Paideuma 27, 1981
FROM THE MARKETS OF DAMOT TO THAT OF BARARA
A Note on Slavery in Medieval Ethiopia
GETATCHEW HAILE
I Introduction

The miracle edited here was composed when slaves were considered the personal property
of the persons who purchased them. Abund Takld Haymanot is also reported to have miracu-
lously recovered a wealthy man’s slaves who had attempted to flee for their freedom.! The
Church has never played a major role in suppressing slave trade in Ethipia. The Apostolic
and pseudo-Apostolic writings, which are authoritative for the Church of Ethiopia, include
several references on the duty of slaves/servants (agbart) to obey their masters.?

The text that is edited here suggests the existence of a trade route from a certain point in
Damot to the market place in Barara, which was held on Thursdays. In rural Ethiopia,
commercial transactions in movable properties take place, even today, at a particular place
on a particular day of the week. Such markets are named by the day of the week on which
they are held. Accordingly, the market in Birara would be called [Y4-] Hamus gibdya. The
trade route continued, of course, to Zeila probably through Tobia or Toppaya or Ifat.

Birara has not yet been satisfactorily identified,> even though it is mentioned in several
placesin the literature. But it must have been the city where the residence of the metropolitan,
al-Qallayah al-Matrabulidasiyya, was located during the reign of Dawit (1382—1413).* One
of the Gaz source calls it, in fact, Mikand Pappas.® It’s Cathedral was destroyed by the
forces of Gran in the sixteenth century.® In the fifteenth century ,which was apparently the
time when this miracle was composed, Damot, which probably lay, “south of Barara,” was
famed to be a country rich in gold.” This miracle may be the first internal evidence that it
was equally the place, or at least one of the places, where slaves could be bought at a very
low price. Reporting about the merchants, Alvarez states that *“‘entering into Damute they
get a good slave for three or four stones (of amole salt.)’® This miracle may also have some-
thing to contribute on the ethnology of Damot and its neighbourhood. Usually peoples with
darker complexion and negroid features were targets of slavery.

The text is reproduced from EMML (= Ethiopian Manuscript Microfilm Library, Addis
Ababa/ Collegeville, Minnesota) 2275, ff. 208r—210r.° The manuscript was copied during
the reign of Ase Lobnd Dangal (1508—1540) and Metropolitan Marsqos (died 1535). The
prayer for Iskendor, at least in one place, (f. 166v), indicates that it was copied from a
manuscript copied or compiled during his reign (1478—-1494). The manuscript was origi-
nally copied for a certain Téinso’a Krastos, who calls himself diyagon, “deacon.” His name

Budge 1906: 304-306

Platt 1834: 130;s. a. Ephesians 6,5 ; Fotha Nagdst, Chapter [angds] 31, Guidi 1897: 195-197
Crawford 1958: 84—86

Schneider 1970: 79—-80

Macomber 1975: 7; EMML 4, f. 65v; Getatchew Haile 1979: 600 (line 38)

Shihab ad-Din 1974: 151-153

Alvarez 1881: 349; Crawford 1958:. 78

Alvarez 1881: 99

Getatchew Haile and Macomber forthcoming: description of EMML 2275

VOB W



174 Getatchew Haile

has, however, been erased in most places and substituted by that of Habtid lyydsus in a
nineteenth century hand. It is given here in brackets. With the exception of the paragraphing
and the punctuation, which are mine, the text is reproduced as it appears in the film.

III. Translation

(f. 208r) 136. A miracle of Mary. May her intercession be with her beloved [Habti lyyisus]
forever. Amen.

Listen to a miracle of Mary. There was a merchant in the land of the Agcazi (= Ethipia)
who feared God and who greatly loved Our Lady, the holy twofold Virgin, the Ark of the
Holy Spirit, Mary, Mariham. One day he purchased a slave from the market of Damot for
a little money and went off to make a profit in the market of Birara, on a Thursday. But the
slave escaped from his master in the midst of the market and went off with another man on
a long journey. When his master missed him, he toured the markets once, twice and a third
time in search of his slave but he could not find any trace of him wherever he went.

