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EVLIYA <;ELEBI ON 'ALEVISTAN: 
AN UNIDENTIFIED REGION OF THE SUDAN (1672). 

Evliya <;::elebi (called further Evliya) in the tenth volume of his "Book of 
Travels" (Seyahatname) 1 mentions the region/territory (viliiyet), or coun-
try/land (diyiir), or kingdom of (the) 'Alevi', otherwise called 'Alevistiin. 
meaning the same: 'the region/country of (the) 'Alevi''. After the descrip-
tion of Asviin (Aswan), comes a paragraph, 28 lines long, entitled Viliiyet-
i 'Alevi', of which only 8 lines are devoted to that country: 

,, The region ( viliiyet) on the southern side of Asviin is called the re-
gion of (the) 'Alevi'. It is a vast country stretching as far as Habe~ and 
Dembi Jfin. 2 There, too, because of the mild climate, are 1~esirable girls, 
with hind-like, and gazelle-like eyes and nicely spoken. Each of them 
has a bright pretty face like Varaka, 3 Giil~ah, 4 Ley la, 5 Ziileyha, 6 and 
'Azra. 7'The notables of Asviin take from the region of (the) 'Alevi' these 
stars[-like] pure maidens for wives. Some of them as virgins are excised 

1 Evliya <;elebi Seyahatnamesi - M1s1r, Sudan, Habe$ (1672-1680), Onuncu cilt. istanbul: 
Dcvlct Bas1mevi, 1938. Cited further as Seyahatname. 

2 The Turkish editor reads Dumbistan/Dumbiye and Prokosch Diimbistan/Diimbiye. Erich 
Prokosch, Ins Land der geheimnisvollen Fune: des tiirkischen Weltenb111nm/ers Evliyii <;:elebi 
Reise durch Oberiigypten und den Sudan nebst der Osmanischen Provinz Habe$ in den 
Jahren 1672/73. Graz; Wien; Kiiln: Ver!. Styria, 1994. (Osmanischc Gcschichtsschrcibcr; 
N.F., Bd.3). This reading is warranted whenever Evliya writes this name with Jong u (ii). 
He writes it also with a short vowel, hence reading Dembistan/Dembiye, which is more 
appropriate. Long u (ii) in this toponym is not unique to Evliya as 'Dumbca' is mentioned 
in one of the letters written ( 1630-1698) by Antonio da Pcscopagano. C. Bcccari, Rerum 
Aethiopicarum Scriptores Occidenta/es lnediti a saeculo XVI ad XIX 1903-17, I, p. 395. 

3 The male hero of a Persian romantic poem entitled "Varaka and Gulshah" by • AyyukI. 
4 Sweetheart of Varaka. 
5 Sweetheart of Majnun. 
6 Zeliha, wife of Potiphar. 
7 Vamik's sweetheart in the epic poem of Vamik and Azra by the Persian poet 'UnsurI. 
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(subjected to clitoridectomy]. They have not experienced menstruation 
or lochial discharges. However, for the most part, [while] giving birth 
they die. So tell the inhabitants of Asviin. "8 

Some scholars proposed that in this passage concerning the country / 
region of (the) 'Alevi' Evliya referred to 'Alwa, the Arabic name of the 
medieval Christian Kingdom of Alodia. Shatir Busayli claimed that, "Af-
ter his departure from the town of Assuan he [Evliya] records an account 
of the Alwa vilayet". Shatir Busayli, also, explained that, "the seat of Alwa 
is a town known by this name, and it is situated near Khartoum; and it 
never extended its rule beyond the second cataract". 9 Maria Teresa Petti 
Suma also equated vilayet-i 'Alevi' with 'Alwa (,,regione (vilayet) ... di 
ALEVI, ritengo 'Alwa"), stating that Evliya uses this term ,,per indicare 
genericamente i paesi a sud di Aswan" (italics added). In a footnote, Petti 
Suma explained that ,,In realta la regione di 'Alwa (nome di un popolo e di 
un regno) era posto molto piu a sud". 10 Erich Prokosch simply noticed 
that 'Alevistiin is a "Gegend siidlich von 'is van (Assuan)" 11 , not defining 
how far to the south. Alosio Bombaci discussing the Abyssinian part of 
Evliya's narrative left 'Alevistiin unidentified with a question mark. 12 

• Shatir Busayli and Petti Suma, at first sight, were justified to connect 
the name 'Alevi' with 'Alwa, as the Turkish 'Alevi' could be read 'Alvi' (the 
Turkish editor once reads 'Ulvf) and could stand for Arabic 'AlwT i.e. Alwan/ 
Alodian (country/region/kingdom). However, Evliya does not mention 
'Alwa at all and using the adjective form he appears to emphasise not the 
country but its inhabitants i.e. the Alwans/Alodians or other Alevis (ex-
cluding the Dervishes of the 'Alevi'-order, though, whom he referred to 
before). 13 

Accepting that the above passage concerns 'Alwa, Shatir Busayli and 
Petti Suma do not criticise Evliya for his anachronistic material (the Chris-
tian Kingdom is said to have succumbed to the pressure of Arab immigra-

8 Seyahatname, X, 830-831; Prokosch, op. cit., p. 95. 
9 C. Bosaylcy [Shatir Busayli], "Evliya' Cclcbi Travels in the Sudan in 1672/73 A. D." 

Cahiers d 'Histoire Egyptienne, tome X, p. 182. 
IO Maria Teresa Petti Suma, "11 viaggio in Sudan di Evliya CclebI (1671-1672)", Annuli 

de/1'/stituto Orientate di Napoli, n. s. XIV, II (1964), p. 436 and n. 20. 
11 Prokosch, op. cit., p. 318. 
12 Alessio Bombaci, "II viaggio in Abissinia di Evliya Celebi (1673)", Annali de/ (R.) 

Istituto Superiore Orientate di Napoli N.S. 2 (1943), p. 263. 
13 Evliya mentions the 'A/evf-order of the Dervishes and their seven cloisters (tekye) in 

Sohaj, in Upper Egypt. Seyahatname, X, p. 800; Prokosch, op. cit., p. 51, 299, n. 59. 
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tion as early as the 14th century, 14 or ceased to exist by the second half of 
the 15th century 15 ) but seem to correct him for localising 'Alwa immedi-
ately south of Aswan. However, Evliya can not be blamed for any of these 
mistakes. Proceeding southwards, after Aswan he describes correctly 
vi/iiyet-i 'azi'm-i Nube. 16 He knows for instance that the Nile, before it 
reaches Asviin, flows through the regions of Funcistiin, then Berberistiin 
and then Nube, 17 (approximate equivalent of medieval Alodia, Makuria and 
Nobatia). 

