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Sitting in the Community FM radio station studio, Ruby and Crystal 

enjoy a conversation, while the traffic and weather updates are given. 

Breaking off the conversation, Crystal focuses on her countdown to air 

time; then she begins to talk to the public... 
 

Crystal: Good afternoon, dear listeners. As advertised, we have a special treat 

for you... Due to popular demand, Community FM welcomes back Ruby Gayle 

(turning to Ruby). Great to have you back on our wavelength Ruby. 
 

Ruby: It's a pleasure to be back Crystal. I've been looking forward to it since 

your call. 

 
Crystal: Before we dig into this afternoon's theme Ruby, let me update our 

listeners, on the response to our first session (turning away from Ruby) So, 

apart from the many phone calls, texts and emails; a museum is organising an 

Una Marson Walk, with accompanying pamphlet - remembering some of the 

places she lived and worked at, while resident in London. Secondly, like your 
grandfather, the Black Sistren collective have decided to celebrate February 6th, 

as Una Marson Day; a fundraising day of events, to support their creche and 

Saturday school. And last but not least, the Gazette has asked you to write a 

weekly Black Heroines column, beginning with Una. You're a phenomenon 
Ruby – a precious whirlwind. 

 

Ruby: Never been described like that before (they both laugh)! But it's 

wonderful Crystal, that she’s finally getting the recognition she deserves, from 
such a diverse range of people. It's beautiful. 

 

Crystal: Well, we'll definitely help with publicity. Can't wait to read those 

articles you're going to write! 

 
Ruby: I can't wait to write them! (they share laughter again). 

 

Crystal: Now, down to the business of the day! (Facing away from Ruby) 

Because of the great response to the first interview: the station, Ruby and I, 
have decided to make this the second in an envisaged series. Each session will 

focus on a particular aspect of her work – such as journalism, fictional writings 

and feminism. Today’s interview will look at the work she undertook for the 

Ethiopian government. (Turning back to Ruby). So how did this work come 
around Ruby? 
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Ruby: Although it ended in London, it actually began in Istanbul. A request 

had been made to Una, from the Women's Social Service Club in Jamaica, 

asking her to go in their name, to a conference - to the International Alliance 

of Women for Suffrage and Equal Citizenship. At this gathering, in a royal 
palace outside Istanbul, her speech electrified the attendees. It was the 

worldwide acclaim from this event that brought her to the attention of the 

League of Nations. 

 
Crystal: I won't ask too much about this conference, as we'll explore it further, 

in the session that focuses on her feminism. But when did it take place? 

 

Ruby: April, 1935. 
 

Crystal: Thank you. So tell us more about the League of Nations connection. 

 

Ruby: The League of Nations would invite what were termed, ''temporary 

collaborators'', to visit - and assist in the running of the organisation. Word had 
got back to Geneva, about the widespread response, to her speech in Turkey. 

She received a letter asking her to be a temporary collaborator, which she 

accepted. On an August morning, she left London - to take up her three week 

posting, in the Information department of the League of Nations. 
 

Crystal: That was quite an achievement. 

 

Ruby: Yes it was. The biography of her, by the writer Celia Jarrett-Macauley, 
tells us that thirty persons were selected from twenty-eight countries: 

apparently, Una was the first Black person chosen, to be a temporary 

collaborator. 

Crystal: I guess being 1935 and at the League of Nations, she would have 
been aware of all the political maneuvering and hearsay, surrounding the rise 

of Fascism – especially in regards to Abyssinia, as Ethiopia was more 

commonly known then. 

 

Ruby: Yes, definitely. This is what motivated her to approach the Ethiopian 
delegation at Geneva – and offer to help. She even voluntered to go to 

Ethiopia! But the representatives of that beleaguered country decided her skills 

would be better utililised in England. So back to London where she accepted 

the role of secretary to the Ethiopian ambassador to London. 
 

Crystal: Put in at the deep end then! 

