
the masses. His only concern was how to fight and win the case so that his
clients would be set free. Therefore, many times and under difficult conditions,
he came out victorious. Thus, it is no wonder that members of the police force



hated and feared him, because he was the champion of the archenemy. Since
Ato Tseggay dealt with Police force, in line with his duty as a criminal lawyer
for many years, he had enormous sea of information about their brutality.

Furthermore, he also was aware that most evidence that the Police produced
to the courts were obtained illegally: through extortion and torture. Thus, the
police investigators trembled when they had to face him during cross-
examination. At such opportunities, he would skillfully destroy their purported
evidence and lead them to contradict and thereby humiliate themselves.

Thus, with unparalleled courage and sharp wit compounded by his legal skill,
he always came out victorious. I believe many of my contemporaries would
agree with me, that he was a ‘super lawyer’ of the people. In the sixties, there
were a number of good lawyers in Eritrea, including people such as Misginna
Gebrezgi, Gebreleul, Ostini, Latila, Kesete Haile and others, but none of them
could match or excel Ato Tseggay Iyassu.

Hence, I greatly admired Ato Tseggay Iyassu for his relentless and
unparalleled work in the service of the masses. His task of defending people
accused with political activities was very dangerous for him because the
government eyed him with suspicion, yet he persisted in his work without fear.
It was a great opportunity for me to learn from him as we worked together,
but this period of ‘our honeymoon’ was disrupted when I was re-assigned to be
government ‘prosecutor’: an adversarial position! However, though, we were
placed at different sides of the legal system, we could work and our mutual
understanding continued unhindered.

What struck me, which I found significant attribute of Ato Tseggay, was that
he seemed to enjoy defending political cases. In such instances, he would
tirelessly exploit all his legal expertise to ensure that the defendants are set
free. At those times, I could easily relate to his personal political feelings and
fervent desires to see an independent Eritrea.

As Ato Tseggay fought a big war alone in the Courts for many years, I am
confident that many political detainees of the time still remember him fondly
for his gallant and magnificent achievements. Personally, I have garnered
tremendous knowledge and acquired wide experience in litigating cases in the
criminal Courts from Ato Tseggay and I consider him as my greatest teacher.

In conclusion, I would like to note that it will be unfair to forget Ato Tseggay
Iyassu, the courageous, and matchless lawyer and patriotic Eritrean, who
“single handedly” defended his compatriots in a biased ‘justice system’. My
respect towards this great man remains unchanged. Therefore, I call and
strongly urge our young scholars to undertake an exhaustive study on the man
and his contributions. Let it be known that even in his advanced age, he joined



the struggle and prepared himself to die for his beloved country Eritrea. I
believe he deserves to be recognized as an icon and a national hero.

Attorney Tseggay Iyassu: the encyclopedic source
of Eritrean history
By

Dr. Jordan Gebre-Medhin

I am humbled to add my recollections to the memory of Ato Tseggay lIyassu.
He joined the Eritrean diaspora when he arrived in the United States in 1981,
after serving in the liberation struggle. Although Ato Tseggay had physically
settled in Ames, Iowa, yet mentally and emotionally he was always in Eritrea.
Like anyone who was interested in Eritrean struggle for liberation, I heard
people talk about Ato Tseggay Iyassu as an advocate for political activists.
However, I came to know him closely when I was collecting information for my
book: “Peasants and Nationalism in Eritrea: A Critique of Ethiopian Studies”. In
the preparation for my work, I made extensive use of secondary sources by
consulting documents available at the major libraries in the United States and
Europe. In the early 1980s I had visited the Public Record Office in Kew
Gardens and made use of the records pertaining to the colonial period of
Eritrea. However, I needed to supplement the data I had by interviewing
Eritrean and Ethiopian nationals who were directly or indirectly involved in
Eritrean politics of the 1940s. This task was facilitated by the 1974 military
take over of the Ethiopian state, which sent many individuals into exile in the
United States. Thus, between the information gathered in London and
Washington, interviews, and consultation with local press, the information I
obtained was well balanced.

From the moment I met Ato Tseggay I was impressed: his energetic sense of
patriotism was exuberant. He was inquisitive and eager to learn. He always
described himself as an Eritrean, and he would gladly engage with people on
the question of Eritrean independence, at any time and place. Moreover, he
had a wealth of information on Eritrea and he was willing to share it with
anyone who was interested on the issue. The advice and information I received
from Ato Tseggay in our long correspondences on the Eritrean question has
been of particular help. To me and to everyone who came across him/her, he
was a living authority and served as encyclopedic source for the period under



consideration. Over time, our relationship grew from that he became like father
to me and I was a son to him. Hence, I would call him or pay him a visit, at
anytime, and vice-versa.

