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NOW THAT BRITISH RULE in Africa is in almost
its last year, there is a real need for a book that
attempts, as Professor Kirkwood's does, "an
overall assessment of the relations between
Britain and Africa". To make such an assess
ment is a pretty formidable task. British relations
with Africa can be traced back at least four
hundred years. In the course of those four cen
turies people of British stock have been involved
in some way or other with almost every part of
the continent. Some went as traders, some as ad
ministrators, some to explore, some to preach the
gospel, some to settle, some to fight. And be
hind them were the interested groups in the
metropolitan country, the politicians in West
minster, the civil servants in Whitehall, the
business men in London and Liverpool and
Manchester, the humanitarian and missionary
societies and their supporters, the patrons of
scholarship in the learned societies and the
Universities. What has been the impact of the
activity of this mass of individuals on Africa?
And what - for Professor Kirkwood's book is
one of a series designed to examine "Britain's
place in the world" - will be the new forms
taken by Britain's relationship with Africa in
the future?

One can think of few scholars better qualified
to answer these questions than Kenneth Kirk
wood, at present Rhodes Professor of Race
Relations in the University of Oxford. U nfor
tunately his attempt is not reaUy successful.
One suspects that one of the difficulties that he
faced was that the book had to be written in
too much of a hurry. As it stands it is not easy
to read, for it has been clumsily constructed and
awkwardly written. (There are far too many
needlessly involved sentences like this: "it
would be disingenuous to pretend to any sub
stantial warmth for the political aspects of the
United Nations on the part of Britain "). There
are also some startling omissions. Commercial
ties, for example, have played and continue to
play a very important part in Britain's relation
ship with Africa and yet Professor Kirkwood has
made no attempt to analyse or discuss them.

THIS THEN IS A BOOK which fails to make a
total impact on the reader. But it contains many
good things. Some are shrewd insights. "There
is no better solvent of prejudice than competent
medical treatment from an African doctor or

nurse". "There is nothing new" in the charges
of neo-colonialiisffi; "similar statements were
made by the political leaders in the self-govern
ing Canadian, Australian and New Zealand
colonies in the nineteenth century." Africans
bring much of value to Britain ... not least a
zest and optimism and a deep sense of the vital
rhythm and force of human relationships." Ot..l-).ers
are practical proposals. Thus Professor Kirkwood
draws attention to the fact that "scarcely any
University scholarships for Africans from South
Africa have been available since 1945 from either
the U.K. Government or British foundations and
trusts." He points out that if more British
journalists knew Afrikaans and submitted arti
cles in that language to South African news
papers, they would be m~king a substantial con
tribution to "a better Afrikaner appreciation of
the United Kingdom and Commonwealth ". And
he suggests that" Political relations with African
organizations in South Africa must be created
and kept in good repair by Britain if she is to
be true to her own traditions and strengthen
her position in South Africa".

SIR WILLIAM GEARyJS BOOK on Nigeria was first
published in 1927. Geary who died in 1944 was
an unusual man to find in West Africa in the
1890s. An English baronet and landowner, he
was forced by the agricultural depression to
earn his living, studied law, was unable to make
ends meet in England and so turned to West
Africa as the "line of least resistance". He
worked in West Africa from 1895 to 1899 and
again from 1909 to 1913. In the Gold Coast he
was Attorney 'General for two years, in Nigeria
a private lawyer. Thus he had the opportunity
of moving both in official British circles and
among West African professional men.

\Vhen his book was first published nearly
forty years ago it was described as "the m05t
con1prehensive and informing of any that have
appeared on West Africa ". One could not make
the same claim for it today. Indeed by modern
standards it is not really a very satisfactory
book. A great deal of the text is taken up by
quotations from official reports. These break
up the narrative flow and yet there are not
really enough of them to turn the book into a
satisfactory work of reference. Nowadays the
appetite of American universities provides a safe
market for almost anything that is published
about Africa. More and more publishers are
moving into the reprint field. In time probably
everything that has been written about West
Africa will have been reprinted. But for the
present publishers must pick and choose. One
can think of many other much rarer books on
Nigeria that one would prefer to have seen re
printed before ,Geary's Nigeria under British
Rule. •
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The Glorious Victories of Amde Seyon~ King
of Ethiopia by G. W. B. Huntingford (Oxford
University Press)
FOR ANYONE INTERES TED to know how it is
that the Christian Kingdoms of Ethiopia" sur
vived" the encirclement of Islam, a new 3ddi
tion has been made to existing literature on the
subject, in English in a new volume, which is
part of the Oxford Library of African Litera
ture. This particular volume consists of a four
teenth century text translated from Geez (the
ancient Ethiopian language) by Professor G.
W. B. Huntingford, 'whose valuable service lies
not only in the translating and editing of the
text which, incidentally forms part of a long
line of royal chronicles in Geez. His introduc
tion - almost half of the volume - is a good
example of historical summary and textual analy
sis, relating the events of the campaign of 1329
in the text to the general run of Ethiopian
history of that period.

The advent of Islam has deeply affected the
course of Ethiopian history. The Christian high
lands were gradually encircled and cut off from
the rest of the world. Trade, which had flour
ished with the Mediterranean countries and with
the East, declined. The Ethiopian Christians
withdrew into their mountain strongh~lds

shifting the seat of government South and
West and maintaining somewhate tenuous links
with the coastal region - and, as Gibbon was
to write, forgetting the world by whom they
were forgotten " in centuries of marking time."

Some two centuries after the rise of Islam
a Moslem State had been established on the
eastern part of Shoa and it opened the beginning
of a series of endless wars in this area between
Christians and Moslems. The tributary sultan
ates in what is now Adal were continually re
belling against the king, sometimes making
serious inroads into the interior. In the reign
of Amde Seyon (1312-1342) occurred one of
the first major wars of which the text translated
and edited by Huntingford gives adequate record.
The campaign of this war (1329) is described
vividly and dramatically. The writer is presumed
to have been an ecclesiastic who officiated at
the king's court. The narrative is at once photo
graphic and dramatic, combining - and at time:.:;
confounding - the historical with the literary,
and constantly preaching that the Glorious Vic
tory was the work of God. The text is followed
by four "soldiers' songs" to the Glory of
Amde Seyon. The songs give a clue to the
extent of the King's dominion.

My chief complaint is in the form of a
wish that such scholarly work (aimed as it is
primarily at scholars) might have contained a
reproduction of the Geez text facing the an
notated translation, which is indeed a thrilling
experience to read. But this is not perhaps
the fault of the scholar. •


