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Personal data 

 

Dejazmach Haregot Abbai 

Mayor of Asmara (1963- 1974) 

Personal Details 

Spouse Woizero Lemlem Gebrekidan 

Father Bahri Negassi Abbai Habtezion 

Mother Woizero Leah Mesmer 

Born 

 

May 9, 1909 

Arbaete Asmara, Eritrea 

Died 

 

Around july, 1979  

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 

Burial Holy St. Mary Cemetery (Asmara) 

Religion Orthodox Tewahedo 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coptic_Orthodox


 

Haregot Abbai 1909-1979 

 

(later Fitawrari Dejazmach) was an Eritrean businessman, 

investor and politician. In the 1960s, he became a Mayor of 

Asmara, the Eritrean Capital City (then the second largest city 

in Ethiopia. 

 

 

Early life 

 

Haregot Abbai was born in Arbaete Asmara , Eritrea on May 9, 

1909 to parents Bahri Negassi Abbai Habtezion and Woizero Lia 

Mesmer. After completing his fundamental education at St. 

Giorgio School in Mendefera, Eritrea, he initially worked on his 

family farm and eventually joined the Italian civil administration 

working in the Genio Civile, Comando Truppe and Deposito 

offices. As a young man and starting a new family, in the early 

1920s he developed his aptitude for business by working part 

time with local Indian merchants (commonly referred as 

Banyans in Eritrea). His entrepreneur flair came in handy when 

in the 1930 he began to participate in the cotton yarn trading 

and freight transport businesses and owning a small fleet of low 

bed and small sized trucks. In the 1940s he grew his business  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asmara
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eritrea
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mendefera
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eritrea


 

by expanding into grain grinding mills and in the 1950s he 

further expanded his business through a Joint Venture by 

acquiring the Salvati Africa (owned by Italians) city bus 

business. The company was later renamed and continues to 

operate to this day as the Asmara Bus Company. In the 1960-

70’s he further solidified his business interest by participating in 

the real estate, entertainment (cinemas), cement, soft drinks 

(Coca Cola), banking, insurance and textile sectors. 
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Fiat Tagliero. Gas station with an aeroplane design 

  

“The people of Eritrea will always make you feel welcome and the country will 

always provide a diversity of activities and experiences that will have you 

wanting to come back for more.” 

 

“ Asmara is, by any standards, a very safe, picturesque and relaxed capital.” 

 

Eritrea – The bradt Travel Guide  

 

“Constructed almost entirely between 1936 and 1941, Asmara was effectively a 

blank canvas on which its Italian colonizers were able to design and build their 

own urban utopia in East Africa ..... owing to Asmara’s relative obscurity and 

distance from Europe, the architects and engineers who came to practice there 

could escape the constraints imposed on their activities in the more 

conservative European environment, making it an even more exceptional city.” 

 

Asmara – Africa’s Secret Modernist City  



Early Political Contributions 

 

Beyond business activities, Haregot Abbai also actively 

participated in the social and political movements of his days. 

In the 1940s he became a member of political party known as 

“Mahber Fikre Hager” (MFH, Society for Love of Country), 

serving as its Vice President in 1947.[ In 1952, following the 

Federation of Eritrea with Ethiopia, he was elected as a member 

of the newly created Eritrean Assembly. During the early days 

of the Federation (1952–55) he served in the positions of 

Director of Interior, Secretary of Justice and Secretary of 

Economy. In 1955 as the Ethiopian government started to 

interfere and amend the Federation Act and with the 

subsequent election of a new Executive President of the 

Eritrean Government, he left the Eritrean Assembly to focus on 

his business. 

 



As Mayor of Asmara 

 

In the 60’s the city of Asmara was known for its magnificent 

buildings, roads, palm trees, Churches, Mosques and open air 

market places. Much of the credit for its beauty and advanced 

city administration goes to Dej. Haregot Abbay. 

 

 

Municipality of Asmara. The office of the mayor. 

 

 

In 1963, a year after the Federation ended and Eritrea was 

annexed by Ethiopia, he was appointed as the Mayor of 

Asmara. His time as the Mayor of Asmara (1963–74) was 

amongst his most publicly popular and most memorable 

accomplishments as a civil servant. During his tenure as Mayor,  



 

Asmara underwent some major revitalization and renaissance 

and some of his key accomplishments were: 

1. Low cost residential improvement plans around districts of 

Asmara covering Abbashaul, Geza Berhanu, Senita and 

Mai Temenai. 

2. Expansion Mai Serwa of existing and building of a new Mai 

Nefhi water reservoir dams to improve the city water 

supply system which was critical to city during the long 

draught periods. 

 

3. Covering of the notorious Mai Bela open sewer system 

traversing through key location in the city. 

4. Improving sport and entertainment activities by 

constructing a new stadium with appropriate lighting for 

night activities. 

5. Improving economic and social activity expositions by 

building the Asmara Expo Center. 

6. Helping the homeless by building a city homeless center to 

shelter abandoned children and adults. 

7. Upgrading city roads and building of ring road for the use 

of commercial traffic to avoid congestion in the city roads. 

 

During his tenure, Asmara also hosted many heads of states, 

including Queen Elizabeth II of England, Queen Juliana of the  
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Netherlands, King Olav of Norway, The Shah of Iran, The 

President of Germany, The President of Bulgaria and Premier 

Chou En Lai of China.  

 

As Mayor of Asmara, he received various recognitions which 

included: 

 

1. Travelled to the USA as guest of the US government. 

Visited several US cities and states to tour industrial and 

agricultural locations. Received Keys to the cities of San 

Francisco, New York and etc. 

