Document no. 65

Lewṭē Zewde to Kīrillus V, 9 Jan. 1882
The holy God, the sacred Father, the allbenevolent, he who is full of virtue, of the
seat of the Coptic church of Alexandria,
the slave of the Lord, son of St. Mark, the
apostle in the land of Alexandria which is
called the land of all the apostles and which
lives under the umbrella of the Jacobites
and the firm foundation of Abyssinia, the
fourth of the evangelists and the second
most beloved of the apostles, the father
and benevolent Abba Kīrillus, patriarch
of the see of St. Mark. May He prolong
his life.
After greetings and prostration (lit.
under your feet), and reception of your
blessing from your respected hands, we
pray always that you may live in peace
for a long time. Indeed, that this has taken
such a long time is because we wished to
have it in the mind of Your Holiness, since
we are your sons and you will forgive us.
If there is a wrong or sin that we have
committed, the Deity, the Son of the living
God, who is wanted by all, has given you the key to redeem the wanted ones from among the
unwanted and to turn as your sons the kings that have committed sins.
And we implore you that you visit your son with your fatherly zeal, with your peaceful power,
and bless and absolve the sins of our wives and sons. May the Lord prolong your potential with long
life with all justice. Amen. And now we have sent to your holiness by the hands of my father Qumuṣ
Mīka’ēl, and for the sake of your beloved son Tamru, presents of two bells for the church. May the
Lord prolong your life for our sake.
Your son the bejirond, the treasurer of the king (one word illegible)
The year 1598, 2 Ṭuba. (one word illegible) 58
Bejirond Lewṭē.
Seal: The seal of Bejirond Lewṭē.

__________________
Ghali Collection, no. 156, Arabic original. This Arabic text has been extremely difficult to decipher and understand,
thus the above translation must be regarded as a paraphrase. For the author, see doc. 24.
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Document no. 66

Yohannis IV to Minīlik II, 15 Jan. 1882
May the message of the Elect of God
Yohannis, King of Zion, King of Kings
of Ethiopia, reach King Minīlik, an
Israelite indeed, in whom there is no
guile. Peace be to you and the peace of
God be with you.
By the grace of God and the intercession of Our Mother Zion – may the God
of the saints be honoured and praised – I
am well, since his mercy is forever.
The letter has reached me. Earlier I
have answered both of your messages
by letters: “Please, do not quarrel, love
one another.” I advise and serve as an
elder, as a mother, as a father but it is
not something that I ordered you, like
a king saying “Have this done”. And
now let us not be the target (?) of the
mockery of gentiles and of Satan. As we
have many enemies on this side of the
sea and from the other side, if we fight
against one another and if Christian
blood is shed in vain Christ will not be
happy.
And now let not the armies of you
two meet. If they meet it will come to
fighting. Please, have patience until I
come. Let your armies stay where they
are.
Besides, if I turn my face towards Tigrē many things will happen in Werre Babo, in Argobba and
in Wello. I hear [people] saying that the neckband (mateb) will be cut; they will become Muslims.
I was saying, “Can it be the lost advice of Abba Waṭew?” And now it is better if it is discussed.
However, it is not that it would have been difficult for me to destroy him but [I have no desire] to
be on bad terms with my brother.
Written in the camp of C̣hinī on 8th Ṭirr in the year of grace 1874.

__________________
Tarīke Negest, p. 56, Addis Abeba [1936], printed Amharic text.
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Document no. 67

Yohannis IV to Tekle Haymanot, 30 Jan. 1882
May the message of the Elect
of God Yohannis, King of Zion,
King of Kings of Ethiopia,
reach King Tekle Haymanot, an
Israelite indeed, in whom there
is no guile.
Peace be to you and the peace
of God be with you.
By the grace of God and the
intercession of Our Mother
Ṣiyon, may the God of the saints
be honoured and praised, I am
well, since his mercy lasts forever. I have received the letter.
Having heard the case of both of
you I remain anticipating trou
ble. But since it is said “Do not
overcome evil with evil, but by
doing good”, let alone [against]
my enemy who is near by; but
even he who is far away, not
I but God, by His grace, takes
steps on my behalf. And now it is bad to do wrong; I do not act wrongly. For a wronged person has
never been disadvantaged. Anyway I am coming there. Everything will be done when we meet.
Written in the town of Adwa on 23rd Ṭirr in the year of grace 1874.

__________________
Tarīke Negest, pp. 56–57, Addis Abeba [1936], printed Amharic text. The messenger carrying this letter is also said
to have been entrusted with an oral message from Minīlik intended for Tekle Haymanot. It has been preserved in
Hiruy’s book as follows: “Why do you always humiliate me? Some time ago you came in force and had my country
Gojjam destroyed, and [then] left. And now again you have appointed people over the country of the Galla which I
have brought under my control. Now after this I am coming; don’t go away. Choose a place which you prepare in
Haro, Jimma [or] Chelliya and wait for me in an open field. I am not sending this message in a letter believing that
you would read it alone by yourself, tear it into pieces and throw it away, pretending not to have heard about it and
run away. But if it is delivered orally and if you have heard and flee, your servants would make critical observations
against you. It is for that reason that I have sent it orally.”
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Document no. 68

Yohannis IV, proclamation on the faith of ferenj [Jan. 1882]
Look here, I have brought you an abun. Approach him and receive his benediction. You have
entered [into] a foreign creed, i.e. one different from mine, return; you have accepted the creed of
the ferenj, return to the creed of your fathers, return to the abun and swear the oath to him, in order
to make yourself liked and blessed by him . . .
If you say, “I will do nothing of [the kind]”, know that your hand is at stake! [You will give] your
hand to me and your property to your accuser.
__________________
AECPC, Massaouah 4, fol. 267, French translation. The person who has recorded this and the following two pro
clamations dated them “Vers le 10 Janvier”, “Vers la fin du même mois” and “Le même jour” respectively. Whether
he ever saw them in writing is impossible to know; indeed they may have been proclaimed orally, which may explain
the lack of proper, solemn introductions and dates. In any case the proclamation is clearly addressed to Catholics.
The last phrase indicates the punishment of having one hand cut off and the property handed back to the missionaries.

Document no. 69

Yohannis IV, proclamation on the practice of Islam [Jan. 1882]
You who were a Muslim I made a Christian three years ago; if you do not remember it, calculate
yourself. But [in reality] you are a Christian only by day and exercise Muslim practices by night.
You do not eat meat together with Christians, you do not partake of the Communion. Be a real
Christian, come to the abun to be blessed, take a confessor, eat Christian meat . . . If you marry,
marry a Christian girl, and do not give your daughter to anyone but a Christian. Whoever does not
do [anything of] this, may he be killed like a Ṭilṭal or a Galla, and the killer may receive the insignia
of an elephant killer.

__________________
AECPC, Massaouah 4, fol. 267, French translation. For the date, see doc. 68. The insignia of an elephant killer was
reportedly a small silver chain rolled round the mateb, the blue ribbon of a Christian.
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Document no. 70

Yohannis IV, proclamation on schismatics [Jan. 1882]
While I am bringing back the Muslims to Christianity, braggarts (foucarotes) and ferenj have come
who say, “We are the ones who have the true creed, we are the ones who have the abun.” Regard
them and those who have the same creed as Muslims. If you find any of them, tell them: “Return to
the creed of your fathers.” If he refuses, do not bring him to me, I do not want to see him, shoot him
like a Ṭilṭal and receive the insignia of the elephant killer.
Whoever uses tobacco, kill him likewise. . . .

__________________
AECPC, Massaouah 4, fol. 267, French translation, ending with four dots. For the date, see previous document. We
have concluded that “foucarotes” is a form of the Amharic fokkara, “to brag, to boast”. It is quite obvious from this
text, if authentic, that Yohannis had as little sympathy for, or patience with, the European missionaries coming to
Ethiopia as with propagators of Islam.

Document no. 71

Ar’aya Sillasē Dimṣu to Achille Raffray [Jan. 1882]
May the letter of Ras Ar’aya, a notable of the nation, reach the vice-consul of France.
How are you? You are my representative (wekil); find what has been taken from me, and try to
have it returned to me. Bichou has carried out your commission for me; you have acted well in this
matter. O my son and my friend, you have begun; now finish it. Tell me what you want from my
country. You have been of service to me, I shall not forget it. Continue to look for what belongs to
me so that it will not be lost.
(His seal at the bottom.)

