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Temporary peace . ]
w,Sl,utpinivsir_rgiy, the north-south peace deal held for eleven years. After

clections in 1973, the regional assembly inJuba stumbled along, despite the
ethnic and personal fissures, and the fact that Khartoum still made
unwelcome top-down decisions. They also argued about the controversial
Jonglei Canal project. At least it proved the northerners wrong — that
southerners could make a reasonable stab at a functioning democracy, one
far removed from the northern dictatorship. There, the Numeiri government
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still struggled to resolve the place of religion in the constitution. On the
economic front, following the massive oil-price hikes after the 1973 Yom

__Kippur/Ramadan war, vast amounts of Arab petro-dollars flowed into Sudan.
It was designed to be the breadbasket of the Middle East. The Kuwaitis
poured in money for vast agricultural schemes, especially in the sugar
industry. And British entrepreneur Tiny Rowland’s Lonrho company
invested over $25 million to develop, with the Sudanese government, the
world’s largest sugar plantation near Kosti.

The most important development in this period was the discovery of
black gold. In 1978-79, oil deposits were confirmed by the US Chevron
company. The oil Wésﬁaimund in the south. So was this ‘southern
oil’? The politicians in Juba certainly thought so, and also wanted the
refineries to be built in the south. Méf?ér_gc_:jalvl_}ﬁ southerners demanded the
future oil pipelines be built through the south to the Kenyan coast, not via
the more accessible northern route to Port Sudan. As in many African
countries, oil was to spawn conflict as.much as prosperity.

Economic liberalization and Western investments as well as oil
development marked a shift in foreign policy, as well as economic advance.
As with most military regimes, weapons supplies were a weathervane of
such changes. Khartoum’s anti-communist crackdowns had helped to sour
relations with Moscow, but the Russians still sold their weapons. These
supplies dried up when Moscow backed Sudan’s Marxist enemies in
Ethiopia. China replaced Russian supplies, while Egypt continued to be an
important military and diplomatic partner. With the warming of Western
economic relations, so too Washington started to sell more weapons, not
least to counter Soviet support of Ethiopia and Libya. US arms sales
increased until renewed conflict in the south changed the equation.

Some Sudanese historians depict this period of peace in the south,
economic growth and (relative) diplomatic success as a golden age. Better
relations with Washington were matched by a flurry of economic deals with
‘western European states. In July 1978 Numeiri was elected as chairman of
the OAU. Sudan appeared at last to be fulfilling its continental ambitions.
Relations with the Arab world were complicated by Numeiri’s lonely support
for Anwar Sadat’s signing of the Camp David accord with Israel in 1978.
This pleased Washington, but angered the Arab League. '

Numeiri had waged peace with the south and indirectly with Israel and
stabilized the economy. Although his military regime was apparently in
control, discontent still simmered in the army and Numeiri’s long feud with
opposition political leaders, especially Sadiq al-Mahdi, had not been ended.
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Any accommodation would need a decision on the role of Islam in the state.
The earlier compromises of ‘freedom of religion’ could not be enough for
the Islamists. Ultimately, a political settlement in the Muslim north would
mean tearing up the deal in the south.

It is a recurring pattern in military interventions worldwide that coup
leaders often fail to understand that what they did, others could do to them.
In Africa, military dictators often pampered their officer corps and indulged
their rank and file, while beefing up military intelligence to ensure that the
bribes are working. Often they don’t, and history is repeated, again and
again, until a charismatic and able civilian politician could sometimes break
out of the vicious circle. Numeiri was a long-term army professional, but
he failed to concentrate on his army’s concerns, despite all the shiny new
weapons. Gradually, he became over-confident, boosted by a manic sense
of divine mission, a common psychotic trait of leaders after a lengthy term
in power. . )

Numeiri had paid careful attention to the security requirements in the
south, but failed fo appreciate that this perceived favouritism would fire up
the ancient sense of grievance in the west. On 5 September 1975, elite
paratrooper units, mostly disgruntled westerners, mounted a coup. They did
the usual — arrested some senior loyal officers, and seized the broadcast
facilities in Omdurman. They made the mistake of prematurely announcing
the capture of Numeiri. But the president had, by chance — or divine
providence, as he later put it — shifted his overnight location. Numeiri did
not rally his loyal troops, but fled from Khartoum and hid in a friend’s house
in the capital’s outer suburbs. Loyal troops, led by the tough chief of staff,
General Muhammad al-Baghir, managed to crush the mutiny in a few hours.
It was a small event in the crowded history of Sudanese coups, but it was
significant because it helped to persuade an increasingly deranged Numeiri
that he had a divine right to rule Sudan. It was then a short step to believing
that he alone was destined to carry on the Prophet’s mission on earth.

Another coup attempt against Numeiri
At 05.00 on 2 July 1976 a more concerted coup de main was planned. It

was long customary in Sudan to greet incoming visitors at the airport, no
matter what the hour. This was even more elaborately organized when a
president returned. General Baghir and a whole posse of ministers were
scheduled to greet Numeiri on his flight back from Europe. Numeiri, in
another one of his imagined divine intercessions, arrived early and the
entourage was dispersing when a wall of fire raked the runway outside the
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main airport reception. The president was bundled into a car into a hideaway
and General Baghir swung into his coup-crushing operation again. But he
had few forces in the capital. He needed to summon units from around the
country, with the nearest being Shendj. Communications were down and he
used the Sudan News Agency wire services. Troops poured into the three
cities on the Friday and allowed loyalist troops to win the day. Surviving
rebel soldiers were pursued into the desert and shot out of hand.

Despite its prompt destruction, this coup had been well planned. It might
well have worked if Numeiri had arrived on time and been conveniently
assassinated at the airport. The man behind the coup was Numeirj ’s old
enemy, Sadiq al-Mahdi. He had formed the National Front in exile in Libya.
Under its banner, al-Mahdi had assembled representatives of the traditional
parties, all banned under Numeiri’s rule. Colonel Gaddafi was a man with a
small power base and big ideas, and he had lots of oil money to nourish his
dreams of creating a regional empire, which included Sudan, with the first

* chunk being the occupation of Darfur. The highly volatile Libyan leader
later planned to create a pan-African empire. But in the mid-1970s he was
focusing on toppling Numeiri. The Sudanese president diagnosed Gaddafi
as ‘a split personality — both evil’. The Ethiopians connived in Libya’s coup
plans because Addis Ababa believed that the Eritrean insurgency would
collapse without Khartoum’s support. The Soviet Union was also in on the
plot, disturbed by Numeiri’s crackdown on communists, ejection of Soviet
advisors and Khartoum’s recent tilt to the West. Gaddafi had formed an
Islamic Legion to implement his plans, but in hjs training camps in the
southern Libyan desert he had also arranged the training of Sudanese, many
of them traditional Ansar loyal to al-Mahdi. Some of the Ansar had already
infiltrated the three cities and had stashed arms ready for the military
component whose action at the airport would spark the coup. Some estimates
suggest that 3,000 were killed in the brief but bitter putsch. Almost 100
rebels were subjected to show trials and promptly executed. Sadiq al-Mahdj
was tried in absentia and sentenced to death.

The extent of popular support for the exiled politicians prompted Numeri
to offer what was then called ‘national reconciliation’. The president was a
master manipulator and hoped to entice some exiles to return under a general
amnesty, thus weakening the éxiled forces. Some communists and Ansar
returned, as did Sadiq al-Mahdi, who soon left the country, unconvinced of
Numeiri’s sincerity. Exiled leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood also came
back. The most prominent was Hassan al-Turabi, whom Numeiri elevated
to the position of attorney general. Al-Turabi set about re-forging the power
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and a bad politician — as with nearly all the prominent soldier-statesmen in
southern history — Lagu overpaid his favourites and helped to widen the
Equatorian v Dinka rift, thus empowering Numeiri’s game of divide and
rule. In February 1980 Numeiri engineered the sacking of Lagu and the
dissolution of the assembly. Abel Alier, much better at working with
Khartoum, or a stooge to some southern radicals, returned as president. His
mandate was to use some of the Arab petro-dollars to develop southern
agriculture and oil projects. Despite his diplomacy, the returned southern
president had a short tenure./A report by Alier condemning plans to re-divide
the south was treated as a personal insult by Numeiri because it implied that
he had been saved from his own cowardice when southern troops rescued
him during the 1976 failed coup. Furious, the president simply dissolved the
southern assembly and set up a transitional government led by a Muslim
southern officer, General Gismallah Abdullah Rasas.

Numeiri’s plans for re-dividing the south into powerful regions did appeal
to many tribal groups who feared the domination of the populous, statuesque
and warlike Dinka.}Others saw it as an obvious divide-and-rule tactic by
which Khartoum could re-impose Arabization. In December 1982 Numeiri
toured the south and was met by unresponsive crowds, unlike his previous
tours where he was hailed as a peacemaker. In particular, he was jeered at
by hostile students at the well-known Rumbek secondary school.The
famously thin-skinned president lost his temper, closed the school and later
arrested politicians who opposed the plan to divide the south into three
provinces. In June 1983 Numeiri suddenly announced on television that the
south would be divided into three provinces: Bahr al-Ghazal, Equatoria and
the Upper Nile, with three separate capitals at Wau, Juba and Malakal. This
removed Juba as the central hotbed of dissident views and potential southern
unity. He also set about Arabizing and Islamizing the south to unify Sudan.
Numeiri had in effect torn up the Addis agreement.

In what was termed Republican Order Number One, a chilling Orwellian
title, Khartoum set up three provinces with emasculated powers. The
regional assembly in Juba was dead. Governors would be appointed by the
president in Khartoum. Most of the previous local fiscal authority vanished.
Arabic would be the main official language. The carefully balanced security
arrangements in the south were also ditched and the newly integrated troops
in the south would be sent on garrison duty in the north and west. Most of
these proposals had been discussed secretly for some years among northern
politicians in the national reconciliation process. Sadiq al-Mahdi and the
Muslim Brotherhood were adamant that real northern agreement depended

71



Failed Democracy — Failed Coups

upon ending southern autonomy and Islamizing the whole constitution —

north and south.
Numeiri had steamrollered all opposition previously and now expected

southerners to submit meekly. But he had sown the dragons’ teeth, not least

by creating a cadre of experienced southern officers in his own army. They _

wanted freedom for the south and an end to Numeiri, not least for the
betrayal of his promises. The inevitable result was the resumption of the
southern war. This time the rebels were much better led and armed. Yet it
would take two decades to force Khartoum to return to the negotiating

- table.

The Second War of Independence
Some of the integrated battalions of the First Division of the Southern

Command went very reluctantly to garrisons in Darfur. The 105th Battalion
at Bor refused to go. The integration process into the new SPAF — the Sudan
People’s Armed Forces — had produced patchy results. Some southerners
felt that their training had not brought them up to the standards of the more
experienced professional army. This would be true, however, of any
integration of irregulars with professionals, as the Zimbabwean and South
African experiences were later to demonstrate. A small minority of officers
had been carefully selected and trained in the northern military colleges, but
it was a maximum of 13.5 per cent, not the 33 per cent agreed at Addis. The
intrinsic military grievances and general anger at Khartoum’s cavalier
treatment of the Addis deal came to a head in May 1983. The 105th Battalion
at Bor, the Jonglei state capital, was already on the point of mutiny. The
mood was exacerbated by late pay and food shortages. The Dinka major in
command, Kerubino Kuanyin Bol, refused to allow a steamer carrying a
company of northern troops to land at the dock in Bor. A week later northern
troops from the Armoured Division returned to storm the town. The Bor
garrison retreated into the bush, as did troops in Pibor. They and other
garrisons crossed into Ethiopia with their weapons.

The Bor mutiny and the Republican Order Number One a month later
marked the onset of the new war. Thousands of southern troops retreated to

Ethiopia while others further west created camps in isolated bush. Some of

the hold-outs in Anya-Nya, who had rejected the Addis agreement, now
linked up with the defectors from the integrated army. Most of the new
dissidents congregated in the Gambella region of Ethiopia. Besides
mutineers from the regular army and Anya-Nya diehards, a third element,
the Students Revolutionary Group, led by Pagan Amum Okiech, joined
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them. Okiech was later to become secretary general of the Sudan People’s
Liberation Movement (SPLM). .

Who would lead the new southern rebellion? Numeiri had deliberately
siphoned off some of the brightest and best of southern officers to promote
them into loyalty in the integrated army. The president had specifically
intended to use Colonel John Garang, a Twic Dinka, to defuse the Bor
mutiny. Unfortunately for Khartoum, Garang was party to the mutiny he
was supposed to suppress. If' Sadiq al-Mahdi was Numeiri’s political
nemesis, John Garang became his prime military enemy. The difference was
that Garang was by far the most decisive, ruthless and, ultimately, most
successful opponent.

Garang was bormn into a poor family in 1945 in Twic East in J onglei state.
Orphaned at ten, a kindly uncle ensured the studious young man a good
secondary education, first in South Sudan and then in Tanzania. He later
secured a scholarship in the US at Grinella College in Iowa, and was then
offered a further scholarship at the University of California, Berkeley, but
decided to return to the University of Dar Es Salaam. While in America he
is said to have been impressed by the success of the melting pot of US
society and this helped to secure his belief in a united — democratic and non-
racial — Sudan. For his later doctorate he studied the ill-fated Jonglei Canal,
first proposed by the British in 1907 and finally begun in 1978. By the
outbreak of the second southern war, two-thirds of the 223-mile canal had

- been built. Today one of the giant German earth-moving machines lies

rusting as a symbol of one of the biggest development projects killed off by
the war.

After his initial studies, Garang made a second, successful, attempt to
join the southern rebels six months before the Addis agreement. The first
time he had been judged too young to fight. Quickly promoted because of
his education, some of the seasoned Anya-Nya commanders resented his
lack of battlefield experience. This is what attracted his northern
commanders in the new post-Addis army. He rapidly rose from captain to
colonel, and was sent on both civilian scholarships in America and training
at the US Army’s advanced infantry training school at Fort Benning,
Georgia. He also lectured in agriculture in Khartoum University, clearly a
man of many parts. Garang had become the best educated and trained
southerner in the army, and had kept out of the political intrigues in Sudan,
or so the northern generals thought.

