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Abstract 

Imperial Ethiopia was one of only two African states to retain its 

independence during the Scramble for Africa in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. The most famous leader of Ethiopia was Emperor Haile 

Selassie, who ruled from 1930 to 1974. However, his involvement in 

international affairs date to 1916 when he was the Heir Apparent. The British 

Empire, which controlled colonies neighbouring Ethiopia, was the largest 

polity that the emperor conducted diplomacy with. This project examines 

rds Ethiopia evolved between 1916 

and 1974. The central change that happened was that Britain became 

friendlier to Ethiopia, having shifted from being apathetic and dismissive to 

more collaborative and respectful. From 1916 to 1935, Britain was dismissive of 

Ethiopia, although they were interested in keeping Lake Tana, one of the main 

reservoirs of the Nile River, flowing freely. During the diplomatic crisis leading 

up to the Second Italo-Ethiopian War (1935-1937), Britain tried to use Ethiopia 

as a bargaining chip with Fascist Italy. Nonetheless, Selassie spent his exile in 

the United Kingdom. When Italy joined the Axis side of the Second World War 

in 1940, Britain worked with both Selassie and Ethiopian patriot fighters to 

help liberate the country. For the remainder of the 1940s, Britain helped 

stabilize the war-torn country via the British Military Administration. While 

Selassie leaned more heavily on American military funding in the 1950s and 

1960s, Britain shifted to a Soft Power approach towards Ethiopia. Despite 

crises like the abortive coup attempt of 1960 and the outbreak of the Eritrean 

War of Liberation, Britain remained a close ally of Selassie up until the Derg 

coup of 1974. This dissertation represents the most comprehensive analysis of 

British-Ethiopian relations between 1916 and 1974.  
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Introduction 

 

Europeans began the Scramble for Africa (c. 1880-1910) and was only one of 

two African states that Europeans never colonized following the Berlin 

Conference (1884-85). Meanwhile, the British Empire had been growing from 

the sixteenth century onward and continued to gain influence until it became 

twentieth century.1 In its colonial expansion in East Africa, Britain contended 

with Ethiopia, a centralized African empire with its own sphere of influence.  

the stewardship of one person: Haile Selassie. Born as Tafari Makonnen in 

1892, Selassie entered the political world at young age. Selassie became the 

governor of the Selale region when he was only thirteen years old and the 

governor of Harar when he was around nineteen years old. Following the 

overthrow of Lij, meaning child of royal blood, Iyasu V in September 1916, 

Selassie became the heir apparent and successor to the imperial throne. He 

also became the foreign representative for Ethiopia and conducted much of 

empero King of Kings, Lord of 

Lords, Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, Elect of God, and Light of the 

World 2 Selassie spent the following five years expanding on projects he 

committed to as the Heir Apparent, although he was interrupted by Fascist 

 

1 
International Studies Quarterly 41, no. 3 (1997): 486; Angus Maddison, The World Economy: A 
Millennial Perspective (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001), 97. 

2 
s - Cardozo Journal of International and 

Comparative Law 13, no. 1 (2005): 3. 
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 use of chemical weapons via aerial bombardment starting in 

December 1935 shifted the tide of battle against Ethiopia.3 Following the 

climactic Battle of Maychew on March 31, 1936, Selassie retreated from the 

frontlines back to Addis Ababa before fleeing Ethiopia. He spent 1936 to 1940 

in exile in the United Kingdom before he returned to Ethiopia in early 1941.  

Upon his return to Ethiopia in 1941, he immediately resumed many of 

the modernization and centralization programs. In December 1960, members 

of the Imperial Bodyguard attempted to overthrow the Ethiopian 

government. While not the first conspiracy against Selassie, this was the most 

serious and the one that came the closest to succeeding between 1941 and 

1974. While he survived and his rule remained intact, it was fundamentally 

undermined. The 1960s and 1970s would see multiple significant challenges 

against his rule, including from the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) that fought 

for the independence of this territory and increased student protests in Addis 

Ababa.  

advocated for Ethiopia to join the League of Nations almost immediately after 

it began in 1919. After the Second World War, Ethiopia became an active 

member of the United Nations (UN). The Korean War of 1950-1953 and the 

Congo Crisis of the early 1960s are two military operations that Ethiopia 

contributed significant forces toward. It is likely that this commitment to 

collective security became the reason why Ethiopia continued to be a 

 

3 36 Italo-
SIPRI Arms Control and Non-Proliferation Programmme, 2009, 3. 
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significant contributor to UN Peacekeeping operations up until the outbreak 

of the Tigray War in 2020.4  

Selassie was also a key figure in the creation of the Organization of 

African Unity (OAU) in 1963, which later became the African Union (AU) in 

2002. He achieved this by acting as a neutral broker between the strongly 

Pan-Africanist Casablanca and the more conservative Monrovia factions that 

had competing visions for independence-era Africa.5 Selassie was also a 

successful mediator during a major boundary dispute in 1965 between Algeria 

and Morocco, which belonged to the Monrovian and Casablanca camps 

respectively. This outcome was in large part because Selassie served as a 

neutral party during the conflict resolution process.6 These compromises also 

resulted in the creation of the African Liberation Committee (ALC). This was 

independence movements unify around a common cause.7 The ALC had 

some successes: it was central in isolating Portugal from the international 

community for not decolonizing as well as placing pressure on Rhodesia and 

South Africa for their racist governments.8 However, the ALC and the OAU 

military and, in part, the 

ideological instruments to provide a mediation process that could achieve 

 

4 Data compiled from multiple reports from 
Peacekeeping, accessed June 14, 2023, https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/troop-and-police-
contributors. 

5 -Africanism, 1896-
International Journal of Ethiopian Studies 6, no. 1/2 (2012): 82. 

6 Africa 
Today 35, no. 3/4 (1988): 62. 

7 
South African Historical Journal 70, no. 1 (January 2, 2018): 154. 

8 Pakistan Horizon 38, no. 4 
(1985): 59. 
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more than a non- 9 The OAU had no institutions 

sluggish to intervene in quickly unfolding crises.10 

Selassie is also upheld as a divine entity in some communities, which is 

an extension of centuries-long blending of Christian theology and some Pan-

Africanist rhetoric. Ethiopia was invoked as a significant image among Black 

communities in the Americas since at least the late-eighteenth century. One 

biblical verse commonly cited in Black congregations was Psalms 68:31 

11 Jamaican political activist and Pan-Africanist Marcus 

Garvey was often attributed as having prophesized in 1916 that the crowning 

of a Black king would result in the liberation of Black people globally.12 

tion in 1930, some 

people believed that Selassie was 13 This connection became 

African Empire in an era dominated by colonialism.14 

 

9 -Ending Dream? Contested Somali Borders: The 
Journal of African History, Politics and Society 1, 

no. 1 (2015): 44. 

10 
Organisation of African Unity: Lessons for the Future of t Journal of Public 
Administration 40, no. 2 (2005): 506. 

11 Ada Ferrer, on (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), 307. 

12 nd the Rastafari, 1930
in The African Diaspora and the Study of Religion (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2007), 38
39. 

13 E. Cashmore, Rastaman (Routledge Revivals): The Rastafarian Movement in England 
(Routledge, 2013), 3. 

14 Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 9, no. 2 (1981): 
174. 
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This dissertation is not a biography of Selassie and readers interested in 

a comprehensive account of his life are encouraged to review historian Asfa-

King of Kings.15 Instead, this dissertation is more concerned 

with using Selassie as an anchor to investigate a larger question: how did 

tenure as Heir Apparent and Emperor between 1916 and 1974? This question 

includes several additional considerations. To what extent did the British 

What were the diplomatic priorities of each empire in relation to each other?  

This dissertation is interested in using Selassie as an anchor because, 

quite simply, there are almost no comprehensive histories of British-Ethiopian 

There is a highly detailed, albeit somewhat outdated, body of literature 

surrounding early interactions between the 1840s and 1860s, with a critical 

mass of works focused on the 1867-1868 British Expedition. Then there is a 

small amount that focuses on changes in British attitudes towards Ethiopia 

after the African empire defeated Italy at the Battle of Adwa on March 1, 1896, 

and an even more limited amount around the 1906 Tripartite Agreement, 

-

border delimitation and trade policies.16 Scholarly attention about Ethiopian-

British relations between 1906 and 1935 are quite barren, with only very 

narrow studies available.  

The Second Italo-Ethiopian War (1935-1937) is the next topic that has 

received attention and is arguably one of the events that most non specialists 

 

15 Asfa-Wossen Asserate, King of Kings: The Triumph and Tragedy of Emperor Haile Selassie I of 
Ethiopia (London: Haus Publishing, 2015). 

16 Albion 13, 
no. 4 (1981): 365. 
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would have a passing familiarity with about Ethiopian history.17 There was 

considerably scholarly debate over the League of Nations and the imposition 

of sanctions on Italy. The Hoare-Laval controversy of December 1935, which 

was when Britain and France conspired to offer Ethiopian territory to Italy in 

exchange for political favour, is also well represented in British historiography. 

Beyond this war, there are very few comprehensive analyses available about 

Ethiopian-British relations. There are isolated studies about topics like the 

British Military Administration in the Horn of Africa during the 1940s and of 

the 1960 abortive coup against the emperor, but nothing complete.18  

This dissertation will be the first to attempt to bridge the decades-long 

gaps in the scholarship on diplomatic relations between the two empires. 

Overall, between 1916 and 1974, Britain generally became more open to 

friendly relations with Ethiopia and increasingly saw Ethiopia as a valuable, if 

relatively small, partner in Africa. The central reason that British attitudes 

changed is that Ethiopia became more strategically relevant to Britain. This is 

not to say that the African state became central to British foreign policy, but it 

did increase in priority from a subordinate power to a respected partner in the 

autocratic government, which received criticism from British observers 

throughout the twentieth century.  

 

17 Many historians list the war as ending with the capture of Addis Ababa in May 1936. However, 
the last Ethiopian army does not surrender until February 1937. Resistance to Italian rule 
continues over the next several years. 

18 ary 
Administration: A Study of Colonial Attitudes and Responses, 1941- Northeast African 
Studies 2, no. 2 (1995): 25 -World War II Ethiopia: British Military 
Policy and Action for the Dismantling and Acquisition of Italian Factories and Other Assets, 
1941- Journal of Ethiopian Studies 29, no. 1 (1996): 35

The Journal of Modern African Studies 6, no. 4 (1968): 495 507; 
thiopia, and Federation (1941- Northeast African Studies 

2/3, no. 3/1 (1980): 99 119. 
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 As Ethiopia became perceived as more important to British interests, 

politicians and government officials in the United Kingdom generally warmed 

to the emperor. One example was Prime Minister Anthony Eden. During the 

1930

during the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis.19  Eden calculated that if he sacrificed 

Ethiopia, then Britain could prevent an Italian-German alliance in Europe. 

However, with the outbreak of the Second World War, Eden became a more 

vigorous ally of Selassie during the Liberation of Ethiopia in 1940-1941 after 

Italy declared war against Britain,20 which negated the need to placate 

Mussolini. Eden then pivoted into seeking Selassie as an ally, who could then 

rally Ethiopian patriot fighters in a guerrilla campaign against fascist Italy.   

To a lesser extent, it is also possible that Selassie simply outlasted his 

critics in the British government, and that their replacements were more 

open to dialogue with the African statesman. Physicist Max Planck posits that 

new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and 

making them see the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die 

and a new generation grows up that is familiar with it 21 While this quip is 

somewhat sarcastic and not universally applicable, there is some evidence 

years, whereas most of the political officers and politicians he interacted with 

office. Neville Chamberlain was personally willing to undermine Selassie 

 

19 
Africaines 9, no. Cahier 34 (1969): 307. 

20 - African Studies Review 22, no. 1 
(1979): 25 26. 

21 Max Planck, Scientific Autobiography: And Other Papers (New York: Philosophical Library, 
1949), 33 34. 
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during the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis.22 However, subsequent Prime Ministers like 

Clement Attlee and Edward Heath viewed the African statesman more 

favourably.23  

To assess precisely how British and Ethiopian relations evolved, this 

dissertation consists of five chronologically ordered chapters spanning from 

1916 to 1974. Chapter One begins with Ha

Apparent in 1916 and concludes with the first months of the Second Italo-

Ethiopian War in 1935. This is a somewhat unorthodox timeframe when 

 

career as pre-coronation (1916-1930) and post-coronation (1930 onward). Many 

historians also isolate the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis (1934-1941) as a standalone 

event. Neither approach is inherently incorrect, but it is inappropriate when 

focusing on British relations with the African empire. The period from 1916 to 

1935 demonstrates that British attitudes towards Ethiopia were consistent: 

while there were some commercial and strategic interests in the country, 

Britain largely treated Ethiopia as a vassal state or a pawn in greater 

geopolitical conflicts. There was no sudden betrayal in 1935 because Britain 

had previously  

Lake Tana, which is the main water reservoir to the Blue Nile. This reservoir is 

important because the Blue Nile is one of the two main tributaries that 

supplies water to the Nile River; the central lifeline for Egypt, which was a 

 

22 -Italian Negotiations for the Recognition of the Italian Empire. And 
Haile Selassie vs. the National Bank of Egypt and the Cable & Wireless Co., 1937- Africa: 
Rivista Trimestrale Di Studi e Documentazi  30, 
no. 4 (1975): 567 68. 

23 
Autobiographical D Northeast African Studies 9, no. 2 (2002): 21 22; .TNA, 
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British protectorate, and a significant waterway in Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. If 

would be wiped out. Britain could not afford to let Egypt collapse because it 

meant that the Suez Canal could be threatened and thus undermine Britain

supply routes to India and East Asia. As a result, multiple treaties between 

flow of the Blue Nile. This fear currently exacerbates the relationship between 

Egypt and Ethiopia well into the 2020s, as a free-flowing Nile is critical for 

Egyptian agriculture and political stability.  

There were other issues related to Ethiopia that occupied British 

which 

24 garnered some attention among British activists 

in the late 1910s and early 1920s. Partially because of British pressure, Selassie 

had to commit to abolition before Ethiopia could be admitted to the League 

of Nations. Weapon smuggling was another issue insofar that British colonial 

officials were worried about the proliferation of weapons among bandits. The 

 along British East Africa 

and British Somaliland, led to significant violence on the frontiers. This led to 

the creation of the Anglo-Ethiopian (Somaliland) Boundary Commission in 

1932, which worked alongside the Ethiopian government to outline and 

demarcate ambiguous frontier territories.  

However, when conflict erupted between Italy and Ethiopia, Britain 

tried to avoid antagonizing Italy out of strategic interests. British politicians, 

particularly Prime Ministers Stanley Baldwin and Neville Chamberlain, 

believed they could turn Italian Il Duce Benito Mussolini against German 

 

24 
Abyssinia Crisis of 1935 Leiden Journal of International Law 24, no. 4 (2011): 857. 
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Fuhrer Adolf Hitler if a war broke out in Europe. This is primarily evident 

with British Foreign Minis

 

starting with his retreat in April 1936 to the liberation of Addis Ababa in May 

1941. This chapter s

British were still unwilling to alienate Italy in the late 1930s, as both Baldwin 

and Chamberlain wanted to maintain the fascist state as a possible bulwark 

against Nazi Germany. This included n

-enslavement rhetoric as a justification for 

its military occupation, and staying mostly tight-lipped about disrupted 

construction projects around Lake Tana. Despite this acquiescence to Italy, 

there were glimmers of hope for Selassie. Britain escorted the emperor and 

his family aboard a military vessel out of French Somaliland to Palestine, and 

then chartered two separate ships to transport the exiles to the United 

Kingdom. The Foreign Office also provided a discrete stipend to the emperor 

while exiled in Bath, United Kingdom.25  

More significantly, Britain provided increased military support to 

Ethiopian patriot fighters between 1936 and 1941. Tacit endorsement of the 

patriots occurred through colonial officials permitting resistance fighters to 

cross into Sudan and permitting the transportation of weapons and supplies. 

When Italy entered the Second World War against Britain in June 1940, the 

War Office directly collaborated with the patriots to help overthrow the fascist 

government in the Horn of Africa. This included arming anti-Italian 

 

25 
Immigrants & Minorities 25, no. 1 (March 1, 2007): 80

82. 
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insurgencies, and fermenting revolts across Ethiopia. This was a small part of a 

larger multi-pronged British-led invasion of Italian East Africa in early 1941, 

with significant contributions from Indian, West and East African, and South 

African forces, and some support from the Force Publique of the Belgium 

Congo and Free French fighters. In early 1941, a British-Ethiopian task force 

colloquially called the Gideon Force was directed to return Selassie to Addis 

Ababa Safely.26 On May 5, 1941, five years after the fascist takeover of Addis 

Adaba, Selassie made his return to the imperial capital.  

Chapter Three revolves around the British Military Administration 

(BMA) in Ethiopia following its liberation in 1941 and concludes with the 1952 

Federation of Ethiopia and Eritrea. This period marks a significant increase in 

point of Ethiopian-British cooperation. Britain provided direct military support 

to Selassie to suppress the 1943 Woyane Rebellion in the Tigray Region. It also 

helped re-establish many of 

functions, like taxation and maintaining police services, that were disrupted 

during the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis.  

erest in Ethiopia during the 1940s shifted. Initially, 

East Africa Campaign, there were still Italian fighters spread across the Horn 

of Africa. There were also concerns over insurgencies in northern Ethiopia, as 

many people felt that Selassie abandoned the empire in its time of need.27 

However, as the 1940s proceeded, questions among British Officials emerged 

 

26 Bahru Zewde, A History of Modern Ethiopia: 1885-1991, Second Edition (Oxford: James Currey, 
2001), 176. 

27 -
(1936 1941) and the Redefinition of Post-War Ethiopi Rethinking Resistance: Revolt and 
Violence in African History, ed. Jon Abbink, Klaas Walraven, and Mirjam Brujin (Leiden: Brill 
Publishers, 2003), 92. 
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about retaining Selassie as a possible postwar ally. He indicated significant 

loyalty to Britain and willingness to cooperate.  

Perhaps the most important development in Anglo-Ethiopian relations 

expulsion left a power vacuum in Italian Somaliland and Italian Eritrea. Briefly 

under the stewardship of the BMA, there was considerable international 

debate over the future of these two colonies. The United Nations placed 

Italian 28 The question around Italian Eritrea was 

far more vexing. The four Great Powers left intact after the Second World War 

 Britain, France, the United States of America, and the Soviet Union  were 

unable to reach an agreement and deferred the matter to the newly-formed 

United Nations.29 With support from Britain, the United Nations opted in 

Resolution 390-A to unite Ethiopia and Eritrea under a federation.30  

This chapter also hints at an important theme, which will be elaborated 

more in the fourth chapter: the increased American presence in Ethiopia. In 

interest in a former Italian radio station in Asmara, Eritrea as a major 

communications hub.  

Chapter Four highlights how Ethiopia turned its attention towards 

gaining American military support during the 1950s. The British Empire was in 

largest colony, gained independence in 1947. The Suez Crisis of 1956 was also a 

major blow to British prestige, as it highlighted that Britain could not act 

 

28 
Washington University Global Studies Law Review 10 (2011): 791. 

29 pia, and Federation (1941- 100. 

30 Tiruneh, 100. 
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outside of the United Nations, or perhaps more accurately outside of the 

o 

decolonize in the 1950s and many gained their independence by 1960. The 

British government simply lacked the political will and the necessary 

resources to provide the aid that Selassie requested.  

Instead, Ethiopia turned its attention to the United States as a potential 

power broker. The American government emerged as one of the two major 

superpowers, alongside the Soviet Union, after the Second World War 

concluded in 1945. However, the alliance of convenience between the United 

States and Soviet Union was short lived and a global Cold War between the 

two states emerged. The American government, particularly starting with the 

Eisenhower Administration (1953-1961), was concerned with containing the 

spread of communism.31 One component of this was the mass financing of 

smaller governments, including authoritarian regimes, around the world to 

create a bulwark against Soviet influence.  

This influx of American financing was especially enticing to Selassie. 

After the disastrous Second Italo-Ethiopian War, it was critical for Ethiopia to 

undergo a full overhaul of its military. Selassie also wanted to be a participant 

in international politics and assist in collective security initiatives; this was the 

basis for -led coalition during the 

Korean War in the early 1950s.32 Yet the traditional military structure of 

different governors raising their own forces during wartime was not practical. 

The overhaul of the armed forces meant, in part, significant funding spent on 

standardizing and upgrading military hardware. The newly formed Imperial 

 

31 d Practice: From Soviet-Era 
American Foreign Policy Interests 36, no. 4 

(2014): 257. 

32 Wayne Naval War College Review 47, no. 4 
(1994): 29. 
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Ethiopian Navy (IEN), made possible by the federation with Eritrea on the Red 

Sea, was an especially large money sink for the Americans, as Ethiopia had no 

naval infrastructure before 1952.   

This does not mean that Britain suddenly became hostile to Selassie; on 

the contrary, their relationship continued to be quite positive overall. The 

1950s was, for the British, more of a shift towards non-military supports and 

same military or economic clout as it did before decolonization, so it became 

necessary to spread its influence through other means. This included the 

also worth noting that Selassie was not blindly loyal to the western powers; 

instead, he adopted an attitude that he will co-operate with whoever he could 

gain the most material aid from. He was happy to approach any country that 

could aid him, which was an early example of nonaligned powers 

collaborating; for example, he borrowed a yacht and purchased two 

motorboats from communist-led Yugoslavia in 1960.33 The relationship 

fostered between Ethiopia and Britain was cordial and driven by practical 

concerns.  

Chapter Five sets the scene for the collapse of the Imperial Ethiopian 

government. This chapter opens with the failed  of December 

Italo-Ethiopian Crisis, and the immediate impact on Ethiopian politics. While 

he retained his control over Imperial Ethiopia, the British Foreign Office was 

dubious that he could maintain power unless he successfully liberalized the 

Ethiopian government. The emergence of the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF), 

 

33 Raymond V. B. Blackman, ed., -63 (London: Sampson Low, Marston 
& Co., Ltd., 1962), 73. 
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student protests, and increased communist penetration of African politics all 

concerned the British Foreign Office. To try and prevent a total collapse of 

like the British Council to promote the 

and to combat anti-imperial propaganda. Long-standing projects like anti-

locust initiatives and research expeditions along the Blue Nile continued 

unimpeded. These efforts ultimately ended in failure, with the overthrow of 

-Leninist Derg in September 1974.  

to the UN force during the Congo Crisis, it became the headquarters of the 

Organization of African Unity (OAU) in 1963. The OAU was intended to 

promote co-operation between African states, to improve the standard of 

34 

Selassie attempted to situate Ethiopia as the central artery in African politics. 

Britain over two issues: The Unilateral Declaration of Independence in 

Rhodesia in 1965 and Apartheid in South Africa. In both cases, Britain tolerated 

significant racial discrimination because of strategic or financial benefits.  

Across these five chapters, it becomes evident that there was a clear 

evolution in how the British government broadly viewed Ethiopia. Britian 

began as highly apathetic toward Ethiopia, then it shifted towards supporting 

Selassie materially as the African empire became strategically relevant in the 

early 1940s. The 1940s represented the height of British material support, via 

both the BMA and assistance in handing control of Eritrea over to Ethiopia. 

Material assistance declined in the 1950s as the British Empire crumbled and 

 

34  
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attitude that Ethiopia was valuable to Britain as a regional partner survived 

i 35   

Meanwhile, Selassie remained largely consistent in his governance. His 

policies all served to integrate Ethiopia into the international community as a 

noteworthy power while also preserving traditional institutions. Typically, this 

meant that less-controversial modernization schemes received priority, like 

increased access to health care, improved education, and a more up-to-date 

military. However, policies more intimately connected to historical institutions 

like the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church (EOTC) or with the various 

royal families wer

ending enslavement until 1942 reflects how tightly interwoven the horrid 

was central to any progress that Ethiopia had to make was also a byproduct of 

these older frameworks. Even after a coup attempt in 1960 and increased 

public opposition, whether it was the ELF or the peasant revolts of the early 

1970s, Selassie remain adamant that he had to stay in power to guide Ethiopia 

forward. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Most scholars who explore British-Ethiopian relations focus mostly on 

major events and crises. If one created a timeline from the mid-nineteenth 

century to the late twentieth century and charted the periods that historians 

 

35 Craig Hayden, The Rhetoric of Soft Power: Public Diplomacy in Global Contexts (Lanham, 
Maryland: Lexington Books, 2011), 9. 
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focused the most on, a clear pattern would emerge. There would be sizeable 

blip around the 1868 Expedition, a modest one around the First Italo-

Ethiopian War from 1895-96, a massive spike during the Second Italo-

Ethiopian War of the mid-1930s, and another moderate jump for the 1960 

failed coup against Selassie. Beyond these four events, the scholarship 

surrounding British-Ethiopian relations is heavily fragmented. There are 

articles about topics like the BMA or British pressure to end enslavement in 

Ethiopia in the 1920s,36 but an exhaustive history does not yet exist. The only 

comprehensive history of British-Ethiopian relations is historian 

Krishnamurthy Venkat Anglo-Ethiopian Relations, 1869-1906: A Study of 

British Policy in Ethiopia.37 Covering from the aftermath of the 1868 expedition 

up to the signing of the Tripartite Agreement with Italy and France, Ram does 

a very good job providing a systematic overview of Ethiopian-British relations. 

His book is also a valuable contribution to the historiography surrounding the 

Scramble for Africa. However, there is not an equivalent comprehensive 

history for any period after 1906. 

To develop a comprehensive history of Ethiopian-British relations, this 

dissertation intersects scholarship about British foreign relations and Imperial 

Ethiopia. The historiography of British foreign relations and the empire is vast 

and impossible to address comprehensively. Many historians have explored 

the unique economic conditions that underscored British commercial 

 

36 

Journal of Eastern 
African Studies 13, no. 4 (October 2, 2019): 661
or Immediate Abolition of Slavery? The Political, Social and Economic Quandary of Emperor 

Slavery & Abolition 29, no. 1 (March 1, 2008): 65
Journal of the History of International Law 8, 

no. 2 (2006): 213 44. 

37 Krishnamurthy Venkat Ram, Anglo-Ethiopian Relations, 1869-1906: A Study of British Policy in 
Ethiopia (New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company, 2009). 
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expansion and early industrialization in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries.38 The economic link to imperial expansion has been 

explored since at least the early twentieth century with British economist 

John Atkinson Hobson, who argued that imperial expansion was linked to the 

creation of new markets for the sale of industrial goods.39 Marxist theorist and 

1917 book Imperialism, the Newest Stage of Capitalism, where Lenin asserted 

-

colonies and dominions.40 However, many historians often emphasize that 

British oligarchs were primarily concerned with resource extraction and that 

expanding markets in colonies was ancillary.41  

British strategic interests in Africa have received considerable attention 

as well. 42 Among the earliest proponents for a history of the Scramble for 

Africa that was not rooted in economic determinism were Ronald Robinson 

and John Gallagher. One central case study within their seminal Africa and 

 

38 John Brewer, The Sinews of Power: War, Money and the English State 1688-1783 (Abingdon, 
Oxon: Routledge, 1989); Robert C. Allen, The British Industrial Revolution in Global Perspective, 
New Approaches to Economic and Social History (West Nyack: Cambridge University Press, 
2009); E. A. Wrigley, Energy and the English Industrial Revolution (Cambridge: University Press, 
2010); H. V. Bowen, The Business of Empire: The East India Company and Imperial Britain, 1756
1833 (Cambridge: University Press, 2005). 

39 John Atkinson Hobson, Imperialism: A Study (J. Nisbet, 1902), 76 79. 

40 Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism (1917; repr., Chippendale: 
Resistance Books, 1999), 72. 

41 Donald R. Wright, The World and a Very Small Place in Africa: A History of Globalization in 
Niumi, the Gambia, 4th ed. (London: Routledge, 2018), 118 19; Brian Athow and Robert G. 

Journal of Third World Studies 19, no. 2 (2002): 222 23; Edwin Allan Brett, Colonialism and 
Underdevelopment in East Africa: The Politics of Economic Change, 1919-1939 (London: 
Heinemann Educational Books Limited, 1973); Kristin Mann, Slavery and the Birth of an African 
City: Lagos, 1760--1900 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007); Tatah Mentan, Africa in 
the Colonial Ages of Empire: Slavery, Capitalism, Racism, Colonialism, Decolonization, 
Independence as Recolonization, and Beyond (Oxford, Cameroon: Langaa RPCIG, 2017), 120. 

42 Anthony G. Hopkins, An Economic History of West Africa, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2019), 
216. 
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the Victorians: The Official Mind of Imperialism surrounds the Anglo-Egyptian 

War (1882). They argue that Britain invaded Egypt because Prime Minister 

William Gladstone believed that it was essential to quell an uprising that 

43 The British government 

controlled about forty-

shortcut for shipping between western Europe and Asia; maintaining a tight 

hold over the canal was important to Britain. Other historians to emphasize 

the strategic importance of some African colonies during the colonial era 

include John Mackenzie and Raymond Dumett.44  

The military dimensions of the British Empire in Africa are also quite 

Wars of Imperial Conquest in Africa, 1830-

1914 is an excellent overview of the various campaigns throughout the 

nineteenth century.45 There are also some quite good social histories of 

Europea The Victorian 

Soldier in Africa.46 There has also been an increased attention to colonial 

47 

The ideological underpinnings of empire appear in some works. 

Scholars like Rowan Strong and Joseph Hardwick both emphasize the 

importance of Anglicanism as central to British imperial identity from the 

 

43 Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians: The Official Mind of 
Imperialism (London: Macmillan, 1961), 157. 

44 John Mackenzie, The Partition of Africa: And European Imperialism 1880-1900 (Routledge, 
The 

Journal of African History 26, no. 4 (October 1985): 381 408. 

45 Bruce Vandervort, Wars of Imperial Conquest in Africa, 1830-1914, Warfare and History 
(London: Routledge, 2014). 

46 Edward M. Spiers, The Victorian Soldier in Africa (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2004). 

47 Timothy Stapleton, -1960, vol. 94, 
Rochester Studies in African History and the Diaspora (Rochester: Boydell & Brewer Ltd, 2021); 
David Killingray, Fighting for Britain: African Soldiers in the Second World War (Woodbridge, 
Suffolk: James Currey, 2010). 
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early eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century.48 Multiple historians 

have also highlighted how social Darwinist ideas of white racial superiority 

ethnicities were seen as uniquely suitable for warfare.49 Some examples of this 

Africa, and the Hausa people of west Africa.50  

There was a vigorous debate in the early 2000s concerning how Britons 

viewed the empire. David Cannadine argues in Ornamentalism: How the 

British Saw Their Empire 

that the expansion of the British empire reproduced domestic, individualistic 

British hierarchy.51 This component of his argument is, by itself, not completely 

controversial within British historiography because many historians 

emphasize how class-centric the British empire was.52 

argument becomes more incendiary when he discusses race. While he 

 

48 Rowan Strong, Anglicanism and the British Empire, c.1700-1850 (Oxford: University Press, 
2007); Joseph Hardwick, An Anglican British World: The Church of England and the Expansion 
of the Settler Empire, c. 1790-1860, Studies in Imperialism An Anglican British World 
(Manchester: University Press, 2015). 

49 Sathnam Sanghera, Empireland: How Imperialism Has Shaped Modern Britain (Knopf 
Doubleday Publishing Group, 2023), 23 24. 

50 Myles Osborne, Ethnicity and Empire in Kenya: Loyalty and Martial Race among the Kamba, 
c.1800 to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 75; Mentan, Africa in the 
Colonial Ages of Empire, 145. 

51 David Cannadine, Ornamentalism: How the British Saw Their Empire (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 4. 

52 Catherine Hall, Keith McClelland, and Jane Rendall, Defining the Victorian Nation: Class, Race, 
Gender and the British Reform Act of 1867 (Cambridge University Press, 2000); Edward Palmer 
Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (IICA, 1964); Ross McKibbin, Classes and 
Cultures: England 1918-1951 (Oxford University Press, 1998); Peter Earle, The Making of the 
English Middle Class: Business, Society, and Family Life in London, 1660-1730 (University of 
California Press, 1989). 
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acknowledges that Britons used racist rhetoric to justify imperialism, he 

primarily blames classism instead of racism and largely downplays racist 

rhetoric as a component of empire. This argument directly challenged 

racist terms.53 Multiple scholars critiqued Cannadine for being reductionist 

and downplaying the systemic racism across the Africa.54 Historian Bernard 

Porter perhaps had the most sympathetic view of , and 

partially dives into this debate in The Absent-Minded Imperialists: Empire, 

Society, and Culture in Britain. Porter asserts that the British not only 

prioritized class over race, but that many historians over-emphasize how 

aware the average Briton was of the empire.55 This argument was a major 

outlier from many prominent historians, including Antoinette Burton, 

Catherine Hall, and John Mackenzie.56  

Two historians of Great Britain that significantly influenced this 

The Hidden 

Perspective: The Military Conversations 1906-1914 argues that it was largely 

unelected officials in the British Foreign Office that controlled policy 

 

53 Edward Said, Orientalism (Pantheon Books, 1978), 5, 260; Edward W. Said, Culture and 
Imperialism (Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2012), 310, 332. 

54 Ian Christopher Fletch
Victorian Studies 45, no. 3 (2003): 532

Journal of World History 14, no. 2 (2003): 264 69; Antoinette Burton, 

The American Historical Review 107, no. 2 (2002): 
497 98. 

55 Bernard Porter, The Absent-Minded Imperialists: Empire, Society, and Culture in Britain 
(Oxford University Press, 2004), 13. 

56 Antoinette Burton, The Trouble with Empire: Challenges to Modern British Imperialism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); Catherine Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony 
in the English Imagination 1830-1867 (University of Chicago Press, 2002); John MacKenzie, 
Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester University Press, 1995). 
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discussions in the leadup to the First World War, and in some cases ran 

57 The archival record 

surrounding Ethiopia highlights many similar trends, where it was mostly 

officials in the Foreign Office and at the consulate in Addis Ababa that 

dictated British diplomacy with Ethiopia. Meanwhile, Burton emphasizes in 

The Trouble with Empire: Challenges to Modern British Imperialism that 

British power was very fragile, and that anti-imperial resistance was a daily 

part of life in the empire.58 

fragile throughout the twentieth century, particularly after the Second World 

War. Furthermore, she emphasizes that a lot of imperial policy was improvised 

at the local level instead of from the Prime Minister or Cabinet. Despite 

neither author specializing in the British Empire in Africa, their works greatly 

informed the writing of this dissertation. 

Ethiopian historiography is far more compact than its British 

counterpart, but the evolved considerably. 

the decolonization process in th 59 Newly independent 

African states produced historians who wrote histories decoupled from 

colonial narratives. While Ethiopia remained independent, it was influenced 

by these patterns. Historian Richard Pankhurst founded the Institute of 

Ethiopian Studies in Addis Ababa in the early 1960s, which was where a lot of 

the early academic studies on Ethiopia were produced. Pankhurst also holds 

 

57 David Owen, The Hidden Perspective: The Military Conversations 1906-1914 (Haus Publishing, 
2014). 

58 Burton, The Trouble with Empire. 

59 Journal of Ethiopian Studies 33, no. 2 
(2000): 2. 
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the distinction as one of the most prolific authors on Ethiopian history, as he 

produced many seminal studies.60  

Most historians of modern Ethiopia tend to cluster around a handful of 

events. The largest by far is the Second Italo-Ethiopian War. While a bit 

outdated, the work of historians George A. Baer offers some of the most 

detailed studies available about the Second Italo-Ethiopian War and the 

61 Historians Anthony 

Mockler, Bruce Strang, and A. J. Barker have all also made noteworthy 

contributions.62 Ian Campbell published the definitive analysis of the 1937 

Addis Ababa Massacre, where approximately 20 000 civilians were killed in 

retaliation for a failed assassination attempt on Italian Marshall Rodolfo 

Graziani.63 

The next most popular topic is probably the 1868 Expedition. Much of 

the scholarship about the campaign comprises descriptive narratives 

 

60 
Journal of Semitic Studies 9, no. 1 (March 1, 1964): 220 28; 

Richard Pankhurst, Economic History of Ethiopia, 1800-1935 (Addis Ababa: Haile Selassie I 
Transition, no. 20 (1965): 26 33; 

- The Ethiopians: A History (Oxford: 
-

Journal of Ethiopian Studies 1, no. 1 (1963): 8 26. 

61 George W. Baer, The Coming of the Italian-Ethiopian War (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard Universit
and the Italian Ethiopian War, 1935 International Organization 27, no. 2 (1973): 165 79; 
George W. Baer, Test Case: Italy, Ethiopia, and the League of Nations (Stanford, California: 
Hoover Institution Press, 1976). 

62 Anthony Mockler, Haile Selassie  (1984; repr., Oxford: Signal Books, 2003); G. Bruce 

Collision of Empires  , ed. G. 
Bruce Strang (Surrey, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2013), 11 32; A. J. Barker, The 
Civilizing Missions: The Italo-Ethiopian War 1935-1936, 1968; A. J. Barker, Rape of Ethiopia 1936 
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63 Ian Campbell,  (Oxford University Press, 
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published in the 1960s and 1970s.64 Probably the most up-to-date, and 

 The 

Siege of Magdala: The British Empire Against the Emperor of Ethiopia. 65 

There ar

of the use of elephants during the campaign.66   

One pattern that emerges in the 1980s and onward is that historians 

became increasingly critical of Selassie. It is likely that this shift occurred 

because of the 1974 coup where Selassie was overthrown. Historian Gebru 

Tareke produced multiple works that explored the rise of the peasant protests 

and student movements in the 1960s and 1970s as well as the definitive 

history of the Ethiopian Civil War (1974-1991).67 Gaim Kibreab contributed 

multiple important histories about Eritrean nationalism and its various 

independence movements against both Selassie and the Derg.68 Even general 

History of Modern Ethiopia, 1855-1991 and Paul 

 

64 Darrell Bates, The Abyssinian Difficulty: The Emperor Theodorus and the Magdala 
Campaign, 1867-68 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979); Frederick Myatt, The March to 
Magdala: The Abyssinian War of 1868 (London: Leo Cooper, 1970); Maureen Jean Tayal, The 
Abyssinian Expedition, 1867-1868 

Journal of African History 11, no. 2 (1961): 245 58; David 
The Journal of Imperial and 

Commonwealth History 1, no. 1 (1972): 59 77. 

65 Volker Matthies, The Siege of Magdala: The British Empire against the Emperor of Ethiopia, 
English ed. (Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2012). 

66 
1867- African Journal of History and Culture 12, no. 2 (September 30, 2020): 49 59. 

67 The Journal of African 
History 25, no. 1 (1984): 77
Journal of Developing Societies 24, no. 2 (2008): 183 206; Gebru Tareke, The Ethiopian 
Revolution: War in the Horn of Africa (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009). 
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Layers of Time: A History of Ethiopia, highlight that Selassie was 

unable to balance modernization with traditional institutions.69 

 Imperial power is more prominent within 

scholarly works in the 2010s. Historian Awet Tewelde Weldemichael correctly 

notes that  

 

African and Asian powers (other than Japan) have colonized their 
neighbors. In pursuit of their own national interest, or those of a small 
ruling elite, important African and Asian powers implemented policies 
toward weaker entities that were no less colonial and sought no less 

70 
 

Weldermichael pushes this idea further, arguing that Ethiopia took over 

71 Following a similar framework as 

Weldemichael, historian Abbas Gnamo also offers one of the most 

comprehensive histories of the Ethiopian 

Oromo from the late nineteenth century onward.72 Taking a slightly different 

her research on enslavement in Ethiopia is a breath of fresh air. She notes that 

73 She argues that the lack of 

 

69 Zewde, A History of Modern Ethiopia: 1885-1991; Paul B. Henze, Layers of Time: A History of 
Ethiopia (New York: Palgrave, 2000). 

70 Awet Tewelde Weldemichael, Third World Colonialism and Strategies of Liberation: Eritrea 
and East Timor Compared (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 2. 

71 Weldemichael, 3. 

72 Abbas Gnamo, Conquest and Resistance in the Ethiopian Empire, 1880 -1974  The Case of the 
Arsi Oromo (Boston: Brill Publishers, 2014). 

73 
Global and Local Origins of Anti-Slavery in Abyssinia, 1880 Slavery & Abolition 35, no. 4 
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centralization combined with the influence of traditional institutions like the 

EOTC made ending enslavement nearly impossible. However, the significant 

centralization of power around Selassie as emperor in the early 1940s 

following the East African Campaign of the Second World War finally made 

ending enslavement feasible. All three authors emphasize that Ethiopia 

evolved into a powerful, centralized empire that regulated its frontiers. 

One major deviation this dissertation takes from the current 

scholarship is that the extent of British-Ethiopian cooperation was far greater 

than previously assumed. A glance at the scholarship surrounding British-

Ethiopian relations would imply that the two polities had virtually no 

interactions throughout the twentieth century except during the Italo-

Ethiopian Crisis of the 1930s. Yet, as political geographers Alun Jones and 

Julian Clark observe, most practical diplomacy comprises seemingly 

mundane interactions at regular intervals.74 Crises where there is a flood of 

correspondence and frantic negotiations, while more alluring and dramatic, 

are largely deviations from ordinary politics. It was the subtle nuances of 

Ethiopian-British diplomacy that ultimately maintained positive relations 

dissertation makes is that it highlights the understudied periods of Ethiopian 

and British relations. 

 

Sources 

 

This dissertation is built primarily on documentation from the National 

Archives of the United Kingdom. Foreign office records, particularly from the 

FO 371 and FO 401 series, form the backbone of this dissertation. 

 

74 
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Correspondence from the Colonial, Foreign and Commonwealth, and War 

Offices were all also quite useful in reconstructing how British policy towards 

Ethiopia changed over time. Parliamentary and cabinet papers help 

supplement the high-level policy discussions towards Ethiopia. A handful of 

documents from the British Library and the Imperial War Museum were also 

useful, particularly in exploring the Second Italo-

subsequent exile. Finally, the British Library Newspaper digital archive 

provides excellent access to British print media pre-1960. 

archives. I envisioned this project to be reliant on documents from the 

Institute for Ethiopian Studies (IES). This institution is housed at Addis Ababa 

University and partnered with the National Archives and Libraries of Ethiopia 

The original plan was to rely 

on documents from both the IES and the National Archives of the United 

Kingdom. The project would have focused more on organizations like 

evangelist groups and the British Council and explore a transnational 

approach to imperialism in the Horn of Africa. 

Unfortunately, the Covid-19 Pandemic both prevented access to 

essential archives and helped precipitate a civil war in Ethiopia. The pandemic 

shut down much of the world in March 2020, and any travel became 

impossible for the foreseeable future. While waiting for travel restrictions to 

lift, the pandemic also represented the tipping point to full-blown conflict in 

election in August

extend the tenure of office for Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, his federal 

75 This extension 

 

75 -19: The Tenuous Balance between 
Politikon 48, no. 2 (2021): 167. 
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Prime Minister Abiy ousted in the 2018 election. Abiy already previously 

dissolved the TPLF-led Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front in 

November 2019. Tensions escalated over the following months and, on 

November 3, 2020, the TPLF attacked government-owned military 

installations.76  In retaliation, Abiy declared war against the TPLF the following 

into civil war.77 

remained closed, I made the difficult decision to postpone my trip to Ethiopia 

and conduct my primary research in the United Kingdom instead. On October 

26, 2021, the Canadian government issued a travel advisory update stating 

that all further travel to Ethiopia should be avoided and that Canadian citizens 

still in Ethiopia were to evacuate immediately.78 The Risk Management 

advisories continued well into 2022, closing the curtain on any research in 

Ethiopia for my doctorate. 

The impacts this has on this project are significant. Instead of a work 

that weaves Ethiopian and British sources into a cohesive whole, this project 

relies primarily on sources available in the United Kingdom and emphasizes 

British perspectives of Imperial Ethiopia. More specifically, this project focuses 

on British 

 

76 nited Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) Joint Investigation into Alleged Violations of 

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, November 3, 2021), 1. 

