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The Gumuz of Mitiikiil and their Agiiw Neighbours: A Historical Survey of
Ethnic Interaction, 1898-1974 ' :

Teferi Mekonnen'

Abstract

In Ethiopia, a :ome of more than eighty different ethnic groups, studies that closely
examine the history of ethnic interactions of the different ethnic groups hardly exist.
Ethiopian researchers seem to put the subject aside considering discussions relating to
ethnic differences as sensitive one and even destructive to national unity. Therefore,
this study is one of the few preliminary aftempts to throw light upon the nature of
Gumuz-Agiw interaction from 1898 to 1974. Of a mosaic of ethnic groups with their
own distinct languages, cultures, and socio-economic formations has long inhabited
Mitskdl, the Gumuz and the Agiws were intentionally selected because of a
noticeable difference between the two groups in their economic activities, socio-
political organizations, and physical types. This study argues that these cleavages
have shaped the pattern of Gumuz-Agaw interaction.

The study seeks to understand the dynamics of the long years of interaction between
the Gumuz and the Agdws within the broad context of Ethiopian history, It argues
that the Agiw chiefs remained instruments of the central state that sought to amass
benefits from the resources of the Gumuz country, particularly after Nigus Takls-
Haymanot of Gojjam had established a direct and more effective administrative
control over the entire Gumuz land in 1898. The study relies upon primary and
secondary documents from a range of Ethiopian collections as well as fieldwork in
the area. The study also claims that in spite of the long years of interaction and
territorial integration, social-separation rather than assimilation or incorporation
characterized Gumuz-Agiw ethnic relationship.

Keywords: Agaw, Gumuz, Gojjam, Mdidkdl and ethnic interaction.

L Ethnic Profile of Mitdkdl

A mosaic of ethnic groups with their own distinct languages, cultures, and socio-
economic formation has long inhabited Miatakil® According to the 1984 census
report, the vast Mitikil awrgja was clearly composed of eight ethnic groups: Gumuz,
Agiw, Ambhara, Shinasha, Oromo, Filasha, Qemant, and Kumfil.> The ethnic

! Teferi Mekonnen (PhD) is a researcher at [ES. He can be reached at bachateferi@yahoo.com

? In the remote past the place name, Matikil is believed 1o have been a territory where the famous Agaw
clan called Chuhay has now settled. But in this paper, the name Matdkdl is employed to designate the
vast territory of the former Matakil ewrgja of Gojjam. The awragja was nearly tantamount {o the total
half of the traditional Gojjam region.

® For the 1984 Census report of Mitakil See Dessalegn Rahmato, “Some Notes on Settlement and
Resettlement in Matakal awraja”, Proceedings of the Ninth International Conference of Ethiopian
Studies, V.1, Moscow: Nauka Publishers, 1983. But Dessalegn didn't fully mention afl of the ethnic

Proceedings of FS 2% Annual Workshop, Capyright, tnstitute of Frliopian Studies, 84U,



2 The Gumuz of Mitikal and their Agdw Neighbours

composition in Matakal is so diverse and complex to sketch their patterns of
settlement in a definite territory. Therefore, the following outline of ethnic groups and
their territories using the previous wdrddas as main geographic unit should not be
taken seriously. My aim here is simply to provide a general glimpse of their
settlement pattern for better understanding of the main theme of the paper.

The Gumuz are believed to have been the earliest seftlers of the area. They are the
predominant ethnic group inhabiting the greatest part of Mitdks]l gwrgja. It is
estimated that the Gumuz of Mitdkil constituted 80 percent of the total Gumuz
population who live in the traditional region of Gojjam.* In Mitakil, the Gumuz have
predominantly settled in the western lowland districts. Gubba and Mandura wdrddas
of the northwest that have comrmon boundary with the Sudan are almost entirely
inhabited by the Gumuz.® The Gumuz are also the majority in Dibati and Dangur
warddas. Some pockets of Gumuz settiement are also found in highland areas of

Mitakal® It is possible to say that no werddas of Mitiksl is there without Gumuz
community.

The Aghws, in more broad terms, live in cooler highlands of Mitikil. Guangua,
Mandura, and the mountainous parts of Dangur werddas are the home of the Agiws.”
Apparently, pressures of the central state from the direction of Lake Tana and Eastern
Gojjam, since the reign of Amda Seyon (r.1314-44), induced the Agiws to move to
the then inaccessible highlands of Mitikal.® This process was further facilitated when
the land of the Agiws was incorporated and much of it was turned into royal or
ecclesiastical tenure.” Subsequently, the ceaseless westward expansion of the Agiws
became a major factor to push the earliest settlers, the Gumuz, to the inhospitable
lowlands of Matakal."

The Ambhara live side by side with the Agiws in highland districts of Mé#takil. They
have cultural and physical similarities with the Agéws. It 1s noteworthy that a large
number of Amhara settlements to the lowlands of Mitakdl were very recent
phenomena. The earliest episode dated to the middle of the twentieth century when a
large number of Amhara from Willo flocked to the area)'’ The Willoyas obviously

groups of Matikal, Hence, to fill the gap I was obliged to employ my own personal experience in

Mitikal and a map prepared by the Ethiopian Nationalities Research Institute in 1986 and attached as an

Appendix 1l in Bazezew Gelaw, “A History of Chagni Town to 19747, BA Thesis, Addis Ababa

University, 1964,

4 Kedane Mariam Demellew, “The Shiingelld of Metekel: Some Tentative Notes”, BA Thesis, Addis

Ababa University, 1987, p. 1. Agdaw Asfaw and Wolde Selassie Abbute, “Utitization of Horticultural

Products in the Beles Valley Resettlement Village” in Paolo Dieci and Claudio Viezzoli (eds.},

Resettlement and Rural Development in Ethiopia. Milano: Franco Angeli Caprici, 1992, p.210.

® Ibid.

¢ Ibid.

"Kedane Mariam, p.1.

8 Taddesse Tamrat, “Nilo-Sahara Interaction with Neighbouring Highlanders: The Case of the Gumuz of

Gojjam and Wallaga™, in Proceedings of the Workshop on Famine Experience and Resettlement in

Ethiopia, Addis Ababa, December 29-30, 1988, Addis Ababa: Institute of Development Research, 1988,
AL

g)[bi'd.

" See note 47.

H Apdew and Wolde Selassie, p. 210.



Teferi Mekonnen 3

sought the rich Matikél after they had been recurrently hit by drought:an.d_ famine in

their home areas due to problems attributed to environmental degradation, exhaustion
of the land and over population.

The Oromos’ concentrated settlement is located in Wambiira werdda,' just north of
the Abbay (Blue Nile). They had predominance over the Shinasha and the Gumuz
who lived around Wambdra and its surroundings.”® Apparently, the Oromos crossed
the Abbay to this area during the period of their historic west ward movement.
Evidence shows that after they had controlled the highlands of Wimbira, they further
proceeded northwards to Dibati, Mandura, and Dangur until their movement forward
was halted by the Agdws, led by their chief named Azaj Jangua, at the Dura River,™
near the present Mantawuhd town, It is interesting to note that the Gumuz are said to
have allied the Agéws to stop the Oromo penetration.”” At that time the Oromos
pushed the Shinasha northwards who in turn drove the Gumuz of W4mbé#ra highlands
further into the lowlands.'® The Gumuz in this episode again became the ultimate
losers.

The Shinasha are the other major ethnic group of the Mitikil region. They are the
only Omotic speaking group in the region. Apparently, the Shinasha people of these
days are those who could survive from cultural assimilation by the Oromos."” This
people have mainly inhabited in Dangur, Dibati and Wimb#ra warddas.'®

The “Kumfal”, Félasha and Qemant speak a dialect of Agdwinna language. They are
the minor ethnic groups of the area. The “Kumfél” who call themselves “Qolonnoch”
live in the lowland parts of Dangur wdrdda.” The Filasha and the Qemant
communities live in northern part of Mitékal near the province of Quara,”

Therefore, the rich resources of Mitiki! have long been a bone of contention among
these various ethnic groups. Long years of interactions among these groups
constitute a salient feature in the history of the Mitikil region. It is from this
conception in mind that this paper is interested in dealing with the history of ethnic
interaction between the Gumuz and the Agdws in the former Métdkil Awrgja. The
Gumuz and the Agiws are selecied because of a noticeable difference between the
two groups in their economic activities, socio-political organization, and physical

2 thid.

