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Introduction
Eritrea, a nation situated on the Red Sea in the Horn of Africa, carries a history as
layered and compelling as its varied landscapes. From its rugged highlands to the
vivid shores of the Dahlak Archipelago, Eritrea’s story unfolds across millennia, shaped
by ancient migrations, empires, and its people’s enduring quest for self-determination.
Forged at the crossroads of Africa and the wider world, this land has been both a
bridge and a battleground—an arena where cultures, religions, and powers from
across continents have converged.

The purpose of this book is to explore Eritrea’s historical journey in all its complexity.
It is a tale that begins with the earliest human settlements, whose remnants in the
Barka Valley and Buya region place Eritrea among the cradles of humanity. The
ancient societies that flourished here, such as the Gash Group and Ona cultures,
pioneered social organization, agriculture, and trade, setting the stage for the rise of
powerful kingdoms. The region’s links with the Land of Punt and its inclusion in the
thriving Kingdom of Aksum connected Eritrea to the ancient global world, fostering
exchanges in trade, language, and spiritual beliefs.

Yet, Eritrea’s history is not merely one of ancient glory. The region witnessed the ebb
and flow of empires and invasions—the dominance of Aksum fading into the
turbulence of post-classical times, the shifting influences of Zagwe and Solomonid
Ethiopia, and the spread of new religions: first Christianity, then Islam. Over centuries,
Eritrea became a contested frontier, coveted for its access to the sea and its
commercial potential. Ottoman Turks, Egyptian Khedives, and finally European
imperialists each vied to possess it, determining its fate through treaties and
conquest.

Italian colonization, beginning in the late 19th century, transformed Eritrea’s cities and
economy but also sowed new conflicts. The colonial era left an indelible mark: a legacy
of modern infrastructure and urban design, harsh racial hierarchies, and a new
national identity forged in adversity. The defeat of Italian forces during World War II
ushered in an uncertain period of British administration, as world powers debated
Eritrea’s political future—culminating in a controversial federation with Ethiopia.

The subsequent decades were marked by a relentless struggle for independence. The
dissolution of Eritrean autonomy and annexation by Ethiopia sparked a thirty-year
armed resistance, during which the Eritrean people endured immense suffering and
loss. Driven by a desire for self-rule, movements like the Eritrean Liberation Front
(ELF) and later the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) pursued a costly but
ultimately successful campaign, resulting in the nation’s independence in 1993.
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Post-independence Eritrea has faced both hope and hardship: reconstructing from war,
managing border disputes, and grappling with international isolation and domestic
governance challenges. Its history continues to unfold—a testament to resilience,
unity amid diversity, and the ongoing process of nation-building. In telling Eritrea’s
history, this book seeks to document not only the chronology of events but also the
living heritage of its peoples, offering readers insight into a country whose past is as
influential as its future is promising.
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CHAPTER ONE: Prehistoric Beginnings: Early Human
Settlement in Eritrea
The story of Eritrea stretches back not just centuries, but across the vast expanse of
geological time, anchoring its land firmly within the narrative of human evolution
itself. Long before the rise of ancient kingdoms or the arrival of seafaring traders, the
terrain that would one day bear the name Eritrea was a stage upon which some of the
earliest acts of the human drama unfolded. Its rugged highlands, fertile valleys, and
sun-baked coastal plains bear silent witness to a history written in stone, bone, and
sediment.

Indeed, evidence suggests that the area was inhabited by early hominids as far back
as a million years ago. In the sun-scorched terrain of the Buya region, palaeontologists
have unearthed remains that provide tantalizing clues about our distant ancestors who
roamed this part of the Horn of Africa. These ancient fragments are more than mere
fossils; they are whispers from a time almost unimaginable to us today, connecting
modern Eritrea to the very roots of the human family tree.

Imagine a world vastly different from the one we know: landscapes shaped by
millennia of climate change, where vast grasslands might have bordered ancient
lakes, and mighty rivers carved paths through valleys. It was in such an environment
that these early hominids lived, simple hunter-gatherers navigating a challenging but
potentially resource-rich world. Their lives were a constant negotiation with nature,
dependent on the availability of water, edible plants, and migrating animal herds.

While the Buya finds offer a glimpse into the deep past, other archaeological evidence
points to a continuous, if sparsely documented, human presence over subsequent
epochs. The tools left behind by early inhabitants are crucial clues. Scattered across
the landscape, particularly in river valleys like the Barka, these stone artifacts speak
volumes about the ingenuity and survival strategies of people living thousands upon
thousands of years ago.

The discovery of tools in the Barka Valley, some dating back to around 8000 BC,
provides a more concrete picture of life in what we might consider late prehistory.
These were not the most ancient tools, but rather refined implements crafted from
stone – flakes, points, scrapers – designed for specific tasks like butchering animals,
processing hides, or working wood. Their presence indicates communities of Homo
sapiens who had developed sophisticated skills adapted to their environment.

