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Chapter One 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Background of the Study 

The Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples‟ 

Regional State (SNNPRS) is one of the nine regional 

states of the federal government of Ethiopia (see Article 

47 of the 1995 constitution). The SNNPR has 14 zonal 

administrations and 4 special woredas. Gamo Goffa 

Zone is one of the zonal administrations where the 

Gidicho Nationality is located.  

According to the 2007 national population and housing 

Census report, the population size of Gidicho is 5483 of 

which 841 are urban dwellers and the remaining 4642 

are living in rural areas. Of course, this population data 

was produced eight years ago. Therefore, the population 

size of the nationality is believed to be projected from 

then onwards.  

 

The Gidicho mainly speak Baiso, which is a Lowland 

East Cushitic language. The islanders speak quite a 

range of languages besides Baiso. They are good in 
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Gamotho, Gats‟ame, Wolaytta, Oromiffa (Guji), and 

Amharic. The children all speak Baiso. Only some (the 

youth) pick up Wolaytta and Gamotho. Moreover, only 

the elderly speak Oromiffa. In the earlier time, Oromiffa 

was spoken as second language but the young 

generation is giving up the language because of their 

very usual exposure to contact the Amharic and 

Gamotho speakers. The Gidicho turned their face to the 

Gamo community basically following their politically 

assignment under the same administrative zone and 

due to somewhat complicated relationship with Guji 

people in the later periods. Therefore, this has resulted 

in the substitution of the Oromiffa with Gamotho and 

Amharic languages. The Gidicho people are somewhat 

positive about having the Baiso language as medium of 

instruction at school but at the same time questioned 

whether it would make sense to use this language as 

the Baiso speakers are very few in number.  

 

 The geographical location of Gidicho people is much 

diversified. Some members of the society inhabited on 

islands. They occupied two islands named as Gidicho 
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and Golmaka. There is also a village on offshore land, 

where the majority of the Gidicho live today by the name 

of Algae near Mirab Abaya, which is half way between 

Soddo and Arbaminich. Together with the people living 

on the Island, the Algae people constitute one kebele 

administration of Mirab Abaya Woreda. Many Gidichos 

also live with other peoples in the above places that the 

members of the nationality claim to be included on the 

official map of the Woreda.  

 

Gidicho Island is the main island with small number of 

people inhabit in three villages. The two villages have 

about the same size. One is called Baiso and the other 

is Shigma. The villages consist of 24 and 18 households 

respectively. 

People who live in both villages were named as Baiso 

people. The Shigima is located at 4 kms to the north and 

directly linked through the main way called „rakaele‟ 

meaning the upper road. The people said that in the 

past, they were predominantly pastoralists. So, there 

was a need for enough grazing land around their village. 
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Due to this, they established their a little bit far away 

from each other villages.  

A third village on Gidicho Island is called Harro 

(Harrura), the smallest village found at equal distance 

from Baiso and shigima in the eastern shore of the 

island. It is inhabited by 7 Harro families who speak 

Gats’ame and Baiso. While the Baiso and Shigima 

found such villages, there was no society or village 

called Harro. Rather the place was served as sengon 

(public arena) where the two (i.e. Baiso and Shigima) 

assembled to discuss and pass decisions about 

communal issues. However, the place was occupied by 

people when members of the Gedeo, Gat‟same and 

Gunjule clans settle. They settled after getting 

permission from the former inhabitants of the island. The 

Harro did not use the upper road instead visit the Baiso 

and the Shigima communities through „rakahegele‟ 

meaning the lower road. In former years, the Baiso 

people apparently have looked down on the Harro 

because they hunted hippos and ate its meat. Now, 

however, it is common for Baiso and Harro people to 

intermarry. Where there has been intermarriage, both of 
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the languages would be used. The Baiso people do 

several economic activities (see chapter 3). Now-a- days 

they hunt hippos but they do not eat the meat. It is said 

that they sell its meat to the Harro, Guji Oromo, and 

Gedeo people instead. It was already been said that the 

market place on the Guji (Oromo) side is called Malka, 

and this is where Baiso and Harro go on Saturday in 

order to sell their goods on Sunday. Before Sunday 

market, they attend the Friday market of Worba (known 

to be the other main historical center where the Baiso 

lived).  

Golmaka is another island where the Gidicho lived until 

2010. Currently, no one is living on the island. According 

to my informants, the inhabitants of the island were 

mainly from Sidama clans and they were small in 

number. Through time, they were assimilated to Gamo 

people in Birbir (the center of Mirab Abaya Woreda) and 

other adjacent areas.  

Baiso is the name most commonly used for the people 

and language but their neighbors called the people 

differently. The Guji Oromo east of them call them nama 

Gidicho, meaning the people of Gidicho, where as the 
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Wolayta call them Haruro. The Koore call the island 

Alkalaso and the people Alkali. The Gamo has known 

these people as Anno and Gidicho and the island by the 

same name Gidicho. They are the Ochollo (Gamo 

people) that call them anno dere, meaning people of 

limestone land because the island is rich enough in 

limestone and therefore, when someone looks down 

from Ochollo to Gidicho he/she sees white land in all 

corners on the Island (see Awake, 2007: 162). In this 

document I used the official name of the nationality, 

Gidicho for the people and the island and Baiso (as 

community calls itself) for the people interchangeably. 

Baiso is also used as the name of the language the 

people speaks.  

           1.2 Lake Abaya and its Origin 

The knowledge of Gidicho people about the formation of 

the Lake Abaya is contradicting with the geological 

history of the formation of rift valley lakes. The people 

said that they had first settled on a dry land that believed 

to be at the middle of the lake in the last decades of 16
th 

century. They further said it was during the second half 

of the 17
th
 century that small water body had been 
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started to appear. According to legend, the people said 

that at the beginning the size of the water body was less 

than the size of a small pond. It was very small and 

freshwater where people easily see small moving fishes. 

Birds were easily got in and feed on that fishes. The 

people and their animals had been easily crossing it with 

no challenge to move here and there. 

 

As to my key informants, when people observed birds 

entering the water, they started to fear that their 

enemies may come and measure the depth of the water 

and then easily cross it and attack them. Therefore, 

couples of youth were arranged each day to guard and 

send the birds away from the water to keep their 

security. 

  

However, most of the rift valley lakes are the results of 

the geological event that took place during Cenozoic 

era, particularly during the Quaternary period. There 

was a significant climatic change took place in the Horn 

and Ethiopia. A massive flood called the pluvial period, 

occurred. It is believed that Lake Langano, Lake Abijata 
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and Lake Shalla were one sheet of water during the time 

of the pluvial period. The same is believed true for lakes 

Abaya and Chamo. Today these lakes are widely 

separated (Lake Abaya-Wikipedia Encyclopedia). 

 

It is believed that the size of the Abaya Lake might begin 

to increase and cover large surface of the area as a 

result of strong and continuous flow of water from 

different directions towards it in the later periods. Here I 

come up with an idea that seems correct. Accordingly, 

the Gidicho had settled on dry land as they claimed but 

through continuous large inflow, the size of the lake 

water increased and reached the area that the Gidicho 

people already occupied. So from this one can 

understand that the Gidicho come to the area very late 

after the formation of the lake and inhabited an area far 

from the lake. They lived for long time without 

discovering the presence of the huge water body nearby 

until it reached and forced them to run out of their 

cultivable land right. 
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Moreover, as a result of the huge flow of water bodies 

(listed below) to the lake, its depth increased and made 

movement of people and their animals across the lake 

very difficult. Except the small plateaus, almost all plain 

areas were overridden by the water body and left 

beneath. Only high-elevated lands remained as islands 

on the lake on which the people confined to live. 

  

The increased width and the depth of the lake are 

accountable for the smaller population of the Gidicho 

nationality, said elders in the study area. As their 

pastureland was taken by water, the people were forced 

to move into different directions. Some moved 

southward crossing the Guji Oromo land to the present 

day Borena. Some decided to move back to their place 

of origin but feared the challenge that they will face by 

the Sidama people. Therefore, they alter their mind and 

moved to western direction. According to local elders, 

the majority of the migrants settled in Birbir areas and 

those who passed through Boroda settled in Kucha. But 

others kept up in moving and made a long journey 

through Kambata and Hadiya territories. They finally 
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settled in the present day Gurage Zone, and settled with 

other people. Today, these people are together called 

as Mareko nationality. The Gidicho people suggested 

that some Mareko people declare that their origin was 

from water and they stipulate their descent as they are 

merely descended from the apical ancestor Gido. Gido 

means Gidicho by Mareko. As I mentioned earlier, the 

people who settled in Birbir- Hiytiga area are who 

migrated from the second biggest island, Golmaka. Only 

small number of people remained on Gidicho and 

Golmaka after the movement, said my focus group 

discussants.  

  

Hence, the Gidicho people were migrated into four 

areas such as Mareko, Kucha, Birbir and Borena. This 

outflow took the highest share for the smaller number of 

the nationality. There was no secret behind the out flow 

of people but it is exactly due to the increment of the 

size and depth of the water that brought the shrinkage 

and loss of pastureland that in turn created challenge in 

their life. But, the Gidicho people who had already 

settled on dry lands were not moved anywhere. They 
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are the people that have laid down base for the 

formation of various villages that were incorporated into 

Mirab Abaya Woreda. 

 

The Gidicho people said when they recognized the 

increasing of the size and depth of the nearby water, 

they began to search for a material that may help them 

sail over the water. Eventually they had come up with 

the skill of producing a wooden traditional boat known 

as wollabo.  

From the above legend, one can understand that the 

water had been taken the present form and size not at 

specific period in history but it has taken a long period. It 

was become a big water body of the present form 

approximately during the last two or three decades of 

16
th
 century. However, I feel this oral suggestion lacks 

strong ground and it is critically contradicts with the 

geological history in the east sub– continent Africa. 

By then, the lake was known by the name Abaya Hayki 

in Amharic which is located 6
o 

26‟ N 37‟53‟E. It is a lake 

in the southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples 

Region of Ethiopia. It was named Lake Margherita by 
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the Italian explorer Vittorio Bottego, the first European 

commonly thought to visit the lake, to honor the wife of 

king Umberto I of Italy, Queen Margherita. This name 

appears in older publications, and currently is rarely 

used (Lake Abaya Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.htm 

- on 27 Dec.2013).  

However, the American Explorer Arthur Donald-son 

Smith records that the local inhabitants, who included an 

eye witness of the event, told him the Italian explorer 

Eugene Ruspoli (died 1891) was killed by an elephant 

near the lake, which happened before Bottego reached 

Lake Abaya (Ibid). 

 

As I observed Lake Abaya is located in the Great Rift 

Valley, east of the Guge Mountain and according to my 

key informants it has about eight tributary rivers that flow 

throughout the year. It is fed on its northern shore by the 

Bilate, which rises from the southern slopes of mount 

Gurage, and Gidabo that starts from Oromo land. The 

Gallana, is another tributary from east which flow west. 

When we come to Gamo Goffa zone, there are five 

tributary rivers, Hamassa, Hare, Iraya shafe, Dudan 
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shafe and Baso. Among these tributaries, except the 

first two, the last three rivers are found in Merab Abaya 

Woreda. Hare River is found in Arbaminch Zuria 

Woreda.  

    The town of Arbamainch lies on its southwestern shore, 

and the southern shores are part of the Nachisar 

National park. Just to the south is Lake Chamo. Lake 

Abaya is 60 kilometers long and 20 km wide, with a 

surface area of 1162 square kilometers. It has a 

maximum depth of 14 meters and is at an elevation of 

1285 meters (see lake Abaya-Wikipedia, the free 

encyclopedia). There are a number of islands in this 

lake, the largest being Gidicho, others include Golmaka, 

Taodophata, Tabekor, Dormito and Sibir odola.  
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             Figure 1: Golmaka Island partially 

 

   Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

Golmaka is the second largest island of Lake Abaya. It 

was inhabited by people until 2010, the period when 

they totally left the place free. Then the island was said 

to be given to a foreign investor who intended to build a 

lodge to host tourists.  

As we can see in figure 1, the island is covered with 

thick forest and become source of row materials for both 

people living on the island and on offshore land to 

prepare their traditional boat. The Gidicho sail to the 

island and cut the thick borbono tree and other woods 
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that serve for the construction of boat and other kinds of 

materials and fuel consumptions. 

   Figure 2: A cross section of Taodophata Island       

 

 Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

The other smaller islands such as Oddolla, Oadophata, 

Oibire (titire) and Tabekor are located near Golmaka 

Island. These islands have special place among the 

Gidicho because of the great importance they give to the 

community. When people move on and off by their 

traditional boat, they use these dry lands to take rest 

particularly to eat their lunch or to renew their energy to 

continue the remaining distance without fatigue. When 

strong water waves arise, they stay on these islands 

until it becomes calm. The other vital importance of the 
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islands is that the community members take them as 

point of reference in measuring distance over the water. 

Because these dry lands are considered as located 

most probably at a half way from Alge to the main island 

Gidicho. So, when they arrive there, the people 

traditionally calculate the remaining distance to finish 

their journey.          

