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-The Occupation of Keren by the .
“Fqyptians, 4 July 1872 — 10 April 1885

Introduction

he' ninenteenth century Ethiopia enqulfed by external enemies

i akened~by internal dissention struggled for its very survival.
‘.,he gyptians probed the resistance of the northern borderlands by

: peatéd%incursions and raids Dedjach Wubye, the lord of Semen, Tigral
»Marabmellash could not do anything to protect the area fwom the
tating forays. Ironically, he himself caused debilitating raids

~*agains ‘the region weakening the resistance of the people when faeling
& ther Egyptian raids which immediately followed. In fact, the Egyptians
:9xgsed the raids of Wubye's army, against the Kunama, Nara sand Algaden

in 1850 and against the Kunama by the ruler of Adiabo in 1866, as a
V flimsy excuse to justify the occupation of Keren and the neighbouring
fdistriit§;iater on. The Dejjazmach himself had to flee to the stead
fastness of the mountains with an army of 20,000 soldiers during his
1849 raid against the unlucky province,from the enemy. In a joint
gperatlon from Kassala and Samhar 5,000 infantry men and 1,000 cavlary
ﬁnder the command of a certain '.jmer Bey, and a Turkish battalion
followed the raiders in hot pursuit. Wubye .adamantly claimed the land
;'an&'éea for himself and his raid was, infortunately, a way of assuring
his lordship over them, in the fashior of those days. He had to flee
‘only to ‘avoid defeat at the hands of ¢ better trained and equipped enemye.
JlEmperor Thewodros II rose to restore the might and glory of an Ethiopia
Lfalmoat torn to pieces and humilliated by the greedy war-lords. He was
too busy to rescue the borderlands from the advance of the Egyptians. ‘
: Aside*from his grand dreams of kicking out the Muslims from his realm
and.

the arabmellash ruler in Tsa'aazega from a long distance to rule the

triumphally entering Jerusalem he couldn't do much except appoint

'xnorthetn borderlands. In one’ occasion he ordered the capture of Kahsay-

"Abba Keyssi, who escaped to the Egyptian possessions of this
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e northern borderlands and invaded the rest of the country.
Thesetsegies of weaknesses attalned their greatest ebb during the 134"
eign of~Emperor Yohannes IV. Abbandoned by his own, deserted by his
Earmx;and harassed by his enemies Thewodros II died a tragic death
tﬁtrdaallng to realize the great dream of returning the country to its
_formérvglory. Yohannes IV attempted to continue the path struck by his
'iﬁiedeeessor. Due to the gaping internal contradictions he could but
protest ‘to ‘the fair judgement of European powers the Egyptian occupation
i of his territories. Despite a double, resounding victory against the
vEgyptians he couldn't pursue it to the Sea for logistic and technical
“.* reasons. Emperor Menelik II later on failed to drive out the Italians
after theﬁbattie of Adwa due to similar circumstanezs. The lack of
‘art%llery‘and navy rendered the Red Sea littoral very wulnerable for a
iong.time, like the lack of muskets caused the havoc of Ahmed Gragn. But

the worst enemy has been internal dissension leading to fatal weakness.

Pre—occupation Activities

The Blean known for their militarcy ppbwé&ss and fierce attachment to
their own culture and traditions werc left to the mercy of the chaos and
destruction that ensued at the wake of the Era of the Princes. Hungry
warlords unleashed their ravaging hories against the peoples and lands
‘they ruled at the slightest excuse, such as, levying taxes or collecting

a tribute, pursuing a rival, establiching authority, etc. Against this

ackground Mohammed Ali Pasha who was sent by the Ottoman sultan to quell

- _‘ rebellion in Egypt instead of returning to the Middle East after

1.vanquishining the rebels decided to w.tay in Africa to carve out an empire
for himself and his descendants. In this process the Sudan fell victim

¥ o greed and cruelty. After invadirg and occupying it the Egyptians
;‘»c§§t their eyes on the sources of the Nile in Ethiopia and its Red Sea

i littoral. ‘The aggressive policies of Mohammed Ali fueled by his military,
industrial educational, and economic modernization efforts pushed

