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“Does the government want development of people in the highlands?
Or development of people outside, based on what they can get out of the
highlands?” Himalayan farmer

As the pace of development accelerates in mountain regions, more often driven by the needs of
urban, lowland populations and industry than by highland communities, so the social and
physical environment is changing. The implications for the wider world are likely to be significant. 

Panos has been working with community-based environmental, cultural and development
organisations to record the oral testimony of local people, and to communicate their
experiences and their understanding of the challenges ahead. 

The project has involved local people as both interviewers and narrators. Ten collections have
been gathered: in the Himalaya (India and Nepal); the Karakoram (Pakistan); the central
Andes (Peru); the Sierra Norte (Mexico); Mount Elgon (Kenya); the highlands of Ethiopia
and Lesotho; southwest and northeast China; and the Sudety mountains (Poland). Each
booklet contains a selection of the interviews gathered in that locality. The full
international archive holds the views and experiences of some 350 individuals, and
represents a wealth of material – vivid, challenging, full of human detail and variety – to
complement and illustrate other forms of research into sustainable mountain development. For
more information on the themes, projects, participants, and the unedited but
translated transcripts, visit www.mountainvoices.org.

Each collection is a snapshot, and does not claim to represent an entire mountain community.
But the range of individual voices provides a remarkably comprehensive picture of highland
societies, their changing environments, and their concerns for the future. The challenge is to
meet national development needs without further marginalising mountain peoples. They are
the custodians of diverse – sometimes unique – environments, essential to the survival of the
global ecosystem. Further erosion of mountain people’s ability to care for those assets will be
the world’s loss, not just theirs.
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“Today there is equality, but the land is not producing food”—
Zewde, a 38-year-old woman living in Ethiopia’s northern
highlands, sums up the overriding preoccupation of her
community: diminishing returns from the land. Over 80 per cent of
Ethiopia’s 50 million people live above 1,500 metres and the
majority of the agriculturally viable land is concentrated there. This
is in contrast to highland regions of many other countries,
especially outside Africa, which tend to be less populated and less
agriculturally favoured than the lowlands. Indeed, the mountains
of Ethiopia have historically been viewed as the heartland of the
country, and its cultural and political centre. However, the
environment—distinguished by a diversity of climatic conditions
and so of natural and cultivated plant life—is rapidly becoming
more marginal as a result of both drought and population growth.
With such a high percentage of the population dependent on
mountain farming, the implications of land degradation are
extremely serious. 

The oral testimonies in this collection were gathered in Meket
Woreda, an administrative district of North Wollo in the northern
highlands of Ethiopia, which is between 2,000 and 3,400 metres
above sea level (see map, p4). Meket consists of a high altitude
plateau and the gorge of the Tekeze river to its north. A good all-
weather road, referred to as “the Chinese road”, links Woldiya, the
capital of North Wollo, with Woreta, following the line of the
watershed. There are several villages and market centres along the
road, otherwise the population is scattered in small villages on the
plateau, and on cultivated “shelves” within the gorge. 

Wollo is relatively densely populated. The people are almost
entirely dependent on farming and herding, but over the past two
decades land has become increasingly degraded and food
production is even less secure—even in years of “good” rainfall.
Although development agencies have been working with people
to halt environmental decline and provide other inputs, most
communities remain extremely impoverished. Not surprisingly, the
tone of the testimonies is often anxious and people are concerned
for the future, if also proud of their heritage and identity.

Themes
Sustainability of agriculture—always precarious—is the key
concern. Declining productivity is variously attributed to poor
rainfall, the small size and fragmentation of plots of land resulting
from redistribution under the Derg, and population growth.
Deforestation is widespread, creating fuel problems, worsening soil



Azenu ETH 11

Azenu, 45 and head of her household, is from Meqerqeriat. She welcomed
the chance to be interviewed because she felt the process would help the
community “to lead the kind of life our fathers led in the past”. For her,
hopes of reversing current hardships lie most in planting trees and tackling
soil erosion. In this way, she believes, “the locality will be transformed”.

Meqerqeriat is beautiful. They used to praise its beauty by saying:

Meqerqeriat, land of life
Land of paradise

I wish I were born here
Or married here

It is a land of [beautiful] women
Get your children married in Meqerqeriat.

When I was a child they used to say:

– Where did you get your daughter married?
– In Taguba.
– Why in Taguba when you could do it in Meqerqeriat!

Even today, people from Jiribe and Qelabas are envious of it. The
water here is good and the ground is wet. You can grow onions,
green pepper, chat, abish and hops in your backyard when other
people have to buy these from the market. All we need from the
market in this respect is salt. Besides, when it is developed it will be
as fertile and productive as in the old days. 

In the towns you have to buy even a handful of cabbages for 10
cents, but we can get that from our backyards. If things improve,
we can support ourselves within three or four years and save
ourselves from migration and starvation. There are a lot of leaves
that can be consumed here. For example, there is a leaf called sama
that you can eat. But if you go to Arebal, you see nothing green. 

Deteriorating conditions
It is only the growth of the population, the change in the climate
and the erosion of the soil that have affected Meqerqeriat. The
gullies on the slopes cause avalanches of rocks and we are worried
that the goats might be struck dead by these rolling rocks. When
the tree plants grow, however, all that will be controlled…

In the old days the forest was well kept and we used to go there
and get a load of firewood from just one tree. Now you may travel
a long distance and get not even a single load of firewood in a
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erosion and accelerating loss of wildlife. The majority of narrators
talk of hardship experienced, the sharp rise in the cost of living and
the need to sell livestock to pay for essential goods. 

An allied theme is the decline of time-honoured traditions of
generous hospitality, and of shared responsibility for the old and
disabled. People simply no longer have the resources to spare. And
while land distribution was largely welcomed as a contribution to
greater equality, it has also led to a loosening of bonds between
relatives and diminished their sense of shared history, as family
land is increasingly fragmented. Individual families now tend to
focus on securing their own futures and expect less from the
protection or patronage of relatives. 

Most people look to education, development activities—
especially afforestation—and training in new skills as the best
means of improving their prospects; some also emphasise the
importance of birth control to curb population growth. Positive
changes mentioned by many narrators are the improved status of
women, better relations between Christians and Muslims and other
groups, better health and educational facilities, and improved
communications. Some also worry that this greater mobility has
increased the threat of HIV/AIDS. Yet overall, isolation remains a
concern: limited access to news, information and new ideas is
several times mentioned as a hindrance to development. 

Partner and project
Panos worked in partnership with SOS Sahel Ethiopia, which has
been working in Meket since 1992/93. The area is at high risk of
irreversible environmental degradation, and of seasonal food
shortages and famine. By linking farmers and research institutions,
SOS Sahel aims to assist the testing of technical options and
strategies, and build up local institutional capacities. 

The testimonies were collected between December 1996 and
October 1998 by Amelework Mebrat, Endalkachew Yaregal,
Berihun Abebe Yimer, Mesfin Iyasu, Aster Deribe and Wondaya
Woudu, working in what is now the Meket Development Project.
The aim was to strengthen the ability of fieldworkers to carry out
participatory research through oral testimony methodology. It was
also to create an opportunity for staff and local communities to
gather and consider different experiences and views on specific
themes, and later publish a booklet in Amharic. Since the
testimonies were collected, however, the continued conflict and
drought in Ethiopia has forced SOS Sahel Ethiopia to postpone their
publication plans and concentrate on relief work.



uncultivated… [Now] the animals do not even have a shed to lie
under to protect themselves from the fierce sun…

A time of hardship—and hope
[The Derg] distributed the land by measuring it with ropes, and
what a farmer gets is inadequate to sustain his family. Children do
not get land. The land is not producing crops. Three aqmada of crop
does not last you for a year. From June to September is a period
of misery and death. You have to run up and down and sell a sheep
to buy dagusa to bear the hardship. We could do nothing to get
ourselves out of this misery.

When I grew up, one could buy 7 laden of grain with one silver
thaler. You could also buy 1 or 2 laden of food grain for 50 cents.
Now it costs you 3.50 birr to buy one tin of dagusa. A tin of teff costs
5 or 6 birr and that is not enough to feed a family of five or six
members from Monday to Friday. If I cannot buy soap for cleaning
myself and the family, there will be illness. I think all this hardship
is frustrating me and making me ill.

But I am happy now that things are being done to change the
area. Bunds are being built and tree seedlings planted to stop the
erosion. I think that when the gullies are filled by rocks and the
eroded soil deposited there and seedlings grow and control the
erosion, you can use such land for cultivation again and the locality
will be transformed.

A health clinic and pumps for clean water were built for us.
They have also begun building a road and bunds on the farmland. A
school has also been built. We are also receiving training in weaving
sisal fibre and sheep wool so that we can produce carpets and bags
to earn an income and support ourselves. The bags and carpets we
produce will be sold for us through the SOS officials in the woreda
and we will get our dues. We are hopeful that we can alleviate our
problems then. 

Changes for women
In the old days, girls with rich parents were sought after. I, for
example, was born in this village and I married someone from
Taguba, but I never asked for dowry or demanded that my husband
be an owner of livestock and plenty of crops. Everyone was
dreaming of being married to the daughter of Sandul. I gave up a
home with plenty of honey and milk and I left it empty-handed.
We didn’t stay for even a month after a divorce before suitors came
for us again.

Nowadays, the husbands ask whether we have crops, livestock
or other property before making a marriage proposal.

Livestock
production has
been replaced
by production
of children
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whole day. The trees were cut down and the land made barren. So
even the wild animals have disappeared. The soil was exposed to
erosion by the flood water and there are large gullies now where
there were none before. The population has grown and the land is
not producing at all.

The livestock have nothing to graze on and spend the whole day
lying on the barren land. They are dying of hunger and disease. In
the days of our fathers, one could reap about 10 donkey loads of
crop from a small plot of land ploughed with just two pairs of oxen.
Now you cannot reap even 3 aqmada of crops from the same area
of land. Some people may be called rich now, but all they are left
with is their big one-storey house and their fence. Dagusa, which
we didn’t know before, is now brought here by the traders and
consumed as food. Irrigation has been reduced due to the shortage
of rains. The number of children is increasing and people’s
resources depleted. Livestock production has been replaced by the
production of children.

Fodder was abundant in the old days and the cattle grazed that,
without denuding the grass. The forest was not cleared and there
was something for the livestock to feed on there. So it was easy to
raise livestock then. There was also a lot of land that was left
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Yaregal ETH 19

Yaregal, from Warkaye, is 41 and has a household of nine: his wife and four
children, a maid, a farmhand and a cowherd. The interview took place
in the town of Dibko on market day, and the conversation was often
interrupted by noisy crowds. Yaregal feels that the burden of poverty weighs
heavily on the people of Meket and that as land becomes scarcer or less
productive, the future for his children must lie in education.

