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UNIT SEVEN

THE ETHIOPIAN REGION AND THE HORN OF AFRICA UP TO 1529

Introduction

The downfall of the Zagwe dynasty around 1270 A.D. was followed by the rise to power of a new dynasty called the 'Solomonic' dynasty. This dynasty began to trace its genealogy from the ancient kings of Israel. It gradually shifted its political centre from Lalibela to northern Shewa. 

The period beginning from 1270 is generally known in Ethiopian history as the medieval period. It is to mean the Middle Age or the period between the ancient and modern history of Ethiopia. This period witnessed several developments. From its centre in northern Shewa, the Christian kingdom began to expand its territories in different directions. Islam, which was introduced to the region earlier, began to make a great break through into the interior of the Horn of Africa, mainly from the coast of the Gulf of Aden. The spread of Islam followed the trade routes which connected the Ethiopian region with the Gulf of Aden and Red Sea coasts. The communities along these trade routes set up a series of Muslim states in the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa.

Besides the Christian and Muslim states, various states also existed in the southern and western parts of the region, where the peoples practiced various forms of traditional religion. The Falasha who followed ancient Judaism were another group of people in the region.

In general, during the medieval period the Ethiopian region and the Horn constituted several states and peoples who followed different religions. In this unit, we will see the political, economic and cultural lives of these states and people. We will also discuss the political, economic and cultural interactions among the peoples and states of the region.

Objectives

       At the end of this unit, you will be able to:

· explain the states in the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa between the second half of the thirteenth century up to 1529;
· compare the peoples and states in the southern, eastern and central regions of Ethiopia;
· explain Ethiopia as a multi-cultural country and land of diversity.





Terms to Know
	- Kafficho

·  Legitimacy

·  Makhzmite dynasty

·  Made Seyon's expansion

·  Motelami

·  Mikrecho

· 'Mountain of kings'
	- Omotic State 

- Port of Zeila
- 'Restoration'

· 'Solomonic' dynasty 

· Sultanate 

- Tato

- Walasma Dynasty
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7.1. "Restoration" of the Solomonic Dynasty and the Christian Highland Kingdom

    As stated earlier, the major rivals of the Zagwe dynasty came from the Amhara region. In those days the Amhara region constituted the present day southern Wello and northern Shewa. During the period, the region was the tributary of the Zagwe dynasty. Just like the Zagwe kings before them, the Amhara ruling class also took away political power from their predecessors around 1270.
    The founder of the new dynasty was a local ruler in Amhara called Yekuno-Amlak. This dynasty, which came to power in 1270, called itself 'Solomonic'. Yekuno-Amlak and his followers took this dynastic name to justify their legitimacy by claiming that the Zagwe rulers were illegitimate. To justify this they resorted to the legend of Queen Sheba and King Solomon.
	The legend of Queen of Sheba and King Solomon maintains that Queen Sheba or Negeste Saba, the supposed queen of Ethiopia at one time, visited King Solomon of Israel. When she returned back to her country, the queen gave birth to a son called Menelik I. According to the legend, Menelik I is the son of Queen Sheba and King Solomon. The legend also states that Menelik I and his descendants ruled as kings of Ethiopia for long period of time and that the rulers of Ethiopia had to be direct descendants of this line.


The Agaw were considered illegitmate rulers of Ethiopia since they do not trace their descent to the family of Menelik I. When Yekuno Amlak took over the political power in 1270, he tried to justify himself as legitimate ruler of Ethiopia by establishing a genealogy which linked him to the family of Menelik I through Dil Naod, the last king of the Aksumite state. So, he said "I restored the lost power", and hence the “restoration” of the 'Solomonic' dynasty. 

But when we closely investigate this legend, we do not have any historical justification for it. Thus, we categorize it in the realm of legend. Yekuno-Amlak took this dynastic name in order to legitimize his rule and to check in advance any sort of political uprising against his rule. But even as a legend, it was very important since it was generally accepted at the time and the whole legitimacy of state power was essentially based on it. From about 1270 until fall of the despotic  Haile Selassie I rule in 1974, all the Ethiopian kings who assumed power over the central state, claimed descent from this family. This means that the 'Solomonic' dynasty can be said to have lasted for over 700 years.

However, the success of Yekuno Amlak was not simply based on his legendary claims. His success had economic and military reasons. In the trade between the Zagwe kingdom and the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden coasts, the Christian communities in the Amhara region played the role of middlemen. As one of the local rulers in Amhara, Yekuno-Amlak must have monopolized the profit of the trade. It is known that Yekuno-Amlak maintained friendly relations with the Christian rulers and traders of the Zagwe dynasty as well as the Muslim traders of Shewa. This meant that he had a strong economic and political position in the region. Using the revenue from the trade, Yekuno-Amlak built an effective army by which he challenged the Agaw rule and defeated the last king of the Zagwe dynasty called Yetbarek. In his struggle to take power, Yekuno-Amlak was able to mobilize the people of the Amhara region against the Agaws. Therefore, the success of Yekuno-Amlak was not due to his legitimacy. Rather, he was strong militarily, economically and politically.

