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Important Togrd Terminologies

Togrd Refers to linguistic group and subjected class.

Sumagli Originally a Togriia word referring to elders, but in the aristocratic
relationship the word was representing to the ruling class.

Nagarit A drum used as a sign of power and beaten to notify war and other
campaigns.

Kéntibay Title of the chief of the aristocratic class.

Dogi A residential camp of the ruling class including the Kéntibay.

Rora A Togra term for a mountain.

Molo¢ A name for the clusters of camps of the Togra.

‘Aylat Basic social organization of the Togrd equivalent to family.

Féra‘s A social organization consisting group of families/ Aylit descended from
the same father.

‘Ad A group of families equivalent to Féra‘s

azan A combination of ‘Ad/ Fara‘a

Zareba A compound made of a thorny acacia containing the residence for the

people and the livestock. It was
Qibila Originally Arab word equivalent to a clan.
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Abstract

For centuries the northern highlands of Eritrea was home to immigrant groups of different origin.
The sixteenth century resettlement of the family of B’omnit (11A9277), later to be known as the
Bet-’Asgidi (N1 AN17L) after one of his son’s migration to Sahal (NrhA). They departed from
‘Adi-Nofas (%4, 74N), of Hamasen (~“37) together with numerous families and people of
various professions and settled in the highlands of the Sahsl.' Owing to the geography and the
given climate, the various ancient residents of the Sahol area were leading a pastoral life.
Seasonally moving from highland to the coastal plains in the east and to the western lowlands as
far as parts of present day Sudan. The smallness and mobile nature of the nomadic social
organization had made the clans victims of any organized warring forces. The B’omnit family’s
power struggle and sedentary economy back home gave them relative warrior and organizational
superiority over the host herding Togrd (+°1<) clans. At no time, the Bet-’Asgidd imposed
themselves as lords over the land and people of the region with responsibility of defending any
raids and grazing rights, in return the subjects offer dues and services. Such provision of dues
and services made the lords also known as Sumagli (F-99°1A) to abandon their farming tradition
and entirely dependent on the Togré gifts.

The well established Togri-Sumagld aristocracy of the Bet-’Asgidi continued with
predominant nomadic economy. Such binary classification and relationship between the
landlords and herders was almost a unique experience in its kind than the conventional feudal
practices until it finally collapsed in the late 1940s. Therefore, this dissertation seeks to discover
the weakening and decline of the aristocratic relationship. In the face of varying political
dynamism of the region, the aristocratic order endured to last to the twentieth century. Numerous
political forces and religious movements got around and settled in the region of Bet-’Asgéida,
numerous regional empires and viceroys subjected the region but with no fundamental shift in
the nature of the aristocratic bond.

Hence, this thesis is striving to unpack, why the aristocratic demise that heralded the
emancipation of the Togré took place in the British period than before or after? Finally, the thesis

findings argued that, similar to the weak and unorganized nature of the Tograd that put into

! Sahal ("/h4\) is the northern part of Eritrea. It borders with the Sudan and the Red Sea, to the north west and east
respectively. The Northern Highlands or the Bet-’ Asgida territory under investigation is located with in this region.



subjection, their emancipation was achieved thanks to the elements that caused for the inevitable
decadence of the aristocratic system. These were including; the formal and informal capitalist
intervention of Italian colonial system, the strong resistance and unity of the Togrd under the
guidance of conscious and educated individuals and the good will of the British Administration.
As a historical investigation, this work will follow the chronological developments to
demonstrate a relative veracity of explanation and reconstruction of the process of the decline

Bet-"Asgida aristocracy.



Introduction

Since the seventeenth century, the western lowlands and northern highlands of Eritrea
experienced a Togrd-Sumagld based aristocratic social relationship. The system was
characteristically subjecting the Togrd people equivalent to the feudal serfs; demean and lowered
them as sub-humans and made to serve the numerically few land owning Sumagli masters. The
aristocratic arrangement being the fundamental relationship was practiced not only in the Bet-
"Asgddi of Sahol but also in the various clans occupying the western lowlands including; the
Béni ‘Amir (N7 99°C) bordering the Sudan, the Bilen (MLA7) in the central part of the lowland
known as the Bogos (N1N) area, the Marya (99C0), Minsa‘a (q27A0), Bet guko (NF 8.h), ‘Ad-
Séko (%2 M) etc of the Sahol and Samhar (N9°YC) regions. Despite the differences in
geography and origin of the lords, the practice was comparably similar. The lords with Togrfia
(F°1CT) language and Orthodox Christian background from Hamasen subordinated the native
Togrd peoples of Sahel who used to creed in Islam for around three hundred years. The main
focus of this research is on the gradual weakening and consequential decline of the aristocratic
system under the Bet-"Asgéddi of Sahal.

Despite some modifications on the extreme cases of exploitation, the aristocratic system
was actively maintained during the Italian colonial period. However, the beginning of the Second
World War brought about change. After two years of the start of the war in April 1941, the
Italians lost Eritrea, and the colony fell under the British control. As the Italians were indifferent
to the condition of the Togrd, the coming of the new force was a fortunate occasion. Therefore,
they instantly demanded the administration to end the appallingly notorious and outmoded
system. Thus, the 1940s was a watershed and an optimistic decade when the oppressed Togré of
the western lowlands and the northern highlands hoped to liberate from their centuries of
aristocratic bondage. During the previous colonial administration, the Italians were not interested
in emancipating the Togri as the aristocracy was a necessary for its administrative convenience.
However, the Italian period (1890-1941) was a time when the Togrd exposed to the colonial
capitalist intervention and started to question and protest against the aristocratic bondage.

Owing to the British liberal and democratic tradition at home and the war time pamphlets
promising independence and liberty, the Togrd anticipated British Military Administration

(BMA) to deliver their liberty. However, managing social revolution was beyond British mandate
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and decided to maintain the status quo. Despite the indifference of the administration, the
persistent and sometimes violent emancipator appeal became a thorny issue in the British day to
day governance of the country. From the very beginning the BMA decision was to postpone the
case and to be managed by the Eritrean government expected to be set up by the end of the war.
However, in the mid of 1940s the Togré intensively revolted and compelled the British to change
their policy. The British considered the Togrd demands and finally supported them in winning
their liberty. This study is, therefore focused on the weakening and terminal decline of the Bet-
"Asgida aristocratic order. Hence, the core issue of this study is extending from early periods of
Italian colonial occupation to the later parts of the1940s. Based on the findings, the first official
reforms or mitigation on the aristocratic practices took place in the early days of the Italian
colonial administration. As explained in chapter six (pp 206-207), in 1890 Tenente Persico, the
newly assigned residente of Habab and Vittorio Fioccardi, the regional commissioner of Kérdn in
early Italian period reported that, they discovered some duties the lords enforced up on their
Togrd were intolerable and nullified it immediately. Therefore, this is the reason why I
considered these measure as a time when the weakening of the aristocratic order and the
extenuation of the Togrd subjection started and used as an outset in the heading.

In presenting this study, I felt it is essential to go some centuries back in time so as to
reflect the historical background and give a clear picture on how and what condition the
aristocratic system was developed, the characters it had etc. For this purpose, I divided the thesis
into three thematic sections; the origin, consolidation and demise of the aristocratic system,
where the latter theme holds the core issue of the study and answers for the main research
question. Thus, this research is an attempt to reconstruct the history of the social transformation
that was fundamental in the 20™ century social and political history of Eritrea. The following
section discusses about the research problem, main research questions, elemental sources used,
methodology applied and conceptual framework of the research and presentation of the

organization of the chapters.

Research Problem
This research is aimed to study the diachrony (change over time) of the aristocratic system of the
Bet-"Asgdda. It examines two episodes of social transformation by the people of the Sahal

region. These are the imposition of aristocratic order and the emancipation of the subjects. More



specifically, the focus is on the struggle of the subjects and the resulting decline of the
aristocratic system of Bet-"Asgéidi. The aristocratic system was performed for centuries which
had a debilitating effect on the subjected section of the society. In dealing with this study, three
periods of time the aristocratic system run through will be examined, notably (a) The precolonial
period which covers the period before the coming of the Italian colonial system, which gives a
historical background. This period of time covers the origin and development of the aristocratic
system. (b) The colonial period, this category covers the Italian colonial period. During which
the aristocratic system shows some improvements through reforms on the exploitative nature of
the system. (c) The British Military Administration period, during which the Italians left the
colony and the British set up caretaker administration. Due to the relative liberty and growing
consciousness they acquired, the serfs strongly protested and loudly demanded for their
emancipation. With increasing defiance and protests of the Togrd, the administration was
compelled to avow their cries and won over their liberty.

Aristocratic order was an institutionalized mode of production and social organization in
the western lowlands and northern highlands of Eritrea; therefore geographically it covers wide
area and it affected the subjected groups so deeply. However, it is among the least studied topics
of Eritrean history and the emancipation movement with its subsequent events is one of
interesting events of the mid 20th century. Although, there are no research works dedicated to
inquire the trajectories of aristocratic system and the emancipation movement, but owing to the
significance of the topic in the political history of Eritrea, it is almost uncommon to see books
and other academic research works without saying something on this area. In the post Second
World War politics, the history of political participation of the Muslim parts of Eritrean
community through the Muslim League Party was associated with the serf emancipation
movement. And the narration in the subsequent nationalist political developments including the
armed struggle will not have complete picture without considerable understanding of this
subject. Hence, the absence of broader studies on the aristocratic system can be considered as a
gap in Eritrean history. Therefore, this study raises the stimulus and responsibility of undertaking

examination on the issue and play once part in filling the missed part of the national history.



Research Question

Viewing from the historical point of view, the emancipation movement took place in the 1940s,
when Eritrea was experiencing fundamental social, political and economic transformations.
However, in order to have a better understanding on the issue, this thesis is attempting to study
from the origin to the demise of aristocratic order in the Bet-'Asgiddd. Consequently, the main
research question this study seeks to investigate will be; why it collapsed in the 1940s? And why
not the emancipation took place in the years before or after this specific period of time?
However, to come up with complete picture of the main research question, I feel it is relevant to
inquire the sources of the aspiration of emancipation among the Togrd serfs. Thus it is vital to
add at least two sub questions; why and how could the desire and initiative of emancipation
developed from within the serfs themselves? And what was the role or advantage of the post
Second World War developments for the Togrd towards the achievement of their freedom?

This study also presents the historical explanation of the Togri-Sumagli aristocratic
system, thus examining the chronological order of proceeding developments is vital. The various
occupying and colonial powers during their respective periods implemented various policies in
their intent to transform the preexisting indigenous social order, thus reviewing these policies is
vital in order to historically understand the dynamics of the Togrd emancipation movement.
More specifically the focus of the main research question is to discover the development of the
Togrd’s own initiatives from within and the post war developments in the country that lay the
favorable condition to instigate the revolt. Thus, it needs particularly to investigate the policies
applied and opportunities opened by the British Military Administration throughout the decade
and its impact in facilitating the emancipation.

As the emancipation granted freedom to almost ninety percent of the Togré ethnic from
their centuries of bondage, it would have inevitable impact in socioeconomic and political
situation of the then Eritrea. Therefore, the product of this study is expected to contribute in the
historiography of Eritrean studies and toward a better understanding of the social transformation
in terms of the shift from subordination to a more equal status and enlighten the consequential

events including the partisan party politics of the 1940s and the birth of the armed struggle.



Methodology and Sources

As a historical research, this study is solely attempting to reconstruct the aristocratic past in the
Bet-"Asgddéd clan. The study is historical in nature, with more emphasis on the social and
economic aspects, thus tends to follow a time series or chronological order of events in the case
under investigation. In producing this study, qualitative method of data collection tactics is
employed. The sources are mainly primary. Archival data supplemented with interviews,
published and unpublished materials from library, internet and various research institutions. The
approach in this study will narrow into a case-oriented and presenting it in a case specific
method. The case-study leaning approach will emphasize on the history of the Togri-Sumagli
relationship in the Bet-’Asgéddd in general and specific emphasis will be on the emancipation
process in the ‘Ad-Tikles (%2 +hAN) clan.

The materials for this study have been gathered from a variety of sources. It comprised a
combination of both primary and secondary sources of books, archives, journals, biographies,
letters, interviews etc. Primary sources are the most essential materials in historical studies. It
used as evidence in developing and building an argument and to support interpretation. The
written primary source materials used in this research are mainly of two origins that are entirely
available in the Research and Documentation Center (RDC)? in Asmara. These are; the British
Period administrative archival materials and the unpublished documentary collection produced
by Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) in 1983. Generally, the primary sources referenced
in this study were produced by ethnographers, colonial officers, Italian Colonial Government,
British Military Administration, Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, and independent authors that
giving emphasis on the condition of the aristocratic system of the Togri-Sumagli in general and
the process of the struggle for emancipation in particular. For that reason, the materials are
written in Italian, English, Togrofia (F°IC%) and Arabic languages reflecting the political

condition of the time periods. As Barbara W. Tuchman said in her book, Practicing History;

> Tt is the main custodian of Eritrean documentary collection, acting as a de facto national records office and
national library. It was established as Research and Information Center of Eritrea (RICE) in mid 1970s, in Rome,
Italy. Eritrean nationalists supporting the EPLF initiated it as part of the efforts for the war of independence. Since
then, the center gathered the documents both from abroad and the field through interview, conferences, private
donations etc. Hence, RDC is rich in data including archival documents, published materials, photographs, audio-
visual, cartography etc dealing with pre-colonial, colonial, federal, Ethiopian and post-independence documents in
various languages. It also introduced modern innovations and upgraded its records management through digitizing
and microfilming of its documentation.



Selected Essays; the most essential of all primary source are the unpublished material: personal
correspondence and diaries or the reports, orders, and messages in governmental archives etc.’
Hence, this thesis has richly utilized such primary sources in all parts, particularly in the final
chapter.

Basically the primary sources chiefly used are the archival, documentary and interviews
that I conducted in Eritrea. During my first research trip extending from June to October of 2019,
I devoted most of my time in Research and Documentation Center in Asmara. There, I had the
privilege of full access, thus I conducted an exhaustive archival and documentary examination.*
The primary materials employed in this study, especially in relation to the final chapter are the
firsthand accounts of the British Military Administration (BMA) in Eritrea. The archives brought
the Togri-Sumagli circumstances of the 1940s into live. These are including the personal and
administrative correspondences and reports, diaries, journals, biographies, interviews and other
government documents. The essence of these archival collections is mainly administrative. In
relation to this research, the archives are consists of reports on the progress of Togré protests, and
the grievances from Bet-'Asgidé, land based claims and conflicts, court cases and penalties,
reports on the exile of Togrd protesters, and various proposals, opinions and exchange of ideas
among British Administration’s governing officers in different levels.

The archive also illustrates the British policy on the Togri-Sumagli disputes, the process
of emancipation, the final implementation and procedures of the reorganization of Togrd clans
etc. One of the main authors of the documents was G.K.N Trevaskis who was serving as Political
Officer in Kérdn division of the time and seemingly an architect of the modus operandi of the
official termination of the Togrd-Sumagld aristocracy. His works includes, but not only, the
ethnographic and cultural details of the clans, administrative correspondences with his superior
officials in *Asmaira (ANdP¢-), comments on the settlement of the cause, the course of action of
the emancipation, the reorganization of new clan units and clan courts etc. The essences of his
manuscripts signify his decisive role in the settlement of the issue.

However, despite the wealth of information, the materials are with many shortcomings;
(1), the authors of the information were colonial agents with insufficient knowledge and

understanding of the people’s language and culture. They interpret the feelings of the people and

* Barbara W. Tuchman, Practicing History: Selected Essays, New York: Knopf, 1981, p 8.
* My two years of work experience in the center as a university service extending from September 2003 to April
2005 became an asset that made me familiar with the personnel and documents of the center.
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the reality from their own outsider’s and colonial perception and hypothesis. Thus, the materials
somehow mirror the colonial values and interpretation. Such limitation might have dwindled the
credibility of the information as it fails to give the full picture of the situation on ground, which
affects the main target of the current study. (2), although it has a microfilmed and digitized copy,
the archival materials are in weak condition; blurred in color, and physically torn, missed and
misplaced pages etc. On the other hand, the archives are still experiencing the deficiency of;
absence of dates, name of authors and place of publication. However, due to the relevance of
their substance and as the only recorded accounts in that matter, they are indispensably use in
this research.

The other archival material that I examined was the bulk of documents stored in Tiravolo,
RDC'’s branch in the Asmara. There, I come across with ample primary documents. It is the
unpublished voluminous text compiled during the armed struggle for independence by the Public
Administration section of the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) in 1983. The document
is quite deep and hard to believe such size and depth of study had been conducted during the
armed struggle parallel with the unrelenting fight and other intensive duties. This data is covering
the ethnographic and historic description of the people of Sahal and provides very essential and
valuable information for this research. The document was collected through interviews of
knowledgeable elderly people of various Togrd speaking clans by the learned fighters of EPLF.
Its importance in this study is weighed because Eritrean traditional communities, particularly the
communities under investigation, despite their wealth of oral history, they lack the culture of
documenting the past in written form. Hence their history has been transferred from generation
to generation in oral form.

Therefore, the documents examined the history of almost all clans living in the Sahal
region. It goes back in time for some centuries and tries to disclose the ethnographic history and
origin of the various clans, lineage and blood relationships, religion, territorial possessions,
demographic data, socioeconomic history, conflict and extensive description on the Togra-
Sumagli aristocratic relationship in the area etc. The various subjects raised in the documents are
relevant in the whole body of this research. Particularly, its information on the ancient
inhabitants and migration of the Bet-'Asgidd, the establishment of aristocracy and its
characteristics, the subsequent occupational and invading forces and their impact on the system

etc. are greatly impressive.



As a matter of fact, the document covers broad topics and vast expanses of time, thus
most of which was beyond the scope of my study. It is also not without limitations. It lacks
relevant information including; the date, place and names of individual authors took part in the
compilation. The materials also needed careful utilization as they exhibit emotional and
subjective information. For example in the ethnographic part of the texts, almost all of the
informants claim descent from Arabia across the Red Sea which makes the data to some extent
ambiguous. However, as it was mostly interview based and empirically gathered by the learned
EPLF members, the then informants were older generation that had lived the aristocratic system
in person and observed its demise. Thus, it increased credibility and might have reduced the
potential weaknesses. Therefore, in many respects the level of reliability was preferable than the
information gathered from the informants that I conducted interview last autumn. While I was in
Eritrea, in search of supplementary data, I visited the High Court archive room in "Asméra which
is home to such untouched bulk of files that goes back in time to around 1889, the Research
Library at the Asmara University and the Pavoni Center in *Asmdra, both the later are known for
big sum of collections probably next to the RDC; however I could not find any relevant materials
for this thesis. Generally the British and the armed struggle periods’ archival and documentary
collections in RDC constituted the backbone of the material sources in this research work.

Besides the above documentary examinations particularly from RDC, during my
fieldwork in Eritrea from end of July to November 2021, I traveled to Kéirédn and conducted
interviews with the people believed to have sufficient knowledge on the aristocratic system of
Bet-"Asgiddéd under investigation. Netsereab Azazi, a trained historian living in Kérdn was the
one helped me in selecting the informants. The number of informants I interviewed were twelve,
however I found only six of them with the most significant information. All in all I gathered
information from nine informants. Three of which were living in Asmara and the remaining six
interviewees were from Kérdn. All had good knowledge of the aristocratic system as they were
descendants of both the ex Togri and Sumagli classes. The age range of the informants was
between mid forties and late eighties. With regard to language, although I command basic Togri,
but all were found to be fluent in my mother tongue, Togriia. Therefore, I was not in need
interpreter.

The interview was somehow valuable and its expected outcome was for two reasons;

collecting new and independent information, and checking and filling the information gaps in the



primary and secondary sources. As a matter of fact, owing to the longevity of time since the end
of the aristocratic order some 70 years, the memory within the society was relayed orally from
generation to generation; hence naturally it diminishes its authenticity. The worst encounter in
this interview was the visible and still surviving passive grudges between members of the two
classes that vie for the scramble of the past. For this reason, the information they offered was
diluted with subjectivity. In their information, the Togré presented the Sumaglid were unfairly
oppressive and exploitative of their ancestors. The Bet-’Asgéda in their part defended themselves
that their ancestors were generous enough to offer them land and their own life protecting against
any local or external enemy or raiders. And reiterated that the Togrd were treated well, safe and
enjoying justice. Hence, their information was full of biases and from the stand point of such
subjectivity, thus it requires cautious appraisal in using it as a source material. However, the
poems and songs as part of the oral history were significantly impressive. They were helpful as
reflections of historical reality and relevant basis in hypothesizing and fixing missed blocks of
historical realities. Although beyond the scope of this study, the interview results were also good
providers of pertinent information on the oral tradition of the society. It also identified the
remnants of the old practice that are still performing and the prohibited ones. For example, the
issues of intermarriage, land ownership, degree of honor by the Togré to their ex-lords etc. that
encourage for further research.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 was a global concern that hampered everyday activities
of humans around the world. Consequently, for months local and international movements were
restricted, the libraries were closed, instead became online. As part of this problem, therefore in
2020, I was unable to travel to Eritrea for field research. The examination of the documents in
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Rome was not possible due to the COVID-19 new procedures
introduced in the library that permitted only few researchers for short hours per day that had
produced long queue that clashed with my other activities. However, the four volumes compiled
vast diary by Ferdinand Martini, the first civilian Governor of Eritrea from the Municipal Library
of Macerata was so important for the early periods of Italian colonial period. The research plan
through the University Mobility Scholarship to the United Kingdom for examining the private
collections of G.K.K. Trevaskis at Bodleian Library of Commonwealth and African Studies at
Rhodes House, Oxford University was not successful for my visa application was rejected.

Major G.K.K. Trevaskis was the Political Secretary in the Karin Division during British



Administration. The Division was home to the aristocratic system under study, and the officer
was well acquainted of the people and its socioeconomic and historical aspects. Owing to his
knowledge and position, Trevaskis played a leading role in the settlement of the Togri-Sumagli
aristocratic disputes and the final emancipation of the Togrd and demise of the aristocratic order.
He wrote a bulk of accounts in the form of reports, letters and books during and after his service
in Eritrea. His writings are by far the most broad and referred sources in the academic works of
the British Period in Eritrea. Hence, his works are organized and preserved as private collection
for research purposes. As reference, his literary works on the British Period holds a lion’s share
in this dissertation. Fortunately, the copies of almost all of his works are preserved in RDC, and I
believed that I have exhaustively examined during my research in *Asmira.

The secondary documents on the other hand comprise another source material for this
study. The secondary sources in contrast refers to a historical documents composed by writers
that do not attended the events in person. So they are materials that processed and interpreted by
researchers from primary sources and personal experiences then published to be considered as
second-hand versions. In this category of sources, all sorts of its kind have been utilized. In
reality, the published literature on the area under discussion is very little and the existing texts
written on political and social history of Eritrea are mainly for other purposes and gave less
weight to the issue of Togrd aristocratic system as part of their broader scholarly works.
However, there are few Italian and British colonial officers who wrote texts as part of
administrative cause mostly with an anthropological approach mainly aimed for the expediency
of colonial policy planning. These authors studied the Togrd people in detail and the works
commanded greater significance in all respects. Such authors whose works’ considerably
referenced in this thesis are including; Alberto Pollera, Carlo Conti Rossini, Longrigg, S. F.
Nadel, Trevaskis, Antony Anthony d’Avrey and others. The former in his well known book, Le
Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea gives a detailed account of the genealogical origin, patterns
of migration, socioeconomic life and the aristocratic relationship of the Togra particularly of the
Bet-"Asgiddd. Conti Rossini on the other hand contributed two books; Principles of the
Customary Law of Eritrea and The History of Ethiopia. Although the Bet-"Asgédda are not part of
the story as they lack the tradition of written customary laws, the first book provides detailed
principles and practices of customary rules governing the various tribes in the western and

northern lowlands and the ancient history of the Sahol areas respectively. S. F. Nadel,
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anthropologist by training and British colonial officer wrote a book; Races and Tribes of Eritrea.
It highlights the ethnographic picture of the Eritrean people and a detailed description of the
northern tribes etc.

Anthony d’Avray, a British administrative officer, contributed two interesting books
mainly on the history of Bet-’Asgéddi; the Lords of the Red Sea which is fully devoted to provide
a thorough description on the history of Bet-"Asgidd covering the time from the migration of the
their ancestors and beyond up until the expansion of Italian colonial administration. His second
compilation, The Nakfa Documents was composed from the Italian colonial archives he
encountered in Naqfa. After the defeat of the Italians, he was assigned as administrator of Naqfa
(§%4.) district. Then he composed the Italian administrative archives in a book form. The domain
of which is mainly portraying the early times relations between the Italians and the Bet- Asgéda.
It represented various administrative and socioeconomic conditions of the "Asgddid people in
general during the Italian colonial period.

Hitherto, the majority of the books and journals published during the armed struggle are
with the objective of justifying self-determination of the Eritrean people. In the post
independence too, the chief concern of the books was on the contemporary situation of the
country. Therefore, in the publications of both categories of time, the issue of aristocratic system
holds a trivial position with little attention given particularly to the Bet-'Asgéddé aristocratic
relationships under investigation. Owing to the lack of documentation culture in the Bet-’Asgada
and Togrd communities, the author eventually depended on the above mentioned primary and
secondary materials supplemented by interviews in reconstructing their aristocratic past. As it is
exemplified in the whole body of the study, in the transliteration of the local words, I employed

the Aethiopica transliteration system of Hamburg University.

Feudalism: a Conceptual Framework

Feudalism as a socioeconomic and political institution and mode of production has been
practiced differently in different communities in varying geography, and this makes analytically
contesting to scholars.” The term “serf” or its equivalents have been greatly used to peasants

extending from people with nearly a slave status to virtually free men.° Beyond this, the

> Jerome Blum, The Rise of Serfdom in Eastern Europe, The American Historical Review, Jul., 1957, Vol. 62, No.4
(Jul., 1957), pp. 807-806.
¢ Jbid.
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argument goes in questioning several societies’ experiences whether or not qualify to be
serfdom. Therefore, so as to be able to ascertain if the Bet-’Asgiddé aristocratic system qualify
the criteria, it is quite essential to discuss on terminological meaning, definition and some
general ideas on the historical origins, and conceptual meanings of serfdom. Then, the author
will attempt to compare and contrast the aristocratic system of the Bet-’Asgddd community with
that of generally accepted characteristics of serfdom.

Serfdom was a phenomenon and part of the human history, in different parts of the world.
Historically, the term ‘serf’ is originated from an old French word that evolved from Latin
‘Servus’ which refers to a slave.” Based on the historical realities and experiences, serfdom is
associated with a subjugated people working on agriculture, under the control of the land holder
or the lord. Macmillan Dictionary of Anthropology defined serfdom as, “an agricultural laborer
who is bound to the land to such an extent that he may be transferred with the land to another

8 The definition is mainly on the European

owner. He cannot leave the land or refuse to work.
context and describes the serf as member of the lowest class, mandated to serve the landlord by
selling his labor for subsistence and restricted his movement attached to the land. Jerome Blum
argued that, defining a serf for a person who was bounded to a soil was an inadequate and for
different places and many times was a mistaken thought for a lord was able to hold an absolute
authority on his peasant about he wished.” The common feature for the European feudalism was
that in all times and places, a serf was considered as unfree and bound to the will of his lord." To
deal with the aristocratic system of Bet-'Asgiddd, one need to define the complex social
phenomena and trends exist in feudalism in order to ascertain if the Bet-’Asgidi experience was
feudalism in an organized system of institutions. So far, the existing literary works categorize

Bet-’Asgidi aristocratic system as serfdom."

As an accepted paradigm, serfdom is directly associated mainly with agrarian economy

7 https://www.etymonline.com/word/serf
8 Seymour-Smith Charlotte, Macmillan Dictionary of Anthropology, Macmillan Press Ltd, 1986, p 255.

? Jerome Blum, The Rise of Serfdom in Eastern Europe, cit. pp. 807-808.

10 Ibid., p. 809.

"' G. K. N. Trevaskis, Eritrea; 4 colony in transition:1941-52, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1960. Jordan
Gebremedhin, Peasant and Nationalism in Eritrea: A Critique of Ethiopian Studies, New Jersey, The Red Sea Press,
INC. 1989, Bereketeab, R, Eritrea: The Making of a Nation, 1890-1991, Uppsala, Uppsala University Press, 2000. ,
Kibreab. Gaim, Critical Reflections: On the Eritrean War of Independence; Social Capital, Associational life,
Religion, Ethnicity and Sawing Seeds of Dictatorship, Red Sea Press, Inc., 2008, Venosa. Joseph, Paths Toward the
Nation: Islam, Community, and Early Nationalist Mobilization in Eritrea, 1941-1961, Ohio, Ohio RIS Africa Series,
2014.
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and particularly with the basic means of production, the land. Contrary to the above generally
accepted understandings of serfdom, the system under investigation was not of agrarian
economy, but nomadic. Hence, the basic means of economy was nomadic pastoralism. As briefly
described in Chapter Four, the Togrd material and service provision to the masters was entirely
live animals and dairy products. Therefore, it had unique characteristics from the other
aristocratic frameworks in European feudal experience; therefore, it can be labeled as a nomadic
serfdom. The definition holds the concept of transferability of a serf with the sale of the land. In
this case we found similarity in the case of the Bet-’Asgidé aristocracy, where the serfs were
considered as an object commodity inheritable to the next generation and transferable from one
master to another on the lord’s will and consent.

As a different experience, the aristocratic system in the Eritrean lowlands in general and
the Sahol area in particular emerged and developed in the nomadic mode of production. The
Sahol masters, the Bet-’Asgiddd have been practicing sedentary economy in their original
homeland, in Hamasen (-h@.7) and their early days in Sahol, but as they satisfied their needs
through barter and the provisions from their new subjects, they soon abandoned agriculture and
became totally dependents of their Togrd.'? The masters also forsaken their Tigrigna language
and Christian religion and totally assimilated to that of numerically dominant Togri subjects.
Therefore, the reality of the Bet-'Asgéddd aristocracy was contrary to the European political
economy and mode of practice described in the definitions given above. Unlike the European
feudalism that was imposed on the serfs that shared culturally, linguistically and religiously the
same to their lords, in the aristocratic order of the Bet-’Asgddd, both classes initially had
different religion, language, modes of production and other customs. The the Bet- Asgidda
aristocratic relationship was founded through the right of conquest. As a matter of fact, the
moment the "Asgddd family downcast the indigenous people into servile subjects, they declared
the ownership of the land, however, its utility was not for sedentary agriculture, but mainly for

pastoral way of life."* They practiced nomadic economy with a transhumance according to the

2 Alberto Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, Manuali Coloniali; A Cura del Ministero delle Colonie,
Bologna, Licinio Cappelli, 1935, p. 141.

B Ibid.

% According to Alberto Polera’s description, the provisions of the masters from their Togrd was entirely animal
product and supplement their extra demands with durra and sorghum through barter trade from the coastal port cities
and trade routes along the Red Sea. However, depending on the geography and availability of rain parts of Bet-
"Asgida families used to practice agriculture in minimum capacity.
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rain seasons of both the highland during summer and the eastern lowlands in winter. Therefore
this study is focusing on a distinctive social relationship.

The majority of the literature illustrated serfdom under the political economy of
feudalism on two basic parameters; associated with the fundamental means of production, ‘the
land’, and geographically to medieval and early modern European experience. As part of the
debate on the origin of medieval European serfdom, Pierre Bonnassie argued that the decline of
the Carolingian empire in the tenth century AD brought about various changes in Europe; the
end of slavery, degradation of independent peasants into serfdom and the emergence of private
army maintained by fiefdom."® To strengthen the above position of historical changes in Europe
of tenth and eleventh centuries, Thomas Bisson stated that, the customary public courts were
weakened and substituted by weak lords and prevalent insecurity.'® These two arguments are
claiming that serfdom has been developed in a condition where strong central authority was
absent and multiple feudal lords divided the territory and subdue the insecure peasants in a deal
of providing security in exchange for servitude. However, the above debate was criticized.
Though it was chiefly based on the existing verifiable documents of the time, but represents only
limited regions that lacks to symbolize the greater part of European society.

Hamburg M. Gary on the other hand proved the Russian feudalism to have been uniquely
evolved from the rest of European counterparts. With the emergence of strong monarchical
authority, while in Europe yielded the emancipation of the serfs from the grip of the oppressive
lords, to the contrary, in Russia serfdom was strengthened under the growing autocratic
monarchical government.'” Opposite to such reality, the Bet-' Asgiddi aristocracy emerged with
no significant effect from any polity. The paradox is that, despite some basic reforms the Bet-
"Asgida aristocracy survived under the strong Italian colonial government as it was necessary for
administrative purposes. Hence, the presence or absence of strong state was not to that extent a
factor affecting the aristocracy of the Bet-’Asgéda as it did in Europe or Russia. I believed that,
Even if it was collapsed under the British period, the capitalist intervention and the outdated
nature of the system was the greatest factor than the presence of a strong state.

In comparison with the European feudalism, the aristocratic experience of the Bet-

"> Pierre Bonnassie, From Slavery to Feudalism in South-western Europe: (Cambridge: University Press, 1991), p.
104.

' Thomas N. Bisson, “The Feudal Revolution,” Past and Present, no. 142 (Feb. 1994), pp. 6-42.

Y Hamburg M. Gary; “Peasant Emancipation and Russian Social Thought: The Case of Boris N. Chicherin”, Slavic
Review, Vol. 50, No. 4 (1991), p. 893-904.
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"Asgiddd community for all intents and purposes was distinct. Despite the absence of local
records that narrates the origin, nature and development of the aristocratic institution similar to
that of the European Feudal past, it is clear that there was no such historical coincidences of a
kingdom which grew in strength and unite the region or fall apart to give chance for local lords
with private army to provide security for their dependent peasants. The seemingly possible
regional scenario to create such development was the Gondran (77£C) era. Since the seventeenth
century, the Abyssinian kingdom in Gonder, introduced new models of landownership that
deteriorated the status of peasants.”® Consequently, a semi-feudal order similar to that of
European model was emerged in northern Abyssinian provinces. Such land tenure system was
maintained until the early twentieth century. In relation of the Bet-’Asgidda with the Gondarian
kingdom; Hobtyis (UNTPN)"” of Habab (+~N-) visited Gonder hoping protection of aggression
coming from the central plateau. The nogus or king confirmed him as the chief of Habab clan
and other clans in the region with the title of Cantibai, Negarit ** and other gifts as a sign of his
rank.”’ However, due to the weakness and distance of the power center, the promised protection
was not practical as a result the relation does not last long and the Habab decided to cease
seeking investiture, the customary gifts and taxes.” To connect the Gonderian influence on the
Bet-"Asgidé aristocracy with the impact of the declining European empires to give rise feudal
lords as discussed above is totally incongruent. Therefore, if the patterns of the origin and
decline of European feudalism and the Bet-"Asgddi aristocracy were different, hence the latter
holds special reality.

Evidently, coerced labor has been an organized means of production throughout human
history, however, it has been an ambiguous concept for which scholars gave little theoretical
attention to build systematic framework to enlighten its origin and abolition.” The prominent
theoretical argument with much following of historians of feudalism was the Domar’s hypothesis

on the origin of serfdom. His theory states that, in a time when there is abundance of agricultural

'8 Mengistie H. Tegegne,”Land Tenure and Agrarian Social Structure in Ethiopia, 1636-1900,”( Dissertation
submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in History in the Graduate
College of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2011), pp. 6-10.

19 Hobtyis was the fifth descendant of *Asgida, the founder. Hobtyds was chief of the Habab clan, the largest clan
and his authority was honored by the members of Ad Tekles and Ad Temarian clans.

20 Negarit was a drum given by the king/ nogus as sign of a title of Kéintibay during the Gondarian era.

2! Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 116 -117.

2 Ibid.

# Conning Jonathan; On the Causes of Slavery or Serfdom and the Roads to Agrarian Capitalism: Domar’s
Hypothesis Revisited, 2004, p. 30.
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land, but scarce labor to work on it, authorities compelled for coerced labor that lead to
serfdom.* In other words, because the ratio of land to human labor was high, serfdom as a
system of production emerged. In doing so, free peasants dispossessed of their land and personal
liberty, lowered to serfdom and restricted their movement.” In such situation the control of labor
at hand rather than possession of landed property become the measure of power, status and
wealth.

Domar being criticized for his trivial hypothesis, he augmented his theory by stating that
land-labor ratio was not the only factor, but the involvement and influence of the land lords in
the polities determine the extent to which landowners utilize coerced labor. Therefore, this
hypothetical explanation which centered on the control of agrarian labor and influence of the
state does not adequately explain the reality of the subject under this study as there was no
organized political system or state polity in the Northern Highlands to develop such hierarchy
and the fact that agriculture was not the main economy of the society. Therefore, to deal with the
aristocratic system of Bet-"Asgédid, one need to define the complex social phenomena and trends
exist in feudalism in order to further ascertain if the Bet-’Asgiidd experience was feudalism in an
organized system of institutions.

Another parameter to prove the claims of the existing literary works that categorized Bet-
"Asgida aristocratic system as serfdom is vital. To demonstrate if it was appropriately congruent
with the characteristic features of feudalism; here is Otto Hintze’s attempt to sort out functional
characteristics of serfdom of different countries. The three factors which in combination he
believed to express feudalism were the following: (1), the military features: the establishment of
well-organized order of warriors touched to the ruler by oath of loyalty in the form of private
contract. (2), the economic and social features: the establishment of a manor farms which supply
the privileged worriers with rent income. (3), the institutionalization of the noble warriors as
local rulers and their self-affirmation with regard to the highest authority of the state.” Hintze’s
description of defining factors of feudalism was fairly understood general expressions, however

George Vernadsky criticized this definition for its narrow approach maintaining the orthodox

** Domar Evsey D. “The Causes of Slavery or Serfdom: A Hypothesis,” The Journal of Economic History Vol. 30,
No.1 (1970): pp. 18-32.

> [bid.

%6 Q. Hintze, "Weseii und Verbreitung des Feudalismus,' Sitzungsberichte der preuss. Akad. Der Wiss., Jahrgang
1929, p. 321. In Vernadsky George; Feudalism in Russia, Speculum, University of Chicago Press, vol. 14, No. 3
(1939): Pp. 300-323.
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definition of feudal economy based on agriculture and disregard the possibility of the
development of nomadic feudalism. *” Assuming Hintze’s characterization as a standard model of
feudalism, it fails to congruent with the Bet-'Asgéida aristocratic system. Therefore, comparing
with the European feudalism, I support/agree with the Vernadsky’s criticism as the subject under
discussion fail/disproportionately correlate with the above/ the latter’s aristocratic system holds
distinctive nature.

On the other hand, Marc Bloch described European feudalism as:

“A subject peasantry; widespread use of the service tenement (i.e. the fief)
instead of a salary, which was out of the question; the supremacy of a
class of specialized warriors; ties of obedience and protection which bind man
to man and, within the warrior class, assume the distinctive form called
vassalage; fragmentation of authority—Ileading inevitably to disorder; and, in
the midst of all this, the survival of other forms of association, family and
State, of which the latter, during the second feudal age, was to acquire renewed
strength—such then.”*

Bloch, in his defining characteristics of European feudalism stipulated that, the system
was featured by the existence of serfs, the superior warrior classes and the State. The serfs
deliver services and work on the field for subsistence instead of a wage, the warrior class was
hierarchically organized with the duty of protection including to the subjects. The
decentralization of state authority and the consequential fragmentation of power, which paved
the local nobles to hold power in their hands and take the duty of protection of their subjects in
return for fief. However, categorizing as feudal every fragmented polity seemed to have created
confusion by the scholars of the time on various states in different times.

During the second feudal era, the state subdued the nobles and acquired strength and
centralized the authority. Steven Nafziger on the other hand defined serfdom to involve
“restrictions on the mobility and the economic decision-making of peasants.”® This explanation
supports the expression given by Domar on the Russian experience where he described the state
put restriction on the mobility of the peasant labor force to support the needs of work force by

the nobility. Waldemar Kuligowski on the other hand defined serfdom by comparing their status

7 Vernadsky George; “Feudalism in Russia, Speculum,” University of Chicago Press, vol. 14, No. 3 (1939):Pp. 300-
323.

% Bloch March, Feudal Society II, Social Classes and Political Organization, trans. L.A. Manyon (London: Taylor
& Francis e-Library, 2005), p. 167.

» Steven Nafziger, Russian Serfdom, Emancipation, and Land Inequality: New Evidence, p. 6.
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with that of slavery; “serfs were not slaves. They were not goods at slave markets nor were
deprived of primary identity. Serfs were subjects forced to work. They were clients of the
landowner.” In explanation of the economic exploitation and the firm class division based on
power differences, Marc Bloch described feudal system as a thorough economic subordination of
a mass of lowly people by a few but powerful men.*'

As it has been explained above, in all works of historical studies, feudalism is pertained
in particular to medieval Europe. A sharp critic of the approach comes from Elizabeth Brown
and Susan Reynolds, both arguing that the concepts of feudalism and serfdom in medieval
European situation are unsuitable methodical models in non-European historical studies.** The
explanation best suits to the methodical realities and approach of this study. However, the
available historical works which offer some highlight on the Bet-"Asgéda aristocratic system did
not attempted to interpret it in comparison with that of medieval European serfdom which
enhances the above critical view on the relationship of European and non-European feudalism.
Therefore, in this thesis analytically the Togri—Sumagli relationship will not be mentioned as a
feudal, but an aristocratic system. The people in both classes of the relationship; the landlords
will be referred as Sumagli, lords, masters, Bet-’ Asgidi, and the subjected group as Togrd. The
term Togrd implies to the subjected group of people in the Eritrean lowlands and the northern
highlands of Sahal. These days, the term Togré is a name representing both peoples used to be
subjects and masters alike with no discrimination. However, Aba Yishaq Gebreyesus™ presented
some five different meanings given to the term Togrd; first, in present day Eritrea, Togrd is
representing a name for one of the languages derived from Go’az and its speakers. Second, until
the end of the European colonialism, Togrd was signifying to the lower subjected caste,
representing the greater part of speakers of the language. Third, Togrd as a language also had
been used to be known as Hasa (Y9) or Khasa (hA). In ancient times the larger part of Eritrea

was known in that term. Fourth, in Amharic language, the word Togrd (&) denotes to all

30 Waldemar Kuligowski, A History of Polish Serfdom; Theses and Antitheses, CzasKultury/English3/2016, Pages
110-126, p. 124

31 Bloch, Feudal Society II, cit. p. 164.

% Elizabeth A.R. Brown, “The Tyranny of a Construct: Feudalism and Historians of Medieval Europe,” American
Historical Review 79 (1974), pp. 1063-88; and Susan Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals: The Medieval Evidence
Reinterpreted (Oxford: Clarendon Press: 1994), pp. 1-13. In Habtamu Mengistie Tegegne, “Land Tenure and
Agrarian Social Structure in Ethiopia, 1636-1900” (PhD diss., University of Illinois, 2011), p. 10.

3 Ghebreyesus Isaak, “Tereyo Tigre or the Phenomenon of Tigre” a paper presented in the first conference on
languages and literature, 11-17 January 2000, Intercontinental Hotel, Asmara, Eritrea. 1A LNAMP INCALANT
+CAP 9T AN 1 & POA £1211T NI1RAET N 1-17 B¢ 2000 GI°F AN ATHCh 1T P HPLN: p. 17-18.

18



Togrofia speakers (a sister of Togrd language derived from Go’oz). Fivth, Togrd represents for the
land where an ancient Aksumite (AN+97) or *Ag’azyan (A°TAHEY) civilization was flourished.
He furthered his argument to the extent that ‘Togrd” as a people, language and land might have a
pre- Aksumite existence.

Apart from the first four explanations, the last account of Aba Gebreyesus seems too
generalized and presented in the histoire totale perspective whereby he concluded the Togrd as a
people, land and language survived for the last two millennias at a second class status. Masters
originating from different cultural and geographic backgrounds abandoned their customs to be
absorbed by the Togréd language and culture. We have proved supporting realities during the last
three centuries. The occupying groups from various cultural backgrounds, (Eg. Bet-’Asgéda,
Maroaya, Minosa ‘e, Bet guko, ‘Ad-Sike, Bini ‘Amir etc.) migrated to the Togri lands to impose
themselves as ruling classes, but finally lost their cultural identity and adopted the Togra
language, culture and religion. However, in relation to his declaration of the existence of Togra
culture in time span back to the pre- Aksumit era requires a thorough investigation. Similarly,
Conti Rossini also described Togri as; “since ancient times it designated only the ethnic origin of
the subject as opposed to the lords of another race.”** Therefore, the term Togri stands for the
people, land and language, but in this study, I will apply the term to identify exclusively to the
subjugated people and their language.

According to Mohamédso‘id ‘Osman, the term Togrd was referring to a member of a
lower class. Therefore, it was not used for the identification of the ethnic group but was only a
linguistic identification. It was designated only to represent the speakers of the language. As
identity, the speakers of Togrd were known as the Béni ‘Amér. Even the Bet- Asgidi used to
disdain to identify themselves as Togra for it implied a lower caste. But only during the armed
struggle for independence that the Togrd became the name of an ethnic group that encompassing
the speakers of the language.” The term Sumagli on the other hand refers to the lords. Its origin
seems to be from Go’oz language. In Togriia language also implying to elderly, honored and it
also denotes to a committee of elders. In the aristocratic order of the Bet-’Asgiddd, the word
Sumagli refers to the privileged minority elite that controlled the Togri subjected groups. The

Sumagli controlled the land and its resources that was their primary means of wealth and

* Conti Rosini Carlo, Principles of the Customary Laws of Eritrea, Rome 1916, translated by Joan E. Collemacine-
Parenti, PhD. 1996. p. 303.
% Interview, Mohamidss‘id ‘Osman, 10 September 2021, ’ Asmiira.
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sociopolitical positions.

Organization

As described above, this dissertation is an attempt to explore the general past of the aristocratic
system of the Bet-’Asgiddd. However, its main focus is the gradual weakening and ultimate
decline of the system. Hence, it is organized in seven chapters. The first chapter deals with the
main concepts of serfdom in comparison to the realities of the aristocratic system of the Bet-
"Asgédi. This chapter discusses the literary works on serfdom in three thematic divisions that
symbolize the whole study. The themes are mainly the origin, the consolidation and the
emancipation or dissolution of aristocratic order. In this section, the historical explanations of the
three themes of feudal experiences that took place in Europe, Asia, and Africa are presented in
comparative form. Such comparative approach was essential to gave a relative clarity whether
the Bet-'Asgéda aristocratic system was a feudal similar to the European feudal system or not.
The second chapter deals with the geography and people of the Sahol. In this part, the
topography of the Bet-"Asgéda territory and its wealth of diverse flora and fauna are enlightened.
The effect of such diversity on the nomadic economy of the clans is discussed in detail. The
description of the different clans residing in Sahol and their socioeconomic and political
organization are explained. The introduction and developmental accounts of both Christianity
and Islam in the pre-Bet-"Asgddd communities of Sahal is enlightened through examination of its
historical remains. This chapter also disclosed the fault lines or weaknesses of the societies’
organizational nature that led them into subordination under the new masters that came from
different environments with different socioeconomic and political culture.

The third chapter assesses mainly the origin of the aristocratic order of the Bet-’ Asgada.
In this part, the genealogical origin, the pattern of migration of the family to their new
settlements and the nature of interaction they had with and the consequent subjection of the
indigenous people of the area is analyzed. The power struggle with in the family of the Bet-
"Asgidd and the ensuing division of the group into three sub-clans is discussed. In this chapter,
the oral traditions of the people are employed greatly as sources of historical reconstruction. The
fourth chapter of this dissertation deeply detailed the consolidation and continuity of the
aristocratic system or the second theme of the study. Here, the process and nature of the system

is analyzed, including; the different mechanisms used by the lords to subject the people and to
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own the land. The various duties of the Togrd and reciprocal obligations and privileges of the
Bet-"Asgidé aristocrats are clearly revealed. The cases on the maintenance and management of
the aristocratic practices employed by the Bet-’Asgéddi lords especially in the ‘Ad-Tédmaryam
(%L +TCPIP) is offering clear picture of the system. In the final part of this chapter, the women
as essential part of any community, their role in both classes is described well.

Chapter five is a discussion on the interplay of the Bet-’Asgidda aristocratic system with
the Islamic revival of the nineteenth century and the different external forces of the time. The
foreign forces, with much emphasis in this chapter are including; the Ottoman and Egyptian
Empires and the Abyssinian raids in the domains of the Bet-'Asgiddi. For centuries, Islam was
already the religion of the subjects however it was not active and lacks the power to unite them
and work towards improving their condition. The movement for the revival of Islam took place
in the early nineteenth century that converted the lords from their old Christianity, and the Togra
were hoping these religious movements would liberate them according to the philosophy of the
religion. Hence, this chapter will discover the outcome of these utopian hopes of Islamic revival
on the Togrd and the effects of these foreign occupiers.

The explanation on the Italian Colonial Administration period holds the whole of Chapter
six. With varying degrees, their role was significant in mitigating the situation of the aristocratic
system in general and the condition or status of Togré in particular. Starting from the early days
of Italian period, the most dreadful part of the Togrd obligations were reversed, but complete
emancipation was far away from reality; however the Italian era implanted the seeds of liberty by
increasing the awareness and worldview of the Togrd community through various forms. The
Italians laid the foundation and initiated the early mitigation of the burdens of the Togré to be
accomplished by the succeeding administration. These basic foundations were including:
militarization, agricultural and infrastructural works etc. that considered as bearers of
modernization that created alternative means of livelihood and mobility that detached the Togra
from the customary attachments and increased awareness. Therefore, this part of the thesis
discovers the various formal and informal reforms introduced on the aristocratic system during
the five decades of Italian rule. This chapter therefore, holds the initiation of the main focus and
the answers to the main research question.

Chapter seven is focusing on the British Period. During which the centuries’ old

aristocratic rule was terminated as a result heralded the emancipation of the Togré. In this part,
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the thesis narrows its scope chiefly to the ‘Ad-Tékles (%£& +nAN) clan, one of the three
divisions of Bet-’Asgiddd. Owing to the ‘Ad-Tékles’ geographic proximity to the regional town
of Kérdn and their partial sedentary life, the members of this tribe had relative advantages to be
pioneers of the struggle. Individuals of Togrd background that exposed themselves to the modern
mode of practice or colonial capitalist intervention played the pivotal role in guiding the mass of
the Togri into the dispute. The leading roles and sacrifices by these key personalities during the
emancipation movement signify the lion’s share of the struggle to the ‘Ad-Téakles. As this chapter
discusses on the abolition of the Bet-'Asgidi aristocratic order and the emancipation of the
Togrd, it tried to give details of different mechanisms the Togrd employed and various factors
helped to get rid of the centuries’ old outdated exploitation. Therefore, it is in this chapter that the
main research question; why emancipation took place in the 1940s than before or after than that
time will find its final answer. The final part is the conclusion and description of some realities in

the post-emancipation that envelope the whole thesis.
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CHAPTER ONE
SERFDOM AND THE BET-’ASGADA ARISTOCRATIC SYSTEM

Introduction
This study is inquiring about the historical trajectory of a peculiar form of aristocratic system

that took place in the Northern Highlands of Eritrea in the Bet-’Asgddd community. The
aristocratic system emerged more than 300 years ago®® with the migration of a small family of
Bet-’Asgiddd.”” The small but relatively stronger family subjugated the numerous pastoral
communities inhabiting the Sahal. The history is primarily a narrative of social and economic
inequalities with far-reaching influence in the political and social history of the country in the
last century. This chapter is discussing the literature of feudalism on the three themes namely the
origin of serfdom, the process of consolidation of serfdom, and the termination or the end of
serfdom in which the serfs emancipate from their bondage. Therefore, it will provide a broader

methodological understanding and help viewing the topic under discussion with a better glance.

1.1  On the Origin of Serfdom

There is a generally accepted paradigm on the origin of feudalism mainly the European
perspective. Feudal ties developed in a given community once the existing social order is
disbanded and the kinship proved insufficient to protect its members or when a centralized
political authority is weakened particularly in protecting capability.”® In a nutshell Bloch
suggested that the European feudalism should be taken as a product of the drastic termination of
existing societal order. The characteristic human bond developed when the weak entered into a
form of contract where both sides employ duties and obligations. The few and powerful ruling

men held protecting and judging obligations while the subjected classes paid revenues and

% Many writers provided different dates on the migration of the Bet-’ Asgidi; According to Alberto Pollera the date
is stated to be in 1600 AD (Pollera, Alberto. Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea. ‘Manuali Coloniali; A Cura Del
Ministero Delle Cononie’, Bologna, Licinio Cappelli, 1935, p 193). The research conducted in the 1980s by the
research section Eritrean Peoples’ Liberation Front (Origin of the People of Sahal, @®N&4A UHN A4, p 107) put
the date around 1500 AD, and the third writer Antony d’Avray stated the family used to live in the karndsm
(NCTA9®) around the end of the sixteenth century (Antony, d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea; ‘The History of a Red
Sea Society from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Centuries’, Wiesbaden, Harrassowitz Verlag, 1996, p. 6.)

7 > Asgidi, the founder of three tribes (Habab, ‘Ad-Tikles and ‘Ad-Tdmaryam) is said to have lived in the 17
century, and to be descended from the Sono‘a Dégold (&% £°1A), in the "Akild Guzay (ANA FHEL) moved to ‘Adi-
Nofas in Hamasen and then to Sahal.

%8 Bloch, Feudal Society I, cit. Pp. 164-165
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provide services.”” Steven Nafziger on the ‘origin of Russian serfdom’ stated that it developed as
a solution to the inadequate supply of labor force to the extensively available agricultural land.®
This argument firmly augmented the theory developed by Domar on the origin of serfdom. For
him the origin directly connected to the Tsarist military and territorial expansion during the 15"
century. The empire distributed the densely populated areas to the artillerymen and the cavalry
together with the farmers to be their subordinates, in return of their service to the state.*' Thence,
the military men transformed into landowning elites, the serfs live and work in the farms and the
state severely restricted tenants’ mobility and other basic rights.

Different experiences proved that serfdom was introduced not only by the strength of the
dominant caste, but in almost all cases, there exists the strong support from the state or the
chiefdom as a means of control, taxation and army conscription. In his attempt on comparative
study of the American slavery and Russian serfdom, Peter Kolchin supported the arguments by
Steven Nafziger on the origin of Russian serfdom. He stated that, the origin of forced labour in
both cases goes to the time of widespread labour scarcity and as a remedy the states gradually
introduced forced labour as a means of agricultural production.” Thus, Peter boldly stated that
the early modern European and American serfdom and slavery were the reactions to a
widespread shortage of labor, where the states fully support the application of free labor.* The
Russian serfdom was promoted by the Tsar state as a means of production, taxation and means of
controlling the allegiance of the lower nobility, church and monasteries, at the cost of the serf
class that was representing more than ninety percent of the total population of the kingdom.* In
similar terms, Jerome Blum argued that in the Russian feudalism, a free peasantry was destined
into serfdom after the withdrawal of the central power from its involvement in the lord- peasant
relationships.®

Polish serfdom was one of the European experiences, Waldemar Kuligowski stated on
the origin of the Polish serfdom that; during the 16™ century, the state was chief producer and

exporter of cereal grains to Holland, which was its main market. The trade was the main source

¥ Ibid.

Nafziger, Russian Serfdom, cit. p. 5.

Domar, The Causes of Slavery, cit. pp. 18-32.

Peter. Kolchin, Unfree Labor; American Slavery and Russian Serfdom, Cambridge, The Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 1987, p. 2.

* Ibid.

* Ibid.

* Blum,“The Rise of Serfdom in Eastern Europe”, cit. p. 809.
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of wealth for the Polish nobility and only outlet to the international markets. Thus, increasing
production for the growing export market was in the interest of the landowning gentry. As a
result extensive farms were established near major urban areas or on the Vistula river banks and
its tributaries, through which was convenient for transport to the foreign market. Therefore,
expansion of serfdom was an inevitably important in order to develop large scale farms mainly
for export purposes. As a result, serf labor became the main economic basis of the state for
around three centuries.*

Considering the geographic and cultural proximity to the subject under investigation in
this thesis, it is essential to look on various African ‘might have been feudal’ experiences of
social relationships in diverse ‘model regions’ in the continent for a comparative purposes and
general understanding. Despite the uniqueness of institutions or events at a time, examining
societies’ socioeconomic and political experiences and categorizing whether feudal or not
requires a reference point in looking through comparative approach. March Bloch exponents it
saying; ‘Yet just as the matrilineal or agnatic clan or even certain types of economic enterprises
are found in much the same forms in very different societies, it is by no means impossible that
societies different from our own should have passed through a phase closely resembling that
which has just been defined, if so, it is legitimate to call them feudal during that phase.”*” And
Bloch admitted the difficulty of the work of comparison of different societies’ experiences with
different form and in different geography. Jack Goody, adopting the general agreement of
studying and using the term ‘feudal’ should be applied in a comparative method, he attempted to
study and employ it in African context. In comparison with the European feudalism, he took case
studies of different pre-colonial states of Buganda and Ruanda in East and the Ashanti of Ghana
and Nupe of northern Nigeria in West Africa based on documents of studies mainly by colonial
anthropologists and historians.**

In comparing the above mentioned African experiences with that of European feudalism,
the authors used the following two trends; the first, associated to political structure and the
second one is related to economic conditions. The first idea is that feudalism is basically
associated with the existence of fiefs and weak central government. Where the fief holder

administers those living in his farm and the weaker central authority is dependent on the

% Waldemar, A History of Polish Serfdom, cit. p. 112.
* Bloch, Feudal Society I, cit. p. 267.
*® Goody Jack, “Feudalism in Africa,” The Journal of African History, Vol. 4, No. 1 (1963), pp. 1-18.
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vassalage for military services. The other trend is mainly a Marxist approach concentrated on
economic part sees mainly on the productive order that counts on the stages of human
development vis-a-vis to the dynamics of mode of production.

According to Nadel’s findings on his study of Nupe state in northern Nigeria, the modus
operandi of revenue collection and the administrative divisions of the kingdom up to the village
level which were dependent units administered by the feudal lords as their fiefs. In this case the
lords were raised by merit, thus including slaves had the opportunity to elevate their social and
political class to the level of lordship, and feudal nobility were required to provide conscripts to
the king particularly from their personal clients.” In the States of northern Nigeria, political
protection was the main reason for the clients voluntarily joining the lords and forms including
military service where Nadel associated the institution comparable to that of Imperial Rome and
medieval Europe.™® M. G. Smith studied one of the Hausa kingdoms and he analyzed that; ‘a
system of ranked and title holders conducted the government and each office is permanent unit
that characterized such attributes as fiefs, patrons, praise songs, allocated farmlands, compounds
and other possessions.....””! Hence, the existence of fief, client and other land and farming
related elements resembled to a form of feudal order. Generally, the findings of the studies in the
western part of Africa including Nupe, Zaria, Bariba on northern Dahomey, politically the power
of chieftainship was hereditary limited only to kingship and major feudal chiefs.”®> However, as
mentioned above the lower strata were achieved based on performance and their office was
accountable and controlled by the king. Therefore, based on the findings of the characteristics on
the economic aspect of fief holdings, the subordination of the clients and the power structure of
the political offices showed some forms of feudal system.

The East African equivalent aristocratic relationship brought into inquiry was the
Rwandan experience. It was the work of Maquet, where he claimed the practice of a feudal
system comparable to the European feudalism in other form. The relationship was between the
pastoralists ‘Tutsi’ as masters and the agriculturalists ‘Hutu’. In proving it to be feudal order, as a
reference point for his argument, he developed his own definition of feudalism centered on

bilateral agreement or contract;

49

Goody, “Feudalism in Africa,” cit.p. 4.
>0 Ibid., p. 5.

T Tbid.

*2 Tbid.
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“Based on an agreement between two individuals who unequally partake in the
symbols of wealth and power culturally recognized in their society. The
person, who, in that respect is inferior to the other, asks the other for his
patronage, and, as a counterpart, offers his services. This is the essence of the
feudal regime.....”>

In supplementing his argument, Maquet substantiated using evidences including; the
tradition of the time that for a Rwandan to have a lord was a must and a matter of existence. The
clients could belong either to the ruling estates of cattle-keepers or the inferior agriculturalists;
however the loan of cattle to the inferior partner was an established means of transaction in both
cases where Maquet consider equivalent to the provision landed fief in feudal Europe. * Some
basic dissimilarity reflected in the Rwandan so-called feudal order with the European feudalism.
Magquet claimed fiefs were rare in Africa as it was not administered by the Roman Law which
gave the ownership of the land to the king. In the Rwandan and Nupe cases the kings doesn’t
own the land but cattle and tribute respectively. Lucy Mair looks at the Rwandan client-ship
where the contracts entered between the pastoralists and agriculturalists was based on ‘choice’,
and the cattle transaction relationship between the cattle keeping Rwanda and Ankole was
mainly because of the need for protection rather than for economic reasons. The relationship
among the agriculturalists Ganda and Soga being landlords and peasants respectively was
established by the transfer of rights in land. In the system, landlords were chosen by and being
representatives of the king. Mair treat the transfer of rights in land from the lord to the tenant as
equivalent to that of the patron-client and the client-chiefs relation of the lords and the king.....”
On the other hand Mair expressed her observation that for two reasons client-ship was the main
source of social differentiation; first it created the boundary and relationship between ‘superiority
and subordination’, second is ‘the main channel of social mobility’ especially in states such as
Buganda.

In comparing the African experiences with that of European feudalism, the application of
the generally accepted parameters of European feudalism is necessary; politically, the
fragmentation of centralized authority which led for the growth of feudal institutions in Europe
was incongruent with the African states’ experiences, however the client-ship, assuming it as a

form of personal dependence was the basic element in developing a centralized institutions

S Tbid., p. 5.
> Ibid., pp. 5-6.
S Thid., p. 7.
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through the development of hereditary transfer of power and the ability to build authority to
attract and keep a following outside of their kin. Economically, it was related to mode of land
holding. There appeared special cases in Africa where the land ownership resembles feudal order.
According to I. 1. Potkhin, a typical feudal form was experienced in the Ashanti state. There, land
ownership was on the hands of the ruling upper class. However, the argument of landownership
to create class based society could not have a convincing value as in pre-colonial Africa land was
not scarce resource in comparison to Europe. Thus absolute ownership of land must have been
loose but might have been applicable in densely populated areas or a society with stratified
society like the slaves and freemen.

Jack Goody, after observing the above cases, summarized his idea that the presence of
client-ship or fiefs could not lead him to conclude the existence of feudal practices in Africa
comparable to that of medieval Europe. Applying the political and economic criteria to define the
African experiences as feudal was difficult for the following reasons; the absence of clear
definition of the term and the limit of European feudalism as an experience of a particular period
of time in the Middle Age. Goody criticized particularly to the Marxist approach which presented
development of human society through stages and consider feudalism as one of the human
sequential social institutions. Goody identified the rigidity of using European feudalism as the
sole reference and points of comparison, and criticized for applying ideological reference and the
inability to see beyond the European cultural tradition as the weaknesses of the studies. He put
his synopsis in a concise form as; “To suggest that there appears little to be gained by thinking of
African societies in terms of the concept of ‘feudalism’ implies neither a rejection of comparative
work that includes European society, nor yet of the contribution of European medievalists can
make to the study of African institutions. ” And he suggested avoiding the overall comparison of
studies involving terms including tribalism, feudalism, and capitalism in the future comparative
historical, sociological and anthropological studies.*® In this way Goody was not convinced to
affirm the supposed existence of African feudalism comparable to that of European feudal order.

For me comparing, the unparalleled factors of African and European situations; state
formation and power control, revenue extraction, land ownership and arrangement, the ratio of
men to land, the nature of human to human relations and other cultural and social pluralism and

variations and the role of trade were so wide and difficult to reconcile. Therefore, I support the

% Ibid., p. 13.
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strong critics of Elizabeth Brown and Susan Reynolds, that questioned the importance of
‘feudalism’ as analytical means and argued that a number of concepts that dominate the studies
of “pre-modern land tenure — feudal, fief, and vassalage — are not only inappropriate analytical
study categories in historical studies of non-European societies, but also are incongruent with the
medieval European setting itself.””” Thus, attempts to congruent African cases to that of
European feudalism are inappropriate and the comparison based on supposed similarities
required cautiously specified rather than based on generalities.

Many studies suggest that, Ethiopia was one of African states with feudal mode of
production. Tamrat Taddesse, based on the available monastic documents and imperial chronicles
discovered that feudalism was tradition in the northern provinces of Ethiopia and at least starting
from the reign of Amdezion in the 14™ the newly conquered territories in central Ethiopia
particularly in Showa, the newly conquered lands were given to the military officers, monasteries
and churches in the form of fiefs locally known as gult.® Based on Frederick C. Gamst and Allan
Hoben studies on the Ethiopian peasantry, John M. Cohen suggested the existence of feudalism
in Ethiopia. The findings of these studies portrayed the Ethiopian feudalism to have similarities
with that of Bloch’s conceptual characteristics of European feudalism.” Characteristically, in
analyzing the notion of feudalism to Ethiopian reality there existed commonality with that of
medieval European norms of feudalism.® Donald Crummey studied the Ethiopian social
relationship through the prism of liberal and Marxist views in comparison to the European
feudalism. His finding shows that; the society was divided into two fundamental classes mainly;
the cultivators and the rulers. And economically, since the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the
state and the nobility were dependent on the peasantry.®’ He treated the gult land equivalent to
the fief holding in European feudalism, where the gult allocation was a royal monopoly and the
gult holder lives on the revenue from the peasants farming in his possession and was expected to

supply troops in times of war.®

>’ Elizabeth A.R. Brown, “The Tyranny of a Construct: Feudalism and Historians of Medieval Europe,” American
Historical Review 79 (1974), pp. 1063-88; and Susan Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals: The Medieval Evidence
Reinterpreted (Oxford: Clarendon Press: 1994), pp. 1-13. In Habtamu Mengistie Tegegne, “Land Tenure and
Agrarian Social Structure in Ethiopia, 1636-1900” (PhD diss., University of Illinois, 2011), p. 10.

*® Taddesse Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia 1270-1527, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972, pp. 98-103.

** John M. Cohen, “A Survey on the existence of a Feudal Peasantry,” The Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol.
12, No. 4 (1974), pp. 665-672.

% Donald Crummey, "Abyssinian Feudalism”, Past & Present, No. 89 (1980): 115-138.

¢ Tbid., p. 120.

 Tbid., p. 123.
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In comparison to the European feudalism, the patron-client relation was stronger in
Ethiopia especially in association with the submission and protection relationships. The
similarities with the European feudalism and Bloch’s characteristic definitions of feudalism
coincided in the fragmentation of the central authority during the Gondarine period or in the
‘reign of princes’ era where the nobility hold the power in their localities outside of the central
state.” However, vassalage the central to European model and the property relation of the fief
were points of difference. In comparison to European counterparts, in Ethiopian the degree of the
ruling class to direct access to the land was low and the level of peasant land ownership was
high. The peasants own the rast, a hereditary land and they paid royal tithe and miscellaneous
taxes including corvee. In this case a village or a district with rast owning peasants could be
endowed to a noble or a monastery as a gult land, but this doesn’t mean they lose their rast
rights, but expected only to pay periodic tribute to the gultdia *and the peasants were not serfs.

The relationship of men to the land was another dimension of Crummey’s study. He
treated the famous Go’oz saying, “Sab’a hard wagabbar meder”, literally meaning, “Man is free,
and land the tributary”, issued as an edict in 1880s as an epitome of fundamental social relations
that: men were legally neither attached to the soil nor to the master but obligation to pay tax tied
them to the land use.® In this case, the Ethiopian peasants enjoyed a relative freedom contrasted
to the European tenants. However, according to Crummey viewing from the Marxist concept of
feudalism and employing class analysis, he divided the Ethiopian society into two classes: “those
who cultivate and those who live off surpluses produced by the cultivators.”®® For Marx the
defining characteristics of feudalism were; “serfs status for cultivators, a high degree of direct
access to the land for the rulers, and the presence of towns in which were concentrated artisanal
labor.”®" This characterization was undoubtedly incompatible with the Ethiopian realty and
seems to categorize the Ethiopian social order as Asiatic®® mode of production.” However
Crummey concluded that; feudal concepts are relevant in studying Ethiopian society hoping that

they help raise a series of questions, and the discussion of which might enlighten important

® Tbid., p. 125.

Gultdnia signifies a possessive degree implying to the owner of gult.

Crummey, “Abyssinian Feudalism,” cit.pp. 130-131.

 Ibid., pp. 131.

7 Tbid.

According to Marx’s category of Asiatic mode of production as “the self-sustaining unity of landed property as
occurring within a framework of essentially communal property.”
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characteristic aspects of the history of Ethiopian social order and opened for further research.
Based on the accounts of Donald Crummey, considering the European feudalism as a standard
reference and viewing from the liberal or Marxist view point, I believe the Ethiopian social
relationship, despite some commonalities seemed not compatible to be called feudal order.

Habtamu Mengistie Tegegne’s research contributed an original result which altered the
existing general assumption of historians on Ethiopian society.” He discovered the existence of a
serf class controlled by the landed gentry, of which its existence was neglected in the previous
literature. Ethiopia as part of its resource extraction and territorial expansion, from the 17" to 20"
century employed a Feudal state system, where a minority Semitic speaking 'Amhara (A9°Aé-)
and Tograyans (+°14-2) confiscated fertile lands and imposed their lordship up on the different
ethnics and nationalities in the Southern, Western and Southeastern parts of Ethiopia.”" In this
case he proved that the relation was mediated by land and characterized by the domination of a
small group with full support of the state. The lords came from the north that practicing
Christianity and spoke Amharic, while the exploited serfs were speakers of different languages
and adherents of diverse faiths. Edmond J. Keller clarified in clear terms that, “the northern
Ethiopian colonists promote the formation of a well-defined and firm class division between; the
colonists and the colonized; those who own the land and those who cultivated it or *Ambhara and
non-’ Ambhara.””

With regard to Eritrea, Alberto Pollera viewed the origin of the aristocratic system in the
northern highlands of Eritrea as an extension of the tradition of waves of domination and
subordination in the region’s historical past. He stated that, the vanishing of peoples one after the
other and the rise of other new peoples in their place through military conquest has been part of
the history of the northern Eritrea.”” The analysis further stipulated that, it was the super
imposition of the superiority of such a new ruling minority group emigrated from other places
and managed to impose its name on the numerically larger previous inhabitants, then another
cycle of arrival of new immigrant dominators imposed their superiority and rule upon the
existing ruling elite, or associated themselves with it. Such happenings seen evidently in the

nomadic peoples of the northern highlands of the country, where due to the hot and arid nature of

" Habtamu Mengistie, “Land Tenure and Agrarian Social Structure in Ethiopia, 1636-1900,” p. 5.
" Ibid.

2 Keller, Edmond, Revolutionary Ethiopia: From Empire to People’s Republic, Indianapolis: Indian University
Press, 1988, p. 59.
7 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 193-196.
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the environment, they wondering after water and pasture, and they do not establish large
permanent settlements. However, they had small residential centers know as dogd (£7) where the
tribal chiefs live together with the women and children. During the dry season men left in search
of pasture sometimes for hundreds of kilometers, in such situation the defense capability of the
people in dogi is obviously weak, and then any warrior group can take control of the settlement
by surprise mostly with no killing, and easily impose their rule on the unprotected residents. As
the nomads are peaceful and for whom war was an alien thing and have no patrimony of land to
defend, they easily submit to the new ruling caste until sooner or later other dominators came to
take the ruling position.” In such condition as has been seen in many Eritrean lowland
communities, the minority ruling group of Bet-’Asgiddd could impose their rule and the
numerous subjects impose their language up on the new ruling caste. Therefore, for Pollera, the
origin of serfdom on the Togrd clans of the Northern Highlands can be seen in the above
common historical explanation.

Anthony d’Avray associated the origin of Bet-’Asgiddd aristocratic order with the
organizational superior qualities of the family. In their original homeland, agriculture was the
main economy and practice feudalism, and they brought system to their new destination. For the
introduction of serfdom he stated that, “In Sahal there was, however, no agriculture on to which
the mdzaddrya system could be imposed, and the Bet-’Asgédd substituted it on related to the
large animal populations they found there.”” The Bet-’Asgiddi easily put the ancient pastoral
clans under their domination peacefully and acquired much excesses of products for their daily
living; consequently they abandon farming and adopt the nomadic mode of production where
they depended for services and provisions on their Togrd.”®Anthony d’Avray, to substantiate his
argument on the superiority of the Bet-’Asgédd’s historical roots, he went as far as to the
description of general makeup of the people where he believed the Bet-'Asgdda originated from

an area with higher caliber and character as follows;

“'The "Akédla Guzay- like all the Abyssinian races — are of haughty character
and arrogant; they are voluble in fair words, obstinate in their quarrels and
vendettas. Strong and warlike, they interpret justice and trials of strength as but

™ Ibid.
> Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea; The History of a Red Sea Society from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth

Centuries (Wiesbaden, Harrassowitz Verlag, 1996, pp. 33-35.
S Tbid., p. 34.
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forms of force. They are brave, even foolhardy, conceited; they make a parade
of their personal warlike qualities...””

Therefore, according to d’ Avray the migration of the Bet-"Asgiddd was a providence, that
due to their alleged superior military, political and organizational capacity could have enchained
the numerous and diverse submissive communities. There, they ascend to nobility, inherited
fertile land, live easy life on the shoulder of their serfs. At the same time, fortunately the
neighboring strong powers in Massawa, in the Hamasen and Togray, in Swakin and Tokér, in
Kaséla and across the sea in Arabia, mostly left them in solitary as a Christian clan ruling over a
vast number of Muslim groups.” The Bet-’ Asgiddi enjoyed the superior caste that lasts more than
three centuries until it was terminated by the emancipation of the Togri in the late 1940s.

Michael Hasama Raka, based on his book, The Story of Eritrea (i3 kCFé), has held a
similar to d’Avrey’s argument; "Asgddi and °Atosom (AFAJ™), kinsmen used to live together in
plains of Hamasen, later quarrel broke out, "Asgéida lost the fighting and fled to Karnd$m, where
he would have founded ‘Adi-Nofas and migrated to the Sahal tracking his missed mule where he
finally found her in the Sahal Plateau, later known as Rora™ Bagla.* *Almédda, an ancient people
were known for their fair and democratic rule over various communities of Sahal. For their
justice and egalitarian system, families from various tribes joined their jurisdiction, and their
leader was a peaceful man known by the name *Alméday. "Asgidi, took advantage of the ruler’s
passive and humble character, started providing some material services including bed for
"Almiday used to sleep on ground, he built a house for "Alméday used to live in cave and he
made a chair for he used to sit on ground. "Alméday, pleased of "Asgiddd’s deeds, appointed him
to rule and arbitrate on his behalf. Through time, thanks to Bet-'Asgiddd’s skills and
manipulation, brought the people to their side and attained full authority. The various democratic
clans of Togra submitted, consequently suffered to the extreme in the hands of the house of Bet-
'Asgidid.” The Togrd became their shepherds and required to provide full supply from their dairy

products. However, the Bet-'Asgiddd were responsible for the security and protection of their

77 1bid., P. 10.

78 Ibid. In this case various sources including Trevaskis (A Colony in Transition pp 30-31) affirmed that although
the Habab claimed to be free of all regional powers, but coastal Naybs and Abyssinian Christian kings never
accepted that the Habab were independent.

" According to F. Martini’s explanation, Rora is a Togrd word signifies a complex of plateaus of great elevation and
of little extension and of the surrounding mountains, Rora Baqla is around 2236 meters above the sea level.

% Michael Hasama, The Story of Eritrea (M3 kCFé), cit. pp. 77-79.
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respective Togrd. Normally, any of "Asgiddd does not betray his Togré, and for him misdeed on
his Togrd was implied to be offense on himself. Therefore, for the sake of keeping his personal
dignity securing his Togrd was a firm obligation.® Trevaskis also provide similar argument that

when ’Asgida reach the plateau;

“Accepted the submission of some minor Shepherd king of the Fung race and
made his temporary headquarters. Soon afterwards he moved to the present
Nacfa plateau where he was met by a certain Homeda, Chief of the ‘Ad
’Agadubay who kissed his feet and sought the protection of the newcomers.”™

Both Michael Hasama Raka and Trevaskis stated a compatible idea that theorizing the
aristocratic origin of the Bet-'Asgiddd was a peaceful one. In comparison with the European
feudalism, in my opinion the aristocratic experience of the Bet-'Asgddd community for all
intents and purposes was distinct. Despite the absence of local records that narrating the origin
and development of the aristocratic institution similar to that of the European Feudal past, it is
clear that there was no such historical coincidences of a kingdom which grew in strength and
unite the region or fall apart to give chance for local lords with private army to provide security
for their dependent peasants. The seemingly possible regional scenario to create such
development was the Gondarine era. As Habtamu Mengistie stated that; since the seventeenth
century, with growing in strength, the Gondarine kingdom being hand and glove with the church,
introduced new models of landholding that worsen the status of peasants.* Consequently, new
social hierarchy emerged in northern Abyssinia including in Gogam (189°), Bigimdr
(N79°LC), Togray and Wilo (@A=) where the rights and obligation of the landholding system
shared the same characteristics. Thus this new pattern of land tenure created a lasting class
hierarchy until the early twentieth century.

In relation to the Gondarine kingdom; the Bet-’Asgiddi under the leadership of Hbtyis,®
in order to stop the frequent raid by the people from Hamasen, he appeared in person and seek
the protection from the king in Gondar. The king accepted him as head of the Habab, recognized

his authority to administer and rule the tribes in Sahol and bestowed him the title of Kéntibay

8 Ibid.

¥ G.K.N. Trevaskis, The Tribes and Peoples of Northern Eritrea, p.18.

8 Habtamu Mengistie, “Land Tenure and Agrarian Social Structure in Ethiopia, 1636-1900,” cit. pp. 6-10.

& Hobtes was the fifth descendant of *Asgidi, the founder. Hobtes was chief of the Habab tribe, the largest clan and
his authority was honored by the members of ‘Ad-Tékles and ‘Ad-Tédmaryam clans.
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(N7£NL) and given him silk robes, a bracelet, and Nagarit (794%)% as a sign of his rank.” He
was also conferred additional title of Bahori Négasi (NAh¢ 1911), the title ordinarily used by the
dignitaries of the plateau.® However, due to the weakness and distance of the power center in
Gondar, the king was not able to defend the Bet-'Asgiddd and the promised curbing of the
hostilities from the Hamasen chiefs was not materialized. Consequently, generations later the
Habab decided that the Gondarine kingdom was not powerful enough to defend them and cease
asking for investiture and offering the king the traditional gifts offered in place of a tribute.® In
my outlook, such historical past seems not that much strong to influence the Bet-’Asgiddé to
introduce aristocratic system for the following reasons; because the system in the Bet- Asgidda
seems well established ahead of the Gondarine era, no credible document is available proving
such influence and the Gondarine kingdom had less effect in the Sahal area as it is not only far
but also geographically not easily accessible.

Despite the historiography on the origin of serfdom that most literature inclined to
emerge in a state of anarchy or absence of centralized political system like the Charlemagne or
the presence of strong central government like the Tsarist Russia, Polish, Abyssinian, Tibet, etc.
the Bet-"Asgida experience is incongruent with both frameworks. For many reasons; geography,
weakness or lack of interest of the regional powers including Gondarine, Funj of Senar, the
Ottoman viceroys in Horgigo etc let the Bet-’Asgidd aristocrats to remain without major
intervention that disturb its social order. For me, with regard to the points provided in the
literature that claimed the origin of the aristocratic system of the Bet-’Asgiddé through persuasive
or peaceful means seems to provide relatively closer to the reality. However, considering the
origin of the Christian Bet-'Asgédd in the central highland and their familiarity with the semi-
feudal orders in the central highlands that the residents were demanded to fulfill the obligations
by the Abyssinians and the gulti holders were expected to offer supplies for the warriors of the
Negus and his viceroys and other obligation.” It seemed that the Bet-’ Asgiidi were familiar with
the Abyssinian gulti systems. Though not like the classical European serfdom, such might had

impact on the initiation of their aristocratic order. Jordan Gebremedhin affirmed that in Eritrea,

8 Nigarit was a drum given by the king as sign of a title of kéntibay during the Gondirine era. It was a ceremonial
drum used to call men to arms by the king or his agents.

¥ Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 195

¥ Anthony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 45.
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feudalism had developed neither to its classical form not to that of Ethiopian sort.”’ Therefore,
the application of feudal terminology to the Bet-’Asgddé aristocratic system is cumbersome as it

lacks many of the fundamental features of feudalism.

1.2 Consolidation of Serfdom

Following the coercive or persuasive establishment of the aristocratic system, through time the
relationship between the upper class and the servant class consolidated through various
mechanisms. In almost all cases, both positions took a firm hereditary succession, where once
status is decided at birth and with no possibility of changing class. The lower class are expected
to be loyal to accomplish their duty and deliver services to their lords and the lords in return
provide protection. In the Russian serfdom, so as to consolidate the serfdom, the 73ars
introduced consecutive decrees which limit the rights of the serfs. The Ulozhenie of 1649
declared to limit the serf’s mobility.”” In 1729, a proclamation prohibited the serfs from taking
military services on their own free will, the 1730 declaration prevent serfs from ownership and
inheritance of land, and in 1736 another two edicts declared that worsen the status of serfs to the
level of movable property and marketable commodity, where the law empowered the land lords
to sale their serfs without the land and the right to punish deserter serfs, which until then reserved
exclusively to the state.”

