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Chapter 1

The Historical B ackground

What is Sudan?

Sudan derives its name from the Arabic bilad as-Sudan meaning ‘land of
the blacks’ and historically referred to the wider region immediately south
of the Sahara; so modern Sudan is just part of a region defined by Arabic-
speaking North Africans. Separately, Sudd (or Sadd) is Arabic for. ‘barrier’;
this defines the largest swamp in the world, to be found in the south. The
country also boasts the longest river in the world, the Nile; actually it is at
least two rivers, mainly the Blue Nile, creamy brown from the mud of the
Ethiopian highlands, and the paler White Nile, which merge at Khartoum,
the capital of what was Africa’s biggest country until the secession of the
south.

Topography and climate have pre-conditioned much of the country’s
history. A glimpse at a relief map will immediately distinguish the dry north
from the more tropical south. [t is a land of mountains, swamps and jungles
as well as unforgiving deserts and interminable savannah. For thousands of
years the nature of the terrain made military campaigning difficult, even for
modern armies, as the British found in the late nineteenth century, not least
contending with the forbidding cataracts on the Nile. Colonialists would
talk of MMBA — miles and miles of bloody Africa.

Michael Asher, the historian and explorer, said it was ‘the most
fascinating country in Africa’ and noted that its ‘vastness and diversity of
cultures qualify it almost for the status of a miniature continent’. Modem
Sudan was a land of over 600 ethnic groups and distinct languages and
dialects, the heritage of migration and conquest. Nomadic lifestyles based
on cattle-herding and camel routes to the Red Sea, including maritime access -
for the Haj, led to conflicts with settled pastoralists, clashes which related
to changing weather patterns, not least in today’s Darfur. It has also been a
land of contending religions, chiefly Islam in the north and Christianity and
animism in the south.

For thousands of years the land was subject to invasions and wars, which
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almost inevitably produced an often venomous cultural racism, based less on
colour and ideology and more on ethnic identity and language. An adequate
analysis of the Arab tribal groups and southern ethnic distinctions would
require a large book on 1ts own. So I will refer to these complex distinciions
when they are directly relevant to specific military political events.

For most of my story I will focus on the Ja’aliyyin, Shayqiyya and the
Danaqgla groups (awlad al-bahr; people of the river) that comprise the
dominant riverine Arabs, now centred in Khartoum state. These groups have
tended to control politics, the civil service and the military since
independence. What defines ‘Sudanese’ has usually been a hard question to
answer; the Khartoum elite stressed the Arabic language, claims to Arab
ancestry (and sometimes 2 lineage from the Prophet) and the Islamic
religion. This sometimes insecure sense of self-identification was reinforced
by the fact that the rest of the Arab world did not always uphold the
Sudanese elites’ claim to their Arab authenticify. Invasions from the north
and, later, Turkish, Egyptian and British occupations reinforced this
inferiority/superiority paradox. The mixed ‘African-Arab’ peoples in the
west, in Darfur, although nearly all passionate Muslims, were often looked
down on as ill-bred rustics. That feeling extended to many of the peoples in
the east, especially the unruly Beja, who were Muslims, though not Arabs.
The elite’s racism applied in spades to the south, where the majority of the
many tribal groups were not Arab and not Muslims. In the modern era many
elite Sudanese did not feel entirely comfortable with being identified with
‘black Africans’ and certainly did not want to be defined as ‘blacks’ when
they worked or travelled in Europe or North America.

What constituted Sudanese identity was still an unanswered question
long after independence. The coup of 1989 tried to find a solution: the
government was commiited to making all Sudanese proper Arabs and
Salafist Muslims via a vigorous programme of Arabization and Islamization.
This had been tried before by imposing Sharia law in the south, but it had
triggered ever more resistance among the non-Muslim majority there. After
1989, the Islamist revolutionaries would try again, but they would eventually
cause the south to secede. Paradoxically, the northern elite’s Khartoum-
centric racist behaviour was then replicated in the southern capital of Juba. _
There, a tiny elite held nearly all the wealth and power; it largely disregarded
the peripheries, which exacerbated old and bitter ethnic divisions that in turn
fuelled the civil war from December 2013.
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Early history .
Archaeologists have found evidence of a Neolithic culture along the Nile

from the eighth millennium before our common era (BCE). The region of
Upper Egypt and Nubia (the latter centred on the confluence of the Blue
and White Niles and River Atabara) developed similar systems of kingship
—rule by Pharaohs - around 3,300 years BCE. The Nubian Kushite kingdom
invaded Egypt in 800 BCE. The Kushite Empire stretched from South
Kordofan to the Sinai, until the Assyrians halted the Nubian expansion when
they invaded Egypt.

The Nubian capital became Meroé. The kingdom was advanced, among
the first to develop iron-smelting technology. The Kushite kingdom of Nubia
survived the expansion of Roman power in the region, but eventually
collapsed in the fourth century AD. The empire broke up into many small
states run by warrior aristocracies based -around the Nile in what is now
northern Sudan. The princely courts were soon influenced by the growing
power of Byzantium, thus coming under the sway of various branches of
Christianity after AD 550. In the seventh century, the armed followers of
the Prophet Mohammed exploded into one of the most remarkable military
expansions in history, which eventually conquered territory from the
Pyrenees to the borders of China.The Islamic conquests of Egypt inevitably
spread the word of the Prophet south via a mixture of war, trade and
intermarriage. The riverine Arabs of today descended from the fusion of
Arab and Nubian cultures. During the sixteenth century the Funj people
moved from southermn Nubia and displaced the surviving Christian kingdoms
to establish what became known as the Sultanate of Sennar or the Blue
Sultanate.

This Sultanate practised an unusual mix of Islam along with Christian
and animist beliefs; for example, many of the festivals involved a great deal
of alcohol consumption. Despite conflict with Abyssinia/Ethiopia in the east,
and the African kingdoms of the south, for the first hundred years the Sennar
armies were very effective. They relied on shock troops of heavy cavalry
formed from the nobility, as in Europe; they were armed with long
broadswords, rather than lances. The horsemen also wore chain mail. The
mass -of the army, however, was based on infantry carrying swords.
Unusually, the Sennar Sultanate sustained a standing army, the result of a
successful gold-based economy. It was the largest standing army in north-
east Africa until the early nineteenth century, Forts and castles were set up
as permanent garrisons. This centralized and well-trained force meant that
neighbouring ad-hoc armies were usually defeated. The empire was finally
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overcome by a bigger, better-organized and better-armed empire — the
Ottoman Turks, via their Egyptian proxy.

The Turkiva

Technically, Egypt was ruled as part of the Ottoman empire based in
Istanbul, but the Khedive (Viceroy) in Cairo, Muhammad Ali, regarded
himself as an independent ruler, one with his own imperial ambitions.
Originally an Albanian (or some say Kurdish) general in the Ottoman army
sent to drive Napoleon’s forces from Egypt, Muhammad Ali wanted to forge
an Egyptian empire in Libya, Sudan, Ethiopia and east Africa. He later
pushed into Arabia, planning to displace Ottoman rule completely. The gold
and slaves he would acquire would pay for his army’s conquests. It would
also distract his army from meddling in domestic politics. In 1821 the
Khedive’s third son, Ismail Kamil Pasha, headed a motley force of 4,000
Albanians, Turks, troops from the Maghreb and Egyptian Bedouin, plus,
crucially, an artillery unit led by an American officer, ito northern Sudan.

They gradually conquered most of the riverine settlements. The locals
referred to the invaders in general as ‘Turks’. Turkish was the language of
the administration, only gradually replaced by Arabic. Sudanese call this
period Turkiya, although Western historians use the awkward phrase Turco-
Egyptian rule. Some Sudanese clans fought back, but their lances and swords
~ and often determined bravery — were no match for the invaders’ firepower.
Central administration and irigation brought improvements, but
modernization also meant rigorous taxation. The newcomers attempted to
introduce a more orthodox form of Islam to the Sudanese, although the
mystical Sufi version remained dominant in the rural areas. An extremely
onerous system of tax on slaves, cattle and grain, plus a hut tax, eventually
prompted a revolt, led by the Ja’aliyyin coalition in Shendi. They burnt to
death Ismail Pasha and his key henchmen in their quarters, and the revolt
spread.

“Turkish’ rule tottered and would have collapsed except for their superior
weapons. The survival of the occupiers was aided, as ever, by tribal disunity
among the Sudanese. One of the most determined initial resisters to the
Turks was the Shaygiyya tribe. They fought so bravely that Ismail Pasha
absorbed their cavalry units into his own forces and later sent them to
strengthen his garrisons around the country — their widespread influence
was to last well into the twentieth century. When the Ja’aliyyin clans
rebelled, the armed horsemen of the Shayqiyya remained loyal to their new
foreign overlords and helped to suppress the rebellion. Incensed by the death
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of his son, the Khedive in Cairo ordered his occupying troops to destroy all
opposition with ‘fire and sword’. So great was the vengeance that it took
sixty years for the Sudanese to organize another revolt against the Ottoman
system.

The occupiers installed a new ‘Governor-General’, Uthman Bey, who
established, in 1825, a new capital in Khartoum. The origins of the name
are disputed. Early British explorers assumed it came from qurtum, a flower
cultivated extensively in Egypt for its oil. Arab historians prefer to derive
the name from the shape of the spit in land in the confluence of the White
and Blue Nile that looked a little like an elephant’s trunk. The Arabic
khartum fits this translation better.

Uthman Bey was a middle-aged Mamluk, originally from the Caucasus.
The Mamluks, a little like the Janissaries who comprised mainly Christian
boys from the Balkans, were originally a warrior class formed from slaves.
Their discipline was akin to the Christian military orders, except in this case
their loyalty was to Islam. The Mamluks had acquired respect because they
had defeated the Mongols and the Crusaders, although the Khedive also had
to suppress a Mamluk rebellion in Cairo. True to his own origins, Uthman
Bey set about forming a new regular army by capturing slaves from the
Nuba Mountains and the upper Blue Nile region. Slavery was believed, by
some, to be sanctioned by the Koran, although it was haram, forbidden, to
enslave Muslims. Other imams argued it was haram to enslave anybody.
Ordinary slaves could never carry weapons, but the strict discipline and
Islamic indoctrination of the new army, called jihadiyya, inspired loyalty.
They were trained in Aswan by European instructors, although their officers
were literate in Turkish, the language of command. This regular force
comprised the backbone of the military power of the Turco-Egyptian regime.

The civilian administration, however, did not match the relative
efficiency of its army. Eventually the rapacious tax system was reformed,
but the slave-raiding economy was not. The Khedive in Cairo, still an
ambitious empire builder, urged his administration in Khartoum to explore
the White Nile and to traverse the so far impenetrable Sudd to reach the
imagined riches of the African hinterland. Gold, ivory and slaves were there
in abundance, Cairo believed. This expansionism coincided with a growing
European interest, especially in France and Britain, in discovering the source
of the White Nile. The Khartoum government was encouraged by Cairo to
push ever south, but meanwhile the Turkiya controlled only the settlements
along the river as far as Khartoum and a few so-called ‘islands of authority’
in regions such as Kordofan. Elsewhere, except for occasional punitive or
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slave-raiding expeditions by the jihadiyya, local warlords and nomads did
what they pleased in the vast ungoverned expanses. The ghazis, or tribal
warriors, carried on their feuds and mini-wars, capturing cattle and women,
untroubled by the would-be centralizers and modernizers in the far-away
capital.

