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Evelyn Waugh was born in Hampstead in 1903, the second son of publisher Arthur Waugh. He was educated at Lancing and at Hertford College, Oxford, where he read Modern History. Waugh taught at preparatory schools in North Wales and Buckingshamshire for a short time, which provided the inspiration for his first novel, Decline and Fall, published in 1928. In 1930 Waugh was received into the Catholic Church. He became one of the most fêted literary celebrities of his day with the publication of his satirical novels Vile Bodies (1930), Black Mischief (1932), A Handful of Dust (1934) and Scoop (1938). During these years he also travelled widely, visiting the Mediterranean countries, the Middle East, Africa and South America, and publishing the celebrated travel books Labels (1930), Remote People (1931), Ninety-Two Days (1934) and Waugh in Abyssinia (1936). In 1939 he was commissioned in the Royal Marines and later transferred to the Royal Horse Guards, serving in the Middle East and in Yugoslavia. In 1942 he published Put Out More Flags and then, in 1945, Brideshead Revisited, which became an international bestseller. Men at Arms, the first volume of a trilogy about the Second World War, came out in 1952 and won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize. The other volumes, Officers and Gentlemen and Unconditional Surrender, followed in 1955 and 1961. The semi-autobiographical novel The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold appeared in 1957 and A Little Learning, the first volume of his unfinished autobiography, in 1964. For many years Waugh lived with his second wife and six children in the English countryside. He died in 1966, acknowledged as one of the greatest novelists of his generation, and also renowned for the brilliance of his journalism, essays, diaries and correspondence, much of which was published to great acclaim after his death.

Waugh said of his work: ‘I regard writing not as investigation of character but as an exercise in the use of language, and with this I am obsessed. I have no technical psychological interest. It is drama, speech and events that interest me’. Waugh’s obituary in Time magazine stated that Waugh had ‘developed a wickedly hilarious yet fundamentally religious assault on a century that, in his opinion, had ripped up the nourishing taproot of tradition and let wither all the dear things of the world.’ The New York Review of Books called him ‘King of the novelists’ and Clive James hailed him as ‘the supreme writer of English prose in the twentieth century… in direct line with Shakespeare and Dickens’.








ETHIOPIAN EMPIRE



[image: image]






One


They were still dancing when, just before dawn on October 19th, 1930, the Azay le Rideau came into harbour at Djibouti. The band – a pitiably hot quartet in alpaca dinner-jackets – had long ago packed up their instruments and retired to their remote and stifling cabin. An Anamite boy was swabbing the deck and pushing into the scuppers sodden masses of paper streamers. Two or three stewards were at work pulling down the flags and festoons of coloured lights with which the ship had been decorated. One couple remained.

The girl was a second-class passenger to Mauritius; she was clearly of mixed blood, and she had chosen to wear the costume of a Tyrolean peasant, hired for the night from the ship’s barber. Her partner was an officer in the French Foreign Legion; he wore an ill-fitting white uniform, open at the throat; he was quite young, blue-chinned, slightly pot-bellied, shorter than she by several inches. Their feet moved slowly over the wet boards to the music of a portable gramophone; at intervals they stopped, and unclasped each other, to rewind the instrument and reverse the single record.

For two days of gross heat the ship had been en fête. There had been deck games, races for the children, a tombola with two-franc tickets and such prizes as could be procured on board – bottles of vermouth and eau-de-Cologne, tins of tobacco, sweets, lumps of coral, and ornamental cigarette-holders from Port Said. An autographed photograph of Marshal d’Esperez had been put up to auction and sold, amid wild applause, to a Press photographer for 900 francs; a cinema film had been exhibited by one of the passengers, with a faltering light on a screen that flapped restlessly in the hot breeze; there had been a horse-race decided by throw of dice, with a pari-mutuel and many hotly disputed results; at the deck bar there had been frequent orders for champagne, shared among families of French officials, six or eight of them to a bottle. Finally, on the last evening of the voyage, the fête had culminated in a fancy-dress dinner, a concert, and a ball.


