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FOREWORD

Variously known as the Bilen to the Tigrigna speakers and the
Blen to the Tigre, the Blin — as they call themselves - are a
Kushitic people constituting about 4 per cent of the total Eritrean
population today. However, for most parts of the past century and
a half, they counted more than their small number mainly because
of the strategic position of their habitat. Their adherence, in
comparatively high proportions, to the two important religions in
the region, Islam and Christianity, might also have contributed in
giving them a distinctive role and consideration in the society.
They claim-to dhave lived where ‘they are today for about a 1,000
years. But according to the author, Michael Ghaber, they could
very well have been there for the past three millenia, always
relentlessly struggling not to be submerged into the influencial
Semitic culture which was brought to the region by Sabaean
migrants from across the ancient Erythrean Sea.

There are a good number of 19th century writings on the Blin,
including a book published in 1859 in Winterthur, Switzerland, by
the "mercenary” Swiss diplomat, Werner Munzinger. However,
Michael's book is the first of its kind to be published in this
century exclusively dealing with this particular group of people.
The author, himself from the Blin, was one of the best disposed
Eritrean eclite to write on the subject. His typescript, entitled
"Bogos: 1849-1890", was completed in May 1971 as a thesis
project submitted to the History Department of the then Haile
Selassie I University in Addis Ababa in partial fulfilment of the
requirements for the degree of Bachelor of Arts. A member of the
Eritrean Liberation Front and head of the UNHCR-financed and
ELF administered Refugee High School in Kassala between 1977
and until his martyrdom in May 1992, Michael did not only lack
the means to have it published, but he was also partly unwilling to
do so before he could write some more to make it an all-round
and complete study. But he never had the time to engage on a long
writing exercise because of the rough and hectic life he had to lead
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as a virtual bare-foot schoolmaster. Fortunately, however, he wrote

down a few pages just before his death, and that piece today forms
the Epilogue (see p. 56) to the old typescript. In fact, I would say
that this additional writing brought the book nearly to what the
author had in mind - to cover major developments among the Blin
up to the present time. In short, this small book is no doubt an
intereting account of an interesting linguistic group in Eritrea.
Above all, it covers an important period in the history of Eritrea
in general and the Blin in particular. And although much more
awaits to be researched on this subject, Michael's contribution will
nevertheless remain of first class importance on the Blin for
several years to come.

I edited a few minor errors in the typescript and tried to
introduce common spelling of proper names by replacing the
academic transliteration which he had to follow in the thesis.

An explanatory note is also in order concerning certain names.
In the thesis project, the author used the word Bogos to mean the
land although the Blin were at times called the Bogos. The word
is not commonly used nowadays except in historical references.
Similarly, the word Senhit, used as the name for the Province of
Keren, locally refers exclusively to the Blin living around the town
of Keren (i.e. the seven Targe clans and the Neged, a tribal
federation of over a dozen groups claiming different origins). In
the Epilogue, Michael mentions the word Halhal-Bogos instead of
simply refering to Bogos; that prefix was in use during the 19th
century, especially after Ras Woldemichael Solomon's retreat to
Halhal.

Michael's thesis, when submitted to the History Department of
HSI University, contained the acknowledgement printed in the next
page.

Wolde-Yesus Ammar
Suleimaniyah, Iraq
July 1993
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INTRODUCTION

Bogos is a fertile habitat.of a pocket of Kushitic people who
have lived where they are today at least since the tenth century
A.D. The area formed a meeting place for most of the nineteenth
century scramble for Africa adventurers and "civilizers” who had
their focus on the lands between the south-western littoral of the
Red Sea and the Nile Valley. The inhabitants of this area, known
as Blin, were victims of many raids launched for a variety of
reasons and interests. The raiders included adventuring rases
(warlords) from Ethiopia proper, Ottoman rulers from Massawa
and Egyptian subjects from the Barka region. Circumstances had
forced the Blin people to have contact with diplomats like Plowden
and Cameron and also with Catholic missionaries of great renown
like Father Stella and Giusseppe Sapeto. This paper tries to show
how the Blin fared this stormy period in Eritrean history.

