
With the Japanese posing as the leader of the world’s ‘colored’
peoples before World War II, many Ethiopians turned to Japan
for inspiration and support against the stark reality of a stronger
Italy encroaching on their country. Europeans
feared Japan’s growing economic and political
influence in the colonial world more than they
opposed Italy’s imperial ambitions. ‘Yellow’
Japanese and ‘black’ Ethiopian collaboration before
the war illuminates the pernicious and flexible use
of race in international diplomacy. Italians used race
to justify their actions as defending ‘white’
civilization. The Japanese used race to explain their
tilt toward Ethiopia. The Soviets used race to justify
their support for Italy until late 1935. Ethiopia used
race to attract help, and ‘colored’ peoples worldwide
rallied to Ethiopia’s call.

J. Calvitt Clarke III is Professor Emeritus of History at
Jacksonville University, Florida.

Photograph: Special Envoy Heruy Welde Sellase and the Ethiopian delegation visit
Major General Koiso Kuniaki, Director, General Affairs Department, Japanese Army
Ministry, 11 December 1931 
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Preface

Origin of my work

In February 1991, Greenwood Press published Russia and Italy Against Hitler,
in which I described the developing relations in the first half of the 1930s
between the Soviet Union and Fascist Italy. For the kremlin, I argued, Italy had
a most important role to play in forging the incipient collective security coalition
designed to keep Germany in its place and to protect russian and Italian inter-
ests in the Balkans. Until 1936, Italy was the one power with the will and the
means to stop in its tracks German expansionism through direct political and
military intervention against Anschluss in Austria – the gateway to the Balkans.1

My current work focuses on Ethio–Japanese relations culminating in the
Second Italo–Ethiopian War of 1935 and 1936 and follows on logically from my
earlier monograph. How could this be? After all, Ethio–Japanese relations seem
obscure and at best tangential to Italo–russian relations and the momentous
events of the 1930s.

Soviet historians as well as many in the bourgeois West have long trumpeted
the Soviet Union’s principled and altruistic position on the Second Italo–
Ethiopian War. Marxism-leninism, after all, was steeped in anti-imperialism,
anti-colonialism, and anti-Fascism. these observers say the Soviets consistently
and without guile defended Ethiopia’s sovereign rights against Italy’s colonial
predations to the detriment of their relations with Italy.2 While working on Russia
and Italy Against Hitler, I found many contemporary accounts in the communist
press supporting this opinion. Yet … occasionally … there was the odd
comment, often using the foreign press to create distance and ‘plausible denia-
bility’, that Italy’s opposition to Japan’s penetration of Ethiopia justified its mili-
tary preparations against Ethiopia. the Japanese, some said, hoped to use
Ethiopia as a springboard to attack white civilization in Europe politically,
economically, and even militarily. this book is my effort to unravel the meaning
of these thoroughly unMarxist-leninist utterances.

this leads to another question. Why is the Italo–Ethiopian War important to
telling the story of Ethio–Japanese relations? textbooks today quickly glide over
the war. they focus on seemingly more important issues: Manchukuo’s creation,
Japan’s invasion of China, the Spanish Civil War, Germany’s occupation of the
rhineland, the Munich Agreement after the two Czech crises of 1938, and
Czechoslovakia’s absorption by Germany in early 1939. then came the critical
negotiations in the summer of 1939 which were consummated in the Nazi-Soviet
Pact, the attack on Poland, and world war rather than in an Anglo-Franco-Soviet
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alliance. Contemporaries, on the other hand, understood the Italo–
Ethiopian War’s importance.

In truth, historians have not ignored the war either. Most of their works,
however, describe the diplomacy among Great Britain, France, Italy, and, to a
lesser degree, the United States. those who have written about the league of
Nations generally have done so in terms of those players. On the other hand,
and reflecting Japan’s continued interest in the war, there is a relatively large
bibliography on Ethiopia and the war in Japanese. these contributions largely
remain untapped in Western languages and limit a full understanding of the
war’s wider implications.3

A Complex Story

Mine is a complex story in its detailed narrative and intertwined explanations.

EtHIOPIA

Much of the story’s complexity lies in Ethiopia itself. Content to view Africans
as little more than pawns to squabble over, relatively few have tried to look at
Ethiopians – or other colonial peoples – as independent players in their own
histories. the Ethiopians had their own interests, which they sought to advance,
and they manipulated the other powers as best they could. By offering commer-
cial opportunities, by seeking military support, and by reaching out to world
opinion, Ethiopians tried to soften the stark reality of a stronger Italy seeking to
encroach on their country. they adeptly tailored their public message to specific
audiences and to the world at large.

Since those writers of 1935 and 1936 who feared an apocalyptic racial war,
few have concerned themselves with the war’s effects on Asia’s and Africa’s
underdeveloped, colonial countries or on their ‘colored’ populations. Only rela-
tively recently has this changed.4 the war played a crucial role in developing the
post-war, colonial independence movements that destroyed Europe’s empires.
the last African territory to fall under European control and the first freed from
that status, Ethiopia presaged what was to come in Africa and Asia. In fact, the
war galvanized colonial peoples of color to resistance and in important ways
changed the nature of that struggle.

JAPAN

Japan played an important and a too-forgotten role in Ethiopia’s struggle against
colonialism. Japan had surprising and significant contacts with Africa in general
and Ethiopia in particular that deeply affected popular imagination.5 My wife’s
grandmother, born in Western Japan, grew excited on hearing that I was working
on Japan’s relations with Ethiopia. She recalled:

there was a nationwide atmosphere of friendship toward Ethiopia in the 1930s, and I,
then a girls’ middle school student, have a strong impression on the matter. there was a
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rumor of a marriage between the Ethiopian royal family and the Japanese nobility. I imag-
ined that Ethiopia must be a wonderful country. the Japanese prewar generation people
still feel closeness to Ethiopia even today. In the 1970s, the Japanese people expressed their
support for Abebe, an Olympic marathon runner, because he was from Ethiopia.6

to this day, Japanese in kochi Prefecture eat a shiny, brown, sweet, steamed
dumpling stuffed with azuki bean paste – an ‘Ethiopia Manjuu’. First created in
the 1930s, its makers created the name to show solidarity with Ethiopia.7 And in
the spring of 1999, a popular quiz show on Japanese television asked a question
about the proposed marriage of which my grandmother-in-law spoke.8

With the Japanese before the Second World War posing as the leader of the
world’s colored peoples, many colonials and American blacks turned to Japan
for inspiration. Europeans feared Japan’s growing economic and political influ-
ence in the colonial world – and in Ethiopia – formerly the sole preserves of
European imperialism.

ItAlY

A main player in this story is Italy. Even if its performance in the Spanish Civil
War and the World War II often proved inept, in the 1930s all considered Italy
to be a Great Power with commensurate interests to protect. Jealously guarding
its claimed rights in Ethiopia against all comers, Italians provided the spark to
the war.

In 1922, after the World War I, Benito Mussolini and his Fascists came to
power. Beyond the rankling memories of the lost Battle of Adwa in 1896 during
the First Italo–Ethiopian War and Il Duce’s personal and political needs for
imperial prestige, other motivations went into creating and sustaining Italy’s
aggressive policy in Northeast Africa.

Justifying the military buildup that eventually enabled Italy go to war against
Ethiopia, Mussolini, in an unsigned article in Il Popolo d’Italia in 1935 laid bare
his realpolitik. He wrote that abolishing Ethiopia’s slavery and bringing civiliza-
tion would be only consequences, not causes, for war. Betraying much of Fascist
propaganda, he also rejected race as a justification for war. Ethiopians, after all,
were Semites; besides ‘Fascism would never raise the race question’. Justifying
war, he wrote, ‘there are two essential arguments, absolutely unanswerable: the
vital needs of the Italian people and their security in East Africa. … the second
is decisive. In 1928, Italy signed a treaty of Friendship with Abyssinia, and
Abyssinia, behind such a treaty, started to organize its army. Instead of
entrusting such organization to Italians, however, Abyssinia chose Swedish and
Belgian officers.’ After noting the military threat Ethiopia posed to Italy’s
colonies, Mussolini asserted, ‘the solution of the problem can only be totali-
tarian. Military measures must accompany any expansionist action or protec-
torate. Italy [not the league of Nations] is the only judge of its security in East
Africa.’9

Il Duce could have added Italy’s need for raw materials and a place to dump
its surplus population.10 Another purpose also loomed large.

Frequently forgotten today, but often cited in the 1930s, was Italy’s perceived

Preface

xiii

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:39  Page xiii



need to blunt Japan’s commercial and military advances into Northeast Africa,
advances abetted by a sense of racial solidarity between the two ‘colored’ – yellow
and black – peoples. While Italians clearly believed much of their anti-Japanese
rhetoric, they, equally as clearly, consciously used it to disarm those who might
otherwise oppose Italian moves against Ethiopia.

War led to new friends and enemies for Italy. Italo–Japanese relations had
worsened throughout the summer of 1935, especially during the ‘Sugimura
Affair’, in which the Japanese press and foreign minister had undermined
Ambassador Yotaro Sugimura’s efforts to mollify Italian fears over Japanese
perturbations in Ethiopia. Efforts in rome and tokyo to smooth over the
contretemps laid the foundation for their future alliance.

For Italian Fascists, war against Ethiopia seemed to portend the recreation of
the roman Empire – although a mere five years later, it meant only that this
outpost of an overextended imperial regime became the first loss of Axis
conquests. On the other hand, Italy’s anti-Fascists saw Ethiopia’s guerrilla war
against occupation as the first blow by Italy’s resistance movement after 1943.

tHE SOvIEt UNION & COllECtIvE SECUrItY

From the perspective of the developed countries and the world war to come,
Italy’s invasion created a crucial turning point in developing notions of how
collective security would work. After World War I, and to avoid the ravages of
another conflagration, the victors put their faith in the league of Nations, but
the Italo–Ethiopian War graphically revealed the organization’s impotence
before the parochial interests of the Great Powers. Having predicted such impo-
tence, Mussolini in 1933 had inspired the Four Power Pact, a condominium
among Britain, Germany, France, and Italy to mediate European and even world
affairs. Excluded from Il Duce’s proposal, Maksim Maksimovich litvinov,
Foreign Commissar of the Soviet Union, proposed an alternative collective secu-
rity as the way to prevent war. throughout 1934 and the summer of 1935,
Moscow worked hard and in ways contrary to its claimed ideological impera-
tives to make this policy work.11

By Soviet understanding, Italy had a crucial role in stopping Nazi aggression
in Austria and a useful one in harassing Japanese expansion in China. Ethiopia
was a small price to pay Mussolini for Anglo-Franco-Italo co-operation against
both. throughout 1934 and the summer of 1935, Moscow repeatedly justified
rome’s aggression against Ethiopia by describing it as an appropriate defensive
measure against Japan’s economic, political, and military inroads in Ethiopia.
With alacrity, the kremlin even wielded the racial club, specifically the ‘Yellow
Peril’ supposedly seeking to unite the colored peoples of the world. Moscow had
thus unceremoniously dumped its class-based, anti-imperialist, communist
ideology.

In 1935, the communist revolutionary lev trotsky perspicaciously predicted
that the Italo–Ethiopian conflict ‘would be the prelude to a new world war, just
as the Balkan War of 1912 was the prelude to the World War of 1914–18.’ He
added that the war would hasten the formation of coalitions that within three
years would be fighting in a coming russo–Japanese war.12 In fact, the Italo–
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Ethiopian War showed that london, Paris, and rome could not collaborate
productively for long with Moscow. It fatally wounded the league and rendered
collective security, in or out of the league, impotent. Indeed, as trotsky had
predicted, the events swirling around the Italo–Ethiopian War helped forge the
international combinations that went to war after 1939.

rACE

‘Yellow’ Japanese and ‘black’ Ethiopian collaboration before the war illuminates
the pernicious and flexible use of ‘race’ in international diplomacy. In odious
terms, Italians used race to justify their actions as defending Western and white
civilization. the Japanese used race to explain their tilt toward Ethiopia. the
Soviets agreeably used race to justify their tilt toward Italy throughout most of
1934 and 1935. Ethiopia used race to attract allies and volunteers, and ‘colored
peoples’ worldwide rallied to Ethiopia’s call. And they expressed dismay at
Moscow’s reticence to back up its anti-colonial, communist rhetoric with diplo-
matic muscle. As tensions mounted in the summer of 1935, Mahatma Gandhi
implicitly threatened that any Italo–Ethiopian conflict might erupt into a larger
racial struggle: ‘India can no longer remain unprovoked by Italian Premier
Benito Mussolini, who has spoken insultingly of the colored races in general.’13

tHE JAPANIzErS & MODErNIzAtION

Many Ethiopians faced emotional and more tangible conflicts as they sought
modernization for the sake of national independence in a white-dominated and
imperialistic world order. Only modernity could provide the economic, polit-
ical, and military strength necessary to preserve sovereignty. But, modernity’s
best teachers were also those who most threatened Ethiopia’s independence. How
could Ethiopians with safety and dignity borrow from the West that held them
in racial and cultural contempt?

the obvious way to break the conundrum was to turn to Japan. Similar in
spirit to other contemporary groups such as the Young turks and Young Egypt,
Ethiopia’s Japanizers sought modern reforms. Opening his school in 1925, its
superintendent put the issue plainly. He spoke on the ‘law of nature’ whereby the
educated and civilized nations would inevitably sink the uneducated and unciv-
ilized ones. For the Japanese to be successful, they realized they had to ‘imbibe
European knowledge and imbibe it fast’. they ‘began to work diligently and
were able to reach in sixty years the level of development that others have only
been able to attain in centuries. let us follow this amazing and praiseworthy
example of farsightedness and resoluteness of an entire people’.14 the important
Ethiopian publication, Berhanena Salam, praised this speech.

Many Japanese, especially those among the rightwing, ultra-nationalists,
enthusiastically responded to Ethiopia’s entreaties, and they spoke of leading an
alliance of the world’s colored people seeking racial pride and independence.

Japan’s increasing influence on Ethiopia’s modernization, however, struck at
the heart of Italy’s pretensions there.
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A brief note on approach & sources

Drawing on archives in tokyo, rome, and Washington, plus published primary
and secondary sources in English, Japanese, russian, Italian, and French, this
narrative monograph describes and explains relations between Ethiopia and
Japan from their beginnings and through the Italo–Ethiopian War of 1935 and
1936. It then places those relations in the context of larger world history during
the interwar period and raises issues of finding the best routes to political,
economic, and military modernization. It also includes significant commentary
on intellectual and cultural developments, commercial and economic interac-
tions, and military contacts.

Italian and especially Japanese newspapers are useful sources. the Japanese
published three important papers dedicated to foreign readers, the Japan Times
& Mail, the Japan Advertiser, and the Osaka Mainichi and Tokyo Nichi Nichi.
the last consisted largely of reprints of articles translated into English from the
Osaka Mainichi and the Tokyo Nichi Nichi. their correspondents – heartily
rejecting dispassionate observation – actively intervened in matters normally
reserved to diplomatic representatives to promote relations between Japan and
Ethiopia.

there are relatively fewer sources. On the Ethiopian side, one useful text is
Foreign Minister Heruy Welde Sellase’s travelogue describing his visit to Japan
in 1931, which was subsequently translated into Japanese.15 Bahru zewde has
written on Ethiopia’s relations with Japan.16

the intricate weave of different threads in international diplomacy – this
complex story – begins with Japan’s early contacts with Africa and the West’s
negative reaction to Japan’s growing influence in the world at the turn of the last
century.
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1
Early Ethio-Japanese Contacts

& the Yellow Peril

Early Ethio-Japanese contacts

the historical relationship between Japan and Africa stretches back to the
seventh century, when Japanese and Africans presumably met each other in
China and elsewhere in East Asia. With the arrival of Europeans by the mid-
sixteenth century, encounters between Japanese and Africans in and outside
Japan had increased. Japanese contacts with Africa before World War II, however,
were always an appendage. Moreover, distinguishing North and Northeast Africa
geographically from Black Africa by stressing racial, historical, religious,
cultural, and linguistic differences, Japan’s foreign ministry officially classified
that region as part of the Middle East.1

After the Meiji restoration of 1868, Japanese intellectuals began to pay atten-
tion to African affairs, initially through European eyes. later, Japan also got first-
hand information by sending official economic missions, setting up consular
offices, and using the information networks created by shipping companies and
trading houses. European colonialism in Africa made Japan’s military and polit-
ical penetration impossible, and Japan’s African interests remained a by-product
of expanding economic markets and its political relations with Western coun-
tries. Japan designed its economic penetration to capture markets and to secure
cheap and stable supplies of raw materials, especially cotton. A latecomer to
world politics, Japan accepted Europe’s political hegemony over Africa and the
colonial, economic system that made this exploitation possible. these limited,
exploitative contacts meant that Japan could and did claim clean hands in Africa.2

Japan joined the imperialist world dominated by the Western powers with its
victories in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894 and 1895 to win Formosa (taiwan)
and the russo-Japanese War a decade later, followed by korea’s annexation in
1910. the Japanese looked to the West’s African colonies for a model of how to
conquer and control peoples and territories. Many intellectuals discussed and
translated into Japanese books about Europe’s colonial systems and administra-
tions in Africa. In the 1890s, Japan’s government closely followed Ethiopia’s
colonial dispute with Italy and its implications for Japanese policies in Asia and
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Africa.3 Further, resenting Western claims of superiority, the Japanese looked to
Africa for insight, especially in their battles against the ‘unequal treaties’, which
European states had imposed on themselves as well as the Chinese and koreans.4

Ethiopia first appeared in the foreign ministry’s documents on April 6, 1896,
shortly after having defeated the Italians at Adwa. In the glow of Japan’s own
victory over China in 1895, when Japanese military strength and expansionist
fever were growing, the army minister wanted to observe Italy’s colonial war.
Assuming it would continue, the foreign minister wanted to send an officer, a
doctor, and an accountant to follow Italy’s expeditionary force. rome, however,
refused tokyo’s request.5

Many Japanese wished to join the West in Africa’s exploitation, and some
came to see Ethiopia as a potential commercial gateway to the continent. In 1899,
Dr tomizu Hirondo, a professor of law at tokyo Imperial University, published
a pamphlet entitled The Future of Africa. Admiring filibustering imperialists
such as Cecil rhodes, he concluded that Japan had to expand its influence in
Africa, before Europeans controlled the continent completely.6

Japan’s trade with Africa grew. the Japan Mail Steamship Co. began regular
service to Europe through the Suez Canal in 1896. Stopping at Port Said in
Egypt, Japanese merchant ships established direct trade connections with Africa
for the first time. Sporadic, small-scale, and unorganized trade in commodities
with small family ventures exporting to limited areas of the African continent
characterized the period between 1898 and 1913. By 1899, silk thread from Japan
was entering Ethiopia through Harrar, and by 1918, Japanese cloth had super-
seded American unbleached muslin, which had dominated Ethiopia’s imports
until then.7

During World War I, tomizu’s view of Africa emerged more strongly in
Japan. For example, some thought that Japan should send troops to occupy
Germany’s territories in Africa, although the project never developed.8

As Japan’s political and economic power increased, conditions turned against
its expansion, and, citing the Yellow Peril, Western states began criticizing the
Japanese, who, in turn, began objecting to white domination of the world. Many
Japanese thought they should block the West’s colonial penetration of Asia and
should lead all ‘colored’ peoples—including Ethiopians.9

The Yellow Peril

the excited alarms of a racial, Japanese threat to European civilization had a
relatively short but vigorous history. For many Europeans living in the compet-
itive, Social Darwinist, survival-of-the-fittest world at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, racial ideas held grave and emotional implications as well as many
contradictions and inconsistencies. A sense of white, racial superiority led to
condescending, paternalistic attitudes toward the Japanese; yet Japan’s rise as a
formidable military power inevitably provoked insecurity and fear of the ‘Yellow
Peril’.

the Yellow Peril held different meanings for different commentators, who
expressed diverse economic, military, and cultural concerns. All, however,
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stressed the need for vigilance, as symbolized by Hermann knackfuss’s drawing
‘Yellow Peril’, from kaiser Wilhelm II’s own design. In 1895, the kaiser sent
the drawing to his cousin, tsar Nicholas II of russia, and it was subsequently
reproduced in many newspapers and books throughout Europe. At its worst, the
term conjured up nightmares of Asiatic hordes descending on Europe to pillage,
burn, and rape – to destroy its civilization and to kill and enslave its population.
For Yellow Perilists, China’s Boxer rebellion of 1900 and then the russo-
Japanese War of 1904 and 1905 encouraged fears that a new Genghis khan might
arise. Many saw russia’s defeat by Japan as the fall of the first bastion guarding
European civilization.10

the German writer, Baron von Falkenegg, added that this terrifying yellow
menace had arisen largely from European stupidity. too many saw ‘the little
Japs’ as ‘little schoolboys … who would always look up obediently and respect-
fully to their masters’. Europeans had shown them ‘all the mysteries of our civil-
isation’, including ‘factories and workshops and laboratories’, and had ‘let them
look behind the scenes of the most sophisticated methods of manufacture’. Euro-
peans were ‘delighted when the cute, polite little people, who looked so harmless,
left with a pleasant smile’. Deluded, Europeans had unwittingly ‘armed the hand
which one day will fill them with terror’.11

Journalist, poet, and fierce advocate of the Yellow Peril, thomas William
Hodgson Crosland scorned the praise his compatriots were heaping on Britain’s
Japanese allies. ‘Since the beginning of the russo-Japanese war what have you
not heard about him? His “pluck”, his “heroism”, his “amazing adaptability”,
his “unparalleled zeal”, and “energy”, his “unquenchable patriotism.”’12 He was,
instead, a ‘stunted, lymphatic, yellow-faced heathen, with a mouthful of teeth
three sizes too big … bulging slits where his eyes ought to be, blacking-brush
hair, a foolish giggle, a cruel heart, and the conceit of the devil’.13 Holding
contempt for the false face the pagan Japanese were putting forward, Crosland
wrote, ‘Japan has sagaciously put on all the appearance of a civilised nation.’14

Japan, however, had beaten russia because of soldiers ‘who would rip themselves
up rather than suffer defeat, and to whom life is not a matter worth a moment’s
consideration. they are men, in fact, who believe themselves to be without
souls’.15

Echoing Crosland, Yellow Perilists generally stressed the theme of Christian
against heathen. In the kaiser’s drawing of the ‘Yellow Peril’, Buddha repre-
sented the Peril. the caption read, ‘Nations of Europe! Join in the defence of
your faith and your home’. By the beginning of May 1905, with russia’s defeat
certain, the kaiser credited Japan’s victories to patriotism, family affection, and
discipline. this, however, did not mean that Buddha was superior to Jesus Christ,
but rather that Christianity was languishing. Meanwhile, the Japanese had shown
many Christian virtues. For Wilhelm, being a good Christian meant being a good
soldier. Unhappily, however, German Christianity was declining, and if war was
to break out, he doubted that Germans had the right to ask God for victory. the
Japanese, Wilhelm added, were a ‘scourge of God’, as Attila had been.16

Most Yellow Perilists did not fear Japan alone. the terrifying specter was an
alliance of Asian nations under Japan’s leadership in a common crusade to
confront the West. One journalist, rené Pinon, predicted that ‘amid fire and
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slaughter, Japanese and Chinese hordes’ would spread, ‘crushing under foot’
Europe’s capitals and destroying its civilizations ‘grown anaemic’ from ‘luxu-
ries and corrupted by vanity of spirit’. Even if the countries of the West should
unite, the Yellow Peril would remain. ‘the civilized world,’ he added, ‘has always
organized itself before and against a common adversary: for the roman world,
it was the Barbarian; for the Christian world, it was Islam; tomorrow it will be the
“yellow man”.’17

An American anthropologist and journalist, lothrop Stoddard, agreed. He
provocatively argued in 1920 that Japan’s defeat of russia in 1904 had signaled
the dawn of a new era when the white world would succumb to Asia’s birthrate.
Asia provided the vanguard of the world’s black, brown, and yellow hordes, he
wrote.18

the Oriental soul is always the same, said Yellow Perilists, and the Japanese
threat at the turn of the century was the same as in centuries past. ‘Mongoloids’
had several times shaken the Western world to its foundations and three times
they had almost forged a powerful world empire – under Attila, Genghis khan,
and tamerlane – declared an alarmed Falkenegg. ‘the European powers should
have realised in good time, that the cunning, skilled and valiant Japanese people
would soon be uttering the slogan “Asia for the Asians”,’ which means ‘Japan
dominates Asia, and Asia dominates Europe’. Despairing over those rejoicing at
Japan’s victory over russia, he caustically added, ‘But those whom the Gods wish
to destroy, they make blind.’19

the Yellow Perilists saw not just political and military threats; they also
focused on the economic ramifications of Japan’s rise. ten years before the
russo-Japanese War Ignatius valentine Chirol of The Times of london had
warned of the danger. ‘the time is not far distant when not only ourselves, but
industrial Europe altogether will rue the day when we introduced to the labour
markets of the world the enterprising genius of Japan and the countless hosts of
Chinese labour.’20 Japan’s victory in 1905 raised the economic threat to new
highs. Pinon feared that Japan would organize and industrialize Chinese labor
and close East Asian markets to European manufactures and that oriental exports
would invade regions now importing Western manufactures. Europe would have
to raise ‘ultra-protectionist barriers’ or face lowering its workers’ salaries. the
author closed, ‘the victory of Japan over russia will be the starting point of a
new era in which the yellow race, under Japanese control will adopt all the
processes and tools of our civilisation.’ the result for Europe would be
‘economic perturbations which will notably delay any solution to its grave social
problems’.21

Not all feared the Yellow Peril. the rising socialist, social democratic, and
other progressive European political movements in particular saw Japan as the
‘Yellow Hope’, and some even spoke of an imperialist, ‘White Peril’ in Asia.22

those who saw Japan as the Yellow Hope and those who saw it as the Yellow Peril
did agree on one point, however, namely that the russo-Japanese War marked
the beginning of the end of Europe’s world domination.

Europeans did have legitimate cause for concern. Japan’s dramatic victory
over russia in 1905 had electrified those bending under the yoke of European
colonialism. tokyo became the Mecca for nationalist leaders from China,
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vietnam, the Philippines, India, and Burma, and the Japanese founded groups
to encourage them.23 the future Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru,
from jail wrote to his daughter that Japan had ‘entered the charmed circle of the
great Powers’. He added that he had shared the excitement of many Asian youths
in Japan’s victory over a ‘great European Power … Asia could still defeat Europe
as it had done so often in the past’. He had heard the inspiring cry of ‘Asia for
Asiatics’. Young Asians saw that the foundation of Japan’s victory was in its
‘adoption of the new industrial methods of the West, and these ideas and
methods became more popular all over the East’.24

Japan inspired Ethiopians as well. Hearing of Japan’s victory over russia,
Ethiopia’s Emperor Menilek II expressed great satisfaction and said that
Ethiopia, in its own way, was trying to copy Japan’s example. He and his subjects
optimistically drew facile comparisons between Japan’s success and Ethiopia’s
own victory over Italy at Adwa.25

Conclusion

In the years before the Italo-Ethiopian War, officials in tokyo harbored their own
imperialistic ambitions in Asia; yet they also feared Western reaction to appeals
to Asian nationalism. thus, while many Japanese nationalists responded favor-
ably to Ethiopian entreaties for closer relations, the association of Asia’s and
Ethiopia’s nationalists with Japan never entirely pleased the Imperial Govern-
ment in tokyo.26
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2
Ethiopia’s Japanizers

Rise of an educated elite & the Japanizers

PrOGrESSIvE INtEllECtUAlS, YOUNG EtHIOPIANS,
& JAPANIzErS

From the second half of the nineteenth century, mainly through European
missionary schools, a smattering of young Ethiopians began receiving the rudi-
ments of a modern education. Europe impressed these youths, even if most had
never been there. they did, however, have contacts with the colonial territories
bordering Ethiopia, and most studied foreign languages and other modern
subjects in mission schools or in the new state schools. In the early twentieth
century, these students with foreign educations often sought positions at court,
and many of them refused to share the complacency of their compatriots after
Ethiopia’s military victory over Italy at Adwa in 1896.1

Called ‘Progressive Intellectuals’, ‘Young Ethiopians’, or ‘Japanizers’, their
influence peaked in the 1920s and early 1930s. Each label highlighted something
different about them. the first simply expressed Ethiopia’s need to reform. the
other two implied Ethiopia’s need to find a suitable model for that reform. Euro-
pean and American observers often used the term ‘Young Ethiopians’, which
evoked parallels with other reforming, secular, nationalist groups such as the
Young turks and Young Egypt. the third designation highlighted the impact
that Japan’s Meiji transformation had had on Ethiopia’s intellectuals. Japan’s
dramatic and rapid metamorphosis from a feudal society, like Ethiopia’s, into an
industrial power by the end of the nineteenth century attracted them. the
Japanese victory over russia was a victory of ‘peoples of color’ over ‘white’
oppression and dramatized that non-whites could learn European skills and turn
them against European colonizers. Italy’s invasion of libya in 1911 and 1912, by
contrast, showed the failure of the Ottoman Empire, still in the throes of the
Young turk’s early modernization efforts, to meet the challenge. thus, Japaniza-
tion was a means to an end – to solve the problem of underdevelopment. Japan’s
modernization had guaranteed its peace and prosperity, while Ethiopia’s
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continued backwardness threatened its very survival, the Japanizers argued.2

While passionately denouncing archaic feudalism, reformers were not seeking
bourgeois capitalism as the alternative mode of production. Ethiopia’s backward
commercial bourgeoisie could not accumulate sufficient capital, and the impe-
rialist colonizers would not allow the country to develop to such size and weight
that it could win its home market for itself. Given the threat from Western, capi-
talist imperialism, Ethiopia did not have the luxury of time for ‘natural’ capitalist
development. rather, the Japanizers sought to develop Ethiopia’s capitalism with
resources available only through state power and revolution from above. the
state had to gather capital while actively supporting the commercial bourgeoisie
to create conditions for its development. With its poorly developed division of
labor, only recently had Ethiopia emerged from feudal anarchy with barons still
entrenched in the provinces. Japanization therefore implied more drastic and
more vigorous measures than Japan had needed.3

Ironically, Europeans often reinforced the idea of a Japanese model. In 1907,
for example, the French plenipotentiary minister in Ethiopia spoke with Empress
taytu Betul on Ethiopia’s progress. She asked, ‘What can we do?’ the minister
replied, ‘See the Japanese …. In hardly fifteen years, from the beginning of their
evolution did they not become, in a short time, as strong as their teachers? It is
necessary to go to the front in progress and not to escape it. Send some young
people to Europe … and they will come back here to tell their countrymen what
they have seen and learned.’4

EtHIOPIANS DISCOvEr MODErN JAPAN

Some Ethiopians themselves tried to answer Empress taytu’s question, ‘What
can we do?’, much as had the French minister.

Shortly before 1900, Gabra Egziabher, an Eritrean intellectual, produced the
first Amharic newspaper as a handwritten, weekly sheet with a circulation of
about fifty. A keen Ethiopian patriot, he wrote verses extolling unity and modern-
ization as necessary for national independence:

Mr Unity having reigned, if he rule over us,
No enemy will hurt us; envious persons will be few.
Do not joke about this matter,
lest we become other people’s plaything, and plunder.
Be vigilant; do not be weak!
teach knowledge; let counsellors multiply!
Do not treat this, my advice, as a joke!5

Similarly, another patriotic poem pleaded:

Being united, let us reflect.
lest we become, like the sheep, the wolf ’s prey.
Before the invader comes, on a swift horse,
let us remain strong, so that we may be wise
I pray to you, my country, and my mother.
let jealousy vanish; let not Satan enter.
lest the foreigner scratch you.6
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In another poem, Gabra Egziabher wrote:

let us learn from the Europeans; let us become strong.
So that the enemy may not vanquish us, on the first encounter.
let us examine our history; let us read the newspaper.
let us learn languages; let us look at maps.
this is what opens people’s eyes.
Darkness has gone; dawn has come.
It is a disgrace to sleep by day.7

Modernization, for the sake of national strength, found expression in another of
his poems:

He who accepts it, fears no one.
He will become like Japan, strong in everything.8

Ethiopia’s Japanization began with its modernization, and Gebre Heywet
Baykedagn strongly represented Japanizer ideas.9 Born on July 30, 1886, near
Adwa in tegray, Gebre Heywet studied first in a Swedish mission in Eritrea,
then in Austria, and later in Berlin. Finishing his studies, he returned to Ethiopia
and became a private secretary and interpreter to the Emperor. As an interpreter,
he accompanied an official mission to Germany in the summer of 1907. From
there, he joined a German medical expedition going to Ethiopia to treat Emperor
Menilek, who had taken ill. Empress taytu, however, was suspicious of the
Germans, and Gebre Heywet fought with her and other conservatives. In 1909,
he exiled himself to the neighboring colony of Sudan, and worked for British
intelligence.10 He returned to Ethiopia in 1912.

Gebre Heywet’s polemical writing promoted economic self-sufficiency and
radical changes in education, administration, and finances. He laid out the
problem: ‘In the old days, ignorance held sway. today, however, a strong and
unassailable enemy called the European mind has risen against her. Whoever
opens his door to her prospers. Whoever closes his door will be destroyed.’ He
also promised hope: ‘If our Ethiopia accepts the European mind, no one would
dare attack her. If not, she will disintegrate and be enslaved.’11 Modern educa-
tion was his mantra, and he contrasted Ethiopian and Japanese attitudes toward
education. ‘the Japanese Government,’ he wrote, ‘not only does not hunt those
who serve it after having finished their studies, but it financially helps those who
ready to leave to study in Europe.’ Further, Japan encouraged Europeans to set
up schools, which had opened the eyes of the Japanese people. Japan became
richer, more powerful, and respected. Emperor Menilek should have done the
same but did not.12

to free itself politically, Ethiopia had to extricate itself from economic
dependency by following Japan’s example. Until Ethiopians could trade on equal
terms with Europeans as the Japanese did, they would never truly be free.
During his government career, Gebre Heywet worked as palace treasurer, chief
of customs at Dire Dawa, and inspector of the Djibouti-Addis Ababa railroad.
these experiences helped him refine his earlier protest against European manu-
facturers. He condemned the profligacy common among town-dwellers, and he
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warned that as long as the Bank of Abyssinia merely facilitated foreign trade, it
was helping merchants bleed the country. When teferi Mekonnen, the future
Emperor Hayle Sellasse, took the title of Prince regent at Empress zewditu
Menilek’s coronation in 1917, progressives such as Gebre Heywet hoped to
begin Japanese-style reforms. teferi, however, had to share power with other
powerful figures at zewditu’s court, and he was unable to move ahead for another
decade.13

One Ethiopian sought another route toward modernization. After 1896,
Emperor Menilek sent six young men to tsarist russia. the best known was
tekle Hawaryat, and between 1896 and 1902 he studied military science and
agriculture at Mikailovskaia Artillery School in St Petersburg and graduated
with the rank of colonel in the russian army. Staying in russia for seventeen
years, he befriended many prominent russian liberals.14

On his return to Ethiopia, he became responsible for development work and
remained influential for decades. He joined the coup that deposed Emperor
Iyasu Mikael in September 1916. teferi’s close associate in the 1920s, he became
finance minister in 1930, although in 1928 the government briefly imprisoned
him for allegedly intriguing with Bolsheviks. tekle Hawaryat proposed and
drafted a Constitution in 1931, modeled on the Meiji Constitution of 1889,
which best showed Ethiopia’s wish to follow in Japan’s progressive footsteps.
Drawing on his russian training, in 1932 tekle Hawaryat submitted recom-
mendations addressing Ethiopia’s military organization. Much to Italy’s chagrin,
he rejected his country’s traditional forces in favor of a regular army with
modern equipment, logistics, and organization.15

HErUY WElDE SEllASE

Perhaps the most influential of Ethiopia’s young Japanizers was Heruy Welde
Sellase, and he greatly influenced teferi Mekonnen.16 Hailing from the Merha-
bete District of Shewa, Heruy went to Menilek II’s court at Entotto, and he
served at the Entotto raguel Church and as a Secretary to the Emperor. Heruy
became a judge of the Special Mixed Court designed to deal with foreigners in
Ethiopia. ‘He,’ however, ‘gave too many decisions against his own people, his
health began to suffer seriously, and had he not relinquished the post and gone
abroad, the grave might have claimed him,’ wrote a British representative in
1927.17 He represented Ethiopia in the league of Nations Assembly in 1925,
and published some twenty-eight works, including stories, histories, and social
philosophy. A linguist and, after 1930, foreign minister, he served as well in
diplomatic missions to Paris, Geneva, Japan, and the United States. Finally,
Heruy also edited Ethiopia’s civil and ecclesiastical codes.18

Of the Japanizers, he most elaborately compared Ethiopia and Japan. long
and uninterrupted founding dynasties had ruled both: Emperor Hirohito was the
124th monarch of the Jimu Dynasty, while Emperor Hayle Sellase was the 126th
ruler of the Solomonic Dynasty. He compared Emperor Menilek to the Meiji.
throughout the world, only Ethiopia and Japan had preserved the title of
‘Emperor’ to designate the head of state. Both countries had experienced roving
capitals in their histories. He compared the politics of national unity of the toku-
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gawa Shogunate (1603–1868) to the zemene Mesafint (1769–1855). Heruy
concluded that, despite these similarities, the two countries had long lived in
mutual ignorance of the other – metaphorically, as do the two eyes of one person.
And, just as a mirror helps one eye to see the other, his visit in 1931 to Japan
had brought mutual awareness.19

Given these similarities, if Japan had succeeded in modernizing itself in a
short time, Ethiopia could do as much. As did the Emperor whom he served,
Heruy understood that European technicians serving as Japan’s teachers had
forged Japan’s rapid evolution, and both now sought Japan’s developmental
model. Speaking with the French chargé d’affaires in Ethiopia, Heruy praised
Japan’s transformation and asserted, ‘You will see even more extraordinary
things here than in Japan.’20

Ethiopia’s policy was to confine important business to those countries without
immediate interests in Ethiopia, for example, the United States, Germany, Japan,
and a few small European countries. Heruy understood that Japan was far away
and could not threaten Ethiopia’s sovereignty, and, indeed, that a Japanese pres-
ence could weaken the threat posed by the adjacent British, French, and Italian
colonies. Economic interests in Ethiopia might even induce the Japanese to
support Ethiopia in case of a European invasion. By the 1930s, these ideas were
provoking anxiety and fear in rome.21

British representatives in Addis Ababa spoke well of Heruy in the first half of
1927. One reported he was ‘one of the very few Abyssinians who knows anything
about England and the English. He recognized ‘the importance, from an
Abyssinian point of view, of maintaining friendly relations between the two
countries’.22 He officially visited the United States and England in 1919, and
accompanied the regent, teferi, to England in 1924. His sons received an educa-
tion at victoria College at Alexandria and at Cambridge University. Devoutly
religious, he befriended ‘all the Protestant missionaries, whom he lays himself
out to help’. the same report noted that ‘He has a great influence for good’ with
teferi, who ‘listens to him more than to anyone else’. Eager to help the British,
he was their ‘chief means of influence’ in Ethiopia,23 but by the end of 1927
Britain’s representatives had modified their opinion. One wrote, ‘I used to find
him anxious to help me with my difficulties, but since he became Director-
General for Foreign Affairs in the late summer of 1927, I have found him some-
what futile.’ Without initiative, he must ‘refer the smallest question’ to teferi,
and he had become ‘Minister for Obstructing Affairs’.24

For their part, French diplomats also had thought well of Heruy early in his
civil service career. In 1919, when he went to Europe, they saw him as leading
Ethiopia’s intellectual party. When the government named him President of the
Special Court in Addis Ababa at its inauguration in 1922, foreign diplomats
showered their satisfaction. One French minister said that he was honest, intel-
ligent, and educated, and that all Europeans were counting on him to guarantee
the court’s smooth functioning. When the minister’s successor reported on
teferi’s trip to Europe in 1924, he described Heruy as ‘a man of great worth,
completely devoted’ to teferi, who was ‘Full of common sense and open-
minded. [He] understands well modern ideas and understands the necessity that
his country come to know them.’25
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little by little, however, this positive opinion among French diplomats
changed. In a letter of July 25, 1931, the French chargé d’affaires asserted that
Heruy was unintelligent and took only superficial care of his job. the govern-
ment, nonetheless, took no decision without consulting him. His influence on
the Sovereign remained great, so important that one observer called him the
‘rasputin’ of Ethiopia, and one contemptuous wag called him ‘the wizard’.26

Why had Heruy’s reputation among French diplomats slipped so badly? He
was not a Francophile, nor did he trust Europeans in general, although he did
wish to draw closer to the English and the Swedes. Many Europeans also blamed
Heruy for Japan’s advances in Ethiopia, and the French chargé d’affaires criti-
cized Heruy’s aggressive policies that, he believed, had isolated Ethiopia before
the threat of an Italian invasion.27

Even Shoji Yunosuke, a Japanese journalist and philo-Ethiopian, ambivalently
described Heruy, who frequently hosted the three Japanese living in Addis Ababa
in 1935. He wrote, ‘Foreign Minister Heruy is an extreme pro-Japanese. But
when we meet him in person, he rarely shows that he likes us Japanese. In other
words, he is lacking in affability. His ways are blunt. In certain respects, he
appears very unsociable. And yet as one becomes acquainted with him, it tran-
spires that he is very hospitable. Frankly speaking, the first impression of the
minister is very unpleasant.’28

Always Hayle Sellase’s trusted adviser, Heruy went into exile with the
Emperor after Ethiopia’s defeat, and he died at Hayle Sellase’s residence-in-
exile in Bath, England, on September 29, 1938.

tEFErI MEkONNEN (HAYlE SEllASE)

During the nineteenth century, Britain had forced Afghanistan to cede much of
its territory and autonomy. Wanting to avoid this fate for Ethiopia, Emperor
Hayle Sellase became the crucial force behind its wish to use Japan as a model. His
father, Mekonnen Welde Mikael, had studied foreign military literature, and
russia’s defeat by Japan’s navy at the Battle of tsushima Strait in 1905 had elec-
trified him. By 1906, when Mekonnen died, the thirteen-year-old teferi had
already developed a mental blueprint for his goal, an essential part of which was
to draw on the Japanese model. Japan had proved that a non-European nation
could embrace modernization and stand as a cultural and technical equal to
Europe.29

With Heruy as his closest adviser, when teferi became Emperor he imitated
the ‘attitude of exclusiveness’ of the Japanese Emperor, because he thought it
would help create ‘an imperial dignity lacking in Ethiopia’.30 later, as the Italo-
Ethiopian War was brewing, the British minister to Ethiopia explained that
Japan’s achievements interested the Emperor and that he imagined similarities
between the two countries, dreaming ‘of Ethiopia as the Japan of Africa’.31

On the eve of Heruy’s visit to Japan in 1931, America’s minister to Ethiopia,
Addison E. Southard, mused on the Emperor’s attitudes toward Japan. From
their conversations over many years, Southard knew that he greatly admired
Japan and thought that outside help had made possible Japan’s influential world
position. He had toyed with the idea that Ethiopia might reasonably expect to
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achieve similarly marvelous results by using foreign advisers. Hayle Sellase was
‘unaware, of course, of the vast differences between the two countries and
peoples, and their qualifications and resources which place Japan far ahead of
what Ethiopia is or ever could hope to be’. Having spent many years in the Far
East before entering the Foreign Service, Southard knew Japan and the Japanese
well. But, he never thought it ‘discreet to attempt the probably impossible, and
genuinely delicate, task of convincing His Imperial Majesty of the great differ-
ence between the two countries and their peoples.’ Southard did suggest ‘infor-
mally and tactfully’ to Heruy ways in which he could make practical comparisons
during his visit to Japan.32

Hayle Sellase wanted to prevent foreign influences from dominating Ethiopia.
Yet, he also understood that his country’s modernization required foreign
advisers and teachers, and that whites unfortunately retained their foreign
nationality and prejudices. the isolated efforts to introduce them into these tasks
had led to the white arrogance that so greatly restricted their usefulness.33

tied in with Ethiopian admiration for the Japanese were changing racial atti-
tudes among Ethiopians. Southard understood that the Ethiopians – and Hayle
Sellase himself – held complicated views, and by mid-1930, they were increas-
ingly favoring foreigners with darker skins. Southard explained that the late
Empress zewditu and her immediate followers had been contemptuous of non-
white foreigners. they had scorned foreign blacks as they had their own black
subjects, and the efforts of black foreigners to fraternize with Ethiopians as
brother Africans had always aroused resentment. the Empress – like many of her
ruling class – had been proud of her Semitic blood, which she believed made
her the equal to any white and distinctly superior to any black. Emperor Hayle
Sellase had, in Southard’s opinion, perhaps even more Semitic blood than had
some of his royal relatives. Yet, more influential was his conviction that peoples
‘with at least dark skins’ were bound to Ethiopia’s future and that dark-skinned
advisers and teachers were less arrogant and were willing to opt for Ethiopian
nationality. Hence, he was ‘temporarily’ losing existing prejudices – at least
toward those foreign blacks with Western educations and the abilities to be
advisers and teachers.34

the new emphasis on peoples of color encouraged many Ethiopians to want
to model themselves after the Japanese and opened Ethiopia to Japanese pene-
tration, to the detriment of the traditional, white, colonial powers. reinforcing
this Japanization, the Japanese began seductively speaking of leading an alliance
of the world’s colored peoples against white imperialism.