At the beginning the new dynasty established its centre around Tegulet, a district in northern Shewa. But later on the royal court has shifted from region to region on the eastern foothills of the Shewan plateau. The issue of securing the newly won power captured the immediate attention of the dynasty. This was because sometimes after the death of Yekuno-Amlak in 1285, the dynasty began to face internal political instability. One of the reasons for this instability was lack of formal rules of succession to the throne. As a result, the sons and descendants of Yekuno-Amlak began to fight each other over this issue. Particularly, between 1294-99 the problem of succession was so intense that five successive kings came to power. 
All male descendants of Yekuno-Amlak were detained at a royal prison at Amba Gishen after he came to the throne. The passes and foothills of the mountain were guarded by loyal warriors. This measure solved the problem of succession and facilitated the consolidation of the power of the Christian kingdom of the medieval period.
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Fig 7.1 The royal prison of Amba-Gishen

Another issue of immediate attention was the regulation of the kingdom's relations with the neighbouring states and peoples. When Yekuno Amlak (r1270-85) came to power, the territory of the Christian Kingdom was almost limited to the former possessions of the Zagwe rulers. This territory was surrounded by different states and peoples. Various Muslim sultanates existed in the eastern, southern and southeastern frontiers of the kingdom. The Falasha lived along the northwestern frontier. South of the Falasha existed a predominantly Agaw speaking kingdom of Gojam. The southern and southwestern frontiers were occupied by different states and peoples. During the reign of Yekuno-Amalk, the kingdom had peaceful relations with all its neighbors. At the time there has been power balance among the states of the Ethiopian region and the Horn. But the rise of Amde Seyon (r. 1314-44), grandson of Yekuno-Amlak, began to disturb the balance of power in favour of the Christian Kingdom. As a result, the Christian Kingdom began its territorial expansion against the neighboring states and peoples. Amde Seyon was the most expansionist king of the medieval period. Consequently, conflict and war affected the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa up to the end of our period in 1529.

In the early period of the ‘Solomonic’ dynasty, the economy of the kingdom mainly depended on agriculture, which was dominated by mixed farming. Most of the members of the communities were prosperous with large families. Such families also kept slaves who were used for domestic purposes. As a political and economic system, feudalism also began to take shape beginning from the fourteenth century. This is known from the records of the period, which show land grants made by kings to officials in return for special services. 

Trade took a very important place in the economy after the conquest of the Muslim sultanates in the southern parts of the region. During this period, Zeila had completely overtaken Dahlak as a gateway of internal and external trade. Most of the trade items came from the western and southwestern parts of the Ethiopian region. Among the trade items were slaves, ivory and gold. Cereals and fruits of the highland were also higly demanded in the lowlands on both sides of the Red Sea. The trade of the region was still controlled by Muslim merchants. Revenues collected from export and import trade became a source of income for the Christian kings. The Christian kings also took part in the trade. They organized and financed caravan traders who were led by the agents of the kings.

In general, trade played a very important role during the medieval period. Through trade various states and peoples of the region were brought together and they developed a sense of economic interdependence. Trade also promoted their interaction in different aspects of social life. This could be explained both in terms of wars as well as peaceful relations. The desire to monopolize the long distance trade routes of the region led to frequent clashes between the rival states of the region. On the other hand, the trade routes which criss-crossed the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa resulted in the exchange of various social and cultural values among the diverse peoples of the area.

Another development of the period was the further expansion of the Orthodox Church. At the time of the rise of Yekuno-Amlak, the Church had already been strongly established in Tigray, Wag, Lasta, Angot and Amhara. Subsequently, the Church further expanded into Shewa, Gojjam and in the regions around Lake Tana.

A very important feature of the medieval Christian highland kingdom, that followed the large scale territorial expansion, was the consolidation of the feudal mode of production. This was mainly the creation of a feudal administration. In order to effectively administer the vast empire which came into existence, the kings maintained both hereditary chiefs and appointed officials. In some regions, the earlier ruling classes were allowed to remain in power, with close supervision of the central government. In the other regions, new officials were appointed by the kings from the centre and sent to the newly conquered areas with large number of soldiers. These officials, administrative as well as military, were given the right to collect tribute from the local people over whom they were appointed. This system was called the Gult system. Gult was a right to right to levy tribute on the owners of rest and produce of rest land. Rest was hereditary right to land use by members of families and clans whose ancestors retained the land for the long period of time. This system remained to be the predominant feature of Ethiopian feudalism upto the twentieth century.

This man enjoyed a number of economic and political privileges over the peasants under him. For example, he was responsible for the collection of tributes in kind from the peasants under him. These may include items like grains, cattle, honey, butter, salt, house hold equipments, etc. Most of these tributes are kept by the bala-gult himself and part of them could be transmitted upwards to the central state. He can also use the corvee or free labour of the people under him . Moreover, the bala-gult is responsible for the maintenance of law and order in his region. He acted as a chief judge and gave an administrative justice to his people. He could also raise a regional army from his region and command them during the time of regional or national crisis.

Generally, the gult system had served two very important purposes in the medieval Christian kingdom. Firstly, it helped the kingdom to maintain large territorial army during the period. Because almost every bala-gult was responsible to recruit soldiers from his region and command them. Secondly, it greatly simplified the task of administering the vast Christian kingdom of the period. The empire was divided into different minute pieces in which each bala-gult  maintained the peace and security of his region.

Another main feature of the medieval period was the mobile nature of the royal court. Throughout the period there was no permanent capital city like Aksum or Lalibela. Instead, the kings lived in roving or moving capitals. They roamed around in the various parts of their domains followed by their court officials and soldiers. During this time the monarches and their dignitaries lived in tents, while the other camp followers lived in temporary huts. There were no permanent structures like palaces and castle.

