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Echoes of Hunger:
Unraveling the Story of Famine in
Lasta awragga, 1960s-1980s

TARKO TEMESGEN ASFAW, Woldia University

Introduction

The main objective of this article is to study the history of famine in Lasta
awragga' from the 1960s to the 1980s. While the Willo famines of the 1970s and
1980s have been extensively researched by previous scholars,? little emphasis has
been paid to the famines of Lasta. During these famine years, locals in Lasta de-
vised their own resilience strategies in response to the crises. This study addresses
the following questions: what were the causes of the famines in Lasta awragga
under the period of study? How did the government respond to the magnitude of
the crisis? What kind of local survival mechanisms were adopted by the victims
of famine?

The geographical focus of this study is Wéllo and, in particular, Lasta awragga.
In the twentieth century, Lasta was one of the north-western districts of the Willo
province.® The area was bordered by the awragda of Wag in the North, Wadla
Dalanta in the South, Yaggu and Rayya Qobbo in the East, and Bagemadr in the
West. Willo province comprised the sub-provinces of Wag, Lasta, Rayya Qobbo,
Yaggu, Wadla Délanta, Ambassél, Dase Zuriya, Warrd Himano, Bordna, Warrd
Ilu, Qallu, and Awsa.*

Ethiopia has suffered repeatedly from devastating famines. Due to the high
frequency of famines in the country, the Oxford dictionary even used Ethiopia as
an example for the meaning of famine.® It is very important to discuss briefly the
basic concept of famine to frame the issue. Famine can be defined as ‘an extreme
scarcity of food’, ‘a great shortage’, and ‘starvation’.® Famine refers to the highest

Equivalent of ‘territory’, ‘sub-province’; it was the political administrative delineation
of Emperor Hayli Sallase’s administration.
2 See fn. 33 below.

Misganaw Tadesse Melaku 2019, 42; Dessalegn Rahmato 1991, 49.
4 Misganaw Tadesse Melaku 2019, 44; NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/01, file no. 17/1/12/
1/1, about Willo province, wdrdda names.
Fantahun Ayele 1994, 1.
Merriam Webster Dictionary, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/famine, ac-
cessed on 5 August 2025.
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Fig. 1: Map of the study area in 1986.
(Source: NALA 1986, folder no. 631, file no. 476; digitized and translated into English.)

level of food scarcity leading to starvation. It is not solely food deficiency, but it
is an absolute lack of food.” As Mesfine Wolde Mariam explains,

For people under famine, the question of the quality of food simply does
not arise. Famine victims have been known to eat wild roots, the bark
of trees, and anything that appears to be edible, including some poison-
ous plants and seeds, and even old-cow hides that have been ground
into for food. Indeed, people have sometimes resorted to bestial and
barbaric practices. A husband has eaten his wife a mother has eaten her
babies and babies have chewn off their mother’s breasts and free men
have turned themselves into slaves. General and widespread, prolonged
and persistent, extraordinary and insufferable hunger lasting for several
months and affecting the majority [...] population resulting in total so-
cial and economic disorganization and mass death by starvation.®

The above explanation outlines three main features of famine: inedible items
may become edible for survival; the change of human behavior to cruelty; and
the duration of time the famine lasts. In sum, famine is the overall hunger that

Mesfin Wolde Mariam 1984, 8-9.
8  Mesfin Wolde Mariam 1984.
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seriously affects a large number of people due to the shortage of food for a long
period of time.’

This description aligns famine analysis based on a theory called the food avail-
ability decline, which concentrates on the idea that prolonged and widespread
hunger or famine occurs due to drought and war. The shortage of food supply
finally leads to famine. Another framing, called entitlement theory, suggests that
famine may occur due to the personal failure in purchasing capacity among mem-
bers of the population. Accordingly, famine is starvation. Again, starvation indi-
cates poverty. Thus, famine denotes poverty. Without the context of poverty, fam-
ine cannot be conceptualized.!® It has been suggested that famine and hunger are
symptoms of poverty and lack of food. Poverty and famine are the same but dif-
ferent in the degree of absence of food.!! Still further arguments hold that famine
may occur due to the inappropriate response of government and international
organizations. This suggestion mainly focuses on the political economy of famine.
According to this view, famine has been instigated because of the internal and
external political-economic developments, even taking the case of the 1980s Ethi-
opian famine as an example.!? Defining, measuring, and monitoring poverty, fam-
ine, and hunger in a brief word is too difficult due to the broad concept of these
terms. Although there is scholarly debate on what these conceptual frameworks
precisely mean, in this study these concepts are used according to the above def-
initions, explanations, and theoretical frameworks.

With regard to the history of famine in Ethiopia, both natural and human-made
factors exposed the people to famine from early times in Ethiopia. These consisted
of drought, over population, land tenure systems, soil degradation, and ecological
disturbances, as well as socioeconomic and political factors.!® Although natural
factors could be managed by appropriate responses by governments, available
archival documents, eyewitness accounts, and official government reports show
that several Ethiopian famines occurred due to the weak responses of govern-
ments for natural factors. The available historical documents show that the first
recorded Ethiopian famine occurred in 831-850 CE.'* Recurring famines hap-
pened from the beginning of the thirteenth century through the twentieth due to
the lack of rain and locust invasions. These famines brought epidemics that dev-
astated both humans and animals alike.!®

9 Mesfin Wolde Mariam 1984, 9.
10 Sen 1981a, 434; Sen 1981b, 39; Vadala 2008, 1.
11 Mellor and Gavian 1987, 1.
12" Snowdon 1985, 48-52.
13 Aschale Dagnachew Siyoum et al. 2012, 1; Dagm Alemayehu Tegegn 2023, 11-12.
14 perseh Endale 1992, 6; Cutler 1988, 6.
15 pankhurst 1972, 37-38; Pankhurst 1966, 96-97; Pankhurst 1961, 91-92.

Aethiopica 28 (2025) 136



Echoes of Hunger: Unraveling the Story of Famine in Lasta awragga, 1960s—-1980s

Among several famines of the nineteenth century, the 1888-1892 famine was
the most disastrous, being known as the Great Famine or Kofu Qén, literally mean-
ing ‘Evil Day’.!6 In the twentieth century, the country saw the 1958 famine in
Togray and the 1966 famine of Lasta and Wag, which was devastating and caused
the death of a large segment of people. But these were hidden from most of the
Ethiopian public.!” Unlike these famines, the 1973 Wollo famine was much more
documented and known by the Ethiopian public as well as by international com-
munities. However, during this century, the most shocking and comparable to the
Great Famine of the nineteenth century was the famine of 1982-1985.18

When it comes to the famine of the 1960s-1980s, both the imperial and mili-
tary governments’ policies exacerbated the severity of the famine as their respec-
tive policies did not consider preventive and remedial solutions.'® Both govern-
ments were much more responsive to addressing food shortages in this period. In
particular, the military regime attempted to invoke structural reforms to address
the problem. However, these attempts were not successful in solving the long-
term issue, and reliance on food aid became the main source of survival after the
1960s.20

In addition to government responses, whenever famine became severe, local
communities used their own methods for survival since emergency aid was not
always easily accessible.?! During famine, the rural communities of Willo devised
their own survival strategies through their own accumulated knowledge, re-
sources, and experience, while the world turned a deaf ear to emergency aid to
counter their starvation. These local resilience techniques may be grouped in four
categories: adapting to austerity and reducing consumption; experiencing tempo-
rary migration to towns and commercial farms; searching for markets; and mass
migration.?? The present research shows similar local responses among the people
of Lasta.

