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ABSTRACT

The church and state institutions in the history of Ethiopia were considered literate. However,
the majority of Ethiopians in general and Shewans in particular were non-literate. Moreover,
peoples who were in the service of both the church and the state had no interest to record the
day-to-day incidents in written form. These incidents were mainly maintained and transmitted
from generation to generation orally by individuals who performed poems and songs. Thus,
the main objective of this article is to explain how the daily political and socio-economic
experiences of Shewa were preserved orally. It also attempts to analyse to what extent these
experiences are reliable sources to reconstruct a history of the region (1703-1889). The oral
poems and songs were collected from Amharic oral informants, books and manuscripts that
were contributed by amateur historians.

Keywords: oral history; songs; poems; non-literate; reconstructing history

INTRODUCTION

Oral traditions and oral history became reliable sources for reconstructing a history
of non-literate societies since the 1960s. The efforts of Vansina and his students are
very essential in this aspect. They published a number of articles and several books
that explain the importance of oral traditions to write the history of African societies
and states (Henige 1974, 1982; Vansina 1961a; Vansina 1961b; Zewde 2002). Various
techniques have been developed as a solution for the weaknesses of these oral traditions
as sources for historical reconstruction (Vansina 1961a; Vansina 1961b). Commonly,
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oral historical evidences are available in different forms such as simple narrated stories,
poems, songs, and prose (Vansina 1961a; Vansina 1961b).

Thus, the main purpose of this article is to explain how the day-to-day political and
socio-economic history of Shewa was preserved in Amharic oral poems and songs. In
addition, it attempts to analyse to what extent they are reliable sources to reconstruct
a history of the region (1703—1889) (Mekuria 1973; Mekuria 1989a; Mekuria 1989b;
Mekuria 1991; Mesqel 1972; Silassie 2000; Silassie 2007; Tafla 1987).

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Shewa became a political heartland of the country where a series of historical
incidents that shaped the destiny of the present-day Ethiopia took place since the
nineteenth century (Tafla 1987). Unfortunately, these incidents were not recorded in
written form by chroniclers. The reign of Shewan chiefs from Negasi c. 1700 to the
death of Haile Melekot in 1855 mainly lacked official chroniclers. Menilek, the son of
Haile Melekot, was the first Shewan chief to appoint a chronicler (Aregay 1967). As a
result, there are no locally produced written chronicles for the period before Menilek in
Shewa. For instance, there was a significant number of court attendants or councillors
for Sahile Silassie in the 1830s and 1840s, and most of them were the clergy, the literate
members of the society (Silassie 2000, 110-2). In the midst of all these, as far as the
available sources are concerned, were Sahile Silassie, his predecessors and also his
successor who had no chroniclers. In fact, there are sources that indicate Sahile Silassie
had a treasury clerk in his court and a low land caravan trade terminal. Surprisingly, it
is said that the individual who kept the store of religious books of that Sahile Silassie
was non-literate (Silassie 2000, 110-2). Furthermore, it seems that there were no literate
individuals who were interested in recording the day-to-day routines of the Shewan
chiefs and their courts on a private basis. Therefore, this article is an attempt to answer
the following questions:

1. How were the day-to-day political and socio-economic experiences of the Shewans
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries maintained through oral poems and
songs?

2. Which members of the Shewan societies were active and knowledgeable enough to
compose and perform the oral poems and songs?

3. To what extent are the oral poems and songs reliable sources to reconstruct the
eighteenth and nineteenth century history of Shewa?

METHODOLOGY

Before interviewing the oral informants to collect songs and poems, the present author
conducted field observations. Moreover, his personal experience of being born in Shewa
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and brought up among the rural Shewan peasantry was also an important springboard.
The practice of composing and performing oral songs and poems during different
occasions is still prevailing in rural Shewa. So he observed those actual practices during
the fieldwork and inquired to what extent they were rooted in the history of the Shewan
dynasty. Books written in Amharic by amateur historians since the second half of the
twentieth century were also inspiring because of their quotation of a number of such
poems and songs.

Finally, the poems and songs were collected by interviewing Ambharic oral
informants. Some of them were also collected from the books and manuscripts dealing
with the history of Shewa. For the purpose of this study, about 85 of these poems and
songs were selected, out of several hundred, and arranged into the following four major
themes for description:

1. territorial expansion;

2. power struggle;

3. patronage for craftsmen; and
4. prevalence of famine.

To use the poems and songs as historical sources, one has to be familiar with their style
and characteristics:

*  Some of the poems and songs were composed in the form of “wax and gold”; the
“wax” as their surface but deceiving meaning and the “gold” as their hidden but
actual meaning.

* A number of the poems and songs are very difficult to translate into another
language; if translated they lose their aesthetic value and context.

* In some of the poems and songs, the first verse was composed simply to fit in with
the second without having direct contextual connection. The second verse contains
the actual message.

*  The songs and poems are very unlike in their quality; some were composed perfectly
and others were composed crudely.

As aresult, the approximate translations following and historical descriptions preceding
each song and poem or a group of them as given below needed to be understood within
this local context.

COMPOSING AND PERFORMING ORAL POEMS AND
SONGS

The daily activities of Shewan chiefs and military commanders, as well as political and
socio-economic relations and some natural calamities were not totally forgotten. They
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were preserved orally by the literate and non-literate members of the Shewan societies,
and transmitted from generation to generation. Peoples of Shewa, who were identified
as azmari (“traditional singer”), alqash (“singer of funeral hymns” and commonly
women), eregnas (“shepherds’), home servants of chiefs and military commanders, and
also a number of soldiers and peasants were active enough to compose and perform
songs and poems regarding those political, economic and social issues (Mesqel 1969).

