
1 
 

Cycles, History, the Horn of Africa  
 

From riches to rags, of Castles and Ships 
 
 

 

1 Introduction: Corsi e Ricorsi 
 
DƛƻǾŀƴ .ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ ±ƛŎƻΣ ŀƴ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ƛƴ мтпл /9 ǘƘŀǘ ά9ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƪƴƻǿǎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ƻŦ ŘŜŀǊǘƘ 

and surplus, might and demise, theȅ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇŜŀǘ ƛƴ ƭƻƴƎ ŎȅŎƭŜǎέΣ corsi e ricorsi, as he put it. Biblical 

seven years of slim and of fat cows aside, this is a first recognition of historic economic cycles1. 

 
We identify at least three ages of splendor in the history of Ethiopia and of the Horn of Africa. All 

three are tied to periods of international trade and internal development. The first is when Kemet, 

ancient Egypt, whose elites and residents recognized the Horn as the land of origin, and of the Gods, 

¢ŀ bŜǘΩƧŜǊ ƻǊ tΩ²ǳƴǘΣ ǘǊŀŘŜŘ ǊŜƭatively frequently with it, since at least 4500 BCE. 
 
wƻŘƻƭŦƻ CŀǘǘƻǾƛŎƘ ŀƴŘ YŀǘŜ .ŀǊŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎƳƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜ tΩǿǳƴǘ ǎƘƛǇǎ ƛƴ ŎŀǾŜǊƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ 

ƴƻǊǘƘ wŜŘ {Ŝŀ ǇƻǊǘΣ {ΩǿΩǿΩ ƻǊ {ŀǿŀǎƛǎΦ ! ǘǊŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŀōƻǳǘ мпл ƪƛƭƻƳŜǘǊŜǎ ƻŦ ŘǊƻƳŜŘŀǊȅ ǘǊŀŎƪ ǘƘŜƴ ǳƴƛǘŜŘ 

ǘƘŜ LƴŘƛŀƴ hŎŜŀƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛǘŜǊǊŀƴŜŀƴΣ Ǿƛŀ ƴƻ tƘŀǊŀƻƘǎΩ ŎŀƴŀƭΣ ŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ƛǊǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ 

Nile, desert tracks and the Red Sea. The ships needed to be reassembled to take sail South to the Horn. 

LŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ tΩWunt and the ships were not enough, as found in Pharaoness 

IŀǘǎƘŜǇǎǳǘΩǎ ƳŀǳǎƻƭŜǳƳΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŜƳƴŀƴǘ ōŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳȅǊǊƘ ǘǊŜŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎ ǊŜƭƛŜŦǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǊǎ 

of one of two embalmed monkeys, studied via the kind of oxygen isotopes they had breathed, indicate 

clearly their origin in Eritrea or the Northern Ethiopia of today2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
! ǊŜǇƭƛŎŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tΩǿǳƴǘ ŘƛǎƳƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜ ǎƘƛǇǎΣ ǘƘŜ aƛƴ Řǳ 5ŜǎŜǊǘ ǎƻƻƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǘǘƻǾƛŎƘκ.ŀǊŘ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅ 
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A fine alabaster box found in the same caves ŀǎ CŀǘǘƻǾƛŎƘΩǎ ŘƛǎƳƻǳƴǘŜŘ ǎƘƛǇǎΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŎƛǘŜǎ ά¢ƘŜ 
aŀǊǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘ ƻŦ tΩ²ǳƴǘέΦ tƻǘ ǎƘŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎǘŜƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƭŀƴŘΦ 
 
!ǎ {ŀŘŀ aƛǊŜΣ {ƻƳŀƭƛŀΩǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛǎǘΣ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŀǘ ŀ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǎȅƳǇƻǎƛǳƳ ƻƴ tΩǿǳƴǘ ǘǊŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ 

Africaƴ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ LǘŀƭȅΣ IŀǘǎƘŜǇǎǳǘΩǎ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǾƻȅŀƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ {ƻƳŀƭƛŀ Ŏƻŀǎǘ 

may have been the destination of a number of significant Pharaonic expeditions, the recorded tip of an 

iceberg of sea trade. After all, the Ugandan tin that was found in Germany in 2002 investigations, again 

from isotopic types, has transited necessarily on these shores, to be later traded by the Canaanites and 

the Phoenicians3. 

 

Long lasting conflicts and troubled centuries along the Nile and in the Mediterranean appear to have cut 

ƻǊ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛŜǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ{Ŝŀ tŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ мнлл ./9Σ ŀǎ ƴƻ ƎǊŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ 

recorded since those of Hatshepsut. They were certainly fully resumed by the first century of our era, 

when a travelogue describes the Eritrean and Somali ports of Adulis, Avalites and Malao (Massawa, 

Assab and Berbera today), with details on the traded goods and the local political systems. These include 

exports of turtle shell, ivory, gold, medicine, and the description of Zoscales, either the Axumite 

Emperor or his local allied king, in ca 65 CE. The diary is known as the Periplus of the Eritrean Sea4. 

 

The age of Axum was certainly an apex of wealth and recovered dominance of sea trade. Axum acted as 

the sea intermediary between Rome, India and China in the age of Byzantium until ca. 650 CE. Axumite 

coins, gold and silver as well as bronze, were found all over the Indian Ocean routes, including good but 

lower grade gold fakes from Mangalore, India. 
 
In fact the biggest gold Axumite standard find was in Yemen. Similarly, a 106 gold Kusana coins hoard 

was resting in a pot under a cave in Debre Damo, a sacred monastery where, possibly one of the many 

noted Beshi or Sidi, Ethiopian mercenaries and traders may have donated it in the third or fourth 

Century. That was just before the period when admired Axumite ships, described as a large fleet by 

Cosmas, a Greek speaking Egyptian trader transported three armies repeatedly over the Red Sea to 

Arabia, to wage war to Yemen and Arabian sires, defending both Christian residents from the Horn and 

the ports Axum was controlling along both sides of the Red Sea, Yemen and the Somali Coast5. 