Focus

	The constant move of the royal court from region to region owes partly to the lack of provision or supply for the large number of camp followers and partly to the shortage of firewoods. But they moved also for political reason, i.e. to control rebellions in different regions of the empire. Therefore, the relative peace and stability of the period also owes to this checking mechanism by the medieval kings.


For most of the medieval period, the court was moving on the eastern foothills of the Shewan plateau. In fact, some kings after the middle of the fifteenth century, tried to stay at one region for many years. For instance, Emperor Zara-Yacob (r. 1434-68) found the town of Debre Berhan in 1454 and  subsequently stayed in it for fourteen years.

7.2. Muslim States in the Ethiopian Region and the Horn of Africa up to 1529
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Trade and Islam were the main factors for the emergence of  the Muslim sultanates in the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa. In order to see the establishment of the Muslim states in the region, let’s first discuss the introduction of Islam to Ethiopia and the Horn. 

Focus 

	Islam was introduced to the region through two points: the Red Sea and the Gulf  of Aden coasts.


However, The friendly relations between Aksum and the Muslim Arabs was later changed to rivalries over the Red Sea trade between the two. As we have already stated, these rivalries resulted in the destruction of the port of Adulis and the occupation of the Dahlak Islands by the Muslim Arabs in the early eighth century.  It was beginning from this time onwards that Islam began to be introduced to the region.

Generally, Islam penetrated the region through two main gates. One of the gates was the Dahlak Islands in the Red Sea. With the Muslim Arab occupation of the Islands in 702, Dahlak and the Red Sea coastal regions began to have their first Muslim expriences. The Muslim Arab merchants played the role of converting the people of the area to Islam. However, as a result of the existence of strong Christian community in the highland regions of northern Ethiopia,  Islam could not make successful penetration into the interior of the region in that direction. Rather, it was mainly limited to the Red Sea coastal territories of the immediate low land region.

The second, and perhaps the most important gate for the spread of Islam into the interior of the region was the port of Zeila on the Gulf of Aden coast. Several trade routes from the interior of the region run to the direction of this port. Here also, the Muslim Arab merchants were the agents of the expansion of Islam. Along the Zaila trade route into the interior, these merchants established important market centres, where they could stay for sometimes to exchange the items they brought from South Arabia with the locally available items. In the meantime, they underwent a considerable interaction with the local pastoral communities and gradually preached Islam and  were able to convert the people to their religion. Apparently, it was in this process that Islam was peacefully introduced to Harar, Eastern Shewa, Wollo, Bale, Arsi and the other regions of the interior of Ethiopia. 

The introduction of Islam in the region, together with the trade, led to the establishment of a series of Muslim sultanates or states along the Zeila trade route into the interior. These sultanates shared many features in common, such as: 

· Their population was made up of Muslim communities.

· Their rulers exercised both religious and political powers.

· Islam and trade were the main factors for their emergence.

· Most of the sultanates were located in the southeastern lowlands of the Ethiopian region.

· Although some of the communities practiced mixed farming, the economy of the sultanates mainly depended on trade.

Beyond these common features,  however, each sultanate developed in its own peculiar way. Unfortunately, we do not have sufficient information on the history of some of the sultanates. Yet, all that have been left by Arab and Christian sources is altogether to illustrate the internal history of the medieval Muslim states of the Ethiopian region as follows.

The Sultanate of Shewa

The sultanate of Shewa roughly occupied the northeastern half of the present province by that name. It was the oldest Muslim state in the Ethiopian region. The first ruler of the sultanate came to power around 897 A.D. The ruling dynasty of this Sultanate was called Makhzumite. The Makhzumite claimed to have descended from the Makhzumi clan of South Arabia. The rulers used the Muslim title called sultan. Because of  this, Shewa as well as the other Muslim states ruled by sultans are named sultanates.

For most of its history, the sultanate of Shewa did not have good relation with its neighbours. One of its neighbours was the kingdom of Damot which existed to the northwest of Shewa. For sometime Damot extended its hegemony over Shewa. Nevertheless, the worst enemy of Shewa was the sultanate of Ifat in the eastern frontier of Shewa. The rulers of Ifat led constant campaigns against Shewa. They wanted to extend their hegemony over the sultanate. Finally, one of the sultans of Ifat deposed and murdered the sultan of Shewa in the mid 1280s, thereby putting an end to the oldest Muslim sultanate of the Ethiopian region.

The Sultanate of Dahlak

Dahlak is a common name for a group of islands in the Red Sea. The islands are located not far from the port of Massawa. Since ancient times, the islands were a port of call for sailing ships from north to south in the Red Sea. The Arabs established their settlement on the Dahalk Islands after they had attacked and destroyed Adulis in 702. By  then Islam had already firmly established in the islands . By the tenth century the prosperous sultanate of Dahlak had emerged.

The economy of the sultanate was based on trade and piracy, the later being an exception to the common economic features of the Muslim sultanates. Before Zeila emerged as a main center of trade, Dahlak was the major out-let for the trade of the region.

For most of its existence, the sultanate of Dahlak had attracted the interest of three powerful states, i.e., the Mamluks of Egypt, Yemen and the Ethiopian Christian Kingdom. Each tried to extend its hegemony over the sultanate. However, the rulers of the Dahlak Islands usually overcame the threat through diplomacy and alliances. As a result, they maintained their independence until the conquest of Ottoman Turkey ended that independence in the mid sixteenth century.