In the old days, one bore such titles of nobility as Grazmach and
Qegnazmach and held land. The land was cultivated by tenants who
also performed menial labour for the landlords. The noblemen even
used to prevent other people from setting foot on their land. The
present government redistributed land...everyone received an equal
amount of land regardless of status. The people are grateful, but
there isn’t enough land and the rains do not come regularly…

I have four children and they were born four or five years apart.
I sent them to school one after the other because very little yield
could be got from farming. If everyone is educated there is hope for
development and the market will expand. The health station built
near our gate is giving us a lot of benefits. The malaria that used to
attack is now being forgotten. Our doctor, Mulugeta, called us and
took us to show us how the insect that causes malaria breeds and
how to eradicate this. So, through our development activities, we
have now become our own doctors against malaria and are
destroying it. Agricultural workers have also taught us how to
destroy crop pests such as degeza and fenttera. Our only problems
now are birds, which eat away the sorghum in the lowlands, the
hailstorm and the drought…

Now we have veterinarians around here who give pills and
injections to our animals when they fall ill. So the Agricultural
Bureau is helping us in this respect and the health of the animals is
improving. In the past there were no veterinarians. 

Regarding irrigation, we do not have sufficient water. Our
people are hard-working and have made a lot of preparations for
irrigation farming, but the water dries up. Down there in the place
called Warkaye, you find five to six thousand stems of coffee grown
by irrigation and the farmers have got some benefits from them, but
the water is now drying up. Had it not been for the scarcity of
water, you could grow pawpaw, lemon, orange and banana here.

Care of the vulnerable 
In some towns the government is putting the blind and other
disabled persons in a home and supporting them. In the old days,

We have now
become our
own doctors
against
malaria
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In the old days we were limited to the kitchen and never dared
to leave the house. We spent the whole day grinding grain and
doing other house chores. When our husbands came home they
demanded that we wash their feet, regardless of whether [or not]
we were busy. We women were oppressed then. With the Derg
came literacy schools, and a few women who got education left the
place to find a job. The rest of us were envious of them and began
to attend school. Our men, too, wanted to be educated. They
didn’t want to be left behind their women and to sign with their
thumbs. 

In the past the women’s burden at home was great. Apart from
the house chores the main burden was begetting children. Now
education has made life better for mothers and children and I am
happy for this even though I have no children.

6 VOICES FROM THE MOUNTAIN

Melku (M, 67 years), memire ETH 17

The man gave the orders; he told her to wash his feet or to fetch him water and she obeyed him. It
is the same now although they talk about equality… He asks and she consents.

Mekonen (M, 72 years), memire ETH 16

Currently the men are being oppressed. There are more women now and the men are suffering. She
used to grind the grain, but now she is just loafing about. 

"This is our land"



for buying my family’s food supplies for a whole year and send my
children to school. 

Education is useful. We see educated persons coming from other
places and working for the government or SOS here. They are well
fed and their hands are not made rough by hard labour as ours are.
This is our land but we are ignorant and remain farmers here. I say

ETHIOPIA 9

there were old persons without support whom the households of
the village took turns to feed and look after for a while and then
passed on to the next household. At present, however, farmers are
reluctant to look after such helpless persons because of the general
poverty prevailing among the rural community. 

Meket people 
The people of Meket are active. They have prestige symbols such as
guns and mules, which the owners show off on holidays. At home,
though they are now getting poorer, their hospitality, songs,
musical instruments and minstrels have a distinct quality of their
own. Now the burden of poverty is weighing down on the people.
Songs and dances are not reviving the spirit of families at home.
Mothers have very little to feed their children and family ties are
loosening. People live in the hope that God may reconcile with
them and bless them with a better crop harvest. 

It is on such holidays as Epiphany that one sees people dancing
and singing, playing horse-riding games. At weddings they sing:

Plenty are the beautiful, plenty are the brave in our land
It’s for the gun we have come to you, it’s for the gun
Reward us, reward us, reward us our lord
Our son is handsome, our son radiant

When the bridegroom takes away the bride and the ladies and
elderly women see them off, they sing: 

I saw her off, saw her off
I saw her off, saw her off
I gave away my silver chalice. 

So the people of Meket have a rich tradition of festive occasions.

Learning new skills
A trainer from SOS Sahel by the name of Tilahun gave some of us
a one-week training in modern techniques of beekeeping as well as
beehive production. Later I began earning an income by giving
training to other farmers in modern beekeeping and how to make
beehives.

I used to do sharecropping for women who were short of labour
for tilling the land, weeding and harvesting. However, in the end
the yield was not worth the seeds sown by the landholder. But if
you keep bees, you can sell a glass of honey for 6 birr or a pot of
honey for up to 700 birr without having to bother about the bees
trespassing on other farmers’ land, or putting in a lot of labour. I
thought that if I could earn so much money, I could use that money

Family ties
are loosening
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“The people of Meket have prestige symbols such as guns and mules”



father. There was plenty of land. The land was productive and there
was sufficient rain. Now there is no rain. Even when it rains on
time and the crop grows, the rain comes again and destroys it. The
yield decreases and the food also becomes tasteless.

In the old days, that is before there were too many people, our
grandfathers and forefathers went and cultivated any [unoccupied]
land. When my grandfathers died, I claimed the land in their names
and cultivated it. When I died, my children inherited it and
cultivated it. Thus the land was called “so-and-so’s land” and passed
on from one generation to another. The land was large and the
population was much smaller. When the Derg came, it said that the
land belonged to the people and redistributed it… Equality has
enabled some poor people to get land. Those of us whose fathers
left us large plots of land now have only tiny plots of land. The
farmland I was given, for instance, is not enough to sustain even an
ape for a whole day…

The land has become unproductive. The water eroded it. Doesn’t
a person die when his blood is sucked out? It is the same thing with
the land. It is only the people who applied fertilisers that got a little
yield, the rest didn’t… [But] if they tell me to take a 400 birr credit
[for fertiliser], where can I get the money to repay it? If you have
crops you can sell them and repay the debt. If you have sheep, a
horse, or a mule or a cow, you can sell these… But now one doesn’t
even have enough food to eat, let alone repay one’s debt.

Lost forest
My father told me that when he was a shepherd, he and his friends
used to pass the day here. It was a thick forest in those days. Only
the monk from St George’s Church used to pass this way. Other
people did not dare to come this way because there were wild
animals such as leopards. The forest protected the land. For instance
if a person is emaciated and you push him, he falls down; it is the
same thing with the land. It has now been weakened and does not
produce food. 

The trees were cut down for cultivation, and the wild
animals—such as leopards, elephants and even serpents—
disappeared. There used to be monkeys and an animal called natcha,
too, around here. They migrated to places where there are forests…
You can’t find them even in the lowlands. They have all migrated.

People cut [the trees] down for firewood and for construction of
houses. When there is a large population, where can you get wood
from? Now you have no alternative source except eucalyptus trees.
You see no other tree around here. So you have to plant eucalyptus

Any man
who condemns
a child to a 
livelihood of
farming is
accursed 
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that any man here who begets a child and condemns him to a
livelihood of farming is an accursed person. 

I prefer my daughter to get married because if she is sent to
school, she may bring shame on the family or she may fall in love
with someone and run away. I want my son to be educated so he
will become an important person and support himself and us. He
can later marry anybody he wants.

“The solution is education”
There was no clinic in the past and you just died if you fell ill. Now
we have schools and a health station. You can get medical
treatment if you are sick. People are grateful to the government
now. They are sorry for their deceased relatives who passed away
without getting such treatment. Of course the farm plots have
shrunk too much due to population growth. The solution for this is
education. Some people who are educated became drivers, some
teachers, some medical workers, and some government employees,
and are moving away from farming. We are sorry that we did not
receive education earlier, for we wouldn’t have been tied to the
land. A farmer can do nothing with a plot of land that is no larger
than that used for building his residence. So people have now
turned to education rather than expect a further parcelling-up of
land…

There was a famine in 1984/85. At that time I stayed with a rich
family. I saw then with my own naked eyes my neighbours picking
bones from the ground and eating them. Now people try their
hands at irrigation and coffee-growing, or resort to sharecropping,
or send their children to school rather [than] suffer the same
hardship.

Ayichesh ETH 1

Ayichesh, aged 28, had at one time left her home town of Gala Dejen, but
had returned because she “loved her birthplace”. At the time of the interview
she was carrying her baby because she had no-one else to look after her. As
she talked, she picked out impurities from wheat grain on a flat woven
basket. She was constantly interrupted by other people and by her baby.

Food production? What food production? There is nothing! In the
old days, they harvested large amounts of wasera and we had plenty
of food. Nowadays, we sustain our lives with a small tin of dagusa
and barley brought from other places. What produce can one find
in our locality now?… In the old days land was held due to one’s

People have
now turned
to education
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understand my problem? It was for the same reason that my
mother committed suicide.

The agricultural pattern
The time of cultivation depends on whether it is in the highlands or
lowlands. If it is in the lowlands, they sow sorghum in March and
May. In the highlands, they sow linseed and barley in May and
June. Next they sow peas and beans. After that they sow
wasera—which grows only here—wheat and barley. If the rains are
good, lentils can be harvested in October and November. When the
rest are ready depends on the month and the sowing. The decisive
factor is the rainy season. If the rain doesn’t come on time you
cannot sow any of these crops until January. If everything goes well
the crops begin to get ready for harvest after September, depending
when you have sown each of them…

Those who have no farmland become traders and sell coffee,
sugar, eggs, kerosene, and butter. Thanks to the new road, they can
go to Woldiya and bring their articles by car. If they can find any
they also sell wood. In the old days who would sell eggs and wood?
It was shameful to do so then.

Community support 
[We have] Mahber, Senbetie, Iqub and Qire. When somebody
died in the past, everyone—whether from Gala Dejen or
Meqerqeriat—would attend the funeral. This practice of saying that
a member of such and such a Qire has died, and attending his
funeral only if the deceased or his relative is a member of your Qire,
is a recent one. [It started] after the Derg came to power. Before
that time, when someone died from Gala Dejen, people from Gala
Dejen and Meqerqeriat would prepare their stew and bread and
bring the stew in a pot and the bread in a basket to feed the
mourners. Nobody would say the deceased is not from my Qire and
abstain from such cooperation in time of bereavement. This is a
very recent practice. Now if someone dies in Gala Dejen, it is only
the members of the Qire of Gala Dejen who cooperate in looking
after the mourners. If I have a wedding feast to prepare and you
assist me by bringing me gifts of sheep or bread or tella, I will do
the same thing when your turn comes. So it is tit for tat now. 

The Mahber is an old tradition inherited from our forefathers.
There are 12 or 13 members in the association and these will take
turns to prepare feasts for their members once in a year. The guests
will feast for three days at the member’s home and when they leave
he invites and feeds his neighbours too. 