In the Polish serfdom, the land lords applied a range of mechanisms to strengthen its
upper position. Starting from the 15" century, several edicts passed that empowered the landlord
to be an owner and judge of the serfs inhabited in his land, secure the monopoly of political
offices, ecclesiastical positions and military ranks only to the noblemen.* To identify themselves
from the peasants, the noblemen and the priesthood developed a belief which put them
genetically superior over their serfs. Therefore, the ethno-genetic myth defined the noblemen as
descended from the Sarmatians, while the serfs from Dacians or the Gepids. According to the
Bible, the former are descended from Japheth and the later are from Ham. Both Noah’s children

however, Ham was cursed by his father and degraded together with his successors to the level of

1 Jordan Gebremedhin, Nationalism, Peasant Politics, cit. p 66.

% Steven Nafziger, Russian Serfdom, cit. p. 13

% Arthur M. De Buschen, “On the Origin and Numerical Development of Serfdom in the Russian Empire,” Journal
of the Statistical Society of London, Vol. 24, No. 3 (1861): pp 311-327, p. 315.

% Waldemar, 4 History of Polish Serfdom, cit. pp. 110-126.
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slaves.” Another method employed by the nobles in demeaning the serfs and consolidates the
serfdom was defining serfs to have aggregate natural features as: indolent, cunning, dishonest
etc. Consequently, the serfs were known as Cham, derived from Ham which developed into a
given name and a common name. Two assumingly convincing factors were used as a basis for
the naming; in the Bible, divine power had degraded Ham into a servus, and the other, the
Roman law (servus as a subject of the will of law), both historical factors served as a source of
Sarmatia’s self designation, and Cham remained to portray serfs, and became a shared standard
last name for the whole social class.”

Consolidation of serfdom also involved discriminating marital system. Because the
nobility assumed the serfs as inferior creatures, they do not enter into marriage relationships. In
the perspective of the lords, marriage between the two classes is described as; “when a nobleman
marries a serf woman, the Virgin Mary is happy that the noble family is expanding, but when a
noble girl marries a serf, the Virgin Mary cries with heavy tears as the noble blood will get

»7 Therefore, if a serf married a noble girl, it is considered as a

spoiled by the peasant one.
shame to the noble side, which causes a heavenly retribution. Hence, in such manner the Polish
lords ascertained the subordination of the serfs and consolidated the system in a way that serves
their interests for long period of time.

In his extensive examination on the Tibetan society, Melvin C. Goldstein observed a form
of institutionalized inequality and concluded it to be pervasive serfdom; thence he categorized
Tibetan social institution as serfdom. However, Mr. Cox, opposed and criticized Goldstein’s idea
for reasons of; the absence of empirical evidence and its effect to the Tibetan political interests.
Thus, Cox labeled Goldstein’s work as ‘irresponsible’. In opposition to Mr. Cox’s assertion and
to prove the Tibetan experience was one of serfdom, Goldstein made an in-depth field research
for four years (1986-1990) on the nomadic serfdom in present day ‘Tibetan Autonomous
Region’.” He stated, Land in the Tibetan feudalism was mainly owned by the state, the

aristocrats, the monasteries and private. The lords controlled up to 70 percent of arable land, and

the serf labor was responsible to work the farms.” Each land holdings consisted of two parts;

©
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arable land and pastureland, and the serfs, hereditarily bounded peasants supply the lord of the
estate a free labor services. The Tibetan feudalism on the other hand was consisted of;
agricultural serfdom and nomadic serfdom. Similar to other societies’ experiences, Tibetan
serfdom was solidified through a range of ways; mobility restrictions and commodification of
serfs like property. The lords even had the authority to move them to another place for a corvee
labor. The relationship of a serf to his lord was transmitted hereditarily; a new born son of the
serf became the subject of his father’s lord, and a women’s daughter became servant of their
mother’s lord."” During the transfer of estates either through selling or other means, serfs
remained with the land and became serfs of the new landlord.

For example, the Tibetan nomadic serfs of Pala'"

were structured in the same way as
those of farming peasants; they were hereditarily attached to the land and restricted from
unilaterally ending their relationship and were fully incorporated into the social, political and
economic system of the state.'” In order to collect tax and implement subordination, the lords
appointed three local nomadic officials as overall leaders. Each of the ten sub-units of nomadic
territories had one or two headmen appointed by the three nomad officials who execute the
extraction and control. In the same manner as in the farming estates, in Pala region, land was
owned by the lords, nomads had the right to usufruct on the land, but no ownership, they owned
their livestock, but they were bound to their estates’ lord.'” In the Tibetan nomadic serfdom, tax
collection was analogous to the taxation in the farming estates; it was conducted based on the
number of the animals. The individual household held pastureland and paid tax to his lord
proportional to the number of animals he owned. The payments were mostly in items of; butter,
baby sheep skins, soda, yak saddles, salt, money, wool carrying bags, felt yak saddle pads, yak
skins, woven wool, rawhide ropes, and cheese.'™

Officially, the nomad-lord relation was similar to that of agricultural serfs. The nomads
were hereditarily subordinated to their lord, even nomad families with no animals were required
to pay tax, and they do not have the right to permanently change their lord or territory except for

some instances with convincing reasons and in coordination with other lords. In other parts of

1% Ibid., pp. 55-56.

1% Pala was one of the ten sub-units of the pastoral estates spreading for hundreds of square kilometers and
surrounded by other nomadic pastoral areas.

192 Goldstein, Nomadic Pastoralists, cit. p. 57.

19 Tbid.

1% Tbid., p. 58.
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Tibet, the nomads were directly linked to the Tibetan Government and administered in the same
manner as those of under lords and the farmers.'"” Therefore, the Tibetan nomads were integrated
to the political economy of the state in a similar way to the farmers. Serfs in nomadic economy
had lords through their ownership of the productive resources that is the pastureland. They
controlled the nomads as their subordinates, extract taxes and labor services applicable to the
farming estates.

On the Ethiopian feudalism, Habtamu’s main study was on the two social groups

17 The first was associated with the landed

associated with land ownership; the rim'” and zéga
property of the church, monasteries and the ecclesiastical personnel, and the latter was related to
the landless peasants, equivalent to those of serfs in European feudalism.'”® Habtamu stipulated
that, zéga was landless labourer class subjected by the rim holders. However it is not recognized
in the literary works of Ethiopian history. Therefore, the main target of Habtamu’s dissertation
was to expose the existence of this subjected social group that was humiliated and confiscated
their hereditary land property to be granted to the privileged elites and the church to be known as
the rim land. In this way, the peasants forced to work as labourers in the same manner as those of
the Russian serfs.'” Originally rim land ownership was the phenomenon of the 17" century
Gondédrine Ethiopia. It was practised mainly in the northern provinces of the empire, and
radically changed the peasantry’s relationship to the land and increased the authority of the rim
holders. Thus, it was rim ownership that consolidated serfdom through the subordination of zéga
as labourers and the rim owners as totally dependent on the zéga labour for cultivation.'® As a

result the rim holders controlled administration of land and justice.'"

Basically the Gondarine era’s rural society was consisted of rim land owners, landless

1% Ibid.

1% “Rima is not strictly linked to the concept of tenure, but is associated with a particular form of gifts, donations,
remunerations given to the church for its upkeep. At the same time rim is a peculiar right, a prerogative, a gift of
services, animals, clothes, a deed of gift of material goods to a particular institution rather than the government.”
Rim was practiced differently, holding different names in different parts of Eritrea and Ethiopia. See I. Taddia, G.
Dore, A. Bausi (eds), “Materiale antropologico e storico sul rim in Etiopia ed Eritrea” “Anthropological and
historical documents on “rim” in Ethiopia and Eritrea”, Torino L’Harmattan Italia, 2001, pp. 9-18.

97 Zéga is a landless peasant labourer working in the rim land. In contemporary ' Amharic and Togrofia the term
zéga denotes for a citizen.
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Zégoch'™  and free peasants who lived on their rast ”* lands held through inheritance.'*
However, the relationship between the landlords and the landless peasants (Zégoch) was purely
economic, the Zégoch were personally free and their relation with the »im holder was land. With
the expansion of the Ethiopian empire, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the
northern tradition of 7im land ownership was instrumental in the newly occupied southern part of
the country. Shiferaw Bekele put the expansion of the aristocratic system of the northern

Ethiopia to the south in the following term;

“The tenure structure in the south was in most or less pure form of communal
ownership, where there had been no exploited peasant or exploiting lords. This
structure was profoundly modified by the arrival of the ndfofdrioc (1&M&FTF)
who imposed a system only distant similar to their own northern system but
essentially different from it. They rather proceeded to introduce private
ownership of land (something that had not existed before in the region) and a
new form of the gdbar (1NC) system.”'

The Gondarine land ownership was implemented as a model to consolidate the system
into the southern Ethiopia. The state coercively confiscated the inheritance of the indigenous
peasants, subjugated and practised a form of serfdom under the northern military lords speaking
’Ambharic and creed Orthodox Christianity.''® Therefore, the consolidation of Abyssinian serfdom
in the southern part of the country was characterized by the deprivation of land ownership of the
inhabitants and made them subjects to the system administered under homogenous ruling elite
from the north. Similar to the feudal societies in other parts of the world, the consolidation of the
superior positions of the Bet-"Asgida on their subordinates took various mechanisms including;
bounding of serfs to individual Sumagla."” In the absence of a centralized government that
furnished strong security apparatus, the serfs were weak and vulnerable; as a result they seek
protection. Therefore, looking for safety and security each serf family or clan was required to be

attached to a master household in a contract form. In return, the Togrd became a subject with

W2 Zégoch is a plural form for zéga.

3 Roast is a communal land ownership of families/village inherited genealogically from the founding father. It
cannot be sold but inherited from generation to generation.

14 Ibid., pp. 17-18.

> Bekele Shiferaw, “Historical outline of land tenure studies,” In Anthropological and historical documents on
“rim” in Ethiopia and Eritrea, ed. A. Bausi et al. Torino: L’Harmattan Italia, (2001), pp. 34-35.
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(1981), pp. 519-549.

17 Sumagli is an aristocratic name given to the ruling elite of the Bet-’ Asgida.
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mandatory to supply necessary surplus to his lord."® The position of the Togri diminished to the
level of property of the master. The attachment took a hereditary form, whose descendants
became serfs of the master’s children and at the will of the Sumagli a serf could be sold, granted
to others, punished etc. Such relationship was at the cost of the clan identity of the serfs. For
some time, the ruling class kept their distinctive linguistic and religious features, but later as the
subordination goes to its highest level, the serfs’ clan identity faded'” as a result identified
themselves by the major tribal identities of their protector clan of Bet-’ Asgidda.'”

Preserving once social division is indirectly delimiting a border, an important mechanism
in keeping the two groups socially apart and consolidating the class stratification as protector and
protected invader and invaded ruler and ruled etc. Around early nineteenth century, as the Bet-
"Asgida lost their linguistic and religious values and adopted that of their subjects, the cultural
division was faded, but the class division was maintained stronger as the ruling elites prohibited
intermarriage with their serfs. Like the Nabatab of the Bini ‘Amir,'”' the Bet-’ Asgidi practiced
endogamy and kept their tribal purity through marriages mainly from within their tribe.'*

As we have seen in the above reading, consolidation of serfdom was performed in
various feudal experiences in a different manner suitable to respective circumstances. By
exacerbating the political, economic, cultural, social and security weaknesses were exploited by
the ruling elites to advance their position. In the Bet-"Asgédi aristocratic system, the ruling elites
primarily controlled the two vital components of mode of production; ownership of the land and
the subjection of the labor, hereditarily tied to their position in the form of contract with definite
duties and obligations of both sides and with no accepted possibility of liberation. In addition to
the control of the mode of production, I have a conviction that the customarily subjugation of the
Togré was possible through the prohibition of intermarriage and absorption of the tribal identity
of the serf into the ruling elite’s umbrella clan identities. Therefore, these were the main

instruments employed by the Bet-’Asgidd to materialize the consolidation of their aristocratic

18 Gebremedhin Jordan, “Nationalism, Peasant Politics and the Emergence of a Vanguard Front in Eritrea”; Review
of African political Economy, No. 3, Conflict in the Horn of Africa (Sept., 1984): pp. 48-57.

19" As the Togri households, families or clans of the same tribe scattered in different places it cannot be concluded
that the whole tribe was integrated in to the identity of the ruling class.

120 Venosa Joseph, “Adapting to the new path: Khatmiyya Sufi authority, the al-Mirghani family, and Eritrean
nationalism during British Occupation, 1941-1949 ", Journal of East African Studies, 2013, pp. 5-6.

121 Gebre-medih Jordan, Peasants and Nationalism in Eritrea: A Critique of Ethiopian Studies (Trenton: The Red
Sea Press Inc., 1989), p. 49.

122 Seldom had the Masters still used to marry a woman from the serfs but the frequency was not to the extent that
affecting the racial purity of the ruling class. But vise versa was strongly prohibited.
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position in a way that serve their superior position.

1.3. Abolition of Serfdom.

In most cases of feudal experiences, emancipation of the subjects was achieved through serf’s
uprising and protest or revolutions conducted by ideologically organized groups in a way
reflecting the sufferings of the serf class as a cause and brought about the final remedy. With the
advancement of modernization, serfdom proved itself outdated mode of production, and becomes
intolerable by the serfs for they had alternative livelihood and economies. Through time it
touched the conscience of political leaders and developed willingness to free the serfs, however
it was not without the opposition from the nobility and as a result with some requirements to be
performed in the interest of the ruling class as an appeasement to accept the gradual decline of
their status. In other words, this was similar to the arguments mentioned above that; the presence
of strong central political authority had contributed in the decline of serfdom and the protection
the lords offered was transferred to the state. In all cases under discussion, emancipation was not
attained overnight but a number of reforms were introduced before the declarations were ordered
to end the system.

In the Russian case, Jerome Blum stated that serfdom was weakened when the sovereign
began to interfere itself between the lord and the serf that broke the lords’ legal and
administrative authority and introduced standards for duties that he could require from his

peasant.'?

There were some emperors sympathize with the serfs’ condition and tempted to
minimize the exploitation and declare emancipation. Tsarina Catherine (1762—-1796) clearly
believed that serfdom was evil and contrary to Christian ethical values and decided to abolish it,
however for fear of social crisis, and opinion from her advisors postponed to take place steadily
in the future.'”* But her contribution was remarkable in the life of the serfs; she opened schools,
permitted lords to free their own serfs, put an end to the law that placed orphans and unlawful
children into serfdom, and she banned the practice of enserfing a free individual who married a
serf.'” Hence, these reforms played an inspirational role on the awareness of the society to honor

and dignify serfs as human-beings.

Gradually, in the 19" century Russian nobility relaxed their grips and allowed serfs to

'Z Blum,“The Rise of Serfdom in Eastern Europe,” p. 809.
124 Mcmahon Flatt Joan, Powerful Political Women; Stirring Biographies of some of History’s Most Powerful
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work outside of their farming provided that they fulfill their obligations.'?® The restrictions on the
mobility of the serfs had negative impacts on the industrialization of the Tsarist Russia, because
it created shortage of labor supply. The 1861, emancipation decreed by Alexander II was in part
to flatten the potential of serf revolt and it doesn’t provide absolute freedom, but the procedure of
the emancipation demanded the serfs to buy their freedom with ‘redemption payments’. Thus,
gradually the landlords’ anarchic position gave way to the state.

In Poland, the serfs had long years of passive and active forms of resistance before
emancipation was achieved through decree. In their endeavor to get rid of the exploitation and
suffering, they used various forms of resistance. According to Kuligowski, serfs regularly used
passive resistance, which include: “coming late to work, using worse and constantly breaking
tools, slowness in performing the prescribed work, organized refusal to do serf work......”""
Individual and group level escape from farm villages was also another form of resistance.
Sporadic armed resistance was the most radical form of struggle during the 15™ and 16™
centuries, but the most serious move was known as “boiling” of the 18™ century that took place
throughout the state.'*®

In Ethiopia, traditionally land was the basic means of social, political and economic
security. However, land was in the hands of the few privileged elites, for example in 1974 around
65 per cent of the population was landless, living in the private lands of the elites mainly in the
peripheral areas by paying taxes. Thus, tolerating such burden was difficult and rebellion seemed
inevitable. Gebru Tareke examines the various peasant revolts in three different regions of the
country extending from early 1940s to 1970. These were; the 1943 Raya and ‘azebo revolts (first
Woyand) in Togray, the 1963-1970 revolts in Bale, and the 1968-1969 in Gojjam. These
rebellions were mainly instigated because of; “the reorganization of feudal power, attempts to
increase national revenues by abolishing rights and privileges of the traditional aristocracy,
attempts by the state to capitalize agriculture, and the ethnic chauvinism of highlanders in the
south.”'™ Edmond J. Keller; on the other hand enlighten the demonstrations organized by young

intellectuals and students, known as ‘student movement’ of 1965 conducted before the
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Nafziger, Russian Serfdom, cit. p. 13.

77 Waldemar, 4 History of Polish Serfdom, cit. p. 115.

128 Tbid.

12 Gebru Tareke, Ethiopia: Power and Protest; Peasant Revolts in the Twentieth Century. (African Studies Series,
number 71.) New York: Cambridge University Press. The American Historical Review, Volume 98, Issue 3, June
1993, p. 920-921.
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parliament, mainly against the legitimacy of feudalism and imperial absolutism.'*® Then after,
such demonstrations became common and towards the end of the decade pamphlets attacking
directly against the Emperor openly circulated by the students demanding fundamental social,
economic and political reforms.

The Emperor’s social and economic policies were benefiting the 'Amhara, Togray, and

Ambharanized-Oromos"!

at the cost of the tenants in the peripheral areas of the country; as a
result resentment was strong in the marginal regions.'* In early 1970s, as the Emperor’s policies
failed to answer the public demands, consequently the state mired with multiple challenges. The
Emperor’s pillars relevant for his survival began to fail. The demonstrations by students and
various urban classes of the society against the unsuccessful socioeconomic policies
supplemented by the catastrophic drought of 1973 and military mutiny put the centuries old
dynasty to an historic end. The rural peasants particularly of the south took part on a class basis
in changing the status quo of social order. In some parts of the country, poor tenants, peasants
and landless farmers took the allocation of the land in to their hands; destroy property and
symbols of the landed class."*

In the Northern Highlands of Eritrea, the Bet-’Asgidéd used to enjoy absolute privileges
through the ownership of the land and subjected the people for three centuries. However, for
several reasons, the Bet-’ Asgiidi position faded gradually starting from early 19" century, all the
way to the Italian colonial era and finally crumbled during the British Military Administration.
The Sumagli authority’s foundation was attacked and their position was dwindled under the
Italian colonial administration. As pointed out by Jordan Gebremedhin; the Italians substituted
the nobles of Bet-’'Asgiddd as a guarantor of protection and safety of the Togré. In early 1920s,
during Gasparini administration, tired of the injustices and exploitation of the Bet-’Asgida, the
Togrd community leaders approached the Italian colonial government to further limit the
authority of the masters and seek protection. However, the colonial government declined the
134

request, in response the Togrd decided not to pay the customary dues to their traditional chiefs.

Jordan Gebremedhin further argued that the Togrd attempted several unsuccessful localized

3% Edmond Keller, Ethiopia, cit. p. 541.

3! The term Amharanized-Oromo stands mainly for those of Shoan Oromo that culturally assimilated to the ruling
class "Amhara through privileges, expansion of the feudal and modern education system.

32 Edmond Keller, Ethiopia, p. 541.

13 Tbid., pp. 144-145.

B34 Jordan Gebremedhin, Nationalism, Peasant Politics, cit. pp. 48-57.
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revolts against the Bet-’Asgddd lords. During the late 1930s, the colonial system further
weakened the capabilities of the aristocratic nobles by introducing a salaried colonial office
instead of the office of the chiefs. Another factor which undermined the position of the Bet-
"Asgddd was the technological advancements introduced by the Italian colonial system; the
accessibility of veterinary services radically transformed animal husbandry in Eritrea.'** The two
classes benefited the veterinary advantages differently. The Togré used the opportunity more than
the Sumagli who were less prepared to increase their property and animal wealth.'*
Consequently, the wealth accumulation possibility of the Togrd increased tremendously and
inevitably the negotiation confidence in their denial to pay the customary dues.

The colonial system introduced cash economy and through waged labor created
alternative work opportunities for the serfs including; military conscription, urbanization, and
agricultural labor works in plantations in Eritrean and the Sudan free of the social relationships
with their overlords."””” The colonial administration increased security and allowed nomadic
wondering away from the traditional tribal pasture lands and this undermined the master’s
authority of control. Although not that much significant, Islam was also another factor to play a
role in weakening the position of the masters in two periods of time. The first was with the
coming of the ‘Ad-Siko from Arabia in the early 19" century. As a religious holy family they
won the hearts and minds of the Togrd under the Bet-’Asgidda. The unsatisfied Togré joined the

new family. Trevaskis described the situation as follows;

“Dissident serfs were attracted to Siko El Amin and his family both because
they respected him as a form of saint, and because they followed him as a
subject and not as serfs. This relationship has endured and such dues as the
ruling family has received are voluntary offerings and not obligatory
payments.”'*®

Attached to the post World War II political developments in Eritrea, for the second time in the
1940s Islam played as a mobilizing means for the Togrd. Especially with the organization of
Moslem League as a vanguard political party advocating for the emancipation of the Togri,

Islam played a great part and later utilized as a cause for Eritrean nationalism demanding for

5 Ibid., pp. 51-52.

136 Tbid.

7 David Pool, From Guerrillas to Government; The Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, East African Studies, Ohio
University Press, 2001, p. 45.

38 G.K.N. Trevaskis, The Tribes and Peoples of Northern Eritrea, cit. pp. 33-34.
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independence.”’ In the late 1940s, the Muslim League led by ’Ibrahim Sultan linked the serf
emancipation movement to nationalism, so Islam and Eritrean nationalism fused together as a
means and an end respectively leading to independence. Joseph Venosa argued that, the struggle
of the Togra for attaining their freedom in the early and mid 1940s served as the preliminary
major push toward decolonization. The colonially educated Togré spearheaded the challenges of
both the traditional aristocratic lords and the longstanding colonial system.'*” The weakened
lords on their part, in reaction to the serfs move and in their attempt to retain their lost privileges,
appealed to the feudal Ethiopian crown in alliance to extend their support for union.

The final termination of serfdom in the Western Lowlands and Northern Highlands of the
country came in to being because the caretaker British Military Administration was suffocated by
the strong and consistent demand of the Togrd for emancipation. Trevaskis indicated that during
the early days of the administration, the Northern Highland was hosting the struggle for the
dissolution of the old aged aristocratic system. He also affirmed that the order was in process of
collapse associated with the defeat of the previous Italian colonial establishment and the coming
of the British Administration. In 1946 the fierce emancipation movement spread throughout the
aristocratic areas of the Western Lowlands and Northern Highlands and was troublesome to the
British Administration, where ninety percent of the Togrd population were united in dismantling
the remaining aristocratic elites.'” While the British Administrators were in fear of
unmanageable chaos and inevitable anarchy, a lasting solution was proposed from Ibrahim
Sultan; a colonial Italian educated with serf origin and was leading the serf emancipation
movement. The proposal was the reorganization of new Togrd groups through the resurrecting
ancient Togré clans. These clans were involuntarily disintegrated and dispersed into the dominant
tribal umbrellas of the masters during the early days of the domination in the 16" and 17"
centuries."” Initially, though seemed impossible but found to be the lasting remedy and
emancipation brought tens of new Togra clans with newly elected chiefs.

The above description claimed the practices of the aristocratic system doomed not solely
with the establishment of centralized political systems that seeks to control and respect human
dignity, but also through an increased advancement of modern science and technology which

outdated the old aged mode of production instead introduced new methods of making which

139 David Pool, From Guerrillas to Government, cit. p. 24.

Joseph Venosa, Adapting to the new path, cit. p. 6.
1 Ibid., pp. 71-72.
2 Tbid., p. 72.
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demanded technical know how rather than human labor. In the Togri-Sumagli case, the new
ideas of colonial system transformed existing mode of production and the post WW II
developments which created an opportunity that increased awareness of the Togrd to conquer
their freedom and provided the alternative solutions of livelihoods. The role of the educated
elites from the serf background was the cornerstone of the emancipation and without whom the
liberation of the Togrd would have been bleak.

Considering all above characterizations, ‘if’ assumed a standard model of feudalism,
undoubtedly, I believe that the Bet-"Asgida aristocratic social relationship was exceptional and
incompatible in character. Therefore, in proving my argument, it is essential to look again on the
three thematic sub divisions I applied in my presentation above. On the origin part of the
aristocratic order, the Bet-'Asgiddd family’s aristocratic position has been explained as an
extension of the existing tradition in the region. However such superiority was achieved either
through persuasion or using force. Under this theory of continuity and change of aristocracy, for
thousands of years, in Eritrean in general and the Northern Highland area in particular, there is a
tradition that, waves of migration of communities was common. In such condition, most of the
time the new comers due to their material (military) and/or cultural superiority impose their
superior position on the existing communities. To demonstrate this claim, in ancient time there
were customs and traditions, racial and linguistic blend, folklore etc that are still active
throughout the country.

In explaining the coming of Bet-'Asgéddd into aristocratic position in the Sahal, it is
believed that, the family had a relatively material, cultural and organizational superior over the
existing indigenous communities. However, there are two diverging ideas on the procedure of the
application of the Bet-"Asgiddé superior advantages on the indigenous residents; peacefully or
forcefully. Assuming either of the mechanisms, at the moment the Bet-’Asgddd family
downcasted the indigenous people into servile subjects, they declared the ownership of the land,
to be utilized for pastoral way of life.'"* At this point, in comparison with other origins of
aristocratic practices, the Bet-’Asgiddd had neither concerted goals for imperial expansion and
fulfilling shortage of agricultural labor like in Russian nor commercial interests of the Polish

realities. Hence, it reflects dissimilar characteristics in its origin with other feudal realities.

43 According to Alberto Polera’s description, the provision of the masters from the Togrid was entirely animal
product and supplements their extra demands with durra and sorghum through barter trade from the coastal port
cities and trade routes along the Red Sea. However, depending on the geography and availability of rain parts of
Bet-’Asgida families used to practice agriculture in minimum capacity.
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Once the aristocratic order was established, the ruling class required some mechanisms to
consolidate the system. Generally in all experiences, the position of the two classes took a firm
hereditary form. The psychology of the subordinated class had to accept itself as hereditarily
inferior and servile position. In doing so, the Bet-"Asgidd family, declared the ownership of the
land, fragmented Togré clans and allocated them in to different families of the ruling class, this
was done in order to weaken their strength and further loose their blood ties so as to avoid future
concerted revolts. Following their split, the Togrd due to their organizational weaknesses and few
in number per kin, they felt insecure, thus they needed the protection from the ruling class in
return for servile duty. Keeping cultural purity too was implemented by the Bet-"Asgiddé family,
their retained Christianity and avoided matrimonial relationship with their subordinates who
adhere to Islam. These were some of the various mechanisms employed by the Bet-"Asgida.

Given the governmental positions on the aristocratic orders in Russia, Poland, and
Ethiopia, the consolidation of the aristocratic relationship was strengthened through various
methods. Government declaration was widely used in imperial Russia in consolidating the feudal
system. Under such numerous decrees the life of the serfs was made to be strongly bound to the
manors and their right of movement was restricted to that particular farming where their
residential houses were located. Mixed cultural and religious means was applied in Polish
feudalism, where the ruling class and the clergy identified themselves as superior race and
blessed to rule from heaven. On the other hand the serfs were told to believe that they were from
inferior race that destined to remain servants of their superiors. In this case intermarriage was
forbidden and both classes despite their cultural union; adhering Christianity, speak the same
language and originally from the same roots, but socially and economically remained distant
each other.

In the Ethiopian case, the ruling class belonged to the northern Orthodox Christians of
Semitic origin who speaks 'Amharic and Togriia, both evolved from Ge’ez. Therefore, they
belong to a common cultural background, but their newly conquered subjects were culturally
different; adhering either Islam or various traditional beliefs and spoke different languages that
belong to other language families. The means they use in consolidating their superior position
was similarly by declaring the imperial ownership of the land and through confiscating the land
of the free people, down cast them in to servile subjects and made them to remain tenants under

the new owners of the gult lands who spoke Semitic languages. Therefore, in all cases
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consolidation of once superiority was affirmed through the creation of seemingly immutable
boundaries separating the two classes apart.

The third theme, the downfall of the aristocratic order or emancipation of the subjects
was in most cases achieved through declarations, protests and revolts. The order proved itself
inappropriateness with the contemporary mode of production and social relationships. In most
cases feudal orders demolished through the struggle of the subjects spearheaded by intellectual
personnel of serf background supported and guided by sympathizing groups. The system was
found to be obsolete and cumbersome to the status quo, and its demise was inevitable. In the case
of Bet-"Asgiddi and other western lowland Togrd emancipation process, their given situation was
a unifying agent. All the Togrd determined to deny paying the customary tributes. The
circumstances convinced the then British Military Government in Eritrea, and agreed to approve
their freedom by capitulating the political, economic as well as social privileges and interests of
the Nabatab of Béni-'Amér and the Bet-’Asgiddé of the Northern Highlands ruling elites. The
end of Russian, Polish, and Ethiopian aristocratic social relationships was mainly through the
combination of revolts and declarations, especially in the Ethiopian case the change brought a

milestone in the social, economic and political orders of the society.
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CHAPTER TWO
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: GEOGRAPHY, HISTORY AND CULTURE

Introduction

This chapter is about the general condition of the Northern Highlands or the Sahal region before
the migration of the Bet-’Asgédda. It highlights; the physical geography and the various resultant
climatic and seasonal variations in relation to their influence on the socioeconomic and political
lives of the inhabitants. The region is believed to have been the habitat of an obscured and little
known ancient groups, commercial thoroughfare, an en route and destination of communities of
migration and invading forces of different social groups from all directions including across the
Red Sea. Therefore, this part of the thesis is reviewing the consecutive human experiences in the
region. Assessing the religious and social history of the ancient inhabitants is important. In this
chapter, the early days of the two main beliefs; Christianity and Islam in the region is explained.
Togrd, is the name of the language and identity of the inhabitants of the region. It is believed to
be evolved from the ancient go’oz language. Therefore, it is vital to review the assumed
historical accounts on the origin and development of the language together with its sister
languages. The Togré language and culture had absorbed a number of groups of people including
the Bet-’Asgddi that originally speaking different languages, adhering different religions and
distinct cultures. In order to have a better and clear picture of the subject matter of this research,
it is relevant to have a detailed scrutiny of the socioeconomic, cultural and political past of the
various communities inhabiting the Northern Highlands before the arrival of the Bet-’Asgida.
This part is the cornerstone of the chapter; it detailed the uneven genealogical origin of the Bet-
"Asgddd and their organizational structure and the other secluded clans and small mobile
nomadic groups, which were subjected by the Bet-’Asgada.

This chapter tried to dwell on, though might seem to have gone beyond the scope of the
main subject, however it is my conviction that, it is fundamental to glint the human experiences
in the region centuries before the institutionalization of the aristocratic system. I believe, the
incorporation of the various Togrd groups in Sahsl and their territories under the subordination of

the Bet-’Asgiddd was possible owing to their modest sociopolitical and organizational make ups
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and the vulnerable nature of the topography of the territory. Therefore the overall objective of
this chapter is by recreating the above mentioned elements and then to give a relative clear

picture of the Northern Highlands prior to the coming of Bet-’Asgida.

2.1 Geography and Climate of the 'Asgidi Territories
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Map. 1 :The political map of Eritrea showing the six administrative divisions.
Source, https://www.ezilon.com/maps/africa/eritrea-maps.html

The habitat of the Bet-’Asgidda family and their subjects is characterized by diverse topographic
features. The Northern Highland, which is the main home of the community, its terrain is an

extension of the central plateau. From the south, the highland’s east-west width is wider in
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southern Eritrean highland and gradually narrows towards the north and it terminates in Sahol
along the Sudanese frontier. During the British Military Administration, the area inhabited by the
Bet-’Asgddé area was under the administration of Kéarédn Division, and was divided in to two
administrative subdivisions or districts; the Naqfa (9 ‘5’4) district in the north and Kérdn district
in the south. In this way, it better described the geographic distribution of the Bet-"Asgiddd and
the topographic characteristics and the resulting economic differences. The former district
comprises the mountainous northern plateau and the Red Sea coastal plains. And the Kirin
district is the southern part of the division. It comprises a low plateau where the mountainous
terrain slops down towards the west. The altitudinal differences in both districts affected the
climate and mode of production of the inhabitants. While in the mountainous Naqfa district
inhabitants perform nomadic way of life, the relatively plain Kérdn district lead a mixed
economy, largely sedentary economy supplemented by livestock production.

The three clans of the Bet-’Asgéidi; the Habab, ‘Ad-Tékles and ‘Ad-Tamaryam occupied
three respectively recognized autonomous territories.'** Therefore it is essential to describe the
three respective geographic areas which have variations in climate and greatly affect the way of
living of the inhabitants. The Habab community occupies the Naqfa hills, Rora Habab (C<&
AN-), Naro (9C) plain and *Agrae (A°1¢-0) up to Qarura ($P4<&) in the north and the eastern
coastal plains to the Red Sea.'* Thus, they occupy areas that are the most coldest in the highland
and hottest along the coastal plains. The territory, especially the plateau gain relatively good
rainfall, therefore grows sufficient pasture which made it favorable for livestock production, thus
for centuries the Habab community and their subjects’ economy was dependent on nomadic way
of life."* The clan was moving to and from the highland to the coastal plain according to the
raining seasons. The region has fertile land and is good for farming especially beginning from
the Italian colonial period, agriculture become part of the economy of the society similar to their

kinsfolk, the ‘Ad-Takles of the ‘Ansidba valley in the south.

144 The Italian Colonial Government’s decree of 29 June 1898, n. 444 administratively divided the colony in to
provinces (commissariati) and districts (residenze). The decree of 30 April 1901, n. 22 that put the tribes of the
Sahol dependent on the Regional Provincial Headquarters (Commissariato Regionale) of Massawa were assigned to
the Administration of a special governative emissary (special inviato governativo). The Residenza of Sahol was
made to comprised with jurisdiction over the area of the same name and the clans of ‘Ad-Tamaryam, ‘Ad Sawra
(%8 ’@-¢-), ‘Ad-Mu’alim (98 a™>A 92) Ad-Siko, Habab, ‘Ad Hasri (%8 /N2) of the Tabh (+1h) and
Rasayda (£-N28). The decree was materialized since October 1902. Therefore, based on the new administrative
structure, while the Habab and ‘Ad-Tamaryam were set up under the Sahol Residenze, but the ‘Ad-Tékles due to
their geographic proximity were entrusted to the Kéarén.

5 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 194-195.

1% Nadel, Races and Tribes, cit. p.13.
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The ‘Ado Tdmaryam clan together with their Togrd subjects occupied the Lébka (A1N)
Valley, near ‘Afs‘abit (A&%N%). Their territory is bounded with the Habab in the north, the
‘Ansiba including ‘Ad-Tikles, Bilen, and Bet Guko in the west. They also meet with the Bet
‘Abrihi (NF ANZU) in the south and in the east with Misohalit (A®A-AAF) and the Red Sea.'"’
Geographically it is low lying plateau with warmer climate suitable for animal raring and
farming in the river banks. The other advantage of the clan was control of the trade route from
Massawa passing through the Lébka valley to the Barka (NCh) and then to Kiséla (NAA), in the
eastern Sudan.'*® However, the clan was leading a nomadic way of life traveling from their Dagd
in the Labka valley to the coastal plains. The proximity of their habitat to the coastal plains gave
the clan an advantage to enjoy the two raining seasons. Some Togri clans under their subjection
used to practice farming, but their possession was not much productive for the fertile land was
owned by ‘Ad-Tdmaryam lords, therefore the Togré cultivate in the barren land. However, like
other Bet-’Asgédi, the ‘Ad-Tédmaryam begun to practice farming later, during the Italian colonial
period.'¥

The third groups are the ‘Ad-Tékles, living in the southern most of their "Asgéidi
brothers. In the district following the Maroya Salam (99CP AA9™), the ‘Ad-Tékles are the biggest
community in the Kérdn district. They are the only Bet-’Asgddid clan administratively and
geographically in the district of Kérén and are relatively the most peaceful than the other Bet-
*Asgidi except the sporadic dispute with the Marya (99C.P) and Bet Tawqé Bilen (Nt @), '
Their territories are relatively large on the right bank of the ‘Anséba River bordering with Bet
Tawqa in the southwest up to Kérdn, the western slopes of the habab or Naqfa hills in the north
and northeast and the Gérgir (7C1C) valley."' The ‘Ad-Tikles, reside in areas including; Tahra
(MU&), Sa‘ada (R048), Habdro Sédlim (YNC AA9P), Habédro Sa‘ada (YNC R04), the mountain
chain of So’anab (NATN) and Gébgib (717N) up to Fontog (&%F°7) on the ‘Anséba River side,
which made them the southernmost from their kin brothers. The ‘Ad-Tdkles holds an area
relatively plain and suitable both for animal raring which used to be part of their main economy.

Farming was largely introduced as a new way of living in support of their considerable livestock

7 EPLF Public Administration Research Section, Tagrd of wadi-labka (P8.-ANN +91¢), Sahal, Code 186, Call
No. 93/0017, Shelf A, Column 03, File 34, 1983, pp. 25-26.

8 Ibid., p. 25.

4 Ibid., p.149.

130 British Military Administration (Eritrea), Ethnographical: Population, Races and Tribes of Keren. Box 93, File
no. 215/KE, Acc. No. 11134, pp. 28-29.

"1 G.K.K Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, Nd, p 159.
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raring to make them the most settled and permanently established clan than their kins.'>? They
begun extensive farming some time before the coming of Italians in Habdro Sdlim and later
expanded to Habiro Sa‘oda during the colonial period."” But, as the production tools were
backward the produce was less, thus the clan was dependent on livestock raring. Farming
developed later after the fair distribution of land was secured especially along the river banks and
relatively modern means of production were introduced. At this time, they are leading almost
sedentary life."* In all the Three Miflds'> (9P&AN) territories, land was a clannish ownership
under the Bet-"Asgédi, and the Togrd under their respective control were obliged to pay dues and
provide services in both nomadic as well as farming sectors for their use of the land.

With regard to the territorial boundaries and economies, during the Italian period the
livelihood of the Kérdn areas including the ‘Ad-Tékles became agriculture and through the
acquisition and long occupation of the lands, clan territories were well defined.'*® The Nagfa
district is still leading a pastoral way of life as a result the clan boundaries was not fixed so it had
a fluid character but there existed no land disputes thanks to the generally accepted inter-clan
boundaries. Therefore, owing to the economic characteristics of the districts, the Italian
administration declared the clan territories of Naqfa to be demniale in 1926. This declaration of
government ownership of the land assumed no clan territories in the area."”’” Below is the

presentation of clear clan territorial boundaries in a map prepared by the Italians.

132 British Military Administration (Eritrea), Ethnographical: Population, Races and Tribes of Keren. pp. 28-29.
33 EPLF Public Administration Research Section, Economic Livelihood of the People of Sahel (¢mMN® a®1NNC
UHN AAhd), Sahal, 1983, p. 4

3% Nadel, Races and Tribes, p. 19.

155 The three divisions of Bet-’Asgidi are also known as “Three mifalids”. Mifalds was the son of Abib and
considered as the father of the three 'Asgédé clans. Actually, he was brother of Tdmaryam and father of Hobtes
(habab) and Tékles.

1% G.K.K Trevaskis, A Letter to Chief Secretary O.E.T.A. Asmara, 11 Sept. 1942, File no. 66/D.

7 Tbid.
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Map 3: Detailed Geographic description of the Aristocratic areas. Source: Native Administration Political
Organization Keren, Box/204, Fine No. 255/KE, Vol. I, RDC, Asmara.

Geographically, the central part of the mountainous plateau of the Northern Highland has

an elevation ranging from 2000 to 2700 meters above sea level and holds fertile plains and table

lands like the Rora Habab. There, the climate resembles that of the central plateau and is suitable
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for cereal grains and livestock raring. The plateau is also traversed by low valleys and massifs
with dry and hot weather receiving relatively low amount of rainfall, and the vegetation is mainly
of acacia varieties but the environment is suitable for goats, sheep and camel production. The
western side of the Northern Highlands immediately descended some 1400 up to 1800 meters to
the low lying arid and semi desert plains extending into the northeastern Sudan. These expanses
are crossed by many seasonal tributary rivers of the Barka lowland and then join to ‘Ansédba
River which supported the life in the plains by carrying fertile silt to the extensive Tokar cotton
plantation of the Sudan.'®

On the eastern side of the plateau, the mountain descends sharply to the narrow coastal
plains of the western coast of the Red Sea. By far it is the most important region for the seasonal
migration. There, the climate is extremely hot and humid dry in summer, wet, cold and foggy
during winter. Like the western side of the highland, eastern escarpment leading to coastal plain
is traversed by multiple of rivers including; Filkit (£.ANT), Libka (ANN), Laba (AN), Moga‘s
(9°30), ’Azhara (hHY¢), *Aflag (A&AT) and ‘Amdéig (%9°L°7) rivers flowing to the Red Sea.
These rivers provide seasonal water for animals and in the later century, with the introduction of
flood diversion irrigation, the rivers played a pivotal role in transforming the nomadic
community to practice farming. For centuries, the rivers also served as routes for the east-west
commercial activities.

On the eastern coastal plains, the rivers that are utilized by the people for irrigation are;
Moga ‘o River, departed from around Nagfa flow via Kubkub (n-11+1) waters the Nagilo Dadog
(174 ££°1), ‘omran (09°¢7) and Gulbub (FAM) agricultural areas then entered the Red Sea.
'Azhara River departs from *Amikikdt (A@°NNT) Mountains, west of ‘Afo‘abit pass via
"Azhara flow to *Awiga’s (%M J0) agricultural plains joined with Labka River at Woldt Sokur
(PAT NMC) then enter the Red Sea. *Aflag and ‘Amdig Rivers departed from Yimho (PPU)
Mountain, then water the irrigational agriculture in the Gadom Halib (I7£9® AA.N) then join
Lébka River and enter the Red Sea. Libka River, departed from Ménsa ‘s (92N0), Gidbgibo and
‘Afo‘abit joined by different minor tributary rivers flow and water the Qofnilah (P&7AM),
Gadom Gimahero (J£9® 2UC) and "Abarara (ANZ-¢~) agricultural areas, it also waters the
farming area known as Qoba‘a ($N0) before it enter the Red Sea. These rivers brought fertile

and silt soil to the agricultural areas in the plain.” In this case the Habab and their Togra and the

8 G. K. K. Trevaskis, Eritrea: A colony in transition, cit. pp. 1-3.
%% EPLF, Tagrd of Wadi-Labka (PR.-ANN F°1Z), cit. p. 3.
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‘Ad-Tdmaryam with their subjects were beneficiaries of the Highland and the coastal plains with
their seasonal variations. These days, the majority of the agro-pastoralists continue their seasonal
movements from and to the coastal lowlands and the highlands of Sahel, but there are some clans
permanently resided in the coastal plains. Throughout the region, similar to the topographic
variations, rainfall differs in time and intensity. Generally the region has two raining seasons.
The raining season in the coastal plains is from October to March and the community called it
*Awlet (h@ATF). It is characterized by fog and spray of rain. In the areas with medium altitude,
the main rain season is the same as the coastal plain but it enjoys average amount of shower
during the summer of the highland from mid May to mid September. During the rainy season of
the coastal lowland and medium altitude areas, the hot weather get cooler and grain and pasture
grows which turn out to be suitable for human and animals. Therefore, the coastal plains
benefited from both raining seasons. The coastal summer in the form of rain and the highland
rain in the form of flood in watering their irrigation, thus they produce twice a year.

Throughout the four seasons, a variety of winds blow in the region which resulted in

diverse climatic conditions. These are; winter winds/Lhata (tv3-),'”

of the hot and dry season.
During day time, hot wind or Kébot (NN%) blows from east or the sea side then to the west.'"
This wind carries dust, and is simoom, desert storm. During night time the $imal (A994\) north
wind blow from the Sea to the plains and slowly cooled down the temperature. Winds blowing
during summer of the highland have different names in different parts of the plain. These are
'Ayri’at (%2ZAT) and Kamsin (NPAY). During the rainy season in the highland, and the winds
known as ‘Ayrd at blow from west to east and brought cold from the plateau. Simultaneously
Kamsin also blows in this season. It blows from north to the south with strong whirlwind and
dust. The latter wind damages houses and causes harm on human and animal lives. This time is
raining season of the highland and the rivers’ flood from the plateau diverted to the irrigation and
brought cold to the surrounding.

A wind blowing during autumn or Qaym (££9") is locally known as Maéntélos
(1M AN). It blows from the sea side to the escarpment or from east to west. The wind is wet
and ventilates the plain with the moisture it brought from the sea. When the cold wind reach in
the highland, it gets dry and indicates the harvest season. Later, another cold wind coming from

the sea is known as Mdgdyro (T°PL(°) which mostly cause flu. During the raining season of the

10 The winter winds//ahata blows from mid March to mid June, a dry winter season.
81 EPLF, Tagrd of Wadi-Labka (P&-ANN +12), cit. p. 5.
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coastal plains two winds blows mainly from the east and north. These are; "Azeb (AH), a wet
wind blowing from the sea side to the plains, and Hababay (+~NNL) or Bahray (Ncheé-2) is cold
wind blowing from the north to south. The latter causes nausea and increases ailment in the
residents of the coastal area. During this season, both the coastal plain and the highland become
cloudy, foggy and cold with spray of rain.'®?

The varieties of geographic terrains in the region resulted in diverse climate, as well as
flora and fauna. The vegetation in the three altitudinal positions are including shrubs big trees
which are important in the daily life of the community as fodder for their animals, in
construction of hut or houses, making home utensils, making instruments of production used in
diverting flood to irrigation, food making, traditional medicine, selling as a fire wood to towns
that became as a source of cash and their fruits for human food etc. The diversity of climate also
allowed the wild animals to prevail. Decades back the wild animals in the area were including;
the fierce boar, the gazelles and buck, the wild horses, the guinea fowl and francolin, that once
were in abundance.'® However their survival was in competition with the human and domestic
animals thus became victims of hunting as a result their existence greatly diminished. The above
geographic and climatic variations are suitable for animal production and the inhabitants with a
nomadic way of life wondering according to the rain seasons of the highland and the coastal
lowlands. Consequently, the economy of the aristocratic system of Bet-’Asgddd became a
nomadic pastoralism where the lords extract live animals and dairy products. However,
according to Alberto Pollera, this pattern of life might not have been the sole way of life of the
ancient inhabitants of the area. The still visible ruins of buildings and the terracing on the hills
and slops around Rora and Naqfa plateau are foot marks of the previous farming settlements.'**
On the other hand Longrigg suggested that the ancient terraces and wells are indications of
abandoned agricultural economy due to climatic changes. According to his hypothesis centuries
back rainfall must have been plenty and farming was possible, however in the later times, due to
deforestation and other factors the amount of rainfall declined to support good harvest as a result

the community give up farming.'®In this case the climatic circumstances had fundamentally

192 Tbid, pp. 5-7.

183 E. Treves, Editore, Biblioteca di viaggi nel Mar Rosso e tra I Bogos, (Milan, 1872). In Antony d’Avray, Lords of
the Red Sea; The History of a Red Sea Society from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Centuries, Harrassowitz Verlag-
Wiesbaden, 1996, p. 9. Anthony d’Avray witnessed the existence of much of these wild-lives in person in 1942-46.

184 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 191-192.

5 Longrigg, A Short History of Eritrea, cit. p.27.
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affected the mode of production of the inhabitants; from farming or probably mixed economy

into nomadism.

2.2 People and History

It is difficult to precisely identify the first inhabitants of the Northern Highlands. As a matter of
fact, throughout history, the region has accommodated different groups of people with different
origin, background, economy and culture. In reconstructing the identity and history of these
earliest inhabitants, it is essential to revisit the available local and colonial written materials and
oral history of the inhabitants. The written sources are mainly colonial documents, or produced
by foreigners and with some locally produced written materials. The former, especially those of
written by the Italian colonial agents are the most available, however their methodology and aim
is not purely historical research. For the purpose was administrative in nature, they are just
scanning the overall ethnographic survey of the existing groups without profound depth of their
past experiences. The materials are good attempts but more of linguistic based in classifying the
communities, thus lack strength in critically looking in to the remote history and culture of these
peoples prior to their current form. The colonial materials on the other hand are good
contributions for they are relatively the earliest written sources. The local vernaculars were not in
a position to record the local history as the literate people were religious and the Go’oz script was
solely for spiritual purposes and the secular world was not a much concern. Thus, for generations
history and legend of these groups was in oral form. Therefore, the colonial materials are
undeniably command a pivotal position, as a result in this part of thesis they hold the lion’s
share.

The remote past history of the region involved the migration of diverse communities held
the most important but yet unstudied past. My endeavor to reconstruct the ancient part of the
history below is from the available sources and obviously only basic, thus needs an
archaeological and other scientific examination. The colonial materials are more of linguistic and
ethnographic in content and presented in a holistic approach. They are shallow and inexpressive
of details of individual group’s history. The authors express their racial and judgmental attitudes
and owing to their main informant sources more probably were from the aristocratic class,
therefore biased in nature. Every group of communities has its own tradition and oral history of

origin, and such sources failed to examine it in detail. Many of the local published and
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unpublished materials are of good attempts, they are mainly produced by local writers from the
oral history relayed from generation to generation, but not without shortcomings as the
informants are self censored and prone to be subjective. Therefore, reading this part needs to
keep the shortcomings in mind and look in proportional prism. However, this part of the thesis
gives a relative depth of foundation for the subsequent body of the study.

The available materials and traditions are main pillars in solving the difficulties of
identifying or hypothesizing the earliest inhabitants of the Northern Highlands. However, despite
lack of certainty, there are some mentions and suggestions about the ancient dwellers, deciphered
from the engravings and artifacts, interpreted from the documents of ancient writers and travelers
in the region. Hence, in an attempt to discern those ancient inhabitants, it is essential to talk and
hypothesize about unknown people who perished without a verifiable links to the current peoples
of the region. Based on documents of Ptolemies of the Helenic Egypt, Conti Rossini mentioned
the Soboridi group probably contemporaries of *Aga’azyan (A°TAH L)' of the southern Arabia,
who conquered the Smizana (RAPHE) and southern Akili Guzay (ANA +HL) since third
century BC were those who used to live in the central course of ‘Anosédba river as far as the
adjacent coastal plains of Sahol.'®” They might have been the ancestors of the Sabur (AMC)
whom tradition of the region considered them as one of ancient inhabitants of the Sahal area. In
the northern part, Pliny mentioned a people known as the Asachae or Hasac occupying areas
extending from Rora up to Tokar, and they were a community with the same mobile patterns as
the contemporary Bet-’ Asgida.'®®

Oral tradition in the Sahal also offers two obscured and fuzzy groups of people known as
Tiwge (t®%) and 'Awqe (A0-%) to be the ancient inhabitants of Sahol.'” However, there is no
reliable evidence or information proving their existence. The Sahal people believed that the
unidentified burial grounds in different parts of Rora Habab are believed to be of these
communities.'”” Nevertheless, there is no any known genealogical, cultural or material legacy.
The names resemble to the founding fathers of the Bilen, but they must have been not the same

people because they are not related in time and there are no legends, acknowledged blood

1% The term ’Aga’azyan implies to the people believed to have Go’az origin and spoke the language.

87 Conti Rossini, Storia d’Etiopia, Milano, 1928, translated by Lynn A. Yuill, 2001, p. 140.

168 Tbid.

%9 EPLF Public Administration Research Section, The Origin of Sahal People, (TN&A UHN, Arhd), Sahal, 1983, p.
23.

170 Tbid.
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relation or claim from both sides. The Northern Highlands as any of the rest of the country has
experienced a series waves of migration of peoples, where an existing clans subdued by a newly
coming clans and another conquering clans did the same cycle of conquest and subjugation of
the ruling ones.

To begin with, it is believed that the ancestors of present day Nara (94) and Kunama
(r999) people who departed from the bushes of the southeastern Sudan then push to the Gas-
Sitit lowlands and later occupied the Barka Lowlands and then to Northern Highlands.'”
Through the place names and oral history in the Sahal community both groups are still actively
remembered. The ancestral communities of Nara and Kunama are believed to be the earliest
settlers in the Wadi-Labka area up to Mahya’s (“3UPA), an ancient name for ‘Af‘abét, and
extending up to around Nagfa.'”” Although there is no credible explanation for when and why
they abandoned the region, but farming terraces signifying their agricultural economy are still
identified by the current inhabitants in Baqos (N&N), Kérar (N4-C) and Yamho which are known
as Dirét Barya (84F NCP) farming fields of Barya or Nara people.'” According to the oral
history of the communities, all the current settlers admitted to have come after the Nara and
Kunama left the area. The Bet-’ Asgdda reiterated that the ‘Ad Dabray (%2 £114-2), their cousins
to have arrived while the Nara and Kunama still inhabiting in Sahsl, especially in the Léabka
area.'” Thus, it seemed that, the two groups of people are by far the most probable and highly

supported to be considered as the earliest inhabitants of the country.

Later on migrant groups, a nomadic people from their home in the northern Sudan and
southeastern Egypt conquered the Barka Lowlands and the Northern Highlands.'” These Hamitic

people were better armed nomadic group that succeeded in subjecting the indigenous

1 The oral history of the Bet-’Asgédé claims that during the first arrival of the family, the Barya and Baza people,
or the present day Nara and Kunama were still living in the Sahsl as farming communities in areas including; Rora
Habab, Naqfa, ‘Afo‘abit, Labka etc.

Y2 In the EPLF, Togrd of wadi-laboka (PA.-ANN t14), page 78. It is stated that, it is believed that Baria, Bazen
and Fuj people to be the ancient settlers in Baqos, Mahyae, and in ‘Anséba River area. Still there are legacies in
place called Kurba Baria meaning, Mount Baria in ‘Anséba. As additional proof for the Sahal particularly the
‘Af‘abdt and Labka area for being inhabited by the Barya, the oral tradition tells that a caravan from labaka carrying
salt went to the Baria land to barter the salt with grain and became guests to an old Baria woman. She wondered for
they brought salt asked them where they came from and if their land was not growing cereal, they told her that they
came from ‘Af‘abét, and she told them Mahya'o/ ‘Af'abdt was the most suitable and fertile for growing cereal,
which signifies that the Baria used to live there as a result had good knowledge of the region.

'3 EPLF, Togrd of wadi-labka (P&.-ANN +°12), cit. p. 26.

" Ibid., p. 27.

"> These groups of people are described in various sources as Hamitic peoples, but I prefer to call the migrant
groups from the north.
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communities wherever they settled, and adopted many languages and culture. Then thanks to
their overwhelming conquest, the territories of present day Eritrea and Ethiopia became a
Hamitic realm.'” They subdued or ejected the Nara and Kunama dwellers to their original home
in the southwest, Ga3o area.'” The new comers spread along the dry coastal desert lowlands
down to the south following the Red Sea sandy coastal areas to form the Somali lands, Afar, and
other groups of peoples in Ethiopia.'” Thus the migrant people from the north conquered the
western lowlands of Barka, central and northern highlands as far as northern and eastern
Ethiopia. The third wave of migration was the coming of the Sabaeans. They left their country
and crossed the Red Sea either for seeking better opportunities or fleeing from persecution at
home. Their resettlement started in the middle of first millennium before our era. These Sabaean
stocks spent not much time in the arid coastal areas, ascend and settled on the hospitable
highlands of southern Eritrea and northern Ethiopia.'” Conti Rossini argued that, although the
Sabeans during their early days in the highland met the ancestors of Nara and Kunama, but they
built strong and lasting relationship with the Kushitic speaking peoples of "Agiwo (A70-) and
left deep and lasting cultural and political impacts them.'™ They found the plateau an ambient
climate and relatively fertile soil which was similar to their homeland in present day Yemeni
highlands. It seemed that the Sabaeans'' encountered and intermingle with the people of the
Kushitic speakers who already occupied the plateau to produce the hybrid'®* stock that are
responsible for the formation of the Aksumite kingdom.

It is commonly believed that during the encounter, the Sabaeans had superior qualities on
agricultural techniques, political organization and better commercial experiences, while the

aboriginal communities were most likely in primordial stage of material culture, and inhabited in

¢ Longrigg, A Short history of Eritrea, cit. p. 10.

7 The Nilotic stock mainly the Barya and Baza people, as explained in the previous paragraph and as we shall see
in the following chapter, in the Bet-’ Asgida oral history and some physical traces including farming terraces
witnessed the existence of these peoples in the Sahol area up until around the seventeenth century. Therefore, it
seemed that they were most likely subjected but not ejected by the newly arriving Kushitic groups, but probably
driven out with the coming of Bet-’ Asgidé family.

% G. K. K. Trevaskis, Eritrea: A colony in transition, pp. 3-6.

' Longrigg, A Short History of Eritrea, p. 11.

8 Conti Rossini, La Langue des Kemant en Abyssinie (1912), p. 39. Cohen, Etudes, P. 44. In, Taddesse Tamrat,
Church and State in Ethiopia, 1270-1527, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972, p. 8.

81 The Sabaean was the general name of the different tribes coming from the Southern Arabia, present day Yemen
and the different communities were including the tribes of Ago’azyan, Habisa (-+hNA), Haddrmi (A2, Siharten
(AAC+Y) ete.

82 The hybrid stock later took the name of Habi$a and adopts the spoken and written Go’oz language which became
the mark of the Aksumite kingdom. The Habaésa has evolved to Abyssinia, and currently it is used to represent the
Semitic peoples in Ethiopia and Eritrea.
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a small secluded clans with no polity. The Sabaeans also imported new animals; brought the
camel, the horse, and the sheep. The other imports were; new plants and cultivating techniques,
new fighting tools, and new style of house building, they also introduced governance not a
simple like that of the indigenous herdsmen but an administrative order with a complex and
organized political system.'™ Owing to the nomadic mode of life which allows living in small
groups led the indigenous for a weaker organizational and defensive position, thus it seemed that
the Sabaean immigrants had the opportunity to easily impose their superior position on the
inhabitants to make them subjects, and steady semitization in effect.'®* The new comers too most
likely were organized in small communities but with their own political units, which gradually
progressed into a collective unitary state system.'® Given these enhanced traits borrowed from
the Sabaeans, the new half-cast communities founded the Aksumite civilization around the first
century AD, with characteristically overwhelmed by Semitic culture.

The successive arrival of various South Arabian clans further empowered the Semitic
traits of the kingdom. Especially the international commercial experience of the South Arabians
allowed the Aksumite kingdom to develop a commercial and cultural links with Egyptians,
Persians, Romans and the Greeks via port "Adulis. At some stages, as an expression of greater
Hellenic influence, it is believed that the Greek language was used as the /ingua franca in the
kingdom. Therefore, it seems that with the coming of subsequent Semitic peoples of superior
material culture from across the Sea overwhelmed the center and swept away the influence of the
Kushitic culture to remain on the periphery. Consequently, while the Aksumite way of life tilted
to the culturally and technically advanced Sabaeans’, the Hamites under the influence of the
strong state compelled to be semitized and adopt the simplified, the Go’oz language.'™

Alberto Pollera also argued that the Goa’oz people, initially as transhumance and latter as
settlers conquered the areas along the Barka and the “Ansédba valleys and the northern highlands
which led for the fusion of Beja and Ga’oz cultures, in which he hinted such synthesis to became
the basis for the birth of the Togré culture.'” Taddesse Tamrat in support of Pollera’s statement
argued that, the Sabeanized inhabitants of northern Ethiopia and Eritrea territorially further

expanded to the interior for various reasons including; hunting, commerce and deliberate

183

Longrigg, A Short History of Eritrea, cit. p. 11.

Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 5-6.
Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia, cit. p. 8.

G. K. K. Trevaskis, Eritrea: A colony in transition, cit. pp. 3-6.
Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp.11-12.
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endeavors of territorial expansion, consequently produced political and socio-cultural
extensions.”®  Hence, there is no doubt that the Kushitic culture with nomadic mode of life
remained active in the peripheral areas, beyond the reaches of the Aksumites’ Semitic influence.
Based on this assumption, until the mid first millennium AD, it seemed to me that the Northern
Highland was still a periphery, thus culturally Kushitic with considerable Semitic influence.
Therefore, we can assume the identity of the mysterious; the Soboridi and Asachae or Hasac
peoples, presented by Conti Rossini and Pliny respectively from ancient Helenic documents
could be defined as branches of the Kushitic clans. Suppose this as a given fact, undeniably the
Kushitic stocks must have had ancestral input up on the ancient clans still living among the
various communities of the Northern Highlands though now might be difficult to identify
because of the continuous migration and intermingling of families with different cultural, racial
and geographic backgrounds. The examination of Kushitic influence would test the new claims
of Arabic identity by the clans in the region. Hence, in order to grasp a relative truth of the issue
it invites further scientific studies.

The zenith of Aksumite civilization was during the middle of first millennium, extending
from the fourth to the sixth century AD. During which, the kingdom extended far and wide; to
the west it subdued and destroyed the kingdom of Meroe, to the east the Aksumite army crossed
the Red Sea and subjugated the southern Arabia chiefly for religious interests.'® Therefore, there
is high probability that the Aksumite influence to have reached the Northern Highlands. As a
matter of fact the survived remnants of urban mounds, columns of stones, baths and ruins of
temples are mostly concentrated in the southern highlands of Eritrea and northern parts of
Ethiopia, however as we shall see below some material remains that have physical similarities to
that of Aksum are available in the Northern Highlands. Therefore, if the discovered material
cultures of the civilization are concentrated but not limited in the southern highlands of Eritrea, it
is possible to argue that the Northern Highlands were extension but peripheral to the kingdom.
Taking the point in to consideration, still we can assume the Kushitic peoples of the region,
despite the geographic distance and landscape of the plateau though to a lesser extent, probably
were affected on cultural and political interference until the coming of the new waves of Beja
invaders from the north. The new comers occupied the plateau and disconnect it from the state

and had an input in the decline of the Aksumite kingdom.

188 Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia, cit. p. 8.
% G. K. K. Trevaskis, Eritrea: A colony in transition, cit. p. 5.
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Based on Cosma’ writings and his observation, Rossini had disclosed his findings of
similarity on the material structures of the Aksumite urban areas and some areas in the northern
highlands. These were the thrones, while in Aksum and Adulis (A8-A.N), the thrones were fine
and decorated, those of at Dogdog (£°1£97) in Nagfa plateau of Northern Highlands were a
“cruder, unsophisticated or provincial type of the thrones,” made of two unpolished stones. The
horizontal is elevated so that one could comfortably sit in contemporary fashion and the vertical
one supported the back.' Probably, they were used in assembly and the seat in the middle was
undoubtedly for the chief. Other similar structures were found in *Agrae, in the Lower Lédbka and
Galab (7AN) areas.

In the same way, another expression of the sculptural talent of the ancient inhabitants of
the region is the two stele in Rora Laba, crowned by a crouching lion holding a cow between its
paws."! The rock figurines depicting animals and daily activities of shepherds and warriors are
spreading from northeastern Ethiopia to the northern frontiers of Eritrea. Such representations
are also found mainly in Hagér ‘Abay (Y7C %N2), in the Northern Highlands."* These physical
legacies witnessed the level of cultural advancement of the communities inhabiting the region.
However, despite the structural similarity we might not be certain that all represented Aksumite
culture, and we have to give some space for independent polities and to prove this need further
investigation. In support of the above assumption, Alberto Pollera supposed the remnants of the
terracing and ruins of construction sites in the Rora plateau of Sahol and south wards in Marya,
‘Ansdba Valley and Bogos areas to be not only traces of agricultural communities but to have
relics of physical structures share technical skills that seems to have similarities with that of
civilizations equivalent to commercial centers of "Adulis and other urban areas of Qohayto
($+2%) and Tikonda‘s (+1780) in the southern plateau. He further implied that, though not
studied yet, the Rora of Sahol might have been inlets used by the Ptolemies and Alexandrine
Egypt in their attempt to enjoy the commercial sources and hunting grounds in the peripheral and
interior zones of the empire including to the capital Aksum. He argued that the natural landscape
of the Rora had advantages; the plateau was used by the Alexandrians as a thoroughfare for it

provided a safe passage and healthy air for long travel as the cold weather and the height of the

%0 Rossini, Storia d'Etiopia, cit. pp. 326-327.
1 Ibid., p. 328.
9 Ibid., p. 330.
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terrain helped them to control the adjacent areas easily as far as the goldmines'” in the lower
valleys of Barka and ‘Anséba Rivers."* Alberto Pollera further advanced his theory of the
significance of the Rora region of Sahal as the main commercial road. Referring to Al-Yaqubi’s
document of 891- 892 A.D., Pollera argued that the Rora region that inhabited by the Zanafija'®’
people of Beja stock was a vivid settlement.

In comparison with the climatically hot, unsafe and unhealthy routes along the western
Barka Lowlands, the terrain of Rora was the most convenient path connecting Aksum.'*
Taddesse Tamrat additionally reinforced the notion for the Rora being the commercial route
during the Zagwe Dynasty too. He stated that the route departed from Lalibdla (AA.NA), the
capital of the dynasty; northwards it passes through Lasta (ANJ), Tdmben (+9°N7%) and
Giéra‘alta (1C%4 ) then to the region of Aksum. From there across Mérdb to Sdrayd, then to
Hamasen, Bogos, Marya then it passes through the district of Bagla ('ﬁ’f\) before it joined with
the Suakin-Nile caravan line."’ The Baglin, as the capital of the Zanafija might have been the
stopover of the long journey and the kingdom that said to have controlled the whole Sahol and
parts of Barka areas secured the safety of the travelers in exchange for the taxes collected.

Other residential ruins, wells and stone works similar to that of Egypt are found south of
Bagla area on the way leading to Aksum including in Habab, Marya, Ménsa‘s and in various
districts of the Eritrean plateau.'”® These artifacts bear witness either to the once residents of the
area or any people who were passing through and familiar with stone and brick works. Pollera
hypothesized the end of the Zanafija kingdom centered in Bagla to have been associated with the
decline of the Greco-Roman cities. Once these civilizations ceased sending their commercial
missions to the region, the dependent nature of the Baqla economy was not in a position to revive
autonomously and add insult to injury; the decline of Aksum in the interior put the final stone
ending its existence."” Considering the above historical assumption, no doubt during the

Aksumite period, the Northern Highlands was a periphery, with no direct control from the state,

193 Alberto Pollera supposed that gold was mined in the lower valleys of Barka and ‘Ansiba Rivers. The current
gold mining activities in BiSa, Zara and other traditional mining in the GaSe Barka region closer to both rivers
supported his argument.

9% Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 30 - 35

19 According to Alberto Pollera, the Zanafija people were believed to have been part of the Beja family, controlled
all of Sahal and northern parts of Barka, however there is no known remain of these people.

1% Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 30 — 35.

Y Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia, cit. pp. 81-82

1% Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 30 — 35.

199 Tbid.
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however the area had active commercial towns including coastal towns as ports and Baqla as a
stopover in the middle of the trade route.

The subsequent southward massive migration of the pastoral Beja communities following
the Islamic invasion of Egypt transformed the demographic, political, social and economic
picture of the region. The pressure pushed the Beja groups who already settled in the Northern
Highlands and Barka lowlands southward to the central plateau. The situation interrupted the
kingdom from access to the coast; consequently the core of the state withdrew southward that led
for power vacuum in the northern part of the kingdom or the central and southern plateaus of
Eritrea, which later integrated as part to either of the newly organized five Beja chiefdoms. The
Baglin or the Zanafij was one of them that had played a significant role in the decline of
Aksumite kingdom. The Bildw (NA®-) and Kélaw (NA@-) tribes who are believed to have been
the remnants of these Beja communities had vital role in the history of Eritrea and still are vivid
in the oral memory of both highland and lowland people of Eritrea. Members of the Béldw are
still identified in many highland villages and those of Naybs (5£291) around Massawa served as
the ruling families representing the Ottoman Turks were among their remaining extensions. The
Béldw and Kailaw tribes as ruling classes in the highland lost their power with the coming of
migrant tribes from Abyssinia that occupy the central plateau which later evolved to become
Togrfia speakers.*”

With regard to the Zanafij people and the Baqlin Kingdom, Timothy Power provided a
different analysis. Just as Pollera, he referred the same sources of the Arab travelers’ documents;
however Timothy presented the geographic location, the social status and cultural composition of
both the Zanafij and the Baqlin kingdom to be a different story. He stated that, Al-Yaqubi
described Nagqis’s territory to have been extending from Aswan frontier in the north to the
frontier of Barka in the south, and the Hdarb (h8C) and Zanafij to have been the subjects of
the kingdom.”' A century after Al-Yaqubi, another Arab writer; Abu Sulaym al-Aswani (975)
mentioned nothing about Nagqis, but he wrote about the same territory, where the tribe called
Zanafij were living together with the Hdarb. He said the Zanafij were numerous but were
subjected as serfs of the Hdarb, herding their cattle. Each clan chief of the Hdarb owned a

number of Zanafij as inheritance: they had status similar to slaves and offered as gifts from one

2% Longrigg, A Short History of Eritrea, cit. pp. 32-35.
2t power Timothy, The Red Sea from Byzantium to the Caliphate: AD 500-1000, American University of Cairo
Press, Cairo, 2012, p. 171.
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to another.””> Around mid tenth century, the Arab clans intermingled in the northern territories of
Nagqis, and the modern techniques they introduced including; mining, trade and market had
transformed the classless and pagan Bejas into a semi feudal Muslim society. In that new
aristocratic order, the Arabs constituted the ruling class, the Hdarb as a warrior category, and the
Zanafij a serf class supplemented by slaves brought from the neighboring communities.*”

Timothy in his study with regard to the Zanafij people and Baqlin kingdom in the south
stated that; “The homeland of the Hdarb seems to have been in the environs of Wadi al-‘Allaqi
between Aswan and ‘Aydhab, to which the territory of the Zanafij to the south was added by late
tenth century. Al-Ya’qubi wrote that “from al-‘Allaqi one goes to the land of the branch of the
Beja known as al-Zanafij, also called Baqlin,” and elsewhere states that “[it] has many towns and
is very large..... the frontier of Barka (is) in the territory of the Baglin.”*** Based on the above
account, we come up with a number of complimenting, contradicting and supporting view points
with that of Alberto Pollera’s explanation. First, on the location of the Baglin Kingdom both
share closer assumptions; south of Naqis Kingdom comprising of Sahal and Barka lowlands
centered in Rora Baqgla, in the northern plateau, but the later failed to include the Sahal area and
the probable location of the capital of the kingdom. Second, the Zanafij are mentioned in
Pollera’s account as a predominant population and ruling class of the Baglin Kingdom in the
Rora Baqgla areas of Sahal.

However, according to Timothy, the Zanafij were found to be serfs, cattle keepers of the
Hdarb and the Arab ruling class, especially in the Naqis Kingdom in the north. However, in my
opinion, the Zanafij given their big number had spread in vast areas and might have been the
lowest class in the northern territories of the Beja lands, while living as ordinary citizens and
ruling class in the south, in Baqlin. Third, while A. Pollera had no mention on the religious
identity of the ruling class or the position of the Arabs in Baglin Kingdom, Timothy based on the
documents of Ibn Hawga concluded that, the ruling class of the Baglin were the Rabi’a tribe of
Arabs, and the king was an Arab speaking Muslim. Even if this king was tribal chief of the
Arabs, as the Arabs represented a ruling class, thus he was possibly indirectly a king.

Another mysterious group of people were the Romo, to whom Longrigg has assumed to

have been part of the Bédldw group. The Romo (£9™) as Beja groups deserve mention in relation

22 Thid,
23 Thid., p. 172.
204 Thid,
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to the Sahal area. There are many physical structural legacies and the still active folklore in the
community representing the Roma people. These people with an extraordinary physique; very
tall and robust muscle are still actively remembered in songs and tales by the communities in
Sahol, Barka and rarely in the highlands. The Roma were shepherds with no permanent
settlement and wondering in search of pasture and water. They were known for being invincible
warriors armed with giant spears and believed to have subjected the people and collected tribute
from coastal towns to the Ga$o River.”” The extra-large graves spread throughout Sdmhar
("9PYC), Habab, Barka, Marya, Bogos and in lower ‘Anséba river and the water wells in
Hamasen, Méraguz (<&FH) and May-sa‘ada (992 R08) are considered to belong to the
Roma.**The end of the Romo is mysterious and needs further study, but A. Pollera assumed
them to be a mythological invention of the elderly people and put his hypothesis on the role of
the elderly in inventing the legend; “it would be easy and honest to answer that no one knows,
but the eldest member of the tribe does not wish to lose his aura of wisdom and so he invents a
new legend.”"”

Since middle of the first millennium of our era, the Beja people, migrants from the
northwest were significant in the demographic, political and social history of the region.
Following the demographic pressure from the north, the Beja pushed southward and part of them
came to settle in Sahol and left a legacy that shows their special role in the configuration of the
early inhabitants of the Northern Highlands.””® Although not lasted for long, after their
occupation of the highland including the central plateau, the Beja groups setup five kingdoms.

The Baglin, one of the Beja states was governing the Sahol region. The Rora Bagla®”

is another
name for the Rora Habab or later the Rora Asgidd, thus it has historical connotation. The Beja
states had significant effects in the racial and cultural makeup of the Eritrean society including to
the inhabitants of the central plateau. As can be read below, the extent of the impact is visible

and long-lasting in the pastoral communities of the Northern Highlands and the lowland
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Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 36.

26 Tbid.

7 Tbid.

28 (. K. K. Trevaskis, Eritrea: A colony in transition, cit. pp. 3-6.

Here is a point deserves further research, the name Baglin and Bagla. In the above story, Baqglin was an ancient
name of one of the five Beja kingdoms centered probably in the present day Rora Bagla adjacent to Nagfa, in the
Sahsl highlands. However according to the oral tradition, the name Rora Bagla, as we shall see in the upcoming
chapter, it was given in association to the lost and found of a mule belong to the founding father of the Bet-’Asgida
in the seventeenth century. Therefore, there is higher probability for the mismatch of the location of the center
“Bagqlin”, or the Bet-’ Asgédd might have imitated and adopted the ancient name to serve their interests and in order
to have better recognition and claim.
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communities of the ‘Ansdba and Barka river basins and the coastal areas. According to Longrigg,
until the fourteenth century the pastoral peoples of Naqfa hills and the Barka valley were mainly
Beja in race.”"° They occupied the districts of Naqgfa, Kubkub and Qarura grazing to the coastal
plains, and he categorized them as ‘people without history.” These people were few and
unorganized but still are points of contest for the domination by Christian and Muslim forces,
however only with the migration of the Bet-’Asgdda family that they set to be ordered.”'" Those
Beja groups in the Northern Plateau probably creed mix of traditional beliefs and Islam and
spoke Beja, but later adopted Togrd language, and became ancestors to various contemporary
clans in the region.”> Therefore, there is high probability that these Beja groups to be the
ancestors of the various clans that preceded the Bet-"Asgiidd and got subjected by them.

The Béldw were another Beja stock who are believed to be part of the groups invaded the
central plateau and left foot marks in the Northern Plateau. They were strong ruling class in the
highland, the western lowland and later the coastal plains, but with the coming of new migrant
groups from the south they lost their power in the highland, consequently they dislodged to the
northern highlands or absorbed by the new powers and gradually diluted the purity of their Beja
identity.””* Furthermore, Conti Rossini suggested the Biliw to be part of the ancient farming

communities who employ terraces on the mountain slopes of the Sahol.**

These Béldaw groups
were finally absorbed into the various surviving and dominating Togrd and Togrfia speaking
groups. There are a number of villages and families in the highlands of the central plateau that
claimed Bélaw origin. Therefore for centuries the current territory known as the Sahal which is
the habitat of the Bet-'Asgida has been accommodating many groups of people with different
racial and cultural backgrounds prior to its occupation by the current communities. The most
recent but long lasting ruling class of the clans in the region is the Bet-’Asgddd*" family. They

were Togriia Christian families occupied the area since the seventeenth century and established

219 Longrigg, A Short History of Eritrea, cit. pp. 16-17.

2 Ibid., p. 36.

212 A number of clans considered to be among the ancient settlers of the region including the *Almida, *Asfidda and
Hafédra could be the descendants of these Beja groups, but these days they give up their Beja background and
claimed Arab origin. Thus, as we can see below, it is difficult to reconstruct the genealogy of these groups

213 The memories of Bilidw in the form of folklore like the Dina Fana and physical structures like cemeteries and
residential remains is still identified and actively remembered in the oral tradition of the central and northern
highlands.

24 G. K. K. Trevaskis, Eritrea: A colony in transition, cit. p. 6.

> The *Asgidé family’s migration can be considered as the continuation of the serious of people’s migration from
different directions to the Northern Highlands and finally to impose its superior positions as part of the usual
classical aristocratic history of the inhabitants.
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their superiority on the pastoral inhabitants peacefully and subjected them to remain their
subordinates until the late 1940s.*'®

As we shall see in the next chapter, there are numerous explanations for the migration of
the Bet-’Asgddd to the region. Trevaskis consider the migration of the Bet-'Asgiddd as an
extremity of the wave of migration of the groups of people from Ethiopia as a result of the power
struggle or demographic pressure. They settled in the Eritrean central and southern plateau by
absorbing or dislodging the well established Beja chiefdoms and their peoples.?’” The influx of
migration was organized in the form of kinship and families. One of the bigger groups was
mainly the 'Agidw speaking from Lasta and the second were Semitic families of Meroni from
Dambya, various families from Togray and military colonies from 'Amhara. Around the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries these stocks vied in control of the highland, absorbed or
pushed the Bildw groups and other ancient peoples off the plateau. Therefore, the *Asgiddi being
descended from the Meroni family, for several generations settled in the central plateau up to the
seventeenth century. As per some traditions, the 'Asgiddd family left their home because of
power struggle and migrated to the north. Hence, viewing from the broader migratory historical
tradition of the region, we can consider the coming of the Bet-’Asgéida to the northern highlands
as one of the historical phenomena and the last cycle of migration of peoples who destined to
became the ruling class and imposed aristocratic order on the heterogeneous communities of the
Sahol, similar to the preexisting aristocratic systems practiced in Bilen, Marya and Méinsa‘a

groups.

26 G. K. K. Trevaskis, Eritrea: A colony in transition, cit. pp. 67-68.
7 Tbid, p. 6.
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2.3 Religion and society
2.3.1 Christianity

Before the introduction of Christianity, the practices of the Old Testament seem to have
influenced the region of present day Eritrea and northern Ethiopia. It seemed that Judaism?'® and
traditional beliefs were practices of the community in the region prior to the official introduction
of Christianity.*"” This Hebraic influence is observable in the daily life and spiritual practices of
the Orthodox Christianity in the region too. The numerous Hebraic expressions and basic Jewish
concepts in the Go’oz and the presence of Judaic character in the Orthodox Christianity implied
the closer influence of Judaism.*® The Baglin kingdom, one of the five Beja kingdoms was
governing the northern highlands, Al-Yakubi described it to have many urban areas and their god
was called al-Zabahir which sounds similar to the 'Ago’azyan Christian God *“’ogozi abher”
(A AN ALC).*' Circumcision was part of the custom of the people, clearly shows the probable
existence of Judaic influences. This could have been due to the geographic proximity to the Near
East, the origin of the monotheistic religions and the existing cultural and commercial relations
with Egypt and the Mediterranean world in general. Especially, owing to the Northern
Highlands’ proximity to the ancient maritime posts like Swakin (NPNY), ‘Agig (%1°7), Marsa
Tiklay (99CH +NAL) etc. it had higher probability to be affected by the Judaism and
Christianity. There are various claims on the penetration of Christianity before its official
introduction in the fourth century. On the issue of the introduction of Christianity to Eritrea, there
is a claim that around 70 AD, during the apostolic times, apostle deacon Philip Christened a
noble Ethiopian eunuch of Queen Candace, as a Jew while visiting Jerusalem for pilgrimage. On
the other hand, though lacks local evidence, Origen argued that St. Mathew was the apostle to
Ethiopians.**

In the later centuries, Christians from the Roman Empire used to come to the Aksumite

218 As the northern highland was under the Baglin kingdom of the Bejas, Al-Yaqubi described that the inhabitants to
practice circumcision, which was probably the sole rite practiced by the adherents of Judaic belief. Therefore, this
custom implies the area was influenced by the Judaism.

% Sergew Hable sellasie, Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History to 1270, Addis Ababa: United Printers Press,
1972, p. 27.

220 James Quirin, “Caste and Class in Historical North-West Ethiopia: The Beta Israel (Falasha) and Kemant, 1300-
19007, Cambridge University Press, The Journal of African Hisory, 1998, Vol. 39, No. 2 (1998), pp. 195-220, p. 98.
21 Rossini, Storia d'Etiopia, p. 171.

