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Abstract 

Yllma Deressa: A Political Biography (1907-1979) 

Tamrat Haile Degeffa 

Addis Ababa University, 2016 

This dissertation investigates the life of Yilllla Denissa(1907-1979), a prominent Minister of 
Finance, diplomat, author and slatesman in the Jmperial Government of Ethiopia.As this sludy 
allempts to examine a political biography of an individual, discussion on fimdamental issues 
related to biography becomes a significant academic endeavor. Therefore, the disserlation ./irst 
seeks 10 address essential disciplillGlY and hisloriographical issues in an attempl to inlegrale 
Ihis sludy wilh the relevanl body of knowledge and 10 give a filii piclure of Yilma Deressa in 
broader perspective. Born into an Oromo aristocratic family in Wiilliiga at Ihe beginning of Ihe 
twentieth cenILilJ', he was acquainted with modern education in his home village near Gimbi in 
1910s. fllslrumentallo this was hisfalher, Bilatta De""ssa Amiinte who accuslomed himselfand 
his family more to Ihe lIew developmenls al Addis Ababa Ihan to the ways of his forefathers in 
Wiilliiga. Leaving Gimbi for good in early 1920s, Bi/alla Denissa enabled his son Yilma and 
olher .f{tmily members to pursue Iheir modern educalion in Addis Ababa, later on Alexandria 
(Egypl) and finally London (Englalld). YUma had begun his state service at the Millislly of 
Foreign Affairs in 1933. Except for Ihe short period of 1taliall in vasion Ihat forced him to spend 
Ihose years in wGljare, exile and col/aboralion, Yi/Illa spent a great pari of his public life in 
building core institution and introducing momentous bureaucratic practices in the Ethiopian 
governl11enl £111 til 1974. Assisted by the British finanCial advisor and his Ethiopian associates, 
Yill11a did establish the Ministly of Finance both bureaucratically and legislatively. fn the 
consecutive three decades since 1941, he engaged also in diverse economic, diplomatic and 
cultural activities of immense national importance. As his educational training, the public 
responsibilities he took on and his personal successes and .failures had defined Yilma's 
individuality, his social background as an Drama statesman also cOllstituted his identity. The 
source materials for this research are collected from different government archives, private 
document collect ions and knowledgeable informants. The whole process of s)'nlhesis and 
analysis of the sources has empirically as well as logically proven the thesis of the study. In this 
dissertatioll, 1 argue that Yilma Deressa, as all Ol'Omo individual of noble origin Fom a 
periphel)), adjlls/ed himself /0 the new historical developments at the center and, more 
importantly, reinforced the political system enthusiasticallv with the new skills acquired in the 
process essentially as state bureaucraticfullctiollary. 1n doing so, he follolVed the palh that his 
forefalhers had pursued earlier on. The value of this disserlalion il1 historical study lies il1 its 
invesfigafiol1 /0 uncover novel empirical data and fheir logical inferprelafioll, in ifS deliberation 
011 the place oIindividllals in hiS/DIY, onc/finally in i/s at/elllpl fO illuminate important fhemes in 
Ethiopian his/OlY through a bioglliphical approach. These help to SlIpplCIIICllf fhe existing bo(~v 
oIlo10 wledge. 
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Preface 

The major objective of this research is to reconstruct the public and personal li ves of Yilma 

Deressa(l907- 1979), an Ethiopian statesman, di plomat, politician and author during the 

Imperial Government of Ethiopia. To that effect, the writer has been dealing w ith a variety of 

source materials for more than thirteen months. Not to minimize the signifi cance of secondary 

sources whi ch are consulted through a major task of library research, official as well as private 

written and visual documents are organ ized, examined, cross-checked and utilized mainly 

gathered from the archives of the Mini stry of Finance and Economic Development(MOFED), the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs(MOFA), the Nationa l Archi ve and Library Agency(NALA), $iihaje 

Ti 'zaz W,i1da Masqal Tariku Mcmori al Archi ve Ce nter of th c lnstimte of Ethi opi an Stud ies and 

private coll ections . Max imum effort is al so made to co ll ect ora l information from fa mil y 

members, peop le who worked w ith Ala Vnma, collea.,'1.les and other informants in Gimbi , 

Naqamte and Addi s Ababa. All these corpora of li te rature and sources revea l that the life account 

of Ala Vnma Deressa is part and parce l of some of the important political , economic and social 

changes in Ethi op ia in the twen ti eth century. 

Exc luding the conclusion, th is study consists of eight chapters. Almost a ll are organi zed 

chronologica ll y which is a convent ional approach in such \i'Hiting. At times, some developments 

are presented thematically. Chapter one attempt s to address issues related to the concept and 

practice of biographical srud y and gives a genera l survey of hi storiography espec iall y at the 

nationa l level. Furth ermo re, having examined how Ala Y rlma was di sc li ssed in th e existing 

li terature, the chapter attempts to emphasize the need to reconstruct the li fe account of the 

subj cct of th e study with new insigh ts and hi stor ical data. In Ihi s respec l, th e discuss ion on thc 

nature anci variet ies of sources is in Dreier. 
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Based on empirical data and conceptual framing, chapter two attempts to present historical 

contex t for the life and works of Ala YrIma Deressa in the hope of situating him in a proper 

setting . Considering the very fact that most of A to YrIma' s life was closely related to s tate 

politics, the Ethiopian state, its institutions and re levant developments associated with it are 

presen ted as major historical backdrop for a po litical biography of Ala Yi'lma Deressa. This 

enables us not only to study the path that Ata YrIma's fami ly, as a regional class of nobility, 

pursued within the new central politica l and soc ial formation but also to shed light on how and 

why Ala YrIma acted and was acted upon in the setting throughout hi s public and private life. 

Chaptcr three seeks to reconstruct the life of Ala YrIma from hi s early childhood in the 1910s to 

his first public responsibilities in the 1930s as well as the hard times during the period of war and 

ex il e due to the Italian in vasion of Ethiopia . Particularly, the chapter attempts to ex plain how Ala 

Yillllil was introduced to modern education si nce his childhood . However, this di sclission goes 

beyond the time of Ato YrIma's bil1h so as to explain the relevant fami ly and socia l background 

of the subject of study. In this regard, the chapter shows the responses of YrIma's nob le famil y to 

new political developments associated with the advent of the Ethiopian state in Wallaga since th e 

last quarter of the 19'" century. This constitutes one maj or theme of this di ssertation. 

Cha pter four aims at reconstructing th e initial accomp li shm ents of Ato Yr'lma Der,;ssa especially 

in laying th e foundations of the Ministry of Finance, an instituti on that later became instrumental 

to fi sca l centrali zation and the monetization o f the Ethi opian economy in post the 1941 period . 

During thi s bri e f, yet, except ionall y crucia l period of institutional development. the chapter 

shows that A IO VrJma had contribu ted greatly to the planning and cOllllllencing of national 

tax ation. fi scal central ization and the new Eth iopi an currency. Interestingly. Y"lIma , aged 33. was 

onl y a Director-G eneral in th e Min istry tha t had no seat in the Coun cil of Mini sters until his 
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promotion in November 1942. As to these preliminary responsibiliti es, besides the persistent oral 

testimony, by other informants Yi"lma Deressa himself attached much weight always, though the 

peri od was short. In fact, the chapter illustrates the initial motives, goals and passions of Yi"lma 

Deressa as well as his particular accompli shments as an indi vidual in the post liberation period of 

Ethi opian economy. 

Chapter fi ve attempts to recount the undertakings of Yi"lma Deressa, now promoted as a Vi ce­

Mini ster, hence empowered signifi cantl y, focusin g mainly on Yi"lma 's engagements in Ethiopia 's 

responses to the Briti sh influence. Yi"lma al so played crucial role in the legislative process which 

wcre hi ghl y in strumental for fi scal centrali zat ion as well as in the expansion of modern educati on 

in Ethiopia. The chapter covers the peri od between 1942 and 1949. Chapters four and fi ve 

ex plain that Yi"lm a was exceedingly preoccupi ed with tasks of found ational naturc in terms of 

legi slation, instinltion and pract ice . 

The next chapter ai ms at reconstructin g Vil ma Dcrcssa ' s responsibi li ties in the Mi ni stry of 

Commerce and Industry ( 1949-1 953), in thc Eth iopi an Embassy at Washington D.C. (1953 -

1958) and in th e Mini stry of Forei gn Affairs ( 1958 -1 960). In these years, the subj ect o f my study 

was preoccupi ed increasingly with issues related to international trade and politi cs. What makes 

hi s publi c life during these years d ifferent from th e previous period( 194 1 to 1949) basica ll y is 

tha t th ere weren' t much ' foundations ' to whi ch hi s name is directl y or indirectl y assoc iated. 

Noneth eless. the chapter at tempts to mark out Vilma Deressa 's contributi ons espec ia ll y to the 

expansion of Ethiop ia's foreign trade and in ves tl11 ent as wel l as fore ign political affairs. 

C hapter seven dea ls mainly w ith v nma Dcrcssa's administrative accomplishments in the 

Ministry o f Finance duri ng the heydays o f his powe r thro ughou t the I 960s. The chapter 

xi i 



elucidates not onl y Yi1ma's achi evements but also his flaws whi le taking on great responsibi li ty 

in the government. His transfer from the Mini stry of Finance to the Min istlY of Commerce, 

Industry and Touri sm in 1969 and his eventual retirement from offic ial government 

responsibi lity in 197 1 just to jo in the Crown Coun cil are also the focal points of thi s chapter. 

Thematica lly, the above four chapters (from four to seven) present a single thesis part that 

strength ened the central argument of the study, though they marked vari ations due to the 

particul arity of hi stori ca l experi ences. Once ynma, li ke his father and grandfather, adjusted 

hi mself to a new poli tica l system, he had always taken a strong interest in rein forcing it. To that 

effect, he showed considerable individual initiative, purposefu lness, enthus iasm, choice and 

creati vity as a state bureaucrati c functi onary in introd ucin g, building and recru itin g modern 

practices, institutions and educated personnel rcspcctivcly. However, duc to the po litica l 

developments in which Yi"lma never took p3l1 , whi le serving the central govern ment tenaciously, 

there had been noticeable tendencies in the scanty li teralllre overviewed in thi s study and ora l 

information to correlate Y Uma's promoti on and retirement to the Oromo nationalist sentiment. 

Finall y, chapter eight examines the li terary works of Vn ma Deressa and the oral literature about 

him. Thi s chapter begins with an account ofYilma 's works, both the newspaper art icles and two 

hi story boo ks, fo ll owed by a cri tica l apprai sal. With due consideration for the quest ions of what 

Jan Vansina calls "au thenti city, authorship, locality, and dating",l the chap ter also examines the 

political humor about him . This di scuss ion ex plains how an actual aspect orYll ma 's personali ty 

(wittiness) contribuled 10 the po lit ica l jokes. Co nversely. it ex plains how the fo lkta les not onl y 

augment the public ity of Y"llma's "indi viduality" but also accentuate his soc ial identity. The first 

two secti ons of this chapter. th erefore. show that the question of Yi"lma 's soc ial identity as an 

I Jan Vansina. Oral hadifirm as IIis/OIY tLondon: Thl: Univl:rsity of Wise on Sill Prl:Ss. J9R5) .54. 
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Oromo educated statesman take a center stage. Signifying the ethnic tension biographically, 

therefore, this theme reveals that the process of adaptation to the new political and social 

fOlTIl ation was difficult. Not far from thi s subject matter, the last chapter also di scusses the 

private life of Yilma Deressa si nce 1940s to hi s last days in prison in 1979. To sum up, 

individuals pursued diverse paths along the advent and consolidation of the Ethiopian centralized 

state in the 20lh century. A political biograph y of Yihna Deressa including a brief account of his 

family background shows that the fami ly adjusted itself to the new political and soc ial formation 

as we ll as became active historical agent in reinforcing the system. 
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Chapter One 

rnt.-oduction 

To write a biography of Yil ma Den!ssa( 1907-1979), three interrelated di sc ipl inary, 

hi storiographi c and methodolog ica l issues in biographica l study need to be addressed. The fi rst 

deals with the place of biography in history, other socia l sciences and huma nities. Focusi ng 

ma in ly on the genera l litcraturc on the concept of biography, th is discussion sccks to examine 

major di sc iplina ry questions in th e hope of si tuati ng th e subjcct of my study within the much 

broader di sciplinary questions of biography. The second gives an overrevicw of historiography 

on biographi ca l \Narks at the national leve l, indeed, with a much summarized survey of similar 

kind at the global and continental levels. Furtherm ore, it attempts to exami ne the ex isting 

li terature that made note ofV"d rna Deressa. The thi rd issue engages w ith th e varieti es and natures 

of sou rcc material s for a politi cal biography of Vnma Deressa . All these hclp to clarify 

presumabl y some di sc iplinary, hi stori graphi c and mcthodological qucstions and situatc subjcct of 

the study with in the contcx t ofrclcvant body ofknowledgc. 

1.1. Biography 

Biograph y' , as a study of individ ual life, stradd les bo th literanu'e and history2 In the 

class ifi cation of the types of literature, lit erary scholars usua lly di scuss biograph y as a non-

fiction gen re:~ "For stu dents of bi ography in the West, th e late seventeenth-century coinage of 

I Explaining th e variants or biography, LOllS Smith noted that "life-writing cOllles with Illany labcls­

portra yals. ponra ils, pro files. memoirs. life stories. life histories. C;J SC studi es. autobiographies. journals, diar ies. and 
on and on-each suggesti ng a slightly di fferent p~rs pceli ve under eonsidenllion'" Sec LOllis ~ . Smith . "Biograph;cal 
Method:' ;n !-lam/hook of Qllaliwtire Research, cd. Norman K. Dcnzin and Yvonna S. L incoln (T housand Oaks: 

SAGE. (994 ).n7. 
~ A lull i'Vlunslow. The ROlllln/ge COIII/wl/ioll {O lIistoriwl Srudies (New York: T aylor and Francis G roup. 

second edit ion 2( 06) . --l 6. 

1 Nigel I lamihon. l1iogmphy: .. j Bric/llisu)/y (Cambridge: I larvaI'd Un i\'t.~rsi l )' PreSS. 2007).2. F lH' inst;ull'l:. 
in The X(!ll' fll(ydopt'clic / Britollllica. IS lh c.d. biogmphy together \\' ;Ih iH1\obiogr;lphy is !r('aled ulhlL-r the maj('\!' 

ell! r), u i' li 1l:.:r;tlUn..:. SCt' Vnl 23. 
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the word 'biograp hy,' as a term fo r literary rather than graphic depiction, was understandabl e; 

th at cennlry, after all , was an age of rising literacy and lexicography".4 As a result , the preva lent 

producti on of biographi ca l studi es on the li fe and works of literary arti sts seem to justi fy the 

categori zation o f biography more under literature than histOly 5 Furthermore, biography is 

considered as a branch of literature most probably bccause it remarkably resembles ficti onal 

narrati ve in its story line (plot) an d the prevalence of other cl ements of creative wri ting, for 

instance, a s in gle protagoni st. u Yel, the tec hniques of research and the ge neral rul e fo r testing 

evidences make biography more scienti fi c craft than imaginati ve arl. 7 Furthermore, whether 3 n 

indi vidual involves in a li terary or any other lifelong ca reer, his or her life in the past usually 

fall s in the academi c territory of hi story. In other words, hi story deal s with the study of human 

past and writin g th e li fe of an ind ividual is logicall y one aspec t of hi stori ca l study. In th is 

respect, the view that "what matters in history are th e character and th e behav ior of indi viduals 

has a long pedi grcc."f{ 

"' Hamilton, 2-3. 
5 Here. we C<l ll ment io n two [e ll ing in Si<lI1CC S for Ihi s trend. In the Weste rn wo rld , .kltll CS Boswell pionee red 

modern biog raph y as he studied th e lire and works o f Dr Samue l Jonson t 179 1). Leon Edel ill hi s work 011 th..: 
concept and method of b iograph ical s tud y utili zed ex tensively Boswcll"s Lije of Samllel ./OhIlSOIl. LLD. In life 
writi ng. of course. thi s has been cons idered as a class ic p iece o /" work. See Leon Edel. Writil/g Lives: Prillcipa 
lJiographica (New York: W.W. No rton & Company, 1959): Hamilton. 9 1. In Eth iopia too. lit e rary biography is the 
stud y subjec t of the student s o /" Amharic li le ra ture. Yohanncs Ad m<lsu 's stu dy a ll the life and works of Yo fta he 
Ncgusci is a case in point (201 2). 

/, In novel , novdla and short sto ry. I assume that the fic tional life s lo ry o f an imaginative indi v idual is 
narrated in the like lll:lIlncr as a true life writing or biography. The beg innings, m iddl es and ends of a storyl ine in an 
indi vidual biography arc qUilC si milar to the plot in Ile1io ll . Above all. lhe si ngula rity or th c s tud y subjcct in 
biography matches II protagonist in liction congrll enlly. "The [fil:tiona l] narrative of even ts bel;olllcs lhe hislory of 
many biograph ies. Biography is in a sense bOlh the ze nith and nadir of the chronicler' s :l l"1. of the literary narrati vc 
form." See J ~ I\.'llly l3Iad and Donald i\"- Jld ar Raild. SIIl(~l"I'l/g J-/istOl:" (I-lollndmill s: Pa lgraw MaeM illan,2007J. 9S. 
99. 

Paul i\ l urra ~ KL" ndall. "Bingraph il',d L i!t: ralUr~'" in Tht.' Nell ' ['1t.:rc/u}Je(/io Britwllli{"(l. 15 110 cd. \ \, 1 
23(ChiC:lgo: Encyelopnlia Britannica Inc. ::!tJ() 5). I ~6. 

~ E. I!. CIIT. Whllt is lIi"I(I/:r :) (;-..!\.:\\ Y urk : r~!lgui!l Books. 19(1).45. 
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Biographical narratives, with th ei r epic and spir itual tenor, were the co mmon literary works 

throughout the med ieval peri od 9 In Europe, as a result of ever increasi ng ro le of an indi vidua l in 

a society s in ce th e period of Renaissance, it is acc laimed that biography, by focusin g on one life, 

eliminates th e compli ca ti o ns that weigh down accounts of the entire soc iety, and it adh eres to a 

narrati ve line that shows indi viduals in act ion. Proponents of biographi cal studi es argue that life-

w riting " restores agency to hi s to ry g iving readers a sense of closeness to the men and women 

who shaped events. It dea ls w ith motivat ions and cmotions." lo Of all s igni fica nces of bi ograph y, 

it " is indispensa ble to the understanding of Illoti ve and intentio n in the actions of individuals.,,11 

Nonc thless, biography tha t " mccts the requircmen ts of modcrn schola rship is not wi thout its 

criti cs. Many hi storians beli eve that it has no serious place in histori cal study.,,1 2 The criti cism 

emanates fr0111 the suspected inability of indi vidua l biograph y to give causal explanations in 

hi story.1 3 Jt is argued that "b iographi cal narrati ve encourages ::t s imp lified, linear interpretat ion of 

even rs."l..! These arguments seem ro have been deri ved from ull stipu lated prem ise thar biography 

an d hi story are two separate di sc ipl ines; th e former is conceptual ized as the study of a particul ar 

subj ect Ill atter (indiv idual ) and the latler as a d isciplin e whi ch focu ses on w ider processes, 

struct ures, contex tu al issues and generalizat ions about an era .15 This di stinction \:vas implied even 

two mill ennia ago when Plu tarc h, th e author of th e li ves of Alexa nde r th e G reat and Julius 

'J 1 1~llllilLon.6-59: John Tosh. Th e Pllrsuil or IIislm:r Aim.Y. /IIelhods and Heir direoiolls ill Ihe SIIf(~I ' vI 
modem hislOIy. 3 nJ cd .{Edinburgh: Pcar:,on Education Limiled. 200 2). I r 2. 

II I Hamilton. 60: Robert Danl! on. "Looki ng lite Devil in [he Face'" V(,II' rnd R el'jell' (~/Bnnks ( 1 !)l)5).35. 
II Tosh, 11 0. 
I ~ Ihid .. 11 5 
I~ Ihid.: Carr. -t-t--IS. 
I J To~h. 115. 
1'; K l:lhlall. 1 :\6. 
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Caesa r in 100 A.D. notified that "it must be born e in mind that his design was not to write 

hi s tories but li ves."16 

Though biographi ca l stud ies are at variencc with hi story intcrm s of scope, it is similar to hi story 

methodologically. " Both biography and hi story, however, are concerned with the past, and it is in 

the hunting down, eva luating, and selection of sources that they a re akin." " No matter how a like 

they are methodologically, again, biographica l s tudy is criti c ized because it tends to concentrate 

too much on agency alone. In thi s regard, the cri ti c ism against biography comes both fro m 

individual scholars and parti cular pe rspectives. More than even Ma rxist Stru cturali slll , for 

cxam pl e, it is the An/lales School which is vcry criti ca l of biographical study in Hi stolY- The 

school , needless to say, is wel l known for its emphasis on the process and s tructure oriented 

" nature of hi story. 

Furth ermore, biography, as a litera ry work , is a lso attacked for its employmen t of a story line 

w ith begi nnings, middles and e nds w hi ch arc c Olllmon in imaginary narrati ve genres. 19 Vl ilh 

regard to this, it is a rgued tha L biographica l approaches e ncou rage a linear view of hi story-bi rth . 

life, death. 20 The criti c ism on biographica l literature is across- the-board and "even success ful 

biographi es cannot escape crit ic ism because most of th e source material s to reconstruct the 

biography of an indi viciualnatura lly dea l w ith adull life, Ihe years of ch ildh ood and youlh or th e 

1(> l-Ialll ilton,24-15. 
17 ' hid .. l6. 
I ~ r der Burke. The Frl'lIch IIisforical Rel'O/lIfiol/. The AliI/aIl's Schuul. /9]!J-1989 (Cambridge: POlit y 

Press. (990). Two French scholars are known :IS rounding rather!' or the school since late 1910s. '' In 1'.)29 Bloch 
and Fcbw l: I(HlIldcd a hi sto rical journal cn lkd AIII/oles d·hi.\·fo ;re .weicde ('f eeol/olJliql/c. usua ll y known s impl y as 
AI1IUtles. 111 the first iSSllC they dcmanded urtheir coll eagues not just n broader approw.:h bu t an aware ness or what 
they could learn 1'1'0111 olher disciplines. es pecinlly th e soc ial sc iences - economics. sociology. soc inl psycho logy nnd 
geography (a p~lrtil'lIla rl y slrong enthusiaslll u rthe I III/wl!!s hi:-::lorians)." Tos h. 111. 

1'1 l"h l1ls I0\\·. -l6. 

~ It Din~dl I3in:h. "Narratives or Fae!." in TIl(' Tillles Lifl'l'lII:1' Slipplemcnf. (2003) quoted in i\iit.:llacl Benton . 
" 1 i l cr~lry I~ iogr~q)hy: Thc Cindcrclt<1 of Litcrary Studies'" .JrJll/'lw/ 0/ , It'sllI(>(;(' Fdllc(lfir)l1. Vol. .19. No .3 (/\utlln1l1 
2(05 ): -l(l: I3I~n:k and Dlln~\ld i\ 1. i\ bt.: Raild. 99. 
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beginnings (sources are often limited)-what psyc ho logists would ca ll 'formative' periods-are 

often given only a few pages. "" Th is is , trul y, one limita ti on of my study too. 

E ven so, biograph y matters. The purposc of hi s tory is to s tu dy "what rea ll y had happened"" in 

th e past that " s ignifi es events which have taken place, societi es which have ri sen and fa llen , 

ideas and instituti ons, eating habits, marital cus toms, all aspects of hum an behavior in th e past, 

matt ers la rge and sma ll."n To a certain ex tent , of course, hi storical even ts arc th e resu lt s of 

hu man deeds. However, there "is nearl y al ways a mul tipl icity of indi vidual actions which, 

interaclin g togeth er, produce consequences whi ch no sin gle indi vidua l willed.,·~4 That said, the 

role of ind ividual s in his tori cal causation is, inciden ta ll y, context spec ific . Fo r instance, "where 

CO lllllltlJ1ili es or states arc rul ed by absolute or powerful indi vidual s, mllch s ignificance wi ll be 

attached to the ac ti ons and deci s ion s of such individuals."" A good example in Et hi opian 

historiography is Ernpcror Hail a S'1Ilasse, "' a person \vho dom inated th e li fe ofa country for more 

than ha lf o f a century"'· Thercfore, biography, as a study of an individua l ' s li fe helps to enrich 

our know ledge of historical causation. 

As an approach to ot her hi stori ca l studi es biograp hy plays a crucia l rol e in e lu c idati ng "importa nt 

structural themes and subj ecti ve rea liti cs."n Furthe rmore, directl y or ind irec tl y, hi s torical 

~ I Black and Donald tvl. i"vtac Rail d, 10-+. 
~~ Thomils Gil. "Leopold Rank c" in -l COII/pUI//OII fo fhe Ph i losophy (~j" HisfOIY alld 1-lislOrio,'.!.I"(lI )h y . cd. 

Aviezcr Tuck er (Chichester: Blilt:kwc ll Publ ishing Ltd, 2009 ), 383. 
2.' Arlhur ]\.-1;lIw ick, The Nall ll"e OJ" t-Iisfor \". 3't! cd (London: MacM illan Inc. 191-\9 ). 1 ~2. 
~.j Ihid. ] .. 17. . 
~5 Ibid. 

:1'Bnhru Ze\\'ck , " I-I;l ile Scllnss ic: Frolll Progrcss i\'c 10 RC:lctionary" in Efhiol ,ia ill Change P('(lS(///fIY. 

Nafio//olism (l ilt! f)(!l1/oc/"{/cy. cd. Abl'bc Zegeye and Si..:gt"ried Pau. __ cw;\ng (London: Brit ish Acade mic Press, 199-1- ). 
3 1. 

:"1 Tun y WlHHb. "Sl'ltlL"rs and Ih~ SI;l!e : f\ Pu li lil'all3iugraphy ll rW.11. Timcke" in PeI"S{)/Wli fil's lind 
Polifical ClllfllFe find il/ ,l/lli/cm A /l"/n l . cd. )\ h:h in 1-.. Page el :11. (Boslon: A li'i ean Sl ud ies ("cnll'r. Ho:-. lon 
Lini\l'l":o'i IY. II)I)X). 135 . 
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developments, events, pract ices as we ll as achievements basically emanate frol11 human minds, 28 

Putting ind iv idua ls at the center-s tage of his tori ca l developments, "biograph ica l study brea th es 

life into dry census data and puts faces on demographi c tables.,,'9 Seen from thi s perspecti ve, 

conversely, hi story as a broader process and structu ral fo rce has al so been a ta rget of scholas ti c 

assault. " Hi story docs nothing, it possess no immense wealth , fi ghts no batt le. It is rathe r man, 

real li ving [huma n] w ho docs evcryt hing, w ho posscsscs and fights.,,3o 

Based on the bi ography-hi story di chotomy w hic h intends to detach indi vidua ls from society, self 

from worl d, the re is also a propos iti on to combine bo th studies through a third discip lin e, i.e., 

Soc iology.}l T o thi s en d, it is argued that th e sociologica l imagination enables us to grasp his tory 

and biograph y and the relations between th e two \vith in soc iety. ]2 However, not to mention the 

mcthodo logica l d ifferences betwccn soc io logy and hi story, temporall y, the major concern of a ll 

hi stori cal snldi es inc luding bi ograph y is the past. On top of that , themati ca lly, history does not 

know any bou ndary on anythin g that is human, w hethcr a society or an individua l lived in the 

modern or pre-modern peri od. 

This conceptua l deliberation eventua lly ta kes us to the intractable issue of agency-structu re 

es pec ia ll y in soc iology.]3 Of course, one of the contemporary criti ca l hi storians al so argues that 

2 .~ Marwick, 247. 
29 Shirl ey A. Leck ie, "Bioraphy Matters: Why Hi stori ans Need Well-Cralied Biographies More than Ever" 

III /Vriling Biography lIisJnl'ial/s alld Theil' Cr(~ft. cd. Lloyd E. Ambrosius (Linco ln and London: Uni,'crsity o f 
Nebraska Press, 200-l) , 20. 

_~n Marx-Engles: Gesalll/allsgah(;' , I, iii.p. 62 5. Quoted in Carr. 49, 
;1 Wright Mill s, Tile Sociological llllag illtllioll (Oxfo rd: Oxford Uni versity Press. 1959),4-0. 
32 Ibid. 
_~1 The prl.lblL:m u1" ~Igellcy and struc ture is one or the Illuch debated cuneeptualiz;llio ll mainly ill socio lugy 

;tnd to some ex ten t ill history (sOI.::ial history). These dual abstrac ti ons innuenccd lhe discipli nes in the last two-three 
ch::cades and [he theoretical deliberation especinl ly in sociology goes on with in-depth analys is ti ll now. Sec Fcrnnnd 
Braudel and Illlmanuel Walkrslc in. "History and the Sm:ial Sciences: The Longue Dun.'l;," /?('I"iell' (F erll (llu l 

Hl"lIlIdel e el/ler), Vol. :n, No. 2. COllllllclllor:lIi ng Ihc Longuc 1) 1I n~c (20IN): 17 1-203: Pl' lcr Burke . lIisffJry olld 
Social ThclJIY (Nt'\\' Tllrk: Cornell Uni, I' rsi lY P rt's~ . 1993: ;\ la Cal l inicos. ,\laking 11i \10I:1"." . lgellL:,", Slnll'll//"e (// /(1 
Clltlllg~ ill Soria/ ThI!()ly.'2 ,,,j ed. ( Lieden: Konink li.i kL' Rrill NV. '200-l ): Margari th M. I\reher. Heilig 11/1111(/11 : The 
Pmhh'lIl of .. I:':III("1"fEdinburgh: Cambridgl' Cni \ c r~i t ~ Pre:-.s . ::!OO-l): F r~Hleois Dcpclll\l ll . "R e1a lillll :l1 Th inkl ng;.'\ 
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"among the best- known of the many dualities and oppositi ons in the organized snldy of the past 

is agency and s tructme.,,34 Still, the indi vidua l-society di ssection mi ght work in the Western 

wo rld w here indi vidualism emerged more relatively along wi th moderni zati on. El sewhere, for 

instance in E thiopia, an attempt to employ a word-concept of ' mod ern indi vidu ality', however, is 

a far-fetc hed sch eme." Contrasting a perspect ive in bi ographical smdy in the Western world 

aga inst one in China, for in stancc, Kicth Schoppa COIllCS to conclusion that " cul ture and contcxt 

are crucia l perspecti ves tha t Illust be taken into account by a biographe r. ,,36 

Though not di scussed in term s of theoretical frameworks, probabl y due to the Rankean tradit ion 

that priori tizes fac ts over concepts, hi storians do not fail to address the issue of his torical context 

in biograph y as we ll as the role of an indi vidua l in the 'vast, impersonal forccs ' or what abo ve all 

sociologists ca ll Structure." The life of an indi vidua l cannot be fi gured out better w ithout the 

consideration of hi s/her env ironmental setting.ln other words, "for hi storians, the essential 

requirement in a biography is th at it understands th e subject in hi s or her hi stori ca l context.,,3S I.n 

hi s promin ent book on the nature of hi s tory, E. l-l . Carr ex plains the issue du ly: 

The ./ilcls 0/ hislOIY are illdeed ./iICIS aboul individuals, bUI 1101 
abolll aClions of individuals pe/form ed ill isolalioll, alld 1l0! aboll! 
Ihe 1II0!ives, real or illlagill(ll)), j i'Ol1/ which illdividllals slIppose 

lhel1lselves 10 ha ve ocled. Th ey are f ac/s aholll Ih e relations 0/ 

Critique of Co-Determin istic T heo ri es o/" Structure and Agency." Sociological Theo/y. VoL 26, No. I (March 
2008): 5t-73. 

~~ rvlunslow. Tile ROlllledge COII/pallioll ... , 23: Burk, 1-lisf()JY alld Socia l ... , 113. 
15 An tttlCmplto dissociate ynma D~r~s sa's individuality froll1 tllc cu ltura l and historical context w illll1akc 

of this study incomplete. 
36 l-1 c rc, it is Important 10 cmph<lsiz(' the assllmption thaI. compared to the plnce of an individu<ll in <l society 

in the Wl.'SI. an individ ual in Twentieth century Ethiopia does n::scmblc more an individual in China. As Schoppa 
:lrgues. "it is a cOllunonp l<lcc to say thnt while the basic soc ial unit in the mod ern West is the individua l. in Ch ina it 
is the group .. There is il fundamenwl ly differen t dclinit ion for both tile indi vidual and the grou p in these two 
cultures. In the modem West indi vidual s preccde till' group: in China the group precedes the individual." R.Kcith 
SchoPP<l . '·Clll\llrc and COnlext in Hiographical Studies: The Case of China" in II'rilil/!; Hiography His/or/Oils olld 
Their em/i, ed. Lloyd E. A mbro:-'l us (Lincoln and London: University of Neb raska Press . 200-t). 31. -19 . 

37 GiL 3~4. Carr. 45-49. 
lS Tosh. I 14 
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individuals to olle another ill society and aboul [he social forces 
which produce FOIII {he ({Cl ious of' iudividua!s resu!ls ofieu al 
variance with, and sOlll etillles opposite to. the results which they 
themselves intended. 39 

As it is wel l stated in th e above quotation, hi stori cal context is in separab le from an ind ividuall ifc 

and, vice-versa4o Apparently, it is because of thi s fact that many biographers prefer discussing 

their study subj ect within the 'life-work-alld-lillles' approach in which the individua l is 

contextualized in the light of contemporary soc iety." This approach sometimes is call ed 

' hi storical biography' and, with its more focus on the ind ividual, and as part of community, class 

and soc ial group,42 is commendable fo r two reasons. Fi rst, it enables a biographer to sitllate the 

ind ividual with in the appropriate hi stori cal co ntex t. Secondly, it shows the significance of 

biographica l study in illuminat in g a far wi der sector of human experi ence.43 It is in thi s sense 

th at I have planned to reconstruct the Ii fe and career of A 10 YYlm a Deressa. 

1-2_ An Overview of the Literature: General 

That being the bri ef conceptua l de liberalion forwarded in a few words, let us look al a short life-

accoun l of biography itse lf begin ni ng from Ihe globa l co ntex t. The need to depict lhe li fe of an 

ind ividu al precedes both the cmergcnce of in dividua l et hos and the serious academ ic endeavo r 

with the advent of modern hi stori cal studi es. "'The earliest biographica l wri tin g probably 

.W Carr .. 52. Thi s is what theore ti (ians of" Socio logy call co-determinism of agency alld slrUl:lurt,;. Sa:c 
Francois Depc lt eau. (200S) . 

. loThis is what theoreticians or Sociology cal l Cu-da:ICrlni ni srn of agency and s tl"lKllIrC, i.e .. the rl'ci procal 
impaCI o r one over the othl'r. In contemporary socio logy. il is the most inllucnti at modes of perception of thc social 
lLlli ve rsa:. Co-determin ism relers to the works oj" wel l-known sOl.:ial sc ientis ts such as l'k Archer (1982. 1995. 
2000a. 2000b. 20(3). R. Bhaskar (1998). P. Berge r and T. Luck ma nn ( 1967). P. BourdiclI (1977. 19S-t. I 990a. 
I 990b). fl. Gitltlcns(1979. 19S4. 19S6. 1990. 1993). C.IV Milis 11959] 2000. and N. MUlIzd is(19X9. 1993.1995. 
2(00). Sec Francois Depelteau, 200X. 

", I l3irgillc Possing. "The l-li slOric!lJ Biogrnph y: Genre. I JislOry nnd ~vlcthod ology:'i ll Wririllg LiI'('s ill Spon. 
Bio~/"(//J/lies. LU(~-hisr()ries alld .\tl!fhor/s, cu. John Bala:. I\klh; K. Christl!llsen. Gertrud Phistl'l" (Aarhus Uni vt:l"sily 
Prl'!'> ..... 200-t ).17-25. Thi :. is .:l common appro!lch "nel olle can J1lention a typ ica l examples in rlhiopi"ll hi:-.tnry . Sce 
Il <1rold \Iarcus. The Lif" (lnd Tillles a/ElI/ln.'H)!" .\I(,lIelik -/CJI J. (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1975) 

",1 Birg illl' PIl-"sing. ·'The 111:-.lorical..": llJ: Tosh. 11-J. 
1, .\[;It"\\id. 165. 
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cons isted of fun era l speeches a nd inscrip tions , usuall y prai s ing th e life and exampl e of the 

deceased."" Essentially biography is a universal practice for " all earl y societies and civ ili za ti ons 

[in most part of th e world] have sought to record themse lves through the memoriali sa ti on o f 

dis tinct evo lut ionary bi ography of indi viduals, often i ll poems and so ngs which were handed 

down from gen eration to gcncratioll. ,,45 Biographi cal lite rature in any of its form s and fo clises 

survives in many soc ieties as part and parcel of the ir cultural practi ces. For instance, "a ncestor 

wo rship, blood lines) and other modes of tribute paid to past members of a society have thus 

characteri zed all anci ent cultures . The 'commemorat ive in stinct,' as bi ographi cal hi storians call 

it, seellls to be a powerful concomitant to genealogy: a psychological . . clri ve. ,,46 

Didactic in its pu rpose, certainl y as many are in thi s age, Plutarch 's Parallel Lives sccm s to have 

becn the first biographica l litcramrc at least in the western world
4

' In the Eastern worl d, 

part icularl y in China, Sim a Qian developed a biographical form known as Shiji (145 -85 BC ) that 

in c ludes life accounts of important personaliti es in politi cs, military, re li g ion and even assass in s, 

too. Liu X iang, a literary hi s to ri an w hose work Liellii zhllall (78-79 Be) shows that " fema le 

personaliti es in China were already at thi s s tage cons idered worth y o f biographi ca l studi es. ,·4s 

In th e weste rn world , aft er Pluta rch 's wo rk , of course, follo w ing th e coll apse of th e Roman 

Empire and th e triumph of C hristi an Byza ntin e, re lig iou s themes dom in ated th e narrat ives of 

human li fe both in the west and the rest for m ill e nn ia a nd hair. Duri ng thi s peri od. the fo ur 

biographi ca l depictions of Jesus C hrist, "with it s sto ries o f m irac les. pai n, and redemption. 

proved all-conque rin g. Mo reove r, stories of apostles, martyrs, and saint s , reve rentl y 

~ .. "8 iogr:lphy"' . in Nell ' Ellcrclnpcdia Briwllilica . Vo l. 2. l 51h cd. lChi cago: Encycloped ia Bri lan mca. Inc . 
19R(i), 222<1. 

~~ H a1l1il! o n. LJ. 
~h Ihid .. 'X -9 . 
17 Ihid. ::! -L 
I~ rl)s~ing..J. 
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embel li shed, add ed further luster to the Christian epic."" Religion and religios experirnces being 

the central the mes of these biographical literal11re, " tens, hundreds, and eventually thousands of 

new names, categorized as hagiographical works, wou ld be added to the Chri stian biograph ical 

call011.,,50 The same spiritua l themes and ton e dominated biographical works in the Is lami c wo rld 

too. Especially, storics of an individual effort to study reli g ious narratives (haelith) as well as a 

conviction for praying and fast ing characte ri ze biographies and biographi ca l dictionaries. 51 

Unti I the emergence of modern biography ill late e ighteenth century wh ich is most often indebted 

to Jam es Boswell (1740- 1795) as he wrote The Life of Samuel Johnson, 52 the prevalent theme of 

biography is mainl y limited to spiritual issues. The term 'biography' which is used to describe a 

specific wo rk of w ritten life depiction, had a lready become fashionable in the 17''' century first 

used in English in an anonymous li fe of T homas Fuller in 1661 as wel l as In an anonymous 

' biography' of Oliver Cromwel l in 1663.53 However, " it was th e dmmati st John Dryden who, in 

1683, first referred to 'biography' as a collective noun. Dryden was describing Plutarch' s Lives, 

wh ic h he had trans lated into Engli sh, and in so doing referred to the field of ' biography ' as the 

'history of part icular me n's lives,."S4 

Since the seventeenth ancl ea rly eighteenth centuries, noneth eless, biography has been dominated 

by th e Ii fe of indi vidual s who were "products and agents of soc ial change, of urban and imperial 

';'1 Il amillon . 41 . 
51) Ihid.47, 52. 

51 John A. Naw(ls. "Biogrnpil y (Inc! Biographicrll Works" ill :l /et/ieml Islamic Cil'ili::alioll: ..JII 

EII(I·c/opedi(/. I.:d. Josd \\I . Mt:ri. Vol I (Ncw York: Taylor & Fr~IIKis (iroup, LLC 2006 ). 110-111. 
;;~ LC(l1l Eck l. 1059. 
;;~ Donald A. Slaufil..'r. EI/g/ish Bio.!!,llIIJh_l· hejorc 1700 (C:Illlbridgc' l brvard Universi ty Pre:-s. [930).219. 

()uolcd in l-bmi!1011. X(). 
,~ 11 <\llIillllll. S I. 
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life: in short, ofmodernity. ,,55 All featu res about modernity considered, in biograp hica l literature, 

modernity is refl ected in two ways: "an insistence on a feeling of the separation and iso lati on of 

its subj ects, and a belief that thi s fee ling inheres in urban li fe. ,,56 Interestingly, biography as a 

gen re of historical writing obv iously is congruen t with indi vidua li sm in the modern west. "With 

its glorifi cation o f th e indi vidual , a biographcr usuall y focuses on hi s or her subject's 

individuality, those aspects, at titudes, and ab iliti es that separate the subj ec t from thc masses,,57 

Other scholars also support th is vicw and argued tha t " the modern biography is above all a frce-

standing tex t, the narrative of an individual and of indi viduality sel f-conta ined in form as in 

subj ect. ,,5. With the assumption that an ind ividual in the western world is re lati ve ly free fro m 

societal attachments and influences, "modern western biographers often probe for ex planations 

for life dec isions and developments in the ind i vidua I h il1lse l f or hersel f by ex p loring the subject 's 

psyche."S9 Thi s tendency of modernit y ill biographical literat ure seems to have spread to the rest 

of the world along \-v ith ' lllodcrni zation ,.60 

Wit h the advent of ' modernity', the abundance of biograph ical works in most part of the world 

seems to have given ri se to va riolls sub-genres. "Concernin g biograph y in the \91h cen ttlly, 

Thomas Carlyl e's Icctllrcs 011 Heroes, Hero- Worship alld {he Heroic ill His{OIY (1841) havc a 

parad igmati c position, claiming biography as a branch of hi story by vi rtll e of employing similar 

~~ Stel la Tillyard. "Biography i.lnd ModernilY: Some Thoughts on Origin" in Wriling Lires. Biog/"{/pltya lld 
Texlllalily. Idelllizv alld Uepresellfalion ill Ear~r I\;/()(Iel'll England. cd.Kevin Sh~rpc and StC\-c1l N. Zwickcr (New 
York: Oxl'ord Univers ity Prcss. 2008), 33. 

5(, Ihid .. 34. 
57 Sehopn. lX, 
,~ Ke vi n Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker. ·'lnirodlH.:ing Lives" in Kcvi n Sharpe and Ste\,en N. Zwickcr(cds), 

Jl'ri!illg Lil 'es . Biogmpliy tllIll TI!X!IUdily. ldenlilY (llId Ut!pl"esl!lllafiol/ il/ r:(II"~I· ,\Iudem Ellg/alld. New York : Oxford 
Univcrsi ty Prcss. 200R,-1. 

!:os R.Kejth SdlOppa. and J!. 
(,II Fur in:>ta ll(e. ··maIlY of thl' public and privatI.: ri tuals of Illo(krn individualism bC"::lIlll' visible in Ind ia in 

the ninL'tC"cnth century .. · I .ikc 110wi. Jll tohiography and hi:-.tory. this \,·cll knO\\"ll Indian scholnr on modernity :1rgucs. 
biography Ilourished in this periud as a genre lha l hdps express lhe IlllJdt'nl sd r. SL'~ Dipesh Chakraharty. 
Pml ·illdlfli=illg f~lIropl'. PII.\! Colollial Thflll,!!.},1 rllIII lIislUric(/i f)i/lael/("t! (Princefon: Princcton U ni \'cr:-ily Prc-:-:-., 
2DOO). 3-1. 
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processes of research and scholarship.,,61 Among exempl alY works both in the 19'" and 20'" 

centuri es, Dav id Masson 's Life 0/ Millon: Narrated in Connection with the Polilical, 

Ecclesiastical, alld Literal), HistDl), 0/ his Time (7 vo l. 1859-94)" and Lytton Strachey's 

Eminent Victoria liS ( 19 18)63 are noteworthy. 

As writing lives depencled more on scientifi c research m ethods as the rest of hi stori ca l snldies, 

eventuall y, the li terary aspect of writing lives that once used to defin e w hat biography itself is 

turned out to be on ly one among other kinds. Though biographi es are difficult to classify because 

one kind eas ily shade into another, based on th eir perceptible emphasis , however, one can 

classify b iographies as historical biographies, popular biographies, poli ti cal biographies, fictio na l 

biographies, literary biographies and reference biographi es. Especia ll y, wi th the increase in 

bi ographi cal li terantrc, tlrst, the Western World-and later, th e rest of th e world havc "produced 

increas in g numbers of compil ation s of biographical fac ts concerning both the liv ing and the 

dead" in the form of biographical dictionaries whi ch consequently "stand apart from li terature", 

such as the Dictiollal)! 0/ Natiollal Biography in Britain and the Dictiollal), oj' Alllericall 

Biography in rhe United States 6
' 

In AtJ-i ca, a biography of an individual is as old as oral tradi tion itself. Persona l slOries, 

espec ially about "culture heroes who are c red ited wit h th e creation of who le soc ial systems or 

h i Poss ing.3 . 
h~ This seWll vo/ullle \\"ork was not the ilrst on iv[ilton. iV[uch c;]r/icr. S01l1e II\"c authors produced. edi ted 0 1 

cumpiled SU llll' aspl'L"ls uf his li ves as wcl l as the sourcc Illater ials for his biugr;\phics. Sec T homas N. Corns. 'The 
E;]rly Li\"Cs of .I ohn Milton"" in Writillg /.in' s. Riogl"(Jl'''.l· (llId Tex/IlIlIi'.l '. Id('l/(if.l· Olle! i?el)l"eSCllflilioll ill F:(lrfl 

.I!odc/"II Ellg/llm/. ed. Kevin Sharpe ~l\ld Sleven N. Zwicker (New York: Oxford University Press. 200R). 75. 
('3 1-1:1.lllilton. I··ll). 
I,~ Kcmhdl. 1 xS. 
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culmres,,65 are good examples. In these accounts on indi viduals, clearly, culture heroes are 

depicted as ac ti ve agents of hi story. Jan Vansina ex plains: 

/n many. /lsI/ally somewhat complex societies, his/OJ·lcal causatiol1 
is perceived as more complex .... J-!istOl :V is seen as a series o./slatic 
slates ill 1,tlhich l1et!' items appear, but these are ul/connec/ed to 
each olher. Each new appearance or invention is merely 
apportioned to a cullllre here. 

For it is allother/eatuf'e of the nature of causalioll as seen i11 oral 
societies thai individllals are responsible for change. They create. 
New lechniqlfes, illSlilllliollS, alld aClivilies "appear" 10 Ihelll . So 
hisIOJ)' becomes a sequence a/greater or lesser cullure heroes. ()fl 

Un like narratives of indi vi dual lives in oral tradit ion among ma ny African societi es, biography in 

modern histori cal studies has never drawn the attenti on it deserves unt il recentl y. This is mai nl y 

becausc "as Africani sts gencrally havc struggled with nco-Marxi st and post-modcrn 

paradigms, th eir emphasis has been either on the structural or subj ect ive aspects of society 

rather than on indi viduals themselves. ,,67 However, there has been notable academic endeavor 

to consider writin g li ves, for instance, in the form of reference biograph y in 1970s. 68 

1.3, An Overview of Biographical WOI'ks in Ethiopia 

When I co rne to the brief assessment of biographi cal litcraturc in Ethiopia , it is important to 

emphasise th at biographica l aCCOllnts have a long hi story of learned prac ti ce. Biographica l 

literatu re here includes chron icles, hagiograp hic material s, biographical di ctiona ries, life 

accounts ap peared in encyclopedia and, most importantl y, cri ti ca l biograph ies. Like the 

biographicCl I genres overviewd in the above lines, in Ethi opi an snldies the "b iographica l 

h
5.1an V~m!'iina .l 06. 

hh 1hid .. 131. 
,.7 Wouds. 135. 
h); Till: F:w :\·cl(}/)(/cdil/ . !friel/I/O : /)it liol/(/lY 0/ . 1/l'i("(111 Hill,!!,/"{//,h.L Vnl r I ;"\IC\\ ' Y ()r~: Rdt'n:ncc Puhlic:l1io l1 s 

1111.: .1977). 
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approach has continued to exercise its influence on more recent and professiona l historical 

reconstructions as well . ,,69 

In the fo ll owin g two section s of th e chaptcr, I w ill attempt to provide a bri e f survey of crit ica l 

biographical literamre as well as any work that made note of Yi"lma Deressa. The first task, 

givin g due emphasize to the individual life experi ence, w ill attempt to consider th e role of an 

individual in history. Furthermore, the overview on major works under the organizing genre of 

biography in historical snldies helps to provide a strong argument 011 th e va lue of biograph y 

especially as an approach to illuminate structural themes .The next section , focusing mainly on 

empirical aspects of the works in relation to Vrllllti Dcrcssa, Sllmmon up what have been w ritten 

in the litcrat1Jre on the subject of the study. Thcsc two scrve as point of refercncc fo r the study 

dcal ing w ith the maj or historiographic and methodological issues. They a lso cOl1lribu tc to 

investigate further the pri vate and public li fe of YYl 111 a Dcrcssa with new insights and fresh data. 

Employing the class i fi ca tion s gi ven by Paul Murray Kendall , a biography ofVnma Dcrcssa can 

bc considercd mcthodologica ll y as c rit ica l biograp hy70 In thi s respect, thc study is notthc first of 

its kind. In th e last fi ve decades, not few criti ca l b iographi cal studies have been produced on the 

li fe, times and works of Eth iopi ans . In their {hematic focu s mainly and the ir approach to som e 

extent , I argue, the crtical biographies to be ovcrvicwecl here under share similariti es with a li fe 

account of Y Yl ma Deressa in thi s stud y. Closer at the fonner 'institut ional home of Ethiopian 

69 1hid. 

7CI;\tTOrding to Paul {'vl llrray Kendall(2005)lhl!n..' are aboul six ki lH.'!s of biographitoal c:Ht:gurit.'s. Thcsl! an.: 
informative biography, critical biography. siandan i biog.raphy. Inlcq11T lativc biography, Iict ionali7cd hiogr;\phy and 
Spl:cial purposl.: biography. Critical biography. lIlllih: Ihe other. utilizing historical method. "docs oncr a genuinl.: 
pr~scnlation of life. Cr ili~a l biogr;\phics arc vcry carcfully rcscan..: hcd: sOlln:cs and "juslilicHions' arc sc.:rupu1otlsly 
Sc I fort h in notes, appendices, bibliographies: inferences and conjcclllrc. \\'hen used, nre duly Inbrlcd [IS sllch: no 
fictional dC\'iccs or manipulation:. or material:. arc penniu...:d, and th...: life is g...:ncrally dcveloped in st raigh t 
chronologi cal order:" Sec Paul 1\lnrray Kendall. 20()5, IXXh-IX9b, Hecallsc alllO-biol:!raphicnl <lCCollnt:. do not 
eillp loy d'l1a cnlk'ction mdhods like crilil'al biogr'lphi!.'al !'ollidics. tllL'y fall i1llo different c:llegorics as Lu' as Ihe 
n:1111I'I.' or hi:-Ioric:d research is concnllcd. I'hu !'o. in this di:.:-cr!:ltinn, I do nnl treal :lutohingr:lphicill aCCnlltl t!'o, 
Illl'll1l1ilS ,llld IClllini scL'llCCS, 
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histori ograph y, 71 100 , biographica l studi es have preoccupied student researchers at the 

Department of History of Addis Ababa University. "A good number of the biographical essays 

belong to the I 970s,,72 Th ere is also considerabl e a!tem pt to produce a literary biography at the 

Department of Et hi op ian Lan guages and Literature. These work s are enti rely produced in partial 

fulfillments for the Bachelor of Arts in History a nd in Eth iopian Languages and Lite ramre. The 

val ues of these senior essays arc unquestionabl e. One ca n sec their importance as they serve as 

important input in other research outputs. For the obvious reason of lim ited scope of the chapter, 

I do not assess these senior essays. 

Before I attempt to provide a brief assessment of the cri ti cal biographies, a few words on the 

chronic les , hagiograph ica l literature, biographical di cti ona ri es and encyc lopedi c ent ri es of life 

accounts is in order. Because royal chron iclcs and hagiogra phi es mainl y dca l w ith the life and 

works of the protagonis ts, they arc examples of biographica l literature. "Chronic les of emperors 

are crucia l for thei r facnla l deta il and th eir strong chronological fram ework.,,73 In his remark on 

th e methodol ogical values of c hronologies for th e Ethiopian hi story of 19'" century, Sven 

Ruben son w rites that " for the possi bl e moti ves behind the alii tudes and actions of the Ethiopian 

rul ers, c hronicl es arc velY important suppl ementary sources. Abou t the even ts on the Ethiopi a n 

s ide of cam pai gn an d banlcs, they arc in many cases our on ly sources, and in o ther cases they 

providc opportun ities 10 chcck European secondary sources.,,74 Yet, they are plausib ly crit ici zed 

for " their dec idedl y po lit ical and rel igi ous bias, their predi lecti on fo r supernatura l ex planation of 

7\ f3ahru Zewde. "A Cenlt:ry o f Eliliopian Hi sloriugraphy" .fOU/'II(// a/Ethiopiall SlIIdies. JJ. No 
2(Nov('tllbcr 20()O).X. 

7' . - lind. 
73 l3ahru Ze\\th:. " Ilc ruy's Ya- l l!.: y\\'o l Tar ik and Ivlahilinul Scll,tse's Chc Sabw: Two Pereeplions ora 

Biograph ical Diclionary" in Bahnl Zewdl.' . Society .Slale (llId /·/i.,·IIJI:,"- Sl.' iI.'cll.'d Essays (Addis Abab:l: Addis Aba ba 
Uni\ 'cr~iI Y Prcs~. 200R ,. I . In order 10 :-, impl iry Ihe problelll orpaginalion lilal 1 face due 10 ... 0111(' difficulties in 
acct"ssing Iht: origuml Pll bl ic<llion o r lhis anll.'k. Iioially rdy i..ln Ihl.' dal e and pages ufils secund puhlica liun . 

~.,\ S\cn Ruhen"o ll . .\'III"I'in'/ of f:II/1o/lillll /1/(/t'f}t'lIdt'lIct! ( Addis Ahaba: K ura:! Pllhli~hing I\g.ency 
Pres.s. 19( 1). 21. 
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historica l phenomena and their aversion to quantification.,,75 Similar to chronicl es in its conten t 

as we ll as form, Tarikii Niigiisl, a compiled narrative on th e biographica l accounts of th e 

. I I I k' I 18th 76 emperors IS a SO allot ler exemp ary wor 111 t lC century. 

Another Ethiopian practice of hi story writing that deals with biographica l account is th e 

hagiograph ical tradit ion. The literary traditi ons of the Eth iopian Church consist of two major 

categories. According to Taddesse Tamrat , the fi rst group consists of foreign translated 

narrat ives such as the Acts of Martyrs (Giidilii Still/a 'ilal), Acts of Saints (Giidlii $adqan) and 

readings of the Ethiopian Calendar (Sinkisar). Giidil belongs to the second ca tegory and it 

includcs rclat ive ly the large co ll ections of hagiographical trad itions about mcdicva l Ethi opian 

saints. 77 "Giidilliterally means 'contcnding,[s piri tua l] struggle' but also compri ses th e meaning 

of ' vita ', biography[of a person]. Giidil is th c most popular gcnrc of Eth iop ian hagiograp hy, 

which is in turn , one of the Illost impOI-tant cons ti tuents o f Ci'Tz literature."n: The writers of the 

Giidl did not produce biograph ies in th e historical sense of that term, and their work s could be 

bett er understood as 'hagiograph ica l' works. They aimed at elevating both the saint and his 

monastery. 79 Hence, their importance as biographica l study is by in ference. 

New trends in biographical literanlre appeared beginn ing from the turn of the twenti eth century. 

"Since the introducti on of printing in Et hiopia , it has become trad it ional for fam il ies to publ ish 

life hi stories of their deceased on the occasion of th e commemoration of the death held on the 

75 Bahru. " Ilcruy's Y a-H cy\\'ol. .. .. . l. 

~I> T ;iklii $adiq M;ikuria. Ta/"ik i i Niigiisli"1I0 IJii[;({;/l/o( /lailll i~i.;lirt! Bli 7.limiillii 1'l.-liislI/i·1II /1,:,.(. mimeograph. 

t 976. LC. IES.MS.15U77. 
77 Taddl"sst.: T;tlnral. " ll agiograph ies and the Recollstruction lor tht.: iVlcdieval Ethiopian hi:';(ory" r\ Paper 

Pn.'pan.:d for lhl~ Conference on Resl'arch Tr('nd ~ in Ethiopian I Ii :- tory" 19 70: 2-3. 
,~ SteVt.: 1l K aplan . "Giidl" ' in ElllYc/()/Jl'ilia "lcllu)lj)iclI, cd. Sighben Ch lig. Vol :2 (Wit.:sbadl'll : II :t rra~so\" i t/ 

Vl'rla~. 10(5).642<1. 
~ ",~ Ihid. 
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fort ie th day, and obi tuari es have also appea red in the Ethiopi an press."so Before sc ho lars 

enterta in ed b iographi cal study as professional hi storiograph y, there was an exemp lary endeavor 

at th e beginnin g of the twen ti eth century too(Hiru y Walda-Sn lasse Ya Hiy wo! Tarik 19 15EC). 

Maht ama-Snl ase Walda-Masqal al so made a s imi lar attempt to prepare a bette r di ctionary o f 

biography in Amhari c in 1961 E.C( Cli Bdldw). Bahru ( 1996) examined these bi ographi cal 

compilations dul y and argucd. 

Without the advantage of the advanced argallizational skills of 
modern higher education, fhey have managed to produce \\lorks of 
reference which have proved hal/dy compoll iollS for sludents of 
Eth iopian his/Oly. III particular, theji.dl nallle referellce as well as 
Ihe details of chronology and fami ly relationships which Ce Biildw 
ahllosl in variably oilers has been (jf cOllsiderable help, alld 01 

lillles indispensable, ill historical research. While Yd-Hiywiil Tank 
ojiell lacks these details, it partially cOlllpensates j ar it by the 
relative ji -eedol71 and defachll/ell ! wilh which it portrays its 
c/wracler.'i. ~ I 

Though in later period, b iographi cal di ctionaries a re also developed in English in 19705. 

Preceded by a his torica l introduction to each coun try's seri es of biography, The EIICl'c1opaedia 

A/i'icalla: Dic!iOIl CIIY of Aji'ican Biography ( 1977) has 155 b iographical entri es for Et hiopian 

secti on in it s publi cati on o f vo lum e one. About 87% of the entri es are a ll ocated to Eth io pi ans and 

th e rest for foreigners whose life was associated with th e country. In term s of period, The 

Ell cyclopaedia IUi-ieollo has morc entri es fo r personal iti es who li ved in the 19th anci 20th 

."" Hcl:lirh.'~h i\ l icll:lCI. S. Chojnadi :md l{idlard P:lnkhtrr:-I (cd:;). rhe IJicfiolllll:r (~f F,hioIJi£JII Hi()gmpliy. 
"oIl Fmlll I:'~{/}"~I" Tillin 10 IIie EI/d o/rl1e Z(/g\1"C D.mlllly c 11 7fJ , I.D. (Addis f\baba: ll1srilLH,-' or Elhiupian Silldi..:s. 
1975), i 

'I Balli'll. "lkruy's Y;I-Ik·~\\·ll r. 1~ . 
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centu ries than other times. We have onl y nin e biographi cal accounts of women. Neither Vnma 

Deressa nor hi s fat he r Bilata Deressa Amant e lVas inc luded82 

The need for a work devoted to Ethi opian bi ography became clear when the cd itors of The 

Encyclopaedia Africana approached scholars at the In stitute of Ethiopi an Studies in 1963 and 

requested them (0 assist in obtaini ng and compiling encyc lopedi c entri es rela ti ng to Ethiopian 

personalit ies83 Consequentl y, out of the coll ected, registered and co llated 2650 ent ries. 500 

bi ographica l accoun ts are pub li shed in 1975 as the flrs( volu me The Diction{flY of Ethiopian 

Biography. Rath er than following an alphabeti cal order, this compilation is arranged 

chrono logica ll y and the vo lume covered (he pe ri od up (0 1270. Th e editors were aware o f the 

sho rtco min gs of The Dictionary as (h ey po in ted ou ( that , "because of th e limit ed hi stori ca l 

sources avai lable for the earl y period covered in th e vo lum e, the majority of the entri es a re 

devoted to kings, religious leaders, warri ors and other personal iti es who appear on co ins, 

inscriptions and iI111l anuscripts."s.t 

Probab ly the most vo lulll inolls publication in allocating substan ti al coverage for biographical 

accounts in Ethi opian snlcii es in general and Ethi opian history in part icular is Ellcyclopedia 

Aethiopica. s5 Out of th e IOta l 4,872 entri es, abou t 1650 (more than 33%) directl y dea l w ith the 

biograp hy of prominent persona liti es in Ethi opi a and th e rest of the Horn of A fri ea. Of th e (ota l 

biographi cal accou nts. women's life history constitute onl y 3 (Yo ( 62). Seen rroll1 geographi ca l 

~~ Th~ first volume consists of biographiL',LI 'ICCOll IH S or pcrsonalities who are asso{'i:ucd \\ ilh El hiopia and 
( ihana. Sec The E!/(:n'!opaedia .~/i·;('(///(f: Die/i(lI/my of A/ikoll 8iogmphy . Vol r. (New York: Rcfcr~ncc 

Public:'lIions Inc. 1977). 
~ ,l Ik1ain~sh ~ l idltlC I. S. Choinacki and Richard Pankhur:-.t (cds) .. 1l)75. 
:w Ihid. . 

~~ Currcntly. allthc live vulum~s ar~ publishcd: Ih..::y givc rcmarkabk service to thc sl'llUlar ... o fhlllllal1ili~s . 
... ocinl ... cil' I H.:~s nnd the gelK'ral rc;Jdcr .... Thc first !(Hlr vo lumcs :lrc edi ted hy Scigbert Uhlig ;lnd thL' las t OIlL' 
Aks:-andro Bausi IOgether with Uhlig. Elltyc/()pcditl . Iet//iop;m Volume One covers enlries li'om A·C(\\"ieshadcn: 
1I;IITa ...... 0\\·iI7 V..::rlag. ::!nrl3): Volume Two frnm 1)·lIa( ~()()5): Volume ThrL'c li"om I k·N{ ~()1J 7 ): Volumc Four li'om 

O-X (~OIO) ,lt1d VOllll1l' Fi\c fi"lInl l '-7 and Adlk'nd;1 \\illl indc\ I ::!Ol-l). 
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point of view, about 630 biographica l entries di scuss individual s whose origin is beyond the horn 

of Africa. In this a lphabetica lly arranged publication , the biography of Yflma Deressa has been 

included in the last volume8 6 Undoubtedly, th e abundance of biographi cal entri es in 

Encyclopedia Aetliiopica in all volumes shows, the central position that personal narrati ves 

occupy in hi storical study in Ethi opia. It is a comprehensible conc lusion that "explictly or 

implicitl y biographies have dominated Ethi opian historiography. Until very recently, Eth iopian 

hi story has becn almost excl usive ly the history of the elite. As such, the reco nstruction of 

hi storica l events has revol ved arou nd the careers of prominent individual s.,,1l7 

Among critical biograph ica l literature, Yohantl'is Aclmasu's Yoflahe Niguse: Yd 'Hi"wti/llna 

Yd '"li11l/i., Tarik(,Yoflahe Nigllse:A His/OJY of His Life and Liler{/fY Works'( 200SE.C.) is an 

importanl study in A mhari c . Yohanni"s exerted great effort em ploying rigorous research and 

excellent literary competence. Written in Amharic and accessab le to the general publi c, however, 

som e readers would face probl ems as a resu lt of pecu liar A mharic vocabula ri es and Gi"'i"z 

ex preSSlOns. 88 

Takla 5adiq Makuria 's trilogy under the titl e A5e TelVodros iiw Yd '/Iiopia Alldi"n(il ( 1981 EC), 

A.)'e Yohalllles iira Yii'lr iupia Alldi"II(i1 (1982 EC) and A5e /vIell ilik iiw Yii'/Iiupia Alldi"II(i1 

( 1983EC) are we ll known monographs especiall y among the general readers and the acaci cmia. S9 

As one of the 1110st prol ific wriler 's of Ethiopian his tory in nati ve language (Amharic), Tjklj 

$adiq has publi shed the above mentioned quasi-biographi cal studies in the last yea rs of the 

.' 1> Paulos i'vlilk ias. "Yilma Dcrcssa" in EII(Yc/OI)ctii {/ Aefhiol' ica cds. Alcss(lndriJ Baus i and Scigbcr1 Uh li g. 
Vo l. 5 . (Wicsb:ldcn: J-/arra:-;sowilZ " crlag. 2(1 4) . 4()b-...J. Sa, 

., 7 B[lh ru. "I-!cruy's Ya~H cy\\'o l Tnri k ....... I . 
~ ~ S(' I.: Ihe gl ossa ry pan uflhe book from page .1 0--1 \0 321. l ' uhall ll cs Admas ll }'oNahe Ni~/lse: fii '/-hll'O/1I110 

}'(/',slIhll/1I Torik(J\ddis Ah;tha: Add is Ababa UniYl'1"sty Press. 2005 r: .c.) 
.W Tiiklii ~adlq :'\Wkuria. ,./.y(; Ti.' l1D(/m.1 iilll }"d'/tioj)io .-/ntli"lI('il (Addi~ Ababa: K unv Publishing Il llUSt'. 

Il)~ I t=C): ·I.y,; r(JIWIIIll'S ilia rii 'I!iopifl :llItiiniil (Addis Ahaha: Kura7 Publishing I [ollsc.19~~ E.C.) and A.Yl; I/el/ilik 
illo )'if '!till/Jill .-JII(li"lI i il (!\JJi~ , \baba' Kura7 PubJI...,hin,;; 1Iousc . ll)~3E.C.). 
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Mi litary Government of Ethiopia . Though methodol ogicall y well-versed, Takl a $adiq Makuria 's 

biographic works tilted most often towards a po litica l agenda-unity of the nati on. Therefore, 

"pragmati sm has characteri zed most of Takla $adi ' s works.,,90 Zewde Reta 's TiiJeri Mekon;n: 

Riig ill1u Yii'sillan Guzo: 1884-1922 has the biographi cal data of Empero r Hail e Sellass ie from 

hi s bi rth in 1892 to hi s coronation in 1930. Despite the fact that Zewde Reta's book is credibl e 

for its deta ils both in facts and picnlres, it is not written in scholarly manner an d the author could 

not he lp but d iscuss the subj ect in a highly journalisti c account." 

Among biographical li terature on Ethiopian personalities th at are written in Engl ish, Leonard 

Mosley' s Haile Selassie: The Conquering Lion is probably th e earl iest wo rk92 Pub li shed in 1964 

when the po wer of the Emperor was at it s apogee, Mosley attempted to g ive the dramatic li fe of 

the sovereign fi'om hi s childhood till his return from ex il e in 1941 . Though valuab le, Mos ley's 

sympathy to th e Emperor seems to force him to defend va riolls aspects of the Emperor's 

personal i ty frol11 si ncere cri tics. 93 

Sven Rubenson 's King oj" Kings Tell'odros of Ethiopia ( 1966) sccms to bc a pioncer criti ca l 

biographica l work of its kind in Elhi op i a. 9~ Rubenson seeks to answer several questions in this 

work: who was Tewodros?Where he came from; how did he reach th e position of King of 

Kings of Ethi opia; why the even ts of his reign took the course th ey did; what fo rces worked on 

him : 10 what extent he shaped his own fate. The study is worth mentioning in the genre of 

biograph y in Ethiopian context in the sense that ils approach 10 understand fi rst Kasa and later 

'JO Bahru .. 'oA Ccnlcry of .... . 7. Informanl: Fi"k rii SYIl;1.s:-;~ WUglbriis( Clplilin). 

'I I Z~i wdl! R:ila. TiU?iri Mdkol/i"//: !?d:})1II1I )"d·si"/((/II CIl~o:Bii ·Mi"l/ilik.Bii·~]"(/SIlIl(/ Bii"Ziill·dilll Zdllliill . 1884-
fV ] :'(Addis i\b"h,,: CCl1lr,,1 Prinling H ou:-;c . 199:-1 E.C). 42.62, 68.100 and n9. 

92 L. !"Iosley. /luile Sellassie. {he COllqllerillp., Lioll ( Engk\\'ood eli rrs. PrclH icc- Hal l. [9(5) 
" ~ fhid .. 1X6-29-L 

9~ Svt,>n R uhellson. "'·ill.!: of A.·ing.\" Tellorll"(I.\ of Ellli()pia.( J\ddi~ ;\bah~l: Haile Sellasst'i Un ivt'r:-.ily.1 9(6) 
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Em peror Tewodros lJ beginning from his famil y and socio-po li tica l background to his ambitious 

schemes that led to the quarre l with his su bj ects and the Bri tish government is success fu l. Yet, 

given th e histori cal context of Ziimiillii Mas{ifi'nt , Kassa 's deep motives for his excepti onal goa ls 

do not seem to get proper attention in th is bi ographi cal s tud y."5 O therwise, Rubenson' s King of 

Kings is an exemplary biograph ical study. 

Ko f! Darkwah has s tudi ed the b iograph y ofMenelik II in his book under the tit le Shewa, Menilek 

alld the Ethiopiall Empire 18 13- 1889, as expected, against the backdrop of the po litica l 

developments in the region9 6 T he scholar ly work o f Darkwah can be credited fo r its e laborate 

hi stor ica l sett ing and for its treatment of in terna l circumstances in the period un der di sc uss ion. 

Probably, the major drawback o f Darkwah' s work is its omiss ion of Itege Taytu ' s rol e both in 

the po li ti ca l and the private life of Emperor M'Inilrk II. 

Focusing on the life of the same ru ler, Haro ld Marcus's The Life and Tim es oftlll ellelik II is a 

co mmendable b iographi cal book on relati vely muc h s tudi ed his tori cal agcnt of thc latc 

ni neteenth and earl y (\vcllt ieth century Ethi opia.97 Though Marcus clearl y states that the book 

can not be considered as "a criti cal bi ography due to paucity of the avail able data at hi s disposa l" , 

he o ffe red instead a biograph y in "the Life and Timcs tradition, with the ' times' occasionall y 

taking center slage.,,9S This work clearly discusses significant and dynami c public as well as 

private ex periences of Emperor M'In ilrk I I from his birth to hi s death . Gi ven th e event ful na tu rc 

of the pe ri od (with eventual po li tica l deve lopm ent s), Marcus assesses the life o f M'Ini lrk II from 

<,;, M er it.! Waldaragay_ "Y ii T I.: \\'odros Alamawoch K ~i yc t EndclllCIH.:hu" in Kas(f (Illd Kasa Papc!I:" Oil 'he 

Lin ),';. Times alld I II/ages (!f r eIn/elms II wid V"/I(Jl/IIl:!S II ', cds. Taddcsc Bcycllc. Richard Pankhurst and 
Shi lCra w J3 l'kdt:( Add is Ababa: Institute or Et hiopian S ludi t'~ , 1990 ). 69- 1 17. 

96 J)ark \\" ~dd<ofi . Sh(,lm. M l.'IIi1d lIlId 111(' ElhilJpiol/ F.IJI/)ir(' / 8 / 3-1 ~X9( London: I-k inl'mann. lIJ7:'i). 
'17 1 larold M~lIUls. Thc Life alld Tilll£,,\ of ;11cllC/ik " Erhinpia 18-1-1-/9 13 (Ox foru: Clan.:ndon P n.:~:.. 1975 ). 
98 Ihid .. \ iii. 

21 



both intern al and external perspectives. Cogni zant of the fact that there are limited hi stori cal 

sources fro m the side of M·inilfk II' s di gnitaries, I am, nonetheless, convinced thai the work 

doesnot adeq uately discuss Meneli k's life ex periences with hi s subordinates. The recent 

publication of Pawl os NOIlo 's manuscript collections, for instance, from Emperor Mfnilfk II ' s 

Ictters that thc Emperor used to exchangc with hi s local rulers and subj ects el ucidates another 

aspect of the life and times ofMfn ilfk 11.99 Mfnil"ik 's letters a lso appear in the work of Allesandro 

Triulz i and Tesema Ta 'a (1996 E.C.).' OO 

As a scho lar of Ethiopian hi story, Harold Marcus has also written another biographica l book 

with the titl e of Haile Sellassie I: The Formative l'ears 1892-1936.'01 111 thi s study, Marcus 

narrat es mostly th e public aspect of the life ofTiif1iri Miikonnfn from hi s childhood to the yea r of 

hi s ex il e as a resu lt of the Itali an in vasion . Thi s work is of immense importance as fa r as th e 

pol iti ca l biography of Haila Si"lI asse is concerned. I-ience, not to demean its essential contributi on 

to Ethiopian hi storiography, Haile Sellassie I: The FormaTive l'ears 1892-1936, fo r instance , 

does nOI men ti on the place of Tafa ri 's marri age with Mallan Asfaw whi ch Lit, Iyasu 

prearranged whil e it deserves fair di scli ss ion . I02 

9Q PawJos NollO. , J.ye At/i'lIllill Bli 'Agiir IV,:\'{ Vii 'I {i$a.~ (flil '{/{iilr Ddhdah(;\1'O(; (Addi s Ababa :As lcr Ncga 
Publishing Elltcrpri !-lc, 2003 E.C. ). 

J!)UJ\ lc ss;:lIldro Truil zi and Tcscma T a'a. Yli '\dilliiga }' /ifllrik S/iI/(ldv{: Kt"i 18SfJ\ru("1I / ,'Ui / 920 \ I 'V £,.: II ((J.e). 

(Add is Ababa : Addis Ababa Universi ty Press, 199() E.C.) 
101 Ac knowledg ing his scholarly inr.:lination that cmphas i7C:s the role of indi vidual s and prominent 

pc rsonali lies in hi story, a grou p o f schola rs hnvc dedi cated an amhology 10 rvlarcus. Sec Ti m Carmikncl c t a l cds .. 
Perso/Jali(\' (II/( / Political CII/Illre ;11 Mod~m Alik(l( l3oslon: Boston Uni vers ity. 1998). The edi lors noted that Man.:us 
is prominc lll among Ihose schola rs who han: emphasized the role of A li-i ean lead ers ill shaping Ihe 
tran :; furrnatiun o fdipl umalic and politica l dL':'>linics. Il is slud ies or lht: Eth iopian empt:rors i\ 1L'n ill'k II and 
I lai le Sclassic I. in particular. s iHlatc powe rful individllab \\'ilhin their na tional ;md internationa l hi :-. torical 
L'unl!.:xts. and argue pcrsuasivcly thaI personality is a crucial e1L'llll'n l in undcrs landing polili(,<l1 cuhun.:. 

"'~ T houg h ampl ifi ed first and most in !(-m inist di scourse. in hiograph ical studiL':-' 100. 'the per:;onal is the 

political' . Leck ie. 3-·-L: i"mi'ru H aiU-S-'-lla~:-.t-. f-'(/ '\'('i llltl f-'rfIlWs rlll";\{III'( Addis Ababa: Add i ~ I\baha lItl l \l:r:-.ity 

Pn.:"". 2(](J 2 F.r.) 
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Another wo rk that ai ms at givi ng biographica l information on the ill-fated emperor of Ethi op ia 

at the last quarter of the 191h century is Zewde Gebre Sillasse i's Yoh annes IV 0/ Elhiopia: A 

Political Biography. Zewde provides an overview of signifi cant politi cal experiences of 

Yohannes ' intern al an d ex ternal affa irs utilizi ng mostly foreign so urces. In thi s rega rd, Zewde's 

book is creditcd for its dcta ils and originality. However, in thi s politica l biography, he 

concentrates on the cireulllstances and side stori es of Yohannes ' life rather than his subject's 

public life as hi storica l agent. It is only in chapter 10 and in the conclusion part of the study th at 

Zewde attempts to give the biographical sketch of Emperor Yohanc es IV. Indeed, "no biography 

is complete un less it reveals the individual with in history, within an ethos and a social 

complex.,,103 However, in life-writing, it is an individual, as historical agent, that is supposed to 

take the center stage. 

Haggai Enrich's work with (l long title and subtitl e to his biographi ca l research outcome as Ras 

Alllia and the Scralllble for Aji"ica A Political Biography: Elhiopia and Eritrea 1875- 1897 

clearly illustrated every fea ture (inc lud ing th e marital aspect) of the magni fice nt political career 

of a reputable general of humble origin. [04 He also has tried to provide his reader with the 

impress ions of Ras Al ula among contemporary Ethiopian and Erilrc3n politicians. In doing so. 

he has indicated the hi sto ri cal signifi cance of his study subj ect. 

In itia ll y written in Ita lian and publ ished in 1995 and translated into Engli sh by Anto ny Shugaar 

in 2012, A ngelo Del Boca's The Neglfs: The L{{e and D ealh {~{ Ihe LaSI Killg {~r Kings presents 

' ''-' Edel.·t 
ll l-l I I<lggai Frlidl , Hus .--I/fl/a and ,he :-;("I"{IIJIh/e 1m . ~ /i·i{,/I I Politica/ Hi()g.ral'hy: Fthiopiu (l1Il1 f~,.itn.:,u 

/,'1';5-181)7 (Nt"\ kr:-l:Y: Th~ RL'd Sea Press. 19C)(,). 

23 



an analysis of the biograp hy of Emperor Hail;; Sd lasse 1. 105 Unlike the other learned accounts on 

the Emperor, De l Boca gives us the detai led public and private li ves of the king especiall y those 

that have not been addressed so far. Hi s interviews with the emperor and hi s consult ation of 

va lu abl e state and indi vidual documents from Ethiopian and foreign archi ves 111 vanous 

languagcs scem to have enabled De l Boca to producc thi s ori ginal biographical work. However, 

whil c thc author devotes considerab le space to the relation between the empcror and hi s 

opponents, he declines to disclIss, for instance, th e hostil e interact ion between the sovereign and 

the radical coll ege students. lOu 

Pcter Garretson's work on the life and times of Hakim Wii rk"inah isate (Dr. Mart in)is a profound 

biographi ca l wo rk . Tt illuminates espec ially th c in ncr sc lfof th e stud y subject both at thc private 

and pub li c arenas. The author makes usc o f thc diary of Hakim Warki"nah effectivcly whi ch is 

ex tremely important not onl y for its dera il and precise in form ation on (h e peri od but al so in 

capturing the Illotives, intentions, emoti ons, an d behav iors of Dr. Martin ,I07 Thi s monograph is 

al so imporlant for my snldy as it sheds light on some stories about y nma Deressa. lOS 

At least th ree co llective biograph ica l works need a brief apprai sal before I wind up my brie f 

survey of criti ca l biographies in Ethiopia an d begin to examine the exist ing li terature th at 

specifi cal ly refer to my study subject. These are Chri s Prouty ( 1986), Taddese Beycne, Ri chard 

Pankh urst. Sh ireraw Bekele( 1990) and Bri an James Yates (2009). Though Chris Prout y at tempts 

to delve in to th e pri va te and public li ves of th e most powerful coup les of their time ill her 

ICY.. An,gel u Del Boca. TIl{' Neglls: The Life (lml Dcall! ol'lte Las' A:iIlX o/"f,:ill,gs(Addis Ababa: Arada IlIJoks. 
lO t 2). 

I"" Ril lidi Ronning Balsyi k. I/ai/e-Sc/llsei 's S'Ilt/l'II/S: The I lIle/lcc/ulil (llId So{'ial 8 ackgrmllld 10 

Rem/lllioll /952-1977 (Michi gan : i'vl iL'higan Sla \!.; University. 19R5): Nega Ayel!.! and Juhn :'-. Iarkakis. Class alld 
Rem/lllIo/l /11 F.lhiopia (New Jersey: The Red SC';! Pre:.:-. II)S6). 

111- r ~' llT Garrl'!Sl l ll . . 1 r'icforiclil G,'/lI!('1/1Il11 {1m/ EliJiopi(/1/ National;"I' The Lik alld nIlIL" of Ilaf../1II 
It'I'irkl'I/(UI. /J,. Charles ,\/(ll"Iill (W(lodbridt.:c: .l ame ..... Currey. ~(j I :n. 

I"~ /hid .. 15S.:!,'\O.:!S:!- :: XJ .1:'O.:!SQ.::!()O.:lIld :!l):!_:!'f)-l . 
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thorough srudy entit led Empress TaY/1i alld Mellilek II Ethiopia 1883-1910, she fo llowed a 

biographical approach in her discuss ions o rth e life of both Taytu and Mi'ni l"ik II. Thi s study, like 

simil ar oth er academi c endeavors on the persona li ties of the period, was hi ghl y dependent on 

foreign sources, Prouty's work also takes most often sensati onal form , Furthermore, th e 

perspecti ve fro m whi ch Taytu and Mi'nil'l'k II are depi cted is a result of interactions with 

fore igners (hence, sources are ove rwhel mingly foreign) which lack the interna l profi le of th e 

study subjects. 

An anthology, Kasa and Kasa : Papers 011 'he Lives, Times and Images (~l Tewodros " alld 

Yo/willies /V(l855-J889), consisting of chapters both in Amharic and Engli sh, deals mainl y w ith 

th e public li ves of th e two emperors. 109 In this co llecti on, various th emes such as pol itics, war, 

heritage, nne arts, li terature, language and issues of boundary are treated in connection with the 

ind ivi dual li ves of these rul ers. Despite the fac l that the scope of Kasa alld Kasa is limited to 

issues under the peri od of the kingshi p of the two individua ls, it is an insightfu l contribution 

especiall y to stud ies that focu s on the hi s to ri ca l themes in pol iti cs and culture (arts), 110 

Another work that ana lyzes the indi vidua l roles of some d ist inguished Ethiopian persona lities in 

the last quarter of the 19'" century an d th e fi rs t decade of th e 20'" cenrury is Brian James Yat es' 

" Invis ible Actors: T he Oromo and th e Crea ti on of Modern Et hiop ia (1 855- 1913)". In Yates PhD 

th esis, espec iall y Ras Goban3 Dac;i, Nas Mikael Ali . Filawra"; Hab13 Giorgis Dinagde and Ug 

lyaslI Mikacl take the cen ter stage in these biographical n3rr3tives. Though Yates has limited the 

01'01110 personali ties whose origins wert: in \Vallo and Shawa and his pcriod covers onl y th e time 

109 Shi fc\";nv B~kch:. Taudcse Hcyenc. I<ichard P;111khurt, ~ds .. Kos(/ (/1/(/ Kosa: F'ap£'rs 01/ Ihe Lil'(!s, Tilllcs 

alit! 1111(1,'..:('" 01 Tem)(iros /I lIlld r(Jhwl/u'.\· 11'{1855-18S9)(,\dd is Abllb:J.: Institute of Ethiopian Studil's. 
1990). 

iiI) In thl:-' bIOgraphical :.tudy. folldore bOlh ;I.'i a conccpt and a:oi II method (or:-d Ir:ld iliotl) is Iltili7('d in an 
,lltClllpt III shcd lighl Oil 1111.: pri\ all' and puh!Je ! 1\ l'~ lIt' 1"11111:1 00r0:-. ... a. 
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o f modern Ethi op ian state fo rmation fo r the obvious reason of scope, the work has contributed 

sign ifi cant ly to the de li cate politi ca l and epistemo logica l debate on the ques ti on of ethn ic ity in 

hi s tori ca l perspecti ve. Tn my s tudy, I have addressed issues re lated to the soc ia l identiti es of 

Yi"lma Deressa that is emphat ica ll y poi nted out in some of hi s w ritings and th e folktales about 

him. II I 

1.4. Review of Related Literature on Yilma Deressa 

No wonder th at as studies on the imperial governmcnt of Ethiopia arc man y and va rious, 

re feren ces to Yi"lma Deressa, like in the case o f some other statesmen in the twenti eth century, 

are diverse. No matter how prominent he had been, in almost all works, he is mentioned in 

pass lllg refe rences. lll Besid es academic works, 111 their respective aUt'ob iographi cs, 

remini scenccs and memoirs, somc ind ividua ls rerer to YYlma D eressa a ll a range of isSUCS. II
] 

III See Chri stopher Clapham. Ilaile~Selassie's Govemlll cllt (London: Longmn n Group Li mitcd. 1969)~ 
Ezkiel Giibissn ,"Thc It alian Invasion , the Ethiopian Empi re, and Drama National ism: T he Significance of the 
Western Oromo Confederntion of 1936", N()rtheast A/ricall Stlfdies . New Series. 9. No.3. S pccinllssue: The Oromo 
111 Ethiopian Stud ies: Confronting Challenges to Po liticall y Engaged Scholarship (2002): 75 ~96 . 

I11 Lad is las Fa rago. Ahyssil/ia 011 Ille EI'e ( lew York : G.P. Putnam 's Sons. 1935); Richard Green1icld. 
Elhiopia: A Nell' Polilical Hislol} ,(London : Pidl Mall Press. 1965); Margcry Perham, The! COI'em ll/ellT 0/ Ethiopia 
Evas ten: Northwestern Univers ity Press. 1969: Jo hn Markakis. Elhiopia: .rl lwTomy orA Traditiollal Polity. Oxford: 
Claredon Press, 1974 ; Befckndu Degefe, "The Making of the Ethiopian National Currency: 1 941 ~ 19-t5." .lolll'llalof 
Ethiopiall Stlldies. 26. No.2. (1993):23-5 1; l3alsvik Randi Ronni. Iloil('~Se/asseis Stlldellls: Tlte II/Ielleetllol al/d 
Social 8ackg/'Ou/ld 10 Rem/lIllOll !952~/977 (East Lansing: 1985); Bahru ZCW(\c, ;I Hisf(JI), 0/ {\llodenl EThiopia 
1855~/99!. 2"J ed,(l\ddis Ababn: Addis f\baba University Press. 2(02): Bnhru Zcwdc. Piol/eel's of Change ill 
Ethiopia: The Re/()I'lIIisI Inlelleclltals ql,ltc Early TlI'ellfieth CelltlllY (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press. 
2002): Fikru Gebrckidan. " Pan-Ali'ican Dinlccti cs: El hiopia. Ali·ica. nnd the African Diaspo ra. 1941~ 74" III 

Penol/alily (Illd Political Clfltllre il/ Modem A/i·iCfl. ed. Tim Carmichae l elal. (BoslOn: l3ostuTl Univcrsity, 1(98); 
Andargncaw As;igi'd. Wi' . I('il" Yiiliiqlh~li Rlijrll1 Glc(n \/iilsol/ Bii' ltiopia Hi':h Tigl'l lI'i\'( (Add is Ababn: Centra l 
Printing Press. 1992 E.e. ): Ezkic1 Giibissa,"Tlle Italian In vasion. the Ethiop ian Empire. and Oromo Nationali sm: 
The Sign ificance of tile Western Orol110 Confeticratinll nf 1936," Non/III{1S! AJi'iClIII SlIIdies. Ncw Scries. 9, No.3. 
Special Issuc: Thc OrollllJ in Etilit1pi:ltl S1udies: Con fru 11 I in,g Challenges to Politically Engaged Schol<l rship (2002): 
75~96. 

11.. Thl::'c illt:ludc. among OIhl'l's. John Spl..'lH:Cr. Elhiopi{l at Bay: A PersO/wl . In'oll/II or Haile Se/assie 
Yml'\'. Ret'crence Publications . :,,1 ichignn. 19X 7: Hulcha De'lleba. I\~l ' I.~/~ A~\' f'i"i"l1 ./01' !he Gmll/o {lml (llhel' 
PnlJ'l('s or Elhiopio. I'k\\' .krscy: Th(.' Red St'a Press . 201 J: Emmanuel Abrall:1lll. R('lIIillist(,Jln:s 0/ .\/.1' Lift'. Nt'\\ 
.krst:y: T hL- Red Sl..'a Prt::.:.. :!Oll. T;lff; lril f)eglll.:lc . . Ilillllfes 0/ , III r.I"jo/Jitlll ('t'II/WI' (Addi s /\bnba: Shama Hook<;. 
~006): I\liir~(~ Ihllnn \\';ikb Qirqos. TJ';lll,n: Si'lii RII\(: riilllll\IlIl1'i\iill' 1,\'lJl-llJ_'3 (Add is Ah~lha: ,\ ster Kega 
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Interest ingly enough, know ledge about him is not li mited to written texts. Probably more than 

any s tatesman in modern E thiopia to date, he is quite popu lar in the folkta le. 'i4 J begin my 

survey with the fo rmer one. 

Among these pub li cations, probably the first one which te ll s us about ynma Deressa is the work 

of Ladis las Farago( 1935). By and large, Farago 's assessment about the persona lity of Y ,-Ima 

Deressa is impress ioni stic. Otherwise, rh e book is va luabl e for th e dara in re lari on to the general 

perception of my study subject towards rhe country and the rol e of the educated youth. I IS After 

three decades s ince Farago 's book saw the li ght of publi cation, R ichard Greenfield , not a 

his tori an by pro fession, foc uses on the soc ia l back ground, education and rhc innucncc that Yilm a 

Deressa had had on the Lmpcrial Govern ment of Et hi opia. 116 Similarl y, Margery Perham has 

mentioned Yflm a more or less in a similar manner in her book The GoveJ'Jllllel1l of Elhiopia. 1 
17 

Cognizant of the fac t that the purposes of these books arc not to conduct an in-depth analysis of 

YUma 's biographi ca l account, I would like to underscore that th e in formation is very insufficient 

and one s ided . 

Another work probabl y tha t has re lat ively more deta iled biographi ca l da ra than ot her studies is 

Ch ri stopher C lap ham 's !-Iaile Se/!assei 's Govel'lI/llelll. '" In the imm ed iate aftermath of th e 

publication of thi s book , in terestin gly, an anon ymous w rit er seems to ha ve sen t a confidential 

leuer to !iln y nill a rhat dea ll" w ir h rhe lauer's representa rion in the boo k, "" COlllpared to the 

Puhli shing Entcrprisl..:. 2000 E.C. ): ll:1dis Aliilll;1y~ h u. rd'/(( (Addis Ab;1b:l: Kur<lz Publishing Entcrpri se. 19R5 Le). 
SCYOlllll Harcgol, rhe BIII"(:(IIIC}"(flic: t:lllpfri.! Sl!/yjllg Eli/peruI' I-Iaill! 5iilasse ( New .1 crscy:The Red Se:1 Press. 201 3) 
;1nc! Tiikla ~<ldiq iVHikuria. }'d 'I-/h'wlil T(lJ"i/'I( Addis Ababa: 200R E.C.) 

11·1 l3ukha . . 1/1' Lik ,1/1' .... 68. 
II ~ F 3~ " ar<lgo. ,). 
I I{, Gn:~nlil;kl.l 0 I. 2.} 1.2J6.262.2X I.~ 15 and 316. 
117 Perham. 200. 
118 Chn:-.lophl' r Clap1Wll119(9) 
119 COllridl.:luial kHl.:r (rum .til alh l ll~ mOll:-. \\"rill.:r lu Y i"lma Dr.:r0''':-':1 11)(,9. [11 Sorya Yi"lma \ Po:-.ses:-.lun. 
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works of Greenfi eld and Perham, Ciaphalll's book has better profile of Y'dma Deressa. In the 

biographi ca l appendix that C lapham com pil ed for important publ ic offi cia ls of the government, 

he g ives a prec is of bi ographi cal data o f my s tudy subject. Throughout thi s book, Yi'lm a is 

depi c ted as ' the most powerful min is ter ' espec iall y since I 960s. Though many of the remarks 

made on h im a rc correct, due to absence of source ci tati on , one may suspect the crcdibili ty of 

some statements, fo r example, on the al leged regional /eth ni c sent iment of Yi'lm a Dcressa and hi s 

prefe rences fo r O romo offic ia ls. 120 

In hi s scho larly analysis of the Ethiop ian imperi al government in a book under the ti tle Ethiopia : 

AI/otomy of Traditiol/al Polity, John Markakis has g iven us the career of Yi'lma espec iall y at the 

Ministry of Fina nce. In thi s rega rd, he is represented simp ly as an instrulllent or the Emperor at 

th e Ministry.'" Yct, Markak is' focu s on Y'i lma's professiona l and po liti ca l handling ofb udgct is 

an insightful examination in which an educated Ethi opi an high-ranking officia l like he was 

carryin g out hi s dut ies in the imperia l period. However, Marka kis deals with one fa cet of publ ic 

li fe ofYi'l ma ma in ly in the Mini s try of Finance . 

Besides his It II I and deputy mi ni steria l posi tions s ince 1942, Yi'l ma Deressa had also served the 

state either as a member or as a chairperson of various boards at di fferent institut ions 122 and he 

was a pres ident of Board of Governors of Hala SYll ase I Uni vers it y. In th is rega rd, Ran di 

110ClaphuI1l staled Ihal ·'the [Orolllo j tendency to cumbi ne is most clearl y sc~ n in [he iinancial 

admin istration. w here Yi"lma Deressa has movcd several of his rellow Wiill:ig :ls In[o Impor[<lll[ posts, especia lly 
in [ill.! vi[a l Budge[ Depa rllll~n l oftht: f'. l inislry of' FinJnct:: he has al so elllp loyetl [Oromo] in the Investm ent 
Hank anJ the provinc ial financial serv i ce~, :1t1d he appears 10 have been trying 10 es tablish himself as an 
[Orulllo] Ic:a(kr, This sort nfposiliun t:;ln Ilt: precarious. Si tH,T it rlln s the danger or rousing suspic ions uf [m;:l [ 

separatislll , as was shown when a lOrnt1l(lJ breakaway Ill()"ctllenl [;liC in 1966 proposed th,tt YY[tnil himself 
become PrinK' Mini stcr." 7IJ. 

1~1 For L"xamp[c, i\'larkakis ehar:H:IL' ri:ted Vi'l ma Dcrcssa as "the Emperor's allc/' c!:).o" in 1ho: lin:ltH:ia[ tiL'ld , 
Sec \I arkaki~. ~5J, 

I:~ hll' inSlatll'L' ht' \\'as app\llllh:d and \\'orkt'd as a \ icc prcsiJcnl ur [he l30ard or [he l\'allnnal B.lnk. 
I\lini:-tfy nr[he Pen In Y'ilma f)~r.?:-~:t.1 ei!cr No, 110]-~4 - 57. i\ l ii~:lhi[ 2.1957 F,e. File 1'0. Pcr~on;ll FilcofYi'lIl1:. 
D l:rc:-s:L lk~ld nr1in,:. \11t1t:'>lr~ ll fF imllll'l' :tnd Fl'lltllltlltC D l'\,,:[uj1m.:nt (l k ro.:alkr 110.'\ IOFEOl. 
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Renning Ba lsvik, in her Haile Sellassie Slildellts: The Ill telleetual alld Social Backgroulld 10 'he 

Relloilltioll mentions the experience of Y"ilma as an official in charge of university affairs whil e 

student radi cali sm grew year after yea r. 123 Likewise, Befekadu Degefe poi nted out rhe lead ing 

role th at my study subject, as a member of currency board , has played in the struggle to issue 

new currcncy soon after Ethiopia 's li bcrati on from Fasc ist Ital y."4 

Fikru Gebreki dan( 1998) and Belete Belachew(20 12) refer to Y"ilm a from the perspecti ve of Pan-

Afri can di scourse and the place of Ethi opia in Afr ican pol iti cs respecti vely. Andargachew 

Asag'id(2000), in narrati ng the courses o f the 1974 Ethi opian Revolution a lso pointed out that 

Vrlma was considered as one of the moderate government offi cials on the eve of the Revo lution. 

Bahru( 1991) too, in his rcnowned book on thc gcncral hi story of Ethi op ia mcntions YYlma 

Ocrcssa in connection with th e close relations bctween Eth iopia and the United Statc of Amcrica 

in th e second half of twenti eth century. Bahru ( 199 1), again , might be credited most for rh t: 

pages he has ded icated to Deressa Amante, the fat her of YYlm a Deressa. In Piolleel's of Challge 

ill Ethiopia, the allthor, even with few fac ts pertai ning to th e son, has du ly ex plained essenti all y 

th e int ell ectual activiti es of Bilalla Deressa as a writer 0 11 Bi"r/w l/ ina Sci/am news paper. 115 Thi s 

accou nt is very cru cial for it gives im po rtant da ta on th e fa mil y background of Ill y sllId y subjec t 

wi thout which th e research can never be compl ete. However, sin ce the major foc us of my stud y 

is Yi"lma Dcrcssa, th e contribution o f Pioneers of Change in Ethiopia whose ini tial purpose is in 

i'act to show th e intell ectua l hi story of ea rl y twen ti eth century Ethiopia is limit ed . 

123 Randi I{onninl.! Bnlsvik( 19~5). 
I~~ rkrdadu De;ere. ··Tht' Dl' vdo pll1l'llt of Moncy. i\londary Institutions. and MOIlt.' I:lI") Polit.' y 19--11-

1975 .. ' in .'/11 EnJ/It!IIIi!· I-/is(wy f~1 r:(liio!,ill. "/I I I : TIll! III/I'aio! r~/"{/ 19-1/ - 7-1. l!d. Shift.'raw l·h:kl'k'.IDabr: 
C\l\h.:sria, 1l)9~ l. :!3:!-276. 

I}S r~ahnl. Pio}}('('J",1 oj ('1/(11/,';.1<' .. ,7--1-75 
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In his study on the scheme to establish the " Western Ga ll a [Oromo] Confederati on", Ezkie l 

Gab issa has underscored the principa l role th at Yilma had played as a delegate of Oromo 

traditiona l rul ers to the Briti sh government official at Gore in May 1936 .126 Th ough Ezkie l c ites 

some archiva l sources for his argum ent in the very in volvement o f YYlm a as a leader among the 

six delegates of the Confcderation , Pau los M ilk ias (20 14) in his accoun t on thc biography of 

Yilma Deressa as encyc lopedic entry dec lincs to mcntion th e issue of the "Confede rati on".127 

Like any other p iece of writing, Ezkicl(2002) treats the involvement of Yilma Dcrcssa in the 

frui tless "Confederati on" as passing reference. 

Without doubt, given th e major purpose of the above mentioned works, the scan ty natllre of the 

data on Yi"l ma Dcrcssa is to be ex pected, except fo r some minor errors and biased 

representa tions. 12
l< Some wri ters err and have mistaken assumptions about Yi"lma partl y because 

they incline to portray him only from a particular standpoi nt. But it is simplistic to represent an 

indi vi dual , inclucJing YYlma, in such manner. As Schoppa exp lains: 

Eve/:v persoll in eve,)' clIlwre has J/lultiple idellfilies slemmillg 

Ji'olll rhe \'ariolls roles '/10/ he or she plays £Il1d fhe vario/ls 
relalionships Ihal he or she mail/taills. These idenl flies cOllie /i'oll/ 
olleselF (ell/ergillg FOil/ personalil),. goals. abililies. IiFesl),le. 
pOI'l ieular illcidents): /i'olll conn ections 10 olhers; (lnd /i'ol1/ others 
H;/IO choose for whaleller reason 10 heSlow a parliclllar identifY 

/29 upon olle. 

126 E'lekid Ciebissa. "The Italian Invasion. the Eth iopian Empin::. and 01"01110 N~lIiona l i s lll : The Signlli cance 
of the Western 01'01110 Confcdcr:llion of 1936" Norrh(!a:a '!li"icall SI/u/ie's. Ncw Series. I). 3. Spec ial Issuc: The 
Orol11o in Ethiopinn Studies: Confroming Chalkng('s [Q Il oll ticnll), Engagt~d Scholarship (2002). 75-96. 

In Paulos IVl ilkias. -I7a. 
I~l- R ichard Cir('cnticld. for cxalllpk. noh . .'d lhal "i\ luroda had \WO sons. KUlllsa who became r/lig(DI/(/(: 

Gdlre Eg7iabhcr. and AIll;inl~. who \\'a~ his adoplcd :-.on and was lall1 .. T killed hy an ('I('phanl," Scc. 101 .1\1), 
informanls al Gil1lbi . NiiqiillH0 and Addis Ababa. ho\\"\.:'\'l.'r. ul1allilT1UllS I ~ rt"CUUlll Ihal Amiinl0 was IIlI.! adopled sun 
o(HIikiir0. nOI ofi\ loriida. The hll\er \\';I~ one nfhis hro[h..-r:-. . 

I:' ~ Scllllppa. -10. 
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That said, however, as these works discuss ynma Deressa ' s public life (even if in passing 

reference), indeed alllong many oth er comparable personaliti es in the government, they are 

valuabl e for the reconstruction of hi s biography. 

Though succi nct as it has to be in such sorts of biographi ca l di ctionaries and encyclopedias, there 

are three publica ti ons in which a biographica l account of Yilma Deressa is included as an 

entry.130 Except one, which is publi shed in Amharic, the other two are produced in Eng li sh. The 

first one, Tarika wi Ivliizgiihii Sdb (tran s. "Histori ca l Biography"), a compilation of'the accounts 

of popular personal iti es in Amhari c, consists of the pu bli c aspect of ynma Derossa ' s life and 

has relativc ly nothin g marc than what has been published about the profil e of my study subject, 

upon hi s reappointment as a Mini ster of Finance, on Addis Ziimdn on Miazia 5, 1958 E.C. 

Hence, it is ncarl y a repetiti on o f a fo rmal li fe account publi shed in thc aforemelllioned news 

paper. Gi ving credit to its inclusiveness and reference to marital informa tion, the biographical 

entry on ynma in Chri s Promy 's and Eugene Rosenfeld 's Historical Dictioll{{lY a/ Ethiopia lOa, 

with factua l error with regard to hi s deat h, has scant y and sketchy account orY'llma Deressa. 

Cognizant of the fact lhal an y piece of writing in 3n encyc lopedia is necessa ri ly laconic one, 

Paul os Milkias ' biographical account in vo lume five of EJ1c:l'c/opedia Aefhiopica was actual ly a 

good starting poinl to stud y Yi"lma Deressa, Apart from presenting a few fresh facts, Paulos 

al lempts to corre la te the intell ec tua l career of Y,lllla (t he pub li cati o n o f Ethiopian hi story book 

wi th his due coverage to Oromo cxpansion hi therto 11 0 1 discussed in a vernacular language) and 

I~II I-hsforind I)/( (illlltily "I F:tIIlIlPIlI Alricl/II Histori('al /)i('(iOlI(I/:l ', Saies IJ() 3], 2nJ cds" Chris PrOlIlY 
and Eugene RO='t'nli,:ld :-"kl udll:'n (New h:'I'!'>ey anti Londl11l : Tht: Searl'nO\\ Press Illc .. 199-t):Fantallull i' ngi'da, 
Tarikall 'i ,\f(I::.:.ahii ,)'''ill l Add i" ,\bah,:\: ~(JOO F,C): SicghcrI Uhlig and Alessandro B:t l1:-.i.etls, F.11L:n'!(J/u'diu 
, /{'f/'()i/Jiw, Vl)1 :;, \vil'"h'Jdcll: 1 1~lrras", 1\\ ill' \ \: rl:!~,~O 15. 
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the arguable " pressure on the Empe ror" from un speci fied social group to retire y,lma from hi s 

key pos ition of M in istry of F inance in 1968
u, 

Though not the fru its of an academi c endeavor in a tru e sense of the term, the personal accounts 

of a num ber of individuals in the fo rm of autobiographies, reminiscences and memoirs a re 

importalll works as far as a biography o f y,lma Der';ssa is concerned. Especia ll y persona l 

accounts written by ind iv idua ls w ho had e ither worked with YUma Denissa or s imply have had 

an acquain tance wi th him are parti cularly important. Joh n Spencer in his Ethiopia al Bay: A 

Personal Account oj Haile Selassie Years commellls espec iall y on the sk ills that YUma lVas 

e ndowed with. Spencer, in his personal accollnt , attempted to give a relatively detailed 

info rmati on about the careers ofY"lIm a Dcrcssa and its llluitifaceted natu re,l 32 

Hav ing written hi s memoir, Tt"zila. in retrospect, obviously, T-ladd is Alamayahu narra tes 

especia ll y hi s notable experi ence in whi ch V"dma Dercssa was also invol ved durin g the It alian 

in vas ion. Haddi s reco rded in relative detai l how Italia n offic ials forced him and Yi"lm a in to ex ile 

fro m Add is Ababa via E ri trea to Pon za, ll<il y.133 Emman ue l Ab raham (20 I I) , in his 

remi niscences too, mC11l ioned Yi"l ma Deressa especia ll y in con necti on with the Ethio-Italia n 

relations in 19505. There are also significan t incidents that Emma nuel referred to Y'dllla Deressa, 

whil e the la ller was a Vice-Mi ni ster of Finance,134 Like Emmanuel) Seyou lll Haregot(20 13), a 

high level functionary official of th e Imperial govern ment during its last decade or so. as well 

made note of YUma Dere5sa in hi s personal accoun t. In add ition to the well known fact s about 

'-'I Y"limit D~r0 s:-;a . }"ii Iliopia {wik lJii ·(/.Im Si'di:l/ii,iau' j..·illii liimlill (Addi:-; Ababa: l3"irlmrflll;\ S~ilalll 
Print ing Ilou!'!l'.19S9. F.C): Pau lm.. -I 7h. 

11~Spl'lll:l' r. 1-I.Xl . l05.10Cl. 120.121. 112. 127. 157. 1(,0. 30 1 :llld3 2(J. 
I H 11:ltli ..... 1nO-22~. 
111 El1ln1:lIll!l.;I..~<) . 91. 93 .9-1 .<) :--;.101.1 C)2. 
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Vnma Deressa, Seyoum focuses especia ll y on the pos ition of my study subj ect on the 

establ ishment of the Ethiopian Grain Corporation.135 

Taffara Deguefe (2006) in hi s remi ni scence also records some important cvcnts and situa ti ons in 

relation to my smdy subject. Among such historica l anecdotes, for instance, Taffara has reca ll ed 

that Vnma Db'essa used to express hi s regret about the mi ght-have-been, wh il e musing abou t the 

fate of those unimplemented constitut ional reforms draft ed after the tragic COIlP (/'eta t of 1960. 

He also mentions Y i'lma, of course together wi th other officials, in connection with the 

subsequent fi ve Vears Plans. "· 

In terms of tri bute to Y i"lma Deressa , no autobiographical li terall1re is as generous as Bulcha 

Demeksa' s My Life, My Vision{or tiJ e 01'01110 and O/iJer Peoples ofElhiopia. Bu1cha dedi ca ted a 

fu ll chapter in hi s memoirs to th e personality and professional achi evements of Yilma Deressa 

CXC lllsivc1y. 1J7 Moreover, in th is reminiscence, he emphati cally discllsses the place of the Orol11o 

in a hi story book whi ch Yi'lma has publi shcd in 1966. '" As a closc colleaguc of my study 

subjcct, Bulcha al so gives rela ti vely dctail cd l,tct5 about thc public life of Vnma Dcrcssa as wel l 

as the histori ca l context in which the Min istry of Finance lIsed to funct ion. \Vhat is interesting in 

Bu lcha's book is hi s personal conclusion about "the ouster of Yilma Deressa frol11 cenler stage" 

1' 9 at the elld of 1968. ' 

Though the references arc anecdotal , the dual rem iniscences of Ri chard and Rita Pankhurst in a 

single book al so refer to YUm a and his wii'e Elisabct \Varqi'nah. The remark s arc very brief and 

I\:I SCYOUlll . 10,21.22. -' l.Me 137.23:-:. 239. 279. 230. 
11/. Tart;l r:l. I R7 . 233 
1-', The n.." mini:-;l'CIlCl' uf I3uk ha cons ists u f" I\\'L'l lIY chaplLTs wil h a tutal oflR l pages. Ch:q'll'r Scven Wi lh :l 

tiile or "i'vly A~:\oc i a l l on with Yilmil Dl'rL'~~a" discus!-.c!'> isslles direc lly relatcd 10 my :.llldy suhject within [\\'c11IY 
pages. I1l1kha DClllcksiI (20U). 

p~ Yrlma I)c rc~s<l . rd Iriopilllllrik .. 
I;" Bu k hil. \h"I.i/e.Ih .. .. Xl . 
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mention intermittent occasions . '4o Likewise, Marsi'e Hazen's memoir, in pass ing reference, 

makes note of YUma Deressa's attendance, in a few words, at M'iniIYk II School in early 

twentieth century.'41 Tn his recently publ ished memoire, Takla Sadig Makuria dedicates some 

eight pages to an accou nt of assignements that he took on with Yi'l ma Deressa in 1945-46 at the 

M inistry of Fine Arts and Education. It is important to remark here that Takla Sadig's accou nt in 

these pages fu ll y agrees with documents at the Minist ry of Finance.142 Interestingly, Takl~i 

$adiq ' s admiration for Y"d ma 's accomplishments in the Ministry didn ' t affect h is crit ical remarks 

about him in other circumstance.
,
·n 

As indispensible these work s seem to be in the reconst ructi on of the life and works of YUma 

Deressa, be ing th e fru it s of extremely pe rso na l pred ilection ; se lection, omission and the 

fa ll ibility of human memory are their major shortcomin gs. The above-mcntioned works, 

incidentall y, are not exceptions. But, "they illuminate the frame of mind in wh ich not on ly the 

book[s] was written but the lives themselves were led."'" 

Thi s being the case in the written so urces ; let me now turn my cons iderat ion in a few words to 

the oral tradition. It is unde rsta ndabl e tha t any oral " message containing historica l information 

tel ls us abou t events or sequences of events, describes a s ituation of th e pas t, or reports a 

trend. ,,1 45 Th ere is a lso a belief that " ora l tradition is st ill a living force in those coulltr ies w here 

literacy has not yet displaced a predominantly oral cu lture . Today they are inc reasingly regarded 

I·W Richa rd and Ril a Pa nkhul"s t. Efliiopi(l/I Rellliniscences Ea/"~r Days (Los Ange ll'S: Tsellai PebJis i1 ers , 
2013 ), 14 R, l ~l) . 

1·11 Miirs'~ Il azii n Wa ld ii-Qirqos . . Ti~i·lay(; Si"lii Rase .. . J -t5. 
l~~ Foldcr No. A604J -6070 .. ~'(}!(/ .1/ii:;a:illI, Minist ry o r Fi nance , lllti Econoll1ic Dcvc lopmcn t (Hereaft er . 

. ~,\I . ,\ tO FE D). 
I ~ J ror Illst'IIKl'. while YYlma was annoLlIK ing Ihe arr ival of tile Emperor on an open automobi le to til\' 

pcople of I\ delis /\ haba nn i'vl:1y .5 . Il)-l I . T:ik l;i Sad iq critic ized Y·llma 1(11 not acknowledging the cn rmihuI IOll." of 
p~lIril) t s tn Ihe liberation da y. Set' Tiiklii ~<ldiq Miikuria . r(i·/Ii)·\\ ·lif .... RX. 

I~" Tn ... h. 9-t. 
I·!< V:!tl .... in:l. On" Tnuliliull ... ~ I 
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as evidence of how non-elite communiti es construct and modi fy cultural meaning over timc.,,146 

It is needless to note here that ynma is popular, especially within the bureaucracy, as a result of 

folkta les associated with him . Throughout my resea rch project, Imay emphasize, the maj ori ty of 

all my first conversations with informants or even oth er people began wi th politi cal jokes, actual 

or fabri cated ones, most of whi ch are assoc iated with Yrlma DenSssa. 147 Of course, a good 

number of the oral traditions about Yrlma Dcrcssa are humorolls in their nature and 1110St of them 

ca n bc catcgori zed as political humors. Like writtcn texts, thcrefore, the fo lktales about ynma 

Dcrcssa shed li ght not onl y on thc personality of my stud y subject, but al so on how a social 

group in the imperi al bureaucracy lIsed politi cal humor as a "means of criti cism and soc ial 

control based on projec ting (mostl y implicit) norms and va lues of specifi c community.,,'4' 

Wha t is in terestin g is that, with regard to Vrlm3 Deressa, oral traditi on and oral history converge 

and d ivcrgc in these fo lktales. 149 

1.5. Statement of the Problem 

It is un equi vocal th at VrJm3 Dcrcssa was an important Ethi opian hi gh level rUllclionary 

authori ty, diploma t and po litician during the reign of Emperor Haila Snlassc 1. He was. therefore, 

one of the personalit ies behind changes an d lransformal ion lhat the coun try has experienced in 

th e 20'" cen tury. In para lle l with hi s offi cial governm en t responsib ili ti es, he wrote books and 

1-16 Tosh. 295. 
1~7 [\,cn pOlcl1Ii<l1 informants who dcclincd to give oral intcrview cann OI help bllt tell onc or IWO polilic;il 

jokL:s assm;iall:d wilh YUma. 
I~X Villy T sakona and Diana 1:: lcl1a Popa. "1 ' umour in politics and Ihl: polilics o f 1-l ul1lour: An introduction" 

ill SlIIdi('x ill Po/iliwJIIIIIJ/O//I" . cd . Vil ly Tsakoll~1 and Diana El ena Popa (A mste rdam: John Benj;nn ills P llh l ish i n~ 

COlllp;lIly .. 20 11). ~ . 

I~() A rCllowlll.'d sc holar 011 ora l Ir"dition explai ncd lilat --t he sourCeS o f ora l hi sl0r ians arc rClllini sCI.::llccs. 
hcar:--a y. ur eyewill1e:--:-- a .. 'colillb "bOlil C\eIlIS alld :--itualiulls which are cOllte l11po rary. that is. which occurrcd during. 
thc life [il11c o f the infmlll"llI ..... Thi :-- dit"fl.'n: (rom OI"a l lradi[iclils in Iha l orallradi lions arc 110 longer COllll.'lllpnrary. 
Tht:y ha\'e passed fl"O l11 Illoulh lu mOlllh, Ii.lr a pt:riod bl'yond tht: lili.:lil11(, of lht: inllH"l11anl",. Tht: \\\0 :--lll1all~)I1:-, 

lyp iCi ti ly ;11"1: \"l~ry difT~rclll with r~gard 10 thl' wlleclioll o l',ollrcc!<. a", \\"l'lI a:. wilh r~~anl tO lheir analysis." \"lll,ina. 

()raJ TrllflilioJ/ .. 12-1 .-; 
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newspaper artic les in the earl ier publicati ons of Addis Ziillliill. T hough sou rces from the period of 

the Imperia l Government of Et hiopia assert that he was one of the most powerfu l persons in the 

country in the I 960s, no full-fledged work ex ists on hi s life. No research has been conducted on 

the decis ive personal an d publ ic experi ences of Ydm a Deressa. The scanty information available 

in the li teraturc and fo lkta le does not expla in the once considerable personal an d publi c 

experiences of Yi"l ma Deressa full y. fI is, therefore, only through empi rica ll y wel l-in fo rmed and 

co nceptually groundcd research that we may have a complete life hi story of thi s di stinguished 

personal ity. 

1.6. Objective of the Study 

This study is conducted aiming at the reconstruction of a histori ca l biography of vn ma Deressa 

fro m hi s date of birth in 1907 to hi s death in 1979. Thi s s tud y_ as a hi stori ca l bi ography_ se ts the 

his tor ica l con tex t of th e times of Y ilma Dcrcssa at the outset. Indeed, the period in which Yi"lma 

li ved (190 7- 1979) and the activi ti es in w hic h he was engaged steadfast ly occ upy pivotal roles in 

the hi story of Et hi op ia as thc country has ex pcrienccd enormous chan gcs . Howevcr, as if these 

seven decades fai l to satis fy our cur iosity, it is foreseeab le to push the time of our study few 

decades back to figu re ou t VHma's family background and social milieu, not for the sake of 

chronological irredent ism, bu t out or necessity, and enter in to a mllch more cru cial hi stori cal 

interlude that had immense impaci 011 soc iet ies and indi viduals. It is not eccen tric, in thi s regard. 

then th at e ither the second halfor the la st quarter of the 19'" cen tury is the bench mark per .le for 
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man y works on Ethiopian hi story. ISO Co nsequent ly, thi s biographi cal snldy has attempted to 

describe the socia l and fami ly backgroun d of y nma Deressa together with his format ive years. 

ynma Deressa was known for hi s profound serv iccs in two major acti vities of modcrn Ethi opi an 

gove rnment especiall y after liberation until 1974: economy and foreig n rela tions. Hence, this 

study narrates and attempts to analyses the ro le of my study subj ect in these signifi can t publi c 

arenas in detail. Tn addition to my hi storical discllssion 011 his technocrati c achi evements in 

vanous core govemment instit ut ions, I have also examin ed both the literary works of Yi'lma 

Deressa and th e very phenomena of the fol k literatu re assoc iated with my study subject. 

Furthermore, cons idering the suppos ition of ' the personal is the political' the study has given due 

emphasis to the pri vatc li fe ofynma until his last days. 

1.7. Significance of the Study 

That said, "though any country's hi story, in large measu re is shaped by impersonal factors, there 

can be no ga insayin g th e importa nce of th e lives, aspi rati ons and achievements of ind ividual s. 

Biographi cal study is. therefore, recognized as a major fie ld of hi storica l invesri gation. ,,1 51 As a 

SOil of ('a Ill! Santo and BY/ala Dcrcssa A Il1 ~ i ntc w ho is bel ieved to be th e cOlls in o f Diigazl1Iac 

Kum sa Mor~ida , recordi ng th c liCe ex periences of Yrlma Dcrcssa is also in fact a biographica l 

approach to a hi story of the cent er-peri phery re lations after the inco rpora tion or Lelfa Naqam te 

into the Ethiopian statc. In exa mi ning the im mediate 1~lm ily backgrou nd of Y'flma Dcrcssa 100. 

one can also clearly see what indi vidual s like his fath er achieved in the process of moderni zation 

at the politi cni cente r o f thc Imperial Governm enl wit h a differen t soc ia l background. I-/enee, 

L'" R l:I1l~l rbbl(' works on Ihl: Illodern hislory and polilics of Elh iopia sllch as Bahru, A lIisuJ/y 01 
Ru hl'l1S01l. SIIIT;1'II1 (4 ... : II nrol d ivlarcw,. The I.Ui: (II/d ... : Tl' ..... hilk Tihchu. The JIIl/killg (II ,l/or/erll Flliiopia lSWi­
/!) 7.J (New .krsl..'y: Tilt' Rl'd Sea Pn . .:ss. 19( 5 ): Addi s Il iwul. ElliifllJio /i"olll,' ! lIlot"/"(/(y 10 Rem/Illioll (London : i\krlin 
Pn:"". 197:') ;tnd (l lhl' r:-. gi\l' oue empha:-.i" t(llhL' impon ancl' dc\cl(lpmCnl" inlhe 19t1l century. 

1"1 Iklailll'"h. (·lh). in~lcki and P;'llk hul"!'>\ (1c)75). 
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while examining rhe social and fami ly background of Y,lma Db'essa by appreciating the 

personal experience of his fat her Hi/ala Deressa Amante as a reform ist intellectual and regul ar 

contributer to Bi'rlialli"lla Siilam newspaper before the Ttali an invasion of 1935 , one can address 

the question of hi stori cal agency in the mom entous process of moderni zation , approach ing it, of 

course, biographi call y. 

Smdying the event ful experiences of Yi'll11a Deressa as a l11ember of the Black Lion 

Organization , as a planner to establ ish 'The Western [01'01110] Confederation', and deportee of 

by the I ta li an Fascist Governm ent in Ponza during the Ttalian occupation, is ill fact exam ining, by 

way of a biographical approach , how and why Ethiop ian s reacted to the invasion as well as what 

they encountered during the occu pation. In th e post-I 941 peri od, Yill11 a Dcressa se rved the 

Ethi opian Government occupying different government offices till 1974. Accordi ngly, thi s 

research that covers the li vely persona l and publ ic aspects of his life wou ld defi nitely contributes 

a lot, with new insights and approaches, to the schola rl y effort in hi storical know ledge 

production . As an approach to other historica l studi es in the period under discllss ion, a biography 

of YYlllla Denissa he lps to ill umi nate sO l11 e th emes in Ethi opian history. In this respec t, the 

di ssertation refers La broader historical subject matlers such as center-periphery, fi scal 

centra lizat ion, diplomacy and the issue of ethnic identity in Ethiopian pol iti cs. The study is 

believed to be or a considerable importan ce especiall y to historians. po lit ical sc ientists , 

economists, sociologists_ literary scholars, and the general readers_ 
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1.8. Research Methodology 

Biographica l study is a n important genre o f hi storical sllIdy.' 51 Among various genres of 

bi ography, espec ia lly crit ical bi ograph y (c ri t ica l because of the rigo rous research methodo logy it 

e mploys s imil ar to other hi s to ri ca l sllld ies) is a result of care full y interrogated sourccs. 

M oreover, " no fi cti onal devices or manipul ati ons of materi a ls are permitted, and the life is 

generall y developed in straight chrono logica l o rder." ,53 T here fore, thi s di ssertation is essent ia lly 

a resul t o f qualitat ive research in genera l and a histori cal research method in parti cular. T hough 

to lim ited extent, the study is a lso a sort of li terary biograph y since my study subject produced 

two books, one in Amharic and the o ther in English. Yi"lma Deressa seems to have also ed ited an 

a nth o logy o f poems to whi ch he has written a foreword .1S4 It is pe rtin ent to note here th at lite rary 

b iography te ll s the life of w ritcrs. Its biographc rs, therc forc, fundamcnta ll y "sllldy thc litcrary 

works themselves an d the li ves, th e m inds, and the limes tha l produced thCI11 .,,1 55 

Categorically, diffe rent types of sources a re consulted: primary w ritten, oral, pi ctor ial, 

secondary, locall y as we ll as fore ign generated docllm ents. However, writlcn mate rials constitute 

the major data for thi s po liti cal biography. "Vv'ritlcn sources arc lIsua ll y prec ise as rega rds time, 

place and au thorship, and they revea l the thoughts and actions of indivi dual men and women as 

no othe r source ca n d O.,, 156 Among these writtcn material s, thi s research re li ed heav ily on 

primary sources w hich cons ist of bOlh publ ic and pri va te documents. T hc primary sources are 

ma inl y gathered from pri va te co llection s. variou s record offices and arc hi ve departments of the 

I~~ Lloyd E. Ambrosius. ··lntrodul;(iun". in Irrilillg Biography IIi.Horill ll!i lI lId Thei,. Cra/I. \:d. L1 uyd E. 
A mbro:-ius (Li m:oln and London: Uni\ crsity or Nebraskcl Press. :WO-f) : \' iii. 

1<1 Pnul ivlu1Tn y Kc nci31. 1 :>:X. 
1'~Ydll1a D0ress: l. l!d .. rlldis 7./illl/ill .1//i:lIIlIl". SUii Nii.YOlliil ;·:i"hr,.. )'d 'iliopill u'ii/fl/ $iihfljh\,()(' rd(//ir/islI/ 

("ddi ~ Ab;-t ha: Miirhn TYhiib Printing H OllSI..'. 1933. F.e.) 
l(~ f\ l i( h;lel l3~nlun. "Literal Y i3il)graphy: Th\: Cindcl"elhi lli' Lil l.!l"<1l") Sludil.! ...... JOllrnol of .·Infhe/it" 

Fd//("{Ilillll. 3<). No.:; ( , \UII11ll1l :::!OIJ5)' -f-f &-15 
I 'f. T(l~ h. 5(1. 
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Ethi opian government institu tions. I have also tlI il ized the copies of periodica ls such as 

Bir/wl1il1{[ Sii/alll , Negaril Gazela and Addis Zalllan Am haric newspaper since their inception up 

until 1974. Though not crucia l seen fr0111 the criteri a of ori ginali ty, the ava il able secondary 

sources, publ ished and unpubli shed , are also made use of appropriately. The other vita l raw 

materi al s for this study, equally primary as written docliments, of course, arc oral sources in the 

form of oral histo ry and oral traditi on. Thc fo ll owing paragrap hs dcal wi th the discuss ion on 

source materi als of thi s biographi ca l study. 

To begi n with , I have benefited fro m the personal coll ecti ons ofYilma Den;ssa's fami ly, though 

the extent and condit ion of the docliments were disappointi ng and below my expectation. A mong 

scanty wri tten sources in the possess ion of different fa mily members, a letter of 33 pages which 

was said to be prepared by Hannah ynma Dercssa and D~ir~iga Dcrcssa Dankc and sent as a 

fam ily appeal to lh t;; Pruvisiunal Militaty Ad lllinstrali ve Council while Y 'JI ma was in pri son in 

January 1975 is a co mpa ratively helpful materia !. " 7 Produced under diffi cult condi tion in prison 

and now found in the possession of his gra ndson, a short personal test imony of Yi"lma Den~ssa on 

his contributions to the country, is also another source materiai. T he fami ly is al so in possession 

of short reco ll ec ti on. sca nty and fragmen ted materials that require a cautious source eval uation. 

However, a ca reful examination of th ese all materi als in comparison with ori ginal documents at 

the various rccord officcs of the Min istry of Fina ncc an d Economic Dcvclopmcnt. thc Mini st ry 

of Foreign Affai rs and different ora l in form ants show that nearl y all facts especiall y in the letter 

of lamily appeal to Provis iona l rVl ili tary Administrati ve Council and Yi"lma 's pri son testimony 

and other scant y priva te document s arc: crc:dible. Famil y members recal l that due to th e stiff 

40 



politi ca l tension duri ng the Revolution period, many source materi a ls are lost for fear of 

imminent repress ions by poli tical authori ties. 

The persona l fi le of Ala Yi'lm a Deressa at the record offi ce of the Mini stry of Finance and 

Economic Development (MOFED) is by far th e richest source as far as a political biograph y of 

my study subj ect is concerned. The fi le consists of nearly 600 persona l and official letters as well 

as noti ces, the majority of them written in Amhari c. They are e ither addressed to Yi'lma or 

pen ned by Yi'lma. The docum ents cover the period between the earl y 1940s to late I 960s. In thi s 

perso nal fil e, some documents deal w ith fami ly affairs that trans ferred in the 1990s even after the 

death ofYi'lm a in 1979. ';' I have al so consulted persona l fil es of Ala YUma Deressa at M inistry 

of Foreign Affa irs (MOFA). Inspitc of the fact that docum ents from two personal files of the 

subj ect of my study at MOFA arc not as abundant as sources frolll a fi le at MOFED; they a rc of 

simi lar nature in thei r variety. They provide a glimpse into th e pri vat e ~ nd public lives of Ala 

Y'ilma Den!ssa. Yet, if thi s biographica l snldy must be reconstructed within the ' lij'e- l1'ork-alld-

l i llles' traditio n, undoubtedl y, th e persona l files both at the MOF ED and MOFA are insuffici ent. 

Therefore, I have examined related govern ment documents espec ially rt-O I11 arch ives of Tiiq /ay 

Gi"l1Iga Bet(trans. -General Treasury', located in the compound of Central Sta tist ics Agency) and 

So/a J'vldgazdJl (tm s .. So/a Hall ), bo th reco rd deposit s which belong to MO FED, in the hope o r 

corroborat ing facts IllcllIi ollCd in the personal fi les . These source materi als illustrat e not only the 

routine and part icular ac ti vities whi ch my study subj ect used to deal with but also the \-vays ur the 

period , Few but valuClb le documents fro m vari ous indi vidua ls. includ ing picloria l evidcnces, are 

dul y consu lted. 

l~l<The klters dealing \\'ilh the p~IlSiUIl of A IO V ilma which W:1S dClli .. :d during thc j""l ilitary RcgiITH:, wrillcil by authorities at the ivl ini!>try of Finance and the ~ l inislry of Trade during Ihe Trllllsilion<l l Gover111lle111 of Ethiopia( 1991- 1995) arl' Illll<..'\\ IlrLhy, Regarding isslics llf inheritallce, llnic ial dOClIl11l:1l1S :Irl' als(I pr\ldll\:~J l'\ t"1l ,liler hi~ de:tlh and found in the pehnn:1i tile PI' \10 Vilma at the archi\c of Ihl' fvlini,'lry of Foreign /\Ilair<;; i1 karaJier t-..l()FA) , 
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I have also referred to text and microfilmed documents, mostly gen erated by the British 

authori ti es, from the manuscript secti on of the library of Instil'ute of Ethiop ian Studies( IES) , 

Add is Ababa University(AAU). T hey are of great va lue in reconstructi ng a po liti ca l biography of 

Yllma Deressa especia ll y in the earl y I 940s. In th is regard, fo r in stance, a fil e cata logued as rES, 

MS 369 1 G-SI wi th a ti tle " Mi ni stry of Interior (F inancc), Ethiopian Currency 1941- 1943", is 

remarkable. ' 59 I havc also conducted an internet research and util ized the documents of the State 

Department of the Un ited States of Ameri ca. Bes ides, I benefited fro m the ,~iihajii n·zaz Walda 

Masqal Tar iku Memorial Archive Center of the rES in reconstructing some aspects of YrIma's 

biography. In thi s study, documents are a lso utilized from the National Archive and Library 

Agency (NALA) whic h posseses la rgely the reco rds of the Imperial Ministry of Interior. 

In add ition to th e manuscri pt section o f the IES library, I al so benefi ted a lo t from its peri odi ca l 

(,;u ll ections. For thi s biographica l study, espec ia ll y, the va lue of Nega,.il Ga::el{f as we ll as Addis 

Ziimiill newspaper is immense. Negaril Gazeta announces almost all lega l matters of the Imperial 

Govern ment, including numerous royal appointments, in the fo rm of proclamation s and legal 

not ices. Needless to say. hence, it publi c ized the dut ies and responsibi lities of the branches of 

govern men t as wel l as their higher officials. As a prominent authority figure in varioll s 

mini stries, ll lHJoubtcdly, the official tasks listed down in the Nega";1 Gaze/a determined Yrlma 's 

public life considerably. 160 Interesti ngly. some sources elucida tc how Y"dm a himse lf, on his part , 

played an important ro le in framing the regulations and practi ces of inst itut ions as a builder of 

modern insti tutions in Ethiopia. I f Nega}";1 Gazetaa delineates th e cO!1l our or orlit ial duti es and 

responsibiliti es \vhich helps to map out some ac ti ons of Y"d mi:l Deressa , Addi .... · Ziil1liiJl. by 

15'/ r-. losl prob:lbly. 109.elher " 'i lh (ll her documents. Ihts fil e is a p(' r~onal dOIl:l liOIl of the l:lle hi:.tnrian SVCIl 

Rubl'nsoll. 
!hlt SI'C \ 't'.'..!.II";f Gledll. Ordl'r ;-..!umhl'r I of 19..Jl . 1\ 11 ( )nkr 10 D cli lll' Ihe Pm,·c1':-' ;l lld i)ll l ic:. of ()u1' 

r-. l inislns.:! () J:l1l11ary. 1c)..J 3. 
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chronicling w hat Yi'lma Deressa did for decades, records some of the activities he was engaged 

In, 

No matter how va luable Niigarit Gaze{a and Addis Zamdn arc, however, these governme nt 

publi cations, even more than official records at MOFED, MOFA , IES and NALA, can be 

cri ticized for their statist perspective and formal nature, Biography, as Leon Edel stresses, 

" attempts to preserve, w hat it can , of hum an greatness or humbleness; to describe a pilgrimage 

from childhood to maturity an d finally to the grave, and in thi s process the labors, errors, 

passions and actions that lead to accomplishment, ,,161 It is also emphasized that "b iography [is] a 

reco rd of the individual human mind as much as of the exploits of a persoll."lo2 It is here, thus, 

w here the very employment of ora l hi story and oral tradition matter. Fam il y mem bers, close 

fi'i e nds, col leagues ofY't'lma Db'essa and others, at Gimbi , Naqamte and Addis Ababa , tell what 

th ey observed and remember abollt hi s personality. Above a!i , key informants narrate some 

aspects of th e li fe of my subj ect of study that government docum ents and periodi ca ls fail to 

capture. 163 Moreover, as I realized eventually in the course of repeated ora l intervi ews of key 

, r 164 In lormants, ora l sources usuall y only further underline a need ror elaboration and better 

options to verify intcrpretatioll s. 165 Yel, ora l in formation is also one major li mitation in this 

161 Edel...J. . 
1(,2 Hamilton. 57. 

16~The '"Ma::d':.a syslem" in budge I process is a case in point. As it is discussed in the following chapters 
,\/tcii::a C~lIl be defined as a financial order by the Emperor Ihrollgh Ihe iV1ini slcr of lhe Pcn payable 10 whomevcr gOI 
lhe t~l\lor or IIll: sOVl:reign t' ither [rom legally approved account in the budgd ur from any extraonJinary liLlam.: ial 
sourcc. 

I('~ In!(ll"Iml1 11 s: Bul b i Dii maqsa . Solia ynillil. Asf~lw Dam\\::. Bi'rhan:i Den':ssa. Tii.~olllii G ~ib rU Mariam. 
1\I~ing;isa SY)'um and ;-\sLinafi SY!li raw. 

1(,-' A pioncer scholar all oral tradition argues tlwt ""when hislori;[ns s llIdy 'Hillen docu lllc nl s the voice o f 
Ihcir aut hors is heard onel: and fnr all, i. c .. thl.' subjl:cl ivt' in terprl:taliun thc y bring to til l: wrili ng of" a dOCU Ill l: IlI is 
given oncc and for :l li. It can only bc panially circun1Vcntcd by c()ll1paring dOClIIl1CnlS. Hlil th;]! d()cs nm ho ld in the 
casc o f lll":ll inl()rmHli(HI. BeCIUSt' lll1l' dl:als with living people. it is po ... sible to lind a larger numbe r ur points or 
\ lew In C(HllparC ,ll1d to acqllirc a bcttl'r :-.cn:-'l: orwh,lt l''("aclly inrorms the subjccti " ilY ordirl"crclIl SOiIITl:S . II folio\\':-. 
that tlwrl: is less nltlm 1111' thc hlst\)ril·~tI illl:tginallol l lIt' till: hish1ri,IIl 111 :111 11\ till: caSl: or \\ rilll'l1 suu rCl::-. lhal (annul 
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study. No informant, including coll eagues and fami ly members, dared to talk criti ca lly about the 

weaknesses, flaws, negati ve aspects of Ala Y"ilma Deressa and his personal life. As a result , I 

fee l that this study doesnot provide a complete pi cture ofYilma Deressa. 

Besides ora l hi story, as 1 mentioned earl ier, oral tradition is also another source material 

consulted in thi s study. Informants recall that po li tical jokes of all sorts which are attributed to 

Y"ilma Deressa used to circulate by word of mouth especially among th e ci vi l servants. No doubt, 

among other soc ial and political functions, jokes were instrum ental in the portrayal of ynma 

Deressa 's personality in the publi c arena . Here, these witty narratives, whether they are fa enlal or 

fi ct it iolls, arc utili zed as hi stori cal ev id ences at th e least for el ucidating what was th ought about 

isslles that were th e obj ects of th e jokes. Any messages conta in in g hi storical information , Jan 

Vansina argues, " tell s us about events or sequences of events, describes a situation of til e past, or 

I " 166 TI C I .. I " . fl · . I repo rts a trenc . 1CrClore, ora narrati ve arc Important as t ley tes t1 y t len to opll1\Ons anc 

values held, to mentalit ies, and that is th eir va lue, not as testimony of fa ct . It is th erefore 

important to scrutin ize traditi ons for signs that th ey are in fac t ex press ions of general izati ons or 

norms rather than state ment s of observations of events or s ittJations.,·1 67 All these primary 

sou rces are tested out against th e ex isti ng secondary sources. These materi als, on th e one hand . 

co mprise unpubli shed research outco mes sllch as sc ni or essays, MA th cses and PhD 

di ssertati ons. On the other hand , they in clude publi shed materi als of various fo rms most 

importa ntl y journ al arti cles. book chapters and books. 

f rom th e above di sc uss ions on the co ncept of biog raph y. th e Ill ult il aye red survey ofbiogr<lphi c<ll 

literature and th e research meth odology. th e f'o ll O\.vin g co ncludin g remark s call be made taki ng a 

Inlk h;lCk." J;J1l V;}l1sin;1 . 'Tpiloguc: Fieldwork in History" in PlIl'sui! (J(lIis!orl': Fit.dr/Jmrk ill .,Ui·ic(I. eds.Cnrolyn 
Keye." Ad .... ·twikt' and Jan Vansina(Pon;o;rn011!h: I It'in .... ·Ill~lntl. 199G). I ]X. 

1M, Vansin,t. ()}"11 1 Tiwli!illl/ _. J I 
1,.7 /hid.31 -.3~. 
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biographical study of YUma Deressa as a reference point. To begin with , seen from 

methodological point of view, the political biography of Yflma Deressa is more of a historical 

study than a literary research. The organ ization, evaluatioll , synthes is and analysis of written and 

oral sources gathered from government archives, private documen t co llections and knowledgable 

informants indicates tha I slich biographical studies is a scientific endeavo r. Indeed, the story line 

(b irth-growth-adulth ood-old-agc-death) rcscmb les onc of the major fi ctional clcments in crcati ve 

writing with its foc us on the life cxperience of single protagon ist. Desp ite criti cisms against thc 

adequacy of a biographica l study in providing cxplanations for broader hi sto rical processcs, it 

attempts to refl ect on th e role of individuals in hi story. Biography as an approach to broader 

historical themes, illustra tes oth er historica l processes. The biographical study of YUma Deressa, 

of course, primarily wil l in vestigate a life account of Vrl ma Deressa as a drallwfea persolla. 

However, to capture the ful l pi cture of the pri vate and public life of Ynma, du e examination of 

dynami c hi stori ca l processes in which hi s persona l li fe and political ca reer pl ayed out wi ll be in 

order and thi s makes th c smdy wo rthy. 

The bi rth and growth of criti cal biograp hi cal study coincided with th e emergence of 

ind iv idualism in the western world th at saw hi sto rica l change and transform ation. 111 thi s respec l, 

the focus or biographers in th eir choice of study subject main ly revol ved around personalit ies 

\vho were th e agents and the products of change both in th e global. the continental and the 

national con tex t. The discllss ion on historical contex t in whi ch V"lIma Dcrcssa li ved will also 

signify compara ble. ir not similar. changes th at Ethiopia experi enced. In thi s regard, almost all 

biographi ca l works in Ethiopian history surveyed briefly in this srudy also concentrated on tht: 

li fe, times an d works of individu;] ls who li\'C C\ in tht' ninctecth and twenti et h centuri es which 

W(T e the times of momentous change. Dealing wi th Vnma' s lire account in the sa me his!ori(al 
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setting, therefore, this study complements the exist ing body of knowledge in biographi ca l study. 

Related to the biographical li tera ture surveyed in thi s s tlld y, an emerging autobiographical 

li terature has recentl y suppl emented the knowl edge production of biograph y whi ch deals 

essentiall y with the life of indi vidual s who were born and li ved in thi s period of change and 

transfomation. Produced by the protagoni sts themselves, these works impl y that the narratotors 

have felt a sense of indi viduality. 
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Chapter- Two: 

Historical Context 

y,lma Deressa was born in 1907 in th e same year of th e first Council of M in isters establ ishm ent 

and a year after E mperor M'Inili'k II had suffered th e fi rst stroke. Hav ing attended his elem entary 

and seconda ry school s at M',nil'lk II School and the Vic toria Co ll ege in Alexandria respective ly, 

he j oi ned London Schoo l of Econom ics in 1929. Receiving hi s first degree in Economi cs, he 

returned home and began hi s government service at the Min is try of Foreign affairs (1933-

1935).' 6' After hi s doub le involvements in the short- li ved Black Lion Movemen t and the 

" Western [Oromo] Confederation " in western and south-western Ethi opia, Itali an offi cers 

ex il ed him to It aly to jo in th e war pri soner Ras lm'lru Hailii-Snl asse at Pon zajus t 10 be re leased 

years later and serve the Italians in Addi s Ababa in UUicio Politico .'69 y n ma th cn resumed h is 

state service after liberation as a Director General. then V ice- Minister of Finance ( 1942-49), 

M ini s ter of Comilleree and Industry ( 1949-53), Ethi op ian Envoy Ex trao rd inary and M inister 

Pl enipo tenti ary in th e United States of Ame ri ca(USA ) ancl th e United Nation s (1 953-58), 

Mini ster of Fore ign Affairs (1958-60). Mini ster of Fin ance ( 1960-1969) and Minister of 

Comm erce, Industry and Tourism (1 969- 7 1). Furthermore. he was the pres iden t of the Board o f 

Governors 0 r I I a i 13 S'Ili asse I Un i vers ity and a member o f t he Crown COline i I (197 1-74) ."0 

1I,~ Informanls: Su r),a Y..-! m:t. B'irhanii Den:ssa and lIah:;i·SYllass ie T:lHissii: Farago. 3X. 
1(>'1 I [adis. :WO-12X . 
(-1+ S~il;it1l11ll Giibr:\·i\ lana1ll !o Y"(lm:! DlTcss:l. IJ am ie 6. 11)(,2 E.C. Pri\ <l h: ColkuiLl Il ur Yiilll:lllii (j"lgu. 