The "account of the Alwa vilayet", as Shatir Busayli calls it, does not 
deserve such a definition 18 as it is merely a passing reference to a distant 
land from where the notables of Aswan used to acquire female slaves, and 
devoted entirely to the qualities and features of these women. Evliya does 
not write about medieval 'Alwa, because he does not refer to the past and 
does not mention this name. In the 17th century, the name 'Alwa was an 
anachronism and does not seem to have been in common usage. 19 The 
Christian kingdom was remembered by Saba, the name of its former capi-
taI. 2° Admittedly, the 'Al[e]vi', if read 'Alvi' < Arabic: 'Alwi, (Alwan/ 

14 P.M. Holt, "A Sudanese Historical Legend: the Funj Conquest of Siiba", Bulletin of 
the School of Oriental and African Studies, Vol. XX111, 1960, p. 11. 

15 Yusuf Fad! Hasan, The Arabs and the Sudan. From the Seventh lo the Early Sixteenth 
Century. Edinburgh University Press. I 967, p. 132. 

16 Seyahatname, X, pp. 8, JO, 43,164,828,831; Prokosch, op. cit., pp. 96, 97, 153. 
17 Seyahatname, X, p. 832; Prokosch, op. cit., p. 96. _ 
18 The title of the paragraph, Viliiyet-i 'Alevi specially brought about by the editor of the 

Seyahatname, is not highlighted in the manuscript, therefore Prokosch rightly ignores this 
layout and gives a continuous translation, p. 95. Viliiyet-i 'Alevi is not mentioned in the 
table of contents fihrist of the book ten of the Seyahatname. 

19 Ogilby (1670) still mentions "Ghalwa ['Alwa] seated on the Nile below Dankala 
(Dongola], 5 days journey", John Ogilby, Africa: being an accurate description of the 
regions of Aegypt, Barba,y, Lybia, and Bil/edulgerid. London: T. Johnson, 1670, p. 33 I. 
The name was erroneously written with ghain instead of ain, and probably borrowed from 
al-ldrisi, who made the same mistake. John Lewis Burckhardt, Travels in Nubia. I 822. 2nd 

ed., p. 479, n. 30. Ugo Monneret de Villard, Storia de/la Nubia Christiana. Rome, I 938, 
p. 154. 

20 J.D.P. Chataway, "Notes on the History of the Fung. Note on the Hameg ofRoseires. 
Particularly in Relation to Evidence of Connection with the Christian Kingdom of Soba", 
Sudan Notes and Records, Xlll, Pt. 2, 1930, p.256; O.G.S. Crawford, The Fung Kingdom 
of Sennar, with a Geographical Account of the Middle Nile Region. Gloucester, 195_ I, ~-
28, 152. Giovanni Vantini, Christianity in the Sudan. 1981, p. 214. Allesandro Tnulz1, 
"Myths and Rituals of the Ethiopian Bertha", p. 182, in: M. Lionel Bender, (ed.) Peoples 
and Cultures of the Ethio-Sudan Borderlands. 1981. d'Abbadic's informants, Muslim pil-
grims, told him about great ancient town, to-day [ 1842] in ruins, called • Sub a'. Antoine 
d' Abbadic, Geographie de /'Ethiopie: ce que j'ai entendu, faisant suite a ce que j'ai vu. 
1890, p. 49, 59. 
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Alodian) could be the country/kingdom of the 'A/vf otherwise 'Alvistiin, 
and indicate the existence of the dynasty or people of former 'Alwa if it 
migrated, as proposed by Jay Spaulding, south and east out of the Funj 
control after the collapse of the Christian Kingdom. 21 

So what did Evliya really mean by 'Alevistiin? Where was it situated? 
Let us examine some references to that region, overlooked by other au-
thors. 

'Alevistiin must have been situated at some considerable distance from 
Asviin if, as Evliya claims, it extended to Dembistiin/Dembiye, i.e. the king-
dom of Ethiopia with its capital at Gondar, north of Lake Tana. It also 
bordered on Habe$ by which Evliya means the region of Suakin, Arkiko 
and Massawa, under the administration of the nii 'ib, indigenous chieftain, 
originally appointed by the Ottoman government. The kingdom of the 'Alevf 
is said to have a common border with the Siidiin (otherwise Fiincistiin), "in 
the direction of the north wind" 22 i.e. along the axis north-south. More-
over, 'Alevistiin is mentioned between Dembistiin and the 'Abiib[i]de 
people, 23 i.e. 'Ababda, an Arabic speaking tribe of Beja in Upper Egypt 
with branches in the Sudan, in Berber 24 and Shendi Districts. 25 

Approximately half way between Gondar (Lat. 13°10' N Long. 37°00' 
E), the capital of Dembistiin/Dembiye, and Berber (Lat. 18°01' N Long. 
34°00' E), the place populated by the 'Ababda, there is Kassala (Lat. 13°32' 
N Long. 33°4 l' E), which in 1840 became the capital of the province of 
Taka (al-Taka), 26 meaning the country in and around the Gash delta, 27 or 
the southern part of the Kassala province. 28 This province could be con-
sidered to be the region equally situated between the 'Abiib{i]de and 
Dembiye, as well as Habe$ and Dembiye. 

Some other references in the Seyahatname support such a localisation 
of this region on the map thanks to names of its immediate neighbours. 
According to Evliya, a tree called $ecere iil-hat 29 is well known in the 

21 Jay Spaulding, "The Fate of Alodia", Meroitic Newsletter, 15, Oct. 1974, p. 14. 
22 Seyahalname, X, p. 892; Prokosch, op. cit., p. 181. 
23 Seyahatname, X, p. 948; Prokosch, op. cit., p. 26 I. 
24 Burckhard!, Travels, p. 195. 
25 A. Paul, A History of the Beja Tribes of the Sudan. Cambridge, 1954, p. 143. Cited 

further: Paul, Beja. 
26 Richard Hill, On !he Fronliers of Islam. Two Manuscripls Concerning !he Sudan 

under Turco-Egyplian Rule I 822 - I 845. 1970, p. I 00. 
27 D.C. Cumming, "The History of Kassa la and the Province of Taka". Sudan Notes and 

Records, Vol. XX, Part I, 1937, p. 3. 
28 Hill, op. cit., p. 193, n. I. 
29 Prokosch translates: Sehriftbaum. 