22 Aymro Wondmagegnehu and M. Joakim, The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, Addis Ababa: Berhanena Selam
H.S.I Printing Press, 1970, p. 1.
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Empire either to flee persecution or preaching the faith. One of the pious groups was the Sadqan
(8&F%). They were group of Christian preachers from the Near East. Initially, they settled and
preached in the locality of Somidzana and known for their spreading of Christianity and
introduction of monastic tradition. Their activities were not limited to teachings of the new faith
but they translated the bible and other sacred books in to Ga’oz, a written language which
facilitated the expansion of Christianity throughout the kingdom.”” A monk by the name ’Aba
Mita‘s (AN @®mMY)** was one of them, originally from Rome then departed as a devout from
Egypt to the Aksumite land. Initially, it is believed that he settled for seven years in Baqla, where
he preached Christianity and translated the Gospel of Mathew, then he went to the central
highlands; in Guh¢o‘a (Fsh 689%), where his house of worship still remains in service, then he
continue his journey to Aksum, ‘Agami (%J9®), Buro (+C)*, and May-Sa‘ada (992 209) in
Sirayd (N¢-0)*° and later he established the renowned monastery of Débrd Libanos (21N¢
ANSN), which was home to a powerful community in the fourteenth century.?’

Despite the lack of precisely dated hagiographical records earlier than 13™ century, it is
clear that by the end of the sixth century, Christianity was spread widely. Cosmos described the
kingdom as full of churches, monks, bishops, martyrs etc, which was including Togray, Eritrean
plateau, and the coastal areas.””® The still available ruin of an ancient monastery of Hagéri
Nagoran (Y74 §°1¢-7)** in the Hagidr Mountain is another evidence for the spread of Christianity
in the northern highlands. The monastery was most likely established during the end of the
Aksumite era.”® Sapeto, an Italian missionary spent some years in the northern highlands as a
result he could knew the territory well and comprehend the language, confirmed that he found a
number of ruins of an “Abyssinian” city with remnant of churches and monasteries that

destroyed by the Muslims.*' Sapeto dared to describe the ruins of physical structures at onzalal

23 Cerulli, Storia della letteratura etiiopica, (1956), pp. 23-33. The translation of the Gospel of St. Matthew is
especially attributed to Abba Mata, Conti Rosini, Storia d’Etiopia, pp. 157-8.

2 He was the founder of the monastery of Dibri Libanos in southern Eritrea closer to the town of Sén‘afd (N7%4)).
The monastery was the center of a powerful community in the fourteenth century.

% Burs was the ancient name of the southern part of the Akele Guzay highland, and still the valley south of ‘Adi
Qiyoh (%4, #£h) is known by that name “Ruba Bura (¢N +C).”

226 Rossin, Storia d'Etiopia, p. 212.

277 Conti Rossini, op. cit., pp. 157-8;id., ‘L’evangel d’oro di dabra Libanos’, RRAL, SER. 5, VOL. X (1901), PP.
177-80; Doresse, J., op. cit., pp. 187-8. In Taddesse Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia, p. 24.

228 Rossini, Storia d’Ethiopia, p.163.

% Tt is believed to have been named in honor of the Nagran Christians massacred by the Jewish king of Himyar in
Yemen. The victims were considered as martyrs by the Habésa Christians.

20 Rossini, Storia d'Etiopia, pp. 304-305.

31 0.G.S. Crawford, “The Habab Tribe”, Sudan Notes and Records, vol. 36, No. 2 (1955): 183-187.
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(ATHAQ) to have been an ancient city similar to Yoha (%) in Togray and the script letters of the
Himyarites.”* According to him it is common to see ancient ruins in different parts of the region
including in Sérsédra (RCA& ). If the above account is to be considered authentic, therefore we can
assume the region was experiencing a progress parallel to the civilizations of Aksum or was
deeply influenced by the latter.

The Nagran (7°147) is mentioned in several of Ethiopian apocryphal documents. First, as
the northern limit of the land be fated to the Eliab, from the tribe of David at the time of the
division of the land by the Islaelites*; second mention is related to Queen Makda (7°1N+ T390 8)
whereby she pass through Nagran on her way to and from Jerusalem to meet king Solomon;**
the third mythical mention is in the Ethiopian church’s claim, the visit of Joseph, Merry and
Child Jesus to Nagran on their way to Aksum.”’ These legendary texts cite Nagran as an en
route to the Holy Land and as a northern limit to the land divided by the Israelite migrants
accompanying king Menilik 1. This shows that the area was prominent and despite the
geographic distance, its location was vital and not strange to the center of authority in the south.
Thus, it can be considered that, by the middle of first millennium AD Christianity as a religion
was introduced to the people in the northern highlands, particularly the Rora Baqgla and Naqfa
plateau.

For Crowford, the story of Abu Mihgan, a prominent exiled Muslim during the prime
Caliphate to the port of Badi,” indicated that Badi might have been the defining northern
frontier of the Christian Aksumite kingdom.?’ For Conti Rossini too, based on a Go’oz
inscription of the seventh century, the hot western lowlands of Barka basin were habitat of
Christians and the monastic documents studied by Munzinger from the ancient monastery of
Hagird Nagran probably a contemporary of the former indicated a time when the overwhelming
number of inhabitants were Christians.”® Rossini presented the ruins of a rectangular, and rarely
square shaped ancient church in Dogdog, closer proximity to Naqfa. The church had mid archaic

features; while the internal division is squared, the exterior part is circular. He suggested the

2 The document failed to provide the description of the letters discovered in the site.

Rossini, Storia d'Etiopia, cit. p. 347.

4 Ibid., p. 345

5 Ibid., pp. 348-349

36 According to Crawford, Badi was located in the environs of present day port of ‘Agig (%71°7), north of Ras Qesar
(&N RAC).

»7 Crawford, O.G.S., The Fung Kingdom of Sennar (1951), pp. 104-7. In Tamrat Taddesse, Church and State in
Ethiopia, p. 33.

8 Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia, cit. p. 33.
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church style could have had adopted from foreign influences including the celebrated
Constantine rotundas of the Holy Places, churches in Syria and Armenia.”® Such church ruins
were another confirmation for the Christianity in the northern highlands with possible influences
from the Near East. But, in the later times, around seventh century with the closure of maritime
access to the kingdom of Aksum, Christianity weakened and with the overrun of the region by
the Beja invaders the faith further gradually declined.

Beginning from the late seventh century, the Aksumite kingdom withdrew not only from
the maritime trade which left it to be poorer and weaker, but the Beja pressure from the north
forced the kingdom to gradually abandoning the northern and central parts of Eritrea,
consequently pushed its presence further south.”* The Bejas consolidated their presence in
almost all parts of present day Eritrean territories, consequently the Northern Highlands being far
from center of the church, the Christianity was weakened. However, it seems that until the
fourteenth century Christianity was not totally swept from the region. To support this argument,
here are cases in point; the plateau of the Hagér Mountain in the northern Sahal is around 2300
meters above sea level and was inhabited by a Christian farming communities who had the same
origin as the Christians in the central plateau but the settlement shattered when Islam prevailed
over Christianity, and the settled people became wandering emigrants.**!

During his journey to Armenia, in 1337 A.D. 'Ewosotatewos (ARPNF+tPN)*** used the
route through the northern plateau that leading to Marsa Tiklay, a coastal port town, from which
he took boat leading to Egypt.”** As has been mentioned above during the Zagwi (H°1M) dynasty,
the commercial route departing from Lalibila, the capital of the dynasty was passing via Baqla

then leading to Egypt and other commercial and religious pilgrimage destinations in the middle

29 Rossini, Storia d'Etiopia, cit. pp. 314-315.

20 Conti Rossini, Storia d’Ethiopia, pp. 267-76; Newbold, D., ‘The Beja Tribes of the Red Sea Hinterland’, in
Anglo-Egyptian Sudan from within, ed. And tr. Hamilton, J. A. de C., (1935), pp. 148-51; Crawford, op. cit., pp.
102, 104-8, 118-22. For the background of the Beja see Monneret de Villard, op. cit. pp. 24-60. In Taddesse Tamrat,
Church and State in Ethiopia 1270-1527, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972, p. 44.

1 Anthony d’Avray, (ed. and annotated in collaboration with Richard Pankhurst), The Nakfa Documents. The
despatches, memoranda, reports and correspondence describing and explaining the Stories of the Feudal Societies
of the Red Sea Littoral from the Chris-tian-Muslim Wars of the Sixteenth Century to the Establishment18851901
of the Italian Colony of Eritrea, Aethiopistische For-schungen Bd. 53.Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz Verlag:
2000, p. 123

#2 "Ewosotatewos was the leader of the northern Abyssinian and Eritrean Orthodox Church in support of the
observance of Saturday during the debate known as the “Sabath Controversy” of the fourteenth century.

3 Gidli "Ewostatewos, (Hagiography of ’Ewostatewos), PP. 62-63, 72-73, 78-79, 83; Conti Rossini, Storia
d’Ethiopia, p. 255. In Tamrat Taddesse, Church and State in Ethiopia 1270-1527, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972,
pp- 81-82.
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and near east. It seemed that "Ewostatewos has followed the same direction, thus given to the
Christian history in the area and the still visible monastic and church ruins and the assertion
provided by the Eritrean Orthodox church, at least until the sixteenth century there is high

probability of at least a weakened Christian community in the Sahal region.

2.3.2 Islam

Provoked by the Aksumite intervention in Southern Arabia, the Persians occupied the Red Sea
region, consequently prevented the Aksumite kingdom from its access to the international trade
networks. Probably, they had even physically controlled the coastal region. This thought is
augmented by the oral tradition among the inhabitants of the coastal and island communities
formerly under Aksumite administration. These communities kept a story about the Persian
domination of the area through the oral history of the people known by the name Furs.
According to the oral history, the Fur used to rule the area and many still surviving wells are
attributed to them.** Hence, the people referred as fur might mean to the Persians. The
occupation had far reaching consequences to the Aksumite kingdom that forced to steadily
withdrew from the maritime trade. Later, the kingdom lost its influence in the coastal areas
further contracted to remain landlocked and finally declined for good. Taking the Beja conquest
discussed above into consideration, the departure of the Christian kingdom from the coastal area
was significant for laying fertile ground for the up-coming Islamic expansion in the region.

The friendly relation of Prophet Mohammed and the Aksumans was disrupted while the
former was alive, and in the seventh century the bilateral relation was characterized by
hostilities. The Dahlak Islands fall in the hands of the Muslim forces almost immediately with
the advent of the new faith. Later, the archipelagos were used as a prison centers for the
Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates starting from the beginning of the eighth century.”* The
withdrawal of the Aksumite Christian kingdom from the sea led for the weakening and later
gradual decline of coastal Christian settlements and commercial activities. The remaining center

of the empire ceased minting coins by the middle of the eighth century which indicated the state

24 D’ Abbadie, A., Geographie de I’Ethiopie (1890), ii, pp. 24, 328; Basset, R., ‘Les Inscriptions de I’ile de Dahlak’
in JA, ser. 9, vol. I (1893), pp. 85-6; Conti Rossini, Storia d Etiopia, pp. 196-201; Doresse, L 'Empire du Pretre
Jean, i, pp. 193-5; Trimingham, J.S., islam in Ethiopia (ed. 1965), p. 42. In Taddesse Tamrat, Church and State in
Ethiopia 1270-1527, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972, p. 31.

5 Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia, cit. p. 32.
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was becoming weaker and poorer.”*® The situation encouraged the Muslim merchants to control
the commercial activities of the Red Sea area. This time marked the beginning for the political
condition that became suitable for the Muslims to conduct trade and spread the new faith to the
Eritrean coastal settlements and the island communities associated with trade and nomadic way
of life.*’

The influence of Islam as a political factor to the hinterland was insignificant. But the
Arab Muslim merchants were freely operating their commercial activities throughout the
Christian kingdom. In action they replaced the Byzantine merchants who used to dominate the
commerce and later left the region following the departure of the kingdom from the coastal
areas.”® According to Al-Yaqubi’s text on geography and commerce (c. A.D. 889), the main
traders in the coastal areas were Arabs and the commercial relation was strong particularly with
Iraq.** Other foreign traders were mainly from Yemen*" and their local counterparts that actively
engaged in trade were from Dahlak and the coastal inhabitants.”'

With strong organization and efficient religious agitation, in 969 A.D. the Fatimid
Caliphate established a power base in Egypt. The situation made Egypt center of Islam and
shifted the power base from the near-east to the Nile Delta, and the country attained absolute
political independence from the international powers of the time. In previous centuries with the
shift of the Islamic political center from Hijaz to Damascus and then to Baghdad, the commercial
importance of the Red Sea was diminished for around two hundred years. However, with the rise
of Fatimid Caliphate in Egypt, the Red Sea region once again became imperative in a similar
condition to that of pre-Islamic period. Thence, Egypt became the launching site of Islam, from
which the faith propagated swiftly southward to the Sudan following the Nile River and coastal

settlements and trading posts along the Red Sea.”* Therefore in studying the influence and

28 Conti Rossini, Storia d’Etiopia, pp. 213-14, 217; Contenson, H.de, ‘Les fouilies a Axoum en 1957 in AE, iii
(1959), pp. 32-4; id., ‘les principles etapes de 1’Ethiopie antique’, p. 22; id., ‘Les fouilles a Axoum en 1958°, AE, v
(1963), pp. 13-14. In Taddesse Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia 1270-1527, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972,
p. 43-44.
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introduction®” of Islam to the Northern Highlands, the role of the Dahlak Islands and Egyptian
role needs cautious consideration.

From the Dahlak side, the Island had already succeeded 'Adulis as a trading transit
between the interior and the Eritrean seaboard. As described above, starting from mid eighth
century, Aksumite state has lost control of the maritime trade in the Red Sea, associated with the
occupation of Dahlak and the coastal towns by the Muslim forces. Therefore, the proselytization
towards the interior must have started in areas where the Christian power was felt weak. Initially,
the concentration of the conversion was in the coastal settlements and the expanse of pastoral
communities of Sdmhar plains up to the edges of the plateau. From the very beginning, the
conversion was mainly associated with commerce and nomadism.**However, despite the early
emergence of Muslim communities in the Dahlak Archipelago and important Muslim center in
the region starting as early as the first century of the Hejira, its role as a base for the expansion
of the faith to the interior was not speedy as was supposed to have been until the 16™ century.?*
However, sections of Saho communities already accepted Islam and the remaining society of the
coastal areas and Sémhar plains were either Christians or in traditional beliefs until the late
fourteenth century.”*

From Egyptian side, the Mamluks sultanate of Egypt was in a series of conflicts with the
Bejas of the desert over the commercial interests to the east. By the end of the thirteenth century
the Swakin Island had strong ties with the Mamluks of Egypt and around 1316 the sultanate
declared its allegiance to the Mamluks in an alliance to attack the Bejas. In comparison to the
Dahlak Islands, Swakin and other ports on the northern Red Sea region had significantly played
in importing Arabs came in pursuit of mining gold and emeralds. It happened probably as the
geography of the region was desert plain like that of Arabia and no opposition from church or
Christian power. The hinterlands across the Dahlak Islands leading to the central plateau on the
other hand did not offer any fortune grabbing opportunities and the ragged topography hindered
the accessibility to the upland, thus failed to attract and develop Arab Muslim communities.*’

The strength of the church was still the barrier against the expansion of Islam in the

3 Dahlak as a base for the spread of Islam into the interior remained the least until the 16™ century. For further
reading see Taddesse Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia 1270-1527, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972, p. 45.
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interior of the central highland. The monastic tradition following the Tdsaetu Qudusan (+NAk
$8.47) was strong, and location of the leading grand monastery of Débré Bizin (£ MH7), on
the edge of the escarpment as the main center of Orthodox Christianity of the plateau might have
defensive role against the spread of Islam. By the end of the thirteenth century, the Beja invaders
of the Bélaw princes were already assimilated to the local culture; adopted Christianity and speak
Togrd or Togriia, therefore Christianity in the plateau proved strong against the possible
expansion of Islam despite the weakening of the political center in the south. The absence of
expansionist Islamic power in the Dahlak Islands and its dependence on the commercial products
from the interior, the Island remained almost passive until the coming of the Ottoman Turks.?®
However, segments of the western lowland communities and the coastal areas already adopted
Islam in the thirteenth century through trade activities and the travel of religious men from
Arabia.”

In the last three hundred years, the growing exposure and interrelation of this region with
regional and international commercial and cultural actors had direct effects in broader expansion
of Islam. Particularly the coming of the “Islamic revival” movement in the Togrd speaking
communities has further connected them to outside world. The movement was originated from
Arabia with a core task in a missionary activities mainly on the revival of Islam among the
already Muslims which alleged to be morally and spiritually slipshod from the daily Islamic
practices, and the diffusion of the faith in to non believers including Christians living in the
frontiers of Islamic zones.*® The Khatmiyya tariga order was a prominent movement led under
its Hijazi founder known as Muhammad Uthman al-Mirghani (1793-1852). He made several
missionary tours in the Sudan adjacent to the Togré territories and worked in Eritrea between
1810s and1820s including to the western lowlands and the northern plateau where he designated
Khalifas and Khalifat alkhulafa. Through which he reactivated Islam among the Togrd of Sahal
and must have influenced greatly in the conversion of the Christian lords, and integrate the
plateau with the cross-regional order extending to Sudan and as far as Egypt and across the Red
Sea to the Arabia and Yemen.*' However, with regard to the various Togré clans in the Sahal,

owing to their assertion of Arab origin, they claimed to have already been Muslims from the very
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beginning of their coming to the region.

In the Islamic awakening period, various holy families played significant roles in the
expansion of Islamic belief, rules and custom in the territories between the Nile Valley and the
Red Sea.”® The religious awakenings of Muhammad Uthman al-Mirghani were vital in
encouraging other religious movements, holy families and holy men like the ‘Ad-Siko, ‘Ad-
Dirqi, and ‘Ad-Mu’alim. In the middle of the nineteenth century with active support from the
Naybs and later Egyptians, these Islamic families actively engaged in spreading Islam in to the
Orthodox Christian Togrd communities of the eastern lowlands and the Northern Highlands. By
the same time, the ‘Ad-Siko won in proselytizing the Bet-’Asgidi lords.”*> The role of holy men
like the ‘Ad-Sdko’s Sdko Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. al-Amin of 'Embaridmi, who was influential
religious figure died in 1877 is a good example where by his tomb is attracting followers and
visited annually as a pilgrimage to a shrine from the wider Togré region including Saho speaking
areas.”™ The expansion of commerce was another factor expanding the scale of Islamic faith. The
trade activities of the Massawa- Kérdn- Késédla caravan rout connected the coastal towns,
especially the Red Sea port of Massawa to the western lowlands up to eastern Sudan and the
Northern Highlands. The faith was growing parallel with the trade activities. By the middle of
the nineteenth century, the Togrd speaking communities predominantly adopted the faith except
some sections of Ménsa‘s, where Catholic and Protestant missionary was successfully gained
followers.”” But Islam was further strengthened through its regional and worldwide Islamic
connections in the form of Quranic schools, pilgrimage, Arabic literacy etc. The conversion of
Bet-’ Asgidi in to Islam and the role of the ‘Ad-Siko in the process will be part of the up coming
chapter.

2.3.3. Language

The Togrd language is spoken in areas north, east and western sides of the Togriia speaking
peoples of the central highland. Geographically, the Togrd language occupied the largest
linguistic territory in the country. It is extending from the Sdmhar plains, including the Dahlak
Archipelagos, all the way to the northwestern part of the country bordering the Sudan. The entire
Northern Highland districts of Marya, Ménsa'o, Bet-Guk, all the Barka and ‘Ansdba River

%62 Miran, Jonathan, “A Historical overview of Islam in Eritrea,” Die welt des Islams, 45, 2005: 177-215.
% Ibid, pp. 169-170.

%% Miran, Constructing and Deconstructing, cit. pp. 35-50.
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banks. The Kunama, Nara, Hdarb and Bini- ' Amir territories bordering the Sudan.?*® The Togri
speakers are socially organized in clans and sub clans like; Marya, Bet-Guk, Minsa‘o in the
Kirin area; ‘Ad-Siko, ‘Ad-Mu’alim, Bet-’Asgidid as the umbrella of clans in Northern
Highlands; and the Béni-‘Amir confederation in the western lowlands.” The origin of the
language is associated with the migration and intermingling of peoples. It is believed that Togra
is produced from the fusion of two linguistic groups; the Go’0z** speaking and Beja speaking
groups. However, Togréd language is associated with Go’'oz than with the other parent language,
and linguistically Togri is closer to the mother language Go’oz than the two sisterly languages of
Togriia and ' Amharic (A9°h(CE). 2

It is fair to see on the general history of the Go’oz language for it has intrinsic relation
with the Togrd language. On the general linguistic classification, Go'az is considered as one of
the southern Semitic tongues.?” It is also the oldest Semitic language in the northeast Africa.””!
The Go’'oz language was serving as the written and spoken medium of communication in the
Aksumite kingdom until the 10" century A.D.*”* Following the decline and disintegration of the
kingdom, the speakers dispersed and new vernaculars evolved with distinctive cultures of
respective groups. Hence, Go’oz ceased to be language of communication and restricted for
church services in both Eritrea and Ethiopia. It is believed that the Go’oz language have been
brought to present day Eritrea and Ethiopia by the South Arabian immigrants, people known by

the same name Go’oz or *Ago’azyan.”” At that time, Go oz seemed to have enjoyed the highest
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acceptance, and become the language of the Aksumite subjects mainly to the newly evolved
hybrid people known as Habdsa*™* groups.

Historians including Trevaskis hypothesized that, that Go’oz was formed as a result of the
merger of two linguistic groups; the indigenous, probably the Hamitic speakers from the north
and Semitic Sabaean speakers from Southern Arabia.?”” The blend occurred either following the
swept off or the subordination of the Nilotic groups by the Hamites. Then the latter groups
dominated the plateau. According to this hypothesis, the South Arabians with their superior
culture mingled with the Hamitic people and gave rise to the half caste stock known as Habasa
spoke Go’oz language.””® With subsequent South Arabian migrants especially the Himyarites, the
new blend or the Habésa people incorporated overwhelmingly a Semitic language and culture.
Thence, gradually the classic Go’'oz language developed in the plateau communities. The people
with Hamitic background under the Aksumite administered areas were also compelled to
abandon their intricate Hamitic language and adopted the soft Semitic Go’oz that used to be
language of the state and its subjects.*”’

Based on my readings, the *Ago’azyan must have been a Go’oz speaking people and one
of the various tribes crossing the Red Sea and settled along the coastal areas and ascended to the
highland areas of southern Eritrea and northeastern plateaus of Togray. Owing to their advanced
commercial experience they introduced scripts formed with only consonants but later become
complete with the introduction of the vowels by the Christian preachers in the fourth century
A.D. Therefore, it is more probable that the 'Ago’azyan and Habédsa to be contemporaries
together with other South Arabian tribes. But as a matter of fact Go'oz language became the
linguafranca, and Habésa turn out to be the name of the people evolved as a result of the fusion
of the indigenous groups and the immigrants from Arabia, and gradually advanced in to

Abyssinia, the medieval name of present day Ethiopia.

7% Alberto Pollera described the HabiSa as contemporary of *Aga’azyan groups of people from South Arabia. While
the former was from Sahartan in present day Yemen believed to have played a dominant role on their occupied
territories of mainly the highland of Hamasen, and the later controlled the region between the southern highlands of
Eritrea and parts of northern Togray down to the escarpment and the coastal areas. They monopolized the maritime
transportation, and thanks to their commercial activities they could introduce writing system. However, Trevaskis
assumed Habésa people to have evolved as a result of the mixture of the Sabaen and Hamitic stocks, but not an
independent groups coming from South Arabia. Therefore, from Habisa, the name Abyssinia derived.
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According to Tamrat Taddesse, during the influx of the South Arabian migrants, the land
between the coast in the east and the Nile River in the west as far as the southern Egypt in the
north including the entire present day Ethiopia was occupied by the Kushitic people speaking
different dialect.’’”® Thus, at least since the end of first millennium BC to the middle of first
millennium of our era, the Barka and ‘Ansédba River basins and the Northern Highlands with its
coastal plains were home to the Beja nomads, representing one of the various Kushitic speaking
communities. Then, the hybrid Habésa groups speaking Go’oz for various reasons overrun the
interior deeply as far as the Barka and ‘Ansdba River areas and the Northern Highlands,
therefore possibly it was then the fusion of the two linguistic groups took place to deliver the
primordial stage of new Togrd language.

After the Arab conquest of Egypt, the southward pressure of the Arabs increased*” and it
was felt in the Northern Highland, Barka lowland and central plateau by the demographic
pressure of the Beja communities. Thus, the Beja occupation of the highlands and other
international blows led the Aksumite kingdom into crumble. The gradual disintegration of the
kingdom was accompanied by the displacement of the Ga’oz speaking elements to the north and
south directions of the center of the civilization. Such movement of the Ga’az speakers was the
main rationale behind the evolution of three distinctive hybrid languages; Togrfia, ' Amharic and
Togréd. Daniel McCall’s expression on the gradual evolution of sister languages best suits on the
evolution of the vernacular languages emerged out of Go’oz. According to his assumption, a
language at the beginning started to have changes in different geographic speech zones. Initially,
these differing routes lead into the evolution of different dialects, then, after some centuries,
these emerged dialects evolved in to separate languages, to the level where their speakers no
more understand each other.”® Thus, the development of the three daughter languages from
Go’oz seemed to pass through such route of evolution.

The detailed process of evolution of these languages is as follows. In the post-Aksumite
decline, the movement of the Go’oz speakers was mostly into two different directions; northeast
and the south. Added by the coming of the "Agidw (A70*) stocks to the center led for the

development of the three sister languages. The Go’oz speakers encounter with various distinctive

8 Tamrat, Church and State in Ethiopia, cit. pp. 16-17.
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linguistic groups in their destination, and the incoming of the Agdw in to the center lead for the
development of these vernacular languages, consequently the mother Go’oz ceased to be a
medium of communication, and limited only for church services. In the 10" century’s ’Agiw
migration to the Eritrean plateau had a transforming effect on the local languages. It is believed
that Togrfia language to evolve as a blend of the Go’oz language with the *Agidw *' language of
the Kushitic people from the present day Lasta, in wélo.*** Currently the speakers of Togriia
language inhabit the central and southern highlands of Eritrea and Togray, a northern province of
Ethiopia. It is the mother tongue to the Christian people of the plateau which represent the largest
linguistic group in the country and is serving as a de facto official language of the country.

With regard to "Ambharic, while the core of the Aksumite state withdrew southward, it
mingled with the Sawa (AP) and Sidama (A.8) dialects to produce the *’Ambharic language.?®*
Since 1270 the 'Ambhara ruling class led by Ykuno-’Amlak (&% A9PAR) emerged as an
extension of the Aksumite kingdom, consequently the "Amharic language remained in service as
the official language of the Abyssinian kingdom ever since.”®* At present time, Togriia and Togré
languages are representing the most spoken languages in Eritrea. 'Ambharic is the official
language in Ethiopia and is the mother tongue of the 'Amhara ethnic group, representing
significant proportion of Ethiopian population.

The Go’az speaking peoples inhabiting the Simhar plains and coastal commercial centers
of "Adulis and Zula areas, the Sahal coast and the plateau, the ‘Anséba and Barka valleys had
been immune from the penetration of "Agidw elements, but profoundly influenced by the Beja
speaking communities.”® According to Alberto Pollera’s hypothesis, especially, following the
Islamic occupation of the Red Sea and the conquest of the Beja people from the north has led for
the withdrawal of the Aksumite political influence along the coast and the decline of "Adulis, the
port and commercial center. The power vacuum created along the coast probably had encouraged
the Saho from the south to push the Go’oz speakers of the coastal area further north and met with
the Beja speaking people in their new home along the coastal areas up to the Northern

Highlands. Similarly, in the western lowlands, the Beja encountered with the Go’az speakers of

81 Following the defeat of the Zagwe dynasty, the ' Agiwa people were forced to migrate and conquer the southern
and central highlands of Eritrea and Togray. It seems during which their language mingled with Ga’az speakers
inhabiting the Eritrean highlands and Toegray which produced the Togrfia language.
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the “Anséba and Barka valleys. Hence, the intermingling of the two racial and linguistic cultures
led for the emergence of the Togrd language. During the fusion of both cultures, the Go'az
seemed to have commanded the dominance over the Beja elements. This could be proved by the
Togrd language’s closeness to Go'oz than to Beja. This reflects the relatively material and
cultural advanced background of the Go’oz speaking groups over the pastoral Bejas. While the
former had the highly advanced commercial and political centers along the coastal settlements
and the Aksumite state in the plateau, but the Bejas had only nomadic experience.

Phonologically the Togrd language is the closest to Go’oz than the two sisterly languages,
thus, it shows that the Togrd language is more appropriate to be the inheritor of the Go’az scripts
than other scripts in its literary domains.”*® Therefore, as mentioned above, during the middle of
first millennium A.D., the northern highlands and its coastal plains, the Barka Lowlands and the
‘Ansdba River basin were already penetrated by sedentary Go'oz speaking people, thus
inevitably the intermingling of these Go'0z communities with the invading Bejas was felt equally
with that of the coastal plains. Linguistically viewing, the Togrd language was dynamic and
absorbent to the various groups coming to its territorial domain. For that reason, Fouad Makki
argued that during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, demographic, ecological, and political
developments in the region led to the movement of people of different languages to the Togrd
speaking territories which led for the formation of new groups that gave up their tongue to adopt
the Togrd language and culture.” Therefore, the Togrd language with the mobile nature of the
speakers became a unifying agent to the migrants from different directions that fused all together
to be part of its speaking communities.***

Currently, the Togréd language can be divided into three dialectical zones; first, the North
and West dialect of Togri including; Barka, Sahol and Marya Sélam (“3CP &A9®) areas. Second
dialect is the Togri dialect of Sanhit (N4, TF) that representing the sub-dialects of Minsa‘a,
Marya Qéyoh (TC.P ®£h) and Bet-Guk. The third dialect is the eastern part, the Samhar dialect
which is philologically different from the first two dialects.”® Dialectically speaking, the

286 Department of Eritrean languages and Literature, Introduction to Eritrean Languages and Literature, p. 31.
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88 Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. p. 31.

% Department of Eritrean languages and Literature, Introduction to Eritrean Languages and Literature, p. 54.

86



parlance variation in the different Togra speaking zones is found to be very low in comparison to
the dialectical gaps in other linguistic groups in Eritrea. Such an almost homogeneity of the three
Togrd dialects is due to the traditional nomadic way of living of the Togréd speakers that helped
them to keep contact with each other.® Therefore, the intelligibility level of the Togrd speakers
inhabiting these different geographical areas is generally high.”' Both Alberto Pollera and
Michael Hasama Raka acknowledged that Togrd language was one of the widely spoken and
broadly expanded in Eritrea before the advent of the Italian colonial rule. Formerly Togra
language was spoken by the people of Dombédzan (£92NH7Y) equivalent to Togriia, but later it
was limited to north of Wara (P& ). Michael recounted that, Togré is rich in vocabulary and more
suitable to express once emotional feelings. The elders of Dambédzan, Bilen and other Togriia
speakers used to say their joy and grief in poetic expression using Togrd.*”* Generally, the Togri
speakers are considered as more communicative and the language is romantic and easy flow in

character.

2.4. The Pre-Bet-"Asgidi Clans in Sahel

As we have seen above, for centuries the Sahol region was home to different migratory and
invading groups of people belonging to various social and cultural backgrounds. Some left
legacies while others perished or absorbed by the other dominant cultures or lost in obscure. It is
not certain if some of the current residents who are believed to be among the first settlers in the
region are the offshoots of the ancient Beja groups. In this case, the biggest research challenge I
felt is tracing the genealogical origin of the Togrd speaking communities in the region. The
source of the problem is their self-identification with ‘Islamic identity’ or the claim of Arab
origin. The main reason of this assertion is; in order to honor once lineage by associating with
the Ashraf of Mecca or Arabia in general and from the Prophet himself in particular. The Arab
ancestry is claimed including by the most recent converts of various origins.*” They established
such assertions also in order to claim land and exclude the opponent part, thus they construct
tradition proving distinction, superiority and exclusion of a rival claimant. This is also true in the

Tografia highlanders who claim ancestry from the biblical twelve Houses of Israel so as to show
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once pride and honorable origin.**

Not only the claim of Arab pedigree that complicated the tracking down of the origin of
the Togrd, but as Alberto Pollera put it clearly that, in patriarchal African population, a tribe
takes its name after the name of the founding father, but later after some generations it splits into
branches, then the name of the newly created subdivisions is called by its founder.”” After some
generations, the descendants forget their common origins because there will be no more common
interest and their migration would be far from their original homeland. Then another people
conquered the abandoned home, but from few remnants of the old tribe the new comers learn and
retain the custom of the previous inhabitant’s name.** In this case both groups are vulnerable for
changing clan name, language, religion, and way of life based on geography they resettled and
through time forgot once origin and adopt to the dominant ones’ or vice versa. Or if they are
strong, they can subject the weaker group then give and take either group’s cultural values and
identity. Therefore, loss of once origin due to distance in time span and geography, or deliberate
betrayal and instead chose honorable ancestry has complicated the issue. Therefore, being in
such situation, it is difficult to recreate the blood line for the majority of Togré clans settled in
Sahol before the coming of the Bet-"Asgada.

Identifying which clans were the first comers among the currently inhabiting groups is
becoming open for argument, both in oral tradition and the scholars circles. The research
conducted in 1983 by EPLF’s public administration section described the Targeld (3(C12A),
Digdigi (£9187), Dob’at (2N%%F) and Figo "Afruge (48 A&42) clans as the first and still
living settlers of Sahol.*”” Another document from the same research added the *Almida (hATDR8)
clan to the above list.*® Alberto Pollera on the other hand argued that; the *Asfida (AN4.8),
"Alméda and Hafdra (4.4 to be the earliest settlers of Sahal in which they mingled with the

aboriginal inhabitants, and they still can be identified well.**

Nadel also generalized the Sahal
clans other than the Bet-'Bsgidd, to be of heterogeneous stock, composed of both remnants of
aboriginal groups and the offspring of slaves, and descendants of the smaller and weaker clans.>”

The research done by EPLF’s public administration section substantiate its argument that; the

2% Ibid.

2% Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 36.

26 Ibid.

27 EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism, (F°F°hS8CT &M dPoHA+ MAPLY), cit. p. 1.
% EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (TPN&A UHN. A4\, cit. p. 23.
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first moment the Bet-’Asgidd came to Habab, they first made marital relations with the Dagdédgi
women, and the contemporary chief of the region, Homeda was from Sabur / *Alméda clan.>
This shows us that certainly the Targeld, Dagddgd, Dob’at, Fago ’Afrugo, 'Almida, *Asfida,
Hafdra, Sabur (NMC) etc. were the inhabitants of the area prior to the coming of the Bet-’ Asgida.
However, as we shall see in the next chapters, the Bet-"Asgiddi claimed to the contrary. They
consider themselves as the first settlers, thus owners of the land and the other clans mentioned
above to have come later and that seniority and proprietorship led to the subjection of Togrd
under the Bet-"Asgéda aristocratic relationships.

Another proof provided is that Mohamad Sérif (A2 ™2 AZ&), the ancestor of the Bet
Ma‘la (Nt “30A) came from Arabian Peninsula through ‘ogig (%71°) and married wilito
"azhndab (@AF AHUTL ) from Targeld / *Almida clan. In this case if we assume the *Alméda
to be one of the first settlers, the clan itself too claims to come from Arabia, and their forefather
got married to a woman from Dob’at and the descendants are still known as the Seven House of
’Alméda / Bet Dob’at.”” As we can see from the list of clans claiming Arab origin, the Dob’at
itself is among the list. Therefore, it is quite difficult to find a clan admitting native and non Arab
descent. According to the information from the research conducted by the EPLF public
administration section, its informants were belonging to almost all the different clans in Sahal,
and based on their information, the following are believed and claim to have come from Arabia;
’Alméda, 'Asfiada, Rugobat (4°1N%T), 'Aglumba (A°1A9™N), Harabaso (HéTNh), Dob’at,
'Aflinda (A®A78), Abhosen (ANANT), ‘Ad-Mu’alim, Digdigd, Abulgasm, ‘Ad-Siko,
RaSayda and Sawra.’”® Therefore, all of the above clans claimed to have come from Arabia,*
and to have an Arab origin. However, some clans including Bet Ma‘sla, ‘Ad-Siko, ‘Ad-Mu’alim
etc alleged their origin from the first four Khalifa Al-Rashidin.*® Hence they consider themselves
to be Ashraf, or holy clans but there is no credible evidence to verify their chain of lineage.

Generally, for most clans claiming Arabian origin seems to be proved fallacy. The

research result clearly demonstrated that, the clans claimed to have come from Arabia via ‘agig,

300 EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (T*N&A UHN, N4\, cit. p. 23.

%2 Dob’ait (A N9 L) signifies to the descendants of a woman from Dob’at clan.

35 EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (TN&A UHN, A4\, cit. p. 23.

% In previous part we have seen that Alberto Pollera to consider the ’Almida, ' Asfida and Haféra to be
descendants of the Beja groups who conquered the Northern Highlands, and to be among the first settlers of the
region.

3% Khalifa Al-Rashidin is a term used in Sunni Islam to refer to the thirty years reign (632-661) of the first four
caliphs (successors). Therefore, these clans claimed to have blood from the four Caliphs, thus holy families.
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north eastern Red Sea coast of the Sudan, and their source is unfounded but a legend that passing
from generation to generation. In support of their assertion, there are some traces; including
names of places and water wells around ‘ogig, in the Sudan. But these names cannot be
convincingly taken as departure points of their ancestors, because at that time there was no
international borders and the then nomads were free wanderers and they might have departed
rather from the Eritrean part. To put case in point, some informants from the later group of clans
claimed to have blood from the Ashraf in just twenty generations back and others beyond
twentieth generations, and asserted their sources for such information to be informed Sikoas who
were practicing Quran.*%

Taking as a representative sample, let us try to prove if their assertion has probability of
truth, here is an example from one of the informants during the research by EPLF. The informant
was from the Bet Ma‘ola. He claims after 32 generations to 'Imam ‘Ali ‘Ibon ‘Aloktub. i.e;
Mohamaid "adris, ‘Osman, Karof, Afhad, Kerof, Mahmud, 'Ahmad, Huméad, Kaml, Sultan, Kaml,
Mahmud, ‘Umir, Hasdbd Nabi, 'ondikdna, Bikri, Maola, Sérif/ Mohamid, Sirif/ Ali,
Sarif/ Abdalqadr, Sarif ‘Ali, Sérif/Hasén, Sarif/saloh, Sarif/ Abdulrizaqo, Sarif/ Mohamaid, Sarif/
Suleman, Sarif/ Saloh, Sarif /Yazid, Sarif Kédbolun, Sarif/ Sa‘aban, Sirif / Haséno albusti, "Imam
‘Ali ’Tbon ‘Alkotub.*” Assuming 25 years per generation, the probable time the first ancestor
mentioned 32 generations back is around 800 years ago i.e around 1183 AD, but the claimed
ancestor, 'Imam ‘Ali 'Ibon ‘Alkotub was living in the seventh century AD, contemporary of
Prophet Mohamed. The time the research conduct was in 1983 or 1405 AH*®, tracing back and
reconstructing for 30-40 ancestral generations from the contemporary age band was not possible
to be congruent with the reality. Possibly, generations up to 17 ancestral fathers can be
recollected as it can pass from elders and clan chiefs to the younger cohorts. But ancestral names
mentioned beyond this are unsubstantiated, but it was only a tale that propagated by elders and
Sékes intended to boast once origin. Therefore, in my opinion, the Ma‘sla’s claim as the son of
Mohamad $érif is a mere legend told from generation to generation without compelling facts.

The research results of; The Origin of Sahal People, (A°N&4 UHN, ArhA), an historical and
genealogical study deeply explains the pastoral nature of the community. According to the study;

normally pastoral societies are interested in their blood relations and clan lines. In the Sahal

306 EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (T*N®A UHN, A4\, cit. p. 24.
7 Tbid.
3% Anno Hegira.
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communities starting from childhood there is a habit of curiously inquiring and memorizing once
genealogical order. Learning by heart from 10 to 15 ancestral generations is accustomed
phenomenon, nevertheless counting beyond is mostly becoming unfounded legendary tale.’”” At
present, most clans found to be derailed from their authentic origin, hence it is not easy to
reconstruct their past in association with the Beja and Go’oz origins explained above. In the
absence of genuinely written material, the consideration of oral history claimed by the people
with all its shortcomings is an inevitable but as a least alternative. Therefore, the general origin
and derivation of the Sahal communities can be classified in two ways or from two directions
and places; 1, the majority of the clans claim from Arabia across the Red Sea and then to present
day northeast Sudan and later settled Sahal i.e from the west and northwest of Eritrea. In this
case Rasayda are the last migrants from Arabia. 2, the other groups are mainly the Bet-’Asgida,
‘Asawrta, Zagr, Hamasen, etc. from the central highland of the country with Togriia and Saho
ethnic and linguistic backgrounds.

According to the material, The Origin of Sahal People, (PN&A UHMN, Nrhd), not only the
remoteness in time and unfounded claims of Arab origin that made difficult for the rediscovery
of the genealogical order and autonomous history of the clans in Sahal, but it stated the following
factors as some of the main impediments for the linear reconstruction of descent; First, almost all
clans in the Sahol were Togrd of Bet-’Asgidi. Consequently they couldn’t develop an organized
and autonomous socio-cultural and historical identity. Second, the nomadic economy compelled
members of the same clan to travel far and spread wide throughout Barka, Sahol, Sdmhar and
parts of Sudan with no common settlement. Thus, with time contacts weakened and common
memory vanished. Third, the nomadic way of life separated sections of a clan to mix and share
living with other clans, consequently fainted distinctive identity. Fourth, the customary plunder
and invasion has played a vital role in dispersing various families and groups from their mother
clan. In this situation, the weaker compelled to seek refugee and protection in a subservient
position under stronger groups but in distant location from and no contact with their original
home.

Therefore, the above four factors blurred the common memory and increased the fusion of
various races and bloods against the purity of an original clan identity. For me it seems that in

such obscured condition and under the subordination of the Bet-’ Asgédi and other ruling classes,

3% EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (T*N&4 UHN, Nrhé\), cit. p. 25.
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for the Togrd clans it was a necessity to assert pedigree from an Ashraf of Arabia. For it has
religious basis and they hoped it would keep them in an elevated psychological and moral
position. However, their claim of Arab descent associated with Islam has discontinued the
historical memories. Clinging in such myth of origin became a barrier in reconstructing their
genuine blood line linking them to their ancient African ancestors with authentic clan identity.
Therefore, such mythical claim has blurred their ancestral backgrounds and blood relations with
those of ancient Go’'oz and Beja pastoralists who used to inhabit the region for centuries before
the evolution of the present day Togréd groups or clans.

Generally only the ‘Ad-Siko, ‘Ad-Mu’alim and Rasayda are believed to have come from
Arabia, but almost all the remaining clans in Sahal that claim ancestral origin from Arabia, their
assertion is unfounded with no credible evidence. It was only with the adoption of Islam that the
Togrid clans Islamized and Arabized their genealogical origin and tradition; therefore in order to
unravel the entangled vestige of the ancient ancestors in relation to the current communities, the
subject needs further research.’'® Such self asserted origins by the clans is becoming subjective
and intentionally biased, but archaeological study, linguistic evidence’''or other scientific
investigations needed to be conducted, hence we would establish relevant evidence helping in the
reconstruction of the relative truth of their origin.

Based on the above facts, the basic social organization of the society in the Sahal before the
migration of the Bet-’ Asgiddd were small kinship and clans. The livelihood was mainly nomadic,
breeding camel, cattle, goat and sheep wondering after pasture and water, particularly swinging
to and from the highland and the coastal plains including to the western lowlands of “Ansédba and
Barka Rivers and further north towards Qarura. Considering the possibilities for the development
of social class variations, based on the different cycles of migration of groups of people to the
region, I can imagine that, due to the volatile security issues the weaker groups were seeking
protection by the stronger; as a result a stratified society was inevitably created. Thus since
ancient times the northern plateau must have been a showground of the domineer and dominated
social order. Naturally in pastoral societies, access to land and water was free to the groups
residing in the territory, but in due course the evolving warrior lords controlled the resources and

limited the access to the previously commonly owned possessions.

319 EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (TPN&A UHN, Ahd\), cit. pp. 25-26.

311 Christopher Ehret in his article Writing African History from Linguistic Evidence stated that in reconstructing
African history, historians of Africa have used linguistic evidence more than those of historians of any other part of
the world. Every language has potential information on the history of the people spoken it.
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The fixed nature of the residence of the lords became easily exposed by any stronger warrior
raiding groups’ attack and enforced their rule, as a result the earlier lords relinquish their status
to integrate to the new authority or downgraded to vassalage.’'* The strong and powerful new
comers in most cases impose their name, language, belief system and sociopolitical values as
manifestation of superiority up on the previously inhabiting communities.*"* In some cases it
happened to the contrary, like the Bet-’Asgiddd where they adopted the values of their subjects.
Therefore, for centuries a class based division involving economic exploitation of the one group
against the other was historical reality in the northern highlands, for example, the earliest
inhabitants, the Nilotics subjected or pushed to leave the space by the newly arriving Hamites,
the later also overwhelmed by the Beja groups who came as a new wave of migrants. The Beja in
their turn, at least subordinated by the Go'oz speaking groups, and finally the various Togra
groups with different backgrounds evolved from the combination of the centuries of social
developments fall under the control of the Bet-’Asgddd domination up until mid twentieth
century. Therefore, for centuries the Northern Highlands accommodated different migratory and
invading groups prior to the coming of the Bet-’Asgéddi. The detailed discussion on the origin
and development of the aristocratic system with particular emphasis on the domain of Bet-

"Asgidd will be presented in the next chapter.

312 Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. p. 34.
13 Conti Rossini expresses the condition that the existing dominant groups are not ancient, and obviously there are
yesterday’s dominant elements in their subjects. Rossini, 2016, p. 297.
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CHAPTER THREE

GENEALOGICAL ORIGIN, MIGRATION AND
ARISTOCRACY OF THE BET-’ ASGADA

Introduction

In the previous chapter we have seen the general historical settings of the Sahal area. It discloses
that, the Togrd speaking area in general and the habitat of the Bet-"Asgéda in particular was the
product of centuries of migration of multiple cultures. Jonathan Miran’s explanation seems best

to explain the Togrd phenomenon;

“the formation of Togrd societies and the region they inhabit involves long and
convoluted processes of migration, conflict, the pursuit of security, the adaptation

to challenging environments, and the exploitation and management of economic

resources, among other variants.”*'*

In order to have a better understanding of this essential element of the Sahal
communities, this chapter is mainly an attempt to discuss on the available theories on the
ethnogenesis of the Bet-'Asgddd in the central plateau and the elemental causes of their
migration to the Sahol. The description of the various claims on the “who first settled?”” in the
area is part of the discussion. In this case, the Bet-'Asgiddd consider themselves as the first
comers, through which they justify for why they owned the land and became the lords of the late
comer clans. Similar counter claims are also provided by subjected Togrd clans. Therefore the
early days of the family and the subsequent subjection of the people and possession of the land,
the continuous fratricidal conflict of the ruling clan and the fait accompli lasting division of the
family etc. will be discussed in this chapter. Hence, this chapter is aimed to reimagine the early

days of the Bet-"Asgiddi family and their encounter with their indigenous Togra subjects.

3.1 Origin of the Bet-’ Asgidi

The major sources®” and oral history®'® of the family claimed that, originally the Bet-’Asgidi

314 Miran, Constructing and Deconstructing, cit..p. 33.

35 The published sources of by; Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (T°NZF GAT UHN,
an/A) 9°AR), Kokob Tsebah Press, 1961., Michael Hasama Raka, The Story of Eritrea (13 h(CF<-), 1986.,
Berhanemeskel Tesfamariam, The History of the Descent of Eritrean People (3+¢H ™AL UHN, kCF¢-), China,
2009 are books on the general history of Eritrean people and its ethnographic origin. Their sources are mainly from
oral history relayed from generation to generation and in this research the author has utilized them as references
according to their importance to cover the gaps of the remote past particularly in the migratory and the ethnographic
part of the history.
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were from Son‘adigld,’"’

and later due to family power struggle moved to ‘Adi-Nofas in
Hamasen and finally went to Sahol.’’® However, various accounts including oral tradition provide
a different but in some part similar stories on the origin of the Bet-’Asgddd community. The
local historians including; Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (T*N¢ %
YATF UHN, aoZN 9°AN )", Berhanemeskel Tesfamariam, The History of the Descent of Eritrean
People (F¢N AL UHN, ACFé)’, Michael Hasama Raka, The Story of Eritrea (HY3
hCFé)?, EPLF documents® and other written sources and oral tradition maintained that the
Bet-"Asgidé group to be kinsfolk to the various families in districts of Hamasen, with branches
in 'Akédld Guzay and some groups in Sérayd through their common ancestor, Meroni (2C1).

The sources generally agreed that Meroni came from Dambya (£9211f), north-west of present

day Ethiopia in the province of Gonder and arrived in the central highland via the western

315 In this case, the term “oral tradition of the family” is to denote the narrative that kept for centuries and told by the

family members as their historical past.

317 Son‘adiigoali is one of the six districts of Wid *Akild (D2 ANA), in “Akild Guzay province, in the present day
Southern Region.

318 Authors including, Alberto Pollera, Stephen Longrigg, Antony d’Avrey, O.G.S. Crawford argued that the original
place of the Bet-’ Asgidda was from Son‘adédgold, a supporting point for their assertion is that the Bet-’ Asgida
described that Son‘adégli to be their first memorable ancestor, but they lack uniformity in claiming their original
place as some mention ‘Adi-Nofas in Hamasen and others from ’Adokéimi-Molga’o (A2NAR 9P JA),

%1 The book, Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (TP SAF UHN, @221 9PAR) is about
the genealogical history of different communities and clans in Eritrea. The book has no information about the
author; however it seems that he had average academic level with the title of Geometra, an Italian academic title
equivalent to surveyor, thus he was not historian by training but through interest. The sources he used in writing this
book seemed more of oral tradition.

320 The author, Berhanemeskel Tesfamariam frequented to various Orthodox monasteries in Eritrea and Ethiopia
and graduated with the title of Mergieta, thus he was professional teacher of Ge’ez language and secular subjects’ in
different churches and schools in Asmara, Eritrea. Owing to such religious background, he had the opportunity to
investigate the ancient parchments and documents in the monasteries that helped him to acquire a wealth of
information that he realized in this book. Therefore, the book is entirely devoted on the genealogical history of
almost all inhabitants of Eritrea. The book was published posthumous of the author by his children, hence the
sources he used are not mentioned, but it seemed that oral history and ancient monastic and church documents were
his main sources.

321 Michael Hasama Raka was born in May 1920 in Mohlab (9°AA) center of the Miinsa‘s. As a child, he studied
in various catholic schools in Mhlab, Méndéfera (M7£24.4-) and Kéardn. He worked as an interpreter under Italian
colonial administration for some years. Thanks to his educational and work experiences and fluency of multiple
languages served as junior clerk during Italian period, and with the coming of British Military Administration he
was conscripted in the police force and later worked with the UN Commission of Inquiry in the late 1940s. During
Federal and Ethiopian periods, he worked as governor in different districts and Deputy Minister until his migration
to Norway in 1977. In this book he attempted to cover the genealogy and general history of the different clans and
groups of people spreading throughout the country. The sources were oral tradition and the documents of early
Italian writers.

322 The sources 1 used in this research described as “EPLF Documents” are prepared by the EPLF, Public
Administration section during the Armed Struggle in 1983. They provided, the detailed description of the history,
genealogy, economy, politics, culture etc of the various communities inhabiting the Northern Highlands and other
parts of the country.
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lowlands and finally settled in Gd$nasm (7A5A9™).3% There, he established a living and begot
three sons; Maluq (T34 %), Faluge (4$A%) and Caluge (sbu'®). Later, Maluq went to south to
bear the "Akidld Guzay people. Faluq settled at ‘Amés (%928,), around 15 km north-west of
"Asomira, and the third one remained with his father at GasnaSm.

According to Abay Gebreyesus, Faluq had six sons,™*

one of them was Dmbézanoy
(&9°NHF L), and he destined to be the common ancestor for the people of the districts;
Diqgitism (2$+AJP), Bet-’Asgidi, Dmbizan (29°NH7Y) and some villages in Karni$m in
Hamasen (+A91\7).** Berhanemeskel Tesfamariam provided a detailed genealogical description
of the Eritrean people that agreed with Abay on the origin of *Asgida (AN7L), although with
dissimilar genealogical order on the upper and lower ancestry of the "Asgddé family tree. Alberto
Pollera in his part agreed on the origin of the family down to the different sections of Bet-
"Asgddi in Sahol, but the difference with the local authors is on the specific relations of "Asgada.
He assumed "Asgidé to belong to the Maluq of "Akéld Guzay, and later flee from family grudges
in his home in Son‘adégld and settled in ‘Adi-Nofas. However, the local sources provided only
the presence of some late comers of 'Asgddd descendants in 'Akdld Guzay, particularly in
Son‘adégld villages, but have not the same opinion for locality to be the origin of the family.**
According to these documents, the kins of "Asgida that inhabit in the villages around Sigandyti
("772t) seemed to migrate from Hamasen than vice versa.

The early history of the legendary "Asgida that attained eminence through his flourished
and powerful progeny crammed with subjection of the Sahsl people and conquest of their woods

begun in the Hamasen plateau.’”” According to Abay Gebreyesus, while in Hamasen,” Asgidd had

33 In this case almost all sources agreed.

3¢ The six sons of Falugo were; Dombizanoy (£9°NHS £), Mhrit (92 F), Takista (tTAt), Smrasm (AFRLET)
, Smritob (ﬁ goZm), and the sixth is unknown.

325 Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (°(¢%F 9AT UHN, a2ZN 9°AT), Kokob Tsebah
Press, 1961, p. 112

326 Abay mentioned various villages in Son‘adégld that are home to the descendants of *Asgddi that later moved to
these villages including in; Sigénayati,” Akrur (A4-C), Hebo (AuN) etc.

327 Ga‘ofir Saloh ‘Osman (from Bet-’ Asgidi of ‘Ad-Tikles) to whom I interviewed in Kérin provided a different
version that could be considered as a common story in his clan. According to his information, there were two
"Asgéda; the first was the son of Zanoy from Hamasen. Hadgéimbés had four children and one of them was B omnit
and he had four children from two wives; the first wife was from the Nara that begot two sons namely Bhaylay and
G‘adad (°108.2) and his second wife was from Togrfia that begot two sons namely ’Asgidi and *Atkédmi (A+ha®),
Four of the children of B’amnét went to Sahal and divided the land. Bhaylay and G‘odad conquered the northern
part of Sahal up to Tokar, present day northeastern Sudan and the remaining two brothers occupied the Naqfa and
Rora Habab area, but because *Atkédma died so early without progeny *Asgidé alone possessed the area. Because the
descendants of "Asgéddé grew in number and wealth, they got the fame and authority. Therefore, when the
descendants of Bet Bhaylay and Bet G'adad claimed to be of Bet-’Asgddd, they mean to the first *Asgida, the son of
Zanoy but not to the junior 'Asgidé the son of B’omnit. The same is true to the seven "Asgédi at ‘Adi-Nofas and
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Seven children namely; Mi‘atiy (9°%+g2), Somur (NE™(), Tasfuw (tN$&D-),’ Adkdmi
(A£haD) Bhaylay (11+2AL), Habti¢an (YN+em7), and Ginsil (7704), and all are known as
the Seven Children of *Asgidid (A%t 24 AN7L).3%® The book stated that most of *Asgidi
descendants were in Sahol, but few remained at ‘Adi-Nofas. Michael Hasama Raka on the other
hand, despite disparities on some parts of the genealogical order, his statements fundamentally
agreed on the origin of "Asgiddd. He argued that, Zanoy (HT£), the son of Dmbézanoy to be the
common ancestor of "Asgidd and "Atosim (A ®A.9®), but in the lower descent, he put "Asgidi
(A7), the son of Ba’omonit (NAJR1T) as the father of Mifldas (P& AN) and the residents of
‘Adi-Nofas.*” In comparison with Abay and the EPLF document, Michael didn’t describe the
lineage in detail thus bypassed at least three Generations especially on the Méflds genealogy.
While in the EPLF document Méflds was referred as the son of "Abib (A1) and brother of
Timaryam, similarly Michael put Hbtyis (U+PN) and Tiklyis (+HAPN) as direct children of
Miflds; however the difference comes when Michael indicated Tdmaryam as the great-grandson
of Miflds. The EPLF document referred Témaryam as the son of *Abib and brother of Méflds. >

Michael Hasama Raka’s description of the genealogical order of the Bet-’Asgéda is a follows:

Hadgéimbis (+.279°NM)
B omniit (NAIRTF) Zir’ abruk (HCAN4H)
| Asgidi (AN72) |
Miflis (TP&AN) ‘Adi-Nofas (%2, 74N) People Gibriikrustos (1NZNCNN)
| Hbtyas (umeh)' | | Tiklyds (thaen) | | | ’ Abib (AN) |

Tédmaryam (+99CP9")

Table 1: Genealogical order of Bet-’ Asgiidi. Source: Michael Hasama. The Story of Eritrea (A3 hCFé):
1986, pp 77-78

With some disparity on the lineage down from 'Asgéddd, it is important to compare

other areas.

328 Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (TPNZF GAF UHN, a2 9°AR), cit. p. 116
32 Michael Hasama, The Story of Eritrea (13 hCFé), cit. pp. 77-78

330 EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism, (JR9°h8CT &, ARHA+ MAPLY), cit. p. 4.
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Alberto Pollera’s alignment of the lineage with that of Abay, Michael and the EPLF document.
Pollera, similar to the EPLF document assumed *Abib as the father of Méflds and Tdmaryam, but
three of them agreed on that Miflis was the father of Hbtyés and Téaklyds. Thus, Tdmaroyam was
the brother of Miflas, thus an uncle to both Hbtyds and Taklyés, but Michael put Tamaryam as
nephew to both brothers. Michael failed to mention the names of the "Asgédda children that still
known as the seven "Asgddd, inhabiting the people at ‘Adi-Nofas and he bypassed in listing at
least three generations of Dafla (8&A), Gibrikrstos (7NZACAFN), and Girgis (7C1N), the father
of "Abib. Abay Gebreyesus, on the other hand mentioned the seven children of "Asgédd, and he
mentioned Somur twice; as a brother and son of Asgidi, but the EPLF document put Somur
only as direct son of "Asgidd. According to Abay, the seven children of "Asgéda are the residents
that constitute the seven Geza (TH) or Enda (A19)' inhabiting ‘Adi-Nofas.

Other than the above history of origin; Abay, Berhanemeskel and Crawford presented a
different version on the origin of "Asgddi. Based on an apocryphal legend they all described the
existence of a community in north-western Tagray (F°14-£2), claiming to be descended from an
ancestral father known as "Asgidd. Abay stated that there are people known as ’Asgidi that
inhabited in Ethiopia starting from a period before the birth of Christ. These people were living
in Sord (AZ) and the surrounding, in Togray, and they had a dignitary known as Saméril ‘ul
(ha®2A0-4), who later named ’Asgidi after his horse’s name.”* According to this account
"Asgida was the son of Hadgémbés and had seven children from three wives. From his first wife
he had four sons; G ‘adad, Haran (+¢7), Somur, and Gug¢it (F6bwT). The descendants of the latter
two are still living in Sord.**Haran and G ‘odad perished with no descent. Descendants of Somur
are still living in "ombadirho (APNECY) known as Geza Somagold (TH ATI9IA). *Asgidi’s
second wife was the daughter of Nayb ‘Omir Sa‘ada (721 0-d2C 20%) and became the mother
of four sons; *Atkdmad, Téasfuw, Girgis, and Grenit (°1477). The third wife was from Mladzanoy
(9PALHS L) that gave three sons; "Abrham (ANCY9™), Somur and Gankér (£7NC), and all
collectively known as the seven ’Asgidd (AN7£).7*

33! Both Geza (1) and Enda (h18) represents the same social group that claimed to descend from the same father
and share common land and custom. Most villages in Eritrean highlands constitute more than one Geza or Enda, at
the same time two or more Enda may have descended from the same ancestor, like the seven children of *Asgdda
but separate and develop an independent group at least after seventh generation or due to some historical factors;
migration, conflict or new religious beliefs.

32 Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (TPNZF SAF UHN, a4 92AR), cit. pp. 117-118
3 Tbid., p. 118.

3 Ibid.
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In my opinion, this account clearly reads a bewildering narration that by mentioning the
same people’s name, tries to recreate the genealogical descent happened in the Hamasen plateau
as if similarly took place in the Togray region. The time incongruity is exhibited;*** hence this
must be only a mythical account. The confusing story furthered its puzzlement not only by
mentioning two Somur from two different wives but it stated; Hadgdmbds, the father of "Asgidda
before coming to Karnd$om was living in Sori, his mother’s village. In Sori he begot to
Bo’omonit, and these days B’omonit’s descendants are still there.”*°Giérogis’s descendants are
now in 'Embadéirho and ‘Adi-Nofas. 'Asgidd’s descendants are also in various localities of
'Akéld Guzayo particularly in villages around Ségdniyoti and in Sérayi (A¢9).**” The various
families of "Asgddé inhabiting 'Embadérho are; Geza 'Agodo (M &7&), Geza ‘Adi-Hildl (1
AAQ), Geza ‘Adi Grmay (M %% 91C712) and Geza ‘Adi-‘ozar (M %% 0HC).”*® Crawford again
stated that "Asgiddéd was the grandson of Ras Dégdna (&AL £19) a Christian dignitary of ‘Agama
living in the sixteenth century. His son Zar’abruk had seven children, a district is still named
after "Asgidd and currently the leading inhabitants of Sord (7iZ) trace their descent across
fourteen generations from the seven ’Asgidi (an12).*

This version of the story that assumed an ancient legendary man named ’Asgéadi of Sori
(AZ) as the founding ancestor of the "Asgidd community living in different parts of the Eritrea
seems far from truth. The sources described the names of the "Asgida’s ancestors and his seven
children as part of the narrative in a way that fits with that of sixteenth century "Asgéda family in
Hamasen. However, particularly considering Abay’s Argument; the remoteness in time and
geography, absence of oral tradition among the Bet-’Asgédd of Sahal that supporting the story
and the lack of other facts bridging the time in between makes it confusing and erroneous
account. However, as Abay and Crawford claimed above, Berhanemeskel Tesfamariam also
proved the existence of the kinsfolks of Bet-'Asgiddd in Togray. He stated that they are the
descendants of Semur (Samériydsus) (NT>C or A@ZP+N) and GuCit. They are numerous and

still living in “Adyabo (A££N), Sori and the neighbouring villages including; May Dmu, ‘Algen

3% The time incongruency is exhibited that, the document supposed Asgédi as a man living before the birth of
Christ, and one of his wives was the daughter of the Nayb of Massawa. Such time gap and mismatches proved the
account fallacious with no reliable facts.

336 > Asgida’s descendants around Sord are living in many villages and their center is May Dmu (3.2 £d™) and
their chief’s title was Fitdwrari (£+@x¢&-2).

7 Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (®N¢F 9AT UHN, 22N 9°AN), cit. p. 18.

338 Berhanemeskel, The History of the Descent of Eritrean People (3¢ AL UHN, ACF¢), cit. p 158.

39 Crawford, The Habab Tribe, cit. p. 3.
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(%4\17), Bzit (NHT), Hohoyi (AUP), Ksad Gaba (hAL JN), Sa‘oda *omba (208 AJPN), ‘Adi-
Digol (%8, £74), 'onda Girgs (A8 7CIN), May 'Anbidsa (P92 AINA), Biraqo (N&-P),
Zinagodo (HT®2),‘Adi-Boylu (%8, N&&), ‘Adi-Qidya (%8, $LP), ‘Adi-Zoladen (%8, HALY),
‘Adi-Qist' Agami (949, PNt 3I0) etc.**

Therefore, in my opinion it seemed that the above described myth presented by Crawford
on ancient origin of ' Asgidi departing from ‘Agami to Sori and then to Hamasen must be a mix
up account. Although all authors agreed on the presence of *Asgidi’s kin around Sord, Togray,
but approving the area as the main origin of "Asgiddi appeared to be improbable for it looked
much flawed account. Three of them and oral tradition confirmed the existence of 'Asgiddd’s
descendants around Sori living in many villages and therefore, they must be the extension of the
family some centuries back moving there from Hamasen for various reasons. As a matter of fact
we have a proof that ascertains my argument. An Enda among the inhabitants of ‘Adi-Nofas,
known as ‘Adi-FoCén (%% ¢.7) is a case in point. The forefather of this Enda migrated to
Togray and his descendants returned to ‘Adi-Nofas to join their cousins. Probably, remnants of
that Enda might still live there retaining their ancestral name that made confusion behind the
story above, but still not a convincing hypothesis. Hence, the above theory claiming the origin of
’Asgidi from Sord area is inappropriate information, and the description of the exact names and
the presence of seven "Asgidi is a misleading that mystifies the issue.

Hence, in my opinion similar to the previous family tree, the most probable and
legitimate genealogy of "Asgida family descends in the following order; Meroni begot to Faluq,
then the later to Dmbizanoy.**' The later, from his father’s home in ‘Amis went to lower
‘Anséba district, and there he begot Zanoy, then after the village is called Mladzanoy.** After
some time, Zanoy in his part went back to K@andédba (7%220), where he begot five children; two
of them were; Hzbay (/hH02) and Hadgimbis (€19°00).** Hzbay became the forbearer of the
people of the Déaqgétidsom district. Hadgdmbis remained in his father’s village at “Amaés and begot
to B’omnit. The latter bestowed with four children; ~Asgiddd, Framéka's (§49°fA), Smur and

Zir’abruk. As we have seen above, other sources also provide different angles of narration but

3% Until the 1960s, according to the author, the center of the 'Asgdda descendants was at May Domu.
! Dmbizanoy seems to denote the Zanoy’s camp.

2 In Togrfia language, Mladzanoy (9°A £ H £) means the birth place of Zanoy.
3% Berhanemeskel, The History of the Descent of Eritrean People (3¢H ™AL UHN, kCFe-), cit. p, 157.
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agreed in common that, initially *Asgida was living in Sumgubluq (#9°%NAF). Later moved to
"ombadirho then to ‘Adi-Nofas and finally went to the woods.***

Based on the above accounts, the early habitat and departure of the 'Asgiddd community
was in the Hamasen plateau, particularly from ‘Adi-Nofas, north of "Asméra. The oral tradition
in the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam as part of their claim of long standing relations with Sahal area, they claim
that their forefathers including Hadgdmbis, the son of Zanoy used to come to collect the king’s
revenue throughout Sahal as far as the present day Sudan.’® Although the dependability of the
sovereign right could be contesting, but mentioning Hadgdmbaés the son of Zanoy as their great
ancestor proves that they originated from the Hamasen plateau which harmonized with the above
argument. Therefore, the claims provided by various authors including; Alberto Pollera, Stephen
Longrigg, Antony d’Avrey etc. indicating the 'Asgidda group to have come from Son‘adiglé, in

"Akild Guzay seems less probable and in my view it was not their right departure area, but the

Hamasen plateau.

3% Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (TPNZF GAF UHN, a1 92AR), cit. pp. 116-117.
35 EPLF, Toagri of Wadi-Labka (P&.-ANN +912), cit. p. 31.
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| Meroni (“2L1) |

| Faluq (/%) |
| Zanoy (HE) |
Hadgéimbés
(+hEI9PNN)
| B’omnit (NATTF) | Zir abaruk (HCANSA) |
| ‘Asgidi (\018) |
Miflds (qR&AN) ‘Adi Nfas (%4, 74-N) People
Hbtyés (UNFPN)
Samiril ‘ul (WTPLAD-4) Girgis (1C1N)
*Abib (ANA) Yaqob (£&1N)
Tédmaryam (+CLIP) Miflds (AREAN)
Gibrigyorgis (111£°1°C1N) Hbtyis (UNFPN) Tiklyds (+haPN)
Greniit (91417F) Tedros (t£CN)

Table 2: Genealogy of Bet-’ Asgidi. Source: EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism,(9°9°hSC7 £,
@A+ MALY), p 4.

3.2. The Trek to the Sahsl

There is no clear explanation on when, how and why ’Asgidé together with his brothers and
followers migrated to the Northern Highlands. However there are a variety of stories told as part
of the attempts to unveil and reconstruct the circumstances on the migration from the original
home in the northern Hamasen plateau. For the convenience of explanation, here I present the

categorized sources providing different angles of narration of the trek. They are mostly based on
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oral history told by the Bet-’Asgida themselves, published materials and the legend told by the
people of Hamasen, their distant cousins. The first legend to be presented is of the Bet-’Asgida
community. They believed that the first migrants to Sahal were the four children of B’omniit,
whom he endowed from his two wives; G'aodad and Bhaylay from his first wife while "Asgidda
and Adkidmi from the second wife.**® B’omnit was also believed to depart together with his
children, but soon died before they reached their destination.*”’

However, there are a number of stories explaining their pattern of migration to their
current location. The first one is that before their concerted trek, Bhaylay toured around Sahol
and after his return told his brothers that he discovered a land which was abundant and
unoccupied.’®® This narrative is claimed within a similar way that Bhaylay, an elder brother of
"Asgédi was the first trekker with his herds to Sahal and never returned back, and later "Asgéda
left his home in Karnid3m in search of his brother.*** Unexpectedly ’Asgidi found the place so
attractive and suitable for living with its abundance of nature, and then he decided to settle in the
region. This version of story substantiated by providing detailed history of first days of "Asgidi
in Sahal. According to the narrative in the beginning Asgéida together with his followers settled
around Laba (AN) and 'Endlal (A72A4), around the Naqfa highlands for many years. To prove
this story was authentic, the place where "Asgédda initially settled is still known as Rora kstan
(C¢ AhZFT) which mean mountain of the Christians.™ This designation signified that *Asgiada
and his group were Christians and probably the preceding inhabitants might have been non
Christians.

During the trek to Sahsl, B’omonit died in the middle of their journey. Then owing to his
grace of age, G'adad was providing the leadership and guidance to his brothers.””' The journey
was not only involved the prominent family of B’omnit together with their livestock, but a group
of people from different lineages and of multiple vocations accompanied them. According to the

document, musicians biting Négarit’”, playing Wata (PM), flute and trumpet were among the

36 EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People (PN&4 UHN, Nhd), cit. p. 107.

3% EPLF, Togrd of Wadi-Labka (P8-ANN +12), cit. p. 31.

¥ Ibid.

39 EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (F°IPh8CT L aoHa+ MAPLY), cit. pp. 1-2.

0 Tbid.

3 EPLF, Tagrd of Wadi-Labka (P8.-ANN F°1), cit. p. 31.

2 During the trek, people responsible for the Négarit were ‘Adi-Kflu (34, N& &) from Zagr (H°1C), and there were
of three kinds of the Négarit ; the first was Halibét (-hA.N%) bitten during wedding ceremonies, the second one was
Miinsura (92%£) bitten during war campaign, and the third Hananit (+5%F) was bitten during funeral ceremonies.
According to the document, currently they are in the Sudan taken by Kéntibay Mahomud Hamd in the 19" century.
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people of various professions. People of different origins including; from Zagr (H°IC), ‘Adi
‘Amdoy (%% 99°2.2), Mikilihab (®NAY), Watot (Pm*), Gurita (FZ73), Bet Zir'u (NF
HCk), and a priest family named (PR, AC7Y) Qdsi Aaron accompanied them.’® Zir’abruk®*,
brother of "Asgiddé remained in the middle of their way at “Ansédba River, northwest of Kérén for
his wife gave birth there. He was unable to follow his brothers and settled there. Currently his
descendants are known by the clan name of Bet Guk. Following the course of ‘Ansiba River, the
trakers pass via Habéro (YN(°) to Laba and encountered with a people known as the Fuj ($-8).3%
It is not known who this people were or their current descendants. But the oral story tells that an
ox belonging to Bet-’Asgéddd fought with and killed to an ox of the Fuj. When a committee of
four people from Bet-'Asgiddd approached the Fuj to discuss on compensation, the later
responded with absolution, for they considered the Bet-’ Asgiddd were their guests.**

The four brothers ascended the Sahal plateau and scattered by occupying their respective
territories. Godad initially occupy Bagqla (fﬁ’f\) but later for unknown reasons he left the area
and at present time his descendants are living in ‘Ansédba and Qar obil ($£CPN4\).**’Bhaylay in
his part occupied the most northern part of his brothers up to Hagér (Y17C), ‘Ararb (%<4-C™1) and
parts of present day Sudan. In different localities there are footprints which testify settlements of
Bhaylay like; Miqabr Bhaylay (@®$C N+8AL) or Bhaylay’s grave at Gidifira "Aydb
(1246 AR2EMN) near Fitret (dM<%T), deep ditch known Srum Bhaylay (AC9® NHEAL) at
Hamalay (/A“9A L) around Ftfto (%& %), the high plains at Hagér and ‘Ararb are also known as
Dagd (£7)/ Rora Bhaylay (¢ N+E2AL), and a pasture reserve known in his name Qarat Bet-
Bhaylay (@t¢ Nt NNAHLAL) at Hagir and ‘Aygit (9277F) etc. However, the descendants of
Bhaylay soon disappeared and it is not known how they vanished from the region. In explaining
on how they gone, there is an oral history known by "Adg Maéreta (A2 P4 ) which signify
that they left the area following once own donkey’s route and disappeared not to have any idea
of mutual whereabouts with their cousins. However, there are families known as 'Enda Bhaylay

(A8 NAHLAL) at Rora Habab that are believed to have stayed there from the very beginning of

3 BEPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (FPN$A UHN, A4\, cit. p. 107.
354 The Document: EPLF, Tagrd of Wadi-Labka (P&-ANN +°1£), p 31 described B’omnit as had migrated together

with his four children and his brother Zar’ abruk remained in ‘Anséba. Therefore, this document assumed
Ziar’abruk as uncle of "Asgéda but not as his brother.

3% The Fuj seemed to have been nomadic community, but the document failed to provide any additional information
on who the Fuj people were.

%6 EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (FPN&4 UHN, Nha\), cit. pp. 107-108.

»7 Ibid., p. 108.
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their arrival from Hamasen.”® Adkimi returned back from Laba and occupied the land from
‘Awildrdym (FDALLIP), Gzgza (STHH) up to Giliab (7AN).*” Asgiddid occupied the land
around "Endlal (A7.£A4A) and later moved to Naqgfa (5%4) to encounter with the ’Alméda
(hA@™8) clan.*®

The ‘Ad-Tamaryam of Wadi-Labka (P&, AN1N) also have an oral history affirming that their
ancestors were not new to Sahol. They claimed that, from ancient time their ancestors used to
tour the region up to the territories of present day Sudan for the purpose of collecting tax as
representatives of the chiefs in the central plateau. The story put Hadgédmbds the son of Zanoy as
the first one to make the expedition. At that first moment he came to Mahya's (“3UPA)/
‘Afo‘abit®®! (A&YN+) and met Hmeda (h28)*?, the chief of the Barya (NCP)**or the Nara
people®™
including; Bet-B‘aso (MF N&A), Bet-‘Awid (N+ 3L, Gonfro (1I&C), *Artega (AC+.7) and
Kibd (NN) of Mahmimit (“9U9R,0°+) that were inhabiting in northern Sahol up to Qarura

there, and he took him to Naqgfa and empowered him to collect tax from all clans

(¥C &) and parts of present day Sudan. The oral tradition substantiated the claim by presenting a

poetry composed by a complaining tone of a Togrd woman;*®

N, A.PNAPYT AA, ML HPR AN = God let me not hear the son of Zanoy is
coming

3% Ibid.

9 Ibid.

30 Ibid.

1 “Afa‘abit (A&%N7T) according to F. Martini in his 1/ Diario Eritreo volume 1V this stands for Af Abed or the
mouth of a slave in Togré language.

382 The identity of Hmeda is a contesting one. Some of the Bet-’ Asgéidi claimed him to be the chief of the Barya
people, and this seemed to disown the "Alméda from their claim of the first settler’s position. Because the 'Alméida
also claimed him to be their chief, but according to Mohamidsa‘id ‘Osman, the *Alméida claimed him to have been
their chief but they do not provide any details about him or his genealogical background from which of the 11
branches of the clan, at the same time as a reaction to the claims of the Bet-"Asgéda, the *Almédda have their own
story on who first arrived in the area and how the Bet-’ Asgida attained the power. Contrary to the claims of the
"Almaéda, Nésradin of ‘Ad-Tékles whom I interviewed in Kéarén said that Hmeda was the chief of the Barya
preceded ’Asgidi in Nagfa and he belong to the Hars wed krtut (YCA @& AC+T) clan of the Nara still living
around Mogoryb (9°1¢4-2) in Barka. It is believed the Har§ wed krtut were living in Sahal and later moved to
Barka for they found the area was not convenient for their lives. Ferdinando Martini in his I/ Diario Eritreo: 1
Grandi Italiani D Africa, A Cura Del Ministero Dell’ Africa Italiana: Florence, Vallecchi Editore, Vo. IV p 110.
Described Hmeda as chief of Hafara.

3% The Barya or the Nara people are believed to be the indigenous people of Sahal, particularly in Baqos (N®0),
Kerar (N&C), Yamho, Labka (AN), Naqfa, Af‘abét etc in particular and the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam claimed that the Barya
were still in “Afo‘abédt area during the arrival of their ancestors in the region. In this oral story, the ‘Ad-Tamaryam
considered Hmeda as the chief of the Barya people not of the’ Alméida, but in other sources Hmeda was considered
as the chief of the *Almaéda.

34 The Barya/Nara people are believed to be the ancient native residents of the Eritrean plateau, up to the Sahal
areas, but later pushed by the late comers to remain in their present day areas of Barka.

3% EPLF, Tagrd of wadi-labaka (PR.-ANN F°1Z), cit. p. 31
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7% APL&Nh AN N%A RA9® 72 = with bad countenance sitting on the white faced
mule

AFPNA YN A LATP¢ ATh= He only knows taking but not giving!

As Jan Vansina has explained in his work; Oral Tradition as History, verbal arts
including poetry are expressions of contemporary practices and reflections of the emotions of the
situations.®® Thus, the above poetry or probably song by a Togrdi woman is good idiom
witnessing the situation of the time, and reinforced the claims of the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam to have real
presence of their ancestors in the area since early days. The poetry further supported the Bet-
"Asgddid’s claim of early presence of Hadgidmbds, father of B'omniét in Sahol. Therefore,
according to the poetry, the coming of the four children of B’omnit to Sahol was the continuity
of their ancestral tradition. In the oral history of ‘Ad-Tamaryam community of Wadi-Labka,
there is a belief that they arrived there while the indigenous Nara and Bazdn or Kunama people
inhabited the area. Both the aborigines and ‘Ad-Débray (48 £1<4-£2) of Bet-"Asgidda used to live
in harmony, which suggests that the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam to be the first comers.’®’

The ‘Ad-Tikles also have similar claims of ancient conquest of the Sahal through their
ancestors. 'Asgddd Sa‘ada (AN7L 208), the son of Zanoy and the great grandfather of *Asgidi
was living in Hamasen and was the first to come to Sahol and used to have control as far as the
Hagér mountain. He used to have payed an annual visit to kiss and offer tithe to the church in the
mountain, and collected dues from the residents of the area. At that time the people in the area
were suffering from the frequent raids, so they welcomed the Bet-'Asgiddd’s guardianship and
were happy to pay back in dues and services for the utility of the land and protection they
enjoyed.’® ’Abi Gibramadhn Tikldyohans of Minsa‘s and Siko 'Edris Husin Mohamid of
’Almida, aged 78 and 80 years respectively are living in Keren. Siko ’Edris Husin is from the
ex-Togri of ‘Ad-Tikles and *Abd Gibramidhn was from the Sumagli of Mensae. Both claimed
that the 'Almida, Rugbat (4°1N%F),"Aflinda (A&A78), Kibd, ‘Asnabra (%N514),” Abulgasm
(AMrAPNIP), Dob’at, Digdigd, *Aglumba (A°1A9™N) and other clans were living in Sahol prior
to the coming of the Bet-’Asgidd.>® Particularly Séko 'Edris Husédn Mohamad claimed that his

36 Vansina, M. Jan. Oral Tradition as History, (Wisconsin, University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), cit. p. 11.

%7 EPLF, Togrd of Wadi-Labka (P&-ANN F°12), cit. p. 8.
368 Interview, Ga ‘ofdr Saloh ‘Omdr, 14/10/2021, Kirin.
% Interview, 'Abé Gibrimidhn Tdkldyohans and Séko °Edris Husin Mohamaid, 18 October 2021, Kirén.
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clan was in Sahol five generations before the arrival of the Bet-’Asgddd.””® This assertion is
contrary to the first comer’s theory of the Bet-’ Asgida. In this case, people with the Sumagli and
the Togréd background are scrambling on the narration to hold the first comer position.

Here, both the stories of claims provided by ‘Ad-Tamaryam and ‘Ad-Tékles do not
disclose details of when and why they came to the area, and it seems more of self-serving
explanation that put themselves as the first comers and undermined the ought to be Togrd
cohabitants in the region. As the source is based on the oral tradition and probably originated
from rumors passing from generation to generation. However, for such subjective and more of

unconfirmed reports based story, Jan Vansina gave interesting explanation;

“Rumor is the process by which a collective historical consciousness is built.
The collective interpretations resulting from massive rumors lead to commonly
accepted interpretations of events, nonevents, or sets of events. Hence a

tradition based on rumor tells us more about the mentality at the time of the

happening than about the events themselves.”*”!