'* RE. Cheesman, Lake Tana and the Blue Nile, London: Frank Cass, 1968, p.328.

1% Abdussamad H. Ahmad, “Hunting in Gojjam: The Case of Matakal 1901-1932", Proceedings cf the
Eighth Imternational Confivence of Ethioptan Studies, Vol. I, Addis Ababa: Institute of Ethiopian
Studies, 1988, pp. 237-38.

15 Tsega Endalew, “The Oromo of Wanbara: A Historical Survey to 19417, MA Thesis, Addis Ababa
University, 1997, p.47.

'® Emesta Ceruli, Peoples of the South-west Ethiopia and iis Borderlands, Ethnographic Survey of
Africa, London: International African Institute, 1956, p.15. In 1929 Major Cheesman also saw ruins of
Gumuz villages around the edge of the highland areas of Wambara. F.0.371/15389, Confidential, R.E.
Cheesman, “The Abbay: Second Reconnaissance Via Wambard and Roseires”, pp.2; 6; 21.

*7 Tsega Endalew, p. 30.

¥ Agdew and Wolde Selassie, p. 210.

'2 Kedane Mariam, p. 1. The name “Kumfil” has a pejorative connotation in Matakal area.

20 Bazezew Gelaw, Appendix 1.
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types. The Agiiws are settled agriculturalists. On the other hand, the Gumuz make
their living as shifting cultivators, and hunters and gatherers. The Agiiws had social

class and an advanced socio-political organization. Unlike the Agaw, the Gumuz =
represent egalitarian communities organized at a tribal and communal level, except
the Gumuz of Gubba who had an Islamic polity west of the Bélds River. The Gumuz
have much darker complexion than the Agiws whe have light brown skin colour, It
was these cleavages that shaped the pattern of Gumuz-Agiw interaction since the
dawn of history. Indeed, as it will become evident later, the Agiws used their
dominance in socio-economic organization as well as political power to exploit the =
human and the natural resources of the Gumuz.

I, The Gumuz of Mitikil to 1898: A Historical Background

The Gumuz (previously known by the derogatory generic name -“Shangelld”) are
linguistically grouped under the Nilo-Saharan language family of the western
lowlands of the Ethio-Sudanese frontier.” They live both in the Ethiopian and
Sudanese territories. In the Ethiopian side, the Gumuz settle roughly stretching from
Mitima, in the North, down to the Didessa valley of Willaga, beyond the Abbay =
(Blue Nile), in the South.”” The socio-political formation of the Gumuz, in broad
terms, is characterized by tribal form of socio-political organization, where elders

(locally called ganzas) constituted the highest authority. The Gumuz also excessively
relied upon nature for their livelihood.”

The history of the Gumuz of Mst#kdl before the fifteenth century still remains
somewhat vague and obscure. There is no reliable source that throws light on this
dark past. The Gumuz were not specifically referred to in domestic as well as foreign
sources up until the fifteenth century,24 viz, ancient inscriptions, ecclesiastical scripts,
royal chronicles, and travellers’ accounts. The only available testimony for historical
interpretation of the Gumuz, other than some secondary sources that simply forward a
hypothesis that the “Negroes” or the “Shangelld” as pre-Cushite settlers of the
highlands of Ethiopia,” is their oral tradition. Therefore, due to this paucity of
concrete and substantiated historical testimony, the pre-fifteenth century history of
the Gumuz of Mitikil can be christened as the “pre-historic era”. Thus to fill this
lacuna, an attempt will be made to examine their oral tradition.

The Gumuz have various decorated oral traditions about their origin and settlement in
Matikal area. Only two of these traditions, which are thought to be pertinent to this
paper, are raised here. On the basis of these traditions, the Gumuz society of Matiks] _
can be divided into two major groups. The first group would be the Gumuz of Gubba

2 Marvin L. Bender, The Ethopian Nilo-Saharan, Addis Ababa, 1975, p. 1.
2 1pid, p. 61; Taddesse, “Nilo-Sahara...”, p.9. _
3 wendy James, “Lifeline Exchange Marriage Among the Gumuz”, in Dogald Donham and Wengy
Fames {eds.), The Southern Marches of Imperial Ethiopia, Cambridge University Press, 1986, p. 12. Ry +
the role of the ganz in Gumuz socio-political organization see Kedane Marlam, p. 14
¥ gz note 37.

B Clicesman, Loke Tama ..., p. 95
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and parts of Dangur wdrddas near the Ethio-Sudanese border. The Gumuz clans,
namely Fun or Gobbawi, Abromolla, Fungusso, and Kodallo of this area connected
their historical origin with the Sudanic Kingdom of Funj (1500-1821).%° The Gumuz
belonging to these clans narrate that when the Funj Kingdom was on the state of
decline their ancestors migrated to the area where they live today.”’ They are
predominantly Muslims in their religion. It was this group who founded the Gubba
Islamic polity west of the Balés River.”® The chiefs of Gubba claimed blood ties with
the kings of Funj. For example, Hamdan Abu Shok or Ddjjazmach Banja, who ruled
Gubba in the first half of the twentieth century, claimed that he was a direct descent
in the seventh generation from the line of the kings of the Funj Kingdom. *

The second group envelops the rest of the Gumuz of Métikal. These are the Gumuz
of Mixdura, Dibati, Guangua, Wimb#ra, and parts of Dangur. This group traces its
original homeland to the neighbourhood of Lake Tana, around the present Bahir Dar
city.”® They say that colour segregation and enslavement of their offspring, whenever
they failed to pay their annual tribute, by the light brown people induced them to
move into the lowland areas of Mit#kal.*’ It is noteworthy that their presence in the
highlands of central and southern Gojjam is an historical fact attested by the traditions
of their Agdw neighbours and travellers’ accounts. The oral traditions of the Agiws
say that the Gumuz had been earlier settlers of the area before their founding fathers
came from Lasta,” a place in Northern Willo. Foreign travelers like James Bruce,”
Henry Salt,* and Charles T. Beke® also substantiated the aforementioned tradition in
their accounts, by documenting Gumuz presence in the interior highland parts of
Gojjam in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

However, it would be far from convincing to argue on the basis of their traditions that
the Gumuz society has two distinct origins. Had the two major groups of Gumuz were
of two different origins, they would have been basically differed in their languages,
cultl'n:al traditions, socio-economic formations and other ways of lives. Thus the
trad{t!ons of two different origins need not deserve historical credence. But the
trat_htlons seem to have indicated the different socio-political influences that these two
major Gumuz societies experienced and the extent of the territory that had once been
inhabited by them, It is worth mentioning that due to their geographical location in

—

2%
M:)riG.S. Crowford, The Fung Kingdom of Sennar, Glovcester: John Bellows Ltd. 1951, p. 143; Kedane
Mariam, p. 5.
Kedane Mari .S
#F.03711209. sini : B -
i 40, Abyssinia Confidential, “Records of Leading Peronalities in Abyssinia”, 4 May, 1937,
Ibid,, p9,

Kedane Mari 9
kel

Fl o
1 f:::slBE::W \lTp in the arca, T'am well acquainted with the oral tradition of the Agaws.
;. g Ce’,q ;,'avels to Ducovgr the Source of the Nile, Vol. I1, Edinburgh, 1790. pp. 416-17, 438.
=d Co Ltd,t' ax oyage to Abyssinia and Travels into the Interior of that Country, London: Frank Cass
Banja a;ld K 7, pp. 3‘80-82. He noted that the Gumuz were in endless conflict with the Agaws of
Midir atakél. Obviously, the Banja Agliws have settled in the mountainous parts of central Agéw
3

CT Beke, “Abyssinia

Society of London, X1V,

-Being a Continuation of Routes in that Country”, Journal of the Geographic
1844, pp. 10-11.



6 The Gumuz of Métikil and their Agsw Neighbours

the Ethio-Sudanese border, the Gumuz had Eoﬁg been exposed to pressures and’
influences from the directions of the West and the East.”® Hence, it is possible to say:
that the first tradition might indicate little more than the origin of the ruling class of

the Gubba or it is merely a reflection of the existence of strong influence of the Funj
Kingdom in the area.”’ .