NI.:\\, York. USA .. \ cnpy (If Ihi s dnCllllll.:ll1 is abn foulld in Ihl' personal lik of Vrllll,l [)0r~"sa ill {he ,\!inistry III' 

For('i gn Anairs, Anonymous persoll also \\'ilnl'~s('d lil;lI il copy o f Iht' dOClLI11l'111 is found in Iht' arcili\'e of Iht' 
i\ li ni s lr~ of Pt'n , The donlllll:11I inliil';tl"::-' Ih,H il \\'; lS \\' l"ill":l1 tu Y'IlIna in fL':-'POIlSL' lu tht' 1<lIl l'I'"S r..: qlll':-.1 to ha\'l' Iht' 
copi..: ..... or l":l\t' r", of ;lp]1nintlllelll fl -n1ll 111(' Ministry nf Pell . ,h Iht' ('nullcil 01';'1. 1 illi~(t'r", \\ ';-'S I'l'-csl,lhli ..... hed in 19()(). 
til..: .. \lllharic d,lily i1l'\\SP"Pt'1' has publl:-.1h.'d tilt' pl.!rStlllal ,lL't'llUlltS llC !1ll.!l11bt'rs o r tht: COUllci l or \Iin i,,(..:!'s, St:c 

.Ut/is 1 i/1I!'1I1 \iia/ia S. 195X 1-. ( ', 
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I-lav ing lived in Eth iopia , Egypt, England, Ita ly and the USA for more than seven decades in th e 

very dramat ic 20'" cenl1lry, fina lly, after four and ha lf yea rs of de tenti on at the grand pa lace s in ce 

June 1974 by th e Provis ional Mil itary Adm inistrati ve Council ali as Diirg, YUma Db'essa di ed at 

the age of 72 in 1979. Nex t to hi s deathbed in a roo m at th e hospital of Imperial Body Guard, out 

of sheer suspi c ion the Diirg assigned a well armed so ldi er to keep an eye 011 an ail ing Y"dm a. H e 

was a father of two sons and four daughters by two wo men, Wlro Q"ld"lst Tasama and Wlro 

El isabet Warq"lnah .171 

The above narrative, admittedl y, is an extreme ly condensed, s impli sti c, and lin ear account that 

deals only w ith th e beginning, middle and the end of the life and work o f my s l1ldy subj ect. To 

capture the better picture of the life and wo rks ufYHma Deressa, it is essenti a l to set a histo ri cal 

co ntext even for a one-d imensional biographi ca l narrati ve with its renowneclmotif a t' ' beginnin g, 

middle and end ' . As n son of Bi"lar(l Deressa A mante and Ca lnl Son to, a fami ly whi ch belongs 

partly to the Wal laga aristocracy and as an author of two hi story books as well , it is no wonder 

that the hi stori ca l context for a politi cal biography of Y Uma Deressa would be quite wide-

ranging. However, I have tr ied to be cautious in settin g the contex t suit ab le for the li fe and works 

or the subject. 

111 th is rega rd , needl ess to say, "hi story is th e di sc ipline of contex t; each faci call be given 

mean ing on ly wirh in an ensem ble of other meanings .,,1 ?:! The very approach of my biographica l 

silld y, th erefore, is 1113inly based 0 11 the view that " the men \-vhose actions th e hi storian studi es 

were not isolated individuals ,]C ling in a vacuum: they ac ted in a con text, an d under the impulse 

n 111! \.)I"I11:1 I11: SLltl :! y'illll ~1 
17: I .P. r hompsol1 . ··!\t1thl"op()1ogy ;llld Ih..: Di:--ciplillC or His toricli C OIl IC\"!. " ,lfidlil/Itl !-lis//JIy. L No. 

3( Chich..:st..:r. El1gl:lnLi: Phillillltll"l' . ] 9 7 1 ):-t5 . 
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of a past soc iety."I73 Due emphasis, accordi ng ly, is given to th e suggesti on that " the underl ying 

princip le of a ll historica l works is tha t the subject of our enquiry must not be wrenched from its 

. ,,174 N 'd I I sett lil g. ot to conS1 er t 1e contextual perspective in biographi cal studi es, so run s t 1e 

argum ent, "prevents us from ful ly understa nding the changes over time in our subject 's life some 

large, but most inc remen tal and, above all , the impo rtance of co ntingency in th e course o f a life 

span.,, 175 Interestingly, in this con text-i n-development, Vrlma Dcrcssa was both, to usc the 

language of di scourse, the obj ect and the subject of the changes. 176 In thi s d issertat ion, therefore, 

by e lucidating the life and works of Vrlm a Ocrcssa in a relevant hi stor ica l context, I have 

attempted to ind icate how Vrl ma was under the sway of the larger forces of change. Above a ll , 

17) Carr, 35. 
17 .. Tosh, 10~ 11. 
\ 75 Schoppa, 49. 
176 Having consulted the availablc matcrials on the period under di sc llss ion (1 900s ~1970s) , I have come to 

the conclusion that tile hi storical context fo r a biography o f Yi'lma Dcn5ssa. compared to its state of pCl"lnanenee. 
was a con tex t in ch:lIlge. This is ma inly because Yi·lma was bo rn , brought up, worked and died in the ' age or 
modernization· in Ethiopia. The debate how the changes (,modern ization' , 'modernity' ) were perceived by the 
hi stori cal actors themselves and scholars in later period seems to have been a topic of cmpirica l and speculat ive 
deba tes. Interes tingly, in thi s cOl1text~in-devclopmc nt. YUma Dcrcss:l was both, to usc the language or di scourse, the 
objec t and the subjcc t of the changes. See Messay Kebede, S'u"l'/ml olld Modemi:aTioll Ethiopia's Elligmaric 
Preselll : A Philisophical Discourse (Lawrencevil le; The Red Sca Press. 1999); rvlessay Kebede. "Gebrehi wot 
BaykeJagn, Eurocent rism. and the Decentering o r Ethiopia , " .lol/mol of Black STudies, 36, No.6 (Ju ly 2006): 8 1 5~ 

832: Bahru , Piolleers 0/ Elizabeth Wolde Giorgis. "Charting Out Ethiopi;Jn Moderni ty and 
Modcrn ism."Cal/a/oo, 33, No. I, (Winter 2010): S2~99. Though there arc some va riations betwcen these writi ngs. 
both works go wilh thematically, that is 10 say, the authors argued th<1t "the conception about Eth iopia 's 
back wardness has roo ts in the Eurocent ric world~ v ic\V.'· For instance, Elsabet h argued that "Baykedagn' s ret.lding of 
cultura l and hi slori ca l phenomena in tc rms of "Otherness," although not explicitly tll"liculatcd, reconstituted the 
idcntity of Ihe Ethiopian "Other." While thi s "Olhcr" fun clioncd with in the means of production of Ihe domin<lnl 
European culturc, il also ul timately be<.: ;!me a Western impa rl or a hybrid form , uniting loca l C01H.:qHiul1s with 
Western concept ions." Sec. Elizabeth. 96. Messay Kebede. similarly noted thai " the Euroccnlri e concep tion or 
histo ry prevented Baykedagn from deve loping any positive vicw abOUl Eth iopian history and culture." Sec 
"Gebrchiwot B:lykedrlgn ... ," S IS . Despitc their merit in prob lcnwtiz ing cu llUml themes in the exis ling body of 
lli stori<.:a l knowledge, the major shortcom ing of thcse two works is that both 1~lileJ to exami ne the object iw. 110tthc 
subj cc tive, roo ts of the idea or llloJcrn ity and l1loderni7atioll in Eth iopia. Though t:1 r from epistemological con:o.e nl 
among social sl:iclIt isls. the conceptualizations of s llbj~c t·objcct/agt:Jl(.:y~strtlcILl re lhi stor i ('al actor/his torical contc:.:t 
(':o.pl·ci,dly in sociology and historic:tI slUd i(' ~ ar(' css(,ll tia ll y are workable tools of analysis. The theordiGti d('batc Oil 

Ihc connection u r discolineeliull bctwcen agcney and strllc tun.: is still on-going amung the l('ading sdlOlars ll f thc 
di sci pline. Francois rJ' epdte:tu pointed OUI tha t ··Sociology has been strongly influcnced. indc('d 011 til (' qlleslioll of 
agC'ncy~strllcturc. by IWO modcs of percC'ption o f the social ulli\\': rsc on'l" the lasl 1\\·0 or th rce decades: co~ 
detcnnin islll and n.:latiunisill. The mo.'>t in fluenlial is l·o~dctenllilli:.1ll.'· In l·untcillpurary suc iology. this rdi.:rs tu the 
\\'0rks (If \\'cll~k nO\\'n social scicnti~ts sllch as ~ I . Archer (11)~2, I'N5. 200(b. 200011. 20m). R. Bha!-kar (199~). P. 
Bergt:r and T. LUl'kIll:1I11l {I9()7). P. l3uurdiell (1977, 19X-4. 1990a. 1990b). A Giddens {1979. 19X .. L 19X6. 1990. 
Il}l}ll. C. \\. \\ I ills! 1959 I ~()OO , :1nd N. Mnll7c1is (19)-19, 1 i.)93. IlJl)5. 2(J()() I. Scc f) 'cj1cltcalL 5 I -n . 
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by illuminating his indiv idua lity both in hi s pub lic and private lives based on the avail abl e 

sources, 1 have represented Vi"lma as a hi storical actor. 177 

Categori ca ll y, the relevant hi stori ca l setting for my subj ect of the study is th e Ethiopian state. A s 

high-ranking and an influential politician in th e Im perial Government of Ethiopia, Yilma ' s li fe 

and career is directly and closely linked with th e Ethiopian state. An attempt to understand Vi"lm a 

Deressa wi thout a pertinent di scuss ion of the definin g nature, institutions and practi ces of th e 

Ethiopian state is to misunderstand him, to say the least. 178 Til thi s chapter, therefore, having 

given a summ arized apprai sal of th e avail able lite rature on the namre of the Ethiopian state, I 

have attempted to reconstrnct the broad hi stori cal backdrop aga inst whi ch I portray the 

biographi cal aCCo lillt of Y"dmCl Dercssa. 

2.1 . The Ethiopian State 

It is conc isely and precise ly noted th at " th e twenti eth centu ry saw structural tran sformat ion s in 

many aspects o f sta te a nd soc iety in Ethi opi a .,,179 As the corpus of litera ture espec iall y on the 

governm ent o f Eth iopia ind icate , fro m 1900s to 1970s, not to play down so me pers istent poli tica l 

177 Because of th e compl ex natu re of Structure-Agency re lation. in Ihi s stud y. no atte lll p i is made La g ive a 

conc lu sion whether structllre determine agcncy or vicc-versa. 
17:'( Th is works somewhat eve ll for a b iogra ph y oran ind iv idual wh o is no l a polili c ian. The Et hiopian sta le . 

!l dec is ive fo rcc behind many re markable dc \"c lopme l1 ts . cventll,dl y occupicd :t il impo rta nt pos it ion in lhc hi slori cal 
process in lhe pe rI od un der d isc us s io n, co nseq uentl y, all y anal ys is of h istor ical eonle xl revo lves a round. b ut by nu 
means con fi ned 10. it. Needless 10 st~lte that the emerge ncc ~!11d sl rl'nglhen ing of polilica l and adm inisl rati w 
cl:nlraliza ti u n. o f course. 13cil it l.l lcd by the ...: .xpansio ll or ditTerenl so rt s o f inrra slrllc lun: (lel\:colllillun icat io ll . railwa y 
and roads ) as we ll ~I S the ad vent of i mper i ~ll bure;\l\l.:racy haw slcadi ly enhanced Ihe domineeri ng pnsitillll of Ihe 
im per ia l slale in lil c country e \ 'en in pro\'inces and reg ions hithe rt o unaffec ted by il. T his impacl inc ludes impo rtant 
Im'al lradt..' cell te rs and Hl"li vil ies. 100 . Sec iviarl"lls. Tile Lire til/d . .. : Perham. The C m '(, I"IIII JeIlI or .. : C lapilam( I 9(9): 
l\l arb~ i '''(1 l) 7 ..j ) and Riciwrd Pankhurs l. 1:("///10111;(" I-liS/III:" 0/ F.lhiopia I SO()- I (j3j (Add is Aba ba : 11a ik Sc lasse 
LJniVt'rsi l \" Pn:ss. 196:-;) . ..t ..t 6--t 5 1 

i 7'1 Sh itcraw I·k kclc . ""The F \()lu tion o f Land TelHll'l' in the Imperia l Fra ." In .-111 FCII!lt)/IIit ' /-lisrol'\" of 

EIIIII)}J;II . 1"0/. I The IIIIIh'rial Era 11)-11 -1-1. cd. Shill:ra\\" Bdl·k {D:lkar: Clllk:-.ri:1. 1(95).100 
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va lues, practices and instituti ons, poli ti cs in Eth iopia di d undergo noti ceable change. ISO Nea rl y 

a ll developments at most had beb'1.ln or at leas t had taken their course at the close of th e 

nineteenth and the beginning of the twen ti eth century which " marked a great turnin g point in the 

hi story of Ethiopia." ' s, Tn fact , hi storical processes that had taken place then did innuence 

IS' great ly later deve lopments. -

One possi bl e ex planat ion for the d ynam ic aspec t of this historical contex t in the twentieth 

century ( 1900s-1970s), not to forget the signi fl cance of remarkable domestic hi storica l 

deve lopments, is the very consequence o f the interaction which Eth iopia had had w ith the 

neigh boring and far away states and international powers throughout the 19th century. IS) A clear 

outcome of the interacti on and relation with European powers, among many others, was th e 

introciuCliol1 and adoption of new econom ic and political in stinltiollS and practices. Obv ioll sly, 

1l«(JArnong these works, Perham, The GOl"emmelll oI ... ; Clapham(1969); [")ctc!" Schw<tb, "An A nnlys is or 
Dec is ion-Making in the Po litica l System o f Et hiopia" (PhD Dissenation in Po li tica l Science. New School for Soc ial 
Resea rch, Ncw York : 1970); Markaki s( 19 74) , can be taken <.15 standa rd oncs. 

I~I Tcscma Ta ' a , The Polirical Ecollomy oI all /!/i'ical! Sociery ill Trall.~/om/{/riol! : Th e Case oi /llacca 
Oromo(Erhiopia) (Wicsbadcn: Harrtlsso witz Verlag, 2006), 89 

IS~ " It is 110 wonder tha t [Emperor Haile Sci la ssie] operatcs wit hin the achicvcments and even th e va luc 
SYSICIll or Mcncl ik II", see Harold MarclI s, Tlte LUi! and ... , 6. Thi s wate rshed, in turn , has it s own ge nes is tha t 
o rig inates esscllli<t lly;1( the dawn o r the nincteenth ccntt1ry, Sec. Svell Rllbenson , (1976). 

1~3 Sven Rubenson ex pla ined the vc ry formati ve years o r thi s interaction or cth iopi a wi lh outs ide powers as 
'The cOllling. of a New Era' , Ballll.! desc ribes the lat er stage which was Icad ing IOwards it s c lil11ax as ' The Exh;rna l 
C hall enge", SVCIl Rubenson, SUrl 'im! of Erhiopian Indepelldellce, Addis Ababa: Addi s Ababa Uni vcrsi ty Press, 
1976.p . 29. Bilhru,'" 1-1i ... ·fOJJ of. 2-1--80. Unt il the middle of thc 191h century, probabl y because inte rnal cO l1l1 i<..:ts 
ci olllin.1tcd th e politic.1[ scene, conl.1 c ts wcre cntire ly a Eu ro pea n initiative. Therero re , it was the Euro peans who 
needed u r wa nted somct hing rrom Ethiopia , as /i'0 111 thc rI .. 'st or th e world : spheres or intlue ncc , stnllt!gic bases 1'01' 
the ir own confli c ts, market s for surp lus goods, sources o r raw materials, missio n fields , and new homes. Tewodros 
began to take the in itiati ve in the true se nse o f the word cs pt:<..: ial ly ill the second hall' or llie nineleen th c~ ntu ry: 

iro ni ca ll y, th e who [c schclllc ended in !inseo . For T ewodros rcbtiol1 wit h European powers was ;\ Ciuest io n o f 
initiat iw , uf acti ve natiu nal goal s: the educationa l and tec hno logica [ ad va nccment o f Et hiopia ,lIld the <":ull ta inlllclit 
and rc\'Crsa l o f Egypt ian c:\pansion. All in all. in th e contc xt or Et hiopia's ninctcenth-century !'> urviva l as an 
intkpcndcnl sta le, th e reign of Tc \\'odros was nucia[ in Illany respec ts. Firs t. Tc\\'odros pcrceived, as Jid nunc urh is 
prl.' li eccssors among the JIIl!s(!fi llf that thc poli ti ca [ anarch y, moral la xi ty, and technologica l h;.ckwardnc:-.s or his 
pf...'opk thrc,lI cned national sUI"\ 'i\'al, In !~I <':I.lh<.: r<.:\i\';l1 of Eurup<.:an intl' tTS! inlhc Ethiopian region \\"a s 110t a un iquc 
phcllo mcnon, It \\'as part of the general European pCl1l'tration or Africa in the ninetcenth cClltu ry, Expansi\ln or a 
1110rc \ 'igol"olls kind ca me rrom nearer homc, It \\TI S Egyp t that presen ted a cha llcnge. In the !ina l anal YS IS, thrcatcned 
l1ubilitic." both wi thin and wilhout badly l1\.'cdcd Ihc a.":-. i . ..,t<lIlL'CS from and rr icndshi p \\' ilh European pU\\·f...'r:- :-. illL'~ lhc 
rl'ign or h n peror Te\\,fldros. Int erna l cflllll'ntion at mO . ..,t for imperial power or al k~a.st for rcgional aUlonomy \\'a:­
al.so anulhcr dcri, ing !i.)rct' I II .sed, a[li~llll'c \\ ilh EUHlpca ll pll\\'crs. SWIl Ru ben.soll , 51. (19, S9, 90, 17..J &~(,i): 

I·bhrll. , I IIlstOIT til . .. 2-t<!6 : Chark:- Schadl'r. "' I' nd;l\ i:- t ic c~ lpit ali:-lll in Ethiflpi;1. 1906 .. 19:;6 : ,\ :-tudy of t: urrL'IlL')'. 
h~ll1kill~, a nd ill 1i.lI"Ill<l [ unlil Nc\\H1rb" (PhD Di:-' ."crtallllil III Ili slory, The Un i\l..'l"si lY orChicagLl, 19(0), 23.3':' ~ ...t-l. 
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these economic political experiences, as an intri cate process, did not take place at a moment and 

smootbly.1S4 It is partly due to tbis pbenomenon tbat scbolars bave utilized different concep ls 111 

tbeir attempt to defin e wbat exactly tbe pre-Revo lution Ethiopian state was. 

for instance, tbe political system of the pre-1974 Etbiopia bas been various ly described as 

"tradit ional or feudal autocracy, absolute mona rchy, constitutionalized absoluti sm, or feudo-

bourgeois monarchy."'ss The frequently utili zed depictions of the Ethiopian state such as the 

'centralized government' ' the modern s tate ' and 'A byssini an Fueda lism' are a lso examined in a 

scho larl y mann e r to reconsider th e C0111 1110n terminologies and exp lanations in the literatu re. 186 

All in all , one can classify the cxisting lite rature on the Ethiopian state roughly into thrcc 

categories based on their tacit views and straightforward characteri zation s. T hese arc the 

'moderni zing statc',IX7 the 'abso luti s t state ,lXX and the 'dependent colonial state ,. lX9 There is, 

however, o lle caution . Th e groupin gs are by 110 Ill eans Illlltuall y exclusive,190 

I~-t A 

account. See. 
23,33-44, 

commendable material to study this development is Takla-Hrl\varyat Tti kb-Mal)lam's personal 
Yii/u?YII'iile lwi/;, .(Orobayogm/i) (Addis Ab~i ba; Addis Aba ba UniverslY Press , 1998 E,C'.): Schaefer, 

IR5 Desalcgn RahmalO, " Political Power and Social Formation in Ethiopia Undcr the Old RcginH':: Notl:s on 
Mar;.:is! Theory," in the Prvceedillgs (~l fhe Eighfh Illfe/"l/(/fivl/({/ Co/!ff-rellce (~l/:'~flti()pi(/II SfIldies, Vol. I, (Addis 
Ababa: Ababa Un iversity Press. 1988): p. 466, Dcsalegn also listed some or the standard works all thc topic: Addis 
l-ii wet(1975):C laphalll (1969); P. (iilkes , Th e Dyillg Lioll. Felldalism ({lid Modemi=mioll ill Efhiopia (London. 
Juli3n Friedmann, 1975): Greenfield, (1965): R. Hess,Efhinpia. fhe .Moderni=({fio/l (~!Allfocracy (Ithaca. N.Y .. 
Cornell Univ. Pr., 1970); John i\.'farkakis( 1974); L. rvlosley( 1965); Perham, The GOI 'emmellf ()f .. ; and 
Schwab( 1970). 

11'6 Bahru Zewde, "Economic Origins of the Absolutist State in Elhiopia (1916-1935 )," reprinted in Society. 
StofC olld lIisfOI'l': Selccted Ess(ll's Bnhru Ze\\'cle (Add is Ababn: Addis Abab!l University. 1984 and 2009): 96-119. 

m Tho'ugh not cOlllplcl~, Bahru has given proper a ppra isal on this topic. Howe ve r. at least two works need 
due assessment: Teshale. Th e Makil/g (~r. and Zcwde. }'ii qrid(lll/(flri H(li/ii-Sil(lss~ Allillg/Sf. 20()] r:.C . ,1S il 
deals with government issues and dcvdopmenls pc,. S£', is probab ly th c o nl y (omprchellsivl;' book WrillCll in 
Amharic o f its kind. T he hook.;ls il is made clcar in the tille. covers the per iod bCl\\'cen 1930 ill1d 1955. 

I :< ~ Bahru, "Economic Origins .. ."; 13ahru. A lIisfOlY r~j" .... 201 -209 : Desalegn Rahmato. (19kX) : T Sl'gayc 
Tegenll, The F:fliiopi(fl/ Sfafe The Em/lllioJl oj"Etlliopi{lIl ..l bso/lltislII: The Genesis (II/{I Ihe At/(/kill::/. (~r fIle Fiscal 
Mililm:I ' Stafe.1 n9()-/9/ J. (Uppsala: Uppsala Un i\·crsiIY. 1996). 

I ~ " l30nnic 1< . Ilokomb :l1ld Sisay Ibs,l argllc thai "t he Ethiopian state is a dependcnt rolonial state." The 
country. 3ccording 10 them. "has heen fi'om ils form!ltion an tlrtificialunil. no! a na!llrally-occurring olle as so many 
believe :lnd il -",Imuld be reL"llglllzt'd ,\:0; such. Its LTL'aliu ll \\"as the resllltlli"an alliance struck bl'l\\"e.:n illlj1cri:lI j1UWt'I"S 
or l~ llropC \\"ho WCll' :--l'cking 10 1ll,1Il'lge their OWll ((mlliets in tho:--c days ,md Ahy ..... :-.inia that w:t!-. ;tltetllpting 10 

rCSI)he its ill\Crn,tI cr Isis. Thi :, alliancc g,l\C rise III tIll' Sl;\ IlrSl:!le ill:-.lill1liullS th:ll CUllstilutc Ethiopia tuday. Thcse 
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In this chapter, my major task are to deal with the Ethiopian absolutist state with its historical 

particularities, to examine the rel evant hi sto ri ca l developments, in stitutions and practices of the 

state. The physi cal environm ent is also briefly discussed to situate Yi'lma Deressa in a pertinent 

hi storical sett ing. In thi s respect, it is well argued that " th e fram ework of institutions whi ch 

governs a society can, in the last resort, be understood only through knowledge of the whole 

human envirollment. ,,191 

In this study, the Ethiopian abso luti st state, in short, refers to the Ethiopian political formation 

which evolved in the course of responding especiall y to the ex ternal cha ll enge in the age of 

coloniali sm and imperiali sm without changi ng or no need of chan gi ng its fundamental pol itical 

d . b 192 I I I . I . 193 If' an - economic ascs. nstrum cnta to t li S response was ' moc emIly' . Ln t lC course 0 Its 

institutions we re the product ora European ru ling class that had to send rcprcscnlali vcs 10 northeast Africa to se rve 
as advise rs to me mbers of a loca l nationality willing to co lon ize the region with them." Sec The JlIl'Clltioll 0/ 

Ethiopia, Trenton: The Red Sea Press , 1990. pp.xv-xvi. However, considering the services and live lihood of 
ex patriates in Et hi opia s ince th e early decades of the twenticth century as well as the diploma tic experiences of the 
country as a proof of tile st<1tus o f Ethiopia as a European invented dependen t eo lo ni<1 1 stale is not <1 sOllnd argument. 
The abso lutis t state in Ethiop ia d id not have confusion on the instrumentali ty of fore igners and ex te rn al pract ices in 
prolecting it self fl-P11l eXTerJ1<11 threat. G eb rehiwct Baykcdag n, lucky 10 be ex posed to th e outside world si llee hi s 
childhood, captured the turn of evems. To give cOlllpma ti ve ev idence further . li v ing unde r the immanent pressure 
from Europe proper, Russia during the emcrgence o f it s abso luti sm benefited <1 \ 01 from foreigners. I-Iarris noted that 
"as early as 1547 th e Tsar or Russia sent an in vit at ion to western spec iali sts to enter his serv ice. and some doctors, 
cr<1fts1l1en and techn ic ians did . Ry 1630 for th e first time the Russ ia n army was being trained by westerners. 
Subseq uen tl y, forcigners were brought into mining and smelting metals and to bu ild factories. I van the lerr iblc had 
welcomed forei gne rs, and so-called German Quarter sprang up in Moscow (a ll westerners being known as Germans. 
be ing the jdriillg of Ethiopia) , which by the middle of th e seve tll eenth century numbered sCI 'cra! Iliolls{{lIds. and 
included fou r Lutheran and Refo rmed churches and a Ge rm an schoo l{ emphasis added). They brought in wes te rn 
sk ill s and tech niqucs. wcstern c lothes, Cll stoms and habits of though!." T his is an aspect or an abso luti st state 
challe nged from wi th ou t. th erefo re, it did not resu lt in the invent ion of Russia as a thesis of dependen t colonial state 
assumes. See R. W. 1-lalTis . Ahs()!lIlislII and Enlighll!mclI! (London: B landrord Press. 1964). 130- 135. 

190 Fo r instance, Illany monographs 0 11 the pre -re volution Ethiop ian sta te consider it s g radual changing 
condi ti on from one form to the other the d ircction being mostly ti'olll feud~llism to three politica l systems: feudo­
bourgeois, absolutislll and 1110dern . In this process, the monarchy or monarchism remained impassive and gave a 
common fC;l ture for all representations. The unde rlying ;ISS ulllption behind this view of change see ms t<) be seholars' 
considerations ot'mcasurcs lakcn by lhe St,ltC to rclorm the political system. Thi s vicw is also rcllec ted in almost <1 11 
alltobiognlphical accounts and remini sccnces of imperi;d personncl as \\'ell ,IS among my informants . 

19 1 r"i<1rc Bloch . Fmc/o! Socie!I ' Vol. I. trans .. L .A. rvlan yo (London <1l1d New York: Rou tl edge & Kcgan 
Paul Ltd _ 200-1). 59 

I')~ Herc, lhe concept ·;lh:-.olutism· sccms 10 be a mi~no111er (IS it literally me(ll1S th<1t the Empepror exerei~l'd 
:l b ~lliute p".l\\'er which 1\ <IS nu t hi~lOric;dly true. Compared tll the perind \\'hen regio ll:d and pro\"incial rulas 1I.<:ed to 
o.:-njny e'\eo.:-ss po\\'("r ill thcir re:-pcc li\'c localitics. ahsolllti~m hegan to reduce. if Ilot to <lboli:-.h immediate-Iy. the 
rq:iullal pnwer and heg:ln hI CllllCC lllratc it ;11 thc ccntral gu\crIllllent in the process ,,)1' din::rsl' l'catures. 
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evolution, however, the instrumentality of modern ity is evidenced in the state's superficial 

acceptance and adopt ion of modern values, institu tions and practices. Th reatened more than ever 

by the European powers, therefore, the absolutist state attempted to take advan tage of modernity 

in Ethi op ia and became "a redepl oyed and recharged apparatus of feu dal dom ination its arrival 

had been hcralded and typificd through centralized bu reaucracy, nat ional taxati on, s tanding 

government arm y and diplomacy. ,,194 

In the hi s toriography of th e Ethi op ian state, at Ieasa t fi ve works a re known for their employmen t 

of the concept o f absol uti sm to defin e the pre-revolution political system of th e coun try. We have 

also an attempt of deconstructi on with a pass ing crit icism particularly upon the Marxist 

conceptuali zation of abso luti sm . 195 Unlike th e case in Ethi opian hi storiography, the literature on 

the Abso luti st State in the western world is immense and would bc cxtrancous as we ll as difficult 

to d iscliss it in a s tudy of thi s sort. l96 Among the small nu mber of works on the nature of the 

Eth iopi an abso lu ti s t s tate, it was Bahru 's art ic le "Economi c Origins of th e Absolut ist Sta te in 

193 Charl es Schae fe r clearl y rem<l rkcd that " Menilck may nol be Eth iop ia 's great modern ize r. but certa inly 
he was in fa lllatcd w ilh Ihe inS lnnnCJ1ls of moderni ty:' Schae fe r. 182: Bahru, "Ha ile Sc ll assc i. ... "; Bahll1. Piolll!ers 

oj" ClwlIge .. .. 21 O. Di pcsh Chakrabart y. ..I. Perry Anderson named th is phenomenon "sur face moderni ty". See 
I.illeages vIrile Abso/llf isr Sflffe. Londo n: Verso, 1974. 29. 

Iq4 Anderson. 18.31 . 
1'15 Tesha le T ibeb ll , "On the Q ucst io n of Feuda lislll , Abso lu tism. and the Bourgeois Revo ilition." Rel"iell' 

(Fcmolld 8 ralldel Cel/fer), 13. No. I (Will tcr 1990): 4 9-1 52. He a lso attempted to rev ita lize hi s critiq ue on th e 
abso luti sl slale in his late r work The IV/akill::; 0/". .. , 50. 156 . 

1% In the rVla rxist historiography grea tly an d in no n-M arxist tradi tio n to some extent. the o ri g in o r the 
absolulist s tate in Europe is associated \\lith o ne or other fo rm of' cri sis in \he :mtece t1 t:ll t sySIt:I11. The age or 
abso lutism va ries from cou lltry 10 country. I loweve r. il is safe to conclude lhal il emerged and ended in the peri od 
between 161h and 20111 ce !l tury. Sec Max l3e lofr. Tlte Age or Absollllism( L ondon : Hutc hinson I-Ioll se, 
1953 ): Harri s( 1964 ): /\nuerson( 19 74): John P. Le Donne, rlhsol"rislII (llId Rlllillg Class. The FO/'/JI(l/ioll (~r!lle Rllssiall 
PoliticalOrdcr 17()()·1825 (Nt:\\' Yo rk. Oxl0rtl : Oxlord Univt'rsi ty Pn:ss, 1991): Peter 11.Wilsoll . . ·lbsollllislII ill 
Cellr/"{ll FlII"ope(Lolldon ;Illd New Ynrk : ROlltkdge. 20(0). T hough nO I an IIp- lo-dale jJlIhlicttion, CD. Kerring' :-; , 
cd .. AlanislIl. COII/Il/l/llislII. (llId lr('sICm Society. A COli/part/lin' El/(yc/ojJedia (Ncw York: I krdtT Hild I k rJcr. 
19 72) gives a very gnod cOlllparative a:o:sesslll('ni of Absolutislll in both historiographical traditions. T he Marxi ;'; t 
\ 'icw is wcll dl'\'cloped in the 1ll01lUlllL' llt :l 1 wo rk o f Perry /\nderso ll (1974 ). According to him "the long c ri sis of 
European economy and society duri ng thc 14th and 151h lTlliu rie s markl'd th...: diffindties :tnd lilllits l)rt ht' 
fcudal mode o rproductio ll in Ih l' latc mcd iac\:..] period . \Vh ;!1 \\'a~ the fin al political outCOllll' of the con tin en tal 
cunvulsions or this epIH.·h".' In the L"Ourse \)1' till' 16th century. Ihe Absolutisl Siall' l'l1lergl'd in Ihl..' \\"(,~L ThIS SI;lIe. 
l1nlikl..' the l1mkr:-.tandill~ in the cla .... slcal i\br'\lsi \\Tilings. i ... nol a mediating forcc betwcen the Ik'W ,1l1d o ld CIaS:-'l'S 

hU I :l i"l'lkpil'yed ,lIld n.'l..'hargl..'d ;tpp,lr;llu:-. Ilr kud,i\ dl..llninalillll .. Scc ,..\l1dl..'l" .... ol1, IX. 19. 
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Ethiopia (1 9 16-1 935)" that pioneered the characterization of th e Ethi opian state as an absolutist 

one. Bahru aimed at "continuing the line of anal ysis of th e Ethiopian state, save th e appell ation-

absoluti sm, whi ch has been conducted by two authors.",97 ]n the "Economic Origin s . . . " the term 

absolutism is used in the strict ly defi ned form in whi ch it is explained in Perry Anderson 's 

Lineages of the Absolutist State. ' 9R 

Admitting the diffi culty in identifyin g an exact par for an Ethiopian Absolutism either in the 

Western or Eastern ex perience in Anderson 's anal ys is, Bahru pointed out th e major attribut es of 

Ethi opian absoluti sm whi ch bear resembl ances to absoluti st states in both parts of Europe. The 

compari son beg ins with Eastern Absolutism. The Ethiopian absoluti st state has shared basic 

characteristic feature with Absoluti sm in Eastern Europe "' in its exogenous character, the 

superimpositi on of an advanced state apparatlls on a backward socio-economi c base." The 

chal lenge withollt is al so presented as another sim ilarity. "The threat of tmperiali sm", so rlln s the 

ana lys is, "was the overarchin g threat that Ethiopia would be carved up among the limitrophe 

co loni al powers unless she adopted to 'c ivil ized' standards by abo lish ing such hein ous 

insti tu tions as slavery and adopting Western forms of government and adm ini stration." Seen 

from the perspective of class an alys is in the Ethi opia n sta te and socicty. Bahru also pointcd ali t 

1<J71n hi s conceptual review, Ballru recognized the contribution of Addis Hiwe! and Joanna ?vlantel Niccko 
to thc hi storiograph y of the l: lllergcl1ce or the modern Ethiopian state. Bahru highli ghted Addis J-liwet 's arguillent 
th,1\ ""such developments as commutation or dues. modern educa tion and military re-organization arc explained as 
"till: impera tive' illir'astructure for the modern slate, which is essclltia!ty bourgeois. III fact. the quuh: goes: the ri se uf 
the modern st: l\e bclongs to a la[c stage of fcudal dcveloprnct1I.· · Cmnllll:llting on the work of Mantl:l Niecko.loo. 
Bahru pLiintcd out that she "continued thl' lilll: of structural analysis Addis ! JiWl:l [x:gan. She discerns a line or 
continuity betwcen Meni lek :lnd I-I ayic-Se!tassic in the chilnges contributing to a llCW economic ba.-;c fo r ptllitic;d 
power. These eh<lngcs aimcd not so much al socinl transformation as a rcinforcemcill of tClldal dominati011-1he 
COtlstitUliull of a sy.-;tclll ur Udillilli.-;tr:ltiull with thl' l'xclusivl' aim of impruving the org;lI1i:ting eniciellcy L1f tile 
mechan ism of powcr and as a cOlbcqucnce ka\'ing undi~turbed tllc .... oeial struelllrc which was bascd 011 Ille feudal 
type Llfdependence. This \\";IS ilh..'vilable as thl' ;lgl'llts ufehallge \\'ere lht'lllselves prOdUClS of tile It-ud;ll urdc'r. ·· SCI." 
H;illt"ll. "Ecollomic ( )ri!.!in" (If. .... 1)l)-11)(l . 

I'J~ Ihid. 1 ()(J , -
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that "absence of an urban bourgeoisi e as well as th e roya l monopoly of trad e and administrative 

grip over towns was additiona l sim ilariti es with the East. ,, 199 

Bahru argues that as the Ethiopian absoluti st sta te was working for the abolition of the gab bar 

system, contrary to the development in Eastern Europe, it resembles more Western abso luti sm 

than Eastern one. The Ethiopian soc iety in the earl y twenti eth century, like its western European 

predecessor some three cennu'ies back, was a transitional one, movin g away frol11 feudalism and 

towa rds capi tali sm. "Furth er affinities can also be listed such as the 193 1 consti tution th at 

provided a juridical framework for the Absol uti st state, the initiation of th e ' ministerial sysrem ' 

in J 907 which marked a birth of civi l bureaucracy, th e gradual emergence of the a professional 

a rill y. ,,:wo 

Having dealt with the general conceptual issues along with a comparati ve assessment, Bahru 

att empted to illustrate how th e abso lu tizat ion of the state power ill Ethiopia, on a 1110 rc or less 

similar pattern in vVes tern Europe, was parall eled by the absoluti zation of properly in the 19205 

an d 1930s.201 Fisca l reorgani zation through central ized customs admini strations is also 

disCllssed.20::! 

Vvilh rcgard to Bahru 's di scussion on the Absolu tist Statc, it is interes ting to point out the 

com p! cmcntary aspcet 0 f " Econom ic Origi ns .. . " and A His /()! :\' of A;Jodern EI II iopia. ::!03 Focus i ng 

on the post-occupation pcriod. in hi s later wo rk . Ba hru elaboratcd how " the period after 194 1 

wi tn essed th e apogee of absoluti sm in Et hi opia. Thi s was clear ly manifested in such spheres as 

1'1" Ibid. I OJ 

:,w. Ihid . 10-1 
:'0 1 Instrullle l1l al to the process o f the L'U nso lidaLi oll of pri' -,lli 7atio ll arc ed icts issued in Oc tober 1928. 

Septl'lllbe r 1930. the I l)J 1 con~t i llllion . edict in i'vlay. 1935. Ihid .. 105-1 09. 
~( (~ h is a rel1urkable fac t lhat the " Iillal yea rs o r the 1'o..:gt" Il Cy a lld the liw Yl'ars v I" e ill perorship ( 1930- 1935) 

.\;1\\- ;\ :..patc of law:.. and decrees . a nUlllber or the III havi ng 10 do wi th fiscal "dlllini .... tratinn. ·· HahnL " ~ cnnomie 

Urigins_ .. " 109-1 15. 
203 l3ahru Zc'\\'tk . . 1 IIisfO/yof ... 20 I -209 

56 



L 

provincial administration, mi li tary organi zation and fisca l control.,,204 Here, in his discuss ion on 

the bureaucracy, of course, one of the insti tut iona l innova ti ons which heralded and typifi ed 

the arri va l of abso luti sm together w i th nation al army, centrali zed taxation, trade and 

internat ional relations,205 V rlma Deressa was described as "a scion o f a minority ar istocracy, that 

of WUII Uga". Though not ncx t to Makon nen Habta-Wald as Bahru in accuratcly s ituatcd y ,lma 

Dercssa in thc peri od aftcr 1941 , he left thc strongcst mark on the Ministry of financ e si ncc 

September 194 1.'06 

Desalegn Rahmii to (1988) defi nes th e structu re of " pol it ical power in pre 1974 Revolut io n "as 

'absol utist , but NOT in line with A,l de rson's analysis (cmphas is in th c orig in al) ."'O? In th is 

rega rd, he posed a question on " the ' paradoxica l ' nature of the absolut ism , that is to say, the 

abso lut ist s tate, whic h for thc fi rst time crcatcd a central izcd pol itica l appa ratus, th c structu re of 

th e m odern state was a t the sam e time the serva nt or th e traditional landed po\Vers , "20~ Desalegn 

then argued th at the Ethiopian abso lutist state asserted its supremacy over all classes. When 

Desalegn rejected both the c lass ica l and the contemporary Ma rx is t views on Abso luti sm, he 

no ted I'hat ''"Absolut ism in Ethi opi a was by no mean s th e arb iter between contending social 

forces, for no such forces did in fact ex ist, nor was II the instrument of a resurgent nobility, 

I d b d· . . ,,'0<) I I because i t was effect ively shorn or its power and rcc uce to a su or 111ate pOSit IOn, - 11 S lOrt , 

the author conc luded that "viewed 'structurall y', the content o f abso luli sll1 has 1110rc in C01111110 n 

1fl-t Rahru, II 1-/islUl")" oj ... 137-14 8:20 I ~ 2 ()9. 
~O~ Anderson, 29 
10(, Bahru. A /liston' or .. 206 
207 ' . 

l1esalcgn docs not secm (0 ha\'C becn convinced how (he ab:-ohllisl stale in Easlc l'n EllfOPl' 
con:-olida ted sl' rli.iolll (n,:-inlCudalion), -t66, 

!U~ Ibid. 

"!!Q \\"il hin Ihi s COlHeXI. Des,lkgll pointed nul. (he :lbsolutisl Sl:lle did nOI rl'g:ll'cI :l l! cl<lSSl'S equally. Of the 
varil'ty of inLen:sts cUllsidered by Il1l' :-I~lll', thuse of the nubil i lY Wl'l'e al'cu l'tkd ~l Il1USI-I;\vorcd sta tu s. Ethiupian 
:1h:-olul isl11 did no( in pnniclLlnr CIlCOIl1'<lgc Ihe further inli:udali ol1 of Ihe pensalll ry, nOl' did il alleillpi 10 do ;\"';ty 
\\ ilh li:udal prupt'ny rcl;1til)Jls \\'hert' Ihl'M; wert' in Illrn.'. ACI.:ording III him Iht' Sla ll' il:-df \\';1:-. an t'conumic pllH't'I' 
nOI .111:-.1 becllIsl' it dc(crmilled l11e pr(H:c:-:-, of ilcCU1llUlalion, bUl a1:-(1 i l \\ ':1:-. lhl' hlgg!.:.,1 land lmd. indllstri;tlisi. 
Ii n:UKH.'l :1110 Cmplll) l'l". Dl'sakgn. -t(17. 
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wi th modern-day post colonial states than post-medieval monarchies of either western or eastern 

Europe.,,210 

It is important to make a remark here on a trend un-apprehended wel l in issues ana lyzed, indeed 

from different perspectives, by the two scholars. In hi s comparison, Bahru noted that " the 

serfdom (gdbba r system), unlike in the case of eastern absolutism, was going more towards its 

disso lution than its conso lidation in Ethiopia. ,,2l 1 Thi s is mainly, 1 argue, because of the vel'y 

character of a chall enge/ threat to the precursor political formation which obliged the emergence 

of absolutism ill Ethiopia, that is, an externa l chall enge in the form of colonialism and 

imperiali sm. It is pretty clear that the gradual weaken ing and aboli ti on of the gdbbar sys tem in 

Ethiop ia was to do with direct and indirect pressures of ex tern al [orces. 212 The point here is that 

the very character of the cri s is/ th reat/chal lenge th at the nobility faced did matter a lot in the 

course that th e absolut ist s tate would take afterward . I have only one comment to make on what 

DesaJegn described as a 'paradox ', that is, the absolut ist state is characterized as " fus ion of two 

opposed tendenc ies, namely, th at which is new with that w hich is trad itional. " Th is is confusing 

a means (modernity) w ith an end (political power). Tn other words, in the Absoluti st polit ica l 

sys te m, ' modern ' practices we re merely in strumenta l to state power, and whoever coul d hold the 

power. f1 seems why we find terms sllch as ' enlightened despotism '. ' en li gh tened 

~IPThc Slalc ill dc\"clop ing SOCiClic', is said 10 bc cha rackr izcd by wh~1l is called an "ovcr-dcH lopcd" 

pol it ical strllclllrc. It .~lIppons a massive bure;nlcrary. a la rge force of coerrion-in tilat il is Il o t rongruL'nt wilh nor 

ncccss;t ry lor lhe needs of the r:1lhcr bnck\\":1rd and simple so("inl and cconoillic SlrUCIUlTS lypicnlly found in such 
socielies. !hid., ..+61 and "+Mi. 

~ll Hahrl1. ·"Fwtlomic Qri!!ins .. ", i () ... L 
~Ic 8rfllrl' ilS ahlli ilinn. ll;~' gllhhllr Sy:-ll't1l had bl'l"OI1lL' Illl' largcl lIf thL' rdurming illlellt'cluais and SOille 

groups orlhe capilalisl wor ld . ( , l\en this cirellm~ t ;ll1ec, il i .... n:ry unlikely I() ill1rdnHC lhe cnd ()flhe gabbar :--y'i IL'1ll 

(lnly it) illlcrn~d dcn:lopllll'lll. Bahru .. l IIi.\(IW1 ' n/. . .. 9~ -1)3: B~lhru, lJi(}llcCI"s 01 ("!/{Iugc.. 1 ~ -L 
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prince/empress', 'enlightened absoluti sm' and similar others in the hi storiograp hy of the 

absolutist state."3 

With the purpose ofidcntifying and exp laini ng the rcsourcc base of the Ethiopian state during 

its process of organizing into a centralized power in the period between 1696 and 1913, 

Tsegaye Tegenu attempted to examine especia lly the fi nancia l aspect of the Ethiopian absolutist 

state.' 14 The author begin s his analysis with a survey of the theories and perceptions of 

abso luti sm, preferring Perry Anderson's theory of the absolutist state for " hi s st rucmra l 

approach and his association of absolutism with the transition from feudal to cap ital ist mode 

of productio n.,,'15 Tsegaye traced the ori gin of the absolut ist state to the cightccnth century and 

attempted to give an account of major changes in the nature of taxation since 1696. However, 

"the idea of pushing the organization of centra li zed power to the eighteenth century seem s 

far-fetc hed, just as the importance attached to the year I G9G seems somew hat ovcr-blowll. ,,216 

This appears to be the major shortcoming of rh e work. According to Perry Anderson the 

absoluti st state was "the new poli tical carapace of th reatened nobility.,,217 In the context of 

Ethiopian absoluti sm. the threat seems to have come from ex ternal forces in lat e ninti enth 

ccntury and in thc first half of twenti eth century. Tsegayc( 1996) al so point ed o ut that " firs t Egypt 

became ambitious to control th e source of th e Nil e and the coasts or th e Red Sea. This was 

follo wed by ltalian , Briti sh and Frcnch colon ia li sm on the Horn of Africa . Probabl y for th e fi rst 

~I .1 ;\ gllod cx amph: for this is T scgayc T egenu's ch:lracterizat ion uf [thiopi :lIl pol itic:d systcm undcr the 
re ign of Emperor 1!:1 i lc- Scl l:1ssics:1s thc 'cnl ightened :1bsoluti sl SI:11C ' ( 19 16- 1974). Though discussed wilh !l 
difll:rl..' llt perspective. the subject is also dea lt wil h in Bahru. "l-Iayla-Scl lasc: From . . .. JO--l--l . 

214 T scgayc T cgCllu{ 11.)l)() ). 

"I.' Hahnl ZC\\'dc. }"t'I'it'l1" (I f Thl! !:'m/llli()/l (!I /~'Ihilll}ioll Ahs()/lIIislII: Tlit' G('J/('sis ol/d Ifte ,\/u/..:illg (lr lilt' 
F"i.\L·/i1 Mili/w:I' Shll(,. / (,I)r)- 11)13. by Tsegayc T egcnu . The Jr)//I"/w! oj .-l/ric(lII I lisIOIY . ·1 0. Nu. J . 1999. 30-t. 

~ It. !hid. 

'" - J\ndcrS!Hl. 1 i' . 
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time, kings and princes were afraid of losing terr itory to olltside powers.,,218 It is important to not 

that Ethi opian rul ers attempted to introduce reform s both at the instituti al and structural leve ls at 

th e turn of th e twenti eth century mainly in response to the external threat. 21 9 Hence, the 

abso luti st state evo lved and was conso lidated more in a later peri od th an the 18'h and the 19'h 

centuries. 

Another scho lar that employed the concept of the absoluti st state for its hi stori cal study is Gebru 

Tareke(1995) and argued that the absoluti st state in Ethiop ia was "the product of three major 

cri ses" namely: " th e interclass confl ict among the powerfu l I rulers of the country between the 

years 191 3 and 1928, the disso lution of the emergi ng monarchical government as a result of th e 

Itali an in vasion" and finall y "the restorati on and the rev iva l of the government desp ite it faced 

in ternal opposition and british influencc. "no 

As An derson 's Lineages of the Absolutist Swte has come to influcnce stud ics about th e Old 

Regime for some decades, 22 1 there is also a c lear rej ectio n and , at times, harsh deni gra tion o f the 

analysis in one work. "2 For Teshale Tibebu , the term 'feudal ' especia ll y wit hin the context of 

the absoluti st state is erro neous.E1 He argued that "the label ' feudal ' attached to the social 

system of [p re) 1974 is a mi snomer. The monarchi st ruling class had comm itted c lass suicide and 

218 Tscg;J YC. 102 
21" lhid. 
~~h Gcbru Tnrckc. POIlU' alld Pl'f) fCSf ill Erbinpia : Peasal/f I?che/firm ill TII'cll fi efl! CCl1mI'Y( Crunbridgc. UK: 

Caill b ri d~~ Uni ve rsit y Press, 199 1). 44. 
_21 Dcsak f! ll . 466. 
!~~ For ex:7m ple he lI sed an expressioil io .. ksr:r ibt: r\mh:rsoll comparing him w ilh thl' IOrl'rLllI lierS o f (\ larxist 

view of history as "mon: ca tholic Ihan thl' popc" Tcshak. "On Ihe Qllcstion of. ... " :61 . 
~:~ Th is n:jr:c lioll orlhl' Ir:rm 'Il:ullal' 10 Ihr: Ethiopian polillr:a l syslelll is Ji nknl lo hi:-. . llll'n:ih.::-s n llll' islll' 

again!'>[ Ihe an:d ysis of the abso h lli st slate cspcl'ially in it:- i\ larxisl pcrspcl:tlve. T l'shalc C\'CIl :n:l'lI:-cd Perry 
AI1(krson of be ing euro-cl'lllric. \\ 'hen T cshak has <lll l'lll plcd 10 re fu tc Ihe concqmwi ground or Abso lu ti sm 
dr:w hljlcd in hi s n ... ·rnplary \\'urk wilh a '\Iarxi~[ pcrspl'l'li\·c. he has i.ks(ribl'd II as Oriellfllli.I/II 1}(lillfed red. 
Accordillg \0 T c:-.ha ll' [/. ;lIeage.l} bl'co11lcS the c(J/lfillll(lf/OII 0/ Ul'iL'lIwlisl/I hy ufllL'}' III ('(/I/S. T he o [hcr mca n:-. L!\ 

Pl'l)\ Ilh.:d b) tl1t'ord il'aJ (\ lar\islll (l'fllplia:- is Original). Estahlishing ont's argllllll' lll on Ihe tllaJlll' PI'I.;:I11I:-1.; Ih;11 an 
:llllh,l!' 1:-' Furopl':ln and cOIl~i dcnllg ;ln Ylhlng [hal :111 :llI lhnr 1:l l.:l''''; !· urop .... :i:-. a :-!udy :-'lIbjc([ Oril'IlI:lli:-1ll i:. nOI 

(.:\11\\ irKing. !hid .. S-l-XS. 
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become b0111-again bourgeoi s to the extent of 'advanced ' and ' mec hanized ',,, 224 And how, 

Tesha le remarked, "absoluti sm with its standing army, uniform taxation, th e 'rediscovery' of 

Roman law, the begi nning of Weber's rational bureaucracy, the formati on o f a 'national market' , 

etc. can go pari passu w ith ex tra-economic coercion is a mystery.,,225 The fact that Teshale 

revita li zed his view from the previous work, the "Ethiopian noble bourgeoisie did not duplicate 

the accomp li shment of their Western or a Japanese counterpart is not to be ex plain ed by their 

feud al nature but rather by Ethiop ia's posit ion in the capitali st worl d economy. ,,226 

Tn a nutshell , the author attempted to disapprove a characterization of the pre-revolution 

Ethiopian state as feudal or absolutist and he proposed hi s own concept-a 'geber system' as if 

this new term itself doesn ' t deal w ith fcudali sl11 .227 However, to characterize th e rul ing c lass in 

imperi a l Ethiopia as a bourgeois ie and not feudal w hil e it was enjoyin g the privilege the political 

sys tem offered and, on top ofthar, defended stubbornl y, for instance in opposing land tenure and 

. I I e ' t' f' I d . 228 agncu tura tax re lorm s, IS .3r- etc le representation. 

That be in g a modest overview of th e hi storiography on the Eth iopian abso luti st sta te, among the 

att ributes oCthe absolutist stal e ret eva nt to a political biography orY·llm a Deressa is a discussion 

on public fin ance in Ethiopia. Generally, the introduction of ccntra li zed taxation in Ethiopia 

s in ce 1941 is not a historical aberration. 229 Al lhe turn of the 201h century, for instance, "Emperor 

!~~ Tcsha lc. The Making uf., 156. 
1~5 It is int e res tin g to obse rve that Teshale 's a rgumenl 1hal Abso luti sm is a much advanced po liti ca l sys tem 

and il ca11nol be congruen t Wil h the backward feuda l system makes his view s im il a r 10 Desal egn ·s. Teshilk . ·'On Ihe 
Question o f ...• ": 69 

.' ~ f> Ihid,p. 156 

.'~i Tcsh'l lc. The ,11f/killg f?f .. , 3 

.'~~ Schwab. 11: rVlarkakis. 187. 
~.'" Frl)lll lRS5 onwa rds. Tsegayc TegcnLl staled . ·'successive kings h~ld undert aken adlllinisi ral iw and 

d in\:rL't11 tax-technical lll~'aS\1res to increasL' go\"crnment re\'CIlLlC and Ihe logis tic cap:lcilY of the SlalC. T he majol 
source of gu\'Crtll11l.'l1t rl'\ 'l'l1Ue \\'a~ from ag ril"ullUrl.' ;lIlt! a ~harl.' was l"oillri butl.'d by ordinary .Jlld l"xtraordina ry land 
tax. With \he coming of colonialism on the Ilprn of .\li·jGl there GlIl1(' a proee:-.s o f ,,1:l le ill[cgr(l[ioll \\"ilh [he 
c>lpllalls1 \Iurld e~'UIlOll1:- . All illne~l"c ill illll.'rn~lli\\nal tradl.'. c"pccially during thl.' fcign lIr i\knikk 11.·· T~l.'gaYl· 
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Men il ek II dispatched offi cials throughout the country to staff the imperia l treasury (gimga bel), 

overseein g the coll ec ti on of taxes and th eir tra nsfer to Addis Ababa.,,2]O in thi s regard, Emperor 

Mi"niIYk II took important ini tiatives to control the country's economy in a centrali zed way. One 

of the measures of th e emperor that "a ided in layin g the foundations for enelav isti e capi ta li sm 

was his admin istrat ive reform s over the economy and the redefin iti on of the role of 

l7iigadras(' head of the mechants,).,,2] 1 By organizing the negadras under his authoriti es" more 

revell ue found its way to the imperial treasu ry, as opposed to goi ng into the pockets of provinc ial 

rulers. " 232 

Government contro l over the economy was not lim ited to revenue coll ection. There had been 

in itiat ives to ex pend from imperia l treas ury too. For instance, " in the prov inces , gove rnment 

o rficia ls an d so ldi ers wcre paid out of grlllga bel Slores, th ough the details of actua l practice 

li kely va ri ed in ti me and p lace ."Z33 In the period bd wt:en th e establishmen t of the Mini stry of 

Finance and the Itali an invasion, "the finance min ister was then , theoreti call y at least, 

responsible fo r tal lying the registers of all the g imga b,h in the provinces and had the authori ty to 

e mphasized, " with Europe led to qualitati ve development of inte rnal reforms by way of introducing new transac tion 
currency, banking and lrans porl<ltion faciliti es. <Inc! privi leged mo nopolies ." Sec Tsegnye, 239·240 . III response 
partl y to these econom ic de ve lopments , among the mini sterial offit:cs thm Emperor iVlc nilck II had cs tabli shed in 
Oc tober 1907, the Mini s try or Fi nance was bes t kn own in it s tr:Jditi ollnl name y iiglloda millisler(lit. ' Mini stry o rtlle 
S tockroom ' ) <Ind il se rved ns a royal trell sury . Ho weve r. mo rc than the Mi nistry of Finance, it was throu gh th e 
Mini stry o fCo1l11ll c rce and Revenue that th e s ll ccess ive ruicrs o f th e country secured the ir control over revenue and 
finan ce. Sec Mahlcl11e Sc llasse, 372·-l1 3 .. Likewisc , Bahru wrnpk'111 ent ed Tsegaye 's argument and added thaI " th e 
fin a l yea rs o f the Regency ;lIld th e fi ve yea rs of emperors hip befo re the war .saw a spa te o r lilws il nd dec rees. a 
num bl:r of thcm ha vi ng 10 do wit h fisca l ad m inislra lio n."" Bahrll. "" Eco nom ic Or ig ins.,.:· 11 1. It is impu rt alll to 
Ilnlil-rscorc here thai ""Ihrougholll history Ih l: sub mission (0 a conqucrm \\'as expressed by I h~ paymCtH of Iributes in 
k ind \\ hi<: h . besides its symbolica l mcani ng. cou ld also han: con:-;idera b le ma leri al val uc, Ear liesl records l It" slIch 
provinc ia l tribules 10 the rule rs can bl: found in royal chron icles which li:-; llhe trib uta ry provi nce:. and in SUI11\.' (;IS~:--' 

Ih\.' typ ica l goods they \\"cre ob liged to send 10 the ruler." Richa rd Pnnkh urst. ""T r ibules iltld Iraditional laxati0t1."" in 
FII(:n '/opedio , Ielhoi/,im. cd. Sighbert Uhl ig. Vul. -J ( \vi",sbat! cn : Il a rrassowi tl \ . e rlag. ':W I 0). 9R-Jb. 

'II, Tim Cannicha\.'!. "Girnga bet." in f.1I(l ·r/ol,edi{l Aelhoipic(I . cd. Sighbcrl Uhlig, \ '0 1. 2 (Wic:-.bildcn: 

l l:ltT~tSS()\\,lti' Verla!.!. 1005).7-J I b. 
~\I SC;tdl'r~ 59. 
~\~ Ih id. . () I. 

m { ·~t rmil."hat'1. "(j'llllga het." 7-J I h . 
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inspect th eir s tores and registers at any time . Thi s system ensured a degree of central government 

contro l over th e coun try's fin ances, but granted local admini strati ons so me fi sca l freedol11 .,,234 

N o matter how imperial gilllga bet (treasury houscs)were op ened in the provinccs and thc 

nagadrases attem pted to central ized tax co ll ection in provinces, "M enelik built up his huge 

po liti co-m il itary and administrative s tl1lcture [fundamen ta ll y] on the bases of the Sirit of the land 

of the newly incorporated provinces.,,235 Hence, there hadn't been standardi zed nat ional taxati on 

in the country. As Sh iferaw Beke le c learl y ex plain s, one of the maj or ambitions of H aila-Sihsse 

and the W este rn izers around hirn was to change prec isely the Siril fo undat ion of the system in to 

. d d d b ,,2](, 0 . I . I·· I money 111 or er to create a 111 0 ern arm y an ureaucracy . - uc to crU Cla SOC IO-pO lt lca 

circumstances, "i n th e years betw een 19 16 and 1935 , they were not able to do mueh. W ith the 

in troducti on o f money, a civilian bureaucracy, and a pro fessi ona l salar ied army: Si"ri! outli ved its 

r a iso ll d Jet r e. ,,23 7 

His to rica ll y, centralized taxa tion was put into prac ti ce most often through the in troduct ion of 

money. There fo re, it was d irfi cult to impl e ment it as "Ethi opia did not have a nati ona l lega l 

tender currency unt i l th e end Second VI/orld \Var. The currency that ca me c lose to ass lIm in g thi s 

~q Ihid. 

"(5 S/I"if S hi fera w Rcke1c cxplain~. indi cated four in t..:rconnccted meanings in the land tcnure . ..;y:-.t..:m 
beli)l"e the sta ndardization of taxation in post liberation period. It indicated "an obligatiofl to land and thi s referred to 
Ihe kind of ."e r vices Ihat the O\\"11cr W;1S expc("tcd [n gi\ 'c [0 [h..: sta te. " Th..: second lll..:aning dcnotcs l)",ncrship. 
Shifcra,,- explaincd [Iw[ " a pilrlicula r piece of bnd with tile obl ign tions cou ld be giH'n out in perpctui ty (I"i\f) or 
tClllpora ril y (nwdiil"(l'{/)." ' The th ird 1l1":imillg of 5o'(l"il is tribute impositioll. In Ihis fUlldalllCll1:d I1H:aning or land 
tenure system "a lord or king " 'ould impose on :1 di strict. or evcn a pro\'ince tribute \0 be paid in honey, or clolhe~ 
or hurs..:s . . T he fou rth meaning or Si-,.il is billeting. In this arrangeillent. " soldiers and lords art' spread illllOllg the 
pcople nf an <l1"e,1 in accmd:lllcc with thei1" rank."' Sec 7lJ-K I <I nl! IO(). 

236 !hid., 106. 
>~ INd .. 107 
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position for ha lf a century was the silver Mari a Theresa Dol lar (MTD), introduced in to the 

country by trade rs sometime between th e end of th e 18th and the early 19th century. ,,238 

Yet, it wou ld be a fa r-fetched readin g to comprehend the imperia l treasury without a di scussion 

on embryoni c pub lic ex penditure for w hi ch the institution was partly establi shed. On the upkeep 

of the pa lace and the pub lic works, the Emperor spent considerab le sums of money in the period 

under discussion. As it is clearl y described , " the sovere ign was very much interested in bui ldi ngs 

and in roads and considerable money must have been all ocated . Th e Ethiopian governm ent 

main tained schoo ls and hospitals, main ly in the capita l, and paid the sala ri es of their natives and 

nOll-nati ve stafF. ,,239 As it will be disclissed, YrIma's and other students' expenses of education 

abroad were covered by the E l1lp cror. ~.jo T he salari es , indccLi, fo r men who "worked mostl y at 

head quarters was paid by grants of land with the dues in kind and in labor owed by the giibars 

li ving on rhcm,,,2-11 Generally, (here was a different paymclll arrangement fur fun::igncrs in renlrll 

to the ir services to the Ethiopi an government. "T he annua l b ill fo r the salari es of the Eu ropean 

advisers, however, was paid in cash and the rates of disbursements were fantastic by Ethiopian 

s tan dards o f th at period. Considerab le amount of mon ey a lso went to the army and the po lice 

forces wi th th eir ex pensive iogisli cs .. ,2-11 

In thi s regard, few words 011 an insti tuti on in charge ofhancl ling these activ ities arc in oreler. The 

his tory of the Mini s try of Finance be twcen the peri od of its birth in 1907 and thc Itali an invas ion 

in 1935 was essent ial ly a history of "}~)1' :(: n.''!· (gi"mga he/), meaning ·impcriallreasury'. GYIII!J.tI 

he! was his tori ca ll y th e illlpcrial s torehouse. aneithus a part of the Cihhi rpalacel cOlllpounei. It 

'~:-' I-kr\:bdu f)('~l'I-('. -- '1'11(' i\ta~in!.! of ... ":2.3, 
~~" PL'rham. Th('~G()r('mll/(,1/1 (J/. .. ~ 195-19Cl. 
' -tI l ~1cm()irl' of YYIIll<l Dcn":-.:-.a. Pm a!L' Colk(lion of Y:iman;i r.1Ygu f) ; illlY~l:. 
2~1 Pl'rh:llll. TIl(' (i01'l 'nJlllelll 11/ . ... 11)6. 
~12 Ihid 
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was al so known as "79n )1 q>'/i (g/l1Iga wa.5Sa, 'treasure cave'), a term hin ting at th e antiquity of 

the in stitution , or oJ?')); J~fl~' (gt'mga diibiina, ' treasu re tent ,).243 

Even prior to the forma l establi shment of the Min istry in the European fashi on, we may say that 

the Eth iopian state had a rela ti vely structured institution for financial and non financial resources 

management. Jt is difficult to find out the hi stori ca l origin of the office of state treasury in the 

Ethi opian goveI11ment. However, the trad itiona l title fl :I'C'C."}.I': (biig)/'OI/d) for the ch ief treasurer 

of a sovereign testifies that the resou rce of the ru ler had been relati vely admin istered centrall y 

and "the title fi rst appea rs in a land decree of the reign of ase Llbna D'ing'd (I'. 1508-40), as flll. C 

orfl'C' ( biizi,. wiil/g). Start ing at least from the reigns of (lse Yohann es I and hi s son Iyasu I, 

however, the titl e and office o f biigi'/'Olld began to be given to high ly born perso ns, including 

members of the roya l fami ly and their relatives.,,' 44 

At the dawn of the rwcnlieth century, bcaring the title of Biigrrol1d, Mui ugcla Y'lg~izll jo ined 

Mrnilrk's first cab inet as Min iste r of Finance. Brieny deposed a coupl e of years later suspected 

or in vo lving in the saga of poisoni ng the emperor in 1909, Mulugeta Yi'gazlI was succeeded by 

Yi'ga zlI Ballabte in January 19 14. After some three years, Mu lugcla was appo in ted at the 

Minist ry for the second lime in 191 7 and served as a biig ii-olld fo r more (han a year. Since 

August 1919 until the Ital ian invasion in 1935, the position was held subsequent ly by diiga:::l1Ioc 

I-Iabta Ma riam Bayan , biiiFrol/d Zalaq ~i A gi'(\aw, bii.~i'"ol/d Takla T-lawari Y:l1 T~ikla Mariyam, 

hiig/roll d J-laiHi-vVtilda Rufe and hiigJrund F"Iqrti S'llla ss~ . :!~5 

'~l Y'(lm<l [} Cr l:~:-;l . }'d l/i()jJio/(lJ'ik ... J(1-37: Carl1l iclw.::1. "Ull11 g:l b~L"7-Jla. 
: 1.1 \krid Woldt: . \ 1'1.:');:1)'. "B;igc:rond." 111 Ellndnp('t/ill ,.Jl'i/lOipim. c:u Slghht'rI Uhlig. V\)1. 

1 (\\' il'sh,l tkn: I [ :L1T<l, .... :-.O\\·i l;l \' ~rla\.!. 20(3). -J-JOh. 
'.j~ \':11 i\lllal ,\n.:hi \ ~ and i,b l' ,-u ~ \gl'n~~ ( I [ ','i'l';l t'u:r :-.: i\ LA). F IIltkr :-Jll (13.1 3. 13 
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Before I proceed to the next section, I need to emphasize that abso lutism is a system of tran s it ion 

th at was headed by threatened nob il ity offering a breathing space for other c lasses, functi onari es 

and inte rest groups for practica l reasons (survi va l) as far as they serve the political form ation and 

posed no cha ll enge. As absoluti st like some other s tates had been centuries before, the Eth iopia n 

state had also its own his torical parti c ular ity. Dcsalegn Rahm eto ( 1988) is correct in remarking 

that "each developing society possesses a socia l architecture" inherent to itself, and a self-

developed polit ica l culture and both pl ay an importa nt role in determining the complex ions of the 

state." Z46 .1t was also an emerging politi ca l process that cou ld not come to an e nd wi thin decades . 

A lmost a ll works on abso luti sm suggested, for instance, that the pheno meno n in Europe itself 

took more than two centuri es. Wi th thi s summ arized discuss ion 0 11 the meager hi stori ography of 

absoluti sm in E thi opi a, I shall now turn my focus to the appraisa l of the major hi storica l 

deve lopments of momentous impact on my subjec t ofsmdy. 

2.2. Major Historical Developments 

At the turn of the twenti eth century the Ethiopi an "empire-state was a rcal ity. "z..+ 7 The Emperor 

was secure an d in fu ll com mand ofa we ll-defended empire.''> Unt il the period o f the Emperor's 

firs t stroke in 1906 whi ch forced him and ot her influential aut horities at the court to des ign ate hi s 

gra ndson lig lyasll. as a heir to the throne despi te Iyasu's minority in 1909, Mi"nili'k had been at 

th e apex of hi s power. A t the int ernat ional arena , the "sove reign asserted, engagin g in defensive 

bailie , th e indepe ndencc of the state from mcnacing Eu ropean co lon ial rulc .',249 In ternally, the 

:.11> 1Jc~aIc2n, -165. 
~.n Add is. ~'i2 
~.I~ ivlan.:us. The L!li! (lml .... 21 R. 
'~'I Indeed. heyon d the h;ltile oj" 1\(1\\',\ whic h i~ th\.' :-'l',11 of \ iewry, \\ h,H re;llly :-,;I\'L'd Fthiopi;l !i'om l:llling. 

Ulldt'l" n)lonial ruk \\a", the delermill:ltilill \\Ith [:-ot atl' administration :md diploma tl c1 herililgc 1)1' Il;lliunal 
C{)ll .... nnl1:-,llL':-o:-o, 'ilHL'rnali{)llal recogn ition'. allli political diplclInatic ~J.:ill \\;1:-' developed tn I11l'('t IhL' nl'\\" dlallcnge. 
Ruhen"' )I). 399 . ... W9 :lIld -110. Bahru. I IIiYffJ/T 0/. .79 
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Emperor expanded his state in th e south that '" increased the financial means of hi s state and to a 

considerab le ex tent al so the recruiting base for hi s all1ly. He taxed th e new provinces heavily in 

gold and ivory and used much of th e revenues to purchase arms and al1llllunition.,,250 

Among these provi nces, in the west and southwest, " Wall aga was very rich in gold and ivory,,251 

and had been "payi ng a burdensome tr ibute.,,'52 Fo ll owi ng its annexa ti on to the Ethi opian 

Empire(ca. 1886), th e central government divided Wa ll aga in to three provinces: [eeqaa 

Naqamtee and its dependencies under the loca l rul er Diiga:/llac Kumsa( 1889- 1923), Leeqaa 

Q61Him under Diiga:/llac Jote Tullu , and Argo and I-Iorro-Guduru, unl ike the previous two, 

admini stered by offic ials directly appo inted by M{nilik' 53 The advent of th c central government 

had a repercussion on the evo lution of the po litica l systc m in th e province. As Tercrc argued "the 

extens ion of the influence and power of the Shoan Neg us in l880s chec ked ex pansioni st 

tendencies entert ained before by such fa mili es as those of I35.ka re Godana and 10le Tu lll, and 

thus temporaril y stood against unity in Wal laga. ,,254 Unt il the relative auton omy of Leeqaa 

Naqamtee and Leqa QelHim had decline graduall y since 191 as ma rked ly255, the governor of Argo 

had slrong position in comparison wi th the two. "Each of the local admini strat ive units in 

Vv'a ll aga exerci sed considerable power int crnally as ift hcy wcrc sclf-su rfic icnt ent iti es. and at the 

beginning both Leqa NiiqHmtc and Leqa Qclliim were alone 10 manage th eir local an~li rs more or 

I . I I· I ,, '16 ess as 111 t l C ormcr (ays. -. 

~:ih Ru bc ll soll. 39H 
~:i I Tcrrcfc Woldclsadik. "The Uni fic :I( ion or E(hi opia ( 1 X~ () - I l)~5 ) \V;i1 b ga .. ./(}/IrJwl of F:,hi()l'itll/ 5"1/(11£-'.1". 

6. No. I ( Jalluarv 196H ); 73. 
~:i1 A l c~~:ll1 d r() T rui lzi and Tcsem:l 'L1 '~l.( 11.J961: .C.) 
~5.1 Tcscmn. Tile Polifical E COII0/1/1· •... 92 . 
~'-I Tcrdi.:. RS. . 

>~ A Ic:-:-;Lndro Truil?i ;Lnd TCSI.'I11;1 T;L ';L . '\'\\. For in", :;1 l1c l.'.lhol1gl1 (hI.' gon'rnor /)lIiiu;lIIlIC"h l-I ahII.'1113r i;1111 

Cit"b rez~lhcr had SOIllI.! lkgrl'l' llj"aulollllIllY. Ih .. : n)IIl'Clioll ui"L"lISI .. )I11S was takell O\t'I" by .--\lllh~lra Ll rticials in 193~ . 

1'(' 1'11:1111, The Con'nllllt'III 0( ... ::in:.;: . 
~.:" TL":-.t'I11:1. The {'fllilicul EC(JIIOII/l ...• 93 
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Contrary to the cases of Leeqaa Naqamtee and Leeqaa Qeila m, the Oromo in and the 

surrounding area of Argo had experienced new economic and pollica l a lTangements. "The 

creation of subservient rela tionships between the peasants and the sol di ers a t Argo under 

diigaomac Diimissaw Nas ibu w ith as ma ny as 30,000 fo il owers often exposed the farmers 10 

arbitrary demands for al l sorts of suppli cs.,,257 Evcntuaully, "as the central state apparatus 

strengthened its grip, Naqamtee a nd Qeilam too had become vict ims of the same systcm."''" 

A ll in a ll, however, Ihe center-periphery interactions are of m ulti faceted nature. Tn genera l, we 

can idenli fy two re markable fealures. On the one hand, the re lationship between Add is Ababa 

and Wallaga was of annexation , economi c exp loitation and cultural domination. 259 On the other 

hand , like in many other co nque red prov inces, there was also co-opta tion especia ll y alllong the 

ruling aristocracies and elite fam ili cs. 260 A crit ica l look at the ro le of three prominent Ma~9a 

Orol11o ru lers and rheir fotlowers, su\,;h as KUJ11sa Mo racia, Jote Tu lu and (j"1'm H Aba Gifa l", in the 

subseque nt conquest of other provinces beyond their domain for the ex pans ioni st cause of the 

empire-in-Ill aking a l Add is Ababa prove C harl es Till y's( 1985) generalizali on that " Ih e agenlS of 

states in the course of war makin g, sta te ma king and protection. characteristi ca ll y carryon 

ex tract ion which is acquiring the mea ns of war making, slate making, and protection.,,161 Having 

2S7 Ibid. 95. 
~5:-: Ihid 
25'.1 Ibid. 

cf~1 Alessanuro Troil7 i. SaIl. Gold {jlld 1.t'~i(i"l(I(y Pndlltlt' (0 lilt' IIis/fJI:I ' o/a .\Io·i\fall.l' Land 11t'la-SlwlI;!,lIl. 
/l'e//ega. E1hiopia (c:.180()· J 898).(Napol i. Insti llHo Universitario Orienthlr:. 19S I ): A lessandru Tru il zi and Teselll:\ 
Ta ';t. ( 1996 E.C.) 

~loI ('harks Tilly argued th a t un state forma tio n during Ihe age ur absu lut ism in till' \\'l'SI. "Europc;1Il 
governments reduced their reliance un indirect rule by Illeans of two e,pensi\'c but effective :m:ltcgies:(a) c .,tending 
their ortlcialdotll to the local comlllunit)' and {bl encou rnging [he crea ti on of police forces that m:rc subordin:lle 10 
the gLlvcrnlllent rather than tu individual tuols of di:-.:,idcnl magnate:->. III be twe.:clI. howt:\'l'r. till' buillh:rs of n:lliunal 
po\\'e.:r all played a mi,('d .... tr;1!l·gy: climin<lling. suhjugati ng. (ii viding. conquering. cajoling. buying. as the.: (lccasion:, 
prt"'ielltnllhLl11sl'l\·l's. Thl' buying Illanirt,:->tl'd ilsl'lr in l",cml'tiu1IS rrnlll taxatio1l. C!"1';tII(Hl" u( IlDnorii'll' l)i'!il' t's. Ihe 
e ... I"hli:-.hmenl. ... or claim:.; nn [hL' n;llinn;d Ire.:;lsury. and a vane!), of other dc\iccs that made.: a magnilll"" \\l'lIill'l' 
dL'pl'nd"'lll Illl Ihl' mainlellalll' L' of!hl' oistlng .'irllL'lun; ofpu\\' ... r." SCl" "\\'al ,\\aklllg and SI,n ... i\ \aking"" Orgalll/e.:d 
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examined criti call y how Leqa Naqamte used Addis Ababa to conso lidate its own peri phery, 

All essandro Truilzi also clearly concluded that "the ensuin g centre-periphery relationship was a 

dynamic relat ionship, the result of a mutual , i f unbal anced, process of continuous adj ustment to 

and compromise with the other party's reques t. "'" It is im portant to emphasize here that "the 

Wii ll iiga aristocracy was to prove the most success ful o f the southern elite in in tegrating itself 

into the Ethiopian ru ling class.,,263 This interaction, in th e later peri od of state centralization, was 

rein forced also by poli ticalmarriages. 264 For instance, Lig Tyasll , th e uncrowned ruler of Ethiop ia 

from 19 11 to 1916 had married , among others, Aska lii Mariam Jote, a daughter of a ruler of 

Q61 1iim Waliaga 2 65 

As a result of th e incapacitat ion of Emperor MYni lYk , uncertainty dominated CO llrt pol itics in 

Addi s Ababa for a lmost a decade. How Eu!ge Taytu was ousted in 19 1 0 and, after not a long 

tim e, in what circlIllls tances Li& Iyasu was deposed in 19 16 a lm ost certainl y implies th e 

underlying pol iti ca l va lu es and pract ices of the Ethiopian absol uti st state. In the case of Taytu, 

Crime ."' in Fro/ll Bring ing fhe Siale Bock III , ed .Peter Evans .D ietrich Rueschc lll cyeLand Theda Skocpo l 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Unive rs ity Prcss, 1985) .1 75. 

2('1 f\l cssandro Truil z i, "Nckemlc and Addis Ababa:di1l..:l1l mas orprovill c ia l rule. " in Tlte SOl/,h em Marches 
vf lllljJeria/ F,lt i(}pia , cds. Donham and Wend y James eds.{Cam hriclgclOxrord : Cambridge Uni versit y Press . 1986 ), 

5 t and 67. 
16.' Bahru, A HisrOl :I' (~l ... , 9 1. 

~ (,4 Amo ng few. yc t. imponallt wo rk s 0 11 po liti ca l 1ll31Tiage in Ethio pia. a doc to ra l Ihese by 1-lcn11l S (' rc k c~ 
Brhan is commendab le. Sec "Building Bridges, Drying l3ad Blood : Elite Marr iages, Po li ti cs and Ethnicit ), in 19th 
and 20lh Ce ntury Imperial Ethiopia" ( Phd Dissert ati on in History. Mich igan Stat e Uni vers it y, 2002). I-!cran wrot e 
that "suc h dynas tic allianres thus cont in ued to ca rry thei r own po liti ca l weight muong the firs t gene ratio n o r im peria l 
descendant s and reg ional nobilit y. A 50 11 and two daughters o f the empcror's[ l-/ ail c SclJassiel were marri ed to 
me mbe rs or th e WHlHiga ari stocracy: Scble Des lll \0 Kassa Wolde Mariam, th e so n of Aska le Jot c; Ij iga yehu 
;\s f;\\\'ossen 10 Fikre Scllass ie Habte Mar iam. the heir to Wcllega 's tradit i0 1l a l nobil ity whose :o>istc r Ma hclscn tc 
was ma rried to the emperor's yo un gl!st son. Sahle Sd lass il!. In add it ioll . Iskintic r Dcsta wa:o> married tu Sara 
1\ 1l11l1anllc1. the da ughtcr o r Alo. ;\ 1ll1l1a nuci Ab raham. a Wclkgan who had served as :o>ccretary ;It thl.' legation in 
Eng la nd in thl.' yca rs o r e.xi lc and as a trus ted Illi llisle r alld dip lo illal in \'ariuus ca paci ti es . Ras Mes lin Silcsh i 
married the W! ... lI ega n noble wOllla n. W/7o . Yc~h i ll1 cbet (i um;! wh ile hl'r brot her e(l l. Ke ll l':l was 0 111.' t illll' 
hus band of the C ro\\ 'n Prince 's love in teres t. Wzo. Zel ck:! TaIC-se ." Jt)7 ~I l)X . .Inn I-Iulti n. "Rebound ing 
Na t l o n ~tl i s lll : State :md Ethn ieity in W o lk'gil 1 96R~ 1 976." .l()/lmal of Ihe I lIIel'!laliolla l I/I'i{'(lll IIIS,illl'(' . n . No. J 
1201J3):4II. 

~ (,~ Asbla l\ 1:lrYil tll Joll..' 1:0> m is l'epre:o>erlled as a i\ lu:o> lim \\llnl;tn and 11 ;l IlWd l\ lnlll in:l to strcng thell thl' e ;l ~l' 
ag:l1thl I ya~l l. sec Wolhert Smid t. ··Anlill () e th nohi:'>tory ." I II F/ILyclfJI'I 'dio letllllipi('o, cd . S ighhert Uhli g. Vol 
I f \\'ic~hadel1: II ~LI 1':1;-'''11\\ ill VlTlag. 2t) t )~ l. 263 
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one can rea lize how crucial Sawan hegemony in the imperial pol iti cs had been. In th e case of 

Iyasu, it became clear that fac tors such as Orthodox Christianity, palace etiq uette and fo reign 

interest did playa cen tral role in the then Ethi opian Slate. It is important to emphasize here that 

Taytu, Iyasu and other influenti al personalities in the early twen ti eth century and afterwards, 

inc luding Ydma Der':ssa, li ved and worked somewhat under these aspects of political culture."" 

As the Emperor's physical powers faded, so did hi s control over the political 

sys tem.Consequentl y, the government was run by certain powerfull in di viduals who were 

orga ni zed under th e Crown Coun cil. Parti cul arl y, "Empress Taytu acted for her husband as the 

council 's chairman and explo ited th e growing confusion by concentrating so much authority into 

her own han ds that she became the de fa CIO head of govcrtlmcnt ."U17 As her husband was 

suffering from repeated strokes, Taytu "assumed th e role of the inval id mona rch and made 

S/llfl1l-Shir (appointments and dismissa l) to her lasle.,, 26:S In do in g so, she "constructed a party to 

enSllre her fu ture politica l ascendancy.,,'6? In her commandable study on poli ti cal marriage in 

Et hiopia in the nineteenth ancllwcntielh centuries, Heran remarked tha t Taytu 's "role in politi cs 

was st rongly suppl emented and underscored by her artful management of marri age relations 

d I · . I ,·'70 arOUIl t lC IIllpcn a COllrt. -

However, i"tcge TaylLl could not r~1l1ain powerfu ll fo r long lime and "arrayed aga inst Taytu and 

her followers were Sawall and assim ilatcd leadcrs.,·171 Opposition aga inst her shows that 

rcgionali sm did matter in the polt ics of the ~ l11pirc-stal~. " In view of her Gondar background. 

CMSydncy "erba lind Gabriel Almond. Th~ CiI 'ic ClllfII/,~. Polilint/ Arrirllde.\ (l1It/ DelJltl{"/"{/(I ' ill Fin' 
NUlinlls (Newbury Park: Si lge Puhlicalioll Inc .. 1 9~0), 

:'67 ivlarcu:>. The Lifi: (li/d" 2:'5-2:'6, 
~h" "Among Il1osc' who rd l \'ic tim 10 her policy '\"CI"C diignc Dami's of Waling:!, dag:lc G:ibra_SYllasc Bnry;"] 

(jabr or At!w;l. \\ 'a~ :i llrn ,\bal :i B ll\\'a y~d:i\\' and Niigadras "I aile Ciiorgi:> \\':i1d:i ;>" li"<I\:I." Bahrll. , I lIis /OIY 0/ . 
117. 

~f," ;>"brl'll ,~, The Life amI ". ~3 7. 
:'~u I I cr,lI1 , 126. 
~~ 1 :-Vbn.:lIs. Thl' l ife Cll/d . .. 236 
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her moves were interpreted as parts of a grand plan to restore the cent ra lity of the north in 

Ethi opi an pol iti cs. ,,'72 To make the long s tory short, the "Sawan nobility coul d oust Taytl1 from 

state politics after her dcsperate attempts, in cluding her appeal to European consuls to intervene 

in domestic politics, in order to retain her in fluence or to leave Shawa for Gondar. ,,273 It is 

pen inent to recal l here that as "Menel ik ascended the throne in 1889, the po licy of the SaWall 

kings became th e basi s of hi s po licy for the entire coun try, w hil e the Sawan Amhara nob ility 

(specifica ll y of Manz, Tagu liit, Bulga and M ii rhabctc) was co ns idered to have bccome thc 

politica l e lite of the Empi re."'" A ll exccptions considered, " the empire was Shoan, and Shoans 

a lso tended to ho ld the most important government pos ts. The stmcture of th e government 

was there fore chi efl y detenllin ed by the society and comm on va lue o f th e Sawan Am haras, 

for other influences affec ted the gOVCJ1lI11 Clll onl y w it hi n a framework w hi ch they had 

I d I ·d d ,,'75 a rea y al OWI1 . -

Soon after th e Sawan nobil ity ousted Taytu from court po liti cs, the short ye t dram ati c re ign of 

Ug Iyasu bega n. Hi s radi ca l measures and tendenc ies w it h all hi s be haviors that had been a t odds 

with th e palace etiquett e, however. bred bi tter resentment and indignation among powerful 

indi viduals in th e establ ishm ent. He tended to " ignore the center and th e north an d co ncentrated 

his attenti on on the eastern part of the cl11pirc,' ·276 'vV ithou! regard for his advise rs, he ma de 

decisions that failed to take into accou nt the social, the politi ca l, o r the re li gious consequences, 

272 Ihid .. 24J-1.44 
~71 /hid . ; B~tll ru, A IIiS(OI"l" of ... , 11 7 -11 ~. 
,,~ Denis Nosnitsin. :o.P rov incl: of Siiwa. 'i n I:-I/(yc/upedia .·/l:'fili()l)iclI. cd. Sighhe r1 Uhlig Vol. 

-I.(\\ 'ieslKtdcll : lIarrassowitz Vl'rlag o. 20 10),55 7h, 

~,'; (laph:lI11, -I. " In the 1 tJ-IOs, aillong uthn Illeasurcs. lhe thcn rvlil1 s tcr or Pcn. \Va lda-Giyorgis \V[llda­
l"ohaI1l1l'!'> assigned his own supporh.:r!'>. whom he cnrbid!...'l"Cd l'oIllIH .. 'll.:nt. a!'> pro\'incial dircclnrs. II lllay bc \\"nnh 
noting .. 11 0\\ 'c\ '(,I". th:1I hi~ ;] ppoin tccs \\"1.'1"(' r(,Cl"uit cd m;]inly from among \he S:i\\";] ll ;\ Illhara. "' !'. Iakonnen Tcgl..'gn . 
.... Walda-(i iyorgis \V;dda-Y Oh:lI1111::S and Ihc Ilail!...' Sc llassit' GU\'CrlHlh.:nl."' .\'ol"/h('(ls/ .I/ritall Sllldit "' . -I . Nl) 1. ( 19(7 ) 
New Scries: 11 0. 

! :o..I..IlUl' Tilt' LI/e (/1/(/ ... 270 
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He was not fond of the daily rout ine of govern ment adminis tra tion, choosing to visit provi nces as 

well as pe ripheral regions and "attempting to construct a power base independent of the Shawan 

lII akwanenl. Hi s repeated fa ilures to organi ze and attend palace banquets on Christi an ho lidays 

also worri ed the pri ests.,,'77 To add in sult to inju ry, " lyasu once remain ed in a Muslim town over 

Easter. "nR 

Th e war in Europe and its effects in Ethi opia al so crystalli zed opposition to Lif}, lyasu for he 

showed his preference fo r the Centra l Powers279 To the di sappoin tment of the Briti sh an d French 

dip lomats at Add is Ababa, "he di spatched e ight camel-loads o f ammu nition in October 19 15 

from Harar to Muh am mad Abdu ll ah, who led the Somali nationa list res istance struggle aga inst 

th e comb ined po IVers of Great Britai n, Ita ly and Eth iop ia from 1898 to 1920 .","0 Duri ng on e of 

his usual visits in I-I ar~i rge and Ogadcn in 19 16, signi ficant nobi lities were gath ered in the capita l 

to ce lebrate the annual imperi al banquete of tile Holy Cross . Upon their arrival , il was learn t that 

no preparations had been made by Lif}, Iyasu for the ban quete. "O n 12 September the Triparti te 

powers had sent a note to the Foreign M in ister complaining about lyaslI 's activ iti es supporting 

rebellion in Somali iand. ,,281 

Regardless of rh e validity of accli sa tions against Lig lyaslI which was developed by the Sawan 

nobil ity, it can be concluded that the allegati on, predom inant ly dealing wi th religious breach) 

:77 [n hi~ relation:-;hi p with po \\'~rfll[ chicf." and !l(lbili ties. lyas lI was blailled f(l r hi~ arroganc!.:. Ion. " On on~ 
occasiun he h,ld :-; truck 1 1; l bl~i G iorgis in tht,; lill'l.!. wh ich act ion has nUl lcmkd [0 increasL' his n:spcc l among lhL' 
fo llower:-; of lilal powerful c h i~f." Ras f\ b,ll:i beL'amc c.\lrl'lllcl y di~plcased with [ilL' princ~'s ac tions. S~C Marcus . 
The Lile ({/III .. , 151·253, 

:~ :-- Ihid.. ~6R 
~~'I Ihid. :?(1) . 171. 

::--1> Said Sam'lIar. "" 1\luhalllmad Abdallah llas:ln." ill EI/(:l'cfofJ£'(/i(l . /f't/lioph·!I. Cd.Slghhcn L!hlig, \ 'u l. J 
(\\ ' il'~b;llkn: I /arra~~n\\"ill Vl'r1a~. 2007 ,. I {)·L5h, 

~~! ]\1:trl'lIs. Till' Lilt (/J}(t .. , 27(1 . 
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signifies the very va lues and practices of th e imperial state. 282 A ll in a ll , Lif; Iyasu cha ll enged thc 

estab li shmen t imprudent ly and this cost fina ll y not on ly hi s im pending throne but also hi s life 

most probably at the eve of the Italian invas ion in 1935. In th e course of th e coup d'etat agains t 

lyasu, a promisi ng cand idate for the throne was TMliri Mtikonn'ln . 21B 

After Lif; Iyyasu was removed from state power in 1916, another pol tica l struggle began within 

the imperial establishment. "The years between [if; Iyyasu's downfall ( 1916) and Ha il a S"ill asse's 

coronation as emperor (1930) witnessed po litica l competiti on between 'tradit iona lists' and 

' progress ives,,,284 For about a decade and hal f, "the power struggle between the 

conservati ve/traditional forces and Tafari , ass isted by the progress ives, co ntinued until the latter 

emc rged abso lu te ly victorious in 1930."'" Du ring these years, especially inte ll ectua ls who had 

enjoyed foreig n and dom esti c education so fa r were offe red more soc io-po litieal spaces in the 

s tate. Consequent ly, thei r impact augmenlt::u in va ri ous as pects o f govcrnm enf activities stich as 

administration, diplomacy, legis lation and opi nion mak ing. 2S6 These governmen t activi ties 

encompassed new political and adminis trative practices carried out by members of the emerging 

?IQ The thinccn a ll ega tiolls arc i) fail ure to carry out the fUll eral of Mi"nihk II . ii) his convers ion (0 Islam and 
the killing ofurbnl1 polices iii) his cO llversion to Islam and his marriage with Muslim families. iv) his refusal to visit 
churches in I-Iariirgc and ins\e • .Id att<.: llding a mosque se rvice. v) giv ing bad the conl isl:a tcd propertics ta ken during 
Ihe war of conquest in I-I arii rgc from Chri stians back 10 Muslim s \'i) his f:l\'oring Ars i ano Somali Muslim!'! yi i) 
Bui lding a new musq ue in Dire Dawa and alLcndi ng Illosqut;! serv ice dressing "like t'l/lllsli ms" whereas he declined 10 

patronize a church and its c lergy in Dire Dawn" vi ii) Forcing Ihc clergy at Gi"g"gYga to lcave thc parish and 
transferring the sile to rvluslims for the construclion ofa mo:-,que, ix) Changing thc cmb lem 011 the Eth iopian nag by 
inscr ibing in il " There is no God exeept Allah. Moil,ll11llled is the messenger of Allah" and sc.-nding il 10 Ihe Turkish 
consulate .x) drawing gene~t1og i ca l evi dcnn: lip to .. 4O gent.: rations. and announcing 11ia1 he was a ,\1uslilll person . xi) 
acclls ing a Muslim j udge (11' drinking alcohol and forcing Chr ist ians In participate in the ;dkgatlon xii) del ivering 
12 Ibgs to Sllillali chil . .- I"s at Gi'g'gyga on \\Ihidl the cmblem t"~, tds' TI1I:n: is no God I.;xccpt AII,th . ?\'I ~)halllill cd IS Ihc 
nll .. 's.'cngcr of AII;lh"" and ... iii) a plan and preparation to dedlrc religious war ()I' Jihad ag,tinSI Ellropcan~. i'vliirs'c 
Il rti'ii n \V!i~d;i Qirqos. )'ii::iillliill Torik Ti:i'laye (Addis Ababa Addis Ababa Uni\"\'~'rsity Press. 11)94 ).1 .. 13 .. 14 7" 

-).; ,. iVliirs'c I-I,v;in \V~i1d;i Qirqos. )'d:{'illldll Tn!"ik ... I~g. 
'SJ ?-.lckonncl1" '-)5. 
>{ Ihid" fn . 
• ~!o Hahru. Pit/llee,.,\' III' Ch,lIIgl' 

PtlllllcslC)()<)- 1930)"{H. A. Thc:'b" illlli:.I\lr~ 
J()2-207: B:thru [)CIII i:-:.c. "Th..: Role \)1' Ihl' P]'(lgrl':-"i\l' .... in Fthinpian 
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social group who differ profess iona ll y from the warrior nob ility of the conquest age. Addi s 

Hi wet explai ned how thi s sh ift took place: 

One ~f the most important cOllsequences of the creation of the 
empire and the establishment of Addis Ababa as a political 
economic center was the gradual and definite reversal of the 
correlation offorces betweell these hitherto dominant elements . 
... The Great Conquest-the creation of the empire-saw the 
consummation of war as a vocation. Th e post cOllquest period 
marks the dejillite deciine of feudal barollage alld the passage of 
historical initiative to the Ghibbi 'politicians ', the court 

,("I"; . ! 187 
0J.I'Cf{f S. 

These officials, as a resu lt of their di rect and indirect exposure to the practices of the outside 

world, became instrumental in initiating, implementing and contro lling the gradual yet 

remarkable changes of immense impact to the existing socio-economic and pol itical systems of 

the empire in slIch activi ties as finance, trade, cOlllmunication , education, and administration. As 

vital as the period wus, it is here that we find the variolls portrayals of the trend as ' reform ', 

'progress', and 'modernization ' . 

No matter how the gradual break wi th th e past was remarkable. "Emperor Haila Si'llasse built 

upon the polit ica l and econom ic roundation s la id by M·'nili"k."'ss The two elements of the 

absolutist state, old and new, therefore, rep resen t the political fortnation of the period. 1R9 That 

was how rhe establishment used to function and it con tinued so till 1974 determ ining th e course 

of subsequcm developments and shaped by events. too. The next section attempts to give a 

general picture about th e major po liti ca l institutions and practi ces in which my subject or the 

s{[[d y ac ted and in tcracted espec ia ll y sin ce 1941 . 

"~7 Addis. 79 . 
. '~~ ,\1arclI:-. Tlte I. ilL' ol/d .... 2X I. 
>" The l ... : Ia{ion~hip be{m . .'~n Ihc:-.c old and Il l'\\' CIeIllCI1{~ ha~ IWl'n an issllc or scholarly dchale 111 I Ill' 

hi:-Inril lgraphy. '" [ h;I\C hril'll) di:-.~u":-l'd l'arlil'L the t1JJ pO JillC;iI :-.ysll'1ll 1IIili".:d thl' ahsnllll isl :-.[:Hl' .\ .... a 

··n.:dl'plo)cd ;Ind n:ch:lrgcd appar;IlIlS Ill' li.:ud:d d,)min:llitll1."" .'\Illkr:-~)Il. IS. 
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2.3. Institutions and Political Pnctices of the Ethiopian State 

YrJma Dcrcssa served the Imperial Governm ent of Ethiopia under the authori ty, influence and 

circumstance of powerful rulers, old and new government instinlti ons and poltical practices. 

I-Ience, a brief survey on these setting is helpful to situate especiall y his pub li c life. "Central to 

th e politi cal form ati on was the monarch surrounded by 'comp lex circ les, old and new ,,,290 such 

as powerful mini sters, members of parliament, the Crown Council , fa mi ly members, advisers and 

th e church. The palace (Ghibi) was reall y th e co re of state politi cs in th e true sense of th e word . 

The compound, with a surface area of approx imately one Gnsa oversees the s lope of th e town 

descendin g to the Ri ft Vall ey, and houscd const itutcd especiall y diffcrent o ffi ccs of the emperor, 

th c im peri al banquct hall , thc offi ces or the Coun cil of Mini stcrs, Min istry of Pen and th c Crown 

Co unc il .29 1 Genera ll y, "the centra l agencies o f government were gathered round the throne, ,,292 

The Em peror ru led through a nUlllber of insti tu tions, poli tical and soc ial groups as well as 

perso nal ities at diffe rent times and circlI lllstances. Tn pani cul ar, these inc luded influentia l 

' 9-mini steri al offices, parliament, coun cil s and fam ily mcmbcrs. - J Conversely, hi s minis ters, 

members of the parli ament, the Crown Counci l, famil y members, proteges, other highe r and 

lower offi cial s in his govern ment, ord inary cit izens had access to the monarch through age-old 

poli tica l insti tuti ons and pract ices. However, the in terac ti on between the monarch and his 

functionaries was too comp lex {Q give a crysta l-clcar pict ure, 

Especi all y for about tll1een years after liberati on frol11 the Italian occupation, th e Min istry of Pen 

was :1 dom inant office, It is imporrant to emphasize that Siil!!e 7/"::a: \Valda Giorgis \V~ilda 

1'/11 ivlargery Pl' rilam, "Furward" ill Clapham. xi. 
: "1 i\lalllam:i SY"nssc Walda i\ \:b.q:il. 7Jkn/ VJgiir (/\ddis ,\h;lhn: JI)50 r:.c. ), 2- t (), 
:"~ Claphal11, 1X 

,~ Pl'rhalll, the G'/JI '(' I"IIIIIl'1I1 III .. : ('Iapham.! 1(69): \ kkonllC'1l Tl'gqpl. ( 1997 ):SI'),olLm II ar\.'glll.( 10 13 ): 
, \ ngl'lll Del 80l':1 (1011). 
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Yohannfs who headed the Ministry was the most powerfu l person in the country save the 

Emperor. 294 In an era when adm in istrative cent ra li zation reached its apex , every imperia l an d 

pol itical commun ication was under the control of $iihje Ti'zaz (li terall y to mean 'writer of an 

order' ). For a decade and half after li beration, "the Emperor ent ru sted Walda -Gi yorgis wi th the 

promotion and implcmentation of structural rcforms within both the ccntral government 

apparatus and di e provincia l aciministration .,,295 

Negaril Gazela proclaimed that the Mini ster of Pen "was the holder of the great seal of the 

monarch and controll ed the propaga nda and information services as well as the govern men t 

press " 2% The Mini stry un der a $iillje Ti'zoz not on ly fac ilitated every imperi al and pol itical 

communication but also supervised the censorship offi ce which had been blocking out any 

criti cism against the regime in an y form includin g creati ve works.297 It was onl y the publ icati ons 

of un iversity students which were excused from the high-hano ect med ia system of the imperia l 

Ethi opia. The youth in th e in stinlt ions of modern education in Ethi op ia used to enj oy relati ve 

freedom as th ey were considered by th e establishment as agents of change. This dynamics call be 

ex pli cated mainly by th e advent of modern educat ion and ex pansion of urbani zati on in Ethi opi a 

at the dawn of th e twcnti cth century. Before thi s period, in Amh ara culture whi ch dominated the 

~'I- l l n addit ion 10 his positiun as a $iil!I£; n·:{c. \V U ld ~i Giorgis W~i1dii Y ohalln is also lOOK 0\'1.:1' l ile i\ [ inislry 
of [l1Ic l" ior ( [ 943 - [ 949) and ivl ini sl r), of Justice ( [Y49-1 955). Sec ~vbkonn c n, 91 · 138 . 

~ .,~ Mckonnctl. 109. 
~"hN(!:;{/ /"il Ga:ew (jenera l No tice No 1 19..t I. M ;J y 10: iVt:gal"il GlI:e/li 2'''1 Yea r No.5. Ordcr No 1 of 

194J . An Order to de fine the pO\wrs and (!Lilies of the i\ l inislries . T he tille as well as the fu nction of .'iiihl(; Ti··:a: 
wa:, known !O record cd history in ELh i l)p j~, :, incc Lh(' 171h ceHtury and it was lk sign:tlcd as a i\ll il1s\e l" ui" P('n when 
Fmperor j\ l inilik II /"orl1l('d a qua:-.i-l1l()ckrn cahinL't for the ri r~llilllc in 190 7. Sc\' i r ChcrIle {:-,o \· and ])cl1i ..... No:,nibin. 
·'S;iha[~ -rfi·zaz"·m ElIlyd()J'edia . Ielhio/Jim. ell . Vo l. 4.(W icsb:Hkn: I [arrasso\\" iI L Verlag. JO tO). 460:1·..t6 Ia: 
i\ lahtiim:i Si"la:-.~c \\':ihlii 0. l ibq:iI. 5lJ-6(). N 1\ I ,\. l~ilL' \Ju ml1L'r. 6:;.1 .29. l..t. 
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poli tica l system of the imperi al government, adolescence sca rcely ex ists as a concept, let alone as 

I II ' . I '98 a C 1a engmg socIa group.-

Returning, th en, to the di scuss ion on the Mini stry o f Pen, " the roles whi ch the Tsa hafl Taezaz 

perfo rmed under Hail e Se llass ie far surpassed his his torical fu ncti on. Bes ides bei ng the keeper of 

the great sea l, he kept th e records of all high appointments, promotions and demotions, and had 

th e responsibility for the publi cati on of all laws, decrees, and treaties." 299 Although a Prime 

Min iter's Office and a Counci l of Mini sters had been set up in 1943, the dominating in sti tuti on 

of th e peri od was th e Mini stry of th e Pen. The Mini ster was ve ry close to the Emperor to the 

ex tent that " its operat ions were often qu ite indist inguishablc from his own.,,300 Sahale n'zaz 

W~ild a-Gi yo rg i s L1sed th e Mini stry of Pen as a vehicl e fo r promoting centrali sm and 

modernization in the government apparatlls. ,301 Mckon ncn Tcgegn argued that "lastl y in 1955, 

th e ari stocra ts and hardlin ers fro m the nob ility stood agains t Wa lda G iorgis and se rved as key 

1" ,11 Donald Levine ( 1965) is quite correc t in pointing 011 \ that "in Ethiopia ' s modernizing sec tor, society and 
the individual have been affected by n Ullle rOllS changes a l oncc. Adult standards have bC(;OlllC confused: available 
roles have mu lt iplied beyond comprehension ; new agents and techniques of secondary socializa tion have 
supp lemcntcd the old. Ovcrnigh1. adolesce llce l1:1s become bOlh n ca tcgory and a chnllengc to the cSlablishmcnl. This 
was nol bc( ausc the you th rcprcsclHl.!d a spcc itie age-group ill a society but mainl y because they resided in the 
esteemed institutions-modern schools. Hence. a:.. the result of the increasing prest ige of modern education in 20 th 

cen tury. the educa ted youth (not all you th ) had be(orne eventually a social group til at bend'ted spec ial treatment 
frol11 the government in the form of relative ins tilliti onal autonomy." Sec Donald Levine, Wax alld Gold Tradili()/1 
al/(I Il/lIol'Otiol/ ill Ethiopiall Cllltll re (Chicago: The Un ive rsit y uf Chicago Press. 1965 ). 2,96; Messa)' 
Kebede.(100S) li sted va rioll s explanations for the rclative autonomy Ihat highe r institutions in Ethiopia. like in other 
third \\'orld countries. enjoyed . ·"First. so long as student protests n .. 'main con lined 10 Gl ll1Jlllses and do 110t spill uver 
into OIher social sectors .. di c tatorial go vl'"rnillents sec no serious threat to th eir power. Second .. the embedded I ink 
bCIWlTIl '\(.·'ltl eillie freedom <Ind hi ghcr eduC<llioll docs nut alluw a purely rl'J)I"essi\c pulicy: s\HJrl nr closing 
IIlli vL'rsi tie s . go vernments !l;lve no di rcl:I way 10 shi c hl student s from critical ide' ls. T hird .. govcrnments acquire :l bad 
repUl<lI iO Il whcll they crac k down on univers itics." t\ !CSS:lY Kebede. Radim/ism alld CII /IUI'lI/ OiS/II("(lIioll ill 
1:"~flti(J/Ji{/ . IfJ6{)-llJ7.J (Rol:hcs te r: Univl: rsity o f Rochc:-.lc r Press. 2008).9. 

c''') Spellcer. I I ~ . 
11111 Clapham . 12 
,III The:-.c incilld ed .... public :-.ccurity .. Ih:al1h. ' propag;tnda ami in l(l r111;l1io11. h'II11\ ... , C011cl..':-.:-.inlls and mincr:d 

ng lu ... and mllnll:lpalitics'" \ h'knlllH.:n. 111 
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pressure group to topp le him.,,302 Eventua ll y, the Min istty of Pen and the Premiers hip came 

under the authori ty of one person. 

Soon after the depos iti on of wa lda G iorg is, the ro lc of th e Mini stry o f the Pcn was in tegrated into 

th at of the Offi ce of th e Prime Min ister. O bviously, the Counc il of Mini sters was formed to a ll 

intents and purposes fo r fo re ign show tha t his governm ent had a nature of permanence and 

co ntinuity. "On 25 Oc tober, 1907, Emperor Menil ek announced to th e fore ign powers that he 

was fo nning a cabinet. To this end, he worked out appoin tments for the vari ous mini s ters and 

ordered th e constru cti on o f a building for cabi net meetings ac ross fj ·OIn th e eljil' and the egg 

hOllse. N ine min isters were appo inted, as was done in EuropC.,,303 T he introduction of new 

politi ca l ins tit ution s "d id not esscntiall y affect th c s ta tus, functi ons, and mode of operati on of 

thc offi c ia ls, who cont in ued to serve at the pa lacc in their trad itiona l ro le,,3(>1 Christop hcr 

C lapham noted that " th e cab inate had not' form ed the hub ur the executive govern ment. Its 

powers were only advisory, and the Emperor was not a member: he never attended regularl y, and 

did so only on spec ia l occasions to add weigh t and sometimes pub li c ity to the council 's 

del i berations. ,,305 

oW" Wlwn MckolllH.::n altcrnplcd 10 Irace the origin ofLhl: rCS~IlLIl1CIlL or tile nobilit y. he noL..::ti lha1 "in 1942, 
I-b ile Sc llassic promulg.:l1cd a dccn:c. draftcd by \Valda-Giyorg is. which regulated the lhlliC's and powers or the 
prov incial governors-.gt'lleral ami 1111.: ;1' stall and st: t up nt'\\' politiGll subdivisiuns throughout tht: I.:olllllry. A yl.'>tr 
later. another decree defined Ihc functions and P()\\"CI"S of ministers and established Ihe COllllcil ofl' l inislcrs and the 
Ol"1icl.' uJ" lill' Pri me MinistLT. Thl.'se dccrccs \\"l.'I"I.: cruciall y important in Ethiopian pulitirs O\"CI" lI\ Il:ast thc Ill:xt 
lkl.'<lde and a ha lf. Because they aimed al vesling political pO\\'t'r in institutions ra til t'r than in individll!lls, they 

threatelled the wry base o f the nobility'S po\\"er. As a result till' dl..~crccs were celllral Il) and pro\'idcd thl.' main 
explanation lor thc pO\VL'r st ruggiL's bctWl.'l'n 1l11)lkrall.'S (largely l.'dUCaLl.'d l'UmIllUIll.'rs) and cut1:-.\..'r\':tli\,l's ( Iargdy 
llC'lhilily/arislocr;1I:-. 1 from 19-1710 1955 ." Mekolltll.'Il, 110. 

~I"; [\ 1an:us. ThL' Life (lIId .. . '2'27. 
H I~ '\ 1arkak i:-. . ::!60 
;,,~ Clapham. 12(,. 
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In te rms of institutiona l di stinctiveness, the Coun ci l of Ministers in th e post-liberati on period 

shows a cl ear difference from the previous one. 306 ''In pl ace of the embryo departments of pre-

war days, there is a whole ran ge of ministri es after 194 1, speciali zed agencies and organs 

of government, w hi ch carry out the ir own defined functi ons in a way wh ich would have 

been inconceivable cvell twenty years ago. ,,307 As to their authority, il is commented that "no 

Counci l of Ministers could do mu ch when its members were all imperia l nomi nees used to 

dealing d irectly wi th the throne. The Counc il ofMinistcrs a lso had to takc account of the fa ct 

th at each of its membcrs had indi vidual access to the throne." lOX In other words, "appointed 

by th e Emperor, mini sters were ind ividually responsible to him fo r the admini stration of 

the ir departmen ts and opinions submined to th e l11onareh.,,309 Co llec ti ve ly too, " the Council 

obviously had nothing to say on matters w hi ch came wi thin th e scope of the Emperor's 

attenl ion . ,,310 

H istori ca l developments seem to have crea ted some pressures to make a reform in th e positi on 

and role o f th e Counc il of Mini s ters in the Imperial Governmcnt of Ethiopia. For in stance, " a 

morc fa r-reaching atlcmpt at amendment look place 111 1961, w hen J Committee on 

Consti tut ional Revision was among th e cOlllmittees on poss ible reforms SCI up after the 

UI('Negarifh G(ccla. Order No. I. 1943 . Margl:ry Perham emphasized the signili canl pos ition of \wo 
ministri es ,unong the twelve ministries. "The duty of thc iVlinislcr of the Inter ior is to 'supervise security' 
throughout the Empire. and the provi ncial administratiun and police are under his ord ers. Tht: l:harac tcr and 
th e great importance of th is mini stry wi ll be more full y l111dcrstood whell we turn tn a considcr,llioll of the 
pru\ ill{;cs. T he Mini st ry of the Pen represl'llts '" as I have already discusscd. ""t hc dC\ 'elopmclll o f the anc ient 
office ofSiil/{~k-Ti·i=(I=. T he min ister's duties (I re to kecp thc G rc;lt Sea l. In ;lc1 as registrar o f blrl ils. marriages 
and <k',lIhs in the roy:! I 1":Jlll ily: 10 bl.' !.:c,-,per of the <lrchivcs: 10 isslic Ihe GilZl'lIe and 0 1 her on:cial docutllellis' 
to coordinate the worl of the ministries; to !'>upply the onkial liaisoll with the parliament and 10 supervisc the 
coun I..'swbl ishcd LInder <lrticiL- 5-1- of the constitution for thl' trial or ;1dlllin istr:lliyc offenccs." Pl'rhalll. The 
GO\'('/"J/I}/(! /I1 or .. . 9 1 . 

307 Clapham. 1 RJ. 
u , ~ Ihid 

309 \ lilrkakis. 1M) 
,III Ihid .. 2() 7. 
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attempted coup (I'etat of the previous December [ 1960]. ,,311 With th e intenti on of deve loping a 

gove1l1ment system that would address emergi ng pol iti ca l prob lems, the Constitu ti onal 

"committee was most ly concerned with th e relations between the Emperor, th e Prime Mini ster 

and mi nisters. It recommended that the functi on and posi ti on of the Head of State should be 

separated from those of the Head o f GOVCrtl lll cnt , but all in vain .,,312 Some years later, however, 

based on the new proclamation that reestabli shed the Counci l of Min isters, "the powers of the 

Council were enlargcd to inc lude thc making of decisions, with thc stipulation that 'matters 

o f poli cy' stil l have to be submittcd to the Emperor. FOIl1l all y the 1966 order did lit tle to 

clarify the jurisdi ctional am biguity involv in g thi s body.,,313 All in all , however, "the mini sters 

stood at the peak of the central governm ent hi erarchy, and provide the chi ef link between 

the Emperor and th e nineteen execlit ive mi ni stri es: they together make lip the Co uncil of 

Ministers, and th ey pe rform much th e same ad mini strati ve fu ncti ons as th eir eq ui va lents 

all )'\'lfhere in the world, ,·JI-I 

Li ke the mini steri al system, Parli ament in Ethi op ia was also a novel political ins litlilion whic h 

Em peror Hailii Snl asse introduced with the firs t constitut ion ill 193 131
; This new polit ica l 

instituti on was established " first as an instit uti on whose inspiration as fo reign and not 

Et hi opian , and second , as an appendage to the exee ll tive govern ment , rather than as onc o r 

the bas ic reposi tories of the authori ty of thc state,,·316 The functions of the parliamen t arc 

almost wholly covered by article 34 of the constitut ion wh ich dec lares 'no law tllay be put into 

311 CI,\pham. 42, 

1I~ /\ s Christuph!..!!' Clapham poill l!..!d oUl " 'H.:co rd ing to Ihl: propusal. lhl: Ell1p~ror should sl:kl:1 lhl' rril1l~ 
t\ l ini ... te r. who wo uld then choose his OWI1 ministers. ;lIld prescnt thcm to tile Empcrnr for formal ins tallation . Ii 
also propo!'cd thai the Council of Ministcrs should bccome an C'\CCllli,'c instead or;'ln a(\"isory body. and that 
Ih!".' Prim!".' rvl ini :-i h:r ~hoLJ ld e'il' rc i:-ie a Illllnber or c'iecutin: puwers in til l· name orlhe [mpl'ror.·· Ihid. 

'1\ i\'larknkis . 166-2{,7. 
1\ .1 Clapham. 9:-:. 
11~ T:iI.;Iii 1-1 :1\\'011')' <11 T:ikb \1ar~am. ( ]IN:-! r .C.):Pcrham. The (j(JJVI'IIIII('1I1 II/. • • lJ5 . 
'If· Clapham. ]-10 
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force without having been di scussed by th e Cham bers and havi ng obtai ned the confirmation 

of th e Emperor.' The structure of parliament is briefl y defined in the consti tution and it was bi-

cameral. The Senate, as defin ed in arti cle 3 1, was to consist of members appointed by the 

Emperor fro m among the nobil ity 'who have fo r a long time served his Empire as Pri nces 

or Mi ni sters, Judges or high mili tary offi cers'. "The deputi es, 'until the people are 111 a 

position to elect th em th emse lves' were to be nominated by th e nobility and the local chiefs. 

Rathcr surpri singly thc deputi cs were at first fcwe r in numbers than th c Senators.,,317 

Predictabl y, the power of the monarch cast its minatory shadow on th e parl iament. He, for 

instance, convened and dissolved the chambers and draws up thei r procedure. The wholc reserve 

of abso lute power lay with thc Emperor. Mi nisters co uld not attend scssions of thc parl iam ent 

without hi s pcrmiss ion. In spitc of the jurisdiction of thc parli ament, " the cmperor conti nued to 

issue his own decrees as he di d before the;: in auguration of parliament, and it lws not 

appea red to be of great importance \vhether the nom in ated chambers went th rough the form 

of cOllri rl11 ing th em or 1101.,,318 However, it is difficu lt to consider the parli ament tota lly :<as a 

bb r I . . ,,319 I'll er s ta mp lo r t lC sovereign Interest. 

Vv'it h changing circllllls tances, the s igni ficance of Parl iament increased gradua ll y III the 

legis lative regi me espec ially since th e 19505. For ins tance, "a bas ic change e ffected by the 

111 Perham. The GO l'cmlllcll f ()( ... 9() 
~l~ Ibid .. 96-97. ' 
.11" "There is a lso e\' illenee th;lt Pa rl iamcnt took its legis la ti\'c duti e~ se riollsly, a fcw cases of 

parliamentary o ppos itioll 1u th e e:-;cctlli vc ha ve bC':!l reponed li'o lll th l.:! 19-tOs, and in Ih.: 1950s il made 
fi 'cquc1lI1 y lhough usually minor, :tlllcndmcnt :-: to legi:-:la ti on. It introduced n ogging ;lS a punishmcnt into the 
Penal Cude or 1957: and in lhe Ekt' lural La w Prod:unatioll o r 1956, il dell'lcd a phrase a llowi ng Ihe EkclOral 
I1n:mJ to llla~e (/\\'({iioch or Prodl1n;lIi() n ~ on Ihe ground that thc:>l' rcquired.' p:lrliamenlary app roval. and 
;]Illcncicci thc condit ions 011 rcsi dcnces for \ 'ot c rs s ince th e origitwl drat'! was um:otl stttu tiollai. A l' e;1(\i ll(,SS 10 

rejl'c l la\\'s is indica l('d by the r:ederal Tax (Amendment) Proclamation of 1955. the prl':un bl e of which re ]l: rs 
to illll1L'riai apprm'il l of thl' resolution of the- Sc n~l\(, alone. implyi ng Ihilt the Chamber of Deputi('s pa~sed a 
dif!l:rL·lll rcslliutil lll whiL'h was rt'je<:tni by till· ex.:CUI1W. \\hilt: in 195(, a bill un IllreSl c\lllst'na li ~)Il was S l ) 

amclHkd th rmlgh th L' in r111CllCe or the 1:l11dm\'ner:-. in P;lrliamctlt lha1 thL' gO\ nnmel1l rci'u:-.cd In ilel'Cp! it . 
Clapham, 1-t1. 

81 



1955 constitut iona l revision was the introduction of the representative principle for the 

Chamber of Deputies, whose members became el ective on the basis of universal adult 

suffrage. Th e Senate remain ed an appointed cham ber reserved for the nobility and hi gh 

offic ial. ,,120 In accordance w ith the Revi sed Constiti on of 1955 , " the Chamber of Deputi es has 

s ince 1957 been e lected by uni versa l adu lt suffrage, and has thus for th e first time achieved a 

power base independent of the E mpero r; but the senate remained directly appo in ted by 

him .,,32 1 Sli ghtl y different politi call y from the Chamber of Deputies, "the senate clearl y has a 

useful potential function in the representation of el ite groups, such as the nobili ty, the armed 

forces, the high offic ia ls and the intelli gentsia, to balance a first chamber based si mpl y on 

popular suffrage. ,,)22 

With the passage o f time, the new political institution in the Imperial Government of Eth iop ia 

"'al so gai ned substan tive legi slati ve powers: in iti ating and san ctioning legis lation , summoning 

ministers for questi oni ng and In except ional circumstance initiating proceedings for 

im peachment. The Emperor too, could initi at e and vcto laws, as well as could di ssol ve 

I" ,,3'3 P . I I . par lament. - artl Cli ar y, It "has also improved its position in the fi scal mallers: th e 

chambers could examine th e budget ill deta il and in ad vance. As Parl iament was give n the 

ri ght to Slllll1l10n ministers to an swer questions before it ,,,n.l the "tendency of ministers to visit 

Parliamcnt in person grcw, instcad of leav ing it to deputies, and scveral of them, including 

VYlmu Dcrcss a at th e Mi nistry or Fin ance, took pa ins to be c0l1ci liatory." .. 25 

I~H r-. l n rknki s. 277-17X 
-\~I Claphalll. 1-12. 
l~' Ihid .. 151. 
"\~"\ Ihid .. l---J~ . 
1~~ i\ larkaki .... 27x. 
;~.; Claphalll.1-17-1-lX 
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Somewhat new in terms of its institutiona l form like the parl iament and the Counci l of Ministers, 

and partl y o ld in terms of its practice, the Crown Council was a lso another institut ion w hi ch 

pl ayed v ita l ro le in the politi cs of the absoluti st state. Though it was formall y establi shed by 

A rticl e 70 of the 1955 Revised Constituti on (the du ti es of whi ch were not defined) the function 

of Crown Counc il as a political pract ice was an age-old institution in Ethiop ian hi story. "Due to 

th e ir closeness to the crown , in the past members of th e Crown Counc il had informal adviso ry 

fUll ctions.,,326 T he Crow n Counci l was an im portant " pol icy-ma king body and as s lIch the 

3'7 centra l focu s of power under the Emperor. " -

Based o n the royal request, the Council "adv ised the Emperor on matters of state, yet the 

Counc il di d not form pa rt of the im perial secretariat; but the two had a certain amou nt in 

common as trad iti onall y-based bodi es close ly attach ed to Ihe Emperor."m In its fo rmati ve 

yea rs during th e re ign of Emperor l-I aila-Sfllass6, a ri stocra ts dominated the COll nci l except Ras 

'i'mfru .32
{) The Crown Coun cil was work in g " in an ad hoc manner" and "did not have a perman ent 

office .)) Eith e r the Emperor, or a member des ignated by the Emperor, was to pres ide over th e 

~1(, Clapham relll,trkt'd thaI "the Counci l was mure lihly to ha ve lake n a 1~lirly passive ro le than 10 
have played any active part itl policy-making. Such a traditional ly-based body would be be11er sllit (,(\ \0 the 
evaluation of SlI ggC5 tiotl s than to making them itse lf. and it is un likely that anI.: so devo ted as the Emperu r tu 
weakening the powcr of the nobil ity wou ld have given tl council of nob lemen any greater shalT in the 
dccisiun- Illaking process than tht' needs o r l.:OIlSe n SlIS demanded. Further. though Iht' members of the Cuuncil 
were all of high prestige in the coulltry at la rge, f~w o f them were of a caliber to stand up to the I: mperor 
wilili lltilc govcn1mel1l." 11·L Sec also Smidt , X2Ib:Clapilalll . 12-t and jvlarbkis. 277. 

~~ 7 John Spencer, for ins tance. rcc:ll1cd that in thei r draft ing of a new Elhiopian consti wtion, they \\'cr~ 
torced by the Crom] COUllcil to st ress Ihe prerogatives a t' tl1l..' Cro\\'t\. 257. Sec ;1lso Tliklti 1 1a\\,~'lryat T:iklii t\\aryam 
(199R E.C); Perham, Till' COI'emllll'lI ! oj: . . ,R9. 

328 Clapham. I D. 
l ~') Ii noted thai the !-oeniar Illemher \\'a~ the kiigr;. Ihl..' ~cnior cleric \\'ho bier heeame Archb ishop \\'ho 

used III a ll t' lld allllllst all Ihe Illt:t'lings. Tht' Raw's. I\:a s:-.a and Seyum and Ro" Ri!11'iichid i\J;ikollll"l1l i"lldalkacii\\, 
Ihe Prime ~lil1i:-.ler \\'("'~ ()lh~r cOIl:-.tant lllcmbcr:-.. but thl' I-mpcror called cnllllcilor:-. a:-. hI.' Ihoughl til in 
!'t'I<llion lu tIll' :'Ubjl'l'1 \,rdi:-'Ul~Shlll . Cbph:11ll, 123-12-t: P~rhalll, The (iol 'el"lllll('111 01 . . . :\9. 
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Crown Counci 1.330 It is common in the literature, to identify the members of the Crown Council 

as 'aristocrats ' , 'conservatives', ' traditional elites', 'digni taries' and 'hard- liners ' .. 33 1 

In the later period of thc im peria l reign, however, the membership profil e of thc Crown Coun cil 

showed noticeable change. Following the deaths of some prominent members of the council 

s ince 1956, di stingui shed ex-officia ls, mainly w ithout ari stocrati c background, were appointed 

to it. Eventually the Council "lacked the prestige of its predecessor, despi te the presence of 

Ras EIl"lru and Lieutenant-Genera l A bi y Ababa, and it Illay have been re-created to provide 

a pl ace of digni fied retirement for senior polit icians."m 

If the Mi ni stry of Pen, the Co un cil of Mini sters, the Parliament and the Crown Council 

constituted the major politi ca l in stitut ions of the Im perial Governmen t of Ethi op ia, th e court 

traitions of Cudav Maqrdbiya(A qabe Sd 'al) and Ddg filial had been importa11l pol iti ca l 

practi ces of th e govcrn mcnt through wh ich Ato y"dma Dcrcssa had li ved and worked. S ituated at 

the vcry hub of the above-ment ioncd soc io-po liti ca l form ati on, " Ha il e-Sc lassic ruled from the 

pa lace, and there is no bette r place to un derstand [how) hi s government worked than th c old 

red-roofed pala ce of M enilck. wh ich stands a living monument to the continuity of imperia l 

rul e. ,,]33 The palace had its own thorough and effecti ve CO llrt traditions through which th e 

Emperor cOlild interact formall y and informall y ,:vilh hi s mini sters, members of the Crown 

Counci l, parl iament , and his other subord inates. "Being the ncrvc-cen ter or national poli tics,· ·33 .J 

th e palCl ce was definitely the vcry site or a complex pol iti ca l dec ision making process . ;\s a 

pio n~c r scholar of po liti ca l cu lture remarked . in the Ethiopian polit ical syste m [duri ng the 

\\11 SCyOll ll1 I l<1 r~goL 49-50. 
-\1I C hri :'i loph ~r Cbphalll { 19(19 ): Juhn i\ 1 ~l rka ki:'i ( 1 97 -+ ) : l\ l donn~ n T t.:g ,,;gn( 1997): John Sp~IlL' ~r{ 19:-;:-+) : 

Wolhcl'1 Smidl(2003) 
11~ Clapham, 125. 
;;1 /hid. ~X. 
H~ ShIIllL.II:-.. 23 
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imperial peri od] , like that of Japan, Turkey and Egypt, there was a "fundamenta l congruence 

between the content of various socialization processes and the existing politica l culture.,,335 No 

better political practice explains thi s fact than court tradition. 

Given the prerogatives of th e monarch over almost all formal and informal institutions of the 

governmenl, frequent contact was unavoidable. "All the mini sters reported to hi m regularly on 

the state of their departments, and referred to him dec isions whi ch needed his approval. Th is 

was done partl y in writ ing and partly through intervi ews .,,3J6 During the conversation with th e 

emperor "some of the officials spent considerably longer times there than in their offices, and 

whenever the Emperor attended an offi cial fun ction, a bevy o f mini sters surrounded him.,,337 

Bes ides the mini sters, other government officia ls "reported directly to the Emperor. A few key 

officials have an entree to th e Emperor at any hOll r of day or l1i gh t. ,,33~ 

However, these visits were not graw itous and arbitra ry Illcddl ing. 339 Historical ly, Ethi opian 

emperors had an Aqqabe 5fi·m (I it. 'keeper of hou rs') for ecc lesiastical and state busi nesses]'O A 

doclIlllent from the archive of the Ministry of Finan ce indi ca tes th at a sc hedule was prepared 

based on the emperor' s order in Jun e 1942 to avoi d fortu itous visits by officials at the pa lace. '" 

m Lucian W, PYl:, " Political Culture," In lllfl'/"II(t{iol/a/ Ellcyclopedia o.f r/te Social Sciellces. cd. Sills 
David. (USA: Crowell Collier and M:lcM illan. Illc. 1968). 2 19 . 

.\.\6 InrOI"1I1<ln ls: Biilru Admast!. Bulta OUllliiqsa. Brrhanii Deressa: C lapham. 53. 
337 Clapham. 52 
U~ Ihid. 

) .W The Et hiopian sta te had a long tradition for palace Clistom which were instrumented to the political 
sociali7:l lioll 10 th e- exten t that it had a panicul :H docu lllent known as S.1r·afti' lIIi;lIg • .,SI. "S,Jr'lIfti' m(ing,JSI is the 
generic IiI Ie for a gruup of secular writings concerning court ritual s and [p rocedures] . royalt y (kingship, lkvinl:), 
hicr;lrchy appointmC'nt anti priv ilege" of di gni tari es. Likely In reneet more ancien t customs. the nue lcu:-. or Ihe 
Si"r'ahi' miillgi"H might have e merged llnder Arnd~i ~ Ion (I'. 13 1...t -13...t -tl and been elaboraled I;l ler.·· Sec Denis 
Nosnil sin. "S i"1' '(I(d IIIlill:;';:\" ," in F:,,(n'/opl:'di(l .·krftiopica. cd. S ighbe rt Uhlig. Vol. .. I. (Wiesbaden: I-I arra:-.s()witr 
Vcr! <lg. 20 I 0). (J.12b-634b. 

l~a Sle\L'1l Kaplan. "Aqqabc :-,X~I\" in F.1I(Tc/opetiill Aeflliopica, cd . SighbL'rl Uhlig. Vol. I. ( \\'icsbaden : 
I [:lrr:t:-,:-,o\\'iI7 ' ·(' rlag. 2UOl ). 21)2 . 

\~I \\ ·iildii-(i iorgi ... Wiildii-Y \lhanni'.-. 10 1h(' i\ l illi., lcrof Fin'IIKe . (ii'nh(1131l. 1l)~) 1-.. C', Rd. No. 17R9. Fik 
'-:u. 1\',,, ~"c". Fde ;-Ieo",e ··Sik \t,,,,,,,'ii,,illl··. F"lder Ku. ,\ 53 77-5446. _( \1. \lOFED. 
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Accordin g to a copy of a document sent to Ala ynma Deressa, spec ific time was allocated fo r a ll 

M ini stri es, offices, council s, o ther ins ti tu tions and ind ividua ls from Monday morni ng to 

Saturday aftern oon to d iscuss w ith th e Emperor at th e M·'nil.,.k Pa lace and Ganata li"'ul Palace3 4
' 

1n the let ter, $iilwje Tizaz Walda-Giorgis Walda-Yohann·,·s announced that th e schedul e woul d be 

effecti ve as of Sane I, 1935 E.C. Especially in the later period o f the Empcror' s re ign, thc Prime 

M ini ster, ynma Deressa himself and some others vis ited the palace rcgul arl y to carry out 

variolls government bus inesses. "Attendance va ri ed g reatl y according to the individua l and 

hi s relations w ith the E mperor, though for mini sters it was partl y fo rma li sed through the 

regul ar w eek ly appo in tments know n as Aqqabe Sii'al. ,,]4) 

lndi vidua ls and officia ls presented by cliif; Agajilri could meet the emperor through th e 

c ustomary po litical practi ce of rliig (Ylla t, H4 Dtig ,rnat, lite rall y means 'wa iti ng at the gate' , that is 

to say, a regul ar appearance of de moted offi c ia ls o r di sgraced di gni lari t: s in the com poll nd of the 

palace every morn ing to show the ir loyalty and submi ss iveness to the Emperor so that he wou ld 

g ive the m jobs, promote them to a higher s tate pos ition and do w ha tever fa vour they sought 

1.12 Every Mondays morn ing at MYnilYk Palace. from 10:00 A.tv! 1012:00 P.M. petitioners prcscllIcd by diig 
agl!fiu'i; fro11112:00 P.M. to 1:00 P.M. miscellaneous; Every Mondays Afternoon at G((lIiirii- U'u! 1>,dace from 4 
P.I11 . to 4:30 P.M. tvl in istry of Inlerior; fro m 4:30P.M. 10 5;00 P.t\>\, ivlinisl ry of War; from 5:00 P.M. 10 5:30 P.M. 
Minis try of FinalH:c; from 5 :30 P.M. 10 6:00 P.M. Min istry o f Educatio n. Eve ry Tuesdays Morning at Mi"nil'ik Palace 
/i'om 10:00 AM to I :00 P.M. fntherl ess Ch ildren and lad ies: Every Tuesdays afte rnoon at Giilliiftl - [i'II! Pnl:lcc from 
4:00 P.M. to 4 :30 P.M. Mayor[Add is Ababa?]; fro lll 4:30 P.1vl. to 5:00 P.M Senate; frolll 5:00 P.M. to 5:30 P.M 
Ch<llllber of Deputies: Every Wednesdays morning at i\Hnil Yk Palace from 10: 00 AM to 12:00 P3\:1. Treasurer and 
Governorate-Generals presented by Ministry of Interior: {i'om J 2:00 P.M. 10 1:00 P.M miscellaneous: Eve ry 
\Vednesdnys Aliernooll at Gtllliifii- U'1I1 from 4:00 P.M. to -':30 r .1"1. Mi nistry of Fore ign Aftnirs: from 4:30P';v1. to 
5:00 P.M iVl inistry of Tratle: from 5:00 P.M. to 5:30 P.ivl Ministry of Post: fro lll 5:30 P.M. to 6:00 P.i\-1. Min istry of 
Agricu ltu re. Evc ry Thursdays morni ngs at C(ill iif/i- U'u! Palace. from I O:()O A.iVl to 10:30 AJvl rVlillist ry o f Works: 
11'om 10: 30 to II :00 A.M Ministry or Justice: The rest or the day again at the GdJl((fii- U'/I1 PalaCl: alloca tt:d to 
writing task and dcvcloping memorandum: Evcry Fridays Morning al f\Hnilrk Palace from 10:00 A.M. to 1:00 p,rVI. 
r-. lilitary cOlllmantl l'fs through Ministry or War prcscntnl by dd{.t aga/ari: Every Fr idays Aficrnoon from -':00 P.M. 
to 4:30 P.M. i\layor[Add is Ababa ?]; From -' :30P. IVI. 10 5:00 P.M I\liscdlancous. Evcry Fridays in a fortnight from 
10:00 to 1:00 pJd illlpcrini cOlin lo r homicide and politicn l crlminnls presented by Il igh COllr! and Political CUli rt. 
Every Saturdays Illortling at thc Gdlllifii- /j'/I/ I\dal"c from 10:00 A.f\ 1. 10 II :00 P.i\ 1. Ckrgy: FrulI1 II :."10 A.tvl. 10 
12:00 P.ivl. Ri"st (Land I-ioltling )fkp:lrtlllclll: From 12:00 P.M. to I :00 P.M. Crown Council. 

111 Clapham .. 52 . 
qJ '.!.\ L A. !-"ill: 1\'0. /./.1 7.11 5: File No. ()::!.I.{)I.I~: Hi'rlullli"l/(/ Xii/alii. 1'1 Ycar I ;'Xtl. 21. (iinhol I~. Il)1 7 

E.C.: Inillrtn:lnls: i3"irh; l1d D~r~ssa and .\:-.1:1\\ D:llll t~ 
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from hi s majesty. Thi s pol it ical tradition was carried out and supelv ised duly by severa l pa lace 

personne l organi zed hi erarchically345 Jf the Emperor was in the palace compound, th ere would 

be certa inl y a dCig (illal . Retired offic ials sti ll remember th at people used to spend a negli gible 

pe riod of time every morning in the palace due to the s ignifica nce of diig linal
346 

Attendance at 

th e diig (inal did req uire patience worthy of the agaJari's admiration and notice. Though a short 

peri od diig linal experi ence of some high governm ent offic ia l is menti oned as an example, 

documents from nati onal archi ve and li brary age ncy show that people had spent time in diig (i"nat 

347 for as long as twelve years . 

The political practi ce of the royal schedul e (Aqqabe SCi ·al or Gilday Maqrdbia) indicated th at 

" the Emperor's most important function had been to prov id e a s in gle sou rce of legit imate 

authority, fo r thi s a lone ensured the stab ility whi ch was needed for the exerc ise of the 

ot her fu nction s of government. ),3-1~ No pol itica l practice ex plain s more th e s tate of the branches 

of modern government in Ethiopia than th e roya l schedul e. As a final point, it needs to be 

e mphasized that the attempt of the absol uti st state to run modern in stitution s w ithin the 

\~5 Kab£i(Hi T ass;i m<l. )'iirurik ,\!fI:i/awiU;a (Addis Ababa: 1970). 100-114: Malltj11l~i Si'IIassc. 18-34. To 
ensure lha l every one was behaving in acco rdance w ilh the intended man ner. the emperor appoi lll cd a high -rank ing 
impe ria l palace offk ial with a ministe ri al port folio . A notablc's presencc al o r abscncc frolll dii[; (rllM was easily 
recogni zed by the Iigoha (IiI. chambcr lnin) or by hi s subordi nate. ag(!j(lri. Both were respons ible for th e prope r 
implementation of (liif!, (i·llar. They re<.: orded the names, the sO<.: ia l background of a tl cndanl s and th ei r reques ts or 
appeals. Sec. NA LA File No. 62. 1.01.13 . These recordings se rved as c rucia l inputs for th e Emperor's decis ion. The 
Iigaba tht: agaj(lri. and the iJ!Fli askiilkay were powerful offic ia ls in the pala<.:c cOlllpollnd because siood bel wee n 
the sovere ign and the nllc ndanl. The ligaha and his numerous assistant s in the pa lace su per\"isccl even th e slight est 
gcsHl res, lang uages and movcments o r allc ndan ts in thl: prcscn<.:c of the Em pe ror. The ligoba or Ihe ago/flri were 
extremely st;lIl1s-con~cio\ls and h~\d a grc~\ t concern even t'or thc man ncr in wh ieh th e Flllpaor was greeted . Wi th 
regard to Iht' manncr of saluli ng Ihe l:lllpcror. lor l:xi.lmple, all dignitaries we rt' nOI or equal sta luS. Those close 10 

him wcrc allowed 10 kiss his fect (shocs). Ihen followed others who WL're allowed to bow and kissed thc C,IIVl' !. and 
thL' rL'st had pl.:nnission 10 ki ss thL' UlKU\CIUI floor beyond Ihl..' ca rpel. Informants: BYrhan~i Dcn:ssa. I)n;c lllbl..'L 
10 I y, Il abt:i-SHlasse Taf:.issa. March. 101 .... Asraw Darn\~. April . 20 r .... 

I.j(, Emmanllel. 60. 

'../'r\ll arkaki~, 2 ... 2. Whctlcwr Ihl..'rl..' was a diig {,)l/OI. the bOIlOI11 01" I hI..' h ill whL'l"C tilL' palacL' i~ local l'd u;o;.:d 10 

glillL'r \\' ith parked cars cooking in thL' ~l\n: evcn Ihe ollter compollnd i", packed with pelilioner~. :lI1d t~\'or('d 

indi viduals aSI..'!"·nding to the high!"']' kwb. Chrisloph~r Clapham. ]1.29 . In 1956, t~)f inSlalll"!"'. ~)\'t'r 1"'0 nOlabks and 
ordinary cit i'll'lb h:td ti\.'qul..'ntl..'d Ih(' p:d:L!..'(' 1'01' d(I,!!. {rHa!, \] /\ L/\. File No. 1. 1.17.0:'. 

q, ClaplWlll. :'X. 
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framework of tradit ional practices would end up finally with the pol itical ca lamity that would 

lead to the rep lacement of new poli tical va lues and practices J49 

2.4. Tensions in the Imperial State 

Though difficult to sketch out, based on di stinct social position and political interest, the tensions 

and rivalries ex isted among the aristocrats, the educated technocrats, parl iament members and 

other persona lities whose forma l and informal invo lvement in th e imperial government mattered 

a great dea l. 350 The tensions were Illulti faceted, llsuall y th e emi nent progressive-co nservative 

antagonism overshadowing other lesser, latent and unvoiced riva lries. Other than the 

progressive-conservati ve hostility, for instance, th e Ethiopian abso luti st sta te exeperi enced 

threatening regionalism \\l ith its age-old centrifuga l tendency even in the co urse of its rigorollS 

centralization endeavor s ince 194 1.351 

Not to fo rget th e remarkable resistance agai nst the establi shment from peasants as an oppressed 

class manifested itselfsomctimcs wit h 3 n ethnic andlor religious fayade / 52 there had been ethnic 

tensions wi th in the various absolutis t state apparatuses. 35
] Amo ng these tendencies. the relati vely 

longs tanding smoldering rese ntcmcnts in Tigray and Erit rea on the one hand, and the gradual 

emergence or Oromo consciousness coup led with grievances with in the state apparat uses. The 

\vho lc saga of the Maccaa and Tulama Association exemplify how the politi cs or recogni ti on, 

W I ACl:urdin.g Iu Edmond Kl:lkr. "OI1(,;l' thl: rl:\ 'oluliol1ary ;tl: 1 of o\"l:rthrowing Ih l: al/ciell regime has been 
;Kl:ornpli s hcd. revolut ionaries mus l able 10 estab li sh thc rnsl:lvc:-i a:-i a legitimatl:. new go vernment in thl: 1:)'1.':-> of Ihl.' 
majority of Ihc popu lat ion through a nc\\'o vinbk. and kgilllliUC socinl myth."" See RL'l"ollflifll/lII:" Efhiol,ia: From 
Empire ff) Pe()/J/e·.I" Repllhlic (Bloollllngtun: Indiana Uni ve rsity Press. 1991,. R.191-2 12. 