91 

following regions or countries of: isne, Asviin, Sudan, Funcistiin, Nube, 
Dembiye, 'Alevf and Habe$. 30 The Equator is to be found in the First 
Clime and it passes through Berberistiin, 'Alevistiin, Dembistiin. 31 People 
of Habe$, rulers and inhabitants of Funcistiin, Dembistiin and 'Alevistiin 
as well as the 'Abiibide [' Ababda] obey commands of Qara [black] Nii 'ib. 32 

The Pasha of Musova (Massawa) sends gifts to kings of Funcistiin, 
Dembistiin, Zenc, 'Alevf, and Zey/a'istiin. 33 

The sequence of toponyms is, more or less, consistent. Only in the last· 
sentence 'Alevf is placed exceptionally between Somaliland (Zenc) and 

Aswan 
.Shollal 

NU .BE: 

FUN N 

• scnnar 
($> 
.<,::. 

'"" 

30 Seyahalname, X, p. 832; Prokoseh, op. cit., p. 97. 
31 Seyahalname, X, p. 898; Prokoseh, op. cit., p. 190. 
32 Seyahalname, X, p. 948; Prokosch, op. eit., p. 261. 
33 Seyahalname, X, p. 943; Prokosch, op. eit., p. 254. 
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Adal/Aussa (Zeyla 'istiin). Otherwise, from all these references a general 
picture emerges: 'Alevistiin, in the west, borders partly on Berberistiin 
(Nubia) and Fiincistiin (Funj Kingdom/Sultanate of Sennar), differently 
Siidiin; in the south on Dembiye, Dembistiin (Ethiopia); in the north and 
the east on Habe$ (modern north-eastern Sudan and Eritrea). 

Of the possible areas between Dembiye and Habe$ the Taka/Kassala prov-
ince of the Sudan seems the most likely, and therein probably 'Alevistiin is 
to be looked for. This choice is supported, though indirectly, by one more 
detail given by Evliya. While describing 34 the gorge of the cataracts 
(Sella/at bogaz1) near Aswan, he speaks of two legendary canals - branches 
of the Nile dug in ancient times. 35 South of Aswan, according to Evliya, in 
a place called She/Iii/, "in olden days, as the rocks stemmed the flow of the 
river, the Nile divided itself into two branches. One ran towards the iqlfm 
of Habe$, whereas the other flowed from the country of the 'Alevf to-
wards Seviikin [Suakin] where it fell into Bahr-i Kulzum [the Red Sea]." 36 

A similar notion is found on European older maps 37 covering the whole 
of Africa on .which at or above Aswan the Nile divides into two branches 
coming from the south-west and south-east respectively. 38 It would ap-
pear that Evliya failed to realise that if in Aswan the Nile flows north-
wards, therefore waters of its tributaries (canals), even if stemmed by rocks, 
could not have run south-east as he implies "towards the iqlfm of Habe$ ". 
In order to flow towards Habe$ the river must have originated much fur-
ther to the south in comparison with the location of Aswan. Still, there is a 
core of truth in these details on condition that one disregards the two 
branches as pertaining to the Nile. Once they are "detached" from the Nile 
and Aswan, then they become two separate rivers, both flowing northwards. 

The identity of the right (eastern) one is obvious. The watercourse near-
est to Suakin that almost flows into the Red Sea is the Baraka/Barka river. 
Evliya's vague information echoes the more precise one given by Ibn 
Hawqal (middle of the I oth c.): "The Barka flows from the land of the 
Habasha, passing through [the regions] of Bazfa people and going in the 

34 Seyahatname, X, p. 835; Prokosch, op. cit., p. I 02. 
35 A canal is known to have been dug at Aswan by Egyptian King Scnusrct 111. Leslie 

Greener, High Dam over Nubia. 1962, pp. 89, 117. 
36 Seyahatname, X, p. 835; Prokosch, op. cit., p. 102. 
37 These begin with Carignano (c. 1320), Dalorto (1325), Dulcert (1339) and their imi-

tators, and Pizzigani (I 367). O.G.S. Crawford, ,,Some Medieval Theories about the Nile," 
Geographical Journal, CXIV ( 1949), p. 7. Cited further as Crawford, Nile. 

38 According to Crawford, the two rivers uniting at Aswan represent the Atbara and the 
Nile and Blue Nile. Crawford, Fung, p. 219. 
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direction of the Beja; it falls into the salty sea between Sawakin and 
Badi'." 39 The Barka rises in the Eritrean Highlands near Himberti and, 
following its confluence with the Anseba, reaches the Red Sea not far from 
Tokar40 (Lat. 18°13' N Long. 35°02' E).Although it now loses itself in a 
delta at Tokar, the Baraka, once, as Ibn Hawqal and Evliya claim, 41 must 
have reached the Red Sea.42 

The left (western) branch, named by Evliya, that "ran towards the iqlim 
of Habe$ could be Gash - Mareb, once the tributary of Atbara 43 but now 
ending in its own delta, 44 running more or less parallel with the Baraka. If 
this assumption is correct then "two branches of the Nile", as mentioned 
by him, are in fact two separate rivers, which did not join the Nile 45 (un-
less the Gash - Mareb is replaced with the Atbara). 

On the basis of these vague geographical details, and a good deal of 
guesswork, regions situated along rivers Baraka and Gash - Mareb emerge 
so far as the plausible territory for localising of 'Alevistiin i.e. extending 
from the Taka/Kassala province of the Sudan to south-western regions of 
Eritrea. Evliya placed the country of the 'Alevi' somewhere along the (east-
ern) "branch of the Nile", i.e. the Baraka that "flows to the Red Sea". If 
'Alevistiin were to be situated along the Baraka it would have been found 
already within Habe$ because most of the Baraka flowed through the terri-
tory of what the Ottomans considered Habe$ in the 17th century. 46 In or-

39 Bclyacv, V. I. & D.A. Olderoggc (eds.), Arabskie istochniki X-XII vekov. (Drcvnic 
i srcdncvckovyc istochniki po ctnografii i istorii narodov Afriki yuzhncc Sahary). Moskva 
Leningrad 1965, II, p. 61, ( cited further as Arabskie istochniki); Crawford, Fung, p. I 02. 