Life for these inhabitants around 8000 BC was likely nomadic or semi-nomadic. They

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

would have followed the seasonal availability of resources, moving between different
ecological zones to hunt game, gather wild plants, and access water sources. The
Barka Valley, with its potential for riverine resources and surrounding varied
landscapes, would have been an attractive area for such groups, offering a diversity of
food sources throughout the year.

These early Eritreans possessed an intimate knowledge of their surroundings. They
understood the habits of animals, the properties of plants, and the rhythms of the
seasons. Their technology, though simple by modern standards, was perfectly suited
to their needs, allowing them to thrive, or at least survive, in a challenging
environment without agriculture or permanent settlements as we understand them
today.

Beyond the internal life of these communities, the geographic position of Eritrea also
played a pivotal role in the grander story of human migration. The Horn of Africa,
jutting into the Red Sea, lies just across a narrow strait from the Arabian Peninsula.
This point, known today as Bab al-Mandab or the "Gate of Grief," is widely believed to
have been a crucial corridor for the dispersal of anatomically modern humans out of
Africa.

For tens of thousands of years, perhaps starting over 100,000 years ago during
periods of lower sea levels that may have made crossing easier, waves of early Homo
sapiens are thought to have moved from the African continent into the Middle East
and beyond, eventually populating the entire globe. Eritrea's Red Sea coast formed
part of this vital migration route, a gateway through which humanity spread its
footprint across the world.

The people who traversed this route were likely skilled coastal foragers, following the
bounty of the sea and rivers, equipped with the knowledge and tools necessary for
exploiting marine resources. While direct archaeological evidence along the
immediate Eritrean coast from the earliest migration waves is still being explored, the
region's position makes it a highly probable thoroughfare in this epic journey.

Thus, the land of Eritrea is not merely a recipient of later historical influences; it is a
place with deep ancestral ties to the very beginning of human dispersal. The early
hunter-gatherer groups who inhabited the Barka Valley around 8000 BC were
descendants of these earlier migrants, having adapted and settled into the specific
ecological niches the region offered over countless generations.

Their existence predates recorded history by thousands of years. We know them only
through the durable remnants they left behind: the stone tools dropped near ancient
campsites, the butchered bones of animals they hunted, perhaps faint traces of
hearths where they gathered for warmth and community. Each find is a small piece of
a vast, largely unknown mosaic.
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The environment they lived in would have been dynamic. Over the millennia, this
region experienced significant shifts in climate, transitioning between wetter and drier
periods. Such changes would have profoundly impacted vegetation, animal
populations, and water availability, forcing human inhabitants to adapt their strategies
for survival, constantly learning and evolving.

These adaptations likely included developing sophisticated hunting techniques,
mastering the properties of various plants for food and medicine, and understanding
the subtle signs of the environment. Their survival depended on collective knowledge
passed down through generations, a rich oral tradition that is now lost to us except for
the material traces it indirectly reveals.

The period around 8000 BC falls within what archaeologists call the Mesolithic or
Middle Stone Age in some regional contexts, or sometimes late Paleolithic depending
on specific tool technologies. It represents a phase where humans were increasingly
skilled foragers, perhaps beginning to exploit a broader range of resources than their
deep Paleolithic ancestors.

The toolkit from Barka Valley suggests people capable of fine work, perhaps crafting
more complex tools using bone or wood which have long since disintegrated. These
tools were not just for subsistence; they represent a growing cognitive complexity and
an ability to plan and execute multi-step tasks.

While we lack specific details about their social structures, these were undoubtedly
communal societies. Group cooperation would have been essential for effective
hunting of larger animals, defense against predators, and the sharing of knowledge
and resources. Their world was one of close-knit bands navigating the challenges of
the wild.

The presence of human activity around 8000 BC also implies a sustained occupation of
the landscape rather than just fleeting passage. These groups had a connection to this
particular territory, understanding its rhythms and resources, relying on its bounty for
their survival across the seasons and years.

The vast stretch of time between the million-year-old hominids and the 8000 BC tool
users covers hundreds of thousands of years of evolution and adaptation. It is a period
where modern humans emerged and refined their abilities, spreading across
continents and learning to live in diverse environments, including the varied terrain of
the Horn of Africa.

The rugged geography of Eritrea, with its juxtaposition of highlands, escarpment, and
lowlands leading to the coast, offered a mosaic of environments. Early inhabitants
would have learned to exploit the different resources available in each zone,

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

potentially moving between them seasonally or maintaining distinct groups adapted to
specific areas.

The highlands offered different opportunities and challenges compared to the lower,
hotter coastal regions or the drier western lowlands. This environmental diversity
likely fostered a degree of regional variation in lifestyles and subsistence strategies
among prehistoric groups inhabiting the area.