These peoples who were interested in songs and poems, and had the ability of
composing and performing such songs and poems were rarely identified by their
personal names in the sources. They were identified as the servant of nigus (“king”)
“X” or “Y” or ras (“commander”) “X” or “Y”. The same were true for war songs or
chants which were composed by azmaris or soldiers. They were identified as azmaris or
soldiers of nigus “X” or ras “X” (Mesqel 1969).

Theidentified azmaris and alqgashs were active enough to recite also the achievements
of their ancestors to attendants of occasions (Silassie 1972). Such occasions or feasts
were held as part of the preparation for battle by a king or chief of the army (Silassie
1972), and on the date of funerals to remember or acknowledge the achievements and
hero character of the respective person (Jemberie 1991; Jemberie 2005; Silassie 1918;
Zewoldie 1988; Zewoldie 2005). Particularly, the death of a king or military commander
was followed by a celebratory funeral during which the good deeds or achievements,
and the golden and comfortable times for “the people” were mentioned (Jemberie 1991;
Jemberie 2005; Silassie 1918; Zewoldie 1988; Zewoldie 2005).

As mentioned above, the eregnas also composed or performed songs and poems
while they were looking after their cattle or guarding farms from pests. The peasants
could also compose songs and poems that expressed their discontent with the governance
system in secret. But the eregnas performed their songs and poems in public while they
herded their animals (Kibret 2017, 22-29; oral informants, interviews; Wakjira 2010).
In relative terms, the eregnas had the right to compose or perform their songs and poems
without censorship. They were reportedly performed as “said my sheep”, “my goat”,
and even “the monkey” or “the ape”. It is also said that the chiefs tried to inquire about
popular comments about their administration from the songs and poems of the eregnas
by saying “AZ% 9°7 hA?” “What did the eregnas say?” So, it is possible to say that the
songs and poems from the eregnas can be taken as more accurate and reliable sources
(Mesgel 1969, 40-41).

TERRITORIAL EXPANSION OF SHEWA

The territorial expansions of the Shewan chiefs from Menz during the early phase
displaced the Oromo from Yifat, Shewa Meda and subdued the other Amhara districts
(chiefdoms) within Shewa. The process was started by Negasi (1682—1703), the
founder of the Shewan dynasty from Ayinie in Menz, and continued by his son Sebiste
(1703-1718) and grandson Abiyie (1718—1744) (Silassie 2007, 45-52). The territorial
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expansion of both Negasi and Sebiste has been mentioned in the lengthy poem quoted
below under the topic power struggle. The following songs and poems are about the
territorial expansion of the third Shewan chief, Abiyie:

RRAR Ao v £ & A14IN®PM-
P + ANR N AR 89990 A1SLMD MMy =

Abiyie died after pacifying the country well, so that they [rivals] should not come assuming that
he died.

200 gm NAY & 9o @, a° [NG

6P+ N789™ Hom gy, Fan 4

9e59® AU ATE +4-CF AMé

ATLIR NAM 1M AN &7 NFPN G

AENC FAPAAT A FAPAAT NG NT9I&TFU
ANRT NL4 90 1, a® $NLTFU

ACH RATNZI® O £ PAP MLTU-

The cloud is terrorised in the sky, the plants started humming in monasteries. I can’t believe my
eyes! The mountains become short, saying that they should not see while you bury Abiyie. I am
telling you that the shrine is crying, the spirit is crying. How do you bury Abiyie in public? Was
he not the army [commander] of Shewa?

17RC 2N 2NAM. 189" B BNAM

T4 &N £NAQ AP 1TAHT

APTO Y OFLC NFM N CkY:

Gonder will be happy! Gojjam will be happy! Tigrie will be happy! But Shewa should be sad,

since you lost the conqueror soldier, Birku [commander of Abiyie’s army].

Amehayes (1744—1775), the son and successor of Abiyie, was also remembered well for
his capture of land from the Oromo and his plan to subdue the Amhara districts of Moret
and Merhabete (Silassie 2000, 75):

HaN AI® PN ALE B
a 4% £2H BAP € aPt+ T

Amehayes is becoming too old, he could move only by holding land [capturing others’ land
through territorial expansion].

9N & N AN NE&EN ALA
ANN O LT @ a° Ch Nk ATR JAPARN OB A+ 24

A great man with whetted sword, Amehayes the warrior, is to subdue men of Moret and
Merhabete.
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Asfawesen (1775-1808), who ruled Shewa after the death of his father, Amehayes, was
reluctant to expand territorially and gave emphasis to church education, Digua, Onie,
Geez and Zema. Consequently he was criticised for that in poems and songs (Silassie
2000, 76). His ultimatum to his contemporary chief of Moret, Tidu, was also maintained
in those poems (Silassie 2000, 76—77; Silassie 2007, 57-58).

129 NN Nt ATR 2PN PASTY DT

ANGONT PPA I T ALLCAT

N3 N$LNIO6H NHM LN O° N T

Asfawesen is sitting idle while the Oromo are destroying the house [system] which was
constructed [established] by Negasi, Sebistie, Amehayes; as if a country can be built by Digua,
QOnie, Geez and Zema.