The Senbetie is held at the church on Sundays. Members will
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for firewood. I came here a year ago, but a eucalyptus tree takes
three or five years to grow up. Unless I have money and can buy
some [eucalyptus], I can only cut down the forest trees.

Dwindling livestock; empty granaries 
Our uncle brought 120 sheep here, which he was trying to save
from confiscation by the Derg. One used to have seven to eight
cows, which gave birth at one time. The grazing land came from
your father. There used to be 40 or 50 newborns at any given
time… Now, not many people have even one cow for milking.
Besides, nowadays three cows do not give as much milk as one cow
used to give in the old days, for there was enough grass then. At
that time, one consumed the butter for himself, offered yoghurt to
his guests. Now if you have one cow and milk it, the next day you
run to the market with the little lump of butter you produced, to
sell it for 50 cents or a birr; you do not want to consume it. In the
old days everyone had… his granary filled with teff, barley, lentils
and did not need to sell butter. 

People say it is because of the rain. The rain doesn’t come at the
right time—in June. Last year for instance, it rained the whole year
and the grass grew, but it was not good for the animals and the
crops. For example, it is now cloudy, but if it rains the crop will be
destroyed. Now this thing called Global made us pay 400 birr [for
inclusion in its extension programme]…[and then] there was a
hailstorm that destroyed the crop and the people were left empty-
handed. 

[Grazing land] was redistributed just like the other land. In the
past your father used to give you a plot of land for cultivation and
for grazing. Now I have no animals; so I have no claim to the grass.
It is only those who have animals who can use it…

I was told that my mother hanged herself when 31 of her
animals died. My father was not at home at the time. You see, my
child likes tea and bread—he was brought up with that. Now if
I could not afford to give him that, do you think he would

The decisive
factor is the

rainy season
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Melese (M, 45 years) ETH 20

In the old days, a mother might have five or six children, but she loved them all because there was
wealth in the household as a result of the high crop production. Now, too many children are born in
a family and the mother cannot feed them well. So, when they nag her for food, she begins to hate
them and they leave their homes only to become other people’s servants. One cause of the quarrels
between couples is the shortage of food for feeding the children. Finally, the marriage breaks up and
everyone migrates.



Nowadays people have abandoned tattooing their faces.
Decorating dresses with colourful stitching… is a practice that came
from the cities. Men are also wearing proper trousers now when
they are farming or attending meetings. In the old days they were
only wearing shorts made from cotton.

Communications
[The modern school] is too far away. You can’t send a five- or six-
year-old child there. That will mean spending the whole day on the
road…

When someone dies, relatives will be selected from each village
and they will be instructed to communicate the news to their
respective villagers. These will in turn climb a hill and announce in
a loud voice that so-and-so has passed away and thus summon
them to the funeral. If it is a wedding, it will be communicated in
the same manner at least 20 days in advance and also by sending
letters to the relatives. If it is a Mahber, you send a boy to invite your
relatives and neighbours or you do it yourself at the market place or
at the church…

The town has not yet developed. No-one has a radio. I told you
that we get news at the church or the marketplace or at the place of
mourning.

When I was a child I travelled on foot to Kaskes in Delanta.
There was no road then. People carried food for themselves and for
their animals and travelled for a week or a month through the
forest and the desert in those days. Some even died on the road.
Now that the Chinese have built this road for us, anybody, whether
rich or poor, can travel by car to a distant place and come back the
next day after doing his business.

Belay ETH 7

A 41-year-old farmer and blacksmith from Doba Giorgis, Belay expresses
pride in his skill in both occupations and in his ability to read and write. He
says that prejudice against blacksmiths is less than in the past and talks of
good relations between Christians and Muslims.

As there is nothing to be produced, everything that used to be sold
cheaply has become very expensive. There is little or no food crop.
Honey has become very expensive because, just as for the livestock,
there are no plants for the bees to collect nectar from and produce
honey. The land has formed gullies because the soil was washed
away by the flood. There used to be forests, which provided the

No-one has
a radio
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gather there and the one whose turn it is will invite them to take
tella and bread. Then the turn of the next member will be
announced and he will be blessed. Then he will prepare his feast for
the next time. The scale of the feasts [has] changed, but the
tradition is still intact. If someone lacks the means to prepare a feast,
he can drop out of the Senbetie. In the old days, one prepared the
feast by slaughtering a sheep, preparing four or five types of stew,
and brewing tella in large pots. Then the members were entertained
at his home for three or four days. Now, however, you can entertain
them, depending on your means, with just a pot of tella and a loaf of
bread…

[Do community members support each other?] Yes, why not?
The Muslims for instance do not go to church, but they will go to
the house of the deceased and mourn his death. If someone
becomes unfortunate and needs help and I happen to have only
one eucalyptus tree, I will sell that and assist him. Since we are
fellow countrymen we support each other…

If the woman has a plot of farmland but cannot cultivate it, the
men will till the land and the women will do the weeding. If the
woman has no land and cannot prepare her food, the local
community will take turns and support her. If she is a sick woman
you have to take turns and carry her to your home and look after
her. Then it will be somebody’s turn the next day and this will go on
until she dies. When she passes away you have to bury her just like
any other person. That is our culture…

There was greater affection and love [in the past]. People did not
hide their feelings and their bonds were stronger. Now it is a matter
of eking out a living together. In the old days, a woman would help
her husband in the field and when she goes home earlier she will
prepare the tella and food and wait for him. Now this thing called
equality has come and if he tells her to do something, she will tell
him that she won’t take orders from him. They must both share the
burden of the farm work equally.

“We believe in one God”
We worship at our churches. We believe in one God and do not
worship other deities. Of course, we have no access to the Holy
Tablet, but we do kiss the objects consecrated in its name: for
example, a juniper tree dedicated to St George. For me that is like
worshipping God. Our tradition of worship is inherited from the
past and there is nothing new in it. When the Holy Tablet is carried
out of the church, we escort it—dressed in our best clothes—and
celebrate the occasion with horse races. 

Now this thing
called equality

has come
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because he was lazy. If it were farmed the [flood] water would
claim it like the other land and it wouldn’t produce even grass… 

Myself included, we apply a little irrigation in rocky places and
some parts of our holdings. We grow coffee, hops and bananas.
Some people say that there is a good yield of this new crop called
dagusa, so it is being cultivated widely.

Hope for change
There are no health clinics here, but the physicians come with their
medicines and treat the sick in each village. The government has
also opened a school and many people have been enlightened since
they have acquired reading and writing skills. There is a new school
established in Arebal and many youths have joined it. I myself have
learned how to read and write. The students have completed grade
six, but they have not got any other benefit from their education
since they are idle now. Still, many people are grateful to the
government for enlightening them through the school. 

Now they are opening new schools in each locality and I think
everyone, young and old, will be enlightened in this way. If the
flood is controlled and the land gives sufficient yield, there will be a
change. If a health clinic is built and sufficient medicine is made
available, people will be healthier and there will be change.

Skills and education
I am proud of my skills in farming and blacksmith work as well as
my ability to read and write… I learnt the art of the blacksmith
from my father. My father also had his own farms and thus I
learned how to do farm work. As for reading and writing, they
wanted me to sign with my thumb and then someone showed me
which words were my name. I told myself that it was so simple and
joined a church school where I learned how to read and write. My
father was illiterate. It was my decision to join [the] school. As I
know the benefit of education, two of my children are receiving
religious education while another two are attending a modern
school. I intend to make them pursue their studies further…

In the old days the women were oppressed due to lack of
education. Now men and women have become equal because they
were enlightened. So if God blesses me with age, I want to see my
children become educated and apply their skills in practice.

The forests
have been
cleared for
cultivation
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livestock with something to feed on. So there were farmers who
had as many as 15–20 fattened goats. Now the forests have been
cleared for cultivation and the goats have nothing to feed on. So it
is rare to find a person with two or three fattened goats. 

[In the old days] my goat barn was not [big] enough to hold all
my goats and sheep and some had to pass the night outside the
shed. Now all the land has been converted into farms and there is
nothing to graze... [Before], I had at least 45 or 46 sheep, perhaps
more goats, one mule, two pairs of oxen and donkeys. I also had
sharecroppers who tilled the land for me and hence I had plenty of
crops. Now we produce nothing though everybody cultivates the
land. Now I have some seven or eight goats, a sheep with its lamb,
two cows, and three oxen. I used to have five donkeys, but now I
have only one donkey. I have already sold my mule. 

There used to be white grass, which was left to grow up on the
fallow land. That dried up and served as animal feed in June. Now,
however, a farmer who doesn’t cut the grass growing between the
borders of the cultivation and save it—or who doesn’t collect the
hay from the threshing ground—will have nothing to feed his
livestock on. The livestock can no longer graze in the wilderness.

All the land has been used for cultivation and the soil has been
washed away, forming gullies. So it is not producing anything. You
see this small plot of land [where we are sitting]? It has grass now
because it was not cultivated. Maybe the holder left it like this
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Haji Zekiy (M, 57 years), Qadi ETH 9

Blacksmiths? Well, we do our work and they do theirs. Of course, we look down on them; that is
inevitable. It is a cultural prejudice. People say they eat other people and so we fear them. 

"Planting trees, and the use of terracing and check dams have all helped”



disagree. The woman had to grind grain with the grindstone in the
evening. When her husband returned from a trip, he ordered her to
wash his feet. He also wanted her to stand and serve him water for
washing his hands. Now that there is equality, if she suggests
something, he accepts it with appreciation. He also is considerate
now and doesn’t want to burden her further by asking her to wash
his feet—he washes his own feet. The setting up of flour mills has
also made it unnecessary for the women to grind grain in the
evenings.

Communications
I walk to my farm outside the village for an hour and 25 minutes. I
live in Arebal, but I have a farm in Gurankoba. I carry farm
implements and seeds and drive my oxen to a distant market in
Geregera. It takes four hours and 20 minutes to reach there on foot.
We also walk for eight and a half hours to [the churches in] Lalibela
for Christmas. We also travel on foot for nine to 10 hours to Bilbala
to pray at the church there.

In the past I had not seen the towns of Gonder, Bahir Dar,
Gayint and even Addis Ababa. Following the construction of the
Chinese road, I travelled to all these places by vehicle and saw them
all. I am very happy about being able to do so. 

Community health 
In the old days everyone was healthy. Nowadays, however, there is
AIDS in the towns; there is amoebic dysentery and malaria in the
rural areas. I am wondering why all this is happening. Everyone is
ill now and cannot even go to the market. I don’t know whether it
is the time or something else. My parents used to tell me that it was
like this when I was a child. To combat the epidemic the government
sprayed DDT [against malaria] in every house and pasted a paper
on the door. Maybe the medicine has become ineffective through
time and the insects are now coming out of their hiding places in
the wilderness and attacking people…

In the days of our fathers, the sexually transmitted diseases were
gonorrhoea and syphilis, but all these disappeared and people were
having a healthy sexual relationship. Now, however, there are body
rashes, AIDS and others. If someone abstains from sexual
intercourse he will be healthy, but if he becomes crazy, beats his
wife and divorces her, and commits adultery by sleeping with other
women, he will catch the new disease, AIDS, and die. When we ask
whether this AIDS has any medicine, they tell us that the medicine
is not to have sex. So we are all bowing our heads in sadness.