EtHIOPIAN PUBlICAtIONS & EDUCAtION

Despite the obstacles he faced while regent, teferi did take some limited
progressive measures. Importing equipment from Germany, for example, in
1923, he set up the Berhanena Salam printing press on his own initiative and on
his own grounds. With the help of Heruy and learned church scholars, he
founded a weekly newspaper, Berhanena Salam, which by 1929 had built up a
circulation of about 500.35

From the mid-1920s to the war with Italy, radical intellectuals used the pages
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of Berhanena Salam to condemn Ethiopia’s parasitic feudal oligarchy as the
obstacle to progress. the Young Ethiopian progressives who wrote for this news-
paper stressed education’s role in Japan’s advance, and ‘education’ became their
motto. As one explained, Japan had achieved its speedy modernization ‘through
nothing but concerted efforts …. they were unstinting in their money. they
sent their daughters to school. Wealthy Japanese helped the state. Others
contributed funds for … opening … schools. And because they gave all their
attention to education they were able to modernize fast.’36 A song composed in
1926 encapsulated their attitude. It included the phrase ‘We Proceed Following
Japan’.37

Deresse Amente, who had tried, unsuccessfully, to raise funds from the public
for opening a school, was perhaps the most prolific contributor to Berhanena
Salam. to demonstrate Ethiopia’s backwardness, he reasoned, there was no need
to compare it with the United States or Europe. Japan, which had many more
schools, universities, and printing presses than did Ethiopia, would do. Its people
had achieved so much wealth ‘thanks to education and knowledge, not because
Japan is a more fertile country than Ethiopia …. And I have singled out the
Japanese experience because, sixty years ago, Japan was in the same state as
Ethiopia.’38

Southard saw one article published in April 1934 in Berhanena Salam as
‘among the more rational and interesting of the bits of propaganda, both oral and
written’, inspired by the Young Ethiopians. the article called for modern educa-
tion, industrial development, spiritual advancement, and improved government.
Southard further opined, ‘Notwithstanding various obvious inaccuracies the
article is less radical and visionary than much of the material of the kind … and
does carry a vein of reasonably restrained patriotic sentiment which we must
respect.’ A plea for national respect, the article added that Ethiopia had to do as
respected countries do. After contrasting Ethiopia with various European coun-
tries in terms of area and natural resources, it continued, “Ethiopia does not
command the same respect as these countries which have achieved education
and knowledge. … this is not because the God of Israel has given Ethiopians
brains smaller than those of others or because we have departed from the Chris-
tian law or because we lack the blessing of our king.’ rather, because of a weak
educational system, ‘our government is suffering humiliation, loss, resentment,
and difficulties’. Further, education was the prerequisite for necessary self-suffi-
ciency: ‘Can we continue and carry on with borrowed military weapons, with
imported clothes and by buying all the things which make us men from outside?’
knowledge ‘is gold and diamonds and a good food. It is a good mother and
father.’ Essential for national development and pride, ‘[k]nowledge and educa-
tion honors a nation. … Ignorant countries suffer’. the article closed with the
rhetorical question: ‘When all are surpassing us in their science and knowledge
why should we remain behind by despising education?’39
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Educated Ethiopians & the foreign community

EtHIOPIANS WItH FOrEIGN EDUCAtION
& tHEIr rESENtMENtS

to learn the tools of modern civilization, foreign advisers of whatever color were
not enough. teferi also actively promoted domestic and foreign study for
Ethiopians. In 1926, he told twenty-one students before they left for foreign
shores that he took solace in advances made, he offered hope for future progress,
and he urged them to behave properly.40

In the 1920s, most students studying outside Ethiopia went first to Egypt and
lebanon and then transferred to other countries. France received the largest
number – over fifty. French was, after all, Ethiopia’s principal foreign language
and the language Hayle Sellase himself preferred. these students studied archi-
tecture, art, mathematics, civil engineering, radiotelegraphy, political science,
law, and economics. More than a dozen attended the French military academy
at St Cyr. Slightly more Ethiopians studied in England, including two of
Heruy’s sons. Almost that number went to the United States. Ethiopia also sent
students to Switzerland, Germany, Italy, Belgium, and Spain. Almost forty
students under roman Catholic auspices attended the Pontificio Collegio
Etiopico in thevatican. Some twenty-two Falashas41 in the 1920s and 1930s went
with Jewish backing to Palestine, Egypt, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, France,
and England. Ethiopia also sent some women and Eritrean youths to study
abroad.42

Most of Ethiopia’s returnees were deeply patriotic and wished to turn the
tools of Western domination against the West. One student returning from the
United States wrote a poem in Amharic:

If the lord helps me and give [sic] me strength,
I wish to learn for the good of my country.
We will study diligently and learn much,
So that the foreigners will not come to rule us!
If we think and study with attention,
We will learn to do what others do.
We must study as much as we can
Because, if we do not study, our country will be finished: we will lose it.43

While still a student, a future finance minister made a similar observation. ‘We
young Ethiopians are in duty bound to our country. We are the bridge that the
Emperor has thrown across to European culture,’ he said, adding that the rising
generation would civilize Ethiopia.44

there were ironic costs to these foreign contacts. In late 1927, one British
report from Addis Ababa decried the recent ‘wave of nationalism and xeno-
phobia’, which was ‘making such rapid strides throughout this country’. the
report lamented that the league of Nations had admitted Ethiopia ‘on equal
terms’ with the civilized powers. Europeans were lavishing on Ethiopia ‘the most
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fulsome flattery’, and were ‘ignoring or condoning the evils’, such as the slave
trade. Neither the Ethiopians nor teferi could digest this obsequiousness
‘without their heads swelling appreciably’. the report contemptuously
compared Ethiopia to China and India, where some of the younger generation
had received ‘a smattering of Western education’. Satisfied with ‘having
scratched the surface’, they thought they knew enough. the report sneered that
in Addis Ababa these young Ethiopians consorted on equal terms ‘with the riff-
raff of Armenia and Greece’ and sometimes ‘even of France and russia’. they
had come to believe that they were ‘not only the equal, but the superior of the
white man’. Ethiopians displayed this attitude by refusing to pay salaries owed
Europeans and ‘throwing them penniless into the streets’, and by physical
violence against them and their property. the report worried that Bolshevism
would rapidly advance ‘under the guise of nationalism’.45

those Ethiopians who studied in Europe acquired a sense of the need to
Japanize their country. One student at the colonial university of Antwerp in July
1930 drew the point, exclaiming, ‘Give teferi a free hand and he will make our
dear homeland another Japan’.46 these outspoken students had formed a loose
organization, and they often assumed a schizophrenic attitude toward Europeans
and to whites in general. Writing about them for Washington, seldom in praise
and frequently with implicit racism, Southard predicted that Young Ethiopian
activity promised to raise national resistance to foreign influence.47

Southard wrote that the costs of Hayle Sellase’s coronation as Emperor on
November 2, 1930 had increased xenophobic opposition to foreign influences,
especially among the younger Ethiopians educated either abroad or in the foreign
Christian missions in Ethiopia. these young men, especially those educated in
the French, roman Catholic missions, held many of the minor but influential
executive positions in government. they resented the racial inferiority imposed
on them and wished to preserve their own superiority over less-educated natives.
they also feared for their own jobs, if more foreigners were to enter Ethiopia’s
government. they especially resented the lavish and expensive entertainment
provided by the foreign delegations sent to attend Hayle Sellase’s coronation.
Southard feared that the Emperor was falling under the influence of the Young
Ethiopians at the expense of their elders. these young men were trying to
convince the Emperor that he did not need foreigners to reorganize the govern-
ment, to develop the country’s resources, or to carry out other reforms –
Ethiopians themselves had the talent to do these things. Southard suggested that
‘to one who can view Ethiopia fairly in the light of modern development such
influence or advice appears to be unsound and possibly harmful.’ the Young
Ethiopians, after all, were ‘a bit muddled in their ideas and of how to make them
effective’. He added that those ‘educated abroad’ had ‘brought back only super-
ficial knowledge’, and had ‘not yet learned to think and reason on substantial
and tenable bases’.48

to prove his point, Southard translated for Washington an article from Berha-
nena Salam. the author decried the foreign influence that was spreading ‘just
like a shepherd leads his flock’, and he asserted that Ethiopians had to disperse
foreign influence before it took root. ‘let us destroy foreign influence by our
lives and deaths. living in Ethiopia gives joy, even if the ornaments of other
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places are better. For us our country is preferable. the love of our parents raised
us thus.’49

Southard noted that not all Ethiopians thought well of their foreign-educated
compatriots. Because of their family rank, the feudal chieftains usually received
leading cabinet and related posts, but neither missionary proselytizing nor
schoolwork reached the sons of these ‘quality’ Ethiopians. Whatever their age,
they were ‘old-fashioned fellows’, who, until recently, had disdained foreign
languages and modern methods. to carry out the Emperor’s progressive ideas,
however, they had to get such knowledge themselves or lean on these subordi-
nates. the feudal chieftains saw the returned students as less objectionable than
those who had received their foreign education locally. Most of the latter were
peasants, and the aristocratic, feudal chieftains looked down on them. the
returned students were usually better born, but they often aped Western
manners and clothing, which annoyed their elders. the French-speaking subor-
dinates in the various ministries often had direct access to the Emperor, which
further chafed their elders and provoked jealousy. these senior heads tried to
influence the Emperor against their subordinates by charging that their foreign
educations and associations predisposed them toward foreigners and that he
could not trust them to protect Ethiopia’s interests. Consequently, the natural
reaction of the subordinates was to go to extremes to prove that they did not
favor foreign interests. Southard suggested that even Hayle Sellase himself had
occasionally tried to impress his feudal chieftains that he too was a genuine
Ethiopian and not captive to foreign influences, as he knew they secretly
thought.50

those Ethiopian officials with locally earned foreign educations only halt-
ingly united to resist invading foreign manners, practices, and investments. they
were generally content to obstruct easy access to the Emperor for the returned
students, whose main ambition was to compete for government jobs. Southard
believed that the anti-foreign feelings of many returned students came in part
from slights suffered abroad because of their color. these anti-foreign feelings
also came from their discovery that there existed ‘among white people the
poverty and pettiness of existence and conduct’ they had not seen in the conde-
scending foreigners they had met in Ethiopia. refusing to concede that any
foreigner was their equal, foreign travel confirmed that sense of superiority.
‘When he goes abroad he is served by white men and women in menial positions,
he is allegedly on occasion robbed and cheated by white men and women, [and]
he has seen foreigners in their slums.’51 Southard questioned one of his ‘young
Ethiopian friends’ who had made this ‘unpleasant’ but ‘thrilling discovery’. ‘You
foreigners,’ he explained, ‘have your peasants and your ignorant classes just as
we have. We believe in superiority by birth and intelligence. We do not recognize
merely a white skin as carrying with it any kind of superiority, but that is what
we see the foreigner of all classes, in his own country as well as here, now trying
to assert. We are learning a lot.’52

Introducing foreign advisers had further exacerbated anti-foreigner attitudes.
these foreigners, ‘in their reasonable and understandable loyalty to the
Ethiopian interests which employ and pay them, cannot avoid uncovering various
formerly unseen or ignored faults and failings of allegedly predatory foreigners
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and foreign countries’.53 this last influence had ‘greatly lowered in the past three
years the one-time unquestioned prestige of the local Diplomatic Corps’. Except
for the Greeks, Armenians, and Asians, whom the Ethiopians classified as infe-
rior visiting neighbors rather than as genuine foreigners, non-official foreigners
in Ethiopia had enjoyed a reflected prestige from their diplomatic representa-
tives. ‘Obviously this advantage they, too, are losing,’ Southard wrote.54

Southard decried one clever intriguer and agitator, kidane Mariam Aberra,
who had, by 1934, astutely built a following among the discontented returned
students and officials having ‘home-made’ foreign educations. From within the
education ministry he unleashed his animus against Italians and all foreigners
and whipped his associates into ‘crusading zeal by tales of American and Italian
color and race prejudices’.55

Southard contemptuously dismissed such attitudes, charging that Ethiopia
had neither the quality of people nor natural resources to flout foreign interests
and assistance. the Emperor knew this, asserted Southard, but he was unable to
stem ‘the present rising anti-foreign tide’. Southard blamed the loss of ‘courtesy
and efficiency of the Government’ when dealing with foreigners on ‘the rise to
administrative influence of the officials with a foreign education which appears
to give them a chip-on-the-shoulder attitude’.56

rOMAN PrOCHázkA’S vIEW OF tHE JAPANIzErS

Some Young Ethiopians on returning from study abroad intentionally provoked
tensions with the white colony in Addis Ababa. Several incidents at local night-
clubs in 1933 proved especially nettlesome. As Southard described it, some
Young Ethiopians had ‘developed during their sojourn abroad a liking for foreign
women, drink, and related entertainment’, and sought ‘similar distractions here’.
Disliking foreigners, Southard added that the ‘unnecessarily impudent’ Wolde
Giorgis, Secretary-General of Ethiopia’s Foreign Ministry, had encouraged them
in their objectionable attitudes.57

Despite a quick and amicable solution of these incidents, the local foreign
colony saw these Young Ethiopians as ‘troublesome fellows’. Especially incensed
was roman Procházka. A lawyer, genealogist, and author, he was Austria’s
consul in Addis Ababa from 1932 to February 1934, when he was dismissed for
activities incompatible with his diplomatic office. Neither the Special Court nor
the Consular Court of the United States legation recognized Procházka as a
practicing attorney, and Southard suggested that he had a bad reputation. On
October 30, he circulated a letter to the consulates in Addis Ababa. While he was
‘extravagant and bitter’ in his allegations,Southard allowed a factual basis for his
charges, and the letter shows the concerns the Japanizers had raised among the
foreign colony in Addis Ababa.58

Procházka warned that the local white population was suffering insults and
physical attacks by Ethiopian officials and individuals, especially by a ‘clique’ of
Young Ethiopians. Because of Ethiopia’s ‘treaty arrangements with Mongolian
Japan’, they were exercising ‘a campaign against foreigners of the white race’.
they were stirring up other natives, especially the servants of Europeans. After
dismissing their European dress and educations, Procházka added that they now
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were acting ‘as lords of the country’, and taking ‘liberties … with white women’.
He especially regretted the behavior of one Belgian woman in the new night-
clubs. Her ‘numerous notorious relations with natives’ were ‘publicly conspic-
uous,’ and her misbehavior had added ‘to the dangerous circumstances of the
white race in general and the prestige of local European women in particular.59

He claimed that such incidents were throwing a ‘harsh light’ on agents provoca-
teurs, who were threatening foreigners with deportation. Unconcealed, armed
threats against whites were too common. they were defenseless because regula-
tions limited their right to have arms and because ‘[r]eliance on the sleepy, shiv-
ering zabanias [native police] with their uncleaned rifles, against the “Young
Ethiopians”, warmed with alcohol and quick on the draw is highly dubious’.
Procházka concluded that the Young Ethiopians prejudiced good relations
between their country and foreign states.60

Conclusion

Clearly, many Ethiopians faced emotional and more tangible conflicts as they
haltingly lurched their country toward modernization for the sake of continued
independence in a white-dominated and imperialistic world order. Not all elite
Ethiopians, however, wanted to see their country change, and many resented the
Young Ethiopians and obstructed them the best they could.

those seeking progress faced further problems. Only modernity could
provide the economic, political, and military strength necessary to preserve
Ethiopia’s sovereignty. But, the best teachers were also those who most threat-
ened Ethiopia’s independence. How could Ethiopians with safety and dignity
borrow from the West, which held them in racial and cultural contempt? this
explains the resentments many of the Young Ethiopians held – and acted out –
toward foreigners.

the obvious way to break the conundrum was to turn to Japan, and many
Japanese enthusiastically responded to Ethiopia’s entreaties.
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3
Japanese Views on Ethiopia

Japanese attitudes toward the world’s blacks

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Japanese first met Africans and
Indians working as servants for Portuguese and Dutch merchants, who taught
the Japanese analogies comparing blacks to animals. Commodore Matthew
Calbraith Perry’s first visit to Japan on the Blackships in 1853 reinforced the
denigrating stereotypes of African peoples. When he returned in the following
year, he held a reception for his Japanese guests onboard his flagship and the
entertainment included a blackface minstrel show, which the Japanese enjoyed.
In 1860, a Japanese mission visited the United States to learn about American
culture. Its members accepted black slavery in the United States as normal and
compared these slaves to their own outcasts. they saw blacks as pitifully igno-
rant, unsanitary, odorous, bad-mannered, physically repulsive, and sub-human.
One samurai wrote, ‘I heard that the American term for “Africa” means
“monkey”, and its natives personify monkeys.’1

By the end of the nineteenth century, the Japanese were seeing the world
through Western, Social-Darwinist eyes and had formed a hierarchical view of
the world’s peoples. they placed themselves and other Asians between whites
and blacks, and they idolized white society as providing the goal for Japan’s
development.2

Japanese attitudes became more diverse as democratic ideas spread, and a few
Japanese contacted activists and writers among black poets, activists, and intel-
lectuals, such as W.E.B. DuBois. One Japanese scholar, Hikida Yasuichi, in the
1930s visited tuskegee University and Hampton Institute. He translated books
about lynchings, and he traveled in seats reserved for colored passengers. He
wanted American blacks and Japanese to move beyond stereotypes and interact
directly.3 Inspired by such attitudes, some American and Caribbean blacks
warmly regarded the Japanese as an ally against white racism, and this attraction
later compromised their support of the United States’s war effort after Pearl
Harbor.4

Hikida’s enlightened view was only one among many.
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Commentary on Ethiopia

OYAMA UJIrO, tANABE YASUNOSUkE, & AMINAkA YASUHIrO

Dr Oyama Ujiro became one of the African specialists in Japan writing and
lecturing extensively in the first half of the 1930s, and he played an important
diplomatic role in developing Ethio-Japanese relations. Oyama was a formervice
consul-general in San Francisco and a central figure in a philo-Ethiopian group,
the roundtable Conference on Ethiopian Issues. In 1927 he led a research team
to seven African countries, including Ethiopia and wrote the investigation team’s
official report. responding to popular interest in Ethiopia, he added many
photographs and revised his work as a travelogue. Oyama insisted that it was
anachronistic to see Africa as the Dark Continent, and he promised to shed light
on Ethiopia. He saw that much was unusual and unflattering in Ethiopia’s
customs, myths, slavery, and court procedures. He also drew similarities between
Ethiopia and Japan’s tokugawa period.5

Many Japanese views of Ethiopia showed a Western influence. tanabeYasuno-
suke translated Charles rey’s works into Japanese – after deleting denigrating
comments about Ethiopia. tanabe, also a member of the roundtable Confer-
ence on Ethiopian Issues, did write, however, that even those looking favorably
on Ethiopians thought of them as ‘idlers’, reluctant to work because of the hot
weather. they saw Ethiopia’s Christians as more cultured than its Muslims or
those of other faiths in Ethiopia. the animists, for example, were lowly ‘barbar-
ians’. Ethiopia had escaped Africa’s partition, tanabe asserted, because the
country was modeling itself after Japan in its state-building and because the
country was under an imperial monarchy supported by principles similar to
those in Japan.6

Aminaka Yasuhiro had a more direct experience with Ethiopia. After staying
there for about six months, he wrote a book highlighting the country’s inde-
pendence. Of the one hundred million black races, he wrote, only the Ethiopian
nation had preserved its independence and glorious history. Never conquered by
another, its imperial line had ruled continuously and prosperously for three thou-
sand years.7

SHOJI YUNOSUkE, SUMIOkA tOMOYOSHI, NANJO SHINICHI,
& YAMAUCHI MASAO

A pro-Ethiopian, right-wing, Pan-Asian activist who objected to white domi-
nation of the ‘colored’ world, Shoji Yunosuke finished his studies at the
Shanghai Asian School during the Shanghai Incident of 1932, the short war
between the republic of China and Japan between January 28 and March 3. In
August 1932, he went to Ethiopia to examine its economy and stayed in Addis
Ababa for three months. He then traveled southwest from the capital and spent
seven months in the deepest parts of Ethiopia, where no Japanese had been
before. During his stay, Shoji developed a close friendship with Araya Abeba
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and played an important role in Araya’s later effort to marry a Japanese
woman.8

Before Shoji left Ethiopia, Hayle Sellase personally presented him with a
picture, a rhino horn, some musk, and other items. the Emperor also gave him
a recent portrait as a gift for Sumioka tomoyoshi, another philo-Ethiopian,
whom one Western reporter dismissed as ‘a shyster of uncommon gifts’.9 When
Shoji returned to Japan in September 1933, he handed the portrait to Sumioka
– Shoji’s first meeting with him. Deeply impressed with ‘his excellent under-
standing and right belief on racial issues and world statecraft’, Shoji consulted
Sumioka about Araya’s proposed marriage.10

Shoji excoriated those authorities content with mere a commercial advance in
Ethiopia, while refusing to challenge Britain, France, and Italy politically. He
argued that since the Manchurian Incident of 1931, which had provoked war
with China, Japan had led the small countries of Asia and had reached the stage
of being able to take bold initiatives in foreign policy. Shoji celebrated Japan’s
role in awakening and leading the colored peoples of the world. ‘Until now,
Caucasian peoples have not regarded whites and colored peoples as equal. …
Colored peoples in Asia and Africa, who number twice as many as whites, have
been suffering for a longtime under white oppression.’ Japan has ‘awakened the
idea of independence among all Colored peoples. As we now see the declining
path of Western civilization, a strong wave of nationalistic movements is
sweeping throughout the world including Asia, Africa, and South America.’ He
stressed Japan’s community of interests with this rising nationalism. ‘the safety
and dangers facing Eastern peoples, the various peoples of Asia and northern
Africa, are as the safety and perils for Japan itself. We call this idea Pan-
Asianism.’ Japan would lead the oppressed colored peoples, because ‘they view
Japan as the Asian leader and show their friendly attitude with great reverence
toward Japan. … It is no wonder that friendship between Japan and Ethiopia
has rapidly developed in such an atmosphere.’11

Shoji praised ethnologists interested in the possibility that Ethiopia’s ruling
class and Japan’s ancient Yamato tribe shared the same racial roots. Shoji favor-
ably quoted one scholar who had written, ‘It is uncontroversial that the Ethiopian
people a longtime ago had some racial connections with the Japanese people.’12

When Heruy visited Japan in 1931, Sumioka gave the foreign minister a copy of
his thesis, which similarly concluded that the ancient tribes of the Japanese and
Ethiopians shared ethnic roots.13

Shoji stressed Ethiopia’s ancient history and notable culture, its conquests in
Arabia and Egypt, and its trade with the rest of Africa. Although Ethiopia after
1931 was formally a constitutional monarchy, in reality it remained an absolute,
feudal monarchy, comparable with Japan’s tokugawa period. Ethiopia’s
emperors had gradually conquered the hereditary, feudal lords in the localities,
replacing them with appointed governors who followed the emperor’s orders,
except in some remote districts. the wide gap between the military resources
available to the emperors compared to the localities furthered centralization.
Because tax collection remained difficult, developing the national infrastructure
of railroads, roads, sanitation, waterworks, and electricity remained urgent tasks.
And although the heads of administrative offices such as the post office,
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telegrams, telephones, and customs were Ethiopians, they had many foreign
advisers working under them.14

Shoji worked hard to disabuse Japanese of what he thought was incorrect
information on Ethiopia. For example, he rejected ‘an unimaginable, vulgar and
absurd article’ published in Kokusai Hyoron, a journal appealing to sophisticated
readers: ‘the palace where the Emperor lives is a one-story, wooden house with
galvanized iron roof, and floors covered with hay. Its tables are of several bits of
lumber, with a board laid on them, covered with eulalia grass as a tablecloth. the
hall in which the Emperor meets foreign missions and ministers does not even
have floorboards.’ Shoji retorted that the palace was a European building, just
like a Japanese first-class hotel. Although the daily lifestyle of the Emperor was
not as luxurious as that of the well-to-do in large Japanese cities, his furniture,
decorations, dishes, carpets, and suchlike were magnificent enough to show his
dignity and grace as an Emperor. the Kokusai Hyoron article continued, ‘the
Emperor and the Imperial Family walk barefooted. the Emperor and Imperial
Family use cups to drink water, while his ministers use empty tobacco cans.’
Shoji assured his readers that although Ethiopians had their own style of shoes,
they imported leather shoes from France, athletic shoes from Japan, and glass
products from Belgium. Even the common people used these products.15

the Kokusai Hyoron article further described the poor hygiene, worms, and
lice that beset Ethiopians. Shoji explained that the Ethiopian people liked meat,
usually cooked or grilled, except on special occasions such as holidays and
parties. Because they caught worms from their meat-based diets, they sometimes
drank decocted leaves of the koso tree as vermifuge. there were good pharma-
cies and hospitals in cities, and although the facilities and techniques were not
perfect, and there were doctors from Germany, the United States, Italy, Greece,
Armenia, and elsewhere in villages with over a thousand people. Ethiopians kept
enviously white teeth, because they gargled after every meal and brushed their
teeth with twigs from bushes. Ethiopians could bathe in the hot springs in the
capital for two copper coins, or in river waters for free. ‘Even though’ Ethiopians
are blacks, Shoji labeled as ‘absurd’ the notion that they carefully bred para-
sites.16

the Ethiopians had invited a Japanese, Enomoto Seisaku, to cook for the
Imperial Household. the Kokusai Hyoron article commented: ‘the Ethiopians
ordered the cook … to live in a part of a lion cage and cook only omelets’.17

Again, Shoji criticized the article, writing that although Ethiopia was not a rich
country, it was absurd to say that Enomoto, invited for monthly salary of ¥600,
stayed in a lion cage. Moreover, even though the Ethiopians were generous, they
did not have enough money to pay ¥600 just to have him fix eggs and omelets.
Enomoto himself related that the Emperor’s household stored Champagne,
whiskies, canned food, and other items worth ¥20,000. Shoji concluded that
malicious imagination and fabrication filled the article.18

later, in 1935, as the Italians prepared for war against Ethiopia, Shoji wrote
sympathetically about Ethiopia from Addis Ababa as a special correspondent of
the Osaka Mainichi and the Tokyo Nichi Nichi. In the autumn, he inserted
himself into Daba Birrou’s diplomatic mission to Japan.

Nanjo Shinichi was another Japanese journalist who complicated diplomacy
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between Ethiopia and Japan. like Shoji, he promised to enlighten the Japanese
about Ethiopia, and he actively promoted the marriage between Araya and
kuroda Masako. He also presumed to promise Japanese commercial and military
assistance to Ethiopia. And again, as happened with Shoji, Heruy complained
about Nanjo’s intrusions into his diplomatic efforts, and Japanese authorities
distanced themselves from him. After Italy invaded, Nanjo reported on the war
from london.19

One last journalist played a crucial role in pushing Japan’s interests in
Ethiopia. Dr Yamauchi Masao was one of the four Japanese who returned with
Heruy after his mission to Ethiopia. In Ethiopia he represented the Ministry of
Emigration and later became a special correspondent for the Osaka Mainichi.
He learned the Amharic language and spearheaded Japan’s commercial thrust,
which provoked considerable alarm among Europeans. Yamauchi’s drive
impressed the British minister, who conceded that ‘[I]t is impossible not to
admire the skill and thoroughness with which this reconnaissance of a new field
is being carried out. No such effort has, unfortunately, ever been made by the
European trading interests, who complain so bitterly of Japanese competition.’20

While in Ethiopia as a speculative trader, Yamauchi exported rhinoceros’s horns
to Japan for medicinal use. Several months after the Italo-Ethiopian War, he
returned to Japan to speak at a series of meetings throughout Japan to describe
his adventures and Ethiopia’s plight at Italian hands.21

tSUCHIDA YUtAkA

A secretary at the foreign ministry, tsuchida Yutaka officially visited Ethiopia in
1934. Southard described him as a competent diplomat who could speak English
and French and who showed ‘considerable intelligence and ability’.22 In
November 1935, a month after Italy had attacked Ethiopia, he published an
article describing his visit.23

He noted that, theoretically, Ethiopia’s Emperor had gained centralized
control of the diverse localities. In reality, however, an old feudal structure
remained with the local lords, now called ‘governors’. these petty autocrats held
the right of direct taxation and often kept private armies, which made ‘those
domains look like countries within a country’. tsuchida added that Ethiopia’s
Emperor as ‘king of kings’ resembled the shogun of Japan’s tokugawa period,
and he concluded that each lord was a king and the Emperor mediated among
those kings. Every lord presented to the Emperor part of the tax they had
collected, and they paid their respects to him every two to three years.24 tsuchida
stressed the success of Hayle Sellase, ‘an admirable individual’, in curbing
disputes between his lords and in centralizing his government. Europeans agreed
that his political skill was ‘very sophisticated’, and that he was a ‘wise Emperor’.25

He also noted that Ethiopia’s Constitution of 1931 had copied Japan’s. Acting as
his own prime minister, Hayle Sellase had ‘despotically’ assumed the reins of
government and appointed the members of the bicameral legislature, which
acted merely as an advisory organ.

tsuchida reassured his readers that Japanese in Ethiopia held extraterrito-
rial rights, important because tsuchida was not blind to Ethiopia’s ‘backward-
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ness’. For example, he noted that creditors would chain debtors to one another
as they visited friends and relatives. the chains stayed until the debtor had paid
his debt. the seeming informality of ‘street trials’, with elders passing judg-
ment, fascinated tsuchida. After noting that Ethiopia had a currency-issuing
central bank, he expressed concern for Ethiopia’s educational system, which had
no compulsory schooling. Each legation ran its own school and competed for
upper-class children, and every year selected two or three good students to go to
schools in their respective countries. After returning, these students would gain
government positions, perhaps to the host country’s advantage. With no news-
papers in Amharic, foreign-language newspapers had many readers, including
many Ethiopians.26

He described the Ethiopians as half-black Semites. the Christian Amharas
formed one-third of the population and were the ruling group, monopolizing
the ‘respectable’ positions in society. tsuchida noted that one-third of the popu-
lation were Muslim and below the Amharas in prestige. the final third of the
population lived in the south and were ‘pure Negroid’ and ‘ugly’. tsuchida deni-
grated their educational and cultural level and the ‘terrible stuff ’ they ate.27

Ethiopians were ‘benign’, and ‘[e]ven those of the ruling class are lazy, possess
a character of a half-idle eyes and lack a spirit of effort, seriousness, [or] progress
…. [t]hey do not have much ambition. … Ethiopians do not care much about
cultural facilities, either.’28

tsuchida stressed Ethiopia’s poor economic development, despite the
country’s economic resources. ‘Afraid whites would overrun their country if they
gave out too many concessions’, they also refused to let the white, colonial powers
develop it. Japanese thus saw Ethiopians ‘as a non-productive people’. the
blame, he wrote, was Ethiopia’s warrior culture, which denigrated commercial,
economic, and agricultural pursuits.29

Entertainment accentuated Ethiopia’s martial spirit. ‘Instead of centering
around geisha girls as in Japan, old men over sixty reenacted the Battle of Adwa
by singing and swinging swords.’ their ‘songs celebrate Ethiopia’s glorious
history [and] adoration of the present Emperor. … they also sing a song of
friendship pointing out likenesses between the old histories of Japan and of
Ethiopia, and to encourage co-operation and progress. they do not sing senti-
mental love songs.’ tsuchida recalled, ‘Once, I much enjoyed the entertainment
in which people wore armor, sang some songs, and danced. Barefooted, they held
spears and wore masks of lion hair. they gave brave cries to dramatize the scene
of battlefield fighting with their enemy.’30

Nationalist Japanese societies and Ethiopia

Between 1927 and 1937, the Japanese organized some 634 right-wing groups
with 122,000 members. listing assassination among their weapons to influ-
ence government policy, they were powerful within the military and bureau-
cracy, and they exalted their Emperor above the Constitution. Seeking
‘renovation’, they wanted to create a ‘National Defense State’.31

the foreign ministry harbored renovationists, one of whom was Nimiya
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takeo. He wrote an influential booklet which stressed that a Japanese expan-
sionist policy was defensible only if built on racial nationalism and the principle
of ‘Asia for the Asians’. Further, Japanese morality and racial spirit, not Western
imperialism, had to guide expansion. An aggressive diplomacy possibly leading
to war was tenable only if based on idealism. the booklet demanded building a
new order under Japanese leadership.32

Influenced by such thinking on creating a new order, Japan’s leading nation-
alists, especially Pan-Asianists, set up several associations to promote a solidarity
movement with Ethiopia. One of these was the Japan-Ethiopian Association,
with Inabata katsutaro, a prominent industrialist and member of the House of
Peers, as president. Its office was in the Osaka Chamber of Commerce and
Industry building.33 Other organizations included the Ethiopian Defense Society
set up in July 1935 and the Ethiopian rescue Society established in August of the
same year. Other nationalist groups, such as the Pan-Asianism Society, the
Japan-turan Association, Japan Production Party, volunteers of Nationalistic
Populace Party, and the Patriotic Youth Association, strongly supported
Ethiopia. Sumioka tomoyoshi and Shoji Yunosuke were central members of the
Great Japanese turan Youth league. In this super-patriotic mélange of shifting
groups and subgroups with overlapping memberships, Ethiopia’s most urgent
supporter was the Black Dragon Society. Japan’s police and the Italian embassy
kept track of all of them. 34

On March 1, 1935, the Japanese-Ethiopian Society and the Great Japanese
turan Youth league offered a prayer for the victory of the Ethiopian Empire.
It praised ‘the victorious anniversary of Ethiopia’s defeat of Italy at Adwa’,
thirty-nine years before, which was, ‘like the russo-Japanese War, a shining
historical record of colored people defeating white hegemony’. Now in 1935,
however, ‘Italy is trying to achieve its traditional and long-term ambition,
Ethiopia’s forcible annexation’. Noting Ethiopia’s disadvantage compared to
Italy in modern weapons, the prayer concluded, ‘As the situation is getting
urgent, we wish to punish white wrongdoing and our friend Ethiopia achieve
victory.’35

Despite such enthusiasm, Japanese attitudes to race often reflected their own
ambivalent position in the racial hierarchy. tokyo’s ambassador in Berlin, for
example, complained to the German foreign minister in November 1933 about
the humiliations several Japanese had suffered. He was also upset because head
of the German Bureau of racial research had listed the Japanese among the
colored races, thereby subjecting them to discrimination under Germany’s penal
code, which forbade the marriage of Germans to Jews and members of the
colored races. to the great relief of the Japanese, the German foreign minister
assured tokyo’s ambassador that the Nazis did not intend to include the Japanese
among the colored races.36
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Conclusion

For a time, Japan’s philo-Ethiopianism expressed a sentimental solidarity with
Ethiopians. Japanese newspapers expressed surprise at the failure of many
observers to note the spiritual affinity between the two peoples. the assumption
of white superiority in Ethiopia had proved to be as unfounded as it had in
Japan.37

Solidarity with the world’s colored peoples, based primarily on narrow patri-
otism, grew out of antagonism toward whites. this attitude, however, proved to
be only surface deep – whenever challenged by the realities of world politics,
hard-nosed businessmen and government officials became skeptical about the
utility of close relations with Ethiopia and feared complications of drawing too
close. the solidarity movement certainly did not include co-operative action
with Africans under colonial rule in its vision and showed little concern for
oppressed Asian-Africans or their movements such as that in South Africa.38

In the end, Japanese support proved a weak reed for Ethiopia to lean on as the
Italian menace developed. However, for a few years, Japanese interests in
Ethiopia did appear to be expanding sufficiently to threaten Western interests.
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4
Promise of Commercial Exchange

1923–1931

First official contacts, 1923

In 1923, when regent teferi Mekonnen sent a delegation to Geneva to seek his
country’s admission to the league of Nations, Ethiopia’s representatives met
their Japanese counterparts for the first time. Heruy, then a judge in the Special
Court, was one of those delegates. Sugimura Yotaro, later Japan’s ambassador in
Italy, approached Heruy, who recalled, ‘the Japanese representative showed
great friendliness to the Ethiopian Empire. And our present Emperor eagerly
wished contact with Japan, a great empire in the East.’1

While the Western powers had admitted Japan to the league of Nations as a
member straight away, they initially refused Ethiopia’s wish to join. No infor-
mation in the Japanese archives reveals Japan’s position on Ethiopia’s eventual
admission to the league in 1923.2

In 1924, teferi traveled to Europe with Heruy. He told the Japanese plenipo-
tentiary in Athens that many Japanese goods were entering Ethiopia through
Djibouti, and he added that Ethiopia offered great possibilities for agricultural
operations. Interestingly, Japanese officials were unaware of the extent of their
trade penetration of Ethiopia since their first inroads in 1912. the Japanese thus
began to make commercial and political inquiries.3

Japanese approaches, 1927–28

Because Sugimura had reported that Ethiopia could become a good commercial
client, the foreign ministry sent itsvice consul in Port Said, kuroki tokitaro, to
visit teferi, who had stopped there at the end of his European trip of 1924. He
asked to visit Ethiopia and teferi agreed.4

led by an Egyptian guide, kuroki arrived at Djibouti on November 16, 1924,
and he then proceeded to Addis Ababa. As negotiations progressed, teferi said
he hoped the two countries would sign a treaty of friendship and commerce.
Back in Port Said, kuroki reported on his visit and insisted that, as the only

chapter title

31

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 31



independent country in Africa and a member of the league of Nations, Ethiopia
could be a useful economic partner. Most importantly, to ease Japan’s need for
cotton supplies, Ethiopia could offer land for cultivation. Unbleached cotton
sheeting, much valued for clothing and tents, had first brought Japanese
salesmen to Ethiopia. kuroki quoted trade figures, which surprised his ministry.
Japan was supplying Ethiopia with 80 per cent of its cotton goods and sent silk
materials, cotton thread, sugar, china, matches, and pottery. Most Japanese goods
transited via Bombay, after that Indian, Armenian, and Greek merchants took
them through Djibouti, Aden, Egypt, or the Sudan to their final destination in
Ethiopia. Wishing to increase profits, kuroki suggested that Japan should agree
with teferi’s proposal and sign the treaty of friendship and commerce with
Ethiopia.5

After studying Ethiopia’s agreements with Britain, France, Germany, and
Italy, Japan’s foreign ministry on November 26, 1926 sent kuroki back to
Ethiopia to negotiate a treaty of friendship and commerce. this trip resulted in
an agreement in principle for signing such a treaty.6

the following February, vice-Consul General kuroki, now armed with
plenipotentiary powers, again visited Ethiopia to explore the economic potential
of the Ethiopian and Egyptian regions. While there, he negotiated a treaty of
friendship and commerce with Ethiopia. kuroki wanted to set up a legation as
a base for future commercial expansion, centering on opening cotton markets,
and he asked permission to secure an estate to set it up. Although Ethiopia would
gladly help, he worried that Japan might face difficulties finding a proper site as
the United States and turkey were already selecting theirs. to increase trade,
kuroki recommended that Japanese merchants open local branches instead of
dealing through foreign intermediaries. Ethiopia’s government looked favorably
toward Japan. However, on March 11, Foreign Minister Shidehara kijuro
ordered him to delay, because tokyo had not yet decided whether to open a lega-
tion or not. kuroki immediately repeated his request, which Shidehara again
rejected, insisting that the government had not yet decided on the proper time
for opening a legation.7

On April 27, Foreign Minister tanaka Giichi asked Mushanokoji kintomo,
the Japanese ambassador to romania, for his opinion on establishing a legation.
He supported negotiations for an estate. Mushanokoji arrived in Addis Ababa
with kuroki to sign a treaty with teferi on June 21, 1927 – the first official treaty
signed between Japan and a fully independent African country.8

Initially written in Japanese and French, at Ethiopia’s request the treaty also
used Amharic. All three texts were official, but in case of disagreement, the
French version was to be the authentic text. On July 9, Japan’s Privy Council
held up ratification because no one in Japan knew Amharic and could not judge
its accuracy vis-à-vis the French text. the government prevailed on tokyo
Imperial University to appoint someone to learn the language, which the ‘unfor-
tunate professor’ spent the next two years studying.9

Mushanokoji telegraphed tokyo on August 30, advising that it would be best
to open a legation in Ethiopia with concurrent jurisdiction of a minister of a
nearby country and keep a chargé d’affaires ad interim in Ethiopia. Japan needed
to get commercial rights so as not to lose its monopoly of cotton sales, and the
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government had to protect those Japanese citizens wishing to do business in
Ethiopia. Someone in the foreign ministry objected, writing in the margin of
Mushanokoji’s report that, ‘Direct trade is a long way off … [and] various
foreign merchants import Japanese goods. therefore, setting up a legation to
protect the cotton market is premature and objectionable.’10 Despite urging by
its people in the field, the foreign ministry refused to open a legation to expand
Japan’s role in Ethiopia’s cotton market.

Even so, the 1927 treaty provided for diplomatic representation and extended
most-favored-nation privileges. With it and the maritime route to East Africa
set up by Osaka Mercantile Steamship Company (OSk), commercial opportu-
nities in Ethiopia were opening for Japan.11

reflecting this increasing interest, in 1927 officials decided to send an
Economic Survey Party to East Africa. led by Oyama Ujiro, it consisted of seven
experts in various fields. visiting seven countries, they arrived at Mombasa,
kenya, on September 27 and then went to British East Africa (kenya, Uganda,
and tanganyika), Portuguese East Africa (Mozambique), Madagascar, and
Ethiopia. For five months, they studied the politics, economies, societies, agri-
culture, health conditions, and commerce of these territories. the group left
Djibouti to return to Japan on February 20, 1928. the foreign ministry’s trade
department published the survey party’s reports.12

Oyama reported that India and Japan occupied 97 per cent of Ethiopia’s
imports of cotton cloth, especially raw cotton cloth. Although many Ethiopians
remained naked, he explained, more would wear clothing as civilization rose –
‘the promise of its imports is surprising’. Other Ethiopian imports from Japan
included artificial silk, ceramics, and glassware. these products, conveyed by
Indian merchants, were Japanese-made in Japan itself or in Shanghai. It was
necessary to expand commercial routes for Japan’s products by sending Japanese
trading companies to East Africa and directly exporting through them. For
general readers, Oyama revised his report into a travelogue in which he high-
lighted Ethiopia’s potential rather than existing difficulties.13

Irye kanae, head of the Japanese Cotton thread and Cloth Guild, was more
skeptical. In the trade department’s report, he foresaw the possibility of East
Africa becoming part of the world market. At the same time, Japanese merchants,
ignorant of local conditions, were ‘fumbling in the dark’. 14 Facing limited growth
of international trade during the Depression, Japan had to advance its commer-
cial rights in East Africa. Irye suggested concrete measures, such as encouraging
visits and study by merchants and opening a ship-borne exhibition with an
inspection group traveling to East African ports. He also wanted to open a
consulate immediately and promote a Japanese bank, and he insisted on setting
up a system to encourage exports. Irye’s report highlighted the problems
blocking any Japanese advance into East Africa, and he observed that since
Ethiopians lived simply, with few material desires, Japan should not expect any
immediate change in their tastes. He also pointed out that ‘the largest obstacle’
to Ethiopia’s development was its lack of direct maritime access. Finally, he
urged fabric manufacturers and distributors to move into Ethiopia, where the
population used ‘low-quality cloth for everything’.15

Italy reacted jealously to such intrusions and sought to protect its interests.
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On August 2, 1928, Ethiopia and Italy signed a treaty of Friendship and Arbi-
tration, which declared that ‘there shall be unbroken peace and perpetual friend-
ship’ between the two states. Each would ‘safeguard the interests’ and would not
‘prejudice or threaten the independence of the other’. to encourage commerce,
citizens of each country would respect the laws of the host country. the treaty
promised to continue to apply Article 7 of the Franco-Abyssinian treaty of 1908
to Italian citizens. the two countries would submit all disputes to a conciliation
and arbitration procedure without resort to arms. the treaty was to remain in
force for twenty years and then would be renewable from year to year.16

keeping modern weapons out of Ethiopia was especially important to rome,
and Ethiopia, France, Great Britain, and Italy signed the Paris Arms treaty on
August 21, 1930. to control the traffic in arms, it provided for publishing infor-
mation regarding arms and ammunition passing into Ethiopia through the
respective colonial territories of the three European powers and for storage ware-
houses in cities along Ethiopia’s border. With this treaty plus the Italo-Ethiopian
treaty of Friendship and Arbitration of 1928, Italy’s Duce believed that he had
the right to regulate armaments imports into Ethiopia and to act as Ethiopia’s
military patron.17

Spurning Italy’s exclusive patronage, however, by the early 1930s, the
Ethiopians were looking elsewhere, most importantly engaging a small Belgian
military mission to train and organize their army. later, Italian newspapers –
with newspapers and officials the world over chiming in – excitedly and falsely
reported that numerous Japanese officers had been retained to replace the
Belgians.18

Soon after the Italo-Ethiopian treaty, on October 7, 1928 Empress zewditu
at Harrar crowned teferi as Negus or ‘king’. the full title conferred was, ‘His
Majesty king teferi Mekonnen, Heir to the throne of Ethiopia and regent
Plenipotentiary’.19

Japanese influence increases, 1930

Spurred by economic collapse with the Great Depression of 1929, and in the
face of increasing resistance to Japanese trade in China, Japan sought to develop
markets in Africa, including Ethiopia. Japanese trading companies were
advancing in East Africa, especially in kenya and Uganda, and Azumi Isaburo
founded the league to Africa in January 1929. In October of the following year,
the Osaka Exporting league petitioned Shidehara to open quickly consulates
in Mombasa and Ethiopia. tokyo did open a consulate in Mombasa in February
1932, but remained unrepresented in Addis Ababa.20

Planning to remain about two weeks, on March 28, 1930 kuroki once again
arrived in Addis Ababa. He was, he said, to correct a minor inconsistency in the
Ethio-Japanese treaty drafted in Addis Ababa in 1927. He allowed that tokyo
would eventually set up a legation in Addis Ababa and had reserved an option on
a property in Addis Ababa to construct its buildings. the government, however,
had not set a timetable for its opening. It was awaiting the pending treaty’s
completion and ratification, signatures to the protocol of their exchanges, and,
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‘least assured’, the approval of the necessary expenses in budget. kuroki dispar-
aged the Japanese officials in charge of expenditures, deeming them ‘very
miserly’. the treaty’s correction, therefore, was only the first step in a potentially
long process. tokyo’s plans, however, were definite. kuroki averred that if
Ethiopia should send a representative to Japan, he would have to hold a rank
equal to that of Japan’s representative in Addis Ababa. However, if Ethiopia
could not conveniently provide a minister to Japan, tokyo would probably accept
the alternative of no representative at all.21

On April 2, soon after kuroki had returned to Port Said, Empress zewditu
died. Japan sent a telegram of condolences on April 7.22

kuroki returned to Addis Ababa to express his sympathies – his sixth visit to
Ethiopia. He reported on April 6 that political conditions in Ethiopia had stabi-
lized under teferi’s rule, and he predicted increasing prosperity. He had learned
that a couple of Ethiopia’s officials and some well-known young people wanted
to organize an inspection party to visit Japan. He added that while Ethiopia was
importing Japanese cotton cloth and thread, it was importing other general
merchandise largely from Europe because Ethiopians neither knew what Japan
was producing nor understood Japan’s high standing in the industrial world.
kuroki therefore supported this proposal for the young Ethiopians to tour Japan
in the spring of 1931, to be financed by the Osaka Chamber of Commerce and
Industry with co-operation from other chambers. On May 1, he submitted his
request to Inabata katsutaro, the president of the chamber and future president
of the Japan-Ethiopian Association.23

the foreign ministry passed on the request and Inabata told kuroki on July
25 that the whole Japan Chamber of Commerce and Industry would receive the
Ethiopians. He also offered financial aid. Even though the inspection party of
Ethiopian youths in the spring of 1931 did not take place, Foreign Minister
Heruy’s visit later that year grew out of the same plan.24

kuroki suggested on May 2 that sending representatives from Japan’s Impe-
rial Family to teferi Mekonnen’s coronation would contribute to mutual friend-
ship. tokyo decided instead to send as ambassadeur extraordinaire its ambassador
in turkey, Yoshida Isaburo, who was returning to Japan for a vacation. Yoshida
met teferi on October 28, 1930, and he attended the coronation, which began on
November 2.25

the Ethiopians planned the coronation as ‘unabashedly modern, although
Ethiopian in execution’.26 taking great efforts to impress, they remodeled St
George Cathedral and refurbished Addis Ababa by installing telephone and elec-
tric lines and paving the streets. they bought horses from Austria to pull a cere-
monial coach once owned by Germany’s former emperor, and they outfitted the
city police in khaki uniforms from Belgium. A British naval band provided
music. Attendees watched the epic movies Ben Hur and King of Kings. Addison
Southard pointed out that the coronation was part of the progress toward consol-
idating the power of the central government.27

Chujo tsuneshichi of the Nisshin Joint Stock textile Company was among
those attending the coronation. Armed with a letter of introduction from kuroki,
he spoke with Hayle Sellase, who told him, ‘We are glad that Japan sent a special
envoy to the coronation. Not many Japanese have visited Ethiopia before; more
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have come since kuroki visited us. We are glad to see that’. He also promised
Chujo that Ethiopia would provide extensive commercial facilities to Japan.
Chujo wanted to see Japanese trade in the region expand by having Japanese
merchants contact Japanese ship companies and trade directly with Ethiopia
instead of relying on Indian merchants.28

Meanwhile, Wakamatsu torao of the commerce ministry asked the Japanese
Cotton thread and Cloth Guild about promoting Japanese commerce with
Ethiopia. Irye kanae, one of the members of Oyama’s economic inspection party
to East Africa in 1927 and 1928, replied by detailing the daunting obstacles to
developing trade in Ethiopia. Ethiopia lacked a seaport, a domestic transporta-
tion system, stable currency values, financial institutions, and accurate trade
statistics. Further, Indian merchants and low purchasing power and living stan-
dards hampered native economic activity. After concretely explaining each point,
Irye pessimistically judged that Japan could not expect increased trade until
Ethiopia’s national cultural development had overcome these obstacles. Japan’s
urgent tasks were to secure its position as virtually the only supplier of cotton
cloth to Ethiopia and to expand exports of cotton and other products. He
suggested opening a direct sea route between Japan and Djibouti, and he wanted
to open immediately a consulate, set up an exhibition of Japanese merchandise,
and help industrialists visit Ethiopia.29

In line with this opinion, after November 10 Yoshida began working on his
second reason for being in Ethiopia – to renegotiate a treaty of friendship and
commerce. the negotiations centered on whether the new treaty should use only
French in its text. the talks went smoothly, and Yoshida signed the Ethio-
Japanese treaty of Friendship and Commerce on November 15. With terms
identical to those of the 1927 treaty, it mutually established most-favored nation
status and allowed that each state could send diplomatic representatives to the
other. Only the French text was valid. Japan approved the treaty the following
year, on October 3, 1931, and the two governments exchanged ratifications in
Paris on August 26, 1932.30

Having announced the signing, Heruy confessed to Southard that the treaty
was not unusual. the foreign minister allowed that it conferred on Japanese resi-
dents in Ethiopia the privileges given to local residents of any other foreign
nationality, and he added that the treaty should bring about closer trade rela-
tions with Japan. Southard himself saw little scope for greater commercial
exchange between the two countries. He believed the Ethiopians hoped to get a
loan from Japan, and their advances had found encouragement. While Southard
worried at the loss to American prestige if Japanese and Egyptian legations
opened in Addis Ababa, America’s embassy in tokyo reported that the Japanese
did not then intend to set up a permanent legation. there was no money avail-
able and the finance minister likely did not want to include it in the next budget.31

Italian overreaction to foreign inroads

rome claimed that the tripartite Anglo-French-Italian Agreement of 1906 and
the Italo-Ethiopian treaty of Friendship and Arbitration of 1928 had sanctified
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Italy’s position in Ethiopia. Ethiopia, however, was shunting trade to others,
including the United States, Belgium, and Japan. the Negus had also refused
to grant a railway concession to Italy wanted, and he had turned down offers of
Italian capital in favor of American. the Emperor’s efforts to modernize his
military by importing non-Italian arms and using non-Italian foreign advisers
disturbed rome. the Japanese had taken advantage of a distracted Europe
during the Great War to conquer Ethiopia’s market, which especially exercised
the Italians. Japanese activity in Ethiopia threatened Europe’s political
supremacy, ‘for the influence of the yellow race is responsible for helping
Ethiopia to shake off the yoke of the 1906 tripartite Agreement.’32

Southard amusingly described Italy’s touchy concern for Ethiopia. After
teferi had signed a treaty of Conciliation and Arbitration with the United States
on January 26, 1929, Southard received telephone call from an Italian colleague,
who ‘excitedly shouted over the wires: “What is this, you have signed treaties
with the king?”’ Southard calmed the Italian by telling him it contained nothing
confidential and was similar to treaties with other countries. He noted the
Italian’s ‘apprehensive attitude’, which gave ‘a most interesting and amusing
glimpse of habitual Italian concern in Ethiopian international relations’. the
American representative added that his colleague had ‘justly preened and
plumed himself ’ over the Italian treaty of 1928 ‘as the outstanding and single
accomplishment of the sort between any of the world powers and Ethiopia’. But
now it was ‘no longer the “one and only” modern or up to date document of the
sort existing’. Italy had lost its ‘cherished’ and ‘uniquely distinguished and
favored position’.33

The Meiji constitution’s ‘younger brother’34

Italy’s fears of Japanese advances in Ethiopia were not without merit. Ethiopia’s
constitutional development held out Japan’s increasing influence on Ethiopia’s
modernization for all to see and struck at the heart of Italy’s pretensions in the
African empire. the Emperor himself spoke clearly about the stakes involved at
the signing of the constitution on July 16, 1931. ‘Everyone knows,’ he said, ‘that
laws bring the greatest benefits to mankind and that the honour and interest of
everyone depend on the wisdom of the laws, while humiliation, shame, iniquity,
and loss of rights arise from their absence or insufficiency.’35

the Emperor had ordered tekle Hawaryat to draft the constitution, and he
examined copies of the constitutions of Britain, Germany, Italy, and Japan for
their usefulness to Ethiopia’s. He also read works on Japanese history, politics,
and economy. His guiding principles were to preserve the monarchy as the basis
of Ethiopia’s unity and to protect the public from arbitrary rule. He and his
advisers, Heruy and kasa Darge, wrote a draft, which the Emperor changed.
then the leading nobility and rulers of each region approved it. As Finance
Minister, tekle Hawaryat introduced the constitution to Ethiopia’s parlia-
ment.36

the Ethiopians modeled their constitution closely, but not exactly, on Japan’s
(see Appendix). Both, granted from above, had similar origins. Both consciously
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borrowed from outside sources, and long deliberation preceded promulgation,
although the process took less time in Ethiopia.37

After similar Preambles, even the chapter divisions of the Japanese and
Ethiopian Constitutions were largely identical. Moreover, in both cases, nullifiers
such as ‘within the limits provided for by the law’ or ‘except in cases provided
for in the law’ constrained the guarantees of civil liberties. Both the Japanese
and Ethiopians found sovereignty represented in the Emperor and intended
their Constitutions to provide a foundation for strong, monarchic government
rather than for popular representation. However, Ethiopia’s Constitution
concentrated and made more emphatic the Emperor’s traditional, absolute, and
Imperial power than did Japan’s. Ethiopia’s Emperor held executive power over
the central and provincial governments, and the newly created parliament, which
had only powers of discussion, provided no check on him. the Constitution set
up no legal or administrative machinery to fulfill its terms, and it had little rele-
vance to a people, whose traditions were largely alien to genuine constitutional
development.38

there were other significant differences. Even the similar chapters differed
in nuances and emphases. With regard to civil liberties and the power of the
Emperor vis-à-vis the legislative body, the two constitutions diverged, with
greater civil liberties and legislative power enshrined in Japan’s. this reflected
the bourgeoisie’s political strength in Japan and its relative absence in Ethiopia.
Ethiopia’s Constitution had only one clause of vague value on the budget whereas
the Meiji model had ten relatively elaborate provisions, indicating Japan’s greater
fiscal development.39

Facing this increasing Japanese influence in Ethiopia, Italians initially strove
to strengthen their friendship with Hayle Sellase’s Empire.40

Conclusion

to modernize his people, and to fend off Italy’s efforts to control his country,
Hayle Sellase by the time of his coronation had clearly chosen Japan as the model
for the way forward. His new Constitution dramatized this in black and white.
While Ethiopia also sought help from other countries, the approaches to Japan
particularly galled Italy’s political, cultural, and racial pride. In Japan’s growing
influence, ironically, Italy also had found a new weapon with which to disarm
those states, which had long challenged Italy’s struggle for sole dominance in
Ethiopia. they, too, feared yellow Japan’s expansion.
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5
Japan’s Penetration of Ethiopia Grows

Heruy’s mission to Japan, November-December 1931

OrIGINS & PUrPOSES

Heruy remained eager to see if Ethiopia could model its modernization along
Japanese lines. On November 19, 1930, he asked Yoshida about sending an
Ethiopian mission to Japan to improve relations. receiving a favorable reply,
Hayle Sellase then officially asked Japan to accept an ambassadeur extraordinaire
to Japan, and the foreign ministry in tokyo directed Yoshida to discuss details.1

Having told an unhappy rome of his plans, Heruy left Addis Ababa on
September 30, 1931. traveling with him were teferi Gebre Mariam (Ethiopia’s
consul in Djibouti), Araya Abeba, and Daba Birrou. Official duties, including
ratifying the Ethio-Japanese treaty signed the previous year, would consume only
seven days of the longer visit. the Ethiopians sailed on October 5, 1931, from
Djibouti.2

that same day, Addison Southard reported that Heruy was going to Japan to
return the recent official visits while negotiating the commercial and friendship
treaty and for attending the Hayle Sellase’s coronation. the Ethiopians also
wanted to investigate possibilities for opening a legation in tokyo. Heruy and his
Emperor also wanted to manufacture coarse cotton piece goods in Ethiopia, and
Southard thought Heruy would propose that the Japanese set up such an enter-
prise. Southard also believed the Nisshin Joint Stock textile Company of tokyo
had ‘dickered’ for a concession that would give them a near monopoly of the
local cotton piece goods market, which it already competitively dominated.3

HErUY’S GrOUP tOUrS JAPAN

At 9 a.m. on November 5, Heruy’s delegation arrived aboard the liner Andre
Lebon at kobe in western Japan. High Japanese government officials and several
thousand citizens, including members of a young men’s association, boy scouts,
and schoolchildren welcomed him. Heruy later recounted, ‘On our arrival in
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Japan, I heard people’s joyful cries. Many Japanese citizens awaited us at the
port waving Ethiopian and Japanese flags. People acclaiming us flooded the route
to the hotel. Everywhere we went, it was the same.’4 the envoy told the
approving throng of his hopes for mutual prosperity, closer friendship, and
commercial trade to further Ethiopia’s development. He stressed that Ethiopia
and Japan had much in common. After lunch, the group attended a tea party
held at the zuihoji temple.5

At 9 p.m. that night, Heruy’s group boarded a special train bound for tokyo.
Arriving the next morning, Foreign Minister Shidehara kijuro and other high
officials and journalists welcomed them, while the toyama Military Band played.
Escorted by Imperial Honor Guards, the envoy and his entourage then went to
the Imperial Hotel.6

Heruy had a busy morning. Again escorted by Imperial Honor Guards and
motorcycles, at 10:20 a.m. he left the hotel by carriage for the Imperial Palace.
received in audience at the Phoenix Hall, Heruy saluted Emperor Hirohito in
Amharic and gave him a royal letter and the Grand Cordon of Solomon with
Paulownia Flowers, the highest order of the Ethiopian Empire. In turn, he
received the First Order of Merit and the Grand Cordon of the rising Sun from
the Japanese Emperor. Heruy added that Japan’s ‘remarkable and great progress
of the last sixty years’ had deeply impressed Hayle Sellase, who wanted ‘to push
the Great Japanese Empire as the best model for Ethiopia’. He then thanked
Hirohito for the honor given him as a guest of state and for the representation
at Hayle Sellase’s coronation. the Emperor, in turn, expressed gratitude for the
decoration and for the visit from such a far-off land. Finally, Heruy presented
the Empress with the Medal of Sheba. leaving the Imperial Palace shortly after
11 a.m., the envoy and his party returned to the Imperial Hotel. With his compa-
triots, Heruy returned to the Imperial Palace at 12:30 p.m. and attended a
luncheon given in the visitors’ honor at the Homeiden Hall. the Emperor and
Empress, the prince and princess, and more than thirty dignitaries attended.7

Heruy visited the foreign ministry on November 7 to formally greet Shide-
hara, who offered a toast in English. ‘the Ethiopian Emperor,’ he said, ‘invited
Japanese representatives to the coronation last year. We enthusiastically sent
Minister Yoshida for this honorable mission. Now it is our great pleasure to meet
Your Excellency sent to the Japanese Emperor by your head of state. I wish to
toast the prosperity of the Ethiopian Empire. Forever for the friendship of both
countries! Ethiopian Emperor, Banzai!’8

Heruy followed a busy schedule. After his meeting with Shidehara, he paid
homage at the Meiji Shrine, and several days later he went to the toshogu
Shrine. He visited the Ueno zoo, the tokyo Prefectural Art Museum, and the
kabukiza theater. the Imperial Household Office held a wild duck hunting
party for Heruy at the Hama Detached Palace on November 11.9

Wishing to modernize Ethiopia’s military, Heruy asked to observe the three-
day, interdivisional maneuvers to be held in tochigi Prefecture. Bound for the
war games, he left tokyo on Saturday, November 14 and visited a railway plant
at Omlya and the katakuru reeling Company en route. the next day, Heruy
and his party watched the exercises.10

Heruy’s official activities consumed only a small part of his time in Japan. He
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was also on a trade and goodwill mission, and his private contacts were as impor-
tant to Ethiopia as his official ones. reflecting Ethiopia’s varied economic needs,
in Nagoya he visited the Hattori Poultry Farm, the Japan rolling Stock Manu-
facturing Company, and the Mitsubishi Aircraft Manufacturing Plant. In addi-
tion to sightseeing, he attended luncheons and dinners in his honor hosted by the
Aichi Prefecture, Nagoya City, and the Nagoya Chamber of Commerce and
Industry. Heruy and his party left Nagoya early on the November 19.11

Heruy and his group arrived in Osaka on the afternoon of November 24. By
this time, kuroki tokijiro, now consul in Saigon, had joined Heruy. Alighting,
Heruy told the eager crowd of prefectural and local officials as well as business
and commercial figures, ‘By the present tour in Japan I realized more and more
that Japan is a nation of the most hospitality. Everywhere I went I … [received]
a hearty welcome and cordial reception, which I shall never forget. I was partic-
ularly surprised to find Japan so much developed.’12 As the envoy left the station,
hundreds of schoolchildren and students from girls’ high schools lined the open
space in front of the station and raised cheers of ‘banzai’ while waving small
paper flags. then the suite toured the Osaka Mainichi, where they met the news-
paper’s president and editors.