As Muhammad Ali, the Khedive in Cairo, slipped into senility ‘and
paranoia, his empire declined, especially in Sudan. He had become more
and more reliant on foreign aid from European Christians, especially
bankers, traders and soldiers, When he died in 1849, his successor, his
grandson Abbas I, was an ineffective conservative who did his best to
exclude Western influence during his brief rule. His successor, however,
Muhammad Said Pasha, had been educated by French tutors and welcomed
Western investment, not least for the construction of the Suez Canal and the
development of the telegraph. He came to rely more and more on foreign
loans. As he slipped more deeply into debt, he considered abandoning
Sudan. :
He stayed, however, and made the weak provincial administrations
directly responsible to Cairo, thus enfeebling further the already fragile
central government in Khartoum. Influenced by his Western advisers, he
ordered his powerless Governor General in Sudan to stop the slave trade in
1854. This incensed Sudanese traders, who regarded the practice as not only
a major source of income, but ordained by the Koran, Almost worse for
pious Sudanese was the appointment of an Armenian Christian as governor
of Khartoum and Sennar. Meanwhile, Westen missionaries and traders
became more active, often working hand in hand with Europe’s great powers
who wielded extensive power via their local consuls. The Western traders
chased ivory in the south, while the missionaries sought to save souls and
prevent slavery. The Muslim elite in Khartoum felt increasingly alienated
by Western and Egyptian interventions in their traditional lifestyle.

In 1863 a new more dynamic Khedive, Ismail Pasha, tried to revitalize
Egypt and Sudan by extending railways, the telegraph, schools and a postal
service — and the final abolition of the slave trade. Railway tracks from
Egypt reached Khartoum in 1874 and Suakin on the Red Sea in 1875. The
paddle-steamers built in Khartoum improved transportation up the White
Nile. Ismail Pasha inherited the dreams of an erripire in equatorial Africa, A
modernized army could be deployed by the new trains and ships: Krqu
artillery was introduced, and repeating Remington rifles from the USA
replaced the old muzzle-loaders. At the end of the American Civil War,
soldiers from both sides were recruited as military advisers. Most notably,
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a US Union officer, Brigadier General Charles Pomeroy Stone, served as
the Egyptian chief of staff. Stone had enjoyed a chequered career. He was
jailed without trial, including a long period in solitary confinement, after
being accused of treason after the Battle of Ball’s Bluff in October 1861. In
perhaps one of the most controversial cases of American military
jurisprudence, he was eventually released, without charge or apology. Stone
was an innocent victim of political infighting. In partial recompense, the US
military recommended him for service in Egypt, where he commanded, very
ably, for thirteen years. Ironically, the general who had been accused of
treason ended up using his engineering skills to build the foundations and
pedestal of the Statue of Liberty.

The Khedive also tried to establish an effective police force from
Shayqiyya irregulars. They did little to crush the slave trade, however. The
traders usually bribed the police when they were stopped on boats on the
White Nile or at inland slave markets. The local corruption and connivance
in the slave trade further encouraged the Khedive to appoint more European
officers whom he considered incorruptible and also morally committed to
abolishing slavery. One of the most colourful of these soldiers with a
missionary bent was Sir Samuel Baker. Obsessed, like many other Victorian
English adventurers with discovering the source of the Nile, he had reached
Lake Albert (Nyanza) in 1864. Baker used to travel with his female
companion, Florence, who apparently could outshoot and outride her male
colleagues. Baker outraged Queen Victoria herself by ‘being intimate with
a woman not his wife’, as the Sovereign put it. That was true, Nevertheless,
perhaps because of the popularity of his travel books, he secured a
knighthood, but not complete acceptance in polite society. He possibly
romanticized the lady not his wife. Baker claimed he had saved the beautiful

“blonde from sale in a Balkarrstave market. She was en route to the Sultan’s
harem, he said. This was a typical plot of many Victorian pulp novels, but
Baker’s lifelong hostility to the slave trade may imply that his story of
Florence, whom he eventually married, may have had some credibility.

As an Ottoman Pasha, Baker led an army into the south in 1870, He
spoke reasonable Arabic and was an energetic leader who managed to
penetrate the Sudd and expand the Khedive’s equatorial empire. According
to one leading historian of Sudan, however, he showed ‘colossal
insensitivity as an Englishman and Christian leading Turkish, Egyptian and
Sudanese Muslims on a mission to end the slave trade’.! He fought battles
with hostile — sometimes cannibalistic — tribesmen and argued bitterly with
his own allies. Frustrated, he left Sudan in 1873 never to return.
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Interestingly perhaps for Western historians, but fatal to many Sudanese,
Baker was replaced as Governor of Equatoria by another flamboyant
military adventurer who, in addition, happened to be a stubborn and self-
righteous Christian mystic: Charles George Gordon. He was more
commonly known as General ‘Chinese” Gordon because he had suppressed
the Taiping rebellion in 1864. With a small core of European officers, he
restored the morale and discipline of the garrisons along the Upper Nile and
introduced armed steamers. To the south he raised the Egyptian flag on Lake
Albert, in the Great Lakes region dividing Uganda and the Congo. Khedive
Ismail was planning an imperial pincer movement by sending an army along
the Red Sea into Ethiopia. London put pressure on the Khedive to abandon
his forlorn hopes of a new north-eastern empire. Diplomatic constraints and
defeats in the field forced a withdrawal from Ethiopia. The Khedive’s troops
were more successful in Darfur, where the Fur army was defeated in January
1874. The capital of El Fasher was occupied.

Cairo became the victim of imperial overreach generating military
setbacks in Ethiopia and renewed revolt in Darfur and elsewhere in Sudan.
General Gordon promised the Khedive that he could restore order in the
whole of Sudan and also crush the slave trade. The Khedive agreed to
Gordon’s ambitious plans in early 1877. The purchase and sale of all slaves
was to be terminated by 1880. The Khedive was no humanitarian
campaigner; he was keen to use abolition as part of his charm offensive to
ensure Western political and financial support for his regime.

Gordon became perhaps the British imperial icon, because of the
nature of his death which became almost the late Victorian equivalent of
Gordon was unhke the womamzmg Baker his predecessor. Gordon w‘as
a determined bachelor, very awkward with women, and a man who
preferred to organize boys’ clubs. There is no proof of his homosexuality,
but modem psychologists might define Asperger’s syndrome because of
his obsessive routines (starting with a cold bath every day at the same
time), social rigidity and poor personal communications skills. He was a
brave soldier, however: Mars without Venus. Commissioned into the
'Royal Engineers, he saw service in the Crimean War and then led Chinese
froops, ruthlessly, in the 1860s durmg various rebellions against the
Chinese emperor. Usually with London’s encouragement, he became an
imperial trouble-shooter. The Belgians wanted him to sort out the Congo,
but he went instead, briefly, to India. He served in Mauritius and then
assisted the Cape colonial government in resolving problems in the
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British protectorate of Basutoland. He was a religious crank, who held
all sorts of eccentric evangelical beliefs, the least of them being
reincarnation. Yet he was determined to die for his principles, no matter
how much damage he did to the British government. He was lionized in
England, though usually detested in China and Sudan. No one actually
knows how he died, but it was imagined and romanticized in a popular
painting by George William Joy in 1885 as ‘General Gordon’s Last
Stand’. This painting stood alongside Lady Elizabeth Butler’s ‘Remnants
of an Army’ that portrayed Dr William Brydon as the sole survivor of the
massacre of General Elphinstone’s army in Afghanistan. Both depicted,
at least in the popular imagination then and now, nadirs of the British .
imperium. The George Joy painting has, of course, been subsumed by
‘Charlton Heston’s depiction of the noble Gordon in the 1966 Hollywood
production, Khartoum. It is sometimes hard to separate popular imagery
from historical events, but Gordon did not resemble Charlton Heston. He
was short — about five feet five inches, albeit well-built. Most importantly,
he deliberately disobeyed clear explicit orders, thus undermining the
career of his prime minister, destroying a London government and, in the
Sudanese perspective, causing the unnecessary death of thousands of
civilians in Khartoum.?

The English Pasha did achieve a great deal in a short time. He curbed,
but did not destroy the slave trade. Speaking just a little Arabic, he tended to
ignore the concerns of Sudanese, especially the elite in Khartoum, and not
just their financial interests in the slave trade. He preferred to rely on his
European staff, or his local Egyptian officials. Gordon also liked and trusted
the Khedive, but in 1879 Pasha Ismail was deposed because of British and
French anxieties over the Khedive’s profligacy. London and Paris leaned on
the Sultan in Istanbul to sack the Khedive, who cleaned out what remained
of the gold in the treasury and sailed away to a comfortable exile. Gordon,
exhausted, promptly resigned and sought a long holiday in Europe.

In Cairo, the great powers had helped to install Tewfik, Ismail’s son, as
the new Khedive. Tewfik was reluctant — he preferred farming to politics.
Tewfik also understood that he would be a pawn of Western imperialists,
especially Britain and France, although the British were in the driving seat.
Tewfik’s army rebelled against Western control and the Khedive appealed
to his British protectors, who occupied Egypt in 1882, not least to secure
the Suez Canal. In the so-called Anglo-Egyptian war of 1882, the Royal
Navy bombarded Alexandria, and then the army, led by the Highland
Brigade, overwhelmed the Egyptian forces at Tel El Kebir, outside Cairo.
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Over 2,000 Egyptian troops were killed for the loss of fifty-seven British.
Sir Evelyn Baring (later ennobled as Lord Cromer) had been the aptly named
Controller-General in Cairo, as part of the Orwellian-styled ‘Control’ set up
by the British and French to run the finances of the bankrupt country. As
Consul-General after 1882 he effectively miled Egypt until 1906. (British
military presence survived until 1954.) It was his decision to withdraw
completely from Sudan after 1885, because his austerity budget would not
permit any costly military adventures. Baring reformed the Egyptian army,
under British officers, to make it a more reliable tool of government. His
reforms worked. The new (relatively) efficient army became a national
symbol in a failed state; this symbolism played no small part in the
dominance of the army, even after the revolutions of the contemporary Arab
Spring.

Baring was a true believer in the British imperial mission. According to
an Arab historian, he believed that ‘subject races were totally incapable of
self-government, that they did not really need or want self-government, and
that what they really needed was a “full belly” policy which kept it quiescent
and allowed the elite to make money and so cooperate with the occupying
power’.? In what was dubbed a ‘veiled protectorate’, Baring excluded the
French and dominated the Khedives, while improving the economy of

Egypt.

The Mahdiya
The administration in Khartoum was left in the hands of corrupt and

inefficient officials during the turmoil in Cairo. Sixty years after their last
revolt against foreign intruders, a national Sudanese uprising began in the
nine-mile-long Aba Island, on the White Nile, about 155 miles south of
Khartoum. A Sufi mystic, Muhammad Ahmad ibn Abdullah, moved there
to seek religious contemplation. Born in Dongola in 1845, he received an
excellent religious education. Like many Sudanese he disliked the
imposition of foreign — to him, less pure — forms of Islam. His ideals were
based on religious reform, but they tapped into tribal dislike of alien political
rule. He had quarrelled with other religious leaders previously, who disputed

his views, but in June 1881 he proclaimed that, in visions, the assembly of |

previous prophets, headed by Muhammad himself — what the Islamic
scholars would call Zadrag — had told him he was the ‘Mahdi’ {the chosen or
guided one). The new Mahdi gathered a small movement, calling his
followers the Ansar (termed Dervishes by Europeans) and started to
establish a local system modelled on the original administration of the
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Prophet Mohammad. His armed A»nsar almost completely annihilated a
contingent of Egyptian troops sent to Aba Island to arrest him. The rebellion
spread, especially after the Ansar defeated two more attempts by the
Jihadiyya, led by the hated ‘Turks’, in September 1881 and May 1882.
Slavers, pious men and disaffected tribesmen flocked to the Mahdi, who
» proclaimed the Islamic end of days. Such messianic movements were not
new in [slamic history, but in Sudan and elsewhere in the Western-occupied
Middle East, and then in the twenty-first century, the concept of religious
renewal via military jihad caught fire. In Sudan’s case, it also meant the
possibility of driving out the tax-oppressive Turks. Pragmatism and piety
became handmaidens of the tribal warriors’ martial proclivities. Thus the
Mahdi became a Victorian version of Osama bin Laden.