The post-fifteenth century period of Gumuz’s past can be named their historic era.
This period has both national and foreign written sources. According to scholars or
students of Gumuz history, the first precise mention of the Gumuz is believed to have
appeared in an Ambaric song in praise of Emperor Yeshaq (r. 1413-1434).% A verse
of the song that refers to the Gumuz reads as follows: “Let ‘Shangella’ testify, He
who pays tribute in goats.”* In this song, the Gumuz are mentioned to pay tribute in
goats to king Yeshaq. Since then we have references to the Gumuz by their generic -
name of “Shanqella” in domestic sources as well as travelers’ accounts. In the latter
the Gumuz are largely mentioned in relation to slave raids; whereas in the former

sources they are largely described in matters pertinent to emperors’ expedition to
Matikal area,

Medieval Ethiopian kings led sporadic campaigns to the Matikal area. It is apparent
that these campaigns were primarily motivated by the rich natural resources of the
area. These rich resource of Mitikal enunciated by Taddesse Tamrat as follows:

Small and big game of different types including
elephants for ivory; incense and various other trees; oil
seeds and spices; honey; cotton; herds of sheep and
goats and more important still, alluvial gold traditional
panned from the numerous streams of the lower Abbay
basin.”

Tacitly, Yeshaq and his successors led military expeditions to Matéksl area to procure
these resources. In the sixteenth century, Alvarez, reported that a large amount of
gold at the court of Lebna Dangel,‘n according to Taddesse, which was most probably
brought from Mitsksl in the form of tribute. Both Shihab al-Din and his
contemporary Christian chroniclers are said to have recounted that Ahmad Gran also

* Frderick J. Simoons, Northwest Ethiopia: Peoples and Economy, Madison, 1960, p.35,

¥ Wendy James, “From Aboriginals to Frontier Society on Western Ethiopia™, in Donald Donham and
Wendy James (eds.), Working Papers on Society and History in Imperial Ethiopia: The Southesr;
Periphery from the 1880s to 1974, Cambridge: African Studies Centre, 1976, p. 121. She noted thay
existence of strong influence of the Funj Kingdom, the Turko-Egyptian and the Mahdiyya over Gublys
witil the Tast two decades of the nineteenth century. s

58 To mention: Cerulli, p. 15; Taddesse, “Nilo~Saharan...”, p.11.

* In Taddesse, “Nilo-Saharan, ., p.11.

“ Ibid.

“! FPrancisco Alvares, The Prester John of the Indies. (ed. By CF. Beckingham and G.W iz
Huntingford), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961, p. 426. Although on this page Alvares @i
not precisely mention the source of the gold, he documented what he heard about the existence of greg
amount of gold in Gojjam on page 439.
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led a signiiar expedition to the rich Mitikal area though they disagree on his
success. '

The shift of the political center of gravity to the Lake Tana region in the sixteenth
century dramatically transformed the kings’ intermittent expedition to the vast rich
region of Matakal, Successive campaigns were carried on to incorporate the peoples
of the area. It is reported that Sarsa Dangel {(r. 1563-97) led successful, albeit
temporary, campaign to this region.”’ At that time the region of Western Gojjam is
said to have been a vital source of food for the troops of the king.* Similarly, other
medieval Ethiopian kings, namely Susenyos (r. 1607-32), Fasiladas (r. 1632-67),
Yohannes I (r. 1667-82), Iyyasu I (r. 1682-1706) and Yostos (r. [710-16) conducted a
more organized expedition to the Agiw and Gumuz inhabited areas of Matakil.
‘There is no doubt that their motive was to control and exploit the great wealth and
slaves of the region. Such tradition of waging sporadic campaigns to the Gumuz
country was also reported on the eve of the modern period of Ethiopian history.
Ddjjazmach Kassa Haylu, the future Tewodros II of Ethiopia, undertook several raids
to the Gumuz country in late 1840s, 1851, and 1852. Through these raids Kassa is
said to have brought many male and female slaves from the land of the Gumuz.*

As a result of the medieval kings’ expeditions, the incorporation and Christianization
of the Agéiws were finally made possible in the seventeenth century. But the process
of establishing direct control over the entire Gumuz land of Mé#téksl lowlands was not
completed until the end of the nineteenth century.” In this period the responsibility of
ruling the Gumuz and procuring their resources was largely carried out through the
Agiw chiefs of Mitdkil who were incorporated into the socio-economic and political
framework of the Ethiopian state. The Gumuz were the worst losers in these struggle
to keep the most fertile, favourable, and well-watered highlands of Agéw Midir and
Mitgkil. In the process of the expansion of the exploitative and predatory central
state to the region, the Gumuz were pushed into the less accessible remoter malaria
infested lowlands of the western periphery and a section of them were also obliged to
cross the Abbay (Blue Nile) to the Diadessa Valley of Willaga.® The Agiw
agriculturalists didn’t extend their expansion beyond the edge of the plateau to the
lowlands where the land could not be permanently cultivated and the climate is
favourable for a breeding of disease-bearing insects for their cattle. As a result, in
broad termus, there is a marked ecological barrier between the Agédw highlanders and
the Gumuz lowlanders.

2 Richard Punckhurst, “The History of Barya, Shanqala, and Other Ethiopian Slaves, from the
Borderlands of the Sudan”, Paper Submitied 1o the Conference on Ethiopian Feudalism, Addis Ababa,
1976, p. 8; Taddesse. “Nilo-Sahara...”, p. 12.

“ Ceruli, p. 15; Mordechai Abir, Ethiopia and the Red Sea, London: Franc Cass and Company Lid,,
1980, p. 160; Taddesse, “Nilo-Sahara...”, p. 12,

* Abir, p. 160.

4 Cerulli, p. 15; Taddesse, “Nito-Sahara...”, p. 13.

* Punkhurst, p. 10.

%7 See note 51.

“ James, “Lifelines ...", pp. 138-39; 129.
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In spite of the conquest, the Agiws maintained their traditional rulers. The Christian

kings had a strong Agéw local ally whose name was Chuhay to whom they entrusted

the affairs of Matdkal. Chuhay had his headquarter at Sigadi, about five kms east of

the present day Chagni town, and conducted sporadic campaigns into the Gumuz

country of the lowlands.” After the death of Chuhay, his descendants were give.ﬂf*.:-.

similar responsibilities by successive Ethiopian kings. Up until the creation of Agiw-
Bahir Dar awrgja, in the immediate years of the post-liberation period, Agiw chiefs

with the title of Agdw-azaZ ruled over the whole of Agéw Midir including the Gumuz
country.” These Agiw chiefs had been playing the role of middlemen between the =
central government and the Gumuz. Therefore, a very significant point for Gumuz-
Agaw relations was that the latter appeared as agents of the central government for
the former. This pattern of Agiw-Gumuz relationship, which was described by

Tadd%?s “patron-client”, perpetuated up until the demise of the Imperial regime in
1974, o

IfY. Gumuz-Agiw Ethnic Interaction, 1898-1974 -
Gumuz-Agiw ethnic interaction as neighbouring peoples with distinct socio-
economic formation dated since time immemorial. The Agiw chiefs remained
instruments of the central state that sought to amass benefits from the resources of the
Gumuz country. In this pattern of interaction the involvement of the central state as 2
third party had been limited until direct and more effective administrative control was -
established over the entire Gumuz land in 1898. But the period between 1898 and
1974 witnessed high degree of involvement of the central state in Gumuz-Agiw

interaction than ever before. Therefore, in this paper 1898 is taken as a landmark in
the history of Gumuz-Agéw interaction.

In 1898, Negus Takli-Haymanot of Gojjam (r. 1881-1901) marched to the country of
the Gumuz commanding 10,000 troops. This lastly broke Gumuz resistance and the
entire Gumuz land of Mitikil fell under the direct and effective administrative
control of the Negus.> Divergent interpretations have been advanced in attempts at
reconstructing the history of Negus Takla-Haymanot’s expedition to the Gumuz
country in 1898. To mention: Windy James associated the episode with an increasing
demand for slaves during the reign of Menilek as a drive factor behind his campaign
to the Gumuz inhabited area.”® Abdussamad H. Ahmad has also substantiated James>

4 Taddesse Tamrat, “Process of Ethnic Interaction and Integration in Ethiopia: The Case of the Agaw™,

Proceedings of the Ninth International Congress of Ethiopian Studies, Vol. 6, Moscow: Nauka
Publishers, 1988, p, 16.