77 Abay A Kibrom et al., Near-Real-Time Welfare and Livelihood Impacts of an Active Civil War: 
Evidence from Ethiopia (International Food Policy Research Institute, 2022), 5. 

78 This notice was emailed to Canadians registered to travel to Ethiopia.  
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where the most documentary evidence survives. Focusing on high-level 

institutions like the British Foreign Office still offers insight into major policy 

decisions. The presence of correspondence from Ethiopian political leaders in 

these Foreign Office papers also helps compensate for, but not fully address, 

the lack of dedicated research in Ethiopia.  

The value of this dissertation is as a political and diplomatic history of 

British-Ethiopian relations for most of the twentieth century. In Ethiopia, 

autonomy was the defining characteristic of Emperor Tewodros II rule in the 

1850s and 1860s.79 By the time Menelik II consolidated power in the late 1880s 

and early 1890s, it became impossible to have relations with Ethiopia without 

initiatives like the British Wingate School of the 1950s and 1960s required 

either the emperor or one of his appointed ministers to give their approval, as 

discussed in Chapter Five.  

There are a handful of sources written by Ethiopian political leaders 

that this d

useful source for his political career up to his famous Appeal to the League of 

Nations in June 1936. There are also a handful of memoirs available about 

s in the imperial government.80 These 

sources help address gaps in the British archival record, although by no 

 

79 ia: 
Democratization 28, no. 8 (November 

17, 2021): 1469. 

80 John H. Spencer, Ethiopia at Bay: A Personal Account of the Haile Selassie Years (Hollywood: 
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means are these memoirs a complete replacement for dedicated archival 

research in Addis Ababa.  

Oral history was not used for this project because many key events 

happened outside of living memory. Four of the five main chapters cover 

events from before 1960 with virtually every major political officer involved in 

international politics already deceased. The most recent events that this 

dissertation cover happened nearly fifty years ago, making the absolute 

youngest decision makers in either the British or Ethiopian governments as 

being in their late seventies. The difficulty of conducting oral interviews for 

Ethiopian officials is even greater. Even ignoring the travel restrictions during 

2021 and 2022, many of the people who could have filled gaps in the archival 

record on the Ethiopian side were killed during the Marxist-Leninist Derg 

regime (1974-1991). In November 1974, the Derg ordered the execution of sixty 

high-level government officials. Many other people with connections to the 

government and the royal family were imprisoned or exiled.81 It is also 

probable that other people with experience in the imperial administration 

died during the Red Terror (1976-

82 To conduct oral interviews with such a small 

number of individuals and for such a narrow part of the dissertation would not 

have been practical considering the limited resources available.  

Before diving any further, some commentary about terminology is 

necessary. A common writing mechanic among scholars is to use terms like 

 

81 The Fallen Aristocrats 400 Three Takes, Total 950 Associated Press 
Corporate Archives. March 9, 1975, para. 4-5. Accessed June 6, 2023, https://link-gale-
com.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/apps/doc/GXXKDV225813651/GDCS?u=ucalgary&sid=bookmark-
GDCS&xid=e1676ba9&pg=1.  
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linguistic quirk appears in general 

history books and specialist studies.83 This language is technically correct but 

understates some significant characteristics of Ethiopia. For example, 

describing the British Empire as simply a monarchal state would undersell its 

sheer scale and influence. One early observation about this distinction comes 

from Reverand John Trusler, who notes that: 

 

The word, empire, conveys an idea of a vast territory, composed of 
various people; whereas that of kingdom, implies, one more bounded; 
and intimates the unity of that nation, of which it is Formed.84  

 

This distinction remains in contemporary studies of imperialism, with 

control over multiple countries or peoples being essential.85 In a similar vein, it 

without viewing it as an empire. Ethiopia had a central imperial core, with an 

Amhara-dominant ideological view of the region. Selassie also described 

savages and pagans in the arid desert, 86 directly referencing the Islamic and 

Animist communities that Ethiopia conquered in the nineteenth century. This 

suppressing different 
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ethnic groups and elevating an Amhara Christian elite. Therefore, this 

dissertation will avoid calling Ethiopia a kingdom, and use the same terms 

that apply to Britain: An empire, a state, or country.  

The future emperor was 

born Tafari Makonnen and received the baptismal name of Haile Selassie.87 He 

was addressed as Tafari Makonnen up until his coronation in 1930, which was 

when he formally adopted Haile Selassie. When historians focus exclusively on 

Ethiopian history pre- or post-1930, they usually use either Tafari Makonnen or 

Haile Selassie. However, works that cover both periods have various naming 

conventions; some scholars exclusively use Selassie while others switch 

between the two names once their article or book reaches 1930. This 

d. Similarly, any direct quotes that use 

Häylä S llasé  

There are multiple Ethiopian titles that appear throughout this 

dissertation that require clarification. Despite Ethiopia having had both a 

hereditary (Mesafint) and appointed (Mekwanint) nobility, as historian John 

during the modern imperial period.88 Negus Negast 

Amharic term Atse is occasionally used instead.89  Despite its association with 

Iyasu V, Lij was a title bestowed upon young male royals. Ras, Dejazmatch, 

and Fitawrari correspond to the British Army ranks of Field Marshall, 
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75, no. 3 (2016): 451. 
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Lieutenant-General, and Major-General respectively.90 Governors and local 

rulers typically had a mix of civilian and military responsibilities, so they often 

held one of these three titles.  

 be avoided in any 

serious work about Ethiopia. Many political leaders used the term Abyssinia 

almost exclusively to describe Ethiopia up until the 1940s,91 and many 

academics called Ethiopia Abyssinia well into the 1970s. The popularity of the 

term Abyssinia appears to have dropped off after the Derg coup in 1974, 

although nobody has conducted a detailed analysis of the frequency of 

Abyssinia versus Ethiopia. Abyssinia still sees some limited use among 

academics in the early twenty-first century,92 particularly when focusing on 

events pre-dating the twentieth century, so it is by no means universally 

condemned among scholars of Ethiopia.   

There are a few reasons that this dissertation will exclusively use 

Ethiopia instead of Abyssinia beyond direct quotations, despite how 

ubiquitous Abyssinia is among many historical documents. The first is that 

early 1920s. While the country was admitted to the League of Nations in 1923 

under the name of Abyssinia,93 Selassie requested that the country be 
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United States in 1926.94 

admitted under the name of Ethiopia and the term Abyssinia fell out of use 

among political leaders. The term is also still used by some Amharas and 

95 

Abyssinia is also a somewhat colonialist term, both for its origin and in 

what land it describes. There are disputes over the epistemology of Ethiopia. 

Αἰ

θιοπία, which referenced a few different areas in antiquity. In the late 

Odyssey, it was a broad descriptor for the 

people who lived in the far east and far west of the Mediterranean world.96 A 

Histories, 

which define Αἰθιοπία as encompassing all the peoples south of 

Egypt.97 In the first century BCE, Roman historian Pliny the Elder referred to a 

king south of Egypt by the name of Æthiops.98 While Ethiopia is largely a more 

neutral descriptive term for the region, the

embracement of a term rooted in Europe has received some scholarly 

criticism. Professor of African American studies Ayele Bekerie criticizes the 
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it originated in Greece.99 Abyssinia, however, is a much more controversial 

term. It is much more closely tied to the Ottoman conquests of the region in 

the sixteenth century. Territory that was previously under control of Ethiopia 

-i was used in reference to both 

Ethiopians and enslaved peoples.100 That the term is used both for 

enslaved people and those who lived in, or around, the Ottoman province 

creates an association that all of those people were enslaved or on equal social 

status as enslaved. Inscriptions going back even further to the Kingdom of 

in reference 

to the land while it was widely used on the Arabian Peninsula to refer to 

Aksum.101 These historical associations result in what Africanist Yosef Ben-

Jochannan describes as being equivalent to using other anti-Black slurs.102 The 

language in the mid-eighteenth 

century with the publication of the orientalist-inspired The History of Rasselas, 

Prince of Abissinia in 1759,103 further ex

questionable way.  

Finally, the territory commonly called Abyssinia does not reflect the 

same territorial boundaries as the modern imperial state

medieval period, which is arguably when calling it Abyssinia is most 
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104 Ethiopia encompasses these 

territories as well as the imperial expansion into regions like Oromia and the 

Ogaden. It is simply inadequate for scholars to describe the empire in the 

post-Menelik II era as anything other than Imperial Ethiopia.  

 

Background Context 

 

It is important to summarize the longer history of Ethiopian-British 

elationship during the 

Selassie years. People in western Europe already had an image of Ethiopia as a 

great Christian kingdom long before the formation of the United Kingdom in 

1707. In the nineteenth century, formal diplomacy between Britain and 

Ethiopia began, which initially climaxed with the British Expedition of 1867-

1868. Then there are very few developments until the Ethiopian victory over 

Italy at the Battle of Adwa in 1986. This battle cemented Ethiopian 

independence, which compelled the neighbouring European powers to 

negotiate with it as a sovereign state. 

 

Religious Imagery Surrounding Prester John 

 

the widespread recognition of the legend of Prester John, who literary scholar 

history 105 Following the spread of Islam across North Africa from the early 
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seventh through tenth centuries CE, Ethiopia became cut off from the 

European world for several centuries. While there were a few examples of 

Ethiopians visiting Europe between the tenth and fourteenth centuries, such 

as a party of monks that travelled through the Republic of Genoa in 1306,106 

these were few and far between. During this interlude, a legend about a 

Christian King surrounded by Islamic and animist faith systems became 

popular in twelfth century Europe and persisted well into the eighteenth 

century.107 This myth was incredibly important to many Europeans because it 

offered hope. Conflict between Muslim powers and Christian European 

kingdoms escalated during the mid-twelfth century with the outbreak of 

fighting in 1145, and many Christian kings feared Islamic expansion. The idea 

that an isolated Christian kingdom managed to endure against perpetual war 

would likely have been poignant to many people.  

After exhausting the search for Prester John in Asia, European leaders 

turned their attention to Ethiopia sometime in the early fifteenth century.108 

This shift in focus also coincided with  

the empire to a wider Christian world. Africanist Matteo Salvadore notes that 

Ethiopian rulers were keenly aware of changing political tides in Europe 

between the early fifteenth and mid-sixteenth centuries and argues that 

proactive and recurrent attempts to foster connections with their 

European counterparts  the European, and in particular Portuguese, 

presence in Ethiopia was the result of African solicitation 109 
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reintroduction into European discourse was as a great kingdom and as a 

symbol that Christianity could endure against Islam. 

From approximately the sixteenth century to the eighteenth century, 

Ethiopia lingered as a great paradise in the mind of many people who lived in 

Hakluytus Posthumus or 

Purchas his Pilgrimes, Contayning a History of the World in Sea Voyages and 

Lande Travells, by Englishmen and Others and 

Paradise Lost were highly popular publications that celebrated Ethiopia as 

being a heaven on earth.110 Much Ado about Nothing 

directly references Prester John,111 which his audiences likely would have 

recognized. These images are important because they set expectations of the 

African state among both ordinary Britons and their leaders.  

The first British person documented to have visited Ethiopia was 

Scottish explorer James Bruce. Bruce launched several expeditions to identify 

the source of the Blue Nile in the 1760s and early 1770s, which he identified as 

Lake Tana in April 1770.112 Notably, Bruce was not the first European to visit this 

body of water; Portuguese Jesuits arrived at Lake Tana in the early 

seventeenth century.113 
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Emperor Tewodros II and the British Expedition, 1867-1868 

 

Early diplomatic relations between Ethiopia and Britain mostly 

comprised of various royal rulers or Rases in Ethiopia sending letters to British 

and French monarchs in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.114 

Communication was inconsistent with large gaps between responses. Formal 

relations between the two polities officially began in 1841 during the rule of 

Emperor Sahle Dengal. Ethiopia was in the tail end of the Zemene M t, 

which was a century-long period of decentralized rule in Ethiopia from the 

mid-eighteenth century to approximately 1855. As Historian J. R. Hooker notes, 

t

it entered formal diplomatic relations.115 Walter 

Plowden, the British Consul from 1848 to 1860, did not live in Ethiopia but 

instead in the Egyptian-controlled port of Massawa.116  

The conflict that sparked modern British-Ethiopian Relations was the 

1867-1868 Ethiopian Expedition. Often called the Abyssinian Campaign or 

Abyssinian Expedition, this was a brief military conflict between Britain and 

remembered, if at all, as a lavish and triumphant picnic 

for the Indian 117 This campaign 

began with a failure to deliver a letter. Tewodros II sent a letter to Queen 

Victoria via British army officer Charles Cameron in October 1862, and it 
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reached the Foreign Office on February 12, 1863. In this letter, the Ethiopian 

emperor thanked Victoria for her previous well-wishes and requested her 

friendship as another Christian ruler.118 Victoria never responded to the letter. 

Furious, Tewodros II summoned Charles Cameron, demanded an explanation 

for the lack of a reply, and imprisoned the officer and his staff. Tewodros II 

imprisoned virtually every other European who resided in Ethiopia over the 

following months, with exception of crafts people who manufactured 

weapons for him.119  

After multiple delays in securing permission from Tewodros II to accept 

Europeans in his court, a British delegation was finally approved to visit in 

October 1865. These representatives from the Foreign Office arrived in Damat, 

which is situated in the modern-day Amhara region, in early 1866. Colonel 

William Merewether sent a letter dated February 7, 1866 indicating that his 

party was initially well received and that Tewodros II agreed to release the 

prisoners.120 However, the emperor re-imprisoned the Britons before they 

could depart. In June 1866, Tewodros II dispatched one British missionary, 

Martin Flad, back to London to persuade Queen Victoria to provide modern 

weapons to Ethiopia in exchange for the prisoners. Between July and 

September 1866, negotiations unfolded and appeared to go in 

favour. The British were willing to send over some skilled artisans to help 

and Tewodros II appeared to accept these terms. However, news reached 

London on September 22, 1866, that the emperor relocated the prisoners to 

his fortress at Magdala. Flad immediately recommended that the British 
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be obtained. Most likely he would go on requiring other things from the 

British Government to which they never could 121 The British 

government initially debated sending an expedition to rescue the prisoners in 

April 1867 and subsequently committed to military operations on August 13.122 

The decision that a campaign was necessary was likely prompted by the 

return of a messenger to Massawa in early August, who reported that 

Tewodros II refused to reply to any further correspondence.123  

With the permission of both Egypt and the Ottoman Empire, British 

 088 soldiers and 20 000 to 30 000 camp 

followers landed on January 2, 1868 near Zula, a coastal town in modern 

Eritrea.124 The military dimension of the campaign lasted about three months, 

climaxing with the Battle of Magdala in April 1868. This expedition was a 

significant victory for the British since they succeeded in rescuing the captives 

and suffered few casualties. However, Tewodros II committed suicide on April 

13, 1868. Yohannes IV succeeded Tewodros II in the northern half of Ethiopia, 

first as King of Tigray in 1869 and then as Emperor in 1871, and Menelik II vied 

for control in the south.  

Yohannes IV and Menelik II had somewhat different relationships with 

Britain when the expedition unfolded. Yohannes IV aided the British during 

ionary force would be supplied 

125 

Napier left a handful of weapons behind after the 1868 expedition, but the 
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British government ignored Yohannes IV later requests for technical 

assistance and additional firearms because it was 

126 Yohannes IV later secured the private support of a 

British officer to train his soldiers. By contrast, Menelik II contacted Napier 

during the campaign wishing success to the British expedition but stated that 

he could not provide any assistance.127 Menelik II instead procured most of his 

firearms from France and Italy in the 1870s and 1880s. As historian Richard 

 help 

them against Yohannes, their enemy in Northern Ethiopia, and the French to 

128  

during 

the 1868 expedition? Quite simply, the British did not see it as worthwhile. 

disillusionment with expansive and over-optimistic policies adopted a 

129 Highly costly territories were not 

particularly appealing to the Foreign Office. As historian Christopher Brice 

military presence and the construction of fortresses, cantonments, roads, 

railways, and general infrastructure. It would also have required arrangement 

130 Ethiopia did not 

hold any strategic importance to Britain either. The Suez Canal was not yet 
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completed, so Britain had little interest in the region. Furthermore, Egypt was 

still nominally a province of the Ottoman Empire, so Britain had no incentive 

to monitor the waterflow from Lake Tana, which influenced agricultural 

production in Egypt. The costs significantly outweighed any perceived 

benefits to controlling Ethiopia directly. 

Incidentally, as this dissertation neared completion, a controversy 

surrounding the 1867-68 expedition re-entered the public consciousness. 

artifacts were stolen and sent to Europe. Over eighty artifacts are still stored at 

the British Museum and an unknown number in private museums across 

Europe.131 These plundered artifacts have received considerable scholarly 

attention since the 2010s,132 and there have been some attempts to repatriate 

some of the artifacts in private collections in recent years.133 

Perhaps the most impassioned calls for repatriation relate not to stolen 

objects but instead the remains of Ethiopian royalty. Tewodros 

Dejazmatch Alemayehu Simyen Tewodoros, and wife, Empress Tiruwork 

Wube, were taken by the British force following his death. Tiruwork died 

before she could reach the Red Sea and reportedly requested that her son be 

vals harm the seven-

 

131 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/about-us/british-museum-story/contested-objects-
collection/maqdala-collection. 

132 
The Historical Journal, 2023, 1 thiopian 

African Research and Documentation 135 (2019): 
8

ate University, 2021). 

133 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/british-foundation-returns-maqdala-treasures-
looted-ethiopia-180978622/. 



44 
 

year-old prince.134 It is difficult to definitively verify the accuracy of this request. 

Nonetheless, Alemayehu made it to the United Kingdom and resided there 

until his death in 1879. There have been calls to return his body to Ethiopia 

since 2007, and in 2015 Ethiopian novelist Maaza Mengiste argued that there 

135 This 

controversy re-entered the news cycle in 2023 when the British monarchy 

reasserted that they had no intentions to return the remains.136  

The kidnapping of Alemayehu is an excellent representation of British 

paternalism. Queen Victoria knew that Alemayehu was distraught during his 

life in the United Kingdom. In a letter soon after he arrived at the palace, 

Victori like an infant to his mother or 

nurse  

in his bed  as he is very nervous, and seems to have dreadful recollections of 

the murder of those people whom his 137 Photographs of the 

were quite rare.138 Yet there was still an assumption that the British knew how 

to best address his needs as an orphaned child ripped from his home.   

Alemayehu was not the only African royal that Britain imprisoned in the 

-Zulu War of 
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1879, the British army took Zulu King Cetshwayo kaMpande from his home. 

writing to Queen Victoria directly.139 During his time in both Cape Town and 

London, Cetshwayo adopted British dress and customs but was soundly 

treated as inferior based on Victorian-era ideas around race. This was very 

similar to what Alemayehu experienced.  

Victorian paternalism towards Black Africans, I would argue that the 1868 

Expedition was the point where Brita

emerged. It defeated Ethiopia decisively in a relatively short campaign, then 

ravaged the country. The plundered artifacts were auctioned across Europe to 

fund monetary awards for the soldiers who fought in Ethiopia. The British 

140  

 

 

 

Scholarly attention towards Ethiopia, particularly in its relationship with 

Britain, largely dissipates when looking at the 1860s to 1890s. British attention 

was largely diverted away from Ethiopia after 1868 because a much larger 

historical event was about to unfold: The Scramble for Africa (c. 1880  1910).  

The Scramble for Africa, or the rapid European conquest of most of Africa in 

the late nineteenth to early twentieth century, enforced concrete geographic 

boundary issues. European involvement in Africa amplified in the 1860s and 
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1870s. Based on both the economic and strategic factors for expansion into 

Africa, major powers occasionally disputed which African polities or territories 

were within their sphere of influence. These issues culminated in the Berlin 

Conference (1884-1885), which was where fourteen states established 

guidelines surrounding the colonization and conquest of Africa. Legal scholar 

Matthew Craven noted that the language of the General Act of the Berlin 

terra 

nullius 

European sovereignty could be established at will over territories not yet 

141 While the conference did not trigger expansion into the 

continent, as some colonies were already established along the coast before 

the 1880s, it marked a rapid acceleration and sense of urgency among 

European powers to claim territory further inland. The recently formed 

countries of Italy and Germany, who both sought colonies to cement 

themselves as Great Powers, immediately became rivals to the older colonial 

powers.142 

While this broader carving up of Africa was underway, Ethiopia was 

embroiled in a series of internal power struggles, which complicated the 

delineation of the borders. From approximately the mid-eighteenth to mid-

nineteenth centuries, Ethiopia lacked a centralized government. In this 

period, which is commonly known as the Zamana Masafint [Era of Princes], 

the empire was heavily fragmented among regional rulers. It was Tewodros 

-1850s that 
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began the decades-long process of centralization.143 

death amid the British Expedition of 1867-1868, Yohannes IV emerged as 

emperor while Menelik II was the most powerful ruler in southern Ethiopia.  

Ethiopia became caught in the middle of the Scramble for Africa, with 

Italy being the most pressing threat in the 1880s and 1890s. Neither Britain nor 

France had interest in controlling Ethiopia directly, whereas newly unified Italy 

was desperate to assert itself as a Great Power. Menelik II cut a deal with Italy 

to preserve his southern kingdom; meanwhile, Yohannes IV struggled to hold 

off invasions from both Italy and the Mahdists in neighboring Sudan. Menelik 

II signed two treaties with Italy before he became emperor: a secret deal in 

1883 that confirmed relations between Italy and the Showan King, and a 

Treaty of Friendship in 1887. This latter treaty was intended to keep Menelik II 

neutral if Italy went to war with Yohannes IV.144  

signed the Treaty of Wuchale. This treaty was supposed to establish friendly 

colonies and Ethiopia, and outlined the terms of Italian financial and military 

assistance rendered to Ethiopia. However, there was a major difference 

between the Amharic and Italian versions: In Article XVII, the Italian one 

categorizes Ethiopia as a protectorate while the Amharic copy says that 

Ethiopia could choose to conduct diplomacy through Italy. 

ian protectorate over Ethiopia to curb French influence in 

the region.145 Meanwhile, France was interested in maintaining Ethiopia as an 
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ally during the 1880s and 1890s as a counterbalance to Italian-British power in 

the horn region. Léonce Lagarde, who was the governor of French Somaliland 

from 1884 to 1899, nurtured a close friendship with Menelik II. At some point 

between 1890 and 1895, France formally offered an alliance to Ethiopia and 

sold Menelik II more guns.146 Menelik II declined the alliance offer, which was 

likely because he did not want to commit too firmly to a single country, but 

accepted the weapons.  

The different interpretation of Article XVII was significant and led to the 

First Italo-Ethiopian War (1895-1896). The war climaxed with the Battle of 

Adwa, sometimes transliterated as Adowa, on March 1, 1896, where Ethiopia 

won a decisive victory. This was the only time during the Scramble for Africa 

where an African state successfully defended itself from European colonial 

expansion and remained independent afterward. This victory greatly changed 

the formula that Britain and Italy followed concerning boundaries in their 

colonies in the Horn of Africa. Historian Raymond Jonas asserts that 

 

there was no mistaking the fact that, thanks to Ethiopia, the question of 

Africa. Over the next hundred years, European domination would 
gradually unravel. The history of African sovereignty in the modern era 
started at Adwa.147 

 

Ethiopia disrupted the typical pattern of European imperialism in Africa. 

Menelik II continued his own colonization of Oromia and its peoples as a 

competing empire and did not buckle to European advances. Ethiopia 

delimited its borders with the British, Italian, and French colonies between 
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1896 and 1908, although many of these borders were not formally 

demarcated.  

Menelik II attempted to capitalize on his relationship with France, and 

by extension European rivalries during the Scramble for Africa. In 1897 and 

1898, he leaned on French and Russian support to expand southward into 

land that Britain previously claimed.148 Indeed, the prospect of an alliance with 

Ethiopia informed the French attempt to claim southern Sudan that failed 

during the 1898 Fashoda Incident. Ethiopia and France also signed two 

Somaliland were duty-free.149 While the firearm deal was quite beneficial for 

Ethiopia, the restriction of most trade to French Somaliland made Ethiopia 

vulnerable to trade monopolies and potential political challenges. This 

became a major issue in the coming decades and a central reason for 

Ethiopi

 

The most important diplomatic agreement surrounding Ethiopia in the 

decade after the First Italo-Ethiopian War (1895-1896) was the Tripartite 

Agreement of 1906. This agreement, signed between Britain, France, and Italy, 

was intended to forestall any conflict between the three powers after Menelik 

150  The agreement states that each country would maintain 

their sphere of influence regardless of the political climate in Ethiopia: Britain 

would retain its claims to Lake Tana and the Blue Nile tributary, France the 
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Franco-Ethiopian Railway and adjacent territory, and Italy over the corridor 

separating Italian Eritrea and Italian Somaliland.151 This agreement is 

important as it established the status quo in the Horn of Africa, even if there 

expansionist empire, none of the European states saw it as an equally 

important power in the region.  

It is within this broader context that Selassie began his political career. 

Ethiopia was an empire that was peripheral to the larger international 

community while it also possessed its own imperial core and periphery.152 

While Ethiopia survived colonial incursions by one of the three European 

powers that surrounded it, Ethiopia was landlocked and not particularly 

respected by its neighbours. There 

on the backburner.153 Over the following decades, Ethiopia faced multiple 

crises where it underwent drastic changes, while other parts of the country 

remained grounded in its longstanding history.

 

151 - The Journal of Negro History 20, no. 4 (1935): 442. 

152 Gnamo, Conquest and Resistance in the Ethiopian Empire, 1880 -1974, 211. 

153 
Northeast African Studies 10, no. 2 (2003): 146. 



51 
 

Chapter One: British Apathy During Haile 

 in Power, 1916-1936 

 

The British Foreign Office observed Ethiopia anxiously throughout 1916. 

The First World War (1914-1918) was well under way, and it was not going well 

for Britain. The three-pronged Entente Offensives along the western, eastern, 

and Italian fronts in mid-1916 proved costly affairs that did not bring the war 

closer to a favourable conclusion. One fear that emerged among top officials 

within the Foreign and War Offices was the risk that Ethiopia, a sizable state 

The German East Africa Campaign dragged on  anybody 

anticipated heavily 

outnumbered by British-led forces.154 Meanwhile, the Ottoman Empire had its 

eyes set on the Suez Canal, which was central to British shipping. The Crown 

Prince of Ethiopia, Lij Iyasu V, actively promoted German and Ottoman 

interests in the Horn of Africa over Italy, Britain, and France, 155 who possessed 

colonies in the region. While the three colonial powers did not intervene in 

Ethiopian politics,156 they were concerned about the possible vulnerability 

Iyasu V posed. On September 14, 1916, trying to prompt a British intervention 

in Ethiopia, Consul-General at Addis Ababa Wilfred Gilbert Thesiger wrote to 
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Foreign Secretary Edward Grey and claimed that Iyasu V was fermenting 

revolts in British Somaliland.157   

On September 27, 1916, EOTC-backed nobility deposed Iyasu V in a coup 

and installed Zewditu as empress. 

he [Ethiopian] Government is now in the 

hands of those who are friendly to our cause 158 In a year filled with disastrous 

news for the British military, Ethiopia not becoming a new front of the world 

argely 

unnecessary.  

ended the same way: with a coup. The grandson of Emperor Menelik II, Lij 

Iyasu V, was deposed on September 27, 1916 for accusations of flirting with 

Islam instead of being devoted to the EOTC. It was also only after this coup 

announced.159 With Iyasu V excommunicated, there were no male heirs left; as 

as next in line, and she was crowned 

as empress on February 11, 1917.   

Selassie directly benefited from the change in government. Selassie 

160 

six years later meant that Selassie became the Balemulu 'Inderase, or Regent 
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Plenipotentiary, which granted Selassie the near unlimited right to act on 

behalf on Zewditu in foreign affairs.161 This appointment marked the 

beginning of a nearly sixty-

international stage at the age of twenty-four. 

What is especially interesting about how Selassie rose to prominence is 

that his predecessor provoked the neighbouring European powers. Ethiopia 

was a country that, while recognized as an independent state, garnered little 

respect from the larger, wealthier European powers that ruled much of Africa. 

Yet there was a brief window during the First World War that scared Britain; 

what Britons perceived as a small, insignificant kingdom could wound the 

multi-continental British Empire. 

Apparent in 1916 and the Second Italo-

Ethiopian War of 1935-37. The central theme across this almost twenty-year 

period is the various restrictions Selassie faced in accessing foreign markets, 

 and participating in 

the international community. These challenges were exacerbated by the 

apathy that European states had towards Ethiopia. While Britain had some 

interest in Ethiopia itself, it did not view Ethiopia as a noteworthy power; after 

all, the British Empire was among the most economically and militarily 

powerful in the world, and Ethiopia was a comparatively small state. Further 

completely landlocked and had been since the mid-sixteenth century when 

the Ottoman Empire conquered  
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Another important theme of Ethiopian international relations, 

particularly with Europe, in this period is that Selassie launched many 

modernization initiatives that he pursued for the entirety of his rule despite 

the restrictions that he faced. Domestic projects like expanding education 

and healthcare were priorities for the Heir Apparent.162 This required Selassie 

to establish and develop foreign connections as he did not have the resources 

or technical knowledge available domestically. 

in participating within the international community as an independent power 

was apparent as early as 1916.163  

No analysis of British-Ethiopian relations would be complete without 

exploring the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis (c. 1934- 1941). This chapter will focus on the 

leadup to and outbreak of the Second Italo-Ethiopian War, while Chapter Two 

of Ethiopia. Of particular interest 

precipitated the Welwel Incident of December 1934, which became the 

trigger event for the Italian invasion in October 1935.  

Despite being quite well trodden among historians and political 

against fascist Italy over the invasion and the underhanded actions of British 

Foreign Secretary Samuel Hoare also meri

Ethiopia between October and December 1935 were reflective of typical 

British attitudes toward the African empire. While it held some interests in the 

region, whether commercial expansion or protecting the Blue Nile, it 

fundamentally treated Ethiopia as a pawn in wider politics instead of as an 

independent empire with autonomy.  
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Selassie and the International Community 

 

Selassie became the heir apparent in 1916 following the deposal of Lij 

Iyasu V and the coronation of Zewditu as empress. Zewditu survives in 

daily minutiae of running an empire.164 When involved in the political world, 

she typically found ways to bolster the EOTC. In 1929, she mandated that all 

people must send their children to school or face a fifty birr fine, which would 

then be donated to the EOTC.165 While she correctly noted that vocational 

training would have likely been valuable to Ethiopia and believed that the 

pursuit of education is a net positive, she did not functionally expand 

schooling opportunities. This meant that it was impossible for many families 

to follow this law, and it morphed into a tax benefit for the EOTC. This is 

contrasted with Selassie, who viewed Ethiopia through a modernization lens. 

While Zewditu was the biological daughter of Menelik II, Selassie was the 

 

to enter the First World War on the side of the Entente powers as a military 

ally, having made offers to the Allies since late 1916. There are two probable 

reasons as to why he sought a British alliance versus any of the Central 

powers. The first was strictly practical: After December 1915, the three 

European powers with colonies along the Ethiopian border were on the same 

side of the conflict. It would have been disastrous if Selassie formed an 

alliance with one of the central powers, thus exposing his state to a multi-

front war. The other likely reason is that, after the disposal of Iyasu V, it would 
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have been politically taboo. Iyasu V and some other members of the political 

elite were sympathetic to Germany. Friedrich Wilhelm von Syburg, the leader 

of the German legation in Ethiopia from 1913 to 1919, claimed that Iyasu V 

donated 15 000 Maria Theresa Thalers to the German Red Cross Society,166 

which was worth approximately £1500 based on the exchange rate between 

1908 and 1916.167 This donation is especially valuable considering that no 

Thalers were minted between 1915 and 1920 due to the First World War and 

subsequent collapse of the Hapsburg Empire, which resulted in a coin 

shortage.168 For Selassie to avoid fully associating with Iyasu V, he had to try 

and appeal to the British and Italians instead of the Germans and Ottomans 

and he done so primarily through means of offering military support.  

Historical geographer Boris Monin attribut

169 This assessment aligns 

proved unable either to suppress anarchy in the provinces or to cope with the 

German-inspired opposition of the Empress and the Council of Ministers at 

170 British Lieutenant 

Colonel Hugh Pearson, who was the Director of Sudan Surveys from 1905 to 

1914, described . 171 
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However, the British Foreign Office was still distrustful of Ethiopia. The 

recently deposed Lij Iyasu V supposedly courted alliances with the Ottoman 

Empire and Germany.172   

There is also evidence that Britain simply did not view an Ethiopian 

contribution as practical, especially near the end of the war. The British 

Supreme War Council decided in June 1918 that Ethiopia would not be a 

suitable ally because the costs and time commitment of training only 20 000 

potential soldiers was simply not worthwhile.173 The issue is less likely with the 

low number of soldiers that Selassie was able to provide because the British 

had plans in mid-1918 to deploy a Nigerian Brigade to the Middle East.174 This 

plan would have been a major departure from previous British policy because 

Britain deployed no African forces to Europe and only Africans in non-combat 

roles in the Middle East during the First World War.175 However, training 20 

000 soldiers who spoke no English was a much more daunting issue for 

Britain and not likely a good use of its limited resources.  

This attempt to extend military support to Britain is something that 

would remain a consistent 

sixty years. While his contributions to the Korean War (1950-1953) and the 

Congo Crisis (1960-
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being a player on the international stage was evident for his entire political 

career. This prolonged, and failed, attempt to intervene in the First World War 

on the side of Britain  

conc

that some unnamed Europeans approached Iyasu V sometime during the 

war and requested that the Crown Prince provide provisions to the British, 

French, or Italian militaries.176 This claim is almost certainly false, or at the least 

heavily exaggerated. Firstly, there is no evidence that anybody requested 

provisions from Ethiopia. Furthermore, at least as far as the British were 

concerned, there was a general attitude that Ethiopia was not going to be of 

much help. It is more likely that Selassie exaggerated or fabricated this 

anecdote. Selassie previously led a vicious propaganda campaign against the 

prince,177 and it is quite likely that he would have wanted to depict Iyasu V as 

being unwilling to help Britain or France; two countries that Selassie wanted 

to elevate as allies.  

Ethiopia was largely seen by major European countries as a vassal state 

during this period. Historian Bahru Zewde describes the country in the early 

twentieth centu -colonial relationship 

between Ethiopia and Europe, on the same lines as it evolved in such places 

178 Surrounded by European ruled colonies, it 

was impossible for Ethiopia to import or export any goods without making 
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also largely agrarian and on a small enough scale that it did not have much 

leverage in prospective trade deals.  

 The extraction of potash in northern Ethiopia is an interesting example 

of how disadvantaged Selassie was in his dealings with the British. In 1911, 

along the Ethiopian-Italian Eritrea border, potash deposits were discovered by 

an Italian resident of Eritrea, who subsequently secured a thirty-five-year 

concession from the Ethiopian government to mine the resource.179 Potash 

deposits, which contain large quantities of potassium, are valuable both in 

agriculture and for creating explosives. Considering that even countries like 

the United States had to import most of their potash until October 1915,180 this 

was a critical resource during wartime. The Italians initially secured a 

concession to extract potash from Ethiopian-owned deposits in 1912,181 

although the details of this deal are unknown. However, despite its 

importance, there were no serious efforts to extract and ship the potash until 

 

It was only with the outbreak of the First World War that an Italian 

company formed to extract this mineral, and even then, a major challenge 

was transporting the Potash to a commercial port. The Colonial Mines 

Company, A. Pastori & Co., organized and laid a 64-kilometer rail line between 

the mine and the Red Sea coast by November 1917.182 

The British government feared that this concession "should pass into 

183 This was because some of the Italian investors 
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had pro-German sympathies and, for a brief window before the war, a German 

industrialist was the primary investor in the project.184 Members of the British 

Foreign Office debated how to prevent this from happening, with one 

recommendation that a British firm take over the processing and 

transportation of the minerals.185 The Italian company was ultimately able to 

raise 14 million Lire without needing to involve German investors,186 which 

allayed the fear of a potential German takeover.  

The potash deposits within Ethiopia proper are an interesting example 

of British Machiavellianism. Thesiger negotiated directly with Negus Mikael of 

Wollo over the potash deposits rather than with Selassie. When Thesiger 

petitioned Mikael for a mining concession, he told the Negus that potash was 

only practical for agricultural purposes.187 Thesiger did not disclose that potash 

had a use in producing high explosive artillery shells and he urged the Foreign 

Office to not raise the matter in Addis Ababa as not to risk the concession.188  

This entire potash affair demonstrates 

Ethiopia as a fellow 

official channels for conducting foreign affairs, and instead negotiated with a 

regional ruler to secure a better deal. The Ethiopian government was also not 

directly consulted on many of the deposits in the ambiguous frontier 

territories between Ethiopia and Italian Eritrea.  

Multiple disputes between Ethiopia and its neighbours were rooted in 

this constriction. One example surrounded the court case of the Ethiopian-

based firm 
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Mohamedally, an Indian-born businessman who operated a shipping 

company named after himself, imported salt from Djibouti to Dire Dawa in 

eastern Ethiopia and subsequently shipped it across the country for resale. 

Ethio-Djibouti Railways charged ten centimes [cents] per ton per kilometer for 

salt shipped between Djibouti and Dire Dawa, and fifteen Centimes on any 

tracks beyond Dire Dawa.189 However, Mohamedally was only ever notified and 

charged for ten Centimes for the entire railway. On June 14, 1916, the Railway 

company sent a notice to Mohamedally that they conducted an audit and 

demanded a series of payments totalling 11,864 Francs to offset the difference. 

Mohamedally and his associates objected, having argued that it was 

unreasonable to be charged a sudden undisclosed fee caused by a French 

shipments occurred. The French court in Djibouti ruled against Mohamedally. 

defendants were an Indian firm of British nationality, established in 

190 The French government rejected the British appeal in August 

1917 and the legal dispute no longer appears in the respective British archival 

records.191 It can likely be inferred that the Ethiopian firm was still on the hook 

for the costly administrative error. 

While Selassie did not directly participate in this particular dispute, this 

case represents an important example of why Ethiopia needed greater 

control over its imports and exports. Ethiopia desperately needed to conduct 

foreign trade but was in a highly disadvantageous position. In the 
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Mohamedally and Co. case, the Ethiopian-based business had little recourse 

against the French government imposing additional fees; it was only with 

British diplomatic intervention that they had an opportunity to appeal the 

decision. Even then, Mohamedally and Co. still lost and were subject to the 

fees. It is quite likely that Selassie anticipated similar issues going forward, 

hence his future interest in the acquisition of an avenue to the Red Sea.192  

 

Ascension as Emperor 

 

The main friction between Selassie and Zewditu and her allies was 

fundamentally a rift between progressive and traditionalist approaches to 

governing Ethiopia. Selassie faced multiple rebellions and challenges to his 

throne in the late 1920s. Some of the people who tried to usurp Selassie 

included: Dajjach Balcha Safo, a hero from the Battle of Adwa, in 1927; Dajjach 

Abba Weqaw Berru, the head of the palace guard; and finally, from Ras Gugsa 

-husband.193 Selassie was 

victorious against all three opponents, with the climax being his decisive 

victory over W  

modernization. Wale perished during this battle, and within a few days his ex-

wife followed.  The circumstances arou

she appeared to die suddenly. Historian Paul Henze claims that Zewditu was 

afflicted with typhoid with complications from diabetes and that, on April 2, 

to a coma and died 
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194 The empress was dead, and 

Selassie was about to become emperor.  

Selassie spent 3 million USD, which is worth approximately 55.5 million 

USD in 2023,195 over the next seven months to prepare for his forthcoming 

coronation.196 On November 2, 1930, Ras Tafari Makonnen shed his old name, 

calling himself Haile Selassie going forward, and ascended as the Negus 

Negast, or King of Kings, of Ethiopia. Historian Bahru Zewde called this 

197 

splendour that for sheer magnificence of colouring it would be difficult to 

198 5000 cattle were slaughtered for the grand feast meant to feed 

over 25 000 attendees in the palace grounds.199  

The coronation is an important symbol, both as a legitimizing force and 

coronations is already well-known, with historian Ian Bradley noting that 

set apart and anointed, dedicated to God and invested with sacerdotal garb 

200 The 1917 coronation of Zewditu was critical in 
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cementing the legitimacy of her rule,201 

intended to do the same.  

Arguably more importantly, the coronation illuminates the traditional 

framework that Selassie operated within. No matter what modernizing 

rhetoric he espoused, he was still an emperor; an individual whose life was 

bound to a millennium worth of traditions. Selassie was still an autocrat 

backed by the EOTC and many minor nobles across Ethiopia and, as this 

ceremony intended to demonstrate, he was the most important person in 

Ethiopia. Even the adoption of the title Negus Negast, at the coronation is 

hypocritical considering that he previously argued that royal titles were 

202 That this 

grand, and incredibly expensive, ceremony happened in a country with a poor 

economy and widespread poverty also speaks to the power the imperial 

family wielded.  

Selassie ran Ethiopia for fourteen years already, but his actual power 

increased significantly by the time he was crowned emperor; he had no 

political rivals left, and there was nobody alive, save for the imprisoned Iyasu V, 

large-scale centralization of political power in Ethiopia.203  

Many of the issues that Selassie grappled with as a Ras he not only 

continued to work on throughout the early 1930s, but directly concerned 

Britain. Some of the issues that Britain was directly involved with included, but 

was not limited to, arms trafficking, the abolition of enslavement, control over 
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Lake Tana, and boundary disputes between Ethiopia and neighbouring 

colonies. Every significant facet of Ethiopian foreign relations ran through the 

British Empire given that its territories of Sudan, British Somaliland and Kenya 

surrounded Ethiopia. 

 

Arms Trafficking 

 

One relatively minor issue that recurs throughout the 1910s and 1920s in 

British Foreign and Colonial Office records about Ethiopia is weapon 

smuggling. The British were broadly concerned with gun control across Africa 

during the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. British and Boer 

settlers in South Africa aw firearms not only as tools of civilian life on the 

 in the 1870s.204 This led to 

irearms,205 particularly 

among racialized populations in the colonies. British West Africa also had 

limitations on firearms for non-Europeans.206 There were some discussions 

about extending the 1906 Tripartite Agreement to include arms trafficking in 

British Somaliland as a problem,207 as unregulated weapons were reportedly 

falling into the hands of bandits. Resultingly, the British greatly opposed 

Ethiopia importing weapons during the 1910s and 1920s.  

concerned 

weapons imports. In August 1916, about a month before he became heir, he 
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placed an order to a British firm for five sporting rifles and 2,700 rounds of 

ammunition for hunting.208 by the 

Foreign Office given his status as a royal and because there was no evidence 

that these five rifles would become problematic. They were intended entirely 

for personal use, but the request still had to run through the Foreign Office 

because it was concerned about weapons falling into the hands of raiders.  

These concerns around arms control was much less of an issue for the 

French than the British. In 1917, France promised over 100 000 rifles and thirty 

machine guns to the Ethiopian government in exchange for a railway site at 

an unspecified location.209 Considering that France was still embroiled in the 

First World War and needed their best weapons on the Western Front, it is 

likely that the rifles would have been a surplus of outdated models. 

Nonetheless, this is a lot of guns to transfer, especially as France already held 

extensive railway rights in Ethiopia. Considering that the British were anxious 

about selling five rifles, dropping 100 000 guns indicates that the French were 

conclusive evidence in the British archival records to prove that these French 

weapons were ever sent to Ethiopia or that this deal was approved. 

controlled in the Horn of Africa and how most raids happened along British or 

Italian boundaries.  