1<11 Addis( 1')i5): Bah111 .. Ha ile Sdllns:-.c from .. :·:i'. ld.;nntll.'n( 191)7): Bulcha. \h· l.iji: till" ... :St'youm(20lJ ). 
~<I Clapham. 7S-:'Q: rvlarkakis. 36 1-393. . . . 
,<.' (icbrll 'Lllekc( 199 I). 

;<~ 01;rrw 711h:t. Gi"::i"fi"I/IW gi":rll. (Addi :-. A hith:r 19X5 I-. .C.): r\ larkakisl 197-t). 
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espec ially with regard to the Oromo, had eventua lly become a phenomenon that had to be 

reckoned with not on ly within the governm ent ci rcle but also at the state level354 

Thi s assortm ent of class, regional, ethni c and olher intcrest groups 111 a single po litica l 

form ati on(abso lutist state) even led scholars to assume th at " the bas ic condi tion of the old 

abso lute monarc hy' was 'an equilibrium (Gleichgewicht) between the landowning aristocracy 

an d the bourgeo isie,.,,]55 In Ethi opian context, thi s may be ex pla ined most oft en as an affair 

between th e conservatives and the progressives 356 A II thin gs considered, these classes and 

interest groups never ex isted in harmony in the Imperial Government of Ethi opi a. Indeed th is 

was one of the characteristic fea tures of an absolut ist slate. Anderson argued that "absolut ism in 

no way excluded th at tension whi ch seemed to thel11 in heren t in the State and altered none 

of thcir ideas of govcrnment... Thc State was likc a baroquc chu rch in whic h a great 

number of d iffe ren t conceptions m inglt: , dash and are finall y absorbed into a s ing le 

'57 magni fice nt sys tem'" No wonder, then, that in the baroque- li ke po li tica l fo rm ation of the 

abso luti st sta te, one would find di ffe rent and antagoni sti c cl asses slic h as the emc rgingi ng 

bourgeoisie. the aristocracy frOIll various provinces, and modern bureaucrati c personnel with 

soc ia l backgrou nds of diverse narurc. Exp laining the in terna l essence of the Ethiopian absoluti st 

state, Gcb ru Tareke also re marked tha t "Absoluti sm was an imperfec t amalgam of new and old 

J5.\ Edmond J. Kelkr. 'The Ethnogel1esis or lhe Orol11o Na Lion and Its Impl icat ions lor Polit ics ill Ethiopia:' 
Thl! )011/"1/(1 1 nj"Modl!1"II A/ricall Silldies, 33, No.4. (Dccember 1995): 627·62S:013na.( 1985 E.C.) GClllcchu Tay~. 

"The History of Mach:t Tulam" Assm:ialion'" (B.A. thesis. Department o/" Hislory, Add is Ababa Un;vI.: rs;IY 
.1993). Donald Donham. "Old Abyssin ia and th l.' NL'W Ethiopian empirL': lhel11l.'s in social hislory .. · in Tllf! So//thf!nI 
Marches I?/ III/perial Ethiupia. ells. Do nham and V...re nd y James (CambridgdOxlord: Ca mbrid gl.! Untwl"silY Press. 
19X6), 3·48:i'vbrkaki s. 19 74: Clapham( 19(9): Hl1 1cha. I\~ \' Liff! I\ ~\ ' .. 

1,~ AndlTsolL 15.1(1 

15(> Addis Il i\\'('1.1975: Hahn!. 1994; I\l ekonnen TI.'!.!C"!.!Il. 1997. 
\, ~ Anderson. 96·97. R. w. 11 :1I"r is (1 1)(14) <lIsa ~vr~lc Ihal " SOI11C' art cr it ics 1l1"!!C Illal Ihc Icrmrb;\roql1c] 

:-.hould k ro.:served strictl y lu I' USl' in arl·h itl'clure and Scu lplure. \\"hl'n.~ it l'an be gi\\:n more prcl·isl.: do.:!ini tiun. Y .... t 
this 100 i~ lln~ati:-.faclory. Clrg.II .... J Ilan · i ~. for thl' <lrchitl'cllIrl' ;Jnd sClLlptl1\"C ofthl' pl'riod <In.' c1 o:-.cly relaled ill ~piril to 
lllLlClIll1"lhl.: litcr:l1un:. paillting. and illdl.!l.:ti III .... \\hole philo~~lphy 01" lire urlhe se\ent .... \.!nth .... I.:nllll"y. 13;\I·ulju .... an \\a:-. 
ch:1I"a .... l .... rill"d hy r .... ~IIc~~lle:-.~. in:-.lahLliIY. mnhility. Pr .... -ocClIll:llioll wilh Ihe n .... eling momenl is s .... ell Ihr(lughillit 
Ban1qul' an . . :'9·(11 
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politics it was an ordcr in whi ch a new set of central institutions, apolitical relationships, and 

sources of power were grafted onlo the pre-exi sting socia l structure. ,,358 It is noted earlier that 

the absolutist state was "a redeployed and recharged apparatus of feudal domination, ,,359 When 

we examin e the supremacy of th e conse rvatives through , for instance, th e upper house of the 

parl iament on fllllclamental political and economic isslles slich as land reform, it is clear to which 

group sovcreign ofthc politi ca l systcm lent a hand .'6o 

Interestingly enough , in the same way, the cri sis of Ethiopia's experiment with moderni zation is 

also represented in the urbani zation of Add is Ababa, 36 1 As will be discussed brien y in the 

r II ' I dd' Ab b " 'I b ,,362 . I ,'0 oW lIlg paragrap 15, A IS a a, as a natlOna lil" an space , IS actual y a paramount 

environlllenta l setting with all its multifaceted changes and cuntinuities, fo r the life and \-\lo rks of 

Y'dma Deressa, 

358 Gcbru Tarckc. 45-46. 
\~9 Ihid., 18. 

~60 All things considered, the ru le rs of th is political fo rma ti on were ex tremely resis tant 10 any reform or 
change Ihal wOllld lesse n the feudal pri vi leges in any case. In spilc or their marg inal posil ion as far :-l s the day- to-day 
businr.:ss of the government is com:r.:rned. the members of the St:lwle <tnd Crown Council had been inlluential blod 
in sta te poli lics. Clapham wro te IhOlt " ll ni lc-Sc1assic consu lt ed the Counc il O\'cr any impor[Ol nt Sll'!) which aillled at. 
fur instance, main taining nat ional lln ity in a period of changr.:," Sec 12 .. L In 196-l dran Icgishllion regu lating 
agriCl1 llUral tenancy was permanently blocked in the Senate, Sec Markakis, 287, Seyoll1ll I-I aregot on his p:lrt 
Iloted that "by February 197-t, [he position of tht: Crown COllllcil had reacill:J such a It.: ve l of importance [hal 
the Prime Ivlinistcrw;ls inviting counc il strongmen to joi n in the deliberations of the COlillcil of Ministers. Thus 
when thl' Council of [\llinish.: rs \\as del ibe rat ing \\'he ther to abolish c<lrlicr enactcd fuel prier.: incrl'HscS. Nos 
,\ :-;r<lte. Ll. Cil'l1e ral ;\biye Abebe. [he Ch;lirlll:tn Dfthr.: Senal(' and mcmbr.:r of the Crown COllnL:iL and olh('r 
Crown Coullc il members \\'~rc ilWit('d 10 join IhL' Counci l of j'vlinistl'rs . The members of the Counc il of fl- linist('rs 
looked :Illhl' \\'hok :dbir with iIlLTr.:duliIY. Again 011 Febrll:lry 1(). 197-t. Whl'lI Ihr.: COllnl."il of 1\ linislr.:rs. 1111(\r.:r 
the chai rmanship nf the I-='mpl' ror. mel to (;ollsidL'r th(' :-.i tuation ofthl' Secnnd Di"ision of the Elhiopianl\rmy\ 
rebdli{lll in Erilrt:a. 1llt:l1lbet";-; or thr.: Cru\\ 11 ClllllH.:lI \\ err.: imi led 10 panilipate." Sl't:' als() nil page 50. 

;,01 Shimcti:--. ~()I I. 
:,,~ lhid 
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2.5. E nvironmental Setting 

Because "Addis Ababa's ear ly hi sto ry was ma rked by an a ir of impcrmancll cc",363 essenti all y, 

the c ity came to rea lity in the twent ie th century. In thi s century, the ca pital ex peri enccd 

remarkable physical and social changes.'64 Not to forget the changes that has local feature, " the 

spaces of the ci ty, its streets, its architecture, its ne ighborhoods, and the day to day lives o f its 

res idents d isp lay the profound presence o r the ways of th e Wesl. ,.J65 

Tlhat said, the ways of the West w erc not and still are ofa comp lete ly preva lent . At its formative 

age, for in stance, the pa lace (Gibbi), the church (Sr. George) and the marke t (Arada) respect ively 

marked "the loci of government, culture, and econom y and the nuclei of selt lcments.,,)66 Addi s 

Ababa evolved frOIll SCi/drs w hi ch "' orig inal ly (and conven ti onall y) referred to th e settlements of 

the nob ili ty, thei r retinues, a nd pa lace servants. Its mean in g which was e ncampm ent and 

there fore tempora ry, imp lied impermanence of occllpation. ,,)67 Besides the Siifiirs tha t s ignified 

th e local ities of particula r settlements in Add is Ababa, " ri vers that traversed the city cont inued to 

scrve as mcnta l references of pl ace as well as ac tua l phys ica l boundari es in thc c ity.""" With th e 

passage of time . as Bahru Zewde wrote, " the transienl Slalus o f Add is Ababa as a capi tal ci lY 

J(,] Balml. "Ea rl y Safars of ;\ddis ;\bab~l: Pallerns of Evolution." in Pmceedil/gs (!l, lre II/Iemaliolla/ 
5\lIIposilllll UI/ lire eel/leI/my v/Addis Ababa, November 24-25. 19R(), cds. Ahmed Zckaria. l3ahru. and Taddcse 
Beye lle (Addis Abnba: Addis Ababa Ci ty COlill Ci l, 198 7),2. 

,(0-1 Peter P. Garrdson. A llis/OIY or Addis Abah" Fum iH' IOlll/dalioll ill1886 10 J!i/O (\Viesbaden: 
Harrassowi tz Verlag, 2000): ""Evcll 20 years Ollier her establishmellt l ill ISS6]. there was still a real possibility ofa 
move orLhe cap iLal westward to Addis AlUm. For instance. from 190010 1902 there was a dislilll':l slowing down of 
bllilding programs in the capita l. bcc:1l1sC of rvhnili"k"s effo rts to CI"I. . .':1IC a new capilal some 40 kill 10 the \\"Cst o f 
A.A. at Addis Ablll. \\'here forests \\''':1''': pkllti flll and there was nil.)!"": wood fur fuel and bu ilJing purposes. Foreign 
:Ind intern,d oppo.s itiotl 10 the move was .so fierce th:ll Mcnilc~ finally decided \0 remain in Addi s Ababa." Peter 
Garretson. "Ilisiory ()f Addis Abilba." in EIIl :n-/(){Jcdia .·/l'I!lif)pim, cd. Sighbert Uhlig Vol. 1. (\Vicsbadcll: 
Il arra...;sowili' Ver lag. 2003). ROb-R2a. 

'I.~ 5hill1dis Oon...;a. "Urbanii'illg a l\'alion: Addis Ab;lb;1 ;llld the Shaping of the \lodel"ll Ethiopian 5t.He 
19-11 -1975"" (Ph f) f)i :-.~erta tion in H i...;tory. Uel .;\. 201 I). XO-R I . 

'/,/, !hid .. 19. ' 
.,,- Shirnl'h:-.. 110. 
;/o~ Balll"lI . ""[:11"1) Safar...; ... :· -L 
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invited di verse loca l and foreign communiti es to settl e permanen tl y.,,369 From customary man ner 

of admini stration, "the city admi nistration overtime evolved into a properl y municipal one.,,370 

Before the municipal admi ni strat ion evo lved in th e directi on of the ways of the west, its 

administ ra tion "was an extension of the pa lace (Ghibbi) administ ra tion, as ev idenced by the titl es 

of the first two governors: Azai Gi'zaw and Azai Mataferi a. Then follo wed the intermediate 

stage, marking the crucial importance of Arada: the "mayor" of the city was lliigadras Hayle 

Giyorgi s."J71 Evcntua ll y, its KiiliilllCl character as a result of thi s settlement pattern re fl ecting the 

fO llnat ion of mili tary encampment fi zzled out. Tn thi s regard, the completi on o f the rai lway tline 

hat connected the coast with the interior of th e country had a profound effect on the city. It was 

responsible for much of the growth o f the country ' s fore ign trade]72 Consequently, the phys ica l 

and the socia l compositi on of Addi s Ababa in the 1920s and earl y 30s demonstrate a noticeabl e 

di sparity fro mlhat of the period o f ils fou ndati on.'73 

During the short period of Italian occupation , li ke man y towns of the country, "Addis Ababa 

ex peri enced many chan ges and th e po litical cen ler moved fa rlh er to th e south , 10 the presen l 

1-1 il ion-Foreign Mi ni stry-Nation al Palace-ECA quadran gle.'-374 By the time of I iberal ion in 1941 _ 

th e im perial regime of Haila Snlassc inherited not just the practice. and relics, of It alia n co loni al 

planning but the ideology of' planning as well , with the significan t excepti on of its racia l 

369 1hid" 12 
,7U Ihid. 
171 /hid. 

~ 7 ~ Shi fL' r:!w Bddl:. " Th~ Ril i l \\,; I ~ . Tradl: . and Pol ity: A Il is\ll ril::d SU f\\~ ~ ' ( l R9h-1935).'· ( l'vI A Thes is in 
Ili . ..,lOry. J\ d di~ t\h:l hJ Unin.'l"s ly. 19X2). 162. 

~~~ Ril'hard Pankhursl. "T ht' FOllndatloll ami Gro wlh ol"Add is Ababa to 193 5." ElhioJ)ill ()hH'IH'r. 6 . 
'-.,Jo. I {1l)62): 33-() 1. 

~'~ H:thru. " r ;lr l ~ Sa l;l r:- .. " . 13-14. 
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component. "For the imperial monarchy, Ital ian spatial ex periments represented both a chall enge 

and an opportlinity"JJ5 

The period bctween th e 1940s to the Ethiopian Revo lution "marked the most rapid period of 

ex pansion in Addis Ababa 's hi story."JJ6 It was during these two and half decades that publi c 

buildings, priva te vi llas and roads were constmcted through a conscious state project to make 

Add is Ababa a national and modern urban cen ter377 In effect, the city could accommodate 

inhabitants other than th e natives as "manufacturing industri es owned and managed mostl y by 

foreigners increased in num ber. Addis Ababa became more and more cosmopolitan and 

increasingl y not just a nation al and regional centre but also an international onc.,,37R 

A long w ith its infrastructural ex pan sion, the ci ty has become a space where soc ietal 

interm ingli ng took place because it "con tinued to be the major nat ional centre for th e 

ass im ilation of ethnic groups. T he major ethnic groups in the capi ta l still were th e A mhara. the 

01'01110, the Tcgray, th e Gurage and the Dorzc . Somc Oromo in Addis Ababa ass imilated most ly 

in to the dominant Amhara cu lture. Rural to urban migration changed the demographic landscape 

t' l . ,,379 S I r o L le city. evera reasons account lor immigrati on. Most important was that there were 

more economic, employment and cducat ion opportun it ies in the capital than anywhere else In 

Ethi op ia. Natural di sasters, espec iall y th e periodic famine and drought s, influenced many to 

. I I· b b 380 mIgrate to Ac C IS A a a. 

m Shi lll~l i s, .1~5, 
n, GarTcboll. "Addi~ Abnbn.. . ~~n . 
3 - ~ Shillldi:-.( ~ Oll) , 
n. Garrc\:-on. " ,\dtli s Ah:lh" ..... ~ -I:l 
379 Ihitl.~~h. 

;~II Ihid, ~ ~ . 
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Genera ll y, Add is Ababa ' s urbani sm, in the post-colonial period, is one of mediation, and th e 

tension this invol ves, between the loca l and the global, the traditional and the modern, the 

co lonial and the non-colonial, and the Ethiopian and the rest of th e world ."J81 Its urbani zation 

displays "elements of retention, modification, innovation, and transform ation . There were forces 

and actors which were local-municipal, co lonial, national , and cosmopolitan."JR2 Finall y, it 

wou ld not seem an improbable conclusion that the whole hi storica l context for the life and works 

of Ydm a Ocrcssa was a contex t defin ed in change in all its aspects in po liti ca l formation , in 

social m il ieu and environmen ta l surroundin gs . Co rrespondingly, as an important Ethiopi an 

s tatesman , he himself was an agent of that hi storica l process. 

In summary, thi s chapte r has attempted to g ive a hi s tor ica l sett ing to th e subjcct of study. Hav ing 

emphasized the importance of context in historica l study, the chapter argued that a biography of 

Yrlma Deressri can be understoud we ll when it is situated within the general attri butes of the 

Ethi op ian state, major hi stori ca l deve lopments related to it, its instituti ons an d prac ti ces. As a 

ce lebrated Mini ster of Fin ance for more than 16 years s ince 1941 and a statesman who 

contributed to the success of espec ially the count ry' s fo re ign trade and foreig n affai rs. 

undoubted ly, the life an d works of VrJlll a is better reconstruc ted , if the re levant attributes of the 

Ethiopian slate arc offered as a background. Part icularly, br ief disclIssion is made on th e general 

feature of public linancc in Eth iopia. The ciiscllssion of th e incorporati on of Leqa Niiqiimte into 

(h e ccntralized Ethiopian sta le is important to historicizc Y"ilmH Dercssa. his father Bi/alfa 

Dcressa Amante and his grandfmher.fi!mrrari Amante Biikare as members of ari stocratic 1~I Il1i1y 

of \}./aIWga. Issues rela ted to the power struggle between (he ·progressives' and 'traditionali sts' 

in the first quarter o f the 20lh century are briefly surveyed to simale my subjec t of study in a 

;~I Shinh.:lI:-.. -I X 
;~: !hit!.. ,5..J.:=;:' . 
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proper context, The pol itica l institutions and practi ces of th e Ethiopian state is by far th e most 

important c ircumstance fo r a po liti ca l biography of Vilma Der';ssa and due consideration is 

g iven to the di scussion on o ld and new insti tutions such as the office of the $ahaje Ti:a: , th e 

Counc il of M ini ste rs, the parl iament and Crown Council as we ll as politi ca l prac ti ce such as dag 

{iI/at , aqqabe sa 'at, other palacc etiquette, As the soc io-pol iti cal formation of the Ethiop ian 

abso lutist Slate was not dcvo id of some intcrnal contradict ions, thi s chaptcr attemptcd to point 

out some overt tentions pertinent to a politi cal biography o f Ala Yi'lma Der"ssa, At last, the 

urba ni zati on process of Add is Ababa is considercd as an env ironm cntal sctting for a biography 

ofVYl m3 Deressa with its elements of ret enti 011 , modification , innovation and transformation .H3 

:, !hit! 
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Chapter Three 

The Fonnative Years: 1907-\941 

3.1. Family Background and Childhood (1907-1935) 

YUma Denissa was born on September 24, 1907 in <;utta, not far from the town of Gimbi in 

Western Wallaga Zone of Oromi ya Region 384 <;utta, a di stri ct known among the inhabitants of 

Gh imbi and its environs especiall y for its dense fores t, is located some 7 to 10 kilo me ters fro m 

Ghimbi to the south of the town on the way to Nolc Kaba385 Co mpared to the town of Gimbi 

wh ich is 1,930 meters above sea leve l, CUlla is an e levated plateau." · 

Y'ilma 's mother, Ca ltu Santo seems to have come from a rul ing fam il y in eas tern Wa ll aga as her 

fath er, Sont o Denla, was a cert ain {tlawrari .3R7 Oral tradition cl aims that she be longed to the 

Sasiga cla n. Dcrcssa Amante, Yi'l ma 's fathe r, obviously belonged to the ru li ng a ri stocrati c 

lami ly of Uqa Naqamtc. '" As Bakarc Godana (I'. 184 1-1 868) was th e acknow ledged fO llndcr 

of Leqa Naqamte, members of his fam il y and their descendants including vnma Ocrcssa arc 

kn own, both in the literature and among the peop le of tile Wa ll ~i ga 01'0111 0 , as the wiirrii Biikiire 

( lit. the Biikare fam ily)389 

31\4 Fo lder No. 63. 1.49.2 1. Fil e No. 461. NALA. 
~S5 For an ave rage adullillan w ilo has willki llg habit. iL probably Lakes some 40 10 50 minu ws to reach C'1If{O 

from G im bi . 
• ~ 8{, f\ ccording to d ' Abbadic . Gi m b i was th e name or a king. ·,It fi rst came 10 Europt:an kn o wledge when il 

:tppears on the 1903 llWP by Hughes Le rou x i'l S Mount G hi mb i." A b in Gascon. '·Gi l1lb i·· in EII( I'cfnpedia 
/I(!(/tiopica , cd .S ighbcrt Uhli g, Vol 2 (W il:sbaden: I larrassowitz Ve rlag , 2005), 799a. 

IS7 Informan ts: Hiq ila K;ihaa and T iisg;ira T ueo . 
~ ~s Evi(kn tly. L(;'1a Niiqiim fe. an t:Jllcrgi ng Oro mo kingdo m in eastern Wiill iiga with w hic h th t.' li re o fVi"l Ill:l 

Dcrcssa and hi s r:llllil y is assoc iatcd . ca tlll: illlo ex islence p rimarily as a rcsult of interna l dynamics o r change within 
Ihl: iVliiI2c :! sUl.:il:l y and bCl:amc um: or the tv!:icc :1 Oru mo Sia ies s ince Ih.: .::nd o r Ihl: fi rs l ha lf o r Ihl' lIilld l:Clll h 
l:c ntury. Sec T CSC I\\iI, Tilt' Political F("(JI/() lIIy ... 64: ll ult in. -III : I" (onnalll s: n iq ila K:i bba. Tii sgii ra T \I(o . N:ig:lss:1 
Fiiyi"sa. (j rn ii t Waq" 'j Y:l,rvlu lugc- ta [ tMfa ( Dr ). B"irhanj Dc rcss:l :lnd T;i so l1lii G:ib rj ivla ri :lI11 . 

. 1:<" Ag g ress ive cO lllpetit ion to prese l"\ e :l lld wnso lidatc lfii"~ln'( 'I alld pusst.'ssioll ') rights ill nong some LJ(/II 

c l ~lIls [l nd suh·c l:lIls si ll ce the dawn or the l1il1 l..' ICI..' II[ h cl'lIt ury ha d created :-II) o ppo rt une 11101111..' nl fo r a vt.' ry ~el\sili\"l. .. ' 
:lIld I"l.:s ilt.' ss yo ung mall . B;ikii re G udanil . "I\dupll.:d III Biirani ;\ mo. hi s jlil ll.:rna l UIH:k and a ll ahh(/o hokkllll (il h'::llkr 
()1"the generation clas ... in powcr among mosl ()WIll O gro up"). Haka rl.: 1\01 olll~ 1ll:1inl;1incd his l.mclc· s po1i t ic:11 and 
\,.'\,.·\H\nlllic 111 11.:res!S bUI abu npandnllt nlll:'llkr:lhl~ \\:lging \\;\1' aga illsll)lhl..T dalls :lIId Jll.:l'pks inlhe ar..:a. T huugh 
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At th e time of ynma 's birth, Curta was an outpost administrative center of Leqa Naqamte 

beyond the Oedessa River under the rul e of hi s grandfather ji/awarf/ri Amante Bakare. Oral 

traditions in Cutla underli ne th at it was Amant e Bakare who establi shed the township of Culta 

itself probably in th e last quarter of 19'" centtlly390 As the Oedessa ri ver was considered as the 

traditional boundary between th e Leeqaa and the Sibu Oromo clans,391 both parents of ynma 

Deressa, therefore, were new comers to the area from Naqamtc as prominent members of the 

military-cum-administrati ve community after the sporadic clashes between the different clans of 

Ma"a Oromo( the Leeqaa and the Sibu Oromo) beyond the Oeciessa river.392 

Tesema Ta'a notcd that even before the advent of the "'iirrii Biikiire and th ei r followers from 

th e Leqa CQ IllI11UIl i ti es around Gimbi who had estab li shed their 

he was once an abba dll/!a , he delibera te ly ignored th e basic tenets of cllslOlllary gadaa rules and regulations. 
Therefore. Biikare, making hi s base o r authority on his military prowess and c rfi c ienl met hod or surplus 
appropriat ion , establ ished Ili s ,lllLOCl ill ic nil e ovcr the arca between Wama and Dhidhccssa rivers assuming the title 
of moolii (king) and exerci sing ultilll<llc authority beyond the tradi tional eight yea r tenure. His son and successor. 
Moroda Bflkare, cx tcndcd hi s family' s influenl.:e and power still further, having crushed revol ts which broke out in 
the subj ect territori es at Ihe deal h or ll is father, with the help or his brothers and somc el evated vassals. By a blend of 
diplomacy and eonqucsl, he gained sup remacy over Gimbi , Harru , AljO, Nejo, .I arso, Babo- Gii lll b~H , .Hib:i1 and Guyo 
Mandi , before the arrival of Ihe Gojamilcs in that regiol1. '· TCSC1ll3. Tlte Polifical [ CO/WillY .. 64-66; Terrcfc, 74: 
tVlarco Bassi, "Abbaa bokkUll." in Ell cyclopedia Aefltiopica, cd. Sighbcrt Uhl ig, Vol I (Wiesbaden: Harrassowi lz 
Verlag, 2003). 12b. Tsega Endalcw, "Bakarcc Gocbana."· Ellcyclopedia AerJliop ic{I, cds. Sighbcn Uhlig and 
Alessandro Balls i. Vol 5 (\\/iesbadcn : Ilarrassowilz Verlag, 2014) 269a. 

1')U In formants: Biqila K:ibb<l and Tjk1c Roro 
191 Alessandro Truilzi. "Nekelll ic and Addis ... ", 52 . 
W:? Sori D:imbi, Ihe local leader of the Lceqaa 1.:()1ll111ll ni ty appealed to 1\'loroda for mili tary ass istance and 

thi s crc:ltcd an opportune moment for Morod:l. who had always nourished strong nm bi ti oll s lor ineorpor:ltillg the 
rich Sibu areas in the West. He quickl y sent a conti ngen t of horsemen led by his own brothers. Allllinte and Dic\c 
B:ikiirc, which sliccessfu ll y repelled the cncmies of Lccqan Ghimbi and eventually brought them under cOlllrol. 
1'\'lorooa appointed his brothers Amante and Cibsa in I-Iaru and Gimbi respective ly. in order [0 c~ tlletlt his newly 
acqu ired suzernillt y over thclll. Thi s 5t;1t(' of nlT;1i rs brought nbou t :l gencral sensc of political crisis in the whole of 
Sibu country. The threatening Leeqa Niiqiirntc aggrcss ion disturbed the communi ties between the Dhidhessa Ri ver 
and Ukt Lcmman;1. the traditional boundary bel\\'cen ill(: Icqa and the Sihll . To crush the expanding forces of the 
Leqa. all inte r-Iribal alliancc with a I\'(/!.-(/(/ (<ln 0:1111) was formed among the Sibu ol' Najj a, Bojji and Jarso. Tht: al!ies 
ag reed to folio\\' the lead of Waco Dah;110 of .Iarso. a respec t cd \V, IITior with Ihc strongest local <11"111 )'. They pl;}nncd 
to march toget her :Illd t;I ke Gilllbi by surpri se. ! 10we\·l.: r. KOll llu Fa ro . 011 1.: of thl' leaders oj" Najjo Sibu. be trayed the 
sc hemc when he stealth i!y lef[ for N:iq;imtc, mct 1\ lorod;l. and disl.: loscd ,he plans of the SibIL . i\l oroda \\'as thus 
,llertee! ane! sent strong reinlo rce1llell ts 10 Gimbi . Nevc r1it eless. the Sibu fo rc(,s 1l1<ln ilg~d 10 clt ,llknge tlt e Lccqa 
ill"lny, ra ided Gimbi il s~lf a lld I.'V(, l1 fon:('u Cibsa [0 \\"i thdraw Il.:ll1purari ly.1\ lurl.' Leqaa r l' in rorC l'111~lllS \wre Sl,'l1 \ allli 

in thl' ensl1i ng cont"rnnwtion:-.. Sihu re:-.i~la ncc was brokl'n. The st:l le of LI,'Clj:lil F\' jq:imtc h:lo thu:-. gone n 10ng way 
un Ihe t'\e u r Ih,;' ad\"\: nl o f I hI,' Gojj:lIlle ilnd S;i \\"an i"orees in \\',dlaga. in establishing a \,a.-; t patrunagl' Ihrllllgho11 1 
thl,' rcgi0n he twcen thL' W:tlna 111 Ihe l':I:,t :lnd Ih.: .! :lWC ri\cr in Ihe \\"c~1. Te~e1ll<1. Tht' Poli;it"all:·cullr!lll.l .. 7.'t-75; 
inli.lfIll;Llll : Biqib K:ibba. 
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qdbiyyee('possession' ) beyond the tradi tional boundary across the Dedessa, were a minority 

group in a predominantl y Sibu country. The advent ofNaqamtee military force in Gimbi and its 

environs was made easy by local con fli ct between the minority communi ties of th e Leqa around 

Gimbi and the Hal1l as well as thc Nolc in I 870s. 393 

Consequently, after the forces of Leqa Naqamte subdued the local resistance in the surrounding 

area of Gimbi in the earl y 1870s, Amante Bakare, Yi"l ma 's grandfather and his foll owers first 

sett led at a place ca lled Qaki , on the peak of a mountain in the vicinity of <;:utiaJ 94 However, 

Qaki was somewhat environmentally un friendl y as the tip of the mountain was exposed 10 heavy 

wi nd . I-Icnce, Amante changed his quarters to the present sile which is a relati vel y fl at terrain 

surrounded by stream ravines. The move from Qaki to th e pl ateau quarter of C;:: utta must have 

happened after Leqa Naqamtc was incorporated into the ex panding Sawan state as traditions also 

mention the shin o f the locat ion of ( LIl la S t. Gt:u rge Church that AI11 ~inte had bu ilt first at 

Afler th e incorporation of Lcqa NHqHl11tc into th e imperial state in 1880s, local traditi ons recall 

th at V"dma 's grandfat her.!il(fll'rari Amante B~ik a re alli ed with th e Sawan forces in their military 

campaign against foreign incurs ion. Vvhen th e l\!Iiihadisl forces invaded Western \V~il l aga in mid 

I 880s, Ras Gobiill" Da, i weill to Western Wall aga ill 1886 alld defea ted the Mahacii sts at the 

batt le of Gutt' Dil i, Ilca r the tOW Il o f lago ill 1886. Oral trociit iolls reveal that Ras Gobiilla. 

l'll Tcscma. rite IJo/ilica/ "':nJl/o/llL. .. (l -t . 7-t : Alessand ro Trui l7i. "Nckcm[c and Addis AbJba ...... 51. 
l'l~ In forrll atlls: Biqila KJbban an(i TJsgJ ra Tuco . 
.1'I5 /hid. 130th in forrn: LllI s me ntio n ~l cc rlain pric:.l by thc na mc of .'Ih(l W~dd ; 1 Elias WllO lll Iny infmm:llll 

aS~1I1l1C a~ [hc lirs[ pril'.\,[ \\'ho hrought [hc TU/JI)I (Ark ()r [hr.: ('0\,cn<1111) flrs[ . Gcmgc Church f'rom " Gog:11l1". DlIrin1,,' 
till' lidd \\urk . m)' <l1lt:IllPl tLl 1,,'t'I allY d:lt:l frollllht' church Ill'Opk :md dtH:Uml'llIs bt'c:llllt' 1I1lSlICCt'SSrll i as Ihl! I.:hurch 
,,'il:. IlO! 1,,'i\ing il regula r rd igimL~ ..,en ILl' :11 the period ()f m~ lidd re:.ean;h .lIld no dl':.ccnd:lI1l~ of . l hll \\ ':ild:i Fila:. 
\\'a~ In 1I1g ill ~'lI11a 
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besides the Sawan forces that he commanded, mobili zed local forces from Wall aga. 396 Filawrari 

Amante, in cooperat ion wi th Ras Gobana, was one of the mi litmy leaders who fought against the 

Mahadists an d Amante was prai sed for his milit ary prowess in the battle aga inst the Ansars.'97 

Thi s alli ance between the Sawan forces led by Ras Gobana and the loca l ari stocratic rul ers can 

be explain ed bcst by Charles Tilly 's assumption that " in the cou rse of makingwar extracting 

resources, and bu il ding up the state apparatus, the managers of states formed al liances with 

specific socia l classes . The members of those class loaned resources, provided tech nica l services, 

or helped ensure the compli ance of the rest of the population, all in return for a measure of 

protection against their OWIl riva ls and c llcmies.,,}98 

Though kn own as one of the members o f the lViirrii Bdktil'e: oral traditi on reveal s that th e 

grandfather or YHma Deressa, /itawrari A 111 ~i nte Bakarc wasn' t the biological son of Bak~i rc 

Goclana. ,91) Key informants fro m Gh illlbi nuted that the bi o log ica l father of Ama nte was a certain 

Gun! Migu who was from Naqa mte. Among hi s brothers,jitmvrm"" BorC;3 GlIn~ and Likasa Gun~ 

were known in the di stri ct and ll sed to li ve in a well kn own vill age ca ll ed Tinfaa near 

Naqamte'OO However, being exceptionally tall , Alll iil1le was phys ica ll y fi t especially for elephant 

hunting. He was also kno\vn for hi s bravery and lllili l<lIy skills.·wl Naturall y, to ex ploit the hot 

lowland ivo ry- ri ch regio n of Han(Hiq , locat ed betwccn the Dcdcssa and AngUr rivers entailed th e 

]96 Aticb Ahillcd DafTalla, "Shcikh Khojc1c AI-Hassan and I3cla-ShangullI 825-193R)"' ( I3 A thesis in 
Histo ry. Departmt:n l r11 is tory . Halle: Se: llassic I Uni wrsly. 1973 ).28 -29: Terrefe, 9-1 2. 

]97 Yiilll,111ii ( iiibrii Igziabher. "Sena Wiirrii Rikiire ··. Manuscript ( 1971 E.C.). R5-8R,(Sharcd by my adviser 
Prolcs~orTesctlla T;,·a. ])cp;lnIl1Cll l of I I is lory , Addis ;\ ]);lh:l Uni vcrsIY). 

398 Ti lly. I RJ. 

"19 Inlormants: Biqila Ktibba . Tiisg:ira Tuco. i\lul ugc la EUil"fa nnd Tfisomti Gfibriimnrinm. Gr('cnfield. 101. 
f\dopl ion ULlhk bodied and talenled individual:-. inlo one's own fall1il:v was common aillong the Orulllo society a nd 
Hti~are Godana himself \\"3:- atioptl'd 10 Haran; i\mo':-, t:lmily who wa:- inra([ his palcrn:11 uncle's family. Tescma. 
rite Po/iliwl EUJ/w/llr '" (lOot 

-t1,1I lnlofm:lni ..... : Hiqil" K:ib;t;1. Tibg:ira ruco and :\;iga ..... :-a F:iyba 
Jill 1111',11'111:1111:,,: Ah;il;I":' Dl-r~:-:-a al1d FHrhan:i D~r~'ss;1 
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expenise of indi vidua ls of Amante's type'O' Therefore, Bakare Godana adopted Amante as hi s 

own son and after his death in 1868 the successor of Bakare, Moroda Bakare(r. 1868-1 889) gave 

Amante, together w ith his broth er ~ibsa Bakiire, a military-cum-adm ini strative responsibility in 

an attempt to ex pand the territory of Leeqa Naqamte beyond the Dedessa river'OJ There Amante, 

as it is noted in the above lines, establisbed a sem i-autonomous power-center around Ctlua 

waging war against the local Oromo clans such as Bonda'o, Gawi, Tosio and th e N il o-Saharan 

speaking pcoplcs (dcrogatory 'Sanqila') li v ing in th c Dedcssa Va ll cy.404 FitClwarari Amantc 

Bakarc had five sons and five daughtcrs from different wives,05 His eldest child was D aq\lI 

followed by Awagi Amante. Both were fema les and, the third one, Deressa, by Ga lane Loko, 

seems to have been considered as the senior sibling in the fami ly as in any other patriarcha l 

society.,o6 Other children of Amante we re Dambale, Aromia (alias, Go lgo). Frunas, Gabra 

Mariam, G ti bra rgz i, Salay and Manhr Amante. Some so ns of Amante, for exampl e, GabrH 

Ma ri am and Salay, were so you ng tha t they even atten ded schoo l wi th Deressa's SOil , Y "lima at 

~utta , Addi s A baba, Egypt and England '07 

40] El cp!l:lnt hunting in Dcdcssa wns one or the COIll111on soc io-cconomic activi ties in thc period under 
di scussion. " Ill Ethiopia as c!scwhere in East 1\ fri el! , thc ea rly 191h (,:cntlL ry witnessed a great CX P~lI1 S i O Il of the ivory 
track. As a result or improved fire-ru"tlls used ill elcphnnl hunt ing, ivory exports cxpandcd stc!ldi ly starl ing 
li'om the early 191h cen tury. During the last period of Emperor Mt:lilck 11 reign. ivory was an important source or 
go\"crnmellt revenuc , The cllstom by the mid_ 191h cC ll tury W!lS tha t II sllcccssful hunter yielded the sovereign one 
every IWO tusks, and thi s was soon understood in terms of the firs t tusk to touch the ground. As!.: iVlcni lek 11 . in 
return. ga\"C the hutlter an honorific ring to be placed in the car as a mark ofdi Slinc lion. Tusks \\"(I"C by 
then transported along Iht' principal trade roules. via (i olld ~ir. AIYyyu Amba. Hariir l lati..' r Addis Ab~iba). to till: 
ports of 1"l as~a\\'a and liiy1". and subsequently by mil to Djibotui . The ncar-ext inction of 1~ l hiopiall Clc.p lllUltS in thc 
early 20111 CetllUry. as \\'ell as reslri(tions on hUllting. led to a dr<llll<ltic decline inlltc ivory trade," Ridmrd PankhursL 
"Hunting," ill/~I/(: )"('I()pl!df({ " Ie/lifo/,f('a, cd, Sighhcn Uhlig. Vol. 2 (W icsh:ldcn: 11arr:1SS()",i t7 Verlag. 20(5), 91b. 
"1\'01")"" ill Ellcyclopedi(l Ae/hiopfct/, cd. Sighbcrt Uhli g. Vol. 1: (Wicsb\ldcn: lI:ltT:lssowilZ Vcrl:lg. :!005). 2-l8!l-b. 
Informants: Ab;iras D~r~ss:t and B"t"rh:\n ;\ [) ~ r~ssa. 

Jlol Tc:-.ctn!l. The Polilil'a/ r:COIIOIIIl " .. 74, 
JOJln forman l : Biqila Kabbaa . 
.l1l' ln flJrm:ItII:-. : Ab~i ras Der~ssa and l3"irhan:i Dt:rcssa. 
~ f~. 0:/\ I .A Folder J\10 . 63.1 ,49.:! I. Fi Ie No. -l61 
11,- lnfurm:l ttl : BYlhald D':r'::-.:-,;t 
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The very compound of jitawrari Amante Bakarc and later the home of Denissa Amante at 

Cu tla,'08 informants rccall , was the administrative hub of the whole settlemenr in th e area in the 

last quarter of th e 19'" century and th e first two decades of the twenti eth century. The town of 

Gimbi itselfwas most probab ly fou nded in the 19 10s whi ch was, in fa ct, after the establi shment 

of Cutta 409 I.ndced, as it is noted in the above li ncs, Culta was not a no- man 's-land whcn 

jitawrari Amante made it hi s permanent scat. For instance, the locality was named after the very 

name of a nati ve indi vidua l ca ll ed Culta whose mother, Bontu Gacawo, was espec iall y known 

for her spiritua l power in the arca. Before th e advent of the wiirrii Biikiin! and thei r followers 

beyond the Dedossa Ri ver in the second hal f of 19'" century, Culta was known as her tenure by 

virtue of her religious author it y. Tradition mentions espec iall y the Bonda'o to which Bonm 

Gacawo belonged as a nati ve Oromo sub clan in t:;:u lta and th e surrounding area. Other clans in 

the area inc lude th e Dall o, the Tos io and the Gawi. Acco rd ing 10 oral tradi ti on, Bontu Gacawo 

and her son C: ulta lIsed to sacri fi ce bull s at th e peak of a mountain an d perform tradit ional ritua ls 

th ere w henever th e area suffered fro l11 shortage of rain or w hen the rai ny season was late.
4lO 

After Culta became jilalVrari Ama nte's qiibivee (' possess ion ') a l the last quarter of the 19'" 

century, however, big houses surrou nded by small ones were bui ll fo r res identia l and 

admini strati ve purposes. "'11 The subordinates ofjifollTori A I11 ~in l c as well as co mmoners used 10 

attend judiciary hearin gs and participated in di scussions on administrative issues . In order to feed 

~(,)o. Inti.mllJnIS: Biqilll K:ib:1J :1nd Abtir:1S D0rcssJ 
~(~, Ciimbi had :-oerved :IS a gihhi of llle IUI.:a! Orol11o L~cqaa :u.lminislr;lIors of (j :i hr~i 1~~/i)' ;;lbc h cr ~ I mOll<! 

,\IJin (j J:-ocon. ··Gimhi ,'"7 I)1)a. 

·HIl Inti.mllanl: Biqt1a Kiibaa 
JII SOllll' I\n::hl: hlg and :-111<111 hou:<.c ... inlhc l11ain c{)mpound of ,il(/ UTi /I"i ,\miillic Biikiirl: \\"l:111 inln ruin:­

rU ll ll'd :-;inc~ <;'1l11il \\;IS abandulH.:d sillce 1921 . Ill li.lrlll:tnl: Biqi\a Kiiba:l . 
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th e residents of th e cou rt and visitors, banquets were organ ized most often on the dail y basis412 

Filawrari Amante had hundreds of people both as household slaves and fanners. The majori ty of 

th em were war capti ves and purchased ones.41 3 

As to the new soc io-cu ltural development in C;:utta, it can be concluded that the clergy of St. 

George Orthodox Church probably (led by Abba Walda-Elias) became instrumental in the 

gradual expansion of Amharic (in its spoken and written forms) and Orthodox Christainity in 

c;:ulla.414 Among memorable events in C;:utla since th e turn of the twenti eth century was the 

co lorful annual festival of the hol yday of the Holy Cross (Miisqiil) celebrated at the end of 

Septcmber. The bunch of woods with desiccatcd leaves (diillliira) uscd to be erccted in fro nt of 

C;: utta St. Georgc Church and ciders set on fire with torch. for man y inhabitants of C;:u tta , 

including minors like Yi'lma, the religious observance as wel l as the traditional songs, dances and 

gam es accompanied with fcasting made memorabl e the ce lebrations to commem orate the 

' di scovery' of (h e Holy Cross (Miisqii/) and the Ethiopian Ep iphan y (Tiil/qtil). As oral traditions 

claim, Vif{(\vra"; AJ11~in t e had adopted th e socio-culmral prac ti ces of th e Sawall and Goga1TI 

Amhara's sin ce th e early peri od of hi s arri val at C;:utta in I 880S415 Tn thi s respect, some of th e 

names of A mante's children can be taken as linguisti c ev idence . 

.41~ Even after Ihl' cons truction of modern roads in (he proyincC'. the neighboring [0\\'11 Gimbi is wllL'rc the 
foad !"roll] N:iq:illltl: and Addis Ab~iba div idt' intu I\\'o lmillches , Ihe l10rthern leading 1U "SOS.1 and lh~ suulhern 10 

Gamlk'lIa, Alain G,lscnn, "Gimh i", 100:5. 7(1),1: Informants: Hikita Kab:lil ,l1ld Ab:iras Dcrc:-.s,\ 
111 Illfnrm,lnl: )\b:iras Dl;rl:,,,~a . 
"14 In101"Ill:l11I:-. : Biqila Kiihbaa .llId i\'~iga:-.a F:i):-.a 
H~ Illfurillanh: Ah~iriis Derl::-':-', \ and l3iqila }( ~n1h 'L 
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Figure I. <;:utla SI. George Church (the person at the foreground is Obba Biqila K'ibba, my 

informant) 

Because (utla was loca ted on the route to and fi"om IlIlI Abba Bora via Nolc Kaba , visitors and 

pass3ngers from near and remote places made a temporary slop at it. Filawrar; Amante used to 

host higher and lower cheifs wit'h their respec ti ve followers fr0111 Vhi ll aga and elsewhere. 

V"dma's father, BY/ala Deressa Amante is said La have shown grea t interest in having 

. . I r "', F' . 1 1 I . f' . conversatIon WIl l slragers at 'yUHa. or IYOry was 111 great (cmanc <1 1 I HII 11I11e . . IIml'ral"l 

/\miintc was not only engaged ill dcphant hUllting bu t :lI sa hosted hlitHers from olher places slI ch 

as Sawa. Gogam. GOllCHi.r and Il n r ~i rg(:. Besides provi~ions.fll{l\r,.ar; Amante used to offer slavc.:s 
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as gifts to hi s guests.4I
) It seems probab le that excessive hu nting in Walliiga resulted in the 

decline of the number of elephants and this ecologica l deve lopment ob liged the ruler of Leeqaa 

Niiqiimte to wri te a leiter of complaint to Emperor M"fnink TI as early as 1907 4 18 

When Deressa married <;a ltu in 1894, he was on ly 17 years 0Id."9 Yflma ' s mother, <;alm Sonto, 

was sma ll in stature with a sli m fi gure and had prominent cheek bones. As can be observed from 

the portra its of <;altu and my subject of the study, there is a remarkab le resemblance between 

<;a ltu Sonto's and Yfl ma Deressa. Informants who know her reca ll unanimously that "<;a ltu 

Sonto had a very strong perso nality and an independent mind . She most often wore a stern 

cxpression which showed her determined personality. She was uncompromising on matters that 

she thought were ri ght an d proper.,,420 Interestingly enough, her obstin ate manner was consistent 

both in hcr pri vate and publ ic lives. Writ ten and oral sou rccs refer to hcr defiant comportmcnt 

against whoever that would attempt to impose anything against her interest ancl agreement. Thi s 

tendency includes, for example, fai lure to appear in court and challengi ng th e judge and the 

. d " 1 prosecutor even agalll st court proce urcs. -

..117 Infonll:l T1l: ;\btlras Dcr0ssa . 

..ll~ IJd,0,{CIIW( Gilbr:i i" gzia bh~ r i'vloroda III Emperor tvh: l1ilck [I. Tah:-'; Is. 2-1 1900 E.C. ill Akssandro Truilzi 
<lnd Tcscma Ta"a. 70.7l),X I . 

..1 1'1 [nfonn31l1: Abar;Js Dcrcss:l: Hi"lallll Dcrcss:l Amanlt: Obilll:lry. NA LA. Fold~r No. No.(}). 1.13.07. 
-1~1l [nformanls: I lannah Y·'lma. Sofia YYlIll~L BYrh:tIl~i Dcrcss<l. l3ull'a D:illljq",a. ~ 1 11lllgLl ;J E l~ifa. l3iqlla 

~~I 1~l'Pl)f l on Ihl' (nUrI dt'CISlllll l)r \V~ill:iga Provincc l ligh COLI rl. S;inc 15. 19 .. 10 E.C. Ref. ;-"10 . I [1 ..to. Fik 
l'\(). 1613. Fik Namc ··(alm SOnltl'" Folder N(}.~~ 1. (~fl\ l'nl111enl Pro!lt'ny. \\·iildii 1\ 1:bl]:iJ T:lrikll \\cIl1()ri ,ll 
t\rchi\c. l lbIIILl I( U!" Flhlllpl:ln Studl!.: .... Addis .'\bah:1 l lnl\!.:r"'ll): [nformanl s: Bi·rhan;i D~Tc :-,:-,a and \llIlugl·la EI:il:t . 
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Figure 2. Ad'; (Mrs.) (a lt ll Sonto Oenta422 

In terms of physique, Yi"lma 's fathe r was very di fferent from (a ltu 's. Deressa was ta ll like his 

father Amante Babin! "(abollt 6 feet and 6 inches) and physically imposing with an elegant 

feature. He was good looking and never ga ined weight: being diabetic he was much 
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Figure 3. Biklla Dcressa Aman te Bak~ire~D 

di sc ipl ined and watched his diet. He was a man one could nOI help [0 notice w hen he entered a 

room".,4 Indeed. his ta ll ness used [0 attract speclalors arou nd hi s ne ighborhood in Addis Ababa 

when he took an outing in late afternoon while accomplishing his usual da il y \Va l k.~25 

Born in August 1885 (Nahas'; 16, 1877 E.C) in Gimb i. the son of Galane Loko and Amante 

B~i ka rc, Dcrcssa had learnt Am hari c in his ch il dhood in (:u tti.I. "U6 His rat her must have hired an 

Amhari c tcacher for Dcrcssa most probably fro m among (h e loca l clergy who gave religi ous 

se rvice at ('una St. Gcorgis Church.~27 Informants al Cutla cred ited Ahba \VHllb-Elias for 

om· IWfllla D~r~:-;~a I-\m;irl\l~ Obiluar\,,, :\ ;\LA. Foldl.:f Nu.o3. 1.1.1.07. 
"'""' Illltlnl1 ~lll: Ilnllllah YYlIll:l . 
1:_ Inllmnalll: Ilirhan:i D0r0:-'~:1 
~'" //illlflll Dcrl::-.:-a .\Il1:ilHC Ohnuar\". 
~:- Ihid.:lnl""fm;lIu: 8rqlla K:ib:ra . 
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commencing traditional education in the area.428 Accordin g to his obituary, wh en Deressa 

marri ed t;altu he was 17. Apart from hi s admini s trat ive tasks, he had begun a trading business in 

coffee and go ld 429 With the titl e of Qd/lazlllac he began state servi ce as admin istrator of i-laru 

Wiiriihano and W arii Gibe subdi stri es (wiirdda s) in Wall aga at the age of 22123 in 1906/07 and 

he was des ignated as jiwwrari in 19101 I I. 

Oral sources emphasize how the death of his father at Handaq in Dedessa wi lderness whil e 

hunting elephants , had distressed Deressa. During this tragic moment, Deressa had accompanied 

his father4 30 Thi s was around 191 3 and six months after the death of hi s father Deressa di vorced 

y,lma' s mother t;altu So nto. My key in forman t noted that as the defiant manner of the wife 

reached a point beyond the tolerance of the husba nd , the coup les were separated . By then, t;al tu 

and Dcressa begot two children, fi rst Yiisimiibct and then yflma. The latter was Icss than sevcn 

yt:ars uld when iJi s mother and fa ther were separated.,",31 Oral sources indicate that after th e 

di vo rce, t;a lru li ved for a Sh011 time in t;ulta in a separate house. Eventua ll y, she moved to 

Niiqiimtee and began her lonely life the re fo r almost the res t of her life 4 32 Afterwa rds, Der';ssa 

Aman te married his second wife, A~ada Mariam. a daugiller of Fita wrari S~irba , rrol11 the 

borderin g di stri ct of No lo Kaba 4
]) Thi s ne ighbo rhood, unlike t;utla, was adm ini ste rcd by 

4 :: ~ Inlormanl: Biqi ln Kabaa 
4~() fhid. Informant: Abiiras Deress<t . 
.no Oral trauiti ons vary in the detail on the deat h of Fila H"/"{fri i\mii11lc in Dcuc-ssa v;Iltey. Onc tradition 

slateu Ihal A ll1 iint ~ was killed by an angry dt:phant a ~ he allelllph.:d to kill it alit:r tht: bea st furiollsly threa tcnctd til t! 
whol e contingell t of hullters. A nother tf:1dit ion n a n·~l1 es that an eleph;l1l t kil led Am:intc while he and others S;11 dO\\,11 
ill their tl.:nl. Informants: Aburas Dl~rcssa. Biki la K;ibba. Tiis!!.:ira Tueo. 

~ll Informan t: Hannah Y "II ma -
~1~ 111 10rl11:111 [s : Biq ila Kahaa. l:Hrh:l l1 :i Dcrcssa: Report 011 the COllri dec ision or \\'alliig:l Pro,·incc l ligh 

Court. 
411 \\·hel1 ncr~~sa pmpmed 10 merry i\ ~:idiit1la riat1l. :-.l1e \\ ·a:. already a ltanc0c of ano[ hcr per:.on who had 

pa id t,; vl,: n th l..' do\\"!" )" as pl.'!" tht' l"USIlHll llf lhe l" lll11ll1un ity. 11 0\\"\,;" \ 'l'r. knll \\" ing tht! ne\\' suittlr was a Slin F ill1l1"l"lllY 

, \m:inlc. hl'r parl'lll:-. hroke Ihl'ir prom l:-.\.' and g: l\ (' had Ih(' dO\\T)' and :IITangcd the marn:lge \\" ilh DI51"15,,:-.a . 
Inlixtll:llll : "b~iras Dl:rc:-':-':l . 
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Diigazil/ac Haile Tasfa ye, a settler offi cia l(a lI ii/idl/a) appo inted from the Imperi al Government. 

A fter a year or two, Deressa and A~ada Mariam had a daughter by the name of Abaras4 34 

Un til Denissa left <;:utta for Addis Ababa for good probabl y in 1919 he was a pioneer for th e 

expansion of modern education in the area 435 As earl y as the 1910s, Deressa was instrumental in 

commencing modern education in <;:utta . He is especiall y remembered for employi ng an English 

language teacher from Addi s Ababa. In addition to establi shin g a sort of elementary school in 

<;:ulta, he estab lished a handcraft workshop in hi s own compound in whi ch workers produced 

metal wo rks, costume j cwclri es, carpets and cottOll sheet. 436 

Yilma 's father was also known for hi s contributi ons to the Amhari c weekl y Bii"lwlI;'lIa Sii/alll 

news paper. Th ough sources are sil ent when and where Deressa learned how to read and write 

Amhari c. it sou nds plausible to assume that he wou ld lea rn from the clergy of <;:ulta St. George 

Church . He wrote about 22 art ic les 011 va rious nationa l issues in the years between 1925 and 

1932. Among these pi eces of wri tin g, three of them appea red 0 11 the front pagc. -07 Hi s writin gs 

focused mos tl y on th e introdu ct ionand ex pansion of modern educati on, the im portance of 

planning and organi zati on in government instit utio ns, issues related to infl atio n, import and 

·IJ·I In formanl: Abiiras Dcres s<1. 
H5 [nfornlillll s: Abiiras Dcrcssa, Hiqila Kiibba anu Til sg~ira Tuco. The facl Illal ;\1111ill1C !3 iikii re was buri ed 

in Niiqiimle bUI1101 in CUlla sllow how CUlla was not considered as home country among th~ f~ltllily members. 
·HI> Info rmant ; Abti ras Dcrcssa: ili/O/la Dcrcssa Amilntc Obitunry . 
. I.n Bt',-fulIlYl/o Sii/olJ/, "Kiik~i nlll i-iasab Sib MiitabUq," 1 ,I Yl.:a r, No.6, 5-2-2 5: " Kii ItYyop'iya wada wi"c i 

!'>n ii mi\\'ii\a niigiir." 1,1 yca r. No. t 3.26-3-25: "Ui Tiyaqc Mills."' I ,I Year No. 15.9-4-25: "Agiiraci"ni'n biiwniitiilla f'lqi"r 
i"ni"wdtidal." 1'1 Year. Nu. :!I. 21 -5-25: " Y iis i' l \an~ ti'mi"rtmiilkam 'indiihollii yii miyamiiliik"i1 mi·salc ." I" Ycar No. 30. 
23-7-25; "srlii i!"1yopYya IYgoc l11ahbiir Himikiif:"itii\\" yiisYIVl11c tYmYn bet 111:lsta\\,iisa:' I" Year. No.3:!. 6-X-25: "Yi'driis 
k:[':lto Giibrii KYrslOs T iikl~i ll aymanol." 1'1 Year. No. 49. 3-12-25: "Y:lgiir wi's \ Wiirc." 2nd Ye:H·. No. 27. X- 7-2(1: 
"ivUlkam "k:ihcd:' 2"<1 Ycar, NO. 50. 16- 12-2(): "sY!ii IlYyo pYY;:1 ni i ~al1iil." 2,,,1 Year. No. 5 1. 23- 12-2(J: "sib hag:ir 
riqi"m." 3'" Yen r. No.2, 13-1-2 7: "si"rnn si"lfi 111;lblln\\·fin."· 3,,1 Y';:Ir. No. S. 24-2-27: "Yiizii1ll:inii Yohan"ls Adislln 
"lnqU\<I\as lii bi"rhall 'ina s:ilall1 hgoc."· 3rd 

Y C;I f. No.3R. 21-9-27: "sYUi kYbll l" ras nad~iw."· Jill Yi.'ar. No. -f6. 17-11-27: 
"!'>ih tti1l1ari hL't mtiqom."· -Jlh Year. ~0.12. 2:!-~-2X: "si"l~i Addi!'> J\haha ti'gi"r," -l '1> Ye:u. No.l-L 2X--l-2X: "lli"yop"lyn 
wiitt:i lit nfin bi'tad:irg ~ ·isala tal."· -f Ill Year. No. IX. 3-5-2 X: "i\VIlI~iila\\ " il1 Yag:ir !'i(]"ir l;il11;isnu y;il11iyasasYb." -J 'h Year. 
,\,1. -1:5. X-II-2X: ·· ... "IIn .... "II\an~ tYlllYrt n;igiir."· )'h Vi.'ar. i'\o, 20. 16-5-}1.); "!'>iti I! i"yopi"ya siihi"!. "6,h Year. No, t. 24-12-
29: ··s..-lii <tgiir akahed m:lsas:il ... th Year. ;-.io. 17-12-31 and ":-i"Hi gil!,;\\" ) iig.:in...:;i h Ugh . . ;.: '" 'I' \.': Ir No.7 II ~~-32. 
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ex port trade. Bes ides hi s prose artic les tha t appeared in the Sirhan/no Salam news paper, Deressa 

al so wrote a short story in June 19 19438 

Interestingly, "Dcressa combincd intellectual pursuits with exceptional entrepreneuria l dri ve. Hi s 

bus iness interests included a mining concession that he acquired and exploited in southwestern 

Wallaga jointly wi th Hakim Warqinah , a soap facto ry, and a truck transport business in Addis 

Ababa ."439 Oeressa's progressive v iews on th e po liti cal economy of the country were not onl y 

resounding generaliti es and conventional rhetoric. He proved that he was a man of hi s words as 

he manumitted hundreds of s laves whom he had gotl en as inheritance from hi s fatlle r in Cu tta as 

earl y as 1921 440 Furthe rmore, he made financ ial contribution for the establishment of modern 

schools in Add is Ababa, Wa ll iiga and lliu Abba Bora. 441 Having learnt th e know ledge fro m a 

ccrtain Sudan ese by the namc of /-Iagg i A li , Deressa was a lso w ide ly recogn ized for hi s 

know ledge and skill s in tracl iti onalmedicine espec iall y in th e treatment of tuberculosis.44 2 

In 1930, Filmrrori Deressa was appointed as D irector-Gene ral in the M ini stry o f Agri c ult ure and 

a coupl e of years late r he became the admini s trator of the propert y of Etege IWiniin (m;:,!iill e, 

trans, ' in lieu a f me') ill Gamma until the invasion of Ethiopia by Fasc ist Italy . ..J·n He spent more 

than five years in ex ile in the Sudan. Bac k home in 1942, he served the government in variolls 

capaciti es fo r abollt three decades . Among hi s gove rnm ent respons ibil it ies, his serv ices at the 

.U~O idaClic in its nature, Ihis fictiunal work dea ls wilh Ih..:: slory ofa person and his friend who accuillulated 
too much money. Centra! 10 the story is how excess love for mO lley is daillaging. Fill/lI"I"{ll"i OcrroSsa, "Yii ' ;\10 
iv1i"n"lrn Layb~iqanYna Yii"a tu Biikiintu Tarik: Uisjw tvla"'iriig'lna Nuru Yii"mibii(l'l\\'"in Yii mi· ywniiliiki"t." j\/lanuscript 
tES. MS 1003. 

~1') Bahru. Piol/cers (~IC//{/lIgc .. " 7-\-75. 
·WI Inrot"lmnts: Abii ra .~ Dcrcssa. l1iqila Kiib(l<l. Tiisgiira Tuen, Sofia '{"lima; Fnl;llla D0r~s:-;a AIll~in t c 

Obituary. i\IALA . Foldrr No. NO.r13. 1.13.0 7. 
~ ~ I lll addition \l) illlrodlll.:ing all eiclilcli tary school at (\ 11 la, Ocn':-"-,,a contributed 200 hi"J"I" annually tu Tiifliri 

l\lfikonnYn Schon) and ··W ii/h' for a school al 1\ blU eSlahli:-.hed hy Ros Nadiiw. See 8/'1"1/(1"""(/ 5/i/(/II/ . 1'1 Year. No . 
.1!. 21-5-25 and 3,,1 Year. NIJ. -I(). 17-11-2 7. 

He Inrorm,lI1t~: /\mha Tibsiimtl and .'\biira .~ IJcr~ :- sii 
Hl Bilalla Dl:rcss;1 AllIiirH-: Oblluary. 
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Lower House of Pa rl iament, in the Senate , in the Prime Minister's Office and in the Revenue 

Department are worth mentioning. After 1941, Bi"lalla Deressa "deve loped a repu tation as an 

Oromo oral historian.,,'44 In casua l discuss ions with fa mil y members too, especiall y with Yi"l ma 

Deressa, his father Bilalla Deressa displayed a keen in terest and particul ar incl inati on fo r 

I . 445 
lIstory. 

3.2. Modern Education : F.-om <;: utta to London 

Yi"lma, as a son of a govcll1or of the district, was privileged bOlh materiall y and socially in his 

ch ildhood. He attended modern education in <;:utta, together with hi s relatives, inc luding his 

uncles such as Gab ra Mariam Amante and Balay Amante, from 19 15 to 1919.446 The other pup il s 

were Dasta Roro, Ttikle Raro , Abdissa Birbirso and A ll1 al111 Bange. A hOllse that served as a 

class room in a 'schoo l' was built in the compound of Bilalla Dcrcssa. The pup ils attended first 

Amhari c language lesso ns give n by Alo Mogasa who had a relatively good cOlllmand of Am hari c 

in additi on to AjclII Oromo. A student reca ll ed that the language teacher uti li zed all Or01110-

Amharic dict iona ry prepared by Bi"lolla Dcrcssa Amante as a lcaching material. Yi"lma and hi s 

classmates were eager to deve lop their Amharic la nguage skill s to the extent that th ey decided 

nOI to lise any other language as a medium of cOIllmunication in the classroom except 

Alllhari c.4
-17 

.u~ H:thru, Pioll (,t!I',\' (I/,CI/(/JIge." , 75 . 

.j ,I~ In /orman ts: Sofia Yi'lmiJ and Bi'rhanii D0rcssa, 
116 111 his reply 10 thL' kuct' by S,A. Kaye. tile editor of 111(' Imaitll\(, for Ih::-c:lrch ill l1iography Illa l 

requestcd him 10 nil OUi a ql1('stiollnaire Ihm would C'nable tile cumpilers of IIle "Who' s lmporwill in thc 
(il,)\el'l1111(,IIL ill 1945". Y 'II111<1 prl'palwi a Iwo page biugraphical ~keldl. YYlm:t Dcrc~:-';l IU S.A. Kaye. 3,,1 September, 

I 9-.15. P l'r~()l1al File of YY1ma J)0 r0~:-.a, 1[0. i\ 1UFI-. D, 
-l-l7 Ihlafla D0r0~sa prt'p:m:d till' 111:lIl.;:rial whik Ill' was in .\ddi~ ,\ b:l ha li.H I11nl;caltr<.:.',U1l1l'llt :11 Lhl' :-'kdi(al 

('el1\er of I lakim \v;irqn;ih, The (ric1Hbhip belwecn tile 1\\'0 :-('cm:-. 10 ha\e IKgUIl whell Hihll/o \\';1:-. gi\'el1 :t ~urgiGll 

tn.:.llmelli \\Im.:h llbl;gl'd him tll ~Iay long in Addis (\b:lb:L Inl ll rmanl: T iild0 Rom Biikiin': . 
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Firawrari Deressa, after vis iting M"ini lik II Schoo l in Addi s Ababa, p lanned to expand the 

education that was provided for Yilma and hi s co ll eagues at <;:u tla and hired Ala Ziiwcte T addassa 

(later Qiillazmacj, a graduate of M'inili'k 11 School. There fore, the s ix students at <;: uua got an 

opportunity to catch up on other students a t the cap ital. 448 U ntil Y ilma became 13 or 14, a key 

in fo rmant reca lled, he pursued his early education in <;:uua especiall y with the ass istance of AIO 

Zawdc, the E ng lish language teacher e mp loyed by Bi/alla Deressa Amante. Conseq uent ly, Vi"lma 

and others compl eted grade 5 in <;: utta. Apart from the ir class room lessons at school , they used to 

ma ke educational visits to th e handcraft workshop w ithin the compound of his fath er."" 

D espite his minority, Yilma had h is own personal th atch roofed house in <;: utta lam inated wi th 

newspape rs. In order to emphas ize the bounda ry of th e ' private house', th e compound was 

fenced off and w ithin it , co ffee and ban ana plants were cu lti va ted . In thi s ' pri vate house', Vi"lma 

had his own ch ickens looked after by his you nger half-sister, AbJras. Bes ides, as pet ani mal s, 

Vi"lm a had a monkey and a baby antelope"SO Though Vi"l ma's ' pri va te house' was a full-fl edged 

one, he spent the night w ith hi s age-male uncles in a r00111 within th e main residence of his 

father. Among YHma 's chil dhood in terests, an attempt to invent a telephone using gourds 

CO llnected w ith a string at two en ds, one at hi s ' pr ivate house' and the other at the schooL was 

reca ll ed by h is s ister. ynl1la and hi s colleagues were ass is ted by a boo k to ca rry out thi s 

~~~ Informant: T:iklC Rom R;ikiir~ 
JJ9 I lllorm;llll: Abar;ls Dcrcss;l. 
1'0 Oil\,.' day. Yi"IIll:l (probably hc \Vas 10) gavc hi", monkcy :1 lmulc or Illcad ( (ii~) and it gut drunk. Iklng 

drunk. the 1110111,.(:)' ;lttach'd hi:-. four ye;Jr old si:-.t('r Ah;\r<ls ;lnd 11',11"=(//"1) ,\::-;idamari;J1ll hiS ..,tcp-molhl'r got :lI1gry 
\\ilh hlln . As thl: whole cattll: ur (una (inrluliing his [l:lrL"lIt'~) Wl'rl: takt'!l 10 ;\'oh: I\.a ba flll mllll'ntl \\":ltL"1 
(iJtll"lItl)y·(IIll;l· .... hahy antelope h"d died flfhungn :lI1d thi:-.madL" ),rlma angr:.' al his SIL'P mother.. Intonll:lI11: I\h;ir:l':' 

[)l:I~:-.sa . 
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experim ent. Furthe rmore, most probabl y because of the practi cal training in handi cra ft , Yi'lma 

attempted to manufacture a carpet (sigaga) a t hi s 'private house', 451 

Whcn Fitawrari Deressa left <;:utta for Add is Ababa in carly 1920s probabily after his relations 

with rulers at Naqamte had been deteri orating as well as his trad in g business was in decl ine as a 

resu lt of coffee d isease, Y'ilma was among the band that travelled across the hazardous Dedessa 

w ilde rness kn own for its deadl y malaria and hostile c limate'S' Before th e int roduction of motor 

vehi c les for surface transport, it took some two to three days to travel on foo t and on horseback 

from G im bi to Naqiim te and another five days to Add is Ababa'53 

Deressa made hi s residence in Addi s Aba ba near St. George Church and he opened smal l-sca le 

ed ible oi l and soup producing mill s in a rented house and in hi s own private house at Arada and 

Arat kilo where the present Mini stry o f Educarion and the Touri s t Hotel are located 4 54 Deressa is 

sa id to have so ld his residentia l area some time in pos t-liberation period. In the meantime, 

Y'ilm a and hi s uncles resumed th ci r modern ed ucation at M',n ilik II Schoo l from 19 19_ 1923455 

During that time, the number of students in YUma 's class was not morc tha n 20. The teachers 

were Copti c Egyptians, headed by one of th eir members, I-I anna Sa leeb Bey best known amon g 

Eth iopians as A411se Hanna . Because Y"IIm3 had completed his elementary education up {Q grade 

5 at (,ulta , he was registered for grade 6 111 0st probably in Engli sh class . AI that lime, th e 

English teacher was A411se Baclawi. Among vnma 's class and school mates. sources mention 

-<51 Ho\\'c\'cr. in one of Yrlma' s childhood ye:l rs. a new dress 10 be sewed for hi m fo r Diim;ira holyday 
wasll't ready as the lailor at FiJa\l·/w·j"r. sl.:rvirc waS busy sewing lor OIilel" mt:mbers of tht.: 1:II11ily. Wht.:n his father 
and uncles urcsscd in their new suit to go 10 the church, the irritaled Yrlma s\ole hi :.; blher's pistol :md thrc;lIened \0 

shuut an yo ll l" \\"ho would go 10 lhl" chun.:h dressed in IH.!W dn.:ss. Bu t. his step lllother and a hOllse sian.' disarmed him 
with appl"asemcrlt. Arrorliilll; to;\ ke y informant. Fifl/I\"I"(fl"i DCI"\5s:-;a,:I:-. a l"hi efadministralOl" nf ('uua. was 100 busy 
to kecp his eyes nlways 011 Yrlnla. 'hid .. inlorlllnnls: Blqib Kabbn: Ab~ras Dcrcssa. 

~~ ~ In furmant: Ah:iras Ocr':s:-.a. 
~q In (or111.:1111s: j\!;ll;<l ..... a Fayi":-;a !Intl Ta~gara Tuco. 
li .1 1,1Illnll,ll1t: :\ h;ir;ls Dcn~ssa. 
~i< )' Ilma D0rcs:-.a to S. i\ "-ayc . .1'" Scptemhcr. 19-1:'. Pcr:-oon;li File of YYlm:l Dcr"::-s;\. HO. t-. l0FFD. 
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Ababa Banti, Kasaye Ta,ane, Haile Giorgi s Zasankora, Tamsas, Gabra Macti'hi'n Awaqa, $i'ge 

Marqas, Ayana Bi"ru, Yohanrs Born, Balay and G~ibra Egzi Amante.456 In the school curriculum , 

sources indi cate, much more emphasis was given for European languages and Amharic. 

"Courses were offered in geograph y, history, mathematics, and science. Attention was also paid 

to music, drawing, and acting-at that time the schoo l had one of the capital's few theatres. 

Physical education and sports also had thei r p lace in the schedul e. ,,457 

Written sources about Yi"lma ' s schoo l days in hi gh school and in university respectively at 

A lexandria V ictoria Col lege and London University are almost non -ex istent in Ethi opia 4 ;s My 

w ritten and oral sou rces are quite scanty. YY1ma wrote in hi s notebook: 

According 10 the European Calendar I left Addis Ababa in 1923 to 
Alexandria Egyptfor high school education. {n those days Addis 
had OIl!..V three or four clemen/my schools Icaching lIIodel'n 
subjects. Th ese were:Mene!ik {f school where I was learning. the 
Alliance Fr(l/I , ois, the Swedish //Iission at Gulefe nearlhe present 
Ras Desta Hospital. {n July before the Crown Prin ce, Ras Teferi 
lvlekonenle{l ./iJr Europe picked s tudents ji-olll the./irsitwo schools 
were presented fa HJH and qjier reviewing them he 
cOlllmissioned Bhllen Cuela ~Volda Mariam 10 arrange for sending 
the sludeills to schools abJ'oad. f was olle of th ese students. 
Climatic cOllch/iollS \I'ere taken into account and Eg )'P' and ill 

particlliar Alexandria was chosen. Th ose [0/ liS who} stlldied 
ElIgli.~·h \Veil I fa Victoria College, a Bri/ish school llIodeled ql i er 

their pllblic school in the hallie COIIlIIiY. Those 11 '110 b ie} sindied 

'/;'(, /\l11 ong Ihes(' students. (i iihrii Miidihi"n i\wiiqii a nd B;il ay Amil n tc were awarded swea tcr for best 

academic pc:rlorllliJm'e. Ivl ~irste ll az~i ll \VUIcHi Qirqos. ri"::.i"/tly(; Si"/ii Raw; ... , 145; Informant: Abiiras D(·r~ssa. As a 
kind of com prom ise between tradit ion and in novation. instruct ion \\-as s~lrc l y left to Co ptic teachers w ho co uld be 
relied upon to illlparlto tlleir pupils a tempered version orlllolkrn I.'ducatioll. Bahrll. PiOllccrs o(Ch(III:;'(' .... 23 . 

. !~ 7 Ric h:ml Pan khurst, "i'vlCniICk I I Secondmy School" in EII(:rc/ol,ct/i(l I li!rhiopim, ed.Sighbcn Uhlig. \ ' 01 

3. (W icsbackn: Hnrrnssowitz Verlag. 2007). 92Rb. 
~-,~ A writll..'n dlll"lllllellL which W<lS produccd Illost likl'ly in thc years between I 95~ and 19(,0 wilhou t 

onici ~ l . ..,eal nor :-.ign:llun: in YY11118's person81 tik <1t [he Iv fi ni s! ry of Foreign AtT8i rs lllen!ions [hat Yi'lm:l had 
attended :VI..:rulek 11 Sehnol. Addis Abilbil : Victoria CuI lege. Alexandria. Egypt: <lnd London Schoo] or Enl11umics 
(lini\-cr:-.il),ofLondnn) rkgrcc H.Sc.(Fcon) London. ll).'~ con~ecllti\"cly. ,vl(WI\. File ~(). I ' I-Y. Pe '· . ..,()]1,il File. File 
;'\' ,11111.' "Yi"lm;J D0r0ssa" 

113 



French were sent 10 the Mission League school called Lyce 
Fram;ois. 459 

T wo key informants, bes ides, witnessed Yilma 's s tay at V ictoria Co ll ege. Mfnase Lumma, a 

lasting coll eague ofYYlma recalled th eir first cncounter in Egypt when he used to stud y at Cairo 

and Ydma at Alexandria460 Habta Sn lasse Tafasa, Ethi opian a lumnus of Victoria Coll ege, a lso 

remembers that he read an engraved script 'ynma ' on a wooden tabl e in a c lassroom durin g his 

schoo l days461 

It was only influ enti al and wea lthy fa mili es in thc whol c Middl c East who could send thcir 

children to it and the schoo l enrolled students [rom di verse countri es462 "Wi th the passage of 

tim e and as V ictori a's reputation spread further afie ld thi s racia l mi x was e nlarged to absorb Ilew 

blood from all po in ts of the compass. Syrians , we ll-born fa milies from the Gulf and th e Fert il e 

Crescent co mpeted with Li byans, Soma li s , YCll1 cllites, and Ethiop ians for ad mi ss ioll. ,,463 

Especia ll y, in the first two decades of th e twen ti eth century " it was to be cO lllmon practice fo r 

Ethi op ian students to enroll ei th er in Victoria Coll ege or in th e French ~.vcee at Alexandri a, in 

E t "" , gyp. 

The Ethiop ian alu mnus espec ially remembers th e school ad ministrators' rigid pol icy of language 

usage among students, obviously, in t~lVo r of English. Thi s was not onl y in the classrooms but 

also in informal com munication wit hin the school compound. Arabic was strict ly forbidden and 

~~ !) I a m all owed to ge t access onl y to the c:XC l!rplS or the no te bllok a nd o th e r p l! rso nal wr itings llr Y ll llla 
whic h arc in hi s g randso n 's ( Y;i 1l1an ~i ijYg ll f);im i\c ) possess ion. 

~(\I! During vacalion li me Yd l1l<l used I II travel to Cai ru a nd h is eo ll cagu l! tvlYnase in his turn alsll v isitl!d 
Alexandria . In form,l ll t: rvlYnasc Li tnlll:l 

~ (d T his was indcnl sume onc ur 1\\ '0 decades l;l1 n <l1li.'r V Yl Illi1 len the high se houl lu r Lundun Seho\.)1 or 

b :ollolllies. Infnrlll :lnt: l-I abUi SYllassc T atli.<i 
~ (' C [nlo nllnl1l: Il nbtii SYllassc Talii sii. Fro illthc mo ment o rit s fo unda tioll in October ItJ02 a nd lhro ug hom it s 

hcyti;IY in lhi.' firsl half o rthe IWl' lllielh ci..' llI ury. Victuria Cui lege ileq ll in:d a legenda ry staluS ;\S ,I lliliqui.' e Xiun pk o r 
Hrita in' s SlIl1rl' lll acy nOI on ly in !-gyp \. bu t in the re g io n a .... a whole. Ala in Si iYL"ra. " Vill ag l' Co lli.'ge. 1\1i.''\ an tlr ia:· 111 

.\/ifld/(' ((lsleJ'/l Sllldit ' \' , Vu l. -10 . No. I {.hll1u'Jr\ ~oo .. n: J (1 0 . 
-th' Si lww. 169. -

IhJ /?(J.I T~i! iiri \ iSlll'd Ihl' Victoria Co llegl' d unng Ih l' I 02-l1111 !r. Sl' l' R lhru. f ioJ/('('/'s O/ClWII,!!,{ ... )1 .:-: I. 
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students were pena li zed for making use of it. As menti oned in the above lines, students of the 

schoo l be longed to d iverse nati on ali ties , the majori ty coming fro m th e M idd le East Arabic 

speak ing Muslim cQun tries 465 Wh il e YUma was in Alexandria , his fat her Bi/alla Deressa 

Ama nte vis ited Egypt in August 1925 466 Sin ce hi s son Ydma and his you nger brother Balay 

Amante were in A lexandria pursuing the ir modern educati on, he woul d have visited them either 

in Ca iro or A lexandria. Wh ile visiti ng A lexandri a, it is unli ke ly th at he d idn 't see them. Though 

it is di ffic ul t to fin d out th e exact t ime when YUma w rote a letter to h is fa ther from A lexandria , 

he is said to have raised the idea of sendi ng hi s younger sister, A bara" to Victori a Co ll ege. 

However, Deressa hes itated to do SO.467 

For about three o r four years , Yi'lma was in A lexandt'ia unti l he left Egypt for Ethiopia to visit his 

fam il y briefly in Add is Ababa. Hi s father sent hi m money to cover his travel expenses from 

Egypt to Et hiopia. After three 111 0nths stay at home, he went to England and joined London 

Univers ity in 1929. Thus, Ydma li ved in England as a student in the late twenti es and earl y 

thirties.468 Yi"] ma narrated: 

III those days life in Eng/and was pleasant specially the social side 
of if. SllIdenl cOllld lIIee/ file world's greallJlell /11 ,ltel,. prime, 
people /;lIe Ghandi, NakhrulJ/a and Killiales )\JeFe floating ill 

Londol/ and s luden!s ./i"olll developing cOllI/fries could ([tlelld thcir 
lectilres alld lalk 10 ,hem ajier lee/ures. 

There 1)'0.'1 racial discr;I1I;I1{II;OIl in England aga;nsl Asia l/ ,)' and 
Aji'icans a/tho/lgh the illlensif), of if never r eached {he level of fhe 
UIl;fed and 50lllh JUi'ica, For slUr/ellIS fhe aile big pl'OlJlelJl It'as 10 
jil/(l hOllsing olhenl';se r eS/(fllrunls (lJJ(1 enlerla;lIllI ell l places Il'ere 
open fo thelJl, iv(r ji'icllds ji'Oll1 E!hiopia and II/.J'se(( \I'(Te qlli!e 
Iwppy ill England. We IIwde jell' goud ji';f.:'lIds ancl gO! VII It'ell 
generalfl', Allhuilgh \I'e 1)'fTC el!jo," ing u/l)',\'e!J 'es ill Ellglolld. lhat 

4 '" Inti."l rm:lIlL llabl;i Si"lla:-,sL; Ta1ib;i 
4r,/, Ri'ntJllli'1I1/ Sii/all/, "Y'(driis kii';11U Giibrii f..:Yrs !os T:ikHi IlaYIll~ln()I." I " '{Loar. Ntl , -190 3 12-'::'5, 
4107 Inl()r]n;tl11: l \ hiir;l~ D0r,,:s:-:I ' 
,lh~ NlllL' Bllllk ll( '{dma D":rcs:-:t : IIl(IlJ'1l1:11l1: .\ IYrws": Limlll:l 
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did lIo t hinder ollr eagerness to go back hOlll e. In 1933 Tsige 
Jvlarcos he later on married my sister ({}ld I sailed via Marseille fa 
Jebuti andji-oJl1 [ there) to Addis Ababa by rail. Th ereajier one by 
one they all headedfor hOll1e. 469 

Despite my considerabl e effort , I found no direct \Vri tten evidence from government arch ives and 

pri vate co ll ections in Ethiopia that \Vou ld elucidate Yrlma ' s stay at London School of Economics 

and hi s completion of the Bachelor of Science Degree in Economics in 1933.470 Yet, almost all 

my informants, s imil ar to some publi shed works, unanimously describe Vrlma as a graduate of 

th e ce lebrated London School of Economics. In the li st of alumni of the school graduated \Vi th 

honor, y ,l ma' s name is said to be inc luded and displayed on a wall or lh e school 471 

Among many references to Vrlma 's high er educati on in England, however, two circumstantial 

clues deserve bri ef di scussion. Tn Haddi s Alamayiihu 's memoir whi ch mostly dea ls with his 

persona l ex peri ence of the Italian period , the author states that Major Georgia Pallavicino , an 

Ita lian mil itary offi cer at th e Political Office in th e newly ro nned f~l sc i s t admini stration in Addi s 

Ababa, to ld Hadi s and y,llll a that he kne\V that Yrlllla \Vas a graduate of London School of 

Economi cs . Gi ven V'd l11 a's earl y responsib ility at the Department or lhe Leagu e or Nalions in the 

Mini stry of Foreign Affairs, Major Pallav icino 's kno wledge abollt Yrlma 's educa ti onal 

background would not be an astounding isslle,472 The oth er hin t comes from A lo NYguse Habta 

Vv'a ld , Vice Mini ster of Information during the last years of Imperial era . N'lguse reca ll ed lhal an 

Israeli expert on propaganda who also used to teach in London Univers ity id entif'ied Y'dma when 

the Israeli was talki ng to the Emperor fo r abollt 15 mi nut es in the palace in 1968. Ni'guse 

~("I i\l o tcOIchook of Yi'llll,l !1crcssa in Yiirn,m:i Yf(l!.!u's Posscssion . 
. 1711r-,lly (1 [[ e III P[ [0 UIlCO\T r school rccords fran; his persoll,, 1 tiles <1t the ivl ill isl ry of Fi n(1 ll cc , Min ist ry of 

Foreign f\ tlti rs and t~l!l1i1y l'ollcctiollS bec<lllll: tr'lI illl.!ss. This migh t be because of the devast:lting invasion or 
Fascist Iial y. \\'ith thc as.~is l ance of Yamanii Igi'gu !1iimisse . hi~ gr;l11dson. in t:1C L 1 could find an electronic cop)' of 
<1 phutugraph ur YYlllla with;1 gradll:tlion gown siLLing in it rOUII1 prubably his dorillilury. Butlhis C<1IlIlU t be taken as 
a . ..;uhs\;lnlial cvidcllce for hi:-. COll1plClinl1 of his study. 

n 111(or111,1I11: 'l ji't!lI Diim"(sc. 
~7J 1 bddis. loi.-
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remembers that Yi'lma was about to enter into the Emperor' s office as the Israeli was leavin g, 

Accordi ng to Ni'guse, the Israeli told him that Yi'lma was once a champion of rugbi in the 

Campu s,473 

Back home in 1933 after some seven or eight years' stay abroad (save a three month short vis it in 

1929), Yilma began hi s long state service at the Department of the League of Nati ons in th e 

Ministry of foreign Affai rs,474 It was, s in ce then, th atYdm a was ca ll ed with a traditional titl e 

"Lig"( lrans" 'son'), Though it is difficult to find any source that wou ld explain why and how 

Yi"lm a was given that title, Mahtama-snasse noted that "LY[('was a civilian titl e like 

'A la ,(,Mister' ) and was des ignated w ithout portfo li o4 75 Ladi slas Farago, a Hungarian journalist 

reporting for Assoc iated Press in the 1930s, described YY!ma as Legation secretary at the Foreign 

M inistry. For a European journal ist like Farago, ynm3 "was a 'culti vated' young man , who 

spukt: Engl is h and Fren ch and was dressed ill Europea n clothes.,,4 76 

.n Inforlll:ll1l: NY!.!. ll SC Hab l~i W:il d. 
_n Lldislas F;tra~{). 19]) . 38: I\: rsullal Fik uf Y"illl1i1 D ... :n.: .... "i\. MOFA. Fill' No. 11 1-'1'. File Naille "YYlllla 
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Fi gure 4. YHma Deressa in London ( 1933)477 

Yi"lm a shared hi s views with Fa rago on the co nditi ons of educated young Ethi opians like him It1 

res pect of the country's situat ion in th e 1930s and Farago quoted Vi"l1l1a sayi ng: 

JVe young AbyssiniaJl5 are ;1/ dUly bound to our COWIlIJ' Ire (Ire the 
bridge Ilia! the Empero r has Ihro\l'l1 across European culwre. II 
goes all/IV .. " II'il/lOll/ saying Ihal we (Ire senl to./inish 0111' education 
in Ellrope or Nor/h ;!frica. Abys5;inion sludents are /0 be/olind in 
all the ill/par/mil Illlil 'ersilies of (lie IIDrld The Foreign /Vlillisler '.'I 

sons sludied Of O:'I/ord and Call1hridge. lVe hare In pay 0111' .r.,'IIfr!ies 

Dl/l of 0111' ml'" /Jackel.for (he s/(J/e .ff)!· l/orhiJlg. The Emperor, 
11011'(;,1'('1" , has a 1I1f1llber q(' den>/ " YOllng Abyssillialls edllcated ill 
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Europe at his O\-VI1 cost. Th is gro'rving genera/ioll 'will complete the 
- -/- - oF 478 e/vi IzatlOn OJ our cOlln/ly. 

It may more probably be said that this s tance led many to consi der ynma and hi s co ntcmporari cs 

as members of 'Young Ethiopians', better known in its French term, 'Jeu/l esse d 'Elhiopie. ,479 

1ndeed, 'Young Ethiopians ' is a coll ective term given mainl y by Europeans and other fo reigners 

in the earl y 20 th centu ry to Ethiopians (including some Eritreans resident in Ethiopia) who had 

attended modern schools in Ethiopi a or abroad 4 8o 

1n thc ycars bctwecn 1933 and 193 5, as a staffofthe Department of League of Nations, ynma 's 

day to day activ ities and responsibiliti es would have to do mostl y with Ethiopia 's intricate 

engagement with the League of Na tions481 Yet, from th e case of a European j ournali st for an 

Assoc iated Press in whi ch Vrllll3 was involved, handling issues rela ted to vis iting ex patriates 

seems to be one of his activit ies_ He worked In the Mini stry wi th S irak HYruy and hi s fath e r 

478 Farago,38. 
47() Grccnfic!d , 315. 

4RO Pankhurst noted lhal '" members o (thi s loose group oryoung educa ted Ethiop ians were large ly French­
speak ers and [hey were mai nly employed in govcrnmc11I bureaucracy, pri vate business, (he railway. and as 
interpreters. Regarded as "intel lec tual s" the y were likened in Jo rcign ci rcl es to the Young Egyp tians and Young 

Turks. They were wide ly cOllceived as intensely patriotic , "anti-foreign", and opposed to any accollllllod;Hion wit h 
the neighbor ing colon ial powers, as well as ncl voc<1 (cS of rap id 1ll0dcrniz;ltion." See Ric ha rd Pankhurst ··Young 

Ethiopians ," in Ellc\'C!opedia i/ellliopic(I, ed. Alessandro Gall s i and Sighbert Uhlig, Vol. 5 ( Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowilz Ve rl ag, 20 14). 9Ra. 

m "Ethiupia's lllembersilip to the League of Natio lls and the coulltry's bide in the League had faced 
clwllenges /1·0111 both domes ti c ~lI1d foreign powers. Withil1 th e Ethiopian governmcnt. during the period or Haile 

Sellassie ' s regenc y, both Empress Zi.\wditu and Fil(/lI"l"(Iri 1-Iabt ii Giorg is were opposed to foreign alliances an d to 
negotiations in Europe. They bc lieved instead in building a fortress around Et hiop ia and in a diplomacy carried 

out ill Addis Abeba uncleI' their walchful eyes . They wcn:: in IOlal conl1 ict Wil h Ta l~l ri's conclusion lhat national 

surviva l depcnded on polic ics Ih<lt ext ricated Ethiopi;l from the pull of thc tripartite powers and opened it LO the 
u[her nations 01" [he glubc.·· ll arold tvlarc Lls . J/oile Sella.l·sic I Tlt e FOI"I//{/(il·c Ycars. U,' fj] - /Y3 6 I Be rkele y: 

Uni ve rsit y ufCaliforni a Press . 19R7) . 4 .. 1-. ' ·Externally, Eurt'pcan pO\\"CI"S especially (ire;! t Britain resist ed Ethiopia's 

Illcmbership tor slayery nnd ...,1;l\ ·C trad e were wi desp read in the COUlltlY Il o\\'c \"el". on 2,'-1, Sepll'lllbe r 1')2J . Ethiop ia 

was <ldlllilh:d tu th e League ot" Nations by Lln,lIlilllUllS vu[e 011 the cundi [io n that Elhiopia strictl y applied exis tin g 
cOllYCtltions prohihiting s la\·ery.·' Theodore l'vl. Vestal. Thc l .i()J/ u/Jllt/a/J ill IIic Nt',,· World: Elllpe}"(J1" /luilt' Selassie 

oj ElilioJ)ill {Iwl lile Shapillg o/AlI/cricolIs· .·jffillldcs l(nl·on/Africa (Sallta Barbeme Pracgcr. 201 1). 21 . 
. !~~ I .. n-m y \\'a~ rvl il1 i ~tcr of Foreign Affairs since ,\ pril 19J 1 ;tnd hi.,> ~()!l Si rd k \\"a:-. Gcneral Sccn:[,lry ;It lhe 

i\ lini:-.[ry u!Ton:ign Albir". B, illrll. Pioll('cr.\ 0/ Chollge.. 72. X7 
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It was during this time that Bilatta Den:ssa and hi s companions were engaged, in accordance 

wi th the tradit ion of the day, in a family-arranged marriage between ynma an d Q'fclYst, a 

daugh ter of Filawrari Ttisama Banti, a di stri ct rul er in Goro Gutu, Hararge. Instrumenta l to the 

marri age proposal was Filmvrari Tat:isii, a cloth fr iend of Blalla Deressa Amante in Addi s 

Ababa and a matemal uncle of the bridc4
" Intercstingly cnough, the go-betwecn was YUma's 

boss at th e Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Bilallen Geta HYruy Walda Si"II assc , The bride was once 

a student at Elege Miinan girls' school at Add is Ababa before the whole fami ly moved to Goro 

Gutu in Hararge,4H' Though Ydma and QYdYst had a daughter by the name of SMalii Mariam 

from thei r famil y-arranged matrimon y, their marriage clid not last long, The imminent fasc ist 

invas ion did affect th e lives of YUma and Q'fdYst as it disturbed the lives of millions in th e I-lorn 

of A fri ea4 85 

3,3, Vilma in the Black Lion O"ganization, the ' ''estel'll [01'01110] 

Confederation, His Subsequent Ex ile and Retul'll (1936-1941) 

When Fascist It aly in vaded Ethi opia in October 1935, Ydm a did not go to th e war front but 

stayed in Addi s Ababa, '"" As Et hi opia 's defeat became clear in April 1936, however, YUma len 

the capital for Wti llaga and invo lved actively in two major military and po liti ca l movements in 

south western Ethiopia lI ll ti l Ital ian forces captured him and many olhers together with Ras i"n'-Iru 

Hail a S'lllasse.4S7 III thi s regarci , it seems quite 'paradox ica l' to find YY11l13 Dercss~L as a leading 

1 ~\ Thl..: (ompallioll :-; hip bClm,:l'1l lJilalla and FilaH'/"{/ri Tal;isi.i bcgull Sinel' thl' linK whl'tI till' ialll'r \ isi ll'd 
Ihe fnrnll.' r :-l'ckillg I raditiollalmcdil'al treatment for a fa mily nK'lllbcr :-uffering fwm tllbernl1o.'is . 111 1'01"111;1111 : AIllYha 
Tjsjlll<l . 

I~~ Ihid. 

1'1 lnlllrm,llll: jl,ll Yna s~ Liillllll;l 

~ ~- Atil'h I\hncd l)al;t1Ia. "Shl'ikh Kllnjek ,\I - lla.'s:ll1 :lI1d Hcl :l-S hanglll( I ~ 25 -1\) .' i\f' (BA 11K'!. ... in 
11 i:. lll r ~, 11:lik' S\,'I I:I.'Sl' I l ll1l \ '\,'I"si ty, 1(73 ). 65-(1 7:Tad;i:-;~i i\k:l\l. TtcIIII· .·,,,h,/\(I Ihi \ /iTJ'uh IIioplCl. 2"'1 \" d.(Addi :-
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member of the Black Lion O rgan ization and, s imultaneously, a principal de lega te of WaIHiga 

Oromo chi efs who attempted to form th e ' Westell1 Ga ll a [Oromo] Confederat ion' un der the 

Mandate of th e League of Nations/Great Brita in . The ex isting lit erature on both deve lopments 

seems to have ove rlooked th e shirting roles of Yi"lma Deressa most like ly assum ing thi s kind of 

changing camps of individuals as a common behavior in such chaot ic period li ke the llal ian 

invas ion.'" Howevcr, in thi s sccti on, I attcmpt to sc rutini ze both the primary and secondary 

sources in the hope of re-appraising Yrlma's act ivities, if not positions, in the two significant 

deve lopments. 

Yil ma entered NHq;imtc in May 1936 together w ith a res istan ce gro up w hi ch cons isted of 

hundreds of Ethi opia n so ldi ers and c ivili ans"9 At the tim e, Ras rm iru Ha ilH Sill asse, the future 

head of the armed forces and fore ign affai rs in the Provisional Governm ent at Gore, was 

trave lling sou thwa rd th rough Gogul11 afte r hi s fi nal defeat in Ti"gra y and , out of confusion , 

crossed the Ri ver Abay at Gin cHi Bar;it and ca mped in West Sawa on his way to Gore.'·o 

The gro up to whi ch Yi"lma be longcd co mpri sed young ex-cadets of the HoWt a Mil ita ry Academy 

and graduates of the Tamri Makonin Secondary Schoo l in Add is Ababa as wel l as about 50 

defectors from Eri trea. 4
? 1 Hosted by DfigazmoG! Hab ta Maria m KU 111 s a , th e hereditary ruler of 

N;iqamte, the res istance group later on estab lished th e Tiqur .'/Ilbiis{/ ('B lac k Lion ' ) 

Ababa .. 200-l E.C. ), 11.; Ezkicl. 75-96; Richard Pank hurst. "TYqur Anb~isa , " EIlLyc/oped;a ;/elh iop;('(I, cd. Sighbl: rI 
Uhl ig Vol. 4 , (W irsbadrn : H;lrr<1Ssowi t7, Verlag. 2(10). 1)2U-92 1. 

l:-.csPalrid Gilks. The Dyillg Lioll VeudalislII alld Mo(/emi::mio/l ill Elhiopia, Londun: Julian FriedMann 
Publi shers LTD .. I 975,pp. 210-2 13: All1 s,ti u Tcrncsgcn. " Il alian O ccupation <lnd Response in and Around Naqallltc, 
1936-19-l1" ' BA Thesis in lIisl l)ry_ Addis Ababa Un i, 'crsi ly. 19X3. Tl'scma Ta' a. "The BUlllla ya IIli.:idenl and lhc 
11:,1 i,l ll On:upa tion or Naqallllcc. 1 936- l lJ-Il.· · Pmcl:'ed;lI:;'s oj IIII:' 1311t 11I11:'1'I/(/liOl/(// COlljacm I:' of I:'I"iop;all 

SllIdies. I,.'d. K:lIslIyoslli Fukui. Eise i Kurimoto and M<1s(1)'oshi Shigc[n . Vol. 1(1 907): 2(JJ-2X5: Ezkicl Gcb iss:l, 
2002: Ridlard Pank hur:-.1. "Tiqur A nb~isa" : Paulus. -l(i--IR: Tadibii. 200-l E.C. 

~)\LI T ndfh,j. 4-5 , 

I' HI fillYI'll I lal!;i S i'llas~e _ ":aytihll! A"('ill/(f\'!(I\I'i:,iill'. ~ ".1 ed,{Addis Ah,tha: Addis f\haha L'nners;l)'" 2002 
1-. (", ) . ~X(J, 

1'1 Richard P; ,nkhllr:-.1. "Ti'qur Anhii:-.a." 9:0h , 
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Organi za ti on on Salle 29, 1928C 6th Jul y, 1936). However, Dawit Gabru gives us a different fact 

about the place, date and leadershi p of the establ ishment of the Organ ization. He wrote that the 

Organizati on was fa nned in Ambo 1110st probab ly in May 1936 and the first president was Ato 

Y'ilma Deressa. Later on he was rep laced by Doctor AHimti-Wtirq fo r unkown reason492 Still 

another source revea led that the Black Lion Organi zati on was formed in Niiqiimte493 The 

organization had a ten-point constitution, «the most interesting aspect of which was its assertion 

of the supremacy of the poli ti cal over the mili ta ry command. On the issue of fina l pol iti ca l 

authori ty, it remained conservati ve, expressing its loyalty to Hayla-Sellase and his fa mily.'''!94 

YU ma was one of the top leaders among th e 25 members of the executive body495 

Diigaznwc H abUi Tvfariam all owed the members of th e resis tance group to camp in the co mpound 

ofa pub lic schoo l ill Naqa mt c. Soon after, with the consul ta ti on or th e members ofthc res istancc 

group, the DiigazmGc became n vo lunteer to cover the monthl y stipcnd . .J96 The presence of the 

res istance group armed with 2 1 machine g UllS, morc than 350 riOcs and 300 pisto ls con tribLHed a 

lot re-establi sh peace and security in th e town ill th e time of crises fol lowing the major defeat of 

Ethi op ian forces in April 1936. Indeed, the modern army under th e leadership of Colonel Ba lay 

HaiHi-Ab ind icated a major departure in terms of training, organizati on and discipl ine rrom the 

I·· I '97 (rae ltlOna troops. 

492 One might ..... llppose that YY1m<l was removed li'om his position heeatl. .... e or hi ..... in\'oh"CtllClll in Ih .: 
'\\ 'cslc1'IljOromoJ Confederat ion', See Da\\' il Ci iibru, Kiillliha Glihrll )'ij'l!(wp(m Qlrs, (Addis Ahab;r Bok 
Printing li ollse. 1985 E,C.). 236-23X, 

493 S'lndu Giibru. "y ii 'TYqur t\ nbiisa Ti"gi'l I3Li' tll'r'rab Iti'yupi'ya ", 1 ES. I\I[S, 1 M~R, 
I'J~ J3ahru, . 1 Ilislm:t'o(" , 1 7~-1 75, 
~'!5 T:l(I;)S3, 1 I , 

1% Fur inSI;tlk'C, he pa id tor a :-.oldll'j' J hi rr, j{)r it scrgt';]nt 5. lor a lieult'JI:t1l1 7. I'llI' Clptain 12 alld I'llI' a 
11l:1J0I' 1:1 hirr, For a Colcl11l'1 :ll1d ~1 IlI! .. d,cr ofliciaJ. the s;tlarv \\;1:-. J 5 birr, ralh,;i. 7-'f. 

1·17 T;lt!iisii, I i, ~:; , ~ .. 
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While Ydma was a leading member of the resis tance movement, he le ft Naqamte for Gambe lla 

together with other members of the res istance group. Tadasa wrote: 

nfl"tJt:· ·n OJ/V;-:):1 nl1-(,I /J'7co7r: n·lj' ~/ru-f' flO'luo 'IJ(,I '} 
'/-1.I/7Ir; fl"r;(,IIJ-f'fl" I, '},{ne' (" Mfl" 01({. (NHl.eCfl1 n.v' ') 
/11, '}'M. 71 uo '}'7!")' .;iC fflfj}' U 0 7S':;: 1, '}/J.e1UT·n1 nO'M-i' 
l,lJ/I .;ifl"nA .K·LIJ 00(,1/1'/':;-' ulJlj/Jr; Ptf'~OV}S' p0'l tf'~OJ'1 
~/C °7017' 1J/JIJ6.fln f 1. PUJ·fl" r1.1'M, 7/ uo '}'7IJ-i' l,D{;;!, 
fl./'.KC7tf11 n.OJ.K" nuurlt:f L7.e· 1, '}.£f..K'76. '} floomN' 
oo(,l1./JIii':t:'} OJ.K IIIL?: /J/,:: 

fll!.tJ· /· .{J,e 1,6. J{Jlfl" 01.P. .;ifl"fl./J '/ '(,I/J01' r~n<· ;!'/J/J'I' 
n.iin" P;- rfllC uo/J'}S":r (,I.i?' ,e(,l °7 £,({. ''l f Ai?' '/,;1'-7'oJ· 

1I0}'7 f pi'ifl"n(,l /J '/'O)' ,,·n ·!· ~/,;,.(,I f f'ilf;"ntfl "lflo}· 
l,.e :/fl'l/fl" f liT'!:)' OJ;:/".P.C'{ .;it:. l,t:·-/: ~n<- f 

Wilh the in/ention that our cOll1l11unication line \Vilh the British 
government shollld JlOI be interrupted for it \Vas through th is lin e 
fhal lVe mighl receive the emperor's order and we l1eed tim ely 
in/orilla/ion abolll international developments as well, we selll a 
delegation 10 Gambella. Furlher/ll ore. we sen! the delegates to 
request lite support of Brilish goverlll1leJlf ill lVeapolll),. if if H'Olrid 
be happy 10 do so. 

For litis mission, fOllr high civiliall alld I//;!ifwy officers, nallle(v, 
Lig >'ilmo Deressa, Lig GetacViw Ziiwgii, Captail1 Laqlill' Habrii 

iVlikaei. Captain Tastiw Ayi'iluhi"1I1 " 'ere s elll 10 Gambella logelher 
. I f' II' ' Y8 1\'11 J, e ll' s o (; JeJ'S, 

Thi s was mOSI li kely aboul one mo nlh before th e establi shm ent of Ihe 'B lack Lion 

Organ izatio n' ,499 The British document from Gambell a reveals that v n ma and hi s companions 

di sc ussed Ihc malte r w ilh the starr of Ihe Bri tish consulate o n Jun e 8. 1936. Undcrslandably, thei r 

arr ival at Galllbella did precede the date of di sc uss ion. From the minu tes of th e meetin g, one can 

in fe r th e fa ct that the requ est or Y'd ma (lnd other del egates was sent from Gambell a most 

probab ly to Ca iro \'ia Kh artoum befo re th e Jun e 8 meetin g as th e c!oculll cnt11lac!e notc of Cap win 

~"\ T ;I t1 ~is:i. 15·16 
N" ,\ s r llh'11 !10ncd ': :l rlil: r. [h.: Org:uli7:t liO ll \\';1:- cSlahli.' .. hl'tI I II Niiq;iml": on Siinc 2'-). 1l)2~ (July 6. 19~() ). 

T~ld;i:-.:i . 9. 
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1.K . Mauri ce 's words that "the position shown th erein [the plea for Mandate) had in substan ce 

already been forwarded."soo 

However, what we learn from the documents about th e mI SSIon of del egation recorded at 

Gambel la by the British Consulate and preserved in FO 37 1/20206 needs a carefu l examinati on. 

In th e note of a meeting held on June 8, 1936 at Gambe ll a, a ttendants were listed separately as 

the delegates o f the (Oromo) , the adv isors fo r the delegates and the representatives of the 

consulates. Unl ike Tadasa Me99a's list, in the British document, only ynma Deressa and 

Getacaw Ziiwgii were referred to as delegates. Captai n Tasaw Ayi'i1uhilll, another member of the 

'B lack Li on Orga nization,' who was later ki ll ed at the battle of Guy whi ch took p lace between 

the forces of Ras i'mi"ru and DCigazmac HabUi Mariam in October 1936, was in the li st of advisors 

together with FilalVra"'; Qan 'a and Diigazl1Iac Sahlfi.50 1 It is important to point out that the 

Fita wrnri and the D iigazmac were not included in Tadasa's list. In th e British docllment, 

correspondi ngly, no mention was made about Captain Laqaw Habta Mikae l. The document 

states that Fitlllvrari Galata Gobana was not presen t in the mccting. 502 

Surprisingly, in the Briti sh document , Yflma and Getacaw Ziiwga, as principa l envoy, were not 

referred to as delegates of the resistance group that later became the : Black Lion Organizati on' 

as Tadas~i noted, rather as principal envoys of the Oromo and Beni-Shangul chiefs. 503 As wc 

rend from th e Note of Meet ing, ·the Delegates produced a letl cr of creden tia ls signed by thc 

FiwII'rari
50

-l Habtii Mari am givi ng them ful l powcrs to di scuss and making any necessary 

arrnngetllents with the British Go\·crr1ment pursuant 10 the decis ions mnde by the chief of the 

51'1) N Ule Ull I h~ ~keli!l\! Hel d u n R.6.J6 al (i:l!nbl:lIa, 170 J 71 110 206 
<1,1 ll tld i"" I 55. T;Jlb "ii~ 70. 107. 
<,,~ Tat!;i:;:i, 1 (1 : l\'ole 1)11 Ihe '\ k l..·lin!! 1 kid un ~.(l.36;1\ Ciaillbella. FO 3 71 20~06 
~,,; ! · r",~inl: [n l"· dl'n. F() :l71 '~ ()206.~ 
<,,~ :-":,1[(; [Iw[ [hl· \\TJIl'l'I1f[he InimHI.." 1ll1Sl110k Ih(; lilk I1 rnll:Ja:/I/{/(: II :lbl:i ,\ lari:llll. 
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Wes tern [Oromo] .';o; About the dec isions by the chi efs, an urgent telegram from Gambella by 

the Brit ish representative sta ted ' all Ga ll a of Westem Abyssinia have agreed together and have 

asked fo r League of Nati ons Mandate including Sheik Khoga li I-lassen CofBeni Shangul) and all 

these have placed themselves under orders of t he consulate. , 506 

According to Yilma 's letter to Antony Eden, British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, dated 

I I'" Ju ne, 1936, 'the head of the Confederation was Diigazmac Habta Mariam Gabra Igz iabi·her.' 

Vi"lm a wrote that the Diigazmac appointed hi m chief of th e delega ti on wh ich was then in 

Gambella to get in touch with Hi s Britannic Majesty' s Government in Great Britain and 

Northcrn Ireland . Vi"lma rccalled that DiigazlI1ac Habr;i Ma ri am had taken note of the 

communicati on madc to him by His Bri tann ic Majesty's consu l at Gore to the effect th at Italy 

had dcfeated the Shoan army and had occupi cd Addi s Ababa to form a new Govcrnmcnt. 

Jnte res tingly, V"dma w rote tha t the Diigazmac had a lso taken note of a New Prov is iona l 

Government in the process of getting form ed at Gore for the Western [Oromo] 507 

Hav ing narrated and emphas ized the semi -autonomous s ta tlls of the Oromo in Western Ethiupia 

uncler their heredit ary rul ers and th e sign ificance o f their westward economic relations than its 

eastwa rd attachment , Vrlma stressed that Diigazl/1o{ Habra Mariam was th en busy in organ izing 

civil adm ini stration. According to him , the Dtig(clII {/ ('. had so far set up Hea lth Office, Financ ial 

and COlllmercial Dcpartmen l. Polit ica l and Foreign Relation Department. Arm y and Police 

Department, [lnd a communicati on Depanme l1t. By estnbli shing a model nnn y, Y"IIma kepi on 

arguing. und er the direction of young and trained orriccrs and by tn kin g a firm 3ct ion the 

DiigazlI/o{ had al ready s(\nxi the pro vinces of \Vcstcrn Oromo from chaos whi ch had infes ted 

'0' NOh: lHl Ihl.' :-'kl'lill~ 1 kid llll :-:. 6.3 6:1 t Gambl'lIa, 170 37 1 :!u~O() 
'<II Silll,lIioJ1'., in \\'C'~11'~111 ,\I1)':-sinia. Tckgra lll :,\1(\ ,51 I. 1'1 J UIlC. 19:;h. FO J 71 20206. 
'!I~ 'l"II11la IX'l"C:-~:lltJ AllIllllll~ Ed\,.'u. JlIn~ II. I () 3(,. n) 37 1 20:!O(\ 
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the rest of E thiopia as the resu lt of Ita lian invasion , Reminding the Secretary of State that he had 

a lready w ritten to him the decis ions of the Western Oromo Chiefs, Y'il ma pointed out that the 

Bri ti sh government had so far taken decis ion to act though the League of Nations alone as far as 

the affairs of thi s cou ntry is conce rned 5 0
' 

Not so long after the Gambella m ission, Yi'lma 's rela tion with the Diigazlllac and other O romo 

ch iefs (as a principal delegation) seems to have come to an end because of the Bonayyaa 

inc iden t5 09 T he Black Li ons were forced to leave Naqamte for G imbi, At the end of September 

or the beginning o f October, accord ing to i-iaddi s, Yi'lma Oeressa together w ith D r, Alama-Warq 

Bayana and Lieutenant Bakura, ca me to Gore and d iscussed the s ituation \vith Ras ImYru Haila 

srllassc. 5 lO But, Tad~is~i on ly menti oned Dr. Alam3-Warq and YrIma M~ing~iSa and he d id not 

refer to Yi'lma Ocrcssa among the five members of th e envoy, Be that as it may, in a while, 

traveling from Ghil11bi to JIll Aba Bora, almost al l mem bers of the ' Black Li on Organization ' 

were uni ted w ith Ras i'm','ru' s forces at Supe in early October5
" 

The availab le sources clearly indicate, th erefo re. that VHl1la Dercssa was invol ved in both 

apparentl y di ffering movements (th e ' Black Li on Organization ' and th e ' Western [Oromo] 

Confederation ' ). However, except Pankhurst ' s passi ng reference, there is no seriolls academi c 

attempt in the scan ty literatu re 0 11 the top ic to de lve into th e intricate qu estion of amb ivalence 

rendezvou s. 51
:!: Thererore. to have a better understanding or the apparently paradoxica l 

invol vement or my subjec t of th e study, il is worthwh il e 10 s ituate th e developments in the 

SO~ Ihid 

,;o<J TcSCl11rl. " The 13 on;] yyna Inciden l .. ". 27 1-275. 
5111 H"ddis. 1 ... 1<':: Tadiis ~i. 53. 
'I I Tadiisa .... j.l)-6 ) . 
, I" Pankhursl in his shorl t' ncycillpt'di c t' lmy 110It.' d 111,11 Ih,,: )'I)llng Orolllll nllbklll~lIl L(i!. V "II III a D~res" :l JUS! 

hL'fore . ~Idl (,llu,lut.'d In the .'>('p<lmli ..... 1 .. \\'(' .... l('rtl (i:1I1a Con1Cd('ralion" prnje("1 \\':l~ m(,lllhcr of Ihe Hl:Kk Lion 
Org'-lniZali!')I1 . SCL' ]\lIlkhur:--1. "Ti"qur :\nbib:l ," 910-01 J. 
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broader context. This, indeed, takes into account the assessment of not on ly th e loca l but also the 

nati onal and intelllati onal interests in western and southwestern Ethi opia . 

Needless to say that before Emperor Haila-Sdlassc left Addi s Aba ba for abroad , he appointed 

Bilwiidiid Walda ~adiq Gosu as a president of the Provisional Ethi opian Govel11ment and Gore 

became the seat of the Government. The Emperor a lso sent " the column of cars with th e 

government functionari es to Gore and pl aced them under the authority of old Weide T sadiq, ,,S ' J 

Ras j'mi'ru was not informed regarding the fate of the Emperor until he had li stened to news from 

Radio Djibouti while he was in Dabra Marqos, He kn ew about neither th e Provis iona l 

Governmcnt at Gore nor Wiildii ~ad iq 's appoi ntment up until hc crossed the Ri ver Abay at Ginda 

BiirHt in earl y May. By th en, Italians had already occupied Addis Ababa and the res istance group 

to wh ich Y'ilma be longed had left Ambo for Niiqamtc. Whcn Nas i'miru a rri ved at Gore on 27'h 

June, 1936, he changed hi s pl an to go to exi le in the Sudan as a result of hi s consent with \Viil cta-

~adiq and a leiter from the emperor. In terestingl y, the emperor commanded Ras i'mru to include 

Bi'/ala D er';ssa in th e Povi sional Government S1 4 Subsequently, i'miru wrote: 

170)'''l'' /,'/CY" 0/1,1 i,'}'J, '} f/,eu''} Ol7nflt:,PS' O/J'j<{' ! wr.e)· 
i,e'!..;· /Ion}), fI'}"l/l. 71 ":,}/JA flll·A m.e,/"} Y",}Y" 
"'I"l}')' I,A)'A ,}Y" MC:: ,,:'}/J/I .f/" 'n f O/l,t:,PF} iJ/I"j. 
1,7C ij'. "'lY" 'j). A {~ A Po ru'~ 1,1)·0 /J/l °'l.,~C/J(I}· f,~?C· 

/I "777IY" f 1,1)0, ,)Y" /lo7/J.d ·{/),j· 1,/ll7fJ;'l'/I, '} .r~ ~'7/' '} ~Or::: 

,Pnl!.f/" ,PM/I· 170. ).{JJ.I:.c:' (IJA.f: f!K.)·f/" .eA.)· f/tl/JA "I'} 
dU/JtI" ~OC {NJ'I. .,;p(IJ':: 

Though Il'e reljllesled foreigner,f,; 10 .'illppO /"l liS ill \\'eajJoJ1s and 

Hi/ions l 'ia [he Bn"fJ"sh cOlis/date, lI 'e gol JlOl/u"lIg. The cOllslI1 
lIeilhel" dares to help liS !lor il!/hrll/s liS his plal/s IfJ r he Iras 
recei l'in:s (/ w/I"iely of il(loI"IIIOlioll./;·UIII locol chie.f.~" .rI1 thai filllC. 

'I, AIl!.!t:lu 0\..'1 Bnl',L 1 X~" 
" 1 " l la i~i-Si"II;!~~c. 11i)"\\"lih;I//1 )"ii"/I"l "Ojl(I "" i ;"/IIii!a. lillI/if/ilia \1d~/1tI1 ( j\d dl~ j\h:lha: I-li rh:tni ll :l Salam 

I'rnlll11t! Ilous\..'" 19M) Er"), 2-t-l:': Imrru llaib S·"l1a't~~. 2,>':I-lX-t . 
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1II0re than Bitwiidiid Wiildii Tsadiq, the consul seellls to have been 
considered an authority 515 

What Erski ne himself asserted in hi s confi dent ial letter to M r. Eden dated 30'h May, J 936, but 

received on 18th June, 1936 was in agreement with Ras IJ11i'ru's assessment on the status of th e 

consul. Erski ne reported: 

The Galla Chiefs of these provinces, nail/ely, Dadgazmach Hapte 
;\Iiariam KUl1Isa of Naqamte and Fitawrari Johannes ([lid Fitawrari 
Hosana and Sheik Khogali, Sultan ofBeni S/wngul have conferred 
together at Nkelllpty and agreed, as their A mhara overlords no 
longer exist, to unite the Galla people of Westem Abyssinia and to 
ojJer thelllseives through this consulate to the League of Nations 
Jor reorganization under a future Government,' and they have 
accepted my suggestion that their provinces shol/ld be placed 
under their own governorship, under the leadership of the 
Governlllent of Western Abyssinia, which r formed on the fall of 
Addis Ababa to be directed by Bitwiidiid Wiildii Sadik5

! 6 

From the above two ex tracts we can rea li ze that duri ng that period of chaos and confus ion 

espec ia ll y after th e defeat of Ethi opi an forces a l MaY93w, the status of the British Consul at 

Gore seems to have been elevated as he was in con trol of th e major channel of communication 

in the area. Since then , there was 110 communication with BillVdddd Wiilda Tsad iq whom the 

consul was using as a nomi nal head of the governmen t. 5 J7 From Y"Ilma 's letter to Mr. Anthony 

Eden too, we can highlight the fa cl thal DdgazlII(lc HabUi Mariam had also taken note of the 

communication made to him by H is Britannic Majesty's con sul at Gore that a New Provi siona l 

Government was in the process of getti ng fo rmed at Gore for the \Vestern [Oromo]. 5!:') 

During that time. Erskin e wrote, 'th e two factors \vhich help most are, firstl y, tllat th e consul ate 

was never recogn ized either by the Abyssi nian offi cials or by th e nati ve as a cOll sulate, in the 

~ I~ !hid. 2~ -I 

'lI'Cllnli denli al Ie- ll er Cun:-; ul Er:-.ki lll' Iu Edl'll. -'0 ~ lilY 19J() ( R e-l"~ i wd I X .I u n~ 19.3(1). FO J 7! 2020(j. 
;'I~ 'hid. 
.; 1-\ 1' "11 111:1 D0r0~sa III A 111 hOllY E Jl' ll . .I ulle 1 I . 1936. FO .3 71 20::'()(). 
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European sense, but rather as a Residency guiding the admini stration of the country,' On that 

basis, E rskine added, ' the consu late had been approached for advice and gui dance for the last 

twenty years, and was being so approached at that mom ent; and it was in this capacity that the 

co nsul ate was guiding the Western provinces in the crisis . ,519 

Return ing, then, to Yi'lma's double engagement, it wou ld not seem an improbab le conclusion 

that the consul at Gore, g iven his influ ence and power during the period of chaos and confusion , 

drew both parties to the same poli tica l scheme probab il y to protect the province from Ita li an 

occupation, However, E rsk ine did not invent what had not been there, Undoubted ly, when news 

cam e in May 1936 that Italian forces had occupi ed Addis Ababa and the emperor had fled the 

country, " the [chiefs of] Western Oromo took the opportunity of the fa ll of the central 

governmcnt to dec lare the ir independence fi'om Ethiopian rule ,,,52o To this e ffect, thcy scnt a 

delegation to the Briti sh Consulate at Gambe lla, among others, Y i"l ma Deressa, Getacaw Zawga 

and Capta in Tasaw Ayci'lu hm. S21 Concurrent ly, the resistance grou p which later estab lished an 

organization at Naqa111te identify ing itself as ' Black Lion ' had sought to resum e its mil it ary and 

political struggle against Italian rul e. Tts leadi ng members such as V"Ilma Deressa, Gelacaw 

51'l Confidclllia llc{ic r Consul Erski ne to Eden, 30 May J936(Rcccived 18 JUlle 1936). FO 371 120206. 
520 As Ezkicl noted "in the soulhwesl, the hereditary ruler of Jiml11<l. Abba Jobir Abba lirar. had already 

been in commu nication with the Italians before the fall of tile capital and was apparent ly ready 10 switch 10 the 
Italian side as soon as the si tuation allowed. Later on he olTered 30 Mil n a Theresa Ihalers l'or each Amhara hCiHl.· ' 
Ezekiel Gebiss:l. 77: H:Hlis Alii lllayiihll.p.167: Tau:isii t'vlcca. 77-79: YmYru Haib Srllassc. 193. Among the local 
rulers oi" Wiilliiga, Fih/H"J"{lri Jollalllll.'s Jotc alld Fif(ml"{fri Os:in<l JOIC who had long appealcd for the British or 
SUti:lllCSI.' OI.'Cllpalioll of W;ill:iga, returned from Audis f\bab'l to Sayo 011 the fall of the eapit:d ;md they hml sei7("d 
the region of go\'crnmcill ill 1111.' rl<l!1le of Oromo pl.'ople. but lwei selll 10 this COllsulrlle to sny Ihn! they pinel' 
themselves under Ihl.' Ill'\\' (iuvl.'rnrm::nt of(iure for Ihl.' liml' being. 011 Ihl.' understanding thatlhe future uftl1e Orumo 
people he secured . under the ne\\' peace \errns, from Ihl' opprcssinn and :--\;l\e of serfdom \\ 'l1ich pre\,;lilcd under the 
1()('Iner deSl11)tie T~il~iri [ .... :gil11". CmliLil.'lltial IL'lter CtJllsul Fr:--kirt~ 1\1 Ed~tl.:>O .\flay 1936(Reco.:::i\"L'd IX Jl111o.::: 1936). 
H) .1 7 Il 21J206. 

';cl NUll' un thL' :-"kl'tin~ I kid llll X.6.36 at Gambl'i!a, FO 37 1 ~lJ206. 
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Zawga and Captain Tasaw Ayci'lu hm travel ed to Gambella in an attempt to accompli sh an 

apparentl y paradoxical politi ca l goal to th ei r organi zation.52
' 

Behind these two developmcnts, a brief considerati on of Briti sh in tcrcst in Ethi opi a seems to be 

pertin ent. Written sources reveal that Great Bri tain was not a mere spectator w hen Ethiopia was 

on the ve rge o f Italian invasion . A commi ttee of seven members was appointed in pursuance of a 

sugges ti on put forward in a letter fro m the Foreign Office of the 6 'h March, 1935. Th e major 

objective o f the comm ittee was to add ress the question of " how far Briti sh interests in Ethi opia 

and in the coun tri es bordering on Ethiopi a would be affected by th e abso'l)t ion o f the whole or 

pa rt of E th iopia by Ita ly .,,523 ]n its conclusions, the committee noted : 

Th e IIIOsI vital Brilish interesl in Ethiopia remains Lake Tona and 
Ih e Nile Basin . Th is is also a vila I illieresl oj" Egypl, which His 
majesty's Governlll ent are bound /0 pro/eet. [n the event of 
disappearance qf Ethiopia as {In indep endent Sla/e, His M{u"es /y's 
Government sh ould aim 01 securiJlg IcrriLOrial cO l1 lro/ over Lake 
Tana alld a sililable corridor linking illo Ih e Sudan. 

Siillilarly, in Ihe evenl o/Ihe eslablishillenl of Ihe flaliall cOlll ral 
over Eth iopia, His kfajes ty's Governm ent should take steps to 

secure the safeguarding of British interests in the oth er tributaries 
of {he Nile j lO\ \'ing ;11 Ethiopia, e.g., th e Sobat, by obtaining {/ 
definite undertaking fhal 1/0 works 1l'il/ be cOllstruc/ed all those 

r ivers inferrupling or d imillishing Iheir l low 1l'ilholll prior 

concllrrence of His A4ajes ly's Governlllenl and of Ihe Egyptian 
Government. 5]'; 

T hi s was be fore Ital y opeill y ill vaded Ethiopi a sillce October 1935. III clu e cou rse, Ih e fa ll o f 

Addis Ababa heightened Bri tain's concern over possible italian des igns 10 li nk Ethiopia anci 

Li bya Ihrough Ihe Suclall . Acco rd in g ly, sho n ly thercafler. Ma ri us Bra ph i!. a British 

, ~~ Ta(b~;i. i)-I n. 
,~~ 1[;1\'ing h;1c1 seven IllCC!illgS. !he COlllillillCe produced;1 34 pngcs rcporl known as 'The M;1ITcy [{ cpon' 

ll,lI11Cd ;tlkr Ihe chairmall of Ih ... · conllllillCl:, .I.L .t"da rtc). ""The ~ 1~lIrey Rcpon: Repu n uf an I lllcr-Dcparlllll:ll!a l 

COlllmi l!ee on Fh ilish ! nlereS!~ in Elhi opi;1 June IX. 1935"'. in !)OC/i/!lL'IIIS Oil Brilis" F or(-igll PIJIi/y 19/(}- /IJ31J. 
Secund Scri..::-;. l·ds. W.N. ,\kdli ... ·1..l11. Dlluglas O:lnkln and iv1. C. L;lmbnl. Vul. X I V ( Lundon: ller :vbj":slil:'s 
SI:llionill"V Offic ... ', 1976). 743. 

' " "Tltl' \;Ialky Rl'pctrt .. ·775 
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Intelli gence agent, "was fl own out to Gore for the purpose of co ll ecting from loca l leaders 

"5 express ions of support for annexation of the regi on by the Sudan . ,,), What makes the request 

of local chi efs to establ ish a Briti sh mandate protectorate compl ex is th at app lications were 

submitted by different parties at differen t period. Fo r exa mpl e, a letter was rece ived by distri ct 

commiss ioner [ofJ Gambella on 7'h June, 1936 from Filawrari Osana, brother of Oromo Chief 

Johan nes of Siiyo. Alberto Sbacchi noted that "the British Consul Ersk ine at Gore encouraged 

Oromo chi efs to remain within the Briti sh orbi t even though hi s government had not officia ll y 

authorized him to do SO.,,526 

Interestin gly enough, th e territorial ex tent of the ' Western [Oromo] Confederation' encom passed 

dul y th e areas covered by al l the left tributari es of the Bl ue Nile to whi eh the Maffey Report paid 

specia l attcnti on.527 Stretching westwards and southwestwards from the central platea u of 

Ethiopi a to th e semi-a ri d lowlands of the Sudan, the c laimed territories of 'The Western 

[Oromo] Confederation ' are endowed wit h abundant wa ter resources, animals, fores ts, minerals 

and vast tracts of arable land . Rivers like Guciar, Finca'a, Angar, Deciessa, Dabus, TUI11 3t, 

52~ Os:ina's leiter reads as follows: "To Il is Maj es ty. The King or Englund. London England. We. \\'ho in 
lime past h,tvc surrered greatly and have been lile oppn.:ssed. tksin.: that Your Majesty may becollle out' protector, 
Th is is tile desire of the majori ty of 01'01110 chiefs :l1ld people: thus the timc is present lor action thnl we nwy prese nt 
Olll" pelil ion in pl..' rsoll beforc you and Ihc League of Na t iOll S. We tIL-si n,: fo r an ae ro plaJlt' 10 come 10 la k!; three of Oll r 

lllembers as representa tives of Or(lIllO nalion 10 Europe. As lime is vc ry short wc pray Y(l U 10 (undecipherable) this 
pe rmiss ion." Dislrit:t c01l1mi ssion!;r, Ihe.: I!.:kgr:ull cOlllinlles. adds Ihallhese 01'01110 dl iefs do nOI now intend to \'isi t 
(jon: before the arri va l therc of Has fm" .. ru and he ell1 ph a:-. i/ed thallhcy wi ll 1101 again submi t 10 Amhara rulc \\'ilhoUi 
ligh ti ng . Spl'll",:r,}; I :Tckgram Addressed 10 Foreign Ortie l' f','u. 53-L };tI' JUI1l.:. 1936. FO 37 1 20:!06, 

~~to Atheno Sban:hi , Legm:l' 0/ Hili/Tiles.\". EllJiopi(/ (II/{ I Fascist fla~r. 11)35- 11)./1 ( t'\c\\' .lcrsey: rhe Red 
Sea Press. It)t>7).167. 

-=- r\L'l' tlrding 10 the delegates, "the palillL'al L'nlll) enl'OmjlilSSl'd Il'ITitnry li'om the Blue t'\ik in the nOl"th, 
the ri\er Gudi r (jud~irJ in the C;J~I and thc ])fo\'incc orr-lagi in thl' ,()uth. YYlllla D":n'::-.:-.;1 <lnd hi:-. colkague~ did 1101 

1ll1'Illioil tht: Wt::-.ll'rll bl)lIlldary or thl' I'l)llkdl' raIH)Il. II0wl'\'<.'1". sim:e till' Ililllll' or the rula (If 131'l<l SangliJ. .(;(',-// 
l1 ogii10 1Ja~.,;in \\·a~ in Ihl.' l i ~t of chids. thc l:thi o -S\l d,H1": ~": bonkr secl11s \0 ha\l.' bccn ((,n:-'ldcr..:d ;1.' a \\l':-.tei"ll 
h\lulhl<try tlt"llll' C\1nrl'dl"l<lti{l ll ,"'l'YlIllCi D":r"::-;~:llu AlllhlHly LdL·ll. JUlll' 11. 1C).36, FO _, 71 2U2U(1. 

