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	Tempus omnia revelat.



	
Prologue 

	 

	My advice: exercise great care when choosing the books you intend to read. It may just be that, in the course of perusal, you are drafting the itinerary of your future travels and the nature of your adventures, perceptions, and excitement. What follows is the story of a military translator who just happened to find himself in the land of his worse dreams—being shot at.  

	The first book that impressed me in my green years was “King Solomon’s Mines” by the British Victorian Rider Haggard. I was amazed by the exotic and heroic adventures and the wonderful discoveries described there. This fueled my previously unawakened desire to head for that distant continent and experience something of a similar kind. These aspirations were reinforced even more after reading the story of 19th century adventurer Alexander Bulatovich in his book With the Army of Menelik II1, where the author describes the country often called the African Tibet, with its abundant and unique flora and fauna. Forty-one elephants, several lions and leopards became the trophies of Emperor Menelik’s hunters. Ancient Greeks called the country’s inhabitants Ethiopians—people with “burned faces”. In Book One of 

	 

	the Iliad, Zeus is said to have departed to the country of “blameless Ethiopians.”  

	 I was determined: Ethiopia was the place to be, though I could hardly imagine in the USSR of the 1970-80s that I would ever have any real prospect of going there.  

	So, it was with some excitement that I happened, at the beginning of the 1970s, to meet some students from that fabled ancient Ethiopia that had captured my imagination so wonderfully, in the student university hostel of the Ukrainian city of Kharkiv. At that time, Soviet students shared rooms with the students brought over from Africa, Latin America and Asia to learn about the joys of socialism. The Soviet Union was supporting the National Liberation Front of Eritrea2 militarily and politically. The Front was, at that time, struggling against Emperor Haile Selassie, and trying to create a separate state. Many students from Eritrea studied Russian in Kharkiv and continued their education in higher military institutions in the USSR. Upon returning home they often became leaders of separatist movements with appropriately left-wing views and an abiding love of the Soviets. I was intrigued and fascinated by the uniqueness of their culture and the courageous and proud ap-

	 

	pearance of the Eritreans when first I became acquainted with them, but less so in the contemporary politics of their home. None of us thought at that time that, in ten years, we would meet again—but this time in Africa and, more remarkably, on opposite sides of barricades. 

	My first attempt to visit the fabled country was a complete failure. An opportunity emerged after two years of regular service in the Navy, which I had to complete after ROTC training, that everyone underwent at the University, where I was a language major. Almost every other civil translator, who served in the naval aviation regiment with me for two years, signed a contract to work as translators and interpreters for two to three years with Soviet military “advisers” in Asia or Africa. A month before demobilization most of my interpreter colleagues already knew that their next stop would be steamy Mozambique, Angola’s jungles or the mountains of Ethiopia. Unfortunately, my documents and candidature were not approved for such exotic assignments and, as my colleagues relayed to me in private, this was the result of the vigilance of a very special department:  

	“You have written something “extra” to your friends. Don’t you know that there are most knowledgeable and most alert boys who diligently inspect all our letters?” 

	Given the security oversight in the country at that time, we all used this “double-speak,” and sometimes it was hard to know what was the real message buried in this oblique language. Then I remembered that about two months earlier I had written a letter to my friend Mark, who served with the Baltic Fleet transport aviation service as a translator, and in my letter had boasted how I “had breakfast in the severe winter in Severomorsk, enjoyed turtle soup lunch in Havana and fried bananas dinner in Luanda in the tropical heat.” This was in response to his letter where he proudly informed me that he was going to Madagascar via Cairo and Dar-Es-Salaam just to swim and fish in the Indian Ocean for the seventh time! After foolishly writing such a sincerely happy, and obviously “fantastic” letter I was, up to the end of my active service, compelled to enjoy my breakfast, lunch and dinner in a military settlement lost in the debris of the Vologda forests where the longrange aviation regiment was stationed about sixty kilometers from the very center of nowhere.  

