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Further praise for Telegram from Guernica:




 





‘When I was a girl George Steer was the great war correspondent whose despatches we trusted. It was he who told the world the Italians were using poison gas in Ethiopia, that the Germans bombed Guernica: his reports were instrumental in changing government policy. He became a legend, but Nicholas Rankin has made him live again. This is a fine book by a fine writer about an extraordinary man.’ Doris Lessing




 





‘Brings the story of the intrepid George Steer graphically to life, and makes for compelling reading.’ Richard Pankhurst




 





‘An immensely timely and informative book. We can only benefit from a reminder of the passion and commitment of real journalism: qualities we see so rarely today. Steer was a remarkable man and his personality shines through, as does his understanding of the horrors of a bombing war – an understanding which will only become more relevant.’ A. L. Kennedy




 





‘I read every word with fascination. Steer’s was a marvellous life, well worth recording.’ Jan Morris




 





‘What a terrific read! George Steer achieved renown without a byline; he showed us that to be a fair-minded war reporter was not to stand neutrally between good and evil: he was the real – and unacknowledged – hero of the events in Waugh’s Scoop; all who came after him stand forever in his debt.’ Martin Bell




 





‘A masterful tale of adventure in a time of atrocity, Telegram from Guernica introduces us to an extraordinary human being who revealed some of the most shameful episodes in European twentieth-century history.’ Waterstone’s Books Quarterly




 





‘A splendidly researched, deeply moving and compellingly readable biography of George Steer … Rankin is a first-rate historian, equipped with Steer’s own priceless gift for illuminating great events with unforgettable detail.’ Raymond Carr, Literary Review




 





‘George Steer was one of the great special correspondents, a species that no longer exists: independent of mind, passionate for causes, difficult to handle, extravagant in pursuit of enjoyment. He deserves this excellent memorial that Rankin has given him.’ Marcel Berlins, The Times







 





‘At a time when many people are, via their television sets, spending long hours in the company of war correspondents, this biography of one of the best of their kind provides insight into a noble branch of a much-maligned profession … It is also a history lesson. The book takes a fascinating and often poetic turn through some of the last century’s most momentous conflicts.’ Scotland on Sunday




 





‘Whether you are a war junkie or jaded from the coverage of the current fighting, you should find plenty of value in this mettlesome biography of a star reporter from the years leading up to the second world war … [Steer’s] empathy with ordinary people suffuses his writings. He was a master of coruscating prose description, his every sentence conveying an exquisite sense of rhythm, and his every judgment a shining humanity. He has found a worthy biographer in Rankin.’ Christopher Silvester, Sunday Times




 





‘Nicholas Rankin’s engaging study makes a strong case for Steer as a military-cum-media prophet, a man who, for example, foresaw the likely effects of saturation bombing in the Second World War and pioneered the development of field propaganda.’ D. J. Taylor, Guardian




 





‘George Steer was a brilliant journalist, an innovative soldier and a crusading anti-fascist. He alone exposed the truth about Nazi involvement in the bombing of Guernica in 1937 … Rankin has done a fine job in resurrecting a man whose concerns seem oddly contemporary.’ Philip Marsden, Mail on Sunday




 





‘A wonderful narrative and a rattling good yarn. Rankin has produced a gem of a tale about an extraordinary man.’ Robert Fox, Evening Standard




 





‘Compelling … Steer could write brilliantly, which makes his biographer’s job easier, but Rankin is well up to the task, and Steer’s life was one adventure after another.’ Jeremy Paxman, Guardian
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I distrust patriotism; the reasonable man can find little in these days that is worth dying for. But dying against – there’s enough iniquity in Europe to carry the most urbane and decadent into battle.


Geoffrey Household, Rogue Male (1939)


I must go out tomorrow as the others do


    And build the falling castle;


Which has never fallen, thanks


    Not to any formula, red tape or institution,


Nor to any creeds or banks,


    But to the human animal’s endless courage.


Louis MacNeice, Autumn Journal (1939)
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Map for chapter six, Axis in Africa, showing potential ranges of German and Italian bombers, 1939.

























A Note on Names





Amharic is a Semitic language and there are different ways of transcribing it into English. At the risk of offending scholars, I have chosen to follow the spelling used by George Steer and The Times newspaper in the 1930s, and where they sometimes disagree (e.g. Djibouti/Jibuti) I have selected the more familiar variant and stuck to it consistently. Thus Haile Selassie rather than Hayla-Sellase. Born Tafari Makonnen in 1892, this remarkable Ethiopian became Ras or Duke in 1916, Negus or King in 1928, and then in 1930 was crowned Negusa Nagast, King of Kings or Emperor. So Ras Tafari, the Negus, the Emperor and Haile Selassie all refer to the same man. I have also retained the name Galla for the modern Oromo people because that was the term everyone used in the 1930s and 1940s, and no insult is intended. However, I use the Basque (Gernika) and the Spanish (Guernica) spellings of the town that George Steer witnessed in flames because he himself used both. Pablo Picasso’s painting is forever Guernica, but G. L. Steer called his book The Tree of Gernika out of solidarity with the Basques under attack.






















Prologue





Five foreign correspondents covering the civil war in Spain drove out to see the atrocity. Beyond the Basque hills the night sky glowed fleshy pink. As they drew closer, the clouds seemed obscenely alive, wobbly red bellies of billowing smoke. Then Gernika came into view: a meccano framework with flames at every hole. It was Monday night, 26 April 1937, and the town had been fire-bombed.


Dusty survivors told the journalists about the three-and-a-half-hour air raid: how aeroplanes with a black cross on the tail had dropped blast bombs on market-day afternoon, slaughtering people and animals; how fighter planes had dived to machine-gun others fleeing into the fields or along the roads; then how more planes had tumbled out thousands of shiny incendiary bombs, as long as forearms, that fizzled and spurted fire, making a conflagration of the historic town. In the hot rubble of Gernika’s collapsed streets there was now a gagging smell of charred meat. Hundreds were dead. ‘The Most Appalling Air Raid Ever Known’ was the Evening News headline on the Reuters dispatch printed in London on Tuesday afternoon.


One of the reporters, an intense twenty-seven-year-old called George Lowther Steer, held back for a day. He questioned more Basque refugees who had reached Bilbao, and drove out again to see the destroyed town by daylight before sending a long cable with his copy. George Steer’s story appeared on Wednesday, 28 April 1937 on the foreign news page of The Times of London and the front page of the New York Times, the most important newspapers on either side of the Atlantic.


George Steer identified the aeroplanes as German. He revealed to the world the dirty secret that Nazi Germany was deeply embroiled in the Spanish Civil War, hugger-mugger with General Franco’s ‘insurgents’.


Times correspondents were not named then, so few in England knew who told them about the destruction of the town that the Basques spell ‘Gernika’ and the Spanish ‘Guernica’.




THE TRAGEDY OF GUERNICA


TOWN DESTROYED IN AIR ATTACK


EYE-WITNESS’S ACCOUNT




 





From our Special Correspondent. BILBAO, April 27




 





Guernica, the most ancient town of the Basques and the centre of their cultural tradition, was completely destroyed yesterday afternoon by insurgent air raiders. The bombardment of this open town far behind the lines occupied precisely three hours and a quarter, during which a powerful fleet of aeroplanes consisting of three German types, Junkers and Heinkel bombers, did not cease unloading on the town bombs weighing from 1,000 lbs. downwards and, it is calculated, more than 3,000 two-pounder aluminium incendiary projectiles. The fighters, meanwhile, plunged low from above the centre of the town to machine-gun those of the civilian population who had taken refuge in the fields.


The whole town of Guernica was soon in flames except the historic Casa de Juntas with its rich archives of the Basque race, where the ancient Basque Parliament used to sit. The famous oak of Guernica, the dried old stump of 600 years and the young new shoots of this century, was also untouched …


At 2 a.m. to-day when I visited the town the whole of it was a horrible sight, flaming from end to end. The reflection of the flames could be seen in the clouds of smoke above the mountains from 10 miles away. Throughout the night houses were falling until the streets became long heaps of red impenetrable debris …




 





CHURCH BELL ALARM


In the form of its execution and the scale of the destruction it wrought … the raid on Guernica is unparalleled in military history. Guernica was not a military objective … The object of the bombardment was seemingly the demoralization of the civil population and the destruction of the cradle of the Basque race….





One reader would make the story immortal.




*





In Paris, Pablo Picasso was already appalled by the Civil War in his homeland. The fifty-five-year-old artist supported the Spanish Republic and loathed Franco and his followers, who had murdered so many when they took over his birthplace, Malaga, two months before. This new massacre from the air was a horror that rivalled anything in Goya’s Disasters of War. The fascist planes had attacked the town on market day, when it was full of campesinos with their animals, and local women and housewives come to sell and buy food.


Stocky, bullish, his grey hair combed over his bald patch, Picasso angrily read the newspapers and was galvanized into work. ‘Painting is not just done to decorate apartments,’ Picasso later said. ‘It is an instrument of war … against brutality and darkness.’ Since January he had had a commission to fulfil for the Spanish Republic, and now the subject found him. Picasso imagined the town’s agony, its weeping women and wounded animals. As the left-wing May Day parades through Paris chanted ‘Guernica! Guernica!’, the Spaniard began charcoal-sketching in his high-windowed studio on the top floor of 7 rue des Grands Agustins.


On 11 May Picasso started to draw the outlines on his giant canvas. Only his current mistress, the Surrealist Dora Maar, was allowed to photograph the work in progress. On 4 June the enormous painting – 12 feet high, 25 feet long – went to the Spanish Pavilion of the Exposition Internationale des Arts et Techniques Appliqués à la Vie Moderne, the 1937 Paris World’s Fair, which was visited by over 30 million people that summer.


Picasso’s Guernica is such a well-known image of the twentieth century that nowadays we forget its original impact as the shock of the new, the shock of the news. The graphic canvas is black and white, stark as a crime photo lit by a glaring bulb. The creatures are screaming like headlines. The horse’s body is made of mashed-up newspaper.




*





George Steer’s story caused a global outcry. Herbert R. Southworth, who wrote the classic fortieth-anniversary study of the 1937 events, called Steer’s dispatch ‘the basic document in establishing world public opinion about the destruction of Guernica’.


In England, there were questions in the House of Commons. The TUC and the Labour Party condemned ‘the merciless and inhuman spirit which animates the rebel forces and their Nazi and Fascist accomplices’. The Bishop of Winchester denounced in a sermon ‘a cruel, deliberate, cold-blooded act against the laws of God and against every law of civilization and of man’.


In the United States of America, both houses of Congress were outraged. Senator William Borah of Idaho denounced the ‘Fascist strategy’ as ‘the most revolting instance of mass murder in modern times’, and hundreds of prominent Americans signed an ‘Appeal to the Conscience of the World’, condemning this act of terrorism, or ‘frightfulness’. The American Ambassador in London said that news of the forty-two-plane attack on the Basque town ‘had been received with the utmost horror in America, where it was regarded as a practice for the bombing of London and Paris’.


The bombing of Guernica brought the brutality of colonial warfare home to white people. Since the First World War, when a few European civilians had been bombed, the tactic had mostly been used in faraway places to punish tribal dissidents. This warfare abolished geography. Death could drop from the air, at any time, to destroy a town without warning and to burn women and children at home in their beds. In this kind of war, civilians were the front line. Guernica, like Hiroshima, like 9/11, marked a terrible new order of things.


The Germans were furious at George Steer’s story. Adolf Hitler had vowed in 1935 never to bomb open towns, and Nazi Germany had publicly agreed in the Non-Intervention Pact not to get involved in the Spanish Civil War. Now the Nazis were revealed to be field-testing blitzkrieg in Spain, on behalf of Franco’s Nationalist insurgents, fighting against the democratically elected Spanish Republic. Germany denied everything, and loudly denounced The Times.