4° K. M. Barbour, The Republic of the Sudan: a Regional Geography. University of Lon-
don Press, 1961, pp. 36-37, 226-228; Edward Ullcndorf, The Ethiopians, An Introduction to 
Country and People, 1973, 3rd ed., p. 24. 

4 1 A similar statement is found in a History of the Sudan, 1822-1841, by an unidentified 
European author who writes that, "a great torrent which comes down from the mountains 
on the Abyssinian border( ... ) flows into the Red Sea near Sawakin". Hill, op. cit., p. 96 
and n. I. d'Abbadic's informant, "L'hommc de Dongola affirma qu'il connait le 'Ansaba 
parfaitcmcnt bicn, qu'il attcint Tokar au sud de Sawakin et qu'il melc scs caux aux caux 
salccs (mcr Rouge)." d'Abbadic, op. cit., p. 49. 

42 Crawford, Nile, p. 12. 
43 Thus shown as "Gozc R." on the map of John Scnex, (1709). d' Abbadic's informant, 

'natifde Dongola' believed that "Le Gax [Gash] scjoint au Aihara en amont de Goz Rajah". 
d' Abbadic, op. cit., p. 48. 

44 Crawford, Fung, p. 94. 
45 On the map of John Senex (1709), the March ("Maroba R.") runs separately from the 

Gash and flows in the Atbara. Paul, Beja, p. 94. 
46 Sec the southern border of the vilayct/cyalct of Habe~ in: Cengiz Orhonlu, Osmanlt 

imparatorlugu 'nun giiney siyaseti: Habe~ Eyaleti. istanbul, 1974, folding map. 
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der to agree with other details given by Evliya, namely that 'Alevistan is 
found between Habe~ and Dembiye a region rather along the Gash - Mareb 
should be considered as the territory of the country of (the) 'Alevi'. 

Although Evliya claims to know of some European Mappa Mundi, called 
by him "Papamonta", 47 he most likely relied to a great extent on informa-
tion supplied by traders, pilgrims, slaves. Travellers, who used informants 
extensively, like for instance Antoine d' Abbadie, almost two hundred years 
after Evliya, as regards rivers, on the whole obtained wrong information. 
One of the mistakes made by informants was confusing the [Gash- ]Mareb 
with the Anseba, 48 the tributary of the Baraka, or the Baraka itself. 49 One 
finds even more uninformed views, like: "gros torrent de Barka inferieur, 
se jette dans le Marab qui va a Dongola" 50 Even those informants who 
knew the true layout ofrivers did not avoid mistakes like "Marab qui vient 
du pays de Gax [Gash] et leur eaux reunies [true] vont vers S.awakin [false] 
et finissent je ne sais ou". 51 Erroneous views, concerning the relationship 
between the Gash and the Baraka, were held also by European authors as 
late as 1856.?2 It is not surprising that Evliya, from scraps of obscure in-
formation, failed to make sense of it, if local informants and later Euro-
pean explorers could not either. 

By analogy to other identifiable countries and regions named in the 
Seyahatname and cited so far, it is evident that 'Alevistan, appearing six 
times in different contexts, is not a fictitious country invented by Evliya. 
So why is the kingdom/country of(the) 'Alevi'not mentioned in other, ear-
lier or contemporary sources? Or is it referred to by another name? 

Evliya's contemporary, Hiob Ludolf(l624-l 704) in his History of Ethio-
pia (1682), stated that the king of Sennar "possesst a part of the ancient 
Nubia, near to which adjoined the kingdom of Balou, whose inhabitants 
are by the Portuguese called Balaous. Their king was formerly Lord of 
Suaqem ... "53 However, on Ludolf's map of Abyssinia, (1683), west of 
"Balou R.[egnum] Pars" is "Dequin R. Pars" and further west "Nubiae R. 
Pars". Whereas in the History of Ethiopia, Nubia (in this case Evliya's 
Berberistan/Ft1ncistan), is adjacent to the Kingdom of Balou, on the map, 
it is contiguous to the Kingdom of Dequin. 

47 Seyahatname, p. 842; Prokosch, op. cit., p. 113. 
48 d' Abbadie, p. 38: "le Marab prend le nom de 'Anseba"; pp. 38, 46: "Marab ('Anseba)"; 
49 "le Marab va pres de Sawakin", d'Abbadie, op. cit., p. 49. 
50 d' Abbadie, op. cit., p. 47. 
51 d' Abbadie, op. cit., p. 45. 
52 Hill, op. cit. p. 96, n. I. 
53 Crawford, Fung, p. 116. 
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Could the name 'Alevi' be identical with Balou and the territory of 
'Alevistan with Dequin? And furthermore could it be the Taka/Kassala re-
gion of the Sudan? Let us consider all possibilities, one by one. 

For Ludolf, Balou is a toponym. At the same time, as we shall see, it is 
an ethnonym, linked with the Arab immigrants from Hadramawt. This Arab 
immigration provides a clue for the identification of the name of (the) 'Alevf. 
Turkish word 'Alevf is identical with Arabic 'AlawI, the name of a large 
and influential clan of South Arabian Sayyids ( descendants of the Prophet) 
and Sufis living in Hadramawt. 54 According to Sayyids writers, the great 
emigration to Africa took place in the 14th and 15th centuries. 55 Sherif 
Mohamed el Alawi, is said to have come to Suakin from Mecca in I 451. 56 

He had a daughter Hadat, also called Sherifa Alawia, who became ances-
tress of the Hadendowa/Hadendoa. 57 Apart from the Beja, al-'Alawi clan 
is connected in traditions with the Funj, also through intermarriage. 58 

