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For

Marilyn and Zoë

Thank you for all your support in my Ethiopian adventure and writing about it.

‘Ex Africa semper aliquid novi’





“We were numbed, stunned, because we really hadn’t ‘taken in’ the years of war. For that matter I don’t think the world has, even now, ‘taken in’ the war. In denial are we? Yes. They may put on films as often as they like, usually about Nazis, but the whole world was at war, and whole areas of the conflict have hardly been looked at.”

—Doris Lessing, Alfred and Emily

“Ethiopia always has a special place in my imagination, and the prospect of visiting Ethiopia attracted me more strongly than a trip to France, England, and America combined. I felt I would be visiting my own genesis, unearthing the roots of what made me an African.”

— Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom







Prologue

A pilgrim, I heard someone say recently, is a person who journeys to be transformed. My wife, Marilyn, who’s had to come to terms with my three-year obsession, tells me I’m pursuing my heart’s desire. She’s right, but I put it another way. I feel it’s simply something I must do or a vital part of me will begin to disappear.

I’ve been a documentary filmmaker based in Atlanta, Georgia, for more than 30 years. I’ve told stories on all kinds of subjects, from English settlers struggling to establish the first American colony at Jamestown, to imagining how a new generation of astronauts could create a colony on the moon. Among those films have been several that explored the different battlegrounds of World War II. From the D-Day landings in Normandy to the carrier battles of the Pacific. As a child born in the 1950s, it was the conflict that I grew up with and which has continued to hold a particular fascination for me. Now I’m about to set off in pursuit of the story that personally connects me to World War II. I’m packing for a trip to a country I’ve never visited before but where, through one of life’s vagaries, my father, as a young man in his early 20s, suddenly found himself transported, thrown into one of the least known battlefronts of history’s most bloody and far-flung conflict.

On the bed in front of me are the items I’ve assembled so far. Clothes, hiking boots, new tropical fedora, electronics, maps, and research materials. Suddenly the question pops into my head — what about taking something from my father? I have his gold signet ring. Would he have worn it then? Probably. His father who he inherited it from was already dead. It has a good motto engraved on it. Audax ero, I will be bold. But a better choice would be something military — his bayonet. I might need it. After all I’m going somewhere that until a few months ago was ravaged by a new war.

In his book Ten Days That Shook the World,1 American journalist, John Reed, describes in breathless detail Russia’s October Revolution in 1917. In one memorable passage he’s hitching a ride to the front with a group of Red Guards. It’s the day after a decisive Bolshevik victory over Kerensky’s forces outside St. Petersburg. On the way, they’re stopped at a checkpoint and Reed is asked to show his press pass. The guards don’t recognize what he hands them and, worse still, they’re illiterate.

It flashed upon me suddenly; they were going to shoot me!

They stared stupidly at my pass, then at each other.

“It is different from the others,” said one, sullenly. “We cannot read, brother.”

I took him by the arm. “Come!” I said. “Let’s go to that house. Someone there can surely read.” They hesitated. “No,” said one. The other looked me over. “Why not?” he muttered. “After all, it is a serious crime to kill an innocent man.”

Luckily when they knocked on the house door, a frightened woman answered. She came out and, trembling, read aloud what the pass said to the soldiers. Its holder was a journalist, and it was signed by Leon Trotsky.

John Reed didn’t get shot that day. And I aim to do the same on my 10-day trip to Ethiopia.


	1 John Reed, Ten Days That Shook The World, Ch 9, Victory, pp. 299-300.







Getting There — 2019-2023

The genesis of my desire to go to Ethiopia is a discovery I made in June 2019. The summer sun is shining on the flagstone walkway outside and red roses are climbing the pergola that frames it. I’m peering out through a window of the flint cottage that’s been my parents’ home since they moved back from Africa more than fifty years ago and settled in Norfolk, England. The same house where Winston Churchill was staying when, as first Lord of the Admiralty, he sent the telegram mobilizing the British fleet at the beginning of World War I.