Adolf Hitler cancelled an interview he was due to give the newspaper on 4 May. Nine days later, Steer’s story, ‘Bombing of Guernica: German Airman’s Statement’, caused the German Secret Police to confiscate all copies of The Times. On 16 May 1937 the correspondent who was meant to have interviewed Hitler wrote to his editor from Berlin: ‘the German papers have been very savage about The Times, in fact worse than at any period I remember. The latest discovery is that if you spell it backwards it spells SEMIT, which leads them to deduce we are a Jewish–Marxist organisation.’


The name ‘Steer, G. L.’ was on the Gestapo Special Wanted List of 2,820 people to be arrested when the Nazis invaded England in 1940. After the war, when Rebecca West found herself on that list with Noel Coward, she quipped to him, ‘My dear – the people we should have been seen dead with.’ By then George Steer was among the 50 million dead of the Second World War.




*





Steer’s early witnessing of the use of bombing and chemical weapons against the civilian population gave him a unique perspective on twentieth-century history, and made him one of the first to understand the psychological effects of air power. His second book, The Tree of Gernika, explored what he called ‘the mystique of the air’ – the way in which aerial bombing, so often incompetent in practice, would magnify in the imagination, becoming the presiding terror of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.


Who was George Steer? Almost nothing remains of his personal letters and papers. His widow destroyed much in the 1940s before remaking her life; his parents’ executors destroyed the rest in the 1950s. But his six published books (two other manuscripts were lost) and his dispatches and articles allow us to piece together a quite extraordinary life. In the run-up to the Second World War, the greatest and most transforming conflict in human history, George Steer was the only journalist to report from three precursor places – Ethiopia, the Basque country and Finland – where small nations fought for their lives against great powers, and lost. He is among the select band of intrepid reporters and war correspondents (mostly outsiders from the Dominions and Colonies) who invigorated ‘the first draft of history’ in the 1930s and 1940s. In the clash of totalitarianisms, Steer was resolutely anti-Fascist without ever being compromised as a Communist. He was to the right of George Orwell but well to the left of Evelyn Waugh. (Both writers reviewed him, and Waugh was jealous of him.)


When Steer gave up journalism in 1940 to become a British soldier himself, he helped liberate Ethiopia in the first Allied victory of the war, and drove at the front of the column that brought the Emperor Haile Selassie back into Addis Ababa. He applied his sharp formal intelligence to new kinds of ‘psychological warfare’ in Africa and Asia, designed to persuade enemy soldiers to surrender. Steer also pioneered the dangerous art of field propaganda, broadcasting in Burma, yards from the Japanese front line.


George Steer was small, brave, fiercely clever, chestnut-haired and amusing. His Who’s Who entry said, ‘Hobbies: Archery. Clubs: Avoided.’ An American diplomat in Ethiopia described him as ‘boyish, smallbodied, fox-faced with a mischievous glint in his eyes.’ George Steer called himself ‘a South African Englishman’, and came to etiolated, war-exhausted England with all the energy and irreverence of a young springbok. Raised in a Christian, liberal household amongst black, white and brown people in the Eastern Cape, he was a natural ally of the underdog. English education sharpened his mind, but sun-burnt Africa was his home and his first love. It is in the continent of his birth that George Lowther Steer’s adventures begin.



















ONE In Abyssinia
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Addis Ababa, July 1935. With a shriek on his whistle and a yell of ‘Kas-bil! Kas-bil!’ the black policeman slows Steer’s canter down to a trot. No galloping is allowed in the sprawling African city whose name means ‘New Flower’. The Addis Ababa police have bare feet, khaki puttees, blue tunics and white sola topis with red bands. There are more donkeys and cows than cars, but there is a new breed of insolent taxi driver who ministers to European needs. There is only one tarmac road, to and from the railway station. The mud-walled streets are full of cheerful young men, walking or lounging in white cotton togas or shammas. By day, vultures and crows sit on the corrugated-iron roofs, and hyenas slink through the streets at night.


Steer found Addis Ababa filthy but exhilarating. ‘Nine thousand feet up, a sparkle in the air, clear sunlight between leaves and storms of rain. And after rain, the smell of dripping eucalyptus, which made me feel careless and fresh as a child; for it brought back memories of young years in the Cape.’


George Steer’s happy butterfly-hunting boyhood had been in South Africa’s sunlit Eastern Cape. At eleven he had been sent away for a conventional schooling in England, winning open scholarships to both public school and university. However, he had never forgotten his African beginnings. At Winchester College in the 1920s he reportedly ‘showed a colonial disregard for the conventions of this country’, and in early 1931 he helped to found Oxford University’s Africa Society, dedicated to studying ‘the native peoples of Africa, their present condition and future development’. Steer covered the sofa of his rooms in Christ Church with the skin of a lion his father had shot with a bow and arrow. Straight after Oxford he returned to South Africa for a journalistic apprenticeship on the Cape Argus, before working in the London office of the Yorkshire Post.


In January 1935 Steer reported on the rigged referendum where the people of the disputed Saar borderlands voted overwhelmingly to join Nazi Germany, and the dirty snow of the cobbled tramlines at Saarbrucken had made him dream of sun on yellow grass and long again for the Africa that he loved. Now, at the age of twenty-five, he had become the Special Correspondent of The Times in Ethiopia, pipping Evelyn Waugh to the post in the only medieval Christian kingdom in Africa, the land where the mighty Blue Nile began.


As Steer rode around the Ethiopian capital early in the rainy season of 1935, he could see the tatty remains of the arches put up for Emperor Haile Selassie I’s coronation in 1930. Evelyn Waugh had covered the event for The Times and satirized it in his 1932 comic novel Black Mischief, where Oxford-educated Seth becomes ‘Emperor of Azania and Lord of Wanda’. Unlike Waugh, Steer was sympathetic to the Emperor. Haile Selassie was slowly bringing his ideas of neatness and order to the Ethiopian capital, but Steer felt the shapeless pell-mell African city owed most to Haile Selassie’s predecessor, Menelik.
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The dream of the later emperors of Ethiopia was to restore what had once been the greatest empire between Rome and Persia, and to integrate the entire Horn of Africa from the Nile to the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. The mountains at the north of the Great Rift Valley were Ethiopia’s heart, but the swamps of the west, the fertile lakes of the south and the deserts of the east were all parts of the ideal kingdom.


Emperor Menelik II, who claimed descent from the wise King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, was a dark-skinned dreamer with a grizzled, straggly beard and sad eyes. He loved machines and liked the foreign traders to get them for him. Armenians and Frenchmen like the renegade poet Arthur Rimbaud sold him guns from 1887 onwards. Menelik II expanded the Ethiopian Empire during his reign from 1889 to 1913, conquering and absorbing many states and their peoples. He also authorized the building of the railway from the coast, which was completed in 1917.


In the scramble for Africa that followed the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, European powers began seizing East African coasts, thus blocking Ethiopia’s access to the sea. In the north, Italy took and named Eritrea, with the ports of Massawa and Assab on the Red Sea. To the east, across the Danakil Desert, the French stole French Somaliland with the port of Djibouti. East of Harar were the piratical British in British Somaliland, whose capital Berbera faced Aden and Arabia across the Gulf. Then in the south-east, running down the Indian Ocean coast from the tip of the Horn, there was Italian Somaliland. How were Ethiopians to deal with this oppressive ring of three, who ganged up on them in the Tripartite Treaty of 1906?


One way had always been by fighting them. Emperor Tewodros could not overcome General Napier’s huge British force at Magdala in 1868, and shot himself rather than surrender. (The British liked to say he put the barrel of a pistol given him by Queen Victoria in his mouth.) Three decades later, though, in 1896, Menelik II had a great victory over the Italian General Baratieri, who had marched an army of 14,500 men from Eritrea and struck at Adowa, the capital of Tigre. He was surprised by a massive Ethiopian army of foot soldiers and cavalry, equipped with 100,000 new rifles and 40 cannon, including a battery of Hotchkiss quick-firing mountain guns, the kind the US 7th Cavalry had recently used on the Sioux at Wounded Knee. It was the biggest defeat of a European army by Africans since the time of Hannibal of Carthage: 8,000 Italians and 4,000 askaris were killed outright. Because it happened on St George’s Day (he is the patron saint of Ethiopia as well as of Catalunya, England and Portugal), the Ethiopians interpreted their victory as divine. Only when Italy recognized the sovereign independence of Ethiopia were 1,865 Italian prisoners returned. Thirty of them had been castrated.


The prestige of Menelik II increased. Diplomats came to pay court from Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Russia and the United States – and, of course, from Great Britain. In August 1898, the year after her Diamond Jubilee, the Empress of India, Queen Victoria, sent her personal greetings, recorded in her own rather squeaky-sounding voice. The Ethiopian Imperial couple listened respectfully to the recording several times, before the British agent, Lieutenant Colonel John Lane Harrington, solemnly destroyed the phonograph cylinder to keep Her Majesty’s voice from profaner ears.


Menelik’s succession was a problem. Ethiopia was a Christian empire just across the water from the heart of Islam, and many of its subjects were Muslim. Menelik’s grandson, Lij Iyasu, thought he could unite the black Christians and Muslims of Ethiopia and drive the whites from the coast. This was during the First World War, when the Allies did not want an anti-colonial Islamic revolt in Abyssinia that might hand over control of the Gulf and the Suez Canal to the Ottoman Turks and their allies the Germans. Lij Iyasu wooed the Somali Muslims and set learned men to trace his own descent from the Prophet Mohammed. This outraged the conservative, status-conscious Ethiopian Orthodox Church; Lij Iyasu was deposed, and Menelik’s daughter Zauditu was made Empress. The British and French covertly supported the man who became her regent, Tafari Makonnen. His aristocratic title was Ras Tafari (a Ras is like a Duke); the name would become known round the world through the Jamaican-based cult of Rastafarianism, which began in the 1930s.


Ras Tafari was a modernizer like Menelik; a child of the railway age, educated by French priests. He admired new technology, like his father, the Governor of Harar, who had returned from Edward VII’s coronation in 1902 with a motor car, two motor-tricycles, a timepiece with moving figures and the very latest firearms. Machines were becoming all the rage in Ethiopia. A month after Arthur Rimbaud first arrived in Harar as a trader in December 1880 he sought ‘to obtain manufacturer’s catalogues of mechanical toys, fireworks, conjuring tricks, working models, miniature constructions, etc.’.


In November 1922, when Ras Tafari was still regent, he fell in love with aviation on his first flight in an RAF biplane at the British military base at Aden, and became an apostle of air power. In March 1930, when Empress Zauditu’s husband, Ras Gugsa, rebelled, Ras Tafari sent the French pilot André Maillet to make three bombing runs to scatter the insurgents, allowing marksmen to pick off the isolated leader.


A young British acting vice-consul happened to see Maillet’s small biplane returning to the Addis Ababa racecourse. A grizzled Ethiopian general clambered out of the back of the open cockpit, holding aloft in triumph the rebellious Ras Gugsa’s severed head.


Ras Tafari, the educated modernizer, was a gentleman with whom the West could do business. A strategic thinker, in 1923 he took Ethiopia into the League of Nations, promising to abolish slavery. Ras Tafari modelled his 1930 coronation as Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia on Emperor Hirohito of Japan’s 1928 symbolic ceremony, inviting high-ranking dignitaries and the international press. Tafari made use of foreign advisers, but played them off against each other. As a prototype ‘non-aligned’ leader, he put his faith in paper protocols and the chimera nowadays called ‘the international community’. He needed to clarify the exact limits of his land. The Anglo-Ethiopian Boundary Commission first sorted out the borders of British Somaliland and Italian Somaliland, and then the line demarcating British Somaliland and Ethiopia; but the trickiest frontier was the one that divided Ethiopia from Italian Somaliland, running across the Ogaden Desert.


