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FOREWORD

This paper is the first half of a two-part study
of the Italo-Abyssinian War and containe a brief description
of the military geography of the country, the organization
of the theatre of operations and lines of communication,
The second part of the topic, dealing with the stratfegical
conduct of the campaign and supply and evacuation operations,

will be presented by Captain Prank 8. Ross, Infantry,



ITALO~ABYSSINIAN WAR

I. PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY {(Map No. 1).

l. General Topography of Abyssinia.--Abyssinia,

officially known as "Ethiopia', is an inland country in the
northeastern part of Africa whose area is about 350,000
square miles or 2 little more than that of the states of
Texas and Oklahoma combined, It is roughly triangular in
shape. The northern portion is 240 miles wide and gradually
broadens out to a maximum width of a&bout 900 miles., It has
no seaport, being separated from the Red Sea by the Italian
posseesion of Eritrea and from the Gulf of Aden by French
and British Somaliland. On the west and south Ethiopia is
bounded by the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, Xenyz, and ltalian
Somaliland, (1) | .
Between the Upper Nile and the 40th meridian is a
jumbled mass of mountains and valleys with elevations rising
to a height of about 15,000 feet 1in some places, The general
plateau level averages from seven to eight thousand feet,
dropping off abruptly to the east onto the plains of the
Danakil Desert in the north and, more gradually, into
Abyssinian Somaliland on the south, Between these two
regions a chain of smaller mountaine run generally northeast
and southwest--known as the Harrar Hills, Characteristic of
the mountain areas are the enormous gorges and fissures cut
in the mountain sides by the erosive action of the numerous
rivers and streams, Some of the valleys are quite wide
while others are only a few hundred yards apaxrt yet fall

almost straight down thousands of feet. This erosive action

(1) ENCY BRIT Vol. 1, pp 82-83,



has caused the formation of many small flat-topped plateaus
with perpendicular sides resembling a natural fort. (3)
The Danakil Depression ie & hot barren desert in places

Y,
ag much as 300 feet below sea level. South of the Harrar

.Eiliﬁ and egst of the 40th meridian, lies Abyssinian
Somaliland, a vast plateau region averaging about 3000 feet
in elevation and covered with gray African brush and other
scanty vegetation, (3)

4., Rivers and Water Supply.--Most of the rivers drain

to the northwest in the direction of the Nile., The most
important are, in the norta, the Takkaze; the Abbai or Blue
Nile in the center; and the Sobat‘in the southwest., These
rivers carry aboult four-fifths of the entire drainage of the
country and supply ninety~five per cent of the water which
flows in the Nile below the mouth of the Atbara, At the
head of the Abbai lies Lake Tana with a drainage area of
some 5400 square miles, 4An unhampered flow of water from
this shed is essential for the supply of the Nile and the
life of Egypt. The rest of the drainage is carried off by
the Awash to the east and north; by the Webbe Shibeli and
the Gluba in the southeast and the Omo into Lake Rudolf on
thersouth. All these streams are perennial rivers and, in
the mountains, often torrential in character, (4) Away from
the river systems and the Danakil Desert water can generally
be found in existing wells or can be procured by digging at
no great depths, (5)

3. 0Olimatic Conditions.--0ver such varied terrain it

is natural to find similar variations in climate, In the

uplands the climate is healthy and bracing in the summer

22; ENCY BRIT Vol, 1, p 54, Ez; ENCY BRIT Vol. 25, p 378,
4) ENCY BRIT Vol. 1, p 84, (5) RMO No. 4, p 174,
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Itime, the temperature ranging from 60 tc 80 degrees.
Winters are quite cold. 1In the lowlands climate is hard on
Europeans. The extreme heat and high humidity cause
sunstroke and heat exhaustion, Malaria is prevalent. In
Somaliland the c¢limate is dry and healthy all over the
plateau, Temperatures vary from 80 degrees early in the day
to about 100 in the afterncon, In Ethiopié winter lasts
irom October to February., It is followed by a hot dry
period until the beginning of the rainy season in June,
This begins in the north, 1a3ting'until September, and
gradually moves southward, (6) However, in many parts of
the country, the rainy season does not materialize--rains
may ocecur at any time and thelr effects be quite loecal,-.
"Military operations are not héldrup uniformally throughout
the region. They may be interrupted or hampered for a few
daye at a time butrare not necessarily halited everywhere

at the same time. (7)

II, HUMAN GEQGRAPHY.