A month before the Bor mutiny, Colonel Garang was planning the new
war and drew up a programme for the formation of the Sudan People’s
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Liberation Movement. Garang joined his fellow defectors in Ethiopia and
set about forming the armed wing of his new SPLM — the SPLA, the Sudan
People’s Liberation Army. New defectors and hardline existing rebels soon
swelled the ranks of the initial 3,000 mutineers. Some commanders still
resented Garang’s lack of bushfighting skills and were jealous of his
education and rapid promotion, courtesy of Khartoum. Nevertheless, his
obvious leadership skills won the day, and the question of Sudanese unity
versus southern independence was glossed over in the interests of
establishing the SPLM, but above all defeating the great betrayer in
Khartoum: Numeiri. Moreover, the vital sanctuaries in Ethiopia dictated a
diplomatic silence on the question of secession. Under the old emperor and
the dour communist leader, Mengistu Haile Mariam, who replaced the
Emperor in 1974, the northern Sudanese support for Eritrean secession had
made southern secession an awkward subject.

Garang wrote the new SPLM manifesto himself, and it was personally
approved by the great Afro-Stalinist, Mengistu. It was radical, clichéd and
anti-separatist, to match the dictates of the OAU as well as the Derg. In
Garang’s manifesto, and the accompanying penal code, it was clear that the
army, not the people, was the fundamental source of authority. Garang later
toned down the broadcasts on the SPLM radio — gone were the Marxist rants
of the initial manifesto. An inclusive, democratic and secular ‘New Sudan’
would appeal to some northerners. Garang also toned down anti-Muslim
- rhetoric, although the propaganda was often anti-Arab. He wanted to reach

the African Muslims in Darfur and the Nuba Mountains who formed a large
part of the northern regular army. Garang, a good strategist, also could not
ignore potential backers in the US, although Washington’s later support was
predicated on the principle of southern independence to weaken the Islamist
regime in Khartoum.

Remnants of the old rebel groups, renamed Anya-Nya 2, still resisted
inclusion in the SPLA. Some of the resistance also came from Nuer groups,
which the northern army started arming to disrupt SPLA supply lines into

~Ethiopia. In Equatoria, militias also supported Khartoum in operations
against what many Equatorians dubbed the ‘Dinka army’, the SPLA. In May
1984-the Derg had encouraged Garang to order the assassination of the
leader of Anya-Nya 2, Gai Tut. Paulino Matip then led the Anya-Nya
survivors to western Upper Nile where he did a deal with Numeiri. Salva
Kiir, an internal critic of Garang, often said that the first bullets of the SPLA
were used to kill separatists. Kiir never broke with his boss; Lam Akol did
—on a number of occasions. Akol claimed that from 1984 to 1989 more
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SPLA were killed by rival southern militias than in fighting between the
SPLA and the northern army.? ’

The first SPLA attacks launched from Ethiopia in 1983 were directed
against the Nasir area inside Sudan. Eventually Garang established a
permanent base in eastern Equatoria on the Boma Plateau near the Ethiopian
border. The SPLA sometimes allied with other Anya-Nya 2 Nuer to hit the
Chevron oil sites near Bentiu, in the Nuer heartland. Khartoum had promised
the Americans the army was more than capable of defending the oil
installations. Three foreign oil workers were killed and a small number
injured in a rebel raid on 3 February 1984. Chevron, dissatisfied with
Khartoum’s response, pulled out of the oilfield. The US would later impose
sanctions on US oil exploration, but the original Chevron concession proved
to be the heart of the Sudanese oil bonanza, which benefited the Chinese
and Malaysians (and a few Sudanese). The SPLA had previously captured
seven French workers on the Jonglei Canal project. Garang had a personal -
animus about the canal, but attacks on the few big economic projects in the
south, while admittedly embarrassing Khartoum, were bound to undermine
economic development in a south that had precious little infrastructure or
employment. In the next two decades of fighting, it was often hard to make
economic sense of the north-south attrition, and even less when fighting
spread to the east and west of the massive but fragile country.

Numeiri’s endgame
Throughout most of his military career Numeiri had been a conventionally

observant Muslim, not distinguished by Islamic zeal. In fact, the whisky-
drinking and cigar-chomping leader had publicly preached a secular state and
often cracked down on the Brotherhood. Gradually, he moved towards a more
exaggerated belief in his personal Islamist mission. He interpreted his escape
from a number of coups and assassinations as divine intervention. He also
believed he had survived various heart operations as a sign of Allah’s
munificence (though cynics whispered that it had more to do with the quality
of his American doctors and their hospitals). He started pronouncing on
religious matters and published a book in 1980 on spiritual reform. He
enacted secret Brotherhood plans, devised by al-Turabi, by announcing in
September 1983 that sharia law would apply in all of Sudan, including the
south. Many southerners regarded the September Laws as a declaration of
war, although the rural nas (ordinary people) in the north welcomed the harsh
laws that would clear out what they perceived as the fleshpots in Khartoum.
Numeiri finally declared himself a religious leader with the title of Imam,
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The hudud punishments such as amputations for theft and stoning for
adultery were not only enforced, but publicized. Ministers were compelled
to attend public executions and amputations. Even the hard-line attorney
general, Hassan al-Turabi, fainted at the sight of his first amputation. Radio
and television reported the punishments in gruesome detail. Conservative
northerners may have had some sympathy with the crackdown on law and
order and would tell foreigners that sharia meant that the city streets were
the safest in Africa, which was probably true. The law-and-order argument
was a little undermined by Numeiri’s release of over 10,000 common
criminals from Khartoum’s Kober Prison. The president claimed that he had
acted mercifully in the same manner as the Prophet, who had forgiven the
people of Mecca. That unsubtle comparison between himself and
Mohammed was enough to make ardent members of the Brotherhood a little
concerned about their president’s mental state. They wondered if absolute

power or illness had turned his brain or whether he was genuinely a late

convert to radical Islamism. Many ordinary Sudanese were suffering acutely
from the decline in the economy. Now they could not seek psychic balm in
their traditional beer. Early travellers in Sudan always marvelled at the
joyous and copious rural consumption of vast quantities of traditional
marissa alcohol, even in religious heartlands such as Darfur. And if they
could enjoy Western spirits, they would usually extol its medicinal value.
Whisky became the favourite of many middle-class professionals in the
capital. Now thousands of gallons of best Scotch were poured into the Nile
(prompting lots of local jokes about drunken fish) or crushed by bulldozers;
all the stunts were heavily publicized. Whether the politicians and civil
servants could now make better decisions while being continuously stone-
cold sober was yet to be proven. The well-to-do kept their whisky hidden
even more carefully and were much more selective about very good friends
with whom they could share their Western ‘medicine’.

Numeiri started indulging in long religious rants on the radio, blaming
everyone but himself for the economic meltdown. He attacked ‘profiteers’
in foul-mouthed tirades which conservative Sudanese radio listeners were
not used to hearing from an imam. He continued to compare himself with
the Prophet so that accusations of heresy and insanity grew apace. Any
opposition was crushed, martial law and states of emergency were imposed
and emergency courts handed out fines and floggings as well as executions
and amputations.

The reign of terror reached a height with the execution of Mahmud
Muhammad Taha, the leader of a small mild-mannered group called the
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Republican Brothers. There were also Sisters, because Taha advocated
women’s equality as well as religious reforms based on his Sufi ideals. Most
people in the three towns treated the Brothers’ polite distribution of leaflets
advocating peaceful co-existence, not just between north and south but with
the Israelis, with tolerance and occasional amusement. But they were never
seen as any kind of threat. It is true that Taha had been accused of religious
sedition as far back as the 1960s, but in the 1980s and aged 76 he was
generally considered as a gentle intellectual with odd views. Taha published
an innocuous leaflet in December 1984 that criticized the imposition of
sharia law in the south and called for the return of civil liberties throughout
the country. Numeiri decided to make an example of Taha. He and four of
his followers were rapidly convicted of apostasy. By this ~tage the president
appeared to believe he had a hot line to God, and promptly hanged Taha,
while allowing his four followers to recant, and live. Taha’s body was
_ dumped in the desert and a traditional burial was denied.

The Muslim Brotherhood had grown much stronger under Numeiri’s
religious mania, mainly because of Hassan al-Turabi’s organizational genius,
though it was a tragedy that his legal training and position as attorney general
did not restrain the presidential reign of injustice and terror. In fact,
Numeiri’s perversion of Islam had caused grave disquiet among the
Brothers, but al-Turabi had enforced a rigid discipline upon them. The time
was not yet right to strike; they were told. Slowly, they built up their
influence — modelled on Leninist cells — in the professions, schools and
universities, but above all in the army. They also constructed an extensive
financial network in the Gulf and among Sudanese in exile. Wealthy
Sudanese businessmen abroad could now believe that they could serve Allah
and their commercial interests, not least via the new Islamic banks.

Despite banking reforms, the Sudanese economy continued to deteriorate
and ensuing government austerity led to strikes. A railway strike was called
treasonable and Numeiri’s inevitable response was to deploy the army to
crush the industrial action. It was more difficult to send in the army to stamp
out strikes by judges, doctors, engineers and university professors. Foreign
debt mounted and debt servicing became unmanageable. Inflation soared.
World Bank measures led inevitably to cuts in subsidies to basic
commodities. Nature intervenéd as the world became aware of the ‘biblical’
famine in Ethiopia in 1984, but less was made internationally of the drought
in Sudan, especially Darfur. Tens of thousands of starving westerners
descended on the three towns to live in shanty towns, in defiance of the army
trucking back desperate people to Darfur. By 1985 tens of thousands of
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Darfuris had perished of starvation. Western charities went in to help, but
also pointed out that the big mechanized farms along the Nile were
harvesting grain, but not sending it to Darfur. Numeiri seemed unmoved by
the drought and famine in his own land.

Numeiri had garlanded himself with extra titles from field marshal to
Supreme Commander 1o Imam, and bhe was both prime minister and
president. He had restarted the war in the south and bankrupted the economy,
while alienating nearly all his erstwhile political and religious supporters.
Only the ever-patient Muslim Brotherhood, burrowing deeply into all strata
of society, remained as his ally. In March 1985 he finally turned on them
and blamed the Brothers for all the country’s woes. Hassan al-Turabi and
other prominent Brothers were arrested for religious plotting. Hundreds of
rank-and-file Brothers were also incarcerated. Numeiri installed another
layer of kangaroo courts that meted out even more public floggings,
amputations and executions. : "

By April 1985 Numeiri seemed unaware of the seething state of the
nation. He flew off to Washington to see his doctors and to beg for more
loans from the World Bank and the USA. He would not have left the country
if he had had the wit to realize how fragile his position was. A general strike
on 4 April 1985 paralyzed the capital. The president had just one remaining
ally, the army, but many senior officers were sickened by the abasement of
Sudanese society. The minister of defence, Major General Abdel Rahman
Swar al-Dahab, announced on national radio that the army would respect
the people’s wishes and depose the president, but they would stay in power
for the time being. Numeiri tried to fly back to Khartoum. His plane was
diverted to Cairo, however. His military friend, President Hosni Mubarak,
provided him with a luxurious villa in a plush suburb where he stayed for
the next fourteen years. Sudanese took to the streets to rejoice at the fall of
the military dictator, as they had done before in 1964. History was repeating
itself again, as farce. Or perhaps they had short memories, for when Numeiri
returned to Sudan, in May 1999, he received a rapturous welcome. The next
year he ran again for president against the incumbent, Omar al-Bashir, but
secured less than ten per cent of the poll. ‘The people still love me, but the
. polls were rigged,” he must have told himself.

The military were in power once more; they had simply changed generals
as head of state. They had already tried two rounds of rule by generalissimo
and the politicians had essayed two periods of chaotic civilian governance.
And the southern war was raging. So what next? Major General al-Dahab
did try to bring in civilians. They met at the staff club of the University of
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Khartoum to sort out a joint front for the new regime. They called
themselves the ‘modern forces’, but regressed to ancient feuds. The military,
traditionally suspicious of indecisive politicians, moved quickly to set up
their own Transitional Military Council. It was made up of different factions,
as ever, but the council consisted mainly off senior officers in command of
elite units that could rapidly control the three towns, if necessary. The
Military Council governed by a state of emergency, but the generals did
release many political prisoners in Numeiri’s jails. They also hollowed out
a traditional enemy, the hated state security service. A few prominent cronies
of the ousted president were put on trial. One proved embarrassing for
important intelligence links: Vice President Omar Muhammad al-Tayib, who
had run the state security organization. The details of his televised show trial
annoyed the Central Intelligence Agency and Mossad because al-Tayib had
been a central player in Operation MOSES. Organized from the US
embassy in Khartoum, nearly 8,000 Falasha Jews were airlifted from
Sudanese camps, where they had fled persecution and famine in Ethiopia.
The Israelis uncharacteristically leaked the semi-covert operation in January
1985.This prompted Arab states to influence Sudan to stop the mercy mission.
Later, two other CIA/Mossad operations (JOSHUA and SOLOMON) rescued
the thousands of remaining Falasha still trapped in the Horn. Al-Tayib had
reputedly been paid a few million US dollars to assist his foreign intelligence
friends. That might have covered his massive court fine, but not his sentence
of life imprisonment. ‘

The Military Council ruled in conjunction with a toothless provisional
council of ministers, which included some southerners, but not John Garang
who refused to travel to Khartoum. He correctly assessed the situation as
‘Numeirism without Numeiri’. The civilians and military occasionally met
together to discuss the possibility of a new constitution, sharia law and
southern autonomy. Unsurprisingly, no resolution was achieved, not Jeast
because the interim leaders knew that a new election was to be held. It was
easier for any politician to pass the buck and postpone such troublesome
decisions.

Getting the balance right between keeping the men in uniform well paid
and well-fed but apolitical has often been tricky in African and Middle
‘Eastern armies. Numeiri had managed to demoralize his entire army and
starve them of resources in the last years of his regime. With the onset of
the renewed southern offensive by the SPLA, the regular army of around
60,000 had been reduced to a defensive strategy of trying to hold and re-
supply garrisons in the main southern towns. The SPLA boasted perhaps as
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many as 10,000 trained full-time insurgents, with perhaps double that
number either in training or in part-time militia roles. The collapse of the
hated Numeiri regime had been a big boost to the SPLM. Although some
southerners took part in the transitional government in Khartoum, the fact
that Garang remained aloof burnished his credentials in the south. It also
made him more important for Khartoum to court him, as the shift in the
military balance of power in the south suggested that a political deal was
required. Secret meetings were held in Ethiopia at the start of 1986. But talk
of a government of national unity inevitably foundered on hard-line attitudes
among the political parties, especially the Brotherhood. And some senior
army officers were not inclined to rescind Numeiri’s policy on sharia law.
The war still had a long time to run before attrition encouraged northern

compromise.