The work is divided into five chapters dealing with the origin
of the Blin, the various raids they suffered mainly between 1849
and 1872; the period of direct Egyptian rule (1872-1884), and
finally, the activities of Ras Alula and the Italians as they affected
Bogos before the said European power, which had its very first
African settlement in Bogos in 1867, consolidated its conquests in
the region to come out with its Colony of Eritrea in 1890.

The first chapter, which had to rely heavily on oral tradition
and observations due to lack of recorded material, is an account of
their origin. That there were migrations of Agaw people from
central Ethiopia to Bogos seems unquestionable. But whether the
Blin are migrants from the Agaw region of Lasta, as their tradition
dominantly claims, or whether these waves of migrations merely
brought additional Agaws to an already existing group of the same
people is beyond the scope of this paper. |

Chapters two and three deal with the devastations that the Blin
suffered from the raids of 1849-1872. These raids were waged by
Tigrayan rulers from the south, the Nayb of Massawa in the east,
and the Egyptian rulers of Kassala with their allies in the Gash and
Barka plains. The last two chapters deal with the period of
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Egyptian rule in Bogos and the coming of the Italians. And
interestingly enough, the factors that forced the termination of
Egyptian rule in the area were those which enabled the Italians to
come in. .

This work is by no means a complete study of the events that
took place in Bogos during the period under discussion. Various
_technical problems hindered access to important places: and
personalities that could have given more substance to the work.
More emphasis is given to the raids and the traditional history of
the Bogos.



CHAPTER 1 ,
THE SETTING: ORIGIN OF THE BLIN'

Tradition establishes a striking connection between the Blin in
Eritrea and the Agaw in Ethiopia.? This is re-enforced by a close
linguistic relationship.’ The presence of many identic place names
in the areas between the Agaw region of Lasta and Bogos in
central Eritrea evinces some historical connection. Many writers
think that the Blin migrated. from Lasta to Bogos. However,
whether the Blin were always in Bogos until they were cut off
from an "ocean" of Agaw peoples by the intervention of the
Semitic culture or were really "migrants” from Lasta, as their oral
history claims, is still a mystery and cannot be treated in this
paper. No one can tell when the Blin started to live in the area
they now occupy. Conti Rossini writes that the Blin migrated to
Bogos at the end of the 10th century A.D. when Queen Ben
Hammawiya invaded the ‘Lasta province from the south. He
suggests that the second wave of migration might have taken place
during the fall of the Zague Dynasty in 1270. Conti Rossini also
writes that St. Ewstatewos, contemporary of Amda Sion I, reported
in 1343 that he passed through the land of Bogos, north of Serae,
and thence to the Maria country further north. If this account was
true, then the Blin were definitely in Bogos by the 14th century.
He asserts that the word Blin was already in use by 1478 and that

Many authors use Bogos or Blin to refer either to the peopie or the region.
[ will use Blin for the people and Bogos for the region.

J. Spencer Trimingham, Islam in Ethiopia. (London; FrankCoss and Co.
Lid., 1952) pp. 164-166; Geometra Gebreyessus Abay, Massarat Alet
Hizbi Mareb Milash. (Sec.ed Asmara, 1954 EC.) p. 158. = '

AN. Tucker and M.A. Bryan, Linguistic Analyses; The Non-Bantu
Languages of North-East Africa. (London; Oxford University Press, 1966)
pp. 449-555; Idem., Non-Bantu Languages of North-East Africa.
(London; Oxford University Press, 1956) p. 121. '



Picture of Chindig (present-day Elabered)in Bogos taken from a 1977 ELF publication
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This sketch map of Bogos, a region presently
constituting the major part of Senhit or
Keren Province, shows the routes used by
Wibe, an Ethiopian warlord, in his repeated
raids over the area in the mid-19th century.
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the Blin language developed a substantial difference from the
Agaw due to prolonged separation.* The traditional version of
‘migration to Bogos is recounted in the following paragraphs.