__________________
AECPC, Massaouah 4, fol. 270, French translation. No date, but assigned to January 1882 since it is preserved in the
archive together with the two following documents. Ras Ar’aya served Yohannis successively as governor of Inderta,
Akkele Guzay and Dembiya and was killed at the battle of Metemma in March 1889. We have not been able to find
out who the person named Bichou was, nor what was the concern of the commission.
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Document no. 72

Ar’aya Sillasē Dimṣu to Juan Víctor Abargues de Sostén
[Jan. 1882]
Ras Ar’aya to his friend the consul of Spain.
How are you? I know the interest which you take in me. Thank you for the good message which
you have sent me. It is full of hope for me. I do not ask for anything else but that the measures you
take for the fulfilment of this promise will lead to the solution I desire. If His Highness the viceroy
accepts my services, nothing but my name will be useful for him. If His Highness ‘Alā’ ad-Dīn
Pasha tells me, in accordance with his orders, “We will gladly receive you in our ranks”, let him
just say how, and I will accept any condition. If he tells me, “Come to us”, I will descend with the
number of faithful soldiers he decides for me, be it few or many; all I have, or very few or even no
one, whatever he wishes. If, on the contrary, he tells me, “Stay in the high country, until we tell
you”, I have an amba, Debre Mēla, near the Sahos where I can seek refuge and wait for his message,
and pass the evil days before undertaking anything in union and agreement with you. But on this
amba and during this time of waiting I cannot expect from anyone but you the supplies necessary for
me and the men you tell me to keep. If our offers are not accepted, I ask of you, my lord, the consul,
that the greatest secrecy as to the subject of my request be maintained. My head is at stake, and my
defeat will be certain. I beg you to take the greatest possible precautions in communicating this
to His Excellency ‘Alā ad-Dīn Pasha, because in his entourage there are spies and informers who
denounce me in front of Emperor Yohannis. If my plan is successful, I am assured of the consent of
King Minīlik (Shewa) and King Tekle Haymanot (Gojjam) as soon as I have notified them. Above
all I ask of you the greatest secrecy and the greatest precautions, especially if you doubt success.
You understand why I do not write in Amharic, nor place my seal [here]. The roads are not safe.

__________________

AECPC, Massaouah 4, fol. 268, French translation. No date. In the archival copies the letter follows upon the pro
clamations above (docs 68–70) dated January 1882 and is thus assigned to January 1882. As stated, the letter was not
written in Amharic, but it is impossible to know if the original was in Arabic or in a European language. Juan Víctor
Abargues de Sostén had been sent by the Madrid Geographic Society to Ethiopia in 1881 with a letter from King
Alfonso XII. A note on the document states that the letter was attached to a letter no. 1 to Abargues de Sostén, 1st
April. This letter has not been found and it is impossible to know if the date refers to 1881 or 1882. It is obvious from
the last words of this letter that Ar’aya was very anxious that his treason against his nephew, Yohannis IV, should
not be discovered.
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Document no. 73

Ar’aya Sillasē Dimṣu to Juan Víctor Abargues de Sostén
[Jan. 1882]
Letter from Ras Ar’aya to his friend Abargues de Sostén, consul of Spain. How are you?
I have received the messenger whom you sent to me. Thank you for what you for friendship’s sake
have done for me with His Excellency ‘Alā’ ad-Dīn Pasha. The signed and sealed letter which you
demand from me I am entirely disposed to send you, having absolute confidence in your friendship.
But now the king’s great spy, the most dangerous enemy of Egypt in Abyssinia, Nā’ib Muḥammad, has
been sent and will arrive at Massawa to inform the king about everything that is happening, is being
decided, plotted, or prepared at Massawa and overseas against Abyssinia. This man, who has been educated by Egypt and has not served anybody but Yohannis until this day, has associations that are kept
most secret from the government, and by him I am sure to be denounced at once as soon as he is there
so all planning is useless since he has in his hands all the secrets and will turn them all to the advantage
of the king while at the same time appearing to serve his masters. The military and diplomatic failures
of Egypt have no other cause. I am therefore obliged not to undertake anything compromising. And if
the governor believed me, he would remove him or keep this spy of the king whom the Egyptian chiefs
have been unlucky enough never to distrust under good guard (they have failed to follow this advice!).
Only ‘Alā’ ad-Dīn Pasha, this I know, will have understood, and it is no doubt because of this that
the Nā’ib has worked so much against him with the king. I therefore and above all fear this man and
it is this that forces me to be prudent. However, I understand that engagements are necessary where
mutual oaths are given, but at the decisive moment when all is agreed upon it will be necessary to
go into action. After this preliminary agreement, I am prepared to swear loyalty in the terms which
you have sent me, but in a way less (word illegible) than [on] paper. So, by an intermediary in whom
you have confidence I myself even said to your messenger, “Accept yourself my oath and convey
it”. If Egypt then wants to take up arms again, I am its man, and in that case I am prepared to sign
an agreement and to place myself at the disposal of His Excellency. If it should begin with reprisals,
I am prepared, at the first notice of the arrival of troops, to go where I am told. If there should be a
delay, I can wait on my amba, near the frontier as I have already told you.
But if it should be more or less lengthy, it would be better that I remain pretending to be in the
service of the king until the time (word illegible) provided that the secret is protected between us.
Otherwise it will be my defeat, that of my children and of those faithful to me. For the moment I rely
on you and completely trust you, a European and a Christian, and by (word illegible) ‘Ala’ ad-Dīn
Pasha, but not on the divan where all the secrets are always sold, which I know with certainty. I
also ask you for secrecy between (word illegible) and ‘Ala’ ad-Dīn Pasha alone, and all necessary
precautions so that nothing is allowed to transpire until our desires are fulfilled. But even if these
desires would not have any result at this moment, from the day the Egyptian government begins the
fight, it will be able to judge the sincerity of my present plans.
Please destroy this letter and my preceding one.
__________________

AECPC, Massaouah 4, fol. 269, French translation. No date, but a note in the margin of the French translation says
24 January, and the archival copy follows upon the preceding document. See the note on the previous document for
context. The four places indicated as illegible are because the binding of the volume covers the text.
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Document no. 74

Yohannis IV to Muḥammad Tawfiq, 14 Feb. 1882
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Seal: King of Kings Yohannis of Ethiopia, Yuḥannā King of Kings of Abyssinia.
In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, the everlasting wisdom of God, to whom the time and the days
belong, a message of the beloved of God, Yohannis, King of Zion, King of Kings of Abyssinia. To
the august, respected and potent, without self-aggrandizement and firm in his will, the honoured
and revered Khedive Muḥammad Tawfīq Pasha, endowed with understanding and one who likes
friendship. Peace be to you and may the peace of God be with you. I, and all my army, by the power
of God the Sabaoth, are well. Praise be to God who has brought us to this hour.
We have written you a letter in respect for your exalted honour and splendid strong support
and in respect for the constancy of your pure consciousness, a message righteously guided by the
abundance of happiness and joy.
What you have done to us by sending an archbishop and bishops, based on our request, to become
apostles inside our kingdom Ethiopia, and secondly by sending us respectful presents whose number
is 800 guns in order to prolong our friendship, for all this our heart became happy and as a result we
praised God, the possessor of all; and the dignitaries of our nation were very happy regarding the
present, saying, “What humility and great love!”.
Therefore may God bestow on you all blessings and benevolence and may His glorious name be
sanctified who has given you all his blessings, who made you sit on the throne of your father Ismā’īl
Pasha: And Ismā’īl Pasha owing to our friendship towards him, we sent him presents and he was
fully satisfied with it saying, “The one who was before, whose name was Tēwodros, when Said
Pasha sent him presents instead of thanking him responded by calling him bad names, therefore,
returning evil for good. However, now Yohannis, King of Zion, King of Kings of Ethiopia, to the
extent of his love he accepted our presents with happiness and joy”. And as a result of his happiness
and friendship, Atinatēwos, one of the bishops, said, “Blessed be God who raised to us a believer
called Yohannis, King of Zion and King of Kings of Ethiopia.”
And after this owing to wicked people we became fatal enemies. But now I don’t ask only friendship but also [that we] stay in our respective original kingdoms, as it used to be in former times so
that no enmity arises between us, and demarcate the borders of the Ethiopian kingdom which used
to exist for ages in the hands of Abyssinian monarchs. Therefore, what may belong to Abyssinia be
awarded to Abyssinia (al-Ḥabasha) and that of Egypt to Egypt.
1874, on the 8th of Amshīr.

