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Richard Pankhurst Now, they wanted to have war crimes trials for Italian war criminals, but number 
one war criminal was Badoglio. And the British and Americans wanted him as Prime Minister of post 
war Italy. Now, you can’t trial a person for war crimes and make him Prime Minister. So they chose to 
have him Prime Minister. And the war crimes trials were deliberately sabotaged by the British and 
Americans. And we can trace, you know, how the meetings where held and how they were 
suspended. And the result was, that whereas you had a number of Nazis trialed for war crimes, and 
even Japanese trialed for war crimes, not one single Italian Fascist was trialed for a crime committed 
in Ethiopia, although it is so well documented.  

Reseracher Maybe that’s a good starting point, beginning by the end, so to say. Why was there so 
little will because I think it is a lack of will, or what would you say, why they didn’t choose this road of 
giving justice to Ethiopian population? 
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RP Have you seen the war crimes photographs? There is quite a collection at the Institute1. If you ask 
Mr Demeke who is in charge of the photos he can show you. Let me see (looking for material in his 
archive). This is a sort of… This was a pamphlet produced by my mother in 19442.  

R May you explain, what we are seeing? 

RP Yes. These are war crimes photographs, of executions of Ethiopian Patriots and others without 
trials, taken by the fascists themselves. This is a leading personality in Lasta, Hailu Kebbede. These 
are unknown people. These were taken by the fascists themselves. The Ethiopians didn’t have 
cameras to take photographs. This one, it is the only one who is known. 

R And who is it? 

RP Dejazmatch Hailu Kebbede of Lasta. His name is given here. The institute has hundreds of these 
photographs. After the fascist collapse, they were left lying around in different houses, different offices. 
And you see those mocking the executed person. And I just give this to show, there were war crimes, 
but not one of the people involved was trialed, not one.  

R Why? 

RP Why? Because the British and Americans didn’t want these trials, because number one in the 
Ethiopian list was Badoglio. Who had used poison gas in Ethiopia. And who was the principle one 
involved in the use of poison gas. And the British and Americans wanted him as prime minister of post 
war Italy.  

R So there was no way? 

RP It was blocked. It was blocked and the period in which the trial had to take place past, and so it 
becomes unavailable.  

R But I mean, Haile Selassie and the Ethiopian people tried to get some justice in international court, a 
UN-trial. I mean they made this documentation… 

RP They tried. And two documents were produced. One in two volumes by the Ministry of Justice3. 
And the other one, a more pictorial one done by the Ministry of Information4, which had lists of the 
telegrams by Graziani, by Mussolini and so forth, ordering atrocities and ordering immediate 
executions. Some of them, the majority of course, were done after the attempt on the life of Graziani 
by these two very Italian Patriots, but the executions had started before that time. And to some extend 
they were focused on the intelligenzia. To destroyed the intelligenzia.  

R But why did this attempt in United Nations have no success? 

RP Well because that was the United Nations of those days, where Ethiopia was almost the only 
African country. It was essentially an association of whites, of colonial powers and they were not really 
interested in this issue, so that although the Ethiopian delegation presented documents about war 
crimes and my mother produced this which was also presented to United Nations, the big powers 
were not interested and it was blocked.  

R Did you get no support from nobody? Or were there some people who tried, British people, 
American, Italian? 

 
1 The Institute of Ethiopian Studies at Addis Abeba University. 
2 New Times and Ethiopia News (edited by Sylvia Pankhurst), 1944, Italy’s War Crimes in Ethiopia, Addis Abeba: New Times 
and Ethiopia News; newly edited by: Ethiopian Holocaust Remembrance Committe (Imani Kali-Nyah), 2002, Special Year 2000 
Edition, Chicago: EHRC 
3 Command of his Imperial Majesty (a cura di), 1949, Documents on Italian War Crimes submitted to the United Nations War 
Crimes Commission by the Imperial Ethiopian Government, Vol. 1: Italian Telegrams and Circulars, Addis Abeba: Ministry of 
Justice, Id. 1950, Documents on Italian War Crimes submitted to the United Nations War Crimes Commission by the Imperial 
Ethiopian Government, Vol. 2: Affidavits and published documents, Addis Abeba: Ministry of Justice 
4 Ministère d’Information (Département de la presse et de l'information du Gouvernement impérial d'Ethiopie), 1946, La 
Civilisation de l'Italie fasciste en Ethiopie, 2 Vol. Addis Abeba 
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RP Oh yes. At a popular level there were people including Italians that were against it. But in fact it 
was not politically powerful enough to overcome the opposition of the British and Americans.  

R But from this period remained maybe another thing regarding elaboration of history or did it just 
finish with “there was no trial and that’s it”? 

RP It was no trial. The Ethiopian government listed, I think, 20, I forgot the exact number, they listed a 
number of people that should, who was a Prima Face case for trial.  

R No, I mean, but these contacts, you said there were some contacts in Italy, Americans maybe and 
English people, these contacts didn’t continue in elaborating history? 

RP Well you know these things die out. You build up interested enthusiasm, they attempt to do 
something, they fail and they give up. But several Italians like Angelo Del Boca are very interested in 
this issue.  

R Yes, Del Boca and you for example continue to do research to find evidence to do at least historical 
justice. 

RP From my side I wrote I think two articles on how the United Nations failed on the War Crimes 
issue5, and other Italian writers also Nicola Labanca who has written on this subject, and he has a 
book coming out shortly. In fact these photographs are ones I managed for him to have.  

R So can we say that even if there was no war trial and no commission in United Nations, but there 
was this attempt to look for historical justice? 