During his three days in Osaka, Heruy continued the theme of seeking
commercial ties interspersed with sightseeing. He visited the prefectural office,
municipal office, and Osaka Chamber of Commerce and Industry. the Japanese
held a reception in his honor at the Osaka Club under the joint auspices of the
chamber, Osaka Prefecture, and Osaka City. the National Cotton Cloth
Exporters’ Association in Osaka hosted Heruy at a dinner. the Osaka Exporting
league to Africa went one better after their dinner by adding an evening at a
geisha house. Heruy found time amid his gastronomical adventures to visit the
Osaka Arsenal, the kanegafuchi Spinning Company in kanebo, the toyo Spin-
ning Company, the Sumitomo Copper Works, Shimada Glassware Manufac-
turing Plant, and the Azumi Insect Powder Factory.13

Japanese merchants, particularly those in Osaka, turned their eyes to Ethiopia
as a bright prospect for developing markets. the National Cotton Cloth
Exporters’ Association was encouraging exports of cotton cloths to Ethiopia to
drive away foreign goods; already more than 80 per cent of cotton cloth
consumed there was Japanese. they also foresaw an increase of the exports of
celluloid goods, mosquito sticks and insect powder, rubber boots, enamel ware,
knitted goods, aluminum products, and caps and hats. Soap, towels, woolen blan-
kets, glass manufactures, and other piece goods not previously exported to
Ethiopia would, the association hoped, find new markets in Ethiopia.14

Irye kanae optimistically commented on Heruy’s role in furthering commer-
cial relations and predicted that Japan would drive nearly all other imported
cloth out of Ethiopia. An official of the Osaka Association of Exporters of Goods
to Africa put it equally clearly. ‘We stationed a representative in Ethiopia last
January to develop Japan’s market’, but trade with Ethiopia had languished
except in ‘cotton cloths, celluloid goods, mosquito sticks, and a few others’.
Ethiopians were ‘ignorant of the quality of Japanese goods’ and therefore had
been relying on costly products from other countries. Heruy’s mission was
changing this fact. ‘the visiting Envoy seems to have understood the quality of
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Japanese goods and the negotiations for commercial transactions in various lines
have become brisk between the Japanese manufacturers and the representative
from Ethiopia.’15 In fact, pleased with price and quality, Heruy bought cut glass,
soap, and other goods as samples.

Admiring Japan’s well-disciplined soldiers, Heruy decided to ‘Japanize’
Ethiopia’s troops by adopting Japanese-style military uniforms. After studying
samples from the Osaka branch of the Army Clothing Depot and elsewhere, he
informally contracted the toyo and kanegafuchi spinning companies to supply
cloth for uniforms. to make the uniforms in Ethiopia, Heruy wanted to take
back with him some experienced Japanese tailors. Heruy approached kuroki,
but as a government official, he could not help with selecting tailors. Heruy then
spoke about uniforms with the president of the Osaka Chamber of Commerce
and Industry, and the president of the toyo Spinning Company thought the
Ethiopians would place orders after the envoy returned home. kuroki was simi-
larly optimistic.16

kobe City heartily welcomed the Ethiopian envoy, who arrived by motorcar
from Osaka at 3 p.m. on November 27. the local governor called the group’s
visit an epoch-making event in developing trade between the two countries.
Heruy saw the Naigai rubber Factory, near kobe. later, joined by more than
fifty leading businessmen and town officials, he attended a reception at the kobe
Chamber of Commerce and Industry building. In the evening, he and his party
were guests of honor at a dinner jointly hosted by the governor, the mayor, and
president of the Chamber.17

Meanwhile, Hayle Sellase sent two lions to his brother emperor. they arrived
at Yokohama at 8 a.m. on December 2 aboard the Venezia I. taken first to the
Imperial Palace for inspection, the lions later went to the Ueno zoo and were
placed in a cage next to the zoo’s tiger.18

Heruy’s time in Japan was drawing to a close. After sojourning in takahama,
he arrived at kobe early on December 3 by the O.S.k. ferry Murasaki Maru. He
and his entourage then drove to Osaka.19 When Inukai tsuyoshi became the new
prime minister on December 12, Heruy asked to meet with him, which he did
three days later. Heruy’s mission left Japan on December 28 by a French vessel
bound for Djibouti, and he arrived back in Addis Ababa on January 29, 1932. He
had spent about forty days in Japan.20

tHE IMPACt OF HErUY’S SOJOUrN

Heruy’s visit presaged closer relations between the two countries. It clearly
affected him and those traveling with him. the month-long sea voyage between
Ethiopia and Japan included stops in India, Singapore, Indo-China, and
Shanghai. Everywhere along the way, they saw Asians under white, colonial rule.
In contrast, Japan was friendly, modern, vibrant, strong – and independent.
Especially impressive to the Ethiopians had been the opportunity to be ‘wined
and dined’ with Japan’s Emperor – at a time when he lived in god-like seclusion
with few having the opportunity to meet him.21

Heruy dictated his impressions to Araya every day and published them in
1932. this was most likely the first book by an African that was a serious effort
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to introduce Japan to Africans. Oreste and Enko vaccari translated it into
Japanese. Published in tokyo in 1934, former Foreign Minister Shidehara kijuro
wrote its Preface. Japanese readers eagerly and appreciatively read the account.
It is unclear how much this book influenced Ethiopia’s intellectuals, but it did
provoke fears in the West that Ethiopia would take Japan for its modernization
model. Heruy’s visit and book visibly raised Japanese–Ethiopian relations to
their zenith and encouraged widespread public support for Ethiopia in the
summer of 1935, before the Italian invasion.22

A couple of years later, the peripatetic journalist ladislas Farago asked Heruy
about his visit and its implications. the foreign minister replied that he would
be undiplomatic and tell the truth. ‘We had no ulterior motive, and what we
wanted was no mystery. Japan has been growing into an influential Great Power,
and, while all other important nations had their representatives at His Majesty’s
court, Japan had not so much as an honorary consul in Addis Ababa. It meant a
great deal to us to open up diplomatic connections with Japan, and that was the
primary reason for my journey.’ Heruy added a second and economic reason.
‘Our people are poor, and our export trade has shrunk during the last few years
owing to the depression. We had to find a source for cheap everyday goods, and
Japan is famous the world over as the country that sells the cheapest goods.’ At
that point, Ethiopia was importing great quantities of cotton. ‘the hackneyed
term “Japanese invasion” has a real meaning in this country, for half of our
imports is comprised of cotton.’23

Heruy was not as straightforward as he claimed. He had also sought arms
and munitions. At that time, however, the Japanese were dealing with the
Manchurian Incident and had worries other than supplying arms and muni-
tions to Ethiopia.24

Naturally, Italy’s representatives in tokyo closely followed Heruy’s progress
through Japan, though more calmly than did those in rome who read the reports.
In his long communication in late December, Ambassador Giovanni Cesare
Majoni explained that Heruy had come to Japan as an ambassadeur extraordi-
naire charged with thanking the Emperor for Japanese participation in the cere-
monies for crowning Ethiopia’s Emperor. After this task, protocol limited Heruy
to the role of a tourist and to the exchange of visits with diverse diplomatic repre-
sentatives. What he saw had impressed him, as Heruy himself told Majoni.
Hoping to develop direct commercial relations, he spent much time in the great
industrial centers of Osaka and kobe, where he received ‘rich and varied
samples’ of textiles, glasswork, porcelains, rubber shoes, and knickknacks. khaki
uniforms especially interested Heruy, but the Italian consul in kobe doubted
that the negotiations for textiles were a ‘done deal’. He also doubted that
Japanese commercial penetration of Ethiopia, despite possibilities, was signifi-
cant. the consul continued, ‘the proximity of our African possessions, our
knowledge of the local customs, and good political relationships favor us. For
supplying the Ethiopian market, I think that Italy, despite pressure of some
Japanese competition, does not have much to fear.’ Although Heruy had spoken
with Majoni ‘of the cordial existing relations’ between Ethiopia and Japan, the
ambassador assured rome that Heruy’s activities had not ‘developed politically
or economically’. He had not ‘reached agreements for developing economic
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action, although the great local industrialists had made him take catalogs, infor-
mation, and more’.25

While the Italian colonial minister railed against the anti-European nature of
Japan’s activities, Italy’s representatives in Ethiopia also generally downplayed
Japanese successes. In the face of fears that Heruy’s visit had provided the key
to opening the door to massive Japanese immigration, the local representatives
noted in early 1932 that Ethiopia’s court had employed only two Japanese – a
husband and wife – one a cook and the other a maid. Foreign diplomats,
including those in london and Paris, also voiced their skepticism to the Ital-
ians.26

Japanese visits in 1932

Despite such skepticism, some Japanese held high expectations. In fact, the
Japanese share of Ethiopia’s imports, including indirect trade, increased from 55
per cent to 60 per cent in 1930 through 1931, and to 70 per cent for 1932 and
1933. Further, the foreign ministry’s international trade section in 1932
published materials designed to encourage Japanese to go to Ethiopia, and some
companies were considering opening local branches there. For example, in 1932
Mitsui Bussan Company, the largest trading company in the world, sent a
commercial delegation to see what economic resources Ethiopia had.27

On December 11, 1931, shortly after Heruy’s departure for Japan, Hara
toemon, a farmer, became the first from Osaka Prefecture to seek a passport to
Ethiopia, where he planned to explore possibilities for opening an export busi-
ness.28

Only a few Japanese actually went, however. the Japanese–Ethiopian trade
Association, formed when Heruy visited Japan, planned to send four people to
Ethiopia to look at the country and to hold an exhibition and spot sale of cotton
cloth and general goods. In the name of their chairman, Hara Fujiemon, they
asked Japan’s foreign ministry for aid. When refused, the group reduced its plans
considerably. the Japan Production Party strongly influenced the group, and
one of its members, tomono Soichi, planned to go to Ethiopia. Uchida ryohei,
a Pan-Asian nationalist and founder of the Black Dragon Society, with the Japan
Production Party held a farewell party for the group on December 15. their
Pan-Asian passions and enthusiasms for a new market notwithstanding, the trip
proved amateurish. Hara, despite his four-year career managing a textile
company, did not take active leadership, and the group lacked entrepreneurship.
the four entered Ethiopia on February 2, 1932, but Hara and tomono left
Ethiopia after a month, followed by the two others six months later. they had
accomplished little.29

With rome casting a wary eye toward Japanese advances, in 1932 tokyo and
Addis Ababa began to act on the promise in their commercial treaty. First,
Ethiopia needed to find an honorary consul to represent its interests. Yamazoe
Shinkichi, who was on a mission for Azumi Isaburo, an insecticide manufacturer,
brought back a letter from Ethiopia’s Emperor asking that tokyo name Azumi
as an honorary consul. the foreign minister reported this to the Emperor on
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June 10, and three days later Azumi received a secret appointment as Ethiopia’s
honorary consul in Osaka.30

Azumi asked the foreign ministry not to send a mission but to appoint
someone trusted in Ethiopia as an honorary consul. For the position, he
proposed an Indian merchant, Mohammed Ali, who had worked with the Osaka
Exporting league to Africa and had also received a high decoration from
Ethiopia. Japan, however, did not immediately fill the position. Subsequently,
Yukawa Chuzaburo, an important Japanese exporter and chairman of Nagasaki’s
Chamber of Commerce and Industry, succeeded Azumi as Ethiopia’s honorary
consul.31

Meanwhile, Japan’s military apparently began to take steps to begin providing
concrete military aid to Ethiopia. Oohara takekei, a Japanese colonel disguised
as a businessman, went to Ethiopia, probably in either 1932 or early 1933. He
likely stayed in one of Menilek’s former palaces at Holeta, west of the capital.
Araya worked with the colonel to facilitate his finding the most effective way to
deliver arms to Ethiopia. Oohara visited Berbera in British Somaliland near
Djibouti because other ports serving Ethiopia were under much tighter colonial
control. Despite their comparatively laxity, the colonel still feared the British
would detect Japanese arms shipments and plans for deliveries fell through.32

Japan’s neo-mercantilist commercial policy

Mussolini told the National Council of Corporations on November 14, 1933
that Japan’s international trade advances threatened Italy. Four days later, Italy’s
press began an active campaign against Japan’s trade offensive, highlighted by
long editorial articles in the La Stampa, Il Mattino, and La Tribuna. Italy even
worried about Japanese supplies of weapons to the Balkan countries. Japan’s
press opined that these editorials were preparing the Italian public for a trade
war.33

the Italians did have reason for concern. two steamship lines from kobe
were setting up bimonthly service to East Africa. to promote exports to ‘the
South Seas region, India, Egypt, the New East, and elsewhere’, the Osaka
Mainichi from April to August 1934 sponsored a trip by fifteen important indus-
trialists. the newspaper praised the ‘miraculous advance’ of Japanese manufac-
turing made possible by ‘persistent efforts … in improving the quality and
methods of production’, adding that the next ‘natural step’ would be to find
markets to dispose of their goods where they would be most welcomed ‘at a
reasonably low price, commensurate with the quality provided’. While the group
did not visit Ethiopia itself, the Osaka Mainichi vigorously promoted Japanese
trade with Hayla Sellase’s Empire. At the beginning of 1935 in the Imperial Diet,
Foreign Minister Hirota koki listed Africa’s importance as equal to that of
Central and South America.34

Following these successes, the Japanese set their basic commercial policy on
October 11, 1934, with a document entitled ‘On Japan’s Commercial Policy’. It
dealt with legislative, commercial, diplomatic, and public relations issues to
advance Japan’s economic interests by aggressively promoting exports and
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limiting imports. Worried that some foreign states were aggressively trying to
limit imports of Japanese goods, the foreign ministry foresaw an increasingly
severe commercial environment. In the face of this forecast, Japan had to secure
current markets and find new ones.35

Along the same lines, on March 22 vice Foreign Minister Shigemitsu
Mamoru publicly explained that ‘commercial issues equal political issues’
because the powers had abandoned the principle of free trade. Using compen-
sation and quota systems, they were conducting their commerce ‘under state
regulation and control’. Japan’s legations abroad therefore had become
‘spokesmen for our country politically and commercially, making others under-
stand our country’s position and protecting our commercial rights’.36

Kitagawa Takashi & Nikkei-Sha, 1932–34

kItAGAWA tAkASHI & HIS NEGOtIAtIONS IN EtHIOPIA

As Italy girded itself for war against Ethiopia in the first half of the 1930s, Emperor
Hayle Sellase desperately searched for allies to help defend his country, and the
Japanese seemed an attractive source of potential aid. After all, many Ethiopians
saw Japan as a non-Western, non-white model for modernization, and Ethiopia’s
Japanizers had long encouraged closer relations with the Japanese Empire. Many
Japanese, especially the ultra-nationalists who wished Japan would lead an alliance
of the world’s ‘colored’ peoples, responded favorably. Between 1927 and 1935,
many governmental representatives and private entrepreneurs visited Ethiopia to
explore possibilities for expanding commercial and political ties.37

Among the latter were several con men looking for get-rich-quick schemes.
One of these hustlers was kitagawa takashi, a businessman of an ‘adventurous
and speculative type’,38 who caused an international scandal. kitagawa was the
director of the Nagasaki Association for Economic Investigation of Ethiopia,
which was founded in 1932 to conduct import and export trade. the association
was more commonly known as Nikkei-sha.

Seeking to exploit economic resources, develop trade, and open an outlet for
Japan’s expanding population, in August 1932 Nikkei-sha sent a mission to
Ethiopia. Accompanied by three associates, kitagawa arrived to a warm welcome
in Addis Ababa. After studying the economic conditions in the capital, kita-
gawa, with perhaps four other Japanese, led a mule caravan carrying samples
including cheap cotton fabrics, patent medicines, sundry goods, and agricultural
implements. Hoping to sell these cut-priced goods, kitagawa also explored the
market potential for a permanent business. Although this adventure into the inte-
rior had nothing specifically to do with Nikkei-sha’s plans, Ethiopia’s govern-
ment put an escort of twenty natives at his disposal. local chiefs warmly received
his caravan, but the trip proved disappointing, because the provincial Ethiopians
had little cash purchasing power. the group returned to Addis Ababa more or
less destitute. 39

A glib-talking and unscrupulous fixer, kitagawa in the summer of 1933 nego-
tiated with Heruy for authorization to lease large amounts of land in Ethiopia.
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they also discussed a permit to grow cotton, tobacco, tea, green tea, rice, wheat,
fruit trees, vegetables, and medicinal plants. Nikkei-sha wanted the exclusive
right to cultivate certain plants, including opium poppies, to make medicines for
sale in Ethiopia and for export.40

On September 18, kitagawa telegraphed the Nagasaki Chamber of
Commerce and Industry to report on his trip. He pointed out that if Nagasaki
set up an emigration company, it could send 650,000 emigrants to Ethiopia, with
each man receiving two and one-half acres. If the company ended the existing
system of indirect trade by trading directly, the Japanese could increase their
business with Ethiopia.41

that same month, tokyo asked Ethiopia for authorization for Nikkei-sha to
send a survey party in 1934 to search for wasteland for reclamation. Nikkei-sha
proposed that for every thirty-seven acres, Ethiopia allow one Japanese family to
immigrate. Finally, Nikkei-sha asked for almost 2,500 acres near Addis Ababa as
an experimental farm so the investigation party could ascertain what would grow
well. Ethiopia agreed to approve lands to grow medicinal plants – apart from
those prohibited such as opium poppies – and to discuss later contractual details
with permission contingent on final signature of the contracts. toward the end
of September, Japan’s foreign ministry granted the application to rent land in
name of Nikkei-sha to cultivate medicinal plants – contingent on a negotiated
agreement with Ethiopia.42

INtErNAtIONAl CONtrOvErSY

kitagawa had presented his simple negotiations to the public as though Nikkei-
sha had already signed the contract. On September 21, 1933, and under a
provocative title as was usual for the third page of Japanese newspapers, the
Osaka Asahi published an article on the agreement. According to the newspaper,
Nikkei-sha’s representative had telegraphed the Nagasaki Chamber of
Commerce and Industry that the company had secured a concession of almost
1.5 million acres with a monopoly for poppy cultivation. this short, fifteen-line
story set off an international ruckus.43

later that day, the London Daily Herald published a short article by its tokyo
correspondent, who repeated the Osaka Asahi story. He asserted that Japan had
secured the ‘sensational capture of land for thousands of emigrants and new
markets for her traders in Abyssinia’. He added that Japanese newspapers were
describing kitagawa’s triumph and had announced that Ethiopia had granted
Japan concessions on immigration and commerce, 1.6 million acres suitable for
cotton planting, and a monopoly for opium poppy cultivation. the Japanese were
forming an emigration organization to populate these lands, and soon there
would be ‘a stream of Japanese moving west’. Exaggerating kitagawa’s success,
the correspondent lamented that Japanese salesmen were finding it easy to open
new markets for their products in Ethiopia and that official escorts protected
them as they moved around the country selling their goods. the stakes were
high. Ethiopia served as a buffer between the vast colonial interests controlled
by Britain, France, and Italy, and each held important interests within Ethiopia
itself. Japan was challenging all three.44
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the American embassy in tokyo disparaged the Daily Herald article and
downplayed the importance of any concessions, monopolies, or other rights and
privileges the Japanese might have obtained in Ethiopia. Assuming the conces-
sions had any substantial basis, the military attaché wrote, they would have been
chiefly for political rather than for economic or other reasons.45

Despite such doubts, the Daily Herald article snowballed around the world’s
press, which denounced Japan’s economic and political invasion of Ethiopia. the
next day, the Il Messaggero excoriated supposed Japanese immigration, economic
concessions, and cotton and poppy production, all the result of kitagawa’s visit.
Japanese businessmen were salivating over the opportunities in Ethiopia.46

Between September 25 and December 25, the Paris newspaper Le Temps
published a series of articles which drew on Italian accounts, chiefly those
published in L’Azione Coloniale. Without contesting the right of Ethiopia to
conclude agreements of its choice, the French newspaper and the Italian jour-
nals warned that such agreements threatened Italian, French, and British inter-
ests.47 Alessandro lessona, Under-Secretary of Colonies, underlined Ethiopia’s
complete incomprehension that its fate led naturally and inevitably to rome.48

Caught by surprise and fearing diplomatic repercussions, tokyo took action.
the foreign minister on October 4 and again on the twenty-fifth ordered the
chargé d’affaires at Port Said, Harada Chuichiro, to look into Nikkei-sha. He
twice spoke with Heruy, who explained that Ethiopia had not yet signed the
contract with Nikkei-Sha and that until then, the concessions would not come
into effect. the proposed contract, he stressed, did not include growing opium
poppies. Heruy assured Harada that he had told kitagawa that Ethiopia would
study the possibility of granting a lease if kitagawa would add to his petition a
statement detailing conditions with a draft of the proposed lease. Heruy added
that his dearest wish was that commerce and friendship between the two coun-
tries would grow. Fueled by poorly informed sources, Britain and other Euro-
pean states were busy condemning Japan’s advance into world markets. Heruy
placed friendship between Japan and Ethiopia on a high level: ‘How anyone else
interprets these issues does not concern me, because I long to develop commerce
between Japan and Ethiopia and I pray for improved friendship between the two
countries.’49

tokyo continued to examine kitagawa. A journalist active in Japan’s contacts
with Ethiopia, Shoji Yunosuke, spoke about him with the foreign ministry. He
reported that the supposed deal included a monopoly on poppy cultivation as
well as more than 1.5 million acres for rent. the foreign ministry also asked
Suzuki Shintaro, Governor of Nagasaki Prefecture, to look into Nikkei-sha.
When Harada interviewed kitagawa in Port Said while on his way back to Japan,
he said he had obtained from Ethiopia the right to rent more than twelve million
acres. Further, Japanese immigrants would receive about 370,600 acres, and
Japan would receive a monopoly for cultivating cotton, coffee, and other crops
and herbs. the potential deal did not include poppy cultivation. kuroki tokitaro,
now the acting consul in Colombo, Ceylon, also reported several newspapers
had described Japanese advances into Ethiopia and were predicting that, with
Japanese aid, Ethiopia would become a new Brazil.50

Despite Japan’s denials that it had received concessions, Ethiopia’s refuta-
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tions sometimes seemed more ambiguous. While passing through Cairo, on
October 22 he spoke with a reporter from the La Bourse Égyptienne and then a
week later with a correspondent from Il Mattino of Naples. He admitted that a
few months earlier a private group of Japanese industrialists without govern-
ment mandate had studied commercial possibilities in Ethiopia. Despite these
visits, enthusiastic Japanese press reports, and Ethiopia’s wish for better rela-
tions with Japan, Heruy downplayed the results of their commercial ties. He did
allow, however, that within reasonable limits, Ethiopia would be willing to grant
some small land concessions and help for Japanese industrialists and merchants
to establish themselves in his country. Ethiopia would try everything to
encourage cotton cultivation and would grant permission to Japanese dealers
and workers to come to Ethiopia. Admitting that Japanese competition in
Ethiopia would displace India’s cotton trade, Heruy wondered why conversa-
tions ‘with our yellow friends’ disturbed Europeans, who depended on Indian
middlemen. He assured the correspondents that Ethiopia was not anyone’s
enemy but wished cordiality with all. Heruy added that diverse discussions were
developing that did not exclude the probability of new conditions favoring
Japan.51 Heruy’s statements did not ease worried Italian minds.

While Heruy was stirring up international conversation, Japan’s representa-
tive in Geneva on the league’s Permanent Mandates Commission spoke to his
Italian counterpart about his country’s penetration of Ethiopia. He claimed that
Ethiopia had made the first advances, asking ‘for the hand of an Imperial
Japanese princess’ for Crown Prince Asfaw Wossen taffari. Japan was unwilling
to flatly refuse, and to make the proposal more palatable, the Ethiopians had
offered 1.6 million acres for cotton cultivation, the exclusive right to cultivate
poppies, and permission for unlimited immigration to Ethiopia. All this was part
of a larger Ethiopian effort to increase its network of foreign interests on which
Ethiopia could call in case of need. Japan, however, had serious obligations else-
where and had few extra resources to expend on Ethiopia.52

kitagawa returned to Japan on November 4 in the middle of the brewing
controversy. Arriving at the port of Moji at night, kitagawa proudly talked to
newspaper reporters about the contract as if Ethiopia had already confirmed it.
On November 8, the Nagasaki Chamber of Commerce and Industry and 130
people warmly welcomed him.53

Confirming Harada’s fears and justifying Italy’s concerns, on November 6
and 7, the Morning Post of london launched a campaign denouncing Japan’s
commercial penetration in Africa. Specifically, the newspaper reported that
Ethiopia had granted a cotton concession to a Japanese consortium. Although
lacking details, the paper feared that the effects of Ethiopia’s treating with the
Japanese would ‘have far-reaching consequences’ and warned that a ‘long
contemplated and carefully planned project of industrial and commercial pene-
tration’ was ‘in sight’.54 the newspaper worried that Japan would apply in
Ethiopia the same energy and ability shown when invading other markets. Italy’s
Ministry of Colonial Affairs was carefully examining the matter and was consid-
ering calling into action the 1906 tripartite Agreement among Great Britain,
France, and Italy. Japanese advances threatened all three. L’Azione Coloniale, ‘a
vigorous Fascist newspaper devoted to Italy’s Africa problem’,55 was emphati-
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cally promoting such anti-Japanese collaboration. Ethiopia was modernizing,
and Hayle Sellase was suspicious of Europeans and was therefore turning to
Japan.56

As the Morning Post stories broke, Mr Yokoyama, Japan’s representative to
the Seventeenth Session of the Opium Advisory Committee in Geneva, denied
rumors of an Ethiopian concession to Japan to cultivate poppies. He conceded,
however, that rumors that Japan had been granted a large concession in Ethiopia
for poppy cultivation must have alarmed the committee’s members. the
problem had begun with the ‘tendentious’ article in the London Daily Herald,
which had repeated the story from the Osaka Asahi. On October 28, ‘an impor-
tant official’ within Ethiopia’s government replied to Yokoyama’s request for
information. responding to kitagawa’s petition on behalf of Nikkei-sha for
leasing land for cultivating cotton and medicinal herbs, the Ethiopians had told
him that they would study the possibility of granting a lease, but that he would
have to supplement his petition with a statement detailing its conditions. He
declared that kitagawa’s telegram was ‘a fraudulent move’ by ‘a young man’.
Upset by his complete failure, he wanted ‘to restore his personal credit’.
Yokoyama then quoted from Harada’s report on Heruy’s negotiations with
kitagawa. Since then, the negotiations had made no progress. Ethiopia, a
league member, could not allow poppy cultivation, and the manufacture of
opium anywhere in the Empire was illegal. Harada, having received a ‘some-
what’ favorable welcome to his proposal, had sent his telegram to pave ‘the way
for a triumphant return to Japan’ by securing further financial support from
the Nagasaki Chamber of Commerce and Industry. Yokoyama expressed his
regret to the committee that ‘a mere intrigue by an adventurer’ had led to
unfriendly rumors about Japan.57

Putting together the results of all its inquiries, Japan’s foreign ministry
concluded that Ethiopia had not made any concessions, that Nikkei-sha lacked
both funding and credit, and that kitagawa was untrustworthy. the ministry
proved the proposed contract differed from the content of the translation made
by Nikkei-sha. Further, the lease and the right of cultivation would be effective
only after the contract had been signed, and there was no signed contract. On
November 27, the foreign ministry sent telegrams relaying these conclusions to
Japan’s ambassadors in london, Paris, rome, Berlin, and other capitals with
diplomatic establishments in Ethiopia.58

toward the end of November, Addison Southard commented on the Daily
Herald article. He recognized that similar reports from foreign newspapers had
been circulating in Ethiopia for several weeks. His legation had been unable to
confirm that the Japanese had received any land concessions, although he
believed the Japanese had applied some months before for a small concession
for experimenting in growing medicinal plants for sale in Japan. When the
Ethiopians discovered the Japanese had proposed to grow opium poppies,
however, they deferred action on the application. Southard thought the
Ethiopians might eventually grant this small plot of land, but informal inquiry
at the foreign ministry had elicited only the fact that that the concession was
pending. Without mentioning kitagawa by name, Southard dismissed his efforts
as a ‘good old “skin” game’.59
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Why, then, were the British, French, and Italians competing so hard in
Ethiopia with the Japanese? Southard thought national pride and jealousy moti-
vated them more than any conviction of great profits in the offing. Southard
added, ‘the crafty Ethiopian plays on the gullibility of one foreigner or another
and thus gets an exaggerated amount of international advertising as to this
country’s business potentialities.’60 Southard noted that poor trade statistics
made it difficult to appraise the true extent of Japanese inroads into Ethiopia,
although recently they had won most of the local market for coarse cotton piece
goods. In the last eighteen months, he added, a few minor Japanese had come to
Ethiopia to explore opportunities, only to be disappointed. One had opened a
small shop in Addis Ababa that sold samples ‘of the cheapest kinds of merchan-
dise including mainly cottons, artificial silks, notions, and related knickknacks’,
but saw little financial reward. We hear that the business done to date has been
unimportant’.61

Southard insisted that outside the few Ethiopian towns there were few busi-
ness opportunities. Undeveloped roads, ineffectual government and courts, the
peasantry’s lack of cash, and limited economic development all constrained the
potential for profit, ‘unless the Ethiopians offer inducements and liberty of oper-
ation which we think improbable’. He estimated the average per capita
purchasing power for foreign goods was no more than US$1 a year and was
unlikely to increase soon. Any concession of the size rumors were discussing was
too large for the limited Ethiopian market to absorb. Further, the French,
Germans, and Belgians had earlier wasted money on cotton-growing experi-
ments. With a ‘paucity of water and amenable labor’, they had not been able to
grow first-class fiber. All foreigners – and Southard confessed he too had fallen
prey – for their first few years in Ethiopia entertained delusions about the
country’s economic potential. Finally, the ‘arrogance, obstinacy, and grasping
of provincial officials’ made running any foreign agricultural enterprise ‘unduly
costly’. Not optimistic about Ethiopia’s economic development, Southard
concluded that Japan, too, inevitably would find disillusionment.62

Southard elaborated on the difficulties the Japanese would face by adding two
anecdotes. the enthusiasm developed by Heruy’s visit to Japan and his exag-
gerations of Ethiopia’s economic potential had induced a Japanese dentist to
come to Ethiopia. After only a few months, he was broke. He had said that it was
hopeless to expect to make a living in Ethiopia as there were too few who could
afford dental attention – and many of those who could would not pay their bills.
Southard editorialized, ‘Procrastination in paying just financial obligations
appears to be a national characteristic of the Ethiopians.’ Heruy loaned this
dentist enough to pay his steamer fare back to Singapore. Southard turned to
salacious gossip for his second anecdote. the Emperor had a Japanese cook,
Enomoto Seisaku, at the Imperial Palace. the cook’s wife, he said, worked as a
masseuse and perhaps also rendered ‘more intimate services, to certain
Ethiopians’. Southard had also heard that Ethiopia’s Emperor was considering
employing a Japanese jujitsu expert for his palace soldiers. Southard had
evidence that there were fewer than eight or ten Japanese in Ethiopia, and not
one of them was important.63

Given their suspicions of immigration, Southard doubted Ethiopians would
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grant important concessions or allow large numbers to come to Ethiopia. Even
more, reports in the international press of a ‘Japanese invasion’ had upset
them. On the other hand, they thought a Japanese legation would ‘enhance the
pride and prestige of their Emperor’. Hayle Sellase felt that the kowtowing
before him in public by light-skinned diplomats elevated his position in eyes
of his people. ‘It is not difficult to imagine,’ Southard continued, Ethiopia’s
nobility ‘pridefully remarking, “See how even the great Emperor of Japan
sends an important representative to bend the knee to our even greater Haile
Selassie!”’64

In mid-January 1934, Japan’s foreign ministry received a report from
Governor Suzuki that kitagawa and others had been planning to set up an immi-
gration company with a capital investment of about one million yen. they had,
however, temporarily suspended plans because he lacked sufficient funds. On
January 20, kitagawa went to the international trade section of the foreign
ministry and tried to explain Nikkei-sha’s intention to send twenty technicians
to manage an agricultural experimental station of almost 2,500 leased acres. the
international trade section opposed this plan because Ethiopia had not yet
confirmed the land concession. Besides, the plan merely provided for an exper-
iment on agricultural management. It would be better to send a few people to
conduct field tests. trade officials explained to Suzuki the importance Japan
placed on the Nikkei-Sha issue. this was Japan’s first effort to advance agricul-
turally in Ethiopia, and its success or failure would influence Japanese develop-
ment there. the foreign ministry feared ‘any negative impression in Ethiopia’
which would reflect on the plan itself as well as the total relationship between
Japan and Ethiopia.65

Despite tokyo’s efforts, official ambivalence, and the realities of doing busi-
ness in Ethiopia, sensational and exaggerated newspaper articles continued to
warn of Japan’s economic advance into Ethiopia. Japan’s press protested
Europe’s criticism.66

reporting that Nikkei-sha hoped to send 650,000 emigrants to Ethiopia,
Washington’s embassy in tokyo was more alarmist than was its legation in Addis
Ababa. In mid-January 1934, the military attaché in tokyo joined in the extrav-
agant descriptions of Japanese inroads into Ethiopia. Even so, he also thought
that the Daily Herald had exaggerated the economic importance of any conces-
sions and privileges the Japanese might been granted. If the concessions had any
substance, their importance was political, he added. kitagawa’s mission, he
wrote, was to exploit economic resources, to develop trade, and to open an outlet
for Japan’s overflowing population. Mistakenly, the attaché declared that some-
time in the summer of 1933, the government had leased to kitagawa 1.6 million
acres of farmland suitable for growing Arabian mocha and cotton. the Ethiopian
government had also agreed to grant him monopoly rights to raise opium
poppies, he also said.67

likewise, at the end of January 1934, Italy’s representatives in Egypt reported
that the Japanese had begun to market ‘white’68 drugs in Ethiopia. Italy’s repre-
sentative feared that the Japanese wanted to bend such commercial sales to polit-
ical ends.69
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ItAlIAN FEArS & INtErCEPtED lEttErS

In a series of reports from Addis Ababa in late 1933, Count luigi Oraziovinci-
Gigliucci, the Italian minister, voiced concern over Japan’s economic penetration
of Ethiopia, and his observations caused alarm in rome. the minister repeatedly
pointed to Japan’s negotiations for economic concessions in Ethiopia. these
included plans to send engineers to investigate developmental possibilities. the
Japanese were to set up factories to produce porcelain, pottery, cement, and reed
mats, and they were insisting on a monopoly of production, unless Ethiopia’s
government itself set up production facilities. Japan would also mine gold and
would receive concessions for growing cotton and medicinal plants, including
opium poppies.vinci also raised the possibility that there might be schemes for
a massive Japanese migration to provide technical assistance to Ethiopia’s agri-
culture and mentioned discussions about exchanging Ethiopian coffee for
Japanese arms.vinci warned that toda Masaji, who had arrived in Addis Ababa
on December 22, would soon present the projects to a group of Japanese who
might provide capital. vinci also connected Araya’s wedding plans to toda’s
schemes. He added that nothing yet had been decided, because these projects
were meeting some opposition within Ethiopia’s government. In any case,
nothing would happen until April 1934, when he expected that Japan would
establish a legation in Addis Ababa and Ethiopia would set up an embassy in
tokyo. As it turned out, toda was the sub-managing partner and general
inspector of the Chukio trading Company of Nagoya, and he negotiated an order
for fifty cases of matches and discussed erecting a factory for canning meat and
peas. He tried to run a retail shop for distributing Japanese goods but, discour-
aged by the limited trade, the concern soon ended and he left Ethiopia.70

Although exaggerated, the Italian’s fears were not entirely groundless. vinci
forwarded to rome a copy of an ominous letter, dated December 6, 1933, to
toda from Wolde Giorgis, Secretary-General of Ethiopia’s Foreign Ministry.
Wolde Giorgis wrote that after agreeing on the price and quality, Ethiopia would
offer its products in exchange for weapons, including heavy and light machine
guns, and long and short rifles.71

then, in January 1934, vinci got hold of a letter in English to Hayle Sellase
fromYamauchi Masao, who had been in Ethiopia for a couple of years. this letter
doubtless put many Italian fears into focus.Yamauchi suggested that the Japanese
could offer help and loans to electrify industries and to build iron works that
Ethiopians could use to make weapons. Asking for an audience to discuss the
‘lift-up of Ethiopia’, Yamauchi called iron works ‘the cradle of civilisation’, and
with them, he said, Ethiopia would sow the seeds for future greatness. Yamauchi
wanted to return to Japan with Araya as soon as possible to secure loans. ‘the
intended marriage of … Araya will help us to secure this loan without any diffi-
culty. … As Your Imperial Majesty is quite aware, I am always trying to cultivate
a good link and existing friendship between Japan and Ethiopia.’ Japan,
Yamauchi explained, had refused Ethiopia a loan during Heruy’s visit because
the Japanese had not understood how wealthy Ethiopia was. this opinion, he
promised, had changed.72
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vinci also warned rome of the imminent arrival in Ethiopia of 170 Japanese
who were destined for a concession in the Arussi, among the Oromo people. Any
Japanese activity in Ethiopia worried vinci. For example, Nanjo Shinichi, a
Japanese journalist for the Osaka Mainichi and the Tokyo Nichi Nichi, arrived
on January 14; that he was to stay in Ethiopia for only one month and then
continue to london was of little solace to the Italian representative 73

vinci was wrong about the arrival of Japanese settlers but was closer to the
mark on the threat Nanjo represented. Before leaving for a safari hunt, Nanjo
had hosted a banquet to which he invited Ethiopia’s royalty, principle dignitaries,
and ministers ‘to deepen the knowledge and friendship between Ethiopia and
Japan’. toward the end of the banquet, Nanjo spoke in English and stressed the
influence wielded by the publications he represented. He added that his company
owned fifteen modern airplanes, which sometimes it leased to Japan’s govern-
ment. the company would donate one to Hayle Sellase. this deeply impressed
the Ethiopians, as did Nanjo’s favorable comparison of the evolution of the
Japanese and Ethiopian peoples. responding to accusations by some that the
Japanese were selling a lot but not buying much in return, Nanjo explained that
the Japanese knew little about Ethiopia and that purchases would increase once
Japanese knew more about Ethiopia and its products. He promised to do every-
thing in his power to supply that knowledge. Nanjo also encouraged the Emperor
to defend Ethiopia’s interests vigorously. He promised that in case of war Japan
could provide the airplanes and poison gas Ethiopia needed.74

In mid-March, the Osaka Mainichi & Tokyo Nichi Nichi published Nanjo’s
story on a three-week hunt into Ethiopia’s hinterland, close to the border with
kenya. ‘little Masao Yamauchi, the only Japanese residing in Ethiopia’, accom-
panied Nanjo on the expedition, and the bulk of the article described ‘skirmishes’
with hippopotamuses. their caravan, proudly displaying the Japanese flag,
returned to Addis Ababa on March 6. Nanjo noted that Ethiopians along the route
in the capital saluted the flag, and Italians soon began complaining about the jour-
nalist’s encouragement of this implicit anti-Italian, pro-Ethiopian nationalism.75

On March 26, the Emperor gave Nanjo a gold medal commemorating his
coronation. Nanjo left Addis Ababa on March 28, bade farewell by Heruy’s son,
who, on behalf of his father, gave him an ounce of gold. According to vinci,
Nanjo left Ethiopia disillusioned, having seen, despite the enthusiasm of jour-
nalists and official demonstrations, an undeveloped country. He had also person-
ally experienced the Ethiopian art of beating about the bush in every discussion
and refusing to give conclusive answers.76

ACtUAl JAPANESE ACtIvItIES IN EtHIOPIA

Not everyone in Ethiopia looked to Japan for salvation against Italian aggres-
sion. A member of Italy’s embassy in Paris maintained contact with the
russophile, tekle Hawaryat, who made no secret of his skepticism about Japan’s
usefulness to Ethiopia. He disparaged trade with Japan, arguing that there was
no way to distribute Ethiopia’s products there. Moreover, efforts to increase trade
would likely cause discontent in those European states on whose friendship
Ethiopia’s fate depended. As for using Japan as a model for modernization, tekle
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Hawaryat argued that Ethiopia had a long tradition of religious and cultural
contacts with the peoples of Eastern Europe and the Mediterranean area. He
thought it ill-advised for the country to go against these natural currents.
Besides, most had greatly inflated and overvalued the reality of Ethio-Japanese
relations, which were only commercial in nature.77

On April 5, 1934, the Tokyo Nichi Nichi wrote that Japan’s effort to obtain a
land concession had failed. this was, Italy’s military attaché averred, the only
negative sign appearing in the Japanese press on kitagawa’s concession. He
reported that Japan’s Ministry of War knew little, even while asserting that the
press did not have the whole truth.78

Contrary to what the attaché inferred and the European press was asserting,
Japanese activities in Ethiopia were modest. In October 1934, Southard again
argued that the Ethiopians were willing to accept Japanese commercial enter-
prises in Ethiopia – should the Japanese offer substantial financial and other
inducements. the legation, however, did not see that there was much in Ethiopia
commercially or economically attractive to the Japanese. Further, the Emperor
and Heruy had assured Southard that they had granted no concessions to
Japanese interests, although they expected the Japanese to open a legation in
1935. In 1932, fifteen Japanese settled in Ethiopia, and in 1933, seven more
arrived. In 1934, four more. Most soon left Ethiopia after their enterprises had
failed. By October, there were only three Japanese in Addis Ababa, one of whom
was in the American Seventh-Day Adventist Hospital, where doctors had
removed his appendix. For Southard there was no Japanese penetration that his
legation could ‘see, imagine, or hear about’.79 He also insisted the Italians knew
through their efficient, local legation that there was no real Japanese penetra-
tion and there was no chance there would be in the immediate future. He added
that in pursuing its political and economic designs against Ethiopia, Italy needed
at least an imaginary Japanese penetration, which they based on the flirtatious
canoodling of the last several years between Addis Ababa and tokyo.80

tsuchida Yutaka agreed with Southard’s numbers, adding that in 1935 there
were only three Japanese in Ethiopia. While Nikkei-sha ultimately managed to
get agricultural concessions from Ethiopia, it failed to find the necessary capital
and went out of business after only six months. In August 1935, no Japanese
shipping company included Djibouti in its list of ports calls, nor were any
Japanese there.81

Heruy confirmed to Farago the true dearth of substantive Japanese activities
in his country. He condemned rumors that Japan was settling 200,000 peasants
to work on cotton plantations and to become soldiers in case of war. He said
there was no Japanese legation and that there were only four Japanese were in the
country. ‘[O]ur four Japanese guests are little merchants who have built a small
shop where they sell Japanese goods to compete with the cheap Czech glassware
that the Galli and Somali women like so much. … [t]his outpost of the Japanese
invasion is not doing well, and its owners are thinking of leaving the country.’82

Supposed agricultural concessions, despite many denials and obvious facts,
continued to irritate the Italians throughout the summer of 1935. One book
published only months before the outbreak of the Italo-Ethiopian War
complained that Japan had been granted three quarters of a million acres of
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fertile land for cultivating cotton in Ethiopia’s highlands and that the first
contingent of Japanese farmers, experts in growing cotton, had already set them-
selves up. Provocatively, the author asserted that they were young but had
brought no women with them, because they were to marry Ethiopians.83

Conclusion

Building on contacts built in the 1920s, in 1931 Foreign Minister Heruy intro-
duced Ethiopia to Japan’s popular imagination. In the neo-mercantilist world of
the Great Depression, the Japanese reciprocated. Government officials as well as
Japanese businessmen and commercial agents visited Ethiopia in the first half of
the 1930s. the supposed economic possibilities in Ethiopian excited many imag-
inations beyond the country’s capacity to fulfill them. this included those in
Ethiopia and Japan who sought to increase commercial exchange, as well as those,
especially in Italy, but elsewhere as well, who sought to use rumors of Japanese
inroads to further their geopolitical aims.