After four months of siege, the garrison at El Obeid, the new capital of
Kordofan, had to surrender, providing more modern weapons for the Ansar
who had fought with lances and swords and great bravery. This Mahdist
victory fuelled a national rebellion that spread west, north and to the Red
Sea Hills. Very reluctantly, and despite his ideals of financial stringency, Sir
Evelyn Baring and London reluctantly agreed to send Egyptian troops, led
by William ‘Billy’ Hicks, a retired British colonel of the Indian Army. It
was raised originally to relieve El Obeid. Hicks Pasha, who was not
enthused by the whole operation, quarrelled with Egyptian staff officers as
his column made its way south, harassed by the Ansar. The Mahdists filled
in the wells and, more effectively, used propaganda to persuade the Muslim
Egyptian forces that the Mahdi was truly leading ‘soldiers of God’. The
Kordofan expeditionary force was made up of about 8,000 Egyptian
regulars, 1,000 cavalry, 100 tribal irregulars, and around 2,000 camp
followers. They carried supplies for fifty days on an immense baggage train
consisting of 5,000 camels. The army also boasted artillery, including Krupp
field guns and six Nordenfelt machine guns. The Nordenfelt had been
patented only a few years before and, although reliable, was soon outclassed
and absorbed by the company that produced the famous Maxim guns, but
in Sudanese terms it was a super-weapon.

By the time the expedition finally struggled to Kordofan, El Obeid had
fallen.. The operation was maintained to relieve Slatin Bey, the Austrian-
bom governor of Darfur. The force was, in the words of Winston Churchill,
‘perhaps the worst army that has ever marched to war’. Many of the
reluctant soldiers had been freed from Cairo’s jails, convicted because they
had taken part in the 1882 rebellion against the Khedive. Not only were they
unwilling, but they were unpaid, untrained and undisciplined. To quote
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Churchill again, ‘Its soldiers had more in common with their enemies than
with their officers.’

Either by mistake or by design, their guides led them to a plain where
they were surrounded at Shaykan, south of E1 Obeid, on 3 November 1883,
Hicks Pasha’s force was surprised and some of the Egyptians broke and ran;
the majority formed up in a square and fought for two days. The Mahdists
eventually overwhelmed them. Some Egyptian troops escaped, but the
majority of survivors were taken prisoner. The officers were killed outright,
although a handful of Europeans managed to make their way to Khartoum.
Hicks’ body was never found. It was a great victory for the Mahdi, whose
jihadists now had modern artillery.

The Mahdists pushed on into Darfur and eventually captured Slatin Bey.
Rudolf Carl von Slatin was one of the most colourful of the European rulers
of colonial Sudan. His father had converted from Judaism to Catholicism,
and his Catholic son had converted to Islam when his Darfurian troops
insisted that he needed to become a Muslim to lead them. His conversion
helped when he was taken by the Ansar. Most captured infidels were
murdered, but he was held in captivity for eleven years, mainly in
Omdurman — sometimes treated tolerably (and offered wives), at other times
with utmost cruelty. He was also shown Gordon’s severed head as an object
lesson in good behaviour. After a dramatic escape, he sought absolution from
the Pope for his temporary apostasy. He also wrote a remarkable book, Fire
and Sword in the Sudan, which was later used by many British imperialists
to argue for the re-conquest of the country.

In his book, Slatin Bey offers a rare and sympathetic pen portrait of the

Mahdi:

He had a light brown complexion, a sympathetic Arab face on which
the marks of smallpox were still traceable, an aquiline nose, a well-
shaped mouth, slight moustache, and a fringe of hair on his cheeks,
but rather thicker on his chin; he was about middle height, neither
thin nor stout, was wearing a jibba covered with small square patches
of different colours, and a Mecca takia, or skull cap, around which
was bound a cotton turban; he generally spoke with a smile and
showed a row of glistening white teeth.*

Besides the impact of Slatin Bey’s book, the letters of Emin Pasha also
caused a sensation in Europe. Born to a middle-class Jewish family in
Silesia, Isaak Eduard Schnitzer trained as a doctor, but was later disbarred
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in Germany. Employed by the Ottoman Empire, the adventurer ended up as
a surgeon working for Gordon Pasha. Isaak had converted to Christianity
and then, probably, to Islam, always styling himself Mehmed Emin. Gordon
put him in charge of Equatoria. After the Mahdist revolution, Emin Pasha
retreated south to Lake Albert with his few thousands troops. After the fall
of Khartoum, the fate of Emin Pasha became a continuous media event in
Europe. The famous Welsh explorer, Henry Morton Stanley, led a relief
expedition via an arduous route along the Congo River, and losing two-
thirds of his party. Eventually, Stanley met up with Emin Pasha in April
1888 and persuaded him to exit Africa via Zanzibar.

The humiliating defeat of a British general (the Egyptians had promoted
Colonel Hicks) was a political blow to British prestige in Egypt and the whole
Middle East. And the Islamist nature of the revolt caused anxiety as far away
as the British authorities in India. The decision was made, however, not to
exact a traditional imperial retribution, but to order the withdrawal from
Sudan of all Egyptian troops and administrators and families, especially from
Khartoum. The prime minister in London, William Ewart Gladstone, was as
reluctant as Baring to get sucked into the expensive wars in Sudan. Sending
one man was relatively cheap, however. General Gordon, it was said, had a
‘name which was worth an entire army’. Reappointed Governor General,
Gordon reached Khartoum on 18 February 1884. His orders were to organize
an evacuation of Egyptian and Europeans from the capital.

Gladstone was extremely hostile to further British military involvement
in troublesome Sudan. The military occupation of Egypt in 1882 was
deemed by his many political opponents a hypocritical betrayal of his
principles of non-intervention abroad. The new crisis in Sudan in 1884 was
now judged a test of his political sincerity. Ignoring his orders, Gordon
decided to stay in Khartoum until he was relieved by forces sent from Egypt.
He reasoned that both peace with the Mahdi and total evacuation were
impossible. Moreover, he feared that the jthad would spread to engulf Egypt.
He did, however, send some women, children and wounded men down the
Nile to Egypt. Gordon then set about fortifying the city. The Mahdi himself
arrived on the west bank of the Nile opposite Khartoum, in what became
known as Omdurman. Gordon showed great courage and charismatic
leadership by rallying the frightened citizens of the capital, and its small
garrison of 5,000 soldiers. The Mahdi’s shura (council) argued that it was
a trap and the inevitably large force coming from Egypt to relieve the
famous general might defeat them. The Mahdi refused to retire to Kordofan.

The final Mahdist assault of 50,000 men came in the early hours of
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26 January 1885, when the Nile waters were at their lowest. This exposed
solid beachheads around the weakest riverside defences. The Egyptian
garrison was overwhelmed, Gordon was killed and the city reduced to ruins.
The advance steamers of the relief expedition arrived two days later. “Too
late’ screamed the headlines in the British press. To the fury of the British
public the death of their hero was not avenged and the large relief force
turned around and went back to Cairo. 7

The leader of the relief force, General Sir Gamet Wolseley, faced much

criticism, but it had been a herculean task. Wolseley had served in the lakes
of Canada, and arranged for a team of Canadian navigators to help his fleet
of small boats overcome the massive obstacles of the six Nile cataracts, This
was considered the fastest route through enemy-occupied territory.
Eventually, Wolseley divided his 5,000-strong force into an overland camel
route (to take a short cut across the big loop of the Nile) while half remained
on the river.- The internal problems, not least dragging and re-assembling
his boats, as well as Mahdist harassment, impeded his progress, although
the slow decision in London to permit Gordon’s relief was also a factor. The
telegraph line had been cut, but Gordon sent out messengers to the north.
On 14 December 1884, in the last entry in his journal (which, when
published, created a frenzy in the UK) was: ‘Now mark this, if the
Expeditionary Force, and I ask for no more than 200 men, does not come in
ten days, the town may fall; and I have done my best for the honour of our
country. Good bye.”

The death of Gordon sent the British popular press into overdrive. The ;
Western media tended to obsess about its own imperial concerns with little
understanding about what was happening in Sudan to Sudanese. This bad
habit has continued to the present day. Western cultural conditioning tended
to portray European Christian heroes fighting either bloodthirsty ignorant I
Muslims or black pagan savages farther south. i

The 317 days of siege spawned a continuous newspaper barrage to send ‘
a relief column. Its arrival just two days too late added to the Victorian
melodrama. Despite the lack of eye-witnesses, varying — but always lurid —
accounts of Gordon’s death created a national scandal. In the Hollywood
version, over eighty years later, Gordon is beheaded on the steps of the
governor’s palace. (In the 1990s I had to ascend those same steps to secure
rare press passes from another radical Islamic regime; I was never sure
whether an implicit warning was intended.) Because it took over a decade
to exact imperial retribution, the Gordon saga remained an open wound in
the British national psyche.
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Queen Victoria addressed Parliament on 14 August 1885 and, unusually
for a sovereign, rebuked her own government. She mentioned her ‘deep
sorrow, which was shared by all my people’ and criticized the relief which
arrived ‘too late’ and mourned ‘the heroic Gordon’. Gladstone himself
usually refrained from defending himself. He did write a private letter at the
height of the crisis which said that to have complied with Gordon’s demands
‘was madness and criminal¥, In another private correspondence, Gladstone
wrote: ‘I must continue to suffer in silence. Gordon was a hero...It was
unfortunate that he should claim the hero’s privilege by turning upside down
and inside out every idea and intention with which he left England and for
which he had obtained our approval.’ Nearly 130 years later, Gladstone still
gets a bad press. To this day the apotheosis of Gordon has been prolonged
and almost completely uncritical. His manifest flaws forged a Greek tragedy:
hubris leading to nemesis. He wilfully disobeyed his superiors, both civilian
and military because he usually held them in contempt. He gravely misread
the Mahdist uprising and its tribal and spiritual support and above all its
military capacity. The arch-apostle of the Christian imperial mission brought
ignominy on his own government and the empire he wished to promote.
Gordon’s journals as well as bestselling books by Europeans, most notably
Slatin Bey, added to the Gordon myth by denigrating and demonizing the
Sudanese. Some of these books were secretly funded by British military
intelligence in Cairo.?

The Mahdi had explicitly ordered that Gordon should not be killed,
perhaps because of the superstition that his own death would soon follow
that of the British General’s. Six months later the Mahdi died, probably of
smallpox. The succession inevitably prompted religious and tribal disputes.
The Khalifa Abdallahi had the best claim by his title (‘the steward’ of the
Umma, Islamic community; Caliph in English). Equally important, his Black
Flag division controlled the new capital of Omdurman. Having decisively
outmanoeuvred his opponents, the Khalifa now wanted to fulfil his mentor’s
prophecy by spreading the jihad throughout the world, starting with the rest
of Sudan. V

Messianic movements had been emulated in the African Fur and Masalit
tribes in Darfur. The Khalifa ordered his Baqqara tribesmen to suppress the
revolt, The Khalifa’s nephew, Mahmuud Ahmad, spent the next five years
pacifying the Darfur region, but separatism there was never fully quelled.
On the Ethiopian border, the 4nsar had also been severely thrashed. After
crushing a mutiny in the Mahdist army, the Khalifa regrouped his forces
and sent them on a successful plundering raid against the ancient Ethiopian
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capital of Gondor. Retaliation soon followed. The Ethiopian army, massively
remnforced, was led by Emperor John IV himself. On the edge of defeat, the
Ansar army triumphed because a stray bullet killed the emperor and his
troops retreated in disarray. Mahdist soldiers also pushed south along the
Nile deep into Equatoria. The south, west and east had been largely, if
temporarily, pacified, but the success of the universal jihad depended upon
a northern conquest: Egypt.