Now that there
is equality he
washes his
own feet
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Social institutions
We partake in Senbetie each month for the redemption of our soul.
Again when a person is deceased, each household brings four injera
and sauce to the house of the bereaved to feed the mourners and
the most destitute ones. We do that in the hope that when the
mourners give their blessing by saying “May his soul be redeemed!”
the deceased person will get eternal salvation. 

Things like Mahber are getting weaker and weaker because of
the hardship, but they have not completely disappeared. It is getting
weaker due to shortage of food crops and famine.

Relationships and reputations
Farmers come to me, for instance, because I am also a blacksmith.
So I ask him what he can do for me [by way of payment for my
service]. He says he will either pay me in cash or till my land for
me. Then I provide him with my service. Some people are satisfied
with it. There are also a few bad people who have wrong notions
about my profession. They say some people eat others. They should
realise that one doesn’t eat another person. They should have
known that metal doesn’t become an implement by itself and that
you can’t do your farming without implements. So they should
have refrained from such talk. But this is what people with long
tongues say. Otherwise, any enlightened person knows that [there
is no such thing as evil eye]. 

Also there are Muslims around here. They call us to assist them
during the threshing. We too invite them when we have a Mahber
or a wedding. They bring us gifts, including goats. Then they
themselves slaughter the animal and prepare their food. They eat
and drink their injera and tella and enjoy the festivities together
with us. So we have such relations with them. When a person dies
from among them, we don’t go about our business [out of respect].
When someone passes away from among us, they don’t do their
farm work or any other business. We contribute food grain and they
cook that for feeding the mourners. They do the same thing in our
case, just as in the Qire. So we support each other.

If we have family members or friends living in the towns, they
entertain us when we visit them. We too bring them the ripe crops
[such as corn, or peas or beans]. When they come to our places, we
invite them to take boiled milk and fresh honey, or we slaughter a
goat for them. Only now there are few of these because there is no
grass for the livestock…

In the past when the wife suggested selling an ox or a goat or a
mule or horse to overcome their hardship, the husband used to

Metal doesn’t
become an
implement

by itself
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government food handouts. There weren’t many sudden deaths in
the old days although there were diseases. There weren’t many
births either. People were considerate to one another. Nowadays
brothers don’t love their brothers and sisters do not love their
sisters. Today we depend on the government. The farmland has
been eroded by floods and does not produce food. The soil has been
washed away and the land has become barren.

Land: a declining resource
In the old days you cleared the root of the bushes and burned it. A
land tilled with just a pair of oxen used to give double the usual
yield, which filled up the underground granary. Today the land has
become like leather—it gives no yield. You cultivate a large plot of
land, but you don’t even get 1 aqmada of crop. In the old days we
had land inherited from our fathers. When husbands sought our
hands in marriage they [used to] count our lineage and say “She is
so-and-so’s daughter and she has land.” Now we have to eke out a
living by trading, selling tella or arekie. Now the soil has become
sandy. It does not grow [anything] except weeds and inkirdad or
gentch. We used to get up early in the morning and gin cotton and
weave our own clothes. The weeds were not cleared out so much
then because the land produced plenty of crops. Now even the
livestock is no good. Fathers and mothers do not help each other.
Why is all this so? Because of poverty.

Today the land
has become like
leather—it
gives no yield
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Food shortages and famine
Famine and drought started occurring in our village in 1984 and
people migrated at that time. From 1985–88, they said that the land
was producing food [again] and they returned to their villages.
However, in 1995 and 1996, the famine returned. 

In famine one has nothing to eat whereas when there is a food
shortage the person will eat one injera if he has two, and half an
injera if he has one. He may become skinnier and paler, but he
won’t die… In famine, however, the person will die within three
days. We coped with the famine by selling our goats and sheep and
by petty trading; also by borrowing and asking our slightly better-off
brothers for their support. That is how we are still coping with the
problem. 

[In the past] we ground and used chick-peas and sunflower for
making sauce. We also consumed fruits such as tangerine, lemon,
oranges and papaya. Of course, there are good food items such as
meat and butter, but when you lack the means you resort to using
sauce made from shiro. So you eat that with injera and go to your
work. In the old days, when you consumed honey, butter, and
meat, your body looked attractive and healthier. You became
sturdier. Now you eat only shiro with injera and even that is
decreasing in quantity. So you become skinnier. This is the case not
only with children, but also with 44- or 45-year-old adults. So there
is a reduction in the variety of the food being consumed and
consequently a shrinking of the body.

Lemlem ETH 3

Lemlem, aged 67, is a nun and lives in Woina Dega. She invited the
interviewer to join her in her meal, saying it was the custom to be hospitable
to the guest who arrives when food is being served. According to the
interviewer, her face brightened up with happiness at the thought of the
interview. She said that nowadays nobody was interested in enquiring
about the history of their forefathers: “The youth do not even obey orders or
show respect to their elders, let alone try to learn about the past.” She then
entrusted the small child to a neighbour and ordered the noisy women
around them to keep quiet.

In the old days the population was small and the land used to be
productive. We used to cultivate one part of the land for one year
and the other part the next year. When we went to the market
we used to buy 3 laden of food grain for 50 cents. Today we buy
in small tins. The population grew and began to depend on

We coped with
the famine by

selling our
goats and sheep
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"The soil has been washed away and the land has become barren"



spiritual groups to serve the church. They also fast. This was not a
common practice in the old days. 

In the old days it was the grown-ups who went to the church,
took communion, or commemorated the saints’ days and prepared
feasts for the Mahbers. Now the youth, whether married or single,
go to church for prayer and commemorate the saints’ days. Now
there is no Christian who does not take part in a Mahber or
Zikir—the celebration when the Holy Tablet comes out of the
church…

The people of Meket are strongly religious. There are many
monasteries, and churches, and monks and nuns here… In Lalibela
there are 12 churches. There is also a church called Yimriha, where
the body of the dead remains intact without decomposing. You beg
Yimriha for mercy and you are absolved from your sin. Today our
sins have multiplied and therefore we are getting a lesser
absolution… There is also Debre Awne’anor, where there is a Holy
Tablet without a roof over it at the top, and yet the rain does not fall
on it. The place is well fenced and women are denied access…
There are hermits living in the wilderness and feeding on leaves and
wearing caps and sleeveless garments made from palm tree leaves…

“Lovers had to keep their secrets tightly”
Marriage was a respectable institution then. One asked the parents
for their daughter’s hand in marriage, but the daughter was not told
about it. The wedding feast was lavish, with rams and bullocks
being slaughtered and 4 or 5 aqmada of grain used for preparing the
feast. In those days lovers had to keep their secrets tightly. If the
brother or mother or aunt or uncle hears of such illicit relations
they threatened to butcher the man or beat the woman. Premarital
or extramarital sex was a taboo. Even the divorced woman has to
hide her relations. Now the girl is married not only with her
parents’ consent, but with her [own] consent too. The couples
choose their would-be spouses mostly at school. The population has
increased because there are too many extramarital births. The boys
and girls have gone beyond the control of their parents. 

In the old days, if [a woman] didn’t like to live with her husband
she told him so and divorced him; he too did the same. Now they
have to go to the government to get a divorce, and spend a lot of
time bickering with each other. She refuses to leave the house
when the husband asks her to. She argues that she won’t divorce
him unless the government says so. When the woman wants the
divorce, the man says the same thing. There is no harmony in the
family. When the man is hardworking and earns money by trading,

We ate butter
and cheese
and we had
no health
problem

ETHIOPIA 23

In the old days the livestock used to graze anywhere on the hills
or in the forests. Now part of this has been claimed as government
forest land and cannot be used for grazing. So the livestock cannot
even go from one boundary to another for lack of grazing land. The
owner has to cut the grass from the borders of his farm to feed his
animals. 

Land has become scarce because of the population growth. In
the old days animal diseases came once in every four or five years.
Today the animals are dying because of hunger, for lack of grazing
land. The scarcity of land has brought about the redistribution of
land by measuring the area with ropes. So there is not sufficient
space even for setting one’s foot on, let alone for livestock
production. Even when someone falls into the old habit and raises a
small number of livestock and they stray into somebody’s territory,
quarrels erupt and people kill each other nowadays. 

Pests multiplying; wildlife disappearing
There are too many pests these days. There is degeza, and also diri,
which eats the young plant. Fenttera destroys the crop when the
rain stops. Now the government’s Agricultural Bureau comes and
sprays pesticides in the highlands and lowlands. In the old days
there was no degeza, only the locusts flying in the sky and which
come once in four or five years. We tried to save our crops then by
waving our cloaks to keep off the locusts. There was no pest on the
ground then. There were many woods which contained leopards,
antelopes, lions and hyenas. Now there is only this small enclosure
that you call forest; otherwise there is no bush or tree. 

In the old days we ate butter and cheese and we had no health
problem. Now teachers have been brought from outside and
schools are expanding. But we suffer from stomachaches and
headaches, and thanks to the government we get tablets which are
brought from abroad. Health stations are being built because there
are many government soldiers. But we are not feeding well, so we
are losing immunity and disease is increasing.

“The people of Meket are strongly religious”
We hope that the number of the educated will increase and our
area will develop. In the old days we used to roast 2 or 3 laden of
cereals for the Senbetie and feed this to the poor at church to get
salvation for our soul. We also commemorated St Mary’s day by
preparing feasts at our homes. Nowadays the food shortage has
forced us to reduce the scale of the feast, but we have not
abandoned making bread and feeding the poor at home. Although
the Mahber has decreased, young students have now organised into

The scale of
the feasts has
changed, but

the tradition is
still intact
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Haji Zekiy ETH 9

The narrator is a Muslim and a Qadi aged 57 and living in Tcherqos. He
speaks of his work and responsibilities in the community and explains some
of the strategies people have adopted to cope with intermittent famine.

[I was born] when the Italian occupation began. We used to lead a
good life. The population was small. We had honey, and cows to
milk. Goats bred well and people ate meat. The land was productive.
There were many trees and the forests were preventing flooding.
The land was left fallow and then cultivated. [But after that] the
trees were cut down, the land was overgrazed and the population
grew. When the forest was cleared, the soil was washed away by
the flood, the productivity of the land decreased…

In the old days one household used to have about 10 plots of
land. Now the population has grown and the land holding has
decreased to three or four plots… We are anxious that there will be
another round of land redistribution, which might reduce...our
holding [still further]… In some villages we applied irrigation to
produce red pepper and coffee. Now, however, the number of
people using it has increased while the size of irrigable land per
farmer has decreased so much that it is not productive... Now there
is scarcity of land and very little irrigation is being practised.