5 EgY%:‘-an\_imperia;ism to the threshold of a weak Ethiopia. Although

E’these mbitionswere dampedh by the financial burden they brought on

; > Egypt .and curtailed by the Treaty cf London, 1841, limiting the size

g ”li“ﬂdiammed Ali's army in order to secure European trade, they were

”'_ er. contimed by his grandson Khedive. Ismail to dead Egypt to & =




th :ﬁigiopian northern lowlands. The Hadendowa of Taka province made a

: «bitfer stand at the battle of Kassala and were not completely subjugated

: _ut their chief was out winked into signing a peace treaty

thronghv;eliglous trickery to be detained and exiled to his death. Thus

; assara fell and was fortified in 1840. This significant date left

Ethiopia extremely vulnarable from the barka and Gash,

B The?enemy chose three tools to gradually weaken Blean resistance

i;éndféventuiély occﬁ;y’ their land. . These were religious infiltration,

- commercial influence and the sword. At least, since the beginning of the

”si;ih centﬁri Christianity was introduced to what is today's Sudan. The

5ithrée famous Nubian Kingdoms of Nobatia, Muqurra and Alwa were Christian.
The fall of Egypt to the Arab onslaught at the first falf of the seventh
century and the gradual infiltration of Arab tribes into the Sudan in
search of gold, slaves, ivory and other resources completely replaced
Christianity by Islam. Some traces of it could be detected up to the
18th century, but till precise dates are unearthed by the current archeo-
logical investigation taking place ir. the Sudan we are not sure of the
time of the demise of Christianity there. The Beja who are the neighbours
of the Blean were partially of almost in their entirety : - converted

5 to:nbminaI'Christianity. The Keren area is known to have been evangelized

. during the early phase of Axumite Christendom. The ruins of 'Aratukhuw,
near Halﬁal, and Hagar, in Asghede Bagla attest to this fact. After
using ﬁhe founder of the Khatmia in the capitulation of Kassela the mudirs

+ of that'city began to agitate the subjugated peoples of Algheden, Nara
(Baria), Beni Amer and others against the Kistan (Christian) peoples of

. the-Ethiopian borderlands, which wers much neglected by the national
churgh and. their nominal rulers. Muslim propaganda in the face of a weak

;;Christianity gradually replaced the latter in most of the cases. Beginning

F in the 1820'3 to the 1850's the area was almost claimed by Islam. The

: Blean Tarqe and the Mensa' had some Christian minorit;es. Wandering

ilim holymen, fuqra, spread their newly invigorated and revived faith

‘ ghout the width and breadth of the land. The Khatmia of the Morghani

mg\‘the Sudan and the'Ad Sheikh faction in Samhar were the active propa-

;%:s. The two Christian bulwarks of Debre Sellasie of Tsaidamba and

5108 in Keren district wexe inactive. The monks did not dare to
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conduct pastoral work among the faithful due to.the general anarchy

Eni_insecurity. As ‘the old priests among the Blean and their neighbours
died off because of advanced age no younger priests replaced them. This
situation perfectly fitted a rejuvenated and militant Islam pushing its
way from the Middle East into eastern Africa. The second tool was commerce.
; Huslim traders plying the ‘trade routes connecting the Nile Valley with the
Red Sea co;st brought with them prestige and economic impact in favour of
iﬁthe;r religion. Active proselytization and propaganda won many convertse.
.-The'third tool was the gword. Before directly occupying the area the
Egyptians tgﬁtfully weakened resistance by incursions, attacks, raids
_and ipvasioﬁs leaving in their wake devastation, destruction, death and
poverty by the constant plundering, slaying and burning. Brigands,
robbers, othek assemblages of criminals and regular Egyptian troops
asceﬂhed to their target from the Gash and Barka in hordes to attack
their innocent victims. Their devastating blows left deep wounds and
pluoetted the morale. The material damage was also of untold proportions
within the framework of the economic status of this people. Before
recovering from the merciless and deeply devastating blow of Wubye in
1844, the Blean were raided by Mohammed Khusraw bey's troops and vassals
on the morning of 22 January of the same year in a surprizgattack. Deprived
of their youthful warriors, the cream of the crop, resisting Wubye's
raid and impoverished they could not effectively confront the enemy.
Desolation end despair gripped the land rendering the situation critical
and gravely precarious. Other devastations followed. As indicated in
the appendix attached to this paper the raids that took place between
1850 to 1871 wrought great havoc on the people and the land. The raid
of 22 January ‘1854 is famous and qulte memorable in Blean history.
Coming An; thewakeof Wubye's even more devastating raid during harvest