Other than Italy itself, the Soviet Union became the most voracious consumer
of rumors of significant Japanese successes in Ethiopia. Moscow and rome
already had common anti-Japanese interests in China, and the two capitals used
their perceived common interests in Ethiopia to build an anti-Japanese edifice
that stood strong, at least for a while.
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6
The Soviet Union, Italy, China,

Japan & Ethiopia

Russian & Soviet ties with Ethiopia

Soviet russia closely followed Japan’s political, economic, and military advances,
especially those in Manchuria that threatened Siberia, and they connected those
threats with Japan’s successes in Ethiopia. Moscow’s worries dramatically
affected Japan’s relations with Ethiopia and Italy.

tSArISM & BOlSHEvISM IN EtHIOPIA

State interests, communist ideology, and legacies of earlier Italo-russian
confrontation in Northeast Africa before World War I impacted Soviet policy
between the two world wars. russia’s imperial efforts in the region had fallen
within the boundary of European power politics, and the Soviets suckled the
milk of tsarist experience. For both the tsar and Commissars, state interests
predominated. Yet, the universalistic and messianic pretensions of both tsarist
Slavophilism and Soviet Communism predisposed russians to take an active
interest in distant territories and justified expanding their influence into Africa.
Opportunism, vigorous opposition to British colonial power, recognition of the
disruptive potential of indigenous nationalism, and exploitation of black discon-
tent all flowed in post-revolutionary russian policies. Ideology legitimized
realpolitik and reassured russia’s leaders that by pursuing state interests they
also were marching in step with history’s inevitable tune.1

In the half-century before World War I, many russian adventurers –
scoundrels and saints – explored Ethiopia and some formed close relationships
with the country’s rulers. Steeled by this tradition, some White russian
émigrés immigrated to Addis Ababa after their defeat at Bolshevik hands
between 1917 and 1922. Despite Ethiopian fears of Bolshevik agents, a few of
these russians advised Ethiopia’s government and army and rose to relatively
high positions, but most took up humdrum jobs unconnected with their old
professions, and many of them lived and died in penury. the number of
russians in Ethiopia had dwindled to fewer than sixty by the time the Italians
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invaded in 1935. During the Italo-Ethiopian War, White russians thus played
only a small role.2

the new communist state in russia had its own interests in Ethiopia. In the
1920s, the third Communist International (Comintern) and the Foreign Affairs
Commissariat sent several representatives to explore Ethiopia’s revolutionary
potential and to seek traditional commercial and political relations. they
inevitably returned discouraged. Nor did these approaches impress the
Ethiopians. An editorial in March 1927 in one of Ethiopia’s two Amharic news-
papers, for example, denounced Communism as un-Christian.3

In 1929, the Ethiopians deported several resident White russians, believing
them to be Bolsheviks. Berhanena Salam, the other Amharic newspaper, declared
in an inspired article that in Soviet russia, ‘vagrants, crooks, adventurers, thieves
and vagabonds’ had overthrown the tsarist government and that ‘blood flowed
like water’. Some Bolsheviks ‘in the guise of exiles’ were seeking to make trouble
in Ethiopia. Addison Southard doubted the veracity of the allegations, explaining
that the Ethiopians were fanatically religious, instinctively anti-foreign, and thor-
oughly committed to feudalism. Poor material for the Bolshevik experiment,
‘Ethiopia is the last country in the world likely to be affected by, or seriously to
tempt, Bolshevist propaganda.’4

Ethiopia’s hunt for communists continued. the mayor of Addis Ababa feared
that they might try to disrupt Hayla Sellase’s coronation in November 1930.
then, in 1931, the Ethiopians allegedly discovered that communist cells,
directed by russian residents, still existed in Ethiopia.5

trADE CONtrACtS & PrOPOSED rECOGNItION

Undeterred by these scandals, the Soviets in 1931 signed a contract with the
Société Ethiopienne de Commerce et d’Industrie to sell russian petroleum
products in Ethiopia. A de facto monopoly, the contract was a private agreement,
with Ethiopia’s Emperor as a silent partner. After 1932, and with no sense of
irony, the Ethiopians placed a White russian in charge of Société Ethiopienne
to push Soviet oil products in Ethiopia – despite, Southard asserted, his having
no national, political, or social prejudice except anti-Bolshevism. Simultane-
ously, Berhanena Salam began promoting the sale of Soviet petroleum. Plagued
by leakages from poor packing, the inferior quality of the Soviet products, and
Société Ethiopienne’s inexperience in the oil business, a substantial loss fell on
the Emperor’s private purse. Ethiopians thereafter proved chary of further
dabbling in the oil business.6

the Soviets, however, did not give up without a struggle. Another russian
representative arrived in Addis Ababa in 1933 seeking further commitments
through the Société Ethiopienne. the Soviets and Ethiopians signed a new
contract that tried to correct the problems of the old one. For sale on consign-
ment, they added other russian commodities, including sugar, flour, and cotton
goods. Sales, however, did not go well, and Moscow soon decided that it would
export nothing more to Ethiopia without suitable diplomatic and juridical
support.7

In October 1934, Moscow sent a representative to Addis Ababa to negotiate
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a treaty of commerce and friendship that would establish the recognition refused
by Ethiopia only a year before. the royal family and older feudal chieftains,
however, still harbored sentimental memories of the tsarist regime, as did the
two hundred or so generally poor and unhappy White russian émigrés then
living in Ethiopia. the Emperor assured Southard that he would never recog-
nize the USSr.8

Even so, two months later, on January 4, 1935, as part of his effort to marshal
international support while Italy prepared for war, Heruy wrote Moscow asking
to establish diplomatic relations with the Soviet state. On February 16, Soviet
Foreign Commissar litvinov responded that he would gladly do so, and he
suggested that their respective representatives meet in Paris. the two sides may
have begun negotiating there and in Moscow in the spring of 1936, just before
Ethiopia’s military collapse. they did not formalize relations, however, until
April 21, 1943 – only one year before Moscow re-established relations with post-
Fascist Italy.9

Italo-Japanese relations deteriorate over China

Common anti-Japanese policies in China solidified the Italo-Soviet rapproche-
ment, and Moscow readily sacrificed Ethiopia and its few interests there to its
larger political purposes.

From 1922 to 1932, Italy had watched events in East Asia with indifference,
and Italo-Japanese relations remained cordial. When Japan invaded Manchuria
in the autumn of 1931, Italy was the only great power to remain friendly with
both countries. With no particular economic interests at risk, Italy remained
neutral and worked within the league of Nations to restore peace. An Italian
served on the lytton Commission of Inquiry sent by the league Council to look
into the invasion. When the commission denounced the invasion and determined
that Manchuria rightfully remained part of China, Japan withdrew from the
league and began to mistrust rome.10

When the Sino-Japanese conflict reached Shanghai in January 1932, Italo-
Japanese relations began to decline further. Italy joined other nations and sent a
contingent to the International Settlement in Shanghai. the Italians also sent
two warships to join their two gunboats already stationed in Chinese waters. In
February, the league Council appointed Italy’s chargé d’affaires in Nanking,
Count Galeazzo Ciano, to chair the Consular Commission of Inquiry set up in
Shanghai. After an investigation, the commission issued four reports and
proposed establishing a neutral zone in the International Settlement. Japan
refused.11

Meanwhile, Italy and Nationalist China were drawing closer diplomatically,
encouraged by Ciano. After throwing off Soviet influence in 1928, General
Chiang kai-shek set about reorganizing his nation, using Italian Fascism as a
model. In May 1933, Mussolini received Chiang’s ally, General Chiang Hsueh-
liang, whom Japan had ousted as warlord in Manchuria. In the summer,
Mussolini assured China’s finance minister that Japan’s aggression concerned
him and that at the proper time Italy would stand to oppose it.12
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to give weight to their co-operation, the Italians began helping China in
improving its military aviation. In October 1933, rome stationed in Nanching
an Air Mission headed by Colonel roberto lordi. He became a chief adviser for
Chinese aviation and the twenty Italians in his mission worked with military
aviation schools at Nanchang, loyang, Hangchow, and Nanking. the Italians
sent several airplanes to China and were to build an aircraft manufacturing plant
in Shanghai. Meanwhile, the head of China’s military mission to Europe spent
eleven days in Italy. While Italy’s naval and air production impressed him,
Mussolini left him in awe. the general idolatrously wrote, ‘the Italian people,
whether young or old, male of female, have come to regard him as a saint, and
would not bear to refer to him by name … the sorrow and happiness of the entire
nation is but a reflection of his attitude.’13

Italy’s press tied together politics in East Asia and Ethiopia and conducted a
campaign against Japan’s self-proclaimed right to intrude itself – even to occu-
pying the country – into Ethiopia’s affairs. Articles decried the Yellow Peril and
declared that Europe faced a new form of economic aggression through Japan’s
theft of Italian ‘living space’. Il Popolo d’Italia warned that the Japanese
economic invasion had begun with Singapore and had spread across India to
Ethiopia toward the Mediterranean and Europe. It formed ‘the gravest threat’
to what little remained of ‘European supremacy in the world’.14 the stakes were
clear and Italy could win the battle only if it was fought in the Ethiopian high-
lands before Japan reached Europe. White civilization had to challenge Japan in
its East Asian backyard as well – an attitude encouraged in several European
capitals, especially Moscow.

Despite Chiang’s anti-Communism, Italian and Soviet interests coalesced in
China. In October 1933, the Soviet ambassador to Italy, vladimir Petrovich
Potemkin, told Foreign Minister Fulvio Suvich that Germany was trying to
conclude an agreement with Japan at Soviet expense. Distrusting Britain’s pres-
ence in East Asia, he insisted that the Soviets wished to forge a pact among them-
selves, the French, Italians, and Americans to defend China against Japan.15 the
Soviet press, well-vetted by the government, worked diligently to provoke anti-
Japanese feelings and repeatedly acted as a megaphone to spread Italy’s alarm
throughout the world – when it wasn’t actaully provoking Italy, that is. In the
export-driven, neo-mercantilist world of the Great Depression and the interna-
tional Darwinist struggle to survive, the Soviet press found fertile ground in
Italy for its anti-Japanese diatribes.

An anti-Japanese, Italo-Soviet rapprochement

MOSCOW’S FIrSt APPrOACHES AFtEr 1931

In casting about for allies in its great power competition with Germany and
Japan, Moscow was willing to use any bait, no matter how rank, to hook allies.
Other than Great Britain, Italy was the sole power, a much weaker one to be sure,
which Moscow could bring to serve its interests against both of the USSr’s two
enemies, Germany and Japan. Further, Moscow could not count on Britain,
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unlike Italy, to risk the diplomatic quicksands of Eastern and Southeastern
Europe for long. Surely, the kremlin did not suppose that Italy’s navy could
threaten the Japanese in the Pacific, but rome was actively opposing Japanese
expansionism somewhere. this was more than Moscow could bank on from
either Great Britain or the United States. And if rome, Paris, and london could
co-operate, Italy could patrol the Mediterranean, and Britain, freed from that
chore, could more effectively oppose Japan in the Indian and Pacific oceans – a
point the Japanese well understood. last, not only was it possible to dismiss
inevitable Fascist–Bolshevik conflict, many, especially before 1935 and 1936, saw
a commonality of ideological interests.16

Immediately after Sino-Japanese hostilities began in Manchuria in 1931,
Moscow warned the Comintern that this aggression marked the first step toward
an invasion of the Soviet Union. Communist officials sought to rally others to
oppose Japanese expansion anywhere in the world. the Nikkei-sha affair partic-
ularly raised the hackles of Comintern officials. George Padmore, a black Amer-
ican communist and editor of the Negro Worker, saw its wider implications. the
‘eyes of the white world’, he wrote, had focused once more on the black empire,
because of an alliance, which had ‘tremendous and far-reaching importance, not
only for Ethiopia, but for all Black Africa’. European powers with colonies in
Africa were ‘all anxiously watching the new developments between Japan, the
most aggressive imperialist state in the world … and her new African ally’.
Padmore saw, on the surface, a natural racial unity between the two peoples, who
were both ‘independent’ and ‘jealous of their national freedom’.17 Based on this
psychology, Japan’s press had touted the new alliance and had claimed that it
was ‘in the interest of both of these colored nations to establish the closest ties
against white imperialism’. Padmore warned, however, that Ethiopians should
‘have no illusions about the Japanese imperialists’, who were ‘quite as ruthless as
the white imperialist nations’. He added, ‘the Japanese ruling class, like all other
capitalists’, did not respect ‘race, color or creed, although it might suit their
present needs to pose as the “defenders” and “champions” of the darker races’.
they had ‘too dramatically written’ their record ‘in the blood of millions of
koreans and Chinese’ to doubt ‘their true character’.18 Japan, he continued, was
trying to free itself from its dependence on the United States and Great Britain
for raw cotton. the Japanese also promised help with industrialization and mili-
tary reorganization in Ethiopia.

Another black communist, James W. Ford, denounced those American blacks
drawn to Japan by a sense of racial solidarity. ‘One has only to recall the slaughter
of the Chinese people (a colored race) by the Japanese imperialists in 1931, in the
invasion of Manchuria, in order to see the fallacy of this darker race theory.
Another crushing blow to such an argument is the fact that the korean and
Formosan people (also a colored people) have long been held in bondage by
Japanese imperialists.’19

Communists were not alone in picking up this theme. the Chinese
complained when Bishop Nakada Juji of the Holiness Church of Japan had said
that it was up to the Japanese to deliver the Jews from Nazi oppression. the
Bible, he had explained, deemed it Japan’s task to lead the Jewish people back to
the Promised land. One astonished Chinese magazine sarcastically wrote that
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the Japanese had already impressed the Chinese ‘with the holiness of their many
missions’, including the armed occupation of four Chinese provinces. ‘Now the
Jewish people are to profit’, it stated. the magazine suggested that it might be
time for Japan to be content with credit for having ‘liberated’ the koreans and
the Chinese of Manchuria.20

Meanwhile, in May 1933, Moscow and rome signed economic accords, and
in September, they signed a treaty of friendship and non-aggression. the agree-
ments focused on erecting a barrier against Germany’s intrusion into the Danu-
bian region and Austria, and they fostered their common interests in opposing
Japanese aggression in East Asia. A surprising degree of military co-operation
dramatized the developing friendship.21

Moscow worked hard to make clear its common interests with Italy, also threat-
ened by Japanese commercial advances. On October 24, 1933, for example, the
Soviet news agencytASS used the theme of ‘imperialist contradictions’, to report
that Japanese economic expansion in Ethiopia and dumping – selling goods at arti-
ficially low prices – inAustria and Hungary rightfully upset rome.22 For their part,
Italy’s representatives in the USSr closely followed the increasing incidents
threatening relations between Soviet russia and Japan throughout 1933.23

lItvINOv vISItS rOME, DECEMBEr 1933

rome and Moscow consummated their rapprochement with a visit by litvinov
to rome in early December 1933. this followed his triumphal trip to the United
States, where he had signed accords of mutual recognition designed, Moscow
hoped, to keep an aggressive Japan in check. Some in Italy characterized the
Commissar’s trip to rome as part of a vast European solidarity facing Japan.
Meanwhile, the surprisingly sanguine Japanese press portrayed Mussolini as
ready to lead the movement to ensure world peace.24

In preparation for the forthcoming colloquies, the Italian government tried to
understand Soviet positions and how best to deal with them. the year 1933, one
significant memorandum pointed out, had been special for the USSr. Both
Moscow and Berlin had taken offense at the versailles Peace treaty of 1919,
which had ended the World War I, and for eleven years they had productively co-
operated based on the rapallo Agreements of 1922. Now, however, Adolf Hitler,
Germany’s leader, had thrown over rapallo and fear of Germany and Japan
dominated Soviet foreign policy in Europe. In the middle of reorienting its
policy away from revolution, the USSr was trying to improve its relations with
its bordering states in case of problems in East Asia and also looking for deeper
relations with France in case of problems with Germany.25

recognizing that the Soviets had not yet settled their policy directions, the
memorandum discussed the topics that litvinov might bring up. He would want
to know if the USSr could count on Italy’s support in case of difficulties with
Japan. In response, the Italians should state that Italy, as a power with interna-
tional interests, was worried about Japanese policy. East Asia, however, was not
a vital interest. On the other hand, rome could not ignore Japan’s economic
offensive, which was hurting Italian interests in foreign markets, and even within
Italy itself. Italy’s discussants should keep discussion on this topic general, the
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report suggested, with the idea of preparing the groundwork for future diplo-
matic contacts. Finally, the Italians might delve into the possibilities of Italo-
Soviet economic co-operation in Asia.26

When they met, Mussolini, echoing Padmore’s sentiments and tASS’s views,
told litvinov that Japan was threatening Italy’s interests by competing in the
Mediterranean Basin and in Ethiopia, where tokyo had received economic, land,
and immigration concessions. Japan, he stressed, was ruining all chances for
disarmament, and he promised to oppose Japanese aggression. thankful for
Mussolini’s declarations, litvinov pointed out the danger of Japanese militarism,
which threatened the USSr and Europe.27

After his meetings with litvinov, Mussolini on December 22 described Italy’s
attitude toward the Far East in a speech to the First Convention of Oriental
Students in rome. Speaking in English, he noted the old saying ‘East and West
will never meet’ and added that history rejected this aphorism. As evidence,
Mussolini asserted that ancient rome had united East and West through its
control of the Mediterranean. He then described the current problem with capi-
talism at its root: ‘East–West relations have been merely material and have
denied every spiritual tie of creative collaboration. the opinion that Asia was
hostile to Europe became widespread … and Asia was merely a market for
commodities, a source of raw materials.… this civilization having its roots in
capitalism spread over the whole world during the past century.’ Just as had
Asians, Italian Fascism rejected this capitalism, ‘So we clearly see reflected all our
own troubles in the evils of which Asia is complaining.’ Finally, Mussolini offered
a solution. ‘As in other times of mortal crisis when collaboration of rome with
the East saved civilization … we Italians and Fascists … want to return to the
thousand-year-old tradition of constructive co-operation.28

the Japanese described Italian policy as ‘looking to Africa with the right eye
and to Asia with the left’, and took great umbrage when, after the convention, the
Italians organized a federation of Asian students.29

On December 29, litvinov spoke to the Central Executive Committee of the
Soviet Union. lamenting the loss of amicable relations with tokyo after 1931,
when Japan attacked Manchuria, he threw down the gauntlet to the international
community, declaring that the ‘policy of Japan is now the darkest thundercloud
on the international political horizon’.30

the Soviet press gleefully chronicled and encouraged the rising anti-Japanese
trend in Italy. In a sharply worded article, and displaying an increasing symbiosis
between the Soviet and Italian presses, Il Lavoro Fascista highlighted the state-
ments by Soviet leaders on the danger of war breaking out in the Far East as
being well-founded. Pravda reported that the newspaper had stressed that
‘Soviet and Japanese policies in the Far East greatly interest us …. [t]he danger
of the war in the Far East is an objective reality. But we believe the Soviet Union
has a strong will to preserve peace.’31

1934 – ANtI-JAPANESE rAPPrOCHEMENt GrOWS
BEtWEEN MOSCOW & rOME

this dark characterization of Japan continued in rome and Moscow. the budget
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committee in Italy’s Chamber of Deputies reported on naval appropriations on
January 2, 1934. In it, Marquis Giacomo Medici delvascello wrote, ‘today Japan
is invading China, and inspired by race hatred she is laying plans for tomorrow
against the white race.’ He called Japan’s withdrawal from the league of Nations
‘significant and menacing’.32

the Soviet press highlightedvascello’s insistence on reinforcing the Italian
fleet because of instability in the Pacific. the Soviets blamed Mussolini’s
violent rhetoric on Japan’s penetration of Ethiopia – Italy’s sphere of influ-
ence. they continued stirring the waters, and over the next couple of weeks the
Soviet press found great sport in reproducing articles from the Fascist press,
especially those contrasting the kremlin’s defensive posture with Japan’s
aggressive military preparations in East Asia. Of equal interest to the Soviets
were Italian comments on Japanese–American antagonisms in the Pacific,
Japanese upset at Italian criticisms, and the possibilities for Franco-Italian co-
operation in the Far East.33

the Soviet press also gladly wrote that Italy was working to check Japan’s
efforts to take the Ethiopia’s cotton plantations for its growing textile industry
and that Mussolini would propose joint action by all European powers against
Japanese dumping.34

Mussolini built on his conversations with litvinov in rome. On January 13,
he gave a widely published press interview in rome in which he drew heavily on
litvinov’s speech of December 29, warning of Japan’s expansionist dynamism
in East Asia. Detailing litvinov’s fears, Mussolini repeated the Commissar’s
warning that Japanese policies represented ‘the darkest thundercloud on the
international political horizon’. the Duce added that world public opinion held
no sway over the militarist psychology of Japan’s ruling class, and he rejoiced in
Soviet determination to stand firm against the Japanese. ‘Highly prolific,’ he
added, perhaps enviously, ‘the Japanese are a sober people with strong warlike
virtues and an unlimited capacity for sacrifice. Japan’s military forces represent
a formidable mass of men and means of land and on seas’. turning to China,
Mussolini recognized the ‘profound upheaval’ the nation was undergoing.
Allowing for the possibility that Japan and China might find common purpose
in opposing Europe and the United States, he added that international agree-
ments no longer bound Japan. the white, Western powers would have to collab-
orate to prevent the Yellow Peril from becoming a reality. remembering his
speech to the Convention of Oriental Students on December 22, the Italian
leader promised, however, that Italy remained prepared – as rome had been in
the past – to mediate between East and West.35

Internationally, Mussolini’s statement understandably met with mixed reac-
tions. the Soviet press favorably recorded his comments. By contrast, Japan’s
press was upset, and expressed surprise and contrasted Mussolini’s statements
in December and January with those made by Italy’s Embassy in tokyo. Amau
Eiji, a prominent foreign ministry spokesman, warned, ‘Many Japanese make
Mussolini a hero, but this statement will cause them to change their tune’.36

Speaking before the Imperial Diet on January 23 on his assumption of the
foreign ministry’s portfolio, Hirota asserted that anyone who opposed Japan’s
march to conquer East Asia threatened peace – a verbal thrust directed espe-
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cially at the Soviet Union. Italy’s press challenged this claim that Japan was the
cornerstone of peace in Asia, declaring that Hirota’s statement was peaceful only
in appearance. It implied others had to recognize Japan’s conquests and give the
Japanese full freedom for further expansion. the press also discussed the possi-
bility of a Soviet–Japanese war, ominously declaring that Germany would
welcome such an event, as it would create new opportunities in Eastern Europe.
the Soviet press favorably commented on Italian press attacks on Japan.37

On January 26, Japan’s ambassador to rome, Matsushima Hajime, asked
Mussolini to clarify his recent comments and interview and vascello’s naval
budget report. Mussolini cordially explained he had not intended ‘to cast a bad
light’ on Japan.38 Italy refused to consider Matsushima’s representations as a
formal protest or démarche. Unmollified, Japan’s press complained that
Mussolini seemed obsessed with the old Yellow Peril bogey because of Japan’s
advance in African markets, Mussolini’s conversations with litvinov, and Italy’s
arms sales to China.39

More Italian publications joined the verbal fray. In February 1934, the offi-
cial publication of the Italian Navy league wrote, ‘Japan is working actively to
extend her commercial influence …. [t]he cry … of the Japanese … seems to
have changed to another more precise though less logical one, “Asia for the
Japanese”.’ Italy was watching developments in the Far East closely. rome could
not take lightly Japan’s energetic invasion of Italian markets in its colonies and
neighbors.40

the international communist press was aware not only of Japan’s military
threat to the Soviet Union but also its commercial threat to the Western powers.
Simultaneously, communists accused Western imperialists of goading Japan in
its nefarious imperialism directed against the Soviet Union. Paranoia had
become an editorial stance.41

Italians shared these fears. Discord in Europe could unchain Japan in Asia
to Europe’s detriment. Moscow and rome could point to, for example, the
economist Nanjo Hiroshi, who argued that Japan had to be strong in the Social
Darwinist international struggle. Japan’s destiny was ‘to represent the interests
of all Asia when the yellow race is forced to fight the white race either in a mili-
tary, political, or economic competition. If Japan is defeated, it will mean a
defeat of Asia, making the emancipation of the Asiatic people impossible.’ He
then predicted, ‘storm and thunder which may destroy our nation, if we do
not deserve to exist as the leader of Asiatic nations’.42 His words rang true for
the many Japanese who believed that Manchukuo enshrined Japan’s special
role in Asia and was a symbol of emancipation and peace appreciated by all
Asians.43

Drawing back from these mutual recriminations, in mid-March, the jour-
nalist and writer on foreign affairs, Inahara katsuji, said that Italy evidenced
neither ill will nor good will toward Japan. No less poor than Germany, Italy was
insufficiently armed and in a struggle with France or Soviet russia it had no
chance of victory. referring to Mussolini’s January 13 press interview, Inahara
thought Il Duce had spoken about the Yellow Peril as a gesture toward Soviet
russia, whose co-operation Italy needed for its political and economic expan-
sion into the Balkans. Because there were no close economic or political rela-
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tions between Japan and Italy, Mussolini probably thought he could slander
Japan without consequence. Japan, therefore, ought not to attach undue signif-
icance to his article.44 Inahara’s moderation found little support.

As if on cue to justify fears in Moscow and rome, Amau put the government’s
stamp of approval on the more immoderate attitudes. On April 18, he proclaimed
‘Japan’s Monroe Doctrine’, also called the ‘Amau Doctrine’, which demanded
that the West keep its hands off China. the Japanese had for two decades occa-
sionally employed the former phrase, but until Amau’s statement, its exact
content had been hard to pin down because responsible Japanese statesmen had
seldom used it and had never been officially defined or explained it. While Amau
did not refer specifically to any country, his doctrine held special significance for
Italy. the Japanese had issued it as the head of the Italian air mission received
an appointment as the chief advisor to the Nanking Government.45

EUrOPE, ASIA & AFrICA

the world’s diplomacy toward Ethiopia always orbited around larger issues of
international diplomacy, and the Soviets encouraged their mutual interests with
rome in Asia, and in Europe.46 For Moscow, collective security in Europe was to
ensnare Germany by stitching together a net of France and Italy plus their
respective allies in Eastern Europe – the little Entente Czechoslovakia,
romania, and Yugoslavia on one hand, and Austria and Hungary on the other.
toward this end, for example, in mid-1934 Ambassador Boris Shtein assured
rome that the USSr wanted to see Paris and rome solve their problems as part
of the Soviet rapprochement with France and the little Entente. If Moscow
could bring Italy and France together, then the countries of the little Entente
would have to co-operate with Austria and Hungary. this grouping would stop
Germany in its aggressive tracks by preventing Anschluss against Austria. the
Soviets eagerly welcomed the rome Accords of January 7, 1935, in which
Mussolini and French Premier Pierre laval reaffirmed the obligation to respect
the independence and territorial integrity of other European states. Specifically,
they sought a convention for reciprocal nonintervention between Austria and its
neighbors. Italy would join France to prevent further German rearmament and
to assure Germany’s containment. they agreed to preserve Austria’s independ-
ence and to collaborate with the little Entente toward these ends.47

Giving force to Italy’s new role as a defender of the status quo against
Germany, Mussolini promised a ‘million bayonets’.48 Following quickly on this
promise and on the heels of the rome Accords, Italy and France met with
Britain at Stresa, Italy, in April 1935. Germany’s unilateral denunciation on
March 16 of versailles’ military restrictions and introduction of compulsory
military service gave urgency to the diplomatic efforts. On the April 14, the
three powers agreed to follow a common line in the league of Nations on the
German action. they confirmed their tripartite declarations of February 17
and September 27, 1934, supporting Austria’s independence and integrity –
the price for Italy’s co-operation was Ethiopia. Closely watching the events and
their implicit connection with military events in Manchuria, Soviet commen-
tary was favorable.49

the Soviet Union, Italy, China, Japan & Ethiopia

71

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 71



the rome Accords and the Stresa Agreement, together with the Italo-Soviet
agreement of 1933, the USSr’s entry into the league of Nations in 1934, and
the Franco-Soviet and Czecho-Soviet pacts of May 1935, added more bricks to
the wall raised against German expansion. And the kremlin appreciated these
pacts for that reason.

However, in exchange for his participation in collective security, Mussolini
demanded and received concessions in Africa. the Soviets understood the
strategic necessities driving France to buy off Italy ‘with Ethiopian coin’.50 Italy
was, after all, the one power that felt not only its own sense of necessity but also
could act quickly and significantly against any German move on Austria. Beyond
pandering to a Paris increasingly bound to Italy after Stresa, the Soviets had
their own anti-German stake in south-east Europe and anti-Japanese concerns
in Asia which, they admitted, were more important than were any revolutionary
interests in Northeast Africa. they were perfectly happy to draw on the Japanese
threat in Ethiopia to help harden the bond cementing the two Western powers
together.51

Defying its anti-imperialist ideology and verbiage, Joseph Stalin’s russia
began unctuously justifying Fascist Italy’s belligerent attitude by claiming that
Japanese trade inroads into Ethiopia had naturally offended Italy. the Moscow
Daily News on January 11, 1935, for example, described Italy’s imperialism and
sympathetically editorialized that Italy had wanted only a peaceful economic
penetration of Ethiopia. the ‘intensification of Japanese economic and political
influence in Abyssinia’, however, had driven Italy to revert ‘to the old methods
of direct seizure’. the editorial added that Japan’s influence in Ethiopia endan-
gered Italy’s interests in Ethiopia and Britain’s in Egypt and the Sudan, implying
the hope that Britain would follow Italy and France on Ethiopia.52

For their part, the Japanese closely followed the diplomatic maneuvering
enmeshing Ethiopia and European alliances. they refused to take sides in the
dispute over Austria, even while contemplating using Italy’s example of regional
diplomacy as a model for their own diplomacy after withdrawing from the
league of Nations.53

the Rassegna di Politica Internazionale of June 1934 clearly set out the stance
Italy’s press had assumed. Italy, the journal wrote, was developing an active
interest in China, including navigation, Chinese Fascism, and Catholic missions.
Italo-Chinese co-operation was important and growing and Chinese Fascism
was rising. While Italy was seeking prestige and influence on the ‘Yellow conti-
nent’, Japan had left the league to assert its dynamic imperialism toward the
Mediterranean, Ethiopia, China, and the Indian Ocean, where Italian interests
needed protection.54

In the spring and summer of 1934, and to Soviet cheers, Italy was eagerly
backing any vigorous policy curbing Japanese expansion in China. to drive this
point home, the Soviets supported Italian claims on the need to build barriers
against Japanese expansion and to erect a unified front against Japanese
dumping.55
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Conclusion

According to the semi-official journal, Azione Coloniale, Ethiopia, aided by
others, was arming to defy Europeans whose colonial possessions surrounded
the country. Italy jealously decried any outside influence other than its own that
was brought to bear on Ethiopia. Italy’s colonial publications called attention to
Japan’s ambitions in Ethiopia and warned the Ethiopians that such a combina-
tion would not serve their best interests. the Japanese, of course, objected and
denied that Japan’s penetration of Ethiopia was cause for worry by Italy or any
other European power. Italy, in turn, expressed surprise at Japan’s self-declared
innocence.56

For their part, russians – tsarist and Soviet – had had a surprisingly long
relationship with Ethiopia. Politically, however, the country, offered only sterile
revolutionary ground and Ethiopians responded, at best, only hesitatingly
toward Soviet advances. Despite its anti-colonial rhetoric, the kremlin there-
fore had little to lose in Ethiopia if power politics elsewhere demanded obei-
sance. Meanwhile, as Italy’s relations with Japan deteriorated over China, rome
and Moscow found common interests in Asia against the Japanese and in the
Balkans against the Germans. In 1933 and 1934, the Fascists and Bolsheviks had
found a solid basis on which to collaborate – collective security. Ethiopia was the
price Italy asked and the Soviets willingly paid. through the first half of 1935,
each shamelessly took turns using fears of Japan to provoke the other.57

As Moscow railed against reports that the Japanese had moved artillery to the
Soviet frontier in Siberia, on January 7, 1935, lojacono vincenzo and his wife
arrived in Shanghai. He was to become Italy’s first ambassador to China, which
America’s ambassador in rome saw as a friendly gesture toward russia.58
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7
The Flowering

of Ethio-Japanese Relations
1934

In general, leaders in rome and Moscow could each outdo the other in their
opportunism, but they were not entirely cynical in expressing their concerns
about Japanese inroads into Ethiopia. their fears were real, even if exaggerated.

Haniyu Chotaro & Jacob Adol Mar, early 1934

ItAlIAN EvAlUAtION

the year 1934 proved crucial for developing relations between Addis Ababa and
tokyo, and rome evaluated their impact on Italian policy. One Italian report
complained that Japan was dominating the cotton markets in East Africa,
including Ethiopia. Further, tokyo and Addis Ababa were already engaging in
‘important’ negotiations of unknown content, but they probably would not
complete them until Japan had established a legation. Since the previous
September, Japanese businessmen had been looking for facilities around the
country for storing and selling Japanese goods. they were also seeking gold
mining concessions in Wellega, a pottery and porcelain factory in Jimma,
cement- and mat-making factories, and concessions for plantations to grow
cotton and medicinal plants, including opium poppies. All this would require
Japanese immigration into Ethiopia. As the Ethiopians wanted to weaken the
influence of the tripartite powers – Britain, France, and Italy – in their country,
Japanese action in Ethiopia thus transcended mere commercial activity and had
assumed political importance. How could Italy stop Japan’s penetration of
Ethiopia? rome could take diplomatic action in tokyo, but for restraint the
Japanese would demand a quid pro quo from Italy in Manchuria and primacy in
China. Alternately, rome could work diplomatically in Paris and london to
coerce Addis Ababa, but this might impel Ethiopia to draw even more quickly to
Japan. Finally, Italy might increase its own economic penetration of Ethiopia to
compete with Japan, but this would provoke Ethiopia’s opposition. there was
some hope, however, for entente between Italy and Ethiopia.1
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HANIYU CHOtArO vISItS EtHIOPIA

While Italians pondered these issues, another shady Japanese businessman,
Haniyu Chotaro from kamakura, visited Ethiopia. His documents said that he
was representing the companies of Nishikawa Shoji, Furukawa Electric, Hitachi
Electric, and Ito Chu of tokyo and that he held the title of ‘Commissioner of the
Department of Foreign Affairs of Japan’. the Italian consul reasonably worried
that he had come ‘not only representing varied industrial societies, but also as an
official of the Japanese government’.2 Only later did Japan’s foreign ministry
discover he had faked his credentials.

Haniyu himself told a member of Southard’s legation that he was not perma-
nently attached to the ministry but was an exporter who wanted to look into busi-
ness conditions in Ethiopia. Describing him as elderly and fluent in the English
language, Southard reported that Haniyu had said he was skeptical about trade
possibilities in Ethiopia. He did not think he could build any business or busi-
ness connections in Addis Ababa on his own. Southard inferred that Haniyu felt
many Japanese were exaggerating Ethiopian business possibilities and added that
‘any competent Japanese investigator’ would decide likewise.3

Arriving in Addis Ababa on February 7, another Japanese, a representative of
the kanegafuchi Spinning Company, Bombay, accompanied Haniyu to Ethiopia
and helped create a ‘flurry of excitement’.4 He wanted to look into the demand
for his firm’s cotton piece goods, and he hoped to discuss possibilities for
growing cotton in Ethiopia and for building a local spinning mill. He spent about
a week in Ethiopia and likely did not enter into any negotiations with Ethiopia’s
government.5

Back in Japan after five months in Ethiopia, in mid-April 1934 Haniyu
publicly praised Ethiopia as a promising market for Japanese goods, despite those
problems he had confided to Southard. He said, ‘While in Ethiopia, I was
granted an audience by the king. I also saw the Foreign Minister and other high
government officials. I conducted negotiations with influential French and
Indian businessmen in that country. I was accorded an enthusiastic welcome.’
Haniyu granted that Italy, France, and Great Britain had extensive interests in
Ethiopia and that their influence was strong and could challenge any Japanese
advance. He noted that Ethiopia’s principal exports were coffee and animal hides
and their main imports were cotton piece goods. the nation’s purchasing power,
however, was low. to avoid ‘unnecessary competition with foreign firms’, Haniyu
suggested it would be better in Ethiopia to market Japanese cotton piece goods
through foreign businessmen. He continued, ‘Ethiopia … promises to be a
potential market for Japan, and I will advise the foreign office to establish either
a legation or a consulate in Ethiopia.’ He added that the false report that Ethiopia
had granted more than a million acres to a Japanese had perplexed both Addis
Ababa and tokyo. the Ethiopians had asked him to report truthfully on things
‘as they are’.6
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JACOB ADOl MAr’S PrOPOSAlS

Inspired by Haniyu’s visit, Jacob Adol Mar, the holder of a large land concession
and self-proclaimed friend of Ethiopia’s foreign minister, wrote what appears to
be a semi-official letter to Haniyu in March 1934. He asserted that all ‘logical
thinking’ Ethiopians wanted to see Japanese come to Ethiopia for industrial and
commercial purposes. Ethiopia, he wrote, felt squeezed between the colonies of
Britain, France, and Italy. He added, ‘In this critical situation we all hope that the
presence of many Japanese may encourage your government to give us a polit-
ical help in difficult circumstances.’ He lamented the ‘regrettable faults’ by those
in both Ethiopia and Japan that allowed European powers to oppose mutually
friendly relations between their two countries. Every important Ethiopian
governmental officer had received instructions against making such missteps,
but the Ethiopians feared that Japanese journalists, manufacturers, and traders
knew so little about Ethiopia that new blunders might again trouble relations.7

therefore, continued Mar, his friends had suggested he go to Japan to build
sympathy for Ethiopia. He proposed that he would explain to the foreign
ministry the best way to open political relations with Ethiopia and how Japan’s
bankers, exporters, and manufacturers could establish successful enterprises.
the necessary first step would be to set up an Imperial legation in Addis Ababa,
and Japan could do this cheaply. One diplomat would be enough, and he could
let a residence from Ethiopia’s government for a low rent. Ethiopia’s govern-
ment would let Mar act officially as an adviser for Japan’s legation. He thought
the legation’s diplomat ought to be in Ethiopia at the beginning of Japan’s busi-
ness activity. If tokyo could not send one immediately, Mar suggested letting
an important merchant act as a consul or consul-general until a permanent
representative arrived. A special committee of bankers, exporters, manufac-
turers, and men of science would make up an investment corporation, which
would control commercial and industrial relations and would be the ‘Mother-
Companie’ of all new Japanese enterprises in Ethiopia.8

In the commercial sphere, Mar wanted to show Japan what goods Ethiopia
wanted, and he suggested that Japan’s manufacturers and exporters could then
decide where they could best compete, although he offered strange advice: selling
too cheap ‘is as bad as selling to [sic.] dear!’9 Mar promised to inform the
Japanese of banking conditions and the best way to assure payment. Haniyu
should then encourage the Japanese to form a trading company with sufficient
capital to keep a reasonable stock of Japanese goods in different towns for whole-
sale and to export from Ethiopia hides, skins, coffee, beeswax, ivory, and more.10

Ethiopia, assured Mar, was rich in gold, platinum, and all minerals, and he
could offer a mining concession under ‘favorable conditions for the best known
claims’. If Japanese bankers wanted to produce gold in their own mines, Japan
could get the best claims ‘quick and cheap’. Japan could then form a mining
company to organize prospecting. two or three mining engineers and one
chemist with two miners would be enough for the initial work, which they could
do in six months. Upon discovering gold, mining could begin with Japanese
machinery and up to five hundred Japanese men.11
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Mar held out more opportunities. the most attractive industry near Addis
Ababa, he said, was the steam-driven sawmill of a Swiss national who wanted to
return home. Mar promised to send Haniyu samples of rare woods. In agricul-
ture, Mar offered a concession in a forested district of 62,500 acres, where the
Japanese could find liana-rubber, wild coffee, and rare woods. they could plant
rubber, coffee, tea, and any other plants. Mar suggested that Japan might want
also to set up a paper factory in that district. He further promised that he could
obtain for Haniyu the right to exploit the alcohol monopoly and that Japan could
buy the tobacco monopoly at a reasonable price.12

Mar said that he had connections with the banking group that held the
majority ownership of the Société Nationale, the Second Bank of Ethiopia. the
general manager had recently died and Mar promised that the Japanese could
acquire 51 per cent of the shares while 49 per cent would remain with Ethiopia’s
government. Many Europeans had failed at organizing similar businesses, Mar
closed, because they acted as if Ethiopia were a colony. Ethiopians would support
Japanese enterprises, because Ethiopia wanted to reduce Europe’s influence by
introducing Japanese capital and workers. Mar promised to work to develop
Japan’s interests in Ethiopia.13

What were the chances of success for such an ambitious proposal? Foreign
Minister Heruy had a more realistic sense of the possibilities. When asked if
Ethiopia had common interests with Japan, he replied, ‘We shall never have an
important exchange of trade with Japan, for we have hardly anything that they can
buy from us. Our first export is coffee, but the Japanese drink tea. … We export
agricultural goods and skins, but Japan cannot use these. … We only buy from
Japan because her goods are cheap and we have not enough money to pay for the
perhaps superior but considerably dearer European and American products.’14

Amid the international hullabaloo, some few commentators continued to
downplay the importance of Japanese inroads. In 1934, one argued that Emperor
Hayle Sellase was ‘too intelligent and too prudent to accept the Japanese offers
that would risk creating difficulties from nations with which Ethiopia’ wanted to
‘preserve friendly relations’.15

Japanese penetration continues, 1934

Japanese competition, supported by cheap labor and promoted by trade delega-
tions, was challenging the world’s other industrial powers. Additionally, Italian
diplomats worried that Japanese and Ethiopian representatives in Paris had
signed a military accord.16

Ignoring such threats, at rome’s Opera House on March 18, 1934, Mussolini
proclaimed Italy’s destiny for expansion. ‘Italy’s historical objectives,’ he said,
‘have two names: Asia and Africa … justified by geography and history.’ Il Duce
added that of Europe’s powers, Italy lay closest to Africa and Asia. He then set
before himself and future Italians the completion of Italy’s centuries-old task,
territorial expansion, not for its own sake, ‘but a natural expansion leading to
collaboration between Italy and the Near East and the Middle East’. this would
bring civilization to Asia and especially Africa. Mussolini also warned, ‘We do not

the Flowering of Ethio-Japanese relations, 1934

81

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 81



intend to claim either monopolies or privileges’, but the satisfied colonial powers
‘should not try to block on every side the spiritual, political, and economic
expansion of Fascist Italy.’ He then specifically justified his military buildup in
Eritrea and Somaliland by denouncing Japanese penetration of Ethiopia and the
modernization of its military with airplanes, howitzers, machine guns, tanks, and
field artillery. In addition, Ethiopia’s cavalry was ‘one of the finest bodies of its
kind in the fighting world’. Italy, Il Duce claimed, had to arm its colonies enough
so they could defend themselves in case Italy should become preoccupied in
Europe. Meanwhile, Austria could count on Italy, and relations with France had
improved.17 Italians continued Mussolini’s themes into the autumn, as the
Japanese noted.18

Some sought to calm the waters. Even as Italy’s ambassador to tokyo, Giac-
into Auriti, complained to Hirota about Japan’s press coverage, and he expressed
his hope to avoid polemics with the newspapers.19 In mid-April 1934, the Italian
minister in Ethiopia,vinci, assured rome that news stories asserting that Japan
had begun wide-scale marketing of white drugs in Ethiopia had no foundation.
He inferred that the story had grown out of rumors that the Japanese had
received concessions to cultivate medicinal plants in Ethiopia that produce
opium and other pharmaceuticals.20

An exchange of naval visits highlighted the mutual wish in tokyo and rome
to limit their animosity. While its band played, the Italian cruiser Quarto arrived
at Yokohama in mid-April, and its captain plus Italy’s naval attaché in tokyo
called on Japan’s naval minister, Osumi Mineo. Meanwhile, the Japanese training
cruisers, the Iwate and Asama, plus a flotilla destroyer and several hundred
cadets undervice Admiral Matsushita Hajime anchored at Naples from April 23
to 29, and at livorno on April 30. Matsushita and his staff officially visited
rome, while some of the crew visited the city on April 25.21

rome was not happy, however, when the two vessels sailed into Djibouti on
June 7. With an eagerness that amused the foreign colony in Addis Ababa,
Emperor Hayle Sellase sent an official delegation to the port to greet the ships
and to offer salutations and gifts. His three envoys included the governor of
Harrar Province and the ‘famed Araya Abeba whose yearning for a Japanese
spouse’ had ‘provided much copy for the international press’.22 received ‘on
board cruisers with gun salvos and rituals with honors greater than those due’,23

the governor of Harar awarded Admiral Osumi the Grand Cordon of the Order
of the Star of Ethiopia and gave another three decorations to the officers of the
two ships. He also presented a beautiful elephant’s tooth to the admiral. the
captain of the Asama hosted a party for Araya. the governor, wishing to empha-
size the Japanese nature of his visit, refused an invitation from a French admiral
to come aboard his vessel then also at Djibouti. Some believed that the Japanese
disembarked two officials to visit Ethiopia and that the Japanese admiral was
secretly visiting Addis Ababa. While these rumors were untrue, the Japanese
consul, keizo Nambu, was in Harar in June for several days, and he worked to
promote Japanese trade with Ethiopia. the Italian consul also reported on
rumors of another projected marriage. For many, the visit highlighted the possi-
bility of a Japanese stamp on Ethiopia’s modernization process, and it presaged
the visit of tsuchida Yutaka to Ethiopia that same June. While Southard did not
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believe the Japanese and Ethiopians had discussed anything of official impor-
tance, he did see the event as showing the energetic and persistent wooing by
the Japanese since Heruy’s visit to Japan.24

rumors of Ethio-Japanese military co-operation continued to haunt Italy,
including, for example, alleged Japanese plans for building aerodromes in their
cotton concessions in Ethiopia. there was even talk that Mussolini had initiated
discussions with london which resulted in an accord for common resistance
against Japan’s military plans in the red Sea.25

Other Japanese visitors in 1934 were a correspondent of the Tokyo Nichi
Nichi, a surgeon from tokyo Imperial University of Medicine, and a young
tourist who gave a jiu-jitsu exhibition.26

‘Strange and sweet is how the knot of love is tied’

Of the many reasons that eventually led Italy to decide on war against Ethiopia,
one stands out for its importance to contemporaries and for the oblivion to which
most later commentators consigned it. Heruy’s visit to Japan had given rise to an
interesting – and mysterious – marriage proposal. For statesmen in Europe’s
capitals in 1933 and 1934, it vexingly personified the threat of Japanese political,
commercial, and military intrusions into Ethiopia and justified Italy’s military
preparations against Ethiopia. the historian Bahru zwede has called it
‘[p]erhaps the most dramatic episode’ in ‘the amalgam of intensity and futility
marking Ethio-Japanese relations in the early 1930s’.27

Many mistakenly believed that this was to be a royal wedding, and many Euro-
peans saw its genesis in Ethiopia’s wish to model its modernization after Japan
and in Japan’s romantic vision of Ethiopia. While this sufficiently explains the
motives of the two principals, those around them had other causes in mind. Most
important were several Pan-Asian, nationalist Japanese who promoted the
marriage to leverage a prominent role for themselves in the potential commer-
cial exchange between Japan and Ethiopia. Interestingly, neither tokyo nor Addis
Ababa promoted the marriage idea, and both suffered international complica-
tions because of it. Nor did either lament when the proposal died sometime in
1934.28

tHE MArrIAGE IDEA

Araya Abeba was at the center of the marriage proposal. A figure of underesti-
mated importance in the Japanizer movement, he was a member of Hayle
Sellase’s extended family and a friend of Heruy’s. Seeing the Japanizers as
‘visionaries’, he admired Japanese courtesy, development and modernization,
and, wanting to facilitate Japanese trade and investment in Ethiopia, he advo-
cated the unity of all colored races against white hegemony. Araya had been an
unofficial member of Heruy’s mission, and as ‘many another sojourner in Japan,
[he] found the Japanese women pleasing and memorable’.29 Even before his trip
to Japan in 1931 with Heruy, Araya had expressed his wish to marry a Japanese
woman. He explained to a Japanese reporter in February 1934, ‘It has been my

the Flowering of Ethio-Japanese relations, 1934

83

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 83



long-cherished ambition to marry a Japanese lady. Of all first-class nations,
Japan has the strongest appeal.’30 later, he spoke of wanting to marry a
‘subservient woman’.31 Of the elite of the peoples of the world, the Japanese
looked most like the Ethiopians, and he wanted, through his descendants, to
introduce Japanese blood into Ethiopia and make Ethiopians among the first
peoples of the world. the foreign minister was aware of Araya’s interest, but
restrained him, fearing the marriage would adversely affect Ethiopia’s relations
with Europe’s colonial powers and complicate his mission to Japan.32

Araya always argued that he had initiated the proposal, and by March 1933
Hayle Sellase and Heruy were discussing finding a Japanese woman for him.
Araya spoke to Yamauchi Masao, who then wrote to Sumioka tomoyoshi, who
had been eager to find a bride for Araya since the autumn of 1932. Yamauchi
also included a photograph of the twenty-one-year-old Araya, ‘the handsomest
youth in Ethiopia’.33 Heruy also unofficially approached Sumioka, who agreed
to mediate. In fact, he stage-managed the ‘odd affair’.34

In May, Sumioka publicly announced Araya’s wish to marry a Japanese
woman. the next month, he telegraphed Heruy to say that he could not take
care of this matter until he had received an official request from a responsible
official. If Heruy thought it advisable, Sumioka wrote, he planned to ask for help
from the foreign ministry and the Imperial Household Department vis-à-vis
appointing a special committee to select the bride. Sumioka said he expected to
be able to send Araya a photograph of the chosen candidate with a health and
lineage certificate by October, and the wedding could then take place by February
1934.35

In late June, Sumioka reported that an enthusiastic press had written that the
twenty-three-year-old prince liked sports and history and was popular with his
people. He was also reassuringly light-skinned, monogamous, and Christian,
and about sixty young Japanese women had applied. Some of the maidens who
saw Sumioka came alone and some brought their parents; some wrote letters,
several signing in blood to testify to their sincerity.36

In early August, Sumioka received the official document seeking a marriage:
‘As you know, the prince is a relative of the Emperor, therefore, please search for
a lady of suitable family status. If you fortunately have good candidates, please
send pictures.’37 From Ethiopia, on September 20, Yamauchi wrote a letter
saying that as soon as Hayle Sellase received an official response from Sumioka,
the Emperor would decide whether Araya would go to Japan or the Japanese
woman would come to Ethiopia. Araya’s parents had agreed to the process.38

On October 28, after whittling down the list to ten women, Sumioka sent their
photos and resumés to Heruy.39

Myriad rumors confounded Westerners. In late 1933, America’s representa-
tive in Addis Ababa tried to unravel the gossip. Southard suggested that the
hubbub in Japanese newspapers had made its way back to Ethiopia. the lega-
tion’s interpreter had heard it bandied about that Araya had joked about marriage
with the Japanese dentist living in Addis Ababa. the dentist suggested the
‘picture-bride’ idea and played up in his contacts with Japan’s press. He
described him as a page at the Imperial Palace and a distant relative of the
Emperor. He did not, however, approach the rank of a prince. Southard
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explained that ‘lij’, Araya’s title, was an appellation given to young men of good
birth and was something like the ‘Honorable’ used by the offspring of British
nobility. Young Ethiopians who traveled abroad, whether of noble or ordinary
birth, he added, often called themselves princes. Araya’s income did not exceed
$50 a month, and Southard added that if he won a Japanese bride, she would
not find her life in Addis Ababa luxurious. remembering conditions in Japan he
had seen during his many visits there between 1907 and 1915, Southard
continued that Ethiopian standards of living and cleanliness were far below those
of the Japanese. He added, ‘Neither does the average Ethiopian compare favor-
ably with the average Japanese in intelligence, efficiency, initiative, and ability in
general.’40

Italians followed news of the coming nuptials closely, and the increase to the
ties of friendship between Japan and Ethiopia sparked alarm among those fearing
Japanese competition in East Africa. Many commentators had confused Araya
with the Crown Prince of Ethiopia and thought it was Hayle Sellase’s son who
was to marry. Some were worrying that the Emperor, satisfied with the progress
of the marriage idea, had decided to grant 1.6 million acres to Japan and was
planning to allow Japanese immigration. these observers thereby directly
connected, incorrectly, the proposed marriage with kitagawa’s schemes.41

In his memoirs, the Emperor clearly understood that the Italians were using
the marriage idea for their own purposes. to quash these rumors, Heruy
summoned Count vinci and asked him, ‘Why does the Italian press bring out
mendacious news of this kind about our heir to the throne? Are you yourself not
well aware that our Crown Prince is married to a wife from his own country?’42

vinci promised to rectify the matter and a week after the conversation, he noti-
fied the Ethiopians that the Italian press had corrected the mistake.43