It was a widely diverse company who had been thus indulged. There sat at my table a red-headed American on his way to Saigon, where he hoped to sell agricultural machinery; his watch-chain was loaded with Masonic insignia, he wore a ring of the interlaced initials of some other commercial secret society, he had Froth Blowers’ cuff-links, and a Rotarian wheel in his buttonhole. No doubt he needed some such evidence of good-fellowship to aid his salesmanship, for he was unable to speak a word of French and was obliged to have the menu translated to him by his neighbour, the Italian proprietor of the third-best hotel in Madras. There was also an English girl who wore green sandals, and her mother who carried everywhere a small but assertive lapdog, which formed the basis of many complaints from those who were scandalized by her daughter’s carmine toenails. There was a large number of French colonial officials, their wives and disorderly children, who make up the bulk of a normal Messageries Maritimes passenger list, on this occasion reinforced by a draft of the Foreign Legion on their way to preserve discipline in Indo-China. The men travelled fourth class, sprawling about the lower deck by day, battened down in the hold at night. They were mostly Germans and Russians; in the evening they formed into little groups and sang songs. They had a band of drums and mouth-organs which came up to play in the first-class saloon on the evening of the concert. The drum was painted with the device ‘Mon Jazz’. Two of them climbed through a porthole one night in the Suez Canal and escaped. Next day a third tried to follow their example. We were all on deck drinking our morning apéritifs when we heard a splash and saw a shaven-headed figure in shirt-sleeves scrambling up the bank behind us. He had no hat and the sun was at its strongest. He ran through the sand, away from the ship, with gradually slackening speed. When he realized that no one was pursuing him he stopped and turned round. The ship went on. The last we saw of him was a figure stumbling after us and waving his arms. No one seemed the least put out by the occurrence. My cabin steward usually had some story to tell me of daily life on the lower deck. One day two of the legionaries began fighting and were put in the cells; another day a Chinaman went mad in the night and tried to commit suicide; another day there had been a theft on board, and so on. I think he used to invent a great deal to amuse me.

Besides this normal traffic of the line, there were about twenty of us bound for Djibouti on our way to Abyssinia for the emperor’s coronation. My own presence there requires some explanation. Six weeks before, I had barely heard Ras Tafari’s name. I was in Ireland, staying in a house where chinoiserie and Victorian Gothic contend for mastery over a Georgian structure. We were in the library, discussing over the atlas a journey I proposed to make to China and Japan. We began talking of other journeys, and so of Abyssinia. One of the party was on leave from Cairo; he knew something of Abyssinian politics and the coming coronation. Further information was contributed from less reliable sources; that the Abyssinian Church had canonized Pontius Pilate, and consecrated their bishops by spitting on their heads; that the real heir to the throne was hidden in the mountains, fettered with chains of solid gold; that the people lived on raw meat and mead; we looked up the royal family in the Almanack de Gotha and traced their descent from Solomon and the Queen of Sheba; we found a history which began: ‘The first certain knowledge which we have of Ethiopian history is when Cush the son of—ascended the throne immediately after the Deluge’; an obsolete encyclopaedia informed us that, ‘though nominally Christian, the Abyssinians are deplorably lax in their morals, polygamy and drunkenness being common even among the highest classes and in the monasteries’. Everything I heard added to the glamour of this astonishing country. A fortnight later I was back in London and had booked my passage to Djibouti. Two days later I was in a railway train going to Gloucestershire, where I met a friend who works on the staff of a London daily newspaper. I began boasting to him of my trip. My only anxiety was whether, as a tripper, I should be able to obtain access to the more interesting ceremonies. He said he thought that it might be arranged for me to go in some subordinate position to assist the paper. Accordingly, on my return from the weekend I saw his foreign editor and emerged from the interview for the first time in my life a fully accredited journalist, with a miniature passport authorizing me to act as special correspondent during the ten days’ coronation celebrations at Addis Ababa. Five days later I was on board the Azay le Rideau at Marseille, and ten days after that I was standing on deck in my pyjamas watching the dawn break over the low coastline of French Somaliland and over the haggard couple dancing to the gramophone.

Sleep had been impossible for some time, as the servants of the Egyptian delegation had been at work assembling their masters’ luggage immediately opposite the door of my cabin. Tin trunk after tin trunk was dragged out with loud military commands from the sergeant in charge and loud unmilitary remonstrances from his subordinates. It seemed hardly conceivable that five men could have so many clothes. And after the tin trunks came the great crates which contained the King of Egypt’s present to the emperor. These had appeared on board at Port Said under escort of an armed patrol, and throughout the voyage had been guarded with some ostentation; their contents had been the object of wild speculation among the passengers, our imaginations wallowing in a profusion of biblical opulence – frankincense, sardonyx, madrepore, and porphyry. In point of fact, as appeared later, they contained a handsome but unexceptional suite of bedroom furniture.