Regardless of how this initial deal unfolded, France did provide some 

significant firepower to Selassie in the 1920s. Perhaps the most important 

example was the delivery of a Potez fighter plane in 1929,210 which was among 
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the three biplanes Selassie deployed to drop propaganda leaflets and bombs 

during the Battle of Anchem.211  

Selassie began to make headway on further weapons imports in the 

early 1930s. On August 21, 1930, Ethiopia, Britain, France, and Italy signed a 

treaty concerning Ethiopian arms importations.212 Most types of weapons, 

including heavy artillery and aircraft, were permitted for importation provided 

that there was written proof that the Ethiopian government authorized the 

purchase.213 The only major additional stipulation was that the European 

states retained the right to deny weapon shipments through their territory if 

214 

The reason these concerns about weapon trafficking are important is 

because the measures taken to regulate firearms imports indirectly 

undermin

mid-1930s. Arms trafficking became a major justification to limit the sale of 

weapons, ranging from airplanes and tanks to light infantry small arms, to 

Ethiopia. As a land-locked power, Ethiopia had to pass any goods through one 

of the three European states; most imports ran through French Somaliland, 

but the British or Italians were also able to impose limits. While Ethiopia 

enjoyed a stockpile of approximately 300 000 to 400 000 late-nineteenth 
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century rifles,215 there were no domestic manufacturers equipped to produce 

modern weapons, ammunition, or replacement parts for guns. Previous 

emperors like Tewodros II attempted to develop a domestic arms industry,216 

but these efforts did not result in any scalable production. Ethiopia was, as of 

the early 1930s, still dependent on purchasing armaments from foreign states. 

 

Enslavement 

 

One issue that Selassie and Britain grappled with in the late 1910s and 

early 1920s 

rule. The British public engaged with abolitionism since at least the early 

eighteenth century, although these discussions became more prominent 

among political leaders in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

In the fifty years preceding the Victorian Age (1837-1901), the British 

government dismantled the institutions that supported enslavement. 

Regulations around the transportation of enslaved people were initially 

enshrined in British law in 1788, although public pressure pushed for its full 

criminalization. The Slave Trade Act, which banned the trading of enslaved 

humans in the entire British Empire, was passed on March 25, 1807. The 

Emancipation Act of 1833 freed anyone who remained enslaved and dispersed 

20 million GBP as compensation to former owners.217 An Apprentice system, 

which required many formerly enslaved people to continue to work for their 

former owners for up to six years, was planned as a transition policy between 
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enslavement and total emancipation. Parliament initially intended for the 

apprenticeship system to end by 1838, but colonies ultimately ended it earlier 

on their own accord. 

It would be reductionist to claim that anti-enslavement rhetoric was 

entirely be

Transatlantic Slave Trade and similar institutions were rooted in humanitarian 

and moral concerns, some historians highlight that the British government 

occasionally weaponized this abolitionism as justification for imperialist 

 and as a 

substantial motivation to conquer African polities.218 Historian Stacey Hynd 

characterizes British Imperialism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

civilising mission that tied integration 

into a global capitalist economy with the liberation of Africa from its primitive  

status, 219 which included ending African enslavement operations.   

While British anti-enslavement efforts focused elsewhere on Africa, 

English-language documentation about enslavement in Ethiopia increased 

drastically in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Historian Paul Lovejoy 

estimates that approximately half a million enslaved people were transported 

from Ethiopia to Egypt during the nineteenth century.220 However, the 

was very 

.221 Menelik II enslaved thousands of people 
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during his conquest of Oromia in the 1880s and 1890s.222 Some smaller 

districts also offered enslaved peoples as tribute to Menelik II; for example, 

Bela-Shangul and Gubba offered tributes of gold, ivory, and enslaved humans 

to the central Ethiopian government following the collapse of the Mahdist 

State in neighbouring Sudan in 1898.223 During his brief reign, Iyasu V also 

enslaved over 40 000 people in southwest Ethiopia during raids in 1912.224 Not 

all enslaved peoples ended up as the property of the imperial government 

and there are examples of smaller-

Ethiopian officials in Maji, a town in south-western Ethiopia, orchestrated raids 

into British East Africa against isolated pastoral communities in the early 

twentieth century. While ivory and cattle were the primary targets of these 

raids,225 some of them captured and sold women and children. 

conquest of the Red Sea Coast also meant that old trade routes to the Arabian 

Peninsula were cut off. Raids grew common enough along the Italo-Ethiopian 

frontiers during the 1910s that an Italian agent gave Sheikh Imam, a local 

leader in Nogara of the Tigray Region, an Italian flag to fly as a deterrent.226   

Enslavement becomes a particularly sticky issue when the question of 

great benefit if Ethiopia were to enter the League of Nation

First World War.227  However, the League of Nations was not particularly 

impressed with the prevalence of enslavement in Ethiopia. Selassie signed an 
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accord in Saint Germain-en-Laye in France on September 10, 1919 as a 

commitment to ending enslavement, although there were no strict timelines 

in this agreement. Selassie did not act particularly quickly to end enslavement 

once he gained power in 1916, and even following the 1919 agreement. He 

largely preferred to follow a fifteen- to twenty-year timetable instead of 

instant abolition.228 He was also somewhat apologetic towards the institution 

in his autobiography, as he argues that enslavement was not as bad as 

outside observers claimed.229 There are multiple possible reasons that Selassie, 

who largely presented himself as a modernizing force, would have been 

reluctant to abolish enslavement too quickly. The first is that Selassie may 

have been wary of alienating the Ethiopian nobility or church elite. Iyasu V 

was recently deposed for flirting too -oriented, 

230 and enslavement was something practiced 

in the region in some form since antiquity. As historian Richard Pankhurst 

y the Fetba 

Nagast

231 Even institutions like the EOC used enslaved people for 

labour, such as with the coffee plantations in northwestern Ethiopia.232 

Selassie may have feared alienating powerful traditionalists within Ethiopia 

who relied on enslaved labour, especially as he was not yet emperor.  
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In 1919, Italian officials initially approached Britain with a proposal: if 

Britain also he League of Nations because 

enslavement was still legal and widely practiced in the African country, then 

Italy would grant British full control over Lake Tana.233 Italy had no legal basis 

to make that promise to Britain, but their promise raised an interesting 

question: did Britain want an empire with state-sanctioned enslavement to be 

a part of a major global forum for peace? One member of the British legation 

to Addis Ababa wrote a damning piece about enslavement in early 1922, 

claiming t

234 Anti-

admission to the league so heavily that the League of Nations Assembly 

placed enslavement in Africa on their agenda for 1923.235  

The International Labour Organization (ILO) placed additional pressure 

on Ethiopia in the 1920s. Following the Slavery Convention of 1926, which was 

an agreement made by League of Nations members to abolish enslavement 

on a global scale, the League directly approached the ILO to help enforce the 

convention.236 This led to the formation of the Forced Labour Convention in 

1930, which compelled member states  including Ethiopia  to suppress 

enslavement.237 

membership in the League of 

Nations became dependent on the suppression of enslavement practices, as 
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well as generally stricter enforcement of existing laws against weapon 

smugglers.238 

to the league in 1923 because they feared that France would flood the 

Ethiopian countryside with firearms to fight against enslavers.239 Nonetheless, 

Ethiopia was allowed to join the league provided its government could 

demonstrate progress in the suppression of enslavement operations.240  

Interestingly, the British government was reluctant to push too heavily 

against enslavement in most of Africa after this incident, even as the League 

of Nations adopted stricter language against the abhorrent practice. Historian 

the early 1920s shows, British governments of whatever political hue disliked 

potentially explosive publicity on slavery issues and resented anti-slavery 

241 She notes that the main source 

of this resentment was that the British government did not want to risk 

accusing other colonial powers of being exploitative or complicit in 

 As of the early 

1920s, domestic enslavement was still legal in the Sierra Leone Protectorate 

with over 220 000 people enslaved as of late 1927.242 The British government 

was also reluctant to conduct large-scale anti-enslavement operations 

anywhere, which was what anti-enslavement groups mostly vehemently 
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advocated for; the solution, from an optics perspective, was to drop the issue 

entirely rather than announce a milquetoast plan.  

One exception at the national level was the briefly lived Labour minority 

government under Prime Minister Ramsay McDonald. During a Parliamentary 

meeting in 1924, McDonald highlighted four significant raids into British-

controlled territory adjacent to Ethiopia that resulted in kidnappings or loss of 

life throughout 1923.243  

 

Lake Tana and the Blue Nile 

 

Lake Tana, also written as Lake Tsana, represented one of the longest 

lasting, yet most historically obscure, interests that the British held in Ethiopia; 

an issue that still permeates modern Ethiopian politics. It is somewhat 

remarkable that scholarly attention on Lake Tana as a British interest is almost 

non-existent, with only two comprehensive articles about the subject 

available in English.244 Historian James McCann does a good job highlighting 

the politics surrounding the Lake Tana Dam Project from 1922 up to the 

Second Italo-Ethiopian War, and there is some very good background 

maneuvering surrounding control over the Lake. Legal scholar T. K. 
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Woldetsadik focuses more on the significance of the Anglo-Ethiopian Treaty 

of 1902, which they describe as 

first half of the twentieth century.245 This article offers excellent insight into 

some of the machinations behind British-Ethiopian relations. However, this 

article emphasizes British dam-building versus the actual importance the lake 

played for British grand strategy. 

It is 

the lake until the early 1930s.246 The British also never maintained a military 

presence around either Lake Tana or the Blue Nile within Ethiopia. However, 

the appear repeatedly in British official letters 

and memorandums concerning the lake. Rather than direct physical 

cisely 

defined as pressure over the Ethiopian government to maintain the 

waterways and to prevent their disruption by any third parties.   

This understanding of control or power aligns with the typical British 

approach to African colonialization in that Britain did not want to spend the 

money or commit military forces to directly administer the waterways. In the 

early twentieth century, there are numerous examples of British officials, 

whether in the colonial office itself or stationed in colonies around the world, 

wanting to limit expenses; Whether it is not wanting to have doctors 

employed along the Gold Coast,247 
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a conservator of forests in British East Africa on grounds of cost,248 or the 

opposition to public housing projects in Singapore despite widespread 

houselessness.249 Considering that a military campaign against Ethiopia 

would have been seen as a costly affair, at least after the First Italo-Ethiopian 

War of 1895-1896, it makes sense that Britain would focus on an indirect 

approach to keeping the Blue Nile flowing freely. 

Lake Tana is incredibly important because of its role as a reservoir to 

the Nile, one of the longest rivers in the world. The Nile has two major 

tributaries: the White Nile and Blue Nile. The White Nile broadly encompasses 

all the waterways between Lake Victoria, which is situated in East Africa, and 

where it meets the Blue Nile near Khartoum, Sudan. Britain already controlled 

the White Nile tributary and its origin point at the northern tip of Lake 

Victoria. The other territories the White Nile travelled through were also under 

British administration. The Blue Nile, meanwhile, supplied most of the water 

to the Nile and is more important to maintaining agricultural output in Sudan 

and Egypt. Lake Tana was one of the major sources to the Blue Nile and the 

only significant one that was not situated in a British colony. The British also 

valuable.250 The British government believed that if the water flow to the Blue 

Nile decreased for any reason, then mass famine could threaten Egypt, which 

was a British protectorate after 1882 and remained under British rule until 

1922. Incidentally, these fears around food shortages caused by damming the 
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lake still inform Egyptian-Ethiopian relations in the 2020s.251 Famine in Egypt 

would have, aside from the human toll, meant that the strategically important 

Suez Canal could have been threatened by the Ottoman Empire or any 

instability in Egypt. The seemingly innocuous mountain lake in Ethiopia was a 

critical to stability and British control in Egypt. 

This was a significant issue for Robert Gascoyne Cecil, who was Prime 

Minister from 1886 to 1892, who decided in June 1889 that no other power 

should have control over the Nile. In July 1890, Britain and Germany agreed 

that the British would hand over the island of Heligoland, which is situated in 

the North Sea. In exchange for this island, Germany formally recognized 

252 Britain 

also made a deal with Italy in 1891 whereby London would recognize the 

 claim over Ethiopia in exchange for an assurance that Lake Tana and 

1889 and the First Italo-Ethiopian War in 1895-1896, Britain de facto aligned 

with the Italians to preserve their influence over Tana.  

assured the British that he would not impede the Blue Nile. In 1902, Menelik II 

told British diplomat J. L. Harrington that there would be no interference in 

the Blue Nile or Lake Tana without directly consulting with the British 

government.253 
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diminution to the flow of the water in the Blue Nile,  254 and the Ethiopian 

emperor reserved the right to use the waters at the lake itself. On May 15, 1902, 

the two governments signed an agreement which specified that Ethiopia was 

s the Blue Nile, 

Lake Tsana or the Sobat, which would arrest the flow of their waters into the 

255 

256 Interestingly, 

these British concerns were not a short-lived issue; Discussions around the 

potential damming of the Blue Nile remains a major friction point between 

Egypt and Ethiopia well into the 2020s and is unlikely to be resolved anytime 

soon.257  

As M

would remain a cohesive state, members of the British Foreign Office 

emphasized the importance of Lake Tana. In May 1913, Field Marshall Horatio 

Herbert Kitchener, who at the time was the British Consul in Egypt, stated 

258 This statement predated 

h by 

almost three and a half years. 

In December 1917, British Member of Parliament Robert Cecil stated 
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of Lake Tsana and the basin of the Blue Nile generally for the purposes of 

259 Cecil then cited one proposal that Thesiger made two 

months earlier. Thesiger recommended that Italy give Britain Italian Eritrea in 

exchange for British Somaliland, French Somaliland, and Merehan Country in 

British East Africa. Italy would also receive the right to declare a protectorate 

the eventual reversion of the four provinces bordering on the Sudan, Gojjam, 

260 Within this agreement, and given the context of 

the ongoing world war, there was also some language about expelling 

Germans from the Italian colonies and possibly Ethiopia itself. It is also not 

particularly clear how Britain planned to get France on board with this 

agreement. High Commissioner in Egypt Reginald Wingate agreed with 

influence in the Horn of Africa.261 The main sticking point from the Admiralty 

about this proposal was that it would have meant surrendering valuable oil 

fields in Berbera,262 which was in the Sahil Region of British Somaliland.  

Fitawrari Tekla 

Hawariat of the city of Jijiga in eastern Ethiopia told British ambassadors that 

there was some doubt about what the British really wanted in Ethiopia.263 It is 

not particularly clear how widespread these attitudes were among 

political elite, but they are worth noting because it highlights the chasm 
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foreign powers.  

Selassie was open to having a British presence at Tana. In 1924, he 

made a verbal agreement with Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald that the 

Ethiopian government would commission American engineers to build a dam 

and then Ethiopia would lease it to the British.264 The American engineers 

natural water levels, would not flood any historical churches situated near the 

lake. Following this agreement and acting on behalf of the Ethiopian 

States to negotiate the creation of this dam.265 Selassie was interested in 

building dams to generate electricity for his modernization projects, which is 

why he reportedly approved a separate dam at the Akaki River in 1932. Neither 

dam was completed because of the outbreak of the Second Italo-Ethiopian 

War.266 However the initial infrastructure necessary to develop the Tana dam, 

namely a reliable road system, began construction in the mid-1930s.267 Selassie 

also continued to court British investment in a dam project as late as May 

1935, which historian James McCann argues was a desperate attempt to 

solidify a British presence before the forthcoming Italian invasion.268 
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Boundary Issues 

 

One source of constant frustration for both Ethiopian leaders and 

neighbouring colonial governments were the ambiguous and often-times 

arbitrary territorial borders. Literary and intellectual historian Sara Marzagora 

fixed geographic space and acquired a clearly defined cartographical identity, 

with internationally-

early twentieth centuries.269 For much of the pre-colonial period, recognition 

of Ethiopian identity depended on whether someone was a member of one of 

the Habesha ethnicities and whether they followed the EOTC.270 While 

roughly associated with the lands encompassed by the regions of Amhara, 

Tigray, and Afar, the precise geographic location of Ethiopian peoples was 

fluid.  

However, as sociologist Chandan Kumar Sharma and political scientist 

geography, cartography, notions of sovereignty and power. The state aims to 

271 Britain attempted to impose a 

rigid understanding of land ownership 

groups and pre- 272 which became a source of 
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frustration for colonial administrators. Between 1915 and 1920, most members 

of the Borana and Gabra ethnic groups fled persecution from the Imperial 

Ethiopian government and poured across the border into British East Africa.273 

A central reason this became a problem for the colonial administration was 

that each government claimed jurisdiction over these people. For example, 

the Ethiopian government were upset that the British gave refuge to Boran 

who fled Ethiopia.274 Another example was with the Turkana people. This 

pastor

sense of economic and political integrity from their pre-colonial 

275 The existence of colonial borders was inherently contrary to 

rkana migrated regularly 

between what would now constitute modern Ethiopia and Kenya. The 

Turkana also directly resisted any attempts by either government to control 

Turkana in the 1910s resulted in an insurgency campaign against colonial 

authorities.276 Gerald Reece, an Assistant District Commissioner in British East 

exercising control over its borders.277 These borders did not exist beyond lines 

on a map and there was nothing stopping, or even indicating, that someone 

crossed between Ethiopian and British territory.  
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Selassie arguably initiated the border demarcation process during an 

official visit to the United Kingdom, which lasted from July 7, 1924 to July 13, 

1924. His entourage to the United Kingdom totalled twenty other people: five 

governors, one ex-governor, his Minister of Finance, the Chamberlain of the 

Court, the Secretary at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Secretary to the 

Prince, President of the Special Court of Justice and Counsellor of State, three 

interpreters, and six servants.278 This visit was divided among encounters with 

different royal figures, meetings with officials at government agencies like the 

Foreign Office, and attending various events, like a polo game and an 

unspecified theatre production.279 This visit to Britain 

first tour to Europe and highlights his desire to integrate himself among the 

major European powers.  

Despite some disappointments around gaining access to the Red 

Sea,280 Selassie succeeded in persuading British Prime Minister Ramsay 

MacDonald to organize a frontier commission.281 

Prime Minister later that year stalled any progress in demarcating the borders 

until after Selassie became emperor. These boundary issues and their lack of 

concrete resolutions would prove a significant factor in the origins of 
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Leadup to and outbreak of Second Italo-Ethiopian War 

 

The single most important event in modern Ethiopian History was the 

Second Italo-Ethiopian War and the subsequent Italian occupation. This 

conflict marked the only time in modern history that Ethiopia was invaded 

and subsequently occupied by a foreign power. From its outbreak on October 

3, 1935, to the fall of Addis Ababa in May 1936, the war garnered global 

attention from scholars and journalists.282 Some British authors like novelist 

Evelyn Waugh tacitly supported Italy,283 although the consensus among 

English-  

The Italo-Ethiopian Crisis began in December 1934 with a skirmish near 

Welwel, also commonly transliterated as Walwal and Ual-Ual. Welwel is a 

small oasis in the Ogaden region that was frequented by some pastoral 

groups, but not particularly important politically. However, as historian Alberto 

284 In 1929, Italian colonial soldiers began to 

send patrols into the Ogaden and, in 1930, constructed a fort at Welwel. 

Despite concerns voiced by Fituarari Meslekia of the Ogaden region, Ethiopia 

never formally protested the Italian occupation.285 There were examples of 
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other skirmishes between 1932 and 1934, with most of them having happened 

in the Ogaden.286  

Meanwhile the British and Ethiopian governments were working on 

the border demarcation project. The Anglo-Ethiopian Boundary Commission 

formed in 1932 to try and resolve the ambiguous border situation. Esmond 

Clifford, one of the people involved in the physical demarcation progress, 

arrived at Welwel with an escort on November 22, 1934, and met with Italian 

captain Roberto Cimmaruta. There were about sixty Italian colonial soldiers 

stationed at the fort and over a thousand Ethiopians accompanying the 

boundary commission. This discussion between Italian and British officials 

was intended to clarify the status of the wells and to, ideally, return control of 

the oasis to Ethiopia. Following an incident where an Italian pilot flying 

overhead fired upon Clifford and Cimmaruta, the British departed and left the 

Ethiopian force behind. Less than two weeks later, on December 5, fighting 

broke out between the Ethiopian and Italian colonial forces. It is impossible to 

definitively declare who fired the first shot, but that a larger clash erupted is 

unsurprising; following a few years of previous tensions, two hostile forces 

occupied the same oasis for two weeks and at most a few hundred meters 

apart. Whether the first shot was intentional or accidental, soldiers opened fire 

and the incident escalated into a full clash.287 

In the aftermath of this fighting, Cimmaruta made four demands of the 

Ethiopian government: that the Governor of Harar issue a formal apology for 

the fighting, that Ethiopians must salute the Italian flag at Welwel, that the 

Ethiopians involved in the Welwel incident be punished, and for £20 000 to be 
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paid in reparations.288 Following these demands, Selassie submitted a 

complaint to the League of Nations noting that 

 

At places where there is not a single Italian national, a consul 
establishes himself in an area known as consular territory with a guard 
of about ninety men, for whom he claims jurisdictional immunity. This 
is an obvious abuse of consular privileges.289  
 

From January 1935 to September 1935, the League of Nations investigated this 

incident. Italy did not initially submit any evidence to the League nor comply 

with requests to enter arbitration because there was 

nothing to arbitrate, that Ethiopian troops had delivered an attack without 

warning or justification upon Italian troops 290  

One intriguing episode following the Welwel Incident was Nazi 

Germany sent the Ethiopian honorary consul-general in Berlin, Hans Steffen, 

to Addis Ababa to encourage Selassie to make a pre-emptive attack against 

Italy.291 In July 1935, the German government covertly authorized a three 

These weapons included 10 000 Mauser Rifles, thirty-six field guns from 

Switzerland, thirty German anti-tank guns, and an indeterminate number of 

machine guns and hand grenades.292 By all accounts, Germany tried to 

undermine potential Italian expansion into Ethiopia. It is very likely that 
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Germany wanted international attention to focus on Ethiopia instead of 

Austria, which both Hitler and Mussolini eyed in the mid-1930s.293 

Indeed, this German interest in inhibiting Italy was something that the 

throughout 1935 was to mitigate Nazi influence while simultaneously avoiding 

war. One May 1935 report from the British military Chiefs of Staff outlined that 

order to give time for making good the heavy deficiencies in our defence 

services as a who 294 

Under-Secretary, argued that Britain could potentially pit Italy and Germany 

against each other if Germany ever wanted to invade Austria.295 This would 

likely have reduced the possibility of Britain being dragged into a war 

prematurely. France was also worried about losing Italy as a possible ally 

against Germany,296 which made Paris more willing to acquiesce to Italian 

demands over Ethiopia.  

This strategy of isolating Germany from Italy was the underlying thesis 

behind the formation of the short-lived Stresa Front between Italy, Britain, 

and France in mid-1935. Developed during a conference held in Stresa, Italy 

from April 11 to April 14, 1935, Vansittart harmonious 
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relations among [the] 297 On April 14, the three 

countries signed an eight-point resolution that asserted their willingness to 

cooperate. One controversial point that emerged during the discussions 

surrounded Article 8 whereby powers were i  in 

opposing by all practical means any unilateral repudiation of treaties which 

might endanger the peace of Europe, and decision to act in close and mutual 

298 When the three powers discussed this 

part sisted on 

its inclusion.299 This inclusion had clear implications: when Britain and France 

agreed to limit cooperation to Europe, it gave Mussolini a clear signal that he 

would not face any direct challenges in any disputes in Africa.  

The League Against Imperialism and for National Independence, a 

short-lived transnational organization comprised primarily of leftists and 

pacifists, ominously stated in mid- t of all the war clouds 

gathering rapidly over the world as a result of the intensified competition for a 

shrinking world market, that of the approaching invasion of Abyssinia by 

300 Their prediction that Ethiopia would soon 

be invaded was proven correct on October 3, 1935.  

 

Underwhelming Sanctions and the Hoare Laval Affair 

 

The Second Italo-Ethiopian War began with the Italian invasion of 

Ethiopia on October 3, 1935, and this is by far the most well-discussed event in 
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Ethi

Ethiopia will show how dominant this conflict is among historians and 

political scientists. It is unsurprising that this war has received considerable 

attention. For political, diplomatic, and military historians, this war highlighted 

the shortcomings of the League of Nations and is commonly cited as one of 

the central events that preceded the Second World War.   

Ethiopia was also a critical part of pan-African identity in the early 

twentieth century and the fascist conquest sparked intense condemnation. 

While Ethiopia was an important symbol for Black diasporic peoples since at 

least the late eighteenth century,301 this sense of connection intensified during 

the late nineteenth century. Aside from Liberia, Ethiopia was the only 

indigenous African state to maintain independence following the Scramble 

previous failed offensive, as historian David Johnsons obse

outrage in Europe and North America, with leading anti-colonial figures like C. 

L. R. James organising mass protests in solidarity with the beleaguered 

302  Pan-Africanist George Padmore argued in 1937 that the 

problem of imperialism has never been fully understood within the Labour 

 and that the conquest of Ethiopia needed to be a 

turning point for left-wing political movements.303  

As far as British-Ethiopian diplomacy following the outbreak of the 

Second Italo-Ethiopian War is concerned, there are two important topics that 
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merit discussion: potential sanctions on Italy via the League of Nations, and 

the highly controversial Hoare-Laval Agreement. These two topics have 

considerable overlap and scholars previously poured much ink debating the 

merits of sanctions and condemning British Foreign Secretary Samuel Hoare. 

As a result, there is not much novel commentary that this chapter can 

contribute; however, it would be foolish for a dissertation concerned with 

British-Ethiopian relations to skip past these countries tumultuous relations 

in late 1935. The remainder of this chapter will primarily emphasize how these 

incidents fit within broader British foreign relations. These two issues are 

unsurprising when considering the previous decades of apathy that Britain 

 

In October and November of 1935, the League of Nations applied 

304 

Under Article 16 of the Covenant of the League of Nations, any aggressor 

would face  

 

the severance of all trade or financial relations, the prohibition of all 
intercourse between their nationals and the nationals of the covenant-
breaking State, and the prevention of all financial, commercial or 
personal intercourse between the nationals of the covenant-breaking 
State and the nationals of any other State.305 
 

The potential issues with League-backed sanctions were already 

predicted years before the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis. Romanian-born political 

theorist and historian David Mitrany published multiple pertinent critiques in 
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1925, or ten years before the Second Italo-Ethiopian War. One critique was 

that countries with large economies and who were unaffiliated with the 

League of Nations could undermine any efforts at imposing meaningful 

Leagu 306  

Debate about whether sanctions could prove effective at curtailing a 

fascist invasion of Ethiopia continued right up to the outbreak of the Second 

Italo-Ethiopian War. As it became increasingly clear that Italy planned to 

invade Ethiopia, there was debate within the British government about what 

it should do. In September 1935, Hoare told French Prime Minister, Pierre 

the need for collective security und 307 However, on September 

17, 1935, British Ambassador to Italy Eric Drummond warned Hoare that 

complete subjugation and that attempting economic sanctions would not 

likely deter the Italian dictator.308 Drummond also warned that any attempts 

to enforce sanctions, particularly of critical supplies like oil, could be legally 

considered a blockade and risked war with Italy.309 

One of the reasons that sanctions were seen as viable by many policy 

makers in late 1935 was the assumption that it would take Italy at least two 

years to conquer Ethiopia.310 

professionalized military, Ethiopia enjoyed both highly defendable 
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mountainous terrain and a highly-motivated population. Et

rainy season of mid-June to mid-September also renders travel in northern 

Ethiopia almost impossible, which would have furthered slowed down the 

Italians if they were not yet victorious. Sanctions were intended to be 

something that gradually bled Italy dry and make sustaining a long-term 

campaign infeasible.311 

defenses, Italy was not expected to win the war before sanctions became a 

major obstacle.  

It is worth briefly acknowledging the potential impact of sanctions if 

they were implemented early in the war. There has been significant scholarly 

debate over their efficacy, particularly around the exclusion of materials like 

steel, coal, and oil from the sanctions against Italy,312 albeit most of this debate 

occurred in the late 1960s to early 1970s when relevant archival documents 

were declassified. Historian James C. Robertson argues that oil sanctions 

would have had at least some effect, assuming that they were implemented 

early enough, because Italy lacked the tanker ships to actually transport the 

oil to their pre-war levels.313 Historian Cristiano Andrea Ristuccia argues that 

albeit with the assumption that all League members complied and the United 
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States did not supply the blocked goods to Italy.314 Historian Bruce G Strang, 

while quite skeptical that the sanctions had any chance of working because of 

-League states, concedes that 

immobilizing the  troops and preventing their re-supply. The invasion would 

315 This is because, aside from the hundreds of tanks 

and thousands of trucks used in the invasion, Italy also deployed around 450 

planes against Ethiopia,316 

high as 595.317 

success. The general scholarly consensus is that oil and similar sanctions could 

have been effective, assuming they were implemented early enough, and all 

 

However, there were no signs that Italy intended to halt its invasion. 

The sanctions levied in October and November excluded oil, which would 

have been the most important resource for the League to block. Perhaps 

more concerningly, Britain and France struggled to stand in lockstep because 

announcement in March 1935 that he would ignore the Treaty of Versailles  

rearmaments restrictions greatly concerned the British.318 
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Two months into the Second Italo-Ethiopian War and desperate for a 

peaceful resolution, Hoare made one final attempt to end hostilities. He and 

Laval met in early December to draft a proposal for Italy to automatically gain 

control over a part of Ethiopia in exchange for the end of hostilities. Italy was 

also to receive economic and political predominance over the rest of Ethiopia. 

In exchange for significant territorial losses, Ethiopia was also to receive the 

port of Assab in Italian Eritrea as a corridor to the Red Sea. The pair submitted 

this proposal to the League of Nations on December 8, although the plan did 

not actually receive approval by the British Cabinet at the time of 

submission.319  

French journalist Genevieve Tabouis initially leaked the proposed plan 

the following morning, December 9, in the  newspaper.320 An English 

translation quickly materialized, and the plan received near universal 

condemnation from the British public and House of Commons. While the 

Cabinet initially approved the proposal, rumours spread that it felt that it 

could not publicly go against the Foreign Minister.321 Unsurprisingly, Selassie 

also condemned the plan as unreasonable and that he would not cede a 

single inch of territory.322 Hoare subsequently handed in his resignation as 

Foreign Minister on December 18, 1935, and stated that he would take a six-

month leave of absence from politics.323  
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One important thing to remember about this plan is that Hoare, while 

scapegoated as having acted alone, was not unusually underhanded 

compared to his colleagues. Many officials within the British Foreign Office 

committed to the principle of sweeping Italian gains at 

the latter half of 1935.324 This dismissive attitude towards Ethiopian sovereignty 

also aligns with the previous three decades of British agreements with Italy, 

and to a lesser extent France. Hoare was by no means unique among British 

officials.  

Another interesting aspect of this plan is that Mussolini actually agreed 

before Mussolini could make a public declaration.325 This acquiescence on 

resting because he rejected a very similar deal from 

Britain in June 1935 under the belief that it was some kind of trap.326 The most 

of mind was that he severely 

underestimated how quickly he could conquer Ethiopia. Italian Marshall 

Emilio De Bono, who led the campaign, preferred a more conservative, 

at Adowa! We shall never make that mistake. I am willing to commit a sin of 

327 

northern Tigray region, also fought admirably against the better-equipped, 
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more numerous invaders. While Italy was gaining ground and would likely 

win, it quickly became apparent to Mussolini that the invasion could devolve 

into a war of attrition. Mussolini anticipated a quick war, so the possibility of 

ending it prematurely to gain large swaths of Ethiopia without further 

bloodshed would have been ideal.  

, his 

unilateral pursuit of a deal was politically toxic, and the British Foreign Office 

abandoned any actions concerning Ethiopia beyond whatever the League 

mandated. The solution of closing the Suez Canal to Italian ships was floated 

among League of Nations members in late 1935, but British officials feared 

that Italy would invade Egypt if the canal was blocked. On February 24, 1936, 

d no longer take a lead, as 

328 thus leaving 

Ethiopia to its fate. Three months earlier, on November 28, 1935, Selassie 

departed Addis Ababa for the capital of the Wollo Province, Dessie, to lead his 

forces directly.329 Selassie was left alone on the battlefields of northern 

Ethiopia with no diplomatic support from Britain.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Selassie was in an interesting position between 1916 and 1935. While 

stic affairs. He 

amplified many of his national-level projects after his coronation in 1930, 
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although his general goals remained consistent: increasingly centralize the 

Ethiopian government around the imperial family while modernizing other 

state institutions. 

was a landlocked state surrounded by European ruled colonies. Even the 

country with the smallest colony adjacent to Selassie, France, throttled 

Ethiopian commerce through its monopoly over all exports via the port at 

Djibouti. When disputes emerged, like between Mohamedally & Co. and the 

French colonial government, Ethiopian and Ethiopian-based businesses were 

at a major disadvantage. Restrictive arms trade agreements also made it 

difficult for Ethiopia to modernize its military. 

Meanwhile, the British were consistent in their policies towards 

Ethiopia, regardless of who was in charge: to promote commerce with the 

African empire and to ensure that the Blue Nile remain flowing normally, but 

not treat Ethiopia as an equal partner. There were also some modest British 

interests within Ethiopia itself. Some of these included helping end the 

enslavement and smuggling of people, ensuring access to potash deposits 

while denying it to rival countries like Germany, to keep Lake Tana secure, and 

to keep the frontiers secure. Of these interests, it was the unresolved border 

demarcation that was the greatest. The outbreak of the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis 

with the Welwel Incident in December 1934 appeared sudden but was largely 

borne from the long-standing boundary issues.  

Following the Welwel Incident, Britain mostly based its policy toward 

was a major concern for Britain and France in 1935. Meanwhile Mussolini and 

Hitler were not on good terms because of disputes over Austria. The failed 

Stresa front, limited sanctions, and the failed Hoare-Laval deal were all 

desperate attempts by members of the Foreign Office to maintain Italy as an 
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ally in case of a war with Germany. The cost of this Italian appeasement was 

an independent Ethiopia, who stood alone against the fascist invaders.  
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Chapter Two: Of Abandonment and Liberation: 

British Attitudes towards Emperor Haile 

Selassie, 1936-1941 

 

 

The failed Hoare-Laval agreement of 1935 marked the lowest point in 

British-Ethiopian relations since the 1868 Expedition. Ethiopia was on the 

going 

embarrassing revelation, Britain opted to stick to the existing League of 

Nations sanctions against Italy,330 hoping that they would eventually affect 

Italy enough to end its invasion.  

Chemical weapons changed everything. Almost immediately after 

replacing Emilio de Bono as the Supreme Commander in the Horn of Africa in 

weapon reserves against Ethiopia.   By the spring of 1936, the African state was 

on the verge of collapse; Italy shattered the entire northern front and had 

Addis Ababa on May 5, 1936, Haile Selassie and his family were on a ship 

bound for Palestine, and later the United Kingdom.331 

would it reconcile their nominal support of the emperor with its broader 
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strategic priorities, both in the Horn of Africa and continental Europe? The 

central concern that informed British foreign policy in the 1930s was increased 

fear over Nazi Germany and its expansionism.332 

the late 1930s was to garner favour with Italy as a counterbalance against 

Germany.333 Yet how did Britain court Mussolini while harbouring Selassie, and 

how did Britain maintain its interests in Ethiopia itself? British priorities in 

Ethiopia did not suddenly evaporate when its government changed, so what 

happened? And what kind of support did Britain later offer the beleaguered 

African state? 

Ultimately, as this chapter will demonstrate, Britain mostly abandoned 

Ethiopia until the Second World War. Fearing potential reprisals from 

Mussolini, the British opted to minimize their support for Ethiopia in the late 

1930s. Hoping to return to the Stresa Front agreement of 1935, which was a 

short-lived coalition between Britain, Italy, and France to prevent a German-

Italian alliance, Britain officially recognized the Italian conquest of Ethiopia in 

April 1938.334 Up until March 1940, British officials  including Prime Minister 

Neville Chamberlain  did not fully believe that Italy would fight alongside 

Germany.335 

Britain and France in June 1940 that Britain finally prepared for military action 

in the Horn of Africa.  
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Despite the British abandonment of Selassie, there were glimmers of 

support for the emperor. It was a British warship that helped him flee the 

Horn of Africa, and British officials accompanied Selassie during his July 1936 

appeal to the League of Nations. Following this speech, Selassie resided in the 

United Kingdom and received some covert financial support from the Foreign 

Office. There is some evidence of British training of, and support for, Ethiopian 

patriots based in Sudan and who continued to fight Italian occupation of their 

homeland.  Finally, in the context of the Second World War, the War Office 

aided Selassie in fermenting revolts across Ethiopia and British imperial forces 

eventually liberated the country in 1941.   

both its exiled leadership and the Italian-conquered territory itself, from the 

current scholarship is stark. Current literature about British diplomacy in the 

late 1930s does not give much attention to Italy or Ethiopia. Unsurprisingly, 

the Spanish Civil War (1936-

1939 are far more prominent in existing historiography. Some common 

themes in these works include the debates in the British parliament about 

whether to intervene in the Spanish Civil War,336 the advantages or lack 
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thereof to appeasement,337 and the potential role of imperial decline in 

338  

While English historiography surrounding the leadup to, and initial 

stages of, the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis is quite extensive,339 the period from May 

1936 to the outbreak of war with Italy in 1940 is barren. The most thorough 

340 

which connects the role signals intelligence played in Foreign Secretary 

Imperial Exile: Emperor Haile Selassie in Britain, 1936 

 1940.341 This book is primarily a popular history of the exile, lacking footnotes 

and features little original research. Bowers focuses primarily on referencing 

emotional turmoil during exile. There is some value in reviewing the first-hand 
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reluctant to draw upon these without seeing how Imperial Exile sourced said 

anecdotes.  

Shorter articles and book chapters are not much more abundant. Naval 

historian Paul G. Halpern notes in his book chapter 

British warship to British-controlled territory the British Government had 

342 He then describes how both the 

Foreign Office, and the House of Commons were concerned with causing an 

exile were especially concerning to British officials, as it would have 

constituted offering aid and comfort to an enemy of Fascist Italy.  

Beyond the looming presence of the Second World War 

overshadowing British-Ethiopian relations, a part of the problem with 

autobiography is useful for studying the Second Italo-Ethiopian War and the 

early days of his exile but it cuts off with his speech to the League of Nations 

on June 30, 1936. There is very little about his time in the United Kingdom or 

the wider political context of the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis. The most useful source 

 

343 In December 1963, Selassie commissioned journalist 

Percy Arnold to help write the second volume of his autobiography. The only 

first-hand account from Selassie for this project was a twenty-seven-quarto 

-one questions for Selassie. 

This was insufficient for a full biography, but Arnold wrote two draft chapters 
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344 

pter draft as two separate articles in 1996 and 2002 respectively. 

While the Continuous Narrative is incomplete and written retrospectively on 

events that occurred nearly thirty years earlier, it helps fill some gaps in 

 

quite limited. There are some newspaper articles that mentioned the exiled 

emperor conducting visits and attending different events,345 and some 

sources describe meetings between Selassie and Pan African leaders and 

activists.346  

his famous Geneva Speech in June 1936. After briefly reviewing what little 

confirmed information 

and June 1940, focus will shift to how Britain addressed its ongoing interests 

conquest affected security concerns surrounding Lake Tana, the challenges 

British citizens faced in Ethiopia, and anti-enslavement campaigns. The 

chapter concludes with a review of British-Ethiopian co-operation in the 

expulsion of Italy from the Horn, including some of the challenges 

experienced by th

fighters began largely as an informal affair in Sudan in the mid 1930s but 

evolved into full operational support by late 1940.  
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The End of the Second Italo-Ethiopian War 

 

Ethiopia was in a precarious, but largely stable, situation by early 

December 1935. The Italian war machine slowly marched through Northern 

and Eastern Ethiopia in October and November, capturing significant territory 

but failing to crack the Ethiopian defence. Just before the rainy season began 

in early December, Ethiopian forces launched an effective counterattack 

against the weary Italian columns inflicting significant casualties.347 Two 

Ethiopian Rases  Seyum and Kassa  led their respective armies against an 

Italian weak point at Tembien,348 which was an administrative region in 

central Tigray. Ras Emru and Dejazmatch [commander] Ayalew led separate 

attacks near Shire,349 which is a town in north-western Tigray. Finally, Ras Imru 

led his forces to the River Takkaze, which marked the westernmost border 

between Ethiopia and Italian Eritrea. Emru and Ayalew were especially 

successful as they penetrated the Italian line 45 miles in 12 days of heavy 

fighting.350 Italian commanders and politicians knowledgeable about Ethiopia 

considered De 351 

Responding to this sudden pressure, the newly appointed Badoglio 

authorized the use of what was arguably the most destructive weapon in 

 on the northern front: Yperite, commonly called Mustard 
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Gas, delivered via aerial bombardment.352 In a series of letters throughout 1934, 

Badoglio and Mussolini agreed that air power was going to play the greatest 

role in a prospective invasion of Ethiopia.353 The earliest documented use of 

poison gas was on October 10, 1935 under the orders of Italian General Rodolfo 

Graziani, who led the Italian invasion on the southern front. Mussolini officially 

authorized Graziani to use chemical weapons on October 29, and afterwards 

354 However, yperite 

only became a major part of operations in northern Ethiopia after the 

counterattack in December 1935. While it was entirely possible that Italy 

would have won without these weapons because of its mechanized ground 

forces and air power, 355 the use of gas dropped by aircraft almost certainly 

accelerated the collapse of Ethiopia. Ethiopian opposition buckled under the 

renewed Italian pressure, despite the defensive advantages that the 

mountainous terrain and heavy rains offered the Ethiopian garrisons. Direct 

attacks against agricultural communities and hospitals with both chemical 

and incendiary bombs further weakened Ethiopia.356  

Multiple major defeats along the Northern Front happened in quick 

Ras Mulugeta was 

defeated during the Battle of Amba Aradam in mid-February and was killed 
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during his retreat.357Ras Kassa and Ras Seyoum saw their units annihilated at 

the Second Battle of Tembien, which lasted from February 27 to 29. One 

newspaper reported afterwards that Kassa only escaped with fifty 

bodyguards,358 with the rest of his force presumably dead or prisoners of war. 

The Battle of Shire also began on February 29, which resulted in an Italian 

victory over Ras Regio 

Aeronautica (Italian Air Force) 

fleeing Ethiopian forces and inflicted more casualties than during the battle 

itself. 359 

Front were destroyed.  

After this battle, Emperor Haile Selassie only had one cohesive army left 

on the Northern Front. This was a problem for Ethiopia because of the two 

major fronts, the Italians concentrated most of their forces in the north with 

the primary invasion coming from colonial Eritrea. Selassie mustered these 

forces and reinforced them with six battalions of the Imperial Bodyguard. This 

last force had 31 000 infantry equipped with twenty 75mm field cannons, and 

a handful of Oerlikon 37 anti-aircraft guns and Brandt mortars.360  Ethiopia 

had no armored or air support and only one doctor, Melaku Bayen, was 

present.361  

Selassie mustered these forces for an offensive against an entrenched 

Italian position near Maychew in the Tigray Region. The Italians had over 40 

000 soldiers garrisoned across seven defensive works with an additional 40 
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000 ready as reinforcements.362 Selassie initially planned an offensive for 

March 24-25 but delayed it until March 31. Historian George W. Baer attributes 

this to subordinate chiefs requesting Selassie to delay the battle.363 This delay 

gave the Italians time to both fortify their positions and to bribe the Oromo 

people of Raya Azebo to not fight alongside Selassie.364 

The Ethiopian offensive, dubbed the Battle of Maychew, was the last 

major battle along the Northern Front during the Second Italo-Ethiopian War. 

offensive.365 The Italians deployed poison gas against the attackers, 

The Ethiopians correctly anticipated that the Italians would deploy 

poison gas, and they attempted to make this strategy ineffective by resorting 

to hand-to-hand combat; the belief was that chemical weapons could not be 

used in this situation because it would potentially cause Italian casualties 

too.366  However, the Ethiopian offensive stalled after about twelve hours, 

failed to break the Italian line, and then turned into a southward retreat. 

Barker estimates that about 20 000 Ethiopian personnel were a part of the 

retreat on April 3rd, with the remainder killed or captured.367  

Realistically, this offensive had little chance of success and Selassie 

knew this. He confided to his aide and the last European in his camp, 

Theodore Konovaloff, that he would lead this final offensive for symbolic 

rather than strategic reasons.368 
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weapons and E

many gas masks at the outbreak of war,369 and did not have enough airplanes 

or anti-aircraft batteries to repel Italian air raids that dropped gas bombs. 