Now, when this good man lost his slave, he bought a small amount of incense and three
candles and hurried to a church which was built in the name of Our Lady Mary saying thus
(to himself): “The power of My Lady Mary’s assistance is better for me than the assistance
of men.” While the man was walking in the street carrying the incense and the candles, he
met Our Lady Mary in the likeness of a noble lady (f. 208v) with two handsome young men
standing on her right and left sides. She addressed him saying, “O man, where are you going?
From where did you set out to arrive here?”” He spoke to her and informed her of all the
grief and sorrow that had befallen him in connection with the loss of his slave in the market
of Birara. She further addressed him saying, “So where are you going now to find your slave
that escaped from you?” He answered her saying, “I am going to that church which is built
in the name of Our Lady Mary with incense and candles to see the power of Qur Lady Mary’s
assistance.” Our Lady responded saying to him, “Show me the incense and the candles that
you have brought.” He showed her the three candles and the small amount of incense. Tak-
ing the candles and the incense in her hands, she said to him, “What is this bit of incense and
(these) candles? Are you hoping for the assistance of Mary for the sake of thislittle offering?”
He said to her, “If Our Lady Mary helps me in view of this little offering, I shall please her
very much and serve her until (f. 209r) I depart from this world.” Having said this, he took
the offering from the hands of Our Lady. She went ahead of him to the church with the
two young men. Then she disappeared from him.

Following behind her, the man entered the church holding the incense and the three can-
dles. He gave them to the priest saying, “With this incense and (these) candles intercede for
me with the Virgin Mary, My Lady, about my slave who escaped from me in the market. If
she shows in my regard her miraculous power by finding my slave, I shall celebrate her
commemoration till the day of my death.” After he had told this matter to the priest, he,
too, started praying and supplicating Our Laday Mary with fervent intension, that she might
show him the power of her assistance by finding his slave that had escaped.

When he had finished his prayer and come out of the church, he found his slave that had
escaped standing outside the door of the church. He questioned him saying, “Where have
you been since you escaped from me? And who took you and brought you here?”” (f. 209v).
The slave spoke to his master and sald, “After I escaped from you there came to me where
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I was living in a distant land, in the house of another man, a noble lady, who was with two
young men, and she said to me, ‘Rise up quickly and go to your master, for, behold, he is
praying and supplication in my church. Having said this, she disappeared from me. As for
me, her order brought me here although I did not know my way, and behold, (here I am) as
you see me, my master’.”

When the master of the slave saw the power of the assistance and the greatness of the
miracle of Our Lady, the holy twofold Virgin, the Ark of the Holy Spirit, Mary, who is
Mariham in Hebrew, he donated the slave to be a servant in that church, which was built in
the name of Mary, in cutting wood and fetching water for needs of the altar until the day
of his death. And the master of he slave lived on celebrating the commemoration of Our
Lady Mary, and so pleased God and departed from this (f. 210r) passing world and entered
into the Kingdom of Heaven by the intercession of Our Lady Mary. May her prayer and
blessing be with her beloved [Habti lydsus] forever and ever. Amen, amen and amen.

O my Lady Mary who is Mariham in Hebrew, the citrus rod of Aaron, the High Priest,

and the horn of ointment of Samuel, the Prophet,

as you appeared by your goodness to that slave and his master,

so that they saw the light of your face and so that they heard your voice,

appear to me as (you did) to them and speak to me every day and every hour.

And bring it about that I be an invited (guest) with your elect when they enter the
wedding feast of your Son

to be bestowed upon and receive the reward of treasure for their praise,

I your servant Tinsa’a Krastos who trust fully in you,

forever and ever. Amen and amen.

O My Lady Mary the Mother of Sabaoth, Ribbuni,

as you appeared openly to the man who trusted in your help,

answer me too, [Habti lyyasus] your devoted one, when I invoke you,

and receive me, and be available to me openly. Amen.
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