3% Shibabaw Wole, “Y# Gojjam Kifla-Hagsr Bihersisiboch Bahlawi Gatsita”, Bahir Dar, 1981 EC., p.

83

5! Taddesse, “Nilo-Sahara...”, p. 14. Taddesse not convincingly, in my view, went to the cxtent of
compering Agiw-Gumuz interaction with that of the Tutsi and the Hutu in Rwanda.

52 Takla lyasus, “Yi Ityopiya Tarik: Nigus Takla-Haymanot”, Institute of Ethiopian Studies, MS 254
Addis Ababa University, folio, 105-106; Bizualem Birhane, “Adal Abba Tanna Nigus of Gojjam and o f
Kaffa 1850-1901", BA Thesis, Haile Seliassie University, 1971, pp. 46-47; FO/403/275, Mr. Rodd to the
Marquess of Salisbury, 26 August 1898,

® Wendy James, “Notes on the Gumuz: Their Cultures, History and Survival”, 4 Paper Prehsem(ad 10 the
Ethiopian Origin Conference held at School of Oriental and Afvican Studies on 28" and 29" June, | 979,
pp. ¢-10.
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wrgument by stating slave raiding as internal factor of Takli-Haymanot's expedition.™
Bizualern Birhane, on the basis of his Gojjame informants, stated that the desire for
zold was the main factor behind his expedition to the Gumuz country. The other
interpre-tation that many writers including Abdussamad have forwarded is that
European or colonial powers encroachment from the direction of the Sudan induced
Tikld-FYaymanot to wage expedition to the Gumuz country.”® The last interpretation
together with the old tradition of Ethiopian kings’ territorial expansion seem more
pertinerzt to describe Negus Tékli-Haymanot’s march to the Gumuz area. One who
examines Agdw-Gumuz interaction before and after Takla-Haymanot’s march to the
area can easily disprove the first interpretation. Since the exploitation of both the
human as well as the natural resources of the Gumuz country was not significantly
changed after 1898. It is noteworthy that the Gumuz were not totally outside the
political control of the Ethiopian state. This is quite sufficient to convince us that
slaves and other kinds of resources of the Gumuz could have been exploited without a
huge expedition and direct control over the area. To conclude, emphasizing the issue
of slave raiding in the reconstruction of Gumuz history is no doubt always emanated
from heavy reliance on foreign sources without taking the broad historical, social and
psychological situation of the Ethiopian society into consideration.

The other historical interpretation that Negus Takli-Haymanot incorporated the
Gumuz land in 1898%" also needs to be corrected. This interpretation does not deserve
historical credence. Because other historical studies of the earlier periods clearly and
convincingly argue that the Gumuz had never been an independent people. Merid
Wolde Aregay and Sergew Hable Selassie on the basis of domestic sources reveal
that even since the reign of Susenyos (r. 1607-32) the Gumuz country was under the
influennce of either the Ethiopian state or the Funj Kingdom.™® This was reflected in
the boundary disputes between the two states that occurred in the Gumuz country.
The two authors noted, “... we do not know the frontiers between these countries. We
need not necessarily conclude that there were no boundaries between them or that
their rulers did not know them.” A Dutch traveller, Juan Maria Schuver, cited for
another purpose in James, who stayed for some twenty months in the Ethio-Sudanese
frontier in 1881-82 more than sixteen vears before Tgkld-Haymanot’s expedition to
the area also recounted that “... Gubba already preferred to pay tax to the Ethiopian
empire, to the governor of Belia who collected it on behalf of Ras Adal of Gojjam,
rather than to the Turco-Egyptian Sudan...”® Clearly, although there was no strong
presertce of Imperial Ethiopian control over the Gumuz polity of Gubba and its
surroundings, the area had never been free from Ethiopian influence. Therefore, the

5% apdussamad H, Ahmad, “The Gumuz of the Lowlands of Western Gojjam: The Frontier in History
1900-1 935", Africa Rivista Trimestrale di Studi e Documentazione dell” Istituto ltalo-Africane, Anno L.,
N. I, Marzs 1995, p.56.

55 Bizualem, p. 47.

% pAbdussamad, “The Gumuz...”, p. 56.

TRizualem, p. 47. o _ N
% Merid Wold Aregay and Sergew Hable Selassie, “Sudanese Ethiopian Relations Before the 19
Century”, International Conference: Sudan in 4fvica, February 1968, Sudan Research Unit, Faculty of
Arts, University of Khartoum, 1968, p. 4.

® ibid., p. 3.

® Jjames, “Lifelines ...”, p. 122,



Seyo}zm (the later Ras Haylu), Ras Bitwdddid Mingisha Atikem, and Duajjdzméch
Dimisse to govern Gojjam proper, Damot and Agaw Midir, respectiirely. Dajj&"zmﬁch
Seyoum had an ardent desire to get the vast rich region of Agiw Midir and the
country of the Gumuz.”’ Apparently this induced him to involve in and intrigue that
finally led to his incarceration.”® Although it was not materialized, his successor Ras
Bizabih, in his short governorship over Gojiam proper, adopted the same olicy
towards Agaw Midir and the Gumuz country.”

In 1905, Menilek reinstituted Ddjjazmach Seyoum as governor of Gojjam proper
only.”® From 1906 onwards, Menilek’s illness and the subsequent power vacuum,
which was increasingly deputized by Empress Taytu, provided the future Ras Haylu
with a good opportunity to consolidate his power as governor of Gojjam.” After
1911, with the help of his son-in-law, Leji Iyyasu, Menilek’s heir, Ras Haylu was able

to procure the province of Damot and Agidw Midir with the country of the Gumuz
step-by-step. ™

During the time of Ras Haylu the Gumuz polity of Gubba continued to be ruled under
its own traditional ruler named Hamdan Abu Shok or Ddjjazmach Banja. But Ras
Haylu coerced the Gumuz polity of Gubba to pay tribute to him.” At that time Rds
Haylu claimed not only Gubba and its small vassal polity Abu Ramala but also the
province of Quiri on the ground that Negus Takla-Hayméanot had ruled the area until
1901. Finally, the avaricious Ras Haylu renounced his claim to Abu Ramala by
selling it to Hamdan of Gubba.” In the first three and half decades of the twentieth
century, the Gumuz polity of Gubba remained one of the six autonomous area of the
Ethiopian Empire.” Its ruler Hamdan was one of the honored guests at Haile
Sellassie’s coronation ceremony in Addis Ababa in 1930.” Hence, both Ras Haylu
and his Agiw chiefs never exercised direct control over the Gumuz polity of Gubba.

However, the rest of the Gumuz society was destined fo continue under the over
lordship of the Agiws. It is noteworthy that the Gumuz society was a segmentary one.
The Gumuz were divided into numerous groups, tribes or villages (called in Gumuz
language addre).”’ The addres were divided among the Agdw chiefs or balabats.
Therefore, each Gumuz group or addre had its own Agéw chief or balabat after his

87 apdussamad H. Ahmad, “Trade and Politics in Gojjam, 1882-1935”, MA Thesis, Addis Ababa
University, 1980, p. 45, '
58 Gabra Silassie, Jarik Zaman Za Dagmawi Minilik Nigus Nagast Za-ltyopia, Addis Ababa: Artistic
Printing Press, 1959 E.C., pp. 299-301.

8 tbid, p. 314.

% Abdussamad H. Ahmad, Trade and Politics n...”, pp. 45-46.

& thid.; Garretson, p. 201, _
72 pvdussamad H. Ahmad, “Trade and Potitics in...”, p. 46. In 1911, S#bla-Wangel Haylu was married
to Lif lyyasu.

* Garretson, pp. 201-202.

" Ibid., p. 201; 203,

7S Mahtama-Sillassie Walda-Masqal, Zikra Nagar, (reprinted) Addis Ababa, 1962 E. C., p. 164. The rest
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1898 episode was nothing but evidence of a much more closer administrative
incorporation of the Gumuz to the central state than in earlier days.