ﬁtime 1n*1844. His large army poured over the unarmed and unsuspecting
: ;-"' since they faithfully paid the tribute to Dej. Hailu, the

4 ' Hamassien lieutenant. Sadly enough the governor forcibly
gurded thiﬂ' nptOpiCious hurricane down on them. The three pockets of

Before recovering



1brigands. The immediate excuse was an unfounded claim on the land and
fthe Tilib (tribute). Through the ‘help of the ‘British v/consul Walter
: Ny and the active cooperation of the French and British consul

‘gen rals in Cairo the. Lazarist missionary Giovanni Stella was able to
recover Ehe great majority of the captives and secure a small indemnity
for the loot Some sort of guarantee also was granted to let alone this
Christian enclave as subject to French protectlon. Before being desti-

3tuted Khusray bey was obstinate in his thuggery and greed. He responded
to Stella thus, “.... sachez seulement que, si vos Bogos ne m;onfvpas
bientot paye' tout leur tribut en entier, ils vont etre chaties une
~sé¢6ﬁaé*f¢ig d'une facon encore plus ekemplaire... .. It seems through.
the action of this brave Catholic missionary the Blean seem to have
gained a brief respite for a period of about eight years. Since the
people were converted to Catholicism a sort of French protectorate based
on the concordat signed in 1801 between the Vatican and the French

‘government to protect the Catholics found within the Ottoman empire was
attempted to be applied, the Egyptians grudgingly and reluctantly gave
a faint recognition for a short time only to deny it in 1864. Ismail
Pasha angered at count Bisson's adventurous events in the Baria (Nara)

.area banished French pretensions and set on seizing the enclave. The

%French consular agent reported, "Apres m' avoir ecouté avec attention
Ismail pasha me dit q'il voulait tout d'abord savoir a quel titre le
government de 1l'Empereur entendait imtervenir en faveur des Bogos. D'apr -
'lui, mesdeux predecesseurs auraient declare’ que les chretiens et leur
terrltoire etaient sous le protectorat officiel de France et qu'il en
resultait un droit direct et complet d'intervention. Le vice-rois s'est
eleve avec Chaleur contre cette pretention en me citant des precedents

4historiques dont il resulteralt que le territoires occupe’par les Bogos

’éppart;ent a 1'Egypte.””" The French wanted to get a foothold in the

o’ g
: Stella to Poussou, Paris, writing from Keren, 29 November 1854
nnales de la Congregation de la Mission ( Paris), V-2° 1855, p.570.

Outrey to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 9 May 1865, A.E.
59ypte\P35. ?



-6 -

Red Sea littoéél of Ethiopia. Therefore, their Christian sympathy lies
on their real motive of colonial - gains. The British agents too were
sympathetib to the idea of protecting these innocent victims. Whatever

" motives the British might have had were obstructed in or&er to assure
thé‘safety of their prisoners} at Thewodros' court. Stella next approache
the Itglians, despite keen interest internal problems of the newly united

s kiﬁgdom:prevented it from jumping on the prey. The several letters -

" written 5y thé’Blean chiefs under Stella's instigation failed to attain
the desired goal. Ironically enough it was the Egyptians who got the

~ initiative and due to another set of completely different circumstances

‘Ifaly was to replace them in its colonial enterprise.