1. Population and Social Conditions.--The population

of EﬁhiOpia is estimated at about ten million consisting
mainly of the Abyssinians or Amhars, the Galla and the
Somali--all African races, Among the non-Africang are
numerous Armenians, Indlans, Jews, and éreeks, and small
colonies of British, French, Italians, and Russilans, Most
of the natives are distinctly negroid in appearance probably
due to the number of negro women brought into the country in
the o0ld days. (8) Due to differences in racial characteris-
tics and religion, the Ethiopians are not a homogeneous

people, Tne Abyssinians, or Amhara, who comprise about one-

ie; ENCY BRIT Vol 1, p 85, (7) RMO No. 1, p 9.
8) ENCY BRIT Vol 1, p 88.



third the entire population are the ruling class, They have
been able to dominate the other tribes to & point almost
amounting to slavery. The Abyssinians profess to a crude
form of Ohristianity while the other races are strictly
Mohummedans, This difference in religioh, added to the
mutual hatred existing between the ruling tribe and their
subjects, make it difficult to estimate the fighting value
of the Ethiopian army. (9) There is nothing resembling a
national military organization as is commonly found in modern
countries today. Thé numerous native tribes, fighting under
ﬁhe leadership of their individuai chieftains, or Rases,
usually combine against a common foe. However, because of
class hatred, very little influence is necessary to break
thié unity. As an individual, the Ethiopian is a strong,
fearless fighter, who can withstand the hardships of moving
warfare without the necessity of an elaborate sﬁpply.system.
His requirements are few ahd simple enabling him to live off
the country., Although comparatively undisciplined he will,
when properly led, dash to the assault in order to close with
the enemy and kill him in hand-to-hand fighting. He is, on
the other hand, quickly and easily discouraged on meeting
with defeat. Ko defensive actions or orderly withdrawals
are made; individuals simply scatter to thé four winds wnen
vigorously pursued., (10)

&, BSanitation and Hygiene.—-Ethioplan dwellings are

of the most primitive type. Stone and mortar are used in
building but the usual home is & circular hut thatched with
grass and crudely made. Inner walls are plastered with

clay, cow dung, and chopped straw, There are no fireplaces

(9) RML 59 p 40, (10) RMO Yo. 1, pp 31, 232, 23,
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nor chimneys so that interiors are black with soot from the
oven fires, There is no dralinage nor are there sanitary
arrangements of any kind, Many of the inhablitanis live in
caves. Conditions in the cities are not quite so crude, (11)

IIX. POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY.

Government ie based on three factore--religion,
feudalism, and slavery, Tne Emperor, or Negus Negusti (King
of XKings), who claims to be the direct descendant of King
Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, atteumpts to rule the various
tribes through their individual chieftains, These lesser
kings possess armed bands of their own who are fregquently at
war with one another or with the Negus himself, 1In 13807 a
cabinet was organized somewhat on European lines, however,
its powers aré probably no greater than those of similar
organizations in a few European nations at the presenf
Time., (13)

IV, ECQNOMIC GEOGRAPHY,

The principal industries are agriculture and cattle
‘raieging but production barely exceeds home consumption so
that very little is ieft for export, There are no manufac-
turing or industrial enterprises worth mentloning, The
principal imports are salt, cotion fabrics and hardware,
The total value of the foreign trade amounts to only about
twelve and half million dollars annually, (13)