From the point of view of territorial administration, the Gumuz country was
continued to be governed by Agiw chiefs, but under more close supervision of the.
central state. After 1898, the task of governing the entire province of Agiw Midir and
the Gumuz country was given to Ras Misfin®' He was an Agaw lord previously
known by the name of Azinagaw Dérisso. It is said that Azdnagaw demonstrated
himself brave fighter at the Battle of Adwa in 1896 under the command of Negus
Takli-Haymanot where he is said to have captured many enemy soldiers among them
were two whites. Soon afier Negus Tikli-Haymanot and his army had returned {o
Gojjam, Azdnagaw married to Nigist T#kld-Haymanot, the daughter of Negus Takla-
Haymanot.** Then after Aziinagaw was christened Mésfin and given the title of Ras
with the governorship of the vast province of Agiw Midir by Negus Tikls-Haymanot.
Ros Miasfin governed this vast area from Dangila and Injibara.”® Below him various
Agiw chiefs were empowered to rule over the Gumuz. Apparently, the Agdw chief
who were assigned in charge of Gumuz affairs were belonged to the Chuhay and
Gagrissa Agiiw clans of Chagni, and Bélaya and Tumha, respectively.

Therefore, Negus Tikla-Haymanot reaffirmed the power of the Agiw chiefs over the
Gumuz. They were empowered to collect tax from the Gumuz and other ethnic
groups of the Mtakal area,” The Gumuz of Miitsksl outside the Islamic polity of
Gubba, which had maintained greater internal autonomy, were under the sway of their
neighbouring Agiw chiefs. In Gubba, Takli-Haymanot kept intact its Muslim Gumuz
traditional ruling class. Members of the Gubba ruling class were given new Ethiopian
titles like Ddjjezmach, Fitawrari, and the like and allowed to exercise much degree of
nternal autonomy of power. They were responsible to pass part of the tribute, which
was collected from their subjects, to Tékléuﬂaymanot.“

After the death of Negus Tiklé-Haymanot, in January 1901, the process of creating a
much more closer and direct administration over the Gumuz country was further
strengthened when the Ethio-Sudanese boundary was demarcated and much of the
country fell within the Ethiopian side, in 1902.% The Gumuz country and its rich
resources also remained a major concern for T#kli-Haymanot successors. Their
increasing interest over the area after the division of Gojjam clearly reflects this.
Following the death of Negus Takld-Haymanot, the traditional region of Gojjam was
divided into three administrative units, viz. Gojjam proper, Damot and Agiw Midir
together with the country of the Gumuz. Emperor Menilek empowered Déjjazinach

“'Bizualem, p. 47; Teferi Mekonnen, “A History of Dangila, C. 1900-1956™, BA Thesis, Addis Ababa
University, 1999, p.2.

2 Tefer, p.2.

® Jbid,

5 Abdussamad, “The Gumuz...”, p. 87

% For example, Dajjach Banjaw was a title and a name given to Hamdan Abu Shok. Peter P. Garretson,
“Manjil Hamdan Abu Shok (1898-1938) and the Administration of Gubba” in Jaseph Tubiana (ed.),
Modern Ethiopia: From the Accession of Menelik Il to the Present, Rotterdam, 1980, p. 201, Garretson
provides us with detail analysis of the political history of Gubba after Takl#-Haymanol's march to the
area.

% James, “Notes ...", p. 10.




2 The Gumuz of Matikil and their Agiw Neighbours

name it was often christened ydi egdle “shangelloch” (literary means the Gumuz of so
and s,c})'.m_J The Agiw chiefs levy and collect taxes from their own respective Gumuz
group or addres. In some cases the Agiw chiefs empowered some prominent Gumuz
under them with the title of chiqashum who helped them in activities like tax
collection and other administrative affairs.” But it is important to point out that the -
Agéw chief§ had limited intervention in Gumuz’s internal socio-political -
organizations. As it will become evident later, each Gumuz village had its own elders,
called ganzas, with highest authority to decide matters involving their respective
community. Therefore, the Gumuz retained their indigenous institutions especially in
the judicial fields.

The Gumuz and the Agiws were also lined by several ties. The Gumuz practiced
shifting cultivation as their major means of existence. This was substantiated by
hunting, fishing and gathering.” They also washed gold from different tributaries of
the Abbay River.* The Gumuz had limited number of cattle due to Tsetse fly and
other pests, which were prevalent in the lowland areas of Matikil.* Perhaps due to
this and other cultural reasons, the Gumuz plough their land not with draught animals
but by digging using simple handy tools.” They produced crops like sorghum, millet,
corn, onions, and pumpkins. Particularly, the Gumuz were known for cotton and
ginger that they most often brought to markets and sold to the Agiws and other
highlanders.* In more broad terms, these items are not produced at the altitude level
where the Agiiws have settled. The Gumuz also kept domestic animals, such as goats,
sheep, donkeys and cattle. Sometimes they also brought these animals to the market
for exchange.®” The Gumuz tended their domestic animals mainly for meat. They are
said to have consumed the flesh of any animal but never without roast it with fire.®
But the Gumuz didn’t accustom milking of cows and never consumed milk. It is said
that wheg their cows gave birth, the Gumuz gave them to their Agiw neighbours for
milking.

The Gumuz-Aghw interaction had also a lot of social dimensions. To mention: in
times of wedding and mourning ceremonies of their Agdw neighbours the Gumuz
participation had always animation effect. The Gumuz would come with their musical
instruments to enliven the above-mentioned traditiona] ceremonies of the Aghws. The
Agéiws provided the Gumuz, as repayment, with goats that would be cut and eaten by
themselves.” But no information is available that shows Agdws’ participation in
Gumuz traditional ceremonies. In their social interaction the Agiws and the Gumug

7 Bazezew, p. 6. .

" Berihun Mebrate, “Spontaneous Settlement and Inter-Ethnic Relations in Matakal, Northwest
Ethiopia”, MA Thesis, Social Anthropology, Addis Ababa University, 1996, p. 12
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ca‘;lleé each other wddaj and minijima,” respectively, (the two terms Iitérary-meén
friends). It is important to note that the Agéw officials were conversant in Gumuz
language, Similarly, the Gumuz did speak Agiwinna® Moreover, the long yéars
social interaction also saw vivid cultural diffusion from the Agiws to the Gumuz.
Althoggh the Gumuz were not adherents of Christianity, they celebrated some of the
Christian holydays, which were given special attention by the Agiws. For example,
the Gumuz celebrated every year the major religious festival of the Agiws of the area
Mésqal (the Cross).” The Gumuz also observe the Sabbath or Sunday (in their
Iangugge wikumsa) with their Wednesday in their language (gkuzaba or “the day of
the wind”) as holidays. On these two days the Gumuz never do any work.™

However, this does not mean that Gumuz-Agiw interaction was always peaceful and
without conflict. As it will become evident later, there was intermittent hostility
between the Gumuz and the Agdws. Apparently, Agiws’ unlimited desire for Gumuz
human and natural resources was a major source of conflict between the two groups.
The Aglws waged ceaseless expansions to the country of the Gumuz coveting for
fertile and well-watered land. They also raided Gumuz villages in search of looting
and siaves. The abundance of different kinds of wild animals in Gumuz country was
another cause of raids to the lowlands. Agiw and other lords conducted yearly raids
to the Gumuz land because up until the recent past chasing and Kkilling big animals
was regarded as physical exercise and sign of valour. '

The Gumuz also made sporadic raids to their Agiw and other ethnic neighbours
villages. Perhaps the Gumuz did this as an action of revenge for the aforementioned
raids. Moreover, some of their cultural practices induced them to wage war against
their neighbours. Killing their neighbouring people was considered among the Gumuz
not only as sign of valour but also it was a source of pride and glory. A Gumuz who
succeeded in killing a man or big animal was called gunza (literally meant “male”).”
He would have a special status and privileges in Gumuz society. The killer would be
publically recognized as hero. He could brag or boast whenever other members
celebrate ceremonies after killing a person. This was not allowed for those who didn’t
kill a man or some number of big wild animals. Moreover, he would have his own
separate drinking vessel and seat.” If a Gumuz killed 2 man to retaliate the death of
his brother, he would enjoy priority to obtain the wife and the property of his passed
away brother.” It is said that the Gumuz woman instigated her husband to avenge the
death of a relative or a member of a group or addre since respect and privilege was
also extended to her.” It is noteworthy that whenever a member of a group was
attacked, the Gumuz reacted together. If a member of an addre, or Gumuz group was
killed by an enemy, his body would be touched and buried only by the women. This

¥ Ibid.