Selassie laments in his autobiography t

decimation.370  

 

 

 

British analysts did not anticipate that Italy would conquer Ethiopia so 

quickly. Initial estimates stated that the invasion would take at least two 

years.371 Personnel familiar with Ethiopia largely believed that the 

mountainous terrain would slow the Italian advance long enough for the rainy 

season to halt all offensive operations.372 Then by the time the offensive could 

resume several months later, the sanctions from League of Nations members 

would theoretically stall the invasion.373 Even the more optimistic Italian 

estimate that they had enough supplies to last until June 1937 highlights that 

sanctions could end the campaign.374 However, the introduction of poisonous 

gas in December 1935 rendered the potential impact of sanctions moot.  
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The first update that the British had about the emperor after the Battle 

of Maychew was in a telephone call on April 3, 1936 between Eden and Efrem 

Tewolde Medhen, the Ethiopian Foreign Minister in Addis Ababa. Drawing 

upon information given to him by unnamed Ethiopian ministers, Medhen told 

Eden that it was likely Selassie would prefer to die in battle than flee. As of this 

375 Two days later, 

British Ambassador to Ethiopia Sidney Barton reported to Eden that Selassie 

was confirmed as alive and retreating towards the central plateau to possibly 

376 News over the following weeks was sporadic, with little concrete 

information available. On April 17, Barton reported that Selassie was safe and 

accompanied by Ras Kassa, Ras Seyum and approximately 15 000 men.377  

Selassie arrived in Addis Ababa on April 29, 1936.378 Selassie met 

privately with Barton later the same day to ask for British help. Selassie 

requested whether Britain would: 

 

1) Allow Ethiopian resistance fighters to establish a military base in 

Sudan. 

2) Give Selassie a way to fly to Sudan to escape the Italians. 

3) Support an Ethiopian appeal to the League of Nations. 

4) Declare Ethiopia a protectorate or mandate territory.379 
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377 TNA, FO 401/35. Sidney Barton to Anthony Eden. April 17, 1936, para. 2.  

378 Barker, Rape of Ethiopia 1936, 108. 

379  



111 
 

State, although it is unclear whether they answered the second or third 

requests. Barton bluntly told Selassie that Britain would never accept the 

fourth request.380 Selassie initially asked that the British declare Ethiopia a 

protectorate or mandate territory in February 1936,381 corresponding to the 

initial defeats his Rases had on the Northern Front. That Britain declined is 

unsurprising since it would have triggered a war with Italy, but this request is 

 and his continued 

hope that Britain could come to his rescue.  

curious answer. He stated that while Britain could not outright supply a 

military base for Ethiopian use, the British would keep the Gambella region of 

Ethiopia and the Berbera region of British Somaliland open for resistance 

fighters and military equipment to travel through into Ethiopia.382 This was a 

way for the patriots, which is the term historians of Ethiopia commonly give 

the anti-Italian guerrilla fighters and their supporters, to sustain a campaign 

and have refuge from the Italians in Sudan without prematurely dragging 

Britain into a war with Italy. This pledge from Barton was one of the only ways 

that Britain provided any military support to Selassie, albeit indirectly, before 

June 1940. 

383 The council 

reached two conclusions. The first was that Selassie would appeal directly to 
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the League of Nations in Geneva, which necessitated fleeing from Ethiopia. 

a small town southeast of Addis Ababa, with Bitweded Wolde-Tsadik Goshu 

acting a 384 This latter 

decision is important because it marked the beginning of asymmetrical anti-

Italian resistance in Ethiopia, which persisted for several years. Selassie 

delivered a final message to the press lamenting that  

 
Do not the peoples of the world yet realize that by fighting on until the 
bitter end I have not only been performing my sacred duty towards my 
own people, but have been standing guard in the last citadel of 
collective security? Are they so blind that they cannot see I have been 
facing my responsibilities to the whole of humanity? I wanted with all 
my heart to hold on until my tardy allies appeared. But if they never 
come then I say to you prophetically and without a trace of bitterness 

385 
  

Selassie departed Addis Ababa almost immediately after this conference via 

the Ethio-Djibouti Railway.386  

Meanwhile, there was considerable correspondence between the 

Admiralty and various British ships stationed in the Middle East and the Horn 

rd, 1936 the warship H. M. S. 

Diana received a secret message from the British Admiralty authorizing the 

transportation of Selassie from French Somaliland to Haifa, Mandatory 

Palestine.387 On the same day, Selassie, his family, and his entourage totalling 
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150 people arrived at the Port of Djibouti around 1600 hours.388 The H. M. S. 

Diana departed Djibouti on May 5 and, three days later, it arrived at Haifa on 

May 8, 1936.389 The Admiralty 

aboard a navy ship from Palestine to the United Kingdom, citing that it was 

390 However, the British 

government authorized his travel from Palestine to Gibraltar on May 22 via the 

H. M. S. Capetown,391 and four days later confirmed that Selassie could sail to 

London via the liner Orford.392  

A discussion on May 25 between the Italian Ambassador, Dino Grandi, 

and Robert Vansittart, the British Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign 

393 ited 

Kingdom offered asylum. However, he asked several times why the British 

provided a military escort for the exiled emperor.394 The ambassador also 

 395 including any public 

government or its officials.396  
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without formal acknowledgement from the British government. A few days 

before his arrival, newspapers like the Daily Mirror 

arrival time and subsequent travel plans to London.397 Applause greeted 

Selassie at both Southampton and at Waterloo Station in London on June 4.398   

 

Geneva Conference 

 

the General Assembly of the League of Nations in Geneva. He echoed this 

sentiment during his departure from Victoria Station, London on June 25, 1936 

when he declared to ch 399 The 

emperor arrived in Geneva the next day, June 26, alongside Anthony Eden 

and French Minister of Foreign Affairs Yvon Delbos.400 One of the largest 

crowds to ever greet a foreign dignitary at Geneva converged for Selassie, 

401  

not personally speak to the League,402 but newspapers announced on June 29 
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that he would make the plea to the Assembly.403 The following day, June 30, 

Selassie stood in front of the Assembly for the League of Nations. A dozen 

Italian journalists disrupted the proceedings, screaming that the emperor was 

Assembly.404 After this disruption, Selassie began his speech. Speaking in 

Amharic, he condemned the League for failing to support Ethiopia and 

pleaded with the assembly to immediately pledge its full support to the 

beleaguered African state.405 A French translation was immediately available 

for League members.  

One of the main themes in the Geneva Speech was Italian deployment 

of chemical weapons. Selassie stated early in the address that 

before been an example of any Government proceeding to the systematic 

extermination of a nation by barbarous means, in violation of the most solemn 

promises made by the nations of the earth that there should not be used 

406 He 

mentioned that the Italians initially used tear gas but switched to 

counteroffensive at Mekelle in December 1935. The impact of these weapons, 

gas, framed the rest of his speech about the barbarity and injustice behind 

407  
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Selassie pivoted to discussing the leadup to the Italo-Ethiopian crisis 

and claimed that Italy acted in bad faith. He accused the Italians of repeatedly 

violating their 1928 Treaty of Friendship, culminating in a clash at the Welwel 

Oasis in December 1934.408 He further emphasized that Italy amassed forces 

on the Italian colonial borders with Ethiopia before the League even began its 

arbitration of the Welwel Incident. N

because of the political situation in Europe,409 and jeopardizing Ethiopian 

 1935 

proposal where France would back Italian colonial expansion in Africa in 

exchange for supporting German containment in Europe.410 Somewhat 

amusingly, the 

Ethiopia in early 1935,411 -identical 

actions in late 1935.  

The remainder of the speech directly challenged the League of Nations 

for failing to respond to Italian aggression in a meaningful way. Selassie 

repeatedly asserted that, despite the clear victimization of Ethiopia, the 

League did not intervene on its behalf. He was especially critical at how 

pointed out the hypocrisy of the league, noting that it blocked arms from 

entering Ethiopia via Djibouti but did not block the transport of Italian 

weapons.412 Selassie concluded his speech with the following: 
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I ask the fifty-two nations, who have given the Ethiopian people a 
promise to help them in their resistance to the aggressor, what are they 
willing to do for Ethiopia? And the great Powers who have promised 
the guarantee of collective security to small States on whom weighs 
the threat that they may one day suffer the fate of Ethiopia, I ask what 
measures do you intend to take? Representatives of the World, I have 
come to Geneva to discharge in your midst the most painful of the 
duties of the head of a State. What reply shall I have to take back to my 
people?413 

 

This speech is commonly remembered in the English-language world 

as 414 The speech received significant coverage in 

the assembly and wor

accurate.415 

on Italy,416 much less overt military intervention. Sanctions officially lifted the 

following month, July 1936, and there were no further concrete policies that 

any major state undertook to oppose Italian aggression. The first state to 

under the rule of the Partito Fascista Sammarinese (Sammarinese Fascist 

Party) and completely surrounded by Italy,417 on July 7, 1936.418 Germany 
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Legation in Addis Ababa with a Consulate-General.419 Every major European 

Power except the Soviet Union eventuall

Ethiopia over the following two years.420 

Indeed, Italy wasted little time in consolidating Ethiopia as a part of a 

larger Italian East Africa. On July 22, 1936, Italy decreed that it would 

discontinue all use of the Maria Theresa Thaler in favour of the Italian Lire as 

currency in East Africa.421 Italy also began to renegotiate the tariffs 

surrounding the Franco-Ethiopian railway, citing that the excessive taxation 

combined with general disorganization of trade in Addis Ababa made goods 

and services prohibitively expensive for the Italians.422 The aggressive 

assimilation of Ethiopia into the Italian colonial empire rapidly pushed ahead 

as it became increasingly clear that the international community had 

abandoned Selassie.  

The failure of the General Assembly of the League of Nations to respond 

to Selassie is commonly recognized as the end of the perception of the 

League as an arbiter of collective security. One scorching commentary about 

anarchy, the arms race, and Imperialism, which always has ended, and is 

423 

agendas, highlight that the institution lacked any meaningful way to enact a 

sustained military operation.424 
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425  

426 The rest of the report speculated about the 

importance of the League of Nations and commented about the future of 

collective security. Eden argued that  

 

Clearly the ideal system of collective security is one in which all nations 
are prepared to go to all lengths  military lengths  to deal with any 
aggressor. If such an ideal cannot be at present attained  and I agree 
with M. Blum that a heavily-armed world greatly increases the difficulty 
of its attainment  it is surely our duty to amend not necessarily our rule 
of law, but the methods by which it is to be enforced, so that these may 
correspond to the action which nations are in fact ready and willing to 
take.427 
 

Eden expressed doubt that the League of Nations could ever be an 

effective mechanism for global security without significant military backing 

from all its member states; without this commitment, the League would be 

impotent.  

 

Selassie in Exile 

 

Pending a large-scale conflict between Italy and another power, Selassie had 

little choice except to live as one of the many political exiles in Britain. The 

 

425 
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finding refuge in Britain. Between 1823 and 1914, the British government 

 

thousands of refugees.428 For example, many revolutionaries found 

themselves in London after the failed Revolutions of 1848 including political 

theorist Karl Marx.429 Despite following stricter refugee laws following the 

outbreak of the First World War, the British government authorized the 

asylum of some Russian royals after the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917.430 Even 

political figures from British colonies sought refuge in the United Kingdom; 

for example, African nationalist leaders like Jomo Kenyatta of Kenya and Isaac 

Wallace-Johnson of Sierra Leone were expatriates in London for a few years 

because speech laws were more oppressive in the colonies.431 

The rise of Nazi Germany later prompted parliamentary debates 

concerning Jewish scholars going to the United Kingdom throughout the 

1930s.432 Adolf Hitler complained about emigrants conspiring against 

Germany from countries like the United Kingdom and the United States.433 

These complaints were the basis for Conservative British newspapers 
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fearmongering that foreign dissidents could drag Britain into a conflict with 

Germany or Italy.434 

While in exile, Selassie sent his personal physician Malaku Bayen and 

6 to solicit support from 

Black communities.435 Bayen and his wife focused initially on Harlem, as pro-

Ethiopia movements were already active in the area. In his first public 

appearance on October 12, 1936, Bayen declared to an audience of 2000 that 

436 He spent the rest of the 1930s advocating 

-Ethiopian War. 

Robins -

limited combat action during the war.437 Fundraising from Black communities 

in the first half of 1936 totalled about £2000,438 and Bayen raised around $1700 

in fall 1936.439   

This monetary support from Black Americans to the Ethiopian imperial 

family was important symbolically, albeit insufficient materially, because 

Selassie lost most of his assets during the invasion. Selassie and his family also 

spent extravagantly in Palestine and Bath, United Kingdom, exhausting his 
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finances prematurely. By August 1937 he started selling his holdings in 

Palestine to offset mounting financial problems.440 Further exacerbating these 

issues was that income normally directed to the De Jure ruler of Ethiopia, like 

a total outstanding payment of £10,613 to Cable and Wireless Ltd. for 

operating in Ethiopia,441 was paid to the Italian occupying force instead. These 

financial problems also prompted pro-Selassie figures in the British Foreign 

Office, particularly Eden, to secretly funnel money to the emperor.442  

granted him significantly more support, albeit covertly, from the British 

government than most other exiles. Up until the outbreak of war with 

Germany in September 1939, there was no significant government 

involvement in helping refugees.443 This lack of support was partially because 

the British did not want to commit financial resources to refugee aid 

programs. For example, the High Commission for Palestine rejected Ethiopian 

patriot Fitawrari 

Consul of Ethiopia has received funds for his maintenance and is in a 

444 Beyond the 

Italo-Ethiopian Crisis, the lack of financial support from the British 

government significantly impeded the British Federation of University 
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445 Considering 

that Selassie faced considerable financial troubles during his time in the 

United Kingdom,446 this covert support of £10 000 from the Foreign Office is 

quite significant.447 

Beyond these well-publicized financial troubles, not a lot about 

. Selassie purchased the 

Fairfield House in Bath and lived there with his family. Selassie later 

engaged in reading books until midnight and in writing the history of Our 

448 

released in Amharic in the early 1970s with the first English translation 

appearing in 1976.449 He also spent some limited time travelling around the 

United Kingdom. The first colour photograph ever published in a newspaper 

was of Selassie at Wemyss Bay, Scotland in 1936 with his daughter, Tsehai 

Selassie, and a local lady named Olive Muir.450 

On the rare occasion that Selassie made a public appearance, there is 

some evidence that the Foreign Office was concerned about his presence 

causing controversy. Selassie stated in an interview on February 23, 1938, that 

interests and to provide a small piece of territory that they could live 
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independent of Italian administration.451 The next day, February 24, Selassie 

announced that he intended to visit the British Industries Fair that 

afternoon.452 The British Industries Fair was an annual exhibition in 

Birmingham that first occurred in 1915 and ran annually between 1920 and 

1957. The event drew significant attention; in 1930, for example, it had 1017 

exhibitors and published its catalogue in nine languages.453 The Foreign Office 

advised that while it would be appropriate for Selassie to attend, it could not 

454 

tively at war 

with Italy,455  

 

Britain and Italian East Africa 

 

While Selassie remained in exile, Britain had to conduct any business it 

previously had with Ethiopia with Italy instead. The British continued to 

monitor the African state, although the 1938 annual report on Ethiopia noted 

that it would be inappropriate to continue a country report for a region that is 

internationally recognized as an Italian colony.456 As visible in the annual 

reports from 1936 through 1938 and official correspondence, British officials in 
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the Foreign and Colonial Offices had three regional-specific concerns during 

the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis: The treatment of British missionaries, security 

-enslavement rhetoric. These 

concerns, particularly lake Tana, were ones that Britain held before the 

Second Italo-Ethiopian War.  

British missionaries were largely left alone by the Ethiopian 

government in the early twentieth century. However, as evangelist Esmé 

Ritchie Rice recounted, , both British and American, were 

outbreak of the Second Italo-Ethiopian War.457  There were about ten 

Protestant missions active in Ethiopia when the British government made its 

declaration.458 The Italians were not initially concerned about the Protestant 

missionaries because the Catholic presence in Ethiopia was much greater, 

and it was unlikely that the missionaries could mount any subversion 

campaign against the occupying force. The first anti-Mission attack was 

conducted by pro-Italian Ethiopian Catholics, who drove members of the 

Sudan Interior Mission (SIM) out of Ethiopia following the Battle of 

Maychew.459 In July 1936 the Italian government expelled all missionaries tied 

to the Bible Chu 460 which was an Evangelical 

Anglican group that originally split from the Church Missionary Society in 1922. 

Despite assurances in March 1937 that British Missions would not likely be 

affected,461 the Italians subsequently expelled the SIM entirely. 
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A January 1938 report to the Foreign Office and Under Secretary of 

State tallies which British colonies and protectorates had Italian missionaries. 

John A. Calder of the Colonial Office noted that the Foreign Office initially 

inquired in 

Italians mistreated any British missionaries in Ethiopia.462 Surviving 

documents from the Colonial Office indicate that there were still Italian 

missionaries present in British colonies in the early 1940s,463 implying that this 

proposed plan never went ahead. This plan would have been impractical 

considering the significant presence these missionaries had in British Africa.   

ake 

Tana. Located in the north-western Ethiopian Highlands, its major water 

outflow is the Blue Nile River which supplies upwards of 60 percent of the 

water to the Nile Basin.464 Resultingly, both Sudan and Egypt are heavily 

dependent on the Nile, and Britain had treaty obligations with Egypt to 

. Multiple treaties, 

including the Anglo-Ethiopian Treaty of 1902, the Tripartite Agreement 

between Britain, France, and Italy in 1906, and the Treaty of Friendship 

between Italy, Britain, and Ethiopia  The 

main ambiguity that emerged before the Second Italo-Ethiopian War is with 

the 1928 agreement, where the Italians 

 central government collapsed.465  
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The Palazzo Chigi, the Italian seat of government, stated in 1934 that 

466  

and the Palazzo Chigi also had to consider British vested interests in the 

467 While perhaps an exaggeration, there 

were some British officials interested in Tana. In June 1935, British Member of 

Italy and Abyssinia is 468 emphasizing 

northern front collapsed in early 1936, members of the British foreign office 

were concerned about an Italian occupation of the lake. On March 31, the 

same day as the Battle of Maychew, British Ambassador to Italy Eric 

identified.469 While Mussolini asserted that he had no interest in challenging 

British water rights around Tana,470 the British were a bit worried. One idea 

Baldwin floated was having British and Sudanese soldiers occupy the lake like 

how Egypt had occupied Port Sollum in 1911,471 which was intended to crack 

down on illicit firearm smuggling.472 

Ed

473 Eden stated in the same telegram that 
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occupying the lake was out of the 

Britain had no justification to send military forces into Ethiopia.474 Under Eden, 

 Italo-

475  

The situation appears to have been resolved peacefully. On January 2, 

1937, Italy and Britain signed an agreement that became known as the 

476 which was intended to improve relations 

, which includes 

references to Lake Tana, was expanded upon and signed on April 16, 1938. The 

ly 

United Kingdom in the matter of Lake Tsana, and that they had no intention 

477 

until its entry in the Second World War in 1940.  

While the Lake Tana issue was based on British security in Sudan and 

Egypt, Italian anti-enslavement campaigns challenged British soft power. A 

major part of British justification for expansion in Africa in the nineteenth 

century was the abolishment of African enslavement and the selling of 

humans.478 

479 

During the Scramble for Africa in the 1880s and 1890s, Britain reasserted that 
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down on enslavement.480 Anti-enslavement remained a priority for the British 

government into the early twentieth century with its mandate to the League 

of Nations to end enslavement in its colonies and territories.481 This mandate 

meant that Britain was obligated under international law to do everything in 

its power to fight enslavement operations. 

Italy co-opted this anti-enslavement messaging in the early 1930s. 

Historian Amalia Ribi Forclaz notes that Italian propaganda about Ethiopian 

-

Slavery Society.482 

failure to end enslavement in Ethiopia and that Italy needed to intervene 

immediately.483 The British government previously aided Selassie in cracking 

down on the trade, but progress was slow. Badoglio declared the end of the 

slave trade in regions as his forces advanced,484 and on April 12, 1936, declared 

the end of slavery in all Italian-controlled territories.485  

Historian Bronwen Everill argues that the Italian co-opting of anti-

enslavement prompted the Foreign Office to shift to refugee-centric 

messaging.486 

part to counter enslavement because the British used the same rhetoric in 

 

480 A. E. Afigbo, The Abolition of the Slave Trade in Southeastern Nigeria, 1885-1950 (Boydell & 
Brewer, 2006), 15. 

481 tish Rule in Northern 
African Economic History, no. 22 (1994): 23. 

482 Humanitarian Imperialism (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015), 174. 

483 - Slavery & 
Abolition 35, no. 2 (2014): 352. 

484 19. 

485 TNA, FO 401/35. E Drummond to Anthony Eden. April 13, 1936.  

486 -  



130 
 

their colonies. However, shifting the discussion to supporting displaced 

peoples during the war reframed Italy as a terroristic force to Ethiopian 

peoples.  

This change in language did not mean that Britain was prepared to 

offer significant aid to the refugees. For example, the British claimed that 

nobody sought asylum with them following the Addis Ababa Massacre in 

February 1937.487 

retaliation against Ethiopian civilians in Addis Ababa following the failed 

assassination attempt of Italian Marshall and Viceroy of Italian East Africa, 

Rodolfo Graziani by two Eritreans. The British claim is peculiar as there is at 

least one documented incident where they offered refuge at their consulate 

in Addis Ababa to a survivor of the massacre: a 15-year-old named Demissé 

Hayle-  shelter, 

488 Whether Acting Consul Bond was 

ignorant about Hayle-Maryam or not is impossible to determine with available 

records. A separate Colonial Office report dated March 1938 states that 

Ethiopian refugees cannot settle in Kenya or Somaliland and that relocating 

them elsewhere in the empire was impractical.489  

The Italian occupation of Ethiopia significantly disrupted British 

projects arou -enslavement rhetoric 

undermined. Britain largely abandoned its interests in Ethiopia during the 

Italian occupation of the late 1930s.  
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The Outbreak of War and the East Africa Campaign  

 

m that Mussolini would align with 

Britain, there was an expectation among some British officials that an Anglo-

Italian conflict was likely. In the late 1930s, the Colonial Office prepared for 

potential Italian expansion into British colonies. Britain began training 

Ethiopian resistance fighters in Sudan as early as late 1935 despite public 

claims to the contrary.490 -38 

London recognised that Italy was a grave threat and decided that African 

colonial defence 

over all African forces if a conflict erupted.491 The new inspector general of 

responsible for both East and West African defense policy492 This included 

new communications equipment, 

preparing to deploy soldiers to Kenya.493 This preparation to redeploy is 

reminiscent of earlier proposals in 1935 to redeploy troops from the Gold Coast 

and Nigeria to British East Africa in the event of war with Italy.494  

While not explicitly a part of the British war preparations, the Ethiopian 

Widespread community resistance of Italian rule persisted from May 1936 

even without Selassie, which significantly hampered Italian colonial projects. 
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Western Ethiopia was especially troublesome for the Italians where they 

undertook large-scale operations to suppress the patriots in 1938.495 While top 

s plight, 

there is evidence that colonial-level administrators were more explicitly 

supportive. For example, Barton argued that Britain had to do five things 

immediately: provide £100 000 to the exiled Ethiopian government, complete 

the road joining the Gambella region and Gore in southwest Ethiopia, send a 

political officer to Gambella as a liaison, ship as many rifles, machine guns, and 

accompanying ammunition to Khartoum as possible, and to establish 

Gambella as a way for the Ethiopian government to receive future support 

from other nations.496 Barton mentions Gambella specifically because it was 

already well-established as a trading hub with roads that connect the rest of 

Ethiopia to Sudan. This would have been the most practical way for Britain to 

funnel supplies into Ethiopia. Eden vetoed all of these proposals, but stated 

that he would be open to keeping a pathway from the British colonies to 

Ethiopia open so organizations like the Red Cross could cross into Ethiopia 

safely.497 

Some of the pressure for Britain to support Ethiopian rebels was from 

officers stationed in Sudan. Dodds-Parker, a District Commissioner in Sudan 

during the late 1930s, gifted several hundred rifles to Ras Mesfin to help with 

the Ethiopian resistance.498 Captain Richard Whalley of the Sudan Defence 

Force proposed forming a band of guerrilla fighters from Ethiopian refugees 
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in Kenya to ferment revolts in Ethiopia.499 In May 1939, British and French 

ambassadors discussed initiating a revolt in Ethiopia.500 In service of these 

plans, Sandford successfully contacted Ethiopian Patriots in the Gojjam 

Region of Ethiopia in September 1939.501  

Preparations for a potential war with Italy continued in the first half of 

1940. In May 1940, Special Operations Executive (SOE) agents crossed from 

Sudan into Ethiopia to contact Ethiopian resistance leaders to coordinate a 

large-scale uprising.502 In June 1940, two brigades from West Africa and the 

forced South African force arrived in British East Africa in preparation for war 

with Italy.503 Northern Rhodesia also had a battalion deployed to British 

Somaliland.504 On June 8, 1940, Selassie told some of his British confidants that 

-mid 1940] to the Foreign Secretary, 

Lord Halifax, saying tha 505  

Mussolini declared war on Britain and France on June 10, 1940, which 

was exactly one month after Germany invaded France. Mussolini lacked both 

the resources and public support for any sustained campaigns,506 so he 

pushed for smaller campaigns that better aligned with Italian goals. 

south-eastern France and the city state of Monaco with minimal opposition. 
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Mussolini also ordered offensive operations in Africa to solidify his control of 

both the Mediterranean World and the African territories neighbouring the 

Red Sea. The Italian  attacks on British Somaliland and British East Africa in 

mid-1940 marked the beginning of the East Africa Campaign. Historian 

Andrew Stewart offers the definitive analysis of the East Africa Campaign,507 

and this dissertation will not attempt to replicate this work. However, it is 

worth briefly discussing this military theatre because it is important to 

contextualize how Ethiopia regained its independence.   

Italian East Africa was reasonably well fortified between 1936 and 1940. 

One British intelligence report finalized in October 1936 places the garrison in 

Italian East Africa, which encompassed Somaliland, Eritrea, and Ethiopia, at 

69,054 regular military personnel equipped with mechanized artillery, anti-

aircraft guns, and cavalry and backed with 300 airplanes from the Regio 

Aeuronautica.508 This 1936 report splits this force into two groups: 25 784 

White soldiers under the command of the Central Government and 43 270 

509 This also aligns with 

British diplomat Edward Maurice Berkeley 

 East Africa a garrison of not more than 

60 000 men, of whom one-third would be white troops and two-thirds 

510 

However, this Italian garrison increased significantly in the leadup to 

the Second World War. An Order of Battle for April 1, 1940 states that there 

were twenty-one Blackshirt battalions and 115 colonial infantry battalions 
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stationed in Italian East Africa.511 There were 15 light tanks and about 126 

armoured cars in East Africa as of April of 1940.512 Artillery totalled fourteen 

colonial gruppos [the largest organizational unit of artillery within an Italian 

brigade], four national companies, two camel batteries, and one camel 

band.513 The surviving documents do not distinguish the size of the camel 

r power in East Africa numbered 

twenty bomber squadrons, four fighter squadrons, and one recon squadron,514 

totalling 195 aircraft. 130 of these planes were bombers with most of them 

being the outdated Caproni Ca133 trimotors.515 Noncombat groups like 

transport and engineering comprised the remaining Italian forces. By June 

91,203 military personnel and police and 199 

combat and support units.516 This was significantly greater than Britain, which 

had only a total of 47 000 soldiers divided between Kenya, British Somaliland, 

and Sudan in July 1940.517 

The bulk of the East Africa Campaign lasted from mid-June 1940 to 

September 1941. It is possible to divide the East Africa Campaign into two 
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The Feint, which lasted from June to November of 1940, comprised the 

colony. This period also saw initial Italian advances into Anglo-Egyptian Sudan 

and British East Africa. British command believed that it would be more 

effective to withdraw its forces from British Somaliland and use them to 

reinforce their other, more important fronts. The British remained on the 

defensive on their other fronts while they mustered reinforcements primarily 

from India, West Africa, and South Africa. Finally, this stage involved a 

deception campaign whereby British Field Marshall Archibald Wavell crafted 

false battle plans for the Italians to intercept. These false plans implied that 

the main thrust of the British offensive would come from Sudan instead of 

Kenya. Italian Viceroy of East Africa Prince Amedeo, commonly nicknamed 

Aosta, believed these false reports and concentrated his forces along the 

border of Sudan.518  

Phase two, The Strike, then became possible with General Ugo 

Cavallero, the Italian Chief of General Staff, and his December 1940 order for 

Italian East Africa to halt all offensive operations. Cavallero was likely 

responding to the increased Italian commitments in Greece and Yugoslavia, 

which constrained the resources available in Africa. By this stage, British 

imperial forces had sufficient numbers massed to launch a multi-pronged 

invasion of Italian East Africa. The first thrust involved the forces along the 

southern front under the command of Lieutenant General Alan Cunningham, 

who advanced from Kenya. The second offensive force was comprised of 

British imperial forces stationed in Sudan under the command of Lieutenant 
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eaviest fighting and the most resolute defence conducted by the 

519 

There was a third smaller, yet symbolically significant, prong called 

Mission 101. Sometimes called the Gideon Force, this was a covert operation 

conducted by the SOE in conjunction with Ethiopian Patriot fighters. Under 

the command of General Orde Wingate, this was perhaps the first SOE 

mission ever successfully conducted.520 Mission 101 had two objectives. Firstly, 

it was supposed to coordinate and support ongoing resistance movements 

and keep Italian forces bogged down in western Ethiopia, providing some 

relief to the Northern and Southern fronts. The second objective was for a 

smaller part of Mission 101, which was called the Gideon Force, to escort 

Selassi .521  

The Foreign and War Offices approached Selassie almost as soon as 

war broke out with Italy in 1940 and offered to escort him to Sudan to assist in 

the insurgency campaign. While in Sudan, Selassie sent a communication to 

Ethiopia, tell my people as one man to strike hard, that the reign of love and 

522 The Colonial Office also encouraged 

Selassie to be at the head of these rebellions since he was 

-liberation.523 

There were some fears that Selassie would cause problems for British forces in 

Sudan. Governor-General of Sudan Stewart Symes and Commandant of the 
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provoke Italian reprisals against Sudan,524 

lead.525 Instead, Selassie crossed the Ethiopian-Sudan border on January 30, 

1941, with General Wingate and several Patriots.526   

There is some disagreement over how important Selassie and Mission 

101 was to the liberation of Ethiopia as far as material support is concerned. 

Historian Dawn Miller calls the British-

 527 Stewart is a bit 

more reserved in his judgement than Miller but notes that on several 

lightly-armed force of 450 Ethiopian and Allied soldiers successfully routed 

5000 entrenched Italians at the River Bir at Buyre on March 6, 1941.528 An 

Italian garrison of 12 000 soldiers at Debre Marqos, the capital of the Gojjam 

Region, fled from the much-smaller attacking force on April 1.529 Mission 101 

captured 14 000 Italian in its final battle, the Battle of Agibar, on May 17/18.530 

Regardless of their cumulative impact on the East Africa Campaign, these 

battles were impressive showings from this special unit.  
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On the other hand, Brigader Maurice Stanley Lush, who later became 

the Chief Political Officer for the British military administration in Ethiopia, 

referred 531 Lush believed 

military impact was largely negligible compared to the Northern and 

Southern invasion forces. Combat operations in western Ethiopia, particularly 

compared to 

the Northern and Southern forces. Lush conceded in his autobiography that, 

within the scope of its operations, that Mission 101 was successful to some 

extent.532 

Much of the British support of Ethiopian Patriots during the East Africa 

Campaign comprised providing officers and supplies to already existing 

forces. For example, the 1st Battalion of Ethiopian troops was led by an 

Australian officer and four Australian non-commissioned officers (NCOs). 533 

This force re-

534 

Despite the sometimes effective co-operation of British and Ethiopian 

forces in western Ethiopia, there were some sources of conflict. British Major 

A. W. D. Bentick, who led the Northern Section of Mission 101, often griped that 

the Ethiopian forces wasted ammunition on non-combat applications. On 

September 12, 1940 the Northern Section of the Mission gifted thirty rifles and 

3000 rounds of ammunition to a group of twenty-four Ethiopians, who were 
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under the command of Fitawrari Fanta.535 However, over the following weeks 

fired the weapons into the air in celebration.  The most egregious example 

 Fitawrari 

ld fired 316 rounds.536  

A minor issue the British and Ethiopian Patriots contended with was 

bandits attacking the liberators. Historian Alberto Sbacchi notes that the 

Italian invasion in the mid-1930s 

and bandits, 537 and that many bandits took advantage of the chaos over the 

following half decade.538 These bandits remained active during the East Africa 

Campaign and were indiscriminate in who they targeted. One example was 

the murder of two British messengers 

dead on the side of the road known for having bandits roaming it.539 The two 

men were killed by an improvised bomb and had all their equipment stolen.540 

Incidents like this complicated, but ultimately did not seriously hinder, the 

British-led campaign.  

The liberation of Addis Ababa was a simple affair. On April 2, Aosta 

requested permission from Mussolini to surrender the capital to the British.541 

Mussolini approved this request and Aosta withdrew the following day. 1200 
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Italians remained at the airport in Addis Ababa and surrendered as soon as 

South African forces arrived on April 6. There was no resistance to the allied 

advance on the capital itself. 542   

An article published in the New York Times one day after South African forces 

543 On April 10, a cipher telegram from the War Office urged for Selassie 

to return to Addis Ababa as soon as possible.544 The slow return to Addis 

Ababa was because, as Lush explained to Selassie, Addis Ababa was not safe 

yet and it was better to approach the city cautiously.545 British officials also 

 000 

Italian civilians in Addis Ababa.546  

several British 

newspapers posted updates of how far he was from the city;547 an action that 

would typically be rather foolish during wartime. Nonetheless, the lack of 

Italian resistance around the capital in the previous few weeks likely signalled 

that Selassie could return safely to Addis Ababa, where over 600 Rases 

massed to greet the emperor.548. Selassie poetically made his entrance to 

Addis Ababa on May 5, 1941, which was the fifth anniversary of when Italian 

forces initially occupied the city. Many of the major newspapers in the United 
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Kingdom celebrated t

Italy.549 

victims of aggression without distinction of race 550  May 

European Fascism,551 and is still celebrated annually in Ethiopia into the 

2020s.552 

 

Conclusion  

 

f fascist rule 

Nations. Yet as the international community abandoned him, he slipped into 

obscurity until his triumphant return in 1941.  

The Italo-Ethiopian Crisis posed a vexed question for Great Britain in 

the late 1930s: how do they ensure that British interests in the Horn of Africa 

are preserved without antagonizing Italy? Ultimately, Britain acted on 

priorities in Europe, with a secondary  but still relevant  focus on its regional 
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interests in the Horn of Africa. Despite using language of duty and obligation 

to defend Ethiopia, the British government did little concretely in the Horn 

itself to aid Ethiopia. Along with the other League members, Britain lifted its 

ish Civil 

War in the same month marked the end of serious engagement with the 

Italo-Ethiopian Crisis. Acknowledging that nothing short of military 

intervention would expel Italy from Ethiopia, the Foreign Office operated 

around Italian policies in Ethiopia. This included handling the expulsion of 

missionaries, the cessation of construction projects around Lake Tana and the 

co- -enslavement advocacy. Britain also eventually 

recognized the Italian claim to Ethiopia to avoid antagonizing Mussolini.  

Despite this tepid support for Italian interests, Britain did provide 

limited support to the emperor before the Second World War. It ferried him 

from Djibouti to Palestine and then the United Kingdom, despite the 

potential backlash over having him on British naval vessels. It aided his travel 

to Geneva in 1936, with Eden accompanying Selassie on his travels, and let 

him reside in Bath, England for the following four years. Some colonial 

administrators provided covert support to Ethiopian Patriots in Sudan. Finally, 

the British provided material support to him and Ethiopian resistance fighters 

as a part of the East Africa Campaign. 

Yet the liberation of Ethiopia in 1941 did not mean that Ethiopia could 

return to its pre-war state. 

was, it marked the beginning of many new problems for the emperor. The 

following chapter will explore many of the challenges that Selassie faced, both 

from Ethiopian royals and his British allies, and the messiness of the British 

Military Administration.  
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Chapter Three: The British Military 

Administration and Postwar Ethiopia, 1941-1952  

 

Selassie and his 

leadup to his return to Addis Ababa, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill 

553 Five years of attempted Italian colonial 

subjugation deeply scarred Ethiopia. The precise death toll is unclear due to 

poor census data, although Ethiopia claimed as many as 760 300 fatalities 

caused directly or indirectly by the Italian invasion and occupation.554 These 

stats include 275 000 from the war itself,555 300 000 from forced displacement, 

and a mix of civilian and patriot casualties during the occupation.556 

While there was some Italian development in Addis Ababa and they 

built some roads in the countryside,557 

by 1941. Italian bombers had cloaked the Ethiopian countryside and 

waterways with poisonous gas,558 while incendiary bombs indiscriminately 

had ravaged civilian-occupied cities and villages.559 Much of Ethiopi
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intellectual elite, who would potentially have been best equipped to help 

rebuild the country, were killed during the war and occupation.560 Finally, the 

Second World War was still in its early stages when Ethiopia was liberated. 

This meant that the British government had to prioritize defeating the Axis 

powers on other fronts instead of diverting substantial funds or resources to 

rebuilding Ethiopia.  

liberation and identify the rocky r

this period marked the height of material support from Britain to Ethiopia. To 

aid Ethiopia with this process, Emperor Haile Selassie and the British 

government implemented a military administration in the region. The British 

the former Italian colonies from 1941 to 1949.561 This administration primarily 

enforced the existing laws in Ethiopia, Italian Eritrea, and Italian Somaliland, 

although it retained the right to implement and enforce amendments to 

existing laws. The BMA had a smaller presence in Ethiopia than the other 

territories to help re- empire.  In 

April 1949, a British civilian administration replaced the BMA in Eritrea and 

Somaliland.562  

Within Ethiopia itself, the emperor spent the early 1940s grappling with 

the fallout from Italian occupation while simultaneously resuming his 

modernization programs, which the Second Italo-Ethiopian War interrupted. 

The emperor laid the groundwork for a new highly educated bureaucratic 

elite to oversee other modernization projects. These elite administrators were 
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efficient civil service bureaucracies in the Africa of the period [c. 1941- 563 

These developments occurred alongside, and with the support of, the BMA. 

However, not everyone supported . The primary reasons for 

the Woyane Rebellion of 1943 in the Tigray region were, as historian Gebru 

Tareke notes, pastoral communities feared a loss of autonomy, regional rulers 

opposed their declining authority, and peasants disapproved of 

interference in daily life.564 With the backing of the BMA, Selassie and his 

commanders quelled rebellions, particularly in Tigray. 

This chapter argues that the BMA, particularly the one in Ethiopia, 

1940s marked the height of British-Ethiopian relations with the closest co-

operation, this was not an entirely amicable relationship. There were multiple 

examples of conflict and co-operation between the emperor and the British 

government. While Selassie said that he was indebted to the British, it is likely 

that he also felt limited by the haphazard way that the British Foreign Office 

and the BMA operated.  

There is no recent comprehensive history of British-Ethiopian relations 

in the 1940s. It does not enjoy the insight that historians like Krishnamurthy 

Venkat Ram or Volker Matthies provide for earlier periods.565 A handful of 
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relationship to emergent political movements.566 the 

late 1960s talks briefly about the BMA,567 but this project predates the 

declassification of most relevant documents in the UK. The closest to a 

Ethiopia, Great Britain, and 

the United States, 1941-1974: The Politics of Empire.568 This work focuses on 

 being Great Britain to the United States 

and the significance of the Cold War on this evolution. However, there are no 

studies about the BMA that fully utilize available archival records.  

t -term 

Eritrea suddenly fell under British control while the Second World War raged 

on. While the BMA oversaw these newly occupied territories, there was a lot of 

uncertainty concerning what to do with them when the war ended.  

British officials adopted a myriad of positions towards the former Italian 

colonies in the 1940s. The BMA initially believed that the colonies would return 

to Italian control at the end of the war.569 This uncertainty was further 

exacerbated by Italy switching sides from the Axis powers to the Allied powers 

in 1943. Around 1947 to 1948, the standard policy position of the United 
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Nations (UN) appeared to be that Italian Eritrea would be placed under a UN 

trusteeship while Italian Somaliland would be integrated into British 

Somaliland. At some unknown point in 1948, Britain shifted to supporting an 

Ethiopian-Eritrean Federation. On September 15, 1948 the Four Powers 

Commission formally submitted the question of what to do with the former 

Italian colonies to the United Nations (UN).570 The UN ultimately decided to 

approve an Ethiopian-Eritrean Federation, where Ethiopia would oversee the 

coastal territory but the territory would maintain some autonomy. This 

federation was not supported unanimously; nationalism became a dominant 

force among Eritrean intelligentsia in the mid-to-late 1940s. Organizations like 

the Eritrean Muslim League (EML) and the Eritrea Democratic Front (EDF) 

emerged in the mid-1940s and advocated for autonomy at the United Nations 

during the postwar peace talks. While these groups were unable to prevent 

 in Eritrea 

in the 1960s. Meanwhile, the UN unanimously agreed to establish Italian 

Somaliland as a UN Trusteeship with the Italian government overseeing the 

territory.571 

A lot of the existing scholarship from historians of Eritrea and Ethiopia 

argue that Britain deliberately orchestrated the federation to advance its 

interests in the Horn of Africa with the beginning of the Cold War in the late 

1940s. The most scathing criticism is from the Eritrean historian and political 

scientist Astier M. Almedom, who claims t
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interests.572 Almedom argues that there was a history of British 

Machiavellianism in the Horn of Africa as the British had encouraged Italy to 

conquer and settle what would become Eritrea during the late nineteenth 

century.573 Almedom also asserts that in the 1940s the British did not care 

about Eritrea,574 

violence against Black Eritreans.575  

While perhaps presented more aggressively than other scholars, 

Pankhurst, Nene Mburu, and Emanuele Ertola describe the troubled 

relationship between the BMA and the people it administered.576 A common 

theme across these three authors is that the BMA was not particularly 

effective in its objectives to maintain peace in Ethiopia and the former Italian 

territories.   

A shadow looms over any discussion of the Ethiopian-Eritrean 

Federation. One struggle with studying the Ethiopian-Eritrean Federation is 

that a critical collection remains classified: FO 401/78 at the National Archives 

of the United Kingdom. This collection contains diplomatic correspondence 

between Britain and unnamed foreign powers between 1947 and 1955. I filed a 

Freedom of Information Request for this record on November 9, 2021 and 

received a decision from the archives on July 11, 2022. The Archives made this 
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decision in conjunction with the Foreign, Commonwealth, and Development 

Office. Their decision reads that 

 

The material within this record [FO 401/78] has been found to be 
exempt from release under section 27(2) of the Freedom of Information 
Act 2000. Section 27 (2) of the Act exempts information if it is 
confidential information obtained from a State other than the UK or 
from an international organisation or international court.577 

 

The email further justifies its rationale as follows: 

 
An important consideration under Section 27 is the need for HMG to be 
able to communicate in confidence with its representatives abroad, 
and with other governments and the representatives of international 
organisations, about sensitive international issues. UK ministers and 
officials need to be able to comment on, and discuss frankly, 
international issues and the policies of other governments and 
organisations. Officials of foreign governments would be inhibited in 
communicating with British representatives if they felt their views on 
sensitive issues might be released into the public domain. If this ability 
to communicate in confidence, and to comment frankly on issues and 
the policies of other governments,  lity to 
conduct its international relations and to maintain good relations with 
and influence foreign governments, and thereby to protect and 
promote UK interests, will be jeopardised. In this instance we believe 
the release of the information in this file would harm UK relations with 
the countries concerned, and UK interests there. This would be 

interest.578 
 

This response begs a question: what could be so prejudicial after seventy years 

that requires these records remain inaccessible to the public? What sort of 

 

577 Freedom of Information Assessor at the National Archives of the United Kingdom, email 
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negotiations would the Foreign and Commonwealth Office be embarrassed 

to reveal? There is also formerly classified correspondence from other 

countries in the FO 401 series, so the claim that the UK cannot release foreign 

shared between departments or diplomats would remain classified 

indefinitely. It would be reasonable to keep documents pertaining to ongoing 

diplomacy closed, especially if the creators of said records were still politically 

active; this does not apply to these records. The document guide for FO 401/78 

does not even indicate which foreign powers Britain communicated with, 

which is an absurd level of secrecy. Historian Ann Laura Stoler argues that the 

process around keeping some documents classified 

579 In keeping specific files classified long after they would 

have normally become open to the public, the Foreign Office is signalling that 

these records are uniquely important. FO 401/78 almost certainly contains 

correspondence that would fundamentally change our understanding of 

 federation, but how? 