This statement by Vansina seems to properly enlighten the claims of ‘Ad-T&dmaryam.
Therefore, in my opinion it is difficult to uphold the claim put by ‘Ad-Tdmaryam as it seems to
be purposely created to elevate their position. Thus, putting some levels of doubt is relevant. As
the common saying stated that out of two conflicting cultures or groups, the losers are eradicated
or subjected and the victors wrote or tell the history through which they glorify themselves and
belittle the defeated or the conquered part. This general truth properly explains the oral story of
‘Ad-Tadmaryam. As they were the lords for centuries, they had the position of saying and
embellishing their history by placing themselves as the first settlers next to the indigenous Nara
and preceded the other remaining Togrd subject groups. The other explanation on the migration
of the Bet-’Asgéda is the available documentary materials composed by local and foreign writers
mainly of the colonial historians. Oral history and legends are the main sources of both groups of
writers; therefore the difference is the level of explanation and interpretation of the history in
relation to the historical developments they knew. Based on the legend Alberto Pollera argued
that, originally the Bet-"Asgéddéd were from the Sono‘a Daglé district of *Akéld Guzay, but in due

time the family had internal disagreement and initially moved to KarndSm district and then to

370 Interview, Siko *Edris Husin Mohamid, 18 October 2021, Kirin.
3 Vansina, Oral Tradition as History, cit. p 6.
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Sahol. The exact year of the family’s relocation is not known. In their settlement in KarndSm,
they managed to be district chiefs for several generations.’”” However, around 1600 following the
death of B’omonit, "Asgddi and his three brothers entered into quarrel on the succession of their
father’s chieftainship consequently they lost the hereditary power. "Asgidi, as a figure left his
brothers and found a village, ‘Adi-Nofas and grew in number. The watershed of 'Asgiddd’s
migration came when his mule rambled away from ‘Adi-Nofas and thanks to his servants finally
found it in Rora, Sahal; a high plain similar to the central highland’s natural abundance and
beauty. Then, the place was named Rora Bagla ((°¢- N®A), signifying a plateau where the mule
was located. The servants came back to ‘Adi-Nofas and told the story of their journey and the
exaggerated beauty of the new found land. The already uncomfortable with his brothers, "Asgidda
decided to move to that place and he liked to live there and the plateau was named after him as
Rora ’Asgidi.’”

On the other hand the Abay in his book; The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (92N
9AF UHN, a°ZN 9°AR) stated that Tasfasyon (+N4&P7), the son of "Atosm (AFAJP) and
"Asgida were contemporary cousins. Both were genealogically on the third generation from their
common grandfather Zanoy, thus were supposed to be contemporaries. At that time, probably
during the reign of king Lobnd Dangol (A7 £7°74\), Tasfasyon was settled at Hazédga (YH.2), his
father’s village and initiated building a church of Saint Marry; however the stones he built during
day time were wrecked by somebody at night. Tésfasyon told the incident to his brothers.
Annoyed by the shocking news, the brothers decided to eavesdrop the demolisher at night. One
night they discovered that the destroyer was "Asgida and his family. "Asgidé did that disruption
because he was not happy of Tisfasyon’s successfully and blissfully settlement at Hazidga®™* and
seems that he envied on Tésfagyon’s construction of the church. Then Tédsfasyon and his brothers
chased them up to Sumgublug, his village.’” *Asgidi annoyed of his cousins decided to avenge

and fight back the *AtoSm brothers. One day, 'Asgéddd and his family faced the "AtoSm family

372 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 193-194.
37 Ibid.
374 Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (PNt 9AT UHN, aPZN J2AR), stated that the

Hamasen plateau, especially the villages of Deqi Tdsfasyon specifically Sé‘aziga (R%H,7) was inhabited by
shepherd Muslim communities before the coming of ‘Agéba the son of TAsfasyon. The communities were known
as Zdga, may be it has relation with the name of the village and if they were Togra speakers, the origin of the
neighboring village, ‘Adi ’Asfidda also might have any historical relations with the *Asféda, the Togra speaking

clan. Thus, it needs historical investigation.
375 Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (TPNZF 4AT UHN, a®ZN 9°AN), cit. pp. 124-125
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and their followers under the commandership of Gébrikrustos (7TNZACATN). The fight was
disastrous to the 'AtoSm family. "Asgiddd won the fight and both Gébrékrustos and his nephew,
‘Agidba (97N) got killed. Infuriated by the deaths and defeat, the remaining *AtoSm brothers led
by *Abrham?® defeated *Asgidi in the fight that took place in the fields between Wiki Duba
(®dh, 8.N) and ‘Adi-Habtisolus (%4, YN+NAN). The clash was concluded by the victory of the
"AtoSm brothers and that incident compelled "Asgédé to withdrew to "Embadérho and then to the
woods.””” Then Tésfasyon built the church tranquilly. Therefore, according to Abay Gebreyesus
this historical incident was the main reason for the migration of "Asgéda e to Sahal.

Michael Hasama Raka in his part narrates similar version of the story. According to him;
both "AtoSm and "Asgddéd were living together in Hamasen, but their peaceful days ended with
quarrel and conducted two fights; in the first clash "Asgéddi defeated ~AtoSm, but in the second
fight *AtoSm prevailed and expelled *Asgidda and the later settled at Kurba ’Asgiddd (n-CN
AN7L2), a hill near 'Embadirho and later resettled at ‘Adi-Nofas but part of his group remained at
"Embadirho.””® With regard to the migration of the family to the Northern Highlands, Michael
shared similar thought of the historic mule with that of Alberto Pollera. In search of his mule,
"Asgdda traveled to Rora, where he found the mule in the lush meadow. Attracted by the beauty
and abundance of the area, he aspired and soon decided to live there. 'Asgddd went back to
Karnd$m and told his brothers about the new land exaggeratedly. Four of them convinced by his
attractive story and agreed to accompany him. In this account, while 'Asgddd fought with
"Atosm (AFTig°), it seems that he was not alone, and was playing a leadership role aided by his
kins and probably more followers. Thus, with such warrior capacity and experience it would be
easy to subject the democratic and peaceful indigenous Togrd communities awaiting them in
Sahol. From broader horizon, looking into the regional developments, Fouad Makki on the other
hand explained the migration of the Bet-'Asgddd as part of the greater regional political

developments of the sixteenth and seventeenth century.””” The large-scale jihad invasion of

%76 > Abrham was the third son of *Ato$m, initially he was living in Hmbarti (-h9®NCE), around 30 km southwest of
Asmara, but after the defeat of his brothers by "Asgéda, he fought in vengeance and defeated ’Asgiddé and thence he
established and settled Wiki Duba (@M, 8-N), a village around five kilometers northwest of ~Asméra. He was also
known as Rawaya (&0 ), after his horse’s name.

377 Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (PN¢F AT UHN, 02N °AN), cit. pp. 126-127.

378 Michael Hasama, The Story of Eritrea (A3 hC¢-), cit.pp. 77-78

3% According to Fouad Makki, the three regional developments were the invasion of Ahmed ibn ’Ibrahim
(Gorafio/14-%) of Hirir (+<C) to the Abyssinian state, the violent wars in the eastern Sudan that ultimately formed
the Funj Sultanate and the 1557 Ottoman Empire’s occupation of Massawa which was characteristically had
international dimension as the Ottomans were contesting on the control of the strategic maritime area against
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Abyssinian state and the Eritrean highlands under the leadership of Ahmed ibn Ibrahim
(grafio/?14-) of Hirir (+C) was one of the then regional disorders that exerted pressure, and is
considered as a pushing factor for the migration of the Bet-'Asgiddd from their home in the
central plateau to the Northern Highlands.**

Considering Abay Gebreyesus’s important material that mentioning °Asgidd as having
participated in the war against the invading forces of Ahmed gorane, Fouad Makki’s assertion
gives sense. According to Abay, "Asgddd was contemporary of King Labnd Dangal (AN7£7574\)
of Abyssinina. During the war, 'Asgddd accompanied by his followers fought in union with
Bahrd Niga$ Tasofalo‘ul of Dobarwa (Nche 197 tN4A0A 58 £NCP), as a result they could
save the monastery of Débra-Bizdn (£11< MH7) from the destruction on the hands of the
invader.”®' Thus, the contemporaneous nature of the event is convincing to consider the historical
assumption provided by Makki to have veracity. A different version of oral story is told in the
Hamasen area. According to this story, "AtoSm and ’Asgéddd were brothers. Following the death
of their father, they set to divide the land and take their share equally. In the process, "Asgidda
tricked “Atosm. On the eve of the survey and lot of the land, *Asgddi met and convinced a man
from the surrounding village. The deal was to come on the specific time and place as if he was
going by unintentionally. Then he would call him to be the middle man to put the brothers’
respective stick to the east and west direction of the territory. According to their agreement,
"Asgidd’s stick was to be put to the east while *AtoSm’s stick to the west. The man did the lot
according to his agreement, and then the Karnd$m including Bahri (Nhd), eastern escarpment
became 'Asgiddi’s allotment. "AtoSm was not happy of the lot, and was hesitant of the act, then
according to the tradition he compelled 'Asgédd for an oath, and gave his word that; “if the
procedure was of no tricks involved may you be happy with the land and may you prosper and
multiply with the grace of God, but if it was not in honesty, may your district be conquered by
alien people (&N R0 LIPAAP).”32 Therefore, the oral story concluded that, the curse
had knocked the doors of heaven and "Asgédi got his divine punishment.

As a realization of the curse on "Asgida, the story reaffirmed and provided justifications.

The district of KarndSm which was allotted to "Asgddd became the habitat of peoples with

Portuguese. Makki assumed these three events as the main factors for the migration of different peoples of various
origins including Bet-’ Asgidi to the Togri (°1<) speaking areas to be fused together and adopted Togri culture.
%0 Makki, Subaltern Agency, pp. 31-32.

31 Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (®(¢F 9AT UHN, 02N 9°AR), cit. p. 118.

382 Interview: Redie Gebremeskel, 08 September 2019, *Asmira, Eritrea.
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different origin. While descendants of Asgddd limited only in ‘Adi-Nofas and 'Embadérho,
"AtoSm’s numerous children and grandchildren founded more than ten villages known as district
of DidqitiSm®®, after his name and they grew in power like the Hazdga and Si‘aziga. While
"Asgidd himself migrated into a far place and his descendants converted in to Islam, *AtoSom’s
remained in his land and his descendants retained their faith etc. Therefore, for the Christian
highlanders in Hamasen, the Bet-'Asgidd’s abandonment of the KarndSm district and the
subsequent abandonment of Orthodox Christian faith to embrace Islam was considered as an
expression for the realization of the *Ato$m’s curse.**

A similar deceptive story during the allotment of the father’s land was narrated in the
house of Si‘aziga. The three sons of Hnidsm (A7M9™) namely; Samson (A9°M7), Kintiba Kofld
(h7tN "&A) and Hozbay (hHNE) decided to divide and allot their father’s land. During the
allotment, Hozbay deceived his brothers by conspiring with a man from a neighbouring village.
According to his objective of taking the fertile land, he convinced a man to put his stick on the
desired land. However, the dissatisfied and conscious of the scheme, his brothers in union told
Hozbay; “if it was genuine may you benefit and prosper well, but if you conspired on us, may
your children be tillers and our children be the beneficiaries.” (A7+&4 NATT N1t +MPARAT
ATtER NFCA, D1t +18RAT £8AT A2t BPLYL NAGE £INCID PAP:). 3 In my opinion
this story was imitated and adopted as "Asgéddd’s story. "Asgidi was the most pronounced figure
than his three brothers and we found them shadowed by his fame and wealth in almost all of the
history and oral stories. The whole story narrates almost only about "Asgiddd and failed to
recount on the other children of B’omnit (NA9™1%). Therefore, this oral story with some sort of
credibility, hints the migration of "Asgddd was the result of conflict-ridden relationships he had
with the neighbouring people.

As it 1s explained above, in reconstructing the reasons why the Bet-’Asgiddd migrated to
the Northern Highlands, the absence of written document compelled me to use the oral tradition

from different angles. As John Edward Philips described the limitation of oral tradition, it can

38 The term Diqitasm (2+AIP) signifies children of Atosm. Therefore, the villages in the district were an
exclusively inhabited by his descendants.

384 According to d’Avray, the Bet-’ Asgiidé kept their contacts with their cousins in ‘Adi-Nofas until the Bet-
’Asgidi converted to their new faith in the 19™ century. However, in my knowledge, the relation continued until
recent years. Michael Hassama Raka in his part said their relation was cutoff when the ‘Adi-Nafas refused the call of
the Bet-’ Asgidi in their war against the Sahdri (ACt) in Ginda‘s (1780).

3 Abay Gebreyesus, The Roots of the Mereb Melash People (T°N¢F AT UHN, 02N °AN), cit. pp. 134-135.
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never lead into perfection but opens the doors of research into broader study.**® Therefore, using
such oral sources in reconstruction of history needs cautious treatment and interpretation as it
reflected the subjectivity and conflicting narration from the two countering groups. In this case,
the different groups of Bet-'Asgiddé substantiated their claim of first settler’s position with oral
poetry of the time and place names in the area. Hence, considering the different views of oral
history mentioned above, in my opinion the most probable reason for the migration of the family
was the security issues. 'Asgddi had no good relations with his cousins in neighbouring villages,
and that time was when the region, Abyssinian and present day Eritrean highlands were
destabilized by the invading regional powers like the Ahmed ibn ’Ibrahim (gorafio/14-%).
Therefore, *Asgidda’s migration looks more of flee from the already disordered region into the
relatively peaceful area. It seemed that the calm and sparsely populated with abundance of nature
suitable for grazing was for the utmost satisfaction of 'Asgidéd and his groups. Thanks to his
warrior tradition and organizational superiority, he in no time attained the aristocratic position by
declaring ownership of land and subordination of people in a form of undeclared contract.
Therefore, based on the analysis of the different theories and narrations above, I come up to
assume the migration of the Bet-"Asgida as part of the migration of different groups of people
from different regions for different reasons during the last several centuries that was discussed in

the previous chapter.

3.3. Socio-economic Organization of the People

Before assessing the process of subjection of the Togrd by the Bet-'Asgddi, it is important to
view the socio-economic and organizational structures of the people of Sahal. Across the various
clans in the northern highlands, the people were socially divided between the ruling and the
subject classes. As the aristocracy was a normal social order in almost the entire Northern
Highland, the Western Lowlands and ‘Ansdba River areas of present day Eritrea. The names
given to the two classes might differ from clan to clan, but in most cases Sumagli (fF3A) was
for the ruling class and the Togra for the subjects. With these names were both classes known in

the Bet-'Asgiddd of the Northern Highlands. The ruling class came late and overtook the

6 Achi, Bala,“Local History in Post-Independent Africa.” In Writing African History, ed. John Edward Philips
(University of Rochester Press, 2005), pp. 374-380.
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ownership of the land and the political position, at the same time however adopted the language
and culture of the subjects, the Togra.”

From the economic point of view, nomadic pastoralism was the main economy of the
resident communities of Sahol and the dominant activity until the beginning of the last century.™
The Bet-"Asgidd might have brought craftsmanship of metal works including cooper, silver and
gold but soon lost and they got imported items of such products through barter.*® Thus, the
economy of the society steadily changed from the sole livestock raring into the combined
transhumance and seasonal cultivation. As explained in the previous chapters, the livelihood
differs according to the geographic condition; while those living in the mountainous areas
depend on pastoral way of life, and those of the low-lying plains and river side practiced the
animal herding and cultivation since last 19™ century together. Generally, the communities of the
northern highlands under this study; the Habab and ‘Ad-Té@maryam move mostly to the eastern
coastal plains but also to the western lowlands including to the northern tip of the border with the
Sudan. The ‘Ad-Tékles communities on the other hand to the vicinity of ‘Ansdba River areas and
unlike their cousins in the Naqgfa highlands they practice sedentary economy>”, but still their
livelihood is mainly depended on their animals.*”!

As the Bet-"Asgidd were originally from the central plateau, a country with permanent
farming settlements, they had a cultivation experience and they retained it for some time later to
give it up and adopt the pastoral economy of their subjects. In their home, they were powerful
dignitaries and during their migration the only thing they brought with them was aristocratic
system.** Hence, during their early days in Sahol, the Bet-’ Asgiddi used to practice farming. In
latter days because they became lords, that absolutely dependent on the products of their
subjects, they no more needed farming thus abandoned agriculture.”” Their older custom
refurbished and renewed accordingly, and imposed aristocratic order up on the nomadic
communities, thus instead of levying agricultural produces like their older custom in Hamasen,

they substituted it with animal products available in the hands of the subjects. Therefore, cattle

% Nadel, Races and Tribes of Eritrea, cit. p. 14.

388 EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (FPF°h8BCT $ L A0oHA+ MALT), cit. p. 1.

% Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 34-35.

3% The ‘Ad-Tikles farmers in comparison to the neighboring Bilen were inexperienced and practiced primitive
methods and cultivated only limited areas.

¥ G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 170.

92 Tbid.

3% Alberto Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 196.
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raring became the sole economy of the two classes, and for their grain demands they fulfilled
through barter trade. Thence, the nomadic aristocratic order governed the economic system of the
society. As land was the main source of production and living, it was clannish in ownership in
the hands of the lords. It had definite territories where those of strange groups entered these areas
were immediately accepted the terms of servile position under the Bet-’Asgédda, thus became
economic suppliers of their respective chief.

The animal wealth and their strategic location had allowed the Bet-'Asgida to generate
an alternative economy. The dairy products they had including the butter, wool and blankets
were good commodities of exchange for their necessities and the luxury they enjoyed. They had
sheep, goats, camels and cattle in tens of thousands out of which the Bet-'Asgidd derived their
purchasing power.** They bartered their milk to the mariners and the caravan traders that passing
along their territories, hiring pack camels was also another source of income. In the later era in
addition to the partial introduction of seasonal farming, they also had the opportunity to sell their
animals and animal products particularly wool from their sheep and the blankets woven from it
to the markets in the modern town like Massawa, Kéridn and Qarora including to the travellers to
and from the coastal towns to the western lowland localities.”* Salt was another source of
income to the community. Hasmet (hN@2%F) was their main source of salt extraction that sold to
the highly demanded areas of the central plateau to be resold with good interest. Wild honey
harvest was another supplementary source of income and addition to their dishes. With the
money they got from the sell of their products, they bartered durra, a variety of maize arrived
into their coastal beaches from across the Red Sea. The luxury products of the Sumagli like the
swords, white clothes, firearms, lances and saddler, horses etc. were imported from Dongola and
Arabia.*®® Such commercial activities with distant countries suggested that they had trade
relations widely.

The community were socially organized in to groups known as the Qébila ($MLA), an
umbrella group which constitute multiple of small social groupings an equivalent to clan. Such
social organizations were integrated into stratified and ordered systems.”” Owing to the
upheavals of the last three centuries the makeup of the communities was the result of migration

and for the sake of common interest, mainly defensive purposes they mostly forged common

3% Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 31-32.
3% Ibid.

3% Ibid.

%7 Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. pp. 31-32.
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descent through consent, and out of such formation authoritative lineages evolved. Thus, despite
the lack of homogeneity in origin, the Togrd language and culture was the ground for unity and
the persistent insecurity brought the social order into closer relationship. Theoretically, in
reaction to such threats strongly ordered warrior families rose into power as protectors of the
community, consequently the egalitarian system gave way to the hierarchical one. In the
subsequent time, many of the various Togré clans that fall into submission got united under the
political domination of the lord clans and accepted the codes and they realized to belong together
under the umbrella of their lord’s clan or Qébila. In this way the subjects associated themselves
to the clans and sub-clans of the ruling class, but there presented many Togrd groups that retain
their ancient clan name or the family names.*”® Therefore, the residence of the two classes was in
the same settlement but with mutual contractual duties and responsibilities that disclosed the
social class difference which will be discussed in the next chapter. However, organizationally
family holds the basic element of social organization.

The following social organizations were the principal orders of the Sahoal communities. In
such social group, the ruling elites could give their chiefs and hereditary leaders.””” The
document; Togrd of wadi-labka (P&.-ANN F°1¢) described the various social organizations in
ascending order as follows;*” The basic organ was ‘Aylit (%2A%)/ family organization; was
made up of the husband, wife and their children. In this group the father is the head and source of
living with the help of the grown up children. The second social organization was formed by the
extended members of the family called Fira's (.¢40)/°'Ad (%£); in Togrd language the word
Féara's means to be separated and become self sufficient. Therefore, Fiara‘s is when the children
of the same father multiply through marriage and established their own families. Therefore, all
collectively known as Fira‘a/°Ad and named after their founding father’s name. A Fira‘a/°Ad is
formed by aggregation of more than five and less than forty families. Each family owns its own
properties including; animals and land, but they cooperate in communal works, defence,
mourning, compensation cost, herding, ploughing tools and oxen, seeds for farming, milking
cows, pack animals etc. During marriage or other ceremonies, the families with in the Fara‘s/'Ad
contribute grain, butter, cash and other material things to help mitigate the expenses of the

concerned family.

3% Nadel, Races and Tribes of Eritrea, cit. p. 15.
* Ibid., p. 15.
“% EPLF, Togrd of Wadi-Labka (P8.-ANN 1), cit. pp. 144-145.
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"Azan Hagor (AH7 A6me(C); this group is constituted of few Féra‘'a/‘Ad, thus in
comparison to 'Azan (AH7), "Azan Hagor is made up of few people. "Azan is the combination of
many Féra‘s/°Ad descended from the same father. In forming *Azan, the Fira‘s could be more or
less in number but all the Féra“s that form the "Azan have blood relations. For example, 'Almida
Qidbila or clan have 12 "Azan that descended from common ancestral father. Similar to the social
and economic cooperation in Féra‘s, it is also practiced in Azan level. When a family face
difficult issues, the head of that family approach the chief of the 'Azan and share his problem or
if the problem is noticeable enough, the members of his 'Azan took the initiative themselves.
Then the chief dispatch and make sure if it was known by every member of the 'Azan, and
request for help. The problems to be solved are including; when fire damaged a house with its
property, if the family lacks a pack animal and wanted to buy a camel, if a member of the 'Azan
hit or kill a person then the 'Azan provide support and liquidate the issue. A good example is if
the concerned member has no pack animal and wanted to buy a camel, the chief make sure that
the 'Azan offered either the price of the camel in cash or 30-40 goats, which are assumed equal to
the price of a camel.*”!

Qabila (PNA); it is originally an Arab word for a clan. It is formed from the union of big
number of families descended from the same father. In other words Qébila is the combination of
many Azans. For example, Qébila *Alméada (PNA AAdP8) is composed of 12 *Azan representing
the 12 children of the common father, Mahmud Alméday (3Ahd™>2 AAMRSL) and all together
are called Qibila "Almédda. However, Qébila is not always formed by the people of the same
ancestor, but Fédra“as and "Azans of different blood could be merged as dependent elements under
the umbrella of the bigger and stronger Qdbila. For example, different Fara'os and "Azans mainly
of Rugbat, Zagor, Zawol (HO-4\),’Almdda etc. merged together under the Qibila of ‘Ad-
Tamaryam. Therefore, the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam was known as Qébila and the dependent groups as
"Azans and Féra‘as but administered as members of Qédbila ‘Ad-Tamaryam (PNA 4L +TC PI™)
and only identified their "Azan next to the Qébila. Such special character of Qabila was realized
during the tribal reorganization of the late 1940s. For example, an independent 'Azans under
Bet-’Asgidi assembled together to form the Qibila Sumagld ($NA AT99A), and the various
"Azans of different blood that scattered in different localities united to form a new Qébilas. The

Qibila level cooperation occurred when the problems that arised are relatively serious and

U EPLF, Togri of Wadi-Labka (P&-ANN F912), cit. p. 147.
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involving elements outside of once Qdébila. These are including; plunder of herds or homicide.
For example, if the member of the Qébila kills or be killed to or by member of another Qébila,
the handling of the issue is pass on to the whole Qibila and it is no more a private matter of the
concerned family.

Another sort of organization is when descendants of the same ancestral father known in
two clan names. This happens as a result of historical developments, livelihood and grouping
patters. For example, ‘Ad-Tdmaryam were part of the Qébila *Asgiada (PMNA AN7L), however
later moved to Labka and organized numerous Fdra's of different blood under their
administration and became an independent Qibila. But at the beginning of their arrival in Sahol
together with their cousins were under the Q#bila 'Asgiddd. Additional and late coming
organization of clans was developed during British period. It was created with the emancipation
of the Togrd subjects and the reorganization of clans. It involved the amalgamation of different
‘Azans with no blood relations united together to form new and independent clan and the
reorganization of different families claiming common ancestor but throughout the past centuries
been dispersed under different lord clans in different regions. The reorganization was conducted
based on common concern of the different groupings. For example the Qébila Sumagld was
formed by different ‘Azans that lack any common ancestor but mutual interest of forming the

clan during the British period.

3.4. The Subjugation of the People and Land

Generally up until the coming of the Italians, due to the absence of strong centralized polity in
present day Eritrea, mutual plundering and killings of various groups of people was a common
phenomenon. As part of that insecure past, prior to and during the Bet- Asgédda era, the Sahal
region was not safe from such troubles.*” In aristocratic societies, the incapability of self-defence
was the main reason for the subjection of families and groups of people. For instance except the
‘Ad-Sawra (92 R0-¢) clan and the Rasayda (4-N28) community, the social structure of the
various clans inhabiting the Kirin Division including the Sahsl, Sinhit (N¥hF) and parts of
Samhar areas was divided into two rigid classes of the Togri and Sumagli.*”® The egalitarian
nature with small groups of social organization and the mobile nature of the economy made the

ancient inhabitants of Sahal vulnerable to any organized attacks. The nomadic way of living led

2 BPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism,(T°9°h8CT LM, AHAL MALY), cit. p. 1
%3 British Military Administration (Eritrea), Ethnographical: Population, Races and Tribes of Keren, cit. pp. 11-12.
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for the scattering of the people to extended territories which weakened their strength for self-
defence and increased the possibility of intermingling with other migratory groups.*” Hence, the
circumstances of the ancient Sahol communities seemed to have been characterized in such
vulnerable condition.

Oral history and poems of the Sahal people stated that in earlier times, well armed groups
from Hadéndawa (Y272P), Bilen and various clans of Béni ‘Amér used to plunder the region, in
response of such act, the Sahal clans also avenged in the same manner. The oral story conveyed
that for the convenience of self defence, the settlements of nomadic societies of Sahol
compartmented according to the kind of animals they own. Thus; camel, livestock, and goats and
sheep herders respectively lived separately and fought together against possible enemies and
attacks from wild animals.*” Thus, the situation where there was no mutual trust and stability,
the strong subjecting the weak seemed to be the rule of the time. Therefore, protection from
external threat was important consideration that defined and shaped the features of political
relationship evolved between the two classes, and that threat compelled to the mutual obligation
regime.**

Prior to the coming of the Bet-'Asgdda, it seemed that the period was such a longue dure,
shaky and unsteady. Then, there was no defined power relationship, where a certain established
group or clan elevated to prominence as victorious and powerful ruling class.*”” The stats-quo
seemed to have been such a primitive stage where the clan chiefs neither possessed real power
nor command organized regiments allowing them to direct the daily affairs of their subjects and
defend possible foreign conquerors effectively. The society also seemed more of egalitarian and
organized in families and narrow kinsfolks with mobile character that made them vulnerable
when surprise attacks occurred at any given time.*® In support of this hypothesis, Siko ’Edris
Husédn Mohaméd of "Almida with a Togrd background said that, the Togrd clans before the
coming of the Bet-"Asgidd were sparsely scattered nomads and with less interest for power and
title, but the Bet-’Asgidd were well organized warrior and had full support from the Abyssinian

kings.*” Therefore, the political experience and the general world view of the Bet-’Asgida was

4
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Pollera Alberto, Le Popolazioni Indigene, cit. pp. 5-6.

45 Tbid.

6 Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. pp. 31-32.

7 BPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (FPF°h8CT $LT A0oHA+ MALT), cit. p. 1.
8 Tbid.

4 Interview, Siko ’Edris Husin Mohamid, 18 October 2021, Kirin.
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better than those of the nomadic clans in Sahal.

Nésrddin Saleh of ‘Ad-Tékles on the other hand stated on the migration of the Bet-
"Asgidd in relation to circumstances of the Togrd clans in Sahol that, the strong Bet-"Asgidda
with a warrior tradition came to Sahal while the region was experiencing such security problems
beyond the protective capability of the various smaller and disorganized nomadic clans. The
clans thought the Bet-’'Asgiddd were powerful enough and asked for protection and in return

admitted subjection.*"”

With the submission, the relationship allowed the Bet-’Asgiddi to
command the economy, administer justice and resources, particularly land and securing
protection of the clans and in return, the clans fulfilled their demands.*" Therefore, it was with
this background that in the sixteenth century, the Bet-'Asgddd with relatively superior
organization, leadership and experience of war subjected the seemingly classless and
unorganized communities of Sahal.

Although we lack certainty on how and when the aristocratic order was established, but
the subjugation of the people, the land and the institutionalization of the aristocracy was not an
overnight work. There are a number of explanations mainly oral histories and oral history based
written documents narrating on how, when and why the Togri (F°1£) communities together with
their land fall into subjection. Alberto Pollera viewed the origin of the Togri-Sumagli
aristocratic relationship of the Northern Highlands as an extension of the cycles of the
continuous migratory history of the region. For centuries, due to different reasons various groups
of people from different directions settled in the region with varied degree of strength and
influence. These groups of people were including the Kushites, Béldw and Kéldw, Roma (C9"),
the Go’oz (°1AH), and different people from the Sudan, the central plateau etc. that left footmarks
either in a dominant or subjected positions. Therefore, for Alberto Pollera the subjection of the
Togréd under the lordship of Bet-"Asgddi was as a customary phenomenon of the region, where
the new comer with superior strengths subjected the existing groups and either accepted or
imposed its cultural traits to the subordinated peoples. The same was for Bet-'Asgiddd, a small
group of Christians from the central highland left their home due to family grudges and settled in
the Rora of Sahol and imposed their superior position up on the existing Togrd groups peacefully.

Owing to the existing insecurity, the sparse and more weakened Togrd subjects needed the

419 Interview, Nésriadin Mohamid Nisridin, 18 October 2021, Kérén.
41 Thid.
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protection from the stronger Bet-'Asgiddd, and through which the aristocratic relationship was
created.

Both Antony d’Avray and Michael Hasama Raka had similar views on the innately
militant and power-monger behaviour of the Bet-’Asgidid family. Michael described them; as
descendants of the ancient Meroni, thus they had a power thirst in their blood, at the same time
they were brave fighters, but despite their ferocity they were incisive leaders in character.*?
Michael portrayed the Bet-'Asgiddd people as ambitious to hold power and make history
wherever they go. He overstatedly described the Bet-'Asgiddi; even if a member of the family
was hosted as a stranger, he considered the treatment as if it was his right and expects to have the
same entertainment every year just like a tribute.*”® It has also metaphorical expression for the
Bet-’Asgidi’s lust for treatment that; £+@t A2+ NAHDE N4&T AR “N v A AT ANTL
JAL BAT AAt” ATNAT 2L FA9® £NYA, meaning; “even the turtle dove croon, kuk kuk
saying my Bet-’Asgidd guest you are welcome to my home.”*'* Given their unlimited desire for
power, after some years of peaceful coexistence with the host clans, their inherent aspiration
arise, manipulated the serene condition and non-belligerent character of the 'Almida chief and
his people, as discussed below, "Asgidda could easily overtook the power.

Antony d’Avray on similar terms gave more emphasis on the natural traits of the Bet-
’Asgéda in which they experienced better organizational and superior warrior qualities.*"” Thus,
the organizational and defensive capacities and feudal backgrounds at home helped the Bet-
"Asgddai to easily and peacefully subjugate the land and the Togrd communities of Sahol. They
owned the land and divided it in to the various houses of the family, and at the same time the
people inhabiting the respective territories became sole subjects of the land owning Bet-’Asgada
families. The relationship was a lord versus servant, tied with a contractual form of duties and
obligations. While the lord’s duty was to offer protection, in return the Togrd were obliged to
provide human and animal labour services and animal products as dues in place of the classical
feudal dues the masters accustomed in their original home which they collected in the form of
farm product.*'®

The interview based unpublished document, Administration before the Italian
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Colonialism (9°9°hS8C: $2 dPoHAt MAPT) is an account made from the oral stories
collected in 1983 by the EPLF Public Administration Research Section in Sahol. This source
provided an explanation on how 'Asgiddéd came to the position of chieftainship in the following
two arguments. The first explanation stated that; "Asgdda together with his followers came to
Sahol in search of Bohaylay, his elder brother that resettled in Sahal. He enamoured the place and
decided to settle in Laba and "Endlal. After many years the turning point comes when in search
of his lost mule he went from ’Endlal down to Fildg (4.A7), a place near Naqfa. There, he met
the chief of Sabur, a sub clan of 'Alméda. During the encounter, the chief stand from his rock
chair in honour of ’Asgidi and the chief invited him to sit on his chair.*"” In oral tradition it is
said that, *Asgéddd went to Naqfa (7%4.) with the blessing, vision and encouragement of his priest
known as Qisi Aron (A, ACY).*'® This oral story which vindicated the good fortune and courage
of "Asgidi affirmed that from that day on he took control of power and became the dignitary in
place of the existing chief of 'Alméda. In this case if we are going to consider this peaceful
transfer of power as a convincing confirmation, it is more likely that *Asgddd must have shown
off some kind of higher qualities that rationalized his position. For example, 'Abd Gadbramadhn
said that "Asgédda was well aware of the rules of the central highland, therefore he was promoted
to that position owing to his knowledge and interpretation of the law.*"”

The second theory explains how "Asgédd employed his cunning character and mastery of
hand crafts ability in to his interest. As 'Asgiddd was from a relatively materially advanced
country, he was good in hand crafts especially in wood works. He used to provide the people
with his wood works that simplify their daily life. As a result he became popular and respected in
the community. To connect the role of his talent in growing his influence and acceptance among
the people and the chief, there is a saying; 'Asgdidd 'ab ¢fiu dérdra (RN12 AN fe&4. B4
meaning ’Asgidi got his dinner with his talent.*® Which means °Asgiddi could live thanks to the
talent he had. Michael Hasama Raka also supported that *Asgiddé’s crafts talent was a pivotal
means in promoting him to a higher office. In his explanation, Michael as it is described in
chapter one, that "Asgédd pleased the chief of 'Almédda with his offer of wood works that

transformed his equipments from primitive stone tools to a relatively better wood works

47 EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (F2°9°Ah8CT $LM, AHA+ MALY), cit. pp. 1-2.
“8 EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People (T®N&A UHN, Ahd), cit. p. 109.

9 Interview,’ Abd Gibrimidhn Tikldyohans, 18/10/2021.

0 EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (T°N&A UHN, Arhd\), cit. p. 109.

121



including, a house, chair, bed, and other basic utilities.*!

The document also presented "Asgidda’s shrewd approach that helped won the hearts of
the people. The ruthlessness of the chief opened an opportunity for the reputation of *Asgéda.
The chief’s oppressive administration was beyond the tolerance of the community. His inimical
control goes even to the restriction of their seasonal nomadic migration, thus he became out of
favour. Observed the situation, Asgiddd manipulated the antipathy and poured fuel on the
existing grudges. He advised the chief to firmly maintain the oppression on his people, and in
contrary he also agitated the community to uprise for their rights and to unseat their oppressive
leader for his unsympathetic and dire treatment. 'Asgddd’s scheme came true when the people
deposed their chief and put him in his position.** In this case, *Asgidi’s coming to power was
not in peaceful manner, but in a creative and insightful tactics. In the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam of Wadi-
Labka area, the clan preserved an oral history that claiming their ancestors used to rule the region
up to northern parts of Sahal including parts of present day Sudan. Those peoples, perhaps of
different clans inhabiting in these areas were under their sovereign authority and used to conduct
periodic tours for the purpose of collecting revenues. The oral story presented Hadgémbés the
son of Zanoy as the first chief from their forefathers that frequented the region to collect taxes.
Then, according to the narration, B’omnét and his four children were the second comers
following their grandfather Hadgdmbis’ foot steps. The oral story affirmed the ancient sovereign
right and subjection of the region by stating that, the moment ’Asgidd and his brothers met
Hmeda, the chief in Naqfa he asked them to take the tax from him because the power he had was
given by their forefathers. In this case the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam assumed their coming to Wadi-Labka
ahead of other clans except the aboriginal Barya people. Thus, in the Ad Temariam legend,
Hmeda is considered as the chief of Barya, but in "Alméda clan’s legend and other oral histories
he is considered as chief of Sabur clan of "Alméida.**® Therefore, Almida believed the existence
of themselves and other various clans in the area prior to the arrival of ‘Ad-Tdmaryam which
counters to the claims by ‘Ad-Tdmaryam.

As is common in other communities in Africa, it seemed that the owing to the authority
they command, the ‘Ad-Tamaryam developed a narration that aimed to suppress the history of

their Togrd subjects and made them as “people that had no history”. This narration looks as if

! Michael Hasama, The Story of Eritrea (13 k&), cit. pp. 77-79.
#2 EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (F29°h8CT LM, AHA+ MALY), cit. pp. 1-2.
3 EPLF, Tagrd of Ladi-Labka (P&.-ANN F°12), cit. pp. 31-32.
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purposely invented to down the role of the subjects in the history of the region; as late comers
and dependents. The ‘Ad-Tdmaryam’s assertion also applied for the justification of their
chieftainship that, they own the land and subjected to the various late comer clans because they
were the first settlers. Therefore, the "Alméda in general and the Sabur clan in particular are put
in the box of the late comer subjects. However, the claim by ‘Ad-Tdmaryam is contrary to the
generally accepted belief that assumed many clans to have been there before the coming of the
Bet-"Asgidda. But, thanks to their overall superior authority, they dominated the narration and
placed themselves as the ancient settlers as a result owners of the land and the authority of their
forefathers.

Normally reconstructing history of a community based on oral tradition encounters
limitation. Bala Achi, in his article on the “Local History in Post-Independent Africa”,
emphasized the problems on the writing history of the neighbouring clans in Nigeria.***
According to Bala’s finding, the conflicting claims by different clans on who the first settler was
in a particular area in order to establish legal ownership of the land and political power poses
problems. The competitive claims presented by the Kataf and Hausa clans on the ownership of
Zangon Kataf region resembled to the claims of the first settlers’ position of ‘Ad-Tdmaryam in
Wadi-Labka.*”® As part of their assertion of first settlers status, they named their habitat Labka
wid Giresus (AN @ 74+N), after the name Géresus (74+N), the son of Kéantibay Grenét
(N1£N. 9147T). As it is mentioned in the previous chapter, it was named so because during the
chieftainship of Giresus, the valley was the passage of the commercial activities between the
coastal port of Massawa and the western plains of Barka as far as eastern Sudan. In the process,
he was patrolling the caravan while passing his district and accompanying for some distances off
in both directions. For the protection he provided and the passage through the territory, he used
to collect substantial amount of revenue. However, this naming gradually faded and was replaced
by its current name Wadi-Labka that included the valley and the surrounding localities.**

We have seen all the above subjective assumptions and claims based on oral history

which are full of prejudices. The ‘Ad-Tamaryam’s claim of being the first settlers and for that

% Bala, Achi, Local History in Post-Independent Africa, cit. pp. 374-380.

> In Togré language “Wadi” means narrow and “Labka” denotes to valley, therefore Wadi Labka stands for
Narrow Valley and Wadi Géresus (P&, 16+0) for Valley of Giresus (74+N), one of the chiefs of ‘Ad-Tdmaryam
that had evolved in power and used to control and patrol the valley and the commercial activities passing through the
valley.

6 EPLF, Tagrd of Wadi-Labaka (P&.-ANN F°12), cit. p. 25.
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reason owned the land and dictated the late comers is disproved by the accounts of various
documents. Alberto Pollera argued that the already Moslem nomadic tribes of ~Alméda, *Asfdda
and Hafdra were among the first settlers next to the aboriginal Barya and Nara communities.*’
The narration of peaceful transition of power from Hmeda to "Asgiddéd, which was concentrated
on the personal histories of the individual chiefs, seemed too narrow that is created and
consumed by the sayers particularly the Bet-'Asgiddd as a convincing factor. Undeniably, the
continuous migration of communities since ancient times and the resulting blend has been
neglected by the clans for the benefit of gaining cultural identity, particularly Islamic. Therefore,
the new claims of Arab origin have complicated the historical images on the origin of the
aristocratic order and the sequence of arrival of the different clans not to be clear. The Togra
social group is heterogeneous in makeup, and this was the result of the constant migration of
peoples from multiple origins and places. At the same time the inconvenient terrain and nomadic
way of living made the society to be disjoined and scattered thinly in a vast territory. Such social
appearance made the society to be weak and unable to form a strong central polity, thus too
disunited and vulnerable for attack.*® The nomadic life parcelled out the communities widely
consequently weakened the communal relationship and increased the possibilities for
intermingling with other groups of people. Therefore, it complicated the continuity of keeping
once homogenous blood and the way of life made the herders helpless against any attacks and
compelled them in need of superior protectors and eventual subjection. Hence, the cumulative
weaknesses made the subordination of the Togrd possible by the numerically few, but well
organized and culturally different groups.

In my opinion, it is comparable to the realities of the rise of Eastern European serfdom. In
Eastern Europe, the absence or the weakness of strong polity had encouraged the lesser nobility

to accumulate power*”’ and command more control on the peasants, consequently worsened their

7 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 196.

4% S F. Nadel, in his book; Races and Tribes of Eritrea, pagel5, describe the heterogeneity of the Togri groups to
be including; the remnants of an aboriginal communities and descendants of slaves or of weak and smaller groups
which fall under the control of the newly arriving Sumagli land lords. In the Habab and ‘ Ad-Tamaryam sections,
while the common subjects were known as Togré, the descendants of the ex-slaves and weakened aboriginal groups
were known as Makit (F9NF).

2% For various reasons including; inability to control their realms, the need for support from the nobles, princes
conceded land to lords, the need for support during civil war etc. the princes had allowed the lords to have
significant powers over the peasants who live in their villages and gradually those privileges become traditional
rights of the landlords. Resident peasants become subjects and the peasants left with no right to appeal to the
prince’s court and in the latter centuries including the free peasants included under the local lords and monasteries.
On the other hand, the unstable and warring environment has made the peasants feel insecure and seek protection
from the local lords.
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conditions.* Similarly, the absence of local strong polity and any influence from the regional
powers had let the nomadic clans to be vulnerable for any attack, thus predictably needed
protection. In such coincidence, the strong families like the Bet-’Asgiddd who had better
organizational qualities and warrior experience took the opportunity in filling the gap of
dominant politico-military position. The nomad Togrd clans on the other hand had no
organizational apparatus for self defence purposes thus easily accepted subordination in
exchange for the protection to be provided by the Bet-’Asgidé clan. In such way was possible
for the Bet-’ Asgida to attain a free hand on the subjects, and the absence of strong regional state
has encouraged them to exercise unchecked degree of exploitation and arbitrary power on the
subjects. Therefore, such weaker configuration of the Togréd clans compelled them to be willing
to seek protection and accepted the servile position under the administration of the stronger Bet-
"Asgada.

Fouad Makki in his general studies of aristocratic systems including that of Bet-’Asgadi
stipulated it in clear terms. The discontinuous historical reminiscences and contradictory legends
of origin entangled the cultural origin of the aristocratic relationship to be difficult to

reconstruct.®!

But in an attempt to explain why the Togrd were subjugated under their respective
masters, the above reading leads us to the following two concluding reasons which are mainly
persuasive in character. First, Given the weakness of the indigenous groups, the Bet-'Asgédda
due to their strength and political experience they could fill the power gap and declared the
ownership and lordship of the people and land. The absence of centralized polity increased the
importance of the Bet-'Asgiddd as providers of protection services to the existing and new
arriving vulnerable and weak Togrd communities. Secondly, because the masters already
declared the ownership of the land, the subjects had to have the good will of the strong lords to
utilize the grazing grounds for their animals, in return to provide material provisions mainly
dairy products and the labour services to the masters. Therefore, it seems this way that the

circumstances led for the formation of semi-contractual and reciprocal nature of relations

between the two classes.

0 Blum, The Rise of Serfdom in Eastern Europe, cit. pp. 807-836.
1 Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. p. 34.
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3.5. The Power Struggle and Division in the House of Bet-'Asgidi

The *Asgéidd family succeeded in subjecting the people and land of Sahal area, but failed to
establish a stable and continuous power base in a fixed family line. Power struggle among
various families and individuals was commonplace; such precarious environment was
characterized by fratricidal fights and mutual looting and plundering of livestocks.** In the clan
the ‘might is right’ rule works from the very beginning, the strong survives and the weak
diminishes and either lowered in dignity or migrate and seek refugee in the neighbouring clans.**
For example, Girgis deprived the ‘Ad-Samirilul wed Gébrikrustos (7NZA%NTFN) from their
ownership of the land and Togré for their father buried the Nédgarit. Timaryam antagonized the
Bet-Yaqob wed Giérgis as a result they forced to leave their land and dispersed in the Bilen and
Minsa‘o areas and thanks to their noble blood they intermarried with the Sumagli of these
hosting clans.** The ‘Ad Dibray (%2 £14-£) pushed by the stronger cousins, and dispersed in
their weaker form with no land, Togrd and any social significance.”> Somur was blamed for
blinding Sbhatu (NNY+%), the son of G'adad and was expelled from the area; as a result his
progeny dispersed in the neighbouring Marya and Bilen, but only joined the ‘Ad-Téakles in the
1940s tribal reorganization.*® In such security dilemma, only the Three Mefles emerged as core,
prominent and strong clans that owned the land and the Togrd. At the end of the power struggle,
the weaker were forfeited of their possessions and the whole "Asgida clan territory and the Togra
were made to be owned by the three clans which will be discussed below. Therefore, power was
rotating from one family to the other depending on the relative strength accumulated by the
respective individual family, but not established in a definite family in a hereditary form until the
coming of the Egyptians. In such condition, the Bet-'Asgéddé throughout their domain were not

able to introduce a written customary law like the other Togrd speaking neighbouring

%2 Michael Hasama, The Story of Eritrea (W13 hCFér), cit. pp. 78-79.

43 Interview, Nisradin Mohamid Nisridin, 14 October 2021, Kérén.

% There was a tradition that if people with a noble blood left their clan and migrated to other clans, they were
treated relative to their status and intermarry with the Sumagli of the host clan. But if they were Togri, they were
made to continue in their subjected position.

5 According to Ga‘ofir Saloh, a Sumagli could be lowered from his noble status within his clan if he failed to
participate in warfare. He was not degraded to a Togrd, but he was deprived of the Togrd under his subordination. So
he had to plough or milk by himself which was a bitter punishment in front of his kins. Deciding such deprivation
was the responsibility of the Kéntibay.

43¢ Interview, Niasriddin Mohamid Nisridin, 14 October 2021, Kérin.
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communities and the central plateau.*’

The absence of chronicle or any original written documents of the Sahal communities
restricted the attempts for the reconstruction of the past to depend on the oral stories relayed
from generation to generation that lacks a common truth. Oral stories are highly diluted with
subjectivity and prejudice, hence provide divergent narratives. As mentioned in the first chapter,
Alberto Pollera described Hbtyéds*® as the first chief from the Bet-’Asgiddi to be honored with
the title of Kéntibay. The Abyssinian king in Gondar bestowed him the titles of Kéntibay, Bahri
Niégasi *° and the Nigarit during his visit demanding pledge of the king in protection of his
country.*” According to the document Administration before the Italian Colonialism (9°9°h8C*
$Laq maHA+ M P7), Simaril ul was the first to attain the title of Kéntibay.*"' The oral story
of the Bet-'Asgiddé tells that, Simérilo‘ul was pitiless and had bloody animosity with his
cousins. Numerically, as his group was less than Gérogis’, he was certain that after his death the
power would not be retained by his son. Therefore, to avoid the inevitable transfer of power to
his counter group, he buried his Nigarit, just some time before his death. To avoid witness of
whereabouts of the burial site, he killed all the slaves that took part in that process, therefore it
remained a mystery.*”* From that time on, his descendants are insulted as “Wdd Ddfan Négarit”
literally meaning; “the son or children of the one who buried the Néagarit”. After the death of
Sédmarélo‘ul, Yaqob the son of Géragis’ became the chief, and as a substitute to the obscured one,
he brought a new Nigarit from Kébisa (NNA) or the highland probably from Gondir.*”* This act
of misdeed is an expression of how far the animosity was bitter and the effect of the power
struggle within the family was dire.

After some time, Yaqob’s feet got paralyzed due to the scheme of the Hbtyds family, a

power contestant family made him to fall from his horse. However, the action was conducted in

7 EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (F°I°h8CT $ LM, AHA+ MALY), cit. p. 3.

% Also sound as ’abtes is the corruption for the Togrfia / Christian name Habti- *ayésus (YN+-AP(+N) meaning
wealth of Jesus or a wealth given by Jesus in the form of a child.

9 Until the 1940s, the Kéntibay of Habab used various prefix titles like Kéntibay of Habab, lord of the Sahal and
the Red Sea.

*0 As it is explained in Chapter two, Hbtyés went to Gondér in person seeking protection against the frequent raids
by the armed groups from the Hamasen. The reason why the Hamasen lords raided the Sahal areas was because of
the weakened position of the central power in Gondér, because of which it failed to check the lords. In subsequent
periods the king failed to materialize his promise and the Bet-’Asgédé ceased presenting gifts and expected no
protection. This had similarities with those of the European experiences that when the supposed central polities
weakened the local lords grew in strength and exerted their influence and subjected the weaker groups.

*Y BPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (F°F°h8CT $L:T A0oHA+ MALT), cit. p. 3.

“2 Tbid.

3 Tbid.
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secrete and during his ailment, Hbtyis treated Yaqob well. Consequently, the latter bequeathed
Hbtyds to be the chief of the family. The oral tradition claimed that Hbtyds was the main
conspirator, but Yaqob failed to knew the secret. From that time until the coming of the British
Military Administration and the weakening of their power, the chieftainship of Habab, the
strongest of the Three Méflds settled in the hands of House of Hbtyéds known as ‘Ad-Habab (4.2
AN

Asgidi (AN78)
Dafla (8&A) Smur ("@=C)
Gibrakrustos (1Zn&NFN)
Samirdlo ‘ul (NPLA0-A) Giragis (7C10)
| Abib (AN:A) | | Yagob (£81)
Timaryam (+ﬂ9c|f9“) Miflds (P&AN)
| Gibres ('m|4,h) | | Hbtyds (UN+PN) | | Tikles (+hAN) |
| Greniit (9141F) | | Tedros (£&CN) |

Table 3:The genealogical order of the Bet-’ Asgiidi. EPLF, The Origin of Sahal People, (TPN&4 UHN, A4, p. 110

Once the Bet-’Asgddd became the lords of the northern highlands, they imposed their rule
either by will or force on the various tranquil nomadic communities that survived through
seasonal movement between the wet summer of the highland and the raining season of the arid
coastal lowlands. However, after five generations, the unity of the Bet-'Asgédd family plunged

into disarray**® and this was because of power struggle, conflict of interest and disagreement on

“4 As we can see from the family tree, Abib was the father of Méflds and grandfather of Hbtyés and his name Abib
was originated from an Arabic word Mahbub/ Habib which means beloved. As a result the name retained by the
largest and home to the core ruling family of the Bet-’Asgiddé, ‘Ad-Habab. However, it is not clear or at least need
further research for how an Arabic name was given to Abib while the he was still a Christian.

#> According to D’Avray’s account, throughout the 17" century, the leadership of the Bet-’Asgidi was descended
in proper order i.e from "Asgdda to Abib for five generations. However, during Abib’s reign the first great division
emerged within the family. Tdmaryam, the second son of Abib revised the status quo. First he disagreed on the
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the sharing of their booty.**® The central power of the family was retained in the hands of the
eldest son of the Méflds family that descended from Hbtyds, it is largely known as the ‘Ad-
Habab.*” It was named after Abib/Habib (M), the great-grandson of the founding father
*Asgidd.*”® Throughout the seventeenth century, the headship of the clan descended peacefully
through the order of first birth rights. However, during the reign of Habib, the great schism
appeared and the family gradually divided into three sub-clans. Out of which the ‘Ad-Habab
constituted as one of the Three Miflds (NAN+ R&AN) but was the strongest group with higher
number of population, wealth and influence. At the top of the hierarchy of leadership in the
Habab was the direct descendant of *Asgidi. Headquarter of the clan was at ‘Anagit (%51%),
where the Dagé (£17), the capital of the Kéntibay was located.**” There, the munitions store was
to be found, and the armed men and those of Sumagli with no defined villages of their own lived
closer to Kéntibay. At ‘Anagit there was a Togré village and the residents were responsible for
offering services to the Kintibay as head of the clan.*°

1 himself, the second born son of

The ‘Ad-Tamaryam came in to being when Tdmaryam
Habib, entered into discord on the division of the spoils of their great raid against the
Haddndowa and ‘Adobana communities. Afterwards, Tdmaryam decided not to stay under his

elder brother Méflds’s rule. Then by the end of the seventeenth century, together with his family

division of the spoils looted from Hadéndowa (Y2%£%P) and ‘Adobana (%2N%) and later he refused not to be the
subordinate of his elder brother Miiflds, thus by the end of the 17" century he decided to seceded and moved
together with his subordinates representing 1/4 to 1/5 of the Bet-’Asgddé strength to Labka valley area in the south.
The main body of the Bet-'Asgéddéd remained in the highlands of Rora and Naqfa region which took the name of
Habab after the name of their father. Méflas had two sons; Hbtyds and Tékles. Hbtyéds took power and during his
reign he was tired of the raids from Hamasen and to stop such incursion, he approached to king Iyasu of Gondar.
Gained approval of his Kéntibayship and granted protection from raids came back to Sahol. It was this time the
second schism within the family erupted. Following the death of Kéntibay Hbtyéds, Tédkles the younger brother of
diseased Kéntibay, declared himself as the head which was against the rule of the family which followed the
primogenitor seized the ruler-ship of Habab, Kéantibay. Fkak, the eldest son of Hbtyds was supposed to succed his
father was too young. Some years later, Fkak took his right of Kéntibayship by himself, thus Takles was politically
defeated and seceded together with his followers to the ‘ Anséba river area, west of the ' Asgida slopes and the valley
of Gérgéar and found the ‘Ad-Tékles clan, the third clan of the Bet-’Asgédd. Document 25 of the Naqfa documents
put Tékles as the seventh head and the second Kéntibay of the Habab. Following Habtyés, only his grandson "Ezaz
managed to approach the king to renew the submission thus received the confirmation of the rank of Kéntibay and
additional title of Bahri Négasi ‘lord of the sea’. The later title continued to be used by his succeeding Kéntibays.

#& Michael Hasama, The Story of Eritrea ({13 hCFé), 1986, cit. p. 78.

*7 The ‘Ad-Habab in general and the Kéntibay in particular due to his descent from the eldest son of the family and
the numerical strength the clan possessed, represented as the core of the Bet-’Asgida. To realize such superiority,
the Kéntibay enjoyed respect from the chiefs and ordinary people of both cousin clans during any encounter.

“% Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p 194.

% Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 45-46.

#0 Tbid.

#! Tdmaryam is a corrupted form for the popular Togrfia name of Habtemariam (the wealth of St. Marry or a wealth
given by St. Marry in the form of a child).
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and followers left Rora Habab and moved down to Labka Valley to found his clan, the ‘Ad-
Tamaryam.*? Tékles’*”, the founding father followed the same way as his uncle Tdmaryam did.
During the move, Tdmaryam took with him a quarter amount of the strength of the Bet-’ Asgéda.
After the secession of Tdmaryam from his home to form the second group of the Bet- Asgéda,
Habab became the name of the remaining core body of the Bet-'Asgidd in Naqfa and Rora
Habab regions.**

Hbtyis, the sixth chief of the clan, submitted himself to king Iyasu of Gondér and
returned with title of Kiéntibay and Négarit that were essential elements of power.*> Tikles,
younger brother of Hbtyéds and similar to Tdmaryam was not satisfied with his subordinated
position. Hence, after the death of Hbtyis, the discontented Tékles, contrary to the rule of
succession of the family declared himself Kintibay of Habab and seized the Nigarit.**® This
happened because the son of the Kéntibay that was supposed to take the power was so young.
When Fkak, the son of Hbtyéds matured in age and wisdom, he regained the Nigarit and became
the holder of the core family leadership of the Habab clan. However the disgruntled Tdkles was
not interested to be ruled under his nephew and seceded to form his own clan, the Ad Tékles.*’
He took his family and subjects to “‘Ansidba valley, the western slopes of the Rora Habab and the
Girgir valley.”® Tékles established his centre at Dagd ’ot-’atba®® (&7 A%+ ATN) together with

sixteen families that accompanied him. These families were descendants of the different clans

2 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 49-50.

453 Tikles is the corruption for the Togriia name Tikl4- oydsus (+HA AP(rN), ‘plant of Jesus’.

% Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 49-50.

> Antony d’Avray et al, The Nakfa Documents, cit. p. 13.

¢ Therefore, in the chain list of Habab chiefs, Tikles is the seventh head of the clan and the second Kéntibay.

7 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 50-51.

% The current chief of ‘Ad-Tékles is Mehamed Usman Mahmud. I met him in Kérin and spend many hours in the
week long field work. He is courteous and being his guest I enjoyed meal and coffee in the various restaurants in
Kérédn and his home. His personality was beyond my expectation, no any exaggerated dresses or life style, but he
lives like any ordinary person and in ordinary home at ‘Ad-Habab neighborhood in Kérén. He counts to be in the 12
generations from Tikles, the founding ancestor: Midhamid (A2Ad® 2 (himself), ‘Osman (?N997%), Mahmud
(Tha™ L) Mihamid (A2AdP L), Nasridin (11Z8.7), Drar (£¢-C), ‘otel (054), Gimil (ET.4), Gms (B920),
Gilaydos (TA2&N), Tedros (t&CN), Tikles (+hAN), Miflds (TP&AN), *Abib (A1), Gérgis (1C1N),
Gibrikrustos (1NZACNTN), Dafla (8&A), *Asgidid (AN18).,.,.,.

9 Dagii *ot- "atba ((£7 AT A*FN)) is located in Habéro district. It was the center of the ‘Ad-Tikles clan, and was
equivalent to the other two centers of Naqfa for the Habab and ‘Afo‘abét for ‘Ad-Tédmaryam. However, the
settlement was ruined by the Ethiopian forces in 1971. After the massacre that consumed 91 people including men,
women and children, the remaining migrated to other parts of the region and the Sudan. Currently, Dagd "ot- "atba
is inhabited by less than ten families from ‘Ad-Tékles and many other clans.
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that migrated from Hamasen together with "Asgiddéd, but probably because the schism was
inharmonious he was not allowed to take his share of the Togrd from Habab.*®

On his way to his new land, Tékles encountered with a small Togrd family of Sabur clan
that to constitute the first Togrd subjected by the ‘Ad-Tikles.*' Owing to the proximity of
Habéro district, the new home of ‘Ad-Tikles to the Bilen and Marya, they experienced a hostile
relationships characterized by mutual raiding. It is believed that the unfriendly environment has
induced the ‘Ad-Tékles to set up a distinct leadership in their early days of settlement. The
leadership was not under a high-handed individual chief like the neighbouring clans; it never had
the supreme juridical authority but managed by a council of Sumagli or elders. Such democratic
institution of power empowered the unity and military leadership that lacked by the other
competing clans.* Therefore, following the breakaway of Tikles’ from the core of ’Asgidi
family, Hbtyés became the head of the hub clan that occupied the Rora Habab, Naqfa and all the
eastern slopes and plains down to the sea and retained the name ‘Ad-Habab (3£ HN-).*?
Ferdinando Martini visited the ‘Ad-Tikles country described it to be miserable and rocky. For
that reason they were in constant contention with the Habab.** The ‘Ad-Tékles wanted to
cultivate in the fertile Rora Habab plateau, but the Habab do not allowed them.***> As a result they
reduced to seeking the best of their fortunes in camel breeding.*® However, as we cans see in the
later parts of this thesis, despite the barrenness of their land, the ‘Ad-Tédkles were the most
agrarian community than their cousins in the northern highlands.

Hence, the houses of Hbtyids, Tdmaryam and Tékles altogether are known as the Rule of

Three Miflids (STHAT NAN+ d2&AN). Each of which has organized their own autonomous clans
in their respective territories and the chiefs got the title of Kéntibay (N71N2).*” From the ‘Ad-

%0 G.K..N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 161.

1 Tbid.

462 Tbid.

3 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 194.

According to Ga‘ofir Saloh ‘Omir, Nisridin Mohamid Nisridin, my informants in Karén, the ‘Ad-Tékles in
addition to the barren and small territory they had, they had no peaceful relationship with the neighboring clans and
they had constant fights that cost them lives. They fought and raided including with peoples in far places like the
Hafédra in the west, Gdddm in the neighborhood of Massawa, ‘Ala and Sdldd in the northeastern parts of "Akala
Guzay etc.

8 Therefore, the quarrel between the ‘Ad-Tikles and the ‘Ad-Hbtyés (Habab) was of two reasons: the ‘Ad-Tékles’
demand right of use for fertile agricultural land in Habab area and the old claims of the Négarit. Bot claims were
rejected by the Habab that led for continuous bloody conflicts and grudges.

¢ Martini Ferdinando, Il Diario Eritreo: I Grandi Italiani D Afiica, A Cura Del Ministero Dell’ Africa Italiana:
Florence, Vallecchi Editore, Vo. IV, 1946, p. 113.

%7 Michael Hasama, The Story of Eritrea ({13 hCFé), 1986, cit. p. 78.
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Tamaryam, the first Kéntibay was Grenit, and from ‘Ad-Tékles was Tedros (££CN). The
leaders of ‘Ad-Tdmaryam and ‘Ad-Hbtyds (Habab) are still known as Kéntibatat (plural of
Kintibay), but in the case of ‘Ad-Takles the title of Kéntibay ceased after Dafla (84A) the son of
Nasoh (T0h) grandson of Kéntibay Tedros (N7NL& +LN).** Following the death of ‘Ezar
(OHC), Bahri Negasi Tedros Naseh, the grandson of Tikles in an effort to reclaim the Négarit
deposed Nawd (70-£), the son of ‘Ezar and retained the Néagarit for three years. However the
latter regained his position and retained the Négarit by his successors. Since the loss of the
Nagarit from the hands of the Bahri Nigasi Tedros Naseh, the ‘Ad-Tékles chief ceased to use the
title of Kéntibay. Thence, the dignitaries are known by the title of Sum (+9®).“® The main
reason for ‘Ad-Hbtyéds (Habab) to get prominence and power was mainly due to their big number
and home to the elder son of the "Asgéda line. The ‘Ad-Hbtyis (Habab) were divided into three
houses: ‘Ad-Fkak, ‘Ad-’Edris, ‘Ad-Hbtyés. These houses were composed of 40 fractions. Each
of these fractions in turn assembled into 12 groups, most of which had their own chiefs. ‘Ad-
Fkak had seven groups, ‘Ad-’Edris also had four groups, and the ‘Ad-Hbtyéds were of a single
house.*"

Owing to the Habab was the hub of all the Bet-’Asgidé, they had the chance to retain big
number of Sumagli and Togréi subject clans under their sovereign rule which made them to be
larger than that of both ‘Ad-Tékles and ‘Ad-Tamaryam.””' In the pre-colonial period, the numeric
quantity of respective clan was not specifically known but only on the general number of the
people, territory and livestock. Ferdinando Martini’s census of 1894 shows the demographic
variety among the Three Maéflds and particularly the human and livestock superiority and
strength of the ‘Ad-Habab (%£ AN91) was significant than their cousin clans. However, as we
can see from the tables, the human and animal wealth of ‘Ad-Tékles was greater than that of

‘Ad-Téamaryam. Therefore, number of population could not be the reason as a factor for the

8 The title of Kéntibay was maintained in the Tékles clan only for three generations.

%9 BPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (F°9Ph8CT L& d0HA+ MAPT), p. 4. Currently the ‘Ad-
Tikles have their Sum living in Kérin. His duty is to take care of the relations of his clan with the neighboring clans
be it in peace or conflicts. In cases of killings with in the clan or other clan members, the Sum take the responsibility
of organizing the procedure, negotiate on behalf of his clan members and collect the divided of the members of the
clan to be payed for compensation. Moreover, he is the most respected figure representing the clan.

4% Martini Ferdinando, I/ Diario Eritreo, Vol. IV., cit. p. 120.

Y EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (F°9°h8CT LM, APHAL MALY), p. 4.
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degrading of the title of head of ‘Ad-Tikles from Kintibay to Sum.*> Below are tables showing

the number of population and animal wealth of the Three Miflés in different periods of time:

SNO. Clan Name Popn. 1894 | Popn. 1931
1 ‘Ad-Habab (%2 ANN) 18,393 25,000

2 ‘Ad-Téamaryam (%£ +CPI™) 2,345 7,000

3 ‘Ad-Tékles (92 +aAN) 4,048 9,800

Over all 24,786 41,800

Table 1, The number of population of the Three Miiflis in 1894 and 1931. Source: Pollera, Alberto, Le
Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, p. 202.

SNO. | Clan Name Cattle | Sheep and goats | camels
1 | ‘Ad-Habab (92 AN) 15,000 | 300,000 7,000
2 | ‘Ad-Tamaryam (%&£ +3CP9™) | 5,400 50,000 500
3 | ‘Ad-Takles (%2 +hn) - - -
Overall 20,400 | 350,000 7,500

Table 2, The animal wealth of the Three Miflis in 1898/99.” Source: d’Avray, Anthony et al., Nakfa
Documents p 133

SNO. | Clan Name Cattle | Sheep and goats | camels
1 | ‘Ad-Habab (94£ AN) 16,587 | 291,686 6,365
‘Ad-Téamaryam (%& +CPI9™) | 9,469 35,225 1037
3 | ‘Ad-Tikles (%£ +hiN) 14,589 | 72,064 1,370
Overall 40,645 | 398,975 8772

Table 2, The animal wealth of the Three Miflis in 1934. Source: Pollera, Alberto, Le Popolazioni Indigene
Dell’ Eritrea, pp. 202-203.

The Three Méfléds’ relationship was characterized with discord and mutual plunder. It is
said that there was no any time that they coexist in harmony and cooperation. The main reasons
of the conflict and killings were the need to increase once subjects, territory, and competition for

power and domination. Power struggle within the house of ‘Ad-Habab was full of mistrust,

42 According to Alberto Pollera, in 1889 census the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam were assessed to pay about a quarter of the
amount of tribute that was payed by the Habab. This shows that, the wealth and numerical strength of the Habab in

relation to the ‘Ad-Tédmaryam.

% According to the new administrative decree of 30 April 1901, n. 22 the Italian Colonial Administration put the
Habab and ‘Ad-Tamaryam under the Residenze of Sahol, while the ‘Ad-Tékles due to their proximity were entrusted
to the administration of the Kéréan.
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betrayal and fratricide. It continued without interruption until the early years of Italian Colonial
Administration.

As part of the usual practices of attacks and counter attacks, in an unknown time, the
‘Ad-Tékles overrun the ‘Ad-Habab territory and returned back with booty of hundreds of cattle
and robbed the Nigarit of Kéntibay Hasen (N7tN2 AN7Y) of Habab. The Kéntibay ordered his
people that until the Négarit was retained back no one should shave once hair and beard. Then
the decree sustained for two years. The people became hirsute, for that reason they were used to
be called as Hamasa (+N). In revenge, the ‘Ad-Habab attacked the ‘Ad-Tikles at the battle
that took place at *Ab-‘Amar (A1l 492C). During the arrival of ‘Ad-Habab, the ‘Ad-Takles were
not alarmed, underestimated their enemy and were playing Gébita (7NM).*"* Disregarded the
power of ‘Ad-Habab with contempt, the ‘Ad-Tékles said that, “the Hamasa are already came,
thus, until we crush them and made them back to where they came from, let us stop but not ruffle
the game and put our stick on the Gébita playing board”. Unfortunately, the ‘Ad-Habab won the
fight, killed many of the ‘Ad-Tékles and could successfully regain their stolen Négarit. Many
dignitaries of ‘Ad-Tékles including Géladyos were killed in that incident. Another bloody fight
was waged during the reign of Kéantibay Hasen. It took place at Mo’o (9®?) involving the Three

Miiflds and is still in the memory of the community.*”

474 Gibita (7NM) is traditional game similar to chess, the board is made with stone or wood played in all areas of
the country.
4> EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (F°9°h8CT P, ARoHAL MALY), cit. p. 5.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE CONSOLIDATION AND POLITICAL ECONOMY OF
THE ARISTOCRATIC SYSTEM

Introduction

The main theme of this section is on the symbiotic relations of the two classes. To deepen the
issue, the chapter will discuss; the different mechanisms employed by the lords to solidify and
eternalize the system, the duties and obligations of the Togrd and the lords respectively, the
special privileges the lords enjoyed, the organizational schemes of the Togrd groups and the role
of the women will be the last part to be discussed. As explained in previous chapters, the Bet-
"Asgddd had established a stratified social arrangement. This social order put the direct
descendants of *Asgidi at the most privileged position followed by their cousin families.*”® The
various families with no blood relation with the Bet-"Asgdda but which have come together with
them from Hamasen were honoured groups and could be considered as the second classes in the
pyramid, and the Togrd with the right to own property with obligation to provide seasonal and
occasional dues from their products to their lords were better than those of few slaves with no
right of property ownership. As we shall see in the following chapter, the religious families that
perform religious function also elevated to the level of higher echelon of influential position.
Although insignificant in number and influence, in the Bet-'Asgddé clans there were also a
variety of groups with semi-slave status acquired as war prisoners, through purchase and
illegitimate births. They were mostly serving under the highly privileged families. However, in
this study, only the two main social classes, the Bet-’Asgéddi as privileged ruling class and the
subjected Togrd as a servile class will be considered for discussion as the main actors of the
aristocratic bond.

The aristocratic system of the Bet-’Asgiddé that was formed in two groups of people in
the form of lords and subjects was a relationship that critically defined the everyday lives of the
subjects. The lords, a privileged minority originally Togriia speaking from the Christian central
plateau gradually secured the ownership of the land, adopted the language and religion of the

subjects, and fully benefited from the full access they had on the livestock, the major source of

476 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 35.
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wealth and status. The Sumagoli lords live out of the services and provisions provided by their
Togrd, hence they created an interdependent order which defined class structures that
strengthened their ruling position. Therefore, the Bet-'Asgidd aristocratic system that
commenced through both coercive and peaceful means gradually evolved into two clearly
defined classes with characteristically deep social divisions. By all means the aristocratic system
was tightly integral to the economic, social and religious aspects of both communities. Typically
the relationships of the two classes had a contractual form. The Togré subjects lived restricted in
defined socio-economic borders destined as providers of labour and material services to their
lords. In return, the lords offered protection and the right to use the pasture lands. Therefore, in
the mutual relationship, the lords had dominant role through the ownership of the land and its
resources, hence the size of the community and the type of economy the society engaged affected
the nature of the relationship.””” As we have seen in previous chapters, farming was practiced
only during the early days of the Bet-'Asgiddd family in Sahsl, but later abandoned and
nomadism became the main economic activity of the community. Such livelihood sustained until
the Ttalians came and pushed the clan to adopt cultivation.”’® For that reason the Habab bartered
their dairy products for grain and paid their dues in kind. Ferdinando Martini, the then new
governor in 1898 met the cousin of the Kéntibay who was responsible for the purchase and
advised and encouraged to introduce farming in their clan.*”” However, as we shall see in the
upcoming chapters, during the early days of Italian colonial era, especially in the ‘Ad-Tékles
farming was introduced and the Togrd customary dues were transformed in to agricultural
products equivalent to the classical dues in dairy products. The equivalence of the amount was
decided by the lords, where thanks to the customary old and firm cast division, negotiation and
argument was not entertained.

Organized under their own clans and the umbrella clans of the Bet-’Asgida, the Togra
were under full control of their lords and through such closer association, both classes carry out
their respective duties and obligations. The conventional dues paid, services provided and other

practices of social relationships between the Bet-'Asgiddd and the Togrd was not sanctioned

*7 Venosa, Serfs, cit. p. 168.

% The table provided by Ferdinando Martini’s I/ Diario Eritreo: I Grandi Italiani D Africa vol.III, P 241displayed
the list of cultivation tax of each division. For the consecutive two years of annual tax (1901-1902 and 1902-1903)
the cultivation tax of Sahel Division was the lowest. This emphasized the low level of cultivation practices in the
region.

4% Martini Ferdinando, Il Diario Eritreo: I Grandi Italiani D Afirica, A Cura Del Ministero Dell’ Africa Italiana:
Florence, Vallecchi Editore, Vo. I, 1946, p. 65.
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through written customary laws like other clans of Marya and Miénsa‘'s, but was taken as a
customary norm. In this aristocratic order the women were limited to domestic works with no
visible social role but had a significant position in the economic production of the system.
Therefore, as this chapter is discussing on the mutual interdependence of the two classes, the role

and position of the women will be explored.

4.1. Consolidation and Continuity of Bet-’Asgidi Aristocracy

For the masters, the Togrd were the basic sources of labor and livelihood, thus providers of
power and authority at a small cost. But the service could be enforced and its continuity
ascertained only if the lords exercised a strict supervision over the daily conduct of the servants.
Therefore, the consolidation of the Bet-'Asgidé’s aristocratic superior position was associated
with the initial period of the evolution of the system. As has been explained above, the Bet-
"Asgédi not long after they moved to Sahal, they confirmed their superior position up on the
Togré people. The subjects were of diverse in origin, evolving from both; the remnants of ancient
communities and the slaves or the weaker and smaller groups that were seeking protection.** In
the aristocratic order of the Habab and ‘Ad-Téamaryam sections, the descendants of both groups
were classified as Togrd and Makat respectively.*

Mohamédsa‘id Hamd provided a general explanation on the docility and peaceful nature
of the Togré that supported the lords to impose and consolidate their rule. The Togrd people had
the culture of respecting the rule for the sake of maintaining peace and stability than for the fear
or respect of individual chiefs, and the Bet-’Asgidid developed a system of governance that
deprived the right of an individual to say or initiate any resistance as the Togré clan chiefs were
holding the responsibility of control on their respective domains.*** Such chief represents the clan
and through him only was possible the Togrd members to express their feelings or ideas, and this
chief had already accepted the superiority of the Bet-’Asgédi, so lords indirectly controlled any
possibility of resistance.”® In case of individual level crimes or attempts of resistance, the defiant
might seek asylum in the neighboring clans or to the plateau. Extradition of the refugee was

considered as indignity, so stayed there like the ordinary residents of the clan with full protection

0 Nadel, Races and Tribes of Eritrea, cit. p. 16.

1 Tbid.

42 Interview, Mohamidsa‘id Hamd, 10 September 2021,” Asmiri.
483 Tbid.
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of the hosting chief.**

According to Mohaméadso‘id Hamd’s clarification, the Togré chiefs were
serving as middle men and agents of the Bet-'Asgddéd lords in checking and silencing any
possible protests from members of their clans. Hence, they had a significant role in consolidating
the aristocratic system upon their people.

Therefore, to avoid any possible resistance and to consolidate their status, the ruling class
administered a system in a way that secured their interests and managed to perform different
mechanisms. These were including; declared the ownership of the land and the subjection of the
people, dismantled the preexisting social organizations or clans of the Togrd communities and
merged them under their greater umbrella social groups and they administered a discriminated
intermarriage practices. The ruling class also imposed an emotional control on the Togrd and
could built strong and sustainable political linkages with the regional and international

colonizing powers. As we shall see below, through these five factors, the Bet- Asgidda

consolidated their rule and ascertained the continuity of their privileged position.

4.1.1. Subjection of the People and Ownership of the Land

As discussed above, the Bet-'Asgiddd established their social and political control over the
ancient inhabitants of the area. The seizure was by the right of conquest and compelled the
groups to be ruled under their domination. Due to the small number of the Bet-’Asgiddi in
contrast to the numerous subjected Togrid clans, they applied the duty of protection through the
introduction of meticulous political discipline and reinforced it with relentless and distinct social
arrangement.” Through such method, the ruling families of Bet-’Asgddd weakened the Togré
groups and easily apportioned among themselves. In the established aristocratic system, the
Togrd was bound to his lord with some basic rights like owning cattle and farming his lord’s land
for his own profit and in return obliged to pay dues and services to his landlord.

Both in agrarian and nomadic economies, the ownership of the land and the human labor
were indirectly commanding the main source of production and power. The Bet-'Asgida as a
powerful ruling class in their initial period in power steadily controlled the land and people. They
thoroughly partitioned the Togrd speaking inhabitants of different clans and the land among

themselves.**¢ Following the division of the land in to the different branches of Bet-’ Asgédi, the

484 Ibid.

% G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 162.

¥ EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (F°9°hB8CF LM, aaHA+ MALY), pp. 6-7. For detailed
description of the territorial division see in chapter three of this thesis.
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inhabitants of those lands were made to be Togra or subjects of the respective occupying lords.
For example, those of Togrd inhabiting in the Rora Habab and Nagqfa territories were made to be
divided and allotted among the lords of the Habab clan. Specifically, the Togrd inhabiting the
Habab territories were divided in to the three sons or houses of Dawad (§0-£), namely; ‘Ad-
"Edris (92 A2¢4N), ‘Ad-Hbtes (%2 UN+EN), and ‘Ad-Fokak (%2 &nhn).**” The ‘Ad-Hbtes were
lords to the Togri living in Rora Laba (¢ AN), Gibgib, ’Arhasit (hCYR%) up to the banks of
Naro (5C) plains. The ‘Ad-"Edris were also lords to the Togré living in Qdtanit ($M11), Maret
(Mé7), and Rora Qiyh (C¢ #2h). The remaining Togrd living and grazing in the rest of
Habab territories were belonging to ‘Ad-Fkak of Kéntibay ‘Osman (N7£N2 PHha97) 48

The Bet-"Asgédi particularly the ‘Ad-Tékles in the banks of ‘Ansdba River claimed to
own all cultivable and pastoral lands in their respective clan territories and obligated the Togra
that cultivate the land to pay Mégasa, around a quarter of the yield crop. The same was applied to
the livestock of the Togrd, where they required paying a large sum of dues payable in cash or
kind and services offered to the lords.* In addition to the M#gasa, the Togrd should pay tax
from the yield of their crops to the head of the clan, in the ‘Ad-Tékles for example, it was know
as ‘obela (0MA).*° The Bet-’Asgiidi administered the land, they distribute the land according to
the demands of the applicant and it became inheritable to the next generation as long as the
holder paid his dues.”' Therefore, in the ‘Ad-Tikles, since the late 19™ century like the universal
feudal orders, the partially farming Togrd worked and grazed on the land and paid tribute to the
Sumagli, land lords. Such procedure of subjection was the same in all Three Miflis cousins.*?

Therefore, every Togrd family living in the territories of the Bet-"Asgiidd was made to be
subject under a certain lord, and the lords perhaps enjoyed the ownership of Togrd like a
property. Due to the hereditarily bounded attachment with once lord, the Togrd were not allowed
to change a lord without the willingness of the lord himself.*® However, according to

Mohamidsa‘id ‘Osman, if his lord had failed to protect him or deprived him of his basic rights, a

*7 EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (F°9°hS8CT $L:T, d0oHA+ MALY), pp 6-7. However, in
my opinion it is doubtful, such division of the Habab into three houses seemed a later time classification and not of
during the subjection of the Togrd. Because the names listed except Hbtes represents an Islamic name while Islam
was introduced in very later time, at least five generations from Hbtes.

*8 EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (F*I°hSCT L ARoHA+ MALTY), cit. p. 10.

* G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 243.

40 Tbid.

! Interview, Mohamedsaid Osman, 10 September 2021, ’ Asméri.

2 BPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (F*I°hSCT $LM, dPHAt MALY), cit. p. 10.

3 Nadel, Races and Tribes of Eritrea, 1944, cit. p. 16.
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Togrd had the right to sue his master to the Kéantibay or the clan chief, and then if the lord could
not fulfill his obligations, the Togrd could change his lord.** In many cases, as explained in
previous parts the clan identity of the ancient and weakened Togré clans was faded and mostly
known by the clan names of their overlords. Therefore, the degree of intelligibility of the Togra
identity was diluted significantly.*> A society with no clear past is living in a bleary state of
affairs and with no clarity. Thus became easy for subjection and domination. Such act of
ownership of the land and subjection of the people, including the weakening the clan identity of
the Togrd had played a significant role in consolidating the position of the Bet-’Asgddd

aristocratic system.

4.1.2. The Dismantled Togra Clans and Spread Under Various Clans of Bet-
"Asgiadai
The Togréd speaking peoples inhabiting the Sahal prior to the coming of the Bet-’Asgddi were
organized in small families and kinship. Such levels of social formation were naturally weaker in
defending themselves. Therefore, it was their organizational vulnerability that made them seek
protection of the Bet-’Asgidi.*® The feeble Togri clans easily weakened and partitioned in to
the various Bet-'Asgéddd families, and then it became easy and suitable for the consolidation of
their aristocratic system. Such division of the Togrd was irrespective of their original clan
affiliation which had practical similarities with the colonial conquest of the Europeans in Africa.
Many African clans with common history, language, religion and other values were made to be
citizens of different countries. The same was true in the Togrd of Sahal. Members of the same
Togré clan could be subjected under the three houses of the Bet-"Asgédid lords living far apart,
and the worst could happen for various reasons when father and son became Togrd of different
lords. With the increase of the Bet-'Asgddd households, the Togrd families were further divided
so as the new lord family to get its share of servants.

The extreme exploitative nature of the relationship and the heinous leadership of the
Kéntibay had emotionally weakened the Togrd. The dues the Togrd had to pay and the services

they expected to perform was demanding. Beyond the material value, implicitly it signaled that

% Interview, Mohamidsa‘id ‘Osman, 10/09/2021, ’ Asméré.

