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The AVENUE of APPRAISAL 

 

in memory of Joel Augustus Rogers and Harold Golden Marcus 
 

 

On a day blessed with sun and blue skies, two men sit on a bench - shaded by 

over hanging branches, in a tree-lined avenue, in a public park. On either 
side of this paved and green promenade, are fields dotted with trees; the 

grass of lovers, picnickers, frisbee throwers and footballers. 

 
 

Two men; one black, mid-fifties; the other white, half his age. 

 
 

Ras: There was so much to do, Joel; a truly gargantuan, almost inhuman task, in the 

first part of the last century. For before the implementation of reform, there must be 

the opening of minds. Opening the minds of his countryman, of his international 
counterparts also. So it was a double mission - of mind as well as of matter. So much 

to do.   

 
Joel: You mentioned just now, about opening the minds of his compatriots. Please say 

more about that. 

 
Ras: For example, talking about the Rases - the provincial leaders. They weren't to 

keen on local revenue, being spent on educating the masses. Then again, I think of 

the church, who wanted Biblical teachings, not that of the  science textbooks. He was 

an embattled man, fighting thirteen hour days - every day. Looking to the upgrade of 
a nation, they looked to the status quo of their region. 

 

Joel: So it was a kind of feudal mindset, he was trying to overhaul.  
 

Ras: Yes, that's it. But he knew that it had to come from Ethiopian initiative, not 

European overseeing. From Ethiopian direction, with delegated European support.  
 

 

All the time while they are talking, there is the leisurely parade of prams, 

youthful mirth, linked arms and inter-generational joy. 
 

 

Joel: So it was an African vision. 
 

Ras: Through and through. It had to be. Now if it was someone like Richard Pankhurst 

who wanted to have a say, that's different, because he spent decades there - teaching 

and writing of Ethiopia. But the average American or European knew practically 
nothing of Ethiopia, of it's history and it's traditions. So it had to be an African vision; 

brought to fruition, with foreign assistance. 

 
Joel: It had to be I guess. From those within the last free country, in the region. By 

the way, would you like an ice cream Ras? 

 
Ras: Yes, my friend! Respect. Shall I come with you? 
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Joel: No, you stay and keep our bench! They go quickly around here! (They both 

laugh) 
 

 

While Joel goes to purchase those cold refreshments, Ras observes the 
scene....The rollerblader, weaving in and out of the strollers; the two old men 

playing chess; the wheel-chaired elder, pushed by a younger person; a group 

doing Tai-Chi; a grandfather, playing with his granddaughter; a couple in 

love's embrace....... 
 

 

Joel: Here you are Ras 
 

Ras: Bless. Just been thinking while sitting here looking around, that the world seems 

at peace today. No need for the League of Nations that Ras Tafari believed in so much 
– or any of those grand hubs of hope. Back at work tomorrow, they'll crave 

opportunity and openings; but today, they just want sunshine and a park to share it 

in. 

 
Joel: I guess that League of Nations episode really disappointed him. 

 

Ras: Disappointment? Got to come stronger than that Joel! (They both laugh) It 
was betrayal – no other word for it. Not only did it bring Fascist rule, but it interrupted 

the implementation of the vision, in all its aspects – especially in education and 

agricultural reform - and the first constitution. Unexpected betrayal bought unwanted 

deferment. Ras Tafari cried. 
 

In the biography of Ras Tafari, by the Jewish-American academic Harold Marcus, we 

are informed that in the years as Prince Regent, when he was the de facto leader, he 
suffered bouts of melancholia and depression. So much to do. 

 

Joel: According to our preliminary phone call, that's the kind of information, you'd like 
the article to feature. 

 

Ras: Yes, for want of a better word, to humanise Ras Tafari. As Rasta, with our 

deification of him, it's somewhat clouded the thinking about him. We've said he's this, 
so people expect that – as you would from a divine figure. They looked at his titles – 

and nothing else. Strange to say, but sometimes, I think that as Rasta, we burdened 

him -  a man with enough burdens to bear. So much to do. I think about this from 
time to time, Joel; of my past feelings and these present reasonings. I looked again, 

so I could look at the man - and Ethiopian tradition...... 