Return to civilian rule, once again € —
One positive sign was a promise kept by Major General al-Dahab, the

transitional supremo. He agreed to put the clock back to the electoral system
of the 1960s. And the same disunited coalition resulted, although the
Brotherhood’s front party, the NIF, did unexpectedly well. Their
underground planning had paid off, although they were still biding their
time before trying to seize power. Despite the security situation in the south,
some electioneering took place there, often in the urban areas, but the
southern parties had little influence in the revived assembly in Khartoum.
The new government was headed by Sadiq al-Mahdi, the long-term leader
of the Umma party, which had taken ninety-nine seats.

Al-Mahdi returned as prime minister in May 1986. He faced the same
hoary problems — except most of them had got much worse, especially the
war. He headed another coalition, but desperate optimists believed that he
was the civilian leader who could finally lead Sudan to the promised land.
After all, he was a highly educated Oxbridge man who also had spiritual
clout as the descendant of the Mahdi, and the religious head of the Ansar,
as well as boss of the Umma party. Therefore, as a politician and imam, he
had the religious authority and intellect to curb the excesses of the Islamic
fundamentalists, led by Hassan al-Turabi, who did not join al-Mahdi’s

coalition. Moreover, since al-Turabi was his brother-in-law, perhaps the’

family connection might ease relations with the Brotherhood. Yet much of
the political infighting in Sudan’s elite had long been within family
relationships, so kinship was probably the least persuasive element in the
optimism. Al-Madhi’s previous tenure as premier, twenty years before, had
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been brief. Now, matured by exile, a death sentence (in absentia) and
numerous political battles, he had the chance to prove his-worth. He started
well with visionary speeches about ending the hated September Laws that
would be a precursor to a southern peace deal. He would be a peacemaker,
but as reinsurance he promised also to reform and re-equip an army that was
taking a real pasting from the SPLA. Of the economic collapse, he said little,
though many hoped that peace would bring its own financial dividends.

Except for refurbishing al-Mahdi family properties and lands seized
under Numeiri, the premier showed little energy after his first bout of
speechifying. He seemed incapable of acting on his declared vision. His
three years in power were marked above all by indecision. As the war
worsened, northerners became embroiled in the everlasting crisis of Arab
identity versus pan-Sudan unity. The influx of foreign Islamists added to
this renewed sense of Arabism, as did increased support from Iraq, Saudi
Arabia and Jordan, and even Libya; Gaddafi was always keen to promote
his version of Pan-Arabism, especially now that his former protégé, al-
Mahdi, was in power. '

The kaleidoscope of changing political alliances — most of them based
on pettiness not principles — defies concise description. Perhaps the most
perplexing was al-Madhi’s decision to appoint his brother-in-law as attorney
general once more, to reform the September Laws that al-Turabi had
originally devised for Numeiri. Since the Brothers had made it clear that
there could be ‘no replacement for Allah’s laws’, little reform could be
expected. More promising were the sporadic talks in Addis with the SPLM
and, in November 1988, a temporary ceasefire was agreed — one of many in
the north-south saga. Divisions over a deal with the SPLM helped to split
the al-Mahdi-led coalition. In February 1989 al-Mahdi managed to patch
together another coalition, this time with his brother-in-law, finally bringing
in the National Islamic Front. Senior officers in the army, including the
minister of defence, resigned, partly because the NIF was hostile to a peace
deal. Al-Turabi was promoted to deputy prime minister and minister of
foreign affairs. Other Brothers in the NIF took over key security portfolios
such as the ministry of the interior. Behind the scenes they also built up their
financial interests in the Islamic banking system. In 1983 the Al-Shamal

* Islamic bank had been set up in Khartoum; this had close links with the
Saudi investments in the Faisal Islamic Bank of Sudan. The Brotherhood
was inching towards supreme power. The work was not yet complete,
however, not least in the number and strength of Muslim Brotherhood cells
in the army. The commander of the army and 150 senior officers sent a
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written ultimatum to the prime minister that he should form a national
government to deal with the SPLM and reverse the plummeting economic
decline. Nearly all the political parties (except the NIF) and many
professional bodies and unions signed a ‘National Declaration of Peace’.
They wanted a national unity government, but — as ever — unity was the

elusive Sudanese ingredient. '

Sadiq’s war
Sadiq al-Mahdi was failing on ali fronts. Since the start of his administration

he had been committed to resolving the southemn crisis. He spent a whole
day talking to John Garang at the OAU summit in Addis in July 1986,
although their long discussion was not fruitful. Nevertheless, a bigger north-
south dialogue took place in the following month, based on the Koka Dam
Agreement of the previous March. This seemed to be producing results, but
then in August 1986 a Shilluk SPLA unit deployed a shoulder-launched
SAM-7 to shoot down a Sudan Airways Fokker Friendship on a scheduled
domestic flight from Khartoum to Malakal, killing all the sixty passengers
and crew on board. Al-Madhi was given intercepted SPLA signals
information that the Shilluk commander had gloated about the shooting. The
prime minister publicly decried the SPLA as terrorists and sent militias in
the pay of the north to destroy a wide swathe of Shilluk villages. This was
almost a replay of what happened in Rhodesia in 1978. A SAM-7 was fired
at a civilian Viscount aircraft flying on a scheduled flight from the holiday
resort of Kariba to the capital, Salisbury. The leader of the insurgents
responsible, Joshua Nkomo, was perceived to have laughed in a radio
interview about the incident. The Rhodesian prime minister, Ian Smith,
broke off promising secret peace talks with Nkomo, calling him a terrorist.
Instead Smith ordered a series of reprisal raids on Nkomo’s bases around
Lusaka, Zambia. In both cases a shoulder-launched Russian Strela missile
ended possible peace talks in the two African states.

When al-Mahdi came to power his influence in the professional army
was weak. The rival Khatmiyya sect was stronger among the officer corps
and the Muslim Brotherhood had already made many inroads; hence his
tendency to rely on surrogate forces, especially the pro-4nsar militias. The
militia strategy was not new, though it was accelerated under al-Mahdi. Over
three years the alternative strategy not only failed, but caused numerous
human rights’ abuses and it alienated the regular army.

More immediately, Garang’s advance was partially thwarted by
Khartoum’s use of southern tribal militias and Anya-Nya 2 holdouts who
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had been fighting the SPLA, partially because of lingering feuds or intrinsic
ethnic differences. A new guerrilla ‘hearts and mind’ Campaign began to
have some success, especially as the SPLA’s more disciplined units looted
from the villages far less. More and more peasants could see that the
insurgents were confining the northern army to the towns and thus the
peasaniry were less harassed by the army. And, then in a virtuous cycle, the
army’s reprisal raids on villages accused of supporting guerrillas played into
SPLA hands. Meanwhile, Khartoum had to try to administer the south. A
Council of the South failed to organize aid for the mass of refugees, often
sick and starving, in the garrison towns held by the army.

Although Khartoum’s propaganda described the SPLA as mere pawns
of their Ethiopian hosts and Cuban Instructors, a new patriotism began to
infuse the southern rebellion. More and more volunteers poured into the
Insurgent training camps, including youngsters. The ‘child-soldiers’, who
“were plentiful, played into northern propaganda, while disturbing genteel
supporters in the liberal salons in Europe and America. Training, weaponry
and discipline improved as did morale as the guerrillas scored more and
more victories against a zombie-like administration in Khartoum. In
November 1987 the guerrillas captured the small town of Kurmuk, near the
Ethiopian border. It was over 450 miles from the capital, but the nearby dam
provided most of Khartoum’s electricity. For its own short-term ends the
govermment encouraged a panic in the three towns and urged the citizenry
to arm themselves against a barbarian invasion. The army soon recaptured
Kurmuk, but Sadiq al-Mahdi had shot himself in the foot in propaganda
terms. Khartoum was not threatened by a minor temporary tactical guerrilla
success on the Ethiopian border, adjacent to their sanctuaries, but the panic
had brought home to northerners how nervous the government was about
containing the southern advance.

Khartoum faced more serious reverses when the SPLA captured and held
towns such as Pibor and Jokau. Assaults were also made against crucial
economic targets, such as Bentiu’s oil installations, and then the oil depot at
Malakal airport was blown up. The northern army was on its knees and the
prime minster resorted to a large-scale deployment of the murahiliin, for
example the deployment of Arab militias in the Bahr al-Ghazal region. The
breakdown of civilian administration and the spread of famine and drought
had created a restless, and reckless, army of young unemployed and
leaderless men. For generations, the Baqqara coalition of Arab tribes
(including the Rezeigat and the Missiriya) had fought the southern Dinka
tribes, including the Twic, Malwal and Ngok; over grazing rights and water.
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The contest was often vicious and usually equally balanced; periods of
‘blooding’ of tribal youths were often interrupted by agreements between
headmen and chiefs. Sometimes the central government had interceded via
the army and police. The ancient disputes had often been settled by elders
who knew the customary law and rights. Then the economic collapse of the
Numeiri years was accompanied by the spread of drought from Darfur and
Kordofan down into the Bahr al-Ghazal by the mid-1980s. With the
traditional cattle wealth often devastated by drought, the government now
handed out automatic weapons to angry and desperate Baqgara militias.
Many Dinka had been driven north by the southern war and famine. It was
not just a case of pushing south over the unmarked border, militias started
to drive out settled Dinka communities in the north. In March 1987
thousands of Dinka were massacred in Darfur after Rezeigat militia attacked
a Dinka church at Ed Daein, in east Darfur, where the militia had wrongly
been informed that solar panels on the church were ‘secret SPLA
communication devices’. Hundreds of Dinka were then put by police on a
train bound for Nyala, but it was intercepted and burned by Arab militiamen.
Khartoum denied any such massacres had taken place, the first of many such
denials about tragedies in Darfur.

Massive cattle rustling raids then ensued in Bahr al-Ghazal. Thousands
of Dinka sought SPLA protection, as guerrilla units moved north into
Kordofan to retrieve some of the cattle and punish joint army and militia
units. Khartourn’s answer was to release bigger arsenals of weapons to the
Bagqara to repel SPLA advances in early 1987. The SPLA pushed deeper
into the north, nonetheless. The so-called Volcano battalion occupied parts
of the Nuba Mountains. In Wau, the capital of western Bahr al-Ghazal, the
government forces struggled on to hold their besieged garrison. Some of the
government-supplied militia units came over to the SPLA. Khartoum rushed
in extra money, supplies and weapons to keep them loyal. The Bul Nuer
militia’s loyalty was crucial, for example, in the defence of the Bentiu
oilfields.

The SPLA’s successes were partly the result of disciplined command and
control, which came at a price. Garang was criticized for a Stalinist style of

leadership. Even his old comrade, now a major general, Kerubino Kuanyin

Bol, with whom Garang had plotted the Bor mutiny which began the second
war, was arrested and imprisoned. The SPLA did not have it all its own way.
It was caught off-balance by an unusually successful spring 1988 offensive
by the army. Several large SPLA units were destroyed in the Upper Nile
and, then farther south, the army recaptured the symbolic town of Torit. To
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augment its unexpectedly successful counter-offensive in the deep south,
Sadiq al-Mahdi decided to again unleash his Arab militias in the border areas
against the Dinka. No quarter was given — the men were killed and women
-raped and sometimes the children were enslaved as servants or labourers for
the Missiriya nomadic Arab tribes. Schools and clinics were put to the torch
and wells polluted with the dead bodies. This form of tribal blitzkrieg set
the pattern for the future so-called Janjaweed raids in Darfur after 2003. The
militias’ rapacity of the late 1980s across the southern border was often so
shocking that the regular army on occasion took action against them, to
protect the Dinka and in the Nuba Mountains, even though the militias were
acting under the (very loose) direction of Khartoum. )

War, famine, drought and now rinderpest were laying waste the south.
Tens of thousands starved, even in the besieged army garrison towns; the
SPLA mined roads and blew up bridges to use food as a weapon of war. Two
million southerners took refuge in the north, many around Khartoum.
Apologists for Khartoum tried to argue that the government did not practise
‘genocide” against the southerners (although that definition might have
applied to militia raids on the Dinka) because southerners fled fowards the
capital, unlike the German Jews who ran away from the Nazi capital of
Berlin. It was not an entirely convincing argument, not least for the tens of
thousands who sought refuge in Ethiopia or in the camps 1n Uganda and
Kenya. In late 1988 the drought was broken by unusually heavy rains.
Around the three towns, over 100,000 homes were inundated and that meant
that the insufficient aid for the south was redirected for reconstruction in the
north. November 1988 also brought another, temporary, ceasefire.

In the beginning of 1989 a fresh SPLA offensive took the important
Upper Nile town of Nasir, after heavy fighting. In February the politically
significant town of Torit was recaptured by the rebels. More and more
southern towns fell in March and April. Over the border in the Nuba
Mountains, the SPLA overwhelmed combined army and militia units. The
SPLA now controlled large swathes of the south, waiting for the remaining
government garrisons to fall like ripe plums. Juba was under siege, relieved
only by air. But the carcasses of cargo planes that littered the end of the
runway suggested that the capital too could fall. The northern militia raids
dwindled as they now were more inclined to hug army bases for protection.
By the summer of 1989 the Sudanese army was on its knees. The SPLA,
under the tyrannical but highly effective leadership of John Garang, was
clearly in the ascendancy. Garang now toured Washington and London as a
conquering hero, while Sadiq al-Mahdi appeared to be cowering in
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Khartoum. He was clearly losing on the battlefield. Would his Arab allies
come to his rescue? ‘

At the start of his period in power, al-Mahdi had to pay back his IOUs
to Gaddafi. Libyan dissidents in Khartoum were rounded up and sent to
Tripoli to an unpleasant welcome home. Gaddafi had the oil money and
manic propensity of backing nearly every horse in every race — he financed,
for example, nearly all the different sides in Chad’s endless civil war, often
at same time. At one stage, under Numeiri’s rule, Gaddafi had been sending
money and arms to John Garang. That stopped, but in return Gaddafi wanted
a free hand in Darfur, which he planned to absorb into his domain. Sadiq
al-Mahdi could never publicly agree to that and also remain in power, so
typically he prevaricated and turned a blind eye to Libyan meddling in
Darfur. The Islamic Legion and Baqqara militias, armed and funded by
Gaddafi, swaggered around Darfur’s few urban areas. Gaddafi was more
concerned with operations across the border into Chad. When' some of
Gaddafi’s proxy forces were defeated in Chad, they flooded into Darfur. In
the Kufra oasis, Gaddafi trained his legion and various bands of pan-Arabic
mercenaries. The indigenous Fur peoples formed their own army to fight
back against the Arab nomadic militias and their Libyan allies. The Fur
across the border in Chad supplied their tribal brethren with arms to defend
themselves. The Rezeigat militias soon entered the fray in what became
known as ‘the war of tribes’. Sadiq al-Mahdi supported his old tribal allies
from the days of the Mahdi; in fact some of the tribal conflicts went back as
far as a century before the Mahdi. The Fur insurgents were crushed.
Khartoum was too distracted to think about another region that was
embroiled in internal war, stirred up by Libya and Chad. The chaos was to
cause an even bigger war — internationalized by the media and US film stars
— after 2003.