The cottage is in a lovely place, the seaside village of Overstrand. It’s just a short walk down to the top of the cliff from where you can look out over the blue grey expanse of the North Sea. The brightness of the day contrasts with my own somber mood. My mother died three days ago. I was in a plane somewhere over the Atlantic when it happened, on my way over from America to see her for what felt like the last time. I was at the counter about to pick up a rental car at Norwich airport when I got my brother David’s phone call. In that moment I felt two things — relief followed by profound sinking sadness. I sat down on a bench, completely lost, as I waited for him to arrive. As a friend told me later, “No matter how old you are, you’re never really ready to become an orphan.”

Now I’m looking for something to hang on to, to persuade myself that my mother is still here. I’m going through a collection of black and white photos that somehow ended up stored inside an old leather bag, like the one doctors used to carry their stethoscope and other instruments in when they made house calls. I’m looking for pictures of my parents’ wedding. I remember my mother showing them to me once. In my mind’s eye they’re large, 6x8. Her parents, or possibly just her mother is standing next to her and my father. But so far all I’ve found are small 3x4 inch images of their early Africa days.

Then I find an envelope containing some larger pictures, four of them. But these are not of the wedding. The first is of an army truck on a dusty road somewhere in Africa. I can see what look like baobab trees in the background. The driver and his soldier companions are taking a break. But it’s the photo underneath the first that really sends a shiver through me. It’s of four men in army uniform taken in what looks like a portrait studio. The three in the front row are sitting. The fourth man is standing behind the others. In the middle of the front row is my father. He’s wearing a pith helmet, short pants, and a short-sleeved shirt. On his right arm three sergeant’s stripes and what looks like a stylized cannon above them. I can’t tell for sure because of the bubble texture on the photograph. He’s looking straight at the camera…at me, with a slight smile on his face, as if to say, “What took you so long?” It’s the first time I’ve ever seen my father in an army uniform. He and his three companions are looking confidently towards what must have seemed like a big adventure. Four young men going fearlessly off to war. Or maybe not quite. On the floor between my father and his companion in the slouch hat to the right is a bottle whose label reads Bols…Dutch gin to give them Dutch courage?

My father, Bruce Wickham, was always a bit of an enigma to me. He was a charming, easygoing man, guided it seemed by an inner belief that things would work out for the best. But he seldom if ever revealed what led him to have that confidence. The photo with his fellow sergeants I’d unearthed embodies the most mysterious part of my father’s life. He’d certainly been in combat but never seemed haunted by any traumatic memories. Like many of his generation, he never told me much about his wartime experience and he died before I had the interest or the opportunity to probe him further. What intrigues me most is that it came when he was 24 years old, an age when many of us make the critical choices which shape our lives.

At 24, I’d been out of college for two years and was living in London. I’d decided teaching wasn’t for me and had just bought a Bolex 16mm camera. Working at the London Filmmakers’ Coop in Chalk Farm, with an actor friend who also had a talent for mime, I shot, developed and edited a black and white film provocatively titled The Pleasure Principle. Somehow with just one character and the help of a bird-mask it explored Freud’s theory of how humans instinctively seek pleasure and avoid pain. With that I took my first step on the road to becoming a filmmaker. It may have been a bizarre even risky choice of subject matter, but it didn’t endanger my life in any way.

That wasn’t the case for my father. He was sent to fight in one of World War II’s more obscure and often forgotten theaters, the East Africa campaign. Yet it produced one of the Allies’ earliest victories and the liberation of Ethiopia, the first country to be freed from the Axis Powers. Although I didn’t yet know how, it had made him a war hero. And afterwards it transformed his life in the most significant ways. It led to a career in Africa, meeting my mother, and to me and my younger brother being born there. As a result, I would spend my first twelve intensely memorable and meaningful years growing up in Africa.