 
 And now, I don't get caught up with whether he's God Incarnate or Christ returned, 

the Last prophet or Black Messiah. I just attempt to follow that vision of upliftment; 

using education as the central key. He was a man on a divine mission, to raise up his 

people. A sacred endeavour; to bear aloft his beloved country. 
 

Ras: Oops! (As he picks up and returns the dropped dummy, that came from a 

passing pram). 
 

Mother: Thank you very much. 

 
Ras: You're welcome Sis.  



 

Joel: So would I be right in saying, you de-mystified him. 

 
Ras: Something like that. To appreciate his efforts as a man. The time of everything – 

everything going at once. School and hospital construction, road building, constitution 

composition, agricultural reform, armaments purchase and slavery eradication. So 
much to do. He showed mental and physical exhaustion, at certain times in his life. 

But believing in the holy mandate to rule, given to the Solomonic dynasty, he believed 

his efforts were blessed. Like us, he gave thanks to the Most High, for daily 

navigation. 
 

Ras: Give thanks for bringing me here Joel; this is a good place and time, to talk of 

Ras Tafari. 
 

Joel: For me too, for I know the readers will enjoy reading this interview. I don't know 

if I've told you the latest, but my editor has given me the centre page spread. 
Fantastic! Originally, we were going to go with, for want of a better term, the standard 

viewpoint of Rastafari, but hearing you talk on radio a few weeks ago, I knew I had to 

interview you. 

 
So his mission was full on? 

 

Ras: Twenty-four seven. Shadowed always, by external manipulation, as well as 
internal conservatism. He fought on myriad fronts, simultaneously. That saying, 

''between a rock and a hard place'', can be said of Ras Tafari. I sometimes think it a 

miracle that he achieved so much - on that limited financial and moral support. 

 
Rastaman: Yes, elder. (A younger Rastaman walking by, seeing his fellow in 

faith, places his hand on his chest, bows his head - while giving the above 

greeting. 
 

Ras: Ras Tafari (returning the greeting, with clasped hands and bowing of 

head). 
 

Joel: Shall we take a walk to the lakeside? 

 

Ras: Perfect! Water remains my favourite element. My number one, of all God's gifts 
to us. 

 

 
They stroll along the avenue, amongst restful humanity. The exuberant child, 

the slow-stepping ancient. Past the  horticultural garden of rarities, the café 

of wicker parasols – to a place on the grass, by the side of a lake. Beside the 
little gatherings and the congregation of ducks. Out on the water, there are 

gold and foot-paddled boats. The leisurely parade takes its time, stretching 

out in the sun. 

 
 

Joel: You mentioned earlier, about Ethiopian tradition. In what context, concerning 

Ras Tafari. 
 

Ras: He was often vilified for heading an autocratic form of government. But he was 

merely taking the reins, passed onto him. He inherited a system of governance 
handed down, from the time of Yekuna Amlak, who re-instituted the Solomonic  



dynasty, in the 13th century.  But it was during the time of Ras Tafari, the first 

Constitution was written. That for the first time, an official system of revenue 

collection, was put in place. The first printing press came into use. Three new tools in 
the toolkit of governmental reform. He was a man caught in time; its ancient and 

medieval ticking. A man trying to keep abreast, not to fall behind the rest. For 

Ethiopia to use time, not time use Ethiopia. 
 

Joel: You also mentioned slavery. 

 

Ras: First of all, slavery Ethiopian style, was a very different type, to that of the 
Transatlantic variety, that we are most acquainted with. It was an often a mutually 

beneficial scheme, affecting millions. Sometimes, the slave would marry into the 

family. So you see, this was a symbiosis, embedded in Ethiopian society. 
 