% The degree of waning of Togri original identity was proved during the clan reorganization of the late 1940s.
During the reorganization, those of liberated Togrd with no clear original background forged new Togri clans based
on consensus with members other clans.

4% Interview, Nisridin Mohamid Nisridin, 18 October 2021, Kirin.
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their survival was at the mercy of the lords. In some instances, the bullying character of the
Kéntibay had demoralized and made the Togrd to be submissive to their lords. A case in point
was Kintibay Gawog’s (N1tN2 EM-F) administrative heritage. He was known to have been the
cruelest Kéntibay, thus was extremely feared by the community. Once up on a time, when he
suddenly stared at ‘Amr wid 'Ahmid (%9°C D ~AhdRE) of ‘Ad Baryay (%2 NCPL) of Hasila
clan (hAA PNA), it is said that the latter had panicked and declared, ‘I am your slave’ (NC£h
AP), from that time on members of his clan, the ‘Ad Baryay (%2 NCPL) are insulted as ‘the
son/children of the one who enslaved by reprimand of the Kéntibay’ “@2 7NC AN 1HT. ¥’
Therefore, the overall process indirectly weakened not only the unity of the Togrd (+°14) clans,
but morally and emotionally degraded the individual Togrd. The mobile nature of the nomadic
economy had already dispersed the concentration of the Togrd communities, and weakened their
potential for unity and defense. Consequently, the divided and weakened form of Togrd
communities deemed to seek protection from the lords which laid the favorable condition for the
consolidation of the aristocratic system of the Bet-'Asgéda.

The divided and weakened nature of the Togréd social formation was the main pillar for
the consolidation of the authority of the lords. The disarrayed Togrd became susceptible for the
Somagli, and remained without any definite leadership to guide and advocate their rights, but
under the umbrella chiefs of the ruling class. The consequence of such weakness was realized in
the early twentieth century, when in the early 1940s they bewildered and unable to organize
beyond their pieces of families and sub-clans pinched to form a clear agenda and familiar
leadership.*”® The difficulties in reorganization of the Togri clans through reconstruction of their
old clan identities was an attempt to undone the dispersion of the Togrd throughout the last three

centuries of subordination.

4.1.3. The Limitation of Inter-Class Marriage

Although both sections of the society lived in the same settlement area, socially they were
divided and yet the intermarriage was imbalanced and discriminatory. Socially the two classes
follow different customs. In marriage, the Togrd clans marry each other and had similar or the
same regulations, decorum and tradition. Similarly, the Bet-’Asgidda clans too had their own

custom. The autonomous clans and families also had their own rules and traditions, nevertheless

97 Ibid, p. 1.
% Alemseged Tesfay, Aynfelale (let not separate), cit. p. 95.
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the slaves had their own tradition of marriage but restricted within themselves.*” In the case of
the ruling class, the marriage relationship was among the equivalent nobles, however there were
rare relationships transcend the class boundaries. Such marriages represented and favored for one
side of the classes. The men from Bet-'Asgddid could acquire beautiful girls from the Togra
sections.”® This became legitimate marriage and the offspring took their father’s side and
considered as noble blood and face no discrimination or humiliation and the woman enjoy honor
equivalent to the other wives of the lords. She ceased all the labor works performed by the Togra
women, and she became chatelaine with Togrd women serving her.

Generally in the laws of aristocratic clans, particularly in the Maria clan, unlawful sexual
relationships were crimes and handled with harsh penalties. Unmarried or widowed woman from
any class, if impregnated out of marriage was fated to be hanged together with her counterpart
and the newborn was condemned to death.”' In the Bet-’ Asgddd marriage between a man from
the Togrd class and a girl from the ruling class was totally unacceptable and illegitimate.>”

Viewing the laws of marriage in the Maria clan,>”

if a boy from the ruling class seduced a young
Togrd girl who afterward became pregnant, the infant was undoubtedly suffocated to death, but
the pairs pardoned to go free.”™ The class based marriage has boldly marked out the boundary
that maintained and preserved the patriarchal purity of the lord’s blood. But the marriage
restriction seemed not an absolute one,” Abd Gabramadhn Téakldyohans said that seldom the lords
used to wed their girls to their Togri if the lord was happy by the good works and deeds of his
Togri. >

From such discriminating relationship we can understand how deep the belief of the
ruling class’ superiority was entrenched and how undignified attitude they had toward the Togra.
Adhering to the above superior feelings of dominance that denied any leeway by the ruling class
up on the Togrd had potentially psychological implications in the development of self-defining

attitude of We, the lords and They, the subjects and vise versa. In this way, the discriminating

marriage system practiced by the ruling class helped the Bet-’Asgiddd lords to maintain their

"9 EPLF, Togrd of Wadi-Labka (P&-ANN F°1¢), cit. p. 10.

% Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 199.

! Tbid., p.184

%02 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 36.

% As the Marya are immediate neighbors of the Bet-’ Asgiidé and both with aristocratic hierarchy, it was highly
possible to share similar values and customs with regard to the inter-class marriages.

>4 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 174.

5 Interview, 'Ab# Gibrimidhn Tékldyohans, 18 October 2021, Kérén.
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distinctive blood purity and class interests. Hence, rift between the two groups’ grew deeper and

wider, consequently strengthened the aristocratic order to be a lasting social relationship.

4.1.4. The Emotional control

The peaceful native peoples with distinctive culture and way of life together with their land fall
under the subjection of an organized small group of people with different cultural values. For the
ruling class creating and implementing ideas and practices that broaden the psychological gulf
between them and the subjected groups was vital. As we can read below, downing and
mistreating the Togrd like animals, for example calling the them as ’Atal Togrd (AMA T°1<)
which signify for the consideration of the Togrd equal to the goat. As explained above, the denial
of intermarriage, restricting some material cultures, dressing, housing etc exclusively to the
benefit of the members of the ruling class were some of the main modus operandi that buttressed
and maintained their superior position and interests. Applying the various grievous insults and
derisive terms was the utmost hit that culminated the emotional breakdown of the Togri. In the
succeeding generations, with no possibility of attaining once freedom, for a new born Togri his
future was being the property and servant of an individual or a family fully devoted in a sub-
humanly manner for the whole of his life. Such kind of undignified persona was built by the
lords; though seemed more exaggerated, Bongiovanni described the Bet-"Asgiddé’s treatment of

their Togré in the following;

“The Bet-’Asgidda are accustomed in derision to apply the nickname of ’Atal
(goat) to the Togri ..... Base of birth and of spirit the sense of whatsoever
stimulus of valor and honor has died, nor did it raise the mind higher than to
graze day by day, without ever taking thought if life is one of poverty, like the
animals born without reason are born to toil. It follows that they will do
nothing by spontaneous will to get for themselves a more satisfying life; the
Bet-"Asgddd would remain permanently at the Doagé to pray, to pass the time in
discussions naturally of no value and there await till the Togrd bring them
milk, butter and from time to time also some goat the greater to give a mark of
respect to their lord. The Togrd do not care about drawing advantage from the
produce of their beasts, they would take their camels to pasture without
thinking, even distantly, to send them on caravan to gain profit; they would
limit themselves in every village to taking their turn in pasture flocks.”*

In such manner the lords made the Togrd to lose their dignity and indifferent to

3% Antony D’Avray et al, The Nakfa Documents, cit. pp. 107-108.
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themselves but devoted to the service of the Bet-'Asgddd lords. Therefore, the subjected
mentality was deeply framed in the blood of the Togré that consolidated the formidable position
of the lords.

The psychological degradation and downing of the Togrd was imprinted from the
childhood. ‘Ibrahim Sultan in his interview on how he joined the Togrd struggle and the
subsequent national politics of the 1940s was conducted in Cairo, in 1982.°"” He recounted that
the reality of the Togri-Sumagli class difference was clear from his early childhood. He
remembered that the Sumagli called them bugs and treated them as subhumans. The wealth of
the Togrd was under the control of the lords, every activity of the Togrd be it marriage, travel,
business etc was at the permission of his lord. The Togrd was made to declare and known himself
as the servant of a new born Sumagli.**®® Such humiliation put on the mentality of the Togré and
resulted for an emotionally degraded and docile personality that lived on the fear of the lords that
prolonged and cemented the aristocratic order. However, such embarrassment became unbearable
for the Togré intelligentsia of the early twentieth century. They used it as a driving force in
pushing and justifying their struggle and agitating their people for protest in demand of

emancipation.

4.1.5. Political Linkages with the Regional and Occupying Powers

Like the other lords in the Togrd Speaking areas, the Bet-'Asgiddd lords were subjects and
beneficiaries of vital material support from the regional and international powers dominating the
area. The successive powers that established their rule over the Bet- Asgidid area were; the
Ottoman Empire, the Abyssinian Kingdom, the Funj Sultanate, the Egyptian Empire and Italian
Colonial Administration. In comparison to other Togré territories, due to its topography the Bet-
"Asgidd country was the least intervened area. The lords in all cases were assigned as tributary
chiefs and left free to exercise their powers in their respective territories. Therefore, the foreign
powers for the lack of sufficient staff or to avoid possible resistance maintained the chiefs intact
but only demanded submission and dues. They left the chiefs free without much intervention in
their internal affairs as a result maintained their social orders. But to maintain the ties with their

subordinates and to restructure their administrative orders, the dynastic polities sporadically

7 Ibrahim Sultan, Interview,1982, Cairo.
5% Tbid.
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interfered in the local affairs of the lords.>”

For centuries, the absence of a regional strong polity that serves as protector has helped
the Bet-"Asgida to play that role and could be considered as the main factor to consolidate their
position. Naturally aristocratic systems are the hierarchical arrangement of classes which
classified as; those of the ruling class and the ruled ones, the exploiter and the exploited, the
middle men and the subjects, the protector and the protected, the powerful and the weak etc.
Therefore, in relation to the outside powers, such ready made social structure was convenient for;
governance, taxation, conscription and other administrative activities of the foreign political
powers. In the case of Bet-’Asgddi aristocratic system, the various regional and international
powers recognized their superior position and fully supported them for the maintenance of the
customary class privileges.’'® Moreover, the Bet-’Asgédi territory did not attracted invaders for
conquest because the country had no harbor worth taking, no lucrative caravans, cities, and

industries that tempting for control.”"

The powers, so as to expedite their objectives authorized
the preexisting aristocratic position as it was with full rights and power including; the ownership
of the land, the right of administrative and customary revenue collection and authority to serve as
an administrative representatives. Moreover, the foreign powers were not caring about relieving
the exploitation of the Togrd (1<), but were concerned mainly about ensuring their influence
and interests in the region. Therefore, the powers accomplished their interests through the
empowerment of the Bet-’Asgddd (+ A012) and other ruling classes of which helped to

strengthen and maintain their classic position.

4.2. The Duties of the Tagra

The Bet-’Asgidd subjected the various clans in Sahal known as Togréd, and reduced them to a
quasi-slavery status. Such phenomenon has drastically transformed their economy. The ruling
class abandoned their traditional farming practices and joined the livestock raring economy of

their subjects.”* Later with the accumulation of power in their hands, the Bet-’Asgiddi lords

%% Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. p. 35.

*% The various occupying and colonial powers including the Ottomans through their Naybs in Massawa, the
Abyssinian from Gondér and Togray, the Egyptians through Munzinger, and the Italian colonial administration did
not disturbed the aristocratic tradition but endorsed the customary superior position and rights of the Bet-’Asgida.
They used the lords as their representatives in all administrative apparatus.

11 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 31-32.

*12 According Ferdinando Martini, during his tour around 1903, there was no any cultivation in the Rora Baqla but
he observed a number of ruined agricultural footprints that ascertained the existence of ancient agricultural practices.
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forsaken any labour activity and became entirely parasites of their Togrd.’”* F. Martini stated that
the nobility status does not allow the lords to work, the wealth i.e. the cattle were the property of
the Togrd. The Bet-’Asgddd were not living on income or work, but on oppression: from
rounding in different zariba or camps of the subjects.’'* In the different camps the goats or the
camels milked three times every day; two milking for the Bet-'Asgiddd guests and the remaining
one for the families of the host Togrd. The guests having no food at home, go from zariba to
zariba in search of food or milk.”" The lords, both men and women totally distanced themselves
from the works like ploughing, fetching of water and wood etc. but also from the daily
necessities to be totally dependent on their Togré, for example; they do not milk a cow and grind
food but such activity was done only by the Togrd. In such cases if the Togrd was absent for
some reasons so did not prepared the milk for a day or if the Togrd woman said she could not
grind the food for any reason, the Bet-’Asgiddd men and women spent the day and the night
without drinking milk or eat the meal because they assumed both works as an undignified tasks
for them.'

However, the Togrd had unrestricted rights of property ownership and accumulation of
wealth. They owned their livestock and had full right of ownership and unlimited grazing rights
in the clustered settlements inside territories of the overlord clans. Such so-called privileges of
property ownership, grazing rights and protection offered by the Bet-'Asgidi lords were given

back in different forms of dues and services mentioned below.

4.2.1 Togra Groups with Special Duties

The servile duties of the subjects were not evenly distributed in all of the Togrd groups.’’” Some
clans were free from the dues or enjoyed the reduction of the payment for many reasons
including if they had good friendship with the chief, had marriage relationships and if the
members of the clan were brave fighters that had pleased the lord.’'® But many of the Togrd were
made to provide the servile services. Therefore, in the Togré class there was no uniformity of the

services offered, but there were various sorts of special duties performed by different clans or

5

iy

3

Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 196-197.
*1% Martini Ferdinando, Il Diario Eritreo, vol. IV. cit. p.111.

315 Tbid.

316 Interview, Mohamidsa‘id ‘Osman, 10 September 2021, *Asmara..
7 Antony D’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 60.

*® Interview, Mohamidso‘id ‘Osman, 10 September 2021, ’ Asmir.

5

-
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classes within the subjected groups. Some clans were assigned as providers of special duties or
services. For example the "Asfdda clan were providers of wives to the Habab men, and the
"Agdub (A°18.11) were herdsmen responsible for taking care of the seasonal movement of the
Habab herds according to the rain and availability of grass and water.”" Special case is of the
Saho (") and Bet-Lealit (Nt AGAF) clans that had significant role in recovering the Négarit
of the Habab from the ‘Ad-Tékles and in return enjoyed the privileges like honour, reduction of
payment and gain some authorities with special representation in the councils.”®® The ‘Ad-
‘Amdoy (948 99°£L) served as representatives of the lords of Bet-'Asgéda in different Togrd
camps.”®! In return for their middlemen service, ‘Ad-‘Amdoy enjoyed a relative privileges
described in detail in the subsequent headings.

The ‘Ad Dorgd (92 £C%) and the ‘Ad-Mu‘alim were the two religious clans performed
the religious services. They provided Qadi ($%.), a judge in Sharia law, and they led prayers and
read Quran services.’” In return for their role of conducting funeral services, they were rewarded
with the skin of the bull sacrificed in the tomb, a small amount of meat and Maria Theresa
Thalers. Both groups, in recognition of their religious services were exempted from revenues.>
It is believed that, there were some clans almost died out in the long process of aristocratic
servitude. In that case, during early years of their arrival, the Italians discovered the members of
some clans to be so little.”** During the investigation, it was not known if they had any special
duties like the other clans.® In my opinion, the most probable reason for the numerical decline
of the members of these clans could be the nomadic life style that forced them to leave the area
and spread widely. The dispersal of members of the same clan to a wide area had a significant
impact in weakening their mutual network. The deliberate dispersal of members of these clans
among the various families of the Bet-’Asgéddi lords had already been the main reason for the

numeric decline of these clans thereby loss of their special duties.

*% Antony D’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 35-36.

*2% Interview, Mohamidsa‘id ‘Osman, 10 September 2021, ’ Asmiiri.

2t EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (FPI°hS&CT $ L ARoHA+ MALT), pp. 7-8.

*22 These religious clans claimed to have come from Mecca and dispatched to each of the Bet-’ Asgiidi clans to
provide religious services. The ‘Ad-Mu‘alim was serving the ‘Ad-Temariam, the ‘Ad-Darqé was divided into the
three branches of Habab; ‘Ad-"Edris, ‘Ad-Hbtes, ‘Ad-Fkak where each group had their own followers to whom they
give; prayers, readings from the Quran, funeral services etc. in return they received; hide of a cattle sacrificed on the
funeral ceremony, a little meat, and a few cash. The Qadi was reserved for the ‘Ad-Darga.

°3 Antony d’Avray et al, The Nakfa Documents, p. 14.

>4 These clans were; Mikal (9°N4\), the Sébalit, the Dagdigd, the Saho, the Ribhat (£1+A), the Kawkana
(h@-"7), the Sohmano (NhF), the Dobat etc.

°% Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, p. 36.
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The Hadéndoy and the "Atal-Togrd (AMé\ +14) were the two groups of Togréd subjects
with varied duties. The Hadindoy, were a group who believed to have migrated along with the
"Asgédi family from Hamasen. Despite their servile status, they were not lowered to the level of
the "Atal-Togréd and considered as the most loyal and devoted servants mainly responsible for the
domestic works of the Sumagld particularly in the lord’s houses. They were not expected to
provide milk cows but only with lighter obligations, thus there existed significant differences
between them and the Togrd, however had less visible difference with those of weakened
Sumagld.” Thus, were relatively privileged and treated as humans than the *Atal-Togri subjects
that used to be considered as sub-humans.*?’ The term ¢ Atal (AMA)’ means goats, therefore the
Habab were considering and treating them simply as animals, a mere ‘goat’.”*® Generally, the
Togrd had the duty to perform the works which the lords considered as an undignified labour-
intensive works including; herding animals, milking cows, working in the farming etc.
Especially the Kéntibay because they were not satisfied by the available Togrd labour, used to
own slaves.’® Throughout their life, the Sumagli were living in leisure and assumed the labour
work in contempt. Therefore, the serfs were bound to supply the lords their everyday demands,
customary dues, services and special gifts on various occasions as discussed below. In this form,
the Togré suffered the greater burden to comfort the life of their lords.

The ’Atal-Togrd were designated to the service of the lords more or less in a slavery
condition. They were duty-bounded serving as; shepherds, goatherds, stockmen, muleteers and
cameleers, and were in charge of milking and production of cheese, butter, wool and meat,
extraction of salt from the pans of Hasmit (-hN@®%) etc. To the contrary, the Bet-’Asgidd were

idle in their Dagd.™ The author of the document number 62 of the Naqfa Documents described

%2 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 196-197.

527 The sub-human or equivalent to slave view of the ' Atal-Togri by the Sumagli was well expressed in the custom
of homicidal incidents. If "Atal-Togré was killed by his equivalent belonged to another lord, it was considered as no
crime had been committed, because the offspring of the dead were simply substituted the position of their father as
providers of goods and services. So the lord of the dead had no loss. The worst explanation comes when ’Atal-Togra
killed a Sumagli other than his own lord; again the killer was not guilty, so not punishable. The Habab explanation
for this was that if a bull killed a person, the bull is not to be punished but the owner. Thus the killer Togrd was not
punished but transferred to the heirs of the deceased lord. Just like in the feudal society, the lord was responsible for
the actions of his slaves, so the Sumagli too for the actions of his Togra. This explains that, the Togri were denied
the personal liberty and considered as a property. Contrary to the above rule, if a Sumagli killed a Togré of another
lord, the heirs of the latter lord had the right to make vendetta and to kill a Togrd of the former which was against the
immunity enjoyed by a killer Togra.

> Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 196-197.

2 EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (F2I°hSCT $ L&, HA+ MALTY), cit. p. 12.

30 Ibid.
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the condition of the Bet-’ Asgédi lords in comparison to the highly exploited Togré as follows;

“The Bet-’Asgiddd remained permanently in their village, the Dagd (£71), to
pray and to pass the time in discussion that are naturally of no importance in
the slightest and to await (when they are not making a burden of themselves by
imposing their presence on the villages) for the Togrd to bring them milk,
butter and from time to time goats in order the more to ingratiate themselves
with their lords.” **!

Despite the indignity of the Togrd by their Bet-'Asgddd masters, the Togrd had the right
of owning cattle, sheep and goats and in legal terms the Togrd had the rights of solving
disputable issues legally as long as not affecting the rights and interests of the Sumagli.™ Thus
in legal terms a Togrd was not an absolute property of his lord like a goat or a slave. The bond of
relation between the Sumagli and the Togrd was that, the former were masters only in authority
but not in ownership.”*® Therefore, in case of unbearable treatments, though not practically
utilized by the Togrd, they had some outlets like abandoning once lord and seek better life
elsewhere.™ In this case the Sumagli could not have any right of say or lordship on him. One of
these exits was becoming a servant in the caravan passing along their country. However, this
might not have been the only possibility but was not the choice of the Togrd, because such
decisions put them outside of their clan and could throw them into enslavement by other clans or
in the hands of gang of robbers.**

While serving their lords, if the Togrd committed mistakes or if failed to fulfill their
duties, some times even if it happened beyond their control were treated harshly. For example, a

man from 'Alméda, Togrd of ‘Ad-Tékles was herding cattle of his lord, and accidentally one of

31 Document 62 of Nagfa Documents, in Anthony D’ Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 37.

*32 The religious family/clan of ‘Ad-Dirqgi used to settle the disputes between the Togri based on a law derived
from Qoran known as ‘Calil’.

>3 Anthony D’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 45.

> Abd Gibramidhn Tékldyohans said; if a Togri felt that his lord treated him badly, he can shift a lord in another
Féra ‘2 with in the clan of Bet-’Asgédda. The shift of lord had its custom/ procedure, the Togré asks the chief to call a
meeting and sue his lord for ill-treatment for example if the lord failed to rescue his looted cattle. Then he justified
his shift to another lord in other Féra 2 believing a better treatment. But if his lord admitted his failures and asked
an apology and in return promised for compensation of a new land, give him a girl for marriage (in special cases
Togri men used to marry Sumaglid women if the lord was happy with the service and conduct of the Togré) or
amnesty for dues he might abandon the move and stay under his lord. But if the lord was steadfast not to admit his
faults and to promise good treatment the Togra could change a lord. But a Togra to shift to another clan like to
Marya or Ménsa ‘s was prohibited, to do so he must have flee and seek refugee in his desired destination clan.

> Ibid.
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the herds was died and the Togré slaughtered and ate it. As a result, the lord declared the Togri to
be a slave for not reporting the incident and for not bringing the meat to him. The relatives of the
Togrd asked the lord why he enslaved their brother and told him they were ready to compensate
his cow, but he replied that his cow was equivalent to four cows and they gave him his demand
regained the Togré status of their brother.”*® According to Siko 'Edris Husin Mohamaid, the
mistreatment varies from clan to clan, hence the ‘Ad-Tamaryam were better than the ‘Ad-Habab
and ‘Ad-Tikles. Based on the information of Siko ’Edris Husédn Mohamid, the lord was entitled
to decide the status of his Togrd down to slavery, and at the same time the Togrd had the
possibility to buy back his Togré status. But if the Togrd was poor and had no relatives helping
him, he would be destined to be a slave. Hence, the lord had almost an absolute authority on his
Togra.

The lowest caste in the Bet-"Asgédda and other aristocratic clans that graded beneath the
Togrd and the slaves were the Dada (:8).* It was a social class mostly associated with age and
services. The Dada were young mostly black African in physique and specially fed, so physically
very strong. They were needed particularly during their productive age. When they got older they
relieved from the previous laborious services.™ They were mostly acquired as war prisoners, as
gifts, purchased from markets and from the sex servants of the Sumagli themselves. In the later
case, the women were known as Garit (£4%), they were primarily providing sexual services to
the Sumagli extra to their lawful wives and those unsolicited offspring got castrated so as not be
reproduced and became Dada that chiefly devoted for labor works.”* Hence, the Togrd were in
better status than the Dada, for they had the liberty of movement, property ownership, the right
to establish family and continuity of descent.

Therefore, the sub-humanly handling of the Togrd and the immunity they had been
granted for not being liable for their homicidal deeds sounds that the lords considered them as if
animals that lacked conscience and responsibility. The lords shouldered the accountability on
behalf of their subjects, and made them simply the providers of various services and dues on
which their life was dependent. Martini, Alberto Pollera, Anthony d’Avrey and Administration
before the Italian Colonialism (92°9°hSCE $L91, aPoHAt MAPY), consented that the lords had

reduced the Togré into almost bare slavery and described the various duties of material offerings

53 Interview, Siko 'Edris Husin Mohamid, 18 October, 2021, Kirén.
37 Interview, Ga‘ofér Saloh ‘Omiir, 14 October 2021, Kérin.

>3 Interview, Nisridin Mohamid Nisridin, 14 October 2021, Kirin.
53 Tbid.
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and service provisions as follows;

4.2.2. Material Gifts

Mcdidhanit (°£Y41%F); was an annual provision of butter by the Togri to his lord. The amount of
the butter to be offered was valued according to the number of cattle, sheep and goats owned by
the Togrd and calculated in terms of Maria Theresa Thalers.”* Accordingly, a sum of butter
expected from a herd of forty cattle was equivalent to four Maria Theresa Thalers and an
equivalent of two Dollars from each flock of fifty sheep or goats. The herd of cattle and flock of
sheep and goats was bare number irrespective of the age and sex. Considering the huge number
of cattle and flocks of sheep and goats of the Habab, fifty thousand of Cattle and three hundred
thousands of stock in the 1898, the Mddhanit was vital in the standard of living of the lords.

Tdlit Hog (MAF /h°l); this was a gift of a goat or a sheep given by a Tagri to his lord during the
feast of Hag (1) or ‘Ido "Alo "Adoha (%2 ke Ah-h) or in relation to the Pilgrimage of the lord

to Mecca.

Wota Tihaya (P 84L); the two words denoted for a cow and dry season respectively.
Therefore, this duty was the provision of a milk-cow per the herd of cattle by a Togré to his lord

during the dry season. According to Ferdinando Martini this provision was terminated.>"'

Wota Halib (P ~AMN); the two terms are referring to a cow and milk respectively, thus this
obligation was similar to the above provision except the seasonal variation. This duty was the

furnishing of a milk-cow by a Togri (*F<1<) to his lord during the wet rainy season.

Wota méikan (Pt “9N7); the term denoted to a sterile cow. Therefore, according to this

obligation, the Togrd was supposed to provide a barren cow to his lord for meat consumption.

> According to Kuroda, A., Maria Theresa Thaler was an official currency of the Austrian Empire. It was silver coin
and was popular means of exchange in the Middle East and Red Sea regions of Africa as early as 1762 and 1769.
despite the introduction of British pound, Italian Lire and Ethiopian currencies, the Maria Theresa Thaler continued
to circulate as the main medium of exchange until around World War II. Although Queen Maria Theresa died in
1780, the Austrian Empire continued minting the same silver coin with the date of 1780 and her effigy even after her
death. With such vast geographic coverage and influence, normally it was the official currency to the people in the
northern highlands and the central plateau where the aristocratic payments were settled in that currency.

> Martini Ferdinando, Il Diario Eritreo, vol. 1V. Cit. p. 118.
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According to Ferdinando Martini this offer was already abolished.>*

Nagaliit Halig (30T AA); this was lamb’s meat provision by a Togri to his fell ill lord (any
sickness including syphilis or snake bit) until he was completely recovered. This was performed
not only by his Togré, but if his subjects were far away from him for pasture or trade, those
Togré of other lords in the neighbourhood were obliged to provide this gift. This obligation was

terminated.>*

Tdlit Halib (MAT AA); was a nanny milk-goat offered to the lord uninterruptedly throughout
the year. If the milk-goat was dried, the Togrd had the obligation to replace it with another milk-
goat.

Somiit Galaza (RAPF °1AH); to protect the winter cold of the Naqfa and Rora highlands, the wives
of the lords needed a blanket and warmth clothes. Therefore, the Togrd had the duty to prepare or
spun and woven those items from the wool of their sheep and offer to their lords. As driving
camels and the flocks and herds during the two seasonal migrations was the responsibility of the
Togrd. During such movements, the Togrd were duty bound to prepare and decorate the shaded
platform on the top of the camel that sheltered the lord’s family from harmful sun heat and hot

winds.

Télet Kimis (MAT T99N); was a goat gift, especially concerned to the Togri shepherds living
around the Kéntibay. If the Togrd was unfortunately despicable for some reason, he was required
to make the offer on a monthly basis. Then the lord can take the gift for him or forwarded to the

Kéntibay.

Rf>it (C&%7T); it was a gift in the form of money, cattle or grain given in times of special
occasions like; wedding, baptism, sickness etc. The purpose of this offer was to win the
compassion of his master. Therefore, it was given if the lord was influential enough in winning
somebody’s ears, particularly the Kéntibay. The Togrd offered the gifts if he was seeking

acceptance, therefore it was almost bribery.

2 Ibid.
> Ibid.
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Ryal ba‘al gisa (CLA NG 12); this was the money paid to the lord of the father of the
bridegroom during wedding ceremony. Ryal Ba ‘al Gdisa as a tradition is still in practice, but these
days it has changed its function, and the money is given as a sign of respect to the older man in

the neighbourhood.

Hordet Rgaz (hCEF CIH); was a gift of livestock offered by the Togrd on the occasion of
funeral services of any member of the lord’s family. The present was not specified but depended

on the Togrd’s possession or means.

Sumbalot (&%9°NAeF); this was a livestock gift offered by the Togri during the wedding
ceremonies of any member of the lord’s family. The number of cattle offered for meat had no

limit but depends on the capability of the Togra.

Riyal Mésdngdl (494 @AT14); this was a kind of annual tax amounted to one Maria Theresa
Thalers from every adult Togra given to the lord. This was collected in addition to the fulfilment

of the above listed duties. This provision was already abolished.>**

In the Bet-’Asgidd, when a Somagld visited to his Togri’s house, inevitably he was
expecting good entertainment. But, if the expectation was not realized, the disgrace becomes
intolerable and to his debasement. For example, a Somagli visited his Togrd hoping good host,
but if the Togri awaited his lord with no food or drink available to provide, the Somagli orders
his host Togré to cover him with textile for not to be known by other people around him that he
was not treated well by his Togrd.** The Somagli were so proud and extremely seeking dignity

and glory.

4.2.3. Service Provisions

Hospitality; this was the duty of a Togrd to host the visiting lord. This duty made the Togrd
responsible to treat his lord with food and accommodation during his touring stay in the camp or
the Togrd dwelling area. In this duty the Togrd provide hospitality to his lord for limited period

of time and the Togrd was supposed to provide his lord a bowl of milk twice a day.**® According

4 Ibid., p. 119.
5% Interview, Siko "Edris Husin Mohamid, 18 October 2021, Kérén.
> Martini Ferdinando, I/ Diario Eritreo, vol. IV. cit. p. 119.
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to the reports of early days of Italian period, the above list was not the only duties of the Togra,
but the most poignant even difficult to believe were the sensual rights enjoyed by the lords as
part of the hospitality. The source stated that during the early days of Italian period, Vittorio
Fioccardi the commissioner of the district abhorrently observed and documented that; when a
Sumagli visited his Togri village, the former had the right to spend the night on the latter’s bed
or with a girl that he felt beautiful.”* The document further put in plain words that, the Togré
expressed their happiness for the coming of the Italians as they disqualified these detesting acts
that relieved them.**® Ga‘ofir Saloh ‘Omir rejected this narrative and expressed his dubiety that,
it might have been happened during the ancient Biliw era.’® He claimed that both the Bet-
"Asgddi and the Togrd were people of the book. The Bet-"Asgédd were pious Christians so in no
way they could do it and the Togrd were also Muslims, the books ordered them to defend and if
needed to sacrifice once life for their wife, religion and homeland.™’

Mihamdd ‘Abdéla Suleman recounted a poem that strengthens the argument that the
custom and religion of the Togrd speaking communities do not allowed for such practices. The
incident happened during Alula of Togray. He invaded a Marya village; the residents were either
rapped and being killed or left their homes to the surrounding mountains for hiding. But a man
called “Ali Béakit Mdhamid was left in his hat together with his wife, for he was ill with malaria.
Every soldier that entered his hat was not coming back, as all got killed by his sword. The dead
numbered a total of seven and ‘Ali Bikit got killed bravely.””' The poem was said in honour and
glory of “Ali Békit for he sacrificed his life to defend his wife not to be raped or killed by the

enemy as follows;

QA Nt e aoAhdRe %9t BYF Atk = By tomorrow, ‘Ali Bakit will be in
Paradise.

ANO #FA 9°F AA NLA MCNA ANk = For he killed seven enemies in defence
of his wife.>*?

*7 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 197-198.

5% This sexual right of the Somagli is so dubious because both the Semagli and Togri were Christian and Moslem
respectively. Therefore, it would not be tolerable to see and allow their lords to enjoy their bed and the lords would
not dare to do so, but there might be rare cases. So taking this as a general phenomenon throughout the clan seemed
more of dishonouring the Togra.

% Interview, Ga‘ofir Saloh ‘Omir, 14 October 2021, Kirén.

>0 Tbid.

! Interview, Mihamid ‘Abdila Suleman, 14 October 2021, Kirin.

>32 Although the incident happened in the neighboring Marya clan, but we can considered this dignified action as the
culture of all Togrd speaking people. So was to the Togrd of Bet-’ Asgida.

vl
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This poem was an expression of honour for the heroism of ‘Ali Békit for sacrificing his
life to defend the dignity of his wife. Another poem was said by Wéad Korof (D€ NC&) from
Sab ld‘alit (W A%AT), Togrd of Habib. He versified the poem in response to the ‘Ad-Tikles’s
assertion for the ownership of Naqfa and Rora Habib. To defend for any possible attack by the
‘Ad-Tikles, the Kintibay of Habib was mobilizing his followers.*® Therefore, the poem was
aimed to agitate the Habib and to warn the ‘Ad-Téakles that it was impossible to realize their

territorial claims;

AP AMC ANA Y ATETF UN: &7 AITPNCH B-NN= Who the gallant is
allowing others to cut and take part of his body? The wife’s part located
between navel and waist is not given to other man.

AL RJL (RPTR APU) ANA FPNA ANT ANN= Who ingenuous is allowing
sleeping with his wife?
P4, HIDATA AAYPNT AN YN= Naqfa is not owned as a gift/ not gained

easily.”

This poem was targeting mainly against the assertion of the ‘Ad-Téakles to Nagfa. Its core
idea was that even if a person is so generous, he can not allow someone to sleep with his wife,
and so was the Habib for Naqfa. It signalled the ‘Ad-Tékles the same memo, and the main
message was that it will never be given to them and reminding them for its despair. It also
compared the importance of Naqfa to a wife and this expression ascertained how the Togrd
valued their wives. So considering the above two poetic wordings, it seemed less probable the
Togrd would allowed their lords to enjoy sexual relation with their wives, and the Sumagli on
their part to commit such awful and religiously unsupported deeds. But even if it was practiced,
it would have been a grave insult to the Togrd since they simply allowed and looking silently
while the Sumagli enjoyed their bed.”> Ga‘oféir Saloh ‘Omir added that because of the religion
and culture, virginity was highly valued by the Sumagli and the Togri. Even would be a shame
for the Sumagli to sleep with a wife of a Togré that he considered an inferior being, and he
556

concluded that it was a defamation of the Bet-’ Asgida.

The Togrd was expected to provide his duties and services accordingly and on time. If a

>33 Interview, Mihamid ‘Abdila Suleman, 14 October 2021, Kirin.

4 Ibid.

> If this was a reality, the identity or fatherhood of most Togrd whose mothers had sexual intercourse with their
lords would be in question, and this would be a shame for the Togri to accuse the Sumagli with such malpractices.
5% Interview, Ga ofdr Salsh ‘Omir, 14 October 2021, Kirén.
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Togrd failed to accomplish the required duties and infringed the Bet-'Asgidd’s custom, it had
severe consequences. The disciplinary measures taken against such transgressions were
including; deprivation of property and expulsion from living and grazing in the territory and
other harsh penalties.**The worst ruling order was declared during the reign of Kintibay Gawgo
(N7tN B®™-F). In this edict, those Togri failed to fulfil their servile duties were deprived the
existing little Togré rights and threw down into slavery.”®

Gdamdl Sd ‘an (1970 2%7); in addition to securing the milk, meat and butter provisions, the Togrd
had the duty to provide a pack camel to transport the lord’s family including women and children

during the seasonal migration to and from the highland and coastal lowland.

Nada (58) (warning); this norm was requiring the Togrd to uphold and respect the calls and
orders of his lord. Therefore, if a Togrd found to be disobeyed to such orders was made to
dispossess a third of his property. In other words this was a measure for the degree of loyalty of a

Togré to the dignity and honour of his lord.

In addition to these dues and services offered, the Togrd would submit 1/4 of his harvest
to the landlord or the Sumagli. To describe in the words of the Kintibay, the general purpose of
all the above customary duties from the Togrd section of the society were; it enable him to
possess a personal wealth large enough to satisfy all his individuals holding important positions,
maintenance of individuals who were in charge of providing him with relevant information of
what is happening in the villages, helping the needy, and keeping a standard of quasi state that
astounded the masses.”™ While the Togri were required to provide that much duty,
Mihamidso‘id Hamd insisted that the Togri-Sumagli relationship should not be associated
equivalent to a master and servant way of relation. He justified his claim that, the ruling classes
were providing peace and stability and there was rule of law without any discrimination
irrespective of their background or class. They were equaled in front of the law. The Togra had
the right to sue his lord or other lord to the Kéntibay or clan chief for any mistreatment they

committed on him. Therefore, it was not difficult time for the Togra.>® This kind of explanation

7 EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (F2I°hS&CT $ L& IHA+ MALT), cit. p. 11.

>%8 Ibid., in the neighboring Marya clan, if a Togri failed to accomplish his duties or infringe the ruling, the lord had
the right to declare him a slave or Dada. But Bet-"Asgédi there is no information of such penalties except the case of
Kintibay Gawgo.

% Antony D’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 59.

>0 Interview, Mihamidso‘id Hamd, 16 September 2021, * Asmir.
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was common during my encounter with people especially the Togrd speaking individuals of
Sumagld background. On the other hand, people with Togri roots uttered the oppressive and
exploitative character of the aristocratic era. Thus need cautious consideration of the two
conflicting subjective rationalizations.

Assuming all the above duties to be performed by a Togrd family in service of its lord,
one can imagine the hardships that each and every member of that family had to face. The father
and the matured boys would be lifelong busy herding their own and the lord’s stock wondering
after water and pasture, and swinging during the seasonal migration to and from the coastal and
highland summers. During such movement, the Togrd was responsible for transporting the lord’s
family using his camel, providing milk and meat in holidays and other important occasions etc.
Not only this, but offering labour services of milking, fetching of wood and water, and working
the land of his lord. After the introduction of farming in the early decades of the last century, the
labour works of the subjects was intensified. The women seemed to be drudged equivalent to
their men. Therefore, the Togrd were socially, economically and psychologically subjected to a
lowered and undignified living wholly available at the disposal of the lords at the cost of their
private lives.

The commonly pressing economic problem of the Togrd was not only feeding their lords,
but the relatively heavy tax ordered by the regional powers and colonial administrations was
extracted only from the Togrd.”®' It became hard for the subjects when they demanded excessive
amount during the unproductive seasons. In this case, the Sumagli were all the time beneficiaries
for they were not paying taxes, but served as middlemen and retain their fraction out of the
collected revenue. The suffering of the Togri in relation to taxation was experienced during the
harsh treatment of the Kéntibay in the times of the Habab defection to the northeastern Anglo-
Egyptian-Sudan. The clan defected during early days of the Italians due to pasture issue and in
opposition to the heavy taxation and other demands including conscription and pack animals by
the new colonial administration.” During their refugee in Swakin, the Togré sought to complain
against Kéntibay Mahomud (N7£NE 94> £); the later discovered their scheme and punished
the Togri by forcing them to feed his numerous soldiers for two months.’* As they were outside

of their territories and living abnormally, it was not convenient and beyond the capability of their

> Tbid., p. 234.
*%2 Gaim, Critical Reflections on the Eritrean War of Independence, cit. pp. 100-102.
* Antony D’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 249.
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unstable economy while in a strange land. Thus, the situation led for the Togré to flee to as far as
places between Qarura ($4¢) and Dirtit (£C+t%F) together with their cattle hoping the soldiers
would not follow them. However, the soldiers tracked them and those caught were seized ten
cattle from each person that would be taken and slaughtered as a penalty.’** The other event was
the act of the Kéntibay using the Togré as instrument of punishment for the opponents and rival
Sumagli. In implementing his punishment, he took their Togré from them and distributed to his
supporters, and seriously threatened for any one of them assisting the Italians.>®

Retrospectively looking in to the duty of furnishing meat and other animal products by
the Togré to the Bet-"Asgiddé lords, which were the land owners in Sahol seems to have historical
similarity to the ancient practices of their ancestors in Hamasen.**®® The Rstifia (CN+&)* in
Hamasen had symbolic privileges in general known as rim (£9®). Though vary from district to
district, one of the privileges was that the provision of Lsan Manka (A% 997N), the tongue of
every slaughtered oxen during wedding or funeral feasts were presented to the Rstifia elders.’®
Hamasen, being the original home of the Bet-’Asgidd, probably such aristocratic dues might
have been their imports. The dues and services of the Togra also seemed to have been changing
according to the new developments in the Bet-'Asgiddi. For example, there were a number of
services in relation to Islamic practices that most probably introduced after their conversion to
Islam.

The above listed duties of the Togrd were practised during the high days of the
aristocratic order, but gradually reduced or abolished and as we shall see broadly in the next
chapter, it was limited to the service of only the higher lords. Despite such down looking and
poor treatment on the Togri, the lords were not hesitating to marry the beautiful ladies of their
subjects, but not vice versa as it was against the dignity of the lords and used to be assumed as if
degradation of their dignity. Consequently, the wedding was not a bond between the two classes

rather it was a kind of unfair acquisition.>®

>4 Tbid.

> Tbid., p. 250.

*%¢ S.F. Nadel, ‘Land Tenure on the Eritrean Plateau’, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, Africa: Journal of the
International African Institute, Vol. 16, No. 1 (Jan. 1946), pp. 1-22.

%7 Rstifia was referring to the first settler and owner of Rsti (CNt;) land. Therefore, he is respected and privileged
by the late comers to his ancestor’s village/land.

> S.F. Nadel, ‘Land Tenure on the Eritrean Plateau’, cit. pp. 1-22.

> Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 199.
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4.3. The Responsibilities of the Bet-"Asgidi

In the Bet-’Asgédi, the direct descendants of "Asgéddé represented the core of the clan with the
highest ruling office. According to the clan’s tradition, the first born male descendant inherited
the power. The other privileged land owning groups outside of the core descent were generally
known by the title Sumagld. They were mainly the descendants of the ’Asgédi’s brothers and
other families accompanying the core family during the great trek from Hamasen.”” Therefore,
numerically the Sumagli were larger than the core *Asgidd family and all Sumagld were not
equally rich and privileged lords. For many reasons they declined from their honored status. As
explained in previous part, impoverished members of the Sumagli class were degraded to almost
the level of the subjected Togrd.””' Nadel emphasized the socioeconomic classification within the
ruling class; Tono (#5°) and Sumagli. While the former represented to those members of the
ruling class that combined social standing with wealth, thus grip the real power. The later term
stands to represent the impoverished aristocratic group of the country-men. Despite of noble
origin, they were lacking wealth and/or authority. Thus, the Sumagld were not always lords,
whenever they fallen in to poverty, even engaged in a subordinated position including as camel
drivers.

The cream of the clan constituted a group of advantaged land and Togrd owing class. But
in general terms, the lordship of the Bet-’Asgiddd had already taken hereditary form in the hands
of few families. As a general tradition, a son born from the Bet-’Asgida families was becoming a
lord from his childhood, and the Togré of his parents visit him to show his eminence and parallel
to this, a new born Togrd was assigned to serve the lord for the whole of his life. Each child from
both classes was destined to follow the fate of their predecessors; theoretically there was no any
possibility of outlet in changing once status except in cases of complete impoverishment of the
Sumagli or remote exile of the subject. Therefore, in comparison to the Marc Bloch’s description
on the characteristics of medieval European feudal lords, the Sumagli of Bet-’ Asgidi somehow

demonstrated some similarities.””* Looking on the responsibilities of the Bet-’ Asgédi in reaction

370 Nadel, Races and Tribes of Eritrea, cit. p. 19.

1 Therefore, the social formation of the aristocratic clan can be categorize into three social hierarchies; the core
Bet-’ Asgidi, the middle class Sumagli, and the subjected Togri.

2 In Feudal Society II, according to Bloch’s description of Nobility; it requires a combination of two
characteristics; “first, it must have a legal status of its own, which confirms and makes effectual the superiority of
which it lays clam. In the second place, this status must be hereditary with the qualification, however, that a limited
number of new families may be admitted to it, in accordance with formally established rules.” In relation to the
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to their Togra duties seemed not a fair reciprocity. The lords were beneficiaries of the aristocratic
order which administered an unequal reciprocal reaction to their Togrd. The lords of Bet-’Asgada
for the services they received from their Togrd provided the protection from any harm emanating
either from outside or from within the clan and they allowed the Togri to live on and use the land
for grazing pasture.’” Although both protection and pasture land seemed more fundamental to
the survival of the Togrd, but in comparison to the exhaustively exploitative duties, the
obligations performed by the lords were more of natural and not laborious.>™

In relation to the duty of protection from outside enemies, the document Administration
before the Italian Colonialism (9°9°hS8CE L dooHA+L MAPLY), described a weaker
protection role of the lords. It stated that; the Béni-"Amar, the Beja, the Funj of eastern Sudan
and in the latter periods the Ethiopian forces under Alula and the Jihadist army of Mahdi under
Uthman Digna used to kill people and took booty of thousands of livestock from the Bet-
"Asgida territories.’” During which the Bet-’Asgiddd lords neither defended their people nor
attempted any opposition to the invading powers that shows how far the Bet-'Asgéddi lords’
defense was ineffective. In the issue of fighting there is the claim from the Bet-’Asgddi that,
when the fighting was between members of the same clan or among the Three Méflds, the Togrd
were not fighting but required only to provide the logistics to their respective lord.””® The Togrd
were excluded because the local fights were determinant for the balance of power with in the
clan so it remained to be limited simply in between the Sumagli. But the Togrd were engaged if
the fight was a large scale against outside enemies or raids. However, the Togrd were neither
allowed to own a sword nor trained in the sword fighting schools.””” The justification was
because if the Togréd had sufficient training and own the sword, he might kill his lord or initiate
uprising.’”®

Sdko ’Edris Husdn Mohamdd of ’Almida and ’Abd Gabramidhn Takldyohans of
Mainsa‘s negated the above assertion of the Bet-'Asgida that denouncing the Togrd were not

armed with sword. Both said that, the Togrd owned swords and were brave fighters during

ownership of land as a means of ascending in to a lordship, Bloch stated that; “this dominant class has sometimes
been described as landed class, and if by that is meant that fundamentally its members derived their revenues from
their control of the soil.”

" Nadel, Races and Tribes of Eritrea, p 16. The land was owned by the lords by the right of conquest.

Pollera Alberto, Le Popolazioni Indigene, cit. p. 201.

> Administration before the Italian Colonialism (92928 $ L, ARHA+ MAPLY), cit. p. 6.

576 Interview, Ga ofdr Salsh ‘Omir, 18 October 2021, Kérin.

77 Tbid.

7 Ibid.
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interclan and against plundering. 'Abd Gébridméadhn Tékldyohans pointed out to the role of the
members of ‘Ad-Sawra and "Alméda clan members during the fight of Marya and Ménsa‘s in
union against the Bet-’Asgddi on a land dispute.”™ Siko *Edris Husin Mohamid on his part
stressed his negation of Bet-'Asgidd’s protection role against the bandits and said that; our
forefathers were afraid of the Sumagli for they were taking whatever they wanted like goats
from their herds, but not from other enemies. He also said while the Togrd were fighting and
dying, to the contrary the Sumagli were sitting in the commanding posts and proved his claim
with the example of Hamadnur Sngeray (A E+C A124-2), who was a brave fighter from the
Togrd of Habab. He wrestled against 'ISaq (?\?ﬁ’), a Sumagli of ‘Ad-Tikles and he sliced 'Isaq
from head down in to two. *** Most probably, debarring the Togri from fighting would seem for
the benefit of the lords, but the Bet-’Asgida side narration is a mere disarmed past of the Togrd
class. However, with such exaggerated narrations from both sides, members of the two classes
are promoting their past by accompanying supporting stories with full of embellishments.

My informants mainly from the ‘Ad-Tékles lords rejected the argument of unbalanced
mutual reciprocal relations between the Togrd and Sumagli. They claimed that the Sumagli were
protecting and even sacrificing their lives in defense of their Togrd, except when the raiding
forces were stronger than they do. In the Bet-’Asgidi tradition, a Sumagld was sacrificing his
life fighting against his brother in cases of any abuses committed on his Togri than to defend for
his own brothers. To prove their argument, they tried hard to describe a number of fights and
sacrifices in the past by a Sumagld against other Sumagld within the same clan and outside to

defend their own Togrd.®' And questioned that who in the world do you think sacrificed his life

> Interview, 'Ab# Gibrimidhn Tiklidyohans, 18 October 2021, Kirén.

580 Interview, Siko 'Edris Husdn Mohamad, 18 October 2021, Kérén.

%81 According to Nisrddin Mohamid Nasridin and Ga‘ofir Saleh ‘Omiir, both the Togri and the Sumagli of Bet-
’Asgidi had respected each other and were living in harmony. The Sumagli had the responsibility to defend their
Togri. In this case the Sumagli’s duty to defend their Togré was told in the oral history of Bet-’ Asgida. some of the
events that deserve mention were during the reign of Kéntibay ozaz (N7£N2& AHH), the conflict between the ‘Ad-
Tékles and Habib that run unsettled with animosity and warfare for 14 years was because a Togrd of ‘Ad-Tékles
were killed by ‘Ad-Habib. The deceased Tagrd were; ‘Uman wed Zed (0-NT37 @& H.£) of ’Alméda and Hyab wed
Hasin (UP1 @ AN7) from Rgbat. Another event was the when Hago wed "Elos (A& ME AfeN), a Sumagli of
‘Ad-Tékles, a well known fighter of the clan was killed in Ménsa ‘s while fighting to regain the plundered cattle of
the Togri of ‘Ad-Tikles and still the spot where he buried is known Qibr Hago wed 'Elos ($C HE ME kieN).
Another sacrifice by the Sumagli of ‘Ad-Tikles to his Togri happened when Drar (£¢-C), a Sumagli campaigned
against the Hdarb of Barka. The Hdarb killed seven Togrd from *Agdub sub clan of *Alméda and looted their cattle.
Consequently, Drar was killed while fighting to bring back the raided cattle of his Togrd and because he died at
Qimret (P94 T), there is a saga and song known by Drar *ob Qémret (Drar at Qemriet) (£¢4-C AN $9°47T). Girgis
wed Grenidt wed Tdmaryam, Kéntibay of ‘Ad-Tédmaryam was killed while fighting against the ‘Ad-Tékles because
of a Togrd. Other individual decision to save the lives of their Togrd shows how they were responsible for their
Togri. But in my opinion, the Sumagli were associating any abasement of their Togri with their dignity. Therefore,
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for his servants? So can we consider the services and dues provided by the Togréd equivalent to
the life of the Sumagld? Life was better than the butter, goats, meat or any contributions and the
dues collected from the Togrd.**

The two obligations of the lords of Bet-’Asgidd, were the main pillars of the implicitly
established contract with their subjects. With regard to the duty of protection, as a matter of fact,
in defending once Togrd, the Bet-'Asgiddd lords were emotional in character. According to
Michael Hasama Raka’s description, like the other lords in the western lowlands and the ‘Anséiba
area, the duty of the Bet-’Asgiddd was defending their country and safe guarding their Togra.”
Individually, protection of their Togrd holds special position. Letting once Togrd suffering as a
victim in the hand of other lord sounds the weakness of the owner lord, thus they associated it
with offense of their personal dignity; as a result they keenly protect their Togrd.”®* However, the
lord to have Togrd and the capacity to protect them required him wealth and power. Therefore,
the impoverished Sumagld were not lucky to own Togri, but thanks to their honored noble blood
were free from subjection.”® The same was true with the right to live and utilization of pasture
lands for the Togrd cattle in the lord’s territory. Every Togrd living in any of the Three Miflis
territories, as a precondition was required to be subjected under the lord of the land he dwells.
Any Togri failed to fulfill his duties was forced to leave the clan territory.>*® But as every inch of
the land was owned by either of the clans and the existence of eminent danger of attacks and
plunder, the Togrd were compelled to remain under the strong lords. Because of the inconsistent
peace and absence of strong centralized polity, the region was characterized with semi-anarchic
political condition. In such status quo, if any Togréd family attempted to secede from its umbrella

clan, it would be helpless from the attacks by any organized warrior or predator clans or groups

it was more of maintaining once stubborn pride and seemed more of brotherly fight of grudges than protecting their
subjects. From the Togri side, the role of the Sumagld mentioned above is rejected. For example Siko *Edris Husén
Mohamid said that; the Sumagli were oppressive of their Togri even when the latter uninterruptedly providing their
dues and services, so the Togrd were not happy. Justice was not served particularly in ‘Ad-Tékles and Habib, but the
‘Ad-Téamaryam had relatively better treatment and justice towards their Togra.

582 Interview: Ga ofdr Saloh ‘Omir, Nisradin Mohamad Nésrddin, Mdhamédso ‘id ‘Osman, Mdhamadso‘id Hamd et
al, 14 October 2021, Kéran.

> Michael Hasama, The Story of Eritrea (13~ k(CFé), cit. p. 79.

¥ Ibid.

% Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. p. 202.

In the case of Marya custom, any Togré that defied or failed to perform his obligations was condemned to be
Dada, a slave. But he had the chance to regain his old Togré status through payment. In the case of Bet-"Asgéda,
expulsion from the land as a penalty can be affirmed by looking at the documents of the 1940s when the lords of
Bet-'Asgéddéd demanded the Togré that decline to pay tribute to leave their territories. However, in the 1940s since
the Bet-"Asgddd were in their lowest level of authority, that was what they could do, but in precolonial era they
might have applied severe penalties.
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including by the ex-lords. Therefore, for the Togrd the security given by the lords was
fundamental for survival of their human lives and property.

On the other hand, in such stratified society, legal powers were mostly in the hands of the
lords and they tend to not be contained by the rules they made. In the case of Bet-"Asgida, a lord
was entitled to settle the dispute for any conflict occurred between his own Togrd and punish for
the one found to be guilty. Whenever, dispute arise between Togréd of different lords, the two
masters would settle the issue together or with the help of another negotiator from the ruling
class.®®” Hence, conflicts arise within the Togrd themselves was a minor issue for the ruling
class.”™ But disagreement between two lords was supposed to be settled uniquely by a court of
Sumaglid whose members had been selected and approved by both plaintiffs, but in reality when
the strong rival lost his case, he would not committed for the fulfillment of the ruling and take
the case on his hand to begin a feud that would demand high cost of life and property.**

For the most part of the aristocratic era, while the clan was still speaking Togrfia and
practicing Christianity, legally were regulated according to the Ftha Négist (&% 7170%).5°
Later moved to the more autocratic judgments where the Kéntibay was judging according to his

whim and might.*!

The Kéantibay’s absolute power was somehow was limited in some seriously
important matters by his council composed of chiefs and the Séko of the Sékos who were his (the
Kéntibay) brothers who assisted him in decisions, imposition, allocation and collection of
tributes.™ Cases were first decided by the Siko of the Sikos and if the parties not contented then
it needed be ratified by the Kéntibay. We can imagine in the absence of a written code, how the
Siko of the Sikos had the opportunity to sway the ruling according his interests or in favor of a

family or friends that could give birth to evil feelings and grudges among the families of the

ruling class. The Habab unlike their neighbors like the Marya and Minsa ‘s were with no written

7 G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 169.

> Members of the ‘Ad-Tékles ruling class and other clans outside of the Bet-’ Asgéida I interviewed defied such
claims and emphasized that the Togrd were legally and morally respected by their masters. If any Togri seek legal
support against another Togri or Sumagli, he was fully supported and his case was treated legally to his satisfaction.
But as the informant’s response seemed more of reactive to all the claims of oppressive subordination by the ex
Togré, with some reservations, I label it to be part of the general negation by the master class to the Togrd’s
domination in the past.

¥ G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 169.

> Ftha Nagist (law of the kings) was the traditional Ethiopian legal code, written in Ge’ez originated from an
Arabic book of law written in the 13™ century by the Coptic scholar called Ibn al Assal.

! Antony D’Avray et al, The Nakfa Documents, cit. p. 16.

*2 Ibid.
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book of law. But after their conversion in to Islam, they had the Calil*”. It was probably printed
either in Egypt or in Syria and was mainly an extraction from the Quran supplemented by some
Holy men, but was used only in simple cases between their Togrd in issues of hereditary
inheritances, marriage issues, wedding dowries, commercial interactions, insults etc. In case of
legal issues arise between a Togrd and a Siko, the case was ruled by the Kintibay and his
decisions were not regulated by any set of laws. The law in this book was applied only in settling
cases between Togré but issues involving the Bet-’Asgddi were ruled in their old ways of the

custom within themselves.

4.4. The Privileges of the Bet-" Asgada

As a privileged class the men of the Bet-’ Asgiidid were not milking,*” not plowing™® and avoided
other labor works that considered undignified works. The women of the ruling class would
neither grind grain for food nor fetching water or wood. All the labor works were performed for
them by their Togrd. The Bet-’Asgddé preferred to suffer with lack of food than execute these
presumed undignified works.”” If the Togri men and women responsible for milking and
grinding services were not available, the Bet-'Asgiddd preferred to boil and eat the grain and
spend the night without drinking any drop of milk.”® In addition to the dues and services
extracted from their Togré, the Bet-'Asgddd were enjoying a privileged standard of living that
distinguished them from their subjects.” These were including; the house they live, the

commodities they use, the cloths they dress®”, the leisure time they had etc. A good example was

% 1t was a handbook or manual of Islamic jurisdiction.
% Antony D’Avray et al, The Nakfa Documents, cit. p. 16.
% According to Ga‘ofér Saloh ‘Omiir, the Bet-’ Asgidi deprived themselves of milking for two reasons. The first

was; mostly the cow steps on her dung and during milking she urinate and swings her stink tail, then daub to the
white and clean clothes Sémadit ("994,%) of the lord hence it was considered as a disgrace. The second factor was
that the mostly cows deny nursing to their new born calf, and the owners used a technique that the man inflate the
stomach of the cow by putting his mouth at the anus of the cow, due to the expansion of her body, her skin irritates
her as a result became easy for milking or nursing her calf. Therefore, for the lords doing such works was a
dishonoring their status.

>% In the ruling clan generally plowing was not customary, It had long been abandoned, but not all but some of the
impoverished men from the Bet-’ Asgédi used to carry out plowing.

7 Interview, Nisradin Mohamid Nisrddin, 17/10/2021, Kérin.

% Ibid.

*% D’ Avray referring to the documents of early Italian governors in Sahsl and his empirical observations in early
1940s on the general conditions of the Bet-’Asgidi, he described them as indolent, wearing their white robes
smartly with clean hands, spending their time idly drinking endless cups of sweet black coffee under the shades of
trees, preoccupied with gossip and conspiracy checking if their Togri failed to perform their duties.

%0 Turban is commonly dressed by all member of the clan, both Togrd and Sumagli. But it is uncommon to see a
Sumagli without it. Though, it does not purely signify to any social class, but in the society, a man without a turban
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Alberto Pollera’s brief description of the residential housing of the Togrd and the lords in
comparative terms. Although the *Agnet (A°17%) or the hut varies according to the number of the
family members, both classes live in almost the same kinds of tents and in the same
neighborhood, but there existed size and decorative variations.®”! Owing to the nomadic way of
life, the sort of the shelters they used were transportable tents. The tents were made of gently
curved, light-weight poles covered by overlays made from palm leaves. The "Agnet was situated
inside the compound/ Zariba (HZN) made from the thorny branches of trees. The thorny fenced
compound included the cattle inside to protect from robbery and wild animals during night.

Nésrddin Mohaméd Nésrddin also detailed the distinction of housing between the two
classes. The houses of the Bet-’Asgiddéd were larger in size and well decorated than those of their
Togri.®? He described two sorts of shelter inhabited by the lords. Tokul (FTr4) was an ordinary
single room hat with conical shap. It was made from stone wall and stalk at the top. Homar
(AhTC) was a multiple room shelter and made from wood and mat made from the palm tree. The
size varies from 6-8 by 5 meters. It was built as a seasonal shelter from the hot weather of the
lowland, hence not that high and open at its lower part for ventilation purposes.®” The indoor
difference was that, the tents inhabited by the Togrd were small and made to be easy movable to
different places according to the availability of water and grass following their herds. To the
contrary, those tents inhabited by the chiefs and nobles of Bet-’Asgidd were larger in size and
well decorated inside with; “textiles, colorful mats, rugs, ‘Angéreb (94774M) (a sort of bed made
from wood) and varied utensils supposed to move twice a year; during the highland summer and
coastal winter movements.”®* The Togrd dwelling or *Agnet were not only smaller in size but
with no decorations or utensils comparable with that of luxuriant tents of the lords.

Unlike those of the Togrd, the saddles of the camels used by the lords were well
decorated with pendants and aquamarines. The decorated saddle was known as Korwiét
(NCD7). Wealthy and capable lords used to ride horses, but the Togrd were not entitled to use
pack animals. Beating and carrying the Ndgarit was preserved for the Bet-'Asgddd. The Togra

were not authorized to touch, beat and own it. The Ndgarit was beaten during war and marriage

was supposed to be a Togra.

! Pollera Alberto, Le Popolazioni Indigene, cit. pp. 200-201.

2 Tnterview, Nisrddin Mohamid Nisrddin, 17 October 2021, Kérin.
3 Thid.

4 Thid.

55 Tnterview, Nisridin Mohamid Nisridin, 17 October 2021, Kirin.
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or death of a notable lord, but not of the subjects and impoverished Bet-’Asgidd.® During war
and raid, if the looted commodity was gold or sword it was taken by the Bet-’Asgiddé but was
given to the Togri if it was only food or drink.®’

The Bet-’Asgidé lords were not privileged only while living, but specially honored also
while deceased. Prior to the adoption of Islam, the homicide cases in the old Ad Teklies’
customary laws were favoring the masters. If a Togra killed his equivalent, the lord of the killer
paid Maria Theresa Thaler 600 to the lord of the dead Togrd and the killer himself was
transferred to replace the place of the deceased one.®” If a Togri killed another Togri of the same
master, the killer had to pay the blood money of Maria Theresa Thaler 600 and a virgin girl in
marriage to the deceased family. The most unfair valuation of the Togrd in comparison to the
master comes when a Sumagli killed a Togré of another Sumagli and when a Sumagli killed his
Togrd. In the first case, the master would compensate to the master of the dead with Maria
Theresa Thaler 600 and a Togri. In the second case, the killer Sumagld was not made to pay any
compensation to the deceased family. But if a Sumagli of his equivalent, their issue was not

° Hence, the

arbitrated through material or monetary compensation but homicidal revenge.®
rulings of the Bet-'Asgddd in general and the ‘Ad-Tékles in particular were privileging the
Sumagli class and used the Togri a mere property or measured in cash to balance their payments
and the Togrd blood was not valued in an inhuman way.

Another privileges the Sumagl used to enjoy in relation to human value and death was
that; the obituary or announcement for the death of any member of the Bet-'Asgddi. It was
conducted by a messenger known as Milikit (TPATF)°°, a person with special duty of
spreading the news, moving from camp to another camp to inform the relatives and friends of the
deceased person so as to carrying out a graceful funeral ceremony.®"' The interment was
suspended until all the people came and gathered from all the Sahal to take part in the burial

ceremony. During which the laborious service was offered by the Togrd men and women. The

Togrd men were responsible to fetch wood and water and provided cattle for slaughter; the

%5 Interview, Ga'ofdr Saloh ‘Omir, 17 October 2021, Kérén.

%7 Interview, Bikit Gubtan Gom ‘s, 18 October 2021, Kérin.

%% G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 169-170.

9 Tbid.

810 The Méldkit was a person with special duty of conducting the announcement of the death of any member of the
Bet-’Asgédda family. As a reward, the custom entitled him to enjoy a special privilege of meat from from the neck of
the slaughtered cattle at the funeral feast.

' G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 168.
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women were busy grinding and cooking food to entertain the participants.®’> As a result the
ceremony extends for longer time that makes use of the Togré labor and material services. In the
Bet-"Asgddé there was a tradition of throwing stone ceremony on the tombs. For ordinary
ordinary Somagli both the Togrd and the lords throw a stone on the cemetery for 40 days, but if
the deceased Bet-"Asgiidd was an influential, the throwing of the stone continues every day for a
year long. Such thrown stones became mound.’” To the contrary, the death of a Togrd was not
widely pronounced by Milékét, but the news was limited to the neighborhood and made to be
mourned only by the immediate family members and friends. It was customary to celebrate a
funeral feast of the dead after seven days of the burial ceremony or mostly postponed to be
performed after the cultivation season. Most of the expenses for the funeral and the feast were
covered by the Togrd of the departed Bet-’'Asgidid. For the dead Togrd, his family was
responsible to offer the ceremonial meal.®**

The burial grounds for members of the two classes were identified easily. Unlike that of
their Togri subjects, the burial grounds of the Sumagli are still recognized as the sites are used to
be named in their honor. For example, during the reign of Kéintibay Hasdn (N7TtN& ANY), as
part of the continuous showdown between the Three Miflés, a fighting took place at Mo ‘o (9°?),
a valley near Nagfa and the graveyards of those killed lords is still known as *Aqbér Syim
(A®NC fiP9™) meaning as the cemetery of the lords. However, those of the Togrd’s tombs were
lost and obscured.®”® The names of almost all important historic or strategic places and clan
names are predominantly called after the individuals from the ruling class. For instance, the
names of the three clans of Bet-’Asgidé and other groups called after the name of the lords, and
the different place names called after Bhaylay (11 2AEL) (see in chapter three), an almost extinct
brother of "Asgéddd are expressions of their privileged and dominant positions. Generally, the
Bet-"Asgiddé’s superiority and privileged rights are explained in different parts of the previous
chapters. Therefore, in a nut shell, It can be said that the lords were in all better condition
contrary to the explained inferior state of their Togrd subjects and its description may sound

repetition.

2 Interview, Siko *Edris Husidn Mohamid, 18 October 2021, Kérdn.

63 Interview, Nisridin Mohamid Nésridin, 17 October 2021, Kirdn.
14 G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p 168

815 EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (9°9°hBCE $ Lo, AdaHA+ MALY), cit. p. 5.
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4.5. Maintenance and Management of the Aristocratic System

As explained above, the Bet-'Asgiddéd’s lords, for their daily living were dependent on the
provisions and services extracted from their Togrd. Naturally, the economy was mobile and so
the Togri villages, but not so far from the Dagé of the chief. Before moving, the village from one
place to another, it must have had an approval and authorization from the chief, though he shall
not ever object the unavoidable important move.®'® Therefore to maintain the system and utilize
the benefits in a better and appropriate manner, the lords devised administrative arrangements
suitable to the circumstances on the ground. The unpublished document, Administration before
the Italian Colonialism (92°9°hSCE L9, dPolHA+ MAPY), presented a detailed description of
the administration of the dwelling clusters of nomadic Togrd communities of the Habab.®'” One
of the administrative mechanisms that guaranteed the uninterrupted continuity of the exploitation
of the Togrd was the division of the residential areas according to the variety of the cattle they
breed. Such residential compartment was known as Mikilal (®NAA).%"® The classification was

1° in the low-lying areas

grouping the herders of goats and sheep together in the same Maikila
and the herders of camel in other Mikaélal located in the highland.

The Mikélal were administered by men from the ‘Ad-'Amdoy clan. The ‘Ad-‘Amdoy are
believed to have come to Sahol from Hamasen during the time of *Asgida, and their special duty
was administration of the Mikilals as representatives of the Bet-’ Asgiidi’s lords.®® Hence, were
relatively privileged group. The ‘Ad-'Amdoy administered the goat and sheep herding Togrd
spreading from Naro plan (1AF4 GC) and *Aflag (A&A7) to Qarura in the north.”! One of the
purposes of the arrangement of the Mékélal camps according to the same sorts of cattle was for a
common defense from plunders and attack by wild animals. The clusters of herders of sheep and
goats conducted the seasonal migration to definite areas. Therefore, in each cluster a person from
‘Ad-‘Amdoy clan served as a chief on behalf of the lord, who was the supreme owner of the

crowd.

The various families organized in each Mikélal were from different Togréd clans, thus

®1¢ Antony d’Avray et al, The Nakfa Documents, cit. p. 110.

8 EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (F*I°hSCT $L£, APoIHA+ MA L), cit. pp. 6-10.

818 EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (FI°hSCT $ LM, APIHAL MALTY), cit. pp. 6-7.

819 Mikilal (9°NAgQ) was a special kind of administrative system that was practiced only by the ‘Ad-Habab (AN1),
but was absent in ‘Ad-Tdmaryam (%2 +CPI) and ‘Ad-Tékles (3£ +hAN) territories.

620 Tbid.

2! Tbid.

=
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were not homogeneously organized. The name of each Mikélal was called after the name of its
chief from the ‘Ad-‘Amdoy clan.®* The number of inhabitants varied from cluster to cluster, and
the individual movement of the Togrd was severely restricted. A Togrd to leave his Maikélal

required having the permission from the person of the ‘Ad-"Amdoy that was in charge of the

cluster. The following were the Mikélals administered under the ‘Ad-"Amdoy (%£ %9°28) men;

S. Name of Miikilal (A°nAQ) Settlement Migrate to Lord (123)

No. (°hNH)*= (°h o9y

1. Mikilal Gamal wiad Haménur ‘Agit (977) Gudo (F£) Husen ‘Usoman Hadad
(PNAA 990 ME: HADR(C) (A 0N USE)

2. Maikélal Huméad fo‘el wad ‘Etel | Doloko Géldbsd‘ala | Doba‘at Qdtan | ‘Ad-Gorenet (%2
(PNAQA AR %A M 0F4) | (EAN 1ANNSA) (AN%T M) | “161F)

3. Maikaélal Mahomud Déga wad Rohib Taklays Dobo‘at Qdtan | “adoris Nawad (A£4N
‘Etel (P°NAA TAha™L 27 ML | (ChA +hAL) (ANYT M) | TO-L)
0t4)

4. | Mikélal ‘Ali wiad ‘Etel (P°hAd | *Afméhaz Téboho *odoris Nawad (AZ4N
GA, DL 054) (A& dPAHH) (+tNAh) Tm-£)

5. Mikélal Samra wid ‘Etel Maila‘otd Hadarat *Aflagomailib | ‘Ali wiad Hoadad (%A,
(PNAQA PG DL O4)) (A0t Y841) (A&AITPAN) | M USE)

Table 4: This table is extracted from: EPLF, Administration before Italian Colonialism (F°9°h8CT £,
aelHAtL MALT).

The administration of all the Mékilals was not the domain of only the ‘Ad-"Amdoy men,
but there were many Mékilals supervised by chiefs from different clans. Some of them were the

following;®”

Dibiko (£NA):- this Mékilal was administered by Saloh ’Iborahim Fayad (Néh ANE1IR 4227
from ‘Ad-‘Amdes (%€ %9°LN) also known as Tébdgdsona (+N7NY). They settled around
’Algena (hA29) and migrate to *Agden (A°12.7) also known as Hdago (h8%), a place closer to
*Agoras (h91¢-N). Because the lord was Kéantibay ‘Osman (N7£NE PNTH7), the Miékilal was not
moving far from the Dogé of the Kéntibay.

22 Tbid.

3 This period signified when the herds moved to the eastern coastal area. The movement from the main settlement
was conducted when the rain started in the plains and grass started growing.

%24 This period of movement was happened when the rain season of the Mikilal started. Thus the herds returned
back from the eastern coastal plains to their main settlements.

82 EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (F°9°hSCF $ &, aHA+ MALT), cit. pp. 8-9.

169



‘Ad-Dambay (%£ £9°NL):- this Mikélal was administered by Dambay wad ‘Omar (297N ML
Pan() from Sawra clan. This Mékilal was breeding sheep settled around Baérita (N£mM) and
migrate to ‘Anqgér (%7PC)/ *Agora‘d (A%1¢-0). Kéntibay ‘Osoman was the lord, and were known
as ‘olamit Kintibay (0AT®+ NY+tNL) meaning as the brand of the lord. It was to relegate them

as mark of the Kéntibay, equating them to the animals owned by their lord.

‘Ad-Talob (%8 MAT):- this Mikélal was administered by Mahomud Méhdaméad ’odoris
(Mhae-g anhane Ae4N) from Rgbat Qdyoh (CINT $Lh). They settled in Bérita and Fgen
Qiyoh (827 $&h). They herd both cattle and sheep. The sheep herders migrate to *Agra‘s and
the cattle herders migrate to Tahora Débi amar (M ENYTAC). The lords were from ‘Ad-Fkak
(%2 &hh).

‘Ad-Qidyo’s (48 $LA):- this Mikilal was administered by Mihidmid ‘Abi Mihdmad (APAHIRE;
QM aoAhane) They settled in *Afmihaz (A& AHH) and migrate to Tdbh (+1rh).

‘Ad-‘Ablay (9£ 9NAL):- this Mékilal was mainly from Dégdagd (£9187) clan, they settled
around Dalk (£4N) and Gilidb ‘Asa (7AN 4N), with seasonal migration to Dob‘at (&N%%).

Although they were numerically few but had their own Mikélal and considered almost with ‘Ad-
‘Amdoy. Their lord was from ‘Ad-Hbtyids (%2 UN*HPN) of Habab.

The ‘Ad-"Amdoy for their services seldom received some assistance including cloths and
addictions from their lords and gifts from the Togrd in the camp. When the Togré slaughtered a
goat, they were required to offer the brisket to the head of the Mékélal, mostly a man from ‘Ad-

626

‘Amdoy.* If a Togri failed to provide such obligation, he was fined to slaughter a goat for the
head and supply him milk two times a day for an extended period of time.®*” Therefore, the ‘Ad-
‘Amdoy, as representatives of the chiefs of the Bet-"Asgidéd that look-over the daily activities of
the Togrd within their cluster had a precious life. Because the lords spent most of their time in
their Dogéd, they were receiving the news about the condition of the camps from the report of
their agents. Therefore, such physical distance allowed the men of ‘Ad-'Amdoy and the Togra

herders to develop strong bilateral relationships. Confident of being trusted and unchecked, the

camp chiefs debased their office with dishonesty and started receiving bribes from their

26 Ibid., p. 9.
527 |bid.
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subordinates. Some of the reasons led the latter to pay the inducement were because; If a Togra
bought a new camel and the supervisor reported the purchase to his lord or Kéntibay, then the
Togrd would pay tax and together with his camel be available himself on-duty whenever
necessary for the assignments coming from Kéntibay. Therefore, to conceal from such
wearisome obligations, the Togra preferred to pay the bribe.

Another reason for the payment of the bribe was, if a Togrd boy got married, as a
tradition he was entitled to receive some cattle as a dowry from his father in-law. After his
marriage, the bridegroom was considered as a matured man and responsible in the society. As a
rule, such marriage was supposed to be known by the Bet-'Asgiddé lord of the family, and the
later had to be given some parts of the dowry cattle and other provisions. Yet, the wedded man
and his established family as a new Togrd subjects has to be assigned to a new lord and thus
required to fulfill Togréd obligations. Therefore, to mask the new developments within his family
from the knowledge of his Bet-"Asgida lord, and to avoid the hardships and exploitation, at least
to make a delay, the Togrd father preferred to pay the bribe to the supervisor in an effort to
abstain from reporting.

The Kéntibay of Habab used to live and administer from his residence or the Dogé at
Maibo’a (AP11A), in "Agra‘s, and later during the Italian colonial period he shifted his center to
Nagfa. As the Dagis of the Kédntibay were in the plateau, the Mékélal of the camel herders were
nearby to him, thus he had easy control. The various Dogés used to have been homes to people of
more than one clan and used to be called by the name of the major clan. But there were few

Dogis that almost homogeneously inhabited such as the following;

Dgis of "Asfida clan at "Agra‘s with seasonal migration to Midba’a were; Hdaqo, Ddgam Hasa
(BP9 HR), Hazhaz/ *Aflwa (hHAH/ A&AP), Bilbilit (NANAT), Midroret (TP L&), ‘Arddi
(%<£), a Dagi located in the Naro plain.

Dgis at Mi‘at (A°9%%) with seasonal migration up to "Aflag Rohib (A&A1 ChA) were; Madaf
(dPLK), "ot osir (ATANC), Surabat (f+¢-NT), Gérgd (7€7), and Romay (CTIL).

Some of the Dagids comprised of various clans were;*®

% The mentioned clans were the predominant inhabitants, but the Dagé were home to various clans with small
number.
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Badon (N£7); a Dgi located at *Adobha (A2)H) and mainly belonged to ‘Ad-Siko Mosomar
(%2 A 9°NMC) of *Asfida.

Dogdog (£°1£97); located around Naqfa predominantly inhabited by people from ’Asfada.
Qamoc¢awi (PIR6hP); the Dogi belongs to ‘Ad-gdy’ s of *Alméda.

Tokséd (FAN); Dogi belongs to ‘Ad-Dargé and some families from ’Asfada.

’Anagad (A791£); the Dgi of ‘Ad-Siko.

Kérkf (hCh&); the Dgd of the Mikal clan.

Korkof (NCN&); Dgi of ‘Ad-Maloks (%€ TAN) from ‘Ad-Siko that migrate to ‘ilasa‘oda (%A
208) and Gagit (I77).

Midhat (2-h%); Dgé of Bet Ma‘ola, migrate to Qarura and the surrounding areas.

Tabaho (+Nrh); Dgi of ‘Ad-’Abékir (%€ ANNC) of ‘Ad-qiy’s from ’Almida clan, migrate to
Qibh (1) in *Agra‘o.

Generally, as has been previously described, the camel and the sheep herders live in the
highland and the low-lying areas respectively with definite destinations of seasonal migrations,
however the cattle herders move wider areas than the two groups.®” The cattle herders roamed
up to Fgen ‘Adobana (2% 92N%) and Tokér (+NC) in the Sudan thus had no limited residence
or Mikilal. As every Togrd living in the territory of the Habab clan was obliged to be the
subordinate to one of the lords, hence, even those of Togré living outside of the Mékilal were
assigned to someone from the Bet-"Asgédda lords.

) 630

The ‘Ad-Tidmaryam of Wadi-Labka also had special management of their Togré (F°1£

529 EPLF, Administration before the Italian Colonialism (FT°IPh8CT &M aRoHA+ MAPLY), cit. p. 10.
%3 The document: EPLF, Tagrd of Wadi-Labka (P&-ANN +14), pp. 27-29. Affirmed that while the research was
conducted (1983), the following clans were the residents of the Wadi-Labka area. However, some of the clans
mentioned here were not parts of the study because for different reasons, the members of these clans were away
from the area. Therefore, the informants constituted from;
1. ‘Ad-Tdmaryam.
2. gumagléi, the kins of Bet-’Asgddi; Bet-’ Adokdmi, Bet-Somur, Bet-Dibray, Bet-’Ashaqo (N1 ?\'ﬁrh;), Bet-
Hogin (N rheb).
3. Sumagli companions of Bet-’ Asgidi; Zeno (H7), K azen (LH7), Zawal (HB-A), Logo (A7), Son‘adigoli
(&19L°1A), Silawdn (WAMY) all were originally Tografia migrated with the Bet-" Asgida.
4. Smur ’Arobul (NA®C ACMQ\), Bet-Zir'u (NF HCk), Guritat (FZ %), Zagar (H9IC), *Almida,Sawara,
Dogdog, Kibd, ‘Ad-Mu alim, Somohano, Harabso (&), ‘Asaworta (3N®-C3), Dob’at, *Aglba *Agbo
(A91AN A°1N), Bet-Ma‘ola, "Abulogasm, Nabib (7N1), Rgbat, *Artega, Hdarab, °Asfida, "Afldnda, ‘Ad-
Dorogé, ‘Ad-Siko Hamd, *Afruj (A&4-8) etc.
5. The absentees in the research were Lamza (A9™H), Bas‘o (N&0), Somhano (N9°+5), Mikal, and ‘Ad-Siko
Hamad.
6. NB. The level of organization of the above groups was from Féra‘s/ ‘Ad to gébila levels.
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As has been described in the previous chapter, the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam claimed to be the first settlers
in the region and rationalize their land-ownership and political lordship to this seniority of
occupation. According to their explanation, for the reasons of defending raids from the hostile
clans and wild animals, and for the convenience of raring herds suitable with the topography,
they hold the political power, organized and subjected the existing clans and the late comer
groups and families seeking protection under their rule for the purpose of communal defense.®'
Therefore, similar to the ‘Ad Habab, for the purpose of defense and ease of control, the ‘Ad-
Tamaryam organized residence of their subjects according to the species of animals they breed
and class as follows;

Residents of Zdga (HJ); in this category 'Asfida, ‘Ad-Mu‘alim, ‘Ad-Sawora, ‘Ad-Drqa,
’Abulgasm (AMFASN9R) and ‘Ad-Sidke Hamod (%2 A AI°L) clans were living together
herding and breeding camels.

Dogd “Afo‘abit; in this dwelling, descendants of "Asgéddd and their families live together with
their Kéntibay.

Residents of *Akaba (ANN); this group were owners of cows assembled from different clans in
different time.