_________________

ENA, Soudan 5/3/4, Arabic original. A copy of the letter from Muḥammad Tawfīq to Yohannis dated 6 Dec. 1881. A
list of the gifts for Yohannis is found in ENA 5/3/2 and 5/3/5 respectively.
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Document no. 75

Yohannis IV to Muḥammad Tawfiq, 16 Feb. 1882
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Seal: King of Kings Yohannis of Ethiopia; Yūḥannā, King of Kings of Abyssinia.
In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, praise be to Him.
May the message of the Elect of God Yohannis, King of Kings of Ethiopia, reach the honoured
and respected, the great and exalted, [he who enjoys] pleasant reputation and an upright mind,
Khedive Muḥammad Tawfīq Pasha, the scholar (lit. knowledgeable) and lover of friendship. Peace
be to you and the peace of God be with you. By the might of God Sabaoth, I and my army are well.
Praise be to God who has kept us until this moment.
And now, I had written to you about your greatness and the greatness of your honoured appointment [which is] due to your upright and pure mind. A word of gratitude for the great happiness and
pleasure for what you have done for me regarding the coming of the archbishop and the bishops
whom I wanted to be teachers in my kingdom of Ethiopia, and regarding the gifts you sent me for
the strengthening of friendship, numbering eight hundred rifles. For this reason my heart was joyful
and happy about this matter saying, “What modesty and friendship!”
Again I praise God for all the grace that you have received. And may His Holy Name be praised
because He has granted you the appointment to the throne of your father, Ismā’īl Pasha. And earlier
when I had sent a small present of friendship to Ismā’īl Pasha he was very happy and said, “He who
was before by the name of Kasa, when my brother Sa’īd Pasha sent him presents instead of praise
he paid him back by calling him bad names. But the King of Kings of today Yohannis, King of Zion
of Ethiopia, is earnestly (lit. very much) looking for friendship”. [Ismā’īl] said, “Be happy”, and to
the extent of his happiness he sent me P̣app̣ as
̣ Atinatēwos. And he said, “praise be to God who has
elected for us a faithful man, Yohannis, elect of God, King of Zion, King of Kings of Ethiopia.”
And after this we quarrelled very badly because of wicked people. And now I am seeking friendship with you; let us abide by the early positions of our agreement in order that quarrels may not
arise between us, and may the borderlands of Ethiopia which were in the hands of the Ethiopian
kings be demarcated, so that what was Ethiopia’s [may be awarded] to Ethiopia and [what was]
Egypt’s [may be awarded] to Egypt. Earlier I had written to the kings of Europe saying, “Demarcate
my land so that I will not quarrel with you.”
Written in the town of Adwa in the year of grace 1874, on the 10th of Yekkatīt.

__________________

ENA, Soudan 5/3/1, Gi’iz original. The letter seems to be a Gi’iz version of the previous letter, but dated two days
later. The only significant difference is that the Arabic text does not mention the letters sent to the rulers of Egypt
asking them to assist in demarcating the borders.
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Document no. 76

Yohannis IV to Welde Sema’it Welde Yohannis and the
community of Dayr al-Sultan, 20 Feb. 1882
May the letter of the Elect of God Yohannis, King of Zion,
King of Kings of Ethiopia, reach Abba Welde Sema’it and the
whole Ethiopian community of Dayr al-Sultan in Jerusalem.
How are you? I, thanks to God, am well with my army. I have
received your letter and I have written concerning you and the
piece of land to the patriarch, and to Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamīd,
King of Ottoman Istanbul. I have written to all these; but it is
because of you that I am blamed so much; not because I am
guilty.
If the problem is solved as a result of the dispatched letters,
you may stay where you are. If it does not come through,
you may reside at the place I have bought. If that is found
impossible, you should give it up and come and stay in Aksum
as I have already instructed you earlier. All is the land of God.
Man is saved by his good deeds, and God relieves him with
His mercy. I have sent you seven thousand thalers for your
maintenance. But a country does not make one righteous.
Written on the 14th day of Yekkatīt in the year of mercy 1874,
in the town of Adwa.

__________________

Chronicle, no. 11, pp. 172–175, Gi’iz/Amharic text and English translation. The original could not be located at the monastery in Jerusalem.
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Document no. 77

Yohannis IV to Welde Sema’it Welde Yohannis and the
community of Dayr al-Sultan, 22 Feb. 1882
Seal: King of Kings
Yohannis of Ethiopia;
Yūḥannā, King of Kings
of Abyssinia.
In the name of Our Lord
Jesus Christ. Praise be
to Him.
May the message of the
Elect of God Yohannis,
King of Zion, King of
Kings of Ethiopia, reach
Abba Welde Sema’it and
the whole community of
Jerusalem, which is the
Dayr al-Sultan of Ethi
opia, the upright in faith,
who endure oppression
like Naboth who died
by the hands of Jezebel,
the queen, because of his
vineyard.
Peace be to you all.
I am well and in peace
through your strong
prayers. Praise be to God
who has brought us up to this hour. And now, I have sent you some money, amounting to 6,000
[thalers], by the hands of Abba Hayle Īyyesus and another person.
However, do not be discontented with me because it is [so] little. The reason why the money is
[so] little and why I send [it] to you in small amounts is because the strangers who speak ill of me
and who want money have become numerous. Do not give up praying because of the oppression that
you are suffering. The God of the oppressed will hear your prayers and He will give you the reward
for your oppression. For He judges justly.
Written in the town of Adwa, on 16th Yekkatīt in the year of grace 1874.
__________________

Dayr al-Sultan, no. 9, Amharic/Gi’iz original. Printed with English translation in Chronicle, no. 12, pp. 174–175.
Here the second person is identified as Abba Welde Tensa’ē. The translation erroneously writes Welde Īyyesus for
Hayle Īyyesus in the text.
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Document no. 78

Minīlik II to Jules Grévy, 7 March 1882
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[May the letter of] the second Minīlik, who by the power of God has become king of Shewa, reach
the honoured and respected president of the French, Jules Grévy.
How are you? I am well, thank God. All my army is also well. Last year I sent my people with
Mr. Brémond with a letter and gifts of friendship. I have heard that they have arrived, but I have
not yet received a reply. My servant Gebre Sillasē Nigusē has written to me saying that the zebra I
sent died 15 days after arriving in Paris. I have also heard that you were sorry [for this]. This is no
problem. I have no difficulty about anything that is found in my country. What is difficult for me are
things [found] in Europe.
Now a serious injustice has been done against my people who live in Tajura. The whole world
knows that, except for some clans who live as bandits, the Adal who live from Tajura up to Shewa
are my subjects; that the salt belongs to me [as] to my fathers and to my grandfathers; and that from
[the days of] my grandfathers, with no one challenging their right (lit. governorship), they pay to
us every year a tribute of 2,000 bags (ankabo) of salt. Before my messenger whom I sent to Egypt
returned, the Turks summoned my officials, made them board a ship and humiliated them. Then
forcing them out of the ship, they threw them into a boat, compelling them to sell the salt. They
humiliated them by compelling them to sell the salt, which no one, whoever he may be, had the right
to sell. These people have appealed to me because they have no power [themselves]. And I have
agreed to live in peace with my neighbours, as the kings of Europe told me. But as it is impossible
to make a goat and a leopard live in the same pen, it has become something I cannot endure. When
the English came to Abyssinia they returned according to the law of the Europeans. We are indebted
for this to the French government also.
Today, the Turks want to shut our mouths just as they have closed our ports. And we shall not wait
until they shut us in completely. In fact, they ought to leave our lands lawfully. If not, [the ports] will
be taken by force, by whoever is stronger. It is not a shame to die for one’s country and one’s people.
I was very pleased when my people who are in Aden wrote to me saying that the French government
is going to appoint an official over Obok. May God make it a reality. If it turns out [to be] true, the
route would be opened up. If you acted vigorously on this matter, the French people would be much
respected amongst us and the name of Jules Grévy would shine like the sun amongst us.
May [God] give you long life and health.
Written at the camp of Inṭoṭṭo, on the 29th of Yekkatīt 1874.
Seal: Minīlik, King of Shewa. The Lion of the tribe of Judah has prevailed.

__________________

AECPC, Angleterre, Aden, 1858–1884, 57, fol. 251, Amharic original fols 254–255, French translation. This seems
to be the first letter preserved in Amharic where Minīlik styles himself as degmaj, “the second”. Earlier letters in
French and Italian add “II” after his name, but we cannot know how this was represented in the Amharic texts.
Degmaj is, however, not used consistently until 1884 at a time when his letters were often written in French.
The letter was reportedly translated by Azzazh Gebre Sillasē Nigusē, who was recommended for the task by
Minīlik. He is to reappear in many of the following letters as a trader and messenger of Minīlik in relation to
Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē and the rulers along the coast as well as the Italians. He is sometimes referred to as Gīyorgīs
Gebre Sillasē or Gīyorgīs Nigusē.
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Document no. 79

Minīlik II to François Soumagne, 7 March 1882
Please forward my letter to Grévy. You already know, perhaps, what has happened to my subjects
and tributary chiefs at the hands of the Egyptians.
I have been the friend of the Egyptians until now. I have never sought conflict with them. I
have even sent emissaries with gifts, and now look how the Egyptians have seized the salt which
nourishes all Ethiopia. My chiefs who have been maltreated are Sultan Ḥamad from Tajura, Wazīr
Ibrāhīm and Aḥmad La’īta.
The salt plains belong to me since the days of my forefathers. Moreover, I know, and many know,
that Tajura is the port of Shewa.
No one should give up what is his unless he is forced to do so. You have with you my trusted man
Gebre Sillasē Nigusē. You also have ‘Abd al-Raḥmān. You can ask them.
I protect the French and ask for your assistance to my people. I want all French to have passports
when they come. If they do anything wrong, I will send them back to you. If they have no passports,
I will punish them according to our laws. Those who come without papers or recommendations will
be treated as Abyssinians. I have sent letters through Awsa, and I have been told that these letters
were given to Arnoux and that he has kept them. If this is true, ask him to send them.
Seal: Minīlik, King of Shewa. The Lion of the tribe of Judah has prevailed.
29th Yekkatīt 1874.

