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- inspired by true events -



as a soldier i would often write letters 
to get in contact with my family.

 well, I can’t write myself so a comrade 
would help me.

it was so hot in that desert,
but there was a tree under which we used 

to meet...



eritrea. 1970’s.

how come that you know how to 
write? I never had the chance to 

learn it... 

there was an old doctor in my 
village who was happy to teach the 

eager ones...

Dear Doctor,
Sir.

I grew up dreaming of Addis ababa. my 
uncle opened a good buisiness there and 

sent his children to school...

Lucky you...

should we start?

           you are going 
too fast!

Slow down a bit...
  

 
sorry... 
I’ll slow 

down.

My cousin 
was much more 
educated than 

me. but for that 
it was too late for 
me, because i could 

only leave the 
farm when i was 

already 17.



...I left without telling my parents, they would 
have never let me go. They wanted for me to 
be a farmer like them. but i had other plans...

There was a bus to addis. it was a three days 
walk. I had nowhere to go, but people were 
nice and let me spend the night in their 
verandas. If i was lucky i could even get 
some food and water. In any case, I had my 

lunch basket with injera.

Nights were cold, long 
and i could not sleep. 
But there was no fear or 
anxiety. i was so thrilled 
about my new life. I 
could not stop thinking 

about it.
it’s 

very cold.

   
indeed.

...



I was so foolish, sir, to 
think that addis ababa 
was similar to this town 
of ours. just bigger. 
like a calf resembles its 
mother, comparing small 
with big. But addis was 
really something else.

Now, dear sir, I don’t know 
if you have ever travelled in 
our country by bus, but i can 
tell you that it is quite the 
experience. i still remember 
that packed bus to this day.

moreover, it seems that 
ethiopian stomachs are 
really not meant for 
travelling our hills in 

that way!

it was easy to find kechene, everybody 
was happy to help me. and even easier to 
get directions to the compound where 
my relatives were living. in kechene, 
everybody knows each other. 



after going house by 
house, i finally found 
the one of my aunt and 
uncle. i could not even 
remember them even if 
we kept on writing let-
ters to each others.

And so it 
happened that 

kechene became 
my new home.

Aunt 
Subira?

Oh 
what am i saying!?
 you’re a man now!

Mengeste?! 

My child!

my uncle was one of the first people to 
build a house in kechene. 

at first it was very small. almost like 
a hut. but when i arrived there it was 

already larger.
 you could still see some traces of the 

first house.

we were around 6 people living in that 
house. i say ‘around’ because often some 
relatives were staying for a while with us.

ù
let me tell you a bit more about it...



like many others in 
kechene, on the top 
of the closets, we 
used to have several 
suitcases. sometimes 
a relative working 
somewhere else was 
visiting us, sometimes 
we were visiting them. 
we are always on the 
move!

small pieces of 
white clothes were   
often hanging above 
the bed of my aunt 
and uncle.

MY PLACE TO SLEEP IN 
MY UNCLE’S HOUSE WAS 
A MATTRES leaning 
against the wall by 
day...

...and laying on the 
floor by night.

in the left corner, 
the fridge... wait, 
that’s not possible! 
if memory serves, in 
that corner there 
was nothing yet.

in a corner of the 
house my aunt used 
to have the kitchen 
equipment.

hanging on the 
wall there was 
a basin that she 
used to clean 
the kitchenwere.

that central space 
is always the most 
important one in 
the house- even 
in the courtyside 
where i come from, 
you can find similar 
arrangements of 
the furniture to sit 
all together.

however, by night 
they were hopefully 
dry and stored 
someplace else.

our sofa did not 
have the sides, so 
that you could sleep 
there confortably.



And it was in the same neighbourhood 
that i met my wife. but before we 
married we had been friends for 
a long time. I remember it as the 
day of it yesterday when i first met 
her. it was in the kechene medhane 

alem church. 

I think i made some bad joke just 
to get her attention...

As we were growing up together i 
never lost that feeling: we were 

in love with each other.