ANG @AY 24FT MM, 240

Pt M2 hA N AQ, hdD a® AAfy
Oh! Asfawesen, plow in Yifat strongly, rather than see what Tidu is baking in Moret.

A9R £C APINC a9, U 175
AASCM O AAPCT® HIEC & T

For my plow and my yoke, to cut, but no choice except the ‘tid’, juniper tree [Except to attack
Tidu].

PN+t AIC 9= LT

kY PATRLA

D787 PRLEA

g0 Yghe 7 PAD 76k, A

M NAT PL AP A

MADR AJD ATE MB, 0D F LLL A

Moret, the country of my father, is beautifying women, strengthening men, it is also sourcing
streams, springs holy water! It would ever be green, the #id (chief) never dries.
Nr9® MNPONFE

LCATAE ANATE

NASCM @ AAPCT® HILC D8

RE o) C 9o T

I ascend [go] to the Begum market, feeding barley to my horse. I would cut the juniper by this
year before it becomes too thick [T would defeat the chief before he strengthens his force].

AGN a® Nde TINC 23 1 APE
OHA °10H Ha9 do Ca9 4 M P
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AR FE ATTT ATARU PA TR C
PATRIPNT AE NMC AT8U @ M CM C:
We assume that he is only an expert of gnie, an inquirer, and investigator in ezel, geez, zema.

Oh, it was, a great fault, suspecting [thinking that he could not defeat] the son of Amehayes
[Asfawesen] in fighting.

The second phase of territorial expansion of Shewa was characterised by expanding to
the districts located to the south of Shewa Meda by nigus (king) Sahile Silassie (1813—
1847) and his horse, Dina (Silassie 2000, 65-67).

85 It hTIAA AL
AP @ &h, 70T 99 182

Dina set out from Angolala, was captured at Sheno and killed at Germama.

85 M 14 NAD YA 65y, eby
7 C A2Z ANN Mgk, 6By, i

When Dina set out from the centre, Chacha, all [enemies] surrendered as far as Wochecha in a
single night.

N C& A2TFAT® IA NNk hdom

Galla [Oromo] cannot survive cold weather outside their home. Look, they are coming to lit
[take in clay] fire [on our home].

ATE G TAT 90 Y PRAD 490 4 A
AU PR N9 A L£2CAA:

What caused Abichu and Galan to murmur? Obviously, my master did not touch anybody’s
woman [he will conquer as far as Masiet].

g2 N AZOR 3 9P TN JA U
NMm CALAR +9° @ B PP+ ATEU T

Even if he is an unbeliever, and Galla [Oromo], would he not die if he should be shot [with
spear]?

nn+ Aom me es

AT FRN 0. ATE
When one sets out from home, he should wash his body [should displace the Galan Oromo].

After the death of nigus Sahile Silassie, the power of the Shewans began to decline.
As a result some districts refused the supremacy of the successor nigus Haile Melokot
(1847-1855). One of them was Darra, a buffer district bordering Wollo. Its chief
attempted to declare its autonomy or loyalty to the regional chiefs north of Shewa
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(Silassie 2000, 136—138). As a result, nigus Haile Melokot, the son and successor of
Sahile Silassie declared war and subdued Derra as mentioned in the following song:

PF NN N +Tmm
J24 NOCENT L4 +AM M

Our palace is erected upright, but it bent down [Darra] when force [Hailu’s] was exerted on
[Darra was defeated by the force of Haile Melekot].

PILART ¢ N AAPCNT
@ 147 AOCE FAN+E FPNT =

The tailor shorten the trousers of Hailie, his knee [power] is seen when he descends to Migira.

The third phase of the territorial expansion of Shewa was made by Menilek, son and
successor of Haile Melekot, who reigned as king of Shewa from 1865—-1889. He brought
large size territories and peoples under his domain (Silassie 2000, 83—88). The poems
and songs remembered the incident as follows:

ANAD 5@, TAAAD M, NN

A% LN

ANOR M, TANAR JM, DCA

nm 274

ANOR 1M, TANCDR 1M, Ak

o AR DA

Ase Menilek! Subjugate them exactly! Subjugate them by descending to the low land! After
being burnt in the tropics [heat]! Subjugate them! They said, Menilek Hailu.

LB INE Ak DEFT ACAN
PLATR INZ Ak @ At ATEN
N 7 NS A A CT8. N
4N $CFYA PIL8M AN

They said that the whites paid tributes in bullets and gunpowder. Wadila paid fattened sheep
for the king. Semien also paid silk and spices. You left only with the Arabs [Western border of
Ethiopia] who dressed differently.

+A@. IC 7°1°1C PQ ADMLM.Y
ANTY gD Y AR PLkT T AHTE:

I never like talking [gossiping] with others. But Menilek made me gossip [backbiter] about the
four corners [he subdued the four corners].

In this third phase of the territorial expansion, the subject of the songs and the poems
was not only Menilek but also his prominent army commanders. The first of them was
Ras Gobana, who played a significant role in subduing the southern and south-western
region of the country in the 1870s and the 1880s (Iyesus 1973, 23, 32-33). He was
appreciated by Menilek as follows:
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MNTIING INT% P2
PC YA A PIC YN AL

[It is reported that Menilek said] Gobana! Gobana! You’re mine. You’re the king of the army
while I am that of the country.