The ‘soldiers of God’ marched across the Egyptian border in the heat of
summer in 1889. On 3 August, at the small village of Tushki, just north of
Wadi Halfa, they were destroyed by the Egyptian army led by its new sirdar
(commander-in-chief)), General Sir Francis Grenfell. Although the British
officer had purchased his first two commissions, he proved on merit to be
an able soldier, eventually reaching field marshal rank, by the time he retired
in 1908. He had fought at Tel El Kebir, and in Sudan, most notably defeating
the Mahdist army at the Battle of Suakin the previous December.+

- The Ansar commander, Abdal Rahman al-Nijumi, was killed alongside
1,200 of his men in a five-hour battle. Over 4,000 were captured. The victory
demonstrated the improvement of the reformed Egyptian army, which in
this battle had a core of only a squadron of British 20th Hussars. The Ansar
had marched over seventy miles into Egypt, carefully avoiding the Egyptian
garrison at Wadi Halfa, but it had not inspired any local popular support,
unlikely anyway in such a remote area. The battle ended the Jslamist threat
to Egypt from the south.

The Khalifa in Omdurman obviously needed to re-valuate the Mahdi’s
prophecy of universal jihad. The north, populated by millions of Muslims,
had been cut off. The far south was less promising: the terrain was tough
and very few Muslims lived there. And Emin Pasha’s forces continued to
resist. In the early 1890s local warrior kingdoms allied with Belgian officers
from the Congo Free State defeated Mahdist southern advances, Internal
tribal antagonisms were intensified by military defeats as well as drought,
famine and epidemics. Many Sudanese began to question Allah’s blessings
on the Mahdiya. Tribal revolts ensued and the Khalifa took years to ensure
his dominance. Gradually, he tried to transform the Mahdist theocratic state
into a more traditional Islamic monarchy in which the succession would. .
pass to his son.

The re-conquest

For a while it appeared that Sudan was immune to the frenzied European
‘scramble for Africa’. Not for long. Baring in Cairo was still determined to
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concentrate on domestic reforms, but eventually he began to change his
mind. The re-conguest of Sudan had little to do with revenge for Gordon or
the need to subdue an Islamist state, and had everything to do with European
politics. The British Conservative prime minister, Lord Salisbury, an
energetic imperialist, decided to stop any other European power from
controlling the flow of the Nile waters., The Belgians had shown interest in
the region, so had the Germans, but the French, as always, were deemed the
primary threat, epitomized later in the 1898 Fashoda crisis, which almost
sucked the two imperial powers into war over Sudan. The British in Cairo
became thoroughly alarmed by talk of French gunboats on the Nile and their
{(unlikely) erection of dams.

More immediate prompts for the British re-entry into Sudan were the
perennial military difficulties of Italian armies. In March 1896, at Adowa,
the Italians had suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of the Ethiopian
army under Emperor Menelik II. The Italian government formally requested
a British military diversion in the north of Sudan to prevent a Mahdist
assault on the weakened Italian garrison in the border town of Kassala. Lord
Salisbury decided that an initial push into northern Sudan to seize Dongola
was a suitable reply to the Italians and a convenient warning to the French.
Baring had come to the conclusion that Britain had to re-occupy the Sudan
to keep out other Europeans, and that he could get the Egyptian treasury to
pay. It was a neat solution. This was a second-chance forward policy — on
the cheap. Some British officers, however, cloaked their official imperial
ambitions and personal sense of grievance over Gordon’s death under a veil
of humanitarian concerns for the perceived chaos in Sudan and the need to
end the slave trade.

This invasion was methodical. A new railway was built into northern
Sudan; it was a different gauge from the Egyptian system, a clear signal that
the British intended to rule a separate southern state, distinct from Cairo,
although the diplomatic niceties would still prevail. Gunboats, in sections,
were re-assembled above the fifth cataract. Vast amounts of supplies and
ammunition were prepared, all under the watchful eye of the new sirdar,
General Sir Herbert Horatio Kitchener. He had been the last British officer
to have been in contact with Gordon before the fall of Khartoum. So for
Kitchener it was personal. Despite his stern and calm appearance, Kitchener
was often full of anxiety about the success of his mission. He did not want
to become the third British general to face an mglorious death at the hands
of the Mahdists. He disguised his inner concerns with meticulous attention

to detail.
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In January 1897 the big push began. The Khalifa was unprepared — it
took months for his western army to get into position. Infighting undermined
the resistance, as ever. The western troops had to put down a defiant
Ja’aliyyin rebellion with much bloodshed. After minor battles, the main
confrontation took place on the Karari plain north of Omdurman, where
Islamic end-timers believed that the infidel would suffer a final defeat before
a great Islamic sweep through the Middle East.

At dawn on 2 September 1898, over 60,000 Ansar threw themselves
with immense courage, and futility, against fixed positions, defended by
Maxim guns and artillery, plus the supporting bombardments from the
gunboats. As the waves of the soldiers of God fell back, the Egyptian army
moved efficiently forward. By the late morning, over 11,000 Mahdist troops
lay dead and another 16,000 were seriously wounded. The invading army -
of British, Egyptian and Sudanese brigades suffered around fifty killed.
The battle included one of the last cavalry charges of the British Empire. A
young Winston Churchill, who had inveigled himself into the campaign as
an officer-correspondent — despite Kitchener’s avowed dislike of journalists
— took part in the charge. Kitchener was a great logistics expert, but not a
good strategist: one of his columns was almost overwhelmed by a surprise
Ansar attack from hidden reserve forces. Eventually, the Khalifa and his
bodyguard retreated to the western deserts. Kitchener then led his officers
to the ruined governor’s palace to hold a memorial service for General
Gordon.

Unlike the hapless General Lord Raglan in the poorly administered
Crimean War, a media event which helped to topple a British government,
Kitchener’s personality dominated this war in Sudan. In the fall of Khartoum
all European eye-witnesses and photographers had been killed. This time it
would be different. Although he made occasional exceptions, Kitchener
detested journalists, famously calling them ‘drunken swabs’. Churchill had
been an exception because he was an extremely well-connected young
fighting officer, who had to pay his own way and accept all liabilities.
Another exception was the Daily Mail s George Warrington Steevens, a 28-
year old Balliol man who had described the general in glowing terms: ‘His
precision is so unhumanly unerring, he is more like a machine than a man.’
Because of the massive popular domestic engagement with the war,
Kitchener was persuaded to allow a small press contingent. They had to
submit very brief reports (200 words per day) to the military censors before
these were sent by military telegraph to Cairo. The military censored and
manipulated the press to maintain support for the war in Sudan. Many of
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the journalists, most notably Churchill, who wrote a bestselling book called
The River War, hardly needed media management because they were usually
as jingoistic as the military commanders. Nevertheless, critics in London
raised voices of protest at triumphalism following the defeat of the
Dervishes, as they were called in Britain. The dissenters noted that the
Sudanese had fought a modern army while usually wearing chain mail and
using ancient weapons. As Steevens conceded in the Daily Mail, ‘It was not
a battle, but an execution.’ In addition, liberals at home excoriated the
practice of killing the wounded, even though the military explained,
correctly, that the Mahdists fought on even when severely injured.
Lieutenant Colonel Charles Townsend, an eye-witness to the final ‘Battle
of Omdurman’ as it was dubbed, noted: ‘The valour of those poor half-
starved Dervishes in their patched jibbahs could have graced Thermopylae.’
Churchill’s own account of the famous charge noted that the cavalry fought
with equal weapons, the sword and the lance — though Churchill used a
Mauser pistol as well. When describing the rest of the battle, he referred to
British discipline and machinery triumphing over the most desperate
courage and fanaticism of the Middle Ages colliding with the organization
of the nineteenth century.

In September 1898 Kitchener completed his act of vengeance by
ordering the destruction of the Mahdi’s tomb at Omdurman by Gordon’s
nephew, after which the Mahdi’s skeleton was to be thrown into the Nile.
Public protests, including murmurings from the Queen, prevented Kitchener
from sending the Mahdi’s skull to London as a trophy (probably as an
inkwell).

Very few photographs survive from the 1884-5 siege period, not least
because a small Royal Engineer camera team perished. More than a decade
later, many of the officers carried Kodak box cameras that had been
developed in America in the 1880s. Seven journalists lost their lives in the
second Sudan campaign. Others like Churchill made their name by writing
an instant book. Steevens’s book, With Kitchener to Khartoum, was
published within weeks of the end of the war. These books helped to
transform the later Lord Kitchener into an imperial icon — despite his
professed dislike of the drunken swabs. Steevens’s account was not entirely
uncritical: he wrote about the eternal complaint of fighting soldiers, namely
the poor quality of army boots. Nevertheless, he did play down the killing
of wounded Ansar on the battlefieid. Another eminent journalist, Bennett
Burleigh, however, was not so discreet. Thoroughly annoyed by Kitchener’s
open hostility to him, he published critical stories about the British warrior.

19



20 Omar Al-Bashiv and Africa’s Longest War

Self-censorship, it seemed, had as much to do with personality, and potential
book sales, as patriotism.5

Kitchener could not rest on his military or media laurels. He had to face
a bigger threat than the Mahdists, a rival modern power: France. If you draw
a line west to east of French colonial ambitions in Africa and a similar line
from the Cape to Cairo linking British pink on the map, they would intersect
approximately at Fashoda on the Upper White Nile. It is now called Kodok
in the Republic of South Sudan, and remains a sacred place as.the ancient
capital of the Shilluk kingdom.

At the tail end of the nineteenth century, Fashoda’s significance lay in
a small riverside fort. In July 1898 afier an epic fourteen-month trek from
the south-west, Major Jean-Baptiste Marchand struggled into the isolated
outpost. He had set out with just 132 men, including a small core of Belgian
and French officers, but many succumbed to disease, not combat. They were
supposed to meet another French force marching south from Djibouti’
(French Somaliland). In the previous vacuum of British imperial power in
Sudan, the French wanted to claim the headwaters of the Nilef Out of contact
with Paris, Marchand was largely unaware of the extent of recent British
victories in Sudan. On 18 September, Kitchener and his gunboats arrived at
Fashoda. The British general spoke fluent French (he had disobeyed orders
as a young cadet by volunteering to serve in the French ambulance corps in
the Franco-Prussian war); So Kitchener sat down and enjoyed an amiable
dinner with the French junior officer. The British had the military advantage,
and so the French talked. Both men got on very well. After dining on cigars
and brandy, they decided to refer the dispute to London and Paris. As they
waited for the decision, they agreed amicably to fly British, French and
Egyptian flags at the fort. Despite calls for war in Paris, where the British
displacement of joint Anglo-French control in Egypt in 1882 still rankled,
the peace party prevailed. London conceded to French rights in Morocco,
and the British were left to run Sudan and Egypt. What lay behind this
unusual piece of Anglo-French cordiality was not just good sense, but also
mutual fear of Germany’s growing militarism not only in Europe, but also
in Africa.

British imperial policy had triumphed. London now controlled the Nile
from the great lakes to the Mediterranean. Sudan, Egypt and above all the
Suez Canal were safely under their military control. The French left
Fashoda; the only sign of their presence today is a small patch of iron crosses
where brave French explorers succumbed to disease, not British guns. That
is all that remains of the Napoleonic dream for France to bestride the Nile,
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after the French campaigns of 1798-1801. The final postscript to Kitchener’s
conquest came on 24 November 1899. Colonel Sir Reginald Wingate
cornered the remnants of the Mahdist army near the present town of Kosti.
The Khalifa and his bodyguard were killed. Kosti is home today to the El
Imam El Mahdi University, established in 1994. It is of course named in
honour of the leader of the Mahdiya revolution.