 

Ruby: It really was Crystal, as I'll explain in a bit. First of all, I'd like to 
introduce the minister she worked for. He was named Warqenah Eshete by his 

parents; but through his care by European guardians, he became known as 

Charles Martin. Orphaned on an Ethiopian battlefield, he was found by a British 

officer who took him to India, sponsored his education – where he graduated 

as a doctor. After working as a medic for the Colonial Service in Burma, he 
began to take more of an interest in his homeland. He later became the 

personal physician, to both Emperor Menelik and Ras Tafari; who he became 



close to, during the 1920s. It was His Majesty who appointed him to the 

important role, as his minister in England. 

 

Crystal: Wow! That's a saga! What a life that ambassador had! So he was 
more familiar with Hindi and English, than with Amharic and Ge'ez. 

 

Ruby: Yes. It was his future wife, who taught him Amharic. 

 
Crystal: Just to inform our listeners, who may not know of the Ethiopian 

languages. Amharic is the national language there. Ge'ez was the ancient 

tongue of the Ethiopians - now only heard in church services... 

 
Ruby: ...And both Ge'ez and Amharic are Semitic languages – in the same 

group as Hebrew and Arabic. 

 

Crystal: There you go people – a little bit of linguistics too! (they both 

laugh). So tell us of her official duties. 
 

Ruby: You were right earlier, when you said she was ''put in at the deep end''. 

From day one, she was inundated. Although they were very short of staff and 

funds (she worked for a small wage), Una took on a gargantuan task. 
Remembering also that the ageing ambassador was suffering from chronic 

asthma. Seems like she did everything. In coming to their rescue, she ended 

up floundering in the water - but more on that later. She dealt with all the 

correspondence (the reading and replying), which at that time must have been 
a Herculean task. Letters of international diplomacy, League of Nations liaison, 

offers of help, of best wishes, of donations, requests of information update, 

financial accounting and so on. But on top of that, there were the meetings; 

the recording of minutes and writing of resolutions. She worked throughout 
everyday – and into the evenings too. Like an overused workhorse, she came 

close to the knacker’s yard. 

 

Crystal: You mean she had a breakdown. 

 
Ruby: Exactly. As well as the massive workload, here and in Geneva, there 

was the emotional content of the time. Being so close to the nerve centre, 

there must have been the continual jarring of nerves. The bravery of the 

barefoot soldiers, some armed only with sticks and old guns, attempting to 
counteract the onslaught from tanks and machine guns. 

 

Crystal: With all due respect, I guess the Ethiopian response could be 

subtiltled 'Bravery and Futility'. When I say futlity here, I mean in connection 
with the massive weapon disparity. 

 

Ruby: Yes, I understand your choice of that word. Especially when you think 

about the Fascist resistance to international law, that forbade the use of 

mustard gas -   after the horrifying results of the First World War. So as well as 
the venom of bombs, the invaded were subjected to the poison of gas. In 

Ethiopia, many were blinded by the gas; became ill through drinking infected 



water; developed lung problems; their skin, blistered and burnt by the gas. So 

as well as her staggering administrative duties, there must have been the 

overwhelming emotional weight also. 

 
Crystal: She was a real soldier, wasn't she? 

 

Ruby: Yes, one of the best. Although unmentioned in despatches - an 

unknown warrior. 
 

Crystal: So what made the Italians follow Mussolini, with such ardour? 

 

Ruby: I was thinking about this the other night Crystal. I came up with a few 
reasons. Firstly, it offered the Italians a distraction from the Great Depression, 

which was ravaging the world. He swayed the unemployed and the poorest, 

with the dream of free land, in a country of abundant resources; a place to 

farm and be fruitful. Secondly, he propagated the premise that they were on a 

civilising mission - releasing millions, from the curse of slavery. Thirdly, he 
pandered to the nationalist thinking, which he had generated – through the 

possibility of a new Roman Empire, based in North-East Africa. The Italians had 

already colonised Eritrea, Libya and parts of Somalia; Ethiopia was to be the 

jewel in the crown. We must also remember the yearning for military revenge - 
after the humiliating 1896 defeat of Italy by Ethiopia, at the Battle of Adowa. 

 

Crystal: Yes, the great triumph of Emperor Menelik was a profound 

embarrassment, to the Italian army. I get the impression that there was a 
simmering desire for the Italian forces to redeem themselves. 