The Sayyids ofHadramawt, in South Arabia, used genealogical term Ba 
to form individual and collective proper names, e.g. Ba 'Alawi 59 , Ba 
Saffar 60 , etc. Thus 'Alawi is identical with Ba 'Alawi > Ba'alawi. The 
Beja, speakers of the Bedawi language (tu-Bedawiye), utilise the word 
Belawi ( <Ba 'alawi) to describe an Arab. In their language, 'Belawi' is used 
as the synonym of'" Arab, 'Arabi'or, Arabina", but Arabic language is called 
'tu-Belafiye', and Arabia: 'Belafiyet biir'. 61 The Bilawia or Balawiyin or 
Balwa are mentioned in the traditional histories of the Beja. 62 The ety-
mology of the word 'Belawi' is inadvertently explained by Shaykh 
Muhammad Ibrahim, of the Amarar (Amar'ar) tribe, the author of the His-
tory of the Beja, when he says that "Bilawia was the first tribe to enter the 

54 R.B. Scrjcant, The Saiyids of Hadramawt. An Inaugural Lecture delivered on 5 June 
1956. S.O.A.S., 1957, passim.; 0. Lofgren, "Ba 'AlawT", The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Vol. 
I, 1960, p. 828. 

55 Scrjcant, Saiyids, p. 24. 
56 According to another tradition he came under the reign of' Abd al-Malik b. Marwan, 

T.R.H. Owen, "The Hadcndowa". Sudan Notes and Records, Vol. XX, Pt. II, 1937, p. 184. 
The fifth Umayyad caliph reigned 685-705. 

57 Owen, Hadcndowa, p. 208; Crawford, Fung, p. 122. 
58 Crawford, Fung, p. 175, 176. 
59 0. Lofgren, "Ba", The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Vol. I, 1960, p. 828. The name of Ba 

'Alawi, which is shortened form of Bani 'Alawi i.e. descendants of' Alawi was adopted by 
the descendants of 'Alawi bin 'Ubaidullah bin Ahmad bin 'Isa. 

60 Ba Saffiir, claimed by the Artayqa to be their ancestor, moved during the 15th century 
from Hadramawt to Sawakin, where he took a Bejawi or a Balu wife. Hasan, Arabs, p. 142. 
Andrew Paul believes that this happened about 800. Paul, Beja, p. 73. 

61 Leo Reinisch, Worterbuch der Bedauye Sprache. 1895, p. 253. 
62 Crawford, Fung, p. I I 0, and n. 14. 
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Beja country; Bilawiyin were Arabs living between Mecca and Medina, 
and they came from Arabia to the Sudan before it was conquered by the 
Muslims", 63 and dwelt in the Beja and mingled with them. 64 

The Balaw ruling-caste, dominated the Beja of the Suakin-Massawa hin-
terland. 65 At the turn of the 16th century the Bellou were pushed south. 66 

Francisco Alvarez (1540) observed, "At the end of the kingdom of 
Bagamidri [Begemder, i.e. Evliya's Dembiye] has [on its frontier] Moors 
who are called Bell6o, and are vassals of Prester John, paying as tribute a 
large quantity of horses. And to the north these Belloo border on a people 
called Nobii: and these say that they were Christians [formerly] and ruled 
by Rome." 67 In another place the Bell6o were regarded as being between 
Abyssinia [Evliya's Dembiye] and the Nobii 68 [in this case the inhabitants 
of Funcistiin and Berberistiin]. 

The Spanish missionary, Pedro Paez ( died 1622), after describing Tigre, 
says that next beyond it begins the great kingdom called Deguin, inhabited 
by very black Moors called Balous who are not subject to Abyssinia and 
supply the Emperor with many fine horses. In Dequin is a river which goes 
below ground and whose waters are divided into many parts by the Moors, 
for which reason it is called Taca 'scattered water' or the place of the di-
viding water. "A river which goes below ground" called 'Tacii' suggests 
that for Paez, Dequin, the kingdom of the Balous, was the region of Taka 
(Kassa la) and the Gash delta. 69 

Spanish rendering of the name Dequin, in Portuguese sources becomes 
Dequim. Emmanuel d' Almeida (1628-43) describing the course of the 
'Tacazee' (Takazze) says that it passes from the province ofHolcait (now 
Wolkayt) to the hot lowlands of the Cafres [pagan Barea] and the kingdom 
ofDeqhim, inhabited by Moors [Muslims] called Ballous. In the middle of 

63 Hasan, Arabs, p. 15 and 218, n.86. 
64 Crawford, Fung, pp. 110-111; Paul, Beja, p. 65. As it was reckoned a disgrace for 

women to emigrate, Sayyids married into the countries of their adoption. Scrjcant, Saiyids, 
p. 27. 

65 Holt, "Bcgja", p. 1158. 
66 Paul, Beja, p. 140. 
67 Crawford, Fung, p. 113. Vantini claims that Alvarez called "Nobiis" (Nubians) the 

inhabitants of the region of Taka "who were at five or six days' distance from the limits of 
the territory of the Barnagais"i.e. the Bahr Ne gash, the Viceroy of the sea province - now 
Eritrea. Vantini, Christanily, 1981, p. 201. 

68 Crawford, Fung, p. 114. 
69 Crawford, Fung, p. 114; Crawford, Nile, p. 20. 
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this kingdom it joins the Nile 70 (more precisely first becoming the Setit 
and then the Atbara). 

Dequin, locality and people/region (?) still appears prominently on the 
map by J.B. Bourguignon d' Anville in his "Dissertation sur Jes Sources du 
Nil", published in 175971 dividing half way 'Tacaze' from 'Astaboras' 
(Atbara). The name is old and appears in Arab medieval sources as D.k.n/ 
D.g.n, the name of a river, of a region, and of a people. lbn Hawqal (middle 
of the 10th c.) talks about a river called Dujn or Dukn. It ends in the fields 
of [the region of] Dujn, which consists of villages set closely together. As 
this name is written once with Jim and once with kaf, it may have been 
pronounced Dugn. It could be another variant of Dequin and is identified 
with the region of Kassa la and the Gash delta. 72 

Ibn Selim al-Aswani (lbn Sulaym al-Uswani, 2nd half of the 1 oth c.) 
describes a people: "On this river dwells a race of mixed origin, of Aloa 
['Alwa] and ofBedja, called Deyhyoun [<Dijiun 73 = Digiun], and another 
race called Nara". 74 O.G.S. Crawford equated Deyhyun with Dequin 75 

and placed Deyhyoun/Digiun somewhere in the region of the Atbara, be-
tween the Beja on the one side, and the Kingdom of' Alwa on the other. 76 