My father’s history before the war was more familiar to me but now, I was spurred on to dig deeper. Bruce Wickham was born on Dec. 28, 1916, in the English village of Tarleton, just minutes from the Lancashire coast and an hour’s drive north of Liverpool and Manchester, the county’s two major cities. His father was a doctor, his mother, the daughter of a successful cotton manufacturer whose company was founded back in the heyday of Britain’s Industrial Revolution. Bruce was the oldest of four children. Like many fortunate to be born into the English upper middle class, life was relatively good to him, even growing up in the years of the Great Depression. He got a scholarship to Pembroke College, Cambridge, where, on the advice of his favorite uncle, Tommy, who had also been his teacher, he studied the Classics. Tommy Brown had been an artillery lieutenant in World War I and had survived despite being severely wounded just a month after arriving at the Western Front. Doubtless he influenced my father’s decision to join the artillery section of the Officer Training Corps during his time at Cambridge. But when it came to choosing a career, Bruce Wickham seems to have trusted his own instinct. If he was good at Latin and Greek, why not learn a living language, something African maybe like Swahili or even Chinyanja? In his final year at college, he planned to apply for a position in the Colonial Service which would take him to some part of the increasingly rickety but still sprawling British empire. Then just days before Christmas 1938, about to turn 22 and with graduation only six months away, he was hit by the first of two major losses. His mother died of cancer. Two months later, his father died from a burst appendix.

Meanwhile, the political crisis that had long been threatening to destroy peace in Europe finally came to a head. On September 3, 1939, Bruce Wickham and the rest of Britain heard prime minister Neville Chamberlain solemnly announce on the radio that Britain was at war with Nazi Germany. The world turned upside down, all bets for a rosy future somewhere in Britain’s empire seemed suddenly off.

A few months after I flew home to Atlanta, I had a dream about my father, the first in several years. It started in a familiar way; he’s back after a long trip he’s made somewhere to improve his failing health. But this time I hear him speaking to me. He tells me, “I’m an odd bird. I’m caught between two worlds. But that’s the way I am.” This unexpected and disquietingly vivid ‘encounter’ seemed like a call to action. As one of my favorite history writers, Tony Horwitz, once described his creative process: “Half my research is going to where the history really happened.” It was time to solve my father’s deepest mystery, and to do that required going to Ethiopia.

Monday, January 20th, 2020, is an auspicious day to begin. It’s both Martin Luther King Day and the day Ethiopian Christians celebrate Epiphany. I’m driving out along Memorial Drive, the highway which goes all the way to Stone Mountain, Georgia’s spectacular natural wonder. The monolithic piece of granite rises like a giant whale above the pine forests that surrounds it. One side of its gray flanks is scarred by a carving of Jefferson Davis, Robert E. Lee, and Stonewall Jackson, the Confederate trilogy. Georgians are now wrestling with what to do about it. But today I’m not going that far. After a few miles, I pull into a strip mall which has seen better days. Now it’s the proud new home of the Ethiopian Community Association of Atlanta. An estimated 20,0002 Ethiopians make their home in Georgia, most of them in the Atlanta metro area. Inside I meet Tegist Borga, a woman dressed elegantly in white with several gold rings on her fingers who’s come here directly from the Epiphany service. Epiphany, I learn, is different for Ethiopians. Instead of the arrival of the Three Wise Men it’s the day when they celebrate the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist. One of the biggest celebrations is held in the Gondar. That’s a happy coincidence, because one of the few details I know about my father’s wartime service is that’s the city where he fought. “Can you put me in contact with some people from Gondar?” She frowns for a moment thinking. Just then the front door opens, and a young man comes in. “Ah, he will know,” she says, introducing me to Samson Tegegne. He immediately starts thumbing through contacts on his phone and pulls up the name of someone who will play a key role in my quest to get to Ethiopia — Dr. Haile Larebo, professor of history at Morehouse College.