Residents of "Agoora; this group were owners of goats and sheep gathered from various clans in

different periods of time.

The movement of the residents of these clusters was possible as long as they shift their
breeding species. Therefore, the inhabitants of "Akaba might move to "Ago‘ora and vice versa if
they change their activity from Sheep breeding to cows or vice versa.”* Residents of *Akaba
(AhN) and *Ago‘ora (A9104) were groupings from different qébila and Féra‘s/*Ad with different
origin and history of coming to their respective clusters. Throughout their existence, the clusters
were set under the jurisdiction of the ‘Ad-Tdmaryam. The lords called their subjects Togrd or
with a special appellation as Hamigay (Y928 2). However, all the residents were not under ‘Ad-
633

Tamaryam lords, but there were numerous autonomous clans. For example, the Be-Sumagli

clans of Bet-Zira'u (N+ HCA) and Bet-Zagor (Nt HIC) were free, and few Togri families under

' EPLF, Togrd of Wadi-Labka (P8,-ANN F°14), cit. p. 25.

2 Ibid, pp. 25-27.

633 The Bet-Sumagli (Nt f+3°1A) clan were kins of the Bet-’ Asgidi, coming to Sahal together and formed many
clans including Bet-’ Adkdma, Bet-Somur, Bet-Débray, Bet-’ ASohaq, Bet-Ho¢én and some other clans coming from
Hamasen accompanying the core family of Bet-’ Asgiddi Bet-"Asgéda.
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Habab were outside of the control of ‘Ad-Tédmaryam lords. The residents of Ziga were
independent and not paying tribute to ‘Ad-Tdmaryam lords. ‘Ad-Sawra, ‘Ad-Mu‘alim, ‘Ad-Siko
Hamod and ‘Ad-Dorqid were autonomously administered under their own Sikes. *Abulogasm
clan was dependents of ‘Ad-Sawra or ‘Ad-Mu‘alim. The majority of "Asfdda were under the
Habab, and some families under ‘Ad-Téamaryam lords.

Like their social groups in the other side of Sahal, the Togrd/ Hamigay of ‘Ad-Tédmaryam
in Wadi-Labka had obscured their own original ancient clan names; hence until their
emancipation in the 1940s, they used to be known by the clan name of their lords, the ‘Ad-
Tadmaryam. For example, all the Togré residing and breeding goats and sheep at *Ago‘ora were
called Mala¢ (92A\65).”* Basically Mala¢ was the name of the clusters organizing the Togré from
different origins under the rule of a certain lord from ‘Ad-Tdamaryam. Each lord or the owner of
the Mala¢ had 50-100 Togri families under his rule.”* He collected and enjoyed the revenues,
corvée and other services from his subjects and the cluster was known in his name which
signified his ownership. Such naming gradually became the clan identity of the subjects. Thus, in
such manner the shift of clan identity of the subjects in to that of the lord’s took place. The
various Molo¢ at *Ago‘ora were the following;*¢

Molo¢ Hamod Sokur (9P +I28 AN-C); the Togrd were mainly from *Abulogasm and
Rgbat clans and seasonally migrated to Gadm Halib (2.£9® A1) and Gamsardaym (79°NZL97).
Mola¢ Midhdmad (9P4\6be dRAHORELY): in this cluster the subjects were mainly from Rgbat clan and
seasonally migrated to ‘Arébay (%ZN2) and Gimsardym (79°NZ297).

Molo¢ B’omnit (7P4é NAJPTT); in this camp the Togrd were from Zagor, Rgbat, *Adkidma,
Saho etc. and seasonally migrated to Troq (%) and Mishot (TR&h).

Molo¢ ‘Ad-’Ashaq (9246 48 ARHP); the Togrd were from Tolo’a (FAk), Halinga (A7)
clans etc and migrated to Qogit-Girsild ($7-1CA.A) and Sarif (AZ&).

Molo¢ Hlwoy (9P4\6ee hAD-2); similar to the Moalo¢ ‘Ad-"Ashaq, in this Malo¢ the Togrd were
from Tolo’a, Haliinga clans etc. and migrated to Qogit-Girosild ($7F-1C.A) and Sirif (N4&).
Molo¢ Yibat (92Aée PNT); in this camp the Togri were 'Almida, Stobu (NFM) etc and their
migration was to Qogit-Girosild and Sarif (AZ&).

Other camps were; Molo¢ Gawgo (926 EM-F), Molo¢ Maybetot (F2A6 MLNFT), Malod

834 Moalag (FP4\6bv) is a Togrd word meaning flame/flare of fire. It has historical origin in naming the clusters of the
Togré in this name, but in this case, it was an administrative system similar to the Mékélal of the Habab clan.

%5 BPLF, Tagrd of Wadi-Labaka (P8.-ANN F°14), cit. pp. 29-30.

636 Tbid.
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Gmil (2Ases B-anQ), Molo¢ Qruz ($4H) etc. The Togri assembled in these Molo¢ were from
different clans subjected and paid tribute to the lords of Habab and migrated to ‘Ino (%7) and
"Afhkam (A&UND).

Each Molo¢ had individuals that were relatively wealthier, wiser and adroit who keep
open their houses for guests. The guests were mainly the lords and the Kéntibay himself during
their seasonal or occasional tours. The individuals were obliged to offer honorable reception and
provide food, carpet and other services. If the number of the company was more, he demanded
extra support from the residents of the Malo¢.”” The camps had steadily increased in number
parallel to the increase of the subjects’ population. Out of all the largest Molo¢ was B omnit’s
camp and later it divided into Malo¢ Holowoy and Moalo¢ Yébat. Again Molo¢ Hamod Sokur
(A6 HIPL ANC) and Molo¢ Mihiamid Sokur (F2Ases AL AN() emerged from Yibat
(PNT) ete. In such manner the Malo¢ increased in number and this was claimed to be the result of
the blessing from Siko ’Alo’amin wid ‘Umir (Ah AAATYY ME 0-AP(). The story was told this
way; a lord from ‘Ad-Fokak/ ‘Ad-Timaryam went to Siko ’Alo’amin (A AAAT17) seeking
blessings and the latter demanded that he would bless him if he could provide him a heifer cow
every year, then the lord agreed and the Séko gave his blessings said that; “may your Molo¢ grow
to seven Moalogs.” Afterwards, the Mola¢ increased in number.**® Therefore, as presented above,
both ‘Ad-Tédmaryam and ‘Ad-Habab implemented similar ways of management of their Togrd, in

a way suitable for extraction of dues and services from their subjects.

4.6. Gender Relations

In the reconstruction of the aristocratic order of the Bet-"Asgida, reviewing the status and role of
women 1is relevant. In the available sources, because gender issue was not given more
importance, the women and their role remained an unspecified issue. However, so as to have a
better societal picture of the aristocratic order, it is important to reconstruct the position and role
of women through hypothesizing and deciphering the available documents. As a matter of fact,
the socio-cultural makeup of the communities was of patriarchal and Islamic in character. Hence,
in such kind of societies the role of women is mostly confined to domestic activities. In such
condition, the women hardly possess any power of saying or decision making, but destined to be

restricted under the male domination.

7 BPLF, Togri of Wadi-Labka (P8.-ANN +°12), cit. p. 30.
% Ibid., pp. 30-31.

175



Women were almost with neither a role to play in the social life and political issues nor to
enjoy any tangible rights. For instance, the custom of inheritance in the ‘Ad-Tékles clan favored
the men particularly the eldest son. The rule entitled the eldest son to inherit properties including
land and stock double the size of the share received by each of his younger brothers plus any
available surpluses. Not only this but his first birth rights allowed him taking all the swords,
spears, shields, and saddles and carpets left behind his father.® But when it comes to the women,
the same as in other clans they were not entitled with the right of inheritance from their father.
Before, the conversion to Islam, the Bet-'Asgidd in general and the ‘Ad-Tékles in particular
divorce was conducted in a way that lowering the women’s part. Then, the man had the right to
break up the matrimony at any time he wished and he was only allowing her to take away her
belongings that she brought during her wedding.**’ After conversion in to Islamic, the marriage
and divorces are according to the Sharia law. If a woman divorced her husband, she had no right
to take any tangible assets with her, but submitted all her jewels and properties to her husband.
This law was known as qlu‘s ($/0). But if her husband divorced her she has the right to take her
ornaments and the dowry she brought with her (given to her by her father) during the marriage
and this procedure is known as Gisimet (7(.9°%).%*' In such rule, she stays under her husband for
90 days before the final divorce.

The male dominated social organization restricted women only to the house works, but in
the case of the Bet-’Asgdda it was further reinforced by Islam. Although the faith might not have
been that strong in the area, the Sharia ordered the women not to talk in public, cover themselves
with veils and stay at home that restricted from social interaction. Consequently, the women’s
subordinated position took a customary form. The using of women and girls for the men’s sexual
satisfaction seems to have been part of the tradition as part of the regular dues and services in the
aristocratic order. A particular substantiation for this act was the documentary evidence of the
Italian officer’s personal observation described above. The documents revealed that the Togrd
told the officer that before the coming of the Italians, the beautiful girls and women were more
likely to have been made to entertain the sexual pleasures of the visiting lords.**

Property ownership was in the hands of the husbands, and the women were also abstained

from public interaction in the land management, clan politics or property issues. Hence, women

83 G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 170.
40 Tbid.

! Interview, 'Abé Gibrimidhn Tikliyohans, 18 October /2021, Kirén.

2 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 39.
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were made neither socially active nor economically property owners in the community. Owing to
the nomadic nature of the economy, the herding of the livestock was the men’s domain. The
women, on their part remained at home in the camps with responsibility of taking care of the
children, cleaning, preparing food and processing the dairy products including; butter, cheese etc.
To diversify their dishes and to supplement the pastoral economy, the Bet-'Asgddd used to
import agricultural products and material commodities necessary in their daily life. In doing so
they satisfied their needs through barter exchanges including; exotic clothes, grain; maize,
swords, firearms, lances and saddler. Pack animals like horses, mules and donkeys for the lords.
Luxurious clothes including muslin for the turbines, linen, white robes, silks etc for the gumaglé
men and women. The Bet-'Asgéddd were able to purchase these commodities mainly by selling
their animals, but also from the income they generate or bartered the dairy products including;
butter, cheese and the wool of their sheep and blankets extracted and woven respectively by the
Togrd women. Hence, the Togrd women were playing as significant economic contributors in the
luxurious lives of the lords.

As tradition, the Sumaglid men and women despised of the domestic and labor works.
They assumed it as an undignified work, just as if it was degrading their noble image. Thus, the
Togrd women were compelled to do all the home works for which the aristocratic ladies
considered against their honor including; wood and water fetching, cooking, grinding grains for
daily consumption, milking, preparation of butter and cheese including for export etc. Generally,
while the men and women of the Bet-’Asgiddd wearing their relatively white and clean robes
relaxed at ease and spent their time saying their prayer and gossiping, the Togréd (F°1¢) girls and
women on the other hand were in a continuous physical and mental manipulation which was
equivalent or worse than that of their men.** Therefore, the Togrd (F°1£) women seemed to live
in an exhausting servile labor works to satisfy the demands of the aristocratic lords. Studying the
overall inferior status of the women during the era of subjection, one can not anticipate a tangible
role in the struggle for the emancipation in the 1940s, but the reality will be revealed in the

subsequent chapters.

3 Tbid.

177



CHAPTER FIVE

THE BET-ASGADA ARISTOCRACY IN RELATION TO EXTERNAL
POWERS IN THE REGION

Introduction

Generally aristocratic order, despite the hardships on the subjected communities it was an
administratively convenient social system. A society with an aristocratic system was a self-
regulated entity that demands fewer resources for control and maintenance of administration.
Owing to their organizational, administrative and military superiority, the occupying forces just
recognized the preexisting superior position of the aristocratic elites and ascertain the seasonal
revenues from the subjects. Consequently, caste social relationship of the ruling class and the
subjects was essentially maintained. The aristocrats most of the time undoubtedly satisfied with
the new order as they enjoyed the middleman position in lieu of their superiors. So that they
assisted the incoming forces as far as the continuity of their interests were secured. In the
process, the foreign powers ascertained their control on the newly occupied lands through the
loyalty of the chiefs or the aristocratic elites. However, the degree of influence varied according
to the length of time they stayed, the level of intervention, influence and the policy they followed
upon the conquered territories. Therefore, this chapter is attempting to identify which foreign
occupier had a more lasting influence on the general life of the community and towards the
lessening of the aristocratic oppression.

Sahol, the main habitat of the Bet-'Asgddd was encircled by the commercial caravan
routes extending from Swakin rounding the foothills of the Sahal plateau and passing through
Tokér, Qarura, Késédla and Kirin and joined with those roads connecting the central plateau and
the Labka-Massawa routes. However those caravans that traveled via these routes sometimes
were becoming victims of looting and forced to pay dues by the Bet-'Asgddd with slight
possibility of protection from the regional powers.®** Therefore, the Bet-’Asgidd were semi-
autonomous entity and the foreign intrusion was sporadic prior to Egyptian’s full control. The

regional powers in Horgigo, until early 19" century and Hamasen throughout the time used to

4 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 15-23.
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come to the clan’s territory for irregular tributary collection.®* When the regional powers got
weaker, the Bet-"Asgéddi on their part not only used to plunder and extract tax from the caravans
passing along their territory to and from the Sudan but also from the coastal ports and salt mining
sites.**® However, the Egyptians before they ensured full control of the Sahal, in their attempt to
enforce legitimacy and interests, they used to offer protection against the Bet-'Asgidda. This
shows that the Bet-’Asgidd were in no way under complete subjection of regional powers but
with sporadic intervention and subjection, depended on the seasonal weakness and strength of
the powers. The Ottomans for instance used to govern the coastal area through their Nayb of
Horgigo, with slight influence and taxation from the Bet-"Asgddd. However starting from the mid
19" century, their position seemed to have been changed. The Egyptians substituted the
Ottomans and had relative control on the 'Asgida territory that resulted in reducing the
autonomy of the clan chiefs in to subordination. Therefore, beginning from the 19" century, the
different occupying and colonizing powers subordinated the aristocratic chiefs and used them to
stabilize their control. That was as part of the regional developments of the time including; the
Islamic expansion, the opening and the rising commercial significance of the Red Sea and the
resultant increase in the interests of the powers to intervene that gradually led to colonial
conquests. The Islamic expansion in the area has also increased the expectation among the Togra.
They hoped that Islam through its teachings of religious brotherhood and sense of equality
among its believers would liberate them from exploitation and humiliation.

Through time, the lords altered their role from semi-autonomous units to a mere
representatives and dependent actors, governing their subjects on behalf of the occupying forces.
Thus, such developments had brought changes in the characteristic features of the aristocratic
system of the Bet-’Asgiddd. Hence, this part of the thesis will give emphasis to the involvement
of these powers and their effects. Therefore, it will be presented in three parts mainly; the
Ottoman Empire’s period, the late nineteenth century that involving the Egyptian and Abyssinian
periods and the revival of Islam and its role on the aristocratic system of the Bet-"Asgédd. The
outcome is expected to demonstrate whether these historical trajectories had a mitigating role
towards emancipation or worsening effect on the Togrd condition under the well established

aristocratic system of the Bet-"Asgida.

5 Tbid,, p. 24.
6 Ibid., pp. 37-38.

179



5.1. The Ottoman Empire

The agents of the Ottomans, the Naybs of Sdambhar traced their origin from Béldw, one of the
ancient Beja remnants in eastern Sudan and migrated to the Massawa areas in the fifteenth
century. The family evolved in to prominence with the coming of the Ottoman Turks in 1557.
The Ottomans delegated the authority to the chief of the family to serve as Nayb or deputy of
their empire with absolute liberty to act in the affairs of the people inhabiting the coastal areas
surrounding Massawa.*”’ Such empowerment had enabled the family to have the confidence and
power to expand its influence far and wide. The zenith of the Naybs was in the early to mid
decades of the 18" century associated with three contemporary events; the deterioration of the
Funj in the Sudan, the decline of the Abyssinian influence in the central and northern plateau due
to the Zaménd mésafnt (HM®7 A®A&TF)* and the diminishing interests of the Ottomans in the
region.*”’ These factors created the power vacuum that allowed the Nayb to grow in strength and
extend its influence and dominance into the adjacent regions of eastern lowlands, northern
highlands and sporadically as far as central plateau and western lowlands of Eritrea.

During the second half of the eighteenth century, the Nayb controlled almost all of the
nomadic and agro-pastoral Togrd speaking areas, and their power stretched to Sdmhar plain,
Sahoal plateau and the northern coastal areas.®’ Massawa, the hub and the gate of international
commerce and other local market areas in the Sdmhar plain were under their control.”' They
collected revenues from the communities under their spheres of influence. The Bet-’Asgida,
therefore used to pay dues in kind according to the needs of the Nayb.®* Customary gifts were
also used to be offered on the occasion of investiture of new Kéntibay; the chief provided
presents of a hundred camels, a hundred cattle and the same number of woolen blankets.* Not

only this, final verdicts on legal issues were decided by the Nayb, from which he gained big

%7 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 4.

% This was a time extending for a century (1769-1955) also known as the “Era of Princes” when the authority of
the king in Gondar was weakened and the regional chiefs empowered consequently anarchy was prevailed. The
anarchy was ended in 1855 after Theodros II subdued the various regional princes and declared king of Abyssinia.
89 Miran, Constructing and Deconstructing, cit. pp. 33-50.

0 Thid.

! The commercial centers in the Semhar plains were; ‘Aylet, ‘Asus, Gimhot ,,.,,

See: d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, p. 78. According to the accounts of W. Munzinger, a newly elected Kéntibay
of Habab in order the Nayb to confirm his authority was obliged to pay 100 camels, 100 cows, 100 nanny-goats, and
100 woolen garments. In return the Kéntibay of Habab received a robe of honor and bracelet from the Nayb.

%3 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 24.
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amount of income, both in cash and in kind.®** Therefore, during the heyday of the Naybs,
undoubtedly the Bet-'Asgidd used to be under complete subordination of the Naybs. They
deeply involved in the narrow clan affairs of the communities under their jurisdiction. In doing
this they appointed chiefs, administered justice, and through matrimonial relationships played
their part in the expansion of Islam. In the expansion of Islam, they applied the strong
relationships they had with the holy families of ‘Ad-Sike, ‘Ad-Mu’alim and ‘Ad-Dirqa. Hence,
their influence was multifaceted; religious, political, economic as well as cultural networks.®”
But generally, the Habab as the wealthiest and most populous of the eastern coastal clans and
inhabiting relatively secluded geography, they were the least affected clan during the Ottoman
Turks and the subsequent foreign conquerors.

A significant intervention of the Ottomans in the affairs of the Habab clan, particularly to
their Togri offshoots in the Sdmhar plain was witnessed in the early years of the 19" century. In
1810, due to the decline of trade in the Red Sea region, the Nayb Idris wold Osman failed to
collect enough tribute, and then he was unable to pay the salary to his soldiers, as a result the
soldiers protested against the viceroy and he fled to Mecca, the seat of the Sherif.**° In the same
year the armed Ottoman forces came from Jezan to rescue the Nayb’s authority and reestablish
order. In realization of this new move they sought to extract revenue so as to cover the Nayb’s
costs. The proposed revenue was to have been collected from the inhabitants of the neighboring
areas. Therefore, the Togrd along the coast were there to shoulder the charge, but due to the
nomadic way of life, the habitat arrangement of the Togrd and the Sumagli found to be
inconvenient for tribute collection.

To that end the Turks commanded the Habab lords to arrange their Togrd into fixed
settlements or villages.®” The incident brought the Ottoman Turks for the highest level of
intervention in the daily life of the Togrd area. For administrative expediency, the Turks
appointed notables known as MesSayks (plural of Sako) which was accountable for the Kéantibay
in each village’s affairs and revenue collection.®® The notable was responsible for his village,

and sometimes can have two or more villages under his responsibility from which he was

4 Tbid.

5 Tbid.

%6 Antony d’Avray et al, The Nakfa Documents; The dispatches, memoranda, reports and correspondence
describing and explaining the stories of the feudal societies of the Red Sea littoral from the Christian-Muslim wars
of the sixteenth century to the establishment 1885-1901 of the Italian colony of Eritrea, p. 19.

%7 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 40.

%% Antony d’Avray et al, The Nakfa Documents, cit. p. 89.
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expected to collect tax.®’ On the death of the notable, the Togri were passing to his eldest son or
brother. In the absence of either of them the authority was transferred to any of his closest
relative.®® Therefore, gradually the office took a hereditary nature.

The administrative system established as an ad hoc solution became permanent
arrangement. The imposition of the notable up on the Togrd became fixed institution that
empowered the ruling class. The Togrd’s mobility to another habitat became inadmissible, but
made to pay tribute to his notable according to what his overlord required. For example, in the
later era of the Ottoman administration particularly during the reign of the new governor, Wuhabi
Pasha, the Habab were made to pay in cash based on the assessment of the number of the
inhabitants and their herd. Based on such arrangement, the Habab clan paid three thousand Maria
Theresa Thaler. The ‘Ad-Téamaryam and other neighboring small clans of the coastal plain all
together were required to pay a thousand Maria Theresa Thaler.® The payment of taxes
described from each clans of the Bet-"Asgiddé was extracted from the Togré subjects. As a rule of
the day, the notable took his part and then forwarded the collected revenue to the Kéntibay, the
latter in his turn cut his portion and sent on to the Nayb.%*

The Nayb himself kept his tenth of the collected sum and forwarded the balance to into
the treasury at Horgigo.®” In the first year of imposition of the above tax, the Three Méflds and
other Semhar clans refused to pay and escaped to the mountains, however a year after the Nayb
Hassan Adem made them to pay through heavy military intervention.®®* Refusal or delay of
paying was the norm by the Bet-"Asgédda clans thus the Nayb and later the Egyptians usually sent
armed corps accompanying the tax collectors to executed the payment mostly through
sequestering the cattle until the chief handed over the tribute. According to the document; Togra
of Wadi-Labka (P&-ANN #+°1Z), during both Turkish and Egyptian eras, there was no any
significant economic transformation in the communities of the coastal plains particularly in the
Wadi-Labka area.® This document was produced through interviews of the residents of the area

back in 1983, and the informants added that new market place in Massawa was opened and new

6!

v

° Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 40.

0 Antony d’Avray et al, The Nakfa Documents, cit. p. 89.

! Tbid,, p. 49.

%2 The system of forwarding the revenue was not uniformly conducted. There was a time when the Habab Kéntibay
bypassed the Sumagli and directly involved in collecting the revenue from the Togri. He sent his soldiers to the
villages and made the proceeds to be brought in to him.

%3 Antony d’Avray et al, The Nakfa Document, cit. p. 49.

4 Tbid, p. 50.

%5 EPLF, Togrd of Wadi-Labka (PR.-ANN F12), cit. p. 12.
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administrative centers were established in ‘Aylet and ‘Ad-Suma. These villages made to be
settlements of the scattered communities governed under Sheikhs and chiefs. In their
governance, the Ottomans employed the divide and rule system on the Wadi-Labka settlers. For
example, they frequently changed the chiefs of Féra'a of "Ad-Mu’alim and created conflict
among the chiefs.® In the community of the area, a bitter memory of the Turks is still active.
The Turks used to order pack camels from the local people for transport and they killed or
discarded to those exhausted packs on the woods with no compensation. Therefore, though there
is no detailed statistical data on the issue, the people claimed that a number of camels lost in
vain.®” Therefore, during the Ottoman occupational period, the administrative arrangement and
taxation method was a bit heavy and solely on the shoulder of the Togrd. However, such
arrangement was not set up in a way that compromised the preexisting privileges of the lords and

Sumagld and with no much evident alleviation on the burdens of the Togré subjects.

5.2. The Late 19" Century Developments

During the late 19" century, the present day Eritrea in general and the area of the Bet-"Asgidi in
particular accommodated a variety of domination mainly the Egyptian, Abyssinian, Mahdya
influences etc. Each of which had left their respective footprints on the general socio-cultural and
political economy of the society under living under the yoke of aristocratic system. Especially
the Egyptian and Abyssinian incursions had lasting consequence. While the former’s was chiefly
on the religious part the latter was of aggressive raids and killings that resulted for a lasting
hatred and a consequential effect that pushed the peripheral Togréd speaking Orthodox Christian’s
in the north to abandon their faith and adopt Islam.®® Therefore, in this heading the two historical
experiences of the Egyptian and Abyssinian eras in their relation to the aristocratic system of the

Bet-’ Asgddé will be discussed.

5.2.1 The Egyptian Era
As a province of the decaying Ottoman Empire, Egypt under the ambitious Mohamed Ali Pasha
ventured southward invasion and occupied the Sudan in 1820. The Egyptian expansion was of

multiple ambitions; opening new sources of slaves and soldiers, control of gold mining sites in

666 Thid.
7 Ibid.
%8 Longrigg, A Short History of Eritrea, cit. p. 86.
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the Nubia, occupying the source of the Nile River and conversion of the Abyssinian and present
day Eritrean Christians into Islam etc.®® The warring decades for the control of the western parts
of Abyssinian Empire was a failure. However, they occupied the lowlands of Barka, Bogos, the
Northern Highlands and the Semhar coastal areas under the succeeding viceroys of Mohamed
Ali.

The long years of resistance of the Bilen and the Togré speaking Marya, Ménsa‘s and the
Bet-’ Asgidd against conversion gave up to the pressure coming from the ‘Ad-Siko and the
Naybs supported by the Egyptian forces. Hence, the Islamic goal of the Egyptians was
successfully completed by 1850. The predominantly pastoral livelihood of the societies in and
the political decentralization of the Abyssinian state was favorable for the Egyptians to spread
Islam in the previously Orthodox Christian groups of Bet-’Asgiddd, Marya, Ménsa‘s, Bilen.®
The various religious families were responsible for the teachings of the faith for every clan; ‘Ad-
Mu’alim were for Ad Temariam and ‘Ad-Derki were active in the Habab.®”! However, so as to
extend their footing to the hinterland their coastal take-over especially of the famous and
strategic port of Massawa was imperative and realized only after they leased it from the Turks in
1865 and established the town as an administrative center. The coming of the Egyptians
terminated the power and influence of the Nayb. The new occupational force installed direct
administration in Massawa that disqualified the Mushir of Mecca and the Bildw ruling family in
Hrgigo.®”* The Egyptian administration in its two decades of conquest, despite its repeated
endeavors of expansion to the interior for the control of the source of the Nile River, the most
visible effect was the expansion of Islam in the northern highlands and the ‘Ansidba area. To
materialize their expansionist goals they sent two military expeditions to the plateau and lost in
both battles of Gundidt and Gura‘s in November 1875 and March 1876 respectively. The
Egyptians set up garrison at Kufit in the western lowlands and occupied Kirdn in 1875.°7
Munzinger, a Swiss man was hired to be the viceroy of the Egyptian government. He with the
title of Pasha was responsible for the administration of the territories extending from Massawa to

Kassala in the eastern Sudan including the northern highlands that were organized under a single

9 Ibid, pp. 83-84.

670 Miran, Jonathan, “Power without Pashas: the anatomy of Na’ib authonomy in Ottoman Eritrea (17"-19" c.),”
Eritrean Studies Review 5, No. 1 (2007): 33-88.

71 |bid.

72 Antony d’Avray et al, The Nakfa Document, cit. p. 51.

873 Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. pp. 29-52.
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administration or province (Mudiria).”’* The Egyptians introduced a new reform on the
administration associated with the revenue collection. He introduced a modernized form of tax
collection through a strict and proper census of the flocks the Habab and the coastal clans owned
and the system was updated in every three years.”” Munzinger in his explanation on the
administration, taxation and role of the Egyptians in the aristocratic system in general and the

reduction of the lords’ authority on their Togré in particular stated that;

“The Bet-’Asgida belongs to the province of Massawa; they have somewhat
independent legal structures, and their chief is called Kéntibay, from whom
however the Témaryam and the Tékles have made themselves independent.
The tribute from the Bet-’Asgiddd amounts to ten thousand Maria Theresa
Dollars, that from the Tamaryam three thousand and that from the Takles
twelve hundred. The tribute would be very light if it were distributed fairly and
if the nobility did not also lay claim to dues; however, subjection to the
Egyptian Government, which naturally levels things out, brings democratic

ideas into the land, since the vassals have little to hope for or to fear from the

nobility any more.”*’¢

In Munzinger’s perspective both slavery and aristocratic social arrangements were
outmoded systems. Consequently as part of his administrative reforms, he drafted a proclamation
that negated the system. However, his policies were not realized because he was killed in the
Danakil area in November 1875.°”" In his announcement, he dismissed whatever happened before
his coming, but from that time on he declared neither raids, robs, and killings nor call any one
‘my slave....” Furthermore, he allowed slaves to buy their freedom; stating ‘any slave, male or
female, who wished to be freed, shall be free on payment of ten Maria Teresa Thaler.”®” His
administrative measures were both humanitarian and administrative in character. By applying
that he had the plan to increase revenue and to restore the Ottoman province of Habdso to the
Egyptian administration. The announcement had potential for revolt from the affected lords
which would lead them to seek protection from and alliance with Alula of Togray. The Habab
lords survived with no much effect from the administrative measures. It was because the

governor’s attention was primarily targeting the other parts of his province, whereby Kintibay

674 Antony d’Avray et al, The Nakfa Document, cit. p. 51.
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Hamed got the opportunity to maintain the aristocratic relationship with his Togrd and boosted
his economy through the customary barter and clandestine commerce.®”

As mentioned in the previous parts, the whole of revenue was collected from the Togra
subjects. The Sumagli, the holy men and clans that served with special professions and services
were exempted from the payment. In administration of the occupied territories, the Egyptians
appointed salaried Nazirs with the duty to collect dues from respective lineages, and such
measures weakened the power of the sub-clan and lineage segments and left to be under the
Kintibay.®*® Moreover, the Egyptian presence had two major visible effects; they checked the
Abyssinian raids and encouraged the expansion of Islam in their domain provinces.®®' It was
during the Egyptian period the religious clans and orders actively worked and won in converting
the remaining Orthodox Christian lords in Sahsal and Séanhit to Islam. The Egyptians penetrated
the Habab region more than their predecessors; the Abyssinian and Turkish forces. For example,
Munzinger offered the investiture when Hamod the eldest son of Kantibay Hasédn inherited the
Négarit in 1875-1876. Following the death of Munzinger in the Afar desert, Hamad continued his
submission to Rashid Pasha, the successor.®®* As the Egyptians had strong patronage for Islam
with firm presence in the Habab territory and the coastal area, they deeply intervened in the
affairs of the clan, more than the previous forces. During Kintibay Hamod, the region
experienced a dramatic transformations, thus he needed to be a flexible leader capable of
surviving the turbulent waves of changes. Having accepted the Egyptian dominion, Hamod was
able to continue to profit from his surrounding resources with less effects. He raided the
neighboring communities, extracted higher percentage of revenues from the commercial traffic
between Massawa, slave traders at Marsa Téklay and Marsa Bérésa that caused delays of the
supply in their respective destinations in the interior and offended the interested parties in his
territories.

Looking retrospectively, what Kéntibay Hamoad did was the same as his forefathers had
done during early days in Sahol. Hbtyds, the first Kéntibay went to king Iyasu seeking protection

from the neighboring powers in Hamasen that were beyond his capability to defend. Then the

7 Tbid.

%80 Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. pp. 29-52.

%! Tbid, p. 36.

®82 During the coronation ceremony of Kéntibay Hamad took place in the new palace in Massawa, and the Pasha
offered the Kéantibay with formal gifts. This occasion could be considered the highest stage of the Bet-"Asgadé’s
alignment of tutelage towards the new power and co-religion Egyptians than the withdrawing Abyssinian Christian
power.
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Muslim powers along the coast were not strong enough to offer protection. But during the reign
of Hamaod, the situation was to the reverse, Islam was growing and adopted three decades before
he came to power, the Abyssinian powers weakened and withdrew but the Muslim powers of the
coastal area grew in strength and influence. However, until the full control of Eritrea by the
Italians, the occupational forces of Togray were active in the central plateau and made sporadic

raids to both sides of the lowlands and the northern highlands.

5.2.2. Raiders from Tagray

As mentioned above, Hbtyds made submission to the Abyssinian king and got the title of
Kaéntibay. ‘Ezar, the grandson of Hbtyés was the last Kéntibay that appeared in Gondér to restore
the submission to the Nogus and reaffirmed his rank of Kéntibay. ‘Ezar also secured an
additional title of Bahori Ndgasi ‘lord of the sea’ and the latter title continued to be used by the
succeeding Kintibays.®® Therefore, ‘Ezar became the last Kéntibay of Bet-’Asgidi to visit the
Gondreran king for investiture, and the succeeding chiefs concluded that no protection was
granted from the king, thus declined to give submission and ceased to offer customary gifts and
the relation was terminated.®* In the subsequent time the bilateral relation was characterized by
raids and animosity than friendly contacts.

The sporadic efforts by the Abyssinian chiefs to reassert access to the coastal area had
been curtailed with the death of Wubid. However, relatively they had little influence than the
Egyptians and the Naybs on the affairs of the Togri-Sumagli relationships. The withdrawal of
Ethiopian power’s bid had left the Muslim powers of Turkish and later Egyptians to have utmost
control in the region and to put a lasting effects on the Bet-’Asgidid communities.®® With the
encouragement of the Egyptians and the Nayb, the ‘Ad-Siko brought the cause of Islam in the
lords of Bet-’Asgéddi and used the faith as a bargaining element on the tax distressed Togri. The
weighty levied Togrd started to express their discontent against their still Orthodox Christian
lords. The status-quo was essentially became fertile ground for the ‘Ad-Sike to intervene
effectively by approaching the Togrd as a principal allies. Greatly fascinated by the miracle
accredited to Sdko el-Amin, head of the clan, the Muslim Togri seeking the protection of the

holy clan seceded in mass from the Bet-’ Asgédi. In return the ‘Ad-Siko took up the Togri cause

583 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. pp. 52-53.
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in to their hands. Consequently, in honor of his holiness a great number of Togri serfs took gifts
to Séko el-Amin not only to obtain his blessings to their families and animals, but to have his
protection from the subjection of the Bet-’Asgiddd.®*® Such endeavor of getting once liberty
through alliance with the holy clan was dashed with the mass conversion of the ruling class of
Bet-"Asgidé in to Islam and the holy clan themselves failed to provide the expected virtue for
they became new lords that could be assumed as betrayal to the Togréd hopes.

It seemed that during the times of Alula of Togray, the highest level of Abyssinian
influence had reached in the coastal plains and northern highlands as distant spheres of raids. In
late 1870s from his camp in Hamasen, Alula subjected three of the highland provinces; people of
Halhal, Bogos and the Bet-'Asgéidi terrains for a brief period of time and forced the people to
pay taxes and brought offerings.®®” Alula with thousands of army marched from his base in the
central plateau advanced to ‘Ansdba, Naro and Falkét that is closer to Naqfa and looted
thousands of livestock and other commodities. During which the Bet-’Asgéddi lords remained
unresponsive to the massive strength of the invading forces.®® This could be considered as a
failure for their contractual duty of protecting the Tograd from any harm in return for the dues and
services they paid. Therefore, until the coming of the Mahdists from the Sudan and the Italians to
the area, despite the nominal Egyptian presence, the lowland population including the northern
highlands was tributaries of Alula and frequently raided by his armies.®® During which, while the
[talians were already in Massawa and initiated their first contact with the Habab, and Alula
demanded Kéntibay Hamod to bring an equivalent to the dues used to be given to the Naybs of
Massawa.®’

In the memory of the residents of the coastal plains and the Wadi-Labka area, the
Abyssinian powers are remembered for killing of people, plundering of animals, looting of
jewelry and other precious commodities.®' The Ethiopian viceroys had a lasting effect in the
‘Ad-Tikles clan, which was the second strong of the Bet-’Asgéidi clans next to Habab.*? Like

any other clans they were tributaries of Nayb of Massawa and Munzinger of the Egyptians in

%6 Tbid.
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smooth way, however the coming of Alula of Togray unhinged the link and his harsh governance
and high taxes compelled to the more than half of the clan to flee to the north and joined the
Habab cousins, consequently weakened the strength of the ‘Ad-Tikles.”” Therefore, the
Abyssinian influence was deleterious with minimal effect on the aristocratic relationships of the
Bet-"Asgidé. As has been said earlier, the Habab understood the suzerain of the Ethiopian Nogus
was not in a position to offer any protection, broken the ancient link. The relation further
worsened after the conversion of the clan to Islam and repeated raids and killings. Hence, there
exists no much story to tell on the Ethiopian role on the Togri-Sumagli relationships of the Bet-
"Asgida.

Most probably in dedication to the peace and security the Italians had brought by
relieving the Bet-'Asgddd community from the continuous raids by the Abyssinians and the
Dervishes, the following poem was said to Martini. His trip to Nagfa had long been announced
and delayed several times. A local poet believing that F. Martini was no longer coming, gave the

Residente the following poem which was later given to Martini that;

Bene arrivato, Generale.

La terra, e venuto il tuo capo.

Tu hai fatto del bene e ognuto sta tranquillo nella sua casa.

1 poveri vivono col lavoro e I ricchi con la loro proprieta.

Hai comandato ai Dervisci e agli Abissini che sono in gran numero, con la
forza del tuo fucile, della tua tattica e coi denari.

Ora hai ragione se ti occupy dei tuoi dipendenti.

Tu non sei solo, pure il tuo governo e coraggioso.

La pace I’ hai fatta in tutta le genti: se anche non vieni che importa?

Per cio che hai fatto noi siamo in dovere di lodarti.

In my translation the poem could mean as below.

Well arrived, General.

The earth, its leader has come.

You have done good and every one is at ease in his home.

The poor live with work and the rich with their property.

You have commanded the Dervishes and the Abyssinians who are in great
numbers, with the strength of your rifle, your tactics and money.

Now you are right if you take care of your employees.

You are not alone, your government is also courageous.

You have made peace in all peoples: even if you don’t come, what does it

%3 G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p 161.
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matter?
For what you have done we are obliged to praise you.®*

As a matter of fact F. Martini never fought against the Dervishes or the Abyssinian forces.
But it was said in gratitude of the government for bringing peace and security. When this poem
was composed people of the colony already enjoyed eight years of peace. Therefore, we can read
the suffering the community had during the Abyssinian raids and how they enjoyed the

tranquility under the Italian role.

5.2.3 Islam and Tagri Hopes for Emancipation

Increasing Islamic involvement in the Bet-'Asgiddid territory was one among the many
developments that took place in early 19" century. The main carriers of the faith to the clan were
the ‘Ad-Siko.”® The Togri under the Bet-’ Asgédi were already adherents of the faith since long
ago, however the lords were still retained the forefather’s Orthodox Christianity.*® The ‘Ad-Sika
played their part of the contemporary religious movements aimed at expansion and renewal of
Islam in the eastern lowlands of Sdmhir, Sahsal and western lowlands of Bérki. In their oral
tradition, the ‘Ad-Siko claimed descent from Imam Ali Abu Talb of Hjaz. According to their oral
history, they crossed the Red Sea to the Sudan. However, before coming to Eritrea, they
wondered in the Sudan for religious services.”’ Around 1800 AD the clan scattered to their
current territories; bordering Habab in the north and ‘Ad-Tékles in the south.®® They were more
familiar and prominent for their religious duties both in Sahol and Sdmhér Togrd areas. In the
Islamic hierarchy they were next to the al Mirgani family.”” As part of its role of religious
dissemination, the holly clan was responsible for the production of holy men that became
influential figures in Muslim communities of the Togré speaking inhabitants of the region. Siko
Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. al-Amin of 'Embédrami was one of them. He is considered as a holy

person, hence annual pilgrimage or ziyara is conducted by Muslims of the Togrd and Saho

8% Martini Ferdinando, I/ Diario Eritreo, vol. IV, cit. P. 112.

%5 Through close contact with the local Togri, the ‘Ad-Siko lost their tongue and their racial texture through
intermarriage, though only they took the women of other tribe particularly that of Bet-’ Asgéda. In the later era, the
clan split in to numerous houses and spread to the Sdmbhér plain, to north as far as Tokar in the Sudan and to the west
in the Bérké valley. However, the descendants of the eldest son of the common father live closer to the Habab clan
in the Nagqfa plateau.
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communities seeking his blessings.”

The holy clan under the guidance of Séko al-Amin won over converting the Habab in the
middle of the 19" century. The ‘Ad-Tikles too converted mainly by the teachings of Said
Mohammed Osman with the help of the holy clan.” Considering the contemporary religious and
political developments, for the Bet-’Asgidd maintaining the Orthodox Christianity seemed to
have had much challenges. The Bet-"Asgédd were under continuous pressure from the Nayabs of
Massawa to abandon Christianity and adopt Islam. The Naybs used both threats and promises to
persuade the Bet-’Asgidi.’”” Hence considering all factors, the Bet-’Asgiddd became an easy
swayable for conversion to Islam. In doing so, the ‘Ad-Siko took the lion’s share with the
encouragement from the Nayb and the Egyptian. In addition to the pressures coming from the
Egyptians, ‘Ad-Siko and the Naybs, for many reasons the Bet-’Asgéddi were not in a position to
retain their ancestral faith. The unsettled and mobile nature of the economy of the clan was
incompatible with the demands of Christianity’s settled livelihood. The terrain was convenient
for production of camels, and the Bet-"Asgéddd were rich in those stocks, but both milk and meat
of the camel are considered by Christianity as an unclean, so was difficult for Bet-’Asgidai to
observe. The "Asgiddd clans inhabited in an area totally surrounded by Mohammedans,
particularly given almost all of the Togrd subjects were Muslims and with whom they had
continuous contacts and share similar customs.”” The international developments also pushed the
clan towards accepting Islam including; the withdrawal of Ethiopian influence due to the
anarchic Zdméand misafont or reign of princes in Ethiopian history and the subsequent Ottoman
and Egyptian occupation of the greater Red Sea region had put the Bet-"Asgiidd Christianity to a
vulnerable position. According to the Naqfa Document 10 analysis, that the class arrangement of
the Christian lords and the Muslim Togré survived for around two hundred years because of the
balanced influence of the Ethiopian Christian and the Muslim powers in the region. But in the
later years the pulling out of Ethiopian influence gave Islam the chance to have the upper hand.”

Owning to the above facts, for the Bet-'Asgidi clans preserving Christianity was not an

easy task, but was a matter of time and convenience.”” Remaining an island of Christian
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minority was against their interest. Finally, Séko al-Amin’s contemporary, Kintibay Hdad I led
the across-the-board conversion of the Sumagli of Habab.” The move to Islam by the ruling
class had political representation where Séko al-Amin married the daughter of the Kintibay and
other Bet-’ Asgidi women taken by the ‘Ad-Siko men to establish an alliance with the holly clan
in their effort to contain the threat coming from the Togrd.”” However, in an attempt to see the
coming of the ‘Ad-Siko and the Islamization of the Bet-’ Asgidi and its impact on the existing
aristocratic order, it is essential to see the subsequent sociopolitical changes in the aristocratic
society. The conversion of the ruling cast and the revitalization of Islam among the already
Muslim Togrd had much effects including; changes on the expansion of Arab language,
introduction of religious education and subsequent increase of literacy levels and the formation
of Islamic specialists etc.”” The important thing to our subject is to discover the extent of Islam
played towards lessening or worsening the customary tradition of the Bet-'Asgéda aristocratic
system. To this effect, assessing the effect is imperative to have a thorough investigation on the
holy family of the ‘Ad-Siko’s relation with the ruling cast and the level of the Togré’s allegiance
to the clan assuming it as a reliever from the oppression of the ruling clans.

Historically, Islam had more fundamental effect on the aristocratic groups than in semi
egalitarian clans for it reversed the existing hierarchy and denied of any class division among its
believers. Therefore, the revitalized Muslim Togrd and the newly converted lords emphasized
more on the immediate benefits of the faith in terms of rationalizing the power relations.” For
the oppressed Togrd the expectation was the fulfillment of the Quranic messages that considered

humans as equal beings, and any believer could rise to the higher office within Islam etc. Hence,

of conversion might not been uniform or in mass or they might use Christian names in memory of their Christian
ancestors.

7% According to d’Avray’s assessment of the existing Italian documents, there is no any consistence in the narrative
of the conversion of the Bet-’Asgédé in to Islam. The Nakfa Documents said Hdad I’s sons made the final
conversion. Another documents claimed that Hdad and his brothers led the move before him. Thus, as a matter of
fact there could not have been a sudden and wholly conversion but an increasingly growing move to the new faith.
The Nakfa Document stated that in the genealogical tree of the family up until Hdad I show the maintenance of
Christianity. Thereafter, following the transition in to Islam, the first son of Kéntibay Hdad was Mohamed, a
Muslim name and his second son was Ghiorgis, a Christian name, probably to remember their ancestral names.
Nésradin Mohaméd Nasrddin and Ga‘ofér Saloh ‘Omér, two of my informants, of ‘Ad-Tékles origin in Kéirén stated
that the Bet-’ Asgdda started the conversion in to Islam since their early days in Sahel. For example, Méflds had two
sons, Hbtyis and Tékles from the second wife, but from his first wife he had two sons; Idris and Shiker. But the
later two Muslims were not ascended into power so are not well known. Therefore, the 19" century conversion
represented only to the Kéntibay.
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the Islamic rejection of social hierarchy and its advocacy for prevailing universal egalitarian
order gave hope of ending their subordination. Such optimism encouraged the Togri to resist the
Christian lords, however to the contrary the latter were flexible enough to be good players of the
game. Understanding that retaining Christianity was against their interests and to cool down the
potential uprising from the subordinated Togrd and unable to endure the pressure from both the
religious families and Egyptian overlords, the Bet-'Asgiddd adopted Islam as a conciliatory
mechanism.”"’

Relevantly, for the Bet-’Asgidé it was indispensable to go beyond the adoption of the
faith of ‘Ad-Siko and develop a marriage based family relations. The ‘Ad-Siko do not marry
their daughters to the Bet-'Asgidid but they marry the latter’s women. Owing to the Bet-
"Asgddé’s Christian origin, for the holy family to send their women to the Bet-’ Asgiddd would be
derogation, but bring Habab into them was considered as sanctify them.”"! By doing so, the Bet-
"Asgida knew that they would enjoy protection of the Ottomans and Egyptians against possible
Ethiopian raids and was a relief for the Bet-’Asgidda from all rounded threats and uncomfortable
circumstances of the time.””* And it was for this reason that, the activists of the 1940s Togrd
emancipation movement manipulated the late conversion of Bet-"Asgddd and accused them as if
they were not a true Muslims, thus morally not fit to continue as overlords of the true Muslim
Togrd communities.

For the oppressed Togri the expectation from the ‘Ad-Siko and the conversion of the
Bet-’Asgidd was enjoying the Islamic rejection of social hierarchy instead prevailing universal
egalitarian order. The ‘Ad-Sike owing to their Arab origin, tracing back to Ashrafin Mecca won
the prominence and respect among the Muslim communities. The fame of its holiness and the
resulting influence had attracted many small and weaker communities seeking protection. As a
result many of the groups of people preferred to be subjected under the religious clan were from
the Togri of Bet-’Asgidd.””® Encouraged by the ‘Ad-Siko, the Togrd became so restive against
the Bet-"Asgéidi lords. The growing power and influence of the Muslim powers along the coast,

the demands from the Togrd and the holy family pressured the Bet-’Asgiddd beyond their

0 Ibid., pp. 36-37.

' Martini Ferdinando, I/ Diario Eritreo, vol. IV, cit. p. 104.

2 The Bet-’ Asgidé conversion occurred after ten generations from the founding father. Before their conversion,
they maintained fraternal relations with their kins in Hamasen through intermarriage but when they converted in to
Islam, the existing commonalities and interests lost and the relations too was ceased at once.
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resistance; therefore they had no option but to accept Islam. Therefore, the ‘Ad-Siko initially
seen as the rescuers and carriers of moral obligation towards liberation of the Togrd found to be
lords with Togri subjects voluntarily subordinated. Consequently, the number of the ‘Ad-Siko
clan increased and the sub-clans and families spread widely throughout the northern part of
country.”* Hence, the early 19" century prominence of the ‘Ad-Séko could be considered as the
highest time when the Togrd put their trust and hope of freedom, but their expectation was
doomed and the ‘Ad-Siko found to be new masters equivalent to the Bet-’ Asgida.

Therefore, the shift of Bet-'Asgiddd into Islam had counter effects on the Togrd status.
Moving to Islam helped the lords to forge a special relation, intermarriage based alliance with the
holy clan. Consequently, the Togréd lost the special protection they expected from the ‘Ad-
Siko.”"® Thanks to their religious role which believed by the community to possess supernatural
powers, they held a highly respected status; people of the holy clan became the arbitrators of
disputes between the Kintibay and the Sumagli and between the Sumagli themselves.”'® The
clan’s importance was far and wide in the settlement of conflicts between Togrd clans.”” The
prayer and the adjudicator positions made them to be the most privileged group. They gain gifts
of cattle from both the Togrd and Sumagli. Furthermore, the latter as part of their usual valuable
offerings, during their wills it was normal to transfer the whole of Togréd families as a gift to the
‘Ad-Siko so as to have their prayers and secure eternal life after death. Many Togrd families
were voluntarily moved to the holy clan The Togrd were happy of their transfer because they
changed only their lords, but they were allowed to retain their lands.

However, the shift of the Togri to the ‘Ad-Siko had brought disagreements among the
ruling class. The move of the Togri to the holy clan was against the interests of the Sumagli and
insisted the Kéntibay to play his part in stopping the transfer. However, he denied and his
indifference annoyed the affected lords for it weakened their livelihood. Many of them
complained but they knew that going against the holy clan was dangerous, and they could not

gain the support from the Kintibay, who was not interested to disappoint the ‘Ad-Siko. Their

% G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, p 245. This document stated that,
the ‘Ad-Siko’s rise to power and wealth was opposed by two powers; the Bet-’ Asgidi and other Sumagli were not
happy for their Togra were taken by the holy clan. The influence of the Mirghani, a religious family based in
Kassala was also another force vying the clan. Internal disputes and quarrels with in the clan was also hampered the
growth and strength of the clan.
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efforts remained ineffective and led many of them in to poverty.”'® Practically the Togrd too
gained nothing, but continued the customary tradition under new masters who disguised
themselves under the mask of holiness.

Possession of a Négarit was the main determinant factor for a chief to be called Kéantibay.
The ‘Ad-Tékles lost the title at the unsuccessful skirmish of wid Gaw. In that fight the ‘Ad-
Tékles attempted to regain the Négarit but defeated by their cousins, the Habab and still it is
retained in the hands of the latter. Then after in the Habab, the Kéntibay was nominated through
election of notables representing the ruling families, but the election was mostly concluded with
no agreement of the election results that dragged contesting families into clashes where the
strongest seized the title. Such power based conflicts grew with the division of the families and
exponentially after the conversion of the ruling class in to Islam.”” For the Bet-’Asgidi,
conversion to Islam was not only losing most of their Togrd and subsequently poverty but the
new faith had created power struggle within the ruling family. The crisis was mainly competition
in attaining the rank of Kéntibay.”” The Islamic law allowed the lords to have more wives
consequently it complicated the issue of succession due to more births from different wives.”
This led for greater increase of male children in comparison to the Christian era. Unlike the
traditional father to son transfer of authority, in the new faith, the title of Kéntibay was shifting
from cousin to cousin and from nephew to uncle.”” Therefore, Islam had brought fundamental
shifts in the power politics of the ruling families. In the later period, the Italians Government
conferred the office of the head of a clan, not by inheritance.” This has lessened the existing
contention with in families vying for power.

In the later period of the 19™ century, with the coming of the Italian colonial

administration, the preexisting political connection of the religious clans and orders with the
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regional empires was broken.” As a new and powerful colonial power center, the Italian
administration rearranged the social and cultural formations of the society.”” The ‘Ad-Siko’s
influential role declined in favor of the Khatmiyya. The shift of favor was associated with the
incompatibility of the sympathy and support of the ‘Ad-Siko gave to the Mahdist invasion that
contradicts the Italian interests.””® The ‘Ad-Siko had been allied with the Mahdists that angered
the Italians. Consequently, the latter undermined the authority and role of the ‘Ad-Siko instead
promoted the Khatmiyya. The then Italian governor of the colony, Ferdinando Martini executed
two measures that indirectly punished the holy clan; he put Sahol and S&mhar under different
commissariati, and organized the ‘Ad-Siko as a single clan and made them pay tribute. This was
disastrous decision that ended the immunity they used to enjoy earlier during the Ottoman and
Egyptian periods.””’” Sahal and Simhar regions were the main areas of influence of ‘Ad-Sika,
hence such policies weakened the ‘Ad-Siko’s role, instead empowered their competitors, the
Khatmiyya order.”® The Mirghani family were in good terms and supportive of the Italian
colonial policies. As a result, the Italian colonial administrators recognized the representative of
the Mirghani family as the main Muslim authorities in the colony.”

The Khatmiyya’s overwhelming dominance of the Muslim communities both in urban
and rural areas was reinforced by its capacity to integrate the established Islamic formations like
notable and holy families into the higher echelon of social networks with much influence in the
community.”® Because the Khatmiyya order authorities handled various local Islamic institutions
including Quranic schools assisted the order to hold a special place in performing religious
duties, offering Arabic language and preparing youngsters for ranks within the order. Such rise in

prominence of the religious order in the region enabled it to put the execution of the traditional

724 Makki , Subaltern Agency, cit. pp. 29-52.

™ Ibid.

726 During the early days of Italian colonial period, the influential Islamic movements of Khatmiyya and ‘Ad-Siko
as part of their competition vied on the issue of Mahdia. Considering the Mahdia and Italians were enemies, while
the Khatmiyya opposed the movement, the ‘Ad-Séka supported it. Therefore the ‘Ad-Siko lost the new
governments’ backing.

7?7 In the fiscal year of 1899-1900, the commissariato of Massawa proposed the amount of money to be extracted
from the various clans under its administration. The proposal disqualified the ‘Ad-Sike’s quality of the holy men as
a reason for exemption and accused of having paid a derisible sum as tribute for long. Therefore the administration
decided the increase to be heavier with expectation of the clan to make an outcry but insisted to pay for it had the
means to do so. This shows that the immunity of the holy clans was already enormously eroded.
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customary laws like settlement of debts, feuds, inheritances and other practices under the
supervision of the leaders of the order.”' In realization of such authority, they put gadis and
khalifas in a position to look after issues. That much degree of intervention in the daily affairs of
the community allowed Khatmiyya backed religious courts to be central elements of the civil
authority, resulted in the continuation of the existing traditional social divisions which was
essential in securing their own position as the main Islamic authority in the region.” Therefore,
the Khatmiyya religious order was again not found to solve the Togrd cause for it was acting
similar to the ‘Ad-Séko that uphold the hierarchical social order.

Despite the Quranic philosophy of social equality, the religious families forged a
symbiotic relation with the ruling class that worked to maintain the existing class order as it was
relevant to the three interest groups; the lords, the Egyptians and the religious orders or holy
families.”’ While the Togri were in such vicious circle, the Italians came as new administration
and brought changes that to be discussed in the next heading. Therefore, Islam and its carriers,
the religious orders and Egyptians, despite their teachings proved to be against the expectation of
moral support for the liberation of the Togrd. They worked on the continuation of the preexisting
aristocratic social order for that way was importantly serving their interests as a result dashed the
hope of the Togrd emancipator expectations. However, as Islam had corresponding relation with
trade it might have increased the exposure of the Togrd to the external world. Therefore, if such
international dimension of Islam had immediate effect on the Togrd in creating global
connections or showing other alternative avenues towards freedom will be discussed in the
upcoming chapter.

In this chapter we have seen that the region under discussion had been the main focus of
different regional and international powers for an extended period of time. For economic
interests and religious expansion purposes the Ottoman Turks governed the coastal areas of the
Red Sea through their delegated offices of the Nayb. The Egyptians also came to the western
lowlands and the Red Sea coastal areas by succeeding the Ottoman Turks. For Egyptians, the
Geo-strategic significance of the present day Eritrea was to control the main source of the Nile
River. Due to the determined fight of the Abyssinians and the Eritreans in the plateau, it

remained unsuccessful; but they performed well with their second goal of Islamic expansion. In

7 Ibid.
™2 Ibid.
™ Ibid.
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the process of attaining their goals, these powers had deeply influenced the region and
transformed it culturally. Looking to the roles both powers played on the aristocratic order of
Bet-"Asgidé; the Ottoman Turks and Egyptians had a lasting effect mainly in the cultural
segment of the society. They won converting the ruling class in to Islam, but left no tangible
transformation on the lives of the subjects. The Italians on their part brought more fundamental
reforms that shocked the power basis of the ruling class and the whole aristocratic system.
However, in assessing the role of the ruling class’s in relation to the foreign forces we found
similarities in comparison to the Eastern European feudal experiences. In the latter experiences,
when strong states emerged like the Russian Empire, the local feudal lords were serving as
representatives of the state in areas of justice, tax collection and provision of conscripts to the

royal armies.
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CHAPTER SIX

ITALIAN COLONIAL ERA AND ITS EFFECTS ON
THE BET->ASGADA ARISTOCRATIC ORDER

Introduction

Despite the early 1890 legal establishment of Eritrea as a colony, the course of colonization dated
back to the same year of the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 when an Italian company bought
a piece of land in ‘Asdb.”** Prior to the coming of the Italians, the present day Eritrea was
administratively fragmented under competing local power elites representing the regional
authorities and it was only in 1890 that all united to form Eritrea, under the Italian colonial
rule.” Communities used to have political and lineage links with the regional powers was
terminated and made to be connected under a new colonial system that restructured the
preexisting socio-cultural forms.”® From the very beginning, one of the successful policies the
Italians devised and employed effectively was focused on ethnicity, religion and social
stratification.””” There was no need for the Italians to test a new sociopolitical reorganization.
Despite the pacification of chiefs that were considered real and potential threat, in order to have
sustainable political control in the colony, the Italians realized that upholding and transforming
the existing chiefs in to salaried agents and essentially maintained the social hierarchy. The lords
were imperative for the Italians in controlling and establishing administration in the rural and
pastoral communities, ignoring their importance or undermining their status was a potential risk
of uncontrollable confusion. Therefore, because the fixed territorial administration was not
convenient for administration of the pastoral communities, the Italians adopted the clan as the
fundamental social unit in the Togrd speaking communities and the lords as their representatives

which was in similar way to that of their predecessors; the ottomans and Egyptians.”® Therefore,

734 Tekeste Negash, Eritrea and Ethiopia: The Federal Experience (Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 1997), p.13.
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77 Uoldelul Chelati Dirar. “Rivalry, Antagonism and War in the Nation & State-Building Process: The H Factor in
the Relations Between Eritrea and Ethiopia.” The 1998-2000 War between Eritrea and Ethiopia, 2009, pp.31-32.
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the existence of a stratified society with its legitimate lords worked well to the Italian indirect
rule.

The Italians in their administration policies followed both direct and indirect rule. The
level of penetration and influence of the Italians was more in the plateau areas than the
lowlands.” However, their overall policies have trembled the foundation of the aristocratic order
and paved the way towards its demise. Similar to what they did in the highlands, in the lowlands
too throughout its rule, the colonial administration retained the power and function of the
traditional chiefs intact mainly working in solving civil disputes, collecting tributes, delivering
orders and report back. The most noticeable authorities invested up on the chiefs were the first
two tasks. In the aristocratic communities, the chiefs were allowed to charge dues from their
subjects and continue their customary rights that they had used to enjoying prior to the coming of
the Italians.”® Under the Italian rule, legally speaking the clan chief had little power, Article 31
of the Ordinamento Giudiziario provided the clan chief authority to try civil cases between
people of his clan as long as they were followers of the same religion as himself.”*' But he had no
authority of punishment, no written records and no clerk, but practically the commissario of the
province confirmed the verdicts of penalty and detention by the chief without the knowledge of
the proceeding in person, that allowed the chief to judge all civil cases among people of his clan
even outside of his religion and members of other clans living in his region.” Therefore, the
chiefs were not trained to fit the modern administrative system and no additional function
invested on them.”™ In this way the Italian colonial government had preserved the rural class
hierarchy and social organization that favoring the interests of the ruling classes. But as we shall
see below, the administration had introduced fundamental transformations that became basis for

the decline of the system.

6.1. The Italian Protectorate and the Habab Defection

As any other political assemblages, in the late 1880s the Bet-'Asgiddd were in difficulty of

decision on to whose sovereign should they seek protection. Three powers: the Mahdists and the

79 Tekeste Negash emphasized this argument with the swift increase of the highland population, the expansion of
industrialization, and the foundation urban centers with substantial number of Italians that opened the opportunity
for labor and improved the living standard of the highlanders.

0 Jordan Gebremedhin, Peasants and Nationalism in Eritrea, cit. pp. 63-64.

741 British Military Administration (Eritrea), Ethnographical: Population, Races and Tribes of Keren, pp. 11-12.
™2 Tbid.

3 Jordan Gebremedhin, Peasants and Nationalism in Eritrea, cit. pp. 63-64.
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Anglo-Egyptian from the Sudan, Alula from Ethiopia and the Italians from the sea were on the
menu of the Habab’s table of choices. As the powers were competing for the occupation of
territories and seeking allegiance, accepting either of them had advantages and risks for Habab.
Hitherto, Kédntibay Hamod followed the traditional political decisions of his predecessors. A
century ago, weary of the raids from Hamasen, Hbtyés seek the protection of the king in Gonder,
later when Ethiopian influence withdrew southward; the Kéantibay Hdad accepted Egyptian
protection and soon abandoned his faith and embraced Islam as a tactic of preventing the Togra
revolt at the encouragement of the Egyptians, Nayb and the Holy clan. The threat from all
directions was still there, therefore, the Kantibay had to reconsider his allegiance in accordance

to the new power arrangements in the region.

6.1.1 The Habab Accepted Italian Protectorate

The uneasiness to penetrate the hinterland and the subsequent defeat of the Italians by the
Ethiopian forces in their attempt to ascend the highland had made them shifted to their next plan,
that is expansion to the northwest, particularly to the Habab area in the Sahel.” The coming of
the Italians seemed in more appropriate time for the Kéntibay. Therefore, in 1885 Kintibay
Hamaoad decided to make a treaty with the Italians, the relatively powerful and with potential for
effective protection of his territory and interests from the menace of the other two contending
powers.” The treaty had brought enmity on Habab as it had infuriated Alula, the Mahdists and
the British.”** However, his approval for the Italians would have been inevitable because the
Italians soon occupied the territory up to Mereb River in the south, thus including the Habab
territories and in 1890 declared their first colony of Eritrea.

The decline of the animal wealth of the Habab might also had a pushing factor towards
the new relationship with the Italians. According to the I/ Diario Eritreo of Ferdinando Martini,
who served as first civilian governor of the colony (1897-1907), the animal wealth of the Bet-
"Asgddi especially the Habab was highly decimated by the animal disease that widely destroyed
the cattle population throughout of the present day Eritrea and Ethiopia. The disease destroyed

around eighty percent of their herds.”” Martini decided the tremendous amount of reduction on

7 Tekeste Negash, The Federal Experience, cit. p. 13.

% Antony d’Avray et al., The Nakfa Documents, cit. p. 4.
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the tax that was imposed on the clan by Major Folchi, the Commissario of the Kéran division in
1893. In his words Martini said; “I reduced their (Habab) debt on the tax for the financial year of
1901-1902 from 18000 to 6000 lire; and I established that for the year to come instead of 60000
they will in return to pay 36000 lire.”™* He mentioned the increased amount have been a
disproportionate to their wealth even during ordinary condition.

Assessed the scenario, Kintibay Hamod Hasan together with his elder brother and 29
Sumagli advisors went to Massawa™ and signed an agreement on “relations of commerce and
friendship” on May 31 and June 5, 1887. The agreement was conferred by the declaration with
signature of the Kéntibay in the name of the Habab people and the country that he willingly and
formally is under absolute dependence and protection of the Italian government.” The notables’
support and agreement of the document was affirmed by their seals declaring that they too
personally accepted the obligations detailed below. The introductory part and the main body of
the document indicated that the deal was to the expectation and interest of the Italians. In the
document Kéntibay Hamad vowed to bind himself and adhere with due respect to the following
nine terms described in Document 2 of the Nakfa Documents: - first; to carry out every order of
his superior Italian authority equally for the protection of commercial interests as for all matters
requiring co-operation or participation which may be asked of him by the same.

Second; as he offered in previous occasion, he now again place all the Habab country at
the disposal of the Royal Government for military or other purposes necessary be it temporary or
long term basis. Italian soldiers and officials shall be welcomed everywhere and it will be up to
him for supplying them with guides, escorts, camels, oxen for fair payment. Third; whenever
there is a special demand for them, he binds himself to supply to this superior Italian Authority
all the cattle that directly or indirectly they may have need of, as also camels, whether for
purchase or for temporary hiring, together with the necessary drivers, all at rational rates to be
determined by special accords. Fourth; in regard to the war with Ethiopia, Kidntibay Hamod
declared that he has taken due note of the manifesto published by the Superior command and that
he shall fully comply with its conditions. He held himself responsible for the faithful execution
of all its articles by the Habab, declaring that from now on any dissident who leaves for Ethiopia

is a common enemy. As a guarantee of these understandings assumed by him, He left his own

™8 Ibid.

™ For the earliest ten years of Italians in Eritrea, Massawa was the headquarter of the Minister of War which was
responsible for the administration of the colony.
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son Mahmud as a hostage and representative. Fifth; in times of war with Ethiopia or with any
other enemy of Italy calls for Habab active cooperation over and above the provision of means of
transport, cattle, camels, escort and guides, he declared himself ready to carry out with his people
whatever demanded by the government, and he value the trust that the Government itself will
wish to the extent and in the manner believed by it most suitable to supply him arms, munitions
and even its soldiers for the defense of Habab country.

Sixth; Kéantibay Hamod shall always give and he shall require his people to offer
sufficient protection to all the travelers who pass, or who come to Habab territory with the
suggestion of the Italian Authority; he shall defend in a special way the caravans of merchants
and traders from Massawa who come among the Habab; he held himself in charge for the
security of their persons and of their merchandise on Habab country, ready to compensate the
value of goods in case of unfounded loss caused by the Habab, he shall facilitate for those
concerned the formation of caravans doing his best so as to procure for them the camels they
needed and that the rates for hiring of the same are rational.

Seventh; he vowed to stop charging a tenth or an estimation of any kind on goods on their
arrival or departure and he declared himself satisfied with the tax which the government allowed
that he may collect on every camel load in compensation for the duties and the costs falling to be
made by him to secure the regular flow of the caravans. This fee should not surpass the sum of
one Maria Theresa Thaler for each camel load which goes cross his country, and the fee limited
to a half Maria Theresa Thaler per camel load whenever the load is of durra or cereals. Eights;
the Kiéntibay agreed that the tax collection may possibly be restricted to one place only; most
probably at Marsa Tiklay, however, whenever it is convenient for the merchants, he shall
establish additional stations where his agent shall facilitate and dispatch of the caravans without
delay or without deviation. The government will promote trade in the anchorage of Tdklay in the
manner which it believes most useful and set up a body of police and a resident wherever it is
needed. Ninth; he declared himself pleased to the government for the approved 500 Maria
Theresa Thaler. He also pleased for the government’s kindness in recognizing him and all his
family as its subjects. And in not making difficulty that in the event of his death the order of
succession shall be according to the usage, that is from father to son, and he also undertook for

his heirs and this obligations contained in this agreement shall be duly maintained and respected
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by all successors.”' The bilateral agreement put the Habab under absolute Italian protectorate in
which the clan never experienced before. But the Kéntibay had enough reason to accept the
dominion of the Italians.

For long time he used to charge high rate of taxes on the port of Tdklay and on the
caravan crossing his territory to Hamasen and Kassala. Consequently, it caused great discontent
among the merchants in Massawa, and enraged the Mahdists in Kassala and Alula in Hamasen
for his commercial mishaps. They both frequently warned him to decrease the fee and called him
to summon before ensuing worst consequences. Emir Mohammed Osman Abu Korgia ordered
him to quit his activities and to come to Kassala. Alula in his part urged the Italians to stop
conducting any commercial interaction with the Habab accusing the Kéntibay for acting as if he
were an autonomously sovereign actor. Therefore, it seemed that the Kéntibay entered in to
agreement with the Italians because he had been under pressure and frequent threats from both
regional powers and complaints of Massawa merchants. Based on the agreed upon low rates of
taxes that supposed to be imposed, General Saletta anticipated it would encourage for more trade
that yield sufficient revenues to justify the Kéntibay’s generous salary.”*

However, despite all the threats he faced and the signatory of the document, Kéantibay
Hamaod was still not trusted and feared by the Italians for he might refrain from committing
himself to the agreement and turn instead to Alula or the Mahdists in the Sudan.” Therefore,
according to the Nakfa Documents, Saletta advised the Minister of war in Rome that it was not
advisable to mention the issue of slavery with the Kéntibay, which was delicate enough to frenzy
Hamad to withdraw from the agreement and move to the other powers.” Thus, the Italians left it
to be engaged later. In this case the Italians followed a kind of appeasement policy that not
intended to touch issues affecting his immediate interests. For Italians the overall objective of the
negotiation was winning Kéntibay’s help and collaboration in the coming war with Ethiopia and
to bring the trade transactions between Arabia and the central plateau to Massawa.”” The
Kaéntibay’s urgency to be succeeded by his son, Mahmud was not confirmed by the Italians. This
would have been an opportunity for the Italians to intervene deeply in the internal affairs of the

clan, but was justified by Saletta that the father to son succession was a Christian tradition, and

1 Antony d’Avray et al., The Nakfa Documents, cit. pp. 4-6.
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that such rule does not appear to be part of the law and tradition of Muslims. But, to the contrary
of Saletta’s belief, Kéntibay Hamod came to power as a successor of his father. Generally,
considering the hatred the Kéntibay had on the Ethiopian forces, the Italians had the confidence
that he would remain faithful to his agreements, to the common advantage of both Italians and
himself.

Soon after, circumstances changed led for the great event, the Habab Defection that
jeopardized the agreement with lasting demographic implications in the Habab community.”*
The extent of the defection was involving 15,000 of the Habab population.””” The migration of
the members of the clan became talking point between the Italians and the British officers
especially pushed for the identification of the territorial belongings of both sides. Moreover,
according to the I/ Diario Eritreo by Ferdinando Martini, in his new destination the ex-Kéntibay
Mahmud was offering refuge to the booty of the gangs that disrupted the caravan trade activities
passing via Eien and Labka.”® The same document reported that the Residente, Leutenant Crispi
was reporting that the region was infested by gangs and robbers headed by the relatives of the
Kiéntibay.” In response the Italians reinforced the Residente with sufficient regiments patrolling

the susceptible areas.” The defection caused for the Habab to be divided further into two

7%¢ Tnitially the Kéntibay was not conscious of the Italian intentions, but he did the agreement as a tactic of
countering the danger from Alula and the Mahdya. Later on, when the Italians began to materialize their policies
through heavy taxation and forced conscription of men for its colonial expansionist wars in Ethiopia and Libya, and
the high demand of camels etc. He openly opposed such polices and his attempt of remedying through negotiation
was ignored by the Italians. Then lost hope of policy changes, in January 1895 in unprecedented manner to the
Italians, the Kéntibay defected together with 15,000 of his people to the northeastern Sudan, around Swakin. As a
result, later it became a watershed in the history of the Habab. They divided in their choices in to two groups; those
willing to return back to Eritrea and those opted to remain in the Sudan, almost half of the community preferred to
remain there under British rule, thence, the Habab divided in to two groups; both in Eritrea and Sudan with their
respective Kéntibay with their own Negarit. (Branches of the Habab and the Beni-Amer ruling classes in the Sudan
are legal citizens, acquired much influence in the economy and politics of the country. As the most legitimated
tribes, they served as umbrella to the members of small clans in Eritrea when they cross the border and seek refugee
or pastoral mobility. If these refugees claim they belong to either of the clans with face value dues to the chief for
his confirmation, they secured membership to the community and mostly citizenship of the Sudan. This fact was
expressed by the members of ‘Ad-Tékles aristocratic clan during my fieldwork in Kérén. Thus despite the formal
emancipation of the Togré clans in the 1940s, the Habab (Bet-"Asgédi) still managed to maintain the indirect
continuity of their superior position.

7 The developments of the Defection are briefly explained in The Nakfa Document ranging from Document 36 to
54. The document exaggeratedly described the size of the event as; almost without its equivalent in colonial history
or in history in general, save that illustrated in the Book of Exodus in the Old Testament
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and his family return but with conditions that he gave Abubaker Gale, the gang leader that committed murders and
raids consequently for long time disturbed the peace of the region. His condition required their return to Kéran for
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sections; the Habab of Eritrea and that of the Sudan. Both subdivisions have their own Kéntibay
with far reaching wealth and substantial influence in the inter-clan and national politics across
borders. However, the description of the process of defection, the subsequent general condition
and sufferings of the Togra in the British-Sudan is not in the scope of this research. The breadth

and historical significance of the defection requires an independent research.

6.2. The Growing Intervention of the Italian rule and the Habab Aristocracy

The above agreement put the Habab country under absolute control of the Italian colonial
government, and the latter seemed to consider the Kéintibay as a trusted friend. However, through
the Persico Mission, the Italians soon began to intervene in the administration of traditional
aristocratic orders. On 12 May, 1890, Tenente Persico was appointed to be the Residente’ of
Habab and instructed to go and live among them at ‘Anaghit, Dagé of the Kéntibay Hdad.”®* The
objective of the mission was; to keep watching the clan if they were forming closer relations with
the Dervishes, to make sure that the Kéntibay was administering his country well, studying the
nature of the contacts of the Habab and the people in the coastal plains, to settle the discords
among the Sumagli that was created during the power transition from Hamod to Hdad and to
learn himself all that happens in the Habab country.”” Unlike the old times of the Turkish and
Egyptian era, under the new administration the relationship of the Bet-’Asgidd with the suzerain
was no longer one of aristocratic obligations, but to the contrary, a direct rule never before
experienced.”™ Such close supervision and intervention of the administration in the aristocratic

order was ascertained by the reports of Persico to his superiors in the following terms;

...... I reminded, severely, the Kéntibay in what manner he should maintain
the promises he made to Your Honor [he was writing to the Royal
Commissioner at Kérin]. I called together the Sikos and I reminded them that
it is completely forbidden to collect arbitrary tribute, whatever may be the
reasons, from their dependents, and I made this known also to the Togra.”’®

trial according to their crimes.

781 Residente was an equivalent of a district governor.

762 In July 1890, General Orero, the governor of the colony removed Hamad and replaced him by his brother Hdad
11, as Kéntibay of Habab.
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This initial measure taken by Persico was fundamental in its kind that shocked the
centuries old customary practices. In their early days, the Italians disdained not only the dues and
services the lords obtain from their Togrd, but the idleness, rumormonger and conspiring
character of the masters and soon started to inhibit some of the more offensive privileges one
after the other. Nevertheless, for Italians the aristocratic system was not a new phenomenon,
feudal society with privileged caste was part of European history which they had good
knowledge of it. Hence, they let the aristocratic relationship intact; thereby the customary
tributary relationship of services and dues between the two classes was maintained.”® The
intolerable sexual privileges of the Sumagli were immediately to be discarded. This happened
when Italian officers in the early days of their administration visited the region to inquire the
dues and services of the Togré, they discovered abhorrent acts that were intolerable with the
European laws and ethical standards.

The two morally unacceptable privileges that were unacceptable by the Italians and
ultimately abolished were: the right of the master when visiting his Togréa village, to both the bed
and the wife of his subject, or to any girl that attracted his desire. Actually this happened mostly
when the husbands were far away from their camp to look after their herds. The other privilege
disapproved by the Italians was a Sumagld during his visit if the husband Togri was present, the
former could demand a bowl of milk, if there was no milk to be offered, the lord could insult and
beat the Togrd. The lord insisted on even if the family had no enough milk nurturing the children.
Alberto Pollera’s account based on the report of Vittorio Fioccardi, the regional commissioner of
Kaérén in early Italian period disclosed the statement received from a group of Togréd during his

administrative tour of the area in the following terms;

“Ever since our country has been under the administration of the Italian
Government, we have enjoyed greater peace of mind in our homes. Our nobles
limit their demands and leave our wives alone, which they did not do before.
Before, they would make us get out of bed and take our place to enjoy a form
of hospitality not written in the book. If we did not give them an amor (=bowl)
of milk, they would spitefully insult us or refuse it, without thinking that in
order to give them that milk our wives and children had had to make do
without food.””®’

%6 Antony d’Avray, Lords of the Red Sea, cit. p. 39.
787 Pollera, Le Popolazioni Indigene Dell’ Eritrea, cit. pp. 197-198.
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Although the above statement on the privileges of the lords seems too exaggerated, but
possibly such occurrences could have been common if the Sumagli visited while the Togrd men
were off from home with their stock. As a matter of fact such abhorrent acts were no more
practiced and the Italian Colonial Administration abolished by far most of the various privileges
mentioned in the previous chapter, and the few remaining rights overtime reduced steadily and
were limited to the lords in the higher echelon only.”® The Italians not only diminished the
customary dues and services but developed a sense of distaste on the unproductive and lazy
Sumagli lifestyle. However, despite these fundamental changes, the administration retained the
aristocratic relationship and limited the dues and services to the main privileged body of the
ruling class. The Italian policy-reforms on the aristocratic system made the ordinary Sumagli to
lose their customary benefits. This has relatively relived the Togrd from their earlier heavier
obligations.

Following the Italian defeat at the battle of Adwa (March 1896), the political
developments in Rome brought Ferdinando Martini as the first Civilian Governor to Eritrea
(1897 -1907). Tekeste Negash described the coming of Ferdinando Martini to Eritrea as
significant in the Italian colonial history.” Then the policy of colonial settlement in Eritrea was
nullified and the governor designed a new policy of using the colony as a source of raw materials
for Italian industries back home. To do this the main mandates of the governor were: securing
peaceful relation with Ethiopia and political stability in the colony.”” Therefore, during his
administrative tenure, the aristocratic system in the Northern Highlands was somehow the
concern of Martini, hence he made a tour and studied the burden on the Togré and left his foot
print on the issue.

Despite the tax reduction on the Habab, Ferdinando Martini’s greatest disturbing
encounter in the Bet-'Asgiddd clan was the aristocratic rule. He described the unsolved
aristocratic suppression to be the main source of problem for the 12,000 people of the clan, of
which the 2,000, the ruling class doing nothing but living at the expense of the remaining 10,000
horribly suppressed Togrd. According to Martini, attempting to change the status quo would be
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dangerous and needed continuous work, but cautiously.”” However, the maintenance of the

privileged authority of the higher lords or the clan chiefs, sub clan chiefs and the Kéntibay was
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administrative necessity to the Italians.””* The chiefs served as middlemen in the governance,
revenue collection, recruitment of soldiers and laborers in the colonial machinery. But the
absence of such intermediaries would lead to organizational problems including; loss of
communal formation of their own, consequently would have been the source of unavoidable
dilemma to the social stability, thereby disintegration and possibly total disorder. Until the final
defeat in April 1941, the Italians introduced many reforms in the aristocratic dues of the Bet-
"Asgida aristocratic order, but never decided to abandon the system at all. The details of the

changes will be enlightened in the subsequent body of this chapter.

6.3. The Effects of Italian Colonial Modernization Practices

Before the coming of the Italians, because the Bet-'Asgiddi country was under chronic raids and
surrounded by aristocratic clans, the potential outlets that would let the Togrd free from the
aristocratic bondage including; large scale or small scale dissertation, organized unrest, outright
refusal to pay dues and offer services or negotiation on terms of services etc. that worked in other
feudal experiences seemed never attempted by the Bet-'Asgddd Togrd. This was because the
Togri clans were already split into many branches of the Sumagli clans, thus lack unity and
strength. The Togrd were also not only under physical repression and control, but also dependent
of the Sumagli for defense as they might have been felt insecure of the possible raids by
neighboring clans and petty states of the Funj and Togray. The other greatest misfortune was the
absence of interest groups like churches or other neutral elements to advocate the lessening of
obligations. The Italian Colonial Government as a modern, well equipped and organized
mobilization of men and resources was the first in its kind to substitute the protective
responsibility of the Sumagli to their Togrd and took over of the clan territories and declared
government ownership that deprived the Sumagld source of power and pride. The Italians
administration pushed on increasing administrative and economic integration of the colony that
facilitated human and good’s mobility.””® The restricted Togrd were one of the beneficiaries of
this policy. Therefore, this sub unit will explore if the coming of Italians normally changed the
relations of production as it introduced new laws and introduced alternative means of production.

The British administrative officer and writer, Trevaskis had weigh up the administrative

and educational policies implemented by the Italian colonial government as cynical and selfish,
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7 Uoldelul Chelati Dirar. “Rivalry, Antagonism and War in the Nation & State-Building Process. p. 34.
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but also admitted to the modernity they introduced and the reigning of peace and stability.””*
However, with regard to their intent to the emancipation of the Togrd he concluded that; ‘we can
understand that the Italians were let alone to solve the serf demands they were not ever ready to
see the Eritrean as a humans.”’” Despite the mistreatment and limitation of schooling and less
promotion in administrative and military positions, this statement seemed an exaggerated
explanation of the Italian colonial administration. As a matter of fact, the Italians introduced
schooling for the children of the notables that terminated at fourth grade, and the goal of the
schooling was to produce young natives that speak moderate Italian language, familiar with the
four mathematical operations, well aware of the principles of hygiene and knowledge of at least
the basic Italian history and the names of those of Italian patriots that made Italy great.””