 

2. Knighted by Queen Elizabeth II receiving the Knight 

Commander of Victoria Order (KCVO). 

3. Order of Norway decoration by King Olav of Norway 

4. State medal of recognition by President Heinrich Lubke of 

Germany 
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Asmara by night 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
The many mosques and churches in Asmara add to its beauty 

 

 

 
 

 
The famous cathedral in down town Asmara 



Private Life 

 

Haregot was also a consummate family man, educator and 

philanthropist. In the late 1920s he was married to Woizero 

Lemlem Gebrekidan and had ten children. In addition to 

support his community he used his personal funds to build the 

Arbate Asmara School and the St Korkos church. 

 

Late life and end of life 

 

In 1974 with the onset of military dictatorship Derg in Ethiopia 

he was imprisoned in Addis Abeba along with most of former 

Emperor Haile Selassie cabinets, most regional governors, 

many senior military officers and other dignitaries where in 

1979, he was killed by the military/socialist dictatorship in 

Ethiopia. In 1992, after the fall of the Ethiopian Derg, his 

remains were taken back to Asmara and he now rests at the St. 

Mary Cemetery near where he was born. 
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History of Asmara  

 

Although it would be easy to think of Asmara, the Eritrean 

capital, solely as an Italian built colonial city, its origins actually 

reach back some 700 years. Originally, it is said, there were 

four clans living in the Asmara area on the Kebessa Plateau: 

the Gheza Gurtom, the Gheza Shelele, the Gheza Serenser and 

Gheza Asmae. Encouraged by their women, the men united the 

four clans and defeated the bandits who preyed on the area.  

 

After the victory, a new name was given to the place, Arbaete 

Asmara which literally means, in the Tigrinya language, "the 

four are united." Eventually Arbaete was dropped and it has 

been called Asmara, though there is still a zone called Arbaete 

Asmara. Another legend tells that in this region the Queen of 

Sheba gave birth to the son of Solomon, Menelik I.  

 

  

 

 



 

 

   

 

Asmara was made the capital city of colonial Eritrea in 

preference to Massawa by Governor Martini in 1897. The city 

therefore bears many traces of the Italian colonial area: in its 

infrastructure, its architecture and some culinary traditions. 

Asmara is by far the largest city in Eritrea, with a population of 

some 600,000. Asmara sits atop (2,350m) the Eritrean 

highlands on the eastern edge of the escarpment. 

 

Unlike many of the other towns in Eritrea it is relatively 

undamaged, the Ethiopian forces having fled the city without 

fighting a full-scale battle at the end of the war.  

 



 

The day begins early in Asmara with the first call to prayer of 

the muezzin from the tower of Asmara ’s main mosque. Not 

long afterwards the massive bells of the Catholic Cathedral 

chime the beginning of the Christian day while the Orthodox 

Church celebrates its early morning mass. 

 

Asmara is possibly the safest African capital for travellers. The 

streets are elegantly lined with palms and a string of boutiques, 

coffee-shops and restaurants reminiscent of southern Italy. 

 

  

 

  

  

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Hamasien Hotel 1920  Asmara theatre 1925  
 

Courtesy Sweet Asmara Caffee - Harnet Avenue Asmara 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Piazza Roma Asmara - Bank of Italy (1926) 



 

 

 

Nda Mariam Asmara (1930) 

 

 

 

Troop Command Headquarters (1936) 



 

 

 

Village of 'Maria Scalera', Acria - Asmara (1939) 

 

 

View over present-day Asmara.  



 

 

 
A wakeup call 

 
Many countries in the world honor their heroes and commemorate them eternally by erecting 
statues, naming streets, parks, schools, universities and all sorts of institutions in their names. 
Eritrea has failed to remember its heroes in all spheres of life and fields including 
statesmanship, military, scholarships, arts, literature, religion, music and sports. It would be 
too long to list all the great Eritrean personalities from antiquity to the present. Even the 
heroes of the last 50 years who have not been recognized and honored are very many.  
 
I believe many will agree with me that Eritrea has many amazing individuals in history who 
have done something unique to their country in the field of politics, culture, education, sport 
etc, which we need to remember them for what they have done. It is disheartening though 
not to see biography books of Eritreans in the library shelves. Lately I have decided to open a 
section in my website that will be dedicated to the biography of individual Eritreans from all 
walks of life in history (www.emnetu.com). 
 
To start with I have randomly established a list of possible candidates. I therefore ask you all 
to put additional names to the list and return it to me.  The list has to accommodate only 
individuals who have passed away. In other words we will concentrate only on post mortem 
biographies. I will update the list when I hear from you. The list will remain open all the time 
for additional names.  
 
If you are positive about this idea and you have the time I would challenge you all to write 
biographical sketch or find individuals who can be interested to write a biography on any in 
the list. If you come across anyone who has access to information but not ready to write, you 
can ask him/her to supply the information to me in any format (paper, diskette, gramophone 
dish, cassette, videos, photographs etc) so that I can send it to the one who is interested to 
write.    
 
 The size of the file is not important at all. What is important is remembering them and trying 
to document their history before it disappears all together. The size will be determined only 
by the amount of information available on these individuals. Of course the individuals in the 
list must have done something positive to the cause of our country or to the well being of our 
people and our culture.  
 
 
 
Emnetu Tesfay 

 

 

Biographical sketch of Dej. Haregot Abbay 


