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Transliteration

The Transliteration system is as follows:

Vowels: 1st order = 4, 2nd order = u, 3rd order = 1, 4th order = a,

5th order = ¢, 6th order = e and 7th order = o.

Consonants: ch = the explosive variant of ‘ch’, p = the explosive variant of
‘P’s q = the explosive variant of ‘k’, t = the explosive variant of °t’, ts for the
explosive variant of *s’, i = the second Amharic ‘n’ and germination is indicated

by doubling consonants.

Note
on the Ethiopian Calendar

The Ethiopian calendar differs a good deal from the Gregorian calendar. The
years are seven to eight years later and the days of the month from six to eleven
days later. This book uses dates from the Gregorian calendar and not the

Ethiopian one.



Glossary

Abba
Abund
Afd Negus
Ato

Az
Balambaras
Bajerond
Bitwidddd
Blatta
Ddjazmach
Dergo

Fitéoé
Fitawrari

Ciebbi

Crazmach

Hakim
Kintiba

I éba shay
Ly
Mabhbir
Ndggadras

Negus
Qarnazmach

Ras

‘father’, reverend, title but also a term of respect for an elder
title of the head of the Ethiopian church or ‘bishop’

‘mouth of the king’, equivalent of the chief justice

it is now the same as ‘Mr’, but during Menilek’s reign was the
equivalent of Sir, usually reserved for important officials of the
court

chamberlain of the imperial court, head of a household

a military title of intermediate seniority

treasurer

‘beloved’ or most favored courtier

abbreviation of blaltén géta, tile for learned

‘commander of the door’, a senior military official

pension in kind, regular food allowance from the court

highest Ethiopian ecclesiastic position (until 1929), abbot of
Dibri Libanos

queen of empress

‘commander of the spearhead’, title lower than Ddjagzmach, but of
greater import when appointed by an emperor

palace or imperial palace

‘commander of the left” a military and later political title below

Qanasmach
L

doctor or physician

originally mayor of Gondair, but became broader with time
‘thief catcher’, a boy is used to search out a thief

‘child’, title of a young nobleman in the court

a monthly gathering in honor of a saint; later similar to an NGO
‘head of merchants’, originally head of a caravan, later head of
customs

king

‘commander of the right” first a military and then political title
below Fitawrari

‘head’ highest military and political title after Negus

X1



CGlossary

Ras Betwidddd — a title combining the power of the Rasand the imperial favor of
betwddddd

Tsdahafé Te'ezaz  head of the imperial scribes, keeper of the imperial seal and title
of Minister of Pen after 1907

Wayzzro now equivalent of Mrs. But pre WWII, equivalent to Lady

Zdmdcha a raid or forceful gathering of tribute
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Introduction

Hakim Wirqenih Eshité’s' life was one full of change, often dramatic change. A
statesman, administrator, author and Lthiopia’s first western trained physician,
he was a major progressive influence on modern Ethiopian history. He played a
significant role in influencing twenticth century medicine, education, diplomacy
and economic development in FEthiopia. His appointment in 1935 as Hthiopian
ambassador to London marked the climax of his career. Although born
an Lithiopian, he spent most of his life outside his home country. He was a
product of his Victorian upbringing and the British educational system - more
international than national, living in many different countries but never wholly
belonging in any of them. His scarch for his identity, and how he and others
defined it, played a significant part in his life.

Wirqenih was born in Gondar, Ethiopia on October 22nd, 1865, a member
of the northern Lithiopian clite who were in the process of being overthrown.
As an infant he and his parents were imprisoned by Emperor Téwodros on an
isolated plateau, Miqdila, in central Iithiopia. In 1868 when Britain invaded
Lithiopia to free western hostages taken by Téwodros, the three-year-old
Wirqgenih was abandoned on the field of battle. Colonel Charles Chamberlain
of the 23rd Indian Pioncer Regiment of Rawalpindi, India picked him up
and took him to India where he was brought up and educated. Colonel
Chamberlain died three years later leaving the young boy in the care of another
military figure, Colonel Charles Martin, who paid for his education at various
missionary schools in India. As a result, the young Fthiopian was given the
Anglo-Saxon name of Charles Martin and was heavily influenced by codes of
Victorian morality. He would later refer to himself as a ‘prize’ picked up on the
battlefield of Miqdila. During 1871, the boy was baptized and handed over to
Mrs Robert Clark, wife of the English bishop of the Punjab. Wirqenih then
attended mission schools, a boarding school and in 1877 he began his medical
studies at Lahore Medical College. He graduated third in the exam in 1882 with