The lake is red due to high load of suspended 

sediments. Lake Abaya does not always have an 

outflow, but in some years, it overflows into Lake 

Chamo. It is home to a profusion of crocodiles, hippos, 

birds, fishes (rich in Nile breach) and other marine life 

(Lake Abaya Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.htm - on 

27 Dec.2013).  

According to the Federal Department of Fisheries and 

Aquaculture report (2006), 412 tones or fish are landed 

each year, which the department estimates is 69% of its 

sustainable amount. However, its potential of fish yield is 

decreasing from time to time due to undeveloped fishing 

culture and over fishing of the lake.          
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           1.3. An overview of Culture and why Gidicho 

are Chosen  

Culture is a fundamental element within the discipline of 

anthropology. E.B Tylor, the professional anthropologist, 

proposed a definition of culture that includes all of 

human experiences: 

                                 Culture… is that complex whole which includes  

                                 knowledge, belief, arts, morals, law, custom, 

                                  and any other capabilities and habits acquired  

                                 by man as a member of society (1871; 1). 

This nineteenth century definition of culture has some 

terminologies that would not be acceptable to modern 

anthropologists. For example, it relies on the word “man” 

to refer to what we currently would refer to as 

“humanity.” Most anthropologists today would accept a 

broad conception of culture as a way of life that includes 

values, beliefs and norms transmitted within a particular 

society from generation to generation (Scupin and 

Decorse, 2005: 225). 

Culture is a bond that ties the people of a region or 

community together. It is that one common bond, which 
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brings the people of a community together. The cultural 

values of a community give a unique identity for that 

society. A community gains a character and a 

personality of its own because of its culture. Culture is 

shared by the members of a community, learned and 

passed from the older generations to the newer ones 

through the process of socialization. The cultural value 

of any society is reflected through customs and 

traditions that the people  of that community follow, the 

festivals they celebrate, the kind of clothing they wear, 

the food they eat, and most importantly the cultural 

values they adhere to bind them together. 

Culture is also seen as a system of social control, 

wherein people shape their standards and behavior. The 

cultural values form the founding principles of one‟s life. 

They influence one‟s way of living and thus impact social 

life. The importance of culture lies in the fact that it is a 

link between people and their value. 

Ethiopia is a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural country 

comprising more than 80 different ethnic groups who 

speak different languages and posses their own unique 

culture. Unlike other African countries, its culture has 
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remained remarkably intact, unpolluted and undiluted by 

foreign influence. The country retains its own languages 

and script, its own food and drink, its own religion, even 

its own calendar. Endlessly fascinating, this fact defines 

any categorization and generalization; „Ethiopia is like 

no other country in Africa‟. 

Though the culture of different ethnic groups in 

Ethiopian is not affected by outside influence, in the long 

history of country the culture of small scale groups were 

gulped down and overlooked by the dominant ethnic 

groups. In some case, the minority groups were divided 

into two and more than two groups. The separated 

minorities lost their former identity and assimilated into a 

new culture or forced to situate in different administrative 

zones. Apparently, as the country is striving to form a 

nation state, it has gone through different processes of 

integration and conflicts among diverse groups of 

people. In the process, its people maintain to some 

extent their distinct features as well as shared quite a 

number of features. 

Indeed, the culture of majority of the ethnic groups did 

not get the opportunity to be studied. As the result, their 
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cultures were not documented, developed, promoted 

and fully passed over generations and yet not 

contributed for the full image of the country. Hence, 

several cultural values were died and people have been 

running out of their original identity. This will, in the long 

run, bring normlessness. It is clear that normless people 

become hopeless with dead creativity and productive 

mind state that finally leads them to self destruction and 

civil wars. A good example is the civil wars that were 

observed in the history of Africa, particularly, after the 

collapse of colonialism that had vanished the African 

values and replaced it by the foreign ones. This 

produced great fragmentation among people in many 

African countries right from the eve of independence. 

This is a fact that we always hear via many international 

media broadcasting about Africa.    

One of the cultural groups in Ethiopia who were not well 

studied is the Gidicho society. So, when attention is not 

given, the people may lose their identity that may in turn 

make the people vulnerable to such problems the 

colonized African countries faced after independence. 

Therefore, this research work attempts to contribute to 
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documentation of the culture of the society by 

conducting ethno-historic study. 

So generally Gidicho have been chosen for this study for 

two main reasons:  

First, the Gidicho being small group of people, are living 

both on island and on offshore land. Their life is full of 

difficulties and their way of life, particularly the 

movement they make over the water is somehow 

complicated and unique.   

Second, so far, some researches were conducted on the 

society of which most are linguistic studies. For 

instance, the G.J Dimmandal (2009) studied the 

endangered Harro language spoken by few people living 

in the eastern shore of Gidicho Island. A French man 

Lamberti (1988) has wrote about the various languages 

spoken by the lbaodo kabayso and have said very less 

about the culture on few pages in the introductory part.  

The Gamo Goffa zone Bureau of Culture and 

Information has made historical research of five 

nationalities of the zone from ancient time up to 1982 in 

2012. The data was presented on a single book, very 
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compact and abstract with unclear chronology and 

periodization.  

Awake (2007), on his book the Mosaic Cultures and 

Peoples of South Nations, Nationalities and Peoples 

Regional State tried to discuss about some cultural 

aspects of many nationalities, whereby the study of 

Gidicho people took one part. He studied the people but 

the findings were not written alone but compacted 

together with notes of culture of other nationalities such 

as Gamo, Goffa, Zayse, and Oyda. He said the people 

are omotic language speakers. His research is not in-

depth but a kind of smooth looking and nothing is more 

than the explanation of their name, the language they 

speak and their means of adaptation. He was 

completely wrong when he was writing about their 

culture because the Baiso does not belong to omotic 

language family but purely Cushitic.  

As clearly expressed above, although some researchers 

have produced documents on the Gidicho, their pieces 

of information are fragmented and not fully represent 

about the Gidicho today. Since language is one element 

of culture, linguistic studies alone cannot explain all 
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dimensions of the community. Again, there were 

misunderstandings about the languages of the people. 

Therefore, there has to be a holistic research about the 

culture and history of the people to fulfill the above gaps 

and this is why I have chosen to contribute to the ethno-

historic study of the Gidicho people.  

                      1.4. Objective of the Study 

The overall objective of this study is to assess the ethno 

– history of the Gidicho people and document the culture 

so as to preserve and transfer to the next generation 

     1.5. Methodology of the Study 

Ethnohistory is the study of ethnographic cultures and 

indigenous customs by examining historical records. It is 

also the study of the history of various ethnic groups that 

may not exist today (usually dealing with small groups 

that do not have written history). It uses both historical 

and ethnographic data as foundation. Its historical 

methods and materials go beyond the standard use of 

books and manuscripts. Practitioners recognize the 

utility of maps, music, paintings, photography; folklore, 

oral tradition, ecology, site exploration, archaeological 
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materials, museum collections, enduring customs, 

language and place names (Axtell, 1979: 3-4). 

Ethnohistorians have learned to use their special 

knowledge of the groups they study, linguistic insight 

and understanding of cultural phenomena in ways that 

make for a more in-depth analysis than the average 

historians is capable of doing based solely on written 

documents produced by and for one group (Lurie, 1961: 

83). They try to understand culture on its own terms and 

according to its own cultural code. Ethnohistory differs 

from other historically-related methodologies in that it 

embraces emic perspective (the ethnographic research 

approach to the way the members of the given culture 

perceive their world) as tools of analysis. The field and 

its techniques are well suited for writing histories of 

African people because of its holistic and inclusive frame 

work. 

During field work (January 2011) I found that it was 

impossible to visit all members of the community to 

collect data. Consequently, I was forced to use a 

sample. Purposive sampling was applied. Accordingly, I 

identified some individuals who are relevant to the study. 
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Then I asked them to locate other useful individuals. The 

relevant persons most of time were gate keepers or 

community chiefs who became key informants for the 

research. Consequently, the gate keepers played key 

role in giving information about the community that 

become part of this document.  

I was concentrated on the particular areas: Mirab Abaya 

Woreda where Baiso people live with other groups in 

other kebeles with special attention to the people living 

in Algae kebele and on the Gidicho Island and in some 

bordering areas inhabited by different nationalities.   

After getting access to the group via an intermediary or 

gatekeeper, who introduced me to other members, I 

joined the community, tried to learn their language and 

stayed for one month, noting and recording observations 

in preparation for writing later. I also made focus group 

discussions and informal interviews among the 

community members at their natural setting. In other 

words, since the ethics of the ethnographic research 

calls for high concentration on participant observation of 

people in their natural habitat, I was carefully watched, 

listened, and talked, put together life histories and 
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recordings to collect first hand data. Additionally, I used 

secondary data such as official statistic and various 

types of documents as part of the research. For 

secondary source I have mainly visited such institutions 

like Addis Ababa University Institute of Ethiopian 

Studies, SNNPRS Bureau Finance and Economic 

Development, Gamo Goffa Zone Department of Culture, 

Tourism and Communication, and Mirab Abaya Woreda 

office of Culture, Tourism and Communication.    

After leaving the community under study, I take the 

position to begin to test ideas about what is going on 

and to identify patterns of behavior by critically 

evaluating how to organize the research process. This 

involved thinking about how a range of influences might 

have impact on the organization and writing up of the 

field notes and the recorded data, generally about the 

validity of the findings. Then, by interpreting and 

describing the findings, the final qualitative account has 

emerged.  

The document has seven chapters. The first chapter 

gives a clue about the general information of the people 

and study area. The origin and history of the Gidicho 
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people is presented in the second chapter. The third 

chapter is about the livelihood or the economic activities 

of the people. The political dimension, the social 

dimension and family kinship and descent will be 

discussed under the fourth, the fifth and the sixth 

chapters respectively. The final two chapters hold the 

belief system and summary and suggestions. 

There happened difficulties in accomplishing field 

activities due to time and financial constraints. It is true 

that it is very difficult to undertake ethnographic 

research within four weeks because anthropological 

research, by its very nature, need looking deep down 

into  the culture of a society under study by taking 

considerable time (couple of months or years). 

Moreover, making cross-cultural comparison 

(ethnology) i.e. the difference and similarities that the 

Gidicho society for instance, has with the neighboring 

Gamo, Wolayta, Guji, etc societies were not extensively 

done because of the shortage of time and money. I feel 

this has to be taken an account for gaps, if any.         
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                 Figure 1: The administrative map of Mirab Abaya Woreda  

 

          Source: SNNPRS Bureau of Finance and Economic Development (2007), Hawassa 
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Chapter Two 

2. The Origin and Historical overview of Gidicho 

People 

2.1 Origin and Medieval History 

There are two oral traditions that account for the origin, 

the ancestral descent claim and the early population 

movements of the Gidicho people. The first account 

suggests that the original inhabitants of Gidicho Island 

who speak a Cushitic language have blood affiliations to 

Somali and Oromo people. Oral accounts revealed that 

majority of the Gidicho people are Somali in origin, 

which migrated to the present Gidicho land during 16
th
 

century.  

The period 1520-1660 was a remarkable period in 

Ethiopian history. It was during this period that the great 

ethnic migrations that accompanied by strong ethnic 

settlements and assimilations took place in Ethiopia and 

the North East African Sub-continent. The Adalite wars 

of 1524-1543 accelerated the era and events of the 

great Ethiopian Ethnic migrations of the period 1520 to 

1660- during which the following vast and diverse tribal 
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and ethnic groups of Ganz, Hadiya, Wetogria, 

Gadabicho, Alaba, Kabena, Ulbarag, Siliiti, Sheshago, 

Malge, and Bushe (the Hadiya-Sidama people); of Itu, 

Arsi, Kereyo, Wollow, Tulama, and Mecha (Barentu-

Borena Oromo people); of Gedeo, Damot, Gafat, 

Enariya, Bosha, Adal, and of Somali people, peoples 

partially or totally moved from earlier positions in 

southern Ethiopia (Website http://scaruffi:blogspot.com).  

In detail, the events took place as follows. First, as the 

consequences of the forging two concomitant events of 

the Adalite wars of 1524-1543 and the great ethnic 

migrations of 1520-1660, the ancient and indigenous 

people of Bali, Dawaro, Adal, Sharka, Fatagar, Maya, 

Damot, Gafat, Bosha, Enariya, Conga and Bizamo 

either totally disappeared from their ancestral lands or 

were assimilated with the new nomadic emigrating tribes 

of Oromo, Somali and Afar (Website 

http://scaruffi:blogspot.com). 

Then, the various ancient Hadiya-Sidama groups of 

Gadayco, Goudela, Diho, Hadabo, Ganz, Sagg, Gab, 

Kebena, Gogala, Alaba, Ulbarag , Silti, Wetogria, 

Sheshago and Bushe permanently left their ancestral 
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region of today‟s southern Shewa and northeastern 

Sidama where they had began a process of assimilation 

with the local peoples of Gurage, Kembata and Gedeo 

(Website http://scaruffi: blogspot.com). 

As a direct consequence of these two large movements, 

the pastoralist groups of Oromo, Somali and Afar 

underwent expansion in the central south and western 

regions of the country. This continued until the 

seventeen century because of its great scope and 

magnitude  

The internal factors which played decisive roles in the 

migratory expansion and settlement of the Oromo, 

Somali, and Afar pastoralists were their partial tribal 

institutions and customs. The other pushing factor was 

the increased demand of fertile pasture land.  

Of course, the foregoing Oromo, Somali and Afar social 

institution, systems and search of pasture land were not 

the only forces and factors which contributed decisively 

to their migratory movements and settlement through 

most parts of the subcontinent of the north east Africa 

between 1520 -1660. 
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The decisive external factor which contributed to the 

spectacular success of the great ethnic migrations and 

settlements was the protracted event of the Adalite war 

of 1524-1543 which weakened both the local sultanates 

and the central Hatse Government of Ethiopia on the 

eve and during the former‟s migratory movements.  