An hour or so later, I’m looking at his photo on the Morehouse website. He’s wearing black rimmed glasses, a bright yellow polka dot tie, and a welcoming smile. Haile, it turns out, is the author of a book about Mussolini’s empire building attempt in Ethiopia,3 in which Gondar figured prominently. Although he isn’t from the city, he’s spent time there at the university, he tells me when we talk a few days later. He puts me in touch with a friend and Gondar native who will turn out to be my second key contact. Mulatu Wubneh is a retired professor of environmental and urban planning at East Carolina University who now lives in Silver Springs, Maryland. “I came here on a scholarship before the Derg came to power. I didn’t return because of the chaos that followed.” The Derg was the Marxist military regime that overthrew the longtime emperor of Ethiopia, Haile Selassie, in 1974 and probably murdered him a year later. Over the course of several phone calls and meetings on Zoom, Mulatu paints a stark picture of what life in Gondar was like in the fall of 1941, during the final days of the Italian occupation. “Food had become scarce and very expensive. As the British bombing intensified and the fighting on the ground kept getting closer, my parents, like many, began to fear for their lives and fled the city.”

The Saturday after my visit to the Ethiopian Community Association, I’m out with two of my running club buddies, Stan and Bill. We’re a mile into our usual 10-mile route, passing through the towering forest next to the Botanical Gardens and about to enter the wide expanse of Piedmont Park, in Atlanta’s Midtown, when I find myself blurting out, “Guess what guys, I’m planning a trip to Ethiopia.” Being avid runners, their first question naturally is, “What’s the race?” “The race?” I say hesitantly, “I guess to run in my father’s footsteps.” Stan is skeptical about whether this is a good idea. “Isn’t that where there are still landmines going off?” He says he’ll check with some Ethiopian friends of his up in Washington DC where he lived until recently. The following week he tells me they give the trip a thumbs up. Their endorsement isn’t all together surprising. After all, Abiy Ahmed, Ethiopia’s prime minister, had recently received the Nobel Peace Prize for ending the country’s long running war with neighboring Eritrea. In his acceptance speech in Oslo, he emphasized the need for reconciliation, at both the political and the personal level. “For you to have a peaceful night, your neighbor must have a peaceful night as well.”4

Six weeks later the Covid-19 pandemic hits. We’re in lockdown. It doesn’t look like I’ll be going anywhere further than the grocery store for a quite a while. As a documentary filmmaker I’m not considered an essential worker, so all activity on that front comes to a screeching halt. The enforced break from my normal routine does provide one important benefit, it gives me time to dig deeper into my father’s missing World War II history. The most critical piece of information I need to find to get started is the name of his unit.

One of the few things my father had told me about his war experience was that he served in the artillery. Back in 2016, I’d requested his service record from the British Ministry of Defense. When a brown envelope arrived, I opened it in eager anticipation. The contents at first seemed promising. I learned that in the same month that war broke out, my father had signed up to become an officer cadet in the Royal Artillery in Cambridge, where he’d just graduated. Over the course of 1940 his training progressed until in October, when now promoted from private to lance bombardier, the artillery equivalent of lance corporal, he was sent to Yeovil in Somerset to begin training to fire a Bofors anti-aircraft gun. By then air defense was the country’s top priority. The Luftwaffe had launched its deadly campaign to bomb Britain into submission first by day in the Battle of Britain and then by night in raids commonly known as “The Blitz.” A wartime training film showed me how he and his fellow gun layer would have learned to work as a team, rapidly aligning their horizontal and vertical gunsights to shoot down a fast-moving enemy aircraft. But then the trail went cold. In December 1940, the last entry in his military record read “Discharged, his services being no longer required on proceeding overseas.” No mention of where or to what unit. I had to find another way forward.