__________________

AECPC, Angleterre, Aden, 1858–1884, 57, fols 252–253, French text. Whatever the reason it is quite obvious from
this letter that the task of forwarding Minīlik’s letter to the French government was entrusted to Soumagne rather
than to Arnoux. Soumagne replaced Raffray as French vice-consul of Massawa at the end of 1882. Aḥmad La’īta
is probably Sultan Ḥamad La’īta. Gebre Sillasē refers to Minīlik’s chief agent on the coast, Gebre Sillasē Nigusē.
Ḥamad Muḥammad was the Sultan of Tajura from 1880 to 1912. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Yūsif was the trusted agent of
Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē.
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Document no. 80

Minīlik II to Pierre Arnoux, 7 March 1882
May [this letter], sent by
King Minīlik, reach Mr.
Arnoux.
How are you? I am well,
thank God. All my army is
well.
The letter you sent to
me has reached me. I have
received all the earlier
letters. They came on 16
Nehasē 1881 [and] 1 Ṭirr
1882.
I have heard about the
trouble which you expe
rienced in Egypt. The picture of you and your son
has reached me. And now I
am sending you 100 camels
in care of Maḥammad
Ḥanfadhē for the sniders
and the ammunition. Write
to me. If the doctor and the
workers are available, send
them to me. We shall speak
of everything else later. I
will give you the money for
the sniders, I am sending it
with Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē.
Written at the camp of Inṭoṭṭo on the 29th day of Yekkatīt in the year of grace 1874.
Seal: Minīlik, King of Shewa. The Lion of the tribe of Judah has prevailed.

__________________

BN, Ethiop. Abb. 254, no. 295, Amharic original; 293, French translation, and 294, address reading “Vice-consulat de
France à Aden, yidres kato arnus, Monsieur Arnoux (Obok)”. As with so many other letters from Ethiopian rulers to
the French, this letter was translated by Antoine d’Abbadie. The “snider”, more properly the Snider-Enfield, referred
to was a breech-loading rifle widely used by the British army in the late nineteenth century.
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Document no. 81

Minīlik II to Pietro Antonelli, 9 March 1882
I have heard how Mr. Martini has written things against me, but I do not believe they have done
any damage. I would have been able to write to the Geographical Society of Italy and to the king
himself about what has happened here in this country. But it would be a dishonour for me to occupy
myself with such a small matter. He opens his mouth to disseminate false information against me,
but you, Count Antonelli, and Captain Cecchi, and all the Europeans who are living in Shewa, know
his conduct and how he has squandered my goods. All the same, what should I say? May God repay
him. I would not have spoken if he had not been impossible to reach. Be aware of this!

__________________

ASSGI, busta 20, fasc. 5, no. 16, Italian translation. The document is prefaced by the following paragraph: “A letter
from King Minīlik to Count Pietro Antonelli dated 9 March 1882, in which he expresses himself according to the
translation [made by] Father Massaia on behalf of S. Martini.” In all probability the text is a genuine translation of an
Amharic original, in which case the opening paragraph was part of the letter itself. We have omitted it above because
of the information about the translation and the fact that the text, beginning “Ho sentito come . . .”, is within quotation
marks in the document. We have translated SGI into “the Geographical Society of Italy” because of the unusual form
“d’Italia” used instead of “italiana”.
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Document no. 82

Welde Ṣadiq to Pierre Arnoux, 22 March 1882

Written on the 14th day of Meggabīt in the year 1874.

May [this letter] from Azzazh
Welde Ṣadiq reach the greatly
respected, honoured, beloved, and
trusted Mr. Arnoux (Arnos).
How are you really, really?
Thank God, I am well, including
my servants. Since the camels and
the packers have arrived, see to it
that [the goods] are quickly packed,
and keep them at hand, so that they
do not [have to] wait and remain
there. If the goods are kept in boxes
it will wear out the camels. If they
are in bundles, it will be easy (lit.
turn out well) for them; there is
time [to make them] into bundles.

Seal: Azzazh Welde Ṣadiq.
__________________

BN, Orient. Abb., 254, no. 297, Amharic original.

Document no. 83

Gebru Abba C̣hequn to François Soumagne, 24 March 1882
Letter of Blatta Gebru to the honourable who is above the honourable, who is our friend, who is the
consul of France. [May] the Saviour of the world keep you in good health.
As for my soldiers, they are prepared; they did not recognize them and did not know that these
men are your friends and mine. They have done badly and I became angry when I heard about their
conduct. I have treated the Europeans well, I have sent them back with excuses and compliments, so
now rejoice. The king has entrusted the government of these provinces to me, and when he arrives
write to me and count on me. Please send me a nice watch.
16th Meggabīt 1874.
__________________

AECPC, Massaouah 4, fol. 266, French translation. For the author, see doc. 28.
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Document no. 84

Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē to Pietro Antonelli, 28 May 1882
To His Excellency, the respected friend of His Majesty King Minīlik, Count Pietro Antonelli. I wish
you good health, and as for us, we are, thank God, very well.
We have received your letter of the month of March, and we have acquainted ourselves with it.
As for the merchandise for King Minīlik, have no fear; when it comes to Aseb, you will consign it to
Gebre Sillasē and ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, who will inform me as soon as they have received it, and from
that moment on it will be my responsibility and it will be my task to protect it till it is consigned to
King Minīlik.
It is not true that I oppose the passage of Europeans in my territory, but since (text missing)
without distinction of nationality (text missing) all Europeans, I have dissuaded [Europeans] from
passage in my territory. But I am not opposed [to them]. And when the Italian government con[sults]
me and King Minīlik, I shall come to an agreement with the Bedouins in order to open a safe route
for both men and merchandise, and for this purpose we shall make a treaty between us to be valid
for the future.
In the meantime, I shall provide a safe way for you and the merchandise for King Minīlik. As
soon as you reach Aseb, you will inform ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, who will undertake to inform me. I ask
you to present the translation of this letter to your government to let them know that the route is
clear.
Sultan Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē.
10th Rajab 1299.
N.B. Ḥanfadhē writes to Gīyorgīs that the letters he has sent to King Minīlik are on their way to their
destination. This is for your information.

__________________

ASMAE, AE 2, Italian translation. No Arabic document has been found. There is a hole through the paper of this
letter, indicated above by “(text missing)”. Described as a “traduzione approsimativa”, the translation is clearly
made by someone ignorant of Ethiopian and Arabic names; Gebre Sillasē, for instance, appears as “Gabriel Sallasi”
and “Abd al-Raḥmān” as “Habdu Rheman”. Gebre Sillasē refers to Minīlik’s chief agent on the coast, Gebre Sillasē
Nigusē. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Yūsif was the trusted agent of Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē. At the end of the translation there is a
note in Italian stating: “Hanferī writes to Gīyorgīs that the letters he has sent to King Minīlik are on their way to their
destination. This is for your information.” Whether Gīyorgīs in the note refers to Gebre Sillasē, who was also known
as Gīyorgīs Gebre Sillasē, it is impossible to know.
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Document no. 85

P ̣ēṭros to clerics and believers in Jenda, 12 June 1882
Seal: illegible.
A message sent from Pēṭros,
līqe pap
of the state
̣ p̣ asat
̣
of Ethiopia, the servant and
apostle of our Lord Jesus
Christ, the son of St. Mark,
the evangelist of the great
city of Alexandria, may it
reach my sons and beloved,
priests, deacons, believers and
all appointees of the land of
Jenda St. George. The peace
of God be with you. Amen.
As my brother Abune
Atinatēwos acquitted Debtera
Birru, Debtera Aregawī, Qēs
Ēlyas, Qēs Ti’izazu, Goshu
Mersha, Debtera Fenta [and]
Welde Isṭīfanos, I have also
acquitted them. I do not
want them to encounter any
unexpected trouble. Let them
win over their brothers and
teach the laws of the Gospel.
In order that I do not get angry with you, do not disobey me (lit. go out of my will). A son who
disobeys his father is a cursed one. May God absolve you and bless you.
Written on the 6th of the month of Senē 1874.