Nationalists in Fascist Italy still nursed a grievance against Ethiopia after their massive defeat by Menelik II in 1896. In 1934 Il Duce Benito Mussolini was not looking forward to the shame of the fortieth anniversary; he dreamed instead of a new Roman Empire, joining Ethiopia with Eritrea and Italian Somaliland into Africa Orientale Italiana. The Treaty of Friendship between Italy and Ethiopia was already foundering when the ‘Walwal incident’ occurred on the border.


In the desert, water is vital, and the Somali clans of the dry, thorny Ogaden moved along river beds and between oases to water their camels and cattle. At Walwal there were over a thousand waterholes. When the Anglo-Ethiopian Boundary Commissioners arrived on 23 November 1934, their 600-strong armed Ethiopian escort found Walwal occupied by Italian irregular forces, 200 white-turbaned Somali frontiersmen. The camps dug in facing each other.


Walwal was sixty miles inside Ethiopian territory, but an Italian captain soon arrived with further reinforcements, and the Boundary Commission found him ‘disobliging’. Two Italian aircraft buzzed the British camp, and the Boundary Commission withdrew five miles to Ado. For ten days the armed men growled at each other, until 5 December, when someone fired the first shot.


Within minutes three Italian aircraft with bombs were overhead and two armoured cars were pushing through the thorn hedges, spraying machine-gun fire. The Ethiopian military leader was shot dead through the forehead. An Ethiopian rearguard fought on, led by Ali Nur, late of the King’s African Rifles, but fell back after midnight with 107 dead and 45 wounded.


Ethiopia made diplomatic protests, and asked for international arbitration. Italy demanded instant reparations, apologies and salutes to its flag. Ethiopia appealed to the League of Nations. Italy rattled sabres and frightened the democracies into appeasement.


Robert Vansittart, Permanent Under-Secretary at the British Foreign Office, saw with hindsight the fundamental importance of the failure of French and English politicians to resolve the Walwal dispute. ‘Thus, because a few askaris had died by brackish water-holes in an African waste, was taken the first step to the second German Holocaust.’
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George Steer had grown up with newspapers. His father Bernard Steer was the Managing Editor and future Chairman of the East London Daily Dispatch, the best paper in South Africa’s Eastern Cape. (The Dispatch later became famous under the editorship of Donald Woods, when he became friends with the Black Consciousness activist Steve Biko.) Steer learned to read and write by lying on the floor and copying out words and headlines from sheets of newspaper, and then running to his mother Emma to ask what they meant. At school in England in 1928 he edited the Winchester College magazine The Wykehamist. He served his basic apprenticeship in journalism on Cape Town’s afternoon paper the Cape Argus from 1932 to 1933, where he learned 120 w.p.m. shorthand and fast, clean typing, and then doing the ‘London Notes’ from the Fleet Street office of the Yorkshire Post from 1933 to 1934.


In the months after Walwal, George Steer was ready to step up to The Times. ‘The Thunderer’ could cherry-pick candidates. Ex-staffer Claud Cockburn parodied the folie de grandeur produced by so many clever and eager applicants: ‘Brilliant and sound I grant you. But brilliant and sound enough for The Times? This one mentions his triple First, his double Blue and his uncle the Bishop. Estimable, but the dear good chap does only speak four languages … Is, indeed, anyone, anywhere, truly worthy of The Times?’


Steer had an excellent establishment education as a Wykehamist and a scholar of ‘the House’. He stressed his knowledge of Africa, and bluffed his way through an oral in Amharic, Ethiopia’s main language. But one of his referees, Arthur Mann, Editor of the Yorkshire Post, warned that his political judgement might be ‘quixotic’.


Nevertheless, Ralph Deakin, the Imperial and Foreign News Editor of The Times, eventually hired George Steer as a Special Correspondent in Abyssinia on £60 a month (about £2,100 in today’s money), which included travelling expenses. In his letter of confirmation of 21 May 1935, Deakin spelled out Steer’s duties: to supply ‘cablegrams and special articles recording the main developments in the Italo-Abyssinian dispute … on an average, two or three cables a week, the best length for which would be between 200 and 400 words’. The special articles would be sent by mail, each about 1,600 words long.


Steer had his tonsils out and his teeth filled. With a sola topi in Winchester colours given him by Yorkshire Post colleagues, a typewriter and a copy of the Times booklet Aids to Correspondents, a Mauser sporting rifle and a shotgun, khaki shorts and tropical kit, the twenty-five-year-old set off from London on 27 June 1935. Today you can fly to Addis Ababa in under half a day; then it took a fortnight. The route was by boat-train to Paris, by train to Marseille, then five days by ship across the Mediterranean to Port Said and four days down the Suez Canal and the Red Sea to Djibouti in French Somaliland.




*





On 5 July 1935 the Spectator published his unsigned article ‘The Abyssinian Adventure’. ‘There are now well over 100,000 – some say as many as 150,000 – Italian troops in East Africa,’ it begins. ‘Materials of war, lorries, tanks and armoured cars, gas and barbed wire, are poured into the Italian colonies every day.’


Steer’s mention of ‘gas’ is a shrewd guess or good intelligence. Italy had already broken the 1925 Anti-Gas Treaty, both before and after ratification in 1928, by bombing Senussi Arabs in Libya with phosgene and yperite. To be fair, they were not alone in this practice. The Spanish military secretly used a vast amount of chemical weaponry against the tribes of northern Morocco between 1921 and 1927. Before the international treaty, the British had used mustard gas in Afghanistan and on the North-West Frontier in 1919, and against Arabs in Iraq in 1920. Winston Churchill, then Secretary of State for War and Air, declared he was ‘strongly in favour of using poisoned gas against uncivilised tribes’.


In his Spectator article Steer pointed out: ‘Ethiopia is the last African Empire to be invaded by a white Power, when feeling against the colour bar is rising all over Africa. The war … for the subjugation of Ethiopia may well light a fire throughout the African bush.’ Steer concludes with a prophetic sentence: ‘Victory, eventual victory, will remain with the Ethiopian if he remembers one lesson – never to mass against mechanized forces, or when he is within air range from the Italian side. Bombs or mustard gas on a massed Ethiopian army, like that which fought at Adowa, might break its heart and with it the resistance of Ethiopia.’ 
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Amid the sweltering heat, flies and smells of Djibouti, Steer gathered some local opinions about the fate of Ethiopia. ‘They are not our religion,’ said the Somali Muslims, ‘but they are black like us.’ Then Steer made the three-day journey by puffing steam train up the Awash river valley to Addis Ababa.


At Diredawa, the railway town near Harar, the rail travellers ate outside in the evening, between rustling orange trees, with the scent of bougainvillea. The days were brilliantly clear; he saw white-rumped antelope under ‘mimosa trees in green parasol’. On the second night at Awash (where bones of the earliest humanoids have since been found), Steer stumbled to bed over dead whisky bottles and lean cats.


They reached Addis Ababa on the third night, shivering at the rise in altitude and drop in temperature, to be met by red-turbaned Arab porters, a mixture of Europeans and a crowd of curious Ethiopians in their jodhpurs and white cotton shammas (derived from the ancient Greek word for toga, himation). Buffeting and barrelling through them came a modern Greek, George Mendrakos, the manager of the Imperial Hotel, looking through horn-rimmed spectacles for new guests to collar. Built in 1907 by the wife of the Emperor Menelik II, the Imperial is known today by her name, Taitu, or her title, Etegui. The travel writer Charles Rey in 1923 commended the Imperial’s views but advised ‘a liberal sprinkling of Keating’s powder’.


On Steer’s way in to dinner, ‘grease and artichokes and Greek sweetmeats’, he passed two melancholy journalists hunched over a dusty chessboard: Will Barber would die of malaria three months later and win a posthumous Pulitzer Prize; and the other was a young goatee-bearded Greek lawyer called Akeos Angelopoulos, reporting for Hearst newspapers. Ten months later, with the war over, Steer and Angelopoulos would be the last reporters out of Addis Ababa, expelled by the Italians on the same train.


‘I woke up early, jumped out of bed and waited for the dust to settle. Then I moved onto my wooden balcony and looked at Addis – superb.’ Looking north from his window on his first morning in Addis Ababa, Steer could see Mount Entoto, where Menelik II had first begun the capital of his empire-state. (Arthur Rimbaud, on an arms-trading trip, saw Menelik’s people felling the cedars there.) It was too cold to live permanently up high, so the Empress Taitu moved lower down to settle on a big hilltop near some hot springs, where she built a palace, or gibbi, and after Adowa in 1896 the settlement really started to grow. Steer could also see the cathedral of St Giorghis on another big hill with Arada, the commercial centre, around its flanks. Ethiopian nobles put their gibbis on other hilltops, and their spreading encampments solidified into neighbourhoods. After they planted quick-growing Australian eucalyptus trees that could be regularly coppiced for firewood and poles, the court and capital did not move again.
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Clopping round Addis Ababa on his pony, one of Steer’s first ports of call to drop off his card was the large compound housing the British Legation. There he met the British Minister (the equivalent of an ambassador) who, after many narrative twists and turns, would eventually become his father-in-law. Sir Sidney Barton, appointed to Addis Ababa in 1929, had been caricatured in Evelyn Waugh’s Black Mischief as the languid and ineffectual Envoy Extraordinary Sir Samson Courteney, who occupied his time when Third Secretary in Peking building ‘a cardboard model of the Summer Palace’. This parody was far from the truth. A testy Irish Protestant, Barton had risen to the top of the Chinese consular service, after winning a medal and a mention in dispatches during the 1900 Boxer Rebellion. He dealt vigorously with warlords and gave away Chiang Kai-shek’s bride, Mei Ling, at the Chinese Nationalist leader’s wedding. He was nicknamed ‘Gunboat’ Barton after cabling: ‘Trouble at Weihaiwei. Send two cruisers’, but he also managed to revise the standard Chinese–English dictionary. Barton’s obituary in The Times recorded: ‘In Abyssinia his diplomacy was blunt and forceful, but he won the high regard of both Government and people. He supported with characteristic enthusiasm the Emperor’s efforts to modernize his country.’


Steer’s account of his first meeting with Barton contains the words ‘brisk’, ‘short’, ‘snap’ and ‘sharp’; but Sir Sidney may have felt more vulnerable than usual at the time, because his elder daughter had fallen in love with an Italian diplomat.




*





Marion Barton and her sister Esmé were fun-loving girls who kept a ‘poppet list’ of eligible young attachés to flirt with, but Marion’s passionate relationship with a virile Italian horseman, Filippo Muzi Falconi, was a coup de foudre. When his Protestant daughter eloped and married Filippo in a Roman Catholic ceremony in Rome in 1933, Sir Sidney, haunted by Ulster’s religious conflicts, refused to attend.


Falconi was one of the Italian consuls in Ethiopia, based at Debra Marcos, a fortnight’s travel away from Addis Ababa. Marion had her first child, Alessandro, there in late 1934. The political situation worsened in the middle of 1935 and, probably at the insistence of the worried Barton grandparents, the Emperor sent his plane to take the unweaned baby and nanny away. Marion, left on her own, begged Ethiopian mothers to lend her their babies to relieve her aching breasts, but they did not want her ‘white milk’ for their black infants.


As war fever mounted in 1935, Marion had a romantic involvement with the Italian Legation’s Second Secretary, Filippo de Grenet, and her husband shot himself.




ACCIDENT TO ITALIAN CONSUL




 





From our own correspondent. ROME, Aug. 22




 





Baron Filippo Muzi Falconi, Italian consul at Debra Marcos, has been accidentally injured while out shooting in Abyssinia. A rumour that he was wounded by Abyssinians is denied here … According to a Reuters telegram, the Consul, who was shot in the chest, but not dangerously hurt, explained that he had fired his pistol at some game, and that it went off accidentally while he was replacing it in its holster.




 





The Times, 23 August 1935, 9g.





What really happened? Half-mad with jealousy, Muzi Falconi muffed the shot. Had he hoped to throw suspicion for the deed on ‘Abyssinians’, thus creating an incident that would provoke a war with Ethiopia? If he wanted to die a Fascist martyr, his timing was wrong: the Italian invasion was not due until the rains ended in late September.