The Sultanate of Ifat

 The sultanate of Ifat seems to have emerged in the mid thirteenth century. in the lowlands east of the Shewan plateau. It was founded by a local Muslim ruling family called Walasma. Umar walasma, the contemporary of Yekuno- Amlak, was the first historically known ruler of the sultanate, Ifat attained military and political prominence during his reign. During the region of Umar Walsma Ifat subdued and incorporated the Muslim sultanate of Shewa.

Through the territory of Ifat passed a series of trade routes which connected Zeila with the interior of the Ethiopian region. This strategic position enabled Ifat to monopolize the trade of the region. Along with this, the local community was also converted to Islam in great number. This enabled Ifat to become the lea ding and the most powerful Muslim sultanate of the Ethiopian region. In the first half of the fourteenth century Ifat extended its hegemony over the sultanates along its frontiers. This hegemony came to an end after Amde Seyon took power in the Christian kingdom. During his reign Ifat was ruled by one of its strongest sultan called Sabredin. This sultan fought many battles to retain the power of Ifat in the lowlands. But he was finally defeated, after which Ifat became a tributary state to the Christian Kingdom.

The Sultanate of Hadya

Hadya was one of the medieval Muslim sultanates of the Ethiopian region. We do not know when the sultanate came to power. However, the sultanate is mentioned for the first time during the reign of Amde Seyon. At the time the sultanate was one of the tributaries of the Christian Kingdom.

Among the Muslim sultanates, Hadya occupied the most westerly territory of the Ethiopian region. The western frontiers of Hadya touched the Gibe River. In the south the territory of the sultanate seems to have stretched up to Lake Awasa, while in the north it extended a little to the north of Lake Zway.

One problem in the history of the medieval Muslim sultanates is lack of information on the ethnic identity of their population. In the case of Hadya, it is known that the ancestors of the present Hadya ethnic group were among the original settlers of the sultanate. It is also suggested that the ancestors of the present ethnic groups like Burji, Kambata, Timbaro, and part of the Alaba people constituted the medieval population of Hadya.

The economy of Hadya mainly depended on mixed farming, while some part of the population led a purely pastoral life. Trade also contributed to the economy of the state. Hadya was the main source of slaves for the region.

The sultanate of Hadya possessed rich natural resources and mainly it was known for its wealth in human resource. Because of this the Christian kings gave much attention to Hadya and defeated it in the early 1330s reducing it to a tributary status. Nevertheless, Hadya had always caused  problem to the Christian kings. The rulers had the title of garad. The garads rebelled now and then against the Christians kings. As a result, the Christian kings occasionally led punitive expeditions to retain the tributary status of Hadya. They even went to the extent of securing the loyalty of the rulers of Hadya by means of political marriage. The daughter of a well-known Hadya garad was married to Emperor Zar’a Ya’eqob and became Queen Illeni, a famous women in the politics of the Christian Kingdom. Baide Mariyam and Libne Dengel were also officially married to Hadya princesses. This policy was followed by the other members of the Christian ruling class. Yet, this dynastic marriage did not moderate the militancy of  Hadya. The last rebellion of Hadya was during the reign of Sarsa Dengel    (r.1563-1597) who totally abandoned the sultanate because of the increasing pressure from the expanding Mecha Oromo.

The Sultanate of Bali

Bali was another Muslim sultanate of the Ethiopian region. Its rulers also used the title  of garad. We do not know when Bali emerged as a state. The sultanate is mentioned in the chronicles of the Christian kings beginning from the fourteenth century, when the sultanate came under the control of Amde Seyon. Since then the garad of Bali paid tribute to the Christian Kingdom up to the sixteenth century.

Bali occupied the most southerly territory of the Ethiopian region. Except on the southern frontier, Bali was surrounded by various Muslim sultanates. North of Bali existed the sultanates of Dawaro and Sharka. In the west existed Hadya, while the eastern frontier was occupied by the sultanate of Adal. The southern limit of the territory of Bali is not clearly known.

The medieval population of Bali seems to have consisted of different ethnic groups. The ancestors of the present Sidama ethnic group were one of the settlers of the sultanate. Some groups of the Oromo people also occupied the highlands of Bali.

The Sultanate of Sharka

The present territory of the Arsi Oromo made part of the territory of the medieval sultanate of Sharka. We do not know when the sultanate emerged as a state. But beginning from the fourteenth century onwards it existed as tributary to the Christian Kingdom up to the first quarter of the sixteenth century, when it was controlled by the army of Imam Ahmad Ibrahim. One of the medieval settlers of Sharka were the ancestors of the present day Alaba people. Some groups of the Oromo people were also part of the medieval population of Sharka.

The Sultanate of Dawaro

 
Dawaro was situated South of Shoa, bordering on Ifat on the right bank of the Awash, stretching Southwards as far as the river Webi which marked the border with the neighbouring state of Bali. Dawaro therefore, corresponded roughly to present Arsi region. The ancestors of the present Sidama ethnic group are known to have settled in the territory of Dawaro. The present-day Dawro people also trace their origin to Dawaro. According to their tradition, they were forced to move to their present territory around the Omo River because of the wars of Imam Ahmad Ibrahim.

The Sultanate of Dera


Dera was a very small sultanate located east of the Awash river between the sultanates of Dawaro and Bali. At the beginning of the fourteenth century the Sultanate of Bali extended its power over Dera. But the hegemony of Bali came to an end when the power of the Christian Kingdom grew strong in the area during the reign of Amde Seyon. The Christian kings used Dera as a place of exile for unruly monks, who were forced to reside amid a hostile Muslim population.