This response to the aforementioned Freedom of Information request is 

580 He notes that sometimes when states are uncomfortable 

with something buried in the past, state actors will try to cover up or destroy 

that they could shut down the 

past for once and for all so that they could write as if everything was starting 
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581 The diplomats and other government officials who shaped policy 

towards Eritrea are silent while FO 401/78 remains classified, which makes 

 

This is not an issue exclusive to records about Eritrea; I would instead 

argue that this is a systemic issue in the Foreign Office and its successor, the 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office. Operation Legacy was a program of the 

Colonial and Foreign Offices whereby British officials destroyed incriminating 

records related to ex-colonies.582 One especially egregious example is the 

coverup of the atrocities committed during the Mau Mau Emergency in 

Kenya in the early 1950s. Historians David Anderson and Caroline Elkins each 

published a book in 2005 about how the colonial government in British East 

Africa repressed an insurgency among the Kikuyu, Embu, and Meru ethnic 

groups.583 Elkins was especially important in highlighting the torture that 

many Africans faced in British concentration camps and her study became 

the basis for a lawsuit against the government of the United Kingdom by five 

survivors of the camps in June 2009.584 During the court case, the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office revealed that there were thousands of boxes of 

previously-secret information stored at Hanslope Park.585 Later investigation of 

these documents by The Guardian uncovered that this secret cache of 

documents contained 1.2 million files beyond the reach of the Freedom of 
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586 There is a deep history of British institutions covering up 

the empire  

These issues around document ownership are immense and loom over 

the arguments in the following chapter. This dissertation will attempt to 

reconstruct the decision-making process around the Ethiopian-Eritrean 

Federation, with a huge asterisk that there are critical behind-the-scenes 

agreements absent from this analysis.  

 

Formation of the BMA 

 

The formation of the BMA was a complicated affair, with a multitude of 

meetings and disagreements between October 1940 and January 1942. Before 

any offensive operations against Italian East Africa commenced, the Foreign 

Office reviewed the potential fallout from a military occupation of the region. 

Political liaison officer E. A. Chapman-

removal of the boundaries between Ethiopia and Italian Eritrea complicated 

how to distribute British and Ethiopian responsibility for the territory.587 The 

Foreign Office also recognized that there would be potential friction between 

the British military and the emperor over who truly controlled Ethiopia.588 

British officials later debated what to do about Ethiopia in the leadup to its 

liberation, highlighting the same concerns. In a Parliamentary session on 

February 4, 1941, Secretary for State Anthony Eden outlined the following as 

the  

 

586 The Guardian, 
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His Majesty's Government would welcome the reappearance of an 
independent Ethiopian State and recognise the claim of the Emperor 
Haile Selassie to the throne. The Emperor has intimated to His Majesty's 
Government that he will need outside assistance and guidance. His 
Majesty's Government agree with this view and consider that any such 
assistance and guidance in economic and political matters should be 
the subject of international arrangement at the conclusion of peace. 
They reaffirm that they have themselves no territorial ambitions in 
Abyssinia. In the meanwhile the conduct of military operations by 
Imperial forces in parts of Abyssinia will require temporary measures of 
military guidance and control.589 
 

This meeting set the standard that Britain followed over the next several 

months. Churchill re-iterated that Britain had no territorial ambitions in 

Ethiopia in a telegram two days later.590 There was no question about Ethiopia 

regaining independence, but rather how much support Britain should offer.  

secret cipher messages were sent between the British command stationed in 

Nairobi and the front-line forces.591 By March 1941, Italy has already functionally 

lost the East Africa Campaign. Italy lost Keren, a critical town that connected 

Massawa and Asmara by rail, in March 1941. This opened the rest of Italian 

Eritrea to British and Commonwealth forces. Italian units along the Southern 

Front were also in disarray and on the retreat. The establishment of a military 

administration began on April 8, 1941 in just Eritrea;592 one was not yet 

established in Ethiopia because British officers believed that it was essential to 
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upon his return.593 Middle East Command met on April 17, 1941, to discuss how 

Britain could provide this guidance to Selassie while meeting their military 

objectives in the Horn of Africa,594 which entailed the complete expulsion of 

Italian forces and the liberation of British Somaliland. There were some later 

discussions within the War Office about establishing a special commissioner 

to administer the newly liberated Ethiopia. The biggest challenge that the 

British identified was with what form the British administration should take: 

how would it help govern the country without alienating the emperor? 

Selassie was almost certainly unable to govern by himself as the Italians 

dismantled any administrative structures that Ethiopia had before 1935. 

Professor of Education and African American Studies Teshome G. Wagaw 

estimates that about 75 per cent of those who had some modern education 

595 The Italians also killed 

many high-level Ethiopian officials like Ras Desta Damtew, a renowned 

 son-in-law.  

There was also already evidence that not every Ethiopian believed 

Selassie should return,596 so it was critical to avoid undermining the recently 

returned emperor. Lieutenant-General William Platt, who was the General 

Officer Commanding-in-Chief of the East Africa Command from 1941 to 1945, 

argued that appointing a commissioner would be a terrible idea because it 

597 He was later proven correct as Selassie voiced sharp opposition to 
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a British-appointed commissioner in June 1941.598  Platt also noted that 

anything short of a full colonial administration would make any direct rule 

impractical and it would be better to provide Ethiopian governors with British 

advisors.599 Finally, Platt recommended that the British government tell 

600 The War Office 

601 

Commander-in-Chief Middle East Archibald Wavell, General Alan 

Cunningham, and the Chief Political Officer to Wavell, Philip Mitchell, all 

opposed a full military occupation of Ethiopia because of the need to reduce 

its garrison to free up forces for the North Africa campaign.602 The three men 

also opposed a civilian commissioner to oversee Ethiopia.603 Instead, they 

advocated for a blended approach: the areas that required British assistance 

be under control of a military-run administrative service while Selassie 

managed all other affairs.604 

A variation of this blended approach governed British affairs in Ethiopia 

until a formal agreement could be signed with Selassie. While the Italians 

were largely on the retreat, there were still pockets of resistance that 

threatened the emperor. A May 17, 1941 secret cipher from the War Office 
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605 Areas under British occupation would be 

administered directly by a Chief Political Officer, who reported directly to the 

War Office and the Commander in Chief, East Africa Command.606 Selassie 

retained a largely symbolic role during this transitory period; while 

proclamations were listed under his name, he was subject to British advice 

and the Deputy Chief Political Officer had to approve any new laws.607 All 

communication between the British forces and Selassie were conducted 

through a Deputy Chief Political Officer.608 This requirement for the emperor 

to work through the Deputy Chief Political Officer functionally gave Britain 

 

This arrangement was not intended to be permanent. The British War 

Cabinet met multiple times over the following months to codify its Ethiopia 

policy. On June 9, 1941, the War Cabinet reasserted that a top priority was to 

609 During this same meeting, the War Cabinet proposed 

appointing a High Commissioner to Italian Eritrea and Somaliland while 

between occupied enemy territories and a liberated Ethiopia.610 On June 

10,Wavell formally recommended Brigadier S. S. Butler as the British agent.611 

The British government then confirmed that this Agent General would serve 
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as a liaison until an official military administration could be organized, albeit 

612  

Ethiopia and Britain signed the Anglo-Ethiopian Agreement on January 

31, 1942,613 which was originally supposed to last two years.614 This agreement 

guaranteed that Britain would give Selassie £1 500 000 for the first year and £1 

000 000 for the second.615 This money was intended for expenses pertaining 

to re-establishing an Ethiopian civil service and maintaining domestic 

security. If this agreement needed to be extended for any reason, Britain 

earmarked £500 000 and £250 000 for years three and four respectively.616 

This treaty lasted just under sixteen months. On May 25, 1943, Selassie gave his 

three-month notice to cancel the agreement.617 There were several points of 

contention with the 1942 agreement: the lack of sovereignty that Selassie had 

over much of his land,618 and banking regulations that heavily constrained the 

Ethiopian economy.619 Britain and Ethiopia signed a slightly renegotiated 

version of this agreement on December 19, 1943. This updated version 

reduced the size of the BMA-controlled zones and outlined 

ownership over the Ogaden, which is the eastern region of Ethiopia with a 
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large Somali population.620 This iteration remained the governing document 

of the BMA for the remainder of the 1940s. 

The only British official that appeared unhappy with the formation of 

the BMA was Vincent Glenday, who was the governor of British Somaliland 

immediately before the Italian occupation in 1940. Glenday wanted to resume 

621 He was bitterly disappointed when 

he learned that the BMA would also oversee British Somaliland;622 despite 

Glenday

623 he never held the governorship again. 

verything of substance: the 

-

624 This was 

especially true from 1942 to 1944, when the first Anglo-Ethiopian Agreement 

independence but permitting British soldiers to remain in the country until 

1952.625 There was a general trend of decreased BMA involvement in the 

occupied territories; for example, the BMA reduced the number of regional-

level administrators in Eritrea from 30 to 21 in 1945.626  
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On June 23, 1945, Chief Administrator C. D. McCarthy issued 

Proclamation 14, which established a Standing Military Court to adjudicate all 

legal disputes and criminal justice proceedings within occupied territories.627 

Proclamation No. 23, which was also published on June 23, 1945, noted that 

BMA-backed police had near absolute authority to: search any person or 

premises without requiring a judge-issued warrant; to detain or arrest  

anybody without a warrant; and to employ lethal force.628 This implementation 

of British police over captured territory was not unique to the Horn of Africa; it 

was also standard operating procedure during the liberation of Western 

Europe from German forces.629 The police were also entirely responsible for 

intelligence gathering and risk assessment.630  

The practical boots-on-the-ground presence in much of Ethiopia itself 

and the occupied Italian territories was quite limited. In 1945, for example, Dire 

Dawa had exactly three British officials assisting its rule: one officer oversaw 

631 

Furthermore, four people were responsible for managing police services 

across all British-administered zones.632 The Superintendent of Police, 

annual report attributed the poor police coverage as a central cause for the 
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November riots.633 These riots were borne fro -

between two unspecified ethnic groups that escalated into an incident that 

killed six people.634 It is possible that this was between Arab and Somali 

communities, as there was a similar incident in October 1947.635 

The Eritrean Gazette 

proclamations and one of the most comprehensive sources available about 

life under the BMA. This was an annual publication in English and Italian 

summarizing any amendments to existing laws alongside a list of new 

proclamations from the BMA.636 Surviving volumes for any given year are rare, 

task. However, it is possible to gain significant insight from the 1945 volume in 

conjunction with correspondence among British officials.  

One of the ways that the BMA oversaw its territories with minimal core 

staff was via the Italian community. Many Italians retained their previous roles 

in the occupied territories, particularly in cities like Asmara with significant 

European populations.637 By 1946 there were still approximately 780 Italian 

officials and employees in their old administrative roles and 172 Italian police 

officers served on behalf of the BMA.638 The British also disproportionately 
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gave the Italians greater economic opportunities, like tracts of land for 

agricultural enterprise and mining permits, compared to Black Eritreans.639 

 

 

 

and the implementation of the BMA. The BMA provided the framework for 

police services and the formation of a standing army so Selassie could 

concentrate on appointing civilian administrators and organizing his court.640 

Selassie launched the Negarit Gazeta to announce policy changes in a 

centralize

and Italian Somaliland.641   

The most crucial element of Ethiopian modernization projects is that 

they consolidated power around Selassie and his loyalists. Historian Abbas 

Gnamo notes that many of the post-

modern education but were selected by virtue of their unconditional loyalty to 

642  

One especially curious postwar development was the expansion of 

initiatives since the late nineteenth century. Most education in Ethiopia was 

historically tied to the expansion of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church 

since the fourth century CE.643 During the late nineteenth century, an 

 

639 91. 

640 Henze, Layers of Time, 237. 

641 Henze, 237. 

642 Gnamo, Conquest and Resistance in the Ethiopian Empire, 1880 -1974, 251. 

643 Zewde, Pioneers of Change in Ethiopia: The Reformist Intellectuals of the Early Twentieth 
Century, 20 21. 



163 
 

increasing number of royals received formal western-style education across 

Europe. This generation of educated elites emerged in an ad hoc manner with 

little concrete guidance from the Ethiopian government.644 However, by the 

1920s, France was the most popular destination for Ethiopian students sent to 

main schools, Menelik II and Tafari Makonnen. 645 This partially mirrors 

Abba Samuel 

Wolde Kahin, a Catholic physician from Guadeloupe, in the 1890s and early 

1900s.646  

Emperor Menelik II began to develop a centralized schooling system in 

Ethiopia with the first state-sponsored school in 1908; however, most royals 

continued to send their children to Europe. From when Selassie was heir 

apparent and following his coronation, the continued expansion of domestic 

education opportunities was one of his top priorities. One of the earliest parts 

of re-establishing centralized rule post-liberation was the establishment of the 

Ministry of Education and Fine Arts in 1942.647  

One crit

was not strictly benevolent; many of his policies, but especially post-1941, were 

into a homogenous state based on 648 
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speaking Tigrigna in schools.649 This was alongside closing thirty-six out of 

thirty- 941.650 If 

promoting education on its own merits was the goal, then closing ninety-two 

percent of schools is asinine.  

cementing of British ideas within Ethiopia. The British Council formed in 1934 

to establish educational missions in different countries to counteract the 

spread of fascist and communist ideas globally. While ostensibly a private 

Wales sponsored the organization.651 Their flagship operation in Ethiopia was 

the establishment of the General Wingate Secondary School, which was 

named for the British commander who led Mission 101 with Ethiopian Patriots 

and escorted Selassie to Addis Ababa. This school officially began operations 

on January 25, 1943.652  

English-language education. The first generation of western-educated 

teachers in Ethiopia received lessons in English and there was an expectation 

by both the council and Selassie that these teachers service an English-

language curriculum.653 The official curriculum was supposed to transition 

 

649  Shift from Peasant to Intellectual-Led Political 
African Journal of History and 

Culture 6, no. 8 (2014): 137. 

650 Asmelash, 130. 

651 Tamara van Kessel, Foreign Cultural Policy in the Interbellum: The Italian Dante Alighieri 
Society and the British Council Contesting the Mediterranean (Amsterdam University Press, 
2016), 52 53. 

652 Ethiopian Herald (Addis 
Ababa). January 25, 1947. 

653  



165 
 

from Amharic to English after the second grade.654 English became the de 

facto language of instruction in many secondary and post-secondary 

institutions,655 which remains the case well into the 2020s. This was a rather 

drastic change, especially considering that Selassie did not speak much 

English. This was probably because Selassie saw Britain as his best benefactor 

for sponsoring educational institutions and providing teachers to Ethiopia.   

Beyond strictly internal affairs, Selassie was interested in helping with 

the wider war effort. Selassie was doubtlessly grateful to the British for helping 

him regain his empire, and perhaps this was most apparent with his offer to 

support the Allied war effort against Italy and Germany. The British had no 

expectation that Selassie would contribute to the wider war effort because 

the few trained soldiers the emperor had were needed to maintain order in 

Ethiopia.656 Nonetheless, Selassie wrote to General Claude Auchinleck in 

February 1942 to offer Ethiopian soldiers as commandos.657 In this letter, 

ommandoes of 500 men each to be commanded by 

British Officers and used in the Libyan battle front or in any other theatre of 

658 Selassie also sent a similar letter to General William Platt,659 who 

the War Office to accept an offer for 2,500 Ethiopian commandoes.660 These 
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proposals were rejected because the War Office believed that it was 

 a match for the well- 661  

While Selassie investigated sending soldiers abroad, they quickly 

became essential for domestic security. The Woyane Rebellion erupted in the 

Tigray region in May 1943 under the leadership of former-government official 

Blatta Haile Mariam Redda.662 This rebellion emerged primarily as opposition 

modernize and more directly 

administer different regions. Many people in Tigray resented having 

somebody from a different ethnic group assigned as governor.663 British 

intelligence estimated that this uprising was comprised of at least 2000 

people,664 although this was a vast underestimate; some guesses place the 

rebellion at having had 20 to 30 000 combatants.665 Making matters worse for 

  defeat in mid-1941 and Italian 

resistance fighters remained active for a few more years.666  Resultingly, 

abandoned Italian armaments were easily accessible to rebels across rural 

Ethiopia.667 Selassie immediately mobilized 30 000 soldiers and assigned the 

well-regarded patriot commander Ras Abebe Arega to quell the uprising.668  

 

661 ra. 7.  

662 John Young, Peasant Revolution in Ethiopia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
52. 

663 Journal of the Middle 
East and Africa 1, no. 2 (2010): 189. 

664 TNA, WO 201/320. Addis Ababa to Foreign Office. May 29, 1943, para. 1.  

665  

666 WO 230/7. Ministry of Information to Kenya Information Officer, January 10, 1942. Quoted 
from 
1941 1945, An Imperial World at War: The British Empire, 1939-45, ed. Ashley Jackson, Yasmin 
Khan, and Gajendra Singh (London: Routledge, 2016), 32. 

667 Stewart, The First Victory, 223. 

668  



167 
 

Despite this somewhat pressing matter, Selassie again offered forces to 

the British around when the rebellion broke out. He proposed a new plan to 

provide soldiers for service in the Middle East in 1943,669 requesting that these 

forces coalesce into the Ethiopian Expeditionary Force.670 In June 1943, as the 

rebellion gained momentum, Selassie claimed that internal security issues 

were not severe enough to restrict how many soldiers Ethiopia could deploy 

for service overseas.671 On September 16, 1943, Middle East Command  who  

the main body in the British Army that Ethiopia interacted with on behalf of 

British High Command  

prepared for mountain warfare and should not be redeployed out of 

Ethiopia.672  

Instead, the British eventually had to divert some forces to help quell 

the Tigray rebellion. On September 21, 1943, Selassie requested the aerial 

bombardment of these rebel groups in northern Ethiopia.673 The British 

already had extensive experience using aircraft to monitor their colonies. 

Historian David Omissi calls Bri use of air power in Africa 

culmination of technological imperialism n efficient way to police 

large swaths of territory.674 An early example of its success was in 1920 with the 

final campaign against rebels in British Somaliland, which the Royal Air Force 

(RAF) managed to submit subdue in just a few weeks. This campaign gave 
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birth to the interwar era ,675 

which saved British colonial governments millions of GBP per year in their 

defense budget.676 This policy was adopted by some British Dominions too. 

For example, the Union government of South Africa, with support from the 

British, bombed Johannesburg to quell the Rand Strike in early 1922.677 British-

led bombing raids of insurgencies were well-

request. On the same day  the British military 

headquarters in East Africa authorized the deployment of British forces to 

Tigray to help quell these uprisings.678 Three bombers from the RAF launched 

aerial raids against rebel forces in October.679 Organized rebellion 

disintegrated following the British intervention, albeit decentralized 

noncompliance from Tigrayan nationalists persisted over the next three 

decades.680  

concern for both Selassie and the British. Chief Political Officer P. Mitchell 

observed in a May 9, 1941 report that Italy had sewn the Italian colonies to 

Ethiopia economically.681 Italy implemented a common currency and banking 

system across its East African territories, and tried to connect industry and 

commerce between Ethiopia and the coastal colonies. Italy also constructed 

roads between Addis Ababa, Dessie, and Assab to better connect central 

 

675 Roy Irons, Churchill and the Mad Mullah of Somaliland: Betrayal and Redemption 1899-1921 
(Pen and Sword, 2013), 219. 

676 - The RUSI Journal 152, no. 5 (October 1, 2007): 20. 

677 Journal of Southern African Studies 
41, no. 3 (May 4, 2015): 456 57. 

678 TNA, WO 201/320. HQ East Africa to Mideast RPTD Eritrea Area. September 21, 1943.   

679 -
The Journal of African History 25, no. 4 (1984): 443. 

680  

681  



169 
 

Ethiopia to Eritrea.682 The War Office believed that Eritrea and Italian 

683 which 

meant that Ethiopia had to sever these connections to make itself more self-

sufficient. 

Until Ethiopia could achieve this self-sufficiency, the emperor sought 

further financial support from the British in addition to the initial funding 

attached to the 1942 Anglo-Ethiopian Agreement. In August 1943, he 

requested £55 

684 While it is unclear where damo Arus 

is, as that is not a region or locality that appears in contemporary maps, 

Guragi corresponds to the modern Gurage Zone in south-western Ethiopia. 

Selassie intended for this settlement to be comprised of people who were 

previously displaced from other parts of Ethiopia.685 

 

Federation with Eritrea 

 

There was little consensus among the Allied powers in the post World 

War Two period about what should happen to the former Italian colonies, but 

there was one point of agreement: that Italy should not regain control over 

Libya, Eritrea, or Somaliland. The Allied Council of Foreign Ministers agreed 

viable political, economic, and social infrastructure in North Africa and the 
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686 Aside from the Italians spending over a billion USD on the colonies 

without any significant financial returns,687 

shambles by the end of the Second World War.688 The newly-established 

Italian Republic was not in a position to both rebuild its industrial economy at 

home while maintaining several expensive colonies.  

The 1947 Treaty of Peace with Italy marked a turning point in how the 

Council of Foreign Ministers considered this issue. Section IV, Article 23-1 of 

689 The Four Power Commission held absolute 

authority over deciding what to do with these colonies. If the commission 

failed to reach an agreement about the territories, it then had to defer the 

issue to the General Assembly of the UN.690 The Treaty of Peace did not specify 

a deadline for the Four Power Commission to reach a decision, although it 

stipulated that any decision made concerning the colonies must consider 

both the interests of foreign governments and the preference of the people 

living in the former Italian territory.691  

While Italian rule was out of the question, none of the major powers 

the entire period 

from 1946 to 1950 one of acute uncertainty for Eritreans and Ethiopians 
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692 Some possible proposed solutions included: The British-American 

position of a trusteeship over the former colonies; a Latin-American bloc who 

advocated for a return of the colonies to Italy; the Soviet stance that there 

should be a United Nations-led administration for each colony; and an Asian 

bloc suggesting a United Nations trusteeship but, unlike the Soviet position, 

one where major powers did not play a prominent role.693 

The main practical benefit for Selassie to gain Eritrea as a province was 

that it gave Ethiopia access to the Red Sea. Political scientists Michael L. Faye 

et. al highlight that landlocked nations face unique challenges based on a 

dependence on passage through a sovereign transit country, one through 

which trade from a landlocked country must pass in order to access 

international shipping markets. 694 Ethiopia was vulnerable to restrictions on 

trade that Britain, Italy, and France imposed on it, and this was a reason why it 

did not have the modern weapons necessary to repel the Italians in the mid-

1930s. Gaining a clear avenue to the Red Sea would have connected Ethiopia 

to international markets and gave it independence from the great powers. 

declared war in October 1935, Selassie almost immediately proclaimed that 

the 

into Ethiopia upon their victory.695 The emperor argued in 1942, a year after 

apart from the racial, lingui
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696 In the 

aftermath of Ethiopia ratifying the 1947 Treaty of Peace with Italy, Selassie 

again requested control over both Italian Eritrea and Somaliland.697 The 

Ethiopian government funded pro-unionist groups in Eritrea extensively in 

the late 1940s.698 Not all of this funding was for peaceful political activism; 

there is some evidence that Ethiopia deliberately funded terrorist cells who 

targeted Italians and pro-independence leaders.699 The EOTC, which 

regime, also provided significant support to the pro-unionist movements.700 

former Italian territories, but 

especially Eritrea, represents his vision for a powerful Ethiopian empire. As 

much as Selassie spoke about modernization projects, he still ruled as an 

absolutist ruler with visions of expansion; this is reminiscent of Emperor 

Beyond citing historical precedent, Selassie emphasized that there would 

have been significant economic benefits if Eritrea became a part of Ethiopia.701 

If Ethiopia inherited the commercial port at Asmara and the military facilities 

at Massawa, then it would have likely been a significant bonus for Selassie. 

Something that the Council of Foreign Ministers had to consider was 

the sudden emergence of multiple nationalist movements in 1940s Eritrea. 
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colony postwar.702 Eden was correct at this point. While there were some anti-

Italian sentiments among Eritreans, there were no vestiges of a shared 

national identity. When Eritrean intellectuals first mobilized in May 1941 as the 

Mahber Fikri Hager,703 

employment of Italians as regional administrators.704 Some members of the 

Mahber Fikri Hager supported unifying the Tigrayan and Tigrinya ethnic 

groups albeit not necessarily as a standalone nation.705  

The earliest nationalist movements did not emerge for a few more 

years. The Eritrean Muslim League (EML), which historian Joseph L. Venosa 

706 formed in December 1946. 

Paths toward the Nation: Islam, Community, and Early 

Nationalist Mobilization in Eritrea, 1941 1961 does an excellent job tracing the 

formation of the EML,707 particularly around how the BMA struggled to 

address grievances over customary dues and the expression of distinct 

Tigrinya national identities.708 There is some evidence that the violence across 

rural Eritrea in the 
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-independence 

Party of Love and Country.709  

The Council of Foreign Ministers established a commission for the 

investigation of Italian colonies in September 1947.710 This commission met 

thirty times from February 2, 1948 to August 31, 1948 to parse how Eritreans 

wanted to be governed.711 To gather this information, the council polled over 

3000 community representatives across Eritrea. It uncovered that the 

followed by the Muslim League at 31 percent.712 Trailing behind these two 

front-runners, the Pro-Italy maintained 11 percent support, the Liberal 

Progressives hovered at 9 percent, and the National Party trailed in fifth place 

with just 1 percent of the vote.713 It is worth noting that this reflects the 

communities also varied immensely in size; a person voting on behalf of a 

community with 20 people held equivalent weight as a community with a few 

hundred.714 It is possible that a territory-wide referendum could have varied 

significantly from this representative sampling. Despite the limitations with 

this data collection, the Four Powers recognized that the two largest factions 

were the Ethiopian-Eritrean unionists and the Muslim League, who backed an 

independent Eritrea.  
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Following this investigation, Britain ultimately proposed to the Four 

Powers that Ethiopia should administer Eritrea for ten years as a trial run. 

Then if this ten-year period went well, the General Assembly could allow 

Ethiopia to oversee Eritrea permanently.715 What was the position of the other 

powers towards Eritrea? According to an American report from August 1948, 

there was no clear consensus. The Soviet Union advocated for an Italian 

trusteeship of Eritrea and that Eritrea follow the January 1, 1934, boundaries 

with Ethiopia.716 France advocated for a similar position with the caveat that 

should be assigned to 

Ethiopia in full sovereignty. 717 France also advocated for a new boundary 

commission comprised of Italian and Ethiopian representatives to draw the 

new borders. The United States advocated for southern Eritrea to become a 

part of Ethiopia while delaying a decision about northern Eritrea, where a 

substantial Italian community remained after the war.718 This was an evolution 

Eritrea should be incorporated into Ethiopia.719 These various positions 

concerning Eritrea were fundamentally incompatible and the Four Powers 

Commission failed to reach a consensus. This resulted in the commission 

officially referring the matter to the United Nations for arbitration on 

September 15, 1948.720  
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The status of Eritrea remained in limbo throughout 1949 and early 1950. 

Countries like Australia and Guatemala requested that the United Nations 

conduct their own investigation of Eritrea and report its findings to the 1950 

General Assembly before making a final decision.721 The General Assembly 

agreed with this request and the United Nations subsequently sponsored 

multiple additional inspections of Eritrea between February 24, 1950, to April 5, 

1950.722 Between late April and early June, representatives within the UN met 

multiple times to review the information gained from their inspections.723  

The General Assembly voted 46 to ten on December 2, 1950 to pass 

Resolution 390A (V), which mandated that Ethiopia and Eritrea would enter 

into a Federation before December 1952.724 

725 including the requirement that 

Eritrea would oversee all of its domestic affairs while international relations fell 

unto the Ethiopian government.726 

The precise outcome was unclear up until the final decision was 

and Ethiopians. In a speech on September 9, 1950, Eritrean nationalist leader 

Woldeab Woldemariam repeatedly praised Britain for teaching Eritrean 

leaders about democracy.727 Woldermariam emphasized in this speech the 

importance of self-determination and implied that the EML expected to 
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achieve independence.728 It was also apparently 

and his Ministers when Federation was decided upon. 729 

closeness to the British, he was blindsided by the news; he expected full 

ownership of Eritrea as a province, and not a federation.  

Between 1950 and 1952, preparations to hand Eritrea to Ethiopia 

became a complicated affair. There was an uptick in banditry and terroristic 

violence throughout 1951 in Eritrea that nearly paralyzed the entire transfer of 

power.730 A significant portion of this violence was from pro-Union Party 

supporters that foug

operations even after the declaration of federation; this resulted in Selassie 

offering amnesty to any Shifta, or anybody who was a bandit or outlaw,731 that 

surrendered within a month.732 

The EML and similar nationalist groups pivoted from being 

independence movements to pushing to preserve regional autonomy under 

the new federal system.733 These groups coalesced as the Eritrean Democratic 

Front (EDF) on January 11, 1951 to help transition Eritrea from being a colony to 

a quasi-independent state.734 
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why the Moslems and Christians could not have their civil and religious 

735 However, the EDF and its 

allies were suspicious of the pro-union factions and feared that they would 

undermine Eritrean autonomy within the federation.736 Their suspicions were 

prior sponsorship of the pro-unionist Shifta.  

The British were not particularly optimistic that Selassie could maintain 

control over Ethiopia long-term without significant reforms. The 1951 British 

annual review of Ethiopia opens with a discussion of a failed assassination plot 

against Selassie. This was the first explicit conspiracy against the emperor 

himself and not just one of his ministers.737 This report argues that the plot 

despot and an advocate of limited reforms, is an obstacl

officials within his administration.738  

The BMA withdrew entirely in March 1951 and the British Council in 

June 1951,739 although the schools the council sponsored continued 

challenge because Eritrea lacked the funding to maintain the existing 2300 

police officers and 1800 field officers.740 This was especially problematic as the 
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BMA-funded police was the only defence force in Eritrea,741 and banditry was a 

continuous problem for the BMA. The Ethiopian government proposed 

incorporating the entire field force into the Ethiopian Army and stationing an 

additional 2000 Ethiopian soldiers in Eritrea to offset the lost police force.742  

Ethiopia did not inherit the Italian-built naval infrastructure in Eritrea. 

British and American forces initially enlarged the Italian base at Massawa as a 

part of the lend lease agreement with Ethiopia.743 However, as Member of 

Parliament Anthony Nutting noted, the British decided in 1947 to demolish 

the naval base, which had ceased to operate in 1945 and was falling into 

disrepair and costing the British Administration a great deal of money to 

744 This decision predated the British support for an Ethiopian-

Eritrean federation. However, demolition of former Italian port facilities 

continued into 1952; after the United Nations settled on federation. In April 

1952, following a fiery critique from suffragette and anti-imperialist Sylvia 

Pankhurst,745 the Foreign Office notified officials in Asmara that there would 

be no more demolition of any facilities unless a building was unsafe or 

condemned.746  

The Eritrean Assembly voted unanimously for its constitution,747 which 

a UN appointed commissioner wrote in consultation with the Ethiopian 
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government and Eritrean citizens.748 Selassie subsequently signed his 

approval for this constitution on August 11.749 Just over a month later, on 

September 15, Britain officially handed Italian Eritrea over to Ethiopia.750  

 

Italian Somaliland and Greater Somalia 

 

What about Italian Somaliland? Britain initially proposed a British 

ali-majority 

territories.751 This would have also included the Ogaden region of Ethiopia. The 

Soviet Union and the United States scuttled this proposal out of fears that 

Britain was empire building while France worried that Djibouti would be 

absorbed in this Greater Somaliland.752 British counsellor W. D. Allen noted in a 

January 1948 memorandum that 

753  

Mixed in with the discussions over Somaliland was the secretive Zeila-

754 Selassie was anxious that he would 

ret 
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negotiations with Britain in the late 1940s concerning Zeila, a small port town 

in British Somaliland. These negotiations focused on Britain trading Zeila and 

some neighboring land in exchange for the Haud, which is a plateau in the 

Ogaden region that was significant to some Somali pastoral communities. 

The claims of newly discovered oil in the Haud complicated these 

negotiations further. Ethiopia granted drilling rights to the American-owned 

Sinclair Oil Corporation in September 1945,755 which began its exploratory 

operations in 1947.756 Sinclair drilled its first wells in the early 1950s albeit with 

limited success.757 A 1954 bulletin indicates that none of these early wells bore 

any oil that merited further drilling operations.758 While oil itself was never 

discovered in any significant quantities, the possibility loomed over any 

negotiations Ethiopia had concerning the Haud.  

There are two reasons why these negotiations were important despite 

Resolution 390 (A), which formed the Ethiopian-Eritrean Federation, having 

rendered them moot. These negotiations were primarily intended as an 

insurance policy so Ethiopia could still gain permanent access to the Red Sea 

even if the United Nations rejected any sort of Ethiopian influence in Eritrea. 

This was also one of the other early examples of American interest in Ethiopia. 

The United States left much of its foreign oil acquisition in the hands of private 

firms starting in the 1940s with some limited input from Washington,759 and 

 

755 Ethiopia Concedes Her Oil to Sinclair: 50-Year Grant of Exclusive Rights Covers Entire 
Country --Standard Once Had Pact New York Times. September 7, 1945, 1.  

756 
Human Rights Tr Review of African Political Economy 29, no. 91 (2002): 87. 

757 -
83. 

758 The ANNALS of 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science 306, no. 1 (1956): 114. 

759 Geographical 
Review 99, no. 3 (July 1, 2009): 421. 



182 
 

the Sinclair Oil Company was a minor example of this expansion of the 

American energy economy.   

 

Italian War Crimes 

 

One request Selassie made to the Allied powers frequently between 

1941 and 1947 was the punishment of Italian war criminals. After all, Ethiopia 

had been subject to a brutal invasion that relied on both incendiary and 

chemical weapons against civilian and military targets. The five-year 

occupation and forced integration into Italian East Africa were also vicious. 

The Addis Ababa Massacre of February 1937 is an especially poignant example.  

In September 1946, the British Foreign office listed sixteen Italian 

marshals and generals who played a significant role in the Second Italo-

Ethiopian War.760 Aside from Emilio de Bono, who Mussolini had executed in 

January 1944,761 fifteen survived the Second World War. Some were under 

American detainment while several were already released. A couple of the 

accused war criminals kept their positions of power after the war, like Mario 

Nasi who commanded the Corpo Automobilistico [Automotive Corps] or Pirzio 

Biroli at the Ministero della Guerra [Ministry of War].762 The War Crimes 

Commission of Ethiopia formally requested for a copy of records stored in 

Eritrea from the British Foreign Office in November 1947.763 However, the new 
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Italian Republic continued to delay any attempts to investigate war crimes 

and refused to put anyone on trial.764 

Ultimately, the investigations into Italian war crimes completely stalled 

because of Cold War politics. Historian Raymond Jonas argues that the 

Ababa can be attributed largely, as we have seen, to the machinations of the 

British government of the 1940s to protect their new- 765 Western 

powers like Britain and the United States feared that the Soviet Union would 

build support from smaller powers; especially ones decimated by the Second 

World War. The postwar British government under Clement Attlee generally 

pursued a policy of trying Italian war criminals in Yugoslavia whereas the 

American government was more willing to drop the issue.766  

However, rega the Foreign 

and War Offices were reluctant about being too harsh on some Italian 

criminals. One they were especially reluctant to see prosecuted was Pietro 

Badoglio, who the collapse of 

they needed to keep Badoglio in power as a bulwark against communism.767 

This led to these institutions pressuring Ethiopia in dropping the issue 

entirely. 

One es

prosecute Italian criminals was with Italian General Guglielmo Nasi. Nasi led 
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and subsequently became one of the top governors in Italian East Africa. In 

1946 he was acquitted of all charges by the Italian courts.768 Following the 

United Nations resolution to temporarily place Somaliland under Italian 

jurisdiction in 1949, the Italian government appointed Nasi as governor of 

769 The 

United Nations War Crime Commission acknowledged that the charges 

against all twenty war criminals were credible yet did not intervene on 

half.770  

Ultimately, because of a lack of support from the UN and pressure from 

Britain, Ethiopia dropped all charges except for two: those against Badoglio 

and Graziani.771 There were still arguably the two most important people still 

alive that could be criminally charged: Badoglio was the commander that 

authorized the use of chemical weapons while Graziani ordered the Addis 

Ababa Massacre in February 1937. However, Italy refused to extradite the 

criminals, which was essential for prosecution to proceed.  

It is worth noting that these issues did not affect all post-war war crime 

investigations. In the late 1940s, Selassie and his supporters directly accused 

the British government of prejudice against Ethiopia.772 The main argument 

it 

paid full attention to near-identical cases of war crimes that Japan committed 
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against China in the 1930s.773 Ultimately, Selassie was forced to drop the issue 

entirely in 1949 because of pressure from the Foreign Office, who did not want 

to alienate the postwar Italian government, and fear over losing British 

support over the Eritrea issue.774 Selassie likely still cared about human rights 

to some extent, as Ethiopia was the first country to ratify the 1948 Genocide 

Convention,775 but practical concerns and Cold War politics overrode moral 

and ethical quandaries.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The British Military Administration marked the height of British-

Ethiopian relations, albeit even here there were still struggles. Following his 

return to Addis Ababa, Selassie and the British War Office set about restoring 

the African empire. This restoration process was challenging. Old scars, such 

as the friction between Tigrayan and Amhara elites, exploded into open 

conflict. New challenges like a suddenly widespread Eritrean national identity 

emerged under the BMA, which complicated plans for the Ethiopian-Eritrean 

 

economies made re-establishing an independent Ethiopia more difficult. 

Ethiopia still wanted to control Eritrea, as being landlocked made it vulnerable 

to the Italians, but Selassie prized independence. It was preferable to cast off 

the shackles from Italian occupation and then gain Eritrea rather than retain 

the Italian influences. This is all without commenting on a major global 

conflict that still raged for four years after 
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ended and a new decade began, the fate of the former Italian territories 

become solidified: After being briefly administered by the Italian government, 

Somaliland would be incorporated into a British trusteeship whereas Eritrea 

would function as a semi-autonomous state within an Ethiopia-Eritrea 

federation. 

leadership attempted to balance their support for Selassie and their 

reluctance to commit significant resources. There was little long-term 

thought given to the BMA, with the initial agreement having only been valid 

for two years; before the Second World War concluded. Following the 1944 

agreement, the BMA took a more hands-off approach to governing Ethiopian 

territory, but still offered nominal support to Selassie.  

The BMA had a mixed record of success. On the one hand, it 

The BMA also aided in the economic recovery of the former Italian territories, 

albeit largely at the expense of Black Eritreans in favour of white Italian 

settlers. The BMA also helped facilitate investigations for the Four Powers 

Commission and the United Nations, which laid the groundwork for the post-

war peace.  

Despite the generally positive relationship between Selassie and the 

British, there were multiple issues that ultimately fractured their post-war 

diplomacy. The BMA was largely ineffective in keeping the frontier territories 

secure from banditry and looting and failed even more-so when it grappled 

with politically motivated insurgencies. The failure to prosecute Italian war 

 

Perhaps the most salient point was 

long-term viability as a leader. The modernization projects that he undertook 
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in the 1940s, whether with British support or not, were all geared towards 

maintaining his regime. Discontentment like the Woyane Rebellion and the 

nationalist movements in Eritrea were signs of imperial decline and future 

challenges that Selassie had to contend with.  
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Chapter Four: Re-Arming the Armed Forces: 

Backing 

 

One long-term impact of the Second Italo-Ethiopian War (1935-37) was 

an impressive number of troops, Ethiopia did not really have a conventional 

standing army. Beyond the well-equipped and -trained royal guard, most of 

Ethio contingents from different regions. Each 

Ras raised their own soldiers and fought largely independently of one 

equipment. Despite exaggeration in contemporary British media,776 the 

stereotype of Ethiopians soldiers with spears charging Italian tanks has some 

basis.777 More critically, the lack of protection against chemical weapons and 

ineffective anti-air batteries doomed the Ethiopian army to a slow, painful 

death beneath clouds of mustard gas.778 Notwithstanding its valiant effort, 

 

The Ethiopian Imperial Government announced the creation of the 

Ministry of National Defence (MND) in November 1953

change in the organisation of the Imperial Defence 779 The Ministry 

encompassed three agencies: The Ministry of Land, the Ministry of Air, and the 
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Ministry of Marine. These agencies were meant to administer the Imperial 

Ethiopian Army (IEA), the Imperial Ethiopian Airforce (IEAF), and the newly 

formed Imperial Ethiopian Navy (IEN).  

1953 is also an important year for Ethiopian military development 

because this was when the United States and Ethiopia signed a Mutual 

Defence Agreement. Between the signing of the 1953 Defence agreement 

and the 1974 Derg coup, the American government provided 300 million USD 

in military assistance to Ethiopia.780 During the 1940s, Britain was the main 

country that helped service. Britain also 

maintained a military garrison in Ethiopia and helped maintain stability 

during the post-liberation period. Yet the British provided almost no funds 

and only limited technical support during the 1950s. Why, and how, did this 

shift occur? 

military support from Britain 

to the United States of America by analyzing the professionalization of 

oved with 

Ethiopia in the early 1950s,781 there was doubtlessly a pivot in who Ethiopia 

valued more as an ally. The first part of the chapter will discuss the waning of 

British imperial power, which was a dominant factor as to why Britain lacked 

the capacit

reason for this decline in military support for Ethiopia was that Britain was no 

instead shifted to 

the United States by the late 19

allegiance was that American foreign policy interests were generally more 
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University Press, 2003), 37. 

781  
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Ethiopia into the global community. Meanwhile, the British Foreign Office 

782 The chapter will then shift focus to how the United 

States filled the void that the British left in Ethiopia. The United States 

sponsored many conservative governments after the Second World War 

because it wanted allies against the Soviet Union and other communist states. 

Finally, the chapter will discuss the specific modernization projects that the 

Ethiopian armed forces undertook.  