There were three other delegations on board, from France, Holland, and Poland; a fourth, the Japanese, was awaiting our arrival at Djibouti. When not exchanging ceremonious introductions,1 or pacing the decks at great speed, these envoys occupied themselves with finely emblazoned dispatch-cases, writing, typing and annotating their complimentary addresses.

At first sight there is something a little surprising in this sudden convergence on Abyssinia of the envoys of the civilized world, and I think that the Abyssinians were as surprised as anyone. After the sudden death of the Empress Zauditu in the spring of the year, immediately subsequent to the defeat of her husband Ras Gougsa, Ras Tafari notified the Powers that he proposed, as soon as he decently could, to assume the title of Emperor of Ethiopia, and included in this announcement, in the case of those few nations who maintained diplomatic representatives at his Court, an invitation to attend the ceremonies. A few years before, he had been crowned Negus; on that occasion his immediate neighbours had taken a few days’ holiday to visit him, and there had been a mild exchange of courtesies by telegram. Something a little more conspicuous was expected of the imperial coronation, but the response of the world Powers exceeded Ethiopian expectation in a manner that was both gratifying and embarrassing. The States less directly interested in African affairs construed the notification as an invitation, and those with important local interests seized the opportunity for a display of cordiality and esteem out of all proportion to anything their previous relations with the country had given reason to expect. Two Governments sent members of their royal families; the United States of America sent a gentleman of experience in the electric installation trade; the Governors of British Somaliland, the Soudan, Eritrea, the Resident at Aden, a marshal of France, an admiral, three airmen, and a marine band all appeared in various uniforms and orders. Substantial sums of public money were diverted to the purchase of suitable gifts; the Germans brought a signed photograph of General von Hindenburg and eight hundred bottles of Hock; the Greeks a modern bronze statuette; the Italians an aeroplane; the British a pair of elegant sceptres with an inscription composed, almost correctly, in Amharic.

Why all this fuss? Many people, even those intimately involved, were asking themselves this question. The simpler Abyssinians interpreted it as a suitable tribute to Abyssinian greatness; the kings of the world were doing homage. Others, a little more versed in world affairs, saw in it some plot against Abyssinian integrity – the ferangi had come to spy out the land. Honest colonists all over Africa grumbled at this absurd display of courtesy towards a mere native. At the legations themselves there was some restlessness; all this would still further complicate the task of impressing on the Abyssinians their real unimportance in the greater world; but what could they do? If some Powers chose to send dukes and princes, sceptres and aeroplanes, what could the others do but follow as best they could? Who started the stampede? And the Abyssinian Government may have wondered a little apprehensively how all these august gate-crashers were to be accommodated, and how the expenses of hospitality were to be met out of an irregular revenue and a depreciated currency. Why all this fuss?

One need not explore any deep political causes for a plausible explanation. Addis Ababa is not a palace where great diplomatic reputations are easily won, and the potentates of the Foreign Office do not keep any very keen scrutiny to see how their cadets are shaping in that rare altitude. Diplomatic appointments there may be a suitable reward for an industrious consul-general, but it is scarcely the foundation of a career. Who could blame these officials if occasionally there crept into their dispatches phrases tending to estimate with some generosity the importance of the land of their exile? Is Abyssinia not the source of the Blue Nile? May there not be vast mineral wealth in those unprospected hills? And if, in the trivial course of compound life, that unvarying round of modest entertainment, there suddenly came to the women of the diplomatic corps – poor half-sisters of the great ladies of Washington or Rome – the possibility of sudden splendour, of royalty and gold braid, curtsys and champagne and handsome A.D.C.s, who can blame them if they strengthened their menfolk in urging the importance of really imposing special representation at the festivities?

And need one wonder if States very remote from Africa – sledded Polaks and blond Swedes – decided to join in the party? If the glamour of Abyssinia had drawn me there from a life of comparative variety and freedom, why not them from their grey chanceries? Gun-cases among their trunks of uniform showed that they intended to make the most of their jaunt, and several of them, I know, had paid their own fares. ‘Nous avons quatre citoyens ici, mais deux sont juifs,’ one attaché explained to me, and proceeded to demonstrate the apparatus with which, during his sojourn in Africa, he hoped to add to his already extensive collection of butterflies.