Before coming to the main topic of the article, it is important to discuss further
the conceptual framework. After that, the bulk of the article consists of an inves-
tigation of the famine years with attention to the factors of vulnerability, conse-
quences, coping mechanisms, and government responses. A conclusion discusses

16 Cutler 1988, 116-118; Pankhurst 1966, 95-115.

17 Mesfin Wolde Mariam 1984, 35-40; Webb and Braun 1990, 12; Cutler 1988, 118; Ghaji
Ismaila Bello 1990, 18.

18 Kumar 1987, 25-26; Fantahun Ayele 1994, 7-8, 29-30; Crummey 2018, 35-50.

19 Dagm Alemayehu Tegegn,11-12.

20" Aschale Dagnachew Siyoum et al. 2012, 2.

2l Dessalegn Rahmato 1991, 117-118.

22 Dessalegn Rahmato 1991, 165; Kloos and Lindtjorn 1994, 123; Adhana Haile Adhana
1991, 186-187.
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the natural and human-made factors that contribute to famine, coping mecha-
nisms, and government responses in the area of Lasta. Interspersed throughout
the paper are local expressions of what people went through in the form of short
poems.

Methodology and Source Materials

Methodologically, this research has been conducted using a qualitative approach
to historical study. The article utilizes both primary and secondary data. Among
the primary data, notable sources include archival records, letters, eyewitness ac-
counts, government reports, and other valuable documents directly related to the
issue in both time and place. Archival records were accessed at the National Ar-
chives Library Agency (hereafter NALA) of Ethiopia and the repositories of the
Institute of Ethiopian Studies (hereafter IES) at Addis Ababa University. In par-
ticular, six archival folders with many files about the Wéllo province have been
consulted from NALA along with further letters, mimeographs, and other im-
portant sources. In addition, firsthand accounts from interviewees who were vic-
tims of famine, beneficiaries of relief aid, and local employees of government and
relief organizations provided invaluable information for the study. Most of these
interviews consist of memories of the famine period. These oral sources were col-
lected in 2022 from different areas of the current Lasta wdrdda (Lalibdla, Gannéta
Maryam, and Mugga). Thirteen informants were selected, and their interviews
were crosschecked with one another. Moreover, the oral data were corroborated
by archival records and published documents to identify the authenticity of evi-
dence.

As for ethical principles, the present research takes into consideration the is-
sues of informed consent, willingness of the participants, and confidentiality of
sensitive information. First, all the available sources are acknowledged. Second,
all informants and participants were informed that collected data are to be used
only for the research purpose. Third, the principle of confidentiality was adopted
for the information provided by informants. Finally, it should be noted that the
research does not present any risk to any person involved in the research.

Factors behind Lasta awragga’s Vulnerability to Famine

In almost all the famines of Ethiopia, drought was a key factor for the death of
people because of the absence of proper management of the natural risk.?® Lasta
awragga has faced recurrent droughts since the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, as deforestation and overgrazing became serious problems for the

23 Mellor and Gavian 1987, 540; Dawit Wolde Giorgis 1989, 265.
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environment. Thus, ecological, geographical, and historical factors, together with
over cultivation and overgrazing, exposed Lasta to recurrent chronic drought and
famine.?*

It was particularly in 1965/1966 that Lasta faced a drought that resulted in
severe famine. Just before the famine, Ddggazma¢ Mammo Sayyum, anddrase? of
Willo province, made a tour of Lasta. He observed the barren hilly lands. Then,
he made an eloquent speech for the elected elders, saying that government offi-
cials who are appointed to serve the public should realize their responsibility in
keeping environmental conservation, and if they do not, it will be considered a
crime by future generations. He mentioned that land degradation and deforesta-
tion was a critical problem of Lasta. Thus, he aimed to help afforestation and
promote conservation works of the barren areas. As it turns out, he was predicting
the future.?¢

Among the administrative wdrdda of Lasta, Bugna mokattal wardda®” was the
first that reported the existence of drought in the area leading to famine: v+
AUA 99T POLPI°ND RPN OTT PULAA PATRT C AP$4L Adh avari)
£ca.A= ‘Having nothing to eat, people have been forced to dig out and feed on
the root of wood locally called wdsds’.?® In this way, the administrator of this
mokattal wdrdda announced the case to the larger wdrdda administration. Accord-
ingly, his notice stated that no less than 400,000 people had been exposed to
famine and that though relief cereals were stored in warehouses, all cereals had
expired just before their distribution to people.?’ In 1966, the population of Lasta
awragga was numbered at 292,400 (153,600 male and 138,800 female).3° The
number of people exposed to famine might be exaggerated, though the famine
was still severe.

In addition to correspondences and data from primary sources, we have the
views of informants about the 1965-1966 famine in Lasta. People expressed that
the famine was principally caused by drought, as illustrated in this poem:

029" TYL L&é M0 TYL Li-
AT A7P L LAG- 0N ANd-é
0078% WIEL ST NAIm&T
AP N9° ALAY® AO@- aval (AT

24 Dessalegn Rahmato 1991, 99-100; Dessalegn 2001, 47-48; McCann 1984, 34-35.
25 The head of a province.

26 Dessalegn 1998, 69-70.

27 An administrative unit below the level of wdrdda.

28 Inquiry Commission 1975, 3-4, Zimmini Kase 1969/1970, 21-22.

29 7Zimméini Kase 1969/1970, 21-22.

30 Zimmind Kase 1969,/1970, 118.
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AB.9® AnPO KCC 07 NA
hel P0AmMm 9°7 B0 Ad Nae3L

June and July, both afraid of the sun.

When the child asks him for bread, he threatens (him) with a hyena.
If you don’t fill the stomach of the child with wheat bread,

A child will not be silent if the hyena comes.

The child cried terribly, woefully,

Asking what other hyena is there worse than hunger?

In the 1970s, among the areas of Lasta awragga, Angafat and Godan moakattal
wdrada lost most of their crops due to crop pests, frost, hail, rust disease, and a
lack of rain.3? The mdhar and the bdlg crop production of 1972 entirely failed in
the lowland areas of the awragga. All the awragga of Wéllo faced rain shortages
due to the delay of the onset of mdhar rain season as early as 1973/1974.33

The 1972-1974 famine became known as the Willo famine and has been stud-
ied by several scholars,3* but most of the studies have no coverage of Lasta awra-
gga. This is despite the fact that historical records report that the first petition of
famine and drought came from Lasta awragga’s Godan wdrdda. Then, the areas of
Gadan, Qobbo, Méqdéla, and Abét were facing famine within Lasta. The awragga
administrator, Fitawrari Abb#bi Soyyum, asked his superiors to be entirely free
from ‘asrat (tithes) and taxes for the year. The request of the administrator was
implemented on the basis of a crop failure study that was sent on 9 January 1973
to Willo tdglay gazat.®> The famine was severe in the Maqdéla mokattal wirdda. In
this particular area, there was no rain from 1971 until 1973, and people had
nothing to harvest, forcing them to migrate to Humira and Asayta.36

Without fully recovering from the famines of the pre-revolutionary age, Lasta
faced drought which led to another famine. This brought serious problems on the
life of the animals, since there was no grass on which to feed.3” These were the
early signs of another catastrophic famine that Lasta would face in 1984.