a Licentiate in Medicine and Surgery. His schooling would influence the rest
" Most of this biography is based largely on Wiirgenih’s diary which is in the family’s possession, and
thus references to it are only made in direct quotes. [akim is the title given to a doctor in Iithiopia, sce
glossary. The family’s spelling of his name as ishité will be used in this book.



Introduction

of his life, laying the foundation for his future attempts to be a ‘gentleman’. At
the same time he was an outsider, an ‘oriental’, who never really belonged to
any one culture, be it Ethiopian, British, imperial, Indian or Burman. Bright,
forceful and motivated, he excelled in his studies and when he successfully
completed his initial medical degree, he became the first western educated
Lithiopian medical doctor.

His professional education did not end on the Indian sub-continent, however,
he pursued his aims further in higher education elwsewhere in the British
Empire - in Scotland. His education was clearly not just vocational, instilling a
preference for advancement based on merit, but it was also was based firmly on
the foundation of a lifelong commitment to dialogue, tolerance and mediation.
Throughout his long life, he moved among Christians, Muslims, Hindus and
people of most of the worlds creeds and many of its nations. His attitudes
and actions were committed to tolerance and living by the golden rule (‘do as
you would be done by’), a motto he inscribed on the flyleaf of many of his
diary volumes. He dedicated his life to instilling these principles into the hearts
and lives of his superiors, colleagues, protégés, students, friends and children.
I'rom late 1889 to 1890, Wirqenih went to Great Britain for graduate work at
FEdinburgh and Glasgow as he rightly judged his prospects for preferment in
India to be limited. In 1891, he was appointed a Civil Surgeon in Burma and
served in that capacity in several Burmese provinces. Up to this point he had
largely been a product of the British Empire in his training and outlook, but
major changes were in store for him.

At the end of the nineteenth century, shortly after the Battle of Adwa of
1896, Wirqenih decided to return to his native Fthiopia to care for the Ethiopian
wounded. On the fifth day of the new century, he was officially presented to
Emperor Menilek. Soon the emperor had given him a house to live in and a
salary. IFurthermore, his relatives came to his tent and dramatically recognized
the boy, long lost at Miqdila. He learned his real name, Wirqenih Fshité and
began to study Ambharic and became familiar with the elite of Fthiopia. His pay
became increasingly irregular, however, and he decided to return to Burma, which
promised more stable financial arrangements. On his way he fortuitously met the
head of a joint Anglo-Ethiopian mission which was coordinating Fthiopian and
British actions against Muhammad Abdille Hassan of the Somalis, known as
the ‘Mad Mullah’ by the British. He was of course neither mad nor a mullah.
His participation in the anti-Somali campaigns was approved by the governor
of the eastern province of Lithiopia, Ras Mikonnen Wilda Mika’el (cousin of
the Emperor Menilek and father of Emperor Hayli Sellasé). He served on two
campaigns in Somaliland, often acting as a mediator between the Ethiopians and
the British. Ras Miakonnen awarded him with a grant of land for his services. It
was during this period in 1899 that he started keeping a diary, a task he continued
faithfully for the next fifty years and which is the basic source for this biography,
which along with his unpublished autobiography allows for a detailed and
nuanced account not only of his own life, but those of his family and aspects of
the imperial court.
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Next Wirgenih returned to Burma as a civil surgeon and served in many of its
towns through 1907. By this time he had passed several official exams including
ones in the Chinese and Kachin languages, adding to the half dozen languages
he already knew. From November, 1907 to October, 1908 he undertook post-
graduate work in London at Kings College London and the Skin College at
Fitzroy Square. While there he became romantically involved with a British
woman he had met in Burma and they had a son Téwodros (Theodore).

