Tribute to a veteran patriot who did more and said less.
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On 3 June 2025, around mid-day Sudan time, yet one more from among
the still living veterans of the Eritrea’s national resistance struggle for self-
determination and right for independent nationhood has passed away in
tranquil serenity advanced age and the toll of hard struggle had graced
him. The ever-jovial, always laughing, Mohammed Omar Yahya breathed
his last after a mere three-day care in a hospital in the quiet town of
Gaddarif, East Sudan. An untiring, lively spirited fighter that he was,
Mohammed Omar Yahya had since a few years back succumbed to
Alzheimer’s illness. He had been cared for by his loving family members.




Mohammed Omar was born around 1942/3 in a small village called Graret
located in some more or less three hours distance to the west of Adi-Keih.
My first glimpse of him was as a child in an encounter on the Adi-Keih to
Quatit gravel road that passed near the village | born in when | saw him a
forward dashing sturdy adolescent. Since then, | could see him no more
because, as | learnt later on, he left to Keren where his uncle and other
family members lived. He was sent there to attend school where he
completed classes that qualified him as a primary school instructor.

But as Keren was one of the hottest spots of Eritrean resistance
awareness, he joined the struggle at pretty young age as member in town
student activism. He was one of the lead student agitators that galvanized
the struggle to the historic workers and students demonstration of the 1858
that engulfed Keren and most of the urban centers around Eritrea, which
was recorded in the annals of Eritrean political struggle as a milestone
prelude to subsequent major peaceful and armed movements.

The first organized political movement that followed on the footsteps of the
1958 urban resistance was the Eritrean Liberation Movement (ELM) that
was founded in, and launched from, Port Sudan under the leadership of
the late Mohammed Said Naod and others well-known to Mohammed
Omar Yahya. His job as a teacher was suitable asset as cover for engaging
in urban activism under the stewardship of the ELM. Starting as a primary
school teacher in a village near Segeneit (68 km to south of Asmara),
Mohammed Omar travelled during weekends and school recess months
from city to city to propagate, mobilize and recruit followers for the ELM.
He successfully penetrated enemy surveillance lines in cities like Adi-Keih,
Senafe,and Dekamere and turned to hot beds of clandestine activism.
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Substantial number of school teachers, merchants and government clerks
(including prominent office functionaries) were oriented and recruited by
Mohammed Omar Yahya and associates. He travelled as far as Dessie
and Addis Ababa inside Ethiopia to meet residents in those towns from
where the first rifles would be procured after the Eritrean Liberation Front
(ELF) launched the armed struggle as unilateral abrogation of the federal
relation between Eritrea and Ethiopia became inevitable, and urban
activism led by the ELM became less efficacious, besides the liquidationist
unionist violence, terrorism and incarceration of activists became too
costly.

By 1966, Mohammed Omar Yahya and many of his colleagues in the ranks
of the ELM were persuaded that continuation of the ELM would not
achieve the desired end. So, just weeks in his honeymoon period, and
eminence of being jailed, Mohammed Omar left his new bride and joined
the ELF fulltime. As a fighter soldier, he demonstrated with prowess
gallantry in several battles, some of which were to enter the record as epic
military exploits of the ELF.

Later on, his education and mobilization capabilities were needed among
resident Eritreans in Sudan and in the refugee camps where thousands of
Eritreans were hosted after the mass massacres and destruction of village
in 1967-68 forced thousands of Eritreans to flee to Sudan.

Moreover, Mohammed Omar was also keenly involved in the reforms and
corrections the ELF political and field leadership setups had demanded.
Along with progressive change seeking fighters, Mohammed Omar
partook in acts of orientation, especially in the timely priority area of re-
unifying the ELF de-centralized operational command posts after the 1964
introduced zonal command system failed to serve what it was designed to
achieve. He was a fighter to reckon with in the competition of uniting the
military commands in August 1968, which was a crucial threshold to the
them much needed national congress that was held in 1971 and endorsed
a national democratic program as well as democratically elected power
and responsibility separation based political leadership. Mohammed Omar



had since discharged of various assigned duties from several places like
Khartoum and Cairo up to the 1975 Second National Congress of the ELF.

It was at that congress venue that | again saw Mohammed Omar after
years past when | saw him walking the gravel road near my birthplace
village | mentioned earlier. At that time, | had just completed routine military
drilling and designated as freshman cadre in the ELF orientation school.
Since that encounter, work and assignments interlap were to bring us in
frequent encounters, when he was sent to open an office in Kuwait, and |
was assigned to join fellow fighters to man the ELF foreign information
center in Beirut, Lebanon.

In Kuwait, which was dominated for long by a rival front led by Martyr
Osman Saleh Sabbe, Mohammed Omar confronted an almost impossible
mission. But his diligence and high spirit to achieve helped him to succeed,
and managed to open an office for his Front. From there, he was sent to
Iraq for the same mission, and did what he did in Kuwait and succeeded.

From then on, he continued as a man of difficult tasks, and subsequent
to the fall of the Shah of Iran in 1979, and when a new opportunity to the
ELF availed, he was picked to represent the ELF in Tehran and open an
office there. Buy, he needed a deputy who could communicate in an
international language other than Arabic because no one among the ELF
population could speak Persian at the time. For that reason, | was cited
and directed to serve under his leadership in Tehran for eight long years.
That opportunity provided me to know Mohammed Omar better and know
the qualities | mentioned intermittently through these notes.

One notable characteristic-habit | had the honor to know was the enduring
token of discipline he had retained from his time in the ELM. As known,
the ELM was an urban clandestine movement whose security was very
much based on secrecy and discipline. From that time Mohammed Omar
slept early and awoke early to avoid surveillance of spies, on the one hand,
and on the other, to escape youth rendezvous spots not be affected by
temptations that may lead to addiction such smoking and other things.
Moreover, the jovial demeanor and easy-going character with any age
group was his mark of success in planed missions of persuasion,
mobilization and recruitment. He could easily go along with an individual
half or three-quarter younger than his age. He never changed his modesty
and humbleness whatever the status he held. As leader and ordinary
fighter, Mohammed Omar was the original himself — simple and playful
flavored by his beautiful laughter that was heard from a distance where an
incomer knew his presence at the spot.



Just before he returned to his loved grassroots status, he held leadership
positions in the ELF-RC and later on the ELF-NC and lastly the Eritrean
National Salvation Front. At any positions, Mohammed Omar Yahya knew
no limit to the pursuit of movement and strivings to fulfil the mission his
role required from him as a person.

Thua, in death as in life, Mohammed Omar Yahya has left glorious memory
in all who met him and worked with him. However, as a man who chose to
do more and talk less, save in casual socializing environments, he left this
world before multitudes of his Eritrean compatriots whom he generously
contributed to the history of the struggle that gave them nationhood and
national identity knew much about him. He was not a man who wanted to
shine in media limelight; he was an apostle of political mobilization and
recruitment for the just cause of the people.

May his soul rest in peace, and be graced a place among the righteous.

Ismail Ali Ahmad.