131 



Sarqole, Gibe,Wama" B"il-b"fr, Baro, Gabba, and many others fl ow from the high terrai n of the 

province (above the average elevat ion of 5,000 feet) towards the 10wlands.52
' 

Though documcnts revea led Ydma's in vo lvcmelll in the establi shment of 'Western Oromo 

Confederation ' in June 1936, he most often spent th e period between early May 1936 to late 

December 1936 as a member of the resistance group until the whole army under the leadership of 

Ras fmfru surrendered to the Italian forces at Gogab. Vnma, thus, like an y other nati onali st 

member of the group, seems to have been invo lved in patriotic activities in south westelll 

Et hi op ia for about eight 111 0 111hs .
529 At last , Yi"lma was sa id to have served as a principal advisor 

to Ras fmfru when the latter was enci rcled by Ital ian forces at Gogab in late December 1936530 

A fte r an un slIccessfu l military campaign from Gore first to Wa llaga then to Gi'ma , the res istance 

group to which Vnma Deressa belonged was sa id to be surrounded by th e Ita lian forces at the 

River Gogiib. Surpassed militaril y, the res istance group under Ras In""ru was weakened du e to 

low fighting morale. Meanwhile, a couple of months before their su rrender, Brlalfo Dcrcssa 

Amii ntc met Ras 'rn'-Iru at No le Kaba while the fo rme r was at C:utta fl eeing fro m Ita li ans as they 

entered Addi s Ababa. Vnma too vis ited hi s home count ry with his wife Wayza ro Qidisl whil e 

oth er members of the ' Black Lion Organizati on' were camped at Gimbi .531 I-laving exchanged 

ideas about th e numeri cal di sadvan tage of the resistan ce group, BY/alta to ld Ras 'Jm"lru his pl an to 

leave Ethiopia for th e Sudan and we nt away wi th words of f'arewcll. 532 

~~~ I " till! W;ikl:i Amanuel. '"The G eogra phical Charactcri:-t ics o r Western Eth iopia: W:ill:iga:' 1:-l lIiol,i(1II 
Geogmphical./(Jllnlal. Vul. I. No. I Jnd 2. ( 1963): 31--U :21-3:'\. 

'~'I As lladdis narra ted in his mellloir. Dr. Y:t];illl Wiirq B:iy:ina. the presiden t of the 'J1Iack Lion 
OrgJn i7:lt ion' hnd cllrricd n rille during their pn triolic trek li'om Gore 10 Ji mmn. C\'cn if hc \\,:1S :1 ci\'ilin ll and 
political katlcr of the rl'sislancc group. From this cirurm:-.tantia l f~ICt. it would nOI sccm an improbable conciusiull 
Ihal Yi"lma wns nbo nrmcJ. Hadel i .... I :i5. 

<111 Ihid .. 200. 
'11 Inri)rll1:ltlt: T:ikk: Rom Hiih::ir0. 
,;~ i'mi"ru Ilailii S·dbs .... 0. 291_ 
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In sp ite of the fact that Has fm"iru had ca lled upon military officia ls from Hollata and other 

dignitaries for consultation, YYlma seems to have been his chief advisor. S33 I-laving considered 

th e shortage of logistic and provisions as well as the waning fightin g morale of the army, Has 

fm"iru and hi s advisors decided to surrender under the fol lowing three conditi ons: I) if th e 

Eritreans who defected from Italian forces and fought along with Ethiopians would not face 

parti cular retribution other than the scntence whi ch th c Has forces would face , and if the Itali ans 

wou ld declare amnesty for them, 2) if the members of th e 'Black Lion Organization' who 

burned the aeroplane and ki ll ed Itali ans at Bonnayaa in Wa llaga would not face a specia l pena lty, 

and 3) if all soldiers and civilians who were fighting aga inst the !tali ans under Has i"mi"ru until 

the day of their surrender at Gogab would not face specia l pu ni shment unlike th e rest of 

Ethiopians who part icipated in the res istance movcl11cnt. 534 

As a war capti ve Y"llm3 Deressa together with few prisoners of war trave lled to Add is Ababa 

from G"ima most probably by aeroplane atier the European New Yea r. Arri ving at the capital , it 

seems probable that Y'11ma, together w ith th e rest of the capti ves, gave personal information 

abollt himself at the Political Office of the ltalian administration at the Ganala L"l'ul Palace. 

Sources arc not clear where Y'llm3 \:vas livi ng short ly after his capture as his father BY/alia 

Dcrcssa had len the country fo r the Sudan ea rl ier and his cldcr sister had begun livi ng in Cuua 

with her husband, Dcrcssa Dhanke. 5
.l

5 There is a speculati on th at most often he wa s accllstomcd 

10 visit hi s schoolmates in England, Yoscfand Biniam \N ~i rqn ~ih who llsed to live arollnd Sola in 

th e enstern ne ighborhood of Addis Ababa 5
" , 

'" ll aJi~. 200. 
H I /hid .. l .'\(l- I X7. 200 . 
.;~.; i" IllYru Il ail:i S"l11~h!-.c.2LJI: /Ji"lil// CI Ikn::.:.a .\m:imc ()bituary. 
"';. IIlIIXlll;IIU: Slliia YYlIll:l 
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Somet ime in mid January 1937, YUma and !-I adi s A lamayahu were summoned to the Pol iti ca l 

Office at Si"di"st Kilo and an Ital ian o fficial informed them, based on ' the request of Ras i'mi'ru 

and Dagaol1lac Taye G uli'late, w hi ch th e two of them had to leave Ethiopia for Ita ly ' to join 

Benito Mussoli ni', Thi s in cident in January 1937 was undeni ab ly a decisive even! in the lives of 

YUma and Hadi s as al most all the ir fr iends and other educated you ng Eth iop ians was butchered 

in a systematic manner a ft er a coup le of weeks especially in Add is Ababa du ring the Graziani 

massacre in February 1937, Had is reca ll ed how relati ves and co ll eagues exprcsscd their sorrow 

for the two cx il es as th c news of thc ir deportation was heard , However, the ir banishment turned 

out to be a blessing in disguise.537 

Y'llma an d Haddi s len Addi s for AS I11 ~ira by aeroplane and were forced to trave l to Massawa on 

the sa llle day they arri ved at Asmara because a ship which wou ld sa il to Italy was abollt to depart 

from the port that very night. S ince their first encounter with Italian officers at Add is Ababa 

!-Iadis noted that Yilma attem pted to defy the generosity and invi tation of their captors, They 

arrived at Napoli most probabl y before 19th February, 1937 fo r it was later on at the is la nd of 

Pan za tha t they heard the news ofl he Grazian i Massacre in Add is Ababa,538 

As soon as Yi'lma and !-I add is se t their foot in apo li, authori ties pushed them 10 v is it Rome 

before th ey were taken to Panza. In the is land , olher {'han Ethiopian deportees slIch as Ras "i I11 "1ru 

and Diig(l=fI1{f(.~ Taye Gul"llale. there were Ital ian politi ca l pri soners includ ing famo lls thinkers, 

professors and journal ists. V'd111a and I-Iad is joined their countrymen who wt,; r~ incarcerated at 

th e neighborhood in Ponza cal1cd Forna. Th ere they w ere li ving in the hOllse of a widowed 

I ta lian w ho was l iving together w ith hcr ra ther and her sons. The governmcnt rented the house 

'1- lIaddi :-. .\liimitYiihu.203- ::!() .. L 
-;~ Ihid .. 20·-1. 21 (; and ~ 19 
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from her and it a lso commissioned her to provi de mea ls as well as house cl eaning serv ices for 

th em. Few policemen w ho were assigned to watch over especially the Ras and the DCigazl1Iac 

shared rooms with them in the compound. Vi'lma and Haddi s took p leasure in the debates 

between Ras Tmrru, a comparatively progress Ive noble and Diigazmac Taye Gulrlate, a 

co nservative dignitary. Vi'lma, because of his educational status, seemed to have enjoyed the 

admirat ion and respect of Mr. Salvatore, the administrator of the island. Tn general terms, the 

commissariat of Panza had a high regard for Ras lm'fru, too. U nlik e some authorities at the 

Italian co lonial offi ce, the administrator never expressed a fee ling of superiority. 539 

During their stay at Ponza for almost two years and 10 months, all o f them li ved in comparative 

ease and res pit e due to the moderate governo r of the Island. There was no san ction on books and 

rad io receivers. Especial ly, Vi'lm a and Hadi s could move from place to place w ithout any 

restrictions by authorit ies and policemen, After Salvatore was replaced by another commissar, 

th eir movements in the is land were brough t under ti ght control. Fortunate ly, except Diigazmoc 

Taye Gul "d ate whom th e Itali ans made free a year and half ago, th e three of them were 

transferred to the is land of Lipori where Yugoslav Revol uti onari es were incarcerated. Wi thin a 

yea r' s ti me, Yillll a was sellt back to Addis Ababa most probabl y before September 1940. He was 

assigned in the Poli tical Office and begun hi s short- li ved se rvice for ltalian governm en t. It is 

importan t to point out that duri ng his ex ile in Ponza and Lipa ri , he had developed his Ital ian 

I k 'l l ,"0 anguagc S ' 1 s. 

' J'IHaddis recal led tha l L'ommissiollc l- Sa lvatore used to re mark tha t 110 It alia ll living in P ()n:t~! \\'a:-. karnl 
like Y·1I1l1~. Somelime!-. Haddi:-. recalled in h i ~ me1110ir. i\ lr. 5al\"alorc look Yi"lma :l\\':ly from h0me hy hi:-. mOJor 
cycle and spenl all day long wilh him. Ihid .. 204 . 213 -216. 219 

~.Jll l l1 the course or [heir Ir;1I1!-kr Yi·lma h,ld ~cn cd ,I. ... a bnt!uagc intcrpretcr bCl\\"CL'n N{/s Imim and Italian 
aUlhorilic:-=; ;1\ I ipor i !:.,Iand Ihid ... ~23 - 2~S. 
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Fi gure 5. Vil ma Deressa in Po nza. Iwly (CII. 1937-1 939).)41 
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Gi ven the methodological prob lem especiall y in consulting Ita lian documents, it is difficult to 

uncover what Yi"lm a was do ing in the UJficio Politico. Rath er, a reference to Yi"lma Deressa in 

M ay 1941 deal s with an in cident at the very day of th e Emperor 's arri va l at Addi s Ababa. As 

Angelo Del Boca noted, " from a loud speaker mounted on an automob il e, however, it was 

possibl e to hear the voice o f the future min is ter Yi"lma Dcrcssa, who was sayin g: 'Today, fi ve 

years ago, the Italians ente red our city to murder and pillage; today, fi ve years after, our King 

returns, w ith the aid of a j us t God and of the English' .,,542 

To sum up, an accoun t of th e social backgrou nd of Yilma Deressa c learl y show that espec iall y 

hi s fa mi ly had adjusted itself to the new developm cnts at Add is Ababa foll owin g the 

incorporation of the region into the centrali zed Ethiopi an state. "For many individual nobl es 

[and their famili es], the system meant new opportun iti es for fortlln e and fame; fo r man y others, 

it signified indignity or ruin , aga inst whi ch they rebell ed; for most it in vo lved a protracted 

and difficult process of adaptation and conversion across sllcceeding generati ons.,,5-13 The 

fo rm at ive years of Yflma Der';ssa clearly exemplifi es th e latter phenomenon. Still in th e process 

of adjustm ent and comprom ise, Bi'fatla Deressa Amant e, in direct contrast to hi s ra ther, didn' t 

rely on e lcphant hunting. s lavery and land lordship. Instead , abandoning thc pri vil eges he used to 

enjoy due lO these modes of live lihood, he engaged fi rst in long distance traele and eventuall y he 

became state fun cti onary. He also made himself an advocate of ncw dcvelopm ents in the 

country. Be ing instrumcntal for the introduction or modern educa tion in hi s governorship in the 

1910s; Deressa Amante pl ayed a deci sive role in shaping the future life of YYlmCl Dercssa. 

I-Icnce. Dcressa initi ated the process of adapta tion and convers ion across slIcceedi ng gcnenll ions 

.q~ I lowe-wI. Tiikb $adlq U"ilicr/t'd Yi']ll1a rD r nOI >lCklhlwkdging lilt, l"unlrihlll ilHb or p:llrio\s Il) lilt" 
lih~ra\ion day. nik!ii Sadiq :-'bkmiil. rli IfI:l"ll"i;r Tanke. XX: Angeln Dd Boca. ~ ()l) . 

'-11 /\l1dU":O;lIli. ~17. 
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in response to the advent of the centrali zing Ethiopian state . Yilma, hav ing attended hi s hi gher 

education in Europe, was recruited to serve the emerging absoluti st state since 1933 and began to 

play hi s fun cti onali st rol es in the Ethiopian government. However, as Fasc ist Italy invaded 

Ethi op ia, YUma was engaged in two apparent ly di vergent poli tico-military movements: "The 

W estern [Oromo] Co nfederation" and the "Black Lion Organizatio n" . This phenomenon appears 

to have situated YUma betwcen the contrasting interests of Oromo nationa li sm and Ethiopian 

patrioti sm which were mainly precipitated by ex ternal intervcntion s. 
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Chapter Four 

Preliminary Responsibilities and Initiatives: 

(1941-1942) 

Y ilma Denissa was assigncd as Secretary of Foreign Affairs on 2'''' Jul y 194 1. His appoi ntment 

to thi s pos it ion seems to have been disc losed to him , besides the offic ia l lette r, verball y by the 

M ini ster of Pen, Walda-G iorgis Walda-YohalllJ"is544 In a whil e, he was trans fe rrcd to th e 

M ini stry of Finance. Official sourccs, howevcr, disagrcc on the very date of Yilma's transfcr 

from the M ini stry o f Fore ign Affa irs to thc M in is try of Finance. According to Negarit Gazeta 

and a docu ment at the M in is try, the Empcror appoi nted YUma Dircctor Gcneral in th e Mini stry 

of Fin ance on 8'" August, 194 1545 As YUma received 300 Maria The resa T halers as a sa lary for 

th e month of Na hase, 1933 E.C. the date on the Negarit Ga:eta seems to be correc t5 46 Con trary 

to th ese, a document of the MiniSliY of Pen prod uced in a later period ( 1970) and copi ed to the 

Mini stry of Foreign Affa irs revealed that he was ass igned in th e Ministry of Fi na nce on l SI 

Septembcr, 1941. It seems probab le that th is document a' the Ministry of Foreign Affai rs lacks 

accurac y as it also g ives LI S an ex tra date (September 5) for the same appointJ11cnl. 547 

~ ~~ Siil tilllon G5bramarinlll to V'llllla Dcrcssa. Hamre 6. 1962 E.C. Folder No. 1/ 1-y Personal File. 
MOFa:ApPl.:al from Family Mt.:mbcrs of YUma D<.':rcssa to the Provis ional Military Admini strati ve Counci l in Sofiya 
YUma 's posscssion.( Hcaraftc r. Family Appcailo Piv\AC), Tit' 22. 19671:.C .. 

5",5 N(lgaril G(cera , General Notice No. I : I3rief biographical account from YYI ma Deressa to Edilor of the 
Instilute for Resrarch in Biogr<lphy. 3rtl Sept ember, 1945. Personal File. HO, ivIOFE D. 

51(. iVl inisl ry of Pen 10 Ihe Ministry of Finance, Dall.:d 25 th June 19~ 2. Foklcr No. ;.\ 262~ . T~iqlay CiYlllga 
Rct( rCB. MOFED) : Bii/iJrol/d Giizahi"il Giihr:i Maritlll1 to Adm inist rati ve J)cpanmellt. 12 November. 19 7-1. 
Pl.:rsonal File, 11 0.I\II0 17E O. 

5~7 Of course. he himself reminded hi s assistanls that Ihl.:)' started Oil working in the' institllliull in 
Sq11("ll1bl.:r. 1941. Mel110 lJrVYlllla Dc rcss~IIO Ol"lil.:ials o rlh(" Min istry of Fin alll.:L'. iVlcgabit 10. 193-1 E.C., Folder 
No. A 2".>34-2957 . . S'M. 1\ 10FI::": I) . While ("onsulting. the pcrsomti file of Yi'lm;1 Dcrcssa both al the Ministry of 
Fi nallce <llld the Minislry of Fure ign Affai rs ill my :1rchi val resc;Jrch. 1 couldn't lind Ihe majority of oflicial k ncrs 
addressed 10 my ~lIbjl.:el of Ihe study b)' Ihl.: r"(llw/i! Tbl:' ( i\ lin islcr of Pl.:ll) which had beel1 iUlllolllH:ing the 
appoinlmcn t and Iran:-.f~!" of Vi"lma D~rl.:!'-sa /1'0111 ontO po!'-ition 10 thc othl.:!" \\'ithin a I\ lini:-.try or 10 anothe r I\ lini:.try. 
FOrlunatcly. Aiigari' Ga:,,'1/ ha:-. duly ril kd Ih is g:IP as il publishl' lL am~Hlg lllany olher thing~. nt"ticial appointments 
.... in cl.: Iy-t:!. Inlerestingly. in 197() Ydm:l Dcr~s .... a rcqucs ted orticinlly I Ill.: Mi nistry of I hI.: PI.:11 cnpil.:s Ill' the kI1L'i"S of 
hi:. appulIl tllll'nt s. 111 re~pllnse, the Ihen :-.Ia tc milll:,-ter llrlhl.: \lln i ... tr~ :-.en t a lim: page kller whil'h 11.'1L'lllhe lhltl':-' ~)r 
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Whatever the date might be, Yi'lma left the Ministry of Foreign Affairs without substantial 

contributi on to the nascent institution. Of course, in a "Ministry" estab lished in on e room and 

two personnel , specifi cally, Yi'lma and hi s chief Ala Lorenzo Ta ' i'zaz, what he could carry out 

practica ll y within two months was nothing other than developing a memorandulll to organi ze the 

. .. d d 'd I 5" institutIOn, an so 1 le. 

Apparentl y, it was wi thin a week of Emperor Haila Si'llasses entrance into Addis Ababa in May 

1941 that the sovereign reinstated th e post-liberation mini sterial system of the Ethiopian 

gove rnm ent that had begun during the re ign of Empero r Mi'li1i'k ,, 5 49 At thi s very juncture, th e 

emperor appointed only seven mini sters and sources are s ilent on the reestabli shment of th e 

Mini stry of Finance ulltil ynma 's transfer from th e Min istry of Foreign Affairs.55 0 Tnterestingly, 

wh il e he had been working in the latter ins titution, the Emperor gave him a suppl ementary 

assignment. 

flUF'!." ~·''l.e Xduf, /JUof/''j 11.1 fAM"°'lh ~·.t;.e /P~, '1'S' 
i,d061',:r If~u -)"UJ~,IIU:: IIlluf/" f'''lIf ,::.t;." /"/'fl1I1U:: 

Yilma 's appointment since Ju ly, J 941 [0 February, 1969 chronologically. SaHi mon GiibrUmarialll 10 VYlm<l Dcn:ssa, 
Harnle 6, 1962 E.C. Folder No. l / 1-y Persona l Filc, MO FA. 

54R Family Ap pea l to PMAC. 
54') At this juncture of reinstatcment , the position of the Mini ster for Foreign Affai rs was held by lJilmclI 

Getl<l Lorenzo T a' fz<lz(1941-194 2). Bii. fli) 'opi"v(I Yii'millisfer Si"r'af Kdfihd i(iillhiif liii 19()() .~iimi"m Yd·fii.I:Omllfiil 
M illisli"roc7l1o i~ldillllm Yiipodamallo Yii~iilrd lvli"ki"/"bcl MiilllOlii"1"1 }'iilll (rasoy lo}"ikOln' lv!os/(/ldifia File No. "+ 6 1, 
Folder No. 63 . 1.49. 2 1 NALA ; Z<lwde RaIn. ViiqiidaJ/w ll'i Hay/ii Si"IIa.\·se Miillg i:H (New Delhi: Laxi Publications 
PVl. Lid, 20 12l, 424, 

) .'0 According to Harold M<ll"cus. the date of nomi l1<l tiol1 W<lS I I May. Howcver. the Ethiopi <l l1 calendar o f 
Ginbot 2. 1933 was not) I lh May, 1941 rat he r it was 10 iVlay. Remarking on the response o f th e Brili sh authorities in 
Addis ;\ b;lba to thi s mC<lsure of the r:mpcror, Mnrclls pointed out that "bluster though [Gcneml S ir Philip Mitchell] 
might abo ut the emperor's impe tuous ac ti o n. conecl ly seen as a symbolic exercise or sovereign ty. the military 
go ve rn or was (orced to usc Hil iie Se ll ass ie's go ve rnm en t. and reported that ' ll1u ch oC o ur adm inist ra tive ac tio n 
in Ihe IX1St li n: months has been taken as a mat ler o Cco ll vcnic llce Ihrough Ihcse Mi nis tries · ... Se l' The Po/i l ics 
afEmp ire: Eliliopia. C real B,.ilaill ({lid flit' Ullifed Sfmcs, /1J4/ - /YJ./ (New Je rsey: The Red Sea Press. 1995).9. The 
tVlinis icrs were DiiglCIII(U" Ivliiko nnYn i" nd ;] lbcfi\\'. ivli nis tcr of Int erio r: Wtild ti-G iorg is \Vtildii- Yoh;l1lnYs. Minister of 
Pen: Lore lvo T,,·Yza/ . rVl inister or Fureign Afb irs: (j~ibr~i -rgziab h cr Diis ta. i'vii niste r l)f T radc and Indusl ry: Ay~iI;i 
Gfihrc. Minister of Justicc: I~filacfi\\" Y;"ldiiiC. Mini.'iiCr of Post. T l' k grnph and Telephone and I-. lii\";ol1ll·(n f)ti~(J . 

i\ l inisll'T uf" Educatio ll and Fine Ans. The Em pc'l"(lr Cunht"l" ~lppl1illlc'J \\\ '0 min isle rs l)ll Yckali t 16. 1934. Thc'se WCfe' 

Ahiib:i J\riigay. i'dini:-Icr o f War <lnd Mii\..;onnYn llahlii-Wii1d. Mini .-.ler of Agriculillre. Folder No. 6:> . 1.4 9.2 1. File 
No. -1 61 . N i \ LA. 
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hll.U n,/'c hCi{~ X'/lIf-J':J='} .;JC ·/·.;J'i'UU/J hl, ,}71l. 7/ 
fJllliCiI1}'} .;JC r9",}'I.;J7/.{JJ·'j 7·.'f.e rhf.Xuu fCi1'tf.XuIJ 
n '/'Il r -/·/J;:!'f.e'l'l' }'0'6-1l u :: (IJ.r: l, 'j '711, 7/ fJllliCiI11~":J= 
r 'NfJ 'I7C [}-Il ' nmlli;:!'OJij' l ,rtn uu.f'/.n· l, 'j,'f.e1.e-Ci 'r~­

J,t'lt'lfl. '1-1' fN- 'I{/]':: 

In addition to your position ill the Minisliy of Foreign Affairs. you 
will work as a chief expert 011 economic a!Jairs. For this task. you 
will have special assistant. Furthermore, together with Illy special 
secretmy. you will handle issues which I deal with the British 
authorities. It is also your responsibility to notifY tire dispatch of 
proper maLters to the British alllirarities ill tire form of memo 5 5 I 

Thi s responsib ili ty was given to Yi'lma, sources imply, after whi ch he prepared a draft memo as 

per the order of the Emperor to establi sh the Minisuy of Finance sometime between June 194 1 

and August 1941. As finance was an urgent necessity for the restored government, Vnma had to 

write clown hi s note in a rush and submit it to the Em peror without de lay552 Then, he began hi s 

long an d crucial state serv ice at th e Ministry of Finance with which his name is closely 

associated for th e rest of hi s life. 

All the avai lable sources shed light on economic and financial issues in which Yi'lmH was 

engaged in the immediate aftermath of Ethiop ia 's li beration in 194 1. The role that Yi'lma played 

in the process of th e restab li shment of the Ministry of Finance du ring six months befo re the 

signing of the A nglo-Ethiopian Agreement of 3 1 Sl January 1942 is c0l1s icierabl e, 553 During those 

tim es, indeed, th e economic situation of th e country as well as th e fin ancia l aid of the Bri tish 

governm ent to th e Imperi al Government of Ethiopi a was more of' a matt er of war time politi cs 

,'I Prrson:ll File of Y Ylnw Dl-rCSSil. A IC' lIer wi thout d:ltl' and :In ortic inl sen t. Dictated to mC' through 
h.:kpholll,: on i\ pr il I(), 1015 by all archi"i:->! O(t l1l' i\ ii ll i:-.! ry of P~Il . Allonymou:->. 

,,- r.lcmortlndll11l 10 l':-.Iahli:-.h I\ l in i:-.lry or F inancc in r lhiopi;1, Yi"lm;1 Dcrcs~;1, Not D:lIrd. f older No. 
X:!t)J~-29:"'7, .S·.\/. \ 10FI=.D: Family Appeal !o 1' ,\ 1,\ (". 

,'1 S(af((lrd to Pri'·:lte Secretary to lI is Imperial i\ l a.i~:-.(y . ,\ Report on the I\ i ini .,,(ry of Finance (1 " Fchrll:l ry. 
I r)~~-J(l ' Sqlll'l1lbl,:L 1 ()~.::! l. 19'" Ot·lohl,:r . 19 ... :? IES. ,\ IS ](,91. G-:"' I . 
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th an lega l and diplomat ic issues554 Since the Agreement too, Ydma and his subordin ates shaped 

the fo undation and expansion of the institution until 1949 555 

Ydma began hi s carr ier in thc Ministry of f inance on the cvc of th c Ethi opian new year of 1934 

(August 1941) and continued hi s sta te service as a hi gh ranking government offic ial at various 

institu tions un til he was impri soned by the Provisional Mili tary Admini strative Council (Diirg) 

in Jun e 1974 556 But , how did YUma, together with others, re-establi sh the Mi ni stry of Finance in 

1941 ? In what crucial ac ti viti es was Yilma engaged while he attempted to lay the fou ndati on of 

th e institution? What were the pa rti cular contri butions of YUl1la? These are, therefore, the basic 

questions which 1 will address in thi s chapter that compriscs fO llr sccti ons covering the period 

from Scptcm ber 194 1 to Novembcr 1942. 

In the first section, I wi ll present an account of the major preliminary works wi th whi ch vnma 

was occupi ed. Among th ese, deli neati ng th e powers and responsibiliti es of the Ministry vis-<:l -v is 

regiona l governors as wel l as other inst itut ions o f the govern ment and prepari ng the land lax 

proclamat ions will be discussed. Vrl ma' s accompl ishments in laying the foundation of the 

Mini stry wi ll be the focus or the next section. The th ird part aims at reconstructing the 

cOlllmencement of public fi nance in the Ethiopian Govern ment, of course, "vith particular 

55 ~ For instance. the issue or currency had been the concern or the- British authorities and Emperor Haile 
Scl lnsse i ns en rly ns ~vl arch 194 1. II is interes ti ng to underscore that during the liberntion c<lmpnign the British 
au thoriti es and the Emperor ag reed to l1lake the MT dollar as the legal tender in Ethiopia. The currency proclamation 
which W,lS published 1110SI like ly before April 3. 1941 indic,ltes that in order that trade might not be impeded by the 
sho rtage ur sma ll change in Ethiopia un til change lor dulla rs was minted. the ~lulhorilie s gave pe rmission lor 
Italian notes and coi nage or 10 lira denominat ion <lnd untkr to be used. 1'vlo rcovcl". as the forces orthc British Army 
and Ih !.: ir Allies \\TIT ill Eth iopia bringing their own currcncy wi th thelll. rupees. piastres and East African Shi ll ings 
we re aUlhori7cd to cin:ulaw;II rales whil: h \\'ou ld be not ili ed whercver the said fo rces \\'(,I'e statiuned . I\\.S. Lush \0 

D.A . S::1ndtorcl. 25 110 I\lnl'ch. IlJ4 1. IES. I\ !S 3(1) I.G -51: Drall Currency Proc lamat ion. [ES. IvlS 369 1.G-S I . 
", l\\,,:rnorandurll fronl Vilma Deressa 10 Emperor II :lile Sl·[!as ..... e. Scne 11 , [937 E.C .. Folder No. 1\(10-l2-

61l71l. S.II. MOFED. 
"to John 1\lmkakis (1974) \\TUI~ Ill I S t ~lkt:l1ly Ihal Yrlllla cnll'rcd thc 1\ li nislry of Finann.· in 1?-t2. ~IS a 

f) ire("t(lr-(~cnc ral. Sl'C. :!:!6. ,\1cmo ()f '(lima nerc~:-..a \0 ortici:ti:-. of the 1\lin i"try of Finance. vUgahit 10. IlJ3-l . 
Foldcr \Ill. 1\ ~93-l-:!1)5 7. 5 1/. ;\IOFFD j SC(" ,-\ppcndi, II). 
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emphas is to Yi"lma Denissa. Th e last pa rt attempts to s ituate Yi"lma ' s place in the ini tial s trugg le 

to introduce nat iona l currency. Th ese four sections, therefo re, dea l with the period (from 

September 194 1 to November 1942) w hen my subject o f s tudy, onl y as Director General an d was 

essenti all y preoccupi ed w ith prelimin ary works in estab lishing the M ini stry o f Finance. 

In terestingly, Vilma himself considered th e undertakings with whi ch hc was occupi ed in thi s 

. d . I 557 perlO welg lly. 

4.1. Centralized Taxation 

As menti oned earli er, prior to Yi"lma 's transfer from th e Mini stry of Foreign Affairs to the 

M inis try o f F in ance, he had prepared a confidential memorandum to es tabl ish the laller M ini stry. 

Apologeti ca ll y, YYlm a stressed th at he coul d have prepa red a comprehensive memo had il not 

bccn for hi s Maj es ty's order 10 note down and submit it hurriedly. The 12 pagcs I11 cmo was 

prepared in an inform ati ve manner so th at a reader would figure out eas il y the maj or tasks, 

responsibil it ies and powers of the M ini s try of F inancc.''' The right to co llecl a ll rcvenues in the 

country, YYlma exp la ined at the bcg in ning, should be an cxclusive righl of the Minis try o f 

Finance. Correspond in gly, all issues related to govern ment ex pend iture a lso are the jurisdi cti on 

of the sa me in stitut ion. In his sugges ti on 0 11 lax co ll ection, he wrote: 

t7,,'J'7t'J). lIiJ-/·.'f.P.f.·S· ,M.1I9" /·,i/.e (/J''l.'' f"'I..F.f'.C'l{!V; /'JIM 
.... n.IJnilll 'J'7.e·S· iI/-· n '''Lf'il1-1. ! ;/J 7111 (1"'I.e·»: ! ,f,.(J). 
(Jrfllf'flL Jri· ! 117 ·/I.!.·I/ (/J/'J ,), THI fln'l.(>iI 'I'/~9" ), II. U7 559 

m Memorandulll from Vi'lma I)crcssa to Ihe ofliciab of the iVl ini:..try of Fi nance. Magabit )0. 
) 9J-l E.C .. Fuldc.: r No, A 293-l -1957. 5'.\1. l\rlOFED: Pr ison Testa lll t" nt (Sl'C Appendix I): Family ApPl'al to Pi\ IAC 
I nform;lnls: Sofya YUma. A:.. r~ l\\' D:lI11lc. B;i 'Yd~i M;tri:lI11 i\vl ~ik()IlYn and Hulca Diim:icp;a : Chri:-. lopher Clapham . ) 57 . 

" ;': The fact lhat hl" was r'on:cd to prep:II'c a no Ie hasli ly was reca ll ed al so ill a rilill ily ICll cr addressed 10 

PM AC aner Yilma was imprisoncd. Family Appeal 10 Pi\ IAC 
55" In:-.Il'ad or ~, iJ:). · } (akll(l llll ll ll). Yi'lma :-,o lllclillles lIsl'd to spcll / l )J .(f·; (lIkl/a IHm ) in his c.:arlicr llul l'S and 

dr<'1t't I1ln 11 u!'>cri pl. .... !ntere .... tingly enough. in his Amharic hook Oil the hi!'>lory of ElhiClp in in Ihe ) c, Ch century. Ihis 
misspelling l,f Amharil' klll'r \\:1:-. repc.:;llnl. Set' \(lI ma D~r~~s;1. rd' /r(l"OjJi)'1I T{f}'ik .... 66 amI n:!. l3c.:sides. in:1I1 
appeal \\T illc.:n hy his famil y memher, In P\\A(' . In it :-.('l1le'lCe \\-hieh \\'a :.. prnh:lhly quo ted ti -Oll1 Y"ilma's original 
11111l.:bllUk . 
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°7.e·/.'7 ;,Iw·i·:: ;,'}.e· ;,'J.e· '7-fIC OJ,Gf''' 1'/,'1' IlUlu}· '/fl. 
flJ'Ifl'''1 ), 'JJ;. '} fI'} 7.e· r; fI,PJ,{· I).e Iltlml 6hl'J ro.etf--i· ;>1<- '} 
rh-fl'" 1I1l° 7.7.IJUl· ;,.em.)'f'''f''':: AM"°7.II·/!): II, 'I 'e-/: ('UlC'f' 
), 'JMtI ('r-i',/,tIti V'J 71.e ;'-/-/..<;./- ,GI)Il' :: 
711. flfuo", ), 'JJ;. '} uolJ-lJllfI· 'flJl, LPtf··J·;;:r,· UJ'T' (,mld.tI '7 
7 ·flCr,· 1'/.'/' ;,Il: : ,G in (,1fl'lIllu}·'} '7'flC " 7IJ'/fIC lluo '}711'1: 
;,.e(Wf'UOul·r f d, lIn·'}?" fllI'j-/: ;>fllJa.l.1'tI {""lllllllflUl' 
?'JIM lluo'J711'1: ·1.<; ('mlJ~Cllul' ('II,{,·/ ·;;-'/ .I:'1"71r; II.I)?" 
ro6j," 1I·1·.eO/l-'· II). I) ,PJlltf~ uoll·fllIll· {IJI· UPT' (,1I.lIfI-I' 
7 ·flCr,· 'I'/. 'I' u7'7'7'./' ;>1Id.tI .:JtI:: 

Whils, Ihe slale collecls laxes fo r adlllinisiralive alld olher 
expellses. il has 10 be ill Ihe way Ihal expallds lrode and 
employmenl opportunity. does not overslrain Ihe people. 
accllmulale wealth, and does 1101 make lax payers resentjit! 
po/i(ically. No mailer how they generate revenue, some taxes and 
dues. imposed heavily all lrode alld other professiolls. are horm[1I1 
as Ihey do afJect Ih e weallh of Ihe cOlIlIlIJl ill the future. There is 

ecollomisls' javorile saying Ihal advices } 'Oll should 1101 kill 'he 
golden goose ', 
Th ere is also costly alld labor intensive revel/ li e. This ;s 1101 0./ lise 

fo r lit e governm ent. It lVould also disappoil1t/he lax payer . For (h is 
kind of revenue arrives al the slate 'reaslIIY ({(tel' the goverl1111e11l 

spends much 01/ workers and other expenses, the goverl/II/ el/t has 
to seek Ollt other low cost taxes. 560 

Yrlma 's note dea lt essenliall y wil h Ihe issue of laxes and dues. Gi ven Ihe serious financial 

problcm Ihal confro ntcd the reccntl y restored Ethi opian GoVerl1l11 cnt, it is no wo ndcr tha t the 

quest ion of revenue ca me to the fore morc th an the issue of ex penditure. In his conclusion, 

however, YYlma emphatica ll y advised the Emperor that: 

r/'.~·,}II ,PJ? -IIJI- ' ''l'l'r,'),'; f' ''Cr/n,{. ("'7,J'IId.tI '7 III1V'~ 

lIC'l/-:- ') 1}·Il· 'I:"Z" -I11l" fI"'1I1-11 '1"tI ·" 1lU" XIj.· V"'1.e:l'tI 
~r/J' : : ,r>'J.l;. 'fern)' fl·/?: /J ·I·II,{· fI'J.lJ ·fllI· -i·f'''UC)· /~ 'l;;:tI :: 

(N'/' d. Il '7C"7'J.' '}'l'll' ~1,PJ'i- ;, ' I'-II·/.' (''''/r/utlli 'I'{/J' 
U'J'1:T'arfl" liar n.efl"'fI l141uoar 7·flC ro.efl" 1>/',/, 
), 'J.IJ.eD'IC "7K/.'i' All/" I) Z ~rl)' ! fI/', ~''}II .n·(/ /.i (1 r/oll-i· 
t""'1,}P" )',elJ'J'7 ":: 

~,~, l\kmoranl!ulll In cSI:thli"h f\lini"lry of Fina1ll.:1..' ill Flhi(lpi,\. Yi'lm:. Dcrc,,:-;,L '\!01 D~ I('ll. Fnllk'r i\\) . 
,\1934·1957. 5.\t. :- IOFFD. 
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Fol' p llblic f inance obliges thorollgh study alld ill vestigalioll . it is 
difficlIll 10 j ol dowlI Ihe details of il al alice. Lessoll call be laken 
./i'OIll an experience of' Ihe ./irsl year budge/. As a i illal poinl, I 
sincerely 1I0lify YO llr Majesty Ihe Emperor thaI il is lI ecessclI ), 1101 
(0 exempt lilly olle /I'om legally elll/OI'Sel/ ((lX . In f inance 
regulatio ll , Jl O one shall enjoy special privilege. 561 (emphasis mine) 

Interesting ly enough, in the dra ft of this memo, the last sentence of th e above quotation was 

orig ina ll y written as HEI7S'TOjofl" I/O}' h'7Cd'/f' 'J7-tP ~7pr :efi"C' n.P'J1''-f1 h4it7U{/)' '7-fIC 

(/).eJ1" 1'/. ' r /, 'j.f:,e"'/c "7.P'·/.'7 1,1J'{'/)7. ~O}· " -" it is necessary not to exempt anyone, 

including His Majesty the E mperor, from lega ll y endorsed tax"( emphasis m ine). Probab ly, 

out o f self-eensors hip, Y'il ma cance lled out these four words, still legib le in the draft text. 

Archiva l sources at th e Mi ni stry of Finance give c lues about the initia l tasks of Y'ilma in hi s 

effort (0 organi ze th e Mini stry. Without the supervision or the ass istance of a Vice-Min ister and 

a Mini ster as no one was appointed to the pos it ion, V"d ma carri ed out th e round in g work act ing 

as a hig h rankin g governm ent o ffi c ial in the Min is try. Unt il Y'd ma was transferred to th e 

M inistry of Trade and Industry in 1949, of cou rse, no minister was appoin ted over him. 56::! 

Wit hi n a fcw weeks of hi s appo i11lment as a Di rector Genera l o f thc Mini stry (2 1 'h Septem ber 

1941 ), Y'flm a formul a ted the powers, dut ies an d responsibil ities o f the Mi ni stry of Fi nan ce wi th 

particular emphasis to the very re lations between an employee oflhe M inistry and the Governor-

Ge neral of a provin ce. When we compa re thi s regul ation with that of Art ic les (44-46) o f Ord er 

No. 1 of 1943 which defined the powers and duties orille Mini stries, \\"e can notice how Y ·fI1l1a 's 

'/01 Ihid 

""S:ibmoll (i:ihr:imariam 10 Yi"lm:L Dcr\.:s:-.:I. I lamk 6. Il}6:! 1- .<:' Folth.'l" N0. I l-y P~ r:-.onal rilt..·. \lOF,\: 
~ I argt'r~ Pnilaill. The (ifJ\"('I"/II1/('1I/ 0/ ... ~{JO. 
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regu lation explic it ly addressed the probable political diffi cu lty of tax co ll ection in the provinces 

and dist ri ctsS63 

The regu lation proposed by Yi'lma on 20th September, 194 1 to the Emperor and was put into 

practice later on , most likely after the assen t of the latter, begins w ith making a di vis ion between 

personnel of the M in istry into ' pol itically appointed offi cia ls' and 'adminis tra tive offic ials ' , 

While the minister and the genera l di rector belonged to the former catego ry, experts and 

employees below the posi tion of the Director General inc lud ing the General Secretary were 

class ifi ed under the later grouping. Po lit ica ll y appointed officia ls , unlike the admini strati ve 

emp loyees, wou ld get fixed sa lary and retire without pension . FUithel1llOre, based on the political 

decis ion , they wou ld be trans fer from one in stituti on to the other. Despite th eir skills and 

know ledge in the sector, of course, according to Yi'lma' s regulat ion , the admini s trati ve 

employees would not be engaged in the political deci s io ns on public finan ce.564 

Compared to the pre-Italian period , in Yi'lma 's regulation, th e ta sks and responsibi li ties of the 

Mini stry of Finance we re expan ded. For in stance, it was enl itl ed to collect every kind of revenu e 

)(03 As decis ive as it was ill the per iod. however. this institutional dcvclo pmcil l has not gOllen the attentio n it 
deserved in thc exis ting lit era ture. It seems Ihill so me rcscarc hs conducted so far ta ke pril c tica ll y the year 1942 as n 
turn ing po int ru r major development s in thc post- It alian peri od. T hi s is pe rhaps panly beca ll se of met hodologica l 
limitati on. Obv ioll s ly, the om\: ial gazette of the Eth io pinll govern me nt (Negari t Gazera) and th e docu men t o f the 
1942 Ang lo- Ethi opia n Agreement nre good source I1l nlerial s fo r s tud ies o n revenue a lld pu bli c fin :l ll cc in th e pos t­
Italian period. However, foreign and locall y ge nerat ed sources befo re th e pub lica tion of" tlw firs t iss lle o f .vega/"it o n 
30 th Mnrch. 1942 ,Ind the s ign ing orl he Ag.ree men t o n 31 -'t Jan uary. 1942. shed light 0 11 some decisive developmcn ts 
in the modern iza tio n of the country's economy. C lap ham (1 969). for exa mple, in hi s major work on the Eth iop ian 
gove rn rnc lll nO led Iha t ·'it is n we ll -es tab lished maxi m of po li tica l ndmi n is tra tion tha t the wn)' 10 a govern ment's 
hear! is through it s treasury. and Ihal Ih~ di stribut ion of its cash provides as good a guide as an y to the 
in terna l SlrUCllU·C of it s authority. II is th erefore worth taking a fai rly close l("Iok at the Et hiopian budgc tary 
sys tem, and eSIK'cia ll y a t the authoriza tion of" government s pending. T axation. by cont ras\. is for Olir purposes 
a fitr less il lu111in: lting field . being for the most pan (I mere de vice for c("Il1ccting funds In Illcet the 
govern men t's I.:XPI.:IlS,:s.·· NiigoriJ Ga:e{(l , OrLin No. I o f 19-13. Chri stophe r C I'lphalll. 155. 11 0\wvcr. g in:n (IK 
pe riod_ thc COllHllc rKC lll ent of the \:cnt rali7ation ,md slandardi7alioll or taxa tion through the ivl inislry o f Finance 
uil like the prc-\\·(1 1" pl' riod \\·as a major dcvelopment in the history of the [tl1iopi:1I1 s tat e. In fac t. OIlC o r the 
dlaracteristi\: features or the Absolutist sta te is thl' imrodlll·tion of national tax;nion . Sec Bahru. ··Econom ic 
Origin~ .. . , 1984 and . 1 , 1i.\"/OI:l· of ... 20 1-]0'-): J)e~a1cgn. 19XR: Tsegaye. 1996. 

</..: t\ lelllOfi.llldu lll from Yi·l ma D~r~s~a to Empt:ror II 11iie Sd l ;I~:--t:, t\ 1;bkiiriil11 10. 193 -1 E.e. . FlJllkr Ko. r\ 
293-1 -2957 .. '·.\f. t\ l( W l-D: '\"1clllorandulll 11·0111 Yi·lma I)c1"l':~sa to the otlieiab or the \ 1 ini~t ry of Finanec. ~ t:igahil 
10.193-1. _ Fllldcl N t) .. \ 2C)3-1-2957 . . S·.\!. t\IOF I D. 
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incl uding government earnings w hich were previously managed by the M inistry of Commerce 

and Revenue. T he Department of Custom Revenue (both at Addi s Ababa and in the provincial 

towns) whi ch had been under th e Mini stry of Commerce and Revenu e till then was brought 

under the Min is try of Finance. Furthe rm ore, accord ing to Ih e regulation, the draft ing and putting 

into practi ce of every finan cia l proc lamation, decree, regulati on and legal notice was th e 

jurisdicti on o f the Ministry565 y,lma 's strong argument that tax coll ecti on should be th e 

ex c lusive right of th e Mini s try o f Finance was a lready been made clear in th e earli er memo he 

deve loped while he was in the Mini stry of Foreign Affairs. 

The endo rsement whi ch dealt w ith the re lation of an empl oyee of th e Ministry of Finance and the 

governor-genera l of a prov ince or a governor of a distri ct was the Illost important part of this 

regul ation. It c learl y stated that it was only the personncl of the M ini stry of Finance, not a 

governor, who would collect state ta xes and dues of any ki nd throughou t the coun try. Vrlm3 laid 

emphatic stress upon thi s issue in his addendum prepared at the same ll1omcnt.
566 Furthermore, 

according to the regulation proposed by Ynma , a Governor-General was not enti tl ed to give 

ord ers to em ployee of the Mi nis try o f Finance. T he latter was made accountable on ly to the 

M ini stry of Financc,S67 Consequently, however dominant govern ors of provinces and districts 

had been in th e soc ia l formati on, their age-old power over taxati on and revenue co ll ection was 

rcduecd to a great ex ten t. Thi s is onc of the momcntous mcasures tfl kcn by the Impcrird 

Government or Ethiopia towards fi sca l centra liza tion. 

'h' lhid" iVlahl;im:i Si"1Iassc. ZiJ.Jrli ... ,371-41 3. 
' M, ··13(1 ·o:;.li/"/i Gli:il1t1 Bii:~J;II=i;h ,\Iillis/,;/" Siimfa/iV(' II/(i/.:(//.:dl B(j·lllisiirll\ '· s/"m )'iilll iy(/::;,iill(llim'ihl"illrl/(/ }t/ 

lII(/y(J~l"ill{//i(lnill"iil ) 'dllligii/.~ kti,'..!. /in=lih AliI/i',,,;,, f)lil/I> riif(iqcida". Sq 11L'mhcr 20.1 9-t 1. Folder t\o" .\ 2l)~-t -J:1):57. 

$ 1/. \ IOFED 
~ ,, - Yrlm! f)crL~ ':";\ [() Fmlwror llai J;i S"llla:..:..c. ;\Hhk:ir:im 10 193-t F.e. Folder ~o. ,\ J: 93-t-J:95 7 .. \.". 
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Yet, the prominence and importance ofY,lma's regulation can be assessed within the context of 

the soc ial formation in general and the politi cal power that the governors of provinces, sub-

provlIl ces and districts were exercising in parti cu lar. Apparently, until the advent of central 

institutions at local stages in the I 940s, to echo Perry Anderson, there was an orga ni c unity of 

economy and poli ty in a political system where the politico-legal coercion was exercised by 

land lords at the village levels6s Interesting ly, after 1941 too, provincial administration remained 

th e preserve of the traditional ruling group. Especially in the provin ces of northern Ethiopia, the 

majority of men appointed to the post of sub-provincial (alVraga) governor were nati ves of the 

province, and most often were members of noble fam ili es with a trad iti on of office-hold ing 

in that area 569 Thus, for a long period of lime, tax co ll ecl ion and other politi co-administrative 

responsibiliti es mainly fell within th ei r feudal j uri sdiction. It was in this hi stori ca l situalion that 

th e regulation of October 1941 was put into practice. 

Among oth er major legal announcements that were put in to practice within the six months of the 

establi shment of the institution, the regulation of tithe (asra/) , land tax proclamation , regulation 

of government property. and regulation of wea pons are worth men tionin g. At that very moment , 

of course there were some unfinished businesses such as proclamation s on clistoms tariff, sta te 

monopoly over salt and proclamation of Cluciiting, 570 

Of all the achievemen ts or the new institution , Vrlma che ri shed the implementation of the land 

tax as a 'great achievement that wou ld be a source or towering pride for the personnel of' th e 

". . . <7 , -rl I· I d r onl N b "" 'I1ISlry. · 10 proc Ol11allOIl was 110 ccrec 0 0 ovel11 er. 194 I (Tlq"t"tn l 23, 1934 E.C.) 

,{,~ l\ nderSIJ I1, 19 . 
't"1 \ hub!.: i:.. }()2-29-t . 
.;-u Ihid. 

<-I i\ ln:',( li!.:cly, (he 1101e \\ ' ~I:' prepared hd01"C .r j\nll~lr~ 1.5. 1942 a:. Colollel Slart0rd "Tole a :.hnr1 
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which was proclaimed before the launching of Negarit Cazeta in March 1942. This decree was 

allllounced on the II ," anniversary of the Emperor' s coronation and the Emperor made a radio 

I b . 57' speec 1 a out 11. -

Here, carefu l scrutiny of th e archival and other pub li shed materials shows that the ed ict did serve 

as a major point of reference for the renowned 'Land Tax Proclamation of 1942'. As we can see 

from thi s lega l ann ouncement, the Emperor approved th e Proclamation of March 1942 " in view 

of th e proposa l submitted to by ex perts who have studi ed the subj ect of land taxes and in view of 

our proclamation of Tekemt 23 , 1934, on the advice of our Counci l ofM ini sters,,573 

Before the issue of land tax was di scussed in th e Council of Mini sters, Yi"lma had presented a 

prel iminary note to th e Coun ci l. Most probably deli vered in th e form of speech,574 hi s note was 

an argumentati ve and persuasive piece in its form and content. He began hi s note/s peech with the 

justification for gove rnm ent's intent in coll ecting land and other kinds o f taxes. He then stressed 

the vcry respons ibili ty of the Mi ni stry o f Finance not onl y in co ll ccting taxes but also in 

enh ancing the li vi ng standard or the people. 575 

\\Ins Illndc before 28th December, 194 J for Ydma hnd present ed " dClnikd esti mate of revenue :111d ex pendit ure with 
differell l ligures frum Ihis Olle. A 110le by y rlma Dcrcssa 10 Ih l..: Counci lor Mini slL:r:->, No! datL:d, Folde r No. A 
2934-2957, SM. MOFED ;Shifcraw Rckclc, 107. 

571 Giibra W iild 'Ingi"<la \VUrq. l ii ";r(l'Opiya Miircf'"lIlI GibYr Srlll. (Addis Ababa, 19-18). 80-8 1. 
57J However. there nre slig ht vnrin li ons betwecn these two procla1l1ntions. For instance. ill the Lnnd Tax No. 

8. 1942 , a land owner shall be deemed to ha ve refused o r wi llfull y Il~glcclctllo pay his tax . if afh:r a pcri od of three 
months when Ihe sallle bccomcs du e. thc !<IX rcmained unpaid . But in the Ti"qi"lllt procialllaJ ion. the CUI-oil' date was 
s ix months. Ncgo/"il G{/~Cla. No.8 of 19-12. A PrOcia lll<ltinn to Pruvi d e to Provide a Tax o n Land. 30 lh Marc h. 19-t2. 

57~ In the Ilote. V'dln;l addr!.!ss~d the di scussant directly as 'Your Exce ll encies' no\\' and again which is 
cOIl\'cl1Iiunalmock ut"p rcscll lalion ill spl"l:hcs. 

575 Rep~ating what he had written 10 the Emperor hefon:: he was trans ferrcd from the ivli nistry of Foreign 
Affairs in September. 104 1. Ydmil underlined the need !l) illlplement il carefu l rcvenue policy. H OWC\'CT \'alliable lor 

thl' gO\'l'nlmcnt ... ·l'ollurnil' power. he wroll'. some t:I"\; .... :-. were ~"\;pl l)ilali\'l' in their ll;llurc ,tnt! Ih!.!y arti.·cll'd Lh~ 

li\clihood of the l1la~:..e:-. ~c, en:I),. Con:.equelltly. Ihis charac leri:.tic would impeck tilc gO\'l'rnmellt from atta ining it:-. 
guals. Ylllllil al..,l) rcr"nrcd In ta.\l'~ which would gt'llerale apparc'1lI1y much !1ll)lll') yt·t thl'Y l'llwilnl all ~trduou s lask 
10 colkcl. COIl\ · l.!r:--l'I~. I hough ",':I:--Y to l'nlkcl. :--ome ia"\;C:-- I:tckcd dement 01" t:1irne:--:--: a~ a r~:'lIIL lh ... ,y would 
disaplwi111 and dl :--hl';lrll'll Ihl' rna;-;:-'l· .". Till:'. Y"(lm:l I"l·t1larknl. l'\l'lllually would kad thl' gll\l:rnnK'1lI II) 1":111 III 
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Interestingly, Y,lma a lso ment ioned taxes that were not well-matched wit h the contemporary 

internat iona l finan cia l 's tandard ' and, these would damage the dip lomatic relations between 

Ethiopi a and othe r governments. Emphasizing by way of summ ary what he had pointed out in 

the introdu cti on pa rt of his note, Yllm a listed down four major rational es behind proclaiming the 

new taxation on T1qi·,nI 23 , 1934. T he justifications were meant to address major difficul ties 

related to tax co ll ecti on in Eth iopia prior to the 1940s. 

Th e first dealt with problems due to different taxes w hi ch affected the live lihood of the mass 

exhausting its economic resources. Y ,lma noted also the psychological aspect o f th is probl em 

em phasi zing how the masses were suffering from tax fatigue as a result of its ITIultipiicity. S76 As 

" th e state was run by land rather than by llloney",577 undoubtedly, tax co ll ect ion was a 

cumbersome engagemen t both fo r the tax payers and tax co ll ec tors. 

If th e kinds of tax es im posed on the mass were smail in number, being the number of tax 

co ll ectors smal ler co rrespondingly, tax co llection would be cost effective. Thi s was ynma's 

second rat io nale fo r th e proc lamation of the lan d tax of November 1941. Thirdl y, the multipli c ity 

of taxes ob liged th e government to engage in the time consuming business o f settl ing tax payers' 

appea ls for tax exemption . T herefore, Vrlm3 argued, limiting the kinds of taxes to one or 1\\10 

wou ld reso lve th e above-mentioned problem. I-Ie al so underl ined the need to an equi table tax 

system along the lines of. what he called, the "internati onal financial standard" , Finally, Ihe 

full i Jiillg it:; aim and purpo:;e, r\ Ilole by '(dill:! I')crcssa 10 th.: COUIlI' II of~ l illislcrs, Not daled, Fohkr ;-"'0. A 291-t-
21)57, ,5',\/, i\ 10FFD . 

;;-,. /hid. 

~ ,\:0- e~plaincd hy Shi(craw HC~l.'k nll..'li('ul(lu~ly, hm\'c\cr. \'i'n! i~:1 n:1:tli\cly compn:hcndihk COllel'p' 111 
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ultimate goa l of the forth coming tax system, Yi'lma conc luded, was to en hance the living 

standard of th e people, consequentl y, to be recogni zed in equa l terms w ith the other kingdoms. 578 

Obviously, the Proclamation to Provide for a Tax on Land NO.8 of 1942 categorized land into 

three types and on each Gassa (80-100 acres), every land owner was liable to pay 15, 10 and 5 

bYrr respective ly for fertile(lalll) , semi-fertile(lam-liij) and poor{Jiij) lands. 579 However, prior to 

th e proclamation that endorsed the above-mentioned rate; the Council of Ministers had decided 

to sancti on a different and a discounted rate of taxes: 12 birr for fertile, 7 hirr for semi-fertil e 

a nd 4 hirr for poor la nd . To rai se the poss ib le low amount of revenue to be co ll ected from thi s 

rate, a tax on cattle was proposed . However, ynma recalled in the note, as the proposed lax on 

cattlc was de ferred , the Coun cil of Mini sters came to a decis ion to raise the rate to the level as 

proc lai med in the Land Tax ofTekemt 23 , 1934 (E.C) and Ma rch, 19425 '° 

Furth erm ore, Vrlma mentioned the issll e of tax ra te in those prov inces where th e land had not 

bec n divided into ga.Has. In thi s regard, he drew thc attenti o n of the mcmbe rs of the Counci l to 

the a pparent I y cont rovers ial phrasc- "'1' .<';'/" + "HIt. (I). \"111 t. (I). '} i,h 'I'\,;J '(I)' '} MH'C:I: tI 'I 1'\ U," 

(trans., " half the levy in fo rce before 1935 is exempted" - in th e Land Tax of Ti'q',m t 23, 1934 

E.C. and called upon them to offer their cou nse l. Rega rding thi s. he refe rred to the 

mi s interp retation of th e proclamation as a dec ree th at wo uld exc use th e masses li ving in those 

te rritorics hall' or 'he kinds or taxes (cmp hasis addcd) . In a short com munique to F.E. Stafford 

annexed to i.I note, V'dma lis ted down 24 sub- pro vinc es, probabl y alit of' the 32 "territori es" or 

·'possess ions·'. identifi ed as per the ad mini s trat ive di vis ion be fore the Iral ian in vasion. To add ress 

~~ ~ \\'hel1 Yi'lrnn 11ll't1lioncd OIhl'r kin!,'dotll:-.. hl' 1110:-.1 li!.;l' I)' referred 10 Ihe \\'l':-.terll SI;J I,;:-. c:-.pecially Ihe 
Britis h Gn\ lT IIIlll' l ll. 

<: ~ q ,II., 'l'\!{//'il (ia::et(l. 1\ Proclamalion to Prmid.: for;t I"a'\ nn L;tnd ~o, X of 1942. 
"" Y'(I",,, Dcrc"" 10 Ihe COlillcrt "1'\111l,,,m. Nol .1"",.1. Fo td,.,. No. A "934-"9,7 . . i .lt. " tOtTD. 
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the prob lem of land measurement in these sub-provinces, he also as ked fo r expert ass istance 

from th e Briti sh adviser581 

Despite Ydma 's and hi s subordinates' tenacious efforts to implement a revenue po l icy in a 

cen trali zed way, the attempts to regu larize the imposition and co ll ection of governm ent revenue 

had not met with great success. Generally speakin g, Stafford noted, the revenue administration as 

conceived in the Ministry of Finance had endeavored to follow the sp irit of the Proclamation of 

the gove rnment of November 2, 1941, but other Ministries persisted in controlli ng their own 

specia l revenu es. For instance, the Mini stry of Commerce taxed coffee, alcohol and bu ild ing 

materia ls and th e Ministly of Agrjculture took them on forests, wood and the thermal springs. 

Toll gates existed ac ross the country. The Briti sh fin ancial advisor recommended that it is 

essen ti al that the Ministry of Finance should be accep ted by all as the sa le keeper of the 

G "'" 582 overnment rensury. 

Given the responsibi liti es of these min isterial in stitut ions in the pre-hal ian period , the di sorders 

in their respective jurisdict ions ovcr revenue coll ecti on in '941 and 1942 could be taken as a 

seri ous gap due to lack of definite legal framework. However, Yrlma and other au thoriti es at the 

Ministry were not passive spectators of thi s mix -up. For in stance, in the in structi ons for th e staff 

of the Mi ni stry issued 0 11 6th Novelllber, 194 1, it is enac ted tha t as tit hes and ma rk et dues 

fo rm erl y coll ected by th e Min istries o f Agri culture and Commerce had been transferred to the 

='~ 'T h ~sc were "lTYgray] , GomUir, Biig~ lllrd 'lr. Yiigll. Wiillo. Gogam. Diinkiilc. Awsa. Ciin:;ir. Bale, (i i"milla. 
W!ill iiga. rSidal11a J. [ \\ ii l1 ,-,yl;J ]. G~l.Ill0. Kl1 lo. Konla. Bako. Horiina. K iifh. iVbji .[ Bcllc], Gura Fii rd a. Rt'n i 5:1ngl1l. ·· 
1\ note by ),"II llla Deressa to the COllnci l of r-.. li nistt.:l"s. lut datt.:d. Folder No. A 2934-2957. SM. i'vIOFED. On the 
eve or thc It :d ian invasion Eth iopia was dividcd in to 32 "territor ies" or "possessions" ( "111·"/-. gi"::al) or 
Ulle\"('1l nnd \'nrying size. \\'i th Ihc gon;rnors bc~rillg diffl.'n.'l1t litles. T he distinction bct\\'c(' 11 (he pro\ inccs and 
suh-pro\'illl'CS was nut always dear. SOllle ul" the adlllin i:-.lralive units in the north. SUdl ;I:. SYm('n. 
R:igelllrdrr. TIJ;r': (T Ygray) cle. rClaincd old hi:-'Iorical na111C:-.. pri\'i lq;c~ an d "much of (heir old hi~ l orical 

alul cu llural identi ty" Joanna f.. lanlt'I-Nit·llku. "i\ l l)lkrn l'O[1(CpIS ur adlllinis(rati\'t' di\·ision. Admin!s!!'a!i"c 
dl\·i .... ion:· in fll(I'C/fll'uhll ,..jerJl/)il'il'lI. cd. Sighhcn Uhlig. \'('11, 1. I Wic:.b:ldcn: I brras:..o\\"it7 \ ·crl:lg. ~()03) I 0 1:1. 

.;~~ Slatlllrd III till' Pri\'(lle SL'lT.:lary 10 I l lS 11l1p.:rl<d .\ 1:1.l1.::-.1y. 19 11o October. 194~. lES. MS 3(,91. G-5 I. 
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Ministry of Finance they shou ld summon th e tith e and market staff and should ex plain to them 

that their departm ent and their responsibiliti es hencefort h belonged to the Mini stry of Finance. 

They could draw up a nom inal roll and transmit one copy to their superi or offi cial and one copy 

I M" fF ' 5" to t l C lnl stry 0 lI1ance. 

Despite this and other legall y forcefu l regulat ions, interestingl y enough, a tendency of spending 

revenue under ones disposal instead of sending it to the Ministry of Finance as per th e budget 

proc lamations and the principle of publi c finance conti nued until the 1960s and it was one source 

o f dispute before the Emperor between allihorities from the Ministry of Finance (inclu ding 

ynma) and claimants over the revenu e co ll ected by institutions under their admin islrali oll .5R4 

Un like the pre-occupation period when th e responsibil iti es and acti viti es of the Min istry of 

Commerce. Mini stry of Agriculture and the Min istry o f Fin ance overlapped greatl y as fa r as 

publi c fin ance is co ncerned, an order to de fin e the powers and duties of ministers in January 

1943 rectifi ed thi s mi x-up .'" The M in istry of Finance, thcrefore, was made responsibl e for the 

direct ion and execli tion of m a lle I'S directl y rela ted to the concept of publi c fina nce encompass in g 

b I . d d' 5'" a t 1 Its revenue an expen !lure aspects. 

Though the co llecti on of la nd tax and ti the were in the progress in accord ance with th e law in the 

pcri od between February 1942 and September 1942. there was no data for an estim ate of 

reven ue. The British adviser tcstili cd that proposa ls ra r the cattl e tax, whi ch was the pant l1 el 

charge 0 11 th e callie ow ner to the ti Lhe ror the agriculturist. were accepted by the Min istry of 

Finance but rejec ted by the Counc il of Minis ters. 

~~.' In"IrlIL'tiuns fill' thl' Sta rr u ft hl' r..li nistry l)fFi n;UKI.". 6!h ~U\l."lllbl."f. 19-1-1. Foldl'l" NI). A 291-1-·2957.5"'\1, 
~ tOFtOD, 

'~l Inti,lflllll lll,, : BulL'a O;im;iqsa and :\s;in;lIi Sit!ir;!\\,. 

'" ;\ 1 alu;imii Si·lla ..... "c \\ 'ii ldii ~ t;i ~q;i1, 7.ikrii .\,iigiir.:' 72--11 :.. 
",. \"('.' .. !.lllil (;11:('/(1. Order \'0. 1 1I( 19-13. ~9 1h .J;llHI:Il· ~. 19-1-3. 
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' The Customs I-louses a t Uire Dawa and Cirgrga were still in the hands of th e Mili tary AUlhori ties 

and the collection of dUly on the Suda n border, where the Sudan Government was no longer 

actin g on behalf of [ the Occupi ed Enemy Territory Admin is trati on] , had yet to be organi zed . , 587 

Whereas, as earl y as December, 1941 , a confidential c ircular was sent to a ll senior Bri ti sh 

political officers and heads of department whi ch clearly s tated that , as soon as thc agreement was 

signed, the Ethi opian Govern ment would become an indcpendent finan cia l en tity and the 

financial assistance would be in the nature of a grant in aid of a fix ed am ount. From the date of 

the agreement, therefore, the cost of all governmental services in Ethiopia would be met from 

funds to be provided by the Ethiopian Treasury and not by the funds of the British 

Admini stration .' Here, at least to the discussion a t hand, more important than the inst ruction on 

matte rs o f expend iture in the c ircu la r was the d irective on the quest ion of reven ue. Th e deputy 

chi ef wrote pl ain ly that ' the coll ect ion of any fo rm of Government revenue by Briti sh offi ce rs 

wou ld cease. ,5RR 

5H7 Slnllord 10 the Pri vate Sccrc1<'l ry [0 Hi s Imperia l Mnjesty. 191h OClObcr. 1942. I [S . MS 3()91 . G-Sl. 
5~~ According 10 the circular, "CXPCIl S";S 10 be met frol11 lil..; O .E.T .A. funds would b~ confined solely to 

paying fo r goods lind sL' rviccs for British Mili tary and political purposes. custodianship of enemy pmpcrl y and the 
evacuation o f tile italians. Thi s precl udes. the deputy chid ' elaborat ed. payment (i'om our funds for those 
go\,ernmental and ci\ 'il services which nrc ,11 present li nanced in thi s wa)'. such as expendi ture on municipalit ies. 
hospitals . ra ids. buildings(savc for ortl ccS and .. ~s id~nc~s requ ired 1'0 .. Ollr own purposes) and till! provision or {i'ec 
facililies in the way of [1c lro l, transport and other scmi -m ilit:,ry services. lie also warned the Rri t i~h officers . on Ihe 
receipt uflhis lell~ r . to review all rec tlrr~nt paymell is being made by thcm UI1 A dministration :'CCOll I1 1 \\"ith a view to 

SlOppi ng those whic h wi ll no longer be British n:sponsihil ity as speedi ly as may be after the slgl1 :l lll re of the 
:lg n.:clllen l. and. i f dcsirabk. at oncc. V·illl:rc it is dcsirabk in lhc ill lCITst or the Eth iupi an GOVCnllllCll1 thaI thl: 
:-.crvil..'es should I..' (l illinll~ l Brili sh senior politil:: tI officl'L"; and heads of depart ments] should mldrcss a forma l 
Ilol i/ieation 10 the proper Eth iopiall aut hori ty (or in /-\ ddis Ababa the Hrit ish Acl\'iser 10 [he Departlllent if sllch 
cxis[s) [hal thL' paYll1clH:-. nuw b~itlg madc by thL' British uffil:crs \\"ould (C:lSC as SOOIl as tile agrl'l'l1h..'nt bCl'OI11C:-. 
dYecli,",.'. Any indi\'iduJb concl'nK'd :-.hould he gi\'e n not ice hy Ihe oflicer:-. tha t lhey \\"ould make no payments aner 
Ihe agreement hau been .... Igncli . T he polin.' ll)ICe, howC"\t'r. \\lluld L'ontillllt' 10 be tinmKed and cpnlrulkd as il \\"a:-.. 
Confidenlial LCIlCf li'om Depuly Chief of P(11Ilic;tl (Wirer ((1 ;111 :-'l'n ior pol;t ieal oflicl:r~ and hcad:-. ('I' dep:ll"ln1\.'l11 ..... ·· 
Dal(d .::!th Dl:cl:mbl:r. jI)-tl. 11 ... 5 1\IS _"()t)I.G-:'I. 
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4.2. Establishment of the Finance Bureauc"acy 

In a while too, Yilma engaged ac ti ve ly in recruiting perso nnel for the Mini stry of Finance based 

on Staford's sketch of organi zation al structure annexed in hi s letter5
'9 Here, few words on the 

organi zational structure and its archi tect (F.E Stafford) is in order before I di scuss how Yi'lma 

together with others, tackled the obstacles with regard to the trained man power in the M ini stry. 

Th e organizational structure of the Ministry was form ed most li kely before October 194 1 as 

docum ents at the Ministry menti oned such hierarchi cal composition o f personnel in the li st 

prepared for pa y roll in the middle of that month . Without the offi ce of the Mini ster, the Director 

Genera l occupied th e hi ghest posi ti on in the M ini stry. Be low thi s office, there were five major 

Departments exc luding th e Archi ve (Reco rd Office) and these were th e Departm ent of General 

Secretari at (led by Ala Walda Srll asse Zala le), Departmcnt of Custom s and Market (Zekarias 

Taklc), Dcpanmenr o r Tax ati on and Excise (Taddassa Yaqob), D epa rtment of Finance (Hga in 

W,i ld,i Srll asse ZaHil e), Department of Treasury (Gabr'i Mariam Amante who was th e paternal 

uncl e of YUma Deressa), and Record Omce (Oababa Tsamiru). In October 1941 , there were 

about 37 emp loyees including Y ,lma Der,;ssa at the head office of the Mini stry of Finance590 

51N The Rriti sh adv iser reminded Yi"Jma in this me mo that he had shown him the org;lIliza lional cha rt so far. 
The Icller gives a clue that there wns a di scuss ion between [hem on the i<1sks and aClivilics or the personnel in the 
directorales and subsections below theill. F.E. Staffo rd 10 '{rima Dcrcssa. 181h September, 19-1 I, IES. 1\'15 .169 1. G-
5 1. 

S'JO In the Office of the Di ret.:lOr-Gencral, there were five employees and these wcrc Vrlma Dcrcssa. Ab~ira 
Amara. T~if:ira Usan~i Wii rq (two or these Wt' re 'V9"fltll.C ;l..f}6, " 'secre t letter clerks ') . Petros and G~ihad Giibra 
K'irstos(cle rks for English language). In the General Secretariat there were thrce workers includ ing thc head of the 
I.kparlment W~ild;i Sdlassl: ZUHill: . l3 0thTiiHira Goshu alld Glibrli Giyorgis Yoscl' were (lerks for linan ri.d ordrrs. 
Apa n from Z;ikarias T l'klc, the hc;td or the [)cpartment or Costumes and Ivlarkct Rc\'c llue. there were three workers 
11:11111,.'1)' Diista Ruro(coillrulkr. a rel ativc or VYlm<l D(: n':%<1) , Nad:iw O:im:ira{Fillancl.' ollicl'r) and SYYOUlll GiibrH 
Snlassl: (derk), In the [)epart mcnt OrT;cx;ltion and EXL'i.'ie. Tadd:bsii '{'Iqob. the head. \\'a:, ;I('(o lllpanied by only (jIlL 

1.'111ploycc. Zii!:iqa Biilaynah wllo was working in a sl'ction dcaling \\ 'i lll S lai c Land( }!{IlIIiillgi\,/ Rh/). Thl' chil'f 
treasu rer in thl.' Dl'partlllellt or Treasury \\'as, (i:ib r:i i\lari,llll Am:in tl:. and Iherl' \\'l'n.: seven derks. l'a!'ohiers and 
hookkel'pl'rs under him: \\';ildil Amanud i\lang.r~lu. Hiiqa[;i Ahara, Tamra T iikla i\1;lriam. Lab T;bl:l. \\':ilda 
S"l1a:.sc Giibr:i i\ lariam, Giibrii ,\Iika't'l \V:ild~iyiis and 'LiI :ira A~agr~, Yosel' Ash:i. :'-. I:iklri I YlllanuI 13s~1IH1',l 

Tadd:i!'o!'o:i \\';iltl:l (i :ibr(c! \\'erc working in Ihl' Dep;mmenI of Fi nanrc(Budgl'l and Chancl'lkrYI Till' Rccord oniel' 
had I\\'ll empl llyel.·!'o. O:ihiibii T!'oiill1',ru and l3:iqiilii K~lss a (clerk), Sup'-'!' \'i!'ocd h~, 11:lill' [)iL,la, their chief. there were 
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Secretary 
Genera l 

I Director- General I 
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Director 
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Accountant 

Genera l 

I Budget II Currency I AccountanlS Inspecrtors 

Chart I: Oragan izationa Structure of th e Ministry of Finance in I 940S 5 91 

Understandabl y, thi s organ izational structure of the Ministry is diffe rent from its structure in 

l11id-1960s when the Mini stry "admini stered 5, 324 employees stationed in the provinces and in 

Addis Ababa as wel l as 2, 027 Finance Guards who protected the various offices attached to th e 

Mini strYI and are paid by the Mini ster of Finance:,5()] It is important to point uut here that th e 

first fi nance police (,guards ') were recru ited am ong patriots under Fitawrari Siiwa i"rkabYh and 

Fi/{f\\'rari Vnma Biisah as per the req uest of Vnma to the Emperor. 593 

Incl uded neither in the organi zati onal structure o f the Mini stry nor in th e offic ial pay rol l. 

non etheless, th e office of the Financ ial Adviser was an impos ing unit of inslilUlion whi le it 

utili zed the sa mc imperial logo on it s letter heads yet without officia l stamp of allY ki nd .594 

Initi all y, Brigadier Sandford proposed so me 7 Briti sh advisers, to be assigned at the Mi ni st ry of 

five olher or1ice messenge rs namely. Ma nlO Kasa( decc:lscd ;11 thc lime of the compi lalion of the rcp0rl), Kii\);idii 
Tulu. Takiilii W~ihW iviar iaill. r\ba i ~i L aq~i\V ;lIId Tula Wiill0. Five l'lllplo)'l!rs. 1)1"l!\'iuLisly wurking in Ihe head oi'liu: 
anu tr"ll~f(,:rrcd to Ihc oS;iw:! provi nce finan ce office, were Ti i ~iirna B:i s;111, Biiflqadu Wiikb I\lii::qiil. Adm:lslI Gi'7aw, 
i\ 1;ikolln'in T iisii ll1:l :lnd Ayiilii DnSi:l. YHllla D0r0ss<l 10 Glibr;i :'>. ]ariam Allliillll~. Dated Ti"qmYt. 14. 1934. Folder Nu. 
13-2} 14. TGt3. ,tOFED. 

S!lI II::S, 1\ 15 36lJ1.Ci·5 
~'J] S(hwah.ll~. 
,"I: F~tlllily ,\ppL':iI 10 P:'>. ]Al". 
"J~ A llhe e:trl~ pcrillli. 11\..1\\L'\(r. <1:- hlank Ul"!lC1;iI ktll:rs wen.: nOI publi:-hL'u wilh hl..'ilLiL'r..; and !00It'I":-. Ihl..')' 

WL' re only ll1illll'ograph~ and did not Ih)ld logo or ~e:d SCI..' i\ klllorantlllill li'olll Financial Ad\'i~cr In Dircl'10r 
Gent'!"al (It" Finan cl..'. ()11i Januar). 19.43. FllldL'r :\0. B-263~-2MO . . ~\I. i\\O FEIJ. 
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Finance595 Sources are s ilent on thc response of the Ethiopian Government. In August 1943, 

however, there were eight workers, three Eth iop ians and fi ve expatriates (four o f them were 

c le rks) , in the finan c ial adv isor 's offi ce in clud ing Stafford, the chi e f adv iser596 

Frank Stafford had been sending letters, circulars and memorandums w ith ann exed charts and 

sample form ats of finan c ia l docume nts most often to YUma Deressa that dealt with major issues 

related to the establi shment of the Mini stry inc lud ing the organi zational structure itself. With 

regard to thi s, it is importan t to emphasize th e vita l rol e advisers p layed especiall y in the 

finan c ia l field . Wi th the consultation of the Emperor and Ydma Denissa, they drew up some 

laxa tion regulations, dev ised acco unting procedures, and prepared the detailed comparisons of 

in come and ex penditure on whi ch the ann ual Budget was based, 597 Unl ike other Briti sh 

o ffi ccrs in the Occ upied Enemy Territory Admini s trat ion, Yi"lma seems to have had high regard 

fo r Co lone l S ta fford s98 

As Y dma and oth er Ethi opian employees o f the Min is try were wo rking w ith Brit ish sta ff, " the 

language diffi c ulty seems to have been a drag upon progrcss as .. thc deta il cd proposa ls a nd 

schemes prepared had per fo rced to be drafted in Engli sh and tran slated into Amharic, and vice 

versa . Delay was occasioned by th e necess ity of tra nslating all docllmen ts.,,5!)!) As the British 

ad vise rs cou ld not spea k Amh ari c an d most o f the Ethiopi ans could not speak English, " th e 

proceed ings were made more di ffi cu lt by the [shortage] of in terprete rs. especia ll y [so] few of 

the required stJndard \vere avail abk.,·60o ;\( thi s ve ry juncture. it is noteworthy to underscore 

~'15 Confi dent ial Note by Chief Poli tical OrTiccr on {he I) isl'll~;..i on 01l the Qll~:->Ii(\ll of the number of 
r\ddsers. Dated 61h 

J<1lHt:lrv. 1942. I ES. iVIS. J()9 1. (j -S I . 
"1/, F.E. Siafford t~ .Io:-ef !\ssi:-tanl Chief Trca!'>llre r. 30 lh AllgusI.19-U. Folder No. C.2.l g0. TCi 8. r. l0FED. 
"1-(:la]111 <1Ill. 105. 
"I~ Famd ) Apl't'allO P ~I /\ C. 
~'I" Staffnrd 10 the Pr i";lh.' S.:crL'lary tn I li:- Illlp~ria l \l:tjl'\I). 19 L1

• (klnhlT, 1l)4::!. II-. S. \IS 3691. (i-S I . 
,~U, Pcrh:ll11. The (ionmlll('J/f 0/ .. . 200 
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th at Yi"lma himself trans lated some of th e regu lations of th e Mini stry of Finance. Therefore, 

trans lation of legal documents from Engli sh to Am hari c was one of Yilma 's ac tiviti es in the 

I· . d 601 ear ler pen a . 

Retull1ing, then, to Yi"lma 's undertaking in build ing up the embryon ic institution, sources testify, 

he played an important role in enli sting, recruiting and bringing together the first personnel of the 

Mini stry in September 1941.602 He first identifi ed some nine prospective recruits for various 

responsibiliti es in the Mini stry most likely before the enel of September603 Here, oral testimony 

does acco rd with what docum ents from archi ves of the Mini stry eluc idate. For in stance, an 

informant recall ed that he was transferred from hi s prior responsibi lity at the Mini stry of Interior 

in Hararge to the Mini stry of Finance by the recommendation ofYrlma Dcn~ssa. 604 

Later on , Yi"lma , together with Walda SnJasse and Zaka ri as. veterans of th e Mini stry sin ce the 

pre-war period, rec ruited c lerks, cash iers, treasurers and accoll ilt ants. Nagadras GiibrH Egz iabher, 

th e th en Mini ster of Trade and Industry, also recomm ended some experi enced empl oyees fo r the 

Ministry.(105 Be fore the heads of departments took their posit ion, however, Yi"lmCl had to request 

the emperor for hi s approva l. Soon a rter, he also arranged for an occasion on wh ich Il aiia 

Si"l iasse would speak to 611(, In March 1942, Yi"lma sent the li st of eightee n offi cials most ly chi ef 

prov incial treasurers of th e M in islry to Ihe Mini ste r of Pen as per the verbal ord er of the 

('/11 The Budgel Gu ideline and Ihe CliSlOlllS T;trifr Regu lation ~ rc just two cX~ll1plcs. 
(,f)~ l n his mcmorandum that was s~nt to the Em pe ror YHllla listed down the names of" empluye rs. 

rVlcmorandl11l1 li·om Yi"ll11 il Dcrcssa 10 [l1lpcror HaiHi Si"llassc. Not daled. Sep[~ 1llbe r , 1941. Folder No. ;\ 2l}l4 -

1957. SM. ivIO FED: Informant: ivnnas~ Uimma. 
(,(j'Thc list of c~lIldid a[cs listed down in Yi"lma' s noll' includes T~llkl;iss:i Yaqob, B~if'lq~ldu \V~ild~i Mikacl, 

Ziikar i;\s T:ik lc. Sulolllon. " {ib~idj t'-. l ikaeL SYbh;llu Giibr~. Gi.ibr~i i"g.7iabh0r Giibru. N:ttli.i\\· D{imiira and Tiillira 
US~lIl;i Wiirq. Though nOllbted. one can infl-r from th~ draft Il{)t~ that th~ note was prepared before th~ recruitmcnt 
of personnel most likely in September 1l)41 as Ihe £Irati no te relcrrrd 10 isslIes al their planning stage and we re 
accomplished latcr in the subsequen t \\ceks and munlhs. Se~. Folder ;\0. A 293~ - 2957. 5'.1/, i\ IOFED. 

r,11~ InJ"ormant: Mi"na.,>:-.t; L:iI1l1l1;1 . 

I~I~ Yi"lma Der":ssa to Empt"mr I Jailii Si"lbss":. flqlllll 5, 19J~ E.C , Fokkr Nu. :\ 293~-29:'7. 5".1/. tvlOFED . 
(,lit> )'dllla I)crt;:..s:1 to l' mpcror It ail:i ~i·ll"s!-.0. Not dated. ~Ia!-.kcr;tm 1l)~4 F.C Folder No. ;\ 1l):;"'-~l).57 . 

. i·l/. ,IU FFD 
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Emperor. The then Chief Treasurer of the Ministry in Wa llo province, As!:;ha Walda Mika 'el, 

was included in the li st607 Of course, provi ncial treasuries were to some degree organized and 

staffed before th e Agreement was signed. "The functions of the sta ff were to coll ect, safeguard 

and accou nt for to the Ministry of F inance a ll government revenue, and only to payout sums 

under proper authority. ,,(,oR In Jul y 1942, Yilma also made finan ce personncl ready for toll-

stations at Adigrat, Adwa, Bati , Moyal c, Mandi, Galabat, Gambela, Dirc Dawa and Add is 

Ababa. The staffs, y,lma assured, wcre clued-up about the regu lati on of customs tariff609 

Besides, fo r the head office a t Addis Ababa, YYlma had to recruit cashi ers, clerks, trcasurers and 

accountants for branch offices of the Mini stry of Finance in 12 provinces. In hi s effort to address 

th e problem clue to the sho rtage of trained man power, Yilma first proposcd both to the cmpcror 

ancl the British fin ancial adviser in October 194 1 to opcn a school ancl send thcse peoplc for short 

term training. After the prepa ration of a syl labus and the rec ruitmen t of tCflchers , YUma 

personally selected the candidates mai nl y based on their language skil ls in Engli sh and French.6lO 

Ij07 According 10 Bairu Talla, "the Erilrean politician and admini strator As faha Walda Mikacl was OI1(.;C a 
government offic ial in \V~il1o Province in the 19405. Therefore. it is likely thai [he chieflrcasllrer in the province was 
the sallle Asr~dla'" Bainl Talla. "AsIYha Wii lda I'vl ika't:l.·' in Enc.yclopedia AC:flioipica. cd. Sighbert Uhlig, Vol I. 
(V,Iicsbadcn: Harrassowitz Ve rl ag, 2003), 368. V',l ma wrote this 1cIlC!' (0 Siihafc Tt7aZ Wiildii Giorgis ancr the 
receipt or the Emperor' s ordcr. Olhcr o ffi cia ls in Ihe lisl were Alo WUlda SYll assc Ziiliilc, Secrelary General of the 
Mini stry of Fi nance; Alo Giibrii Mn ri am Amii lllc, Ch ief Treasurer of the Mi nistry; .'Ito Ta(\iisii Vaqob, Di rec tor of 
Fimlllce: A lo Zaknrias T;ik I6. Director of Customs: AIO Bti!Yqadu Wti1da Mika'cl. Director of Stale Properly; AIO 
Miikoni'n KYflc , Directur of Re venue; 1110 I-lagos Tiiwuld;i 1\ ·Hkl'lh·lll , Di rector or Tax and Due: Niigadms Bahru 
Nicola. Chief Controller: AID Wtildti Bi'rhan Tliki'1:i I I.-.ymanoL Chief Treasurer of the Ministry in I-l iirtir Province: 
Capta in Aklilu Dadi. Chief Treasurer in Sawa Province: Ndgadras Abaynah Wiildii fVlika'd. Chief Treasurer in 
BjgcmYdYr Province: ,Wigadm.l' ~vl js ii sa Gjbrjmar inm. Chi ef Treasurer in Walbga : Alo V·,l;ildj Si'bhnt Tasamn. Chicf 
Treasurer in Jilllllla: Afo Giibr;i KYrslos Wiildii Rufa 'e l. Chief Treasurer in Sidamu; Qiiilazmac Vohan'ls Bit;iwYlYil. 
Chief Treasurer in Tigre; .·110 Agonal'll' Wtild:i Si'I1assc. ChicI' Trca~l1rer in G;nnu Gonic "i/o I:Wflqadu Wiildii 
t'.kisqii1. Chiel' Trl'a sl1 rer in Arusi. Yi'lma Deressa 10 Ihe iVliliistry urrell. MUgi.lbit~. 1935 E.C. Fulder No. A 5377 ~ 

5446 .. ~JII. MOFELJ. 
I~I-" Swnord to Pri\all..' Secretary tu I lis Imperial iVlajcsty. Repoi'l on thl' Ministry or Fin;]ne..::( I ,I February . 

I 942<Hr Septl'mber. 11.)42). l 'ihOetobl'r. 1942. IES. MS :;69 1. G-51. 
tol l') "Yj'Gjllz; ib [vlil1i stcr Liqjbjl Yiimigiibaw g;ibi\\,ocYna Ytidtiriis;ibiilYn Akunholl y;ill1iyasriicb zYrzYr" A 

Report urthe i\ linislry ofFinalKc. I hunk II. 19~~ E.C' .. Folder No.;\ 29~~-2957. 5'\/. i\IOFED. 
tol lO It i:--. intl're:--.ling [0 mention he!'l' Ihat in Ihe memorandum of 'dInK] I)cres~a. [0 SOl11e or hi ~ rcqueSb. thl' 

.,:mperllr S('CIl1:-; 10 h;l\l' \WlIlt' ll ~hllrl 1tl:-;lrll'':liull~, eOIlHHeilts ;111(1 qllc~ti,)tls lLsing a red l1L'llcil crYOIl. T;ikl ~i $~ldiq 

t-.tnkuria re[I . .'rred in hi ..... metllOirl'ln thl' .... ,1l11e kind ofpcncil in thc h;lI1d~ of the I': mperor in 194 5. r/ihi>'1\'{'i1 TI/I'ih; .. 

130 
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With more than 40 rrainees,6 11 the short term training in accou nting was in augurated in Mi'nilrk II 

School a t the end of October 1941 under the ausp ices of the Mini stry of Finance and rhe Mini stry 

of Education and Fine Arts'"" A fter completion of their trainin g, almost all the graduates of 

October 1942 were sent to the provinces. The tra inin g seems to have taken some two to four 

months and among the 3 1 graduates of Octobcr 1942, 29 were sent to the provinces. 613 In hi s 

re lentless effort to s trengthen th e newly establi shed institution, y,lma became also instrumental 

in the preparation of seals, the printing of authori zed headed papers, and the admini strat ion of the 

pre-war archive or the Mini stry of Finance.''' As earl y as September 1941 , too Yfl ma oversaw 

th e construction of the bu ilding of the main treasury. Because the construction of a room in 

which the treasure chest was loca ted and the work of the chest itse lf were not completed due to 

shortage of building materials in the market, Ydma explained to the Emperor, he cou ldn ' t 

au thori ze th e transfer of revenue from government depa rtments to the Mini stry of Finance, 

With regard to thi s, he a lso in vited the Em pero r to take a look at the des ign of the treasury 

house,615 By mid November 1941 , according to YUma's report , the Mini stry was made in rull 

contro l of Ma rh a Tlb~ib printing house whi ch was publi shing fin ancial docum ent s for 

I .. . I . 616 ac mlnlstratlve nne transactIOn purposes , 

(.11 In a Briti sh docuillen t. the number of swdcnts was 50 whcn the Anglo-Et hiopian agreeillent was signed, 
Rt:port on the Min ist ry of Fin,uKe( I SI February. I 942_301h September, 19-12) (i'o lll Stafford to Priv,lIe Secretary to 

His Imperial Majesty, Daled 191h
, October. 1942. IES, iVIS 3()91. G-S I . 

('1~ Direclor urlile ivli nislry of Educatioll and Arts 10 thc Min isLcr orFinanec, TYqi'nfit 26, 1935 E.C" Folder 
No. A-SJ77-S4-t6, SM. MOFED: Vilma Dcrcssa !O Empcror l-laiHi Srllassc, 1 rtdar. 6, 1934 E.C, Folder No. A-21)3-t-
2957. $·,1/. MOFED 

I'll' /hid 

I.IJ Vi'llll:! D~n':.:isa 10 Elllp(,for I lailii-Si'liassc , Datt:d, IUdar 6, J93-t, Folder No., r\ J93..t-295 7, S.\/, 
~tOFE ll . 

1-I'This doclIl11ent wns \\'rillcn Illos t prob:1bly \\ "1]('11 Yilm3. was :1bOlli to submit hi s i\klll11rrlndlllll on Lhe 
powcrs ;Ind dUlies ofthl' :vlini:-.lry of Finalll.:L' Oil SeplI.:mbl.:r 20, 19-t I, Yililla DL'I'e:-.sa to E1llp...:ror lI ailii-S i'llassl~, NOl 
f) ;1ICd, Foldcr NO.,A 2t)]'-I- 21)57, .S·.II, i\10FFD, 

101" i\liir!J;1 Ti'hiih Printing. Ilous(' \\<1:-' founded III 1921 by Rill T;il~i ri :-'Wkunn"ln in Addis Ab:iba. lIS origlllal 
11:II11C \\'il.,. ' The Printi ng Pre.,. .... nf th(' Ikir to the Throne of Flhi opia Hi~ lli ghl1l'~s }<(/.I' TMHn i\1:ikol1n'in" LII(,I" 011 it 
b('l',U111' 'Bi'rhann'llla S:il<llll Pnllllllg I lou:-;l" nalll('t! alkr Ihl: IIn\s papl:f publi:-.1H:d Ihn(' lInd...:r 11K :HL!'>pin:s lli' Ras 
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Proud of what he and his subordinates accomplished in the very formative years of the Min istry 

of Finance, y ,lma remarked in March 1942 that the institution inherited little or nothing from the 

previous financia l institutions. The undertaki ng of pre-war Ethiopian Ministry of Finance, 

according to him, was confi ned onl y to the task of treasury6 17 Indeed, the regu lation on the 

duti cs and responsib il ities of th e Ministry of Finance, issued by Emperor M',ni li"k II , supports 

Yfl ma's remark ."lR All in all, the undertaking of a Ministry was imposs ible without national 

taxat ion and nat iona l currency. 

During the period ofltalian rule too, Yflma argued, what was carried out in Ethiopia in the sector 

was nothing but an extension of the Publi c Finance of Rome. Firstly, Yflma argued that issued in 

Ita ly fo r the ltal ian econom y, the Ital ian cu rrency (Ure) was paid out to cover the cost ofmi litary 

and politica l act ivities in Ethiopia .. Sccond ly, thc statute of tax ati on and ex pendi ture was planncd 

to make effecnta l on ly for Ita lian citi zens ."l" Like Yflma, Stafford also beli eved that "the work 

of reconstruction and reform after the eviction of Ita lians has had to begin ... with little use ful 

precedent to guide it, and few persons with training or ap titude ava ilable to assist.,,620 

4.3. Yilma's Initiative for a New Ethi ol)ian Currency 

Though Emperor Il'lnil'i'k I I introduced a national currency at least nominall y al the vcry end of 

th e 19th century which bore the sovereign's effigy, the currency was only moderatel y 

T:iEiri. "brs' c Ila,)i11 \Viild~i Qirqos. )'ii'lwYlII/{/l\ .... 2-10-2 -11 . 276-277. [Iann:! Ruhinkuw:-ka. "Bi-rhanYnna Siila m. " 
ill I:'//(yc!vpedia ..Ie(llI)ljJi('(l. cd, Sighbcr! UhI ig , Vol I (\:V;c~bad cll: II arrassowit7 Verlag. 2()03), 537it. 

hl1 YHllla D0rrssa to tile ofrlcials of the 1'- \ inistry ofFlIlallce. Datcd Mrgabi! 10. 11)34 LC. . Foldrr No. A 
"9.14- "957. 5.11. ~10FED. 

/,Il> ~.\ "hl;im:i Si"lla~~L;. 7.lki'rel NlIo..!,IIr. 19-4-19X. 
1.1" Yi"llHil D~ressa III thl.: ofiicia'is llftile 1'- ii lli stryof Finalll' t'. Dall'd i\kgahi\ 10. 19~-t E.C.. Fulder No. ,\ 

~9~4· 2 1) 57, .'\.\I.lv\OFED. 
,.~u StaH(x d 10 lhe Pr iYale SCne\ill'} III Ilis Illlpnial ~bil:st~. 19Lh October. 19o..L!. IES. t\IS 3(1<) 1. Go..) 1. 
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successful 6 21 It is noted that "the real intention behind the making and issuance of this currency 

seems to have been politi cal rather than economic; a national lega l tender was among the 

condi tion s that bestowed recognition by and adm ission to the club of modern independent states, 

I . . I I b I E ,,62' a status t 1at was intensIve y SOLIg It Y t lC ~ mperor. -

In the course of the liberation campaign in 1940 and 1941 , the issue of lega l tender seems to 

have been one of the top priorities of both Emperor Haila Smasse and the British authorit ies 

since mid-February 194 1 623 For instance, concerning the currency ques tion , as earl y as 

February 194 1, General Wavell, envisaged a short term policy and long term poli cy: the first 

dur ing thc campa ign and the seco nd when the operat ions were morc or less eomplctcd.Whil e the 

Gideon fo rce was camped at Blln~ , for instance, the Emperor, Brigadi er Sandford and another 

B ritish offi cer T .R. Blachl cy held success ive discussions on 26'" and 27'" March 194 1 abo li t, 

among other things, finance and currency. 62.! During the libe ra tio n campaign , the British 

officials, most probab ly w ith consul tation of the Emperor, pla nned to outlaw the Italian Lire in 

Ethiopia.625 Since then , Ethiopi a seems to have entered in to the " chaotic monetary 

sit1l3ti on ' ", 626 Until th e Ethi opian Government finalized all the ground work fo r the Ethiopian 

62 1 Rich ard Pankhurst, All Economic .. .48 1-484 . 
('n Brfr kad u DCgl'ic, ··The r"laking of. . ": 23. 
(':~l Lclle r (1-0111 \V m Ortlce . Currency in Ethiopi a ;lI1d Occupied llalian Co lonit's. IES. MS 2 11 0. 
(,:>~ I[ is important to refer [0 [he discLlssion between [he Emperor aml th..: Brit ish O rfieials al Rure about Ihe 

manners ill \\"hich Ihe Proclamations (Emperor's) including regarding currency and linancial Illatte rs and Public 
Notit:rs (British Officia ls) should be hand1c J during the liberation campaign. IJlach1cy pointed (HI! Ih,}t '·wher..: ,my 
public pronou ll celllC'nl was \0 be made [hr Emperor \\'ollid like the Amharic yersion produced as AI\"('-~ . and 
publish..:d .... irnultancously with the pub lic notices whieh wnuld appear uvn sign:liure o/" the Deputy Chief Poli ti ea l 
Officcr( D.C. P.O). Th..: lalllT woul d be published in Fnglish and Italian only." Note by T.le Blachlcy:· EmperOl 
Situation Regarding Proclamatiuns and Publil.: Nutices·. yJ. April 19-t1 . IES.MS 3691. (j-51 : Dr<ll"t Proclall1:tliUIl 
No.2. Currency. Not Dated. I FS. j\ 1 S 3(1) I . (i-51. 

6> T.R. RI,It:hkv 10 Bri:!adier D.A. Sandford. Dated r\pril-t . 19-t1.IES.MS. J(191.G-.5I. 
626 n...:k],:~ldll . 'Tilt' Dt'\;lupmcnt ul-. .. 2"+6. 
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currency to be re leased in May 1945 , the Briti sh authorities were determined to include Ethiopia 

. . 6'7 111 Its currency zone. -

Nati onal Currency and State Bank, nonetheless, had an indigenous impetus. Th is initi ative to 

introduce one 's own currency and to establish a central bank , I argue, was one of th e major 

undertakings that ushered modernity in fi nancia l institutions in Ethi opia. Yi'lma and the 

Emperor seem 10 have made a di scussion on the importance of currency and Ihe need to eSlabl ish 

an Elhiopian Bank before the negoti ation between the Ethi opian and the Brili sh authoriti es on Ihe 

question o f currency was initiated. Yi'lma, commanded by hi s lmperi al Majesty, developed a 

memorandum before September 1941 and advised Ihal: 

'Ido rI,./·r-Af ,),7H1 f"'l7fifefi '" fVlJtlf') rO)":1,·tS· 
r;1"/ ·uII • 7"J1/(I{ ~OJ' :: fl1tl.f~··): fi"7117.~.~· r;,. ''·(>-/If'} 
;/J TNI f(lJ":1',,'S' ffl"')I/':: niH! utl'/'fiJl 1,/U·fI"":OJ·;J·JI :: 
,MllU ,),7/(1, .eu') JlfI",e- /',).I:T,))· JI " '1.t/. ":II-t I,I/-') 

OJ.O,7C OJ·IIT (lunlj:1I1I fJtlO)' fI"'1r:f ·!.-dorlf llC 
u o 7flff'" ') 1, '}.OS· t).eFfI"C f;" ·j-(>-/l;n fJ,)h 1I1j,'·" 
f;" "·(.A/lf,) fnlH! OJ": ./,/. r,' frPM n IH! 1,.J·''r fJ'F.lt 
1, '}.fu(!/'.efi·/· fiJ~~C7 UlJ,)'7I1·/: '} II '/doo)· :t'7? /,oYIJ'PJI:: 
fJ,}/J ·') tluo/Jtf.)· 'n rO)C'" fJJ.efl" r'flc OlCfI /'1Itf.A:JJI:: 
.eu,)fI" nlHI rI,. ·'·r.A/I"/, ,/0 "},71Jo'· tl ,/tlfi/:C ra'l :/JI 
.eunlltl "·:JI:: .eJl 'I! ')fI" 7,}/ffi· dollC(1 If';' fJ')h (N'7. 1'uo ' /' 

fiutltJ'~. n, ,)'7tl. 7/ u tJ "},71Jo'· tl "7f1.~C ~.:J"':' .eulllltl:;:JI:: 
.1: '7'/"fI" rI,/lJtlf un ,}'711)' II;" ·tr·/I·/, '1,)lI (1J1I'p' OJ/:fJJ·"1.'· 
A IC rtJlI{IJ' 'i OJ/~fI" ;; ' </7.tl. r· ') tl./.. ('0'1. II''} 7'JII'fI Atl';­
tl ·(/.I:·';· (/J/:~J fi"7.II~.tlOJ· nlHI (fJ·II'/, tl.frlll .e:/tJJI :: 

~. S· '}t) ·/fJJ· (~:h7V~ f tJtJ ,P i rAtlfl" fm'j '711 'l'i tl a'lf)'fJl")' 
(' (IJ": '/')", ffl"'}I/r: n ll(if (Iuo,,, ,ii/, dollC(1 J' II'/,uof lJtl ·:: 
tlfl"')tl. fUll I,~: 1, Y7tJ H:' f"'lJ'II'/'fI"fl7flJ' /..IICll .eu ')~. 
J'uJl ~fll ' :: r;,. ')-(>-Af 6,S";1I "/') (1.P.:fI"C tJ.e 1)tl/F~ flrfO." 'i 
/'. l lCfJ fU>II-H'''I' 1, '} 'J. 'j ilZll{IJ' ),;;:,) (''''lJ''i.:';·; } ·il)· 
unll~J' n ll·fI t)/~ l'f I ,.P. ·N: f/":; lIil l/. u /,,'/''', fIIUJ­
" 711;l"flli)- {II-II'I' IIrl"'l. Ii )-fl" IItlil.il" { 1-,tW- { f;" ,,-(>-/l-J''} 
fJ}lI fI·N:fI- '/IOJM.-/- Alltf. tJ Z uollil" /~:I - (':;:JI ;; fUll- ') 

":- Ihid .. ~-J.6. 
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/}UutM. 'f' r°7..f'II,{,tl7{f)· :J'7'7C fl'I'II" I, Pt..f?L'7 I,T'fl'!: 
hll;.J·{fN)IJ [/.;; 

Today, the Ethiopian people use the Italian paper money and 
minted coins for transactions. The rtalians taught the people 
jorcejitfly to utilize the currency. Therefore, if the Ethiopian 
government lets the people to make lise of new currency before 
they, fo rgetful of paper money with the inf/OI 1'ing Maria Theresa 
Dollar, revert to their age-old habit. the state shall be spared from 
the problem that confronted it currently. But, the establishment of 
this bank obliges the government to deposit gold or silver as a 
reserve, I suppose thaI/he Ethiopian governm ent can be borrowed 
the amount of money equivalent to the reserve from the British 
govel'llment. Seeing that this money shall be deposited in the Bank, 
I think, the British govel'llment shall be willing to lend it. 
Furthermore, as there have been 50 or 60 mi//ion /ira that the 
italian goverlllJl elll lookJi'oll1 Ethiopia alld Iral1.~terred to overseas, 
this maney could cover part a/payout jor the debt. 

Powe'.jill Governments of the world with stablefjnancial condition 
deposa a ,.eserve thaI amolln ts fa 33% of th e /0101 money they 
issue. For instance. the reserve of the Bank of England is equal to 
this percell/age. As el1lelgell! as the Ethiopian fil1ance has been, 
even a 50% reserve enables the government 10 spend mOlley al 

leas! 011 i ls basic ae /ivities. For (li is and olher undertakings 
mentioned ill this memorandulIl, 1 think it is lIecesslIf), to establish 
the Bank of Ethiopia in a short tillle. I illsist th e illlm ediate 
COl1lmellCement oIdiscussioll 0 11 the establishment oflhe Bank. fi:!8 

The Emperor and Yrlma Deressa, as the above long yet cru cial quotati on clea rl y shows, had ar 

least the idea of launching a new bank and currency as soon as poss ib le. Yflma' s suggestion 

revea ls that, except ('or the plan to borrow, there was a sense of urgency on the issue of national 

bank and cu rre ncy even before the es tabli shme nt of the ~ i ni s t ry of Fina nce in Septe mber 1941 . 

J-IOWC\T r. th is aspi ration came to fu ll realit y through strain and struggle. 

The British authorities hJd also felt J sense or urgency on the currency issue. "Among the first 

laws t.:nacted by the Briti sh Mi litary in /\pril 1941 \\'35 the definit ion of legal tt.:llckr currencies 
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compri sed Maria Theresa doll ar, the East African Shi ll ing, the Egyptian pound and the Ind ian 

Rupee, ,,629 However, the im minent shortage of decima l coins whi ch were sa id to be in great 

demand by the poorer classes in the market obliged th e Briti sh to reconsider the utili zation of 

even Ital ian notes of small val ues. The decree, therefore, proc laimed that " in order that trade 

may not be impedcd by the shortage of small change in Ethiopia until changc for dollars was 

minted, permiss ion was given fo r Italian notes and co inage of 10 lira denom inations and under to 

be used.,,63o In order to managc the financial and the cu rrency situation in Ethi op ia mainl y in 

the way thc Briti sh needcd, "the Barcley's Bank (Dominion, Co lonial and Overseas) was invited 

by th e British Government ' to open a branch in Addis Ababa to facilitate fi nancial arrangements 

for the (B riti sh) Mil itary forces by provid in g banking services and servi ng as a medium for th e 

in troduction ofa currency' . Bat·c lays was in bus iness from Ju ly I, 194 1 to April 15, 1943.,,631 As 

Ethi opian au thorities, in clud ing Yrl ma Deressa had their plan and conv iction on the need to 

cOlllmence a national cu rrency, the monetary problem remai ned un so lved in the coming few 

yea rs, Accordin gly, this "chaoti c and confused monetary envi rontl1ent cngcndered by th e 

multipli city of roreign currencies needed clearing up, and attempts at doi ng so started 

immediatel y. However, th ere was divergence between the British and Ethiopia n plans on met hod 

I I ·,632 ane approac 1, 

The Brit ish Cu rrency plan was prcpared at an interdepartmental meetin g in which the Treasury, 

th e \;Var and Foreign Offices were represented on 2 January 1942, 633 "The finali zed currency 

f,~9 Bckkadu Dl:gdl:, "The Dc\'cluPIllCIll 01', .... ... 235. 
0.,1) Draft Proclamation No.1. Currem:y. Nol Dated. I ES. 11,11 S J6l) 1. Ci -51 . 
IllI Bctcbdu. "The DC\'clopl11c llI o f. ... ·· 235. 
h-,~ Bl'fdadu Dl'!!di.:. "Thl' i\ lak in!.! or. .. ·· : 1-t. 
,,;; The note (I f ~'l ay t . 19..t I on ( : urrcncy Plan lo r f lhiopia. prepared hy Ro\\'e-Dutlon. :-Iall'd Ih:11 "the 

i\ lar ia ThtT6;1 Dollar :-. ulft'rt' d ('rom lill' grl' at dd't'l:t 1hat it \\;1:-' pral't ll:al ly a liw d \\I.:ighl o f :-. 11 \l'1'. and il:' \'alut' 
\ aried with the price (If :-il\'('r. St rl':-.:-.ing the Ill'l'd 10 h;l\l' a nc\\' mediulll of ('"change I..·~pl'cially 1'01' the C'\ll'rnal 
lr,llh: . till: \\Tlll'" :-uggc:-.ll:d 111;111111: <..''\ ll:rnal lIn\.. :->IHluld bl: sl<..'r! lng ka\ Illg Ihl: i\ lTD I\..) hl' u:->l'd IlII illll:nlal purp\..I:-I..':->. 

165 



plan was di spatched to Addi s for ratifi cation by the Ethi op ian Govern ment in April 1942 ,,,634 

Accord ing to Befekadu, the new currency would be ca lled the 'Ethiopian Pound' and 

"would be in parity with the Pound Sterling, with mill es im al subsidiary coin s of w hi ch the 

princ ipa l wou ld be a s ilver shilling, W ith major respo nsibili ties such as manufacturi ng and 

managemcnt of th e currency, a currcncy board would sit in London and would be madc up of th e 

E thi opian Ambassador and two Britons,,635 To the di sappointment of Brit ish offi cial s behind the 

plan, Eth iopian authorities, includ ing Yi'lma, decli ned to accept thc Briti sh scheme: 

On receipt of the Currellcy Plall, the Ethiopian goverllment 
expressed its disapPointment with respect to the reserve fun d to 
back the currency as well as the seat alld composition of the Board 
to which effect the Director of Finance, Lij Yilma Deressa was 
directed to write letters to Lord Rennel in Na irobi and Colonel 
StaffiJrd, the British Financial Advisor to the Emperor, Both 
lellers made references 10 the cOl/versa/ion the Emperor had wi lh 
Lord Relllle! and the laller's promise to help make available the 
backing i.e. the reserve jimd for the new currency ji'"oJ/l Rrilish 
sources as lVell as help 10 brillg about all acceptable arrangement 
abolll lhe thorny issues of the composition and sealing of the 
Board. 111 additioll, the leller to Stafford indicated the Emperor's 
agreemelillo Ihe plan, provided (lie reserve was 10 be slIpplied by 
Ihe British government, (fnd included a strong suggestion 10 have 
Ihe CO ills minted locally as 50011 as possible and 10 introduce the 
notes later. 636 

"The only other possib il ity," according to Rowe-DuIlOIl. "would be the dollar. but since there was no trade between 
Abyss inia and dollar-using count ries, thi s would be llllsuitablc. To justify this point , the writer added tll at trade 
woul d be much 1110rc directed to countries based on sterl ing (Egypt. The Sudan, Kenya, India , Paicstine and Iraq) 
and presumably with Ita lian colonies, till! currency future of which was quite um:erlai n. It was suggested tha t the 
mechanism should be a Currency Board worki ng in London, issuing notes against sterl ing, the ori gina l ste rling fun d 
no doubt being provided by a loan to the new Ethiopian Guvernment. The managcmcnt shuuld be ill the hands of 
U.K. 110minees, in associ:lIion with the Emperor's Fin'lIlciaIA<ivisor. The unit which Rowe-Dutton calted a 'Neglls' 

for l"uIlVenielll:e should bc in the neighburhuod o r I wi th a subsidiary silvc:r euin 500 fine 1/20(11 of its valLie: perhaps 

also 1/40(11 : :lnd bronze coin I/ [OOO (h of a Negus. in denominations of 1.2,5, and 10 mils, the silver coin being thus 
25 and 50 mill'. Thcre ("'ould be 250 and 500 notl'S, and ufcollrsc, larglT 'Negm' notes. Ruwc cmphasized tha tilicre 
:-.holl ll.l be no fi'\ed n:latioll!'>hip betw~cll tile "Negus" and the MT dolhll" save thaI. 10 ;t~~lIr(' an abs01\1ldy -"momh 
transition. the "Negus" should bt' giYCIl a p~rmallcnt sterling \"aluc of x-limcs the ollic ial rate for MT dollar \\ ' h~~n 

thc .schcme wuuld begin. Rowe hoped that .'\ should be 10." A Note 011 Ethiupian Currclll'Y by Ruwc-Dutton. Datcd 
t\ lay I, Il)-I I . I I ~ S.i'I.'I S, 2 10-1 . SCI.' a l ~o I·kf"l'bdu Degerc. "Thl".' i'\!1:1king or ..... I l)tJ3, 2.:5 ·26. 

I, \ ~ I3d"t'kadu, "The DeveloJ1Il11'lll of. 275. 
h\~ Ihid .. 2.t)-l-l'-l. 
t.:,. Bdi.:kadu."The ,\bking {If . .. : 27-]';-': . 
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Eth iop ia' s rejection of the Briti sh currency p lan was based on , and derived from , sound 

economi c thinking637 It gave its reactio n on the quest ions of a place where the 'Cunency Board ' 

should sit, the source of finance for the issu ing of the currency, the gradua l shift of reserve from 

sterl ing to gold, prolong the uti li zation of MTD until the new currency dri ves it out of 

circulation, partake the Ethiopian government in a decision and th e nomenclature of the 

6'R monetary unit. ., 

YHma Deressa was one of th e Et hi opian authoriti es who attempted to di sprove the politically 

driven currency proposa l of British authoriti es based on, as expected, hi s expertise in 

economics."39 Vnma's stand on thc currency issuc cons isted of three points and hi s suggcstions 

seem to have served as a maj or input for Ethiop ia 's p lan. Firstly, Vi'l ma rc futcd British 

proposition to make London the seat o f the 'Currcncy Board ' by pointing out its impracti ca lity in 

addressi ng close ly the very plausib le challenges of inflation ~nd deflati on in th e country's 

economy through fi scal policy. Obviously, a 'Currency Board' that would make its sit at Addi s 

Ababa would be much morc effective in engaging in money suppl y in linc with th e performance 

of the country's economy than a Board that would make its office in Lond on. He also referred to 

th e co mmuni cation prob lems that wou ld co nfro nt a Board at Lond on duc to th e co ns id erable 

distance between the two countri es. On top of thi s, YUma argued, th e ongoing th e Second Vv'arld 

\Var wou ld exacerbate thi s prob lem.
flow 

Secondly, Yi"lI11:l emphasized the po li tical implica tion of the minting of indigenous legal tender 

wi th the errigy of Emperor l-I aiHl SYl lasse in il. Bes ides its impl ica tion for Ethiopia's sO\'creign 

s t atll~, Yflm<l added, th e issuc of national currency especially it s sma ller denom inat ions had 

1017 BL'lCbdll. "T h~' rkn~lopn1l.'nl nf . "245. 2·-1() :ltld 2()7. 
,,;~ 8l'1(>k~ldu. "T ilL' [\ Iaking HI' ... .. : 2:>i~J9 
10\'1 "Sib K:ir:in:-.i (illday". Fohkr :-':0. 15.0~.16. NA L \ . 
lou' lhid. 
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economic utility. Final ly, he explained the apparent difficulti es that Ethiopia wou ld face as a 

result of the British control of Ethiop ian reserve as per their scheme. YUma argued, for instance, 

th at th e 100% reserve requested by the Bri tish plan, instead of the 40% proposa l by him, would 

hamper the acti vi ti es of the government and would restrain the expans ion of com merce. 

Furthermore, he referred to the illi ci t fli ght of Maria Theresa Dollar from Ethi op ia that 

eventuall y deprived th e Ethiopian government of suffiei ent money to its reserve. 641 

In hi s conclusion, YUma emphati ca ll y stressed that the beginning of money under the auspices of 

the Brit ish sc heme was a trap against th e country's sovereignty and it was good to be firm during 

th ese seasons of difficulty and trial. Th is position of Vrlma was, of course, ill fu ll agreement with 

Ethi opi a 's stan d as the research so far don e cicmonslratcs .642 1n a separate memorandu m) YYlm a 

also made note of problems related to smaller denominations and offered hi s recom mend ations. 

" Ethiopia had always been slispiciolis of Briti sh intent ions over the CO Ull try. G iven the total 

control over po li cy through th eir advisors and their heavy mil itary presence, the currency plan 

must have been perceived as th e fi nal touch on the complete absorption of th e coun try into the 

Briti sh Empire as a "protectora te' , if not as a co lony.,·643 The Et hi opian governm ent proposals, 

accordi ng to a Briti sh source, we re di ctated by nati onali sm 'un famili ar wi th the prob lems 

invo lved in the scienti fi c an d profi tabl e managemen t or a modern token currcncy, ,(,44 

As th e Ethi opian government gave its reaction to th e Currency Pl an in June 1942. in an attem pt 

"to co mpel th e Ethi opians to accede to their demand as per the original terms and condit ions. the 

Briti sh were sq ueezing the gove rnm ent \vith drastic co nseq uences on economy and soc iety, 

I,~ I Ihid 

'>I~ )3 ('(t'k:ldu Dq;t' Ii,.', 'The 0 1..·\'1,:10PI11('111 01 , .. .' . 132-276: B.:h.'kadu. "The r-.1:J king 1..11'. ": 23 -5 J: 
,,~~ Het\:bdu. "Th.: D (:n.'ltl p ll1(, 111 II I ...... 2-4-4. 
/,11 ()u;lrll....- ly EClltlOllli l..· Rq)(lr l[ frllill O(lubl..T 1 !'o l . 19-12 It) DI..'l:l:lllbl:f 31 ,I ] . FO 371 35(,12. 
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Th ey removed th e reserve of th e Maria Th eresa Doll ar in August 1942 to 1-larar. ,,645 In fa ct, prior 

to thi s date, according to sources from the Ministry o f Finance, Yllma had obta ined the 

inform ation about the smugglin g of Maria Th eresa Dollar out of Ethi opia via Gambella and 

Asmara. According to a secret lelle r addressed to him, it had been estimated that about half a 

million do llars had gone through Asmara, and probably the same quantity through Gambell a. 

The method used was by putting them in the petro l tankers and covering them with wheat646 

Y,lma notifi ed Sta fford regrettabl y that fronti er custom s posts were not yet establi shed w ith the 

result th at he and othe r authori ties o f the Mini s try of Finance were unabl e to exerci se such a 

con trol as would apprehend th e transgressors of the currcll cy.647 At th e moment, Y i'lma noted, 

order was given to establ ish toll-stations for customs tari ff at Adigrat, Adwa, Bati , Moyal e, 

Mandi , Galabat, Gambell a, Dirc Dawa and Addis Ababa. " .. x Yllma al so gavc cx pl anati on that he 

was 'arrang in g to have th e Customs Tariff promul gated so th at th e fronti er o ffic ials mi ght know 

what exactl y to co ll ect on traffic pass ing their posts and , as soon as thi s was done, coll ecti on of 

customs dues and inspecti on of merchandise passing the fronti ers would be pursued 

energeti ca ll y. ,649 The regu lati on of the Customs Tari ff was ex haus ti ve (as large as a book). 

YYlma cmphasized in th e report , and ·i t had to be drafted and trans latcd in to Am hari c wi th grea t 

(,~ 5 Strictly Confidential Economic Report by Siaffnrd . May 2 1'1 , 19 .. D. FO 371135612 : Hcfckadu, 'The 
~Iakillg (If ... ":29. 

1>",(, I suppose that Stafford was so kind to VHllla tha t he inforillcd the smuggli ng of l\ ITO out of Ethiopia by 
Ihe British nuthorit ics titclll sckl!s. F.E. Sta rford [0 Yi"lma D crcssa . 22,,,1 July. [1)42. folckr No. 0 251J1<!630 . . 5.\/. 
~·t OFED . 

(.·n Yrlma [)crcs ..... lto F. E. Sl;dlord. 22,\(1 July. 19-1 2. Folder No. 0 2592-2()JO, .~. I/' r. l0FFIJ. 
rd.' "Yii'Gii nL:ih (\ l inister L iq:ihii l Y :im iglib'a\\, giibl \\Ol'i'na yjd:iriisii b~iti'n Akuahllll y;itlliyasr~ida t'ir/ i'r" A 

Repnrt o f the i\lini .... ll) nfFin:mcC'. HamIl" I I. 193..} 1- .(' .. Folder No." 291-1- 2957, .\'.\/. ~ 1 0FFf) . 

hl'l Vi'lma Dl:n.: ....... a III F.E. Slalrllnl. 22 "" Jul~ , 1')-12, Fllkkr Nll. D2:'92-2630. 5'.11. ,\tOFEO. 
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ca re. However, for the tim e being, an abridged copy was made ready with other fin ancia l 

d d dd· · I ,650 ocuments an a 1tlona man power. 

The Ethiopian government established the State Bank of Ethi opi a in August 1942. 

"The legislation establi shing th e bank had onl y three articl es. Th e first identified the 

proclamati on as 'State Bank Proclamation of 1942 '. T he second confirmed the estab li shment of 

th e State Bank while th e third set its cap ital at one Milli on MTD whi ch shall be provided by the 

Mini stry o f F inance. ,,65 ) No legislati ve ground was la id th at would delineate its powers, duties 

and respons ib iliti es . " Furthe rmore, whil e the ban k was establi shed in late August, its governo r, 

in the person orcs. Colli er, had been appo inted a month carl ie ... ,,65' 

At thi s moment, YUma was preoccupi ed with wri ting the Charter of the State Bank of Ethi op ia 

wh il e Mr. Co lli er independen tl y prepared anoth er draft of a charter653 Notw ithsta ndi ng, the 

Charter was issued on 30'h Novcmber, 1943 w ith thc s igni turc o f $iihajii n "izaz W,ilcHi-G iorgis 

WHl da-Yohal1l'-fs, Y"fIl11 a's proclamati on can be considered as an important contribu tion to fi sca l 

centraliza tion in Ethiopia. (j54 The Charter consisted of fi ve art icles. Arti cle one endorsed that the 

C hari er endowed the State Bank of Ethi opia with lega l personality. In arti c le two it recogni zed 

the State Bank as the ba nker to the government. T he nex t arti c le invested the Bank with full 

powers to perfo rm com mercial banking in Ethi opia and abroad. The fo urth one prov ided the 

Bank with a seven-man Board or Di rectors fo r its administration. The fina l art icle dea ls with the 

detai led ru les and regulations govern ing its affairs. "The Charlcr also underlined thc fac i th at the 

(,,0 "Y{i'G:i n z~i b Minisler Liq:ibii l Yiimig~iba\\' g~ibi\\"u('rna Y:idiiriisiibiili"n Aklli.lhUIl yiimiyasr:ida zi"rzi"r" A 

Report ori lle Minislry or Finance. Dated I !illllle 11. IlJ3..f , Folder No. A 2lJ34-2957, ,S·i\!. MO FED. 

/,51 "'egoril (io::e{o. ProcJamJlion to Provide For the ESI"blishll1clll or Ihc A SWtc 8"llk. No. 1 1 or I t)..f2 
(,51 Ikfcdu Dc!.!cf'c. "The i\4akill!!. ur ... ": 3~. 
/,:1\ C.S. Collic~' 10 Yrlma Den:!'>:-;. 14th J,lnuary. I ()..f3. Folder N o. 1\515X-520X . . S,IUvIO FEO. 
h'! Yrlm,l Dere!'sa In 5.A. !...:a yc. Daled 3'.1 Sc·plember. 1 9~5. P.:rslll wi File 01" Yrlma Deress:l. 110. :-"IOFED 

Il o\\"e\"cr. i1 \\ a~ daled on /\ ugu:-t 311. 1l)~1 in Ihe g.ant tC' . \'eglll"il (,'11:('((/. Ch:lrt cr of thc Siale Han~ o f Flh inpia, 
Gl'lllTal ;-..Jnlil:c I u. I X llr (1)43. 3rd Year. Nu. 3. 
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SBE was under the Minsitry of Finance, w hich was vested wi th the power to inspect its accounts 

as well as th e proceedings and minutes of th e Board. F urthermore, the Board was required to 

b . fi . I d I h M" fF ' ,,655 Sll mit 111alle la statements an annua reports to t e 1I11 ster 0 "m3nce. 

The establishment of the State Bank and the preparati on of its C hal1er, however, did not solve 

the grave fin a ncia l problems that confronted Vilma and th e government due to th e scarcity of 

Ma ri a Theresa Doll ars. "Under the circumstances, th e Ethiopian government attempted to 

contro l the outflow of MTD. To this effect it enacted a law in September 1942, proh ibiting the 

ex port of MTD w ithout the express approval of the Director General of Fin ance .,,656 Despite 

lega l and ad mini st rat ive effort s to solve the problems related to currcncy in the coun try by th e 

Ethiop ian govern ment, the ' chaotic monetary s ituat ion ' persisted for few years. H ence, the 

Min istry of Finan ce was forced to pay the employees of the lmperi al Governm ent in EAS and 

acute shortage of smaller denominat ions troubled the country. Thi s led Yi"lma, probably out of 

anxiety, even to propose the me lting down of Ital ian Li re at thei r di sposa l and re-minting it with 

the effi gy of the emperor to al lev iate the currency cri s is .';? 

As these and other burn ing issues of publ ic linance and curre ncy rema ined unsett led till the last 

111 0nths of 1942 , ynma 's position at the Ministry was rai sed to that ofa Vice-Minister.6S11 Given 

th e responsib il ities th at Vnm3 and hi s subordinates were carrying Ollt ) the appointment was 

indeed a ti me ly decision. With regard to this. Stafford 's opin ion, as re nec led in his report of 

19' h October, 1942 to lhe Pri vate Secretary of the Emperor, sounds plaus ible. He reported thal 

the Min istry W8S 118111pered by the rae t th8t it had no Mi nist er. The Director-General or Finance , 

I," -,"egllri! Ga::Cf(/ .. ;\ PrOC I<llll:l tl ollt o Provide For the [st;l hlish IllCll t oft i1c;\ SI;>IC 13:lll k. No. 2 1 o f 1l)-I 2 
Bdckadu Dcgdc. "T he r-.. l ;lk ing o f. "36, 

1,'1. t\'C!garil Cu::ew . Procl~llllalioll No. 23 ('I f IlJ..+ 2; Bcfekadu i)egd'c. "Thc i\ l ;li';lng of. " :.1X 
1,';- "Silo ";I-in/nsi Gilt/a!''' Fokkr 1\'0. 15.0X. 1 (l .. NA L A 
h" W:i!tb Giorgi:-- W:i'ldii Yohann'ls In Yi'IIll~1 Dcrc~:--a. D~llcd Tekclllil 30. 1935. Per:--on;t1 File or Y"IIm;1 

DlTc,;;sa. 110. :-' IU FED 
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he kept on arguing, was obl iged to combine his ow n appo intment w ith th e duties of m ini ster and 

d irecto r of Finance. The absence o f a Min is ter deprived the M in istry of its full we ight in the 

Cou nc il and in the transacti on o f its bus iness . T he politica l duties of the post of M iniste r 

absorbed much the ti me of V"II ma wh ich should have been devoted to ad minist rati on and 

organi zati on, to whi ch inadequa te attention had been g iven. Sta fford remarked that thc progress 

of the M in istry w as great ly re tarded by lack of ski ll ed man power 6
' 9 

4.4. Commencing Budgeting 

W ri ting in 1967, an authority in the M inistry of Finance stated that " the preparation and 

enactment of a govern menta l budget was a com para ti vely recent innovali on in Ethiopi an 

fina nc ia l adm ini slrati on.,,660 More spec ifical ly, "budgeti ng in Eth iopi a [was] a pos t war 

phenomenon and can therefo re be considered as a novel cx pcr icncc. ,,661 As far as the concept and 

practice of ' Budgeting ' are concerned, it was an obscure and amb iguous ex peri ence in 

Ethiop ia.662 In ea rl y Jul y, 1942, rar instan ce, a publi c an nouncement in the Addis Ziimcin news 

paper in vited the interes ted pub lic to attend a publ ic Iccture by Vflm a Deressa about publi c 

fin ance at the !-Iageir FiqYr l-I a l1.663 

Durin g the firs t two years ( 194 1-3), of course, it is no t surprisi ng that it proved imposs ible 

to draw up a proper budget. Th e res to red government , in th e Bri t ish view , " began on the lSI 

Februa ry 1942 hal f way through thc Ethiop ia n year 1934 lo r which no budget was preparcd o r 

(,"'! St a rford to lhe Pri\'alc Sl:cr<:ta ry to Il is Imperial t'. lajl:sty. Dated. 19Iio Oc[ober. 19-t2, [ES. (,viS 3()9 ! . G-
51. 

tohl ' Bu [ch:l Dl' mcksn. "The Ethiopian Budget " J ()IIrl/O/ fit Elhinpioll LoH'. 4. No.2. ( 1i)()7j: .'\69. T he 19.'\[ 
COlls titution. 

/./,1 , h~d'<l I-kqcuk :lnd F~he[ u Chole. " ,\ Proli le or f-lhiopinn Ft-onomy." i'vlimeogr<lphed. (l1cpnrlllll'1l1 of 

[1.:1l110111il.:~. Addis Al~aba Unin:'rsilY. 19(7). 53 
,./,' Perham. TIle C;111'( ' I'IIIII(;I1/ of .... 200-2 16 : Chri:-.(Ophcr Clapham. 1 55-I XII: John 1\ larkaki:-. 213 -227. 
(.(,1 . [tldi, l iimiill : Sl'!lC 27. 193-t E C. 
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approved. T he Eth iop ian fi nancia l year 1935 began on Il lh September 1942. It ended twelve 

months later without a budget having been approved. The yea r 1936 began on 121h September 

1943 without the preparati on ofa detail ed budge!. ,,664 Absence of th e tradition of publi c fi nance 

and seri ous currency di ffic ult ies accou nted for th is impedi ment665 A conservati ve outlook of 

Emperor Haila Sm ase about the modern process o f public expenditure seems to havc bccn 

another fa ctor for the disalTaY in budgeting since its inception. He, fo r instance, strongly opposed 

the idea of pub lishing a budget document on the ground that " the outside worl d wou ld say ' how 

can His Maj esty be Em peror of this large country and onl y spend £ 2 mi lli on a year on his 

government?' ., .666 

Fu rth crm ore, th e weak pos iti ons o f thc Council of Mi ni sters in general and the Mini ste r o f 

Finance in part icular over the budgetary isslies compared to the Emperor 's authority were other 

drawbacks of public fi nance throughoul the imperi(l l reign. Yet, unlike some parti al and 

prej udi ced sta tements without ver ifiabl e facts in a snrdy on the Imperial Govern ment of Ethi opia , 

budgeting in Ethi opia was not an excl usive and arbit rary royal affa ir.667 This section altempts to 

situate Vn ma Deressa in Ihe ve ry origi n o f bud geti ng in Ethi opia . 

Bes id es hi s effo rt to bui ld up th e Min is try of Finance lega ll y and adm in is tratively, Vnm a lVas 

engaged acti vely in introducing the tradition of pub lic fin ance and securing fi nancial resources to 

th e restored govern ment. To this effect. he was occupi ed v'l ith , for instance, persuad ing the 

Emperor to laun ch bu dgct ing und er th e Mini slry o f Finance. working with F. E. Staffo rd 

espec iall y in translating a gu ideline prepared by the finan cial nciyiSe l". sending it out to all 

(~'"' F. F. Staford Report for the Period 1.1 ,\pri I \0 30110 Novemher. 19-D. I FS. i\ IS 360 I.G -5 1. 
10"" Pl.!r ilalll . ThL' C on'/wllt'llt oj. . .. 200 . 
"1010 i'\O\c of C(lnn::r~a l ion with 1-1 is I mpcri'll i\ lajl.:!'>ly nil X1h i\ larch 1lJ-n . '-J lh i\ lalTh. 1943 . FO :I 71,35(, 11. 
',h~ Claph;ull . J 5(1. 
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mini stri es and depa rtments d ca lling fo r the submission of th e ir budget estimates for the year 

1934 E.C. ( 194111942), and, overseein g its progress668 

Lo ng before thi s circular was sent out to the new ly form ed mini stri es and departments of the 

Ethi opi an govel11ment, nonethe less, the issue of public finance had been placed at the top in the 

list of tasks the Briti sh offi cia ls pl anned to carry out. During the liberati on campaign, for 

instance, T.R. Blachl ey, a Briti sh officer travell ed to Bun, (most probabl y from Khartoum) at the 

end of March 194 1 to di scuss matters re lated to finance wi th Emperor Hail ;; Si"II asse and 

Brigadi e r Sandford. A fter the d iscuss ion, he wrote a comm unique to the latter from Khartom 

and, proposed that 'i t may be possible to send Colonel Rodd by a ir to discuss w ith H is Majesty 

and yoursel f va ri ous question s connec ted w ith fi nance and in particular th e preparat ion of a 

budget showing estimated payments to Ethiopian authorities, privy purse, salari es of Eth iopian 

chi efs and official s, pol ice chief.~, serv ices (snch as medi ca l) over the nex t year,669 

At thi s very junct ure, according to Ethiop ian sources, a not ion as well as a pl an to begin 

budgeting was new neither to Y'llma nor to the Emperor. In one of his earli est memorandums to 

the Emperor, VU ma, even before the estab lishm ent o f the Min istry of Finance in Septcmber 

194 1, ins is ted upo n the need to commence pub li c finance in the Ethiopian Governm en t: 

l'on /,7/1-i· unfl/.j' n. ·" i 11·1l· /j un.j· 1'''7./'fltf.Cl ,Y'l:rf)· '} 
r{/J"!. '· 'lIC'lIC I/·.i?,"{f)- JIfI"flC n. -I: 6J ;'''7.'I[·(/fI ''· ,I''} 
II-Il-I- r/Jr: I,fl'/'.f':cmr/J- Iln/Hi "7. ~fl ·/.I: "N'c.,n 1,1l1/'7'r/J-:: 
I'nIH/ "7. ~fl -/'-C .P.II'} I' onfl/-/' n..r i J>'N:n"I- '} ,/n/I'I-n 

tof,~ In the archi",,:s ui'lill.: i\ i in islry or Finance (l:~pl.:cially a1 5'0/0 ,l4iiga::iill). ()Ill' l'an li nd 11ll: dran as wd l as 

the fi nal manuscrip t!' of comllluniqu0s, rncrnorandums. mi nutes . letters and prodalll<l tions. Li kcwi:;;c. dOl.:UIllCIHS 

rchHcd 10 payroll. rOYJ I tlU!hori zations of mollC'Y <1d drcssC'd 10 Yrl ma Ocrcssa p:1yabk to [h e individunl bl'l1diciarics . 
imperia l grant. budgetary and 0 11 11:1' lil1:l nciai Slalcllll:l llS of din~ rCtl l govcrmllcll 1 insti tutiu ll s afC dipu:-.ll,:d in the 
archi\"!: of 7titl/ay GTlIIg(J litil(TGR). r-. IOn] ) H-23 15: H-D 16: H 2:-; I X: H-2J 11.}:;\-1627:;\ 
162:-1:132_,20: 81321 :C23XO:A:!()-i 1 :on-J 7( Sec Appendi,,: III ):1\2(,13: r\-J6J..J :1\-262:' :A2616:C -237:-::( 
2~ 79:C2':;l':;:C2~l)':;:H-2:;27:F2665: 1\26:;6:;\ 26:-;3: n 2350: HDn(Scc ,\ppendi\: IV): F ~ M)~:BD:'I: /\:::!6J5 . 

I~·'I T .R. BI;lChk~ 10 Brigadi\:r D.i\. S:l1ld!ord. -1 111 April. ! 9-11. It-:S.\ IS. 3691.Ci-51 . 
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'hmAh'I'. ),/id.tJ2 fJAU'~ff)' /ifluhC fL '!: OJ·/i'!' 
.e/JIf,/iCfl;:/'A:: OJ.'f..{W·fl" l,mv'} OJa/,P:;: ,efl"C' n.l?"fI"{, 
unm'} flIU' ),un}' OJ·/i'f' ,},7/fl· ('<flll,OJaIOJ'") '7,ncs' 1'L 'f' 
/l.tJr ,"-h/i CbLfI"C' OJ,efl" </"}t1 u,,·/l· n·,e·,~' fiC'I'. Ilfl"hC 
fl. ·I: f'I'CfJA::f'fI"hC fl. 'I: f'oPi"oJ'"} Ah tUf}M fl'J.tJ f'nlf'fI 
" Zl/i 'I.'C /ll,M. g" /-"Lf fl.l· ,e u'} fvA nll-fl tJd.A l,f/l 
fl-t'mMoJ' Ah nllfl' ), ,}.'/./Jd.A Ill" l'FR-,r fJ'}tJ hjlf7! 
f/i,t-tJA 1-A fJ"}fI' nllfl· II, ~"Cfl" fJ,e ~"Cfl" .e/i'f.'/l'PA:: /lILV 
tJ"J!'C 7./t 'flf.·C un,},7/i}' /lfJ,}h mllf.· unhd.A ),Ilfl}':: .ev 
),I).I/',} f'tf.S·'}/i"} /-"If' Iialfl" /i1l"7.f.9'S' flILV ) ,?,I/''} 

r"7./id.A oJl/,1?" /lu" ,}'7/i}' '1·,lN: ;..e,e/lr:: 

l,'},etlU' .f~'7'l" f'UlJ"}'7/i}' '1fl. nll'fl flUlJal 'v!'c rnlfll 
uZlIJ-I;C fI'r!';:/, OJ,e l,, 'i'(hR-,r fJHJ .eAIJA::fI"S'AfJ}· 
.e 8' A 'I "fl/l " f"Nun'I 'm' '1f1, q.e 'J'f fl.4'C '1',I?"/i-/."} ('niH! 
"'l ~/i '/.'C '1"A 'I'. 'i- IIU'lIJ'/'lloJ' flflX 'Joo}· OJ'/i'l' }·C?: 
'NIC OJ,efl" 1'L'l' f/,7,'1/fl' tJ,e ,e'!'tJA :: 

A I! governmelll deparimellis are expecled 10 selld Iheir proposals 
of eSlimaled yearly expelldillire 10 Ihe Millisl,), of Fillallce IIVO 
1II01llhs before Ihe MillislI), subllliis Ihe gelleral alllllwi budgel plan 
10 the COl/neil of i\!Jillisfers. The minis/I)' argues against (he 
ul/acceptable proposals ill the COUI/cil. Theil , loUiJlg UjJ the 
expendilures of all proposals and lakil1g ill 10 cOllsideratioll tile 
0111011111 ofrel'ellue available ill Ihm fiscal year, il shall prepare Ih e 
operoll allll/wl blldgel alld SlIblllil ilia Ih e cOllllcil fiJI' appl'Oval. 
Afier Ihe COllllcil's elldorselllelll , Ihe Millisll), shal! alllhorize 
paYlllell1S for deparllllelliS ./i"O/ll Balik of Eliliopia. Th e Balik, Ihell, 
shall pay as per lhe order of the 1\4illislI)1 even in timcs when no 
governmel1t money is available. and Ihe slale shollld pay i/s debl 

wilh ils in terest. Though the iI/teres! is 01/ exIra alit lay, this 
.fInancial arrangemen t ;S I/ot detr;mellfallis such to the government 
bllsiness. 

Whenever revelllle COlli es /0 fh e l\l/illlslJ"Y. 01/ 'he olher hand, II 
shall senti Ihe //Ioney direCily 10 Ih e Balik uf' Elhiopia. 1f'lesser 
OIllO/ll!l of revel/lie ;.'1 colleCfed Ihon f/i e {fl/flcipated Slflll, the 

lvlil/islI:" shall fake care uf the arrears. Su {IS to recompense fhis. 

JloJlefheless. il shall raise IlIx alld due rol es in the nexi .Iiscal 
6-" year. 
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lnterestingly, Yi"lma referred to neither the rol e of Emperor nor the parliament in thi s budgetary 

process. Th e Engli sh ci rcular for budget est imate by S ta fford had 14 articles and Yi"lm a, w hil e 

trans lating it to Amharic, red uced them to 13 merging the final two artic les. Stafford sent the 

draft docum ent to Y ilma w ith three appendi ces w hi ch demonstrated samples of format s for 

budget preparation and a table of rates of a monthl y salary from clerks to governor-generals. 

Stafford suggested that " the estimates should be computed in Maria Th eresa Dollars.""" The 

British finan cial adviser reminded Yi"lma serious ly that "a national budget could not be prepared 

until the actua l framework of the government settled and until they knew what ministries and 

departments had to be provided for.,,672 

Stafford 's c irc ular letter and annexed sa mpl es of finance documents give, ] may say, the 

impress ion that budget was a new concept to official s of the Ethi op ian Government. Though 

sou rces at the Minis try ofFinallce arc s ilent on the practice of budgeting pri or to 1941 , however, 

th e lega l framework had already been developed in the 193 1 Consti tu tion . A rticle 55 of the 1931 

Consti tu tion , for instance, proclaimed that: 

The lalV lays dOll'l1 Ihat the receipts aIthe Goverlllllent. T,.easury q( 
Iv/wfcI'er natllre they may he, shall Ol/~V he expended in cOI!/onlliry 
wilh fhe anllual hudge! fixing the SIIIIlS 10 be 0/ the di5posilioll of 
each minisoy. The anllual budget shall be ./i·mlled 011 the basis 
proposed by the !vlinl.':;,ry of Finance during deNberotiol15 ill the 

1> 71 The rates of salary we re divided into three classes for each position. Thc a illount u f paYllle nt for 1 '1 . 2nd 

;Jnd 3 'J class governor-generals were n:spcctivcly i'vITD IOOU. 7S0, and SUO. For the first two cl:ls.,es of Direetor­
Gellerals fvlTD 500 and 375: lor Geller:ll Sccretary. t'vlTD 200 .1 50 Jild 100: lor trea surers. MTD 150.11 0.75 : lor 
chief departlllenl uITiCl.::rs. ivlTD 100-120.70 and 50: for chief clerks. MTD RO .oO,.l5 : fur chid <tCl uuntants. MTD 
fW.oO .45: for clerks :lccording to qll:llifica ti ons. I'-ITD 2.5-4.5.5--15 and 25--1 0. F. E. Swrtord to Yi'lna [)crcs:-.a. IS IIl 

Scptcmber. 19-11 . JES. MS 3691. (i -51 Jilthc list ul"lhc 37t'lllployees <lIthe he:ld oriice urlhe Min ist ryuf Fi mtnce. 
the first clas~ ~;t lary rate \\ ' <I~ insl:lllcd. Scc YYlllla J)t;rc~sa 10 Cr:ibrii i\.llari;nn !\l1liintc. Ti"qi"11l1. 14.IY34. j-·.( ·.Folder 
Nu. 8-231-1. TG8 . MOFED. 

(72 FY. Starfurd tu Ydlna Deress;1. IS ,h St'P1Cllllk'r. 19.11. [ES. ~ I S .1691. (i-.51 
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Chamber of Dulies alld ill the Sell ate, whose resolutiolls shall be 
submilled/iJr th e approval oIthe Emperor. 673 

That being the lega l framework, in the period between the proclamati on of the 1931 Constitution 

and the Hali an in vasion in ] 935, no source in thc archives of the M ini stry o f Finance impli es, Ic[ 

alone testifi es, the practice of budgeting in Ethiopia in a true sense of the tenn. Nevel1heless, 

Emperor Hai la Si'li asse attempted to introduce the tradition of public finance in some 

prOVIIlces,674 

Concerning the budgct year, Stafford also suggested in his circu lar letter that it could run from I" 

July to 30'h June. As it was recommended in the c ircu lar, " the Ethiopia n Government woul d 

(,7J "This provision" , BuICi] Diimtiqsa wrote, "presumably was the constitutional b<lsis for the budgets for 
1945 and 1946. alt hough not fo r the budget pub lished as a Mi niste rial Notice ro r 1953. The 1931 Const itut ion was 
superseded in 1955 by the Rev ised Cons tituti on. The provisions of the new Consti tution rclatinc di rect ly to Ihe 
budget arc Art icle 114·1 IS," BuJcha Dcmcksn. " The Ethiopian Budge!..": 370. The relatively elaborate provisions 
arc the following: Article 114. None of tile public revenues shall be expendcd, cxcept as authorized by law. Art icle 
115 . The fiscal year shn ll be fixed by speciallnw. The Council o f Ministers sha ll . each yen r. with the approva l afthe 
Emperor, and in acwrdanee with the requi rements aftlle law, presen t to Il arliame l1 t a draft of law far the approval of 
the budget of the follow ing year, which budget shall accolllp,tIly thc sa id drati of law. Articlc 11 6. Each of the 
Chambers of Par liarncl1l shall exami ne the sa id budget in detail and vo te on item by it em. Parliamen t shall , unde r no 
circ lLmstances. increase the total SUIll se t down in the budget for expend itures. The al lowance far unforeseen 
expenses in the said budgct shall be lixed by Parliamenl. Parliamcn t shall complelc the budget vote lo r subm ission 
to the Emperor at least one month before the beginning of the new liscal yea r. An iele 117. If the draft of law 
prescn ted. as provided in Article 116. has not been approved by Parliament and proclaimed as law bcJ"ore the 
beginning of the new fiscal year, the budget of the previous yea r shal l continue in force un til II new budget law has 
becn proei<lilllcd. Articlc 11 8. Ifndditional funds are urgently required in the coursc or any li sea l year the ivlini stcr 
or the Ministers conce rned, shal1 present a supplc mcntary budgct lo the Counc il of" Ministe rs, who, with the approval 
of the Emperor, may present an approp riate draft of law to the Chamber of Deputies. The Reviseu Const it ution or 
[955. 

/,H In his study on the evolution of land tenure in Ethiopia. Shili:'raw (1995. 101) has clearly indicated how 
the Sovereign had planned and made an cHort to implement public linance before the Italian inv;Jsia ll . Quoting the 
Emperor( I-lailii Si"lIasst5. 1965. 54). he has given an in-depth analysis on the aboli ti on or si"rlf ·· It had remaincd 
cus tomary in Ethiopia lor all provincial governors to be military chiefs . but there wen! no civilian rulers. Therd o re 
it was not the custom for the whole count ry to be under the authori ty of the govcrnment and to all()c~lte taxes. 
collL'cted by the ci vilian ol"licials. to the ,lI"Iny <md 1"or other govc rnmenl busincss. but the guvcrnors uscd tu p~l l 

"oldiers through their In\'11 officers ami to give thcm quarters in their govcrnoraIcs. As we wcre unca."y "bout 
abol ishing all at once lhis clistom which had persisted lo r a long lime. thinking that it might provokc distu rbances in 
the country. we arranged to demonstrate Ihi s Illode ol"proc .... durc .uul to Illake it acceptable in :--Iow stages by placing 
under the authority of' th .... (cent ral ) go\ernmcnt [he districts or .Iijiga. Tehartcher. Hak. Wel1cga. Sayo and .Iil11111a: 
and \\"e also sa\\ [oj it. a:; an in:'trtK[iVt' \;·'\ampk. that n:\enues b .... ;Ipplied to [he e'\penditure un tht' army and tHhcr 
gO\"1.~rnmc1H bu:--ine:.-".·· Ibib Si"lla,,:-~ (Fmp("ror). 1-li)·H·ii/~11II }'/i-FIi:ropio /,.mi{l.tI \'01. I (;\ddis Ah;lha: 1l)65 . . F.C). 
5 .. L 
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begin to funct ion properl y as such from the first November 1941.,,675 It is important to mention 

here that "prior to enactment of the Fiscal Year Proc lamat ion in 1959 (No. 162), the Ethi opian 

budgetary was the Ethi opian calendar year (September I I). Under the Fisca l Year Proclamation, 

a fi scal year co mm encing on 81h Jul y (Hamlc I E.C.) of the Gregorian ca lendar was adopted .,,676 

Despi te the efforts at th e Ministry of Finance to rece ive budget estimates at the beginn ing of 

November 194 1 from the various govern ment departments, due to differen t inconvi niences, the 

deadline for the submiss ion of estimated budget was ex tended to mid-January 19426 77 Still 

unabl e to meet the time limit again, by th e end of May 1942, onl y "8 of the 13 est imates ca ll ed 

for had been received. As it was decided to all ow ministries [to request whatever amount they 

needed] , instead of rati oning th e avai lable mill ion among th em, it was obvioLis th at th e total of 

the estimates woul d come to Illll c h more than twice th e agreed maXil1111Ill. ,,67X Yi'lm a, unlik e th e 2 

milli on pound budget estimate done by the British authoriti es, had already suggested 3n 

app rox imately a 4.24 million pound or 44.58 million MTD annual budget estimate"79 

Obvious ly, securing a financia l source was a burning isslie for the newly establi shed governm en t 

of Ethiopia. Like its military assistance in the liberation campaign, it was the Briti sh govern ment 

whi ch suppl ied the resource"'o Given it s decisive rol e in Ethiopian po liti cs, the Briti sh co ntro l 

over the governm ent finance and th e CO Ull try 's sec urit y was li ght. 6S
! General Sir Phi lip Mitchell , 

1,7~ Starford assumed thai Ihe period for the fU1H:tiuning or Ihc Eth iopian gowrnmen t begu ll on Iht.: day 
whct1l hc fisca l year embarkt'd on. F.r. . Stafford 10 Y'llma Dcrcssa. I Slh St·ptcmhcr. 1941. l r::S. i\ IS 3691. G-S I. 

I.~/' Bulcha Dcmdsa. "The Elhio piall l3udgel.":369.: Sla nord to Pri v at~ Secretary to Ili s Irnperi.d Maj es lY. 
Rcp ori on tllc Ministry of Finanec( I ,I Februa ry . 19_L~_30Ih September. 1941) 19 1h October. 19-12. [ES. i\ IS 3(1) I. G-

51. 
"n Yi'11l1:t J)c rcssa. HII[;i! )'iilllisiimbiili'1/ AkIlOJII/(tJ/ rtiJlII)'aSrl'{lt/o .\fall/ii/klka. NO! Datcd. Folder No. A 

2934-295 7. 5.\/. MOI·T D. 
(. - ~ StanlJrd 10 Pri";ltc Secrela ry to Hi s Imperia l Majesty. I{eporl Oil the Ministry o r Fillalll'c( 1'1 Fehruary . 

11)-I2_~{Jlh Septcmhcr. 1')-12 ) 191h OClOhc r. 19-12. I FS. i\ 1 S :l61) I . G -SI . 
/,-' 1 Yi'IIll:1 Dl:rt:."sa \() St:dli.lrd. 2~ 'h Dl'l'l·mber. 19-1 1. I I::: S.:-' 1 S 3691.G-5J 
,,~h r he Anglo-J; thiopian /\gn::L'll1t'lli of 3 1,1 .1alluar~ 19-12 . /\ddi~ .\h:lh:l. 31 .1 01' '!:lllua ry 19-12. 
"~I :-' Iarcus. The PnJifi('.\ ()j .. . I~ . 
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Chief of Occupied Enemy Territory Admini stration, "even wanted London to control all 

taxa ti on and pub li c expenditure, to have justi ce adm inistered by British officers, and to 

keep the Ethiopian army subj ect to W ar Office command .,,682 As Harold Marcus remarked 

Hail e Sell assie was in fac t an emperor among his people, but he was not yet rul c r in Addi s 

Ababa a capita l occupied in April 1941 by thc Bri tish who had immediatel y establi shed a 

m ilitary government for what they considered ' Oecupicd Enemy Territory Adm ini startion ,."RJ 

"The prom inent role that the B ritish played in the process of liberation, for thci r own globa l 

strategic reasons, gave them a posi tion of asccndancy in Ethiopia."·'· In conncction with this, 

need less to say, the major monetary sou rce for the Ethi opian authorities, both in the course of the 

liberati on campaign and in the very restorat ion o f the Imperi a l Government of Ethiopi a, was th e 

Bri t ish aclm in istra ti ol1. 685 

In ord er to re-establ ish the adm ini stration of the Ethiop ian govern ment, the Unit ed Kingdom 

offercd a sum tota l of £ 3,250, 000 fo r four years.·"" Th e grant was d iv ided into four insta ll ments 

in such amou nts as £ 1,500,000, £ 1,000,000, £ 500,000 and £ 250,000 to cover part of the 

budget ex penditures in the years 1942. 1943, 1944 an d 1945 respecti vely687 Accordi ng to this 

6~2 Ibid .. 10 
(,x) Ihid" 8. 10. 
(,~.I l3ahru, A I-lis/OIY ol .. " 179. 
(,~5 Note on Fthiopian Govcrnmcni Finance by Bri cadil'l" Sandford . 2nd J<lIl11ary. 194 2. I ES, M S 369 1 ,G·5 I 
6$(, Ihid. ~ 

(,:-:7 T hi s was bter on incl uded in the 1942 Anglo-[Ihio pi an Agreement (Anic lc 4/a). According [0 the 

agre~mcn l. "payments woul d be Illade in quart!.!rl y instal lmen ts in advance. The subseq uen t (CrlllS UtH.k r Art icle ..J 
arc (he following : 4(b) I lis i\bjes(y [he Emperor agrees for hi s pan (h ,1I thi s gra nt shal l ahsolve the 
Go\,cnlmt;nt o r tht; United Kin gdom li·olll any paymt;nts. in respL'l' t of the use o f immovable property or tile 
Ethiopi:m State wh ich may be required by the Bri ti sh forces in Ethiopia during the W:IL ~ (c) lli s Majes ty the 
Elll pl!rOr agrees that the re shall be the dosest eo -opcrat ion betwcen the Ethiopian authurities and hi s British 
Advisor. to be appo intcd in accoroal1l:e wi th ;-\niclc 2 (a). r!..'garlii ng public expenditure. -I(d ) In order to 
1:lci li t:1tl' the ;Jbsorption in to Ethiop ian economy o r thc funds 10 be providcd unck-r paragr;Jph (n) nbo\·c. and 
tu prulllot1..' Ihl.! ear l ~ re~1l1llp( i un ur (rade bl'(\\ ... .'L'n Ethiopia and the surruund ing tL'rrituril's. I lis i\ lajl':-.I)' I he 
rmpl'ror ;tgrccs Ilwt in all maHers relating 10 currency in r: lhinpi;J Ihl' uO\'(,rr1111e1l1 ('Ifl he Uni[,:d Kingdom 
:-.hall hl.' consul!l.!d allli Ihal arr<1n!.!l.'lllenIS clllKl'rninw. il sh,,11 bl.' made only Wilh Ihe COnClLITl.'JKL' or Ihat 
CiO\'1..'rtl111l'nc·· The ;\nglo- I~thi()pian ~\grl.'elll('nt o f :1 1 ,( .r~nu :IIY 1942. /\ddis Aha';a . J 1 ,( of .Ianuary 19-1 2. ·'"1 hough 
Fthlupi;\ had gained illlPLlr\:II1! tre;ny n.:ct1gllilioll alld a~~ist ;tllce . 11~lilr.: Sellas:;ie was illilr.:I-':lltl y dl!'>:-':III~lil'd 
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allocati on, the total amount for the 1942 (1934 E.C.) budget was £ 1,500,000 plus an extra £ 

500,000 fund expended on ex traordi nary items. ln hi s letter to Yi"lma Deressa, Co lonel F.E. 

Stafford argued that " the foreseen annual revenue of Ethi opia at th e time was onl y £ 1,250,000 

and the £ 2 milli on total was considerabl y more than thi s.,,688 Under wise admini stration, 

however, the revenue would increase and there would undoubtedly be a substantial saving on the 

approved estimate. As a result, Stafford considered that the figure (£ 2 milli on) to be a prudent 

' firs t shot ' . According to his proposed fi nancial all otment, " the extra half milli on pound was 

a ll ocated for settlement of patriots and restoration of damagc(£ 225 ,000), restoring and 

furn ishi ng governm ent bui ldings(£ 75,000), rewards to chiefs and patriots (£ 125 ,000)and 

special road works (£ 75,000). ,,689 

However, according to Yi"lma's plain assessment, the overall revenue probabl y fo r the year 

194 111 942 would not exceed 20 mi ll ion Maria Theresa dollars. Considering both the I ta lian 

expenditure during the occupation peri od and the es ti mat ion by the Brit ish fin ancia l adviser, 

nlma al so made hi s rough guess th at the annual ex pendit ure amounted to 35 mil li on Maria 

Theresa doll ars. Whi le the newly prepared pub lic fina nce showed a cons iderab le budget defic it. 

he emphasized , the revenue Ollt of the land lax proclaim ed in November 1941 was not supposed 

to address the financial prob lcm.(i90 

Th e agreement 011 the amount o f total expend iture (£2 ,000,000) was reached aner slIccess ive 

di sc liss ions and debates in which th e Emperor and Vnlll<l Deressa ac tively participated. 

wi th [il e Jgrccmc l1[ 's Ck'lll l'll nillg lOll C'. the Br it ish presence 011 Eth iopian territory. fi nd \\ 'jlh London's cont rol 
uv.: r !inance.·· 1\ larclis. The Prdific.'i or .. , 12 . 

688 F.E. Stamml to Yi"lma I kr0 ~s;L 22 ",1 Ikccmhcr . 194 1.1 ES. i\ IS .l69 1.Ci-51 
hS'I Ihid. 

Mil \ Iost I lkd~, this ('stimatc \\:ts mad\'" lk' !l lrc 2:-; lh Decemb.:r. 19-11 becallS': Yi"1m:l pn:sented:t detaikd 
e..,titnatc ofrc\ enuc and c'\pcndiHtfe with different figurc:- li'om thiS 011': . Yi"lm:t Ol: r"::-sa to th.: COIIIKil ()f \linistcrs. 
~Ilt dall'tl. Folder f\:ll .. -\ 293-t -29:' 7 . . S· \/. \ 1() FH). 
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Sometime in the beginn ing of Ma y 1941, Emperor I-I ailii SUl ass'; asked Brigad ier Maurice S. 

Lush, th e Deputy Chief Politi ca l Officer, for an estimate of Italian capital expendi twe in Ethi op ia 

and Lush submitted a note prepared by Lt-Colonel F.E. Stafford, Deputy Financial Adviser. 

Based on the estimation , within four years, "about £ 63 milli on was spent on capital works in 

E I · . ..69 ) 
t 110pla. 

Emperor Hai la Si"IIasse and YUma Deressa met Brigadier Sandford (advi ser at the Mini stry of 

Interior) and Lt. Colonel Stafford (Mini stry of Finance) in late December 194 1 to di scuss th e 

amount of the initial budget. Despite his presence in the di scussion, noth ing is reported about 

y,lma in the documen t. It was the Empcror who opened the conversation by reminding the 

Briti sh adv isers about the average annu al Hmount of money (£ 17 million) the Itali ans had spent 

in Ethi opia . The Deputy Financia l Adviser em phasizcd that thc amount of expenditure dcpcnd cd 

on the amount o f revenue that cou ld be generated from the country whi ch, according to th eir 

assessment, was much less than £ 2 mi ll ion (£ 1,250,000) 692 The emperor made note of how th e 

revenue estima te did not consider the possible in come frol11 provinces and how it was also 

a ffec ted by the lVar. Furthermore, he made the poin t that one Illust consider not onl y the financial 

bu t also th e soc ial pos it ion of the count ry, and that the wa r menta li ty ex istin g at that ti me made it 

mo rc diffi cult to get th e peopl e to accep t retrenchment, and for polili cal reasons th e newly 

estab li shed Ethi opian government might havc to cxpend more. On th e co ntrary, Co lonel Stnflorcl 

stressed that over-expenditu re woul d onl y mean a rise of pri ces of goods in the country. He very 

/-'11 OI..']1U!), Chief Political Officl'r [0 r:mpI,.'ror Ilaik' S\'.'lla~:-l'. :20 i'vlay. IlJ-ll. II:S .. i\ IS. ~6l) I.G·S1. (This 
kUI..'1" \\as :'1,,'111 In lill! elllpt'rOr ~it!ned by I3 I:H:hky ill lil..'U or I3rig:ldil'r 1'- 1.5. Lush): Rl'Cl.Jrd ora C\Hl\ ' l'rs:lli~)IJ wilh hi.s 
I\lajl' .... [y. ~~ I ~ ..J I . ..J I WS.\IS J691.( i-.51. 

/,'1:' Rt:cnrd D r :l CUIl\ 'LT:-'<lIILlll \\ jill hiS ;\lajI'QY. 11 12 -II. -t 1 IE5.\15 3(191 .G-:" 1. 
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strongly advised tha t even if the Em peror thought that more money shou ld be a ll ocated for some 

items he should confine the tota l expend iture with in two mi lli on pounds69J 

Few days after th e conversation, Ydma Denissa sent a Ictter to Colonel Stafford in rcsponse to 

the latter's memo on the list of budget fo r 1934 E.C694 Reminding Stafford that he suggested 

the sum of £ 1,790,000 as a total budget which the E thiopian Govemment could spend during th e 

budget year ( 1934 E.C. ), Ydma commented on the exclus ion of allocation for the Civil Li st, the 

Mini stry of Fore ign Affa irs, and the Mini s llY o f Comm erce from the budget li st. Having 

compared the lis t of expenditure wh ich Staffo rd had forwarded with the one Yi"lma hi mself had 

prepared various d iscussions wi th [hc heads of departm cnts, Ydma remarkcd that the prov isions 

made in th e estim ate of Sta fford for provincial administration , stationary, police, pri son and 

education were fa r 100 small. 

Education, accord ing to Y"II ma, was another matter which required seriolls consideration . H e 

emphasized that he had di scussed th e matte r with the Mini s ter of Education and pointed out th at 

a spec ial expend iture on educa tion fo r the chil dren of ex -s laves wo uld be necessary. In additi on 

to thi s, there was the problem of ad ult training fo r the new civ il service. Unl ess thi s scheme of 

tra ining was implemented, illi teracy would hamper seriously th e good working of th e 

acil11i nistralion.695 Bes id es , Y"II1l13 insisted th at allocati on had 10 be made for th e Min istry of 

Interior itself. In attachment to his leiter, ynma had suggested. contrary 10 Sta fford 's budget 

estimate, a total o f £ 4,246,425 or MT 5) 44,587,462.50 for the yea r 696 III a l1utshe ll , though 

(>').1 Record Or.l COllvcrs;l1iOll wi lll Ilis MajeslY Emperor H:lilU Srllass~. 22112/41. 41 II:: S, MS 369 I.G-51. 
Io'.l~ Yi"IIll:l Dcrl:ssa 10 SJafford, 2S-12-41., [[S, M S 3(191 ,G-51. 
10'15 It is inleresling lu nule here lilal ill lall' 1942.. based on Ille decision ofa commillee. abolll 95 soldier:. 

were lran~rerrcd from Ihl.' Finance Pol icc Ol'panmen[ 10 [he i\ linislry of War due 10 Iheir il li [cracy. Chiefof Finance 
Pulice 10 Ihe Mini~ll") llf FinalH:t'. dalt'd l!Yd,lr 1 <). ]93:'. Foldl' r No. C -.::!3 7:-: , TGB. :'-. IOFED. 

",j~, T llfIugh r cnuldn'[ find S[;lIlnnl":- kiter \() Ydma dated I.::! !h Dl'cembcr. 1941 in whil'll h..: ~lIgg(':-lcd Ihl' 

"'lIm tlf l 1.790.000. III IllS llll'llW :IlkI' Il'll day .... 11lL" :Ilki:-.n slIggl'st..:d :111 appw.\;mah: blldgl: l l:~llmall: [ll t.: 1.79 \\;111 
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Yi"lma was said to be very criti ca l of excess ex penditure on the military sector tlu'oughout hi s 

government service,697 the matter of security and administrati ve centrali zation seems to have 

been a pertinent questi on as far as Vrlma's estimation is concerned. Here, more than 540/0 of the 

total budget, according to his calculation, wou ld go to the Minis try oflnt eri or and the Minis try of 

War. 

Wh en we look at Yi'lm a ' s j ustifi cati ons for hi s budget estim ate aga inst th e proposa l by the 

Briti sh authoriti es, he a lso poin ted out that th ere were a large number of fami li es in E thi opia 

who had lost th e ir members in serv ice to the government during the war. "Famili es of the 

deceased men wou ld natu rally claim pension from the sta te and the government would be 

mora ll y and politicall y bo und not to reject thi s c la im ,""9' 

In agreement w ith Stafford on the in fl ationary effect of a larger capital expenditure than 

£500,000 , YUma thought that th ere were a number of fa ctori es essenti al to th e life of the peopl e 

(spec iall y at the time of war when import was very rest ri cted); unless these industries were 

capi tal ized and looked after, not onl y would th e essenti a l co mill oditi es be abse nt frolll th e 

market, but th e machines would themselves ra il out or use, In addit ion , a large nUlllber of people, 

w hose livelihood depended upon these industri es, would be un employed . As it was, the 

Ethiopian Government, with its finan cia l capac ity, could not hope to give employment to 

an ythi ng like wh at the Italians had do ne, and. Y-,-lllla proposed , the po litical and soc ia l 

a dcwil allocations: For Civil List £ 150.000; Printin g. and Stationery. ( 15.000 : Policl.:. £ 150.000: Pri sons. 
C20.000:St:crdar ial. ( 10.000: Provincial Admin istra1ion ( 380.000:Finann.: and C Oll1llle r l.:l.;:. l I OO.OOO:Judicial and 
LegaL ( 50,000: Education (--15.000; Agriculture £ 20.000: Medical ( 150.000: Vch:rinary. Surveying ;111(\ ( icology. 
( 25.000; Posts and Telegraphs ( 60.000: Rmu.ls. f 175.000: Army ( 600.000: Grams luI' ~ l u lli ci paliti cs and uther 
Sub\(:nti(ln~. ( 100.000. Thi~ subtotal givc~ us £ 2.050,000 and plus co~t~ of British Advisl'rs (t: 75. 000) the SUIll 

Iota I would become £ 2.125.000. Y i"1m<l Dcr0ss<l to St:lfTord. dated 2X -1 1-41 .. I[ S.~ l S J()t)I,G-5 1. 
(,'J ' Yi'llll<l 1)~I·';,..;sa, "SYk T'imYrt pYrogra1llYna polisi", S:in(' II, 1917, Folder No. A 60--12'0070, S',\/, 

~IOF 1 ·. J) : "Yj ·g;in7;ih t.l inislcr s'd:i 11)5 7 A},t. Yj Fillan~'illa Yjhjg:i t hl111l'ta j:il11ini:--'ll'oc mikir I1l'l Y .1qiirhiiw 
~laSla\\;i":'~t". Fik Nll . I-l5, Fllldl'r No. 61 , 1.2J.9~. J\'ALAln lurmants: l3u]L'a O:illl:iqsa. 'Lidla T:isholll~i and Solia 
Yi'lllla. 
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consequence of an unemployment had not to be underestimated at suc h a difficult time (as earl y 

I 940s). 

Furthermore, whil e making considerabl e effort to cut down expenditure and to balance the 

budget, ynma argued, the Briti sh authorities shou ld not lose sight of the fact that too much 

restriction of expenditure might lead to impossibility of building an effective admin istrative 

stmcture wh ich , in the long run would be the on ly good road to economi c wellbei ngy. YUma 

underlined the fact that the 1110St important reason for the Ethiopian Government to request 

financia l aid from th e Government of the United K ingdo m was to achieve thi s objecti ve. Despite 

Yi'lma's and the Emperor's incessan t request, finally , the financial aid to cover the first budget 

was limited to £ two mill ion.699 Here, to place Y'dma 's proposals and efforts within the hi stori cal 

context o f regard to publi c finan ce in Ethiopia , a few words about the earli es t budgets of the 

country is in order. 

Though d ifficu lt to find out the actua l figures of expenditu re for the year 194 1142( 1934 E.C.) , 

quoting thc Ethiopian Memorallda , Ma rgery Pe rham (1965) g ives about MTD 11,940,000.'00 

David Talbot (1955) sta tes that Eth $ 12,047 ,000 was allocated for the annua l budget of the 

government fo r the sa me year70 1 Unlike for the year 1934 E.C. , both foreign an d locally 

generated sources revea l relati ve ly detailed information abollt the expen diture for the year 

I 942/43( 1935 E.C.) . In my research, I ca me across different figures about the 1935 E. C. budget. 

To begin with, the published dat a show thai Ihe actua l expend iture \Va s MTD 25.223, 588 agai nst . 
the estimated MT D 24. 642. 822. In that rrscal yea ,.. th e annual actual revenue was MT D 27 . 

154.413against the estimated reven ue or MTD 23, 291,090. or Ihi s 101al revenue . fort y-eight 

t, 'J'! T hl' Allg lo-Fthiopiatl l\ gl"l'(""111eI11 nr3 t ,I J atlllar ~1 )1)-1 2. Addis Ah;lha. ~ ) ,( orJallll<lrY I ()-I 2. 
~( III Perhaill . TilL' COl·alllllell! oj ... 20 I 

- 1(1 D<lyid Ahner T'llhOi . I-Illile SI'/IIXS/I' I Sih·er .f1l1l;/1'£' (The II <lgUL': \\'. P . \ ';11l Slocklll11 8.: Zoon. Publi .. ,hcr:-.. 
195.5).2U7. 
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percent was prov ided by the Briti sh subventi on.702 Thi s amounted to MTD 11 , 180,000 

(approx im ately £ 1,064,762). S tafford's fi gures, however, di verge s light ly from thi s. He reported 

that th e ac tual expenditure was MTD 23 ,635 ,552 aga inst the estimat ed MTD 24,642, 822.703 

About $ 23 ,29 1,590 was ex pected to be coll ected and, acco rd ing to Sta fford 's figures, th e 

Min istry cou ld rea ll y co ll ect MTD 24, 683, 177. Another summarized calcu lat ion gives us only a 

one page register of est imated ex penditure simil ar to the above figu re (MTD 24 ,642, 822). 704 

However, Ethi opian records of a later peri od on th e 1935 E.C. budget dev iate from thi s to some 

extent. Accord ing to the report of the office of the Chi e f Treasury of th e Mini stry of Finance, the 

actua l revenue and expenditure for the year were 27,399,002 and MTD 27, 709 , 164 respecti ve ly. 

Of the tota l revenue o f th e fi sca l year, $ 1 1,250,000 (approx imately £ 1,07 1,428) was a grant from 

th e Bri tish Govern ment. 705 The amount paid was a bit more than the fix ed sum for the year 1943 

(£ 1,000,000) .'06 Talbot (1955) gives li S again a d iffere nt figure (Eth $ 2) ,095 ,000) in Ethiopian 

currency, though such a currency d idn ' t ex ist in 1935 E.C. 707 

As to th e Bri tish aid, docum ents in the M ini stry of Finance show that Ydma, on behal f of Hi s 

Imperia l Maj esty, rece ived £ 125,000 on 16'10 Fcbruary under th e Ang lo-Ethi opi an Agreement o f 

3 1" January 1942 the money allocated to top the budget s in ce I" February, 1942.'0' At the 

begin ning of the month , Yi"l m3 received £ 100,000 anci ass ured the Briti sh autho rit ies that the 

Et hi opia n Govern me nt would accept full responsibl y for all liab il iti es incurred by th e Bri ti sh 

Milita ry Authori ties in Et hi opia from their ent ry into the country until the date orlhe signature of 

71'~ Ibid 
' 111 Report by F i n a llci~ 1 A(h'i sl~ r It)!" Ihl' P.::riod I -I A pril 10 30th No\"cmbc l". 194.,. I[S. 1\ 15 3(lYI.G-51: 
~I~I Summary of Expl'ndi lur..:. Fo lde r No. n 1321. TGB . i\ IOFED. 
1 ,,~ Ch iL' rTrc; l.~tm.'r 10 l1ire<':lor Gene !".,!. T 'lhsas . I (). 1917 r: .c.. Folde r N0. 1\ 53 77 · 5-1 4(, . S·;\!. i\IOFFD. 
~1If'T hl' :-\ 1l ~lu·ElhLllp iall A.:;rL'l'lllclll of 31 ··l Janua ry 19--1 .1. Addis. \ bab,!. J I ,l o r January 19-1 2. 
-II ' T,llhol, .107. 
~II ~ Yi·lma D~rL:ssa It) Philip I\ lilchl'll. 1 h lh Fl'lmJa ry. 1<)-1 2. Folder NtJ. J) 17X.1-1 ~·IJ . . ~"'\I . ,\'IO FE D. 
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the Agreement, in respect of salari es, wages or payment fo r services rendered by the Bri tish 

personnel to th e provincial admini strati on of th e country709 

Exactly a month later ( 16'" March, 1942) Yrlma reccived from R.G. Howc 5,000,000 East 

Afri can Shil lings. These two grants seem to have represented the first instailment7 10 On 24'" 

Jun e, 1942 he received 7,500,000 East Afri can Shillings as a second installment of the grant. 71 I 

On 14'h August, 1942, Yrlma confi rmed the rece ipt of anoth er 7,500,000 East African Shilling 

representing the th ird insta ll ment. 7I
' If British financial aid was given in such intervals, 

"allocations of budget were made upon a monthl y basis to th e departments,,713 of the Imperi al 

Governmcnt of Eth iopia. 

In spite of considerab le help from the Bri ti sh, it cannot be concluded th at Eth iopi a lVas 

co mplete ly at th e mercy of th e European grant. The Em pe ror, Vilma and other authoriti es tried 

th eir best to secu re additi onal sources of revenu e. In co nn ection with this, the business dea l with 

the British auth orities to ex port whea l and oth er cereals to the Middl e East was an importa nt 

source for wh ich Yilma exerted his indi vidua l effort. It is obv ious that "given the ongoing war, 

demand was high rar all primary products, but particul arl y ra r wheat an d ot her cereals in 

short suppl y in the Middle East.· ,m 

Y'dma. like Makoni"n l-I abta- vVal d- thc then Minister of COllllllerce, was an acti ve parti cipan t in 

an ccono mic confc rencc hcld in Addi s Ababa on April I. 19-12. This confcrencc was in iti atcd by 

-"'1 Y"t"IIll:l lJerrssa to Philip t\ litchcll. Dated -1111 February. 19-11. Folder No. [) 1 782 ~ 1 R-I ~, t Il. MOFEf). 
71 11 Lette r or l:OlIlirll1<1tion by Yi'lI1l:l Dcr0ssa. Dated I(J III i\ larch. 19-12. Folder No. D 17:-:1-I X"' 3, 5,\1. 

~I O FE IJ . 

-II Le[[ (T or conli rll l<l lio ll by YYI I11~ D0 r~ ss~ . D~ted 2 ... 111 
J lIIll'. 194 2. Folder No. D 17}<:1-I X43. 5,\ 1. 

~IOFED. 

I~ Lclle r or confi rmation by YYlI11~ Dcr~~ .... ~. Dated l-1lh ' \ lIglisL 10-12. Folder No . [) 1 7X2- I X4 ~ . . ~, \ I. 
~ I OF[D. 

ill Perham. The (iU\'( ' rl/IJIL' II! (1/ ... ~oo . 
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His Imperial Maj esty and some seventeen British as we ll as Ethiopian authoriti es were 

participated on its three ensuing sess ions. 715 One of the obj ec ts of the conference was " the 

examination o f Ethiopia ' s contribution to the war effort and the export of grain s to the Midd le 

East."Jl6 Rai sing th e question of the balance of trade, Y,-Ima argued, if the governm ent were to 

be successful in their efforts to promote cx ports of cereals and imports were cons iderably 

restricted 'owing to the di fficulti es in obtaining shipping space and other transportation 

problems' , there would be the danger of unfavorable reaction all the cost of li ving with the rcsult 

that grain pri ces would be forced up. He a lso proposed that a sub-committee be appointed to 

report on the cUiTency aspect of the export and import situation . Furthermore, in hi s response to 

the s tatemen t of Colonel Birchal ' s that ' records showed no exports of grain prior to the 

occupation of th e It alia ns were held by the Railway', Y"lJma pointed out that " the territory 

covered by the railway was not fertil e for grain crops. The large production o f grain in Gojam 

and Wiillo all owed an export to the Sudan at much lower prices than those in Addis Ababa. "717 

Besides his crucia l advisory rol e in the export of cereals, Y"lJm a parti c ipa ted active ly in 

facil ita ting the transport ati on serv ice for export items. H e. for instan ce, entered into agreement 

with the Sh ell Compan y to make an adequate amount of petrol avai lable for truck s. 7lS Moreover, 

taking il1lo account the shortage o f sacks in the country, he proposed to (h e emperor the idea of 

" recons id erin g th e expul s ion o f 14 Ita lians who had becn working for the sack producing 

715 ivl ill11L..:s of Econum ic Cunfcn':IH:c I-k Id on 1'1 April, 19~ 2, FO 371131599 .. 
7 1(> lI o\\"~ to Eden, th May 7. I <J .. n. FO 37 1/31599. 
-1 7 In Fl:bruary 19-1 2. f\ U koni'll ll abliiwiild rcportcd Ihat 617 lOllS or \dlcal. 760 IOns 0 1' Iell :W5 lUllS of 

!lour. 605 Ions of dura. ~6 tons of macaroni. I R Lons of biscuits. 93 Ions of various vcgel;lblcs wl..'rc exporled (i'om 

the Addis Ab<lb<l nrc;! !o Eri trca. Scc Minules of Economic Conierence I lcld on 1'1 April. I i)~2. 170 37 1 3159(). In 
responsc tu the heavy demand for L"l:rl'als ill the Ileighboring lerritorics and in the ivliddlc Easl. efforts wcre madc 1u 

ohtnin <ltl thc \\·hen! 1"l'lJllired 10 feed [he large Europc<lll population in Erilre<l frolll Ihe expDrI<lb1c :-.urpIH~ of 

1'000thl.'rtl Elhiopia. Set'. QU<rrlL"rly Erollomic Rl'Port [Octobel" 19~2-l)ecembe r 1 9~2] . FO 371 JS(i 12 
~I:' 1\ I i1l1~lry or Intcrior \0 Director (ICl1er:ll of Finance. :-";iihasc -I. I Y3~ F .( ... Folder 1'\0. A 5 15X-S.:!()X . . \; \/. 

"101'1'0. 
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facto ry." To this effect, y nma proposed "the involvement of Mr. David Hall , a British Custodian 

of Enemy Property as a med iator. The issue of Hessian Rope Factory, a pl ant run by an Ital ian 

compan y, was di scussed on the econom ic conference of April 1, and there was a general 

di scussion on th e question of the retention of ltalians.,,719 He suggested that the cereals that were 

coll ected from farmers as tithe paymend and the prod uce of the state domain (hudad), "could be 

deposited at Dass':, Miiqa ll e, [l-Jararl ge and other major towns of the eO lln tty.""" 

In add iti on to thi s, revenue had already been also generated from service at the hot spring (most 

probab ly in Addi s Ababa (fif wi'ha)) and frol11 dues on woods. For instance, ynma reported, th e 

mini stry cou ld collect 34,000 Lira in one week frol11 th e service of hotspring. 721 By then, 

employees were sent to fill the Finance Offices of ten provi nces together with th e necessary 

stationary and other offi ce materi als. Moreover, YUma also mentioned 111 a report to the 

monurch that he and Qiiflazma G~ D5hne had vis ited a house in whi ch a mon ey minting m achine 

was deposited but the Briti sh had locked th e door, so they could not enter into the interi or. The 

Em peror gave the in stru ction to Y'flma (0 bring thi s issue to the atten tion of hi s Briti sh advise r, 

Co lonel F.E. Staffordnl 

The fina ncial an d material resources of the Itali ans seem to have served as a logisti c resou rce for 

th e Ethiopian Governm ent. Reference was also made, as mentioned ea rli er) in a fa mily doclimen t 

that Yllma had requested th e Emperor to assign patr iots under Fitawrari SawCl rrkab'lh and 

j i/{lI l'raJ'i Yrl ma 8~i sah to serve as finance 'guards' an d. conseq uent ly, they became the I1 rst 

" ') Thl.' lless ian Rope FaL:lOry. <It.:cording to Lil:lIt t.:n:lIll GoldboLL nll' could prudul:c all Ihe sacks lilal 
El hiopi;t needcd. The impa rl of sacks o\'cr the last 6 months amollilted tn 1 ~6 tons whi lst the production of the 
!~ctory lor the same pe ri od was about equa l, ivl inulcs of Economic Con!C rence Il e id 011 1" April, 19 .. 2. FO 
.17 1 :11599, 

7~ 1I ynm:l f) crl.:ssa 10 1': l11 l1 cror 1! :li1:i S'\lI:lss0. Y:ikal il 7, 11)34 LC .. Folder No, t\ 21).14~2l}57 . . S',\ / , i\ 10FE f) , 
7~1 '{ i'lm;! D t; r l;ss:l lu Empl'ror Ilaik Sd b sSl', I rldar 6, 1()3..t E,C .. Folder ;':0 . , A 293..t-295 7, 5.\ / . ,\ IOFED, 
7~~ , \ notable 1: lh iopian sc hobr :o.1;tled lhat a mOlley minting Ill;tehine \\';1:0. imported 10 Flhiopia ro r the lir:o.l 

111111.' in I()03 (1:-:9(1 E.C', l, \ Iaht:imii SYllas:o.0. 19}1, 
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finance po lices. Furthermore, in an attempt to bring together, administer and allocate government 

proper ties, YYl ma took charge of the Onna Garage ."3 

Documents from the Ministry of Fin ance ill ustrate that Ethiop ia, besides British fin ancial aid, 

was in search of her own resources as fa r as situations all owed. For instance, a look at a 

communique of YYlma 's proposal on the Yubdo mining concession to the Emperor elucidates, at 

least, how he was seeking out proactively evelY oppo rtunity to augment the sta te revenue in 

these seasons of diffi cul ty and trial. Though the concess ion belonged to hi s fam ily members 

(Bi/al/a Denissa and A~a:: Warq'in ah i"sate, his new father-in-law) who did not retu rn from exi le 

and Empress Man~in , Yrlma look the init iative and made a prelim inat)' busin ess dea l with an 

engi neer in Octo ber 1941. Thi s was app roxi mately one year befo re "Hakilll Wiirqi'n ii h went to 

the pa lace and had long conversati on with th e Emperor on different subj ects inc luding the Yubdo 

mininig cum;cssiun ,,,n-l Y "II m l:l, re fe rring to records, remi nded the emperor that 12 wciqel of gold 

was mined monthl y before the war. The engi neer with whom YUma made a business deal 

proposed to quarry 20 wiiqer. In return , he requested a mon thly sa lary of 1,000 MTD. 

Furthermore, for one additional lI'iiqel. he offered a 15% commiss ion72s Though not pertinent to 

trace the progress of this busin ess deal in a study of Ihi s kind, i l was learnt that "the mining was 

brought under th e Ministry of Finance and Yi"lma seems 10 have exercised a degree of co nlrol 

over the co ncess ion whi le a Mini ster or Finance." 716 A ncr a year or two, the Emperor "requested 

Qes Mammo <;:orqa to take charge of the Y ubdo minc. A ftc r consultation with the Siiyyoo el ders 

7:; InI01"111 :1I1I: Hillea Diim;iq:-a: F;-,mily Appl'al lo P:\ IAC. 
- : ~ Ci:uTI..·(son . . , I 'il"{o,.icll/ GCl/tlCI/IfIlI . . .. 2}: 1. 
7~ 5 Y"(lma IXI"I..:~;-':11O Fmpcrur Ilail:i Si"l1a~~~. TYqYmllO. 193-t F.e. Foh.kr No. /\ 293-1 -2957 .. ~· I!.1\ IO FFD. 
-:/, CiarrCI...,ll ll . .. , " ;e/ori(/II Gelll/('II/Ull ... 2:-:2 and 2QJ. 
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Mammo accepted th e government assignment."m But, in the period that fo ll owed, "Yubdo had 

troubled Yi' lma invo lv ing hi s fat her-in-I aw,,,728 

To wind up, thi s chapter, in four section s, has shown the initiatives, plans and accomp li shmcnts 

of Y'I1ma Denissa as middle level offic ia l of the Ethiopian Government until November 1942, 

Appointed by the Emperor and advised by th e Briti sh finan ce ex pert, Colonel Frank Stafford, 

Y'I1ma had subm itted memorandums chieOy to the emperor on the need to launch a new nati onal 

cun'ency, standard ized taxat ion and publi c expenditure. Besides submittin g proposa ls, he 

ac ti ve ly engaged in running the Mi ni stry. W ith respect to thi s, he had played a crucial rol e ,n 

layin g thc foundati ons ofthc Min istry ofFinancc. 

The next chapter covers Y'I1ma 's public life in the Ministry of Finance since Novem ber 1942 

afte r wh ich he was appo inted as Vice-M in is ter until hi s tran sfer to the Mi ni stry of Commerce 

and Industry in 1949. Obv iously, during this pcri od Y'lima's jurisdi cti on as a Vicc-Min is tcr 

became were lega lly defined and his responsibi li ti es were al so cmenscl y enhanced. The chapter, 

thus, focuses mainl y on s igni fi ca nt state services o f my subjcct of the s tudy in thc Mi ni stry. 

Maj or official activit ies, beyond the areas of finance and economy, in wh ich he was laking part 

occasionally, are also discussed. 

7!7 Johannes Laut1h~'rdt , "ivlarntllo C\lrqa:' in EIJ(yclopedia Aellioipica , cd. Sighhcn Uhlig, Vol 3. 
(Wicsb:1(kn: ll arr,lssowilZ Verla!!. 2007 ).7 17a. 

7!~ For in:"ltancc. "({::a::~ Wiirq'(Il~ih and 8/(I(f{l U0r0:-,s:1 r\l1liil1lC t:1:lill1~d rCl\lrn or their cOllct:ssi(lll pillS 
COlllpctls'lI ioll lor [he equipmclH Ihal thc [1:1li;\115 had rctllO\cd as ,,·el l as lor thc platinum and gold they [wd l;lkcn 
(rulll Ihe 111il1\,.', For c:.;,ttllpk. abuuI a yC~1r la lcr Ull YYlm a':-, CUt1lt1lUl1iqll~, 1=(/:: \\';inj'in:ih wcnt h) 111 <.' Palal'\.' ,lIld 

h:\d long (011\'cr"alioll \\ ilh Ih\,.' r: l11pcror on dilTcrcnl "uhjccts, 1\:- rcg!l rci s Ihc Yubdo Gold and plalinum cOllce,,:-.i cln 
Ih~ Ernpl'ror inli.mned l1il11 Ihal 1111.' 111:111\,.'1' wa" quil l..' :-elll cd 111;11 he cDuld lalk ahnut il \\ lill Ydllla , The Ell1pernr abu 
tnld the {://:: th;11 the 1ll;1I1 Rhigino Akl(antier and the :-,uh-.;m'\,.'nlm nf Air:l Yuhdo Jil//llnt!'i Tah;l \\'a-.c h,HI hecn 
prlned I,) b\,.' l\lbber"," GalT\,.'lson. ,"/ /';cflJriulI (jellllt'lilt/ll ",~q3. 
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Chapter Five 

Vilma as a Vice-Ministel'; 

Bui ldi ng up the Ministry of Finance a nd other Responsibilities (1942-1949) 

It was almost three weeks after the Financial Adviser sent hi s report to the Pri vate Secretary of 

Emperor Hail a Snlassc that the sovereign appointed y nma as a Vice-Minister729 This, of course, 

enabled ynma to become a member of the Council of Ministers officia lly 730, to dea l with more 

important duti es and responsibi liti es as far as pub lic fina nce is concerned, On that very date, the 

Emperor also appointed Aklilu Habtawald as a Vice-Minister of Pen; Bi'/ala Ephrcm TOwalda 

MadhYn as Vice-Min ister of Foreign Affairs; Filawrari A lamayahu Tanna73 1
, as the Di rector-

General o f the Mini stry of Pen; Ala Getahun Tasa ma, the Director General of the Mini stry of 

In te ri or and AID MYllasc LiilllI11H, the Direc tor-General of the Ministry of Financc.732 

Acco rdingly, $iihafe Tizaz WalcW-G iorgis W;ilda-Yohan is ca lled upon Yilma to at tcno hi s lirst 

meeting at the Council of Min isters on November 22 , 1942 .7.\.'\ From thi s time on, attending the 

weekly meetings oflhe COllnci l of Min istcrs became one of the major dut ies ofVnm a. 

Yel again ) three months later, an im portan t legal annou ncement was made that defi ned the 

powers and du li es of the Ministers of the Imperial GovcrIlmcnt. 7J
-! This, al least, signi fied, 

7~'J I~cpon on [he Minis[ry of Finance by F.E. Stafford. Dated 21 '1 May. 1943, FO 3711356 12. 
730 A rticle 2 1 o f Order No. I of 19-G stated that 'a Vin::-[Vl inislcr may at leno meelings orlhe Council of 

tvlinislers but nw y only votc when the [Vlinister or the Minist ry to which he belongs has not been np poinlcd or is 
absent.' A n Order 10 Dclil1l.! tile Powers and DUl ies or Our Minisll.!rs (Order No. I or 19-.\.3). Negoril C(ce/(/. 2,,,1 
Year N o. 5, January 29. 1943. 

7.11 II see illS probable thai hL" was the same AI;ill1ay~ihll Tanna \\'ho was unpopular among the peopk ill 
Wagiint t and he was replaced by Fiwll"'(I/"i Kine Dadi in Novemb(' r 1942, Sl'(' (Icbm Tan.::kc. Elhiopia : POIl'/:,!" (Il1d 

Pm/L'.V/, PC(lSf/1/1 Remits ill Tll"CIllic/h C(,IIIIIIT, ( New .1 e rsey: T he Red Sea Press. 1996). 106. 
~l : Negll/'ir Gcero, 2'''1 Year NI), 2. J Ilh Ot.:[obcr. IlJ42. 

~" Walda-Giorgis \\'iildn-Yoh;lIlis 10 Yi"lm:l DcrcssJ. [tyh No\'cmber 19-12 . Personal File of YYlma Dcrl~ss<l. 
11 0. i\ IOFE D: RqlOrI on thl' i\linislry or Fill;lllL'(, by F.E. Swfford. 21" l'vlay. 19-13. FO 371 35612. 

71 .1 Th(' i\linist(,l" of Financ(' \\':l ... gin'n morc pO\\"L'r In Ihis prOCI:l!l1:l1ion c()1l1par('d [0 th(' .... :1111(' in~lill1[iol1 in 
the pre-war Jh:riod. An Order to Ddinl' till' PU\\'l'r ... ~lIld DUlil' ''' 01'0111" i\lini ... lers tOnkr No. I Dr 19-13). ,\'C,'.!.lIril 

(ia=l'Ili. 2nd Yl',lf No.5 . .I ;lIlliary 21).19-1:'. According to article 45 ol':ln Orlil'L the lllini:-.l('r wIluld [1rl'p;lr(' lind 
:;l1bmil dra n 1:1\\ ... IlCL'l'!-. ... ;II·y 1\)1' Ihe pnlpn ;ld111 1ni ... lratioll llf hi ... ,\ 11llislry. lie \\ vult! make rq;.ulat ions in :lCCUrLiallcl' 
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compared to the pre-war status of th e Min istry of Finance, the central place th at this growing 

institution was occupyin g in the Imperial Government of Ethiopia. 

Ynma, as a foremost officia l in the Min istry, exerci sed thi s power considerab ly from thi s time 

on. In the period under discuss ion, recommencing the Ethi o-America diplomatic relations, he 

had played a pivotal role, for instance, in securing the remarkable economic assistance from 

USA and introducing of the Ethiopian new currency. Not to forget some exceptional and routine 

responsibiliti es at the Ministry of finance, reforming modern education in Ethiopia was al so 

another undertaki ng of y,lma in mid 1940s. Guided by, certainly, the ava il able sources on th ese 

developments, in thi s chapter, I will attcmpt to rcconstruct these and other accomplishmcnts of 

ynma Dcrcssa in the period betwecn 1942 and 1949. 

5.1 Yilma Deressa in the Response to the British Hegemonic Position in 

Ethiopia 

Almost all th e publi shed lit erature indicates th at the relations hip between the British and 

Ethiopian authoriti es over the issues of fin ance and economy was an engagement of litt le ease. to 

say thc least. Especia ll y the issuc of th c ncw Ethi opian currency, di scusscd ill the prev ious 

with the law. He wOlild give such orders (IS Illay be necessary [0 enSllre [he proper c:lrryi ng Olll of the work of his 
Ministry and wi ll supervise ils execlltion. Article 46 til-scribed the spl"( ific dUlies and n.'spollsibililics of 11K' 
t'vl inisICr. ·'The Minister of Finance in accordance \\'i lh the Jaw shall:- (a) prepare the anml<ll budget of the 
Gov~l"11men t and submi t it to tht: COllllC il lIr i\ l i ll is t ~rs:(b) collect laxt.:s ,tIld ducs:(c) arrangt.: for and comrol 
Government receipts ,md c:-: p~nditllrcs; d) organi7c. r~gllla t e and c(lntrolth~ :Iccounting procedure to be follo\\'ed in 
all Dcpartments or th..: GO\'lTnll1~nt:(l') colkTI and aCClHltll lor all n:\'('lllh: dt.:rinxl li 'o lll land lax. lilhcs. monopoly 
dues. customs and C\cisc duties and all GOVl!rnmt.:nt t:l:-:cs:(1) make thc nccessary arrangements by rcgulation or 
olherwisc lor [he proper co ll cclinn rlnd bringi ng 10 accounl or al! GOH'rtllllent re\'l'l111e: (g) ensure Ihat proper 
prolcction is accorded to funds and properly 1)1' the <lovcrnnlL'nt: (h) eontrol all clllpluycL's and officials or thl' 
Gm'cnlmcll[ in chrlrgc or Govcnlmc11I :-' IOI'c:-. :(i) adm illi:-.[cr all (JO\l'rIlmell t property \\'hich i:-. not admini:-.Il'rcd hy 
anothcr Dcpartl11~llI or SlalC: tI) arr:l1lgc r~)r lht.: minting l)l' l:uins and notes requirL'd by Iht.: Governmcnt:(!..) L'slabltsh 
~l1ld COlllrol the St:lIe Hank :tnd :"l1pen i .... c other H;lI1k:-.: (I) cCJ1lIrolthl' tran~rer of efellil:-.. the rille .... of c"\Changc. :Ind 
[ht.: stock t.:>:L"ll<lngt.: and lin:dl)lm) tlC~\)lla[C 10:111:-.. llllL'rnal or l"\,It.:rI1~d for llr h~ the Gl)\t.:rnmClll. 
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chapter, and the military budget were the burning questions of the day. As YUma was engaged 

greatly in thi s disconcerted rela ti onship, he was also at the forefront in an effort to deal with it. 735 

The wish for a so lution to thi s unpleasant relat ionshi p with the Briti sh among Ethi opi an 

authorities seems to have begun long before although opportuniti es did not allow. Emperor Haila 

SnJ assie' s entry into Addis Ababa, in the words of Harold Marcus, "was a bittersweet moment: 

he was home, an emperor in a palace, but he was neither authori tat ive nor apparent 

sovereign" .736 Emperor Hail a SYllasse, however, "yielded signifi cant freedom in economI C 

matters in return for a four-year subvention of £3 ,250 ,000, and also agreed th at there 

shou ld be the closest cooperation bctwecn Eth iopi an authoriti es and the Bri tish advisers.,,737 

On th e oth er hand, " in return fo r thi s progressively dimini shing fin ancial subsidy, Bri tis h 

authorities in Ethi opia exerci sed fisca l contro l over the country.,,7JX Though he enjoyed 

economic and pol itica l gains due to the January 1942 Anglo-Ethi op ian Agreement, the Emperor 

remained "d issat isfi ed with the agreement's demeaning tone, the Briti sh presence III 

Eth iopian terr itory, and with London 's control over fina nce.,,739 It is import ant ro mention here 

th at the Adm ini stratio n' s chief General Sir Philip Mi tchell "even wanted London to control all 

taxation and public ex pend iture. to ha ve j ust ice admini stered by British offi cers, and to 

keep th e Ethiopian arm y subject to \Va r Orficc commanci .,,740 III fac t, Briti sh authoriti es seem 

to have been concern ed deepl y about almost all procedures in th e Mini stry ofFi nance. 741 

7,15 Z:i\\'dl; IUla, }'iiqiilllml'i lIaifii-S}!lus.W? ". -+45--16-1: Spcn~~r . 105: !\mand" Kay MevcIY, "Pur:-;uing 
Progn:ss: Pui11l Four in Ethiopia." lJip/o/l/o/ic !lis /my. 32. No . 3. (. IUI1 ~ 100R): 3 R3-3X4. 

H 1, Il aroid tvlan:u:-;, Th e Polifics or .. . t.). 
717 Ihid .. 11 . . 
-.1:- 8 :thru . . 1 IIisffJIT of . ., 179. 
-1'1 i\brcIL:.. TIlt! P(;/ifics of. .. . 12. 
-II! Ihid .. I 0: A llg l o -Elhi l~ )li :1Il j\ g r~t:Lllt:1l 1 or 3 1 ~' January 19-1 2. 
-~I Financi. i1 ,\ (1\ i:. .... r (0 Din:'l' t(}f C;~lll'ra l of Fil1 al1c~ n atcd 9'h Janll:lry, J 9-13 . Fokkr No. Ii :!6J~ - ~6:-:." .. \'.1/. 
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On the very date of Yilma' s e levation to his new position, for in stance, the Emperor and the 

British Financial Adviser had a conversat ion , among other issues, about how the money supp lied 

by the Briti sh had been spent in the Army.'42 Probably not to invo lve himsel f in the intri cacies of 

public finance, the Emperor responded to Stafford by suggestin g that he should di scuss this with 

Yilma Den~ssa. The Emperor also said that , as soon as the general budget was ready he wished to 

approach thc British Governmcnt for a grant to covcr the cost of the Army. Stafford, on his part 

madc his v iew clear that "as the military expenditure comprised the greater part of thc national 

expenditure it was impossibl e to produce a budget without an agreed upon schemc for military 

ex penditure. He forcefully opposed the idea of app lication for finan cia l grant until the whole 

budget was compl ete in a ll its details, including the cost of military forces. ,,743 Though a 

statement of ' Approved Budget Estimate for 1935 ' showi ng total ex pendi ture of £ 2,464,282 was 

110t received from the COli llcil of Minis ters ulltil 8th May, 1943, Yi"lma had received , for instance, 

the SU Ill of E.A.S. 5,000,000 in March 1943 frolll Hi s Britannic Majesty ' s Envoy Extraordin ary 

and Min ister Pl enipotentiary rcprcsenting the fifth in stallmcnt of the grant-in-a id payabl e to th e 

imperial government under arti cle ]V of th e Anglo-Ethiopian Agreement. 7
-1-1 Sometime before , 

on November 23'" 1943, he had al so rece ived the SUIll of EAS 7,500,000 as th e fourth 

i 11 sta 11111 en 1. 745 

Yet, Y i"l ma had been recei ving warnin g lelters consecut ively for th ree 1110nths since November 

1942 from the finan cial adviser dealing espec ially with military expenditure. Stafford directl y 

noted th at it was his dUly to give a w ritten warnin g to nOl ify tha t the fin ances of the country were 

7 ~~ Note or a Di sc Ll ss ion wi th his I mperial iVlaj es l)' on 91h N ovcmbcr. 1942. By Colonel St affo rd . Dated 
N0vcmcbr 10, 19-1 2. IE5 . 3691 . (i -5 1. 

7 ~; Ihid. 
711 YYlllla Dert;.ssa \0 R.G. J il)\\"t:. Dated I l lh March 19-13 . Fol der No. D I n2-J ;';-13.5".\1. ivl0FE D 
- ~~ Leller n f collfirmalioll by YYlma Dcrc:-- :-- :1. [):l!l'J 2] lh i\'o\"\.'lllbl'r. 19-12. Folder N0. f) 1 782-1~-I3 . . ~".I/. 
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dri fting in to disorder and that unless the questi on of the budget estimates was tackled real istica lly 

it wou ld soon be too la te to put any fi nancia l plan into operat ion. For instance Stafford reminded 

Yi"lma that he gave him a statement of the unsatisfacto ry revenue pos itio n and complained that 

there had been no improvements since he w rote it. By way of co mplaint , Stafford reca ll ed th at he 

gave Yi"l ma notes on 4'h and 5'h December, 1942 that showed hi s op ini on about the military 

expend iture and how unsound the budget estimate of the Mini stry of War was. Ylima d id not 

respond to neither of these notes. And in conclusion, Stafford forewarned of the inevitability of 

severe fi nancial di fficu lties unless three interrelated measures were taken: "spending no more 

than it obtain ed, curta iling mili tary ex pendimre drasticall y and approvi ng and enforcing a 

rati ona l ex pendinlrc budget to cover all govern ment expenditure illll11cdia tely.,,746 

Regardl ess of the ir deteriorati ng official re lat ionship, the financ ial advi ser confirmed, the 

efficiency of the Minist ry and the fi nancia l admin istration in Ethiopia were improved a litt le. 

Writin g in May 1943, he complained of Yi"lma and others in the M in istry. He reported that 

advice from him was rare ly asked and in those infrequent cases advices were usually ignored , 

' un less it happened to fit in with what the Vice-M ini ster or those behind him , des ired personal 

relation ships wcre pl easa nt and there was 110 falling off in the courtesy and fr iendli ness sho\vn to 

th e Advisory stafr Feel ing unwi ll ing to sit by and watch a good begin ning fa ll into decay, 

Stafforc! tendered his resignation in December'. 7~ 7 The British fi nancial advi ser kept on 

COllllll enting 011 V'lIma disapprovingly: 

No ,\tIil/isler has .reI beel/ appoinled blfl Ihe Direclor General (LU 
YUlll a D eressa) )I'OS appoinled r'ice /vfillisle,. on 9th Nm'ell/ber, 

This elllflles him In be addresscd ((5 Erccl/enc)' and I() sil ill Ihe 

COl/Jlcil nIJl'finislels. I I is I/O greol illlprOl 'elll clI l UpOIl fh e pre\'lo lls 

~~!', F,I- , Stafford 10 Yrlma DI,.:1"I .. ::,>:,>:I, n:ll ~d I I lh January II.)-D, F() -' 7 1 -'5610. 
"P Slrtcll y CIllllidl,.'ruial [hp.Jri. Fi nancial Ad\'isl:f" :-; Olfrcc. D:tlnl1 [ _I l'. [ay I f)-D. FO 371 3.5(,12, 
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arrangement, as the Vice Minister is too young, and insufficiently 
decisive, to play the part which the Minister of Finance should 
play, All mailers olany importance at all are referred to either the 
Minister of [he Pen or the Emperor, There is small hope of Sl!'ong 
finan cial admillis/ration until a resolute Alil/isler is appointed. Th e 
muddle, insufficiency and delays ill the Minisll)' did not diminish 
during the period oj Ihis report. Ala Minassie Lemma was 
translated to the post of Director General ji'om Harar, but his 
undoubted ability was given small opportunity of producing results 
because of the unwillingness of the Vice Minister to delegate such 
responsibility as he is himself allowed. 748 

Certainl y, thi s statement te ll s more about the po liti ca l system than an ind ividual official like 

Y'ilma Deressa, Given the po litica l and economi c circumstances of the period, it is no wonder 

tha t great power was exerci sed interchangeabl y by !)ahafe n'i'za~ Walda Giorgis and Emperor 

Hailii Si'l lasse749 In conjunction with the unscttled financ ial conditions in E thiopia, Briti sh 

authoritics had a lso begun to complain of th e !)iihafe n 'zaz "that he had hi s hand on cvcry 

control. ,,750 

Perhaps after a di scuss ion on th e memorandum on ext rao rdinary eXjJcnd iwre prepared by 

Sta rford in mid Feb ruary 1943,751 Ethiopian authorities! agreed to deve lop a general budget 

estimate by a cOlllmi ss ion and the emperor commanded ynma to request Siilla}d n'i~a: Walda 

Giorgis to inrorm the commi ss ion members hav ing been se lected for that purpose. 75 2 The 

commiss ion consistcd of seven members, nam ely ;/10 Akli lu Habta Wa ld (pres id ent of the 

commission), Major Naga Il ai ia Sdl asse, Major Mu lugcla, Majo r Khalid, Colonel Stafford, 

Birgadier COHam and Colonel Sanford. However) a written document shows tha t the 

~J II Ihid 

7J') \V iikl:i-Giyorgis \V~ikEi ~Yoh;lIlni's ruse 10 b~~oll1c Ollt: or Ihl" 1110,,( powcrful pO!ilici:llls in (\\'~lI lil"(h­
cenlury 1: I11iopia and Ihe most import an t architcl:t of 11 aile Sd la ss i ~'s posI-ll)-I 1 govl:rn rnelli. iVlt:konnetl. I) 1. 

~~I' G M <1kcrl'l h to Gil bert. D<11Cd (J lh December. 19-1 3. FO 37 L 3561-1. 
"~I i\lcrlloralll!tllll Ull thl" EXlraonlinar~ Expenditure from Starford D aled 17'1> February. 19·n. IES. 3(19 1. (I. 

51. This m('1l1O abo dl'posited in Folder No. f) I n-i1 -1 X4J. ,~AI. f\IOFED. 
-';~On allulh..:r ol:l:a:-.ion IU~). thl' l'mpo;:rur no ti li ed Y"ilma 10 inrllrm IIll' ,S'd/wl'; Tl:(J~ III \\Till' ~I klll'r o f 

:tpp,lillltllent and a k'.gal 1101i('(' meanl In hI.' publt"hed nn (11(' Vegan' Ga:t'fII . \ 'Ylmil Ikr~":-- ; I (0 Ihl' ,\lllli,(!"y or Pen, 
I\lii.gahll -L 103:' E.C. Filldl'r No.:\ :'377·)4-16. S·I/.l'- 10FED. 
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Commiss ion did not sit until 2 1 SI May 1943 and no progress had been made in regulating 

M 'I' d' 753 I !l31yexpen Iture. 

YUma then askcd Ras Ababa Ariigay, the Mini ster of War, for an immcdiate preparation of 

financial s tatement for the Atmy of the Ethiopian Govell1ment not more than one mil lion MTD 

excluding the recurrent budget (personal emoluments), It seems plausible that thi s fund was an 

extraordinary grant from the Briti sh Government. Tn his "confidential" and "urgent" letter to Ras 

Ababa, Ydma recommended that the budget shou ld comprise ex penses on armaments, transport, 

the construction of bridges and other mi scellaneous costs, Reminding the /'as that the total 

budget estimate of the Mini slIY of War so far was $ 9, 000,000($4,000,000 for th e Regular Army 

admini stered by the British Mil itary Mission and the $5,000,000 fo r Territ orial Army unu er the 

Mini stry of War), Yi'lma argued that out of the $ 4 , 000,000 budget estimate for a regu lar army, 

750/0 was taken from the budget allocations of other Ministeri td instituti on s. So as to run other 

governmental institutions , Vilma informed, the British governm ent agreed to compensate the 

same amount of money that woul d be allocated to the arm y. 75.t 

Stafford 's memorandulll on ex traordinary expenditure and YUma 's confidential lett ers to the 

Minister of \~l ar implied that both parti es came to a temporary concurrence on th e questi on of 

milit ary ex pen diture at least in Februa ry and March 1943, As Stafford inc luded a £ 30,000 

(approximately $ 3 15.000) for 'Qobbo Operati ons' in his memora ndum , it would not be a far-

7,Q Yi"lma D0n::-':-i:1 10 $(liI{!/i! Ti"be. Walda-Giorgi:- \\'jlda-Yohanni"s. Fchru8ry 16. l l) .. D. Fol der No. B 
2632·2MD . . SJ I. MOFEO: Slril:lly Con lidl'nli:li Reporl frlHll Finanl:ial Ath'i~er' ~ Orrin:. 21 _I I'-. 1 ;1~ 19·B. FO 
:l 71 35612 . 

~q Yi"lIH" Dl: r~:-s:t 10 Ro o,; Ah;ibii t\r~igay. Yiikall\ 11 .1<)35 E.C. . Fnltkr 1\\1. B 2632-2(,:-0 . S·.\/.1'-. 10FI: i). 
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fe tc hed suppositi on tha t th e Raya and Aziibo rebelli on was an ext reme ly important military and 

fina ncia l issue for Ethiopian and Brit ish auth oriti es. 755 

Bes ides the Briti sh str ingent handling of issues re lated to publi c fin anec in genera l and th c 

mil itary expenditure in particul ar, the currency s itu ation in the countly went from bad to worse, 

too. The Bri ti sh k ept on their currency plan to the extent that th ey prepared designs for the new 

notes and the coin s ass isted by a local art ist and th e des igns were sent to London towards th e end 

of 1942.756 

In January 1943, Stafford presented to Yilma D eressa a new pl an showi ng him how a currency 

based on S terling could be issued a nd managed by State Bank of Ethiopia (SBE) w ithout 

introducing a foreign currency board and suggesti ng that if the idea appea led to the Eth iopian 

government, the details could be wo rked Ollt for presen ta tion to the Bri t ish gove rnment as a n 

alternat ive a rrangement. On January 16, 1943 , the Briti sh "draconian measures seem to have 

mell owed the Ethi opia n pos iti on. C.S. Co llier and Y ilma in fo rmcd Stafford that the governmc nt 

has agreed to accept the currency pla n a nd that a forma l decis ion to thi s effect would be made by 

the Council o f M inisters 50011.
11757 

m· Gcbru Tareke (1996) wrote Ihal "e vc::r s ince the evic tion or thl! Italian colonial ists in 194 1. po litica l 
discontent was evidell! throughollt Tigra i. The transitional state was too weak to maintain "law and order.' and the 
pro vi nce b ~(,:a lllc a haven (o r brigand" who ro bbed and mol es ted (~lrlllerS and rnercll<lllts. In Add is Ababa"s vicw, tile 
Ra ya, A7ebo. ; l11d Wajirat peoples wcre largely to hlamc lor the 'lawlc~s ness'; it sought first to end the 
ill lc rcommoJll;."d raids and all l;." lldan t civi l str ik in their areas. Tht! mak ing o r the n::bcll ion can be con v("nic lil ly 
di vided into three stages; From r-.·lay 10·U 10 June II.}·O. the c ri~is c~cal a l c~ fol1owing the defeat of a governmental 
expeditionary force in Wajinll ; June-Septembl." 1" 19-1 3. the glln:rnt11l." llt sui"!i.:r" several military sl."lbacks (lgainsl a 
coalit ion ofbandils and dissidents . Thi ...... ets Ihe stage for the b: ltt k at Aillba Alag and S~Jlt c lllber-Oct()bcr 19-13. the 
el dcn t orth t' di ssident nt A]age marks the collnpse of the rebell ion und the end ol"pro\"inci;d nlllonomy. Sec Gdml. 
105-107. Memorandulll 0 11 llll' Extraordina ry Expl." lld ilUre from Sw fford 1 th Ft·bruary. 19-13, 1 ES. :l(19 1. ( i-51. This 
memo ;1 1,,0 ckpo:-.i lC"d in F(lldl'1" No. 11 17X2 -1 ~·n . S\!. r-.IOF EI1 :Confickntial ktt,.'r li'Olll !\nonymol1:-. to till' iVlin i:-.t ry 
nf V,h lr. Y~ikatil 17. 1935 E.C.. Folder ~' ll . I31632-2MO. SJI. t\ 10F[ O. 

;51, SlrH.: lly Confidenti;il Report ti'OTn Fin:lll!.: ial Ad\ i:-'cl"':-, ()ftiec. I);tt cd 21 -I r-.. lay 194-' . F() -'71 -'5612 
-<" Ikli.:kadu DI.·gl'ti.: ... Tht.: " ' ahlng 01". . .. ·: 29 and 30. 
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When nothing satisfying came from the Ethiopian government, the Briti sh am bassador in Addi s 

Ababa no tifi ed the Emperor serious ly that before any further Maria Theresa Thalers were 

supplied, the future cu rrency arrangement for Ethiopia had to be definitely sett led. If, I-lowe kep t 

on in hi s words of warning, the currency board proposals recommend ed by His Majesty's 

Governm ent are made e ffect ivc; the payment of one quarter's subsidy in Maria Theresa Thalers 

instcad of shillings wi ll be arranged on terms to be decided. By way of co nclusion , he stated that 

the British government would not agree to provide Maria Thcresa Thalers unless this conditi on 

was fulfilled .''" Meanwhile, " in April I 943(a lmost a year after its establishm ent) the State Bank 

of Ethiopia opened its door for business in Addi s Ababa with branches in Dire Dawa(May) and 

Dasse(August) the same year while a seven man Board of Directors in cluding Ydma Deressa 

was appo in ted to admini ster its affairs lat er on 30'" June, 1943.,,759 The rest of Board Members 

were SCi/lOre n'oao Waldii-G iorg is Walda-Yohann',s(Presid cnt), Mr. S.c. Colli e r, Niigadras 

Gabra i'gz iabher, Ala Makonnin Dasta, Dr. Ambaye Walda-Mariam, and ;/10 Aklilu Habtii-

WHld. 7()O 

Concurrentl y, th e consul o f US A at Asmara, Mr Tal bot Smith visited Addis Ababa in September 

1942 and it was a golden opportu nity fo r thc Empcror to approach the government of United 

S ta tes of America .''' ' Before thc cnd of 1942, the Empcror continucd hi s cffort to keep in touch 

with \\1ashington via Asmara. 7(·1 In his telegram to President Roosevelt. for instance, Emperor 

l-! uiW SYlIa ssc expressed his "gra titude to the Un ited Slat es authorit ies ('or making Ethi opi a 

7 ~ 1< Il o",,;! lu Emp~ ror Hailii Si"lIasse. Jrd F~b rllary 1943. Foiller No. A 50 158-5208. S"M. MOFED. 
75') Bcrckadu . "The n C\Tl 0 p ll1l..' 1lI of. . . "DR. 
7(,11 Ihid .. 27 -+ . 
-hi T he C onsul al ;\smara (Sll1it h) III lh~ S!.:t: rClary o r SlalC. I klh February, 19-13 , S t a t~ Department. 

XX4.1-1 111. 1 1. ~n:lges.lihr;lr\~\\I"'I.'.,,·dtl l Rt · ..... !'I-"ac:-; 11)-I:h04 r .. .'!I.'1".\,'IH: .. , rru:iJ:m"I·)-Ihl)·1.iOOH~l.hl.r. 

.,,~ O') lll lllandl.'d by Emperor lIaiW S·db:-;:-'l'. EplH"1.'1ll T ii \\":il d:i ;-" I iilhh"ln. Ihe \ ·i l'l' · i\ l i n isl~r of Foreign 

r\ I't:1irs. sellt~' lekgram to Talbot Smith, Wash ington's c O I1 ~ u l at A::.mara, r .. 'qll('~ t ing him to COll\'('Y the e\prc~~inn 

or his gnlll'l"uil1l.:ss to Prt'Silkrl1 RUUSL:\ 'l'lt luI' thL' arlilOUllCL'ml' lll u r leasL' :Ind kilt! au thorization lu Eth iupi:l ('1)11,"'111 

al A:-.l1lara I Smilhjlo Ih(' SL'L'f('!:rry Of SI,r!(', ::! ",I hnuar)'. 19-t.~. St:l1l.' l)ep:lrlllll.'l11. XX-I .:!-t I.)~. 
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eligib le for lease-l end assistance.,,76) He also invited Mr. Talbot Smith to vis it him at Addis 

Ababa short ly in order to di scuss full y lease-lend arrangements.'64 Washi ngton 's response was 

most gratifying for the emperor. Both the president and secretary of State promi sed, besides 

Smi th ' s trip to Add is Ababa, th at USA was consid eri ng the reopening of th e legation in 

Ethiopia.'65 "When a preliminary miss ion was dispatched to see to the detail s, the emperor 

took the opportunity to transmit an aide-l11ellloire to the General defining hi s problems and 

aspirat ions.,,766 During the last conversation he had had wit h the envoy, the Emperor stated that 

he would like to see President Roosevel t and put his views before him. In the meantim e, the 

monarch informed them that he would like to send a representa tive [0 the USA Genera l 

Maxwe ll referred, by way of caution, to th e difficulti es of com muni cations and shipping against 

. . 767 
expectl11g too prompt action . 

In th is hi storical deve lopment ur diplomacy, the part of th e narrative relevan t to the subject al 

hand is of course an account ofYilma Deressa's mi ss ion to U.S.A. in May 1943. The trip to Hot 

Spring, Vi rginia was "ostensibly to parti cipa te in an in ternational conference on food, but in 

rea lity to negotiate a lend-lease agrecmcm.,,768 y'flma 's personal apti rude and training seem to 

7(,I EllilCICd by the Sc n~lI c and !l ouse or RcprCSCIlIaII\'CS of lh~ Uni led S[;I\(,5 of Amcric::l in Congress 
asseillb led un 11 111 ivlarch 1941. Ihis Au may bl..! cill:d as " '\11 Act 10 Proll1o\1.: the Dcfcnsl..! orlhe Uniled Sta tes", II 
is also known as I-I .R.1776. 

7(..J The Consu l at ASlllara (Smi th ) 10 Ihl.: Sel:rdary uI"SI:lle. 6 1h Jan uary. 1 9~3 , Stale D"'1Xlrlmt'lil. -L24/95 
7M Th..: Sccre t:try of State to the Consul at i\sl11ar:t (Smith). Ig ,h J:\Ilu:I1·Y. Jl)~J State IkpartlllClll. 

XX~.14/9J: The Scn.: lil ry 01" Stall: tll the Consul ill ;'\slllura (Smith), 161h January, 19-13 Slall' Dcparttll("nt. 
:-<X~.2..J 95. 

-(,I, i\1arcllS. The P,,/ifl C.l· "/ 16; The Consul al ;\smarn !Smilh) [0 Ihe Secrelnry orSlale. n~ lh February. 
19..J3. Siale Department. ~R..J.2-t 111.1 1. 

-/.7 R('port ofStall,.'l11enl f\L'lk by l]i~ Imperial ,\ 1 ajl'~[)'. fl aik Sda;o.~it·. On Ihe A Hcmoon nfFehruary II. 
19~3. To Gt'"lll'ral ;\'1:1':\\"dl. Cllll)llcl Fd\\'in N . Clark :md [ . Talhul Smilh in Tt'it.'l.!rall1 i"rlllH Ih".' (\lllSlIl al r\SIHara 
(Smith) to [hI..' Sl't'ft' tary of St~lIl', 1 X'h F('bru:u"\, ] l) . .n, S ta ll' rkp"rl11lcl)1. XX-l. ~-t 11 ~.1 2. 

-h~ .\[arL"u:,. Tilt' P()/ifiCI 0/ . . 1 X. 
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have been considered In the decision to make him a chief delegate of Ethi opian government to 

th e conferencc769 

Though the conference was to be held from May 18 to June 3, 1943, Y"ilma traveled to USA 

ear li er (sometime before May 8), Interestingly, as there was a problem in the currency reserve of 

US dol lars at the central treasurY(Tdqlay Gillig bet) of the Ministry of Finance, Y"ilma had to 

coll ect, in addition to 2,000 East African Shill ings, 1,000 gold guineas from "H is Majesty's 

Special Treasury" to cover the travel and other expenses of Ydma and /i'g Bi'rhanu Tiisiima770 

The trave l through th e Atlati c ocean is said to be dangerous as a result of the the Second World 

War.771 It appea rs that the Emperor had personal treasury ulltil 1949 different from the Sta te 

Treasury under the authority ofGabra Mariam Am~inte. 

Y'lIma, together with Ala Araya Ababa and fig B"irhanu Tas~ima , conversed with three American 

delegated on \ 51h May) 1943 in Washington on matters rega rding lend-lease assistance to 

Ethi opia . At thi s moment Y'Ilm3 presented a full power au thorizi ng him to conclude with thi s 

Government any lend- lease agreement and to sign on behalf o f the Ethi opian Government 

everything so agreed upon. 77
:! Then he was given a copy of the usual 10 l"m o f representati ons 

requ ired by Section 4 and 7 of the Act, and he agreed to prepare and subm it these 

preparations.773 It was then exp lain ed that the tex t of a master lend-l ease agreemen t was in 

71"0<' Ziiwdc Riila, Yli "qlidwl/(/I\'i !iaifii -Si!lasse ... , -l·H--J SJ. 
77 11 Y"ilma Dcrcssa to Ccntr:lI Trca!-.ury of the Mini ~ try of Finance, lI"idar 10. 1941 r-:.c.: Personal File of 

"(li ma Der~ssa. 11 0. MOFED: Anonymous to Ihe f\ iinislry or Pen. Miaz ia 29 1935 Le.. I\:rsunal Fill.: o f Y'lIlllii 
D0-r~:-.sa . 110. MOFEn: Leite r from Prime Minister 10 Ihe f..l inister (If Finance. Dated Tahsas I. 19-11 . Personal Fik 
uf Y"ilma D~ rl:ssa. 11 0 , ~vI OFED. 

771 lnfonna nl: Bii "rtU l\lari:lIlI f..!iikon"in 

J7~ Ml'lllor:lIldulll of COIl\·crsalion. by tvlr. Ve rnon L. Phclps of th\.' Di,'isillil of C0l11mcrci:"l1 Po licy :"Ind 
Agn . .:erne ll ts. May 15 19-1."'.. Depannh."rll uf Statl". :>:R-l.2-HI07. 

77\ Sec tion 'our of the Act apprm'cd on I I M:nch 11)-llendor .. ,ed that ""all cOlltr:ICiS nr :I grccml'n!~ madc I' Dr 
the lh",pOSliiull OrallY derl:nsl.' arlil'k lll" dcfell:-.e in!"l.lrm:nion pursuatllto :'i".Ttiull _\ sha ll cOll tain:t ClallSl' by which the 
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preparation and that it would probab ly be ready for his considera ti on upon Yilma 's rerum to 

Washington from the Food Conference in Hot Spring, Virginian4 

On his arri va l in the United States, besides the preliminary negotiations on th e lend-l ease 

agreements, ynma had said that the Ethiopian Government desires to obtain the services of six 

road experts and a financial adviser. He also pointed out the urgent need of the Ethiopian 

Governm ent for radio equipment, as it was unable to communi cate with th e outs ide world except 

through th e British Legation at Addi s Ababa. He al so requested a household physician for the 

Emperor. J75 

Back to Washington from Vi rginia in ea rl y June, Yflma and mrhanl! met US Secretary of Stare 

Cordell Hull on Jul y 7. During the ir brief conversation with him th ey expressed th eir complete 

sat isfaction with the proceedin gs and the resul ts of the conrerence, saying that the entire peri od 

of the confe rence was very interesting an d very enjoyable and that they believed it wou ld prove 

th oroughl y pro fit abl e. 776 During hi s slay at Hol Spring, meanwhile, Y'll ma had l11e t Pro fesso r 

Lionel C. Robb ins, hi s economi cs lecturer at the Lo ndon School of Economics and Poli tica l 

Science. 777 

employee. or agent of sllch foreign governl11t: l11. Section seven a lso Sla ted thaL the Secretary of War. lht,;' Secretary of 
[he Navy_ ~llld [he hC;J(i of Ihe departmC' nt or ngcl1cy sh<l ll in ;111 contracts or agrcC'mcnts for the disposition or any 
ddcnsc article o r defense infonmllion fully protect the rights of all ci ti zens of the Unih.:d Stales who have palenl 
righls in and 10 any sl1ch ;lI"Iiclc or infol"111!ll ioll which is hereby atlthori 7cli to be di spo~ctl of ,lilt! the paymclll ~ 

colleclt'u tor royal tics oJll slIL'h palcllls shall be: paid tu Ih~ owners and hokkrs or suc h pa tt'nls," An Ac t 10 Promu,,": 
the Defense of the Un ilcu States, 11 th March, 19-11. 
hllp:" \n\ \\ .nu!\hICUllK'1l1S, !.!.(l\ d~ll: ,php'.'!1ash r~11"'l:&d(h.: 71 &PiJ!"!\; lr;!ll:-L'!~PI , Al:l.:essed un 11 III Nuvclllbcr. 201-1. 

77~ MClllor;ll1llulll of COllvcrsillioll. b~ 1'. 11'. \'ernon L. Phelps of Ihe Division o f Cllll1! ncl'C iid Policy and 
Agreclllcnts. May 1). 19-1J . Departlllcil t of St'llC'. B~4.1-111 07. 

7~~ i'vil'llluranJulll by the Lia ison Officer with thc \\'ar :ll1d Navy Departll1eIlIS(\vil:-ol1).IR 'h ~1ay. 19-13, 
Ocpartlllc nt o r Statc. S:<-I.2-1 liU. 

--I, (hid. 

Y"rlma f)~rL: ... :-a \0 Profc:-:-or 1 i11l11..'1 C. Rohhin:-. ")",( ,1;1I1U ,I I"Y 19-16. F'olde:r i"! o, .\ h()-I~-()07{) . .1;11. 
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The delegates also rai sed th e problem of Seaport th at confronted Ethiopia and expressed thei r 

hope that USA would aid them in secu ri ng the right to such port. They also informed him that 

Ethiopi an Government desired to send an ambassador to Washington. Hull found thi s "an 

interestin g bit of information and that he would g ive it attention in due course. ,,778 Yllma and 

Bi'rhanu also rai sed the issue of a letter fro m the Emperor to the Pres ident Roosevelt. Hull 

informed them that "USA Government Protocol Division wou ld send it to the President and, if 

poss ibl e, arrange for a confercnce,,,779 The next day, Ynrna, accompanied by Ala Araya Ababa, 

engaged in a relatively detail conversati on with USA military and civi li an officia ls. The purpose 

of the meeting was to assist Yllma " to d iscuss with the appropriate officials of the Army 

Ethi opia n Government des ire to obtain arms and muni tions of war under Lend-Lease. ,,780 As the 

liai so n officer reported: 

During (he CUll versa lion klr. Deressa slated Ihal his Government 
desired to obtaill arllls alld equipment sufficient /01' three divisions. 
It appears tha t this equipment would include trucks and ligh t 
ranks. Each Elhiopian di vision cons iSIS of approxill/ale!)' 12, 000 
mell. IIVh ell asked what /l eed the Ethiopian Government /we/Jar (f 

milital )' OIgalliz{fliol1 q{ th is size AI/I'. Deressa ans wered Ihal il 
would be neceS,S"OI)' 10 mail/fain illfernal order Ol'e,- (fit area of 
350,000 square miles, (flld {f lIeCeSS{IJ ~v, to lend assistal1ce (0 the 
olher Uniled iValions if called lipan 10 do so. !Vhell asked hOJI' Ihe 
Elhiopiall forces cOllld be lrailled ill Ihe lise or Ihis anllall/enl he 
staled fhaf a British IVlifilm:,\' J\;Jiss ioll is alrea{~v in Elhiopia and 

I ./. A'" lib , 781 
l WI. ~ lleCeSS(II:)I, a ll m encoll IlIISSWJI CO if (j e engage(j. 

Though Yi"ll1la revcnleci his proposa l compellingly, the immed iate response from American 

delegate was 1101 encouraging. Colonel John son, for example, "came back wit h that three 

div isions constituted a considerable fo rce an d Ihm there was no surpl us equipment in the United 

778 :v!clllorandulll by Ihe Liaison Onicl:r wilh the War and Navy DCP:trlIllCIlIS(\\,ibon). IX I
" i\ lay. 1943. 

Dl'panlll(,llt uf Sla[l', R:-:-L2...J 110. 
'7'1 'hid 
~~II i\kllloraild uill of Clll1\'l.'r:-;atioll. hy tilL' l.iaisoll Oniccr(WilslHl) July X 19-U. D l.'pmlllll.!111 llr St:tlt', 

XX4 .::! --I I ()l) 
-'I Ihid. 
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Sta tes which could be supplied. ,,782 As impati ent as y,lma had been with regard to the military 

assi stance that Ethiopia was expecti ng from USA, rep0ris imply, "US officials were equa ll y 

concerned wi th the endorsement of the Lend-Lease agreement before the supp ly of an y mil ita ry 

aid .,,7R3 

It appears that Yi"lma, for his mi ss ion to the USA, had prepared two memoranda-one fo r 

Presiden t Rooseve lt and the other for Mr. Corde ll Hull , the Secretary o f State. However, it was 

not ified that " the memorandum handed to the latter was missing from Department fi les.,,784 

Referring to the missing doclIment which YYlma considered as his in itial agenda, he wrote a 

lettc r to Hull on 12'h Jul y that dea lt w ith thc dcs ire o f Ethiopian government to securc loan from 

USA. The loan, Y"1I IllH w rote, w hich th e Ethiopian Govern ment des ired to secure was intended to 

bc uscd fo r the rehab ili tation of the country. Among th c outstanding items for whi ch th c loan 

was requested wcrc:"rchabilitation of agriculture, repa ir and maintenance of roads, bridges and 

oth er means of cOlllmunication, to finance ex isting industries and to secure the service of 

A meri can ex pens to operate these industri es, to deve lop mines and in genera l to improve the 

economic condition orthe cO lllllry.,, 785 Attached with his letter. he presented a plai n statem ent on 

th c am ount of loa n and c rcdit rcq ll cslcd by Ihc Elhiopian Governm cnt. Hence, hc requ cstcd $ 

40,000,000 c red it to bc made avail abl e in Ih c Unilcci S lalcs in cash balancc and to purcha sc 

consuillcrs goods. 'Thc rcmaining $ 10,000.000 was app licd for silvcr loan lIn dcr Lcnd -Lcasc. 

T hc crcd it Illay bc suppli cd ovcr a pcriod . th c tcrms and condilions oflVhi ch to bc spcc ifi ed.""" 

182 lhid. 
~}.l Ihid. 

~l'I ~ vnlll;] Dcrcssn [0 Cordell llull. Ith July 1941. Dcpnr[Ill l' llt ofSw lc. 8 X .. !. 5 I (l6. 

-}.~ Ihid. 

-~I' l-tK lo"llre hy Yi"lm;\ fk rc",,;\ on S1:lI e1H("ll[ or Amount nf Loan :l1ld Credit Rell ll e .... [cd by Thl' 1:[hinpi:Hl 
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The silver loan appears to address the problem of new currency in the coun try. As to the 

monetary sinJation, YHma briefed Hull that "it lVas not less preoccupying compared to other 

socio-economic cond itions in Ethiopi a. Lack of subsidiary money and flu ctuation of the 

exchange rate between the Maria Theresa Thelar and the British East African pound had created 

currency problcms.,,7R7 

Nex t day in the afternoon, Yrlma had got a second opportunity to speak to President Franklin 

Rooseve lt in the White House. The first encounte r was on June 7 when the president gave a 

recepti on for the delegates to th e Un ited Nations Conference on Food and Agri cultu re in 

Virginia.7RR During the course of an interview on July 13 Vrlma \vas able to hand his Aide-

Memoire to the president. President Roosevelt referred this memo to the Secretary of State wit h 

the fol lowi ng comment : " I think thi s is extrcme ly interesting. Will you ta lk to me about it?,,"9 

Accordingly, the Secretary ufSlale reflected his view and opinion later on. 790 

I-laving di sclissed about the contemporary pol itical and socia-economic situations of Ethiopia , 

V"dm H's memo, consisted of some len paragraph s, applied for USA cruc ial ass istance. As to the 

global political signi licance as wel l as impl ication of Et hiopia 's struggle aga in st Ax is 

dominat ion, he noted that "every Ethi op ian be li eved that our country, freed from the yoke of 

Axis domination , would serve as a beacon of encouragement to olher coun tri es temporaril y 

overrUIl . Th e brave Chinese. the Czec hs. the Poles. the No rwegia ll s. the Dutch. the peoples of 

7~7 Y i'lm: l IJerl:s.-;a [0 Cordell Hu ll. I ill July 1943. Departlllen[ of Slate. RS .. L51 66 

h~ On [ilis oec:ls ion Yi"lm<l h:lI1ded 10 [he president [he Emperor's k ller o f r\pril 30. 194] <l nd Ilis i\ lajesly's 

photograph in the 'beautiful' Il'amc. t eller from Prl..'.-;idenl Roosevelt 10 lht Emperor of Elhiopia(1 lailc Sei:l:-sie). 
22 '''1 June 19 .. U. D qX1rtlllCIli ofSlale. ~:-';..j..2 .. 1 112 

~ :-"J j\id~~l\ k lllOlrt' from Yi'lll1a De res~:l 10 Prt'sidenl Rlloscn,'I I . 13'h .Iul y 19-1 3. Deparl1lll'tll ui" Stale. 
XX-LOU 7 .. 1-I-U 

"111 lOlddl l lulllU Franklin D. R llll~t'\eJI. ~ "'l Augu.-;1. 1f) -I 3 . Dqmrlllh.'ni i.1f51;llt'. XX4.UI4 7"::!043. 
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East indi es could a ll take heart upon seeing Ethi opia freed and her peopl e aided in the restoration 

of their land .,,791 Towards hi s conclusion , he wrote that: 

His IlIIperial Majesty will be glad to have Alllerican citizens to 

advise hilll in ./inancial, militOl)" judicial, and other technical 

of/airs. His IlIIperial Majesty will weicollle the cooperation of 

Alllerican capital and technical skill to help develop the natural 

resources 0/ his cOllnlly. It is .lim her the feeling 0/ His Imperial 

Majesty that Ethiopia can be of aid in supplying foodstuffs to 

needy Elfropean and Eastern nations during Ih e post war period of 

reconstruction. If help could now be given her ill the f01'll1 of 

tee/Illica! aid and equipment, the temperate climate alld fertile soil 

in the highlands of ollr cOllntlY would lend thelllselvesfavorably to 

the production of ill1portant crops and callie for food Ethiopia 

would have the advantage 0/ being lI1uch nearer to the needy 

territories than America, thereby effecting a saving in 

transportation and tillle. The people of Ethiopia are anxiolls to./oin 

with the people 0/ th e United Slates in their lI1agnificent effort to 

rebuild a war-lorn world. 791 

The responses of President Rooseve lt and the Secreta ry of the State to the Aide-Memoire were 

encouraging, if not gratifying. A s to the request for the financia l ass istance, Hull recommended 

th at " in principle, State Department was disposed to support the extension of finan cial aid to 

Ethiopia , in order to assist the country in restoring its economy and thereby contributed in a 

grea ter degree to the war elTort, although it might be impractical to make a loan in the amount 

requested(40 Milli ons US Dollars) .,,793 As a first s tep in the consid eration of thi s, in so fa r as to it 

re lated to poss ible financ ial ass istan ce through the Export- Import Bank, a conference was called 

fo r the purpose of di sc ussi ng wi th Yi'lma such dew il s as m ight be necessary preceden t to a 

farther ex plornti oll of' the subj cct. 7tJ
-l A ft er a whi le. the conversation wit h Y'I1ma was held and 

suggestion was made th at "he, in cooperat ion wi lh Blo\Vers, hnd to. on his return 10 Ethiopi a. 

7'1 1 Aide-rvk moirc II'um V"IIma Dcrrssa to Rooscvdl. 13110 Jul y II}-U . DepartmC"llt Or s[;]'IC". ~X4. 0() 7-1 443. 

~"~ Aide- ,\/ellloire frnlll Vi'lm:l D0r~:;sa to Presidellt Roose\l'lt. 131h July 19·U. Dep;.rlll1 clll or S[atl:. 

xx~ . oo 7-14~3 . 

~"~ Cmdt-II lI ulllu Pn:~idt'nt Roosc\ r: 1t. 2",1 A lI g Ll ~1. 1943. D 1,'parl tllc'll t or Statr:. XR-LO 1-1 7-20-13 . 

,'~ ( '(ltdd l f l llil to the Pn:: :--idctl t or [he 1:"pm t- 111l IHlrt 11 ;1111-.:( Picr:--nn) . . \ugu .... t -I. 19-13. D cp;\rll11l:n t 0 f Slall! . 
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prepare a more preci se statement of the requirements of Eth iopia falling w ith in the field of the 

Ex port-Impo rt Bank's operati on. ,,795 

The subsequcnt conversations and meetings between the Ethiopian and USA authoriti es wcre 

culminated in the signing of the 'M utual Aid Agreement, 796 Signed on 9 August 1943 , the 

Agreement represented a watershed in Ethiopian diploma tic , social , and economic history. It 

"was planned in Addis Ababa, agreed to by Washington, and condoned by London.,,797 

Meanwhi le, as per the request of VnmH, State Department' s efforts to obtai n the name of an 

Ameri can who mi ght serve Ethi op ian Govell1ment as legal adviser appear to have been 

successfu l. Mr. John H. Spencer whose experti se was first needed for the forthcoming Anglo-

Ethiopi an Agreement in January 1944, had agreed to accept the position, subject to his release 

frol11 the Un ited States armed forces, where he was then serving. 798 "Vilma was also able to 

obtain the services of George A. Blowers, fonner governor of the Bank or Monrovia, Liberia, 

who also had long banking ex peri ence 111 Nanking and Shanghai-as advi ser 111 the 

negot iation s with Treasury on the currency loal1s. ,,799 As a resu lt, Blowers replaced Coll ier as 

governor of Sta te Bank of Ethiopia .'oo He, therefore, led the State Bank of Et hiopia during its 

formative years in 19405. Blowers brought some of his rO l"mcr co lleagues to work in the State 

Bank o f Ethi opi asol "Th e first one was Kedri ek W. Brown from Monrovia and lat er Mr. V. c. 

7'15 MC IllOr~l1ld lirn of conversat ion. by Mr. Charles W. Lewis o f [he Di ,'isioll of Nl'ar E:.stcrn A f fairs. Dated 
A ugust 5. 19-B. Dr:part lll..:nt v I' Stat..:. 88-t .51/1=;-5-t3. 

7'K, The Agrecmenl appears 10 be known as DeparJ ll1en t of Sla te Excculi , 'c Agreemcnt Series No.334. or 

57sl~ll.(p1. 2) 1043. TIlr: deta ils ur Ihe agreemcnl arc nul :I , ·ailablc. Le lt cr li'OI11 th e Secretary or State to Ihe Vice 
tvl inis tcr of Finance (Y Yl lll :l f)crcssil). 121h j\ U ~ U Sl. II.) .. U. Dcpanmclll of SI: II (" . 88-t .241 l -t2a. lkfebdu. ""The 1\ la k i 11~ 
of ... ··:40. 

7'
17 r-. lan.:us. The Polilirs n/. .. 21. 

-.,~ Aide-Memoire li-om- Yi'lma r>~rc :-.sa ) 10 Presidenl Roo~c\·el t. 1-,lh .lui\' 11J-t3. DL'P:1rtI11Cllt 01" State. 

S~ -t .OO 7-1-t-U . Conk II 11ull to Y i"lIH;! D~n'::-.:-.a . 11'h Augusl. 19-tJ. Dr:partll1enl of" Stal~. ~X -t .1 -t 1-t1<1: Sl'l.:"llI."t'r. 105 . 
-'~J Spencer. 105 . 

. "., Conlidl.'lui:d IClk] from G_ i\ i:l ckcl"clh 10 Gilbl·rt. Dat l'd (, ,11 Dcn:mbc]" 19-t.Y. FO 3 71 35(l t-t. 
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P ra ll was brought from New York as m anager in Addi s Ababa. Th e years 1943-1 960 were a 

period of full ex patriate management of th e Bank ."so2 

Noneth e less, Blowers' resignat ion from hi s prev ious pos iti on di sappo inted B.H. Larrabee, the 

vice-president of Firestones Plantations Company and he had endeavored to di ssuade him from 

doing so . Mr. Blowers felt that the oppornll1iti es for him in Liberia were limi ted, and he des ired 

to accept larger opportunity now offered him in Eth iopia80J 

Yi'lma return cd from hi s mi ssion on 261h August, 1943 and arrived at Addi s Ababa with Mr. John 

Ca ldwell , the fi rs t USA mini ster to Ethi opia after liberation. As decisive as the trip had been, the 

nati ve press chronicled vnma's homecom ing as one of the prime llews. S04 Tn fac t, in the 

literature 100, th e 1943 mission is considered as a de fin ing momen t for th e re instatemen t of th e 

Ethi o-Ameri can dipl omacy. More spec ifi cally, the trip resulted in eventual total of US $ 5, 152, 

000 U.S. Lend-Lease ass istance.'o; 

Co lli er, the fo rmer manager of the State Bank of Ethi opia , appears to be upse t by the mann er in 

which he came to rea li ze his repl acement. H e th ought, according to a British document, Ihal "' th e 

Ethi opi ans, and partic ularly Vi'l ma Dcressa, w ho saw him for severa l days between hi s return 

n-O I11 H OI Springs and Colli er's departure for India, behaved badl y in telling him nothi ng abo ut 

Blowers, w hom V i'lma himself engaged in Amcri ca."RO(, T he fi rst manager of the State Bank of 

Ethi opi a , "who by now had los t the conll clell ce of the Emperu r, was de liberate ly kept in th e dark. 

~11~ /hid. 7,), 

~"J t'-.kll1oranliulll UrCon\'l;l'sation hy 1\11'. Cllarll!s \V. Ll!wis of till' Divisiun ufNc~H' E:lsh:rn f\ft:li r:-, .IUIl(" 
22. IlJ-t3. Dq1anll11'llt or SI;I\(". ~:-;-l.516 15 
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It was not until earl y November that the British confirmed Blowers appointment. A few days 

before the official announcement, Ylma told Stafford about it ,,807 

British authorities cou ldn ' t hclp reporti ng on Yi'lma 's prolonged stay in the Un ited States of 

America, i.e., from early May to late August 1943. When Stafford wrote about the condition of 

the Ministry of Finance, he noted: 

Durillg the delegatioll oj the Vice-Millister to America alld other 
absellces, the work oj the Ministl)' devolved on the Director 
GelleraloJ Finance. This agaill placed the Millisli JI ill all illFerior 
position ill the Coullcil oj Millisters. This has beell a severe 
handicap as the voice oJ the Millisli y has 1I0t been properly heard 
in the COllncils oj'State. In the present stage oj development each 
Mill isliy is a Go vernment ill itself: always .lightillg .lor its own 
hand, and th e conception of Governm ent as a co-ord;,w fe whole 
finds 110 acceplance. With money running sltort. the M illis/J y of 
Fill ance is gell erally regarded as (111 obstacle in (he way of 
progress alld {h e COliS tonI allel/dance of a strong Minisler is 
essentia l. 80S 

Seen from the de jllre powers and responsib il iti es of th e Council of Ministers, thi s appears to be 

approximately correct. Y et, my key infollllanlS strongly argue tha t th e voice frOIll the authori ties 

of the Ministry of Finance was li sten ed to considerately in the palaces o9 

Soon after, as per th e Mutual Aid Agreement, Vi'lllla and th e new 'Nashingtoll Mini ster to Addis 

Ababa tal ked abollt th e isslie of Ethiopian batta li on to join the forces of the Unired Nation fo rces 

on any of their fronts. The Ethi opian Government was inforill ed that the Eth iopian troops could 

not be accepted. as there was no pl ace for them in the forces of the United Nations. Meanwhile. 

V'fl1ll 3 informed Cald\vcl! th at the offer of the Ethiopi nn Government to contribut e to Ihe war 

e ffort under th e All ied forces was mad(; a year ago (bL: lorc the Lcmj- Lcasc agreement) throu gh 

:-'01" Bell-kaLlu ... Th.: i\ IJkinl.! nf ..... :-l1 
.\fI~ Rl'purt by F illaIKI~II I\li\'1:';l' r I ~) r Ill ... Per iud 1'( r\pr illo ~o\,"'ll1ber 30. 19-t3 . D":cl'mber 27.19-13 . rES. 

i\ISJ(191. ( i-51. 
~"'I '111;')l'l11anls: Bulc:l D~jlll;iq .s a. Asl":I\\ Dalll[0 and T;i(\I:1 '["iii-omii 
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the British Ambassador at Addis Ababa. Nevertheless, it was answered in September 1943 that 

the offer could not be accepted unl ess the British Mi li tary Miss ion were retain ed in Ethiopia . 

Claimi ng that the then system was not satisfactoty to Ethi opia because it gave excess autho ri ty to 

the British Mi litaty Mi ssion, the Ethi opian Government preferred to have the mi ss ion replaced 

by Military Adv isers attached to the Ministry of War, and pa id by, and under the control of, the 

Ethi opian Government as in the case of the Briti sh advisors to various govcrnmcnt depat1ments 

at that time. II IO 

Return ing then, to the new currency issue, "by 1944, it was ready for issue bu t two subsidiaty 

prob lcms forced a delay. The first was the 1942 Anglo-Ethi opian Agreemcnt whi ch was sti ll in 

force and required the con sent of the Brit ish Govern ment in anything rela ting to currcn cy."Hll 

As ca rl y as Jul y 1943, however, "the Briti sh Am bassador in Washin gton informed the Forcign 

Office of th e fact that the US was negotiating w ith rhe Ethi opian Government regardi ng 

appo intment of a US banker as Govern or of Stat e Bank of Ethiopia. Thi s information was 

passed to Ambassador Howe in Addis for confirmalion."S I2 However) with th eir Currency plan 

still o n offer, it was clear th at the British wou ld not have consented to the making and issue of 

the new currency. Th e agreement w as renegotiated and a new convent ion governin g th e 

rel ati onship between th e two count ries was signed on 19th December 1944. This restored fu ll and 

complete sovereignty to ElhiopiCl . However, before the agreemeJ1l was signed in December, the 

preparation was done to mint the ne\V Ethiopian curren cy in USA in October 1944. xu The 

second one ' ·conce rned the pa yment 01' US $200,000 10 cover the cos t 0 1" manufacturing the 

.'<l1l .I .K. Caldwl.:l l to thl' Sl'erl.:t;!!") tlfSt;"~.11 " n':lUbl.:r. 19-D. Dl.:p;Inml.:ll l uf SI;tt(". 7-1 0.0011 EuroPl',\Il 
War 19:>1) ] I XXX . 

. '11 r3dl.-kadu. "The DI..·,·doPIllI;'IlI ... 2-15 . 
'I ~ Bdl.'kadu, .. Till;' i\bkin!..! of.. ": -J r. 
'1 \ Ilicklllall Prl\'"I.:.Ir lu Yi"lmCl Dl'r0ssa. Sql11..'l1lhl.:r X 11)-1-1. FI1Jdl:f No. D -tOX-I--t I X:'. S II. f\ IOFED. 
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currency to the Nati ona l City Bank of New York."SI4 H aving encountered probl ems related to 

forei gn exchange, Ethi opia needed Bri ta in 's exchange control c learance for payments outside the 

sterlin g zone. "The Ethiopian Government applied for the use of US $ 350,000 for the purchase 

of textile, a commod ity hard to get from the sterl ing zone th en. The perm ission was granted and 

the fun d was transferred to the Bank. The cost of engraving, minting, and priming the new 

currency was paid out of this fund.,,· 15 

Documents at the Minis try of Finance reveal that U.S. Lend-Lease ass istance in Ethiopia was 

faci litated by the Foreign Economic Ad min istrat ion (FEA) from its offices at Washington and 

Cairo. The adm ini st rati on was said to be a precursor of the Agency for Lntcrnati onal 

Development. Rl fi Hence, Y'lim a and his associa tes at th e Ministry of Finance and the State Bank 

of Ethiopia worked directly wi th FEA and indirect ly w ith " its agent in the region , the American 

Eastern Curporation Near East Di vision."S17 

Ethiop ian government sourccs shed light on the financia l settlement of about US $ 4,804, 184 out 

of th e total aid of US $ 5, 152, 000 undcr the Lend-Lease agreement. Under the genera l headin g 

of Lend-Lease, there were two di stinct obliga ti ons. One was a commod ity loan, consisting of war 

material and copper coi ns, and the oth er was a si lver loan, consisting of 30 mi llion pieces of 

Ethi opia n 50 ¢ COIllS . Of thi s total Lend- I_ease aid given to Ethi opia , about US S 1,496,036 wen t 

for military equ ipment ancl copper coins. The remaining. yet the better part of the atd went to the 

814 BI.;Cl.;kadu. 'Till.; Dl'\ I.;IU p ml.;Ill .. . · ·1~(1 
~I~ Ihid. 
~Ih "'1;11"CIl ..... Tht' PO/iliD 0/ .... 27. 
~I' K.C. LaulI.:r III Yi'lma Dercssa. Sqlll'lllbt"l' :. alld Ol'lnbt:r 1. I?~-L I\ .G. Jalllt:~ 10 Y'dm:, D~:rcssa. 

S"':pIl'll1bt:l 1-1 ilnd 2014-1-1 11icklll:1I1 Prit:l'.I1'. 10 Ydllla rkrc ... :-.;1. Oc!t lhl'r 519-1-1: Folder 1'\0. D -I{)X4·4IX5 .. (,".11. 
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commodity items (US $ 1,042,072), copper coi ns (US $ 3,459, 57) and silver co ins (US $ 

3,308, 147).818 

Un der the Lend-Lease arrangements, smce Septcmbcr 1944 to April 1945 Yd ma and hi s 

assoc iates at the Ministry of F inance had engaged close ly in importing and making use of 

stationary logistics (35 metric tons of paper for Miirha Tibiib Prining House), Cigarette papers 

for Tobacco Monopoly, 5 Dodge trucks an d oth er motor cars for Ethiopian govelllment that had 

been deli vered through American Easter Corporations wh ich was an agent of FEA 8 19 It is 

important to emphasi ze here that th e Miirha 71biib Prini ng HOllse was an important institu tion 

that the governm ent effecti vely ut ilized fo r th e implemcntation of its po li cy of fi scal 

centralization by printing receipts and other finan cial documents . 

~I.' Foreign Comraclllal Obligatioll:- or Ethio pia. NO! Dated. Folde r No. C 71 ~-749 . 5,1/, :vIO FFD. 
~I'! K.C. Lallier 10 1""(1111:1 D~r";s-";l . September:' and Octuber 2. 19-1-1: A.G. Jaml."'s to Yl"lma Dcressa . 

September 1,1 and ~(). 19-14. Hickman Price .1r. [0 Y'dIll;1 D0rc~~;1. OC\O\KT.5. 19..J-I: Folder No. D -IOX-\--II:-:.5 . . \",\/. 
~IOFED. 
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Figure 6. Mar"a Tibdb Printing House. 

Probab ly to make its fi nancial ass istance economical ly justifiable, the United States Treasury 

Department sent a li st of questions to the Mini stry of Finance in Ju ly 1945 on Ethiopian financial 

matters of interes t to the United States. T he question s ai med main ly al identifying stati sti cal 

figures with regards to the Ethi opian economy.820 In response to these questions, sources show, 

.~~IJ The T reasury inquired for <.bt;l espec ial ly 011 the current position of Eth iopia in world trade p,lrI icuiariy 
its bulance of paymen l.s. the CO Ull try' s curn.:n l ubligatiuns 1u make p:l y IlH:Il!S on lon.: ign loans. it plan of Ethiopia to 
finance her deficit on wor ld accoun t. Ethiopia's current position with n::spccl In her hol di ngs of foreign 
c.':clwngc(Easl African Shill ings). gold. <lnel olher precious metal s. Eth iopia's pl:ll1 lor utilizing the Intermlli onnl 
rVlonelary FUlld ~lftl'r its establishmcll t. Elhiopia's proposal 10 usc US doll~trs available, prices of goods in Ihe 
eoulliry. <lala on [he prOdllC!ion or goods usua ll y l'\porlt'd, the curren! rate or gold alld ol her prcci ous 11lc!als 
produl'tiul1 in Ethillpia. E!ilitlpia"s pbn 10 l' siabl ish ~H1 c:o.:changc CUlllrul. QUl'Slll111S un Elilillpian Flll<lll<:ial iVlalll'rS 
inll'rC,,[ 10 The Unilcd Sl:tIC~ Trea"ury from i)i\'j "jol1 or :vlonc tary I~(,s(,:lrch. 14 111 Jul y. 19-1-5. Folder No, f)1 7 ~2-
1 "~3. ';,1/. ~10 F ED . 
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rough data from the Mini sny of Finance were compil ed and sent repeatedly v ia telegram to 

Washin gton later in November 1946. 82 1 

For th e minting and introduction of a new monetary unit to bc ca ll ed the Ethi opian dollar to be 

repaid in kind at the end of five yea rs, initiall y it was 1.5 million ounces of s il ver that th e 

United States Governm ent granted . The requested s ilver (and granted eventua ll y) rose to 

5,430,000 ounces (approximately US $ 3,459, 57)822 This s il ver was needed " to be minted into 

half do llars [E thiopian 50 ¢ coins] an d swapped for the Mari a Theresa The lars. "s23 Tn do ing so, 

in " August 1943 , the Ethi op ian government had fin ali zed arrangements for the manufactu ri ng of 

th e currency, but they co ntinued to play the negoti at ing game with the British ."'" Likew ise, th c 

United States Governmen t announced th at it was prepared to give the s ilver loa n as requested by 

Vrlma in Octobe r 1943. Th e A meri can Go vernment plann ed to mint th e coin in USA ·'5 

Vrlma and othe r Bank authorities of the Ethiopian governm ent ex pected the rece ipt o f the new 

Ethiopian currency some months before its actual ci rculat ion in July 1945. However, V rl ma was 

inform ed that " the heavy demands of the U ni tcd S tates Mint had made it imposs ibl e until 

September 1944 to commence the mint ing of the new Ethiopian 50-cent pieces and it was 

expected to commence in October, 1944 ."x26 It \Vas understood that the costs of minti ng and 

shipping the co in to Addi s Ababa would be pai d fo r by th e Gove rnm en t of Ethi opi a . Th ere was a 

S~I The ~vli n is ( ry of FinantT to Ethiopian Ll'galion al Washington. November I, 1946, Folder No. A 6071-
6107. SM. MOFF. I1:Elhi opi:m Legati on :It W ashi ngton to th e Mi ni..-try or Fin:mcc. November <) 194 6. FolJl.'r No. !\ 
6071 -6107. SM. j\'IOFED: Eth iopian Legation at Washington 10 Ihl.' iVliniSl ry of Fi nan(t:. O(tob~r 25. 1946. Folder 
No. A 607t-('t07 .. ~, \I. MOFEIJ. 

~2~ Spelll.:l: r. 106 . 

~ ' 1 Bcfckadu. "The Developmcnt nf. ..... :245:Arling Sct:relary of State to the r. l ini:-try in 
Ethiopin(Cilld,,·dl). OClohcr n 1943_ Dcpartmcnt of SWtc. :-:8-" 515 34(". 

X ~·1 Bdcbdll. ""T h..: 1\ hll,ill!.!. of. .. "; -1 0-4 I. 

""' Fmcigll ContractuJ I Ol~igalions or EtiliopiJ. Not Dated. Foldcr No. C 71 X-749. S.\/. :\.IO FFI1: ;\clill~ 
SClTl'lary llrSlalt: 10 the r.tllllSlcf III Egypl(Kirk). Octuber 13. IlJ4J. OL'panllll'llI OrSlall'. RR4515 3-hl. 

.' .' {, Thi~ not icc wa:- \\"ril!ell by I he 1\ t iddk F ~1:-1 reprl"'l·11 1<l1 i, C (If FOl .. :ign I~ronornic ;\dmilli~tratioll (1-'1-:'\) ~II 
Call"l).llIrl.:man Pricl' Jr.lll Y"dlll:t f)L'I"l;~..;a. Sl."plcmbl'1 X 19-1-1 Fl) ldrr ~n. 0 40S4-4IX5. 5:\/. i\tOFED. 

214 



plan that the coin would be shipped to the US Legation at Addis Ababa for delivery to the 

Ethiop ian Governmenl. 827 

Besides the Lend-Lease a id to mint the new Ethiopian eUITeney, years later, there was a loan 

agreement between the Government of Ethiopia and the National City Bank of New York. To 

finance the manufacture and shi pment of more than 6 million Ethi opian 50 ¢ coi ns an agreement 

of loan of up to US $ 900,000 was signed on January 14, 1947 with th e National City Bank of 

New York at 3 1,% interes t. The Bank, a report indicated, in the same month purchased for 

accoun t of the State Bank of Ethiopia more th an I milli on ou nces of si lver at a cost of US $ 

8 18,000 and shipped it to Ihe United States Mint for manufacture into co ins. The ent ire principal 

was repaid the same year. Cost of minting, packing, insurance and handling to point export 

amounted to US $ 56,548 and ocean freight and in surance to Djibouti was U.S. $ 13,096 making 

lm~ a grand [Oral of U.S. $ 888,123. After some twen ty month s the new currency was made ready 

for use. Taffara narrated: 

The EII/peror's birlhday all July 23 lVas chosell as Ih e daleIor Ihe 
illlrodilelioll oj'lhe lIell ' Elhiopiall Dollar currency. BOlh Ihe Bank 
nOles and coins. lIIade ;,/ lit e Uniled Stales. were received 
elllllflsias lica/~v b,Y the cily people. Th e nell' JIGljollal cllrrency I\ '(IS 

replacing fil e I1Il1ch favored JvJaria Theresa SlI Fer Thaler alld the 
Easl !iji-ican Shillillg Ih(1I had circlliared \'I'idely since Ihe arrival 0/ 
Ih e British IroopS ill 1941. These Ivere ve/:v busy lillles 01 the State 
Balik of' Elhiopia, Balik oUicers had 10 go 10 Djibouli 10 escorl Ihe 
I ' ,P9 

S /ljlll/ent, -

As lo r three years estimated supp ly, the Sta te Bank of Ethiopia had on hand 30 million coi ns or 

50 ¢' 10 million coins of25 e. 25 milli on co in s of 10 e, 16 million co ins oros e, 15 million co ins 

orO I C, Thl: \'a luc of these co ins. th erefore. amounted to nea rl y 21 million Ethiopian Birr. The: 

817 !hid 

.... ~., Foro..:igll Cl)lllrao..:lual Oblig;llil1llS or Ethiopia. Nol D'lIed. F\ )lder Nu. C 71 X-7·N. 5,\/. t-. !OF ED : :\clillg 
SL'CrClary nf Stall' 10 thL' ;" li l1 i:-.lcr in l'gypt(K Irk). OctohL'r :!~. 19·0, Dcpartll1l'111 OrSlilIC. XX-LSI:i 'J-hl. 

'~' I Tallar,1 Dl·gul'l"0. 7X-79, 
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greater amount of cUITency, however, was issued in paper money(63 million) with the follow ing 

ratio: 8 mi lli on notes of I birr, 3 milli on notes of 5 bi rr, 3 million birr of 10 birr, 100 thousand 

notes of 50 birr, 10 thousand notes o f 100 birr and 8 th ousand notes of 500 birr. Durin g nearl y 

two months si nce the currency law came into effeet8JO
, the State Bank had issued Eth $ I 1.5 

million in notes and about 5 mi llion in coins. RJ ' 

The State Bank of Ethi opia held in reserve agai nst th e note issue 100% cover in sterling deposits 

in London and East African Currency notes in its va ults. At the mom ent the State Bank of 

Ethi opi a was receivi ng between 150,000 and 200,000 shillings per day in exchange for the new 

currency. As regards th e Mari a Th eresa Dollars, Gres ham 's Law was operat in g and th is currency 

had gone to th e ground. Practical ly, none of it was be ing offered in exchange fo r the new doll ar. 

Financial au thorities ex pected to overcome thi s diftl culty e ither when import goods would 

become or when there wou ld be a substanti al drop in the price of sil ver. t(32 Documents at the 

National Arch ive indicate that the prob lem w ith the Maria Theresa Do ll ar was serious, for 

in stance in Wa ll o Provin ce, that the Emperor personall y wrote a le tter to the Crown Prince to 

im pl ement duly the 'Currency and Lega l Tender Proc lamation of 1945'. Th ough th e Currency 

proclamation outl awed the Maria Theresa Dollar as a lega l lender within Ethiopia and attempted 

to cOllsider it lega ll y as commodi ty, practi ca l conditions ob liged th e state to convert one iVlaria 

Theresa Thelar to three East Afri can Shill ings through the Chamber ofCoJ11 ll1 erce. s:u 

.~IIl I Il'itJl1C illio force a~ fn )1ll ::u rd July. lL)-t 5. !Vegari' Ca:el{l ..Jlh Yl'ar No.9, Anicll' II ()f(h~ Curr~ncy and 

Legal T~ndcr Proci:l!11:l(ion No. n of 11)45. 
~."\I E(hiopian Currt:IlL"Y. Not Oa(~d. Fulder No. A 60-11-Il070" 5'\1. ivIOFED. 
~"\: Ihid. 

~"\; EIll]ll"ror lI adii S",Il ;lsse (ll CI't)\\1l Princt' A:,I:1 \Y~isiil1. tklObcf II 19-16 and Dl"L"Clllbt'r 16 19-16. Fill' 
:-\0. HI:!. Fold~r No. 1.1 n.1I1 . '\J ,\LA : Yegol'll C(O'lU. -I lh Ycar I\n. 9 .. Currcncy ilnd I ~.:;al Tl.'nticr Pro..:iama(II)1l 

7\u. 76 (1 1" 19-15. Vcga!"i! (ia:('/(/ -1 111 YC;l1" ;-XII . 9. 
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Genera ll y, in the course of issuing and minting of the Ethiopi an new currency, ynma and other 

authorities (Ala M·inase Lamma, Mr. George Blowers and Mr. John Spencer) were overseeing 

th e manufacturing, shipping and preliminary circulati on processes closely. Though diffi cult to 

mark out Yilma' s indi vidual ro le in thi s hi stori cal development , documents at the Ministry show 

that he had been authorizi ng the minting of notes and co ins in th e Un ited Statcs Mint at 

Philadelphia. furthermo rc, he was occup ied with issucs related to the sil ver market in the USA, 

th e shipment of Ma ri a Thcresa Dollars from Ethiop ia to USA to melt down fo r thc 

manufacturing of new currency, and US dollar loan necded fo r the currency exchange. To thi s 

end, ynm3 sent and received letters and telegrams of authorization and report most often in the 

form of telegrap hs since September 1944 most often via Ihe Ministry of Fore ign A ffairs and the 

Elhiopian Legation at Washington 834 

Besides the key rol e thal Yi'lma played in the development o f Ethiopian national currency, of 

course, with the remarkab le ass istance of Ihe United States Government, what makes hi s 1943 

Iri p to Ihe Uniled Stales importanl is Ihat it did pave Ihe way for Ih e intensifica tion of American 

involvemenl in the Elhiop ian politica l and soc io-eco nomic activities in th e 1950s and I 960s . 

Besides the matcrial and financ ial ass ista ncc,as Bahru notcd, " th c US rcsponsc 10 thc 1943 

envoy came in the form of sendin g of a techni ca l miss ion in May 1944. The latt er, known as the 

~,l~ Hi ck ll1al1 Price .I I". to Y'il ma D~rcssa. September:-l 19 ...... Folder No. J) .. HJ S-l --l! :-15. ~-M. iVl0 FEIJ: Vrltl1:t 
D0r0ssa III George 810w(.;I":';, April ~ and 15 , rvl ay 13 and 2-1 . .lUIlt.: 19. 19-16. alld Jan uary I L 19-17 Fuld!.:!" No. ;\ 
6071-6 107 , tl/, MOFED: Vnma ])":r":s~a 10 th~ 1:: lhiop ian Legation at Washington, January 2 1. Man:h 1. Man:h 7 
;md April t 5. i\ lay H. 194 7. Fold~ r No. A (1071-6107. 51\/. MOFE D: John Spencer [0 Vi"lmJ and Blowcrs, January 5. 
19-17, Fulder No. A ()071·ClI07. S'M. !V10FED: Sp.:nl"~r [u '{'I1Ill;1 Dl~r":s~,l. Ja nu;\ry 10, 19-t7. Fnilkr 1\u./\ (1071· 
61()7, S,I/, MOFr-O: 1~ lhi(lpian LcgJlion al Washington 10 till' i\lini~try of Finance . .I ;"1I1UJI), IH, and April 15, JI)-t7. 
Folder ;\'0. A 1107 1·6107, .~·M. i\10FED: Thl' i\ li nis lry of P~'11 tl) Ihl.: i\1illi~lr)' of Finance. April 16. 19-t7. F\llda 0!u . 
. \ (i071'(11 07 .. \".\/. i\'10FFr1. Richard Lcach \0 Yi"IIll:\ Dcn:~~:1. f\ b y 2~. 1945. 1) 40~ -1--I I ~5 t\!. i\10FED: Yilma 
Dl'rl's~a tll Richard Lc:tCh. ,\!arch 12 . 19-t5 D -tO~-t·-I1:-\5 S·.\f. i\ IOF!.D (Scc t\pp~lli.li'\ VI and VII ). 
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Fellows mission (after its leader, Perry Fell ows), cou ld be sa id to have laid the ground work for 

th e subsequent American involvemen t in Ethiopia."S35 

During hi s conversations with President Roosevelt and Secretary Hull , Yi"lma stated that the 

Emperor of Ethiop ia was anx ious to arrange for the sending of three mi ssions, in particul ar a 

highway engineering mission, an agricultural mission and a minerals mission. To th ese three a 

fo urth was added when the Ethiopian Government req uested that a medica l mission also wou ld 

be sent. However, it was eventuall y decided that their funct ions were so interre lated that the 

miss ion shou ld be consolidated under a single admini strator or chi ef of Miss ion , hence Fellows 

M iss ion '3" Mr. Perry Fellows, Ass istant chief engineer of the Foreign Economic Adm ini stration , 

arrived in Add is Ababa on May 2, 1944, with .l ames M. Landis, American Director of Eco nomic 

Operations in the Middle East; both were im mediately received the same day by Emperor Haila 

Sfll asse. H37 Perry's trip in 1944 " res ulted in (111 offic ial repo rt of recommendations of conditions 

Em peror Hail e Se lassie wou ld need to meet in order to improve hi s country's economic 

position. "s38 In 1947, th e Ethiopian Government employed Perry Fellows personall y as Director 

of Planning Board and In dustrial and Economi c Advisor wit h Ihe annual sa lary of US $ 

12,000.839 Evc lllliall y, "Perry Fellows who had led the origi nal American technical mi ss ion to 

Ethiopia submitted to th e Tec hni ca l Cooperat ion Admini stration (TCA)- thc offic ial 

)o;l~ Bahru . A Ilisl"':v oJ .... 184. 
~36Chit:f uf the Division of Ncar Eastern Arrairs(AlIillg) 10 the First Secretary or the British 

Emhassy(I-laylcr). Decemher 31.1943. [)cpanmcnt ofStatc. S84.01 /\ /62. 
P 7 According \0 the document a1 Siall.! DepoanmenL "Lhe miss ion was sponsOI"l'd by Iht: Fort:ign Economic 

Administration and Ihe Ikpanmcnl of Stille. II wns ..:xpectt:d Ihal the mis s ion would bt: :ll1le tn lend ;Idvice and 
assislanct: to Ethiopia Iu Iht: Ethiopian GU\\,TtllllCnl in cunnccliull ",j lh pr\)bkms ur rllad l'OnSII'lIClion. repair and 

m<lilllCnancc and opera tion of public works. agriniltu ral produclion and anilllal husbandry. cxplnraliol1 ;IIHI 
dc\'c lopmcnl of l11ill~'r<l1 resources and the encourngeme111 of hetlcr Sa nil<ltion nne! public health ," LCller !!'om Ihe 
Chief uf Ihe Divisiul1 of Ncar E:Istern 1\ITairs(AlIillgl 10 Ihe Fir:-.l S\.'L'rI.'tary uf the I3riti sh Embas:-.y(lltlyterl. 
Deccmhcr 31. 1943, DCp:lrlIl1Cnl of Slale, ~~ . .t.() I A '62. 

~ ; , :-"kH'I\ . .3XJ-.3S-L 
~"J C{llll r;~clIKt\\'el' ll Pe rry Fellows ;lI1d Ra:-. i'mYru Ila il~i Si'1I:l",s0. Ap ri! 23194 7. Folder No, /\ 607 1-6107 . 

. S.I/. :lIOFED. 
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organization of Point Four- a forty-pa ge proposal he had created on behalf of the IEG,,84o In 

short, Point Four had its ori gin in the 1943 mi ssion which was led by Yi'lma Deressa. 

5,2, Yi'lma aftcr thc establishment of the Ministry of Finance 

Whil st the new Ethiopian Currency was ready for c irculation, Yi'lma fu lly intended to be 

transferred to the Mini stIy of Education and Fine Arts, though in va in. Three months before he 

wrote a Ictter of application to the Emperor, as Emanuel Abraham, the Director General of the 

Mini stry of Education and Fine Am went to the USA in March 1945 to attend the UN 

Conference, Emperor Haila SnIasse appointed Vi"lma acting mini ster of the Ministry of 

Education and Arts on March 23 1945. 841 I-lav ing accepted thi s additi onal posili on 

enthusiastica ll y, he accompli shed hi s responsibiliti es wi th passionate interest in education for 

abou l ten mon ths8 42 As I wi ll di sc uss Ihe ex perience of my subj ect o f s tudy in Ihe Ministry o f 

Education later, suffice to note here lhal YrIllla V'l as much more interesled in structural and 

systemic undenak in gs than routine administrati ve acti viti es. 

Remarking 011 the condition of the M iniSlry of Finance in his letler of appli ca ti on {Q the Emperor 

Yrlma wrote : 

{''/'}J/·II 0'1. %/)./,-1.' fl·IJ.I~·C !/I,i,'?~' II.O-fl flll·/,1 ('f).f) " :} : ),'/1.' 

rd.S"}/) J,C.:J%'/f),V·} /'f) .. j.} IJ·f)· ),f)[/).:: rlJ/..%f). ,i,'? 
f).m"l rn'l.'h:{IJ· )'}i)' }'lC }UJ·:.' fl. '/" '?C7-'fj71:;:r, "/~.P 

J,'?'f.I'';>/,I.'.' r'/'/.{IJ· r.rUI,{.r).r"''}~ · ruu·fl/,l d.}:J· }(f)' .': II'!. 
J'/)'/ff')' '1"J'.,'{.r). r· ,}S' IN·r)'{·{I)· 1.f- uU'/'rf}/,I S' ' ''/'l. 'f' 
(" "I. d. rK 1i·f/" /'II-fl!l' P?C f),f/)I-'f.!'.·/. (f). .e :;:1/,1 .'.' 
r'?C"'1'1.'})·j71 d. . ';'.r~' If';' f"/"/mCli- J, ').i'.lf'} f) 'i-f/"/Jr.-j.~. 

~~h l\kn·I\,. 3R-l. 
,~I Th .... l\ i il1i~!ry() f Pcn!o ynmn [)CfCs:-.a. I\ I \1n:11 12. \ 1) ~ 5. P .... r~()n \ll Filco(Yrllll:l rkri.:~~n.l l 0, MOFFIJ: 

Eillmanud. 5X 
~p T;ik];i 5:Idiq, }'r/'/ii)'\\'rll T{//,ikl; .. [[6-[~3: Yi'lma [)crc, ... sa (0 Fmpcrof Ilailii Srl1as~c, [)all'd June ~:... . 

19~5. Flddn ;\l'. A.M)~2-(I070. 5,' I/. 1\ 10 FE D(Scc Appl'ndi, \'IIIl: Emm:lIlud, 55, 
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flII1·}· .Ii ),t7o·!':i oJ·lvr IJlJd. '1HI /-,,~. ffl1~··/'f1"h-}· 
Aflli.7.'6f'}/l IJrftU·1] 'f I/O}' flfl"flC ),'Y.1f1 flli:X·fl" cHI 
l. '}.'llifl1OJ· [l. ,}.Kfl"II'1I0}·?} 7C"'1'1!~}'fD IIJ·D 'I= '} .e :""6'1 :: 
Regarding loan. proclalllation and regulation. the Minisliy of 
Finance consists ojjimdamelltal ins tilulional altributes equivalent 
to a ./in once organization ill o lher countries. The currel1 ()' decree 
is about 10 be proclaimed. At this instant, the institutional hallie 
does have walls and roof It remains only decoration as well as 
operation. In my view, a government official who would aspire 10 

modernize and smarten 'lte MiniS/I )' could administer it withoul 
much difficulty. if r alii transferred to the MinistlY of Education 
with the good will of the imperial lIIajesty. I assure your lIIajesty 
fhal [ am reculy 10 share my career experience that f acclIlJllllaled 
through Jorm al educat ion and 4 years oj work experiel1ce by way 
of advice to an oIJice holder \Vho would replace lIIeX43 

As noted in the above quotation , the Mini stry of Finance, since the period of its founda ti on , had 

secured notable Slim of money through loans and grants from three \vestern governments and one 

intern ational organization. The British aid, disc ll ssed in the previous chapter, was th e first to be 

got ten hold of. Since 1944, threc loans, with which V'IIma was occupied e1osely, arrivcd from the 

government of the United States, th c government of Swedcn and the In ternational Bank for 

Rcconstruction and Dcvelopmcnt subscqucnt ly. 

Besides the Lend-Lease aid, Ethiopia was privil eged to secure two prelim inary loans from thc 

Export- Im port Bank of Washington. Thc first was granted in 1944 in vo lvin g a princ ipal of U.S. $ 

500 ,000 aga inst colla tcral 01' gold ba rs in th e forl11 o f a gold pledge held by the Stale Bank 01' 

Ethi opia for th e Imperial Ethiopian Governl11cnl. '" As V'IIl11a had been dul y invested the ri gh t, 

power ilnd au thorit y to rat ify in th e name of the Imperial Government of Ethiopia all fi nanc ial 

and cred it agreements approved the f\ grct::1llcn t ..:ntcred into between th e Stale Bank of Ethiopia 

(Bil/a'" Ephrcm T3\Valda Maclhi'n and Mr. George Blowers) and Export- Import Bank uf 

~_n Y'llma Dt!ressa 10 Emperor I 1:11 Hi S'1llas:-.l:, D alL·d .Iulle 2:-;. t945. Fnltkr Nl). A6tJ-L2-6070. 5' \/. 
i\1()FI ' /) (SL'~O Appendix \ '[ 111. 

~ll FIln.::ign Ll)lllraCll](l] Obilgalilllls or bhi l1 IH:I. i\'Ul Dalcd. Fllldn ;'\'l). C 71 X-749 .. <'.1/,1\ 10 171:0 , 
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Washington (M ... Warren Lee Pi erson)845 Interest was 4% and the pri ncipal was pai d in 1945 

and the ba lance in 1946. The second Ex imbank loan was by far the more im portanl. T he origin al 

agreement was dated July 23 , 1946, and ex tended to Ethi opia a line of credi t equal to U.S . $ 3 

mil lion to be class ified in the fin anci ng o f spec ified c lasses o f imports from the United States 

incl ud ing automobi les with the ir spare parts, machinery, U.S. scrvices, hardware and building 

materials, printing of currency notes and minting of copper co ins, cigarette machinery, 

equipm ent for gold mining, electri cal equ ipments, education, road bui lding and M ini stry of 

F· S46 mance garage. 

Original credit o f Swedi sh Kroncr 5 mill ion granted on October 5, 1945 ex tended to Swedi sh 

Kroner 7.5 milli on on September 14 , 1946. Th e cred it lVas used for th e pu rchases in Sweden of 

eq uipmcnt for hosp ita ls and schools (approx imately 45% of the total loan), for travc ling 

cx penses (23 % ), and for thc transfer of sa lari es of Swedish personnc l employed by th e Ethi opian 

Governm ent (32%).847 

In connecti on wi th external aid an d loans, Vflma had played an important role in avai ling 

Ethi op ia of mem bership in the Bretton Woods system in la te 1940s. '4' In August 1948 , Et hiopia 

ava il ed herself of he r membership in Int ern ational Monetary Fund ( IMF) to purchase U.S. S 

300,000 fro m the IM F for an eq uiva lent sum in he r own currency. About a yea r la te r, in Ocrober 

1949 . she purchased an equ iva lent amolln t of U.S . dol la rs from the IM F. In September 1950, 

Et hiopia repurchasecl her own currency in the ',,"ount o f US. $ 300.000 an cl in rv"' rch 1951 

.q~ The ;" I inistry of Fi nanc~ to ..110 Aklilu Il ahl:i\\';ild. Dated November I }.: 19-t5. Folder No, " 6071-6071, 

SM. MOFED. 
~!(' As to amounts Ihal wcrc SpCIlI untler thl.' Eximb;tnk loan ror bankll<Hcs and 10:ln:-. for c"ample. we haw 

[he following ligures: lor 12 million 5 r copper coins. U.S. $ S~.420 in 19~7: lor more Ihan R million banknoles. 
ahulil U.S.S 11 7.000 in 1 9~9: lor 16 l11illion 5 (Hnd 10 ( coi ns aboul U,S, S IR~,OOO again ill 19~9 :l!ld for 
1I11~pcci li('d number o f h:lIlkno[cs ;1hOll[ U,S, S 3:; 7,(JOO \\'(:re ~pell[ in 1951, Foreign C('llllraCIUa l ()blig.a[iill1~ of 
Eliliopia,l\'lll Dah.'d, Fl>ldcr ~(). C 71 X-7-19, 5'\/. i\IOrED . 

. '~ ~ I:orci gtl C()l1lracllI:d ( )111 ig.al ion., or F lhiopia. Nm D:I[L'll. I:ohk-r No. C 71:-;-749 . .\".1/. ~ IOF F D. 
'l~ ,'"11111:1 DL;r~s~a l'rIS(Hl Tt:~l .. rnclll III Yiilll:lld fglgU'S IH)";'S('ssioll. ;-..Jl"\\' "llrl-.. 
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made a second re-purchase of th e ent ire amount of her own currency held by the 1M F in excess 

of her quota(U.S .$ 6 million)849 

A g lance at the Negarif Gazefa especiall y throughout the 1940s confirms that considerabl e 

number of proclamations and lega l notices re lated to the undertakings of the Mini stry of Finance 

had been endorsed. Here, as numerous as these officia l edic ts of the imperia l government had 

been, focusing only on officia l laws pertinent to Yilm a is in order. Though not a few legal 

noti ces and proclamations were issued in th e Negaril Gazefa under hi s authority, it is difficul t to 

conclude that a ll those proc la imed by his name were Yilma's accompii shments850 

Even so , bes ides few yet important proclamations to the en dorsement of whi ch ynma had 

contri buted substanti a ll y as di scussed earl ie r, some financial decrees are credited to ynma 

Deressa notwith standing some were iss ued un der the authority o f $iilt!e Ti'zaz Walda-Giorgis , 

the Minister of Pen. Among these, a Proclamation to Regu latc Currcncy (No. 31 of 1942) is 

noteworth y. I-lavin g defined "foreign currency" as any currenc y other than Maria Theresa Dollar, 

East A fri can Shillings and Ital ian Lira, thi s proc lamati on endorsed that 'except with permission 

granted by or on behalf of the Mini stry of Finance, no person other than an au thori zed deale r 

sha ll in Eth iopia buy, borrow or lend any fore ign currency. ,,,, At the same tim e, sotlrces 

indica te , in endorsing the Proc lamati on to estab lish a State Monopoly in Respec l of Tobacco, 

Ma tches and Pocket Lighte rs. Vi'l ma played a signi fi cant rol e. Acco rding ly it was an established 

State Monopo ly(also referred to as " the Rcge i") in respect o f the purchase. preparation. 

~ .. I') On each purchase the Fund levied a service charge or 0, 75° 0 in addition 10 which Elhiopi:1 paid charges 
011 Ihl: ;l\'\:ragL' daily ba lanlT or i l ~ l:urrcncy hdd by I h~ Fund in l·XI.:l'S5 of i l ~ quola. 10 11ll' lola I L'xll'llt or 170 .... 92 

finc troy Olllll'CS of gold (U.S.S 10. J,(7).lbid 
.\~I! Ihid. In my !.' !"ton to !ll:1rk ou l his ind i"jdu<l 1 deecls in the filWtlci<l l kg<l l regi lllc. I rclicd 0 11 IWO 

ullplLblt~hL'd d OCllllll"IlIS-01l~ al thl: 7\linislry o r Fin:IIlL" l" and a written aL"COlltll in Ihl: I ~llnily's posses . ..;ioll-whil'il 
corrobor;-tt!.'cI Olll" another. liri!.'f biographic;-tl accotll1t from Yi'lm:1 Dcn,:~s:1 10 the Edi tor of the I n~l illl1l" I~)r Research 
ill Biography. DalnI3 '" Sl.!ptL·mbL·r . 19-15. Persunal Filt-. 110. i\ IOFED: 

~ :q Vt '.l.!.aril (ja ;£'I(I. ~ ' ''t VL'ar No.2. A PrOClal11:tlilll1 10 1~l"gul,l1c Currency (t'\(l. :; 1 (If 19-1 2).<ktobct" 31, 
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manufacture, sale, import and export of matches, pocket lighters, tobacco, cigarette, mac hinery 

and de tached pi eces of machinery serving in the manufacmre o f tobacc0852 'The Tobacco Regie 

fetched between E th $ 1 million and Eth $ 1. 5 million per year. A Tobacco Factory was started in 

1942 w ith thirty workers and a monthl y production of about 100,000 c igarettes. Within two 

years, the factory boasted more than 300 workers and an output of more than 2 million c igarettes 

per l11 onth ."S53 

The other fi nancia l decree to the im plement ation of w hi ch y,lma and Stafford were probab ly 

credited is a ' Proclamation to Regulate the Imposition of Duties on Goods Ex ported from and 

Imported into Eth iopia (No. 39, 1943)'. Sources impl y that th is procl amation seems to havc been 

translated from Engli sh, thus, not drafted initi a ll y by Y dm a or his ass istants at the Mini stry.'54 

According to the proc lamation , thcrc had been charged, levied, coll ected and pa id duti cs on all 

goods impolied into and exported from Ethiopia at the rates spec ified in th e tari ff set out in the 

schedul e to thi s proclamation. A ll schedu les, tariffs and dut ies in force at the date of the com in g 

in to force of this proc lamati on were repeal ed855 

Included wi th (he list of proc lamat ions that sources men ti on under YUma 's authorship were the 

Alcoho l Excise Duty Procla mati on (Lega l Notice No. 23 o f 1943), a Proc lamati on to Provide for 

Stamp Duties (N o. 4 1 of 1943) and a Proc lama ti on to Provide for th e Paymcnt of a Tax by all 

ind iv id ual s and Businesses (No. 60 of 1944).556 The latte r one proclaimed that a subject to the 

provisions of this decree there shall be charged. levied and co llected on every person resident in 

.\S: Negarir Ga:t'/a. 1"<1 YC:lr No.1. A Proclamatin!1 to establish a S\;l1C i'vlol1opoly in Respect or" Tobacco. 
lal<.:hes and Pockcl Li!.!hl...:rs(No 30 vI' I 9-12). Ouub~r 3 1. 19-12. 

,' 51 Talbot. 107. 
)< 'J Yii'Ganztib Minister Liqiibal Yailligiibaw gabi\\'ocYna Y:idiirasabiihn Akuahon yallliyasriid;1 LYrzi"r" A 

R ~Jl0rt uftht: i\/I illislry or FillalK~. Hall1i0 II. 19.3-1 E.C'.. Fukkr No. A 193-1-2957. 5::1\/. l'v[OFED. 
~<'{Nt'~lIl"i/ Glce/(I. 2nd YL':lr No.I O. A Prot:I:ll11:ltioll [0 Ht:gul:l t(' the Imposition or Dutie:- 011 Good~ 

Exportt:d li'om and ImJlortc.:d illill Ethiopia (Nu. 39.19-13): Xe,!!,lI/"il G(ce/fi. 2"'\ Yc.:~lr Nu.IO. Dalni }; 'h July. 19·U, 
"fo Hrit:fhingraphical act:OIlI1[ from Yi"lma rXr~:,,>:-a 10 Fd ilor o(lhc IllSl i[lIlt: (pr Hc:-carch ill Biography. 3"1 

St:plt:mht:r. 19-15 . 1\;]"Sllll:1 1 Filt:. [[0. \[OFED. 
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Ethiopia(in recei pt of income) and every business operating in the country a tax at th e rates 

speci fi ed in the schedu les to thi s proc lamati on 8 57 

Besides (hese, YUma alleged that he was the author o f th e fo ll owing three proclamations of 

considerable importance in the hi story of pub li c finance during the Imperi al Governm ent: the 

Land Tax Proclamation of I 944(No. 70 of 1944) , A Proclamation to Authorize the Expenci inlre 

for the Government Services (No.7 I of 1945), and Currency and Legal Tender Proclamati on 

(No. 76 of 1945). 858 The first one replaced the Land Tax Proclamation of the 1942. In this 

proclamation, the government of Ethi opia made particular reference to the provinces with 

respective differential tax rates. It also all owed certain exemptions from the land tax, 

di sti ngui shed bCl\vecn measured and Ull l11 Ca SlIrc ci land, and extended th e tax to incl ud e a ti the. 

T he prov in ces o f Gogam, rlgrc, and Bagcm.,.dYr wcrc cxc ludcd from th e standards mcntioncd in 

Art ic le 4 of [he Proclamation . T llt:se standards include a land tax payab le as charged in the 1942 

Proclamation, and a tit he, tradit iona ll y paid in kind and hencefol1h to be pa id in currency. In 

th ese three provi nces, however, taxes were to be pa id in money at the rate which was in force in 

1927. plus the estimated ti th e in money. The law also shined th e power o f measurin g an d 

class ify ing land from th c Mini stry o rth c In tcri or to the Min istry of Finance."9 

According to Bulcha Deme ksa( 1967) , " the Proc lamation to Authori ze the Ex penditure for the 

Governm ent Services was in deed th e first governm en tal budget to be published in Eth iopia and 

,..57 NegaJ'il C(cew, J"l Y\,.',l r No.9A Procla mation (0 Provid..:: for Ihe P,lyme l11 of a Tax by all Indi vid ua ls 
:'l1ld Businesses. 2l) lh i\ lay. 1944. 