Day broadened rapidly and the dancers finally separated and went off to bed. Lighters came out from shore and coaling began. Planks stretched between the ship and the barges. One of them broke, throwing the Somali coolies heavily on to the coal – a drop of ten feet or more. One lay on his back groaning after the others had got up. The foreman threw a lump of coal at him. He groaned and turned on to his face; another lump, and he staggered to his feet and resumed work. Somali boys came swimming round the ship calling for money to be thrown them. Passengers appeared on deck.

We lay well out in the bay. Between us and the landing-stage lay the wreck of a large cargo boat, heeled over on her side, swept clear, and corroded by the tide. She is mentioned in Armandy’s La Désagréable Partie de Campagne.

Soon it began to rain.

Great uncertainty prevailed as to how or when we should get to Addis Ababa. The purser had been most reassuring. He had wired to the station informing them of the number of passengers, he said. A special train would be ready for us that day. There were conflicting rumours about, however. Those who had some previous acquaintance with Abyssinia remarked that things could not conceivably be as smooth as that. Report circulated that there was to be a special train, but that it was only for the delegations; a further report that there were to be two trains, one that morning for delegations, one in the evening for unofficial passengers; that a shipload of passengers were arriving that day from Aden from a P. & O. liner, and that there was very little hope of accommodation; that all unofficial traffic had been stopped until after the coronation. The delegations themselves knew nothing of their arrangements except that they were expected to luncheon at the governor’s house.

We waited our turn to go ashore with some anxiety. The coolies droned dismally up and down the unstable planks; the little boys in the water cried for francs, or appeared shivering on deck, offering to amuse us by jumping back again; guns on shore boomed the salutes as the Government launch fetched each delegation in turn. The warm rain poured down steadily.

Eventually we were free to land. There was another Englishman travelling to Addis Ababa, an elderly gentleman on his way to the legation as a private visitor. Throughout the voyage he had studied a formidable little book about tropical hygiene, and passed on to me much disquieting information about malaria and black-water, cholera and elephantiasis; he used, over his cigar in the evenings, to explain how hook-worms ate their way from the soles of the feet to the internal organs, how jiggers laid their eggs under the toenails, and retailed the symptoms of slow paralysis with which the spirillum tick might infect us.

Together we put our luggage in charge of the French-speaking native porter of the Hôtel des Arcades and went to the English vice-consul – an amiable young shipping-clerk – who told us that there were in fact two trains that evening, but both of them were reserved for delegations; the next train was three days later; that was reserved for the Duke of Gloucester; there was another one three days after that – reserved for Prince Udine. He could hold out very little hope of our getting up to Addis, but he would see what could be done. In a state of mind born of this information we drove to the Hôtel des Arcades. Our topees were soft on our heads, our white suits clinging about our shoulders. The porter said I must go with him to the customs. We arrived there to find a damp native soldier on guard with water running down his rifle. The customs officer was at the reception at Government House, he said. He could not tell what time he would return or whether he would return at all that day. By means of the hotel porter I pointed out that we must have our luggage to change into dry clothes. Nothing could be moved until the officer returned, he said. The porter, without more ado, picked up the nearest pieces and began piling them into the taxi. The guard remonstrated, but the porter continued undeterred. Then we drove back to the hotel.

This was a two-storeyed building with an arcaded front of shabby stucco; at the back a wooden staircase led to two broad verandas on to which the two or three bedrooms opened. There was a lemon-tree in the yard inhabited by a misanthropic black monkey. The proprietress was a handsome Frenchwoman abounding in commercial good nature. She gave us warm water and a room to change in, and made light of our troubles. It was her peculiar fortune to subsist upon the inadequacies of the Franco–Ethiopian railway service, for no one voluntarily spends long in Djibouti.

This fact, sufficiently clear from our earliest impression, became clearer when, after luncheon, the rain having stopped, we drove for a tour of the town. We bumped and rocked along in a one-horse cab through pools of steaming mud. The streets, described by the official guidebook as ‘elegant and smiling’, were mere stretches of waste-land between blocks of houses. These, in the European quarter, were mostly built on the same plan as the hotel, arcaded and decaying.