	The second opportunity appeared only three years later when I sent my documents to the Personnel Office of the Ministry of Defense and, this time, they invited me for an interview. Comrade Galina Ivanovna, who handled the files of civil interpreters, was a tender inquisitive woman, limping slightly on her right foot so people always knew when she was coming. She was greatly surprised when she learned that my documents were not submitted to her immediately after my demobilization from active service as was the normal practice. This meant that, at the Ministry of Defense anyway, noone knew about my “sincere” letter gaffe, and my documents were withheld at the regimental level, or at the level of the Northern Fleet. So, I had shaken off that embarrassment from my record thanks to the grinding of bureaucracy. 

	Now, being at once more politically acceptable and absolutely reformed, I had to make a decision about which country to choose. The experience by my colleague interpreters of their previous sojourns in Africa recounted to me over many beers, indicated clearly that, without the right contacts and private connections, your choice in Africa was most likely limited to the jungles of South Angola and semi-desert mountains of northern Ethiopia where life could be short and miserable. With regard to our beloved “fraternal” countries that were graced with a welcoming mild climate, and where no active life-threatening hostilities were actually going on at the time—Egypt, India, Libya, Sri Lanka or Zambia—priority in selection appeared to be given to “specialists” from Moscow, and those who had the right, well-positioned friends and relatives—though these terms could be used interchangeably. So, way down below the horizon on the chain of influence, I had the privilege of choosing between Luanda and Addis Abeba. 

	In Luanda, Angola’s capital, we were stationed for a month with the crew of a TU-95 aircraft, on our way to the South Pole, which is about as different from Africa as you can get. Residing in the spacious and cozy building of a former English school, we slept under mosquito nets, and bathed in the Atlantic in the evenings trying to avoid the 45˚C (106˚F) perpetual daytime heat. Angola was the best-paid country for Soviet advisers and specialists, sharing its ranking top of the unpleasantness list with the Kingdom of Laos. But English-language translators in Angola, for the most part, worked in the training centers for Namibians working for the freedom of SouthWest Africa, as Namibia was then called. As the training of their soldiers was in English we worked in that language translating from Russian. This assignment would mean living in a tent for two years, and making written translations by candle-light or by a kerosene lamp in the evening and at night. This involved making periodic spirited sprints hoping to reach the safety of the air-raid shelter to hide from the South African jet Mirages, which used to donate their bombs generously to the Namibian training centers, that they knew were located in the south of Angola. 

	Ethiopia looked more attractive every minute, despite the fact that the payment in Angola was twice as high. In the ancient African state of Ethiopia, war with neighboring Somalia had just ended, several Cuban tank and mechanized infantry brigades had, without great effort, re-established the status quo, sending back home the Somali troops that had managed to conquer most of the eastern part of the Ethiopia and, eventually, had been positioned only 200 kilometers from Addis Abeba, Ethiopia’s capital. Even though separatists in Eritrea and Tigray Provinces of Ethiopia continued their individual wars for independence, over the previous seven years the hostilities had taken place mostly in the northern and central parts of the country. The rest of the country was relatively calm and peaceful—relatively being the key word here, for this was Africa. Judging from the scarce and scrappy information that we managed to obtain from Western radio and newspapers, or from the Soviet press—though it focused overwhelmingly on the achievements of “peaceful cooperation”— and also from the words of our fellow advisers who worked there, the civil war was coming to its “logical end.” However, most of us doubted that logic had any part to play in what was happening. 

	 The decisive role, however, in making my geographical choice was played by my interest in the exotic nature, ancient civilization and glorious history of remote Abyssinia. It was one of only two countries in Africa that Europeans had not incorporated3. Here at Hadar, in Ethiopia, the progenitor of us all, Australopithecus afarensis, a fossil skeleton dubbed “Lucy,” had been recently discovered and this event rocked the world of paleoanthropology by pushing back the ancestry of our species at least a million years further in to the past. Then there was the remarkable culture of the Kingdom of Axum, from where the Queen of Sheba set out on her historical visit to King Solomon. I thought, too, of the ten monolithic churches of the Emperor Lalibela who— according to legend—visited the third sky, where he was instructed how to build and decorate them. I would see too, the church of the “Light of Trinity,” described as “a stupendous and wondrous edifice,”— the bronze bells for which were presented by the Dutch Governor of Batavia and, in the realm of natural wonders, Lake Tana, the source of the mighty Blue Nile. On one of its islands, in the Ura Kidane Mehret monastery, so I had read in the works of modern British researchers Graham Hancock and Richard Pankhurst, the Tabot—a representation of the Ark of Covenant, was hidden for a long time. Evidently, a wonderful opportunity was emerging to visit these historical places, rediscover and learn more about the mysteries of this archaic and romantic African civilization. Maybe. 