The Tarqge and The Tawge

The two large families of the Blin are the Tarqe and the
Tawqe. The Tarqe branch was the first to arrive at Bogos. They
claim their original home was Saquata in Lasta. Two reasons are
given for their migration. One of the six Tarqe brothers was
ostracized for begetting a child from his step—mother. He then took
his younger brothers and went to Bogos.” Another version tells
that the Targe brothers killed a man and, to escape revenge by
relatives of the victim, they fled to Bogos.® Both stories suggest
that the Tarqe migrated to the north as a result of a conflict. It
took many years for the Tarqe brothers to reach Chindiq (today's
Elaberet) as their first destination in Bogos until they multxplled in
number and needed new lands.

Division arose about who should leave Chindiq and develop
the newly acquired lands. The six Tarqe brothers were: Bigedai,
Lamachalli, Hada, Satifa, Hagos and Gabru. Hagos moved to
south-western Hamassien, where his descendants are today known
as the Liban people. Satifa, went northwards and occupied the
areas between Mansa and Bétjuk. They failed to increase in
number and became extinct. Gabru moved north-west .and
occupied what is today known as the Bet Gabru Plateau (Rora Bet

Conti Rossini, "Sopra una Tradizioni di Blin," Note Ethiopia. (Giornale
della Societa Asiatica Italiana). (Firenze; 1897) vol. 10, pp. 153-155; see
also by the same author "Schizzo e etnico della popolazioni eritree" in
Martini (etal), I'Eritrea Economica. (Roma; 1913) pp. 75-76.

Francesco Offeio, Nell Colonia Eritrea. (Roma; 1910) p. 45; also Mussa
Gidar and Bal. Tilluk Hammad tell the same story.

Graz. Tesfamariam Petros.
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Gabru). Hada went deep into the Barka plains but later made a
retreat because of the heat and malaria. The Hada were as many
as all of the other four Tarqe brothers put together. Their contact
with the Natab family of the Beni—-Amer influenced their customs,
including the habit of not milking cows which was considered as
a sign of social prestige. Bigedai and Lamachalli "deceived" their
brothers and remained at Chindiq.” Both brothers occupied all
areas between Chindiq and Magarih (Keren).

As noted, the Hada family found the Barka plains very
uncomfortable. They came back and invaded the territory of
Lamachalli and Bigedai. Bloody battles followed in which the
Hada emerged victorious over Bigedai and Lamachalli.® The
Hada, thus, settled on the lands of their subdued brethren. The
lands of the extinct Satifa were taken over by the Saqueneiti group
of Hada.

It is claimed that before the arrival of the Blin, the Bogos
lands were inhabited by the Baria and other peoples known as
Bellow and Kellow. The two last mentioned belonged to the Rom’
family of the Beja people. The Kellow went to Barka and the

Ato Kiflemariam Fidel, Addis Ababa, 10/5/71, from the Lamachalli family
confirms the story claiming that the said family did so because they did not
want to leave the fertile areas of Chindiq behind.

Ibid. o

Jean Doresse, Ethiopia. (London; Ele Books Lid., 1956) pp.- 90-91.
Translated from French by Elsa Coult. Doresse refers to a story in
Northem Ethiopia telling how the Rom or "Rum", "were swallowed up in
the bowels of the earth." My informant Bal. Tilluk confirmed the legend
with slight modifications. There is a tomb assigned to a Rom about 8 kms
north of Keren. I was told that many such tombs exist about 10 kms east
of Keren at Iribique. Doresse tells of the presence of such tombs in many
parts of northem Ethiopia.
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Bellow to the coastal areas of the Red Sea. The Baria people
went to the Gash area which they still occupy.

The Tawqe branch of the Blin were late-comers to Bogos.
They were originally from Quarra district of Begemidir. Their
tradition states that they migrated to Bogos because of the troubles
caused by Queen "Gudit" in the 10th century." They first passed
through Dembya and Tembien district of southern Tigrai. Then
they settled at Tekelezan in Hamassien. The Dembezan group of
the Hamassien people are said to have come from Dembya.
Tradition claims that the Tawge resided at Tekelezan for a long
time.” From Tekelezan, they advanced through Tarqe country
and reached their present habitat at Halhal. The areas around
Halhal were also inhabited by the Baria and the Beja peoples. But,
when the Tawgqe arrived at Serawa and Halhal, they found the land
under the control of the now almost extinct Bet Mussi.”* The
Tawqe fought against the Bet Mussi who had iron weapons
manufactured by their own artisans at Halhal and Serawa. (There
was a gold mine at Serawa in recent years). The Tawqe subdued
the Bet Mussi and established themselves on the areas found
between the lands occupied by Tarqe and Maria peoples in the

°  Wemer Munzinger, Ostafrikanische Studien. (1864) p. 189, says the whole

of Bogos region must have been under the Baria people and claims that
place names like Ona and Aratta are from the Baria language.