The Sultanate of Fatagar


The sultanate of Fatagar emerged around the middle of the thirteenth century. The sultanate was located between Lake Zway in the south and the present town of Bishoftu (Debre Zeit) in the north. The territory of Fatagar included more or less the present districts of Minjar, Shenkora and Ada'a in Shewa.

Fatagar also became the tributary of the Christian Kingdom during the reign of Amde Seyon. It was later reduced to a province directly ruled by the Christian Kingdom. Since then, the province became the center of the kingdom for almost a century.

The Sultanate of Arbabini


Arbabini was a sultanate about which we know very little. The information we have is only about its location which comes from an Arab historian called al-Umari. According to al-Umari the sultanate of Arbabini existed south of the Awash river between the sultanates of Hadya and Dawaro.

The Sultanate of Adal

The sultanate of Adal emerged towards the end of the fourteenth century. Ifat and Adal shared a common history. At one time or another both were ruled by the same dynasty called Walasma. Once Ifat was conquered and became tributary of the Christian kingdom, its ruling class began to be divided into two groups. The first group, the merchant class, decided to recognize the authority of the Christian kingdom over Ifat. The second group, the militant wing, however, opposed this Christian domination and determined to regain the lost independence of Ifat. Since Ifat was closer to the Christian court it could no longer serve as a centre of Muslim resistance. Therefore, this militant group decided to establish a new base by retreating further to the south eastern lowlands of Harar, where they founded the sultanate of Adal around 1380. The first centre of Adal was at Deker, southeast of Harar, which later shifted to Harar. 
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It did not take long for the Walasma family to consolidate its power in the new centre, after which its sultans began another phase of military offensive against the frontiers of the Christian kingdom. Among the successors of Umar Walasma, Haqadin II and Saadadin rebelled against Amde Seyon’s son and successor, Sayfa Arad (r. 1344-71) and they continued their resistance from their new centre in Adal. The offensive grew strong particularly during the times of Ahmad Badlay, one of the strongest sultans of Adal. He led a series of military campaigns against his contemporary Christian king, Zar’a Ya’eqob (r.1434-1468). After his initial success, however, Badlay finally suffered a complete defeat in 1445. This battle was followed by the growing internal weakness of both Adal and the Christian kingdom. The Christian kingdom did not recover from the weakness. But Adal recovered in the first decades of the sixteenth century and even replaced the Christian kingdom as a dominant power in the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa.

Fig 7.2 The medieval sultanates of the Ethiopia region
7.3. Omotic States in the Ethiopian Region and Horn of Africa up to 1529


So far, we have discussed the history of states whose communities were dominantly Muslim and Christian. We have also mentioned the Falasha people who followed the religion of Judaism. There were also states whose communities mainly followed traditional religion. 

This section will present a brief history of the states of this group.



Fig 7.3 The Omotic states of the medieval period 
The Kingdom of Damot


Damot was one of the oldest and strongest states in the Ethiopian region. For most of  its history Damot roughly occupied the western and southwestern part of the Ethiopian region. The eastern part of the state probably included what is now the territory of the Regional State of Beni Shangul- Gumuz. The northern frontier of the kingdom stretched to the present day northern Shewa, and Damot also included the central and southern parts of Shewa. A vast territory south of the Abbay gorge was also part of the territory of Damot.

We do not know when the kingdom of Damot came into existence. However, the history of the kingdom goes back to the Aksumite period. At that time Damot was known for its gold which reached the market of Aksum and the ports of the Red Sea coast. During the southward political orientation of the Christian kingdom of Aksum in the ninth and tenth centuries, it seems that the kingdom of Damot had put up a strong challenge against the further expansion of the Christian state.

The dominance of Damot in the Ethiopian region continued during the Zagwe period.  During the period, Muslim and Christian trading communities depended on the kingdom of Damot for the sources of trade items. From Damot trade items such as gold, ginger and slaves were exported to countries as far as Arabia, Persia, India, Egypt and Greece. The communities served as middlemen between the coast and the kingdom. Therefore, trade influenced the pattern of their relation with the kingdom of Damot. In this respect, common interest promoted the maintenance of peaceful relations for most of the time. But there were occasions  when Damot interfered in the commercial affairs of the communities. On such occasions the communities put pressure on the Zagwe kings to interfere on their behalf. Under such a pressure, one Zagwe king led a military expedition against Damot towards the end of the twelfth century. Unfortunately, the expedition ended in complete defeat of the Zagwe king. This shows that Damot was a viable state even by that time.

Among the kings of Damot, Motalami is constantly mentioned in the records of the period. Damot seems to have attained the peak of its power during the reign of this king. One indication to this is a fierce struggle between Motalami and Yekuno-Amlak. The struggle was over the control of Shewa. In the struggle Motalami was finally defeated. After this defeat Motalami was converted to Christianity which marked the beginning of a growing Christian influence in Damot. But Damot continued its resistance from lands to the south of the Gibe river until 1316, when Amde Seyon finally annexed the kingdom. Subsequently, Damot became the tributary of the Christiam kingdom and continued to exist up to the time of the expansion of the Mecha Oromo in the area towards the end of the sixteenth century. On the arrival of the Mecha, part of the population of Damot fled across the Abbay river to southern Gojiam. The district they settled at the time is still called Damot.


The Kingdom of Kafa

The medieval kingdom of Kafa was located south of the Gojeb river. We do not know exactly when the kingdom came into existence. However, there is evidence which indicates the rise of the kingdom in the fourteenth century.