With proper exploitation and modern methods of
irrigation and farﬁiﬁg, Ethiopia could produce many articles
of a tropical agricultural type such as rubbér, sissal,
coffee, tea, cotton, and tobacco., Certain portlons of the
country will also produce wneat, The cattle indusiry which

now produces only hides could be made profitable due to

illg ENCY BRIT Vol., 1, p 89, (12) ENCY BRIT Vol. 1, p 87.
13) ENCY BRIT Vpl. 29, p 4.



abundant grazing lands in some sections., O0il and ores of
the following minerals have been found: gold, silver,
platinum, iron, zinec, cbppei and coal-—-to what extent they
can be made available future exploitation only will
disclose. (14)

V. A STUDY OF CRITICAL ARFAS, ' .. -~ =+ -

1. Ports and Harbors,—The Italian posgesgsions of

Eritrea and Italian Somalilahd will be coneidered in this
discussion, Since Ethiopia has no coast line and, as long
as France and Great Britain remained friendly with the
Abyssinians, Italy was forced to use the ports and harbors
provided by ite own territories as bases for operations, In

Eritrea the best seaport is Massaua, It has a good natural

harbor well protected by islande but limited docking
Tacilities prior to the beginning of operations, The only
other port of importance in Eritrea is that of Assab, (15)
Due to the impassibility of the Danakil Desert intervening
between 1t and the interior of Ethiopia, 1t would be of
value mainly as an air base, In Italian Somaliland there
are numerous ports but none suitable as a hase for extensive
operaxions. The largest town and the one most favorably
located with respect to the interior is Mogadiscio. Shipping
facilities are very crude-—a small breakwater permits the
movement of very small boats and lighters to shore but ocean
going vessels must remain from one to two miles ocut to sea
and discharge their cargos by lighters, This is a difficult
operation during the monsoon period extending from May to
September, The town is fairly large, modern and well built

with a considerable Italian colony. The begt natural port is

(14) RML 59, p 31. (15) RMO No. 3, p 103,



at Dante but it is too far from the interior to be worth
developing. Other ports are located at Brava, Merca, and
Obbia but none of them offer satisfactory facilities, (18)

3. Rallways and Road Net.—-The principal railroad in

this theatre is that running from Djibouti in Fremch
Somaliland to Addis Ababa, It ie Ethiopia's only access by
rail to the sea, This railroad is controlled by France
allowing her %o handle about two-thirds of the Abygsinian
foreign trade, (17) 1In Eritrea a narrow gauge railroad runs
from Massaua to Biscila by way of Asmara and Agordat. Prior
to the beginning of operations only two or three trains made
this run per week. (13) In Italian Somaliland a narrow
gauge railrbad rung from Mdgadiscio to Villaggio Duca
Abruzzi.r(lg) Ag far as known, these three are the only
railroads in the entire war area, |

In Ethiopia prior to its invasion by the Italians
there were practically no roads as we know them except in the
vicinity of Addis Ababa where they were of very little use
to an invader, In Eritrea there were no roads capable of
carrying sustained heavy motor traffic, however, from ssmara,
three main roads ran generally south toward Ethiopia but ended
in the vicinity of the frontier. (20) In Italian Somaliland
an improved road ran from Mogadiscio teo Belet Uen just north
.oflthe Ethiopian border. (31)

3. Possible Objectives.-~In searching for a critical

area as an objective for the Italian advance into Ethiopia,
we find only the town of Addis Ababa with ite railroad to
Djibouti. There are no industrial centers, supply depots,

runition plants, or similar establishments whose capture or

516; RMO No. 2, p 44. 517) RML 59, p 34, 518; RMO Yo, 3, p 1
19) RVO No. 3, p 50, (20) RML 59, p 45, (21 2,



destruction would have any decisive effect in bringing
hostilities to an end. However, capture of Addis Ababa, the
capital of the country, would be a tremendous blow to
Kthiopian morale in addition to cutting off her only rail
outlet to the sea. Gondar and Harrar might be considered
minor objectives; Gondar on account of its location with
respect to caravan routes leading into the Blue ¥lle reglon;
Harrar, not only being similarly located with respect to
Berbera in British Somaliland, but also because it is the
home towh of the Empercr.