Relations were as fraught in the east as they were in the west, although
Sudanese politicians, north and south, used to meet in Addis Ababa; often
under the umbrella of the OAU. The Mengistu regime regarded al-Mahdi’s
government as weak as well as hostile. Al-Mahdi often castigated the
Ethiopians for arming and hosting the SPLA, in their ambition to spread a

communist government to the south, and even to the whole of Sudan. When

southern forces crossed from Ethiopia to capture Kurmuk, all-out war
between the two states loomed. Khartoum was aiding its allies, the Eritreans
and Tigrayans, in their war with Mengistu’s regime, while Mengistu’s
sinister Derg apparatus succoured its ally, the SPLM.|The secessionist wars
in Ethiopia were reaching a peak, which complicatéd calculations in the
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whole region. The SPLM was officially committed to Sudanese unity at this
stage and opposed Eritrean war aims. Khartoum provided political support
and asylum for the exiles of the anti-Mengistu wars, but they could not
match the supply of weapons and instructors that the SPLA received from
Addis. The SPLA had other sources of supply and many of their operations
were far removed from their Ethiopian sanctuaries, but the Mengistu
connection was still very valuable.

So where was al-Mahdi to turn? Saudi Arabia had been open-handed with
oil credits and loans. The Gulf states were generous too after the fall of
Numeiri. The Americans were lukewarm. Washington had been annoyed by
Khartoum’s disclosures of CIA entanglements in Operation MOSES during
the long-running al-Tayib trial. Moreover, US embassy officials in Khartoum
had recently been attacked by Palestinian radicals; in 1973 the US
ambassador had been assassinated in Khartoum by Yasser Arafat’s men. The
American embassy was drastically reduced in size and,-although al-Mahdi
visited Washington during his premiership, the US remained distant. The
Saudis were still helpful, but Khartoum needed US and World Bank money
to save the economy. Adnan Khashoggi’s dodgy deals had been cancelled
and Khartoum also backtracked on a West German industrialist who was
going to pay to dump nuclear waste in the northern desert. The war in the
south was costing perhaps as much as $2 million per day and the debts on
massive new loans from thie Saudis and the Gulf, as well as longstanding
loans to Moscow for weapons, could not be serviced. Soap and bread were
often in short supply as was electricity. Inflation was around 80 per cent per
annum. Strikes and protests were almost daily crises. Food shortages were
becoming critical especially in the south. In April 1989 Operation
LIFELINE SUDAN was set up. This was an agreement between Khartoum,
the SPLA, UN and NGOs to co-ordinate (sometimes) to supply food and
medical aid to the separate areas controlled by the government and rebels.
This was possibly the world’s first humanitarian programme to- assist
civilians on both sides of a civil war in a sovereign state. It caused a shift
from the tactic of using starvation for military purposes, although most of
the southern aid was purloined by the SPLA. The OLS saved many tens of
thousands of lives, but such extensive foreign feeding programmes for north
‘as well as the south also indicated the éxtent of the administrative collapse
of the country.

What of the oldest ally, Egypt? Cairo adamantly refused to extradite
Numeiri when the’new government requested it in 1986. Field Marshal
Hosni Mubarak would not consider giving up Field Marshal Numeiri, least
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of all to a man who was the living embodiment of the old Mahdist threat to
Egypt. Then al-Mahdi compounded Sudan-Egyptian tensions by promoting
al-Turabi to be deputy prime minister and, worse, foreign minister to deal
with Cairo. Mubarak hated the Brotherhood and al-Turabi was its leading
light in Khartoum. The government also had poor relations with the Gulf
states, where al-Mahdi’s rival sect, the Khatmiyya, had entrenched religious
ties. Except for the Saudis and Iraq, Sadiq al-Mahdi had managed to fall out
with all his neighbours and to antagonize nearly all domestic power-brokers
in the north, while waging a full-scale, and losing, war in the south. Some
record, not least for a man who entered power as a purported peacemaker
to inspire national salvation. The disaster was partly of his own making, but
he had a devil on his shoulder, his own brother-in-law. It was al-Turabi’s
plan to reap the revolutionary whirlwind and to use it to blow away what he

perceived as the chaff in Khartoum.

Egypt would not save Sadiq. On the contrary, it was rumoured in spring -

1989 that the Egyptian army would restore Numeiri. The head of Egyptian
military intelligence confessed: ‘One day we will have to go back and re-
conquer that country because these people are such a mess and they are
incapable of governing themselves.?

Things were so bad that the parliamentarians in the Constituent Assembly
finally took notice. They demanded the prime minister’s resignation; before
he did resign he should end the state of emergency and freeze the September
Laws he had promised to repeal right at the start of his premiership, but
somehow never got around to doing. In June al-Mahdi called for a
permanent ceasefire in the south and he initialled the suspension of the
September Laws, to be endorsed by the assembly later. Desperate for a
political breakthrough, al-Mahdi had reluctantly agreed, some months
before, to a peace conference with the southern rebels. It was due to take
place at the end of June 1989. It didn’t happen. In some interpretations, the
army and the NIF decided on a bold pre-emptive move to prevent what they
saw as a possible surrender to the south.

History repeated itself once more. On the night of 30 June 1989, the army
— led by Brigadier Omar al-Bashir — swept away the house of cards that
Sadiq al-Mahdi had erected. The Brotherhood and the National Islamic
Front were hovering in the wings. How was the latest round of the military
versus the now-dominant Islamists going to play out? Would it be a repeat
of the Egyptian experience? It all depended on the new military leader, the
one who had led the revolt. He seemed to have come from nowhere.
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Chapter 4

The Makings of a President

Who was this man who suddenly burst on to the national and international
stage in the 1989 coup? Where did he come from? What made him tick?
Omar Hassan Ahmed al-Bashir was born on 1 J anuary 1944 into humble
faiming stock in Hosh Bannaga, 100 miles north of Khartoum, The village
is located on the outskirts of Shendi, on the east bank of the Nile, in the
- River Nile state. Shendi was once the main marketplace of the country
before Khartoum existed, and it was also the centre of the slave trade. The
“town is about thirty miles south-west of Merog, the capital of the ancient
Kushite kingdom. Here you can walk alone, untroubled by Sudan’s rare
foreign tourists, and feel you are discovering, almost for the first time, the
ancient pyramids. The hundred pyramids may be much smaller than their
Egyptian counterparts and many of the summits were lopped off by a
nineteenth-century Italian tomb robber, but it is still today an atmospheric
and compelling location.

In 1944 Hosh Bannaga was a quiet backwater. Omar’s father was a
smalltime dairy farmer. Omar belonged to the Al-Bedairyya al-Dahmashyaa
Bedouin group, part of the larger Ja’yyalin coalition of tribes which
dominated the middle northern section of Sudan. Many of the future
politicians of Sudan would come from this tribal coalition, based in the town
of Shendi.

Omar’s birth appeared then as an inauspicious event. True, on the same
day, another future Muslim politician was born: Zafarullah Khan Jamali,
later to become the thirteenth prime minister of Pakistan. Yet, in 1944,
neither Sudan nor Pakistan existed as independent states. Of perhaps more
relevance to Islamic historians is that, on 1 January in AD 63 0, the Prophet
Mohammed set out towards Mecca, which he would seize without
bloodshed. The boy, ‘Omeira’ as he was nicknamed — Little Omar, would
seize the Sudanese capital, also without bloodshed, forty-five years later.

If January 1944 was insignificant in local Sudanese affairs, it was a
pivotal month in the world war outside Omar al-Bashir’s village. In Europe,
the Red Army was massing to smash its way into Nazi-occupied Poland and
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to occupy the Baltic states. The Americans were fighting hard in southern
Italy; on 1 January General Mark Clark replaced the famous General George
Patton as commander of the Seventh Army. Patton had been sidelined
because of his infamous slapping and berating of two of his men suffering
from what is now called post-traumatic stress disorder, though Patton was
also deployed in a deception operation, FORTITUDE, to mislead Hitler as
to the location of the D-Day landings in France. The British on that day
were planning experiments with the first use of helicopters in naval warfare.
From the broader imperial perspective, the Sudanese Defence Force,
founded in 1925, had recruited members of the al-Bashir family. Four of the
future president’s uncles had fought alongside British forces in the North
African and Abyssinian campaigns, including one who had distinguished
himself at El Alamein. The Sudanese volunteers were initially assured by
the British, ‘The Italians are bad — they are going to rape your wives.’!

Omar went to the local primary school, but had to move in 1953 when
his father Hassan took his whole family of four boys and four girls to a new
village, Sarasir, 100 miles south of Khartoum, to seek work in the booming
cotton industry. Decades before, the British had set up an extensive, well-
organized and well-irrigated scheme. Despite his pronounced northern
accent, Hassan settled in well in the village of about 2,000 souls. The houses
were made of mud bricks. The residents were not indulged with electricity
or running water. The only radios were to be found playing loudly in the
shops. Some of the mud-brick houses had survived when I visited the village
to talk to the president’s cousins who still live there, albeit now in modest,
but brick and breeze-block, houses with outside loos.

Treated with great hospitality I listened to endless stories of the country’s
ruler as a young boy. Some elderly relatives started jumping around on one
leg, like demented Long John Silvers, because I struggled with the Arabic
translation of the game of hopscotch. As youngsters they also played fiwa, a
ball game, and marbles. Of course, the young Omar was described as a
paragon. ‘Very obedient to his father,” one cousin said proudly. Well, he
would say that to a writer accompanied by the president’s men, wouldn’t he?
Eventually, I got to a bit of minor sinning. Omar was described as feisty and
pugnacious, active in organizing the local boys to take on the next village’s
youths with catapults and sticks. Some evenings they would swim in the
irrigation canals built by the British, even though they were not supposed to.

The young Omar was a keen footballer. ‘Always in defence,’ a cousin
said. ‘That’s why he went into the army.” The pun seemed to work in both
English and Arabic. A love of football stayed with Omar al-Bashir. When
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he later moved to Khartoum North, he was an avid supporter of Al-Hilal,
one of Sudan’s most successful clubs, though in his later political life he had
to be seen to support the national team.

President al-Bashir’s stepson, Mohamed, told me an instructive story
when I visited the compact but very well-tended presidential farm in North
Khartoum in early 2014. A few years before, when the president was more
agile, the national team had finished playing, and the president went on to
the pitch and took a penalty shot against the professional goalkeeper, who
saved the ball from the net. The referee gave the goalie a yellow card. The
president took another penalty. The goalkeeper rather obviously jumped the
wrong way, and the ball went in. The whole stadium erupted with applause
and laughter.

The president has a reputation, in the West, for being very authoritarian
and very anti-Western. Normally, his advisers encourage him to do
interviews in Arabic only, though Omar al-Bashir speaks good English. I
was interested in his attitude to his early British colonial roots. On a number
of occasions he spoke very fondly of one of the three British teachers, a Mr
Collier, a Scot who taught maths at the boys-only school in Sarasir. Despite
the large classes of forty boys, they received a sound education. Omar’s
ebullient brother, Mohamed Hassan, two years junior, also spoke with
warmth of the same Mr Collier. Indeed, Hassan kept singing a rather tuneless
version of Auld Lang Syne to entertain me.

Another brother, Sidig, has lived quietly in England for over thirty years,
working as a medical practitioner. Many of the president’s relatives and
political cronies lived, studied and worked in the UK. When I was arrested
for the first time in Sudan, in 1996, coincidentally by the Minister of Justice
himself, the first question that came to my mind was not ‘Why am I being
arrested?” but what Oxbridge college the pukka minister had attended. I often
scratched under the apparently rabidly Islamist and xenophobic exterior and
soon discovered a genuine anglophilia. And it was more than mere politeness
to a British guest (or arrested journalist). The English (language) colonial
heritage ran deep, in the ruling party, and in their children, who rushed to

study in the UK or USA.

* 3k ok %k

The president’s mother, Hadiya, frail in her eighty-eighth year when I visited
her in the presidential compound, was more frank about British influence.
She recalled how the district commissioners used to speak harshly
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sometimes to workers in the cotton estate. ‘They used to boss the local
farmers about,” she said. She added that the British providéd no medical
care. ‘We used traditional ways and herbs.’

In his teens, she said, her son’s ambition was to be a ‘military fighter
pilot’. ‘But I didn’t want him to fight. I used to lose sleep when he was
fighting in the south. I begged him not to serve in the south.” She added: ‘I
didn’t want him to be president. I was scared for his life.” She confessed
that she now wanted her son to retire. ‘He has done enough for the country.’
And she complained about living in a goldfish bowl; she dearly wanted to
return to the traditional family home in Khartoum North. ‘He is tired, but
the people won’t let him retire. They believe if he goes, it will be a big mess.
But I think he has done enough.’

Hadiya obviously preferred to talk about her son when he was very
young. Clearly, he was a right little tearaway. ‘He was quick — as a child he
was hard to catch. And he used to quarrel with his older brother, Ahmed.
Ahmed used to bully him or at least try to.” She told me that she used to get
Omar to learn poetry nearly every day, and then quoted one of her favourite
poems. She also recalled that when Omar was six or seven, he refused to
accept a beating from his mother. He grabbed the stick she was using, and
starting hitting his mother instead. Infuriated, Hadiya retrieved the stick and
resumed the beating, only to be physically restrained by her own mother,
who berated her loudly for punishing young Omar.