	 

	 

	And so it was I ended up in ancient Abyssinia. Ad interim, at the beginning of the 1980s, the theatre of war staged several of its more dramatic performances in proximity to these legendary places, but the rapidly occurring events and quickly changing situations on the ground rarely allowed me to accomplish my personal aspirations or to cast even a quick glance at these desirable and rare sights. The forces of the Ethiopian government, formations of various separatist troops in the north of the country, more prosaic bandit groups in the East and South, all staged violent and relentless acts from the drama of civil war, each according to its own scenario. The main role, in the majority of these crises, fell to the young battalions of our parachute brigade, which had to pay an extremely high price for the successful execution of their orders.



	
Chapter 1 

	 

	
Kei Kokeb campaign 


	 

	For a whole week already, there had been a long line of silent visitors to the office of Colonel Stareltsov, responsible for the instruction and distribution of military advisers and specialists to Ethiopia and Algiers. This line never seemed to dwindle. An intensive preparation for the long-awaited general offensive in all sectors of the Northern Front in Eritrea was underway and this was part of it. It carried a code name: Kei Kokeb—Red Star. Its clear objective was to finish off, once and for all, the separatist movement in the northern parts of Ethiopia. The strategic plan for the forthcoming grand operation, meticulously designed and thought through by the chief military adviser, General Dremin and his staff office in Addis Abeba, had just been approved by the Ministry of Defense. So, the end of January 1982 was to witness the launching of an unprecedented offensive by Ethiopian Government troops in Eritrea. 

	The preparations for such an important event had been under way for more than a year already– Government troops received new tanks, armored personnel carriers, artillery pieces and ammunition, which arrived in huge shipments from the Soviet Union. Infantry and mechanized divisions and brigades, which had lost more than half of their personnel in the course of seven years of continuous hostilities in the various mountain battles, had been reconstituted and reinforced with new soldiers and officers freshly and hastily trained in centers in the south and center of the country. As anticipated, to ensure and guarantee the success of the operation, the acting groups of advisers in Algena, Aff-Abet, Molybso and Keren now awaited new advisers and specialists, who were gathering in the capital for briefing by the personnel department at the Ministry of Defense: I was one of these with translation duties.  

	It was not very difficult to speculate that we were most likely to be “resettled” soon from our ship sailing peacefully in tropical waters, where we had been accommodated, to the far-less welcoming rugged mountain mass where the shooting would be. Out of our group of more than a hundred advisers, the majority was sent to reinforce advisory groups on the very active Northern front. A feeling of creeping fear and uncertainty dominated our departing group for few, if any, advisers could boast of having previous experience in similar campaigns anywhere, and it would be naïve to expect any sort of valuable advice from them. We had no idea at all what awaited us. However, no-one at the top cared about this sentiment, as real knowledge and experience was gained “by action and with time,” not by idle gossip, and we would find out the nature of reality soon enough, even if we were not remotely prepared. Most confidently poised and reassuringly behaved of all were the naval advisers in our group. The Ethiopian Navy actually possessed only a very few patrol ships, the crews for which lacked basic training. The various separatist groups, on the other hand, had no combat ships whatsoever—and indeed many of them were situated in landlocked provinces—and the worst that could be expected by a naval military advisor was the sudden shock of an electric skate-fish, or the moray eel’s unexpected bite during underwater scuba fishing, or a force-nine storm in the Red Sea.  