I knew that most of the British forces sent to Ethiopia were part of the Kings African Rifles infantry battalions. Known by their acronym KAR, these battalions were made up of African troops from all over East Africa — Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania and Nyasaland, now Malawi, where my father would ultimately work after the war and where I was born. So perhaps his artillery unit was part of the KAR. As I delved into the definitive history of the KAR by Hubert Moyse-Bartlett, I discovered that the 2/2 KAR battalion, a newly formed infantry unit from Nyasaland, was sent to fight at Gondar. The initial plan was for them to attack along the modern road Italian engineers had built with Ethiopian labor and which threads its way through the towering mountains to the North into the city. But, he writes ominously, “The whole position was extensive, obscure and well-defended.” A successful attack would require strength in the one element the campaign chronically lacked — artillery.

At which point, Moyse-Bartlett writes, “a delay occurred while the new 25-pounder guns of 54 (Ny) Field Battery were awaited.”5 It took me a few moments to parse that cryptic sentence. ‘Ny’ I recognized was the abbreviation for ‘Nyasaland’. Then I remembered a comment my mother had made many years ago about my father which had always puzzled me, “People thought he was in the KAR but he wasn’t.” Sergeant Bruce Wickham must in fact have been assigned to the 54th Nyasaland Field Battery. I’d uncovered the first important key in my search for my father.

But it wouldn’t unlock anything until the Covid lockdown loosened. The records that I needed to look at hadn’t been digitized. They were only available as physical copies kept at the British National Archives which remained firmly closed. In early September 2020, I contact Simon Mills, a friend I’d met during filming for a documentary about the Britannic, Titanic’s less famous sister ship, which also sank but in the shallower and warmer waters of the Mediterranean, in the channel between the Greek mainland and the island of Kea. Amazingly, Simon actually owns the shipwreck of Britannic but more importantly for me he lives on the west side of London near the National Archives at Kew Gardens, and when they reopen, he manages to snag one of the first research appointments. A couple of days later, he emails me a trove of documents. They include the 54th Nyasaland War Diary and — most astonishing of all — the artillery map used by my father’s unit during the assault on Gondar on Nov. 27, 1941. You can actually see the holes punched in it so that it could be attached to a board where the gun crew could see it. It becomes my “treasure map.” Literally my guide to following in my father’s footsteps. But just as the Covid pandemic restrictions begin to ease a bit, things take a turn for the worse in Ethiopia.

Because of Covid, prime minister Abiy Ahmed decides to postpone elections due to take place in August 2020. The disgruntled leaders of the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), the party of the Tigray region who actually supported Abiy’s rise to power, see this move as a betrayal and refuse to go along. In defiance, they hold their own local election. Abiy responds by cutting off funds to the region. In early November 2020, tensions between the region and the central government erupt into outright war. With support from Eritrea, Ethiopia’s neighbor who Abiy made peace with, his National Defense Force scores a quick victory, capturing the Tigrayan capital of Mekele. But by July 2021, the tables are turned. TPLF forces retake Mekele and forge on south towards Addis Ababa. They reach Dessie only eight hours from the capital and enter Lalibela whose famous rockhewn churches make it a top tourist destination. There a counter-offensive by federal forces and regional militias, supported by a timely infusion of armed drones supplied by Turkey, Iran, and the United Arab Emirates, stops the Tigrayans dead in their tracks. Quickly they fall back and by early 2022 the struggle reaches a stalemate. All the while there are reports of growing starvation, refugees fleeing, and atrocities against civilians inflicted by both sides. The prospects for my going to Ethiopia continue to look bleak.

