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controlled the principal routes and the means of transporta
tion, namely camels. Munzinger remarked that following the 
clashes of 1853-54 the 'Saho' "had lost all respect for these 
authorities and security was never totally re-established,"!" As 
was the case on several occasions in the past, na'ibs that were 
either removed from office or out of official power allied them
selves with mainland "rebellious" groups and attempted to chal
lenge coastal authority and rivaling acting na'ibs. Thus, na'ib 
Idris allied himself with the Saho-speaking groups against the 
Ottomans and na'ib Muhammad Yahya.Together, they attacked 
the villages of 'Aylat, Zaga, Omkullo and ravaged the suburbs 
of Massawa in December 1854. Idris demanded that the Otto
mans withdraw from Hirgigo but an Egyptian force of 360 
soldiers coming from Taka assisted them in reestablishing a state 
of relative order only in 1856.126 

The na'ibs' new capacity as tribute collectors for the Ot
toman governor placed them under substantial pressure. They 
were able to preserve their wavering powers over societies be
tween the coast and the mountains only through force-induced 
tribute collection and subordination. Both the need for income 
from tribute and the redefinition of their position under a rein
vigorated Ottoman administration on the coast and on the 
mainland put the na'ibs in a difficult position. They were caught 
in an uneasy spot between the authorities, to whom they owed 
the survival - even if diminished - of their authority and the 
inland populations who could not ignore the new situation as 
they were put under growing pressure both by the authorities 
in Massawa and the na'ibs, The transformation in the structure 
of relations between the na'ibs and inland populations was 
abrupt in relation to past, more flexible relations permitting 
various degrees of political and economic cooperation and 
founded on an intricate web of regionally-based economic and 
social ties. The "modern" Ottoman-Egyptian regime of tribute 
collection ended this order. During the 1850s and 1860s the 
na'ibs conducted forceful expeditions - often in tandem with 
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Ottoman forces - against populations in the Hamasien, Mensa 
and Bogos areas."? 

Even though the political power of the na'ibs declined 
considerably, they were able to capitalize on their pivotal posi
tion in regional commercial networks and on their position of 
prestige among lowland societies, established over time. They 
thus converted their political capital into economic capital. As 
a result of the trials of power of the 1840s and 18S0s that 
culminated in their enfeeblement (and the destruction of their 
centers of power in Hirgigo) many na'ib-associated families and 
individuals left the area and devoted themSelves to trade be
tween the coast and the White Nile. They dispersed among all 
the lowland groups where they often settled and married into 
local families.!" Dominating the commerce with the coast they 

;;brought ivory from the Nile region, wax and coffee from 
f;Metemma, and dispatched those commodities via Keren to 
!Massawa. Munzinger remarked that these new commercial en
r'trepreneurs "are known everywhere by the name 'askar (sol
!idiers) and are in general highly esteemed .... thus," he added, 
lccthe ex-inhabitants of Hirgigo flourish among strangers."129
r;; 
ffoncluding Remarks 

',he conjuncture of a decentralized and indirect mode of Ot

man control, the unwillingness or inability of highland rulers 
take control over the Red Sea coastlands, and the political 
tability in the central and northern highlands during the so
led zamana masafint (1769-1855) denoted the absence of a 
ong state in the region between the coast and the mountains 

een the early 1600s and the middle of the nineteenth cen
. This State of affairs enabled the na'ibs to acquire power, 
ose their authority and extend their influence over societies 
the region. Until the middle of the nineteenth century the 
emonic order established by the na'ibs provided relative se
'ty and stability in the area through political, economic, so

... and religious strategies and means. The effective control of 
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major trade routes, strategically important market villages and 
the ports of Hirgigo and Massawa were crucial in securing the 
basis for a relatively stable regional political economy. It would 
seem reasonable to argue that the pastoralist and agro-pastoralist 
groups of the coasdands and the interior benefited, at least to 
some extent, from na'ib control over grazing regions in the low
lands and the highland escarpments. This situation enabled them 
to realize more fully the intrinsic attributes of their mode of 
production by taking advantage of the system of seasonal 
complementarity of lowlands with highlands. The alternative, 
as proven both before and after the na'ibs' heyday, was recur
rent physical and economic insecurity, instability, and a contin
ued position of inferiority vis-a-vis larger and mightier powers 

competing over supremacy in the region. 
The political, economic and social networks and fields of 