When the European nations came to the table, discussing Ethiopian entrance into the 

League of Nations; once again, they came like moral overlords, attacking its slave 
holding. They came as those, without national blemishes of their own. He explained 

that forces were in place, commencing its termination. He'd engaged an English 

diplomat, to oversee its dismantling. Two infamous traders had already been convicted 

and put to death. Emphasising also, that unless the economy is strong and varied, 
how will all the freed ones be absorbed? So much to do. 

 

 
A group of Chinese tourists go walking by; a group of young Muslim women, 

find a place on the grass to sit. 

 

 
Joel: I'm getting a picture of a man, hemmed in all sides, fighting the fetters. 

 

Ras: A little man, who took big punches. You wouldn't think that such a small 
structure, could take such a battering. 

 

Look!(animated) A heron! My favourite bird. That's my Grey Sentinel. It's a solitary 
bird, quiet and elegant. In ancient mythology, it was a messenger of the Gods. 

 

Joel: I like them too – for their patience and skill in fishing. My rod can't touch its 

beak! 
 

Ras: Sorry for the digression – it's always good to see a heron!....  

 
Ras Tafari learnt to absorb the blows, building up inner armour - consisting of faith in 

God and belief in mission; sustained by the Solomonic mandate and the support of 

Empress Menen. For fifty years, she was by his side; as fellow visionary, confidant, 
adviser, friend and consort. They were beautiful together; during the worse, as well as 

the better. They buried a son and a daughter. However you think of him, remember he 

was a man; weeping at the passing of two of his children. 

 
Joel: You paint an almost unblemished picture? 

 

Ras: I'm not promoting perfection here. Of course there were errors. Like everywhere 
else, as head of government, whatever transpires, lies at his door. Undertaking battle 

in the political arena must leave a trail of wounds. 

 
Joel: What would you consider as errors? 



 

Ras: Well..... I guess the centralisation of educational opportunities in the capital, is 

one. He thought that change would be better accepted in urban areas, rather than the 
rural, so he focused there. In wanting to make a solid centre, chances came in slower 

for the peripheral areas. He gave them a hint of possibilities, but then came the 

yearning for full potential. His measured reform sometimes came with a shortened 
ruler.  

 

Another error is that in the search for state unity, the keeping together of what had 

been passed onto him, ethnic dignity was downgraded. The suffering of the people of 
Eritrea. Of Beta Israel. Of the Oromo and the Ogadan Somalis. What can I say of 

suffering, Joel? The trampling of essence and tradition. The least I can do is to 

recognise it. Then to listen or to read the words of the sufferer. First and foremost, to 
receive their words, before anyone else's. In trying to hold it all together, those who 

held the reins often pulled too tight. 

 
Joel: You mentioned Beta Israel. I remember reading about Operation Solomon, the 

airlift of the Beta Israel or Falasha, from Ethiopia to Israel. That was amazing - coming 

to rescue their brethren in faith. 

 
Ras: Yes, the Beta Israel. I hope God blesses those people. They seem to have gone 

from one zone of discrimination, to another. But Ras Tafari is believed to have come 

from that rich tradition, of ancient Judaism. According to the Ethiopian national epic, 
Kebra Negast, (meaning the Glory of the Kings), we are told that a selected group of 

the Jewish faith, led by Menelik I, came to Ethiopia in a royal exodus from Israel, 

bringing the sacred Ark; in the time of Solomon and Makeda, known as Sheba. By the 

way, did you know that Yemen claims Makeda also? They call her Bilqis. Now, they 
reckon King Solomon lived around the 10th B.C....... 

 

But if we speak of the Jewish ancestry, let's mention the Islamic connection also - to 
unravel more of the rich Ethiopian tapestry. When Prophet Muhammed and the first 

Muslims, were running from the main clan in Mecca, he sought and was given asylum 

in Ethiopia, by Negus Armah. A Christian King, offering refuge to the Muslim leader: 
beautiful Ethiopia. So the first mosque in Africa is said to be in their land of refuge, 

where the Negus allowed them to live. In gratitude and tribute to him, the area and 

mosque are named after him. Negash, is an Arabic variant of the Ethiopian word for 

King – Negus. It is the holiest sight for Ethiopian Muslims, after Mecca and Medina. 
Excuse me, I digressed again. I just wanted to give a little snapshot, of the wonderful 

interweaving that is a hallmark of Ethiopian tradition. 

