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Figure 1: “Tin cans for the Christian troops”, in A. Vitali, L’opera dell’esercito (1885-
1943), in L’Italia in Africa, vol. I, Rome, Istituto Poligrafico dello Stato, 1960, p. 48.

Abstract
This article investigates the history of  the canning industry in Eritrea from 
its inception, in 1913, up to the Sixties in order to highlight changes pro-
duced in the country by the arrival of  the first industrial activities. Canned 
meat was the first product to become a major export industry in Eritrea. 
During the First World War Eritrean meat greatly contributed to the sus-
tainment of  the Italian army, while in the 1950s Israel’s Tzena (rationing 
system) made extensive use of  Kosher frozen and corned beef  prepared 
in Asmara. The first part of  this article aims at providing a sketch of  the 
history of  the canning industry in Eritrea from its origins up to the 1960s.

1. Introduction

For a good part of  its history, the economy of  colonial Eritrea was considered to 
be mainly rural, with industrial activities limited to a few sectors and present on 
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a decidedly reduced scale. This situation began to change in the 1930s, when a 
promising artisanal and industrial sector developed in the country. In the 1950s, 
some sources claimed that the country had the second most industrialised econ-
omy in the continent. A claim that was perhaps a little on the ambitious side, but 
that nevertheless gives the idea of  the intensity of  the transformations that had 
taken place in Eritrea, a country where a vibrant industrial sector appeared far 
earlier that in most African colonies (A. Volterra, 2005: 181).1 

Stopping to consider the modifications this process brought about in relation 
to Eritrean society is not superfluous. As John Mackenzie has stated, colonial 
powers, intentionally or unintentionally, brought vast changes in the environ-
ment, social relationship and cultural contexts of  the colonizer’s countries (J. 
M. MacKenzie, 2015). Furthermore, the history of  industrial canning in Eritrea 
represents one of  the first attempts to gear local production towards foreign 
markets, making Eritrea part of  a wider economic circuit and a node, even if  
secondary, of  the world market.

Until recently, the labour and economic history of  Eritrea has been neglected. 
Yemane Mesghenna has offered one of  the first critical evaluations of  Italian 
economic policy in Eritrea during the colonial period (Yemane, 1988; 2003). On 
the same topic, but with a different approach, Gian Luca Podestà has written 
a detailed reconstruction of  Italian economic policies in Eritrea and Ethiopia 
(Podestà, 1996). The history of  gold mining (M. Zaccaria, 2005) and of  the 
car-mechanic sector have also been scrutinized (S. Bellucci, M. Zaccaria, 2012), 
while a useful contribution, although centred on trade, has been represented by 
(Abdussamad H. Ahmads’ work (Abdusssamad, 1997). A helpful (if  slightly out-
dated) overview of  the economic history of  Ethiopia and Eritrea is contained 
in Richard Pankhurst’s works (Pankhurst, 1961). The economic history of  the 
British Administration and of  the Federal Period has been explored by Donatel-
la Strangio (D. Strangio, 2009) and Nicholas Lucchetti (N. Lucchetti, 2013).

The historiography of  Eritrea during the Italian colonial period has favoured 
political and military aspects, with some scholars recently starting to focus their 
1 During the fascist period statistics about the Eritrean economy abounded. According to one of  
them in 1936 there were some 7777 firms, 3821 owned by Italians and foreign entrepreneurs and 
3956 owned by Eritreans, see A. Volterra (2005). Sudditi coloniali. Ascari eritrei 1935-1941. Milano: 
Franco Angeli, p. 181.
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research on social history, providing a very interesting glance into the social 
transformation that occurred in the twentieth century.2 Both economic and so-
cial researchers have privileged the Italian side of  the story, mainly because the 
scarcity of  sources has forced this choice on scholars (S. Bellucci, 2014). The 
canning industry, although being an important component of  the Eritrean man-
ufacturing sector, has attracted scanty attention.

Labour history represents an important arena for understanding the interaction 
between Eritrean and Italian societies. It is true that the concept of  work has of-
ten been used by Fascist propaganda to legitimise its own colonial aspirations, to 
the point that it described its empire as an “Empire of  Labour” (Yemane 2003).3 
The Italian achievements in the empire then provided one of  the most common 
arguments in the debate on the presumed “exceptionalism” of  Italian colonial-
ism. Subsequently, some sectors of  Italian society in Eritrea turned the myth 
of  “miraculous industrialisation” (E. Infante 1948) into one of  the key political 
arguments for regaining Italian control over the country. Once these pitfalls had 
been identified, we have to recognize that the world of  employment was one of  
the environments where Italians and Eritreans had the greatest possibility of  
interacting: amidst lathes, hammers and grinders, and, more generally speaking, 
in the world of  work as a whole, a space was created for interaction, not only 
between technicians and professionals, but also in a system for conceiving work 
and time that influenced some sectors of  the Eritrean urban population (Belluc-
ci & Zaccaria, 2012).

The body of  literature on work ethics and time management in Africa is still 
small but this topic is attracting growing interest (Keletso, 1993). The arrival of  
industries in Eritrea produced a radical change in the way people experienced 
and considered work and time. Printed sources, as we will see, provide ample 
evidences of  this change.

2 Among the first scholars to tackle the economic history of  Eritrea it is worth mentioning Ye-
mane Mesghenna and T. C. Killion. Subsequently, important contributions were offered by the 
research of  I. Taddia, Tekeste Negash, F. Locatelli, G. Barrera and Uoldelul Chelati Dirar.
3 To balance the prevailing positive picture conveyed by Italian sources see Yemane Mesghenna 
(2003). The Impact of  the 1935-1941 Economic Boom on the Eritrean Labor Market, Africa, 
Roma, 58 (1): 89-100.
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2. The origins

After their arrival, the Italians considered Eritrea’s livestock to be one of  the 
country’s most promising resources. In 1891, for example, Leopoldo Franchetti 
noted how agriculture and animal breeding were the two benchmarks of  the 
country’s economy (Franchetti 1891). Italians believed that around one third 
of  the land was covered by pastures, in a context in which the particular rainy 
climate of  the country rendered it practically evergreen. Indeed, the monsoon 
winds and transhumance allowed Eritreans to benefit from a unique environ-
ment and breeders had only to move from the areas affected by the humid winds 
of  the Red Sea (rain in winter, lowland) to those prone to more tropical weather 
conditions (rain in summer, highlands). It is interesting to note how one of  the 
first evaluations of  the use of  the nation’s livestock immediately made a refer-
ence to the idea of  producing canned meat. Ernesto Ardemanni, a clergyman 
in Eritrea from 1892 to 1894, suggested the idea of  building there “one or two 
American-style slaughterhouses, to preserve the butchered meats in cans” (Ar-
demani, 1900: 61), and in this way providing for the needs of  the colonial army. 
Once the first agrarian technicians had arrived in Eritrea, Ardemanni’s sugges-
tion was confirmed first by Bartolommei-Gioli (Bartolommei-Gioli, 1902) and 
then by Isaia Baldrati (Baldrati 1904)4, both “technicians” and key figures in the 
history of  agriculture in Eritrea.

In the meantime, in Italy a steady increase in the consumption of  meat was re-
corded, as was the consequent increase in prices and in the volume of  imported 
meat that was, by then, arriving from Serbia but also from faraway Argentina and 
New Zealand and showing how easily food could traverse the world and how, at 
the beginning of  the century, an increasing number of  countries came to depend 
on long-range food imports. This was due to the notable progresses achieved in 
the transportation and processing of  frozen meat (Colonna 1911). Making use 
of  the livestock then became a topical matter. The development of  a modern 
canning industry required a great number of  changes to be implemented in the 
prevailing production system, but it was the health aspects that proved most 
urgently in need of  attention. Until the Eritrean government was in a position 
to give concrete answers regarding the evil of  the pestis bovina (cattle plague), or 

4 Disoccupazione ed emigrazione dalla nostra provincia, Il Ravennate Corriere di Romagna, 3 Fe-
bruary 1904, p. 3.
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gulhai, all the proposals for the use of  the Eritrean livestock would remain im-
probable (Conti 1902).

