
John C Royds 
Memories of a charismatic and inspirational headmaster 

by Dr Abraha Derso (UK), 21 April 2011 
John Royds had spent only a few years in Ethiopia but his inspiration to many of his Ethiopian students lives 
on more than 46 years after he left the country. John was headmaster of the General Wingate Secondary 
School (GWSS) in Addis Ababa from 1961 to 1965. The walls at his home in Salisbury are bedecked with 
pictures and other memorabilia from that time. Among these are a spear and shield, a lion's mane and a head 
gear presented to him when he left to become headmaster of Uppingham School. These are items traditionally 
presented in Ethiopia to heroes, and John Royds was certainly our hero. We kept him in high regard at the 
GWSS and had a lot of respect for him. This is best illustrated by an incidence: once there was one of those 
perennial agitations at the university in Addis Ababa under the famous slogan “Land to the Tiller”. Some of the 
students from the school were preparing to join the demonstration later that day and John was quite worried at 
the possible consequences. At flag parade John announced that if anybody went on the demonstration then he 
was going to resign his post and leave Ethiopia. On hearing this everybody returned to their classrooms. Just 
as well as members of the Imperial bodyguard were waiting outside the school gate, with guns, and who 
knows what might have happened. The students were in fact aware of the danger but the respect we had for 
John won the day. Revolutionary fervour had to be kept in abeyance for another day. 
 
The GWSS was built by Emperor Haileselassie in 1946 and named in honour of General Orde Wingate. 
Wingate had ridden on horseback beside the Emperor's Roll Royce when Mussolini's army was defeated in 
Ethiopia as part of the East Africa Campaign and Haileselassie retuned to Addis Ababa from exile in Bath via 
Sudan to be reinstated to his throne. The school was a prestigious boarding school but after some fifteen 
years the government could no longer afford the cost of running boarding schools (even though there were 
very few of them) and the school went into decline. The UK government through the British Council came to its 
rescue with staff (mostly British) and money and John went from Bryanston School as the headmaster on this 
new venture. He ensured the electricity and water supplies were reconnected after paying the arrears, the 
overflowing cesspit was cleared out and the flush toilets were working. The school re-opened as a fee-paying 
boy’s boarding school, but this (2) meant that only the sons of the ruling aristocracy, the heads of the army and 
the police, and those of wealthy merchants could afford to go there. So John started a scholarship and 
exhibition scheme for top performing pupils from all over the country. This included Eritrea which was then still 
part of Ethiopia. There were 30 scholarship and 15 exhibition places a year. I was one of the first 30 “scholars” 
to benefit from the scheme. We were called by John “the future leaders of Ethiopia”. There were only some 
300 place in the school and needless to say the school was became dominated by scholarship and exhibition 
students after the first three to four years. John Royds left Ethiopia in 1965 to become headmaster at 
Uppingham School. This ensured that he was close to his mother who was getting advanced in her age. There 
was a great closeness between the two of them. The GWSS became very prestigious and the venture 
continued until the military junta took power in 1974 and changed the school into a technical college. 
 
Uppingham Days 
Departure from Ethiopia did not dwindle John's interest in the country. At Uppingham John used to beguile 
staff and students with stories about Ethiopia and tell them that he would go back to work there on his 
retirement, even if it was just as a librarian. They couldn't understand what he saw in this backward African 
country. 
 
The headmasters of public schools used to gather in London once a year to select pupils from applicants 
under what was known as OPOS – Office for Placing Overseas Boys in British Schools. This was confined to 
pupils from British Common Wealth countries (the ex-colonies). John persuaded OPOS to extend the invitation 
to Ethiopia and I was once again one of the first beneficiaries from this scheme – John gave me a place at 
Uppingham School and I was there from 1966 – 1968. Dr Aklilu Demissie, who still works and lives in the UK, 
followed the following year and there were many others that went to Uppingham and other UK public schools 
on the scheme in subsequent years. When I finished at Uppingham School John made sure that there were 
funding sources, including an annual bursary from Uppingham School itself, to enable me to study medicine at 



The University of Birmingham Medical School. John had known from before he left Ethiopia that I had 
determined to become a doctor.  
 