NG LT AT T NNTAD

AN AL 1M

NT &L A AL NPNTAM,

4N AIC 170

NT L0 FF A

r87 AL 1@, =

Gobana rode his horse from Aman [his village of birth], stopped in the country of Abay. Gobana

rode his horse from Fallie [his home after he became famous], stopped in the country of Arab.
Gobana provoked his horse saying Chie! Chie! and stopped in Sudan.

PINT AANCT M &C P P & &
N2 Nm N NN e Th =

Gobana’s servants never knew leather strips, they loaded in Arab ropes [they rode to the country
of Arab, Benishangul] day and night.

go Y FNF AAT FATR FATU

9o 7 YN AAT FFM PATU

g° 7 40 AAT FNHAAT

8.PNA N NNPA Ak & ALLTU =

Where is the tabot you are praying for? Where is the king you are fighting for? Where is the
commander you are following? Don’t you see that the devil is riding on a mule back? [It means
that Gobana was too fast in all his campaigns].

Contrary to the appreciation, Gobana was also criticised for not being wise enough to
harvest the fruits of his toil.

ATC AATR '+ NN NHAR

EUNAT AN NAT® A N1 A
A1¢4N NG NP+t A0

$&HM F 91HM F £NNA Bar

They beg for a country in the name of Abbo and Trinity. They called you in July and August. But
after the countries have been pacified, they appointed one another as gegnazmach, girazmach!
[it means ignoring your merits].

ng Nk PeUYT ALNAG
OFCI® AT LU M. APPTU ANM. =

Gobana, father of Tigu, do not feel sad, it is your usual fate to pacify and give to others.
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The other known army commander of Menilek in the territorial expansion was Ras
Darge, Menilek’s uncle who was promoted to the title ras on the same day as Gobana in
Shewa in 1878 (Iyesus 1973, 23, 32-33). His role in subduing Arsi is well remembered
in the history of the country. He was also popular among ordinary citizens and was
assumed to be the second to the king in socio-political status (Iyesus 1973, 23, 44).

AL 1M NUTATL ANTR
TR NA PI0. 8C7 O, A9Y R

It would not happen, if it happens I wish the king will be my husband and Darge will be my
[friend] adultery.

PLLAT N NG NI Ut

JaN N 8 h&eF AUt

N&A, 1N+ 99 &7 PPae A

AD. Ao A9NF SC2HAR AN

When I heard the hooves of his horse from a distance, I opened the gate and saw that Dargie

was galloping in the field. He arrived in Arsi and tested its honey and came back for the night
in a single day. [Dargie arrived in Arsi and came back to Fichie in a single day on horseback].

POWER STRUGGLE

The political history of Shewa was characterised by a series of struggles for local
political power beginning from its genesis in about 1682 to the end of the 1880s (Silassie
2000, 42—89). The death of each Shewan chief was followed by conflicts for succession.
The stronger one, who had more followers or an army, from a number of sons of the
chiefs would be successful in assuming the position. Most of the Shewan chiefs had
several wives and concubines that gave birth to a number of sons who would become
rivals (Mesqel 1973). Besides the conflicts among themselves, the Shewan chiefs had
a series of conflicts with the central power located north of Shewa. The later conflicts
were for two purposes: to maintain Shewan autonomy, and to claim the royal crown to
a certain extent (Silassie 2000, 50-100, 122-70).

The internal conflicts for political power started with the death of Negasi in 1703
and ended in 1889 when Menilek became emperor of Ethiopia (Silassie 2000, 50100,
122-70). As mentioned above, Negasi was the first Shewan chief who founded the
Shewan dynasty by defeating more than a dozen local chiefs that were based in their
respective districts. Then he went to Gonder to request an official appointment in Shewa
as a viceroy of the then Ethiopian emperor at Gonder. Unfortunately, Negasi died there
(Silassie 2007 45). The power rivalry that took place among Negasi’s sons after his
death has been recorded in the following lengthy poem that was transferred to the next
generation through oral narration (Silassie 2007 49-50):

PyIY AET hA+Hey a> go h
ANFTF@ N9° F ANTF AET +91
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A8 RTS8 MA@ BT ANINSE
AN NET° Add A £ NIC F41
NOYEe & JC a° JAT M AT
ML &A MLL Al ALFE

13 @ 9° MLLM. AM M. NNbI:
ReY b 201D NPT NEFE

N8 0. COG ANPLM. AR NRTY Fi

PR ATNC NA ¢ AB. N

ALF@ AL A@ FINT N4 ¢

P+ HC NN Nt NBA AT8THA, ©
NM LM £+ 4 & I° MAM. T
APAZD. 9P L ATLIR 2 ATAM T
IA ANFILFO. AT ten TP T
HOD 2k Ak 92 ATPF AL ¢
ATTU 00 PA LN N AGL §
PPYT ATR AN hI® T+ A8,
AFNAC +a° AC 170290 WANTE
ATTU 00 PA N AL N, 1974
L39m +14 NHU 9= N7 0+:

£MF R4 h L ARATNTFE
LAINLM @ AN DLNF?