The Italians were most probably responsible for the great African cattle plague 
epidemic of  the 1890s. Through the importation of  infected animals from India, 
in 1887 the Italians provoked a massive infection of  cattle and game animals 
south of  the Nile cataracts. The rinderpest quickly spread to Ethiopia and Su-
dan and within ten years reached South Africa (Pankhurst, 1968; Rowe, 1994; 
Spinage, 2003).5 The colonial government realised the gravity of  the problem 
and made the battle against cattle plague one of  its priorities.
 
In 1903, when the country faced a new outbreak of  gulhai, Ferdinando Martini 
requested that a team of  experts be dispatched. Three Army veterinaries were 
hastily sent to Eritrea to investigate the matter: Captain Giovanni Memmo, Lieu-
tenant Ferdinando Martoglio and Lieutenant Carlo Adani. At the end of  their 
mission, they submitted a report in which they claimed to have identified a se-
rum that was “extremely effective” against gulhai (Martini 1913; Ferraro, 1917). 
If  these claims proved to be true, Governor Ferdinando Martini maintained 
that Eritrea was in a position to supply 2 million 400 gr. cans of  meat per year 
(or 800,000 quintals of  meat) at a price that was 10% less than that applied by 
the army’s Italian suppliers.6 Martini gave his approval to set up a laboratory 
which was entrusted to Lieutenant Martoglio that immediately launched a series 
of  paid vaccination campaigns nationwide.7 On 18 September 1905, the Istitu-
to Siero-Vaccinogeno was opened, its general mandate being to combat the cattle 
diseases in Eritrea and with the specific objective of  immunising all the cattle in 

5 For the rinderpest in the Horn of  Africa region see: R. Pankhurst (1968). Economic History of  
Ethiopia 1800-1935, Addis Ababa: Haile Sellassie I University Press, pp. 217-220; J. A. Rowe 
(1994). Rinderpest in the Sudan 1888-1890. The Mistery of  the Missing Panzootic, Sudanic Africa, 
5: 149-178; C. A. Spinage (2003). Cattle Plague. A History. New York: Kluwer Academic.
6 F. Martini to Ministro Affari Esteri, Monsumanno 1 September 1904, ASMAE, AE, pacco 143.
7 Vittorio Fioccardi to Guglielmo Pecori Giraldi, Molepso, 9 August [1905], Museo del Risor-
gimento e della Resistenza di Vicenza, Carte Pecori Giraldi, 5.F.5. See also the prohibition of  
importing cattle from Tigray and Agamè according to the gubernatorial decree n. 1497, 7 No-
vember 1911, Bullettino Ufficiale della Colonia Eritrea, 20 (45) 9 November 1911. For the fight 
against rinderpest see: F. Martoglio (1911). La profilassi contro la peste bovina nella Colonia 
Eritrea, Annali d’igiene sperimentale, 21 (2).
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the colony.8 The creation of  this institute contributed to keeping the breeding 
grounds of  cattle plague under control and, from 1905 on, gulhai only made 
sporadic appearances. 

 

Figure 2: “Immunisation of  a serum-producing ox”, in Ferretti Uberto, I bovini eritrei e 
la produzione industriale della carne. Note ed impressioni di un viaggio nella Colonia Eritrea, with a 

letter by Ferdinando Martini, Roma, tip. F. Centenari, 1913, fig. XXIX

In order to allow cattle in Eritrea to be used for industrial purposes, an accurate 
census of  the livestock was needed and Martini provided the resource for its im-
plementation. The census provided extremely encouraging results, leading to the 
conclusion that the number of  cattle in Eritrea was “…absolutely overabundant 
compared to the Colony’s requirements” (Martini 1913: 182). A further step tak-
en with a view to allow the country’s livestock to be “used rationally” consisted 
of  an attempt to improve the local breeds in order to make them more com-
pliant with the European marketing standard. At that point, in 1907, Professor 
Ezio Marchi, who was considered one of  Italy’s most skilled experts in this field, 
joined the team and was appointed to carry out a zoo-technical mission.9 At-
tention was also paid to the increase in the foraging resources and to spreading 
better seeds, with the introduction of  artificial grazing grounds (Baldrati 1903; 

8 Bullettino Ufficiale della Colonia Eritrea, 14, 38, 23 September 1905, pp. [issue with unnumbered 
pages].
9 Born in 1869 and died prematurely in 1908, the writings of  Marchi about Eritrea were edited by 
prof. Carlo Pucci and published under the title: C. Pucci (1910). Studi sulla pastorizia della Colonia 
Eritrea. Firenze: Istituto Agricolo Coloniale. A second edition was published in 1929 edited by 
Carlo Pucci and with a preface by Cesare Gugnoni.
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Peglion, 1913). It was then the turn of  Prof. Uberto Ferretti, an expert in meat 
preservation using cold temperatures (Ferretti 1913; 1921). 

Gradually the conditions required in order to take advantage of  this resource fell 
into place. The attempt to export livestock to Italy failed due to the resistance 
put up by the General Management of  Health, despite the creation of  a modern 
quarantine park in Massawa.10 

The focus then fell almost exclusively on the production of  canned meat. There 
was one last question to tackle: Somalia also had a significant livestock, and for 
several years there was significant indecision as to where the production should 
effectively commence. Eventually Eritrea was chosen (Provenzale, 1914).11 

3. The Torrigiani factory

After complex negotiations that aimed at securing mandatory guarantees from 
the Ministry of  War that was the only potential buyer of  the finished product, 
in 1913, the Torrigiani company from Sesto Fiorentino, an industrial group with 
a long experience under its belt, opened what was described as a modern, “ex-
tremely beautiful factory”, worth 400 thousand lire. The company undertook to 
supply the Ministry of  War on an annual basis, and for a decade with “one mil-
lion cans of  tinned meat and a proportionate number of  broth concentrate”12 
saving the Ministry of  War 250,000 lire on every million cans supplied. 

In turn, and in the hope that it had finally found a springboard for its economy, 
the Eritrean Government granted a series of  important concessions: the con-
struction of  a railway section leading up to the factory (1 km); concession of  the 
land; a special reduction in the cost of  transportation up to Massawa; the possi-
bility of  free of  charge storage in the army buildings in Massawa, and the use of  

10 Live animals export was directed only to neighbouring countries: a first shipment of  600 head 
of  cattle was sent to Egypt in 1911: see “rapporto anonimo”, ASDMAE, ASMAI, 11/8/74 
(11/8). See also: (1911). Colonia Eritrea, Esportazione di bestiame bovino, Asmara.
11 It is not accident that in 1914 capt. Francesco Provenzale, head of  the livestock service in 
Italian Somaliland, published an extensive report. F. Provenzale (1914). L’allevamento del bestiame 
nella nostra Somalia. Roma: Bertero.
12 Ministero delle Colonie (1913). Le mostre coloniali all’Esposizione Internazionale di Torino del 1911. 
Relazione Generale. Roma, Tip. Nazionale G. Bertero, pp. 260-262.
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the Colonial Treasury to send money to Italy. However, its greatest commitment 
was the guarantee that it would supply a total weight of  750,000 kg of  cattle per 
year and that it would do so at a price that did not exceed L. 0.22 per kg, based 
on the live weight of  the animals after a day of  fasting.13

On 16 January 1914, the factory was inaugurated in the presence of  the Gover-
nor and the highest colonial authorities. Delegations of  dignitaries flocked from 
all the regions; from Akkälä Guzay alone 14 “bosses” and 35 “members of  their 
entourage” came to Asmara. After having visited the factory, the guests and 
their entourages were hosted in a table “…with separate tables for Christians 
and Muslims”.14 The efforts made to have the Eritrean dignitaries attend the 
opening were not completely void of  an underlying motive. Already in the days 
immediately before the new factory was opened, Torrigiani had applied pressure 
on the Eritrean authorities in order to raise the production quota. The factory 
then needed to find new cattle, and this would also have to feature “large cows 
of  a good quality”. It therefore became mandatory to secure the collaboration 
of  the local dignitaries. Based on the data of  the 1905 cattle census, cattle quotas 
were established for the various commissioners, who were asked to rigorously 
follow the indications issued by the Government. For the 1914-15 season, the 
highland regions (Seraè, Hamasien, Akkälä Guzai) had to bear the most weight 
in relation to these requests.15 