In the old days the only pests were locusts and gimie. The crop
grew even after being eaten by the locusts, which appeared only
once or twice. But we beat the gimie and destroyed it. So it has
disappeared now. At present, the pests have multiplied. We learnt
from the Holy Koran that when people commit adultery and theft,
there is an increase in pests such as locusts and deyiri. The pests
have now reduced the production of peas and lentils. 

More money, less purchasing power
During Haile Selassie’s period, everything was cheap and our
fathers used to buy 2 qunna of red pepper for 1 birr. It was slightly
more expensive during the time of the Derg, but still it was not
difficult to get money then. The farmers did cultivation, the weavers
stuck to producing clothes and the blacksmith to making the tools
and thus each one earned sufficient income then. Now, [under] the
EPRDF, there is plenty of money, but it can buy very little. 

Muslim social institutions
We have Tertim: every day we go to the mosque where the women
are seated in rows on one side and the men on the other side. We
make coffee and have breakfast together. Then we pray collectively,
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she becomes lazy and does not support him. When she is
hardworking, he spends his money on prostitutes. In addition to
their poverty, they beget children one after the other and you can’t
even tell which one is the elder and which one the younger. As a
result there is a population boom. Once, the doctors came to church
and called on the people to get injections in order to control the
population growth.

Mortality
I don’t know whether it is because of the population growth, or the
road or the movement of people—there are diseases such as
gonorrhoea. Some diseases are transmitted by breath... [For some]
you swallow medicine. There is a disease called AIDS…

In the old days when we fell ill suddenly, we took traditional
medicine prepared from leaves. We sold our ox and cow and
travelled on foot for a fortnight and reached Qobo, Tigray or
Gonder. Now we climb in the car and go and get the medicine. In
the old days we used to die on the road out of hunger and thirst.
Deaths were not frequent then as they are now. Now people are
tired of attending funerals. In the old days the funeral dirges were
saddening. One of them goes:

Oh! Oh! May God give strength to my sisters
May God give strength to my brothers
Now the hyena of daylight will devour my children

And the elders would intervene and say:

We have mourned well 
Let it suffice now, 
For eyes have no bones
Lest they melt into water
And become drained.

Now professional funeral dirge singers have to be hired for 40 or 50
birr, but they are not skilled enough. In the old days the relatives
spontaneously composed the dirges and money was not paid. Now
people get skinnier and skinnier and become walking skeletons
before they finally die. There are too many deaths now and the
dirges have disappeared.
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Belachew (M, 68 years), blacksmith ETH 18

During the time of Haile Selassie it was peaceful and there was no civil war. Things went bad later
on. In those days a merchant travelled through the wild land, passed the night under the light of the
moon, and came back safely after completing his business.



deyiri destroyed the crops. People again migrated due to the food
shortage. The disease and famine killed many people.

The drought prevented the cultivation of crops and caused food
shortages. People were also too poor to afford to buy food. They
were also physically too weak to work and earn an income.

During the 1966 famine I didn’t have a wife or children. In 1985
I had a few children. I got some assistance from my relatives in
town and because of this I didn’t migrate. We managed during the
rainy season just by feeding on cabbages which we ate with salt and
oil. [Those who] migrated, they tried to make a living by weaving
clothes and working as daily labourers. When it rained and those
left behind cultivated their crops, the others returned. The
community supported each other and shared what little they had…

[In 1966] we…waited for government assistance. When no
assistance came, people went to Mekele to weave clothes and sent
some of the money they earned for their children back home. 

The government provided us with assistance in 1985. Food aid
was better at the time of the Derg. More people would have died
otherwise. Food handouts were given to save the people’s lives…
Nowadays anyone who has some livestock doesn’t receive food aid.
It is not at all satisfactory now. If someone has an ox or a cow or a
goat, he gets no assistance. They give one small bag of grain to four
people and that is not enough even to feed them on the road. The
rest of us get nothing.
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praising the Prophet. When that is finished we bless each other and
part. That is what we call Tertim. When someone dies we have Qire
through which we contribute money for the funeral.

At the woreda level, I am head of the Muslim Committee.
Earlier I was the Qadi of all three woredas. Now the awraja division
has been abolished by the EPRDF, but I am still the Qadi of my
woreda. In this capacity, I reconcile women who have quarrelled
with their husbands, oversee new marriages, divorces and
inheritances and other religious matters…

The only change in the Tertim is that there are now more
members and we prepare bread for breakfast on a bigger stove
plate. When we have a problem, we discuss it after coffee. When
there is a guest who has no relatives he will have breakfast with us,
drink the coffee together and leave. That is good for him.

We give [needy people] breakfast and coffee in the morning at
the mosque. We contribute one tenth of what money we have and
we give this to the weak and disabled. Our religion requires that we
do this and it is forbidden to use this money for ourselves. This kind
of cooperation still exists. 

Marital relationships 
Our guideline is the Holy Koran. However, there are now some
people who marry and then disappear leaving their family behind.
Since the women were facing hardship under these circumstances
we are now creating for them securities or guarantees. In the old
days, if the husband deserts his wife, nobody would marry her
again unless he came back and divorced her properly. Now we
make him divorce her before he leaves her.

In the old days the girl was not married until she was nine or
more years and the man waited until he was 20 or 21 years old.
Now the girl marries at the age of eight or seven and the man at the
age of 17 or 16 years. Until the girls came of age, the men were
prevented from coming close to the women [sexually]…

In the old days the children respected their elders... They did not
marry without the consent of their parents. Now, however, the
children do not give much respect to their fathers or mothers. They
don’t ask their parents’ permission for marriage…

Survival tactics
There was drought in 1966 and as a result many people migrated to
Gojam and Gonder and returned after a year. At the time of the
drought I and other persons went to Dessie and Addis Ababa to
appeal to the government to provide assistance and save lives.
There was also drought in 1974 and 1975… In 1985, a pest called
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"Now education has made life better for mothers and children”



are also getting training in weaving carpets. Thanks to the
organisation, we have now a flour mill. It is no longer necessary for
a woman to kneel for a long time before the grinding stone to grind
a small amount of grain. It could now be done in no time if you get
the grain. SOS Sahel is also giving us assistance in the form of
sheep, chicken, and cows. 

We are also getting a school. We have no health service, but
they are training traditional midwives. We too are learning from
them. There used to be pests such as degeza, deyiri, and locusts.
Degeza never disappeared unless it rained. It would wipe out the
stems in no time. Today the Agricultural Bureau is spraying
pesticides and destroying the pests.

Maybe those who are educated will come here and our children
will also be educated and when the number of the educated
increases, they may change things.

Weddings and marriage
When it was a wedding, you used to prepare your tella 15 days in
advance. Children went to the house of the bride or bridegroom
and sang during the night until the wedding day. They drank and
ate there. Now, you can’t take your children for fear of exhausting
the host’s resources. You take 5 or so birr as a gift for the host and
come back. The host can only prepare the feast and entertain his
guests if seven or eight people bring him gifts or else he won’t be
able to prepare the feast. In the old days, when a rich man’s
daughter was being wedded…a bride chamber would be built for
her and she would stay there for 20 days. Bullocks, castrated sheep
or goats, and chickens would be slaughtered for the feast and the
bride and bridegroom would be fed. There would be assignments
for friends and relatives: as head of tella, sauce, bread or for washing
the bride and bridegroom. Today the bride and bridegroom do not
even stay for three days. After three days, you will find her in the
field. Now there are too many people and fewer food crops. In the
old days, one sang for the bride:

Be proud, be proud our bride
Speak to them in English
Our bride’s departure time has come 
Her shoes are squeaking.

Today, they say “Grab her hand and bring her, Grab her hand and
bring her.” We don’t understand it any longer. In the old days, the
bridegroom boasted in his song by saying he is the son-in-law of so-
and-so… Nowadays, the bridegroom covers himself with his cloak
and arrogantly sits in front of his father-in-law. He doesn’t obey his

Our time has
become "eat
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Zewde ETH 4

The interviewer felt Zewde, aged 38, responded to the questions with
enthusiasm, but commented that “her disappointment with life was visible
in her facial expressions”. They chose a quiet place to talk. Zewde plucked
out a root called gettin and quietly gazed at it before saying, “You see, even
this root which saves one’s life has now dried up, but this is what our people
have been feeding on.” She warns of food shortages far more severe than the
official acknowledgements, and says hunger is taking its toll of everyone “big
and small”.

The population has grown, but it is a time of barbarians. In-laws
fight each other; mothers and children lack a harmonious
relationship between them. Jesus Christ has deserted us, together
with the land. The crop is destroyed by the fierce sun and the frost.
In the days of our fathers, someone with one furrow of land could
get 1 aqmada of grain. Now you won’t get even 1 qunna. Now it is
May. The sun dries up the new crop. What remains will be
destroyed [by frost] when October comes. At this time there is very
little to feed on, both for man and animals. Livestock are dying
everywhere. There isn’t even gettin for men to eat, since the sun has
destroyed it. Our time has become “eat and eat each other”. The
whole population knows that the country has changed. 

Why I said that the population has grown is that when a girl fails
to marry when she comes of age, she builds her own hut and begins
to live there. Then some well-to-do man comes and makes her his
concubine. He begets three or four children without his wife
hearing about it. When his wife learns about his unfaithfulness he
warns his concubine…not even to mention his name and he
abandons her. These children have nothing to eat. Then another
man comes by and he too begets another child by her. The children
then become domestic servants without even getting anything like
a mother’s or a father’s love and they become slaves in a rich man’s
home. Their father may migrate and die somewhere. The children
become separated from each other and may live in poverty or die
without being reunited with their mother.

Development support
SOS Sahel is mobilising people for development. It gives training,
credit with a small interest charge, and plant seeds. However,
though we regularly water the plants, the sun during the day and
the frost during the night are destroying the plants. The
government is also cooperating with us, but the land has refused to
give any yield. SOS Sahel also gives us a variety of potato seeds. We
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childless and the disabled were not abandoned in their old age.
Now, let alone one who has no relatives, even those who have
relatives have nobody to look after them. 

Poor health
Diseases were not so severe [in the past]… Now they tell us there is
a new disease (tuberculosis), which the doctors could not fight. It is
an ugly illness and death. The afflicted person becomes emaciated.
There is also a disease that strikes both children and grown ups. It
makes the throat sore and the ears swollen... The recent one is
called ijil. The illness makes the person vomit and suffer from
dysentery. Those who look after the sick get desperate and even
pray for the death of the diseased person. There is no wailing when
the person dies. Besides, when someone catches the disease, all the
seven to 10 members of the family fall ill and die. There is also
another one called AIDS. It comes from sexual relations between
men and women. Many persons have died from it. In the old days,
people were not in a hurry to enter into adulterous relations. The
diseases then were syphilis and banbulie. People were afraid of
catching syphilis and used to sing:

Had there not been syphilis,
Had there not been banbulie, 
Shoa was the best place to live.