The people of Kafa call themselves Kaficho. They trace their origin to a people called Minjo. This original people of Kafa is considered as a royal clan from which the kings of Kafa were descended. The crown of  Kafa was  hereditary in  the Busase 
family of the Minjo clan. The kings used a title called tato. They also took a different name at their accession to the throne.

The administration of the kingdom was divided into provinces which were ruled by provincial governors. The central government was headed by the king who had absolute power in the kingdom. He was assisted by a council of seven called Mikrecho, which had a very strong power in the state system.

The kingdom of Kafa was known for its defense system. The northern frontier of the kingdom was defended by the Gojeb river. All along the territory watch towers were erected at high points to watch the enemy approach. The kingdom had also a very old tradition of digging trenches along its frontiers for defensive purposes. In war time, the warriors formed the nucleus of an army which was joined by all able bodied men of the kingdom.

The kingdom of Kafa was a very rich area. Its economy depended on trade and agriculture. Land was the property of the king. The people paid tax  in cattle which was collected by provincial governors and sent to the king’s treasury. Trade also formed another source of income for the kings of  Kafa. The major items of trade from Kafa were slaves, ivory, cattle, musk and later on coffee.  Merchants who traded in these items paid taxes and customs dues at the gates of the kingdom. With such a strong internal political organ, defence and economy Kafa survived as an independent state until it was incorporated by Menelik in the late 1890s.

The Kingdom of Enarya

The medieval kingdom of Enarya was located immediately to the north of the Gojeb river and west of the upper course of the Gibe river. We do not know when this state came  into existence. But Enarya is mentioned for the first time in the documents of the Christian kings towards the end of the Aksumite period. Christian influence had reached Enarya as early as the middle of the thirteenth century. Subsequently, the Christian influence grew strong and finally, Enarya became the tributary of the Christian kingdom during the reign of Amde Seyon.

Enarya was the main source of  trade items for the trade of the region. Above all, pure gold from Enarya was exported to the countries as far as Egypt, Greece and Rome. Enarya continued to serve as an important source of trade items, particularly for gold, up to the sixteenth century.

The later history of Enarya was closely related to the history of the Oromo people. Enarya was one of the kingdoms which strongly resisted the expansion of the Mecha Oromo in the area beginning from the end of the sixteenth century.Enarya resisted the Mecha Oromo for more than a century. Finally, it was defeated by one of the clans of the Mecha called Limmu. Subsequently, the conquerors took the name Limmu-Enarya, signifying a complete assimilation of the people of Enarya to the Mecha Oromo.

The Kingdom of Bizamo

The kingdom of Bizamo existed on the southern bend of the Abbay river just opposite to the present district of Wambarma in southern Gojjam. We do not know when the state of Bizamo came into existence. But it existed until the end of the sixteenth century under the control of the Christian kingdom.

The medieval population of Bizamo consited of  the speakers of the Omotic language family. Among them the present day Shinasha ethnic group was one of the settlers of the kingdom. The population of Bizamo was constantly harassed by the Christian kings who led occasional slave raids into the kingdom. This reduced the population of Bizamo. On the arrival of the Mecha Oromo towards the end of the sixteenth century, part of the remaining population fled across the Abbay into Gojjam. Part of the population which remained behind retreated further west to the lowlands, while the remaining part was assimilated by the Mecha Oromo.

The Kingdom of Welayita


The medieval kingdom of Welayita was located south of the sultanate of Hadya. It may have derived its origins from the ancient kingdom of Damot. The kingdom is mentioned for the first time during the period of the Zagwe dynasty. During the reign of Amde Seyon, Welayita became the tributary of the Christian kingdom. It paid tribute in horses to King Yeshaq (r.1413-1430). In the sixteenth century Welayita was invaded by the army of Imam Ahmed Ibrahim. But the kingdom did not fall under Muslim control. 

The kings of Welayita used the title of Kawo. Welayita was a very fertile area rich in different products like ensat, maize, wheat, barley, coffee, tobacco and cotton. It maintained a wide network of contacts with the other states in the neighboring regions.

  
The kingdom of Welayita was successively ruled by three dynasties. The first dynasty came to power towards the end of the Zagwe period. The founder of the dynasty was Motalami, who is said to have originally been the king of Damot. It is not known when the second dynasty rose to power, but it came from Kucha and ruled Welayita. This dynasty came to an end around 1550. About the same time the third dynasty came to power and expanded its influence among the neighboring peoples living in the Omo river valley: like Gamo, Kucha, Boroda and Dawro. The dynasty continued to rule Welayita right upto the end of the nineteenth century, when the kingdom was made part of the territory of Ethiopia.

The Kingdom of Yama

The kingdom of Yama existed between the Gibe river and the upper course of the Omo river. The kingdom is mentioned in the Christian kings literature for the first time during the reign of King Yeshaq to whom it paid tribute in horses.

The first kings of Yama belonged to a dynasty called Halmam Gama. Later on, this dynasty was overthrown by a clan called Mwa. The Yama kings had absolute power. They wore golden bracelets which were an emblem of kingship.

The economy of Yama mainly depended on agriculture. Barley and sorghum were the main cereal crops produced in the kingdom. From ancient times enset was widely known in the region as a whole. It formed the staple food of the Yama people.