Occupation

Aftef continuous hammering at Blean resistance and villainously
sapping their morale Ismail definitely set on occupying Bogos, between
1864 and 1865. The several trips, harangues and correspondences by
Stella, v/consuls: W. Plowden, G. Lejean, Munzinger, Cameron, etc, and
other officials, back and force to Massawa, Kassala, Cairo, Paris and
Vﬂondon became useless. The Khedive found an excellent instrument towards
ifulfilling this mission in the person of Werner Munzinger. "Johan Albert
Werner Munzinger Pasha ( 1832-1875) originally came to Africa to study
oriental languages at Alexandria, he joined afterwards a commercial
firm which -sent him on a Red Sea mission and he spent ﬁany months at
Massawa in 1853. He settled down among the Blean at Keren 1854-1861.
4Thig period afforded him the opportunity of following his career of
ad@éhture;-exploration, intrique, diplomacy and fortune hunting. He
married a Blean and was able to insert himself into the main ~ stream
of

fﬁ aﬂy political trends and urgent problems, but was deeply involved in
the 1ssues that shaped the future outcome of the area. His exploration

q
)P‘

«the ‘people's life, He was not only acquainted with the contempo-

On his return from Massawa from Europe in 1865 he was ,_0
appointed a French v/consul and added to this the office of British
v/bonsul the same. year. This political chameleon played a great role
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in the planned colonization of Ethiopia and the actual occupation of
Bleanland. The Emperor Yohannes mused as to how this character can
contain two hearts in one bosson, i.e., he suspected his loyalty to
France ‘and Britain simultaneously. He met him for the first time at
his:court in 'Adwa when he was still Bezbez Kassa. Munzinger joined
Maje Grant in their mission to Kassa to prepare the path of the British
expedition against Thewodros. The former's role in the reconnoitering
andt19§i§£1¢s field 1% well attested by his being awarded the order of
Bath‘in 1870. Disapponted at the slow pace of his promotion in French
and British service he joined the Egyptians in 1871 and became the
governor of Massawa with the rank of<Bey. The following year he was
promoted to governor of Eastern Sudan with the rank of Pasha. While
still French consul Munzinger requested Bezbez Kassa to grant him Bogos
as his personal fief which the latter rejected. He resented him as the

)
most powerful contender of Thewodros' throne. He manipulated his Hamassiew

' governor Woldemichael (1869) to be independent of him and directly corres-

pond with Napoleon Ii¥. He extracted a promise of Bogos governorship
from Woldu, Gomida, but as the lattér was granted the favour of imprison-
ment by Kassa in return of his independent ways the dream fizzled out.
Munzinger was a secret agent of the Khedive before openly joining his
service. He dabbled his intriguing hands in all sorts of chances in
order to promote his fortune. After the battle of Sedan he caused Kassa
to congratualte the Kaiser and promote diplomatic initiatives. Franz
Hassen, his Hungarian secretary, was ordered by him to secretly act as

a German consular agent in Massawa during Bismark's chancellorship.

“Munzinger's meddling into internal affairs inéreasgd with the occupation

of ‘the borderlands adjacent to the eastern Sudan. The driving motive
ofiﬁke-occupation of this area was the goal of colonizing of the whole
of; Ethiopia inorder to control the headwaters of the Nile, the Red Sea

and the African littoral of the Indian Ocean. This long aimed dre@m of

HBhamﬁed Ali Pasha was to be executed into reality by the harum -~
scarum attempts of the Egyptians under Khedive Ismail. Munzinger Pasha
\5 called to Cairo on 25 March 1872 from Massawa to confer with the

@for@e on matters of confidence. He was chosed to execute the occupa-

g

‘_tion of the Christian borderlands. On his®return to his governorate, at
‘theﬁhead of 1, 200 troops he entered Keren from the Habab on 4 July 1872.
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His éroopsrofaghe first battalion of the second regiment pitched their
tents at 'Ona which, previous to the establishment of Keren as a modern
towp,mgerved as a sort of commercial centre for traders from Kassala to
Massawa. Mun21nger so familiar with the topography immediately proceeded
to the summ;t of the site of the present fort of Keren, also known by
its previous name of fort of Sanhit. The position commanded the vast
rﬂagareh piain from the west, the northern “‘approach of the 'Ansaba
valley, the Joufa plain to the south and the valley leading to the