She returned to her theme that she wanted her son to give up the
presidency. ‘Then I can go back and live in the family home [in Khartoum
North]. Here in the presidential compound we live like strangers.” Though
she did concede that her son visited her nearly every day, when he was in
the country. ‘That is his best quality,” she said. ‘He is very kind to me and
the whole family.’

» There is no doubt that the tough military and political leader has a real
soft spot: his family. He married his cousin, Fatima Khalid, but — like
Numeiri — produced no children. The president’s PR people tend to spin
this with clichés about his being married to the whole country. ‘I am content
with my destiny given by God,” the president would say to friends. But the
- desire for children may have been a partial motivation, in 2003, when the
president took a younger second wife, a widow called Widad Babiker Omer.
She had four children, one boy and three girls. The youngest girl, Amna,
was obviously doted on by the president. He clearly loved her and indulged
her, even embarrassing her by attending her parent-teacher events. Widad
was the widow of one of al-Bashir’s closest military friends, Ibrahim Shams
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al-Din, a fellow plotter in 1989, who had been killed in an aircraft crash
while on duty. Marrying some of the many military widows was made
fashionable by the president’s choice. I spent some time, alone, with the
‘stepchildren and, although they disliked the isolation of being in the first
family, they clearly adored their stepfather whom they had called ‘Dad’ from
the start. The president would often reminisce about his friend to the children
so that they could get a full understanding of their birth father.

I spoke to Madame Widad, as the president’s second wife is addressed,
on a number of occasions. She was bright and charming. Our official
interview was in Arabic, but she spoke good English when we chatted
informally together. I could not help but ask the obvious Western question
about competition with the first wife. And she said, honestly. ‘Yes there is
competition, it’s quite natural.’

She confided that she and her husband talked politics.

‘Does he listen to you?’
‘Sometimes,’ she said. ‘He can be a good listener.’

Working habits?
‘He often works late, but doesn’t bring work home. He wants to come

home with a “clear soul”.’

And she lauded the president’s humour. Some of it would be a situational
quip, sometimes a formal joke. ‘He tells a joke every day.’

I was too polite to ask the wife whether her husband managed a new joke
every day.

I have never met the president’s older first wife. I did ask for a meeting,
but I was told she was unwell. She officially runs a major NGO, as does
_ Madame Widad — although of course it is a very different NGO.

Omar al-Bashir also raised the children of his older brother Ahmed, after
he died. Then he brought up the three daughters of his younger brother,
Mohamed Hassan, who is almost the spitting image of the president, ‘albeit
much better looking’, Hassan would tell me — regularly. Mohamed Hassan
was working in the UAE, and his daughters were studying in Khartoum. I
interviewed or spent considerable time with the three very attractive nieces;
all were highly independent, modern young women. They complained about

. their uncle’s strictness, but said that ‘Umo’ — Uncle Omar — was very loving
and supportive.

I asked one highly-educated niece whether she thought her uncle should
not stand again. No, she said. ‘He should have got out at the top — after
Naivasha [after the signing of the successful peace talks with the south in

January 2005].’
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Returning to domestic matters, the nieces said he is ‘really a moming
person’. They would cook his breakfast personally, a sort of porridge called
foul. This Sudanese speciality looks but does not taste foul. They did not
like the pressure of being in the first family. Nor did they ask for favours in
school and college; rather they felt they had to do even better to
overcompensate for any allegations of favouritism. One niece confessed that
when she travelled she tended to avoid using the surname ‘al-Bashir’ so she
could behave as a normal citizen.

It is deeply ironic, not to say hypocritical, that all the president’s younger
family members, the stepchildren, the nephews and nieces and their spouses,
all speak excellent if American-accented English. All have had first-class
private-school and university education in Sudan, the Gulf and the UK. This
point is significant: they were well educated, usually in English. Yet the first

thing the Islamic revolutionaries did after 1989 was to Arabize and Islamize

the schools and universities. Although universities multiplied, standards
dropped. A whole generation of Sudanese high achievers lost out on a good
education, not least in the international language of English. The president’s
brother, Mohamed Hassan, did admit to me that it was the president’s
biggest mistake: ‘The changes in the educational system — he should have
kept English.’

The president is undoubtedly a dedicated family man who insisted that
his greatest influence was his father. Omar’s father, Hassan — although
illiterate — encouraged his sons’ education. Initially he could not write, but
taught himself to read by endlessly scanning newspapers. Later the
autodidact collected a small library of books in his home. Hassan continued
to be the dominant influence on his son Omar, right up until his death in
1986. He cautioned his son in 1983 and 1984 not to engage in politics while
in the army. He was so concerned about the dangers that he urged his son to
resign his commission. Had he not died when he did, perhaps the son may
not have led the 1989 coup. Al-Bashir senior seemed a formidable sort of
fellow. I watched a long family video of him recorded in the early 1980s.
Despite his somewhat uneducated northern accent, he spoke very fluently,
confidently and directly to the camera; at length in a strong voice. Obviously
the son, the future president, learned rhetorical gifts from his. father.

Sarasir was and is a very political village. During my visit to the school,
mosque and family homes, the locals and al-Bashir’s extended family
engaged in heated debate about current affairs. As in much of Sudan,

everyone is an amateur politician.
I recalled a recent conversation with a senior intelligence officer in a
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narrow dusty lane in central Khartoum. A poorly dressed elderly woman
was selling glasses of tea from a small tray. ‘There dre twenty million
politicians in this country. See that tea lady there,” the officer said, pointing.
‘She would have strong political opinions and she would share them.’

I thought: True, they are quite free to chat on the streets or in cafes, but

far less free in the newspapers.

* 3k kK

Omar al-Bashir’s family moved to Khartoum North, to a small pink-painted
house opposite a hostel for mentally ill people. It was at this home that I had
arranged to meet some of the leader’s secondary schoolmates and a handful
of his teachers, now long in the tooth, but alert. Omar attended a
government-run school in Khartoum North.

I was inundated with polite platitudes: .

“He was a quiet boy, very disciplined.’

“Very religious, or perhaps I should say traditionalist.”

‘Always knew he would become something.’

‘If you wanted a prefect, you would choose Omar.’

‘He was especially good at maths and English.’

I persisted, especially with a teacher who spoke excellent English and
who had lived in my home town, Cardiff. He was disappointed that Omar
did not go to university — something that perhaps continuously played on
the president’s mind when he had to deal later with much better-educated
people in his own party and urbane foreign politicians.

One of Omar’s classmates confessed that ‘when we were fourteen
occasionally we would bunk off school and go to the cinema’. So, thankfully,
young Omar was not a saint. More interestingly, I discovered from his
teachers that around about age 15-16, Omar was kicked out of the Muslim
Brotherhood for smoking. That fact has been left out of his official CV. But
Omar had relatives in the movement and he was later allowed back in.

Al-Bashir was not lazy. He played a lot of sport, volleyball and squash
as well as football. Although keen on sport, he did not possess an athletic or
imposing build. Relatively short, at about five feet nine jnches, he had to .
work on his fitness. He was also usually short of money. He worked in
school holidays helping his father in his farm-work as well as with a local
mechanic in his garage.

It was partly financial pressures that prompted his move into the army
rather than university. Young Omar wanted to be a doctor (a career taken up
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by one of his brothers). His second choice was a soldier and his third a
teacher. He completed his Cambridge Certificate and he joined the armed
forces, initially — he hoped — to train as a pilot.

Recalling his uncles’ service in the imperial forces, the young Omar had
also hoped to train in Britain. ‘I was going to study in the UK, but the UDI
crisis stopped me,’ the president told me when we were reminiscing about
his early life choices. He was referring to Rhodesia’s illegal declaration of
independence in November 1965. Britain’s half-hearted reaction to the white
rebels caused outrage in many African states.

He studied for two years at the Sudan Military Academy, and was
commissioned as an officer in December 1966. The imperial connection
was cemented by British Army instructors (who were later replaced by
Russians). The cadet officers at the military academy were divided into three
platoons, each with about 100 cadets. Omar al-Bashir was in the 3rd Platoon.
I'spoke to some of the president’s fellow cadets, who admitted that the
‘British had left many good principles’. Cadet al-Bashir responded well to
the British-style discipline system, according to his fellow cadets. After
commissioning, he was sent to Darfur, where he spent two years in all. For
the young lieutenant it was a tough posting; first at Abokarinka, west of
Nyala, as a rookie officer in charge of thirty-two men. In the desert and
savannah terrain, his job was to contain the traditional tribal disputes.

A fellow cadet in the same cohort, later to become a general, told me,
‘He had the charisma of a commander from the start, and he was a decision-
maker, although he was a simple man, from a simple family. I have never
seen him drink alcohol or smoke. He is a very religious man, but full of
jokes.’ Privately, the general told me sotfo voce that his old friend had been
a great soldier, but the ruling party had ‘poisoned his mind’.

A number of senior officers, some retired, commented on Omar al-
Bashir’s personal physical fitness, leadership from the front in combat and
‘popularity with his men. One general said ‘He showed good moral as well
as military leadership.’ Another very senior officer told me, ‘The President
still stands up when he meets his former military superiors — he is a real
army man.” Again — in private — some of his army comrades, still loyal to
him, blame the ruling party for ‘capturing’ him. Some of his most loyal
military and intelligence leaders supported an aborted palace coup in 2012,
against the party, but not him, some would say. Nevertheless, the army
remained a major part of his natural constituency throughout his long career,
partly because of his inter-personal skills. He was seen as a natural leader,
but who would consult carefully with his colleagues. Professor Ibrahim A.
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Ghandour, a big beast in the ruling National Congress Party, put it best, in
his immaculate BBC English: ‘Nobody pushes the President around, but he
is a man of Shura.’?

- After his Darfur posting, Lieutenant al-Bashir underwent six months’
intensive paratrooper training to secure the coveted red beret. Then, for nine
months, he studied at the Egyptian Military Academy in Cairo where he
specialized in further paratrooper training. He was taught by Russian
wstructors and became a fully fledged paratroop officer in 1969. During his
career, he completed sixteen jumps, though none were operational. He was
promoted to captain in 1971.

In 1973 he returned to Egypt. ‘We were sent as an act of solidarity during
the 1973 war. We were proud to go,’ said the president. He was part of a
joint Sudanese-Egyptian special forces group, which was based forty miles
from the Israeli front line, as a shield against the possibility of General Ariel
Sharon’s advance formations pushing on into Cairo. Omar al-Bashir
experienced intermittent shelling, but was not part of the SF units which
crossed over the Suez Canal in hit-and-run ambushes on Israeli troops.

The young officer showed promise in liaising with foreign forces,
because he was sent in 1975 to be a military attaché in the United Arab
Emirates. It wasn’t all diplomacy: he did a tour of duty in 1976 with the
Arab League peacekeeping force in Lebanon. He was promoted to major
while serving there. He also’spent time at the infantry school in Abu Dhab;.
From 1979 to 1981 he was a garrison commander in Khartoum; in 1980 he
had been made a lieutenant colonel. Next, he was promoted to be a
commander of an armoured parachute brigade, a post he held until 1987. In
1981 he had been promoted to full colonel. During this period, he obtained,
in 1981, a master’s degree in military science from the Sudanese Command
and Staff College. In 1983 he achieved a second master’s in military science
in Malaysia. He wrote his dissertation, in English, on counter-insurgency.
(In 2011, he secured another master’s-via part-time study at Al-Jazeera
University in Medeni.)

Extensive combat experience was gained in the south of his own country.
During his home postings, he spent a total of three years conducting counter-
insurgency operations against the SPLA. Some of it was conducted from his
role as garrison commander at Mayum, in the oil-rich southern Unity state.
While there he became an expert in working with the pro-Khartoum Nuer
militias, especially the ‘army’ formed around Paulino Matip Nhial. The
future field marshal described the conditions as very tough, especially during
the rainy season. Although privately he admitted that leading an armoured
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brigade was a career highpoint, he said, ‘During the war, there were no

happy times.’
‘The people were suffering in the south. But we were also suffering from

very bad conditions — we suffered from shortages of food, equipment and
medicine. The SPLA would often attack when we were sleeping at night.”
Typically, al-Bashir would lead from the front, even on foot patrols of four
or five days’ duration. ‘

I asked the president whether he had been wounded in combat.

‘I had a lot of close calls, but, no, I was never wounded.’

Most presidents and military men with lots of combat experience tend

' not to underplay their pasts; al-Bashir seemed to be genuinely modest about

his career achievements. He played it straight.

* ok Xk X

A number of his toughest critics, including American envoys, accepted that,
although Khartoum politicians had a reputation for deviousness, the
president always played a straight bat, to use a cricketing analogy. I spoke
to a number of senior journalists in Khartoum who knew the president well.
One said that he had travelled a lot with al-Bashir abroad. “There is no pomp
and circumstance — you feel you are travelling with a normal person. We
share meals with him. Whenever he meets journalists he will ask about their
families.’ Another commented on how the president would visit ordinary
people’s homes and weddings, and always without guards.

If a journalist travels a lot with a president and goes to the same
weddings, he is obviously an insider. So I spoke to another senior hack who
had been on the inside of the government’s prisons a number of times. I
asked the opposition writer about the alleged corruption in the al-Bashir
family. He said that he ‘was sure the president was not personally corrupt’,
but some of the people around him probably were.

So why doesn’t he stop them?

‘Fighting corruption is like fighting an octopus,’ said the independent
journalist. ‘But a number of politicians have been prosecuted — two of the

president’s relatives have been put in jail for bouncing a cheque.’ ;
The anti-government journalist left a final thought with me as I shook
hands to leave: ‘Without Bashir, there would have been three or four

countries, not two.’

* % % k
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Omar al-Bashir developed an impressive military pedigree, but how did he
become a political soldier? From schooldays he had been involved with the
Islamic movement. His temporary postings with the Egyptian army must
have influenced him with some of the Nasserist ethos which pervaded many
Arab armies. But only so far in al-Bashir’s case, because Islamic tendencies
would have precluded the modernizing, secular approach of military
revolutions in neighbouring states. After 1977, and with Numeiri’s regime
reconciling its differences with the Brotherhood, the Islamist movement
began a conscious policy of infiltration of the armed forces. Despite
attracting the attention of Numeiri’s Mukhabarat, al-Bashir managed to
quietly work away at securing the influence of the Islamist movement in the
army.

The British tradition of an apolitical army had been lost in Sudan. As
Omar al-Bashir admitted to me, ‘The armed forces were involved in politics.
There were various political movements within the army — Ba’athists,
communists, Islamists ... Remember that the communists in the army tried
to stage a coup against Numeiri in 1971.’