As discussed earlier, administratively the Italians followed different policies in the
western lowlands and the northern highlands in comparison to the plateau areas. In the
aristocratic areas, they uphold the customary social division and allied themselves with the ruling
class.”” The Italian favor of the ruling class was because the aristocratic system was well ordered
and convenient for governance, revenue collection and conscription was simplified, hence
maintaining the position of the lords was vital. However, the nomadic economy of the lowlands
might have been not preferable in comparison to the sedentary way of life of the plateau that was
more suitable to their colonial economic policies and goals. In the face of the Italian indifference
in reversing the aristocratic system, the Togrd were continuously requesting for the improvement
of their condition from the late 1890s. Lieutenant Marazzani, Rezidente of Sahal reported that
during the census in the ‘Ad-Tédmaryam he encountered with the demand of the Togrd for the
change of chiefs mainly from their own clan according to their ancient customs. The Bet-
"Asgidd lords on their part opposed the appeal by the Togrd. This provoked for continuous
meeting of the Togri in the presence of two representatives of the Residente.”® The Residente
showed sympathy on the Togra and forwarded his opinion to his superiors, but it seemed so early

for introducing reforms on such long standing tradition.
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Another report delivered to F. Martini was from Captain Fioccardi, Commissioner of
Kaérin. He stated that in the Kéirin region, the chiefs were committing abuses on the Togrd during
distribution and collection of the tax.”” The Togri also demanded that the Government collect it
directly, thus freeing them from the oppression and injustices of the chiefs.”®® The document
reiterated that doing so in the region including the Habab would bring a whole of social
revolution. Declaring the Togrd owners of the land and cultivate it independent of the Bet-
’Asgidd would not be possible.”®' It seems that the reason for the Italians unwillingness for
affirmatively responding the demands of the Togrd was threat of uncontrollable social revolution.

For Marazzani reversing the Habab social organization was assumed a threat of
disintegration, and he recommended for more study on the remedy; perhaps to assign only one
leader to each fraction and made him responsible in charge of the collection of tax and reduces
the number of Sikos.”® Ferdinando Martini, as governor during his tour in the Naqfa area,
personally observed the exploitation and the total dependence of the Bet-"Asgidé on their Togra.
He also learned the urgency of the Togra for their freedom and determined to solve such abuses;
however he despaired and described the situation as insoluble.” He was frustrated by the social
arrangement and opined that such demand could explode to an undesired social upheaval. Thus,
he concluded that he would study it and need caution. Martini finally recommended for the
maintenance of the aristocratic order with minimum reforms on the general condition of the
Togrd. F. Martini assumed the archaic system as an irremediable and anticipated that any social
change would take decades to come.™

In 20 December 1903, F. Martini’s diary being in Naqfa stated that: the Habab question
was unsolved yet and he intended to settle it before his return to "Asméra. In that same day he
called the Kintibay and three Sikos. Three of them reported that the three *Asgidi complained
that the Togrd do not gave them enogh to live, they failed to observe the ancient custom. Martini
also called some Togré representing each of the fraction and they in turn complained that the
'Asgédid had taken much and they had nothing left to live on.” And they urged him to do

something, solution. After two days another twelve Tograd delegates from various fractions lay
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down their complaints before him. They stated that, the lords treated them like slaves, they took
away too much of what they have, and exaggeratedly accused their lord to have ate them alive.
In the course of his investigation, Martini ascertained that it was possible that the Togrd were
made to pay more than the amount they should and that was due to the greed of the tax
collectors.”¢

In relief of the Togra plights and to prevent the abuses that they had during the collection
of the tax, Martini while in Naqfa proposed two reforms: the first was the collection of the tax to
be done directly by the government and the second reform was creation of a bay, however under
this reform the Togrd would not choose his own master. Hence, the "Asgidé selects on which he
wanted to depend from. However, such privilege was to be granted only to those who brought
their cattle to the Residence, of which a census would be made.”® Martini stated that, these
reforms were aimed to reconcile the condition of the "Asgidid as much as possible by giving
them the opportunity to make a living that considers the situation of the Togrd. He described that
these reforms were the result of study and inspired by the criteria of justice. He understood that
his declaration would not be in satisfaction of both the 'Asgida and the Togri. He added that in
the given condition, it was no possible to take away the rights of the "'Asgédd and grant the Togra
of their full demands. Martini thought that granting the Togré their rights would bring revolution
and ruin the life of ’Asgddd, and the lords would accuse the government a subversive.”
Therefore, the proposed reforms were not fundamental that jeopardize the privileges of the lords,
and their realization on ground is not certain as the Italians needed the presence of the lords in
their middlemen role.

Therefore, despite the initiatives decided towards easing the lives of the Togrd, Martini or
his administration was not looking for fundamental changes that improve the conditions of the
Togrd. Although untangling the Togrd cause was more of a human rights concern, but it seems
that for Italian colonial government solving such social issues was far from their immediate
concerns. As a matter of fact the aristocratic system was not only in the Bet-’Asgiddd but in
almost the whole of western lowlands, therefore attempting to improve the lives of the Togri at

the cost of the privileged lords would be touching the Pandora’s Box. The fear of such disorderly
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social revolution was the reason behind the indecision and curbing Togré rights. Such far fetched
assumption was also mainly because the interests of the colonial government and the lords were
congruent that made the lords as agents of indirect rule.”™ Other Italian scholars and
administrators; Conti Rossini and Alberto Pollera had also witnessed the unfair exploitation of
the Togri at the hands of the land owning nobility.””

In the labor works introduced by the Italians, the Eritreans were paid relatively low
wages; particularly beginning from the late 1920s fascism was undermining the Eritreans’ human
dignity and rights through its racist policies. During which, the preexisting liberal outlook was
changed and became more reactionary that assumed the Italian citizens as principal whereas the
Eritreans as secondary or supplementary.”' Trevaskis furthered his description of the Italian
administrative behavior on Eritreans; he illustrated that Eritreans were expected to produce cheap
raw materials for Italian factories, work in the Italian enterprises as a cheap laborer and serve in
the Italian colonial army as low paid soldiers.””® Therefore, as we can see below, despite their
discriminating policies, the Italians undeniably had introduced limited improvements in the lives
of the Togré through declared reforms and indirect policy results.

The Italian Colonial Administration throughout its existence (1890-1941) had brought
fundamental socioeconomic and political changes through its administrative machinery. The
administration opened broader economic activities that demanded employees far beyond the
available labor in the colony.” The massive recruitment of the Eritrean youths in the colonial
army created the labor gap in construction and agriculture sectors. As a result the human
shortage was filled by the migrants from Togray.””* With regard to the effects of the Italians on
the aristocratic order, the transformation it brought was not only direct through decrees and
announcements discussed above but also through indirect policy outcomes. The Italians were the
bearers of modernization in the colony, one of which was through militarization of the rural, both
agrarian and nomadic communities. The serious militarization of the colony was begun in 1908,

following the resignation Martini. From then on Eritrean role was decided to be the source of
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colonial army, mainly for the consolidation of Italian colonial rules in Somalia and Libya in 1908
to 1910 and 1912 to 1932 respectively.” during the 1911 Italian war in Libya, the existng nine
battalion were made to be twelve in 1913 and soon grew in to fifteen battalions.”® The third
phase of militarization of Eritrean men took place from 1932 to 1941. It was during the Italian
preparation for the invasion Ethiopia.”” The colonial militarization had binary objectives;
conquest for its imperial expansion towards Ethiopia, Libya and Somalia and accumulation of
wealth through exploitation of resources and cheap labor force.

In the process of achieving its colonial objectives, in 1935 the Italians managed to recruit
about forty percent of the total productive force of 150,000 male populations of the 600,000 total
population of the colony.” Out of which over 60,000 Eritrean soldiers campaigned in the Italian
invasion of Ethiopia from 1935 to 1941 and employed in strengthening the East African Italian

890 the Italians reduced Eritrean soldiers

Empire.” After the pacification of the Libyan resistance,
there and focused more on Ethiopia and until 1938 it is believed that around 70,000 Eritreans
joined the colonial army. In some agrarian areas of the plateau, such magnitude of mobilization
had tapped the productive force as a result devastated the two third of rural production.®! In 1914
Salvago-Raggi, the then Governor of Eritrea reported that the massive recruitment of Eritreans in
to the Libyan campaign led for economic crisis arising from the labor shortage not only in the
rural peasantry but the wages for manual labor increased almost double and many firms filed for
closure, some canceled their contracts or bankrupted.*”

Considering militarization as one of the basic elements of transformations of the rural
work force in colonial Eritrea, Temesgen Tesfamariam labeled two basic objectives of the sector;
first, regimentation of the rural labor force under restricted setting, thereby it disconnected them
from their traditional social base, customary mode of production and hierarchical social

3

relationships.®® For the pastoral Togrd recruitment in the Italian colonial military and

urbanization were special opportunity as means of liberation from traditional dues and
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obligations.*™ For most of the candidates the pushing factors from home were including scarcity
of arable land in the villages and lack of employment in the urban areas. Consequently, the
[talians in their invasion of Ethiopia had mobilized with conservative estimation of more than
100,000 Eritreans into its military service. Through which, the Italians exhausted the available
youngsters and avoided any possibility of individual or group level armed resistance.

Economically, abandoned their previous livelihood, the warriors became dependent on
government salary to support their families that greatly widened the monetary system. For their
services, as a reward were promoted in titles and granted pensions on which they rely as a
supplementary income to settle in the urban areas.*” Second, the warriors’ role was not limited
only to military, but the state organized them in to infrastructural works such as road and railway
constructions that helped to the exploitation of the colonial resources.*™ This opened an
opportunity that enabled them to acquire careers that after demobilization they depended upon to
live mostly in urban areas disconnected from their rural economy and social obligations.

For Eritreans in the colonial army, salaries were determined by the ranks and years of
service and rewarded promotions with increment of payments, privileges and a possible
opportunity of positions in the local colonial offices.*” The Italian colonial government
conscripted a large number of Togrd, and the military service lifted them out from their smaller
and restricted locality to the broader world view.*® Moreover, those Ascaris were not only
considered as representatives of modernization by the common people and state, but in the post-
war time, the demobilized Ascaris were offered with urban housing, civil employment and
pensions as rewards for their services.*” Therefore, during the Italian colonial era, militarization
was one of the avenues towards emancipation from the preexisting aristocratic dominance and

819 Militarization as expression of modern state intervention, revised the archaic

subjugation.
customary social relationships, mode of living and emotional makeup. When members of the

pastoral communities with aristocratic background join the alternatives of employments provided
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by the colonial state, they tend to reject the old ways of social, moral and political relationships
and construct a new one that adequately fulfill their needs and uphold their dignified life. Such
mobility and exposure to the outside world also shown the Togra that other men including people
on the other side of the country were not or less oppressed than they do. So the colonialism with
all its problems has opened wide avenues of awareness and outlets from the unfair exploitation.
The Article 31 of the declaration of 1908, known as Regolamento di disciplina per I militari
indigeni del Regio Corpo di truppe Coloni d’Eritrea was issued by the colonial government
based on the old military tradition. This proclamation allowed the colonial soldiers to be joined
by their families in times of military campaings and the establishment of campi-famiglia (family
camps) that were new districts exclusively inhabited by the ascari families in the newly emerging
urban centers.*! Such policy had significant impact in the growth of urban areas and it might
have been suitable means of outlet for the complete withdrawal of the Togréd from the traditional
links back home.

In a nutshell, when peasants joined the state, they aspire to achieve some features of
modernity that could help them to attain social mobility. In the case of Bet-’Asgéddi subjects,
conscription and urban settlement were representations of transformation through state
intervention during Italian colonial era. Veteran warriors with similar past tend to build a
distinctive social group in the urban areas that engaged in different fields of work including in
factories, plantations®?, and as shopkeepers, tailors, clerks, lawyers etc. In reality, the earliest
urban settlers were active or veteran members of the colonial services.®* Such opportunities had
transformed the Togrd from subjects in to salaried workers with better socioeconomic position.
To the contrary, members of the ruling class tied by the customary rules that considered the
available job opportunities as undignified positions thus failed to utilize the available
opportunities and remain unchanged. In their assessment on the role of Italian period on the

status of the two classes, a memorandum presented in 1947 by the representatives of the Togrd
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communities in Kéarin affirmed that; “comparing the two classes, it is evident that the ruling
class are declining in their socioeconomic position, whereas the oppressed Togrd are
transforming themselves from cattle herding and farming to handicraft and other professions
including; trade, governmental and private trading enterprises.®* The majority of the workers in
these areas of activities are from the Togrd.”®""In most cases these groups do not cutoff their
relations with their original habitats and the communities they belonged, feel the pains and
challenges of their clan members and take initiative for remedy by considering themselves as
representatives of the deprived groups. This was realized in the emancipation process of the
1940s that will be discussed in the next chapter.

Alas, the protective role of the Sumagli was replaced by the colonial state.®'® Although
the lords defended their Togrd from local raids, but the well organized raids particularly from
Ethiopia, particularly the raids led by Wube and Alula were beyond their capability.*” But under
the Italian rule, International borders delimited and no more periodic raids coming from
Ethiopia, at the same time imposition of Italian colonial rule has restricted the free movement of
the Bet-’Asgidid to be limited within the boundaries of the newly established Italian Eritrea.®'®
The traditional office of the ruling class was becoming an outdated and the subjects became
beneficiaries of the security provided by the government; with this regard Boari reported that;
“property is now respected and the shepherd looks after his flocks with more love, secure from
the raids which broke up his existence and led to more destruction than disease ever caused.”™"
In substantiation of the security provision by the colonial government, Residente Persico in his
report to his superior in Massawa, Governor General Gondalfi on the situation of Bet-’Asgdda,
and in reaction to the appeal by Kéntibay Hdad against himself and the possible dangers from the
Mahdists of the Sudan, stated that;

“.....nothing adverse will happen in the tribe, since all the Togrd are completely
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faithful to the Italian Government, which gives protection and security to their
persons and possessions, defending them from the threat of enemies and the
raids of chiefs; and the party which is dissatisfied with the Kéntibay and his
friends is very strong and has not the slightest intention of encountering the
rigour of the Signor Governor, still less of passing under the Dervishes who
cannot give any confidence, except that they will disturb their possessions and
cattle.”®*

The colonial government not only provided security, but laid favorable condition for the
nomads to improve their economy. Thanks to the modern medication, the deadly outbreak of
livestock disease halted and the animal population including camels, sheep and goats recovered

and multiplied fast.**'

The product of such animals; the milk and the butter sold in urban centers
like Massawa with good price that was paid in cash, which before used to be bartered for
sorghum or cotton.*” The large scale renting of camels for adequate price had considerable effect
in the economy of the nomads. Many young men hired in Massawa as labor works on the
government projects and services went back to their families with their savings.®” The economic
advantages the nomads of Bet-’Asgédd and the Sdmhar plain enjoyed from the opportunities the
government provided were a lifesaver, for the communities were dependent on their livestock
production that were unreliable creatures that were almost on the verge of extinction by the
previous epidemic.* The ‘Ad-Tikles and ‘Ad-Tdmaryam on their part had progressed more
rapidly and narrowed the existing space between the two classes. The subjects improved their
economic base due to their proximity to the commercial centers of Kérdn and Massawa, and to
their greater number of involvement in the native military services and labor works in the public
projects.®®

From early 1930s up to 1941, associated with its expansionist plan, the fascist

government economically transformed Eritrea. The number of Europeans, particularly Italian
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population increased from 5000 before 1930 to 70,000 in 1941.*?° Correspondingly, urbanization
of Eritreans from both farming villages and pastoral lowlands took place, and the infrastructural
works on houses, bridges and roads, air ports, railways, expansion of ports, commercial
agriculture and advanced human and animal health care system introduced widely.*’ These all
modernization transformations had practically greater effect in changing the lives of the peasant
and pastoral communities. Looking to the effects on the pastoral economy in the northern
highlands, as in any other parts of the country, the introduction of modern veterinary services
helped to increase the number of livestock in the Bet-’Asgéddi too. In early days of the Italian
period, rinderpest had almost decimated the animal population of the country. But in 1904, the
Italians put the pandemic under full control and the number of the livestock show steady growth.
For example, in 1905 the overall animal wealth of the country was 1,075,000 and despite the
increasing number of exports of livestock and domestic consumption, four decades later in 1944
the number grew threefold and had come to be 3,322,000.%*® Such animal booming had improved
the socioeconomic position of the Togri. It also put the continuity of customary social division in
to question and increased their demand for emancipation.®’

In the case of Bet-’Asgida, as explained in chapter three, the cumulative of all the Three
Miflas’ livestock riches in 1934 was 448,392, i.e. ten years ahead of the later survey of 1944.
Hence, they shared relatively high proportion of the nationwide stocks. Looking to this great
wealth, the Bet-’Asgiddd were massively prosperous. But the majority of the wealth was owned
by the Togrd, because numerically they were the majority and enjoyed the free grazing rights.
The dues to have been paid were fixed and not relative to the number of the stocks, so they had
the advantage of raring more livestock. To the contrary, the hollowly dignified lords made less
use of the new medical innovations than their subjects; hence they were not ready to utilize the
new ideas to increase their overall prosperity.* The accumulation of such wealth boosted the

Togrd economy and confidence to fight their cause.®' Therefore, it was in such so abnormal
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condition that the Italians sought hard to uphold the traditional authority of the chiefs.

As described above, through formal decrees and informal policy outcomes of the various
modernity measures delivered by the colonial system, the archaic burden was gradually
mitigating. The traditional privileges of ordinary Sumagli were curtailed and the recipients of
aristocratic dues and services were limited to the main chiefs, hence, the burden of the subjects
was tremendously lessened. As any other residents of the colony’s, the mobilization of the Togrd
men in to the colonial conscription or infrastructural projects had the possibility to attain some
technical know how and the opportunity for urban that disconnected them from the social bonds
of their lords. By the end of the contract with the colonial state, most of the mobilized men
settled in the urban centers, and if they opted to return to their villages, they already exposed to
the modern world with better awareness of rights and broader perspective of world view, thus
they no longer willing to be abided by the already weakened traditional ties even they widened
the consciousness to the remaining cohorts.

The introduction of market economy that opened widely to the Togri to sell their labor
and dairy products in the emerging urban centers allowed them to have cash and economic
substitutes that boast their confidence. To the contrary, the Sumagli caste were not willing to do
a labor works, traditionally considered it against their dignity, and mostly own fewer livestock to
sell, hence they became less beneficiaries than their subjects. With the introduction of modern
agricultural techniques, seeds and the encouragement from the government for settled life,
gradually farming became the primary means of living for people of the coastal areas.®* In
administration of the sedentary communities, dignitaries and magistrates were setup and served
as channels of communication with the government. Parallel to such economic transformations,
the people relieved of the periodic invasions and looting and started living in a relative peace.
The informal transformation attained during Italian colonial era had boasted the level of
confidence of the Togré that the practicability of their complete emancipation was closer in the

future.

6.4. Formal Reforms of the Italians

The coming of the Italians provided relief to many groups of people. For example the ‘Ad-Tékles

were victims of massive taxation and unbearable governance of Alula of Ethiopia that forced

82 EPLF, Tagrd of Wadi-Labka (PR.-ANN +12), cit. p. 18.
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them to abandon their settlement in Habdro and moved northward to seek refuge in their cousins’
land. So the Italians were almost rescuers that relieved them from the burden and later allowed to
return back to their home and reestablish their life again. However, the class relationship was still
intact, and in the early years of Italians in Eritrea, the Togra frequented the colonial governors to
protest against the aristocratic exploitation and seeking protection from their exploitative long-
established oppressors.*” As we have seen above, before such request from the Togrd, the
Italians had already brought to an end to the more intolerable ones. Abolishing altogether and
free the subjects would weaken the already facile and convenient administration system of
traditional political and social structures of the clans. To this effect, the colonial government had
attempted several times to standardize and reduce the various dues and services extracted from
the Togra.

Looking to the Bongiovanni’s*** report as one of the measures of the reform stated that,
he brought all the sheikhs and the Bet-"Asgiddé that were appointed as chiefs to govern the 53
organized villages in their effort to transform in to agrarian economy and informed them that
their duties were each to administer the village with love and not to bleed the Togrd with unjust
demands for money or cattle, that there is only one tribute; that imposed by the government.®*
He further warned them not to go as the old custom into any village and describing himself as
chief and extract what was not due.®® He further urged them to dedicate themselves to
cultivation and engage in the salt trade and put themselves on the road of justice and of work that
had a promising prospect for the betterment of their life. These reforms somehow reduced the
burden, but conducted in a way that systematically upholds the authority of the aristocratic lords,
because maintaining the hierarchical social order was administratively relevant to the Italians.*’
The Italians preferred for gradual modifications than disastrous overnight change.

As discussed above the Italian government was not willing for any fundamental reforms
in the aristocratic order. The main reasons were; first, the emancipation demand and resistance of

the Togrd was passive and unorganized; second and the most important factor was that though

the aristocratic order was an outdated arrangement and partly not congruent with the

83 Jordan Gebremedhin, National, Peasant Politics and the Emergence of a Vanguard Front in Eritrea, cit. p. 51.
84 Bongiovanni was Residente of the Habab area following the death of Persico at the battle of ’Amba *Alage
(A9™N AAE,) in December 1895 by the armies of Mnélik (927A.0) of Ethiopia. Bongiovanni took part in the
delimitation of the frontiers with the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan.

85 D’Avray Antony et al., The Nakfa Documents, cit. pp. 110-111.

86 Ibid., p. 111.

87 G.K.K. Trevaskis, A Colony in Transition, cit. pp. 13-14.
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administrative policies of the Italians, but it was relevant with some basic reforms. For this
reason, in 1900s during the administration of F. Martini the following 4 customary services were
revoked.”® First, Wota Tihaya (P 8+42); this was a milk cow provided by a Togri to his lord
during the dry season. Second, Wota Mikan (P @®N7); was an obligation forcing the Togri to
equally divide the barren livestock between himself and the lord. Third, Nagalit Halig (7IA%
ANA); this was the right of the lord to force the Togri to offer him a goat for slaughter, wherever
he was caught with syphilis. Fourth, Meskegen (F®°NN77); was a customary right of the *Asgadi
to seek money from his Togrd whenever he encounter him.* These reforms represented a minor
in proportion and the most simple in the value of the duties in comparison to the more thanl3
obligations described in the previous chapter that the administration allowed continuing as they
were. But the main core elements of relationship that supported the existence of the system were
not eradicated.

In1924-1925 Jacopo Gasparini,*° the then Governor, conducted an extensive visit
throughout the Kérén province, particularly to the Naqfa plateau. The tour was possibly to have
been the last of its kind by a governor of the colony.*' Concerned by the extreme demands of the
Togrd, by the end of his exploration, he declared a number of announcements to each of the
Three Miéflis clans specifying the amount and kind of dues that should be paid by the Togri.*”

Two of these declarations were the following:

88 Zemhret Yohannes, ‘italyawi méiigzaati "ab ‘ertra: 1882-1941(Italian Colonialism in Eritrea: 1882-1941),
Asmara: Hidri Publishers, 2010., p 209. It is described in the material provision part of Chapter Four.

9 Ibid., p.109.

%0 J. Gasparini was born in 1879 in Italy and died in 1941 in Asmara. He was governor of Eritrea, diplomat in
Yemen and regent in Somalia. As governor, he is known for his introduction of some reforms that lessened the
burdens of the subjects described below.

#1 G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, p. 243.

82 Fuad Makki and Alemseged Tesfay stated that the reforms by governor Gasparini were in response to the protest
of the *Alméida in the 1920s against the heavy exaction imposed on them by the Bet-’ Asgéda lords.
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GOVERNMENT OF ERITREA
CHEREN AND COASTAL DISTRICT
PROCLAMATION FOR AD TEMARIAM TRIBE
TRANSLATION OF PROCLAMATION OF 1924

The sub-sheikhs of h’ssas are allowed to take 3 litre from each of the heads of the families of tigre
tribe, who owns from six to nineteen cows and six lire from those who own 20 cows or more. It
should be clearly understood that each camel equals two cows and every 10 sheep or goats equal
one cow. The total of animals; cows, camels, sheep and goats which is owned by the head of the
family should be counted and paid as shown above. From the amounts collected in this way, the
sub sheikhs of h’ssas give the notables of their h’ssas.

In the event of Bairam the sub-sheikh of a h’ssa has to take not more than 3 sheep by turn from the
heads of Tagrd families under his “h’ssa”.

Sub-sheikhs of h’ssas can take only one camel from the heads of Tigre families during the
immigration if they are not in possession of the sufficient camels for their needs.

Sub-sheikhs of h’ssas can take yearly a profit from the milk- one sheep from the heads of the
families who possess more than 100 sheep.

1t should be clearly understood that the sub-sheikh of the h'’ssa has got no right to take more than
one sheep only a year for his own use from the heads of the families (by turn) who are under his
hssa. A sheep to make use of its milk for his ownself.

The sheikhs of the tribes only are allowed to take yearly (by turn) from the heads of the families
sheep to make use of its milk as much as their families who are their brothers from their fathers
(living males) and all their children.

The sheikhs of the tribes are due for hospitality by all the tribe, sheikh of hiss by all the h’ssa and
sheikh of sub h’ssa by all sub h’ssa.

KEREN/AAP
Doc. 6.1 The translation by the B.M.A. of thel924 proclamation introduced by Dr. Gasparini on the ‘Ad-
Tédmaryam clan.
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GOVERNMENT OF ERITREA
KEREN & COASTAL DISTRICT
PROCLAMATION TO HABAB TRIBE

In the meeting held on 7™ March 1924 in Diggi Habab in the place called Maba and in the presence of
H.E. the Wali, Sheikhs and Notables of Beit Mala and Rashaida, the Kantibai of Habab on behalf of all
‘Asgddd had abdicated all the tights due to Beit-Asgadi by Tigri. Beit-Asgadi have contented themselves
with the following gifts which have to be accorded to them by the Tagrd.-

1.

Sub-sheikhs of hissas are allowed to take one lira as a gift (hadia) from each head of the Tigre
families and nine lira from those who possess from 12 cows to 24 cows. If these heads possess
more than 24 cows, the sub-sheikhs are allowed to tale 12 lira from them. It should be
understood that each camel equal to 2 cows and every 10 goats or ewes equal one cow. From
the amounts thus collected, the sub-sheikhs should give gifts to "Asgddd in their hissas.

In the event of Bairam, sheikh of tribe, sheikh of hissa and sub-sheikh have to take not more
than 5 goats from heads of Tagrd families in their hissas. These heads of Tagrd families are
written down in a list (each in a hissa) and are divided into groups: each group consists of 5
sections. Each section has to give 5 goats. This is carried out yearly by turn eg. The 1* section
has to give his 5 goats in the first year and the second in the 2™ year and so on up to the 5"
section.

Sub-sheikhs may take a camel from the heads of Togrd families during their migration
provided that they are not in possession of sufficient camels to meet their requirements.

Sheikh of tribe, sheikh of hissa and sub-sheikh can take yearly one cow and one goat (for milk)
from the head of Tagrd families provided that these heads possess more than 24 cows or 100
goats. It should be understood that sheikh of hissa and sub-sheikh are not allowed to take
more than one cow and one goat (for milk) yearly from the heads of the Togrd families (by
turn) who are in their hissas. Only the sheikh of tribe has the right to take cows and sheep (for
milk) yearly from the heads of Toagrd families (by turn) who are in their hissas. Only the
sheikh of tribe has the right to take cows and sheep (for milk) yearly from the heads of Togrd
Sfamilies (by turn) who are in his hissa. These cows and sheep may be as many as the number
of the living members of his family and all his offspring provided that these members are
males.

Hospitality is due to sheikh of tribe by all tribe and to sheikh of hissa by all hissa and to sub-
sheikh under hissa by those under hissa.

The Moftiz, if it seems fit to him, may grant permission to a Omda to have a gift if he (the
Omda) wishes to get married.

All Bet-"Asgddd will reserve to themselves the habit of tongue and “manka” (other parts of
slaughtered animal). Note:- Kantibai Osman says that tongue and manka does not obtain with
Habab)

All the sub-shekhs and a large number of Bet-'Asgddd and Tagrd have attended the meeting and have
accepted the decisions made by the Sheikh of tribe.
H.E. the Wali has consented these conditions and has ordered that this measure should take effect.

Doc. 6.2. The translation by the B.M.A. of thel 924 proclamation introduced by Dr. Gasparini on the Habab.
NB. Both proclamation documents are adopted as they were with no any transliteration into Aetopica.
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However the document expressed its skeptics for the materialization of the decree and
stated that, there was no any proof ascertaining whether or not the Togrd were aware of the
declaration that reduced the amount of dues and services they were supposed to pay under the
new reform. Contrary to the above misgiving statement that undermining the awareness of the
Togrd of the reforms decreed by Jacopo Gasparini, J. Gebremedhin affirmed that, some Togra
leaders expressed their dissatisfaction with the reforms and approached the government for
additional reforms that curtail the authority of the lords, and when the government failed to fulfill
their demands, they rebuffed to offer their traditional duties to the chiefs.*” Though
undocumented, it is believed that many of the influential Togrd that opposed the unjust
association of the Italians and Sumagli were sent to the prison centers in Nakura®* and ‘Asib.**
The Italians had mutual interest with privileged aristocratic lords, hence the maintenance of the
power and rights of the clan chiefs was essential so as not to disturb the stable status quo and the
reforms made were with very cautious in a way that do not erode the order.

As an example, looking to the list of modifications declared by Gasparini to be
implemented in the ‘Ad-Tikles clan; the “Mddohanit™®® was offered in the form of butter
collected from the Togri. It was valued in relation to the number of livestock the Togrd owned;
roughly one liter of butter per family to the respective chief calculated in terms of Maria Theresa
Thalers. Under the new announcement, the amount of butter to be presented to the “capo sotto
frazione” was specified that Togrd family with 6 tol12 cows had to pay 6 lire, families owning 12
to 24 cows had to pay 9 lire and for those of families owning more than 24 cows was decided to
pay 12 lire. For their convenience of assessing the value of taxation, they equated one camel
equivalent to 2 cows, and ten goats or sheep comparable to one cow.*”’ During the Ed al Adha,
the “capo frazione” and the “capo sotto frazione” might collect up to five goats from each Togrd

family under their respective domains. The chief of the clan, the capo frazione and the capo sotto

83 Jordan Gebremedhin, National, Peasant Politics and the Emergence of a Vanguard Front in Eritrea, cit. p. 51.
4 Nakura is one of the many Dahlak Islands, used as a prison center during Italian colonial era. The prison center is
best known for its role in pacifying the resistance through inhumanely treatments and liquidation of the Eritrean
notables assumed not loyal to the Italian colonial rule and potential for resistance.

85 Zemhret Yohannes, ‘italyawi mégzaati “ab ‘ertra: 1882-1941(Italian Colonialism in Eritrea:1882-1941), cit. p.
212.

868 According to Native Administration, Disputes General Keren; Shumagele-Tigre Dispute, Box no. 82, File no.
260/Keli, Acc. No. 10957, RDC, Asmara. 13/12/1941. Gasparitin on his meeting with the ‘Ad-Tédmaryam on 10™ of
March 1924 declared different from that of ‘Ad-Tékles that the payment of Mddahanit and other dues to be limited
to the capo sotto frazione only relieved the Togré from paying to their immediate lord.

¥7 G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 243.
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frazione could take one cow and one goat for milk annually from each Togréd that owned more
than 24 cows and 100 goats. As a privilege for the clan chief, he could take milk cows and goats
from every Togrd family that satisfies the consumption of the living male members in his

848

family.

Every Togrd was obligated to provide “hospitality” to his “capo sotto frazione” “capo
frazione” and “capo tribu” when they came to the camps as part of their tour for revenue
collection or other purposes. With the approval of the Commisario, the chief could collect
donation from his Togrd families as an assistance to wed his son or daughter. The Italians also
made reforms on the duty of the Togré to provide with milk twice a day as hospitality to his lord.
In this part, the amendment reduced only the time/days of stay of the lord in his Togrd camp as a

t.% The other reform was that; when the Togri slaughtered any animal, he must offer the

gues
tongue and the haunch to his Bet-’Asgiddd lord. A subsequent reform was introduced that
ordering the tributary payments be settled in cash money rather than in kind.*° This was mainly
intended to integrate the Togrd communities in to money economy than solving their basic
questions.

In spite of the above reforms that kept the traditional rights of the aristocratic class, a
second new sort of taxation known as Hiddrit (.£.4F) was introduced.®' It was a tax collected
by an agent of the government from every sell of livestock by a Togrd. The reforms relatively
standardized the duties of the Togri in to particular amounts of dues and services that reflected
the legitimacy of the aristocratic position of the ruling class. But it failed to give the Togrd any
tangible rights; rather it was an admission for the continuation of the aristocratic relationships
and a disguised recognition of the Bet-’Asgédi as the overlords of the Togrd and ascertained its
administrative necessity to the colonial government. The reform measures show that, with
nominal socioeconomic changes in the Togrd class, it politically empowered the chiefs. In
strengthening this argument, "Ibrahim Sultan illustrated the social hierarchy in relation to the low

level of the Togré;

“We, the Togrd were slaves of the slaves! We Togrd were slaves of the Bet-

¥ Tbid.

89 Zemhret Yohannes, ‘italyawi mégzaati "ab “ertra: 1882-1941(Italian Colonialism in Eritrea:1882-1941), cit. p.
211.

¥9 Fauad Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. pp. 37-38.

81 Zemhret Yohannes, ‘italyawi mégzaati "ab “ertra: 1882-1941(Italian Colonialism in Eritrea:1882-1941), cit. p.
205.
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'Asgidi, Bet-’ Asgidi were slaves of the Sikos, and the Sikos themselves were
slaves of the Italians. We Togré hold the fourth category. We never had the right
to own land, but the Sumagli of Bet-’Asgidi were the owners, so the Togri
were underdog.”**

Land ownership was another area of transformation introduced by the Italians. The prior
clan territories were declared as state properties (terre demaniali); this had ended the centuries
old traditional clan ownership of the land in all areas.®® Encouraged by the indirect support they
enjoyed from the Italians®*, the Bet-’ Asgéda insisted on their claim of the ownership of the land
and begun threatening their Togré to dislodge off their land in reaction to the protest. However,
like in the other provinces in the plateau, land ownership was already declared a state property.
Despite the ruling, the lords seemed not recognized the reality on ground. Their assertion was
mainly founded on the unwillingness to work the land by themselves, but to live only by the dues
they collected from the Togri that cultivate and graze the land.®”

Looking to some policies of the Italians, it seemed that they had the will to mitigate the
burden of the Togrd. In the case of the Habab, to reduce the oppression of the Togré, the Italian
government reduced the number of the officially known “sotto capi frazione” and “capi
frazione.” This policy was aimed to diminish the number of chiefs that exploit the Togrd subjects
thus lessen the amount the Togrd expected to pay. In the later period, the Italians so concerned of
the plight, to the extent that, they took decision that disallow the “capo frazione” to collect
government taxes. Hence, the Kéntibay became the exclusive tax collector, and each taxpayer in
the Habab was made to forward his tribute to him.*® The measures taken by the government left
the “capi frazione” to be almost ordinary men, without power or official task.

The Italian colonialism had expedited the Togri-Sumagli conflict by creating the proper
conditions that were suitable for the Togri resistance to a lasting emancipation.*” The modern

transformations introduced by the Italians boasted the confidence and awareness of the Togri,

82 Tbrahim Sultan, Interview, 1982, Cairo.

83 Irma Taddia, “On Some Unpublished Materials Regarding Eritrean Social History: The Trevaskis Papers in the
Bodleian Library,” Northeast African Studies, Vol. 4, No.2, 1997 (New Series), Michigan State University Press, pp
7-18.

854 According to the document; Native Administration, Disputes General Keren; Shumagele-Tigre Dispute, Box no.
82, File no. 260/Keli, Acc. No. 10957, RDC, Asmara. 13/12/1941. The land which the Italian government declared
to be clan land i.e. not demeniale was regarded by the Sumagli as owned in freehold by the individual Sumagli.

¥ G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 243.

86 Ibid,, p. 244.

&7 Jordan Gebremedhin, National, Peasant Politics and the Emergence of a Vanguard Front in Eritrea, cit. p. 50.
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and the official edicts unloaded the many burdens, thus eroded the social and economic position
of the lords. The final administrative measure taken by the Italians in their endeavor to restore
the political influence of the economically weakened chiefs happened in 1934. Then, the colonial
government began paying salary to the influential chiefs so as to transform their traditional
authority in to a dependable office and be in charge of the subjects. The fascist government gave
deaf dears to the plight and demands of the Togré, and until it was defeated, the condition was
with no possibility for any essentially additional reform.®® However, despite the reform
dilemma, it was not detrimental relative to the consciousness and aspiration of the Togré, and
thanks to the modern techniques introduced, the new job opportunities available including
militarization and reform declarations by the Italians, the Togrd were looking for their freedom
so closer. Therefore, the late 1930s was a time line in the history of the Togré that had increased
the optimism towards freedom and can be considered as a turning point for their denial and
protest in the succeeding British Military Administration.

Unable to attain their freedom and get rid of the customary dues and services, the Togrd
were not appeased by the so far achieved fundamental reforms. Despite the struggles of the
Togrd throughout the Italian period, they were not destined for complete emancipation but
conferred with some changes. As a result, during the defeat of the Italians, the Togrd were still
with the vestiges of obligations to pay tax to the lord from every sell of the livestock, and
payments during marriage, funeral ceremonies, commemoration of the dead, feasts, harvest

etc.®?

Hence, in the entire years of Italian period, the livelihood of the Togrd was still not
changed greatly, thus continued their resistance. It is reasonable to conclude with the statement
by Zemhret Yohannes on the role of Italian colonialism in relation to the aristocratic order in the
lowlands and northern highlands of Eritrea. It was apparent that, social changes occurred that
might down the ruling class irreversibly.*® Though the Italians introduced socioeconomic
reforms mainly to sustain their interests, the effects were not intended to bring affirmative results
in the society, that were undesired in the eyes of the Italians. But the reforms had increasingly

wrinkled the ruling class’ economic and then political bases together with their outmoded system

and determined into an unavoidable class death.*' Therefore, even if the system could not

&8 Fauad Makki, Subaltern Agency, cit. pp. 37-38.

89 Alemseged Tesfay, Aynfelale, cit. p. 70.

80 Zemhret Yohannes, ‘italyawi méiigzaati "ab ‘ertra: 1882-1941(Italian Colonialism in Eritrea: 1882-1941), cit. p.
215.

861 Ibid.
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decline during the Italian period, but developments indicated that the inevitable collapse was on
the way.

Historically, the Italian colonial period is considered as the founding period of modern
Eritrea. Hence, the era was a time when the society with cultural, economic and historical
diversity made to have a common identity and colonial experience. Therefore, the Italian period
was a watershed in the history of Eritrea but due to the political and security problems in the last
eight decades, the role of Italians is not well studied. In this regard Prof. Uldelul Chelati stated

that, the Italian colonial period in Eritrea is not well studied, hence he recommended for;

“....an in-depth and articulated analysis of the real impact of Italian
colonialism on Eritrean societies and to what extent it has been able to
effectively change their power structures, social relations, labor organization,
local identities etc. ..... in other words, we still need to break down the impact

of Italian colonialism on rural, nomadic and semi-nomadic populations and the

even further, along ethnic, religious and gender lines.”**

As we have seen above, particularly during the Italian colonial period we found similar
scenarios in the aristocratic system of the northern highlands. The Italian colonial administration
as the first strong state experience in Eritrea, the aristocratic system was found to be
administratively convenient for the colonial administration. The lords served as representatives
to the colonial administration as tax collectors and colonial agents in extracting conscripts and
administration of justice, hence the Italians were not interested to introduce any fundamental
changes that destroying the system and emancipate the Togrd. Therefore, the Italians were
relatively intervened the most than the preceding forces and had a transformational effect that
deeply affected the aristocratic order. This much Italian involvement was fundamentally
important to the Togrd that; allowed the freedom of movement, relatively mitigated the burden,

and likewise gave hope for further possibilities of lessening or freedom obligation.

82 Uoldelul Chelati Dirar. “Trespassing Boundaries, The challenges for Eritrean historiography.” in Themes in
modern African history and culture, ed. Irma Taddia and Lars Berge (Padua:Libreriauniversitaria.it, 2013), 243-256.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE BRITISH MILITARY ADMINISTRATION AND
THE FALL OF BET-" ASGADA ARISTOCRACY

Introduction

During the Italian period, the colonial capitalist intervention had revised the existing traditional
socioeconomic fabrics of the society. The three decades of the twentieth century (1900s to
1930s) witnessed the growing consciousness of the Togrd on the possible solutions to their
centuries’ of subjection, consequently sharpened their confrontation against the class.’® As a
reflection of that phenomenon, some fundamental transitions were registered in the relationships
of the Togrd and Sumagli. These changes were the outcomes of either reforms declared by the
government or acquired by the Togrd through evolutionary process thanks to their involvement
in the various opportunities provided by the Colonial Government that essentially transformed
their social base. But, viewing the cumulative effect of the capitalist transformations registered
and declarations conducted towards the aristocratic order during the 60 years of Italian colonial
rule had considerably mitigated the burden on the Togra subjects.

In an attempt to solve such challenge, in mid 1930s the Italians substituted the office of
the chiefs with a salaried colonial position. However, in 1941 the Italians lost the WW II and
Britain occupied Eritrea as a caretaker until the end of the war and further decision by the
international community. The new authority suspended the salaried office and the struggle of the
Togrid for their emancipation resumed anew to yield the desired target within that decade. In this
final chapter; the fierce refusal of the Togré to pay the customary dues, the serious resistance by
individual Togrd leaders toward their freedom, the unsuccessful attempts by the aristocratic class
to retain their position through different means, and the administrative role of the British Military
Administration in the emancipation process will be the main body of discussion. Due to their
geographic proximity to the town of Kérdn, their agrarian economy, and the most capitalist

exposed society of the Bet-'Asgidi, the ‘Ad-Tiakles Togrd were relatively the most conscious,

3 Jordan Gebremedhin, Peasant and Nationalism in Eritrea, cit. p. 50.
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and their struggle was crucial than any other clans. Therefore, for better understanding the scope

of this chapter will be concentrated on that clan.

7.1. The Early days of British Period

On 10™ of June 1940, Italy joined Germany and declared war on the allied forces. As a result its
forces in Eritrea attacked the British army in the Sudan, and after fierce battle particularly in
Kéréan, the British forces under the command of General, later Sir William Platt entered Asmara
on April 1, 1941. Tired of the racial policies of fascist government, the Eritrean people cheerfully
welcomed the British forces.** Despite the small scale of the war, it had created uncertainties
and human sufferings. Asmara and other major towns were swamped by civilians and deserted
Italian soldiers and Eritrean villages were flooded by starved, hopeless and armed Eritrean
soldiers that were dispersed from the disintegrated Africa Orientale Italiana into their respective
home towns. As the Italian civil authority collapsed, dire shortage of supplies ensued and for the
occupying power it was early to install a civilian administration, thus the danger of general

85 As in any other African colonial

disorder and food crisis were eclipsing the country.
experience, the Italian colonial government favored the highlands for its agricultural interests
than the pastoral communities in the lowland; hence relatively the highland society was more
studied and intervened than the pastoral lowlanders.** The influence of Italian capital in Eritrea
was not uniformly distributed. It differed from region to region and the western lowlands and the
northern highlands were heavily influenced as the highlands do.*” Hence, considering the
concentration of towns and industries in the highland and the natural dependence of the
highlanders on these elements, in the post war era the economic crisis in the lowlands was not
comparable to that of the highland.

At the early days of British occupation, most Italians were deluded by the fascist
propaganda and assumed the victory as a temporary. Many Eritreans too believed the Italians
would win the war and were still loyal to the Italians; hence the British had problems of winning

over the Eritreans to its cause.®® In the first year of the British Military Administration, the duty

of the Civil Affairs Office looked as if it was not easy, because the Italians had left numerous
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unsettled disputes, some of which pending for years and the frequent denial by the litigants to
acknowledge the rulings as final worsened the task.*® The British Governors commanded little
knowledge of Eritrean custom, however their rulings were final.*”® Therefore the rejection of the
rulings through such procedure was logical. But, gradually the attitude of the Eritrean people
improved, consequently the trouble of the office decreased greatly. On the other hand, the policy
effects, transformation of traditional power bases and territorial alterations that took place under
the Italian period brought alarming effects on the Eritreans. For this reason, the disadvantaged
were anticipating the change for; justice to be served and grudges be revenged. So, in no time the
British Administration was overwhelmed with fundamental requests. Trevaskis described the
situation in the following terms: the administration was busy with; “petitions demanding the
recovery of land, the reversal of judgment, the deposition or punishment of chiefs and officials.
In a few cases Eritreans took the law into their own hands.”®"!

The defeat of the Italians that upheld the aristocratic system intact had prompted the
Togri to push their struggle for emancipation.*’”” Therefore, the issue of emancipation of the
Togrd of Bet-"Asgiddd was part of the petitions presented in the early days of the British Military
Administration. For example, in December 1941 the Senior Political Officer of Kérdn Division
reported that, during his visit to Rora Habab, he was encountered by over 40 Togrd cultivators
protesting against the exaction of the Bet-"Asgidda and against the demands of the Kéntibay for
the payment of one suck of barley per plot as “Magasa.” He faced by over 80 Togrd of ‘Ad-
Tdkles in ‘Anosdba protesting against exaction of the “Magasa” to the Nazor of the clan and
other dues from the cultivation and cattle they owned. Many of the 80 Togrd were threatened for
eviction if they denied paying the dues.’” But more than the dues on the cattle, the land dispute
was the burning issue that was left unsettled by the Italians and continued to be so in the B.MA.

Technically and legally the British Administration’s authority was emanated from the
international laws that mandating to administer the enemy occupied territory until the war ended.

The authority was a temporary in nature and its duration depends on the results of the war and

89 Stephen H. Longrigg, British Military Administration in Eritrea; Annual Report by the Chief Administrator on
the British Military Administration of Eritrea, Report V. (January to December 1943), Asmara, 1943, pp. 29-30
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873 Native Administration, Disputes General Keren; Shumagele-Tigre Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Keli, Acc.
No. 10957, 13/12/1941, RDC.

232



the subsequent peace treaties.*™ In relation to the petitions and demands presented from the
Eritrean people, the British were legally not authorized to introduce any change as they were
restricted by the Hague Convention of 1907. The convention prevented the occupying force of
war time to alter the existing institutions and laws, except in cases of military importance,
humanity, and conscience.*”” In addition to the constraints of The Hague Convention, the
difficulty of enrolling sufficient British staff and a range of political sensitivities made it difficult
for any fundamental changes.’’® Trevaskis described the role of the B.M.A in Eritrea that;
“Eritrea was not a British Colony. We were caretakers and our job was to hand it over as we had
found it. Nothing more, nothing less.”’ An administrative convenience was one of the rationales
for the British to introduce some measures. Accordingly, in the early days of occupation, the
British launched amendments on the policy and practices of the Italians that disputed the values
they fought for.*”

The Italian administrative personnel overseeing the Eritrean affairs were the main
impediment for any reform because joining hands on reform was against their interests. This was
because the Italians were in privileged position, serving as commissioners and governors in the
new British administration.®” Trevaskis also praised the British for having groundbreaking
effects in Eritrea and criticized the Italians for lack of care in their subjects. During the fifty
years of rule, the Italian district governors were very distant from the Eritreans and only few
conducted frequent touring of their realms or had very little understanding of Eritrean tradition
and ways of living.*® It is not logical to wholly adopt the assessment given by Trevaskis. Given
he was British officer, it was not expected to provide the Italian heritage in an affirmative terms.
The British had upheld the existing tradition that empowered chiefs and notables with traditional
ranks and honor that enabled the administration to revive the old custom that was greatly valued

by the people.® Trevaskis’ critics of the Italian Administrative faults also shared by Longrigg,
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during the B.M.A; “meetings of chiefs were held in all divisions. This means of consulting the
chiefs and inviting their views, neglected in Italian times, has given good results: the chiefs are
more conscious of their responsibilities, and the Administration is kept informed about native
opinion.”®? To prove his accusation, Trevaskis disclosed that; less than a dozen of Italian officers

883
t.

were able to study any Eritrean dialect.” And he supplemented his apparently biased assertion

that in the new administration things were to the reverse of the predecessors.*

7.2. The Renewed Struggle of the Tagri

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the undisturbed and peaceful condition of the Togréd and
Sumagli relationship was suddenly troubled with the coming of the Italian colonial government
that introduced fresh thoughts. The Italians retained and vested power to the Sumagli to collect
government taxes, serve as judges and regents representing the government. They exercised
power on their domains. Like in the old times, still it was out of question for the Togri to talk
and argue equivalent to the lord and the worst scenario was the duties performed by the Togra
like fetching wood and water, packing camels for the transportation service of the lord etc. were
still performed. In a nutshell, the Togrd were not a free beings especially the burden and the core
of the revolt against the Sumagli was severe in the ‘Ad-Tikles, Bet-’ Asgidd.® The struggle by
the Togrd of ‘Ad-Tékles became a model to the remaining Togra in other aristocratic clans of the
western lowlands. As we shall see below, the cumulative effect of the Italian period increased the
awareness of the Togrd. The new ideas and material transformations helped them to contemplate
the sufferings they experienced for long, and realized that the Bet-'Asgéddi lords were unfairly
oppressive.**

With particular emphasis on the ‘Ad-Tékles, the maturity of the ‘Ad-Tékles
consciousness resulted not only by the weight of the payments and services they incur, but also

due to their contact with the outside world like service in the Italian army, police and other work

2 Ibid.
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areas that opened their eyes to witness the existence of societies with less oppression.®” They
also compared themselves with those Togréd of immediate neighboring aristocratic clans of Bilen,
Marya and Ménsa‘a. In these three clans, the chiefs and nobles were generous to their subjects
because they cultivate extensively and own numerous livestock. To the contrary, lords of the
Three Miflds were mostly poorer and dependents of their Togrd.*® They also discovered that the
Sumagli of these adjacent clans were less oppressive and their power over their respective Togré
was dwindling from time to time, thus such observation induced them to think of liberty and the
desire of breaking the customary chains and attain once freedom.®™ To this end, the Togri of
Habab and ‘Ad-Tidkles submitted their complaints to the new government in December 1941
explained above. The governor ruled the dues be nullified and illegal, but maintained their
political office steady. The outcome of the decision had dire effect to the Sumagli in general and
the Kéntibay in particular.

According to the interpretation of the Deputy Legal Adviser of the Administration, the
land in dispute belongs, according to the Italian law in forced in Eritrea, to the native community
and not to the State, in accordance with native custom. Native custom, actually vested the land in
the Sumagld, who, in turn, granted rights of user to the subservient tenants in, ‘Ad-Tikles, ‘Ad-
Tadmaryam, etc. These rights of user, again according to native custom, involved certain
vassalage, namely the payment of the aristocratic dues set forth in 1/1 on the file and confirmed
by Governor’s Decree of 16.3.1908 for the ‘Ad-Tamaryam and by Decree of 24.3.1924 for the
‘Ad-Tékles. However, the recognition of the aristocratic dues might be a matter of administrative
order by the C.A. with the advice and approval of the Governor. Therefore, considering this later
legal background the B.M.A. was struggling to solve the issue as below.

Firstly it was not well known if the reforms introduced by Dr. Gasparini (mentioned in
previous chapter), that recognized certain feudal dues was implemented accordingly, but
Brigadier Kennedy Cooke, the Military Administrator of Eritrea had endorsed the ruling by the
Legal Department and made decision on the nature of the Proclamations by Dr. Gasparini. In his
letter written on 13™ of January 1942 in response to the request by G.K.K. Trevaskis, Civil
Affairs Officer in Kédrdn Division, the Military Administrator based on the ruling of the Legal

Department confirmed that, the nature of the reforms was entirely administrative, so had no the
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t.*° This gives free hand to the officers to implement any solution they

force of legal enactmen
deem. Practically the suggestion was that all the dues were declared illegitimate and the clan
lands became government lands. Major Lee, the Political Officer in Kérén on 2™ of February
1942 personally visited the ‘Ad-Tékles and notified them that the Military Administration had
declined to recognize the Sumagli to collect dues as legal entities and the ownership of all the
land was conferred to the government.*' Both parties; the Sumagli and Togri misunderstood the
main message of his wording and were not happy of the declaration. Consequently, before the
cultivation period, the ‘Ad-Tékles threatened to drive out from the land all the Togrd who refused
to pay the dues. As a result conflict erupted between the two groups and one Sumagli was killed,
and the B.M.A took immediate action that ordering the Sumagli not to evict any Togri from the
land who had previously cultivated.®* That summer, the Togrd cultivated the land without any
interruption from the Sumagli and the Togri refused to pay the dues, and the Sumagli insisted in
their petition to the B.M.A. for the retention of their rights, but with no avail. Certainly, the
ruling by Major Lea was temporary solution, and both parties misconstrued it and interpreted it
in a way that served their interest and continued their opposing claims, so Major Lea forwarded
the case to the Civil Affairs office for final verdict.

The three possible solutions proposed by G.K.K Trevaskis were; one, full implementation
of Major Lea’s decision that the land belongs to the Government and to nobody else; two,
acknowledging the land belongs to the Togri by right of their use of it, and three, due to the right
of ownership over it for many years, recognize the land belongs to the Sumagli. Trevaskis,
considering the B.M.A. was not there for social revolution preferred the third option that
recognized the gumagléi ownership of the land, but with the following conditions; One, The
collection of all aristocratic dues other than land rentals is illegal unless provided voluntarily by
the Togri to his lord.** Two, the B.M.A. recognized those owners of the land prior to the British
occupation in their ownership and no change of individual ownership would be made except by a

competent authority based on legal decision. Three, the a quarter of the produce would be

0 Native Administration, Disputes General Keren; Shumagele-Tigre Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Keli, Acc.
No. 10957, 13/01/1942, Ref.No.66/B/33, RDC.
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No. 10957, 13/01/1942, RDC. In this archive G.K.K. Trevaskis reported on the dispute between the gumaglé and
Togri of the “‘Ad-Takles.
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collected by the land owner as a rental from the tenant. Four, for the period of the British
Occupation this decision would be final and lasting.**

Trevaskis hoped that such resolution would satisfy both parties; for the Togrd would
receive protection from expulsion, forced exaction and other old dues, and the Sumagli in their
part would secure to receive rental of the land. Brigadier Kennedy Cooke reminded Trevaskis
that the Dr. Gasparini’s proclamation had no legal enforcement, thus it allowed them to be
flexible for any practical action. He consented with what Trevaskis proposed and suggested him
to cautiously continue implementing what he projected. The Chief Administrator reminded
Trevaskis that the government wanted neither dissolve the clan structure immediately nor got
involve into difficulty with the tribute system. Brigadier Kennedy Cooke let the Division
Officers free to take a better remedy, and warn them not to take any general order that abolish all
these dues a stroke of the pen.*”® He also urged the officers to emphasize the Togri that, in return
for the abolition of the dues, the government expects their strict obedience to the sheikhs and
payment of the tribute without delay.*”® The declaration and ruling was upheld by Brigadier
Stephen H. Longrigg, the new Chief Administrator. This decision was to be effective for the
duration of the B.M.A or for shorter period as it may desire, and any breach of the ruling would
subjected to proper penalties. As the expectation of the governors, the Togrd protested the
decision and wrote petition by 22 persons urging for reconsideration. Trevaskis in his 2™ of July
letter to the Chief Administrator mentioned Mohamadd Hamid Tagé as the leading figure of the
Togrd of “Ad-Tékles.

The Kéntibay, already weakened by power struggle with his cousins, lost all his revenue
from the Togrd and was unable to sustain his customary responsibilities of hospitality and short
of ordering camels for his transport purposes.®’ The biggest problem with in the economy of the
Bet-’ Asgidi was that because the Sumagld were mostly poor in animals, except some employed
in the government works, hence the dues they collected from the Togrd represents their chief
source of living.*® The British officer also expressed his pessimism that without the customary

dues, the Nazors and Sikos would not satisfactorily carryout their duties with the little payment
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5 Native Administration, Disputes General Keren; Shumagele-Tigre Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Keli, Acc.
No. 10957, 13/01/1942, Ref.No.66/B/33, RDC.

896 Tbid.

87 G.K.K Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 244.

%% Native Administration, Disputes General Keren; Shumagele-Tigre Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Keli, Acc.
No. 10957, 13/12/1941, RDC.

237



from the government. Therefore, the weakening and the subsequent decline of the privileged
class was not only the pressure coming from the subjects, but the determinant factor was from
within the ruling class themselves. Economically, they failed to be productive and self sufficient,
hence their dependence was no more tolerable by the Togré. Politically, they were on continuous
power struggle between families and individuals that deteriorated their power and control.
Technically they were unable to accommodate the results of modernization brought through the
colonial intervention that increased awareness and desires of their subjects. The decadent ruling
class seemed not to stand the strong Togré resistance. Therefore, the refusal of the Togrd and the
signs of consequent dissolution of the aristocratic vestiges had begun in early months of the
British period.

In his report, a Senior Political Officer of Kérén Division associated the Abyssinian war
and the Italian-British war effects on the Togrd with that of the Hundred Years War effects on
the British peasants.*” In both cases the war weakened the aristocracy and mitigated the burdens
on the peasants. The coming of the British Military Administration in Eritrea with its relatively
liberal principles and craving promises opened a new hope for the Togrd to continue their
struggle and assert their freedom. However, in dismissal of the above belief and as part of the
alleged opposing claims of the two sides of the aristocracy my informants; Ga‘ofir Saloh
‘Osman, Néasrdadin, Mohamédsa‘id ‘Osman, Mohamédso‘id Hamod etc. from the ‘Ad-Tékles
Sumagli that I interviewed in Kéréin strongly rejected the existence of neither exploitation of the
Togri by the Sumagli nor any struggle for emancipation initiated by the Togri themselves. They
labeled it as a colonial project of dividing the people by sowing mutual animosity through
defamation and weakening of the Sumagla.”But despite the rejection of the above informants,
the Togrd were under strict physical control characterized by mutual interdependence and semi
contractual relationships, and it was their endeavor to get rid of that association. The existing
literature be it written by local or foreign writers and the oral stories affirmed the existence of the

subject-lord relationship, and resistance for emancipation.

¥9 Tbid.
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As a matter of historical coincidence, the moment the Togra of ‘Ad-Tékles got awakened
of their situation and aspire for freedom was at a time when the ruling class was engulfed by two
domestic developments. The first was when the Sumagli set off to harden their management
over the Togrd for more exploitation than before. At that time, thanks to the decades long of “Ad-
Séko’s offer of protection as an alternative masters™' had attracted considerable proportion of the
Bet-’Asgddé Togrd, and the coming of Italians also encouraged the Togré to look for alternative
livelihood outside of the ruling class’ control. As a result the demographic and economic status
of the Sumagld versus their Togrd was significantly altered. Demographically looking to the
situation, because many of the Togrd left the Bet-’Asgéddd and joined to other less demanding
lords, particularly to ‘Ad-Siko, the proportion of Togri- Sumagld was already changed.” The
remaining Togri were obliged to feed and serve the growing number of Sumagli which was
quite not easy. Hence, economically both classes in general and the lords in particular were in
dire and declining condition.

The second historical coincidence was that the Togrd protest occurred when the ‘Ad-
Tékles were in crisis of power struggle for chieftainship. The wrangling was between three
dignitary families of Mohamid Nasriddin, Gélaydos 'Ezaz and Mohaméd "Edris "Ukud, the son
of an ex-Sum.”® In 1942, the young Mohamid "Edris 'Ukud succeeded his deceased father,
"Edris Hummed 'Ukud. From the very beginning in office, the new Sumo faced challenges from
two fronts; the two aspiring leaders™ together with their supporters and the violent protest of the
Togri. At that time, the Togri- Sumagli dispute reached its violent stage, where one Sumagli
was killed and many others wounded that fueled the protest. It was also a time when the Togra
for the convenience of their struggle and declaration of freedom, appointed “Ali Tuluk as their
leader, a Sum.’® At that particular juncture, for Mohamid ’Edris *Ukud, the new Sum of ‘Ad-
Tékles, the biggest concern was undermining the threats coming from “Ali Tuluk and his Togra
followers than his cousins that contending for power.

At that moment a similar scenario had happened in their cousins, the Habab. Not only for

% Big number of the Bet-’ Asgddi Togri transferred to ‘Ad-Sike for two purposes; for religious ends and hoping
for less oppression than their previous lords.

%2 G.K.K Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, p. 164. This document failed to
demonstrate its claims with statistical proves. However, I considered it as a convincing element because during that
time, seeking protection under the religious family was fashion of the day. Therefore, the movement of the Togra
and the subsequent demographic imbalance between the two classes was possible.
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power struggle, but for many reasons the clan had been troubled by the open discrepancy
between Kéntibay ‘Osman Hodad and his eldest son, the possible successor, Hodad. The
Kéntibay was very old and was in power since 1895. But, despite his age, he was so intelligent, a
fierce despot, an unpopular character that caused him to lose the reputation from the larger part
of the clan. Because he had no trust on his cohorts, he made the seasonal trip from Maibo'a
(k) to Miduryit (A°8.CPF) by himself. The journey takes four days of travel twice a year
leaving in May and back in November. So he never ever delegated authority to anyone in the
clan. Even as the members of his clan were scattered from the So‘ob (710) in the east to Kiréin
and up to Kassala and Tokar in the west, laboring in the cotton fields, everyone was supposed to
pay tax to the Kéntibay by himself.””® As the quarrel between the Kéntibay and his son was not
settled, in September 1941, Bimbashi Maxwel-Darling, a British officer attempted to reconcile
them, but not successful. Another reconciliation effort was made by Sidko Mohamid ‘Amir of the
‘Ad-Siko on his way back from the Sudan; he stayed at Mibo’a and resolved their differences,
but seemed only temporary settlement.””’” Therefore, during the early period of the British period,
the Bet-"Asgida in general and the ‘Ad-Tékles in particular were troubling internally in addition
to the groundbreaking protests from their Togra.

Once the disavowal by the Togrd of ‘Ad-Tédkles was declared, in no time the feeling was
ignited among Togré of other aristocratic clans to become so revolutionary in the history of the
country. It soon became a fundamental unifying factor to the society already divided against
itself by feuds and other conflicting interests. A genuine and holistic union of all subjected Togra
throughout the western lowlands and northern highlands surfaced. Tired of paying tributes to
their lords, the Nara of Gaso Sétit and the Togra of Semhar resented the domination of the Naybs
and the Nabtabs joined their hands to collaborate with the revolting Togrd of Bet-’Asgida.”®
Highly conscious of their situation and still unsatisfied by the mitigating measures taken during
the Italian period, the Togrd considered the new administration as relatively better in respecting
rights and upholding humane values, thus put hopes for complete emancipation. The new British
Military Administration thus was welcomed by the Togrd with continuous campaign of petitions

demanding for an end of the system and formation of new Togrd clans out of the liberated
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families. Following the incessant requests by the Togré, the Administration pronounced its stand
on the issue of the Togri- Sumagli relationship. The senior political officer, Major Lea, notified
the crowd of public assembly of the ‘Ad-Takles that his administration did not acknowledged the
customary rights of the Sumagld and would not give any official support for its implementation
or the payment.” Owing to the sympathy on the Togrd’s plight, the British Military
Administration approved the Sumagli’s political power and ordered the Togri not to pay the

%19 The decision that stressed to deprive the chiefs and

dues to the lord unless it was on their will.
Sumagli of their customary rights was a strike that uprooted the foundations of the aristocratic
order and the authority associated with it. The contradictory ruling by the administration
indirectly encouraged the Togri to resume their denial; as a result it jeopardized the Sumagli
rights of collecting dues. Such incomplete declaration was not an acceptable solution to the
Togrd that expected for total emancipation from the centuries old custom. The class based
exploitation was imprinted in their blood and became part of the culture. From this time on, the
then Kérédn division immersed into one of colossal class based struggles for emancipation in the
history of community. As a matter of fact, preserving their political power while deprived of their
customary economic sources, technically the lords were damned to be a line without teeth,
powerless.

Reviewing the above decision, it seemed that the administration had already let the two
contestant groups to fight each other and solve their problems themselves. In reaction to the
defiance of the Togri to pay the customary dues and services, the Sumagli felt at risk of their
privileged position, thus immediately took a retaliatory action. They debarred the Togrd from the
right to cultivate their land so long as they would not pay the customary dues. The heightened
tension overwhelmed the district, the climax of such friction led for an open fight that killed a
man from the ‘Ad-Tikles, at a place called Gudlit.”" The state of affairs was threatening the
stability, and possibly would erupt into a lasting anarchy and the land would leave barren at least

for that summer. To stop such possibility, the administration intervened and reaffirmed its policy

%9 G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 164.
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explained by Alemseged Tesfay, which is well known event that will be discussed below in detail.
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that prohibited the Sumagld from ejecting the Togrd off their land, and warned them that the
transgression of the statute would cause for harsh penalty.

The year 1942 ended without any other confrontations that upset the peace and stability
of the division. But by the end of the year, the Bet-"Asgiddd as an excuse for their attempt to
restore the old privileges conducted census, which was not supposed to be their authority. During
the tour of survey, the Bet-"Asgéddé ordered their right of hospitality from the Togrd camps they
visited. Expectedly, the Togrd annoyed and rejected the requirements of their lords and rebelled
under the guidance of their new but capable Sum ‘Ali Tuluk. The Sum intentionally directed his
followers to hinder the census and completely disregard the legitimacy of the Sum of ‘Ad-
Takles.”"” However, the Togrd studied the scenario and concluded that such activities would
endanger the liberties they achieved so far, hence the census was conducted without any further
conflict. This and the subsequent developments indicated that, until the aspiration of the Togra
was not fulfilled, the future of “‘Ad-Téakles would be one of conflict if not bloody.**

Unfortunately for the Bet-'Asgéddé lords, their privileges were gone. The Togrd have
already experienced the de facto freedom and working hard towards their official
emancipation.””* The ban put on the Bet-’Asgiddd from enjoying their traditional honor and
benefits have left the ruling class in general and the chiefs in particular with no tangible
influence and power. They were isolated with no hope of regaining obedience from their Togrd
and the Sum was no more the arbitrator for any disagreements among the Togri. Disputes among
the Togri were forwarded to the Togrd leaders for settlement. Sum ‘Ali Tuluk carefully
supervised the initial stage of the Togrd organization into autonomous bodies, the manifestation
of a milestone achievement. Though the Togrd reached this level of freedom, but needed the
legal recognition of their emancipation from the government.’”® Attempting to revoke the hitherto
attained victory either by the British Administration or the Bet-"Asgddi themselves would be for
no avail, but if any, the outcome would be uncontrollable social revolution with detrimental
consequences throughout the lowlands of the country. Therefore, making the emancipation
officially recognized by the administration took much energy and sacrifice particularly by the

leading individuals in the urban areas that representing the Togré clans. The denial and protest of

2 G.K.N. Trevaskis, Eritrean History Collections of the Different Tribes Nations, cit. p. 165.
B |bid.
4 bid.
5 |bid.
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the Togrd of ‘Ad-Tékles will be presented as part of the narration for the contribution of the

individual Togré leaders below.

7.3. The Role of Individual Personalities

As Silverman David advised that; “any book which sets out to offer information and advice
about doing a piece of research without telling a few personal ‘stories’ would be in danger of
being received as empty and unhelpful.”®'® In any social movement, individual roles are vital in
providing leadership and guidance. Likewise, during the Togrd struggle for emancipation, there
were individual figures that played key role in guiding the movement. The determined to free
their people from the ensuing burden and in process imprisoned and exiled for the common
cause. Therefore, during the Togrd struggle for emancipation, there were resolute personalities
that ready themselves to die for the liberty of their communities. Such personalities as a result
won dwelling in the memory of their society. Here is the unfolding of individual stories that

deserved consideration for their contribution in the emancipation process;

7.3.1. Mohamid Hamid Tagi

As discussed earlier, due to the Italian support for the continuation of the aristocratic system, the
sporadic struggle for the liberation of the Togrd had registered only initial successes and good
lessons. Hamid Tagé, from "Agdub clan of the Alméda clan played the spearhead role of the
Togrd resistance since Italian period. Some years back, together with his friends, Hamid Tagi
involved in the movement that troubled the ‘Ad-Tékles. Mohamid ’Edris *Ukud, the Sum of
‘Ad-Tékles recalled that Hamid Tagd was saved from exile to ‘Aséb by the Italian Colonial
Government only due to the intervention of his father, the late Sum.”" In 1943, with the agitation
of Hamid Tagé and his colleagues, from the Togrd of ‘Ad-Tékles completely refused to pay the
one quarter of their crop to the Sumagli that they were ordered by the Chief Administrator.
Trevaskis reported that, Hamid Tagd had considerable influence on the other Togré clans, so
possibly he would persuade them to refuse the payment of the dues ordered by the Chief

Administrator.”’® As a result, the Sum of ‘Ad-Tikles confirmed the governor that four of the

98 Silverman David, Doing Qualitative Research (London: SAGA Publication, Fourth Edition, 2013), p. 17.

7 Native Administration Dispute General, Ad Sheikh-Ad Caih Dispute, Report on Ad Tekles and Shumagelle-
Tigre dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 286/Ke/2, Acc. No, 10959, RDC.

%% Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 286/Ke, Acc. No,
10957, Land Dispute, (Shumagelle V. Tigre: Ad Teklies), No/K/66/B/6, 2™ July 1943, RDC.
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seven Hoséts/sub clans (‘Ad Nasoh, ‘Ad Nurddin, ‘Ad-Tédmaryam, and ‘Ad "Elos) under his rule
had refused to pay the quarter of the crop, and the remaining three had not openly refused but yet
not paid their part. This was an absolute denial to obey the Chief Administrator’s order, thus a
legal offense. On 25" of October 1943 in the presence of the Sum Mohamid "Edris "Ukud of
‘Ad-Tékles, the following protesters; Hamid Tagd, ‘Abdéla 'Ibrahim, ‘Ali ‘Omadr, "Abubakér
Mohamid, Mohamid Humid, ‘Omir ‘Ali, ‘Ali Mohamid and two others’” came to the office of
civil Affairs officer of Kérén Division in representation of the Togrd masses.”

As Wikil/ representative of the team, Hamid Tagd said that; “all the Togrd has
immediately refused to accept the announcement of the Civil Affair’s to pay land dues to the
Sumagld.” In other occasion he repeated the same message to G.K. K. Trevaskis in person and
declared that; “he preferred to be exiled to "Adsédb for prison than to pay a one grain of durra to
the Sumagli.” All the men, openly showed that they would not respect the order of the C.A. and
do not recognized the Sumagld had any right on the lands cultivated by the Togrd and avowed
that any threat of coercive measures would not change their mind. Particularly, Hamid Taga
expressed his determination to face any circumstances of punishment the government could gave
him but would not agree to pay any to the ‘Ad-Tékles and affirmed that he and his team would
continue to agitate all the Togri to negate the dues in union.

Frustrated of their stand, the officer urged his senior, the Chief Administrator with the
recommendation of prosecuting all members of the team for going against his ruling and to
confine them at least for one year until the potential danger was avoided, and Hamid Tagi be

sent to ‘Asib for indefinite period of time.**'

Hamid Tagéd had already been warned that his
conduct might have serious consequence. Colonel S.F Nadel, the Chief Secretary and Brigadier
Longrigg, Chief Administrator approved the request of the Officer/ Trevaskis to take any steps to

warn him specifically®

with sufficient evidence and give order to leave the district under
proclamation 10 of 1943.°2 As Hamid Tagi persisted in his agitating acts, on 9" of November

1943, Brigadier Stephen H. Longrigg issued a letter of prison order based on article 2 of the

1% Mohamid *Edris and "Ibrahim Suleman were members of the team that came to Kérén together but did not
appear to the meeting.

20 Native Administration Dispute General, Ad Sheikh-Ad Caih Dispute, Report on Ad-Tekles and Shumagelle-
Tigre dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 286/Ke/2, Acc. no, 10959, no. BMA/K/66.B.6, 29 October 1943, RDC.

2! Tbid

22 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No. 260/KE, 4 August 1943, RDC.

93 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No. 260/KE, 5 August 1943, RDC.
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Compulsory Change of Residence Proclamation No. 10 of 1943. The verdict was ordering the
convict to reside within the township of ‘Asdb until the Administrator ordered otherwise. In the
letter Hamid Tagd was reminded to live according to Article 3 of the proclamation that makes it
an offense for leaving the town of ‘Asdb without any written permission. Once he arrived in
‘Aséb by the ship known as “General Platt,” Hamid Tagd was no longer under police detention,

but was supposed to live loyal to the terms of the orders of the Chief Administrator.”**

7.3.2. Hamid Tagi and the Hasat Chiefs

The BMA declared the customary dues be a private matter, on voluntary basis of the Togré in
which the administration would not have any intervention, and the land dues payable to the
Sumagli was fixed not to be more than a quarter of the agricultural products. The ruling was to
be functional for one year only, but would be revised based on the circumstances. In
materializing the ruling, the S.C.A.O. succeeded partially, still many of the Togré refused to pay.
In opposition of the ruling, many Togrd ringleaders attempted to mobilize their followers to
oppose the payment in different means, consequently faced imprisonments. It was reported that
on a letter of 19", January 1944, the following Togrd notables; Mohamidd Nur Mohamid
‘Abdila, Mohamid Suleman "Edris Nur, ‘Isma‘el Sicap, Mohamédd 'Addm ‘Abdild and Hamid
Si‘id ‘Osman were accused of offending Proclamation 4/43 over a considerable period.”” Four
of them were from Kéridn and one was from Massawa Division. They were accused of having
been collecting sheep, goats, durra and money from Togri of the ‘Ad-Sikoe and Habab clans in
order to further the *Asgéida cause.

Previously, already four of ‘Ad-Tékles men found guilty of the same transgression and
fined with money and six months of prison service.”*® They were accused for creating problems
for long time, and wasting the people’s money for traveling here and there in the country stirring
people to defy loyalty to the Administration by splitting the clans and organizing an autonomous
clan of their own under the name of "Asgidi.””” In opposition to the imprisonment and the

penalty judgment on the above five persons, the Togri of Habab and ‘Ad-Sike in union took an

24 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No. 260/KE/1, 9 November 1943, RDC.

2 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 286/Ke
Acc. No, 10957, No. BMA/K/41.B/2, 19 January 1944, RDC.

26 Ibid.

27 Ibid.
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oath to decline any evidence in the court against the accused five, consequently many witnesses
presented to the police and each declared he knew nothing. For lack of evidence, prosecuting
them was not possible. Although, the above accusations legally were not substantiated, the
charge by Charitable Gifts Proclamation was possible only if they spent the collected money
extravagantly and with no accountability or if they collect in deceit, they could also be charged
under the War Crimes Proclamation or agitation for disobedience.

The year 1944 begun with the refusal or long overdue by the Togrd to pay the quarter
dues of their products to the Sumagli and this was the result of the inspiration by the severely
punished ringleaders. As mentioned elsewhere, by the end of January 1944 only four Hoséts
settled their payment out of seven that forming the clan of ‘Ad-Tékles. It seemed that forcing the
Togri to pay the dues even using police force was impossible because doing so would tempt their
trust to the leaders and possible disorder. As a convincing mechanism, the influential Islamic
leader, Sayad Bakri el Morgani was sent to these three Hoséts to persuade them to be abided by
the rules of the Chief Administrator. The attempt by Sayad Bakri el Morgani was a failure.”® The
moment he arrived in the area, the people went up to the mountain rather than stay and meet him.
This act was purely disrespect for such honorable person. He stayed there for eight days and
communicated with many people but they too declared that, they would follow the majority. The
only tangible thing he brought with him was the name list of 30 men who were agitating the
others not to pay. The justification provided by the Togré for not paying was the word of Major
Lea and Captain Trevaskis that initially they told them they would not to pay the Sumagld.”” If
that attempt proved a failure, the officers were preparing to apply the Article 186 of the
Ordinamento di Polizia that allowed to seizing their cattle and camels so as to force them to obey
the administrative order.”® Later, considering the Nazir of ‘Ad-Tékles’ report stating the clan
resumed collection on 1* February 1944, the Article 186 of the Ordinamento di Polizia was not
implemented.”"

A group of another four people who represent the Togrd of ‘Ad-Tékles petitioned and

% Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No. 260/KE, No. BMA/K/66.B.6. 9" February 1944, RDC. (Ad Teklies Disbedience).

929 The proclamation by Major Lea has been only for provisional purpose and not a lasting order and was reformed
by succeeding decrees that ordering the Togri to pay % of their products and left the customary dues to be on
voluntary basis.

3% Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 286/Ke
Acc. No, 10957, No. BMA/K/66.B.6, 23 January 1944, RDC.

%1 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No. 260/KE, No. BMA/K/66.B.6, 11 February 1944, RDC. (Togri-Sumagli dispute).
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collected contributions from various members of Togrd Bet-'Asgidé to fund the court expenses.
The men were Hamid Mohamiad Hésabald, "Edris ‘Omaér ‘Isa, ‘Abdéild “Ibrahim Hamid and “Ali
Tuluk Suleman. They were charged by Proclamation No. 4 of 1943 of many offenses; for
contravening parts of the money and for not producing a permit of the collection for charitable
purpose, lack of accounts and for using the money for their personal advantage and comfort, for
not obeying the final verdict of the Chief Administrator etc.”** On 29" of January, 1944, Stephen
Longrigg, Chief Administrator, based on the Compulsory Change of Residence Proclamation No.
10 of 1943, ordered the convicts to reside within the township of ‘Asdb until he ordered
otherwise. The proclamation limited their stay only in the town of ‘Aséb and leaving the town
without a written permission was to be considered an offense.

The A/Senior Civil Affairs Officer at ‘Aséb reported that the five ‘Ad-Tékles exiles were
in desperate condition for logistics. As the B.M.A. did not furnish them any provision, the
Muslim communities of the town temporarily feed the prisoners.”* The attempt to cover the
maintenance of those exiles from their families back home was not successful, but later the
S.C.A.O. of Massawa during his visit to “Aséb observed their situation and reported to the Chief
Administrator and somewhat solved their problems. While their condition was understandably
not good, the S.C.A.O. of Kédrdn was insisting that until the disputes at home were not settled, it
was not recommended the exiles to return home. To the worst, the S.C.A.O. stressed with strong
words that, the report of the S.C.A.O. of Massawa was not customary, so even if they suffered
from lack of provision, they were not sent to ‘Asib to lead an easy life.”**

The S.C.A.O. of ‘Asdb and Massawa had reservations on the banishment. They criticized
the ruling unjustifiable, because the administration considered offense for their party in a land
dispute. So banishing them to the coastal and volcanic hot stormy region was unfair and urged
the Chief Administrator and the S.C.A.O. of Kérén to re-examine their decision and allow
returning to their homes. Especially the ‘Asdb Officer insisted for their return, because through

time people would consider them as patriots and if they died as martyrs.”” In reaction, the

%2 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 286/Ke
Acc. No, 10957, No. BMA/3976, 26 January 1944, RDC.

93 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No.3/G., RDC, (Ad Teklies Exiles at Assab), 28" February 1944.

%% Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No.BMA/K/66.B.6., RDC, (Ad Teklies Exiles at Assab), 5™ April 1944.

%3 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No.5/G. urgent, RDC, (Ad Teklies Exiles, Assab ex Keren), 14" May 1944.
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S.C.A.O. of Kérén had strong conviction that they were banished for having been ringleaders of
a movement that agitating the Togri for nonpayment of a quarter dues to the Sumagli, and they
round to collect illegal money from the poor and squandered it on food and drink, so bringing
them back before the seasonal payment has been made would be imprudent and would destroy

1.73¢ After six months of

the people’s respect on the S.C.A.O. and the Administration in genera
exile, the administration decided the release of the banished ‘Ad-Tékles Togréd ringleaders on
June 16, 1944. In their letter, after their return back home, they promised to behave peaceful and
consented that they would face serious consequences if they infringe their assurances in the

following terms;

¢ Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No.BMA/K/66.B.6., RDC, (Ad Teklies Exiles, Assab ex Keren), 5" June 1944.
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Doc. 7.1 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Sumagli- Togri dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no.
260/Ke, Acc. No, 10957.




The release of the exiles was materialized because of the settlement of the dispute
through reconciliation; as a result the Togrd signed an agreement of disbursement for the past
harvest and the future years. The assessors committee was already established by the
Administration and its work was to investigate the litigation presented by the Sumagli onto the
Togri for the payments they denied to settle. The Sumagli presented 988 claims that filed against
the Togré that refused to pay. The committee accompanied by 30 armed mounted policemen
under 1% Sergeant and 5 armed banda went to Habiro Sa‘ada ( YNC 2048) on the 22™ of June
1944 to hear the filed claims and the next two days, 23-24 of June they met with both parties.
With a great deal of pressure the Togrd elders as spokesmen agreed on the following
conditions;”’

The representatives of the Togri consented to pay the Sumagli the required quarter of
the crops harvested of the past and the future. They officially admitted the Sumagli ownership of
the land. They also declared that even though last year there was no harvest, they agreed to offer
for each field two measures of durra to show their good faith; one measure for the Sumagli and
one for the government and for the coming harvest, they shall pay the Sumagli a quarter of their
product. The declaration was signed by the representatives of every Togrd family of ‘Ad-
Tadmaryam, ‘Ad-’Elos, ‘Ad-Har$o and ‘Ad-Gimi Hsits. The payment of the equivalent of two
measures of durra at a value of EA Shgs 1.20 per measure was initiated right away.”*® On the 27"
of June, the working group moved to Qar‘obdl ($£CPNA) and the next day the agreement was
reached from ‘Ad-Nésrddin and ‘Ad-Drar clans and a preliminary collection was conducted. The
Sumagli on their part signed the following statements; they affirmed that they have accepted the
declaration signed by the Togrd and promised that they shall not evict a Togrd from his field
without a permission of the government. A week later the C.S.A.C. went there and pointed out
that, because they have settled their issues peacefully, the government had kept its promise and
released the prisoners who were already presented there.”” He also warned the community not to
follow for any agitations like the previous that brought them harm. Therefore, as the agreement

was accepted by both sides as valid ruling, any infringement of it would be dealt with a civil

%7 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, RDC, (Report on the settlement of the ‘Ad-Takles Sumaglé / Togrd Dispute), June 1944.