The death of the Khalifa spelled the final demise of the Mahdiya.
Sudanese independence had been snuffed out by imperial decisions taken
in London and Cairo. It had taken sixty years for the Sudanese to rise up

“and throw off the Egyptian yoke by force; it would take just over sixty years
for the British to leave and allow the Sudanese, finally, to rule themselves.
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Chapter 2

British Rule

Despite the formal description of an ‘Anglo-Egyptian Condominium’, Sudan
was now effectively British territory. Evelyn Baring, raised to the peerage
in 1893 as Lord Comer, dreamed up this confection. Thus the colonial power
reversed the original ambition of Khedive Mohammad Ali to unite the Nile
valley, London had expended much blood and gold to retain Sudan; the
imperium was not about to hand it back to Cairo, especially after the
martyrdom of Gordon and the Battle of Omdurman. British commentators
felt that the Mahdist revolution had been parily the result of long years of
Turco-Egyptian misgovernment. Now Britain would provide an honest and
efficient administration.

For the next half-century Sudan was left largely to its own devices, except
when issues of imperial security were concemed. Several Mahdist pretenders
emerged, but they were easily suppressed. Nevertheless, they reinforced a
general British mistrust of political Islam. British rule was strongest in the
central areas of habitation along the Nile. Peripheral areas remained largely
untouched until they posed a threat to the centre. Darfur, for example, was
not conquered until May 1916 when Sultan Ali Dinar rose up when the Turks
joined the German side in October 1914. In a brief campaign, the British
crushed the Fur army just outside El Fasher and the Sultan was killed. The
former palace of Ali Dinar in El Fasher is now a run-down museum, with a
few artefacts of the sultanate. I last visited the small but charming ‘palace’
in 2004, when a new war had begun in the region. The museum’s curator
was a diligent man, but he had not been paid in a while and he had no money
to maintain one of the few surviving relics of Darfur’s independence.

. . In the south, the Khartoum government did little except make the Sudd

more navigable. British officers from the Egyptian army ran a skeleton
administration while encouraging British Christian missionaries to spread
their religion and language as a bulwark against the advance of Islam. Arabic
was actively discouraged as were northern Muslim merchants. Egyptian and
northern Sudanese officers and troops were removed and they were replaced
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by locally raised troops under British officers using English as the language
of command. They formed the Equatorial Corps.

The north was administered by a coterie of mainly Oxbridge graduates,
fluent in Arabic, who comprised the Sudan Political Service (SPS). By and
large, this small elite - about 400 in all in the fifty years of its existence —
ran the north with an efficient, independent and honest paternalism. But the
SPS had a modicum of central direction. This was not the case in the south
where officers contracted from the British army — known as ‘Bog Barons’

—ruled their vast satrapies through the power of their own often quirky and

flamboyant personalities. They learned the local African languages and ruled
sometimes as if they were paramount chiefs. As long as they kept order,
they were left to their own devices. Collectively, this created a muddle
because the British could not make up their minds what to do with the south.
This characteristic British style of ‘muddling through’ lasted for nearly fifty
years and it had a terrible legacy. The Arabs in Khartoum were trained by
the colonialists to focus on Egypt, the centre of British power. As a
consequence a succeeding generation of Arab administrators grew accustomed
to ignoring the south and the west. And, historically, neighbouring states held
as much sway, if not more, over the east, west and south as Khartoum did.
This was a recipe for endless border wars.

The possibility of north-south conflict was not yet on the horizon. The
British were initially more concerned not only about the revival of Mahdism,
but the possibility of conflicts between the two main Islamic sects, the Ansar
(which later transformed itself into the Umma Party) and the Khatmiyya
(which formed later the Democratic Unionist Party} Both sects were
hereditary family affairs that were to produce decades of political in-fighting
in Khartoum. Eventually a more powerful Islamic group, the Muslim
~ Brotherhood, which morphed into the National Islamic Front/National
Congress Party, became dominang When the British destroyed the Mahdist
movement, they scattered the seeds of Islamist regeneration for a century.

Under strong and able Governors General such as General Sir Reginald
Wingate (1899-1916) Sudan began to prosper. Wingate had earned his spurs
during the Mahdist war as an intelligence officer fluent in spoken and
written Arabic. His more famous second cousin, Orde Wingate, also became
an Arabic-speaking intelligence officer in the Sudan Defence Force. Both
Wingates were highly opinionated and independently minded. Sir Reginald
Wingate did less well when promoted to service in Egypt as High
Commissioner; characteristically, he refused to go, even when his
replacement, Lord Allenby, had already arrived.
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Sir Reginald Wingate is remembered now in Sudan for his reforms in
education. In 1902 the Gordon Memorial College was set up to educate
carefully selected sons of the riverine Arabs as well as some southerners.
Much of the funding came from public subscription in Britain, as the
Khartoum treasury was still dependent upon parsimonious Egyptian grants.
The curriculum was designed to create clerical skills to enable the students
to aspire to lower-ranking civil service posts at most. There was no hint yet
of training for self-government. Orthodox Islam, not Sufi rituals, was
encouraged by government-selected imams. A parallel system of orthodox
judges was established to settle personal and domestic disputes in sharia
courts.

In the wake of devastation caused by two decades of war, economic
development was a priority. Labour shortages became acute in a population
reduced to perhaps only two million inhabitants. The slave trade was
outlawed again, but immediate emancipation at a time of manpower
shortages would have precipitated a political upheaval. Slavery in a number
of forms remained. The major British achievement was the Gezira cotton
scheme that soon provided many jobs and eventually a budget surplus for
Sudan. This reduced Sudanese dependence on Egyptian government grants.

In late 1914 the British deposed the Egyptian Khedive for his dalliance
with the Turks. They installed a pliant replacement, despite nationalist
outrage. Some extra employment was created by the war effort, but the
abrupt demobilization of the Egyptian Labour Corps in 1918 boosted
existing high unemployment rates. In addition, the logistical costs of
Egyptian involvement in the Great War, and the principles of self-
determination announced by US President Woodrow Wilson, helped to
inspire, in 1919, a popular revolt against British rule in Egypt. The
nationalists in Cairo demanded independence for both Egypt and Sudan.
Egyptian independence as a constitutional monarchy was secured in 1922,
except in crucial reserved areas such as foreign affairs and defence. Sudan
was explicitly excluded. But how could the tiny Sudanese educated elite be
inoculated against the virus of Egyptian nationalism? The British answer,
as in much of colonial Africa, was ‘Indirect Rule’. The urban educated elite

was bound to grow with economic and educational progress. The British

sidestepped this problem: in north and south tribal leaders would be co-
opted. This suited many traditional leaders in Sudan, and the British SPS
officials believed they were reflecting genuine nationalist feeling; the
traditional leaders often regarded educated urban Sudanese as effendi, a
name given to alien bureaucrats in the 7urkiya and Condominium. Jronically,
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one of the unintended consequences of indirect rule was to confer more
authority on the traditional leaders in the Sufi orders and the remaining
Ansar at the expense of modernizing secular nationalists. Thus, ‘Islamism
in one country’ was boosted. < ,

For a while it seemed to work. During the 1919 Egyptian uprising, the
urban Sudanese elite did not rise up to join their brethren in the north. Part
of the reason was a splitting of opinion that would undermine Sudanese
nationalism until independence: should Sudan aspire to become a solo state
or merge with its big brother, Egypt? Tiny organizations began to form
advocating both outcomes, but for the time being British vigilance kept their
activity and publications limited to cultural assertion. Ali Abdel Latif
.. founded a more explicitly political organization, the White Flag League. He
was an unlikely man to becom. a prototype nationalist leader, especially to
the conservative riverine leadership. For a start he was a southern Dinka;
moreover, he had been born into a slave family in Egypt. But he was a
Muslim with obvious leadership skills, honed at the Gordon College and
the Khartoum Military School. He was cashiered from the army for
insubordination, said the British; he claimed he was a victim of the
extraordinary arrogance of a British officer. Demanding self-determination,
not unity with Egypt, he was imprisoned for three years for his political
agitation, reduced later to one year. Upon his release, he became a national
hero. Egyptian support, both financial and political, encouraged him to
recant his original views on Sudanese self-determination and instead
advocate the Egyptian nationalist line of ‘Unity of the Nile Valley’.

British rule relied ultimately on military force. In 1924 Latif’s
imprisonment spawned anti-British demonstrations. A revolt by the Railway
Battalion of the Egyptian army was suppressed by British troops. Then fifty
Sudanese cadets at the Military School in Khartoum also mutinied. They
surrendered without a fight, the leadership was imprisoned and the school
was closed. The Governor General, Sir Lee Stack, warned of “drastic action’.
Shortly afterwards, on 19 November 1924, he was assassinated in Cairo by
an Egyptian nationalist.

Military reform now became imperative. The Egyptian army was
repatriated from Sudan, sometimes under the barrels of British machine
guns. The troops boarded their trains quietly. Sudanese officers were not so
quiescent. They were torn between their formal oath of allegiance to
Egyptian King Fuad and the respect many of them felt for their superior
British officers. Units of the XIth Sudanese Battalion marched through the
streets of Khartoum on 27 November. When they refused to disperse,
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British troops opened fire on their comrades. The Sudanese fought back.
Over thirty people were killed, including fifteen British soldiers. Three
Sudanese mutineers were later executeds )

The British had operated on a divide-and-rule principle in Sudan, assisted

imperial rule was suppressed or subverted. Yet, paradoxically, the British
now set about fashioning what became a central pillar of national identity
for the next ninety years — the Sudanese army. Initially, of course, it was
intended as an implement of imperial fiat.

Forging a Sudanese army

The Sudanese Defence Force (SDF) was established in 1925 as a response
to the turmoil of the previous year. Until then Sudanese served in separate
infantry battalions of the Egyptian army under British and Egyptian officers.
These were described as Arab or Sudanese battalions. The Egyptians were
recruited through annual conscription, but Sudanese units comprised long-
serving volunteers. Now the ejected Egyptians were replaced by Sudanese
junior commissioned officers and NCOs. A new cadre of officers was trained
in Omdurman, most of them northern Arab Muslims. The command and
control still rested upon the shoulders of British officers; 140 Britons were
transferred from the Egyptian army. The initial strength of the SDF was
around 4,500 to 5,000 volunteers, although it expanded rapidly during the
Second World War. )

As a precaution, the British always kept a battalion of their own troops in
the capital. With the disbandment of the old Sudanese battalions, which were
designated by numbers, the new approach tried to develop a regional loyalty,
not unlike the traditional British regimental structure based on county
affiliations, Now the regional order of battle was: -

Equatorial Corps in the south
Eastern Arab Corps

Western Arab Corps
Sudanese Camel Corps

The Shendi Horse

They were supported by specialized branches such as artillery, engineers,

armoured car and machine-gun units, as well as the standard medical, signals
and transport services. Although English was the language of command,
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Turco-Egyptian rank structures for officers and men survived. A major, for
example, was still called Bimbashi. The SDF’s primary initial role was
internal security, to support the police and provide garrisons that could fly
the flag around the vast country. In the late 1930s, facing threats from the
Italians, a Sudanese Frontier Force was established. Also, special irregular
units were created later: for example, Gidegn Force led by Orde Wingate.

Orde Wingate spent the years 1928 to 1933 in the SDF. His relative,
General Sir Reginald Wingate, recommended him, thus cutting across the
regulation that British officers had to have held a commission for five years

- and that'a British officer serving in the SDF had. to sponsor him.
/Connections were always important in the British military system. Captain
“‘;,(;\;’Wingate was promoted to Bimbashi (major) and posted to the Eastern Arab
Corps to patrol the border with Eritrea. He was based in the Dinder area, a
mixture of desert scrubland and thick thorny forests, split by river beds and
small streams. It was largely unmapped and unexplored. This is where the
future general did the groundwork for his guerrilla theories, by fighting the
shifta bandits poaching or slaving from Ethiopia. Wingate took part in the
regular joint SDF operations with the Royal Air Force, flying Fairey 111Fs
of 47 (Bomber) Squadron, not least against another Mahdist uprising in
1928. He took the opportunity to risk his first flight in one of the Fairey
biplanes, travelling from Kassala to Khartoum. Wingate enjoyed the sight
of hundreds of elephants below him, but he was violently sick — over the
pilot. He never liked flying and often had premonitions of death, not least
in an aircraft.