Therefore, it was during this great movement that the 

Gidicho people left Somali- their place of origin and 

reach at the present day Dire Dawa in 1560s (estimate) 

and join the nomadic Oromo migrants. Then, they were 

migrated again into different directions of the country. 

Those who migrated southward following the rift valley 

route were reached and settled at the area almost all 

occupied by the lake Abaya today and have been known 

as the „ibado ka Baiso‟ - meaning the people of Baiso. 

This people were first settled on a dry land.  

The second account was about the origin of the people 

and the term Gidicho. According to this, the term 

Gidicho is the name of the first person of the nationality. 

Among the people, it is considered as a grand name of 

the nationality. Local elders said, there were three 

brothers named Deraso, Gucho and Gidicho living 
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together. As the time went on, disputes and disparities 

occurred among them. Therefore, when the three 

separated; Deraso occupied the cold area in the present 

day Gedeo, Gucho left to the next „kola‟ (semi-arid) zone 

and started living as nomadic Guji people whereas 

Gidicho stayed on the island permanently. The island 

got the name of one of the three brothers. So, when 

someone says the people of Gidicho, it is likely mean a 

person of Gidicho „odola‟ (island) 

However, referring to the book published by Gamo Gffa 

Zone Culture and Information Department in 2012 the 

Gidicho said, there was a misunderstanding about the 

name Gidicho. In this book, on page 280, the term 

Gidicho is expressed as the name of the first person 

who inhabited the island. But the local elders and the 

elites of the nationality reacted against it saying he was 

not the first person who inhabited on the island rather he 

and the other people had already been there before the 

emergence of the island. 
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 2.2 The Modern History of Gidicho People (Prior 

1974) 

  2.2.1 Gidicho during Emperor Menelik II (1889 -1913) and 

Italian Occupation (1935 -1941)  

As the Gidicho people began leading a sedentary way of 

life, they had created their own traditional socio-cultural 

and political systems that bound them together for a 

long period. For instance, they found their own 

traditional political administrative structure headed by a 

chief. By the chiefdom system, they kept peace and 

order among the wider community.  

This traditional political organizations and 

administrations was begun to be changed starting from 

the period of emperor Menelik II. The Gidicho people 

said that they first heard the expansion of Menelik when 

his soldiers started occupying nearby Gamo areas. The 

community elders mentioned that Menelik army entered 

to Gidicho not through Gamo direction but in the eastern 

direction- thorough Sidama Yirgalem and Wonago Dilla.  

The Gidicho did not formally resist the Ethiopian 

expansionist dream of emperor Menelik. There was no 
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war and destruction. The Gidicho simply submitted 

(gave hands) to Menelik by sending messengers to 

Dande (small area in Aletawondo where the Menelik 

force camped) and told the army that the Gidicho people 

have no plan of war and that they accept to pay tribute 

to the emperor. Despite their peaceful submission, the 

Gidicho in the later periods began to systematically 

resist the long stay of the then oppressive feudal rule. 

For instance, they killed the rulers and their armies after 

warmly serving them by local foods and drinks at home 

or by opening fugitive attacks by creating several units 

of bandits, said the local elders.  

However, the resistance was not strong enough. 

Therefore, it was not able to protect them from the 

conquest of Menelik. After the conquest, the Melkagna 

system was introduced to Gidicho. The „Melkagnas‟ 

were the Amhara people who hold „nefite‟ (Amharic term 

for gun) that came to the society. The „Melkagna‟ system 

was in turn introduced the balabat administrative rule. 

The term balabat is equivalent to chief. Accordingly, the 

first balabat Kuchu Tsetselo was assigned by the 

nefitengnas (gun holders). He was loyal to the 
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„Melkagnas‟ and linked them to the people. The 

„Melkgnas‟ were highly starved and exploited the people. 

Let alone the ordinary people, the so called Balabat 

himself suffered by the „Melkagna‟ rule. They made 

people to pay tribute and serve them.  

First, the Gidicho were supposed to build house for 

„melkegna‟s‟. The Gidicho women were assigned to 

serve the wives of the „melkagnas‟; they collect 

firewood, grained, cooked and feed them, and clean 

their barns. The Gidicho men were also assigned to feed 

and water their horses. Additionally, the people were 

forced to pay tribute in cash and in kind. They paid 

wotoro (rope made of sisal locally known as bacha) and 

flour per household head. They took the tribute to 

Dande. It took about 12 hours to reach Dilla by foot. 

After Dilla they walked 6 to 7 hours to reach Dande. The 

„Melkangans‟ sometimes alienated people from their 

production by taking all the yearly crop yields. Moreover, 

if people were not able to delight the „melikagnas‟, they 

were punished the people as they like. However, people 

kept silent, no one had tried to stop them. Generally, the 
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Gidicho said, the „melikagnas‟ were notorious and evil 

enemies of the people. 

When the Italian colonialists occupied Ethiopia, Italian 

army and their „bandas‟, (Gidicho name for local people 

who were loyal to Italian rule) replaced the „melkagna‟ 

sytem. The Italian army got into Gidicho through two 

directions. They enter through Yirgalem (sidama) and 

Dilla in the east and through Boroda-qorga (Gamo) 

particularly Tsuba, a place where the Italians‟ built small 

harbor to sail to Gidicho. 

Like the Menelik‟s expansion period, the Gidicho did the 

same to resist the Italian occupation. So, when they 

heard the arrival of Italian army, they sent messengers 

to Dande (the Italian center) and gave their hands. They 

did not ever prefer to formally struggle any external 

pressure formally. The Gidicho people responded that 

since they are small in number, they feared to fight their 

enemies officially to protect their people from 

unnecessary devastation that may bring in entire wipe 

up of their kin. 
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When the Italians and their bands come to Gidicho, they 

started cotton plantation in farm areas called dorame 

and lalo that are now under the water. They enslaved 

people and forced people to give unpaid labor service. 

They were forced them to clean the farmlands, plough, 

and plant and keep and finally harvest the production 

and carry it on their head to Yirgalem on foot. The 

people were ordered to keep the cotton from cattle and 

got. If in case tortoise gets into a farm, the people were 

made accountable. As a result, forced to carry the 

tortoise on their head and kill it or throw it away though it 

urinates on their clothes and body. They were the bands 

who forced people do such activities.  

When the patriotic resistance against the Italian rule 

began all over the country (mostly by peasants), the 

Gidicho people played their own role. Though it was not 

as such strong, the Gidicho opposed colonial occupation 

in later periods. They participated in the wars against 

colonialists particularly in the great Ethio-Italian war of 

Adwa in 1896. The Gidicho resistance army was lead to 

the war front by a patriot named Leto Lefe.  
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Being annoyed by the defeat at Adwa, the Italian 

colonialist launched war on Ethiopia at Maichew. After 

the victory of Maichew (1936) the Italian rule continued 

its oppression and exploitation throughout the country 

until the arrival of British army. When the Italians heard 

the arrival of British army through Moyale, they left the 

island soon. The informants said, they even left huge 

storage of cotton in Yirgalem. 

2.2.2 The Gidicho during Hailesilassie regime (1930 -

1974) 

 From 1941 onwards, local leaders who were loyal to the 

king Hailesilassie replaced the Italian army. Under this 

monarchical leadership, there were balabats (local 

chiefs) and „chikashums‟ (the lower rulers) who were 

assigned among the ordinary people. The people said 

the period was well known by bandits and robbers. 

These bandits and the robbers killed people and 

snatched their property.  

The first Gidicho „balbats‟ during Emperor Hailesilassie‟s 

regime (1930-1974) were Balabat Alako Ribaa and 

Guritumo Oliko. Balabat Alako was in the Baiso side and 
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Guritumo was the balabat of Shigma villages. The 

„balabats‟ collected tribute from people for the 

government but have nothing to do with cultural 

practices. Unlike „wono‟ (explained in chapter 5), the 

„balabats‟ and the „chikashums‟ (lower rulers) have no 

cultural significance among the wider community. They 

are not real rulers as they themselves serve the top local 

rulers.  

Starting from liberation up to the revolution (1941-1974), 

the people started to cultivate the farmlands that Italians 

left and paid tribute through the balabat system for the 

monarchical government. The balabat-gabar system 

was extended all over the conquered provinces of the 

time. Land was unfairly divided and given for people 

under proprietors. Later, a balabat was assigned from 

the Gamo side. He was known as balabat Kawo Anjulo. 

He was collected too much tribute and made people 

servant. Because of this the Gidicho people could not 

able to strengthen their economy and lead a better life. 

The Baiso who lived in kola(low land) areas from 

Hamassa up to Faragossa Rivers were subordinated to 

the Kawo Anjulo.   
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Kawo Anjulo was replaced by the Donne balabat known 

as Kawo Kanko. He was good but his agents exploited 

the people. The respondents said that they loaded high 

tribute on people. They took money, butter, cattle, goat, 

etc from people. Additionally, the people gave a free 

labor service and cultivate the agents land twice in a 

week. It was must on Monday and Tuesday to serve the 

agents. Best quality maize heads were collected from 

every household for them. The Gidicho women grained 

grains, fetch water, collect firewood, and clean houses 

and barns for the agents‟ wives.   

The Gidicho people were in such a miserable situation 

when the 1974 Ethiopian revolution erupted. During this 

revolutionary period, there was a campaign called 

„Ediget Behibret‟. The Derg government sent army to 

execute this campaign to all directions of the country. 

This campaign liberated Gidicho people and others 

from the Hailesilassie rule.  

„The period of emperor Menelik and Hailesilassie was 

dark period in Ethiopian history in general and in the 

history of Gidicho in particular since it left a black scar in 

the mind of the people‟, my informants said. They further 
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said, “during the above regimes, we were mere objects 

for the rulers”. They remember that time as it was a time 

during which extreme human suffrage occurred. The 

land lords took the whole farm production for their own if 

they need. Therefore, a number of families left void 

hands and impoverished. Sometimes, if the lords find a 

fertile land that might be occupied, they up root the 

people or burn their village and make the place a 

farmland.  

For a neutral person who read the above miserable 

account of the people under study, he/she might feel 

that the writer is biased and ignored significant bases of 

social changes and modernity in those regimes. I have 

knowledge of the good foundations of the past that 

contributed to the new nation state building today. 

However, the fact that I presented above was drown out 

of the opinion of the local people. The fact is that the 

people do not want to say anything about the better 

opportunities and benefits of the past rather prefer to 

say again and again that they were oppressed.     

The Gidicho people stated that the exploitation seems 

ended up during the revolutionary campaign of 1974. 
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The slogan of the campaign was “meret learashu” (land 

to the tiller).  

According to my focus group discussants, even though 

the Derg gave attention for land to be given back to the 

tiller, there was no fair distribution of land. The majority 

of the Gidicho people are now living out of water on 

offshore land because the size of the island has been 

shirking from to time to time and it is not cultivable due 

to salinity. Of course, they live in other kebeles with 

other people but they are mainly settled in Algae where 

there is limited cultivable land. The land is not enough to 

support their family.  
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                                       Chapter Three 

                         3. Technological Dimension 

              3.1 The Innovation of Wollabo (traditional 

boat) 

It was said, when the people who kept living on the 

island recognized the depth and width of the lake, they 

started looking for something that may help them pass 

over the water. There is a water born tree known as 

borbono (Acacia aquatic tree) which is soft and very 

light, grown bordering the lake. At the beginning, when 

the tree grown up and become very tick, nobody has 

realized as it was important. However, once up on a 

time, children saw a dried broken piece of „borbono‟ 

floating. They were surprised and showed it to adults. 

Then, the adults carefully watched it. By this hint, the 

people started wrapping several steams of „borbono‟ 

together. At first, they tried to float the rafts alone. 

Through time, people began to sit on it and moved small 

distance. By trial and error method, the Gidicho finally 

came up with the traditional boat called wollabo. 
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  Figure 2: „Borbono‟ sticks 8 meters long – unique in 

shape, which is used to make wollabo 

 

     Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

Through continuous modifications, today they reached 

at the following size and shape, which measures up to 

8m long. 

Figure 4 and 5: Traditional boat, wollabo, and people arranging 

the boat to navigate to the Gidicho Island respectively 

                                           

      Source: Field photos, January 2011, Gidicho 
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Thin „borbono‟ sticks are added inside the wollabo for a 

water not to reach the clothes of the people that sit on it. 

These sticks are called yae. The people properly 

arrange the sticks before they get into the water to sail. 

When the „yae‟ become old and began to be broken, the 

people used it as a fire wood. 

The islanders appreciate and prefer the traditional boat 

from the modern because the traditional boat has never 

ever sank or turned down by water wave. Therefore, 

they feel secure. When small tides rose, the wollabo is 

not going to sink because the smaller holes between 

„borbono‟ sticks that are bound together with stick nails 

which prepared from hard wood to penetrate the 

„borbono‟ let the water that might fill the boat and make it 

sink flow back to the lake. Therefore, the Gidicho people 

yet prefer it because of this and other unmentioned 

qualities. We were used it during the trip to the main 

island Gidicho to conduct this fieldwork and we found it 

quite wonderful and comfortable exactly as the people 

articulated.  
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  Figure 6: With one of my key informants (from left to right and 

others) going to Gidicho Island 

 

   Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho    

Figure 7: Nine people were moving to north to the main island. 