 
Joel: Thank you Ras. That's necessary background. Just in those few lines, there's a 

wealth of treasure to dig for. Thank you. 

 
Ras: Respect. Can we move to sit under a tree? 

 

Joel: Yes sure! Lead the way. 

 
Ras: OK. (They both raise themselves from the grass, one following the other 

- making their way, to sit under the chosen tree). Ahhh....Perfect! 

 
Joel: Yes, good choice Ras. I should have got some cold drinks on the way. Would you 

like water or something. 

 
Ras: Yes please. Water would be great. Give thanks. 



 

 

As Joel walks off to the kiosk, Ras takes in the view.... the little boy, running 
and giggling while throwing bread to the ducks; two sunbathers reading their 

magazines; a group of joggers, in pink t-shirts; two young men, practising a 

martial art.... 
 

 

Joel: There you are. Ice cold! 

 
Ras: Yes my friend, respect. 

 

Joel: So please, tell me more of this vision, this mission of Ras Tafari. 
 

Ras: Although he pioneered work in so many areas, his first priority was education. 

That was Ras Tafari flagship. The previously mentioned Richard Pankhurst also lauded 
his school building programme. He tells us that Ras Tafari encouraged the titled elite 

to build institutions of education. Even fining those, who refused to educate their 

children. 

 
He came from a long tradition of educators. From the story of St. Yared, who in my 

view is the first genius of Ethiopia. An Axumite priest and teacher, he became a poet, 

singer, musician, composer writer and hymnist. One of the outstanding figures of early 
Ethiopian Christianity. 

 

In recognition and in tribute, to his contribution to Ethiopia, especially in the field of 

education, many of the prestigious institutions of higher learning, conferred on him 
honorary degrees; such as Howard University, University of the West Indies and 

Cambridge University. 

 
He encouraged and supported Empress Menen, in her personal mission, to educate 

the womanhood of Ethiopia. They shared vision as well as love. In his endeavours at 

slavery eradication, she set up schools, to educate the newly free. He rebuilt her 
Empress Menen School for Girls, after wartime bombing. He supported her 

programme that sent young women abroad for further study. Education, education, 

education. 

 
Joel: After listening to you, I don't think there's any doubt, about what was 

paramount to him. From listening to you, it seems like his every breath, exuded the 

education dream. Would you like to say a concluding statement? 
 

Ras: Only to say that I hope that when this interview appears, that it encourages 

people to take another look at Ras Tafari. To put aside customary and assumptive 
thinking – and focus on his vision, especially the time before the Fascist invasion; first 

fruits. To shed some light in a darkened area, so people can see for themselves, rather 

than through the standard lens. So others, such as you and I, can sit and stroll, along 

the Avenue of Appraisal.  His vision, tenacity and energy, continue to inspire me, so 
he lives on. As I said before, he was a man with a divine mandate - the upliftment of 

his people. A man entrusted with a sacred vision. So I love Ras Tafari. 

 
Joel: Perfect! Thank you very much Ras. As soon as it's off the press, I'll let you 

know. You've given me so much information – digging time for me! You're a great 

teacher also. We'll have to do a part two sometime. 
 



Ras: Yes, my friend. Just tell me when you're ready. Give thanks for the channel to 

knowledge that you're offering. Respect. Until soon. Blessings (with the last word, 

he again clasps his hand and bows his head). Joel does the same to him. 
 

Joel: Showers of blessings on you also, Ras. 

 
Ras: Ras Tafari. 

 

 

Ras remains under the tree, while Joel walks away, along the tree-lined 
avenue. 
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