So people restrained from adultery. Today, despite this killer disease,
both the young and the grown-ups are not restraining themselves
from committing adultery. The doctors could not cure the disease.
The population has increased and famine together with dysentery is
killing lots of people. They have no money to get medical
treatment. If a doctor comes to our village and makes a survey, he
won’t find a household [without] people who have become
bedridden due to hunger and disease. In some households there is
no-one even to give water to the sick members of the family. 

Famine
This year too there is drought. Both man and animals are suffering
from famine. The crops have dried up on the ground. In 1984, the
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in-laws. But in the old days they said, “What the mother spoils, the
father-in-law punishes.” 

“Equality is good”
Today one is not even afraid of one’s husband, who is the
breadwinner. Equality is good. In the old days you were restricted
to the kitchen. Today the wife will defiantly answer back her in-law
by telling him to his face that he is not her husband and that it is
none of his business. Today we have been liberated from the
grinding stone. We have learnt how to read and write…

Today education is better than farming. In the old days, the man
is told to till this land, to bring straw for the cattle. The son of the
poor became the servant of the rich and trotted after his mule and
then looked after the livestock. When he comes home he has to
stand in waiting while his master is eating. Today there is equality,
but the land is not producing food. If a woman insulted her father
or mother-in-law, it used to lead to a divorce. Then she would leave
her children to her husband and take her share of the property. She
can marry again if she wants to. Today there is no property to share
except your children—no grain or livestock to share. 

In the old days, one gave gifts of silver thalers and had to use
go-betweens to woo a lover. It was all kept secret and they could
have an innocent love without sex for up to a year. Today, they
rush to kiss and soon she has become the mother of a bastard. That
is why the population has increased so much. When you looked for
a wife in the past, you enquired if her family were productive,
whether she had children, because people ate plenty of honey and
butter and did not give birth. Honey and butter made them barren.
Now the women deliver a baby and are up on their feet within 10
days… So she puts on her clothes and walks as a skeleton. She
cannot rest for 40 days as in the old days. And then she conceives
again within 40 days. So unlike in the old days, men do not want a
wife that is productive. When they are married the husband tries to
abstain from sex in order to avoid begetting a child. If she gives
birth to too many children it could even lead to a divorce
nowadays. So women are oppressed [in this way].

Care in the community
Our fathers used to take turns to feed, clothe and support those
who were disabled or were old and without any relatives to help
them. So the poor and old or disabled spent eight days or even a
month in one house, then another month in another house and so
on until they died. Then money is contributed or a rich person buys
the sheet of cloth for covering the dead body for burial. Hence the
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Berhanu (M, 70 years), Filaqit ETH 5

We used to travel and pass three, four, parishes in search of our kinsmen. And when we parted we
escorted each other, kissed one another and cried. When we meet nowadays we turn our faces
away. We have come to such a time. We get no response to our greetings. We are acting like
barbarians.



person alone builds up to four houses and as a result the trees have
been cut down for construction purposes. It was we ourselves who
destroyed them.

They say that [gullies] did not exist then. You see the place over
there where we cross the little stream when we come from
Tcherqos? I remember the time when it was just a meadow. Now it
has been claimed by the water… You see, that land initially
belonged to another person. We know that the first farmer used to
leave a strip of grass around his farm to control the flood water.
Then he gave his land to another farmer for cultivation on a share-
crop basis. The other farmer removed the grass and ploughed it and
the water ate up the land. I remember it very well… The water just
cut through the middle of the farm and ate it up… In other places,
where there used to be a river, it is now flat land. I could show you
tomorrow morning when we cross it.

Blacksmiths as “evil-eyed”
[Blacksmiths] make farm implements like ploughs and sickles. If
the father dies the son takes over his trade, just like we do when
our fathers die. We plough the land for the blacksmiths in July, sow
and weed it in August and harvest in September and October. They,
however, make the tools for us the whole year. 

We do approach them because we grew up with them. The old
men, too, approached them because they grew up with them.
However, when the evil-eyed ones find…the blood of one person
among a thousand very delicious, they eat him. It depends on his
star. Among all the people that go to [the blacksmiths’] village it
may be one person who comes back ill and the rest may return in
peace. 
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government was aware of the famine and food assistance was
dispatched by vehicle to the settlements where the affected people
were sent and many lives were saved then. Today, however, there is
a famine which is unknown by the government. Excepting those
who are traders and have money and are energetic, the people are
suffering from another 1984 famine.

[In 1984] we got assistance from the government. We got
clothes, blankets, milk, biscuits, edible oil, butter, wheat and wheat
flour, soap, medicine for the children. Every month the children
were put on the scales and their weights measured. There was
also cholera in those days and though many people died the
government provided medical assistance and saved many lives.
Now, maybe the government has not heard about the famine, but
1984 is occurring again. Dysentery and vomiting are taking their
toll. The crop on the ground is not sufficient enough to be taken to
the granary or to be harvested. It has dried up while young and the
frost is destroying what remains. What you see as green now will
dry up tomorrow. Since the people are dying the government must
do what is necessary. Last time when we received assistance and
then the crops were grown up, a song was composed:

How come you forgot 1984 so soon?
You sold your sorghum and bought gushritt.

The major disease now is hunger. Big and small have all fallen to
the bed.

Hamza ETH 10

Hamza, aged 28, is a Muslim. He talks about the disadvantages of not
receiving an education, and is determined his children will go to school. He
says no-one in his village (Gumar) has a radio or telephone and feels that
the community’s isolation makes it hard for them to learn about
improvements or argue their own case for development.

In the days of our fathers the population was small… but
eventually, many children were born and the population grew. And
land became scarcer because it had to be divided among family
members.

People were moving around, following their mothers or fathers,
and began settling in new areas. The land became smaller in size
and what remained was itself being eaten up by the flood. In the
old days the children used to live with their parents until they grew
up. So they did not build themselves a separate house. Now one
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Belachew (M, 68 years), blacksmith ETH 18

In the old days, we were the ones who were well off. It was these ignorant people who tarnished
our names by saying that we ate people. It was we, the working people and artisans, who built the
churches and mended their houses. They began to say that we should not intermarry with them.
They have not abandoned this attitude. Even now, though they see such beautiful houses built by us,
they turn their faces away when they pass by. If they are with a small child, they shield the child
from us. If my wife sells tella, a farmer would prefer to go down a long distance rather than come
to drink here. They have not seen anything wrong with us; it is just an old custom. It is as if a hyena
is tied in the house.

It is improving gradually in relation to the past. When people become more enlightened, we
think this backward and ignorant view will change. They are envious when we become better off in
our livelihood. They lack the know-how to produce a long needle: the farmers cannot live without us.



no grain you cannot grind it or send it to the flour mill. However, if
you have money you can at least send your food grain to the flour
mill.

I regret that I don’t even know at least how to write my name. If
I were educated no-one would write something good or harmful
and give it to me without my knowing the contents. Now a
chairman of the kebele is going to write something harmful and give
it to me to dispatch it. I don’t want my children to be as ignorant as
I am. I will send them to school to learn the Koran. [With modern
education] they could get employment with the government. They
will work for the kebele. If they are not educated—let alone the
government, even the kebele would not be interested in them.

Isolation
It is this, our inability to read or hear new developments, which has
harmed us… We don’t get [news] directly from the source.
Somebody travelling from Addis Ababa to Mekele might hear it and
tell us. Otherwise, we don’t get the news. How can we hear when
we don’t even have a radio or a telephone? When the government
orders us to pay tax, we just do it. We don’t hear about car accidents
or anything. We may hear about these things when we go to the
towns, but not here. 

We want to hear everything. We want to know about
government changes, what is going on, whether there will be
another [wave of] land redistribution, about pesticides, and
government plans. Unless someone comes on foot and tells us, we
don’t hear about these things. We want to hear about the water
pipes laid down in the towns because we have problems getting
clean water. 

Mario ETH 21

Although he married before finishing his schooling, Mario (from Filaqit) is
grateful for the education he has had. Aged 40 and currently unemployed,
he is confident he will find another job. He sees benefits in many of the
changes that have taken place, although changes in land tenure have also
had the effect of weakening family bonds.

At the time of Haile Selassie, land was under the control of a few
landlords. The tenants took just one-fifth of their produce and gave
the rest to the landlords. Then there was a popular uprising, which
removed these people from power and resulted in the formation of
the provisional military government. There was a reform in [land

We want to
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“There is the law above you”
When people quarrel now, they go to the kebele and settle their
differences there. They have to abide by the law now. 

They used force [in the past]. They say so-and-so was brave and
did not let a bandit pass through his gate. Now you don’t talk about
bravery or cowardice, for there is the law above you. There is also
equality now. I am now from a small [poor] family and my height
is also small. When an important or big person comes, I can speak
to him roughly and nothing will happen to me because the
government has made me equal to him.

In those days the small one could not insult the big one, his
conscience forbids him. Our fathers say that when elderly people
came around, they had to rise and give up their seats. Now,
however, I myself do not rise once I sit down.

Gender roles
The man ploughs the farmland, clears the bushes, weeds, harvests
and threshes his crop. He weaves clothes. He also cuts grass and
wood and builds a house… [The woman] fetches water, kneads the
dough, bakes bread, grinds grain. She also helps with the weeding
and the harvesting. She prepares the threshing ground [by pasting
animal dung on it].

Nowadays women have more rest than their predecessors, but
those who have no money or food grain cannot rest. If you have
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"The woman fetches water, kneads the dough, bakes bread, grinds grain…"



now Muslim cadres. SOS has built an office and a meeting hall for
the blacksmiths so that they can make better contributions to the
community. This has demonstrated to the community how
respectable their profession is…

There are conflicts arising from boundary disputes, rights over
grazing grass, and illicit relations with women; these clashes result
in murders and the inflicting of brutal injuries… Crime, especially
in the lowlands, is not decreasing…

Unlike in the past women are not restricted to the kitchen now.
They can participate equally in local meetings and other
development activities as well as the training prepared by SOS. The
men do not try to discourage them from taking part in such non-
domestic activities.

During my lifetime, I have noticed that keeping concubines was
allowed even by wives. When the husband came to the woreda
town for litigation or some other business, he informed his wife that
he was going to stay with his concubine. The wife tolerated this
because she thought that this was better than letting her husband
go to the home of an unknown person. The man looked after his
concubine by giving her support and providing for the education of
her children as if she were a member of the family. Now the men do
not stick to one lover. They keep moving from one house to
another and risk catching this new disease called AIDS. Their love
does not last long as in the old days.