The navigators are standing opposite to the wave 

 

    Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 
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The wollabo can carry 12 up to 15 persons at once and 

2 up to 3 oxen or above 20 goats. To ferry the boat, it 

needs three men at once. The first person who stands at 

the tip is the core navigator and the one who is standing 

next to him in the main body of the boat is his assistant. 

The third person is the assistant of the two and he is 

very important to speed up the wollabo. He may sit 

down to have rest and only the two can navigate the 

boat but it is heavy and time taking.   

   Figure 8: Three navigators undertake their activities 

 

 Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 
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Among the three navigators the one who stand at the tip 

from the right side in the above figure is the key because 

he keeps the balance of the boat followed by his two 

assistants. They „paddle‟ the boat in standing position 

using oars made of three meter long poles, which 

inserted into a log of 80 cm length and 20 cm diameter 

(see Brezinger; 4). This material altogether is locally 

called ferfera. It is made of „borbono‟ wood. The 

background forest area that one sees far over the water 

in this picture is the Golmaka Island.  

The Gidicho people use „ferfera‟ to push their boat over 

deep water. In shallow water, poles are used to push the 

rafts along the shores which they call as hanqacho. The 

three navigators as shown in figure 7 hold the „ferfera‟ 

and push the water at equal speed. „Ferfera‟ is the local 

name that stands for the logs and the whole material the 

people use to push the boat.   

They penetrate the „ferfera‟ by strong wooden poles 

known gaferfera. Small circular hippo skin that is locally 

known as kalo is tide at the tip of each pole. „Kalo‟ is 

important to protect the „ferfera‟ from dropping in to 

water. Small hard woods that are attached in both sides 



The Ethno-history of Gidicho People 

50 
 

at the tip of „ferfera‟ are called areferfera meaning the 

child of „ferfera‟. 

Figure 9: „Ferfera‟, the part they insert into water to push the 

boat. The tin woods tied in both sides are named as „areferfera‟ 

 

 Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

It helps the „ferfera‟ to penetrate the water. The age of 

the „wollabo‟ is determined by season. During summer, 

the wollabo serves maximum for three months. Its 

service age shortens because of the harsh weather 

condition of the season. There is always strong wave. 

The tide has never ever been calm during this season. 

Therefore, the movement is like a kind of struggle 
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between the water and the people and their boat. In 

order to get Algae or back to the island, it takes 11 up to 

12 hours during this season.  

During winter, the age of the boat is longer. It may serve 

for about five months and above. Since the water is 

calm during this season, people can easily sail to any 

direction they need and it takes them six up to seven 

hours to ferry across the lake to reach Algae or the 

island. Philing Briggs and Brain Blatt (2009) said, the 

eponymous inhabitants of the Gidicho Island 

acknowledge having learned waving, fishing and boat 

building from the Gats‟ame. But this is completely 

wrong. According to the local elders, the Gidicho have 

learned none of them from Gats‟ame. Boat building was 

their exclusive innovation. However, the Gidicho 

acknowledge the Ochollo community not Gats‟ame for 

teaching them waving.  

                 3.2 Tide and Gidicho 

Tide is cyclic rise and fall of body of water believed to be 

produced by the attraction of the moon and sun, 

occurring about every twelve hours. The water rise and 
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fall of the Lake Abaya is not as the one common in 

oceans. It is rather a conventional wave that the people 

are able to manage by their traditional knowledge. So, 

the Gidicho people have the skill of managing water 

waves. When I asked about the wave, the fifth wono 

from the last, Dabalko Amano listed about four types of 

water waves on Lake Abaya and named as hanagado, 

hagasto,  logodo, and shafa.  According to this 

respondent these waves rise from different directions at 

different times every day. According to wono, 

„hanagado‟ is a wave from the north to the south which 

starts early in the morning and lasts at four o‟clock local 

time.  

„Hagasto‟ is the name of the wave that rises from 

northwestern direction. The wave particularly occurred 

during mid day and may stay up to 10 o‟clock local time. 

When I was moving to the island, they told me about it 

when I asked why three navigators were standing on the 

right direction. They said that the navigators should 

stand and push always in the opposite direction of the 

wave. As indicated in figures 7 and 8 the people are 
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moving to the north and the navigators were standing in 

the right side of the wollabo, opposite to „hagasto‟.  

The wave that rises from the southern direction is said to 

be the strongest and powerful that people give serious 

attention and care. It is called „logodo‟. The people said 

that it was a wave that rises from the neighboring Lake 

Chamo. It was said to be very strong during summer. It 

begins after 10 o‟clock local time. The last and the 

weakest is the wave from eastern direction that begins 

in the morning at 12 o‟clock and end up at 2 o‟clock local 

time. It is named as „shafa‟. 

Indeed, the Gidicho see the lake not as a huge water 

body as one can see but as the land. Therefore, they 

move over it as they walk over a dry land without fear 

during winter or summer and during day or night 

because of the great skill and knowledge they 

developed through generations. The Gidicho said that 

they learn the skill of moving over the lake the same as 

a little child socialized and master the norms, skills and 

values to which he/ she born throughout his life time.   
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                 3.3 Hut Making 

The Gidicho people built hut in more or less similar to 

that of their neighbors. They use wood, grass, and mud 

to construct the hut that may pass over to four or five 

generations. A newly married son has to get permission 

from his father to get out of his parents‟ house and 

builds his own hut within the big compound of the 

extended family. Otherwise, he keeps living with them.  

Figure 10: The cultural house of Gidicho and a married son 

living with his family of origin standing in front 

 

 Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 
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The diameter of a common household hut is 10 to 13 

meters. Its inner part has different nomination 

associated with its function. A hut is divided into two 

equal parts and such division creates two rooms. The 

inside room is called girid. The outer part of the „girid‟ to 

the right is called gudumala (gust room) and the left side 

is sorra, which serve for putting objects.  

 

       Figure 11: A cross section of inside of the hut 

 

     Source: Field photo January, 2011, Gidicho 

The innermost room of the „girid‟ is called alele meaning 

„in front‟, because it is visible straight through the door. 

The left part of allele is called abarhagle that serve as 
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kitchen. The outside of the hut from top to bottom is 

covered with grass. However, they use special grass 

called halla at the top of the hut. A big wooden pole is 

planted deep to the ground to maintain balance 

supported by other smaller poles commonly 12, each 

known as utub and utuble (in aggregate) that stand at 

equal radius from the center.  

They cover the hut with grass at three levels. The upper 

level is called suyen where as gachara and landi are the 

second and third levels respectively. Another large part 

that made from halla is putt over the door for the 

purpose of protecting the entering of rain water and 

strong sun ray is called fonoro. The door is made of 

„borbono‟ and named as uffa. 

 

                      3.4 Cultural Dressing  

The people have their own cultural dressing style that 

varies according to age and sex. Women in the past 

wear landi (a leather dress made from goat skin) as we 

see below whereas men use challa, a leather cloth that 

is made from similar material.  
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Figure 12: The typical dressing style of the Gidicho women  

 

 Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho                                    

Women who wear „landi‟ are very rare today and it is 

very difficult to find challa because people are giving up 

their previous style of dressing. They turn their face to 

cotton products that they produce by their own hands 

and purchase other clothes from market. This has 

changed their dressing culture. The following is the 

unique cultural dressing of Gidicho nationality today, by 

which most of us identify them. 
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  Figure 13: One of my key informants wearing the 

traditional cloth of the nationality 

 

     Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

The color of the flower of the flashy tree that locally 

known by the name habos seen in picture 13 (this tree 

gives another importance for the people as discussed in 

the next chapter) is copied to prepare the cloth of the 

nationality that the person in the same picture wears. 

The flower is called golande and the people named the 

cultural cloth as qolo. One of my key informants, Balamo 

has informed that a single „golande‟ holds all colors that 

the cultural dress is made of. The rose color, as 

mentioned, has been taken from the flower and 

according to the nationality it stands for the unity and 
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love between the members whereas the white color said 

to be representing the cotton cultivation that the Gidicho 

has mastered for the last several decades. It shows how 

dependant the Gidicho are on cotton. But there were 

very few respondents mentioned that the white color in 

the cloth stands for represent the limestone land that 

anyone can see in all corridors of the Gidicho Island. 

Finally, the red color represents the blood the Gidicho 

paid during struggle to maintain their freedom and 

security over the last periods in Ethiopian history. 

Starting from the recent past, the nationality is known by 

this above dress throughout the country.  
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                                 Chapter Four 

                            4. Economic Activities 

There are vast differences between the economies of 

isolated, small, self- sufficient societies and large-scale 

ones that are integrated into the modern system of 

global commerce. These differences are not only in 

terms of the scale of economies. Their systems of 

production, consumption and distribution as well as 

concept of property ownership are often radically 

different. Systems of production refer to how food and 

other necessities are produced. In other words, they are 

subsistence patterns such as foraging, pastoralism, 

horticulture and agriculture. Agriculture is the primary 

means of adaptation for Gidicho society. It holds both 

animal and crop production. Additionally the Gidicho 

undertake trade, bee keeping and other services to 

supplement their economy.  

                   4.1 Agriculture 

            4.1.1 Animal Husbandry 

In ancient times, the Baiso people were islanders. They 

were known only by animal husbandry. The cattle and 
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goats were common animals they rear. Very recently, 

they started raring donkey. Donkeys‟ do not come home. 

They live all the time in wild on the island. The people 

catch them only when they want to sell them. Except 

apes, no other wild life has found on the island that may 

threat the donkeys‟.  

 

Figure 14, 15, and 16: Representing some of the domestic 

animals the Gidicho people rear 
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               Source: Field photos, January 2011, Gidicho 
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The Baiso have great care and respect for their animals, 

particularly for cattle. When cattle are coming home, no 

one is allowed to see them especially when they are 

entering into the gate of their owner because the Baiso 

do not want their cattle counted and known. But one can 

see them when the cattle are in a common grazing land. 

The problem comes when the cattle of each household 

are separated and coming home. For instance, if a 

stranger or a relative is at home when cattle are coming, 

they let him/her go somewhere until all get in. The 

superstition behind this practice is that, if the number of 

their cattle is known, the people feel insecure because 

they believe that speaking about the number of cattle 

one has for the public, brings death to the animals. 

Therefore, they fear that they may lose all their animals 

on which they strongly depend.  

The same is true for goats. Like cattle, goats are not 

allowed to be counted. The Baiso call the newborn 

breast feeding goat as chibar and the calf‟s as yayido. 

„Chibar‟ and „yayido‟ are given special protection - they 

are not kept together in the same barn with the bigger 
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ones but isolated and kept at Gorre, home for chibar‟s 

and yayido.  

              4.1.2 Crop Production 

Even though the Gidicho were pastoralists, once up on a 

time in history, they adopted crop cultivation activity and 

it is their second oldest economic activity next to animal 

husbandry. It is said to be the plain and fertile land – 

which is now occupied by the lake that assisted the 

Gidicho to begin crop cultivation. The Gidicho gives 

attention to cotton locally known as futo, sugarcane 

plantation and cultivation of different sorgham (bashinka 

in baiso) species – shrigo, harkama, etc. Shirgo is the 

crop planted first during the onset of summer season. 

Because Shirgo is a short day plant that ripens fast. Its 

leaves are the first to be eaten. Next to shirgo, they plant 

different types of crops such as „harkama‟, cotton, etc…. 

             4.2 Transportation 

The other source of income for Gidicho people is the 

water transpiration service. They do this activity after 

they complete their farm activities. The young and adult 

men commonly engaged in this activity. 
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Since the Gidicho mastered the movement over the 

water since long, their neighbors that are found in all 

sides of the lake depend on them to move across the 

lake to any direction. For instance, if the Guji people 

want to go to Ochollo for market, they have to depend 

on the skill of Gidicho people to cross the lake. By doing 

so, the islanders earn large amount of money. They 

transport people and commodities by their wooden 

traditional boats wollabo and „fako‟, which the Wolayta 

and the Gamo call it „ogolo‟. „Fako‟ is the smaller raft 

that only serves to transport commodities.  

                    4.3 Weaving 

As I mentioned earlier, the Gidicho said that they had 

learned weaving from the Ochollo. Even though they 

adopt the skills of others, the Gidicho have modified and 

start to weave in their style. Then they began to produce 

cotton products both for market and personal use. 

Mostly the Gidicho are famous in producing „gash‟ (big 

blanket). Other communities call it by different names. 

For instance, the Ochollo produce and call it as „bulluko‟.  
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 Figure 17: the researcher with women and children in 

Harro village, on the island 

 

 Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

In the figure 17 some are arranging hair in a plate 

design (common hair style of young and adult women) 

and others are spinning cotton that indicates how 

weaving is deeply attached to their life            

                          4.4 Trade 

Besides the transportation service, the Gidicho ran trade 

activities. Since they are living on island and around the 

water body, they serve as transit and mediators of trade. 
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They buy coffee, tobacco, enset (local food item from 

false banana)  from Gedeo and sell for Ochollo, 

Wolayta, Borodea, etc. They sell „bulluko‟ for Guji and 

Gedeo. As a result, the Guji and Gedeo know them as 

„buluko‟ producers. They also sell animals such as ox, 

donkey and goat and animal products such as milk and 

butter. The Gidicho sell these animal products 

particularly for Gamo people. The Gamo people know 

them as milk and butter producers. They appreciate and 

remember them saying they are the Gidicho people 

alone who have been occupying the Thursday market of 

Done (Ochollo), Monday market of Birbir and Friday 

market of Wajifo.  