After Numeiri was toppled in 1985, there were rumours that al-Bashir
was imvolved in a possible coup attempt to bring into power the National
Islamic Front, led by the charismatic and erudite preacher Hassan al-Turabi.
To keep him away from the limelight in Khartoum, and safe from the
immediate attentions of the'secret police, sympathetic senior generals posted
al-Bashir to active combat duties in the south. He performed well and was
promoted to brigadier in 1988. He was on active duty until just before the
coup of June 1989. The Islamist movement had chosen him as potential
leader of their military wing.

Al-Bashir was a chosen one, but not initially the chosen military
supremo. Partly because of chance, some of the plotters were removed. One
was posted to Egypt, another was sent to an isolated southern posting. As
Omar al-Bashir confided to me, ‘We thought we had a 50-50 chance of
succeeding. Originally about 300 officers were involved, but many were
moved.” Some of the others were divided on the timing.

The core conspiracy was reduced to thirty officers, ranging from
lieutenant to general. Al-Bashir did much of the careful preparation. As a
commander of mobile armoured units he was in a key position. ‘I was the
leader. It was one of the crucial points of my career. We had strong armoured
backing, but it proved unnecessary and we did it from the inside. It was a

success, and without any fighting or bloodshed.’
After the coup, al-Bashir became minister of defence. In 1993 he became
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President of Sudan and later in his presidency was promoted to field
marshal. Not bad for a farm boy. But he was an army man through and
through. How would he sublimate his loyalty to the army to the demands of
party politics? He had proved himself as a military leader, and had exhibited
skills in underground politics, but how would he rate as a player on the

national and international political stage?
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Chapter 5

The Duopoly

On the night of 30 June 1989 Brigadier Omar al-Bashir led the coup with a
small core officer component of just thirty. ‘The people were fed up with
Sadiq al-Mahdi,” al-Bashir told me straightforwardly. “We did it from the
inside.’ His years in the paratrooper units around Khartoum meant that they
followed his orders in efficiently capturing the strategic sites in the three
towns. It was rapid and bloodless like the 1969 Numeiri military takeover.
And for a while many Sudanese assumed that it was a coup like any other.
It was not: al Bashir would still be in power more than twenty-five years
later.

The military trappings were initially similar. The officers set up a
Revolutionary Command Council, which echoed the Nasserite fradition. But
this was by no means a secular putsch. It had been carefully planned with
the National Islamic Front party. Its head in the constituent assembly, Ali
Othman Muhammed Taha, had spent months joint-planning with al-Bashir
as to precisely what the coup was intended to achieve..Al-Bashir’s radio and
later TV address talked about al-Mahdi’s ‘failures of democratic
government’. Few Sudanese expected an Islamist revolution to replace the
very flawed democracy; a revolution fashioned by a visionary who had
planned for this day for decades: Hassan al-Turabi. Al-Bashir worked behind
the scenes to stabilize the army and concentrate on trying to claw back the
military defeats of the previous government. Al-Turabi, however, was soon
to hog the spotlight at home and abroad, via his incessant travelling. The
military leader behind the coup kept a low public profile. This was not to be
a cult-led revolution based on the Nasser model.
~ Although al-Bashir’s underground political work in the army had roused -
the interest of the state security organs and military intelligence, especially
under the paranoid Numeiri, the new military supremo was not known to
the general public. When he made his first broadcast to the nation
immediately after the coup, al-Bashir’s mother was travelling from Medeni
to Khartoum on a public bus which stopped because of a street crowd,
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roused by the putsch. In her astonishment at finding out the new leader’s
name, she told some of those around her that it was her son-who had led the
coup. Few believed her at the time. Except for one brother, informed a few
hours before, al-Bashir had not risked his family’s safety by confiding in
them; just in case it all went wrong. He had reckoned that his chance of

success was 50-50, despite the years of planning.

The leading northern politicians, including Sadiq al-Mahdi, were locked .

up. Al-Bashir also cleaned out potential opponents in the army by also
accommodating over 100 officers in Khartoum’s Kobar prison. More
military purges soon followed, amid rumours of a counter coup. So far, so
obvious. Then a very unusual component of the coup occurred: al-Bashir
sent his spiritual patron to Kobar as well. Al-Turabi was given time to pack
a suitable case, not least containing the Imam’s beloved books. He was given
a very comfortable minimum-security cell, although al-Bashir made the
point that the other political leaders were also well-treated. ‘It was the
Sudanese way,” he insisted. The junta apparently wanted to show its even-
handedness to all political leaders. Perhaps the designers of the coup wanted
it to look like a normal nationalist military coup to save the country from
inevitably incompetent politicians. And perhaps they wanted to smuggle n
an Islamist revolution without upsetting the Egyptians or the West. A born
teacher, al-Turabi spent his few months in comfortable confinement
lecturing fellow inmates on the new Islamic state he would soon create.
This was not fantasy for, when he was released, all the new military leaders,
led by al-Bashir, took the bayaa oath of allegiance to him, a practice
inaugurated by the Prophet himself. At the time al-Bashir said he was proud
to follow al-Turabi’s instructions — ‘without hesitation’.

Not only the new military boss and his fellow-travelling officers, but a
section of a whole generation of intellectuals was prepared to venerate the
temporary jailbird as the architect and imam of the Islamist revolution. The
(brief) jail term was oddly prophetic, for al-Turabi was to spend a lot of time
in prison or under house arrest in the next twenty-five years, and not of his
own volition. Al-Turabi created the revolution that was later captured by his
co-plotter, al-Bashir. The spiritual leader then spent years undermining the
military president, and working with the many enemies of the regime abroad
and in the south. In many other countries he would have been executed for
treason, but somehow the spell that al-Turabi cast over a generation of
students, military officers and politicians was still potent, despite their
subsequent disillusionment with him. Over the years I have asked hundreds
of former acolytes of al-Turabi, some in power in Sudan and others in exile
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in the West, about this paradox. Very few would directly castigate him, not
out of fear but out of lingering respect. The most they would say was, in
essence: ‘He was/is a great imam, but a bad politician.’

- If Sudanese history is a tragedy, then Shakespeare’s Macbeth is perhaps
an analogy. From 1990 to 1996 al-Turabi fashioned and led the revolution;
from 1996 to the coup within a coup in 1999 his star waned. Thereafter, even
when in prison or under house arrest, al-Turabi hovered like Banquo’s ghost
over the Sudanese polity. His power was sometimes exaggerated and he
later became a convenient straw man for the regime, but much of his
influence was real, formidable and malevolent, for example his intercession
with Khartoumn’s enemies, especially in Darfur and the SPLA. It was fitting
for a man committed to a universal faith that he appeared to be everywhere,
Jurking just beyond the horizon, if not behind the curtain, when peace deals
were suddenly derailed. The story of northern Sudan’s recent political life
cannot be understood without appreciating the initial duopoly of power: the
Hassan-Omar double act. In the beginning it was clear who was pulling the
strings, but after a year or two, the power shifted to a more balanced diarchy,
then in a few years the military took back the reins, and al-Bashir became
the undisputed leader. How this happened and how it affected the civil war
dominated the first decade of the al-Bashir presidency.

Within weeks of the June revolution, it became clear that this was not
just a bunch of disgruntled middle-ranking officers, unhappy with Sadiq al-
Mahdi’s floundering war strategy. A core of officers inhabited a defined
Islamist programme, devised by al-Turabi. The remnants of secular
influence, especially unions and other political parties, were banned. Nearly
all senior army and police officers not sympathetic to the Islamists were
ousted. Most newspapers were closed and the state radio and television
closely supervised. The surviving media made it clear that the RCC
government was committed to orthodox Islam, Islamic law, and also Islamic
dress for men and, especially, women.

The RCC was technically the state’s supreme body. Behind this fagade
stood a shura called portentously the ‘Council of the Defenders of the
Revolution” which met in secret after curfew. It comprised some zealous
army officers, but it was dominated by NIF civilians. The Council, dubbed
the ‘Committee of Forty’, was chaired by the energetic head of the NIF, Ali
Othman Muhammed Taha. One close observer said his ‘low-key style, his
child-like features and his apparent quiet demeanour’ encouraged many
people to overlook his much tougher side. Taha had been at the same
Khartoum North school as al-Bashir, although the future president was two
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years older. He had been al-Turabi’s personal assistant as well, and was for
long a true believer. After disillusionment set in, Taha’s star-rose alongside
al-Bashir’s and he became a vice president, and later a chief fixer of the
‘final’ peace deal with the south in 2005.

In January 2014, Taha was shifted sideways from real power and went
into semi-retirement. He felt able to talk more frankly when I visited his
plush government-owned house in Khartoum. I asked him when the Bashir-
Turabi breakdown began. History usually suggests 1996 or sometimes even
as late as 1999. Looking back, Taha said:

The split started early in the nineteen-nineties — as early as ninety-
one or ninety-two. Turabi wanted to be the kingmaker. We accepted
that. The way he did it was the problem ... It was all about political

power, not religious ideology.

The tough-minded Taha was clearly emotional when he described the events
of two decades before. And he was still conflicted about al-Turabi, even
though he said, ‘He has done so much damage to the president, the people
and the country itself.’ ,
This was in the future. At the beginning of the revolution al-Turabi was
seen by Islamists as the saviour of the country. But the new government had
little popular support in the rural areas or in the towns among the more
secular intelligentsia and commercial middle class. Not surprisingly, internal
security became the RCC’s priority. The intelligence system had ossified
under Mubarak al-Mahdi, the former prime minister’s cousin. The
professional formal structure, later called the National Intelligence and
Security Service (NISS), was revised along traditional lines. It was divided
into an internal branch, similar to MIS5 in the UK, and an external branch,
not least to spy on exiled Sudanese, in the West and Middle East. The
parallel here was Britain’s MI6. A third unit was set up to deal with military
intelligence; that was not just to collate useful military data, at home and
abroad, (cf the Defence Intelligence Staff in the UK), but also to monitor
the constant rumblings inside the army. Alongside the full-time professional
structure a new more informal Islamic system comprised a much bigger
part-time army of students and young Islamists called the Amn al-Jabha.
After the 1989 revolution that was the common term used when Sudanese
whispered about security matters, although foreign experts still used the
generic Arabic term of Mukhabarat or NISS. The Amn al-Jabha also co-
operated closely with the numerous members of the Popular Defence Force
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that was originally set up at the end of the previous government, but was
fully developed as an Islamist military and intelligence-organization, under
the influence of al-Turabi. Much of the money to fund these Islamist
.organizations came from the Faisal Islamic Bank. Major General Bakri
Hassan Saleh, a revolutionary zealot, was put in charge of the whole system.
The secret services were to play a dominant role in ensuring the stability of
the government for decades. Ironically, it usually managed to defang the
coup potential of the army, but - reviving the age-old question, quis custodiet
ipsos custodes — it proved to be the only state organ which could later
seriously threaten the system erected by al-Bashir

The internal branches of the Mukhabarat set about removing all potential
opposition in the three towns and other urban centres. They also enforced
Islamist standards. Female state employees were encouraged to go home
and look after their families; those who were deemed absolutely necessary
had to dress in conservative Islamic style. Many professionals, particularly
doctors, lawyers and, by definition, Journalists were imprisoned, usually
without trial. The judiciary was also purged. Detention camps were set up.
Foreign media reports listed the ‘disappearances’ and the torture meted out
in the ‘Ghost Houses’ (so called because people were picked up at night,
when the ghosts were about). Khartoum disputed these accounts, but the
public floggings for manufacturing, owning or even drinking alcohol were
publicized. Drug dealers 'were also executed publicly. Illegal dealing in
foreign currency was punished, though with sanctions later and a purely
cash economy it became almost a patriotic duty to deal in foreign currencies,
especially US dollars, without which the economy would seize up. The
draconian imposition of sharia law prompted an exodus of professionals,
especially doctors and engineers, whose skills were valued throughout the
Middle East.

A part of the sudden growth of the Sudanese diaspora consisted of
politicians who had been released from confinement or who had fled to
avoid jail. The displaced political parties, unions and professional
organizations, all hostile to the 1989 coup, formed the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) based in Asmara, the capital of the soon-to-be independent
Eritrea, which had fallen out with Khartoum. The SPLM joined the NDA in
1990. The northern politicians still debated the tired questions about sharia
law in the south and secession versus unity, but since the SPLM was the
only NDA party with an army that could defeat the hated NIF government,
the exiled northerners tried to fudge a compromise. Along with other
dissident groups such as the Beja Congress, they agreed on the Asmara
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Accords (June 1995) to keep fighting until the NIF regime was overthrown.
All the plans of frustrated exiles and guerrilla fighters were predicated on
what they all assumed would be a temporary revolutionary regime in
Khartoum. Nearly all the Western experts on Sudan also regularly predicted
the imminent collapse of the al-Bashir government — for decades.

Meanwhile in Khartoum the RCC and NIF rapidly took control of the
military, the executive and also the judiciary. They wanted a total revolution.
As Mussolini put it: ‘All within the state, nothing outside the state, nothing
against the state.” Al-Turabi wanted to create a theocracy where enlightened
Islamic scholars meeting in a shura would reach a consensus on interpreting
the divine will. The tough September Laws initiated by Numeiri were
replaced by another harsh version of sharia throughout the country, thus
obviating any hope of a deal in the south. NIF apologists argued that the
absence of beheading, for example, ensured the new code was less harsh
than Numeiri’s version. Sudan was becoming the first Sunni theocracy,
Khartoum suggested. The West, especially the Americans, argued that Sudan
was copying Iran, its béte noire. Khartoum’s defenders explained that Iran
could never be a model. For example, they, as Sunnis, had no system of
direct rule by the clergy, the Ayatollahs, as in the Shia approach, and insisted
that they were applying a form of Islamic democracy.