From the various conversations we had, I learnt that Ato Tseggay was a
student of Ato Woldeab Woldemariam at the early Geza Kenisha School, in
Asmara and that he was recruited as a teacher there. Ever since, he had
become very close with Ato Woldeab as they shared a lot of views including the
love for their country. Thus, it is no wonder that Ato Tseggay followed in the
footsteps of his mentor by dedicating his life to the service of his county and
his compatriots.

By way of professional preparations, the honorable Dr. Frankin F. Russel, then
legal Council to the Federal Government, was the mentor and law instructor to
both Ato Tseggay and his colleague Ato. Amanuel Andemichael. Moreover, Ato
Tseggay had also benefitted from serving under the Chief Justice, Sir James
Shearer, during the British Administration of Eritrea. Although Ato Tseggay also
practiced civil law, he is more well-known as a successful criminal lawyer who
devoted his time and resources boldly defending people arrested for political
activities pro bono. That was a time when government oppression was at its
highest, and many lawyers shied away rather than take risks. Later in life, he
was imprisoned and thereafter joined the liberation struggle until he was
honorably discharged by the Liberation Front.

During the British Military Administration of Eritrea, Ato Tseggay served as
Chief Clerk in the Office of Political Secretary, Special Branch in Charge of
Central Registry of Political Parties. Thus, he had first hand knowledge of the
individuals in the registered local parties. For example, he told me that when
the ‘Party for Love of the Country’ (PLC) was formed, it was seen by many as
pro-Ethiopian and pro-Union. However, according to Ato Tseggay this was not
the case. He informed me that the PLC was initiated by some politically
conscious Eritreans who were aware of the prevailing political situation of the
time. These enlightened individuals wanted to help their compatriots to
establish a united front through which to fight for their legal rights. Thus, the
elected officials of PLC came from the ‘socially dislocated elements’ of the first-
generation Eritrean intelligentsia, most of whom had rural backgrounds but had
opted for Western liberal aspirations.

Ato Tseggay was also familiar with most of the incidents that were taking place
in Eritrea at the time. For example, he was an eye witness when the Sudan
Defense Forces selectively attacked Christian civilians in Asmara, on August 28,
1946. In this incident, there were more than 40 fatalities and scores more were
injured. He described to me the incident in detail, such that, it was as if I were
witnessing the event on screen and not listening to someone! Moreover, Ato



Tseggay did not forget to point out that the British Authorities had minimized
the number of fatalities and casualties to cover for their apparent dereliction of
duty. Definitely, Ato Tseggay was well read as he was able to discuss current
affairs at ease. He spoke and wrote fluently in both English and Italian. I am
indebted to him for translating Giuseppe Puglisi’s Italian book 'Chi e dell’
Eritrea? (1952). Thus, I was able to garner most of the information on the
leading figures of the PLC in my book from this source.

Furthermore, the paper that was presented at the seminar organized by R.I.C.E
and E.P.D. to commemorate the 100t anniversary of the birth of the nation,
held in Washington D.C. on August 17, 1990, by Ato Tseggay Iyassu, bear
witness to the depth of his knowledge and analysis of the political activities of
the 1940s.

Ato Tseggay envisioned seeing an independent Eritrea and this he realized on
May of 1991, when the liberation forces entered Asmara. Moreover, he
witnessed the flag of an independent Eritrea unfurl at the United Nations two
years later- in 1993. He passed away in 1996, too early after independence. I
am certain that the government and people of Eritrea could have benefitted
from his extensive knowledge of the political developments in the country and
his foresight.

NB. Dr. Jordan Gebremedhin has mentioned Tseggay Iyassu in about 6 pages of his book
"Peasants and nationalism in Eritrea”. Extracting from these pages, Prof. Tesfayesus Mehari
has reconstituted the above recollection of Tseggay Iyassu on behalf of our late friend Jordan.

Tseggay Iyassu: Distinguished Attorney
By

Dr. Berhanykun Andemichael

My earliest memory of Avvocato Tseggay Iyassu was as a teenager in the early
1950’s, during my first job in Asmara. He was then one of the bright young
public prosecutors in the Eritrean Government during the Federation with
Ethiopia. I got to know him through my elder brother, Attorney Amanuel
Andemicael, who was a colleague and friend of his. According to their legal
mentor and law instructor, the honorable Dr. Franklin F. Russell, then Legal
Counsel to the Federal Government: “The two were the brightest public



prosecutors having fine legal minds then serving in the Justice Department”. I
heard those comments of Dr. Russell a when I visited him in the United States
a decade later.