In the past, the Harro made shields and whips from 

hippopotamus skin and bartered it with „enset‟(local food 

item from false banana) and grains from the Gamo, Guji 

or koore (Awake, 2007: 164). However, as shields are 

not demanded, they do not make it currently. Still they 

make whips and sell it to the Gamo and Guji.  
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                       4.5 Apiculture 

Bee keeping is another source of income for the Gidicho 

people. They produce honey in a very different way from 

other surrounding societies. They collect honey not from 

man-made hives but from a naturally growing tree 

known as „habos‟.  „Habos‟ is a living tree in which the 

people keep their bees. It has wide steam and small 

leaves that fall during winter. They prepare it for this 

purpose by digging the steam and create a hole for 

bees. Then they close the hole with stone leaving small 

way for bees to move in and out when performing their 

activities.  

 Figure 18:  ‘Habos’ tree on the main island in Baiso village 

 

    Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 
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Culturally, the Gidicho give a great respect for this tree, 

said one of my key informants. They do not cut it until it 

dies by itself. They strongly protect the tree from fire 

because when fire touches its part, it will not stay longer. 

It dies very soon. Therefore, let alone cutting, people 

were not allowed to thrown a stone on it because 

„habos‟ is never let to have a scar. Moreover, they cut 

and clean the grass several meters away from the tree 

in case it catches fire and transfer it to the tree.   

The number of „habos‟ trees carrying bees determines 

the status of a person. Among the Gidicho families, the 

farmland that holds large number of „habos‟ tree is given 

for the eldest son. The „habos‟ is everything for Gidicho. 

The women use its flower to decorate themselves; they 

put the flowers on their hair during festive. Moreover, as 

I mentioned in the previous chapter, the color of the 

flower is copied to prepare the cloth of the nationality. 

                     4.6 Fishing and Hunting 

The Gidicho get significant benefits from the lake. They 

and their animals drink the water. Moreover, they fish 

and hunt from the lake. In the past, not all citizens of the 
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island engaged in hunting activity equally. The 

inhabitants of Baiso and Shigma had never hunted in 

history because they consider that eating wild and 

aquatic life as impure (not holly). Therefore, hunting is 

strictly forbidden among them.  

However, among the other inhabitants of the island, 

Harro, whose origin was Gat‟same and Gedeo who were 

hippo hunters and potters by tradition, suggested as the 

beginners of fishing. They are people who purposely 

came to the island in search of land where they put 

hippo meat on sun in order to dry for storage. Still they 

hunt and eat hippo.     

Fishing as a livelihood for Gidicho society is a recent 

time experience. They started fishing during the regime 

of emperor Hailesilassie. Even though they started 

fishing in late 1990s, the people have been fishing in 

traditional way; they used „mentek‟ (a fishing material 

that help to catch single fish at once). There was an 

investor who hunts crocodiles in the lake. The island 

was the center of the project and the project workers 

built their camp there. During the hunt, the investor 

brought workers from other areas. The workers caught 
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fish from the lake. Therefore, it was at this time that the 

Gidicho learned to fish. The workers invited the 

islanders to test the cooked „kunub‟ (fish) for the first 

time.  

According to one of my informants, next to these, foreign 

Christian missionaries came to the island community 

and gave them fishing nets and taught them the 

techniques of fishing. The Derg government also 

distributed „menteko‟ in 1984.  

Advanced and extensive fishing started in 1990s when 

the world vision organization started its intervention and 

teach them the importance of fish and how to fish. The 

organization distributed fishing nets several times.  

According to the community elders, above all, the crucial 

factor that forced people to welcome fishing was 

poverty. The Gidicho had never been in poverty in the 

past. However, because of the loss of plots of land 

associated with the expansion of the lake, probably 

starting from late 1970s, the Gidicho have been facing 

poverty. This made them open up their eyes to look 

deep down into the water rather than only limited its use 
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to the transportation service. In 1999 the Gidicho people 

on the island and on offshore land Algae were highly 

suffered from poverty. It was at this time that fishing 

activity reached the climax because every household 

had been forced to fish. Moreover, the wogo, a ritual 

where people who eat hippo and fish were not allowed 

to share because of the superstition that said he/she will 

loss his/her teeth, is abolished by the spread of 

Christianity among the society. So, today, Gidicho fish 

well and consume fish properly.  

As I mentioned earlier, Lake Abaya is home for several 

fish species. Among these, Nile perch is the most 

dominant fish species of the lake. Of course, the people 

consume all types of fish species. However, according 

to one of my key informants, Getahun from Baiso 

village, the most wanted is the Nile perch because it is 

huge and said to be high in protein content. 
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   Figure 19: The Nile perch

 

   Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

 

The above Nile perch weights about seven kilogram that 

the chief caught by net for us for dinner during my 

fieldwork. I found that it was very large and delicious. 
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Figure 20: Hippo meat suspend out on sun to dry for 

preservation, Harro village 

  

 

       Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

 

In ancient times, the Harro people were used big spears 

to hunt hippos. They tie long rope at the bottom of the 

spear. The rope has attached to small piece of „borbono‟ 

at the tip that float thus help to easily follow the spear 

and to know whether they succeeded in hitting or not. 
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                 4.7 Division of Labor 

The social system of Gidicho society is strict patriarchy. 

This implies that it is the society in which women and 

children are subordinates or they have secondary status 

in the household. In other term, there is the domination 

of husband or father over his wife and children. Due to 

this, the economy and property ownership right falls at 

the hands of the husband. Even though the owner of the 

wealth is the father, the other household members - wife 

and children play great roles during economic 

production. They have their own responsibilities. The 

women leads domestic province and performs tasks like 

fetching water, collecting fire wood, cooking, washing, 

cleaning home and barns, milking the cattle and 

preparing butter, caring for children, the aged and the 

sick.  

The other most important responsibility of the Gidicho 

women is undertaking the activity of collecting „gora‟ 

(salt soil that both cattle and goats consume) for market. 

The women collect and wrap the „kora‟ together with 

rope and grass. Then, the men pay theme 6 to 7 birr for 

each load that shown in the following picture and take it 
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to the Saturday Birbir market and sell it for 80 birr or 

above. 

Figure 21: A woman collecting ‘kora’ (salty soil) for market  

  

   Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

Children have various responsibilities. When they are 

below ten, they are supposed to keep „chibars‟. When 

they become ten and above, they will begin to keep 

birds away from „bashinka‟. Children of both sexes help 

their mother by fetching water and collecting firewood. 

They also spin cotton. The husbands engage in fishing, 

hunting (only the Harro under take it right from the past 

but others adopted in the later periods), trade and giving 
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transportation service. They also suppose to make the 

farm land ready for crop cultivation. 

          4.8 Cultural Foods and Drinks 

The Gidicho consume grain and animal products such 

as milk, butter, meat, and blood. They also consume 

fish. In addition to these diets the Harro also eats 

hippopotamus. The following cultural foods and drinks 

are the most common among the society. 

i. Gaaffo: a food prepared either from „bashinka‟. The 

sorgham is grained but not powdered. It rather 

changed into fine particles and cooked. Enough 

amount of butter is added on it to be eaten. 

ii. Shore (porridge): women grained maize or sorghum 

by a grinding stone. Then, she boils water and adds 

the flour, mix and cook it. After this, they add butter 

on it to be eaten. This type of food is given for a gust 

together with milk. During field work, I ate it as a 

common diet and it was a very comfortable cultural 

food. 

iii. Woramo: it is a cultural food among Baiso that is 

prepared from maize. The flour is mixed with water 
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and made to have the shape and size of a banana 

and then cooked. Commonly consumed with milk 

and fish soup. Again this is also a type of food that I 

find very delicious during my stay in the community. 

iv. Babo (local bread): It is simply prepared by mixing 

the maize or any „bashinka‟ species flour with water. 

They make it flat and bake it on saucepan made from 

steal or clay like „wordamo‟. It is often eaten with milk 

and soup.  

v. So (meat): the Gidicho people eat meat but they do 

not kill cattle for meat. They slaughter goat or sheep 

at home but they buy beef meat from market.  

vi. Huluka (Hanjulae): it is prepared from „harkama‟ 

(millet) or „bashinka‟ or maize. Some amount of flour 

is mixed with cold water. Then they make small 

number of circular irregular divisions. They put a pot 

on fire with water. When the water is boiled, they add 

a cabbage or beans. Finally, they add the divisions in 

to the pot. When cooked they drop it on a material 

known as dugud. Then they add butter on it and 

consume it with milk. Of course, they also consume it 

without butter and milk.  This type of food is very 
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common among other nationalities in SNNPRS. 

Except the variation in its terminology, they share 

common cooking process and style. For instance, the 

Derashe people prepare it in the same way to 

Gidicho and call it „hawalata‟ where as the Konso and 

the Kusume call it „kutuma‟. 

Figure 22: ‘korto’ (an object for storing flour) and ‘dugud’ 

(a cultural material in which they eat food) from left to right 

 

  Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho  

vii. They distill potent clear liquor from fermented maize 

and „gesho‟ (local plant with bitter test). They call it 

sekil (local beer). They drink it during holidays. It has 

strong alcoholic content and intoxicates people. 
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viii. Eno (milk): among the type of milk, cattle milk can 

be given for anybody. But the goat milk is restricted 

to family members particularly children, close 

relatives, special gusts. The reason is that goat milk 

is rich in protein content and not much yield is 

obtained like cattle milk. Moreover, they believe that 

when a person is given goat milk, he/she may 

realize that the giver has many goats. This is a 

chronic belief to Gidicho because of the fear of loss 

of their goats.  

The Gidicho society also consumes honey with „kocho‟. 

In the past, they produce honey only for consumption 

but recently they began to take it to the market for sale. 

According to my key informants, the Gidicho people 

drink blood with milk in the past. They were the sick who 

commonly drink blood for cure. They bleed their animals 

to obtain blood without killing them. However, today they 

do not drink blood. 
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               4.9 The Culture of Saving 

The Gidicho people are very good in economic 

protection. They have strong culture of saving. They 

accumulate their crops, animals and their products. 

They do not sell their animals simply because of 

problems. Selling grains and other properties like land is 

also restricted and not easily allowed. For instance, if 

someone faces a problem, he cannot stand and want to 

sell his cattle only by his own decision. He is not allowed 

to do so unless he gets permission of his parents and 

relatives as they have the power to stop him. They 

believe that selling properties make people poor and 

therefore, they are not happy to see someone who is 

poor in their kin group since it gives them low social 

status in the society. However, if the problem is beyond 

one‟s capacity like death and marriage cases, the 

parents let him sell his property. If he is going to sell 

cattle, still he is not supposed to sell for third person who 

is not a relative but the relatives call each other, discuss 

on the issue for someone from their group has to buy it. 

To this effect, they pass decision selecting the rich 

member to buy the cattle.  
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Among the Gidicho sorghum, maize…etc are stored in 

togoga(a cultural store)  and kept for long time. „Togoga‟ 

- is a material made up from cattle west and wooden 

sticks. It serves for storage of grains. 

      Figure 23:  ‘Togoga’, an object locally made for grain 

storage 

 

  Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho  

The number of „togogas‟ full of grains measures the 

status of a household. Once grains are stored, the 

household members are not allowed to take it at any 

time they need. But the family members have to discuss 

and agreed up on it. The discussion is highly influenced 

by the father. If for instance, a father has gone 



The Ethno-history of Gidicho People 

83 
 

somewhere far and if a grain for consumption is finished, 

the children and the wife are not allowed to touch the 

storage. Instead, they have to borrow or look for other 

alternatives. Otherwise, they stay hungry until he comes 

back home though they have a number of togogas. The 

storage is only consumed during harsh times. When 

weather is changed and resulted in consecutive dry 

seasons of little rain fall, that in turn resulted in small 

yield of crop production, the people forced to open the 

store and use. This indicated that the storage consumed 

during drought. 

The people also keep butter for winter season because 

winter is dry and pasture is scarce for cattle. As a result, 

milk yield is very small. However, during summer, there 

is much rain and enough pasture therefore, high yield of 

milk. So, they consume milk during summer and keep 

butter to be consumed with grains during winter.   
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Chapter Five 

5. The Social or Institutional Dimension 

5.1 Family, Kinship and Descent 

The society that I have studied has stimulated my strong 

interest in family, kinship and descent. Kinship- as vitally 

important in daily life in non-industrial societies has 

become an essential part of my research because of its 

importance to the people I studied. I have made a closer 

look at the systems of kinship and descent that have 

organized the human life for much of our history. I 

quickly recognized social divisions and groups within the 

society I studied during fieldwork. I learned about 

significant groups by observing their activities and 

impositions. I observed people living in the same village 

or neighborhood that work or celebrate together 

because they are related in some way. 

            5.1.1 Falli (family) 

The smallest social unit among the Gidicho society is 

the nuclear family. However, the nuclear family has no 

special role in the social life. Other social units –most 

notably descent groups and extended families assumed 
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most or all of the functions otherwise associated with the 

nuclear family. 

In other words, in Gidicho, the nuclear families lack 

autonomy. Several such families are embedded in an 

extended- family household (includes three or more 

generations). The household is headed by a male 

household head and his wife, the senior women. When 

grandparents (ababo and akko, grandfather and mother 

respectively) are still alive, they are the top and 

respected figures in the household. The household also 

includes married sons and their wives and children, and 

unmarried sons and daughters. Each nuclear family has 

a separate bed room within the big compound of the 

household.  However, possessions such as farm tools, 

fishing nets and other items are freely shared and are 

appropriated for use elsewhere. Such a residential unit 

is known as patrilocal extended family, because each 

couple resides in the compound of the husband‟s family 

household after marriage. 