RP Well certainly there was an attempt by the Ethiopian Ministry of Justice which produced these two 
volumes. And they called witnesses and so forth. So that was a serious piece of research. Now, in my 
case I use documents and I wrote about the documents that were available, United Nations 
documents, to trace out the attempt to trial started and (how it was) was frustrated.  

R But besides this, I mean, may we talk a little bit about Italian colonialism in particular sense, what is 
particular about this let's say attempt of colonialism of Italy in Ethiopia? 

RP Well I suppose it was more violent and oppressive in as much as Italy was a totalitarian country. 
And for that reason it was probably more vicious than most colonial enterprises. And jet the same we 
can see for example within the British. Were you had British settlers involved, it was much more 
aggressive and dictatorial and violent than when it was just looking after so called natives with no 
crash with British interest. So that in Kenia it was a very violent situation, leading on to Mau Mau6 and 
a lot of killing. Whereas in Niger or Ghana the British left because they were not so much involved at a 
personal level. But I think one can say that in as much as Italy was totalitarian, they were able to have 
it a more violent and aggressive and unjust situation. Because the Germans might have done it under 
Hitler, if he had had the colonies.  

R But it’s interesting, because Hitler made the war in Africa also with Rommel, but it was not a colonial 
war. 

RP It was not a colonial war, it was a military strategy. 

R But can we talk, I mean, you know surely Aram Mattioli7 from Switzerland, the professor of history, 
can we talk about a colonial war, when we talk about the Ethiopian war? Is it the last colonial war, like 
many people say, or is it maybe the first totalitarian war? 

 
5 Pankhurst, Richard, 1999, Italian Fascist War Crimes in Ethiopia: A History of their discussion from the League of Nations to 
the United Nations (1936-1949), In: Northeast African Studies, Vol. 6, No. 1-2 (1999) (New Series) p. 83-140 
6 The Mau Mau Uprising was a military conflict in Kenya between 1952 and 1960 between a Kikuyu-dominated anti-colonial 
group called Mau Mau and elements of the British Army. The conflict opened the road for Kenyan independence in December 
1963 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mau_Mau_Uprising).  
7 Mattioli, Aram, 2005c, Experimentierfeld der Gewalt. Der Abessinienkrieg und seine internationale Bedeutung 1935-1941, 
Zürich: Orell Füssli Verlag 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mau_Mau_Uprising
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RP In a way it is probably both. It was the last colonial war, in the sense that it followed the other wars 
and jet it was much more totalitarian. And of course after the attempt on Graziani’s life, we don’t know 
how many people were killed, but the minimum is 6.000. Other people suggested up to 30.000. 
Indiscriminate killing. Side by side with an attempt to eliminate the intelligenzia. Focused at them. And 
of course on that you have got Ian Campbell’s work that will be coming our very shortly8.  

R Sure, but maybe we talk a little bit about it. What characterizes this Italian war in Ethiopia?  

RP Well in the first place it’s the first colonial war that was condemned by the then League of Nations. 
In the second place it was the first war for many years, based on the use of poison gas. And thirdly 
one can see that it was very violent, indiscriminate bombing by Italian Air Force and the use of much 
violence, the shooting of prisoners without trial all those sort of things.  

R You said, it was condemned by League of Nations, but at the same time there was no way of 
impeding it, was it also an international failure or a failure of international community? And can we see 
there maybe also some parallels to Hitler’s wars and the beginning of World War II?  

RP Well I suppose one can say, that when the invasion took place, it was condemned by the League 
of Nations and the League of Nations decided on the imposition of sanctions. However the British; 
French and the Italians had had private talks beforehand in which they had assured Mussolini, that if 
sanctions were imposed, because public opinion wanted sanctions, they would not apply very strong 
sanctions. Iin particular they would not apply sanctions to petrol, without which the Italians Air Force 
would not have flown. And it would not involve the cutting of the Suez Canal, the closing of the Suez 
Canal, which was owned by a British company. Which if closed would have brought the end to the 
war. Because it would be almost impossible for the Italians to go all the way around the Cape, all 
around Africa. So that although the great powers imposed sanctions because of public opinion in their 
own countries, they saw to it that these sanctions were ineffective. Lord Keynes called them “mild 
economic sanctions”9, designed, he said in one speech, to criticize but not really to lead to a 
suspension of the war.  

R So there is also an international responsibility? 

RP Undoubtedly.  

R But not only of British, or only of British? 

RP Yes. 

R I mean, didn’t have the USA and other European countries have also… 

RP Well, the USA was not in the League of Nations. So that was one gap. And that was very 
convenient for the other great powers, because they could say, we can’t stop sending things to Italy, 
because then competitives from America will send it.  

R But France didn’t take part or position? 

RP France accepted the idea of sanctions, but then they all abandoned it very soon, too soon. You 
know the Emperor made his famous speech in Geneva on 30th of June 193610 and then in the next 
two days European powers gradually gave up sanctions, one by one. So sanctions were withdrawn 
before they could be significant.  

R Is it something like an example also for the Germans, for Hitler? So to say, OK. You can do an 
aggressive war, in this situation in the 30s, because international community doesn’t really try to 
prevent or try to hinder you from doing a war?  

 
8 Campbell, Ian, 2011, The Plot to Kill Graziani, Addis Abeba: Addis Ababa University Press See also Ian Campbell, 2010, 
Testimony. Interview conducted by Roman Herzog April 19th 2010, 
http://www.campifascisti.it/scheda_testimonianza_full.php?id_tst=22. 
9 New Statesman and Nation, 28th November 1935 
10 Selassie I, Haile, 1936, Appeal to the League of Nations, Geneva,  https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/selassie.htm  

http://www.campifascisti.it/scheda_testimonianza_full.php?id_tst=22
https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/selassie.htm
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RP Yes, very clearly people described the Italian-Ethiopian war as the beginning of the failure of the 
League of Nations. Once it would have been shown, that it had failed there, it was possible for 
Germany and Japan to follow a similar policy, knowing that they could get away with it. So it was really 
bound up with the whole question of international morality and the United Nations or the League of 
Nations.  