My initial acquaintance with Avv. Tseggay was in the context of the Youth
Association of the Asmara Evangelical Church “emnc o702’ when a group of us
at “m hza” tried to revive the group’s spirit. It was a time when the Seventh
Day Adventists were attracting large crowds and the Coptic Church, also feeling
challenged, began promoting Sunday revival programs for its youth — the “«¢+
AcY?”. Our 7im0c oav7h0g committee approached Ayana Tseggai for help and he
readily agreed to join us as an adviser. He came to our Sunday afternoon
sessions as a speaker or just to give advice in a vivid atmosphere of choral
hymns and Bible study. He was the perfect teacher — warm, affectionate and
brilliant with ideas. Soon thereafter, I went abroad for study and had no
contact with him except when I occasionally visited Asmara and met him in
church. After several decades, I was privilege to invite Avv. Tseggay from
Michigan to deliver a tribute at the memorial service for our legendary patriot
Aboy Woldeab Woldemariam. For me it was as well a memorable reunion with
Avv. Tseggai.

The Memorial Service for Aboy Woldeab Woldemariam was held on 29 July
1995, held shortly after the state funeral in Asmara to ensure the presence of
his daughter Berkety and her family. The solemn event was held at the huge
Gothic Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City, organized by the
family with my help, in cooperation with the Eritrean Community in
metropolitan New York. Our unanimous choice for eulogist was Avv. Tseggai
Iyassu because of his close association with Aboy Woldeab throughout his adult
life. We arranged to fly him over, and he delivered a moving Tribute.

A poignant story that Avv.Tseggay told me during his brief stay with us was
about his own father which speaks to the foundation of his own character
geared to the pursuit of a fairness and justice. Memher Iyassu Mezenghie, was
active in the early debate in Tseazega about rules of conduct for the new
Kenisha church concerning Eritrean/Ethiopian traditions. I listened with great
interest because my father, Rev. Andemicael Woldemenkerios, was a close
friend of Memher lyassu Mezenghie, both at school and as a fellow teacher in
Asmara engaged also in evangelical work. Two of the early issues in the new
Church concerned: (a) whether to shift the traditional dates of Christmas and
Easter from the old Julian calendar to the Gregorian (modern European)
calendar; and (b) whether to prohibit the traditional music and “3£4” dancing
and focus only on worship with Bible study and songs based on European hymn
book. Memher Iyassu had argued that it should not be either/or as the new
church should not isolate itself from the larger community but should rather



show respect to those local traditions which were consistent with Bible
teaching. Aboy lyassu was sided with the minority that lost the debate to the
‘Puritanical” majority of new converts. But eventually, he was vindicated
partially when the church shifted back to the old traditional dates. As for the
324, younger church members today have defied the unchanged church rules,
thanks to their experience in the liberation movement. As a teacher and
attorney Tseggai relished parental lessons not only about respecting tradition
but also about advocating a cause he believed in.
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When I must leave youw

“When I must leave you for a little while, please do not grieve and shed wild tears. And hug your
sorrow to you through the years. But start out bravely with a gallant smile. And for my sake and
in my name Live on and and do all things the same. Feed not your loneliness on empty days. But
fill each waking hour in comfort and in cheer. And I in turn will comfort you and hold you near.
And never, never be afraid to die, for | am waiting for you in the sky”.
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Dear attorney Tseggay lyassu

Without having ever met you
| dare to write a tribute
Your courage and brevary

Would not let me be silent

You were always there
when your compatriots were jailed
and did your best to set them free

or ease the burden of penalty

You lent a strong shoulder
To ease the flow of tears
You held high the lantern

To drive away the fears.

Your smile was just enough
To give encouragement.
Your frown more than adequate

To make one soon relent.

When some had need of guidance
Your ears you would freely lend
Advice came in abundance

You chose, not him could you offend.

You had no need of medals
Or glory, or power. This is true.
That's why, Dear attorney

Our hero has to be you.

Whereever you went
You faced countless challenges
But the legacy you left to Eritreans

Will forever live

You carried a golden torch
[lluminating all pathes to freedom
Your people will always remember you

And will always honor you

Emnetu Tesfay
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