% Cheesman, Lake Tana..., p.336. 1 also personally observed this when the two groups comaunicate
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was done due to their belief that if men touched and buried a victim of an enemy, they
would be scared to take revenge.” The Gumuz traditional practice of sister exchange
marriage also seems to have been another source of cenﬁx'ct among themseﬁyes an_d
with their neighbours. A Gumuz to get married was obliged to give his sister in
exchange. If he hadn’t a sister, therefore, the Gumuz would go to war to get 2 'g;ri
whom would be adopted as his sister and exchanged.”® These traditional practices
often led to serious inter-ethnic conflicts that resuited great human loss and material

destruction.

In the first three and half decades of the twentieth century, the better-organized
Agaws raided the less organized Gumuz lowlanders. Indeed, until the proclamation of
the abolition of slavery, among the many factors, these raids were also motivated by
the desire for slaves.” The experience of slave raiding was not only prevalent in the
period under discussion but also widely observed and documented in the earlier
periods. The slaves that had been procured from the Gumuz area were either sold or
used as domestic slaves by the Agiws. It is important to point out that the Gumuz
themseives are also said to have participated in slave raiding and trading activities.
Some sources indicate that the Gumuz were often at war against each other and
captives were sold into slavery.”” Some of their age-old cultural practices cited as a
witness in this regard. For example, if a Gumuz woman committed adultery, she
would be slaughtered like a sheep and her body would be thrown away to a river. But
the man who committed the adultery would be arrested and sold into slavery. Elders
of Gumuz community called ganzas passed such decisions.'”’ They were empowered
to judge every matter involving their respective villages accordingly their customary
laws without intervention from Agiw chiefs.'®

The Agiw clan called Gagrissa is said to have derived its name from its exploitation
of the Gumuz human resources as slave labour. The Agiws belonged to this clan have
settled from Bilaya to Tumha districts. The etymological origin of the name of this
clan is narrated in the area as follows:

Once up on a time two men from different Agiw clans

met at a market. One of them asked the other this

question: “You are always in clean clothes, aren’t you a

farmer?” The man answered “Gagrissa” {(meaning we

have slaves or Gumuz to cultivate our land). Hence, from

then on the name “Gagrissa” is said to have been given to

the clan of the man who answered the question,'”

¥"Ibid.; Berihun, p. 90.
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It 1s clear that the enslavement or the exploitation of the Gumuz human resource by
their Aglvw neighbours has long tradition. Indeed, it was a historical reality. Despite
the fact that the issue of the slave raiding and trading in-Gumuz-Agiw interaction of
the first three decades of the twentieth century have grossly exaggerated by the
foreign sources and some writers.

The role of the Gagrissa Agaw clan in relation to the exploitation of Gumuz’s natural
and humar resources in the last century culminated when Fitawrari Zalsqa Liqu was
empowered by Ras Haylu in charge of Gumuz affairs in the second decade of the
twentieth century.’” Zalaga was a governor of Bilaya and Tumha in the period
between 1905 and 1935.'” Ras Haylu apparently assigned Fitawrari Ziliqi Liqu to
get benefit from the riches of the Métskal area, viz. coffee, gold, civet and ivory. Ras
Haylu’s apparent policy of unlimited exploitation of the resources of the Gumuz
country had a ripple effect on Z&ldg#’s sporadic raids to the lowlands. The Agiw
court of Fitowrari Z&ldqi Liqu at Mount Balaya had tremendous influence over the
greater part of the Gumuz land. There is no doubt that this Agiw court became strong
and its chief Zildgd also grew in wealth and power through the exploitation of the
human as well as natural resources of the Gumuz country. Up until 1935, the Agiw
chiefs at Balaya conducted a series of devastating sporadic expeditions to the Gumuz
villages or settlement areas. For instance, it was reported that in 1918, 1920, 1921,
1922 and 1924, Zildgd and his son waged major expeditions with paramount
importance to Gubba and the Gumuz lands bordering the Sudan.'® Ahdussamad H.
Ahmad based primarily on reports from the Sudanese side and some British archives,
has concluded that the aforementioned periodic campaigns to the Gumuz country
were purely motivated by the desire for slaves.'”’ These enslaved Gumuz were said to
have been sold at the Dangila market.'® But it seems safe to assume that other factors
such as ftribute collection, hunting, the desire to control trade routes and other
resources of the Gumuz country behind Zildg#’s sporadic raids to the lowlands. It is
noteworthy that the British sources provided quite contradictory information about
slave raiding in Gumuz country in the first three decades of the twentieth century. To
mention: in 1925 a report of Sir F. Lugard says that: “Generally speaking, in this part
of Abyssinia [Mitdkil lowlands], although the slave trade is sill carried on, slave
raiding may almost be said to be non-existence.”” The British Consuf at Dangila,
Major Cheesman, also reported as follows: “I had been told in Addis Ababa, from
more than one source, that Dangila is one of the biggest slave markets in
Abyssinia...”" " but his actual observation in the area was reported to Sir S. Barton as
follows: “During my seven years' residence in Dangila [1925-1932] I have heard of
three cases of trading in slaves, all of which have appeared in reports.”''! He added

104 Abdussamad H. Ahmad, “Trading in Slaves in Bela-Shangu! and Gumuz, Ethiopia: Border Enclaves
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that: “I have not heard of a single slave-raiding party of Abyssinians going down
there [to the Gumuz country] during my period of office...[but]...I heard of plenty of
game-poaching parties [in the Gumuz country]...”""? From this it is conspicuous that
reports in the Sudanese side were produced based largely on hearsay. Therefgre, the
explanation that Ziliqd raided the Gumuz mainly for slaves is more partial and .
incomplete than comprehensive one,

The sporadic campaigns of the Agliws to the Gumuz area were always ended in
victory of the former. This was because the Agiws were better organized and well
equipped than the Gumuz. Although some sources indicate that the Gumuz have
already began to possess some rifles in the period under discussion, they resisted the
Agaws with bows and arrows.'” These sporadic expeditions obviously resulted
massive displacement of the Gumuz. {t was reported that the Gumuz were forced to
migrate crossing the Ethic-Sudanese boundary and took refuge in Anglo-Egyptian
Sudan. The Agaw chiefs, for example in 1916, were said to have asked the British
administration in the Sudan to return the Gumuz who had crossed the border o
them.'” Some Gumuz community also moved northwards to the areas near
Mitima.'” This was reported afier Z3ldqd’s raid to the Gumuz area in 1924. The
other form of reaction of the Gumuz to these sporadic Agéw raids seems to have been
forging alliance with the British in the Sudan. The Gumuz volity of Gubba, in the
border land, employed such a mechanism. For example, Zildgh's son who led
expedition to Gubba and the adjacent border land commanding 400 riflemen was shot
by the slave patrol of the Sudanese Government in 1918.""® Moreover, in 1925 when
Major Cheesman visited the Gumuz polity of Gubba, Hamdan had British trained
guards,'"” Evidently, due to its geographical proximity to the Sudan, the Gumuz
polity of Gubba had established some sort of defensive alliance with the British
against Agiw raids.

Besides these sporadic campaigns, hunting expeditions to the lowland of Mitalks]
adversely affected the peaceful climate of the Gumuz country. In every dry season,
when wild animals were readily available, the impenetrable grass of the lowland was
burnt, and rivers were fordable, the Gumuz country was turned into a hunting
ground."'® According to Abdussamad, Agiw and other lords from the rest of Gojjam
and Gondar were chasing and killing big wild animals in Gumuz country up until
1935."% Like other matters, Agaw chiefs managed hunting activity in Gumuz
country. In this regard the repeatedly mentioned Agiw chief, Fitawrari Z3liqd was
responsible to collect the tusk and other trophies form every hunter and to hand over

"2 Ibid.
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part of it to Ras Haylu’s storehouse, which was found in the heart of Agiw-Midir, at
Injibara,'* '

More than plunder and forceful exportation of their natural and human resources, the
Gumuz were segregated and looked in despise by their Agiw neighbours. The Agiws
considered the Gumuz as a Negro tribe of racially lower status, heathen, and an
inferior race. This was expressed in several stereotypes. The Agéiws used a derogatory
generic name of “Shangella” for the Gumuz. The name “Shangella” connotes
backward, barbarous, naked or uncivilized."” But the Gumuz in the immediate
neighbours of the Agiiws called themselves Bega,'” those who live within and near
the Sudanese frontier use the name Gumuz for themselves.'” With no exaggeration
the age-old Agaw prejudice excluded the Gumuz from the family of mankind. They
draw a clear racial dichotomy between Saw (man) and “Shangella” (slave). This
clearly reflected in Fitawrari Z814q4’s speech to a British official who visited to
Balaya in the first decade of the twentieth century. Zalaga said: “...though there were
men [Agdw] living in Balayd mountain, all the low country between the plateau and
the Sudan frontier was inhabited by his slaves [Gumuz].”'** Clearly, Gumuz-Agiw

interaction was rigidified by the increasing negative stereotyped attitude towards the
first.