During his years in the SDF Wingate developed his theories of small
independent strike forces, sometimes operating with air support. Despite his
anti-social reputation later in his career, and his usually well-hidden bouts
of depression, Wingate was well-respected in the SDF, not least for his polo
skills, though he was warned once by his CO not to discuss politics,
especially Marxism, in the Officers’ Mess /Beforé Sudan, Wingate was in
danger of being booted out of the army, but mdependent command in a wild
country was the making of him. Wingate and T. E. Lawrence are often
compared; both men pushed themselves physically beyond normal
endurance; both were effectively misfits in their own societies and came to
champion ‘others’ as a chosen people. Lawrence became obsessive about
the Bedouin and Wingate risked his career helping the Zionists in Palestine.
They probably never met, but Wingate was later scathing about Lawrence,
calling him a charlatan, though their very divergent views of Arabs and Jews
may have had something to do with that hostility. Wingate was to return to
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Sudan during the 1939-45 war, which would test the Sudanese military
reforms of the inter-war years. ?

The military reforms were partly based upon encouraging local identity
for the various corps. But the central political process from Khartoum tended
to support ethnic rather than regional leadership, which was not always the
same thing. The tribal structures in the north were often distinct. It was much
more difficult in the south. The most populous tribes were the Nuer and
Dinka who tended to avoid formal chief or kingship structures and instead
relied more on spiritnal leaders or prophets. Frustrated British district
commissioners sometimes had to invent chieftains or back nonentities with
little following, or even hunt for elusive ‘lost tribes’. Education slowly
developed in English in the southern missionary schools. In the north,
primary schools were expanded, often with more emphasis on orthodox
Islamic teaching, with rote learning of the Koran, rather than secular
education. Secular nationalists in Khartoum accused the British of a
concerted policy of separating north and south via separate language and
educational policies. It was more accidental drift and pragmatic adaption to
local circumstances rather than devious intent, however. British officials
worked with the grain in the areas they administered with little more in mind
than to preserve the status quo. ‘Disturbances’ in the south were often met
with punitive raids, especially against the Nuer, who would vanish into the
Sudd or across the Ethiopian border.

Rising economic prosperity in the north also helped to dampen
discontent. Government-funded major projects such as the Sennar Dam
increased the area of irrigated land. The Gezira scheme, originally set up in
1913, added to the incomes of tenant famers. Just south of Khartoum, it
was one of the biggest irrigation schemes in the world. The cotton was
actually managed by a private company, the Sudan Plantations Syndicate,
but government kept a benevolent eye on prices and wages. Sudan enjoyed
ten boom years courtesy of King Cotton, but the 1929 crash hit the single-
crop economy very badly. And effective labour unions were still more than
a decade away.

Gradually, in the senior echelons of the Sudan civil service, it was
understood that ‘native administration’ in south and north could not rely
upon just enough education to produce clerks and accountants to populate
the lower rungs of government. In the south conditions remained backward
~ the Foreign Office suddenly discovered in 1936 that not a single
government school existed. The quality of Christian schools varied
enormously. Often, the squabbles between Catholic and Protestants began
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to match the sectarian schisms in the north, where educational standards
improved rapidly in the 1930s. Teacher training colleges, schools of law,
engineering, medicine and agriculture were introduced. Even the Gordon
Memorial College was reformed, although it was not renamed as Khartoum
University until 1951.

Improved education inevitably meant bigger educated elites. In 1938
a Graduates’ Congress was formed. By the early 1940s embryonic political
parties had been forged. The rising nationalism was spurred by some
Sudanese opposition to the country’s involvement in what they dubbed a
British war in 1939, They wanted emancipation from the British — ‘Sudan
for the Sudanese’ — but still could not decide whether union with Egypt
was the answer or, conversely, a return to a different foreign domination.
Secular and sectarian rivalry still tore at the heart of Sudanese nationalism,
The orthodox fought the more mystical branches, while the Ansar and the
Khatmiyya, one of the largest Sufi orders in the Middle East, argued with
secular modernisers. Egyptian union or not was the key debate, but other
issues such as a theocratic or socialist state were passionately dissected.
In 1943 the British set up an Advisory Council to incorporate the limited
and polite demands of the moderate urban intelligentsia. But the British
were unlikely to make any major concessions until after the Second World
War.

The 1939-1945 conflict transformed the Sudan Defence Force. Most of
the officers were still British on secondment for two years’ probationary
period, with a maximum of five years, when officers were expected to return
to their own regiments. The attractions in Sudan were a local one-rank
promotion, independence of command, and often a more expansive lifestyle
including large accommodation and servants as well as desert exploration,
archaeology and sport, especially game hunting. Some of the Oxbridge men
in the Sudan Political Service were also allowed to join the colours~When -
Italy declared war on Britain in June 1940, the SDF went on the defensive
at first to prevent encroachments from Italian-occupied Abyssinia and
Eritrea. The Italians seized various small border towns and villages in
Sudan; the most significant was the railway junction at Kassala. In August
a small irregular force of Eritrean troops raided as far north as Port Sudan.

The first Italian campaigns in Abyssinia had been a shambles; they had
been thrashed at the Battle of Adowa in 1896. Bloodied in the Great War
and partially modernized by Mussolini’s fascist revolution, the Italian
army’s second try in 1936 was much better organized. The savagery of the
war has tended to be under-estimated partly because of the legacy of perhaps
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the most famous, and funniest, book on journalists at war, Evelyn Waugh’s
Scoop. Most Western correspondents disliked the bombastic Italian fascist
leader, Benito Mussolini, and favoured the underdog, Emperor Haile
Selassie. Poison gas was used extensively by the Italians, though the war
was shrouded in as much propaganda as gas clouds. One historian claimed
that 99 per cent of the photographs were faked. The barbarism on both sides
was not. 2

Waugh and others have tended to create the image that the Italians always
fought badly. During the Second World War they fought very hard indeed
to retain their East African empire (Africa Orientale Italiana). In
Abyssinia/Ethiopia alone, fascist officers commanded a force of 250,000
Italian and local troops. After the initial incursions into Sudan, in October
- 1940 the British foreign secretary, Sir Anthony Eden, convened a major
imperial summit in Khartoum: in attendance were British generals from the
Middle East and India as well as General Jan Smuts, the South African who
was deputizing for Winston Churchill. Before eliminating Italian armies in
North Africa, the decision was made to tackle the fascists in the east. A three-
pronged attack was devised, from Sudan into Eritrea and Ethiopia and into
Ethiopia and Somalia from Kenya in the south,

Although British and Indian army troops (as well as South African and
Southern Rhodesian elements) were to take part in this major offensive,
manpower was short. The decision was made to beef up the Sudanese forces.
The years of training under British officers and experience with the arduous
climate and terrain encouraged the top brass to use some of the best
Sudanese troops to form what today would be called special forces. Then
they were termed irregular units for reconnaissance and strike operations.
In October 1940 three mobile machine-gun companies became part of
Gazelle Force, led by Colonel Frank Messervy, an Indian Army officer who
was later to become the first commander of the Pakistan Armyf Elements of
the Frontier Battalion were placed under the command of Major Orde
Wingate, who had previously served for five years in the SDF. He called
this second unit Gideon Force, after the biblical Judge Gideon who
commanded a small band of Israelites that vanquished a large army. Wingate

always led from the front and was undoubtedly brave, but odd personal .

habits — such as not bathing, eating raw onions and garlic while attending
meetings, or frequently addressing visitors to his quarters while totally naked
— did cause disquiet among his commanding officers. He was also an ardent
Christian mystic and supporter of Zionism. Wingate had spent much of the
1930s in Palestine, where he had used highly unorthodox methods while

omn
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leading his Special Night Squads of Jewish and BI’ItlSh troops during the
Arab revolt of 1936-39.

The controversial apostle of uregular warfare arrived back in Khartoum
on 6 November 1940, Wingate famously said, ‘A thousand resolute men can
paralyse 10,000.” As in Palestine, he chose resolute men as his commanders;
one of the most famous was the explorer and Arabist Wilfred Thesiger. Other
more conventional units of the SDF, including artillery forces, took part in
the big push in January 1941. Gazelle and Gideon Forces proved very
effective, not least in linking up with Ethiopian partisans who fought
vigorously for their emperor. The major battles of the campaign took place
in February and March 1941 around Keren on the road to the capital of
Eritrea, Asmara. The Italians often fought as skilfully as elite German
paratroopers and inflicted heavy casualties on experienced Indian Army
troops and British Highland regiments. Eventually, however, the Italians
were overwhelmed.

Sudanese military activity on the eastern front was over except for
occupation and border duties. Gideon and Gazelle Forces were disbanded in
the early summer of 1941. They had proved their worth and many Sudanese
soldiers went on to fight with even more famous units in the main front in
North Africa. Wingate continued to develop his original theories of guerrilla
war by leading much bigger formations of Chindits in Burma. Many of his
colleagues thought him quite mad, but he proved a very effective guerrilla
leader in Palestine, Sudan and, finally, Burma, where, as a major general, he
died in a plane crash in March 1944. Meanwhile, his small-unit adherents in
the SDF had worked closely with the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) —
among the forerunners of the Special Air Service — in south-eastern Libya.
The SDF was used to supply the LRDG and Free French outposts in the
Italian colony of Libya. French forces under Colonel Phillipe Leclerc had
advanced over almost inaccessible desert from Chad in French Equatorial
Africa. Anglo-French units took oases and a fort during the battle of Kufra
in March 1941. Re-supply was very challenging because of local Italian air
superiority. The Libyan-Sudanese border area, largely desert or scrub, was
used by the SDF to run supply trucks; later they took over garrison duties at
the-Kufra oasis. The SDF also engaged in highly secret operations to prevent
German commandos infiltrating into Egypt. SDF personnel also worked
with British military intelligence to interdict German secret agents hoping to
encourage an Egyptian uprising against the British rule.

By the end of the world conflict in 1945 the SDF could boast of a good
war’. Its seventy Sudanese officers had shown distinguished service in
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conventional and irregular warfare throughout north and east Africa. As
independence hovered on the horizon, more and more local officers replaced
their British counterparts. By March 1954 British troops in the Sudan
comprised one battalion stationed in Khartoum. The SDF was under British
command, but the deputy commander was Ibrahim Abboud. Born in Suakin
in 1900, the future Sudanese general served in Egypt and Iraqg, as well as in
operations in north and east Africa. General Abboud took over as
commander in chief of the SDF at independence. Initially, he remained aloof
from politics, but he headed the only disciplined and centrally controlled
institution in the country. The most enduring legacy of the British was not
constitutional democracy, English education or the rule of law, but an
effective, battle-hardened national army’s pivotal role in Sudanese life,

Moves towards independence

The same could not be said of any of the burgeoning political parties. In
June 1947 the British and Sudanese from north and south met in Juba where
they agreed on a unified Sudanese state and a future joint assembly in
Khartoum. Southerners at the time felt that their lack of educational and
political experience left them at a severe disadvantage in these negotiations;

later southern historians claimed the Juba meeting was a complete fix..-

Nevertheless, in December 1948, the British set up the first legislative
assembly, comprising seventy-five members — some were elected and others
nominated, with thirteen seats reserved for southerners. Encouraged by the
British, the dominant Umma party in the Sudanese assembly rejected strong
Egyptian pressure for union. In 1951 the Egyptians unveiled a new
constitution for a unified Egypt and Sudan, without consulting the Sudanese,
which naturally irritated many Khartoum leaders. By 1952 the majority in
the Legislative Assembly was pushing for independence.