"' Alaka Taye, Ya-Ethiopia Tarik. (Addis Ababa; 1914 E.C) pp. 32-33, says

that the Agaw of Halhal-Bogos migrated there because of a famine in
Lasta; but Graz. Tesfamariam Petros says that the Tawge were forced out
by Queen Gudit.

L Graz. Tesfamariam Petros.

- Munzinger, op.cit., p. 197 says that Bet Mussi were destroyed by the

‘Tawqge at Serawa (a village about 25 kms north of Keren) and Halhal. He
suggests that since the Targe tell that they have taken their Blin dialect
from the Bet Mussi, the latter probably’ were part of Targe before the
Tawge subdued them.
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south-north direction. They are bordered by the Beni-Amer in the
" south and Betjuk and Ad Tekles in the east. A few remnants of the
ancient Bet Mussi called the Laguen live among the Targe and
Tawge today. The Blin people including the Targe, Tawgqe,
Jengeren, Bet Mussi and several other tribal groups that claim
descent from Agaw and non-Agaw origins in the Eritrean and
Ethiopian highlands make up the population of the Bogos region
today.™

The Blin language is close to the Agaw dialects today spoken
in the Tembien and Saquata areas. I talked to many Agaw speakers
from Tembien and I could understand their language very easily.
Tucker and Bryan give a very good analysis of the similarities-
between the Agaw language of Agaw-Midir and the Blin
language."”® They treat the Hawiya language of the Agaw-Midir
group and the Blin to be of the same family and present
grammatical construction for both. One cannot easily discount the
strength of the traditional claim of migration from central Ethiopia.
Moreover, the traditional Blin claims are directly confirmed by
other related Agaw families in Tigrai, Serae and Hamassien.'®
The traditions so far recorded not only show the connection of the
Blin with the Agaw of the highland areas, but also give ample
instances that many groups who now speak Tigrinia were cousins
of the Agaw of Lasta and Saquata as well as of the Blin in
Bogos.!” There are many common place names of Agaw origin

" Trimingham, op.cit., footnote No. 2, p. 164, says that local tradition of the

Blin tells that they were continually joined by other Agaw families fleeing
oppressions and blood feuds.

15 AN. Tucker and M.A. Bryan', loc.cit.; Non-Bantu Languages of North-

East Africa. (London; Oxford University Press, 1956) p. 121.

16 Geometra Gebreyesus Abay, loc.cit.

7" Yohannes Kolmodih, Tradition de Tsazzaga et Hazzaga (Tigrinia text).

(Rome; 1912) pp. 20-25 and 30-31 says that the Laguen or Lewi people
in Hamassien and Serae area came from Quarra and were ethnically
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in both Bogos and the Agaw districts of the central plateau.
Moreover, the areas between Bogos and Lasta now settled by
speakers of Semitic languages, retain many other place names of
Agaw origin, e.g. Adaffa in Lasta, Abergelle in southern Tembien,
Halhale in Serae and Serejeqa, Waki Dibba, Darkunakh and
Abrashiko in Hamassien. These place names are lined up in the
north-south direction. Names like Halhal and Adaffa'® are thus
found both in Keren and in the central plateau.

Many of the small tribal groups which claim to have joined
the Blin in later waves of migrations towards Bogos link
themselves with the semitized Agaw of highland Eritrea and
Tigrai. Examples are the Adkame people in Ansaba district of
Keren and also the people of Bab-Jengeren, although there is
some confusion in recorded traditions as to which Agaw group
precise connections can be established with."