Trade played a secondary role in the economy of the kingdom. Nevertheless, the kingdom was one of the sources of slaves for the Ethiopian region. Slaves from Yama were exchanged for cloth, the main foreign trade item, which was brought through long-distance trade.

7.4. Hegemony of the Christian Highland Kingdom in the 
        Ethiopian Region and the Horn of Africa up to 1529

From 1270-1529 the Christian kingdom was in constant war, particularly with the Muslim sultanates. The conflict arose over the control of the trade routes along which the long distance trade of the region was conducted. This trade was totally monopolized by Muslim traders who sometimes acted as agents of the Christian kings. But it was difficult for the Christian kings to depend on them, because the traders were not under the sovereign power of the kings. On the other hand, the trade routes passed through the territories of the Muslim sultanates, to whom the merchants paid tributes. Therefore, the Christian kings could not ensure safe passage for their traders and other subjects to the coast. This created constant threat to the economic interest of the kingdom. The only way to safeguard this economic interest was by the extension of the power of the Christian kingdom to these territories along which the trade routes passed. In fact, this was  the root cause for the conflict and consequent war between the Christian kingdom and the Muslim sultanates in the Horn of Africa.

The War of Expansion

The wars of expansion of the Christian kingdom were initiated by Amde Seyon. He was the most expansionist is highland Christian king of the medieval period. The first military campaign of Amde Seyon was directed against Damot, Falasha and Gojjam. These territories were annexed to Christian kingdom in 1316 and 1317. With the conquest of these territories, Amde Seyon mastered an important source of manpower and trade items, which further strengthened his power.

The initial campaigns of Amde Seyon prepared the ground for the major war against the Musluim sultanates. Among the sultanates, as stated earlier, Ifat was the most powerful state. At the time, Ifat had extended its hegemony over the sultanates between the highland and the coast, the territory along which the trade routes passed. From this strategic position, Ifat threatened the economic interest of the Christian kingdom and other travelers from the Christian kingdom. Amde Seyon decided to put an end to this threat. He prepared for war cautiously and stayed until he could find a pretext to pick up a conflict with Ifat. The sultan of Ifat called Haqqedin provided that pretext by arresting a commercial agent of Amde Seyon towards the end of 1325. At the time, Ifat was not prepared for war and Amde Seyon’s attack took Ifat by surprise. The Christian army gained an easy victory, after which many villages, including the town of Ifat, were plundered and burnt.

The success of the Christian army alarmed the Muslim communities in Ifat. To avoid the danger, they rallied around Haqqedin’s successor called Deradir who opened a massive offensive on the territory of the Christian kingdom. In one of the battles that followed, Deradir defeated the Christian army. But the Christian army soon recovered from its defeat and even reversed the situation by scoring a major victory. In the battle, Deradir himself was captured and killed.

Earlier, Amde Seyon had conquered the sultanate of Hadya around 1317. The livelihood of the Muslim merchants in Hadya totally depended on the slave trade. Other merchants who conducted the trade between Hadya and the coast were also affected by the conquest of Hadya. After the conquest, Hadya paid annual tribute to the Christian kingdom. But effective Christian rule was not established. The Muslim merchants used this loose situation to undermine the Christian power in Hadya. They incited the Hadya garad called Amano to rebel. Thus, Amano suspended the annual tribute which indicated his revolt. Amde Seyon reacted immediately and led a strong army to Hadya. He destroyed the country and took many prisoners including Amano. Subsequently, Hadya was reduced to tributary status and became the main source of manpower for the Christian army.

The reconquest of  Hadya seriously damaged the economic interest of the Muslim merchants who traded in slaves. The new development also affected the Muslim sultanates between Hadya and the coast. They reacted by forming a united Muslim front against Amde Seyon. The leader of the front was the sultan of Ifat called Sabreddin who launched his attack in 1332. In the final battle the Muslims were completely defeated and Sabreddin escaped to the neighbouring sultanate of  Dawaro. Amde Seyon continued his campaign to Dawaro where he succeeded in capturing Sabreddin, who was imprisoned subsequently.

	After the 1332 defeat, Ifat was no longer the leading Muslim state in the region and it was reduced to tributary status. This was followed by the successive Christian appointments over Ifat and a large Christian garrison was stationed in Ifat.


After his victory over Ifat, Amde Seyon continued his campaigns against the other Muslim sultanates along the Zeila trade route and reduced them to tributary status. Finally, Amde Seyon died in 1344, extending the Christian control over a large area including the Muslim sultanates of the southeast.

However, this Christian superiority over Ifat did not last long. Sometime after the conquest, the peoples of Ifat began to be divided into two groups. As stated earlier, one branch of the Walasma family began to fight against the Christian domination in order to regain the lost independence of Ifat. But this group could not withstand Christian military superiority in Ifat. Consequently, they left Ifat and moved further east to the lowlands, to establish a new sultanate called Adal around 1380.

The struggle against the Christian rule started during the reign of Sultan Haqqeddin II (AD 1363/4-1373/4, who extended his power over many of the sultanates from the new centre of Adal in Harar. During the first years of the reign of King Dawit (r. 1382-1413) Haqqeddin opened a massive offensive against the Christian kingdom. In the first engagements Haqqeddin scored a series of victories over the Christian army. However, the Christian army finally defeated the army of Adal in 1387. Haqqeddin himself was killed in the battle. The struggle continued during the time of the next sultan called Sa’adaddin, who waged a guerrilla type resistance. This continued until the early fifteenth century, when the army of Adal faced another defeat. Sa’adaddin succeeded to escape from the battle field. But he was pursued and killed in Zeila in 1403.