As a result, in spite of the long years’ interaction and territorial integration, social-
separation rather than assimilation or incorporation characterized Gumuz-Agiw
relationship. The Agiiws, at the level of the ruling class, hardly intermarry with the
Gumuz.'” Moreover, they didn’t feel the necessity of spreading Christianity to the
Gumuz, The reason why the Agiws didn’t put rigorous efforts to convert the Gumuz
to Christianity is not well established.'*® Although it needs its own meticulous
historical investigation, it is possible to pass a tentative historical judgment that the
spread of Christianity to the Gumuz area was impeded by the Agiws unlimited
imterest to QGumuz resources. Since, in those days, looting and enslaving the
vanquished “heathen” by the Christians were not considered as sin or crime by the
existing religious morality or legal code.'™ In short, the Agdws seem to have used
Gumuz heathen practices as a moral excuse or justification for their devastating
sporadic raids to the area.

The Gumuz on the other hand used a generic hatred name of Mittiha for the Aghws
and other light brown skin highlanders. The derogatory name of Mittiha connotes
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124 A5 it was quoted by Abdussamad, “The Gumuz...”, pp. 59-60.

1251 have passed this judgment on the basis of my own personal observation in the area. Moreover, the
Iiterature, that I have been able to consult for the purpose of this paper, doesn't indicate the existence of
marriage alliance between the Gumuz and the Agaw ruling classes.

126 edane Mariam explained that the majority of the Gumuz were not Christians rather they were
worshippers of natural objects such as mountains, rivers, moon, rocks, etc... Kedane Mariam, p. 25.

“7 For the legal code and religious morality of the Christians in relation 1o looting and enslaving,

Punkhurst, p. 4.
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cruelty and brutatity.'® It is said that the Agéws and other highlanders did something
inhumanity upon the Gumuz. To cite a case, although it is almost implausible, it has
been written that the Agdws cut off the hamstring of th.e er!l’fg}aved Gumuz and made
him partially lame so as to prevent the slave from escaping. ~ On the_: other hand, due
to their deep hatred towards the highlanders, the Gumuz are sajd to have been
perpetrating sometiing savagery as follows: “When the;y {tl:za Gumuz] succeeded in
killing [a highlander] they cut off his right arms, dry it with smoke and beat their
drums with it; this gives great honour to the killer.”

Although the literature on the Gumuz in the Italian occupation period, 1935-41 ,'is not
very extensive nor is it satisfactory, available one shows ro drastic change in the
Gumuz-Agaw interaction. But this period marked considerable military bustle in the
area. It is reported that some highlanders raided Gumuz villages for cattle. The raiders
also forced the Gumuz to hand over honey and other items. As a result, some Gumuz
groups sided with the Italians. After they had obtained arms from the Italians, these
Gumuz groups attacked neighbouring villages of the highlanders B The Italians
established a strong military camp at Gubba to defend possible British attack from the
Sudan and to suppress local patriotic resistance.*® This camp provided reinforcement
to the Italian military stations, which were found in Métikal area. For example, when
the patriots of the area besieged the Italian garrison at Dabrd Ziyit, in Wimbdra, it
was from Gubba that the Italians mobilized their force by air and by ground to
reinforce the encircled contingent.'”® At that same time the Italians constructed the
Gubba-Wambira motorway to assemble their force, which has still provided service
in Gumuz country.'**

Finally, on January 1, 1941 when the Gideon Forces entered into Ethiopian territory
through Omedilla, the Italians retreated from Gubba'”® southward across the
Abbay.”*® Some sources of the period reveal that the Gumuz allied with their Agéw
neighbours and put stiff resistance against the Italians. Patriots of Gubba fought
against the Italians under Fitawrari Ziligd Liqu and later Ddjjazmach Mingisha
Jimbdre. Seletene Seyoum listed the sons of Ddjjezmach Banjaw, Muhammad and
Osman Banjaw, and two others named Albushar Ahmad and Hasan Bazgum among
the prominent patriotic leaders of the resistance period in Agdw-Bahir Dar-
Matikdl."”’ The Gumuz who lived east of the Bilds River also fought under the
famous patriotic leader of Zigdme, Métikiil, and Wambira areas called Fitawrari

"2Wolde Sellassie Abbute Deboch, “Gumuz and Highland Reseftlers: Differing Strategies of Livelihood
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March 2002, p.231.
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Zildgd Birru."® Particularly in the end of the occupation period the Gumuz land was
an indispensable area of linkage between the patriots and the British, The latter aided
the former with arms and ammunitions.” It is noteworthy that the emperor Haile
Selassie also returned from exile in 1941 through the Gumuz country after the
evacuation of the Italians from Gubba.'"® This clearly indicates that existence of
strong patriotic resistance in Gumuz country and the liberation of the area from
Fascist occupation earlier than the other parts of the country.

in the post-liberation period Gumuz-Agiw interaction seems to have continued
unchanged. But this period witnessed more sporadic Gumuz rebellion in the area than
ever before. The major causes of Gumuz rebellion in Matikal in the period roughly
from 1941-1974 can be summed up and listed as follows: First, their defensive action
against further expansion by the Agiws. Second, the attempt by the Gumuz to regain
their lost territories. Third, as it will become evident later, some Agidw chiefs with
hidden interests behind instigated the Gumuz to rebel and create chaotic situation in
the area. In 1940s, the provincial government of Agiw-Bahir Dar awrgje faced on
and off rebellion from the Gumuz of Mitdkal. The Gumuz rebelled against their
Agiw chiefs. This induced disturbance and instability in the Matikal area. This
chaotic situation in M4tékal area was started soon after the death of a strong Agiw
chief, named Grazmach Z#lsqgs Birru, who was the governor of Sigadi until 1944.""
This Agéw chief had strong army recruited from the Agiws and the Gumuz to
maintain peace and order in the area and to carry out his responsibility of collecting
taxes from the Gumuz and passed them to the central government.'* Apparently, a
strong Agiw chief did not succeed him. Subsequently, the Gumuz of Dibati and
Mandura refused to pay their annual tribute and openly rebelled soon after the death
of Zildqi. Z8l4g4’s Gumuz ex-soldiers spearheaded the 1940s rebellion against Agiw
chief of Sigﬁdi.m Although it was intermittent, the rebellion continued for the next
three years, up until 1947, because no strong Agéw chief was installed at the post of
Zil5g4 to quell down the Gumuz rebellion and to resume peace and order in the area.
Consequently, the other Agiw chiefs at the lower position were not able to collect
taxes from the Gumuz effectively as it had been in the period of Grazmach Zilagd
Birru.