PRAT 1M PINT AR7%FE

APA +AHIR Y, NG FUFE

go MmN ATY NEF NPHNTE
AO® AM™ N A 728 AL ANTT

PATHAN v CY &L PAPL AP Ao Ft

AR AR PLPRM PANM. NTt:
o UYT ARPCTS NA A N AYT:
N+ 1@ ATE ATLM AP Fnti
NFOHH ARUPTIR AAJS OP FoINtE
NAL NAL$L AP AR ANAT::

19U 9° AHH AAJOLT ANPE

HEN AAHTN AA NH+ APE

A9R AR NLAPEAT N U A M AP

8FgD QINC AM AATTIR 9L *
NAN Nt FANF AAJIMT by
AN NEIR +a0 Cm ATR AR P LATT
AAE AE, BIPAP a0 yo)NFi:

Amharic Oral Poems and Songs as Sources

It means that the seven sons of Negasi were never in agreement after their father died. They hated
each other and rebelled against the successor. Sebistie, one of the brothers, migrated leaving
his locality, hating to be in conflict with his brothers. He left for golla [Merhabete] and was
employed as a servant for a master. He was loved and respected by his master. When the servants
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of his master went hunting, Sebistie killed a buffalo with a single shot. He became a courageous
and strong man. Unfortunately, a “prophet” told his lord that Sebistie will be his successor. Then
his lord hated him. He planned to arrest and to kill him. At the same time, Sebistie’s relatives
were in trouble with the Galla [Oromo]. They called him saying, “Please! Come in a hurry! Your
mother is sick.” He rushed out without any hesitation. As a result, he was saved from death,
because his master planned to arrest him the next day. His master was searching for him in the
home. However, his master regretted his plan seriously saying, “Alas! I better die before he left!
Last night was the right time to arrest him!” He was severely angry, not thinking that he could
not stop the will of God. But, what God planned from the beginning could not be stopped by
man’s wisdom. It is petty and valueless toil. One could not be enthroned without the will of God.
Negasi ordered his throne for Kawa but Shewa experienced drought during his reign. For that
he was hated by the people. Dagna, the successor, did not have courage and he lost the throne
by the force of Sebistie who was chosen by the will of God. Sebistie’s sons and grandsons took
over the throne.

The conflicts among Shewan chiefs for the position of local leadership continued even
after Sebistie, the successor of Negasi, resolved the first one in 1703. Sebistie himself
had similar conflicts with his own son Abiyie. As a result, Birku, the loyal servant of
Abiyie, murdered Sebistie. Abiyie could not tolerate that and killed Birku, although he
celebrated the funerals of both equally. He moved their corpses from their first tombs
to a newly founded church yard (new tomb) in a newly conquered territory (Silassie
2000, 61-62). This was recorded in an oral poem as:

ANT e A 188 APA NPO™ F

AT 9&S A m NANT 9o F

0. AF @ AA AN & AANE

AAZAM. I° NCRT L& AT AT

AP BHA 2 ARAPGL N1

Although they gossiped that Abiyie is the master who murdered his servant, he came to see
the corpses after seven years. He paid in kind for his father, he also did not forget Birku [the
murdered servant] though the latter’s corpse was decayed. Abiyie collected and took them with
those of his fathers.

The next internal conflict for power took place during the reign of Wesenseged (1808—
1813), after the reign of two Shewan chiefs, Amehayes (1741-1775) and Asfaweson
(1775-1808). Wesenseged’s army conspired against him, opposing his plan to confront
the emperor at Gonder. He was murdered by one of his own slave servants, but the cause
of his death was identified as epilepsy (a disease nicknamed slave) by oral poets. The
servant himself was murdered outright (Silassie 2000, 61-62):

NIRECRCATPECECATHNE T M-
Nem 7 NCPM. 9P 1M AdtTPM- =

He governed from one corner to the other corner of the land by his voice, but why were the slave
and his sword not punished?
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APT U 0P U M AE TN+
Neeqe ALY &¢N ANC a° +5+ =
Do you see the arrogance of this slave? He slept [died] with the master since then to the present.

AAAQ. B 57 M Pag, PRy
NCPe MA@ Ak OATNTLY::
Though he gave medicine to and healed others, Wesenseged himself died from epilepsy.

The intense internal struggle for power in Shewa has worsened again after the death of
Haile Melekot in 1855. Menilek mainly faced a strong challenge from individuals who
ruled Shewa during his imprisonment at Meqdela (1855-1865). One of these individuals
was Bezabih, who was the appointee of Emperor Tewodros II (1855-1868) in Shewa
(Mekuria 1990, 23-27; Mekuria 1991, 71-75). Thus, the poems and songs below are
dealing with the conflicts between Menilek and Bezabih:

Pae 51T met BNPA APAT
PI° 1AN ATF AL MAS a° Ryt

Thinking that one is enough for medicine (quality is important), Menilek’s mother became
sterile after giving birth to only one baby.

@ 0 NATY 10, JAG. ® OADK

@@ NAFE 10 meFU AP AN

P1ATU AE 10. R4 NS IR N

Who is he against whom you clean your shield?
Who is he against whom you sharpen your spear?

He is the son of your master, alas! [Cross in the name of Father, Son and ...].

TENTE NAM- U 8C84T +PI
@ 28 T AT 23C ALY NANT hdJ:

If the nigus appoints you to fight in the frontier, stop attempting to step down the son from the
throne of his father.

ANENC NH PNZNT AF ARTM +@F

NATPA J¢ AN C +&45F

AOI AR 1AR APA $2F

ADJIFD. 4 B PAM. 77C ATP =

ATHIR RRINT POP 1A LG8

pa> T AF APNA ATR U DL MSE =

Bezu, the father of Dekir, was injured on his hip on the day of Bereket, and was chained with
Shangla saying that the throne is for Menilek, [But now] he goes to fight him after the advice of
foreigners. You made me a nun judge. Is this the way to receive the son of dead friend?

