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Introduction

Eritrea is a land both ancient and contemporary, nuanced by centuries-old traditions
and enduring legacies of underpinning conflict and tenacity. Poised on the strategic
shores of the Red Sea, in the very heart of Africa's Horn, Eritrea's geographical
location forged it from earliest prehistory as a longstanding crossroads for cultures,
traders, conquerors, and ordinary families against vibrant and sometimes harsh
backdrops. This book, 'Eritrea: Portrait of a Country,' is a nuanced literary exploration
for anyone seeking not simply cursory data, but a multidimensional understanding of
this often-misunderstood nation. From formidable scenery to complex history and
intense human experience, it probes deep beyond headlines into what genuinely
shapes—and shakes—Eritrea.

Known officially as the State of Eritrea only since 1993, Eritrea's regions were once
called the Land of Punt, traversed by ancient trade routes documented long before
borders conceived in modern minds. Layers of memory are embedded in highland
volcanic peaks, arid desert plains, rocky gulfs ripe for salt and silverfish. Throughout
classical, medieval, and colonial epochs, flourishes and fractures struck the country's
cultural composition, blending African, Mediterranean, and Arab impulses to craft
identities truly unique to this territory.

Eritrea’s riveting past interjects modern realities: cycles of foreign domination fostered
channels for distinctive national spirit yet laid deep scars. Legacies of Italian colonial
razzias echo in banded art deco fa ades of Asmara. Resistant warfare against
successive foreign powers rose normal youths into grizzled champions—each
formative episode currently reverberating through lived public memoryism, language
choices, and everyday interaction. In folders rarely enumerated in analytics realm,
heartbeats shape continuing social conflicts that, while fostering bold endurance, also
weigh heavy with insequre guarantees on every facet of modern development.

Present-day Eritrea persists under rule more persistent than free—a paradoxical
legacy built by guerrilla survival and codified into old-new institutions. Lifelong political
dominion established to ensure stability also undermines decades' worth of newborn
liberties and suffocates agency; policies combine sheltering nostalgia for sovereignty
with unflinching and sometimes embattled attempts at border security, nationalism,
and suspicions toward foreign models. Creative hopes survive, playing out through
divergent, idiosyncratic faiths, tongues, and ileaf-to-hoof rhythms within communities
that navigate multiple coded, entwined immigrations as pathways forward.

Yet for travelers open to complicated beauty—material, spiritual, artistic—Colvalho
houses remains unexpected array: cities see nightly falcon soar struggled terra cotta
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airs, coup heatshims dam forest plateaus greeting ocean of silence and lich stretching
wilting fiery pearls inland. Villages keep faith alive via Jays slicing courtyards at
hullabole symra. Fresh bucolic exp logic stretches Arabian seams through highland
ecclesia unions—a testimony unwavering inspite blows barged as it's cased cycles
splen and grace recovered grit.

At every level, Eritrea is animated in paradox. It is ancient pyramid toppled daily by
adversarial winds, yet sandstone standing silent vigil to dazon poetic hopes
undimmed. Its roots go deep enough to salad along macro-continent funks—beckon
expedition each chapter embarks. The exploration responsibility—oft overlooked—that
Eritrea gifts our expanding ideas on liberation, collision, survival, exclusion,
perseverance, and intra/interlaced kinship: this how one small slice crisscross Atana
seasons-yearne dreadlight reengles moment operate larger Africa-watch domain
dawn. In presenting this rigorous portrait, this book attempts to connect fact and
narrative, geography and quotididan body—a bridge att iced reality manytrium,
inviting the world into deeper listening.
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CHAPTER ONE: In the Land of Eritrea: Place and
People

Eritrea, officially known as the State of Eritrea, nestles comfortably in the Horn of
Africa, an eastern protrusion of the continent that juts into the Arabian Sea. This
strategic perch on the Red Sea has shaped much of its identity, drawing in a rich
tapestry of cultures and influencing its destiny through centuries of trade and
occasional conflict. With an approximate area of 117,600 square kilometers (45,406 sq
mi), it's a nation that packs a remarkable diversity of landscapes and peoples into a
relatively compact space. This includes not only the mainland but also the scattered
gems of the Dahlak Archipelago and several of the Hanish Islands, tiny dots in the
shimmering Red Sea.

One could say Eritrea's geography is like a layered cake, each stratum offering a
distinct flavor. A dominant feature is the central highland plateau, a formidable spine
running through the country. This isn't just any plateau; it's the northern extension of
the Ethiopian Plateau, boasting elevations that range from a respectable 1,800 meters
(6,000 ft) to an impressive 3,000 meters (10,000 ft) above sea level. The undisputed
rooftop of Eritrea is Emba Soira, piercing the sky at 3,018 meters (9,902 ft). Imagine
standing atop this peak, gazing out at a panorama that sweeps from rugged
mountains to distant plains.