3% Ibid.

%9 Ibid.
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dispute by the court.”® However, latent agitators were there from both sides for different
purposes; in the Sumagli agitating for a change of Nazir, and in the Togri preaching for the
ownership of the land.

Within few months of his return from ‘Aséb, and before the ink of his signatory was
dried, Hamid Tagd together with two other Togrd ringleaders petitioned to the Chief
Administrator. Their main point of claim was that, their ancestors started farming in Habdro and
Qar‘obdl areas during Egyptian occupation, therefore agricultural product was not part of their
customary dues, but the rights of the *Asgiddd were only concerned with herds. His allegation
continues that, only through time that they allowed the *Asgédd a small amount of the product,
but not a fourth of the harvest they then claimed.”' They also stressed that in mid 1920s
Gasparini had exempted them from the tribute of grain and other heavy burdens. In particular to
the grain dues, it was initially maintained for three years and later was substituted with cash 1.50
Lire and finally due to their protest was abolished under the Regional Commissario Della
Croce.”®

The main argument of the Togrd ‘Ad-Tékles was an opposition to the continuation of the
ownership of the land in the hands of the Sumagli. It was against the tendency of the Togri to
have a settled agricultural life and pushing them to continue a nomadic life. Besides they
assumed it was against the gift of nature, because the land is essential for the nomadic herdsmen
as well as to the lords for it was source of all production. Additionally, the Italian Government
Decree of Ordinamento Fondiari of 1926 proclaimed the territories of the Bassopiano Orientale
and Occidentale to be Government land; therefore it was no more ownership of the Bet-"Asgidda
and accordingly article 8 of the decree orders every clan was made to pay the cultivation tax
fixed by and to the Italian Government in lire 1.50 per quintal.*® As the Togrd were not agreed
up on it, the negotiation was signed with coercive measures, as a result the quarter of the
cultivation dues were collected by force of arms from their final harvest. In reaction, the
ringleaders led by Hamid Tagé once again wrote 20 pages of detailed petition letter with their

thumbprint addressing to the C.A. demanding to reconsider his decision. A renewed version of

0 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No.260/KE/1., RDC, (Ad Teklies Shumagelle/Tigre Dispute), 30 September 1944.

%! Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke, Acc. No,
10957, RDC, (To H.E. Brigadier C. D’ Arcy McCarthy O.B.E. Chief Administrator-Eritrea, Asmara), 22 February
1945.

%2 Tbid.

% \bid., p 17.

251



the appeal was again presented to the Chief Administrator again on 31 of March 1945.°* The
points of argument were mainly demanding for an equal treatment with other clans including;
‘Ad-Siks, Bet-Ma‘ola, Rasayda, Sawra etc. These clans that cultivate and graze in the Bet-
"Asgdda territories that later declare demeniale and, yet they were not paying dues to the clan,
but only to the government.’*® Therefore, they stipulated for an equal treatment and enjoyment of
the land like the other clans.

According to G. Tod, the Senior Civil Affairs Officer of Kérdn Division, the Togra
encouraged and advised by Lidonne, an Italian lawyer in Kérdn, they vowed to decline the
payment of a quarter of their product to the Sumagld at the meeting held on 30™ April, 1945 at
Sadam (AL29P), Ansiba River. As evidence G. Tod forwarded the document written by the
lawyer to his seniors. It was full of failings including; unsigned, unstamped letter and lacks the
address of the lawyer that wrote it. Similarly, the last petition presented in March 1945,
addressing to the Chief Administrator too had problems. The police investigation proved that,
two of the thumbprint of the petitioners were found to belong to other people than the
petitioners.**® During the meeting at Sidiam, G. Tod discovered that Mohammed Hamid Tagi,
Mohamad “Ali Suleman and "Edris Fayd were the driving forces of the refusal and protest of the
Togrd. The first was the greatest agitator and was seen in Asmara visiting Quirolo®" for advice
and discovered that he had the plan to set up an autonomous Togré clan to which himself to be
the chief.”*® As we have seen above, previously he has been exiled to ‘Asib, but despite his
signature and promise for behaving peaceful and readiness for reconciliation, he got back to his
old game. The second man was much younger than Hamid Tagd, but his energetic and
aggressive character was the most attracting the Togrd followers. His disrespect to the
government was considered by the Togré as strength of reasoning and his speech was the most

convincing element. To the enthusiasm of the Togrd, he demanded the "Asgéddd lands be the

4 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke, Acc. No,
10957, RDC, (To the Chief Secretary, B.M.A., Eritrea, Asmara.), 31 March 1945.

5 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, 260/KE/1, 31 March 1945, RDC.

¢ Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, K.66.B.6/58, RDC, (Ad Teklies Tribe-Tigre/Shumagelle Dispute), 16™ May 1945.

%47 Quireolo was an Italian lawyer used to sympathize and support the Togri through, writing petitions, advice and
encourage in their protests. He was interviewed and reprimanded by the police in Asmara for his activities and he
promised to write his Togra clients that he had detached himself from that case. He was also warned that, if he
involved himself in the issue he would be held responsible.

%% Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, K.66.B.6/60, RDC, (Tigre/Shumagelle Dispute —Ad Teklies), 17 May 1945.
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ownership of the Togrd. Such delicate issues fascinated the Togrd to follow him blindly, praised
and assumed him as a chief. "Edris Fayd was a herdsman, in his middle age. He was rhetoric and
stressed more on the ownership of the land and vowed that not a measure of harvest would be
given to the Sumagli. Later, he was known for actively and constantly agitating the Togri

against the aristocratic lords and the unfairness of payment of the land.*”

Doc. 7.2. Queirolo’s letter of assurance not to continue his support to the Togri protestors. This was written
in response to the reprimand by the Senior Civil Affairs Officer, Keren.

Source: Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Sumagli- Tagri dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no.
260/Ke, Acc. No, 10957.

Considered the activities of these three people as the core of the Togré protest, Major G.
Tod expressed his fear that, as long as they were allowed to continue their activities, any peaceful
solution would be impossible. Owing to the previous warnings given by himself and the C.A.O.

of Kirén, if they continue their trouble making, he suggested the C.A. either to send them to

949 Ibl d
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‘Aséb or jail them somewhere.”® Finally Chief Administrator based on Article 2 of the
compulsory change of residence Proclamation No.10 of 1943 (as amended by Proclamation
No.20 of 1944), that authorize the C.A. to employ whenever he felt it was an expedient for
reasons of public order, he declared his ruling that the three Togri leaders as of 20" of July be
banished to ‘Asdb. The limit for their exile was to be until he ordered their release. In this case,
as usual they had warnings not to leave the town without a written permission, and the disobey of
this order would lead to liable for imprisonment not more than one year and a fine not exceeding
2000 E.A. Shs. or both.”!

From the correspondences of letters, it seemed that there was no consensus of officers on
the decision of the change of residence punishment by the C.A. for the three ‘Ad-Tékles Togrd
leaders. For example, Major Trevaskis, the Political Secretary on his letter of 8™ November, 1945
enunciated that he was shocked by the contents of the prison order letter of the C.A. and
criticized it as a morally unjustifiable, inhumane and a sign of administrative weakness.”* He
further argued that, the B.M.A. as a Provisional Administration should understand and
sympathize, the social and political questions for emancipation by the Togrd as long as they do
not create any lawlessness or political disobedience. He called the Administration to be open for
criticism and sending these people from relatively cool area to the hottest Danakil coast was
almost equivalent to persecution. Pacifying the troubling individuals in such means was in
principle an indication of administrative flaw. He bitterly criticized the C.A. that for getting away
from administrative difficulties applying; deportation, illegal imprisonment etc. was not a sign of
potency or wisdom. He finally suggested that, such cases should have been solved through
utilizing legal or administrative machinery that were at the hands of the government.*>

On 19" of November 1945, the C.A.O of Kiriin had arranged to visit the ‘Ad-Tikles and
Bet Guk territories with special mission to make sure if the payment of the Togrd dues to the
Sumagli was performed according to the ruling.”** The report of which was essential for the C.A.

to decide on the status ‘Ad-Tékles exiles. A report from Major G. Tod, the S.C.A.O confirmed

9% Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, K.66.B.6/60, RDC, (Tigre/Shumagelle Dispute —Ad Teklies), 17 May 1945.

%! Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, No. 260/KE/I, RDC, (Ad Teklies Dispute), 23 June 1945.

%2 Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, File No. 260/KE/1, RDC, (Ad Teklies Exiles in Assab), 8 November 1945.

3 Ibid.

%% Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, File No. K/66.B.6/83, RDC, (Ad Teklies Exiles), 17 November 1945.
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that the ‘Ad-Tikles situation found to be satisfactory.”® The Sumagli were plowing the land side
by side with the Togrd and the latter were paying dues without complains. According to the
report, the relative peace was as a result of the removal of the three protest leaders, the
reconciliatory role of Siko Hasin Mohamid ‘Abdil ‘Aziz, and the damage by locusts and the
subsequent hunger.”*® Major G. Tod provided detailed information of the situation of ‘Ad-Tikles
that; the payment of the dues of the season went efficiently, the lesser Sumagld were getting
poorer and initiated cultivating their land and willing to sell extra land. To the contrary, the
Togri were not eager to buy the land as they insisted that it belonged to them.””’ Therefore, he
suggested that the administration was better to encourage the Togrd to buy land and promise
them that they would not pay dues to the Sumagli for the land they own. With regard to the
exiles of ‘Aséb, the frequent broke of assurances given by the people not to follow the footsteps
of the ringleaders became a culture since Italian period. Therefore, he recommended that they
better stay there, because if they came, the so far achieved stability would be disturbed.
However, if the Administration decided to get them back, he would suggest and agree for the
return of Mohamid ‘Ali Suleman and "Edris Fayad at the first rains of 1946. Then it would be

the farming season, so they would not have time to agitate their people.

In relation to Hamid Tagé, due to his most undesirable and dangerous character, his
coming would seriously jeopardize the constructive work done by the administration, hence the
S.C.A.O. recommended his release be after the settlement of the payment of the year 1946.%*
The suggestions of the S.C.A.O initially encountered opposition from various officers of the
administration on legal and moral grounds. Their points of arguments were that the Togrd cause
had not reached any bloodshed or widespread disturbance, and the deportation was never
allowed in the British Dependency unless it caused grave disturbance, thus all supported the
release of the exiles after harvest around September or October of 1946. On 15" of June 1946,

the three ‘Ad-Tékles exiles sent an application letter to the Chief Administrator of Eritrea for his

% Native Administration Dispute General Keren, Shumagelle-Tigre dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke,
Acc. No, 10957, File No. K/66.B.6/85, RDC, (Ad Teklies Exiles), 17 December 1945.

%6 Siko Hasén was from the ‘Ad Drqe of Massawa, considered a holy man. On his way to visit his father’s tomb in
the ‘Ad-Tikles territory, he heard of the conflict between the Togri and Sumagli of ‘Ad-Tikles and reconciled
them.

%7 Tbid

%% Tbid

255



mercy;”’

Doc. 7.3. A letter of mercy by the three Tagri exiles in ‘Aséb. Source: Native Administration Disputes General
Keren, Sumaglﬁ- Tagri dispute-Dispute, Box no. 82, File no. 260/Ke/1, Acc. No, 10958, RDC.

The acting Chief Secretary on 24™ of October 1946 sent a letter to the S.C.A.O. of ‘Asib.
His letter enclosed an order by the C.A. that revoked the imprisonment, and ordered the release
of the three exiles. The letter additionally demanded the returnees to sign and be fully aware that

should they misbehave in the future, they will be once again deported from their residence.’®

%% Disputes General Keren, Box 82, File No. 260/KE/1, Acc. No. 10958, “A Tramite C.A.Q. Assab, Domanda di
Grazia,” Assab 15 June, 1946, RDC.

% Disputes General Keren, Box 82, File No. 260/KE/1, Acc. No. 10958, File No. 260/KE/1, “Assab Exiles,”
Asmara, 24" October 1946, RDC.
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7.3.3. Huméd Sontub and "Ibrahim Sultan

The 1943 emerged with an accident that seemed to have been waiting to happen. The incident
involved the death of the lord had heightened the conflict and revolutionized the Togréd cause. It
occurred as follows; a Togrd *' of ‘Ad-Nurddin®* of ‘Ad-Tékles known by the name Huméid
Sentub (4™ AFM-1) from the Rugbat clan happened to be a cause to the death of his lord.
The accident occurred as follows; while Humid Sontub was plowing a plot of land that he
inherited from his father at a place called Sédlim Dangél (RA.9® £774), his lord appeared and
ordered to leave the land for he doesn’t settled the dues of Mitilimi (A2+ATR,).** Sontub replied
that he would not leave the land that he cultivated for long and further expanded by clearing the
woods, and told his lord that he doesn’t know him in relation to the ownership of the land. The
Sumaglé so irritated and threaten Sontub to await him there the next day, if he was man of his
word.”** Unfortunately, the next day, Sentub got sick and was in poor health, so his neighboring
farmers from Rugbat, 'Alméda, Dob’at and "Aglumba were plowing his plot collectively. It was
then that the grudge exploded to inflict the homicide. While the Togrd were plowing, the lord
came along with other Sumagld armed with knife and swords and attempted to disband the pairs
of oxen. The diseased Sontub arrived into the field to see the farmers so could not tolerate the act
of his lord while interrupting the tillage and then threw a rock; unluckily broke his lord’s leg and
the Togri peasants grabbed the arms of the accompanying Sumagli. The seriously wounded lord
was taken to hospital, but died shortly and Sontub was taken to prison.”*

The British administration adjudged on Sentub to pay the life compensation and three
years of prison service. Initially, Sontub refused to pay, but later with the entreaty of the elders of

his village accepted the verdict and have been sent to ‘Adi-Kwala (%48, ,A) detention center to

%! Mohamidss‘id Hamd stated that the Togrd was from ‘Awildrdym (3®™AZL9™) areas of Rugbat clan close
relative to ’Ibrahim Sultan.

%2 Nisradin Mohamid negated the literature on the issue of Sentub and highlighted that it was an ordinary event
and in the community it is considered as an ordinary conflict. The ‘Ad Nuréddin, mentioned by Alemseged as the
name of the deceased clan was wrong, because by then the ‘Ad Nurddin were not there and Gébres, the dead lord
was of ‘Ad-Tdmaryam wid Gélaydos, a sub clan of the ‘Ad-Tékles.

%3 Mohamidsa‘id Hamd and Mohamidss‘id ‘Osman both provided a different narrative of the event as follows;
Sontub was plowing the field of his lord on the first day and the next day was plowing his own plot. While plowing
the latter, the lord came and ordered to plow his land, but Sontub defied to the order and the fighting erupted that led
for the death of the lord.

%4 Alemseged Tesfay, Aynfelale (let us not separated), cit. p 73.

%5 Tbid.
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complete the prison term.”® However, the snowball effect of the incident as a cause for
subsequent conflict was not the killing of the lord, but the amount and valuation of the
compensation. Traditionally, the life of a Togrd was not valued as equivalent to the Sumagli, but
half of it. Therefore, in settlement of the compensation the Sumagld demanded double the
amount of price paid to a Togré i.e. 100 camels or their equivalent. Such price was basically the
demand of the Kéntibay of Habab,””’ senior and influential figure of the Bet-’Asgéda chiefs and
the issue got complicated when it was supported by Doglil of Bani-‘ Amér, Sum of Marya Silam,

968

Sum of Marya Qidyh and Nayb of Sidmhar.”® On the Togri side, they denied disbursing the
amount required by the Sumagl and insisted on equal pay like the usual price of the Togrd and
all the Togri clans were on the side of Sntub.”® Hence, the incident that was supposed to be
settled according to the custom heightened the tension in a perverted manner.

Ga‘ofir Sahol ‘Omir criticized the above narration and claimed that, according to the
custom the Habab in general and the ‘Ad-Tékles in particular never received any blood
compensation from their Togrd and had no intention for compensation. But, when Kintibay
‘Osman of Habab intervened in the issue, he proposed the Togrd to pay the value of two Togrd
souls. ‘Ad-Tikles lords tried to handle the issue wisely because Gibriyds was around 70 years
old and the incident of striking on a leg with a stone doesn’t normally lead in to death, so they
considered the death as the destiny of the man on God’s will. Even to avoid any revenge on the
Ad-Sntub clan by the youngsters of ‘Ad-Tékles, Sum Mohmud Siko of ‘Ad-Tékles moved the
killer’s clan from Dangél, where they lived to Gabgdb (711711), but there was no intention of
committing any vengeance as it was considered as a natural death.”” In my opinion, this
narration though might have facts, but as Ga‘ofir Sahal is from the Sumagli ‘Ad-Tikles, it needs
cautious consideration for subjectivity. The dispute persisted and invited hands of learned and
acquainted people of Togrd background in the urban areas, particularly from Kérdn. These
individuals advised Sntub to insist firmly on his stand and advocated for his individual rights and
the whole Togri class.””' Eritreans employed under Italian Colonial Government as laborers,

soldiers, and clerks that later joined their clans played a significant role in mobilizing the rural

%6 Ibid., p. 74.

%7 In such homicidal cases the Kéntibay of Habab play his leading role on behalf of the other two clans of Bet-
"Asgidad. This shows that the prominence of the authority in the ‘Ad-Habab was influential and well respected.
%8¢ Alemseged Tesfay, Aynfelale (let us not separated), cit. p. 74.

%9 Tnterview, Mohamadsa‘id Hamd, 10/09/2021, ’ Asméra.

70 Interview, Ga ofdr Saloh ‘Osman, 14/11/2021, Kirén.

7 Alemseged Tesfay, Aynfelale (let us not separated), cit. p. 74.

258



communities towards the class and political struggles of the 1940s.°” Siko 'Ibrahim Sultan was
one of the advocates of the Togré later to emerge as the principal figure of the Togrd movement
and party politics of the 1940s. He involved himself in the case of Sntub, advocated for equal
pay of compensation price. The British administration’s attempt to press Sntub to accept the
ruling ended with no success, and then they elongated his prison term.””

Taking the incident as a good excuse, almost all Togré of the aristocratic clans rose united
and expressed their support for Sntub and denied to pay Migisa and Mitéldmi in unison.”” In
this way the struggle once solely limited against Bet-’Asgiddé lords spread to the Béni-'Amir
areas of Barka after the settlement of conflict between the clans along the border, and to other
aristocratic clans. The united resistance took a wider form to depose the oppressive system and it
was the result of the highest desire to end the centuries of exploitation. The move was followed
and supported by the majority of the Togri speaking population.””” The unity and shared
common suffering and feeling of oneness among the Togré subjects in their struggle resembled a
‘nation’ and could be exemplified with the Benedict Anderson’s tenet of ‘Imagined

*¥7¢ which share bonds of solidarity and horizontal comradeship where serfs of

Communities
different lords from different tribes involved the sense of mutual empathy and unity in action by
all to get rid of the aged Sumagld bondage. Taking all the developments into consideration,
therefore, Humid Sontub’s case was an igniting click to the amassed hunger of the Togri for
emancipation, than the homicide that caused the confrontation.’”’

As usual, Ga‘ofidr Sahol ‘Omir of ‘Ad-Tiékles understated the case of Sntub, and declared

that it was not unique. According to him, there were a number of similar incidents that the Togra

killed their lords and settled with no much lasting consequences.’’® But the issue of Sntub was

972

Abdulkader Mohammad, Competing Identities and the Emergence of Eritrean Nationalism, cit. pp.1376-1408.
Alemseged Tesfay, Aynfelale (let us not separated), cit. p. 74.

7 Tbid.

75 This proportion was 9/10 that shows the ruling class were representing only one tenth of the Togré speaking
communities.

6 Anderson Benedict, Imagined Communities, Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Verso, 1983,
pp 5-7.

7 In the interview of Sdko 'Ibrahim Sultan, there is an event where Hdad a Sumagld of ‘Ad-Timaryam was
accidentally killed by the Togra. After negotiations between the Kéntibay of ‘Ad-Tdamaryam and Sultan, the father
of ’Ibrahim, the blood issue was settled through the accord reached the Togré to pay 63 pregnant cows and a girl for
marriage. Therefore, in my opinion the Togrd would settle the killing committed by Sntub through negotiation like
the earlier experience. "Ibrahim Sultan, the proponent of the dispute was well informed of the event so he would
apply it as a model of conflict resolution, but it seemed that 'Ibrahim Sultan and the Togrd were determined to use
the occasion to end their goal of emancipation.

78 As explained in chapter four of the thesis the Togrd were considered as equivalent to animals whereby if a Togri
killed his lord, he was not required to compensate but the killer Togréd and his descendants were given to the family

973
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exaggerated by 'Ibrahim Sultan and conspired by the British aiming to weaken the supremacy of
the Bet-’ Asgida.”” For long time, the issue of Sntub’s compensation remained a disputing factor
for it was not settled on time. In 1975, the final attempt to resolve the issue of the blood
compensation was not successful. 'Ibrahim Sultan while he was in Khartoum called on to the
Bet-"Asgidi to accept the double amount of the price as they demanded two decades back, but
the Bet-’Asgidi under the leadership of Kéntibay Mohamid "Edris Siko rejected the offer and
remained unpaid to date.”™®

‘Ibrahim Sultan was a leading figure in the Togrd emancipation movement, and later
advanced his role as politician representing the Togrd in particular and Muslim section of the
country in general. Hence, it is vital to review his political biography from the interview he
conducted in 1982 while in exile in Cairo. It depicts his personal occurrences and helps for better
understanding of the genesis of his hatred on the Sumagl, their oppression on the Togri and the
trajectories leading him to the ladder of politics. His life experience as a Togrd boy appeared to
show that he was born to fight for a reason. 'Ibrahim Sultan was born in 1916 in Kérén, from a
big family of more than 13 children. He was from the Rugbat clan of the 'Almaéada that used to
have been Togréd of ‘Ad-Tékles. In his early childhood, he got the opportunity to study in Italian
school. He graduated in grade eight, and then 'Ibrahim started working in the railway as a
secretary. While working in the railway, because he squabbled with an Italian, he was fired from
his job. Later he intended to go to Cairo to resume his study in al-Azhar University, which was
the prestigious academic institution for the Eritrean lowlanders with Arabic education. He
decided to travel to Egypt and left Kérdn, descended down in the infamous Tnqulhas (™ 7®AHN)
road driving his donkey loaded with provisions of food and water. Unluckily, his father and the
Italians got the information from watching people, so his plan was interrupted and begun a new
job as an Arabic interpreter at the municipality office in Kérdn. But, soon was caught while
talking with an Italian girl, in which during the fascist era it was forbidden for Eritrean men to
chat with Italian women. Consequently, as a punishment he was reassigned to 'Aqurdét

(ARCL7T) to work as an interpreter. While in *Aqurdét he was again charged for his opinion that

of the deceased to be their servants as a compensation. This was an expression of the Sumagli’s diminution towards
their Togri. But the case of Sntub was totally to the reverse that the lords demanded a compensation double the
amount used to be paid to the Togra. Therefore, in the later era there must have changes of rule on the issue of blood
compensation for both the Togri and the Sumagla.

7 TInterview, Ga ofdr Sahol ‘Omar, 14/11/2021, Kérén.

%0 Tbid.
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he criticized the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, as a result of a court ruling the Italians reassigned
him to Togray, northern Ethiopia. Later, they brought him back to Asmara to work as (Capo
Interprete), an interpreter of the governor of the colony. Therefore, thanks to his education,
competence and command of good Italian language he could rose to the highest rank as
government employee that was possible for Eritreans.’'

During the British period too, 'Ibrahim Sultan continued in the same position, but
because he was not satisfied with the salary, he opened his own legal advisor office in Kéirén and
later started a joint venture business of limestone factory in Téaséndy. The later enterprise was not
successful and then went back to "Asméra and became the founding member of the Chamber of
Commerce (from the founding members he was the only Eritrean). It was there that in 1946 he
drafted the program, a key to establish the Muslim League Party. 'Ibrahim was involved in both
active movements of the time; he was one of the founding members of the “Mahbér Fqri hagér,”
(MANC 3 32 Y1C) Organization for the love of the nation and the leading figure in the Togré
emancipation movement. Thus, he was serving as a bridge between the class struggle that
representing the larger section of the lowland communities and the then glowing national
political struggle for independence. At the same time, his leadership experience in Tograd
movement seemed to have been the main factor behind his transformation into a national
political figure. He had manipulated the cause to mobilize the Togréd in support of his national
political struggle as it would affect the future of the Togri; the movements mutually affect each
other.”® Hence, his cumulative personal qualities made him popular and laid the foundation to
play a key role in the dual; class and national struggles that put him as a very important leader of
the time.”® The extreme desire of the Togra for emancipation from the bitter subjection under the
Bet-’Asgddé could be imagined by recounting “a Togrd childhood memories” of "Ibrahim Sultan

and his explanation for how he entered into Togré politics as follows;

“I began to understand about Togrd and Sumaglid relationships from my
childhood in the Italian period. From then on I hated Snu‘o (&'*+0) (Sumagli)
Séko, Sdydna (N2.£9) etc. I hate any form of aggression and grown up with

%! Popular facts and figures ER/FC/30/40-ER/FC/31/40-44.

%2 The political atmosphere of the time made the national political movement and the Tagri cause affect each other.
The union of Eritrea with Ethiopia was certainly would have been the victory of the Sumagli, thus the Togri would
remain subjects as the feudal Ethiopia had allied with the Sumagla. But if the independence of Eritrea was
confirmed the Togrd would be emancipated. Therefore, the national politics for independence and the Togra
movement had a common future.

%3 Alemseged Tesfay, Aynfelale (let us not separated), cit. pp. 98-99.
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such hatred. Therefore, as a Togré I had noticed and disdained them from early
childhood. Because the Sumagli (Sin‘it) (27%%) used to insulting us, I was not
happy and hate the humiliation. They affronted us with awful terms; they called
us gmgm ($9°PI®) i.e bugs. They do not consider us as humans. They used to
marry our beautiful girls but they deny giving us their girls. Our lives and
wealth were under their control etc. when a Nabatab woman gave birth, they
called from their Togréd and cut the umbilical cord in front of him/them, the hair
of the new born baby was shaved in front of the Togrd and the circumcision of
the baby boy was conducted in the presence of the Togrd. This was to declare
the Togrd was to be the servant of the new born baby... If a Togrd wanted to
wed his daughter, he required to offer Qlay ($AR), a gift in money to secure the
approval of his lord.....while providing offers and services, stroke by the
Sumagld was normal...... We hated this disgrace. After studying in Italian

school I started to work and it was this time that I seriously be concerned with

the Togri issues.””*

Thus such awful life experience was quite enough reason for someone with a conscience
to dream for its suspension, and this compelled 'Ibrahim to determine for change. 'Ibrahim
Sultan also claimed that, his family to have held the leadership of the Togri in an organized form

5> and then himself. But it is dubious and not

starting from his grandfather, his father Sultan *®
convincing because as mentioned in many parts of this study, the main weakness of the Togrd
was the lack and inability to have an organized social formation accompanied with legitimized
leadership. Therefore, the family of Ibrahim Sultan might have had the role of guiding the Togra
in their Rugbat clan, otherwise it is difficult to say they were leading the Togrd as a whole and
there is no mention of his family or any union of the Togréd under a single family or leadership. In
support of this, Alemseged Tesfay stated that the hatred of the Togrd on their lords couldn’t
transformed into a wider political movement and this was due to the lack of organization and
leadership, but the intervention and activities of British Administration had its own destructive
role.”® Hence, his family’s role must have been a nominal clan level influence.

‘Ibrahim engaged on dual fronts; the class struggle for the Togrd emancipation and a
national politics for independence against the occupation of a threatening Imperial Ethiopia. He
was capable of managing the struggle thanks to his background. He was an urban and one of the

few learned Togrd. Based on his interview, he seemed to have been a rare person with

%4 Interview, Ibrahim Sultan, 1982, Cairo. The hand written script of the interview was in Togrfia.

% As described in his interview, by profession 'Ibrahim Sultan was a merchant but had some form of influence in
his clan.

%¢ Alemseged Tesfay, Aynfelale (let us not separated), cit. p. 95.
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opportunities to meet with the British governors and the Sumagli chiefs that were politically
supporting union with Ethiopia. With whom he exchanged ideas in the urban areas of Kérén or
Asmara on the resolution of the Togrd issue. On this case, Ibrahim Sultan remembers an

important occasion;

One day while I was working as an interpreter in the governor’s office in
’Asmira, I met with Kintibay ‘Osman of Habab, Doglil Siko Mohamid of
Bini ‘Amir, Sum Humid ’Ariy of Marya and Cavalier Abi. I took them in my
car to the house of Mohamed Ali Fkak, a man from Bet-’Asgédi. There, I told
them; you all listen! Let the Togrd sub-clans have their own chiefs and for you
the title of Nazr is enough. Out of all only Kéntibay Osman of Habab gave his
good words, said, “It is good idea, but the remaining members of the ruling

class will not accept, and the remaining dignitaries denied supporting the

suggestion.” %’

Therefore, we can understand that, despite the violent protests at home, the leaders of
both classes had sporadic but harmonious relations and discussing the issue of Togrd cause. In
assessing the British Administration on the handling of the Togri struggle, Alemseged criticized
the administration for its negative roles. The Togrd cause was one of the many issues that were
thwarted as the result of the British policy and viewpoint.”® Beginning from the 1943, the
administration through its governor Steven Longrigg alluded that the solution to the Togra issue
needed an extensive socio-cultural studies. In this condition, the officials and researchers
including Trevaskis conducted a detailed study of the social formation, geographic distribution,
culture and practices of the Togrd speaking people. The main purpose of the study was to identify
the possible ways to divide and weaken the strength and authority of the Sumagli. The bigger
clans of the Sumagld were an aggregation of small clans and sub-clans serving as an umbrella
that minimize the division and diversity, and result of the study suggested to break the strong
power of the Sumagli and transfer it into the smaller and weaker clan and sub clan chiefs.”® This
idea was originally of the British, acquired through the advice of knowledgeable group of Togra
origin, 'Tbrahim Sultan was the core. Later on the mass of Togrd, who had hatred on Sumagli
oppression and aspiration for liberty gradually accepted and supported the plan. In this case, for

the Togré that demanding emancipation and reorganization under their ancient clans even in their

%7 Interview, Ibrahim Sultan, 1982, Cairo.
%8¢ Alemseged Tesfay, Aynfelale (let us not separated), cit. p. 97.
%% Tbid.
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smaller and weaker form was a priority, but looking the effects from the national point of view
was beyond their scale of thought including to "Ibrahim Sultan for he was the main actor in that
formation.

To the extent Trevaskis acknowledged the role of 'Ibrahim Sultan for the successful
accomplishment of the study; his role from generating the idea of reorganization of autonomous
Togrd clans to counting and investigating the genealogical details and identifying the clan

territories was considerable.”’

This shows how strong the Togrd supported the British idea
without much consideration of the consequences in the disintegration of the Togrd unity and
strength. Overwhelmed by the desire for freedom, the Togrd show no hesitation to uphold the
initiative of reconstructing the old clans again and creating new clans each with their own chiefs
at the cost of weakening the Sumagld strength and authority. ’Ibrahim together with his
colleagues and the British Administration believed that the only way to end the Togrd oppression
was deposing the authority of the Sumagli.”' According to the annual report of 1943, by Stephen
H. Longrigg, the British chief Administrator of Eritrea, the colony was in relative peace. Until
November of 1943, in the 'Aqurdét division, the border area was disturbed by bandits that
raiding villages and kidnapping travelers, consequently troubled the peace of the area. However,
the most serious development was the restart of an old feud between Bidni-'Amédr and the
Hadéndawa (Y278P) of the Sudan leading to frequent raids along the border that caused for the
killing of people and looting of livestock.”?Although the conflict between the Béni- Amér and
Hadénddwa (Hedareb) clans in the Barka lowlands had temporized the Togréd struggle in the
region, the Togrd protest in the Sahol and Kérén area was in progress. When the Bani-'Amér -
Hadéndawa dispute was settled peacefully in November 1945, the revolt of the Togrd of Bet-
’Asgidi reawakened the Togri struggle in Barka against the Béni-Amir lords.””® On 10" of May

9% Ibid, Alemseged Tesfay viewed the issue from the point of view of the consequence of the proliferation of the
clans on the national unity and the struggle of the Eritrean people for independence. He illustrated that the
realization of the proposed idea of “new tribal reorganization” as a lasting solution took some years up until 1949,
and had destructive effect in the unity and struggle of Eritrean people for independence. The recommended plan,
instead of reflecting the basic nature and demands of the Togré and uproot the aristocratic system, it disbanded the
existing organizational unity and transferred power to the sub-clans. Clans used to have been organized and fought
common struggle under one chief, under this plan the clans got dispersed and gave more emphasis on their internal
affairs or encourage to concentrate on inter-clan contention.

! Alemseged Tesfay, emphasized that while the Togri leaders and the British Administration uphold the
reorganization of Togri clans as a solution, both had their own respective interests. The Togré leaders hoped it
would endow the Togré their freedom and the British were using the solution as part of their divide and rule policy
in their effort to dividing Eritrea into the Sudan and Ethiopia.

%2 Stephen H. Longrigg, British Military Administration, Eritrea: Annual Report, cit. p. 29.

%3 G.K.K Trevaskis, Eritrea: A Colony in Transition, cit. pp 71-72.
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1945, the Senior Civil Affairs Officer of Kéarédn Division on his weekly report stated that with the
heightening security issues, the unsettled Togri—Sumagli dispute of the ‘Ad-Tikles was
exacerbating and urged for measures to avoid an open conflict. He also reported that, anger was
heightened in the region and three spokesmen that agitated the conflict were arrested.” The
following year was a time when the British officers were overwhelmed with increasing demands
of the Togrd for their complete freedom and the year ended the Administration witnessing a
condition where ninety percent of the Togrd population of the western lowlands, northern

highlands came in unison against the remaining ten percent of the ruling class.””

7.4. The Party Politics and the Taogria Cause

With the relaxation of the restrictions on political activities, a number of political parties founded
with varying goals. The Togrd cause became a political ingredient of the parties and was deeply
affected by the then political atmosphere. The hope of regaining the traditional privileges and
dues by the Bet-’Asgiddi and the western lowland chiefs and the notables of Massawa was not
died quickly. For that reason they established a united front with the Unionists and the Orthodox
Church in hope of achieving their common interest in union with Ethiopia. With the
strengthening of the Unionist party, 1946 was the year that witnessed the highest possibility of
reversing the struggle of the Togré. In return of their efforts for union, Ethiopia promised the
church to restore the lands it lost during the Italian period and to the aristocratic chiefs to regain
their lost economic interests and political influence.”® But soon the alliance was collapsed when
it failed to materialize its sought goals.

The resistance of the Togrd against the aristocratic lords had increased the
communication of the Tograd of different clans that created a common feeling and a sense of
unity. Especially in the later part of the 1940s, the reorganization of the clans that was taken as
the fundamental solution to the Togré issue together with the national question for independence
led for the Togrd and other Muslim communities to have a basic understanding of the politics.
More importantly the Togrd uprising led for the rise of individual leaders with strong base in the
people that transcend their particular clan and geography for the first time in the history of the
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consciousness and sense of unity through common challenges do not mean an established
leadership with clear principles and strategies was set up. For example, in the beginning it
seemed that 'Tbrahim Sultan was not considering to employ the Togrd uprising as a social base
for his political activity. But the later developments including the growing influence of the
Unionist Party through its declaration to work for conserving the traditional social order and land
ownership had changed the scene. Such Ethiopian principle had already gained sympathy and
support from the aristocratic chiefs of the lowland.

For the Muslim League leaders, the biggest threat was that if the aristocratic lords
regained their customary rights and positions with the full support of Ethiopia, the Togra struggle
would be devoid of its goals. Since the victory of the Unionists would lead Eritrea to be united
with Ethiopia, the emancipation of the Togrd would remain unrealistic, therefore, for 'Ibrahim
the calculation was clear that Eritrean political future would define the Togrd destiny.”®
Therefore, founding a political organization using the Togrd movement as a social base was
imperative. To fulfill this objective his experience of estrangement at the Wa'sla Bet Gyorgis
(POA N “1C1N) by the members of Mahbir Fqri Hagir (F9ANC §%¢ Y1C) that demanding
union with Ethiopia was a cornerstone for founding the Muslim League party. Until the end of
1946, the Togrd class uprising was a secular, it had neither an Islamic name nor Islamic
character.” In the late 1946, Muslim League as a political party was formed representing the
Muslim section of the country demanding for the independence of Eritrea after a ten-year period
of administration by the United Nations.'® Under the banner of Islam, the party employed the
religious identity an essential element of nationalist goals and organized many of the ethnically

and linguistically different Eritrean Muslims.'"""

The founding members of the party were
urbanized individuals with Togrd background and non-Togrd Muslims from the plateau working
as merchants and veteran employees in Italian colonial government.'”” Its agenda widely
circulated in 'Asméra and Kérédn, and greatly accepted by the Muslims. The party had religious
dimensions and in its first congress in Kérdn nominated Sayid Abubaker el-Mirgani, the leader of

Katmiya (N+.P) sect in Eritrea as a president. However, the party had problems including;

%% Venosa, Joseph L, “The First Line Against Second Class Citizenship: The Eritrean Muslim League, Islamic
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financial constraints, conflict of interest, ethnic and area based divisions from the very
beginning, and later weakened by the intervention of the Ethiopian government.'*”” Membership
and representation of the party was not limited to the Togrd community, but it was embracing
broader Muslim groups comprising of the lowlanders and the highland particularly the urban
areas.

Therefore, 'Ibrahim despite his initial dependence on the Togrd as a social base, later
widened membership of the party including to the non- Togrd Muslims of the urban Gibarti
(8NCt) and the Saho (AV).!° Parallel with the organization of the party, the British
Administration was working on the reorganization of the Togrd clans by disintegrating the
aristocratic order of the Sumagli and transferring it to the newly forming clan chiefs. Being so
popular in the urban and rural areas, 'Ibrahim became the key in all aspects of the Togréd and the
Muslim communities of the country. In the work in progress of the reorganization of the Togra,
‘Ibrahim was actively working with the Administration, thus he was preoccupied with the two
objectives. Thus both 'Ibrahim and the Administration represented by Trevaskis, had congruent
objectives in discarding the Sumagli, but for different ends; for the first it was in termination of
the oppressive rule and for the latter was mainly to weaken the unity of the society, and then be

suitable for their goal of dividing Eritrea into Ethiopia and the Sudan.'*®

7.5. The Role of Islam in the Emancipation of the Togri

In the previous unit we have seen the role the ‘Ad-Sike and the Katmiya orders with the support
of the Naybs and Muslim powers in reviving Islam among the already Muslim Togrd and the
successful conversion of the Christian Bet-’Asgiddé lords. The hope of the Togrd emancipation
through religious orders particularly the holy families of the ‘Ad-Siko was futile. The clan
forged friendship with the Bet-’Asgiddéd based on marriage and class alliances and finally they
became aristocratic lords by themselves. The ‘Ad-Sika’s sympathy for the Mahdya of Sudan had

made the Italians to favor the Katmiya order under the al-Mirgani family. Martini took measures
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lords rejected the selection of "Ibrahim Sultan as secretary general of the party for he was Togré, an inferior
background. In the later period the biggest challenge to the party was the accusation of Ibrahim Sultan as an agent
of the Italian.
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that further thwarted the political and religious influence of ‘Ad-Sdko and consolidated the
Katmiya’s influence.'® In the 1920s the ‘Ad-Siko authority was limited only to the Habab, but
the Katmiya too had greater influence in the clan.'” In relation to the Togrd’s aspiration for
emancipation, the Katmiya order did nothing but similar to what the ‘Ad-Sike did a century ago.

The Katmiya order succeeded in incorporating membership and allegiance from both
urban and rural communities and maintained the old religious formations, notable families and
holy lineages with far reaching effects in the society.'®® The religious order run the Quranic
schools and it maintained in providing religious duties, teaching Arabic and training youngsters
for positions within it. Hence, its overwhelming position in the region allowed the order to
manage the traditional practices and laws including; reimbursement of debt, the settlement of
disputes, inheritance etc. Consequently, in its areas of influence, the Katmiya religious courts
became integral part of the civil authority and played its role in maintaining the aristocratic
social division because it was essential for protecting their religious position.'®” Therefore,
despite the expectations of the Togri, both orders; the ‘Ad-Siko and the Katmiya happened to be
perfidy for the hopes and expectations of the Togrd in different historical periods of time. The
Katmiya order was building a mere new privileged class that deeply affecting the religious,
social and economic activities of the society at the guise of the religion. The members of the new
class acted as regulators of the relationship between the Togri and Sumagli. The Khalifas within
the Katmiya order served as religious leaders, chiefs, sub-chiefs and tax collectors all
together.'"”® The dual position (both religious and political) of the Katmiya officials, also
economically benefited the Sumagld.'"! Such role of maintaining the preexisting social division
played by the Katmiya only strengthened the perception of the Togrd and the leaders that the

main rationale of the control of everyday Islamic establishments was to secure the loyalty and
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reduce any possible opposition.'®* Owing to their contrary role, the Islamic institutions and their
leaders were not that much concerned for transforming the predicaments of the Togrd. Hence, it
was clearly revealed that not only the Italians but the Islamic orders too were disinterested in
solving Togré cause.

The coming of the al-Azhar University educated "Ibrahim al-Mukhtar (1909-69) as Mufti
into the involvement of the cause had brought considerable changes to the interests of the Togra.
In the western lowlands, the main demands of the rural Togrd leaders were; access to the land
and community property, and the strong criticism on the Sumagli that have corrupted the Islamic
practices. However, the coming of 'Ibrahim al-Muktar into the stage had solved the Togrd
concerns. By mid 1943, ‘Ibrahim al-Mukhtar with the blessing and support of the British
Military Administration put the various waqf (P%&) committees under his control.'"® His
objective was both to restructure the institutions from the Katmiya benefaction and to unseat the
religious authorities that were negligent in Islamic practices.'”* With the power he was given by
the administration to directly appoint members of the waqf committees, Ibrahim announced that
he had authorized the Sari‘a qadi (A¢% $8.) of each town to establish an awqaf (plural for waqf)
board and assigning members in his administrative jurisdiction.'”"® Despite the challenges from
the Katmiya authorities, the reforms conducted fitted together with the Togré struggle. A growing
number of urban Togra supported 'Ibrahim al-Muktar’s efforts in standardizing Islamic practices
in the mosques, awqaf, and Islamic schools and protecting the unnecessary influence of the
Sumagli in the Islamic institutions.'”'® Yet, regardless of the reforms he conducted, 'Tbrahim al-
Muktar together with his cliques did not openly expressed their support of the Togrd
emancipation in early 1940s, but the nature of his reforms were outright demonstrations of his
standing.

So as to empower their argument for the emancipation of the Togrd from the grips of the
Sumagli, the Togré leaders of the 1940s had goes a century back in history to prove that the
Togrd were the true Muslim than the late converted and less practicing Muslim lords of Bet-
"Asgéda. This was mainly applied as a moral and spiritual weapon that uniting the disadvantaged

Togréd and to increase the sympathy from the non- Togrd Muslims of the country. Many of the
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leading figures in the movement articulated new approaches on Togrd identity that put more
emphasis on moral cause defining the Togrd as dedicated Muslims and rationalized their claim of
freeing the Togrd from the exploitation of the Sumagli, whom many considered as less genuine
in their religious performance.'®"” The justification of the moral arguments against the Sumagli
was for they were Orthodox Christians before their conversion in the early nineteenth century;
thereby the lords adopted the belief, language and culture of the Togrd. Therefore, the subjection
of the true Muslims by the late converts and weak in practicing Islam were morally not
acceptable, so the Togrd deserve an immediate emancipation.

In the mid 1940s, the Togrd of Nagfa particularly the "Asfdda and other Togrd in the
western lowlands, considering the cooperation of the Kéntibay with Ethiopia, a Christian state as
a treachery to the Muslims, thus they opted to look to Islam as a unifying factor to defend
themselves.'”"® They assume the chiefs; the Kintibay, the Dglél and other chiefs had sold their
souls to the Christian Ethiopia. Thus they deprived of all their authority over the faithful Muslim.
For any Muslim that obeyed their orders then was regarded as a betrayal of Islam.'""” Trevaskis
described the effect of such damnation in the following terms; as the message was spread, the
whole rural Togrd under their administration was stumbled. Neglect overwhelmed the Togra
territories; the Native Courts were not functioning properly, taxes were not collected, schools
and healthcare centers were paralyzed. All the rules being violated as a result semi anarchy was
prevailed, that was the reflection for the politicization of the Muslims.'**

As mentioned above, the party politics of the 1940s was between those of demanding for
independence and those of supporting for union with Ethiopia. The Muslim League as an
umbrella party of the Muslims managed the enrollment of almost every Muslim in the country
was mainly struggling against partition and union with the Christian Ethiopia.'®' However,
independence was not the aspiration of all Muslims of the country. Ethiopia dispensed bribes and
pledged the Sumagli of Habab and the lords of the western lowlands that he would offer them
privileges if they supported the unionist party.'”* The unity of all the Togrd in their common

aspiration for liberty pushed the chiefs to defend their privileges.'®” The Sumagld’s fear was
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coinciding with the Ethiopian interest.'®* To that end, Haileselassie promised the lords that it
would retain their aristocratic position once they come to his aide. As a result the Muslim League
that was expected to carry out the dual goal; of Eritrean national independence and Togrd
emancipation, faced the challenge of division into regional blocks; Independent Muslim League

of the Western Province'*?

, Muslim League of Massawa branch etc that demanding for union
and later for federation with Ethiopia against the proper party advocating for Eritrean
independence and emancipation of the Togri class.

Owing to the Togri-Sumagli tensions, the difference of opinion and advocacy was
visible; while the Togrd being politically conscious offered full support to "Ibrahim Sultan as the
general secretary of the Muslim League party, the Nabtabs of Béni ‘Amir and the Sumagli of
the Bet-"Asgéda on the other hand disapproved his appointment for they consider him as inferior
due to his Togra origin. Such division was an opportunity for the Ethiopian government for its
intervention to divide the party and denigrated 'Ibrahim as an agent of the Italians devoted for
their interest. Through time Ethiopian involvement increased at the cost of the division and
weakening of the Eritrean party politics, that won over the division of the ML members through
its promise given to the lords that if they support for federation it would guaranteed their
previous position on their Togrd, permit of seasonal pasture of their cattle inside Ethiopia,
protection of their stocks from the Sfta (A& 3) etc.'”® The role of the Islam as a unifying factor
in the Muslim League’s endeavor to grant the Togri their freedom was tested by the Ethiopian
and Sumagli alliance of convenience. However, thanks to the active efforts of individuals
particularly ‘Ibrahim Sultan, the willingness and support of the British Administration, the

concerted entanglements by the Ethiopian government and their Sumagli allies to stifle the

Togré struggle became a failure.

1924 Trevaskis stipulated that, the Sumagli were not the only to show interest of alliance with Ethiopia, but the land
demanding highlanders, the chiefs deposed during the consecutive European colonial era, people aspiring authority,
people who sought to restore their privilege and status, the unemployed and owed by the Gabarti, people of
antipathy with the Italians etc. To end their ambition, they opted and support the shift violent means.

1925 The Independent Muslim League of the Western Province was led by ‘Ali Musa Ridd’ay (%A, @ 2k 2) who
split from the Muslim League and formed his new party. The initial objective of his party was the partition of Eritrea
between the Sudan and Ethiopia but later due to the Ethiopian promises and to cool down the bloody conflict
between the Béni ‘Amér and the Hadédnddwa of the Sudan he shifted to support the federation of Eritrea with
Ethiopia.
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7.6. The Emancipation and the Idea of the Reorganization of Clans
As we have seen above, the British had conducted a detailed study of the Togrd communities and
decided to employ the reorganization of autonomous Togrd clans before the coming of the Four
Power Commission. Maintaining the existing clan organization was considered an extension of
the problem. Therefore, a lasting solution was required and to that end the BMA adopted a new
way of looking towards discovering the well known clans and their relationship. They conducted
several public meetings with the Togrd people, therefore based on the findings; they decided the
reorganization of the Togrd groups to be based on their genealogical origin and blood
relationship believed to exist between the different Togrd communities. This act of social
restructuring would leave the Sumagld with no customary significant position. Their old
functions as security providers, tribute collectors had been already taken by the government. The
biggest catastrophe emanated from the emancipation and clan reorganization was the breakdown
of the strong and numerous Sumagli clans that muster various ancient Togri clans that were
pulverized into small family groups.'®*’

The attempt for seceding and forming independent Togrd group was not a new notion.
The failed endeavor by 'Asfidda and the Ad Qédys (%€ FLA4) clans was good examples. The Ad
Qiyo, a small group lost their clan identity in the late 18™ century and scattered as Togri of
Habab, ‘Ad-Siko and Beni Amer. In 1927 those under Habab attempted to form an independent
clan, unfortunately the leaders of the scheme were jailed by the Italian Colonial Government. '
In 1938, the 'Asfdda clan had good inspirational experience to the rest of the Togrd groups. Its
members that were split in Bet-"Asgédi, Bini-" Amér and others united and contributed funds to
have their own leadership under the ex-sumbashi ‘Ali Hamid. They succeeded to convince the

Italian governors'®” to announce the formation of an independent clan, but short lived. Almost

immediately, denounced by the same administration and the chief was deported away from his

1927 The end of the Sumagli clans’ umbrella clan was not shattered by the emancipation, as I put a detailed
explanation in the conclusion part of the thesis; the Togri still continued to use the Sumagli umbrella clans to
identify themselves both in Eritrea and the Sudan. Therefore, tribal reorganization that endowed the Togrd groups to
have autonomous clans was not the end of the significance of the Sumagli clans.

1928 Native Administration Dispute General, Ad Sheikh-Ad Caih Dispute, Report on Tigre Unrest: Ad Caieh Tribe,
29/10/1943, Box no. 82, File no. 286/Ke/2, Acc. No. 10959, RDC.

1929 The leading figures of the clan succeeded to convince the Governor of Eritrea in obtaining his decree while
General Antonelli, the Governor of Kérdn was on leave from the town. On his return he halted the decree and sent
‘Ali Hamid in to prison in ‘Adi Qéyh.
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people to ‘Adi-Qéiyh (%4 $£).'”° The demand for the resurrection of the old clans was
renewed again in the early days of British Military Administration, but at no time inhibited by
the district governors of Kérdn and Nagfa.

As explained above, by 1946, the conflict between Béni-'Amér and Hadéndédwa was
solved and the British Administration was still confronted by the petitions and demands of the
Togré for outright liberation in all aristocratic areas. The situation was an apprehensive moment
for the British Administration, thus the governors were searching for resolutions. Trevaskis, one
of the administrative officers had deeply studied the Togrd communities, thus had accumulated
good knowledge on the social formation of the society. But he had no idea on how to settle the
issue, so had to examine the wishes of the Togrd. To that effect with the help of people like
"Ibrahim Sultan several meetings were conducted with the Togrd people in different localities.

Initially, the chiefs of various Togra clans and sub-clans aspired to have each independent
political entity, including those groupings composed of few families. Later on the British
administration understood that allowing the reorganization of such small groups into independent
political groupings would lead to administrative inconveniences, so decided to reorganize them
in relatively larger Togré units.'”' Materialization of the scheme was the idea and advice of the
then erudite and businessmen of Togréd origin from the urban centers in the western lowlands.
‘Ibrahim Sultan, being one of these Togré advisors from Kéréin presented his idea of resurrection
of the ancient Togré clans and families that disintegrated and lost in the last three hundred years
to remain subjects of the ruling class.'® The resurrection was essentially the undoing of the
fragmentation of the Togrd families during the last three centuries. As it is explained in chapter
three, the act of disbanding of the original Togrd sociopolitical organization was done by the
ruling class to easily consolidate their control. The nomadic nature of the economy of the society
also had played its part in disbanding and weakening the ancient Togré social organization. The
idea 'Ibrahim proposed was initially considered a fantasy by the administration, but later was
accepted as a solution to the highly feared potential anarchy and its realization (clan
reorganization) was started in 1947.'* By then the authority of the chiefs was already weakened

to a non-existent level. However, due to the visit of the Four Power Commission, the British
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Administration was unable to take any concrete action in that particular year. Because such
Administrative action in the issue could be considered as political interference, the
reorganization process has been paused until the departure of Commission.'**

On 24" of February 1950 a petition letter was presented to the U.N. Commission for
Eritrea by five notables of the Sumagld ‘Ad-Tikles. The letter criticized the measures taken by
the British Administration for emancipating the Togrd from certain customary obligations and for
not respecting their rights on the ownership of the land.'* It was a direct reaction to the decision
of May 1948, that the Administration freed the Togrd not to pay any customary dues after the
harvest of 1949. As a result, the Togri refused to the pay and the grievance of the Sumagld had
already reached in to deaf ears of the Administration. Therefore, the ‘Ad-Tédkles through this
letter begged the U.N. Commission for intervention in the establishment of the juridical social
relations between themselves and Togrd people. Through which to oblige the Togrd cultivators to
pay the fourth of their product as annual rentals, as it has been done before.'™® The Senior
Divisional Officer, in response to the ‘Ad-Tékles’ petition sent a letter to the U.N. Commission.
The letter stated that the British Administration regarded the land in question as State Property
just as it was under the Italian Government; however a certain landlords enjoyed the individual
rights over the land for long time and had been allowed to collect rents from the cultivators. The
petition was requesting for the extension of landlord-tenant status, but both parties have already
been told by the British Administration that collective land disputes between the tribes would be
considered by the future government after the destiny of the territory was determined.'”’” And the
Division Officer made the U.N. Commission clear that, there was no justification to change the

policy in that matter.
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A letter from the chief a sub clan in the 'Alméda dedicated to the C.A. of Eritrea for his role in granting their
independence. Source: Native Administration Disputes General Keren, Sumagli- Togri dispute-Dispute, Box
no. 82, File no. 260/Ke/1, Acc. No, 10958, 260/Keren, June 1948, RDC.

By April 1948, following the departure of the Four Power Commission, greater
consideration was given to the problem of the Togrd-Sumaglid relations and, almost all the

aristocratic orders were doomed. The aristocratic system of governance in the Bet- Asgidi;
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Habab, ‘Ad-Tékles, ‘Ad-Téamaryam, Bet-guko, the Bani-'Amir of Barka and other aristocratic
orders in the western lowlands were totally collapsed and gave way for the formation of
independent clans.'™ Then, the administration staff found itself busy working on the
reorganization of new Togra clans according to immediate and hypothetical genealogy and blood
relations with respective chiefs and court systems. Although the reorganization of autonomous
Togrd clans was considered as the manifestation of the emancipation, the pronouncement by
‘Ibrahim Sultan to the assembled Togrd people at Gioco Kirin (a stadium in Kérédn) is
considered as the breaking point event to the aristocratic order and the real liberation of the
Togri of the western lowland in general and the Bet-’ Asgédi in particular.'®’

That day is still vividly remembered in the memory of the community and known by the
Togri people as A7204 ALCPT (the day of liberation). It holds a symbolic representation for the
demise of the aristocratic order and their long awaited emancipation. In that particular place,
where the Togré people gathered in their hundreds, "Ibrahim Sultan declared that all humans are
equal and from now on all the Togrd are free from the aristocratic dues and services. The
oppressive aristocratic rule was over and the Togrd will be ruled by the law of God. He decried
all the chiefs calling their titles with gesture and body language uttered that “®9® AJPOA
hCPH+ (today is a liberation day) to achieve this: A97A A H ANANTU (we poked the Siko
5)'%0T A9 -9 AFPATRTU (we punched the Sums)? A97A NIENL NIETU (we deposed the
Kintibays )T A°14 £°AA £C7°19U (we unseated the Dingil).”'*! This pivotal coup de grace
was mainly targeting to Kéntibay of Bet-'Asgiddd, Kintibay of Minosa‘'s, Kéintibay of ‘Ad-
Tamaryam, Déngil of Bani-'Amidr, Sdkos of Sdmhar, Sums of ‘Ad-Tékles, Marya etc. but in
particular it was against the authority and the titles of these figures than personal attack.

Critics of the event blamed 'Ibrahim Sultan for his disparagement of the chiefs and
religious leaders. And they charge him that; he said these derisions because he was intoxicated of
the success he achieved. Despite the historical relations of chiefs and Sikes with the Togr,
insulting these respected public figures especially to the Sikos was morally not correct and was

assumed as disrespect for the religion and custom of the community.'*** Consequently, it had
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thus withdrew their support to Ibrahim.
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negative effects on his personal values and his national political movement. People including
many Togrd who had respect for these figures could not accept such shocking terms, so
questioned their support for ’Ibrahim. The Sumaglid considered his insult as insane.'*” In this
fashion the centuries old Bet-'Asgddd and other clan’s aristocratic order was shattered its
existence.

The research question of this thesis was mainly why the emancipation happened in late
1940s why not earlier or later got its answer here. The freedom of the Togrd was realized as a
result of the cumulative effect of two interconnected factors: the first was the extensive colonial
intervention. As explained in Chapter Five, the effect of the Ottoman and Egyptian Empires in
the arrangement of Bet-’Asgida aristocratic system was insignificant, however the coming of the
[talian colonial Administration had fundamental effects in the relationship. Primarily the colonial
government substituted the protective role of the aristocratic lords. The replacement of the
protection was accompanied by the transfer of the ownership of land into the government. The
two elements were considered as the core pillars of the aristocratic relationship that gave the
lords the upper hand. Consequently, the power and influence of the ruling class was wearied
down. The colonial intervention had multidimensional in character. It involved the natives in
military, infrastructural and bureaucratic works. As any other resident of the colony, the members
of the Togré class took part in these colonial engagements that exposed them to the outside world
accordingly increased their awareness. In their work areas, the Togréd increasingly understood
that the lords were only drones (dependent) that exploit their resources and labor. They also
discovered the existence alternative works that support once livelihood without any burden. The
social mobility due to the colonial engagement also helped the Togré to see free people with in
the colony that live with no any subordination or any class affiliation.

By the end of their services in the colonial activities, many of the Togré settled in urban
areas engaged in business, government offices and in irrigation schemes. Such mobility certainly
detached the bond they had with their respective traditional lords, but not from their clan
affiliation and communication. Realistically, it is difficult to draw a statistical explanation of the
number of Togréd that had the opportunity to such level of exposure. They might have been
insignificant in proportion to the total population of the subjects, but as the colonial intervention

went for decades and its effects were gradual with fundamental results. The second factor was

1043 Tnterview, Mohamidsoa‘id ‘Osman, 10/09/2021, *Asmira.
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the home grown individual and group level initiative of resistance demanding for emancipation.
Due to the administrative convenience of the aristocratic arrangement of the clans, both colonial
governments: the Italian and British, despite their sympathy with the Togrd subjects, they
introduced only some basic reforms and were not willing to declare emancipation. Therefore,
here comes the part of individuals with Togrd background that played a guiding role in agitating
the subjects. Hence, given the decline of the influence of the ruling class and the contrary
growing awareness, wealth and exposure of the Togré, the directing initiatives of the Togrd
intelligentsia was successful.

Therefore, in the pre-Italian period, the consciousness and general condition of the Togra
was not matured enough to instigate any resistance demanding for emancipation. The Togrd were
under strong control of their lord. The lords fully controlled the land, the source of production
and still held the position of protection of their Togrd. The Italian period itself was the time for
the formation of the necessary elements of motivation that gradually amassed to form the
necessary level of idea and material towards organized claim for emancipation. The defeat of the
Italians and the coming of the British period was almost a perfect coincidence with the
accumulated established readiness of the Togrd that demanded the negation of the remaining
customary dues and official termination of the subordination. During the beginning and the
development of the protest, it was a home made initiative and there was no any visible external
influence or link that serving as a model of struggle. Therefore, as the whole research results
shows that the emancipation happened in the 1940s because the cumulative experience and
awareness of the Togrd was matured accompanied by the World War II results and the
subsequent political developments created a fertile ground for protest. The contemporary
situation was the utmost time for fruitful results. The leading individuals read the scenario very
well and took bold determination towards their ends. The British despite their indifference to end
the aristocratic relationship in excuse of provisional nature of their mandate, it goes beyond their
control, therefore, postponing the implementation of the emancipation was not possible. In short,
in the 1940s, the consciousness and burning desire of the Togrd for emancipation and the
political developments in the colony coincided at perfect time for the demise and throw of the

three hundred years of aristocratic relationship of the Bet-’Asgédda in to history.

In summary, looking the decade of the British Period from the Togré point of view, it was

the realization of the cumulative experiences of the people in the Italian Period’s deep capital
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intervention. The changes introduced during the Italian period undermined the pre-colonial
relations of production, and increased the awareness of the Togrd. The opportunities they
experienced helped them to prove that they were the only chained people in the country and the
available education and militarism had produced able and great leaders agitating for
emancipation. The administrative policy of the Italians was aimed to maintain the aristocratic
order; but was willing only to introduce very little reforms. The B.M.A in their part was faced
protests against their lords and demanded for reforms however their decision to retain the
aristocratic order was difficult in front of the mounting Togréd opposition, so they introduce some
reforms. The bigger aristocratic clans were containing numerous sub-clans for centuries;
therefore, the tight form of clan organization was the most important means of control and
stability for the British officers. Hence they decided to retain the situation with no much changes
for various reasons.

The international law and the domestic circumstances restricted the BMA from
conducting any form of changes. Basically the Administration was mandated by the International
Community only as a care taker Administration which was limited from introducing any
administrative or other fundamental reforms. The British were under potential security threats
that emanated from the different factors; the lack of fulfilment of the British war time promises
to the people of Eritrea, the ensuing post war economic and social crises and the austerity
measures taken had created dissatisfaction among the Eritreans. Hence, the B.M.A had greater
security threats from the dissatisfied Eritreans. When we come to the Togrd question, the British
Administration, despite its sympathy for the Togré cause, as part of the solution of curbing any
potential anarchy, decided to retain the clan governance at the hands of the traditional lords.
Therefore, the unwillingness and restraints of the administration was mainly from the security
point of view. However, the clan chiefs were not strong enough to perform the expected works as
they were weakened of their coercive measures during Italian Administration and successive
Togré protests.

However, the maintenance of the archaic form of aristocratic order was against the
wishes of the Togrd that used to represent ninety percent of the total population of the western
lowlands and the northern highlands of Eritrea. The Kéntibay and his few privileged Sumagli
allied themselves with the British Administration in smothering the demands of the mass of

Togrd. The three of them were different in their goals; the British were working to maintain the

279



status quo as it was until the fate of the country was decided and the Togra issue to be decided by
the legitimate Eritrean government. Therefore, initially they were against any form of Togrd
social revolution, at least before the end of WWIL. For the landlord Sumagli, their goal was to
continue the ownership of the land and the dues in the form of land rent they earned from their
tigre tenants. For the Togré, their demand was emancipation from all forms of aristocratic dues,
ownership the land they cultivate and formation of independent clans.

When the Togré protest became uncontainable, the British tired of the protests and felt of
bounden duty, unable to sustain the rejection and thanks to the role of urban and educated Togri
individuals, British Administration was compelled to reconsider its stand. It had to answer the
three essential Togrd demands; therefore as of harvest of 1948, the administration declared the
Togré should not pay any dues to their lords, and allowed to continue to use and own the land
they cultivate. With regard to the formation of independent clans, the administration with the
recommendation and information from the Togrd intelligentsia had dissolved the existing
umbrella aristocratic clans and managed to form independent Togrd clans. The clans were
formed through the resurrection of the ancient clans that dissipated centuries ago mainly by the
ruling classes for aristocratic expediency. Therefore, the three hundred years of aristocratic
system finally demised at the cumulative efforts of the Togrd and the administrative willingness
of the British Administration. However, the quality of the procedure and its long term effects in
the framework and its efficacy in national politics is becoming a subject of diverging opinions in
a number of literary works. The emancipation of the Togrd was mainly involving formation of
new Togré clans with their own chiefs and court systems. Although it was not at the scope of

this study, it is still an interesting and broad area of interest for academic endeavours.
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FINAL NOTES

Hierarchical social division has been the historical experience of most societies around the globe.
The aristocratic system of the Bet-’Asgidda was part of the common historical realities. Every
hierarchical order had a life span with different factors for its origin, consolidation and decline.
This thesis has demonstrated the aristocratic system of the Bet-"Asgdda in these three epochs of
aristocratic developments. The northern highlands has been the destination for various groups of
people from different places with different socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. Hence, the
communities that inhabited the region prior to the arrival of the Bet-’Asgida reflects the reality
of multiculture. However, the Togrd, as a language and culture prevailed as a dominant cultural
value. Groups of people with different cultures were absorbed by the Togré language and culture.
The Bet-"Asgida’s experience was not different, they abandoned Christianity, Togrfia language
and cultivation to embrace Islam, adopt Togrd language and accustomed with pastoral livelihood
of their subjects.

The Bet-'Asgidd, as a ruling class imposed their superiority up on the various Togrd
clans of Sahal. The origin of that aristocratic system can be summarized into two theories. The
first was the historical claim of the Bet-’Asgédi. The ruling clan claimed that for centuries their
ancestors as representatives of the Negus used to rule and collect revenues from the entire
inhabitants of the northern highland. The geographic extension under the influence of their
ancestors was the whole of Sahol as far as Qarura and parts of the present day Sudan. Hence,
their aristocratic position was an extension of their forefathers’ tradition. The second theory
stated that the dispersed pastoral Togrd in the northern highlands were helpless in defending
themselves from any external attacks, therefore the coming of the B’omnit family or the Bet-
"Asgddd was an advantage for the Togrd. The Bet-’Asgidda due to their warrior tradition would
provide them protection, then the Togrd easily even willingly became subjects, consequently
pseudo-contract aristocratic system evolved. The theory from the Togré section is similar to the
second supposition, they defined the ancient Togrd clans to have been peaceful but weaker as a
result of their nomadic distribution. Then the warrior and well organized Bet-'Asgiddd could
simply impose their aristocratic rule and took the protector position.

Practically, be it peacefully or forcefully the Bet-’ Asgédd imposed their rule on the Togra
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communities of Sahol. Together with the Togra communities, the land ownership was declared to
be the property of the ruling class. However, the Togré had the right for utilizing the land as long
as they paid the required dues reflecting subordination to a certain Somagli of the Bet-’ Asgida.
Probably, as the Togré considered the Bet-'Asgddd would fill the security threats they had, they
might have shown no opposition to be their subordinates.

Through various mechanisms the Bet-' Asgddd managed to consolidate their rule upon the
Togré clans firmly. In both classes, the social status was predetermined by birth. However, there
were some exceptional exits like when a Togrd woman married to a noble man. In such cases she
was treated as equal to the privileged class. The ruling families were in continuous power
struggle for different reason; on division of booty, territorial claims or inheritance. Therefore,
every family of the ruling class was supposed to be strong. A weaker noble was deprived of his
land and Togra then destined to be impoverished almost to the level of the subjects. In some
cases even made to leave the clan territory and seek refugee in the neighbouring clans. In
addition to this the Bet-"Asgéda ruling families were experiencing power struggle from the very
beginning of their days in Sahosl, fratricide was part of their history. Consequently after some
generations, the house of the ruling class was divided in to three independent clans: The Habab
(“Ad-Hbtyis), ‘Ad-Tdmaryam and ‘Ad-Tékles. The first two had their own chiefs with the title
of Kéntibay, and the chief of the third clan was holding only the title of Sum. Each clan also had
its own Togrd and well defined territories. To consolidate their position, the Bet-’Asgidai,
disintegrated the Togrd groups among the families of the ruling class that weakened the integrity
and power of the Togri. This had bared them from from claiming their old clan identity. The Bet-
"Asgddd also outlawed the interclass marriage, performed practices that made the Togrd
psychologically define themselves inferior, and the ruling class developed a friendly relations
with most of the external powers coming to their land in a way that maintaining their interests.

The aristocratic system was chiefly characterized with well defined duties and obligations
of the respective classes. The lords were responsible for providing protection against any internal
or external attacks up on their Togrd and allowed their Togré the right of utilizing the pasture
lands of the clan territories. The Togrd on their part were obligated to provide labour services and
material provisions to their lords. The material provisions and services offered by the Togrd were
living animals and dairy products. This was the reflection of the pastoral livelihood of the

society. Hence, in comparison to the conventional land and tenants based feudal experience in

282



European and other regions around the world the well established aristocratic system of the Bet-
"Asgddd was not purely feudalism, but pastoral aristocracy. In addition to the gifts and services
the Bet-'Asgiddé enjoyed from their Togré, they had material privileges that were exclusively
reserved to comfort their life and symbolized superiority.

Viewing from the point of view of the Togrd aspiration for emancipation, various external
powers and the Islamic revivalist movements in the region had respective footprints. The
Ottomans introduced some changes in the organization of the clans along the coastal lowland
into villages for the expediency of governance and collection of revenues. The dues was entirely
collected from the Togrd, hence they compelled to pay to both lords and the Nayb. The same was
during the Egyptian period. As the expansion of Islam in the region was part of their policy, the
Egyptians pushed the lords of the Bet-"Asgédi to adopt Islam and the conversion was conducted
by the teachings of the ‘Ad-Sike. However, the conversion of the Bet-’Asgddd was well
calculated decision to maintain their aristocratic interests intact and an appeasement to gain
recognition by the regional powers.

The Togray raids were part of the external powers that disturbed the livelihood of the
clans of the western lowlands, the eastern coastal areas and the northern highlands. In the
collective memory of the clans, the Abyssinians are remembered as invaders, killers and raiders.
In comparison to the Ottomans and the Egyptians, the coming of the Italian Colonial system was
crucial for the Togrd. The degree of Italian influence up on the aristocratic system was much
deeper than the previous powers. The Habab was among the first districts fall under the
protectorate of the Italians. Later, the Italian colonial policies and projects had fundamentally
transformed the condition of the Togrd. The colonial intervention was mainly involved through
formal declarations and informal policy outcomes. The declarations banned or improved some
elements of the Togrd dues and services they offered to their lords. The informal policy results
were in the form of indirect effects of the colonial policies and projects. The latter transformed
the Togrid in the following areas; the Italian substitution of the lords as protectors of the Togrd
was primary in increasing the morale of the Togrd. Formal declarations by the Italian governors
also had mitigating role in lessening the burden.

The influence of Italian colonial interventions was expressed by the role of the
individuals that guided the Togri protest. Most of these individuals that performed the leadership

role were the results of the Italian colonial education or militarization. The Italian policy of
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maintaining the political authority of the customary tradition in fear of uncontrollable social
crisis and administrative convenience was incompatible with the growing awareness and
determination of the Togrd masses demanding for complete emancipation. By the end of the five
decades of Italian rule, the growing consciousness of the Togrd had no room to accommodate the
demands of the lords. As a result, the authority of the lords declined into nominal status and the
Togri-Somagli relation was by de facto no more functioning.

The cumulative transformations attained during the Italian period had kindled the
aspiration of the Togra to fully emancipate from the centuries of subordination. Hence, in 1941,
immediately after the British occupied Eritrea, the Military Administration was approached by
the Togrd that demanding the termination of the remaining rights and the dissolution of the
political power of the aristocratic chiefs. However, in spite of sympathy for the plight of the
Togrd, the British had neither the legal rights nor administrative willingness to materialize the
Togrd demands. Nevertheless, at this particular stage, the Togré struggle had already matured
and produced individuals resolutely took the responsibility of guiding the protest toward its end.
Following the footsteps of these leaders, the Tograd people denied to pay the customary dues. The
anxious Sumagli tried their best to maintain their privileges through different means, including
an alliance with the Ethiopian government.

Towards the end of the 1940s, the mounting opposition of the Togrd posed an impasse for
the British Administration to maintain the aristocratic chiefs in power and continue the
traditional dues. The cause reached to its optimal moment of explosion and unpostponable stage.
However, the decline of the aristocratic system was not only the outcome of the Tograd struggle,
but the internal and inherent weaknesses of the Sumagld were evident self-destructive factors.
Hence, unable to resist the ensuing protest but to relinquish their centuries of privileged position.

In any collective struggle, the role of individuals is vital. Parallely, the position of these
individuals in the memory and historical reconstruction of a given society needs to keep its
proper place. In the case of the individual roles in the Togré struggle for emancipation, Hamid
Tagé took the lions share. His complete personal biography is not available any way; however
the British documents mentioned him as a leading figure in the Togra protests of the 1940s. His
struggle began during Italian colonial period. Under the British period, accused of agitating the
Togrd movement he suffered for two terms of imprisonment sentences in "Asdb. On the other

hand, in the Togrd emancipation movement and the subsequent party politics, 'Ibrahim Sultan
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came into prominence, consequently considered as the key player and overshadowed the role of
other fighters that preceded him. During the Togrd emancipation movement, 'Ibrahim Sultan
became visible figure in the legal case of Sontub. However, the protests by Hamid Tagé and his
colleagues goes back to Italian period. Nonetheless, Ibrahim Sultan had the opportunity and
position in Italian and British periods that was the highest possible for Eritreans. Using all such
positions, he could urbanize and politicize the issue being at the tip of the spearhead of the
struggle.

To the contrary, Hamid Tagi seemed to have no any educational background. The Togra
emancipation movement had considerable effect in the foundation of the national political
struggle, but Hamid Tagd was overlooked in the process. Therefore, in my opinion Hamid Tagé’s
role seemed to have been the foundation for what "Ibrahim had known for and pushed to its
completion and amassed his personal fame. Truly, equal to Hamid Tagi, 'Ibrahim Sultan had the
personal experience of the suffering for being a Togré, but he did not opted the violent way of the
struggle for the emancipation. As explained by Alemseged Tesfay, the so called “tribal
reorganization” as a solution fo the Togrd cause was chiefly the advice of 'Ibrahim Sultan to the
British Governors. However, the tribal reorganization had multiplied the existing few and tightly
organized clans in to a number of autonomous clans, as a result greatly dwindled the unity of the
Togrd people with negative impact in national politics. In addition to the diversification of the
clan identities, the unionist voice of the Sumagli versus the independence demands of the Togri
section was one expression of the negative consequences. Therefore, based on the above fact, in
this part of national history, 'Ibrahim Sultan pursued conditional solutions targeted on weakening
the aristocratic clans, thus followed opportunist approach. Finally, Hamid Tagé and his collegues
as well deserved honor and hold their proper historical position in the Eritrean national

historiography.

The Post-Emancipation Realities

The scope of this study was limited until the official termination of the aristocratic system.
However, the procedure of realization of the termination and clan reorganization will be open for
further study. But I felt it is important to mention the vestiges of the aristocratic practices that
were kept practical for decades after the official emancipation and practices that are actively

operational to date. I hope such description would ignite questions and be starting points for
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furtherance of this area of study. These points are mainly three; the semi feudalist land ownership
in ‘Afoabét area that ended in the late 1970s, the representation of clan identity, and the still
continuing aristocratic practices including provision of dues by the Togri to their ex-lords in the
‘Ad-Tékles.

Despite the general declaration of the Togrd emancipation, the issue of land ownership
seemed to have been unaccomplished case on ground. Hence, when it comes to land, the
emancipation was more of theoretical than reality. The land was mostly retained by the lords.
Especially, in the ‘Afo‘abit areas, until 1977 large tracts of fertile lands were in the hands of few
aristocratic lords. The poor peasants in ‘Afo‘abét and the surrounding areas with the support of
the EPLF organized themselves against the land holdings of the Somagli under the banner of
“land to the tiller”.'®** The ratio of the landlord-Togrd was too high. On average every land lord
had 45 Togrds working in his land. A good example of sweeping land reform was conducted by
the EPLF. As part of its national and class struggle the front redistributed the land to the landless
peasants.

An alliance of political opinion and practical support between the aristocratic lords and
the Ethiopian occupying forces of the 1940s was slightly repeated again in 1978. The EPLF was
working a holistic redistribution of the land owned by the few lords to the landless mass of
Togrd. Unfortunately, the balance of power changed against the front and the Ethiopian forces
occupied ‘Afo‘abit. In their opposition to the land distribution, the Sumagld welcomed the
coming of the Ethiopian forces while the mass left the town to the surrounding countrysides.
Therefore, the land redistribution was postponed, and the next year the town was again occupied
by the EPLF. The milestone work of land distribution that dismantled the aristocratic relations of
production was successfully conducted in March 1979.'% In that particular event around 208
hectares of land previously owned by seven landlords was parceled and given equally to 88
Togrd who were cultivating it. Another decision was made to distribute 550 hectares of land to
1000 Togré. Previously, the land was left barren for 24 years because of the dispute among the
Sumagli landlords of various clans. This shows that the emancipation of the Togrd was not
completed by the declarations of the 1940s. Particularly, the land reform seemed to have been
half-finished. Therefore, it seeks intensive study.

In the so called declaration of the Togrd emancipation, the aristocratic vestiges in the

194 Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, Selected Articles from EPLF Publications (1973-1980), May 1982. P 89.
1945 Tbid.
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form of clan links and dependence in other means between the umbrella aristocratic clans and the
various smaller Togri clans is still active in across the border, in the Sudan.'®*® The Habab and
the Bidni ‘Amér clans inhabit the northeastern and eastern parts of the Sudan respectively
recognized as Sudanese clans with their own chiefs and defined clan territories. For various
reasons; be it due to warfare or economic factors, when people from the smaller clans in the
western lowlands and northern highlands of Eritrea move to the Sudan, they have to claim
affiliation to either of the two recognized clans. Therefore, those settled in the northern part
claim to be Habab and those in the southern part to belong to Béni ‘Amar. For people outside of
the two clans, identifying themselves by their own clan identity would be unacceptable by the
Sudanese, but only in either of the two umbrella clans. To gain recognition, one has to provide
proof of blood relations through witnesses.'™” Consequently, the significant recognition of the
Habab and the Bini ‘Amér in the Sudan has made the smaller Togré clans to identify themselves
with the ex-aristocratic umbrella clans. Yet, greater number of people belonging to the smaller
Togré clans living in Eritrea are still identify themselves by the bigger aristocratic clans like
Marya, ‘Ad-Timaryam, Habab, Bini ‘Amir, ‘Ad-Siko etc but they mention their real clan name
only when it is for documentation or serious and detailed conversation with other Togri.

However, there are many Togrd people of the smaller clans proudly identify themselves
by their own clans.'™ The advantage for being the umbrella clans is not for dues or other
interests, but the feeling of moral superiority, fame and retention of historic greatness.'® This
shows us that despite the reorganization of independent clans, the older aristocratic identification
of the Togra clans is still active.

The objection of the commonly accepted narration of the Togrd emancipation is common
among the Sumagli side. For example, Nisridin Mohamid Nisridin provided a revisionist
assertion that could represent the views of the ex-lords. He stipulated that the available literature
including the British and Alemseged Tesfay on the struggle of the Togrd was an exaggerated and
full of misinformation that are far from truth. He confirmed that, the Togrd uprising was the

agenda of the British colonial administration and it was not fully supported by all Togra.

104 Interview, Miahaméidsa‘id Hamd, 10 September, 2021, *Asmira.

1047 Tnterview, Nisridin Mohamid Nisridin, 18 October, 2021, Kérin.

1% Interview, Midhamidso‘id Hamd, 10 September, 2021, *Asméra. Mdhamidso‘id stated that unlike other Togré
clans, the Togrd groups still living in Habéro that used to be subjects of ‘Ad-Tékles have unique experience. They do
not like to be identifying themselves as ‘Ad-Tékles. It irritates them.

1% Interview, Mdhamidso‘id Hamd, 10 September, 2021, ’Asmira.
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According to him, the literature are short of giving detailed explanation of the events, so it
needed reconsideration to be studied again. He substantiated his point of argument by providing
examples of Togréd groups that were not only participated in the movement but even do not heard
of their liberation for long. Still now there are Togrd that retained the custom and willing to
continue their dues for the last 70 years even if the owners of the land are in the Sudan. So they
still kept their loyalty and friendly relations with their ex-masters. As an example, he mentioned
that he is still receiving the quarter of the produce from his grandfather’s land, and assured me
that he came yesterday from that particular land and was in no doubt that it will continue to his
children. At the same time, it was true that, there were Togrd that were so happy when the
declaration allowed them to take the land they used to cultivate in a lease form from their lord for
themselves. There are also Togri still honor the custom and willing to milk for their ex-lords. To
the contrary, there are also Togri that see their Sumagli in enmity and grudges.

As a matter of fact, political and social transformations during the 30 years war of
independence had narrowed or lessened the gap between the two classes. However, the
continuity or termination of different practices including marriage, milking, plowing etc needs
thorough examination. The last but not least issue that deserves cautious study is if the members
of the two classes had developed affiliation and support with the two contending armed fronts
struggling for the liberation of Eritrea. Therefore, as a social transformation, the declaration of
emancipation of the Togrd was not an overnight realization and not a lasting complete solution.
As a result, this area of history calls for further examination, and it is the authors’ hope that this

thesis has played an opening role for upcoming researchers.
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