Italy’s entering the war in 1915 conferred a strategic value to the Eritrean pro-
duction that rapidly gained fundamental importance for the destiny of  the Ital-
ian army during the First World War. But with the borders of  Tigray practically 
closed, it was the Eritrean breeders who would have to make full provisions for 
the increased requirements deriving from the war. In this way, in order to handle 
the urgent requests from Italy, the colonial government proceeded and made its 
first purchases of  cattle. In a circular issued on 19 May 1917, for example, cattle 
were sourced from all over the country at the price of  L. 0.35 per kilo. A request 
for 1,600 heads of  cattle was passed to the commissioner of  the Hamasien area, 
inducing the regional commissioner Giuseppe Mantia to comment as follows: 
13 See the folder “Corrispondenza di carattere generale per la fornitura”, Addi Qayyeh Regional 
Archive, Eritrea (hereafter AQRA), Commerce III. 
14 AQRA, Commerce III, file “Festeggiamenti inaugurazione fabbrica Torrigiani”.
15 Circolare ai commissari regionali, Asmara 24 agosto 1914, prot. 16448, AQRA, Commerce III, 
cartella “Corrispondenza di carattere generale per la fornitura”.
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It is well-known that in the villages, given that demand was exceeding 
supply, cattle had to be bought in from the market at a much higher price 
that that paid by the Factory. The loss was divided amongst the ghebbars 
of  the villages. For this reason the sale of  cattle to the Torrigiani Factory 
ended up serving as a true tax […] Therefore, it was as if  an iniquitous tax 
in kind of  more than 10% had been applied to cattle, and there were then 
so little cattle left that in order to encourage breeding, in 1917 the Hon-
ourable Government was obliged to distribute 166 heads to the villagers. 
The problem of  the Torrigiani factory begs an urgent solution, because it 
could ultimately be the cause of  disruption (Mantia, 1917).

Indeed, as a result of  the urgent requests from Italy, the factory in Asmara had 
committed to supply 24 million cans up to 1921-22, 16 million of  which were 
to be provided in the two years period from 1917-1918 alone. In the space of  a 
few years, the military administration was requested to provide more than sev-
en times the original provision.16 Unable to find the cattle needed, the Italians 
administration turned to Yemen and Ethiopia. The ensuing operation proved 
to be not only complex and time-consuming but also extremely expensive. The 
many difficulties encountered during the six years of  activity did not prevent 
the Torrigiani from producing more than 12 million cans of  meat, i.e. about 120 
thousand tons of  meat. Eritrea also supplied to the Italian war effort hides for 
a value of  20 million Lire, 50 thousand tons of  dum palm, and 60,000 tons of  
potassium chloride (used in explosives) (Colosimo, 1918).17 At the end of  the 
war everyone acknowledged that the Torrigiani Company had “made remark
able efforts” in order to meet “the army’s meat requirements” (Ajmone, 1919).18 
However, the cost of  this success had been a general impoverishment of  one of  
the most important Eritrean resources. The local livestock was almost depleted 
and it took several years in order to reach to pre-war levels (Ibid.).19 

16 Approvvigionamenti, consumi e contributi delle Colonie italiane in rapporto all’economia di 
guerra della madre patria, in Relazione sulla situazione politica economica ed amministrativa delle colonie 
italiane presentata dal Ministro delle Colonie (Colosimo) nella tornata del 23 febbraio 1918, Roma, Tipogra-
fia della Camera dei Deputati, 1918, pp. 182-183.
17 G. Colosimo (1918). Relazione al Parlamento sulla situazione politica economica ed amministrativa delle 
colonie italiane. Roma: Tipografia del Senato, p. 124.
18 E. Ajmone (1919). La valorizzazione industriale, in Ministero delle Colonie Relazione della VII sezio-
ne della commissione del dopo-guerra (questioni coloniali). Roma: Tipografia della Camera dei Deputati, 
p. 261.
19 Ivi, pp. 261-262.
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The end of  the war didn’t mean an immediate reduction in demand, but the 
post-war boom lasted for a very short period. Already in 1920 the market had 
declined and in 1921-22 cattle prices fell on the international market (Phimister, 
1978).20 Instead in Eritrea the price of  cattle remained high.21 In this new cli-
mate, the Torrigiani Company witnessed a drastic drop in profits, to the extent 
that in 1920-21 it stopped its activity in the country. 

4. Ditta Caramelli

Operations were suspended until 1926, when canned meat processing started up 
again with the opening of  the “Caramelli Company” factory. The 2,530 m2 fac-
tory was located near the caravanserai [present day Medeber], and its production 
included canned meat and “indigenous” butter. The factory was capable of  pro-
ducing six thousand 300gr. cans per day in one single working shift. In 1927, the 
activity of  the factory, which had partially taken over the Torrigiani Company’s 
machinery, was described as “very modest” (Pollera, 1927; 1934; Zucco, 1924).22

However, one year later, the data relative to the production was more encour-
aging. Thanks to their supply contracts with the metropolitan army and the Er-
itrean troops in Libya, the factory exported 3,500 quintals of  cans. But in subse-
quent years these figures dropped significantly, due to the low consumption of  
canned meat in Italy and the competition of  other producers. At the beginning 
of  the 1930s, in addition to canned meat, the “Caramelli” factory also began to 
diversify its range, producing orange marmalade and canned tomatoes. 

20 I. R. Phimister (1978). Meat and Monopolies. Beef  Cattle in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1938, 
The Journal of  African History, 19 (3): 401.
21 In what is probably one of  the last purchase of  the Ditta Torrigiani, the brokers payed from 49 
to 55 cents. per kilo, three times the price payed in 1913, Research and Documentation Centre, 
Asmara [hereafter RDC], Archivio Notarile, V. Di Falco, vol. 10, ottobre – dicembre 1920, rep. 
n. 766/8661-8662. 
22 A. Pollera (1927). L’Abissinia settentrionale e lo sviluppo delle sue relazioni con l’Eritrea, Atti 
del X Congresso della Società Geografica Italiana, vol. II. Milano: Touring Club Italiano, p. 8; (1934). 
L’industria delle conserve alimentari in Eritrea, L’Italia Coloniale, 5: 79-80. More or less in the 
same years the fishing industry moved its first steps see: G. Zucco (1924). L’industria della pesca 
in Eritrea. Contributo allo studio merceologico delle risorse del Mar Rosso. Roma: Libreria dello Stato. The 
article appeared the first time on Bollettino di informazioni economiche, 1924, n. 2, 3, 5.
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For most of  its history canned food was purchased by armies. It is no coinci-
dence then that between 1936, the year of  the invasion of  Ethiopia, and 1938, 
the year of  consolidation of  Italian rule which required a large presence of  
troops to suppress the widespread insurgency, the Caramelli factory, which had 
come under the management of  the Military Administration, reached a pro-
duction output of  2 million cans a year (Infante, 1947).23 This result was also 
largely due to the fact that the conquest of  Ethiopia resolved the long-stand-
ing problem of  the supply of  cattle, as the latter put its vast livestock at the 
disposal of  the Eritrean industry. More generally speaking, the years following 
1935 witnessed a significant development of  industrial activity, especially in the 
mechanical, building and transportation sectors. The policy of  self-sufficiency 
and, most of  all, the difficulty in communicating with Italy, also determined a 
notable development in the canned food sector during the Second World War. 
In addition to tomatoes, the canning industry in Eritrea began to can practically 
everything in sight: tuna, sauces, jams, honey, ketchup, fruit juices, chicken in 
gelatine, bolognaise sauce and vegetable soups, shirò, zighinì and full. 

The period spanning the 1930s to 1941 saw an astonishing increase in the Italian 
population in Eritrea from 4,500 in 1934 to around 53,000 in 1936 (Locatelli, 
2003).24 However, it should be emphasised that Eritrean society was also experi-
encing significant changes in that same period. Indeed, the Eritrean population 
went from 275,000 (in the year 1905) to 614,000 (in 1935), with a strong focus on 
urbanisation. These changes created the conditions for the rapid appearance of  
new needs and commodities. Their production was mainly entrusted to Italian 
companies, but also local entrepreneurs started operating in the Eritrean market.