action linking the coast-based na'ibs with interior societies, con
tributed to shape the mosdy lowland region of present-day east
ern Eritrea and beyond.l3° The laying out of a regional infra
structure of social, political, commercial, and religious networks 
and alliances connected and gravitating towards Massawa, was 
one of the outcomes of these processes. Moreover, the asso
ciation of the na'ibs with Ottoman and Egyptian imperial power 
and the region's close administrative association with the Hijaz 
and the Islamic "holy lands" conferred on the na'ibs a presti
gious status among lowland societies. Most of these societies 
were indeed in that very period induced by the na'ibs to con
vert to Islam and adopt Islamic practices. This point is impor
tant when assessing the formation and development of a dis
tinct or idealized sense of identity in Massawa and its region, a 
disposition that _to this day - is closely associated in the popu
lar historical imagination with the history of Islam and its con
nections with the Red Sea world and Middle Eastern imperial 

entities.
Notwithstanding, the making of a region in Massawa's close 

and medium-ranged hinterlands does not preclude this region's 
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fluid and dynamic connections and interactions with and across 
adjacent regions. This study challenges primordial and histori
cally deterministic perceptions that tend to emphasize the his
torical disconnectedness of modern Eritrea's different regions 
in the pre-colonial era. I argue that the various regional arenas 
in the territory that would become Eritrea were not, as one 
historian put it, "independent cultural entities with dissimilar 
historical orientations" but were much more flexible, intercon
nected and porous, even before Khedival Egypt's direct role in 
the area in the 1860s and 1870sYl Economically, the revival of 
commerce in the Red Sea area in the second quarter of the 
nineteenth century reanimated the Kassala-Massawa caravan 
route which connected producers, consumers, as well as net
works of traders and transporters between Barka and Semhar. 
Religious-based webs of connections also defy the idea of iso

'dated areas before the last third of the nineteenth century. 
Muhammad Uthman al-Mirghani, founder of the Khatrniyya 
Sufi brotherhood, initiated followers among the Bani Amer, 

~/Marya, as well as in Sahel, Semhar and in the urban coastal 
f~ifcenters of Massawa and Hirgigo in the 1820s.132 The Ad Shaykh 
~;boly family, too, manipulated a system of family circuits and 
'r};lletworks straddling the region between Barka and the Red Sea, 
~at least from the 1830s onwards. Finally,as this study has shown, 
lin various periods the coast-based na'ibs interacted with high
:. d rulers and chiefs - and not exclusively in antagonistic cir

stances. 
From around the 1830s onwards the introduction of steam

p navigation and the subsequent commercial boom in the 
r __d Sea area sparked off a truculent struggle between large 
;/0 aling polities - be they from beyond the sea or from the in

d - over control of the coastlands. From the mid-1840s the 
sh of sovereignties' resulted in the transition from indirect 
direct Ottoman and Egyptian control, which significantly 

ed the power of the na'ibs and transformed their political 
tus and influence. The diminution of na'ib political power 
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reflected the transformation in the meanings of sovereignty 
typical of other localities in Asia and Africa at that time. As this 
study has shown, Ottoman indirect control and na'ib ascen
dancy enabled the inhabitants of Massawa, Hirgigo and the wider 
region to develop autonomous political, economic and social 
spaces. From mid-century, with the revival of commerce and 
the wave of reinvigorated imperialism - both European and 
non-European, in this context - the notion of indivisible and 
unitary sovereignty was increasingly imposed, representing a 
break from the more amorphous methods of governance and 
legitimacy that had been common under the Ottomans in the 
past.':" An intimately related consequence of creeping imperi
alism from mid-century onwards was a gradual shift in the con
ception and meaning of borders. Effective military occupation 
and control, together with a centralized and modernized impe
rial administration, translated into a more rigidified notion of 
frontiers - one that was not there beforehand when boundaries 
were nebulous and undefined. Egypt's expansionist enterprise 
and imperialist ambitions in northeast Africa under Muhammad 
Ali and the khedives, aspired to create territorial continuities 
between possessions in the Nile Valley and the Red Sea coasts 
- a process that led to a more pronounced definition of territo
rial-political boundaries. The rigidification of frontiers culmi
nated in the late nineteenth century with the creation and con
solidation of the Italian colony of Eritrea. 