 

Ruby: Using mustard gas to make sure of that redemption. 

 
Crystal: And it was this brutal dismissal of international law that Haile Selaisse 

highlighted, during that famous Geneva initiative - where Una Marson 

officiated. 

 

Ruby: She went back to Geneva, as personal secretary to Haile Selassie. I get 
the impression that she felt if she went along and undertook the administrative 

tasks, then His Majesty could better concentrate on the diplomatic interaction – 

and preparation for his speech. 

 
Crystal: The speech where the Italian journalists whistled and jerred, as the 

Emperor began to speak. 

 

Ruby: But his reaction to their verbal hooliganism, demonstrated why she 
respected him so much. His unshakeability, his dignity. She wanted to do her 

best for this African leader – and his evident statesmanship. 

 

Crystal: Yes, I agree – an evident statesmanship.That's what comes across 

when I see the YouTube clip. I don't know if it's the most appropiate word, but 
he was cool! All through the disturbance and stoppage, he remained 

unperturbed. Then he spoke, finished, bowed his head to the assembled and 

http://rastaites.com/Ethiopia/adowa.html


left the stage. 

 

Ruby: Ras Tafari! I agree Crystal, he was cool. An emblem of composure. No 

one could fail to be impressed by his deportment. The vocal thuggery couldn't 
knock him down. 

 

Crystal:Yes, a man on a mission, not to be deterred. So after Geneva, Una 

came back to London? 
 

Ruby: To continue the work for the delegation – and support for the 

Abyssinian Association. But from our two interviews, I think you're getting the 

picture, that whatever Una believed in, she gave it her best – and it took its 
toll. Her doctor told her she needed instant rest, as breakdown was 

approaching. In throwing a lifeboat to the Ethiopian legation, she found herself 

floundering. So she held onto the buoy till she was back in Jamaica. But after 

the rest, she was back in the frontline – co-founding a national newspaper. But 

we must save that, for the session on her journalism. 
 

Crystal: So could I suggest that her great respect for Haile Selassie, helped to 

generate a positive response to his followers in Jamaica; especially when we 

think of her work with the Rastafarian children, at the Foreshore Road Infant 
Centre. 

 

Ruby: Undoubtedly. She was one of the first Jamaicans to meet His Majesty. 

Long before the Rasta elders such as Mortimo Planner, Count Ossie and Prince 
Emmanuel. Ras Mortimo was a mentor to Bob Marley. He's the one who 

escorted His Majesty from the plane, on his historic 1966 visit to Jamaica. 

Prince Emmanuel, established the House of the Bobo, whose adherents include 

figures such as Sizzla, Anthony B and Jah Mason. As mentioned in the previous 
interview, Count Ossie was the founder of Nyabinghi drumming. But Sista Una 

met Ras Tafari before them. 

 

Crystal: So much information you give us – connecting the past with the 

present. Is there anything you'd like to say in conclusion? 
 

Ruby: Well... Just to say that I hope that I keep that same indomitable spirit 

that Una Marson held. That I will continue to rise when I falter. 

 
Crystal: Beautiful. Once again, you've been a goldmine. There's been another 

torrent of messages to the station. So we'll be looking forward to your visit 

next month, where if I remember correctly, we'll be focusing on her journalism. 

 
Ruby: Yes, that's right. From the twenties to the sixties. 

 

Crystal: Can't wait. Ruby, on behalf of the station and the listeners, a big 

thankyou for today's blessing. 

 
Ruby: I love coming here and sharing. Community FM is truly blessed to have 

you as a presenter. I'm sure the listerners share my thinking about you and 



your contribution. So a big thank you to you. Respect. 

 

Crystal: Respect. So, dear listeners, here is a fitting ending, chosen by Ruby – 

Ethiopia Dub, by Augustus Pablo. Ruby, we love you. 
 

Ruby: Bless you Sista Crystal. I love Community FM. 

 

As they embrace, we hear the chanted word ''Ethiopia'', over a slow, 
magnetic Dub. 
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