Every family eats at two successive settings: husband 

alone, wife and children together. Although men usually  
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feel closer to their own children than those of their own 

brothers, they are obliged to treat them equally. Children 

are born as long as the mother is fertile because having 

a number of children means easing the burden of hard 

work that fall on the shoulder of parents. Therefore, 

children are considered as assets. The family prefers 

male, whose social value is high, to be born first and 

many in the family. 

Inheritance goes in the line of the father. The Gidicho is 

a primogeniture society- whereby the first son was 

entitled to inherit the wealth of his family. It is only if he 

wants that he shares some properties only with his 

brothers because women are not allowed to inherit even 

a piece of property. 

    5.1.2 Kinship       

Though latent, nuclear family is a kind of kin group in 

society under study. The other kin groups include 

extended families and decent groups. 

In Gidicho, maintaining personal ties and joining social 

groups is based on culturally constructed genealogical 

kin. So all genealogical relationships - father, mother, 
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son, daughter, brother, sister, child (of either sex), 

husband, wife - have their own terminologies among the 

society. For example, the Gidicho call a fathers and a 

father‟s brother by the same term abo. They use terms 

anna and awoya for aunts and uncles respectively. The 

cousins - the children of brothers and sisters (cross and 

parallel) are called abi and aba, females and males 

respectively.    

              5.1.3 Descent 

A descent group is a permanent social unit whose 

members say they have ancestors in common. Descent 

group members believe they share and descend from, 

those common ancestors (Kottak, 2002: 198). In 

Gidicho, since the social system is patriarchy, the 

descent rule is patrilineal; people automatically have 

lifetime membership in the father‟s group. The children 

of all group‟s of men join the group, but the children of 

the female members of that group are excluded. 

Descent groups may be lineage or clans. Common to 

both is the belief that members descended from the 

same apical ancestor. The difference is a lineage uses 
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demonstrated descent where members recite the names 

of their forebears in each generation from the apical 

ancestor through the present. Whereas clans use 

stipulated descent - clan members‟ merely say they 

descended from the apical ancestor. They do not try to 

trace the actual genealogical links between themselves 

and that ancestor (Kottak, 2002: 99,200). Many societies 

have both lineages and clans. However, the Gidicho has 

the following clans: Achele, Acheqele, Gondo, Fago, 

Mamenkatsea, Bota, Dakorte, Mulmale, Worgi, Wolage, 

Gandure, Gane and Tentu. The Harro are clans from 

Gats‟ame and Gadeo. They established alliances 

through frequent intermarriages.  

   5.2 Rite of passage 

According to the Baiso village informant, Cornel 

Tadesse, other than hippo hunting, the second factor for 

Harro villagers to be down looked by the Baiso people in 

the earlier periods was that the Harro did not undertake 

circumcision. Moreover, it was also for this reason that 

the Gidicho did not marry to Harro in the past. I was very 

much interested in taking notes about circumcision as 

such practice is very serious and still ongoing culture 
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among the people under study. The society gives a 

great value for male circumcision and women do not 

pass through this practice. Thus, if someone was not 

passed through it and become aged over the expected 

age of circumcision, he will be mortified by the people 

anywhere and not even considered as full man among 

the society.  

The Gidicho undertake circumcision in a traditional way. 

The elders who are recognized as knowledgeable under 

take it by using a sharp knife locally called nedo. They 

cut the unwanted part of the genital organ in a very 

harsh way, even without pre-medical treatment like 

using a kind of anesthesia. As a result, it is always 

accompanied by high bleeding that made the 

circumcised weak. Thus to restore, the circumcised 

youth have to rest for a long circumcision ceremonial 

period consuming all what is prepared for them until they 

get cure.  

To begin the circumcision, a feast is prepared. It is 

locally known as lalla. Circumcision is held most of the 

time in the home of the senior fathers among the clan 

members. So, young boys who are assumed matured 
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enough for the practice gather to the home of the 

selected father; he is the initiator of the circumcision 

idea most of the time, and gives a hut where they stay 

until their wounds cure. All what is necessary for the 

feast, such as migi (flour), butter, honey, oxen or goats 

or sheep, etc. are contributed sufficiently by members of 

the community especially the families of the boys and 

their close relatives. A big pot is brought and put to on a 

hide and the flour that each household head contributes 

added into it. The hide protects the flour from falling on 

earth because the pot may get full. The „wono‟, 

„woyechas‟, „oriwono‟ and other distinguished bodies of 

the society attend the feast. 

The „wono‟ and „woychas‟ open the event by blessing. 

Then, others who attended the ceremony that might be 

the whole community, bless the youth and their family 

for their family ties are strengthen than ever before and 

for more love to be added among them.  

When the circumcision begins, the people who attend 

the ceremony play different cultural songs and perform 

cultural dances as well. For instance, by screeching a 
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metallic material they sing the following song; one of the 

cultural songs of circumcision: 

               Wodalla edaro 

               Wodall edaro 

               Tayete doduro 

              Melilite bisiro 

              Wodalla edaro 

              Mayecho edaro, which generally 

demonstrate how necessary the circumcision is. Thus, 

strengthen the youth who are going to pass under the 

event.     

The wono, woyechas‟, oriwono and others sit around the 

singing and dancing attendants and meanwhile the 

event is taking place. They bless each youth at the spot 

of cutting event by saying “mega krore hayelo” “mega 

krora hayelo” which means “let your wound be the 

wound of a dog”. Because it is believed that the wound 

of a dog gets cure soon. Of course, such blessing is 

common across the culture of almost all other Ethiopian 

societies that under take the practice. When the youth 
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enter into the circumcision hut, the „meganancho‟ (see 

chapter six) anoint butter on their forehead and knees 

and blesses them by the same „dog wound‟ blessing. 

Finally, when the circumcision event is completed, the 

circumcised youth are blessed all together.  

The one who host the event in his home will sacrifices 

ox or goat or sheep for the closing ceremony. The youth 

slaughter the animal and eat the meat. Then, the host 

ties hingicha (thread made of skin of the animal) for 

each circumcised boy on their forehead and hand before 

they leave his home. When they are leaving, they are 

not supposed to wear simple shirts. They put on a short 

garment locally called „gonffa‟ on their west and a big 

local blanket, gashe from above. They wear it right from 

circumcision day and it will never be washed during their 

stay. Then, they leave the village for hunting, to kill any 

wild animal they find. Once they pass through this event, 

none of them will be seen as boys. Rather they are 

respected and will take over new roles.  

When I asked the reason why circumcision is in group, 

one of my key informants, Dabalqo Amano, has 

answered it as follows: 
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The relatives love each other and always stand for each 

other. So if the haves circumcise their sons alone, sons of 

those who cannot able to prepare the feast left 

uncircumcised. However, this is considered as shame for 

all clan members to have men that are not circumcised 

and that might not get married during their life time among 

them. So, the one who wants to have his son circumcised 

ought to visit his relatives and discuss it as much as 

possible and pass decision. In our culture a single 

household does a not make its sons pass through the 

event alone. It is considered as taboo. 

The very quality of circumcision among the Gidicho is 

that it strengthen family ties which in turn becomes a 

critical base for alliance among the whole society. 

The youth, who are circumcised together and stayed 

for all that reasonable period together, see each other 

as brothers in all walks of their life. So, the social 

alliance between the people will be maintained 

through all the Gidicho generations.  

      5.3 Kesunne (marriage) 

No definition of marriage is broad enough to apply easily 

to all societies and situations. A commonly quoted 

definition comes from Notes and Queries on 

Anthropology. In 1951, the Royal Anthropological 
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institute has defined marriage as a union between a 

man and a woman such that the children born to the 

woman are recognized as legitimate offspring of both 

partners (Kottak, 2002: 214). 

This definition is not universally valued for several 

reasons. The idea of marriage has different meanings in 

diverse cultural societies. For example, some societies 

recognize same sex marriages. Also, in many societies, 

marriages unite more than two spouses (Ibid) 

Marriage among the Gidicho unite two spouses of 

opposite sexes. The age of marriage for male is 20 to 24 

and 18 to 22 years for females. The marriage is 

practiced by the rule of exogamy. One seeks a husband 

or wife outside one‟s own group. Such kind of marriage 

converts strangers into kin, by creating and maintaining 

personal and political alliances through relationships of 

affinity. Though, they make partner from the outside 

group, still they care and check the line of the mother 

deep down up to five generations. 

Because of such affiliation, people who are living in 

those diverse villages - on the island and on offshore 
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land have strong alliance, and hence support each other 

during times of need. They say, friendship may decay 

and forgotten but marriage affiliation never taken for 

granted and pushed away. 

Sexual relation with someone who is close relative is 

incestuous among the Gidicho. The following sexual and 

marital relations are „hilo’ (taboo) among Gidicho. This 

include sexual and /or marital relations between brother 

and sister, between children of brother and sister (cross 

cousins),and between children of two brothers and two 

sisters (parallel cousins). 

The „wono‟ marry from the clan that has a quality and 

privilege to be „wono‟. For instance, the „wono‟ cannot 

marry from Mulamale, Worgi, etc clans for they are not 

allowed to be „wono‟. Even if he married before 

coronation, he would have to marry a second spouse 

before the feast from the permitted clans. Otherwise, the 

first wife is not going to be haired as „oriwono‟ (the wife 

of the king). The marriage ceremony is similar to that of 

the ordinary people. 
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              5.3.1 Types of marriage 

The two most common types of marriage among 

Gidicho society is arranged marriage- the marriage of a 

girl and marriage by inheritance.  

a) Deletiti   

This is a kind of arranged marriage which is the 

marriage of a virgin girl. It is a must for someone to 

marry a virgin girl according to my key informant Balamo 

Worba. He said, virginity has a great connotation and 

value among their society.  

According to my informants, the family of the male 

selects a girl based on the cultural criteria‟s such as 

modesty and hard work. Moreover, she has to be the 

one who lives according to the custom and norm of the 

community. Physical beauty has no place among 

Gidicho. In addition, she has to be the member of other 

group. The father of the male often asks the family of the 

girl. In his way to her home, he has to listen to „kaya’ 

(omen). For instance, if he meets a women carrying 

empty pot, a person with no hair (bald) and that wear a 

mourning cloth particularly woman who lost her husband 
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or a man who lost his wife recently, etc, he has to 

change his mind and return because these are believed 

to be a bad „kaya‟ that has bad connotation for that 

family. If someone does not obey this omen and make a 

marriage, they believe that the spouses will lead a short 

and miserable life. They will fall in sickness, unable to 

give birth, and will be needy.  

Therefore, when the first attempt aborted, the father 

once again tries the chance. In case, if such 

circumstantial signs happens again he has to change his 

mind once for all and look for another girl. However, 

when there are no indicators of bad kaya, it means 

welcome - the „kaya‟ let him to do so. Furthermore, if he 

reaches at her home when the family is cooking, milking 

… etc, this assures him to keep up coming to ask. Then 

he asks her father. 

The father of the girl asks whether the „kaya‟ permits him 

or not. As far as they are not close relatives and the 

„Kaya‟ permits, it does not take a long time for them to 

reach at an agreement. It is in this way that „delel‟ (girl) 

marriage among the Gidicho society is arranged.  
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„Delel‟ marriage is further categorized into two kinds 

based on the magnitude and extent of attention given for 

the marital ceremony which they call kesseno (wedding). 

These are mutiatano (mutiassisano) and siyamikesano 

(siyamosissano). 

„Mutiatano‟ is a kind of „delel‟ marriage that demand 

large amount of wealth - for extensive preparation of 

cultural foods and drinks to undertake the ceremony. It 

is a marriage type accompanied by a wedding ceremony 

formal attended by wono, woychas‟, respected organs 

and many people who deserve to attend the ceremony. 

The people who attend the ceremony eat and drink the 

feast while singing cultural songs and performing 

cultural dances. Temeto, a feast that only women attend 

is prepared. The ceremony takes place every day during 

day time and will be closed after a week and so. The 

reason for making the ceremony during day time is 

purely economical. The groom will manage to serve the 

attendants well. Therefore, there is nothing that 

ashamed of to undertake the wedding formally at day 

time, in front of the public. The second and the fastest 

„delel‟ marriage is „siyamokesano‟. It is a kind of urgent 
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marriage that involves the groom and the pride families 

only. Her father paints butter on her forehead, blesses 

and simply gives her to the groom. There would be no 

ceremony at all. The opposite is true for the one who 

cannot afford to organize marriage feast to warmly serve 

huge number of expected gusts at the wedding. So, the 

only chance this boy has is to take the bride when the 

night falls. This may keep him from being ashamed.    

Though the second „delel‟ marriage is practiced during 

drought - when there is no enough wealth for preparing 

the cultural foods and drinks to organize „hasseno‟ and 

host the potential attendants; however, it is difficult to 

judge that the difference between the two kinds of 

marriage is only economic as other cases made 

possible for such a marriage to be arranged. The 

members of the nationality said that when the girl is not 

ready to accept the husband that her family selected 

and trying to marry another person, her father fears that 

his daughter is going to mortify him in the community. 