Back in Addis Ababa, Marion had a mauvais quart d’heure in her father’s study. He received her coldly, tapping the Foreign Office cable on his desk, asking if the incident was serious. Marion did not speak to her father again until he was on his deathbed. Thus Sir Sidney Barton came to rely on his younger daughter, the vivacious redhead Esmé, who would eventually marry George Steer. Esmé enjoyed the socializing of diplomatic life more than her mother, Lady Winifred; a newspaper photograph shows her accompanying her father in his morning coat to a reception in Addis Ababa, with a tiny boat-brim hat tilted over her marcel wave. She has a strong Irish face. In another picture (the Daily Telegraph, 14 September 1935) she’s smiling in jodhpurs, jersey and beret, reining in a powerful grey horse. The Barton girls adored riding, and Addis Ababa was a great place for it because the Ethiopian nobles and warriors valued good horses. (Muzi Falconi had been wooing aristocrats to the Italian cause with bloodstock.)




*





Esmé had flirted with lots of men; one she fell in love with was the idealistic medical missionary Dr John Melly, MC, who first appeared in Ethiopia at the end of July 1934, wearing a double-breasted suit, Monte Carlo sneakers and a blue hat, carrying an ivory-handled fly-whisk. With his elegant mien and the poems of Algernon Swinburne in his luggage, the blond, blue-eyed Melly seemed like an Oxford dandy; but he was a devout Christian and trained surgeon who wanted to found a hospital and medical school in Ethiopia where the staff would swear loyalty to Jesus. Melly believed the Lord would provide the £200,000 funding required. ‘Conditions here are appalling,’ he wrote. ‘The country is way back in the 15th century – ruled over by feudal lords – with sanitation unheard of … and … riddled with disease.’


Melly wrote to his friend Kathleen Nelson in April 1935:




Kathleen, they have no Red Cross whatsoever. If you want a sleepless night, picture to yourself the indescribable horror and suffering behind the Ethiopian lines when Italian planes … have been dropping bombs on the Ethiopians for twenty-four hours … I hope to come back to England armed with the Emperor’s authority, and persuade the British Red Cross – failing them, to Paris to the International Red Cross – failing them to Geneva to the League Red Cross – failing them, I shall have a great Press campaign and raise what money and volunteers I can, and have my own bally Red Cross.





When he was still in London preparing to go out to Ethiopia in June 1935, George Steer met the newly returned John Melly at lunch with Majors Lawrence Athill and Arthur Bentinck, who were helping start Melly’s scheme for a British Ambulance Service in Ethiopia. The Archbishop of Canterbury blessed their convoy of sixteen thirty-hundredweight Bedford lorries in mid-November, and the British public responded with money. A single BBC radio appeal by Dick Sheppard broadcast on Sunday, 5 January 1936 raised a record-breaking £27,408 (over £1.6 million in today’s money). Steer said he ‘liked Melly immensely’.


6


Steer was summoned to interview Haile Selassie I, the Emperor of Ethiopia, on Tuesday, 16 July 1935. Through Barton, European court etiquette had become de rigueur. Steer had to borrow the elements of morning dress (white shirt, top hat, black tail coat, pinstripe trousers) from members of the British Legation before he set out with his interpreter for the palace at the north of the city. Not huge and sprawling like Menelik’s Great Gibbi, the unpretentious Little Gibbi was modelled on the Norfolk country house of Lord Noel-Buxton, which Ras Tafari had visited on his European tour in 1924. Past the sentry boxes with diagonal green, yellow and red stripes and the Imperial Guardhouse, the gravelled drive curved through formal gardens, past the tinkling fountain, up to the portico of the palace.




A servant of the court, his white shamma tied respectfully across his chest, his sword arm covered and his trim beard pointed, greeted us and led us into the Emperor’s study …


Directly facing the door by which I entered his study, and with his back to a window, the Emperor of Ethiopia sat behind his heavy gilt table dispatching business. Two little dogs lay at his feet and a big fire of eucalyptus crackled in a grate at his side.


He bowed gravely and waited for me to open the conversation, which lasted for an hour and a half.


Other people have remarked the Assyrian perfection of his features, the delicacy and length of his hands, the serenity of his eyes and the great dignity of his bearing. The first thing that I noticed was the extreme rapidity of his mind …


He spoke without hesitation and without any correction: quickly, with the authoritative voice of a logician. He had an immensely able mind, and he knew his own views to the last detail … Throughout, the Emperor economized gesture and sat perfectly straight in his seat. Only the jewelled hand moved a little from under his black cloak. A man of great intelligence, completely controlled by himself. The dogs lay by his feet for an hour and a half with the same motionless obedience.





The Emperor wanted The Times to put across his position. Ethiopia needed a seaport on the Red Sea, and would cede part of the Ogaden to Italy in return for a corridor to Zeila in British Somaliland; but if Italy declared war, or her troops dared to cross the frontiers, Ethiopia would immediately respond in kind and appeal to the League of Nations.


Steer conveyed the points cleanly in his first piece in The Times of 18 July 1935.*




*





On 30 July Steer got his first ‘turnover’ in The Times. This was the special article on the right-hand edge of the editorial page. ‘The Emperor’s Army’ was illustrated by photographs headlined ‘The Abyssinian Dispute: Military Preparations’, with Mussolini Fascist-saluting, a troopship leaving Naples, and piles of Italian military stores at Massawa quayside. Steer supplied four Ethiopian photographs. One showed eight relaxed soldiers of the Imperial Guard wearing khaki uniforms with peaked caps, puttees and bare feet. Three of them are leaning on their Lebel Mausers like shooting sticks, with their muzzles jammed into the mud. Steer pencilled on the back: ‘good treatment for rifles’.


Steer estimated that Ethiopia had 30,000 modern rifles, maybe 1,000 light machine guns and at most 15 million rounds of small-arms ammunition (about twice the amount the Italians shot off in one three-day battle). They had no artillery to speak of, only eight planes that could fly, and thirteen Oerlikon anti-aircraft guns; but they had edged weapons, and guts.


In July 1935, Great Britain and France imposed an arms embargo. This, in fact, favoured the aggressor nation, since Italy was already an arms manufacturer and exporter, while Ethiopia had to get the rifles, machine guns and ammunition it needed from countries such as Belgium and Czechoslovakia.


Belgian officers were training the Imperial Guard, whose neat khaki made good publicity photos; but the real Ethiopian army was passing through Addis Ababa on its way to the north. Other contemporary news agency photographs show crowds of barefoot black men in white shammas shouldering muskets, marching along muddy streets. Traditional mounted warriors wearing bristly lion’s-mane headdresses escort cloaked and turbaned chiefs on velvet-caparisoned mules. Behind them are ragged veils of eucalyptus, corrugated-iron verandahs and adobe walls. The occasional motor car, stopped to let the medieval horde pass, seems as incongruous as a shiny Ford V8 saloon among Sir John Falstaff’s men. These sudden movements of armed retainers through the streets were as mysterious as Amharic grammar to Europeans.
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Steer was just ahead of a flood of foreign journalists into Ethiopia. Akeos Angelopoulos, wearing his opera cloak, met two new arrivals at the railway station. O’Dowd Gallagher of the Daily Express was accompanied by a big ruddy-faced Australian freelance called Noel Monks, who was carrying a Bible because somebody had told him there was a lot about Abyssinia in it.


‘There is only one man ahead of you,’ ‘Angel’ told the Fleet Street men. ‘He is little George Steer of The Times.’ In his 1955 autobiography, Eyewitness, Monks recalled:




A short, slight man with an impish face came up to us and said: ‘I’m George Steer, of The Times. Welcome to Sheba’s land.’ Then: ‘Did you bring your Bibles?’ We said we had.


‘Is there going to be a war?’ we asked.


‘There’s going to be a massacre unless the League of Nations get off their bottoms and stop Mussolini. These people are still living in the spear age. That’s all they’ve got, spears.’


In the years ahead, this brilliant little man and I were to be colleagues in much bigger wars than this one.





Noel Monks found it hard to sleep in Addis Ababa. It was not just barking dogs and yowling hyenas; the twenty lions the Emperor kept also roared all night. And they would be woken early by the stentorian voice of ‘Colonel’ Julian drilling barefoot Ethiopian recruits on the wasteland next door.




*





Hubert Fauntleroy Julian was a tall and handsome Trinidadian adventurer with a monocle and a British accent who had been obsessed with flying since the age of twelve, when he had seen the first aeroplane flight in the West Indies, in May 1909, end with the pilot crashing to his death near Port of Spain. Taught to fly in Canada by the air ace Billy Bishop VC, Julian was introduced to a New York crowd by the Jamaican black-consciousness activist Marcus Garvey in 1921 as ‘the first Negro in America or in the British Isles or Commonwealth to qualify as a pilot, and his example should inspire us all’. After he did several crazy public parachute jumps into the north end of Manhattan, the Herald Tribune dubbed him ‘the Black Eagle of Harlem’. On 4 July 1924 Julian attempted to take off for Africa in a Boeing hydroplane with ‘Dedicated to the advancement of the Negro race’ painted on the side. As he aimed to fly to Liberia, the only Negro republic, he thought it right to call the plane Ethiopia, in honour of the only black kingdom; but a pontoon full of water made him crash into Flushing Bay, New York.


Ras Tafari sent an emissary in February 1930, asking Julian to organize an Ethiopian air force and act as the Emperor’s personal pilot, on a salary of $1,000 a month. Julian accepted. With two French pilots, he began training Ethiopian airmen and mechanics. In the run-up to the coronation they put on a little air display with the country’s five planes: the Black Eagle did an unexpected parachute jump and landed near the Emperor, who awarded him the Order of Menelik and the rank of colonel in the Ethiopian forces. However, at the next air display, in front of foreign guests who had come for the coronation, Julian crashed his biplane into the eucalyptus. He told the Emperor that the wily French pilots had sabotaged his plane – either they or he must go. Julian travelled back to the States via Paris and London in November 1930.


When he returned to Ethiopia, in 1935, the Emperor asked him to take a critical look at his air force. Of the twelve planes, five were unfit to fly and the other seven were small, slow, obsolete and unarmed. So Haile Selassie asked him to train an infantry detachment instead. With no military experience, and speaking no Amharic, Julian set out to lick a motley band of clerks and shopkeepers into shape.


Noel Monks got to know Julian. He used to come into the journalists’ room after a drill session and flop into a chair, saying in a voice hoarse from shouting: ‘I’ll teach those goddam black bastards to drill if it’s the last thing I do.’ Monks thought Julian himself was blacker than most Abyssinians.


Once again, things went wrong. Julian got into a fist fight in an Addis Ababa bar with a rival American Negro flyer from Chicago called Johannes Robinson. When ‘the Brown Condor of Chicago’ pulled a knife, ‘the Black Eagle of Harlem’ had to deck him with a chair. Banished to Ambo, Julian ran away in mid-November 1935, reaching Djibouti with only a few dollars and the uniform he stood up in.


‘The Negro Lindbergh’, as Time magazine once called him, may have failed in his mission, but he was part of the world-wide wave of sympathy and support for Ethiopia among black people. Rastafarianism, the Jamaican millenarian movement which sees Haile Selassie as a semi-divine figure who fulfils biblical prophecy, only began to spread in the 1930s, but all across the Caribbean Basin and the Atlantic coast of America there was a tremendous reaction to news of war coming in Ethiopia. Black people saw it as colonialism in action; as a race war; as a rallying point for the African diaspora. When heavyweight boxer Joe Louis fought the Italian circus strongman Primo Carnera on 25 June 1935, everyone read the fight as an augury. ‘The Brown Bomber’ won by a knockout in the sixth round.