‘They look as though they might fall down any minute,’ remarked my companion as we drove past one more than usually dissolute block of offices, and while we looked they actually did begin to fall. Great flakes of stucco crumbled from the front; a brick or two, toppling from the coping, splashed into the mud below. Some scared Indian clerks scampered into the open, a Greek in shirt-sleeves appeared from the house opposite, a group of half-naked natives rose from their haunches and, still scouring their teeth with sticks of wood, gazed apprehensively about them. Our driver pointed excitedly with his whip and admonished us in Somali. It had been an earthquake which, in the more sensible motion of the cab, had escaped our notice.

We jolted on past a whitewashed mosque to the camel-market and native quarter. The Somalis are a race of exceptional beauty, very slender and erect, with delicate features and fine, wide-set eyes. Most of them wore a strip of rag round their waists and a few coils of copper wire on wrists and ankles. Their heads were either shaven or dyed with ochre. Eight or nine harlots besieged our carriage until whipped away by the driver; innumerable naked children splashed through the mud after us, screaming for baksheesh. Some splendid fellows with spears, in from the country, spat contemptuously as we passed. We came to the outskirts of the town, where the huts, formerly grass-thatched, mud-built squares, became little domed structures like inverted birds’ nests, made out of twigs, grass, rags, and flattened tins, with one hole through which a man might crawl on his belly. We returned by the sea-front past a few fairly ordered goods yards and corrugated iron sheds. I stopped at the post office and conscientiously cabled back to my employers the arrival of the various delegations. When I returned to the hotel I found the vice-consul there with the good news that he had obtained a carriage for us in the first special train that evening. Elated though we felt, the heat was still overpowering; we went to sleep.

At evening, with the knowledge of our imminent departure, Djibouti suddenly became more tolerable. We visited the shops, bought a French novel with an inflammatory wrapper, some Burma cheroots, and changed some money, getting, in return for our tattered and grimy notes of the Banque d’Indo-Chine, massive silver dollars of superb design.1

Most recent books about Abyssinia – and I had read many between West Meath and Marseille – contain graphic descriptions of the train journey between Djibouti and Addis Ababa. Normally there is a weekly service which does the journey in three days; the two nights are spent in hotels at Dirre-Dowa and Hawash. There are several good reasons for not travelling at night; one is that the lights in the train are liable to frequent failure; another that during the rainy season it is not unusual for parts of the line to get washed away; another that the Galla and Danakil, through whose country the line passes, are still primarily homicidal in their interests, and in the early days of the railway formed a habit, not yet wholly eradicated, of taking up steel sleepers here and there to forge into spear-heads.1 During coronation week, however, it was found necessary, if the rolling-stock was to be adequate to the additional traffic, to run through trains. We left Djibouti after dinner on Friday and arrived at Addis on Sunday morning. There was, of course, no restaurant car and the few wagon-lits were occupied by the delegations, but my companion and I had each the side of a first-class carriage to ourselves; we stopped for meals at wayside buffets; it was a fairly comfortable journey.

We passed in the darkness the intolerable desolation of French Somaliland – a country of dust and boulders, utterly devoid of any sign of life, and arrived at Dirre-Dowa at dawn. This orderly little township sprang up during the construction of the railway on the land conceded to the French company, and has lived on the railway ever since with slightly diminishing prosperity. It contains two hotels, a café, and a billiard-saloon, a few shops and offices, a bank, a flour-mill, one or two villas, and the residence of an Abyssinian governor. Bougainvillea and acacia-trees border the streets. Twice a week the arrival of a train stirs up a few hours’ activity; travellers arrive for the hotels; luggage is carried about the street; postal officials sort out the mail; commercial agents put on their sun-helmets and saunter down with their invoices to the goods office; then, like a small island when the mail-boat steams out of harbour, Dirre-Dowa relapses into its large siesta.

This, however, was no ordinary week. Not since 1916 – the civil war before the last – when Lej Yasu’s Mohammedan followers were massacred just over the hills at Harar – had Dirre-Dowa known so many radically disturbing events as this succession of special trains bringing the emperor’s visitors to the coronation. Flagstaffs painted with the Abyssinian colours had been planted down the main streets, and lines of yellow, red, and green flags strung between them; motor-cars had been brought by train from the capital – for there are no roads outside the town – to convey the delegates to breakfast; the irregular troops of the whole province had been mobilized to line the way.