~~~ I3r i..::rbiogra phi..: al ,l( l'Oll ll l fro lll y nl1l;1 Dl' rC'SS;! 10 Edi tor orthe 111!'t il ll l":: lor R..::search in Biography, y d 
Scptl'lllb..:: r. 19...J 5. P..::rsOl1:ll File. 11 0, ;-... IU FEIJ: 't"i"lma Dcrc~~a P ri~on T I'~l<"lll1(,l11 In Y;imanj "lgigu'!"! PO~~l'ssion. 
New York . 

,":"! Sch\\";l b. 15: " egar/! Ciu::ef(/ . ...J lh Y"::;lr. No.2, Land T;IX Prcll: l;llll;\t lon of 11)...J·I(No. 7IJ or 19-14). 1'1 
:-\0\ emher 2 <1,1 . 11)...J-I . 
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covered the fi sca l year of 1937 E.C. (l944/45).,,86o This was one of th e major duti es of the 

M ini ster of Finance. The Mini ster, as per article 45/a of an Order No I of 1943, was supposed 

" to prepare the annual budget o f th e government an d submit it to the Counc il ofMi ni sters."s61 

With regard to the approach that was followed by the Ministry in the publi c expenditure, it 

clearly implemented the traditiona l budget approach known in some Iiteratme as th e 

'adm inistrative budget '. Th e administrative budget contai ned the executi ve's recommendations 

concerning the rai sin g of revenu e and the disposa l of it for purposes of governm ent 862 The 

format of the budget document was essentially similar to th e neighboring countries und er British 

coloni al rul e. Written sources at the Ministry impl y that so me documents on the accounts of 

co lonial governm ents of Sudan and Kenya appea red to be consulted in th e budget preparati on .'6] 

Under th is Procla mati on from the public revenue of the Empire and from other reserve fund s, 

the amount of Mari a Th eresa Dollars S 37,942,556 and 3 1 cents was appropriated for the 

services of the Ethi opian Government for the year end in g on 30'" Nahassei 1937(5'" of 

September, 1945)" R('4 The proc lamation al so reveal ed the revenue estim ates for th e fiscal year 

(MTD $ 38,072 ,000). Th e revenue estimates of the 1944/45 was present ed under fi ve headi ngs 

namely, land revenue (M TD $ 16, 150,000), Inl and Reven ue (M TD $4,830,000), licenses and 

fees (MT D $466,000) , earnin gs o f government department s (MTD $5,856,000) and mi sce llanies 

~(,(l Bulcha, "TIll' Ethiopian ... ": 369. 
M,I Negori l Go=era . . 2nd YC~l1" No.5. An Order 10 Define lhe Powers and Duties or QUI' 1\'l ini slcrs (Order 

Nu. 1 of 1943). January 29.19--13 . 
.... (,~ There an." als(l Capital budget. Clsh budget. National I\ccounts budge!. Unified budget. Full­

Employmcnt budgp and Prugram budget. SI.:C Edilnrs '·Gun:rnll1l..'lll Finan!:!:" in ,\lew El/(yc/ofJl'dia I1ri/(IIlIIim. 
Vol. :W. 151h cd . (Chi!:ago: Enc Yl" lopl:dia I1ritannil"a. Inc . 19X6). 197a- 19Xa. 

M'\ Sud<lll GO\'crnllll:nt AccounlS for the YC<lr 1943 Vol. I. Folder 1'\0. A6042-()070 .. $',\ /. MOFED: Coluny 
and Protl"l"lOratc or K Cllya E.-.;tilllatc~ o f RI..·Vl"Il11e and E.xpl:lldillirC lor th l: Year 19-15. Fulder Nu. AMJ-I2-()070. 5i"l. 
t"<. 10FED: ··,\YSlld:lIl j\1allgY~\ Yii' /\ :-,!"<l 7:i\iili :.ii l<l sa s·idbl ~;i1Xl\ rsk:i T ahi"sas 21 Qiin bY:I\,·"lr<lg.:1woc"lna 
kiiYiill1;i:-;.Yri,u b~'h)( Yii\;i!..!;iil:i !.!;ihl1l:1 \\'ii( l hi sab". Folder Nu. A 60-l2'-()0 70. 5",\ 1. 1'\'10FED. 

'I'~- \ 'ega!";, (j(Cl~(/. -l iii Year. i'\o . ..... ,\ PrOcla1l1:llinn 10 Allihori7l" Ihe F'\pctltl illln: f{l l" Ihe (imcrlllll l"ll\ 

SCl"\i\."l'~ flll IhL" )'L":lf fndlllg IIlL" S'h Of SI..'ph.:mbcf 19-L5. DCI'l"lllbcr 30. 19-1-1. 
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(MTD $ 10,770 ,000) . The expenditure est imates was schedul ed under 17 budget ti tles that were 

referred to the government min istries and departments to w hi ch the money was a ll otted. About 

MTD $ 2,500,000 was allocated for the Mini stry of Finance865 

Since " the compilation of the amounts proposed for expenditure was the most compli cated and 

time consuming part of the preparation of the budget,,,S66 it seems far-fetched to conclude that 

y,lm a did it individua ll y. After a relatively skill ed man power in publi c financ e was empl oyed in 

the ins titution , y,lma himse lf purposefull y spread the work load . For instance, the head of th e 

Departm ent of Director of Finance performed functions related to budget preparat ion. He 

received, reviewed, and com pil ed the estimates of the va rious Minist ri es for the an nual budget. 

He also had to sec that the estimates were in acco rdance with all th e financ ial regulations of the 

Imperia l Government and of the Ministry. In ca rryin g out his duties, he was in constant touc h 

with the fiscal office rs of other l11ini s tri es.~67 Therefore, as the hi ghest government offic ia l in the 

Mini stry, it can be argued that Yd ma could lead and oversee c lose ly th e process of the budget 

preparat ion and its implementation . It is apparent that the fi nal word o n publi c ex penditure most 

often came fro m the Emperor. 

~(,5 Ibid. or wh ich the share or head Ortice was (MTD $239,716). The remaining was distributed aillong 
Miirha Tibiib Pri nting OfTice( MTD S I14 ,620), Finance and Rl1dge! Scc tion(MTD 524.700), General Control 
Sectionli'vlTO S 151.309), Indi re!;t Rt:VCllliC Oeparllllent( 'iTO S 165196). Gener~1 Treasury(l'vlTO S 103.678). 
CliSlOtlls(MTO S42R.962). Trc~suries ~nd Store Guards(rvlTD 535.916). land revenue depnrtlllent(1\4TO $ 11 4. 195). 
Provincial T rC<lslLrics( 1'vlTO $ 103. 7R09). The general cstilmlteu expenditures allucated for all ministries and 
departments \\'crc:Civ il list UvlTO $2.053.17-1). Prime I'vlinislcr(MTD S220,6H3 ). Ministry of 
CumnHl11i!;alions.{MTO S2 18.33-1).Ministry or Pub!i4..· \Vurk.s(M TD 53.25 0.000). Min ist ry or Education ~lI1d Fine 
;\rls( t'\'ITIJ 5 1.672,-150). i\·linislry of Commerce and Industry ( i\ ITJ) 5234 .4-1 7). Ministry of lnterior( i\lT[) 
SIO.970.-I-I9).M inislry Llr Agricu llu n..'( i\ ITO 5679.(J39). [' ... Iinislry of Foreign Amli .. :.( I\ ITO 597K~2S). ~vl ini sl ry or 
War ( MTJ) 57,976.33-1 ).l\lin;slry of Pent i\ ITD 5 1.003.158). i\ lill i:-;try of Jus lin.' ( I\ITD 51.371.10-1). Minislr), of 
PostS( MTO $630.SH6 ). I l11peri~1 Guards( I\I TO 5 1.9)1).722 ).I\\';:I[ion Departmen[( I\I TO 5200.000). Unlon:sl'cn 
E.\j14..'lldilllrl'( 1'"ITO S:W2.1.(50). 1\ Prul'I'llll<llioll to Au[lllJrii'4..· thl: Expl'llditure for tltl' (ioWl'nrnClll SCl'virl's (u r [hl' 
Ye;lr r: nd ing IhL" Sill orScplcl11hL"1' 11)45. 

~I>I, Bulcha. "Thl' Ethiopian ..... J73. 
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Consist ing o f e leven arti c les with three schedules (dea li ng w ith issues re lated to the minting and 

wi thdrawal of the currency; penalties fo r wrongful issue, counterfe iting as well as ill ega l 

treatm ent of the new cUITency and the transiti on peri od) as an addendum, the currency and legal 

tender proc lamation (No. 76 1945) was a de ta il ed decree.868 It started by definin g the monetary 

unit of th e country as thc Ethiop ian do ll ar (E$) wi th the va lue of 5.52 grai ns (cquivalent to 

0.355745 grams) of fin e go ld. The purpose of fi x ing the value Ethi opian currency thus had a 

global rati onale: 

This link witli gold \lias in accord with lhe new malle/my system 
established by the Breton Woods Agreement oj 1944, which, inter 
alia created the International Monetm), Fund(lMF) and the 
International Bank jor Reconstruction and Deveiopment(IBRD 
also known as the WOI'id Bank) ~r which Ethiopia was signa/Oly 
and fou nding member. Such linkage between the national currency 
alld gold alltollJalica/~v established the exchange rate befll'een it 
alld olher cllrrencies I,vilh fhe same arrangemel1t . According~v. the 
exchange rate beh1feell the Ethiopian dollar and the US dollar was 
US $ 0.4025 and sterling 21 per Ethiopian dollars69 

In thi s connection, it is perti nent to mention j ust an issue in w hich the IMF authoriti es and Y"II ma 

were engaged after the introduction of Ethiopian new currency. In a letter to him in A ugust 1946. 

fo r instance, the Fund req uested Ydma a ll in formation ava il able especia ll y recelll monthly data 

on gold production fo r 1945 and 1946, export and imports by pri nc ipa l cou ntr ies and pri ncipa l 

com11l0dities since 1944 , figu res in the production of coffee, cereals, pul se, whea t fl our and hid es 

for 1944 and 1945 , ind ex of cost o f living from 193 6 10 dat e. in dex o f hourl y wage rates fro m 

1936 to date ."" In reply 10 these qucries. Ihe Mini str y o f Finance not cd Ihat th e Elh iopi an gold 

prod ucti on for Ihe yea r 1945 was about 63. 4 14 ou nces and for the yea r 1946( unt il the end of 

~h~ .Vegori! Ca:e/(/ . ..J lh Y(.:a r N. 9. Curn.::llI.: Y and LL"gal TCIHkr Procl~lIna!i()11 (No. 7() of 1945). i\ lay 29 1h
• 

11)-15. 
~1"l l3dt:kadll . ··The De\dopmt'lIl ur. . "·2-t7 . 
.... ?I> Flh iopi:ln Lcg; llion at \\"l\hinglnn 10 (he :-" l ini:-lry of F illiltKC. 25 1h Octoher. 19-16. F(lldcr 1'0. !\ 6(J71-

6107 . . 5.lt. ;l IOFED. 
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October) , 38,734 ouneesS71 If such is a g limpse at my subj ect of the study in re lat ion to the 

maj or hi storical developments w ith regard to the Minis try of Finance in mid I 940s, I now turn to 

Y"dma 's publi c li fe thereafter by and large until he was trans ferred to the Minis llY of Com merce 

and Industry. 

