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THE SAHO

Available mformation on the Saho is scanty so that httle more than a very
general outlme of their Jocation and tribal constitution can be given.

Saho is essentially a lingwmstic classification, for,althoughtheyspea.kaoommon
language, the Saho tnibes vary considerably mn origins,! orgamzation, tribal law, and
customs. They have never constituted a political unity.®

TERRITORY

The majority of the Saho inhabit Entrea. They occupy an area limited to the
north by tht;e l\t[a.ssau;va—Gmda‘,:11 road, to tgfe southmvaﬂeysmg hlaf dihe l{da.l Ml:f: and
Endehto west eloftyscarps the E and to the east

1:heDa.nkalmfm of Samot1 and Wangabo. Beyondthaehmm to the south

thiopia, the Irob Saho occupy the valley of the Laasigeda and advance up the
footb:lkthhthelrﬂocksasfarasDebra.Damoandtheupperrea.chsoftheBelesa

Mamly pastoralists, the Saho migrate m winter towards the coastal region,

msummertomovea.crossthecounmftheT 1grina-speaking peoples far

to the west, across Akele-Guza1 and over the b mto the Hazamo plamn towards

tlé:yS;ram ’I'hsem:}\)r:r'il‘mts haw%_edmmesetﬂem%ttngat%om_thephtefpwhu;

ve adopted 1grma or Tigre languages. e other direction, Tigre an
peoples have moved among the Saho and adopted therr

Settlementmbothd:rechons:sconhnua]lyta]nngplace.' Thenelghboursofthe

Saho are to the north, the Tigre-speaking of Samhar, to the south, the
Asaimara Afar, to the east, and especially in pmmsulaAdo:ma.raA.far and
to the west the Ab

yssinians.
The total number of Saho-speaking people is estunated at 48,000.4

TRIBES

The largest autonomous Saho tribal aggregate 1s the Asaorta (18,000) who
derive from an early wave of Afar immigration. The Asaorta migrate with their
stock (mamly oxen)' between the sea and the Akele-Guzai. Although now devout

Mohammedans, they were for 2 long time pagans (followers of the cult of the Sky-God,
Wak) with Mount Falum the central shrine at which an annual sacrifice of a white
cow 18 still held ¢ Islam has been introduced through the absorption of prestly
sections of Arabtan orgm such as the Me Embara Bait Khahfa, and Bait Shaik
Mobhammed. Durmg the 19th century many Asaorta jomed the Mirghaniyya farsga.

The Asaorta comprise five tribes known as the kawn are,  the five houses,” and
trace descent to a common eponymous ancestor Omar Asaor.” These are. the Bait
Lelish, Fogorotto, Bait Fagth, Asalissan, and Assakeri; the Bait Lehsh are con-
sidered the first-born lineage, a.ndatomt:methen'cmefrepresentedtheﬁveAsa.orta
tribes, although each tribe now has its own chief. The Bait Fagih provide the Islamic
qgads for the Asaorta.® The Enjagi Sennare are a small tribe allred to the Asaorta.

2 Conts Rossini, 1814, pp 852-3.

4 Nadel, 4frica, 1840, p 8

? Cont: Rosaind, 1937 141,

¢ Races and Tribes of irea, 1043,

§ Vemery, 1805, p 6
AR,

¢ Bruna, op cit, p 1,698, genealogy P o
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Essentially semi-nomadic mountain dwellers in a state of transition towards sedentary
cultivation, they remain in the plams m wmter for as short a time as possible, practismg
some cultivation, and return later to the plateau where they cultivate more extensively
and where many Asaorta sections are permanently settled. Here the Abyssinian
stone and thatched hut (hudm')hasbeenw:delya.doptedandla.rgelyreplacsthe
traditional Saho conical shelters (datha, arel®), though among the sedentary Asaorta
both types are found side by side. Of all the Saho, the Asaorta practise the most
intensive cultivation, which they have ad?ted from the adjacent Abyssinians,
Asaorta stock-herders have contracted to tend the Abyssmians’ stock and take them
with their own to the coastal grazing m return for payment in grain.**

The Mimfere ( the sons of Mina *’) number about 11,000 and inhabit southern
Entrea between Senafe and Arafah, ThJsmbeappeu'storepmentafusnonofAfar
with an Abyssiman garnson placed in the country to bar the way to further Afar
expansion northwards. Someofthemm.ferewereatoneumeChnsha.n and agri-
culturist sechions hiving on Mount Soira (especially the Asa Yofisha) still remain
Christian although the majonty had adopted Islam by the begmmng of the 19th
century. Consistent with their mixed ongms, one tradition derives their eponymous
ancestor Mina from royal Abyssiman stock (Christian) and another relates hum to the
family of the Prophet.® The three Minifere sub-tribes, the Fagat Harag, Rasamo,
and Gaso, comprise some 13 principal sections, and the Faqat Harag constitute a
rehglousgroup,thelrchefa.cbngasqadimappw]sfromthedeclsmnsoftheother