Many informants in Keren agreed that the Blin came from the
south—east. However, some informants said the Blin came to Keren
from a westerly direction, having first migrated south-westwards
from Hamassien; they claim that the large tombs at Damba (about
30 kms east of Agordat) arc tombs of Blin fore-fathers. There
were other informants who suggested that both the Targe and the
Tawge spoke the Agaw language and borrowed the Agaw dialect
that they speak today from the Bet Mussi group. However, I could ,
not prove as from where the Bet Mussi themselves came.? Still,

’
connected with the Blin; see also Geometra Gebreyesus Abay, loc.cit.

= 1 Perruchom, "Extrait de la Vie d'Abba Jean, 74eme Patriarche

d'Alexandrie en Abyssinie" Revue Sentique. (1899), p- 85 says that Adaffa
was the original name of Laliballa.

& Kolmodin, loc.cit., (pp. 30-31), records a tradition which says that the

Jengeren are from the Agaw of Tembien.

Mussa Gidar and Graz. Tesfamariam Petros are of the 6pxmon that the Bet
Mussi did not come from Lasta but were a people whom Targe and Tawge
met in Bogos; see also Conti Rossini "schizzo etnico e storico della
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all of the informants agreed that the Blin came from the central
plateau areas of Ethiopia.

There is no question about some connection of the Blin with
the Agaw people of central Ethiopia. The existing traditions and
linguistic links are evidences for such a conclusion. As suggested
by Conti Rossini, the migration of Agaw to the north seems
reasonable. This assumption is especially sound when we consider
the tenth, thirteenth and the sixteenth centuries during which the
Agaws of Lasta were troubled by Gudit from the south, the
disturbance caused by the fall of the Zague Dynasty, and the
invasion of Gragn, respectively. But the question remains open as
to whether all of the Blin in Bogos migrated from Lasta or
whether there were some Kushitic or Agaw remnants towards
which migrations took place from the south.

popolazioni eritree." in I'Eritrea Economica. (Roma; 1913) p. 84.



CHAPTER 2

THE FIRST PHASE OF RAIDS OVER BOGOS
AND THE INDIRECT EGYPTIAN INVOLVEMENT
(1849-1860)

Although the seventeenth—century material is very scanty, it
seems that Gondar rulers had control over Bogos. Conti Rossini
cites that Iyasu the Great (1682-1706) visited a certain Kantiba
Naud of Habab, and he probably passed through Bogos.! In
addition to this, Basset mentions in the Chronicle of Iyasu that the
Emperor reached the monastery of Tsadamba (about 30 km south-
east of Keren) and celebrated the feast of Timkat there.” Again in
1760, Michael Sahul's two expeditions ravaged all areas in
northern Eritrea through Bogos up to Rora Baqla (Maria) and Bet
Asgade and the period that followed Michael's raids was disrupted
by tribal feuds between Hazzaga and Tsazzaga.> About eleven
years before the end of the Era of Princes (Zemene Mesafint), we
come to the period of Wibe's raids over Bogos.

During Tewodros' rise to power, Bogos was exposed to
foreign and internal disorders. The internal problems were
numerous, but the external ones proved disastrous. In 1849, Wibe
carried out one of his last and most devastating raids in the Bogos
and neighbouring areas. Moreover, the Egyptian garrison at
Kassala, which up to this time advanced slowly, reached Bogos in

Conti Rossini, 'Schizzo Etnico e Storico della Popolazioni Eritrea' in
L'Eritrea Economica (Roma; 1913) p. 88.

M. Rene Basset, Etudes sur I'Histoire d'Ethiopie. (Paris; Imprimerie
Nationale, -1882) p. 41.

Conti Rossini, loc.cit.

Mordechai Abir, The Era of Princes; The Challenge of Islam and the
Re-Unification of the Christian Empire 1769-1855. (London; longmans,
1968) p. 135; see also Wemer Munzinger Ostafrikanische Studien, (1864)
p-199.
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1850 and began its outrages against the Blin.> Yet, the period is
important not only because of the raids, but also because it saw the
withdrawal of the Orthodox Church and the rapid conversion of
the Blin to Islam and Catholicism.® Interestingly enough, the Blin
dominantly belong to these two religions today.