4, Routes of TInvasion.--In considering routes of

invasion of Ethiopia with the seat of government at Addis
Ababa as the ultimate territorial objective, it 1s necessary
to first look at the possible bases for such an expedition,
We have already found that the only portsdeemed feasible.
upon which to base a force of any size were at Magsaua and
Assab in Eritrea, and, in Italian SOmaliiand, Mogadiscio,
Brava, lMerca, and Obbia, The railroad from Massaua to Asmara
and the existing roads from that point toward the Ethiocpian
vorder seem to have provided the Italians with a running
start in that direction, However, difficulties would soon

be met once the frontier were crossed; the jumbled mass of
mountains, ridges, ravines, and streams traversed only by
mule track and defended by native tribes who knew every inch
of the country would serve to make this route an extremely
difficult one. In considering Assab as a base of operations
we find it situated somewhat closer to the ultimate objective
yet the scofching heat of the Danakil Desert and its great
extent, without roads and without water, provide an almost
unsurmountable barrier to an advance of any apﬁreciable force

from this direction. By the expenditure of considerable time,



money and labor, the ports mentioned in Italian Somaliland
might be made the base for an invasion of Ethiopia from this
direction aimed at Addis Ababa and the railroad, The maiﬁ
difficulty here, aside fTom the poor shipping facilities,
would be the extremely long line of communications to be
maintained. These towns are about 300 miles from the border
with from four to six hundred miles of barren arid country
vet to cross,

VI. HISTQRICAL RETROSPECT,

On the 24 of May 1889, Menelik II, Emperor of Ethiopia,
signed a friendly treaty with Italy, known as the Uccialll
treaty, definitely fixing the boundary between Abyssinia and
Eritrea, Certain terms of this treaty provided that Menelik
should conduct all his foreign affairs through the Italian
Government thus resulting in what amounted to an Italian
protectorate over fhe country. A dispute soon arose between
Menellk and the Italians as to the interpretation of this
clause. War followed, An Italian force of about 13,000 men
under Colonel Baratieri took the field againet Menelik's army
of 90,000. Due to miéinterpreted orders and lack of knowledge
of the country, the Italian force was practically annihilated
at the battle of Aduwe, 1 March 1896. (22)

VII. ORGANIZATION OF THEATRE OF OPERATIONS AND LINES
OF COMWUNICATION. |

There were two main theatres of operation, the northern
and the Somaliland, In the northern theatre the communication
zone wag divided into three parts: the center one, known as
the High Plateau, being the most important since the principal

lines of communication passed through this area. To the wesgt

(22) ENCY BRIT Vol. 1, p 94.
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of the High Plateau zone was the Western Lowland zone with
headguarters at Barentu., Until April 1938, the mission of
the troops in thies area had been mainly a defensive one,
which was the protection of thé right flank and communications
of the troops meking the main effort in and south of the High
Plateau. Subsequent to this time, additional troops were
brought in and an adv&ﬁce made to Gondar. To the east of
the High Plateau was the Eastern Lowland zone of which the
Danakll Desert comprised the major part. Headquarters was
located at Azbl on the edge of the High Plateau, The troovs
in this area had a similar mission of protecting the left of
tnhe main advance, A detachment at Assadb protected the air
base at that point. (33)

The Somaliland theatre was subdivided as shown on
Map No. 2 . The principal base port and location of GHQ was
at Mogadliscio, The area was organized into two sectors, the
Giuba sector and tﬁe ghibveli-Faf-0gaden sector, Trooﬁs in
this zone were mainly on a defensive mission prior to April
1938, Headquarters of the Giuba sector was at Dolo. The
mission of the troops here was to protect the upper Giuba,
the supply base at Dolo, and the airdrome at Lugh-Ferrandi,
An advanced base was established af Neghelli but noreffort
was made to maintain a line of communication to that point., (54)