Not all Japanese were dizzy with marriage fever. On January 18, Juo Hyoron
argued that countries with deep interests in Ethiopia, such as Italy, France, and
Britain, would understand Japan’s ambitions in Africa. the journal then
dismissed Britain and France as unworthy of trust in a crisis, while Italy and
Germany were ‘still somewhat the allies of an isolated Japan. It would be capri-
cious of Japan to undertake an adventure which could hurt Italy’s feelings.’ the
article cynically but sensibly concluded that Japan should reject its dreams in
Ethiopia and refute rumors ‘for the sake of the integrity of the Japanese lady
who is to be sacrificed for the concessions worth only 500,000 yen.’44

Shoji rejected the article in Juo Hyoron and sought to ‘report a true picture
of the marriage issue and Ethiopia’. He could do this because he had ‘read the
correspondence on the marriage issue’.45 to those Japanese who saw Italy as an
ally, Sumioka retorted that, given the current state of relations, Japan could not
count on Italy, while those writing that Japan could, Shoji charged, were no better
than ‘spies purveying treason’.46 Denying the political implications so many
wanted to ascribe to the marriage, Shoji dismissed complaints that Ethiopia, by
working through an attorney, had gone over the head of Foreign Ministry. He
argued that Heruy saw Sumioka ‘as a trustworthy and most suitable person’ to
deal with ‘the most important issue in Prince Araya’s life’.47 He sarcastically
protested that no foreign ministry had ‘a section to mediate international
marriages’, and he pontificated that governments concern themselves with poli-
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tics and economics, while individuals take care of ‘ethical issues such as
marriage’.48

to Shoji’s pleasure, the marriage idea progressed quickly. through books,
photographs, and conversations with Japanese, Ethiopians had studied the rank,
education, culture, and appearance of the candidates. Araya made two prelimi-
nary choices, and on January 19, 1934, Yamauchi sent Shoji a telegram
announcing them. One was tabata Chiiko, the twenty-two-year-old third
daughter of a millionaire businessman. A few days later, Heruy called Yamauchi
to the palace and asked him to cable Sumioka that they had turned to kuroda
Masako, their other choice. they then drank champagne toasts to Ethiopia and
Japan. reports suggested that Araya would be in Japan in February and would
meet kuroda then. they would hold the wedding according to Christian rites in
April or May, first in Japan and then again on the couple’s return to Addis
Ababa.49

the ‘taffy-colored’50 kuroda was the twenty-three-year-old second daughter
of viscount kuroda Hiroyuki of the Forestry Bureau of the Imperial House-
hold. Although descended from the former lord of kazusa, the kuroda family
lived in a tiny suburban house in tokyo. Among the first applicants to marry the
‘chocolate prince of the blood imperial’,51 she had presented her picture and
other credentials to Sumioka without her parents’ knowledge. A high school
graduate, she spoke English fluently, and was one of the first Japanese girls to
win a prize in an English oratorical contest. After applying to be a bridal candi-
date, she studied the habits and customs of Ethiopia through books and conver-
sations with those familiar with conditions there. She admitted she had not met
‘Prince’ Araya when he had visited Japan, but added, ‘I have firmly decided to
go to his country and I am willing to put up with whatever circumstances come
along.’52

At five feet three inches, she was taller than average, and in school kuroda had
been a keen athlete who enjoyed swimming, basketball, volleyball, and tennis. In
an interview in February 1934, she enthusiastically remarked, ‘I understand that
the people of Ethiopia are extremely interested in sports, and I believe that I
shall be able to indulge my taste for athletics when I go there.’53

Amid popular talk of uniting the colored races against whites, kuroda
believed that, given its ever-increasing population, Japan would have to settle
many colonies abroad, and she regarded herself as the first of many who would
immigrate to Ethiopia. kuroda wanted to take four or five women with her, and
so many applied for positions as her servants that she had to move to another
residence to avoid the crowd. kuroda also hoped that by living in Ethiopia she
could help reduce the Anglo-French-Italian rivalries in that country. this could
help preserve political equilibrium in Africa, where Japan wanted to penetrate
peacefully by co-operating with European powers. ‘I will go to Abyssinia as a
woman of Japan determined to uphold the dignity of Japan in the court there,’
she told a reporter. ‘My duties will be difficult, I know, but I am preparing myself
to do well.’54

Japan’s press began carrying stories that Araya had already obtained permis-
sion for the marriage from the Emperor, who had supposedly granted him a large
tract of land. Araya, armed with two books on Japanese architecture and Nanjo
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Shinichi’s advice, was ‘joyful and busy’ planning to build a Japanese-style
bungalow in which he and kuroda would live. Nanjo visited the palace and told
Araya that the viscount kuroda would be accompanying his daughter to
Ethiopia. the prince in turn told the Emperor, who said he would ask the
viscount to stay four or five months and go on a big game hunt.55

SkEPtICAl OBSErvErS

Despite the excitement, by early February many observers were expressing
doubts about the viability of the proposed nuptials. America’s ambassador in
tokyo, Joseph Grew, noted the dearth of information available from govern-
mental sources, and he believed the marriage was without political significance
for the Japanese. two weeks later, Auriti reported that a ‘high official’ in Japan’s
foreign ministry had expressed doubt the two would marry. Apparently, Japan’s
aristocracy and the Imperial Court opposed the project.56

In fact, difficulties had arisen by late February 1934, when kuroda’s mother
admitted that the Imperial Household Department had not yet sanctioned her
daughter’s trip or betrothal. Because kuroda’s father was a peer, the family had
to get its consent. She added that Araya had planned to come to Japan in May
but had indefinitely postponed his visit. the family had received no direct word
from Ethiopia’s royal family, but Sumioka was negotiating the matter. As for
kuroda herself, she pledged, ‘I will go to Ethiopia even in the capacity of a
private citizen, if the Imperial Household authorities should disapprove of my
trip.’57

In March, Grew reported that marriage seemed about to fall through because
of intervention by Japan’s government, even though the press continued to print
colorful stories about Ethiopia and the international romance. Newspapers were
even rehashing an idea, based on a letter from Enomoto Seisaku, in which the
chef had written that Ethiopia’s imperial family would seek a Japanese bride for
the crown prince.58

Not only the Japanese were hesitating. In early March, vinci reported that
Heruy had asked him to oppose the marriage. rumors in Italy and Japan that the
Crown Prince was to be the groom had offended Ethiopia’s imperial house.
Heruy also denounced rumors about negotiations with Japan and that Ethiopia
had granted concessions and was allowing Japanese immigration.59

Southard now reappraised the proposed marriage, which, he wrote, had begun
as a joke but had now taken a more serious turn. the Ethiopians were unusually
reticent about the proposal, but Southard had learned that Hayle Sellase believed
the marriage would help cement political and economic relations with Japan to
Ethiopia’s profit. Flattered and impressed how the idea had seized the fancy of
the international press, Heruy and Hayle Sellase were proud so many had linked
Ethiopia with a people as eminent as the Japanese. Accordingly, the Emperor
inclined toward providing the financial help without which Araya could not
pursue his venture. Southard opined that Hayle Sellase was not likely to commit
himself indefinitely to subsidizing Araya, who was ‘neither actually nor nearly a
Prince.’ Beyond Araya’s inability to provide on his own the standard of living
suitable to a Japanese woman of good birth and upbringing, there was a vast
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distance between Ethiopians and Japanese in thought and customs. ‘Perhaps we
shouldn’t expect too much’ of Araya’s ‘sense of responsibility in such matters
now that he is a national hymeneal hero in the making!’ Southard supposed the
Japanese also hoped the proposed marriage would improve their political and
economic interests, but predicted they would find ‘a mighty jolt of disappoint-
ment and disillusion’. He concluded the Ethiopians had little to offer econom-
ically or politically because they always expected to get more than they intended
to give. the Japanese doubtless did not yet know this, he insisted, but they would
learn, just as had others once hopeful for favor and profit in Ethiopia.60

Ignoring such doubts, women’s magazines in Japan seized upon the topic.
For instance, one in its March issue carried a round table discussion entitled
‘Fairyland Ethiopia that Will receive a Bride for the royal Nephew from Japan’
and explained how Sumioka had selected kuroda. It quoted her, ‘When I heard
the report – “It is decided to be kuroda. Please take means accordingly” – my
heart filled with joy and I exclaimed, “Banzai!”’61 reflecting the popular excite-
ment, a set of dolls for the traditional Girls’ Festival holiday on March 3 was
made especially for her to take to Africa when she got married. Her dolls bore the
crests of the kuroda family and the prince of Ethiopia. long after the marriage
proposal had fallen apart and through the beginning of the Italo-Ethiopian War,
women’s magazines continued to report on Ethiopia.62

In the third week of March, Auriti assured rome that Japanese authorities
had investigated and determined that Araya was not a direct relation to the
Emperor and that he merely worked in the royal court ‘in a minor capacity’. He
added that Japan’s press was reporting that the imperial court was working to
prevent the marriage. Further, the ambassador wrote, Araya had posed as a
prince three years before when visiting Japan as Heruy’s secretary. ‘We under-
stood … while the young man occupied only a minor secretarial position, he was
actually a prince traveling incognito and that he had joined the mission to get
diplomatic experience.’ the Imperial Household had notified the kuroda family
of their new understanding.63

tHE MArrIAGE IDEA IS CAllED OFF

As the public’s excitement reached its peak, the would-be betrothal was actually
dying, and in ways not entirely clear. the Japanese press on April 2 abruptly
reported its cancellation and played up reports from Nanjo that Italian inter-
vention had stopped it. the world’s press quickly picked up the story. Charged
with keeping the aristocracy pristine, the Peerage Bureau had discovered just in
time that Araya was only a ‘page’, and the tokyo government announced it had
broken off the engagement. In yet another version, Ethiopia’s foreign ministry
revealed that the Emperor had squelched the project. While Shoji grumbled that
he had heard nothing from either Heruy or Yamauchi, Heruy complained to
vinci that Nanjo’s interference in Ethiopian affairs, including the marriage, had
surprised him.64

vinci described Nanjo as disgusted at seeing the marriage between Araya and
kuroda ‘dissolve into smoke’. He explained that the philo-Japanese Heruy had
at first supported the marriage but had backtracked when the Japanese had
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discovered that Araya was not a prince of the blood. Further, public opinion in
Ethiopia wondered how, Araya, a Christian, could marry a pagan. then the
Emperor turned against the marriage after the foreign press confused Araya with
the Crown Prince. Nanjo did understand, vinci opined, that kuroda would do
better to look for a husband elsewhere. In his embarrassment, after the commit-
ments assumed by the two parties, Heruy resorted at first to the puerile excuse
that Araya could not marry because he suffered from ‘Celtic disease’,65 to which
Nanjo replied Japan had top-notch specialists for this illness. In any case, the
engagement was broken off, and on April 6 Sumioka telegraphed Heruy that
Japan did not bear a grudge, finishing in English, ‘We love Ethiopia’, and ‘Araya
remains a constant friend in any difficulty’. vinci called Nanjo’s attribution of
blame to Italy’s legation for the collapse engagement ‘most comical’, and rome
assured tokyo that it had not interfered with the projected marriage. turning to
the tie many had believed, he repeated Heruy’s claims that Ethiopia had not
granted any concessions to kitagawa, but he allowed that there had been nego-
tiations and that something might yet materialize.66

Nanjo was complicating matters, and Auriti complained that the journalist
was clouding Italy’s relations with Ethiopia and was simultaneously hurting
Ethiopian pride by making it seem they were willing to submit to Italy’s
approaches. Italians believed he had connections with the armaments industry
and that he had reinforced Ethiopian nationalism by telling Hayle Sellase that,
in case of conflict, Japan would supply airplanes and poison gas to Ethiopia.
Sugimura assured Foreign Minister Fulvio Suvich that he was unfamiliar with
Nanjo and that, in any case, he was a private citizen and his newspaper’s respon-
sibility. Japan’s government was playing no role in Nanjo’s activities.67

Worried that the spoiled marriage might ruin relations between Ethiopia and
Japan, at the end of the first week of April Sumioka reassured Heruy with a
telegram promising that ‘Even if difficulties arise, our friendship will not
change’68 and that Japan did not bear any grudge. He finished in English, ‘We
love Ethiopia’, and ‘Araya remains a constant friend in any difficulty.’69 two days
later, Sumioka wrote to Mussolini expressing sorrow if Italy was obstructing the
marriage and asking for his co-operation in promoting it. On April 28, the same
day the letter arrived in rome, Yamauchi wrote to Sumioka stating that Araya
was facing difficulties at court and the marriage scheme was falling apart.70

On his return from Ethiopia in April 1934, Haniyu Chotaro had a keener
appreciation of the situation than did most. He declared that although the
marriage had created a sensation in Japan, Ethiopians were paying scant atten-
tion to it. He threw cold water on those enthusiastic for the marriage, noting
that Araya was not a prince and that the foreign ministry had nothing to do with
the marriage. He added, ‘Some time ago, an Italian newspaper sarcastically
remarked that Japan intends to invade Africa with “kisses between the dark and
the black by having a daughter of a Japanese peer married to an Ethiopian”’.
Noting that Ethiopia’s press from the outset had been taciturn, he finished in
Southard-like terms: ‘If Miss kuroda really wants to marry Ababa, she had
better, I think, personally inspect the actual conditions of Ethiopia.’71

Shoji, on the other hand, passionately argued against such thinking. He
pointed out the irony that Ethiopia’s representative in Italy, Afewerq Gebre
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Iyesus, had married an Italian woman, leaving no room for rome to oppose
Araya’s marriage. Shoji then stressed the private nature of the marriage proposal
and referred to the old saying, ‘Strange and sweet is how the knot of love is
tied.’72 the betrothal had sprouted as an expression of mutual warmth devel-
oping between the Japanese and Ethiopian peoples, and the marriage proposal
was merely one of its fruits, and friendly relations between the two would
increase regardless of its success or failure. Shoji understood the diplomatic and
racial implications of the marriage issue. those loving Japan, he wrote, and
wanting to promote Ethiopia’s rapid development, had to ‘understand that this
ethnic issue is not contingent, temporary, or imagined’, but rather was
purposeful with ‘important economic, political, and cultural meanings. …
Whites still discriminate against colored peoples. We must understand that the
success of this Ethiopian marriage issue embodies the first practical step toward
racial equality and the unity of Oriental peoples.’73

On October 6, rome’s embassy in tokyo issued a communiqué declaring its
friendship with Addis Ababa. the Italians again rejected the idea that Italy
desired aggression against Ethiopia or had been interested in the marriage.74

Despite assurances toward the end of the year from Japan’s Imperial House-
hold Department that the romance between kuroda and Araya had died, the
issue continued to rankle and confuse. Enemies of Ethiopia and Japan continued
to write about the threat the proposed union posed long after the quasi-betrothal
had withered away and they had every cause to know that it had never carried the
policy implications feared. Some believed that Emperor Hirohito was bitter
toward the Italians because their protests had broken off the proposed marriage.
Others such as the British minister in Addis Ababa argued that Ethiopia’s
Emperor did not want to support his financially not-so-well-endowed relative.
Heruy, in fact, later spoke of the marriage rumors as ‘Fairy-tales! Goodness
knows where they sprang from!’75

roman Procházka, as hyperventilated as ever, feared that the Ethiopians and
Japanese had hatched plans for ‘marriages between the [2,000] eligible Japanese
settlers … and native Abyssinian women’. they ‘intended to produce a new race
of leaders in the united revolt of the coloured peoples against the white races’.76

the marriage between ‘princess’ kuroda and ‘prince’ Araya was to have jump-
started the plot.

Always willing to provoke tensions, the international communist press
asserted that it was rome’s diplomatic pressure that likely quashed the projected
marriage between the ‘wealthy’ Japanese girl and the Ethiopian ‘prince’.77 the
president of the National Council of trade Unions of Japan, the largest group
of workers in the country, declared so while visiting the United States in July
1935. As another example, one book published in 1936 thundered against
Japanese imperialistic advances throughout the world and added that the
‘marriage of an Abyssinian prince to the daughter of a Japanese noble’ enabled
the Japanese ‘to equip airdromes in Ethiopian and to receive a cotton concession
there’.78 the Soviets helped create a symbiosis with Italy’s press by, for example,
repeating an article discussing Japan’s claims on Australia, India, and Indo-
China and detailing Japanese dumping, particularly in Ethiopia. the Moscow
Daily News laid out the stakes, concluding that ‘the Japanese policy [on]
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Abyssinia constitutes an exceptional danger to Europe’.79 Clearly, for Moscow,
the truth was less importance than was the need to draw on any potential anti-
Japanese argument.

In Japan, as well, the marriage idea limped on for some time. As late as
November 1935, the press continued to play up the romance as well as the agri-
cultural concession, the opium monopoly, and Japanese immigration to
Ethiopia.80

MArrIAGE EPIlOGUES

Several epilogues drove home the point the American legation in Addis Ababa
had made some time before, namely that the proposed marriage was but a ‘comic
touch’.81 At 8 p.m. on July 24, 1935, a policeman noted a suspicious-looking
woman in black afternoon dress who had been walking up and down the street
near Ueno Park in tokyo for two hours. He disguised himself as a worker and
arrested her. As it turned out, she had earlier reported to this same policeman
that she had lost her purse and a little money. Giving a false name, she had
borrowed a small sum from him. Although she disclosed her real name when
arrested and explained she had been waiting for a friend, the policeman still
suspected she was a communist and took her to the Ueno police station. the
police, however, shortly released the twenty-three-year-old kuroda.82

She was not through making news for behavior uncommon among well-bred
Japanese women. In February 1936, newspapers reported that she had disap-
peared from her father’s tokyo home in September in 1935. the family had kept
her disappearance secret until a report surfaced that she had personally applied
for a job in tokyo. Why had she left her home? Her father had begun negotia-
tions for her marriage with the son of a Japanese millionaire from korea, but
kuroda herself rejected the idea, telling a former teacher that she did not want
to marry a man of property or position, but wished for a man leading a sincere
life. Because her parents did not want her working for a living, they could have
forced her to accept the marriage if she had remained at home. Having left, she
eventually wrote a letter to her mother to tell her she was living with a school
friend and was looking for a job. If her parents thought this too disgraceful to
family dignity, she continued, she would willingly agree to having her name
removed from the family registry.83

Araya, for his part, fled Ethiopia with Hayle Sellase when the Italians took
over in May 1936. Amid rumors of an Italian-sponsored effort to bribe
Ethiopians to assassinate their Emperor, he was among the three sent to check
on the loyalty of Ethiopians then in Europe. He left the Emperor’s suite and
took the train to Paris and then to Calais. In the meantime, the Emperor went
directly to England. Araya met him in london and went with him to Bath in
1937. that same year, Araya went to New York to mobilize support for an inde-
pendent Ethiopia. In 1938, while he was back in Bath, kuroda invited him to
stay in a family home in the countryside until he decided what to do. Although
he did not accept, he long remained grateful for the offer.84
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Tsuchida Yutaka’s inspection tour of Ethiopia,
May-July 1934

By dramatizing the potential for increasing Japanese influence in Ethiopia, the
marriage, although unconsummated, complicated their diplomacy with all states
also having interests in Ethiopia. Consequently, tokyo could not leave
unwatched those ambitious individuals, for example, the director of Nikkei-sha,
who were going to Ethiopia with inadequate planning and searching for Pan-
Asiatic adventures. In February 1934, the foreign ministry decided to send an
official to examine conditions in Ethiopia and publicly explained why. Japan was
facing reports that Ethiopia intended to approve an extensive land lease to
Japanese businessmen and that Ethiopia’s royal family wished to arrange a
marriage with a Japanese noble family. Noting Ethiopia’s pro-Japanese attitude,
the explanation continued, ‘When Japanese extend their business to Ethiopia, we
need to understand the domestic conditions of this country and carefully
consider its delicate international position. Otherwise, our plans will fail, or we
will unnecessarily invite the envy and misunderstanding of other major coun-
tries.’85

On May 3, the foreign ministry ordered tsuchida Yutaka, Embassy Secre-
tary and Consul at Geneva, to go to Ethiopia, and tokyo would let his report
determine its future relations with the East African country. tsuchida left
Geneva on May 13, and, traveling via Marseilles and Djibouti, he arrived in
Addis Ababa on June 15. Calling at all the local legations, he told vinci that,
while Japan had made economic advances in Ethiopia, it was “inconceivable”
that his country had received any concessions. Southard deduced that tsuchida
was to report to the foreign ministry on the advisability of quickly setting up
Japanese diplomatic and consular representation in Addis Ababa.86

Although the Emperor delayed in seeing him, with tsuchida’s arrival, the
Ethiopians regained hope in Japan. Heruy promised him that Ethiopia would
‘maintain its complete open-door policy to Japan and Japanese people’.87 He
hoped Japan would quickly accept his proposal for giving privileged condi-
tions to Japan, and he declared that he would help the Japanese to open a lega-
tion. On July 2, the Emperor told tsuchida of his wish for co-operation and
that he wanted to open discussions with Japan. Hayle Sellase inquired about
cheap automobiles, which the Japanese could deliver to Addis Ababa for about
20 per cent of the retail cost of a Ford. the head of the Ethiopia’s industrial
department proposed to tsuchida that Japan set up a munitions factory in
Ethiopia. the day before tsuchida’s departure from Ethiopia, Heruy officially
asked to send ten Ethiopian pilots to Japan. Heruy also placed an official order
for 7,000 infantry rifles, 3,000 cavalry rifles, and 350 light and 48 heavy
machine guns.88

vinci reported that Hayle Sellase had given a dinner in tsuchida’s honor and
had awarded him a medal in addition to the usual gifts of lion and monkey skins.
vinci saw the major impact of tsuchida’s visit as the decision to set up a Japanese
legation in Addis Ababa in January. Japan’s government, he wrote, had already
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approved the project, but for budgetary reasons the Diet had temporarily
suspended it.89

On his return to Japan, tsuchida produced a devastating report. the
Ethiopians had several complaints, he wrote. Japan’s press, they grumbled, had
written about the Nikkei-sha affair as if Ethiopia had signed a concession land
to cultivate poppies and the league’s Anti-Opium Bureau had discussed the
issue. Japan’s press had covered the betrothal as if Araya were the heir to
Ethiopia’s throne. these articles had harmed Ethiopia’s relations with other
states and had provoked complaints from Mussolini. Further, Japanese
merchants had disclosed confidential arrangements through which Ethiopia was
foregoing their customs duties, drawing protests from vexed legations in Addis
Ababa. Even worse, Haniyu had gone to Ethiopia in 1933 with a fake commis-
sion from the Foreign Ministry. He had signed a few contracts with Ethiopia’s
government but never fulfilled them. Feeling swindled and having expected
much from the Japanese, Ethiopian disappointment had turned to distrust and
even hatred.90

tsuchida’s report turned to Ethiopia’s trade. the head of the Japanese Cotton
thread and Cloth Guild, Irie kanae, had pointed out the inefficiency and imma-
turity of Ethiopia’s administration, which made preparing official statistics
impossible. the Japanese had to deduce Ethiopia’s trade by using the export–
import statistics of the Djibouti–Addis Ababa railroad and then subtracting
those figures from the general statistics for French Somaliland. Japan could
thereby fix the quantity of goods, but it remained difficult to demonstrate prices.
According to the statistics for 1933, the price Ethiopia’s imports of ‘cotton low-
quality cloth’ and ‘cotton textile goods and thread’ was about 56 per cent of the
country’s entire imports. Among these, Japanese goods made up 85 per cent of
the low-quality cloth and 65 per cent of the cotton thread. In monetary value,
Japanese goods occupied about 45 per cent of Ethiopia’s entire imports. Japanese
goods held ‘decisively overwhelming power’ in low-quality cotton cloth.91

those diplomats who had visited Ethiopia, such as kuroki, Mushanokoji,
and Yoshida, had pointed out Ethiopia’s importance exclusively from its possi-
bilities as a cotton market. If Japan’s merchants captured Japanese goods
imported by Indian, Armenian, and Greek merchants, they could profit. there
was, however, no guarantee of increasing the quantity of exports of cotton cloth
itself, and there was no outcry among Japanese entrepreneurs for their govern-
ment to set up a diplomatic establishment. this explains Irie’s reticence toward
Ethiopia. Even Japan’s diplomats saw opening a consulate in Ethiopia as only
developing and securing a future market.92

tsuchida, however, added a political nuance to this economic argument – to
protect Ethiopia’s independence from the imperialist predations of Britain,
France, and Italy. ‘to promote Ethiopia’s development, make Japanese policy
aid Ethiopia economically, developmentally, and culturally. … [t]he hope is to
take a pragmatic position to protect Ethiopia’s independence and thereby protect
established Japanese interests, in case European countries, especially England,
Italy and France, express their traditional ambitions in Ethiopia in the future.’
tsuchida confessed that the three would object; yet he was optimistic. ‘the
Great Powers cannot oppose this policy openly, if we lead Ethiopia gradually,
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without haste, as a developing and independent country in Africa and if we try
to advance ourselves into Ethiopia without political ambitions.’ tsuchida noted
that the penetration of Japanese goods into world markets had become a global
matter. He continued, ‘Ethiopia is the only independent, sovereign state on the
African continent that eagerly expects the spread of Japanese goods and
welcomes with an open door our advances.’93

tsuchida recommended Japanese advance in all areas. Concerning commerce,
the issue was to what degree Japanese merchants could replace existing foreign
merchants and establish better control over their exports. On industry, he
confessed that its development by the Ethiopian people themselves might prove
difficult because of their customary disdain for labor. ‘there is no doubt’,
however, ‘that it will be advantageous for us to run various industries extensively.’
On mining, he saw that there was an untouched treasury of raw materials,
Ethiopia having granted few concessions to foreigners. timber also had ‘a bright
future’, and extensive fertile lands would stimulate profitable plantations after
finding out which crops suited the climate.94

Having concluded that ‘Opportunity favors our advance into Ethiopia, and we
must act now’,95 tsuchida advised that Japan should immediately set up a lega-
tion in Addis Ababa and send a plenipotentiary minister, who would become
Ethiopia’s most important adviser. He proposed opening a consulate at either
Djibouti or Aden as a second option. tsuchida stressed that Ethiopia could serve
as a strategic base for advancing into nearby regions, especially East Africa and
the Middle East. Creating a presence would provide the foundation for all other
initiatives and would be essential for negotiating with Ethiopia in case other
countries tried to stop Japan’s advances. An official presence would also help
control irresponsible Japanese merchants and companies. At the end of his
report, tsuchida suggested that all Japanese ministries should co-operate and
encourage civilians to increase their activities in Ethiopia. tsuchida advised that
tokyo immediately send scholars to research Ethiopia’s languages.96

In the third week of November,vice Foreign Minister Shigemitsu approached
Auriti and ‘spontaneously’ told him that rumors of a Japanese military going to
Ethiopia were as false as those about land concessions. Japan, he asserted, had no
political aims in Ethiopia and its economic interests were not much more than a
little business through commercial agents in Ethiopia. Japan wanted to establish
a legation in Addis Ababa in order to keep an eye on these agents.97

To the WelWel incident & the end of 1934

It is unclear how the government in tokyo received tsuchida’s report. the
Japanese never built a munitions manufacturing plant in Ethiopia, and the
Ethiopians could legitimately claim they had neither purchased Japanese arms
nor granted concessions to any Japanese. Japan’s finance ministry in August 1934
at last budgeted for establishing a legation in Ethiopia in 1935.98

Many in the West continued riding the theme of Japanese trade inroads. they
noted that the Japanese had exported money and flattery to Ethiopia and that
they had vast plans to make it a modern, industrial, and independent nation.

Alliance of the Colored Peoples

94

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 94



the Japanese had promised to perform this miracle within a few years – just as
they had transformed themselves. they wanted to colonize this distant land
because, as a maritime power, they wished to deny Britain free passage through
the red Sea. Britain could not allow Japan to have a maritime, commercial, and
industrial base in Africa and would do everything to destroy it. the Italians were
feeling the competition of Japanese textiles in Ethiopia’s market. As the sole
surviving independent, native African state, Ethiopia, twisting Europe’s tail, was
drawing toward Japan.99

Aggressive Japanese sales threatened Italian and European interests not only
in Ethiopia but also in Europe. For example, in early autumn 1934, Italy forbade
imports of Japanese rayon and imposed quotas on other goods.100 Bitter because
Japanese competition had nearly killed their toy industry, in December the
Germans discovered another perfidious threat to white supremacy. Yellow
Japanese dolls were flooding the world at low prices and were replacing white
dolls in the hands of Asia’s and Africa’s children. One newspaper predicted that
the ultimate psychological effect would be enormous.101

On December 30, 1934, the Egyptian Mail editorialized on Italy’s expan-
sionist aims in the red Sea and Ethiopia and on the attitudes of the interested
powers. Britain and France were tacitly supporting Italy’s developing economic
sphere of interest, and Italy wished to share control of Djibouti with France.
Neither Japan, which had plans for economic penetration with low-priced
goods, nor Great Britain could view such a development complacently. the
paper continued, ‘Abyssinia serves at present as a useful buffer State between
possessions in the hinterland on the one hand and expansionist ideas on the
other, and any weakening of the country’s position would be regarded with
considerable misgivings.’ the editorial remarked that Japan had ‘been putting
her finger in the pie’ and implied that the long-simmering conflict between
Italy and Ethiopia was coming to a head because of Japan’s entry into Ethiopia’s
market.102

Meanwhile, tokyo announced that former Under-Secretary General of the
league of Nations, Dr Sugimura Yotaro, would succeed Matsushima as its
ambassador in rome. Sugimura admired Mussolini, and his daughter would
later convert to Catholicism while in Italy. A pragmatist, he believed Japan’s rela-
tions with rome were more important than its relations with Addis Ababa.
Sugimura left Japan on October 4 by passenger ship, bound for the United States
and Canada and thence to london, where he arrived on November 9. From
there, he sailed to rome.103

While Sugimura was still at sea, Afewerq Gebre Iyesus declared that Ethiopia
held no aggressive intentions toward Italy and would adhere to the 1928 treaty
of Friendship and Arbitration. In response, on October 6 Italy’s embassy in
tokyo issued a communiqué declaring its friendly intentions. the Italian
embassy also took the opportunity to deny formally that the proposed marriage
between a ‘notable’ Ethiopian and ‘a Japanese young lady’ had ever interested
rome.104

Southard, meanwhile, analyzed Ethiopia’s military preparedness that Italy
found so threatening. He reported that the Belgian military mission had partially
trained fewer than 10,000 Ethiopian troops. these natives, although brave, had
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no uniforms or related equipment, wore neither shoes nor hats, and shuffled
along with no more marching order or organization ‘than flocks of sheep’.
Medical, sanitary, commissary, and related branches of military organization
were elementary and inadequate. the Ethiopians had to import all military
supplies at great cost of time and money – and through European-controlled
ports. the strength of Ethiopian artillery and its air force was negligible. In guer-
rilla warfare, on the other hand, Southard thought they might acquit themselves
well. Italians, fixated on outside help to Ethiopia, especially from Japan, were
ignoring this military reality.105

At last in rome, on November 28 Sugimura spoke with Fulvio Suvich about
Japan’s trade relations, including opening a legation in Addis Ababa. He
explained that China and India could not absorb all the goods Japan was
exporting, and the excess was flowing elsewhere, including Ethiopia. Sugimura
expressed his hope for better trade with Italy.106

rome connected Japan’s policies in Asia and Ethiopia. Explaining why Italy
recently had militarily reinforced its colonies of Eritrea and Somaliland,
Alessandro lessona, Under-Secretary of Colonies, clarified Italy’s position in a
speech at Naples in late 1934. ‘In the Far East,’ he said, ‘the political situation
tends to get worse’. Europe had complex and important interests in Asia, but
Japan was challenging them. ‘Japan,’ lessona added, ‘for the first time in history,
offers the example of a people of 80,000,000 inhabitants extraordinarily devel-
oped economically, industrially and in a military way.’ He got to the nub: ‘the
birth rate, energy and spirit of sacrifice of the Japanese, the imperious necessity
for always seeking new markets – all these combine to make Japan a very great
danger for Europe. … the more one restrains the Japanese expansion in the
East, the more she will try to expand in other sectors and in other continents, as
is proved already by Japan’s activity in Ethiopia.’ lessona ominously added that
Africa could represent the final objective of Japanese expansion. ‘to draw the
Dark Continent into her own orbit would signify for Japan not so much [an]
acquisition of power [but] as a means of depriving Europe of the possibility of
using Africa for the defense of her civilization.’107

On December 5, 1934, the WelWel Incident broke headlines around the
world. WelWel was an important watering hole sixty miles inside Ethiopia’s
border, where Italian and Ethiopian troops fired on each other. Mussolini chose
to make the incident a casus belli by demanding unacceptable reparations. As part
of this campaign, Italy’s leader Mussolini cited the Yellow Peril and merged his
wrath toward Ethiopia with his suspicions toward Japan.108

Not everyone trembled before Il Duce’s power. Within a week after WelWel,
a group of Jews and turks in Istanbul, all veterans of trade missions to Japan, met
at a restaurant. they mocked Italian ambitions, and they looked to Japan, which
had ‘many officers and even a navy to send’ for Ethiopia’s salvation.109

Fearing Mussolini was angling for war, Afewerq visited the Japanese ambas-
sador on December 21 to seek help. He said that Japan was Ethiopia’s last resort
given the league’s immobility. Following his instructions, Sugimura explained
he had no authority to commit Japan to providing weapons to Ethiopia. He threw
him a sop – Japan wished to expand its economic interests there. While Japan was
sensitive to any Italian effort to monopolize economic relations with Ethiopia,
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official Japan would not do more. Despite this cold water, Afewerq continued
his contacts with the Japanese.110

the storm of right-wing-fanned popular opinion aside, the Japanese govern-
ment had set its policy to remain neutral in the crisis. In his meeting with
Sugimura on December 23, Mussolini complained that Japan was actively
supplying weapons and ammunition to Ethiopia. As instructed, the ambassador
assured the incredulous Il Duce that Japan’s plans to open a legation in Ethiopia
were merely to normalize diplomatic and commercial relations between the two
countries. Sugimura clearly told Mussolini that Japan had no political ambitions
in Ethiopia. this meeting marked the beginning of Sugimura’s assiduous efforts
to placate Italy over Ethiopia as well as to dampen his own country’s ultra-nation-
alists. 111

Conclusion

In 1934, and encouraged by Pan-Asianist exhortations to racial solidarity, some
Japanese businessmen saw Ethiopia as a potential market, a source for raw mate-
rials, and an opportunity for concessions and colonization. Many Ethiopians
responded positively to these approaches, even as Westerners became alarmed.
the proposed marriage between Araya and kuroda personified the great expec-
tations and the profound disappointments of Japanese and Ethiopians alike – as
well as the incredible paranoia of the Italians. Defying these hopes and fears,
tsuchida Yutaka’s report detailed the problems facing the Japanese in exploiting
Ethiopian markets.

tsuchida proved correct. the coming year put Japanese notions toward
Ethiopia to a harsh trial in the crucible of realpolitik. Pan-Asiatic romanticism
failed this test.
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8
The Sugimura Affair

July 1935

the eventual rapprochement between Italy and Japan, marked first by
the Anti-Comintern Pact of 1936 and ultimately by a common war against
the Allies between 1941 and 1945, began with the Sugimura Affair in July
1935.1

Italo-Japanese tension continues to build

EArlY 1935

In the first half of 1935, the world’s newspapers published many excited rumors
about Japanese intrigues in Ethiopia. Addis Ababa and tokyo, by contrast,
consistently stressed the limited nature of their relations. For example, Ethiopia’s
consul in Egypt told the press that several Japanese had negotiated to start busi-
nesses in Ethiopia but had failed. He insisted that Ethiopia was not favoring
Japan at the expense of any other country. In fact, Japanese economic interests
in Ethiopia were ‘nil’, and their colony consisted only of ‘three individuals: one
dealer in bric-a-brac, one clerk, and one porter’.2

While diplomatic representatives of many nations were insistently reporting
to their respective ministries the limited nature of Japanese inroads in Ethiopia,
many governments, especially the Italian and Soviet, rejected this. It would be
easy to dismiss their bloviating as mere Machiavellian duplicity designed to
maneuver others into either an anti-Ethiopian or an anti-Japanese front. Easy,
but only half true. Documents, especially Italian foreign ministry documents,
also suggest the real – even if paranoid – fear that the rumors represented
reality.

In early January 1935, the French government reported that as many as a thou-
sand Japanese families a month were immigrating to Ethiopia to settle land
concessions of one million square kilometers. Despite disorder and difficult
communications, they had settled in the provinces of Shoa, Arusi, Ara, Adal, and
Wollo, as well as a notable settlement at Sidani, where they supposedly had under-
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taken considerable cultivation, road building, and irrigation work. the French
further reported that the Japanese were helping reorganize Ethiopia’s army.3

Sugimura, trying to dispel such nonsense, gave an interview to the La
Tribuna of rome on January 22. He emphatically denied that the Japanese army
had sent instructors to Ethiopia. On Japan’s economic penetration of Ethiopia,
Sugimura explained that ‘certain middlemen – mostly Jewish’ – in kobe had
bought Japanese goods, which they were exporting to Ethiopia. He also rejected
rumors of a projected marriage between a Japanese princess and an Ethiopian
prince. the ambassador reassuringly added that Italy could pursue its interests
in Asia without fear of Japanese opposition. there was a vast Chinese market
to exploit, provided China enjoyed peace and tranquility. Sugimura added that
Manchukuo now had a stable government and currency and therefore the
question of Italy’s recognition of Japan’s client state was unimportant. He
averred that Japan and Italy might well come to a mutually profitable, recip-
rocal trade agreement, specifically suggesting that Japan could import Italian
wine. Finally, after expressing admiration for the Duce and Italian institutions,
Sugimura said he favored student and faculty exchanges between his country
and Italy.4

Amid these increasing tensions, sometimes the Italians and Ethiopians
showed signs of wanting peace. While Mussolini assured Afewerq that he wanted
an amicable solution of Italy’s problems with Ethiopia, Ethiopia swore peaceful
intentions toward Italy. tekle Hawaryat, however, acknowledged that false
rumors of cheap Japanese goods, including war materials, pushing their way into
Africa as they had into Europe and the Americas disturbed Europeans. In truth,
there were fewer than a dozen Japanese in the whole country, Ethiopia was not
superseding Belgian military instructors with a Japanese military mission, and
no Japanese had any political influence.5

vinci from Addis Ababa supported the demurrals of Japan and Ethiopia. He
again rejected assertions that Japanese technicians were in Ethiopia or that a
Japanese military mission would replace the Belgian one. vinci did allow,
however, that a Japanese naval delegation might come to negotiate for supplying
Ethiopia with airplanes. When one of America’s representatives in Addis Ababa
told the Italian minister he had seen no evidence of Japanese penetration, he also
asked why this concerned him. vinci replied that he was constantly receiving
inquiries from rome based on press reports. More denials in March, however,
did little to quell the international excitement.6

At the same time, Italian fears had some foundation. In mid-February, Ital-
ians worried about the interest Japan’s military was taking in Ethiopia and
Italy’s military buildup. And when Sugimura asserted that the British, French,
and Italians had exaggerated the pro-Japanese atmosphere in Ethiopia, his
statements upset Japan’s Pan-Asian nationalists, who were hostile to rome,
and its policies in China, and sympathetic to Ethiopian resistance against white
aggression. Wishing to control the vast potential sales to Ethiopia’s millions,
these Japanese asserted that Italians feared Japan’s salesmen in Ethiopia
unloading their ‘cheap gimcracks which so fascinate semi-civilized popula-
tions’.7

Alliance of the Colored Peoples

102

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 102



SIGNS OF ItAlO-JAPANESE CO-OPErAtION

All between Japan and Italy was not sour. Several minor but symbolically impor-
tant matters pointed to the possibility that Italy and Japan could co-operate,
despite tensions over Ethiopia and China.

Both rome and tokyo wanted to host the twelfth Olympiad of 1940. Before
leaving for Oslo, Norway, on February 19, 1935 to attend the meeting of the
International Olympic Committee, Ambassador Sugimura assured the press in
rome that Japan would not help Ethiopia in the event of hostilities with Italy.
three days later, Italy said it would waive its claim to hold the 1940 Olympics at
rome in favor of tokyo on condition that the 1944 games take place in rome.
Despite diplomatic wavering over the coming months, the Italians did with
reasonable grace give way to the Japanese on this decision.8

the Japanese and Italians also co-operated in long-distance radio transmis-
sions. Exchanging musical broadcasts on February 24, la Scala Grand Opera
Company broadcast from Milan a comedy by ruggero leoncavallo, Pagliacci,
and the Japan Broadcasting Symphony Orchestra reciprocated with a selection
from Yamada kosaku’s grand opera Ayame. Japan’s papers favorably noted other
musical connections, for example, commenting on a Japanese singer, married to
an Italian, who had sung in Italy for thirteen years.9

there was more. the Italians were actively seeking Japanese tourists, and
Mussolini wished to further friendly relations through exchanges of professors
and students. In early July 1935, newspapers announced that a law professor
from tokyo Imperial University and an authority on commercial law was to be
a visiting professor at the University of rome. the proposal for the exchange of
scholars had come in the name of the Central Asia-Far Eastern Society, organ-
ized in rome with the patronage of Italy’s leaders. Japan also opened direct
phone communications with rome.10

there were other expressions of good will. La Stampa sent a correspondent,
Dr l.M. rea, to Japan. He was to stay there for about two months and then
proceed to Manchukuo and China. Speaking to the Pan-Pacific Club of tokyo,
he noted that Italy and Japan were young nations, both having relatively recently
achieved independence and having large young populations. Both were seeking
to increase their population size and were marching along the same political
road. Calling it an ‘eye-opener’ for those more sympathetic toward China than
to Japan, the Japanese also praised a book by Francesco tomaselli, who had been
a Far Eastern correspondent. From March 1934, he had spent four months
touring through the Japanese islands and the remote corners of Manchukuo.11

MOrE tENSION

Most of the world, however, primarily saw tension between rome and tokyo.
Adding fuel to Europe’s fears, in March, Sugimura publicly announced that
Japan would open a legation at Addis Ababa.12

In early March Joseph Grew disparagingly noted that European newspapers
were still writing that Ethiopia wanted to promote mixed marriages between
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Japanese and Ethiopians and that the Japanese wanted to penetrate Ethiopia.
Hirota had assured Grew that beyond their treaty of commerce, no other treaties
bound Ethiopia and Japan, and he described rumors of preferential rights, cotton
cultivation, land concessions, opium cultivation, and secret negotiations as
myths. there were only a few Japanese tradesmen in Ethiopia, plus an interme-
diary for the kuroda marriage proposal, ‘this little sentimental but fruitless
romance’. the idea that anyone would promote mixed marriages was ‘utter
rubbish’. Hirota told Grew that since arriving in rome in October, Sugimura
had been explaining tokyo’s views. He was pointing out ‘the inanity of the
legends about Ethiopia’ Europe’s press was absurdly propagating. Hirota further
assured Grew that Mussolini knew how matters stood.13

Ethiopia was offering similar assurances to the Americans. On March 6,
Heruy told them that Ethiopia had not granted any concessions, nor had any
Japanese applied for one. to foil the influence of Ethiopia’s three neighboring
colonies, Hayle Sellase had encouraged various powers to set up legations and
consulates in Ethiopia. likewise, he had urged the Japanese to send an official
representative, but tokyo had not yet considered it worthwhile to do so. While
‘a wealthy Japanese merchant, acting in an honorary capacity’ represented
Ethiopia in Japan, there was no Japanese representative in Ethiopia – despite
several official missions and talk of setting up a Japanese legation. Blaming rome
for spreading falsehoods, Heruy emphatically rejected rumors in the foreign
press of Japanese penetration and colonization in Ethiopia.14

In late April, the rengo news agency acknowledged that Hayle Sellase was
interested in Japanese help because it was far away and posed no threat. the
Japanese news agency, however, rejected claims in the Soviet and Italian press
that Ethiopia was granting special facilities to Japanese imports. the agency
debunked all the familiar canards such as the marriage plans and plantations to
cultivate cotton and opium poppies. Where price was the predominant consid-
eration, European goods could not compete on equal terms, and Japan had
acquired a predominant share of Ethiopia’s imports. the total volume of trade,
however, was small, and transportation in and out of Ethiopia was ‘scanty’ and
‘expensive’. Besides, Manchuria was closer. rengo wrote that the Soviet Union
had joined Italy in denouncing Japan’s alleged designs on Ethiopia.15

rome’s representatives in tokyo concurred, insisting that Japan was not
funneling any military help to Ethiopia, although on May 15 Auriti visited the
foreign ministry to protest an article written by Shoji, which sympathized with
Ethiopia. By late April, Shoji had left Bombay on his way to Djibouti and thence
to Addis Ababa.16

In Addis Ababa on May 11, Emperor Hayle Sellase spoke with a correspon-
dent from the Osaka Asahi newspaper. He said that Ethiopia would try to keep
the peace. Facing Italy’s military buildup, however, ‘the Ethiopian nation is
ready to rise and fight to the last man,’ said the ‘descendant of king Solomon’.
Ethiopia would not bow to ‘unjust threats’. the Emperor insisted that Ethiopia
had kept a ‘disadvantageous peace’ in adhering to its 1928 treaty with Italy and
the league of Nations Covenant. Italy, however, was continuing its ‘malevolent
propaganda’ and was massing its troops on the border despite promising to await
arbitration. the Emperor doubted that Italy would keep the peace.17

Alliance of the Colored Peoples

104

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 104



the Emperor was not wrong. Mussolini provocatively blamed the tension on
Ethiopia’s trade discrimination and obstruction of normal business relations.
He charged that Ethiopia’s concessions granted to foreign powers endangered
Europe, when those concessions favored an ‘Oriental power’, that is, Japan. ‘We
have tried conciliation and a policy of patience in East Africa. Now we work for
peace and security in our colonies by impressing our African neighbors that we
are in Africa to stay with all our forces and to play our full part in its inevitable
economic development.’18

In May, Japan’s foreign ministry received a military report on Italy’s brewing
conflict with Ethiopia. Despite Ethiopia’s wish to resolve border issues through
league action, Italy would not hesitate to use force, and the report predicted
that Italy and Ethiopia would not be able to resolve matters peacefully. the mili-
tary’s report added that Italy’s efforts to assume a friendly attitude toward Addis
Ababa would fail because Ethiopia’s public opinion was strongly anti-Italian.
Italy, however, would not immediately start a large-scale military action, which
would invite British and French intervention, but would pull strings according
to well-prepared plans. to protect its interests in Ethiopia, Britain with France
would try to mediate the conflict, and Italy would have to consider seriously
mediation because military action without British approval would cause prob-
lems. Japanese goods were damaging Italy’s economic advance into Ethiopia, and
Ethiopian sentiments favoring Japan were antagonizing Italians against Japan.
Italian successes in Ethiopia would thwart Japanese advances; Japan, therefore,
needed to move quickly. therefore, Japan needed to move quickly. Further,
because the Djibouti–Addis Ababa railroad provided the only modern trans-
portation to Ethiopia, Japanese goods would suffer discrimination if Italy
assumed even partial control over the railroad. Finally, Ethiopian intellectuals,
worrying about the power of white peoples, had a strong sense of nationalism and
wished that Japan should become Ethiopia’s friendly teacher. the report bluntly
concluded that if Japan did not intervene, Italy would destroy the 3000–year-
old black empire.19

Confirming Sugimura’s denials, Italy’s royal Consul in kobe in late May
found no evidence that Japan was shipping arms to Ethiopia.20 Italy’s intelli-
gence service determined that Ethiopia’s arms suppliers were European, with
Spain, Sweden, Germany, and Belgium the lead culprits. Italy, in fact, was
already attacking Germany as a supplier of weapons to Ethiopia. Such paranoia
over weapons and military advisers for Ethiopia excited Italy’s diplomacy.
Although Mussolini had admitted that Japan had no military and political ambi-
tions in Ethiopia, paranoia over weapons, military advisers, and race issues
continued to excite Italy’s diplomacy.21

In this atmosphere, Japanese nationalists continued to try to move tokyo’s
policy. About sixty Black Dragon nationalists held a meeting in tokyo on June
4. Having decided that Italy was sending troops to Africa and was tenaciously
taking a hard diplomatic line to thwart Japan’s economic advance, they talked
about sending a group to Ethiopia. the membership saw the conflict between
Italy and Ethiopia as pitting white and colored peoples against each other, and
Japan had to support Ethiopia, which admired, praised, and respected Japan.
their resolution encouraged the Ethiopians to show their traditional military
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and diplomatic spirit, and it called on Italy to solve the Ethiopian problem
according to international justice and world peace. the members visited Italy’s
embassy in tokyo to report their resolution, and they also sent it to the British,
American, German, and French ministers in Addis Ababa as well as to Heruy.
the society also organized the Ethiopian Crisis Committee. Over the coming
months, the Black Dragons sponsored public lectures about Ethiopia and sent
donations to Ethiopia.22

In the third week of June, Auriti spoke with foreign ministry officials about
rumors of a consignment of ammunition and machine guns ready to leave Japan
for Ethiopia under false declarations and rumors that Japan was sending military
instructors. vice Foreign Minister Shigemitsu replied that Japan had the right
to send help, just as Italy was supporting China. Auriti retorted that he was not
speaking about law but to the assurances to him from the foreign minister and
to the declarations to Italy’s military attaché by the minister of war. According
to Auriti’s account, his statement took the vice minister aback, and he put aside
legalities and confirmed that Japan did not intend to send weapons or instruc-
tors – especially because Ethiopia could not pay for such help.23

As Japan’s press printed anti-Fascist diatribes,24 the Japan Times on July 3,
explained that Japan’s success in defying the world over China had inspired Italy,
which wanted as complete control over Ethiopia as Japan was getting in China.
It went on to predict, however, that Ethiopia would not be easy prey.25 As if to
dramatize this point, Hayle Sellase and his Minister of War defiantly promised
to resist Italian encroachments on Ethiopian territory and sovereignty.26

tHE rOlE OF SOvIEt rUSSIA

the Soviet press continued to highlight Italian upset with Japan, reporting that
Italy’s military action against Ethiopia was a demonstration aimed more at Japan
than rome because Japan was backing Ethiopia against Italy. the press also
printed that Japan’s ambassador in rome had protested against Italy’s mobi-
lization of troops and had sharply asserted that Japan would oppose Ethiopia’s
occupation. the invasion of Japanese colonists settling land concessions and
increased Japanese exports to Ethiopia had led Britain to worries about the future
of its place in East Africa. Further, the Japanese in Ethiopia posed a strategic
danger to British routes to India and Singapore. reflecting the kremlin’s hopes,
Izvestia wrote that British politicians believed that it would be easier for them to
find a bilateral solution with Italians than with the Japanese. While noting that
Italy was aggressively asserting its sovereignty over disputed border areas, the
organ of the Soviet state devoted more space to describing Ethiopia’s transgres-
sions.27

Ambassador Bernardo Attolico’s reports from Moscow sympathetically
explained the contradictions the rome Accords securing Italy’s guardianship of
Austria had imposed on the kremlin’s policy. Despite Moscow’s claims that only
it could be impartial in conflicts between the white race and others, he noted
that for some time the kremlin had been diffident toward the brewing Italo-
Ethiopian conflict. According to their verbiage, ideology, and intense interest in
the conflict, Attolico continued, the Soviets should have been enjoying the

Alliance of the Colored Peoples

106

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 106



struggle of a colonial people against a great power. But they were not.28

Moscow continued to promote Italy’s petulance toward Germany and Japan
and believed that Italy would work in harness with the USSr against Germany
in the Austrian and Danubian regions and against Japan in East Asia and North-
east Africa. Although acrimonious articles also sparked tensions, mutual recrim-
inations in truth lay on the edge of Italo-Soviet relations until the second half of
1935. For example, in mid-May, when Mussolini complained about the hostility
in the Soviet press toward Italo-Ethiopian incidents, Ambassador Boris Shtein
denied any official antagonism: ‘It is something which does not regard russia,’
he said.29 then, in May, litvinov, as President of the Eighty-Sixth Session of the
league’s Council and Assembly sessions, carefully avoided any statement
condemning aggression committed by league members. He made it clear that
the USSr preferred to keep Italy in the front against Germany rather than to
protect the rights of small nations. In late June, Shtein reassured Suvich that
the USSr would not interfere in Italy’s plans for East Africa; Moscow only
wanted that Italy avoid war.30

Coming from a different perspective but arriving at similar conclusions,
George Padmore in May noted that litvinov was refusing to raise his voice in the
league to help Ethiopia. the Commissar feared offending laval and antago-
nizing Mussolini, said Padmore. He blamed Ethiopia’s problems on its relations
with Japan and racism by the white powers.31

Drawing favorable comment from Moscow, by the end of June rome and
Paris had signed a pact of general military co-operation over Austria, which
allowed the French army to plan the withdrawal of seventeen divisions from
south-east France and North Africa and reposition them above the Maginot
line. With improved Franco-Italian relations, the kremlin had good reason in
the first half of 1935 to hope that collective security could continue to work as it
had in the summer of 1934. then Italy had moved its troops to the Brenner Pass
and forced Germany to back down from its planned takeover of Austria.32

Clearly, rome –and others – had to understand that the kremlin was
prepared to side with Italy in the coming struggle with Ethiopia. likewise, tokyo
assured rome that it did not object to Italy’s taking Ethiopia and would not join
in any protest.33

tHE UGAkI AFFAIr, JUlY 1935

Japan was well along the same road as were the Soviets in dashing Ethiopian
hopes, but sometimes Japanese officials clouded the issue by speaking out of
turn. Most notably, General Ugaki kazushige, Governor-General of korea and
a former minister of war, publicly implied the possibility of Japanese aid to
Ethiopia in case of an Italo-Ethiopian war.34

the international press jumped on the story. For example, the Chicago
Defender breathlessly declared that with ‘the suddenness of a tropical thunder-
storm news broke’ that Japan would not allow ‘Mussolini to rape and plunder
Ethiopia’. the paper then passed on a series of rumors and declared that
Ethiopia had long had a secret agreement with Japan. If war should break out,
the paper expected that thousands of highly trained Japanese with modern
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equipment would ‘go tramping through African hinterlands to the aid of their
darker brothers on the lofty plateaus of Ethiopia’.35 the newspaper further
claimed that Japan’s navy had been conducting maneuvers in the red Sea within
easy reach of the port of Massawa. It predicted that within a week’s notice, scores
of ‘swift relentless cruisers from the third largest navy in the world can dump
tons of explosives under Mussolini’s very nose in Africa’. Bitter toward the Ital-
ians because their protests had broken off the proposed marriage of Araya and
kuroda, Emperor Hirohito was working to stave off war. the Chicago Defender
told its black readers that Italy and Japan were clashing for Ethiopia’s raw mate-
rials and for commercial and population outlets. thousands of Japanese cotton
planters were already in Ethiopia, and put among a people friendly toward them,
Japan’s traders and planters had nearly ruined what little trade Italy had. Embit-
tered, Mussolini had charged that the Japanese colonists were growing poppies
to make opium, and that Japan had received almost unrestricted immigration
privileges. the paper described Ethiopia, cut off from the sea, as the world’s
largest undeveloped market for manufactured articles.36

Flabbergasted at such outlandish rumors, the Japanese government denied
Ugaki’s statement, and the Governor-General himself declared it a lie. tokyo
unctuously blamed false rumors of excessive Japanese interference in Ethiopia
on Italian and Soviet sources.37

Despite Ugaki’s perturbations, by July, Japan’s policy of watchful waiting
began to clarify, although Japan’s ambivalent press was only beginning to fall in
line with official policy. On one hand, Japan’s press charged that Italy would start
‘an unjustifiable war against the weak’,38 and promised that tokyo would protect
its rights in Ethiopia against Italian obstructionism. On the other hand, press
articles also sympathized with Italy’s quest to solve its population problem and
feared the world would misunderstand Italy, just as it misunderstood Japan’s
experience with the Manchurian Incident.39

On July 10, repeating themes often raised over the last several months, the
‘famed’40 Amau flatly denied that Emperor Hirohito was considering any move
to support his Imperial Brother in Ethiopia. His government had no diplomatic
contacts in Ethiopia or special agreements, and Ethiopia had not requested its
support. Amau rejected rumors that Japan was shipping munitions to Ethiopia,
and he strongly denied that Japan had persuaded Ethiopia to buy Japanese prod-
ucts in preference to Italian: ‘We are making headway in the Abyssinian market
only because our merchants are out-competing others by selling goods that are
cheaper and better in quality.’41 Amau blamed exaggerated notions of Japanese
interests in Ethiopia on the 1933 report in the Soviet press on the Nikkei-sha
deal. kitagawa had, on returning home, failed to interest financiers and had
abandoned the project, Amau explained. If war, increasingly unavoidable, broke
out, Japan would protect its commercial interests.42 Il Giornale d’Italia took great
solace in Amau’s statement.43

On July 12 while visiting Montreal,viscount Mushanokoji kintomo, who had
negotiated Japan’s treaty with Ethiopia in 1927, repeated that his country had
only a commercial interest in Ethiopia. Comparing Italy’s confrontation with
Ethiopia to Japan’s operations in Manchuria, he said the world should feel each
‘was a domestic matter’ vitally important ‘only to the two nations concerned’.44
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the next day, Il Giornale d’Italia’s editorial writer, virginio Gayda, spoke
long-distance, ‘via the ether’, with Japan’s press. He declared Italy’s wish to settle
the Ethiopian issue. In reply, Japan’s press offered a ‘friendly’ warning to Italy.
While Il Duce was ‘right and justified’ in challenging Ethiopia, he should be
cautious, because military operations in Ethiopia would be a ‘difficult mental
and physical hazard’ for whites, who had ‘grown used to the comforts of civi-
lization’.45

the Black Dragons sponsored a roundtable on July 16, and the attending
patriots decided to telegraph Ethiopia’s Foreign Minister Heruy that they would
send medical equipment and medicine. A police report noted that the society
had an irregular sea route to East Africa, paid by the Osaka Mercantile
Steamship Company.46 Such groups and activities made Sugimura’s job in rome
more difficult than it should have been.