IAG® ACLU +5 A@. AU EALUT
P 49° INH &F DCFUT
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NANT Aem & T Py, PNYIYY::

The Galla [Oromo] sleep in peace taking off your Jeldo. The Amhara offload your saddle. They
burnt the one who caused you sleepless nights.

ATHIR . N INCH e NF AHHN U
AL 75 8N AAT 1281 Ui

You were cruel, you also faced cruelty and you were [burnt] baked like bread for Christmas.

@ yHYI® APU AR +FATTITR AOL

@ 4.9 $mFTIIR L4FIIR KPU-

N £A19° AU AT87+ PA N

AO® 209R M 4N 5 NATPN ATSAR N@ =

I was looking in Menz, in Bulga, and in Tegulet. I was looking in Mafud, in Qewet, and in Yifat.
But I could not get a man like you. I could not get even your ash to take a fistful of it with a
platter.

PATLL MANI® NL PACTY Ndobn

o 9m +3AA ANLAC DTS

MY NPLNT NAGPL A0 M. 28 ==

One grass [sindedo] for the cover of a wickerwork basket, the other grass [akirma] for a flat

basket [sefied], why was Bezu the father of Dakir deceived, it was better for him not to descend
from Afqara [his fort].

PAHL AT NLTM A4 AT T o147 Fm,

7€M T NATL A% ANZhETFm,

ANF@ ANAM F AT PN

NTIAMT 10 & NTARGE 4

Bezu’s horses, Telefa and Bora, were surprised when Germame provoked them with one leg [the
other leg was disabled]. Even if the nigus gave him, how he accepted [the position to replace
Bezabih]? Was it with courage [charisma]?

a E h/NFm a0 F A& Ps 1M

a F L4 a0 F NG 1M

an 4o u P, a0 F M a0 YEMm, Y0,

Nt ANEAC Ak Phém

A0+ ATE 1. AN CF PHALOL

It is not the fort, it is not Afqara. It is not his horse, and it is not Bora. It is not his arms, it is not
his gun that made Bezuthe father of Dakir proud; but it is his bladder [courage] that he was born
with.

The second conflict that Menilek faced in Shewa during his struggle for Shewan
leadership was with Bafana, his own concubine from Merhabete. She attempted to
mobilise a protest against him by having a common front with his own relatives and
rivals (Silassie 2007, 107—13). This was indicated in this oral poem as follows:
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AL MIR PFIMTR ¢F R 19119
M Ct+@ Y4 L NATY + NLS?

On the date of epiphany, on the date of Christmas, were you called for a feast by the madam
(Bafana) in secret [for the conspiracy]?

The conflict between Shewa and the central political power north of it was started when
the latter invaded the former in 1730 EC (1737/38) during the reign of Emperor Iyasu 11
(1730-1755). It was because of Abiyie’s, chief of Shewa, refusal to pay annual tributes
to the emperor. The conflict was ended by the victory of Shewa (Mekuria 1973, 264-5;
Silassie 2007, 107—13). The following song was to inspire the Shewan army for the
showdown:

194%F NA° F A9° NAZF N74 M a° 38 N+hA

A, 1T RBIR NAUT

APY NNT AIC 99 10, P9, L&ECUT

AHPI® +L.CHU 1@ & PARN Ui

+m AL&YT IO HH +T F + FATE

P L 4 LM POILE N

a F BPLAAPME MFLL 1VLC NIMbd®

wWe ey AmlNm. NCe N AL

Even if, the royal drum is beaten, the trumpet is blown, and the gun is fired, it is not true. Who
can be impudent in Shewa on the land of his father? There [in Gonder] you were frightened that
is why they sent ras [army under the command of ras]. Draw your sword from the sheath and
fight, you! Men of Tegulet, from the unconquered house [land] of heroes. A soldier of Tera could
not be subjugated, though Gonder is boasting [to conquer Shewa]. Birku [a famous fighter in the
region] gave his sword to the hero of [Tera], by trust upon his death.

Emperor Tekle Giyorgis (1779—1800) still from Gonder attempted to subdue Shewa
during the reign of Asfawesen. However, he could not confront the Shewan force
because of his internal political problems that forced his army to turn back to Gonder
from Wollo (Mekuria 1973, 288-9; Silassie 2000, 78—79). This forfeit was considered a
glorious victory from the Shewan side and was boasted as indicated as follows:

118C TNALTLTL NPLPM P A LAN T

T469° DALINCHA $1PM P A RAAT

NANFT® Nt $1PM P A LAAT

NS> 9° 584k $5PM. P A BANT

NANGDNT I AP goLt ARTA =

People said that Tekle Giyorgis from Gonder knows ginie [religious poetry], Welde Gebri’el
from Tigrie knows ginie, Bqtie from Lasta knows ginie, and Hailu from Gojam knows ginie; but
they do not know how to lead the forum [share power] with Asfawesen.

T @ m U N e 0ME NPl
HDMST ARNGDAT NAR 9= 7 1N
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If the king is absent after claiming [declare] that he will come [for the showdown]; why not, he
should send the royal crown for Asfawesen.

13LCI9° NGt 1E9° ¥ 9° et ANS9R 2dD
P, PN 1M P9 +ZFC M. PAPNTC
go M, 9P AF h 2 MM PLNME:

Tell Gonder, tell Gojam, and tell Lasta that the arms of Shewa are terrible! They knew that the
army of the ras experienced it [was defeated some time ago].