His return to Ethiopia in 1908 aged 43, accelerated a process of redefining
his identity which had begun in his 30s. Was he primarily a subject of the British
Eimpire, or was he an Ethiopian? A progressive crusader for reform, especially in
the eradication of slavery, he was faced with the dilemma of cither adopting or
rejecting his Ethiopian identity. This conflict took him years to resolve. He had
only just begun to identify himself as an Ethiopian and had only just stopped
referring to Ethiopia and Ethiopians as ‘them’. He did not distance himself
properly from his British imperial identity, however, untl Britain stabbed
Fthiopia in the back at the time of the Italian invasion in the 1935. Only then
did his defense of things British crumble and his Fthiopian nationalism emerge
fully formed.

His 1908-1913 stay in Hthiopia was a particularly significant period in his
life. At first he was simply the resident doctor of the British legation in Addis
Ababa. However, when Emperor Menilek’s treatment for tertiary syphilis reached
a crisis, Wirgenih was appointed his official doctor and immediately became an
influential figure in the court. He soon married Qitsila Wirq Tullu, which gave
him an entré into the Ethiopian elite since she was not only a member of one
of Ethiopia’s foremost Oromo families, but was closely related to the reigning
Ethiopian royal family. Two sons were born to the couple (Benyam and Yuséf) and
the foundations laid for one of modern Fthiopia’s most influential families. His
wife’s influence at court not only rivaled his but after 1916 was probably greater.
After Menilek’s incapacitation and the rise of ¢ lyasu as the major power at the
center, the new ruler agreed to be godfather to the couple’s eldest boy. Life was
becoming increasingly unstable, however, and Wirqenah’s salary often remained
unpaid, so he and his wife Qitsila made the decision for him to return to Burma
and serve there until he was cligible for his Indian civil service pension.

He returned to Burma for six years, watched his family grow until he had
fifteen children, and built upon his already wide contacts within Indian and
British administration and society. By this point in his career he was a fairly
senior member of the Burmese administration and would often temporarily take
over the duties of the district commissioner and, in effect, serve as the governor
of a sub-province. Thus he had broad and varied experience as an administrator
at the local level in Burma, which would prove most valuable when he was
appointed a governor of an Fthiopian province in 1930. Once World War T was
over, the India Office agreed to his retirement and he returned to Ethiopia.

In 1919 Ethiopia was at the height of the great influenza epidemic and
Wirqenih began another especially significant period of his life. Both of his
wife’s parents died during the epidemic, she became the executor and head of
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her family and then he too became infected and very nearly died. She was closely
related to the new Empress, Ziwditu, and to the future Emperor Hayld Sellasé’s
wife, Minin and thus played a very influential role in the court. From 1919 to
1935 Wirqenih ran farms, lour mills, developed a mineral spring in Addis Ababa
(Fel Weha), became involved in the running of a major Ethiopian printing press,
helped run a gold and platinum concession, but practiced less medicine. He
served as the first director of the regent’s principal school, the Tifdri Makonnen
School, which quickly became the best secondary school in Fthiopia. He also
helped found a school for girls, a school for former slaves and he founded “T'he
Love and Service Organization’, or legrenna Agdleelot Mabbar, an organization
which admitted dozens of Ethiopia’s brightest intellectuals and courtiers, who
met weekly to discuss the major issues of the day, raise money for worthy causes
and network to advance their pet schemes and carcers. It began as an ant-slavery
organization and helped to identify and train many progressives who started as
his protégés. On top of that, he served as a diplomat, representing Fthiopia
on a trip to the United States to obtain support for the construction of the
projected dam on lLake Tana and also to recruit teachers for Ethiopia from the
African-American community. He then went to India to recruit teachers, nurses,
engineers and middle level managers, all of whom could be obtained at lesser
salaries than Huropean expatriates. A signal achievement was his authorship
of Lithiopia’s first World Ceography text book in Ambharic which transformed
Ethiopia’s perception of the world. He also served as president of the special
mixed court in Ethiopia for foreigners. Of similar, if not greater importance,
he was Ethiopia’s major campaigner against slavery and the slave trade. This
was quite a portfolio of major projects and Wirqenih was at the forefront of
almost every progressive issue in Fthiopia from 1920 to 1935. His family too,
became one of the most progressive in his country. He sent most of his children
overseas to obtain a solid education unavailable in Ethiopia and none of his
children had an arranged marriage but all were encouraged to marry for love. His
family in many ways was a model for progressives in Ethiopia.