Even worse for Sugimura, the Italo-Ethiopian conflict was breaking into
international headlines just when tensions between the Control Faction and the
Imperial Way Faction in the Japanese army were boiling over. the pragmatists
of the Control Faction advocated a cautious foreign policy and wary concern for
the Great Powers. the ultra-nationalists of the Imperial Way Faction, on the
other hand, called for a more assertive, independent, and Pan-Asiatic foreign
policy. For the pragmatists, the question was not whether to join the colonialists
or the colonized but with which colonial powers Japan should align. the patriots,
for their part, eagerly cultivated relations with non-European powers and wished
to join with the oppressed masses to overcome the white man’s domination.47

these philosophical differences sometimes left Japanese policy seemingly
adrift. And in mid-July the Italians received news that tokyo still did not know
when it would set up its long-planned-for legation in Addis Ababa.48

The Sugimura Affair, July 1935

SUGIMUrA’S ASSUrANCES, JUlY 16, 1935

Amid this ambivalence emanating from tokyo, and in the face of increasing
Italian intransigence, Sugimura, tried to quell the storm. the ‘hefty’ ambas-
sador, towering above Mussolini ‘like a giant’,49 visited Il Duce at 5:45 p.m. on
tuesday, July 16. He asserted that Japan, despite its commercial interests, had
no political stake in Ethiopia and would preserve its neutrality in Italy’s looming
war. the grateful Italian press prominently published a communiqué on the
meeting: the Japanese ambassador had ‘declared officially on instructions’ that
Japan had ‘no intention of interfering in the Italo-Ethiopian conflict’ and had ‘no
political interest in Ethiopia’.50

Claiming to be mystified by the Italian communiqué, Japan’s foreign ministry
rejected Sugimura’s statement that Japan lacked political interest in Ethiopia
and would not interfere under any circumstances. Japan was merely watching
developments as a disinterested outsider and wanted to see the dispute resolved
without the intrigues of other states wanting to involve Japan – a pointed refer-
ence to Italy and Soviet russia. this watchful waiting, the ministry insisted,
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resembled the attitude of ‘vigilant attention’ Italy had assumed on the
Manchurian question.51

Sugimura explained to a Japanese correspondent on July 17 that tokyo had
authorized him to assure Il Duce that Japan did not intend to intervene in the
Italo-Ethiopia dispute with troops or warships. Approving Italy’s official state-
ment, he explained, ‘I saw Il Duce to clear up the misunderstanding that prevails
about Japan’s intentions regarding the Italo-Abyssinian dispute and for no other
purpose.’52

Drawing on the ambassador’s comments, rengo reported that Italians were
seeing three obstacles to securing a free hand in Ethiopia: Japan’s interests in
East Africa; the league of Nations; and the 1906 tripartite Agreement with
France and Great Britain. Sugimura’s assurances to Mussolini had removed the
first. rengo reminded its readers that rome had been charging that Hayle
Sellase had granted economic concessions to Japan and that tokyo was encour-
aging Ethiopian resistance. Drawing parallels between Japan’s action in East Asia
and Italy’s in Ethiopia, Italy’s press had been arguing that neither the league nor
Great Britain had responded to Japan’s advance on the Asian continent. this
parallel had created genuine sympathy between Japan and Italy, culminating in
Sugimura’s official assurances. the foreign ministry, however, was denying
having told Sugimura to assure rome that Japan would not intervene in the
Ethiopian controversy.53

SUGIMUrA’S ‘SlIP OF tHE tONGUE’

Although what Sugimura had said was not much different from what foreign
ministry spokesmen had long been saying, a schizophrenic storm soon engulfed
Japan. the Italians called it a ‘strange, sudden, artificial’ campaign’.54 Some
Japanese suggested that the Italians had misconstrued Sugimura’s statement, while
others sympathetically compared Italy’s position with Japan’s during the
Manchurian affair. Most, however, accused the ambassador of having exceeded his
instructions by telling Mussolini that Japan held no political interest in Ethiopia and
would not interfere. these Japanese sympathized with an Ethiopia attacked by an
aggressive bully and believed Sugimura had blundered in suggesting Japan
approved of Ethiopia’s subjugation to white imperialism.55

reflecting this latter opinion, reactionary leader toyama Mitsuru, in the
name of the newly formed Ethiopian Problems Society, telegraphed Heruy,
exhorting him to defend his country.56

Denying he told Sugimura to do what he had done,57 on July 18, an upset
Hirota asked his ambassador why he had spoken so clearly. Sugimura again said
that he had agreed to the Italian communiqué. While it was natural to feel
sympathy for Ethiopia, Mussolini was using theYellow Peril to justify his actions.
therefore, Sugimura said, he had assured him that Japanese policy had no mili-
tary or political ambitions directed toward Ethiopia – Japan wanted to expand its
power merely through commerce and emigration in the Pacific and East Asia.58

Not wishing to tie Japan’s hands in the future, Amau first tried sitting on the
fence. He noted that his government was watching developments in Ethiopia
and wished to know what signatories of the 1928 kellogg-Briand Pact and the
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league were doing to avert war. Japan, he added, would consider any represen-
tations intended to promote peace, but tokyo had not received any from Italy,
Ethiopia, or Britain. He insisted that the foreign ministry had not sent Sugimura
special instructions; the ambassador was only to dispel suspicions about Japan’s
political aims in East Africa. Amau expressed confidence that Sugimura had not
exceeded his instructions and that tokyo would not recall or reprimand him.59

On July 18, Il Giornale d’Italia affirmed the Italian version of Sugimura’s
statement, and other Italian papers continued to comment favorably on it, grat-
ified that Sugimura had spoken so plainly in this test of foreign sentiment toward
Italy. In rome, many were speculating about Sugimura’s motivations and some
suggested that Italy would spurn its friendship with China and would compen-
sate Japan for its declaration of neutrality. Others argued that Sugimura had
engineered the declaration to dispel problems caused by rumors of Japanese
inroads in Ethiopia, and he wanted Il Duce to accept him personally.60

Italy’s ambassador to tokyo, Giacinto Auriti, called on Hirota on the after-
noon of July 19 to clarify Japan’s ‘real’ designs given tokyo’s reaction to
Sugimura’s statement. the foreign minister confirmed that Japan’s interest in
Ethiopia was mainly commercial and not political. the previous October, Hirota
allowed he had told Sugimura to dispel rumors that Japan wanted to sell arms
and ammunition to Ethiopia and that Japan was politically active in East Africa,
even though Japan was contemplating setting up a legation in Addis Ababa to
strengthen its commercial ties with Ethiopia. Yet, Hirota denied he had told
Sugimura ‘to make the statement ascribed to him’. Adding that he did not under-
stand whether there would be peace or war between Italy and Ethiopia, Hirota’s
provisional tone differed from Sugimura’s. Japan was going to watch develop-
ments and would reserve the right to comment in future. Interested in world
peace and increased trade with Ethiopia, and as a friend to both Ethiopia and
Italy, Japan wished to see their problems resolved peacefully and quickly.61

Hirota’s comments to Auriti conflicted with Sugimura’s and marked ‘the greatest
about-face in the history of diplomacy’, 62 charged a shocked and indignant
rome.

Auriti complained to rome about the ‘unjustified noise’ Japan’s press and
nationalists were making over Sugimura’s declaration. He did not expect public
opinion to change because of general sympathy for ‘peoples of color fighting
against whites’. to this, Auriti added that Japanese liberals – including many
high foreign ministry officials – were Anglophiles and anti-fascist, which meant
they opposed Italy as well as their own military. Auriti editorialized that the
greatest sympathy for Italy in Japan was among the opponents of the liberals,
that is, among the anti-British and pro-fascist military. And while Italy’s military
attaché was apprising Japanese military men of the true state of the controversy
with Ethiopia, these military figures remained skeptical toward Italy because of
its actions in China. Auriti hypothesized that in their meeting Hirota had not
known exactly what to say. Sugimura’s declaration had annoyed him because his
ambassador had said publicly what he – for internal reasons – wished to be kept
discreet.63

Answering the Tokyo Nichi Nichi’s radiophone call to rome on July 19,
Sugimura explained he had wanted to speak to Mussolini on other matters on
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July 16 but the conversation had turned to Ethiopia. Noting Il Duce’s intransi-
gence, he had tried to correct misunderstandings about General Ugaki’s decla-
ration and Japan’s plans to help Ethiopia. Sugimura said he had explained that
Japan, friendly with both Italy and Ethiopia, would send neither sea nor land
forces in case of war. He had assured Mussolini that Japan had not yet decided
on its attitude, pending clarification of the Italo-Ethiopian crisis. tokyo was
watching developments because Japan had commercial and other interests in
Ethiopia. Sugimura insisted that he had conformed to his instructions before
his departure from Japan. ‘I have repeated more than once this same statement
here in rome in order to make the Japanese stand clear,’ he said.64 the inter-
view then turned to the old news of the marriage proposal. Asked if Italy had
interfered in the proposal, Sugimura assured the newspaper that Italian author-
ities had not taken the matter seriously. the Nichi Nichi then asked if he thought
Italy would concede the 1940 Olympic Games to win Japan’s good will. Inter-
estingly, Sugimura denied that the Italians had issued an official communiqué.65

Amau and luigi Mariani, the embassy counselor, met on the evening of the
nineteenth and again the next morning. to Mariani’s complaints about Japanese
press coverage, Amau turned the tables and insisted that Italy’s newspaper had
attacked Ethiopia for welcoming Japanese goods and obstructing the entry of
Italian products. Amau asserted, as he had many times before, that the influx of
Japanese goods came from their good quality and low cost. Charging that Italy’s
press had estranged the Japanese people, he added that a July 13 report from
rome had informally declared that although Japan had occupied Chinese terri-
tory, the kellogg–Briand Pact was still in place to oppose Japan in China. He
asked whether officials had made those statements; if not, given Italy’s strict
censorship, did they still reflect government opinion? Amau hoped that Italy
would curb articles that alienated the Japanese. Denying his government had
anything to do with the news despatches, Mariani promised to tell rome that
such reports upset the Japanese and that he would see that rome controlled such
news items more strictly.66

later that day, Auriti spoke withvice Foreign Minister Shigemitsu Mamoru,
who denied any knowledge of Japan’s sending arms to Ethiopia. Ignoring
Sugimura’s advice, Shigemitsu pointedly added that Japan had a right to send
weapons to Ethiopia just as Italy was sending weapons to China – a particularly
sore point for the Japanese.67

Amid calls from younger officers for his immediate recall, the foreign
ministry studied the conflicting reports from rome on Sugimura’s ‘slip of the
tongue’. If rome had circulated an exaggerated report, the ministry wanted to
protest. the Japanese did not understand why the Italians had allowed a news
agency to state that the government had issued a communiqué. they feared some
Italians were twisting facts to make it seem Japan had pledged non-interference
in the Italo-Ethiopian dispute. Further, by declaring that the advance of Japanese
goods had made it difficult for Italian products to compete in Ethiopia’s market,
Italy had justified its demands for lower freight rates on the railroad from
Djibouti. Finally, by supplying arms, ammunition, and airplanes to the Chiang
Hsueh-iang faction in China, Italy had opposed Japan.68

responding to the foreign ministry’s investigation, Sugimura said that he had
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not exceeded his authority. this led the officials to believe that the ambassador
had misinterpreted his instructions and to fear that his words might limit Japan’s
future freedom of action. If he had merely said that Japan for the moment would
keep aloof from the Italo-Ethiopian dispute, the fuss would not have arisen.
While there was no need for Japan to concern itself with it, nothing justified
countenancing Italy’s expansionist policy.69

Concerned at the uproar back home, on July 20 Sugimura sped telegrams to
tokyo. He again explained he had told Mussolini that Japan did not intend to
interfere in the Italo-Ethiopian conflict and held no political interests in
Ethiopia. He asked if his statements had conformed, in fact, to policy. He said
he had tried to clarify Japan’s attitude to rid Il Duce of suspicions that Japan
was sending military supplies to Ethiopia. When Mussolini suggested publi-
cizing his statements as a communiqué, he had agreed, hoping to end rumors rife
in European newspapers that Japan would intervene.70

the hornet’s nest stirred up by the Japanese press continued to buzz, and
cabinet ministers questioned Hirota about his ambassador’s remarks. After their
meeting, Prime Minister Okada keisuke met with Hirota for half an hour and
lamented the bad impression created abroad and in the foreign ministry. Worried
that the Diet would likely raise the matter, the prime minister asked Hirota to
repair the damage.71

On Sunday, July 21, Japan’s press editorialized extensively on the diplomatic
kerfuffle. Japan had economic, not political interests in Ethiopia; even so, Japan
could not remain indifferent. trade with Ethiopia was growing rapidly, and Japan
had become Ethiopia’s chief supplier of sundry manufactured goods. Italy’s mili-
tary occupation and suzerainty over Ethiopia would damage Japan’s economic
interests, and Japan would have to respond. the gist of the editorials suggested
that what Sugimura had told Mussolini did not commit Japan, although the
ambassador warranted censure for having said enough to cause an international
furor. At the same time, the press denounced rome for having misrepresented
Sugimura’s words and, given Italy’s press censorship, such statements had to
have governmental approval. If Italy’s government had distorted the ambas-
sador’s statement, Japan’s press expected the foreign ministry to make a strong
representation to rome. these editorials also commented that Hirota’s clarifi-
cation to Auriti on July 19 and Sugimura’s statement were similar in color and
tone. Further, the Japanese hoped that Ethiopia and Italy would, for the sake of
world peace and Japanese economic interests, settle their dispute peacefully.72

tHE PrESS BAttlE HEAtS UP – JUlY 22 1935, & AFtEr

Amid this growing contretemps, many of Osaka’s philo-Ethiopian educational and
business elite on July 22 met at the Hotel New Osaka. these included a member
of the Osaka Chamber of Commerce and Industry, the Executive Director of the
Osaka Exporting league to Africa, and Ethiopia’s present and past honorary
consuls – Yukawa Chuzaburo and Azumi Isaburo respectively. All these men had
visited Ethiopia or had met Heruy when he had visited Japan in 1931. their
comments expressed the amalgam of personal ties, the sense of common destiny,
and economic interests they believed tied Japan and Ethiopia together.73
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As Japanese editorials on the twenty-second continued to rail against
Sugimura’s assurances to Mussolini, leading Italian newspapers ran front-page
stories on Japanese perfidy, and provocateurs plastered the front pages of the
most rabble-rousing newspapers on walls throughout rome. Alarmed authori-
ties placed uniformed policemen supplemented by Fascist Blackshirts around
the Japanese embassy.74

Italians resented Japanese attitudes championing the colored races against
whites, and newspapers vied with one another in their violent criticism of
Hirota’s declarations, and rengo quoted many of these inspired comments at
length. In truth, however, Japan’s position represented an unexpected bonanza
for Italy’s propaganda in Europe. In its efforts to enlist the sympathy of ‘civi-
lized’ nations to support its preparations for a war against Ethiopia, Italy was
insisting that, by gaining control over Ethiopia, Italy would forestall Japan, which
for many years had planned to turn Hayle Sellase’s empire into a vast economic
offensive against Europe. Italian also thought that the white race should present
a united front against the colored races, which, especially in Asia, were seeking
to undermine European civilization.75

Japan’s press, for example, noted that Il Messaggero of July 22 had violently
attacked tokyo’s disavowal of Sugimura. Given Japan’s hostility and ‘the
Japanese mentality’ of deception, the change in policy after Sugimura’s decla-
ration held no surprises. the paper condemned the fury expressed by large
posters hung in Japan with police permission and designed to incite Japanese
against Italy. Meanwhile, thousands of Japanese pamphlets appealed to racial
solidarity, one reading, ‘We, Japanese, who belong to a so-called colored race,
cannot allow Italian troops to tread upon Ethiopian ground.’ Il Messaggero
explained that the Japanese hated the white race for commercial reasons, always
important ‘for those who are avaricious, covetous, and sordid like the Japanese’.
the newspaper complained that Japanese sympathy for Ethiopia would increase
their moral prestige and their political and commercial influence among Africans
and Asians. It also raised the specter of the Yellow Peril and race war: ‘With an
impudence that may be termed temerity, Japan takes upon herself the task of
protecting all colored peoples against the white race.’ this threat was important
to those who, as the Italians, had ‘not yet lost all sense of dignity of the white
race’. the paper starkly pointed out that ‘one-fifth of the white race is scattered
over the face of the earth and must defend four-fifths of the whites’ territories
against the pressure of the colored races, who are numerically eleven times as
strong’. Whites had to view the Italo-Ethiopian conflict against this imposing,
grandiose, and apocalyptic background. Il Messaggero pungently and sarcasti-
cally denounced as effrontery Japanese statements that they would follow with
interest the attitudes of the various powers toward enforcing the kellogg–Briand
Pact. Japanese actions in Manchuria and China, and along Siberia’s borders, had
revealed that the pact had not constrained them.76

Other Italian newspapers chimed in, and Japan’s press parsed every lurid
word. Il Piccolo excoriated the possibility of Japanese intervention in the East
Africa as ‘queer and impudent’. Japan’s attitude was proving Mussolini’s wisdom
and the need for ‘Italy’s speedy action for safeguarding European civilization’.77

La Stampa feared that Japan’s success in Ethiopia would endanger Europe’s
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colonial possessions, and Britain, already ‘ingloriously retreating from the
Pacific’, would be the first to suffer. If Japan established itself in Africa, its empire
would ‘fatally’ surround Britain’s ‘on all sides’.78 Il Giornale d’Italia saw France
supporting Italy’s fears of Japanese economic expansion. throughout the spring
and summer of 1935, Italian newspapers had repeated and would repeat these
themes many times.79

trying to warn Europe of the dangers whites faced, Italian newspapers
frequently brought up Japanese aggression in China. Il Tevere of rome cater-
wauled, ‘the recent history of Japan is nothing else but a series of nameless pira-
cies, of untellable cruelties, of subtle cynicism, and contempt for so-called
inferior races.’ War against China was ‘part of a plan of hegemonic conquest’.
the newspaper laid out the foundation for the Italian press attack – the conflict
between the statements by Sugimura and the foreign ministry – and provoca-
tively added more. ‘One has the sensation of finally learning why so many races
have been created with only one in the image and likeness of the Creator and
why, among other variously colored ones, one is of the color of betrayal.’ Il Tevere
said that the Japanese believed that ‘scandalous European inertia’ would allow
them to expand even into Africa. ‘But Africa is contiguous to Italy, the country
of a white race and the champion of the race.’ the paper rejoiced, ‘the Japanese
will for a long time to come sell their false pearls in the slums of all Europe before
succeeding in crossing the road of Italy.’80

Amid this tempest, and to explain his statement that Japan had no political
interests in Ethiopia, Sugimura told La Tribuna, ‘All that I have said corresponds
to the thought of the Imperial Government. Word of an Ambassador!’ tokyo
could not accept unfair discrimination against its exports to Ethiopia: ‘Japan
demands fair play in the economic field’. Further, he said he had told Mussolini
that Japan would set up a legation at Addis Ababa to regularize relations with
Ethiopia and to control the ‘adventurers’ pursuing commercial relations between
Japan and Ethiopia. He repeated that Japan had no political interests in Ethiopia
nor cared what the league might do. He rejected Japan as a defender of the
kellogg-Briand Pact, and he stressed that Japan was not among the signatories
of the 1906 tripartite Agreement on Ethiopia.81

Apparently taking Sugimura’s assurances to heart, La Tribuna blamed the sad
state of Italo-Japanese relations on British and American correspondents of
Japanese news agencies. rengo’s representative in rome, for example, was an
Englishman who had intentionally reported that Sugimura had declared that
Japan ‘had no interest in Ethiopia’ instead of ‘no political interest’, which natu-
rally had aroused Japanese opinion.82

After his interview with La Tribuna, a sanguine Sugimura, not ‘laboring under
any distress of mind’,83 spent the day enjoying his favorite sport, swimming, at
Castel Fusano, an aristocratic seaside resort near rome.

By July 23, the press and diplomatic exchange over Ethiopia promised to stir
up vigorous public controversy that spilled into the Japanese Diet, where the
minority People’s Party threatened to make problems. their delegates asked
foreign ministry officials to explain Sugimura’s statements. A government
spokesman, commenting on the Italian press barrage and responding to the
problems in the Diet, said tokyo was not planning any protest and had warned
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its diplomats not to allow inflammatory press reports to lead them astray.84 the
next day, the ultra-patriotic Japan Production Party under Uchida ryohei’s lead-
ership passed a resolution denouncing Italy’s armed pressure on Ethiopia and
calling on Mussolini to withdraw his troops. the group then presented its reso-
lution to Japan’s war, naval, and foreign ministries.85

Amid the hurly burly of battling newspapers, Japan’s foreign ministry at last
confirmed that the press reports on Italy’s communiqué about the Sugimura–
Mussolini colloquy were mostly correct. Sugimura had consented to it. Japan
was watching developments and wanted to protect trade relations with
Ethiopia.86

Ambivalence, however, always lurked, and on July 23, Emperor Hirohito sent
a congratulatory telegram to Emperor Hayle Sellase for his forty-fourth
birthday. He also instructed Japanese representatives abroad to avoid intruding
themselves into the Italo-Ethiopia dispute and to prevent anyone from using
them.87

Despite the foreign ministry’s confirmation, the Osaka Asahi on July 23 was
still complaining. the paper charged that Italian newspapers had misrepresented
Sugimura’s statements to Il Duce and had tried to create the impression that
Japan had abandoned the right to have a voice in the East African imbroglio.
Italian papers were ignoring Hirota’s statement to Auriti and were spreading
propaganda purporting to show that for the past fifty years Japan had been
hostile to the white race. ‘there can be no doubt but that there is a plot to have
the Italo-Abyssinian dispute develop into a conflict between the white and
colored races.’ the Osaka Asahi asserted that the attacks in the Italian press were
part of the propaganda designed to drag Japan, Britain, and France into the
African dispute and force the two Western powers to support Italian policy.
Hence, the need for discretion among Japan’s diplomatic representatives, a point
on which the Tokyo Nichi Nichi agreed.88

Defying popular Japanese sentiment, the Fukuoka Nichi Nichi saw no reason
to drag Japan into the Italo-Ethiopian dispute. Despite Japan’s economic expan-
sion in Ethiopia and interest in the racial question, it was essentially a question
for Africa. It would be better for Japan to state its lack of political ambition in the
dispute. While some Japanese admired Italian Fascism, others, ‘admiring the
valor of the negroes’, opposed it. the newspaper dismissed this difference as ‘a
matter of individual opinion’ and rejected the ‘silly’ efforts in the Foreign
Ministry to accommodate ‘the sentimental interests of individual citizens’. Japan
had emphasized its position in the Far East and had rejected interference of
other powers in the region. It warned that putting Japan’s ‘finger in the Ethiopian
pie’ would weaken its stand on the Far East. Sugimura’s pragmatic statement to
Mussolini was ‘pertinent and justifiable’. His diplomatic clumsiness was but ‘a
trifle’.89

Japanese commentators now began repeating another theme by warning Italy
of the difficulties it might face trying to conquer Ethiopia. Early during the
Sugimura Affair, Shoji had reported that Ethiopia was making great strides in
modernizing, especially in its military and communications. Ethiopia was
importing munitions and was training its army and air force. He promised that
an Italian conquest of Ethiopia would not be easy.90 then, the honorary principal
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of the Osaka School of Foreign languages suggested that Ethiopia posed diffi-
culties for a modern army. Basing his observations on his extensive exploration
of Ethiopia in 1927, he noted that the only target vulnerable to air attack was the
palace in Addis Ababa. A guerrilla war was certain. Because of the terrain, mass
campaigns were out of the question. transport would prove difficult; in fact,
‘civilization’ would ‘bow before nature’.91

Sumioka tomoyoshi agreed. Speaking at his tokyo home in front of a large
autographed photograph of Hayle Sellase, he suggested that both geography
and economics would counsel Mussolini not to undertake a major and costly
campaign in Ethiopia. Mussolini knew, he said, that the rainy season of July,
August, and September followed by the dry season and epidemics, especially in
the lowlands, would make fighting difficult. He stressed the transportation diffi-
culties, chiefly for water, as well as the practical problems in deploying modern
tanks and planes in a harsh environment with few roads. Even with its infantry,
Italy faced handicaps. Physically, its soldiers could not clash on even terms with
Ethiopians acclimated to their own country. ‘Naked and bare-footed, the
Abyssinians are a swarthy lot, each one of them confident enough to take on 30
opponents.’ Nor was Italy financially prepared for conflict, and Italian policy
was creating an anti-Italian bloc among France, Great Britain, Germany, and
other European countries.92

As Italians complained about Japanese press attacks,93virginio Gayda set the
pace for the counterattack. In an editorial in the semi-official Il Giornale d’Italia
on July 23, the Fascist polemicist declared that Japan was showing hostility in
denying the ambassador’s statement. Henceforth, Gayda reasoned, every govern-
ment could doubt statements made by Japanese ambassadors and ministers. the
question would always be, ‘Do they speak for themselves or as their government’s
true representatives?’ 94

For Gayda, the Sugimura Affair had highlighted ‘a pugnacious and audacious
demonstration of the yellow races’. the world’s ‘civilized’ nations, he wrote,
understood Japan’s methods of imperial conquest, ‘violating in korea and China
the national and territorial rights of peoples claiming standards of civilization
much older and more refined than its own’. Japan was also threatening Australia
and Soviet russia and was aggressively sending its military and commercial
agents throughout the world. Europe would resist. Gayda thought Japan was
foolish to think that Britain and the league could halt Italy’s program in North-
east Africa. Having abandoned the league to free its hands in China, Japan had
invented its attitude toward Ethiopia ‘to seed new confusion in Europe’, to divert
the world’s attention from its policies and to divide the powers on action in the
Pacific. Striking at the vital points of Anglo-Saxon power in Asia and India, it was
‘moving toward the red Sea and the African continent, which could become the
base for a great economic offensive against Europe’. Fearing Japan’s ‘insidious
influence’ on Africa’s blacks, Gayda saw a need for European solidarity in Africa,
and he promised that Italy would ‘proceed on her road with tranquility’. 95

Accompanying Gayda’s front-page editorial, Il Giornale d’Italia also noted
that Sugimura had irritated Japan’s press and some papers were demanding his
recall. Placards, it said, adorned Japanese roads, demanding that ‘Japanese people
rise up to help Ethiopia’, and leaflets proclaimed that ‘Ethiopia, awaits help from
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Japan … we will defend the commercial rights of Japan…. Ethiopians and
Japanese … cannot remain indifferent to a matter of life and death of the colored
races.’ taking the edge off a bit, these newspapers noted that observers were
admitting Japan’s business in Ethiopia was not enough to provoke intervention.
While Japan could not openly reject all interest in Ethiopia’s fate, these observers
believed that Japan’s support for Ethiopia would increase Japan’s moral prestige
and influence among black and Asian peoples. to increase its prestige, Japan
wanted to co-operate with others in solving the dispute, but no government had
approached it.96

Seeking allies in its anti-Japan campaign, Italy’s press ridiculed British insis-
tence on following league procedure toward the Ethiopian dispute and elabo-
rated on a frequent theme that Great Britain did not understand its own best
interests. Was it better, Il Piccolo asked rhetorically, to have astride the highway
of her possessions ‘a trusted ally’ or ‘the armed apostles of arrogant imperialism
who hides in the folds of the humanitarian flag of “Asia for the [Asians]?”’97

Il Messaggero of July 23 bitterly charged Japan with ‘hypocrisy, double-dealing
and bad faith’. tokyo, the newspaper wrote, had deceived its own ambassador to
mislead Italians, and unscrupulous correspondents had joined the deception.
Motivating the Japanese was ‘the instinct, at the very source of nature: It is the
millenary antagonism of races which have not forgotten centuries of slavery’.
they had assimilated European technique, ‘but nothing of the European
culture’. An ‘abyss’ separated the Japanese from Europeans, and they saw an
‘enemy’ in every white man. Egoistical Japanese worshipped only themselves,
believing themselves ‘destined to rule the world’.98

Mussolini’s own newspaper, Il Popolo d’Italia, repeated the charges leveled by
Italy’s other newspapers on July 23. It accused Japan’s press of inciting Japanese
‘to help the negroes of Abyssinia’. Japan, it wrote, wanted to evade the league
of Nations and the kellogg–Briand Pact to get a free hand for aggression and
expansion. ‘[t]his sudden solidarity of Japan with Ethiopia uncovers the truth
about … [Japan’s] highly ambitious aims of endless economic and political
expansion.’ Japan was seeking a base in the red Sea for expansion against Euro-
pean interests. the newspaper denounced the country’s ‘mechanical simulation’
of ‘white’ civilization. ‘Japan, in its megalomaniacal imperialistic dream’, wanted
to become the ‘paladin for the negroes of Abyssinia’, and take the place of white
colonialism. In the face of Japan’s efforts to break the Italo-Franco-British front,
Il Popolo d’Italia promised: ‘Fascist Italy faces with virile serenity the new situ-
ation and proceeds on its way with decision and stubbornness in taking up the
highest role of defending its prestige together with leadership of white civiliza-
tion.’ Japan’s new attitude toward the dispute contradicted the assurances that
tokyo had no political interest in Ethiopia. the paper continued: ‘If there is any
country less chosen to mix in the Italo-Ethiopian affair in the name of justice and
peace, it is precisely Japan. For some time, Japan has proved how it is possible to
evade the league of Nations to have a free hand in a policy of expansion, aggres-
sion and overrunning civilized lands, such as China.’99

the international press prominently displayed Mussolini’s interview with
L’Écho de Paris on July 21. He said that Ethiopia had raised questions whether
Europe ‘could accomplish its world mission, colonization, which for centuries
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has been Europe’s source of greatness’. He rhetorically asked if the league of
Nations was to be ‘a tribunal before which Negroes [and] backward savage races
of the world’ could ‘bring the great nations, which have revolutionized and trans-
formed humanity?’ Was the league a parliament before which Europe ‘would
succumb to the law of numbers and proclaim its decadence?’ If Europe proved
unworthy, then ‘its hour of decadence has struck’. Mussolini noted that Austrian
Nazis, hoping to see a racial war, were supporting Ethiopia, and with Italy poten-
tially encumbered in Ethiopia, Germany seemed ready to reopen its drive on
vienna. Facing this threat, Il Duce described his European responsibilities to
defend the Stresa Agreement. ‘Acts are more significant than words,’ he said.
‘At the end of August I shall order great manoeuvres in North Italy with 500,000
men. In October, there will be more than 1,000,000 Italians under arms. I have
nothing to fear from anyone.’100 this promise reassured the French, and Ethiopia
remained a small price to pay to keep Italy on the Brenner to protect Austria and
European peace.101

Italian authorities increased their guard against demonstrations provoked by
the violent anti-Japanese campaign in the press, and heavy forces protected the
Japanese embassy. there were, however, no signs of demonstrations in rome,
where Sugimura was personally popular, especially in sporting circles. Anti-
Japanese demonstrations, however, did burst out in Milan, Genoa, turin, and
Bologna, where speakers bitterly denounced Japan’s East African policy.102

Sugimura failed to make his scheduled call with Fulvio Suvich on July 23.
Some had expected he would formally protest the press campaign, but he
disavowed any such intention. He insisted that his mission was ‘to preserve good
relations between Italy and Japan and his policy was to postpone any action’
when feelings seemed ‘at fever heat’. Because their excited comment was so
similar, Italian newspapers were undoubtedly acting on orders from above. He
said he had not relayed all the press comments to his government and would not
until the situation had calmed.103

America’s embassy in Paris warned that Japan’s attitude would tighten links
between Italy and russia. Moscow’s fears in Asia were affecting its attitude in
Europe. Il Duce believed in the Yellow Peril, but conflict was not inevitable, if
the Great Powers of the white West collaborated.104

On July 24, the Japan Advertiser, a newspaper designed for the foreign
community residing in Japan, wrote a long and sensible editorial on the
Sugimura Affair. With reports in Italian newspapers inflaming public opinion,
‘we get the full force of one of the most striking examples in modern history of
international friction over essentially nothing at all’, the newspaper marveled at
Italy’s furious reaction to Hirota’s ‘mild corrective’. Noting ‘differences in
emphasis’ between Sugimura’s and Hirota’s statements, the newspaper added,
‘essentially the policy indicated by both was identical’. Japan would not intervene
in the Italo-Ethiopian dispute. Japan’s interests in Ethiopia were few compared
with those of Britain and France, also worried about collective security in
Europe. Sugimura had spoken to Mussolini, to counteract talk about ‘the insid-
ious advance of Japanese influence on the African continent’. the Japan Adver-
tiser rejected the suggestion that Sugimura had hoped to strike a deal by which
Italy would protect Japanese interests in Ethiopia. Whatever the ambassador’s
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intentions, ‘the obvious logic of the situation’ had imposed on him the need to
give his ‘assurances’. Italy had given them wide publicity in its search for moral
support. Some thought the foreign ministry had been unwise in its mild correc-
tive, because it had discredited its representative, had inflamed Italian opinion
to no good purpose, and overnight had made Japan an enemy.105

the Japan Advertiser added that there was in Japan ‘a good deal of vague
racial and sentimental feeling toward Ethiopia’, but it was ‘neither particularly
strong’ nor ‘unmixed’ and not enough to prompt intervention. It was, however,
‘just strong enough to resent the implication that Japan was supporting Italy’.
Further, the foreign ministry could not ignore Japan’s economic interests in
Ethiopia. the newspaper deplored the consequences of the Sugimura Affair for
Italo-Japanese relations and concluded that the affair had dragged forward all
‘the bogeys about Japan’s aggressive policy in the Far East, and her economic
penetration of the world at large’. this was part of ‘a renewed attempt’ to show
that Italy was ‘not only bearing the White man’s burden but also fighting the
yellow peril’. It gave the Italian adventure ‘a new heroic quality’.106

vinci, from Addis Ababa, continued to downplay rumors of arms, pilots, and
airplanes coming from Japan. the Emperor, after all, had told the American
chargé d’affaires that he knew nothing about Japan’s opening a legation.107

Despite inflamed passions, rome had good reason to understand the limited
nature of Japan’s contacts with Ethiopia.

At the height of tensions during the Sugimura Affair, Le Temps’ correspondent
in rome on July 24 wove together several threads binding Africa and China. He
declared that Italy had worked hard to expand its influence in China, and the
Chinese had responded by welcoming civil and military missions, which
‘appeared as defiance hurled at Japan’. the correspondent then connected Asia
and Ethiopia. Japan’s industry, its commerce, its dumping, and its ‘strangle-hold’
on China threatened the West. Moreover, ‘its aims on the African markets,
including Ethiopia’, and ‘its advance into the West as far as the Mediterranean
Basin, appear in the eyes of Italy as the gravest menace against what remains of
European superiority in the world’. After quoting Mussolini at some length, he
then discussed Sugimura’s role in improving Japan’s relations with Italy. to
assuage rome’s fears, Sugimura had told Le Temps that Japan had no military or
other aims in Ethiopia and that Italy had nothing to fear from Japanese interfer-
ence in the situation developing in East Africa. Japan wished only to protect its
commerce. Italians had noted the hypocrisy of Japan’s taking sides with Ethiopia
by appealing to the rights of peoples, to justice, and to the kellogg–Briand Pact.
After all, Japan had destroyed korean independence, had invaded vast regions of
China, and was trying to penetrate russian territory. Italians were discussing
tightening relations with the Soviet Union and were floating rumors that litvinov
would again visit rome. Motivated by Mussolini’s thesis of theYellow Peril, Ital-
ians were seeking a more effective European solidarity to oppose Japan.108

Japanese nationalists continued to meddle. On July 25, Sumioka telegraphed
Japan’s foreign ministry that Sugimura’s declarations in February supporting
Italy did not match the feelings of the Japanese people. the Italian navy inter-
cepted the telegram and brought it to Il Duce’s attention.109 that same day,
Auriti reported that three representatives of a small nationalist circle were asking
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him to send Mussolini their protest on the Italo-Ethiopian controversy. Auriti
replied that the royal Embassy was in tokyo only to guard Italian interests and,
despite their persistence, he refused to accept their protest.110

Il Giornale d’Italia took this moment of tension to publish prominently a
review of roman Procházka’s Abyssinia: The Powder Barrel. Stretching the truth
by calling him an ‘illustrious’ legal authority, the article luridly echoed Italian
propaganda: the Ethiopians were a barbarous, oppressive, slave-owning, mega-
lomaniac, imperialistic, and an ill-governed people. their anti-European and
anti-white policies threatened the civilized world. Further, the Ethiopians had
secretly granted concessions to the Japanese for cotton and opium plantations
along their borders and had granted preferential customs to Japanese imports.
the government had hired many Japanese to work in Ethiopia, including engi-
neers to build an airport.111

On July 25 at 5.30 p.m., Shoji and Yamauchi Masao, a veteran resident in
Addis Ababa, spoke with Hayle Sellase. Meeting at his luxurious palace,
completed only six months earlier, the Emperor shook their hands and told
them, ‘[t]he people of Abyssinia feel a deep sense of gratitude toward the people
of Japan for their sympathetic understanding of Abyssinia’s position’, and that
‘I intend to instruct the foreign minister to convey my gratitude to the Japanese
nation.’ Shoji replied that he was grateful for the goodwill the citizens of Addis
Ababa were showing him: ‘Whenever a Japanese is seen on the streets, the people
shout “Japan, Japan!” in a very friendly way.’112 After the thirty-five minute audi-
ence, the Ethiopian foreign ministry gave Shoji a statement: ‘It is reported that
thanks to the friendly gestures of various nations toward Ethiopia, the dispute
with Italy is on the verge of settlement. Abyssinia must not be satisfied, however,
with a patchwork solution that will leave a lasting source of evil. thus it cannot
relax its preparations for defense.’113

On July 25 in rome, Italians staged a mass demonstration of 100,000
shouting, ‘Ethiopia for Us’. the demonstrators carried placards denouncing
England and Japan as ‘nigger lovers’. One banner depicted two soldiers, one
English and the other Japanese, drinking and smoking at a table while a brawny
Fascist soldier entered the scene, a big club in hand. One placard depicted an
English and a Japanese solider on either side of a black woman, caressing her.
Others promised, ‘We will settle all accounts’ and ‘rome will save Europe’. the
crowd first gathered near the foreign ministry on Piazza Colonna, where General
Achille Starace, Secretary of the Fascist Party, harangued them. He provoked a
‘particularly frenzied shout’ when he promised that Italy would ‘be ready for
war against blacks and yellows and, if necessary, blonds’.114 the throng then
marched through the streets singing Fascist revolutionary songs and shouting
‘Down with England, Ethiopia, and Japan’. they arrived at the Palazzovenezia
and cheered for Mussolini, but he did not appear. Fearing demonstrators would
get out of hand, authorities closed the streets in front of several embassies to all
traffic except for the regular bus lines. they also threw heavy guards around the
Ethiopian, Japanese, and British missions as well as Afewerq’s official residence.
Despite their enthusiasm, the crowd showed neither violence nor an inclination
to move toward the embassies. the following day, the Italians reduced the guard
around Japan’s embassy to only six.115
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the American embassy in Japan now tried to evaluate the Sugimura Affair,
commenting that the ambassador’s efforts to soothe Mussolini had disturbed
the normally cordial relations between rome and tokyo. the embassy agreed
with Auriti that Sugimura’s assurances had been among general instructions
given him on his departure. It seemed that he had acted, however, without
specific instructions and that the foreign ministry’s spokesman had felt it neces-
sary to point this out. Italy’s press immediately interpreted this as disavowing
Sugimura’s assurances, which Italians had hailed as a diplomatic victory in their
maneuvers to clear the ground before hostilities broke out. Sugimura’s state-
ment had been a blunder, because it had forced tokyo, which did not want to
jeopardize its freedom of action, to disavow partially his assurances. Even Japan’s
growing tradition as a champion of the rights of the colored races was not enough
to cause tokyo to intervene in a purely local dispute on the other side of the
world. the American embassy remarked on the superficial similarity between
the situation in Manchukuo and Ethiopia, and it also passed on the notion that
the stories of Ethio-Japanese co-operation that had aroused rome’s acerbic
attention had originated in london. Mussolini then called Sugimura to discuss
the question, and Sugimura had made a statement.116

America’s representatives in rome also tried to unravel what lay behind the
affair, and the embassy proposed two lines of explanation for Sugimura’s state-
ments. Assuming he had not relied on specific instructions, he had made the
remarks during a conversation with Mussolini solely to ingratiate himself, and
the ensuing publicity had amazed him. Another possibility was that Sugimura
had deliberately made a statement to improve Italo-Japanese relations, which
had deteriorated because of Japanese aggression in Manchuria and its advances
in Ethiopia. tokyo had told him to counteract these influences and to that end
he had spoken to the Italian press and had refrained from acquainting tokyo
with the anti-Japanese articles published in Italy. On the other hand, some in
Italy thought that tokyo had specifically told its ambassador to make a statement
in rome, which it intended all along to disavow. Italy’s press inclined toward this
view. the Japanese were hoping to gain the gratitude of the colored races and to
ingratiate themselves with Britain and others opposed to Italy’s action. tokyo,
however, had not foreseen rancor fomented by their ambassador’s declaration.117

toward the end of July, Italy’s newspaper editorials began turning some of
their fire on Great Britain and away from Japan, and Japanese papers began to
respond in kind. Nonetheless, Italian publicists continued trying to enlist white
sympathies by reviving the Yellow Peril bogey threatening the Soviet Union,
Britain, the United States, and France. this message proved potent throughout
Europe, as many Japanese noted. Italy’s press and government were vehemently
rejecting similarities between Japan’s conquest of China and Italy’s action in
Ethiopia. China, after all, was the depository of perhaps the most ancient human
civilization, while Ethiopia was a ‘medley of barbaric slave-dealing tribes and
chieftains’.118

the only important editorial on Japan on July 26 was Gayda’s response to a
telegram the Black Dragon Society had sent Mussolini protesting his aggres-
sive Ethiopian policy. Gayda retorted that Japan had subjected Manchuria, a
country of high civilization, to unprovoked aggression, and he concluded that
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Japanese interference in the Ethiopian dispute would be an act of hostility toward
Italy and proof of Japan’s intention to gain control of East Africa for anti-Euro-
pean purposes. He also denounced league zealots who were passive toward Japan
and the Manchuria affair.119

On July 27, Sugimura, always the voice of placid practicality, and still justi-
fying his conversation with Mussolini, reiterated that Italian public opinion
toward Japan had deteriorated because of commercial competition with Japanese
goods in Ethiopia. Italy’s government, he believed, had exaggerated reports of
Japanese weapons exports to Ethiopia and right-wing protests. By publicizing
Japan’s political ambition toward Ethiopia as a general conflict between the
colored and white races, he suggested that Italy was trying to use london and
Paris to aid to Italy. He added that Japan should calmly watch the conflict and
act cautiously. ‘Based especially on its racial concerns, Japanese public opinion
naturally sympathizes with a weak country and tries to help Ethiopia.’ the
ambassador warned, however, that Japan could not easily project military and
political power in far-away Africa. therefore, it was unwise for Japan ‘to stiffen’
its attitude toward Italy by reserving the right to speak out in the future and by
asserting the right to supply munitions. ‘Moreover, it sounds fine, but it is not
wise to attempt to extend our commercial rights based on the racial argument,
which directly puts us into a confrontation with England, France, and Italy.’120

Japanese nationalists, meanwhile, continued to provoke the Italians. On July
27, representatives from the Floating Clouds patriotic organization presented a
resolution to the British embassy in tokyo. It expressed, ‘the hope that Great
Britain, for the sake of her reputation as a progressive country, will fulfill her
mission as a leader of weak and small peoples and that she will put a stop to inter-
ference with the liberty of Abyssinia.’121 And Yamauchi and Shoji added more
grist to the Italian propaganda mill by giving a party in Addis Ababa for to
leading Ethiopians and founding the Ethiopian-Japan Association. the partici-
pants received rosettes of the rising Sun and Ethiopian green, yellow, and red.122

the Osaka Asahi on July 29 reacted editorially to the contretemps of the
previous ten days. With his 400,000 troops and more than fifty planes mobilized
in North Africa, Mussolini was threatening not only Ethiopia but also those
powers opposed to Italy’s activities. Italy was trying to check Japanese goods
from finding their way into Ethiopia. thus, Italy found itself confronted polit-
ically by Britain and economically by Japan. the paper feared that Italy’s prop-
aganda about race was unfortunately sowing seeds of international unrest. Nor
was it politic for Italy to utilize such prejudices for encouraging anti-Ethiopian
or anti-Japanese sentiments in Europe, because such a movement would seri-
ously embarrass Britain and France, which had their own colonies in Africa and
Asia. ‘Mussolini has since last autumn been apparently following a diplomacy
which any great nation would feel ashamed to follow’. Its economic interests,
the cause of world peace, and racial attitudes enshrined by theversailles treaty
lay behind Japan’s ‘passive concern’ on the Italo-Ethiopian issue and Sugimura’s
recent declaration of Japan’s ‘political unconcern’.123

Other Japanese newspapers seconded the Osaka Asahi’s disdain for Italy’s
efforts to draw a ‘connection between the dispute and the racial problem and to
twist world opinion’, which had ‘only invited the ridicule of cool-headed third
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parties’. Italy’s effort was a ‘cowardly and unjustifiable action for purposely
disturbing the world’s tranquility’.124

At the same time, anti-Japanese agitation left Japan’s brewers unfazed, at least
in Italian Somaliland. In the first half of 1934, shipments of Sakura and Union
beer to Mombasa in British kenya, a neighbor of Italian Somaliland, had
amounted to only 52 tons. Beginning in 1935, brewers saw a sudden beer boom
and by July had exported 352 tons, or 123,360 bottles, much of which ended up
in Italian Somaliland. Japan’s press exalted, ‘Whatever misunderstanding there
may be is being liquidated there – by made-in-Japan beer. … [W]hile resting in
the equatorial sun, the Italian soldiers are tickling their parched throats with
foaming beer, and Japanese beer at that.’125

Meanwhile in rome with Mussolini and behind the closed doors of the
league Council, litvinov pressed hard for a peaceful settlement in Italy’s favor
of the brewing conflict. When told, for example, that london was insisting on
a Council meeting for July 29 to discuss the dispute, the Commissar told Shtein
to warn rome and to suggest that Italy formally request a delay, which he would
officially support. the Italians thanked Shtein for the friendly gesture and took
his advice. rome and Moscow were buying time to get the Council adjourned
without any real concessions. Sugimura blamed litvinov’s attitude on the dete-
rioration in Italo-Japanese relations.126

the Soviets and Italians stepped up their symbiotic complaints about the
neo-mercantilist nature of Japan’s economic policy and Japan’s supposedly
supplying arms to Ethiopia. the Soviet press had eagerly followed the Sugimura
Affair, seeing an advantage to the Soviet Union in any conflict Japan might have
with anyone.127 the Soviet Union continued its pro-Italian and anti-Japanese
stance at least to September 1935, one short month before Italy attacked
Ethiopia. Even then, Moscow raised only nuanced opposition to Italian aggres-
sion.128

Italian fears, once again, were not completely groundless. In late July, Shoji
asked Ethiopia’s minister of war if Ethiopia had prepared for gas attacks. the
minister replied by asking Shoji to write for catalogs from Japanese manufac-
turers of gas masks. When Shoji assured him that the Japanese understood
Ethiopia’s position, the war minister stated that he knew that this was true and
he expressed his gratitude for Japan’s sympathy.129

Conclusion

relations between Italy and Japan in the first half of 1935 were rocky despite
some efforts at co-operation. Comments by the Soviets and diverse Japanese in
and out of government exacerbated tensions, and the flurry of documents in the
foreign ministry archives shows rome’s concern. rumors provoked frantic
queries leading to local investigations that unearthed little substantial. Supposed
Japanese arms shipments and other military assistance to Ethiopia especially
concerned Italians, despite vigorous and persistent denials in tokyo and Addis
Ababa.