Hence, he forces her to marry the person he selected 

soon without wasting time. There is no way for the girl to 

refuse the decision of her family. This type of marriage is 
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highly practiced in the past time. But now, there is a big 

difference as women have a right to refuse forced 

marriage. Moreover, women in the contemporary 

Ethiopia are privileged with many legal rights that protect 

them from violence including the right of marriage.  

    b) Aba eenoote (sororate)  

What happen if his wife dies young? Mr. X‟s group will 

ask the late wife‟s group for substitution in Gidicho 

culture. They believe that if he gets married from new a 

group, the woman will not give warm emotional support 

for the children of the deceased woman to which she is 

unfamiliar. However, if she is her sister, she is not new 

for the children. She will take care of them and even 

consider them as her own children because of blood 

relationship through her sister. 

   c) Eella (levirate) 

If a husband dies in Gidicho, the widow will be forced to 

marry his brother. The widow will automatically marry 

the husband‟s brother. It seems that the reason for this 

is similar in all societies that practice this kind of 

inheritance marriage. The Gidicho responded that they 
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undertake such kind of marriage in order to take care of 

the property of their kin. If someone out of their kin takes 

the advantage over the widow, he will be entitled to 

precious properties like land, cattle and the lke and take 

it to his own kin, to which the deceased person does not 

belong. Therefore, the Gidicho consider this as a great 

loss for the clan of the late person.  

             5.3.2 Buruce (bride wealth) 

Since a girl is selected before her age reaches for 

marriage; until she become mature, the family of the 

groom serves the bride‟s family. During marriage, a 

customary gift from the family of the husband is given to 

the family of the wife to compensate them for the loss of 

her companionship and labor. Such practice is known as 

buruce among Gidicho. In Gidicho one cannot marry 

unless he gives „buruce‟.  

The „buruce‟ has three levels: Debalo buruce is the level 

that carries the highest share of the bride wealth. It 

refers to the payment of an ox. The second level of 

„burce‟ is tallamin which involves the compensation by 

giving small cattle. The third level is called takori at 
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which the groom is requested to pay goat. These three 

levels of payments are done at the same time. Some 

bride families take it in cash. 

Bride wealth is not the same throughout all marriages. If 

the bride is detected and assured to be virgin, the 

payment is the highest of all payments of marriages. 

However, if she is not virgin, the Gidicho call her 

tabanote and the „buruce‟ is less. Moreover, she will be 

in danger as the groom has the right to send her back to 

her family. Even if he will not send her, there is no way 

for her to continue with the status of first wife. She is 

rather seen and treated as a second wife and it is a 

must for the person to look for first wife according to the 

culture. But if he lets her go, no one will marry her as a 

first wife except when she is married to a person who 

lost his first wife and when she is married to someone 

who seeks her from the Harro village, who in the early 

periods were over looked by the Baiso and the Shigima 

communities. Otherwise, the „tabanote‟ will enjoy the 

right to be a second wife.  
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             5.4 Divorce 

Since the couples got married by the knowledge of their 

parents, breaking the bond is not easy. If the spouses 

agreed to depart, their parents will discourage and forbid 

them. They will not be allowed to make another 

marriage when they break the former without the 

consent of both parents. 

Among the Gidich divorce will be made under the 

following circumstances:  

-When a girl is not virgin at marriage, he may simply 

send her back to her family and she will be married as 

second wife elsewhere. If she stays with him, by their 

custom, it is must for him to look for another virgin girl 

and the first will be regarded as a second wife.  

-When a woman commits unforgivable „crime‟ such as 

having sex with someone and others, by the norm of the 

culture both parents of the couple come together and 

discussed on it. When they agree, the clan leader of the 

male group will come and break the oath they made 

early in front of people not to depart, to respect each  
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other and their parents. They believe that God and the 

land heard them. So, if they decide to depart the oath 

has to be broken. The practice of breaking the oath is 

called kelik. The clan leader will bless both of them to 

succeed in their life after divorce. If „keliki‟ was not 

made, he/she will not be engaged. 

If they get divorced, the woman take all properties that 

she produced by her own labor. She will also take 

objects that she earned from trade. Even though it is 

rare, the ex-husband may give her cattle willingly 

thinking that she gave him children and they have seen 

the good and bad things together.  

 

             5.5 Death and cemetery 

In Gidicho, when a person passes away, the traditional 

mourning and funeral ceremonies, which depend on 

age, marital and social status are carried out. According 

to the custom, when a person dies the parents tell to the 

„wono‟ as one of their members is passed away before 

they start mourning. Because when anyone passed in 

the community, the „wono‟ will be in intense mourning; 

he does not eat food except milk and water after death 
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is heard. Therefore, he has to eat enough food before 

the mourning that can make him stay for two or three 

days without eating.  

Then, „wono‟ let the parents to declare official funeral 

ceremony and the traditional mourning songs to begin. 

The parents and close relatives spread the news of the 

death to other village by beating drum. If the parents 

begin mourning without the knowledge of the king, they 

will be punished according to the norm of the society. 

 According to the custom, when young unmarried and 

adult person died, the grief is so deep that there will be 

intense mourning ceremony, which stays for about a 

month. In Gidicho deep sorrow for children and elders is 

prohibited. Mourning for elders is accomplished by 

traditional musical instruments, songs, and dances and 

by narrating his achievements, which comfort the family 

of the deceased from their grief. The death of the „wono‟ 

has a similar funeral and mourning ceremony with that 

of the ordinary people. 
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Finally, a few selected people are given an ox to dig the 

grave and burry the body. These people slaughter and 

eat the ox while digging the grave.  

Every Gidicho clan has its own cemetery. A dead body 

is always buried with its head to the east, wooden poles 

with pots inserted as their ends are erected on male 

graves. On the other hand, gourds and other household 

utensils are put both on the graves of males and 

females. A circular earth plate and „dugud‟ (flat plate 

woven) on a grave shows that the grave belongs to 

female. Besides, using to identify to which sex the grave 

belongs, this items also help to differentiate to which 

particular person a particular grave belonged.  
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                                      Chapter Six 

                            6. The Political Dimension 

The three central elements of politics are power, 

influence and decision making. So if politics is broadly 

defined as competition for power over people and 

things, then it is clear that all societies have some sort of 

political system. However, there can be vast difference 

in what political organizations look like and how they 

function in different kinds of societies.  

Political anthropologists recognized that not all societies 

have law, in the sense of a formal legal code; judiciary 

and enforcement but all societies do have some means 

of social control. Their members do not live in total 

anarchy. Surveying many societies, we see a range of 

political systems. Some have informal or temporary 

leaders with limited authority, exercised only at the local 

level. Others have permanent political institutions that 

prevail over entire regions (Kottak, 2002:242). The 

Gidicho is a society under the rule of Federal 

Democratic Republic of Ethiopia with its own still 

functioning traditional political system. 
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         6.1 Traditional Administration of Gidicho 

Traditionally, the Gidicho had been ruled by monarchical 

system. The people were subordinated to kings. It is not 

clear that when they began to be ruled by this system. 

However, local elders estimate that the Gidicho people 

began to be ruled by king during the early ages of their 

settlement in the present place that believed to be in the 

late decades of 16 century. They said, the Gidicho had 

been ruled under kings starting from the time they began 

to lead sedentary way of life.  The traditional leadership 

among the Gidicho was more of religious and the 

leaders were named by the title wono. The „wono‟ has 

both secular and theocratic power--- he is both political 

and religious leader. „Wono‟ means leader of the people 

and the land. It is equivalent to the term king. It is similar 

in status to the „kati‟ of the Korret and „kawo‟ of the 

Gamo and Wolayta but the right to „wono‟ power is not 

hereditary.  

 

 

 



The Ethno-history of Gidicho People 

109 
 

           Figure 24: ‘Wono’ and his descendants 

 

       Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

The „wono‟ has no special administrative center, but he 

exercises his power at his own home among the 

community. Among Islanders, not all clans have the right 

to be „wono‟. Moreover, the „wono‟ power does not 

necessarily pass through kin. Individuals who are from 

the qualified clans compete to win to lead the people. 

The communities of the three villages on the main island 

and on the island of Golmaka have been ruled by their 

own „wonos‟. In Baiso village, the individual who 

compete for the „wono‟ position has to be from Achele, 

Achegele, Mamenka, Barga (Tsentu) clans. Because of 

their cultural and religious leadership status, these clans 
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were called tsenga. Therefore, the first quality to be 

„wono‟ is being „tsenga‟.  

In Shigima, the Gondo (the descendants of Boroda 

mala) has a power to be „wono‟. Mulimale and Woriji 

clans have no right to be „wono‟ but they can be 

„woychas‟ (as discussed below).  

The Golmaka Islanders were from Sidama. Since they 

lost their people by the Arsi war, the number of their 

clans was diminished. As a result, all members of the 

island can potentially be a „wono‟; as stipulated by one 

of my key informants, Balawo Worba. 

Lastly, in Harro the political organization is not leaded by 

„wono‟ but by maga system. Since the Harro people 

come from clans of different societies; Gats‟ame, Gedeo 

and Gunjule, not all clans have the right to maga power. 

Only the clan from Gedeo has the power to be maga. 

This clan hunts and eats hippo. As a result, the Baiso, 

Shigma, and Golmaka clans marginalize it from social 

life.  
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             6.1.1 Structure of Administration  

The „wono‟ does not lead people alone but he has 

assistants. These are woychas, odobado (the father of 

marry) and tokamo. The „woychas‟ are chiefs 

possessing sprits called assora, mando, etc. They are 

the right hands of the „wono‟ and they manage most of 

the socio-cultural activities including conflict resolution. 

They lead the process of all feasts by mobilizing people 

to participate. Blessing the participants of the feasts is 

the duty of „wono‟. He spat his saliva on people to 

protect them from poverty, disease, war…etc.    

„Odobado‟ is an advisor for „wono‟ and „woychas‟. In 

Addition, he is the one who typically concerned with the 

issues of women. He has no religious power. „Tokamo‟ 

is an assistant who serves as a messenger. When 

„wono‟ want to discuss on a given issue with „woychas‟, 

„odobado‟ and local elders he send „tokamo‟ to call 

them. 
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 Diagram 1: The hierarchy of power in the tradition political 

system of Gidicho  

Wono 

                                                    

                    

Odobado 

Tokamo 

                                                                                           

The „wono‟ and his assistants have the power to pass 

decision when norms are broken. After dealing on the 

issues, they pass a judgment to punish the guilty. Not all 

cases are taken to the „wono‟ but the clan leaders and 

community elders play a great role in negotiating and 

solving conflicts. They take measures on some cases 

and pass decisions. This resolution method is called 

rebet among the islanders. If the issue is not solved at 

the „rebet‟ stage, it will be taken to the „wono‟.  

 

 

Woychas‟ 
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There are also cases that are directly taken to „wono‟. 

For instance, when rape is committed the case is 

immediately taken to the king. He sends „tokame‟ to call 

the „woychas‟, „odobado‟ and community elders to come 

to his place. „Tokamo‟ call these people by saying “k 

wono rora yaye wono woyayera” which means the king 

has called you, so go to him. Then these people come to 

the home of the „wono‟ and sit around korifincha, a 

special throne for the king. It is made up of borbono. 

Every household prepares it and leaves it untouched. If 

in case „wono‟ comes to their home, they let him sit on it. 

This is done to respect and keep the king pure because 

the king is always supposed to stay pure. 
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      Figure 25: ‘korifincha’, special throne for the chief 

 

   Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

 

After they discus they pass decision and punish the 

rapist. Rape is a serious violation of norm and 

considered as taboo in the culture of Gidicho. The 

punishment is known as qango, it means curse. 

Therefore, the rapist made to pay one cow for the king 

and two cows for the raped woman‟s father. Moreover, 

he will marry her as far as they have no blood 

relationship, according to the norm and custom of the 

society. However, when the case is not yet gets solution, 

the king takes it to sengon, public arena where the 
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people freely talk on issues and pass decisions. Thus, 

the public deal on it because the people have the 

ultimate power among Gidicho society.  

 

        Figure 25: ‘Wono’ and his people at ‘sengon’ (public 

arena) 

 

 Source: Field photo, January 2011, Gidicho 

         6.1.2 Big Figures behind the Traditional 

Administration 

The other important organs behind the „wono‟, woychas 

and odobado, who play a great role, are their wives. 
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Above all, the wife of the king is powerful and has some 

strict powers. She is called oriwono. The people do not 

allow her to do anything. There are people who fetch 

water, cook and feed the king and his wife. She is also 

not allowed to go anywhere out of the island. She leads 

several feasts and ceremonies that are secular or 

religious. She works to protect women from challenges 

and leads them fight against any oppression. For 

instance, if a man insults a woman, she will go and tell 

for „wono‟ and the „wono‟ delegates „oriwono‟ to make 

decision. When she finds the person guilty, she calls all 

women on the island and leads them to go and stand in 

front of the house of the person. Then, the „oriwono‟ and 

the women shout simultaneously by saying elililili… 

repeatedly for a long time. It was believed that this will 

make the person, his children and cattle unhealthy and 

may make them die. Therefore, he has to admit his 

wrong doing and ask the queen to forgive him.  

Then the „oriwono‟ punish him and make him pay two 

oxen. Then only the women take the cattle to tabado 

(public arena of women) to slaughter and eat it there. 
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After they have finished eating, the „oriwono‟ blesses the 

person for health, long life and prosperity.  

Maganacho and abado, wives of „woycha‟ and 

„odobado‟ respectively, are also important figures. They 

assist „oriwono‟. If pregnancy is aborted, the woman has 

to be clean before joining the community. The 

purification process is led by „odobado‟ but he delegates 

his wife, „abado‟. The feast of purification is called 

methebate. The woman has to sacrifice a cow and 

sheep that gave birth for „methebate‟. The above 

sacrifice is called elabo and sea - sisano respectively. 

