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BAIRU TAFLA, Troubles and Travels of an Eritrean Aristocrat: A Pres-
entation of Kintiba Gilamika’él’s Memoirs, Aachen: Shaker Verlag,
2007. 99 pp. Price: € 45,80. ISBN: 978-3-8322-5980-8

Bairu Tafla has produced an interesting and stimulating work on an Eri-
trean minor figure in colonial politics, Kintiba Gilamika’él, whose life and
work spanned late 19%—early 20% century. The essay is based on Gilamika®éI’s
Memoirs, unpublished and preserved by the family in Asmira (a partial copy
is available in the Addis Ababa Archive of the Institute of Ethiopian Studies).
The memoirs, written around the 1930s, are one of the few biographical
works that we know in Eritrea during colonialism, given the fact that “auto-
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biographies and family history were traditionally often imparted by word of
mouth” (ibid. p. 7).

The first part of the essay (pp. 5-15) introduces the topic, the life and
work of the author in the context of the Ethiopian state and colonial Eri-
trea. The second part (pp. 17-48) is an abridged translation of the Kintiba
Gilamika®él manuscript including details of an historical nature. A useful
list of personal names and places (pp. 49-67) and the chronology of Eritrea
(pp- 69-93) conclude this small but productive volume.

The original manuscript was written in Amharic with some intercalations
in Tigrinya and is divided into 45 chapters and includes a table of contents
at the end. For the main topic see the list reproduced in pp. 12-15 of the
present essay.

Bairu Tafla offers us some reflections on the context and the relevance of
Kintiba Gilamika®él’s experiences during his lifetime (1870-1941). He has a
deep knowledge of the intellectual and cultural milieu in which the manuscript
is located, the complex colonial world and the question of rivalry and hegem-
ony in Northern Ethiopia and Southern Eritrea, where Italy played a leading
role. Moreover, the author conducted in Asmira, over a long period of time,
many interviews with Kintiba Gilamika’él’s family, friends and descendants
of the most prominent political figures active in the period he covers.

I agree about the need to make knowledge of this manuscript more widely
known among scholars. The historical context of these memoirs is extremely
interesting and innovative. Many intellectuals in Asmira were apparently
working for the Italian administration, whilst working underground for Em-
peror Monilok and the maintenance of Ethiopian sovereignty. Their role was
crucial in the period of ‘Adwa and the struggle for independence.

The protagonist as well, as many of his friends, were in fact official transla-
tors for the colonial government, among whom the most famous was Gibri
Hgzi’aboher, who thus became acquainted with secret matters dealing with
political issues. For this reason both Gibri Hgzi’aboher and Gilamika®él were
accused of being in contact with Ethiopia and exiled. The manuscript is “a
typical history of a highland Eritrean” (p. 8); it tells us social and cultural de-
tails of the villages, and based on oral sources transmitted through the genera-
tions. As Bairu Tafla points out in his introduction, “three components were
held in great value: land of settlement, the church and kinship” (p. 8). This is
not a story of prominent figures in power, but a story of people and land. The
historical context is relevant to some minor figures in Ethiopian politics only,
with few exceptions, mainly Ras Alula and Ras Mak%innon and Emperor
Monilok. The focus is on a private life spent in both imperial Ethiopia and
colonial Eritrea, a destiny that many others shared with Kintiba Gilamika®él,
but few had written about.
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This essay qualifies Bairu Tafla as an attentive historian looking at details,
substance, innovative material of a period in which historical memory was
mainly produced by Italian administrators, scholars and explorers. A work
about the Eritrean highlands written by a native living in Hamasen is very
welcome, because the memory of the past transmitted through generations is
no longer, today, an instrument that can be used in history.

The hope of finding more written sources such as journals and biogra-
phies is still alive, given the fact that many families in Asmira preserve to-
day documents not often available to scholars.

Irma Taddia, Universita di Bologna
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