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I saw Ato Walelign Mekonen for the last time 18 hours before he met his death in 1972. It was a 
night at the entrance of International Hotel in Arak Kilo, Addis Abba. He was coming out of the 
Hotel when my friend, Tesfay Yohanis and I were walking in. Tesfaye greeted Walelign and 
conveyed to him a message from Dr. Neugssie Ayele, Professor of Political Science at the then 
Haile Selassie I University. Walelign had been a political science student. Tesfaye told him that 
Dr. Negusse wants him to complete his thesis. Walelign snapped and said defiantly, "ibakih zigga 
belew!" (Tell him to shut up!). Walelign then worked at the Minstry of Ground Transportation 
together with Ato Gebru Mersha (now professor of political science at Addis Abeba University.) 

  Having said so, he drove off in a red, government Renault. Later, I gathered that he was 
driving around and coordinating the hijackers that night.    
  
The following day, I heard over radio Ethiopia, that Walelign was dead together with six other 
people while attempting to highjack an Ethiopian airliner. Out of theseven hijackers two of 
whom were female, only Tadelech survived.  I knew three of them: Martha Mebratu, Getachew 
Habte and Tesfaye Birega. Martha was a medical student who had only one semester left before 
graduation. Tadelech was wounded, captured and imprisoned for years, until the Derg released 
her. I think she is now or was a Minister of Women's Affairs under EPRDF rule. Someone can 
correct me if she doesn't or didn't hold such a position.    
  
The highjackers were reportedly led by an Eritrean, a member of the EPLF, who had been a 
student at the Haile Selassie I University before he joined the EPLF. He sneaked into Ethiopia 
bearing a Somali passport disguised as a Somali. This drew suspicion and the Emperor's security 
was alerted. They followed him around and observed the people he was meeting. He was meeting 
revolutionary students and former students. It didn't take long for the security to find out that the 
young people were scheming an airplane hijack. They decided to use the occasion to "liquidate" 
them. So, they let them board the airplane alerting their anti-hijackers that the revolutionaries 
were armed and dangerous. The rest is history. If the hijackers had succeeded, it was reported 
that they were heading for Algeria to join Berhane-meskel Redda and others who had hijacked 
another airplane about two years or so prior to that.  
  
All had been in the blacklist of the government. Walelign, in particular, was under close 
surveillance. He had been jailed for months years before that for writing clandestinely a paper 
entitled, "Ye Awaju Awaj", which criticized the Emperor's speech (Awaj) against the student 



movement. The Emperor's security failed to identify the writer of the article which ridiculed the 
Emperor. Amazingly enough, my friend, the poet-playwright Ato Mengistu Lema, told me then 
that it was the Emperor who identified the culprit. The Emperor read and reread the paper and 
got a clue that the writer was a Wolloye by a word he used in his writing, (nedemot   wey), or 
" nedemeboty wey" if I can correctly remember the word. I think it means "Kochwot wey
���" (do 
you regret it?) Ato Zewge Fanta or any other Welloye can tell us the meaning of "nedeme", or if there is a word 
similar to that. The whole sentence read... 
 
"Ye tahsas dem biyakajot(  �����  )  yelekekutin betemengist silesetu���� nedemot wey?"  
 
By that he was referring to the Neway brothers' execution of Emperor Haile Selassie's government officials inside 
the Green Salon of the palace during the December 1962(?) coup.  I had read the paper myself at that time. I was a 
high school student in Dire-Dawa.   
  
So much about my memoir of Ato Walelign Mekonen a night before he met his death. I am posting below an article I 
wrote in the Ethiopian Review magazine in July 1992 entitled "The Philosophy of Ethiopian Ethnicity", since it 
deals with Walelign and his thesis, and can also contribute something to the issue at hand and under discussion on 
this forum.  
  
Fikre Tolossa              
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