R So when we come back for a moment to the beginning of our interview, when the start of it was the 
failure of the international system, the fact that the new international system of the United Nations after 
Second World War didn’t go ahead to bring justice seems to my like a repeating of the same error. 

RP Yes, very much so, I would agree.  

R Why didn’t they bring up a new policy, it is a little astonishing? 

RP Well, it was the same great powers in many cases the same statesmen who had betrayed the 
course of the League of Nations earlier, who continued after the war with the same approach. And 
Ethiopia, which was really the victim country at that time, was in the United Nations, but was the only 
African state in that time. Virtually Liberia and Egypt and Ethiopia were three. So that in terms of 
voting power Ethiopia was almost alone and could not do anything, until later on when you have the 
expansion of the United Nations to include African countries. I mean they couldn’t do it now for 
example, the great powers couldn’t do it now.  

R I mean even if in the 40s and 50s there was no political will or no way to bring up this court to make 
justice, why wasn't it possible after, after ’68 for example or after Kennedy or in the 70s? And is it 
today absolutely no more an issue or can it still be an issue?  

RP At the moment it is not an issue. It should be an issue, but it is not an issue. In a way, a crime of 
the past should not be forgotten, until justice is done. So it should be an issue, but it is not an issue. 
And of course one has to think of the situation of Ethiopia after the liberation. Many people being killed 
as we have said in the massacres. Education had come to an end during the Italian time. So the 
education machine was weak. There were many tasks to fulfil to get the transport system working and 
all the things working. And Ethiopia had other priorities, to get the country working economically, so 
that it was not so interested in having a forlorn effort to obtain justice. It produced pamphlets and 
documentation, but they were not picked up. And it lacked the interest to do anything.  

R But do you think it would be possible today? Could we make today an international court to judge it, 
or is it not any more possible?  

RP Nothing is impossible. The tendency is for these crimes to be forgotten. And you have often a 
period of limitation. But the Israelis have done it with Nazi war criminals. There is no reason why 
Ethiopia shouldn’t do it with fascist war criminals.  

R But most of the responsible are dead today, so it could be more a trial in another sense, maybe no 
accused persons, but an accused state? 

RP It could be done as a demonstration of the past rather then a specific trial of individuals, who may 
not be still in life.  

R When we look again at this war, which role has this war inside the overall fascist Italian project? 

RP Well, I suppose fascist Italy occupied really only two countries, Ethiopia and Albania, that time. 
The Libyan war was before. But undoubtedly the Ethiopian war was a major event in Italia history, 
leading to sanctions on developmental assets, food and so forth. Quite a number of people were 
killed. The country suffered economically from expenditure on the war. It was a significant one and 
Italians of this generation remember it as a significant period of history, one which divided Italian 
opinion. And jet for a moment it seemed that Mussolini won popularity by the war, but gradually it went 
on, as the casualties increased, as patriotic resistance continued I think one can say that more and 
more you have people condemning the war. And jet they were never exposed to the truth, to the facts 
of it. When we had the attitude to bring back the obelisk from Axum for example, many Italians 
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supported it. On the other hand others said, “Well we civilized these people, why should we ask for the 
obelisk back?” Because they still were indoctrinated by Mussolini, because they had not had the post 
war trials that you had for example in Germany. And so I still think that, one does come back to this 
question, that Italians were not educated in the situation because of Anglo-American desire to avoid 
Badoglio’s condemnation. Badoglio had been the commander in charge of the use of poison gas and 
for that reason the Ethiopian government listed him as number one war criminal.  

R Even more than Graziani? 

RP Graziani was two. But the poison gas had been used chronologically first. And the massacre came 
later. The poison gas had been used in 1935/6, the Graziani Massacre was 1937.  

R And Graziani came only in 37, at the end of 36 I guess. 

RP Yes, at the end of ’36.  

R But I mean when we talk about the role in the overall fascist project, we have these racist laws in 
1938, where many people say, it is a reaction to Hitler. I think different, Couldn’t it be that the racist 
system, the Italian colonialism or occupation build up in Ethiopia, Somalia, Eritrean, was conducting to 
these racist laws? 

RP I think one can say that the Italian people were not racist. Many Italians who came in the army or 
in other way with the administration, wanted to have Ethiopian wives or concubines or whatever, and 
this irritated the leadership. And the leadership wanted and was in the position, to impose rigorous 
laws, which you had later in South Africa. South African Apartheid came considerably later than the 
Apartheid of the Italian colonial officials.  

R Yes, we had also here an Apartheid system. I know from Somali people who live in Italy that they 
could not go into cinemas, they could not go in certain bars, they could not sit on certain benches and 
so on. 

RP Oh yes,  

R So didn’t we have something like a racist system or a segregation at least?  

RP Basically it was little over it until 35, as soon as the war started you began to have the racist laws, 
which are signed by the King of Italy and they become tighter and tighter. You can see for example the 
so called half-castes, where several laws gradually pushing them down and down. So the racial laws 
follow the invasion, and you have it with the song to Venezia about the little black faced girl11, which 
was a popular war song. But it was abolished after a few months of the beginning of the war. 

R Why? 

RP Because it suggested interracial mixture. It suggested that a black girl could be beautiful.  

R So there has been this ideology of a higher race? 

RP Oh yes, very much so, and you had a publication of a journal, a journal on racism. Let me see. 
(stand up and looks for archived material) Their whole racist ideology was developed. And typical of 
that, typical of this was this journal (checking the journal La difesa della razza) This was the motive of 
the journal, the ancient roman, represented by a roman statue divided by a sword from the Jew and 
the African12.  