Interestingly, even if the worst of Italian fears were true – and they were not
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– the impact of arms transfers would have been slight. rome’s representatives
made enormous efforts trying to identify and track supposed shipments in
single, occasional vessels of limited tonnage. Even if they existed, military
supplies had to unload at zeila, Berbera, or Djibouti, all ports controlled by the
British and French. then they would have to go by either the French-controlled
Djibouti–Addis Ababa railroad or camel caravan. In other words, supposed
Japanese arms sales to Ethiopia, paid for by non-existent concessions, could
never have significantly challenged Italy’s overwhelming logistical advantages.

Since his appointment toward the end of 1934, Ambassador Sugimura, living
in a realpolitik world, had earnestly worked to dispel Italian fears and to improve
relations between rome and tokyo. Sparked by vituperative presses in both
countries, his efforts in mid-July exploded into the Sugimura Affair. the height
of the storm lasted about a week, and the diplomatic efforts to calm the ruckus
eventually laid the foundation for Italo-Japanese co-operation in World War II.

It was in this dawning rapprochement that Ethiopia made its last significant
effort to corral Japan’s support in its looming war with Italy. Daba Birrou’s diplo-
matic visit to Japan in September found enthusiastic Japanese nationalists, but
little more than polite deflection from the government and military – Sugimura’s
realpolitik was winning the day.
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9
Daba Birrou’s Mission to Japan

Backdrop: rumors of military assistance

At the Majestic Hotel in Addis Ababa on August 1, the Osaka Mainichi & Tokyo
Nichi Nichi sponsored a roundtable discussion, ‘Ethiopia in Danger’. Araya,
Heruy, and thirteen other prominent Ethiopian officials attended, as did Iwabuchi
Yosikazu. Yamauchi Masao, well-versed in Amharic, acted as chair. Iwabuchi, a
correspondent for the Osaka Mainichi, took charge of the reception, and the 26-
year-old Shoji recorded the proceedings. Although arranged in secret, British,
American, and German journalists came to the hotel seeking information.1

Meanwhile, rumors continued to move beyond the facts of Ethio-Japanese
relations. On August 2, reports claimed that demonstrators in rome had carried
placards which had insultingly placed the Fascist littorio on the Japanese flag.
Pompeo Aloisi, head of the Italian delegation at Geneva, quickly denounced
these rumors as baseless.2

the Soviets and Italians stepped up their symbolic complaints about the neo-
mercantilist nature of Japan’s economic policy and that Japan had long been
supplying arms to Ethiopia. In early August, Italy again inserted the racial argu-
ment into the armaments discussion, claiming that certain European states were
betraying white civilization by supplying arms to Ethiopia. Further, according
to the accusations, the Japanese had opened an official trading agency at Aden,
which was selling munitions and textiles.3 the world’s press joined Italy’s to
print reports from london and elsewhere on supposed Japanese arms shipments
to Ethiopia.these extravagant worries about Japan’s sending weapons, military
advisers, and volunteers to Ethiopia, however, had no basis in reality.4

Japanese newspapers replied by asserting that imperialist Italy, charged with
a sense of racial superiority, intended to make Ethiopia its protectorate. Asians
had to throw off white supremacy and the Yellow Peril calumny. While Japan’s
observer at the league worried that war would become a racial conflict, the Hochi
wrote that it did not want to ‘pour oil on the fire of racial prejudice’, but the
Japanese had to make the white race see its injustice and errors.5

Despite popular Japanese attitudes, the emotional uplift of roundtables and
repeated requests from Addis Ababa for help, a circumspect tokyo carefully tried
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to preserve a neutral position. Officials made this clear to the Ethiopians. On
August 2, Afewerq, Ethiopia’s chargé d’affaires in rome, visited Sugimura for an
hour and spoke about Italy’s military strength, Ethiopia’s military disorder, the
league’s powerlessness, and his skepticism of British or French support. Further,
Ethiopia was importing only some few weapons from kenya and Sudan by camel,
because the Djibouti–Addis Ababa railroad had refused their transport. After
this sad litany, he asked for Japanese backing, although he conceded the difficulty
of importing weapons from Japan. He hoped Japan might provoke difficulties for
Italian shipping in the Far East, and, revealing his desperation, Afewerq even
suggested that Japan send submarines to sink Italian transport ships. He tearfully
pleaded that, if this aid were not feasible, Japan should officially support Ethiopia
and allow volunteers to fight. Sugimura offered only a vague and noncommital
response. Hayle Sellase’s hopes for Japanese arms were doomed.6

Putting an exclamation point to Sugimura’s judicious response to Afewerq, a
high official publicly asserted on August 6 that Japan’s own army program made
it unthinkable that Japan would divert munitions stocks to Ethiopia. this was
especially true, he continued, because the government controlled the arms
industry and was devoting its energies to the mission of keeping peace and order
in East Asia. Even though Japan’s public strongly sympathized with Ethiopia,
tokyo would retain its freedom of action in Northeast Africa. Il Messaggero
expressed gratification at this statement and promised that ‘no shadow can
darken the cordiality of Italy’s and Japan’s friendship’.7

Simultaneously, Ethiopia’s foreign ministry formally denied rumors that a
Japanese military mission would visit Addis Ababa and that Japan was supplying
arms to Ethiopia. Hayle Sellase himself in an interview with United Press News
Agency declared that Ethiopia had not received any assurance of Japanese
support. He added, however, that no international practice prevented Ethiopia
from obtaining weapons from Japan. An official communiqué added that
Ethiopia’s relations with Japan were normal and correct. Ever paranoid, rome
feared that these statements did not reject an arms deal in the future, and offi-
cial denials that Ethiopia had arranged military contracts with Japan failed to
squelch rumors of such aid.8

Despite their exaggerations, the Italians were not completely off base. On
August 7, as Daba Birrou was preparing to leave for Japan, Afewerq Gebre Iyesus
gave Sugimura a letter from Hayle Sellase addressed to Japan’s Emperor, asking
for help. Noting that the letter was from the Sovereign and not the government,
Sugimura explained in his report that confusion and disunity reigned in Ethiopia.9

As Hayle Sellase desperately combed the world for credits and equipment,
Daba Birrou readied for his trip amid rumors of a ‘secret’ mission and that he
would establish a consulate in Japan. He reportedly was to try to negotiate for
large arms purchases by receiving credits of at least 50 per cent of the value of
the orders. By contrast, on August 8 Amau stated that Japan had heard nothing
of the reported Ethiopian arms-purchasing mission coming to Japan. He added
that Ethiopia had not asked for visas, and Japan had not granted any, nor had
Japan received any proposals regarding munitions. Behind closed doors, both
the foreign ministry and the army had rejected offering any military aid to
Ethiopia. While the 1934 decision to establish a legation in Addis Ababa on
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January 1, 1936, still stood, the Japanese denied reports they had appointed
toshiharu Harima, a secretary to the embassy at rome, to be chargé d’affaires
in Addis Ababa. 10

Ethiopia’s minister in london visited Japan’s chargé on the eighth and asked
about newspaper reports that Japan had exported many weapons to Ethiopia.
the chargé d’affaires told him that the stories were false. the disappointed
minister nonetheless expressed gratitude for the sympathy the Japanese people
had shown Ethiopia.11

By August, Japan’s press began reporting that rome regarded July’s misun-
derstanding with tokyo over Ethiopia as having ended. Italy’s press had
published Japanese denials of the alleged shipments of military materials and
plans to send a military and commercial mission to Ethiopia. Satisfied with the
denials, Italy’s newspapers declared that those nations showing sympathy for
Italy during the coming conflict would receive Italy’s friendship.12 Italo-Japanese
reconciliation had begun – and along the realistic lines Japan’s ambassador to
Italy had all along been seeking.

Daba Birrou sets out for Japan & Japanese ambivalence

Daba Birrou, Secretary of Ethiopia’s Foreign Ministry and Director of the
Holeta Military Academy, the national military school, left Addis Ababa at the
beginning of the second week of August. He was young, modernized, well-
known, close to Hayle Sellase, and highly regarded by foreign diplomats in Addis
Ababa. Even though officials had tried to keep Daba Birrou’s departure as secret
as possible, many pro-Japanese officials and journalists saw the party leave the
railway station in Addis Ababa.13

On August 11, Ethiopia officially reiterated that Daba would not be setting up
a consulate in tokyo but would be a first secretary to Ethiopia’s honorary consul.
Many were skeptical because Shoji was with him and because Japanese nation-
alists had organized the Ethiopian rescue Society in early August to welcome
him.vinci reported from Addis Ababa that Daba was seeking accords, especially
for supplying military materials in exchange for land concessions for growing
cotton and for the rights to build a factory in Addis Ababa. Daba set sail from
Djibouti on the thirteenth on board the French liner, Atos II.14

As Daba departed, Sugimura continued his line favoring Italy – to Il Messag-
gero’s praise. On August 14, he reassured Suvich of tokyo’s support. Under-
scoring his statement, the ambassador thanked the Italians for the reception
given to a Japanese aeronautical mission then visiting rome. Nevertheless,
rumors about Japanese weapons exports to Ethiopia continued to dog tokyo.15

Connecting colonial questions in Africa and political conditions in Europe, at
mid-month Japan’s press noted that the dispute between Italy and Ethiopia was
becoming worse and had become enmeshed with problems elsewhere. Italy had
promised France to mobilize one million men to strengthen its defenses along
the Austrian frontier to foil Nazi plots, and the press observed that the 200,000
men Italy had sent to Ethiopia weakened that defense. Simultaneously, British
attitudes and the Anglo-German Naval Agreement of June 1935 were causing
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anxiety in France and Italy, and the alienation of Italy and Britain even threat-
ened peace.16

Japan’s role in Ethiopia continued to confound Europeans, despite Shoji’s
clear-eyed reports, which downplayed Japanese influence there. Since Heruy’s
visit to Japan in 1931, Shoji wrote in mid-August, eighteen merchants and eleven
other Japanese had visited Ethiopia. Some had opened shops in the capital, but
none remained, and Shoji blamed their lack of foreign trade experience for their
failure. Worse, some had caused resentment among the local merchants, and
others had breached contracts to lose much of the good reputation the Japanese
had previously enjoyed. Some claiming special connections with their home
government, had had roused suspicions among local officials. Nonetheless,
Japanese goods continued to find their way to Ethiopia, in 1934 making up 65 per
cent of Ethiopia’s total imports. there was room for expansion in shirting, twill
weaves, khaki, glass, enameled goods, canned provisions, matches, cement, and
more. But, a letter of credit was necessary for business with Japan, unlike trans-
actions with Great Britain, and fees and other costs entailed transactions, prob-
lems that only a new Japanese legation could mitigate. Shoji advised that the
Japanese had to help increase native purchasing power by promoting Ethiopia’s
exports. Finally, he suggested that any Japanese merchant without a sound busi-
ness at home would fail in Ethiopia, especially given the proximity of Aden, the
greatest market in that part of the world.17

Before and during Daba Birrou’s long sea voyage, stories flooded rome about
presumed Japanese war materials and individuals heading to East Africa. From
Shanghai at the end of July, Italian officials noted that a Japanese steamer bound
for london would stop at Aden to disembark five Japanese officials, one of whom
was a colonel of the topographical Section of the General Staff. then vinci
reported on military advisers, including two Japanese, at Djibouti. Italy’s royal
Ministry of Colonies reported that a Japanese from Osaka, hoping to supply war
materials to Ethiopia, had asked Ethiopia’s foreign ministry to introduce him to
Daba. Italy’s representative from Alexandria reported that on September 3,
Fukinami katsumi, a correspondent for the Osaka Asahi, was leaving from Port
Said, bound for Djibouti and then Addis Ababa.18

Japanese civilians continued to intrude into diplomatic matters. On August
20, the Great Japanese turan Youth league of tokyo published a protest which
they had mailed to Mussolini. the document noted that the white and colored
races had divided the world and that Italo-Ethiopian rivalry would start a racial
war, which might lead to another world war. Supposed white superiority faced
two exceptions – Japan had beaten russia and Ethiopia had beaten Italy. the
protest concluded: ‘Dear colored brothers throughout the world! Stand up and
save our poor brother Ethiopia who is going to fall in the clutches of that rapa-
cious White Wolf ! Slay that white-skinned bear who now threatens the life of
the innocent Black lamb! Do away with the White Peril.’ 19 Among the associ-
ation’s directors were Yamauchi Masao and Shoji Yunosuke. George Padmore,
who had long since left his days as a Comintern agent when he had warned blacks
about the Japanese, now echoed this rhetoric.20

Meanwhile, Italy’s support for China continued to dog its relations with
Japan. Flying from rome in a Savoia-Marchetti plane, which he presented to
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Chiang kai-shek, General Silvio Scaroni succeeded roberto lordi as head of
Italy’s Air Mission to China. On September 7, a Chinese mission left for Italy,
suggesting the possibility of a secret Italo-Chinese air agreement. the Nation-
alists used Italian aircraft – Breda, Fiat, Caproni, and Savoia-Marchetti – for
field training, and some air cadets went every year to Italy for advanced training
– and rumored service in East Africa in case of war there. the largest Italian
manufacturers of aircraft parts, with offices in Milan and Shanghai, founded an
Italian Aeronautical Consortium for China in September 1934, and work on the
Sino-Italian National Aircraft Works began in 1935 in Nanchang. Fearing
Japanese objection, however, construction languished, with limited production
beginning only in April 1937.21

taking heart in Italy’s efforts and ever willing to provoke animosity toward
Japan – and without evidence – in late August the Soviet press asserted that Japan
had partially armed Ethiopia’s army with modern military equipment and that
military deliveries had increased. the Japanese were supposedly paying partic-
ular attention to Ethiopia’s aviation and were helping in its organization. In the
likely event of an Italo-Ethiopian war, Japan would supply Ethiopia with arms
and ammunition. the press was still publishing canards about Japan’s economic
inroads and million-acre concessions. Further, and more crucially, tokyo wanted
to use its support for Ethiopia to gain from the Great Powers political leverage
in China. Italy’s embassy in Moscow noted that Pravda had violently denounced
the ‘White Wolf ’ manifesto of the Great Japanese turan Youth league as
mimicking Nazism in its racism. Pravda’s was a clear plea for Italy’s co-opera-
tion in facing the twin threats to each, Germany and Japan.22

In this atmosphere, would Daba Birrou’s coming visit accomplish anything
positive? While some feared it might, Italo-Japanese rapprochement was also in
the wind, and official rome was beginning to pay more attention to Japanese
government spokesmen and diplomats than to wild rumors. According to the
Japanese press, Il Giornale d’Italia on August 27 had made a ‘striking plea’ for
Italo-Japanese understanding in an editorial.23 responding, on August 29 the
Japan Times editorialized that racial politics had its limits. ‘With all due respect
to the common consciousness of the colored races of the world, we believe that
it is still too weak a force to make itself politically felt. race feeling will continue,
in the future as in the past, to intrigue those who balance world forces and read
into the course of civilization their various interpretations.’24

What drew alarm in Moscow Sugimura praised as objective reporting. Italy
and Japan were not in conflict but had to co-operate, because the two shared the
same fate and policy. While wanting to secure its interests in Ethiopia, Italy was
not seeking to monopolize profits there by closing doors or by using the racial
issue.25

tokyo did not want to move too quickly toward rome. A foreign ministry
spokesman on August 29 forcefully denied rumors that, to enlist rome’s support
for its demands for naval parity at the forthcoming Second london Naval
Conference, tokyo had become more sympathetic toward Italy’s Ethiopian
adventure.26 later, Sugimura rejected rumors that Italy was removing pilot
instructors from China to East Africa to appease the Japanese.27

repeated denials in late August by tokyo and Addis Ababa could not quash
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rumors that Japan was sending arms, munitions, volunteers, and advisers to
Ethiopia. Spokesmen insisted that Japan had not and would not send arms or
ammunition to Ethiopia. Because munitions exports from Japan were under
government control, it was impossible for private firms to conduct sales without
official knowledge, and only one Japanese, a journalist, was then in Ethiopia.
Japan had never negotiated with Italy on Ethiopia, nor had tokyo bargained with
Italy about Japan’s naval demands. Japan would continue its policy of watchful
waiting. the Ethiopians believed that Italy wished to use unease toward Japanese
aims, real and imagined, to justify its aggressive policy toward Ethiopia. these
Japanese concluded that the British, French, and others had propagated this
rumormongering to help Italy protect a white stronghold.28

the reality was less dramatic. In early August, one Japanese citizen left the
country by train for Djibouti. thereafter, Ethiopians fondly told anyone who
worried about Japanese economic and military penetration of their country that
one third of the Japanese living in Ethiopia had left the country.29

Unconvinced, Le Temps on August 30 continued to relay rumors and fears
rather than reality. the newspaper declared that permanent Japanese agricul-
tural colonies in East Africa were a political and economic problem deserving
Europe’s attention. No one could take seriously tokyo’s statement that it had
no political interests in Ethiopia. After ‘lengthy negotiations’ with Ethiopia,
kitagawa had won a concession of ‘vast tracts’ of uncultivated land on the high
plateaus, where the Japanese could grow cotton of excellent quality. His ‘method-
ically organized’ exploitation ‘soon brought happy results’. After only four years,
cultivated lands had covered ‘several hundred thousand hectares’, and young,
unmarried Japanese hoping to marry Ethiopian women had arrived. these
rumors also deceived America’s representative in Paris. Noting ‘the insistence’
with which Le Temps had had excoriated Japanese activities and concessions in
Ethiopia, he suggested ‘the possibility’ that Japan was ‘seeking indirect means for
financing Ethiopia’. Japan wished to prolong Ethiopian resistance against Italy
and was hoping for European complications, which ‘could alone save Ethiopia
in a campaign against Italy’.30

Further events confirmed tokyo’s cautious, benevolent neutrality, which indi-
rectly helped Fascist aggression. Japan’s representatives in Switzerland and Italy
favored rome. then, on September 3, some of Japan’s most esteemed ambas-
sadors, including Matsudaira tsuneo from london, Mushanokoji from Berlin,
and Saito Hiroshi from Washington, met in Ottawa, Canada. Supporting the
analogy between the Manchurian and Ethiopian crises, Mushanokoji publicly
stated that the Japanese were behaving toward the Ethiopian affair as ‘they expect
the rest of the world should behave toward Japan’s operations in Manchuria’.
the dispute was ‘a matter of vital importance only to the two nations
concerned’.31 the Italians saw the benefit in this comparison.32

Amid the confusion about Daba’s trip, the Ethiopians spoke bravely. In mid-
August Heruy told Yamauchi that Ethiopia would defend itself against invasion.
His country would take no offensive operations and would not refuse favorable
terms proposed by outside powers.33 In early September, Emperor Hayle Sellase
cabled the Nihon Dempo News Agency, asking that it outline the threats
confronting his empire. He promised that Ethiopia would try to solve its dispute
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with Italy peacefully, and he added, ‘I firmly expect right and justice to prevail
and in any case we will defend our freedom and our territory against any aggres-
sion. I appreciate the numerous evidences of sympathy on the part of Oriental
peoples.’34 A week later, Princess tsai, fourth daughter of Emperor and patron
of the Ethiopian Patriotic Women’s Society, appealed to Japan’s sister organiza-
tion for its support in Ethiopia’s cause.35

Yet, rome could not have worried too much for the consequences of Daba’s
sojourn. Pompeo Aloisi asked Japan’s minister to Poland to assume the role of
adviser to the league’s committee on the Ethiopian controversy.36

Daba Birrou’s arrival to enthusiasm & reticence

In contrast to the official reticence, Daba Birrou’s visit sparked as much public
excitement in Japan as had Heruy’s four years earlier. On September 9, nation-
alists sponsored three open lectures at the Osaka Asahi Hall, during which a
journalist, a General Staff Officer, and Oyama Ujiro spoke. the Osaka Mainichi
& Tokyo Nichi Nichi on September 19 released to theaters Paramount Pictures’
newsreels on military preparations by Ethiopia and Italy. Ethiopian cultural exhi-
bitions at department stores, including one sponsored by the Tokyo Nichi Nichi,
attracted many visitors. the Nagoya branch of Osaka Mainichi also sponsored
other exhibits on Ethiopia. As a further promotion, the Osaka Mainichi & Tokyo
Nichi Nichi published Shoji’s four-part story describing Ethiopia’s history,
culture, and socio-political-economic system. the Ethiopian crisis also provided
topics for popular dramas, short stories, and magazine cartoons. One small busi-
nessman opened ‘Bar Ethiopia’ and refused Italian customers, and the Japanese
Council of labor Unions stirred up public opinion for Ethiopia.37

Money, letters of encouragement, and applications from Japanese volunteers
wanting to fight for Ethiopia poured in daily to Ethiopia’s honorary consulate in
Osaka. Honorary Consul Yukawa in early August went to tokyo to try to secure
passports for four volunteers wishing to enlist in Ethiopia’s flying corps. they
were willing to become Ethiopian subjects, if necessary. the commander of a
‘certain Japanese flying corps’ offered two planes for the young men to use. Simi-
larly, Heruy told a Japanese correspondent in Addis Ababa that applications –
some written in blood – from Japanese wanting to join Ethiopia’s army had
flooded his office. Yasujiro kita was one of those wanting to volunteer. the
twenty-eight-year-old Japanese resident in Berlin declared, ‘I am proud of the
Japanese spirit of chivalry. I cannot remain idle in face of the news of the Italo-
Abyssinian conflict as long as Japanese blood runs in my veins.’ 38 kita was
among fifteen or more, mostly Germans, who had approached the local
Ethiopian Consul to volunteer for military service. Japan’s press eagerly specu-
lated that thousands of German nationals, including former Imperial Army field
officers, had applied to fight in Ethiopia. the American and Italian embassies in
tokyo attributed popular Japanese enthusiasm to the Osaka Mainichi’s and the
Tokyo Nichi Nichi’s propaganda, their ability to organize demonstrations, and to
their money that paid for Daba’s trip. Ethiopia’s honorary consul, however, was
refusing all applications; nor did tokyo allow any Japanese to go. More symbol-
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ically, patriots also sent 1,200 swords, relics of the Sino-Japanese and russo-
Japanese wars. Akamatsu Shomo donated his family’s ancient and honorable
sword to pass on the patriotic samurai spirit Ethiopia needed to repel the
invaders. A patriotic society presented an old Japanese sword to Emperor Hayle
Sellase.39

While the Italians remained unclear about the meaning of his trip,40 Daba,
with Shoji at his side, arrived in Shanghai on September 10. He optimistically
told those gathered that the league would prevent war in Ethiopia; but, in case
of war, he promised, Britain would check the Italians. resembling the Japanese
in temperament, Ethiopians deeply respected them, and he expected that rela-
tions and trade between them would become increase.Shoji organized a meeting
of about fifty members of Japan’s Political, Commercial, and Cultural Institute
in Shanghai. After speaking, Shoji introduced Daba, who, speaking in English,
thanked them for their sympathy. Daba’s group left Shanghai on September 12
on board the Nagasaki Maru.41

knowing little more about Daba’s visit than did the Italians, official tokyo’s
attitude remained one of watchful waiting and protection of Japan’s commer-
cial interests – interests not terribly large anyway. Or, as Amau put it on
September 13, Japan’s attitude was ‘that of a spectator watching a fight from a
high window’. 42

Daba and Shoji arrived in Nagasaki on September 13. the delegation
greeting them included staff from the Osaka Mainichi, Yukawa Chuzaburo,
toyama Mitsuru, and about forty others. Drawing on the example of the russo-
Japanese War, Daba assured them that if war did break out, Ethiopia would
humiliate Italy just as Japan had humbled russia. Daba and Shoji visited the
Suwa Shrine, and later in the afternoon, the Osaka Mainichi hosted them at the
Geiyotei restaurant. Daba, denying that he had come to negotiate in Japan for
war materials or a loan to buy them, added that he might remain in Japan for
more than a year. At 5 p.m., he and Shoji left for kobe on the Nagasaki Maru.43

they arrived in kobe the following afternoon to a rousing welcome on the
pier. Among those greeting him were several representatives of the Osaka
Mainichi & Tokyo Nichi Nichi, and from Yukawa and tatsuji takaya. there were
also five representatives from the Ethiopian rescue Society of tokyo, members
of the Patriotic Youth Association, and a corps of buglers from the kobe Young
People’s Federation. Armed with paper flags, the Japanese cheered the visitors
as the ship drew alongside the pier. On the ship’s making fast, the principal
Japanese boarded and welcomed Daba and Shoji, and they presented each man
with a floral tribute. Newspapermen then surrounded Daba for an interview.
For the crowd, Daba again drew comparisons between Ethiopia’s conflict with
Italy and Japan’s with russia. With Yukawa, Daba then left by automobile to call
at Ethiopia’s consulate and the Osaka Mainichi. 44

At the Mainichi’s offices, Daba once more asserted that Ethiopia did not want
war, but if it did break out, he promised stout resistance. ‘Spirit,’ he said, would
triumph ‘over modern weapons.’ He added that he would stay in Japan one or
two years, depending on his government’s orders, but he had received no instruc-
tions on setting up a Japanese legation in Addis Ababa. the Mainichi’s editor-
in-chief praised Ethiopian patriotism and devotion to their Emperor. Daba then
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went to the paper’s auditorium, festooned with the Japanese and Ethiopian flags,
where he thanked the newspaper’s chief officers and staff members for the kind-
ness shown him by this paper’s representatives at Hong kong, Shanghai, and
Nagasaki.45

Amid rumors of Japanese ships, volunteers, and munitions heading for
Berbera or Djibouti and then to Ethiopia,46 on September 15, Daba paid cour-
tesy visits to Prince Higashi kuna, Commander of the Fourth Division at Osaka,
and to Inabata katsutaro, President of the Osaka Chamber of Commerce and
Industry. Afterward, he paid homage at the Momoyama Imperial Mausoleum at
Fushimi-Momoyama between Osaka and kyoto. He next attended a welcoming
tea given by the Ethiopian rescue Society at the Miyako Hotel in kyoto. Accom-
panied the whole time by Shoji and Yukawa, Daba’s party returned to the Osaka
Hotel. Daba reported to Heruy on the enthusiastic welcome he had received.47

Official Japan, however, remained reserved. Ambassador Giacinto Auriti
called onvice Minister Shigemitsu Mamoru at 5 p.m. on September 16. In their
hour-long conversation, Shigemitsu reiterated Japan’s strictly neutral position
on Ethiopia because of tenuous Japanese interests there. Since its withdrawal
from the league, Japan was preserving a rigorous policy of non-interference in
Europe’s political issues unless they affected East Asia. Japan, closely following
events, worried about negative consequences to its foreign trade. the vice
minister warned that Italy might find its freedom of action restricted if it
remained in the league of Nations. Auriti confided to his superiors in rome
that the vice minister was kind, but busy, and he suggested that Italy’s military
attachés might provide a better vehicle for frank exchanges.48

Despite this official reticence, ‘Ethiopians remained the rage in tokyo’, as
one publication put it, with the ‘yellow Emperor’s subjects’ lavishing ‘hospitality
on the chocolate Emperor’s envoy’.49 On Monday, the sixteenth, an audience of
6,000 packed Central Public Hall in Osaka to hear a lecture on Ethiopia spon-
sored by the Osaka Mainichi. Yukawa introduced Daba, who, speaking briefly in
English, told the audience that he was to promote friendship and trade with
Japan. He added that two great problems confronted East Africa: class struggle
and racial conflict. He then drew a parallel with the foreign threat faced by Japan
in the preceding century. ‘Abyssinia,’ he said, ‘is now menaced by foreign foes
as Japan was some 60 years ago when she was about to open her doors to the
outside world. Because the country is small, because the country is non-
Caucasian, because it is weak, it must meet the foreign challenge. these things
we non-white people are forced to endure.’50 After Daba, Shoji stepped on the
platform to ‘thunderous applause’. In his two-hour speech, he dwelled on
Ethiopia’s relations with Japan and Italy. He assured his listeners that as the only
independent nation of the black race, Ethiopians were proud and confident of
their ultimate victory. A film describing Ethiopia capped the long evening. the
next night, despite inclement weather, a mammoth crowd packed the audito-
rium of the kobe First Middle School for a similar performance, again spon-
sored by the Osaka Mainichi. After the latter meeting, Daba was a guest at a
sukiyaki dinner.51

Back in Ethiopia, Hayle Sellase hoped to encourage Japanese enthusiasm for
his country. In a private interview after a banquet given to foreign correspon-
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dents and photographers at his palace on September 19, he told an Osaka Asahi
correspondent, Fukinami katsumi, that he regarded Japan as a sister country.
While Ethiopia would use Japan as its model for modernization, the Emperor
was veering away from the racial aspect of the coming war. 52

As Daba Birrou was introducing himself to Japan, Araya Abeba remained in
the news. In mid-September, Shoji reported that Araya, with his government’s
support, still wanted to marry a Japanese woman of good birth. At Araya’s request,
Shoji was carrying gifts to Sumioka and his wife, who had worked so hard on his
betrothal with kuroda. rejecting the idea that this had been a publicity stunt, he
promised that once the threat of war lifted, Araya would make another proposal.53

Araya had also suggested that Ethiopia grant Japan concessions for industrial
development. In speaking of the marriage, Shoji added that Japan’s advance into
East Africa would be part of the long-desired racial movement, the first step
toward forming Greater Asia. Araya said that Ethiopia would gladly grant conces-
sions for industrial development to Japan. the Emperor was ready to approve
such grants and Araya had offered his services as an intermediary.54

Hailed by 2,000 members of the Black Dragons, the Patriotic Youth Associ-
ation, the Nationalist volunteer People’s Party, the Ethiopian Defense Society,
and kindred organizations, Daba, Yukawa, and Shoji arrived at the tokyo train
station at 8:30 a.m. on September 19. the Japanese carried banners that
screamed ‘Down With Italy!’ and ‘rescue Ethiopia!’ Boy Scouts addressed the
gathering. Daba told the crowd that he intended to develop trade between the
two countries. the visitors next shook hands with editors from the Osaka
Mainichi. led by Ethiopia’s tricolor flag, they moved to the plaza in front of the
Chiyoda Palace, where they bowed low. they then paid homage at the Meiji and
Yasukuni shrines. Daba next visited the Tokyo Nichi Nichi headquarters and
thanked officials for their courtesies. the Osaka Mainichi hosted Daba at a
luncheon at the tokyo kaikan across from the Imperial Palace. that evening,
he, Yukawa, and Shoji addressed a gathering at the Nihon Young Men’s Hall.
Disparaging Daba’s frenetic activity, Auriti explained that he had come too late
to generate anything of value.55

Failed official visits & popular enthusiasm

the Italian ambassador was correct. Although Daba’s movements in Japan
enjoyed all the publicity the Osaka Mainichi and the Tokyo Nichi Nichi could
command, despite the popular hullabaloo, influential Japanese were not involved.
this had become painfully clear earlier the afternoon of September 19, when
he called on Yoshida tanichiro at the foreign ministry. Daba presented his
government’s letter of appointment and a letter from Heruy to Foreign Minister
Hirota koki, which officially revealed the purpose of his visit – his appointment
as consular secretary. Yoshida soon divined, however, that Daba was also seeking
aid, especially arms, ammunition, and advisers. As for the best way to ship muni-
tions to Ethiopia, Daba quickly acknowledged that arms transfers through
French and Italian territories would be impossible. He therefore suggested that
Berbera in British Somaliland was the only port through which to send such
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goods, with the journey from there to Ethiopia taking two days. turning the
conversation to his traveling companion, Daba confessed that Shoji had discov-
ered his secret arms-seeking mission and that he had imposed himself on the
venture with some support in Ethiopia. Daba expressed displeasure at being
involved in the stunts Japanese newspapers had cooked up.56

Prompted by ultra-nationalist groups, Daba visited the general staff office in
Miyakezaka and met with several officers, although he did not visit the Ministry
of War itself.57 this was a bad sign.

the army that Daba wished to court had already decided to keep neutral,
watchful, waiting – or even lean toward Italy. In fact, some of the younger
Japanese military attachés so believed in Japan’s idealistic desire to rescue the
oppressed population of China that they sympathetically compared it with Italy’s
announced ambition to civilize Ethiopia. As early as September 7, Admiral
takeshita Isamu told newspapermen and delegates at a convention of veterans
of Foreign Wars in New Orleans that he two days later, lieutenant Colonel
Numata takazo, the military attaché in rome, urged his superiors that Japan
‘push Italy’ to war and not compromise with the league.58 Enshrining these atti-
tudes, on September 19, Japan’s military intelligence produced a document
predicting that competition in Africa might lead to war in Europe and deplete
European power. Because Japan was neutral, the report worried little about
Japan’s relations with the two belligerents but conceded that Japan’s public was
focusing on economic problems and racial issues.’59

On September 21, Daba again visited Yoshida tonichiro and detailed the aid
he wanted: a couple of surgeons; a major, captain, and lieutenant as military
instructors; a couple of fortifications engineers; four telecommunications engi-
neers; two artillery instructors; one airplane sound locator instructor; and
general educators to train young Ethiopians. He also requested modern artillery,
anti-aircraft guns, sub-machine-guns, automatic rifles, light tanks, and muni-
tions. Daba additionally sought medical supplies for 10,000 people as well as
tents and surgeons for a field hospital. Finally, Daba wanted military telephones,
small tents for soldiers, trench telescopes and other tools, and soldier’s rations.
In return, Daba offered cash for the weapons and ammunition as well as
Ethiopian products such as coffee, hides, beeswax, and honey for medicines and
other items. For a facility to produce ammunition, he wished to arrange credits.
the two foreign ministries were to negotiate the salaries for the instructors. He
also hoped to send Ethiopian students to Japan.60

later that day, Oyama Ujiro of the Ethiopian Problems Society held a
welcoming party for Daba and 251 patriotic guests at the Seiyoken restaurant
at Ueno, tokyo. Among the evening’s sponsors were four lieutenant generals,
two major generals, and two vice admirals, all retired, plus seven representatives,
two peers, and various reactionary leaders, such as toyama Mitsuru. Shoji
described Ethiopia, and Daba relayed his Emperor’s appreciation for Japanese
sympathy. Daba also delivered two personal letters to toyama. In the first,
Emperor Hayle Sellase had written, ‘It is sad that Ethiopia, a country with a long
history, might be destroyed by the imperialists.’ He added that as ‘a Christian
country and a proud people, we do not wish to fight a war, but we are determined
to defend our country at any cost’.61 In the second letter, Heruy thanked the
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Japanese people for their friendship. Daba also gave toyama a photograph of
Hayle Sellase. toyama then took the lead in cheering for Ethiopia’s ruler and
Daba led cheers for Japan’s Emperor. the roundtable guests unanimously passed
a resolution asking Daba to tell Hayle Sellase that, though the group could say
nothing about the government’s attitude, the Japanese people wished to help his
country. the meeting broke up at 9:30 p.m. Western newspapers snidely pointed
out that Daba, ‘young’, ‘coal-black’, and English-speaking, appeared dazed by
the amount of handshaking by elderly patriots, and he did not realize that no
Japanese of importance was present.62

Inspired by Daba’s visit, Ethiopians became so popular in Japan that some
began impersonating them in affairs of the heart. One posed as a millionaire and
Cambridge University graduate searching for a Japanese bride. When police in
September summoned him for questioning, the impostor admitted that he was
a native of the African Gold Coast and that his only connection with Ethiopia was
that he had once lived six months in Addis Ababa. He had fled the United States
to escape arrest for fraud; his passport was not in order; and he had never grad-
uated from Cambridge University. Another impostor was a Japanese college
student with ‘Al Jolson makeup’ who had gone to a department store’s dining
room to court one of the waitresses: ‘You are more beautiful,’ he cooed, ‘than
Miss Masako kuroda, the bride-elect of our Prince.’ A detective picked up the
would-be lothario as he loitered about. Asked his identity, the young man
replied in a poor imitation of broken Japanese, ‘I am an Abyssinian’. Facing skep-
ticism, however, the student confessed. the black stuff on his face, he explained,
was soot he had rubbed in with cold cream, and naturally curly hair and lipstick
around his mouth dramatized the effect. He had left the young lady unim-
pressed, but at least the police released him with only a reprimand.63

the outbreak of war did not cool popular passions. On October 8, newspa-
pers announced that Japan had suffered its first ‘casualty’ in the hostilities. After
having argued about the war with her husband, and despondent at news of
Ethiopian reverses, his twenty-year-old wife drank rat poison. She was hospi-
talized in kamakura. 64

the war also caused problems for Japanese living in Italy. FujiwaraYoshie, the
famous tenor, was to have made a concert tour of Italy in March, but his Italian
manager notified him that he should cancel because of the threatening situation.
Other Japanese musicians in Italy, including the soprano Miura tanaki, were
seeking to leave Italy earlier than scheduled.65

At the end of September, Shoji wrote about how strongly many Ethiopians
favored Japan. Among them, Shoji listed a poet and scholar in Adwa, the father
of kidane Miriam Aberra, now the vice Minister of Education and Shoji’s
friend. the Empress, another ardent supporter of Japan, had offered one of her
imperial estates, where she was building a beautiful structure to house the
prospective Japanese legation.66

Even though foreign ministry officials on September 22 had again declared
that they did not want to commit Japan, Daba followed instructions from Addis
Ababa, and on September 28, he visited Yoshida tanichiro for a third time.
Again, he heard that tokyo would not let the Italo-Abyssinian dispute disrupt its
own affairs.67
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Oblivious to this reality, E.W. Martin, ‘a negro politician’, and two others in
early October visited the Japanese embassy in Washington. knowing they could
not get American passports, they asked Japan to help American black volunteers
get to Ethiopia or at least provide passage for them to the red Sea. Nothing came
of the approach, and the State Department thought Martin might have been a
bit of a fraud.68

Hearing the news of Italy’s attack on Ethiopia on October 3, Daba hurried
back to tokyo, and various right-wing organizations solicited him to attend their
lectures and meetings. With great bravado, Daba told the Osaka Mainichi, ‘We
will crush them out! that’s all that awaits the Italian invaders.’69 Although Daba
was to remain in Japan until the spring, this was the last of the intense coverage
of Ethiopia’s envoy in Japan’s press. Even the Osaka Mainichi, which had played
such a crucial role in promoting Daba’s visit, no longer followed his activities.

this did not mean that the newspaper neglected the war. Further drama-
tizing its lack of coverage of Daba, the Osaka Mainichi engaged more journalists.
Yamauchi was already sending dispatches from Addis Ababa, and Iwabuchi was
traveling as a war correspondent with Ethiopia’s army marching toward Harrar.
He had already sent his first dispatch by telephone to Yamauchi in Addis Ababa,
who relayed it to the Osaka office of Mainichi: ‘In the event of war with Italy,
every Abyssinian, even women and children, will fight to the finish and will meet
as brave a death as the Japanese “three Human Bombs”.’70 Shoji, whom the
paper claimed was in Japan at Heruy’s request, was to return to Ethiopia.

the Osaka Mainichi also engaged other journalists. Webb Miller, the Euro-
pean news manager of the United Press, was with the Italian army on the Mareb
Front. Edward Beattie left from Germany bound for Addis Ababa, and Herbert
Ekins had started for the front from Djibouti. leonard Packard and Alfred
Street were two United Press correspondents. For special features, the paper
engaged ladislas Farago and Sir Percival Phillips, the Addis Ababa correspon-
dent for the Daily Telegraph. the newspaper also lined up the United Press and
rengo news agencies. Its special correspondents in Europe included Nanjo
Shinichi in london, kiido Mataichi in Paris, Otsuka torao in Berlin, and
kobayashi Hideo in Moscow. this was a staggering amount of talent and showed
a remarkable commitment to describing and analyzing the war, and in the
succeeding months the paper published a great deal on the war’s fighting and
diplomacy. the newspaper even sent its New York correspondent to Ethiopia,
apparently to negotiate for the right of Japanese interests to set up broadcast
facilities in Ethiopia.71

Similarly interested, on October 5, Japanese military authorities dispatched
Naval lieutenant Commander Yamamoto Yoshio, stationed in England, to Port
Said to comment on military activities. later, in November, they sent Captain
Hattori takushiro, a military attaché in France, to observe the battlefront.72

Conclusion

the American embassy in tokyo disparaged rumors that Daba Birrou would be
able to buy munitions or secure a loan. the Americans thought the visit was
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largely a newspaper stunt by the Osaka Mainichi and that Daba was trying to
find out how far Japan would go to champion the colored races against whites.
the embassy did not believe that tokyo would alter its policy of non-interfer-
ence in the Italo-Ethiopian conflict.73

Fate decreed that Daba Birrou’s mission was Ethiopia’s last concerted effort
to attract Japan’s political and military support. Because of similarities between
Italy’s aggressive activities in Ethiopia and Japanese action in China, tokyo was
aware that Japanese support for Ethiopia and condemnation of Italy might lead
to international criticism of Japanese aggression. thus, Japan did not give any
substantial support to Ethiopia during the crisis. As Italy approached victory in
the spring of 1936, tokyo tacitly approved its aggression.74

Meanwhile, Britain showed greater fear of race war and more interest in its
colonial holdings than in preserving the Stresa structure that was keeping
Germany in check and preserving peace in Europe. Paris, albeit reluctantly,
followed london’s lead, and following the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, the
three-power collaboration born at Stresa ‘passed away like a dream’.75 then came
the double failure of Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden’s summer visit to rome
and the tripartite Anglo-French-Italian talks in August to moderate Italy’s
designs on Ethiopia. Japan perspicaciously saw that the Italo-Ethiopian War
would pave the way for Italo-Japanese and Italo-German reconciliation borne
on the back of common antipathy to london, Paris, and the league of Nations.76
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10
The End of Stresa,

the Italo-Ethiopian War,
& Japan

Collapse of the Stresa Front

like the Japanese, the Soviets were offering little tangible support to Ethiopia
beyond verbal forays. George Padmore starkly denounced the effort: ‘the Soviet
Union failed to send a ruble, a bandage roll, or a ton of wheat to Ethiopia.’1

the last thing that Foreign Commissar litvinov wanted was a confrontation
between Britain and Italy, as this would would paralyze all efforts to form a
united front against Germany and Japan. During the summer of 1935, he had
worked hard to delay discussions at Geneva on Ethiopia, and he told Anthony
Eden how earnestly he hoped to avoid in Ethiopia the example of Manchuria,
where the league had proved impotent. Blending a Marxist outlook on colonial
problems with the dictates of Soviet expediency necessitating peace, litvinov
repeated this theme many times over the next year in the league’s public forum,
where he showed remarkable ambivalence toward Italy’s aggression in Ethiopia.
Ethiopia’s fate merely threatened the league’s ability to deal with aggression
elsewhere, and for that reason alone was the Italo-Ethiopian conflict worth the
energies of the league’s representatives. If collective security in or out of the
league – it is hard to imagine that Stalin truly cared where – caved in to a weak
aggressor, what would happen when the aggressor was strong?2

It was london that sucked Paris and Moscow into the vortex of anti-Italian
league action. Just when the USSr, Britain, Italy, and France seemed to be moving
toward one another in the spring of 1935, Britain undercut common ground by
signing theAnglo-German NavalAgreement.then, after July, Britain stood firmly
against Italy’s move on Ethiopia and an Anglo-Italian naval war in the Mediter-
ranean seemed possible.As london dragged the USSr and France away from Italy,
rome responded on December 28 by denouncing the romeAccords and its Stresa
commitments. Italy was well along the road to its future alliance with Germany.3

Japan’s initial reaction to war

While effusive expressions of Japanese public opinion fed suspicions among the
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Great Powers, government policy proved more hardheaded. Japan, after all, also
had to consider its relations with those powers and had few resources anyway to
divert to East Africa.4

After Italy attacked Ethiopia on October 3, two broad opinions emerged in
Japan. Ambassador Sugimura, who leaned strongly toward Italy, urged caution,
neutrality, and realism. He pushed for circumspection toward league-imposed
economic sanctions against Italy, fearing they could lead to war between Italy
and other Western powers. Non-league members, including Japan, could not
escape the repercussions. Further, when Japan had left the league, tokyo had
rejected the collective system embodied in Article 16 of the league Covenant.
Now, Japan should not support the league because it was treating Italian aggres-
sion in Ethiopia as it had Japan’s incursion into Manchuria. Suzuki kuma, later
a secretary in the Japanese legation in Addis Ababa, seconded Sugimura,
insisting that Japan express its sympathy toward Ethiopia only ‘in a non-polit-
ical sphere where difficulty can hardly arise’.5

taking a similar stance, Japanese officials in Geneva grumbled that the
government faced the dilemma of taking action that would arouse accusations of
supporting the league or of inaction that would inflict charges of backing Italy.
these officials openly endeavored to prevent any hint of co-operating with the
sanctions the league was then imposing.6

On October 4, Amau declared that Japan would not commit itself on what it
might do if Geneva applied sanctions on Italy. Not excluding the possibility of
co-operating, tokyo wanted the situation clarified first, and international law
and treaties would guide Japan. Amau denounced press reports that a Japanese
military mission had gone to Addis Ababa; tokyo had neither issued a single
passport for Ethiopia nor granted any license to export arms or munitions to
Ethiopia. Even so, Yet, rome still worried .7

Ambassador Auriti appreciated those in Japan’s government seeking to work
with Italy, and he pleaded for calm in rome. Interestingly, he noted Shoji’s many
articles pointing out problems in furthering Japanese commerce with Ethiopia.
Calling him a commercial agent as well as a correspondent, Auriti sensibly
concluded that his ‘assertions, apparently objective and easily checked … would
completely deny the rampant rumors of vast Japanese economic affairs in
Ethiopia’.8 Auriti also counseled the Japanese. Only days after Italy’s invasion of
Ethiopia, for example, he urged them not to believe doctored reports that the
Italians had bombed an Ethiopian red Cross hospital. ‘Can you believe that
Italy,’ he asked, ‘with a glorious history of thousands of years, would resort to
such tactics?’9

Many in Japan’s army appreciated Auriti’s approaches. On October 10,
behind closed doors, Major Seizo Arisue of the Adjutant General’s Department
handed Yoshida tanichiro a policy paper. It described the government’s policy
as hoping for an early and peaceful solution to the Italo-Ethiopian conflict and
preserving friendly relations with both Italy and Ethiopia. the military, on the
other hand, hoped to prolong the conflict. Arisue’s report suggested that the
government should ‘restrain public opinion and popular demonstrations’ and
added, ‘If England and others solicit Japan to support sanctions against Italy,
Japan should reject the advance and show our favorable attitude toward Italy.’10
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At the same time, Japan should send a minister who would secretly support
Ethiopia. Hoping to learn from parallels between Italy’s struggle in Ethiopia and
Japan’s own fighting in China, Japan should also send officers to observe the
conflict but supply neither side with weapons. the military staff wanted Japan
to promote conflict among the European Powers, thus freeing the Far East for
Japanese exploitation. Fearing criticism of Italy’s military action as indirectly
criticizing Japan’s own behavior in Manchuria, the ministry of war hoped to
smother the pro-Ethiopian movement in Japan.11

rejecting Amau’s earlier reticence, Sugimura made Japan’s position clear to
his fellow ambassadors in rome. tokyo would abstain from co-operating with the
league of Nations, would not support the league’s harsh sanctions policy, and
would not even answer the league’s communications. Japan would continue its
open market for each belligerent, but Sugimura expected little business as
Ethiopia was broke. that Japanese steamers had cancelled Italian ports-of-call
was not partisanship, but simply showed that there was little merchandise they
could carry to and from Italy.12

these official opinions and statements did not deter the second broad opinion
in Japan. When word of Italy’s invasion reached Japan, toyama called a meeting
on October 3 to support Japan’s fellow colored friends in Ethiopia. Held at the
Seiyoken Hotel in Ueno Park in tokyo, toyama displayed his autographed
portrait of Hayle Sellase. then, about thirty members of the Ethiopian Problems
Society met at the Aeronautical Hall on the night of October 5 to express their
unabated support for Ethiopia. they sent Heruy a pretentious cablegram signed
by toyama: ‘the Japanese nation indignantly condemns Italian aggression. God
bless righteous Ethiopia. In a war, air raids are not the deciding factor. Never
lose courage. transmit this message to your commanders.’13