 

!ǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ tΩ²ǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ IƻǊƴΣ ŀƴŘ !ȄǳƳ ƪƴŜǿ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŘƻǿƴΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ Ŧǳƭƭ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ƭƻƴƎ 

Rome/Parthian war ended in a total Parthian victory, with the victors taking control of all Axumite ports, 

and possibly, making routes inside Ethiopia, as some deductions on the find of Chinese coins in a gold 

trade and mining post in Ethiopia and local genomics may indicate, in the Harla site near Dire Dawa. 

 

!ȄǳƳΩǎ ǎŜŀŦŀǊƛƴƎ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƭƻǎǘΣ ƴƻǊ ǿŀǎ !ȄǳƳ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŘŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ YƛƭǿŀΣ ǘƘŜ 

capital of the powerful and long lasting Swahili coastal sultanate, Amir Al Shirazi was the son of an 

Abyssinian woman spoke Amharic fluently and had Ethiopian favorites. Swahili fleets, somehow capable 

to spread around 1150 CE coins as far as Australia, are the likely inheritors of Axumite seafaring might6. 
 

In those years, Ethiopian emperors seemed more concerned with internal issues and spiritual deeds. 
 
They built an entire administrative and religious town in the Waag, Lasta Mountains, in Lalibela. 

 

Defined as a prayer in stone, a marvel of twelve Churches and administrative buildings hewn and 

chiseled out of the rock bed, it was nevertheless the fief of international traders, that used and 

controlled the now Somali port of Zeyla. 
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Coins and shards across the Ocean, chart prepared by author 

 

The brief Lalibela, or Zagwe dynasty was followed in Ethiopia by the Solomonic restoration, from 1280. 

The Emperors that looked for their origins in Israel, Solomon and the Mediterranean, and Red Sea trade 

soon turned their interests and fleets to the Indian Ocean in grand style. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Lalibela, Bet M. Alem, 1937 design by architect Barriviera; 
 

Ian McIntosh, IUPUI, shows where in Australia coeval Kilwa coins were found 
 

2 Socotra, the Incredible 
 

нΦм IƻǉΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜŘ ƻŎŜŀƴ ŦŀǊŜǊǎΩ ǎŀƴŎǘǳŀǊȅ 

 

An acquaintance, Peter de Geest, speleologist, entered the Hoq cave in Eastern Socotra in 2000. We 

ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘΣ ŀǎ L ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƻǊ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 9ǘƘƛƻǇƛŀΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ 

significant caves. His was no ordinary cavity. After over a kilometer he found a narrow passage and a 
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large ǎǘŀƭŀƎƳƛǘŜΣ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ DŜΩŜȊΣ 9ǘƘƛƻǇƛŀΩǎ [ŀǘƛƴΣ ŀƴ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ /ƘǳǊŎƘ 

ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ L ǎŜŜ ŀǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ά¸ŜIƻǉέΣ ƻŦ IƻǉΦ .ŜȅƻƴŘΣ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŀōƻǳǘ олл ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘΣ 

essentially in ancient Indian languages, Brahminic above all, with designs, offers to the Gods and a Luh 

wood, the de Geest tablet, the longest known script in the language of ancient Palmyra7. 

 

hŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎΣ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜǘΩǎ ǘŜȄǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŎǘǳŀǊȅ ǿŀǎ ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ōȅ ǎǘǊŀƴŘŜŘΣ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜ 

mariners. Monsoons changes at the limits of seasons mean storms with unbearable winds and 

extremely rapid currents. Being caught on Socotra in June as an example may mean a slow death, 

certainly great sufferings. Thus numerous incense offerings and names are found on the concretions 

and cave walls. 
 
The tablet has been read by philologists and dated to the VI century CE. As a consequence scholars 

attributed three Ethiopic scripts in Hoq to the same period, corresponding to the apex of the Axumite 

power in the regƛƻƴΦ L ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ DŜΩŜȊ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎΣ ŀ [ŀǘƛƴ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘΣ ƛƴ ōǊƻŀŘ ǎŜƴǎŜΥ ŀƴ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 

surviving in Church liturgy, are not distinguishable from Amharic, our present lingua franca in Ethiopia. Also, 

L ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎΩ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ŀƴctuary would have been practically unvisited since the 

fifth hundreds, as a rather illogical statement. Even the hardiest similar unsealed caves we found in Ethiopia 

were all visited recently. I can thus now only attribute a much wider, 12 or 14 strong corpus ƻŦ DŜΩŜȊ ƻǊ 

Amharic script I recognize in Hoq cave to Ethiopians in difficulties; more likely of one of the two periods of 

trade might I mention here, Axum or Solomonic Ethiopia, than of other periods8. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Arteha, an inscription ƛƴ Iƻǉ ŎŀǾŜΣ {ƻŎƻǘǊŀΣ ¸ŜƳŜƴΦ !ǊŜǘƘŀΣ ŀƴ 9ǘƘƛƻǇƛŀƴ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ƴŀƳŜΦ 

 

 
aƻǊŜ DŜΩŜȊ ƻǊ !ƳƘŀǊƛŎ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ {ƻŎƻǘǊŀΩǎ Iƻǉ ŎŀǾŜ 
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! ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ 9ǘƘƛƻǇƛŎ ǎŎǊƛǇǘǎΦ hƴƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǎƻ ŦŀǊ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ DŜΩŜȊ Ŧrom the VI century CE  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Cave Hoq, the sanctuary part is the last recess, 1,2 kms after the access vault, seen here. 
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