In early August 1935, 20,000 attended a pro-Abyssinian rally in Harlem, New York City. Many African Americans signed petitions to be allowed to enlist in Ethiopia’s armed forces. Racial tension ran high. A week later, riot police were called out in Jersey City to break up a clash between ‘Negroes and Italians’. In South Africa, black harbour workers refused to do any work on Italian ships. In London, the Trinidadian socialists C. L. R. James, George Padmore and Eric Williams were all involved, together with the Kenyan Jomo Kenyatta, in the International African Friends of Abyssinia.
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On 7 August 1935, at the same time as the Emperor instituted a government press bureau under Dr Lorenzo Taezaz, the former ‘political director’ of Harar, the journalists at the Imperial Hotel set up L’Association de la Presse Etrangère (Collins of Reuters was President, Steer was Secretary, and Evelyn Waugh would become Treasurer).


Taezaz, whom Waugh described as ‘a suave, beady-eyed little Tigrean’, had read law at Montpellier, been on the Boundary Commission before Walwal, and run the Emperor’s counter-espionage service against Italy’s many spies in Ethiopia. His impersonations of foreign journalists greatly amused Steer, and he was one of the new breed of Young Ethiopians whom the Emperor was encouraging. Evelyn Waugh mocked the jeunesse éthiopienne as half-baked in Black Mischief, but Steer was far more sympathetic to their predicament. Born in Eritrea, Italian-educated, very bright, Lorenzo Taezaz had risen to be secretary to the Governor of Asmara at a young age; but he was not white, and the humiliation of being hissed by Italians in a cinema made him flee to Aden, where the Emperor rescued him from poverty. People like Taezaz became the agents of reform in Ethiopia – sent abroad to learn and study with their fees paid by the Emperor, they owed him their new status in the civil service ministries, and shared with him the frustrations of trying to cajole the older and more conservative rases into new ways.




*





Everyone thought the war would start in the south, with an Italian move across the Ogaden to cut the railway at Diredawa. Taezaz and Steer had several secret meetings, over maps of the Ogaden, and a trip was arranged for a look at the southern front; Steer agreed to report back personally to the Emperor. On 20 August, ‘all muffled up in secrecy’, George Steer took the train down to Diredawa, the nearest railway stop for the Ogaden. Lij Worku, head of the railway police, fixed him a place in the cab of the lorry to travel the thirty-five miles up to Harar. Two boys rode on the mudguards carrying stones to wedge under the rear wheels if they started sliding backwards on the slopes. The back of the vehicle was packed full of Ethiopians, chickens, mules and bundles. Then a huge chuckling Somali in a white coat turned up, carrying a black umbrella. Steer thought Haji Asfar Omar looked like the Aga Khan leading in a winner.


‘So you going to Ogaden? You want informations? You want bedding?’


Steer wondered how the Haji knew where he was going, and changed the subject. Some weeks later, when Steer was shown the papers of a man arrested for spying for Italy, a sentence caught his eye: ‘An old Somali says that an Englishman, St George, has gone down to the Ogaden.’


Out of dusty Diredawa the lorry began to climb through spiny cactus and grey-green euphorbia, all knots and crazy candelabra, on the 2,500-foot rise to the Harar upland. They saw herds of camels across the dry river bed, and troops of baboons parading rump-high. The maize stalks were yellow and dry in cracked fields as they left behind the fierce Danakil plains that Wilfred Thesiger had explored the year before. Higher up, the air was fresher, the earth redder, and fields of Catha edulis appeared, the tall shrub whose glossy smooth leaves with reddish stalks are chewed for the stimulant known as qat, chat or miraa. Bare-breasted Galla women with baskets of leaves on their heads stood aside to let the lorry pass. Then, outside Harar, two men standing by a car flagged down the lorry. Steer did not understand the conversation, but the grinning Somali Haji in the cab told him that he had to go with them. Gripping his rifle, Steer climbed into the old Ford. Who were these bandits? This is the moment on a hot afternoon when adventure begins.


One of the men had an athlete’s rawboned face and wore khaki, with a fluffy feather on the side of his topi. Suddenly both were smiling. The man in uniform was Ali Nur, the hero of the Ethiopian rearguard at Walwal.


‘I am to take you all over the Ogaden for the Emperor,’ he said.


Steer was taken to a house a mile outside the mud-walled city that had once been home to Arthur Rimbaud. He slipped away briefly to borrow a camera from the Frenchman who ran the leper hospital under the city walls, shaded by pepper trees and pink oleander. That night Steer pencilled a letter to Ralph Deakin:




There is no ink in this house in Harrar and I am forced to live in seclusion so that nobody shall know that a white man is going in a military lorry to JIJIGA …


So far as I can see the best thing for me at the beginning at least is to stay with the Emperor, with whom I am now on more friendly terms than any other journalists. I am the only one since Sandford abandoned journalism to see him privately.





The letter, which suggested hiring planes and radios, ended like one from school: ‘Please send gasmasks and buy me 200 rounds of MAUSER sporting ammunition … yours ever, G. L. Steer’.


They left the next afternoon in a lorry to Jijiga. Ali Nur’s soldiers stuck ostrich feathers in their rifle barrels to stop them being choked with Ogaden dust. Ali Nur, an asthmatic Muslim who drank alcohol when he could and smoked Aden Gold Flake cigarettes, had once been interpreter to the British Consul at Maji, Captain Pennefather-Holland, who had shot crocodiles with his revolver and died of blackwater fever, as Ali Nur put it, ‘in my hands’. Ali Nur had later organized a special corps of Somali scouts for the Emperor, an Ethiopian Foreign Legion, ‘composed of all sorts of bandits, Somali roughnecks … elephant hunters and men thrown out of our own Camel Corps for drunkenness, theft, desertion, insubordination, not polishing their boots and all the other marks of a good soldier’. These men had not run away at Walwal, and became the backbone of the resistance in the months to come.


The lorry reached Jijiga, headquarters of the Ogaden, at night, after a purple sunset with flying foxes gliding across their headlights. Steer was taken into a two-roomed dwelling behind a palisade, the house of Gerazmatch Afewerk. He was half-Amhara and half-Kafa, historically ‘a slave race’, but for Steer this man of character and intelligence exemplified the changes that Haile Selassie was bringing to the Ethiopian provinces. In the dining room, Steer held up a paraffin lamp to look at the photograph of Afewerk, in court dress, with ferocious hair and forceful features, that hung on the wall together with Huntley and Palmer’s almanac, an advertisement for Johnny Walker, and photographs of the Imperial family.


In the morning, in a dusty wind, Steer hitched a lift south to the wells of Jijiga, deep holes in the ground cradled with wooden frames, where it took as many as nine men to pass up one oval clay pot of water to pour into the cattle trough: ‘An Ethiopian soldier knelt beside one of them washing his thick hair with lime to keep out the lice. All the Somalis do this: half the men that you see in the Ogaden saunter along on their slim easy walk, their hair copper with dried whitewash.’


Jijiga is at the top corner of the Ogaden, an almost flat, waterless plain 450 miles long and 250 miles broad. Roads were made by butting a lorry through a grey sea of mimosa and sharp camel-thorn, scattering the hornbills. At midday in the market square Steer saw his first mobilization of Ethiopian troops. Lorries were assembling to take sixty soldiers down to the frontier post at Tefere Katama, a three-day drive. All the soldiers were roaring drunk and fighting with the town police. Steer went to the assembly point outside town with a stout and jolly British Somali: ‘A fearful volley resounded from the back of the lorry … In my extreme nervousness I reached for the door. “Don’t worry,” laughed the Somali, “they’re only shooting into the air. That means ‘Goodbye, I’m going to the war, may not come back Jijiga again, so here’s how.’”’


They left the next day for Daggahbur, fairly sober: ‘Fifty men and four lorries, one of which carried my fruit and another my whisky and soda water.’ They drove for eight hours through thick bush and a hot wind that made the soldiers put on woollen balaclavas against earache, before camping for the night in the bush under the stars. Seven campfires of crackling thorn gleamed on the brass cartridges round men’s waists. Ali Nur and Steer had a tent each; the other ranks slept on the ground without covering.


They entered Daggahbur just after dawn, and left at eight. Six old men were digging trenches. ‘It was blistering hot.’ They stopped for lunch at the muddy wells of Anale. The men mixed sun-dried crumbs of injera, millet-grain bread, with chillies and clarified butter in a wide bowl and ate with their right hands. ‘One man kept watch in the sweltering sun. In their free hands, or in the crooks of their arms, they kept their rifles.’ The soldiers offered him their food, ‘gritty stuff with a sting in it’, and told him to put on his riding boots against the Gordit camel tick, whose bite makes sores and fever.


Later they ran into the dandyish Governor of Harar, on a lightning tour in his car with an escort of ten lorries. Dedjazmatch Nasibu had a little moustache and was elegantly dressed in a khaki silk shirt with a light-mauve tinge that set off his dark skin, shorts and stockings. His topi bore the button of the Ethiopian state official, concentric rings of green, yellow and red. A silk neckerchief, fawn gloves and a riding switch completed the outfit.


Soon he and Steer were drinking coffee from gold-rimmed cups under a thorn tree. Governor Nasibu was pessimistic about the League of Nations and the arms embargo. ‘How can we hold out against gas?’ he asked. It was the first time an Ethiopian had mentioned gas to Steer. With his crop the Governor traced in the sand the plan that he and Afewerk had devised to defend the Ogaden, and how they would eventually fall back before the Italians: ‘“They will beat us,” said Nasibu, “but we will hold them as long as we can. We are supposed to be brave; our courage is our only weapon. It is no use attacking any of their posts – what can we do against their machine guns? Better for the camps in the Ogaden to hold out to the finish. Afewerk will see to that. His motto is – ‘Over my dead body.’”’


Nasibu left Steer his reserves of champagne and Vichy water. That night Steer slept under six rifles hung on a wall at the hill fort of Gabridihari. An oval of mud huts for 300 men had no trenches, just a hedge and a shallow ditch. The telephone didn’t work any more because the poles had fallen down. The man in charge was very thin and had no front teeth. Steer enquired about tank defences. ‘“Tanks won’t climb this hill,” he replied, with the startling assurance of the ill-instructed.’


Steer was not impressed until he came early next day to Gorahai. There was a radio mast, a flagpole, freshly made yellow beehive huts, and the perimeter was protected by a deep trench with a firestep, manned by Ethiopians in khaki. Ten men on either side of the road presented arms. Steer saw a small cannon under camel-thorn camouflage.


In the middle of the well-ordered camp, under a large brushwood canopy, very high and cool, sat Gerazmatch Afewerk. The African was wearing a Japanese sola topi, a ‘British warm’ overcoat, Ethiopian jodhpurs, Somali sandals, and a heavy revolver. At last Steer met the soldier he had heard so much about. ‘And the first thing that he did, with a great courtesy I admit, was to place me under open arrest.’


Afewerk hated Europeans, but not mindlessly. He had sent half the Jijiga boys’ school to follow the Anglo-Ethiopian Boundary Commission so that they could benefit from studying wireless, health and sanitation, camp and lorry maintenance. Afewerk liked cleanliness, order, technical ability, knowledge; but not at any price:




Other Ethiopians who resisted European influences did so on the basis of conservatism. They wished to preserve ancestral usages. To Afewerk these meant little; the western accretions upon him were not superficial. A black man, he knew the value of thinking for himself outside the customary circle of the Ethiopian mind. The Italians he knew wanted to rob him of his country and basically, he felt, all these Europeans with their common tradition whatever their collective promises, would stick together … In all his dealings with Europeans, he saw their clannishness sticking out a yard. He detested them all.





Steer hated Afewerk at first too, for treating him as a foreign spy.




But as I looked at his beautifully organised camp: the trenches against air-raids, skilfully built on the zigzag pattern, the placing of the guns, the huts distributed round the circle at spaces which would prevent a general conflagration: the measures of hygiene: the regular and detailed issue of orders, and his personal explanations to his troops: his rapid communications – for as well as his radio, his car and two horses stood by all day at the Mullah’s Fort, ready.