23 E. Infante (1947). Rassegna tecnica delle industrie eritree. Asmara, p. 163.
24 F. Locatelli, Colonial History of  Asmara, Encyclopaedia Aethiopica, ad vocem.
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Figure 3: Caramelli’s advertising on lo-
cal Eritrean Press showing the product 
range of  the factory; in Alberto Pol-
lera, Giorgio Brunetti, Eritrea. Cenni 
descrittivi per il turismo, Asmara (A. A. & 

F. Cicero, 1932).
            

Figure 4: “Asmara. Caramelli factory for 
the production of  canned  meat”, in Pic-
cioli Angelo, La Nuova Italia d’Oltremare. 
L’opera del fascismo nelle Colonie Italiane, 
Milan, (A. Mondadori, 1934, vol. II, p. 

1669).

The “period of  isolation”,25 or the period between 1940 and 1946, was charac-
terized by intense economic activity that was also reflected in the canned food 
sector.26 In 1942, the company “Derrate e Conserve” (DECSA) started activity 
in Massawa. Still in Massawa, the Società Eritrea Conserve (SECALP) had com-
menced production, specialising in canning fish (Infante, 1948).27 In Asmara, in 
the same year, Mascherin S.A. had opened for business and one year later the 
“Procellotti Francesco – Conserve Alimentari” factory began working, with a 

25 E. Infante, Rassegna…, Asmara, p. 541.
26 For this period see also: N. Lucchetti, op. cit.
27 SECALP employed one Italian and 140 Eritreans, cfr. E. Infante, op.cit., p. 30.
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production capacity of  10 quintals per day. SEICA (Soc. Eritrea Ind. Conserve 
Alimentari) also operated in Asmara, there too with a production capacity of  
25-30 quintals per day (Infante, 1948: 163-169).28 In the period from 1944-45, 
the five companies operating in the canned food industry employed 24 Italians 
and 208 Eritreans (Infante, 1948: 29).29 In this period, for the very first time, 
considerable numbers of  Eritreans experienced what it was like to work in a fac-
tory, while others entered the colonial production system as small businessmen, 
trying their hand in sectors that had previously only been operated by Italians. 
The data available gives us an idea of  the scale and intensity of  the phenome-
non: in 1938 the industrial and artisanal sectors, with 2,198 companies, provided 
jobs for 2,000 Italians and 14,000 Eritreans. Around ten years later, in 1947, the 
number of  companies present in the country had fallen to 1,611, although the 
number of  workers had risen significantly (numbering 5,675 Italians and no less 
than 28,084 Eritreans). 

Another characteristic of  this phase concerned the types of  companies: these 
were mainly small companies and artisanal workshops. A scale that proved par-
ticularly effective in allowing direct contact to be established between the work-
force and the ownership, so favouring the appropriation of  many professions. 
For many Eritreans this proved to be a crucial experience, and many oral recol-
lections feature the figure of  the Italian padrone (boss) and l’andare a bottega (going 
to the workshop) as a moment that shaped their professional experience.

In the mechanical construction sector, for example, the 660 Italian workers list-
ed in statistics employed (at least officially) 920 Eritrean workers. Giacinto Fiore, 
editor-in-chief  of  the Giornale dell’Eritrea, could therefore affirm that it was pre-
cisely this period that witnessed the birth of  “…the Eritrean labourer – mechan-
ic, driver, carpenter, printer, pasta-maker, baker, tyre-fitter – and the Eritrean 
craftsman; in this way both of  these lent their precious, necessary collaboration 
to the Italians” (Fiore, 1950: 161).30

28 E. Infante, Rassegna…, pp. 163-169.
29 E. Infante, op. cit., p. 27.
30 G. Fiore (1950). 200 pagine sull’Eritrea. Asmara: Stabilimento Tipografico Percotto, p. 161.
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5. The federal period

Starting from the early years after the war, the Italians, having lost political pow-
er, began to abandon Eritrea, and this affected the country’s economy. Slowly, 
the Italian community began to thin out, leaving new spaces for the local busi-
nessmen to take over. In 1952 the number of  Italians in Eritrea had already 
decreased to 17,000 (Capet, 1952: 3-4).31 At the same time, the creation of  the 
federation and then the transformation of  Eritrea into an Ethiopian province, 
presented new challenges to the industrial sector. Canneries were not among the 
factories that the Ethiopian Government relocated to Addis Ababa or closed 
down.32 In 1964 there were 82 industries active in the country, 13 of  which 
provided work to more than 250 employees, while around another ten indus-
tries prepared to enter into production. According to certain estimations, around 
30,000 local workers were involved in the industrial sector (Facts about Eritrea, 
1964: 73).33 If  Italy was losing strength in the small and medium-sized businesses 
and the Ethiopian Government continued to encourage relocation and Ethiopi-
anization, on the other hand, new opportunities were being created for the large 
industrial groups in partnership with Ethiopian entrepreneurs.

In March 1950, the SAIPRAL (Soc. An. Industria Prodotti Alimentari – Indus-
trial Foodstuffs Production Ltd.) was inaugurated, and focused particularly on 
the production of  Brisket (boiled beef) for the Italian and British markets. The 
plant had a production capacity of  around 5,000 cans a day in a single working 
shift and provided jobs to 90 workers, male and females (S.A.I.P.R.A.L., Eritrean 
Business Review, vol. IV, n. 10, April 1955, p. 18-20).34 

In the same period Israeli businessmen started taking an interested in the Eritre-
an market. The Israeli involvement in the industrial cannery was the result of  
the intuition of  an entrepreneur of  Romanian origin, Herşcu Şaim Cahan, who 
first founded the EMCO factory,35 and then, in 1951, the INCODE (Industry 
Commerce Development) company, which remained the property of  the Israeli 

31 E. du Lac Capet (1952). Gli italiani in Eritrea, Le vie d’Oriente, Asmara, 1 (4): 3.
32 On the adverse effect of  Ethiopian economic policy on Eritrea see: Araia Tseggai (1984). 
Ethiopian Economic Policy in Eritrea. The Federation Era, Northeast African Studies, 6 (½): 81-93.
33 Facts about Eritrea, Asmara, 1964, p. 73.
34 S.A.I.P.R.A.L., Eritrean Business Review, vol. IV, April 1953, p. 18-20.
35 EMCO, Ethiopian Food Share Company, Fabbrica di Carne in Scatola, Asmara.
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government until 1956-57. Already in 1953 the INCODE factory was consid-
ered one of  the most advanced industries in the country and the emperor Haile 
Sellasie included the factory in his visit in October 1953 (Rampone,1953: 152).36 
INCODE bought over the “Caramelli” factory and, after having modernised 
it, brought the production capacity to two million 500 gr. cans per month and 
400-500,000 kg of  frozen meat (Vimar, 1952: 2).37 The factory required 5-6,000 
heads of  cattle per month, but the federation with Ethiopia had, for the best 
part, solved the long-standing problem regarding the supply of  cattle (Fiore, 
1950: 203-205).38

Figure 5: INCODE Beef  Goulash and Boiled Beef  Label, 1959

In 1959-60 INCODE was able to export 1,226 tonnes of  meat and its tins 
provided the standard field-ration of  the Israeli Defence Force. Five years later, 
its output had reached almost six times that amount, allowing Israel to partly 
alleviate the effects of  the economic and food crises that it was experiencing at 
that time. Canned INCODE meat earned itself  a place in the history of  Israel, 
becoming a symbol of  the Tzena (rationing system) and of  the scarcity of  food 

36 O. Rampone (1953). Il Mareb era un confine. Asmara: S/A Corriere Eritreo, p. 152.
37 Vimar, “Sorta in Eritrea un’industria per la congelazione e la conservazione delle carni”, Gior-
nale dell’Eritrea, 8 Apr. 1952, p. 2.
38 G. Fiore, op-cit., pp. 203-205
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products in the 1950s Oz, 2003: 460).39 INCODE operated three slaughterhous-
es in Asmara, Gondar and Makalle and produced both cooked and frozen meat. 
These ties were among the factors that oriented Israel’s political decision to back 
the Ethiopian claims on Eritrea (Carol 2012: 58-59; Mahmūd Muhārib, 2013: 
303-304).40 In 1969, INCODE was sold to SOPRAL.

