From refugee to employee of the month: 
Manchester woman’s harrowing journey from Africa to America
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Certified Nursing Assistant Ellen Tadese shares a light moment with Omer Gaudreau, a resident at Manchester Manor Health Care Center. (Michael McAndrews/Special to The Courant)

The journey of one of Manchester Manor Health Care Center’s newest employees of the month, certified nursing assistant Ellen Tadese, is one of uncommon resilience.

Tadese is a native of Eritrea, in northeastern Africa. The 36-year-old single mother lives in a subsidized apartment in Manchester with her three sons. A U.S. citizen since 2014, Tadese said her goal now is to become a nurse. God has been with her, she said, and she is grateful to her adopted country and to all the people who have helped her.

[-- a related article link --] “It’s a beautiful country and they stand for people who don’t have anybody,” she said. “I’m a witness — they stand up for me and make me who I am today.” 

Tadese said the U.S. always has been her “dream country.” In Eritrea, she was one of eight children, the daughter of a seamstress and teacher. At age 18, she pledged her life to Christ, Tadese said, but could not openly practice her faith. Even being seen with a Bible invited persecution. 

Unwilling to endure the suppression of her faith, Tadese said she decided in 2006 to chance a long trek to Libya, where thousands of refugees from sub-Saharan Africa were making the perilous journey across the Mediterranean Sea to Europe. 
[--a related article link--] In Sudan, Tadese said she slept in trees with her baby boy strapped tightly to her body to avoid ravenous hyenas. She and her fellow refugees had to watch for poisonous snakes and "spiders as big as your hand,” she said, shuddering at the memories. Hired guides abandoned her group and they ran out of food and water. Walking across the desert, the refugees were starving and so thirsty their tongues hung from their mouths.
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Tadese wept remembering cousins who drowned on the harrowing passage across the Mediterranean. Towering waves overwhelmed six of eight boats, each carrying 30 souls. Tadese ended up on the small island of Malta, where she lived for three years, working in a hospital and a hotel. -- Picture Caption: Tadese said her next goal is to become a nurse. (Michael McAndrews/Special to The Courant)
Even after finally arriving in the U.S. in 2009, her nightmare was not over. She was in an abusive relationship, Tadese said, and one night, not long after arriving in Springfield, she fled with her three children, telling a cab driver to take her “to any state in America.” The driver suggested nearby Connecticut, and the family found refuge at a shelter for domestic violence victims in Hartford.

From that point on, Tadese said, her burden lightened. People at the shelter helped her find a home and a job. She worked in housekeeping at a Hartford hotel for seven years, obtained her CNA certificate from Capital Community College and came to work at Manchester Manor last year.


Billy Nelson, administrator of the health care facility, said Tadese’s peers recommended her for the March employee of the month because she is a team player who connects with patients and does a stressful job well and without complaint.

“They just think the world of her,” Nelson said of Tadese’s coworkers.

Her boys, ages 15, 11 and 9, all attend Manchester public schools. Tadese volunteers with children at her church, Crossroads Community Cathedral in East Hartford.


Happiness and gratitude, she said, have replaced hardship and fear. 
“If you have gratitude, you will be happy,” Tadese said. “I am thankful and that gives me inner peace and joy.” -- Jesse Leavenworth can be reached at jleavenworth@courant.com
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 Jesse Leavenworth covers news in Manchester and stories of statewide interest. The New Britain native and U.S. Army veteran has been a reporter and editor at The Courant since 1987 and has reported, written and edited many of the major stories in the state over the past three decades. 