Nevertheless, if Iran was not a religious model, Khartoum sought
security advice from its new friends in Tehran. In December 1991 the Iranian
President, Ali Rafsanjani, visited Sudan for four days, along with 150
advisers, mainly security and military experts. This led to the permanent
stationing in Khartoum of Hassan Azada, head in Lebanon of the Pasdaran,
the Iranian Revolutionary Guards. Later, Pasdaran specialists in artillery
and logistics followed. The Iranian connection initially focused on assistance
with the Popular Defence Force (for details, see Appendix). The PDF was
intended to galvanize the whole of society, as well as bolster the
overstretched army. Planned to number over 100,000 volunteers, the PDF’s
elite would take a combat role in the south, and a counter-coup role in the
three towns. Media and mosque campaigns emphasized the jihadist duty
and the glories of martyrdom. Some middle-class youths, especially
- students, were not entirely convinced of the advantages of swapping their
degrees for an early entry into paradise. Eager volunteers there were,
however, especially as a PDF recommendation was often required for a job,
continued study or even an overseas trip. (A certificate proving service in
the army was also required for some state employment, including doctors.)
Others were press-ganged into the PDF. Some PDF units — comprising
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genuine volunteers for combat — did perform well, although the initial
training was just three months. Occasionally, the Iranian influence inspired
futile human-wave attacks against astounded SPLA machine gunners in
-entrenched positions. The army was often opposed to fi ghting alongside the
PDF volunteers because of their inexperience, and because so much money
was being diverted to this ideological rather than military mission. The PDF
worked better in the countryside, especially in the west, where residents
were often well acquainted with small arms. Sometimes the PDF merged
into tribal militias, with dangerous results later in Darfur. Nevertheless, even
among the faithful in the three towns, the often coercive recruitment methods
of the PDF proved unpopular. After al-Turabi’s star waned, the PDF was
often seen as a political, not a religious or military, endeavour.
Nevertheless, the Iranian influence and the style of PDF recruitment did
contribute to the growing Islamist nature of the regime. Southerners and
Christians were confirmed as second-class citizens. So were women. True,
Sudan did not go in for the Afghan burkhas, or the princess-head-chopping .
and driving bans of the misogynistic Saudis. And part of the intended “clean
up’ was genuinely trying to protect the honour (and property rights) of
women. Prostitution, pornography and the use of the female form for
commercial purposes were forbidden. The tobe, traditional flowing robes
and head covering, though not necessarily the veil, were promoted. Al-
Turabi preferred the more modern ibaya dress, more like a kaftan, and
opposed the more restrictive fobe. He had liberal views on the role of women
compared with most Islamic clerics. His wife, Wisal al-Mahdi, Sadiq’s sister,
was a well-known (and charming) women’s leader, and a ‘feminist’ in the
Sudanese context. I was a guest at the al-Turabi home, in the upmarket
Riyadh suburb of Khartoum, for a small dinner, where she presided in her
husband’s absence, unusually for a conservative society. Also, on another
occasion, I interviewed her on the flat roof of her home, to discuss the issue
of female genital mutilation about which she was vociferously liberal. Al-
Turabi was influenced by his wife on the question of women’s rights, as
Wisal confirmed to me. That might have explained why women, although
second- or third-class citizens in Western terms, still had some of their rights
protected, not least in (separate) education. The government continued to
~ exhibit a fetish about women not wearing trousers, and was still threatening
to flog those guilty of such sartorial infelicities decades after the al-Bashir
regime was entrenched. The leitmotif of ‘immodest dress’, and the moral
campaigns waged by the PDF in the urban areas, seemed odd to Westerners,
especially in the face of a war which was being lost in the south.
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Al-Turabi was a man of many contradictions. In 1996, for example, I
interviewed him in his office of parliamentary speaker. We talked about the
topic du jour — slavery. He argued that the Americans were using the slavery
and terrorism issues to undermine Islam and the Khartoum government.
‘The Americans know that the African-Americans are very sympathetic to
Sudan,’ he claimed. ‘They want to persuade the African-Americans that US
policy towards Sudan is alright because Sudan is involved in slavery. There
1s absolutely no slavery in Sudan.” We also talked about Osama bin Laden,
who had lived almost next door to him in the Riyadh suburb. He stressed
that the Saudi had been engaged purely in business matters, especially
cconstruction. Then the Imam talked about his studies in the US and France.
One of the dicta that al-Turabi regularly trotted out to his acolytes about
Islam versus the West was: ‘We know them better than they know us.’
Which was probably true. The Sorbonne-educated Imam was very clever
and closely followed Western politics. Like many Islamists, he exhibited in
private conversation a brooding belief in the appalling corruption of Western
society and, like Lenin, an assurance of its inevitably self-destructive
tendencies. On the other hand, al-Turabi rejoiced in his mastery of foreign
languages and cultures. We did not discuss Sudan’s most famous novelist,
Tayeb Saleh, but Saleh’s most famous work, Season of Migration to.the
North (1969) captured some of al-Turabi’s ambivalence towards the West,
and especially its women. Saleh, who sought exile in London, and work
with the BBC, saw his novel banned in Sudan, even though it has been
described as ‘the most important Arabic novel of the twentieth century’. He
was, however, rehabilitated in Khartoum and, when he died in 2009, a major
literary award was named after him.

Al-Bashir was less fixated with the cultural and social issues, and even
with the installation of a theocracy. He left those matters to his better-
educated Imam. After the coup, the general was utterly focused on reforming
the army and winning the war in the south. As a soldier’s soldier, al-Bashir
was determined to increase the size and efficiency of the armed forces. The
Sudanese economy was still weak, however. The inheritéd annual defence
budget was guesstimated at around $500 million, not including the enhanced
internal security systems. Before the oil bonanza, the size of the army was
increased by only ten per cent to around 65,000, although al-Bashir wanted
to raise it to 78,000. It was still a volunteer force, and the unemployment
levels were high enough to offer lots of recruits. As oil revenues came in,
the army was pushed up to 100,000 and in 1998 conscription for the army
was fully introduced from those aged 18 to 30. This was the first time
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conscription had been used for the forces. The size of the air force was
doubled, although the combat strength improved only-slightly because of
poor maintenance, and the lack of foreign currency to purchase spares. The
PDF, which drafted in tens of thousands, was a stop gap. A small
professional army and a large militia force disturbed the army top brass, but
the militia experience in the west and along the border had worked to an
extent, so the army sought to improve the training and integration of the
murahiliin, in their various guises, until funds arrived to train a large
professional army that could defeat, not just contain, the southern rebels.
The PDF never became as effective as their occasional mentors, the Iranian
Revolutionary Guards. In the south they sometimes performed well, as in
operations in Equatoria and Blue Nile, but they also ended up occasionally
as cannon fodder. In the west, they reverted to banditry on occasions. And,
for all the martyrs’ sacrifice, the PDF was not as potent as the Islamist
revolutionaries had. hoped. They were more successful in urban areas as a

" militia for the NIF in public order roles.

World Revolution
As with the Bolshevik revolution, al-Turabi’s variant split those who

advocated revolution in one country and those who believed in the world
revolutionary mission. Once out of prison and officially under house arrest
in the first months of the coup, al-Turabi worked with his wife on founding
the International Organization of Muslim Women, which was set up in late
1989. The occasion for the acceleration of his world mission was the
perceived humiliation of Arab states in the First Gulf War, and above all the
positioning of US infidel troops in the same country as the holy places of
Mecca and Medina. Khartoum’s clunky diplomats incensed the Americans
by appearing to back Saddam Hussein, though they later glossed their gross
faux-pas by saying that they opposed the Western Intervention to remove
the Iraqis from Kuwait, while not endorsing the original occupation by
Baghdad. Their explanation was usually lost in translation.

Partly for economic reasons, but also ideological ones, Sudan now
allowed all Muslim brothers to visit the country without a visa. This
enveloped brothers of all stripes, including battle-hardened Afghans. Al-
Turabi started to travel extensively, including a return trip to the US for a
Palestinian conference in Chicago. (He had first visited the USA for six
months on a US government student scholarship in the 1960s.) In spring
1991 al-Turabi set up the Popular Arab and Islamic Congress (PAIC) as a
sort of alternative but more radical Arab League. The first meeting in April
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1991 was dubbed the ‘most significant event since the collapse of the
Caliphate’! by the subservient Khartoum media. Islamists from the Middle
East were there in strength, but small groups also came from the USA and
Britain. They secretly agreed to form the ‘Armed Islamist International’, an
umbrella group for radical Sunnis. Al-Turabi toured and lectured in Islamist
hotspots such as Afghanistan and Pakistan. Although he disagreed with
much of what the Ayatollah Khomeini said and did, for example the fatwa
on Salman Rushdie, the Sudanese visionary emulated some of the
Ayatollah’s techniques of circulating CDs and videos of his lectures, which
were popular in many parts of the Islamic world. Al-Turabi’s world mission
soon led to a wide variety of radicals coming from Kashmir, Afghanistan,
Pakistan and North Africa. Provocatively, Khartoum also welcomed
mujahedeen from Egypt. The most controversial guest by far, however, was
Osama bin Laden, who moved to a large house in a plush suburb of the
capital in late 1991. His personal executive jet had its own secluded and
well-guarded area at Khartoum airport. The presence of bin Laden was a
major factor in the later US imposition of sanctions on Sudan.

Al-Turabi concentrated on his international objectives, confirming his
relationship with bin Laden by allowing the Saudi millionaire to marry his
niece, as bin Laden’s third wife. Just coincidently, bin Laden also invested
$50 million in al-Turabi’s favoured Al-Shamal Islamic Bank in Khartoum.
Meanwhile, al-Bashir quietly consolidated his own position domestically,
especially in the military. In October 1993 the RCC was dissolved and al-
Bashir became president of the republic. The new low-key president did not
air his views in public about al-Turabi’s comments on world Islamic
renaissance, or the increasing American concern at the influx of jihadists
into Sudan. Al-Turabi did not involve himself with any formal government
role, appearing to believe that his internationalist mission was far more
important.

While on a lecture tour of Canada, on 26 May 1992, al-Turabi, now 60,
was attacked by an exiled Sudanese karate champion. Apparently, the
disgruntled Sudanese, Hashim Mohammed, had not planned the assault. He
said he just saw red when he happened to spot al-Turabi at Ottowa airport
and hit the Imam twice with two hard jabs of the edge of his hand. Al-Turabi
was severely hurt and spent weeks in hospital, recovering from a coma. He
suffered for a long time with slurred speech and had difficulty in walking,
but gradually recovered. Thereafter, whenever al-Turabi did or said
something controversial, many Sudanese would give a knowing look and
mutter something about ‘that bump to the head, you know’. When I
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interviewed al-Turabi in August 1996 he seemed extremely articulate and
incisive. I saw no evidence of brain damage in his spéech or walking. The
urbane intellectual still continued to be at home, whether in a tie or turban,

" and to charm his many visitors and lecture audiences. The army and al-
Bashir, however, grew less enamoured of their formal patron.

The US State Department was increasingly agitated about alleged
terrorist camps in Sudan, for the foreign legion of mujahedeen who had been
invited or sought exile in Sudan. Khartoum consistently denied the charges
of terrorist enterprises. The Sudanese were also accused of supporting
attacks on US troops who took part in the UN RESTORE HOPE operation
in Somalia in 1992. On 26 February 1993 a bomb exploded in the World
Trade Center in New York. Six Americans were killed. Although blamed
mainly on an Egyptian Islamic group, Washington accused Khartoum of
complicity. The US government listed in detail the foreign Islamic groups
in Sudan, noting especially the Palestinian Liberation Organization and the
Palestinian Hamas as well as Lebanon’s Hezbollah, prime enemies of
Washington’s ally, Israel. Sudan was officially placed on the US list of states
sponsoring terrorism. One writer described the Sudanese in-gathering ‘as a
Davos in the desert for terrorists’.?

Al-Turabi seemed oblivious of the decline of Sudan’s position in the
diplomatic world, especially in the West. Revelling in his new fame in the
Islamic world, perhaps he didn’t care. He appeared convinced that the
collapse of the USSR heralded a new Islamic dawn. In December 1993 he
held another bigger congress of prominent Islamists from around the world,
including those from the Caucasus fighting the Russian army. Former senior
intelligence chiefs from supportive countries such as Pakistan’s Inter-Service
Intelligence agency (ISI) were also there. The poor treatment of Muslim
minorities in the West and Russia were highlighted and al-Turabi predicted
that a united Islamic nation was on the horizon.

Southern Jihad
Khartoum’s military had their focus on a much more proximate jihad: in the

south. After a failed peace initiative by the former US president, Jimmy
Carter, John Garang worked on securing the active support of African states,
especially the more radical southern African countries that had secured
victory in Zimbabwe and were now pushing to topple the apartheid regime
in South Africa. The Namibian insurgents also helped in practical terms, by
donating surplus arms to the SPLA. Garang worked hard to assuage
suspicions that his unified democratic Sudan policy could still work, despite
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the new hard-line government in Khartoum. Garang had to mend fences
because his main support base in Ethiopia collapsed with the fall of the
Mengistu administration in 1991. Garang had helped Mengistu fight the
separatists in Ethiopia that had been backed by Khartoum, especially the
Oromo Liberation Front. When the Khartoum-allied insurgencies in Eritrea
and Tigray provinces merged into the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
Democratic Front (EPRDF) and conquered Addis, the new regime paid back
its dues to Khartoum. The EPRDF ejected the SPLA from its camps inside
the Ethiopian border and closed its offices and radio station in the capital.
" Hundreds of thousands of southern Sudanese refugees were also kicked out.
Uganda took up the slack in military support for the SPLA, one reason why
Khartoum later aided Ugandan rebels such as the Lord’s Resistance Army.
If Uganda became the military pillar for the SPLA, then Kenya grew into
the main base for diplomatic and humanitarian succour for the southern
rebellion. The SPLA had forged a coherent fighting machine, but it lacked
a coherent political sensitivity to the social conditions in the south,
exacerbated by the new refugee influx. Garang was regularly criticized for
his domineering authoritarianism, not least for killing or imprisoning rival
commanders, most famously his former close ally, Kerubino Kuanyin Bol.
The Dinka commander was held in harsh confinement for six years in one
of the archipelago of prison camps run by Garang. He managed to escape

in 1993.

The big SPLA schism
Coming on top of ejection from the Ethiopian sanctuaries, the big split in

the SPLA in 1991 was to undermine the military resistance for years and
leave a political legacy that festered for decades. A number of commanders,
including the usual suspects, Lam Akol and Riek Machar, planned to
displace Garang. Khartoum assiduously courted these dissident
commanders, but the majority of the SPLA top brass supported Garang, not
least because unity was paramount at a time of weakness following the
crucial loss of Ethiopia. Many Nuer, however, were prepared to follow their
traditional general, Machar, and the Nuer units around Nasir openly backed
him. Instead of toppling the SPLA, Machar and Akol, a Shilluk, responded
by founding a rival organization, SPLA-Nasir. This hardened the ethnic
divisions that plagued the southern resistance movement and also helped
prompt the civil war after independence. '
Nasir was a war-ruined shell of a town, but it had an airstrip that was
used for relief flights by NGOs. It was also the venue for an unusual and
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tragic story. Riek Machar and Emma McClune, a tall, beautiful and idealistic
English aid worker, met and fell in love. They married (although Machar
‘had a wife by a traditional marriage). A fer making love, Emma said, she
- would get up and help her warlord to write his manifestoes. Highly irritated
by the young Englishwoman’s intervention in southern politics, Garang once
sarcastically described the schism as ‘Emma’s War’. The name stuck, and it
became the title of a powerful and lyrical book by Deborah Scroggins.