Offi cia l documents throughout 1940s imply that Y"dm a was busil y occupi ed with diverse 

fin anc ia l and economi c issues of routine and exceplional nature . The fi scal centra li zat ion that 

was begun especiall y w ith the estab li shment of the Mini stry seems to have obliged Y"dma 's 

consent or approva l 0 11 almost every issue. A care fu l examin atio n of w ritten sou rces shows that, 

particularl y during the form ative period of hi s career, Y ilma sat at the apex o f a hi ghl y 

centrali zed bu reaucracy in the Ministry. Matters he dea lt w ith ranged fro m pcrsona l payout fo r 

an indi v idua l w ho cam e to th e M ini stry w ith an impcri al order (Illaziifa) to the purchasing o f air 

planes and their spa re pa rts in an attempt to establ ish the Ethi opi an Air Lin es.S72 

In the period unde r di scuss ion, letters from within and w ithout the ins titut ion were directl y 

addressed to him and most often he went through the majority of them . But, thi s did a ffect the 

Ministry'S act iviti es . Payment s due from rhe Mini stry o f Finance were he ld up because o f th e 

);71 Export Import fi gures no t cOlllpiled by countr ies. Export s in Eth iopian do ll ars by cOllllllodities from 
SeptC' mber 194 3 fO September 1944 Co lTec 7.052, 521. Cc["c;l is ~ Il d Pu lses 4.75 7.207. Flour 3 . 349.080. Hides 
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1946. Fuld(' r Nu. A 6071 ... 6107. !;M. MO FED . 
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f0ll11ality of obta ining the s ignature of th e Yrlma upon checks. Stafford once complained that " it 

was an unnecessary waste of the time of a high officer of State.,,873 The Briti sh finan c ia l adviser 

kept on reproaching th at "check s igning was littl e more than a routine busin ess and he didn ' t 

suppose the British chancello r of exchequer and hi gh officials of the treasury ever saw a 

eheek. "R74 Yet, it is difficult to make val id comparison, as twenty century United Kingdom was 

different fro m twentieth century Ethiopia. 

The week ly meetin gs of th e Counci l of Mini s ters on Tuesdays, the recurren t summits at the State 

Bank of Ethi opia, the Agri cu ltural Bank of Eth iop ia, the Sabean U tility and va rious ministri es 

were also aspects of Vilma 's publi c Ii fe throughou t 1940s. As the meeti ngs were numerous, the 

agenda for the meetings were a lso enormous ly divcrsc. R75 However, YUma didn ' t attend a ll these 

meeti ngs despite he was ca ll ed for most of them persistcnt ly. Even during his presence in the 

capila l. lhere were quite a few times when he decl in ed to aUcnd the weekly meetin gs of th e 

873 Finnllcial Adv ise r 10 Di rector Ge ll ern] of Finance. 91h Jallunry. 194 3. Folder No. B 2632-2683. SM. 
MOFED. 
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Council of Mini s ters in the I 940s. He was also known as a late arriva l. 876 Thus, he was penali zed 

frequentl y as per the Council 's regul ati on of fi xed fina nci a l penalty as of October 4, 1943877 In 

hi s responses for written all egations and financial penalties, ynma also claimed that he was 

absentee because he took special ass ignments from the E mperor. R7R 

As novel as the prac tice of budgeting had been in Ethiopia, it was difficult to handle issues 

rel ated especiall y to public ex pendi ture for y,lma in th e period under di scuss ion. 

Retrospecti vely, Vi'lma envied the youn g offi cial s employed in a later peri od for the opportunity 

th ey had got to work with authoriti es li ke him who were re lative ly well versed in modern 

fin ance. Fcw nob lcs from the traditiona l po li tical system cove rtl y de fi ed the authority of Vi'lma 

in earl y I 940s . En couraged by the Emperor to bring finan cia l issues to hi s attenti on through th e 

tradit iona l po lit ica l prac tice at the palace (gllday /I/CIqriibiy a or aqqabe sCi 'at) , they most o ft en 

sought a conventi onal so lution to fi sca l prob lcIlls,S79 

Even though the fina ncial lega l regim e empowercd the M inistry of Finance and the Counc il o f 

M inisters on matters of publi c fi nance, the Empe ror had always the last word . In this regard , the 

pol iti ca l tradition o r th e royal schedul e (a ""abe sii 'a t or gllday /I/Oqriibiya) had served as a major 

admini strative manoeuvre. "The weekl y aqqahe sii 'ClI was an oppornll1ity to report 011 the major 

ac ti viti es of th e respec ti ve deparll11 cnts."sso Officials of th e Imperi al Government of Ethi opia 

"could get clearance for decisions needing Imperial approva l. request additional funds. suggest 

).7(, The COlillcil orr-. l in islcrs 10 Y"lima D~rcssa . Ol'lobcr 13. 19·H: NO\'Clllbcr 18.1945. April I. ?vlay II. 
:Hld Junc 17. 19--1(), January )6 :lI1d July 21 . )9--1 7. Pcrson ~t1 File or V"dIIl:1 ])~rcssa. ) 10, MOFI:: ]) . V"IIIll:l D0r0s:-:1 In 
Bit\\,iidjd i"nchllkacj\\, I\Wkoni"ll. Dntl.:d Dcccmbcr 7. 11)45. Foldcr No. A 6071-61 07.5'.1 /. 1\ IOFED. 

l>.77Thl.' COllllcil of tVlinistcrs to Y"IIma D0r0ssa. OelOb!.'r 21. 19--13, Pl.: rsonal File of Yi"lma Di..~rl::-.sa. 110. 
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~~~ Yi'lll1d Dl-r~ s:-.a lu lJi/ll'iidiid i"ndalb,,-:-llw I\Uk\)I1i"Il. Dl'ct'lllbL'1' 7.1945. Fullkr "\'u.;\ 6071-6107. 5'.1/. 
~ J( )1' 1, 1). 

~~'I Intill'ln:1I11 : 1\:-.1";1\\ J).JIl1Il:. 

&80 T;1I"1":1ra. 13 7 

230 



new projects of political importance and seek specia l approval to attend certain internationa l 

events. An imperial secre ta ry took notes on the di scuss ions and prepared orders. Th e meetings 

usually lasted for about fifteen minutes." 88 1 Most o ften, finan ce was at the very heart of aqqabe 

sCi 'al di scussions. As a scholar on the Imperial Government remarked " it is a well-established 

maxim of political administration that th e way to a government's heart is through its treasllry."gR2 

After di scussions in the aqqabe sCi 'ai, the emperor authori zed payments by way of im peria l order 

(lI1C1ziiia). To settl e these and other fin ancial matt ers, Ydma was summoned freque ntl y to the 

palace, though th e time schedul ed for the Mini stry of Financc in the aqqabe sCi 'al was cvery 

Mondays fro m 5:00 P.M. to 5:30 P.M in earl y 1940s'" 

Beginning from its conception) however, the imperi al order (maziiza) wasn' t a disordered 

practice as demonstrated in the literature. Sources testify that there were adminislrative and 

nunnative limits to th e all eged arbitrary authori za ti on ofgovernl11 ent ex penditure by the Emperor 

contrary to a conclusion in a standard work on the imperial Govern ment of Ethi opia. For 

instance, Clapham( 1969) stated th at "the lIslial way of getting moncy was through aqqabe sci 'at, 

the Emperor naturally granted appropr iation whenever he wished to do so, not only for 

ord inary government spendi ng, but also for personal benefacti ons, grants for specia l service. 

and an ythi ng else for whi ch money was nceded."XR4 H owcvcr, both archi val and ora l sourccs 

testify that though the Emperor d id ovcrsee the ex penditu re c losel y, he 111 0st often let his 

."~ I Ihid. 
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authorities at the Min istry to make the ir ex pert reflections on financ ial matter at hand . Hence, 

in formants emphasize, not all imperia l orders were executed 885 

Furthermore, a fract ion of the imperial order (lIlaziiia) due to whi ch the financial system of th e 

Imperial Government acquired bad reputation was taken at the Ministry s ince the lIlaziiia was 

made as maintained by a budget schedul e eannarked offic ia lly for that purpose. For ins tance, in 

th e 1944/45 fi sca l year, about 2,053 , 174 Mari a Th eresa Dollars were allocated for the Civil Li st. 

Of w hi ch MTD 500,000 marked down for the Royal bene fa cti ons (Ia'dariigol la'biigo liigbar 

) 886 H owever, the money all ocated was al ready run out of supp ly by Janua ry 1945. H ence, the 

Emperor authori zed additi onal MTT 100, 000 from a budget schedule ( 17) ea rmarked as 

"Unforeseen Ex pen diture".'" H owever, the trans fer of addit ional ex pend iture fro lll sc hedu le 17 

to another budget schedul e, specifica ll y I (c), was carri ed out at the Mini stry in a tran sparent 

way. ~88 Wi lh regards to this , Y"IIm a was not diffident in informing th al the chest of the Roya l 

benefact ions was empty during his conversati on with the Emperor in .Ju ne 1943 , for instan ce. 

T he Emperor, on hi s part, e0111 manded Yil ma to submit the deta il s of th e finan c ial report on th e 

dareigol, so he did 889 As the cease less n ow o f 1Il(f=ii~a from the Emperor troubl ed the very misoll 

d'fdre of publ ic ex penditure, informant s reca ll , Vnm3 usuall y \vent to the palace and appealed 

S1\5 "Kii .5il!/iil Mi/lis/(: I" Iii Giill:.iib Millisler si"lii Tiilii,l'tI.l'lI g lldayo( ),ii(ii.~(!/il ddhda/}c!lt'Oc: li'o lll Maskaram , 
1938E.C to , 1946,N:thasc 1938 E.C. (Ministry o f Pen to the Mini stry of Finance, September, 19~5 \0 August. 
1946). lES.M S 1733 and 1734: Bu1cha DCll1eksa. I\~\ ' LUi! i\~r .. .. . lnfonllan\s: Bulb Dam:iqsa and Astinali Si"fara\V. 
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Pa l.tL"e ( ,ITO 600,000) , for civi l li sl pt.: nsiolls (MTD 180,000), for Imperia l banquets (MTD 25.000). for His 
Impcrinl i\'Iajes ty's Aide de Camp's Onice (M TD 15.000). lor Mechanical Transport [of the pn l;Jcc]( MTD 
175.000), fur I-lis Imperial Majes ty's Chambl'rlin' s Office{ l\ lTD 29.056). tor His Imperia l i\l aj csty"s pri""\!.: 
sccrelarial (MTD 70.41 0). tor Chamber of Deputies ;ll1d Chmn her of scna lc(M TD 37 .. U)~() ). ror Muscum and 
N.lliunal Library(MT D 58)':56 ). l'or Disli nglli:-:hl'd gUI..·:-;lS r"':ccpl ion u r1iel'(MTD S.S·.t(i ) lind tor /(iicg(:'s 
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for a recons ideration of the financial authorization at hand . Consequently, last decision was made 

after chances were given for the vo ices of the c la im ant for funds and YUma before the 

Emperor8 90 

Though not as frequent as the problem th at confronted Yilma and hi s associates in public 

expenditure, a few cases and sinlat ions also brought trouble for the Mini stry. Among these, lack 

of stati stics on land measurement and th e interference of politi cs in finan ce deserve a brief 

discussion . Due to poor performance o f land assessors whose skill and knowledge about land 

measurement were lim ited, a document at th e Mini stry show, not all lands were duly measured 

and landholdings were registe red until 1947. Therefore , thc revenue coll ected from provi nces 

was said to be less th an it was supposed to be. For ins tance, in th e prov ince ofGamo Gora, about 

1,838 selfs (glibar) were registered and, give n their number and th e s ize of land measured, the 

tota l revenue co ll ected "lIlounted to Eth $ 2 13,068.63. Besides the land assessors, Ihe inspectors 

sent from the Ministry of Finance to provinces were also ineffic ient in land measurement, thus, 

did noth ing but accept ed th e data tha t was co mpil ed poorl y at the provinces. Even in the 

provinces where the task of estimation was said to be complet ed, th ere were di sputes between the 

Treasury Departm ent s of the Mini stry at prov in cia l level and the Governorate of th e provi nces 

over the revenue from unmeasured [allcl s. ~91 

In thi s rega rd , nOI onl y in th e period under d isc ussion but also through out 1950s and 19605, land 

revenue estima tion was a major techni ca l problem. Agri cultural taxation ill Ethiopia. Markaki s 

reco llllllendc'd lat er in 19 74, "cou ldn't be placed on an orderl y basis un less so me ("ann of 

land meas urement was pL' l" fo l"lll cd whi ch would make proper tax assessment possible:. The 
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variety of measurement units used in various parts of the country was perplex ing, and the 

lI1 accuracy of such measurement as had been perfonned was legendary. ,,892 Empirica l dat 

from exact measurnernnt applied in 1968 had proved this point right. "One area registered as 

3,606 gasa turned out to be actuall y 12,566 gasa. Another a rea registered as 60,6 10 gasa was 

found to bc 131,2 10 gasa. ,,",3 

Though not recurrent, Ydma had also taken on momentary challenges of politica l nature w ith hi s 

responsibilit y both in revenue co llection as well as activities re lated to it. For instan ce, in late 

August 1946, a court issued a warrant based on the request of the Mini s try of Finance to compel 

a ccrtain Haiia U'u l who run away from hi s responsibility tak ing thc key of the Trcasury house 

of D"fre Oawa to hand over the government mon ey. However, Major Milrfd Mang~isa(late r 

Genera l and the thcn aide-de-calllp of thc Emperor) sent a short communique on bchal f of the 

Emperor that cOlllmanded the w ithdrawa l of warrant until the return of the mOl1[1 rch to the 

capita l. Y"IIma, then, in his te legram to the Emperor through the Mini stry of Pen, requested th e 

Emperor to reco nsider hi s oreler because of three fo rmi dable problems. First, Y"IIma a rgued, 

there were hoards of money locked in the treasury hOllse. Second, currency denominations of 

wh ich thc banks wcrc in necd wcrc deposi tcd without propcr utility. Third , as the pcriod for a 

budget closure was approaching, th is would cause difficulties fo r them in sctlling the annual 

finance. X9-1 

A Illllch se ri olls challenge fo r th e Ministry came fr0111 the age-old in st itut ion of the country- the 

Ethi op ian Churc h. Th ere was protracted di spute between the Min is try o f Finance and the 

auministration of the Ethiopi an Church over the inspection 0 (' the la lh:::r"s finan ce since 1942. 

~'I: Marka ki s. 3-4 3. 
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Despite th e mediati on by the Min istry of Interior between the two parti es, the prob lem continued 

unLil 1949. After exchange of offi c ia l letters between the two institutions for consecuti ve ei ght 

years, th e M ini s tJy of Fi nance notified the Prime Minis ter that it wou ld not be accountab le at a ll 

fo r the mi smanagement of the property of Ethiop ian Orthodox Chu rch ' 95 

5.3 Yllma Deressa beyond the Ministry of Finance 

Bes ides hi s ministerial position at the Mini stry, y nma bore co ll ective responsib iliti es at various 

institu ti ons as a board member and president in the period under di scussion . Together with 

Aklilu j-jabta- Wald and Bilatta Zawde Balaynah , for instance, he was appointed a member o f th e 

Consu ltati ve Committee of Legislation in September 1947896 In p lace o f Ababa Rata wh o le ft 

Addi s Ababa for London as Ethiopia 's Envoy Ex traordinaty and Mini ster Plenipotentiary in 

Great Bri ta in , Y ,lma Dcressa was appointed to be President o f the Boa rd of Direc tors of Lh e 

Ethi opi an Air Lines as o f August 3 1, 1948."7 Under th e cha irmanship o f Aklilu HabLa-Wald , he 

was a lso appo in ted to be member of EdueaLion Board in September 1948 .' 9' More than th e 

co ll ective responsi bili Li es he shouldered, however, y nm a seem LO have played cruc ia l ro le while 

he was temporaril y appoin ted acting Vice-Mini ster or \~/ ork s and C0l11111uni cation s 

(January I946-May 1946) and aeLing Vice -Mini ste r o f Education and Fine An s ( 1arch 1945-

March 1946)899 Thi s section aLle l11pL s to situate Ydma 's place bOLh in th e Pari s Peace 

~9~ Land Revcll ue Din.:c!oratc 10 the Prime Minister. March 26, 1949. File name, Miil!/ds(/lI 'i G/lha 'e $ih//i/ 
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PO:- 1. TI.'1cgr<lph and T L'1cphonc In )'rlm;1 DcrL;~~: 1. [);Hed .I un..:: :!. 194-1. Pl.'r~onal FilL' of Yi'lma l)":n:~~<I. I Ie). 

i\ IO Fl::.D: 1 l:1ll:1 frolll IIl l' \\" iilda G ' ~H"gi:'> \\'iildii Ynilanni"s (0 Y"lima D0r":~~a. Dall:d t\ larl'1l ]2. 1C)-l5. Pl'rsl)nal FilL' 
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Conference of 1946 and the expansion of modern education. Nonethe less, before I exam ine 

th ese accompli shments, a word or two is pertinent on Yi"lma 's undertakings while he 

accompanied Emperor Haila Si"liasse in hi s trip to Ca iro in February 1945. 

The invitation to the Em peror to visit Pres ident Rooseve lt at the Great Bitter Lake of the Suez 

Canal came from the latter, after the Ya lta Conference9 0o Yilm a, together with Major Mari"d 

Mangasa, Abba Gab ra Hanna ('';;"mma, Ras Kassa I-Iail u, $dhqfe Ti 'zaz Walda-Giorgis, Ak lilu , 

Yi"lma, escorted the Emperor to Ca iro·ol and "the Emperor met President Fran kl in D. Roosevelt 

and discussed issues of vital concern to Ethiopia at the time.,,902 1.K. Caldwell , US Minister to 

Ethiopia reported: 

COl/versatiol/ through lea was cOlldllcted between the President 
alld the Emperor in French; after tea conversatioll was ill Amharic 
and Mr. Deressa acted 0 .\' interpreter. Ih e ollly persons present 
being Ihe Presidel1l, Ihe Empp.rnr, ,\4r. Del'essa, ol1d (alth e request 
o}' the Presidel/I} myself Th e conversation 0 11 ojJicial business 
las led more Ihall all hour and covered, among oil,er mailers, 
Ethiopia's need/or a port; ill reply to the President 's question as 
to ",helher this should be Djibouti IVould be the best port because 
of Ih e exisling raihl'oy, bllllhal a long ferm policy required a pon 
ill Eritrea. 903 

Emperor HaiHi Srllassc, "du ri ng most orthe convcrsation oUl-l ined Ethiop ia's major conce rn s. 

substantiall y detailed in nvc mcmoranda handed 10 th e pres idclll. ,,904 The docliments were 

oj' VY1111:1 DCrCssa. Ministry of Finance (I-i.:;ld O ftiCl'): Fl1l lllanucl, 55: W:ikHi Giorgis W:ikb Vohalllli"s 10 YUma 
Dt~r~ssa. Sl:plclllbt:r 15. 19 .. HL Personal r il~ or Vi"lmi.l Den:ssl.l. 11 0. MO FED . 

'~IU Spcnccr. 159 
')< /1 Ihid . 160 

'Ii) ' B;illrll, . 1 /-l is/OJ,\, 0/ .... 1 X4 .. 1 X5. 
'lu I us tvli nislcr ill· [thiopia(Ca ld\\'cll) to the Secrela ry of SI:Jlc. Fcbrllary 27. 1945. Ol'P:JrtIllCl1t of Sta ir. 

R:-': .. LOOI Sdassil' . ll aill.!l2.:n..J5. Unill'd Statl's Dl.!pantTll'1l1 or Slat I.! Fo!"eigll !"('Ifl/iolls of ,/,,, U,li/ed SIa/('S 

dipl()/IIlIl;1" pap"rs. IIN5 The "el/r ":asf (Iw/ ·Yi·;c{/ Fordgll Re/afiolls. 11)-15. 1·(1/ 1'111. Wehsile· 
h!lp: ,Jidlulll.I.l.I.)I,H)" \\i~l· l'!lll l:gl~blll I Pl·S I· RI ' .... -
hl\·)t~I!.'" t \lrll,\.cnlll~ l ·!~L·~ l ·RLSI\)-+ ~\f.t X p[1(1 "'8,:, HI l lnS l .R I "l.l') .. I=';;\[I~A'I' l / l' \ 1&ql YIl.!:!..11 

"111 ~Ian:ll~. Tile Polif;t <; fI/ ... . 50. 
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rather lengthy, that they were read by th e E mperor in Amhari c and were translated into English 

by ynma, a procedure wh ich occupi ed most of the period of the Conversation. 905 

As far as Ca ldwell was aware ' no commitm ents, promises or assu rances of any kind were given 

by the President in response to the requests of the Emperor for ass istance' made in connection 

with the five memoranda. Caldwell furth er remarked that "all the important political matters 

mentioned during th e conversation were brought up by the Emperor. ,,906 In stead of other 

Ethiopian authoriti es, as noted in the above lin es, it was Yflma who assisted the Emperor in the 

conversat ion which fo cused bas icall y on th e country's fore ign affairs . Thi s appears to be because 

ofY,lma's acq uaintance and prior discussion w ith the President in Junc and July 1943. 

Soo n after the Cai ro trip, a hi storic development did obli ge the modest contributi on of Yd III a in 

finan ce an d economi es to th e nation 's diplomatic stru ggle at the international arena: the Pari s 

P eace Con fe rence of 1946907 In order to strengthen Ethiopia 's pos ition on the iss ue o f Eritrea 

905 According 10 one of the delegates, "six topics were emphasized: ( I) Highest priority was given \0 the 
necess it y of access to the sea and a request for u.s. support for the return of Eritrea to provide a so lution to 
Ihis need; (2) the importance ofElhiopian con trol ofthc managcment oft he railway to Djibout i. with a report 
on our negotiations to engage an A merican linll lor this p urpose ; (3) the problems or the Ogaden, with a 
report on discllssions w ith the Sinclair Oil Corporation and the exp ression of a wish to promote American 
enterpr ise in Ethiopia: (4) Ethiopia's wish to panicipate in dr-ailing tile United Natio n s Charter to replace the 
Cove nant of the League of Nat ions, and in so doing to help othe rs profit from her own past exper ience unde r 
the League: (5) Ethiopia's wish. as the lirst nation to enter the war against the Axis. to playa role in [he 
decision s taken at the Peace Conference; and (6) a request for arranging the financing of greatly needed 
additional arms and transpon, and communication s equi pment." Spencer, 159. 

'106 US Minister in Ethiopia (Caldwell) to the Secretary of State , Feb ruary 27 . 1945. Depanment of State. 

884.00 I Sclnssie. Hnil c/2-2745 
907 The I>aris Peace Conlerence which was held for two months from .Iuly to August 19..t6 aimed at stilling 

is.sues related to "the war agilinst Italy. The United States. Britain. France. Soviet. Union . and China determincd the 
number and type or governments that could participate at Peace Ag reement with Ital y. The prior concern or Ethiopia 
in the conference was. among other matters, the future oCthe neighboring ltulian colo ni es. The debate nn the future 
or the lormer It alian co lonil..'5 in Africa which Iwd already started at the Potsdam (onleretlCC in Augus t was 10 be 
continued in London in Sept...:mber ,It tl meeting of the Co uncils or Minist e rs of the Foreign A fnlirs of the fOllr great 
po\\"ers. Elhiopin submi tted a request 10 send a delegation 10 the London meeting of the Councilor Foreig n 
i\linisLers s ince Ita ly hml al ready been invited to aLtcnd. Her application was lk'nied and Ethlupia was redw.:ed tu 
presenting her claims only hy memoranda. An immell.,>e amOll1l 1 ofrescarch hact In he conducted under the pressure 
of !lll1ill'd time. In the end. the memoranda \\ 'e suhmitted to the Lllndon meeting and latc-r lu lhe Paris Pe,lcc' 
Conference cO\"ered bOlh SOIll,dia ,l11d 1-:ritre,1. btli wi1h hcnyy emphasis on I-: ritre,1 in the basic Green 
i\klllurandull1." Aklilu llabtii-\\'iild . . 11t/i/1I Rell/l'mhe/"\". //i.lforiC/l/ Rccollectiolls //"(/111 (/ jlJ"iwJI/ cell .·IIt/i/u 
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and to shed li ght on some aspects of Italian inva sion as well as occupation of Ethi opia, especiall y 

the leader of the Ethi opian delegate, Ak lilu Habta Wald, the then Vice-M ini ster of Foreign 

Affairs, required some emp iri cal da ta . Accordingly, just before the Ethiopi an delegation left 

Addi s Ababa for Pa ri s in March 1946, Y ilma took on special assignment from the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. In an urgent and confidential letter, th e acting V ice-Mini ster of Foreign Affairs 

asked for Yilma, on behalf of the Emperor, to prepare a memorandum, intended to be presented 

aga ins t the Ita li an imminent cla im on Eritrea, substanti ated w ith empirica l data on issues related 

to finance problems in Eritrea. An addendum to the confidenti al letter was a li st of questionnaire 

that focused on tax structures in Ethiopia and Eritrea, the position of the Ethiopian government in 

regard to import and export duti es, and th e cond itions of Ita li an enterprises with referen ce to the 

E I ·· I· 908 
~ t l loplan tax po ICy. 

If it was asslimed that, a copy of the prepared memo randulll goes on, Eth iopia wou ld become an 

integra l part of Eritrea the then tax structure and legislat ion of Ethiopia would of necess ity be 

app licable to Eritrea. The Ethi opi an tax structure reflected the economy of the coun try and its 

stage of development as might be seen by the es ti mated revenues for the year 194 5!46(Ethiopian 

yea r 193 8). Of th e total revenue, 5 1 % fo r th e fisca l year wou Id be obta ined direc tl y or indirectly 

fro m agri culture or private and public owned extracti ve industri es. Customs duties wou ld 

account 20% of the Iota I revenue. Income ane! prall! taxes wo uld provide on ly 5.5%) of the 

revellll e, Th e remaining qua rter of the revenue wo uld be derived from many sources th e largest 

' -/uh'I:.-'I!'fI1d Prill/I:.-' ,1/il/isll:.-'r (~r Uhiopill . J (}(j J - J 97.J. 11';) ns. GC13chc\\' Tedla( ,\ delis Ahaba: Add is Ahah;-t Uniwrsi lY 
P re~~. 2010).157: Spl·neeT. 17-t, 

'\II~ ,\cling Vil'l'-:\lini:--tc1' of Fmcign Anili rs to '{dlll;l Dcrcs:--a. M;ll'ch 14. ll}-t(), F'oldcl" No. i\ ()07 1-6107 . 
. S.I/. :"OFED. 
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of which accounted for but 4% of total income. Salt tax, court fees and fines, tobacco monopoly 

and Al coho l tax were th e largest remaining items in that order909 

Appl yin g the Ethiopian land tax to Eritrea, the memorandum advised, whi ch in some areas is 

extremely arid, wou ld present no difficulty if, as in Ethiopia, the rate varied with the di strict and 

the fertility of th e land. On the other hand, Native Tribute, hut taxes, head taxes and simil ar 

levies coll ected in Eritrea through local chiefs on occas ion led to local di ssention and minor c iv il 

wars which required poli ce forces on an army scale for their col lection. Customs in Eritrea woul d 

lose the 1.5% ad valorem tax now coll ected as an in-transit tax on items destined for Ethiopia. 

Thi s should be more than o ffset by the increase in E thiopia's world trade occasioned by her 

obtaining a port of her own. Appl ying the Ethi opi an tax system and rates to Eri trea would not in 

genera l rai se th e tax paid by the individua l Eri lrean but wou ld el iminate th e nui sance Nati ve 

T ribute tax and th e intern a l custom s of the in-transit tax . Total revenue co llected fr0111 tax 

sources would be lost but the Rail way revenues and Port Marine dues shou ld increase 

909 A LoLal of Eth $ 48. 213, 070 was collecled from land reve nue(17 ,500,OOO), coun fees and 
fincs( 1 ,500,QOO), clIstollls(9,812,385), tobacco monopoly and facto ry( I ,000,000), a lcohol tax(800 ,OOO). inland 
rcvcl1l1c(5,900,OOO), stamp duty(250,OOO), licenses and fees(170,OOO), posts, telegraphs, tdcphoncs(750,OOO), 
Minist ry of Agri culturc( I 00,000), printi ng presses(300,000), education( 100,0(0), public he alth( I 00,000) , ministry 
o/" comlllunica tions( I 00.000). mi ni ng( 6.830.000). stale domain(500.000), sale o/" slores(350.000). sale of agricul tural 
prodllcts(500,OOO) , interest all working c<1pi l<lI(500,000) and unclassified rccei pts( 1 ,500,000). Ethiopian revenuc /"or 
1943/44(Eth iopian Year 1936) was Eth S 23.973. 862 and for I 944/45(Ethiopian Year 1937) Eth $ 38.072.000. 
Comparing the revenues of the two COUll tries, the memorandum prepared in response to the request revealed thaI 
Ethiopian revenue hmJ been rising continually fro111 Eth S 15.904, 413(cstimated anach ronistical ly) in 1942/3 to ElhS 
4R .21J,070 in 19-1-5 /6 wh ile Eritrean revenue aside frolll Grants -i n Aid appeared to be slab Ie at around nine to ten 
million Ethiopian dolla rs. Er itrea being less fertile than Ethiopia received lilllc or no tax li'om lnnd. On the other 
hand, Eritrea is not a land- locked as is Ethiopia and her acccss to the Sl,'a had brought about an urban and 
commercia l development not presen t in Ethiopia. The Eritr('an tax was based on an Italian Roya l Decree of 30 
December 1909. No. 845 and has been applied by th~ Briti sh Ivlilitary Administration in accurdanc~ with tile 
International bw governing occupied territories. i\ stud y o/" the relative importance o/" va riolls lax sources for Ihe 
ytar 19-13/4-l as apponion ortolal rc\"(:nuc imillcdiately indic:lted a glaring dilTerence betwcen Eritrea and Eth iopia. 
Agricultural revenue in ErilI"C;1 (sale or Agricllltllr;11 products) produccs only [th S545,250 or but 5.8%, of the tot;l1 
rC\'ellUe C01l11Klred 10 51(10 ill Ethiopia. Thc largest si nglc item \\TIS Cl1SIOt11S Etll"o 2.7 15. 000 or 29% ornll rcyellllC 
l'llinpan:d with 20°11 in Ethiopia. Incomc \,IX was four timcs as imponalH a source ofn.::vclltll.' in Eritrca as it was in 
Ethiopia, 19°" comparcd with 5.5°u 0f all Ethiopian rcvenue. Going dowil the li st of tax sourccs 0f Erilrc(l :l1lct 
Etiliopi(l it \,'(lS flllilld thaI thcy ll1,llched almost exactly \\'ilh tilt' t'Xcl..'ption lli" land ta .\ on the pari ni" Elhiupi;] and 
Nati\ c Trihutc on the P;lrl of Fritrl,'<l. i\ 1cllloralldulH concerning !'in;ltlce Problem in Ethiopia. I'\ot f),l1cd. F01der :-.io 
F 11llkr Nll. A h071-(1 I 07. SJI. I\lOFED 

239 



tremendously. In the final analysis, the memorandum concluded, along with the Ethiopian tax 

structure and Ethiopi an tax rates, Eritrea would be under the Ethiopian tax co li ection 910 

As to the expenditure in Eritrea, it is noted in the memorandum, Eritrean taxes would not have to 

meet E ri trean expenses. Durin g the British M ilitaJY occupation of Eritrea, annual defi cits had 

been met by grants-in-aid from the British Govemment. The ana lysis of revenue indicated that 

the application of th e Ethi opian tax system would create a shortage of approximately $ 5 million 

a year in the amount necessary to meet the then ex penditure in Eritrea. The Ethi opian 

Government had never made a pol icy making one prov ince 's revenue an d expenditures balan ce 

and did not intcnd to in the case of Eritrea. The Centra l governm ent wou ld maintain the then 

level of government services in Eritrea however certa in Eri lrean ex penditures could be 

e liminated. It is argued that Briti sh MilitalY pcrsonnel rcccivcd much hi ghcr salaries and 

allowances tha n compa rable ranks in Ethiopian c iv il serv ice. Approximate ly Et h $2.9 million 

sav ings could be made in expenditure from expenses re lated to Ita lian admi nist ra tion. 911 

The Ethiop ian govern ment wou ld extend to E ritrea the the n system lIsed at hom e to assure 

ro reigners of the safe ty of thei r inves tme nts, particularl y from confiscatory taxa ti on, concessions 

nego tiated by the Ethiopian government and granted to fore igners always contai ned a cla use 

gua ranteeing that th ere would be no rai se in th ei r ta x rate , T here was a considerat ion to amend 

the Persona l and Bus iness Tax proclamat ion 1944 wh ich would provide for the exemption from 

Income Tax for a peri od lip to s ix years for every bus iness presenting the charac ter o r a long te rm 

investlllenl.1J1
:' Th e available sources point to the conc lu sion tl1<1 t "the Ethiopian de lega tion fo r 

'1111 lhid, 

'))1 Amollg Ihe major e,pend illlrc,>, Italian l'dllcat ioll 1001\ $ 256.S--lX, 100
u cd' pl'rsonnd l'1ll0lUllll'nl", 

(din;:n.:nc.: bet\\"l'l'1l (0",[ or Ita lian and Elhillp lan SIan) 9~OO.QJI) anti rl'1ict" S 1 . .166.4 70. b:ulking :Ind l',rh.mge::-' 
lLJ.200 and inll'l1iul'llcl' S 455-W Ihid 

"I ~ /1m/. ~ 
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the Paris Peace Conference of 1946 did make use of these figures to present Ethiopia's position 

regardin g Erit rea for the firs t time .,,9lJ 

Furthcrmore, Ydma had receivcd an urgent request from thc Mini stry of Foreign Affairs that 

urged him to compile and send fu ll account on Eritrean offi cial s employed and appo inted in th e 

Ethi opi an government.914 In the course of the Paris Conference too, he was asked for stati sti cs on 

th e houses destroyed, persons and calli e kill ed, number of wi dows and chi ldren compensated in 

vari ous ways, the amount of private and public money expropri ated by th e h al ians during the 

Ethio- Ttal ian war and the occupation peri od 9 1
; Among the requests of the envoy, a copy of an 

accoun t on the constructi on of roads and bu il dings by the ltaTian s was docum ented in th c 

Ministry of Fin ance. In a te legram v ia the Mini stry of Forcign Affairs, Yilma wrote to Ak li lu that 

of thc total roads built by ftalia ns 4,539 Km s eva luatcd at .£ str. 3,384,220 was econom ica ll y 

lI sa bl e, strateg ic posts were washed way long ago. Cost of maintenance for these roads was 

estimated £ str. 937 , 936. Of the 6,156 houses built by Italians, the majority were sma ll barracks. 

The Et hi opian govern ment had taken over 1,368 houses eva luated a t £ st r. 2,578, 131. The rest 

were temporary bungalows gone to pieces during the campa ign. Machineries and fac tories 

mostl y un cconom ica l to operate were est imatcd .£ s tr. 2,484 ,884. Quality of building bcin g poor 

th e Ethi opi an government incurred maintenance expenses of £ str. 600,000. O th er Italian 

ex penses th o!Jsa nds of forts, transport and maintenance of large army, armam ent , mi li tary 

.. I . . d I f· . 01(, T I I I aViation , ane strateg ic Plst routes aroull t lC rQntlcrs. 0 Slim LIp, we can co ne lie c l Ull 

"1.\ Ak li lu Il abUi-\V:ild . ...11.'1,-111 Reml!lIIhers.. 165 . 
'11~ Ac[ing \ ' ICC i\ l inislcr of Foreign Art';]i rs 10 Yill1l:l DcrL'ss:l. J;]llll;] I,)' 13. 19"'6. Foldl.'r No. A M>7I-61 07. 

511. ~ 10FED . 
"I~ Till.' Flhiol,i:Ul Fm'oy to thL' Paris PL':l(,(' COnIL'I"I.'IKI.? 10 1'"11111;] f)crc:-.~;]. ~ 9 "lIgll~L 19"'6. Folder No. ,\ 

6C171-6107 . . ~ \I . .\ IOFED: A":ling \' In:- I\linish:1' of FOl'l.'igll l\l'1:i irs lu Y"11l11a Dt;re:.sa. DalL'd '-\ lIgll:-.l 10.19·H,. 
Foldcr \ 10." 6071-6107 .. \'.\/ .\10FFD. 

'''10 1' "11 111;1 D~Tl;~S;ll\l Ak lil u Ilab!ii \viild.l\ugu:o-1 I. lQ"'h. Fllkkr Nu.;-\ (,071-(d07 . .\'.\1. j\!O ITD. 
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( 

YUm a, together with hi s assistants, made modest contribution to Ethiopian mi ss ion at the Paris 

Peace Con ference. 

Meanwh il e, he took on an additional responsibility since 22"" March, 1946 at the Minisliy of 

Education and Fine Arts as Emmanuel Abraham, the Director Genera l of the Minisliy, left 

Ethiopia for Un ited States as a member of the Ethiopian delegate to attend the United Nations 

Con fe rence and stayed there for about four months.'17 Avail able sources agree on how YUma 

was all enthusiastic about th e expansion of modern education. As a Secretary-General at the 

Mini stry of Education and Fine Arts remembered, Yilma set up a new office for him In the 

Min istry and comm enced work energeticall y with a j un ior authority there. One of the fi rst tasks 

w ith whi ch Y il ma and the the Sec retary-General, Ala Tiiklii-~adiq Miikuria were occupied was 

cxamin ing education condition first in Add is Ababa and later on in the prov inces 91H Then, he 

paid frequent field v is its to schoo ls in Addis Ababa and di scussed \vi th authorities in the 

Ministry to establ ish e lementary school s based mainly on the population ofa quarter of the town. 

Relying on th eir document and fie ld visit assessment, Y'dm3 gave orders to reform the educa ti on 

system in terms of physica l and human resource developments. For instance, so as to so lve the 

shortage of bui ldin gs, he empowered Taklii ~ad iq personall y to r,nd ou l an y public houses an d 

rentable private buildings for school purpose in Addis Ababa. In doing so, Y'I1m3 pa ved th e way 

for th e estab lishments of some school s in Addis Ababa such as rlii[;a:/llac Bayans MarYd 

Seconda ry School , S-'-l1lii l"l"s Hable Secondary Schoo l and Prince Asfa Wiisiin School. He also 

'11 7 In till' reminiscences of T jklj $aciiq 1\/l jkuria. ho\\·c\w. !\\n Emmanucl came back after cight mOlllhs. 
T~i kl;i $<ldiq . J'ii ·hY\'I\'{II .... 12(): Em manuel. 5S. Thl' i\ l inistry llf PI.'I1 I II Y'ilma Dl'l'essa. i\ larch 22 . 194.5 . Personal 
Fill' of Y'I11l11l Derc:-:-a . H(), iVIOFED. 

'!I ~ rikb $adiq. rii 'h(nt 'lfl ... 119. 
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became instrumental to the employment of teachers of di verse national background in order to 

lim it th e influence of British educators mainly to the General Wingate Memorial SchooL9 19 

FurthellTIOre, writing reports and memoranda, Ydma attempted to convince the Emperor in the 

critical need to deve lop an integra ted national educational policy. Indeed, zea lous to serve in the 

establ ishment and expansion of educati on, he wrote letter of appli cation to the Emperor for his 

transfer to the Mini stry of Education and Fine Arts in June 1946: 

·"'I lhid. 

(''l-f'''/JC}' 07. UJ-t·C'} TC''7d,Y" I1 d 7111"i-'1 l1uud.JW· r ·fllI· 
II'!}' P60 flr1'~ ' r°7.J'IId.A'7 M)';; fill/.. '/.It 11,}'NP 

~,/p./: uu,}'7p·j · J'II·/".'l.ec Pr{·JD:;: fJ·I1 · '/'.r~y"./-}.,. 

11.J'7'f ('OZ 7110)' ('-I'Y"UC}' Pd· uuff~' ') f O).e'!, ./. ·,'Y",{ (f). 
(N'7..KCII· J.tJlI 'l·C':r[J.f!IITC-I':7= ?] ('°7.J'II,/·.lf.K<- -I. IIA v'~ 
7c07'l:~}'JD fllluo~ uo'J'7IJ-!-JD r .p.l1uo·fI)· ("'71iliA 
(r66:'CY'~ ,P'r{. V·I1· (,d'l.'lf/(fn tj:/.. r).ell,], 
I, '}.IJ. ·/,C[l, p/.e ·N,'?] rd'Lflid. r{. uuV'~· ') f (,I,. -1.(' AfY" ,7, 'INI 
f'fI.f/' ) 'Y"UC-I' II/) ,/}' (/).uJ fl1(f)' ') rA N·CSIi.!""S6I -I"7A 
1,l1uo/:I1. ') '7C"7'l>~';'JD fI 'rA 1: ("'7. '/~1If/-I'0)· '/'.'If'':7= III1V'~' 

11°71i,{.q·!- f""Lfif ~'/C':l' lI.e.p.I1·Y":; .eV·,) I, ')){ 
r-l'Y"uc-/: ') pr{. l1uuY"r{·)· fll'(/)'C7 }'Y"UC-I' 11.-1-
1/.f';'j· )·S· 1111. V· 'j·.I/.e ' 'loY'' '//)-1'(/). A )·rkF(/)·/,') unllllA 
flcmun'{' r IIA V'~ II./) dOn.f';· I, ,).P'I1.I1(/}' .ednlil1?'A;; I1ll U 
pr{. r°7.::rr;t.li)· IIJD:7= V·I1· 'I/" fI-fIC'/: ;)/),M'" /).e fl1· 
'/1/: uu[}'S"r(/)'Y" ('°7.em'{mC ~'/C ~(/}.;; Iil1ll U 
'7C°'l'l!~)'P> m·.Qf! 1,II(1fl'" f""U'IId.A '/(f)' ') r)J7~'!,1i 1,.r~·Cj 
11)'Y"UC)' i)"-;II I, pf.II'r fI."+I' )·u)·r,· (N'7Ii,"·(/J·II{/)· 7·.If.e 
~fl)';: lIifuo ). fill-A 1I.,:f·,e r)'f/"/JC)' 07. klJ-/.·C W"/r,·}:(/J·f/" 
I, '/C fI. ff') (N'7.f')}! flC'!' (1;1' 1"e.r~I1Y"r,· -fIllP,1i Z ·r{-).P.F 
('''7.mSf'))· I"n;}"f/";; III1/lu 11/..v,{·(/)- ;)/)",0)' /J1f~'-I­

unllliA i, ')fl. ') fll" j ,e 71f/" lr'l. V''j 1I. : )·,e ·flII· IIJD { 
f'#'l.dll'f.-)· p.l('/. II.e.r~lJfl":: flll.U 'j·Jf.e /r:r"I'l~}·)·j» 9"'} 

J'IJA I , 'j·Qllflfl-l- 1i11"'1f/}'-!' fI)!"-;v~e ,!.r) ·fl ('Y":/I1{/)· /"r{. 
dolll1" 1i.'; ·I' (I).f?)·f/"IJC)· 0'1. %/J-U: ./ ·I/r/J',{' 11 ,.mIi'{·)· IU~II..J· 
rI'lYJ~r. ·'1(IJ · ~(I)':: 

III order In achiel'e the n/?ieclil'e of the .\ifill isll )" oI Edlfcol ion. il 
reqllires 011 illiellse oCli\'ily 011 a dai~\' has is, Since YOlfr IJ/{!je,"",,r 
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filII), understands tlwt one of the priorities of the Imperial 
Ethiopian Government is education, your majesty's reformist 
plan cannot be Fllit/it! unless prospective experts administer it, 
and Ihe Ethiopian people cannot withstand the intemational 
competition wi/holl/modern education, there is 170 need /0 explain 
these. Yel, with regard to Ih e adminis/ralors of education, I think, 
there is 110 alternative other than individuals who underwent their 
fo rmal education since Iheir childhood al European schools. There 
is no doubt that each nominee for the post has already accepted 
great government responsibilities. Therefore, J insist on your 
majesty to give priority to educatioll. Seen ji'om the privilege of 
appointment and evell personal ambitioll, the Ministl), of 
Education is !lot (111 attractive pos ition to which claimants \-\lottld 
aspire. Ther~rore, cogllizallt of the fac! that your majesty has 
thought deeply about it, I all1 glad to be trallsferred to the Millistl), 
of Education, if your majesty believes Ihatl 0111 ejJicienl. YlII 

Though in th e negative, Yi'lma hadn ' t eve n had the Emperor 's response w ith out more ado. He 

stayed in the ac tin g positi on even after Emmanuel Abraham came back from United States and 

pers isted in his respons ib il it y w ith the zea l o f an cnthli Sitls1. 9:!1 A mong his accomplishments, for 

inslancc, thc maintcnance o f classrooms as wel l as dormitories of Mi'nihk IT School and its 

development (both ph ysica l and ins titutional) to a Secondary Sc hoo l level arc notewo rth y. In thi s 

regard, new kitchen and dining room for s tuden ts were bu ill. Furthermore, 250 beds w ith equal 

number o f mattress and about 1000 blankets were gran ted to th e sehoo l. 922 His dec is ive posi tion 

in the Ministry of Fi na nce seems to have helped Y'ilma to put hi s pla ns into practi ce effectively 

nnd timcly. Indeed. remarkab le job \Vas done wi thin few mOlltil s.923 Ilovlcver, opinions differed 

as to Yi"lma' s ac ti v iti~s in the Mi nistry of Educa tion and Fine Art s. As Takl a $adiq 's eu log ized 

Yi"lm<l . Emmanuel Abraham criticized him . The la lter w rote: 

'I'll Yi"lIll<l Dcrc~!'-a \0 F.mpl."fOr llailii Si"lb~., ":. lUll!.' 2~. 11)-15. FolJlT No. ,\(,O-l2-6070 . .5",\/. 1'-. \OFED. 
"~I Emmanuel. 55 . 
"':' '{i·lm:1 Dcrc,,~a [() l-Inpl'rm Il "ib Si"1l:t~~":. JUlle 2~. IlJ-l 5. I' older '\in. A60-lJ-6070 .. \.\!. iv\{)!· FD. 
') ~1 T~iklii Sadiq. )"r1·lIi)·mll .. . \2 ~. 
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Having completed my assignment, I came back ajier four monlhs. 
While all the other acting heads relinquished to the incumbents 
Ihe posts they Iwd been holcling, the Vice Minister a/Finance 
conceived th e notion that he had been appointed to Ihe Minis/ly 
a/Education and was nol acting head Gild, since he was a Vice 
Nfinister while AII/allliel was a Director-General, he was his 
superior. When he realized that his claim was unacceptable to 
me and that His Majesty frowned on it, he stopped going to the 
Ministry of Education and, calling the Chief Secretwy to the 
Minislly of Finance, proceeded to give him orders. He also went 
around to the Addis Ababa schools and gave in person directives 
to the headmasters and the employees. But the directives and 
orders had to come to me for execution and 1 countermanded 
them. He concluded that his pretensions could not last and gave 
up ajier about six months. Nevertheiess, he never slOpped /lying 
10 hamper my work in Ihe Minisli y of Education and in the 
other departments in which I served unlil bOlh of us /eji 
govemment service ill 1974. Even though his opposition, not 
motivated by the national interest bill impelled by personal 
feelings did no damage to my lVork, TI brought on me a sense 
,{' I 9'4 OJ sac ness. ~ 

COlllrary 10 what Emmanuel na rrated, Takla Sadiq represented YUma as determined and 

visionary Ethiopian. This was probably because Takla Sadiq had a fa ir chance to witness closely 

Vflma's considerabl e accomplishments and farsighted plans in the Ministry. 915 

In hi s 19 pages memorandum, indeed, YUma prepared a detai led plan for the Ministry or 

Educati on and for school s es pec iall y al Add is Ababa. The plan incorporated Ihe general and 

spec ifi c condilions of modern educali on in 1944/45 firsl in Addis Ababa. I-la vin g sensed hi s 

information g"p between the status of educati on ill Addi s Ababa and provillccS 1 he proposed to 

conduct si milar research in the provinces and r~vcaled that he needed a maximulll of 6 weeks 

lime 10 do 50.1) 26 In his broad memorandum 0 11 educalion. vnma underlined the need 10 develop a 

national pl an fo r modern education as earl y as 194 5. The es tablishmen t of parti cular sc hoo ls. he 

undcrlined. in response to public demands here and there cannot meet the in tcnded goal. 

'I:~ Emillanuei. 55. 
":5 T;i~ b ):ldiq. ),(I'hi:I 'II'iil ... 1 194120. 
'I:'. YYJm~l D":r":ssa tu Elllp,:wr Il ailii Srlla:-.."":. JU ll l' 2X. 19-15. Fol JlT ;\Ill . A(,O-l 24 (1070. S \/. i'. 10 FED. 
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Elaboratin g hi s opinion , he argued that schools in Eth iopia had no model to pursue. No selecti on 

of tex tbooks was made. Though the majority of school edifi ces were we ll-bui lt, most were 

underdeveloped in terms of teachers, books, furniture and in stitutional organi zation. He 

att ri buted these problems to lack of finan cial resource and institutional structure. As th e authority 

of directors in their respective schools was li mited, for instance, school personnel tended to obey 

th e order of offi cia ls at the Min istry; hence, bureaucrati c red-tape hampered even the routine 

activities of school s927 

In order to a ll ev iate th ese situations, Y,lma proposed a short term program. Hence, he fo cused 

mainl y on the strcngthening of prcceding schools in all ovcr the cou ntry and the establi shing of 

new elementary schools. In order to offer a rea l so lution for the ex isting problems, he, fo r 

example, examined the conditions of 10 schoo ls incl udi ng the Theo logica l Co llege, the Teachers 

Training and the iieg(J Mri11811 Gi rl s' Schoo l. He also devoted some three pages to th e urgent 

need for school curri culum from primary to tert iary leve ls, the inev itability of the foreign 

language as a medium of instruction in Ethi opi an educati onal system until the development of 

material s in Amh ari c, the types of books tha t the Ethiopian governm ent mUSI prepare (he 

recomm ended the promotion or industri al and agricultural knowledge in the tex ts) and the 

organi zational structure oflhe Ministry of Education and Fine A rts .9 .:!s 

No malleI' how eager Y"dma had been to serve in the edu cation sector, the Emperor ignored his 

appliance and obli ged 10 slay at Ih e Jvi in iSl ry of Finance unl il 1949. Takla ~adiq suspeeled Ihm 

Emmanuel, in collabora tion wit h Sii"(~re Ti"=(C \~i ~ildti Giorgis. resisted agai nst Y'l11ll<l'S deeds 

and programs even ancr thL latt er Slopped go ing to his office al th e Ministry of Edllcalioll. 929 
But 

'!2~ fhid 
,,> Ihit!. 

"~" T:ikl~i Sadiq. )il"h(nL'iif. _. l) ... L 
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YUma 's relation with education wou ldn 't last; first he was appo in ted member of Board of 

Education in September 1948 and Presiden t of the Board of Hai lii SUl asse I University about 

whi ch I wi ll brieOy discuss in th e latter chapte r9JO 

Having played a lead ing role in the establi shment and development of the Min istry of Finance 

for more than seven years, not to forget hi s achievement in other public ass ignments, YUma was 

transferred to the Minis try of Commerce and industry on 7''' July, 1949 with a rank of fu ll 

m ini s ter. Besides, he was appointed the Presiden t of Pl ann ing Board931 Yflma 's appointment, 

like th e 1942 promotion , was not a specific public incident and it was one of the renowned SUI11 -

Sir cvcnts in thc Imperial Government of Ethi opia.'32 

In summ ary, this chapter has touched upon biograp hi cal ly two aspects of his to ri ca l development 

in I 940s. On the one hand, it d iscussed about an indiv idual ro le in different eco nom ic, 

diplomat ic and social services . In this regard, it has given the detai ls of Y"lIma Dcrcssa 

con tribut ions to E thiopi a's res istan ce against British influence particularl y on budget ing and 

currcncy. Thcn, it attempted to cxaminc YUma 's publi c life and accompl ishmcnts a ft cr thc 

M ini stry of Fin ance was estab lished and re lati vely consolida ted. The chapter has a lso dea lt with 

some major contribution s o f Y dma Deressa beyond hi s prior dut ies and responsibili ties in the 

Ministry of Finance in 1945 and 1946. No doubt, in al l these ex periences, YYlma 's training in 

modern educat ion and hi s indivi du::d co mpelt:nce in Ihe fi elds of econ om ics and diplomacy seem 

to have played im pOrlan l roles. On thc ot he r hand. out o f necessity. the po litical system appea red 

'1;11 Giibra Wiild i"ngi"da \vtirq 10 Y'llllla Dcn':ssa.Seph:mbt:r 29. 19-1R. Personal Fill' of Yrl ma D0n':$sa. 110. 
~IOF EIJ 

<,Ill Ncg<ll'il Gncla. Sll, Ye<l r No. 12.27(11 August. 1<)49: S;iUi moll Ciabramariam 10 Yrlm<l Dcress<I. 11<l1ll1e (1. 

I C)(,2 E.C. Fllkkr No.1 l-y i\;rsonal File. r. lor A. 
,,;~ Accordi ng 10 Ihl' gOH'rIlIllCIlI Ilcwspaper. Emperor appoinled somc I X ol hcr lOp ofli ci:1b 10 v:1rioll~ 

pI)slIions llil 2,,,1 July. 19-t9 . .-Iddis Ziillliill: 11 !llllle 2. 19-t1 E.C. 
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to have offered and denied opportunities to skil led functionaries li ke y,lma Deressa to make 

indi vidual as we ll as co llective contributions to the interests o f the state. 
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Chapter Six 

VIlma Den~ssa in Commerce and Diplomacy 

(1949-1960) 

Having left the very Ministry rhat he establi shed and built up for e ight years s ince 194 1, ynma 

was assigned first to an inst itution and range of acti v iti es about which he was re lati vely s trange. 

In these years, Yi'lma was preoccupied increasingly wi th issues re lated mainl y to governmen t 

ex te rnal trade and foreign affairs. What makes hi s public life during these years different from 

the prev ious period basicall y is that th ere weren ' t much ' beginnings' or 'foundations ' to which 

hi s name is directl y or indirectly associated. Sti ll , there were few developments and institutions 

induc ted due to whi ch he got approprait credit. Thi s chapter is div ided into two secti ons eac h 

deal ing w ith Ydma's publi c ac ti vities in th e Ministry of Commerce and Industry (1949-53), in 

the Washington DC Legation of Ethi opian Government and fin all y in the -M inistry of Foreign 

Affairs (195 3- 1960). 

6.1. VIlma in the Ministry of Commel"ce and r ndustry (J949-1953) 

vnma, like oth cr ncw appointce orli c ia ls in th e Impe ri a l Governm en t, too k up his new post on 

Jul y 8, 1949 933 Na rra ting anachroni s tica ll y, he claimed that one of his prior mi ssions in the 

Ministry of COlllmerce an d Industry was to strengt hen the departments wi th educated man 

pOWCr. 93
-l He was also engaged in securing th e support' of th e 'Narlel Ban k to the Illodernizing 

efforts of the ImperiJI Go\'crnmcnt o f Ethiopi a. Furthermore, traveling to the N etherlands, he 

must have played a leading role in bringing foreign in\'es tlll~nl into Ethiopia tha t led to th e 

·.n Addis Ziimiill: 1-lilll1k 9. I l)..J I F..C . 
'111 T he t<. l illislry. llol Iv l l ) rg~l Ih,,: 11tl~jl1ct: . <ldmillislral iv1.: and R1.:cnrd orl"icc~. l'DnS I"II.:d 1I1" dcpanll)~nl \11" 

foreign lr;It!L". tkpanl11l.'lll of dOI11C:-'lic tradc. dcpan ll1l'lll or ind\l~ l ry. dep;lrtllll'nl Ill· I q;i~hlliol1. departlllcnt of 

"Ialisllc:-o. ~lIld liL'parlllll'1lI or Planlllilg. Yi'lm;! Dl:n'::-:-~l PI 1,,011 T C:-WIllCIII. 
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establishments of a sugar factory in Eth iopia in 1950s. At home, Yi"lma at least oversaw the 

indusuy ex hibition held in November 195 1, one of the major activities of the Ministry as per th e 

powers and duties proclaimed in 1943. Th e maj or objecti ve of thi s section, therefore, is to sketch 

out Yilma Deressa 's deeds in the Mini stry until he was sent to Wash ington D C as Eth iopia 's 

Envoy Extraordinary a nd Minister Pl enipotentiary in the Uni ted States of America and the 

United Nations in 1953. 

Dri ven probably by hi s passionate conv iction that modern in stitutions had to be staffed w ith 

edu cated personnel, Yilma employed five univers ity and ten commercial school young graduates 

and ass igned them in different departments o f the Minislly. These employees would mak e 

sign ifican t contributi ons to the institution in sllch criti cal period when skill ed man power was 

needed badly·35 Gi ven his parti cula r li king for educated personnel, o f course, it is no wonder 

th at he began his new job w ilh th is unde rtaking. Vnm3 also appea rs to be partly in strumenta l in 

the establi shm ent of s tatist ics departme nt and the bureau ga th ered cons iderab le data on the 

contemporary socioeconomi c s ituat ions of the country. The o th er accom pli shment on which 

Yi"lma made a claim in hi s pri so n testa ment was hi s con tribution in int ensify ing the consultati ve 

and operational services tha t the legi s lat ive depa rtmen t of the Min istry had offered to merchants 

an d fa ctory owners. T hese services paved th e way for the development of-' Commercial Code in 

E I · . 916 
t l iop ia . . 

The Planning Board. though its operational origi n went back 10 the Conlrac lU~ 1 Agrl!ement 

between Perry Fell ows an d the Ethiop ian Goycrnment in 1947, it was during YYlm a's tenure in 

th e Mini stry that it coml11enced resea rch wo rks to (~Icili l atc th e ex pansion of modern trade and 

'I;' )'i-hn;l Dere:;:;;l P1'l :-.OI1 T L':-.tameI11 

',ll IIl1 d. \ 'ega!";1 G(/~(,'II 19111 '\\'<lr NnJ. yn COlllllll'n:ial Codc of the i-rnpi rc nf l- thil' pi,l. Pn lclam,lIioll t\u . 
166 lIr 1t)(lO. ,\ 1:1 ) 19(1O . 
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industry in Et hi op ia. A couple of years ago, as discussed earlier, the Ethiopian Govellunent 

employed Perry Fel lows as Director of Planning Board and Industri al and Economic Advisor 

with the annua l sa lary of US $ 12,000 937 Hence, being the offi cial director of planning for 

Imperial Government of Ethiopia, he had made plans for the budding industry and trade. 

Considered as vital instruments to the development of these sectors, priority was given to the 

estab li shment and expans ion of electricity, communications infrastructure, finance and banking 

insti tuti ons.93g However, except working out for particular ministries and departments, no central 

planning institution beca me a du ly funct iona l until late 1950s939 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, ynma had played an important rol e in ava iling Ethiopia 

for mem bership in the Bretton Woods system in the late I 940S9 40 In May 1950, the delegates of 

th e World Bank came to Ethiopia and undertook omeial vis it in different provinces of the 

country and Asab, the th en sen port of Eritrea. Vrlma was working w ith them dur ing their stay in 

Addi s Ababa. 941 In the subsequent years, loan agreements and development endeavors had been 

made. For instance, a 103n agreement was concluded befwecll Imperia l Ethiopian Government 

and th e Internati ona l Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) in September 1950 

involving a principal amount of U.S. $ 5 million to be Llsed in financing the forei gn exchange 

costs of improv ing the country's Illotor road system, Interest for the loan was 3%) with a 

'137 Conlr~e l belwee ll Perry Fellows and R~s Emiru Haila Sil ~sse, April 23 194 7. Folder No, A 607 1-6107, 
SM iVIOFED 

, 'H~ ' ;'11111:1 Dcrcs!'a Prison Testament. 
'l wAs~i nari s:tmraw, "Y~i' ikonol1li plan b~i'iloyopY)'a miict!ll<t i'ndcl I~ijamad, .. in J..:ii'r/j'!Ji'lIiilll'iidii Li'1I/a1:­

{\I '(/iilYn !iifi'll-1i'd ,IIastMal/i/, Bciforiilll .Ii)}' so .... o! s/(h/is >'ii\\'hTd't /Ju'h/nlf.: !lIy Yii'qlinibll sr/llt/o(. cd, Shirer;!\\, 
J3dck, (Addis Ababil: Furuill Cur Suci,iI Studics, 2006 E,C ), 3R7: Slli1i:r.]w Jammu. "An O\'cn 'icw oCthc Ecunomy 
1941-74 ... in All F:c(Jl/olllic I-!i.,·'r)/:I· (!i ' Modem Ethiopia, 1'01. I: The !mperia! ,.~/"(/ /1) ·1/- 7-1. cd. Shi reraw 
I:kkclc\ Daknr: Codcsria, 1\.)1)5) .. 8. 

'1.10 Yi"lma IXrcss;1 Prisoll Teslamellt. 
'1.11 lIe abo dined ;]nd \\'ined \\'illl (hel11 , I( is in(cre:-.ling 10 ref!..'r \0 Ihe lael 111;]( Ihe (ot~1 CO:-.I of (he dinner 

amoullted lu Eth S -1-1-1 and Ille Co,:PCIlSl' \\ ':1 :-. IlIl a11) l 'O\'ercd b) Ihl' gO\l'IIlI11l'IlI, Lelll'r 1"1\)1ll Ci claliull Tiisiim<l 10 

1\lina:-.c Lima. n ;l ll'd ~lay 17. 19S0. Pcr:-.ona1 File oi" Yi"lma Ikrc:-:-.a. !lO, i\IOFFD, Iddi"/r'imiill : (ij·nboI5. 19-1 2 
E.C 
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commiss ion charge of I %. Th e loan agreement provided for the estab lishm ent of a Hi ghway 

Authori ty, with a Management was se lected by the Government of Ethiopi a in cooperation with 

th e World Bank. Loca l currency costs of th e nati onal road program to be met by the Ethiopian 

Government. Aggregate expenditures under th e bui lding program during the twenty year period 

wou ld thus amount to at least Eth$ 120 million of whi ch about Eth$ 12 milli on or about 10% 

woul d be providcd by the IBRD 942 

Co in cident with the s igning of a U.S. $ 5 milli on hi ghway im provement loan, the lBRD provided 

U.S. $ 2 million for an Ethi op ian Development Ba nk. The purpose of the new in stituti on was to 

furth er agricu ltural and industrial development in Ethiopi a by providing a source of sma ll loans 

to farmers and industriali sts. To fi nance the foreign exchange costs of the Development bank's 

operat ions, loca l capital to be prov idcd by thc Ethiopian Govcrnment up to Eth $ 5 m ill ion and 

by lile I1lcrger wi th the new institution of the prev ious ly ex isting Agriculnll'al Bank whose capital 

approx imated Eth $ I m il lion. W hile negotiatin g the loan fo r highways YUma asked the IBRD to 

consider maki ng a simi lar arrangement for th e telecommunications service. The Bank agreed and 

mOll nted a survey mi ssion and on the reco mmendation of tha t mi ssion the "Imperi al Boarel of 

Telecollllllun icat ions of Eth iopia" was cSlab lishcd. 943 To that effect, a third loan agreemen t 

be twecn the Impcri a l Eth iop ian Government and th e lBRD was signed in Februa ry 195 1, 

ex tending a Slim or u.s. $ 1.5 mill ion for the rehabi litati on and extension of thc country's 

tclecommunications system. Approxi mately, the same amount in Eth iopian currency was 

estimated to be acqui red to finance th e local costs of thi s undenaking.9-l -l On its parI. th e Imperial 

Government alloca ted Elh S 24 million to the maintenance of roads the.: work of whi ch was 

'I~~ Fureign Cunt r;II,:lUa l Obligations uf Ethiupia. Not Dall'd. Fulder No. C 7IX-7-1 9, SAl, I\ IOFED: 
Inl"orm:llll. ... : HiilfU Adlll:l .... :-.c :1110 Asf":l\\' f)alll\c . 

9~) Gabriel Tl'\\"odro~ . ··R("col kClillll:-' abOlll I.idi Y i 1111:1 n("r("~~a '- . In Sllphi:l Y i Ima' " P(l :-.~("::.::.ion . 
'III !hit!. 
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planned to be impl emented within three consecutive years. Likewise, Eth $ 6 and 3 million 

were allotted as add itiona l capita l for Agricultural Bank of Et hi opia and the main tenances and 

ex pansion o f te leco mmuni cati ons and radio transmi ss ions respectively945 

T he foundation of Grain Corporation, a successor organization to the Ethiopian Nationa l 

Corporati on, was another activ ity in whi ch Yilma was engaged close ly. "Created soon after 1941 

by Makonni'n Habta-Wa ld, the then Minister of Commerce and Agri culture, the Corporat ion 

made substan ti al pro fit s from the sale of cereals to war-torn Europe in the years between the 

li berati on and the end of Worl d War Two.,,946 A ft er the end of th e War, th e demand for wheat, 

Ethiopia 's major cxport item at that timc, decli ned drastically due to its poor quality and the 

cou ntry suffcrcd a fina ncial loss in th e intern ational market. Thcre fore, the Ministry of 

Commerce and Ind ustry, in co ll aborat ion \\lith the Ministl)' of Agricuilure, convinced farm ers to 

produce o il seeds to subst irute wheat as a lead ing expurt item. Accordin gly, attempt was made to 

tack le the problem in the balance o f trade9 47 Indeed, "economic development in Et hiopia since 

')~ 5 Addis Ziimiill: Miigabit 22 , 1943 E,C. 
<).!(, Bahrll, A / Iis/OJy of . .. 197. 
')~7 For the Ethiopian yea r ending September 1949, as Marclls numerated the detail s of the coullIry' s 

import - export trade, Elhiopia's imports amounted to ES90.984.804 (at this time. the Ethiopian dolla r was 
worth fony U.S. cents),ofwhich Ital y, India , Japan, the United States, <lnd the Uni ted Kingdom accollnted for 
<1lmosl two-thirds: exports were [577,191.200. lour- lifths of which went to Aden (lor forw;wding), [rllre;!. 
Amcrica, Ita ly, and GrCll! Brilain. Yit:iding E$17 ,004,350, cofTee was thc most important ex port com111odit y, 
bi ll hides, skins. gra ins. peas and beans. and oilseeds brought in approximately [540.000.000. The 
government 's budgel was ES60,000.000. of which E$24.000.000 came from l:ustOI11S dUlies. <I nd the res t 
mostly from indirect taxes. although there was a pcrsol1~1 business and income tnx that produced sO l11e 
rcv~nues. The revival of tile ccollolllil:s of western Europe and the increased demand for primary commodities 
sti mulated by the Korean War mauc 1950 a good yea r for Ethiopia. flicies, sk ins. grai ns. peas and beans. and 
oilseed;;; brought in ES30. 300.000. but Ihl: value or collet: almost doubkd to E$ 32.538.000. ewn as Ihe 
quanlity shi ppt'd only grew fmlll 17J::18.X to 11. 15 1.6 metric ton ..... Rew ilues from duties consequently rose 
frolll ES2-LOOO.000 1u ES31.650.000.5X Fur 195 I . Ille value of cunce so,lred tn E$ 5 6.500.000. accuullting !\.lr 
50.5"" nf ~II Ethiopian e.\:porls; hiues and ski ns were now 2~% of the 10lal. bUI cereals ,lIul oilsccds h;lci uroppcd tn 
11 .5uo. By 1952. concc. no\\" 5-L9° 0 of all expons. was \'alucd nt ESS3.000.000: the coulll ry's 1 0 t~1 trade was 
ES 15 R .000.000. ",hidl yidckd 1'1lSiOlllS l"l'\'CIllies amollllling to ES-J1.9R9.9SI. agaitl~t ES36.1810476 lor Ihl.: 
year hd'orl'. 59 1953 \\"~~ :1 hig ye:1r for the FIll iopian economy: Ihe cof1ce crop had growl1 tn :n.ouo tnn~. 
",hid] sold at higher " ·llrld pricl's 1"01' ESU:.OOn.ooo. I1l..'a rl y 65"" of thl' \ alue or all e,\pO I"lS . "Th is rel'lIrd Cl"np 
hl.'llelilll.'d ~l'\' l'ra1 group",-Iand O\\"l1l'r",. ~Jll;tl1 !~ml1l.'r",. !~Irm lahorer", Irillll.'r", and l'''portl'rs. bllt 1110"'tly till' 
g\)\l'1"IlIlleIlL" \\hlcl1 had rai sed (" .'\]1l11"1 Ia\e:, snertl 1 limes. n",killlming otT most of till' e.\:lra pureila",lllg po\\er 
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the 1950s had a positive influence on the country ' s foreign trade, as refl ected in an increase in 

leve ls o f ex ports, bo th in volume and va lue terms. ,,948 

In order to assurc th e quality of these cxportable items, c lcanin g mill s were p lan tcd at the outl ets 

of the o ilseeds producti on distri cts. The Grain Board was established in 1950 to administer the 

marketing of the country's exportable gra ins and Yi"lma was appointed president o f the Board949 

The Board w as sa id to be an autonomous agency of th e government and its members consti tuted 

th e Mini sters o f Agri culture, Comm erce, Industry, and Fin ance, the Governor of th e Sta te Ban k 

o f Ethi opi a. The purpose for wh ich the Gra in Board was created and the objecti ves toward whi ch 

its powers wou ld be util ized were to max imum the export of gra ins, fl our) pu lses and o il seeds 

from Ethiopi a at cconomi c pri ces, to protect the fore ign excha nge pos it ion of th e nation , to 

improve the qua li ty an d grade o f grai ns, n our, pu lses and o il secds were exported fro m Ethi opi a. 

So as ro ac hi eve th ese objecri ves, the Grain Board was empuwered Lo regulate the pri ces in 

Ethi opi an do ll ars at w hich gra in, flo ur and o il seeds were purc hased and so ld for export or for 

domestic consumption. Th e Board was a lso authori zed to designate coun tries to w hi ch grain and 

oi l seeds mi ght or mi ght not be exported and to counsel wi th the Mini ster or Agri culture w it h 

respec t to the advice to be g iven by the M in is try o r Agriculture to grai n, pulses an d o il seeds 

produ cers conce rni ng qua ntity and types or seeds to be pl anted and general pla nting and 

k · bl 950 Illar Cli ng pro elll S. Later on, accordi ngly, Grain Board regulations were proclCli l11 ed un der 

Y··I ' I · 'lSI I l11a s aut 101'l ty. 

and ,H [hc samc 11 m...: inc rcllsing its rcyC'tHIC" fi'ul1l l'.xpOri (hllies threefold. ~VI IlITllS. Tlte l'olilics or, .. l))~l)(\ . 

Yi"lma Dcrcssa Prisun T ...:staml'nI 
".J, Shifl' rll\\, .I a 1111110. -ll. 
"..\., Xega,.;1 Gu;('{u. 91h Yl'ar ~o. 9. 21)Ih i\lay. 1950. 
"'" Ihid 
"' I .\'('goril UII:(,/lI, 10lh Y...:ar 1\'(1. 12. ~th Augu:->1. 1951 , 
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Furthermore, so as to maintain the quality of ex portabl e coffee, a quality control department was 

es tablished in the Ministry of Commerce and Industry. Th e Mini stry also encouraged investors in 

the sector to install coffee c leanin g mills. Durin g y,lma' s tenure, the Coffee Cleaning and 

Grading Proclamation of 1952 was al so declared , the purpose of which was to rai se the quality of 

Ethi opian Coffee and inc rease the demand thercof by way of establ ishing specifications. After 

the effccti ve date of this Proclamation , no coffee would be exported from the country unl ess it 

had been certified to be cleaned and graded coffec by a liccnsed coffee cleancr and grader; 

providcd that the provision of thi s Proclamation shall not prohibit the export of coffec clcancd 

through experience in traditional methods, on license, without mechanical help."52 

Probabl y, onc of the major developments in ea rl y 1950s to which foundation y,lma mi ght 

contribute substantial ly was th e \Vangi Sugar Factory. It is noted that "the concession leasing an 

area of 5,000 hecta res for a sugar-cane plantarion and sugar ractury was s igned between th e 

Ethiopian Govelllment and HV A in June 1951 . ,953 Th ough diffi cult to trace the account o f 

YUma' s officia l visit to Holland in Jun e and Jul y 195 1, being a Mini ster of Comm erce and 

Industry, it w ill perhaps be argued that the es tabli shment o f sugar factory wou ld be one of th e 

agenda during his trip. A documen t at th e Ministry of Foreign A ffairs revea ls that YYlm 3 was 

chief for Goodwill Mi ss ion to Hollancl. 95
-l As he was also subject to treati es and agreement s 

con cluded by thc Imperial Go vern ment with foreign govcrnments. it sounds plausible to suppose 

that Y'dI1lCl would play va luable rol e in bringing the Dutch company into Ethiop ia . Eight months 

a lier Yi"lma' s visit , Mr. B. Drak estone. Netherl ands ' Envoy Extraordinary and Mini ster 

"'~ Ihid. 
".;, l3 ~t hrlL, ., Fnvirllllm(.'ll l alld Capilal: NOI~S fur a ll islury of till: \\'llnji -Shu,l Sugar ESlall:( II):' 1- 1 1)74)"" III 

Sln ·/ell ·. Sfllfl!(/I/d Nis/()ITS,,/ecter/ F,·s(/\"s. ( J\ddi:. Ah;tba: \dd j" I\h'lha UniH'r:-.ilv Prl':-':-' . ~OOX), 1~5. 
" "..l Fllkkr N~l. I·I -y. \td ma D(';·l':-.:-.:I':-. Pl:r"unal Fill'. i\ 10FA. ~ 
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Pl enipotentia lY in Ethiopia arri ved at Addis Ababa in March 1952 955 Furtherm ore, given 

Vrlma 's repeti ti ve connection with the Dutch even in the 1960s, it is logica l to assume that he 

was occupied wi th the economic relations between the two countries956 Besides, the selling up 

of ciga rette factory in September 195 1, though sources are scanty to cla im Yllma 's particular 

feat in it, cou ld not bc a mere co incidence with hi s tenure in thc M ini stry957 

Another ac ti v ity of achi evement to whi ch Vrlma contributed, indeed, j o intl y with hi s associates 

in the Mini s tlY was the inauguration of ex hib itions of trade and industry. According to article 

32(d) of an Order to define the powers and duties of Mi nisters, the Minister of Commerce and 

Industry in accordance with the law may organize cx hi bitions for the purpose of showing to the 

publ ic how trade and industry have deve lopcd in th c country9" There fore, preparat ion to induct 

an exh ibition of new type in the country was begun seven months ea rli er wi th th e selection of 

vast area for th e i11l ended purpose in the suuthwestern quarter of the ca pita l in June 1951. The 

Impe rial government provided 260,000 sq uare meters of ex hi bition space at the vic inity of the 

th en Air Port a long the "G"lm ma Road". The better pa rt of the area was a ll otted to items (ca ttl e 

and plant s o f eco nomic importance) to be ex hibi ted by the M ini stry o f Agri cultu re. The Ministry 

of Educa ti on and Fine Arts was ex pected to demonstrate its accomplishments espec ially in the 

oJ" .Inn Abbink, huw!..:\ 'cr. r~l1larkcd lilal "il DU1Ch embassy was C slablislKd ill Ethiopia unly in 19()O: prim 
10 111;11 th en .. ' had been;1 lower-level diplomat it: mis.-; ion since 1950 .. ' Sec Abbink. ·'\{ Clilli{lll." wilh the Ncthcrl ands" ', 
in £ lI lTc/ofJ('{fia A('llIoil';('(I, \.'ds. Alcss:1 lldro B:lllSi and Sighbcl'I Uhl ig. Vol. 5. (Wic3hndcl1 : Harr:lssowi tz Verl:lg. 
20 1-J) . ..t60h, / I(/dis 7lillllill: I \;lInk~ 27. 19..t3 E.C.: . Iddis 7lillllill: Yakat it 29. 19..t..t E.C. 

"'I, II1(orma nl: Sofi:l Yi'lma 
"" . . Iddi,· Zlill/(;II: t\ U :;kiir:il1l -4. 19..t..t E.C. 
'I" ,\ 'ega l'll (jtl:da . . 2,,,1 Yc:tr i\'o. 5 . . \ n Onh.·l [0 J)ctin~ [he Pmwrs and f) l11 1 ~:-' o f Our t-. l ini:-.lcr:-. (O rder 

;,\(1. lllf 19-D). J,lI1 u :tr~ 29. 19..t3 
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expansion of modern educati on allover th e country.959 Foreign companies were also invited to 

partici pate in the fa ir through thei r respecti ve legations'""o 

The Ex hi bition was offi ciall y opened, predictabl y, by the Emperor on 20'" November, 195 I. !-t e 

was accompanied by dignitaries and hi gh ranking govemment official s. Vrlma and hi s deputy, 

Getahun Tasiima, guided them through the exhibition. In thi s trade, industry, agri cultural and 

education fa ir, several publi c and private enterpri ses di splayed their products and sampl es of 

their workshops. Among th e private busin ess firms, not few were owned part ly or futt y by 

rore igners. Tt can perh aps be argued that native pri vate business were insignificant in the market 

value as compared to the firms owned by the ex pat riates . They arc mai nly confin ed to peti te 

businesses in hotel, locall y produced al cohols, leatherworks, weaving, cotton produces and 

various han d crafls961 Vet, even industri es run by foreigners in Ethiopia were undcrdeveloped 

and their contributi ons to ril e country 's econo my wen:: very small , jf not nil. Fo r instan ce, Eshetu 

CholeC I 995) underlin ed that " industry constimted onl y I % of th e Net Nati onal Product in 

1950.,,962 Whil e in th e Mini stry, Vi"lma would be engaged in the count ry's policy of im port 

substitu tion as far as texti le prod ucts are concern ed.963 

Meanwhile, bes ides hi s responsibi liti es in th e country's commerce and industry, Vi"l ma led 

Ethi opian delegat ion to the Reparation Conference in Rome, Ital y. Based on th e Pari s Peace 

Trea ty s igned in Feb ruary 1947. "Italy had been obl igated to pay war reparations to Eth iopia. 

Wi th a view to reaching an agree111ent as to how payment shou ld be effected. the Ethi opian 

'1"1 II was cSlimat.:d that th..:r.: \wrc mOH,: Ihem hOD st:hollls lhroLlghnlll th.: coulllry. Addis Ziilll(il/; S~in0 1 (). 
19-13 E.e. 

'Ih ll Though the l'x hibilioll was schedul ed 10 be inauguraled on No\'clllbc l" IX 1951. il appears 10 be opelll:d 
two days l:ner. Ihid .. : -,Iddi.\" Zr"illlr"ill: IlYdar ] .. L 1 9-1-1 E.C. 

% 1 . Iddis Z{IIII(III: I hdar 14. 19-1-1 r .c. . 
"I,~ Esh\"'lll Choil..'. " Running to Keep ill Ihe Sam\,.' PI:lce: Induslrializatl0n 10-11 .. 197-1" ill .-11/ EU)J}()lIIic 

I "'filly (J/ \lodel'l/ FllllfI/li!!. J ·o/. I 71Je lilli/erial F/'{/ HJ.J I .. --I. ed.Shi /\.'raw Hekek (1);ll\ar: Codc:-.ria. 1995 ).20-! 
,,,.1 /ddis ZdlJldll : i\Ligahil I~, 19-15 E.e .. 
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govel11ment, at the invitation of the Italian govel11ment, had sent a fi ve-man delegation to 

Rome in the middle of October, 1952 and spent three months in negot iation until January 

1953. ,,964 The negotiation was tense. Giampao lo Calchi Novati ( 1996) explains: 

The Peace Treaty did /wt stipulate how much Ethiopia could ask in 
claims, but Arlicle 74 did eSlablish a ceilillg 0/25 million dollars 
(15 billion lire al current exchallge rales) in war reparaliolls. III 
the event Ihat Elhiopiall claims exceeded Ihal amount, Elhiopia 
would have Ihe righl 10 confiscale Ihe assels of privale {talialls 
residellt ill ils terrilDlY as allowed ullder Arlicle 79. The Elhiopiall 
governmelll would be obliged to give back Ihe excess iflhe value of 
the assets cOlliiscaled was more than the diflerence between the 
sum assigned as war reparations and the amounl legitimately 
claimed by Ethiopia. For Iheir parI, Ihe Elh iopialls Iried 10 
separale the questioll of reparations ji-om (Ialian claims, while 
Rome insisted Ihal Ihey be rolled illlo one amoullt "nol OIl!Y 10 
prolecllhe inlereSIS o/Ihose enlitled 10 righls, bill also 10 campi)' 
wilh the stipulation o./ 'he Peace Trea2" alld even more, to improve 
relaliol1s be/ween the /\1'0 cOIiJ/lries. Y 5 

The Slim of$25,000 ,000 awa rded LO Ethiop ia in reparation in l inc \\l ith the awards to Alban ia 

($5 milli on), Grcecc ($ 105 milli on) and Yugoslav ia ($ 125 million)966 Taking into aCCOUIll or 

th e llloncy from rcpa ration , a prclimina ry study lVas conductcd to build thc Qoqa dam wh il c 

Y"dma was in the Mini stry of COlllmerce and lndustry967 Between 1957 and 1960, the barrage 

was constructed across the Ri ve r Awas to provide hydroelect ri c power. Financial capital for the 

project was obtaincd from Ital y through the War Reparations Fund (Birr 30,641 ,000) 968 

Des pite Yrlma 's an d hi s con temporari es co mmon courtesy 110t to contend personal achievements 

in thei r publi c respons ibiliti es, it sounds reasonable to argue that Yi"lma played a val uab le rol e in 

'If>~ Emman uel. 89. 
<)(" II <lik ]'vlu lukl:ll ... A Diplomal! l: Il i:->lory ul" Eth iu-lla liall Rclal!Ons. Ca. 19-t 1-1 991"' (Ph D Dissertati on in 

Il istory, Addis Abab;, Univcrs!y, 20 1-t). 33X-339: Gia mpaolo Cakhi Nov"ti , "Re-es\;,blishing halo-Ethiopian 
Rdalioll s nBer the \V~lr: Old Prejudic('s !Inc! Ncw Policies," No,.!lwl/sr ..I /i ·julI/ Srl/dies.New Series. 3. No. I 
1 1990 ,: 3~. 

%1. Spencer. I X3. Enullnnuel. IN. 
"I'~ Y"IIma Dl-n.:ss:) Prison Testament 
"M' Ilaik 1\ I uluh'n. J-I.5-J-I(l.; ;\ lain (ja~eon. ""(Joq,""" in FII( :I('/IIIJl'dia . krlluilliClt. cd. Sig.hblTt L'h lig. \ 'nJ. 

-t (" ·icsb • .ldcn: llaITa :-i:-. t1 \\ 'IIi' " crlag., 20 I 0). 29');1. 
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these activities for he included most of them in hi s pri son testament and those are in full 

agreement with oral sources969 The Development Bank of Ethiopi a, in this regard, is a case in 

point. In response to the precondition set ou t by IBRD (with whi ch Ydma was negotiatin g in 

May 1950) before its US $2 million grant, the Ethiopian governm ent decided to convert the 

newly establi shed Agricultural and Commercia l Bank into the Development Bank of Ethiop ia. 

The Bank s tarted bus in ess in May 1951 970 By and la rge, as a hi gher official in the Mini s try, 

durin g hi s tenu re until Jul y 1953, Vilma would oversee the major act iviti es of the in stitution such 

as co llating and publi shing statistics re la ting to trade and industry. Besides, in consultation with 

the Mini s try of Finance would make proposals for the control of prices and, if approval would be 

given, ensured th e proper carryin g ou t of lhese proposa ls. 971 

6.2. YIlma in Diplomacy and FOI'eign Affairs (1953-1960) 

As discllssed int ermitten ll y in thi s study, VY111la 's ca reer in foreign affairs had begun si nce 1933. 

He workcd in th e Depart mcnt of Lcaguc o f Nation s in thc Ministry of Foreign Affairs fo r two 

years un til thc Italian in vasion. In Jun c 1936, hc was engaged in diplomatic acti viti es as he was a 

princ ipa l de legate of the "Western [Oromo] Confederation" to the Brit ish Consul ate at 

'l(fJ Inrormants: Bul (:a D~im~iq sa, Sofia Yrl ma; List of Elhiopi'lll Govl.:rnlllclll Agl..:llci(.;s and Enll:rpriscs over w hich Y'ilma Presided In Yiimanii i"gigu's possession. New York: Yrlm;! Dcrcssa Prison Testamen t: . NeMari f Gtec/a, I" t. Ycar No.5, A Proclam<tliolllO Prohibit Export ofUnclcaned and Ungraded Co ffce. No 12 1 of 1952 January 30. 1952. 
')70 "The Bank was operating indepcndent ly or the Sta te Bank of Ethiopia and provi ding Illcdium and long­term cred it fo r ind usnial and agriculHlwl dcyclopmcill. The Development Bank had a long geslation and \\'as prccedcd by two institution::. In 1945 the governillcilt es tablished an Agricullllral Bank for thc purpose of assisting !'- mall holders whose ca llie were ra vaged during the Italian occupation. In 19-19 Ihis bank was C()1l\'l'rtcd intn ;111 I\ griudtural and CUll1lllcn:ia l Bank but was uvc rlakL'tl by L'vcnts bdun.: il could stan oper'Hin.:; sL'riuusly. In 1950. Ihe Wmld Bank agrceJ to provide US S :2 million to financc the f()reign cxchange cnsts of t! C\'I'IOpIl1Cnl projecls:' l:kklwdu. "The- Deve[opmell t of. .. " 2-10: .,Idd;s Ziillltlll: Gi'nbol 5. 19-12 Le.: Nc.t!,aril 0'0=('((1. [Olh Ycar No. 7. [9 1h i'vl;I rch. 1953. List ofEI11ioplan (ioVCrtllllCnl r\gcIKies and Enh:rpriscs O\'l'r which ynma Prc:-.idcd. In Y;inunJ i'gigu':- poss('.,sion. Nl.'w Y(lrk: Yi'lma I)l-n.~~:-a Pr i:.ml TI.':.la111l.'nl. 
"~-I Addiv ZIiIll£ln: ?\I:igabil 12. 19-1:' E.C.: lla mle 27.19-13 E.C: i\liisbrii1ll25 . 19-1-1 E.C.: X(':!.o /'il Ga: /'la. 2,,,1 Yl.'ar No. 5. \n Ordl'1' tn Dl'lilll' Ihl.' Powcr:. "Ild I) ll tic~ of Our 1\ lini!'-ter:. ~()nkr ;-..lo . I of 19-Dl. January 29. 19-13 . 
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Ga mbell a. " After seven years, the E thi opian government sent YUma to Hot Spring, Virginia 

supposed ly to parti c ipate in an internati onal conference on food , as di scussed earl ier, but in 

rea lity to request for U.S. lend-lease assistance which later he lped the work of th e M ini stty o f 

Finance g reatl y. y,lma accompanied Emperor Haila SUlasse in hi s trip to Cairo in February 1945 

chi efly as an interpreter. After a long period of time, he led Ethi opian de legation to the 

Reparation Conferencc in Rome, Ita ly in 1952. 

Bot h in the literature and ora l sources, Yi'lma 's transfer from M ini stry of Comm erce and Industry 

to Washington DC as a dipl omat in 1953 is attributed to hi s quarre l with $iihafe Ti:ac Walda 

G iorg is Wiilda Yoha nn.,.s.972 I f thi s accou nt is truc, Yi'lma was in troublc wi th the most power ful 

statesman in Eth iopia. Indeed, Y'dma had 110 liking for officia ls without proper training of 

modern education · 73 Given the power of the latter, obviously, the a ll eged disagrecment bctlVeen 

these state officin ls Wil S not a c lash of eq uals. Siihje Ti 'zaz Walda Giorgis, in post- libera ti on 

Ethi opian government , was one of th e most powerfu l poli ticians in Ethi opia for a decade and ha lf 

since 194 1.974 Hence, for emerging statesman like Vnl11a, any quarrel with Walda Giorgis mi ght 

cos t the royal favo r, to say th e least. 

In this rega rd, one of my in fo rm ants recounts that Yi'l ma was sent to the United States because of 

hi s harsh criti cism in informal chatting during ieaSlIretimc aga in st \V~ild~i Giorgis's lack of 

tra in ing ill modern educa tion. ?75 ot far from the iss ue of traini ng. another key informant states 

that Yi"lilla complained to the Emperor tha t he \·vas not in good te rms with authoriti es like \V Li1cW 

Giorgis as he wished works to be done in a modern way, The Emperor. not to ofCend the sa/ade 

, , 1~ Cbpham, 115: Informants: l3ull'a D~im:iq sa and IjiglJ D:inflssl: 
'n 1\lmost ;11 1 my infortlHlt1IS rcnwrk clllph,lI icall y Ihal Yrlma alway:o- prcfcn\,'d cnl lcgc gradualc l( .. ch noc .. ,II. ... 

lil :-.c lfcdUCiJlt'.j cj\'il SCI'\:ll1ls 
,,"J :vk knnncil ,9 I , 
,,-, In limnanl: IjYgll D:illflss~ 
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TiZGZ, is sa id to have decided to send Yflma abroad w here hi s educational background wou ld fit 

I . C I 976 
111n penect y. 

Neverthe less, these expl anations need to be scrutinized care fully against the diplomatic 

assignments that Yflma had taken on s ince 1953. At this juncture, Marcus clearl y noted, USA 

had two strategic interests in the Middle Eas t after World War Two- to control Arab oil and to 

keep the region free of Soviet influence. Th e primary role on the African side of the Red Sea 

had been assigned to Egypt, as President Nasser balked at the USA's scheme, however, 

Washington DC strengthened its relationship w ith Addis Ababa s ince 1952. Thi s new 

relationship yie lded an agreement to provide techni cal assistance (unde r the Point Four 

Program), fo ll owed in May J 953 by a mi li ta ry ass ista nce pact and a treaty governi ng the use 

of U.S. facil ities in Asmara and Massawa9 77 As the dawn of 1950s witnessed the escala tion of 

Middl e East politic~l1 ten sion th e effect of whi ch obliged Ethiopia ' s invol vem ent, therefore, the 

appo intment of Yflma as Ethiopi a's Envoy Extraordina ry and M ini ste r Pl enipotentiary in the 

United S tates and U nited N ation s mi ght not be a dec is io n to ouster him fr0111 state politi cs. 

Furthermore, V'f1m a 's tenure in the Ethiopian legation in Washington needs to be exam ined 

part ly along with USA's new concern about " how racia l tensi ons in A me ri ca featured in Soviet 

propagancia,,97S in 19505. Here, Edward Ki ssi's argu ment deserves quotation : 

Ethiopia's SlatllS as all IIlIcolonized Aji'ieall killgdom had I/lade il a 
vel:v pO Il'el./iil .~:)'lIIho/ of racial pride foJ' Americalls of A/h'call 
herilage. Thus, EisellhOll"er's COIl-cerll to cOlllller Cl"iliciSIII (~( Ihe 
Uniled States al hOllle a/1(1 ahroad as (f racist lIal;oll reqllired (f 

pasitil'e and ellen cleji:relltial re/alion-slll!] lI 'ilh Ethiopia. /3\' 
shOlPil1g respeC/ fur a black IUi'icon leader 11 1110 IFas alsu revered 

""(, Informal)(: HulCa f) :imaq:-.a 

'1~7 ]vlan':lIs . ThL' Politics oj ..... 3. 
" 7:>: hh\'ard Ki s:-.i . "Paradn\c . .., Of /\\lll'ric:m Dc\'clnpmcn! Diplomacy in (he C:lrly Cnld \\ 'ar Pl.'1'1od.·: I){/,I 

lIlIt! PreS('IIi . no.115Uday 1011):173. 
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by black Americans, American policy makers hoped to reassure 
America's black population that ollly the American way of life 
could guarantee them racial equality throllgll a gradnal but 
progressive reform of the COllI/ll y's racial problems. Arguably, 
racial sensitivity also shaped the def-erenlial US approach to the 
implementation of its Point FOl/r development programme il1 
Ethiopia. 979 

As the d iscussion on the significa nce of Point Four and Yi"lma 's relat ion with the African 

inte ll ectua ls in Was hington and its env irons in 1950s revea l, hi s transfer from the Min istry of 

Commerce and Industry to the Ethi opian legat ion in Washington seems to be more of a result of 

dip lomatic strategy of the Imperial Govern ment than a personal di sco rd between Yi"l ma Den;ssa 

and $iihafe n 'zaz W'i1 d'i-G iorg is. 

Yi"lma was appointed ambassador of Ethi opia to the United States on 8'" .Ju ly, 1953 and 

presented hi s letter o f credence to President Dwight Eise nhower on September 26, 1953 980 The 

political and econom ic cooperation that had steadily developed between the two coun tries and 

parti cul a rl y, the Ko rcan Wa r and the fede ratio n of Eritrea wit h Ethiop ia wcre the major topics of 

di scliss ion between Y'llma and President Ei senhower upon th e occasion or the presentation of his 

lettcr of credenee9R1 Between his departure from Addis Ababa with his nine fam il y members 

on 171h August, 1953 and his arri va l at Washington all 2nd September, 1953, however, he had 

taken on a spec ial diplomat ic ass ignment as a chairman of Ethiopia 's Economic M ission to 

Y I · 98' 
ugos ClV la. -

979 Ihid .. '2 75-276. 
'I!'-U ynma lJ ~rc:;sa's Persona l Fi ll:. Folder. I I-y. ~\ll 0F ,\ 
'lSI Press Rcknsc frolll (he f'..lini s(ry of Fon .. 'ign· Aft":li rs. i lllpcr i:1 1 GO\'crnmcn[ or Eth iopia. Dall'c! SeptC"mber 

.:!(l. 1953, l / 1-y. Y YJIlli.l D0r0ss:I's I\'rsolla l Fi le. i\ IOFA 
')S~ Unl ike the a ..... stlillption of all (''"' perl in Ihe nrea. and indccd. al:--o he is Illy informant. [he earliL'sl conine! 

\\'i lh , ' tlgosiavia 1\) Ilwl ent'C(. Iherclllrc. SCl..'ll1S 10 have bl..'cn made by Ihi s mi ssioll. As;inali S·(1;ira\\. JX7 Thl..' 
r-.linisll") of Fcu'eiJ;1l \f1ilirs [0 Washillglon Flhiopian Flllbas:-.y. Telegram No. 5X67i .:!-l45. 15 1h .\u1,'u:-1. 11.J5J. Fnlder 
\'0. I 1-y. Y"(ll11a Dl:rl:ssa's Persona l Fill-. ,\ IOFA. 
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A rri vi ng at Athens, Greece on 20th August, 1953, Yrl ma continued hi s travel to Yugos lavia 

probab ly w ith Araya Oqubagzi, a Director General in the M in istry of Commerce and 1ndustry. 

The Ethi opian legation at Athens was a lready notified to faci li tate Yi"lma's journey to Belgrade 

in advance. It appears that Yi"lma presented Emperor Haila-S"lil asse's letter to Pres ident Joseph 

Broz Ti to that notified him Ethiopia 's desire of strengthening the subs isting bonds of friendship 

an d develop ing the economic and commerc ial re lat ions between th e two countri es. Hence, the 

E mperor stated that he had seen fit to des ignate and appoint Yi"lma as plenipotentiary and 

chairman of Ethi opia 's economi c mission to Yugoslavia . The mi ss ion was in vested with a ll 

requi site full powers and authority to negotiate, s ign and rat ify treati es, conventi ons, agreements, 

protocols and ac ts negot iated by it 983 This economi c mission seems to have eventlIally paved th e 

way for Yugoslavia 's assistance to Ethi opi a especia ll y in the preparation of the consecuti ve Five-

Year Pl ans s ince 1958 9R4 

At Washington it was ras rmYru Hail a-Silass ie whom Yi'l ma rep laced as an ambassador. Since 

September 1953 until December 195 7, living main ly at 2 134 Kalorallla Road first w ith hi s entire 

famil y (as th e Ethiop ian Ambassador d id not have a res idence at that time) , Yi"l ma ac tively 

engaged in the diplomatic tasks of profound impact on Ethi opi an politi cs and economy ill th e 

19505. To situate hi s undertakings as a diplomat bctwce n th e periods LInder discussion, it appears 

pertin ent to begin the di scuss ion with a bri ef account of especial ly the mutual interests of the 

governments of Uni lcd States an d Ethiopi a. 

Generally. " in th e 1950s U.S. diplomacy foc used on acquiring mil itary access and 

co mmunications f~l ci liti cs in Eth iopia. keeping co mmunist innucncc out of the cou nt ry. and 

'I~~ Fmpcror I--!a ile Sclbssci 10 Pres ident Joseph 8 ro\;7 Tito . II ~h 1\ lIgllSI.I 1)53. Folder Folder. I I-y. Y"llm3 

D0rtss:!'s Persllnal Fik. MOFA 
"~~ Some clc\"l:n YlIgo",I:!\ c'pcn:. and four inlcrprclcr:. were il1\·ited 10 panicip:nc :It:liwly in 

Ihcco!lsCCl!li\c Fi\c-Ycar Plans. A~iin:lIi Si·r.ira\\·.3~X.3X9 and -to:!. 
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maintaining a government that re fl ected pro-Western positions in in ternationa l and regiona l 

arenas. ,,'85 The imminent influence of Soviets in some of the Third World countries seems to 

have forced USA to develop such a foreign policy. "Because a Communi st victory anywhere 

appeared to be a th reat to American stab ility everywhere, development became the second 

tactical weapon in Washington ' s Cold War struggle. ,,9R6 In other words, "conta inment of the 

Sov iet Un ion and its allies became Amcrica's primary forcign policy aftcr 1947. ,,9" On the other 

hand, "'Ethi opi a wanted American assi stance in expanding and moderni z ing its military, help 

wi th modernization of the economy, and political support for the in corporation of Eritrea and 

contro l over the Ogaden."'sx More than anything e lse , however, " acquisition of Eritrea was a 

bas ic element in Eth iopia ' s postwar foreign policy. ,,'89 The Eth io-Ameri can relation , however, 

had never been s teady throughout 1950s. Especially US interests in Ethiopia was influenced by 

internationa l developm ents such as th e Non -Aligned Moveme nt, the Suez Cana l c ris is an d the 

decololl ization of the African s tates. Th ese somewhat seem to have induced USA to reinforce its 

. d '1' . E I ' . 990 economi c an 111 1 Itary ass Istance to 1110pl<l. 

Among Yi'lma 's fi rs t accomp li shm ents in the U ni ted States, as a prin cipal delegate of th e 

Ethi opi an governm ent to th e United Nations, hi s acti ve parti cipation in th e 8th general assembl y 

was noteworth y.')')1 In hi s speech to the assembl y, Yi'lma revea led Ethiopia 's stance on coll ec ti ve 

securit y, on th e equali ty of hum an races and on the fate ofpcoplcs uncle I' colonia l rul e. Refl ecting 

espec ia ll y on the first point , VHmCl drew pani ci pants ' attention to the f~I C l that there was a close 

%< T heodore 1\'1. Veslal. "Rclalillns with Unitcd Siales u r Aillcrica". ill En(ye/opcdia ,·kfh ()JjJ ica. cds. 
Aks.'<lnd ro Rall si and Sighbl'rt Uhl ig, Vol. -t (Wiesbadcll: H,-Inassowitz Verlag. 2U1 0).IOJ(lb. 

'm, McvC'IY. 3~() . 

'1)0:"1 Th...:udur...: 1\ 1. Ves lal. "R ...:I'lliUlls wit h .. .. I 036b. 
'Il<~ Ihid .. 1 ()36b~ 103 7zo.. 
%'1 i'.'l<In:us . Thc P()/ifics oj ,",79. 
'1'111 :\lcVCIV. ~l)5-1l)l). 

'I'll YYIIll<l -D ... :rc,,:-;a Pr isllil T "'::-.lalll"':lll. 
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corre lati on between the economic condition of countri es and coll ecti ve security. He reminded the 

assemb ly Ethi opia 's historica l conviction to the co ll ective security and her practica l comm itment 

to its cause in the Korean War. Throughout hi s address, Yd ma argued that poorer nati ons need to 

be provided economic and tcchni ca l ass istances 9 92 

Handling issues related to the Korean War and U.S . military aid to Ethi opia based on the 1953 

MUlual Military Assistance Agreement (MAAG) were a lso other major responsibi li ties ofYdma 

. W I · 993 F 1Il as lHlgton . or instance, the delay in the arriva l of mi litary equipmen l which \:vas 

accorded to Ethiop ia in pursuance of the agreement and a new request for ai d in establishing a 

merchant marine and naval training school and airplancs with a suppl y of spare parts (a ide-

memoire of Jan uary 29, 1954) were high on the agenda in the diplomatic conversation between 

Ydma and US auth ori ties in May 1954. Th is aide-IiI/; lI1oire, probabl y prepared by Ydma, stated 

thnl Ethiopia regarded the Red Sea coastline as a natural resource and also a responsibil ity. I t 

requested help from the U.S. Navy, Merchant Ma rin e, and Coast Guard in estab lishing a coast 

guard service and, evenmally, a modes t neet of merchant vessels. It also requested he lp fo r 

Ethi op ia 's mi litalY ai r-training program . In response to Ethiopia 's demand. Mr. Henry A. 

Byroadc, Ass istance Secretary of State, informed YYlma that worl d-wide demands 0 11 th e U nited 

",,1 Addis Ziim(ill: Ti"qi"JlH 28. 19-t6 E.C.. 
'1')1 This agn:c lll cllI \\'as signed on 22 May [953 :Lnd "i ' endorsed Ihe usc of Qailiiw Station and other 

l(Lc i litil.::-:; in EriLrl.::1 by USA urllil 1975. BUlh alsu r.:n tr.:rl.:d inll) a standard military assislan r.:1.: agrr.:l.:l11cllt rq!ulating 
Ihe ddi very of wcapons and olher equipment and providing ror a M iliwry Assi!' I:IIlCC Advisory (iroup 
(r-. IA ;\G). Wi1 shinglon agreed 10 trai n and equip thrce six- thousand-Illan di\'isiollS at a 101 :1 1 cost of i1bout ti\'c 
Illilliun dul !:!rs. a genl.: l'Usi ly then and subsl'qucnt ly l·on .... idl.:rl·d a fo rm of rent. t\ 1;u\:us fl.:mark ed that some h;I\'\ .. · 
chi1r:tC teri7cd the trcmies :1 s '<111 imlllnral accnrd' which placl'd rlhiopii1 under Ihe cffecli vl' conlrol of Allll'rican 
impcrial ism and or Iht' Zilmisl world . OLhers havt' sliggesll'd thaI Iht' Ethiopian cast' \\';t:-. lllt'rely Oilt' or a Sl'IlSl' or 
u.s. n::-,pol1:-.e:-. 10 Ihe decline of l'oloni,ill. ... m and of the pO\\Cl' (11' \\'L'~tl'rn I: uropc." lI arold ,\I;lrel1:-.. TI,e Po/ilics 
0/ .... ~9-c)O. 
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States made it imperative that USA has given priority to those countri es most vulnerable to 

communist aggression, and Ethiopia did not fall in thi s category994 

In associa ti on with Ak lilu Habta-Wald, the then Ministcr of Foreign Affairs, and othcr 

authorities as well as a legal adviser, Yi"lma engaged in diplomatic endeavor to secure further US 

assistance for the expansion of hea lth , educat ion as well as the development of coffee programs; 

encouragement of private investment; the development of ports and a fi shing industry. In the 

course of thi s conversation, among other thin gs, Aklilu revea led to US authorities Ethiop ia's 

desire to develop the ports of Mas saw a and Assab and the acquisition of coast guard vessels. He 

rcmarkcd that th e Ethiopian budgct could not suppo rt such proj ects at thi s time and if they are 

not undertaken Ethiopia is at the mercy of Dj ibouti (and by implica ti on- th e Frcneh 

gove rnment). In response to a question raised by Mr. Byroade regarding thc reason for 

deve loping Massawa and Assab, Y"ilma explained th at thi s was to avoid conflict with Aden and 

Dj ibouti- a tug of war with other countries-such as Ethiopia had experienced in the pasl. 

ynma, in repl y to a further question , indi ca ted that Eth iop ia feared that a request by them for a 

loan from th e IBRD fo r the developmcllI of th ese ports would be blocked in the IBRD by th e 

Briti sh and FrcIlch Y95 

Q9.j Other issues raised in Ihl' disclIssion include the tefms of agrccll1cnl [hal apprarccl to be vague to Yi"lma 
with regard to MAACi Helice he wondered whclhcr the military aid agreement signed last year was limited to the 
first annual amount or 5 mi ll ion dollars or whe[her hi s Go\'('rnmcnI cou ld expect supplementary aid in the 
Il.llillmclll or Ethiopian military requirements. I I was poi nl!.:d out to him that neither amount nor pt:riOlI o f ti mc was 
stipulatcd in thc agreclllcnt and the presencc of i\llAA Ci in c lhiopia was an carn esl of th e Unilcd Stal es eonlillui llg 
il1 \(.: rl':o:t in lhl' mi lilary needs o f Et hiupia. II \\ 'as :o:uggt:stcd Ihal 11K approprialc unil' ials of the Impl'I"ial Elh iopi an 
(io\'crrlmcll t bring Iheir vicws and rcquCSl.1; to the Chid of the ivlAAG in Addis Abab'l whose duty and 
responsibil ity It " 'ns 10 tra nsmil requests and make rccommcndal ions 10 Ihe Dl'pan mCnl of D('/Cnsc. iVk morandum 
of ('ol1\\:r.-;a l ioll . by tile D irec tor, Offi cI..' of A I,' il'an A I'!:,i rs IUIU:r) Washington . i\ lay .. L 195 .. 1. Forei:!,11 R,,/al;oll.\ 0' 
'he UII;led SI(1'('.'". 1f)5:~ /f)5.J VoluTllc X I. Pari I .Ali·iea ;tnd 52. 

'I'" i\ h.'moramluill lit" ClHl\C r:-alillll. by Iht: Ortin.'1" in Charge. NlII"lh Afnl'an AJ"I".llrs (Wdluu.-;) 
1\\· a ~hin,!!l(ln.) .IUIlC ~lJ. 1l)5..t. FrJrei.'.!.1I He/af/IIII.' of 'he { 'III I/'d .\"1I11l". /lJ5_1 /l)5.J. Volumc XI. Pan l. :\(ril';1 ;11)d 
Si..1wh :\:-i;1 ( 11I1\\'l) pariS). D Ul"lJllll'!1l ~() 7 
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Meanwhile, in response to the ever escalating Midd le East and Third Wor ld politics at the time, 

Yi'lma, as a committed ambassador, seems to have notifi ed his government at Addis Ababa in 

advance about th e developm ent. It is noted that "the UN served as a fOlUm for followin g up 

developm ents in other parts of the contin ent. Thi s way, Eth iopi a managed to stay abreast of 

developm ents and contribute its share to intri cate cases ... as well as the entire 

decoloni zation process." 996 The experi ence of Yilma during his tenure in Ethiop ian legation in 

th e Un ited States proves thi s insight. In a memo addrcssed to the Emperor, for example, he 

attempted to draw the attention of his government to the imminent implications of the agreemcnt 

between Great Britain and Egypt regarding the Suez Canal, Eth iopia's recognition of the State of 

Israe l and the need for beginnin g a diplomati c relations with African countries the independence 

of which was a matter of time. Tnterestin gly, an Egyptian ambassador asked Yllma about 

Ethiop ia's take on the State of Tsrael. Yrlma seems to have responded that hi s government was 

still cons idering the issue and no official statement was made hitherto. Thi s reply was indeed in 

full agreement with the po li cy of hi s gove rnmcnt,997 

Yllma appeared to have got him sel fb othered abou t the Suez Canal Base Agreement between the 

U nited Kingdom and Egypt in 1954.998 Th e memo he prepared was indeed ill response to a 

'J'J6 Belete Bclachew, "Ethiopia in AIi'lean Politics, 1956 -1991" (PhD Dissertation in History. Addis Ababa 
Universi lY, 2012),461 

997 The Ethiopi~n foreign minislry~ led by Akl ilu Hnbtnwnld. thc Prime-Ministe r as o f" 1961 ~ 
cOllvinced the Emperor to conceal the otherwise c lose relations, and appear in public as siu ing with the Arabs. In 
Novembcr 1947 Ethiopia itbstaincd in the U.N. vo te for the partition of Palestine. ,1Ild a ye(lr lalcr vOied against the 
ad-mission or Israel 10 Ihc U.N. In Ihe 1960s. Elhiopia relied on 15rael" s aid in practically al! Ilelds. but no 
Ethiopi.:l.1l clllb;tss)' was opened in Israel. and Ethiopia joined the anti- Israel camp in tllc Organization of A fric-an 
Unity as \\'cll. The Israeli vi ctory in Ihe Six-Day War against Egyp t. .lordan and Syria or June 1967 was 
cclebrated in Ethiopia (IS salvation frolll the pan-Arab threat. but during lhe Octobcr 19 73 wat" inlhe i\ll iddlc East 
(bctween 151"[lcl. Egypt [llld Syria). Elhiopi[l broke liS c!iplol11[1lic rel[lllOn5 \\'Ith the .le\\"ish sl<lle. I-inggai Erli ch 
"Rclations \\'ith Israel"' in Ell cyc/o/N.'r/ia :,Icllwipica. cd. Sighbcn Uhlig. Vol. 3 (Wiesbaden: I htrrasst)witz Verlag. 
::W(7) . 217a-b: Emperor II :1iLl Sil[lsscl to Yi-ll11[1 D0rcss:1. 51 10 August. 1954. in Ynmann "lgi gu' s po~sl':-.sion(NI'\\ ' 
Yurk). 

'I " ~ F:ul1 il y Appea l to Pi\I AC; 1~ l11p('ror Hail:! Sil;l~~ei to Yilm:l De re:-O .... :1. 51h 
I\UgLlSI. 11)5-l-. in Yiit11:tnii 

i gigu'~ Pl):-;~cssi on( N l'\\' Yurk). 

267 



prel iminary agreement (known as "Heads of Agreement") between the two part ies on basic 

principles whi ch was initiated on Ju ly 27, 1954, leaving details and technica lities to be worked 

out through further negotiati ons.""" The 1954 agreement, signed at Cairo on October 19, 1954, 

provides for the gradua l evacuation of this garrison from the Suez Canal base, as th ese 

installati ons generall y are known, by June 18, 1956. "During th e twcnty-month cvacuati on 

pcriod (October 19, 1954- Junc 18, 1956) the Egyptian mi litmy forces wi ll assum c gradual 

control of the basc, and custody of designated base installations"'ooo More than anything clse, 

Nassir 's rcmark tha t Egypt was uneasy about foreign influcncc as a result of the agrcement, thus, 

he would focus on domesti c economic issues, made Yi' lma anxious. 

Reading a news repo rt on th is preliminary agreement by th e New York Times (July 28, 1954) 

and talk ing to the new US ambassador to Egypt (Mr.Byroade), Y'il ma had given his reneetions 

on th e ~ d verse impli cations of this accord for Ethiopia . He wrote that Egypt was deni ed 

economi c and military assista nce from USA because it decl ined to sign a treaty on the Suez 

Canal w ith Uni te Kingdom. If Egypt had en tered in to the agreement, therefore, it would have got 

USA's assistance. Furth ennorc, V"I1ma kept 011 forewarni ng; Ihis agreement would enable Egypt 

to join the defense alliance among Pakistan , Iran , Iraq and Turk ey. Enjoying immense prestige at 

home and in the region, as a result, th e Nassi r regime would eventuall y shi n the ba lance of 

power in the Middle East. See ing the emerging J ass ir regime in the region, closer at home, some 

Sudanese po liticians those who asp ired ror unity with Egypt might gel an upper hand in the 

coun try's parliament. 1onl 

"'~' Ch;Irl cs B Sclak, "Thl' SUCr Canal l3asl' Agrl'l'lIll'nt of 19 S ~ '" rite Americall ./olll"llfli of IIIft-mafiol/al 

' . (/l1', -ll), No. -I (OclOlw' 1955 ):4 1) .. L 
1111'11 'hid .. -IX 7 
I 'H" Family J\ppc;d [0 Pil. IAC: Fmpl'ror lI all ;i S'ilb_':--l~ [0 Yi'lm:l I kr~:--:--a, 5lh Augu:-,1. IlJ5 .. L in Y;im,m:i 

'(glgu's jltl:--:--l'ssiun(Nl'\\ York). 
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Therefore, Yi"lma recommended, it appeared pertinent to begin close alli ance with the Sudan 

th rough, for instance, student exchange . He also suggested the immediate commencement of 

dip lomatic rela ti ons with Liberia and th e Gold Cost. Referring to Elections for th e Legislative 

Asse mbl y he ld in the Go ld Coast in June 1954, for instance, YUm a reminded the Emperor that an 

envoy to Liberia may converse wi th th e new prime mini ster of Go ld coast. In YUma's view, 

commenci ng dip lomatic relations with such geographically fa r-off Afri can countri cs was 

s ignificant because international alliance mattered a lot to pursue a nation 's interest. Though not 

powerful and independent these African nations had been at the time, YUma provided 

just ifi cation, Ethi opia need not stand alone in thi s dynam ic world. In order to meet that objecti ve, 

he recommended the estab li shment of Africa and Middle Eastern Department in th e Mini stry of 

Fore ign Affairs. 1002 All in all , Ethiopia' s claim over Eritrea and Somalia, in conclusion , seems to 

I I d I · c .". I" A"' 1003 lave S ulpe somcw lat Its fQ nna tl vc fOre ign po ICY 111 1"I"l ca. 

Representing Ethi opia in the Bandung Conference (April , 1955), YUma was engaged also in the 

pursuit of hi s country's in terest in the Non-A ligned Movcmcll t. IO04 The United Nati on 

Organi za ti on , Y"ilma noted. had given considerable opportunity to form a cluster of Asian and 

Afri ca n cou ntries around th e leaders of India, Yugos lavia. Sri Lanka. Burma and Indonesia in 

response to the bipolar in te rnat iona l polit ics ,loos Bandung "was the firs t step in institutiona lizing 

IOO~ Ihid. 

100; In addilion 10 mainlaining closer cooprr,ll ioll \\'ilh re spectivc colon ia l powcrs , there was all 

urg\;.'111 dt.:s ire 011 the part or Ethiopia to pro tec t and ad vallce il s own national inlt'n:s ts . Sec l3ek te J3clar hcw. -I e) 1, 
IIIII-! Addis Zii lll i il1: fvlirt7ia R, \9-1 7 E.C. 
tU!l~ T hc n.::pn,:sl:Jl t;lti\TS o r thl:sc cOll llt ries "had dissa ti s hlC ti on \\'il h ",hal Ihl: Y n:garJl'd as a n:luclilncl' by 

th.: \Ve~t C'rn po m.: r:; to consu l! ",ilh Ihem 011 lkl:i s ions affcl: ling Asia: bet ween thc pcopl c's Repub li c o f Ch ina and 
Ihe Unit('d STa t('s: their dl'si rc to b y firmer fOlllld:l1iolls for C hina 's peaceful re lalions \\' illl IheIllSl'i\'l's <1nd the \\I(,SI: 

til .:ir opposition lu wlunialislll, l'spC'l'i ally Frcl1I.:h inlluC'lH:C' n Nurth Afi'i l'a: and intlunl'sian':-, de:-in: 10 promole ii:­
C;I!'>l' in 1I11' di:.pule w ith Ihe I\'etherlamb (l\'l' r \\''::-.\('1'11 New Guinc<1" Sec, Giamp;w\o Caleh i NO\';lIi , "Thl' NOIl­
.\ llgned f\ IO\elllen[ ' in EJlc.rc/(}p('(/ili Al'IIi(li/)icCl, cd . S ig hbert Uhli g . Vul. -' (\\ ' il'sbatil'n : I iarra"s{l\\ Ill' Vl'rlag, 
:!O()7), 1195- 1196: ·'Handllng". The \'ell /:I/(Y£/II/)t'dia Hl'lrlllllliCtI. \In!. I, 15 111 cd. (( 'hicago: l·ncydopl.'tiia 
Bril:llllllca Ill c .. 2005). :-;(,Jb-c:Addis 'IrlIJUIII' ;\ l i:lL ia 15, 19-17 E.C.. 
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the Non-A li gned Movement" and Yilma led the Ethiopian de legation that inc luded such higher 

officials as Dawit i"quba i"gz i, Mika'el i"n,.iru, i"ndalkacaw Makonni'n and Katama Yifru. ,oo6 

ynma was conscious and had firm stand about racia l differences probab ly s in ce hi s college days 

in the United Kingdom and appears to have beli eved in the need to strengthen, if not to initiate, 

Ethi opia's relation w ith the African American peop le in the United States. In thi s regard, one of 

hi s accompli shments in Washington legation was to forge all iances with African American 

scholars from Howard U niversity. On its national day, for the first time in the United States 

diplomatic hi s lOry, the Ethiopi a n embassy (Yi·lma) had invited African Ameri cans to the even t 

togcthe r with Un ited States govcrnment officials and Co re diplomats without any racia l 

discri mination. Prio r to this , the Liberian embassy lIsed to invite African American 's on the day 

after its national clay to avoid racial mi x with white authorities and other non-black diplomats. 

YUma reca ll ed in its prison testament that du ring Emperor Hai la Sn lasse's vis it in 1954, the 

embassy inv ited President Ei senhower and Afri can A meri can congressman and the president of 

Howard Universi ty and let them dine together. This somewhat helped the Elhiopian government 

to refute the acclisation ror its alleged dislike to bl acks,IOO? In fact. his engagement with Afri can 

American 's wasn't confined to th e diplomati c responsi bilit y of thi s sort. For in stance, Yrlma, 

while he was Vice-Mi ni ster of Financc, \Vas dispatchcd to thc Unit cd Statcs wi th specific 

govcrnm cnt in structi ons to olTer interested A fro- Ameri ca n teachers pos iti ons in Ethiopian 

sc hool s. " In 19-i7, th erefore. under hi s direction. a tca m of Afro- American educato rs arri ved in 

Ethiop ia and had been recruited in Et hi opia." loo~ 

I 'M W, Iddis liill/tllI: i\ I i<l7in X. 1 ') -1 7 I~. C: i\ I in7in 15. 11)-17 I·,.C 
11.,- Y'dllla DI..:rl;.::-- :-a Prison TI..'s\:unl.'t11. 
I'~" For i n:-\;\11\: .... " 1)1'. T. T . Fklch ... r. a gradual ... nf Columbia Un i\'!.:r:--il}'. :lI,:cL'plcd IhL' :lppoin tllll'llI :1:­

I iI.:;tdmaSil' r u r I hI..' 111..'\\ I ~ upl'n ... J "Udh;llll'-Abm S ...... nlllbry Srhulli in Addis Ababa. ;l1ld hI..' bruughl \nIh him an 
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Besides leadin g the Ethiop ian delegation at the Conferences of United Nati ons(Yi' lm a was 

e lected vice-president of the assemb ly twice, first together with Ambassadors of Chi na and 

Luxemburg), settling the boundary di spute between Ethiopia and Ita li an Somali land was another 

public respons ibi lity that Yi'lma had been deali ng w ith as Ethiopian representat ive to the United 

Natio ns,1 009 Other than Y,lma Deressa, the d ip lomati c ncgotiations for border delimitation 

betwecn Ethi op ia and Somalia under thc Italian T rust Adminstration had invol ved other 

Eth iopian highcr offic ia ls and legal experts throughout the 1950s, Among these individuals, 

Haddis A lamayahu, Jo hn Spencer and Akl il ul-labta-Wald had played signi ficant role. lolo 

Whcn Yllma was appo in ted as Ethiopia's Envoy Extraordinary and Ministcr Plenipotcntiary in 

th e Un it cd States of Amcrica and the Uni tcd Nat ions in 1953, the Unitcd Nations had long 

authorized the Trustees hip Counci l to draw up a pre limina ry draft on thc boundary issucs on 2 1" 

November, 1949 in its reso lution number 289(1V). T o thi s effect, an In terim Comm ittee was 

fo rmed and it developed a draft procedure for border delim itation. After a year, on J 5'" 

December 1950, the Committee had presenled its d raft procedure. Hence, the Genera l Assemb ly 

of th e UN passed Reso lu tion 392(v) and it reco mmended delimiting the boun dary throu gh a 

procedure of bilateral negotiation between Ethiopia and Adm iniste ring Trust Authority and. to 

I I't'e I I ' I .. I I d" d b' , lOll rcso vc (1 lercnccs cncollntercc c unng t l C negotIation , 11rollg 1 me latlQll an ar ltratlOll . 

Afro· Alllcril.:an tcaching staff trained in the: arts :md sci~ t1l:cS and \,o":lIllon:l1 !,lIbjccIS." Wi ll iam Shad. "Eth iopia 
and A li'o-Amcric<ltl s: Some Historical Notes. 1920-19 70:' Phy/oll. 35. No. 2 (2nd Qlr .. ]1)74):150-1:51 

1(11)" YYIIll<l D l:r0"s;1 Prison T csta11lCIll: Addis 71;lIIlill: [\.'Uiskiir;im I J, 1 9-t~ E.C.. 

111111 1\~lihl Il ahl;t- \\ 'j ld. .11.1""1 Rell/ f!mhers .. · SPl'IlCC1". 2')7-3()O: ·'Silo Sill/wi" 1J'lisiill (jl/dlly" 
I ES. ,\I S.3 .00 

11111 
·',ii"/a SIIIIIft/e '/"jist/II Gllda.I". iI-.S .:vIS.3-tOO: Pri"oll T l'"WIlll..'1l1: F:tmi ly " Plll"!! to P~I t\C. I lall l' 
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When no agreement was reached be tween Italy and Ethiopia, the TlUsteeship Council remineded 

both parties of the urgency of de limit ation on 6'" July, 1954.'012 Based on the del iberation of the 

8'" General Assembl y, th e representati ve of Hai ti developed a resolution that called upon Italy 

and Ethiopi a to submit issues pertinent to the boundary di spute to the advisory council. However, 

as Eth iopia 's response to the Resolution on Somalia-Ethiopian boundary d ispute by the 

Trusteeship Council in July 1954 de laycd, ynma c learly warned the Foreign Min is try at Addi s 

Ababa to get prepared wi th rega rd to points Ethiopia should ra ise so that the forth coming reporl 

by the Secretary-General would inc lude Et hiopia 's positionW13 

Bes ides Italy 's intcnse diplomati c pressure on Ethiopia, ynl11a and other Ethiopia n di plomats 

had faced ot her chall cnge in New York. For instanec, Somali Politicians delcgatcd by th e 

Somali Youth League (SYL) notifi ed the working group ("Comm ittce 4") in charge of th e 

boundary issue under the Trusteeship Counci l repea ted ly in late 1955 that the Somali people 

didn't consider as valid international agreements concerning Somalia which were concluded 

before . Somalia was created as a Tru st Territory on 2 1 SI November 1949. Agreements made 

betwee n ali en powers wi thout the concent or consultati ons o f the inh abit ants were unacceptab le 

to thel11 .'OI4 In response to thc s tatcm ent of SYL delcgates and other issues that wou ld hun 

Ethiopian national interests, therefore, Y rlma DCrCssa and olh er Ethiopi an diplomats altempted 

to make Ethiopia's voice heard in the UN. Ethiopia was ortlle opinion that Somal ia was legal ly 

crea ted th rough UN Resolutions and SY L's refusa l or th e Reso lut ions mcan t thc rejection or its 

statehood. lOIS 

1111 ' Ihid. 

IUP Famd) l\ ppt:al1o Pf\ I;\ C. 
IUIJ ··.\i"llI .... ;//Jllt/!t; I I 'iisiill Cilldlll ··.II : S.\ I S.~-t f)O 

lUI" /hid .. Yrl lll:L D-: n'::-.:-.a P rl:-'i.lI~ T~:'lallll'l1 l. 

272 



Meanwh ile, in a conversation w ith Mr. George All en on June 30, 1955 in Washi ngton , ynma 

said it was his Government 's desire to negotiate a set tl ement of the d isputed Eth iopia- Soma lia 

boundary w ith Italy as quickl y as possibl e. Boundary d isputes, ynma observed, are compli cated 

affa irs w hi ch couldnot be sett led in a few weeks or a mo nth such as that established in General 

Assembl y Reso luti on 854(IX) o f December 14, 1954. This resolut ion urged Ethi opi a a nd Italy to 

negot iate d irectly a settl ement ofthcir d ispute o r resort to U.N. mediation as proposed in General 

Assemb ly Resolution 392(V) of Decembe r IS, 1950. '0'6 He also asserted on January 19 that 

U.S. vote was viewed as a vote again st E thiopia. A t the urging of the Un ited States, ta lks 

between Ethiopia and Ita ly began in June. ' 017 T he init iat ive taken in June 1955 by the Ethi op ian 

govern ment brought an agreement that an Itala-Eth iopian cOlllmi ssion should meet to negoti ate 

on the de limitat ion o f the boun dary between the Ogaden and So ma liland.
,o18 

Hence, th e Ita lian 

delegates and Ethiopia n authorit ies had begun a direct negat ion in Addis Ababa si nce 1956. 

1016 A renowned legal advisor (0 the Ethiopian govcmlllcm viv idly recalled that " on December 2. 1950, the 
General Assembly approved the Itnlian trusteeship agreemen t for Somaliland. with Ethiopia casling the lonc 
negative vole. Articl e 79 of the C harter requiring her consent as a sta te "directly concerned" was igno red by the 
Assembly and the Il1l stecship was fo rmal ly placed in operation. Two weeks lalcr by Resolution 392 V 
recolllmended procedures on the delimiting the boundaries of the Trust Territory ofSomaliland, through agreement 
between Ethiopia tlnd the trusteesh ip administration of Somali land. Resolution 392 V recommending bilateral 
negotiations on the undclilllitcd port ions or the boundaries cOllta ined a rcierenee to mediation which I should not 
have allowed to slip in. It provided that , should the negotiati ons break down, a mediator was to he appointed by the 
secretary general of Ihe United Nat ions at the req uest of either party. Should the parties be unable to accept lhe 
recommendations of the medialor, a procedure of arbitralion was to be initiated at the request of either party. Such it 

procedure of 1llediatio could throw in to question the basis fo r the dclimiwtion of that portion of the boundary 
es tablished by thc 1908 boundary treaty which still rcmailled to be delimited. With Third World and Soviet support , 
resolution 121 3 Xli was passed. st ipulating direct reeOllrse 10 arbi lrali on, Ihereby affording a far greate r Illeasure of 
protectioll 10 Ethiopia's legal position. Despite that resolution. Italy was insisting.. with the ~I ctive support of the 
United States. that arbitration must be understood to be Illcdiation, not a di scussion of legnl iss ll es·prceiscly ;"It II hnd 
in 1935." S~)~IlL"l.;!r , 242. 

lUI Com"Cr.sa tion bctween ['vir. George Allen and Y·llma rJcrcssa. \VtlshinglOll. Novemher 5. 1955. Foreigll 
I?e/atio/ls o/"/he Ullited Sw/cs. 1955- 1957 Volullll.' XVIII. A t"rica. DOClIlllC llI 226. 

I., jl\ Thc cOlllmiss ion Wtl S estab li shed f{) lIo\\'i ng a delay of nine months due to various raetors. First or all. 
until thl.;! kdl.;!ralion with Eritrl.;!;l had bc~n irnptclm .. 'ntl.;!c\, Et hiopia was unwilling 10 rc-opcn diplolllatic rL'lations wi lh 
an Italy whit.:h had been her bitterest enemy in that question. Second. U.S. Ambassador .Il.;!SSU p had taken the p()~ition 
th:1I till' Uni ted N;lIions had jurisdict ion O\Tr the boundary ;ldjusllllents bet\\'cl'll Ethiopia and Som;"lli land. Ethiopia. 
unlike Italy and Sccrl'ta l"y-Gl'l1l.'ra l D:Ig 1-l a1ll1llar~kjold. asserted tlwt no third pany or stalc could dictate to allY ~ tat l' 

what it. .. boundary should bc. Third. hl'GHISC of thl' legitimacy qUl'slinn. it \\'n~ prl'tc rahlC' to (lC'kt y all hound:try 
(hsL' lI ssions utltil SUlmrliiand had reached indl'pcndl'llL'l'. In Ihis regard. the a\·ailahle critcri(ln fur till.;! ncgl1tialion 
<lPIK'arl'd (("I bl' thl' pro\·isions of the 19()X houl11l<1ry com·l'n!ion and it \\·as a juridical prohlem. 10 be ~oh· ed by 
:lIbilraliull. Spcnccr. ~9-l-~95. 
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When the direct ta lks held in Ethiopia for two years were a fiasco , accord ing to Reso lution 

12 13(XIJ), the General Assembly opinion was tha t a final settlemet could be ac hieved most 

ex pedia tious ly by a procedure of arbi trati on. 101 9 Whil e the terms of reference or compromi se was 

prepared by th e arbitration body, it was recom mend ed that there sould be an 'i ndependent 

person ' to mediate the two parties. Hence, the Genera l Assembly mandated the King O laf of 

Norway to the task. The king in hi s turn nom inated Trygve Li e the first secretary-general of the 

United Nations. 'Ol O Yilm a recall ed th at th e burnin g boundary ques tion th at he had been occup ied 

with w hile he was in Wash ington and New York continued throughout hi s tenure in the Ministry 

of Foreign Affai rs (1958-1960).' 02' 

\ \1hen Yrlm 3 came back home and asslimed the mi nisteria l posi tion in the M inistry of Foreign 

Affai rs, th e arbitration to settl e the Somal ia-Ethiopia boundary dispute had already transferred 

from N ew York to O SIO. I022 W ith the recommendation of (he General A ssembly, an arbi tra l 

tri bunal consisting of tln ee jurists was establi shed and Trygve Li e, was designated as an 

' independent person '. 1023 Y "d ma claimed that he and his associates had attempted to change the 

att itude of Trygve Li e towards the all eged ly uneompromised stance of Eth iopia n authori ti es as 

he di scussed the bound ary matt er with them in Addi s Ababa . ' Ol• Trygve Lie recei ved AIO 

Hacld is Alamcycholl , V ice TV1inist cr of Foreign Affairs, Clnd John Spencer, and the Italian 

delegalion con sisting of Ambhassador Picro Vinci and delegates V ita le V itali Maurizio 

Baltaglini , and the Somali repcrcscnlati ves, Abeli N ur and Mohammed A li Daar 0 11 Augu st 3. 

11l1<) Il uwl.:ver. as thl: Sumalia-E thiopiil bounda ry qUl:stion GlInl: bdurl: the 121h and I JIII sessions or the UN 
Gl'ncral Assembly. h;dy was pressed for mediat ion, closely supported by thl: UN Secrelari;l t ;md by till' United 
States. YYlm;l Dl~rl~SS:l Prison Tes tament. 

l !1~II",S"ila Stili/ale Wtisiill Glldll rO", I ES,iVI S.3-WO: Spenccr. '297, 
I!I~I V'lIma I)crc~sa Prison TI.':-,'tamcnl. 
III~~ l nlllrlll~lIIb : l3"lrhane Deres:':1 and G0tac~i\\" r-.Ukasa(Dr.) , 
II I~: Spencer. '297, 
1112~ Ihid, Yi'llll<l Der~:'isa Pn:,oll Tl':-,t:11l1l'nl. 
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1959 in Os lo. Li e was said to be unkind to the Ethiopian delegates in the discussion. He refused, 

for instance, to consider the draft temlS of reference which John Spencer had prepared for 

Ethi op ia. "To the outrage of the government in Addis Ababa, Lie insisted th at the 

discussions could proceed only on (he basis of the Italian draft ",o25Yi'lma wrote : 

'f'C7-/JiJ, C'fJ" 1I'}'fI'/'o)' h;" "'lIf uo '}71J-)'S' /1(1"'111. 
uotlh,!·i;":;: _X: ,}7'7C t,.eL7· flJ. tj O).e klllJ I,WI 
UlJfl1·::II .. f.?CII·fI" '/ ' 7f1, {'tf~ ;"/'fJfltI -/·.eL7tJ-7:oJ·:: flu 771J·/: 
II '}'7'7<- fI'!: flh·tI {'·/'J/..J.l?OJ· '} rfl/lJ;l'mir -/·(J/fJ.y:OJ·:: 
l,/J-l:m'fJ" fll, '}'/'/i'Y; QIJ·fll!-i. /J,e7LQIJ' l,tl1'<-fI":: L.l?:fJ" ~7C 
II'J7/JI'IJC fI'J77<- ZIt fl"7.fllf"j· ///J(I:;: tj,e ('/J-l:O)' '} 
1,IJ'f f{'-)' IJII '/"/,fltI '} /J,e 7L dO' l,tI 'I'LfJ":: IJII;" ,j'{"Af 
/.1{'fI"fI" [}/JfI.y:m· 'J /J.e 'I',e<- l,tl1'':.fI'':: ... OJ.O,7d·-tm· 
-/·ul1l1l1·,/' IIUlJ,}'71J;l'-f' "/'uflC C7'C,:J"7'OJ' 'J 1,t1"YiJ,':: .eu 
('h:;"7-/TII, t:7'C-)' '/"1'11" fI·/'.f~L7[J)· I'IJ'Ntj 7·Wi lI 'I'flfI<--)' 
uu'}71J;J .. i· 7·fI'J. '/'LfI: : fll'IJ'I'tjtj C7'C'I: II;" '/-{"Af uutl lJfJ" 
;'IJ-/·,f'r,j· 1I'I':(tI :: 

/-laving discussed ,vilh ltaliall alld SOlllali delegates ill /lollle. 
TIJ'gve Lie came to Addis Ababa. On his mTiv(f/, he was welcome 
by the Ethiopian government. On (lie morrow, he was given fhe 
memorandulI1 prepared by ollr government. /-Ie might be amazed at 
the details of'the al'/ic!es. III the course of' our discussioll. we 
accepted the majority of his views. This also seems to have 
as/ollllded him. . .. In this respect, he might change his earlier 
opinion 011 Ethiopia's siand. Going back home, he prepared his 
report ({lid presellted it to the Genera! Asse/llbly oj the V lli/ed 
Natiolls. The report did IIIl1ch good jor Ethiopia.,ol6 

111 general , Y"IIma 's activiti es in the boundary negotiation, like his many other public 

responsibilities, was pan of a co ll ec ti ve venture. Documents in Yi"lma 's personal file at the 

M inistry of Foreign A ffa irs and olh~ r relevan t wrill en and oral sou rc es clearl y re\"eal thai hI:! used 

to fa I I a\\" closdy internalional dcvdopmcilis the imminent rcperclission or which had a direct 

impact on the Ethi opian stole . Besicles. Middle East politi cs and the deeolonization or /\Ii'iean 

' '':.'~ J{"Ibn Spcnl:cr" :!l) 7 -:!9~ . 
,,,:." Yi"lma D~l~:-.:-.a Pri"llll Tl::-.I;lllll:llL 
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and Asian countries, Yilma was not a type of s tatesman who wou ld easi ly ignore the apparent ly 

far-off internationa l deve lopments. For instance, as to the fou ndation of the South East Asia 

Milita,y pact in September, 1954 in Manila among U.S.A ., Great Britain , France, Australia, New 

Zea land, Pakistan , Thailand and Philippines, he d rew Akl ilu 's attenti on to the provis ion of 

membership in the treaty which call ed upon other Asian countries to join the pact. '0"' 

On December 18, 1957, Aklilu I-Hibta-Wald , in an official letter, summoned Y ilma together w ith 

hi s family and hi s entire luggage rrom Washin g ton to Ethi opia leaving the entire responsibility of 

the Ethiopian embassy at the Washington D. C. to a certain Ala Kabiida Ababa.,o28 Back home 

w ith his ram il y, more than three months passed unt il Yilma had taken governm ent responsibi lity 

officia ll y. In early Ap ril 1958 , he was prom oted to the pos ition of M ini ster at th e M ini stry of 

Foreign Affa irs. I029 During his two years service in the minisllY, among many olher rOlltine 

institutional duties, the S0111::tlia-Ethiopia boundary dispute and the establi shment of the 

Organizat ion of Afhcan Union were his considerable undertakings. Th at sa id, however, YUma 

achieved nothing individuall y. Rather, he and his associates in th e ministry got together in a team 

effort to purs ue th e interests of Eth iopi an government in regiona l and A friean pol ities. 1030 

One of YrIma 's primary tasks in th e instituti on, sources give clues, was employing educat ed 

young personnel. Inform ants unanimousl y testify th at V 'd ll1a had a habit to selec t and recrui t 

potent ia l technocrats. among the young university graduates l031 For instan ce. ynma appointed a 

ccrtfl in Gelacaw Makasa Director of Africa & Middle Eastern Department which \vas cs t ~b li shed 

JII!- Yi1m:l D0r0ssa IU Aklilu I [;ibla \\laid, S\:pI L' lll bL'r 9. 195-1. Fill' No. 170, Fill' Name )'Ii ' IJiilmh ,\ /i:"raq 

i\'YI"lI )'/io..!.(IJ"{f ,lIiikiilukii/ lUI. MOFA. 
. "I II!); Aklilu I-ki bl~ Wald 10 Yi"lIlHl Dcrcssn. Dalc-d DcccmbL'r 2~. 1957. Yi"lm<l Dcrcssa's Personal File, 

roltkr. I I-y, l\ll0F .. \ . 
III! '/ /hid 

11110 Inlurln:tnl :< J [ab l;i Si·ht~~0 Tat";is;i. Cit'l,t(';i\\ i\ 1:ikasa and IJirhall:i Dl'r~s.sa 
I":) Y',lIn:l f) ~rc~~a Pri ~on Tc-.,lCIlllcm: lnfnrn1aIll:-.: (ic-Iaciiw M;ika~a .. hl~1\\ 1)(l1ll\ ~. Hulen rJ ; ill1;iq~ ;LT;iJb 
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for the first time during Yilma' s tenure in th e M inistry of Foreign Affairs. Getacaw narrates how 

Yi"l ma designated him for that position: 

[YilmaJ lold l1Ie he came to know aboul lIIe Fom III)' speeches at 
some inlernalional conferences which J attended as leader of the 
Ethiopian delegation. 11tese conferences were: the first All Aji'ican 
Peoples Conference held at Cairo, Egypt. The second All Afi'ican 
Peoples Conference held at Accra, Ghana. Those speeches were 
given sOllie coverage in the news papers like The Ethiopian Herald 
& Addis Zemen which he read while he Ivas in Washington. He 
was particularly impressed by the strength & logic ofl1lY argument 
against the accusation 0/ the Somali delegation in their f eeble 
attempt to lump Ethiopia together with European Colonial 
Powers. 1032 

Not on ly in his tel1llS of office at Foreign Affairs, but also in the Ministry of Fin ance later in 

19605, Y i"lllla had strong tru st 0 11 the young Ethi op ian staffs, no maHer how junior and 

inex peri enced they would be. On top of thi s, faith in their professional competence and 

accompli shment, he strongly be lieves in the need to all ow his subordinates greater freedom in 

their ca rri er and , so he did . V"dm3 had al ways preferred bringing new blood into th e ministries he 

headed including Foreign A ffairs by selecting several persons from lhe younger generation to 

serve in important positions. He claimed tha t these younger staffs at the mini stry turn ed oul to be 

ambassadors and diplomats in a later period, I033 

Togeth er with hi s later valuabl e services, V"Ilma can be cons idered as one of the pioneers and 

architects of Ethiopia 's A fri ca po li cy, As a result, freedom fighters from all over colonial Africa 

were rece ived and welcomed in th e ca pital Addi s Ababa , Apart from moral encouragement. 

fi nancia l and other ass istance was extended to thelll, Leaders of li beration movements \"ere 

frequent \' isitors to Add is, The task of look ing aflcr them in Addis Ababa was Afi'ican and 

Middle Eas t Dep::lrtl11ent. Among V'flm a"s ind ividual role. the preparnlioll layin g the found atiun 

iOH~ !n1onnan!: Ci0taciiw Mii"a~a(E-lllail inlCryic\\' conductcd ill Fn~ li:-,h), 
1((;; Ihid" Yitm~l D0r,,:ss:l PrisLlIl TC. ... t:lllll:1l1. -
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of the Organization of African Unity stands out in the minds of co ll eagues. '0" In this regard, for 

instance, he played a pivota l role in the second Conference of the Independen t African Slales 

he ld in Addis Ababa in June 1960. As a leader of Ethi opia 's delegates, he was e lected p resident 

of the Conference. I-l is dip lomatic carrier at the U ni ted Nations Organization between the years 

1953 and 1958 appeared to have contributed to hi s presidential designation in the Conference 

and Y dma took on the special responsibility duly. The Second Conference he ld in the face of 

divergent v iews and it chose to delegate the issue to the President of the Conference, YUma, so 

thal he wou ld contact Heads of State to in itiate consultation through diplomatic channels 

w ith a view to promoting African unity, and to consider the item at their next meeting in 

1962.' 035 Though it was referred to as an offi cial statement of the Imperial Government of 

Ethiop ia, one may safely conclude that Ydma 's v iews reflected in the Conference can be taken 

partly as hi s personal pol itica l outlooks on African polit ics.,036 Not to forget the Emperor's 

autoc ratic way of hand lin g Ethiopian polit ics, give n the frequent excha nge of views and 

information between Y'I1m3 and the E mperor about contemporary internati onal developmen ts 

during hi s tenure at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, however, one can argue that he woule! have 

influenced the v iews and decis ions of the monarch 011 Ethiopian African politics . IO
]7 

1n an era when all ia nces ha ve been form ed throughout the world on cont inental bases, Yi"l ma 

exp lain ed in hi s pub li c lecture he gave a Vlcek before the inaugurati on of the Conference in 

Add is Ababa. th e need to es tab lish an Orga ni zat ion of Atl' ican Unity by African states would be 

11)1 .. !nformant: G0taciiw M~ikaSa(Dr.). 
I!n~ According to Beleti..'. "the di vis ion of opinion (",l111e illln the open when (iha niJ and (iuinca 

proposed the- cndorscll1ct1l o f sOllle fortn o f African L1nion al the Second Confercncc of Indcpendellt A fri can 
Stall"S ill Add is Ababa l.lll llC 19601. The oppositiun rallied rollnd Nigc ri a. which , a("cording 10 SOIllC SOllITCS, woke 
lip to chzdlcngc Nkrlll11ah' sand TOllrc's mo nopoly on African leadershi p."" Reklc Relachc\\' , ,2f) I, 

Ir),I, Addis Ziillliill: S~ill': l. 1952 E.C.; S:ine:':, 1c)52E.C. : Siine 9. J952E.C.: Siinc I I. 1952E.C.. S;ilh.: 15. 
1952 I~, C,: SEne I X.ll))2 E.C 

111,- Informant: ! I~i hl~i S'dlassc Taf~ise 
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an undue decis ion. Th e overriding obj ective o f the Confe rence, he kept on arguing, was to 

continue th e support prov ided for states which w ere under colonial rul e. As to the conditi on of 

the African states in th e international diplomatic forum , Yi'lma notifi ed that th ey w ere under 

represented and thi s had an effect on th e ir political and economic interests seriously. For 

ins tance, despite the participation of African soldicrs in the Second World War, Africa 's voice 

w as not heard on matters w hich affected them. Apartheid, thc decolonization of the whol e 

continent, the need for inter-states cooperation and non interventioni st principle were th e maj or 

the mes he emphasized in hi s presidcntial speech . Ydma urged Afri can leaders to work together 

for the compl ete independence of A fri can states. IU
," 

Tn his closing speech , Y"Ilma opin ed that th e accompli shments were the more remarkable in that 

th e frequency and success of th e earli er Afri can mcetings had the e ffec t of conso lidating furth er 

th e forces of opposition. It was fo r thi s reason that, he kept on emphas iz in g, it became vitall y 

important th at the conference should mark a lasting advan ce in th e es tabli shement of an 

indi s trptible unity among all African peopl es . I-Ie al so expressed hi s hope that parti c ipants had 

been abl e to forge in Add is Abaa a unit y on the path o f libert y and freedom for a ll people. I039 

As stated above, after estab li shing an Afri can Department in th e Foreign Mini stry in the nati on's 

hi sto ry, he wenl about lh e business of widening the scope of Ethiopia's invo lvement in A fri ean 

A ffai rs. Togeth er with M~iko11lffn Habta-Wald, Akl illl H ~i bt~i- \V~ild and Mi eha'el i"1ll 'fru, he was 

instru mental in pushing the call of C o lo nial Africa both in the U.N . Hnd oth er worl d foru m in th e 

yea rs between 1957 and 1900. As aile o f th e ea rl y archit ec ts o f Ethiopia' s A frica poli cy, ora l 

~ ollrCeS reveal. Y"(]m<l was cred ited with the idca of offerin g. ~ch o la rs hips to African studcnts 

Ir , ~ ~ /hid 

1";'1 C'lo:-.ing Spcech by Yilm;l DLrL':-''';J . "Confe l"l' llce of Independent Africl!l Siaies (Second SL·"'Sill11 . ,\ddi:-. 
:\ baba . 1-t -2-t June )l)()O )'" Ml'll1engraphL'd. IES, Add is Ab;lba Uni \l'rslY 
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from va rious pa rts of the continent. Hi s recommendation for thi s scholarship as a major fore ign 

policy instrument of Ethiopian governmen t towards the upcoming African independent states 

wen t back to mid 1950s., 040 He was also in the forefront of Ethi opia 's s truggle against apartheid 

South Africa and the cause of Namibia (South West Africa) in the U.N. '041 y n ma 's short, yet 

remarkabl e service in diplomacy and fore ign affairs came to an en d on Jul y 23, 1960 as he was 

re-appointed at the Min istry ofFinance. 'o" 

To surn up, thi s chapter has attempted to mark out y nma 's accomplishments in two in terrelated 

responsibiliti es . During hi s ten ure at the Min istry of Commerce and Industry he dealt largely 

with issues related to foreign trade, aid and investment. As a diplomat and Mi ni ster of foreign 

affa irs since 1953 too, hi s pub li c life was preoccupied with internationa l politi cs. Though he 

didn ' t engage in the establis hment of modern institu tions in th ese years li ke in the period 

between 194 J and 1949 , he never took on public responsib i I iti es in latcr period merely to oversee 

routine tasks. Refo rmi st technocrat th at he was, y nma had a lso profound be lief in the rol e of 

educated young personne l in meetin g th e objecti ves of institutions and had always brought new 

blood into the mini stries he headed. 