Responsibilities
I remember that when a weak and elderly person without any close
relative, children or supporter arrived at one’s home, the owner
gave them food and lodging for some period and then passed him or
her on to the next neighbour and in this way the community took
care of such people, who are known as ilf. Nowadays, these elderly
persons are seen gathering at churchyards and mosques to beg—or
at food distribution centres to get food aid. Most of these people
come from the lowlands where they lost their relatives because of
diseases. The government occasionally gives them aid, but it is not
enough and some of them hence go to the towns. People here are
too poor to support them as in the past. 

Women are not
restricted to the
kitchen now
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tenure] although it did not fully achieve its objectives because of
the war. Despite this there was a redistribution of land and a
considerable number of farmers were able to be liberated from the
burden of the landlords. 

I had come of age by then…[and around that time] the crop was
attacked by pests. However, there were only the employees of the
Ministry of Agriculture working with us and there were no other
development agencies in this woreda at the time... The agricultural
agents were not effective in controlling the crop pests, especially in
the lowlands. The veterinarians were also too few to look after the
livestock in the woreda. However, fertiliser was provided then, but
the farmers lacked the know-how for its application and wasted it,
even by using it as a paste for the floor of their houses.

Now the ADA (Amhara Development Association) agents have
given training to the farmers and this is having a positive effect on
the farming methods. SOS Sahel fieldworkers are also posted in
various stations and giving training to the farmers. Although they
have to pay higher prices now, farmers are queuing up to get
fertiliser for their farm plots. Previously, there were only 17 schools
and about two or three clinics in the woreda. At present there are 21
schools and more health services in each sub-district. SOS is also
helping the farmers by introducing better methods of livestock
production and the formation of credit and savings associations.

Family history; family ties
As I said earlier, the community made its living on the land and it
was inevitable that the ownership of land tightened family ties. It
was common practice for fathers to sit with their children in the
evenings and tell them who their aunts were, who their uncles
were, and who descended from who. Now that the land has been
redistributed, there is little ground for tracing one’s lineage because
there is no question of land inheritance from relatives. So fathers
only try to improve their children’s livelihood and there is less
emphasis on maintaining and strengthening extended family ties.

Changing social relationships
Artisans were not highly regarded and did not even own land in the
old days. It was the same with Muslims, who had to make their
living by weaving clothes for the wealthier households. Muslims
and Christians did not have a positive attitude towards each other.
The improvement in communication, the building of roads within
the woreda, has… improved their attitudes to each other. Nobody
now tries to insult one of them by calling him a Muslim. There are
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Itiye (F, 58 years), traditional midwife ETH 14

If I don’t tell my son about his great grandfathers, grandfathers and father, someone could easily
attack and victimise him, but if he knows who his kinsmen are, he can get their support.



economic and social. The woreda and kebele administrations also
contribute by helping interactions between different members of
the community.

Coping with famine
In 1973, there was a severe famine. Although I was a child then, I
remember that the people went to the woreda, awraja and
provincial authorities and asked for food aid from the government.
The provincial authorities gave them some money and bread. At
the time of the Derg, in 1984, there was another severe famine.
People in this and other woredas sold their livestock or ate them,
and even dug up roots called wushish and fed on them to cope with
the problem. People also ate—without roasting and baking—any
grain that came into their hands, especially in the lowland areas…
The programme of resettlement was initiated to solve the problem
and people were again moved to southern Ethiopia, where some
still died from diseases or because they couldn’t get used to their
new environment.

Mesay ETH 13

Mesay is 28 and head of the parish committee in Denkena. Like others, he
wishes he had had the chance of more education. He also mentions how
those who were resettled by the Derg have now made their way back to their
homeland, increasing pressure on resources.

Life is deteriorating in my birthplace because the soil has been
eroded by flood and wind and the yield of the land has been
decreasing from year to year. Drought is also aggravating the
situation and as a result the community is exposed to hardship…
The land is constantly cultivated; it is never left fallow. Also the
farmers do not use bunds or terracing to prevent soil erosion by
flood and wind. As a result the crop production decreases…

In the past there was no land shortage and...part of the farmland
was left fallow while the other part was cultivated. When the fallow
land was cultivated a year later it became productive. Now no land
is left fallow and the ground has become too soft and vulnerable to
erosion. So its productivity is low. The shortage and fragmentation
of land is exposing the farming community to hardship. This is due
to the growth of the population. In the past the Derg reduced the
size of the farming community by taking some of them and
resettling them in fertile areas. Now these resettled farmers have
come back and thus a scarcity of land was created.

The land is
constantly
cultivated;
it is never
left fallow
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Meket customs and character
There is a difference even in the costumes of the people of the
lowlands and of those in the highlands. The young men in the
highlands wear trousers, gabi, shoes and turban while the women
wear embroidered cotton skirts or long dresses especially on
holidays. In the lowlands, the young men wear mainly shorts.
Unlike in the highlands, the women wear their hair long and often
dab it with butter. Because of the heat the people tend to wear light
clothes. The old men in the highlands are often seen wearing gabi
and carrying fly-whisks as well as a long wooden staff while the
Muslims carry a staff tipped with metal at the top. 

The temperament of the lowlanders and highlanders is also
different. The lowlanders tend to be quick-tempered and easily pick
a quarrel. They are also better armed than the highlanders and even
the sticks they carry with them are sturdier.

In August the young men from one village have a match of
endurance with their counterparts by flogging each other. I think
this practice is unlikely to continue for long because I have even
seen young men losing their sight in such matches and some
running into other people’s homes and breaking household goods
or pushing old persons into the ravines in their attempt to flee their
assailants. There is also a horse-riding competition on holidays, and
ghenna. These are not common in the lowlands. 

I like the horse-riding game, ghenna and the way women and the
youth celebrate Epiphany with songs and dances at the churches. I
like the traditional wedding songs and dances. I don’t support the
funeral dirges in which some men sit on horses and glorify the
deceased while deflating others. I support the continuation of the
joyous cultural practices.

News from outside
Concerning events within the country, I have my own radio and
listen to it to learn about the new developments—political,
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Berhanu (M, 70 years) ETH 5

When the wolf sees the antelope, it runs to eat it and the antelope flees to save its life. Nowadays
people are like this, too. The highlanders have a low regard for the lowlanders and vice versa. They
quarrel with each other…

I had my own radio in 1946. Now our children have bought their own radios. When I am able
to, I go there and listen to the radio... I am really amazed at the achievements of science–travelling
by air and by car, sitting here and speaking to a distant person by phone, contacting daily a
government in another part of the world–all these amaze me. 



There was no forest in this area. In 1995, SOS came here and
mobilised the people for development work. Since then men and
women have been participating in such activities as planting tree
seedlings… The community have been planting tree seedlings and
different varieties of grass, and building terraces and bunds to
prevent soil erosion. They also produce nurseries for afforestation.
When the trees grow up, the forest brings rain and also prevents
erosion by floods. But the frost and biting cold are slowing down
the growth of the trees…

In the last few years I myself have seen a lot of change. Last year
and the year before that, for example, there was adequate rain even
during the belg season and we had good harvests in June. Now
there was no rain in May. So there is a climatic change and a
fluctuation in the amount of rain we get. The farmers have to till
their farmlands and prepare the soil for sowing as soon as the rain
comes. It is also better if the farmers use fertiliser, for the crop will
easily grow even when there is just a little rain. So one has to use
modern farming methods to get better results.

Social responsibilities
We have Qire, Senbetie and Mahber. [The purpose of Qire?] People
may have a lot of relatives or just a few relatives. The Qire serves to
bring people together like brothers and to help with the funeral of
a deceased person. Everyone in the Qire cooperates like brothers,
without any distinction between the poor and the rich… When a
member is absent he is penalised and the penalty varies according
to the area and the gravity of the offence. If someone stays at home
when there is a funeral, this is a serious offence and the person will
be punished likewise. He will be criticised for being absent from a
funeral or for failing to carry the corpse. So the offender will admit
his mistake and pay what the members decide; if he refuses,

The Qire serves
to bring people
together like
brothers
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Some change for the better
There is a market here and another one a bit far away from here.
Though these markets are old, recently they were expanded and
brought all the necessary goods to the buyers. Now people work
hard and bring all the things needed by their customers…
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Yekaba (F, 25 years) ETH 8

I can sell whatever I want now. If I have an ox I can sell that and buy a cow or I can sell my cow and
buy sheep or goats and I can raise these. Then I can benefit from these. In the past you could not
sell butter, livestock or crops and buy whatever you wanted. Now things are improving since you can
sell eggs or chicken…

If we establish a market here it would be useful. We started one in the past, but then people
abandoned coming here. If a market is opened here and one starts selling tella, one will have
customers. One can also sell one’s goods here. Our area will develop into a town… [I] built a
house with a roof of corrugated iron sheets. If the town grows, I can open a shop and there could be
a market. I can then become a trader."Those who have no farmland become traders"



In the old days the women were backward. It was the men who
were the breadwinners and the heads of the family. Now both the
men and women are equally clever and both strive together to win
their bread. They consult each other and jointly decide how to lead
their family. So the women are also the heads of the family
nowadays.

Drought and resettlement
When I grew up I used to hear that there was drought here, but I
never asked when it had occurred. They said that at that time they
were forced to boil and eat [animal] hides. They had also eaten a
plant called magett, which the animals too used to eat. This is just
what I heard, but I didn’t see with my eyes. There was a terrible
drought in 1984, which killed a lot of people and livestock. It was
because of the drought that the Derg took many men and women
for resettlement in Bale and Metekel. Drought itself is not
something new since the problem occurred every four years.
However, the farmers don’t seem to realise this and hence they
become vulnerable. 

I was a student [in 1984] and dependent on my family. We
coped with the problem by selling our livestock and buying food
grain, but in 1985–86 we got a good harvest. There were free food
handouts and even shelters. Those who were physically able were
fed for a while at the shelters and then moved away for
resettlement. Those who were too weak were looked after in the
feeding centres.

Our fathers did not face any problems [over food security]. Now,
however, one has to budget one’s resources. Some of the educated
tell us that they have budgeted their money for fuel and other
necessities. Even the uneducated have to decide that they would
use such and such for these months and that such and such should
be used economically. If someone consumes everything he has at
one time it won’t last him even for a month, let alone for a year. So
one has to consume according to a plan.

Drought itself is
not something
new
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however, he will be expelled from the Qire. I am the head of the
parish committee. I reconcile those who have quarrelled and give
advice to such members…

If the blind and the deaf have children they will support them. If
they lose their sight, their children take them to the hospital. If they
cannot regain their sight their children will look after them until
their death. [Those who have no children] may have their own
land and they would adopt someone as their son. He would use the
land for supporting the disabled person. When the old man dies the
adopted son inherits the land. 