A major focus of this chapter is how the United States had some 

strategic interests in Ethiopia after the Second World War. The Kagnew Radio 

Station, which was a former Italian outpost near Asmara in Eritrea, became a 

ence in Africa. The United States sought 

allies as a bulwark against communism and the expansion of Soviet influence, 

and Ethiopia was arguably the earliest in Africa. While the American 

government viewed independence movements in the 1950s with suspicion, 

fearing that they were influenced or led by communists,783 it did not harbour 

this worry about Selassie who was a conservative monarch. In exchange for 

poured hundreds of millions of dollars into the African state. Between the 

early 1950s and 1970, Ethiopia received approximately sixty percent of all 

American military aid to Africa.784 Most of this newfound funding went into 

ortion also went into 
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general development projects. American funding was important for all three 

branches of the Ethiopian military, although it was especially critical for the 

IEN; an institution that did not exist before 1953 and relied heavily on the 

United States providing ships.785 

 

British Decline 

 

contextualize why it was unwilling, or perhaps simply unable, to materially 

support Ethiopia in the 1950s. The precise start of decolonization is somewhat 

there were signs of weakness. Historian Antoinette Burton argues that much 

the history of the British empire is not rise and fall but skirmish, scramble, 

stumble, recover 786 The 

Irish War of Independence (1919-1921) and the Egyptian Revolution (1919) were 

two examples of countries gaining their independence from the British 

empire even at its supposed height following its victory in the First World War 

(1914-1918). However, British officials generally remained optimistic in the late 

1910s and throughout the 1920s that these independence movements were a 

temporary hiccup in .787 

During the late 1920s and throughout the 1930s, there was a significant 

uptick in colonial unrest across the empire. The outbreak of the Great 
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Depression in late 1929 was a contributing factor to the unrest among Igbo 

Women in British West Africa and the subsequent mass protests in Oloko.788 

The Gold Coast experienced widespread protests and some riots in 1931 

following an attempt to raise taxes in urban centers.789 There were also 

multiple strikes in the Gold Coast against foreign monopolies over cocoa 

prices in the 1920s and 1930s, which culminated in 1937-38 whereby Africans 

not only boycotted European cocoa buyers but also essential European-

produced imported good sympathy strikes by market mammies, lorry 

drivers and surf-boat workers, ultimately, the burning of some 400 tonnes of 

790 A revolt broke out in Cyprus in 1931 

hardship and growing popular discontent  to the fore a 

variety of grievances 791 Unrest began in the British West Indies around 1935 in 

response to collapsing sugar markets and a lack of assistance from the British 

government,792 and labour disputes persisted until the outbreak of the Second 

World War. The governor of Trinidad also -

793 The Copperbelt Strike broke out in Northern Rhodesia on May 29, 1935, 

because of a major tax hike on impoverished mining communities. The 
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colonial government requested assistance from the British Royal Air Force to 

suppress the strike.794  

 towards colonial possessions 

during 1938-1939 was also a significant indicator that the empire was soon 

going to fracture. Before 1938, the Colonial Office advocated for Indirect Rule 

as both the most effective way to govern colonized peoples and as a morally 

sound system of governance. Around 1939, there was a sharp increase in 

debate about the viability of colonial possessions.795 There were some plans to 

eliminate Indirect Rule entirely and shift towards self-government entirely in 

British West Africa, although the Second World War interrupted these plans. 

It was more difficult to enact these reforms in British East Africa because of 

the larger white settler communities and the low number of educated Black 

Africans.796 This shift was predicated on both the challenges the Great 

Depression posed for managing the colonies, which included the uptick in 

revolts and protests, and the increasingly unstable political climate in 

continental Europe.   

The outbreak of the Second World War was critical for the dissolution of 

the British Empire because it pushed Britain to its breaking point. Britain was 

not prepared for the German war machine that ripped through western 

Europe in the Spring of 1940. From July 1940 to June 1941, the British Empire 

was the only opposition against the Axis Powers. Simultaneously, Britain had 
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intelligence to Nazi Germany were both examples of anti-imperial resistance 

during wartime. 

did not have a significant impact on British operations,797 but it highlights that 

not all Indian soldiers were loyal to Britain. The Irish Republican Army sought 

to collaborate with Nazi Germany in the late 1930s to break North Ireland away 

from the United Kingdom and unify with the independent Republic of 

Ireland.798 The Abwehr, or the Nazi intelligence department, attempted to 

offer direction to Irish Republican Army insurgent activities between 1939 and 

1943 but were almost completely unsuccessful.799 While neither had a 

significant military impact, both are interesting examples of people who did 

   

While Britain emerged victorious from the Second World War, largely 

because of the support from the Soviet Union and the United States, it came 

at significant cost: 264 000 British soldiers, 90 000 civilians, and over 100 000 

colonial subjects died during the war.800 These figures do not include the 

three million or more deaths during the Bengal Famine in the early 1940s, 

which happened largely because of British wartime policies in India.801 
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Approximately 1.5 million Londoners became homeless during the war due to 

the bombing runs.802  

The economic impacts of the war are especially important when 

considering waning British power. Britain depleted its gold reserves in 1940 

and its economy teetered on complete collapse.803 American President 

Roosevelt responded with a  declaration in December 1940 that the United 

effort.804 This led to the passing of H.R. 1776, more commonly known as the 

Lend Lease Act, on March 11, 1941.805 This act gave the American government a 

mechanism to provide whatever materials the British needed for the war 

effort against Nazi Germany. The United States loaned the British government 

approximately 31 billion USD in supplies including transport trucks, combat 

vehicles, and aircraft during the war.806 The United States also financed 

projects like the repair of forty British warships in 1941.807  

However, even with this support, Britain was destitute at the end of the 

Second World War. Historian Nicholas K. Githuku described the United 

psychology of a victor but its economic circumstances resembled those of a 
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808 For example, wartime 

rationing continued into the 1950s and many Britons faced food insecurity.809 

resources than during any previous conflict including the mass recruitment of 

colonized peoples and unprecedented social 810  

One symbolically significant moment in the Second World War as it 

pertains to decolonization came with the signing of the Atlantic Charter 

between British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and the President of the 

United States Franklin Delano Roosevelt in August 1941. This agreement 

which they defined as the defeat of Nazi Germany and Nazism.811 Article Three 

states that the two world powers wou

choose the form of government under which they will live; and they wish to 

see sovereign rights and self government restored to those who have been 

812 The two leaders had different interpretations of 

this passage: Churchill maintained that the clause only applied to Axis 

occupied European countries while Roosevelt and his cohort argued that it 

applied to all colonized and subjected peoples.813 As a supporter of empire, 
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Churchill reiterated his stance that Article Three applied only to fascist-

occupied countries in a September 1941 speech to Parliament.814  

Despite Churchill and Roosevelt both insisting that they did not know 

about Article Three tification 

for liberation,815 

applicability to British colonies and territories. Labour politicians pressed 

Churchill multiple times during the Second World War and in its aftermath on 

the colonial question. In June 1942, MP Manny Shinwell inquired about 

whether the Atlantic Charter applied to Sierra Leone during a question period 

 he did not receive an answer.816 

The 1943 Labour Party Conference agreed to a 

817 

In May 1944, MP Arthur Greenwood challenged Churchill for not offering any 

language.818 Labour MPs continued to be significant advocates of 

decolonization within parliament in the postwar period.819 

by nationalists seeking a greater share in the direction of their countries  

820 These leaders spanned the entire British Empire and Article 
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Three served as definitive moral support for decolonization.821 Nigerian 

newspaperman and nationalist Nnamdi Azikiwe led a delegation of West 

African journalists to London in 1943 and submitted a memorandum to the 

British Colonial Office calling for the immediate Africanization and the 

independence of West African states by 1958.822 In October 1945, the fifth 

annual Pan-African Congress was held in Manchester, United Kingdom where 

of the principles of self- 823 Alongside 

Selassie, major African nationalist leaders like Jomo Kenyatta of Kenya, 

Kwame Nkrumah of the Gold Coast, and Kenneth Kaunda of Northern 

Rhodesia (later Zambia) attended this conference. Delegates at the 

conference also proclaimed that 

 

We are determined to be free; but if the western world is still 
determined to rule mankind by force, then Africans, as a last resort, 
may have to appeal to force in the effort to achieve freedom.824 

 

This proclamation was a warning shot to colonial powers, which nationalist 

movements acted on in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  

 to some extent by 

1948 that it had to adapt to the changing postwar political climate,825 although 
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the exact timeframes were not particularly clear. India and Pakistan already 

gained their independence in 1947 and the British Mandate in Palestine 

based on expanding domestic issues like the housing shortages; empire was a 

peripheral issue to many Britons and British politicians. 826 The exact plan for 

independence worked in a 

timeframe of decades, not years or even months

former Secretary of State for India Leo Amery arguing that West African 

colonies would not be ready for independence for many years.827 There was 

also some talk in the Cabinet about constructing a new Colonial Office as late 

as 1955,828 which implies that there was still some faith that the empire could 

have remained intact for a while longer. Nonetheless, pessimism over 

place as a great power became far more widespread in the late 1940s and 

early 1950s.829 

As a result, the wars of decolonization were typically on a much smaller 

scale in the British colonies than the French or Portuguese colonies,830 but 

one egregious exception was the oppressive response to the Mau Mau 

uprising in Kenya in the 1950s. In the late nineteenth-century, the Colonial 

Office took over 60 000 acres of land from the Kikuyu and gave it to settler 
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colonists.831 Substantial anti-colonial resistance from mostly Kikuyu leaders, 

although other groups like the Meru and Embu also resisted, began in the 

1920s but became a greater priority for the British Colonial Office after the 

Second World War.832 In 1952, Kikuyu, Meru, and Embu peoples launched a full 

to the rebels, who the British called the Mau Mau, was brutal and an example 

of what political scientist Huw Bennett calls exemplary force. 833 Tens of 

thousands of civilians were imprisoned in concentration camps and tortured 

for information on the uprising.834 The crimes were extensive enough that the 

colonial government burned many of the records about the camps before 

their final departure of Kenya in 1963.835 The British government revealed in 

2011 that surviving documents from Kenya and dozens of other former 

colonies were rediscovered at Hanslope Park.836 The British used a 

considerable amount of force and resources to contain the uprising, which 

 

tatus as a 

opening in 1869 turned a 11,560 nautical-mile voyage from Liverpool to 
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Bombay to 5,777 nautical miles almost overnight.837 In 1875, the British 

government under Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli purchased 44 percent of 

the shares in the Suez Canal Project,838 which gave the British significant sway 

combined with a rising Arab nationalist movement made the British 

government believe that a future intervention in Egypt would prove 

necessary.839 Following the mutiny of Egyptian Army Officer Ahmed Urabi in 

late 1881 and his rejection of European influence, Britain executed a naval 

bombardment of Alexandria in July 1882. The subsequent land invasion 

resulted in the declaration of Egypt as a British Protectorate. Ultimately, it was 

the increased trade capacity the canal offered combined with the British 

purchase of the Suez Canal stocks that were central factors for the British 

intervention in Egypt in the early 1880s.840  

Despite some significant challenges to British control over the region, 

including the 1919 Egyptian Revolution, British supremacy in Egypt remained 

intact until the early 1950s. On July 23, 1952, the Egyptian Nationalist Free 

Officers Movement overthrew the Egyptian monarchy and installed a new 

Republican government. This new government solicited support from the 

United States and asked that it pressure Britain to withdraw all its 85 000 

soldiers stationed in Egypt.841 On July 26, 1956, Egyptian President Gamal 
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Abdel Nasser announced that he would nationalise the Suez Canal and buy 

out all the shares belonging to foreign actors.842   

Eden initially supported the ,843 

which was a board of trustees meant to oversea the canal. Countries like 

Ethiopia and India were also invited to participate.844 However, under pressure 

by France and Israel to follow a more decisive course of action combined with 

disillusionment with the United States, Eden ultimately joined a conspiracy to 

wretch the Canal away from Egypt. The basic plan was for Israel to invade 

Egypt under the guise of regaining territory lost in the 1948 Arab Israeli War. 

As Israeli forces approached the Suez Canal, Britain and France were to then 

deploy paratroopers and establish a no-combat zone between the Egyptian 

and Israelis forces. France and Britain also held veto power in the Security 

Council at the UN, which meant that theoretically the UN could not intervene 

in this conflict. 

The initial operations were reasonably successful for the three 

conspirators. The Israelis launched their initial attack into the Sinai Peninsula 

on October 29, 1956, with the British and French entering the war two days 

later. International judgment was quick

members of the Security Council already vetoed.845 The general Assembly 
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then met for an emergency session from November 1 to November 10. During 

authority without the mandate of the 

846 Despite 

847This session called for the end of all hostilities 

and introduced the UN Emergency Force to secure the canal.  

Beyond the United Nations, both the United States and Soviet Union 

848 Soviet Prime Minister 

Nikolai Bulganin threatened Eden with nuclear weapons if they did not cease 

hostilities.849 Aside from getting the General Assembly involved, the United 

States applied economic sanctions to Britain via freezing funds held in the 

International Monetary Fund.850 Since the Suez Crisis caused oil shortages, the 

United States also offered to increase oil shipments to Europe if the British 

ended hostilities in Egypt. Between pressure from both global superpowers 

and the wider UN, Britain and France withdrew all forces from Egypt by 

December 22, 1956, and Israel followed suit by March 8, 1957.    

Many historians and political scientists cite the Suez Crisis as the end of 
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notes that many people in the late 1940s and early 1950s saw the continued 

-war revitalisation of 

imperial power and the preservation of great- 852 To both lose 

their stake in the canal and then have their attempted reclaiming of it 

challenged was a sharp awakening for believers of British supremacy. One 

severely shaken the basis of Anglo-American relations and exposed the 

limitations of our strength. This fact defined the conditions within which 

853 The 

Times also 

was a great power and the first to confront a crisis which proved she was 

854  

In the context of British-Ethiopian relations, Selassie supported the UN 

General Assembly and its resolutions against the British-French-Israeli 

conspiracy. Ethiopia was one of the nineteen sponsors of the proposed 

resolution to end hostilities during the emergency session.855 U.S. Secretary of 

State John Foster Dulles noted in a private meeting with Eisenhower that 

the British had been trying 856 Dulles 
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seems to have been referring to the British proposals to incorporate the Haud 

into an independent Somalia.  

Despite the multitude of issues that the British Empire faced after 1945 

and some of the diplomatic issues that emerged between Ethiopia and 

Britain, Selassie generally held a high opinion of the British military. Selassie 

leaned heavily on the BMA during the late 1940s to maintain stability in 

te visit in December 1947, 

Selassie presented British Field Marshall Bernard Montgomery with the Grand 

and, at the present moment, the only other holders are the Emperor himself, 

the Crown Prince and the Duke of Harar, and Ras 857  

The principal issue that inhibited cooperation was that Britain simply 

lacked the means to aid Ethiopia the way that the emperor wanted. Historian 

ideal path to modernization as 

858 However, Britain had neither; it was bankrupt and 

struggling to rebuild after the Second World War, much less invest in foreign 

projects. As a result, Selassie turned his gaze elsewhere for financing. One 

example of that was that the International Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development, which is the lending arm of the World Bank Group, made two 

loans totalling 7 million USD to Ethiopia in September 1950.  Of this amount, 5 

million USD was 
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systems and 2 million USD was intended 

859 

There was some friction between Ethiopia and Britain that, while not 

catastrophic, may have made Selassie wary about leaning too heavily on just 

the British. The most well-known of these issues surrounded the Ogaden 

region in eastern Ethiopia. Italian and British Somaliland were set to gain their 

independence as a unified Somalia in July 1960 and British officials previously 

-populated Ogaden Region into the 

new country. British MP Ernest Bevin unsuccessfully proposed forming a 

860 While Britain abandoned the project as infeasible 

by 1948, Greater Somalia was immensely popular across many Somalis 

communities in the Horn of Africa,861 and the idea continued to float around 

well into the 1950s.  

One little-known diplomatic incident between Ethiopia and Britain 

concerned Major Johannes Abdu, the former Ethiopian governor of Borana 

zone in the northern Oromia Region. He held an Ethiopian Army Commission 

from 1941 until 1950, which was when he was accused of desertion. He arrived 

at British-controlled Moyale, which is a town on the Kenyan-Ethiopian border, 

sometime in September 1950 and requested a meeting with the governor of 

Kenya at Isiolo. The British escorted Abdu to Isiolo where he arrived on 

September 13, 1950, with three of his personal servants. He was not dressed in 

any military attire and carried some light firearms, which was common 
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among travellers in the frontiers between Kenya and Ethiopia.862 Sometime 

after arriving at Isiolo, Abdu made a written request to be treated as a political 

refugee.863 The Ethiopian government wanted the British to extradite Abdu for 

trial, which likely would have resulted in the death penalty.  

The two governments largely agreed that Abdu left his commission 

without being properly discharged, but their disagreement was largely over 

whether said commission was a military or civilian position. The British 

n nature and that there was no 

evidence that he held a military role at the time of his alleged desertion. 

Under those circumstances, Abdu did not meet the requirements for 

extradition under the 1944 agreement between Ethiopia and Britain.864 The 

Ethiopian government, however, stated that it [s] the attitude of the 

865 In November 1951, 

the British government stated that it considered the matter closed and not 

subject to further discussion.866   

This issue plagued British-Ethiopian relations for several months, 

although the exact impact is difficult to quantify. Selassie felt personally 

aggrieved believing that the British undermined his prestige and authority. 

The sour taste around the Abdu case also completely stalled all discussions 

surrounding the Haud region.867 

868 
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It is likely that the recent acquisition of Eritrea, which the British helped 

facilitate, finally distracted Selassie.  

 

American Influences 

 

Where does the United States fit into the picture? The United States 

initially offered support to Ethiopia under the Lend Lease program in March 

1941 as one of the countries fighting fascism. More direct American 

States sent Consul E. Tabot Smith to Ethiopia to contact Selassie.869 In 1943, 

Ethiopian Vice Minister of Finance Yilma Deressa became a delegate to the 

World Food Conference held in Hot Springs, Virginia. He used the opportunity 

to meet representatives from the US departments of State and Treasury, 

political and economic needs.870  

In exchange for material support to Ethiopia, the United States was 

permitted to use an old Italian radio station as a communications base, which 

the British had used since 1942. This radio station would later be renamed the 

Kagnew Radio Station in honour of the Ethiopians who fought in the Korean 

War.871 This radio station would eventually become critical to the United 

States. Kagnew was important because it was situated only fifteen degrees 

north of the equator and was 2,200 meters above sea level; both attributes 

that made it excellent for sending and receiving long-range radio 
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communications. In a secret session of the US Congress in 1956, Kagnew 

Station was described as one of the most important radio facilities in the 

world.872 Selassie took advantage of 

use it long-term was a major factor why the United States backed the 

Ethiopia-Eritrea Federation.873 In 1960 the American government made a 

expansion of the Kagnew facilities.874 

four-point plan for postwar peace. This plan stated that the United States: 

would materially support the United Nations; fund the revival of economies 

across a war-torn Europe; contain communism around the world; and 

poverty in economically underdeve 875 The Fourth Point 

became the basis for the formation of the Eritrean-American Technical 

Assistance Service, which was formed in a treaty between the United States 

and the United Kingdom on July 15, 1951.876 r 

military support fell outside of this plan. For example, in 1951, Truman sent 
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Lieutenant General Charles Lawrence Bolte to notify Ethiopia that armaments 

were not inbound anytime soon.877 

Another indication that the Truman administration was reluctant to 

significantly fund Ethiopia  was with 

attitude towards African independence. The United States considered 

blocking Soviet influence through supporting fledgling independence 

movements, although this proposal fizzled before any substantive American 

assistant materialized. Loy Henderson, the American director of Near Eastern 

best way to 

make sure that the Soviets did not get power was to reduce the British 

influence by promoting political independence and self- 878 Notably, not 

Strategic Studies (OSS), the precursor of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 

recommended in a secret policy paper that the Americans should support 

879 

Truman ultimately stepped away from any anti-colonial movements, and 

largely espoused the belief that African colonies were nowhere near ready for 

independence.880  

A turning point for Ethiopian and American relations was with the 

inauguration of President Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1953. Having been the 

Supreme Allied Commander in Europe during the Second World War and the 

first Supreme Commander of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
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from 1951 to 1952, Eisenhower was particularly concerned with preventing the 

spread of communism. He was a firm advocate of the Domino Theory, which 

he described in an April 1954 news conference about intervention in Vietnam: 

 

you have a row of dominoes set up, you knock over the first one, and 
what will happen to the last one is the certainty that it will go over very 
quickly. So you could have a beginning of a disintegration that would 
have the most profound influences when we come to the possible 
sequence of events, the loss of Indochina, of Burma, of Thailand, of the 
Peninsula, and Indonesia following, now you begin to talk about areas 
that not only multiply the disadvantages that you would suffer.881 

 

The premise of this argument was that communism had to be contained at all 

costs or it would spread to other countries. Eisenhower also claimed in 1956 

opens to [sic.] 

the door to Sino- 882  

One example of perceived communist penetration was the Egyptian 

Revolution of 1952.   argues that the revolution was a significant 

 

because it demonstrated that socialist movements and coups could take hold 

in less prosperous countries.883 Eisenhower and his administration were 

 and feared that it could spread to 

other parts of North Africa.884 The Suez Crisis four years later, which saw a 
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si

greater American involvement in North Africa and the Middle East.885   

 

Military Reforms 

 

The main impact of the American support to Ethiopia was that it 

directly facilitated the modernization plans that Selassie had for the Ethiopian 

military, which the rest of this chapter will describe. The Negarit Gazeta, 

which was the official gazette of Imperial Ethiopia, contained two major 

announcements in late 1953: Order No. 11 and Proclamation No. 136. Order 11 

proclaimed the creation of the Ministry of National Defence, which 

encompassed the departments of the Army, the Air Force, and the Marine.886 

The fate of the Imperial Bodyguard remained unspecified within Order 11, 

which was ultimately because this elite unit was to stay under the direct 

control of Selassie.887 Proclamation No. 136 announced the creation of the 

Coast Guard, which would have operated under the Ministry of National 

Defence separate from the three branches of the military.888   

 

The Imperial Ethiopian Army 

 

During the 1940s and 1950s, the IEA had two distinct components: The 

Kebur Zabagna [Imperial Bodyguard] and the Territorial Army. The Imperial 
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Bodyguard, which was sometimes called the Machine Gun Company,889 

and trained by Belgian advisors, this unit was the only permanent fighting 

force in Ethiopia. 890 In 1935, this force included four regiments of infantry, a 

machine gun company, and a squadron of cavalry, and 

891 During the Second Italo-Ethiopian 

War, Selassie personally led this unit until the Battle of Maychew in March 

1936. The bodyguard stopped functioning as a single cohesive unit at this 

point but many of the surviving members joined various Patriot groups across 

Italian-occupied Ethiopia.  

Selassie began to rebuild his private army upon his return to Addis 

Ababa in 1941. By 1946, the Imperial Bodyguard was comprised of seven 

battalions totalling 3,100 troops.892 The Imperial Bodyguard received 

specialized training from Swedish officers,893 and enjoyed preferential 

treatment from the emperor.894 By 1960, the Imperial Bodyguard was 

comprised of approximately 10 000 soldiers and was the most well-equipped 

895  

The first substantial overseas operation for the IEA was the Korean War 

(1950-1953). 
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important turning point in the postwar rivalry between the United States and 

the Soviet Union, and accelerated Cold War trends already present in the 

896 This was the first major conflict between communist 

and capitalist powers after the conclusion of the Second World War. Following 

voted unanimously that North Korea needed to withdraw its forces. Notably, 

the Soviet Union did not use its veto power during this vote because it was 

express its opposition to the presence of 

897 While largely an American-led intervention, seventeen 

countries fought against the North Korean, and later Chinese, armies in 

Korea.898 

Ethiopia was among the countries that sent soldiers to the Korean 

entry into the war. In August 1950, the United States received a passive-

aggressive letter from the Ethiopian government stating that despite Ethiopia 

feeling unsupported by the Americans, it was still willing to offer a thousand 

soldiers to deploy to Korea. Ethiopia initially made two demands of the United 

States in exchange for the thousand soldiers: that the Americans outfit and 

feed the Ethiopian 

899 The justification for the arms was both so Ethiopia 

could form a bulwark against communism and to protect themselves from 

the Italians, who still administered Italian Somaliland and possessed modern 

American tanks. The United States was prepared to send a scathing response 
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to Ethiopia from sending the telegram.900 This delay was fortuitous, as Selassie 

softened his stance after a few days and entirely revoked the request for 

armaments as a precondition for providing soldiers.901 Selassie still desired 

modern weaponry but recognized that connecting this issue directly to the 

Korean War was inappropriate.902 

Despite this minor diplomatic hiccup, IEA forces joined the UN coalition 

as the 

903 

the Kagnew Battalions were active in Korea from 1951 to 1954. Selassie formed 

these battalions from his personal bodyguards,904 which was the first infantry 

unit that followed a modern military organizational structure.905 On April 16, 

1951, the first 931 Ethiopian soldiers departed Djibouti on the USS General JH 

McRae (AP-149) for South Korea906 Over 3000 Ethiopians served in Korea 

although for every soldier that was deployed ten volunteers were rejected.907 

As part of the US 7th Infantry Division, the Ethiopian force distinguished itself 

gle man 

908 
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British government thought it was appropriate to invite an Ethiopian delegate 

to the peace talks in 1953.909 

The Kagnew unit was most important for its symbolic role, especially 

after it gained renown for its service in the Korean War. As such, the Imperial 

Bodyguard started to expand its influence in other Ethiopian institutions. 

British Intelligence noted that former officers from the bodyguard started to 

hold important non-military positions within Ethiopia.910 The highest ranking 

of these former bodyguard officers was Dejazmach Masfin Silashi, who led a 

resistance campaign against the Italians during the Second Italo-Ethiopian 

War.911 He became Minister of the Interior in 1955 and he held this position 

until 1974.  

Beyond political influence, the bodyguard also played an active role in 

disseminating imperial-

promoted Ethiopian musicians after its reinstatement in 1941. In 1950, the 

band comprised seven musicians who played the trumpet, clarinet, piano, 

drums, and alto, baritone, and tenor saxophones.912 As Francis Falceto, a 

a during the 1950s and 1960s.913 The origin of these 

creative influences were American military bands encountered in Korea and 

jazz artists, as well as the importation of new instruments.  
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Despite being ostensibly the most elite fighting force in Ethiopia and its 

cultural significance, British observers were not particularly impressed with 

the Imperial Guard. In 1955, British Colonel T. P. Luckock complained that 

variable, and the turnout of the men and the cleanliness of equipment is often 

914 British Ambassador to Ethiopia Douglas Laird Busk also stated 

War, it was unlikely that they would be able to 

915 

In contrast, Territorial Army was largely borne from the 

aftermath of the Second Italo-Ethiopian War. Historian Fantahun Ayele notes 

onsiderable number 

countryside even after the expulsion of Italian forces.916 The Ethiopian 

government consolidated all these armed bands under the banner of the 

to efficiently reduce 

banditry.917 The Territorial Army ultimately fell under the purview of the BMA 

between 1944 and 1952. Outfitting each soldier in the Territorial Army was a 

major challenge in the 1940s due to significant supply shortages. Given these 

shortages, only men who already owned rifles were allowed to enlist and 

many soldiers lacked full uniforms.918  

Ethiopia

troops and 4,148 support staff, as of 1956.919 As of 1958, the United States 
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sets, and tanks; the Americans also supplied every single carbine, armoured 

car, and field gun. All the rifles used in the IEN were also of American origin 

after 1953, with the older British, Czech, and Italian rifles donated to the police 

force.920  machine guns 

and forty heavy machine guns were of Italian origin; Czechoslovakia supplied 

twenty light tanks, thirty-two 83mm mortars, and twelve 120mm mortars; and 

the British supplied forty WS No.22 wireless sets. 921  

One element of modernizing the IEA was to develop a system for 

training officers. The Haile Selassie I Military Academy opened at Harar in 1957 

to train officers for the IEA,922 although the public grand opening was on 

October 6, 1958.923 Many of the trainers were Indian officers, who arrived in 

1957,924 and Colonel Naveen Chand Rawlley of the Indian Army was the first 

commander the academy.925 The first Ethiopian to take command was an 

unnamed Ethiopian Major General in 1966.926 The academy retained some 

Indian officers as advisors after 1966.927 Given the colonial origins of the Indian 
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military, the academy was indirectly influenced by the British military 

tradition. None of the training officers in 1958 were trained at a British 

928 This support of the 

IEA follows a larger pattern of India providing military assistance to 

developing countries. India helped Nigeria establish its National Defence 

Academy in the early 1960s, deployed soldiers during the Congo Crisis 

between 1960 and 1963, and financially backed Namibian independence 

movements in the 1970s.929 

One shift that happened between the Second Italo-Ethiopian War and 

the post-liberation period was the economic background of members of the 

officer class and of rank-and-file soldiers. Before 1935, officers were almost 

entirely drawn from traditional/provincial ruling elites.930 The Second Italo-

Ethiopian War and subsequent guerrilla warfare against Italy resulted in most 

of the pre-1935 officer class being wiped out. Recruitment for officers widened 

in the 1940s and 1950s to incorporate more people from underprivileged 

backgrounds although officers from wealthier families continued to serve as a 

noticeable proportion of the IEA.931 Selassie was primarily concerned with this 

new officer class being well educated but deeply loyal to the emperor, 

officer corps.932  
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While it was straightforward to find enough enlisted soldiers for the IEA, 

finding enough officers to fill the officer corps was challenging. Enlisted 

soldiers in the post-liberation period almost exclusively came from 

impoverished rural communities because army life promised a steady income 

-age pensions  all 

933 However, the low pay that a 

military career offered made finding officers difficult and 

934   

 

The Imperial Ethiopian Air Force 

 

(present-day Yemen) where he had the opportunity to ride in a plane at a 

Royal Air Force show.935 Ethiopia gained its first airplane with the August 18, 

1929 delivery of a Potez 25 fighter from France,936 which marked the beginning 

 On March 31, 1930, Selassie became 

the first Ethiopian commander to deploy airplanes, which happened at the 

Ras 

Gugsa Wale, who was the ex-husband of then-Empress Zewditu. Selassie 

Anchem because he had air power and Wale did not.937 The main use of 

drop propaganda leaflets over 
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the opposing army the day before the battle.938 During the battle itself, 

939 

few days later, which removed the final obstacle between Selassie and the 

imperial throne. Regardless of the specific impact of the aircraft on the 

 command of the skies was likely a powerful 

legitimizing symbol. He later deployed a small number of planes against the 

Italians during the Second Italo-Ethiopian War, although they were heavily 

outnumbered by the Regio Aeronautica and largely ineffective.940 

in the mid-1940s with the 

opening of the IEAF training camp at Debre Zeit,941 a town in the East Shewa 

Zone of the Oromia region. To help kickstart the training of Ethiopian pilots, 

Selassie inquired in June 1945 about whether the RAF would be able to spare 

a training wing with two or three aircraft in Ethiopia and reminded the British 

that .  942 This note implied that there would be 

diplomatic issues if he did not get his R.A.F. detachment. Britain was reluctant 

to offer these resources because it did not have any aircraft or pilots to spare  

especially as Selassie insinuated that he wanted them provided for free.943 The 

British also noted that they did not want Selassie to remain dependent on the 

RAF indefinitely to quell internal unrest like during the Woyane Rebellion in 
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1943.944 Ultimately, the British did not supply any of the training crews to 

Selassie.  

The IEAF instead leaned heavily on Sweden for support. Swedish pilot 

Carl Gustaf Ericsson von Rosen, who served as a pilot for the Swedish and 

Ethiopian Red Cross societies during the Second Italo-Ethiopian War, was 

offered the position of Chief Instructor of the IEAF. Von Rosen accepted this 

role in 1945 and held the position until his resignation in 1956.945 Luckock 

ree combat-

capable squadrons available in early 1955.946 Swedish instructors continued to 

serve the IEAF, although by the early 1960s Sweden wanted to end this 

training program. The Swedish Air Force stated that once its assigned officers 

finished their contracts in Ethiopia, there would be no replacements available; 

as well, the Swedish government were apprehensive about maintaining its 

commitment to Selassie.947  

The training that Ethiopian pilots and support staff received from 

Sweden was highly effective. On December 19, 1949, the IEAF hosted an air 

show at Bishoftu, a town less than fifty kilometers south from Addis Ababa, to 

pilots.948 The Ethiopian pilots impressed the British RAF observers.949 Future 
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pilots and the immense emphasis placed on the training of maintenance 

engineers and wireless operators.950 

a reputation as being one of the best in Africa.951 The IEAF was especially 

renowned for the technical skill of its personnel and some observers 

compared their efficacy to the Turkish air force.952  

One curious, albeit poorly recorded, incident 

youngest son, Sahle Selassie, who requested to join the British Air Training 

Corps in June 1946.953 The British repeatedly sought clarification from the 

emperor over the following two weeks but there is no indication in surviving 

archival correspondence that he ever formally responded.954 It would be very 

unlikely for Selassie to ignore correspondence concerning a direct family 

member, especially one who could have held a role in his modernized military. 

It is possible that Selassie held out on responding because he awaited a 

response about greater British support for an air force. Regardless of why 

Selassie never sent a reply, Sahle is absent in the British archival records so 

there is a lot of uncertainty regarding any potential British influence on his 

military career. He almost certainly received some sort of training somewhere 

since he briefly commanded the IEAF in the late 1950s,955 but there are few 

verifiable records about where this training took place.  

An air force is grounded without sufficient aircraft for its flight crews, 

and this was arguably the biggest challenge Ethiopia faced. Ethiopia lost 
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every plane it had during the Second Italo-Ethiopian War, meaning that the 

air force had to be rebuilt from the ground up. On August 3, 1944, the United 

States gifted Selassie his first new plane, which arrived alongside a second 

aircraft in late 1944.956 By the end of 1944, the IEAF had exactly four planes 

available: two British-built tiger moth biplanes and two American-built twin-

engine Cessna planes.957 It is not particularly clear what the specific models of 

the Tiger Moth or Cessna Ethiopia received, but these planes were mostly 

suitable as training craft or as scouts. 

following decades. In late 1949,  all of the trainees in the IEAF gave an airshow, 

where they flew two types of planes: the American B17 Bomber and the 

Swedish Safir 91 trainer.958 Between late 1954 and early 1955, the IEAF gained 

an additional six planes of unknown models and origins available as training 

craft.959 In mid-1958, the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff agreed to provide 

Ethiopia with several jet engine aircraft in two distinct phases. US officials 

stated that they would supply three T-33 jet trainers and one C-47 Skytrain 

transport aircraft by September 1958 and an additional eight C-47s at a later 

date.960 The second part of this program included the delivery of twelve F-86 

Sabre jet fighters at an unspecified time.961 While outdated by the late 1950s, 

the F- -to-air jet fighter of 

-built MiG-15 fighter in 
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the Korean War.962 In 1962, the United States committed to continue support 

of the T-28A and F-86 squadron  beyond providing the planes, which likely 

included technical assistance and jet-specific training.963  

The IEAF would also later see service as a part of the larger UN Air Force 

during the Congo Crisis in the early 1960s. The Congo Crisis 

socio-political and economic upheaval

between 1960 and 1965.964 Violence broke out almost immediately after 

independence because of poor treatment of the military and the monopoly of 

power that white settlers continued to wield post-independence. Belgian 

soldiers deployed to Congo in response, which the Soviet Union denounced as 

bandit 

965 Katanga nationalists also declared independence from 

the rest of the Congo in July 1960, which prompted Prime Minister Patrice 

Lumumba to request assistance from the United Nations.966   

Ethiopia provided significant support to the UN during this crisis. 

Lieutenant-General Kebbede Guebre was the commander of the 

UN forces in the Congo.967 Selassie envisioned the operation as being UN-led 
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and,968 as a result, contributed both infantry and aircraft. Approximately 6000 

Ethiopians served in some capacity during the Congo Crisis.969 On July 25, 

1960, the United States airlifted Ethiopian soldiers, who Selassie personally saw 

off.970 In October 1961, Ethiopia sent four of its F-86 Sabre jets for combat 

operations in Katanga.971 However, these aircraft did not remain in operation 

for the entire campaign. Following an accident around October 1962 that 

resulted in the loss of one plane, Selassie withdrew the remaining three back 

to Ethiopia.972 Ethiopia nonetheless played a significant role in the Congo 

Crisis through both the IEA and the IEAF.  

 

The Imperial Ethiopian Navy 

 

The Imperial Ethiopian Navy (IEN) was doubtlessly the most obscure 

Ethiopian military branch, with the first substantial academic publication 

about the force only published in November 2022.973 The best description of 

ef 

summary in The Ethiopian Revolution: War in the Horn of Africa.974 Selassie 

initially sought most of his naval support from the United Kingdom, save for 

some Norwegian trainers the Ethiopian government hired in the mid-1950s. 

Britain provided some assist
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gave the IEN a general template on how to structure itself. However, Selassie 

sought other foreign backers when it became obvious that the British could 

not provide the ships or equipment that Ethiopia desired. This buildup of the 

IEN primarily came from the United States 

investments in the African state.  

the 

Red Sea Coast. Control over Eritrea meant that Selassie would have direct 

access to the Red Sea, which became a critical waterway following the Suez 

Africa during the Second World War, the fate of Eritrea was open-ended. 

Selassie heavily lobbied the British government, and later the Americans, 975 to 

-

Eritrean Federation ultimately gave Selassie his corridor to the sea. 

According to a 1968 propaganda piece by the Ethiopian government, 

976 However, this was impossible during the early 

years of the IEN as Ethiopia had no capacity to support blue water operations 

in the early 1950s. As of July 12th, 1952, the police and customs only conducted 

patrols within harbour waters because the two small boats available were 

unsuitable for the Red Sea.977 Initial progress on developing a navy was so slow 

that the MND omitted references to the navy in their 1954 annual report.978 
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consideration: port facilities, personnel, and ships. Selassie inherited virtually 

no military ports because 

 

The Naval Base had been developed from the then enemy Italian Naval 
Base which had been classified as booty and that it had subsequently 
been considerably enlarged by the British and American Forces under 
the lend-
been given for its liquidation and the realization of its assets for the 
benefit of lend-lease account in accordance with the general 
agreement for the disposal of such assets.979  

 

facilities into a functional naval base. The British admiralty estimated that 

building up these naval facilities would cost a million GBP not counting 

armament stores, or moveable stores, which might cost very 

980 

ultimately went towards these upgrades.981 

There were some challenges in hiring appropriate trainers for the naval 

academy at Massawa. Selassie initially sought British instructors in 1952,982 but 

no active-duty officers were available. Ethiopia made a separate request for 

some non-commissioned officers (NCO) in 1957, but a separate problem 

emerged. Under the proposed contract for interested trainers, the British 

personnel would have had to swear allegiance to Haile Selassie; a requirement 

983 This clause 
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was eventually stripped from the contract and two Royal Marine NCOs 

relocated to Massawa. Selassie also eventually reached a deal with Norway 

where the Scandinavian country provided around 25 naval officers.984 While 

still reliant on foreign powers, the goal was for Ethiopian nationals to take over 

training operations eventually.985  

curious parts of British-Ethiopian relations in the 1950s: the troubled training 

of Iskinder Desta, the son of the Second Italo-Ethiopian War hero Ras Desta 

Damtew and the eldest grandson of Selassie. Desta began his education at 

the Britannia Royal Naval College in 1952, but by the end of his fifth term in 

by any 

s training.986 His performance in his 

navigation and engineering classes were especially concerning. Poor eyesight 

was another problem that prevented his advancement. Diplomat J. E. Killick, 

then stationed in the British Embassy in Addis Ababa, also said that he told 

classified information which may only be available to British and allied 

987 Any of these three issues would disqualify 

most personnel from proceeding with training, much less all three at once.  

Yet Desta was not an ordinary sailor, but rather the grandson of an 

emperor. Even his presence at the naval academy was exceptional as the 

British navy had a surplus of domestic trainees and lacked capacity to offer 
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training to most foreign-born applicants.988 There were fears of Selassie 

turning on Britain if Desta did not receive his full training. British Consul-

relations with Ethiopia are governed almost entirely by our relationship with 

989 

relations with the Ethiopian Navy, and particularly on our chances of 

United Kingdom.990 

Resultingly, the British Foreign Office bent over backwards to reach a 

deal between the Admiralty and Selassie. Garrett initially met with Selassie on 

February 9, 1954, to discuss potential paths for Desta. The Admiralty proposed 

that if Desta failed his exams, then it would still let him spend eight months 

on a training ship. Selassie requested that Desta receive an extra term to 

study so that he could begin his hands-on training with sufficient theoretical 

asked the 

Admiralty to consider a special exemption for Desta to maintain positive 

relations with the emperor.991  

On June 22, 1954, the Admiralty made a new proposal that Desta could 

complete sixteen months of further training, with twelve of them spent 

aboard British Royal Navy vessels. Selassie officially gave his approval in 

August 1954, and Desta continued his training aboard the cruiser HMS 

Gambia as a midshipman in 1955 and early 1956.992 During this training British 
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Ambassador to Ethiopia Douglas Laird Busk -

IEN.993 Busk 

was correct as on January 25, 1958, Selassie appointed Desta as the Deputy-

Chief of the IEN. 994  

half, but he ultimately remained the highest authority of the IEN beyond 

Selassie himself until the Derg coup in September 1974. 

Beyond ports and personnel, the heart of any navy is its seagoing 

vessels. Ethiopia had zero ships in the leadup to federation with Eritrea, which 

is unsurprising considering that the empire was landlocked since the 1550s.995 

Britain maintained a coast guard service during the 1940s and early 1950s for a 

be 

maintained after the Ethiopian-Eritrean federation.996 Busk disapproved of this 

proposal on all counts because he did not think it was appropriate for the 

British to foot the bill and that the Ethiopian government can ill-afford such a 

997 

In the early- to mid-1950s, Ethiopia primarily sought ships from the 

United Kingdom for its fledgling fleet. Selassie placed a substantial order with 

Automarine, a British ship manufacturer, in early 1953. The total order 

included: two corvettes, nine patrol craft, three harbour patrol craft, four pilot 

cutters, five tugboats, three or four lighters for carrying water, forty pulling 

boats, a steamboat for training sailors, and two luxury yachts. One yacht was 
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the other a 1000-tonne vessel that could accommodate thirty to forty 

passengers.998 

This order was wild

999 The yachts served no combat purpose 

 and symbolism, and the larger 

of the two yachts was quoted at a minimum of £500 000 in April 1953.1000 The 

rest of the order did not have a precise quote, although Busk estimated that 

everything combined would have cost a minimum of 2 to 3 million GBP but 

quite likely to go much higher. This order ultimately disappeared as Ethiopia 

lacked the requisite funds. 

Ethiopia received two USCG Cutters, the WVP 95304 and WVP 95310, 

from the United States in 1958 under the Mutual Defense Assistance 

Program.1001 Yet both Desta and Selassie were growing increasingly anxious 

about not having a capital ship. In early March 1960, the United States told 

Desta that an old 2,800 tonne AVP class seaplane tender could be loaned to 

Ethiopia. Desta disliked the idea because the AVP would have required a crew 

of 130 to maintain when the Massawa Naval Academy was only going to have 

an estimated 30 to 40 graduates per year after the initial cohort completed 
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their training.1002 

second-hand US 1003  

Selassie ultimately accepted the AVP Seaplane Tender. Selassie 

reasoned that this ship would have been available to him the quickest and, 

assuming he did not remodel it, without any significant upfront expenses. The 

United States loaned the USS Orca (AVP-49) to Ethiopia in 1962, although 

Selassie treated this as a gift instead of as a loan and renamed the ship the 

HMS Ethiopia. Selassie stated that the HMS Ethiopia 

equitable contribution to the sea faring tradition of the days of Adulis. Though 

Ethiopia was robbed of her seaports we remain sea- 1004 He saw 

the HMS Ethiopia, and by extension the IEN, as the path to returning to the 

glory of the Kingdom of Aksum, which had a significant naval presence in the 

Red Sea in the early sixth century CE.1005 

some of the people in the British and American governments believed that 

Ethiopia did not need a flagship. British Ambassador to Ethiopia John Russell 

visit in early 1966.1006 One American intelligence report from the early 1970s 
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also called the HMS Ethiopia an awfully expensive ship to maintain. Robert E. 

noted that trading a modern coastal minesweeper in exchange for the HMS. 

Ethiopia

antiquated seaplane tender.1007 

Their assessment that a flagship was a poor idea was likely correct since 

there were no threats that Ethiopia faced that could be handled by a seaplane 

tender-turned flagship. If Ethiopia did end up in any naval battles, it would 

have been with a country like Egypt, which 

-1960s.1008 Ethiopia later developed a 

hostile relationship with Somalia, who also received ships from the Soviets. 