III-hi Fam ily Appt.::ll tu Pl'vlAC: Emperur 1-laiU-S"IlL,lSSl:i 10 Yi"lm~l IXrL'.-;"a, 5' 11 Augusl. 195-l. 
IlI~ 1 Likl' Mhiyll Koinangc. Tom ivlboya of Kl'llya . Kellllelh Kaunda orZa mbia. Julil1:-' NYcrcrc OrT~\ll7alli;l. 

Augllslillu Nell) 01' Angula. , I o~hll a Nkllmo & Rt:\, Silhok or Zimb;tb\\ t: A, i\ loumic or ClIl1l.'rOllll: Oliver T'lInbu 
and Ncbon [' ... Ianti c-Ia ofS. J\friC:I: Sam \ltljom;1 orN;llniiJia, Inrorman1 : (i":'1aC;i\\' ,\'I ;i ka ~;t(f}r,), 

1111 -' S~il;illlun (i;ibr;imariillll III Y"lIma Dl-rl- SS;L If:tmk (1. 196:! E.C. Folder Nll. 1 I-y Pl.'r:-'llnal Fik. i\l()F)\ 
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Chapter Seven 

Yllma Deressa at the Apex of Power and His Gradual Retirment from State 
Politics (1960-1971) 

Throughout the 1960s, sources testify, YHma had become one of the few influential statesmen in 

the Ethiopian governm ent. This was mainly because the Emperor began to devolve some of hi s 

powers to the bureaucrats. In thi s respect, devoting more attention to the in ternati onal affairs and 

the general expansion of the government are sa id to have obliged the Emperor to permit more 

domcstic poli cy-mak ing to be und crtaken by othcr bodies of thc governm ent. Posts th at had 

become vacant because of thc fi fteen offic ials who were ki ll ed in the 1960 coup is said to have 

led to full .'Ulil Sir(appointments and demoti ons) in the peri od under diseuss ion. I04l In such 

circ umstances, overseei ng the Mi ni stry of Finance for success ive ni ne years, Vrlm a exercised 

considerabl e power in the Ethiopi an governm ent. Durin g the 1966 reorgani za ti on (, reform ') of 

th e Council of Mini sters, some even expected him to be the Prime Mini ster. l o44 Even without 

holding the offi ce of til e prem ier, YYlm a's power in th e Ethiopian govern ment reached its apogee 

in th e 1960s as he had a great dea l of influence with the Emperor because he was dail y at th e 

pal ace to di scuss abou t every key issue related to fi nance and economy. 1045 Th is chapter 

attempts ma inl y to exa mine the pub lic li fe o f y n ma Dercssa in his second tenu res both Ht the 

Ministry of Fin ancc and Min istry o r Commcrcc, Ind ustry and Tou ri sm. Furthermore, it also tr ies 

to di sc li ss hi s gradual reliremenl from govern ment service in la le 19605 (l nd ea rl y 19705. 

11)1\ TafTara. I X6. 

HI-I .. Christopher CI:lplwl1l :lrgllcd !hn! "Yilmn"s <l SCl' Il<lancc wns much dcsirt'd :lmol1g !Ill' Oromo l1:ltioll:lli sl 
gruup.'· Ciaphaill. 79. At thaI lim!.!. Buklw Dtllll.'ba on hi:'> part cia ill1td .. , il \V~I:-; widely nlillul\:d lhal Y'dllla, whu 
was <tn I'ccHl 0mist :lnd belll.: r adl' pl at r: lili(lpi:ln polili ('~ , might he thl' I~ mpl'ror'.s clwicc for Ihl.' prcmi cr ... hip. 
1I{}\\'t' \'t' r. Yil ma had twu sl rikl's aga i ll ~ l him, Firs! ur al l. ht' was an Orumo, Secondl y, hI..' was brash alld did llO! 
\V,m llO \ \ iI:- t l' 100 tllul' h t ime Wi lh pcopk he lho ugh t d id nOlli llder:-l:tnd hllll." Hu1c ha . . \~I · I.lle ,\ I.l .... K~, 

Ihl' Informa nts : Bull'a D;i m~iq~a. 1\ :-I:.tw Damlc, Ilah!;i-Si'lIa:-sl: Tal!b;i an d T:idl ~1 r ~ii; \ llll: i: Clapha m. 173, 
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7.1. Returning to the Ministt·y of Finance (1960-68) 

When y ,lma came back to the very Mi ni stry he and hi s subordinates li tera ll y establi shed. he 

wou ldn ' t have found it the same as he left it eleven years ago. The institution , espec iall y under 

Makonni"n I-I abta- Wald (1949-1 958), undelwent marked changes in some ways. Though too 

short to leave a far-reac hing insti tutional and personal legacy, Mahtama Si"II asse Walda Maqa l's 

term in the min istry (1958-1960) was also known for some fre sh departures. In parti cular, th e 

latter "demonstrated some detennination in accepti ng measures to meet the Ethi opian ba lance of 

payments cri sis of 1958-59 and hel ped to make the administration of finance sli ghtly more 

effi cient than it had been under Mekoncn."I046 111 addition to thi s, MahUimu S"lliasse "enabled 

ministcrs to get a better idea of how much money they were likely to be all ottcd. I-I e also 

transformed the Budget by bringing of the year in stead of, as hitherto, at the very end ofi l. ,, '047 

Since 1949 Makonni"n enhanccd the powcr of the Ministry of Financc, acco rding to Christopher 

Clapham( 1969), specificall y "by blocking and delayi ng the apparently arbit ra ry tinancial 

authorization th rough th e imperial order. "I('-lR Need less to note here th at in the budgetary hi story 

of Government , documents referred to as "budget" were publ ished from 1944 to 1946, 

containi ng onl y ex pendimre li st for whi ch figures were col lected from th e hun dreds of 

'I/wziiias '(orders) issued by th e Ministry of Pen. The system of working on th e basis 0(' Palace 

' II/ (cii=as \vas changed by ivlakonni'n , though Government D epartm ent s con tinueci to ignore 

il. I049 ThaI being th e case, however. Makonni'n 's power rested on the support of the Emperor, to 

whom he was comple tely and unqu estionably dCVOIL'U lind to whom he had access at any lime. 

1046 Clapham. 162. 
IIIJ" Ihid 

I"J~ Olll'lltcrlng the i\llnl .... try. for in .... wllcc. \ l jkolli'n 11ll1llL'dl:J iL'ly clli ;II I ;l llow;lllcl'S for expenses other than 
salal"1c .... hy half. .... 0 Ihal minish:rs wllu ld ha\'c 10 PdJ!IUI1 t'lllhT IHlllSdf or the Emperur lur 111I:il" rL' .... 101":1I1011 , Ihid .. 
159- 161. 

1111'1 l3ult:ha . . II.!' Lilt' .l/y . . 61. 
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Sulcha reca ll s in hi s memoir that the Emperor an ind irect form of decision-making is found in 

h is use of proteges and personal informers. He would never openl y block or refuse a request, but 

wou ld appear to agree, and would then refer the petitioner to a protege who would refuse it for 

him . The proleges were not delegated part icular functions, and had no independent powers of 

decision . Generally, Makon·'n leaned heavi ly on traditional traits well-suited to hi s officials, and 

th e difficulti es of working a modern type of budget would have been considerabl e. Probably, duc 

to lack of modern tra ining in the fi eld, hi s co ncept of fin ancc was limited to keeping income as 

high and expen di ture as low as possibl e, and whenever he could he would block or delay 

.. 1050 
appropri ations. 

Except for elevated position of the Ministry in th e government, Y"dma' s long tenure in th e 

mini stry mark ed considerabl e difference. Thi s mi ght be generall y due to structural, inc identa l 

and personal factors. Strucnlrall y, since 1957/58 there has been an excess of cxpcndinll"c over 

revenue in the Ethi opian publi c finan ce. The ex istence of these defici ts was a recent phenomenon 

and reflected a bas ic change in th e budgetary po licy of th e Imperial Government of Ethiopia . 

During th e tenure of Makon"lll , a conservat ive policy of maintaining cash surpluses to meet 

occasional budget defici ts was maintai ned. But SOO I1 aft er th e governm enl adapted a policy of 

deficit financing, "the deficit being financed mainly by external aid and banking opcra ti ons. ,,]051 

The year 1958 can bc considcrcd as thc turning poi nt in thc dcvelopmcnt o f thc Ethi opian 

budget. This appears to be an importan t legal development with regard to Y"IIl11a 's ca reer in the 

Mini stry of Finance throughout I 960s. Since 1958 the coun lry's budget was enacted by 

Parliament and iSSll(:d as a proclamation in the Negaril G{Cl:'la . as required by thc new Rcyi sc cl 

Constitu tion of 1955. The year Illnrkecl "" th e beginning of the period of uninterru pted annual 

1< .511 '''id. 
'"'' Ass\.'t~1 Bl.'q l'llic and EshdU ('hulL'. 55. 
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enactment of a government budget,,105' Subsequentl y, th e Jmperi al Government "was ob liged by 

th e Fisca l Year Proclamation of 1959 to present its budget to Parliament several months before 

th e start of the fisca l yea r.,,1 053 

Th e available sources un animously expli cate that more than any other histori cal fac tor, ynma as 

an individual was instrumental in changing the conditions of fi sca l administration in E thiopia 

s ince 1960. He wasted no tim e in laying some of the groundwork for gradual change in the 

Mini stry of Finance. Unlike Schwab's rem ark on Yrhn a th at " he had a lways been part of the 

high nobility who had held government posts s in ce liberation fro m the Ita li ans in 1941 1054, as an 

educated funct ionary, ynma had never made personall y hi s a ll egiance to the nobility despite his 

ari stocrati c social bac kground fro m Leqa Niiqiimte. Schwab appeared to have mad e thi s 

un exam in ed representation of ynma probab ly because hi s ana lys is lacks hi storical aspcct. Had 

Schwab s nld ied Y Uma's accompli shm ents in th e Mini stry of Fin ance and in the Ministry of 

Education since Septem ber 1941 and March 1945 res pecti vely, he would get the chance to 

apprecia te Vrlma 's effort and zea l for change and reform. Tha t said, however, hi s actions 

espec ial ly s ince 1960 verify that he could di scard trad itiona l values and accept mod ern ones, 

when given th e opportunity and convinced of th e necessity. Indeed, ""functional differentiation, 

and the changing comp lexion of those who fi ll ed political roles, had made the Mi nistry of 

Finance one of the more modern in stitutions in Elhiopia." lo55 

One can argue lha l Yi'lma had some SOri or plan (0 renovate th e -Ministry of Finance as one 

exam ines how he shO\:ved perhaps a greater willingness 10 employ as we ll as cOlllmitment to 

recruit and assign well educated and trained finance experts at different departments of the \ 'cry 

111<2 Bu kh:l Demeksa. "The Elhiopiall l3utigd":J 70. 
II,, ; Claph<llll. 164 . 
10:'4 Sc!n\·;lb. 12 1 
II ~ '-; Ihid. 
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Ministry he himself established and built Up.'OS6 Furthermore, "Yilma had been prepared to 

delegate to his subordinates; vice-mini sters ancl ass istance ministers of Finance, exercise a power 

far greater than th at of most of their equivalents in other ministries, and wi e ld considerabl e 

initiative." 1057 Tnterest ingly enough, Y"lima immensely enjoyed the company of young people 

and had a strong be li ef that youth had a v ital contributi on to make to the progress of the 

eoumryWS' Below is the brief discussion of these techn ocratic undertaki ngs of my subject of 

study. 

By and large, the process of recrui tment revolved around the Emperor. Thi s process required the 

monarch to play a personal ro le III the selection of middle-and high-rank official. 

Therefore, " recruitmen t became a hi ghly centralized process personally supervi sed by th e 

indefat igable Emperor who often took an inte rest in the se lection and promotion of low-ranki ng 

officials as wel l. ,,1059 Recruiting educated finance ex perts, o f course "vith the benevo lence of the 

emperor, waS one of Y"il ma ' s end earin g habits s ince 1940s. Wh en Y"il ma employed "staff (he had 

to recrui t personally alllllli ve rsity graduates in those days because there was no trained person to 

do it fo r him). he was eareful. " ,060 He not only received appli cants wi th proper merit and skill 

ea rnes tl y, he also requested fo r th e trans fe r of person nel he thought important for the Ministry of 

Finan ce from governm ental and non-governm ental organi zation s. For in stance, YYll11a is sa id to 

have appealed to the cmperor more th an twice for the transfcr of Asfaw Damtc, a gradu ate of 

Cambridge Uni versit y, from Haile Si lassc Pri ze Trustec to the Mini stry of Finance. In Asfaw 's 

case, Yflma reminded th e monarch th at he gave him his promi se that priority was given to Yi'lma 

1115,. Informal1 ls: Asl~\\v Dalll\L~. Bull:a D":ll1ds~l : TUel ia T:isoll1:i: (;l lks. R3. 
111'- Ciaphl"tlll. 17~. 
IlI"i ), Inri..mnant: (i0 t al'~i\\ :'-.liikasa . 
III:;" i\ larkaki:-. ~~ I . 

H IW Bukha DI.:IlIt'k:-a . . Ih· Lif(' Ih ... . 70. 
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among other mi nisters in recruiting young educated personnel trained in finance and 

econollli cs. 1061 

Tad la Tasomii 's case was more or less simil ar to Asfaw's experi encc. Almost as a result of 

Vilma's personal pressure on him and Robert Gardner, the then Chief Executive Officer of the 

United Nations Economic Commission fo r Africa (UNECA), Tad la was transferred to the 

Ministry with a much less salary and remunerations. Vilma was of the opinion that Ethiopians 

work ing in internationa l organi zati ons w ith a better salary had to first serve their country before 

they pursued their personal economi c in terest. As Tadla complained about the financial trouble 

that he faced due to hi s transfer, Yrlma adv ised him to pay atten ti on only to his career and soon 

after assigned him as a board member at a government agency only to so lve his financial 

problcm. I062 Tafari Lamm 3, an energetic Vice-Mi ni ster in the late 19605 was also transferred 

frol11 the Finance Department of TeiecOJ11I11Unicatioll s to th e Mini stry of Fin ance because Yi'lma 

wanted to 1V0 rk with him., o63 Bulcha al so reca ll s in hi s remin iscence: 

',Vhile pondering aboul employment, I remembered seeing ill 
Syracuse, U.S.A., a circular lellerji'olll the Millistl), of Fillallce of 
Ethiopia ",hich was distributed through the Educatiollal Allache of' 
Ethiopia ;1/ I'Vashingfoll D . C, II1Filjng Ethiopian sllIdellls abroad 
10 apply for a job at the Minisliy of Finance, specially if they had 
swdied Economics or Finance or both ... 

Olle lIlorning. I decided to go fO !he k/inist':r of Finullce f() el1lJuire 
aholll !he circular le(fer I fwd seen ill S:rraclfse, and !o explore 
aboll! job possibi/i!ies. Th e Direc!or of Personllel received me I'e/:\, 
polite'" and told lIIe that the Ministcl' oj'Finance (the.iinnolls Villlla 
Deressa) had a .Honding il1strllcliull (hat I\ 'helle l'er a 1I11i1 'ersil,r 
gradllClle appliedjhl' ajoh allhe }\Ifill/sflr. he Il'mlfed 10 pers()I1({/~l' 

1111 ,1 Informant: '\sl;I\\' Dal11\0 
I"h~ Informant: T:idla Tii;'olllii 
I"",; Illlllrlll:lnl : B l lle:1 D:ill1iill!-o:l 
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intervie"w him/her. 1 ~vas therefore laken to the Minister as he 
happened to be alone, 1 \Vas taken in immediately. 'OM 

Y lima appeared to have a list of young graduates as cand idates for his insti tuti on. The list was 

usua ll y formed through hi s own informal contact with prospective graduates or experts and the 

recommendation of hi s proteges. Yilma used to converse with junior civil servants or college 

students and he always asked them what they were studying in a coll ege. He is said to have had 

discipl in ary bias to Economics, Finance, and Politi cal Seienee.,065 It is important to note here 

that "beginning w ith the mid-1950s, graduates of th e University Coll ege and returnees from 

abroad swell ed the stream of educated, you nger men who were recru ited into the system. ,, '066 

As open-minded as he had been towards merit-based recruitm ent, he liked also to goad fresh 

employees in the M inistry w ith probing questions an d cutting remarks. H aving apprec iated 

Asfaw's educational background, for instance, Y"d lll a once sa id to him "[however] , yo u have to 

be re-edu eated in th e ways of the bureaucracy, ,, '06) St ill , Ylima " lo ved the banter and th e 

. II I · d k fl · . . I fC ,, ' 06' IIl te ectua give an ta eo liS conversation W I t 1 yo ung sta "I"S. 

A lmost all studies in th e area commonly state that, unlike other ministers in th e Ethiopian 

governm ent, Y"llma attempted to modernize the ivli nisl ry of Finance espec ial ly in its hum an 

resource administration. Ln thi s regard, the Mi nistry of Finance was exceptiona l w ithin the 

Ethiopian context mainl y for the reason that "Y il ma had pcrmi tlcd educated young staff to playa 

policy making role in hi s bureaucrac y. Becau se he had also al lowed thelll th e li se of 

admini strati ve power th ese youn g. educated admin istrators were not nearl y as administrati ve ly 

III(, ~ Bulcha DClllcks:l. ,\/1' Life> AlI' .... 53. 
1[11.5 lnfonnanls: T ~i.~olllii G~ibrii-~'la rianl. As faw Dalll\i~ and J3''- rhall~i Dcrcssa. 
!r lh(, rVlarbkis. 2-10. 

I!lh~ Tht" laller n;:calls lill nu\\' lhal ht" It"lllpunnily deYl::lnped a SellSe ur n:sisl~HlCe and murillured ··you ,lre 
not g.oing. 10 shape 11K in Y(lur 0\\'11 imag.e·. In1"orm,lI1l: }\sl;l\\' Dam\c. 

IW,~ 1 n !llJ"lll:.t Ill: G0!,H:iiw \ liika";a. 
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fru strated as other educated Ethi op ians who retu rn from abroad to work in the various 

M in is tri es.,,'069 He even critici zed other auth orit ies who did not give chan ces for educated young 

staffs under them. 1070 

y,lma "didn ' t concern himself much with day-to-day issues of public expend iture and 

de legates th is to hi s subordinates, which was a great change from the time of Makoni"n 

Habta Wald.",o71 Once Yi"lma gave responsibi lity to hi s associates and juniors, "he never went 

in to th e de tail s and nagged a del egated expert. He gave full responsibility appertaining to that 

fli ,, 1072 F . I . d I .. d I · Id · o "Ice. ' OClIS1I1g on y on Important malters, experts an aullOntJes un er lllll \VOLI enJoy 

full power over their profession somctimes even to th e disappointments o f s talUs-conscious 

dignitaries and higher officials especia lly in the Council of Ministers. For ex ampl e, once vnllla 

was sa id to be bla med for delegating an expcrt whose o ffi c ia l rank was much inferi or to others in 

a meeting attended by as hi gh ranking authorities as Prin ce As rata Kassa. Yi'lma defended in 

front of the emperor that he sent a professiona l who was know ledgeable about the issue at hand 

and that delega te, though only a director of a department, carri ed out his assignmen L. 1073 

As far as th e practi ce of delegation of au th orit y is concern ed, Yi"1ma was a noninterventionist 

min ister, ifnot a laissez- fai re manager, and in thi s regard he marked moderate departure fi'om the 

convent ional approach to authority. Here. Clapham 's statement is ex press ive: 

The learier himse(l/oses sratlfs ~I he shares his authority with all 

il!lerior, alld this, 1I'ilh fhe iI!/,erior 's re/lICiance In seelll 

p reSUlJlplllOUS, ('ol1ll'ihlll e.') 10 Ifllll.lc/i/ure 10 delegate which has 

heen oll e of Ihe most marked f eawre,\' of EI hiopillll admilli,""1 ral ioll. 

rlufhorily C(ll1I l01 he eff'ecli \'(!~l' de/egaled hec{[ lIse il is persol/a/lu 

H'h" St.:hwab, 11 g. 
1''''11 l ntnrm:l11l: A~fa\\' Da111\':. 
If"1 Claph'llll, 1(l 7. 
Itt~.' Bulch;1 D __ 'tllcba. Ill' !.ill' ,III ... . 70. 
H'~\ I ntc.mn:Hl I : Astin\ o'am\l:. . 
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the illdividual, alld allY political positioll. likewise, is esselltially a 
persollal positioll rather thall all impersollal o.ffice. This has been a 
constant barrier to the development of institationa! 

1074 goverllmel1t .... 

What was more importan t in Yi'lma's leadership style was th at he by no mcans imposed hi s 

views and positions over his delegates to be reflected in a Council of Ministers or in an y inter-

mini sterial meetings. By doing so, he gave ex perts an opportunity to mark out their duties and 

responsibiliti es by th eir own and get prepared to deal with issues pertinent to the Ministry of 

Finance. He had a lso a strong convic ti on on ex pert testimony.1075 For YUma, any task was 

unthi nkable without preli minary research and some empi rical data. He, for instance, informed 

the Council of Ministers that he coul dn't present a tentative tax rate on luxu ry goods for no 

research had been conducted so far. I0
7(j Hence, "he always ex pected well researched work. It was 

always difficult to satis fy Yi'lma with a mediocre piece of work "I077 He loved to bombard hi s 

ass istances w ith question s and detested doubtfu l answers and unveri fiable statements. Yet, he 

was ready to show the ways of things in the burea ucracy and parliament to new appointed 

experts. This could be formall y at offi ce or in fo rma ll y at dinner tab le in hi s h0111 e. 1078 

It is a COlll lll on remark about vnma that he knew how the whole governmen t system was 

structured and hanged together. Taddassa Yaqob is said to have remarked retrospec ti ve ly th at 

Vi"lma , unlike him and Mi'nase Ui mlll£l , was more comfort ab le whil e dea ling with issues of 

structural natu re than routine offi ce aC li vit ies. ,o79 Hence. in the meetings of th e Council of 

Mini sters. he olltshone everyone around the table including the Prim e Mini ster on general and 

11I7~ Cbph'lln, 6. 
11175 For instiln cC'. be forC' IIll: [t hiopiJIl govcrnmenl decided 10 purChilSC J 50\"icl m:lc!c fi ghter HclicoptcT in 

mid t960s. Yrlma had invi ted L''\pl.:ns to give tlK:i r prorcs:-.ionallcsl imony. Informant: SYtlli'riil I\UdhalK:«(ol. ) 
1 11~r, yi"tIllJ DL;rc:-:-;l 10 (he Coullcil of i\ l ini:-ler:-.. F,.11. 19JX F.e. F0lder '\Jo. 607 1-6107.5\1. i\ 10FED. 
111 '7 - Bulcha DL'l1h:ksa . . \h· Lire ,\11- .... 70. 
I"- ~ [nformant:..: T:idl:1 r~i::'om:i. Ibl:1W Damll:. Hulca rhm;iq :-a. 
IW ') Illtllrman( : l3 ~i(rLJ AdIlHI.'i":. 
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speci fi c govern ment affairs. In the extreme ly formal meetings of the Cou ncil of Minis ters in the 

grand pa lace, ynma never rushed into queries , answers and debates. As per the request of the 

chairperson, however, he used to g ive informed ex pl anations on everylhing sometimes to the 

embarrass ment of ministers about whose institutions and departments Yi'lma was cOlllment ing 

on.]080 He was always an informed mini ster and lecturing at thc peop le. Not to forget his study in 

th e London School of Economics and Political Sciencc, his personal co ll cction of book s and 

issues hc was enjoying dealing with shed light on how an intellectual minis ter he had bccn. ]o", 

For example, he read literature about the sales of various defense equipment and the 

organizations of the army. He "subsc ribed to magazin es on the res tricti ons and ava il ability of 

defense equipm ent, including a ircraft. In the Council of Minis ters, he spoke o f the range of 

fighte r planes and compared the e ffici ency ofF5 's toMIG21 's .,,]082 

A ll in a ll , as Peter Schwab remark ed, because Vi'lma permitted hi s young advisors to playa large 

rol e in policy making in the Mini stry of Finance, it was not at al l surpri sing that these younger 

men with educationa l backgrounds fhat tended to ma ke them more modern and forwa rd looking. 

ynma Denissa, therefore, " deserved much of the credit for making the Minis try of Finance [ in 

19605] onc of th c most pote nt fo rces represen ting moderni za ti on in Eth iopia.,,]08J Bchind 

vnma 's power, no doub t, was no morc vita l factor than hi s illlimatc relat ionship with Emperor 

Il a iia SflJ asse and hi s loya lit y to Ih e monarch. 

Like in any other cases . " th e relati onship wi th the Emperor was the determining fa ctor. and like 

any majo r politi cian s. Y'ilma had a grea t dea l of influence with him <"Ind was da il y at th e 

111\11 Infor1ll:l1ll :": Iht'olw r1allll c ;Jn tl Bulca IXillljq~a 
I"~I PerSUllal 80nk Culll'Clillll:- llf l'n lll;1 Deressa ill So!i~1 Y'IIma's PO:- .... I.!s:-ion. 
1"~2 Hulcha DI'I11l'k:-;I. Ill - Ute ,11\ . . .. 7 1. 
1"'\ Sch\\·ab. Ill' . . 
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palace." ,084 Yi"lma Deressa was "a highl y important Minister, not just because of his own status, 

or because of hi s s ignifi cance as the lead ing Oromo in the Council of Ministers for many years; 

he also had the Emperor' s ear in finan cia l matters. To ga in fUllds it was necessary to convince 

. I I E Y· I "IORS CIt ler t lC ~ mpcror or I mao 

Yi"lma was a lso un ique in the way he greeted the Emperor. "Whi le other ministers bowed very 

low to the Emperor, he only bowed hi s head sli ghtly with hi s usual diary on hi s chest.",086 When 

th e two di scussed public issues, they made it at most re laxat ion and simp licity. 1087 The Emperor 

is said to be concerned about Yi"lma tha t he cared about y,lma 's momentary mood before he 

brought government business to VHma's aHcntion. 10RR As a Minister of Finance who was well-

versed with modern economics, V"Ilma 's advice and view were needed badly by the emperor 

before th e lalte r lOok a dec ision. 

A t any tim e the emperor wanted to talk to VHma, he llsed to give a ca ll and there were several 

occasions the monarch conversed with him through telephone even at evenings. Y"Ilma usuall y 

responded to th e emperor ' s ca ll from hi s private office at home. '0'9 Throughout I 960s, in the 

Council of Mini sters, it was on ly Ak lilu Habta-Wald, the Prime Mini ster, who was probabl y 

more influential in matters of Ethi opian government than Vrlma. Clapham even compared 

YUma ' s power in th e 1960s to th e famou s $iihaje Ti ':a: in the pre- I 955 years and sta ted that 

"th e abilit y to in nuence the Emperor' s choice of appointment served as a measure of a 

politic ian 's import ance , and it was an essential el ement in the power of a Weide Giorgis or of 

1900s major mini ster li ke Yilma Dere"a that hi s support or di sapproval may mak e all the 

I O~.1 Ciaphalll, 167. 
11 1.\- Gi l ~s. X~. 

lf1~(, l3ukha Dt'llleksa. '\ ~I' Life 1/.1 .... 70. 
, .. , - Inf()rlll ~ t111 : B:iq:i!:i i'nd:i::':I\\' 
1U88 In f mll:LllI : f'l.t ulug':l:l f-t iil:,( n r). 
I"~'J Inl l ll'll1:1 llt: Slllia YYllll a 
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difference to one's chances of promotion and disgrace."l o9o Key infOimants recall that whenever 

deve lopment plan or a project of econom ic natme was presented to the emperor during the aqabe 

sa'at(guday maqrabiya) in th e fo rm of proposa l, he posed a question: "did Yilma know about 

thi s?".I091 Most often the authorizati on of money involved recurrent negotiat ions among the 

Emperor, a claimant authority and Yilma Deressa. W ith regard to thi s, the chart that Christopher 

Clapham ( 1969) empl oyed to illustratc the decis ion maki ng process in publ ic fina nce indi cates 

only the one way flow of authorization of moncy and simpli fies the process of bargaining among 

the Emperor, Yi"lma Deressa and other authorit ics over publi c expcnditurc through the age-long 

customary instituti ons of aqabe sa 'al{gllday maqrabya) and dag final. Ion 

Oral inforlllats unanimous ly stress the close relationship between the Emperor and Yrl ma 

Dcressa. Here goes a couplet by the loca l sin gcr at Gimbi , fo r insta ncc, about th e relationship 

between the Emperor nnd Y"1Ima in February 1963 when the monarch made an official visit to 

Wallaga with hi m: 

Aj{wlI Oromo 

"Simbiro lakiti Bari 'rati Egll 

Lig Yililla Deressaji Hailii-Sillasse 
Carew )vali beku" 

Lig 

English translation 

""AI the gale, they look afler (f single bird 

)'ilma Denissa alld I-Iailii-Sillasse 
I 1 I I 11 ",093 

WI( erstal/{ eac 1 oller lIe l)) \lie 

This coupl et docs not onl y ex plain that YUma and Emperor Hai Hi-S"lIlassc were ve ry close and 

understood eac h ot her but the Empero r as th e sol e leader of the country trusted him unreserved ly. 

tl~~ 1 C1~ph;Jnl. 95. 

II~'I Inrnrmilll!s: l1 ab l :l-Si'lb:-;~1i: TaHis~L l'3ul ca Oillll:iq:-;,1 . M:ing.iisa S·iYUlll and J\:-;!;IW D:II1l\c . 
11I'i~ Clapham. 17 J. 
I'N, Inillflnanl: T:bg.:ira Tul:o. 
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Therefore, in the years between 1960 and 1969, it is diffi cul t to find any econom ic issue that 

Vnma didn ' t obselve, if not initiated and made a final decision. Moreover, as he had been a 

board member and mOSl often a chai rperson in several agencies and enterprises, he was occupied 

w ith w ide range of state affai rs, 100. The following li st shed li ght on the respons ibiliti es he bore 

in thi s regard: Haila Si llassc I Uni versity, The Haile Sellass ie [ Prize Trust, The Educat io n 

Board, The Ethiopian Airlines, the Stale Bank of Ethiopia, Agricultural Bank of Ethiopia, 

Co mmercial Bank of Ethiop ia, Ethi opian Telecommunication , The Ethiopian Currency Board, 

Ethi opian Grain Board, Ethiopian Hotel Share Co(The Ras Hotel), Nationa l Resource 

Development, Wallgi and Miitiihara Sugar and Tandaho Plantati on, National Commi ssioner of 

I B S A . . 1094 
11 C oy COlit SSOc latl01l. 

111'1.\ Li s! or l3\la rd~ III which Y"i] ma D~n.;:-.:.a was :I Ill~mb~r and Chairp!;'["sllil. Famil) Cnlk\.:lilln: BerlulllJ 
.\hl'bl'. ·'The llaik Sdl:t:.!\il' 1 Prill' Tm:.!." ,\'Ol"lhl'{/,\{ . l /rinlll SllIdit,\.\,..:\\ Sl'ric ..... ~. :\10. 3 (19lJS): :>5: T:dbm. ~36-

337: Lj~l oi'Bo,u'ds ill which Yrll11:l f)~rl:sSi.1 W;IS a ll1l'lll lh.'r and Chairperson. Family Cl)l1Cl'1101l. 
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Figure 7. Emperor Haila-Selass ie I and Vn ma Denissa, 197 1, Addis Ababa . Exhibi tion 

organi zed by the Mi nistry of Commerce and Tn dustry in Add is Ababa. 'o,; 

As l11 elllioned earl ier, V'l lma decentra lized power (what Schwab called ' functional 

differentiat ion') in the Mini stry and let hi s associates to take freely on thei r duty. In publ ic 

ex penditure, for in stance, he lI SecilO give full responsibililY 10 a budget preparation vice-m ini ster 

10 develop a prel iminary bucigc11l1C<l nt 10 be presented to the Council of Ministers. Being genera l 

trends in Ethiopian economy his major concern , hence. Vrlma only passed minor COlll m ents to 

works done professionnlly. Sometim e-. ill btc 19605. for in stnnce, Y'd1ll<1 advised a junior finance 

10% 111 So!'ya Ydillil':' Po:-.se:-siLltl . 
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expert to po li sh the language of hi s report so that it wou lcln ' t be offensive.,o96 With regard to 

this, "Yi lma had been especiall y interested in the Capital Budget, and though he had made 

recommendations here and there on the adminis trat ive part of the Budget, he had usuall y been 

d I · f I C . ",097 rea y to accept t l C views 0 t l C Olll llli ttec. 

Docum ents and oral sources unanimously revea l that YYlma was fu ll of ac ti vity throughout th e 

I 960s. For instance, when ynma led the preliminary Ethiopian delegati on to the USA befo re the 

October 1963 visit of Emperor Hai le Sillasse, '098 engineer Asara Mangasa came up with a p lan 

to build a dam, with the assi stan ce of US government, over the Fin ~ i ' a Ri ver for various 

development proj ects. However, Yflma was too busy to scrutini ze thc dc tails of the projcct. 

Assuming that th e engi neer was propos ing for a dam to be constructed on tributary of the Blue 

Nile Ri ver, a proj ect too sensiti ve and too expensive to ca lTY out, YYlma rej ected the bid. Hence, 

the eng ineer had to convince Elulc ha Dcmcksa, Vrlma 's protege and n v ice-mini ster; so that 

ynma wou ld reconsider the snap judgment he look on the plan. Soon after, engineer Asafa was 

inst ructed to rewrite the proposa l with a w ider scope and submitted it to Ydma. '099 Evenl113 ll y, 

th e project became sliccessfu l as Ethiop ia could get a Financia l aid from U.S. government about 

Eth $ 54 , 250,000 ." 00 

l-Iabla Snlasse Ta fli ssii also reca lls to date thaI Yi"lma was in tolerant to hi s metaphori c 

ex pressIOns on the importance of Ethiopia 's natu ral beauty 111 the tourism econom y. l-I abUI. 

SYlI asse, while he submittcd a budget request to the cmperor to establi sh an organi zation that 

1 ( ~lf, IlIlormanl: T:idla T:isolll~i 
I!~ I· Clapham. I ()S.166. 

f!t<)~ Theodore- M. VCS I ~1. "Tho: Lion of Judah a1 C:lmclot : U.S. Foreign Policy TO\\,'lrds Et hiopia as 
l{ d l eelcd in the SCl:ulld Sl aL I.: Visit uf Empcror I-bile Sda:-.sie Lo Lh..: United SLates" Ili/erl/aliollo/ ./0111'110/ or 
F.liliopilll/ Sludi(!.\'. 4. No. 12 (Spring F,dl 2()(N): 150, 

1""" 111101"111:1111 : , \ .... ;ifa 1\I;ini!~i~a. 
11l~1 ,\lil1ute.-. of thL' Blldgl'~ Cnn1l111!lee Ill" the Parli;1Il1l'1lI of ImpL'ri;d (ill\enlmenl. (iinbol 17. 1959. IFS. 

!'I IS.3}X. 
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would run touri sm in Ethi opia, said to YUma and the Emperor that even the country's fresh a ir 

could be so ld. "9" '} ,e"'t]1fl. · t\ ?"-"W hat a non-sense matter is he talking about?" was YUma 's 

response.) 101 

In the period under d iscussion, regul ar meetings and forma l di scuss ions w ith Ethiop ians and w ith 

the delegates of intern ational organi zations were YYlma 's major preoccupati ons. He partic ipated 

a nd, at timcs, Icd the Ethiopian delegation in a number of bi la tc ral talks wi th the offi cia ls of the 

World Bank to secure loan and a id mostly for capita l expend iture. I 102 Hc, for instance, was "the 

chai rperson of the twcntieth annualmcct ing of the Board of Govern ors of the Intc rnational Ba nk 

for Reconstruct ion and Development (IBRD) that took place in Washington, September 27-

October I, 1965.,,1103 At home, YUm a a lso attended in te rmittentl y meetings of Board and 

Commit tee to whic h he served as a member and 1110St o ft e n as a chairperson. However, he didn 't 

engage in a ll co ll ect ive respons ibili t ies a lw ays. SUIll~l illl e s he pri o ri tized othe r publ ic duties and 

decl in ed to attend a Board or Com mittee meetin g. Be ing a frequent absentee from the meet ing of 

Education Boa rd, for in sta nce, YUma had received a Ictter in November, 1962 w ritten by Ihc 

c hairperson o f the Board , w hi ch urged hi s attendance at the fo rthcomi ng meeting of imme nse 

importance despi te his engagement in o the r demanding responsib iliti es. 11O-J 

During th ese years, YUma took ini tiativcs perso nally to thc cs tab lishmcnt and implementalion of 

in stituti ons, proc lamations ano cconom ic plans. For instancc, in an attempt to respond to the 

challenge of exccss cx pcnd ilUre over revenue, Vnm<l atl cmpted to in crease the rcvenuc sources 

11111 Inllmn;llll : Ilablii srllas:';c Tamss;i 
III! ~ ··Offil.:c Memoranda" by J .lv l . . Ienlen. September 2X . I 96-t. Records Ccntcr I{()() III 11 11-1. !9(,9-71 Box 

No. }lJ2-02. World Bank Archivcs(Sh,lred by Surafcl Gclgclo, Dep:lr!Jllenl of t !islo ry. Addis Ababa 
Uniw r::; I), ):. lddis 7.iilJliill: Y~ikatit 2. 1953 E.C'. 

1]11 ; " lnlern:lIional Han k for Rccon"lrUcliotl and De\d0pmCI11" I IIIL'I'IIIII/OI/Ol O ,;t!all/=alioll. 22. ;\'0 . -t 
(,\1I11l1llIl , 19Mq: 1002. 

I LII~ 8i'//I/(;" !.!l;'cI 7:hnlc H;ib~ n;ih 1tl Vrl m<l Dc rc"",,a . {'I> NO\c lllher, 19(,2 . Per"t1n;,1 1-'110...' nr \''([111a Dcrc" . ..,a. 
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of the state and ex pand the tax base of Ethiopian government tlu·oughout his tenure. Ya lma 

personall y initiated and supervi sed closely the foundati on of Sodare hot spring since 196 1/62. 

Though aclmini stered by th e M in istry of Governm ent Property, Yi"lma, dedi cati ng hi s leisure time 

too, played a leading role in the realization of the finn . At the time of its inauguration in 1962, 

the hot spring could give service for about 3,000 customers monthly. I 105 

Studies on the Ethi opian finance reveal th at he played an important role in th e introduction and 

implementa ti on of 1967 Agri cu ltura l Income Tax Law. Agricultural incomes weren't subject to 

tax prior to th is law. Th is ra ised a dilemma in that whil e agri culture was (and is ) the mainstay of 

the economy, "the absence of taxes on agricultural income meant that the 111 0s1 preponderant 

revenue. As to why such taxes were not lev ied before, one could speculate th at there was a 

formidable techn ica l problem of coll ecting taxes from a non-monetized sector. ,,1106 

The Agri cultural Income Tax o f 1967 (Schedu lc D of Proclamat ion No. 255) "was initi ated 

wh en Yflma suggcstcd to hi s offi cial advi sors at a mccting held in hi s offi cc at the Ministry of 

Finance th e need for a lax on produce. Admin istrat ive and technical problems notwithstand ing, it 

was a proposal wort hy of attempt. One merit of the Agri cultural In come Tax is its yield-elastic 

character. ,,1 107 Chaired by Yi'lma, "the meeti ng was attended by Bulcha Dcmcksa and TaHiri 

Ui111111 3, the two Vice Mini sters . During the fol lowin g months meetings were held, often w itho llt 

III" Zii\\,di"n;ih OY\J \\' [0 /iwlITari 1I 'l il ti-t'>. lib' cl Zii\\'dl~, t'>. 1;l1'Ch 2-L 11)63 , Fllldcr No.32 1, Fi le No ](L~ (). 
\V~i!d ~i i\ Wsq;i! T ariku i\ k morial Arrhiw. IES. ,\ I\ U: .Iddi.l 7iillllill: M:isbr~itll 9. 1956 F. .c.: ]nlortnant: mrhall~i 
O~5r~:.sa 

lilli, [Sh..:llI Chole, "Ta'X;lI illll in [thiopla : A n Analy",i s llf SlrLH:llI re, Pol il'Y and r\;'rliJnll"IH:~' :' (~ I /\ Thesis, 
Uni\\':r",ilvllf l llinoi"" ]96X), 61. Sch\\'ah, 122. 
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the presence of YUma. However, both Yilma would have found the approval and the 

imp lementation of the law difficult. "lIo, Schwab ex plained: 

Through the eight months oj discussion Parliament vetoed, 
extended, and altered various sections oj Ihe bill. Though many 
members oj the Chamber oj Depulies are lalldowllers ajJected by 
Ihe bill (which became law in November 1967) Iheir negalive 
reaclion was nol only due to a parlicular selrilllerest, but also 10 

Ihe ./CICI Ihal Ihey Jell Ihey were indeed represenlatives and would 
be held responsible Jar Iheir aClions ill Ihe upcoming June 1969 
elections. 1109 

YUma did not engagc himse lf w ith th is long process of law making. As usua l, he selected Batu 

Habta-G iorgis, Director of the Lega l Department in the Mini stry of Finance, w ho had d irected 

and eo-ordinated the groups framin g th e bill , to be the lobbyist of the Mini stry of Fin ance in the 

Chamber of Deputies. IIIO No matter hm..\' y nma de legated his subordinates to important tasks 

and responsibil iti es and decentralized the decision making process in the institution , he was not a 

Ill ere supervisor in the M_inistry of Finance. He, for instance, occupied with th e prcparClti on of the 

second fi ve-yca r ( 1963-67) and hand I ing issucs relatcd to fore ign aid and loan . 

When the Firs t Fi ve-Year Plan (1957/8- 1962) was launch ed in the 1957, apparen tl y, YUm a was 

engaged in fore ign relations and he made no personal contribut ion to il. Being the M inister of 

Finance since 1960, however, he participated in th e preparation and implementation of the 

Second Fi ve-Yea rs Pl an ( 1963-67). As th e Pl anning Board Office lVas a key in sti tut ion lor the 

devclopm en l of the plan , the rol e of the Mini s try o f Finance in it co uld not be as such central. 

Unlike the First Fi ve-Years Plan , however, almost al l top Ethi opian government officials took 

pan in the Plan grouped in to three levels of cOJ11l11itll!e. The first one \vas chaired by the emperor 

an d consisted or 19 members includ ing the Crown Prince . all ivl inislers and the Governor of the 

1I0S Ihid. 11. 
I lei" lind 

11111 Sd1\\·ab.lil. t12 .l l .l . 125 . 
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State Bank of Ethi opia. Chaired by the Prime Minister , the second Committees was simil ar to the 

Council of Mini sters. In the third grouping, the re were fi ve permanent committees, namely, the 

investment committee, the credit and financ e committee (th e Mini ster of Finance or his delegate 

being its chai rperson), the land development and resettlement committee, the foreign trade 

. di N' I C . D I . 1111 COlllmlttee an t l C at.1Ona ommunl ty eve opmcnt com mittee. 

Written sources from the Minis try of Finance reveal that , before the launching of the Second 

Five-Years Plan in 1963 , YYlma participated in the meetings organized by the Office of the 

Planning Board from Apri l 1962 to December 1962.1112 Though he seemed quite reserved in the 

meetings, Yilma was al ways insightful and farsighted in his sugges ti ons and plans. Seen 

retrospective ly, an informant te ll s, fo r instan ce, a plan by Yilma to cstabli sh th e grand granary in 

Addis Ababa when the popul ation of the city was reasonabl y small appcarcd to be an ill-timed 

lInde rt~k ing and YYlm3 was critici zed. However, given the grow ing trend of population growth , 

the proj ect could be considered now an appropri ate accompli shment. ll l3 A loo k at the minutes of 

the meetin g on th e Second Five-Years Pl an chaired by th e Pri me Mini s ter in late June 1965 also 

testifi es that he llsed to do th orough preparation for a meet ing. 

Y "liI1HI, as a Minister of Finance and as a chairperson of an ad hoc committee in charge of issues 

related to economic aiel and loan during the emperor's second visit to Uni ted States of America 

in 1963, presen ted the information about the Eth S 1 00 mill ion aid and loan from U.S. to the 

planning board co mmittee members chaired by th e Prime Mini ster. He li sted some projects 

proposed by Y3rioliS governm en tal orgnni zaliolls and to be implemented at eli rrerent pans or the 

"~'I Prim~ t'll inistcr Oflicc 10 L ict1tl' ll tl llt General AhYy Ab5b:i . Septcmber 2\) . I 9CJ i. FolckI' No.AJ27 1-
3311 . /i ,ll. l'vtOF [ O. 

III~ \V:irqll I[ :lh [ ti- \V~i ld to YYlma [)l; rC ~S:l. Apri l II . 11)61. Pl'rsoll tl l Fill' of Yi'lm:l rkrcss a. t'lIOF ED: 
Wii rqu Il abt;i-Wiild tn YUma Dcressa . Dah:d DL'c t' lllbL'f I-L 19()1. FoldL'f ;\10. A3J71-3321. 5.\1. M OFEO: Tad:is:i 
"r'acoh to YYlma Den'::.:-a. j\llav 12. 1962, FoldL'r j'<(). ,\ 3271-:U21 . . \'i\I. l\ 10 FFD. 

1111 [n(orm:llll: r\ s;in-a li S-d:i ra\\ 

299 



counny. The list of projects YU ma expl ai ned to th e Committee was as foll ows: agro-industri a l 

pl ant, glass and bottle fac tories, co lLon processing fac tory in Bahr Dar, oil seeds fa rm in Arba 

Mi'n~ , Mechani zed farm in Adami Tulu and Grand Grana ry in Addis Ababa( I 0 contain ers each 

w ith a sto ri ng capacity of 2,000 tons). Almost all the projects to which the money was all ocated 

were incl uded in the Second Five-Years Plan. Interest ing ly, a committee member ra ised the issue 

of the role of state in an economy as he found it inappropri ate the ownershi p of these projects by 

Ethi opian government. Abab;; R ;i ta criti c ized the excess ive role of the governm ent in the 

economy arguing that the responsibil ity of the state was to provide socia l and economic services 

and bu ilding in frastructures. These projects, he kept on arguin g, cou ld be run by priva te 

investors . Yi'lma was onl y apologetic in hi s response to A b;;b;i. Not to mi ss the chance this a id 

and loan offered to the E thiopi an govern ment, he said to Ab;iba, the governm enr first would own 

I . d II C I .. 1114 11C prOjects an cvcntua y tranSlcr t lCIll to pri vate Investors. 

Th at said, however, loans and aid gra nts could not be got easil y. Hand li ng th e fin ancia l, 

economic and o th er tech ni ca l assis tances from th e World Bank (especia lly IBRD) and IMF lVas 

th e maj or responsibil ity of Y'ilma and hi s assoc iates in the peri od under di scuss ion. Al most a ll 

loans from , for instance, the W orl d Bank, \.vere conditional an d projects were pu t into prac tice 

most often aft er lina ncc that could cover pan of the expense we re rai sed from domestic 

sou rces. I I IS Unti l 1965, YUma estimat ed, Et hi opia co uld get nearl y Eth $ 160 mil li on from the 

Vvorld B ank and invested it in the in fra struct ure development and service expansion. J 116 Y Uma 

and hi s assoc iates had been active parti cipants of the annual conferences and other meetings of 

Ih e World Bank he ld in vari oliS c ilics of the 1V0rid and he was th e chairpe rson of Ihe 1965 

1111 i\ l inllll.':' of PlallnilH.! 8nard C(lllll1lllt~~. June 2X. 1965. Fl) lder f\'u.A:;:n 1-33.1 1 . . ~.\I. i\IO FED. 
III~ Informant: t\:"';I\\' Oal1l{c 
1III'. ld<l;\ 1iill/c"ill: T YiqYIlH 13. 1957 E.C. 
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summ it. I-I e had al so a close relat ionship with hi gher offi cials of the Bank such as George D. 

Woods. II 17 

As thc amount and diversity of in tern ational aid to th e country increased in 1960s (U.S.A, World 

Bank, Internati ona l Deve lopment Agency, Yugoslavia and Soviet Union), Yilma estab lished the 

Department of Intern ational Aid, a separate section in the Mini stry of Finance the major 

objecti ve of whi ch was managing aid and loans. He also became instrumental in openlllg a 

branch office of th e Mini stry of Finance attached to Ethiopian Legation at Washington D.C. The 

office was administered by Alo Asfaw Damle, an economi c ex pert with the rank o f Ass ista11l 

Mini stcr. 11l R 

Yi'lma always tri ed not on ly to secure loans and aid fro m donors but al so to keep his country's 

promise to selli e the debt on ti me and win th e confidence of benefactors. In this respect , Yi'lma 

had rcceived a letter of appreciati on from th c Di rector of the Afri can Dcpartmen t of th e World 

Bank for good performa nce of the Ethi opian Govcrnment in the mutiual projcct of thc Imperia l 

Highway Au thority. 11l9 It is im portan t to point out here that aut horit ies of the World Bank hadn ' t 

placed trust in th ird world coun tries and res isted prov iding any financial aid to them. Whenever 

aid was unavoidable, they made it condit ional. For insta nce , unti l January 196 1, the management 

of th e Ethiopian Telecomm un ica ti ons Board was occ upi ed by ex patr ia tes. I-laving placed tru st in 

Ethiop ian adm ini strators and the good perform ance in handl in g credits and debts, in May 1962, 

the World Bank granted the Et hiopian gove rn men t Eth $ 7.25 Mil lion for expansion of 

telecolll illunicati ons planned to be carried within con seclitive three years. The thell 

1117 A, (j, EL E lllary lO YYllll a Dcr0ss,). J allu;lry 19(iR. Recurds C.:ntcr ROOlll 1113-1. 1969-71 13 0., No. JR6-
07. World Bank i\rchi\ ' ~:-': Inform:1n t: Blll c:1 Dii111aqS:1 

III~ Yi'lma O<':rC::-. sa Pri :-'llJ1 T~~la lll~lll: Informanl: A~I~\\\ DamlC:. 
I I" A Ci . I-L I'mary 10 Y"ilma [)0r~:-:-.a. January 196X. I{ccoai:- CCn[l'r R00111 l iB - I. 1969-71 Ho, 1\ (1. ~X6-

0 7. World Ballk An.:llI\~:-'. 
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Telecommunications Board , on its pa rt, was expected to contribute about Eth $7.75 million to 

cover the total cost. This loan, hence, became one of the success stories as far as the country ' s 

re lation w ith the World Bank is concerned. 1120 Additional Eth $ 12 milli on loan payable in th e 

coming 20 years was also granted to the Telecommunications Board some three years later. I 12 1 

The issue of nationa l debt was a lso a concern of lower house of the Ethi opian parliament and 

authorities from the M ini stry of Finance namely, Ala Asfaw Dam\e and Ala Bulea Damaqsa, had 

g iven members a forma l briefing. II " It seems probable that the then president of the World 

Bank, George Dav id Woodson, confirmed th at Ethi opia was o f one the good perform ers in terms 

of handling its debt from the World Bank. 1123 

Tf power decentrali zation and giv in g a proper chan ce for the young professionals in the 

bureaucracy were aspects of YYlma ' s success story in thc Ministry of Finance, lack of 

transparency and spontaneous deficit financing could be considered as th e wealmcsses for which 

he was c ritici zed se ldom in 1960s,I124 Seen from the general context, transparency in the 

Et hi opian government bureauc racy appeared to be more of e xception a l than the ru le. From 

documents in the Min istry of Finan ce and the Mini stry of Fore ign Affairs, one can witness the 

tend ency of authoriti es of Ethiopian bureauc racy to categorize easil y quite a 101 o f w ritte n 

information into ' secret ', ' top secret ' and 'urge nt top secret ', Almost ha ifa century ago, scholars 

pointed Ollt th e ve ry c ha ll cnge th ey wcre facing in the Mi ni s try of Finan ce re lated to access to 

information even for academi c purposcs, lUS Th e report o f the Auditor Gcnera l (A ra Z~il1 ~ib ~i 

II:,n Informant : rtitru Admass~: Addis Ziimlill: C;'inbol. 27.195'" E.C.. 
II~I /hid. 

11~1 Addis liill/iill: T iqi'lllt2J , 1958 E.C'. 
II~; . Iddis liill/lill: N:ilw,sc 2lJ . 1 ')5,s. r:..c. 
II~J [n(Unlmll: [\.[iing:isa SYYUIllU.i"I/! Ru\) 

II : ~ Flhiopian :.chnlar:. nn Ihe field in 1l)67 cOlllplainctilhat " nothing was more ti·u:.( ra(ing \() the ~Illtlenl of 
Eth iopian .\ tl:.tir:. (han Ihl.' acu(\.· dearth (It' malerialne"--:':':!I") fl\r lklaikd research and IlllJu i ry The pwbkms wne 
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Hai le) on the 1962/63(1955 E.C.) budget inspection shows that YHma didn ' t handle the issue 

re lated to auditin g with ease. Th e following tran slated excerpt of the report te ll s more: 

When we attempted to inspect the account of total revenue and 
expenditure of the Ethiopian Governmentfor the fiscal year 1955 
E. C. prepared by the Minisliy of Finance, we found it velY difficult 
to get many financial documents Fom the Ministl)'. For this 
reason, we put forward written questions to his Excellency the 
Minister of Finance. However, no answer was offered at all. We 
would like to notifY that the account by the Minislly wasn't 
substantiated with the relevant documents and evidences 
whatsoever. Therefore, the annual accounl wasn 'l checked against 
I lfi . I' . 11]6 11e aelua IJlanClQ slluallOn. 

YUma declined to g ive a written response probably because he didn ' t want personally to di sclose 

the real praclices of expenditure in the Mini s try for po liti cal reasons . For the co nsecuti ve two 

years too, no progress was seen from Vrlm3 as far as the request of the Auditor Genera l was 

concerned. I In Besides, he is sa id to have rarely put his signature in written documents in the 

hope th at he wou ld not be accountable so me day in the fUnIre . Yet, as he stro ng ly beli eved in 

delegati on, he Illos t often notified the yo ung authoriti es to give their individual decision. 112S 

vnmH was also always impat ient, according to Spencer, wi th the latter 's insistence all , for 

instan ce, "in the di scllss ion fighting with th e T \VA negotiator over the precise wordi ng of th e 

basic contra ct establ ish ing the Ethiop ian Air Lines, th e lega l details anel factual backing of 

every proposal , preferring, for hi s part 1'0 take what he conce ived to be broad (and at lim es 

.) I . eI r I " 11 '0 s\veep1l1g approac les to questI ons an lormu as. -

..:rC;I\C;U partly by ll lKoopcral ivc and ullsympathclil.: government orr.l: ial ~ who wcre quid to 1; lbcl cvcn the most non­
eOlltroHrsial dOCU lllCll1 'top sene!' and ·con fid ential .. ·. Assd:l Bcqch.' and Eshc lU C holc. i. 

tt~(, 'Sl1a 1955 A.I\ I. B~iq;ir:ib;iw Y ;itflgus:i n;ig;blll m;ingY:-.I am~ita\\'i Y;i'g:ibina Yii·w;[l·i hisab rapor lay 
Yii ''''<lnn\\' oclitar ;Jstayayat". I-I addis ,\ l:il1l:lyiihu File. I FS. 1\ IS. 3-1 01-34-3-102. 

tl~- Ziin;ib:[ lIa il~ IIJ YHma D~rl:ssa. r-. I:lil'ia 6. 19SX E.C.. Folder Nu.A3137-3191. 5·\/. r-. IOFED. 
II', lnfonn:tllls: Hulet! niirniiq."a ;\Ild H:ilru ;\dt11a:-.~. 
t t ~'I SPl:I1(Cf. 120 
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As mentioned earlier, excess expenditure over revenue was a major characteri stic feature of 

govelllment finan ce s ince the tenure of MahUima SYllasse Walda Masqal. In thi s regard, the 

greates t share of government expend iture was claimed by the de fen se and security. Tn the first 

fi ve years of Ydma 's tenure, " roughl y 20% of government ex penditure went to the Ministries of 

Defcnse and Interior."l lJo Even though the governme nt has adapted a policy of deficit finan cing, 

the deficit be ing financed mainl y by external aid and banking operations, Ydma and othcr 

authorities in the government could not allev iate th e situation for many years. It is noted th at 

"suppl ementary budgets were required for each year from 196 1 through 1965 .,,1131 Even in the 

later years of Ydma's tenure, a retired expert remembers, probl ems related to excess of 

expenditure over revenue were gelling worse. ynma and his associates were deeply troubl ed 

especiall y by th e unending finan ce requests from defense and poli ce fo rces. Even in the cases of 

legall y allocated budget, there had been administrati ve probl e ms that made rhe execution of 

imbursemcnt dirficult. For instance, due to the irregularity o f cash flow, it was difficult even to 

cxecute the lega ll y approved budget o f defense forces. I-lenee, hi gher military officials put 

intense pressure on authoriti es in the M ini stry of Finance (incl uding on Yilma) to get th c 

. d ·bl 11 32 reqll1re money as soon as POSS I e. 

For in stance, a dispute between Vrlma Dcrcssa and Li eutenant Genera l M ~ir"ld M ~i n g~i sa over th e 

extra-budget w hich amo unted more th an Eth :;; 895,000 s ince the 1955 E. C.( 1962/63) fiscal ycar 

payable to the members of the MAAG illustrates the situation in which Vrlmi:l was tak ing on 

public rcsponsibiliti es and hi s indi vidual position in thi s regard. Th e Mini ste r of Defense. 

referring to the con tract into w hi ch the Ethiopian government en tered with the United Stales 

11;11 AS!'o!.!I:1 Ik qelc and E!'oht'1U Chnlc. 55 . 
11 ;1 Bulcha D~rnck,a.·· Th..:: Fthiopian Budget ·:31'2. 
!I;~ Inr(H"lnall! : Bu k" O;i11liiqsa. 

304 



Government to contribute Eth $ 1.5 annually for the cost of M AA G, reveal ed that it had 

co llected approx imately Eth$ 605 ,000 and requested th e remaining Eth $ 895,000. ' 133 ynma 

Deressa, ex plained that th e amount of money that the Ethiopian governm ent in its own part 

allocated to M AA G was only Eth $ 1.2 and the ex tra-budget amounting Eth $ 300,000 was 

approved by the parliament. However, YYlma kept on arguing, the parliamentary approval of the 

aforesaid moncy took placc at the end of the budget year of 1955 E.e. and that madc impossibl e 

legally to the Mini stry of Finance to authorize payment. Hence, y ,lma rccall cd in hi s letter, he 

reminded ora lly the C hief of Staff to fo ll ow the necessary legal procedure to get the money from 

th e Ministry. '134 The later rath er preferred to commun icate the Ministry of Defense which in turn 

wrote a letter of appeal to the Prime Mini s ler." J5 Accordingly, Akl ilu Habta Wiild wrote a letter 

to y,lma requesting the imbursement of th e ex tra-budget. " J6 However, ynma repli ed to Ak lilu 

that the money wo uld be given if and only if the request followed the lega l procedu re in the 

cO l11ing fi sca l year.
1137 

A year or two later, budgetary issues related to the military ex pend inlre seems to have bothered 

V"llma and hi s assoc iates. A look a1 the suggestions for defi cit financing by a cOll1miltee, Yi"lm3 

being thc chairpcrson, and submill cd to the Cou nc il o f Ministers in th e fi sca l year of 1957 E.e. 

( 1964/65) cl early revea ls the ex tent of th e budget cri s is which the government was facing . 

Discovcrin g the bu dget deficit amoun ted 10 Eth S 55 ,296,7R6 in the secon d quarter of Ihe fi sca l 

yea r, the Mini stry of Finance had gi ven wrinen noti fi cation to the Council of Mi ni sters of the 

11 11 L ieutenanl Gellcral M;irYd Mj l1g~isa 10 SiiiJa/i Ti~(/::: Aklilu lIabl;! Wiild. Junc 23, 196~. Folde r No. A 
912-9.56, .S·,I / . MOFED. 

II'~ Y i'lm~ Dc rcss~ 10 Si.illt~/i Tbt::: Aklil u Jbblii-Wnld. July.14 1964. Folder Folder No. A 912-956. ,'5M, 
ivIOFED(S(.!(.! Appcndix X). 

I U~ Lie11 1 en~1ll Gcner:1i r'vi;i ri"d I'vl angas~ 10 -5iilw/i Ti~lI::: ;\klilu I-l~bla-\Viild. June 13. I I)()~. Folder No. ;\ 
912-95(\. ,i.ll. " IOFE D. 

1[1(, .'-;iilwti 7i":rI::: /\ klilu I bblii-Wii1d 10 Yi"l1l1<l r>0nS.~a. June 2.5. ]W,4. Folder No. :\ l) 12-lJ5h, '~"', i\10ITD. 
II~- )' dn~a Dl:n,::--s:lll) ~'dJ/{//i Tbc ;\klilu r!abl~i- \\ r :ild . .lui \' I -L 196~. Folder Nu.;\ C)12-C).5(1. S'I/. i\ 10FED. 
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budget situation on 14 December, 1964 . The Council , then, fonned a committee consisted of 

eight members that would examine the situation and come up with recolllmendat ions. 1138 Having 

held five consecutive meetings in December and JanuaJY 1964, the cOlllmittee had submitted a 

memorandum to the Council of M ini sters on 4th January 1965. The recommendations aimed 

partl y at temporary and partly at sustainabl e solutions. By tempormy solution j mean th at it was 

proposed to reso lve the financial prob lem the govern ment faced on ly in the 1957 E.C. fiscal 

year. By sustainable I mean that the suggestions focused on re lati vely long-term reforms in 

government expenditure and revenue. 

Unforesecn revcnue from different sources inc lu ding the M in istry of Min in g (Eth $ 10 million) 

was the first to be considered in the recomm endation s of the comm ittee for defi c it financing. 

Howeve r, rea ll ocating ex penditures from the approved budget for the 1964/65 fi sca l year was 

one of the major so lutions proposed by the Committee. For exam pl e, fr0 111 the total amount of 

money (Eth $38,7 13,869) planned to extract for deficit financing, exact ly Eth $10 million meant 

to be taken from the expend inJ res of the defense (Eth 57l11illi on) and police (Eth $3 million) 

forces. The com mittee chaired by Yi'lma remarked th at it was unfair to allocate some 35% of its 

allnual budget for defense and securit y purposes fo r a country like Ethi op ia whi ch was aspiring 

to develop. Having emphasized the adverse effec t of too much expenditure on defense CInd 

security, the c01l1111 iltcc argued that the key solution to the country's in ternal securi ty would be 

I . I I . I I "J'I not ling ot leI' t lan economiC ( eve opmcnt. 

11.,1\ Thl.: C\llllllli l ll..'l.: ml'mbl..'rs \Vl'1"1.: 1"i'11ll:1 DL'r~ss:l, Gl'I:lhllll Tiis:im:l. Akal:i W:irq I l:Ibl :i W:ild, i\hnas~ 
Ui1l11ll:l, i\ 1:l1l11l10 T:l(J;is:L i"ndalkacj\\- 1\ ljkoni·l1. :Vbjor (ienerai i'ya~lI :Vljngjsa and 1\ lulallJ Djhjbj ... ra 'gti"Dlh 
,\/illi\({:,. }'/i'/illlll/li"//a )"i/'h(I,0,/if II/lllc/(( !ii'lIIil/h/"fJ(~ 1IIi'ki"r het .I'm/lin/hall' 1II(I\' flllr/i~{/ " Fill..' ;-.!u. 1-15, Fold!.:!" 
No.«!.1.2J.OX , N /\ I 0< \. 

111'1 /Inti. 
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Overhead ex penses of government departments were also considered as one source of defi cit 

finan cin g. Accordingly, the committee recommended a 30% cut to save some £ th $ 4 million . 

The committee, expecting £th $2.5 mi lli on cutback, also suggested suspending the recruitment 

of new employees and the imbursement of salary increase in a ll governmental institutions. 

Furthermore, the committee proposed to defer all expenses (Eth $ 2.2 million) under 

mi sce llaneous schedule, printing and publication costs, purchase of automobi les, house and 

office fu rn iture. Part of expenses for malaria prevention (Eth $ 2 million), road construction (Eth 

$ 2 million), construction of office bui lding for the Mini stry of Post, Telegraph and Telephone 

(£th $ 500,000) and subsidy to th e Hailii SnIasse Trustee Foundation (Eth $ 200,000) were also 

included in the proposed deficit financin g. One can estimate the extent of the budget crisis at the 

time as the Committee proposed th e sa le of sta te property and shares in the hope of saving some 

Eth $2 million and claimed the div idend s of Ethiopi an El ectri c Li ght and Power Au thority and 

Telecommunications Agency to coll ect Eth$ 1.2 mi li ion. 1140 

What were morc important among the recommendations for the general bud get crisis put forwa rd 

by th e committee under the chai rman ship of Yi"lm3 Deressa are the suggestion s that dea lt with 

th e need to administrati ve reform , expand the tax base of.the country 's revenue an d reorgani ze 

the budget process. Cogn izant of the fact th at the overhead costs of government departments 

were financi all y taxin g, th e cOlll mittee suggested that a mai n committee for general 

admini st rati ve reform ( including provincial administration ) would conduct a stud y fo r the 

alignment and the reshunling of depa rt ments be fore th e approva l or next an nual budget. T o 

save expenses due to Ethiopia' s ambi rious engagements in diplomacy, the cOlTIminee even 

proposed th e closure OfSOllle of Ethiopian legations overSeas . A veteran economic expert recalls. 

1I.lII fhid. 
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for example, how difficu lt hosting time and again the representatives of Africa n states in Addis 

Ababa had been finan ci ally especia ll y at the fom13ti ve years of the Organization of African 

Unity.'i4' 

lns tead of subs idizing the Ethiopi an O.thodox Church in the fonn of budget, the committee 

adv ised the Council of Ministers that the government could assist the Church to reform its 

admi nistration and to create conducive environment to enhance its independent earnings. 1n 

order to check th e adverse trend o f spend ing mon ey aga inst the regu lati ons of the Mini stry of 

Finance among Chartered government agencies and Illunicipalities too, the committee proposed 

budget synchron izati on between the ex pendi tures of chartcred agenc ies and othe r govern mcnt 

dcpartments. A plan to cx ploit thc skill ed and un skill ed labor fo rce of the military perso nn el was 

a lso another issue inc luded in the memorandum submitted to the Council of M ini sters. In thi s 

regard , the commi ttees specifica ll y po inted out that the labor force could engage in and make 

commendab le contribut ion to road and wate r works constructi ons especially in co ll aboration 

w ith Ethiopian Road Auth ority. As de lays in development projects would result s imil arly in the 

sLispens ion of state revenue, the committee moreover recolllmended th e poss ible intervention of 

th e Min ist ry of Finance in the cases of such de lays. 

Bes id es , noticing the urban ization process in th e country, the cOlllmitlee put forward some 

additiona l sources of state revenue. For instance, with the development of infrastructure. the 

commi tt ee argued, the pri ce of land in lOV'ins would incrcase usuall y and a 'Cap ital Gains Tax ' 

cou ld be levied n'ol11 towns whi ch benefi ted frol11 road construction, 'Town developmcnt tax' 

anu 'estates tax' ('rom inheritance of famil y property were al so rccom11lcndcu not onl y fo r 

de!k it !inancing but alsu to expand the tax base or guvernment revenu e, The L'0111l1litiec 

ll~l I'llix lllanl: 13ul"::a DiimiiLJsa, 
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suggested that the rate of land tax had to be in di rect proportion to the amount of income that the 

land would generate. Need less to say, " until 1967 the land tax had been lev ied onl y on the bases 

of its s ize (gasa) and type (ferti le, semi - ferti le and poor). ,, 1142 

T he in specti on of defense expend itures appears to be such a burni ng issue duri ng the meetings 

that the committee strongly adv ised th e immediate formation of an audit committee comprising 

c iv ilian and mili tary h igher officials. Furthermore, in order to ex pand the narrOW tax base of the 

government, the committee al so proposed the form ation of anoth er commillee consisting of 

fi scal experts that wou ld conduct a resea rch in coll aboration wi th the M in istry of Finance. W ith 

rega rd to the budget process, ill its report, rhc comm ittee complained of an establ ished budgetary 

process in the Co unci l of Mini sters. Accordi ng to Fisca l Year Proc lamation of 1959 an d th e 1955 

Revised Constitution, fi ve major institutions and an indi vidual were engaged in the main stages 

of th e budget time-table and these were pa rt icular government departm ent, th e Mini stry of 

Fi nance toget her with Planni ng Board , the Counci l of Mini sters, Parliament and the Emperor. 114J 

The committee compla in ed that thi s process was probl ema ti c for two major reasons. First, it was 

a lingeri ng process and, second , after the Minis try of Fi nance subll1 itled the firs t draft to the 

Council of Ministers , some mini stri es requested agai n addi tional money to their estimated 

11~2 Eshclll Chole." The St ructu re 01'. .. ,"50. 
1143 "011 July glh", Bulcha explained. ",1 w ho le yea r be/ore the slart or the ri scal year for which th e budgd 

was being prepared, Ihe Min is try 01" Finance sen t <l Icu er 10 the mini sters asking lor th e ir proposal s in res pec t of 
estimated ex pe nditures or the govertl llll'nt al acti vities und er thei r comro!' The letter spec ified that th e Illin ish.:ri al 
est imates \\'c re to be submiued to the Ministry of Finance hy October IO'h . T he mi nistries had thereforc just ovcr 
II m.:e Illomhs in which to prepare tlie ir propusals. Thcll. the Ministry of Finance submi ll ed his propos,1! for the 
budge t (known as the first draft) to th e COlincl1 ofivllnlsters 1l00lalel" than January :;;:11'. Thus, the Minis try of Finance. 
ur. Slrl l:l l), speaki ng the Budge t Preparation Departllll:nl. had three months in wh ich to compile the budge t li'om thl' 
l1lini~ teria l proposals. T he CO Ullt'11 of Ministers lIsed to ~lIblllit the draft budget prodam;t1ioll \0 Parliamcl1tlHlllatcr 
than Ma rch 2-1 1h

, having had 1\\'0 and a hall' months-fo r its deliberations and poss ible amcndll1,,'llI s. Thl' 
parliamentary ddiberatiolls had to be concluded nOI I'IIL' I" Ih~m JU11L' ~II', and by that dale the budgel in the 10r111 
apprmed hy Parliallll'1lI h:ld 10 he subl11ittt.:d to til .. ' Fmpel"0r. F0110wing. it~ :lppro\'al by the F1l1pt.:ror the budg.l' t had 
hl,'l,'n issued as a prm:lalll:tiion, published in IhL' ,ve,!:.",.;1 Ga=('/(I. NOI 1a11,'1" than JUIlC 22 ,,,1 Ih,,' f3udgl,'l prepanllion 
dep<lrt1l1CIlI L'olllllluniC<l les Ihe detaib of departtl1l.:ntal hlt dgl:t:-. 10 the departJ11l,'nt~ eOI1l:l'r11ed and 10 Hudg~t 

1-: x I,'l..'ltt iOll Depal'ltllt'llt or tlK r..- I inistl")' nr Fin:lIKI,'." BulL'ha Dl'll1l:k sa, 'Thl' Elhiopian Budge1":3 72-73. 
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ex penditure. Thi s prolonged unnecessari ly the debate at the budget committee of the Counci l of 

Ministers. Hence, the committee chaired by Yi"Jma, proposed the approva l of recommendations 

by the Parli ament without second time making round di scuss ion in the Council of Mini sters. 

Unfortunately, the office of the Council of Mini sters rejected the suggestions of the comm ittee 

due to the alleged opposit ion from government departments the budgets o f which were about to 

be reduced for deficit financing. Moreover, the committee was communicated that it was not 

appropriate to submit a report to the Emperor with plenty of grave problems .' '44 An oral account 

supports this trend of shying away crises reports from th e attention of the Emperor because it 

was believed that such repOt1S of economi c calamity would threaten hi s hea lth." 45 

Yi"Jma, frustratcd an d confounded by imperia l orders ('mazdia') especia ll y l'or indi v idual and 

institutional purposes in later years, preferred to dea l with thi s practice through delegation. 

Indeed, after the ex pulsion of Siihafe 7Tzaz Walda Giorgis Wmdi:i Yohanni's and the elevated 

position of the Office of the Prime Mini ster, Yi"Jma was rece iving imperia l ord er directly fro l11 

Ala Si"yum I-i aragot. 1146 Bulea recall s thm Ydma did not respond positi vely as he rece ived an 

imperia l order from the Emperor's office or the Offi ce o f the Prime Mini ster. Most oftc n, he 

simp ly droppcd th e ICllers in to hi s drawers th e space of whi ch was eventually fill ed with such 

orders. He th en called upon hi s assoc iates to make di scuss ion on th elll. This meant that he 

wanted to engage in negotiation with the Emperor. though he didn ' t feci comfortable about it. 

Espec iall y orders ror personal benefit s \Vas sa id to di sa ppoint YUma as he cou ldn 't sec any 

positi ve economic ou tcome of nat ional in terest from it. 11
-1 7 Though th e annual budget or the 

Ethiopian govcrn111~nt exceeded Eth £5 15 million a year before YYlma' s transfer to th e M inistry 

I I.I~ "rii ':,;iill=iih ,\ /illiSIl!r rii /ill(lIlSi"I/{/ )'/i 'hii[;iil IWIle'/(! Iii 'millislm{' lIIikJI' h{!l y{/q/i/'{Ihiitr lI/asl{/ll'(F.a·· Fi Ie 
i\'o. 1 .... 5. Folder lo.62. 1.13.m;, NAL/\. 

I I ·I~ Inrlmllanl' Bukha D..:meksa. 
II JI, ShlUll Ihlrih!OI to 'dim" f)~r~:-.:-.a. July I .... 196X. Folder i\(l. 1\515~-5~()X . . \'.\1. ,\I()FI n. 
Ilr IlIilll'1lKIIII : Bulca Diilll;iqs<1 . 
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of Trade, Industry and Tourism in early 1969, due to unend ing request of expendi tu re fro m a ll 

govell1ment departments and agencies, a day to day business for Yilma and hi s assoc iates at the 

Mini stry o f Finance continued to be diffi cult and arduous . ' '48 

Among the problems that used to confront Yi'lma was th e unwillingness of indi viduals and 

instituti ons to send revenue collected under the ir jurisdi cti on to the Mi nistry of Finance and a 

tendency to spend it on a project they p lann ed w ithout the approval o f the COllnc il of Min is ters 

an d the Parl iament as per the tradi tion of budget process. His associates, therefore, reminded 

I .. d . d' 'd I d I I M" 1149 F aullonll es an 111 IVI ua s to pay tax an sene govern ment revenue to t l C IIll stry . "or 

ins tancc, as carl y as 196 1, Yi'lma o pposcd thc proposa l to build a police coll cgc using revenue 

(Eth $ 2. 1 million ) co ll ected from pri son auth ority and kept in Ih e hands of fin ance o ffl ccrs of lh c 

Po li ce Forces. Due to Y,l ma's strong resistance, howcvcr, thc building of th e coll egc was 

11-0 
postponed and eventuall y ca nce ll ed. ;:, 

Vrlm 3, besides his key position in the Imperial Government ofElhiopia as a IVl ini stcr of Finance, 

he was engaged wi th different government affai rs th ro ughout 1960s. As disclissed in th e 

previous chapter, Yflm 3 had a keen interest in the expansion of modern educa ti on in the country 

and was egger to ta ke on pub li c res ponsibil ity. Desp ite his preference of the Ministry of 

Educat ion and Fine Art s, YYlllla could on ly pres ide over th e Board of Governors of Hai lc-

Sil lasse I University s in ce A pril 1961. 11
" Starli ng frol11 then un til 1970. Yi'lilla and other 

members of th e Board disclissed va riOliS issues and made important dec isions lipan the 

J I~" Compared to the 1963 64( 11)56 E.C.) annu;d budgct (Eth $ 350 million ). it show nearly a 50% il1en:a~c . 
. 'ddis Ziillll/n: I lamk 5. 1955 E.C.: Adcli\' Zt'imiin: Siin~ 22. 1 95~ E.C. 

11 ·1'1 Informanl : Iilliea Diimtiqsa 

II~II f\ l illutcs of Meeting ,1I [he f\ linislry o f In[ crior. Dated September 15. 1961. Folckr No. 10 ~·L Fik 1'<0. 
17 . 1.1 1 R4.04. NA L/I. 

11'1 COIl [r;lry [0 Paulos Mi lkias\. ini()rmation 011 [he period of Yi'lma's ~cr\'icc as prc:-.icicnl of Board ('If 
GllVl'l'nor:-. a minuh.· nr the U lli v l,.·rsil ), ilidiclh.:S l'h:arly rcvcal thai y'llma served the l3uard as a prc:-.idC:1H :-.IlICe 

, \pri!. I 96(J. not 1962, Paulos i\[ilkia ..... "Y;"lrni] Dilrc:-sa" 2014. 47:1. MinlltC'~ or Hoard of Il aik-SiHa:-.:-.l' 1 Uni\l,;r .... ity. 
D:lh.:d/\prilll d

, 1c)()1.IES.l\IS2-t63(/\1. 
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University. At the first two seSSIOns, for instance, the Board discussed the nomination of a 

m anagement body to the Universi ty. Though th e session on 4th May, 1961 ended up w ith 

disagreement, members of the Board nominated dagazmac Zawde Gabrii Smasse and Dr. 

S"iyoum Gabra Tgz i ' abher for the Un iversity presidency. Interestingly, the Board made 

knowledge of the cou ntry's culture and tradition the major criterion for nomination. Furthermore, 

th e candidate needed to have some sort of reputation among the public . Onl y two members 

casted their vote in favor of the diigazmac and the remai ning six denied him theirs. Hence, the 

Board concluded its meeting without electing the Un ivcrsity's prcsidcnt as per the agendum. I 152 

It is obvious tha t it was Kassa Walda Maryam who became the first Ethiopian President of the 

University in 1961. "53 Meanwhile, th e Board transferred Eth $ 4 million co ll ected from the 

public in the form of fund raising for the establishm ent of a university from an account of the 

Ministry of Education to a Bank accollnt of the Board of Governo rs. I 154 

In the speech ynma made on the occas ion th at the va ri ous colleges were brought together to 

form the ' Hail e S illasse I University ' in 196 1 after th e Emperor officially bestowed the Giinniita 

Leu l Palace to the Uni versity, Yd ma emphat ica lly stated th at the Board members( inc luding 

himself) would preserve hi storical and materi als of cultu ral heritage in the main building of the 

U ni vc rsit y( . ynma also promised to wo rk hard to make the Un iversity one of the leading Afri can 

U ni versities in term s of educati on and cu lture. Furth ermore, he made note of the plan to make 

th e Un iversity tru ly an Eth iopian educational ins li tut ion. 11 55 

115~ i'vlinutcs of Board of Hailc-Sillasse I University. 1);ltccl May 4111
• 106 I. IES M S 146.3{A). 

115-' r~ ic!l:lrd P;-t nkhursL "K nsa \Vald:i iVlnrynl11" in EJlC\'C/opcdio ACf/ioipica. cd. Sighbcn Uh lig. Vol .3 
(\vicsb~Hkl1: l-Ia rr~lssuwi l/ Verlag, 2007), 352a 

Il.q YYIll1n Dcrcs:-,;-t Spccch 011 th..: occa:-.ioll of t'~tablishing I-bik SYIlassc Uni \'crsilY, Addis 7/1I11/ill: T;lhsas 
10.195..+ E.C.: f'. l illllll':-i nrl3u~lI'J llJ"1 I"ik-S ilbs:-il' I University. May ..+ Ih . 19()1 . IES. MS 2"+6J(A) 

II:< ~ yt"lma f)crcs~n Spccch on thc occ'l:-.ioll 01" l':-.tilbli:-.hing I-I ai k S"dhlS;-.C Uni\"cr:-.ily . .-Iddis 7/;I11/ill: ·r. lhs:I.'i 
10. 195~ EC 
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In the consecut ive meetings of the Board, diverse administra ti ve, fin ancial and po lit ica l matters 

were consulted quite widely under the pres idency of Vrlma. Before the 1960 coup, the selection 

of a new site for the university was an agenda put on repeatedly in th e Board (Commiltee) 

meetings while it was chai red by Mahtiima Srl lass,; Wa lda Miisqal. Espec ially on its November 

8'" meeting, the Committee had selected diigazmac Bal';'l sci/iiI' to be a site fo r the new 

university' 156 [n general , issues related to budgeting, expans ion of campuses and student protest 

dominated the agenda of the meetings throughout I 960s. Other matters in whi ch Vrlma and the 

rest of Board members engaged included: the releasing of additional Eth $2 milli on and Eth $2.3 

million budget for th e fisca l year 1962/63( 1955 E.C.) and 1963/64(1956 E.C.) respeeti vely, " 57 

a id from Un ited Sta tes of Ameri ca for the construction of bui ldings, fin ancia l sta tus of th e fund 

rai sed from the genera l publi c for the University, I ISS the selection of teaching hospi tal for the 

U niversi ty, 1159 induction of uni versity Service l160 and indigeni zation of the university in terms 

of academic and admi ni strati ve p e rSOlll1e l.
1161 As to student protest: for in sta nce, the Board had 

tak en seri olls disciplinary measures aga inst polit ica lly act ive students ns a result of the 1962 

poetry reading on th e an11 ua l COll ege Day and the 1968 Fash ion Show cri sis . I ](" As handl ing 

po liti ca l issues related to student protest wi th Board members of di verse socia l and in stituti onal 

origin was a taxing business, I found it difficuh to mark out Vflma 's individual view and 

decision in the Board,l163 However, as a passing rerercnce, it can be mentioned that in a meeting 

115(. Minutes of I~oard of Il aile-Sillasse I Univers ity. October th. October II. October 12. NO\'Clllbl.:r 5111 
Novcmber S. Novembt:r I til and December 101h. J 960. [ES. MS 1...J63(A) . 

1157 Minutes of Roard of Haile-Silla sse [ Univcrsi ty. August 16. 1961. rES. MS 2...J63(A). 
II~" Mimill's orBoard ofJlaill:-S il lassc I Uni\'\.:rsity. May 20.196 7. [ES. MS 2...J63(A ). (SI.:('; Appcndix XI) 
11 :" 1 Mimltes of Roard or Hailc-Sillassc [ Univers ity. October 17 , IlJ60 I [S. MS 1463( A). 
III~ I iV' illlt!es of Board of H<li le-S i Ilasse J Uni\'crsity. March 9. I W)...J I [S. i\ I S 2...J63( A). 
Illd Minutes ol'l3oanl of H<lilc-Sillasse I Uniwrsit y. January 7.1 963 [ES , 1\ IS 2...J63(A). 
III.' Bal."vik. 106. l{)~ and lOt). 213. 2 17 nnd 118. i\linlltes of RO;lrd of ll nik-Sillns~c I Uni\crsity. Dall.'d 

O( loblT 15'h. I W1X. i\IS IES J...J63(A). 
II,,; ,\kmbcrs include ~h1J(f 11 ~lhl;i-i\ la rialll \\';irq i'n:ih. Prince:. Il inli r);i sla. I.it:. Ka:-.:.a \\';ild:i ~vl;triam. 

\\'i'bi'~;it DYln:isdlll. Akal:i·\\';irq Il abIH-\\,~i1d . Ab;ib:i IUta and ullH.:rs, Ihid. 
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at the beginn in g of the 1966/67(1959 E.C.) academi c year w ith Chai rperson of Snldent Affai rs 

Committee James Pau l and Dean of Snldents Gi ll es Pion , Yi'lma Deressa stressed "the 

importance of freedom of di scussion and more debates on Eth iopian and international probl ems 

involving students, s taff, and governm ent offic ia ls.,,1164 Y il ma believed tha t "students lacked 

inform ati on on government and in ternationa l prob lems. " J J65 

7.2. The Last Yea.-s ofYilms's Official Government Service (1969-J971) 

It was on February 19, 1969 that Yi'lm a was transferred from the very Min istry in 1941 he 

formed and admini stered intermittently for nearly 17 years to the Ministry of Commerce, 

Industry and Tourism. I 166 No available source revea led what Yi'lma fe lt about it. However, his 

protege a t the M inistry (Bulcha Demeksa) and a family member (lgigu Dami'sse) assumed th at 

the transfer was more of a pol it ical dec ision argu ing that vnma was always surpassing the Prime 

M inister and any other high governmcnt officia l w ho had the Emperor's car. Bulcha wrotc: 

Yilma \lias precipitollsly tral1~Ier,.ed 10 the i\i{inisll)' of Commerce 
alld Industl)', (llId it sellt a shock wave throughout the ell tire 
governmellt, for Yilma was 1101 jllsl all ordillmy millister. Blil il 

I'V{fS 1101 altogether unexpected. Th ere \Vas a quile lug of war 
be""eell Villi/a alld allot her favorite of the Emperor-the Prime 
Mil/ister Aklilll Habte-Weld Ivho had all older brother as a 
political advisor. /J·7 

Bulcha assumed th at th e Emperor became too old to run the government as he had done so far 

and he re li ed on th e advice of especiall y Ak lilu and Yi'lma. As Yil m3 excelled everyone in the 

Council or Ministers in al l governm ent matters, technocrats around the Prime Mini ster re lt 

thr(;atcned hy his inllucncc over the Emperor. In st rumental to Akl ilu 's disfavor ag;:l in st YYlm<l 

1 16 ~ B:1ls \ 'ik. 170. 
lit,:; Ihid. 

11(0\. S;il iimoll (, ;ihr;il11ari:lIll In ynlna nCI'~ ."'''';l. Hamil' (). 1961 I~ .C .. "older '\Jo. I I-y Pcr. ... onal File. l\lOFA 
11""Bukha D L'illL'k sa. :,\ ty Liti: ~ l y .. .. XI. 

314 



was, Bu lcha bitterl y accuses, his older brother Akalii-Warq Habta-Wa ld. T his was the second 

time w hen YUma was ous ted from the center stage of Ethiopian po litics. In 1966, the Emperor 

attempted to refonn (or appeared to re fo rm) th e Governm ent by delegati ng more power to the 

Prim e Minister w ho would choose hi s ow n cabinet and be responsible directly to Parliament. It 

was wide ly rumored that Yilma Dcrcssa mi ght be the Emperor 's choice for the premi ership. But 

it was not to be. 11 GB 

Though it is very di ffi cult to argue that YUma was deni ed premiership because he was an 

Oro mo , the re had been a latent ethni c tension among c iv il servants espec iall y in the late 1960s 

duc to the growth and suppression o f th e Mayya and Tu lama Sel f Help Association. " ('9 For 

examp le, "when the issue of General Tad~issa Bi'rru was di sclissed, even sllch high official s as 

v nma were kept out because th ey ,",vere 01"01110. ,,1 170 Here, it is important to see the di fference 

between YUma 's be ing an Oromo and VrI ma 's personal be li e f an d behav ior as ;) 11 01"01110 

nationali st indi vidua l. Sofi ya vnma strongly argues that her fa th er was a proud Oromo who, for 

instance, very much enjoyed to con verse wit h his re lat ives from G imb i onl y in A/i/OI/ Oromo. 

Hi s favo ri te traditiona l fo od was al/ r,;o l/ee(a s tew from root crop, famous in W all ' iga) prepared by 

his older sister Yasimabct Dcrcssa. However, vnma, li ke his fat her, was never invol ved in 

O ro mo nati onal ist movemenl. 117 1 

111'~ Inform:l11l : Hulea f") ;im;iqs <l 
II~" Olana Zoga. ( 1 9~5 E.C ) 

I I, Hulcha [)cl1l~ba. \ / 1' I.ife 1" .. )n 

I "I Inli.)flll:lIll: Slllia Y"lima . 
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Figure 8: Vnllla Deressa, th e bureaucrat ic state fu ncti onary in hi s offi ce at the Mini stry of 

COlllmerce, Industry and Touri sm in 1971. 11 72 

lnclccd, his alleged riva ls co uld take every 0PPo llullity to accent uate his social background and 

manipula te it to work aga inst him . A sc hola r 0 11 the Imperia l Governm ent of Eth iopia. for 

example, opined that V"dm3 "appeared to be making preparations to stay in pol itics after the 

Emperor's departure. a fact which leads him, among other things, to affect the (IiI' of a 

316 



fe rvent radical , and apparently to seek a political base among the [Orom o]s, of whi ch he 

I I d · . I ,,11 73 was t le ea Ing representative 011 t le government. 

Not far from this supposed explanation for Yflma 's ouster from the po litical center stage, another 

view reflected in a literature with regard to hi s transfer to the Ministry of Commerce, Industry 

and Tourism is the publication of a book by Yilma in 1967. Paulos M ilkias noted that "some 

assume that the attention Yilma Deressa lent in his monograph to the Oromo invas ion of hi gh-

land Ethiopia in th e 16[h century was a major reason for the anti-Oroma elements in the 

government to pressure th e Emperor to retire Y ilma.,,1174 Th is is a lso an assumption. In deed, 

given the context of emerging nationalist sentiment w ithin the government apparatuses in late 

1 960s, it seems a plausibl e argument. Still , it is a far-fetched specu lation to create cause and 

effect relationship between the pub li cation of the book and Yflma ' s retirement. As the whole 

account of the Book is covered in th e nex t chapter, suffice here to say th at the Emperor was not 

strange to th e content of the Book even before its publi cation. 11l5 

No t to play down the above-menti oned hypothetical exp lanations, however, to capture a full 

picture of hi s transfer fro m the key Mi ni stry to oth er in sti tutions and hi s gradua l reti rement from 

state po li tics, it is important to examine th e performance of the Mi nistry of Finance in 

1968/69(196 1 E. C.) . For instance, the ever-growin g budget defici t c ri ses th at shock the Ethi op ian 

IIF Clarhal11, 173-17-L 
117~ Paulos Mi lkias. "YYlllla D0rtssa" ill D/(yc/uj}('dia [ 1{,lfIoipica . eds. Alessandro Ballsi and Sighbcrl 

Uhlif!. \ '01. 5 (Wicshadcn: 1-l arra .,,~0\\ · i f 7 \ ·Crl; I~. 201 .. 1).--t 7h 
~ II~< In lorman!: r\sl~1\\ D:ll11\0 ~ 
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governm ent at the end of 1968 is said to have been the major factor fo r the transfer of Yilma 

Der';ssa to the M ini stry of Commerce, Industry and Tourism.I176 

A careful look at documents produced by th c Auditor General and the Budget Committee of the 

Lower H ouse of the Imperial Government cl early show that in 1968-69( 196 1 E.e.), there was a 

serious budget crisis. The government was faced with this accute crisis both in its revenue and 

ex penditure side of th e annual budget. A report of the Auditor General indicates that out o f the 

total revenue eastimate by the Mini stry of Finance for th e fi scal year I 968/69(Eth . $ 526.883, 

000), onl y Eth. $ 429,027,000 was coll ected and th e Ministry of Finance fa il ed to coll ect the 

remain ing Eth . $ 97 ,856,000 wh ich amounts to 18.6% of the total reve nu e. Similarl y, a total of 

Eth. $566,387,000 was approved for publi c expendi ture for the same fi scal year. However, it was 

onl y Eth. $ 459,505,000 th at the Mini stry could payout. Therefore, the governm ent was short of 

nearly Cth . $ I 06,882,000( 19%). Though the budget crisis of th e 196 1 E.e. was severe, similar 

prob lems had occurred repeated ly since 1957 E.e. The report by the Genera l Audit Office 

expressed it s sharp criticism agai nst th e Mini stry for its recurrin g failures. 1177 Shife raw Jammo, 

in hi s commendabl e work on Ethi opian economy, poi nted out that "up to the mi d-1960s, current 

revcnucs fe ll short o f currcnt expen di tures. General se rvices, defense and security absorbed 

significantl y large proporti ons of the cli rrent budget and accounted for the rapid growth of public 

ex pend itu re du ring Ihe the second half o f the 1960s an d in the early 1970s."I17X 

11 71, 1.11. W ill iall1 :-i to A.G. 1: 1 Emary "Oflicc jvk mora nda"' . .fum: 13. 1969. Records Cellie r Room liB- I. 
19()9-71 Hox No. 106-11, World Bank A n.:hivc:-.(Sharcd by Surarel Gclgdo. D epartment of Hi st or y, Addis Ababa 

Un iw'rsty) 
117- R',.'pOri of Auditor (jell",ral Ollic\,.' !'nr 1961 E.e Budget Year. pp.1-5 . 14.15.1 ~-10 .31 IE5.1\ 15, J401: 

Report of Audi tor GCllcral Oflicc for 1960 E.C.pp. 22.32 IrS .I\1s. 337: Hucigel Year t1llle:. of the Btldgel Committee 
oCtile P;lrlialllell1 ofl lllpt'ri:1i G~)\ 't'rnmenL Gillbul 17. 1959. IES . ~ I S . 3J~: ~liI1UICS ui"lhc Budgc! Cnmillillee urlhe 
P;II"I i:mlL'm oj" Imperial (iOYCl"llI11CIl1. j\ t ia:tia I~. 1960F. C. I FS. ,\ 1 S. 339 . 

1141"> Slllll.-ra\\ ./alllllHl.33. 
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As to the 1961 E.C. budget cris is, the Ministry of Finance was sa id to have submitted a report to 

the parliament and set out the fo ll owing four reasons for th e revenue shortfall : the closure of the 

Suez Canal, the impact of import substituti on on custom revenue, ever-increasing public 

expendi ture and the fall of coffee price at the international market. However, the report of 

Auditor General Office rejected a ll these explanations and li nked the crisis to the 

underperformanee of the Ministry 111 revenue estimate. The report shows that the Ministry 

included in its revenue pl an earn in gs from uncertain fore ign loan, profits from nearly laun ched 

government firms such as Assab Refi nary and from taxes not yet imposed. All these, the report 

conc luded, led to revenue shortfall . As to the deficit in publ ic ex penditure roo, the report again 

made stron g criti cism against the Mini stry for its faulty plan especially in its esti mate of capi ta l 

budget the major SOllrce of which was fro iegn loan and aid. 1179 Here, all in sightfu l remark made 

at that moment deserves quotation: 

Evel/ Ihough Ih ese expel/dilures are ul/balal/ced Ihe problelll o}' 
financing them remains relevant. The problem becomes worse 
because of' Ihe .lacl I/WI il/ Elhiopia as il/ lIIosl underdeveloped 
cOl/II/ries, il is difficult 10 rely on Fo /rm/w y savings for 

development pillposes. Bolh for finallcing e:rpendilllres and for 
providing savings, ,/terefore, /axatioll is a Vel)' imporlon/ 

ins/rumen!. Taxa/ioll , ill (his respecl, has special sigll(jicol/ce 

becallse since il is by (lnd large a domes /Ie means affinancing 
developmenl. il call e lff down Ihe he{l\~ J' reliance on foreign 
capilal. 11 80 

That being so, bo th oral in formation and writte n sources unanimously explain that the amount or 

governmen t expenditure was signifieal y increased every yea r whereas. the revenu e (especially 

th e tax base) remained more or less the same. IIS I For instance. accountabl e authorities of the 

Ministry explained clea rl y to the budget committee or the Lower H ouse of the Imperial 

11 "1 Rrpon of !\ udilOr Genera1 Onicr ror 1961 r:.C Budgl'l Y\.'a l" . 1·5. 14.15.1 ~ · 10.3 1 IFS.r. 1S.3--l01. 
mil A~sdi.1 fkqudle and E~hl'lu Clh)k'. :;6. 
ll~l RL'JlOl"I of Audilor CienL'ral OrticL' fnr 1961 1-' .(". Hudgl'l )'l'ar. ~O: In formant:..: T:idla T~i;om;i. Bulea 

Diimiiq~a. 
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Government that among th e li sts of public ex penditure, it was the mi li tary budget that indicated 

remarkab le increase for the 1960 E.C(Eth $ Eth. 4 53 milli on) ." 82 Furthermore, the annual 

expenses a ll ocated for the purchasing and main tai nace of vehic les as well as the abuse of public 

authomobils were said to be one of the issues rai sed in a discussion by a budget committee. I IS) 

Oral informatio n also g ives a s imilar picture of public finance in the peri od under discusioin. "" 

Eventua ll y, YUma was said to be tired of issues related to additional expenditure and the 

recurrent financia l crisis due to th e budget deficir." 85 Consequentl y, "Yilm a carried far more 

weight with the Emperor than most of the other ministers, and usual ly got his way, but he 

mi ght not care to di spute the issue with a strong min istry like National Defence, and if any 

mini ster is reall y dete rmin ed to get funds for a part icula r projec t he usually succeeded"I "" 

Howcvcr, the juniors who rcplaced YUma and hi s protege since 1969 ac ted di ffcrent ly."X7 

Comm enting 0 11 Ato Mamo Tadassti w ho was appo inted Minister of Finance after YUma , an 

Office Memoranda of the World Bank reads as fo ll ows: 

i'vIS. 33g, 

MS.3.1X. 

The Finance Min ister works well, as his predecessor did no I, with 
Ala Belai, the comlllissioner ./01' plal/ning and has drawlI on the 
COII/missioll's Sfa.O; largefv expatriate, 10 aid the cOII/missioll of 

Cllqllity They have heen used parlicularly 10 examille the 
illadequacies bOlh 0/ eSlill/ales 0/ revellue alld cOlllrol oj" 
expendilure, 10 which Yilll/a Deressa ./illallv jetl a vicl ill/ . III Ihe 
process Illey have furn cd up subs/ontial tax evasion, parlicll/arly 
by public sec/or a/ld certain large cOlI/lI/ercia/ enlelprises, 01/ 
)·rhich the Finance i\llinisleJ' seems d etermined 10 lake action, !ISS 

II,~~ M inutes of !he Budge! COllllllincl' of the P;lrliamen! of Imperial (Jovernlllcn \. (jinbol I ... L 1959, IES. 

II~ _~ Minulcs of the nUdge! COl1lrnillcc cd' lhc Parliamcnt or Impcri,iI GOVCrJll11cn\. ivl ia7ia 18. 1960. lES. 

11~--l l n l urlll; l nIS: Tiidla Tiisolllli "11(.1 BulL'a O:illl:iqasa 
I I~-> 11110rl11a111: Hu 1Ca f)amaq~a 

1 1~1o Clapil;II11 . 170. 
11~"1 InI01'111:1111: ,\ s:in,t!i Si"nir;\\\-: .I.H. Willi,lI11s \0 i\.(;. 1-:: 1 Fl11ary "Office ~v1cm()1"anda'". 
IIS~ J. II. \Villialll~ III AG. EI Eillary "Orliee ivlcilluranda" 
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Oral informati on corroborates the fin ancial situat ion during Yi'lma's tenure's as quoted above. 

Among the pub lic sectors that became a target of Mam_111o 's un compromising measure was th e 

Ethi opian Touri sm Commission . Both Habta-Si'II asse and Asanafi Si faraw recalled that hi s 

instituti on used to enjoy a tax free policy under y ,lma 's terms of offi ce. Jl89 Given these 

developments, therefore, it sounds plausible to conclude that the budget c ri sis might have 

substantial contributi on to Yi'lma 's di smi ssa l from the Mi ni stry of Finance. 

Li ke any Sum Sir (promoti on and demotion) in th e imperi al governm ent, the event on February 

19, 1969 was ceremoni ous. At abom 3:30 PM, a number of officia ls were summoned to th e 

grand palace and Prime Mini ste r Aklilu presented his candidates to th e Emperor one by one for 

vari ous positi ons. Y"dm3 was there for appo in tme nt as if his transfer to another Ministry of less 

importance from the key Mini stry of Finance wasn ' t demoti on. He ex pressed his pleasure at the 

uccasion and left the pa lace. V"IIma began his new job close ly wi th Baqala i'ndasaw, a V ice -

Mini ster of Commerce, Industry and Touri sm who was appoin ted the same day.'19o 

The fi rst thing Yrl ma did in th e Mini stry was to visit the institution and ex amine the status of its 

human resource. H e had stopover at all departm en ts and sections, in terviewed officials in charge 

there. When he d id so, Baqala recal ls, he did it seri ous ly. Ydma no ticed that the Mini stry had 

on ly a skeleton staff and had 110 enough experts \vho would ca rry oUl tcchnica l job. Accord ingly, 

wi th th e consultat ion of the Central Person nel Agency. Yi'l ma hi red about IOta 15 universit y 

graduates without more ad o. TVl uch work had been done to rcvise some of Commercial 

rcgulations. Yrlma co nt inucd his st yle of management in thi s Mi nis try 100. He shared pov/\::rs to 

his subord inates. li stened carefully ot hers onc~ he ill\'itcd thclll to offieialmectings. and prepared 

II~ q Int'nrmll1h : fl ab!;i SY1 b :-.s~ T,II:L,,:i and }\siin;l li Si'1;ira\\' 
11"1' Inlllrma nl: B;iq~il:i i'nd:i;a\\ 
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work pl ans in the form of memorandum , He had the habit of v isiting offices of juniors suddenl y 

and used to give orders in a polite manner. Yi'lma remi nded his associa tes to submit thei r 

' I ' ffi 11 91 progress report In li S 0 Ice, 

Compared to hi s previous position as a Mini ster of Finance, indeed, Yilma exerc ised less power 

and influence in government poli tics after 1969, Apparen tl y, hi s major source of influence was 

the E mperor's request for Yi'lma 's freq uen t advice and decisions almost on every issue in 

Ethi op ian economy, Th ough hi s power was in dec line, no change was said to be seen in Ydma' s 

energy and spirit after hi s tran s fer, Even the scan ty sources on Yi'lma's ten ure in thi s Ministry 

rcvcal that he accepted govern mcnt du ty rcsponsibly, I 19' For instance, no matter how in freq ucnt, 

Yi'lma mct the Empcror after 1969; th e manner in whi ch he grected anel ta lk ed to him shows that 

he was in good terms with the monarch. V Yima disclissed government matters wi th the Emperor 

at most re laxati on ilnd simplicity. D espite th e Emperor 's tight schedule, VYlI11A could take 

considerab le time while others were wa iting for their mrn to meet the Emperor in the latter's 

office at the grand pa lace.1193 vnma could also organize an exhi bition that the Emperor and oth er 

d ignitari es saw in 1971 in compound o f the National Lottery,1I94 When he was di smi ssed from 

th e Min is try of Com mercc, Industry and Tou ri sm to joi n th c Crown Counc il on 19'h August 

197 1) Yi'lm<l was energetic as he had been before and he never got bored wilh his 

'b ' l ' 119; I I I d k b ' 1 " 96 respOIl S] I ll y. - n S lOrl : lC appeare 10 ta e uSlI1ess as lIsua . 

11'11 Informant: !1:iqiila i"ntl:isaw. 
11'1~ lhitl .. Tjkl;i $adiq i\ lakuria. )'ii -hi) 'lI i fl Tarili(;, no-no. 
II " ~ Inlorrnallt: Btiq:ila fnd:;;'aw 
11'I.l lntonnal1l: Y;illlana IC!.Y!..!,II 

II'" An:hivt' ur Millistry ~':-PI: Il. Pl.'rsollal Fik ur\tdlll:l D0r0ss<1.;1 draft klll.'r wi thout datI.: alld all ot'lil'ial 
:-'':<11. DIeI.lIed 10 Ill..:' lhrnu~h Ickphnne nn I\pril 16. ~O 15 hy Archi \' !:-! of th.: I\lim,,,!ry of Pen, I\nonyl11ou ~ . 

II "" /hit!. 
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When Yilma was made a member of the Crown Council in 197 1, he was 64 years old. The 

assumption that the Crown Council may have been provided a place of digni fied retirement for 

seni or offi cia ls seems to have proved righ t in th e case ofYi"lm a. 1197 For instance, members of the 

Crown Counci l had no office where they met. Hence, they stayed at home, including Yilma, until 

the Emperor sum moned them for adv ice. It was during thi s time that Yi'lma ga ined resp ite fl'Om 

tedi ous gove1'1lment responsibi lities of nearl y four dccades and could visit regu larl y hi s farms in 

areas such as Sululta (pork fa rm) and Makanisa (Da iry fa rm). During those years, Yilma began 

hi s dai ly tasks at home first listening to hi s favorite Amharic song "alllliilalll qiiriihUlI " every 

mornin g. Jl9S Until he was summoned to participate as a member of constitution drafting 

committee in March 1974, he mi ght have accepted no government responsibility of urgent 

ll ature.
1199 

To summa ri se, thi s c hapter has attempted to sketch out Y"lima 's publi c life in the Ministry of 

Finance and th e Min istry of Comm erce, Industry and Tourism. Yi"lma had fi rm conviction that a 

technocrat would perform better when he/she was full y empowered in an instituti on. He had 

al'ways prioriti zed proressional competence over social SlalUS in the govern ment of Ethiop ia 

throughout 19605. Although he was open-minded to his subord inates in th e Mini stri es, 

conversely, he was critici zed ror not being transparent and accountable, for example. to the 

Aud itor Gcncra l's Officc. Thc iron y is that thc vcry pcrson who was crcditcd for making th c 

M inistry of Finance one of the most potcn t forces represcnting modernizat ion in Ethiopia fai led 

to provide governm cnt documents for !inance inspec ti on, Besides, a person distin guished among 

his assoc iares for his personal interest in systcmic and structural isslIes. fa ikd also to handle the 

11'" Interestingly. except /j'1I1 ms i\!;ing:isa SYYUlll. all my inlor11l<l1HS t:,ke YYlma's Illembership uf the 
Crown Council 11:- <t condition of J'clirl..·J1letll. Inlorm;1nt:-: S(1I~' <t y..-IIna. Bulea Djmjq:-.a . i\lang;isa S"iyum: Claph;1lll. 
125. 

II"~ Informant: Sol\'" YYlIl1<1 
1"'1 Tiikl:i Sadiq ~I;ikllria. )"ii "Ml'\I'tll TlIrikl;. 256. 
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budget deficit that evennl3 l1 y cost hi s influence in Ethiopian government. Thi s chapter, therefore, 

has examined th ese flaws of the subj ect of the study briefly. The scanty literature on Vilma 

Deressa allributed the ethnic facto r for hi s eventual ret irement from Ethi opian politi cs since late 

I 960s. G iven the gradual surfacing of ethnic tensio n within the Eth iopian governm ent, hi s 

Oromo social background seems to have led deci sion makers in the govcrnment to the option of 

Vil ma's retirement as th e Emperor reached into advance old age. However, thc persistent budget 

cri ses revea l th at hi s expul sion was due to weak performance of the Min istry under his tenure 

especially in late 1960s 
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Chapter Eight 

Yilma Deressa beyond Official Government Set'vice: 

Literary Works, Folktales about Him and Personal Life 

Hav ing exa mined YUma Der';ssa 's newspaper articles and two history books, one can clearl y see 

that an aspect of hi s life account might be considered a litera ry biography. Hence, as Leon Edel 

argues, " the task begins with the reading and evaluat ion of the subject's work[s]; it ex tends to 

oth er form of critic ism, the weighin g and evaluation of evidence, a functi on legali stic or 

juridical, requiring ha rdheaded logic [and] a good sense of rea lity.", 2oo Likewise, a critica l look 

at some political hum ors, the orig in of whi ch is attributed to Y'IIma, circulating among th e urban 

fo lk indi catcs thaI YUma' s w illy persona li ty was utilized as a c riti cal voi ce by emcrg ing 

burcaucrats in th c impcrial govcrnmcnt. Thc argum ent here is that "po litics can bc rcpresentcd in 

a humorous mann er and humor can have a seriolls intent. ,,1 201 Though cha ll enging to reconstrUCl 

some parts of Yllma's private life, the ava ilable sources imp ly Ih at he had gone Ihrough a re laxed 

li fe w ilh hi s happy fami ly onl y until Ihe 1974 Ethi op ian Revo lution. The maj or objecti ves of thi s 

chapter, lherefore , are to appra ise Yi"lma's hi s tori ogra phy, to examin e the fo lktales associated 

wi th hi s personality and to reconstru ci hi s personal life as well as hi s las l days (Iill his cl ealh 

inI 979). 

8.1. The Writings of Y'ilma Deressa 

Reprinted in 194 1 as a fo rward fe r all Amhari c anth ology under th e tit le, Yadis Zc"illliill k/d21111fl" 

S'i"lii '/1{"i,~'alld l Kihi)', V "II III a wrote three but interrelated ne\\'spnper arti cles th at appeared in th e 

consecutive ea rl y publ ica ti ons of Addis 7.(illlt"in, He also produced a very small vo lume hi story 

book . in Engli sh . B,l':alllille ElIlpire! alld The Crllsades. in 196), Tilled, rii It,l'opi) '(1 Tarik 

I"M' I ('on Fdd, 1 :W , 
I~III r llpa and , ' lIl y Tsah'lIla. I . 
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Ba 'Asra Sidislallaw Kijlii Ziill/iil/( trans., "Elhiopial/ HistOf), il/ the Sixteel/th Cel/IUI)' "), Yi'lma 

also brought out another his tory book in Am hari c a year later. Not onl y from what he wrote but 

a lso from oral information and hi s personal boo k coll ecti ons in the hands of hi s daughter, So fi ya 

Ydm a, one can assum e that Yi'l ma did enjoy reading. Espec iall y, some you ng educated 

tcchnocrats of the Imperial Government and others who had a conversation w ith hi m on vari ous 

social, pol itica l and histori ca l issues reca ll that Yi'lma was intell ectually domineering. 1202 In thi s 

regard, unt il the emergence of a new generation in the I 960s, Spencer co mmented, "Yilma 

and De(ljazlllatch Zewde Gabre Sell assie were the onl y E thi opian official s in hi s cxperience 

who attempted to keep up with cu rrent li terature.,,'203 Sim il arl y, Ri chard Pankhurst comments 

that "Yilma was cons idered in the 1950s as an example of the new generation of mode rn , able 

young officia ls-one of the hopes of the country." 1204 

VrJ ma's newspaper articles appeared in the very early publications of Addis Ziimoll in June 1941. 

The first piece of writi ng was publ ished on Siil/{! 7, 1933 E. C.(First Year Nu mber 2) uncleI' the 

tit le "Yii 'gilfmocina Y,uelocim Mii~ahift A~a~af'( lrans. "The Ways of Poems' and other Prose 

Wri ting"}. W ith a rela tively long open ing remark, Vnm3 explained wh y he was obliged to wrile 

piece ofarticlc. He sta ted that a number ofpocms and prose fictions had been wri tten in Amharic 

i ll emoti onal response to the liberation or Ethiopia from the Fascis t Ital ian rulc . 1205 H owcvcr, 

vnma argued, the conlent or the majority of th e verses W(lS wcakencd by the wri ters' excessive 

rocus on rh yming. Address ing the writers of the verses directly, he explai ned that a poem was 

va lued primaril y ror its meaning. not for it s versification, Interestin gly enough, he attempted to 

strengthen hi s arguillent refe rrin g to the poetic style of the Hook vI PSO{,lIS while it is ba sically 

1.'11' In1"nrm:ml: T;i~cl111a Gihrj-1\1:1riam. Hii'Ydii- I\lilria1ll i\ l iik(Hli'n, 1\lulllgClil 11j1:'1 and Haq:ilj "lnJj;:1w. 
1 :(I~ Spl'lll'er. 120. 
I.' IIJ I~i dlilnl :1Ilt! Hitl Pankhllr:-.l. I-ni. 
1: 11" .-Jdili' Ziillliiu:Siil/{: 7 1933. 
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written up in prose. In conn ection with thi s, Yilma used a biblical metaphor w hich is a common 

form of Amharic prose as he attempted to expla in the jubilant mood of Et hi opians at th e 

imm ediate aftermath of the Italian rule. 

On the next issue, the then weekly Addis Zdllltill issued Yi"lma ' s piece of writing on Theatre. 

Yilma admit ted that no one brought to them a theatre play until the time of his writing. He 

s tressed th at the genre in Ethi opia was in troduced before the Ita lian invasion and pl aywrights 

such as Yoftahe Ni"guse, Malaku Bagosaw and Haddi s Alamayahu had produced some 

comm endable works. Yi"l ma also held up these pi oneers "as examples of drama tic writin g, whi ch 

yo un ger autho rs ought to follow.""o, Though fill· from reality, he compared thi s trcnd in Ethiopia 

bcforc the Ita li an rul e with Shakespearean e ra in England and the period of Moli ere in France. 

He req uested authors to submit th ei r creati ve wo rk s to them so as to resum e thi s begin nin g that 

was in terrupt ed because of the Ital ian Occupati on (1936- 1941). V Yima in his pi ece of writ ing al so 

urged playwri ghts not to make their primary fOCll S on criticism against governm ent and th e 

miserable life experi ence of Ethiopians under fasc ist occupation. As Ethiopia began its new era, 

he empha ti ca lly in sis ted , plays had to be wri lle n in th e manner th at they would inc ite spectaLOrs 

1·1· I I· · d f . f d 1'07 to <. J 19cncc ane lapp1l1eSS, lI1stea o · grl c an · remorse. -

Lastly, Yrlma 's pi ece of writi ng 011 Addis Ziilll iill di scussed history \-vril ing and novels. 12os 

Hammering 0 11 the Ileed ror objectivity and preci sion in history writing, Vrlma noted that history 

is an important di scipline. hence, should bc wrill cn \vi lh profound thought. Commenting on some 

books he probably read. hc wrotc as ro ll o",s: 

I~ Uh 1\lbert X. Gl.:rnnL "Amh:"lric ('!"e:"lli",:, I ilCr:"lIUrc: The Farly Ph a:..c'· Jmll"llll! o(£fhiopillJl SIII,lies, 6, No. 

2tJULY I%N):4N. 
L'II" . rddls Zii/}ui'I/:Slh't: 1-1 19:-:- F .C. 

I~U ~ . Iddi,· Ziilllllll:Siill': 21 1933 E.C. 
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flO]'} '/' 1.e DUCT./,UOC m.e:1" hm·}-/.· rflJ7·.P.tI ;,.e·tlPJI" 
°7.e·/.'7 1J7&h Xduf,Pl' £>'/'7f/ }7C ;,lJunf/'}''J f/lJo70],p 
;, 'J.P.' ;, ,}.P.' ;:I'&h Xduf,p;r flfl/f/·fl ,;'i)'fl ,f''}-'/. '} ;" 7M 
;,.s:.'i.·CS· !./I'I-,f'£>'" ·flfl' /kf'IJO]' £>J{.f. ;,IJ· :: IJ,IJ·'-': '7,} 

£><JlJfI",} ,h 7M d,i)'fl'! ;,.'i.".'i."C ·/,/mtlh/·o], " 'Cl·UD. '} 
;,111. 'iN'O]' .ex·1.IJ·:: '1/0 £><JIJJI"'} £> /TIl·!."'J! £> AM""7, hS' 
£>;" 7M ;'.S.".s:c'} lJ'}uolJh'l- Xd'6-P')''} flfl/IHJ ;'1I/'fY-/' 
7&h )', '}-'f.X·.f· ;, '}Ollh?ro]'JI":: 1J,),7/·fl 111J.10]· <JIJJI" tJ·lJ· 
·/·IJ.e;:l ·;h,· IJ-flfJ'h,· £>JI""'<;'{. s·;rtJ· ·flt'! .. Ollllflh IIU'I'-/' 
,f'OllnJtI: : 

Not being cognizant of the fact thai il is unFair to historians 10 

fabricale and Oll1il facls as well as be subjective, some authors 
have written histOJY with ethnocentric view. Some others, having 
examined Ihe Ilwughis and customs of Ihe peoples of Ihe world, 
have written his(OI~v in broader perspective. Given th e 
conlempormy po/ilical, econom ic and social life of Ihe peoples of 
lh e world, we don '( advise them to write history narrow-minded/yo 
Preaching peoples Ihal the)! can live in isolation too 1V0uid lead 
Ol/e to make mistake,I 20Y 

As y n ma attempted to illustrate hi s points wi th examples espec ially for the ethn ocentri c views 

on h is tory. he di scussed Fascist ltal y and Nazi Germany. Likew ise, he also me nt ioned the then 

Anglo-Eth iopian relation s as an exa mpl e for the interdependence of nations. 1n conclusion, 

y nma remarked on th e mea ning and uses of novel. As he utili zed some modal verbs wi th their 

negat ions predominantl y in his short newspaper articles, one may argue that the majo r pu rpose of 

I . f' . I " 12 10 t lese pieces 0 wn tlllg was somew lat Ins tructive, 

Mos t probab ly somc wecks a li er the pub lication o r these issucs or Addis Ziillliill in June 1941 , an 

antho logy of poems and prose was published under the title Yadis Ziillliin i\4ii:JIII/I' Sikinii.yanii( 

Killil' to which YYlma's pieces we re in cluded as forward, With a total page of 150, thi s 

I:!II') Ihid, 

12111 In liln !:'uagc usage, 1l100bl ilY is usual ly indicaled Vi~l Ihe llSC o f 111od:d verbs (such as ' should ', '1llUSl', 
'ought w ' ' may", ' has to' 'could ' ), and their negations ( ' may nOl ' , 'could not ', 'shoul d not'. 'wil l not ' and 'n1\l...,t 

I1UI') ... It is a result or moral choice:; and they me indic!llion:; or the allitudes, judgmenls or po liti cal bdid:'i or till' 
wriler . ' .Iohn I ~, Richa rdson. . ll1ull '::ill;.!. Vel l's/l lll )l!rs: .,111 AI)pnwch ./i·()/}/ ('rificul Disc/J/I/se .'/IIII(I·si.\", (Rlsing.:-.tokc: 

Palg ran: ~Vl;lClllill a l1 , 2007).5 f). 6]. 
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compilation incl uded the creative works of 35 authors ex cluding the fO lward. 1211 Among th ese 

poems, the compilers (probab ly Yi"lma was one o f them) in cluded the works o f famous w riters 

such as Kab;idii Mika ' el ("Ag!ir Ni"gus Na~an a t Bandira" ) and B"r"rh anu Di"nqe ("Miilki"'a 

lriyopi"ya" w ith long opening remark). The c reati ve works of at least three fe male writers , name ly 

wtiyztiro Mi"sale Ti 'umii U san (" 1928 A miit"), Bi"zuniis M iikoni"n ("Si"lii Gi"rm awi N·igus ii Nagast 

Wuliita), Mulumiibct Gabra Tak le ("S i"l a Gi·nnawi Ni"gusii N iigiist Wul ii ta") were a lso 

incorporated in the anthology. Not few poems appeared w ithout titl es. Some oth ers have lon g 

titl es and few were publi shed w ith int roductory rcmarks . The longest poem, apparcntly w ithout 

title, was w ritten by Kiibiidii A sfaw and it covered 15 pages. Accordi ng to Joana Mante l-

N iecko ' s peri odi sation, the publi cati on of thi s antho logy Vaddis Ztilll iilJ MflZl llur " marked th e 

beginn ing o f the last peri od o f Amharic li te rature in 194 1. ,,1212 She argues th at th e diffe rence 

between the lite rature w ritten from the midd le of the 19,h ce ntury up to 1935 and tha t w ritten 

after 194 1 is ex hibi ted, among other fac tors, by the trans iti on of th e Shewa var iant o f A mhari c 

fro m the phase of its general diffusion (' 0 the stage when it began to be widely lI sed as a written 

language. T hi s d iffe rencc is also visiblc in th e furt hcr de vclopmcnt o f litcra ry genres w hich 

prev ious ly had o nl y just begun to be pract iced , includin g above a ll nove ls, p lays, and later, short 

. I ·1 . I I b I . . I I . I 1113 A I I I ston es, W 11 C SOCJ3 t lcmcs egan to pay an Jn creas lIlg y greater ro e III t lcm. t lOUg 1 

12 11 Yti It 'iyop"lyn Wii\tl l Diirns iwoc. Yadis Ziimiill AlibI/III' Srliintl.yall ii l Ki"hli ". (Addis Ababa: Mnrha Ti"biib 
Prin ting House, 1933 E.C.) 

1212 Her fO Cll S. Taye and Shi fc ra w (2000) commemed in their review, " is al l [he lillle o n ho \\' the Showan 
var iant of Amharic \Vas gaining grea ter acceptance and tu rn ing in to th!.! standard lingu istic form o f \\Ti ling. Sil t' 
no tes that Ihe political C'li te not only encouraged the develop1l1c 11I o r Amharic litcmlure hUI :1I so f:lcilil: ltcd the 
'standardizlIlion' o i'l h!.! language through lIi(' opl..:lIing urt il e prim ing pr!.!ss!.!s. Ihe i:lllllc il ing of'm:wspapcrs. and Ihe 
USL' of this langu:lgc v:tr ian t in the admin is tra tive. educational. cu lillral :lnd politica l life o f tile nation. " SL'C Tayc 
r\sscta :mcl Sh irer:!\\, Hekel C' . "The Stud y o f Amhari c Li t cral u l' ~': 1\11 Oven 'ie\\," jOI/l'lla/ of Efhiopiu l/ Studi('s , ~3, 

No_ 2. SpL'cia l J:., su~· (Nov ... rnbel' 2000 ):-W 

l: l' Joilml \ lantd -Nil,.'l.':kll, "Ethiopian li t('r" turo.: ill Amharic," ln Life/'{/fll"£, il/ AfriclIlI Lallgllil.'..!.('.\': 

Tlieol'l'I/ClIll,\slIes (/1/(/ Stili/pie SIIITt',"S . cd, B. \\ ', t\ni.ll"lcjew"ki. S. Plas7ewiC/. \\' , Ty"och. (\Varsa\\': \\'ied?:1 
Po\\'S:/('ch/1.1 Sia ll: PubIJsh1llg I louse, I 9X5 ):31 5, 
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yn ma's pieces were time ly reflections on the essences of these genres In Amh aric li teratu re, 

Mantel-N iecko ( 1985) fail ed to appra ise it. 

Commended to the genera l reader as a brief account, 1214 Yflma a lso produced a 37 page- long 

hi story book in Engli sh in 1965. T he publi sher was Hai le Selassei I Univers ity P ress to whi c h 

insti tution he was the president of the Board of Governors fo r many years. T hough di fficult to 

trace w hy and how he prepared th is hi story essay, bearing in m ind tha t Y ilm a fo ll owed th e 

graduate stu dies curricu lum in hi story at George town University, U.S.A. during his tenure as 

Eth iopia's ambassador to the U nited States and the Unite Nations ( 1953-58), it is fai r to assume 

I I Id · I t· .. I· 1215 t Hlt le WOll Write t lC essay or course or semi nar assIgn ment on t lC tOpiC. 

Vrl111a 's short hi s tory essay put forward two in terre lated arguments. Firs t, the Crusade was an 

important fae lor in speeding up the d isi ntegrat ion and fall of lhe lasl Roma n po lity, Ihe Byzant in e 

Emp ire. Seco nd, th e C rusades served as the vehicle fo r the tra ns iti on of th e h is tory of Western 

Europe from medieva l to modern. In Eu rope, Vrlma emphasized , " modern hi s tory was born w ith 

the Crusades, and as slIc h, they we re the prototype of a new V\/cstern c iviliza tion whi ch reached 

its full est expression du ring th e Renai ssance,,,1216 

He argued that the econom ic, social and cuJt-ural advances which were made in \~' cs l c rn Europe 

du ri ng the period were considerab le. Focusing on the eco nomi c consequence of the Crusades. 

YUma wrote tha i the Crusades co ntri buted 10 the dissolulion of feudalism by plac ing prope rt ies 

on the market. The increase in the vo lume of' trade in the \:Vest whic h was th e result or th e 

1~ 14 Edward D. Myers. " Forward" in Y"lIlIltl [)crcss:t. Hy=ol/{il/l.;' Ell/pin! (Il1d {he Crlfs(lties (,..\ddi s Aklba: 
Ii nile S('lasslc I Uni \Trsity Pr('ss. 19(5) not pagil1:Hcd. 

I ~ I ' EXl'Cpt for ural informat ion. 11Ll\\'Cvcr. his pcr:-.una l tiks at the i\ li llislry of Fin:tIKc and rVl ini:..lry of 
Fmo..:igll Art';Ji r:.. as \\"l'I l :1:-. dOCllIll(,lll:-. ill [he famil y 11ll'mhl'rs's po:-':"l':..:.. ion etlldd nm prm'idc Wl" ill(,11 C\'idl'llec on Ihl' 
allL'gc'd alll'ndanC\..' ofYYlma <lllht' Ulli\C" rsll~. Paulo:.. .... Hlb. 

1211> Yilma [)crc:-.:-.a. Hy:tlllllllf.! FiliI)!/"(' 111/£1 Ihe CI"IIs(lIh·., (!\ddi:-. Abaha: 1I:lilc Sl'las .... il' I Ulli\'l'rsilY Prl':-':-', 
196:,t 1 ... 3. 
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Crusades gave birth to thriving medieval trading and manufacturin g cities in Ita ly, Germany, 

F landers and elsewhere in Europe. Crusade, for instance, was the pre lude to Venetian and 

Genoese hegemony in the Levant, and the beginnin g o f Westelll economic and political 

imperiali sm in the East "]7 Expla ining hi s point further, YYlma wrote that the develop ment of 

the art of warfa re and the development of systematic taxation were the heritage of the West fro m 

the Crusades. Knowledge of mathematics, science, literatu re and art , were some of the beneficent 

resu lts of contact w ith the Byzantine and Saracen worlds. In addition, YUma added, through the 

long range travels of th e wcstern mi ssionari es into the heart of As ia, know ledge of geography 

was developed and many travel books were writ ten whi ch helped the Western people to travel to 

the end of the g lobe. 

Inte restingly enough, in his attempt to give a historical background to the Crusades especially in 

connect ion w ith th e genera l condit ions of the Byzantine Empire, Y Uma appeared to have taken 

an opportun ity to situate Ethi opia 's p lace in the internationa l trade prior to the Crusades. He 

argued that the wi de defense measures for centuries by the Byzantine Empire requ ired large 

expenditures for maintenance and it w as through in ternati onal trade in Con stant inop le that the 

empire was able to pay th e heavy ex pcnses. Ethiopia, like Indi a. Persia and diffcrcnt pol iti cs in 

the Mcclitcrrancan world , "was a channel through wh ich of the Byzantine Empire carri ed 011 her 

trad e with Afri ca.1I12lX 

Given th e bib liography YUma in cluded at th e end o f hi s short essay. it can be concluded 

definitely that he produced this booklet lIsing those vo luminolls works by au thoriti es of Ih~ 

I' I ~ - !hid. 12. 
I~I~ Yilma :Hkkd Ih a1 "[ he Fmpirl"~ s hip~. ladcn with l11anul"':1clll1'l'J arliclc~ ancllradcrs. ca lled n:gl1klrlY:H 

Adulis. From 1h..: I'I.:. tlll.:y we re aCl'ol1lp:lnil'd ill land by Ethiupian Ilh'rchants III c'\challge thcir articles Illr gold ingots. 
Thank, to [hi, hadly Ill'C'(kd gt~ld. the Fmpil(, for cl'llIu1'il'", \\'d~ ahle 10 kl'('plh\." \alne or il:'! currency al partl )' and 
;d",(l \\ ~IS 111 a pllsillllll III I1ll·..:1 111l.' large lh:IICII Iratlc \\ ith CIUlla and thc n:~1 llr Ihe East." !hid.1 O. 
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subj ect matter probably duri ng his graduate class at George Town Uni versity.' 219 Some of the 

bibliographic information of the works listed was not complete and the essay lacks verifi ability 

as far as source citat ion is conceilled. As a result of this, it is difficult to apprai se the originality 

of hi s thes is (central idea) and hi s arguments put forwa rded in the book. Even there is nothing 

ncw about the th es is of thi s short essay. Alexi Vas ili ev, whose book Yilma cited as a reference 

has already argued that " the epoch of the crusades is one of the most important in the history of 

th e world , especiall y from the point of vicw of economi c hi story and general cul ture. For a long 

tim e, the reli gious prob lem pushed into the background the other sides of thi s compl icated and 

manifold movement.,, 1220 The di scussion on the " influence of the Crusad es upon th e civil liberty 

of the peoples of Europe, their civili zat ion, and the progress of knowledge, co mmerce, and 

ill clustry,,1221 was embarked on at th e very beginning of 191h century. Nonetheless, presenting 

such a long and compl ex development \vith its hi stori cal background onl y in 37 pages is a 

considerable merit of thi s short essay. The plain language ut ilized and the good paragraph 

compositi ons can be considered al so as the strengt h orthe essay. 

Compared to th e abovemen ti oned pieces of writ ings, Y"dma 's Illuch renowned work is his 

Amhari c book on Elhi opian hi story. li s relativc succcss is sa id to bcgin al Ihe very day of ils 

di slributi on probabl y in November 1966 (Hida,. 20 1959 E.C. ).I22' II is noted Ihal intcrcstcd 

readers boughl Ihe boo k wilh great interest. Merid Wolde Aregay, an eminent hi storia n on Ihe 

period. remarked th at readers showed great interes t in the book not because th e aut hor was a 

1119 Thc wo rks ci ted in Ihc bibliography i ll their order ofappcarall(c as '0110\\,5: A.A. Vasili c\,. /liSI()J:l' 01 
1"(' 81'::lIlIlil/ t! Elllpire. ivl:ldison, 1952: I::d\\,:trd (iihhon. The /lish)l:" of fhe /) (!c/ill (! (II/( / Fall oj lilt! R(lII/(l1I Elllpi!'t!. 
cd. ,LB. Bury V, 292: ;\nn<l Comllcna . . ·I/£:'.\"i(l.\' .11 I) cd A Reinerscheid: L. I3rchicr, Vic Et Mort de l3 yznllcc(Ed. 
Albin r." l ichcl Paris): A.A. Vasi li ev, Char/emagll£' fllld H(lnllI -al-Rashid: Steven Runc ima n. By:ulllille Cil'ili:(llioll 
1933 ~lIld The Camhridge M e, liel'Ol !-lis/(n:r Vo l. IV, 

1220 A Icx i Vtls:lli~' n..', /lis/olT 01 file 8Y:lllllill(, E/Ilpin '. 31-1-1-153 . \ '01. 11 ( 1\ l<lclison:Thc Uni \crsity or 
\vi~l'llnsin Press . 1951U X9. 

'''' /lnd. 
I::: Pau lus \lilkl;LS 1;;I\l' lb jI)67 :1:. the dale of publication. Sl'e. 47b. 

332 



promin ent person but because peopl e were intensely curious about the history of their 

country.1 223 My key infollllant c laimed that about 10 thousand copies (4 thousand hard cover and 

6 th ousand paperback) were publi shed at th e Bi"rhall i"na Sii lam Printin g House. 1224 

Previously, the book has been published tri ce. Based on a legal agreement wi th the copy ri ght 

ho lder, a new publisher reprinted the second edition in 1999 E.C.(2006) exactly forty years after 

the firs t publi cation. Following simil ar legal procedure, the latest reprint has appeared e ight years 

la te r in 2007 E.C. Tn telms of content, there is no substanti a l di fference among these reprints. 

However, the second and the third reprints have shown some changes in their language usage in 

the sense that two outdated and derogatory term s, namely 'Ga ll a' and 'Wallamo' , \vcrc rep laced 

by 'Oro mo ' and 'Wallayta ' respecti ve ly upon the request o f the publi sher. Sofya Yi"l ma recall s 

that the initi al request to substitute th ese terms came from the publi sher. With strong convic ti on 

that her father had no intention to ut ilize these terms in his book half a century (lgo fa offend 

peop les, she responded positi ve ly. 122; Hence, except fo r on one or two pages, these terms were 

rep laced throughout the book. I22. Indeed, as any con temporary educator of Ethiopian history 

understands, repri nting the book with all the recurrent derogatory terms is pol itica ll y wrong. Th is 

wou ld offcnd a segment of the intended rcaders. 

Though it is diffi cult to trace the time when Y Yl mH began writi ng this book, doclIments from his 

persona l fi le from th e M in ist ry of Fi nance revea l that he had been co llec ti ng source ma teria ls for 

the hi story of the period as early as 194 7. Mos t probably because a certa in Mr. R.B. Rothrock. a 

for..::i gncr working at the Stale Bank of Ethiopia had close contac t with book se llers in Europe. 

1~~' Mcrid Wokk Arcg:lY" r('\'iew of Y!t" lI'iyopYy:1 Tarik Ba"l-\srasi-dYs[a(law Krtla Zalll:in" Dialogllt' 1. 
No. I.I%7.R~ . 

I ~~~ Informant: I\sl"a\\" Dalll\": 
I~~' Inlllrman[: Sof)'a Yrlma 
1_" I-" \ell if how [he proof )"('aLi..::r." a[[(,l11p[eLi [0 rcplae..:: [hc!'<c ofti:nLiing [crn1!'<" [he word .... ;lPPc:l1"1.:d in (he 

:->l'l'llild alld th ird rl'p r il1(~ 011 pagl.."~ 105 and ~3X. 
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Y"ilma requested him to procure se lected books and periodicals on the hi story of Ethi opia in hi s 

letters to him in June and Jul y 1947. Yilma specifica lly stated that he might be glad if Mr. 

Rothrock wou ld add to the li st "Chroni cle of th e Rei gn of Libne Dingil (Wonag Sagad) 

sometimes called David( 1 508-1 54 1)". Y"il ma also notified Mr. Rothrock that he 'shou ld prefer 

the English text, but should it not be ava ilable, the French text from Pari s would do very 

well. ,l22? During hi s ambassadorial tenure in Washington, he is said to have written part of the 

book. " " 

From YUma 's periodi zation of Ethi opian history from 1264 E.C to 1957 E.C. (not 1959 E.C) into 

different eras, one can infer that the closing year scems to have marked thc completi on of th e 

writing of the book . Oral information also corroborates thi s circulll stant ial evidence. For 

instance, when YUma and his assoc iates travelled to Washington in Septcmber 1965 (1957 E.C.) 

for th e annual sUlllmit of the World Bank, Asfaw Dam!e reca ll s, he broached the matter with 

Y"ilma and talk ed about the delay of the publication of the book. Y"ilm a admitted that the 

gove rnm ent, as it did 0 11 ot her li terary and creative works, imposed censorship on hi s book. In 

thi s respect, needl ess to say, first the Mini stry of Pen under a Sahle n 'za: and later th e Mini stry 

o f Informatio n were in charge of censorship in Eth iopi a,l 229 

My key in forman ts strongl y beli eve that Ydma's book came lInder censure from the Ministry of 

In fo rmation for more th an a year. They clai m that the Emperor had read the book before its 

1 2~7 YYlm<t Dl~rcssa 10 Mr. R,B. Rothrock, Jul y 2. 19-1 7. Personal Fi le or YYllllil Dcrcssa. 1-1 0. MOFED: rvlr. 
R.B. Rothrock 10 YHma D0ressa. Jul y 3. 1947. Personal File of Ydmi.l Dcressa.IIO. ivIOFE D. 