Enter a new player. The US govemnment deployed its fresh status as a
post-war superpower to persuade an exhausted and near-bankrupt Britain to
resolve the ‘Sudan Question’ with a formula that would not antagonize the
Egyptian Crown and government. Washington was regularly to intervene
against British interests in the Middle East, arguing that the USA had not
fought the Second World War to maintain the British Empire.

The international debate on the Sudan Question was dramatically
interrupted on 23 July 1952 when the Revolutionary Command Council
overthrew King Faruk. The overthrow of the King shook up the Middle East,
including Sudan. The revolution was forged by young Egyptian army
officers, led by General Mohammed Naguib. He was half-Sudanese and had
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were Sudanized, but only a handful went to southern officials working in
the south. The northerners now parroted the well-worn colonial argument
about the lack of qualified southerners. This was true, but racist and religious
bigotry underlined the northern domination of the Sudanization process. The
future prime minister, Ismael al-Azhari, dismisged the ‘childish complaints’
of the southerners. Gregoria Denk Kir, a southern businessman, aptly
summarized the bitterness felt in the south: ‘As it appears, it means our
fellow Northerners want to colonize us for another hundred years.”” The
reluctant and meagre inclusion of southerners in the quick march to
independence implied not only northern colonization, it was also a portent
of decades of warfare. -

Northerners, alien in terms of religion and language, came south to run
the ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water’. Too late, southern political
leaders started agitating for a federal system to protect their interests. In July
1955 a dissident southern MP was arbitrarily sentenced to a long prison term.
His followers rebelled and troops had to be called in. At Nazara, a centre of
the local textile industry, police killed eight protestors. Widespread revolt
in the south appeared imminent and the army was the ultimate guarantor of
seclmty Would the southern troops remain loyal to Khartoum?

Rumours of northern retaliation spread throughout the south. The
of the Equatorial Corps, renamed the Southern Corps, based at
articularly agitated. No, 2 Company was about to be posted to
naration for the independence celebrations, but word spread
would be enslaved or massacred: The southern soldiers
on 18 August 1955 and used their weapons to kill
heir officers, merchants and women and children.
e a bush fire to Juba, Yei and Mandi. Northern
minately. Northern administrators fled from

trol. The British, with hardly any military

ay. Hundreds of Sudanese were killed in
. It took over two weeks for northern
der, Most of the mutineers fled into
la army. A few surrendered, were tried

the indiscriminate killings soon
control in the south, rather than
evolt in Torit on 18 August 1955
ned struggle. The small town of
cry for freedom. The last
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became Egyptian prime minister
~ Sudan. The leading Sudanese
demand immediate seli-
udan in which the

been educated in Sudan. General Naguib
in September and changed the policy ©

parties were consulted and encouraged 1O

government from the British. Flections were held in S

National Unionist Party (NUP), led by Ismael al-Azhan, won a majonty o)
fifty-one seats i the ninety-seven-seat House of Representalives, with the

Umma party trailing with twenty-two seais. The Southern Party won ien
seats. In the new senate, the NUP did even better. The pattern of voting was
strictly along sectarian lines, reflecting age-old disputes about Islam and
politics. In the south this did not apply, but the NUP had taken three seais
there, partly because of the lack of educated candidates, as well as the
generous distribution of cash and hyperbolic but worthless promises. This
was to set a template for future north-south relations. --

On the surface the NUP victory meant a popular vote for union with
Egypt. In reality, however, it reflected the widespread desire for the Bnitish

to quit as soon as possible, whatever the name of the party that could achieve
that goal in the shortest ime. Iingering hostility to Egypt was demonstrated
:n March 1953 during a state visit by General Naguib. Sayyid Abdel
Rzhman, who led the opposition to the NUP, organized over 50,000 rural
4nsar to come to Khartoum. They tried fo storm the Governor General’s
palace. Ten policemen were killed including their British commander, who
was hacked to death. Troops were called out and more demonstrators were
Lilled. The British authorities persuaded Sayyid Rahman to order the Ansar
to go home; the forthcoming ceremonial opening of parliament was
cancelled and General Naguib quickly flew back to Cairo.

The riots surrounding Naguib’s visit forced most Sudanese leaders to

accept the need for independence. Naguib’s local origins prompted support
from some Sudanese, but he was displaced in a coup, led by Colonel Gamal

Abdel Nasser, who was far less popular in Khartoum, despite his own (bnef)
military service in the country. Nasser consolidated his position by ruthless
suppression of the communists as well as his erstwhile allies, the Mushm
Brotherhood, establishing a pattern of army-Brotherhood antagonism which
was to fester for decades and erupt once more in the ‘Arab Spring’ of 2011,
and lead to mass killings and executions by the army in 2013/14. - -
The revolutionary turmoil in Egypt in the early 1950s hera ded the hasty
imperial recessional in the region. At the start of 1954 B itish officials
Sudan were rapidly pensioned off with generous paymer s, which t
Sudanese leadership accepted as much cheaper than an arm ed insurrectior
and more peaceful than the chaos in Egypt. Hundreds of civil s ervice posts
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British troops, the 1st Battalion Royal Leicestershire Regiment, had left the
country on 16 August 1955. In the British military vacuum, the minority of
pro-Egyptian politicians in Khartoum debated whether they should ask for
Cairo to intervene during the so-called ‘Southern Sudan Disturbances’. Such
an option was anathema to nearly all members of the House of
Representatives. On 19 December 1955 they voted unanimously to declare
Sudan independent. On 1 January 1956, at a hastily organized ceremony,
the flags of Egypt and Great Britain were lowered and the flag of the new
Republic of Sudan — three horizontal stripes of red, white and black — was
raised. '

On New Year’s Day 1956 the Sudanese took over political and military
control (although a few British Army instructors and advisors would
remain). Foreign rule was over. In order to maintain unity Sudan would now
have to solve its southern problem on its own. Whether this was to be done
peacefully or via war depended on the quality of the new rulers in Khartoum.
Decolonization was starting to electrify the whole of the continent. So what
would independence bring to one of the first African states to assert its

freedom?



Chapter 3

Failed Democracy — Failed Coups
(1956-1989)

First years of independence

Independent Sudan began with much optimism. The new government was
dominated by the National Unionist Party, led by Prime Minister Ismael al-
Azhari. Khartoum could now unify the country, not least by ending the
conflict in the south, and economic reforms would bring prosperity to a
Sudan that could be a beacon in the Arab world and a decolonizing Africa.
A similar pattern emerged in many African and Middle Eastern states after
their independence. Foreign oppressors had been driven out and, almost by
definition, it was believed, the nascent nations could achieve their true
potential. Sadly, the soaring rhetoric of freedom, democracy and financial
development soon degenerated into military intervention and economic
stagnation.

Sudan faced two primary challenges: internal ones which required good
governance, and external ones which demanded sound diplomacy.
Revolutionary rule under Colonel Nasser in Cairo bolstered the position of
the Egyptian army, and enhanced military authoritarianism throughout the
Middle East, although Nasser did also flirt with multi-party-democracy, as
well as with the communists and the Muslim Brotherhood. His initial
obstacles involved the imperial overlord, Britain. Because of disputes with
American funding for the planned Aswan Dam, part of Nasser’s retaliation

‘was his nationalization of the formerly French company which operated the
French-built Suez Canal. Cairo had waited until the last British troops had
~ left the Canal Zone months before. London portrayed Nasser as another
Hitler, and Paris was incensed at Egyptian succour of the Algerian
insurgency against French rule. Anglo-French forces, in secret collusion with
Israel, invaded the Canal Zone in October 1956. It was a military and
political fiasco, especially when the Americans threatened a run on the
pound if London didn’t stop. Britain was humiliated and Nasser was lauded
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as a hero in the Arab world. While proclaiming non-alignment, Egypt s
towards the Eastern camp in the cold war, especially because of Nasser’
need for Soviet weapons. Sudan could not stand entire ly aloof from the cold
war tensions, not least because disputes with Cairo over the Nile dam ,'
were 1o play into domestic political tensions in Khartoum.
Sadly, nracucally anything could play into Khattoum’s politic
Within six months the Azhari-led government collapsed f/ cCa
parliamentary defections, Considering the Azhari team too secular,
conservative parties, the Umma and the new People’s Democratic Pa
formed a government which tottered along for two years. It prove ed almo
incapable of any governance because of sectarian clashes and petty personal
squabbling. Adding to the misery, the price of the main L/Apo’l — cotton —
‘umblcd The country was left with massive stocks of unsold and ’J" en
unsellable cotton, created by Sudan’s rigid pricing policy. The USA made

2y

’emptmg offers to ease the economic crisis and to boost dcvelopmw

ers

programmes. The Umma  party was ©eager to accept Western aid, but others

in the coalition beli US, frustrated by Nasser’s tilt to the Sov
bloc, wanted om Egypt and other Arab states-
" On the inte udan tried to stay aloof from Nasser’s

“early 1958 Nasser’s advocacy of unity
United Arab Republic was formed. Yemen
lationalism, however, was always going 1o
ion. In particular, the Syrian military grew
I8 nexus was soon to be dissolved in a
onciliation Nasser sent Abdel Hakim
‘and commander of the Egyptian
es. Though popular with the Syrian
as not a natural trouble-shooter.
d his every movemcnt and soon
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— along with 70,000 troops — alsc ended badly. His foolish involvement in
the civil war made Israel very happy, but it emptied the Egyptian treasury. |
Nasser later had to withdraw his troops in another humiliating retreat. Such |
debacles were bound to influence negatively Sudanese leaders, especially

those who still nurtured notions of re-union with Egypt.

The first coup

As ever, Sudanese domestic politics were in furmoil. By November 1958
the new breed of politicians had failed. People looked to the army to unpick
the domestic and international tangles. On the morning of 17 November
1958, hours before the new parliament was due to meet, the commander in
chief, Major General Ibrahim Abboud, ordered his men to occupy the three
central and contiguous towns of Khartoum, Khartoum North and the old
Mahdist capital, Omdurman. Abboud abolished the trade unions and political
parties and locked up government ministers under a state of eme rgen
Unlike Nasser, however, Abboud was not a political animal. He ha
popular fatherly image with no apparent political ambitions, except to refl
the general angerw@' 1€ § aipdcamxpt po}mcal class The country

1o p an. The Supreme Coun\,ﬂ dx d,
nd tribal cohesion. The military rulers
i3 and ha;lcd largely fro 11 the

t rms, the members of the Supreme
l bil Troops from the castern
the council, marched
tal and surrounded ﬁu,
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officers, supported by an infantry battalion in Omdurman. This was
different. Throughout Sudan’s history the peripheral regions had rebelled —
sometimes almost in a ceremonial fashion. Appeasement or punishment
might be expected. Mutiny in the centre was much more dangerous. The
revolt of junior officers was brutally suppressed: they were summarily tried
and hanged in public. That was not customary in the Sudanese tradition. On
the contrary, Sudanese have always prided themselves on bloodless
revolutions. It has become a popular myth, extolled with much gusto, and
historical inaccuracy, even today.