For the canned and frozen meat industries, the early 1960s represented the gold-
en age. Between 1962 and 1965, investments in the sector underwent an increase 
of  547.3% with 5 industries active in the sector: SOPRAL, INCODE, SARICE, 
AIMCO and RSDC.41 

In Nov. 1965, SOPRAL (Società Prodotti Alimentari, established in 1964) inau-
gurated in Asmara a state of  the art factory worth half  a million Ethiopian Birr. 
The company was owned by STAR, an important Italian food manufacturer 
and was considered the second largest meat canning and vegetable processing 
agro-industrial establishment in Ethiopia with a workforce of  220-250.42 SO-
PRAL employed around 300 permanent workers and the export was mainly 
oriented to Italy, Europe and the Middle East.43 It partially relied on a slaughter 

39 INCODE’s figure in: A. Oz (2003).Una storia d’amore e di tenebre. Milano: Feltrinelli, p. 460. Ya-
cov Meridor, member of  the IRGUN, after having spent a period of  detention in Asmara, came 
back to Eritrea in 1947 as a businessman and participated in the activities of  the INCODE. On 
the relations between Israel and the Eritrean Food Sector see: D. Cahan (2010). Un askenazita tra 
Romania ed Eritrea. Herşcu Şaim Cahan. Vaprio d’Adda: GDS, pp. 57-63. 
40 S. Carol (2012). From Jerusalem to the Lion of  Judah and Beyond. Israel’s Foreign Policy in East Africa. 
Bloomington: iUniverse, pp. 58-59. According to Mahmūd Muhārib INCODE was an import-
ant asset of  the Israeli spy network in the Horn of  Africa: (2013). Isrā’īl wa al-Qarn al-Ifriqī. 
Al-In‘ikāsāt wa al-Tadakkhulāt, Al-‘Arab wa al-Qarn al-Ifriqī, Doha: Arab Centre for Research and 
Policy Studies, pp. 303-304.
41 Social and Economic Development of  Eritrea since 1962, s.l., 1966, p. 134.
42 The Degiasmac Asrate Kassa in his inaugural address had among other things to say: “The 
STAR deserves my praise and my encouragement for their decision to invest capitals in this 
country. This achievement is yet another demonstration of  the fact that the people and the Ital-
ian Government nourish confidence in our institutions and in the possibilities of  development 
of  our country”. The ceremony was attended by Dr. Gianluigi Pasteris, Dr. Francesco Nughess 
(Personal Representative of  the President of  STAR Danilo Fossati Group), Dr. Edward Pollastri 
adviser to the STAR Group for Ethiopia and S.E. the Degiasmac Tesfajohannes Berhe, deputy 
governor general of  Eritrea.
43 Ethiopian Livestock Development and Meat Corporation, SOPRAL Share Company, Workers 
Awards Holiday Memorial, [in Amharic] Asmara, Dogali Printing Press, 1984-1985, p. 9.

192 Massimo Zaccaria



ICES 2016 Proceedings

house at Kombolcha (13 km. northwest of  Dessie) with a slaughtering capacity 
of  100 heads of  cattle per day. The frozen meat was transported to Asmara by 
a fleet of  4 temperature controlled trucks and then processed (Ethiopia Trade & 
Economics Review, 1970-71: 117).44 Corned beef  was produced in four varieties 
and the bye-products were used for dog food, per food and soups. 

SARICE started operating in 1960 with a production of  20,000 tins and em-
ployed 200 workers. SARICE produced boiled beef, tomato sauce, boiled beans, 
zighinì of  tripe, kidney beans, sliced tongue and a variety of  jams. SARICE also 
canned zighinì for the Ethiopian troops deployed in Congo under the UN-lead 
operation in the Congo (ONUC), which lasted from 1960 to 1964 (Marcreni, 
1967:101-104).45

EMCO exported most of  its production to Italy and the Middle East and was 
owned by the Italian Government through the “La Irpinia” cannery based in 
Avellino. 

In 1960 a new company, Red Sea Development Corporation (RSDC) started 
operating in Eritrea. The company was a joint venture between the Italian Giulio 
Biasiolo and the state owned Bulgarian RODOPA and owned a slaughter house 
in Keren. In 1967, the company was awarded the international prize “Ercole 
d’Oro”, the so called “Oscar of  food”. The award had a significant importance 
for the Eritrean industrial cannery because this certificate of  excellence de-
bunked the myth of  low grade meat that was generally associated with Eritrean 
production.46 In these years Eritrean meat was also used in the preparation of  
Simmenthal, a brand of  corned beef  that was particularly popular in Italy. For sev-
eral decades the consumption of  canned food was exclusively limited to armies 
and navies, but in the 1960s new consumers started eating canned food, pro-
voking a surge in the demand and an increase in the production. The Ethiopian 
Government clearly understood the potential of  this sector and started encour-
aging foreign capitals to come offering substantial facilitations and tax exemp-
tions. From the first to the second “five-years plan” (1962-1967) meat exports 

44 Ethiopia Trade & Economics Review 1970-71, p. 117.
45 J. Macreni (1967). Riconoscimento internazionale alla Red Sea Development Corporation, 
Sestante, 3 (1): 101-104.
46 Ivi, 97-104.
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passed from 71.120 q.li to 426.720 q.li. In 1965 Eritrea exported 131.866,98 q.li 
of  canned meat and 22.075,96 q.li. of  frozen meat (Paola, 1965-66).47 A look 
at the provenance of  the cattle slaughtered in the early 1960s show clearly how 
Ethiopia was the source of  a substantial share of  the meat processed in Asma-
ra’s canneries48.

In 1975, most of  the Eritrean industries were nationalized by the DERG.49 Can-
neries, because of  their role as suppliers of  the Ethiopian army, were put under 
a firm grip by the Ethiopian government. The previous companies were merged 
in the SOPRAL share company, but this period is not covered by the present 
article. In 1978-1979 SOPRAL was employing 475 permanent workers.50 

6. Educating the body and the mind

For Eritreans, the method for organising work introduced by colonialism was a 
radical innovation. Work in the colonial period became work that was not direct-
ly connected to the needs of  the community and mainly targeted production for 
a foreign market. Work had a value for the worker, as it provided a salary and at 
least theoretically, the worker was offered the chance to gain experience and dis-
tinguish himself  through his work. Furthermore, the value of  time was reduced 
to money. The introduction of  wage employment represents a key moment in 
the history of  labour in Africa. The factory (ፋብሪካ, fabrika in Tigrinya) also rev-
olutionised the worker’s relationship with time, by introducing shifts and divid-
ing the week into working days and days of  rest.51 Time assumed a significance 
with which he had not previously been familiar, becoming the unit by which he 
measured his work, and on which his payment was based. The shift from peasant 

47 P. Cuddusan Imnetù Paola (1965-66). Sviluppo economico di Asmara, Università degli Studi di 
Padova, relatore Prof. F. Dona, pp. 126-126, 182.
48 According to data provided by the “Istituto Vaccinogeno di Asmara”, the head of  cattle 
slaughtered by INCODE were: 1961: Eritrea, 16.917; Gondar 2558; 1962: Eritrea 16.278; Gon-
dar 10.323; 1963: Eritrea 9368; Gondar 15807.
49 DERG (in Amharic: Committee) stands for Coordinating Committee of  the Armed Forces, 
Police, and Territorial Army. The short name is used to identify the Mengistu’s regime (1974-
1991). 
50 Ethiopian Livestock Development and Meat Corporation, SOPRAL Share Company, Workers 
Awards Holiday Memorial, [in Amharic] Asmara: Dogali Printing Press, 1984-1985, p. 11.
51 On the pre-colonial notion of  time prevailing in the Eritrean societies see the entry “Time and 
Space” of  EA, ad vocem.
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to industrial time led slowly to a new culture of  time, a phenomenon that was 
particularly noticeable, especially in urban contexts Martin, 2002).52

Familiarising the Eritrean student with the abstract measurement of  time and 
the ways in which it could be managed became a crucial element of  the study 
programmes at school. In this way, the clock, the instrument par excellence used 
for measuring time, became a part of  the didactic programmes directed at Er-
itrean students and aimed at replacing the indigenous use of  time with what was 
considered a higher temporal culture.53 At the beginning of  the twentieth centu-
ry, the printing house of  the Evangelical and Roman Catholic churches began to 
print the first pocket diaries specifically targeting an Eritrean clientele, providing 
a further example of  the attempt to create a true educational science of  time and 
of  the reform of  indigenous conceptions of  time that colonialism introduced 
in many countries.54 Workers were required to strive in order to adapt to chain 
production and shift work, starting from their very own body control, as they 
were immobilised before the production belts and obliged to take up entirely 
new postures. Unable to grasp the complexities of  local work ethic, European 
employers jumped to the conclusion that Africans were generally lazy.