ANE P92 N4F 0AA AAT AP

HO & 7 AFaR AN 10 N3 JAP:

Congratulations! Shewa is ululating. She is getting back her crown, since her shield is stronger.
PR PMTY M A ATD $M, 9P G

&N @ ALLZIN ANPTY N AT

‘We do not know what is going on up there [in Gonder], you! Ras Welde Giyorgis cross [penetrate]
and show us [what they are doing].

The other incident that threatened the Shewan internal autonomy was Tewodros’ (1855—
1868) move to centralise political power (Mekuria 1989a, 163—82; Mekuria 1989b).
The following songs and poems deal with how Tewodros subdued Shewa by force and
treated his Shewan opponents cruelly:

®RCM- T ADMRT PA O PLUT
NZnF A1+ 106 ABUY:

Knowing that you are not around [alive], they gave your son as charity [to the new king
Tewodros]. It means they took your son to the Bereket district.

Q9+P LN A +PLE
PAPY N UA A IN+0. 4 & =

Emperor Tewodros was too much dishonoured since he bowed to all the men of Shewa
[amputated their hands].

PAP @™ 1%t hATI8Y hhdd
+@® H PINC Nt ARG =

The nobles of Shewa do not toil here after [because] the pulled sword is returned to its sheath
[Saifu, the leader of the rebels, is killed].

AU Ahd® C AU 8AT AU N AN PINZ PAP 2N
AR BCH $L NHAP +PLCN:

The cavalry of Shewa which was known as thousands of purple, thousands of grey, thousands of
yellowish were finished except one tirign [a small regiment] by the force of Tewodros.

The final phase of the power struggle between Shewa and the region north of it was the
struggle between Yohannis IV (1872—-1889) and Menilek for the position of emperorship
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of the country by which the former became victorious (Mekuria 1990, 457—68). The
following poems and songs are about the intermittent ultimatum between Yohannis and
Menilek for the position:

T4 RPIOL AR Ach YO
1B90 Y90 KOYM. Adh A IO
N2I°LCIT APIM. Afh Adh 70N
ANSTM N F 19 $78A 1A =

We have seen Tigrie, they are bald, we have seen Gojjam, they are bald, we have seen Begemider,
and they are bald; only Abba Dagnew has long hair [hero].

69 AT ALTFIANT

N2IECT™ AAT ANLFIANT

1B O e I° @ ALLT M 18 I° IR N, PI° AAT ANFIANT

AP N F 27 PIA AN

Tigrie declared that they are loyal to us, Begiemidr also declared that they are loyal to us,
Gojjam, Wello, Welqait, Tegdie and Dembiya declared that they are loyal to us [now]

We are left only with Shewa who is the neighbour of Galla [Oromo].

NA+ 989° Nhed NP N.PHTT a9
NN+ N29RLC9™ NA+ 2490 N NAE F949° Nhrd NP NLPATH a9
AFIR AML PIPA AT8YIHAY =

Gojjam agreed to be governed; Begiemider, Quara and Tgrie also agreed to be governed, but we
knew that we would not be governed [surrendered].

ART® A NTEC PH PM &F U
NA A% NEAATU =

For who pledged to bring fifty shooters [gun], Basha Aboyie has paid for you.

AULT +hTrN NePTAM 40,
a +m $ AEUPTI° ATS+ AANDL =

If possible, cover your head, if not, wear it under your armpits. It is not possible to bow down
to a man like you.

A8 T PA 4¢P 6 1P PAML AP 11
ARPN OMT h@ARA D M, 2L

How it is tiresome to go up the top, and coming back to the bottom. [It is shameful to abandon
the title of king of kings of Ethiopia to the king of Shewa].

ARUPI9R AYE NPT
napoH a® 2% 2ARAA FAMH =

It never happens, but if it were to happen, it is better to own private land than to share crop
tenures. [If possible it is preferable to be free from the sovereignty of the emperor Yohannis IV]
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ATF74 £AA FANEKTY Ay
ae m @ AY8+ 7@, APdD jdo fi:

Let us duel! Says the one who is confident in his strength, but it is good to throw down as you
did. [You were able to defeat your rival wisely step by step.]

PATRONAGE FOR CRAFTSMEN BY SHEWAN CHIEFS

The territorial expansions of the Shewan chiefs were successful partly because of the
contributions of craftsmen. Their contribution by producing iron agricultural tools and
weapons was significant. So the Shewan chiefs were their patrons in one form or another.
One example was Amehayes (1744—1775), who had good knowledge of working with
gold (Silassie 2000, 70-72). He was appreciated by his subjects and supporters through
several oral poems and songs:

A9® 5PN R 1 ATEHU hNZ

NNt PA+AL NTF PATNAL MCH PLN Ba 4

How Amehayes is extremely wealthy, he spends extravagantly, which was never done by
his father, never done by his mother. [Amehayes became a gold jeweller which was not the
profession of his ancestors].

AR SPNMECET A&N NN
38 077U A N U dhPe ATSTNS:

Although Amehayes became a jeweller, you are craftsmen! Don’t be proud of that assuming you
got a colleague.