However, Ethiopia acquired its seaplane tender before Somalia developed a 

navy. Somalia received eleven patrol boats of various models, four Project 1785 

tank landing craft, and four Project 183 wooden-hulled torpedo boats.1009 Even 

if Selassie anticipated that the Somali Navy could become a threat when he 

acquired the HMS Ethiopia, it is unclear how it would have been helpful in a 

war against Somalia. 

utility in countering smuggling or piracy operations in the Red Sea, the HMS 

Ethiopia  maximum speed was only 18.2 knots (33.7 kilometers per hour).1010 
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Ethiopia was caught in a situation where its navy was too small to be 

intimidating but its flagship too big to be practical.  

Indeed, the archival record does not contain any references to the IEN 

being used in any military operations. Unlike the IEA, which saw active 

combat duty in Korea, and the IEAF, which was deployed to the Congo in the 

1960s but not strictly used, the IEN 

Massawa Navy Day celebrations, which will be discussed more at length in 

Chapter Five. Beginning in 1959, this event became a massive spectacle where 

major powers like Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union sent ships 

as part of their delegation.1011  

 

Conclusion 

 

Ethiopia and Britain never had a falling out in the 1950s nor did they 

become cold towards one another, but Selassie eyed more attractive 

partnerships with 

reluctance to decolonize, and small-scale diplomatic spats with Ethiopia 

contributed to Sela

appreciated the British, and continued to lean on British officers to help train 

his military, he would have solicited help from whoever could best offer it. 

Whether it was trainers from Sweden, American-built mortars, British 

secondary schooling, or a Yugoslavian yacht, Selassie sought to gain as much 
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as possible for his empire without alienating any potential allies. However, the 

United States became 

economy. As one of the two global superpowers, it had the economic clout 

needed to give Ethiopia a significant cash injection. It also helped ensure that 

Selassie, despite his practically minded approach to diplomacy, did not drift 

into the Soviet camp.  

The actual military reforms varied immensely between the three 

. The IEA saw drastic reforms 

compared to its pre-1935 counterpart, having transitioned from an ad hoc 

system relegated to regional governors to a centralized, permanent standing 

army. However, the elitism of the officer core remained to a large extent. The 

IEAF was entirely rebuilt with significant plans for future expansion, and it 

eventually earned a reputation for its incredibly well-trained maintenance 

personnel. The IEN, while largely a vanity project, was an impressive 

undertaking for a previously landlocked state. All three branches made 

 to what Selassie 

fielded against the Italians during the Second Italo-Ethiopian War.  

There is one fighting force that stayed largely unchanged during all of 

army. Organizationally, it remained mostly unaltered but its influence 

expanded with many of its alumni taking important civilian posts in the civil 

service. The anxiety around their increased importance in Ethiopia would 

manifest with the 1960 coup attempt, which the next chapter of this 

dissertation will address.  
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Chapter Five: The Wind of Change: Imperial 

1960-1974 

 

At 11:55pm on December 13, 1960, in Hayes, Middlesex, 52-year-old 

British airline cargo officer John Tyrrell tuned his ham radio to the 15-meter 

ET3XY calling with urgent message. Inform his Imperial Majesty the Emperor 

of Ethiopia, now in Brazil, that a coup d'état has taken place.... This is only line 

1012 While perhaps not the only one to hear 

this warning, Tyrrell was among the first people to notify the British Foreign 

Office that something was afoot in Ethiopia.  

From December 13 to 17, 1960 Selassie faced the greatest challenge to 

his rule and very nearly lost control over his empire. On December 13, while 

Selassie was in the middle of a visit to Brazil, the Imperial Bodyguard took over 

the palace and detained several high-ranking officials. The main leaders of this 

coup attempt were Brigader-General Mengistu Neway and his brother 

Germame Neway, who was the governor of the Somali Region. They also 

received support from the security chief Colonel Workneh Gebeyehou and 

police chief Brigader General Tsige Dibbu. The following day, December 14, 

the insurrectionists were in control of the airport, the radio station, and most 

of Addis Ababa itself. Telephone lines were disabled,1013 although warning of 

the coup made it to foreign embassies before all access was lost. The 

 

1012 Daily Mail (London, United Kingdom). December 
15, 1960, 11. 

1013 Bekele, , 102. 



238 
 

following morning, the insurrectionists directly requested embassies within 

Addis Ababa notify their respective governments 

undertaken with a view to eliminate the corruption that has been rampant in 

the Administration and to introduce progressive institutions to foster and 

advance t 1014 

The coup was almost certainly doomed from the beginning. Historians 

like Paul Henze and Gebru Tareke describe the coup as rushed and poorly 

planned.1015 The conspirators failed to secure any support from the army or 

airforce, whose leadership quickly agreed that they remained loyal to the 

emperor and would crush the insurrectionists. The Chief of Staff of the 

Ethiopian Army, General Merid Mengisha, had soldiers distribute a written 

Air Force, and the Navy together are 

1016  The coup leaders also failed to get 

backing from the EOTC. This was a critical error because, as historian Edmond 

J. Keller argues, the lack of religious messaging cost the rebels a lot of 

population.1017 While Selassie himself was sometimes at odds with the EOTC 

over his modernization schemes, he was still Christian and drew upon 

religious iconography throughout his reign; by contrast, the insurrectionists 

positioned themselves as secularists. Finally, the two brothers gave the army 

too much time to organize a counteroffensive against the rebellion instead of 

eliminating key leadership right away. On December 15, major fighting 
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erupted between the Imperial Bodyguard and the IEA. The IEAF also flew 

fighter jets over Addis Ababa to aid the IEA in a joint offensive against rebel 

positions.1018 By December 17, the rebels realized they were defeated and 

massacred fifteen of the prisoners captured on the first night of the coup. 

Among the deceased included the Prime Minister Ras Abebe Aregai and 

Minister of Finance Mekonnen Habte-Wold.1019 Within a few days, every 

conspirator was either killed or captured. The subsequent trials, which were 

well-publicized in Ethiopia, focused on the main organizers and those 

responsible for murdering the prisoners.1020  

regime. 

rhetoric about modernization, he was still an autocrat and unwilling to yield 

meaningful power. 

not permitted. Selassie had absolute control over the appointment of judges 

and the judiciary branch  of 

1021 There was clear discontent among some factions 

within the military and government, and this close cal

1022 As historian Gebru Tareke 

-expression or autonomous organizations and by 

making peaceful protest nearly impossible, the absolutist state made the 

emergence of radical groups firmly committed to its destruction almost 
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1023 

empire in the 1960s and 1970s and it became obvious to British and American 

observers that something had to change within the aging African empire; if 

Selassie did not address major systemic issues, then his empire was going to 

die. Ultimately, Selassie failed, and his empire transformed into a communist 

state in September 1974.  

The failed coup happened at a critical point for Britain. Earlier that 

same year, Prime Minister Prime Minister Harold Macmillan delivered his 

While it is not commonly 

remembered among the British public,1024 historian Saul Dubow calls the 

Wind of Change ionary speeches in post- 1025 

During this address, Macmillan formally recognized the presence and 

influence of independence movements in African colonies and territories and 

predicted that the newly independent states would soon be pulled into the 

Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. Given the 

dissolution of British colonial possessions combined with the overwhelming 

shadow that Cold War politics cast, British leadership had to rethink their 

place in Africa. Much like how Ethiopia was entering its twilight years, so too 

was Britain.   

message  to South 

Africa that it was out of lock step with the rest of Africa,1026 although it was a 

mostly toothless threat. The National Party implemented the Apartheid 
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system of segregation in 1948, which had begun to receive criticism from 

western European countries in early 1960.1027 The Wind of Change speech was 

considerably less poignant within South Africa itself, as 

interests in the country outweighed the political liability of being associated 

with a racist state.1028 Macmillan also delivered this address a month and a half 

before the Sharpeville Massacre, which was when police shot and killed sixty-

nine peaceful Black protestors and wounded over 300 on March 21, 1960.1029 

Britain did not wield the clout it once did and could not dictate to other 

countries, even dominions and former colonies, if it meant that it would be 

financially or strategically costly.  

Resultingly, the 1960s and early 1970s saw British policy towards 

Ethiopia shift heavily towards soft power; a process that originally began 

the Ethiopian Empire. As lecturer of British Studies Emma Bell describes, the 

purpose of Soft Power propagation of influence via cultural 

and political institutions which serve to render the country more attractive in 

1030 This perfectly describes the British shift towards 

sponsoring education, mass media, and technical aid in Ethiopia. She also 

notes that the decline of British imperialism did not necessarily mean the 

so much as a shift away from militarism being central to foreign affairs.1031  
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Examining the period between the failed coup attempt in 1960 and the 

successful coup in 1974, this chapter largely explores the myriad of smaller 

deals, incidents, and hiccups between the two dying empires. The history of 

diplomacy and international relations, particularly outside of times of crisis, is 

mostly a series of seemingly mundane interactions. However, as political 

-making and negotiation are 

1032 Positive diplomacy does not happen exclusively 

through important treaties, but rather continuous collaboration and conflict 

resolution.  It would be remiss to dismiss seemingly small incidents, such as 

standalone scientific projects or disputes over radio broadcasting standards 

because they all accumulate into a larger picture of how the two countries 

viewed each other. 

 

The Wind of Change Speech 

 

It is useful to frame British actions in Ethiopia in the context of British 

Macmillan delivered a speech to the Parliament of South Africa on February 3, 

1960. One of the major objectives of this speech was to outline a potential 

withdrawal plan for Britain as a colonial power in Africa,1033 as a few African 

colonies and territories had already become independent states such as 

Sudan and Ghana, and several others were slated to gain their independence 

later that year. During his address, Macmillan commented that 
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the most striking of all the impressions I have formed since I left 
London a month ago is of the strength of this African national 
consciousness. In different places it takes different forms, but it is 
happening everywhere. The wind of change is blowing through this 
continent, and, whether we like it or not, this growth of national 
consciousness is a political fact. We must all accept it as a fact, and our 
national policies must take account of it.1034 
 

This speech represented a substantial shift in how British leaders 

understood their empire. The section of the speech that legitimizes colonial 

 national identities ran contrary to conventional policy of the 

as it supported the expansion and 

maintenance of the British Empire over the past hundred years.1035 Historian A. 

G. Hopkins notes that even in the late 1940s and the 1950s, the leaders of both 

the Conservative and Labour parties believed in the value of continuing the 

empire and that continued control of colonies remained popular among the 

public.1036 In February 1946, Labour Party government Foreign Secretary 

Ernest Bevin proclaimed the following in the House of Commons: 

 

When I say I am not prepared to sacrifice the British Empire what do I 
mean? I know that if the British Empire fell, the greatest collection of 
free nations would go into the limbo of the past, or it would be a 
disaster. I know, further, it would mean that the standard of life of our 
constituents would fall considerably.1037 
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The Labour Party only amplified their anti-colonial rhetoric in 1959-1960,1038 

with its leadership generally neutral towards independence movements 

before that point. It was only as the 1950s wore on that attitudes towards 

decolonization began to shift.1039  

One major accelerant to shifting public sentiment was the State of 

Emergency in Kenya from 1952 to 1956 caused by the Mau Mau uprising. While 

there is a debate about the precise role the Mau Mau insurgency had on 

Kenya gaining its independence from a military perspective,1040 Britons began 

to fear that similar insurgencies could affect other colonies.1041 The Suez Crisis 

of 1956 also acted as an accelerant. As historian Frank Myers outlines, the Suez 

Crisis  

 

independently of the United States. The Soviet development of the 
ICBM was underscoring this point by its revelation to British leaders 
that their country was defenseless against Soviet nuclear attack and 
that security lay in deterrence, with American cooperation. The Empire, 
that which had not yet entirely evolved into the Commonwealth was 
becoming an international liability because of its demands on British 
resources and its association with European domination of the Third 
World.1042 
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In the 1950s, British supremacy was challenged repeatedly on the 

international stage. Ultimately, the Wind of Change speech symbolized the 

shift towards decolonization.   

This speech was also deeply entrenched in Cold War rhetoric. 

Macmillan noted that the world was roughly divided into three camps: the 

Western powers, the Communist bloc, and the nonaligned, recently 

independent states.1043 After Nikita Khruschev became the First Secretary of 

the Communist Party in 1953, 

various independence movements. Khruschev extended offers for economic 

assistance to newly independent African states, albeit the Soviets did not have 

much success courting African allies until the early 1960s.1044 There were 

several reasons for these difficulties. Aside from not having any presence or 

territory in Africa, the Soviet Union had no capacity to project its power onto 

the continent. The Soviet Union did not develop a substantial blue-water navy 

until the late 1960s and 1970s under s tenure as the 

leader.1045 The United States responded to increased Soviet reproachment by 

doubling down on their financing of Ethiopia and seeking new allies like 

Congolese leader Joseph Mobutu.1046  

British prestige was considerably weaker in the 1960s and 1970s. Britain 

did not completely become irrelevant in the Cold War era but as its 
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power declined, its governments were increasingly reliant on the United 

1047 The heads of the 

Foreign, Colonial, Ministry of Defence, Treasury, and Commonwealth Relations 

offices released a joint report in June 1958 where they argued that Britain 

could retain relevance in international politics primarily by being a link 

between the United States, the rest of Europe, and the Commonwealth.1048 

The British maintained some close ties to African commonwealth 

countries, although reluctance to oppose Apartheid in South Africa strained 

British relations with other African countries.1049 Within former colonies like 

Kenya, as political scientist Ichiro Maekawa argues, Britain 

s.1050 The Suez Crisis 

ruptured British-Egyptian relations, which were already shaky because of 

also irritated the British government.1051 

 

1960 Coup and Great Britain 

 

Less than ten months December 1960, the 

failed coup against Selassie unfolded in Addis Ababa. Selassie departed 

Ethiopia for his official visit to Brazil on December 12, and arrived in Brazil 

around 12:45pm on December 13.1052 The Imperial Bodyguard seized the 

 

1047 International Politics 
50, no. 3 (May 1, 2013): 401. 

1048  1089. 

1049 , and Africa Need 
 

1050 -Colonialism Reconsidered: A Case Study of East Africa in the 1960s 
The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 43, no. 2 (March 15, 2015): 326. 

1051 
Third World Quarterly 25, no. 1 (2004): 18. 

1052 TNA, FO 371/147891. L. A. Wallinger to David Douglas-Home. December 22, 1960, 1. 



247 
 

opportunity and imprisoned multiple high-ranking officials. Throughout the 

night of the 13/14, the conspirators discretely seized control over critical 

infrastructure in Addis Ababa.  

In the early morning of December 14, the Vice President of the 

Ethiopian Senate Asrate Kassa phoned British Ambassador to Ethiopia Denis 

Wright. Kassa delivered the initial information about the coup to Wright, and 

requested that the British relay what was happening to Selassie, and to keep 

the news confidential until the emperor confirmed that he knew about the 

insurrection. Kassa also inquired whether the British and American embassies 

1053 The Foreign Office agreed to all 

these requests although they encouraged Wright to get the American 

1054 

Wright conducted a tour of Addis Ababa a few hours later and reported 

his findings to colleagues in Rio de Janeiro, Washington, Khartoum, Cairo, and 

Nairobi. The Imperial Bodyguard detached units to the British, American, and 

time.1055 The bodyguard refused to let any Ethiopians enter these three 

embassies and made it more difficult for even diplomats to re-enter these 

provided refuge to at least 124 people of various nationalities including 30 

children during the crisis..1056  
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Wright also managed to send some telegrams to the British embassy 

in Brazil, which arrived between 10:30 AM and 12:30 PM on December 14.1057 

Selassie received a separate telegram after his arrival at the hotel in Brazil and 

British Ambassador to Brazil Geoffrey Arnold Wallinger personally gave him a 

report about the situation unfolding in Ethiopia around 3:30 PM. Shortly after 

Wright left Selassie, the emperor almost immediately contacted the United 

States Ambassador to Brazil, John M. Cabot, and requested that the United 

States Air Force fly him to Asmara. Ultimately Selassie departed Brazil in an 

American D.C.6. plane for Africa sometime early on December 15. Selassie sent 

a telegram, presumably before his departure, to the British Foreign Office 

1058  

In the meantime, the British continued to record any updates about 

the coup and its leadership. They noted in various reports that the rebels 

made the Crown Prince Asfaw Wossen deliver a public proclamation over the 

radio to announce the beginning of a new era of Ethiopia. He stated that a 

new government had been formed led by himself, the armed forces, and 

young, educated Ethiopians. In response to this third point, students at the 

nearby Addis Ababa University converged at the main campus to support the 

coup attempt. 

In one British report, there is an account of the Eleven Points, or the 

actual policies that the insurrectionists pledged to implement. It is worth 

briefly going over these points, as they are often omitted entirely from 

English-language scholarship about the coup attempt. To paraphrase, they 

claimed that the new government would endeavour to: 
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1) Catch E recently independent 

 

2) Honour all existing international treaties and agreements. 

3) Not disturb capital investments held by foreigners if they are 

advantageous for Ethiopia to maintain. 

4) Establish new factories 

standard of living. 

5) Increase assistance to farmers to improve agricultural 

productivity. 

6) Expand opportunities for Ethiopian traders. 

7) Increase available education, particularly for homeless boys, and 

provide job opportunities to the unemployed. 

8) Open more technical schools. 

9) Restore privileges to members of the armed forces, and to 

branches of the military. 

10) Immediately adjourn parliament. 

11) Impose a curfew across Ethiopia from 7 PM to 6 AM until further 

notice.1059 

 

The most important item on this list was the desire to catch up to 

newly independent African states. 

ence.1060 Ethiopia no 

longer had the distinction of being one of the only independent countries in 

Africa. Furthermore, Ethiopia made slow progress in improving education and 
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healthcare compared to other African countries.1061 The insurgents ultimately 

appealed to a sense of Ethiopian exceptionalism with this proclamation.  

However, the substance of these proclamations were, except for the 

adjournment of parliament and the curfew, not particularly ambitious. 

Proclamations like supporting improved social safety nets, expanded 

industrial development, increased investment in education, and greater 

government funding in agriculture and commerce were all already previously 

announced by the imperial government.1062 The new developments, like 

renaming the IEA and imposing a curfew, seem tame for the beginning of a 

new era. Interestingly, this proclamation did not mention the emperor by 

depending on their birth or material wealth have been exploiting the people 

1063 This was likely because Selassie was still 

personally popular among many Ethiopians. There was nothing in this 

announcement to indicate a radical change to day-to-day politics in any 

substantive sense; it simply represented a change of paint over an otherwise 

identical country. 

It is incredibly likely that a major motivation for the coup was over 

material concerns. Other mutinies and coup attempts in post-colonial Africa 

occurred because military personnel felt mistreated, like the 1964 mutinies in 

East Africa or in Gambia in the early 1990s.1064 Historian Gebru Tareke notes 
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that only one conspirator, Germame Neway, spoke about political motivations 

while ower 

1065 There were also concerns about the treatment of the 

military. American intelligence notes that the Imperial Bodyguard was 

discontented with low pay and reduced status within the empire.1066 Similar 

concerns around poor treatment were echoed in the 1966 mutiny of sailors in 

the Imperial Ethiopian Navy (IEN), where they revolted after their food 

allowance was revoked.1067 The removal of this allowance compounded with 

stress surrounding an already-low rate of pay and a lack of equipment.  

Another announcement by the coup leaders on the morning of 

December 15, 1960 provided some additional details, which further highlight 

their concerns with the treatment of military personnel. Soldiers would 

receive a 66 percent increase in their monthly salary and people whose land 

back.1068 This announcement was an attempt to garner further support for the 

insurrectionists from two groups: the military, of which many personnel still 

supported Selassie, and disaffected peasants. Fighting broke out between the 

Imperial Bodyguard and the IEA before any other major policies could be 

announced.  

The insurrection also leaked to the press before Sel

multiple articles about the ongoing coup attempt appeared in British 

newspapers by December 15. Most of these articles stuck to the limited factual 

information available: that there was an unfolding coup attempt in Addis 
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Ababa, that the Imperial Bodyguard took over the palace, and that Selassie 

was on his way back to Ethiopia. Journalist Anthony Brown also claimed in an 

article for the Daily Mirror that he originally told Selassie on December 14, 1960 

about the coup.1069  

The British House of Commons and the House of Lords met on 

December 15, and one subject discussed in both Houses was the situation 

unfolding in Addis Ababa. The Ambassador to Ethiopia notified the House of 

Commons a few hours earlier that there was moderate small arms and mortar 

fire in Addis Ababa, but there was still minimal information about how this 

fighting was unfolding.1070 Member of Parliament Edward Heath did not 

anticipate that Britons in Ethiopia were in any significant danger because of 

the coup attempt.1071 Heath was proven correct over the coming days, as there 

were no British casualties reported.1072 The British Cabinet, meanwhile, 

during their December 15 meeting. Ambassador Wright agreed because most 

position to reclaim the capital.1073  

One additional concern that the British government had during the 

coup was stability in the Ogaden Region. The Foreign Office feared that if 

serious conflict erupted in Ethiopia, the recently independent Somalia may 

-
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eastern Ethiopia.1074 Following a conversation with his American and Italian 

counterparts, British ambassador to Somalia Thomas E. Bromley concluded 

that it would be wise to warn the Somali government to prepare for potential 

insurgencies.1075 

proved incorrect, as enough members of the IEA were available in the capital 

to suppress the rebellion. The intervention of the IEA and the IEAF against the 

insurrectionists combined with generally low public support for the coup 

meant that the Imperial Bodyguard were outnumbered and outgunned. 

Finally, the general population rallied around Selassie upon his return and not 

.1076 

That being said, the fact a coup attempt even occurred in Ethiopia in 

the early 1960s is somewhat surprising. According to Africanist Samuel Decalo, 

erged as the most visible and recurrent characteristic of the African 

political 1077 Yet the attempt to overthrow Selassie predates most 

of the military coups in post-colonial Africa. Political scientist Patrick J. 

McGowan notes that there were approximately 188 coup attempts in Sub-

Sahara Africa between 1956 and 2001 with 80 successes and 108 failures.1078 

This list omits coup attempts in North Africa, meaning that the first major 

coup attempt in Africa (the 1952 Free Officers movement in Egypt) is not 

represented. Of Sub-Saharan coup attempts that McGowan records, the failed 
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attempt to overthrow Selassie appears sixth on the list. The only coup 

attempts that predate Selassie were the four attempted coups in Sudan 

successful coup in Congo on September 14, 1960.1079  

That Selassie and his dynasty was threatened well before the wave of 

coups is incredibly important. Before 1960, there was little doubt that Selassie 

wielded full authority over Ethiopia. However, as historian Andagarchew 

Tiruneh notes, the coup had the immediate effect of stripping the monarch 

of his divine status and of subjecting his ministers to a greater degree of 

criticism and charges of corruption than ever before. 1080 

leaders were inspirations to future revolutionaries in Ethiopia,1081 and it is 

possible that it may have indirectly influenced other coups in Africa. After all, if 

one of the most influential African leaders could be challenged, why not 

others?  

In the aftermath of the failed coup attempt, there was some internal 

debate in the British Foreign Office over the fate of Alyar Clarke, who was a 

West Indian subject employed by the Ethiopian Ministry of Information. 

Clarke co-operated with the rebels and delivered their English-language 

broadcasts. Wright asked the Foreign Office whether the British should grant 

asylum to Clarke or to hand him over to the Ethiopian government.1082 A few 

minutes after sending this telegram to the Foreign Office, Wright received a 

phone call from Clarke where he expressed that he planned to return home to 
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live a quiet life.1083 The Foreign Office decided to permit asylum if Clarke 

sought it, and that if the Ethiopian authorities requested his detainment that 

the embassy stall for time and immediately notify the Foreign Office.1084 As of 

December 28, 1960, the Foreign Office confirmed that Clarke was still safe and, 

by this point, unlikely to receive any trouble from the Ethiopian 

government.1085 Clarke does not appear in the remaining correspondence 

about the 1960 abortive coup, meaning that his assistance to the rebels did 

not escalate into a larger diplomatic incident. 

While explicitly about a British subject, the Clarke affair highlights a 

critical concern the British Foreign Office had in the aftermath of the coup 

attempt: the potential backlash if Selassie was seen by ordinary Ethiopians as 

too vindictive in punishing the conspirators. A secret report no

[Selassie] ignores the fact that behind the revolt lay a genuine and by no 

means unfounded discontent about the archaic nature of Ethiopian 

Government and the denial to men of talent of the opportunity to contribute 

1086 

What were the greater impacts of the abortive coup on Ethiopian-

British relations? The coup attempt made Selassie more trusting of the British 

government. He recognized that they provided critical intelligence to him 

quickly and that, while he ultimately flew back in an American plane, British 

ambassadors tried to fast track a jet plane for his immediate return. Selassie 

Britain whe 1087 Selassie requested that his gratitude be 
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relayed to Queen Elizabeth II,1088 and the queen replied that she was relieved 

1089 Selassie repeated on December 21 to 

1090 

It is difficult to measure the precise impact this gratitude had on subsequent 

diplomacy; it is certainly a continuity of the trust Selassie had of the British 

since the Second World War. It is quite likely that this continuity made British-

Ethiopian co-operation run more smoothly at the highest level of 

government.   

renewed trust of Britain, the British Foreign Office reviewed what kind of 

advice to give the emperor and conducted a risk assessment of his regime. 

Evelyn Basil Boothby, then head of the Africa Department in the Foreign 

Office, believed that Selassie had two choices going forward: to either tighten 

his grip over Ethiopia and slow down liberalization efforts, or to recognize that 

legitimate and must be encouraged to develop sensibly by a careful 

p 1091 

encourage accelerated democratization because he thought that it was 

inevitable and the region would remain stable if Selassie wholeheartedly 

backed significant political reforms. 

Before receiving instructions from the Foreign Office, Wright spoke to 

the emperor about this issue. Wright commented to Selassie on December 
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20, 1960 that it might be wise to fill the government with younger men, to 

which the emperor replied that was why he had them sent abroad for 

schooling but that they were still too inexperienced to occupy high-level 

positions.1092 

partially agreed with the British concerns but was unwilling to fill his 

government with too many inexperienced progressive voices too quickly. 

The American government ran a separate assessment of Ethiopia. After 

all, this was not the first coup attempt against Selassie; plots were uncovered 

and quelled in 1943, 1947, and 1951. However, this was the one that came the 

closest to overthrowing Selassie and it exposed many of the weaknesses in 

the Ethiopian government. A report from the Central Intelligence Agency 

summarized the challenges as follows: 

 

The abortive coup has served to underscore the personal importance of 
Haile Selassie as the dominant force in a far from united Empire, and 
the potentialities for sustained conflict and fragmentation when the 
Emperor leaves the scene. In addition to the question of the 
succession  the ruling group is likely to find itself deeply divided over 
the direction Ethiopia should take in the modern world. The 
conservatives, led by the Coptic Church and the traditional aristocracy, 
are likely to oppose strongly the ambitions of young modernists" who 
wish to end Ethiopian isolation and expose the country to far-reaching 
social, economic, and political change. If dissension within the ruling 
and educated groups broke into open conflict, this might release the 
floodgates of separatism among the other peoples of the Ethiopian 
Empire.1093 

 

It was in Western powers to keep Selassie on his thrown, but Ethiopia 

was on the precipice of collapse if it did not change. However, British 
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observers noted an increase in xenophobia following the failed 1960 coup.1094 

This meant that even if the political will to pursue reform was present, which it 

likely was not, the British could not dedicate too many resources or exert too 

overt of an influence on Ethiopian politics.  

 

Eritrea 

 

On November 15, 1962, Selassie violated UN Article 390-A by eliminating 

the Ethiopian-Eritrean Federation and turning Eritrea into a province. The 

Ethiopian government tried to justify their decision as widely popular. Selassie 

he people of Eritrea have repeatedly requested us to abolish 

the federal system and re-establish a unitary form of administration. 1095 First 

Secretary of the Imperial Ethiopian Embassy Berhane S. A. Deneke wrote to 

the British Press to justify the decision. Deneke argued that the dissolution 

 of 

spheres.1096 

rights, although he did not clarify how. Despite condemnation from the UN, 

the Ethiopian government maintained that Eritreans wanted to be a part of 

Ethiopia. 

The formation of the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) in 1961, one year 

before the elimination of Federation, and the beginning of a thirty-year long 

While this 
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independence war is mostly beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is worth 

briefly reviewing British reactions to the takeover of Eritrea and the war. 

There was virtually no response to the Eritrea issue, either from the 

press or from the British government. Eritrea is shockingly absent from 

speeches and government debates in the United Kingdom, with only minor 

references present. The few references available, like in a House of Lords 

tuteness in not 

provoking a wider international incident over Eritrea.1097 It is unlikely that 

anybody wished to provoke Selassie over this issue and thus largely remained 

commentary, major United Kingdom newspapers like Times or The Mirror 

barely ever mentioned Eritrea in the early 1960s. 

Despite the public lack of response, the British FCO closely monitored 

the ELF as an existential threat to the imperial throne and regularly shared 

this intelligence with the Ethiopian government. For example, British 

intelligence sent reports of individuals who disseminated subversive 

publications in Eritrea.1098 Even during periods where ELF activity was 

minimal, like during a period of internal conflict between 1968 and 1970, it was 

still a significant threat. The assassination of governor Fitawrari Ambaye 

Adera of the Awrajja subdivision of Seraya Province, Eritrea, was an ELF tactic 

that the British feared would be repeated against other pro-Selassie 

figures.1099 British intelligence concluded after a failed 1969 hijacking of an 

Ethiopian Airlines jet 

away anytime soon.1100  
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Notably, Britain never supplied overt military support such as weapons 

or soldiers to Ethiopia to oppose the Eritrean rebellion. British archival 

documents that pertain to Eritrea, do not mention military support related to 

the insurgency. If anything, Britain did the opposite when it abandoned its 

military base in Aden in 1967,1101 which was the closest military installation it 

had to Eritrea. It is likely that Britain simply did not want to get directly 

involved in any counterinsurgency campaigns. The Labour government 

refused to deploy soldiers to Vietnam in the late 1960s, although it was willing 

to covertly sell arms to the United States and offer training to the South 

Vietnamese.1102 Similarly, Britain did not see military intervention in Rhodesia 

as viable ngaged in a desperate struggle to limit its military 

1103 Considering that the United States were 

was already heavily arming the Ethiopian government in the 1960s, the British 

Foreign Office may not have seen a viable way to support Ethiopia beyond 

sharing intelligence. 

Meanwhile, a mix of communist and Arab nationalist governments 

sponsored the ELF. Egypt, which had a history of conflict with Ethiopia that 

continues into the twenty-first century, was the primary backer of the Eritrean 

nationalists and helped mobilize Syria, Iraq, Libya, Kuwait, Yemen, and other 

Arab countries 1104 This mobilization against Selassie was 

largely based on a shared perception that he was both a puppet of western 

governments and that he was too friendly with Zionism, which is especially 
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important considering the hostility between Israel and its Arab neighbours. 

Radio Damascus, a state-

1105 Most ELF rebels received weaponry and 

training from the Syrian government,1106 but some travelled to Cuba and 

sought support there instead.1107 China, North Korea, and North Vietnam sent 

observers to the pro-liberation Eritrean Student conference in Damascus from 

December 31, 1968 to January 2, 1969,1108 which indicates that they wished to 

be on friendly terms with educated members of the rebellion.  

 

Friction Points 

 

Ethiopia continued to occupy a significant role in Africa into the 1960s. 

However, before diving into some of the challenges that plagued Ethiopian-

British relations, despite being mostly on friendly terms, it is necessary to 

-colonial Africa. As Ethiopia lost its distinction as 

one of the only i

subsequent efforts inserted himself as a key figure in the ongoing wave of Pan 

African movements. 

the formation of the Organization of African Unity (OAU), which represented 

the height of Pan Africanism the 1960s.  As African countries gained 

independence in the late 1950s and early 1960s, they formed different geo-

political organizations as not to remain isolated. In 1962, there were three 

major Pan African groups: The Casablanca Group, the Monrovia Group, and 
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the Brazzaville Group. Each of these entities had a slightly different approach 

to Pan-Africanism. The Casablanca Group, which was comprised of seven left-

wing governments, broadly advocated for a unified Africa. Ghanian President 

Kwame Nkrumah was especially important in supporting a unified Africa.1109 In 

contrast, as political scientist David Williams describes, the Monrovia Group 

believed that cooperation comes first; political unity 

1110 The Monrovia 

Group included countries like Nigeria, Senegal, and Liberia. The Brazzaville 

Group was a coalition of twelve former-French colonies that agreed to 

maintain special relations while also maintaining ties to France.1111  

Ethiopia played a direct role in unifying these three groups. When 

Selassie was caught between the Casablanca and Monrovia groups at a 

summit in Nigeria in January 1962, he declared that he belonged to neither 

camp but instead to Africa. As historian Fikru Gebrekidan notes, Selassie 

specifically called for the creation of a supranational political body that would 

pave the way toward complete unity in a step-by- 1112 All three 

organizations agreed in Addis Ababa in May 1963 to discuss the formation of a 

single, centralized entity to represent African interests.1113 On May 25, 1963, 

thirty-two countries signed onto the OAU. That Ethiopia was chosen as the 

headquarters was symbolically important, as Ethiopia was one of the only 

countries to remain independent during the Scramble for Africa. Furthermore, 

unlike Liberia, Ethiopia had to repel a European invasion to maintain its 
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independence. There was also already precedent to center this body in 

Ethiopia, as the UN established Addis Ababa as the headquarters for the 

United Nations Economic Commission for Africa in 1958.1114 That Ethiopia 

would also become the headquarters for the OAU cements its symbolic 

significance among African states.1115  

Over the following years, Selassie played a leading role within the OAU. 

He attempted to mediate the Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970) and he served on 

committees on the Middle East and helped mediate conflicts, such as some 

boundary disputes between Senegal and Guinea.1116 However, the OAU had 

several significant institutional weaknesses. One glaring issue was that the 

OAU lacked any mechanisms to discipline countries that were violating OAU 

norms or international laws. The OAU had the Commission of Mediation, 

commitment to non-intervention made the commission toothless.1117 This 

ironically mirrors the inefficacy of the League of Nations in the mid-1930s in 

that it was unable to effectively curtail Italian aggression against Ethiopia.  

Ethiopia continued to engage with Britain, both through the OAU and 

as an independent country, to try and resolve some conflicts across Africa. 

One of these was surrounding the treatment of Apartheid South Africa. While 

South Africa was assured its independence in 1910 based on it maintaining 
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white-minority rule,1118 the National Party significantly expanded racial 

segregation after winning the 1948 election. Apartheid, which translates from 

- 1119 designated four legal races: White/European, 

Indian/Asian, mixed-race, and Bantu, with White Europeans at the top of the 

hierarchy and Bantu at the bottom. While there was almost universal 

condemnation of Apartheid among ordinary Britons in the late 1950s and 

early 1960s, there was a growing tolerance of the segregationist government 

by British Conservatives by the mid-1960s.1120 Britain also abstained from a UN 

Security Council vote in 1960 that would have called for the condemnation of 

Apartheid.1121 Even after South Africa withdrew from the Commonwealth in 

1961, Britain maintained close ties with the country because of economic and 

strategic interests. In 1956, approximately sixty-two percent of all investment 

in South Africa across all industries came from Britain.1122 Thirty percent of 

investments in the African country had an average rate of return of 10.2 

percent in 1960.1123 Strategically, South Africa was a useful ally during the Cold 

War. Both the United States and Britain wanted to curb communist influence 

in South Africa from the 1960s onward,1124 and the Soviet Union backed rebel 

groups like the ANC and SWAPO. This meant that to counter communism, 
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the British or Americans could not let South Africa collapse. There were 

significant financial and strategic incentives for Britain to remain on good 

terms with South Africa. 

Apartheid. On November 4, 1960, Ethiopia and Liberia filed a lawsuit with the 

International Court of Justice against South Africa over Apartheid.1125 This 

considered to have established any legal right or interest appertaining to 

them in the subject-matter of their claims, and accordingly decided to reject 

1126 During his inaugural address at the OAU, Selassie 

commented directly on Apartheid as a central issue said that 

 

Our political and economic liberty will be devoid of meaning for so long 
as the degrading spectacle of South Africa's apartheid continues to 

available to us, South Africa's apartheid, just like colonialism, will shortly 
remain only as a memory. If we pool our resources and use them well, 
this spectre will be banished forever.1127 
 

Selassie did not just mean diplomatic tools either. In December 1961, Selassie 

invited the African National Congress (ANC) to the 1962 Addis Ababa 

Conference. Nelson Mandela, who was a prominent ANC leader and founder 

, travelled to Ethiopia in early 1962 both to attend 

this conference and to solicit military support from the Ethiopian government. 

Lieutenant-
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armed forces and the head of the UN peacekeeping mission in the Congo, 

provided training to Mandela and at least twenty-one other ANC activists.1128 

When Mandela was recalled to South Africa to assist with military operations 

in July 1962, Ethiopian Colonel Tadesse gifted the South African an automatic 

pistol with two hundred rounds of ammunition.1129  

It is not particularly clear if Britain ever actually confronted the 

Ethiopian government about their support of the ANC. The British monitored 

potential connections between Russian and South African agents who met in 

Addis Ababa in the early 1950s, but little concrete information is available.1130 

British intelligence also knew about Man

subsequent return to South Africa.1131 Britain doubtlessly knew that ANC rebels 

were in Ethiopia and received support from the IEA. However, there does not 

appear to be any British correspondence with Selassie or any of his ministers 

about Mandela specifically.  

There is something interesting about the ANC and similar movements 

from having courted the Eastern Bloc and Imperial Ethiopia simultaneously. It 

was a common feature of many liberation movements to seek whatever 

foreign backing they could, but an African empire and a nominally anti-

imperial communist state backing the same groups appears puzzling. 

Selassie was not particularly close with the Soviet Union, especially after the 

Soviets began to arm Somalia.1132 However, the conflicting goals of the Soviet 
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Union and Ethiopia overlapped in desired policies. 

the ANC and similar movements as ways to promote African liberation.1133 For 

the Soviets, supporting pro-socialist liberation movements in the 1960s meant 

further communist penetration in Africa.  

One significant, albeit short-lived, controversy between Britain and 

Ethiopia was over the Zimbabwe War of Independence,1134 also termed the 

Rhodesian Bush War or the Second Chimurenga 1966-79. The white-minority 

regime in Southern Rhodesia sharply opposed the rhetoric behind the Wind 

the territory. Very few Black Africans met the property and education 

requirements to vote,1135 meaning that a small white minority wielded the 

most political power; a power that they wished to maintain. Godfrey Huggins, 

the Prime Minister of Southern Rhodesia from 1933 to 1953 and Prime Minister 

of the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland from 1953 to 1963, stoked fears of 

Rhodesia.1136 This sentiment escalated into a far-right pivot by the mid-1950s, 

with Huggins stating in a parliamentary address in 1956 that he did not wish 

to have to use military force to maintain white- because we are 

dealing with a stupid government in the United Kingdom 1137  

 This disagreement over voting rights was a continued source of friction 

between Rhodesia and Britain in the early 1960s. Following a significant uptick 
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of violent protest, Britain dissolved the federation in 1963. Northern Rhodesia 

and Nyasaland, which became Zambia and Malawi respectively, implemented 

black majority rule in 1964 while Southern Rhodesia demanded that it be 

made a Dominion and be permitted to retain white-minority rule.1138 The 

United Kingdom and Southern Rhodesia had even colder relations following 

Wilson warned the Rhodesian government that if it tried to unilaterally 

1139 Wilson also stated that Britain would not invade 

Rhodesia if it made a Unilateral Declaration of Independence;1140 however, 

Rhodesia had to commit to eventually embarking on political reforms.  

sia 

made this unilateral declaration on November 11, 1965. Former 

Commonwealth Secretary-General Emeka Anyaoku argues that the UDI 

challenged at the very root the animating principle of the Commonwealth, 

the concept of multiracial partnership 1141 This was only the second time a 

former British colony or territory ever did this, with the United States of 

 

On December 5, 1965, the OAU demanded that Britain crush the new 

Rhodesian government. The OAU leadership, including Selassie, claimed that 

all thirty-six member states, including nine Commonwealth countries that 
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recently-became independent with majority-rule governments, would sever 

all diplomatic ties with the United Kingdom if this demand was not 

adequately addressed within ten days.1142 This ultimatum led nowhere, as 

Selassie and other OAU leaders did not have a mandate that compelled 

members to sever ties; only a handful broke diplomatic relations with Britain 

and no states broke away from the Commonwealth.1143 This failure to persuade 

Britain highlights that the OAU, and by association Selassie, did not have 

unlimited power over politics in post-colonial Africa.  

In some other situations, the British government attempted to appear 

neutral in potential conflicts between Ethiopia and Sudan while actively 

holding a pro-Ethiopia position. An example of this was with the boundary 

disputes between Ethiopia and Sudan in the 1960s and 1970s. The British 

Foreign Office realized that the 1903 boundary established between the 

British colonial government in Sudan and Ethiopia were never actually signed 

e 

the Public Record Office (PRO) and remain as neutral as possible 1144 The 

release of these documents would have likely resulted in a major diplomatic 

incident between Sudan and Ethiopia over their borders. Checking the 

records would have also shown that Ethiopia did not have rights to some of 

the land that Sudan claimed ownership over.1145 While Britain did not publicly 
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get involved in this controversy, the British request to keep some documents 

closed indicated a pro-Selassie slant.  

One long-standing issue that remained unresolved in the 1960s was 

around Somalia. The Somali ethnic group was split across British, Italian, 

French, and Ethiopian territory during the Scramble for Africa in the late 

nineteenth century. Pastoral groups and trade networks among Somalis were 

fluid, with substantial cross-border transporting of goods during the early 

twentieth century.1146 However, the attitude of the British Colonial Office was 

that just because somebody was born in British Somaliland did not make 

them subjects, which resulted in many Somalis being left without any way to 

seek political legal representation.1147 the early 1930s, Britain tried to regulate 

the borders in part to reduce violence and in part to appease Italian demands 

for clearly-demarcated boundaries without upsetting pastoral 

communities.1148 However, these efforts were interrupted by the outbreak of 

the Second Italo-Ethiopian War. After the conclusion of the East Africa 

Campaign in 1941, the fate of Italian Somaliland was up in the air. For the rest 

of the 1940s, the British Military Administration governed both Italian and 

British Somaliland. In 1946, Ethiopian Prime Minister Bitwodded Makonnen 

Endalkatchew requested that British Prime Minister Clement Attlee 

the return of Eritrea and Somaliland to their homeland and the final 

rectification of the wrongs for which the peoples of Ethiopia, Somaliland and 
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1149 This was a request that Britain had to at 

.1150 

While the Great Powers debated how to handle territorial partitions 

after the Second World War, a new nationalist movement emerged in the 

Horn of Africa. Formed originally in 1943, the Somali Youth Club evolved from 

being -help organisation into a burgeoning nationalist 

organisation calling for the unification of all the Somali-speaking lands into 

1151 This idea 

of a Greater Somalia would have included the Ogaden region in Ethiopia,1152 

which Selassie would have never relinquished considering that he wanted 

control over Italian Somaliland and Eritrea. While Britain nominally supported 

the idea of a unified Greater Somalia during the 1940s, it abandoned the idea 

when it became infeasible because of its strategic interests with Ethiopia.1153  

There was a brief-lived dispute between the Ethiopian and British 

governments concerning French Somaliland, now Djibouti, which was the last 

mainland African possession controlled by France. Following the conclusion of 

the Second World War, French Somaliland became reclassified as a French 

Overseas Territory in 1946. By the late 1950s, as it became clear that an 

independent Somalia would form comprising British and Italian colonies and 

that the French colonial Empire in Africa was about to disintegrate, there 

were debates within French Somaliland about what the territory should do. A 

1958 referendum voted to remain a part of France, with most of the people 
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voting yes being either members of the Afar ethnic group or European 

settlers. Somali voters, who had a disproportionate number of ballots 

rejected,1154 generally supported independence. Discussions of independence 

continued into the 1960s, with support for or against independence falling 

largely along ethnic lines. Around the same time as the independence debate 

in French Somaliland, there were uprisings in northern Kenya among Somali 

communities. Britain, which aided the Kenyan government in suppressing 

these rebellions, monitored the situation in French Somaliland for potential 

outbreaks of violence.  