And as I see his face now, full of force and sarcasm, heavy with authority, vigilant and steady, when he stood at salute with his troops before his country’s flag at sunset.


And when I remember his contemptuous voice, ‘The Italians can rob all my country – when I am dead. I shall not care. I shall not know.’


I thank God that made me and Africa, and bound us together in such a bitter union, that once in my life I met this man.





Steer’s first book, Caesar in Abyssinia, is dedicated to Afewerk, whom he considered ‘without exception, the most capable Ethiopian I ever met’. He also thought it a tragedy in Ethiopia that not enough of these dynamic new men had risen up the system to squeeze out the old politicians and fixers who squatted at the top.


As Steer and Ali Nur dined with Afewerk in the Mullah’s Fort, on flabby rolls of injera with meat, onions and chillies, followed by mangoes and oranges, he talked with contempt about the League of Nations and British policy towards Ethiopia: ‘“I get it all on my wireless, and it makes me sick.” As my own views were identical, but I was addressed as a specimen Englishman, I found it difficult to take up the dialogue. “Well,” said he, relenting a little, “I’ve had a message from the Emperor this evening. He says you can be shown all our arms.”’


Steer saw 300 men manning the trenches with modern rifles and eleven light automatics. He saw the bare-chested Somalis with fringed turbans, dust-coloured skirts, Lee Metford rifles and cartridge belts, the men whom Afewerk used for scouting and tribal espionage. He was shown the two heavy machine guns, and how they could be fired low at infantry, high at aviation; and then Afewerk led him into the fort’s side turret. The moonlight gleamed on the barrel of the Oerlikon anti-aircraft gun. ‘We have only this one against the planes,’ he said, ‘I handle it myself. The people who sold them to us said they were wonderful; but they were Europeans and probably cheated us.’


Afewerk received the wound that killed him while firing his Oerlikon, a lone weapon against twenty planes, two months later.




*





At six in the morning Steer left in a lorry for the all-day drive 150 miles south to the fort on the frontier in the Webbe Shebeli valley. The windows were closed, but dust poured in suffocating clouds through the holes for the foot pedals. Towards sunset they climbed a hill to Tefere Katama, which means ‘Strong Village’, garrisoned by 500 Ethiopian troops. Across the plain, downriver, was another hill with a fort on top.


The Italian garrison at Moustahil had about 700 Somali troops and two white officers. Through field glasses Steer saw men stirring and the Italian flag run up. A donga, or gully, the colour of dried blood marked the frontier between the two forts; the Italians would soon cross it.


At Gerlogubi, Steer was told he was four miles away from hundreds of Italian-armed Somali bande, and that behind them 3,000 more troops were guarding the fifty Italians who looked after the aeroplanes. When Steer was shown the Ethiopian defences of Gerlogubi that night, the trenches seemed very well manned; but back at his tent the reporter found his fat, pockmarked cook roaring with laughter. Moosa revealed that there were only forty men at Gerlogubi and they were running around in the darkness to fill up the trenches, pretending to be more. In the morning, Steer went back to Gorahai and shook hands with Afewerk. He would never see him again.




*





On 1 September 1935 they drove through Daggahbur to Jijiga. It poured with rain, the first they had seen or smelled in the Ogaden. The whole bush, dull with dust, suddenly burst into greenness. Steer saw a party of Somalis dancing and clapping round a small water bottle on the ground that was overflowing.


Rain kept them a day and two nights in Jijiga, but Steer spent the time gathering details about a French spy, the Comte de Rocquefeuille, who had been sending information on Ethiopian troop movements to the Italian Consul in Harar. The Somali milkmaid who was his courier was among five chained prisoners in the back of Steer’s truck that set off for Harar on 3 September. Heavy rain had swollen the rivers on the Karramarra Pass, and the singing prisoners helped push the lorry through rocks and mud towards the city where they would face execution.


Terrified Indian families with bright saris and wet eyes were fleeing from Harar to Jijiga. Bazaar rumours had said the Italians were going to bomb the city. Nightfall caught the party on the road with no tents. Steer put a mattress over three benzine boxes in the mud and slept, uncovered, through the downpour. He observed, laconically, ‘Ali Nur and the boys were immensely impressed by this feat. I was rather impressed myself. It dried off under the Union Jack of the Harrar Consulate, and internally it was cured by Chapman-Andrews porridge.’


Steer discussed his tour with the Emperor soon after he got back to the capital on Sunday, 8 September. A third of the 7,000 troops he had seen in the Ogaden had modern arms. He had counted 8 heavy machine guns, 30 automatic rifles, one anti-aircraft gun, two small cannon and 140 lorries. This puny Ethiopian force was facing 50,000 Italian and native troops in Italian Somaliland under General Graziani, Italy’s most famous colonial soldier, with thousands of lorries, scores of artillery batteries, tanks, aeroplanes with sixty landing fields, and almost unlimited ammunition and supplies. Mussolini had already spent two billion lire and wanted a lot of territory to show for it. The Italian Consul was boasting of victory ‘in a few days’. In the event, it took them seven months to get past the Ethiopians.
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Meanwhile more war-hungry journalists were flooding into Addis Ababa, and the system was creaking under the strain. There was no international telephone, no air mail, and letters took at least a fortnight. Cable and Wireless telegram prices could reach an incredible 2/6d a word. Half a crown in 1935 is perhaps the equivalent of £3.60 or US$5 in today’s money, so a sentence as long as this would cost around £65 or $90.


Back in Addis Ababa from the Ogaden, Steer found his pay had risen to £80 a month, subsidised by the New York Times, which was now taking his stories. Deakin had sent a memo to the Editor at the end of August: ‘Steer has worked hard and given The Times some pioneer dispatches. The Times service influenced numerous other agencies and newspapers, British and American, to send their own Correspondents. In several instances the discrepancy between our payments to Steer and the expenditure incurred by other papers is most noticeable. The Daily Mail has now sent Evelyn Waugh out with a big salary.’


Red-faced Evelyn Waugh and red-haired George Steer first met on an Ethiopian railway platform on 21 August 1935, when Steer was on his way down to the Ogaden and Waugh was on his way up to Addis Ababa. Their trains went in opposite directions, and so did their dispatches and their politics. Waugh was working for Lord Rothermere’s pro-Fascist Daily Mail and, as a Roman Catholic convert, tended to see a benign civilization behind Mussolini’s Fascism. Steer supported independent Ethiopia and was the kind of Anglican who thought Christianity meant sympathy with the underdog. Both men got memorable books out of the Italo-Ethiopian War. Waugh’s novel Scoop saw the conflict as a comedy; Steer’s Caesar in Abyssinia as a tragedy. ‘Only a shit could be good on this particular job,’ remarked Waugh. In 1930 the irascible writer had covered Haile Selassie’s coronation as Negus for The Times, and now he was resentful that someone else was representing ‘the most important newspaper in the world’.


Waugh condescended to Steer as ‘a zealous young colonial reporter’ – Steer, at twenty-five, was six years younger. Perhaps he was also irritated that Steer’s public school and Oxford college, Winchester and Christ Church, were rather grander than his own, Lancing and Hertford, and that Steer’s Double First in Classics was more distinguished than his own poor Third in History. This shows in Waugh’s waspish review of Caesar in Abyssinia in the Catholic weekly The Tablet in 1937, where he wrote: ‘Mr Steer … had great sympathy, I think it is not unfair to say affinity, for those nimble-witted upstarts who formed the Negus’s entourage, like himself African born, who had memorized so many of the facts of European education without ever participating in European culture.’


Waugh did not court popularity in Ethiopia. ‘My name is mud all round,’ he confessed, and ‘I am universally regarded as an Italian spy.’ One evening, in September 1935, the novelist was nursing his peculiar concoction of brandy and crème de menthe in Le Perroquet, one of the two cinema nightclubs in Addis Ababa, when a young woman approached his table. Esmé Barton was angry. She and her family had fed and entertained Waugh when he had come for the coronation five years before, and Waugh had repaid their hospitality by parodying her parents as the ridiculous Sir Samson and Lady Courteney in Black Mischief: he was naïve, dim and incompetent and she was blithely vague about everything but gardening. Worse, Waugh had put Esmé herself in the novel as their daughter Prudence Courteney, a promiscuous girl in a red beret, ardent author of The Panorama of Life, whose RAF rescue plane crashes in the jungle. One of her lovers eventually locates her, after sharing a meaty stew of peppers and aromatic roots with a large African. (‘“The white woman? Why, here,” he patted his distended paunch. “You and I and the big chief – we have just eaten her.”’) When Esmé reached the nightclub table, she dashed a glass of champagne in Evelyn Waugh’s pop-eyed face.


Waugh and Steer were wary colleagues. Waugh conceded that Steer ‘exhibited in a high degree the peculiar gifts required for that kind of journalism – keen curiosity of mind, a retentive memory, enterprise, a devotion to duty even at the expense of personal dignity and competitive zeal that was notable even in the international cut-throat rough and tumble of his colleagues’, but deplored Steer’s conclusions.


Waugh wrote two non-fiction books featuring Ethiopia – Remote People and Waugh in Abyssinia – and two novels: Black Mischief, about ‘Azania’, and Scoop, set in ‘Ishmaelia’, books which have set the superior tone and absurdist attitude that the well-read English adopt towards places like Ethiopia. Steer represents the opposite pole. The ‘serious war book’ that Waugh told Laura Herbert in October 1935 he hoped to write was actually penned by the younger man, with Caesar in Abyssinia. No wonder Waugh’s review of it in The Tablet was so barbed.


Their different cultural attitudes show in their descriptions of the same event, the King’s Maskal, or Dance of the Priests, on 23 September 1935, when Steer and Waugh were probably standing next to each other among the pressmen. Steer’s description in Caesar in Abyssinia accepts the ritual on its own terms.




The dim gebir hall of the great palace was opened to foreigners. It is at this festival that the Emperor appears to his chiefs and priesthood, and admits the triumph of the Ethiopian Coptic Christian Church over African paganism.


Haile Selassie presided on his bed-throne … The palace servants … in shimmering light green satin surcoats and jodhpurs, carrying their whipping wands and long red swords, ushered in a hundred priests. These, under faded Ethiopian flags and fringed silk umbrellas, sang in a chorus to five choirboy altos dressed in white robes.





For Evelyn Waugh, however, the priests’ dance that followed was ‘clumsy and rather lugubrious’. His much longer account in Waugh in Abyssinia describes the Ethiopian Coptic ceremony as a shoddy thing, inferior to his vision of European Catholicism:




We had seen the highest expression of historic Abyssinian culture; this was the Church’s most splendid and solemn occasion … It was natural to consider, as one drove back to one’s typewriter, what a ceremony of the kind was like in medieval Europe; of the avenues of fluted columns, branching high overhead into groined and painted roof, each boss and capital a triumph of delicate sculpture … It was significant to turn from that to the artificial silk and painted petrol cans of Addis Ababa.





Waugh wrote to Diana Cooper that month, ‘i have got to hate the ethiopians more each day goodness they are lousy & i hope the organ-men gas them to buggery.’
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On Thursday, 3 October 1935, George Steer was sitting on a hippopotamus skull in his bank manager’s office. The skull, stuffed with cleaners’ brushes and polishes, was nicknamed Vinci (after the Italian minister) because it was both comic and sinister. It adorned Wright’s office at the Bank of Ethiopia, where Steer had come to cash a cheque into the big, high-silver-content thaler coins that Ethiopians preferred to paper money. Lorenzo Taezaz approached and, without taking the cigarette out of his mouth, informed The Times: ‘The war began this morning.’


Everyone made for the Great Gibbi. The streets up to the palace were a flurry of shammas, bristling with rifles. In the courtyard, thousands of soldiers squatted before the negaret, a half-globe of dark brown lion skin, the great war drum of the Ethiopian Empire. Two silk flags, green, yellow and red, with the Lion of Judah, waved defiantly on long poles as, with a crooked stick, the drummer began the deep, lone beats that would call the men to arms.