However, the mention of 'Nara' (Nera), another name for the "Barea", 
"Barya", "Baria", who nowadays live in western Eritrea, brings the 
'Deyhyun' [<Dijiun/Digiun], closer to the region of the Gash, especially 
that "En general dans le pays de Gax [Gash] tous Jes negres sont appeles 
Barya". 77 

All these sources provide evidence for the perpetuation of the name of 
Dequin in various forms. Crawford placed Dukun 78 or Duqein 79 in the 
delta, between the western and the eastern Gash. A possible survival of the 
old name is in "a small settlement called Duqein" 80 or the present village 

70 Bcccari, Rerum, V, p. 25. Sec also pp. 42, 329; Crawford Fung, p. 115. 
71 Reproduced in: John 0. Udal, The Nile in Darkness. Conquest and Exploration 1504-

1862. 1998, p. 5. 
72 Crawford, Fung, p. 108; Arabskie istochniki, II, p. 60; Paul, Beja, p. 71. 
73 Corrected so by Harold A. MacMichacl, A History of the Arabs in the Sudan, and 

Some Account of the People who Preceded Them and of the Tribes Inhabiting Darfur. 
Cambridge, 1922, I, p. 171. 

74 Burckhard!, Travels, p. 453; Crawford, Fung, p. 114-115. 
75 Crawford, Fung, p. l 06. 
76 Crawford, Fung, p. 114-115. 
77 d'Abbadie, op. cit., p. 7. 
78 Crawford, Fung, map, p. I 03. 
79 Crawford, Fung, map, p. 97. 
8° Crawford, Fung, p. 114. 
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of Degein, 81 otherwise spelt Digein/Dagein/Degain. 82 Such an identifica-
tion ofDequin would justify placing the Balaw in the Gash/Kassala region. 

According to Andrew Paul, in the 16th century the kingdom of the 
'Bellou' stretched from Suakin to the Gash, 83 or they were "still the domi-
nant authority in the area between Suakin and the district of Mazaga, at the 
confluence of the Atbara and the Setit", 84 as shown on the map of John 
Senex (1709), where the 'Kingdom ofBalous' stretches between 'Suaquem' 
(Suakin) and 'Massoua' (Massawa), and in the south-west includes Mazaga. 
On Almeida's map (1662), north of 'Magaza' [Mazaga] and north of the 
'Tacase' and the Mareb confluence (which, as Takazze and Mareb do not 
join, in reality would have .to be Takazze - Setit and Atbara confluence) 
'Reino deQhim' still appears in 1662, about ten years before Evliya's travel, 
as well as the name 'Ballous', written on the map further north. 85 Mazaga/ 
Mezaga is said to have been the home of one division of the 'B~llou'. 86 

Some authors place Mezaga in the low country north of Walke1t, or be-
tween the Setit, the Atbara, and the Mareb, or further south at Gallabat. 87 

Placing the Balaw in the territory outlined by the Setit, Atbara, and Mar_eb 
brings them close to the Taka/Kassala province, and roughly agrees with 

d II • d' B d '" 88 modern "zona Mezzega a sud-est e a piana 1 a uma . 
Out of numerous references to the Balaw, here only a selection is pre-

sented of those that facilitate the connection from Evliya's starting point 
i.e. the Baraka > the Gash > Dequin/Balaw > Taka/Kassala and provide geo-
graphical background to support this identification of t~e regio~ in ~ues-
tion. To sum up, viliiyet-i 'Alevz/'Alevistiin could tentatively be 1dent1fied 
with Dequin, the kingdom of the Balous, or Reino deQhim/De';lhim, t~ther-
wise known as the kingdom of Balaw/Balau/Balou/Baloo. In the 17 cen-
tury, if we are to believe what can be deduced from Evliya's vag_ue and 
scarce information, it may have been situated in the modern provmce of 
Kassala and the Gash delta. 

8 I Paul, Beja, p. 71. 
82 National Records Office Archives, Kassala 4.2/019/078; 4.2/020/081. 
83 A. Paul, "Notes on the Beni Amer". Sudan Notes and Records, Vol. XXXI, Part 2, 

1950, p. 224. 
84 Paul, Beja, 81. 
85 Dcscricao do Emperio de Aethiopia, Pcllo P. Manoel Dalmeida da Comp de lcsus. 

Ann M DC. LXII. Map reproduced in Beccari, Rerum, V. .. 
86 c. G. and Brenda z. Seligman, "Notes on the History and Present Cond11lon of the 

Beni-Amer (Southern Beja)", Sudan Notes and Records, Vol. 13, Pt I, 1930, p. 92. 
87 Seligman, Beni Amer, p. 92, n. I. . . . . . 
88 Guido Corni, Tra Gase e Seti/: note di viaggio: Missione Corn1-Calc1al1-Bracc1an1. 

Roma. [1930], p. 97. 
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The likelihood of the 'Alevz inhabiting land near the river is strength-
ened by the last clue supplied by Evliya, namely the word for 'crocodile', 
which in the country of the 'Alevz is called shunshar or shushar. 89 Ac-
cordingly, one would expect the inhabitants of 'Alevistiin to live near a 
river frequented by crocodiles. A modern visitor to the region of Kassala 
(near Tessenei, on the Eritrean side of the border) noticed that, on the banks 
of the Eloshiek, a waterless tributary of the Gash, near the village of Alabu, 
all the rivers in this region were dry, and "at depths of four to six feet 
below the river beds which were cracked with the drought, crocodiles were 
embedded in thick mud, sleeping their summer sleep until the rains of the 
monsoon brought water and liberty". 9° Crocodiles are also found in the 
neighbouring Setit 91 and other rivers. 92 

The question is which language does the word belong to? The first choice 
is to look for it in languages spoken nowadays in the eastern Sudan, Eritrea 
and Ethiopia. Dictionaries, chosen at random of about twenty languages 
spoken in these countries, give different words for 'crocodile'. 93 

One might assume that the word shunshar I shushar for 'crocodile' is in 
fact the only firm clue that might conclusively enable the identification of 
the 'Alevz people and their language. Yet this may prove to be a forlorn 
hope as Evliya can be unreliable. For example, his glossary of the Habe$Z 
(i.e. Abyssinian) language turned out to be Kanuri, 94 language spoken 
mainly in Nigeria and neighbouring countries. 95 Likewise, in this case, 

89 Seyahatname, X, pp. 346, 349 respectively. 
90 Hartlmaier, P. Golden Lion: A Journey through Ethiopia. London: Geoffrey Bies, 

1956, pp. 41-42. 
91 Corni, op. cit., p. 206. 
92 Tellez and Alvarez mention crocodiles and hippopotami in the Takazze and Sir Samuel 

W. Baker in the Atbara and in the Dindcr. S.W. Baker, The Nile Tributaries of Abyssinia 
and the sword hunters of the Hamran. Arabs. London, 1894, p. 64, I 63, 359. 