Wibe's raids on Bogos began in 1844.” Parkyns, who passed
through the Dambalas in south-east Hamassien in that year,
reports the advance of Wibe's plundering soldiers far to the north.®
Munzinger tells of the destruction Wibe caused at Halhal in the
Tawqe region in 1844.° The tradition recorded by Kolmodin states
_ that Wibe's two sons, Ishatu and Kokabe led their soldiers to the
"Bogos area for five continuous years after Wibe's first raid.”
Kolmodin's tradition does not mention that Wibe carried out any
raids.on the Bogos after 1849. If we take Parkyns' report of 1844
to be the first, then, that of 1849 seems to be the last.

J.Spencer Trimingham, Islam In Ethiopia. (London; Frank Coss and Co.
Ltd., 1952) p. 165; see also R.Hill, Egypt in the Sudan 1820-1881.
(London; Oxford University Press, 1959) pp. 103-104.

Alame Eshete, Evolution et Resolutiont du Conflit Egypto-Abyssinien face
a la Penetration Europeennee au Nord Est d'Afrique 1877-1885. (Paris;
unpublished doctoral thesis, 1969) p. 87. Alame writer that the first .
Catholic mission was founded in 1852 at Keren; but see also Carlo
Giglio, Etiopia/Mar Rosso 1857-1855. (Roma; Instituto Poligrafico Dello
Stato, 1953) vol. I, p. 64.

Wemer Munzinger, Ostafrikanische Studien, (1864) p. 199; see also
Mansfield Parkyns, Life in Abyssinia. (London; Frank Coss and Co. Ltd.,
1966) vol. I, pp. 296-297 and Mordechai Abir, op.cit., p. 120.

Mansfield Parkyns, Life in Abyssinia. (London; Frank Coss and Co. Ltd.,
1966) pp .296-297.

Wemer Munzinger, loc.cit.

9 Yohannes Kolmodin, Traditions de Tsazzaga et Hazzaga. (Rome;

Tigrinia text, 1912) pp. 157-160. *
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The Blin saw Wibe as an Amhara chief interested enly in
plundering, with no intention of taking firm control over the area
or of giving justice. Wibe was the most ruthless of all plunderers
remembered in the stories of Blin elders. Many take Wibe also as
a period of long raids by a horde of plunderers from the central
highlands of Ethiopia. They call the period Wiberka (the period of
Wibe)."! The story of one of his raids is told as follows.”? Wibe
descended from Hamassien and made his first battle at Chindiq
against Hakin who was the most important of all the Blin chiefs.
Hakin resisted for three days and at last was defeated and killed in
the battle.”* Among many others, Aydab, the sister of Hakin, was
taken captive. After Chindiq, Wibe organized his soldiers in three
flanks and continued his pillaging northwards. The right wing
advanced in north—easterly direction from Chindiq through Adaffa,
Farhen and Aybaba. They buned all Bogos and Mansa villages in
that region. Only the Ad Birhanu at Faladarb challenged the
invaders and after fighting for somedays in the battle of Halib—
Jilut, 20 kms north of Keren, Ad Birhanu were crushed. Many
people were taken into slavery and many head of cattle seized. The
left-wing moved through Diggi, Tsilale and Juffa and thence to
Magarih. The centre was led by Wibe himself and moved between
the two flanks directly north-wards through Halib-Mantal to
Magarih. The right-wing continued through Betjuk, Habab, Ad.

i All my informants from Keren used this term to refer to the period.

2 Mussa Gidar who narrated the story knew Wibe as the king of the

Ambharas and remembers that Wibe's soldiers took his father's oxen while
he was ploughing. This probably refers to the raids of Ishatu in 1850.
The informant was over 130 years old in 1971.

- My informants say that Hakin died at the last battle Wibe fought against

the Blin, but Kolmodin's tradition reports that this happened in the first. -
Hakin's death was probably in 1849 because Lee Van Dovskinin a°
biography of Munzinger, Ein Liben Fur Afrika (Zurich; Thomas Verlag,
1954) p. 22, quotes Stella saying that Hakin died two years before his
arrival at Bogos in 1851.