Within the central government there was a strong belief that the Agiw chiefs could
settle the chaotic situation of the area. The long tradition of giving administrative
posts to the Agiws continued. As a result, Fifawrari Embiald Gésséssd was appointed
as administrator of the area in 1947." Soon after he had become govemor of the
area, Embialii started to resolve the problem through exchange of views with Gumuz
elders who were frequently summoned to Chagni town. Unfortunately, however, his
effort was interrupted before ripe due to another Gumuz rebellion in September

8 1hid., p.349; Bazezew, p. 19. B
13K abada gave detailed discussion on the correspondence between the Ethiopian patriots and the British
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1948.%° An Agiw chief called Admassu Gugsa who was a governor of Zigim district
led this rebellion. Admassu claimed the post of Embiald and began to instigate the
Gumuz to rebel against Embiald.'*® This clearly indicates that the Agéw chiefs had
strong influence upon the Gumuz rebellion, Because whenever conflicts occur.red
among Aglw chiefs they involved the Gumuz. The conflict between the two chiefs
and the Gumuz involvement further complicated the situation and created instability -
in Métdk4l. This affected the normal trade traffic and other governmental activities
like tribute collection. Finally, Dijjazmach Kibidd Tdsdma, Emperor’s enddrase of
the governorate general of Gojjam, personally marched with his army to Mitakil in
October 1948.'" First, he resolved the conflict between the two Agiw chiefs. It was
resolved when Admassu, who was the mastermind behind Gumuz rebelfion, was
peacefully surrendered to Ddjjazmach Kib#dds at Chagni. Secondly, Kibidi set out to
pacify the Gumuz country and visit Wimbidra. The Gumuz did not put strong
resistance to Kdbidd’s army. It is said that it was quell down with few incident where
some death and imprisonment of the Gumuz.'** As a result, peace reigned for some
time in the area. Ddjjazmach Kibadd Tésima is said to have proposed the
establishment of a new awrgjjo administrative structure as a remedy for the existing
peace and security problem that impeded the normal trade traffic and collection of
tribute in the area. This was also believed to have enabled close administrative control
over the Gumuz country.'”

The periodic revolt of the Gumuz people in Mitikal became the major factor for the
insecurity and absence of proper administration of the area. These revolts created
problems in the regular flow of trade and tax-collection. The central government
decided to make Mitikdl a separate awrgje to ensure effective control over the
Gumuz. Aglw-Bahir Dar awrgja was so vast to be effectively governed from its
center, Dangila. Absence of effective transportation and communication networks
made the administration of the vast awrgja very difficult.”™® Consequently, the
government evenfually devised a new administrative reshuffling that separated
Mitakal from the vast Agiw-Bahir Dar awraja and upgraded its status to an awraja
administrative unit. The central government implemented the administrative
rearrangement that was believed to have enabled to exercise close control over the
Gumuz country and to maintain peace and order in the area when the vast Agiw-
Bahir Dar awraja was disintegrated into three awrgjas in 1956."> At that same time
the Gumuz country of Gubba and Dangur, which had been administered as outlying
districts of the Governorate-General of Bagemidir in the post, liberation period were
brought to be part of the new Mitskil awraja. Moreover, Wémbdra, which had been
independently administered as a peripheral district outside Agiw-Bahir Dar awraja,
was also included as part of the new Matakal awraja, '+
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Howewer, the sporadic revolt of the Gumuz continued throughout the years of the
19505 . The major revoit was in Dibati and Mandura districts. 1t was not easy to
suppress and sometimes it went out of control. This rebellion was said to have been
caused by the system of tax collection.'” At that time, every Gumuz was required to
pay ary annual tax of five Ethiopian Birr, Due to their practice of shifiing cultivation,
the Gumuz did not have a constant territorial basis. They were moving each season in
searchy of new land for cultivation. Thus Agiw tax collectors didn’t always find the
particular Gumuz group or addre in its former location. Besides this the Gumuz did
not have the tradition of keeping the receipt paper given to them after they paid the
required annual tax. Tacitly, when they were obliged to repay the taxes, the Gumuz
reacted with rebellion.”** Apparently, some Agiw tax collectors used violence and
intimj dation at the time of tax collection whenever the Gumuz complained to pay that
added more fuel to the burning Gumuz reaction of taxes.'” As a result, a major
Gumuz revolt was erupted and wide spread to different Gumuz villages in 1950s. It
was reported that the rebellion went out of control and the Gumuz refused to pay their
annual tax. They also began to assault the profile of towns, which were inhabited by
non-Gumuz peoples, during the night.”*® The Gumuz attacked and killed people as far
as Sigadi, at the heart of the Chuhay Agiw clan. Consequently, many civilians
became victims of this rebellion,'’

The Gurnuz rebellion culminated in 1960 when it was widespread and well organized
under the leadership of an individual who called himself “Colonel” Lambicha."”®
There is still strong reminiscence of this Gumuz rebellion among the peoples of
Mitikel area as the “War of Lambicha”. In January 1960, the Gumuz shot an Agiw
chief named Aga¥i Birru, who was responsible for government tax collection in
Mintawuha district and its surroundings.”™ Subsequently, Government involved the
Agiws and other neighbouring ethnic groups to put down Gumuz rebellion. With a
short period of time, the rebellion was suppressed and Lambicha was taken to
prisorz.'®® To protect further Gumuz rebellion, the Government decided to set up a
permanent police station in Méntawuha and Dibati towns in 1960, '

The middle of the twentieth century witnessed the beginning of the influx of people
from Willo to the Mutiaks! area.'®® The most pressing problems that drove the
Walloyss to the Mitdkal area were recurring drought, environmental collapse, over
population and exhaustion of the land in their original settlement areas. This clearly
indicates the continuity of the old tradition of searching Matékal for its rich resources.
This predominantly Muslim people could not seftle with the Christian Agiws in
relatively densely populated highland districts. The new comers having discussed
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with the Agéw chiefs settled to the lowlands of Mitskil side by side with the
Gumuz.'® As a result the Willoyis became immediate neighbours of the Gumuz. The
Gumuz and the Agéws began to live as distant neighbours. The age-old Gumuz-Agiw
close interaction began to be superseded by a new aggressive conflict between the
Gumuz and the Willoys. Sometimes this conflict went out of control of the local
Agaw chiefs’and need the intervention of the central government,

In 1960s, the Mitékil area received a massive influx of the Willoyi seftlers. The
Willoyés seftled near by the Gumuz in agreement with the Agiiw chiefs or Balabats.
However, serious contradiction soon started between the Agiw balabats and the
Willoy# settlers which eventually brought the Gumuz into the scene in early 1960s.
The main cause of conflict between the Willoy3 settlers and the Agiw balabats was
the issue of land tax. The Willoyds refused to pay taxes to Agiw balabats on the
ground that the latter continuously increased the amount of the tax required from
them. At first it seems that the settlers and the balabats tried to resolve peacefully
through local government courts. But whenever the case brought to the court, it was
decided that the Willoys to pay tribute to the government not to the Asiw balabats.
For example, an Aghw balabat named Grazmach Rata couldn’t succeed to get tax
from the Walloyids through the local court when it was decided against his claim in
1963, Therefore, after this the Aglw balabarts attempted to evict the Willoyis by
force. Some armed clashes were reported between the Agiiws and the Willoyés that
cost the life of the two groups. In this conflict the Gumuz sided with the Agiw
balabats against the Willoyi settlers.'™ Eventually, the Agiw balabats stopped open
combat and used a hideous method of evicting the Willoyis indirectly through the
Gumuz.

In Dibati, the Walloyd settled after they had agreed with an Agéw balabat named
Zalaga Kidane. Accordingly the agreement, the settler agreed to pay to Ziligs Kidane
an annual payment of 20 Birr per household. Hence they paid for the next four years
from 1963-1966. Zildqd required them fo pay double from 1966 onwards. The
Wialloyds complained but eventually they agreed to pay 40 Ethiopian Birr per
household to the aforementioned balabar annually. Z#ldqd raised the amount of the
tax payment to sixty Birr per household in 1967. At that time the Willoyas refused to
pay. Z4ldqd ordered them to abandon from the land but they refused. He then began
to instigate the Gumuz of Dibati area to take up arms against the Willoyi settlers.
Consequently, the Gumuz killed the settlers, burnt their villages, and destroyed their
grain harvest. This conflict wide spread and perpetuated, mainly as enmity between
the Gumuz and the Willoyi settlers, up until 1970.'% The central government didn’t
intervene to stop the ongoing antagonism immediately. The fact that the delay was
due to the 1968 peasant rebellion which was a major scene almost in the entire region
of Gojjam induced by the enforcement of the newly proclaimed agricultural income
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tax.'”’ Sadly, this political turmoil spurred the onslaught of the Gumuz on the
Willoyd settlers. In 1969, the Imperial Government dispatched a contingent of a
police force called fétno-dirash commanded by Colonel Limessa. The fdino-ddrash
succeeded in disarming the Gumuz rebels.'® This rewarded for Mitikal area with
peace and stability. Nevertheless, instigating the Gumuz against the Willoyi sefttlers
by Agiw balabats seems to have been continued until the 1974 Revolution, As it is

very well-known the Revolution finally brought Agdw balabais strong claim of the
Gumuz land to an end through its proclamation of “Land to the Tiller” in 1975,
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