About the shortage of rain and the government’s resettlement plans, inform-
ants recalled what was said then:

31 Informants: Mogis Abati and Ginnanaw Winde, February 2022, Lalibila.

32 RRC 1978a, 231.

33 RRC 1985, 14-16; RRC 1982, 9.

34 Adhana Haile Adhana 1996, 446.

35 An administrative unit consisting of several awragga.
36 Inquiry Commission 1975, 21-22.

37 Informants: Ganzib Akkild and Dista Hayle.
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+G %= AP@- 79 PANTY
R7H79° (dé N8V aPOAT38

When I looked up, the sky felt lighter—
I think perhaps they resettled you too.

Socio-economic and political factors made the natural disaster worse by orders
of magnitude. Institutional factors were the primary factors that aggravated the
disaster and exposed the people to famine. These consisted of war and political
insecurity, the exploitation of the peasantry by the landed rulers, and the negli-
gence of the administration to take measures to prevent and reduce the causality
caused by nature.’®* Among my informants, Ginnanaw Wénde recalls that in
1974/1975 the conflict between the former political elites of Hayld Sollase and
Miéngistu Hayld Maryam (the leader of post-revolution Ethiopia) aggravated Las-
ta’s impoverishment. Months after Emperor Hayli Sollase had been removed from
the throne, the parliamentary representative of Lasta awragga, Ddggazmac
Borhana Masqal Dasta, and his supporters opened an attack on the Lalibala airport
on 14 March 1975.4° Mingistu’s soldiers then burnt homes, harvests, and peasant
properties, particularly of those suspected of being supporters of Ddggazmac
Borhand Mésqdl, who had himself escaped via Ayna Bugna to Gondér. The sol-
diers further destroyed the administrative offices of the awragga and looted the
peasants’ cattle.*!

The lack of proper use of harvests in good years and extravagant festivities can
be mentioned as other socio-economic factors that made Lasta vulnerable to fam-
ine.*? The land tenure system of Lasta was a form of communal kinship property.43
During the imperial period, fertile and productive land found near the Takkéze
river, specifically at Warka MasSagariya, was owned by a parliamentary repre-
sentative of the awragga, Ddggazmac Borhana Mésqil. Other fertile lands found in
the present areas of ASitan, Talfatit, and Na‘akutold’ab were owned by the ba-
labbat (hereditary owners).* Such socio-economic issues exposed the peasants to
famine.

38 Informant: Mogis Abata.

39 RRC 1975, 20-23; Girma Kebbede 1988, 126-127.

40 Informants: Ginnanaw Winde, Mogis Abati, and Abbay Birdsaw.

41 Informants: Ginnanaw Winde, Mogis Abati, and Abbay Birdsaw.

42 Informants: Barhane Ayyaldw and Mogis Abati.

43 Girma Kebbede 1988, 128; Mesfin Wolde Mariam 1984, 76; Kumar 1987, 7.
44 Informants: Barhane Ayyaldw and Mogis Abati.
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The absence of proper response from government administrations was seen
both during the imperial regime and the succeeding military rule. Both govern-
ment administrations concealed the existence of famine instead of providing pre-
ventive and remedial measures for the natural disaster.*>

Other factors that made Lasta vulnerable to famine were animal and human
diseases, as well as crop-destroying pests. Among the diseases, malaria greatly
affected the life of the people and their agricultural production. Further, epidemic
diseases like cholera, influenza, smallpox, water-borne diarrhea, and meningitis
visited the area in cycles. Cattle diseases also affected the region. Further agricul-
tural pests like locusts and army worms (ddyri) were also among the most com-
mon factors for famine.¢ In the famine years of 1965/1966, the population of
Lasta suffered from malaria, diarrhea, typhus, and other diseases. The lowland
areas of the awragga were especially vulnerable to malaria, and the administrator
of the awragga requested to set up a malaria prevention and avoidance center in
the area.¥”

During the famine years of 1970-1984, Lasta was similarly affected by diseases
such as ergotism,*® meningitis, diarrhea, and the like.*® These famine-borne dis-
eases mainly attacked legs, hands, waists, ears, and eyes. Diarrhea, twitching, and
nausea were their symptoms. The germinated crops were also eaten by insects of
army worms.>® As field surveys in Mugga, Kulmésk, dstayes, and Lalibéla also
indicated, the crops in the lowland areas of Lasta were affected by locust, ddgdza,
and gorac¢ insects.>!

Poor technology and the absence of infrastructural development for agricul-
tural practice exacerbated the vulnerability of Lasta to famine. According to local
evidence, soil infertility, locust invasion, and insects aggravated famine because
of the absence of technological advances like pesticides, fertilizers, and enhanced
seeds.>> The absence of health centers and road transport also contributed to mak-
ing famines more catastrophic. In 1965 in a speech by the anddrase of Willo,

45> Derseh Endale 1992, 17-18; Girma Kebbede 1988, 129.

46 McCann 1984, 36-37.

47 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/8, a letter from Lasta awragga ad-
ministrator to the Ministry of Pen, reference no. 2394/23/56, 6 Hamle 1956 EC = 13
July 1964 CE.

48 Mesfin Wolde Mariam 1984, 64.

49 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/31, file no. 17/1/12/31/4, a letter from Willo province to

Willo Province Health Center, reference no. 1008/5367, 3 Gonbot 1970 EC =3 May

1978 CE.

Informants: Kasaw Massoge, Tasdw Agazu, and Borhane Ayyaldw, March 2022, Lalibala.

Inquiry Commission 1978; Natural Disaster Relief Temporary Coordinator Central Com-

mittee 1978.

Informants: Abédrra Andawwéqé, Borhane Ayyaldw, and Mogés Abati.