Following a period of instability in mid-century, the 
'scramble' for the Red Sea coast culminated with the Egyptian 
occupation (1865-85) of parts of the coastlands controlled by 
the na'ibs until then.!" The rise of Massawa to its position as a 
major Red Sea hub in a period of spectacular commercial ex
pansion crystallized and cemented even further the region be
tween the mountains and the sea. The port's role as the focal 
point for not only economic and political, but also social, reli
gious and cultural activities and influence throughout the re
gion was further enhanced. In any case, the 'story' of the na'ibs 
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does not end there. It is important to stress that na'ib influence 
did not disappear altogether. The na'ib family continued to wield 
power, at a first stage first and foremost through the domina
tion of a Widespread web of commercial networks connecting 

r31l

Mass
awa 

with the Nile Valley in a period of intense commer
cial vitality. There is no doubt that to some extent it also main
tained the bases of its regional authority. The Egyptians and 
later the Italians were eager to develop with the na'ib family 
relations of accommodation which assisted them in the admin
istration of their territories and in maintaining stability. A cer
tain degree of interdependence ultimately benefited both par
ties. The na'ibs therefore continued to convert and re-convert 
the political, economic and social capital acquired in past cen

turies by adjusting and accommodating to rapidly changing times
 
and new opportunities.
 

The Egyptian administration made efforts to hold a tighter
 
grip on the populations of their dominions in Massawa's hin

terlands and in the process coopted the na'ibs whose political,
 
economic and social networks in the region were deemed in

strumental for mobilizing local populations and securing their
 
loyalty to the government. In the early 1870s the Egyptian ad

ministration awarded na'ib Idris Hasan (c. 1825-1905) the hon


,'orary military title of Major (sagh qolaghast) and appointed him
 
!Jl'Iazirof Semhar. 

135 
But such gestures were more symbolic than
 

ythmg else. Much like in the eighteenth century under the 
~Ottomans, both the Egyptians and the Italians (from 1885) capi
}Ialized on the historic rivalry between two factions of the na'ib 
~lamily, the Bayt Hasan and Bayt 'Uthman, and manipulated 
i,'rontesting holders to the office of the na'ib and its privileges,
~in employing "divide and rule" tactics. In the Italian colonial 

eriod, the na'ibs worked with the administration in various 
pacities, received government subventions and maintained 
'me minimal administrative autonomy in their villages in 
ssawa's suburbs (especially Hirgigo and Omkullo). Accom

ation to Italian colonial rule was instrumental in promot
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ing local municipal and economic interests, but the na'ibs' former 

politically powerful position remained a symbolic vestige of the 

past. In 1888 the Italian authorities formally divided the now 

diminished office of the na'ib between the two family lines. 

The Bayt Hasan retained Hirgigo under 'Abd al-Karim Abd al

Rahim, and the Bayt 'Uthman took charge of Omkullo and 

Hetumlo under Idris Hasan.!" Further research into the posi

tion, role and bases of power of the na'ibs as power brokers 

under the Egyptians (1865-1885), the Italians (1885-1941) and 

beyond, is therefore warmly encouraged. 
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F. Dombrowski (1985: 21-3; 32-4); A. Guerino- (1917-18: 20-1); E. 
Van Donzel, "Masawwa'" EI, New Edition (2nd), p. 642, and R.
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THE STRATEGIC POSITION OF KEREN 

IN THE MASSAWA-KHASSALA TRADE ROUTE 

Adhana Mengstaab 

ihis brief article' attempts to present the strategic im
portance of the Keren district in the Eritrean northern 
caravan trade route from the earliest times to the nine

, • 

~, ~ 

!I 
jenth century. 
i 
I(t 

!~ 
e Geo-Strategic Location of Keren
 
e district of Keren, known as Bogos by the Tigrigna-speak

neighboring district, and as Sanhit by the Tigrae-speaking
 

-·cStricts, is a mountainous region tightly welded to the Hamasen 
reau. It may be considered the northern appendage of that 
teau. It is a centre of the Ansaba valley which extends from 

e Barka valley to the Red Sea Coast. The deep valley of the 
er Ansaba splits that mountainous mass into two: the eastern 

constitutes the Habab and Mansa, while the western por
constitutes the Marya and the Land of the Blean (Bogos, 
it). Bogos, which forms a sort of lower shelf of the 
asen plateau, stands at about 700 meters above the Barka 
800 meters below Hamasen. It is bordered by the Marya 
Habab in the north, by Bejjuk and Mansa in the east, by 


