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In the Hospitality of Algeria’s Glories
Leaders and Icons of the

National Resistance

Mohamed Ben Abdallah
Known as: El-Sharif

Boumaaza
The Legendary Mujahid
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Introduction:

On July 5, 1830, a treaty was signed between Dey Hussein
and Marshal de Bourmont, commander of the French
invading forces. It promised to protect the property, religion,
and freedoms of the Algerian people. But the French quickly
broke those promises, showing their true intentions through
violent acts that targeted every aspect of Algerian life —
including mass killings, destruction, cultural suppression, and
the conversion of mosques into churches.

Despite the oppression, Algerians stood firm and launched a
long resistance that lasted until independence in 1962. Among
the heroes of this struggle was Mohamed ben Abdallah,
known as El-Sharif Boumaaza, who led fierce resistance in
regions such as Dahra, Chlef, and the Ouarsenis Mountains.
His courage struck fear in the French army and forced even
Marshal Bugeaud to face him directly.

Although Boumaaza achieved several victories, his resistance
eventually weakened due to the harsh French campaigns, which
included scorched-earth tactics and collective punishments.
Yet his name remains a symbol of bravery, resistance, and

unity in Algerian history.
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Birth and Early Life:

Mohamed ben Abdallah ben Wadah ben Abdallah, son of
Aisha bint Bouhni, was widely known as El-Sharif Boumaaza.
He came from a well-known and respected family with noble
lineage and strong spiritual ties. His ancestry was linked to the
Qadiriyya-Tayebiyya Sufi order, founded by Sheikh Abdallah
El-Sharif, who passed away in 1089 AH. The order later evolved
into what became known as the Darqawiyya-Tayebiyya path.

Boumaaza belonged to the Ouled Khouidim tribe, located in
the Chelif Basin. His father was blind, and he had two brothers:
Ben Abdallah and Omar. He was raised by a widowed woman
and later married Maryam bint Mustafa ben Ziyad, the judge
of the Ouled Younes tribe.

As for the origin of his nickname, “Boumaaza”, there are
two popular explanations. The first says that he owned a goat
(maaza) which became his close companion. During difficult
times, he relied on its milk for nourishment, eventually
becoming known among the people as “the man with the goat.”
The second explanation suggests that the French gave him this
name to mock and degrade him, just as they did with other
Algerians, using names like Bouhmara to insult and belittle

resistance leaders.
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His Appearance and Character:

Boumaaza was described as having copper-colored skin, large
dark eyes, and a tall, imposing figure. He carried himself with
natural authority and strength of character. He was known for
his bravery, fearlessness, and speed in movement, making it
nearly impossible for the enemy to catch him. He was a skilled
horseman and a fierce fighter.

To the French, Boumaaza became more than a man; he was a
symbol,amysterious hero, evenalegend. Some French accounts
described him as a mythical figure, saying that “Boumaaza
froze the courage of the French cavalry”, portraying him as a

phantom-like leader who haunted their campaigns.
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His Fame:

Dr. Abu al-Qasim Saadallah wrote:

“He witnessed firsthand the injustice and oppression suffered
by the population under the repressive policies led by Marshal
Bugeaud, beginning in 1841.”

It was in these harsh conditions that El-Sharif Boumaaza
emerged, rising to confront the foreign occupier and defend
the people. Many gathered around him in support, even though
he was still a young man in the prime of life. His name quickly
spread across the regions of Dahra, the Chelif Basin, and the
Ouarsenis Mountains. His followers and supporters grew by
the thousands.

Boumaaza became known for his courage and led
numerous battles, many of which he won. His reputation spread
to nearly every corner of Algeria, deeply disturbing and even
terrifying the French. In response, they plotted against him and
eventually managed to suppress his resistance in 1847.
Yet, despite this, his name and military achievements remain

etched in the memory of history.
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His Courage:

El-Sharif Boumaaza fought one battle after another with great
determination, inner strength, and exceptional bravery. His
fearless actions inspired his warriors, stirring passion and
courage in their hearts, and they would charge into battle with

the same boldness he displayed.