50
51

52
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Diggazma¢ Mammo Soyyum bemoaned the absence of road transport in Lasta
awragga. Thus, famine victims received food aid only after more than four days
of travelling on foot. Although air transport started in Lalibdla in 1966, it was
seasonal.®® The road to Lalibila and its environs was completely closed due to
heavy rain. As a result, several people requiring aid suffered seriously from lack
of food in the shelter in Lalibéla.>*

Consequences of Famine

In the twentieth century, Lasta and its surroundings faced a terrible drought, dis-
eases, and destitution that resulted in a disastrous famine.5® The 1965-1966 fam-
ine was catastrophic in the areas of Lasta and Wag, but it was hidden from the
Ethiopian public and international communities by the imperial government. This
famine is regarded as the precursor to the Wallo famine of 1972-1974. The first
information about the occurrence of the famine reached the Ministry of Interior,
the ministry dealing with internal affairs of the country, through the police in
1966.%

An archival document stated that ‘since June of this year several people have
died due to famine and epidemic. Many corpses were visible on roads’.5” This
document says 18 people died within two days. Another letter clearly explained
the seriousness and severity of the famine and epidemic. The number of deaths
grew out of control, and the region was urgently in need of health professionals.>®
A parliamentary representative of Lasta awragga named Alldnd Aligaz went to
Lasta for vacation in August 1966 and wrote that the time was terrible because
of the famine and epidemic. According to his eyewitness account, in every church
of Sidiho Miqet wirdda, at least 15 people were dying daily. Many of the dead

53 Zammaina Kase 1969,/1970, 86-89.

54 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/31, file no. 17/1/12/31/4, a letter from Willo Province to
the RRC and the Ethiopian Road Transport Construction Authority, reference no. 70/02,
17 Gonbot 1977 EC =25 May 1985 CE.

55 McCann 1984, 42.

56 Mesfin Wolde Mariam 1984, 37; Fantahun Ayele, 1994, 6.

57 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/9, a letter from Lalibdla Police
Office to Willo Province Police Office, especial no. 29/58, 18 Hamle 1958 EC =25 July
1966 CE.

58 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/9, a letter from Sidiho Miget
widrdda to Lasta awragga territory, reference no. 1939/58, 21 Hamle 1958 EC =28 July
1966 CE; reference no. 1987/58, 27 Hamle 1958 EC =3 August 1966 CE, a letter from
Ministry of Public Health to Ministry of Interior, reference no. 3/®@1/44/59, 10
Maskaram 1959 EC =20 September 1966 CE.

143 Aethiopica 28 (2025)



Tarko Temesgen Asfaw

bodies remained unburied for five days due to the absence of people who could
carry out this task. Following this shocking situation, he wrote an appeal to the
Willo province on 5 August 1966. In this appeal, Alldnd Aligaz stated that
124 churches were closed because of the death of priests and that cattle and other
properties of people had become unmanageable. He asked the government to pro-
vide medicine and food aid for those who would survive the famine.>®

The area of Lasta has always been exposed to impoverishment, but the famine
of 1966 was unmanageable: the extent of the scarcity of food and pestilence was
too widespread. The spread of diarrhea, typhus, epidemics, and malaria exacer-
bated the situation. People’s refusal to take malaria tablets, local bandits, and
insufficient health professionals, transport, and medicine were a great challenge
in treating the patients. With these challenges, a total of 5,401 people received
treatment, 3,378 people acquired prevention, and 1,216 houses received anti-
malaria DDT sprays. The outbreak of epidemic diseases in Lasta awragga, espe-
cially in Sadiho Miqet wirdda, was a critical problem. As a result, 10,000 people
were dying per month, and 120 churches were left without priests. However, it is
stated that food aid was a crucial issue over getting treated.®?

People from the famine-affected areas of Lasta migrated to Wildiya and Ala-
mata. According to my informants, most of the people who migrated to Waldiya
and Alamata came from Bugna and the border areas of Lasta and Wag. Following
the famine, the people of Lasta had expressed their feeling and emotion in the
following verse:

07 @107 A ARSIC

AN 0 he £1 tAd hIC
P3eA® @ 0D A.PCNAT

PhA 07T 012 A& Té& hASNTO

Without calling out ‘my head, my waist’,

Lasta, that great country, they said is starving.

When the lucky dog is offered meat,

How many people died from a lack of a handful of cereals?

As a result of the absence of relief activities and government officials’ igno-
rance of what was going on in the awragga, people criticized the administration:

59 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/9, an appeal from Alini Aligaz to
Willo Province, reference no. 30/58, 5 Ndhase 1958 =11 August 1966 CE.

60 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/9, a letter from the police force to
the Ministry of Interior, reference no. 12404,/20/43, 2 Pag“oumen 1958 = 7 September
1966 CE.

61 Informants: Mogis Abati and Gannanaw Winde, February 2022, Lalibila.
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APNALD POT AP PO Omm.
A7V A% 10 ®L hIC avdarq,
OLPt A R7L OAL 184

£7 110 MMt 16 av) L4 62

Big goat for the moasldne and small goat for the ¢aga,®

Is it this way that I stay in my homeland?

With lots of papers like those who kill after birthing,

Would be best if we could push and kill these ignorant rulers.

In general, the famine in Lasta was severe particularly from June 1965 to Sep-
tember 1966. Unfortunately, there are no available historical records with precise
figures for the total number of deaths of humans and animals during this time.

On 6 April 1973, the Ministry of Interior identified the number of people who
needed immediate and free food aid in 1973 in Lasta awragga: from the total
population of 300,000, roughly thirty percent of the residents, numbering approx-
imately 90,000 people, settled in lowland areas. Of these lowland settlers, twenty
percent of them (18,000 people) were in need of food aid.®* An eyewitness ac-
count from April 1973 revealed that most of the refugees in Kombol¢a came from
drought-affected areas of the Willo province, including Lasta,® in which, from
its 292,000 total population, 182 household members were in different relief
camps.®

The famine of 1972-1974 in Lasta awragga was less severe compared with the
1965/1966 famine because it occurred in narrower geographical space. Beyond
Lasta though, the 1972-1974 famine brought about the death of a hundred thou-
sand people and left great political repercussions: it led to the downfall of Em-
peror Hayli Sollase I and the rise of the Dirg, the military government, in Sep-
tember 1974.%7 Even though governments changed, however, famine was not
eradicated from Ethiopia.

At the beginning of 1978, a government report further stated that many died
due to a disease called ergotism, which was caused by a poisoned crop like barley
locally known as gdn¢. Locally, this disease was known as lobb aqalt (heart melter).

62
63
64

Informants: Mogés Abatd and Gdnnanaw Winde, February 2022, Lalibéla.
See the glossary at the end of this article for explanations of masldne and ¢aqa.
Inquiry Commission 1975, 68.

65 Getachew Haile et al. 1974, 69.

66 Sen 1981a, 99; Shewandagn Belete et al. 1977, 17-18.

67 Dawit Wolde Giorgis 1989, 257; Crummey 2018, 39-40.
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Wiéllo province wrote a letter to all awragga administrators to stop selling and
feeding the poisoned crop in their administrative areas.®®

My informants further relayed that Lasta awragga was entirely under famine
from the end of June 1984 up to October 1984. Food aid began being distributed
widely only in October of the same year. Death, however, could not be stopped.
Those who received food aid also died. There is no accurate record of the number
of deaths in official documents, but eyewitness informants estimated the number
to be quite large. At least fifty and sixty people died daily, particularly from Au-
gust 1984 until February 1985.5°

My informants again recount sorrowful tales of a child suckling at the breast
of his or her dying mother or of a mother holding her dying child on her back to
get food aid. In general, mothers, children, and those of old age were the main
victims. Seeing corpses was a common situation everywhere in and around
Lalibdla.”® Those who survived the famine remember the time of constant diffi-
culties in the following couplets:

AP0 AAPON@ R.CE NANN

ho°qgo- né-t PH7LCao- 00
PH7LCT71 hALPAVTT RTLI°T AP
£798 PHRI0- Mmd.F avnf-]

I cried and cried, my cloth is soaked.