R The head of this journal is from a town13, 40 kilometres from where I’m living now, he was Sicilian. 
And he was the editor of the journal. He was also something like the designer of the racist laws. So 

 
11 The song Faccetta Nera ("Little Black Face") by Giuseppe Micheli, according to some historians censored by the Fascist 
Ministry of Popular Culture because of it’s text, not in accordance with the racial laws 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faccetta_Nera, http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faccetta_nera).  
12 Cover of the first number of “La difesa della razza”, august 5th 1938. 
13 Telesio Interlandi born in Chiaramonte Gulfi (RG) Sicily. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faccetta_Nera
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faccetta_nera
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you mean, because first you said, Italians were not racist, we have a racist ideology and a racist 
system of occupation, or not? 

RP I think as individuals they were not so racist. And that’s why it made it encourage the government 
to be tighter then would be. If they would have been racist like the British, you probably wouldn’t need 
a kind of legislation.  

R Well I mean we have in Germany a very racist population and also a very tough racist legislation, so 
I mean you can have both of it. 

RP Probably they would have done it anyway, but this may have encouraged them. 

R But did these racist laws and this racist system produce results, and of which kind? 

RP Well you have a large number of Italians who were deported back to Italy, for violating the laws. 
There is an Ethiopian Haile Larebo in the States, who has written on the Italian Empire and he has 
published the figures of some people that were deported. […] He published on the fascist Empire 
more form the economic point of view14.  

R So we have Italians deported, but we have also Ethiopians accused or judged or punished for the 
violation of the laws? 

RP I’m not certain. Probably the Italian side was punished more. Maybe the Ethiopians were just 
beaten up.  

R So if we have the concrete case a soldier who should not – following the laws – be in relation with 
an Ethiopian women, found in relation with an Ethiopian women, he was deported and she? 

RP I don't know. She probably got into trouble in some way too, but I haven’t seen figures.  

R May we come to the issue of the camps, because we have this gas war on the one hand and we 
have the camp system of the Italians on the other. But my impression is that the camps were not a 
primary part of the war in Ethiopia. Is it right? And why? 

RP I suppose executions were more important, massacre was more important. But you did have the 
camps. The camps were in a way a slightly more relaxed form of execution. You know Graziani had 
the executions often without trial or with a moment’s trial: you administer and then shoot them. 
Whereas the Duce of Aosta was somewhat more liberal or supposed to be more liberal. He is the one 
that introduced more the sending of people to the camps. But he was also quite racist and in fact it 
was during the Duce of Aosta’s time that most of the racial laws were introduced.  

R So can we say, when we see executions and war with poison gas, that extermination of the 
opposition or the population was the primary part and not concentration in camps like in Libya for 
example? 

RP I think so. The early stages were the executions and the gas and the shootings and so forth. Later 
on the deportation was almost a relaxation, almost a relaxation. And jet the conditions were atrocious. 
One of the war crimes… have you seen the war crimes pamphlets? The Ethiopian Ministry of Justice 
published two Volumes15, including evidence from people that were at the camps, describing how 
terrible the food was and a high mortality.  

 
14 Larebo, Haile M., 1994, The Building of an Empire: Italian Land Policy and Practice in Ethiopia 1935-1941, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press 
15 Command of his Imperial Majesty (a cura di), 1949, Documents on Italian War Crimes submitted to the United Nations War 
Crimes Commission by the Imperial Ethiopian Government, Vol. 1: Italian Telegrams and Circulars, Addis Abeba: Ministry of 
Justice; Id. 1950, Documents on Italian War Crimes submitted to the United Nations War Crimes Commission by the Imperial 
Ethiopian Government, Vol. 2: Affidavits and published documents, Addis Abeba: Ministry of Justice 
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R Against the Libyan experience, is it a change of strategy? Because in Libya we have some fifteen 
concentration camps and at least 100.000 persons16 sent to these camps, if not more, is this in 
Ethiopia a change of strategy in the fascist project? 

RP It seems so. But the Libyan camps had started earlier. The conquest of Libya was 1912.  

R Yes, but then we have the fascist war also in Libya afterwards. Graziani was also in Libya the 
central person, then he was sent after Badoglio to Ethiopia, I think it is not a case, but that Mussolini 
wanted a certain kind of policy. What was the role of the concentration camps, it was not a big one, 
there were only two, right? 

RP Nocra and Danane. 

R And there was no camp in Ethiopia itself?  

RP I haven’t heard of them, I don't think so.  

R That is also interesting, that we have two camps for Ethiopians, but not in Ethiopia17. 

RP Maybe for security reasons. Because one has to bear in mind that the patriots were in control of 
quite a lot of the country side. So Italians were controlling the towns, the forts and the roads. But in the 
country side, their control was very weak. And there could have been attempts to rescue the persons, 
I don't know.    

R After the proclamation of the Empire, the repression is less or higher? […] 

RP I think it continued afterwards without much change. The proclamation was something on paper 
which really was meaningless. But what was significant was, having proclaimed the Empire, the next 
stage was any person resisting is a criminal, not a belligerent. So that in sort of formal legal terms it 
gave the right to trial anybody, any resistance. And you have seen Graziani's Telegrams, they 
continue, both before and after the proclamation, without really any change as far as I can see.  

R When we talk about these camps, who has been deported to the camps? 

RP To Danane they were largely members of the aristocracy. Members of the aristocracy that were 
not all that much involved in resistance. If they had been involved in resistance, they would have been 
executed before then. And I think, also probably Mussolini, or the fascist in general, felt that somehow 
they had to improve their image. The image of execution after execution was giving them international 
dispute. And they wanted to put a different face on things. And they replaced Graziani by a member of 
the Royal family, and perhaps that appealed to the British Royal Family and other royalists in general.  