The Teroa (Tor'uwa), (2,550 in 1931), the most northerly of the Saho, inhabit
the terntory between the rivers Haddas and Algede, being nomadic between the
Hamasen and the coast. In contrast to the Minifere, whose stock mainly consists of
sheep and goats, but like the Asaorta, the Teroa possess large herds of oxen. In

origin they are a mixture of Ge'ez and Tigre-speaking peoples with Saho, Saho having
become the dommant language although Tigre is also spoken. They claun descent
from an immigrant Arab. There are two fractions, the Bait Sarah (or Sarah Are'?)
and the Bait Mose (or Moset 'Are), the second bilingual. Many Teroa families emigrate
among the peoples of Samhar.14

The Hazu or Haso (4,000) live to the east and south-east of the Mimfere m:gratmg
between the Gulf of Zula and the River Endeli. There are seven fractions*
Omartu, Musa Elebago, Consub: Fire, Hammedi Gashia, Mohammed Kaiuwa, Assa
Al Gashis, and Assa Alla, All the Hazu are nomadic and " never cultivate, but live
at feud with the Danakil and with their neighbours 1 Irob,""1® Their man wealth
1s in sheep and goats !¢ Their chief has the title Ona and sub-chiefs are called shum.
Like the Teroa, the Hazu contam T elements.

The Debri-Mela (" the people of the Mela and Debra mountains ) (c. 1,000)
live south of the Akele-Guzai on the mountam cham of Mount Mola. They claim
descent from a certam Sultan Jergis of Istanbul whose descendant, Isma:.l is said
tohavereachedthelrtemtorytowardstheendoftheﬂthcentury Th:sstrange
tradition suggests a connection with a former Turkish garrison of Massauwa. There
are two fractions, the Alades of Ambra Debra who are Saho-speaking Mohammedans
and nomadic pastorahsts and the Lab Hale, settled culhvators, Ethiopic Christians
who speak Tigrina and Saho.l?

¢ Vemens, op ctt pp 8-9; Danelli ¢ Marmelh, 1918, pp 398 ff
18 Vemen, op cit 12—23, illustrations

u Parkyns. 1853 124-6

1'Contho«s:m.l 14, p 22; Pollers, op cit, p 288

18 Noto the alternative Arabic and Saho nomenclature

14 Pollera, op cit, pp 264-5

13 Longrigg, 1945, p 162

10 Vemier1, op ct,p 56

17 Pollera, op. cit, pp 268-9
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The Irob (c. 10,000) are a large Saho-speaking Christian tnbe who live in
Abyssmian territory, south of the Debri-Mela and the Endel: River, and migrate on
thetheplituu as farhzs Debr;Dauem. According to gdm thmr?heme means
“ uropean who came sea.” They are opting language
and culture of the Abyssiniazs among whom they hve,18 y

1mportant Saho tribes are: the Idda (1,200),1® Iddefer (1,000),2° Baradotta
(800),® and the Assabat ’Are,? all of mixed origin ; there are also Afar tribes who are
now Saho-speaking, such as the Reza Mara® and Bellesuwa.

There are also some small Arab clans, often dispersed but important in the part
they play m mtroducing and consolidatng Islam. The Intile Are, a branch
of the Me Embara (Asaorta), are a holy section centred on Donagub, but with members
scattered among all Saho tribes as Koranic teachers and mediators in disputes.2s
The Bait Khalifa, Bait Sheitk Mahmud, Bait Tawakal, and Abdalla Sanaa, are small
groups of very mixed origin umited by common assoctation. The Bait Khalifa, for
example, comprise families of Sudanese, Afar, Dassamo,?% and Asaorta.

POLITICAL STRUCTURE

?mmﬁ%dmmmwmwmmwmﬁ&
procedure, wi 18 said to vary considerably from 0 correspon to the
different ethnic compositions of particular tribes.

The constitution of tribes 1s said to be democratic with an elected chief. There
is no caste system. The Saho have remained wvirtually mdependent both of the
Tigreans and of the na’sh of Arkiko, although they sometimes pay tribute to both.3?
In travellers’ tales they figure as wild and fearful brigands dominating Samhar and
the eastern slopes of the mountams. Now, however, agriculture 1s developmg
gradually where it 1s practicable. Islam has made a much deeper 1m ion upon
them than upon the Afar, ability to read and wrnite Arabic 1s general, Saho women
are veiled and secluded accordmg to Mohammedan practice. The Asaorta, particularly,
have a high standard of Islamic knowledge.®

P
8 Ihud , pp 269-70
% Ibid , see above, p 158.
8 Pollera, op cit.,, p 270.
% The Dassamo are a section of the Minifere
87 Cont: Rossimu, 1987, p. 141.
%8 Pollera, op. cit, p 276.