	Ten newly drafted civil interpreters were still mutely and nervously waiting for their pending distribution decision to be announced by the administrative officers. The administrators told us in passing, for I was one of the lucky ten, that one translator will be required for the newly formed group of parachute brigade advisers: eight advisers and one specialist in parachute rigging currently freshly arrived from the USSR and were in the capital awaiting transportation to their school up-country in Debre Zeit. The chief paratrooper might like to choose one astergwamy4 for his group right here and now. We hurried off right away to research and inquire about this Debre Zeit location; the climate and military situation there. Reassuringly we found out that it is a “quiet place very close to the capital with a mild climate and absence of hostilities.” The last circumstance sounded great and induced quickly in many translators a proactive patriotic state, and quite a number of them started to ponder some course of devious actions aimed at securing this position. “Absence of hostilities” indisputably produced a more positive affect on our morale and state of mind than the uncomfortable semi-desert climate of the Simien Mountains in the North or Somalia borders. However, the administrators made it clear that the chief paratrooper himself will choose the translator for the group during the 

	 

	upcoming key briefing. But the question still remained—on the basis of what criteria?  

	Standing in the corridor during a break in the briefing sessions, I was approached by some fussily energetic man of middle age and height who asked: me bluntly: 

	“Can you read English?” 

	“Yes, I am supposed to. That is my profession.” 

	“Are you a translator then? Could you translate this instruction for me, please?” 

	He produced a two-page description of the drug Finalgon and I did a translation of the “Dosage and Indications” section. He thanked me and disappeared so quickly that I did not manage to remind him about the assumed compensation for my work. This turned out to be the acid test of the chief paratroop officer, which he proffered to every translator, and which I unexpectedly passed thanks to my rather slow reactions. Had I mentioned money, I would have been sent somewhere else.  

	 

	 

	
Ethiopia Tikdem5 


	 

	After living in the normal thirty degrees below zero of Moscow’s frost, the 35°C of Addis Abeba’s heat provided, for the moment at least, a pleasant contrast. The country of thirteen months of sunshine6, as the Italians named it, fully corresponded to this definition. After the rainy season the capital abounded with exotic plants and 

	 

	flowers that charmed and excited the curious eye of a visitor, and filled the air with wonderful and indefinable fragrances. Situated on the high mountain plateau over two thousand meters above sea level, heavily planted with eucalyptus trees, which form the major construction and fuel material for its inhabitants, Addis Abeba excited and pleased us all with its wide and green streets, ancient churches and modern administrative buildings.  

	 

	Addis Abeba was founded at the end of 19th century by the Emperor Menelik II, a famous unifier, reformer and modernizer of Ethiopia, well known for his victory over the Italian expeditionary corps of General Baratieri in the battle of Adwa.  

	The emperor was considered to be a smart politician who was able to take advantage of temporary disagreements among leading European states, and maintain the independence of the country in the era of the European “Scramble for Africa.” Being the head of state of the only Christian country in the north of Africa, surrounded by Muslim countries, he considerably extended the boundaries of his empire to the south and the Arabic east, having incorporated Harar to his territories. Menelik II was fond of innovations and architecture. With the assistance of the Swiss adviser and craftsman Alfred Ilg, he erected several palaces on the slopes of Wuchacha Mountain and the summit of Entoto Mountain, a choice determined by strategic considerations. An interesting innovation, for the first time in Africa, was the installation at the palace of piped water and fountains, which created considerable excitement at that time. A contemporary Amharic poet declared: 

	“We have seen wonders in Addis Abeba 

	Water worships Emperor Menelik 

	O Menelik what more wisdom will you bring? 

	You already make water soar into the air!” 

	 

	Menelik himself, it is said, participated in the construction of the church of Maryam, when on occasion, he traveled with his consort, Queen Taytu, to Mount Managasha. There he helped to prepare massive square roof beams which were then carried for dozens of kilometers to Entoto Mountain by groups of four or five soldiers. It was at this church of Maryam that Menelik was crowned Emperor of Ethiopia in November 1889, and an effigy of the old monarch can still be seen on its walls.  

	 

	The Office of the Soviet Chief Military Adviser (CMA) was not located in the center of the capital, as the Ethiopian side had initially suggested when the new advisers first arrived in the country, and where, rather ironically, under Haile Selassie’s rule the American Military Mission used to be. Another place, more remote from the center and rather worse furnished, was selected on the outskirts of the city as being more adequate. The first CMA General Plyhin refused to accept such a generous offer of the Provisional Military Government of Ethiopia, arguing that our advisers are not the sort of pretentious people and can live and work just as well in much more modest conditions. The considerate and flexible local side was slightly surprised with the response of the general, and in future did their best to satisfy the modest tastes of new advisers and meet their needs, providing them with minimum substandard housing and inadequate transport. I was the beneficiary of the general’s proletarian stoicism.  