And when i finally 
asked her parents 

permission to marry 
her...

but her laugh, sir... 
she was like no other!

...they said yes!

And now, sir, what if I died like 
a dog here, in Eritrea? What 
would I be leaving for them? 
Not even a place to stay.

I am sorry that i had to go on 
with this entire story, sir, but 
i want this delicate situation 
to be clear.  I believe that 
is my right as a soldier, a 
serviceman giving his life for 
the country, to have a place 
to leave to my family. 

yours sincerely, 
mengeste bogale.

And even after our first child 
was born we could not afford 
a house to live together. she 
was still with her relatives 
and i with mine. can you call 
that a real family?

we had a great cerimony with 
the entire neighborhood and 
other relatives. However, 
we kept on living in separate 
places.



Kechene, addis ababa. years after.

“...kiss the kids for me, your 
father and mother, my uncle 
and aunt and my cousins and 
our neighbors and anybody  
who asks about me...“

My beloved mengeste, 
i am replying right away to 
your long-awaited letter.    
it comforts me very much to 
hear that god is blessing you 
with good health as it is here 
for us...

“.... 
I am living 

in the hope of 
hearing from you 

soon and to know how 
you all are. You’re 
always before my 

eyes.”

I 
wish to 

write him back, 
dear tsehai. would you 
have the time to sit with 

me and write?

so many things changed lately 
that it will be hard for you 
to recognize kechene. most 
of the houses are growing 
bigger and many new families 
arrived in the neighborhood.



your cousin is now the father 
of two beautiful twins.  
He finally opened that shop 
on the road...

...as many others are doing! 
now we really have everything 
we need so close by!

everybody is supporting us 
making my life a little bit 
easier.  They even helped me 
finding a new job. so now I 
am earning some money by 
washing people’s clothes.

oh! our house! Let me tell 
you about it! i am so happy 
that we finally have a place 
to stay. maybe we can make it 
bigger like the others are 
doing when you come back!

Your uncle is financing our 
son’s schooling. he is very 
good and writes and reads as 
you always desired.

many shared toilets have 
been installed recently. two 
of them are in front of our 
house...

some weeks ago i 
bought a mesob in 
merkato so i can 
store some injera 
and sell it for few 
birrs.

i don’t like that 
from outside you 
can look at my bed. 
so i placed a curtain 
to divide the house.

in the left corner 
there is the hearth 
and everything that 
i need to prepare 
good food for our 
children.

that prayer stick 
that now is in the 
closet use to be 
your uncle’s.

The ceiling is quite 
high. So we were 
able to build a 
mezzanine were we 
can store things. 
maybe even sleep.

when i use my grandmother’s 
jebena i can see her before my 
eyes during a coffee cerimony, 
and i can see my grandfather 
and my cousins as we were 
eating together in the tukul.

i like the space in 
the centre of the 
house. i can put a 
chair and talk to a 
guest or prepare 
food or coffee or 
eat there.



        
do you have 

more questions? 
what else can i do for 

you, guys? 

after twelve years in the war, 
i managed to come back. i was 
chocked by emotion the very 
first days. it was so beautiful 
to be back home, To finally 
see my family again...

we 
renovated the 

house and we built 
this room in those days. 
Now i live with my nephew, 

my daughter and her 
baby.

                  My wife 
died two 

years ago.

if you climb the 
ladder there is a 
mezzanine as big as 
the house. is dark 
and hot. but at night  
some relatives sleep 
there. especially if 
someone is visiting.

the kitchen is still 
in that corner. My 
daughter cooks for 
me and the others.

now that my wife is 
gone, my daughter 
sleeps here with her 
newly born child.

now, we finally own a 
fridge for real.

our television is 
almost always on. 
especially in the 
evening.

you can still see 
the traces of our 
old house. 

this large living room is 
very important for us. 
it is very spacious and 
bright enough. above 
all, now at least you 
don’t step right away in 
one’s bedroom!

Kechene, addis ababa. Fall 2019.
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