The method of  working was changing as were the values and meaning attributed 
to working activity. To favour the transition from the old working model to the 
new, the colonial system had to strive in order to perform a delicate transforma-
tion, the traces of  which have remained, especially in the school manuals and in 
the first books written in the local languages. The missionaries, in collaboration 
with the government, put all their efforts into spreading this new concept of  
work and preparing the Eritrean students for the new work ethic. In one of  
the first manuals destined for the Eritrean students the concept of  work was 
sacralised, linking it clearly to the biblical tradition: “The employment law has 
52 P. M. Martin (2002). Leisure and Society in Colonial Brazzaville. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, pp. 3-6, 72-83.
53 On the topic of  time as a tool of  colonialism see: Keletso E. Atkins (1988). ‘Kafir Time’: 
Preindustrial Temporal Concepts and Labour Discipline in Nineteenth-Century Colonial Natal, 
Journal of  African History, 29: 229-244; G. Nanni (2013). The Colonisation of  Time. Ritual, Routine and 
Resistance in the British Empire. Manchester: Manchester University Press.
54 See for example the Calendario 1905, Asmara, Tipografia Svedese, 1905 and the Calendario 
Etiopico col Corrispondente anno Gregoriano, Asmara, Tipografia Francescana, 1917-18, the two pub-
lications are in tigrinya. Other examples of  these particular literature are held at the Roden’s 
Collection of  the Karin Boye Biblioteket, Uppsala.
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been ratified twice. When God created Man in Goodness and Justice, he placed 
him in the Garden of  Eden and formally ordered him to cultivate it, and after 
he had sinned, God told him: You will earn your daily bread with the sweat from 
your forehead. Work is therefore one of  man’s duties: there are no exceptions. In 
Nature everything is movement and movement is work” (Iseo, 1914: 7).55 
 
Another central role was given to social and economic development: “Work! A 
blessed word that encompasses comfort in pain, hope in the future: this pow-
erful spring pushes Man to take great strides along the path of  civil and moral 
progress” (Iseo, 1914: 8).56 

Figure 6: “How many hours are there in a day?”,
Sillabario tigrigna = መጽሐፍ፣ ፊደል። ብዘረባ፣ ትግርኛ።, 

Asmara, Missione Evangelica, 1927, p. 99.

Other publications testify new attitudes towards both time and work. In 1920, 
the Catholic Mission presented the Eritrean students with a reading manual that 
it presented as the “notebook of  memories” of  Embaiè, a young student of  the 
mission that left “his dear native village poor and in pain” and who was able to 
build a reasonably respectable social position for himself  by working hard. The 
emphasis was on personal rectitude, profit accumulation, regularity, order and 
productivity. The preface to the book reminded the young Eritrean reader that: 

55 P. Ezechia da Iseo (1914). Manuale ad uso degli indigeni nelle due lingue italiano e tigrignà, 
volume II. Asmara: Tipografia Francescana, p. 7.
56 Ivi, p. 8.
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Work, illuminated by knowledge, tends to achieve the maximum 
quantity of  wealth and happiness for itself  and for others and is the 
unshakeable foundation of  the human progress. Many modern au-
thors have proposed and illustrated noble examples of  energy and 
constancy, goodness and strong character, hard work and honour: 
we too propose the example of  the young native to motivate stu-
dents to obtain the fertile victories of  science and work.57 

The issue of  work and time’s correct use was quite rapidly interiorised by several 
Eritreans who proposed observations which became increasingly autonomous. 
In 1946 the catholic priest Abba Yacob Gebreyesus (1889-1969), the author of  
many publications including grammar books on Gǝ‘ǝz, Amharic and Tigrinya, 
published what might be defined as the first manual on time management in the 
Tigrinya language (Yacob, 1946).58 In line with the colonial view of  indigenous 
time-systems, Aba Yacob Gebreyesus believed that one of  the main causes for 
the Ethiopian people’s backwardness was the lack of  importance assigned to 
time management. Targeting mainly the clergy, Abba Yacob’s work was, in any 
case, an interesting attempt to get to grips with the subject of  time and its use. 
He wanted to promote the passage from a cyclic conception of  time (time re-
peats itself  and opportunities come up again) to a linear concept, in which the 
concept of  postponement was replaced by the concepts of  deadlines and plan
ning (Mihreteab, 2008).59

Around ten years later, another Eritrean author, Gebretnsay Hagos, presented 
his Srah (work) to the public. The basic outline was that only through work can 
one obtain success and happiness and that if  an individual aspires to improve his 
position, then he can only do so through work (Gebretensay, 1959).60

57 (1920). Embaiè…(vittore del lavoro). Libro di lettura italiano – tigrai ad uso delle scuole indigene = 
እምባየ፣… (ናይ፣ ሥራሕ፣ ሥዕረት።) ወጽሐፍ፣ ንባብ። ብኢጣልያን፣ ብትግርኛን፣ ምእንት፣ ጥቕም፣ ትማ
ህርት፣ ደቅ - ሀገር።. Asmara: Tipografia Francescana, p. 8.
58 Aba Yacob Gebreyesus (1946). “ዕቅበት ጊዜ” ዘውእቱ፣ መደለወ፣ ሰዓታት፣ ወዕለታት። [The Ma-
stery of  Time]. Asmara.
59 Mihreteab Gebrehiwet (2008). Work Ethic in the Context of  Eritrean Tradition. In Tesfa G. 
Gebremedhin – Gebre H. Tesfagiorgis (eds), Traditions of  Eritrea. Linking the Past to the Future. 
Trenton: Red Sea Press, pp. 55-99.
60 Gebretensay Hagos (1959). ሥራሕ [Serah = work], Asmara.
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7. The story of  Mahari

When approaching the matter of  work in Africa, many scholars have based their 
considerations on documentation that was mainly written. This resulted in a 
literature that deals with work but that does not always present the workers’ 
side of  the story. Once this limit has been identified, they tried to offer a more 
balanced vision, also allocating space to the workers’ experiences. On various 
occasions, during the author’s visits to Asmara, the author has had the opportu-
nity to gather the stories told by some of  the male and female workers employed 
by Barka Canneries,61 the last name given to the factory and which in 1913 had 
begun producing under the “Torrigiani” brand. The author has chosen two of  
these stories, not so much because they are representative but rather because 
they effectively highlight certain aspects that the author found particularly inter-
esting. The first concerns the career of  Mahari, who worked at Barka Canneris 
until 2014 and held the position of  technician of  the boiler house.

Mahari was born in 1940 in the village of  Addi Makhada (Särayä) into a family 
of  peasants. The death of  one of  his sons in 1960, pushed him to move to As-
mara in search of  work. Here Mahari found a job in a tannery managed by an 
Eritrean owner that was taking on around twenty workers. Mahari’s task was to 
light and extinguish the oil lamps. 

After two years, Mahari was hired as a mechanic in a mill owned by an Eritrean. 
Then, he found work as a tyre-fitter in a large garage managed by an Ethiopian 
that provided services to many companies, including Ḥaǧǧi ʿAbdu’s transport 
firm. After a while, he found a job in another workshop, again owned by an 
Ethiopian.