Even more irritating for Garang, Khartoum sent weapons and cash
support to the SPLA-Nasir. Re-armed, Machar pushed into traditionally
Dinka areas and eventually the mainly Dinka command of the SPLA felt
forced to retaliate. Machar’s armed push was intended to show his strength
and prise other commanders away from Garang, although attacks on the
Dinka were much more likely to confirm Dinka solidarity around Garang,
another classic Machar miscalculation. Machar’s Nuer troops and militias,
known as the “White Army’, captured much territory belonging to their
rivals. The White Army was largely made up of Luo Nuer, from the Upper
Nile and Jonglei, who would traditionally smother their faces with white
ash. Their main preoccupation had been cattle-raiding, especially against
their age-old enemy, the Murle people. On 15 November 1991 Machar’s
motley array of fighters captured Bor and killed over 2,000 Dinka,
according to Amnesty International figures; other estimates were much
higher. Although Machar dubbed the ‘Bor massacre’ a ‘myth and
propaganda’ at the time, he apologized for the atrocity in 2012. The
massacre was never forgotten in the south, and it became a brutal symbol
of the Nuer-Dinka rift. Garang soon led the SPLA to inflict a major
retaliation against the SPLA-Nasir, after the news of the massacre reached
his HQ in Torit.

Despite the Machar-Akol trouncing by the ‘official’ SPLA, Khartoum
continued to treat both commanders seriously. Al-Bashir, who had
experience of divide and rule in the south, appointed a top-ranking military
team to deal with Machar’s militia. Senior military intelligence officers met
Akol in Kenya and Germany to make vague promises of a federal south.
Machar might well have thought that the new arsenal from Khartoum was
more important, not least tactically, to fend off the SPLA advance. Khartoum
had other ideas: using its new alliance, the regular northern army was
allowed a free passage through Nuer territory to reach the core SPLA
positions as far south as their HQ in Torit, displacing Garang. The SPLA
general sought a new refuge in the deep forests of the Didinga Hills,

beautiful and often shrouded in clouds.
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Garang ordered a diversionary attack on the southern capital, Juba, in
July 1992. The rebels temporarily captured much of the town, aided by
southern troops in the garrison. Eventually, the attack was repelled with
heavy SPLA losses, especially in equipment, which it could ill afford to
lose. A number of Equatorian troops and civilians were summarily killed in
Juba by government forces. Having held Juba, just, Khartoum did not go
on the offensive, partly because of an intelligence assessment that suggested
that the recent arrival of US peacekeeping troops in Somalia might presage
an American no-fly zone in southern Sudan. This was wide of the mark,
because the Americans proved incapable of controlling the air space even
around Mogadishu where its helicopters were downed by local fighters.

Senior Equatorian commanders, not consulted about the Juba attack, now
defected to the SPLA-Nasir. To further thicken the alphabet soup, SPLA-
Nasir renamed itself SPLA/M-United and the SPLA was now sometimes
referred to by outsiders as SPLA-Mainstream. Both SPLAs — whatever their
titles — fought each other vigorously. (A little like in Afghanistan when the
roughly forty mujahedeen groups spent more time fighting each other rather
than the Russian occupiers in the 1980s.) The northern army inevitably took
advantage by deploying heavily armed convoys to try to retake towns such
as Rumbek, which stayed in rebel hands, however. The army made more
progress in the Nuba Mountains; the last town held by the SPLA, Um
Durain, fell in August 1993. President al-Bashir then publicly announced
that the whole of Nuba would be conquered by the next dry season.

Garang managed to keep his official SPLA from falling apart through
iron discipline and increased foreign support. The Machar-led schism could
never resolve the central contradiction: he advocated southern secession —
in opposition to Garang’s holistic view — yet Machar and Co had to rely on
a tough Islamist Arab regime that was unlikely to grant that secession. The
OAU, and especially the Nigerians, made several attempts to reconcile the
Machar-Garang divisions and to unify the southern rebellion. The
Americans, now much more involved in the Sudan conflict, suggested that
the local organisation, IGAD (Intergovernmental Agency for Development),
the main regional diplomatic grouping, replace the Nigerian peace efforts.
Garang and Machar were brought together in Washington in late October
1993. Nothing much came of the meeting, but it was an important symbol
of Congressional interest in the civil war, which would be soon manipulated
by powerful US lobbies, especially the Christian right and African-American
groups. Various IGAD-backed meetings in the region failed either to
reconcile the southerners or entice Khartoum.
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The fratricidal chaos of the civil war within the civil war allowed
Kerubino to escape his hole in the ground. He was one of the most colourful
SPLA commanders. A Catholic, born in 1948, he had grown up in the same
Twic Dinka clan as Garang. Considered trigger-happy and impulsive by
other commanders, he had represented the movement as ‘deputy commander
in chief” at the 1986 peace conference in one of the Emperor’s old palaces
near Ethiopia’s Koka dam. With his omnipresent shooting stick, he used to
give occasional press interviews in Nairobi, where his various wives and
some of his twenty children were safely ensconced. He obviously harboured
aspirations for the top job. So Garang’s pre-emptive strike against his friend
was probably not just Stalinist paranoia. As with so many other dissident
southern leaders, Khartoum offered him the chance to form a pro-
government Dinka militia, but Kerubino could not match Garang’s
popularity among his own tribe. He ditched the government side and
resumed independent command in the south, managing in January 1998 to
seize Wau briefly. On the strength of this achievement — he was an able field
commander — he asked Garang to take him back into the main SPLA. Garang
was not a forgiving man, but took back his old clan friend, though he kept
him in HQ as a staff officer, not entrusting him with another field command.
Angered by this, Kerubino once again defected north, where he allied with
another renegade commander, Paulino Matip Nhial. Matip went on to lead
the most powerful pro-government militia in south Sudan; he also set up a
commercial empire among his Bol Nuer people. A competent field
commander, Matip swapped back and forth between the SPLA and
Khartoum (but with more strategic effect than Kerubino) and he also became
a rival of another prominent Nuer commander, Riek Machar. It is not clear
whether Khartoum’s effective military intelligence had a hand in another
plot to kill Garang in Nairobi at a meeting of IGAD, but it may have been
involved in Kerubino’s demise at the same time. Kerubino fell out with
Matip and murky rumours surfaced of a shoot-out in which the old Dinka
warrior met his martial fate. Few apart from himself ranked Kerubino as a
national leader, but his chequered career did indicate the Byzantine world
of southern leadership and the frequent successes of the north’s intelligence
agencies in manipulating it. i .

Pro-government northern militias sometimes used an old and highly
offensive phrase to describe the divide-and-rule strategy: Aktul al-abid bil
abid — kill the slave through the slave. More diplomatically, the technique
was called the ‘peace from within’ strategy — doing deals with rebels who
would work with Khartoum, unlike the official SPLA. This was soon
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developed into a Peace Charter, formalized in 1997. It was redolent of the
so-called ‘internal settlements’ adopted by the white regimes in Rhodesia
and later South West Africa. The apartheid government also tried to do the
same with its homelands policy, while cutting out the African National
Congress. In the end, the whites had to deal with the real leaders of the
liberation movements, just as Khartoum was to discover.

The SPLA-United continued to seriously hamper the rival official
movement, but soon failed to live up to its own name of ‘United’. Inter-
Nuer tribal clashes as well as traditional non-political disputes with
neighbouring tribes caused many casualties, especially now government
arms were plentiful. The SPLA-United held its first major congress at Akobo
in September 1994 to re-organize itself. In the traditional southern manner,
anew name, it was thought, would work wonders. Some of the commanders
who had been considered too close to Khartoum, such as Akol and
Kerubino, were ousted. Machar, the great survivor, took command of the
newly minted South Sudan Independence Movement/Army (SSIM/A). The
strategy failed and Machar retreated to a government outpost at Kodok on
the White Nile. Many of his Nuer troops and commanders rejoined the
official SPLA. Desperate, Machar travelled to Addis to join up with the
exiled opposition to Khartoum, the National Democratic alliance, in which
Garang was already a prominent, if ill-fitting, member. Machar, however,
was kicked out of the country by the new government. He tried reviving his
local support in Nuerland, but he was, for the time being, a busted flush.

He had nowhere else to go but Khartoum. With Kerubino at his side and
other tribal leaders, he signed a separate peace, more an unconditional
surrender, with President al-Bashir in April 1997. It was based on the Peace
Charter signed a year before. The charter made clear that Sudan would
remain unified, but at some unspecified date southerners could have a
referendum on a federal system. This was a great propaganda tool for the
government. In the summer of 1996 I travelled around the south on the so-
called peace train. The tall imposing Machar, charismatic despite his lazy
eye and gap-toothed smile, could charm foreigners with his educated manner
(he was awarded a PhD at Bradford University in the UK) but — except for
his ever-loyal core of Nuer — he seemed to have trouble persuading the
smallish crowds in government-held towns such as Wau that he could
replace his arch-rival, Garang, or that Khartoum would grant meaningful
southemn autonomy. A sad brass band, dressed in a strange uniform
apparently from the French revolutionary period, greeted Machar when he
arrived at the main government garrison inside Wau; it was the most tuneless
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music that I had ever heard in my life. It was symbolic of the pointless

charade.
According to one acute observer, ‘The Peace Charter had not only not

. brought peace, but it had failed to halt the SPLA’s political and military
resurgence. Neither Riek nor the government had much to show for their
collaboration.” It also accelerated the civil war within the Nuer. Machar had
helped to weaken — temporarily — the SPLA and also effectively handed over
the control of the oilfields to Khartoum.

Paulino Matip, who had been made a major general in the Sudan army,
was incensed that Machar had been chosen by Khartoum to lead the Nuer
and refused to serve under him, though the government continued to pay
Matip to deploy his Nuer militia to protect the oil installations at Bentiu.
Machar had disgraced himself in the eyes of many southerners. The SPLA.
had been battered by infighting and heavy government offensives in 1993-
94. In April 1994 Garang had convened a large congress at Chukudum.
Roughly half the 500 delegates were civilians, the rest were commanders .
from across the south and the Nuba Mountains and the southern Blue Nile
regions. Garang wanted to demonstrate his support from both civilians and
military, and that he was concerned about the peasantry, despite numerous
allegations of human rights abuses. The SPLM was poorly organized abroad,
but a handful from the diaspora also attended. The question of independence
versus the unified ‘New Sudan’ was not resolved, but the appearance and
some of the substance of the SPLA’s claim to represent all the southern
peoples were attempted.

The resurgence of the SPLA, along with the effective collapse of
Machar’s army, meant that the bulk of the fighting was now done not by
pro-government southern militias, but the regular army and the PDF.
Khartoum endured heavy casualties, including the death of one of President
al-Bashir’s brothers, Ahmed, who had been a volunteer in the PDF.
Government forces started to pull back as the SPLA won a series of victories
in Equatoria in late 1994 and in Bahr al-Ghazal in early 1995. In these
reverses the PDF especially, as well as the regular army, suffered thousands
of dead and wounded in the first months of 1995, Despite strict censorship,
Khartoum was always a leaky place for secrets, and soon reasonably
accurate reports spread on the rumour mill. Volunteers for the PDF dried up.
At the beginning of 1996 morale was so low in the government forces that
occasionally garrisons in the south would refuse to leave their fortifications.
Al-Bashir conducted another purge of officers to remove the defeatists.
Except for a number of major towns, the SPLA now took control of almost
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the whole south; militias which had been long-term Khartoum allies turned
their weapons in favour of the SPLA. Even tough Arab militias in the Nuba
Mountains made deals with the SPLA. A whole battalion of the Sudanese
army surrendered at Yirrol, south-east of Rumbek. By spring 1996 the SPLA
looked unstoppable. The military-led northern revolution seemed to be
stuttering; al-Turabi’s emphasis on forging a new jihad by moral conversion
could not work against the guns of the SPLA. Society might have been

changed, but the battlefield had not.

The Egyptian assassination attempt
Al-Turabi did travel to the south on occasions to rally the faithful in their

regional jihad, but he was still obsessed with the international mission. His
third Popular Arab and Islamic Congress was held in Khartoum in March
1995. All the main Islamist groups attended, including those on the frontier
of the Umma, the mujahedeen from the Philippines, for example. A major
sticking point for some attendees was the use of ‘Arab’ in the Congress title.
Many African delegates were unhappy, as was Louis Farrakhan’s delegation
from America. Farrakhan, a calypso singer-turned imam, led the Nation of
Islam. Amid the fractiousness, al-Turabi did manage to broker an agreement
between rival banned jihadist groups from Egypt. This seriously discomfited
the Egyptian government of Hosni Mubarak, who had a strong personal
distaste for al-Turabi’s Islamist ventures. Cairo had on occasions used the
ancient territorial disputes between Sudan and Egypt to crank up pressures
on Khartoum. He also cracked down again on the Muslim Brotherhood and
its affiliates at home.

The March summit of Islamists was used by Egyptian radicals to finesse
a plot to kill Mubarak, according to Egyptian intelligence. It had been
planned for over a year. Dr Ayman al-Zawabhiri, later to lead al-Qaeda after
its founder’s death, was allegedly the ringleader (though bin Laden was a
resident of Khartoum at the time). Two months later, on 26 June 1995,
President Mubarak flew in to the airport at Addis Ababa to attend the annual
OAU summit. Egyptian intelligence had prudently provided their president
with an armoured limousine to drive him from the airport into central Addis.
Ablue van pulled in front of the limo and two men came out firing machine
guns, while snipers on nearby rooftops joined in. Mubarak was saved by his
bullet-proof glass and his bodyguards, who killed five of the would-be
assassins. The president ordered his limo to return to the airport from where
he promptly flew home and gave an impromptu press conference at which
he blamed Sudan for the attempted assassination (the third of six serious
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