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Her Imperial Highness

Princess Sophia Desta
Short Biography

TC 17,1926 - 14C 2, 2014
January 25, 1934 — November 11, 2021
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Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own
understanding.

Proverbs Chapter 3 Verse 5
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Her Imperial Highness
Princess Sophia Desta

Princess Sophia Desta was born in the city of
Jimma, in the Keffa Province of Ethiopia, on January
25, 1934 to Ethiopia’s great war hero Ras Desta
Damtew, and Her Imperial Highness Princess
Tenagnework Haile Selassie. Princess Sophia was
thus a granddaughter of Emperor Haile Selassie I and
Empress Menen Asfaw.  When Ethiopia was
occupied by the forces of Fascist Italy in 1935, her
father Ras Desta led Ethiopian forces on the
Southern front. He was captured and summarily
executed by the fascists in February 1937. Her
mother Princess Tenagnework was forced to go into
exile with her children and the rest of the Imperial
family to avoid capture by the fascist forces. The
family first went to Jerusalem where Princess Sophia Vi ‘
and her cousin Princess Ejegaeyhu Asfawossen spent their happy
childhood. These eatly years is where their great friendship started and later
continued for a long time when both of them returned to Ethiopia after the
end of the second world war before Princess Ejegaeyhu tragically passed
away in prison in 1976.

Princess Sophia later attended school in Alexandria, Egypt and
afterwards joined her sisters to continue her education at Clarendon School
in the United Kingdom. Her time as a student at Clarendon was marked by
the long term and special friendships she fostered with her classmates and
colleagues. This was evident especially in the remaining years of her life in
London where her Clarendonian friends visited her and keep in close
contact. She pursued her higher education at Froebel Institute at the
University of Roechampton where she graduated with a B.A. in Education,
majoring in teaching. She was married in January 1959 in Addis Abeba to




Captain Dereje Haile Mariam, son of war hero Lij Haile Mariam Mamo
when her grandfather, Emperor Haile Selassie accorded her with the rank
of Princess. A year later, she was widowed when Captain Dereje was killed
fighting as he defended the Emperor in the attempted Imperial Guard coup
d’état of December 1960. In addition to raising her daughter, Emebet
Hannah Mariam Princess Sophia’s house was home to many children of
extended family members who she had adopted as her own.

Princess Sophia established a private institution, the Entoto
International School, which she ran personally. The school offered high
academic studies to the international community and scholarships for
Ethiopian students who came from underprivileged backgrounds, thus
giving them opportunities to benefit from a higher quality education. She
was also involved in the many philanthropic efforts of the Imperial family
including establishing Cheshire Homes Ethiopia, which was first started in
her home, and working with the YWCA (Young Women’s Christian
Association), which provided support and training for young Ethiopian
women and helped to enhance their livelihood.

Like her siblings and other family members, Princess Sophia Desta
enjoyed a very close relationship with her grandfather, His Imperial Majesty
Emperor Haile Selassie, and was a frequent visitor at the Jubilee Palace. One
of her daily duties was to recap the nightly news from the BBC and other
international news channels. She accompanied His Imperial Majesty on
several of his foreign State visits, most notably to Yugoslavia, Greece,
Malawi, Malaysia, Cambodia, Thailand, Australia, Jamaica, and Trinidad and
Tobago.

Princess Sophia was among the members of the Imperial family
that were imprisoned by the Marxist Derg regime upon the overthrow of
the Ethiopian Monarchy in September of 1974. She and her close family
endured a harsh imprisonment in the notorious prison known as Al
Bekagne or “End of the World” for 14 years. During this time Princess
Sophia lost her younger brother, Rear Admiral Iskindir Desta who was
killed alongside 60 prominent members of the Emperor’s government and
a year later her grandfather who was murdered by the Marxist Derg regime.
Never one to be defeated she set up a makeshift school for children born



in prison. She, her sisters, mother and other close family members were
tinally freed in 1988.

After her release Princess Sophia and her daughter Emebet Hannah
Mariam had a memorable reunion in Rome, Italy and throughout many
years Princess Sophia spent many joyful times visiting her daughter and her
grandson Lij Desta Asfaw at their home in the United States. She also was
frequently in Alexandria, Virginia where her mother Princess Tenagework,
her sisters Princess Aida and Princess Seble, and her nephew Lij Michael
Mengesha lived.

Later the Princess settled in Geneva, Switzerland, a city she knew
well and where she had many friends and associates. She often organized
memorable holidays which included visits of her mother Princess
Tenagnework and her sisters to this lake side city. Princess Sophia also made
sure that these vacations abroad were a healing and restful time for her then
aging mother, Princess Tenagnework. When her mother became ill, Princess
Sophia never left her side.