__________________

Private archives of the Flad family, St-Légier, Switzerland, Gi’iz/Amharic original. P ̣ēṭros was one of the four bishops
sent to Ethiopia in 1881. The clerics acquitted are otherwise unknown. The seal is clearly in Arabic, but unfortunately
illegible, except for the two numbers “59”. This might indicate that the seal carries a year in the 1590s Coptic calendar, corresponding to 1874–1883 in the Gregorian calendar.
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Document no. 86

Yohannis IV to Minīlik II, 8 July 1882
May the message of the Elect of
God Yohannis, King of Zion, King
of Kings of Ethiopia, reach King
Minīlik, an Israelite indeed, in whom
there is no guile. Peace be to you, and
the peace of God be with you.
By the grace of God and the inter
cession of Our Mother Zion – may
the God of the saints be praised – I am
well, since his mercy is forever.
When I was in Begēmdir, I heard
that the two kings had fought; that the
victory was King Minīlik’s, and that
[you] captured King Tekle Haymanot
and proceeded to Shewa. I said, what
has happened was God’s will, and
since Christian blood was spilled for
nothing I waited a whole month at
Debre Tabor expecting your letters.
Then not hearing from [any of] you I
thought that there must be something
strange going on, and as I passed
Sayint I received the king’s letter.
After seeing the letter, I understood
that the letter was delayed due to the
distance and not to any other foul
play.
I wanted to return to Begēmdir.
However, since the rainy season
has become so heavy, and in order
that my soldiers should not suffer, may I have your permission to spend the rainy season in
Wello?
As for me, I am not going to pillage the country. I am only considering that we should meet each
other after the rainy season and discuss matters before I go back to Begēmdir. Otherwise I have no
reason [to stay]. Moreover, this is a sad story. I thought it appropriate to return with the remainder
of my army leaving behind those who have perished due to floods and mud.
The 2nd day of Hamlē in the year of grace 1874.
__________________

Tarīke Negest, p. 60, printed Amharic text.
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Document no. 87

Minīlik II to P ̣ēṭros, Matēwos, Marqos and Luqas, 11 July 1882
May [this message] reach
the exalted and elected of
God, Abune P ̣ēṭros and
Abune Matēwos, Abune
Marqos and Abune Luqas,
bishops of Ethiopia, lights
of the world and apostles
of Jesus Christ and sons of
Mark the Evangelist.
[Message] sent by King
Minīlik. I greet you with
spiritual greetings and
look forward to your blessing, which helps all creatures. I am well and live
in peace by the grace of
the Lord Sabaoth and the
intercession of Our Lady,
the mother of life.
Your letter of excom
munication written on
Senē 2 reached me twenty
days after we waged war.
On my part I did not
want to fight King Tekle
Haymanot. But since he
bragged and attacked me
from behind I fought with
him in self-defence. However, if I fought with him deliberately, may your excommunication and
curse fall upon me.
Moreover, when we Christians fought against Christians it might have hurt the feelings of His
Majesty. In order that the attitude of His Majesty towards me does not change, for the sake of the
Holy Trinity have him forgive me. As for [who is] the wrongdoer you will find out for yourselves,
in front of His Majesty, when I come after the rainy season.
Written on 5th Hamlē 1874.

__________________

Tarīke Negest, p. 59, printed Gi’iz/Amharic text.

101
Sven Rubenson, Amsalu Aklilu, Shiferaw Bekele, and Samuel Shiferaw - 9789198469974
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 01/09/2023 08:02:55AM
via free access

RUBENSON TEXT.indd 101

03/02/2021 13:53

Document no. 88

Minīlik II to Victoria, 20 July 1882
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We, Minīlik II, by the grace of God King of Shewa, to Her Majesty Queen Victoria, the sovereign of
the United Kingdom and India. How is Your Majesty? We are in good health, and so are our armies
by the grace of the Almighty. We are happy to be able to announce to Your Majesty that a long and
laborious campaign of seven months against the slave kingdoms, for the most part Muslim, situated
to the south and west of our domains, and masters of the route from Shewa to Kefa, has recently
made us able to subjugate the kings of Limmu, Goma, Gumma, Gēra, and the Christian king of
Kefa and make them tributaries. We have completely destroyed these centres of slavery and set free
thousands of poor human beings. The unique direct and legitimate descendant of the dynasty of
Selomon, heir and jealous guardian of the glorious name of our forefather Sahle Sillasē, we, Minīlik
II, have desired to prove, by this unyielding war against the slave states, to all civilized Europe our
sincere attachment to the cause of humanity initiated by Christ.
Our victorious armies began to retire and peacefully regain their bases when they were provoked
by insulting words. Three times King Tekle Haymanot, the sovereign of Gojjam, challenged us
to fight on the very plains of Gudru, a possession which he owed to our generosity. Our honour
offended, we saw ourselves forced into combat. The day of 5 June shall remain memorable in the
annals of Shewa. A furious battle lasted until evening and our victory was finally assured by the
impetuosity and valour of our Galla cavalry which, armed with lances alone, and defying rifles and
cannon, divided the enemy army into two and thus succeeded in routing it completely.
Tekle Haymanot and his two sons, his commander in chief Ras Dereso, as well as his other generals and numerous chiefs, all his soldiers, weapons and baggage fell into our hands. Tekle Haymanot,
who was seriously wounded, and the other principal chiefs were conducted to our royal residence
and are being treated there in a Christian manner. The soldiers and women have been sent back to
their country. The chiefs, who were also set free, have for the most part preferred to stay in Shewa.
We would have been able to capture Gojjam and thus stamp out this centre of trade in slaves.
But we have to think about defending our own homeland. We know in fact that our victories have
aroused powerful animosity against us, and it is only through confidence in the sacredness of the
cause which we have undertaken to defend and in the protection of God and the sympathy of free
Europe that we await whatever events may come.
Nevertheless, we will pursue our work to open up and secure to science and commerce and to
industry the routes which lead to the rich countries of the South, to expel and punish by severe
justice the greedy and cruel traders in human flesh.
We reserve to ourselves [the privilege of making] known to Your Majesty the interior dispositions which we judge it convenient to make, in order that our effort remains effective and that the
fruits of the blood so generously shed shall not be lost.
Made in our royal city of Inṭoṭṭo, 20th July 1882.
Seal: Minīlik, King of Shewa. The Lion of the tribe of Judah has prevailed.
__________________

FO 95/742, no. 128, French original. Identical letters were sent to several European heads of state. They were either
written by a French-speaking secretary – but the handwriting is neither that of Yosēf Nigusē (see doc. 170) nor that of
Gebri’ēl Welde Gobena (see doc. 177) – or possibly on his instructions by the French merchant L. A. Brémond, who
was engaged in establishing Obok as a French trading base in 1882.
In addition to the above to Queen Victoria, the copies for King Leopold of Belgium and President Jules Grévy of
France have been located, Archives des Palais Royaux, Brussels, and AEMD, Afrique 62, fols 567–568, respectively.
The differences in the wording of, for instance, the letter to Leopold and the one to Victoria are insignificant, e.g.
“defiant” instead of “bravant”, “soignés” instead of “traités”, and the explanation “pour rentrer dans leur patrie” added
in the letter to Leopold. The original of the letter to Umberto seems to have disappeared, as affirmed by Carlo Giglio
who published Umberto’s reply in L’Italia in Africa, I.2, p. 251. A translation into Amharic in very poor handwriting,
certainly made by a European, is found in ASSGI, 19, 5, fol. 35.
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Document no. 89

Alula Ingida Qubī to Achille Raffray, 20 July 1882
May the letter of Ras Alula, who is turk basha, reach the consul of France, Raffray. How are you?
As for me, thank God, I am well.
Your letter has reached me. As for the matter of the money, I have communicated the words of
your letter to His Majesty. And he answered me, “Until today, no one has come to me; [it is] not
that I have refused [to receive] him. So now, from Mesqel (26 September) onwards, as soon as an
accredited person shall come to me, I shall willingly hand it over.”
Besides, His Majesty has, at the news of a battle between King Minīlik and Nigus Tekle
Haymanot, gone to Wello in order to find out the cause of their quarrel. And now, King Minīlik
has sent this message to Yohannis: “It is he (Tekle Haymanot) who wanted to oppress me and who
offended me; as for me, I have used no violence, sought no quarrel in order to join battle with him.
It is not I who am responsible or at fault. So now, may His Majesty accord me the proper, and in
his opinion just, judgement, and condemn me if I ought to be [condemned]. I am prepared to come
bringing with me Nigus Tekle Haymanot and appear before you, and confront each other in every
respect and on all points in dispute.”
Now, His Majesty has established his camp at Werre’īlu, in order to keep an eye on them and
wait for them until their arrival. Moreover, the Italians have written to him: “It is because Minīlik is
our friend, that we are sending him cannon and arms and everything we have”, and His Majesty has
replied to them: “The French government is my friend. I have not written to it; otherwise it would
not send me one or two, but a great number.[”] If I write this to you, it is to let you know that His
Majesty loves you and [will tell you] all that happens.
Written in the camp of Werre’īlu, 14 Hamlē in the year of grace 1874 (20 July 1882).

_________________

AECPC, Massaouah 4, fol. 287, French translation. The issue – the matter of the money – is somewhat obscure. Most
probably it is the question of a purchase of arms for Yohannis, with Raffray as agent. The French text uses “roi” for
Minīlik and “neguss” for Tekle Haymanot. While the Amharic original in all likelihood had nigus for both Minīlik
and Tekle Haymanot, the French missionary M. Coulbeaux, who translated the letter, was obviously influenced by the
fact that Minīlik was known also in Europe as the “King of Ethiopia”. Thus, the translation of this and the following
letter refers to Minīlik as king while using nigus for Tekle Haymanot.