However, violence significantly decreased in British and Italian 

Somaliland during the late 1950s and throughout much of the 1960s. Political 

scientist Ken Menkhaus notes that the promise of independence in 1960 

eliminated the need for most demonstrations in the late 1950s and that a 

in Somalia until Siad 

1155 

However, the issue of Greater Somalia and the implications for 

The British Broadcasting 

this controversy and inadvertently sparked a minor diplomatic crisis with 

Ethiopia. On October 26, 1966, Ethiopian Minister of State for Foreign Affairs 

Tesfaye Gebre Egzy made a complaint about the content of several BBC 

broadcasts. Egzy forwarded excerpts from ten broadcasts that he took 

objection toward during this complaint as being inflammatory and promoting 

violence against Ethiopia.  
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J. M Crosby of the Foreign Office declared 

1156 Crosby subsequently refuted most of 

August 28, 1966 broadcast, to translation errors. Crosby also noted that some 

broadcasts, like on May 13, 1965 and September 31, 1966, contained no 

massive 

discrepancies between the Ethiopian and British versions, and it is less likely 

that translation errors were exclusively to blame. For example, the BBC 

quoted a September 1966 

attempts to procure weapons, stating that  

 

Its (the Soviet Unions) agreement with the Republic to equip and train 

commitments in Ethiopia and 

1157 
 

By contrast, the version Egzy forwarded to the Foreign Office said that 

 arms supply by the Soviet Union to the 

Republic of Somalia, why not talk for a while of the continuous supply of arms 

1158 This is a vastly different message, and it is 

easy to see how Egzy would have taken offense to its framing of American-

Ethiopian military cooperation. However, it is unclear how the version the 

Ethiopian government received was so out of line with the original article.  

There were a few broadcasts that the British did not directly refute.  
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The BBC did not have copies of four broadcasts from 1964 and 1965, as the 

legal requirement to archive all broadcast transcripts was not enacted until 

claims. In the case of the missing broadcast transcripts, Ambassador Bromley 

requested that the Ethiopian government give the BBC the benefit of the 

doubt.1159 

reasonably attributed as translation errors. According to Abdullahi Haji, the 

Somali member of Radio Addis Ababa, the Ethiopian Monitoring Service first 

translated the broadcasts from Somali into Amharic before sending it to the 

Ethiopian Foreign Ministry. The Foreign Ministry then translated the 

broadcasts from Amharic to English before sending it to the British Embassy 

in Addis Ababa.1160 This process is a wildly inappropriate way to translate any 

material, much less nuanced political commentary where subtle differences 

in phrasing can substantially alter the substance of the message.  

Discussions about this BBC dispute largely evaporate from surviving 

archival records. Shortly after this report, the BBC confirmed that it would 

follow up on a year-old request for a senior BBC engineer to visit Radio Addis 

Ababa,1161 although the request did not specify what kind of assistance 

Ethiopia expected to receive. One of the senior BBC engineers who brought 

the translation issues forward, S. E. Watrous, conducted this visit during mid-

November 1967. This visit was apparently productive, with Watrous selling 

multiple BBC program licences that permitted Radio Addis Ababa to air older 

British programs, a new BBC 

agreement for Radio Addis Ababa to send the BBC programmes about recent 
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events in Ethiopia.1162 Considering that there were no further mentions of the 

whatever issues were present were resolved off the record.  

 

Educational Policy and Soft Power 

 

Education is an incredibly important element of soft power to study 

when examining 1960s and 1970s Ethiopia, especially considering how limited 

educational opportunities were for most Ethiopians. As of 1961, only 3.8 

percent of people in Ethiopia attended primary school compared to a 

continental average of over forty percent.1163 For people who attended 

secondary school, the rate drops to barely half a percent of all Ethiopians. This 

was partially because more than seventy-five percent of the already-limited 

number of educated adults were killed during the Italian Occupation (1936-

1941).1164 Resultingly, Ethiopia would not have had enough teachers to educate 

the entire country even if its federal budget allowed for this endeavour. 

Selassie had to rely significantly on foreign support 

fledgling school system. One example was that a significant number of United 

States Peace Corps volunteers worked in Ethiopian schools in the early-mid 

1960s.1165 

in education was evident as early as 1925 

with his opening of the Tafari Makonnen School,1166 but his efforts magnified in 
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the post-liberation period. For example, he declared himself Chancellor of the 

newly opened Haile Selassie I University in 1961 and gave the school his 

imperial palace to use as a campus.1167 In 1963, Selassie established the Haile 

Selassie I Prize Trust to further support post-secondary education 

opportunities in Ethiopia for high-performing students.1168 By 1971, Ethiopia 

had over 1300 primary and secondary schools with over 600 000 students 

enrolled.1169 

having an educated population, particularly in the training of future engineers 

and civil servants, rather than for the sake of learning itself. At the 

commencement speech at Haile Selassie I University on December 18, 1961, 

tively modernize 

Ethiopia.1170 In a 1970 graduation speech, Selassie expressed a similar 

to participate fully 

in the national struggle for development, to exploit the natural resources and 

till the green, fertile land of our country, lest Ethiopia be a have-not  when it 

1171 This attitude is not 

particularly surprising, as Selassie wanted to elevate Ethiopia as a major player 

on the world stage.  
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These expanded opportunities did not mean that Selassie wanted to 

convert Ethiopia into a westernized state analogous to the United Kingdom or 

those of western Europe. The emperor remained closely involved in education 

policy, noting that he expected that graduates put their training to service of 

furthering the emperor; also not open 

to debate. Selassie also encouraged the expansion of schools under the 

leadership of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church (EOTC) from the mid-

1950s to the early 1970s,1172 considerably strengthening the religious institution 

and its influence. Considering that the EOTC was one of the institutions that 

supported Selassie the most, it is unsurprising that he encouraged their 

continued role in education.  

The British government, and by extension the British Council, were 

Ethiopia.1173 This focus was because these people, outside of the imperial 

family, most greatly influenced political and commercial affairs within 

Ethiopia after liberation in 1941. Older Ethiopians who received education 

landed secure jobs in the civil service and in government-approved projects 

graduated when unemployment was on 

the rise. 1174  

The British Council and the Ethiopian Imperial Ministry of Education 

considered closer collaboration in 1961 and the two bodies reached an 

agreement in 1962 for greater funding from the British government staff and 

educational facilities at the General Wingate Secondary School,1175 which was 
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named after Orde Wingate. Wingate was the commander of the Gideon 

Force, which aided Selassie in returning to Addis Ababa following the 

expulsion of Fascist Italy in 1941. The Wingate Secondary School, opened 

originally in 1944, had undergone multiple funding shortfalls during the 1950s. 

The renewed commitment to investments in the early 1960s marked an 

increased British concern with Ethiopian schooling. However, there were 

concerns among British officials that this was not the most efficient use of 

resources. Ambassador to Ethiopia J. W. Russell called the Wingate Secondary 

when Ethiopia needs teachers far more than it needs successfully taught 

1176 To expand educational offerings to more students and improve 

quality of education, British Council personnel in Ethiopia insisted that Haile 

Selassie I University continue to employ some senior British instructors to 

-

proper standards for achievement and performance expected, not only from 

1177  

high 1178 In 1968, Ethiopia 

borrowed approximately 1,800 British-made films from various branches of 

the British government and played for audiences totalling 140 000 people. 

Among the most significant of these films were a series of Central Office of 

Information documentaries loaned largely to government institutions like the 
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Ministry of National Defence (MND) and the police. By 1969, Britain had a 

 in Ethiopia,1179 which is incredibly 

important if the British wanted to influence how Ethiopians thought about 

culture and politics.  

On February 13, 1969, the British and Ethiopian governments signed an 

educational institutions. It exempted all council expenses from import duties 

and all British teachers and their families from any taxes in Ethiopia. It also 

outlined that the council had unilateral control over educational resources 

and curriculum in any schools with an English-language component. This 

agreement was aimed at giving the British Council flexibility in its 

operations.1180  

These policy priorities continued well into the 1970s. In 1971, British 

Ambassador to Ethiopia, Alan Campbell, expressed interest in opening a 

Council school in Asmara despite the closure of the Asmara Consulate earlier 

that year due to the ongoing ELF insurgency,1181 although ultimately this 

project was never completed. The British Cultural Relations Department 

noted in a December 

the maintenance of stability both within Ethiopia and in the Horn of Africa 

1182 Their recommended policies prioritized capital and technical 

assistance to major Ethiopian projects and helping train people to run 
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Students from other countries began to complete their studies in 

Ethiopia during this period. By the 1962/1963 academic year, about 120 

1183 As of September 1971, 

about half of the 750 students enrolled at the council-sponsored English 

School, which opened originally in 1942 in Addis Ababa, were from many 

[unspecified] nationalities. 1184 This meant that British influence over Ethiopian 

education likely had a trickle effect on other countries, although the precise 

impact is impossible to measure. 

The Foreign & Commonwealth, in some limited cased, helped facilitate 

organizations beyond the British Council in providing technical assistance to 

Ethiopia. In early 1971, the editorial Board at the Ethiopian Herald requested 

that the Thompson Foundation, a United Kingdom-based non-profit 

organization interested in providing expertise for journalists, send a specialist 

to provide technical support.1185 The Foreign & Commonwealth Office quickly 

connected the two organizations and even secured a backup training officer 

from the Central Office of Information.1186 

 

Student Protests and British Concerns 

 

Student protests were a persistent characteristic of Ethiopian political 

life in the 1960s and 1970s, and a serious concern for both Britain and Ethiopia. 

Both governments were suspicious that the Soviet Union would take 

 

1183 -  

1184 
 

1185 TNA, FCO 95/1153.  

1186 TNA, FCO 95/1153. D. M. Biggin to R. J. Miller. September 3, 1971, para. 2-3.  
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advantage of the ongoing student protests and that Arab backing of the 

Eritrean Liberation Move 1187  

The first incident that garnered attention from the British embassy was 

stated that he felt betrayed following the 1960 abortive coup; that these 

students he uplifted and granted opportunities to sided against him in a 

critical test of loyalty.1188 Nonetheless, Selassie continued to sponsor education 

if students did not directly oppose him. Protests continued to be tolerated in 

the 1960s assuming they did not oppose the emperor. In November 1965, 

students from the Wingate school marched out to protest at the OAU 

.1189  

Some of the student protests in Ethiopia were rooted in moral panics 

surrounding liberalization. For example, student unrest in April 1968 was 

1190 

Ethiopian and Afri

aforementioned skirts.1191 This resulted in violent clashes between police and 

students, and subsequently a full military occupation of Addis Ababa 

University for two weeks.1192  

 

1187 Yordanov, The Soviet Union and the Horn of Africa During the Cold War: Between Ideology 
and Pragmatism, 95. 

1188 TNA, FO 371/146574. Denis Wright to Foreign oup d'état  

1189 th 1965, in 
 

1190 TNA, FO 401/79.  

1191 - The Canberra Times (Canberra, Australian Capital 
Territory), April 5, 1968, 6.  

1192  
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This incident fits within wider cultural trends across Africa, indicating 

that Ethiopia was not insulated from the rapid changes happening in the 

1960s. Historian Alicia Decker argues that the moral panic surrounding 

ity but also about the struggle to 

1193 Decker 

explains that women adopting a distinctly-western style of clothing, 

particularly in the independence era, were often perceived as rejecting African 

cultural traditions. 

banning mini skirts entirely in 1972.1194 In 1968, President Kamuzu Banda of 

Malawi also decried mini skirts as a 

y.1195 Some of the rhetoric behind mini skirt bans in 

Tanzania in 1969 included fears that women would flock to the cities to wear 

the skirt to avoid working in agriculture.1196 Ethiopia was not unique in having 

a cultural backlash against women wearing mini skirts.  

British observers were especially alarmed by the skirt protests. In a 

report from May 1968, a British Council representative stationed in Addis 

Ababa outlined several reasons as to why the riots were significant. They 

noted the immense anti-foreign sentiments that many protestors espoused 

and expressed concerned that some of the students were influenced by 

communist agents. The British Council also classified these protests as the 

first time that Ethiopian students seriously voiced opposition to Selassie, 

whereas previous student protests focused on broad land and economic 

 

1193 Alicia C. Decker,  (Athens, 
Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2014), 56, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucalgary-
ebooks/detail.action?docID=1794573. 

1194 Decker, 57. 

1195 
International Journal of the Humanities 6, no. 6 (2008): 12. 

1196 Andrew Ivaska, Cultured States: Youth, Gender, and Modern Style in 1960s Dar Es Salaam 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 95. 
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reforms. One report from the British Council emphasized that the British had 

to balance holding influence over government bureaucrats and business 

leaders but simultaneously not appear like they explicitly controlled 

Ethiopia.1197 

Perhaps the most egregious example of an autocratic crackdown 

surrounded the death of Tilahun Gizaw, a leftist student activist. Gizaw 

previously organized protests against the university and imperial government 

in favour of pro-democracy and pro-liberalization reforms. On December 28, 

the circumstances around his death are disputed. Student activists alleged 

that campus security shot Gizaw while the university disputed this allegation. 

Regardless of the precise cause of death, the shooting of such a prominent 

activist angered the student body. On December 29, 1969, upwards of 15 000 

secondary-school and post-secondary students gathered at Addis Ababa 

University, which resulted in the Imperial Bodyguard deploying to the 

campus.  The Cultural Relations Department of the United Kingdom 

estimated that 23 students were killed and 157 injured by the Imperial 

Bodyguard in the crackdown.1198   

This incident alarmed the British instructors at Addis Ababa University. 

These instructors requested to send their families home early and receive 

funding from the British Council for these trips.1199 These requests also implied 

that the teachers would not renew their contracts for the 1970/71 academic 

year. Based on the National Archives of the United Kingdom record collection 

 up until 

 

1197 TNA, BW 85/20. P. G. Lloyd to The Director, Africa (Foreign) Department. May 15, 1968, 1-2.  

1198 TNA, BW 85/20. R. B. Dorman to E. H. M. Counsell. January 16, 1970, 1.  
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1998, there is no concrete evidence about how this exodus of teachers 

impacted day-to-day operations.  

There were no more significant massacres like the one in December 

1969, although state crackdowns continued on student protesters. One 

instance occurred in 1972 when bers 

1200 

Repression continued to be the standard response when students became 

too rowdy. Selassie appeared to want all the benefits of having an educated 

populace, like greater GDP and development that typically associates high 

education levels, but absolute conformity of thought. Students were welcome 

to think about how to make commerce run more efficiently or how to build 

bridges affordably, but not challenge the underlying power structures of an 

authoritarian Ethiopia.  

 

Further Collaboration 

 

It is worth briefly reviewing some of the less well-known supports that 

Britain supplied Ethiopia. Amid all the large-scale endeavours and challenges 

that received some level of scholarly attention, there were more instances 

where the governments collaborated that have been largely forgotten by 

historians. This pattern of cooperation is important because it highlights 

 

armed forces throughout the 1960s and the early 1970s, the British opted to 

increase funding to infrastructure and development projects. In 1968, the 

annual aid given to Ethiopia by Britain was approximately £200 000 

 

1200 TNA, PREM 15/867. East Africa   
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compared to a paltry £3000 in 1963.1201 Furthermore, in 1964, the British 

government issued a 2 million GBP interest-free development loan to 

Ethiopia, of which £1 425 000 was allocated by June 1972.1202 As of the 1973/1974 

fiscal year, the British government was prepared to increase this aid to 4 or 5 

million GBP. Most of this money was earmarked for teachers, technical 

experts and appropriate equipment, training Ethiopians within Britain, and 

surveying natural resources. Some money, like a modest £10 000 in 1972/1973, 

was allocated to the Military Training Assistance Scheme, which provided 

select Ethiopian military personnel additional training in the United Kingdom. 

Some of the military assistance was also arguably in service of larger 

For example, in 1970, the British Royal Engineers took part in a joint training 

ges were built, 

road improvements made and an aerial ropeway constructed across the Blue 

1203 

There are also a few examples of scientific collaboration between the 

two empires, with several long-standing projects continued well into the 

1960s. One somewhat obscure example is work at countering locust swarms. 

commanded both the power 

of biblical imagery and the physical ability to denude fiel

Ethiopia.1204 Swarms were a significant challenge for farmers across the Horn 

of Africa in the early twentieth century,1205 and Ethiopia was especially 

 

1201  

1202  

1203   

1204 James McCann, People of the Plow: An Agricultural History of Ethiopia, 1800-1990 (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1995), 61. 

1205 
The Journal of African History 31, no. 1 (1990): 132. 
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vulnerable. On a global scale, Ethiopia is among the countries most negatively 

affected by locusts both historically and into the twenty-first century.1206 

Northern Ethiopia was beset by swarms of locusts about twice a year, and 

there were at least nineteen recorded outbreaks that caused widespread 

devastation in Ethiopia.1207  

Russian-British entomologist Boris Uvarov  is of note. 

Starting in the 1930s, Uvarov was a central part of British efforts to monitor 

and control locust swarms in East and North Africa.1208 He took an interest in 

-

1209 Uvarov 

was also deeply involved in the Anti-Locust Research Center in London from 

1210 

Uvarov, Selassie, and Soviet Entomologist E. P. Tsyplenkov met in Moscow in 

August 1969.1211 Records of what these three discussed are absent from 

English-language archival documents, but it is likely that the two 

 

Another example of scientific collaboration was in 1968 when the British 

Army sponsored an expedition to explore the 1000 kilometers stretch of the 

Blue Nile between Lake Tana and the Sudan border.1212 This was intended as 

 

1206 
War Environmental Research 191 (December 1, 
2020): 1. 

1207 McCann, People of the Plow, 62. 

1208 The 
British Journal for the History of Science 55, no. 1 (2022): 38, 50 51. 

1209 - Nature 151, no. 3819 (1943): 42. 

1210 African Affairs 75, no. 298 (1976): 91. 

1211 TNA, AY 20/31. Photograph. Moscow, August 1969.  
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the largest survey of the river since the nineteenth century and the most 

sophisticated to-date. Scholarly attention on this expedition is virtually non-

existent, although one of the participants - Richard Snailham - published an 

incredibly detailed account of the expedition in 1970. This expedition could 

merit further academic study, pending the availability of appropriate sources, 

in context of broader Blue Nile regional studies. Considering the over century-

long British fascination with the Blue Nile, and the strategic importance of the 

Nile to Egypt, collaboration on this project represents a contin

attitudes towards the river.  

In July 1971, the British government sponsored an official history of their 

relations with Ethiopia, which was intended to portray Britain and Ethiopia as 

having been long-standing friends. This history paints a highly rose-tinted 

version of British-Ethiopian relations; the Napier Expedition of 1867-1868 

barely receives a paragraph of attention and heavily glosses over its 

repercussions on internal power struggle. Similarly, the piece 

incorrectly characterizes the Second Italo-Ethiopian War. It emphasized that 

it completely ignored the abandonment of Ethiopia to Fascist Italy.1213 Factual 

errors are also present in this piece; it lists Selassie as having initially arrived in 

London in 1937, when he landed in Southampton in June 1936 and settled in 

Bath later that year.  

This publication highlights how both governments wanted to portray 

their relationship in the twentieth century and broadly reflects how the two 

countries viewed one another in the early 1970s. Ethiopia and Britain saw one 

another as friendly states that collaborated on various issues. For Britain, this 

was a major evolution from the apathy of the 1910s and 1920s and the outright 

 

1213  
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Indeed, Selassie successfully 

managed to position Ethiopia as a state that Britain viewed favourably after 

decades of cooperation.   

 

The 1970s and the Death of an Empire 

 

There was a lot of continuity in British relations with Ethiopia as the 

1960s gave way to the seventies, at least up until the 1974 coup. The 

complications around South Africa were re-iterated in late 1970 when Selassie 

proposed that Heath briefly visit Ethiopia while on his way to the 

1214 

Heath declined but repeated before leaving that he did not want the ongoing 

disputes concerning South Africa, namely ongoing weapon sales, to cause 

strife between the United Kingdom and Ethiopia.1215 The Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office decided that it was going to likely be necessary for 

Selassie and Heath to discuss this issue at length when they had the chance. 

This opportunity came in 1972 when Selassie conducted an official visit to the 

United Kingdom and had a meeting with Prime Minister Edward Heath. In 

preparation for this visit, the East African Department prepared an outline for 

Heath about potential talking points. This report noted that the top priorities 

régime and (ii) an 

1216 Merid-Azmach Asfa 

th major health 

 

1214 TNA, PREM 15/867. Edward Heath to Haile Selassie. December 30, 1973, para. 1.  
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issues that made succession a finnicky affair.1217 Furthermore, the ongoing 

rebellion in Eritrea and the persistent student protests were threats to the 

imperial government.  

positive meeting where both men agreed that there were no major 

controversies that negatively affected diplomacy between Ethiopia and 

Britain. Selassie stated near the beginning of the meeting that he considered 

1218 There is likely some validity to this statement 

beyond polite diplomatic posturing since Selassie spent his exile in the United 

Kingdom during the late 1930s and travelled to Britain multiple times 

throughout his reign. The two then proceeded to discuss broader geopolitical 

issues, such as the expansion of Soviet influence in the Horn of Africa and the 

Middle East. The emperor shifted the conversation to the British sanctions 

over Rhodesia and praised Heath for continuing to enforce them despite the 

detrimental impact they had on the British economy but emphasized that 

Britain could not end them until Rhodesia ended white-minority rule.1219 

Selassie also advocated that Britain exercise pressure on Portugal to allow its 

colonies to gain independence.1220  

Selassie briefly inquired about The Troubles  in Northern Ireland and, 

after Heath clarified the historical context, stated that he supported the 

1221 At face value this is a 

-governance; 

 

1217  

1218 
 

1219 , 6-7. 

1220 5.  
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different ethnic groups across Ethiopia,1222 his support of British rule over 

Northern Ireland is consistent with his own governance over Ethiopia, his 

counterinsurgency campaign against the ELF, and pro-British policies.   

These discussions between Heath and Selassie highlight several of the 

major issues that the two leaders had to resolve: Rhodesia and South Africa 

being two particularly significant matters. There was some limited progress 

sanctions; however, South Africa remained much thornier. Ultimately, the 

challenges surrounding both Rhodesia and South Africa remained unresolved 

Rhodesian Bush War did not end until the 

Rhodesian government and the two major guerrilla armies  the Zimbabwe 

African National Union (ZANU) and t  

(ZAPU)  signed the British-mediated Lancaster House Agreement on 

December 21, 1979.1223 Apartheid in South Africa persisted until the early 1990s, 

with negotiations between the National Party and the African National 

Congress having evolved into the broader Convention for a Democratic South 

Africa (CODESA) multi-party talks.1224 The April 26 to 29, 1994 election, which 

was the one held in South Africa with universal adult suffrage, 
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end of Apartheid 1225 Neither the challenges surrounding Rhodesia or South 

.  

Interestingly, the Derg regime that supplanted Selassie in 1974 also 

supported liberation movements in South Africa and Rhodesia, although it 

primarily did so out of a vision of socialist internationalism. The Derg provided 

direct military support to the ANC, ZANU, and the South-West Africa People's 

Organisation (SWAPO) independence movement of Namibia.1226  Of note is 

ZANU, which received training and military hardware from Ethiopia in the late 

1970s. After Britain granted independence to Zimbabwe in 1979, ZANU leader 

Robert Mugabe won the 1980 election 1227 

Out of appreciation, Mugabe allowed Derg leader Mariam Mengistu to go in 

exile in Zimbabwe after the Derg government collapsed in 1991.1228 

 However, Britain continued to court Selassie despite the debates 

with the emperor were through somewhat creative means, which included 

the Massawa Navy Days Celebrations. To celebrate the graduation of the first 

cohort from the Massawa Naval Academy in the late 1950s, Selassie hosted a 

large event and invited multiple major powers to attend. There are no 

concrete records of who precisely attended beyond a small British delegation 

led by Commodore G. F. M. Best. Best, who represented the Britannia Royal 

Naval College, presented the Ethiopian emperor with a Sword of Honour at 

 

1225 Gary Kynoch, Township Violence and the End of Apartheid: War on the Reef (Boydell & 
Brewer, 2018), 193. 
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the ceremony on January 22, 1959.1229 In subsequent years, representatives of 

all the major powers attended this ceremony as it was an excellent way to 

gain direct access to the emperor, who otherwise was difficult to reach 

directly. For example, during the celebrations in January 1966, Selassie 

expressed concern during a casual conversation that the recent coup in 

Nigeria could trigger other coups across Africa.1230 Considering that he was 

nearly the victim of a coup six years earlier, he had a good reason to be 

concerned.  

It was also important to British leaders to not appear like they were 

trying to make Ethiopia a subordinate state. Ethiopian political leaders 

generally preferred not to let any individual country grow too influential over 

the emperor, as to maintain a level of independence. Ethiopia was among the 

countries that declared itself as non-aligned in the Cold War and instead 

preferring to sit between the major powers.1231 Selassie was willing to 

collaborate with countries like communist Yugoslavia while remaining 

friendly with Britain.1232 He was friendly with the Soviet Union during the 1950s 

when it tried to court him, although communist penetration was quite slow. 

The Soviets ultimately alienated Selassie through their support of Somalia and 

suspicions of the USSR backing the ELF.1233 However, it was also possible for 

close allies of Ethiopia to become alienated. One example of Ethiopian leaders 

 

1229 Royal United Services Institution Journal 104, no. 614 (1959): 255. 
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293 
 

turning against an ally was with the United States in the late 1960s. Some of 

them thought that having so many Americans stationed in Ethiopia and 

traditional Ethiopian foreign policy. 1234 Britain reviewed this decline in 

American prestige as concerning; being seen as monopolizing their influence 

in Ethiopia would have a backlash effect.   

The British also watched for any potential foreign entities that tried to 

influence Selassie. While British intelligence believed that Soviet interference 

in Ethiopia declined in the early 1970s,1235 there were still fears that the Soviet 

in July 1960, Somalia singlehandedly shifted the entire Cold War balance in 

the Horn of Africa. While initially neutral between the United States and the 

Soviet Union, Somalia showed signs towards aligning with the Soviets: The 

Somali Prime Minister breaking diplomatic relations with Britain in March 

1963 was an especially important step.1236 Political scientist Gary D. Payton 

over in Somalia and thus framed itself as a viable ally to the African state.1237 

That Pan-Somalism sentiments transcended borders and was present in 

Ethiopia and Somalia further complicated the situation. Many Somalis in the 

Ogaden region of eastern Ethiopia supported a Somali ethno-state. There 

were also secessionist rebel groups active in the Ogaden as early as the 
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1950s.1238 A favourable administration to Pan-Somalism  emerged in Somalia in 

October 1969 with a coup that resulted in the presidency of Scientific Socialist 

Siad Barre. Resultingly, tensions between Somali and Ethiopia over the 

Ogaden continuously escalated well into the late 1970s until the Ogaden War 

of 1977-78.  

Relations with neighbouring Sudan were also tense during this period. 

During the colonial era, Sudan was administered separately between the 

north and south but was to be combined as one post-independence country; 

the influx of northerners to administer the south was a significant grievance 

that led to the outbreak of civil war in 1955.1239 There is some evidence that 

Selassie supported the rebellions against the Sudanese government. Selassie 

permitted five separate southern rebel groups to coalesce along the 

Ethiopian-Sudanese border,1240 and he allowed Israel to provide weapons, 

training, and staff to the Anya-Nya rebel group.1241 On May 25, 1969, Colonel 

Gaafar Nimeiry successfully overthrew Sudanese president Ismail al-Azhari. 

This marked a significant change in the civil war, as the rebels no longer 

fought against a western-backed regime. 

securing power was to solicits arms and military training from the Soviet 

Union.1242 There is a good chance that this could have caused problems for 

Selassie, as his tacit endorsement of the rebel groups could have turned the 

Soviet Union against him. However, this support was short-lived and largely 
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dissipated by July 1971 following a failed coup attempt by communists against 

Nimeiry.1243 The First Sudanese Civil War ended with the Addis Ababa 

Agreement in 1972 the strongest 

peace accord.1244 Interestingly, the relationship between Ethiopia and Sudan 

shifted under the Derg government. When the Second Sudan Civil War broke 

Army in the early 1980s (SPLA), the Derg provided 

logistical support 1245  

There were some narrow discussions among British political officers in 

the Foreign and Commonwealth Office of Chinese influence on Ethiopia. 

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, China began to make inroads in newly 

independent African states, including through infrastructure development, 

technical and educational assistance, and providing military equipment. 

.1246 The 

Chinese Communist Party glowing terms that 

publications.1247 By May 1974, communist China and Imperial Ethiopia reached 

a deal for four projects: a road, a water-distribution system, a veterinary 

station, and four diesel power stations.1248 However, the communist 
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government did not supply any military aid to Ethiopia. British intelligence 

also believed that any prospective Chinese contributions could not match 

their Soviet counterparts, meaning that they were not likely going to be a 

major complicating factor for British interests.1249  

The last substantial threats e that Britain observed were 

internal. The student protests and peasant revolts were already well-

documented in the 1960s and continued to be monitored into the 1970s, but 

the threat posed by members of the military rematerialized in a new form in 

June 1974: The Coordinating Committee of the Armed Forces. Later called the 

Derg, this committee formed under the pretext of maintaining order within 

Ethiopia after the federal government failed to quell mutinies in the IEA 

earlier in the year. While small, the Derg leaned into broader anxieties among 

It declared in September 1974 that it was tired of the 

United States discarding old military equipment onto Ethiopia while 

neighbouring Somalia enjoyed more up-to-date armaments from their Soviet 

benefactor,1250 playing into the fears of a Somali invasion.  

eightieth birthday celebrations on July 23, 1972. This was a major event in 

Addis Ababa. After attending a small ceremony at the Kidane Mehret Church, 

which was located on the palace grounds, Selassie greeted a large audience 

outside of the palace. The banquet held at the Royal Palace served 2000 

guests,1251 who included many prominent Ethiopians and foreign dignitaries. 

The OAU also unveiled a plaque honouring Selassie to coincide with the 
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birthday celebrations. The celebration concluded with an impressive firework 

show over the capitol. British Journalist Pat Davis described this event as the 

Addis Ababa in 1941.1252  

This birthday celebration is symbolically important, but in a darker 

manner than Selassie likely intended. This extravagant affair overlapped with 

the beginning of a major famine in the Wollo Province. This famine, which 

lasted until 1974, killed anywhere between 50 000 and 200 000 people.1253 

Even as food shortages afflicted the province, food exports continued from 

Wollo to Addis Ababa and Asmara.1254 Selassie received significant criticism for 

not addressing the famine in any substantive way and this famine became a 

rallying cry for student protests in the early 1970s.1255 The opulence associated 

birthday celebration contrasted sharply with the plight that 

many people faced.  

On September 3, 1974, British diplomat Iain Murray wondered whether 

number, and virulence, of the attacks on him, in the press, in leaflets and on 

1256 Pressure all around the emperor mounted and there was no 

clear sign that he could, or would be willing to, address the systemic issues 

present in Ethiopia. How much longer could Selassie remain in power? 
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gently rained in Addis Ababa,1257 several officers affiliated with the Derg 

escorted the 82-year-

1258 Dozens of high-ranking government officials and military officers 

were also arrested and, on November 23, 1974, they were executed. 54 were 

lined up and killed by firing squad and another six killed during a shootout at 

Derg General Aman Mikael Andom

Prime Minister Tsehafi Taezaz Aklilu Habte-Wold, Lieutenant General Abiye 

Abebe, Rear Admiral Leul Iskinder Desta, and Minister of Information Tesfaye 

Gebre Egzy.  

In less than a year, on August 27, 1975, Selassie died in imprisonment. 

The Derg claimed that Selassie suddenly fell ill on August 26 and died the 

following day.1259 , who lived in west London, 

requested an autopsy because Selassie was supposedly in good health and a 

sudden illness struck him as suspicious. Regardless of the exact cause, the 

emperor was dead, and with him the final vestiges of imperial Ethiopia 

perished unceremoniously. Despite some concerns over angering the Derg 

government, as Britain previously never offered a funeral for a deposed 

monarch who died while they were under imprisonment,1260 the British 

government authorized a memorial service in St. Marga

behalf of surviving relatives of Selassie.1261 The Derg buried him underneath his 

 

1257 - 

https://weatherspark.com/h/d/148744/1974/9/12/Historical-Weather-on-Thursday-September-12-
1974-at-Addis-Ababa-Bole-International-Airport-Ethiopia#metar-09-00. 

1258 The Times of India (Mumbai, India) September 12, 1974, 1. 

1259 TNA, FCO 31/1860. Asfa-Wossen Asserate to Wilson. August 27, 1975.  

1260 TNA, FCO 31/1860. A. H. Campbell to M. K. Ewans. August 29, 1975, para. 2.  

1261 TNA, FCO 31/1860. M. K. Ewans to Weir. September 1, 1975, 1.  



299 
 

old office in the imperial palace, and his remains were only discovered in 

February 1992. Selassie was officially buried at Holy Trinity Church in 2000. The 

post-Derg Federal Government 

s authoritarianism.1262  

 

Conclusion 

 

The 1960s through the early 1970s were an interesting period for British-

Ethiopian relations, although poorly represented in existing scholarship. 

Britain played a direct role in helping Selassie regain his throne from 

insurrectionists in December 1960 and offered further support in the 

immediate aftermath. Through both Labour and Conservative 

administrations, the British offered nominal material support but did not 

 

especially in military affairs. Instead, Britain leaned mostly on soft power 

within Ethiopia; of particular interest are the roles played by technical 

 

Ethiopia remained a prominent part of African politics, which 

occasionally caused disputes with Britain. Some examples included 

hands-off approach to 

Apartheid South Africa, and the BBC Controversy surrounding Somalia in 1967. 

On other matters, Britain stayed largely uninvolved. The British avoided 

intervention on the rebellions in Eritrea after 1962 despite the significant 

threat they posed to the emperor. Similarly, Britain did not appear to chastise 

 

1262 
https://www.upi.com/Archives/2000/11/05/Ethiopias-last-emperor-buried-in-Addis-
Ababa/7951973400400/. 
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Ethiopia for supporting rebel groups like the ANC, which was prominent in UK 

politics and had an office in central London.1263 

While problematic, none of the incidents that occurred after 1960 

posed a 

correct to characterize the connection between the two empires as having 

continued a decades-long pattern of friendly relations with the occasional 

flashpoint. Some of these were scientific endeavours, like the anti-locust 

swarm research projects; others were more symbolic, like British 

 

By late 1974, Britain was still invested in Ethiopia but wary of its long-

term stability. Widespread dissent across Ethiopia was focused on its elderly 

emperor. The ELF continued its guerrilla war in northern Ethiopia, student 

protests persisted in Addis Ababa, and morale within the military was poor. 

Yet as long as Selassie remained the head of Ethiopia, the British government 

remained deeply connected to the African empire. While Britain nominally 

stayed involved in Ethiopia until the late 1970s, this profound link would 

large

year.  

 

1263 Stephen Ellis, External Mission: The ANC in Exile, 1960-1990 (Cary, United States: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 96. 
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Conclusion 

 

In the final days of writing this dissertation, nearly fifty years have 

government of Ethiopia. The Derg regime ruled Ethiopia from 1974 to 1991, 

when it was then replaced by a coalition government led by former Tigrayan 

insurgents. Despite the recent civil war in the Tigray region, Ethiopia remains 

one of the major economic and political powerhouses in East Africa. 

Nonetheless, Selassie continues to cast a long shadow over modern-day 

Ethiopia. He was a monolithic figure in modern Ethiopian history and has 

already warranted significant attention from both the public and scholarly 

community around the world. It would also be an understatement to say that 

the British Empire had a transformative impact on a global scale, with the 

Horn of Africa being one region scarred by colonial rule. Imperial Ethiopia 

stood as an independent African state surrounded by colonial powers, and 

Selassie stood as its longest ruler.  

British perspectives of Selassie, and by extension Ethiopia, evolved 

considerably over the course of the twentieth century. When Selassie first 

became the Heir Apparent in 1916, the British largely saw Ethiopia as an 

irrelevant kingdom situated in the Horn of Africa. This lack of respect is 

unsurprising considering that Britain was a global empire while Ethiopia was 

a landlocked regional power. This dismissive attitude was certainly apparent 

in how Britain was willing to sacrifice Ethiopia to fascist Italy in the mid-1930s. 

However, there were at least some sympathetic voices within the British 

government. Selassie was permitted to remain in the United Kingdom during 

his exile and even received covert funding from the Foreign Office. The War 

Office facilitated after the Mussolini declared war 

on Britain in June 1940, which marked its entry into the ongoing Second 
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World War. Selassie received a flight to Sudan and the Gideon Force safely 

escorted the emperor back to Addis Ababa, as the rest of Mission 101 

mobilized Ethiopian Patriot guerrilla fighters. The expulsion of Italy from East 

Africa marked the first successful British campaign of the Second World War. 

During the 1940s, Britain administered Ethiopia, British Somaliland, and 

the former Italian colonies via the British Military Administration. During this 

period, an unprecedented amount of Ethiopian-British collaboration 

dominated the period. The British aided Ethiopia in maintaining stability 

following the disruption caused by five years of Italian occupation. The 

suppression of the Woyane Rebellion and the handover of Eritrea to Ethiopia 

were both major ways that Britain helped Selassie directly. 

The early phases of British Soft Power also appear in the 1940s with the 

establishment of the Wingate Secondary School. Projects like this, which 

largely happened through the British Council, became increasingly important 

in the 1950s and 1960s as the British Empire fractured and the United States 

became the central sponsor of Ethiopian development. American funding and 

technical assistance was especially crucial for the modernization of the 

Ethiopian military.  

Britain remained a staunch ally of Selassie when he faced the 

attempted coup of December 1960, and held the emperor in esteem for the 

rest of the 1960s and early 1970s. They supported his modernization schemes, 

. During the Cold 

War, Britain wanted to maintain its friendship with the strongest power in the 

Horn of Africa. Collaboration, particularly around educational initiatives, 

continued well into the 1970s. Even major disputes between the two powers, 

like around Rhodesia or South Africa, did not fundamentally threaten their 

ability to cooperate. Overall, from 1916 to the 1960s, British attitudes shifted 

from apathetic to significantly more amicable.  
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It is interesting that British views of Ethiopia grew more favourable as 

Britain declined as a great power. The start of serious British interests in 

Ethiopia was during the Second World War when Britain was in a desperate 

situation. When Italy declared war on June 10, this was barely a week after the 

British Expeditionary Force finished evacuating France, which was rapidly 

Britain helped maintain stability in 

Ethiopia during the 1940s in part because they needed an ally in the Horn of 

Africa. Up until Britain was backed into a corner, it did not have a very strong 

view of Ethiopia. After the conclusion of the Second World War in 1945, the 

massive changes in international affairs greatly affected British power. The 

war functionally bankrupted Britain and independence movements 

flourished across the empire. Alongside this decline, the United States and 

Soviet Union emerged as the two global superpowers. It was primarily when 

Britain had to shift to relying on soft power that its respect of Ethiopia 

blossomed.  

Selassie was 

incredibly consistent in how he conducted diplomacy, particularly with his 

interest in connecting Ethiopia to the international community. One of his 

earliest acts as Heir Apparent was to offer 20 000 soldiers to the Allied powers 

during the First World War. He was an early applicant to the League of 

Nations in 1919, although he was not admitted initially. Almost as soon as 

Ethiopia was liberated in 1941, he offered soldiers to Britain to fight the Axis 

powers during the Second World War. He also joined the UN immediately 

upon its formation and contributed soldiers to both the Korean War and the 

Congo Crisis. Helping create the OAU alongside other major African leaders 

like Ghanian prime Minister Kwame Nkrumah is further evidence 

interest in international affairs. 
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to the Massawa Navy Days Celebrations further cemented Ethiopia as an 

integral part of the international community.  

mired by a fundamental 

contradiction: how to remain emperor and preserve traditional institutions 

in 1963, political scientist Alphonse A. Castagno describes this contradiction as 

follows: 

 

-rooted tradition is personified in the Emperor himself, 
and without the monarchy there would perhaps be no Ethiopia in the 
sense that we know it. The delicate task Haile Selassie set for himself 
was to exploit the symbolic status and the legitimacy of the monarchy 
to bring about change in such a way that traditionalism and 
modernism would be kept in harmony. It is no accident that a cautious 
step forward in one sphere has often been followed by a hasty step 
backward somewhere else; that a commitment made has sometimes 
been unfulfilled; or that statements of intentions do not always 
materialize into concrete decisions. But woven into this apparently 
vacillating pattern has been a thin thread of progress.1264 
 

Selassie was an autocrat in a country where power was concentrated in 

traditional institutions. To strengthen or weaken any of them was tantamount 

-lived heritage. As Castagno notes, for every 

modernization he pushed forwards, there was an appeal to tradition as not to 

upset conservative religious and political leaders. One example of this 

conservatism contradicting with his progressivism was around enslavement, 

which remained legal in Ethiopia until 1942; this was despite international 

condemnation since at least as the 1920s. His continued dismissal of the 

seriousness around issues like unrest in the armed forces in the 1960s and 

 

1264 Africa Report 8, no. 9 (October 1, 
1963): 3. 
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1970s or the peasant rebellions of the early 1970s highlight that he ultimately 

could not reconcile being a reformist with retaining absolute rule.  

ranging from his younger years as the Heir Apparent in 1916 up to the end of 

his reign in 1974. It is the first scholarly work in English that attempts to cover 

of modernizing and expanding Imperial Ethiopia. There is a critical mass of 

scholarly works surrounding the Second Italo-Ethiopian War and a small, but 

robust, body of work surrounding the 1960 abortive coup. However, virtually 

everything else between 1916 and the 1970s remains largely untouched.  

This dissertation also includes many events that simply do not appear 

in any other historical studies. Disputes ranging from the potash mine 

operations in the 1910s and 1920s to the diplomatic crisis caused by the BBC 

over a one-off radio special in Somalia are surprisingly absent considering 

their relevance in larger discussions around international relations. There are 

also more obscure topics that have received some scholarly attention, like the 

Imperial Ethiopian Navy or the disputes surrounding Lake Tana but were not 

previously integrated into the wider history of Ethiopian-British diplomacy.  

The next major step for research on British-Ethiopian relations is to 

The greatest 

shortcoming with this project was caused by the Covid-19 pandemic and the 

Tigray War and it would be remiss to not follow up further. It is possible that 

diplomatic incidents, like the one surrounding the BBC broadcasts about 

Somalia in the 1960s, could have more information available in Addis Ababa.  It 

would also be interesting to develop a more up-to-

military developments using a mix of British, American, and Ethiopian archival 

records.  
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The British Council also merit a more dedicated analysis. The BW 85 

series from the National Archives of the United Kingdom contains a lot of 

excellent information about the minutiae of council operations in Addis 

Ababa. Perhaps somebody interested in educational policy in Ethiopia would 

find these pieces of interest, particularly for the 1960s and early 1970s. It is 

quite likely that there are surviving records stored at the General Wingate 

Technical and Vocational College, which is the successor to the General 

Wingate Secondary School. Similarly, it is quite probable that the library and 

archives at Addis Ababa University contains records hinting at the British 

 

This dissertation focuses on events up to 1974; however, there are a 

number of records from the late 1970s and 1980s presently available at the 

National Archives of the United Kingdom. It would be interesting, as even 

more records become available, to conduct a similar long-form history of the 

Federal government, at least up to the early 2010s. Similarly, it would be 

interesting to see more studies about British-Ethiopian interactions in the 

early twentieth century, particularly before 1930.   

As it presently stands, this is a largely preliminary dive into the rich 

interaction as neighbouring empires in the 

Horn of Africa. The complexity of the interactions, collaborations, and conflicts 

of the two states mean that there is a lot more work to be done. Both empires 

have had a transformative impact on their respective spheres of influence 

and, at least in the Horn of Africa, on one another.  
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