From the platform behind the drum I looked at Addis Ababa over miles of grey eucalyptus, dusty roads, dull brown tukuls behind wood fences, turbulent seas of corrugated iron … Amazing town – squalor and natural beauty sprawling side by side. For all its irregularity the African lived in Addis Ababa a happier, freer and cleaner life than in any other town of the continent. Accra, Freetown, the ‘locations’ of Cape Town and East London, Djibouti … all these gifts of the white to the black were far more crowded, stank more, more gravely offended the eyes than the gift of Menelik and Haile Selassie to unconquered Ethiopia.





Notables were gathering. The crowd watched the Court Chamberlain, Ligaba Tasso, read the Emperor’s Mobilization Decree, standing on a rough kitchen chair. It ended: ‘The feeling of the whole world is in revulsion at the aggression aimed against us. God will be with us. Out into the field. For the Emperor. For the Fatherland.’


The crowd went wild and rushed forward, waving rifles, knocking Varges the cinematographer over. Steer’s interpreter, Joseph, having no weapon, brandished the reporter’s typewriter. Lorenzo Taezaz, reading the decree in French, was mobbed by a scrum of squabbling European press and diplomats. When Taezaz read out a telegram about the Italian bombing of Adowa and Adigrat, and told them that thousands of Italian troops had crossed the Mareb River from Eritrea into Tigre, the enraged Ethiopian crowd pulled out their knives and ran, yelling, ‘Death to the Italians!’, to the north tower, where the Emperor was standing calmly. Haile Selassie gently commanded silence with his hand, and then spoke from the balcony, counselling them to fight a guerrilla war: ‘“Do not take white clothes, do not mass, as now. Hide, strike suddenly, fight the nomad war, steal, snipe and murder singly. To-day the war has begun, therefore scatter and advance to victory.”


‘The whole wild assembly clapped sharply three times, shouted “Glory to the Emperor” and plunged away through the narrow Palace gates.’


By lunchtime, however, the idlers were in the same places on the pavements of Addis again, and the press were back in the hotels. And there for almost two months they mainly stayed, up to 130 journalists, stewing in anticlimax, back-stabbing and hysterical competitiveness for non-existent news stories. There were panics about air raids that never happened and futile attempts to get to where the fighting might be. Patrick Balfour of the Evening Standard said it was like trying to report Bonnie Prince Charlie’s 1745 rebellion in Scotland, while stuck in London. (‘Charlie’ became a press nickname for the Emperor.) Scoop shows how the bored and frantic press turned on each other for amusement. Evelyn Waugh bought a baboon, which masturbated; Steer found himself nailed into his room at the Imperial Hotel, had to be rescued by an Indian carpenter and moved out to a private house with a government phone. There were fist fights and even a shooting among the desperate journalists. On 13 October 1935 the enterprising George Steer got his name into the New York Times in a Reuters report:




Mr Steer was scaling an unguarded wall of the Italian Legation to get inside when some Ethiopian soldiers came along. The correspondent slipped to the ground and made off, with the soldiers in hot pursuit, and they finally overtook him. En route to a military post a struggle ensued and Mr Steer was slightly injured.


The incident was ended by an order from the palace freeing Mr Steer.





Evelyn Waugh wrote: ‘A zealous young colonial reporter climbed the wall; was captured and frogmarched, rather roughly, to imprisonment in the telephone hut.’ Later Waugh saw Steer outside the Legation front gate, where scuffles continued. ‘The colonial had been released and was now alternately protesting and apologizing.’


On Remembrance Sunday 1935, both Evelyn Waugh and Patrick Balfour recorded seeing Steer kick and belabour an Armenian spy who had got into the cable office after hours to read or steal his copy. ‘The Times correspondent a very gay South African dwarf – is never without a black eye’, Waugh wrote to Diana Cooper on 12 November.


In October and November 1935, Steer thought the Italians were handling the media far better, and winning hearts and minds abroad. Italian propaganda ‘flickered dully across sham-pacific newsreels’ showing the war ‘as a series of submissions, non-resistance, ceremonial occupations, road building … a political parade without horrors’.


In this unreal atmosphere Sir Samuel Hoare, the British Foreign Secretary, and Pierre Laval, the French Foreign Minister, drew up a peace plan that tried to buy Mussolini off with a huge chunk of Ethiopia, while allowing Abyssinia a thin sliver to the sea. When this craven pact was leaked, in December 1935, public indignation led to both Hoare’s and Laval’s resignations, but the damage was done. Great Britain and France, who had spoken so heart-warmingly of standing together in ‘collective security’ at the League of Nations, were shown to be shamming. Mussolini could do what he wanted.
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The Italo-Ethiopian War began slowly and cautiously in 1935, because Emilio de Bono, the Italian general in charge, was determined not to repeat Baratieri’s humiliating defeat in 1896. Even though they had massive technical and numerical superiority, the Italians had to gather themselves first. From Eritrea 38,000 Italian labourers made the roads, bridges and water supplies ‘which enabled an army of 170,000 Europeans and 65,000 natives with 60,000 pack-animals to live, move and fight with modern weapons’.


At the end of November 1935, de Bono would be replaced by the more brutal General Pietro Badoglio. His counterpart on the southern front in Italian Somaliland, General Rodolfo Graziani, shared his reputation for ruthlessness. Both Badoglio and Graziani were veterans of colonial war in Libya, which Italy had seized from the crumbling Ottoman Empire in 1911–12. The leader of the Libyan resistance, Omar el Mukhtar, was seventy-three years old when Graziani had him hanged in Benghazi in 1931. Graziani, nicknamed ‘the Butcher’, filled the wells of the Bedouin with concrete, hanged or shot thirty rebels a day, and deported 80,000 Arabs to concentration camps or slavery in the salt lakes. The atrocities only strengthened resistance. In May 1930, some Bedouin in Libya told the young Danish adventurer Knud Holmboe: ‘We do not fear death from their machine guns … We shall fight to the last man. We all love God, but we hate the white devils who cause us more harm than anyone can imagine.’


By then the Italians were already regularly bombing villages and oases with mustard gas. According to Sven Lindqvist’s A History of Bombing (2001), an Italian in Libya, Lieutenant Giulio Cavotti, was the first man to bomb from an aeroplane, dropping four Danish Haasen hand-grenades on two oases near Tripoli on 1 November 1911. Bombing became the Italian speciality, exulted over by Fascist poets and artists such as D’Annunzio and Marinetti. This was how ‘Butcher’ Graziani did his business in the Ogaden.




*





On 4, 5 and 11 October 1935 the outpost round the Mullah’s Fort at Gorahai was bombed and machine-gunned by six Caproni CA133 bombers. Of the 300 or so bombs dropped in the second day’s raid, one-third failed to explode. Afewerk, who was now eating his food with a knife made from a bomb-splinter and trying to get his men to treat aeroplanes with contempt rather than panic, stood to his Oerlikon gun and maintained morale. Steer noted the psychological impact on the Ethiopian soldier: ‘First, a belief at the back of his mind that the aeroplane was a devilish instrument, uncannily accurate when it was directly on top of you … Second the failure of all Ethiopian arms to bring a plane down. Bitterest of all, the feeling that one could never send one’s own planes back to strike the Italians.’


The southern border outposts were bombed and overrun by the middle of October. Twenty Italian planes attacked Gorahai on All Souls’ Day, 2 November, relentlessly bombing the Mullah’s Fort and its circle of zigzag trenches, a target with a diameter of 150 metres. It took the planes half an hour to reload and return, reload and return, reload and return.


Afewerk was struck in the leg by a heavy splinter. It was a serious wound, but the nearest Red Cross unit was at Daggahbur, 140 miles north, and Afewerk knew that if he left, all his men would follow, because the Ethiopian way is to stay with the chief, and if he falls, to carry him back to consecrated ground. So Afewerk remained at his post without medical aid. Only a select few knew he was wounded. The planes bombed the fort again on the 3rd, and the waterhole half a mile to the west, killing a hundred cattle, thirty Somali women and fifteen children. Afewerk kept firing.




On November 4 the twenty planes returned to their fearful work of devastation. Ali Nur, who is a brave man, told me it could no longer be borne. The whole earth heaved about and rocked under explosions which seemed to break the ears. One could not see to shoot under the deep pall of sand. Nothing but sand, flashes of red lightning, thundercrack explosions, more sand, groans and shrieks of wounded men, the earth heaving in foul yellow obscurity and a noise like the falling of mountains.


And all at once the Oerlikon, whose repetition had kept them steady in their places, ceased to fire.


Afewerk had fallen unconscious. He was sprawling over the breech of his gun, his hands tumbled to the ground. His wound was beginning to gangrene.





When the planes had gone, they carried Afewerk out of the fort and put him in the back of a lorry. The garrison had twelve killed outright and seventy dying or seriously hurt, for Ethiopians do not count light wounds. Fitorari Simu ordered the retreat, even though Afewerk had commanded him to hold Gorahai. (Simu was sentenced to death for this, later commuted by the Emperor to thirty lashes and two bayonet stabs in the back.) They torched their yellow beehive huts and left the Mad Mullah’s Fort. Afewerk died on the way to Daggahbur. All his men wept.




*





The Italians sent a column in pursuit of the retreating Ethiopians. On Armistice Day, 11 November 1935, near the wells of Anale, the pursuers ran, quite by chance, into 500 Ethiopian reinforcements. The Italians had unloaded their little two-man Fiat-Ansaldo tanks with double machine guns to chase some retreating Ethiopians away from their broken-down lorries. Seeing nothing in the dusty bush, the driver and machine-gunner of one Italian tank both got out of their scorchingly hot metal box. Twenty Ethiopians were lying in the roots of thorn trees forty yards away. Their officer whispered, ‘Kill them.’ Twenty shots rang out. ‘They fell very slowly to the ground, like sand off riverbanks,’ the Ethiopians later told Steer. Another Italian tank came to investigate, with the same result. A third tank driver, getting out to fit tow-chains, was also felled. The Somali dubats were shot up and fled south to Gorahai. The Ethiopians bolted north for Daggahbur with their wounded, leaving the Ogaden to the hyenas and the vultures.


And that, according to Steer, was the end of General Graziani’s vaunted offensive in the south. Graziani, with his Roman emperor’s profile, could easily have pushed on to Harar and the railway, and seized a crown of laurels; but for five months ghosts held him back. ‘He dared not,’ wrote Steer. ‘He thought that the Ethiopians were a hundred thousand strong.’
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Steer got these stories from Ali Nur when he returned to Jijiga in the middle of November 1935. He travelled down on the train to Diredawa with the walrus-moustached British Assistant Military Attaché, Captain R. H. R. Taylor, nicknamed ‘the Firkin’ for his girth. Collins of Reuters, with his pet monkey Angko, was aboard; and among the other journalists was a very special foreign correspondent who had arrived the day the war started: the cosmopolitan and darkly attractive Margarita de Herrero, born in France to an English mother and a Spanish father, educated in England, and now working for Le Journal in Paris, where they called her Marguerite. She was thirty-six, ten years older than Steer, and he was falling in love with her.


The great age of women war correspondents was only just beginning, and people like Virginia Cowles and Martha Gellhorn were yet to make their names, so it was unusual for someone like Margarita de Herrero to make her way to Addis Ababa in 1935. She was independent, intelligent, enterprising and she had courage – in Hemingway’s definition, ‘grace under pressure’. What could be more appealing to an excitable man like Steer?


Margarita de Herrero was smaller than he was and had a strong face, strong hands but a sensual mouth. She was curvaceous and sexually attractive, with soft, wavy shoulder-length hair, but there was something in her determined jawline that seemed reminiscent of Steer’s mother Emma, the dominant influence in his boyhood. Emma, whose own mother had founded the South African Women’s Industrial Union, had accustomed George to the idea of active, forceful women. Little wonder that he fell in love with Le Journal’s female correspondent in a war zone and that Emma Steer (who never met her) always spoke very approvingly of Margarita de Herrero.