During this time of hoping and waiting, I read Toni Morrison’s novel, Song of Solomon. I quickly became fascinated by the main character Milkman Dead’s efforts to track down his African American and even African roots. Eventually his pursuit leads him to Virginia where he witnesses a group of children performing their whirling dance and singing about Solomon, an enslaved ancestor who possesses an extraordinary power. Milkman has a revelation: “He could fly! You hear me? My great-grandaddy could fly! Goddamn!” He finally surrenders to the possibility of having that power himself. And it’s a power he desperately needs. In the book’s final scene, as he hurls himself off a precipice in the direction of his best friend, Guitar, who he believes is trying to kill him, he is buoyed up by a single thought: “If you surrendered to the air, you could ride it.”6

Even though I’m a white guy, I was born in Africa and feel myself irresistibly drawn to the idea of the Flying African who takes off to return to a lost home or at least die trying. It reminds me of the story I heard as a child growing up. It was told to me by Nickson Ndau, a man who worked for my family and taught me how to make my first catapult, what Americans call a slingshot, among other useful and practical skills. Nickson’s story is a coming-of-age saga. One day Hlakanyana, a young boy, finds a yam while playing in the vegetable garden outside his house. He brings it to his mother who promises to cook it for him. But then, mmm… it smells so good, she can’t help eating it herself. When her son returns, she’s filled with remorse, so she gives him a beautiful clay pot. It’s the first of a series of progressively more useful and meaningful gifts Hlakanyana receives from the people he encounters during his ensuing wanderings through the surrounding countryside. At the end he sings — and I always hear Nickson’s voice singing the words: “See me, Hlakanyana, with me my spear, the spear which the olde man gave me, the olde man who tore my blanket, the blanket which the woodcutters gave me….” And so it goes on, recounting each gift and its giver. Now he’s ready to face whatever life has in store for him.

When I went back to Africa for the first time after 25 years, the emotional high point of the trip was tracking down Nickson in his village in Malawi. He was an old man by then and I felt like Hlakanyana being reunited with him. This trip to follow in my father’s footsteps feels similarly charged with meaning and emotion. So, like Milkman, I imagine myself soaring into the air. All I need to do is keep heading East across the vast Atlantic Ocean.



The in-flight screen in front of me shows our itinerary with the plane icon approaching the Portuguese coast. The food trolley draws level with my seat and the flight attendant’s voice asks whether I’d like, “Chicken or beef?” During dinner we pass over Portugal and Spain, heading towards the blue expanse of the Mediterranean. It’s Sunday, March 12, 2023, I’m aboard Ethiopian Airlines flight 501 from Washington Dulles to Addis Ababa. What changed to make it possible? Two things: in October 2022, my friend Mulatu Wubneh called to let me know he was off to start teaching a semester at the University of Gondar and on November 3rd, the Ethiopian Government and the TPLF signed a ceasefire agreement which appears to be holding.

I’m not making the trip alone. About a month before departure I texted Scott Engel, a friend of mine who I know has a taste for exotic travel. Some years ago, we’d been to Egypt together on a scouting trip for a documentary film I was researching. “I know this is short notice,” I wrote, “but if you want to find out more about James Bruce, his search for source of the Nile and how he came across the long-lost Book of Enoch, this is your chance.” His reply came back immediately, “When can we meet?”

Scott designs and makes picture frames for a living — I have one in which a photo of the two of us standing inside the cavernous stone interior of Egypt’s Great Pyramid is surrounded by a border of miniature golden pyramids. He’s also spent much of his life pursuing esoteric knowledge and mysteries. He’s traveled to Tibet and hosted South American shamans performing ceremonies at home in Georgia. He’s well acquainted with Ethiopia’s longstanding claim to be the home of the Ark of the Covenant but he admitted, like most people, to being profoundly ignorant of the part the country played in World War II.

With hours to fill on our flight to Addis Ababa, I lay out the basics. In October 1935, after months of build-up and threats, Mussolini’s Italian forces invaded. His Fascist dream was to combine Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia into a new Italian empire stretching, across the Horn of Africa. By May 1936, after putting up a spirited but almost suicidal resistance against Italy’s superior weapons, including poison gas attacks from the air which recalled the horrors of World War I, Ethiopian Emperor, Haile Selassie, was forced to flee his country. The
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