R And in Nocra? 

RP I don't know too much about the Nocra one. As far as I know, nothing has been written on Nocra. 
And I have never met anybody who was in Nocra. I have met several people who were in Danane. But 
unfortunately they are all dead. I think Ian (Campbell) may know one or two old people who have been 
there. But most of the people from that era have past away.  

R But what did people tell you, about these camps, how was living in these camps? 

RP Well it was a shortage of food. Food was dry biscuits, things had to be rot eaten and so forth. And 
very poor crowded conditions. And very high mortality. A large number of people died.  

R Danane has an impressive mortality, something like 60 %. I mean, if it would have been a German 
camp, they would talk about it as an extermination camp. But was it designed as extermination camp 
or what was the role of the camp, has it also other roles, economic roles or something? 

 
16 Gustavo Ottolenghi calculates that 100.000 of 143.000 people living in the Libyan Cirenaica have been deported and interned 
in concentration camps (Ottolenghi, Gustavo, 1997, Gli Italiani e il colonialismo. I campi di detenzione italiani in Africa, Milano: 
Sugarco, p. 62-63). 
17 The researcher ignored at this stage of the research the existence of many Italian concentration camps in Ethiopia, like Akaki, 
Dire Dawa, Harar and others.   
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RP I don’t know. I haven’t interviewed the fascists concerned. I have the feeling that it was considered 
for detention. Not extermination as such. Although they probably didn’t mind if it led to a certain 
amount of extermination, 60 % or whatever.  

R I read the farmers around the Danane camp made use of the prisoners. So was there also an 
economic logic behind? 

RP I haven’t heard it. Well I haven’t really studied the camps.  

R I talked with Ian about it, we have the Agip facility in Nocra, and the Banana plantations in Danane, 
and we have Graziani Telegrams where he is proud of the economic use of the detainees, that it can 
provide economic profit. So there is already this economic logic behind. And that is for me interesting 
because in the German cases we have this economic thinking of concentration camps. The main part 
of the German camps was an economic rationality.  

RP I haven’t studied this sufficiently. Ian and I had an idea of making a study of Danane but we 
haven’t done it up to now. I have the thinking maybe the Germans were more economically minded 
and the Italian military would have been more incompetent.  

R Why is there so little detail about these camps? 

RP Ethiopia is a poor country and in all fields historical research has been limited and insufficient. And 
nobody is sadly interested in studying this. Certainly because the Italian public was not educated to 
these maters. You would have had, if any attempt was made to study questions like that, the Italian 
Government, the Italian Embassy and so forth would have tried to block it and do discourage it. And 
the search for truth for it’s own sake is never very strong in any country. And this is a relatively poor 
country where historical research is limited.  

R But although, is there some research or is it completely absent? 

RP Well there have been maybe 20 thesis written about the Italians period, by University BA and MA 
and one or two PHD students. It is limited, but that is the same with any aspect of the Ethiopian 
history. Until up to my period a number of people have studied Axum, maybe 20 or 30, again it is 
small. It is not a great centre of learning. We hope it will be, but for the moment it isn’t. If this had 
happened in Europe, you would have had many more people studying it or in America. 

R But if we look at the documents, are there documents, could it be studied? 

RP Oh yes, you have in the first place Graziani’s telegrams. Which are dramatic in their violence. You 
have memoirs of Italians who were here that time. Such as Alberto Poggiali18 who has written his 
memoirs of that period, and a number of other memoirs. And then you have the growing interest by 
Italian scholars, like Del Boca, Labanca and several Italo-Americans scholars of being interested in it.  

R Well it seems to me this is a kind of community which has been created after… I don’t know, who 
was the first, who began? I first read the books by Del Boca, but I don’t know if he has been the first. 
Did you come together and forme also something like a group? 

RP You know, we are al fans, but it is, we are not coordinated in a group.  

R But you coordinate your research? 

RP We exchange our papers. Then you have got an American, Nicola Di Marco, a young man, 
historian secondary schools teacher who is very much interested and once had a conference on 
Italian Fascist Colonialism. There is also Herald Marcus who writes Ethiopian History and particularly 
20th century and he has written on the occupation.  

R Ok, we have the telegrams, but is there more material here in Ethiopia for example, regarding the 
camps and deportation? 

 
18 RP is referring to Poggiali, Ciro, 1971, Diario AOI. 15 giugno 1936 - 4 ottobre 1937. Gli appunti segreti dell'inviato del 
"Corriere della Sera", Milano: Longanesi 
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RP I think there is little, because it is not so much a tradition in Ethiopian of writing on non religious 
subjects. You know, you have lives of saints and works on theology. And on secular matters there is 
much less writing. And of course the people who were executed, they couldn’t write.  

R But is there a kind of archive, where all material is concentrated? 

RP There is, but it’s not jet open to the public. It is just recently being completed a building, National 
Archives.  

R And you studied in these National Archives?  

RP No, I haven’t.  

R But there should be some material you say? 

RP A limited amount. Because you know, who would have written it? 

R I don't know how the situation was after the war, if all material was taken by the British or if the 
written material remained here. 

RP Well it was scattered, as far as Italians are concerned, they took from the National Archives all the 
documents, then they returned part of them but the part dealing with Italy and relations with Italy, they 
kept. Now British may have taken some documents too. I know one took from Libya some documents 
we see later published by a British Officer independently. But these documents what would they 
describe, they wouldn’t describe crimes. [pause] You know, you are an Italian official, you go and 
shoot some people there, you don't record it. You don't write e report on it in most cases. And if you 
did, it wouldn’t have been here, it would have been taken to Italy. 