More than last year’s existence, this year’s is worse.
But I've somehow gotten through this year,

Even if I seem like a piece of wood loaded with stone.

The famine of 1984 in Lasta came to an end after the mdhar season of 1986.
This was a productive year for almost all the peasants of Lasta, as agricultural
products were harvested in considerable amounts.

Coping Mechanisms for Famine

Among the first coping mechanisms for famine adopted by the local population
of Lasta was appealing to God and announcing the issue to local government of-
ficials. Drought was said to be caused by the evil deeds of people, and that God

68 Natural Disaster Relief Temporary Coordinator Central Committee 1978, a letter from

Willo province to all awragga administrators, reference no. 11/08/78/43, 24 Sane 1970
EC = 1 July 1978 CE; Kloos and Lindtjorn 1994, 136.

Informants: Tasdw Agazu and Kasaw Mossoge.

Informants: Tasdw Agazu and Kasaw Moassoge.

Informants: Ganzab Akk&ld and Dasta Hayle.
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brought it about to punish people for their unlawful actions. Thus, people re-
pented and requested his forgiveness and mercy. Additionally, people presented
a kind of petition to the government to give appropriate solutions for the natural
disasters: the victims gathered together and carried pieces of wood, probably
barkless logs or branches. To their tops, they tied animal skins with ropes. The
people held this up and repeated, ‘we are dying due to famine; we are starving;
look at us, God revealed it to you’. They repeated this petition in front of the
government administrative offices.”?

Selling property was a second mechanism for surviving until matters improved.
People sold their cows and oxen, which were the basis of their agricultural activ-
ities. A peasant seriously under famine would not, however, sell their land, as it
was considered the permanent property of their life and of their children.”®

Borrowing and working with rich peasants was another local response during
famine in the Lasta area. The items that were borrowed mostly consisted of cere-
als like barley, wheat, tef, and sorghum. Famine victims also reduced the amount
of their food consumption. They ate either lunch or dinner each day. People also
changed what they ate, namely, they went from eating angdra to golo (roasted
cereal).”4

When the severity of famine drastically increased and exceeded the capacities
of the peasants, they were forced to consume unusual foods. Although this might
reduce hunger temporarily, it also created adverse effects on their health. Since
people had little knowledge of the negative and positive effects of the wild plants
they consumed, including leaves, seeds, fruits, and roots, many died after eating
poisonous plants.”>

In Lasta, starving people consumed various wild roots, fruits, and seeds. In the
lowland areas of Lasta people ate wild plants locally named lolit, ydgidar wadtdit,
gommadn, roots of numerous wild plants, and antatit. Antatit was consumed exten-
sively and was extracted through digging through the soil by hand, after which it
was roasted for consumption.”® In April of 1984, at least 3,000 peasants were
observed in the areas of Lasta, particularly at Gedan, digging for antatit. In the
highland areas of Lasta, famine victims consumed wild plants and roots locally
named gdtan, aluma, wife, samant, ydtot fore, and danba.”” Aluma was the most
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Informants: Tasdw Agazu and Kasaw Mossoge.

Informants: Abarra Andawwéqi and Borhane Ayyaldw, February, 2022, Lalibdla; Mesfin

Wolde Mariam 1984, 62.

Informants: Mogés Abatéd and Téga Fokade

75 Mesfin Wolde Mariam 1984, 64; Adhana Haile Adhana 1988, 187.

76 Informants: Mogis Abati and T#ga Fokade. See the glossary at the end of this article for
explanations of the names of the plants.

77 Adhana Haile Adhana 1988, 16.
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edible kind of plant, and its leaves and seeds served as famine food. Simply boiling
it in water makes it ready for consumption. The leaves and seeds of this plant also
served in the preparation of bread, but it should be consumed with care as other
plants resembling aluma are poisonous.”®

About the sorts of meals people had to adopt, informants relayed the following
couplet:

PHILCLET $7 OMNGF (1avA
W-Co17 ATEL PmA TEANTO

We passed this year through wise strategy.
Leaves stacked on a small angdra.

People recall that everything that was thought edible was eaten by famine
victims during the 1984,/1985 famine. As a result, the people referred to this year
as the cruel day of Lasta. In fact, many informants preferred not to talk about this
famine and said that ‘it is better to leave the memory of this famine behind’.8°
Some said the following:

77 A0 AT LAFNA PA PATCIPmarm
A&t RS P70 Uk haram®!

Oh! Seventy-seven nothing was left uneaten, nothing left unboiled.
Aloe Vera and Qan¢ab, only those two escaped.

When famine spiraled out of control, the last option left to the population was
mass migration to towns and streets. Death, depression, beggary, and mass dislo-
cation became the final fate of famine victims.82 Most famine-stricken peoples of
Lasta migrated to Alamata, Qobbo, Wildiya,®® Kombol¢a,8* and Gondir®® in
search of food and work.

Other informants remembered that many went to Waldiya, Sanqa, and Bégelo
Manaégiya to receive aid. The victims went to the relief centers on foot. Those who
arrived and received aid were lucky as most died on their way. The killer epi-
demic was locally known as algdtu or wazafas, literally referring to an epidemic

78 Dessalegn Rahmato 1991, 171.

79 Informants: Mogis Abati and Tiga Foqade.

80 Informants: Afiwirq Garramiw and Bilayndw Agafidhu, March, 2022, Mugga.

81 Informants: Afiwirq Garramiw and Bilaynaw Agafidihu, March, 2022, Mugga.

82 Adhana Haile Adhana 1988, 19.

83 Informants: Abbay Birdsaw and Bilayniw Agiffihu; Inquiry Commission sub-commit-
tee, 1974, 3-4.

84 Getatchew Haile et al. 1974, 67.

85 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/16, file no. 17/1/12/16/17, a letter from Gondir to Ministry
of Interior, reference no. A®@7/14/2, 14 Torr 1976 EC = 23 January 1984 CE.

Aethiopica 28 (2025) 148



Echoes of Hunger: Unraveling the Story of Famine in Lasta awragga, 1960s—-1980s

that kills many people. It was for this reason that the year 1965/1966 became a
reference point for calculating people’s ages. Presently at the border of Lasta and
Wag, there is a place called Dohélqga just thirty kilometers from Lalibédla. Accord-
ing to the local people, the name of the place refers to the death of poor people:
Dohilqa as Ddha-dlldqd, the death of the poor.8¢ While many were dying on their
way, the families of the deceased expressed their sorrow as:

ATP ¢ FAD RPN LLPA
17k oom- Pk PCTPA
A7 ¢ N 0@ #I°T4
AAPNC AA (@ Ui 014
+1H +THH A0 RTL Lavg
ma\To- mé £14- 15587

They went in search of angdra.