Wish to return to Ethiopia 
John's wish to return to Ethiopia in his retirement was brought to an end by the intrusion of the military junta 
into politics in 1974. (It was indeed a life-changing situation for the rest of us as well, and we had to readjust 
our plans to return to Ethiopia). So John instead became a vicar on retirement serving communities in 
Loddington, Kettering and then in Northampton. However the desire to serve abroad had not quite left him and 
he went to Peshawar in Pakistan in 1986 on behalf of the (Anglican) Christian Missionary Society only to be 
stuck down by a mysterious illness shortly after he arrived there. This forced him to return to the UK for 
prolonged investigation and treatment at the Hospital for Tropical Diseases and then University College 
Hospital, London. He bore his suffering and treatment with dignity and recovered. This was almost a case of 
mind over matter despite the sophisticated medication he was put on. Several years later a doctor from 
University College Hospital wrote a piece in the British Medical Journal (BMJ) under the journal's column a 
memorable patient in which the patient showed more concern for the doctor than about his own serious 
situation. The article was of course anonymous as dictated by medical ethics, but it was clear to Aklilu and me 
from the description of his character that this patient must be. This was subsequently confirmed by John 
Royds himself during one of the annual visits my wife, Sharon Ann, and I used to pay him in Salisbury. 
 
John did go to Ethiopia on a visit in the late 1990s - the military junta had long been removed from power by 
then. One of the institutions John had continued to support is a school for destitute and homeless children in 
Addis Ababa. It is situated just outside the walls of the General Wingate School and was started by a 
remarkable ex-Wingate boy (Asfaw Yimru) while John was still in Ethiopia in the 1960s. So it was good for him 
to see how the school was functioning. He also managed to meet some old Wingate boys and see parts of the 
country which he had no opportunity of seeing while he was working there. 
 
“The scholars - future leaders of Ethiopia” 
As mentioned above lots of educated people, including a considerable number of the initial thirty “scholars”, 
left Ethiopia during the horrors of the military junta in the 1970s and 1980s, and ended up working mostly in 
North American and European hospitals, universities and other institutes. (4)However one of the initial thirty, Dr 
Kassu Illala (PhD in Agriculture, Reading University), was a cabinet Minster in the new Ethiopian government 
(the EPRDF) and is currently the Ethiopian ambassador to the European Union (EU). What is more the 
Ethiopian Prime Minster; Meles Zenawi is an ex-Wingate and a scholar (1968-1972). In addition there will be 
many other ex-Wingate men who are successfully running their own businesses or otherwise working for 
private companies or government institutions all advancing the country's future. So one can say that John's 
dreams have been fulfilled to a large degree. The developmental transformation that is at long last taking place 
in Ethiopia would have given him much pleasure, particularly that in education and heath. 
 
John Royds during World War 2 
During our annual visits we did not talk much about John's time during the Second World War unless he raised 
it himself. But during our last, and sadly final, visit in May 2010, I asked John how long he was in India for 
during the Second World War. He said for three yeas, from 1942. Then he quietly added they had to send a 
rescue team at the end of the Burma campaign and they had to toss a coin to choose the team leader 
between him and another one, “the popular one” as John put it. The “popular one” was killed by a land mine 
explosion.  
 
John the consummate gentleman 
As we have seen John had an enduring passion for Ethiopia. He was a very generous man who delighted in 
helping people unstintingly wherever he happened to be both before and after retirement. He even used to 
deliver meals on wheels to elderly people in their 60s and 70s when he was in his 80s. Many lives have been 
touched by his kindness and by his inspiration and we are all very lucky that the tossed coin in India came 
down the wrong way. Above all John was a consummate gentleman, even in illness. I am particularly lucky to 



have known John almost continuously from 1962 until the time of his death. He lived a long and fulfilling life 
but he will be missed by all he knew him.  
 
Dr Abraha Derso, MB.ChB, MRCP (UK), FRCPCH 
 
John Royds died on 31 March 2011 at the age of 90 years. This article is an expanded version of a tribute at a 
service of celebration of John's life held at St Mark's church, Salisbury, England on 14 April 2011. 
In England public schools are the old established private schools. 

 