He drew this bravery from the environment in which he was
raised, a place where strength and honor were valued. As a
deeply religious man, he was also inspired by the teachings of

the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), who said:

“The strong believer is better and more beloved to Allah than

the weak believer, though there is good in both.”
He also took strength from the words of the Qur’an:

“Do not falter in pursuing the enemy. If you are suffering, they
are suffering as you are, but you hope from Allah what they do

not hope for. And Allah is All-Knowing, All-Wise.”
(Surah An-Nisa, 4:104)

These teachings gave Boumaaza a deep sense of purpose in his
fight, and his courage became one of the most defining traits

of his leadership.
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His Relationship with Emir Abdelkader:

Emir Abdelkader was pledged allegiance as Commander of the
Faithful in 1832 during the first bay‘a (oath of allegiance), and
again in 1833 during the second. Most of the tribes in western
and central Algeria rallied around him, viewing him as their

true protector against the brutality of French colonial rule.

According to several historical sources, El-Sharif Boumaaza
joined Emir Abdelkader’s army in his youth, fighting under
his command. Later, after Boumaaza formed his independent
army to resist the French forces, his relationship with the Emir

remained strong.

They even fought together in several joint battles, including
the Battle of Tadma in Jebel Bouchetot, north of Tiaret, on
December 23, 1845. In that battle, the French army suffered
heavy losses ten killed and twenty wounded. During the fight-
ing, both the flag of Emir Abdelkader and the flag of Boumaa-
za flew side by side for more than two hours, symbolizing their

unity and shared resistance.

This close relationship struck fear into the French, and the
bond between the two leaders remained strong until they died

in the Arab East.
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His Resistance:

El-Sharif Boumaaza deeply felt the pain of the Algerian people
and witnessed firsthand the oppressive colonial policies of the
French land confiscation, violence, and massacres.

Unable to stay silent, he decided to fight back. He began
urging tribes to rise in revolt, and they answered his call with
courage and loyalty. His supporters were described by a French
officer as:

“Extraordinary men in war. They could spot a rider through our
spyglass, speak across vast distances, and navigate unknown
paths hidden under snow and thick fog. They could see and
hear when no one else could.”

Boumaaza quickly organized his forces, inspiring resistance
throughout the region and proving himself not only a brave

fighter but a leader capable of rallying a nation.
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His Battles:

In the early stages of his resistance, El-Sharif Boumaaza led
several well-organized military campaigns across regions such
as Titteri, the Ouarsenis Mountains, the Dahra Mountains,
and the outskirts of Chlef. In most of these confrontations,
Boumaaza emerged victorious, inflicting heavy losses on the
French forces thanks to the unwavering support of the local
population and his deep knowledge of the terrain.

Among the many battles he fought, some of the most
notable include:

* A day-long battle against a French convoy traveling from
Tenes to Orléansville (present-day Chlef) in the area of
Oued Allal.

* A battle on April 14, 1845, in Chlef, where Boumaaza’s
forces faced General Saint Arnaud’s troops.

e A fierce encounter in Ain Merane, where Boumaaza lost
around 60 men, and 15 of his fighters were captured and
executed on the spot by the French.

» Another major confrontation took place on April 18, 1845,
in the Baal region, where Boumaaza achieved a significant
victory over Commander Canrobert’s forces, who narrowly

escaped death.
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The increasing effectiveness and threat of Boumaaza’s
resistance forced General Bugeaud himself to intervene. He
arrived in the Dahra Mountains on May 9, remaining there
until June 12, 1845, personally overseeing the suppression of
the rebellion.

Bugeaud gave harsh orders to his officers, instructing them
to deal with the population “without mercy or compassion”
and to use maximum violence to break their will. The French
officers obeyed, unleashing brutal campaigns of killing and
destruction.

One chilling example appears in a letter from Colonel de
Montagnac to a friend, where he wrote:

“You asked me in your letter what we do with the women we
capture. I tell you we keep some as hostages and sell the rest in
exchange for horses or auction them off like livestock.”