93 Afar (Parker-Hayward); Baiso (Habcrland); Badditu (Cerulli), Bcdauye (Rciniseh), 
Beja (Hudson); Chamir (Reinisch); Ciaha Guraghc (Viterbi), Galla (Foot); Gofa (Cerulli), 
Kunama (Englund), Oromo (Vitcrbo), Qemant (Conti Rossini); Saho (Rcinisch); Saho -
dialect (Conti Rossini), Sidamo (Moreno); Somali (Ghika), Somali (Lcslau), Tigrc (Beaton/ 
Paul); Wolamo (Cerulli), Zala (Cerulli). So far the nearest to shushar is the word shosha 
meaning 'snake' in Wollamo. M.L. Bender, "Analysis of a Barya Word List", Anthropo-
logical Linguistics, 1968, I 0.9: 1-24. Wolamo (Walamo) is a Cushitic language spoken on 
the left bank of the Omo between it and River Billate. A. Tucker and M. Bryan, The Non-
Bantu languages of north-eastern Africa. 1956, p. 127. 

94 T. Habraszewski, "Kanuri - Language and People - in the «Travel-Book» 
(Siyahatname) of Evliya <;:clebi", Africana Bulletin, 6 (1967), pp. 59-66. 

95 Barbara F. Grimes, (ed.), Ethnologue: languages of the World. Dallas: Summer In-
stitute of Linguistics. 1996. 13th edn. 
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languages spoken in countries situated west of the Sudan should also be 
examined. In Aiki / Runga, the language spoken in the Republic of Chad 
and the Central African Republic, a young (baby) crocodile is called 
'sha(o)sha(o)' 96 and slightly resembles Evliya's shusha(r). The Runga are 
listed among tribes from whom slaves were taken,9 7 pointing out a pos-
sible informant. Finding the word shunshar I shushar in a language spoken 
in countries situated west of the Sudan does not necessarily exclude 
'Alevistiin from our search because in the region of the Gash- Mareb there 
may have been already in 1672 settlements of the Takruri (of West African 
origin). 98 In fact, Evliya's Habe,yz (Abyssinian) that turned out to be Kanuri 
seems to confirm this. 

Regrettably, the ethnographic details concerning the inhabitants of the 
'Alevistiin are of little help. Apart from the beauty of girls, and the custom 
of subjecting them to clitoridectomy and their corisequential dying, Evliya 
says precious little. 

Beauty is too general a criterion for identification of the women con-
cerned, as m·any ethnic groups would qualify. Beautiful women are plenti-
ful in various regions of the Sudan, Eritrea and Ethiopia. Burckhardt ob-
served in Berber women who were Abyssinians by birth and found them 
"in general handsome, and many of them might even pass for beauties in 
any country". 99 Among the Agaw group, the womenfolk of Bilen, also 
known as Bogos, in the Keren area of Eritrea, are widely renowned for • 
their graceful bearing and beauty. JOO But then one would have to consider 
numerous other judgements like, 'Le donne <lei Gallas godono fama di 
essere tre le piu belle di tutta l' Africa' .101 For this reason Abyssinian slaves 
consisted "principally offemales of the Gala [Galla] nations". 102 "La beaute 
physique est commune chez les Sinico qui sont plus ou moins chretiens et 
parlent une langue tres-voisine de Kaffa", 103 and so on, and so forth. 

96 John T. Edgar, Maba - Group Lexicon. 1991, p. 283,383. 
97 R.S. O'Fahcy, "Slavery and the Slave Trade in Dar Fiir". Journal of African History, 

XIV, I (1973), p. 34, n. 28 
98 For the distribution of the various western settlers see: G. Ellcro, "I Tacruri in Eritrea". 

Rassegna di studi etiopici, Vol. VI, fasc. II, 1947, 198-199; Crawford, Fung, p. 242-243. 
99 Burckhard!, Travels, p. 199. 
IOO Ullendorf, Ethiopians, p. 37. 
IOI Pellegrino Matteucci, Sudan e Gal/as. Spedizione Gessi-Mateucci. Milano 1879. p. 

269. 
I02 Burckhard!, Travels, p. 277. 
!03 d'Abbadie, op. cit., p. 151. 
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Equ~lly wi?espread is the custom of clitoridectomy (and infibulation).104 
The BeJa subject girls to excision of the labia minora, and infibulation. 105 
l!nder Arab, Beja or Galla influence the custom of clitoridectomy is prac-
hc~d among_ th_e Bar~a a~d the Kunama. 106 Among Cushitic peoples of 
Entrea, the mf1bulat10n 1s practiced by the Danakil. 107 In Ethiopia, the 
Falashas carry out on girls excision (a kind of clitoridectomy). 108 These 
examples do not pretend to be exhaustive. One can see from them that the 
custom _is so wi_despread that it does not make it possible to identify the 
pe~ple m quesh_on. It is worth noting, however, that Evliya supplies the 
umque early evidence of the problem of complications during childbirth 
caused by genital mutilation. 109 

The arguments presented so far concerning the connection between the 
'Alevz and the Balaw, are weakened by one puzzle: why did Evliya use the 
n~me 'Alevi-st~n an? not for instance 'Balevi-stan'? In other words, why 
did he call the mhab1tants of that country by their Arabic nisba: I 10 'Alaw 1 
and not by the name Balaw used by the Beja, which, if our assumption is 
correct, developed from Ba+ 'Alawl? As we have seen in the traditions of 
the _Bej_a, referred to above, members of the Ba 'Alaw1 ~lan were known by 
theu nzsba "el Alawi". Was Evliya's informant a member of the Ba 'Alaw 1 
family who u_sed the ~ame 'AlawI for the country governed by another, 
southern section of this aristocratic clan? 111 The Balaw are said to have 
been div[?;d; one section had their headquarters at Suakin, the other at 
Mazaga. The northern section of the Balaw passed under the supremacy 
of the Nabtab, the ruling caste, about the end of the 17th century.113 

104 Described in: Hill, op. cit, p. 25-26. 
1_05 G. P. Murdock, Africa, Us Peoples and their Culture History. 1959, p. 3 I 6; Hjort af 

7;~as, Gudrun Dahl. Responsible Man. The Atmaan Beja of North-eastern Sudan. 1991, p. 