	Some time later, after experiencing the consequences of such “modest” supply and provision tactics by their hosts, some advisers got infuriated and indignant at the CMA’s policy towards his subordinates, which ignored their vital interests and lacked the “necessary care and respect.” I was behind them a hundred per cent. 

	After placing us in a hotel located right next to the offices of the CMA, the distribution officer informed us that we will complete all our formalities within a week and then will be sent to our respective groups. He issued us a small advance in birrs7, Makarov pistols and added that a more serious weapon would be received later when we reach our destinations. Then the time arrived for the next surprise, prepared this time by the well-informed security officers, which caused unanimous shock among the newly arrived advisors:  

	“You can use your weapons only when killed or wounded. Never open fire first. You’ll be severely punished, if you do. We are staying here unofficially, and there is no legal agreement or document which can protect you in case you break the law. So obey the instructions and follow the orders of the CMA or you’ll be sent back to your units or even further to Siberia or the Soviet Far East.” 

	 

	The chief security officer added even more fear to our somewhat confused minds. He confidentially let us know that the going price, on the local market that day, for taking out a Soviet adviser was $30,000 and for a Cuban one—$10,000. This was the sum paid by the special services of our omnipresent opponents for the head or capture of those providing counsel to the National Army. As for the market price for translators, he did not possess any serious information on that market segment so far. Not much, I guess. 

	Then we listened to several short lectures about the country’s history, culture and traditions, but most interesting and important appeared to be the instructions of the chief military doctor. He categorically prohibited us to eat raw meat with barbara8 – the main local delicacy – and to swim in local rivers and lakes that were full of dangerous bacteria, silent, hungry crocodiles and fearless hippos. He insisted, however, on the regular consumption of 200 grams of locally made gin to fight all internal infections and diseases, which might come with the food. The previous experience of Israeli, American and British military advisers in this country evidenced gin’s positive effect, and that was the only encouraging news during that long lasting day.   

	  

	My first close acquaintance with the parachute brigade advisers was a pleasant surprise to me. Ideally, I pictured them tall, powerfully built with well-developed muscles: combatants as they were always featured in the prime Soviet war movies. Three of them stood out, and to some extent matched the movie ideal, three majors—

	 

	an adviser to the third battalion commander, a reconnaissance adviser, and a physical training and hand-tohand combat adviser, who was at first sight yielding height and weight to the former two, but did not succumb in strength and speed, as became evident later. The other five men were hard to distinguish from all the other advisers. Only after a more searching examination could you discover the difference: they were full of energy, hidden readiness and alertness, and a bleak but cheery nature. Their ability to adapt quickly to a new situation, and their amazing “street” awareness was another notable feature. They immediately occupied the best places in the hotel and obtained mosquito nets from somewhere, the mere existence of which hardly anyone among the newcomers knew about. The first day of our arrival, the commander of the group treated me to karkade tea made from Sudanese red rose petals—an excellent antidote to heat and high pressure—and advised me where I could buy it at a reasonable price in Addis Abeba.  

	A further surprise awaited us on the third day of our stay, and it took the form of the chief translator, the boss of all translators in the country. He coordinated the process of distributing translators to the various advisory groups in operational commands, divisions and brigades throughout Ethiopia. He was also supposed to protect our rights in disputes with advisers: situations that were not rare here. He tried to make us understand that there existed an invisible professional hierarchy among translators comprising four major categories. The first elite category included those astergwamys who, as a rule, preferred to choose and decide themselves where to serve, and in what group of advisers to work, since they possess influential relatives or friends in Moscow. The second category comprised the professional translators of Amharic who were the best in their profession and worked with top brass—CMA, adviser to the main political department (the “commissars”) and advisers to commanders in operational commands. For those translators who to some extent possessed the precious skills and talents of a musician, singer, poet and/or sportsman, the preference was to belong to the privileged third category. The remaining translators who arrived here, not quite adequately equipped professionally according to the previous three criteria, and who had negligently failed to acquire and market extramural talents, qualities or relatives, comprised the overwhelming majority and enjoyed the membership of the fourth and residual category.  