She had been born in Pau, in the south-west of France, and when she was eighteen had buried her father in Biarritz. Margarita de Herrero knew the Basque country and people and she may have been partly Basque herself. Certainly, in that sharing of pasts that people getting to know each other do, they would have talked of the region that would later come to play such an important part in George Steer’s life.


Steer first met Margarita, and her friend Dolores de Pedroso, not long after the two women arrived on 2 October. A pair of attractive and sophisticated women would have stood out in the journalists’ small circle; apart from the Imperial Hotel, there were really only two places of entertainment for them in Addis Ababa, both cinemas with a nightclub/bar attached. There was Le Perroquet, run by Madame Idot, and Mon Ciné, run by Madame Moriatis. Idot’s was coarser and cheerier; Mon Ciné had pretensions to respectability and a gloomier proprietor. ‘Both prospered on the contrast,’ wrote Evelyn Waugh, ‘because, after an hour in either place, you longed for the other.’


Le Perroquet was where Esmé Barton threw her drink in Waugh’s face. The principal witness to this essay in practical criticism was a young reporter from the Morning Post called William Deedes, generally held to be the basic model for William Boot of the Daily Beast, the innocent protagonist of Waugh’s 1938 novel Scoop.




*





W. F. Deedes is a legendary figure in British journalism. After the Daily Telegraph absorbed the Morning Post in 1937, he stayed put and has been there ever since. He was elected Conservative MP for Ashford in Kent, and rose to Minister of Information under Macmillan, where he had to deal with the Profumo scandal. In 1973 he became the editor of the Telegraph. Shome mishtake shurely? – an imitation of Deedes’s clenched-teeth speech – became a famous bracketed catchphrase for editorial puzzlement in the British satirical magazine Private Eye.


Lord Deedes, at eighty-five plus, is still a reporter. He goes often to Africa, where he campaigns against landmines. He was just back from East Timor when I went to see him in the Daily Telegraph editorial offices at Canary Wharf, sixty-five years after he saw Esmé Barton throwing a drink in Evelyn Waugh’s face. Bill Deedes was sitting in striped shirtsleeves, grimacing at a computer screen.


‘You’re asking me to rake back sixty years, you know. George Steer I hadn’t connected with the staff of The Times until I met him in Addis Ababa, and I think he had been recruited ad hoc. He wasn’t one of us hacks, but a different kettle of fish: Steer was more adventurous. I didn’t see a lot of him because we all worked in different compartments, doing our own thing with our boys and our spies. Apart from remembering what George looked like with his little ginger moustache and his short stature, there’s also the fact that he was extremely enterprising.


‘It was a bit of a Fred Karno’s army, all those journalists. You’ve read Scoop? I don’t think George appears in Scoop. I think George escapes the satire because he’s so efficient; he was a very efficient correspondent.’


(The only likely candidate for Steer in Scoop is Pappenhacker:




Mr Pappenhacker of The Twopence was playing with a toy train – a relic of College at Winchester, with which he invariably travelled. In his youth he had delighted to address it in Latin alcaics and to derive Greek names for each part of the mechanism. Now it acted as a sedative to his restless mind.


The Twopence did not encourage habits of expensive cabling. That day he had composed a long ‘turnover’ on Ishmaelite conditions and posted it in the confidence that, long before it arrived at London, conditions would be unrecognisable.’)





‘Now the only really close connection I had with George Steer was at the end of that year, 1935, when one or two of us thought that the south would be a better bet than the northern front. I think I travelled down on the train with Steer and another correspondent. Was it Sheepshanks of Reuters? Dick Sheepshanks was a bit of a hero to me as he’d scored a century at the Eton–Harrow match at Lords. Anyway – and this is the real point – with us came two ladies who were representing Spanish newspapers. I don’t know how well Steer knew the Spanish ladies then, but not very. Possibly the romance with Margarita started then.


‘The four or five of us went south to Harar, when Graziani had attacked the Ethiopians with mustard gas. The local hospital became a very disagreeable place, with these ulcerated wounds, and the two Spanish girls, to the best of my recollection, put their Spanish newspapers on hold, and went into the hospital to work on these casualties. They were overcome by the extent of the Ethiopian casualties. We all stayed in the same hotel, and I can remember a jolly evening with them all. It was the only time really I was close to Steer. I went back in time for Christmas, but he stayed on until the end.’


The freelance Noel Monks also came south before Christmas 1935:




I heard the first angry gunfire of my life in the Ogaden desert in Abyssinia. It sounded like thunder, and it wasn’t until a day later when I saw the victims of the gunfire that I had my first realisation of the horrors of war. Men without arms or legs; with holes in their heads or chests. Some just a mass of red pulp. That they were black men somehow made it seem all the more horrible.





The Emperor flew down to Ogaden HQ at Jijiga on 19 November to hear how his men had fought on the southern front. Simu, who had surrendered, was publicly flogged. Ali Nur was promoted. And for doing his duty and dying so heroically, Afewerk was honoured by becoming the first man in Ethiopia to be given a posthumous title: Dedjazmatch, or High Commander, of the Ogaden.
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On 28 November 1935 the Emperor flew north to Dessye. Haile Selassie I went to war like a European gentleman, with his four-course meals, his wine cellar, his sola topis and walking sticks, his Arab horses and his motor cars. ‘The Emperor of Ethiopia’, wrote Steer, ‘had the gift of appearing at all times, even in the middle of war, completely detached and poised above the mêlée, pursuing his quiet, rather delicate and well-dressed life without noting overmuch the noise which surrounded him.’ But behind his house was a dugout full of ammunition, and camouflaged under mimosa and blue gum stood the Swiss-manufactured Oerlikon anti-aircraft gun the Emperor had learned to handle. ‘The Emperor had a liking for arms of precision; accuracy, the neat bull’s eye, were to his taste.’ He would need them, for now a more terrifying kind of war was starting.




*





On Friday, 6 December 1935, St Nicholas’ Day, six Italian aeroplanes bombed Gondar, killing four women and six children, and burning many tukuls, or huts. On the same day, just after a quarter to eight in the morning, twelve Italian aeroplanes attacked Dessye. The first forty bombs were dropped on the Red Cross dressing stations and the Seventh Day Adventist Mission, which was clearly marked with a large red cross. The instrument room and a surgical tent were destroyed, two wards damaged, and the head nurse Mademoiselle Havig wounded with an open fracture of the left leg.


In the one-hour raid, the planes also dropped incendiary and explosive shrapnel bombs on the crowded town, killing 53 and wounding around 200. Every Ethiopian with access to a firearm, including the Emperor, blazed away furiously, and a stray bullet in the knee felled the Havas agency man. The six doctors did thirty amputations that day and then all signed a letter of protest to the League of Nations. The uniformed Emperor posed with his foot on a large unexploded bomb for nervous photographers.


The Emperor’s army in the north did not sit on their hands. On 15 December 1935, 4,000 Ethiopians in two columns crossed the Takazze River south-west of Axum and, moving at night, avoiding planes, punched forty-five miles through the Italian right. They took 10 tanks and 28 machine guns, killing 150 Italian and 200 Eritrean soldiers. Exactly a week later, in the Tembien on 22 December, the same number of Ethiopians took Abbi Addi in a nine-hour fight, killing twenty Italians and many Eritreans, and taking twelve machine guns, hundreds of rifles and much ammunition.


Steer thought that Ethiopians in smaller, more flexible and surprising units could beat the Italian forces hands down; but sneaky guerrilla warfare did not accord with Ethiopian aristocratic traditions of mass attack and conspicuous personal courage. When Ethiopian armies got bigger, ‘they became static and unwieldy … clogged by their cumbrous train of mules, women, servants, children, pots and pans’; and they became larger targets for artillery and planes.
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The day of the Abbi Addi attack, 22 December 1935, was a pivotal one of the war for George Steer. It was a Sunday, when the journalists usually worked until the Cable and Wireless office closed at midday, and then liked to drive out of Addis Ababa up Entoto or along the Dessye road to somewhere green and pleasant to eat and drink; Steer would show his skill at catching butterflies without harming them. That Sunday, 22 December, Steer was packing a picnic into a disreputable Ford when two Ethiopians turned up, one fat, one thin. The thin, sly one was Ato Makonnen Habtewold, the Emperor’s Director of Commerce, who, with his small straggly goatee, looked like a mild Leon Trotsky. He drew Steer aside, and said: ‘An aeroplane will be ready for you at four. Tell nobody that you are going, not even your friends. Say that you are going to a funeral.’


Steer packed a small suitcase, and dolefully told his acquaintances he was off to the cemetery. At Akaki aerodrome he found an Armenian mechanic hauling a ten-year-old Potez two-seater biplane out of the hangar. The grey-uniformed Ethiopian pilot smiled cheerily and said, in French, ‘We haven’t had a fatal accident yet.’ Swaddled in an oversize Ethiopian flying suit with an Italian parachute he had no idea how to use clamped round his waist, Steer was hoisted into the rear seat, and handed a machine gun. In three minutes he was soaring high over the eucalyptus, looking down on the circular Coptic churches of Entoto.


The air grew cold, and the leather helmet, made for big Ethiopian hair, blew loose at once. Steer sat bareheaded, clutching a hat that did not fit and a gun he could not fire, gazing down at the map made real. His flight to see the Emperor at Dessye was a lesson in geography. He had thought of Ethiopia as a solid mountain fastness ringed by dry deserts, but he soon saw from above how the rivers had cut and carved the land: ‘As far as the eye could reach to the north were other yawning cauldrons where the confluents of the Nile were boiled, and other giant trenches of rock through which the waters poured west. We soared high, the sun flashing upon the threaded streams and showing the towering walls of mountains alternately grey and rose.’


Each cultivated mountain-top plateau, or amba, was ringed with cactus euphorbia to stop the cattle falling over the cliffs. Steer could see no paths down, and imagined passages between the massive mountain fastnesses along razor edges that would frighten even an Abyssinian mule.


He had thought that Ethiopia was divided into Amhara upland above and Danakil desert below. Now he saw hundreds of miles of green foothills between these ecologies that had been settled by the Galla people (now better known as the Oromo), who had moved north from Kenya. When the Ethiopian Empire had expanded, the Amharic speakers had conquered the Galla and treated them as vassals; the Galla of Wollo would later take their revenge on the Emperor when he was in trouble.


Steer flew across the fantastic gorge that divided Shoa from Wollo. This was just the country for the press to get airborne to see what was going on. Afterwards, Steer kept urging The Times to share a plane with other papers or with Planet News photographers, but it was always too expensive or too difficult to arrange.


Curiously, in Dr Samuel Johnson’s novel about life’s forking paths, The History of Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia, written in January 1759, the eponymous Ethiopian hero meets an artist who is building a flying machine, and asks him about the mystery of flight. Johnson’s inventor is secretive about the bat-wing design of his aircraft. His answer seems ominously prophetic.




If men were all virtuous … I should with great alacrity teach them all to fly. But what would be the security of the good, if the bad could at pleasure invade them from the sky? Against an army sailing through the clouds neither walls, nor mountains, nor seas, could afford any security. A flight of northern savages might hover in the wind, and light at once with irresistible violence upon the capital of a fruitful region that was rolling under them. Even this valley, the retreat of princes, the abode of happiness, might be violated by the sudden descent of some of the naked nations that swarm on the coast of the southern sea.









* In his well-known book about war correspondents, The First Casualty, Philip Knightley repeats the story by the Daily Express journalist O. D. Gallagher about how he faked a fulsome telegram of congratulation to G. L. Steer from the owner of The Times. Gallagher’s punchline was that its interception by the Ethiopian authorities led to Steer’s first getting the exclusive interview with the Emperor. This is unlikely, as Gallagher only reached Addis Ababa a week after Steer met Haile Selassie.
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