Meket identity
There are a lot of features that distinguish the people in Meket
Woreda. These are our manner of speaking, the food we eat, and
the way we dress. But just because people live in Meket it doesn’t
mean that they have exactly the same dialect, the same type of
food, the same style of costume, or even the same manner of
walking. There are differences…for instance, you can tell the
highlander from the lowlander even by the complexion of his face.
The lowlanders have pulses, teff, oats, and wheat, but in the
highlands you can only grow barley. 

Our greatest respect is for our religion. We don’t want our
religion to be diluted by others. 

“Education makes you take things patiently”
My parents sent me to school, but I left school before completing
my studies. If I had [continued] I would have improved my life
greatly. When you are educated, you do not...fight with someone
who quarrels with you. Education makes you take things patiently
and helps you to cool down the other person and to restrain him
from resorting to violence. I came to understand through education
that it is better to teach others than to quarrel with them.

I attended a school called Delenta. Then I went to Istayish and
studied until I finished the sixth grade. In Filaqit I attended until
the eighth grade. When I was promoted to the ninth grade, there
was a change of government and my parents could not support me
any longer. So I discontinued my education. No-one has completed
high school here. I only know of someone who completed the
eighth grade and he is working in the woreda administration.

Education provides you with knowledge and it helps you to
improve your livelihood. It also restrains you from talking or
arguing too much and from hurrying to quarrel with people. It
enhances your enthusiasm for learning more. So I always advise
people to get education…

It is better to
teach others

than to quarrel
with them
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Berhanu (M, 70 years) ETH 5

[As for attitudes towards the weak], people do not think that they will one day become like them.
They ignore and pass them. Our Lord has ordered us to help the disabled, to share with them what
we have, yet people do not want even to set eyes upon them. They cover their noses and pass
them. In the old days there weren’t so many disabled people. People then were energetic, for they
fed on honey, milk and meat. There was plenty of love. 



feeder roads connecting the villages with the main roads are also
being constructed. So these activities are facilitating the economic
development of the locality. 

If [these]…activities are stepped up and modern technology is
applied to enhance productivity, we can achieve revolutionary
changes within the coming 20 years.

Marriage and divorce
In the old days it was the parents who arranged the marriages of
their children. After deciding on who their children should be
married to, they kept the whole thing secret from them and
prepared the weddings... Now it is the young couple who choose
each other as marriage partners and then inform their parents
about their engagements. At this point the parents propose to
prepare the wedding feast.

In the old days just as the marriage was concluded through the
elders, so the divorce was done through the arbitration of the elders
or the family council. Then with their consent the semanya
(marriage contract) was terminated. [Today] the main cause of
divorce is adultery and the begetting of an illegitimate child by the
husband. The other reason for divorce is when the man keeps a
concubine from whom he contracts a venereal disease and then
transmits it to his wife. It is possible that it may be the wife who
transmits the disease from her lover to her husband. 

Now it is the
young couple
who choose
each other
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Muliye ETH 15

Muliye, aged 37 and from Meket, takes a positive attitude towards changes
in farming methods, increased education and other developments. He sees
the opening of the “Chinese road” as especially significant and forecasts
“revolutionary changes” within another two decades.

Although not all farmers have benefited from the changes, some
farmers have doubled their production by applying fertilisers as well
as improved seeds and by using the support of agricultural
extension workers. 

In the old days, one household did not have just four or five
cows as in the present time. Our fathers used to say that so-and-so
was “wearing a stomach”, meaning he had 50 or 100 cows for
milking. So this shows that they raised a lot of livestock in those
days. Now there is no fodder, nor sufficient grazing land for the
livestock, because the growth of the population has led to the
expansion of settlements and the scarcity of land. This has forced
some people to adopt modern methods of raising cattle in a small
area and feeding them bran from flourmills.

The benefits of modern methods
In the past the farmland was not repeatedly cultivated and the
population was also smaller. So there was a better yield. Now the
growth of the population and the scarcity of land means the
repeated cultivation of the land and poor crop production. But the
planting of trees, the use of terracing and check dams to control
erosion, and the application of agricultural technology have all
helped the farmer to raise his production.

In the old days they used twigs for beating and destroying pests
such as diri and degeza. But because this method was not effective
they are now spraying pesticides with the help of extension agents.
The extension agents are also helping the farmers to divert streams
for irrigation use and to grow vegetables such as green pepper and
onions as well as maize. 

The distribution of land by measuring it with ropes does not
serve to support a large household because the land is almost
barren, full of gullies and small in size. You have to have sufficient
money to use fertiliser. The best solution would be to find ways of
expanding the land-holding of households or to use family planning
and control the growth of the population…

Health stations and schools are being built in the Peasant
Associations and gotts (hamlets). Veterinary services are beginning
to reach our homesteads. With the participation of the community,
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"Veterinary services are beginning to reach our homesteads" 



take away the rock on which you are sitting, someone might come
and claim that it is his and beat me or kill me. This is a result of
immaturity. 

“Women have proved themselves…”
In the old days women used to be regarded as equal to men because
they fought against foreign invaders together with the men. Some
men regard women as inferior to men, both physically and
mentally, but now the women have proved themselves to be
equally productive in work and as educated as men. Women have
shown rapid progress as they have benefited from science and
modern education. They can support themselves and their country
and they can make contributions within and outside their
households…

Let alone for the children you have begotten, education is good
even for those who are not related to you. Not only this—even
other members of the local community should be given education.
When men and women are educated they become equals. When
my children are educated those of my relatives are also motivated
to learn. So people must be encouraged to receive education.

The transport revolution
[The building of the Chinese road] was one of the major changes in
my life. One of the things that made our area backward was the
lack of transportation. Due to this, many historical sites…that could
be regarded as important—including Lalibela with its rock-hewn
churches—were hidden here, unknown to the outside world. These
include Debre Abnorem, Tebiqot Monastery, Imamoz Monastery.
Thanks to the Chinese road, they can now be visited by local and
foreign tourists who have to travel to Lalibela churches through
Meket Woreda. Therefore the road has opened up the way for
development.

ETHIOPIA 47

The gratitude—or not—of children
In the old days the parents sent their children to traditional church
schools and then the children became clergymen and served the
church when they completed their studies. If the children were not
sent to school, they followed the footsteps of their parents and
became farmers.

Nowadays some parents send their children to modern schools
and when the latter get a job after school they support their parents.
They are blessed children and they want to improve their parents’
life before they get married because they are well aware of the
hardship their parents went through and the sacrifices they made to
bring up and educate the children.

Some children, however, say that they want to use their income
for buying clothes, ornaments and cars for themselves and for
leading a comfortable life. They don’t want to help their parents and
some even deny their parenthood. 

Social relations 
Since the people live in the same area and share the same language
and culture, they are not evil to each other. The Muslims weave
their clothes, the blacksmiths make their articles and the Christians
do their farming.

The Christians farm the land of the Muslims, the blacksmiths
make the farm implements for the farmers and the farmers become
the Christian fathers (godparents) of the children of the
blacksmiths. And the highlanders interact with the lowlanders. 

The farmers and the artisans have close relationships; they invite
each other for weddings, christenings and commemoration of
saints’ days. However, some people say that the blacksmiths eat
other people, but I have never come across such a thing where I live
and I don’t believe the story. The people here are religious, respect
their customs and have friendly relations with each other. 

Some people easily quarrel over petty matters. For instance, if I
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Belachew (M, 68 years), blacksmith ETH 18

We have discussed a lot since you started your interview. If I were literate, I would have written
down all the answers for you. Now, however, I wouldn’t remember any of my answers if you were
to ask me tomorrow. You see, that is what we lack because we were not educated. It was a time of
ignorance in the days of my father; there were no schools then. I lived for 33 years in other people’s
land (Gojam) to provide education for my children. Even in business, a person is called a merchant
only if he has literacy and numeracy skills.

Belay Ayal (M, 18 years), trainee priest ETH 6

The highlanders come in contact with the lowlanders because of the farmland and firewood. The
lowlanders are also artisans and they produce farm implements needed by the highlanders. The
townsfolk look on the rural community with contempt because of the way they dress and their health
condition. They call them “carriers of the yoke”. However, this shouldn’t have been so. It is the
farmers who produce the food crops and the raw materials for the clothes they wear. This problem
manifested itself now and then in the past. Now the farmers are in contact with the urban people
because they get their goods and clothing from the cities.
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laden

Mahber

memire
Qadi
Qire

qunna
Senbetie

shiro
SOS Sahel

tella
Tertim

thaler
tin
woreda

sheepskin or goatskin bag; weight equivalent
of 30 kg
community association for those who share
the same patron saint
priest or teacher 
Muslim religious leader and judge
traditional association that covers—through
members’ contributions—funeral expenses,
and ensures food is provided for the mourners
large grass basket holding about 10 kg
community association responsible for preparing
church feasts
roast and ground peas/chickpeas
a development agency working in the arid
lands of Africa
locally brewed beer
Muslim community activity where people come
together after daily worship in the mosque for a
communal breakfast
coin in the old currency
measure containing 0.5 kg of cereal crop
an administrative district (larger than a kebele)

abish
dagusa
gentch/inkirdad
gettin
sama
teff

wasera

fenugreek
finger millet
wild oats
edible root
nettle
tiny-grained staple
cereal
cereal crop grown
in the highlands

Trigonella foenum-graecum
Eleusine coracana
Avena fatua

Eragrostis tef

BOTANICAL GLOSSARY

GLOSSARY

aqmada

arekie
awraja

banbulie
belg
birr
chat
degeza
Derg
deyiri/diri
English

EPRDF

fenttera
gabi
ghenna
Global

Grazmach and
Qegnazmach

gushritt

Haile Selassie
Haji

ilf

injera
Iqub
kebele
Koran

sheepskin or goatskin bag used for grain;
weight equivalent of 50–60 kg
alcoholic spirit made from dates and sorghum
name for an area of land smaller than a
province but bigger than a district; used during
the time of Haile Selassie
sexually transmitted disease 
"the little rains", March and April
unit of currency
plant chewed as a stimulant
Wollo bush cricket
military regime, 1974–91
army worm
to be able to speak English is perceived as a
status symbol and a source of pride
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic
Front, in power since 1991 (elections held in
1995, following a transitional period)
grasshopper
white cotton cloak
game, similar to hockey, played at Christmas
Sasakawa-Global 2000:  national farmer extension
programme funded by Japan
traditional military titles of respect; those who
led armies
henna, used to decorate parts of the body (by
implication a frivolous purchase)
Emperor of Ethiopia, 1928–35 and 1941–74
title used by a Muslim who has made a
pilgrimage to Mecca
(literally, person passed around), an elderly or
disabled person whom the local community
supports through a system of shared responsibility
thin pancake of fermented teff
traditional rotating credit and savings association
smallest unit of local administration
Islamic sacred book

Every attempt has been made to gloss all the terms in the
testimonies but finding the meaning for all words has not always
proved possible. Some of the words below are Amharic; others are
local to the Wollo area.
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