Since she is not allowed to go out until she is pure, she 

urinates and defecates in a house. Because, if she 

walks out being impure, they believe that men and oxen 

will become weak and powerless; therefore fail to 

reproduce which is not good for the future of the 

community.  

The „abado‟ takes the sacrifice to „tabdo‟, where all 

women of the island including the woman who made 

abortion are collected. Then, the „abado‟ slaughters the 

sacrifice and undertake the purification process by 

anointing the woman by blood. Then, all the women eat 
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the meat. By this, the ceremony is completed and the 

woman becomes free. When women are in the feast, 

men are not allowed to pass even at a near distance. 

They should move out of the sight of the women.  

             6.2 Succession of power 

As mentioned so far, the succession of power is not 

through kin. In addition, not all clans have the right to be 

„wono‟. Therefore, only members from qualified clans 

compete to win. The qualified individuals are supposed 

to show their wealth by feeding people. Each of them 

feed the wider community; kill their oxen and goats for 

people to eat and prepare all other cultural foods 

including precious cultural foods and drinks prepared 

from honey. By doing so, one of the contenders will be 

given approval by the community. So, for a person to be 

accepted and haired as „wono‟, he should be wealthy. 

The other criterion is that the person should be a 

married person. His wife should be from the clans that 

have the quality for „wono‟ power. If he already gets 

married from a forbidden clan, he will marry a second 

wife because the former one is not allowed to shoulder 

the feasts that „oriwono‟ can up hold.  
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When the person fulfills the above expectations, 

together with his wife, he will be taken to „sengon‟ where 

they cut his hair and make him wear fatala, black tip 

special close made from cotton worn for coronation.  

He wears the „fatala‟ and pulls some part of it on floor 

being gang around by the community. He calls the name 

of his parents that are alive or deceased to hear him that 

he is going to be a king. When they reach the home of 

the king, the king makes speech saying, “during my stay 

on power I worked for the prosperity of the people; there 

was no poverty, war and disease. People and their 

animals were healthy”. By saying this, he passes a 

massage to the new king, to keep up protecting the 

community. Then the successor accepts and makes an 

oath. The oath refers to the transfer of power from the 

„wono‟ to his successor. According to this, the successor 

gets in to qorodo, a place inside a home where the 

„wono‟ and the spirit sit. Except the successor, nobody 

has allowed to enter there. Then, the new king takes the 

object that the people worship. When I have asked 
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about the object, none of my informants was willing to 

say anything about the object.  

Once a king is haired, he does not have his hair cut. 

However, he has his hair cut when he finds a successor 

and puts down on kosi (dried animal dung that already 

found on floor of korodo). They call the hair as gutor. 

The successor collects the „gutor‟ with „kosi‟. After he 

collects the „gutor‟ and the „kosi‟, he binds it together 

with secrete object and take it to his home. The people 

carry the new „wono‟ and his wife on their head and 

when they reach his home they make him sit on the 

„korfincha‟ for he should not touch land. They are the 

representatives of Korre kati, the goda that come to 

coronate the new „wono‟ and declare the beginning of 

his rule.  

„Woychas‟ also transfer their power in more or less 

similar way as the succession of „wono‟ but the 

difference is that the spirit has to hit the back of the wife 

of the fourth coming „waycha‟. This means, the spirit 

comes to his home. Once the spirit comes to his home, 

the person has to start the process to the woycha 

power. The „wono‟ and other organs give appointment 
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for the succession. The day on which they transfer the 

power is called wonjeluma.  

When someone is taking „wono‟ power, he is not 

supposed to pay some amount of property for the 

„wonno‟. However, the person who is selected by the 

spirit for „woycha‟ has to pay three up to four goats for all 

former „woychas‟ to take the power. It may also be in 

cash.  This practice is called gada. They are their wives 

take the „gata‟. 

Then the person called his parents and his clan elders to 

come to „sengon‟ on „wonjeluma‟. Unlike the transfer of 

the king‟s power, not the whole community is expected 

to come to „sengon‟ but maganene (elders) from Baiso, 

Shigma and Harro come to transfer the power. The 

makanchos‟ play a song called „hosse‟ during the 

transfer. They say:  

hosse hosse yayar 

                                                                           haway ulansse 

hosse hosse yayar 

haway ay arensse. 
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This means you are the king of the land and the people 

from now onwards. 
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Chapter Seven 

7.  Religion among Gidicho 

7.1 Traditional Belief system and Rituals 

In 1966 the anthropologist Anthony F.C Wallace has 

defined religion as a “belief and ritual concerned with 

supernatural beings, power and forces”. Religious 

beliefs both unite and divide people. Participation in 

common rites may affirm and thus maintain the social 

solidarity of religious adherents. On the other hand, 

religious differences may be estimated with bitter enmity 

(Kottak, 2002: 304).  

The supreme deity of Gidicho is called Wa. The „wono‟ 

and „woychas‟ possessed spirits and serve as agents 

that link the people to the supreme deity. In the past, the 

people worshiped these agents. The „wono‟ baptize the 

people with milk and honey. It is believed that there is 

Wa in the home of „wono‟ and „woychas‟. Thus, if „wono‟ 

or „woychas‟ see someone with „bad eyes‟, they believe 

that the person will die.  
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  ‘Wogo’  

It was a popular religious ritual among Gidicho. Every 

household in the community contributes for the ritual. 

Such collection of wealth from the community members 

is called marancha among the people. They are the 

„woychas‟ and clan leaders that facilitate and organize 

the feast. It is practiced in special place in a big hut 

constructed only for this purpose. The people were 

collected in this hut. Then the „wono‟ slaughters an ox 

that is bought by „maranchata‟ and officially begins the 

ritual by spraying blood on the people, give blessing 

against death, evil spirit, famine, drought, disease, war 

and other social pathologies. After that, they ate the 

meat. If they did not finish the meat, according to their 

custom, they will take it back into the village and 

distribute it for all people. Not a single household is 

jumped over because it is a taboo. All household has to 

get at least a piece of meat. 

The other common ritual that is headed by the „woychas‟ 

is the ritual by which only the relatives of a wogcha‟s 

sacrifice ox or cattle or goat per year for the spirit. The  
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animals should have normal eyes, ears and tail. 

„Makanacho‟ slaughter the animal. The one who 

sacrifices sits with „woyacha‟ in chirda, the right front 

side of the cultural hut, where as his wife and children sit 

in „gudumale‟. The „woycha‟ and the „makanacho‟ took 

the huruffa, first meat from all types and put it in dary, a 

room where an object in which they present meat and 

blood for the spirit Wa placed. They also coat the blood 

on the wall of „korodo‟. Finally, they eat the meat and 

end up the feast. Only the member of Gidicho society is 

permitted to participate in this ritual.  

              7.2 ‘Modern’ Religion and Feasts  

The Gidicho are unable to trace the exact period in 

which they take over the „modern‟ religion in history. 

Probably it was during the second half of 19
th
 century, 

the time when Christian missionaries extensively began 

to preach gospel for many communities of southern 

Ethiopia that the islanders seem accepted the popular 

Christianity. The spread of Christianity to the society has 

overwhelmed the old traditional behaviors and beliefs of 

the society. Now - a- days, almost above 95 percent of 
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the Gidicho are Evangelical Christians and the 

remaining 5 percent are orthodox Christians.  

        Meskel (the finding of true cross) in Gidicho 

„Meskel‟ is a very popular holiday and festival among 

several nations, nationalities and people of Ethiopia. In 

SNNPRS, among the Gurage, the Dorze and other 

nationalities which include the Gidicho meskel is the 

most popular holiday celebrated by all.  

In Gidicho, „sembo lolita‟ is a bird that rings a bell for the 

coming of „Meskel‟. When these birds being in group 

start flying north to south, the children make a circle, put 

up their hands and express the coming of the „Meskel‟ 

by the following song: 

Sembo lita so yada (2X) 

                                                                      Bala dubine so yada 

                                                                      Shire amines so yada, it 

means birds have asked for meat. Let us prepare foods 

and drinks right now because „Meskel‟ has arrived. 

The other sign that points the arrival of „Meskel‟ in 

Gidicho is the appearance of full moon of September.  
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Then, duties will be divided for both sexes in all age 

strata. Household heads are responsible to arrange 

grains for consumption during the ceremony. They also 

provide their family member with cloth for the holiday. 

The women grain the grains and accumulate flour, bring 

firewood, buy cultural cooking materials, prepare „sekeli‟, 

wash cloths, decorate the hut, etc. Youth males prepare 

„dama-sticks‟ that they hold during cultural dance of the 

„meskel‟.  

Before the day of „meskel‟, the clan leaders and other 

influential persons from the community look for a well-

fed bull ox. When they get the ox, they ask the owner to 

sell it at a given cost. By their custom, the owner has to 

agree even they request to pay the price of the ox when 

cotton begins flowering.  

During the first day of „meskel‟, the Gidicho eat „shore‟ 

(porridge). All take their own „shore‟ to the „wono‟ home. 

Then, they start eating when „wono‟ blessed it. The next 

day is the day for eating meat. They all are together at 

„sengon‟ and the „wono‟ slaughter the bull and bless the 

meat to be eaten. This day is a special day for boys.  
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They hold fire and run to ignite the „dammera‟ (local 

name for the sticks and woods that erected at public 

arena). It is a serious competition and the winner has 

given high social standing in the society.  

The third day is known as the day of „ka hambersse‟. It 

is a day whereby women are given full freedom to meet, 

sing, dance, etc. If in case, her husband, father, or 

brother blame or hit and disappoint her, all the women 

call for „wono‟. Then, the „wono‟ will punish him and 

makes him ask an apology.    
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Chapter Eight 

8. Summary and Suggestions 

Summary 

The Baiso speaking people of Gidicho are living on the 

island in Lake Abaya and on offshore lands in Algae, 

Worbe, Baffano, Qeme, Chinqele, Jigesa, Birbir Goro, 

Maqa, Qontola, Jabbe, Sibaye and Damboye. They are 

one among the five nationalities that found in Gamo 

Goffa Zone.  

Lake Abaya is located in the Great Rift Valley, east of 

the Guge Mountain. The lake has about eight tributaries. 

According to the oral tradition of the islanders, the Lake 

was formed not at one specific period in history. It 

became a large water body approximately during the 

last two or three decades of 16
th
 century. There are 

about six islands in Lake Abaya named as Todophata, 

Golmaka (the second largest), Tabekor, Sibir (the 

smallest), Gidicho (the biggest) and Dormito islands.  

The original inhabitants of Gidicho have blood affiliations 

to Somali and Oromo people. The concomitant events - 

the Great Ethnic migrations of 1520-1660 and the 
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Adalite wars of 1524-1543 was the era during which the 

ethnic groups of Somali and Oromo moved into Gidicho 

and other places of the country mainly the north central 

and southern Ethiopia.  

The Gidicho never ever resisted any kind of external 

pressures formally. They did not resist Menelik the II, the 

Italian force and the oppressive rule of Emperor 

Hailesilassie-I by creating war front. However, they 

undertake unsuccessful fugitive attacks that make their 

enemies restless. They have been oppressed and 

exploited like other Ethiopian communities during the 

above historical regimes of Ethiopia.   

The Gidicho engage in multi-economic activities. Their 

main economic activities are animal husbandry, 

transportation service, and crop production supported by 

handicraft (weaving), bee keeping, fishing and hunting. 

Even though the nuclear families are the smallest units, 

they have no special role in social life but are embedded 

in an extended family household (includes three or more 

generations).  Since the social system is patrilineal, 

kinship is traced through the line of the father. They 



The Ethno-history of Gidicho People 

131 
 

stipulate their ancestry through clanship. The most 

common type of marriage among Gidicho is arranged 

marriage.  

Among the Gidicho the highest body of the traditional 

political structure is the „wono‟ (king). „Woychas‟ and 

„odobado‟ are lower leaders. The supreme deity of 

Gidicho is called Wa. The „wono‟ and „Woychas‟ have 

possessed spirits and serve as agents of Wa. „Wogo‟ is 

a popular religious ritual among Gidicho.  

 Suggestions 

-Now, the researcher is in a position to forward some 

concrete suggestions concerning the cultural 

dimensions of the nationality and gaps of researches 

that so far made on that community.  

-The important social, economic and political elements, 

and indigenous knowledge and practices of the society 

have to be preserved, conserved and transmitted to the 

next generations. 

-The culture of economic protection (saving) is the most 

important experience that has to be preserved.  
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-The islands that are found on Lake Abaya, their 

environment, and way of life are so smart and attractive; 

therefore, we have to let them known as tourist 

attraction areas.  

-Further researches have to be conducted to trace their 

exact place of origin and period of settlement that this 

research did not answered.  

-Researches that have been conducted so far on Harro 

needs revision again because their findings all claim 

Harro as nationality that speaks an endangered 

language „Harro‟. However, I found that Harro is not a 

nationality and there is no language called „Harro‟. Harro 

is simply the name of a farmland on the island in the 

past but later it is given for a people from Gats‟ame, 

Gunjule, etc to settle on. The Baiso knew these people 

as hippo hunters. They speak „Gats‟ame‟, language of 

Gats‟ame people. It is a big community living on offshore 

land in Omolante area south of Algae, around Lake 

Abaya.  