For the next thirty years, the Christian kingdom did not face any challenge from Adal. The power of Adal was weakened and the sultans were exiled to Arabia. They returned from exile and the sultanate again revived under Ahmed Badlay, one of the most powerful sultans of Adal. He resumed guerrilla warfare against the Christian kingdom. King Yishaq (r.1413-30), marched to Adal to finish off this Muslim resistance. But he lost his life in 1430. Unfortunately, Ahmed Badlay faced an equally powerful Christian king. But he Zar'a Yae'qob (1434-68). Sultan Badlay organized a united Muslim front against Zar'a Yae'qob. He also won the support of Mahigo, the garad of Hadya. Although Zar'a Yae'qob faced serious military set-backs during the first engagements, he finally defeated the army of Adal in 1445. Sultan Badlay and his collaborator Mahigo were killed in the battle. This marked the peak of the dominance of the Christian kingdom in the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa.

The dominance of the Christian power began to decline during the last quarter of the fifteenth century. The reign of Zar'a Yae'qob marked the peak of the power of the Christian kingdom. Zar’a Yae’qob suppressed internal revolts and repulsed the growing military offensives from Adal and Hadya. His successor, Ba'ida Mariyam (1468-1478) was not powerful enough to push back the mounting pressure. It was during the reign of Ba’ida Mariyam that the Christian army faced its first serious defeat. This defeat marked the end of the dominance of the Christian kingdom in the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa. Eventually, this led to the establishment of Muslim hegemony in Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa in 1529, when Ahmad 1bn-1brahim defeated the Christian army at the battle of Shimbra Qure. 

Summary

In this unit, we have discussed the medieval history of the states and peoples of the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa. Their history is characterized by both wars and peaceful interactions. Trade was the main factor for the wars as well as for the peaceful interactions. On the one hand, trade fulfilled the economic interest of the peoples and states of the region and created a sense of economic interdependence. Along with trade there was also an exchange of social and cultural values among the peoples of the region. On the other hand, the competition for the control of trade incited prolonged wars that ravaged the region for more than two centuries.

For the major part of the period, the Christian kingdom was the dominant power in the region. Most of the states were reduced to tributary status. In such states the Christian kings imposed indirect rule. Usually, hereditary families were appointed as rulers of the tributary states. They paid annual tribute to the kingdom. The system worked as long as the Christian kingdom could maintain garrison stationed in the territories. In fact, the Christian kingdom exercised such power during the reign of powerful kings like Amde Seyon and Zar’a Ya’eqob. This condition continued up to the last quarter of the fifteenth century, after which the dominance of the Christian kingdom in the Ethiopian region and the Horn of Africa came to an end.

Review Questions

I. Identify the following
1. Amba Gishen

2. King Amde Seyon

3. Gult system

4. advantages of mobile court

5. Muslim Sultanate of Ifat

6. Mikvecho

7. Kingdom of Damot

8. Kawo

9. Sultan Ahmed Badley

II. Choose the correct answer

1.  The main significance of the story of 'restoration' of the Solomonic dynasty was

a) to prove the real tie between Ethiopia and Israel.
b) to trace Zagwe's descent from ancient Israel.
c) to legitimize the rule of the dynasty that took power in 1270 A.D.
d) None of the above

2. Islam was introduced to Ethiopia and the Horn

a) by the wars of conquest of Muslim Arabs

b) from Egypt via the Sudan

c) through the agency of Muslim Arab merchants

d) All of the above

3. The Zeila trade route has no relevance to

a) the Christian Muslim conflict

b) the introduction of Islam to Ethiopia

c) the formation of Muslim Sultanates

d) None of the above

4. The Makhzumite dynasty was established by the Sultans of

a) Ifat                



c) Shewa                      

b) Dawaro                   



d) Adal

5. Gult right was

a) the rights to own land

b) a medieval substitute for salary

c) a right to collect tributes from the peasants 

d) b and c

6. Which one of the following was not tributary to the Christian kingdom of the medieval period?

a) The kingdom of Gojjam 


c) The kingdom of Kafa

b) The sultanate of Ifat 


d) The kingdom of Welayita
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Questions for Discussion and Practical Work


Identify some of the economic, political and social features that were commonly shared by the Muslim sultanates of the medieval period.


How was Islam introduced to Ethiopia and the Horn?


List the Muslim sultanates whose names has still survived. Explain what those names represent in present day Ethiopia.











Questions for Discuss and Practical Work


Explain how the basic and underlined economic interest led to frequent wars between the Christian and Muslim states of the Ethiopian region?


In the conflict between the Christian kingdom and the Muslin sultanates, for which side do you think the war was a just war?


Suggest how they could have solved the conflict by peaceful means.





Questions for Discussion and Practical Work


The Omotic states have the common name Omotic. Explain why and how they got this name.


Which of the Omotic states have their names survive until the present day? Explain what the names represent today.
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Questions for Discussion and Practical Work


Why did the successors of the Zagwe call their dynasty 'Solomonic'? Comment whether or not their claim is justifiable.


What factors contributed to the success of Yekuno - Amlak in taking power away from the Zagwe dynasty?


Explain how the 'Solomonic' dynasty was consolidated beginning from the early fourteenth century.


In the absence of any cash economy to pay a salary, how was the state officials maintained during the medieval period?
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Map 7.1 The conquests of Amde- Siyon





Fig 7.4 Crown of the king of Kafa
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