Those who gained came and those who didn’t remained.
HAngdra was the essence of man.

People refuse to be buried in their homeland,
Travelling and travelling, just like a cloud.

The way back home is lost.

According to other informants, those famine victims who could came back with
food consumed as much as they needed on their way back, which was itself an
issue.®® The following couplet illustrates the issue:

ATE L PULAE RTS8 $7E me S
A07 NeOLA U0 7145
ALTFT PA9° @2 (hé +i-k
AZTU? 0 00 AGEES

A beautiful girl called angdra went missing,

And people suffered looking for her.

Did I not see you during that evil day,

When you were eating without offering any to your children?

According to informants in Lasta, though the famine was not as severe as the
previous one, there were famine victims who came from Rayya Qobbo and Gadan
widrdda to Lalibdla as of 1971. These famine victims expressed their feelings in
the following manner:

86 Informants: Génzib Akkilid and Dista Hayle, February 2022, Gannita Maryam.
87 Informants: Génzib Akkilid and Dista Hayle, February 2022, Ginnitid Maryam.
88 Informants: Abbay Birisaw and Mogis Abati, March 2022, Lalibila.
89 Informants: Abbay Birisaw and Mogis Abati, March 2022, Lalibila.
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nsce 1N oot homm.
AT0A Eavl aome P2 (Lm0

We were slaughtering both big and small goats.
Now they say ‘the pauper comes’ when they see us.

Informants further stated that famine victims criticized government officials.
This happened particularly in places where many people gathered, like weddings,
markets, and holy days, and these spaces served as discussion forums to criticize
the administration. The famine-stricken people opposed the heads of the local
administration units as there was no harvest in their homes, and famine and mi-
gration became the challenges of the peasant’s life. My informants recalled that
in 1973 the local government officials requested that the peasants pay ‘asrat
(tithes) and taxes forcefully, even though crop production had failed both in the
bdlg and mdéhar seasons.’ People refused by saying:

N7&C 1207 APTATAV-

e APOT P0A AornAAv-
Re 05 1E eI o 81T @
hAt o-ar A 02 PrTTFm-92

This year I will burn my house.

Because of the smoke, I will appear as though I were fed.
Oh, our house is the one that looks wealthy.

When you enter, it is empty.

Nonetheless, since the end of 1960s, repeated drought, diseases, insects, and
conflict deteriorated the life of the people of Lasta to the point that they had no
other option but to migrate.

Government Responses to Famine

As an official document stated just before the occurrence of the famine in 1966,
the awragga administrator, Fitawrari Abbaba Sayyum, wrote a mimeograph to the
Ministry of Pen of the imperial government of Hayli Sollase. This mimeograph,
written in July 1964, stated the infrastructural and administrative challenges fac-

9 Informants: Génzib Akkild and Muluye AKKAlA.
91 Informants: Mogis Abati and Ginnanaw Winde.
92 Informants: Mogis Abati and Ginnanaw Winde.

Aethiopica 28 (2025) 150



Echoes of Hunger: Unraveling the Story of Famine in Lasta awragga, 1960s—-1980s

ing the awragga. He also mentioned the establishment of additional health insti-
tutions to alleviate the death of humans due to malaria.®® This could be consid-
ered the first warning system of the awragga government officials for the coming
famine and related diseases.

Before the outbreak of famine in Lasta, the anddrase of Wallo province, Ddggaz-
ma¢ Mammo Soyyum, made field observations in Lasta awragga. In these field
observations, he understood that the existence of deforestation, soil degradation,
the loss of fertile soil, and the rocky landscapes of Lasta might be the cause of the
ecological disturbance, which could in turn result in famine. He recommended
that the government officials of this awragga rehabilitate the environment, or it
would be regarded as a crime for and by future generations.’* This could be taken
as another harbinger.

After the outbreak of the famine, the government officials in the Wallo prov-
ince sent cereals and clothes for the people of Lasta, though the amount of aid
supplied is not specified.”> Awragga government officials announced the occur-
rence of serious famine in Lasta while also requesting food aid that was stored in
Willo for the starving people of Lasta. But, because of the absence of the awragga
administrator, the aid cereals spoiled in the store houses before their distribution
to the needy.’® The amount of aid cereals is not known, nor why the awragda
administrator was absent.

Diggazmacd Mammo Soyyum then came up with the idea to collect cereals from
the famine-free awragga of Wallo (Dase Zuriya, Ambassél, Yaggu, Qallu, and
Wirré Ilu). Accordingly, a total of 26,529 quna (local measurement unit that may
contain four to six kilograms) cereals were donated to the famine-stricken areas.
The government then made provisions of clothing and cereals for the people of
Lasta.®”

Furthermore, a charity organization called Yddokuman mdrga doraggat (‘Organ-
ization to help the destitute’) was set up in 1965. The principal objective of this
organization was to provide help for elders who had nobody to care for them,
orphans, and those who suffered the most in famine.”® Treatment of patients
started in December 1965. According to the report of the Lalibéla health center,

93 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/8, a letter from Lasta awragga ad-
ministrator to the Ministry of Pen, reference no. 2394/23/56, 6 Hamle 1956 EC = 13
July 1964 CE.

94 Dessalegn Rahmato 1998, 69-70.

9 Inquiry Commission 1973/1974, 3-4.

% Inquiry Commission 1975, 4.

97 7amméni Kase 1969/1970, 21-22.

98 7Zimméini Kase 1969/1970, 116.
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from 30 December 1965 up to 24 September 1966, more than 30,000 people re-
ceived treatment and preventative care for malaria, diarrhea, typhus, and other
transmittable diseases and epidemics in Lasta. The report shows that a total of
10,154 in Bugna, 8,771 in Méqget, 871 in Gadan, 635 in Gdnné&td Maryam Débr,
and 221 people in Lalibila received medical treatment.®® These figures indicate
that there were more victims of famine and epidemics in these two wdrddas of
Lasta: Bugna and Méget. Though the severity of epidemic eventually came under
control,!% famine was the main cause of death as people’s natural resistances
were weakened by the lack of food.

A letter written on 4 November 1966 contested the speech of Allana Aligaz via
the Ethiopian broadcast about the people of Lasta awragga. Allana Aligaz was a
parliamentary representative of Lasta who had made a speech on 29 October
1966 about the famine and epidemic situation there. According to this letter, the
writer stated that Alléné Aligaz had spoken without evidence. Alldné Aligaz men-
tioned that the name of the epidemic was not known but was commonly called
as ydnafas bdssata (‘wind disease’). He further stated that the health professionals
had not yet identified it and that the message was aimed at building a personality
cult.!0!