106
Sven Rubenson, Amsalu Aklilu, Shiferaw Bekele, and Samuel Shiferaw - 9789198469974
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 01/09/2023 08:02:55AM
via free access

RUBENSON TEXT.indd 106

03/02/2021 13:53

Document no. 90

Yohannis IV to Achille Raffray, 17 Aug. 1882
May the letter of the Elect of God Yohannis, King of Kings of Zion and Ethiopia, reach the consul
of France, Raffray.
How are you? As for me, by the grace of God and the intercession of Our Lady of Zion, I am
well, blessed be her mercy forever. The two kings, King Minīlik and Nigus Tekle Haymanot, had
by the instigation of Satan a distressing encounter on the borders of the Galla territories. To put an
end to these hostilities and better see who is to blame in this case and reestablish accord, I had come
to Wello. But now the two kings have submitted themselves. I have had returned the possessions
that had been taken away, reconciled the hostile parties and reestablished accord through a solid
convention. I have set up camp for the time being on a height in a territory called Werre’īlu.
I write these details to you as a friend in order to let you know what has happened. Since a long
time back the kings of France have been the friends of my ancestors, the kings of Ethiopia, and up
till now, up till my reign, it is from the French government that presents have come to us.
Moreover, and lastly, when its missionaries wrote about the burning of their church and the
injury they had suffered, they nevertheless wrote good words to me and said nothing that hurt my
heart. We are thus your friends of long standing, so let me therefore become friends with the French
government. Please write to it on my behalf a letter of friendship. Please obtain for me from it the
opportunity to have sent to me at my expense cannons, guns, gunpowder and all other munitions
and arms that become a king. It is not difficult for it to provide this franchise for me by its will. If
you are authorized to come and see me, I would be pleased to see you, since you are my friend. So
if there is nothing to prevent you, please come and see me.
Previously, the English, in response to a letter from me, wrote to me, “You and the Egyptians
are both our sons, we will reconcile you . . .” But I, fearing that this might seem like pride on my
part, answered them: “Well, may some man suitable for this, among you or the French government,
become aware of the injustice I suffer, and we shall each stay where we are until your arbitration.”
After having started, they abandoned this matter of mine.
It is because you are my friend that I write this to you to let you know about the injustice and
violence I am subjected to. It is not that my strength fails me or that I need someone to complain to.
Do your best then to provide me with a solid and perfect friendship.
Written at the camp of Werre’īlu on the 13th of Nehasē (17 August 1882) in the year of grace 1874.

_________________

AECPC, Massaouah 4, fols 287–288, French translation.
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Document no. 91

Yohannis IV to Gerhard Rohlfs, 19 Aug. 1882
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May the message from the Elect of God Yohannis, King of Zion, King of Kings of Ethiopia, reach
Gerhard Dr. Rohlfs.
How have you been? I, with my army, am well, by the grace of God, through the intercession
of our Mother Zion, with the God of the saints, to whom be glory and praise, for His mercy lasts
forever.
Your letter has reached us by the hand of Lij Ingidashēt. To the English, since they let my country
Bogos (Moges) be taken away by the late Munzinger (Misinjir), I addressed a letter complaining
about the taking away of my land. They said to me: “He has no right to this, instead your land should
be vacated.” With this they betrayed me, they did not see to the leaving of the land. With the words,
“Go, fight him” they urged on the Turks and let me be attacked. After that they wrote to me again,
“Do not quarrel with your neighbour. Christian blood should not be shed for nothing; we want to
bring you peace; stay in your countries.”
Since I deemed it good, I wrote to those who claim to want to bring me peace in a good way,
inasmuch as I added the humiliation and the act of violence committed against me by the Turks the
following answer, “Good! You may bring me peace, if you arrange so that I can stay in the land,
possessed by the ancient kings; according to this you may determine my borders.” However, they
did not determine my borders and did not bring me peace. After examining my claim they said, “But
you have peace.” With this statement they gave up the matter which they had taken up.
Now this is nothing I care about any longer. It is God who made me king. My land is in his hands.
Nevertheless, it is my wish that you should be informed about it; but as I have no one [here] to whom
I want to express any complaint about [the matter], you should rather come here so that we can have
a meeting. The two kings, King Minīlik and King Tekle Haymanot, had become enemies over the
boundary and fought each other. Nowadays, both my sons and I have, after having restituted to both
the property lost to them and thus reconciled them, taken residence in Wello and stay there. The
wording of both, the Gi’iz and the Arabic, is the same.
Written in the camp of Werre’īlu, on 14 Nehasē in the year of grace 1874.

__________________

HHS, RA 14, Amharic original; AAPA, Abt. A, I.B.9, 1/1–3, German translation dated 20 August. The German text, a
translation by Rohlfs (?), is poor. It attempts to translate the Amharic literally, and in some cases it is impossible to say
with certainty what the text means. Lij Ingidashēt is the son of the German migrant Wilhelm Schimper; see doc. 52.
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Document no. 92

Ḥamad La’īta to Pietro Antonelli, 28 Sept. 1882
Praise be to God!
To the respected and beloved Count Antonelli, may God protect him.
I give you my compliments and inform you that I have learnt about all your concerns from ‘Abd
al-Raḥmān. When he came, I had war in my country. The cause of it is Abū Bakr Pasha, the one
who made himself great owing to our work. He sent the Egyptian soldiers to occupy my territory.
As for your imminent departure, it was ‘Abd al-Raḥmān who told me about it. I shall be the one
who lets you pass on my route and wherever you want. Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē and I are but one
person, and with regard to the caravans I was appointed responsible by Sultan Ḥanfadhē. King
Minīlik and all the Abyssinians know about this. As soon as I had received your letter, I sent ‘Abd
al-Raḥmān back to you in Aden, and my brother with ‘Abd al-Qadir to Awsa, so that they bring you
the protection of the sultan.
Since we know who you are, everything will be done, and you will have camels and your feet will
not touch the earth; I myself will carry you on my head. From the letter that Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē
will send, you will learn about my work and you will see that he tells you the same as I say. Before
now, I already knew you by name, because Gīyorgīs and ‘Abd al-Raḥmān had talked to me about
you. Be assured that you, apart from possible misadventures sent by God, shall pass through our
territories respected and untroubled.
In order that I may be able to send the caravan of the king (Minīlik) faster, I am sending ‘Abd
al-Raḥmān and Gebre Sillasē to Aden.
Health and prosperity [to you].
The 15th day of the month of Dhū al-Qa’da 1299.
(Seal of Ḥamad La’īta).

_________________

AP.DD, XV, p. 85, Italian translation. Gīyorgīs must here refer to Gebre Sillasē Nigusē who was also known as
Gīyorīs Gebre Sillasē.
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Document no. 93

Yohannis IV to Umberto I, 30 Sept. 1882
In the name of Our Lord
Jesus Christ, praise be to
Him.
May
the
message
from the Elect of God
Yohannis, King of Zion,
King of Kings of Ethiopia,
reach the honoured and
respected Umberto I, King
of Italy.
How are you, really?
By the loving-kindness
of God, by the interces
sion of Our Mother Zion,
I am well. May the God
of the saints be glorified
and praised, for His mercy
lasts for ever.
I have received your
respected letter with its
seal by the hand of your
consul, Giovanni Branchi.
The medal of honour you
have sent me on red velvet
with fringes, a silk cloak,
eight rifles, two pistols, a
gold embroidered cloth,
a silk cloth, a golden
umbrella, a golden girdle, and a pair of binoculars, together with all the other not enumerated things,
have reached me. Thank you.
Written in the town of Semera on 21st Meskerem in the year of grace 1875.
Seal: King of Kings Yohannis, King of Zion in Ethiopia. The cross has defeated the tribe of Isma’ēl.
Yūḥannā, King of Kings of Zion in Abyssinia. The cross has defeated the people of Ismā’īl. 1864.
__________________

ASMAI 36/2–13, Amharic original. Italian translation. Giovanni Branchi was, strictly speaking, not a “consul” of
Italy. He had worked in the Far East as an Italian diplomat in the 1870s and been appointed civil commissioner (Regio
Commissario Civile) of Aseb in 1880, taking up his post in 1881. He resigned in 1884 and subsequently became
Italian consul-general in New York.
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Document no. 94

Minīlik II to Paul Soleillet, 9 Oct. [1882]
May [this letter] sent by
King Minīlik reach Mr.
Soleillet (musē Soliyū).
How are you, really? I
am well, thank God.
And your letter has
reached me. When I saw
it I was very happy. But
if you come to me today,
I am busy, and it does
not suit me. It is better if
you wait there. I will not
be staying many days.
When I have finished
my business I will come
quickly. As for what you
told me, to release Gebre
Maryam for you, I have
sent orders to release
him. May God make it
possible [for us] to meet
(lit. see each other with
our bodily eyes).
Written on the 30th day
of Meskerem.

Seal: Minīlik, King of Shewa. The Lion of the tribe of Judah has prevailed.