106 M d k • ur oc , op. c1t., pp. 173, 316; M. Lionel Bender, The Ethiopian Nilo-Saharans. 
1975, p. 14. 

!ITT . . • 

108 
P. HarUma1cr, Golden Lion. A Journey through Ethiopia. London 1956, p. 39. 
Ullcndorff, Ethiopians p. I 06. 

109 ' A. El-Darccr. Woman, Why do you weep? Circumcision and its consequences. Zed 
Press. 1982; Nah1d Toub1a, "Female Circumcision as a Public Health Issue." New England 
Journal of Medicine, Sept. 15, 1994. 

110 A d' • f • 111 n _a JCCtlVC, ormmg part of a _name, which indicates the bearer's descent or origin. 
It 1s worth recalling that Evhya once placed 'Alevistiin between Zencistiin and 

Z~yla 'istiin, i.e. Adal/Aussa (Awsa)_. Interestingly, the "imamatc" of Awsa passed by the 
m1d~le of the seventeenth century mto the hands of immigrant Sharifs of the Ba Alawi 
family of Hadramawt. 

112 Seligman, Beni Amer p. 92. 
113 • ' Seligman, Beni Amer, p. 85, 90. 
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Alosio Bombaci believed that Evliya may have acquired all information 
regarding Abyssinia from the kiihyii (steward 114 ) of Qara Nii 'ib of 
Arkiko. 115 The na'ibs were descended from the 'Belew' aristocracy of 
Arkiko, whose leading family obtained appointment as local "deputy" of 
the Ottoman Turkish governor of Massawa sometime in the late sixteenth 
century. 116 The leading Balaw families intermarried with the Turkish gar-
rison in Massawa. 117 Evliya claims to have been a guest of the nii 'ib of 
Arkiko, 118 whom he describes in some detail, and who spoke perfect Turk-
ish. 119 

The aim of this paper is to draw attention to the Turkish traveller's vague 
and, some may say, suspect information. It is left to the scholars of the 
Sudan to interpret Evliya's data, and comment whether localisation of 
'Alevistiin is plausible, in the light of historical events. Evliya <;:elebi 's 
"Book of Travels", being a rare early source, despite all its shortcomings, 
contains information not found in accounts left by the European visitors to 
the Sudan at the end of the 17th century and later. One would like to be-
lieve that Richard Hill was not mistaken when he referred to Evliya Celebi's 
"tantalizing references which, ifwe could only interpret them, would greatly 
illuminate one of the darkest periods of Sudanese history". 120 

114 Bruce met "the Kaya of the Janizarics" i.e. lieutenant. James Bruce, Travels To Dis-
cover the Source of The Nile. Selected and edited by C.F. Bcckingham. Edinburgh, 1964, 
p. 28. 

115 Bombaci, op. cit., pp. 260,264. 
116 Tom Killion, Historical Dictionary of Eritrea, 1998, p. 320. 
117 Crawford, Fung, p. 131; Killion, ibid. 
I IS Seyahatname, X, p. 948; Prokosch, op. cit., p. 259. 
119 Seyahatname, X, p: 948; Prokosch, op. cit., p. 261. 
120 Richard Hill, Pseudo Travellers. A catalogue of fraudulent and unauthenticated 

travel. Cornmarket Press. N.d., p. 8. 
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A NOTE ON THE TURKIC BACKGROUND 
OF A MATOR WORD FOR 'EASTERN' 

Among Mator words of unknown or uncertain etymology there is one 
spelled npraH'b (? irgan) and attested in the phrase npraH'b Mepra 'BoCTO'IHhIH 
BeTep' (Helimski 255). There is no problem with Mator Mepra 'wind' (ibid. 
303) but no certain Uralic etymology of npram,could be found. Helimski's 
conjecture that it might be a Locative formation< Proto-Samoyed *ir- 'das 
Vordere, Vorderraum' (Helimski 255) is not quite certain. The usual Loca-
tive suffix in Mator is -ganii. It is because of the suffix-final vowel which 
is lacking from four words only that Helimski 139 toys with the idea of a 
special adverbial function of what he calls "konsonantischer Lokativ", i.e. 
-gan. From among the words without the final vowel (amga,i 'wozu, warum'; 
hegen 'au8en, drau8en'; irgan 'ostlich'; kagan - kiigiin 'wann'; ibid. 140) 
two are provided with a question mark (hegen and irgan) and, besides, 
irgan is the only word in which the suffix vowel is not assimilated to the 
word-stem vowel (against the general rule in Helimski 139). Thus, there 
are two weak points (the phonetic value of -a- and the lack of the final 
vowel of the suffix) in the interpretation of npran1, as a Uralic Locative. 
No wonder then that Helimski 255 added the word "moglicherweise" to his 
explanation. 

These facts make it legitimate to seek a foreign source for the given 
word. In view of the great amount of Turkic loan words in Matar, some of 
them being attested in a not really precise transcription, it seems quite natu-
ral to suppose a Turkic etymon of npran1,. The word sounds, in fact, like a 
Turkic one; however, no concrete etymon could be found so far. 
. We owe the attestation of npran1, to Grigorij Ivanovic Spasski (1806). It 
1s noteworthy, however, that his cyrillic transcription of Ma tor words was 
anything but precise. His <a> can also stay for ii, and his <H> may also be 
read 1J (Helimski 128, 129) so that the notation <HpraH'h> can be read irgan, 