From 1930 to 1935 he administered one of Ethiopia’s first model provinces,
Chirchir. There he was able to implement locally many of the aims of
progressive Fthiopians — building roads, fighting slavery and the slave trade,
opening dispensaries and founding schools. Most importantly, however, he
instituted in a systematic form, modern administration in provincial Ethiopia,
including: young and educated salaried administrators, the eradication of bribery
and made more progress toward the end of slavery and the slave trade than
any other province in Ethiopia. He also introduced new plants and encouraged
modern farming practices. He obtained land in the area and helped introduce
trucks to transport produce, especially coffee, to the nearby railway. He was a
popular governor but encountered difficulties working with the governor of
the neighboring province of Harar. He had expected to report directly to Addis
Ababa and not through Harar and had to fight to maintain his autonomy. The
Danakil province was added to his brief and he proved to be popular among
Muslim as well as Christian Fthiopians, establishing a model for Christian/

4
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Muslim relations and for the administration of peripheral pastoral peoples. He
clearly used his administrative experience from Burma effectively while he was
a governor in Ethiopia.

Between 1934 and 1935 he went through a very painful divorce from his wife
and mother of 13 of his children and then was appointed Fthiopian ambassador
to the Court of St James, London. At the age of 70 he had reached the pinnacle
of his career and for five years was an international figure, acting as one of
Fthiopia’s major spokesmen on the world stage. He worked closely with the
Emperor Hayla Sellasé and other Ethiopian diplomats abroad and went with
the emperor to the League of Nations when the emperor gave his famous
speech. He, with English as his native tongue, his British upbringing in India,
his imperial administrative experience, and his long stays in Britain, was able
to move more adroitly than almost any other Fthiopian in British circles and
was recognized as the most talented of their fundraisers abroad for monies
to be used for Ethiopia and against Mussolini. He worked closely with Sylvia
Pankhurst, of suffragette fame, to present the FEthiopian side before, during and
after the Italo-Ethiopian war, mobilizing British public opinion. He also met and
worked with the Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Lugard, Lloyd George, Lady
Gladstone, Lady Napier and many others of the British elite. Wirqenih played a
key role in mobilizing British opinion for Hthiopia. But after the Italian military
conquest of Fthiopia, and the increasing threat of Hitler, the Ethiopian cause
was doomed and donations to it fell to a trickle. The emperor, by now in exile in
Bath, fell on hard financial times, and difficulties about money caused a growing
rift between the two men. Nonetheless, Wirgenih was clearly Ethiopia’s most
cffective diplomatic representative before World War I1.

In 1940, Wirgenih retired to India aged 75 largely because it was cheaper and
safer for him to live there with his younger children. His pension went further
in India than it did in England. There he continued various activities, but at a
less frenetic level, to keep the Ethiopian cause before the media and managed to
meet with Nehru when he was imprisoned nearby. However, as soon as Ethiopia
was liberated in 1941 he focused his energy on returning home, finally reaching
there in 1942 while World War 11 was at its height.

Wirgenih’s last decade was passed in Addis Ababa. Most of his children had
already returned from exile and the emperor restored him to favor. He lived out
his last years as an elder statesman and was often consulted by the emperor and
people of all walks of life. His children were close to the imperial family and his
sons-in-law held high government positions. The vast bulk of his time was spent
with his family, his friends and on private affairs. His family remained famous
and influential for generations after his death. He died on October 8th, 1952,
just shy of his 87th birthday.
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