She then moved to London to live with her sister Princess Ruth
Desta, with whom she was very close. She was also a frequent visitor at her
cousin Princess Zuriashwork’s home. Princess Zuriashwork and Princess
Sophia shared a deep bond and the death of Princess Zuriashwork was a
big blow to Princess Sophia who treasured her company and sisterly love.
In addition, Princess Sophia was a well-known figure in London’s Ethiopian
community because she would often be seen using public transport and
greeting every Ethiopian she might meet in the street. Her big heart for
others and her great humility lead her to be called the “People’s Princess”.
A great admirer and lover of her country, she returned to Ethiopia, her
beloved homeland, and place of birth to visit her relatives, then for the
solemn funeral of His Majesty Emperor Haile Selassie, and later that of her
mother, Princess Tenagework.

Princess Sophia had a special place in her heart for all of her family
and in particular for her nephews Lij Michael, Yohannes, and Seyoum
Mengesha and as well as her nieces Emebet Jote and Yeshi and Laly Kassa.



She also enjoyed a great rapport and affinity with Princess Mahezent Habte-
Mariam, her sister-in-law who she has known since her youth. Princess
Sophia will be best remembered for her great love of family, selflessness,
and generosity of spirit. Her dedication and tireless charity work, as seen
through her avid commitment to the education and welfare of not just
Ethiopian children, but all children and humanity alike, will remain her long
lasting legacy.

After a brief illness Princess Sophia passed away in London on
November 11, 2021. She is survived by her sister Her Highness Princess
Seble Desta, her daughter Emebet Hannah Mariam Meherete Selassie
Dereje, her grandson Lij Desta Asfaw, as well as many nephews and nieces
and family members.

She will be dearly missed by her sister Princess Seble Desta and
Woizert Metasebia Messai, her daughter Emebet Hannah Mariam, her
grandson, Lij Desta Asfaw and her many nephews and nieces and all her
family and friends by whom she has long been held in great affection.

All of the family would like to express their deep-felt thanks and
gratitude to all those near and far who have expressed their sorrow and
support at the passing of the Princess.

May God rest the soul of Princess Sophia Desta among the blessed, and
may her memory be eternal.
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Her Imperial Highness
Princess Sophia Desta
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Princess Sophia returning to Princess Sophia and princess
Ethiopia from school in the UK Ejegaeyhu at Clarendon School.
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Princess Sophia in Rome Princess Sophia in

on holiday Geneva, Switzerland
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Emperor Haile Selassie & Etege Menen
Asfaw
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Princess Sophia with her
sisters, Princess Ruth &
Princess Seble (c.1970s)
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Captain Dereje Hailemariam Mamo

Wedding of Princess Sophia and TIP0A £LT B0 TP TIP
Captain Dereje Hailemariam at Holy
Trinity Church, Addis Ababa
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Emebet Hannah Mariam & her son, Lij
Desta Asfaw
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Princess Sophia & her daughter Emebet
Hannah Mariam reunited in Rome
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Princess Sophia with her mother, Princess Tenegnework, sisters, Princess Aida
& Princess Ruth, & her daughter Emebet Hannah Mariam
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Left to Right: Emebet Hannah Mariam, Princess Sophia Desta & Woizero
Gizework Wolde-Selassie
AP VT TICPIP AG ADAT (4P L0 N/ TROCE DAL 4700



Emebet Hannah Mariam and Princess Sophia Desta on Princess Sophia’s
86t Birthday
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Emebet Jote Kassa, Princess Sophia, & Emebet Yeshi Kassa
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Princess Sophia visiting Princess Aida & Luel Ras Mengesha and family
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Princess Sophia with Lij Seyoume Mengesha, Emebet Zenamariam &

Emebet Isabella Mengesha
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Princess Sophia with His Majesty & the Imperial Ethiopian family hosting the Royal
House of the Netherlands (c. 1970s)
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Princess Sophia (center back row) with princess Adey Imru, Woizero Fisseha
Ayalew, Prince Mikael Mokonnen & Princess Ruth Desta. Front row left to right;

Princesses Aida, Seble Desta & Tenegnework Haile Selassie with friends in Geneva,

Switzerland.
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Princess Sophia with his Majesty and the Imper}él Ethiopian family (c. 1960s)
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Dearest Mama,

You were one of a Kind, sparkling imperial jewel hard to
find, and hard to Reep. You lived your life for others and
left little for yourself. You were a royal princess but you
chose to live a modest life. I didn't understand all of it
but you and your creator Knew better. You lived [ife the
way it should be and you will always be the world's best
example of what a person should be.

Rest in peace forever )

~Emebet Hannah Mariam Dereje

PIPDET h7777

AR P77, PO777F PO APE HICT: hOFT?
AT TCT AT IP2I° ANT W09 ASAT HICT 77
TG 1 PECHAD= AALIP U(-9P Q8 FIP ABEG
ENSLHT PN APt AdFuv: h.@TT? (MFhhnSo-
YL CLEFA AT AU T @~ Ah P40, 1PHTA =

AG4g° ilan’s:
~ ATO(L UG TICPIP LB