To the east, this imposing plateau takes a dramatic plunge, giving way to a coastal
plain that hugs the Red Sea. The width of this plain isn't uniform; it narrows in some
areas and then expands considerably to the south, where it embraces the famed
Danakil Plain. This isn't a place for the faint of heart. The Danakil is a barren, almost
otherworldly region, home to the Kobar Sink, which plunges to more than 90 meters
(300 ft) below sea level, making it one of the lowest points on the planet. Imagine a
place where the air shimmers with heat and the earth itself seems to breathe with
volcanic activity. Eritrea’s extensive coastline, a vital artery for millennia, stretches for
roughly 1,000 kilometers (600 miles) along the Red Sea, a historical gateway for goods
and ideas. Beyond these dramatic eastern drops, the country also encompasses
western lowlands and around 350 islands, each contributing to the nation's diverse
geographical persona.

Eritrea’s climate is as varied as its topography, a direct consequence of its diverse
elevations and its tropical positioning. It's often broadly categorized into three zones:
temperate, subtropical, and tropical. The highlands, as one might expect from their
altitude, enjoy a rather pleasant, temperate climate throughout the year. Asmara, the
capital city, perched at approximately 2,300 meters (7,500 ft) above sea level, is a
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prime example, experiencing agreeable weather with maximum temperatures
generally hovering around 26°C (80°F). One can experience crisp nights in the
highlands, with temperatures occasionally nearing freezing in the winter months of
December to February.

Meanwhile, most of the lowland areas contend with arid or semi-arid conditions. The
distribution of rainfall across the country is also quite varied, following a somewhat
predictable pattern. The "short rains" bless the land from February to April, offering a
brief respite. The more substantial "main rainy season" arrives later in the year,
typically from late June to mid-September, nourishing the parched earth and turning
landscapes green, at least for a while. However, even within these patterns, local
variability in rainfall can occur, leading to challenges like soil erosion and drought. The
coastal plains, for instance, experience their rainy season during the winter months,
although rainfall remains scarce. In places like the Danakil region, rainfall is practically
non-existent, and temperatures can soar to a blistering 50°C (122°F) in the shade,
particularly during the hot season from June to August. It's a land where one can truly
experience "three seasons in two hours," transitioning from the cool highlands to the
scorching desert and then to the Red Sea's refreshing breezes.

Stepping into the vibrant tapestry of Eritrea’s population reveals a nation rich in ethnic
diversity, with nine officially recognized ethnic groups. This mosaic of cultures
contributes significantly to the unique character of the country. The Tigrinya people
form the largest ethnic group, comprising approximately 50-55% of the total
population. They primarily inhabit the central highlands. Following them in numbers
are the Tigre people, who constitute about 30-31.4% of the population and are found
predominantly in the northern part of the Eritrean plateau, as well as the eastern and
western lowlands.

Beyond these two dominant groups, Eritrea is home to a fascinating array of other
Afroasiatic-speaking communities, belonging to the Cushitic branch. These include the
Saho, who are primarily pastoralists found in the coastal strip south of Massawa and
on the eastern flanks of the plateau. The Hedareb, Afar, and Bilen also contribute to
this linguistic and cultural diversity. The Afar, known also as the Danakil, are nomadic
people who inhabit the southern part of the coastal region, a challenging environment.
The Rashaida are another group of Arabic-speaking nomads, traversing the northern
hills.

Adding further layers to Eritrea's cultural landscape are smaller ethnic minorities such
as the Kunama and Nara, who speak Nilo-Saharan languages and reside in the western
parts of the country. Each of these groups maintains its own distinct language and
cultural traditions, contributing to the nation's rich heritage. While there is no single
official language, Tigrinya and Arabic are the most frequently used for commercial and
official transactions. English is also widely spoken, particularly as it serves as the
medium for secondary and university education. Interestingly, Italian, a remnant of the
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colonial era, is still occasionally used.

Eritrea's population is relatively young, with a significant proportion, about two-fifths,
being under the age of 15. As of mid-2025, the estimated population hovers around
3.6 million. Life expectancy in Eritrea is in the mid-60s. The demographic makeup
reflects the country’s diverse past and present, with various groups often maintaining
their unique customs and traditions while coexisting within the broader national
identity. This interplay of diverse peoples, each with their own history and way of life,
forms the very heart of Eritrea's vibrant human landscape.
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