This letter has some historical significance. First, it mentions the type of epi-
demic based on a laboratory blood test. According to the results, the epidemic
was not a wind disease but typhus, diarrhea, malaria, fever, and other transmitted
diseases. Out of 779 people’s blood tests, 449 were victims of malaria at the time.
Second, it mentions the number of people who received treatment and prevention
from 1 September 1966 until 28 October 1966: 59,072 people acquired treatment
and preventive care for the stated diseases in all areas of the awragga. Third, it
mentions the people involved in treating victims. The participants were three
people from the Mégéle Malaria Prevention organization, five professionals from
the Transmitted Diseases Prevention, and others from the Ministry of Health. Fi-
nally, this letter identifies the helicopter as the means of transportation for the
distribution of medicine and food aid in remote and inaccessible areas of Lasta.!0?

99 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/9, a report from Lalibila Health
Center to Lasta awragga, reference no. 25/59, 18 Méskdrdm 1959 EC = 28 September
1966 CE.

100 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/9, a telegram message from Lalibila
health center to Wéllo health center, reference no. 116/59, 21 Tegamt 1959 EC = 31
October 1966 CE.

101 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/9, a letter from Siwandaii Ball:itd
to the Ministry of Communication, reference no. 127/59, 25 Togomt 1959 EC = 4 No-
vember 1966 CE.

102 gee fn. 101.
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By January 1967, Willo Province decided to set up a clinic in the populous
district of Lasta awragga based on the recommendation of Ddggazmac Mammo
Soyyum, anddrase of Willo province.1%3 This permanently reduced the problem of
uncontrollable epidemics. Similarly, informants suggested that in 1967 the situa-
tion radically changed both in terms of agricultural produce and health care. The
following verse became common at wedding ceremonies:

CAPHNT PA” AT RéD
MmPF ALLAT® @®L £77 P99.2NLN104

Everybody has lost someone, everybody has dragged a dead body.
It is only ¢awata'® that helps us to forget that.

For the 1972-1974 famine in Lasta, the role of the government was limited.
By 1973, the awrag¥a administrator, Abbib# Soyyum, notified the province’s of-
ficials that the people of Lasta had not received aid from the government in 1972.
The awragga administrator also requested to be exempted from paying taxes for
the famine years. But the officials at the province did not accept the request since
the study of famine in the area was incomplete.!%

In April 1974, a government organization concerned with famine affected ar-
eas and its measures was realized by the transitional government of Prime Minis-
ter Endalkachew Makonnen. This government organization was known as the Re-
lief and Rehabilitation Commission (hereafter RRC) under the direction of Sa-
maéllas Adduiina.l%” The outbreak of war by former government officials was a
great challenge for the work of RRC as Lalibéla airport, schools, health centers,
and relief centers were the targets of attacks.1%®

The provisional government decided to set up a committee that provided relief,
shelter, health care, and sustainable solutions with the coordination of other gov-
ernmental and non-governmental organizations.'%® On February 1978, the Willo

103 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/22, file no. 17/1/12/22/9, a letter from Willo tdglay gozat
to Ddggazmac Kofle Argite, reference no. 8879/16,/514/59, 4 Tor 1959 EC = 12 January
1967 CE.

104 Informants: Ganzib Akkald and Muluye Akkala.

105 Hewan Semon Marye 2024, 46-52. See Hewan’s work on ¢dwata as humor and playful-
ness that has various manifestations and meanings in different social and political situ-
ations. I thank Hewan for letting me read an advanced copy of this chapter from her
then forthcoming book.

106 1nquiry Commission 1975, 19-20.

107 Ccrummey 2018, 42; Borton 1994, 40.

108 RRC 1978/1979.

109 Inquiry Commission 1978.
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province administrator, Hayla Giyorgis Tasdw, held a meeting with different
members, including the Lasta awragga administrator named ‘Aldmu Tiyyu. The
proceedings of the meeting show that the RRC provided aid to more than 126,000
people in Lasta.!l® The Wiéllo province noted that more than 85,000 people in
Lasta at Gadan wdrdda were exposed to famine. Thus, urgent food aid was re-
quested by the province. The province also requested clothes for 8,000 people.!!!
Accordingly, the RRC office of the province mentioned that an aid distribution
center with human personnel and mobile clinics would be set up in Lasta to pro-
vide aid and medical treatment for people facing famine.!'? From May until Au-
gust 1978, different kinds of aid were provided for western Willo, including
Lasta. Among the food aids were various proteins, salt, seeds, and clothes. This
document, however, does not mention the amount of each aid.'3 Food aids,
trucks for transport, medicines, and other materials were also distributed by the
Red Cross, RRC, and Ministry of Public Health. Moreover, six Douglas Commer-
cial (DC-3) airplanes were assigned for the awragga of Lasta, Wadla Délanta, and
Wiérrd Himéno.!14

The Provisional Military Government of Socialist Ethiopia designed a resettle-
ment program as a solution for the famine-stricken areas. In June 1978, Willo
Province mentioned that 809 first-round and 890 second-round cadres were re-
cruited from Lasta awragda to teach, mobilize, and organize re-settlers.!> Al-
though historical records are not available for the figures of the resettled people,
settlers were taken to Wallaga, Matékal, and other areas in Lasta. According to
informants, some settlers were willing, whereas others were forced by the re-
cruited cadres. Other famine victims went to the areas of Sagiméine, Gomma, Bale,
Hardr, Arsi, and Sawa.116

110 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/02, file no. 17/1/12/2/1, minutes of a meeting in Yikatit
1970 EC = February/March 1978 CE; a letter from the Ministry of Interior to Wéllo
province, Méaggabit 1970 EC = March/April 1978 CE.

111 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/31, file no. 17/1/12/31/4, a letter from Willo province to
its RRC office, reference no. 10063/68/98, Gonbot 1970 EC = May/June 1978 CE.

112 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/31, file no. 17/1/12/31/4, a letter from RRC to Lasta
awragga, reference no. 64,/1/2803, 8 Genbot 1970 EC =16 May 1978 CE; a letter from
Willo province to its health office, reference no. 5367, Gonbot 1970 EC = May/June
1978 CE.

113 RRC 1978b.

114 gee fn. 113.

115 NALA, folder no. 17/1/12/16, File No. 17/1/12/16/17, a letter from Willo province to
the Natural Disaster Prevention Central Committee, reference no. ®91h457/34/70,
28 Sdane 1970 EC = 5 July 1978 CE.

116 Informants: Mog#s Abati, Kasaw Massage, and Barhane Ayyaliw.
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Among my informants, Tédga Foqade was a settler in Walldga, but she returned
to Lasta fifteen years ago. She expressed her distress that she lost her daughter,
mother, brother, and three sisters there in Willdga. Her challenge was narrated
in the following couplet:

RIEL KA NN ALT149° ALY
+A9C BBEA ACOA hétT @Y
WTEL hA L&Y POE N0k

hotA gnAMA 2L 02 OaE

Do not say that there is bread for the poor;

He will cross the forty-four waters.

If they told me there was bread, I went down.

The sharpness of the stones was sharper than a sword’s.

Willo Province was once again under devastating famine in 1984. Relief could
have been provided at the center of camps, but the Ethiopian government delayed
relief activities. Though some argue the military government concealed the fam-
ine,''8 it is known that by 1978 the international community had ignored the
Ethiopian government’s request of 400,000 tons of grain for the famine affected
areas of Willo.!1?