These prehistoric inhabitants were the first custodians of the land that would become
Eritrea. They carved no inscriptions, built no lasting monuments we can easily
recognize, but their presence shaped the ecological landscape in subtle ways and laid
the groundwork for the human story that would continue to unfold there.

Their legacy is found in the tools they left scattered, the faint impressions of their
campsites, and in the deeper currents of human migration and adaptation that flowed
through this vital region. They were the pioneers, navigating a raw and untamed
world, etching the initial lines of human history onto the Eritrean earth.

The transition from these early hunter-gatherer lifestyles to more complex societies
would be gradual, spanning millennia. It involved shifts towards sedentary life, the
development of agriculture, and the eventual formation of organized communities and
states. But the deep prehistoric roots, evidenced by finds in Buya and Barka Valley,
are the essential opening chapter to Eritrea's long and layered history.

Understanding this deep past reminds us that the land itself has been a cradle of
humanity, a place where early hominids walked and where modern humans took
crucial steps on their journey across the planet. Eritrea's history did not begin with
kingdoms or colonies, but in the activities of scattered bands of people learning to
survive and thrive in an ancient, wild world.

The stone tools found in the Barka Valley are tangible links to these distant ancestors.
Holding one, one might imagine the hands that shaped it thousands of years ago, the
purpose it served in their daily struggle for existence, and the continuity of human
effort it represents across vast stretches of time.

While much about their lives remains shrouded in the mists of prehistory, the evidence
confirms that the Eritrean landscape has been a stage for human activity for an
immense duration. The challenges and opportunities presented by the environment
shaped these early communities, influencing their movements, technologies, and
social structures.

The early prehistoric inhabitants were not just surviving; they were also learning,
innovating, and laying the foundation for all subsequent human developments in the
region. Their cumulative knowledge of the land, its resources, and its dangers paved
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the way for later generations to transition towards more complex forms of social
organization.

The story of these early people is one of resilience and adaptation. They faced ice
ages and warmer spells, shifting rainfall patterns, and the constant unpredictability of
the natural world, yet they persisted, their lineage continuing in the populations that
would later inhabit these lands.

Their pathways across the landscape, following game trails or seasonal plant
availability, crisscrossed the terrain that would later be divided by modern borders.
They were connected not by political boundaries, which did not exist, but by kinship
ties, shared languages (now lost), and a common struggle for survival.

The prehistoric era in Eritrea, spanning from the earliest hominid presence to the cusp
of settled agricultural societies, is a testament to the enduring human capacity to
inhabit and adapt to diverse environments. It is a period defined by slow, incremental
change, driven by the fundamental needs for food, shelter, and reproduction.

The tools from Barka Valley, for example, represent not just technology but a deep
understanding of materials – how to select the right stone, how to strike it with
precision to achieve the desired shape, and how to use it effectively. This knowledge
was not innate but learned and transmitted across generations.

The coastal areas, crucial for global migration, would have supported different
lifestyles. Shell middens (piles of discarded shells) or remnants of ancient fishing tools,
if discovered, could provide further insights into the lives of these coastal dwellers who
were among the first explorers of the world beyond Africa.

While the archaeological record for Eritrea's deepest past is still developing, the finds
made so far underline the country's significance in the human story. It is part of the
ancient crucible from which humanity emerged and spread.

The vastness of the prehistoric period also dwarfs the entirety of recorded history. For
hundreds of thousands of years, humans lived in this land without writing, without
cities, without the markers we typically associate with civilization. Their history is told
through the sparse remnants they left behind.

The environmental conditions of the Red Sea region during various prehistoric periods,
particularly fluctuating sea levels and changes in aridity, would have directly impacted
the feasibility of migration across the Bab al-Mandab and the habitability of the
surrounding lands, including Eritrea.

These early inhabitants were the first to navigate the unique challenges and
opportunities of the Eritrean landscape, setting precedents for resource use and
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movement that might, in subtle ways, have influenced subsequent patterns of
settlement and interaction.

The sheer passage of time in the prehistoric era is difficult for us to grasp. Consider
that the tools from 8000 BC are themselves older than the Great Pyramids of Egypt by
more than 5,000 years. The million-year-old hominid remains precede the emergence
of modern Homo sapiens by an equally staggering amount of time.

This deep history is the silent backdrop to all that follows. The ancient landscapes
walked by early hominids and hunter-gatherers are the same landscapes that would
later host powerful kingdoms, colonial cities, and the struggle for independence. The
past is not just a sequence of events, but layers built upon one another.

The study of Eritrea's prehistory is an ongoing endeavor, with each new archaeological
discovery adding another piece to the puzzle. It requires collaboration between
archaeologists, anthropologists, geologists, and climate scientists to reconstruct the
world these early people inhabited.

Ultimately, the prehistoric beginnings of Eritrea are a story of adaptation, movement,
and the fundamental human drive to survive and explore. It is a story etched into the
very fabric of the land, a foundational chapter that underpins the rich and complex
history that would unfold over the subsequent millennia.
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