- highland in the east. Ismail unable to attack directly the impregnable
natural fortress, decided to occupy Bogos, Mensa', Maria Bejuk and
Habab at will without any danger of Abyssinian retaliation, Due to
the geological configuration the area would serve as a base and gateway
to future victory and conquest. Alas, to the contrary, the mountains,
valleys and plains were to witness a rag-tag army fleeing a devouring
lion at the edge of the bastion, in panic and shame. Munzinger, now
added more territories to his pashalic, the entire Eastern Sudan includ-
ing Massawa, Sawakin and the district of Samhar were his domain. The
entire Rod Sea littoral gradually fell into Egyptian hands. The
encirclement of Ethiopia was complete with the occupation of Harar not
so long afterwards. What remained was the invasion of Ethiopia from
the coastal base. Munzinger strengthened his tro@ps by sendlng in more
men from Massawa. In the process of building the fortress the Magareh
forest was destroyed, probably for military strategy more than anything
else, and the anctient sacred grounds of Blean tombs on the hill site
wero violated. The stones of the graves were used in building the
walls of°'the forts The Pasha drew &nd executed the very first city
plan of Keren. This new city was called 'Irdira after the Turkish word

- for fort. The word has been adopted in the local languages. A small
sleepy market place was transformed into a small modern town. Wells
were dug, telegraphic lines introduced to the area earlier now connected
Keren with the sea and via the Middle East with Europe. Road construc-
tion was also a novelty. Some semblances of justice and modern
administration were also attempted at. But the republican system of
‘the Blean did not adopt the centralized administrative innovation.
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Blood feuds and brigandage were minimized, but~slavery despite formal
proclamations did not disappear completely. Like in Massawa Munzinger
had designg for public works here. But Egyptian avarice for property
and extortion fopwned upon such undertakings. .Exessive taxes inhibited
tobacco and cotton plantation growth. The pasha is credited for intro-
ducing the date palm in this area. The Egyptians are well remembered
f°r.theitkmisgovernment and'ava;iee here. Although they might have
looked ‘upon it as a burden rather than as an asset, infact, one official
claimed that the area only provided £700 tribute annually. the terris
tory provided an excellent caravan route, was fertile, commanded the

| Barca-Magsawa route and served as key to the plateau. Realizing this
the Egyptians planned a railroad from Kassala to Massawa. But their
ambitions led them to the abyss of destruction and defeat before the
Project saw the light of day. Ismail carried away by his grandiose
scheme of an African empire continued on his plans of attacking Ethiopia.
Munzinger whom previously Yohannes called the messenger of the devil
continued his machinations. He planted his agents smack in the middle
of the Emperor's court, played the provincial governors against each
other andg against Yohannes, maintained strong contact with the Muslim
population for purpose of s@botage asgainst him ,and so forth. In Keren
itself the first step he took was to issue a proclamation waiving the
obligation of one year s tribute. Through a Khedivial firman religious
freedom wag proclaimed, "Chretiens e€ muslmans son mes sujets. Je
‘Vieux le bien de touts. Comme a' Alexandrie et au Caire, je proclame
1a liberte: religleuse." To boot, Munzinger ordered the construction
of the famous St. Michael's church on government funds. He manipulated
missionarjes 1ike Mgr. Marcel Touviet to meddle in politics, amd worse,
- to support the occupation. A bearer of the cross siding with the
CfeSCént! The controversey in regard to this bishop and Munzinger's
duping 8uch figures for ' his own ends was earlier cleared between
Yohannes and de Courzec, the French v/consul. The regrettable
treachery committed against Kassa by his French military technicians

Gimalac Paul. " Le Vicariat apostobique d'Abyssinie, 1839-~1931."
Revue d'Histoire des Missions, June 1932, pe20. .