In 1984, the RRC provided protein-rich foods like milk, biscuits, and others for
the famine victims. It opened its permanent office in Lalibéla at a place called
tababbar (‘cooperation’), which changed its name to ‘Commission’ and which is
how it is known until now. The RRC also assigned human personnel and provided
burial materials like hoes, shovels, wrapping clothes, scissors, and ropes.!2°

Conclusion

As part of the Willo province, the area of Lasta is here identified as one of the
most famine-stricken areas from the second half of the twentieth century up to
the 1980s. Although Lasta is bestowed with a rich natural and cultural heritage,
historical records reveal that the area suffered from recurrent famine in the twen-
tieth century. During the period under study, Lasta was one of the twelve awragga
of the Wallo province. It was divided into three wdrdda: Gedan, Bugna, and
Maiget. Based on archival records, published and unpublished sources, and inter-
views, this research has attempted to better understand the situation of famine,
vulnerability factors, as well as the responses of governments and local people

117 Informant: T4ga Foqade, March, 2022, Gannitid Maryam.

118 Grummey 2018, 47; Gizachew Andargie 2014, 184; Aychegrew Hadera Hailu 2016, 214.
119 Fantahun Ayele 1994, 28.

120 Informants: Tasiw Agazu and Kasaw Massage.
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alike to famine. This research shows how the people of Lasta suffered from
chronic famines during the imperial regime (1960s-1974) and the Darg (1974-
1980s) and suggests that difficult famines occurred in 1965/1966, 1972-1974,
and 1983/1984. In all these famine years, the vulnerability factors were drought,
socio-economic and related political problems, human and animal diseases, as
well as poor technological and infrastructural development of the area. In addi-
tion, this article shows how during famine people devised their own local strate-
gies for survival. These local responses include praying to God and petitioning
the government, selling personal property, borrowing grains, working with richer
peasants, adapting to eating emergency foods, and in the end migration. Finally,
this research hopes to serve as an outline for further studies in Lasta. Particularly,
topics like the land tenure system, the resettlement program from and in Lasta,
and the socio-economic history of Lasta could be studied in future research.

Glossary of Terms

aluma - the most edible kind of plant in which its leaves and seeds served as
famine food.

‘asrat — a kind of tithe paid to the government and/or one tenth of a product paid
to the church.

awragga — an administrative division next to provinces.
balabbat - hereditary owners of large rast land, prestige, and political power.
bdlg — the autumn season of Ethiopia.

¢aga sum — a lower government official that links the community to the govern-
ment.

¢dwata — humor and playfulness that has various manifestations and meanings
in different social and political situations.

ddbr — an administrative unit that consisted local districts of a church.
ddggazmac — a politico-military title below ras but above balambaras.

ddgdza and qora¢ — an insect like locusts that eats germinated crops.

ddyri — local name given to insects of army worms that eat germinated crops.
danba - a fruit of wild plants used as food during famine.

algdtu (local expression derived from algitu) — an epidemic that kills many people.
anddrase — the head of a province.

angdra — the staple food of Ethiopia which resembles flat bread, made from the
indigenous tef grain.
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antatit — the seed of wild grass and extracted through digging the subsoil by hand.
fitawrari — a military title to mean commander of the army or leader of a center.
gdn¢ — a poisonous crop that grows with barley.

gdton — a kind of plant-like cabbage.

gommdn — cabbage.

[obb aqalt — local name given for the disease that attacks the heart.

lolit — a wild plant that serve as famine food.

mdhar — the summer season of Ethiopia.

mokattal wirdda — an administrative unit below the level of wdrdda.

moasldne — a representative of government at wdrdda level.

gan¢ab — a tree that is not edible.

golo — roasted grains, usually a mix of wheat, chickpeas, and barley.

qunna — a local measurement unit cereal that would be equal with 4-6 kg.

rast — hereditary land use.

samant — a kind of plant whose leaves serve as food during famine.

tdqlay gazat — an administrative unit consisting of several awragga.

wife — a kind of plant whose fruits serve as food during famine.

widrdda — an administrative unit below the level of awragga.

.....

of a tree.
wazafas — an epidemic that kills many people.
ydgiddr wdtdt (lit. ‘milk of a heifer’) — a kind of wild plant.
ydnafas bdssata (lit. ‘wind disease’) — a local name for a famine-born disease.

ydtot fare — the produce of cotton.

List of Informants
Abbay Birdsaw, a government employee and relative of Ddggazmac Borhanad Masqél, March
2022, Lalibila.

Abédrra Andawwigqd, served as a language translator and assistant at the administration for
foreign relief aid agencies, February 2022, Lalibila.

Afawiarq Girramdw, an employee at the church administration and government office,
March 2022, Mugga.

157 Aethiopica 28 (2025)



Tarko Temesgen Asfaw

Bélayndw Agaiifidhu, worked at the gdbdle peasant association in Kulmisk, March 2022,
Mugga.

Borhane Ayyaldw, a government representative at Lalibdla from 1971 to 1973, February
2022, Lalibala.

Dédsta Hayle, her father was governor of the Gannétd Maryam Débr from 1965 to 1969,
February 2022, Gdnnétd Maryam.

Gannanaw Wénde, grew up in Bugna and served as government representative of Bugna
widrdda from 1960 to 1967, February 2022, Lalibila.

Géanzib Akkild, one of the victims and beneficiaries of the relief aid at Lalibdla, February
2022, Gannéatd Maryam.

Kasaw Massage, supervisor of the RRC workers at Lalibdla from 1984 to 1989, March 2022,
Lalibala.

Mogés Abat, a police officer at Lasta awragga from 1965 to 1972, narrated well about the
famine situation of 1965-1966, February 2022, Lalibila.

Muluye Akkild, one of the victims and beneficiaries of the relief aid at Lalibéla, February
2022, Ganndtd Maryam.

Tdga Foqade, a victim of the famine of 1984 and a settler in Wélldga, March 2022, Ginnata
Maryam.

Tasdw AgaZu, a coordinator of the daily workers employed by the RRC at Lalibéla during
the 1984 famine, March 2022, Lalibila.
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Summary

The area of Lasta awragga has suffered from recurrent droughts which exacerbate the pov-
erty of the people there. The main objective of this article is to reconstruct the history of
famine in the Lasta awragga from the 1960s to the 1980s. Data have been collected from
the archival records of the National Archive and Library Agency (NALA) of Ethiopia and
repositories from the Institute of Ethiopian Studies (IES) at Addis Ababa University, pub-
lished and unpublished sources, and interviews of eyewitnesses. These eyewitness accounts
include people who were themselves victims of famine, the beneficiaries of relief aid, and
local employees of relief organizations. This study shows how the people of Lasta faced
recurrent famine in the second half of the twentieth century and explores the ways govern-
ments attempted to respond to these crises. The study identifies natural and human-made
factors which make the area vulnerable to famine. It also explains how the people of Lasta
devised their own indigenous coping mechanisms, including praying to God and appealing
to the government, selling personal property, borrowing, adapting to unusual foods, and
migrating.
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