It is interesting to note how Mahari moves in an entrepreneurial space that was 
by now “indigenised”, where all the owners were Eritreans and Ethiopians. It is 
clear that the resources poured by the Italians for the creation of  their African 
Empire allowed a limited segment of  the Eritrean society to take advantage of  
the boom from a position that was not completely subordinate to the colonial 
power. Although they were operating in a context where the privileges conceded 
to the Italians were evident, some Eritrean businessmen did indeed succeed in 

61 Barka Canneries are the result of  the merger of  former SOPRAL, INCODE and SARICE.

198 Massimo Zaccaria



ICES 2016 Proceedings

making the most of  the opportunities linked to the special circumstances. It 
is not easy to document these changes because none of  the archived material 
we have been able to locate seems to pay much attention to this phenomenon. 
However, some sources, in particular word of  mouth, have reported certain ele-
ments that can help us to understand the “long duration” and therefore the “lack 
of  extraordinariness” of  the changes that took place in some economic sectors. 
The tanning and skin industry was, for example, one of  the first sectors where 
the activity of  small Eritrean businessmen was evident. This was not an entirely 
casual coincidence, given that the colonial government attempted to favour this 
development at least in some economic sectors. For example, in 1919, one for 
the country’s tanneries, the Gobbati – Comello company of  Adi Ugri, (ʿAddi 
Wogri) obtained a government loan of  30 thousand lire. One of  the conditions 
that the company had to accept was that of  “…also taking on local staff  in order 
to train them to be tannery workers”.62 It is no coincidence then that the tanning 
and skin trading sector was one of  the first to pass from Italian control to that 
of  the Eritreans.

Other traces of  this presence and these activities could be found in the policy 
regarding the loans adopted by the primary credit institutes operating in the 
country. In the 1920s, the Banca Cooperativa Popolare Eritrea, an institute that main-
ly targeted small businessmen and craftsmen, was conceding almost a third of  
its credits to non-Italian citizens.63 And it was in those very years that Mohamed 
Abdalla Bamismus, one of  the most important entrepreneurs in the colony, 
opened a metal mechanics workshop.64 In this way he lined up alongside and 
competed with the Italian businessmen who were being put under pressure in a 
sector which had been theirs and theirs alone up until that point. 

Other precious hints of  the birth of  a private business sector can be taken from 
the periodical lists of  the names of  the business owners resident in the various 

62 Mag. Enrico Russo, commissario regionale del Seraè, Gobbatti Ferruccio – Comello Calisto, 
Asmara 7 settembre 1919, RDC, Archivio Notarile, Di Falco Valerio, vol. 5, 1919, lug. – set., rep. 
490-7693.
63 Si consulti a questo proposito l’imponente Archivio Notarile, RDC, Asmara.
64 The workshop was advertising its production through advertisements: Construction of  tradi-
tional ploughs (marescià), metal fences, iron gates and front-gates, Notiziario Telegrafico Quotidiano, 
4 (231), Asmara 20 November 1925.
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commissariats65 and from the various commercial guides. The Guida Commerciale 
dell’Eritrea issued in 1938 has a characteristic that makes it extremely relevant for 
the purposes of  our research. Indeed, alongside the traditional part dedicated to 
the Italian businessmen, the guide presents a section dedicated to the “Indige-
nous traders and representatives”. The data reported reserves several interesting 
surprises. Regarding the Regional Commissariat of  Hamasien, for example, the 
“Public Passenger Service” sector reported 76 Italian names and 100 Eritreans. 
And this was not the only sector in which the Eritreans were more numerous 
than the Italians. In the cattle trade for example, there were 7 Italian traders and 
61 Eritreans. In the tanning and skin trade only two were recorded, and no less 
than 119 Eritreans. A proportion that is more or less identical to the one found 
in the grain and cereal trade (7 Italians and 167 Eritreans). The Eritrean presence 
was also significant in sectors such as the “public goods services” where along-
side the 583 Italian ironmongeries present there were 254 Eritreans. Finally, in 
Asmara 24 hardware stores were owned by Italians and 25 by Eritreans.

But let us return to Mahari who, in the early 1960s, found his opportunity when 
SOPRAL hired a large number of  workers. This happened in a turbulent period 
that witnessed a heated confrontation between the owners and workers based on 
the salary issue. But a stop was soon put to this unrest. In the end not only would 
the increase requested not be granted, but the main perpetrators of  the unrest 
would be removed from their position of  employment. Mahari was part of  the 
contingent hired with a view to replacing the “rebel” workers. 

The work of  Tom Killion has explored the early Eritrean labour history, pro-
viding an excellent overview of  how the labour movement contributed to form 
a shared national identity (Killion, 1997).66 Like many scholars writing on trade 
unionism and industrialization in Africa, Tom Killion’s work has privileged a 
“confrontational approach”, where the factory was the locus of  a social struggle 
between capitalist and workers’ interests. Politicization and strikes have repre-
sented the prevalent analytical approach followed by most of  the scholars work-
ing on labour in Africa. But Mehari’s arrival at SOPRAL coincided with a more 
repressive stand by local authorities that limited the activities of  labour organiza

65 Examples of  this kind of  production are preserved in AQRA, Agriculture II.
66 T. Killion (1997). Eritrean Workers’ Organization and Early Nationalist Mobilization: 1948-
1958, Eritrean Studies Review, 2 (1): 1-58.
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tions. The initial workers’ demands – equal pay and benefit with Italian workers, 
Eritreanisation of  employment – had been met, and the British administration 
had allowed the right to organize and strike. The arrival of  the Unionist-Ethi-
opian government challenged these conquests and introduced a labour code 
that was much more repressive. The general strike of  1958 offered the excuse 
to arrest and jail trade union’s leaders. The DERG intensified the repression 
of  independent trade unions, while the GUEF (ELF) and the NUEW (EPLF) 
acted more as “support organizations among workers in the diaspora” (Connel, 
and Killion, 2011).67 In a situation in which trade unionism was practically anni-
hilated, the “confrontational approach” found itself  no longer able to identify 
the classic landmarks of  his approach: strikes, trade unionism and confrontation. 
The workers that had to endure these difficult times risk being relegated to the 
margins of  history. 

Mahari’s first task at SOPRAL was to number livestock. Mahari’s qualities are 
soon noted by the company management, and he is assigned to the mechanical 
sector. 

Besides a two-month course, his training is almost entirely of  a practical na-
ture. At SOPRAL too, the head mechanic prepared his apprentices by having 
them dismantle and reassemble the machinery in the factory. This was the classic 
teaching method used by craftsmen and in mechanical workshops to prepare 
young people for the job. A training method that was largely based on obser-
vation, where the theoretical part was very limited and entirely oral. Practically 
speaking, one learns by doing.

Here too Mahari only worked for a short time under the guide of  an Italian me-
chanic. His masters were mainly Eritreans. Factory work is substantially different 
from that of  small businesses, and in this way, the Italian presence remained in 
the background, sheltered away and far from the others. The Italians, who par-
ticipated in the management of  the factory, remained “in their offices” and “did 
not mingle”. Mahari was assigned to the sealing department.

In the DERG years, although opposition was widespread within the factory, 
it never came to a head in the form of  any coordinated actions. The workers’ 
67 D. Connel, T. Killion (2011). Labor Organizations, Historical Dictionary of  Eritrea, 2nd ed., pp. 
339-342.
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discontent would instead take the form of  small acts of  sabotage and debates 
amongst themselves, but there was also the fear of  in-house spies, who were 
particularly active in a factory with many workers from Ethiopia and which, by 
now, had begun to produce exclusively for the Ethiopian army. Although Mahari 
was not an active participant in political matters, he did end up in prison three 
times. In the first two instances he did not even really know why (“Because I was 
Eritrean!”). In the third instance he was accused of  having deliberately damaged 
the production (“But I hadn’t done anything!”). These periods in prison did not, 
however, lead to his dismissal and in all three cases Mahari was ordered to return 
to work (“because I worked night and day, more than the others, and because I 
knew the machines well. I couldn’t refuse to go back to the factory: you couldn’t 
do that back then. I didn’t want to go to prison or even to be killed”). His de-
tailed knowledge of  the boiler and, more generally, of  the factory machinery, 
saved Mahari but also tied him fast to the factory. Again in 2010 the manage-
ment deemed Mahari “non pensionable” and he was therefore left to continue 
working.

The basic pay in the factory was not particularly high, but could be increased by 
working overtime. Mahari, then decided to work overtime and nightshifts and 
save the extra money earned. The factory therefore became the pivot of  Ma-
hari’s entire life, fully occupying his day and making meals the only moment of  
interruption in an intense work rhythm. Mahari worked at night for four years, 
and in this way could take on a second job. His savings allowed him to buy some 
sheep, and over time his flock increased, eventually reaching a total of  around 
60 animals. Mahari entrusted them to his eldest son and a boy from Tigray. With 
the proceeds earned from selling sheep, Mehari succeeded in buying a small 
developable piece of  land and began to build himself  a house in his free time. 
Interviewer: “And what about women? Did they work in the factory too?”
Mahari: “Of  course, there were as many women there as the hairs on your head”.