I~~" In formant: T riS(ltl1:i G:ibr; i -i\ l ari ~lm 
' ~~') Censorship was basco 0 11 a broad pn..'mise Ihal ruled Olll publil: lllell lll)Jl uf anYlhing d isagreeable. 

l'l' il il:a1. di scourag ing. di sparaging. and di visive. ami ('onvL'rsc1y. laid heavy. o rt en unbearab le stress on Ihe 
p05il i\\;. Di s50nanc~ \\,:15 enjoined. ll armony was ordai n<.:d. Censors :1Clcd wit hin Ihe broad lim its SC I by Ihis 
prl'llli s~. Se-: Markakis. }JJ : Negaril Co=('/(/ No 2R. 1942. A Procla illalion 10 Pro\'ide for Ihe Conlrol of I)ri nl ing 
Presse:-.. 3 1,1 OClober 1942: Veg(/I'il Gu::('/(/ Order NO.1 19-U. An Order 10 Ddinc Ih...: Po\\'crs and DUlies of 
t\ iini sle rs. 29'h J:lnu:lry 1943 : t\ linlLlo Ill' i\ 1l:cling l)IJ CI:Il:-urship al Ih..: t\ li nisl ry of lilforlll:nion. ~ l a~ lJ. 19()7. 
Foltk r No 5.1 .1 .01. NA Lt\ : DoclIlllelll ah(lILI the 1:,"-eO\cr of R...:spon:-ihilil) hy Amarii Wiirqu t(l 'ld1llIlli:-h'r the 
Cl:IlSor:-;lll)l Onicc al till' t\ lltli:-l ry or InliJrmal ilJll. 14 'h O(.·lubl'f. [964. Foldcr No 5. t .1 .01. '\A LA 
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publi cation. 123o Though ynma did not reveal that the monarch was readi ng hi s book, he confided 

more than once to hi s close assoc iate as a passin g refe rence that the Emperor com mented on hi s 

book.1231 It is also argued that the censorship imposed on it was due to sensitive issues y,lma 

raised in the book th at lVould put at ri sk the country 's fore ign relations with Somalia and Middl e 

East States. Upon y,lma's complaint about the dclay of publication during thcir government 

business conversation s in thc palace, th e Emperor in vitcd higher offic ia ls from the Mini stry of 

Forcign Affa irs and Ministry of Informat ion to see the manuscript whether it comprised some 

avoidab le statements an d expressions. According ly, MYnasc Uimma and Katama Yilru joined the 

two in the di scuss ion. Despite the emperor ' s wish to have the opi ni ons of Mi·nase and Katama on 

ynma 's book vis-a-vis Ethiopia' s foreign policy, bot h of them decl in ed to accept the 

recommendation in a pretext that they had less experience an d knowledge on these matters than 

ynma. Fina ll y, Yilma proposed that the Emperor wou ld make the dec is ion after he read the 

book . Having read the manuscript, thus, the emperor is sa id to have ordered th e publicati on of 

the book at the Bi'rlwni'nG Sci/am Prin ting HOllse free of charge. I:B1 

As stated in the ackn owledgement of the book, three ind ividua ls seem to have p layed crucia l 

ro les in the preparation of th e book: Ar'aya Sirak, Bulcha Demeksa and hi s wife Eli sabeth 

Vhirq'lniih. Ar'aya is said to be a graduate of Oxford Uni versity and a close fr iend or Y'llma 

despite co nsiderable age gap between thelll. Ara 'aya was one of th e educat ed young people w ho 

used to enjuy the in tel lectual di scllss ion wit h YUma at different soc ial gatherings. He was a 

regular visitor or Yrlma at his home. The t\VO worked together di sclIss ing issues page by page. 

I~'" I nforln;)n!s: lilli e;) [);il11;iq .... ;\ :md J\ .... raw [);1111{0 
1~~1 [nl "onn~llU : l3ulca Diilll:iqsa 
I~'~ [nl()rln;UH: ,\ st:l\\" [);lIn\0. 
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Ar'aya al so hel ped YYlm a a lot in lan guage editing,"3J Bulcha was a lso given an assignment 

particu larly to look out the usage of dates in the book as there is a seven or eight years difference 

between the ca lendar of some source mate ri als ava il abl e in foreign languages and the Ethi opian 

calenda r. No basic change, Bulcha recall s, was made in the content of the book except, perhaps, 

some rearrangements in the order of chapters. Bulcha admits th at he never saw Y 'llma 's original 

autograph manuscri p t.'~J4 However, it is c la imcd that censors at the Ministry of Info rmati on 

corrected some derogatory terms against the Somali . I23S Yi'l ma's gratitude went al so to hi s wife, 

Elisabeth especia ll y for her effort in organiz ing source materia ls and g iving a m ora l support that 

b l d I ' ' , I ' k 1236 ella e 11m to persist In liS wor . 

T ho ugh so me info rmants do emphasize th c substantial contribution of Bila/a Dcr,;ssa Am;intc 

particularl y to the part of the book that di scusses the hi story of the Oromo in the 16'h cen mry,"J7 

vnllla declined to give due cred it to his t~l t h e r for unknown reason. However, Bi'lalta Deressa 

was one of the persons who read and made constructi ve COlllm ents 0 11 the manuscri pt. Basica ll y, 

YUma 's in terest for Ethi opian history in general and Oromo hiSlory in particu lar was unthinkable 

wi thou t th e pivotal role of hi s ra ther. Most fami ly mem bers reca ll that 11 0 top ic oth er than hi story 

used to dominate the discliss ion between fa ther and son.I23~ 

Categorica lly speaking, Vrlm 3' s work is a pol iti ca l history. 1239 Except for some brief recoLlnting 

of aspects of econom ic and socia-cultural condi ti ons in the period under di scuss ion. the book 

I~l; Informant: Sofya Yllma . 
1!1~ r llrOrm~lIlt: Bulen Diim:iqsa 
I!" r n l onn~lIll : As r ~l\v Dalll \0 
1"1(, YYlm:l 1J6rc:'.sa. )'ii1~\'(Ip(ra Tarik ... nol paginaled . 
I!'" 111101'111<1111 : Tiisomii Giibrii I\ \ari<llll 
I~_'~ Informanls: Soli)'a Yi'lma ,lilt! 8Yrhan ~i D0rl:ssa. 
1~1'1 II d..:alt ch iefly \\ 'i lh hi:-.lorical ck\"CloPlll l'IlIS rclall'd 10 the .... Ial..:. ib ruler:- <"Illd [heir ri\·alri..:s. I !ere, I 

utilize Ih~ lL'rlll 'poli [i L'al history' as i..:. dcfillnl by Juhn Tush . AL'~urd illg. [0 him. Jlnlilical histnry is tht' :- tudy \)1" all 
[ilo .... ..: aspcct:- of th..: pa:-[ 111:11 ha\ e [0 do with the (nnn:t! orgilll i:t,lIion of po\\"..:r in :-oeic[y. which for [he majority of 
human SlH.·I":[IL':-' in l"L"eurded hisilJr) mcans Ih..: sla ll' . It includes the institutional mgalll:tatiun of the :-Iat\:, ,Ill' L'lllll-
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focuses essentia lly on confl icts and wars between the rulers of the Muslim kingdom of Adal and 

the Chri stian Kingdom of Ethi opia. '24o Particul arly, it "dea ls mainl y with the wars of Ahmad 

GraJi [and] the demographic movement of the Oromo. ,, '041 

As mentioned earl ier, y nma divided Ethiopi an politi ca l hi story from 1270 to the 1964/65 into 

four periods. The fi rst covers the peri od between the coming in to power ofYikuno Am lak(1270) 

to the begin ning of the reign of Emperor Naod( 1508). The second dealt with Ethiopian histOlY 

from Naod(1508) to Emperor Ya ' i"qob( 1603/04). The nex t covers an extended period from 

Empcror Ya 'i"qob ( 1603/04) to the end of the reign of Emperor Tewodros JJ( 1868). The next one 

hundred years beginning from the death of Emperor Tewodros to the complet ion of the book 

(J 957 E.C.) constitutes, according to him, the fourth part of Ethi op ian hi story. 1242 

ynma descri bed the first peri od ( 1264-1 508) bri efl y as an era of peace, prosperi ty and cultural 

devciopment. He compared espec iall y th e cultural achievements of the time with the artisti c 

ciegance of th e Axumite peri od and even argued th at some military and po litica l 

acco mpl ishments 0 f th is I ater era exce ll ed the aeh ievements 0 f the ancient period. "43 Contrary to 

this period, Vnma wrote, the yea rs between 1508 and 1604 were times of chaos and crisis. As the 

devastating war by Imom Ahmad destroyed m3ny things that had been buil t and acculllulated in 

th e prev ious peri od , he argu ed, th e peri od cou ld be characterized as a period of resis tan ce. "" By 

w ay of forward , Vrlmc.l seem to have refrained himsci r from characteriz ing and di sc uss ing the 

later I\VO periods. 

petition of faction s and panics for control over the SI:.1IC. the poli ci~s enforced by the stale. <I IH.! thc relations between 
s lal es. Tosh. 109. 

1 ~.J 1J For i nSI<ltKc. Yi"lllla discussed bricny about 'Gill/f!.11 /1'0.<;0' 'Ciill[;(1 he! "(royal trc~s llry) where the 
resources of 311 Emperor wns deposi led in the pcriod lInder discuss ion, SCI: Yrl illa D~rcss'l. }'ii '/(1 '''pi) 'O TOl'i/,: .... 3()~ 
37. Otherwise. abuut 60 ')" urlhe book (11'0111 pagl: 5110 100) is alJul l1.:d only lu the 15 years war. 

1:O.l1 Hahru. ,." Cenlury 01'. ,,: 11. 
I:~ :: Yrllll:l D~r~s, .... a. }{{ '/n 'o!J(1'II TUJ'ili ... S, 
I~.l; /hid .. 6, 
l~~.l !hitl. . (1_ ' . 
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The book compri ses 40 chapters with 8 pictures in a total of 248 pages. The inserti on of these 

photographs and s ketches obviously help readers to comprehend the narrative somewhat 

visually. Ex cept for th e bri ef di scussions on diplomati c developm ents between Ethiopian ru lers 

and European states in relation to the confli ct, th e book narrates principally the whol e s tory of 

war that lasted for more than 15 years in the first half of the 16th century. Specific battlcs occupy 

thc center stage of th e narration. 

From his attempt to exp lain the rationale for his selection of the 16th century as a period of 

di scussion , one may noti ce how contemporary politi cs could innuence the study of the past 

especiall y in popular hi story. As di scusscd in chapter s ix , it is relevant to recal l here tha t Yi"lm a 

was one of the Ethiopian diplomats who designed some of the country' s foreign polici es towards 

Africa in response to deve lopments particu larl y in Somalia and th e Midd le East. Bcaring this in 

mino, it is important to examille caref1111 y hi s statements in the book that Ethiopian heroes laid 

the foundation for the freedom of Afri ca n peoples in their age-lon g anti-coloniali st and anti ­

imperiali s t strugg le since anci ent times . Th e hi story of Ethiopia in the second period, Yi"lma 

asserted, illustrates thi s experi ence. He argued that the battle of Si"lllbfra Kure is one of the major 

battl es that Ethiopi ans fou ght against imperiali sm like that of Adwa (1 896) and 

May~aw( 1936). 1245 

Pragmati c that hi s book was, lhus, it overemphas ized th e in terventi on of Ouoman Turkey in th e 

conni e l between th e Muslim Sultanate of Ada l and th e Chri sti an Kingdom of Et hi opi a. Yrl ma 

put / II1alll A hmad Ibrahim 's (nicknamed Crm/ , meaning 'the left-handed' ) wa r in a context orth e 

alleged Ottoman Turki sh imperial ism . In short, he characterized Aht11~id CrOll as a local agent of 

I ~·l~ Ihid .7. 
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O k 1'46 ttoman Tur ey. - Not to gloss over YYlma's emphasis on the international nanlre of the 

prolonged war, in hi s causal explanations both for the wa r o f imam Ahmad and the Oromo 

population ex pansion , he described some Somalis in a as agitators. "'7 

Given the complexity of the his tori ca l developments in the 16th century, and more importantly, 

governmenL responsibilities that YYlma had taken, one needs to consider the re lative merits of the 

work. First, as there had not been many Amharic books on Ethiopian hi story at th e time of its 

pub lication,I248 YYlma made a modest, yet meaningfu l, contribution to satisfy th e in terests of 

readers. Second, he wrote the book in a nati ve language to "a public that felt more at home in 

Amharic th an in Eng li sh.,,1249 In this rega rd, hi s usage of plain language helped readers to fo llow 

the s tory without much diffi culty. YYlma a lso tri ed to avoid hyperc ritic iss and language of 

excess ive fl attery and adulation which were COm m on among Ethiopian writcrs. 1250 Third, the 

general histo ri ca l cUlitex t th at he presen ted in chapter oll e as a background lO th e \61h century 

developments deserves due credit. Thi s certai nl y enab les readers to com prehend developments 

that happened later on. Furthermore, hi s insight into the disparate interest groups of the Sultanate 

of Adal and his argument how the confl ict was escalated against the wish of, for instance, th e 

mcrk anti le ru ling class o f th e Muslim Sultanate can be con sidered as an import ant meri t of th e 

book. [25 [ 

What a lso made the book worth readi ng is its fa ir treatment of the hi s tory of the Oromo 

population expansion in the sixteenth century. [25:! Though present ed in a chapter, the discussion 

11.) 1> Ihid: Me-rid. rcvi~w of ... Xg. 
l,er YYllllfl . )'(j ' f/(\'Opi\o ToriI.' . . 27.41).50. X2. 205.207. 213. 21-f fi nd 235. 
I~.)~ l'vlerid. review of. . . , ~-1 . 
I,eN Hahn!. " /\ CCIlHIry of .. ··:7. 
I~<II 1\ lcrid. n':\'it'w ur. .. .. ~5. 
1"1 Y'd lll'!. )'ii' IIi) '()J1i:1'II Taril.: ... ~6-27 ,lI1d -49-50 . 
12~ 2 I llr"II'llKl llI: B:iqiWi Indtb,l\\ 
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on Oromo hi story and culture by an educated Oromo statesman in the 1960s drew th e attention 

of some readers. 1151 During oral research, th e rcsearcher observed that some informants even 

referred to Ydma 's work on Ethi opian hi story in the 16'h century as a book about Oromo history. 

A fami ly member reca ll ed that the book had received considerable attention especially from 

Oromo nationalists during the transition period in the early I 990s.1254 Despite its med ium of 

writing (Amharic), the book won considerab le acceptance among the Oromo. As to the language 

of the book , it is pertin ent to poi nt out that Yilma also utili zed, if not introduccd, some a(aall 

Oroll/O vocabularies such as " l1Icilka" (ri ver bank suitabl e to cross a ri ver easil y) Ekiiraa(spirit of 

the dead) kaakaa(terrace) as vocabul aries of Am hari c form in the book. 1155 

However, retrospecti vely, the book also cam e under criti cism for its usage of an outdated and 

derogatory term , 'Galla·, to refcr to the Oromo people. Yilm a, however, clearl y stated that it 

was th e Amh aras w ho identified the Oromos as ' Gal las' impl yin g that the Oroma did not ca ll 

th emse lves ' Galla ,."56 J-I e beli eves that the wo rd 'Ga ll a' is a fo reign word to the Oromo. Bul cha 

argued that " ynm8 sometimes refers to them as ' Ga ll as' to be understood by hi s gCllc ration.,,1257 

Though Y'I1ma was reluctant to avo id tota ll y the name ' Galla ' which was referred to th e same 

people interchangeably with the tcrm ' Oromo in hi s work, his marked preference for th e usc o f 

125] Info rmants: Sofya Yi"lilla. Bu lb Damiiqsa, Mu lugcta It;ifa. T;isomii Giihr;i Mariam. Biiq iil ii Indii saw, 
125./ Informant: Sorya Yilma 

1155Yi']ma Dcrcssa. )'ll'/fi:I'ojJ(ra Tarik .... 12S .. 2241l1ld 242. 
1256 Ac("ordi llg to Paul Baxter "the exact lll~a l1 illg of 'Galla ' differed depending 011 cOlllext and period. 

Despit!.": many incollcimivc and ortCIl f<l ncifu l linguistic spccula ti ons, such as "shepherds" or "strangers who an: 
gueSIS·'. it s origin n:mains unknowil. II was predomi nanl ly used by highlanders 1'01' Ihe (se llli- )nomadic Cushitic. 
someti mes including 011101ic. peoples in the south :lI1d cas t. It usually stood for the Orol11o. hUI also Afar or even 
Dinb could bt.: calli.:d Galla. During the INlh centu ry, Ih~ term was olh:nllst.:d 10 rdi..:r ILl non-Ch ristians ("pagan" o r 
1\ lu~lillls). in COlll raSI to Alllllra. T he Somali and other ethnic gro ups in thc ~out h lIst.:J the [erm "(Ialla" 1()1" Ih~ 

Oromo. whi le ··!.'.alo" in Somali dcsi~n:lt('s ' in fidels' or 'llon-l\ lusl ims'. The Aihnla lo\\"lnndcrs slill use Ihe tcrlll G . 
fur highlamkrs.-O:lhr0y ill hi s Hisf()~r (?j"fhe Gal/a llsed the IeI'm as Ihe nam\: orlh..: Orul11o pl'upk who, illth..: l(i lh 
cClllury, sllccessfully ill\'ndcd the cClllJ":1li7cd and mon;]n.: hi c r-: lh iopian ~1;]le." Sec 1:I;]\[C1". "Glll!n" in F. 'W\ '('{()ped/(/ 

"/ et//()il'iclI, ed. S i ghb~rt l lhlig. Vol. 2 (Wiesb:tden: Ilarrassu\\"ilL Verl~'g. 2005). 6(iOb-M) I a Yi"lma. )'11 ' If(l"IJjJi) '{f 

rurik ... . 21 2. 
I:~- Bllkh~l , ~ I Y LII,-: i\l y, 7-L 
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the term 'Oromo ' much more than the derogatory one even in the headings shows that he didn ' t 

accept the labeling 'Galla ' . 

Some scho lars, except one, op in ed that Y'ilma 's treatment of the Oromo population expansion in 

the book is much less than the topic wou ld deserve. 125> It is remarked that the subj ect matter 

which one would have thought would be of closer interest to th e author, is dealt with on ly bri efly 

towards the end. 1259 Bulcha believes it may be necessary to consider th e political situation of the 

country during the publication of the book. He added tha t: 

It should be remembered that Yilma was cOllscious about the 
cellsorship of books ill his days. !-lad Yilma galle even a lillie 
ji/rlfler into Orol1lo his/OJ)', his book JIlould never have seen the 
light of day. II is quite obvious thaL Yilma was cautious ill order to 
avoid allY obstacle on the \Vay to publishillg his book. Durillg the 
days of Emperor Haile Seilassie, 110 book that the Palace did IIOt 
finally approve, could be printed. !-lad itl10t beell Yilma, 110 Oromo 
could have writ/ell even 'he one chapler IIial Yi/llla included ill his 
book about Ihe Dromo. 12M) . 

Though it is not concrete evidence, a careful textual ana lysis of the chapter corroborates 

Bulcha 's somewhat apo logeti c explanation. Here, one can provide an important point. Though 

the argumen t that YYlm3 glossed over th e apparent conflict between the Orol11o and the rulers of 

Eth iopian Slates throughout 161h century doesn't sOllnd plausible to me,1 261 the fact that he left this 

chapter even withou t a conclusion leads one to suppose that YYlma didn ' t want to delve into thi s 

hi sto ri ca l issue probably for politi ca l reasons. By way of co nclusion at the end of the chapter, 

Yi"lmi:l wou ld have raised important poin ts about the historical conseq uences of Oromo 

population expansion. This apparently would oblige his value judgments as he did in about four 

1~5jo. Ml:rid. rl'\,iew of. .. . R9: Gl: (<Il:hcw Ila ik, ) '(j Aho Bahrey DYrs/ifol..' OroIl/O\l·OI..··;·" J\/illlimiihiliiilll Ll'h){' 
S{/IIc'id(/l·· Ga/'C/ (Colkgevil le: 2()02),5-L Informant: li lliea n al11tiqsa. 

l~i'J r3ahru. " i\ Centu ry or ...... :22. 
I~HJ liu1cha . ,\I1 · I.i/e \11 .... 7-L 
I~I'I Inl"urmallt: iilll"::! Oiimiiq:-.a 
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pages on the di scuss ion of grw/ 's war. 126' After the discussion of the v ictory of lamara (Wayna 

Daga) , for instance, YUma fo rmul ated an extended conclusion abou t the 15 years of war from 

page 203 to 207. For it is difficult to question the wri ting skills of an educated person li ke Y ilma, 

it wou ld not seem an improbable argument that he failed to give conclusion to the di scuss ion on 

a hi story of the Oromo due to either self-censo rship or state censorshi p. 

As di scussed earlier, at the time of its publication, due to the emergence of Oromo nationali st 

move ment led by the Miir;r;a- Tuldma Se lf-H elp Association that had origina lly set socio-

eco nomi C goa ls at its foundation, magnifying the discourse of Oromo hi story by ce lebrated 

statesman lik e YUma Dcrcssa was politically chall enging, if not imposs ible. Though no sources 

at my disposa l reveals that Y'I1ma "sought a politi ca l base among the Oromo" in the 19605 as 

remarked by sc hola r, there was perccption about him being th c leading reprcsentative of th e 

Orumu un the government. 1263 

Tha t sa id, however, the chaptcr YUm a allotted to Oromo cultu rc and hi story in the \6'" ccntu ry is 

sai d to mark a significant departure n'olll ea rli er discourse on Orol11o in native languages. Not to 

fo rget the popular depiction of the Orol11o as "pagan barbarian par excellellce" ,1 264 some works 

portrayed the Oromo not onl y as uncivili zed people but a lso as forces beh ind the declin e of the 

Ethiop ian state. I::!os In slIch writings " the Orol110 we re never credited as creato rs of an origina l 

I~!'~ Pn.:sll lllab ly, Y 'i1ma 's i nt ~rprd aliotls \\'uuld (' ililcr ('orroboral(' with Jile popular discourse Ihal Ill l' 

Ommo i:-. an agent of Cllri:.l ian r: t hiop i~l 'decl ine' or neg:lIcs it. Y Y1 ma. )'ii' "(ro/'(V{/ T(/rik .... 103-107. 
1~(,~ C I:lpham. 1969. 174: Inli.mnalll : Bulca D~im:iq sa 
1~1,.t Tcshak . ThL' t\!okil/g 0/. ... 16 
12k; Yat!.:!'. I. 
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cu lture, or as having re li g ious and democrati c po liti ca l institut ions which fl owered in patterns of 

th e ir own making and nourished th eir spiritual and material well_being. ",266 

Indeed, "one of th c hi storical probl ems that have dominated thc ex isting literaturc on the hi story 

of the Oromo is the question of the ori gina l homeland of the peopl e.,,1267 This has been attempted 

to address " by E .Cerulli , l.M . Lewis, E. Haberland, H.S. Lewis, U. Braukamber and other 

scholars.,, ' 268 Tn thi s regard , there had been a widespread popu lar view that the Oromo came 

from Asia through Madagascar and Mombasa (Bobasa). 1269 

Vnma is s il en t about " the Madagascar" traditi on , and poin ted out that th e Oromo be long 

linguistica ll y to th e Cushit ic speaking peoples of Ethiopi a like the Bega, Enarya,1270 AgolV, 

Gafa t, 1271 Somali , Afa r, Saho. However, he assumed th at the Oromo were liv in g in the Horn of 

Africa between the Gu lfofEden an d the th en British Somal iland s ince the dawn of history. Due 

to demographic pressure from th e Somal i pasto ra li sts before the I O'h century, Vnmi.l argued, the 

Oroma were forced to leave thei r ea rl ier home cou ntry fo r an area between the Rivers Wabc 

Siib~ile and luba (Bcnadir). Simi larl y, Yrlm a kept on narra ting, due to simi lar pressu re from the 

Bantu people in th e south, th e Oromo moved northwards to Wa labu in Bale at about th e tcnth 

century. However, as Tesema T a 'a (2006) noted ,th is " traditi ona l view tha t the Gromo occupi ed 

most of the Horn of A fri ca around the shores of th e Gu lf of Aden at the begin ning of tenth 

century unti l they were pushed by th e Somali is most fu ll y prcsen ted by Cerul li (1957) and I.M. 

I~(,(' Mohammed I-b,sse ll. The 01"0111 0 of /~lhiopia A 1-lis/(JlY ISI()- 18M}. (Trenton . New Jcrsl.:Y: The Red Sea 
Press. 199-1 ). :2 

1 ~t>7 T csc llla . The Political Eu)//oJ1/I' .... r 7. 
1:::/,1, i'vluhallllllr.:d II<l sscn. 4. . 
1:::1>'1 Tayyc Giibrii rvlari am, l'ii ''',mp(m J-li=h Tarik. Bari'/' Qat )'iill'i;"1 ( AS tn,lra: 19 1-t E,C, ),33. 
1~7C1 AppnrclH ly, Ennn ryn (i-i illtwryo) wct"e il ll OmOl ic spl.:'nki ng people belonging 10 the Gongn clusler. Sec 

Jun Abb ink. "Ennarya."i n EII(\'c1o/Jedifl //clhoipicfI, cd. Sighbl.'n Uhlig. Vul. 2 (WiL'sbadl.:'n: llarra:-.su\\' itl V!..'rlag. 
20(5).3 I Oil. 

1~ 7 1 T ,ldd ~sst' T'lmra, slalt'd tll<ll "T he Galin is rkarly an [) hio-Sl;l1lil ir languagl; in ilS own righL bt'longing 
10 the Snnth Fthio-Scrnitic group." SI.'I.' "I--:,hnic lnh.:raction and Integralion in r lh iopiilll 11i:-.lory: The Ca:-.I.' of the 
Gab," ./OImllll 0/ EIhiopilill lIisfOlT, 21.( 1 W:S): 123 
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Lewis (1959, 1960). ,,1272 Y,lma's work is of a similar th es is to Lewis,."73 Certainl y, his torical 

sources show th at " the Oromo are indigenous to Northeast Africa wit h a long hi story.,,1274 

Desp ite the drawbacks of the th es is on th e ori ginal hom eland of th e Oromo, in providing 

hi storica l evidence other than the linguist ic data, one can in fer from hi s statement that Yflma 

ultimately argued that the Oromo were thc native peoplc in the area. Getachew Hailc (2002) 

commented that among all hypotheses on the ori gi n of Oromo written in Amharic, it is YUma's 

thes is on the origin of the Oromo that Getachew found researchable. 1275 

When Yilma attempted to expla in hi s thes is on the ori gin o f the Oromo in the present Somali 

inhabited part of the Horn of Africa, he ment ioned two things: the remn ants o f buildings 

a ll eged ly built by the Oromo in th e region and the oral tradition about th e ir home country before 

Mada Walabu. The literatu re and the oral tradi tion on the pre-Somali settlement in the region and 

the ru ins associated w ith the settlers imply that the people were known as the Haria or I-i ara la, 

not th e Oromo. " Haria is the name o f a popu lation that is mentioned in Arabic and Eth iopian 

historica l sources since the 141h celltl.lry.,,1 276 Unt il today, "oral tradition in the Eastern Eth iopia 

associate the ruin s of hOllses scattered espec iall y in the Soma li and 01'01110 inh ab ited areas of 

Harargc wil h the Hari a. The presen t inhabitants asc ri be all archaeological sit es or ruin s of stonc-

built necropoli s, store pits) hOLises, and mosques remarkably, frequent ill northern Har~irgc to the 

l-I aral a.,,1277 

L::7~ T esc l11:l Tn';} . TilL' PO/llicul Ecol/ollly ... . 17. 
Ull Ihid. 
m .J !bid .. JR. 
1 ~75 GclacilL'w I l:life. lOR. 
1276 Giorgio Banli . "I I,ll"1a" in EI/(yclopcdio A ('lIl l1 ipico. cd. SighbcrI Uh lig, Vo l. 2 ( \\ 'icslxlckn: 

Il arra~:-i)\\ ' iljf \ 'e rl:t ~, 2005). I03-t a. 
127~ Ulrich~Hr,nlkampcr. IS/UII/ic 11/\/01:1' (llId C II/flll"t' ;11 .\'I//II"ent f:lllilll'io. ("o/k('{et! F':\·yoys. ( 1 11 \·I..'rl,lg 

l\ I Utl:-ll..'I" : ~OO-t), 17. 
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In hi s commendable PhD di ssertation, Merid also pointed out th at " the Hari a are remembered 

by the Somal i of Jij iga, and the Oromo of Babi ile and Eastern Charchar as giant Soma li w ho 

built and populated th e man y Muslim towns, th e ruins o f whi ch can be seen in these areas. 

The Haria name has also surv ived in a sma ll clan of Somali fou nd to the south of Harar 

c ity." I 27~ Far west from Harar "the Karrayyull in eastern Sawa say th at their region was 

prev iously inhabited by the Harla.,,1279 Nonethl ess, except for legendary narra tives, " it is diffi cult 

to obtain rel iabl e information about their hi sto ri cal fate." m o As the Oromo thcmselves re fer to 

the I-Im'a la as non-Oromo people, on e may safe ly conclude that the oral tradition mark ed a direct 

contrast to YUma's hypothes is. 

U ntil recentl y, one target of cultural prejudice in the di scourse on the O rol11 o was its reli gion. 

Yi'l ma, a ll ocating some fi ve pages to it , prov ided re lati vely the deta il s of Oromo bel ief 

system,I2M1 Vnm rl "describes Oroma rel igion, Wa qefflita , as a religion in w hi ch God is the 

creator of a ll things and when the O romo worshi p under the Oda tree (sycamore tree), or by a 

river, or lake, they wo rship God and not that tree, ri ver or lake. ,,1 282 D ue to the absence of 

tem ples am ong th e Oro mo. Yi'l ma ex pl ain ed. the worshipe rs venerate Waaqaa under th e Oda 

tree hol ding a bU llch of grass ca ll ed hYrejiilaa .1183 Furtherm ore, he mentioned vari olls spi ri ts slIch 

as o)'{/(fIwa (guardian spirit of an indi viciuai) , diic}e as we ll as qola (s pi rits which li ve on trees) 

and Cllelelee (guard ian spiri t of women). As to alele which is also known as aya and ayolee 

(mot her), Y'dm a ex plained tha t it is a fert ilit y spiri t and it IS venerated espec iall y by sterile 

1~7>. Ml.:rid Woldc Arcgay. "SoUl hcrn Ethiopi a <Illd the Chri :-;I ian Kingdom 150:-; -1 70:-:. Wilil Spcl: ial 
RcCcrl: lll:c 10 the Galla i\ l igralions and Iheil COIl5CqUCIll:C:-;" (PhD Di s~c rtation. School of Oriental and A li'iean 
Studi es. UniverslY of London. 1971 ).1 27 

1: 7'1 Rlllti. "Harla" 103-1a. 
I:S[I Ul rich HI';1l1b mpcr. 16. 
I:~I Yrlm:l. l"d '/fi:mpi)'(1 Turi/, ... JJ3 ·227. 
1~1<~ Hll lcha . .I~I" II/i.' 111' .... 7) . 7 ... L 
I:~; Yrllll:l . rCI '/fi)'o/J(nl Tori/; ... JJJ. 
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women with a feast for a wea k prayi ng every evening to give them children and good harvest. 

Except for the attendance of abbaa giilma (,fa ther of the temple') on ly for hi s serv ice in 

slaughtering sacrifi cial cattle and openin g the ritual officially, no male is allowed to attend the 

week- long ceremony. Women spend the ni ght rec iting idolizing poetry for alele and perfo rming 

diiliiga (ritual dance).""· 

Anoth er theme th at Yilma emphasized in thi s chapter was the processes of law making and law 

enforcement. Law making alllong th e Oromo, Yi'lma wrote, was an exclusive jurisdiction of the 

Lubbaa (the rul ing age group among the Oromo) assembly. Abb{{({ Baku (father o f th e scepter) 

pres ides over th c asscmb ly gathcred eithcr the Oda(sacred trce) o r in front of thc abbaa baku's 

res idence. Parti cipants engage in a discliss ion freely to the extent that an individual who found a 

subject matter or a legal concept too compl ex or vague to understand in gathering lllay req uest 

(he assembly lu postpone the session until it becomes clear to him. Anyone has th e right to 

oppose a motion a t hand and no law shal l bc proclaimed without the full agreement of al l 

members o f the Lllbbaa assembly. 1285 

Ydma also discussed especia ll y the lega l procedures o f the Oromo justice system whenever 

victims of cri me bring charges against thei r attackers. Apart from the abba{l bokll , two judges, 

kn own as dori and raabaa , togeth er with 9 elected j uries oversee the litigat ion even between two 

individuals. After OIlC party was found guilt y ofa crim e. thc cul prit had the right of appeal. Yet, 

the appea l can be hea rd 111 the legal assemblage of th e same cl an that endorse the decision. 

Rather, he was allowed to bring his case 10 another clan. Il ere, YYlma raised an imponant 

hi storical point tha t this process of appealing \vas disturbed during the inh:r-clan war bctwecn, 

I:~ I Ihid .. "22A-22S. 
I'~~ Ih id..:'20-n. l . 
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for instance, the TuIama and the Ma"a Oromo as a clan member of one fou nd it dangerous to 

trave l to the country of anoth er clan. Therefore, an agreement was reached between the two clans 

not to attack ind ividuals who traveled for appea l. In order to d istin gui sh these lit igators from 

others, they were obli ged to carry a flag. Apparently, the oral trad it ion or source materials that 

Vi"lma utilized in this secti on appears to be co ll ected from either the Ma\,\,a or the Tul timaa 

elders. i2R6 

Compared to his ex planation about the Oro mo rel igion and the processes of law making, Vi"lma's 

discuss ion on the Giicla system, except for hi s pos itive approach , is less ori g inal. "87 Even so. his 

attempl 10 cxpli cate briefly some institu tions such as Abaa Baku and Abbaa Dulaa as well as 

ceremoni cs, namely bullaa (s laughtering ccrem ony) and diigaga (el ection of abbaa baku) that 

had been either mentioned as passing remarks or om itted in earlier works in Amhari c is 

commen dab le. In a nutshe ll , as an educa ted Oromo individua l, YUma presented these socio-

po li tical instinll ions of the Oromo peop le in direct contrast to some prev ious prejudiced wri tings 

on the cul lure and hi story of the Oromo. 1288 

Although he fa iled to prepare the bibliogra phica l li st, Vi'l ma cited his major sources as passing 

references tluoughout hi s book. These in clude both written and ora l sources. Generall y, hi s 

wri tten materia ls can be ca tegorized as Ethiopi an and foreign sources in different" languages. 

Among Ethiopian sources, Y'llma appears to have ut ili zed Tarik{l Niigiist . Aliiqo Asme and Abba 

Bahre)" s work very much . As to the work of Abbaa Bahrey, Ydma did n' t in form us which 

I~ ~ /> /birl. 220-22 I . 

I ~ ~ ' For il1 ."lano.::. ,-lIiiC/1l AS Ill!..! Gi orgis G {i br~i Mii~ ih prO\'idnl basil" illlorm;llion abolll the Giida SYSII.'I11 ill 
hi:. 1.'0llltlll.'IHJabic work Oil the hi~lOry of the 0 1'01110 whil.'h i~ highly I.'ritil.':l1 of Ihe anli-Oromo prejudil.'l.' . Bairu 
T :l rb . cd .. ..f.yll/a G~ml"gis alld /lts Work lIi.'"(my "ll!1I' Gii!hi (/1/(/IIie A"il/gdnll/ (If S(llI"ii . (Sllllg:ln : Fmllz Sicincr 
Verlag \vil.'~badl.'n GrvIB H. 1987). 11 8-1.1-1 Not bl.'i ng free from llnbiased.iudgnl<...·llIs on til\.! l'uhur\.! and h i ~to ry uf 
1he 01'01110. Al ;)q ;'t Taye Gahra i\ l;]riam ;]]:..0 de,tll \\'ilh Ihe Gtida sy:-.teill. [n rac \. i1 was \h ..:.' wor!.: of Ahba" Hahrey. 
2('1/(/1111 Ui·ga/a. with the fug of prl!juliicl! and ill - rl.'~' ling Jl)",ard :. Jhe Orumu. lIpllil \\'hirh al1 \\'ri t ~' r s of the hUel" 
period including Y"illl1;1 Dcrcssa ultimately depended. Sec Cictachew [[ aile. (2(J01). 

I>, Y"dlll:!. }"ii "l1(I"O/J(m TOl"ik ... . .1 17-1.10 . 
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vers ion he consu lted. Mars'e Hazan Wa lda Qirq os lVas translating Bahrey during the preparation 

of Y Uma's book in the mid I 960s, it is fair to assume that YUma had an opportunity to consult 

th e Am hari c copy borrowing from the translator. Because some names of peopl e and places, for 

ins tance, the Maya, the Had.,.ya, Harqiqo and Bi"qul za r were wrongl y spelt in the book, however, 

it appears that he didn't consult the Amharic or Gi·' '''z version. He must have utili zcd the French 

or the Engl ish versions by Ignazio Guidi, Historia Gentis Galla (1907) and Wall is Budge, The 

/-listOlY of Ethiopia: Nllbia, A bbyssinia, London (1928). "" 

Four forcign sources, Franci sco Alvares, Sihab Ad Dill alias Ariib Faqi, G.W .B.· I-Iuntingford 

and Castanhoso , arc also quoted frequentl y in Yilma 's work. 1290 As he most likely read nei ther 

Portuguese nor Arabic, it seems that he co nsulted th e translated versions of these boo ks. ' 29 ' It is 

difficult to po int out how much YUma made usc o f Tedla Ha il e's thesis in his book for the thesis 

was written in French. It is the on ly secondary source Vrlma probabl y referred to. In terest in gly 

enough, Tedla was the first husband of Eli sabet Warqi·nah, YUm a's second wife and a cous in of 

Qi"di'st TasHma, Yi'lma 's first wife.129~ 

Though s li ghtl y mentioned, Yi"lma revea led an important hi storical data in hi s book and that 

were the trenches and cordons th at th e Antill o peopl e made were visible until the writing of the 

12S9 Merid Woldl: Arcgay. Revicw orY~i ' lL i"yo p'lya Tarik .... 85 
IJ'JU YUma. Yii '/Ii:mpi)'{/ Tari/.: .... 29, 33.34. 38. 39. 52 .. 61 .1 0 I , 15X. 159. 172. 182. 19 1 and 208. 
l~'JI These thrt:c transla led vl! rs ions seems to havt! beC'1l I ) Rl.!llc Basset"s Jli.\'loire de III COllqut! 'Ie de 

r .·lhhyssiJllJie, Paris lSl)7. 2) Lord Stanley or 1\1dcrky's TI,e Presler Ju"" of/he I I/dies. Trans, lXRl or C .F. 
Bcckinghtlm ~Itld G.W,8 . Ilulll ingl0rd 's. The Pre'sl"!' Johll olfhe I lldies. Ca illb ridge, 19() 1 alld 3) R.S. W hitl..!\\,ay, 
The Portugucse Expedition 10 Abyssinia in 15-11- 15-l1. as Narrated by Castanhoso with somc CO ll tcmporary 
Lctlcrs. the SllOri ACCOUllt of Bennudes and Certain Extr;lc ts from Corrca. London, 1902 . 

I:"~ Richard Pankhurst( 1(98) notcd that "Tedla Il ailc i\ !odja (iuenname studied a\ the Un iH:l'sitc 
Col(lniall- d' I\n\'cr ..... (;\n t\\'erp, Belgium). in the late 1920s. I-I e \\']'0t(' his thc .... is uncleI' the titk POIIl'lfllOi ('/ 
COII/II/('''f PmliqllfJ 1111 P(Jlilil/lI(, d .·js"IIIi!Uf;OIl ('II Efh;o/)i(' (Anvt' rs. 1930)." SI..!l' "Tl'lIla llaik alld thl' Probkm ur 
t'. lulti-Fthnieity in Fthiopia" \'01'1"('(1."1 A/I'imll S/tIt/h's, Nl'\\' Series. 5. No.3 {1l)9X):X-L Hahnl. P;WIl!( 'I'S til 
('Iwllg£' ... X:' . 
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book. 12.3 Thi s can be taken as an eye wi tness account and a sign ifi cant historica l fact for furt her 

historical and anthropologica l s tudies in Westcll1 Wallaga. In fact, Danie l Ayana ( 1995) has 

noted that "prolon ged confl ict and occasional accommodation marked the relationship between 

th e Sayyoo Oromo and the state of Afillo throughout the nineteenth century. Th e roots of the 

confl ict lay in the des ired some of the lineages of the Sayyoo Oromo to settle on the land of the 

Anfillo and the latter' s attempt to incorporate the Sayyoo area under its control. ,,1294 

Before 1 go to my brief reflections upon the limitations of Yi"lma 's book. a word or two on the 

method that Yi"lma utilized in the chapter on the hi story and cul ture of th e Oromo is in order. 1295 

When he refcrred to the source material s for the chapter, he revea led that oral trad iti on was one 

of hi s histori ca l data . Yi"lma cx plaincd: 

1111 ) .Cl" ~i'l:' flIlu fl"IM·tj; (/}·/J 'r V·N!/..(/)· !dlll· flU'J"!." 
(-'-/' ~j'f ~O)·:: h ~/l lJfI" 9"");:,,--',:r uo},h£'l ;, '},q. JIl."'/"p':r 

lI'rH' nn-:··{-(/)· 'J bl 07.(:' -Nl'i'lIr/J' ;l'61J'I'(/}' 'Jr;' A /f7.'N! 
), 'J9''J'P-:··I'(/}·'J if'J -fIll(/}- IIbl)tJ''1'(/}· /Jllfl7.f/J(/J~· liMI'/­
(/}.eAi~: ),V·j·111tf. II. (/}ce' II. '1'b:' II. ~'JC ,J1.e.j: nlluvC;:;:,) 
fll",· i)""!'7I1Ju i ',.f:t:II·bl '} V),tj; ,:J-6/J ~(/}.:: 

The his torical lrriling ill this chapter 011 Oromo is collected ./i·ol/1 
dif!eren( SOl/rees. One of (hese hislOrieal sOl/rees is oral (radi(ion 
(old by (he old people a/our (illle. This is (he re.wl( (J/a plllpose(iti 
age-old ClIs /om of 'raining children ill narrating 01'01110 his/OJ )' 
and way of I{Fe by word of mOlltli Ji"DI1I Olle generatioll to the next 
g eneral iOI/. 12'J6 

Despi te Y'I1ml:l's om ission, it is fair to assume thaI B(/alla Dcrcssa AI1l~i n tc was one of these 

contemporary oral historians of the Oromo people. Many testifi ed that he \vas well versed in the 

general history of the OrOl11o peopl e. Espec ially his kn owledge or 191h century po li ti cal 

I~"~ Y i"l ma. )"ii ·/(i)·(J/I(ro Tllril.: .... 2 .. n. 
I ~'J~ [)anicl Aya n:l. ··L:lnd l('mltT and :lgricuhuI"I: in Sayyno~t\ filln. WC!'-Icrn Wallaga. [7 lhinpia. I NX() .. f 97--1·· 

(Ph D DISSena!ion in Il isllIry. Uni\l!rsil),u( lllil1uis. 19(5). 50~51 . 

1~'15 Yi"lI11:l. )"ii 'lri)·/I/'i:\"II TIlI"iI.: .. ... 212. 215. 22--1. 236. 2-12 
I ~''', /h/(I .. 212. 
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developments in Wiilliiga was notable1297 As Bahru Zewde remarked, "after 1941 , Bilalla 

D " did . 0 II . . ,,1298 eressa eve ope a reputatI on as an ramo ora llSlon an. 

There are a lot of limitations to Y il ma 's book . To begin with, no information was presented from 

where the author co llected or produced the illustrations inserted in the book. Similarl y, the work 

also suffered from absence of source citation and list of bibliography. A close associate of Yi'lma 

apologeticall y tells that the author failed to do so because of lack of time. 1299 However, li sting 

not more th an ten major source materi als in a book of such kind seems hardly to be a time-taking 

task. Furthermore, be fore its publication th e dra ft manuscript was put as ide for someti me in th e 

Bi"r!wni"na Slilam Printing Press due to censorship. 

Probab ly th e Achill es ' heel of Yilma 's work is hi s assumption on the dec isive ro le that th e 

Ottoman Turkey played in the war between the forces of III/all/ Ahmad and Emperor Libn ii 

D'fngil Due to this presumption, his explanati ons 011 the causes of Adal 's aggress ion tended to be 

morc of cu ltural determinist. Contrary to th is, Merid, in hi s rev iew of v nma's book argued that 

wealth accumulation was the major calise of th e war. Furthermore, he attributed the defeat of th e 

Emperor ' s fo rces at Simbira Kure and other battles erroneous ly to Turki sh military support , 

wh ile their aid arrived acmall y in Ethi opia in 1542. 1300 Other lim itations of th e work as hi story 

book include its subjecti ve conclusions with visible 111 ora I judgments and its portrayal of 

Ethiopia as sacred and bl essed nati on. DOl Though minor, therc are rcpcat ed misspelling of words 

and erroneous naming of pcople and p la c~s . YCL writ ing a history book on such complex century 

I::!q - Inl'ol'l1wIH S; M ul ugcla llhfa (Dr.)and BYrh<llla Dcrcss,1. Sec .:ll so how Tcrrdc Woldclsad iq W.:l S inckbll'd 
10 Bi/alla Dcrcssa whi1c he was produl'ing his anieil.:. Sce 73 - ~6. 

I~% H:lhru. Poill('(!rs ,,(CfuIII!.!£'. , 75, 
I~'J'J I nronll~ln l : l3u lt'a 'DiiIllHq'sa 
111"' t\kritl. r('\il· \\' or. ,. ,~ 7. 
11111 YYlma, )"ti 'Ifj'\'(!!'im Tari/.. .. . ~O and 130. 
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consulting diverse source materia ls deserves appreciation. Need less to say, "YHma had spared 

some tim e from hi s onerous mini steri al responsibiliti es to w rite a book.,,1302 

8.2. The Folktales about Yi'lma Den!ssa 

YHm a was not onl y a man of letters but also a source humorous stories. Am ong hi s 

contempora ri es, he was known fo r his w itty and sensible personality. Some fa mily members 

even associate such aspect of YH ma 's personali ty to that o f hi s parcnts."O) In the literature too, 

he is portrayed as an 'entertaining', 'astute' and 'clever ' statesman. l304 For morc than half a 

century, a number of po litica l j okes ascri bed to YHma have been told and retold espec ia lly 

among the tec hn ocrats of the Imperial Govern ment of Ethi opia. Though the j okes have been 

circulatin g mainly among the civil ian and mil italY personnel of the Imperial Government itself, 

as noted be low, Ill ost of thelll revea l so me aspects o f weak nesses and contradi ctions of the 

political system and its statesmen. Howeve r, the polili ca l j okes assoc iated wi th YHma havenot 

drown Ihe a ltention of scho lars hit herto . Indeed, except fo r Tigab Bezie (20 12), no hi storica l 

study appears 10 have been conduc ted hi therto. T igabi's thesis foc uses on po litical sat ires which 

are manifested mai nl y in ora l poetry, can oons and ca ri catures. Hence, hi s stud y a ims al 

coll ec ling, presenting and analyzing oral and v isual forms of pol iti ca l satires known for thei r 

condemnation against th eir c n e lll y.1305 

nil:> B:llml. "A (crllllry 01'. ... .. 7. 

1.11JJ Fur in:-tancc, bUill hi s l11uther ( alill Sunil) and !~Ilher Mla/{/ De-r":ss,-, were saitllu be always inlokran t ur 
Ihe nOI1-.<;cn:-.c. 

l'lll-i lladi ~. 2:?~. T;ikb S~hliq. )'d 'hi'l'IJ"lil ra/'iJ..'(;.221:Clapham. 29. 
1111~ Tigah HL'7i(', "Polilical S~llin.: in 1: lhiopian Ili :- lory. 19I J -2()OS" {PhD l1i .... :-c n:lli 0 1l in Illqor~ . ,\ddi!<. 

Ahaha l ' ni\ CrS il)).2012. 
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In thi s section, politi cal humor is defi ned as "a joke produced by politicians in order to criti cize 

politics and politicians." ,306 The term, as discussed in the works of Villy Tsakona and Diana 

Elena Popa(2011), is util ized here not onl y to describe the po liti ca l jokes but also to analyze 

th em. Havi ng presented th e translated versions of a dozen of selected po liti cal humors, thi s 

section attempts to make comm entary on the ex plicit and impli ed mcan ings of the politi ca l jokes. 

Before that, however, a brief di scussion about thc fol kloric aspcct of thcsc jokcs is in order. 

To begin with, these jokes are formulated in words; accordingly, as Ruth Fi nn egan (20 12) 

argues, it fu lfill s the first and most basic characteri stic of oral li terature. 1307 Furthermore, they are 

transmitted orall y at different soc ial gath erings and wo rk places espec iall y among civil servants 

and mili tary personnel. "Without its oral reali zation and di rect rendition by ... speaker, an 

unwritten literary piece Call110t easil y be said to have any continued or independent 

. II ,,1](lS V . . I rd ' f l' k i d eX istence at a . an atlOlls on t 1C lorm an sometimes content 0 t 1C JO es a so occu rre as 

differe nt info rmants narrate j okes ascribed to Yilm a. Furthermore, like in any other research on 

oral traditi on, " th e questi ons of authenti city, authorship, locality, and da tin g,, 1309 have been 

difficult in thi s research too. 

Al though legend and hi storica l fac t have interm ingled in the com ic stori es ascribed to hi m, a 

research in oral hi story cha ll enged 'th e auth enticity, authorship loca lity and da ting ' of some of 

these politi ca l hUlllors, For instance, Vnma 's joke on th e 1960 COIIP d'etat appears to be fi ctitious 

(see below Politica l Humor Seven and Eight). Wh il e oral tradition produced a polit ical humor 

about y nma and th e co up makers. oral history recou nts a di ffe rent incident. By th e tim e th e coup 

was staged in Addis Ababa on Tuesda y I Jlh December, 1960 VY1111f.l was in Lilllu di strict in IGirfa 

I ;lIi, POP;l ;lnd Vil ly T S:1Kona. 4 , 

1111 ~ Infurm<lll ls : Fi'krii S,(llass~ Wiigdiid s: Nadit\\' Zakari a~: Tiisl)lll~i G ~ib r :i Manam and B ~iy;il1;i N:ig;l\\o 
[\II~ Ruth Fi nnegan. Ol'll//.illo'/'{lfllrl:' ill ·/frim . (Open 1:3001-.: P llb l i~hc r~. 2()12). 5 
I ~1I'1 Vansina. Om/ TrCU/ilioll .... 5-t -S(1 
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province w ith Tgrgu Damrse, his son-in-law to visit hi s private coffee farm . Oral infoll11ation 

reveals that whenever the Emperor out of the country, Yi"lma preferred to engage in hi s private 

businesses, of course, delegatin g someone at hi s office. ' 3 IO Bein g out of Addis Ababa as of 

Mo nday 12'" December, 1960 Tgrgu Dami'se cla im ed th at y ,l ma heard of the coup in a remote 

rural village in Limu. Ras Mangasa Sryum also reca ll s that he was wi th Yi"lma and Colonel 

Tamrat Vrgazu, th e then Indarase of Kiifa, at Grmma pa lacc unti l the coup was put down. ' 3 11 

A document at the Ministry of Finance does corroborate this oral hi story. On Friday Tailsas I, 

1953 E.C.( IO'" December 1960) the then M ini ster of Com merce and lndusny, Makoni'n Habta 

Wii ld wrote a fo rmal le tte r to Ydma Deressa calling for a meeting to discuss the price of 

petroleu m on the very day of the coup d'e/a /. Th e letter was received by th e M inistry of Finance 

on Mon day 12 '" December, (Tahsas 3, 1953 E.C.) an d an officia l at the mini stry wrote a short 

note at the bottom of it ex plaining that Yi"l11la wou ld be out of the town. '312 By then (3 day before 

the coup), Yi"lma had a lready left Addis Ababa for Limu delegating Abdu lahi Mum';. Thus, as 

stated, Yi"l ma knew about the coup late r on Fri day 16'" December, 1960. ' 3 ' 3 In a nutshe ll , one 

may raise a crit ica l question on the poss ibi lity of ho ld ing conversation between Yi"lma and the 

coup makers as narrated in the po litical humours. Th c jokc. th ere fore , seems to bc produced by 

someone else an d attributed to Y'fImCl. Except for hi s renowned quick w itl cd character, no 

ava ilable source testifies that aillhe poli ti ca l hUlllors actually owed their ori gin to vnma. 

Correspondingly. the apparent di sparity between the fo lktal e and the ora l his tory on th e politica l 

jokes pos~s another question why the hUlllors have been attributed to Y"IIm a. In this regard, oral 

1'lil lnlor1ll:lIl IS: Butta DalllaqS:l and Sofya Vrlma 
1.\11 Informanl: r.iFgu D:it1li'~e and i'v1:ing:isa SYYlllll (Pr inc~ Ra sl, 
1~1: 1\ !;ikoni"n I bbtj "'jld to Yi'lm:l n~rcssa, Dated I (J lh n ecclllbcr 1960, , Per~on;ll Fi le of Yi'lma f)crl~!'>sa, 

l iD. ~ I DFED 
I~t~ ThL' COIIP makr.:rs killed i\hdl1l:1hi i\ lu1llc tO~l, ther wi th man\' Nher high g(l\l'n1mcnt ()ftici'll:-. . 

Infurmant : i\1;ing~i sa S·(~Utll. 
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infonnation confirm that of a ll government officia ls (except ddgdzlI/ac G"lnn aCiiw Tiikl ii -

Hawariyat) Y "ll ma was essentia ll y a witty person especially known fo r hi s qu ick response, 

economy of words as we ll as cli tting remark in forma l and infoll11al conversati on. 1314 Once 

Vrlma was recogni zed for such enterta ining personality, in fo rmants argue, auributing th e 

poli tical humors that a group wanted to circulate and to be reckoned w ith to him couldn ' t be 

unexpected outcome. As a circumsta ntia l evidence, some even refer to the case of Aliiqa Gabra 

Hanna who was "a tradi tional \91h century scho lar, the popular hero of innumerable Amharic 

jokes and humorous stori es,, '315 Needless to say, "newly invented jokes o ften being set in the 

context of modern Ethiopia have been a lso ascribed to Altiqa Gabra Hanna. ,,1316 

Returning, then , to th e li st of the j okes, about a dozen of stories are co ll ected du ri ng the ora l 

research and the majority of them arc recounted by more than one in formant. Interestingly, few 

stori es ('I re retold exclusively by one ora l in formanL 131 7 The informant revea ls that he was one of 

the fo rmul ators of th e jokes during their leisure time for the purpose of enjoyment. However, a 

critical look a t both the fo rm ( language style) and the co nten t (meanings) of the stori es indi cates 

that the humors co nvey seri ous messages. Bri e fl y, the pol itica l jokes are as follows: 

Po liti cal l-lul11or One 

IIVllile Yihl/{/ lVas inlhe iVliJlis/,y o/Finonce, a ce,.,a ill la{~F callie fa 

ilis ojfice wilh a 1'0)'0 / order(I/{({~iii({) .Iimll Ihe elllpel'Or rhal 
ollfhorized the paymenf olol1 exaggerated al/lOllIlt o.llllolley (wJlu e 
SOl' Elh $jOIJ. olhers lell Elh $ 3000) 10 her so Ihal she cOll/d bllr 
pel/i IJlle, Seeing Ihaf fhe amolllll It 'as iJ~/lafed. }'ilmo said "ho\\' 

sfillky fh e /c/(~F lI 'as Ihaf fhe emperor aUfhorized slich a gretll 

{l l/lOlmf o.llllolleylol' the plfrchase oIper/ilJlle?" 

111 ~ Inrormanb: NY!.!ll SC l liiblj \\, iild, Ilabla Silassc Tafc!:lc and i\ l ll hl!.!('!a I latTa, 

1315 Birgil rvla!lauscll, "Giibrii H anna" III ElI(yc/npeC/ill ,'/l'IImil,iclI , cd, Sighbcn Uhli g. Vol. 1 \\' il'sbad\:n: 
Ilarrassu\\ ilz \' t: rl au. :!005).(11 Oa, 

I ~H' , l b id ,. (~I 011 , 
I~I~ I lltl)rlll:' IlI : T ~isllln; i Giibr:i ~j\t a rralll 
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Political Humor Two 

In Ihe early days of Yilma 's appoillimeni as a higher aulhorily a! 
the Millislly of Finance, he could participate ill Ihe meelillgs of Ihe 
Coullcil of Ministers wilh lIIinisters of 1I0bie origin. Whell ever Ihe 
1I0bility requested an allnual budgel for their departlllellls, n/llla 
1II0st oJien allocated less than what they demanded based all Ihe 
policy priority alld Ihe total revellue of the govemlllelll. 
Elllbarrassed by Ihe decision lakell by Yilma whose social origill, 
accordillg 10 Ihelll, was illsignificallt, complained blatalltly il1 ji-onl 
of hilll Ihat il was nol H/llla Ihat made a lIIislake; il was mlher the 
elllperor who forced them to work wilh a shepherd. Th en Yilma 
replied, "Yes, callie need a shepherd. " 

Political Humor Three: 

Haddis Aliimayiihu, a Minister of Planning and Developmenl in 
1 960s, was a sta tesman lIlore known Jor his classical Amharic 
1I0vel{Fiqir j"kii Miiqabir). Durillg Ihe discussioll on Ihe Second 
Five Year Plall , he illsisled Ihe need for explanation ji-Olll Ihe 
Minislly of Finallce (presulllably ji"Olll YUma Denissa) 011 Ihe 
existing COllditions of the Ethiopian economy. Y;'1ma. 1I0t fa 
disclose some !illallcial secrels of Ihe govemlllelll said 10 Ha ddis 
Iha! Elhiopian economy is 1101 Fiqir iskii Miiqabi"r. 1318 

Polit ical Humor Four: 

Wh en YUma was laid IlwI Ala Mamm a Taddiissii was replacillg 
him as a Minisler of Finance ill 1969, he said "lei alolle Mamlllo, 
l\4omile cannol allev;clfejill(lllcial problems in Ethiopia ". 

Politica l Humor Five 

111 Ihe I 960s, Yi"/Illa Deressa lI ever hired allyone in his MillisllY 
lvhose name did 1101 end wiTh the sound "sa ,. which is a COIII IIIOII 
ending afa typical 0,.01110 name. /J/!I !-feli ce, Ihe major quesfion of 
>'i'lll/O'S inlen'jel l' 10 applicants was "what ;s your nam e? ", As 
in lerl'inl'ees fOld YilJllo {heir name ending lI'ith the sOl/lid "sa" like 
flala /bsa. BIlIc:lI Diill1iiqsa. (fnd Diiriigii Disasa. Ytlma hired ,hem 
immediateh'. A cerra in AIII/wra said fa nlma ;' iilesa "!IKassa" 
meanillg II'hOl aholfl me"! . TiIinking ,hal liIe applicanl Ira.\' all 
01'01110. YUill a hired hilll. 

Poli lical Humor Six 

1'))0. Tl) Ihis \tlllna'~ hblanl r~mark. Il addi s is sai d lu rc::-.pond "sn is Illh~ im;lsll)llllfGalla'.''' . Inl,-mn:1l1l : 
,\ sfa\\" f)aml~ . 

Ill') Buk ha. \~r UIt' . \~ I .... M\. 
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A certain person asked Yihna to be his God fa th er (i ts equivalent 
lIIeaning in Alllharic is 'breastf{lfher '). Yi"fllla hUlllbly replied that 
he had no breast and recollllllended hilll 10 plead Miikoni"n Diiniiqii 
fa be his 'breast father' as he was relatively a plump 111(111. 

Politica l Hu mor Seven 

Wh en the plollers of the coup planned to arrest IIIOSt of illlperial 
falllily and important governllleni officials, i l was laid that they 
gave telephone calls to government officials to cOllie to the palace 
so as to visit Empress Miiniin whose leg was said to be broken. 
Suspecting that sOlll ething dangerous was going on at the palace, 
the stOty goes on, the willy Yilma declined to arrive there telling to 
the coup makers thai he was merely economist, /lot a bOllesetter. 

Poli tica l Humor Eight 

During the coup of 1960, the plollers Iwd taken control of all 
roads ji-OI1l and to Addis Ababa. At the stations, soldiers were 
exalllining the identification of all travelers ji'olll and to Addis 
Ababa. YY/ma came .li"om GYmma alld arrived a/ Siibala tOWII . For 
fear of being identified if he drove his Land Rover, he got on a bils 
'which IVas transporting menIally ill individuals 10 SI. Emmanuel 
f-Iospital. On their way to the city, soldiers stopped the bils and 
asked Ihe identify 0/ the travelers one by one. Yf/mo fOld lhem Ihat 
his nallle is Yilllla Dert!ssa-the falllo us Min ister of Finance. The 
soldiers, lailghing at the 'palient ', let Yilnl{( cOllie in saying Ihat 
fh e paNenl was 100 il//o recognize even his nam e. 

Polit ical Humor Nine 

Frolll J958 to 1960, Yilllla was a MinislCl' of Foreign Ajfairs and 
he Iwd a habil oj' arri ving at his bureau (now Ihe Na tional 
A4l1selllll) evel ), lIIorning before qflice hOlfr. Olle morning during 
fh e raillY season, as usual. he callie 10 r4Jice early. All hour or 11110 

la ler, a young civil servanl arrived velY lalely alld YUma asked hinl 
\Vhy he (hd so_ Th e yOllng man said that lie IWIS late because oflhe 
rain_ "(( thaI is fh e case, " Yi"lma advised the lale cOlli er "ll"hy 
Il'ouldn '1 you come laler ill Ih e SUIIIIY seasoll? " 

Polit ica l Humor Ten 

IVllell rhe Provisiol/ol " l ilif(IJT Adlllillis'rafivc Council (Diirg) selll 
a !lilli/her of soldiers /() arrest Yih1la Deressa, he did I/O! 

IInderstand 1\-11.1' 1.\"1I(.:1i II/tll/ber of lIIi/irrn:1' force II-as dt'plo.l'(!r/ In 
{IITesl {/ single illdil'idltal lind stlid: ",his is till iJll/iC(lfioll (~r 

ignoral/ce aluJlIf E,hiopiall ecollol1lY_ .. 
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Po lit ical Humor Eleven 

Since June 1974, the Provisional Militmy Administrative Coullcil 
(DCirg) arrested almost all significall t governmellt officials of the 
Imperial government and jailed them all at the gralld palace. Olle 
of the detaillees was Bilatell gera Mahtiimii Si"IIase Wiildii Miisqiil. 
Later all, his SOli Sayfu was imprisolled at the same place. Ajier a 
while, the Derg threw GataMw, allother SOli of Mahliimii Si"IIase 
into the same prisoll . YUma then asked Mahtlimli Si"IIase "when 
would Mrs. Mahtiimii Si"lIase come to the prison?" 

As a genre of ora l tradit ion , slight vari ations in the ir form mi ght characterize these po li tical 

humo rs. Obviously, one of the s triking characteri sti cs of o ral as dis tinct from writ ten litcraturc is 

its vcrbal vari abil ity. W hat might be ea ll ed the "same poem or prose piece tends to be vari abl e to 

such an ex tent that one has to ta ke some account at least of the original contribution of the artis t 

who is actua li z ing it- and not s impl y in te rm s of the technique of del ivery. ,,1J20 As to th e 

con tents of these jokes, however, no significant variabil ily occurred. 

The maj o r themes of these politi ca l jokes offer a glim pse at the represe ntat ions of Ydma, other 

contemporary statesmen and aspects of politi cs within the Ethiopian government. Before givi ng 

COJ11l11crn taries 011 the explicit messages and the implying mean ings of these stori es, ho\vever, it 

is pertin ent to give a brief remark on the very style of language in which th e humors have been 

told and relO ld. O ral so urces con fi rm tha t all of the hum ors have been narrated in Amharic w ith 

percepti ble A.!hau Oro l11 o accent assuming that Vi"lma is an Oromo. Un like the portrayal of 

Y"d ma in these j okes. howcver, he lVas actuall y a good speaker of Amha ric s ince hi s ea rl y schoo l 

11~1' RlIlh Fl:lllli gan. J O. 
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days at <;:utaa. ])21 But, to make the j okes poli tica l and enj oyabl e, if not credibl e, nan·ators seem 

to have employed the technique o f invented impersona ti on both in accent and composure. 

Fi gure 9 : T he \~l ilty Y 'I1 m3 w ith co li eagues(Lcft to ri ght: Li eutenan t General K ~i b tid a Gcbrc, Minister 

of Defense, Siili({/i Tn"::a: TM1iraworq Aka!;i·wold , Minister of th e CO llrt , vn mCl Dcrcssa, Mini ster of 

Comllle rce and In dustry. S"//{{ji rt"'i::a: Ak lil u Haba-Wa lcL Prime Min ister, Li~~ i"ndalkJcJw M~ikollll "(n, 
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Minister of Post & Telegraph . Addis Abeba, 1971.Note: CelebratOlY cocktail after the opening of the 

Ministry of Commerce and Industry exhibition) 1322 

Besides the Oromo accent, the representations of Yilma in the humors as an Oromo individual 

constitute diverse, at times, contrasting imageries. These portrayals can be figured out mostly in 

their proper contex t. Indeed, political humor ex hibits explicit coherent links to political 

discourse: with-out contex mal knowl edge on political issues, it cannot be processed and 

interpreted,I323 By an d large, th e imageri es of ethni c groups and speech cOlllmuniti es 

" in the Ethiopian folktales have reflected 1110re th e stereotypes of the different ethni c groups 

al ready ex isting in Ethiopia: trick ery and cl everness among Amhara ; fi ghti ng, courage and 

strength among Afar; comedy and non sense alllong "easy-go ing" Oromo; hard wo rk and the 

pursuit of wea lth alllong the Guragc. ,,[32-1 In thi s regard , ynma became an obj ect of ridi cul e and 

amusement in the " Politi ca ll-Jumor Five" and " Poli ti cal Humor Six", and his representati on as a 

.. d . 0 I b 1325 na ive an easygo1l1g romo support t lC a ave argument. 

Beyond the imageri es of Y"Ilma, for instan cc, the message or the "political humor 5" criticizcd 

ex pli ci tl y YUma of nepotism in the recruitment of personne l at the Ministry of Finance. No 

ava ilable source at" my di sposal , however, proves thi s joke right. Ora l info rmants unanimously 

argue that Yi"11l1a had never compromi sed profess ionali sm in hi s career. But, it can be argued th at 

th e joke el ucidates th e surfaci ng, if not prevalence, or ethnic disco urse in the government 

bureauc racy . 

13]2 In Sof)'a Yi"lma 's possess ion. 
1l~' Papa and Vill y TSi1 kon<l. 5. 
1.1~ ! Russe ll Da vis- Brent Ashabranncr. The Livl/'s Whiskers (Boston. 1959 ), 31.7(1,92 Hnt! 12 7: Rc iLiu lf 

K Mol,·ner. "Folk"k" in Amhnric" in Encrclol,edin Ael""il,i"". cd Sighbert Uhlig , Voi. 2(Wi\'"bndcn: 
Il arrassowilZ Verla!.!" 2005) 55!Sb. 

!,~5 R\llc;!.~otlel1lkd by Ihis rcpresenl;l1iilll of Yi"lma. not cd lhal lhe joke \\';IS crude bCC;lll"L' Y'lIma kill'\\" lhal 
Kassa isn"l originall) an Oruillu nalllC. SCI..' 1/.1' Life !\ ~\' .. . . (lX. 
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In direct contrast to the above mentioned humors that made y n ma an object of ridicule and 

amusement, the remaining jokes represented ynma as an astu te and quick witted indiv idual. In 

"po liti ca l humor one", for instance, ynma was represen ted as a subtl e critic of the system of 

roya l authorizati on of public expenditure. Interestingly, Ydma had actually been fed up of th e 

lI1azdia system in the 19605. ' 326 We found also how the Ethi opian economy and the fi nancial 

system had been a complex and cha llenging undertak in gs in the 'Po liti cal Humor Three' and 

'Political Humor Fou r' . In rejecting thc co ntributions and expertise of statesmen such as Haddi s 

and Mammo, the j okes portrayed ynma somehow as an arrogant economist. 

ynma was also portrayed as a cynic and a shrewd states man in the case of the jokes about the 

1960 coup. These jokes mainly g ive expl anation s how Ydma escaped from the massacre by the 

plotters. Sti ll , they seem to have a lso an implied meaning th at the plotters, being the target of 

mockery, were depi cted as peopl e w ho weren't rea ll y wi se enough to make a sliccess fu l coup. 

Ydma's hi gh regard fo r punctualit y and precision in hi s rea l life seems to have presented 

probabl y in "Pol it ica l Humor N in e". Here, his insightfi.tl hum or made a c lear di sparit y be tween 

excuse and reason. In th e last two po liti ca l j okes , the deployment of excess military force to seize 

a civi lian statesman and th e arrest of the maj ority of a famil y appear to have made th e military 

go vernment an object of ridi cul e. As Yi"lmH wa s a renowned economist, in the 'Pol ilical hUlllor 

Ten'. the Darg was criti cized onl y from econom ic point ofv icw, The fina l poli tica l joke seems to 

have an clelll ent of tragic sa tire. In fac t, l iving w ith three prisoners from a fa mil y in th e grand 

palace was a sad experience. Teas ing on th e id ea or ex pecting the fou nh rami ly member seems 

to be a worst one. Conversely_ pri soners them se lves altemptcd to make fun out o r i1. 1
)::: i 

11:" In fonn:l11l : Blilea f);ill1 ;iq~'1 
11~~ 1111-.)1'111:1111: T:islllll:i G:ihd :-' Ianam. 
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To sum up, "a pol itical humor brings to the surface the inconsistencies and inadequacy of 

po li tical decisions and acts, and the incompetence, reckl essness, and corruption of politi cia ns and 

political leaders." I328 Viewed from thi s point, the jokes ascribed to YUm a aren ' t just comic 

stori es. Th ough form ulated and circu lated in a relati vely limi ted urban socia l group within th e 

civil and military personnel at offices, embassy cocktails, and other soc ial gatherings, the 

political j okes revealed ironical ly the weaknesses and the flaws of statesmen in the Imperia l 

Government and the political system itself. 

8.3. The Pl"ivate Life and the Last years of VIlma Dcrcssa 

No doubt that the Ita li an invasion in general and Ydma 's incarceration in particular disturbed not 

on ly the publi cl.l29 but also hi s personal life. Discussed earlier, in a fami ly-arranged marriage, 

Y dm a got married to Wiiyziiro Q"ld·'s t Tasama, a woman who belonged to th c Mogga famil y, a 

well -known S~iwan elite gro ll p.1 330 She was a cous in of Tedla Hail e whose work 011 Oro1110-

Amhara relationship YUma consulted for hi s history book in Amhari c. Yrlm a and Q."Hst had 

al ready a daughter, $adala Mari am, before the invasion. When Y dm a was re leased after th ree 

years imp ri sonment at the island of Pon za, Ita ly, he served the Fascists in the Uj]icio Poli tico. 

In~ Pupa and Vil ly Tsakona , 6. 
I.l~<) Sofiya YYlmil is orfended as M;isfin W;i1cb Mariam (p rofessor) incll1ded Yi"11l1a Dercssa in his list of 

collaborators (hal/da) during th e Italian occupation. She argues tha I her fal hl'r worked for FaSCIsts under dureSS. Set' 
Miik.~' ({liildii 111) ·()fJ.m Tarik. (Addis I\hah:I:2005 t .C), 18. 

1110 A cOllllllcndabk slUdy on (he politica l marriages in the 19 111 and 20110 ct:ntury Eth iupia has bt.:cn 
conductcd by Il cran Scrcke-Brhan(2002). A mong the 1l1embcr~ of tilt: iVloga famil y. l) iiga::I1/{/(" (iiinnamc Wiillb 
HawJryat \\ 'as a l"Cllowlledmilitary cOI111l1'llldcr. provincial goyc'rnor and royn] counselor in the 19 11

, ce111my, During 
ihe familll' or 1 RR9-91 . Dii{;a::IIIlIL' Gcrm<llllc's illtcrcsl in the possl'ssiun of lanu ~!Ild Ihe al'l'u1l1ufalion uf grain 
had earned him a respcct:l.bk rCplll(llioll (IS a provider of rood for Ihe [lr111y. Heran nol...:U Ih:lI th...: IJii{i,a::JI1{/{' 
was \n:11 situatc'd in the J1ulilical Slrlll.:IlI!\: ['Urlher augmenting his inllul;'I1l't: through ll1arriagt.: lil's bl'I\\\:l'1l his 
dC.'-occnuanl:-. and lho:-.c of S:!hlii Srll:l.'-o.~c\. S...:...: I-kran Scrckc-Hrhan. 11 ~-ll0: I-binI Talb. '"(I;irm:ullc \Viildii 
ll a\\'aryal" in EI/(yc/o/)cdia .Ie/ /toi/}ica, cd. Si~hl1lTI Uhlig, Vol. 2 (Wil'sbadcn: I larraSSlI\\'i lZ Verlag. 2(05 ). 70~a. 
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By then, his wife W/ro Qi"d·'-st and hi s daughter came back from <;: utta to Add is Ababa and the 

coup le bega n to I ive together. H owever, their marriage relati onsh ip didn't last 10ng.')31 

In September 1940, YUma married Eli sabeth, a daughter of Dr. Charles Martin, alias Hakim 

Warqinah. Unlike the previous experience, this marriage seems to have been a result of Yi·lma 's 

individual wish and desiTe. '))' "Born in 19 17 in Burma, Elisabeth left school while young and 

marri ed Tadla Haile in 1933.,,133) At the eve of the Itali an invasion she was in Asmara with her 

husband where he was Consu1. '3)4 With the outbreak of the war in October 1935, "Tedl a crossed 

the Merab and fought under Ras Seyoum Mengesha, the Tegrean prince; he died during the 

war. " I135 An info rmant recall s that, after the death of her husband, Eli sabeth was taken care of by 

the fam ily of Ras S·'-yum M'ingasa in Tigray. 1336 Eli sabeth arrived at Addis Ababa 1110st probably 

before the seizure of the city by the Itali ans in May 1936 as sources indicate that her mother and 

her sisters took refuge from th e violence at Addis Ababa in the British Legation for a short 

period of time. A tense life under Italian occupation continued for severa l months. The s ituation 

in Add is Ababa became much hazardous to the fa mil y especia lly after the attempted 

assass in at ion of Ma rsha l Grazia ni in February 1937. During those chaoti c and catastrophi c days 

for inhabitants of Add is Ababa, " the whole family was rounded up by the Italians, and Benyalll 

and Yosefwere killed. The Italians sent all the family, including Elisabeth, into delent ion camps 

UJI r 116)1"]ll<ll1 1 ~: R"irilanii Dcrcs.'i{\ and \3ulCa D:im~iqsa 
1\1~ Bricrbiogr;1phical aCCOUll t 11"0111 Yi"lm<1 Dcrcssn [0 the Editor or lile Inslilllt(' for Rcsc;1 rch in 8iograph y. 

Nu! Da!cd. 19-15. Personal File. !-fO. MOFED ). 
In, GarrCL"Oll . . " li( '{orilJlI G L'IIIJI!IIIaJl .. , 252 and 25-l. 
11'-, Pankhurst. "Tt'dla ffa ife. and .. :.9-l . 
Ill' Hahru . PirJlleers oj (}ltIlIge .. . ~4-g5. 
1~1I. [nrUrln,lnl: i\liingiisa SYyull1. 
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in Italy . Sometime in early 1939 after three yea rs In the conccntration camps, the famil y was 

re leased to return to Addi s Ababa. ,,1337 

Ora l sourccs are s il ent about Yi"lma 's divorce from WiiyzCiro Qi"di"st. 131X G ivcn the cu lture that 

discourages any publi city of one's private life, the relu ctance of family members to uncover data 

might be unders tandabl e. However, not to forget the friendship of SHalla Deressa and Hakilll 

Wiirqi"nah , the avail able sources indicate th at Yilma Deressa was well acquainted with th e famil y 

of E lisabeth especia ll y since hi s co ll ege days in England . He went to uni versity w ith her 

brothers, Yose fand Benyam in the late 1920s and early 30s in London. They were all studying in 

England and on wcckends they visi ted Elisabeth and hcr s isters at their boarding school. 1339 

Wh en Y ilm a man·ied to Elisabeth in Septem ber 1940, he took hi s daughter :;lada la w ith him . 

During his second weddin g ceremony, one of hi s best men was Tasfaye Qaga la, an educated 

pri vate busi ncssman in Addi s Ababa. Despitc the di spa ri ty betwcen the ir very ca rcers, they cou ld 

establi sh lasti ng fric ndship .1 34o Until Ethi opia was li beratcd from Ita lian occupati on in 194 I, 

Yi"lma and E lisabeth lived in a small house arou nd Miirka to probably because o f the rac ial policy 

of the Ita lians. After liberat ion, however, Yilma was given an unfi ni shed ital ian Vill a 

in Kazanchi s, at the very spot where the Headquarters of the United Nat ions Econom ic 

Commission ('or Arrica is now located.1341 

Meanwhile, arguing lhat he had no ri:'i f in Addis Ababa on wh ich he would be sett led and would 

host hi s guests. YHma req uested th e Emperor fo r a grant of land at the outskirt of Addis Ababa. 

He informed the Emperor tha t th ere was a ga.((f of arabic land with few houses th at the Itali an s 

D3 ~ Garn: ISUIl . . I I "il"foriUI/ Gel/llell/oll .... 25.t. 
IH).. F~lll i ly llh.'l1lb~r:- arc !lot comfortable wi th some i:-.:-uc", in Ihe pri\";lIc till:' of Vi"ll1l:l r> crL;~:-':l. 
I;~" Inlorl11anl: I [anlwll V"lIma 
1; -1 11 In/ormant: lilllea D;ill1;iq~a 

I:~ I rnrunnalll ~ : l3i"rhallii D0r0~s;J and S\lr~a V"IIm:t. 
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had purchased previollsly for 35 thousand lire from the heirs of Alii NigHs Ystifanos.'34' Despite 

an appeal from th e heirs of Ajd Nigus Istifanos to provincial authorities, YUma was granted the 

land in Miikanisa and began to establish a dairy farm soon after.'343 The Furi land wasn 't the 

only land grant that YUma received from the Emperor. In 195 1 too, as per the request of YUma 

Deressa, the Emperor granted him fOUf gasa discontinuous land in Limu wHrada, KEifa 

province. '344 Most oftcn, it was E li sabeth who used to handle thc private business at Limu evcn 

staying at the very farm land for some time.' 34' Yllma began goverrunent serv ice earning 300, 

400, 500, and 600 MTD as a sa lary for the month August, September, October and November 

1941, respecti vely. As of December 1941 until May 1943, he received 600 Maria Theresa 

Dollars. Since then until August 1945 , hi s salary increased to MTD 800. From September 1945 

to Jun e 1948, he ea11led a month ly sa lary of Eth$ 1,000 . For more than two and half decades, 

from Jul y 1948 un til the tim e of hi s arrest in June 1974 , he constantly received Eth$ 1,500 

excluding so me a ll owances. [346 

Having com pleted and refined the building at Kazanchis (Case Incis), without delay, y ,lma and 

Elisabeth moved from Markato to their new residence. At hom e, the couples most often spoke 

Engl ish, as Elisabeth wasn' t a nuent Am haric speaker. The happin ess they ex pericnced in 

recc,v 111 g a first child didn't last long. Yohannes , the baby boy of about one year old, 

acciden tall y died in a bathroom in August 1942. 13
-
0 

U4~ y'lllll~ Dl'r~ssa lu Emperor J laile Sillasse, 24 th August 19-J.l. Personal File. 1[0. MOFED. 
1.l.1> Heirs o f (!/d nigHS Ystifanos to the Governor of Addi s Ababa sub-Province, 25 th /\pril 1942, Personal 

File. 110. MOFEI). 
Iq4 Giibrii Wiild JngYua-\V:irq 10 iVlinistry o f Interior ;tnd Min istry of Finance, 2(,th April 1951, Personal 

Fil e. HO. MOF EI) 
13·!5 Informant: Sofya YYlma 
I;~(\ The Mi nistry of Pen [0 [ ilL' f\linistry of Fi n;]llce, 25 th June 1942. Folder No.A 2(1]-t. T(jI-t1\10 FI~ f): 

R<{()nJlld Giizalli"ii G:ihr~i 1\ lariam LO Adillinisl r:Hi ve Department. 12 t\'0vt'lllbel". 19 7-t . Persunal Fi k. 11 03\11 OFED. 
I'r 1\ Physic ian ,1\ thc :-vkndik II i'-lcll1oria l I-/ ospi l,d 10 Ydilla [)crcssa . 6th August. 1942. Pcrson:d Fde. 

110. j'vIOFED:lnforlll:lI1t: So!")'a YYlm:l 
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Eli sabeth is said to have wished to fo rget thi s tragic moment in a sense that she never showed to 

her children the infa nt's picture taken at the time when he was chris tened. Few months after the 

death of the baby, Elisabeth gave birth to Sofya in October 1942. Exactly one year later, Hannah 

was born. Four years have passed before Elisabeth gave birth to their second boy, and the baby 

was given the name Beniam , probably in memory of her murdered brother, Beniam Wiirqrnah. 

Fanuel is two years younger than Beniam and was born most probably in 1949. Sa lome, the last 

chi ld of Vn ma and El isabeth was born after about two years.' J 4~ Almost a ll ch ild ren were born in 

th e Kazanchis house nex t to whi ch the home of Vn ma 's eldest sister Vasimabet and her family 

was located. 1349 ~adala was sent to England to attend her primary education at a boarding schoo l 

and it was in August 1953 that she rejoined th e fami ly when they were trave ling to the Uni ted 

Stated via Eu rope. 1350 

vnma and El isabeth created a garden, bred horses and estab lished a dairy fa rm in their 

compound the size of wh ich was est im ated about 7,663 square meters. '35' Especia ll y Vilma was 

an enthusias tic ga rdener fo r which he is sa id to have wo n awards. Documents at the \~alda 

MasCJ ,il Archive revea l that the engin eers of the Municipality offered Et h $ 2,590 as repara tio n 

for the loss of Vrllll a's garden when the Ethi opian government clea red the site ral" the building of 

the Headquarter o f UNECA. Experts of the municipa li ty priced the ed iri ce at Eth $ 77.082 . 

Meanwhil e, th e Addis Ababa municipality di splaced approx imately 40 house ho ld s from the 

. 135' loca lit y. -

Il~~ Informan t: S t)fya YHllla 
11 ~<i Informant: [-firh!lllC Dcrcss;l 
1.l~1I [n(unn;u1l' S ()fV:l YYlm:1 

1\ - 1 1\ Report hy -Ci\"il Fngin<"', • .'I", 2 1 ,1 .111111.: 1971. FilL- No. 1 1 X. Folder i'lo. 170. C:;OVCrll1lh.'ll! ProperlY. 

\V;ild~i j\ 1 ;~~~l:iI T~lri klJ ;vkJllurial An.:hiH' Cenll'L rES. AAU . 
I,. (,Ynna J\";llaq:i 10 J\~r:l\V i\nnal;i~;i\\': 1. 191h 

,I .J unc 1'>7 1. Fili.; No. ~tx. I' older I\"n. t 70. CO\Crtlllll'1l1 
P rIJPl.:n~. \\ 'iildii j\ihbq;iI :-"kmurial An:llI\l' Cl'nll'r. IES . . \ :\U. 
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,0 

Figure 10: Y'lIllla with hi s Family(Back row: Hannah , Bi nyalll, Sofya and S~i1ol11c Y"Ilma; rroll l 

row: Wzo. Eli zabeth Worqi"nah , Yi"lma Deressa. Miss ing: Wzo. Sadala and Fanuel Yi"lma. Mid 

I 960s, National Photo Studi o, Ad di s Ababa.)' );] 

Except fo r fi ve years from 1953 to 1958 when YUma and his fam il y li ved in Wash ington, the 

whole lilmily resided in thi s house. Though the Villa around the Old Air POri (today's the 

Embassy of N iger) to which V"dllla's family transferred in 19605 was designed by Arturo 

MC7zedimi. th e great Italinll architect. El isabe th seemed to have been too nostalgic about the 
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Kazanchi s res idence to apprecia te the new villa .1354 Arturo Mezzedimi , according to Shimel is 

Bonsa( 20 I I), was "a class of hi s own because of hi s specia l relati onship wit h the emperor and 

his rise, if unint ended, as a 'roya l architect' par ex cell ence - the master bui lder o f th e emperor's 

city- in the traditi on of what Alfred lI g was for Meneli k in the late nineteenth and earl y 

twentieth centu ry.,,1 )55 When the Eth iopian government dcc ided to prepare a land for the 

bui lding of UNECA, ironica ll y, it was her husband Yi'lma Derossa who signed the agreement on 

the Eth iopian s ide to open UNECA Headquarter in Add is Ababa w ith Phi lippe de Seynes, Vice 

Secretary o f United Nations Economic and Socia l A ffairs, in June 1958.1356 

Yi'lma 's home had many visitors of di verse age groups and nationalities. He o ften invi ted foreign 

vis itors to hi s home and usua ll y in vited members of his ex tcnded fam il y to mect th cm. He went 

to great extent to impress fore igners tha t Ethiopians were in no way inferi or to th e inh abitants of 

devel oped countries. "If an Ameri can would critic ize, Ga brie l Tewodros reca ll s, the state of the 

roads in Addi s A baba, Yi lma w ith a twinkl e in hi s eye would ta lk about New York. If they 

commented on th e c lothing of th e poor people, he would give th em a lecture on the s ta te of th e 

poor ill the Southern States in the USA."J 357 Oral in formalion also reveals lhat Yihna always 

questioned some of th e establi shed economic parameters of development of a country sti ch as 

Per Capi ta Income (PCI). 1m 

115~ Informant: Sorya YHllla 
L1~'A r1uru Mczzcdimi buil t many uf villas ror prominent members of the pulitical and business 

cst:lb lishmcnl: Vi l:l Asrala Kassa. Vila Yjlllla Dcrcss<l. Vi la Ti rllll;dl Z; lri11ul1, Vila 1\, Dcf: I Y~. Vila Hccuril siyol1 . 
Vi lil Nnga rVbslin. Vil:l A. Gucdclll:l. V ila Alalll:lyahu, Coulltry Vi lil Asnail K:lssa, :md Ii ouse Gi nll<1 Scblwi. Some 
of Lh~ hous~s and vilas \\'~r~ also buill in the r~son-ridl pro vit1c~s l i k ~ Bahir Dar (Tana Pa lace) and Nai'l"L'Lh (Vila 
1\ klknssa). T he archi[L'ct \\'as givell a filling 1'.:('ogl1i[ion. ilS [ilo: Knight Of1ic~r of [he Star of Ethiopia and Officer of 
lhe Ordero1"i\ lelll.:lik II. Set' Shimdis. 551 ;lIld 609, 

Il~h . Iddis 7.iillliill: Siinc 1-1. 1l).50 1-' .(" .. 

HS7 Gabrid TI.'\\odro.<:.. "Recoli':c[lon .... ahout Lidj Yilm" D.:rl.'~ ~a' ,;n Sophia Yilma '3 Pos~e~~ion , 
11 ~~ Il lll1rll1:l11 ts: B ~itrl1 Adllli.l:--",0 ;llld Bi"rhanii D0rl.;ssa 
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Vn ma most often had his lunch w ith his fat her Bilotta Deressa and other members of the famil y 

discussing Eth iopian history and government politics. In a later period, Bilotta Deressa used to 

come all the way from Bisoftu (Dabra Zi;yt) to v isi t his son freq uently. His mother, <;:a lt u San to 

also had come from Naqamte to Addis Ababa to see him. Living in hi s neighborhood (at the 

loca li ty of present day Hil ton IJlternational Hote l), Vas imabet Deressa often treated him to hi s 

favorite Oromo traditiona l [ood-al/ iOolee, plko and bUl/ii qiillaa. ' 359 

In many ways, Y i'l l11a was different fr0111 his co lleagues, the ministers who were his 

contemporaries. For instance, Bulcha recalls that Yilma "rarely went to fu neral ceremon ies or 

weddings of people he d id not know well. Going to the residence of important persona lit ies on 

hol idays to say ' happy holiday ' was a very important socia l practi ce in Addi s Ababa . Yi lma 

never practiced that. Ne ither did Vilma ex pect younger goveillment offieials.,, "6o 

1;"'1 11110fl na I1 1: s ()rV:I Yll ma 

J~'·II Rukha. l/r Li/~ · .1/r ... :-:2 . 
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Figure II: Villa Yi"lma Deressa, buil t by Arturo Mezzed imi in J960s( After confi sca tion in Jul y 

1975, the Villa is serving as the Embassy ofNiger)"61 

Bu lca Dam~iqsa , MYnasse Lamma and Gerahull T~isa ll1a , and close family members, for in stance, 

Eli sabeth' s brothe r-in-Iaws were in timate friends of y nm3 and they met regu larly at hi s h0111e. 

Yi"l m3 had a spec ial in teres t to chat with yo un g educated government officia ls dri nking his 

fllvo rite whisky-Johny \\1alker. However, the Eth iopian wine was his source of prid~ . Though 

Yllma was intimidating posing queries of poli cy and academi c nature. some of tht! educa ted 

young Ethiopians lI sed to vis it him regul arly. Oral informants recall fe w occasions that Yrlmtl 

spellt th e bell er part or Ih e night di sc uss ing di verse nati unal and international isslies with hi s 

13(,1 III Su t~ a Yilllla's Possession 
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juniors even to the di sappointments of hi s wife. Once when wW ro E li sabeth asked him to go to 

thei r home, he reminded his wife his favorite Am haric song: "allllii/Gm qiiriihwI" (trans. " I won ' t 

come, T stayed th ere"). 1362 Thi s music was sung by Fi'qre Ayala and said to be popular during the 

Ita li an occupat ion supposed ly because of its impl ied criti cal message that targeted the Emperor 

choice of ex iled Ii fc.' ''>3 Througho ut the 19405 and 19605, Y't'lma attended numerous lunch and 

dinner parti cs w ith his wife at individual homes and embassi es in Addi s Ababa. Tn thi s regard, he 

is remembered by junior technocrats for hi s entertaining and informati ve conversati ons. He spent 

considerable time with them to debate, di scuss and lecturc. Ora l informants cla imed that "his 

hope was in their very ex istence,,, 1364 

Libcralthat Yi'lma was to hi s children, he ncver imposed hi s dcsire on th eir choi ce of career and 

way of lifc. He lovcd spending wcekends at h is residence in Adama ( Nazret) work in g in his 

small fruit farm in th e compound. He was always happy whenever he saw, for instance, rural 

fo lk weari ng dresses manufacrured in Et hi opia. Simil arly, he sometimes got sad observin g 

Ethiopia was lagging far behind other na tions in econom ic deve lopment. In those circlimstances, 

he could n't hide his feelings from famil y members. Obviously, Yi'lma and Eli sabeth di scussecl 

everything opcn ly, wh ether it was famil y issues or polit ics. T-Ic ncvcr talked to hi s ch il dren in 

I '1 b b' 1365 (eli'll a ou l government llSlnCSS . 

Yi' lma "be li eved chan ge needed to happen [i n Ethi opia] before c ircumstan ces fo rced chan ge and 

he orten predicted wh at actu all y ca me to take place th at a '50 Alaqa '[a sergeant] would take over 

Pt.: Informant : Sofya Y·l1rna and T~i;;o Ill Ii (; ~i br~ill1arialll 
Ht,; [n(()rm~ltlt : Sar~; i FYr0 Si"bh:u 
l~t,~ [nl'nrmanl:-.: Il anna Y"(lllla . BiHru Adm;ts~. Ayalt.:w i'vIalld~\fro. Riq:ib "l ildiis:lw. A ::.iifa l\bllg~isa and 

T:i~ t) ll1;i (i:ibr:\-i'vIari;llll . 
1;/,' in li.lI'lllalll : sor~a Y'lima 
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and turn the c lock back on development. ,,1366 What made him happy was witnessing the surge in 

the number of educated Ethi opians that he hoped would have the opportunity to move the 

country fOlward, in business, government, educalion.1367 

Sincc 197 1 Ydma took hi s time to look after especial ly hi s personal busin esses in Addi s Ababa 

and its v icinity. With the upsurge of the February Revo lution in 1974, the Emperor took some 

reformist measures such as di smi ss ing Aklilu Habta-Wald 's cabinet and fo rming another under 

the premiership of i"ndalkacaw Mak onni"n as we ll as pl anning to revise th e cOU11lry's consti tution. 

Thus, in the course of this upheaval, y,lma was ass igned to sit on the consti tut ion draft ing 

commisS ion under th e chai rmanshi p of Tiik l a-~adiq Makuria. Thc latter recommended 

repeti tively Ydma or Ababii Reta (0 take h is positio n as they were well ex perienced sen ior 

statesmen. H owever, the emperor, Balacaw Asrat, the M in ister of Justice and some younger 

members of the draft ing commi ss ion did not want to see vnma cha iring the com mittee or 

playing a crucial role in it. The cOlll miss ion was divided in to five sub-colllmittees and Y i"l m£l 

chaired a sub-comm ittee of ten members thai drafted artic les on peopl e's representati ves until his 

arrest on 291h June, 1974. 1368 

The ri ch literanrre on the 1974 Et hi op ian Revolut ion has a lready chronicled, di scussed and 

analyzed how the spontaneo lls oppositi on aga inst the Imperia l Government in urban centers 

I I ·· C I . I ·1· I 1369 creale( cone tlClve Clrculllstance lor t lC orgalllzcc 111 1 !tary group to assume 11C state power. 

1366 ln furlllant : 1-lanl1a VrJlll;l 
I.'hi Ihid, 
Il(,~ T~i k 1ii Sadiq . )'ii 'h i) '\nll TarikL;. 256.2.59.262 and 266. 
1.'/>" Th~ Eth iopian Rcvolution i~ . in re"Hive terms. perhap~ one of the hi:-;Ioril: al topi c;; Iha t hav..: been 

studi ed most. Onc C,lIl lind dozens of lllollogrJphs and <l rli clcs in di fferent I;lllguagcs on it. N ot all writings [lr..: tile 
works of .'.:hola l's. Qu itl: a nu mber uf tll e lit l: rature isjoll rnalislic in 11:lt UIT and i:-; dcticictl l in ana lysi.'. The ful lowing 
work.' arc c()1lltllonly tllelllioned by the <lcJdemi <l . /\ddis 111 \\'01( 1975 ): And;lrgac~h" AS:igid.( 1992 r- .C.); 
.\ nd~\ rgal'hew Til'uneh. The E1!Jio/ )iall Rem/llliull /(r4·/987: . 1 Tr(/wlorllwlio/l 11'0111 fill (/rist ()cra(ic (0 (/ 

(nll/fi(arioll l llllllCl'IIl...Y (New Vork: Call1hrid~\''' Uniycr:-ity Prc:-.:-. I l)l)~): Dawil Wcddc G i or~is. Rl!d Tel/IS: /I 'lli', 

F IIlI/iJ/C' tlml R(,l'Ollfli()l1 iJ/ Eillio/ )ill 1Tn.:llhlll :-.J'l:W k r.'l:) : Rnl Sl:<l Prl:ss . 19~!):Fn:d Ii alliday and .\ b '\inl: J\ lolyllt"\. 
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Suffice it he re to note briefl y that in the course of the upheaval, di verse social and occupationa l 

groups chall enged the imperi al government raising different political a nd economic questi ons 

through demonstrat ions, strikes and arreSlS. Th e imperi al govern ment seems to have been in the 

state of dil emma as it main ly impl emented a policy of appeasement which never sat is fi ed 

protesters. Eventually, a relatively well organi zed comm ittee of arm ed forces assumed sta te 

power bcgin ning from June 1974. As the Coordinating Committee of the Arm ed Forces, the 

Impe rial Bodyguard, the Poli ce and Territorial Army was formed on 28'" June, 1974 , it bega n 

arresting imm ed iately higher officia ls of the Im peria l Govern ment. Y"IIma Deressa was amon g 

the firs t few sta tesmen to be arrested on 29'" Jun e, 1974. 1370 One of his daughters narrates: 

Th e Army arrived in a huge truck with several soldiers 1IIho 
surrounded the house. 1vfv parents were s itting in (he living 1'00 111 

by themselves lalking (!fler dinll er. Th e army ha ving surrounded 
the hOLlse they rLlshed LIp the s tairs tOlVards the FOIll door. Hearillg 
a knock, J believe it was the lady who S{!I'"\Jcc! my parents dinner 
IVho opelled the door to .filld arllled lIIell askillg fo r Illy fa ther. !-Ie 
Hla/ked il110 the corridor and asked lhem what they \Vallled,' fh ey 
asked him to come lVith th elll . Myfather alld J had talked about his 
eminelll arrest early that morning and he had (old me tha I he was 
expecting Ihem lltal evel/ing; I don 'l knol v how he knew. /-Ie asked 
Ihem 10 Ivail, wenl il/IO Ihe bedroom. bid my mother goodbye and 
re/rieved his jackel and SC(II/ I arrived ) lIst as the truck \Vas 
leavillg with him sillillg ill FOllt l\·ith the driver. I follOl1"ed the 
Irllck 10 "Aralenga ", and lurned back (0 my paren ts' home 10 lell 
Illy IJlDlher where th ey had lake" hilll. /371 

Indeed, y n ma was no t the only person w ho foresaw the ascendance of the military power in 

Et hi opia. Ras As raUi Kasa a lso predicted that a mil itary gove rnment in country "wou ldn 't merely 

The ErhiolJiall Rem/llfioll { London: Verso Editions. 1981): Edmond Kdler. Rem/lffiol1l11Y Ellti()pi{/~ Killu Tadesse. 
Till! Gel/l!nI/ioll: TIll! His/oJ:I' (~(/he Ethiopial/ People's HI!l'()/llliol/(// :I ' 1~(/r(I ·.3 " ~vis. (New York: Uni vc rsi ty Press (I f 

,\mcr ica. 199~): I~ clll: LclOr1. Ellliol}io : All I/el"elieal Hcwlll/i'III:' (London: Zed Prcss. 19X3): .I ohn rVlarkak is and 
i\lcga Ayck. Class (lild R!!I 'oilllioll; M<lritlll Ott;)way and David O\\ilway, r~/hiopi(/: FiliI';!"!! ill HI!I'O/lIIifJlI ( New 
York: Africana Publishing. 11) 78): Tetera II:lile S~lassi('. The Elhiopiall Hem/Illioll i9 7-1-/ {)91 : Fmm Jl/ol/(/ /"clli("(l/ 

lI1IOCI"O(1" to (/ \/ililllly Oligorchy(London: Kegall Paul lntcrnalional. 1997). TeshlYt.: i\1c~ollin. ) '(/1"11.' Liihaliil(ll"ikll 
(Addis ., \bah:l : I1r:ln;1 r:IcClt"O Pllhli ~ht.:rs. 1992) and ZL'IlL'hc Felde. Vdhtll".('\ddi s Ahaha: 1996 r:: .c.) 

1 ~ -II . \b:il ~l ( j iilllb:i rc. Yd 'j:";-I" 1)(;111 Ahi/w hljla/ollll h{'lll-lIIiillgi\'/ II 9(j(j- ilJ 7-1 J. (Addi:. I\ha\1;I: 1 C)~5 1: t". ). 
1;-..0. 

1 ;-1 Inllll"lll;tll 1: I latlnah yrlm;)( lilicn icw conductcd In Lngl) sh) 
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be a government that would give priori ty to law and order and put undesirab le pol iticians in 

prison. It woul d try to uproot the ent ire el ite in our country because the mi litary will never fee l 

entirely safe as long as th e ari stocracy were in circulati on." I372 

Until October 1974, Yi"lma and othe r pol itical prisoners were detained in the head quarter of the 

4'h Division. Probabl y due to security reasons, the Committee now known as Provis ional Mili tary 

Adminis trative Council (PMAC) or Diirg tran sferred 148 detai nees to th e gran d palace.
,m 

"They were put in w ine cell ar of the Palace under the Throne Hall. ,,1374 As the wine cell ar was a 

wide space meant for wi ne storage partiti ons were made to isolate some prisoners frol11 others. 

The store was di v ided into two la rgc rooms and y t"lma was detained in Room Number Two and 

used to sleep nex t to Abara Ga mba re. 1375 

Indeed , y,lma was spared from the November 1974 massacre. However, as to how the deci sion 

was made to k ill the "60" former govern ment officia ls, two contrasting narratives have 

circulated . In hi s mcmo ir, Maj or M,ingrs tu argued that thc death penal ty was dec ided 

acc identa ll y by mcmbcrs or the sub-Diirg (cs timated to bc 600) and thc propcr Diilg (120) who 

casted th ei r vote emotiona ll y on 24'h November, 1974 . The meeting was held initi all y to di scuss 

the troub led re lat ionship between General Aman Mikael Andom and th e PMA C. Mangisru 

argued tha t the atmosphere in th e hall was sudden ly chan ged when a cert ain member of sub-Darg 

made a demagogic speech accllsing the Diirg of allowing political pri soners to enjoy a luxurioll s 

L l ~ ~ /)el Hoc:l. 298. 
I n Abiira. 1:;;0; Z;in;ibii Fiil:iql..· . . \ 'iihiir.(Add is Ab;lb<t: 101)() E.C).30 
w~ S~\'nl1ll1. 290 . 
11-, ,-'\ biira. 1 X(,- 1 X 7. 
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life even in the j ail. Hence, members of the congregation were asked to cast their vote either for 

or agai nst the dea th sentence of 150 pri soners. Among Ih ese, 54 were condemn ed to death. 1376 

Contrary to thi s narrative, however, Ma ngi'stu was said to have ordered Co lonel Danie l Asfaw, 

th e Chief of the Department of Revo lutionary Operation to execute 54 polit ical pri soners one day 

before the aforesaid meeting was held . Hence, the vOling is said 10 be carried out to avoid 

personal accoun labi lity.1 377 Even durin g thi s crude procedure of decision making process, ora l 

information revea ls th at Yrlm a's name wasn't strange to many. Capta in Frqae Srllase Wagdaras 

recalls: 

k /! ,eA '-'7 IInlHI / ,UJ/Tl'[' ,PC,}}' 1,e !J.{,uNfII ,, :r ./C 
'7-11'7'11 .e'rFuo , / , '}j~MC ;'S'UJ,,!hl'}::r,'I'/:UJ' 'pfI" 11.f11~' 

'fill, u}',e,e}' /,A 'N~C'lf1":: 1l,'/,uo ,}I1';· 'l,II{:u}·'} 
;'S·U}·;!"7:'!'111 J,II 'I'01' .ellF 'flllu} , '/'S''7c'PA :: '1"-1' 
,e 'lf/'I''!'A '1111" i'll 1101' /111i.'; ·u}'lifl":: Ilk'!:"';' IM,u},JIIl' .yC 
/,1:(01' '7'J'>+1· 'F'f/-I' 1"eJ~Il?":: runr:. 'i · !Jf/C'/.' 
1,.e,P'Il'fI": :1, '},<;'}/'. } .: f/il: ./i)' (' 07. ,PmC dUr:. ·i· .ellfl)' 
f/'T'Il:;:U}' 1.e J'.(~c!i "1- IIj~A ~fI}' UJ'II~ J'!imfl}': : ;, '>,'u 
!iflN!, ,eu '} (,r,m!i!i IJ-~";' ('1f[f}'fI" ('''7.A I,uoll'/Il'i- WC: 

We knelV Ihal Yi"lina was dejjlillg jeudeli digll ilaries based all Ihe 
modeI'll practice of pllblic expel/dillire. ~Vhel1 his name \Vas 
mellliolled ill Ihe list/or 1'0l e, Ihere hadll '1 beell hOI debale abo III 
h;'1/ . Th e chairperson himself said ' 'we kllell ' hi111, leI him survive', 
f dOli 'f remember anyone 1-..,/10 arg lfed fo r the execl/lioll of },;lma. 
His relat iol/ship Willi the feudal system was loose, H e was 1101 
IOlldlord. Th e l1Iqjor .Ie[cto!" .lor Ihe deolh sentence lVas lite 
slfbjlfgalioll IIial landlords imposed 01/ leI/OJ/IS Il"ho \I 'ere toilillg ill 
large II"(IC/S of"/alld. II IFas helie l'ed Ihal Yi"li lla I\ 'as 1/01 such killd ol 

1378 persoll 

1 n, :Vlangi":-Iu 1,l:tila-!\ laria 11l, TI)!,ltu:;1I )'CI "/(mpiu !Ii"=h Ahyr!/{1I1"i Tii;i"I, \ '0 1. 1 (Lo:- :\ ngl'1cs: T:-..:h:1Y 
Publ isllt'l"s,100-1 E,C), 2 17-219, 

11-- F',<.,; ih :t D;i:-.I ;], ' " )\ '(JIll/ill Ti=i"IIII ·l;. (Lo:-. A n~..:lC's: T~ch;ty Puhli:-.hL'rs. :::! OOX E,C. , . I :::!')·11C) 
11-~ I llll)nn;ll11: Fi"kn:' Si"la~~ \\ '~igdiirii~((':IPl:til~) 
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Whether the decision was made personally by the chai rperson prior to the meeting or co ll ectively 

by the congregation, subjectivity seems to have played a cm cial ro le in anni hil ation of the 

officia ls wi thou t due process of law. Authoriti es of th e PM AC stress strongly the contribution of 

the tense polit ical atmosphere that preva iled among the members of the Diirg to their hasty 

decision.1J79 Prej udiced that they had been , thei r knowledge of the pri so ners seems to be 

superficial. Indeed, some must have known y,lma due to the politi cal humors about him. 

However, in the context when sufficient sources aren't yet di sclosed, it is imposs ible to g ive a 

full hi storica l picture of the event abou t whi ch the protagonists still , after fo ur decades, wanted to 

rationalize. 13
l:!O 

Though the politi cal change did ruin y,lma's and hi s fa mil y's life, he was said to have shown 

great endurance in the face of ca lam ity. Not onl y Elisabeth and Sofya were im pri soned for a 

some months but al so Tagtiil Ytitasa Vv'arq, husband of Sofya Yi'l ma, was among those massacred 

on November 24, 1974. Hi s closest daughter Hann ah YUma, accom pan ied by Daraga Denissa, 

a Illlcph ew of Yi' lma, went into ex ile leav ing behind her husband, Si'bhat Gabr~i fgziabher, a 

popular essay ist and nove list. These two exerted considerable effort in defying the Diirg from 

ex il e. ' lSl $adala , Beniam, Fanucl and Salome had al ready left the country before the 1974 

Revolution. His res id ence and all hi s fa rms were eonl·iseared. Hi s celebrated fathe r Bifal/a 

Der,;ssa di ed at the age of9 1 on 29'" September, 1977 very d istressed of the cou ntry's late. His 

1'19 [nCormants: Nadiiw Z~ik aria s <lIld Fi"kre SYlase W;igdliriis. 
1l~1I (; iini it i\yiiliL rii '1e/iiIlOIl! k%llf!/ Jlfiillgi"sfll H(/ih"i·Mo/,;fllI/ 7"'/=W\\"o(:. (Addis /\h:lba : Mega Pllbli ~ hin g 

1 1 011s~. 199-1 E,C'. ). 144-146: 1\lILin gY~ 1U ll ailii-Mariam. 217-2 19: FYkr~i Si"las0 WLi l:!di iriis. l li(f/J(/ ..J bi\'() /II. Los 
Ange les: Ts~h:IY I'u b li she r~ . 2006 E. C. Fi's:iha, 12'-)-130. 

IJ~I D~r~g~ IXrcssn was the leader of the Ethiopia n People Democratic All iance (E P01\) and the fOlln ding 
IIlclllbcr or thc Et hiup ia n Natiunal O~ll1oc raticc OrganiJ'ation (ENDO) which was cstablishcd as EPDA and ;;i'/ii/ 
under the le<lder:-.hip (If Kilh- \\'adajo. When EPRDF forc e:. O\\::nhrew the mil itary gO\(TlllllelH <Iud organi7ed a a 
con ference 10 de\ dop chartl'r li.) r the transitiunal gon.'rIlmctll in 199 1. Dt'n:jc tldcgatt'd 13u kha Ol'Illl'qsa to al1l'lld 
the cnnl~rencc in ,\ddi:-. Abaha a~ he lay !'lick in bet! \\'i lh myelnma(honc c.mcer):Bukha \~r !.ill' IIr. I S.::!-I 5:;: 
Inll)J"]nanl: SllfY:1 ynma and Buka 0~i111q~i."';1 
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mother, <;:a ltu a lso, passed away whil e ynma was in pri son. In those hard mom ents, he never 

trembl ed wit h fea r of a bad fate that would await him and hi s fam ily.l382 This is probably 

because the things that he anticipated years ago happened then. Or he showed great calmn ess due 

to hi s prev ious ex peri ence of total war in 193516 and pri son li fe in Ital y( 1937-1940). Eye w itness 

accounts reveal that no change was seen in Y"llma' s manner in the prison. He felt no resentment, 

for example, as Ala Mi'nase Uilllma and others did. He didn ' t abandon even a table manner 

whenever mea l was served. He spoke to and interacted with others as he did before. 1383 

Tn order to soften the hard life in pri son, Yilma and hi s co lleagues were engaged in educational 

activities. A teaching-learn ing activ ity based on vo luntary participation was begun and Yi'lma 

was said to teach a[aall Oromo.' ]'4 At the early years of thcir detention political issucs uscd to 

predom inate discussion among prisoners. Sometimes, probab ly out of despai r and hopelessness, 

few prisoners antic ipated th at th e new mi litary government was about to co llapse very soon 

because of economic problem. Yrlma , as a well experienced statesman and a student of 

renowned thin kers of pol itics, adv ised oth ers to questi on thi s kind of conclusion. He stressed, fo r 

in stance, that a government might 110tfa l1 down due to economic factors. Juniors were always 

fasc inated by hi s scholarly analysis and in formati ve ta lk on the nature of state and di fferent 

political ideologies, I3R5 

Sti ll ill pri soll for more thall fOllr years s ill ce JUll e 1974, as Yi' lma got older alld older, hi s health 

wen t from bad to worse in the late I 970s,13o() Despite his family' s appeal 10 the authorities for 

perm iSS ion lo provide him bett er medica l lreatment , he v·:as denied proper medica tion and was 

i'. tariam 

p~~ 1 111orm~n I S : SoCya YYlIll~, Tiisomii Giibrii iV\aria111 and Asiin<11 i SY1:iraw, 
IJ ~:; I n (orman ls: 1 liiblii-SYl lasc T a Hisii. Biitru Admasc, N'(gusc I [ab lii- \VUll!. .A.~iilla{j Si'1li r,lw, T;i~om;l G~ibril 

I ;~..J Ab:ira, ():-; 

1\~5 Infnrllliints: B ~i!rll . \dlll:t~c ;11It! Pr ince Ril'idii t'-.lari;lI11 Mii!':onin 
I \~I. lnlill'lllillll: I lab!ii Si'liasc Tal~i s ;i 
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left with pla in treatment in the grand pa lace. Though he was sa id to suffer from acute stomach 

cancer, he showed great endurance in the face of pain. Knowing that the medica tion at the pa lace 

health center didn 't re li eve Y dma from hi s con dition , an authori ty in charge of political pri soners 

sent him to the Hospital of the fo rm er Imperial Bodyguard at th e beginning of January 1979. The 

PMAC ass igned an armed so ldi e r to watch over Ydma at hi s death bed. Hi s deteriorating health 

condition continued to be worse and within a wcek of hi s adm ission to the hospita l he passed 

away on 2 1" January, 1979. He was buri ed in the cemetery of Yaka Sl. M ikael Church. 1187 

To SUlllm arl Se, thi s chapter has exam ined c riti ca ll y the life of Y ilma Deressa beyond offi cial 

government responsi bilities and the fo ll owing subject malters are deal t wit h: literaturc, fo lkta le, 

and the pri vate life of a sUldy subject. Vrl ma's ident ity as an Orol11o statesman seems to have 

come somewhat at the forefront in thc d iscussions of the fi rst two scctions. The assessmcnts 

made on these isslIes show th at both the rea l and legendnry YUma was si tuated amidst the 

tension and contradi ct ion of thc politi cal system. As the chapter has attempted to reconstruct the 

pri va te life and the last days of the subj ect of study, it has identified th at Yilma had lived and 

died as a modern state functionary. InterestinglYl the shifts of his res idential areas fi rst from 

A1iirka/o to Kazanchi s and later to the vicinity of the Old A ir PorI give a glimpse at the general 

hi story of Add is Ababa itself sincc Italian pc ri od. "" Thc pa lacc be ing thc working placc and the 

pri son si tc fo r Yd ma and man y of hi s eoll ogues in the imperi a l governmcnt ; it fina lly eonsu lll ed 

Yd ma' s li fc. 

P~i Report or /\ddis Ab;.h,) . Ilrmga Court. 1J~ltcd 141h i\lay, 197:::. File No.lI l.y, Personal File of YY1m:l 
Dcrcss<l. rvl0F A 

Il~~ What [he hi:-;tory of the production of spau:s in Addi .... Ababa demon:-;tra te ..... Shimcl is explains, is that 

"the spatia l and socinl hicrarchy of places in the cit )' W;15 nc\'er swbli..'. Ne\\' areas al\\'ays emerged: old 
ncighborhood:-; n..:tain ... 'd or cnhanced thcir soci~t1 imponance or declincd . This was in pan an illu:-;t ration of the 

dynamism 41:-. \\'el l a~ the classici:-'Ill roo led in the urhani'laltOn of the ca pital. In the latc 1t)5{J~ and 1 960s. for 

instance. areas ilH.:lulkd wit hinlilc third concetHric circle t'\ol\'cd from being lhe backwillcrs Oflh~ L'ity to its 1110st 
lllodcrni7ing and developing territor; ... 's .. \ micrm:o .... m of Ihis prOt:cs", was the changing nuclei ()r I\ddi", Ab:tha in it 

gCIH:rally Illlnh-\\ I::-.I-StlUlh din..:uillll, c\clltllally l''\;panding l'Urlhel' to thL' SOlllhl'a:-.t and south ,\'cst ." Shimelis. 2X3-:-< -I 
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Conclusions 

In an attempt to reconstruct a polit ica l biography of Y"ilma Deressa, thi s study needed to scan 

broader them es. It has first tri ed to appraise the general trend of life-writing at different leve ls. 

Within this frame , the thesis has examin ed the close relation between biograph ical trajectory and 

historical context. This is followed by a discussion on an aspect of cente r-periphery re lati ons 

between a particular Wall aga ari stocratic fam il y and the ruling elites who exercised political 

power from Add is Ababa-the emerging politi cal cen ter of 20th century Ethiopia . Yi"lma Derresa 

and hi s forefat hers had adjusted themselves to the new political system and social fOllllatio n and, 

more important ly, reinforced it across generations . Lastl y, the dissertat ion has dealt with the 

intricate subject matter of social identity by mainl y presentin g the hi stori ca l trajectori es of a 

pivotal Oromo hi storical figure and statesman duri ng the post-Ha l ian occupation pcriod of the 

Imperi al Government. Centered at the intersection of a ll these subject marters, Yi"lma 's 

"indiv idua lity" has interconnected them as a thread. 

Th e stud y particu larl y covered the life of Yi"lllla Dcrcssa in th e period between 1907 and 1979. 

As noted ea rl ier, this period saw remarkable changes in many aspects of state and society. Given 

th e changes that the Ethi opian state and societies ex peri enced in the period under discuss ion, the 

path thai biographical stud ies in Ethi opia have followed along with th e transformation can be 

co mparable with the globa l trend. Th ough life writing is an age-old practi ce in man y parts of 

th e \,>'orld including Eth iopia, the theme of biographica l works has changed, as di scussed ea rl ier. 

since l ife writin g has been dominated by the life o f indi viduals who were produc ts and agents of 

social change, or urban an d imperial lire: in sh ort, or modernity. A glance at the biographi cal 

works that have been ovcrviewed in this study itlustrates that a more or less similm development 

Iwd bet:n occurring in Ethiopia . Th c:sc biograph ical studi es, unlike the thcme in c...-:ntury's old 
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tradition of biographi cal literature in the country, revolved around persona li ties who are 

beli eved to be hi storical agents in the modern s tate since the second hal f o f 19'" century. This 

mi ght be attributed pa rtly to the methodologi ca l probl em. A politi cal biography of Yilma 

Deressa, like th e works surveyed, can be tak en as a particu lar exampl e of thi s shi ft of th eme in 

biography. 

However, the argument fOlworded in the introduction that the modem biography is above al l a 

free-standing text, the nanati ve of an indi vidua l and of indi viduality se lf-contained in form as in 

subject needs a careful assessment, at least, in th e contex t of the political biography of Yi"lm a 

Deressa . Indeed, the basic socia l unit in the modern West is the indi vidua l. This be li ef about the 

place of an indi vidual in the west has its impli cation in bi ography. In the West, as it is pointed 

out in the illlroduction of the stud y, with its glorifi cation of th e indi vidual, a biographer usua lly 

focuses 0 11 his or her subject's individuality: those aspects, attitudes, and abilities that sepnmte 

the subj ect from the masses. Th e biography of a Westerner mi ght likely cons ider peopl e who 

play a large ro le in the subject 's li fe or who he lp provide context and support , their presence 

wou ld not likely loom so large because of the di ffe rence in "separateness" of the indi vidual. 

Therefore, modern Western biographers often probe for exp lanations for life dec isions and 

dcvelopme nts in thc indi vidual hi mse lf or herself by ex ploring the subj ec t's psyche. In thi s 

regard , a politi ca l biography of VHm 3 Dcrcssa has revea led the complex relatiollship between 

Y"flllla 's compa rati ve "indi vidua lity" and the hi storical con text. To att ri bute causal expiamlli olls 

in Ydma 's bi ogra ph y chi e tly to hi s "individua lit y" . th erefo re, is to s imp lify th e significant roles 

that hi s famil y (father and relatives) , his soc ial identit y (being an Oromo indi vidual) and the 

institut ions and practices or ille Ethiopian government 11<1<1 been phlyillg throughout his life. 
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This leads us to the discussion on the historical context for a biography of Yil ma Deressa. S ince 

the last quarter of the 19'" eentll1)" Yilma 's life and the fate hi s noble fam ily in Wallaga was 

close ly linked with the Ethiopian state. The life account of Biiatta Deressa Amante revealed 

clearl y that as reg ional nobility he adjusted himself to new developments that some of the Leqa 

Naqamlee nobilities experienced. To reconstruct a life account ofY1Ima Deressa, therefore, an 

attempt to provide the proper historical sett in g was made and the attributes, practices and 

institutions of an Ethi opian state and major developments associated wi th it s ince the last quarter 

of the 19'" century have been examined. 

in attempt to draw a better picnlre of an indi vidual reacting to centralized state and the 

emergence of modern political practices in Ethiopia, ill this study, relevant issues and 

developments have been dealt with . Before Bilalla abandon ed (utta whi ch was one of the nerve­

cen ters of the kingdom of Leqa Naqal11tee beyond the Dedissa River, Bi"/atta Den.~ssa personally 

opened a modern school and sent hi s li ttle brothers and his son, Yilma Deressa . Thi s had a 

lasting impac t on the subject of the study. Bdatla also engaged in merchandize business 

emancipatin g hi s hundreds of hOllse slaves and gdbars at <;::utta and its environ. A careful 

app raisa l of Bil/alla Dcressa's pi eces of writin gs intermittently publ ished on Bi,.iIall illa Siilam for 

eight years and hi s offi cia l as we ll as uno ffi cial socia l responsibilities he took on revealed clearly 

how Bil/alla Dercssa didn ' t onl y adj ust the mselves to the new poli ti cal deve lopmcnts at Wa llaga 

and Addis Ababa bu t al so ha begu n to s trengthen it both rh ctorica ll y and practicall y. 

The Italian in vas ion of Ethiopia seems to have situated Yi"lma Deressa in reg iona l political 

development that apparently exploit ed an opportun e 1110l11enl \0 rebel against the centralizing 

Et hi opian state. yet. paradox ica ll y. 10 support it. By virt-uc or his social background. YYlma 
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appeared to have been involved in the movement that would endanger the very political and 

social forma tion he began to re inforce as a young technocrat. 

In the poli tica l hi story of the Ethi op ia state in twentieth century, the immed iate aftcrmath of the 

post occupation period had marked a signi ficant departure from the previous era particularl y in 

terms of po litical and economic centralizations . Though organi zed three months after the offic ia l 

reestablishment of some mini stri es in May 1941 , the Ministry o f Finance was the vital 

gove111ment institution that worked tenacious ly to the fulfillmcnt of fi scal central ization in the 

country. Assisted greatly by Colonel Frank Stafford , Y,lma had developed plans for the 

cOlllmencement of budgeting, mini sterial bureaucracy and new currency in Eth iopia. 

Furthermore, he together w ith the Briti sh advisor engaged in th e task of ci rarting proclamations 

especia ll y on the rates and types taxation. More importantl y, Yi"lma had played crucial role on 

de lineating the power and responsibilit ies of the tax co ll ectors of th e Mi ni srry of Finnnce vis-a­

vis regional rulers. Cognizant of th e complex con diti on of taxation in Ethiopia, Yi"lma had also 

made an effort to estab lish an effi c ient and fair tax system. I-laving considered the mul tipli c ity of 

tax es which made it s co llection a cumbersome engagement both for the lax payers and lax 

co llec tors, he made a sc hola rl y end eavor to dow nsize the kind s of taxes that the governmen t 

imposed on th e lax payers . He insisted th at the purpose or taxation in Ethi op ia would not be 

li mited to IInancing the governm ent and had to take espec ia lly economic stab il ity into 

consideration. 

Recrui ti ng ::lJ1 propriate persollnel to the M inistry of r inance is another activi ty in which Y'I1m:J 

Dcrc:->sa was close ly engaged <:l nd made meaningrul contribution to the dc\\;lupment of 

burCallCrc.h':y in Ethiopia. A long with thc staffing of functionari cs to th e Ministry. Y'llma together 

with his assoc iates :; uilabl y solved th e problem or train ed man power by eSlabli :;hing probably 
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the fi rst commercia l schoo l at Meni lek II Sc hool. Though not impl emented in the fi rst few 

years, budgeting was another important practi ce in Ethiopian government to which YrIm3 made 

considerabl e effort. Due to th e acute probl em of fi nancial resources, the Ethiopi an governm ent 

had relied largel y on th e Briti sh a id. However, Ydm a, as a prominent authority at the nascent 

instituti on, wasn ' t a pass ive spcctator of British domination in publi c fin ance. In order to coll ect 

revenue for public expenditure, Yi"lma facilitated th e ex port of cereals to the Middl e East and 

closely oversaw the revenues coll ected from government properties and toll stati ons. 

Importantl y, he became instrum ental in incorporating the Yubdo Gold mine to government 

property. Togeth er w ith other Ethiopian and ex patriate authoriti es, y,lma also took part acti vely 

in the struggle to establi sh nati onal bank and currency. In a nutshell , as an educated technocrat, 

Yd ma's indiv idual in tenti onali ty, purpose fuln ess, cho ice and creati vi ty were renected fo r th e 

first tim e during his preliminary responsibili ties in laying the fo undations o f the Mini stry since 

194 1. Th ese continued in more or less simil ar comportment th roughout hi s public li fe unt il 

1970s. 

Empowered lega ll y and poli ti cal ly, Yi·lm a had contin ued to pl ay an important ro le in 

consol idating the Ministry of F inance in term s of organ izati on and finan cia l resou rces thro ughou t 

1940s. When the Ethi opi an governm ent was enli s ted fo r the Lend-Lease po li cy of th e Uni tcd 

States government in 1940s, it was Yi"lma Dcrcssa who made the opportunity as a major means 

of resistance to B riti sh dom ination ill government fi nance and currency. In securing the US 

ass istance, he played a leading rol e not onl y in making of Ethi opian currency and strengthening 

the State Bank of El hiopia but also pa ved Ihe way for reCOll111l encement and development of the 

Ethi o-A meri can dip lomatic rel ations in the pos t- Itali an occupation period. Energetic Ihat he was. 

he also look over other responsibi lity beyond th e jurisdicti on of Finance: ;:I nd economy. ll av ing 
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exam ined Vnma 's engagement at the Minis tly of Education and Fine Arts, for instance, one can 

conclude tha t he favorably inclin ed towards new beginnings and planning rather than running an 

estab li shed ins titution . In terestingly, no matter how zealous he was about educati on and 

re lat ive ly in good terms w ith the em peror, the latter deni ed the opportunity to Vnma. In a latter 

period, however, he was g iven a chance to take on respons ibi lit ies in the educations sector that 

he aspired in mid 1940s as he was appointed to preside over the Board of Governo rs of Haila­

SnJase I University in I 960s. 

Howeve r, his cons iderable enthusiasm for fresh statUlolY and bureaucratic practices continued to 

be manifested in s taffing th e Mini s try o f Commerce and Industry in 1949 and th e Mini stlY of 

Foreign Affairs in 1958 wi th co ll ege graduates and young ex perts . In order to catch up the 

qua lity standa rd o f Ethiop ian agricultura l produces in the internationa l market, Vnma ini ti ated 

diff~rellt legislative measures. J I.e was also one of the Ethiopiun government officials who took 

part in loan and trade agreements w ith international organizati ons and the Netherlands. During 

hi s dip lomati c se rv ices in the Ethiopi an embassy in Wa shington DC and the Min istry of Foreign 

Affa irs, v nma attempted to safeguard Ethiopia's nat ional interest in the dynamic regional, 

continental and globa l po li t ics. As thc 1950s saw consid crabl e chan ge in th e third worl d polit ics 

espec iall y in th e Middle East and Afri ca, he foresaw the grow in g importance of ind ependen t 

African states in Et hiopi an interna ti ona l po lit ics. In a co ll ective e ffo rt to make Et hi opia a 

regional and cont inenta l power, YUm a made meaningful con tribut ion . 

Back to the , ·ery Jl1in istry he establi shed in early I 940s, VYlma , delegating cons iderable power to 

so me yo ung technocrats, is said to have created opport un ities ro r juni or expert s to put in to crrcc t 

their knowledge and ski ll s. W il h the expansion of th e bu rea ucracy in the la te 1950s and 

throughou t the t 960::;. delegation of power and authority characterized y'ltma' s leadership styk. 
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As a result, he attempted to make the bureaucracy effectua l. Though th e mini stry was prai sed for 

being the ' more modern instinltions in Ethiopia ' and ynma 's influence over the emperor 

increased considerably in the I 960s, he fai led personally to manage the budget cri sis more than 

once whi ch possibly claimed his position in 1969. However, we have divergent views, if not 

facts, among oral informants on the explanation for hi s transfer from the key mini stry In 

Ethiopian government as well as on his gradual expulsion from official responsibilities. 

Among ot her subj ect matters in the literary works ofynma Deressa and fo lktales about him, hi s 

social identity as an Oromo Ethiopian statesman prevai led in the di scuss ion. The identity issue 

which was reflected in the appraisal ofY-ilma 's renowned histOlY book and pol iti cal j okes about 

him exposcd someway a feature of th e political systcm. Along with th e popular reprcscntation of 

YHma which havc marked out mainl y his" indi viduality" both in the literature and oral sources 

as "the graduate of LSE", "the econom ist ", "the radical reformer", "the moderate", "the astute" 

and " the witty", hi s Oromo social background from Wallnga aristocratic fa mil y(wiirrii Biikiire) 

had also constituted his personality. Not to fo rget the overt oppositions that th e imperi al 

government faced from different soc ial groups and individuals, there were covert tensions w ithi n 

the imperial governm ent and were manifested ill the public and pri vate lives ofV"dl11 a Dcrcssa as 

we exam ined it in the literature and folktal es. A t lasl, with th e intensification of opposition and 

social upri sing, the imperi al government was ovcn hrown in 1974 and the politi ca l change tha t 

fo llowcd it had di sastroll s effect on YHma Dcrcssa's life. 
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III. List ofInformants 

No Name Title Age P lace and Date of Remark 
(N.B.. at Interview 
the da te 
of the I" 
in terview) 

1 Asara Mangasa Ala 83 Addis Ababa, -A n E ng ineer and 
April 27,2015 Official in the A.A. 

Manucipa lityand 
Water Department 
-Knowledgable 
informant on 

econOlll lC 
developments 
especiall y on water 
works in 1960s 

2 Asiinafi Si"niraw AIO 79 Add is Ababa Vice M ini ster of 
March 12, 2015 Finance in late 

;Ju lyl l ,2014 19605 and earl y 
1970s, 
Knowl edgab le 
informant on 

Finance and 
Economic 
Developm ent plans 

3 Asfaw Dam l'" Alo 78 Addis Ababa -Vice-Ministe r of 
Decem ber 20, Finance in 1960s 
20 13: -Literary crili c 
December 02 , -knowledgeable 
20 14; Marc h 13, informant especiall y 
20 15 on Loans and 

Credits in the 
Mini stry, on Ihe 
bu reaucracy or lh e 
Imperi al 
Government of 

Elhi opia 

4 I\ya lew i\!Jand~ifro Ambrt ssaclor Earl y 70s Addi s Ababa. -Official al MOFA 
May 14.2014 -Ambassador 10 

Soma li a in 1900s 
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5 8a'i'da Mariam [;"'ul Earl y 50s Addi s Ababa, -Grandson of 
Makoni"n March 25 , 201 5 Emperor Hai la-

S"IIl asse 
-Po litical Pri soner 
with Y"IIma Deressa 
at Grand Palace 

6 Baqal;; i"ndiisaw AID Mid 70s Addis Ababa, Jul y -Vice Minister of 
17,20 15 Commerce, Industry 

and Touri sm since 
1969 
-Assoc iate ofYi'lma 
Deressa in the 
Ministry 

7 Batru Ad mHsc Alo 84 Addis Ababa, -The First Ethiopian 
April 07 , 201 5; Manager of 
May 20, 20 15 Telecomun icati ons 

Authority 
-Pol iti cal Prisoner 
with Yilma Deressa 
in 1970s 

8 Biqila K'ibaa Obo 85 \=uUa Gim bi July -Farmer at Culta 
18, 2014 -Knowledgabl e oral 

informan t in the arca 
9 BYrhan3 Deressa Mayor 74 Add is Ababa , -Grand Son of 

Danke December 22, Bilalla Deressa 
2013; March 03, Amante and Nephew 
20 15 ofynma Dercssa 

10 Buica D~il1l ~iq sa AIO 8 1 December 23, -Vice-Minister of 
20 I I; December Fi nance in 1960s 
02 20 13;Jul y 0 I, -Knowledgable 
2014;Jul y 20, informant on publ ic 
20 14 ex pendimre of the 

Imperial 
Govern ment in 
1960s 
-Very close 
associate of vnma 
Deressa 

11 C~i rn~it \Vaq\V~i y<l 0"0 Mi d 50s Naqa ml e .Ju ly -Hi stori an al Ihe 
19.20 14 Cultural and 

Touri sm Bureau of 
Easl Wall aga Zone 
ol'Orom ia 
-Knowledgable oral 
informant on Ih(' 

geneo l o~y of fr(irii 
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Bdkiire 
12 Getaciiw MHkasa Dr. - E-Mai l Interview, -Director of African 

July 27,2015 Affairs Departm ent 
in 1960s 

13 Fi"qra S ilasse Captain - Addi s Ababa June -Founding member 
Wiigdaras 26,2014 of the Darg 

-Prime Minister of 
the Ethi op ian 
Peoples Democratic 
Republic s ince 1987 
-Knowledgable 
inform ant on th e 
process of death 
sentence on politi ca l 
prisoners in 1974. 

14 Habrti Si'lasse AID 89 Addi s Ababa, -Colllmiss ioner of 
Tafusa February 01 , 2014 Tourism 

Commiss ion since 
th e period of rhe 
Tmperial Era 
--Politi ca l Prisoner 
ofPMAC wi th 
Yrlma Deressa 

15 Hannah Y"1Ima Wayziiro 72 E-M a il Interview, -Daughter of Yi"l mC:l 
Den~ssa February I 6, 20 I 5 Deressa 

16 ]·gigu D~iJ11rse Ato Late 70s Addi s Ababa, Jul y -Son-in-law of 
29, 20 15 Y"IIma Dcrcssa 

17 Mangasa S·IYUlTI U'III Ras 87 Addis Ababa -Hereditary rule r of 
Mangasa N ovember 25 , Tigray Provin ce 

20 J4 ;Ma rch OS , s ince 1960. 
2015 -Mini s ter of Wo rk 

and 
C0I111l111 1l icat ions 
-Knowledgabl e 
informant on the 

public ex pendit ure 
during the Imperia 
Era 

18 Mu lu geta EUila Dr. - Addis Ababa -Closs assoc iate to 
Ambassado r October 24. 2014 bila tt a Dcressa and 

other members of 
the fam il y 

19 Nad~iw Z~ika ri a:-; Colonel Earl y 70s Addis f\ baba . .J une - Founding member 

21.20 14 of the Darg 
-Chair perso n of the 
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Information and 
ProJlaganda 
Committee of the 
Darg 
-Knowledgab le 
informant on the 

process of death 
sentence on political 
prisoners in 1974. 

20 Nagasa Faysa Oba S4 Gim bi Jul y 17, -Merchant in Gimbi 
20 14 -Regular visitor of 

bil alta's family at 
Add is Ababa in 
1950s and 1960s 

21 Ni"gusc H abta Ala - Addis Ababa, May -Vice Mi nister of 
Wa ld 22,20 15 In formation 

-Political Pri soner of 
PMAC with Yi"lma 
Deressa 

22 Sfl11r~it Madhullc Colonel Add is Ababa, -The Fi rst CEO of 
August 0 1, 20 15 the Ethi op ian 

Airl ines 
23 Sofya Yi"lma Wiiy=aro 70 Addi s Ababa, June -Daughter ofVYlma 

Deressa 8,20 14; June IS, Denissa 
20 14 

24 Tadla Tasoma Ala 79 Add is Ababa -Vice-Minister of 
Novcmbcr 23 , Finance during the 
2014; Marc h 12, era of the imperi al 
2015 government 

-An cxpcrt on in land 
revenu e and custom 
-Worked closely 
wit h Yilma in 1960s 

25 TUsgara Tuco Obo Late 70s <;:u lla, Gimbi Jul y -Farmer at (:ulla 
IS, 2014 -Knoledgablc oral 

inrormanl in the 
surrollnd ing area of 

<;: ull a 
26 Tasoma G~ibra- Ato 83 Addi s Ababa. -Vice-Minister of 

Mariyal11 N ovem bcr 0 I , Mining in the 
2014:May ImJleri al 
04,20 14 Governm ent 

-Close assoc iat e of 
Yi"ll11 a Deross" 
especiJ lly at nlriotls 
places of 
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Sociali zation 
-Knowledgable 
in fo rmant on 
politica l jokes about 
Y,lma Dercssa 

27 Wiilda Siimayat DiigpzmGc 9 1 Addi s Ababa -Vice-Minister of 
Gabra Wald December 13, Nationa l 

20 15 Community 
Development 
-Knowledgable 
informant on publi c 
expenditure on 
development works 

28 Yamana i"gfgu A la - Addi s Ababa, -Grandson of Yllma 
February 23, 2015 Deressa. 

29 Anonymous Alo 45 Addis Ababa, -A rchivi st at 
April 16, 2015 M in istry of Pen 

The follow ing tabl e reveals the li st of in form ants whom Yamanii 19'1gu inte rviewed in USA and 
Ethiop ia and sharcd to mc. 

No. Name Titl e Dale of Remrak 
in terview 

1 Abaras Deressa Amante J-Viiyziiro March 8. 14, -Sister ofYdma 
1995. Deressa 

2 Ami"ha Tasam a Colonel February Brother- in-Law of 
6,2000. Ydm a Deressa in hi s 

former marriage 
with Qicl ist Tasama 

3 Mi'n ase Lamma Ala November 13, -Vice-Mini ste r of 
1993 Finance 

-Very Close 
associate of Vnmi:l 
Dcrcssa 

4 Tak le Roro Biikiini AIO Jul y, 1994 -Relat ive of Y"Ilm3 
Dercssa 
-One o (' the fi rst civil 
servants at the 
Eth iopi an Civ il 
Avaiti oll Authority 
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1110bard S. I._oh, B~u1re, P. B. A. Represenut1Te • 
.ADDIS ABABA. 

• 

DbI' Sir, 

":"t ....... II ... . 

\. 

, ..... 'L .... 

- ". " 

,I. 

• 

I aoknowle4se reoeipt of your letter of the t2tbKaroh, 1.945, r.ferenoe BtIl- 2,tor whioh I thank you. ,,~ - .• r have t~ken 4~e Dot"of the pol~ •• hiob you •• n1;10n and u pleased to adrt .. ~t AW '· Gabt.: Jlarlam AlII8nU, 'Chief 'l'Jfia8Urer of the Illperial ,EthlOplall GOTen.ent, and }II' G. A. Blo"'.r" . Gonrnor ot the'" t. Bolr ' of , S~ 9P~~' Qa.ft.,lt .. authoZ:l~"A\l7 ... , ~. · •••• ".·"ft"'"·16oai··jolDtly or · ....... 111 1:;0. the Un1'1cl Stat •• Ara7 and ".I.A . autborlU... '!'h'Y will cheok thMie goode a, recelved and slgn tapora17 reoelpu therefor oovering each oargo load. '!h!'7 haT' been instruoted to ma~e all arrangeenta tor the unloading of thb oargo and the removal of it 3fter it haa been unloaded. 
The State Dank haa beln instruoted to payor prepay all ooat. of transhipping the •• goode inoluding handling, ware­housing etc. at Jibuti and freight to Addis Ababa. 
We are also plea.e~ to make arrangeaente to supply such aode of traDsport3tlon as Ja needed by the Unlted state. Ar~ officers and enlleted men wh1le ther are In Addie Ababa. ~ 

, I .iab to take ~is oocasion to thank you for YO~~~Ad oo-ope*tion and h.lp......1n t1Ue .. tter. 

Yours y.ry trulr, 
~ (. / : .... :., ' .' j , { ' \ ( 

, I ' '. J j 
.. 

'.' . , . 

o~'IA" "~1 
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H.E. The Yioe Y1n1ster of' Finance 

The lliniatry of' Fin8.nce 
Addis Ababa I 

-Elroellenoy: 
• 

.. ,--- - . .. -... -
ADDIS ABABA , , 
Jlay 28, 194-5 :-4 

Ref': EIII.J.5 3 
b a •• , ...... ' 

"Iii'M"-,,,,,,Hi 

I have bee./l ill!ltructed bi the authorities ' 01' th.e Foreign 

EcOllOlll1o Adm1n1s'tration to obtain tour receipt on special 

fo=s j>rov1ded by the FEA f'orrecent shipmentII' of' ooins 

to the Ethiopian Government and for the cost of mintiilg 

thereOf', the latter BlDOlUlt1ng to ,tL65,OOO. 
, I 

I am f'urther requested to suggest by way ~f formality, 

that your signature be made in the :Presence of' the Amerioan 

Minister. Would you ld.ndly advise me When it would be con­

venient for you to accompany me to the American Legation f'or 

this pUI'pose, your signature to 'be obtained againSt ,the tom- , 

porar,y receipts f'or coins whioh I now hOld and which I be­

lieve were delivered to the satisfaction of the state Bank 

01' ltMopia. 

Richard S. L~aoh 
FEA Repr~ntative 

' () y 

, , . 
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