;-
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during the battle of 'Assam (Adwa) was discovered at Teklegiorgis; camp
at his capture: Letters implicating the technicians and the bishop
fell into the victor's hands.
Unfortunately for Yohannes Keren was seized by the Egyptians a

feﬁ months after his coronation as>Emperor. He received the bad news
Lwhile‘heAwas*awa§ in Wolio'quelling an'Azebo rebellion. Internal

; rebellio;s were the order of the day as he was a new Emperor, himself
being an ex-rebel who selzed ‘the. throne by shere force like his
predecessor Thewodros and his suceessor Menelik, the later claiming
immediate legitimacy from an unbroken lineage of the kingdom.-of Sho®,
At’firstvhe sent a-strongly worded letter on 31 July 1872 to Ismail in
response to the Kkedive's letter using a flimsy excuse of the eccupation
on the Baria-Bazen area raids by the Adiabo ruler. He imsisted that
the affair was an internal one and did not concern Egypt. By opening
an extensive diplomatic campaign he vehemently protested the occupation
two weeks later. Kirkham was sent to Europe bearing letters dated 13
August 1872 to Queen Victoria, the French President, the emperors of
Austria, Germany, and Russia. The occupation was either hushed or
intentionally distorted by the European mass media under Egyptian
éinister whispering. The European powers did not want to be involved
in the incident to safeguard their own commercial or other interests.
Poor Yohannes' misguided confidence in mutual Christian brotherhood
against a common enemy caused his appeals to fell on deaf ears. Bogos
and the surrounding areas were ruled undisputedly. However, like his
initial rage at the developments, he didn't give up on the matter.
Immediateliiafter his return from the 'azebo to 'Adwa he is supposed
to have summoned his war council to attack the invading enemy, but was
dissuaded from doing so due to the internal situation and milikary
unpreparedness. His second attempt to get British support was frust-
;aged. The Egyptians refused to regard the conflict as a boundary
diébute. :International arbitrage never came forth. Nevertheless the

L'Eupefo: bouéht precious time by these diplomatic manouvers. He was

» firm and constant in his claim of Bogos against all the odds. His

;,flanking movements ‘by sending the Saraye and Hamassien army in the

‘ heginning Of‘the conflict was done to size up the enemy's.intentions.

e Despite Hamassie

ct LA g

S request for submission Munzinger didn't move any

Sy
pagle, 14
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farther waiting Khedivial orders and lying in wait for any mowve from the
part'of the Ethiopians, so that he justify his actions‘“&ﬁretaliatory
measures. The submission of Bogos chiefs was prearranged by Munzinger,
the Maria used to pay a nominal tribute till they rebelled by seizing
some guns and horses from the Kassala oppressors, Habab and Bejuk chiefs
foilowed suit. Mensa' chiefs were told to apply another time and were
only accepted after the completion of the fort. The earlier requests

to European powers for deliverance from an oppressive neighbours were
tragically rebuffed. Although more tragic consequences might have ensued
if some kind of a protectorate was attained to instead of a friendly
assistance.Yohannes while still Abba Bezbez Kassa in the process of
consolidating his power over Tigray and Marebmellas appointed governors,
such as, Rend and Woldemichael. But neglected the area when he was
fighting for the imperial throne. Ineffectual rulers such as Dej. Hailu
were of no consequence. in the Egypto- Ethiopian conflict. Munzinger's
feat of political somersault contributed greatly towards the occupation
of the territories. Before being appointed governor of Massawa this
person argued that the land of Christians should not be occupaied by
Egypt since this would threaten the security of Ethiopia itself and the
existence of the people of the outlying districts. Barely a month after
his appointment on 23 April 1871 the bey proposed to Cairo the annexation
of Halhal-Bogos, Maria, etc. Indeed a political chameleon! He had already
condemned two years earlier Ismail's plan to do the same thing. Not
only this, his web was spun complet® by not only having the Egyptian
takeover enhanced by France but also by having the fact endorsed by it.
A man of many loyalties he was latey to meet a tragic end of his career
and life on the same logic - treachery. At one time on the pretext of
protesting as a French v/consul the persecution of French Catholic
missionaries he rudely rebuked and threatened Abba Bezbez pointing-
out”to him that he would meet the same fate as Thewodros at Maqdala,

if he did not behave well. Actually the fellow imagined that it would
take only one thousand French troops to bring Kassa in line. We see
later the Egyptians sending their troops up the pleateau to Guedaguedi
and Gura' under the misguided interpretation of the Maqdala events.

They were most misinformed folks on Ethiopian military and political

affairs of the day. The Egyptian garrison at the fort of Keren was not