As Japan’s reactionary societies continued to fulminate against Italy, news-
paper editorials generally sympathized with Ethiopia and attacked the league for
its ineptitude. Even while advocating strict neutrality in the dispute, they also
attacked Italy for racial discrimination and claimed that war would exacerbate
racial problems. Most papers bitterly rejected comparisons between Italy’s
actions in Ethiopia and Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931.14

Some in government leaned toward this second approach to the Italo-
Ethiopian conflict. On the evening of October 12, tsuchida Yutaka spoke at
Honjo Public Hall under the auspices of several pro-Ethiopian groups. Oyama
Ujiro and Ito kiyoshi, a professor at Nihon University, also spoke. these groups
held three more meetings in tokyo and more in Osaka, kyoto, and kobe, and the
organizers solicited contributions, which they sent to Addis Ababa.15

trying to influence the argument, Mussolini told an Osaka Asahi correspon-
dent in mid-October that he admired the Japanese because they were coura-
geous, strong, and capable of great things. He also praised their high birthrate
and respect for tradition while keeping ‘abreast with the time’. He added that
Italy and Japan shared many characteristics, especially their geographical posi-
tions. He, therefore, especially regretted the misunderstandings by public
opinion on both sides in July, which had happened because a British journalist
had misquoted Sugimura on Japan’s position toward Ethiopia by omitting the
word ‘political’. ‘I am glad,’ Mussolini added, ‘that the trouble has been cleared

Alliance of the Colored Peoples

150

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 150



up’. Il Duce denied that Italy had raised the racial question. ‘there are 3,000,000
people in Abyssinia,’ he said, ‘who belong to the Semitic race, not the black race.
these three millions have subjugated 7,000,000 people of other races.’ He went
on to note that the Japanese were ‘supposed to belong to the yellow race’. He
then asked the correspondent a rhetorical question: ‘Why do the Japanese avia-
tion officers who visited this country and you, too, do not have yellow skins?’
Mussolini encouraged the correspondent to cable quickly the contents of the
interview to Japan.16 In extolling similarities uniting Italy and Japan, Mussolini
might have added that, in invading Ethiopia, he was mimicking Japanese actions
in North China, perhaps even to the extent of setting up a ‘pretended inde-
pendent State’ in the territory surrounding Adwa.17

the Italo-Ethiopian War and possible Anglo-Italian conflict provided mixed
commercial opportunities for the Japanese. Despite some fears that war might
force a decline in Japan’s East African trade, many thought that a long war and
successfully imposed league sanctions would benefit Japan. Its businessmen
could increase exports of cotton yarn, cotton cloth, woolen goods, raw silk, silk
waste, silk goods, rayon yarn, and rayon and rayon-mixed fabrics. Heavy indus-
tries would boom and Japanese steel exports would surge. Imports, including
salt, soda ash, phosphates, raw cotton, and gum, would continue. In every field,
except wheat and chemicals, Japan would gain, thought many. Some hoped that
the decline in Italian shipping in the Orient would be good for Japan and that
tension in the Mediterranean would bring a rush of charters to Japanese ship-
ping. Exporters, however, began demanding wartime insurance rates for ships
passing through that sea, and fuel-suppliers in Naples canceled their contracts
to refuel Japanese ships. Japanese companies began diverting their ships through
Cape town instead of Suez, increasing freight rates between Yokohama and
london. Even while the Japanese were making it clear that they would protect
their commercial rights, some exporters denied themselves possible profits.
leading Japanese shoemakers began declining inquiries from Italian traders in
Naples because they might see military use. One firm refused to deliver 100,000
pairs of boots to Italian Somaliland, and the Mitsui Bussan Company refused
large orders for beer and underwear from the Italian government. Not all were
so altruistic. Japan seemed willing to supply Italy with the essential foodstuffs in
case the league applied economic sanctions, and in early February 1936, the
Japanese shipped 60,000 grams of silkworm eggs on an Italian freighter out of
Yokohama. In truth, however, Japan had little trade and only a small consular
representation in Italy.18

On the morning of October 15, Auriti called at the foreign ministry to ask
about Japan’s attitude if the league of Nations applied sanctions against Italy.
vice Minister Shigemitsu Mamoru told Auriti that Japan had already severed
relations with the league and had no obligation to stand by Geneva’s decisions
or even to declare its attitude. His government did not intend to support or crit-
icize either Italy or Ethiopia. While some in the world’s press saw ambivalence,
in truth, Japan was not going to join in sanctions.19

Extensive red-penciling in the documents in Japan’s archives evidence
tokyo’s great interest in sanctions issues. For example, one official underscored
parts of a press account describing the sanctions attitudes of many countries and
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listing banned exports. He commented, ‘to stop all Italian exports is more than
an economic measure: it amounts to an act of hostility amply justifying Italian
countermeasures.’20 Sanctions and the war also affected tokyo’s relations with
third parties. Japan’s chargé d’affaires in vienna, for example, reported that
Austria, with its important trade relations with Italy, was reluctant to support
economic sanctions. Austrian newspapers were trying to turn the public’s interest
from the Italo-Ethiopian conflict toward the East Asian issues and were raising
alarm at Japanese expansion in Northern China, which threatened European
peace.21

Sugimura and the foreign ministry notwithstanding, the army dictated atti-
tude and policy once war had broken out. Both the ministry and the army agreed
that public passions would not affect policy, and tokyo announced that it would
observe strict neutrality, calmly watch the East African situation, and ignore
league policy. the Japanese told the Italians – but not Daba – that they would
not send loans, arms, munitions, volunteers, or a military mission to an Ethiopia
that was unable to pay in any case. Japan also had to consider international
complications and had few resources to offer East Africa. Perhaps the govern-
ment resented the fact that various right-wing organizations were dragging Daba
around the country. the army did, however, favor selling other Japanese goods
and medicines to Ethiopia, and with army support, the foreign ministry decided,
despite the war, to open its legation to safeguard Japanese rights and interests in
Ethiopia. tokyo replied to Daba’s requests only through its instructions of
December 4 preparing for the appointment of Secretary Suzuki kuma in France
as minister ad interim to Ethiopia. He would open Japan’s new legation in January
1936.22

tokyo did not have total control of its citizens, and the Japanese did send
some small amount of medical and other aid to Ethiopia. the first shipment of
medical supplies arrived in early September 1935. At the end of October, Heruy
sent a message to Prince tokugawa Iyesato, President of the Japanese red Cross,
announcing that Ethiopia had just formed its own red Cross Society, with
himself as president. He begged for Japanese support for the new organization,
a plea that Yamauchi seconded.23 In November, Japan consigned some medical
supplies including tents to Ethiopia. In mid-February 1936, the Japanese red
Cross shipped twenty stretchers, five double tents for twenty people, five carpets
for tents, and 138 cases of medical supplies. Most of the drugs, which came
without instructions, were preventatives or well-known drugs as quinine. Japan’s
Patriotic Women’s Association offered medical equipment to Ethiopia. the
Osaka Chamber of Commerce and Industry planned to provide straw sandals to
Ethiopians to protect their feet against poison gas. the Ethiopians thanked
Japan.24

Despite this help given to Ethiopia, Japan’s overall attitude impressed Ambas-
sador Auriti. On November 7, he explained to rome that neutral, watchful
waiting had marked tokyo’s policy since the Sugimura Affair, despite Japan’s
economic interests in Ethiopia and nationalist talk of war between white and
colored peoples. In fact, the Japanese admired Mussolini, and many in the
foreign ministry and military were supporting Italy. With Great Britain and the
league at odds with Italy, Japan saw the war as an opportunity to expand its
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influence over China. Expecting a European war, Japan was arming, and Auriti
predicted that if war did break out, Japan would side against Britain. He saw an
opportunity for rapprochement with Japan, but Italy had to assure the Japanese
that its activities in China were economic and not designed to strengthen Chinese
resistance to Japan.25

Auriti asked his government to tell Stefani, the Italian news agency, not to
speak of the Yellow Peril. Nor should the agency mention Japan’s exploitation of
workers and women, its dumping, or its designs to monopolize Ethiopia’s
market, or anything on China, except a little on Italy’s trade interests there.
Above all, Italy’s press should be prudent in its comments on Manchukuo and
recognize Japan’s need for expansion. Despite inadequate economic resources
and a growing population, Japan had rapidly progressed because of its patri-
otism, industriousness, and discipline. Japan, he added, was useful in guarding
the Far East against Communism. If Italy’s press fell into line, Auriti believed
that Japan’s press agency, rengo, would immediately respond with articles favor-
able to Italy.26

At the same time, the Japanese readily assured rome that they wanted to
increase mutual trade and that they were ready to obstruct efforts to apply sanc-
tions against Italy. Sugimura even volunteered the Mitsui Bussan Company as a
source for vital petroleum products, and Mussolini happily accepted. Driving
home this tilt toward Italy, in December, Sugimura told Aloisi that Daba wanted
to get nurses and doctors, military advisers, and arms and munitions but tokyo
had refused his supplications from the beginning. Mussolini asked his ambas-
sador in tokyo to confirm Sugimura’s statements.27

Sugimura sent a strong signal to Italians on December 3 when he and his wife
attended services at the Church of Jesus commemorating St Francis Saverio,
first preacher of the gospel in Japan. Japanese students of the Papal College for
the Propaganda of the Faith sang hymns, and the ambassador viewed a relic of
the saint, his right arm.28

In early December, as the Japanese worked to clarify their policy, london and
Paris tried to reassert some influence over the Ethiopian crisis and have Italy
rejoin the Stresa Front. British Foreign Secretary Samuel Hoare and French
Premier Pierre laval proposed to end the war by partitioning Ethiopia, with
Italy receiving the best parts of Ogaden and tegray and obtaining economic
influence over the southern part of the country. While wishing to work with the
Soviet Union, the British also hoped to use the revitalized Stresa Front against
Japan in China. Facing unexpected military resistance in Ethiopia, Mussolini
agreed, but a delay in its public announcement gave time for a French news-
paper to leak the plans on the December 13. Amid public upset, both Hoare and
laval resigned, and their plan died.29

Japan’s foreign ministry denounced the Hoare–laval Plan for violating
Ethiopia’s territorial integrity and Britain’s attitude for contradicting its position
assumed in the Sino-Japanese dispute following the 1931 Manchurian incident.
Japan’s press denounced Britain and France for insulting the Ethiopians, a
colored race.30

While the Hoare–laval Plan collapsed and the Italo-Ethiopian War ground
on, on December 7, the Second london Naval Conference convened to continue
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regulating warship construction begun with the Washington Naval Conference
of 1922. With militarists firmly in control in tokyo, the Japanese rejected the
status quo and sought to expand their tonnage allotments to a level equal to that
of Great Britain and the United States. rebuffed, they walked out of the confer-
ence in January 1936. Until the middle of January, Italy’s press had paid little
attention to the conference, but now articles appeared comparing Japanese
expansion in Far East to the European crisis over the Italo-Ethiopian dispute.
the Italians supported the Japanese action as a way to stretch Britain’s royal
Navy away from the Mediterranean. rome and tokyo were forging ever-stronger
bonds on the Ethiopian anvil.31

Just like the Japanese, the Italians also remained conflicted. Many saw simi-
larities between Japan’s actions in Manchuria and Italy’s in Ethiopia and, in the
abstract, many Italians saw no just reason why Asia should not be for Asians.
One Italian exchange professor assured his Japanese audience at the Pan-Pacific
Club in tokyo as much. On the other hand, others instinctively feared the
decline of white race and the rise of the yellow. they deplored the circumstances
forcing latin Italy into a moral alliance and more with a teutonic nation on the
one hand and an Asian nation on the other.32

Ethiopia’s collapse

JAPAN EStABlISHES A lEGAtION

the positive attitudes of Ethiopia’s leaders toward Japan touched every Japanese
diplomat who met them. ‘there’s no other country that welcomes Japan with
this degree of honesty and sincerity. Shouldn’t we return their trust and respect?’
asked one.33 this clearly distinguished their attitudes from those of civilian
manufacturers such as Irye kanae, who strictly judged Ethiopia’s prospects by
practical, economic rationalism.

In October 1935, the foreign ministry chose Nakayama Shoichi, Counselor to
Japan’s embassy at rome, as its representative to Ethiopia. He was to leave
immediately for Addis Ababa. kuroki takitaro, Consul at Alexandria, was also to
go, and Oto Naguharu, Chancellor at Japan’s Consulate-General at Foochow,
was on his way to Alexandria to join them. they were to establish and staff the
legation, which was to open on January 1. tokyo, however, had not yet decided
whether to appoint Nakayama as a minister or as chargé d’affaires.34

Nakayama, however, fell ill. tokyo quickly turned to Suzuki kuma, the
Second Secretary at the Paris Embassy and named him as First Secretary. the
foreign ministry decided to send him to Ethiopia with Oto and Yabuuchi Ichiro
from lyon. At Marseilles, on the afternoon of December 13, the three boarded
the steamer Marshal Joffre, bound for Port Said and then to Djibouti, where he
and his two secretaries disembarked and pressed on to Addis Ababa that evening.
they arrived at the capital on the night of the twenty-fourth.35

to Heruy’s delight, Suzuki ceremonially opened the legation at 11 a.m. on
New Year’s Day. Expecting completion of the new legation building to take a
month or more, the Japanese chose as their temporary site the Imperial Hotel,
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which one correspondent disparaged as ‘the wretchedest hole that ever was
offered for the sojourn of mankind’.36 Auriti feared Suzuki was preparing to
negotiate a treaty of commerce and friendship.37

Meanwhile, rome revived its move to establish a consulate-general in
Manchukuo and decided to meet Manchukuo’s demands to set up its office in
Hsinking, the capital, instead of at Mukden as originally planned. When,
however, Italy sought Nanking’s understanding before opening the consulate-
general, Manchukuo took offense. taken aback, Italy decided to deal only with
Manchukuo. Without surplus funds to invest in Manchukuo, politics lay behind
Italy’s wish to establish consular contacts.38

Even as tokyo opened its legation in Addis Ababa over the objections of those
who saw the war chiefly in racial terms,39 the Japanese had to prepare for a likely
Italian conquest of Ethiopia. A foreign ministry communiqué declared its will-
ingness to close its new legation and replace it with a consulate. It added, ‘the
Italian government has agreed to respect the commercial and other interests of
Japan in Abyssinia and give especially favorable consideration to those interests.’
tokyo vouched that the new Italian consulate-general in Mukden had no
connection with Japan’s closing its legation in Addis Ababa. rather, it logically
followed Japan’s recent agreement with Germany.40

Heruy went to the new legation on January 23, to order small quantities of
light arms from Japan.41 He, however, had no more success than Daba Birrou was
having in Japan or Afewerq had had in rome.

the Japanese tried to learn from the fighting in Ethiopia. In early February,
an international military mission, including a Japanese, Captain Sika, visited the
Eritrean Front. A member of the General Staff, he had prominently participated
in the Manchurian Campaign. the captain told correspondents that, given
Ethiopia’s rough terrain and poor roads and communication, plus the distance
between the war zone and the mother country, Italy’s logistical successes were
greater than those the Japanese had achieved in Manchuria. He added that the
Italians had cleverly used the ‘biblical systems’ of transportation existing in the
country with modern, mechanized transport. toward the end of February, the
military experts moved on to the Somali Front.42

Noting Italy’s surging military advance on Addis Ababa, in mid-March
Sugimura implored rome to ask Italian military authorities to respect Japan’s
Imperial legation at Addis Ababa. located at the former residence of the
Emperor’s second son, it was on the road to Entotto, to the south, next to the
Swedish School and northwest of the French legation.43

In late March, as their war was going badly, Ethiopians expressed their grat-
itude to the Japanese for holding ‘a fair position’, despite their disappointed
expectations for significant aid from Japan. Ethiopia protested to Japan as a
contracting party to Hague Convention of October 18, 1907, and the Geneva
Protocol of June 17, 1925, over Italy’s use of poison gas and its bombing of red
Cross units.44

Notwithstanding the prospect of Ethiopia’s imminent collapse, Suzuki
suggested that Japan had ‘to help and guide the independence and development
of Ethiopia without selfish motives to win more of Ethiopia’s trust’. Japan also
needed to protect its concessions in Ethiopia. ‘In the future,’ he wrote, ‘it is
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necessary, to expand our economic concessions that will benefit ten million
Ethiopians and develop our commercial rights to the red Sea through this
country or the Djibouti area’.45 Suzuki also noted that peoples in Africa, Arabia,
and India were paying attention to the Italo-Ethiopian conflict as the struggle of
the suffering colored races against white imperialism. Meanwhile, he warned,
Soviet russia was trying to spread its influence in Ethiopia to establish a foothold
for expansion into Africa and Arabia. Ethiopia’s development, however, was too
primitive for Communism to spread. the russians had fomented a vigorous
anti-Japanese campaign in Ethiopia, saying that Japanese designs there mimicked
those in China and that the Soviet Union was preparing for a war in five years’
time against Japanese imperialism.46 Further, the Soviets were continuing to
highlight Japanese concerns that Italy was planning to turn Ethiopia into an
Italian protectorate and would injure Japan’s trade there.47

toward the war’s end, criticism in Japanese newspapers generally focused on
the unreliability of the league of Nations and weak British diplomacy rather
than on Italian aggression. the ‘solidarity’ movement among Japanese nation-
alists rapidly died out as they turned their attention toward China and militaristic
domestic reforms.

DABA BIrrOU BIDS FArEWEll

through Daba at the end of March 1936, Emperor Hayle Sellase awarded
Sumioka the Commander Class of the Order of Menilek II. In turn, Sumioka
sent two letters to Ethiopia. In one, he urged Heruy to set up a legation in tokyo
soon. In the second, he thanked the Emperor for the decoration and the gifts of
a gold bracelet and ring for his wife. He predicted that Ethiopia’s brave soldiers
under the ‘direct command of its courageous “king of kings” would defeat his
enemies. Sumioka’s letter went on to commend Daba:

During his six months’ sojourn in Japan … Daba has at all times conducted himself
with credit, and at no time has the prestige of Abyssinia suffered at his hands. … Hirota
… has received him twice in private conference and has seen him to the door in person
when … [he] took leave.

Despite the difficulties … Daba has been able to push negotiations with the Japanese
authorities to a point where agreement on principles has been reached, although on partic-
ulars there still seems room for further discussion.

the goodwill of the Japanese people toward Abyssinia has been evinced in the warm
welcome which … Daba received … and in the intense activities of … organizations and
individuals in sending medical supplies, money and other articles for the aid of the
Abyssinian people.48

Sumioka’s statement certainly – even if inadvertently – highlighted the quasi-
official nature of Daba’s visit. And Sumioka’s list of accomplishments – Daba
had seen Hirota twice and the foreign minister had escorted him to the door; he
had negotiated agreement in principle, even if without particulars; many
Japanese had enthusiastically welcomed him; some few groups had sent some
few medical supplies; and Daba had not embarrassed himself – merely highlight
how little his visit had achieved or ever could have achieved.
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As Daba was winding up his stay in Japan, the Osaka Mainichi interviewed
him at the Imperial Hotel in tokyo. turning to the proposed marriage, he
suggested Araya should come to Japan and ‘decide the affair himself ’. He then
tried to put on his best face at what had been a disappointing trip. ‘When I think
of conditions in my country,’ he said, ‘I am unable to do much, but I think I have
done all that I am supposed to do in this country, so I am leaving. When I return
to Abyssinia, I am going to the front to do my duty.’49 With Yukawa Chuzaburo,
Daba called on the Osaka Mainichi to bid farewell. He expressed his gratitude
for the kindness extended to him. ‘I shall certainly tell my countrymen of the
help and sympathy of the Japanese toward my country.’50 Daba left tokyo on
March 30.

Italy’s ambassador to tokyo had always downplayed the significance of Daba’s
efforts and had only casually followed his sojourn. In his report to rome
describing Daba’s departure from tokyo, he mentioned that a couple of hundred
members of ‘reactionary nationalistic associations’, had seen him off at the
station. toyama Mitsuru gave him a sword and some cash; patriotic associations
gave him bandages; the Japanese red Cross gave him medical materials for
10,000 wounded; the firm of Hoshi-Siyaku gave medicines and other gifts. the
Japanese assured Italy’s military attaché that the supplies given Daba had been
but a few samples of poor quality and did not include ‘even one of the rifles that
he had been insistently requesting’.51

Daba Birrou, soi-disant diplomat, had been in Japan for almost seven months.
He now set out for home, arriving in Osaka on March 31. On April 2, he sailed
from kobe on the Hakozaki Maru. twenty-six days later, he arrived at Aden
with fifty bulky cases of medical materials. He was continuing to Djibouti.52

tHE FAll OF ADDIS ABABA & PrOtECtING JAPANESE

INtErEStS IN EtHIOPIA

Undeterred by Daba’s departure from Japan or Italy’s advance on Addis Ababa,
in the third week of April Japanese nationalists formed yet another pro-Ethiopian
group, another Japanese–Ethiopian Society. the group proudly forwarded its
founding documents to the Italian embassy.53 the government, less quixotically,
worried that Italian action might damage its commerce with Ethiopia, and the
foreign ministry promised that if Italy subjugated Ethiopia, Japan would watch
events and protect its rights and interests in that region.54

As the Italians inexorably approached Addis Ababa in late April, the Empress
of Ethiopia appealed to the world over two russian wireless stations to stop the
war. Undeterred, the Italians by April 27 were dropping leaflets from planes over
the city demanding an end to resistance. On the morning of the twenty-ninth, a
lone Italian plane flew over the city, and the next day Suvich promised Sugimura
that Italy would protect the lives and property of any Japanese residing in
Ethiopia. Despite Hayle Sellase’s impressive ‘sangfroid’ and ‘gracious unhurried
suavity’,55 the Italian advance continued.

Yet, Yukawa, Ethiopia’s Honorary Consul, optimistically declared that even
if the Italians took Addis Ababa, they would have to retreat just as Napoleon
Bonaparte had fled Moscow. He added that Ethiopia was geographically difficult
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to occupy and the Italians would face difficulties in supplying their troops.56

With the Italians about fifty miles from the capital, the diplomatic corps met
on the morning of May 1. to protect their respective nationals, the group
decided that each representative, individually and informally, should try to
dissuade the Ethiopians from taking steps that might lead to fighting around the
capital. By May 2, anarchy reigned, the center of town was burning, and foreign
nationals were seeking protection in various legations. rioters attacked the
Japanese legation several times but without serious damage, and the six Japanese
residing in Ethiopia remained safe. With the collapse of normal communica-
tions, Suzuki sent his reports to Paris by the wireless at the French legation.
From there the reports went to tokyo. Ethiopians began fleeing the city, and
soon those in flight included government officials and the royal family. the
government radio stopped broadcasting. Chaos continued on the May 3 and 4
as the Italians – who met only sporadic gunfire – drew nearer. On the fifth, Ital-
ians began entering the quiet city.57

Seeking safety in exile, on May 8 Hayle Sellase arrived in Haifa on a British
ship to modest ceremony. At the Jerusalem Station, the Emperor, his family, and
a suite of about fifty people arrived at 4 p.m. to a similar lack of pomp and
circumstance. Only a few British officials, the staff of the Ethiopian consulate,
and representatives of several Ethiopian convents and monasteries met him.
Despite labor discord, the Arab Strike Committee allowed taxis to meet the train
and to transport the royal exiles to their respective hotels. the Emperor went to
the king David Hotel. the cool reception, dictated from london, upset the
Emperor for its ‘shabbiness’.58

the next day from his balcony at the Piazza venezia, a strutting Mussolini,
his chin jutting forward, triumphantly proclaimed victory and king victor
Emmanuel II as ‘Emperor of Ethiopia’. Japan’s ambassador attended the procla-
mation.59

Earlier, on May 6, the Italian High Commissioner in Ethiopia had notified
Suzuki that all foreign legations were to conduct their business with Italy’s repre-
sentatives now governing Ethiopia. the foreign ministry then authorized Suzuki
to call informally on the Italian High Commissioner in Addis Ababa to seek
protection for the few Japanese residents in Ethiopia. tokyo, however, stressed
that Suzuki’s call did not signify recognition of Italy’s annexation of Ethiopia.
Sugimura in rome also gently approached the Italians.60

the foreign ministry appointed Asada Shunsuke as chargé d’affaires at
Addis Ababa to replace Suzuki, who had fallen ill. Asada and his wife left tokyo
for his post on the evening of May 11. He stressed to the Osaka Mainichi the
unsettled nature of the Ethiopian situation. Commenting that Ethiopia’s
Emperor had not abdicated, he refused to criticize Italy’s action, but he also
insisted on the validity of the Ethio-Japanese friendship. His chief job was to
look after trade with Ethiopia. Asada sailed from kobe aboard the Haruna
Maru on May 14.61

On May 12, Italy’s ambassador in tokyo called on Japan’s vice Foreign
Minister Shigemitsu to announce Italy’s annexation of Ethiopia and to promise
that Italy would respect Japanese interests in Ethiopia. He added that he assumed
that Japan would recognize Italy’s sovereignty over Ethiopia. the vice minister
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replied that they would take the matter under advisement, examine the positions
of the other powers, and decide independently.62 In his reports the ambassador
also described the reaction of Japan’s newspapers: ‘While for us there appears no
show of sympathy, feeling for Ethiopia is bland and without concern for the
Negus.’63

Despite Asada’s optimism, Sugimura better represented the arch of Japan’s
African diplomacy, which was collapsing as tokyo sided with Fascist Italy in its
African expansion.64 He continued his efforts toward Italo-Japanese rapproche-
ment by publishing, in 1936, a book in Italian which pressed a favorable picture
of the Japan on the Italians.65

Ever cynical, Italy quickly betrayed its promises to protect Japanese interests
in Ethiopia. In early May, Italians destroyed Japanese property in Ethiopia,
including pillaging Captain Hattori takushiro’s residence and demolishing
Yamauchi’s property. the Italians began pressuring foreign merchants with a
chartering system for exports and imports, exchange controls, and more, making
it difficult for them to continue. Noda Minosuke in Addis Ababa complained
that Italian goods now dominated markets that Japanese goods had previously
monopolized. Italian authorities forced the Addis Ababa branch of the firm of
Mishima Shoten, the only Japanese merchant in Ethiopia, to close. Noda did
not hide his anger that Italy was violating Japan’s commercial rights.66

responding in mid-June the Japanese recalled their chargé d’affaires from
Addis Ababa, a move toward diplomatic withdrawal because the Italians were
not granting visas to diplomatic replacements.67

On June 27, Foreign Minister Arita Hachiro cabled Sugimura, admitting that
‘unilateral recognition of the Italian occupation of Ethiopia would be in bad taste
.… [t]he actual situation in Ethiopia should be recognized as presenting a “fait-
accompli” to all governments.’68 the Japanese, however, continued to delay even
while probing the Italians in an effort to protect their interests in Ethiopia.69

Japan’s unchastised Pan-Asian nationalists did not let Ethiopia go easily from
their imaginations. the Ethiopian Problems Society, Sumioka, and toyama
doggedly continued to support Ethiopia, and some diplomatic representatives
abroad preserved contacts with Ethiopia’s former functionaries, now in exile.
the roundtable Conference on Ethiopian Issues held a meeting on August 14,
1936 at the rainbow Grill in the Osaka Building in tokyo. About one hundred
attended, including many familiar faces such as Oyama Ujiro, tanabe Yasuno-
suke, Shoji Yunosuke, and Sumioka tomoyoshi. the guest of honor was
Yamauchi Masao, who had been close to death in Addis Ababa. He spoke on
Ethiopia’s situation, the merciless war pursued by the Italians, his last days in
Addis Ababa, and his flight to Djibouti. Yamauchi stressed the difficulty of
dislodging the Italians, but Japan, the champion of the colored races, had to
support Ethiopia in its fight for independence. An Ethiopian, Ambaye Wolde
Mariam, had accompanied Yamauchi from Ethiopia and was staying with
Sumioka while in Japan. He also spoke about the war. Before the group’s presi-
dent closed the meeting, he relayed news from Asada in Ethiopia about the distri-
bution of the money sent him for Ethiopia’s cause. As was typical, a dinner
followed.70

In the meantime, Daba Birrou disembarked at Port Said on September 16.
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the Ethiopian consulate in Djibouti provided his diplomatic passport. By the
twenty-eighth, he had found hotel lodging in Ismailia. While there, Daba visited
several notable Copts, and on October 9, he, his secretary, and Abuna Mikhail
called on the British General Commander. Daba then went to Cairo, where a
small group of Ethiopian refugees lived, and he stayed with the former Ethiopian
consul to Port Said. He had gone to Egypt to get to london, but he changed his
mind after three months. In December, he decided to subjugate himself to the
Italians so he could reenter Ethiopia. He sought from the Italians free passage
from Suez to Djibouti on a ticket suitable to his class – everything else, he left
to Italy’s discretion.71

On December 12, at Italy’s legation in Cairo, Daba Birrou subjected himself
to Italian rule in the presence of Italy’s local officials, and the Italians provided
him with a passport. He planned to go to Djibouti and then to Addis Ababa.72 As
Daba requested, the Italians delayed public announcement so he could recover
his baggage from the Ethiopian consulate at Djibouti. the boxes, which he gave
to the Italians, contained the medicines and surgical tools Japan had donated to
Ethiopia.73

ExCHANGE OF rECOGNItIONS – MANCHUkUO FOr EtHIOPIA

the end of the Italo-Ethiopian War significantly rearranged international friend-
ships. to win Mussolini’s approval of its own aggression into the demilitarized
rhineland, on July 25, Germany announced it would abolish its legation in
Ethiopia and set up a consulate-general, thereby recognizing Italy’s annexation.
Further, Japan and Italy began to negotiate for approval of their respective activ-
ities in Ethiopia and China. With the onset of the Spanish Civil War War and
Italo-German co-operation there, the alliance that would launch World War II
was beginning to firm up.74

In mid-October 1936, Ciano, now Italy’s foreign minister, told Sugimura that
Italy would be willing to establish a legation in Manchukuo if Japan kept its lega-
tion in Ethiopia. tokyo asked for assurances that Italy would not discriminate
against Japanese exports to Ethiopia. Ciano agreed to grant Japan ‘most favored
nation’ status, but he preferred not at that time to exchange formal legal notes
on this arrangement.75

On October 29, Mussolini and Ciano strongly spoke with Sugimura against
the Soviet Union and in favor of co-operating with Germany. the ambassador
hoped that relations between Italy and Japan would improve against their
common enemy as German-Japanese relations already had. Italy was ready to
recognize Manchukuo’s independence, despite the league’s position and
Chinese hostility. Although Italy had been friendly with the Soviet Union and
Ciano himself had sympathized with China, Italy had also worked to build
friendly relations with Japan. On the other hand, the ambassador opined, Italy
was also seeking rapprochement with Great Britain. And, although opposed to
the Popular Front government, Italy also felt close to the French people and
especially the French military.76

Meanwhile, Japan’s foreign ministry was trying, vainly, to protect Japan’s
economic interests in Ethiopia. It presented a report exploring those interests.
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Because Ethiopia had disappeared, the report read, Japan had to recognize Italy’s
annexation, at least as de facto. tokyo should abolish its legation and set up a
consulate in its stead. the report estimated that Ethiopia’s imports of Japanese
goods in 1935 had reached 32.2 per cent of all Ethiopian imports and insisted
that Japan secure the concessions Ethiopia had promised. While noting that
Italy’s main products – cotton cloth, silk cloth, and silk – competed with Japan’s,
the report wanted Ethiopia to remain as an export market for Japanese goods.
Japan should negotiate with Italy for ‘most favored nation’ status.77

On October 31, Sugimura sent two telegrams, one asking his government to
set up a consulate in Addis Ababa and the other asking rome for permission to
do so. When Italy’s Foreign Ministry suggested that Japan should ask for an
exequatur guaranteeing the consul’s rights and privileges, the ambassador
replied he could not. rome then suggested that a member of the Japanese
embassy staff could go to Addis Ababa without having to ask for an exequatur,
but the Japanese did not pursue the idea.78

On November 14, Foreign Minister Arita ordered Sugimura to notify rome
that tokyo wished to improve relations. the ambassador was to secure Japanese
commercial interests by saying Japan was ready to demote its legation in Ethiopia
to a consulate.79

When they met, Sugimura followed instructions and told Ciano that Japan
wanted to transform its legation in Addis Ababa into a consulate-general. He
also asked that Italy protect Japan’s interests in Ethiopia. In his notes of the
meeting, Ciano bragged that he failed to give any such assurance. Undeterred,
Sugimura added that Japan wanted to improve its economic, political, and
cultural relations with Italy. In turn, the Italian foreign minister agreed this was
Italy’s wish as well. He confessed that Italy had earlier erred by distinguishing
between the Comintern and the Soviet Union; Italy now saw things more clearly.
Since becoming foreign minister, he had pursued a ‘stern policy’ toward the
Soviet Union – a posture Hitler supported. Saying that he had heard that tokyo
and Berlin had reached an agreement toward the Soviet Union, Ciano now
wanted a similar one with Japan. Sugimura replied that Japan was seeking co-
operation with many countries to counter the Soviet Union’s communist activ-
ities. But, even if Japan were to enter an agreement with Germany, it would not
hold a military character and would therefore differ from the special under-
standing that existed between Germany and Italy on the Spanish Civil War.
Japan preferred, Sugimura said, to restrict discussions to the problems involved
in setting up a Japanese consulate in Ethiopia and an Italian consulate in
Manchukuo. Afterward, he would discuss the possibility of an Italo-Japanese,
anti-Comintern pact. the ambassador did, however, express satisfaction at
Italy’s struggle in Spain against the Bolshevik danger.80

the Italians continued their approaches. Ambassador Auriti on November
20 asked Manchukuo if rome could establish a consulate-general in Mukden.
rome officially announced a reciprocal agreement for Italy’s de facto recognition
of Manchukuo and Japan’s recognition of Italy’s Ethiopian Empire.81

Soon after, on November 25, the Germans and Japanese signed the Anti-
Comintern Pact. Japan’s puppet government of Manchukuo on December 1
announced that Italy had permission to establish a consulate-general at Mukden.
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Simultaneously, the Italians agreed to consider respectfully Japan’s commercial
and other interests in Ethiopia. the next day, Sugimura officially told Ciano of
tokyo’s decision to transform its legation in Addis Ababa into a consulate-
general, and he addressed the request ‘to the government of His Majesty the
king of Italy and Emperor of Ethiopia’.82 this gave de facto recognition to Italy’s
acquisition. the next day, the Japanese closed their legation at Addis Ababa, and
Italy’s press rejoiced at this step in mending Italo-Japanese relations.83

tokyo and rome were also assiduously cultivating cordial relations through
their co-operation in cultural and other fields, and Japan expected to open
quickly conversations with Italy to adjust trade relations between Japan and
Ethiopia. trade agreements with Italy, however, could produce little commercial
profit for Japan in Ethiopia. that could change only if Italy were to develop
Ethiopia’s cotton production, which could become a new source of this raw
material for Japan. Similarly, trade between Italy and Manchukuo was slight.
Ambassador Grew, therefore, came to believe that the political importance of
the exchange of recognitions transcended the economic. Japan had joined the
fascist bloc.84

On December 30, 1937, the Italians and Japanese negotiated a compensation
system for Ethio-Japanese trade as a supplemental agreement to the Italo-
Japanese Commercial treaty. the treaty determined the amount of Japanese
exports based on Japanese imports of salt from Italian East Africa, which occu-
pied most of Ethiopia’s exports to Japan. Japanese salt imports were small in
1935 and 1936, and Japanese exports to Ethiopia significantly decreased between
1937 and 1939.85 Italy had betrayed Japan’s trust.

Conclusion

Despite ardent adulation from patriotic Japanese, fervid expectations of the
world’s colored peoples, and tepid aid to Ethiopia’s red Cross,86 in the end, the
Ethiopians got none of the tangible and significant help they had hoped to get
from Japan. Ethiopia’s troops were neither sufficiently armed, trained, nor led
to resist Italy’s invasion for long.

Japan had chosen an opportunistic policy toward the Italo-Ethiopian War,
sometimes favoring Italy, sometimes Ethiopia. Japan could have been, as Afewerq
had said, Ethiopia’s last resort and the only country on which Ethiopia could
count against Italy and immobility in the league of Nations.87 If Japan had been
close to Ethiopia in words, in deeds it leaned toward Italy, whose attitude toward
Ethiopia was exactly as Japan’s was toward Asia. Having common interests, Italy
and Japan drew closer together.

At the crucial moment during the Italo-Ethiopian War, in February 1936
young Imperial Way Faction army officers launched a coup by occupying the
Diet Building and the ministry of war and by assassinating high officials. the
coup’s failure strengthened the Control Faction, which clamped down on those
ultra-nationalist groups that had also tended most vociferously to support
Ethiopia. One outcome of the pragmatists’ victory was that tokyo accommo-
dated itself to Italy’s conquest of the Ethiopian Empire. the exchange of recog-
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nitions on December 2, 1936 – Japan’s conquest of Manchukuo for Italy’s
conquest of Ethiopia – paved the way for reconciliation between tokyo and
rome.88

Surely, rome and tokyo could not have completed this volte face so quickly
if the Italians had not come to believe Japanese protestations of innocence on
the arms transfers and training that Ethiopia had so desperately needed. Perhaps
they never had. But, whether they had or not, they had effectively used the
rumors of significant Japanese inroads into Ethiopia to disarm potential inter-
national opposition to Italy’s coming adventure, especially in london, Paris, and
Moscow.

As Italian troops were entering Addis Ababa, Sugimura explained to tokyo
that Italy might have to advance its troops to the Brenner Pass against Germany.
Finding neither the league nor Britain reliable, the Soviet Union wanted Italy
in its collective security front opposing Germany, and France was looking favor-
ably on any rapprochement between Moscow and rome. this budding alliance,
however, never flowered.89

Would the Italo-German Axis have formed had london made its peace with
rome? Might a Soviet collective security system encompassing Italy have
thwarted Hitler’s ambitions and precluded World War II? the questions them-
selves suggest the missed possibilities, missed largely because of london’s
curious preference to deal with Nazi Germany and its shortsighted priority of
preserving its imperial integrity rather than European security. Britain was
determined not to get stuck in the Balkan and East European quagmire – even
though this is where World War I had begun two decades before and where
World War II would begin half a decade later.90
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Conclusion

The Road to World War II

Italy’s war against Ethiopia held enormous consequences for international diplo-
macy. It became the pivot around which potential alliances turned. Within a year
after Italy’s declaration of empire, the sides that took to the military field between
1939 and 1941 had become clear.

Japan’s unpunished aggression in the Far East had inspired Italian Fascism
and helped clear the diplomatic way for the Ethiopian adventure. the war then
breached the united front the three great Western powers had reached at Stresa.
this provoked conflict between Italy and Britain, sharpened Anglo-French
antagonisms, and killed Soviet hopes for collective security against Germany
and Japan. the war also provided room for Germany to violate international
agreements by moving troops into the rhineland in 1936. Meanwhile, the
successful resolution of the Sugimura Affair attracted Italy to Japan.1

today, Italy’s slide down the slippery path into a suffocating German alliance
as Hitler’s doxy may seem to have been inevitable. During the mid and late
1930s, however, the matter was not so clear, and Moscow consistently tried to
wean Italy from its German ties. In May 1936, for example, the kremlin offered
rome an Italo-Franco-Soviet accord in exchange for removing its sanctions.
During July, rumors abounded that Mussolini had seriously studied the idea. In
the end, however, he rejected Soviet advances.2

the onset of the Spanish Civil War in July 1936 dashed Soviet efforts at
reconciliation with Italy. For the next three years, relations between the two states
degenerated into little more than vicious exchanges of public assaults, with Italy
conducting covert submarine and air attacks on Soviet merchantmen plying the
Mediterranean. Nonetheless, once the Spanish republic’s fate was sealed in the
spring of 1939, Moscow again worked to find points of common interest against
Germany. that policy seemed vindicated with Italy’s declaration of ‘nonbellig-
eranza’ at the onset of World War II. Even after Italy’s declaration of war against
France in June 1940, the kremlin still did its utmost to exploit any friction
between Italy and Germany. rationally, the policy followed so assiduously since
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1933 should not have come to naught. Mussolini had represented Italy’s inter-
ests quite well in the first half of the 1930s and had appeared willing to entertain
the kremlin’s entreaties to work toward their common interests. Seduced,
however, by his vainglory, he ultimately rejected that policy in the months before
Germany’s attack on Soviet russia on June 22, 1941.3

Meanwhile after the Italo-Ethiopian War, Japan’s right-wing, patriotic, pro-
Ethiopian groups enthusiastically came to support the Axis alliance. In 1937,
Germany, Italy, and Japan signed their tripartite Defense treaty, and Japan
began the Pacific War before the end of 1941. Meanwhile, eleven months after
Italy had joined Germany in its war against Great Britain and France, Anglo-
Ethiopian forces liberated Ethiopia. In accord with the Anglo-Ethiopian Agree-
ment and Military Convention of January 1942, Ethiopia declared war on Japan
on December 14 of that year.

Failure of the Japanizer movement

Beyond its international consequences, the Italo-Ethiopian War also held impli-
cations for Ethiopia’s developmental strategies. Just before the war with Italy,
the Emperor’s private secretary told ladislas Farago that:

At last we have reached the point when we have officials who have the ability to govern the
country in the European method, instead of oligarchies. I am convinced that we shall now
develop more rapidly, but, we must be left alone, for all our efforts would be wasted if we
fell back on the old ways, even if it were in defence of our very life and independence. On
that day our evolution would stop, and a bloody revolution would take place. And the men
who take it upon themselves to make a European country out of this backward African
Empire, will be the first martyrs in the revolution, for the Conservatives rule the country,
and conservative here means backward and pitiless. We of the younger generation are the
friends of progress and humanism, while they are its enemies! And we do not want to work
in vain!4

Farago inferred that this statement about the Japanizers helped explain
Ethiopia’s determination to resist Italy – to protect the work begun less than ten
years earlier through its own strength and initiative.5 the Marxist Addis Hiwet
has suggested that it also showed that the ideas advanced by the Japanizers had
been too radical for the other educated elements in Ethiopia.6

After World War II, the playwright, biographer, and historian, kabbada
Mikael, confidently and enthusiastically continued to prescribe the Japanese
model. He wrote that Japan had charted its own course and had preserved its
independence through education. As the Japanizers had done decades before, he
hoped Ethiopia would learn this lesson. He, like many others before him, noted
similarities between Ethiopia and Japan. the Portuguese had visited both coun-
tries about the same time and both had driven them out to preserve their reli-
gions. Both countries subsequently had faced isolation from the world for about
250 years. More significantly, kabbada also pointed out the differences between
the two countries. Whereas Japan had adopted European ways with remarkable
speed, Ethiopia moved more slowly. He added, ‘the only country that has
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succeeded in safeguarding her independence and in charting her own path of
educational progress is Japan. If we examine her history and follow her example,
we can achieve a lot in a short period of time.’ But what Ethiopia’s intellectuals
had most feared – the loss of independence if Ethiopia failed to modernize –
had already occurred over the five years of Italian occupation.7

kabbada Mikael’s yearnings dramatize the point made by Bahru zewde that,
in the end, the Japanizer movement in Ethiopia failed. He argues that comparing
the Adwa victory of 1896 with Japan’s victory over russia in 1905 is not especially
useful. More enlightening is to compare Japan’s victory with Ethiopia’s defeat in
1936. the former was the logical outcome of three decades of fundamental trans-
formation of Japanese society, whereas the latter ‘was the penalty for the failure
to modernize’.8 Even before the Meiji restoration, Japan had reached a higher
state of social development than had Ethiopia after World War I. Japan’s agri-
culture before the Meiji period had already begun to undergo the process of
commercialization with its emerging sugar, cotton, tea, and tobacco plantations.
the cash nexus went further in Japan than in Ethiopia, thereby entailing a higher
degree of differentiation among the peasantry. Urbanization and the attendant
emergence of a strong mercantile class in Japan also advanced much further than
in Ethiopia. literacy in pre-reform Japan greatly exceeded that in Ethiopia.
While the foreign threat symbolized by the visit of Commodore Matthew Perry
to Japan in 1853 and 1854 had acted as a ‘midwife in the delivery of capitalism
from the womb of feudalism’. Ethiopia, ‘did not muster the same energetic reac-
tion to the threat of foreign intervention. In fact, the victory of 1896 instilled in
Ethiopians a false sense of self-sufficiency and ill-prepared them for the greater
danger of the 1930s’. Given the fewer resources at its command, the impassioned
pleas of the Japanizers remained a ‘subjective urge unsupported by the objective
reality’.9

Ethiopia’s inadequate economic development and the harsh reality of inter-
national politics – including failed appeals to racial solidarity – had smashed the
gossamer hopes of Ethiopia’s Japanizers and Japan’s Pan-Asianists alike.
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Appendix
the Ethiopian & Meiji Constitutions1

chapter title
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Chapter I, Article 3. the Emperor is sacred
and inviolable.

Chapter I, Article 4. the Emperor is the head
of the Empire, combining in Himself the rights
of sovereignty, and exercises them according to
the provisions of the present Constitutions.

Chapter I, Article 7. the Emperor convokes
the Imperial Diet, opens, closes and prorogues
it, and dissolves the House of representatives.

Chapter I, Article 12. the Emperor determines
the organization and peace standing of the
Army and Navy.

Chapter II, Article 25. Except in the cases
provided for in the law, the house of no
Japanese subject shall be entered or searched
without his consent.

Chapter II, Article 26. Except in the cases
mentioned in the law, the secrecy of the letters
of every Japanese subject shall remain inviolate.

Chapter II, Article 27. the right of property of
every Japanese subject shall remain inviolate.
Measures necessary to be taken for the public
benefit shall be provided for by law.

Chapter III, Article 40. Both Houses [of the
Imperial Diet] can make representations to the
Government, as to laws or upon any other
subject. When, however, such representations
are not accepted, they cannot be made a second
time during the same session.

Article 57. the Judicature shall be exercised by
the Courts of law, according to law, in the
name of the Emperor.
the organization of the Courts of law shall be
determined by law.

Chapter I, Article 5. By virtue of His Imperial
Blood as well as by the anointing which He has
received, the person of the Emperor is sacred,
His dignity is inviolable and His power
indisputable. Consequently, He is entitled to all
the honors due to Him in accordance with
tradition and the present Constitution. the
law decrees that anyone so bold as to injure the
Majesty of the Emperor will be punished.

Chapter II, Article 6. In the Ethiopian Empire
supreme power rests in the hands of the
Emperor. He ensures the exercise thereof in
conformity with the established law.

Chapter II, Article 8. It is the Emperor’s right
to convene the deliberative Chambers and to
declare the opening and the close [sic.] of their
sessions. He may also order their convocation
before or after the usual time. He may dissolve
the Chamber of Deputies.

Chapter II, Article 13. It is the Emperor’s right
to determine the armed forces necessary to the
Empire, both in time of peace and in time of
war.

Chapter III, Article 25. Except in the cases
provided by law, no domiciliary searches may
be made.

Chapter III, Article 26. Except in the cases
provided by law, no one shall have the right to
violate the secrecy of the correspondence of
Ethiopian subjects.

Chapter III, Article 27. Except in cases of
public utility determined by law, no one shall
be entitled to deprive an Ethiopian subject of
the movable or landed property which he holds.

Chapter Iv, Article 36. Each of the two
Chambers shall have the right to express
separately to His Majesty the Emperor its
opinion on a legislative question or any other
matter whatsoever. If the Emperor does not
accept its opinion, it may not, however, revert
to the question during the same parliamentary
session.

ChaptervI, Article 50. Judges, sitting regularly,
shall administer justice in conformity with the
laws, in the name of His Majesty the Emperor.
the organization of the Courts shall be regu-
lated by law.

Similarities
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172

Alliance of the Colored Peoples

Alliance of the Colored Peoples:Layout 1  8/11/11  09:40  Page 172



Note
1 Beckman, Meiji Constitution, pp. 151–6; Bahru zewde, ‘Concept’, pp. 15–17; Paul and Clapham,

Ethiopian Constitutional Development, 1:326–38; Haile Sellassie, ‘the Constitution of 1931’, pp. 363–
5; Okakura, Eciopia no Rekishi, p. 167.

Chapter I, Article 5. the Emperor exercises the
legislative power with the consent of the
Imperial Diet.

Chapter II, Article 28. Japanese subjects shall,
within limits not prejudicial to peace and order,
and not antagonistic to their duties as subjects,
enjoy freedom of religious belief.

Chapter II, Article 29. Japanese subjects shall,
within the limits of law, enjoy the liberty of
speech, writing, publication, public meetings
and associations.

Chapter III, Article 35. the House of
representatives shall be composed of Members
elected by the people, according to the
provisions of the law of Election.

Chapter III, Article 37. Every law requires the
consent of the Imperial Diet.

Chapter III, Article 38. Both Houses shall vote
upon projects of law submitted to it by the
Government, and may respectively initiate
projects of law.

Chapter III, Article 51. Both Houses may
enact, besides what is provided for in the
present Constitution and in the law of the
Houses, rules necessary for the management of
their internal affairs.

Chapter III, Article 54. the Ministers of State
and the Delegates of the Government may, at
any time, take seats and speak in either House.

No such provision.

No such provision.

No such provision.

Chapter Iv, Article 32. temporarily, and until
the people are in a position to elect them
themselves, the members of the Chamber of
Deputies shall be chosen by the Nobility and
the local chiefs.

Chapter Iv, Article 34. No law may be put into
force without having been discussed by [the]
Chambers and having obtained the
confirmation of the Emperor.

Chapter Iv, Article 35. the members of the
Chamber of Deputies shall be legally bound to
receive and deliberate on the proposals trans-
mitted to them by the Ministers of the
respective Departments. However, when the
Deputies have an idea which could be useful to
the Empire or to the nation, the law reserves to
them the right to communicate it to the
Emperor through their President, and the
Chamber shall deliberate on the subject if the
Emperor consents thereto.

Chapter Iv, Article 44. the Emperor shall
draw up, in the form of a law, the standing
orders of the Senate and of the Chamber of
Deputies.

Chapter Iv, Article 47. the Chambers may not
summon Ministers to their meetings even if
they feel the need therefore, without having
first obtained the consent of the Emperor.
Ministers, on their part, may not attend
meetings of the Chambers and take part in
their deliberations without having obtained the
consent of His Majesty.

Differences
Japan Ethiopia
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With the Japanese posing as the leader of the world’s ‘colored’
peoples before World War II, many Ethiopians turned to Japan
for inspiration and support against the stark reality of a stronger
Italy encroaching on their country. Europeans
feared Japan’s growing economic and political
influence in the colonial world more than they
opposed Italy’s imperial ambitions. ‘Yellow’
Japanese and ‘black’ Ethiopian collaboration before
the war illuminates the pernicious and flexible use
of race in international diplomacy. Italians used race
to justify their actions as defending ‘white’
civilization. The Japanese used race to explain their
tilt toward Ethiopia. The Soviets used race to justify
their support for Italy until late 1935. Ethiopia used
race to attract help, and ‘colored’ peoples worldwide
rallied to Ethiopia’s call.

J. Calvitt Clarke III is Professor Emeritus of History at
Jacksonville University, Florida.

Photograph: Special Envoy Heruy Welde Sellase and the Ethiopian delegation visit
Major General Koiso Kuniaki, Director, General Affairs Department, Japanese Army
Ministry, 11 December 1931 
(from Heruy Welde Sellase, Dai-Nihon, Tokyo: Eibumpō Tsuroni, 1934).
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