It was a grand and startling spectacle. My companion and I waited behind for some minutes in our carriage until the formal greetings were at an end and the delegates were clear of the station. Then we crossed the platform into the square. It was quite empty and quite silent. On three sides stood the Abyssinian soldiers; in front, where the main avenue led up to the governor’s house, the last of the cars was just disappearing; as far as one could see stood the ranks of motionless, white-clothed tribesmen, bareheaded, bare-footed, with guns on their shoulders; some had olive skins and keen aquiline features; others were darker, with thick lips and flat noses showing the infection of slave blood; most of them were of good height and strong physique; all wore curly black beards. Their dress was the invariable costume of the country – a long white shirt, white linen breeches loose above the knee and tight at the calves like Jodhpurs, and the chamma, a white shawl worn like the toga over one shoulder, and a bandoleer of cartridges prominently displayed. In front of each section stood their chief in the gala dress so frequently photographed for the European Press. This, varying in grandeur with the wearer’s wealth, consisted of a head-dress of lion’s mane and gold ornament, a lion’s skin, a brilliantly striped shirt, and a long sword curving out behind for some three feet or more; in some cases the lion’s skin was represented by a garment of embroidered satin, like a chasuble, slit in front and behind in conventionalized tail and legs. It was a memorable experience to emerge, after the Latin holiday-making on the Azay le Rideau, the scramble at Dijbouti, and the unquiet night in the train, into the sweet early morning air and the peace cast by these motionless warriors; they seemed at once so savage and so docile; great shaggy dogs of uncertain temper held for the moment firmly at leash.

We breakfasted at the hotel, and smoked a pipe on the terrace, awaiting the return of the delegates. Presently the soldiers who had been squatting on their haunches were called to attention; the cars came down the hill bearing diplomats handsomely refreshed by a banquet of porridge, kippers, eggs, and champagne. We returned to the train and resumed our journey.

From now until Hawash, where we arrived at sundown, the line ran through mile upon mile of featureless bush country – thorn, scrub, and flat, brownish mimosa-trees, and dust, ant-hills, a few vultures, now and then a dry watercourse or outcrop of stone, nothing else, hour upon hour. At intervals we stopped for water at stations consisting of a single shed and barbed wire compound; here there was always a guard drawn up to meet us, two or three uniformed railway police and the local chief with his levy of sometimes a dozen, sometimes fifty, men. At noon we lunched in a tent at a halt named Afdem; luncheon consisted of four courses of meat variously prepared. We waited four hours at Hawash, from six until ten, while mechanics experimented with the lighting of the train; an armed guard squatted at the door of each coach. There are several sheds at Hawash, two or three bungalows of railway officials, a concrete platform, and an inn. After dinner we sat in the yard of the inn on hard little chairs, or paced about the platform or stumbled between the steel sleepers of the permanent way; there was no village or street; it was better to keep in the open as there were fewer mosquitoes; the lights in the carriage windows flashed feverishly on and off. Presently a group of ragged Gallas appeared and began to dance; two performed in the centre of the circle; the others stood round singing, stamping their feet and clapping their hands; they acted a lion hunt in dumb show. The guards wanted to drive them away, but the Egyptian Minister restrained them and gave a handful of dollars to the dancers; this set them going more eagerly and they spun about in the dust like tops; they were extremely fierce men, their long hair matted with butter and mud, and their thin, black bodies hung with scraps of skin and sacking.

At last the lighting was put right and we started again. Hawash lies at the foot of the highlands; throughout the night we climbed steadily. Each time we were jolted into consciousness between intermittent periods of sleep, we found the air fresher and the temperature lower, and by early morning we had wrapped ourselves in rugs and overcoats. We breakfasted before dawn at a place called Mojo and resumed our journey just as the first light began to break. It revealed a profound change in the landscape; the bush and plain had disappeared, and in its place there extended crests of undulating downland with a horizon of blue mountains. Wherever one looked were rich little farms, groups of circular thatched huts inside high stockades, herds of fine humped cattle browsing in deep pastures, fields of corn and maize being worked by families; camel caravans swayed along the track by the railway, carrying fodder and fuel. The line still mounted, and presently, between nine and ten, we came in sight, far ahead of us, of the eucalyptus-woods that surround Addis Ababa. Here, at a station named Akaki, where an Indian merchant maintains a great warehouse and a ras had constructed a great part of what was to be an hotel, we stopped again to allow the delegates time to shave and put on their uniforms. Tin trunks and dressing-cases appeared again, valets ran between the luggage-van and the sleeping-cars. The Dutch Minister soon appeared at the side of the line in cocked hat and gold braid, the Egyptian in tarboosh and epaulettes, the Japanese in evening coats and white waistcoats and top hats; the chiefs inspected their subordinates; then all got into the train again and proceeded. We puffed up the winding track for another half-hour and at last arrived at Addis Ababa.