8. The story of  Letengus

Most of  the studies about Eritrean women have focused on the armed struggle 
presented as the moment that shaped the emancipation of  women in the coun-
try. It is undeniable that women played a vital role in the struggle for national 
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liberation and that women made up nearly a third of  the EPLF.68

But if  we look closer, we cannot help but notice how the Eritrean woman had 
already begun to move in new circles even before the struggle for liberation, 
participating, for example, right from the very beginning, in the progressive in-
dustrialisation of  the country. Traditionally, the types of  work most commonly 
carried out by women in the industrial sector were those in the textile and food 
sectors, two areas that played an important role in the history of  Eritrean indus-
try. During the very first industrial experiences in the country, the female element 
was already well represented. As Carolyne Dennis wrote, labour history in Africa 
has focused mainly on man’s labour (Dennis, 1988: 125).69 Female presence has 
left few traces, but one that the photographic documentation unwittingly un-
covers, when portraying factories and machinery, revealing the presence of  en-
tire departments staffed by women (Berger, 1990).70 The factory then became a 
space animated by new protagonists, one that offered women workers a job that 
was often soul-destroying but that provided them with a salary and so the possi-
bility to renegotiate her role in the family and in society.71 The scale of  this phe-
nomenon must not be underestimated: in Asmara, halfway through the 1960s, 
SOPRAL (food) and Barattolo (textiles) mainly employed female workers. At 
the height of  its activity, Barattolo, a cotton factory, had a workforce of  around 

68 The coincidence between the liberation struggle and the advances in women’s emancipation 
has been paramount in the literature available on women’s conditions in Eritrea. See for example 
D. Burgess (1989). Women and War: Eritrea, Review of  African Political Economy, 16 (45/46): 126-
132; A. Wilson (1991). The Challenge Road. Women and the Eritrean Revolution. Lawrenceville: Red 
Sea Press; D. Connell (1998). Strategies for Change: Women & Politics in Eritrea & South Africa, 
Review of  African Political Economy, 25 (76): 186-206; V. Bernal (2000). Equality to Die For?: Wom-
en Guerrilla Fighters and Eritrea’s Cultural Revolution, Polar, 23 (2): 61-76; C. Mason (2001). 
Gender, Nationalism, and Revolution. Re-Assessing Women’s Relationship with the Eritrean Liberation Front, 
Working Paper, Office of  Women in International Development, 274, Michigan State University. 
This approach is predominant also in R. Ravinder (2007). The Women Employment in Eritrea. 
Reflections from Pre and Post-Independence Period, The Indian Journal of  Labour Economics, 50 
(2): 357-370. 
69 C. Dennis (1988). Women in African Labour History. In P. Claus Wolfgang Gutkind (ed), Third 
World Workers. Comparative Interational Labour Studies, Leiden: Brill, p. 125.
70 Studies about female presence in the food and canning industry are rare: I. Berger (1990). 
Gender, Race, and Political Empowerment: South African Canning Workers, 1940-1960, Gender 
and Society, 4 (3): 398-420.
71 For female labour in Africa see P. Barthélémy (2002). La professionnalisation des africaines en 
AOF (1920-1960), Vingtième Siècle. Revue d’histoire, 75: 35-46.
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3 thousand workers, 70% of  whom were women (Connel, and Killion, 2011).72 
Strong female contingents were employed in the industry for the processing of  
agricultural products, such as the Azienda Casciani – De Nadai di Elaberet and 
the AMAP match factory. As the wages of  women workers were lower than 
those of  men, reduced labour costs encouraged the employment of  women in 
the manufacturing sector.73 Women in Eritrean industry were at the lower end of  
the production ladder and in most of  the cases were employed in industries that 
replicated their domestic duties: clothing, textile, and food processing.

In many cases work was seasonal, but it is important here to bring attention to 
a process which was indeed mainly limited to the women of  the Eritrean high-
lands, but could not fail to affect society and relations in general.74

          

Figure 7: SOPRAL Share Company, Ethiopia Trade and Economic Review 1970-71, 
Addis Ababa, Chamber of  Commerce, 1971, p. 117.

The path that led Letengus to working in a factory is quite complex. Born in 
Mai Nefḥì in 1935 into a rural family, at the age of  nine Letengus entered a 

72 D. Connel, T. Killion, op. cit..
73 Still in 1985 at SOPRAL Share Company men were earning 1 birr per day while women only 
0,60 birr, cfr. Ethiopian Livestock Development and Meat Corporation, SOPRAL Share Com-
pany, Workers Awards Holiday Memorial, [in Amharic] Asmara, Dogali Printing Press, 1984-1985, 
p. 24.
74 Per il caso eritreo mancano studi dedicati a questo aspetto. Qualche spunto comparativo può 
venire dalla consultazione di ricerche condotte sul lavoro femminile in fabbrica in Etiopia: G. 
Triulzi (1974). Women Factory in Ethiopia. In E. Zabolai-Csekme (ed), Leadership Develop-
ment for Women. Geneva: Lutheran World Federation, Department of  Studies.

204 Massimo Zaccaria



ICES 2016 Proceedings

boarding-school run by Comboni nuns and began her vocational journey. She 
came to Italy no less than three times with the Comboni nuns, but at the age of  
25, she decided to interrupt her course with them (“I don’t know what got into 
my head”) and left. In order to earn a living, she started working as a maid for 
an Italian family. She married and started a family (“back then everything was 
great. Unlike now”). The death of  her husband forced her to look for work as 
a maid again, this time with an Eritrean family. Around the 1980s the SARICE 
factory was looking for workers and Letengus decided to undergo the selection 
procedure. Her name was one of  those on the list of  the 36 workers hired. 
This is how the factory experience began for Letengus. She was not, however, 
destined to work on the conveyor belt but in the warehouse, where she has re-
mained until this very day, having completed thirty years of  service starting as 
a simple apprentice and then gradually working her way up to become head of  
quality control. A widow, with 7 children to maintain, the income provided by 
the factory offered Letengus the possibility to meet her family responsibilities. 
For this reasons she does not rate her working experience as negative: “…work 
was good, I’m happy with that factory there…want to know why? I found a 
piece of  luck there!”. 

It is most of  all thanks to overtime that Letengus manages to keep her family 
ticking over, and this means that for her too, the factory ends up occupying a 
good part of  her day, leaving very little space for other activities: 

When the DERG was in power we worked night and day, on Sun-
days, at night, some of  us entering at 10 am on Saturday and leaving 
at 6 am on Sunday […] In these thirty years of  my life, I haven’t left 
the warehouse, I’m still there… back and forwards, to and from, 
the cans don’t get by me without being checked, then there are 25 
[women] here and there checking everything… if  that can is reject-
ed and afterwards the boss… they can even put you in prison, you 
know, oh yes!… it’s no joke, it’s no joke….

9. Conclusions

This article explores the history of  the canned food sector which, alongside the 
salt industry, can be considered one of  the first industrial sectors to take root in 
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Eritrea. Despite its importance, this sector has not been taken into consideration 
by the growing body of  research that addresses the issue of  labour and work re-
lations in Eritrea. The first aim of  this article is to provide a short history of  the 
canning industry in Eritrea which could stimulate further in-depth examination 
of  this interesting research field. 

The consolidation of  the industrial sector in Eritrea was not only the result of  the 
introduction of  a more effective veterinary service, the improvement of  the cat-
tle bred and the availability of  new capitals. It was also necessary to adopt a new 
work ethic and a new way of  conceiving and managing time. To capture these 
changes it is necessary to broaden the types of  sources used. Archival sources, 
at least at the moment, can provide a very limited insight into the dynamics of  
Eritrean industrialization. The difficulties related to the paucity of  sources could 
be attenuated through the use of  oral testimonies, local press, company litera-
ture and business archives. Industrial activities ended up in playing an important 
role in fostering social change in Eritrea. These elements complicate our under-
standing of  power relations and social change in the country. The presence of  
a noticeable female presence in the Eritrean industries, for example, shed light 
on one of  the many social changes brought about by industrialization in Eritrea. 
Future research will further investigate other aspects of  the history of  labour in 
Eritrea, which remains a valuable and promising path for enquiry.
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