R That means if we want to study it, we have to go to Italy and look into Italian archives? 

RP Yes, you have to do both. You have for example the report on possible resistance, that was written 
by an Italian official, I think one or two days before the massacre. That’s obviously relevant in terms of 
determining what was Italian official policy. So you need to study records in Italy and you have to see, 
what is left here. Including these photographs.  

R Are there any photographs of the camps? 

RP Not that I know of. I have never seen a photo of the camps. And I would like to know more about 
Nocra. I believe Nocra has been reopened as a camp somebody was telling me for some sort of 
political, no criminal prisoners.  

R Now, by the Eritrean government? 

RP So somebody was telling me. And he is checking. But not as a political camp. I think for ordinary 
person.  

R Well I mean Eritrean dictatorship is detaining ordinary persons (laughing).  

RP Of course you had the camps in Italy itself. You have the penal Islands Lipari and so forth.  

R Where even Ethiopians got detained right? 

RP Yes, Ras Immrù who was a cousin of the Emperor he was in one of these penal camps in Lipari. 

R This is an interesting movement. Why we have these Ethiopians not put into the two camps here but 
deported to Italy? 

RP Maybe they felt more secure in having them in Italy. There is an Italian recent graduate Matteo 
Dominiono who has written e thesis of the Ethiopian prisoners in Italy. Which should be available19.  

R Are there figures? Do you know how many got deported? 

RP We have to check this thesis, but I remember 3.000 and mainly aristocrats and people connected 
with the aristocracy.  

R So was it like the ordinary people got executed and the aristocracy deported? 
 

19 Dominioni, Matteo, 2008, Lo sfascio dell'impero. Gli italiani in Etiopia 1936-1941, Bari: Laterza 
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RP Some Italian officials had the idea of working with the aristocracy. They found that the resistance 
of the patriots was lasting much longer than they hoped and expected. And felt that some kind of 
accommodation could be done. And for that reason, because the people in the camps, some of them 
were returned from Italy they were not only taken from here. So to some extend it was e relaxation to 
move them from Italy to move them to their own country.  

R So why were they returned, they were all returned before the end of the war, right? 

RP Yes. Maybe because it was an attempt of some people thinking about an accommodation with the 
aristocracy.  

R They were all liberated? 

RP No, they were transferred to the camps. Some were liberated, some were sent to the camp, to 
Danane.  

R Which is the relation between the camps in Italy and the camps here? 

RP I don't know, you had Francesco Nitti and his brother-in-law, Nitti wrote a book, called The 
escape20, you know he was on Lipari. And then a friend came with a steam boot. He got on the steam 
boat. And then they rushed and then as they went along, they had tins of petrol, they made holes in 
them so hat they wouldn’t indicate their way and they managed to get to France in freedom. And one 
of them was Carlo Rosselli who was the fonder of Giustizia e Libertà. Justice and Liberty movement. 
So you had these camps in Italy or penal Islands as well as in Africa.  

R But the relation between both of them, are they the same or is there a difference between the 
camps? 

RP I really don’t know. The principle is I think the same. I don’t know when penal camps started in 
Italy. In France they go back earlier, don't they?  

R The first camps in Italy start from 1927.  

RP So they are fascist. […] 

R We have the attempt on Graziani, after it we have on one hand the repression here, on the other the 
deportation to Italy. I heard a lot about informal camps around Addis Abeba, where people were first 
kept, did you hear anything about it? 

RP I don’t know. […] 

R We have on the other hand some other camps, Dominioni talks about camps of prisoners from 
Corpo D’Armata, and prigionieri di Intendenza? Anything heard about them from your research? […] 

RP Not really. I haven’t studied it. […] You have to see the University thesis on the period. […] 

R I heard of Danane also another thing, there was a medical who made injections of arsenic and 
strychnine, the commander himself reported, because there are these memories of the commander of 
Danane Camp21 […] It reminds me a lot about German concentration camps. 
RP Of course it is a different situation. You know, it took twenty years to convince the Italian 
government to admit that poison gas had been used, even though it was a democratic Italy. And for 
example the film of Mukhtar, was never been shown or scarcely ever been shown22.  

R What is this war, this totalitarian war, with so many crimes, it is not that crime is an exception. 

 
20 Nitti, Francesco Fausto, 1930, Escape; The Personal Narrative Of A Political Prisoner Who Was Rescued From Lipari, The 
Fascist "devil's Island, New York: Putnam 
21 Testimonianza Eugenio Mazzucchetti http://www.campifascisti.it/scheda_testimonianza_full.php?id_tst=20  
22 “The Lion of the Desert” directed by Moustapha Akkad. The film has been shown in Italy officially for the first time in 2009, 
after the two head of states Gaddafi and Berlusconi signed a friendship treaty between the two countries at the end of 2008, and 
Italy apologized for colonial terror.  

http://www.campifascisti.it/scheda_testimonianza_full.php?id_tst=20
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RP It’s a policy of extermination. And it’s getting close to genocide, but so far it hasn’t been recognized 
as genocide. But we have the Jewish Museum in Washington23. At one stage we had correspondence 
with them, whether they should include it, because it is the same period that is covered by the 
museum, it is the same policies the Nazis carried out. But they never agreed to extend the genocide 
museum to include Ethiopia, which they should have done. Again, it is something like that, that 
reduces people’s consciousness of it.  

R You had direct interaction with the Museum? 

RP I did it one time. 

R And what did they respond? 

RP Well, they said it was not genocide. [pause] I published, it was a popular journal here, I distributed 
and published the letters at one point, with this museum. [pause] Because if you are going to get 
justice you need to build up the case, you have to get people to recognize it. If they will block it, it’s 
much more difficult.  