He added:

“Sometimes I relieve my stress by cutting off heads—not the

heads of artichokes, but of men.”
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The Ghar El-Frachich Massacre (The Massacre of
the Ouled Riah Tribe):

June 19, 1845

On the morning of June 18, 1845, Colonel Pélissier launched
a military chase after the Ouled Riah tribe, who had resisted
French forces and refused to surrender. Seeking safety from
the brutality of the French soldiers, the tribe took refuge in the
Ghar El-Frachich cave, located in the Dahra Mountains, east
of Mostaganem, near Oued Zriga.

Unable to storm the cave due to the tribe’s fierce resistance,
Pélissier ordered firewood to be piled at the entrance and set
ablaze. He surrounded the cave with soldiers to block any
escape. Every time the fire began to fade, more wood was
added. The fire burned continuously for 20 hours.

Shortly before dawn on June 19, a massive explosion shook
the cave, and the tragedy reached its peak: nearly 1,000 people
died, many by suffocation, others by burning, and some were
trampled by panicked animals.

Screams and cries echoed from within the cave then silence.
Commenting on this atrocity, Robert Thomas Bugeaud,

commander of the French forces in Algeria, stated:
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“It is a harsh end, but there is a need for a terrifying example to
strike fear into the hearts of these fanatical mountain people.”
Colonel Pélissier, attempting to justify the massacre, said:
“Everything that happened is the fault of the Ouled Riah,
because of their stubbornness. I tried many times to avoid what
occurred.”

This was just one of three mass burnings that took place in the
Dahra Mountains, between eastern Mostaganem and western
Chlef. Victims included members of the Ouled Riah, Sbiha,
and other tribes. These crimes were carried out by French
settlers and military officers, who embraced a chilling motto
once declared by Marshal Bugeaud:

“He who wishes to be unjust must be strong. We are destined
to be unjust so that we are not oppressed in France.”

To make it clear that injustice and genocide were not isolated
acts, but rather a deeply rooted mindset among the colonizers,
the French commemorated the 1845 massacre of the Ouled
Riah a hundred years later, in 1945, with an even more horrific
tragedy: the May 8 Massacres, in which over 45,000 Algerians
were killed simply for participating in peaceful demonstrations

demanding independence and dignity.
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A Shift in the Resistance Strategy:

After more than two years of fierce resistance (1845-1847)
during which El-Sharif Boumaaza fought numerous battles
and endured immense hardship, his forces began to weaken
under the weight of continuous assaults by the French army,
whose numbers and military power far exceeded his own.
Faced with this reality, Boumaaza decided to change his
approach to warfare. He abandoned direct, conventional
confrontations, which required a fully equipped army, and
instead adopted the method of hit-and-run tactics, commonly
known as guerrilla warfare. This new strategy relied on
swift and surprise attacks, aimed at avoiding human and
material losses.

This shift came at a time when Emir Abdelkader had also
halted his resistance, which allowed the French to redirect their
full military force toward suppressing the remaining uprisings,
including Boumaaza’s movement.

Realizing the growing danger, Boumaaza reflected deeply
on the situation and eventually concluded that ending open
confrontation was the only option. He understood that his

continued resistance had become a pretext for the French army
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to exact brutal revenge on civilians, particularly under the
notorious leadership of General Saint Arnaud.

Saint Arnaud was known for his love of killing and cruelty.
He showed no regard for laws, treaties, or banned weapons. In
his view, any method of warfare was justified, no matter how
inhumane or unlawful. His approach was summed up by one
chilling motto:

“Kill and destroy”, what came to be known as the “dirty war.”
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The End of El-Sharif Mohamed ben Abdallah’s

Resistance:

After deciding to bring his resistance to an end, El-Sharif
Boumaaza moved to the Ouled Younes tribe near Chlef, where
he was captured by General Bugeaud. He was sent to prison in
France, where he remained for several years. At the time, he
was no older than twenty-five.

He eventually escaped from prison and attempted to flee
toward the military port of Brest, but was soon recaptured and
imprisoned once more in Fort Ham.

In 1852, Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte ordered his release.
Boumaaza then traveled to Istanbul, where he volunteered to
serve in the Ottoman army. His journey continued through
Baghdad, where he spent time with pious scholars, then to
Beirut and Damascus, where he was warmly received by
Emir Abdelkader.

He stayed in Damascus until the end of his life. El-Sharif

Boumaaza passed away in 1878, after falling ill with cholera.
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