The sector to the east was divided intoc three subsectors
the Shibeli, the Faf, and the Ogaden. The Shibeli subsector
was of very little importance, its garrison being charged with
the protection of the upper Shibeli and the left flank of the
troops in the more important subsector to the east. The Faf
subsector was the most important one on this front being the

advanced base for the movement on Harrar in May 1936, (Z28)

523; RM0 No, 1, p 3. (24) RMO No. 3, ﬁ 80.
35) RMO No, 2, p 81,
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St111 further to the east was the Ogaden subsector, imnortant
only for the group of wells located in the area. By
occupying and defending the Gorrahei and Gherlogubi croup

of wells and the towns of Dagnerrei, Gheledi, and Dolo, it
was felt that no Ethiopian advance could be made without a
direct attack due to the lack of water., (28)

In Eritrea shipping facilities at the base port of
Massaua have been greatly improved. By April 1938, a dock
800 meters long which would accommodate from three to five
‘transports had been built and traveling cranes and other
machinery installed. Large storage depots for gasoline, oil,
ammmition, subsistence and engineer supplies were constructed
and stocked in this area, (27) A cable carrier line was
erected from Massaua to the High Plateau which handled about
600 tons daily, (28) The railroad to Asmara was taken over
by the Military Transport Service on the opening of oﬁerations
and soon ran seven trains per day of Bix or seven cars each,
handling another 600 tons per day. (39)

As troops advanced in the combat zone, seizing
important tactical localities, they halted and dug in so
that communications could be maintained. Supplies were then
moved forward by bounds from base port to depots and thence
to advance depots. The initiel stage of road building was
done by combat troops as they advanced and the work carried
to completion by civilian contractors employing civilian
laborers, (30) These workers had to be protected against
the attacks of raiding bands of Ethiopians. Combat troops
were often specifically detailed for this purpose and lines

of commuinication guarded by small forts along the routes

28) RMO Wo. 8, p 244, (39) RYO No. 3, p 170.

;zsi RMO ¥o. 3, p 87. {27) RMO ¥o. 2, p 102.
30) RMO No, 3, p 133.
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prepared for all-around defense and wired in. (31) The
complete road net as in effect at the end of the campaign
in the northern theatre is shown on Sketch No. 1.

Roads in the Somaliland theatre were somewhat easier
to build--in dry weather it was only necessary to clear away
the brush., By March 1838, roads had been construéted fronm
Mogadiscio as far as Dolo to the northwest and Gorahei to
the north. Another road had been completed from Obbia to
Uardere and from Brava to Bur Acaba, Italian operations in
this theatre were universally successiul due to their
advantage in mobility oveér the Ethiopians, whereas, in the
north, the advantage was with the natives permitting them to
hold up the advance of four modern army corps for several
months, (32)

The military engineers‘were respongible for signal
communicationsg in East Africa except radio from Asmara, the
hezdquarters of the $.0.8. to Rome, which was handlelby the
Navy., Radio communication was maintained between GHQ and
each corps, the lowland zone communds, outlying detachments
and GHQ of the southern theatre; otherwise its operation was
normal, Sketch No., 2 shows a wire diagram of the telephone
and telegraph set—up in the northern tneatre as of February
10, 1838, Field wire was first installed on wooden poles
but this was rapidly replaced with copper wire on steel
poles set in concrete. Initially considerable trouble was
encountered in some places due to ants destroying the wooden
poles and also due to giraffes carrying away the field wire
which had been strung too low. (33)

VIIT. CONCLUSIONS.

1, Italy considered Ethiopia's large land area, with

(31; RMO ¥o. 4, p 208, (33) RMO No. 2, p 97.
(33) RMO No. 4, p 174.
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ite great undeveloped resources, & necessary acguisition
regardless of world opinion,

d. ltaly's selection of the route of invasion from
Eritrea south to her territorial object, Addis Ababa, was
the only practicable oné available to her,

5. Ability to install and maintain lines of
communidatibn will govern the rate and extent of an advance

of a modern army.
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