R And so far they blocked it? 

RP They blocked it, they refused to accept it.  

R We had also some Jews in Ethiopia, which later on in the operation Salomon were taken to Israel, 
but, during the war there were also Ethiopian Jews. Is there anything known about deportation of the 
Ethiopian Jews. 

RP No. 

R Because Libyan Jews got deported to Italy. 

RP Because these anyway they were not real Jews. [pause] They had some similarities with Jews, 
but those had also many differences. I once found a reference, that some had been deported, but I 
could never get any evidence of it.  

R How to get evidence on that? 

RP There are lots of people, particularly in Israel, studying the Felashas. […] 

R Why is there so little attempt, so long silence, and how far reaches this attempt of you Del Boca and 
the others, to try to bring some truth to history? 

RP Well Del Boca published his book and it is highly regarded. And several others also. 

R But it is a minority. It is not the official history so far. 

RP I assume it is not the official history. But there is also reluctance to discuss this issue. I mean we 
have to study the textbooks. The last time I investigated this, I was told, that the textbooks don’t really 
deal with this period, they just ignore it. So the people remain in ignorance about it.  

R I mean it is interesting, that migrants that come today to Italy bring up that question, books and 
narrative writers, and in these books they write about Italian colonialism and fascism and confront the 
Italians with it. And the first reaction of most Italians is, “well we did not know”. 

RP Which is actually true.  

R So we have this overall silence and in this sense again, is it still possible … 

RP Yes, for example, a friend of mine, Silvana Palma, is just publishing a book on the Italian Empire. 
And I’m writing the section on education, on the textbooks. Now these Italian textbooks for Italians in 
East-Africa and for so called natives in East-Africa, they don't mention any of these crimes. So that 
even Italians, Italian children who have been educated in Ethiopia, they wouldn’t have done about it. 
They know Mussolini was a fine fellow, that he was good at school, that he liked books as a child and 
things like that. But the atrocities, executions and so forth are not mentioned. The massacre is not 

 
23 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum http://www.ushmm.org/  

http://www.ushmm.org/


 Interview with Richard Pankhurst www.campifascisti.it  13

                                                     

mentioned, even the attempt on Graziani's life is not mentioned. It is interesting me enough, there is a 
group in America of Ethiopians, they want to commemorate the attempt on Graziani's life, and they are 
trying to found the putting up of a statue to it. Weather they will succeed or not, we don't know.  

R Well you on the other hand have a whole life of fight in research and not only, I mean, the return of 
the Axum stele is your result, a result of your work mainly24. How do you feel about historical truth now 
after all these decades of your work? 

RP Well I’m really more interested in historical research than in hesitation. I do a little hesitation. In my 
spear time but, it is not in a way perhaps it should be central to my life, but it hasn’t been. So I’m more 
concerned with research as such, than hesitation. But you know, I was involved in the Axum one, 
particularly in starting it.  

R Why did you start it, which importance did it have? 

RP Well I felt that it was an injustice. And we had a peace treaty that we could appeal to. Because 
again you see, the non return of the Axum Obelisc, the non return of the archives, which are especially 
referred to in the peace treaty, these are violations of modern law, which are in a way easier to raise, 
than other things dating back earlier times. You know for example, we’d like to get back what the 
British took in 1868 from Magdala, which was a complete act of loot and in a way a bigger loot then 
the Italians in some respect, except for the obelisk. But as far as the Obelisk is concerned, we had the 
peace treaty with Italy, between Italy and the United Nations, to appeal to, which gave us a stronger 
argument, a stronger hand then when it was purely a moral issue, which was the issue of the British.  

R After it returned, how was the reaction in Ethiopia? 

RP The people were very excited, there was great enthusiasm. Fantastic enthusiasm in Axum. And 
also internationally, we had lot’s of Ethiopians coming from different parts of the world, from as far as 
Canada, coming to rejoice the return of the obelisk. And on the day the people were singing and 
dancing it was great excitement and happiness.  

R And politically? 

RP Well I suppose the government tried to capitalize on it of course, but they didn’t do much to start it 
at the beginning. They joined in the movement as times went on and Meles made an important speech 
in Rome, to World Health Organisation, which is probably a decisive turning point in it, so that the 
government became interested in it and carried it on. And in a way that is what we wanted to do. We 
wanted to start a movement. It was obviously we couldn’t start negotiating with governments. All we 
could do was to try and to agitate here. And we had this famous meeting in the Third Stadium, in the 
intro between two football matches, and we went on with our petitions with posters, and people were 
not interested for the first minute. Then, when they got the point, they started shouting out, “Let it 
come back, let it come back!” and became enthusiastic. And so you know, from that stage, more and 
more people became interested here. And we had a big petition and so forth. And the government 
they came in, as governments should come in. Sometimes it would be better if governments did less 
themselves and wait for other people to start these things,  

R If we look on this, is there something like a memory in Ethiopia of Italian colonialism and it’s 
atrocities or is it also here a subject which is removed? 

RP It is something which is not getting publicity from the state, from the media. So I think in a way it’s 
not fully forgotten, but it’s not in the forefront of people’s minds. You know there have been many other 
things like the great famine of more recent times, civil war of recent times. So in a way it seems to me 
it’s not fully forgotten, but in the same time it’s in the backside of the brain. And jet it has come up. You 

 
24 The Obelisk of Axum was looted in 1937 as prey of war and moved to Rome by the Fascist regime. In a 1947 UN agreement, 
Italy agreed to return the stele to Ethiopia. Little action was taken to return the stele for more than 50 years. The monument was 
resurrected in its original home and unveiled on 4 September 2008 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Obelisk_of_Axum).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Obelisk_of_Axum
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know., a memorial appears, when somebody who was a known collaborator would be denounced by 
public opinion.  