The station is a large, two-storeyed, concrete building with a single covered platform. Red carpet had been put out, and before the carpet were drawn up a very different body of troops from those we had passed on the way. These were squat, coal-black boys from the Soudanese border. They wore brand-new, well-cut, khaki uniforms; the lion of Judah shone in polished brass on cap badges and butttons; with bayonets fixed and rifles of recent pattern. Beside them a band of bugle and drums, with a little black drummer poising crossed sticks above the big drum. But for the bare feet below their puttees, they might have been the prize platoon of some Public School O.T.C. In front of them with drawn sword stood a European officer. This was a squad of Tafari’s own guard. Hardly had the blood congealed on Gougsa’s mangled corpse, or the bereaved empress succumbed to her sudden chill, before orders had been issued for the formation of this corps. Officers had come from Belgium to undertake the training. The men had been recruited from Tafari’s own scattered provinces, bound to the throne by direct feudal allegiance. In six months he had trained a regiment of them – the nucleus of an organized national army.

As the train stopped, the guard presented arms; the head chamberlain advanced in a blue satin cloak to greet the delegations, and the band struck up. This, too, was an innovation. It is my misfortune to be quite insensible to music, but I was told by all who heard them that the tunes played as each delegation was received were, in practically all cases, easily recognizable. One thing I did realize, and that was their unusual length; there was no skimping of difficulties, every anthem was played through thoroughly verse by verse. The Poles came out easy winners in prolixity. Finally the Ethiopian anthem was played; we heard this so often during the next ten days that it became vaguely familiar, even to me. (It began like the Hymn ‘Lights above celestial Salem’, but ended quite differently.)

Eventually the last delegation disappears. The Minister’s daughters have come from the British Legation to meet the train. They ask me what arrangements have been made for my accommodation, and I reply, to the best of my knowledge, none. Consternation. They say that the town is completely full. It will be impossible to get a room now. It is possible there may be a tent somewhere at the legation; it is conceivable that one of the hotels will let me pitch it in the yard. We get into the car and mount the hill into the town. Halfway up we pass the Hôtel de France. At the entrance stands the supremely Western figure of Irene Ravensdale in riding habit. We stop to greet her. I run indoors and ask the manager whether there is, by any chance, a vacant room. Why, yes, certainly. It is not a very good room, it is in an outhouse behind the hotel; but, if I care to take it, it is mine for two pounds a day. I accept eagerly, sign the register, and rejoin Irene. The legation car and the luggage has disappeared. Instead, the street is full of Abyssinians arriving from the country on mules, slaves trotting all round them, clearing and obstructing the way. We return to the hotel, lunch, and go to sleep. Later the luggage turns up in the charge of a good-hearted young Englishman, who, having failed as a coffee farmer, has been engaged temporarily at the legation as general help. The preposterous Alice in Wonderland fortnight has begun.





He just wanted a decent book to read …

Not too much to ask, is it? It was in 1935 when Allen Lane, Managing Director of Bodley Head Publishers, stood on a platform at Exeter railway station looking for something good to read on his journey back to London. His choice was limited to popular magazines and poor-quality paperbacks – the same choice faced every day by the vast majority of readers, few of whom could afford hardbacks. Lane’s disappointment and subsequent anger at the range of books generally available led him to found a company – and change the world.

We believed in the existence in this country of a vast reading public for intelligent books at a low price, and staked everything on it’
Sir Allen Lane, 1902–1970, founder of Penguin Books

The quality paperback had arrived – and not just in bookshops. Lane was adamant that his Penguins should appear in chain stores and tobacconists, and should cost no more than a packet of cigarettes.

Reading habits (and cigarette prices) have changed since 1935, but Penguin still believes in publishing the best books for everybody to enjoy.We still believe that good design costs no more than bad design, and we still believe that quality books published passionately and responsibly make the world a better place.

So wherever you see the little bird – whether it’s on a piece of prize-winning literary fiction or a celebrity autobiography, political tour de force or historical masterpiece, a serial-killer thriller, reference book, world classic or a piece of pure escapism – you can bet that it represents the very best that the genre has to offer.
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