__________________

BN, Ethiop. Abb. 303, Amharic original. Soleillet arrived on the Red Sea coast in January 1882 as the agent of the
French Company of Obok. Gebre Maryam is otherwise unknown and should not be confused with the Catholic
convert Abba Gebre Maryam who was taken captive and later interrogated and tortured at the court of Yohannis
in 1881. For the context of this letter, see Harold Marcus, The Life and Times of Menelik II: Ethiopia 1844–1913,
Oxford, 1975, p. 60.
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Document no. 95

Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē to Sa’īd ‘Awīḍān, 16 Oct. 1882
God be praised and to Him prayer and salutation.
To our distinguished and generous friend Sa’īd ‘Awīḍān. May God keep him healthy. If you ask
about our condition, we are in good health and prosperity, and may God accord the same grace to
you.
I let you know that I have received the letter and understood what you say to me. I have already
defined the question a first time with Minīlik and with them (i.e. the Italians): if they wish to send
goods to Minīlik, they should send them to me and I will see to it that they reach Minīlik. To them
I have written these words and also to Minīlik. If they wish to accompany the goods, they should
address themselves to ‘Abd al-Raḥmān bin Yūsif, since we have accorded them passage on his
behalf. I have only one word, and God is one. So if they wish to send the goods on my route, they
can just send it, but if they wish to accompany the goods, may they go to ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, to whom
we have indicated a route in this vicinity. That is what I let you know.
From Sultan Maḥammad, bin Sultan Ḥanfadhē, the deceased. May God be gracious to him. May
it be so.

__________________

ASMAE, AE 2, Italian translation. Printed in L’Italia in Africa, I.2 no. 275, allegato 1, p. 247. The Arabic original
has not been located. A note above the letter states that it was received in Aseb on 15 November 1882 and written
on 16 October. Another note in the margin states that the letter was accompanied by a letter from Sa’īd ‘Awīḍān to
Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē dated 4 October 1882 concerning Antonelli’s travel to Shewa and request for a safe trading
route, to which this is most probably the reply. The letter by Sa’īd ‘Awīḍān has not been found.
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Document no. 96

Minīlik II to Giulio Pestalozza, 18 Oct. 1882
Seal
Werre’īlu, 9th Ṭiqimt 1875
I have received the letter that you have sent me about which I am happy. I am satisfied with the
news you give me of the arrival of Antonelli. Since I had earlier understood that Antonelli would
come to Obok I have sent 60 camels. Since he has not disembarked there my camels have loaded
merchandise to be sent with my people.
I now correspond with Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē to open the route, and I conduct negotiations for
that purpose. Even earlier I have written to Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē in that sense. I have now asked
Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē to provide the necessary camels for the escort. I added that Antonelli should
come by way of Zeyla this time, but his luggage by way of Awsa. Ḥanfadhē had written to me that
he would not receive a European on his territory and therefore the route of Zeyla is preferable for
the moment, but when the new route finally will be open the Italians can pass by it. For the moment
it is better to abstain since white people cannot travel there. If signor Antonelli would like to take
this way I am not of his opinion and would take the other way. It would be better though that his
luggage went by way of Awsa. I am conducting negotiations and will make it possible to open this
way since this is to the advantage of my country and to the country of the king of Italy, and to make
something that is approved by the king of Italy I will make every effort.
Mr Pierre (Labatut) has bought 40 rifles for me and since I hear that they are already in Aseb, I ask
you to send these arms to me.

__________________

ASMAI 1/5–31, Amharic original, either misplaced or lost. Printed Italian translation in L’Italia in Africa, I.3 no. 296,
allegato, p. 23. Giulio Pestalozza was appointed “segretario” with the title “Reggente il commissariato civile i Assab”
from June 1882 to November 1883 after the transfer of the rights of the Rubattino Co. to the Italian government in
June 1882 during the absence of the appointed “Regio Commissario Civile”, Giovanni Branchi. He was reinstated
as “Reggente” in August 1884. See L’Italia in Africa, I.2 p. 247. Pierre Labatut is known as a French arms dealer.
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Document no. 97

‘Abd al-Raḥmān Yūsif to Pietro Antonelli, 20 Oct. 1882
God be praised.
Salutation to the respectable Count Antonelli.
On my arrival at Obok, I did not find Gebre Sillasē Beddo to send camels to you, so I left my
uncle Shaykh Osman so that he is the one who will bring you the camels and the men. I will leave
Sagallo on the 7th of Dhū al-Ḥijja and you will see how our business will succeed by the grace of
God. Shaykh Osman is a man who will remain in our service in Aseb, so that he becomes our agent:
try to make the consul accord him an employment, for without paying you cannot avail yourself of
people. When he arrives with the camels, we ask you from our part to give him money to send to his
family. Do this, I tell you. Do this.
As for myself, Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē has sent me two couriers and told me, “Come, come”, and
this is in order to make the necessary agreements for your journey in Abyssinia. Fear nothing, be
calm. I beg you to give my compliments to the consul and tell him that I will not forget his words
and that, with God’s help, I shall arrive with all our affairs in order.
In the month of Dhū al-Ḥijja on Friday, the 7th day, 1299 (Gregorian calendar: 20 October 1882).
‘Abd al-Raḥmān bin Shaykh Yūsif.

__________________

ASMAI 7/1–1, Italian translation. Printed in AP.DD, XV, p. 83. No Arabic version has been located. We have not
been able to identify Gebre Sillasē Beddo, but it is quite probable that he is the same as Azzazh Gebre Sillasē Nigusē
who appears in numerous documents in this volume as Minīlik’s agent on the coast. The Italian administrators at Aseb
were most often designated as “consuls” by the Afar. The administrator in Aseb at this time was Giulio Pestalozza.
See further doc. 100.
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Document no. 98

Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē to Pietro Antonelli, 24 Oct. 1882
Praise be to God. Prayer and salutation to the One Almighty.
To our distinguished and generous respectable friend Antonelli. May God always and everywhere
be propitious to him.
We have received your good letter and have understood what you say to us. You intimate your
wish to go from Aseb to Shewa. May it be so and fear nothing. God willing, I shall protect you
and protect others. As for the camels, we have none at our disposal for the time being. They are all
engaged for Shewa. One of my men will come to you with ‘Abd al-Qādir bin Ibrāhīm and ‘Abd
al-Raḥmān bin Shaykh Yūsif, and he will accompany you. For my part, I send greetings and wishes
of prosperity to you.
In the month of Dhū al-Ḥijja, on Tuesday the 11th day, in the year 1299 of Hijra (this date corresponds to 24 October 1882, in the Gregorian calendar).
Sultan Maḥammad bin Sultan Ḥanfadhē.

__________________

ASMAI 7/1–1, Italian translation. Printed in AP.DD, XV, p. 84.
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Document no. 99

Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē to Commissario Regio in Aseb,
24 Oct. 1882
Praise be to God and prayer and salutation to Him, the one Almighty.
To my illustrious, generous and dear friend the Italian consul. May God always and everywhere
be favourable to him.
If you ask about us, we are, thanks to God, well and content. I let you know that I have received
the letter that you sent me earlier and have studied it. As to the person that you tell me that he intends
to go to Shewa, there is neither any difficulty nor anything to fear, and God willing, I shall protect
him and protect others. This I have written to him as well as to you in answer to your letter brought
to me by messenger. I have agreed to all this merely in order to please Minīlik and ‘Abd al-Raḥmān
Yūsif and because ‘Abd al-Raḥmān wanted that route. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān is my agent and Minīlik’s
and I have granted him a (illegible word), and if you help me on your part I will help you. Greetings.
From Sultan Maḥammad bin Sultan Ḥanfadhē, on the 11th day, Tuesday, of the month of Dhū
al-Ḥijja in 1299.