R Was there none? 

RP Oh yes, there were. But sometimes people remember that this one was a collaborator.  

R And were they trialed? 

RP No. And they were forgiven, when the Emperor made his so called golden proclamation, forgiving 
the people for that time, forgiving collaborators and Italians.  

R So nothing happened here in elaboration from this point of view? 

RP No, I think, they couldn’t probably trial the people here because most of the Italian war criminals 
will have left.  

R Yes, but of the Ethiopian collaborators? 

RP I think the amnesty covered it.  

R For me it is quite astonishing that there is no Memorial Museum which is remembering these facts.  

RP Of course connected with this is that, if an Ethiopian government, a black government, had 
executed or trialed a white fascist, this would have led to get résistance, reluctance on the part of 
European colonial powers, they would see it as incitement too, the same thing happening to 
themselves. But obviously there should be a Museum from that, and that's what these people, these 
Ethiopian Students and others in the States, they want at least to start with putting up a statue for the 
people who were involved in the attempt.  

R I mean there is not even a statue. We have the Yekatit monument, but that’s all, right? 

RP Yes, and of course that was done immediately after the war. 

R By Haile Selassie himself or who did it? 

RP Yes, Haile Selassie. 

R And that is the only thing remembering it? 

RP Well there are two things, a liberation monument, which is really for liberation, rather then 
atrocities, and the one in Siddist Kilo at the University. The Yekatit. I think it will be quite an event, 
when Ian Campbell publishes his book. It will bring the thing alive again.  

R Do you think there is a second chance, a third chance for young students, with books like Ian 
Campbell’s, to begin here something like a new pressure regarding truth? 

RP I don’t know, you know this is a rather tight kind of community, with tight controls. If the 
government didn’t like it, it wouldn’t take place.  

R But is there the interest, the will of the population? Is it a culture which is remembering in this way, 
or is it maybe that memory of this kind is not part of the culture here? 

RP We live in a culture that stays in people’s minds but that is not vocalized.  

R That’s my impression, because I talked with some people about that. Also, when you see the Red 
Terror Museum about the Mengistu Regime, and I talked to a lot of people about it and all say, “We 
don't need this museum, because anybody knows”.  

RP Well it is done by the government. If it was left to the people it couldn’t have been done.  

R I mean the political attempt behind is absolutely clear. 

RP But maybe they have to wait for people like you to vocalize this issues.  

R I have no role in that I guess. But I wondered if young people here have some interest in this? 

RP Well this thing happens to be in Los Angeles, it is a group in Los Angeles, I can give you the 
names, and what is interesting is, but it needs checking, they claim, on the basis of conversations with 
the University president, that the area where the people threw the bombs is called after them, that that 
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square is called after them. I haven’t seen that in any official document. They Say Abraham Deboch 
has to get up a Square. I mean, I think it may have been said, but whether this was said officially I 
don't know. I somewhat doubt. [pause] And of course you have got the fact, that if anyone starts 
something like that, you have the Italian Ambassador complaining to the minister of foreign affairs.  

R So I mean, we have still this not-will? Did Axum change anything or was it just a one point episode 
and finished now? 

RP I think it is finished. I mean I’d like it to continue, but I don’t think that much has been done. You 
know we have a committee called Afromed, we are trying to get back, what the British took, but it is 
not leading to any major change of the government policy.  

R So only the will for some symbolic action? But no will of investigating or talking about what is 
behind? 

RP Well other things should be returned, for example there was a plane, made here but with German 
spare parts by a German engineer of a plane that was flown for about two days just before the 
invasion, called after the Emperors daughter, called Princess Tsehai aeroplane. That should be 
returned it is a historical object, and it is now in the Italian aviation museum. As such it is a historical 
object and should be returned, it hasn’t been returned. And you have got part of the Archives, that I 
mentioned, that haven’t been returned, nothing has been done to get them back. I have written articles 
on both of these issues, but so far without success.  

R How do you feel, how is Italian reaction to your writings since decades, to your studies? 

RP I don’t think they are interested, they don't know about them. 

R You have got no reaction from Italian part, besides Del Boca of course? 

RP No, only from this small group of people involved, Del Boca and a few others, Labanca for 
example. But anyway, it should be for the Italians among themselves to find this out. I’m not a great 
popular writer. I wrote a few articles in the Italian press, La Repubblica, L’Unita, but not in mainstream 
Italian publications. 

R When you think about Italian politics in the last years, what do you think, is Italian policy today also 
result of this non elaboration of history? 

RP I don't know, they are giving a considerable amount of economic assistance, I believe, probably, 
because they think of it as part of the Italian Empire, or Italian something. I don’t think they are doing it 
in the sense of paying back for crimes, because they are not conscious of the crimes, I think they 
consider it an Italian sphere of influence.  

R Of course, but in Italian national policy, we have these fascist movements and parties, which are 
part of the government, the Alleanza Nazionale and Lega Nord, and the Berlusconi government, do 
you think this kind of government is also possible because there has been no discussion in Italy on the 
war crimes for example? 

RP It would have helped if there had been, certainly. Probably it would have made a big difference. 
[pause] But what can one do? And then some people say, why should we remember all these things 
in the past. I think that anything that happened in the world in history should be known, there is a value 
in truth for its own sake. To avoid making mistakes to understand workings of the past. And any kind 
of cover should be overcome. Now, often this doesn’t happen, because there are no interests 
involved. Often these great movements need interests to start them, to back them up. And here we 
have not got such support. But still we have to go on, and try to get the truth known. You know, many 
philosophers have argued this point, indeed, and I would subscribe to it, that truth must be uncovered.  

 