	The third category of translators gained their curious prominence among the other categories because of their possession, and efficient use of a keen world view and the ability to assume a timely and appropriately opportunistic true patriotic stance according to current affairs. Quickly and easily, they recognized the critical importance of the frequent “political events” held by the military mission, and they learned to benefit from their considerable “street smart” potential in maneuvering around the complicated wartime situation in an alien country. Every year the chief translator tried to make a scheduled rotation of translators, sending new ones to divisions, replacing those who had already served there one year or more. When he made any attempt to send notable musicians, young and valuable singers or beginning poets to the front, the latter immediately appealed to an influential person—chief commissar. They convincingly complained about the politically incorrect actions of the chief translator. A typical script would read: 

	He is not fully able to perceive the importance of political events and our contribution as artists, and underappreciates our previous amateur artistic work carried out for our Military mission. He is also trying to disrupt rather important political celebrations by sending us as a replacement for others to the North or Somalia borders.  

	It became customary for General Korzakov to request the chief translator to find other “more suitable” candidates for rotation, and the lieutenantcolonel did not dare to refuse the polite request of the two-star general. The request was granted expeditiously, and less-talented translators were compelled to eat stale bread with dry milk and local black macaroni in the sandy mountains of the Northern front or in the hot desert of the Eastern front for two years or more. And the political celebration in the Military mission happily went on at an appropriately high artistic level.  

	 

	At this moment in my career we were approaching celebrations for the Soviet Army Day at the end of February, and the International Women’s Day in the beginning of March and, following the established tradition, I (being of no serious artistic bent) was sent to the north instead of the noted bass guitarist, who became an integral—indeed indispensable—part of any holiday concert. I travelled with a newly formed group of seven other translators entrusted with assignments to leave Addis Abeba for Asmara, including Yuri Gromov, a translator from Alexandria. Instead of going to Holetta, the training center thirty kilometers north of the capital, where future lieutenants of Government forces were trained, Yuri was entitled to replace the first category astergwamy Yegor Honushkin from Moscow. Yegor had, upon his arrival in Addis Abeba, been mistakenly ordered to fly to Asmara and then to the acting division in Algena. Being a man of some sensibility, Yegor had no wish whatsoever to fly and translate there in the semi-desert sandy mountains, and so he decided to make a call to his people at the Embassy. He did his best to make clear that:  

	“Climbing high mountains makes me dizzy and causes unpleasant nausea, and I can’t stand the mountain semi-desert climate. Besides, the main offensive of Government troops against National Front of Liberation of Eritrea will be unleashed there, in Algena, so please exert some pressure or do something to reverse this unjust decision.”  

	The CMA received, in due course, an angry call from the Embassy, and the general hurried to bring his excuses immediately to the people there to correct this “unfortunate misunderstanding.” He instantly summoned the chief translator for a severe reprimand, and he was strictly ordered to correct such an egregious error. 

	 

	Eventually, artistic integrity having been salvaged, three advisers to parachute battalions and the reconnaissance specialist from the airborne advisers’ group were sent along with several other advisers, to different divisions in the North. The remaining six parachutists were hastily departing the capital for Debre Zeit, trying to slip under the radar of the office operatives, and thus avoid the “unpleasantries” of the Kei Kokeb campaign. Infinitely preferable, or so it seemed to them, was to start the training of new battalions at the relative safety and comfort of the Airborne School. The commander of parachutists was not greatly surprised that a big part of his group was leaving for the North. He tried somehow to intervene in the process and reminded the chief translator that the school was launching an intensive training of new recruits, which it would not be possible without specialists or translators. The boss of interpreters reassured him saying that he assumed that in three, maximum four, months the Kei Kokeb operation will be successfully terminated, and the Airborne School would receive its people back. This was based on the same depth of knowledge that confidently informs us that all wars will be over by Christmas.
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	Addis Abeba international airport. Waiting for the flight to Asmara to join the Kei Kokeb campaign. 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2  

	 

	From Asmara and into the Sandy Mountains  

	 

	The moderate and welcoming Red Sea climate of Asmara has not changed much from that time when, at the end of the 19th

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
R






OEBPS/images/image.jpeg





