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PETER GARRETSON, A Victorian Gentleman & Ethiopian Nationalist:
The Life & Times of Hakim Wargenah, Dr. Charles Martin, Wood-
bridge, Suffolk: James Currey, 2012. xv + 320 pages, 2 maps, 8 photos
and a chart, cloth. Price: GB-£ 55.—. ISBN: 978-1-84701-044-5.

This book tells a fascinating life story of a versatile man who was a physi-
cian by training as well as practice, a businessman, a diplomat, a progressive
and an educator, to mention only a few of the roles he played in various
countries during his almost 87 years of life.

Hakim Wirqonih Hsite was allegedly born in Gondir (presumably the
city) on 22 October 1865. At the age of two and a half he was found on a
battlefield in Miqdala by a British officer, which is where his parents moved
by imperial order and where the British forces fought Emperor
Tewodros II. Wirqonih is said to have had a complex personality, which
taunted him for at least two-thirds of his life. As his biographer so eloquent-
ly described, Wirqonih “was effectively caught in the middle of an interna-
tional conflict at a very tender age; and would remain caught between dif-
ferent cultures for the rest of his life” (cf p. 1).

As a child Wirgonih was taken to India by an officer, where he was
brought up and educated by different families of British origin and thus
became an Englishman through and through. His Ethiopian origin always
remained present and eventually influenced his permanent settlement. He
studied medicine and practised it in India. He also did his postgraduate
studies at Edinburgh and Glasgow universities and was subsequently ap-
pointed civil surgeon in Burma, where he worked in various parts of the
country before returning to Ethiopia after the Battle of ‘Adwa to treat the
wounded. He eventually went back to Burma only to return to Ethiopia
some years later where he married a woman of high birth.
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After traveling between Burma and Ethiopia (briefly visiting India and
England in-between) until 1919, Wirqonih decided to settle for good in his
native country where he saw that there was still a great deal to be done. In
addition to practising his medical profession in Addis Abiba, he promoted
his progressive ideas for the country in close co-operation with the crown
prince, Ras Tifari Mik“annon (later Emperor Hayli Sollase I), by founding
an association for the liberation of slaves, opening modern schools (one of
which he administered himself), establishing a printing press and an Amhar-
ic newspaper, conducting the construction of a road, and writing at least
one textbook. As an Ethiopian envoy, he went abroad a few times to seek a
financial loan or to recruit qualified teachers and physicians. He is also said
to have occasionally spoken “about the very unsatisfactory state of admin-
istration of different provinces in the country, and advised the Emperor to
undertake a general administrative reform” (cf p. 149). In 1930-35, he be-
came governor of a province whose traditional administration he reformed
and made a model for the administration of the other provinces. At the be-
ginning the initiative was not welcomed by the conservative colleagues.

In 1935, he was appointed Ethiopian ambassador to London; with the
help of his British friends and acquaintances Wirqonih tried to campaign
against the Fascist invasion on behalf of his country. He also accompanied
the Emperor to Geneva and assisted him in various ways during his stay in
England. Eventually he had to leave for the Far East where he could earn
his living. In 1942 he returned to Ethiopia where he remained in retirement
until his death in 1952.

The book is composed of 12 chapters, each of which features the signifi-
cant events related to Wirqonih’s life, his progressive ideas and his reform
attempts. Chapter 1 (pp. 7-22) deals with his family background, his youth
and education in the years 1865-96, chapters 6-9 (pp. 101-256) vividly de-
scribe the various high administrative and political positions he held and his
contributions towards the modernization of Ethiopia. Access to the main
theme is also facilitated by an introduction, a conclusion, a bibliography
and an index.

The author, a well-known scholar of Ethiopian history, has meticulously
used published and archival materials as well as oral sources in the course of
reconstructing the life and activities of this remarkable person. Perhaps the
most important source he exploited is the diary of Hakim Wirqonih dsite,
apparently a detailed and valuable work which has existed for a long time,
but has not yet been published. The author also used a great deal of material
from the reminiscences of the family members of Hakim Wirqonih and
other persons who knew the physician personally. Once again the historian
has presented us with an excellent work. The narrative is fluent, the inter-
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pretation objective and the sources are well selected. Only the arrangement
of the bibliography at the end of the book appears somewhat surprising, as
works published in series are treated inconsistently. Subtitles of books and
journals are also sometimes included and at other times ignored. But that
can be a cause for criticism only if one is in quest of a utopian perfection.

Bairu Tafla, Universitit Hamburg
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