__________________

ASMAE, AE 2, Italian translation. Printed in L’Italia in Africa, I.2 no. 275, allegato 2, pp. 247–248. The Arabic
original of ASMAI 1/4–28 has been misplaced or lost. The Italian translation carries a note stating that the letter
arrived in Aseb on 17 November 1882 with ‘Abd al-Qādir, a Danākil messenger sent by Antonelli from Aden together
with a letter to Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē in which he advised him to answer the letter from the Commissario in Aseb.
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Document no. 100

Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē to Giulio Pestalozza, 25 Nov. 1882
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Dated in the month of Muḥarram, the sacred, fourteen days having elapsed, on Sunday, the year
1300 Hijra.
Abundant prayers and generous eulogy presented to His Honour, the high-standing and honoured,
offspring of the illustrious and the majestic, the most illustrious and magnificent, the most perfect
and most virtuous, the laudable of nature and conduct, the clement friend, the consul of Aseb. May
the Creator protect his person from all distress and preserve his felicity from all harm. May he live
in glory and fame, and remain in might and prosperity. Amen.
And now, the reason for writing [and] the affirmation of our loyalty, is the inquiry about your
noble health and about the harmony of your pleasant times, which are what we hope for from the
Knowledgeable of eternity. May Your Honour remain in complete health and happiness. Thanks to
God’s kindness, your true beloved is well and pleased and prays for your well-being morning and
forenoon. As is not hidden from Your Honourable Highness, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, bin Shaykh
Yūsif, the deceased, has reassured me of your health. As for the letters, your trip to Shewa has
been authorized [and] we have assigned Shaykh ‘Abd al-Raḥmān bin Shaykh Yūsif to you; count
on him whatever faces you on the way since he is sufficiently aware and fully authorized. We have
given him authorization to settle and resolve any issue. In fact, we have also given him a power of
attorney so that you could trust him. Rely on him at all times. Finally, I have sent you a present to tie
us together in love and establish friendship; actually, I have sent you an Ethiopian dress, engraved
pieces, milestones, a lance, a shield, a pound and an anklet with Shaykh ‘Abd al-Raḥmān bin Shaykh
Yūsif. Please accept it, even though you deserve better than this present, since from a friend the
insignificant is significant [and] since the named ‘Abd al-Raḥmān was hurrying back to you. Do not
reproach us as long as we live. If it is the will of God Almighty, your wishes will be fulfilled for
ever and ever. As for any other correspondence, please do send it only with Shaykh ‘Abd al-Raḥmān
Yūsif.
And if you wish in accordance with your former and further benevolence to offer me a gift, please
send it to me through ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, bin Shaykh Yūsif, the deceased. Of this you have been
informed.
The sender of the message is Sultan Maḥammad, bin Sultan Ḥanfadhē, the deceased
Seals: Sultan Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē.
    Sultan Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē.

__________________

ASMAE, AE 2, Arabic original; ASMAI 7/1–1, Italian translation. The letter is written to “the consul of Aseb”, a
designation often used by the local rulers referring to the Italian administrator in Aseb. Giovanni Branchi had taken
up his post as Regio Commissario Civile in Aseb in 1881, but in his absence from early 1882 it was Giulio Pestalozza
in the capacity of “Segretario” with the title Reggente who was responsible until Branchi returned to his post as from
November 1883 until August 1884, when Pestalozza was again reinstated as Reggente. The mentioning of “your trip
to Shewa” must be understood as a reference to the Italian expedition of Pietro Antonelli, interpreted by Maḥammad
Ḥanfadhē as an official Italian expedition.
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Document no. 101

Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē to Pietro Antonelli, 25 Nov. 1882
Praise be to God.
To my highly respected and very wise friend Count Antonelli, may God always and everywhere
keep him safe; may it be so.
What urges us to address this friendly letter to you is our wish to be informed about your health,
which we hope that God will always grant to be perfect. As regards your true friend he is, due to
God’s generosity, well and keeps asking with great interest for news about you. We wish to let you
know that the one who brought your letters was Shaykh ‘Abd al-Raḥmān bin Shaykh Yūsif, your
friend, who arrived here in good health. We know your feelings and from ‘Abd al-Raḥmān we
have learnt the truth of your word. We put our hope in God and in the growth and continuation of
our friendship. We send you a gift with ‘Abd al-Raḥmān to confirm our friendship, an Abyssinian
mantle, a shield, a lance, a knife and two bracelets; receive them and enjoy them. The value is in
the friendship with which the gift is given, for these things are certainly not worthy of being given
by a man like me to a man like you, but ‘Abd al-Raḥmān did not want to stay to give me time to
prepare my gifts. For this reason, excuse me for sending you a small thing this time; under other
circumstances we will complete what we want.
As of your departure to Shewa we have given the assignment to Shaykh ‘Abd al-Raḥmān bin
Shaykh Yūsif. Count on his word about the route and other matters, for he is a competent man and
I have nominated him my agent and representative and we have given him our seal (?) to make this
clear.
Both with regard to letters and other things that you may wish to send me, always use ‘Abd
al-Raḥmān.
May God help you.
Dated in the month of Muḥarram, the 14th day, Sunday, in the year of Hijra.
Sultan Maḥammad, bin Sultan Ḥanfadhē, the deceased.
(Seal of Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē.)
Translator: C. Hag.

__________________

ASMAI 7/1–1, Italian translation. Another copy with minor differences is found in ASMAE, AE 2. The translation is
introduced as: “Translation from Arabic of a letter from Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē, Sultan of Aussa to Count Antonelli
received in Aseb on 17 December 1882” (our translation of the Italian text). It is somewhat unclear what the Italian
translation refers to in the phrase: “dato un nostro signo /si allude al bastone/ affinche ciò sia palese”. We have interpreted it as referring to the sealed power of attorney dated the next day; see the following document.
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Document no. 102

Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē, power of attorney for ‘Abd al-Raḥmān,
26 Nov. 1882

Seal.
I, Sultan Maḥammad bin [son of] Sultan Ḥanfadhē the deceased, herewith declare that I have written
‘Abd al-Raḥmān bin Shaykh Yūsif a power of attorney. He is appointed as my attorney in fact and
therefore controls our interests and judges what is for our benefit and what is against it. I have dele
gated him my power; hence, his orders are valid and effective. Whoever contradicts and opposes his
orders is considered to be one of the ferenj and their followers among the Shewa residents. Whoever
disobeys him and does not abide by his word has betrayed me and will be severely punished whereas
whoever follows him shall gain victory and triumph.
Dated in the month of Muḥarram the sacred after fifteen days had elapsed, Monday after the afternoon prayer, the year 1300 after the Hijra of the chosen; God bless him and grant him salvation. The
writer of this letter is ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, bin Muḥammad Turāb.
Seal of Sultan Ḥanfadhē.
______________

ASMAE, AE 2, copy of Arabic original, Italian translation; ASMAI 7/1–1 has two different Italian translations, one
of which is very close to the ASMAE, AE 2 version.
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Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē to Pietro Antonelli, 6 Dec. 1882
Praise be to God.
To the highly respectable and very wise friend Count Antonelli, may God keep him safe, may
this be so.
We inform you that your letter as well as your gifts have arrived with ‘Abd al-Qādir on the 11th
of Muḥarram. We have already sent you many letters announcing that we have sent gifts to you as
well as to the consul. We now send you Shaykh ‘Abd al-Raḥmān bin Shaykh Yūsif and Bassitri,
who will serve to protect you and let the Bedouins know that your blood is my blood; therefore fear
nothing. You will hear all that we wish from you from ‘Abd al-Raḥmān’s mouth. If you continue to
let us know the truth and if you keep your word, you shall always have our ever-growing friendship.
See to it that your word is not like that of the French. Help yourself and the consul, ‘Abd al-Raḥmān,
and do not listen to the words of the house of Abū Bakr, who has betrayed the Danākil. He who uses
him can never be our friend. As for the camels we have spoken to ‘Abd al-Raḥmān and Bassitri and
we have informed Sultan Burhān.
In the month of Muḥarram, the 25th day of the year 1300.
From Sultan Maḥammad, bin [son of] Sultan Ḥanfadhē, the deceased.
(Seal)

_________________

ASMAI 7/1–1, Italian translation. Printed in AP.DD, XV, p. 89. The Italian text states that the letter arrived in Aseb
on 17 December 1882 through ‘Abd al-Raḥmān.
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Burhān Muḥammad to Giulio Pestalozza, 17 Dec. 1882
Praise be to God alone, He who
has no partner. To His Honourable
Excellency, the most noble and most
honoured, the respected and beloved,
I refer to the true friend Giulio
Pestalozza. Peace be upon you and the
mercy of Allah, peace be upon you.
We inform you [that] Sa’īd
‘Awīḍān reached us and spoke about
the camels. We did not obtain camels
for rent only for sale; we hope that
you desire to buy some. We inform
you we did not obtain any for rent.
As for the letter that was sent to me
from Sultan Maḥammad Ḥanfadhē,
in it he mentioned the desire of the
ferenj to send goods to Minīlik on my
route. This is fine, they are authorized.
They want to go with the caravan
and take the route of Siar and below
Sinkara. I gave orders [to take] that
route. O true friend, I am willing, if
Count Antonelli desires to travel, to
send with him people from my route
to Abyssinia (al-Ḥabasha) to King
Minīlik.
As for the camels, we did not obtain camels for rent; I sent but obtained except (unintelligible
word) only for sale, and you think that I did not look for camels thoroughly. Mr. Count Antonelli
and I have become bound in friendship and affection. It is my desire that he reaches King Minīlik,
and [my desire] to be generous to him, to the king and to you. As for the camels, we have none.
Greetings. Dated the month of Safar, the sixth.
Signature half erased:
The greetings and the paper come from
Sultan [Burhān] bin Sultan Muḥammad, the deceased.
And don’t forget the coffee O my friend.
Seal: Burhān Muḥammad
__________________

ASMAE, AE 2, Arabic original; ASMAI 7/1–1, Italian translation. In the Italian translation the date was misunder
stood. Arabic sanna (year) was read sitta (the sixth), thus sesto instead of anno. The sixth of Ṣafar corresponds to 17
December.
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