The same support was given to craftsmen by nigus Sahile Silassie. The compound of
his court was divided into several compartments. Of these, the craftsmen had their own
shares (Silassie 2000, 103-5). They were also invited to his palace for different feasts
and discussions. However, the craftsmen were disrespected by the rega (non-craftsmen)
members of Shewan society. The following are the ultimatums between the craftsmen
and non-craftsmen on the matter:

R ARINGE N1JA, &F

R ARING® NDEHC &F

A@ P NA ®E-F b A &F

It should not be in front of kings, it should not be in front of madams, these crows and hawks
that eat human beings are invited. [Craftsmen should not be invited in to the palace of the royal
family because they possess evil eyes].

AL M BN N UTATET PA AUP ATRF PA B4
ALE ANPICCw

AT 6w

NCA b 1 e
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Fm + e, @ F
Even if [ am a craftsman, I leave the donkey, the foolish man outdoors, walk on a carpet, drink
with a flask and chat with the king.

ALY PAML T B A ARE N NPIR M

AETN T

N CA N e N

N+ s ™F hm

AUP &8 N AD. AM- U DL PAM, =

If you leave the foolish man like me outside! You walk on a carpet, you drink with a flask
You chat with the king; did he give you a license so that you can finish [eat] donkeys?

PREVALENCE OF FAMINE

The history of Shewa was dominated not only by the type of political, economic and
social issues mentioned above but also by the prevalence of persistent famine. One such
period of serious famine took place during the reign of Wesenseged (1808—1813) who
was associated with bad fortune. He was unpopular because of this (Tafla 1987, 529).
Such experiences of the chiefs were recorded in the following oral poems and songs:

MAT N1L PhM. A
FTIC L H ANPTAE =

Wesenseged the son of a man holds famine in his right hand.

® AIN7E 1M o
N3g™ AAT 9° Ta9m @ =
Even the sheep stops grazing when Wesenseged walks on it [pasture].

The other period of destructive famine took place during the reign of Menilek. It was
nicknamed kifit gen (evil days) (Demisie 2015, 166—71). The famine (1888—1892) was
characterised by the massive death of draught animals and the absence of food. Then
people began to consume unusual types of food. They ate different plants, animals,
including dead animals. At its climax, it was reported that cannibalism was practiced by
which infants were the victims (Demisie 2015, 166—71). These calamities were recorded
in poems and songs as follows:

PN P F N9 M &% N 71N
AUTN NAZ@ A hNE AT TN

I forgot the name of the oxen, now I remember that cattle are wealth.

Né Nao #
P N PF A+ 7AF

An ox is bought for hundred [too expensive], where is it available even paying that?
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mECnNeEC
24T 771N Cx
One could buy land for a hen, but who was able to pay the tributes?

AUA N&T 1L Né NPNCC
G AP +hr FAQR. M ¢ Ak DAIC:

Both the crops and ox were out of the country one after the other while the crops were moving
ahead and the ox was chasing the crops.

AUA 38, & Ak e 27 AP
P B+CE ATRUT AT ATPROD M, =

Let us visit the crops, reported that the crops are sick! It is better for us to die before, if the crops
could not survive.

AT RN PAQL P9 M N M
ART PALTU W 43 AM. NAGY =

There is no guard to protect it. Look! A man is eating that grass.

Né A184A M 23U A1CU ACS
LT AN NAL PrAN AAS:

Oxen! I ate your food since mine was finished. I could not ask you for permission because your
country became far.

oy UL o3ge UL
YT PNAIOL Ui AL
AR & AL +7NNAL

A9R A S A AHE =

My brother! The plenty we had yesterday was the one that rolls on ashes, carries fifty quintals.
[The meat we ate yesterday was that of donkey].

HNE AdR 778 hdb @ /g db +ag
Om ‘r £AAA AOAT &FaT =

Trading in incense is preferable to trading in civets for daily dinner by travelling to Matama.
[Eating infants for daily dinner is preferable].

Sometimes the composers of those songs and poems associated two historical incidents
that took place at the same time or one after the other, namely the death of Ras Gobana
and the prevalence of famine as indicated below:

AL 7T 9° NG PIA A YO
NN +% HF e £ O+F A8 PTR/M. =

It is true! Gobana, who took all the cattle with him not to lack milk, was the son of Galla
[Oromo]. [The cattle died following Gobana’s death, he was an Oromo; they are people who
love cattle milk very much].
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The incidents in the immediate aftermaths of the famine periods were also preserved in
oral songs and poems composed by the traditional poets and singers. The following are
examples of the memory of the calamities during the period of recovery:

AUA HIP F 7N AGID APYOL
APA MM P2 NRITTM. =

We also see that crops come back from the campaign [absence] but, a number of peoples miss to
meet [died before getting them back].

ALgR @ mFAL NLET A

@ At NATAT BAM YA H

ANAY 92LAN M7 ATE N

A& NPAL A18L4C NMS i

I come to you after constructing the shelter. My wife told me that I would be given.

Would you [Menilek] give me an ox? I remind you! So that it would not be ended in rumour.

g 1N AT914 P F EAMEA
gRLAR ATIEC ATEGR aD F 2AMEA
$CNTFU 174F NAP AR £AAA ==

Menilek never hides himself from Tgrie, Menilek never hides himself from Gonder and Gojjam.
Come and tell him instead of sending a messenger. [Menilek is more generous than an angel]

AUA 8 C hRZ N FO. 19° PA
M AT ATRAAD. AL ATSATLA:

Cereals spent the day and night in the field lonely, as if they have no enemy and never killed
people. [As if people did not die hungry].
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