The years 1958 and 1959 established a pattern: a bunch of incompetent
politicians would be replaced by slightly less incompetent military officers,
via a coup, followed by another attempted coup or even two. The earliest
putsches did promise much. After all, it was a time of coups in Muslim states
— in Pakistan, Iraq and Egypt. And they seemed successful at the time.
Egypt’s example was especially influential on Sudanese events. The style —-
ideally, initially bloodless — was the same; as was the installation of a
popular figurehead. Nasser had used the respected General Naguib, and
likewise the Sudanese plotters had paraded the affable fatherly figure of
General Abboud as their front man. Sadly, Sudan was soon to teach Egypt
a thing or two about how to, and how not to, stage coupss

President Abboud was too honest to be a politician. He believed Nasser’s
promises about the Aswan dam — soldier to soldier’, he thought. In 1960
construction began on the long-delayed High Dam at Aswan (and the
Sudanese started on smaller dams). The Egyptian dam immediately
produced a large displaced and disaffected Nubian population that had to
leave their ancestral lands and eventually, decades later, it had created
countless tons of Ethiopian sediment which rendered the project unworkable
anyway. The relocated Nubians were just one element of immediate national
discontent. In the absence of legal political parties, union leaders and
university students rallied to the underground communist party, which had
been the only political party publicly to oppose the military coup. The
Muslim Brotherhood, founded in Egypt in 1928, also developed a small but
influential following in Sudan. As in Egypt, the Sudanese Brothers came to
regard military rule as thoroughly un-Islamic.

Being practical, if economically illiterate, men, the ruling officers had
the common sense to abandon the previous coalition’s absurd pricing policy
and the cotton mountain soon disappeared. They were also prepared to
accept financial assistance from both East and West. Electricity for
Khartoum and a railway from Kordofan to Wau, the first modern north-
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south rail-line, brought economic advance. Wasteful spending on pet
projects, poor accounting and graft soon tainted the military’s can-do
reputation, however.

In October 1961, General Abboud made a state visit to Washington,
where he was warmly welcomed by President John F. Kennedy. The young
Democrat president was effusive toward the military man who had
overturned the embryonic democracy in Sudan. Kennedy talked of Abboud
‘setting an example’ to Sudan’s immediate neighbours. He went even further
by saying that Sudan ‘set a standard for the continent’. US presidents would
rarely praise leaders of future Sudanese juntas, but they did so occasionally
when cold war competition demanded.

The military set up a system of regional and urban councils reporting to
a central council in Khartoum, but it was mere window-dressing for the
regime, not democracy. These modest reforms gave more power to rural
conservatives at the expense of more secular urban opinion. The ruling
military had done relatively little to improve politics in the north, but they
had done nothing to resolve the ‘Southern Problem’. As the army was the
only relatively effective national institution, the Supreme Council assumed
that the iron-fisted crackdown following the 1955 mutiny and the continuing
Arabization would settle the matter. The broken promises of federation and
continued discrimination exacerbated deep-rooted differences while
repression merely pushed the resistance underground. Some of the surviving
1955 mutineers had gone into the bush, although their armed opposition
amounted to little more than banditry. The military could have dealt with this
in their traditional way. But then the ministry of education in Khartoum took
over the missionary schools and integrated them into a national Islamic
curriculum, in which Arabic was now taught alongside English. The surviving
missionary teachers were harassed and then expelled. The secondary schools
in Rumbek and Juba, where many of the southern elite had been educated,
were closed after a strike against the draconian northern policy. Many
students and teachers joined the thousands of fellow refugees in Uganda or
Zaire. In 1963 the Sudan African National Union (SANU) was formed in
Kampala. Small south Sudanese groups sprang up in London and Khartoum,
but effective southern political resistance inside Sudan was sparse. )

More promising for a southern fight-back was the establishment by the
indigenous Latuka people of a small guerrilla base, Agu Camp, deep in
eastern Equatoria; a few hundred men, led by Emedio Tafeng Odongi, a
former lieutenant in the Equatorial Corps, started training. They conducted
occasional raids on isolated government positions. Gradually, the resistance
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set up other bases in the forests and bush along the borders with Uganda
and Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo). A small group of
Latuka priests and teachers in exile in Kampala tried to forge a political
leadership for the sporadic fighting inside Sudan. The leading light was
Father Saturnino Lohure, who had represented Torit in the Constituent
Assembly, but had fled to Uganda after the 1958 coup. They needed a
political name. SANU was discredited, less a movement and more a
reference to other prominent African groups such as the Rhodesian ZANU
(Zimbabwe African National Union). Like ZANU and numerous other anti-
colonial groups, south Sudanese dissidents suffered from tribal rivalries that
spawned lots of small rival organizations. At first the southerners in
Kampala played around with various titles with ‘Pan African’ or ‘Azanian’
included in their putative movements, in order to garner support from the
Organization of African Unity and other potential financial and military
sponsors. They settled eventually on a traditional African name, on the
model of Mau Mau in Kenya. They agreed on Anya-Nya. This was a
combination of the local word for the fatal poison extracted from a river
snake and the name for army ants.

The first Anya-Nya raids in Equatoria were small-scale. The insurgency
spread to Bahr al-Ghazal, however. In January 1964 Commander William
Deng Nhial, a Dinka, sent one of his lieutenants to attack Wau, the provincial
capital. Over a dozen government soldiers were killed and a stash of
automatic weapons was captured. This was the first major attack of what
southerners call ‘The First War of Southern Independence’. By mid-1964
the insurgents numbered perhaps as many as 4,000, but they had no
centralized command-and-control structure. Nor did they possess a unified
political front. In mid-October 1964 various aspiring guerrilla leaders met
in Kampala’s Silver Spring Hotel. Walks-out and rows from the ‘national
convention’ inevitably ensued. But one result was the emergence of Agrrey
Jaden as a leader. He was a former civil servant from the Pojulu ethnic group
who had previously presided over the ineffectual SANU. Theoretically, he
headed only one political offshoot of the Anya-Nya, but he did appoint
‘Colonel’ Joseph Lagu as the first overall military commander of the armed

resistance. Lagu, from Madiland, south of Juba, had defected from the .

government army in 1963. He was to play a prominent part in the southern
wat. not least encouraging the career of the most charismatic of ali southern
commanders, John Garang, who served (briefly) under Lagu in the first war,
also called the ‘Seventeen-Year War’ (1955-72).

The racism of the north-south divide was ingrained. Northern Arabs
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contemptuously referred to southemers as abeed (slaves), while the
southerners often called Arab northerners mundukuru — slavers. So far, to
Khartoum’s generals, the southern rebels were not a military threat, but they
were a political embarrassment. The military reluctantly allowed a debate by
students at Khartoum University on the *Southern Question’. It got out of
hand, whereupon the authorities prohibited any more public discussion.
Predictably, the students went ahead on 21 October 1964 with another debate,
and a confrontation with police was ensured. A student was killed. At the
funeral cortege tens of thousands of marchers, many wearing university
gowns, started shouting anti-government slogans. Rioting ensued throughout
the capital that the army and police struggled to contain. A general strike
followed, while the banned political leaders looked on in amazement at a
popular revolt in which they had played almost no part. The Supreme Council
was split — the younger officers were more sympathetic to the popular
discontent, while the older officers opted for tanks rather than talks.

Handing power back to civilian politicians

President Abboud, true to form, was reluctant to use force against his civilian
compatriots. He had promised to return the country to civilian rule. On 26
October he announced the end of the Supreme Council and therefore the -
termination of military rule. The population of Khartoum erupted with
joyous celebration in which the normally reserved capital witnessed men
literally dancing in the streets. The ‘October Revolution’ entered Arab
history as another bloodless intervention. In fact, scores of students and other
demonstrators had already been killed by the police and army in the
preceding week.

Abboud stepped down after handing over to a transitional government
headed by a respected educationalist, Sirr al-Khatim Khalifa. Very few
Khartoum leaders had real civilian experience of the south — the men in
uniform knew only about keeping order. The new prime minister, however,
had worked extensively in schools there. He included two southemers in his
cabinet as well as a balanced mix of communists, Muslim Brothers and
representatives of the other main political parties. Abboud quietly retired to
civilian life with no legal repercussions for his coup. The day after he
stepped down, 'he was cheered in the souk as he ambled around doing his
own food shopping. His reluctance to use violence against civilians and his
hand-over to politicians may well have owed something to his long service
in and with the British army. He had learned from the British that politicians,
not soldiers, should be in charge — no matter how little the military respected
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the selfish, squabbling short-termism of their political masters. Abboud
settled for a while in England, but died in Khartoum, aged 82, in 1983,

Abboud bequeathed a civilian cabinet that was even more dysfunctional
than the previous one. During military rule conventional parties had
disintegrated, but the communist party and the Brotherhood had helped to
fill the political vacuum by careful underground organization. The
communists were also active in the new cabinet; this upset the Islamists. In
the new state council of the transitional government a chairman with a vital
skill was appointed. Tijani al-Mahi was a medical doctor who was the first
Sudanese to specialize in psychiatry. Yet even a highly qualified psychlatnst
could not regulate effectively the often self-destructive and occasionally
psychotic behaviour of the civilian political leaders. The Umma Party
summoned tens of thousands of 4nsar to chant Mahdist war cries in the
streets of Khartoum. Thoroughly alarmed, the cabinet collapsed in February
1965 and the NUP, the Umma and the political front of the Brotherhood
dominated the new one. For the next four years coalitions of old and new
parties staggered on in a murky haze of sleaze, tribalism and remarkable
incompetence. Like the Bourbons, the Sudanese parties seemed to have
forgotten nothing and learned nothing.

The Southern Question continued to fester. On 6 December 1964
thousands of southerners in Khartoum had gathered to welcome back
Clement Mboro. Universally referred to in the south as ‘Uncle Clement’
because of his genuine avuncular popularity, he had worked as a civil servant
in the condominium in the south, and then became the first southerner to
hold an important cabinet post in Khartoum. He had just been on a tour of
the south, but rumours spread rapidly that he had been assassinated.
Thousands of southerners went on the rampage killing any northern Arab
they came across. Nearly a hundred northerners were killed in what was
dubbed ‘Black Sunday’. From that day on, at any sign of southern revolt in
the city, Arabs in Khartoum would reach for their guns and patrol their
neighbourhood, just in case the police and army were not up to the job. The
army restored order in the evening of Black Sunday. Some northern
intellectuals came to the conclusion that the south was irreconcilable and
should be allowed to go its own way. The majority, however, either favoured
more repression, immediately, or perhaps an olive branch, first. _

A round table conference finally convened in Khartoum in March 1965,
The southern representatives proved to be as fractious as their northern

compatriots. SANU, for example, had two rival delegations called ‘Inside’ ..

" and ‘Out’, describing those in exile or operating inside the country. ,Two
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ALF parties pitched up — the Azanian Liberation Front and Sudan African
Liberation Front, demanding inevitably a comparison with the Monty
Python version of the various Judean Liberation Fronts at the time of Christ.
It would have been an amusing farce were not the consequences so tragic.
Leaders such as Father Saturnino were there, as were the able Clement
Mboro, who had not been killed on Black Sunday, but merely delayed.
Mboro led the Southern Front comprised of educated southerners living in
Khartoum. The government also included a group officially called ‘Other
Shades of Opinion’, which most southerners regarded as stooges. For fifty
years the northerners were always to deploy the Quisling tactic. The
delegates were divided by class, education, ideology and, of course, tribe.
One issue they openly disputed was whether the south should secede or
create a federal system. More privately, some southerners analyzed the best
means of armed struggle, should peace talks fail.

All the northern parties attended. In addition, delegates came from
neighbouring African states. The northerners were able to manipulate the
chronically disunited southerners. When all the northern party
representatives predictably rejected southern independence, Aggrey Jaden
flew off to Kampala in a fit of pique, thus removing his SANU-Outside from
the game and allowing one of his main rivals, the Southern Front, to move
up the pecking order.

The conference failed to reach any consensus. This was probably the last
chance for peace, and for unity of Africa’s largest country. True, a twelve-
member comimittee, six from the north and six from the south, formed a
working group to try to make a deal. It was chaired by a brilliant lawyer
from the Muslim Brotherhood who would become the éminence grise of
Sudanese Islamist politics after 1989: Dr Hassan al-Turabi. He was a ruthless
and yet charming man who, intellectually, could run rings around nearly
every other politician, north, south, east or west. And al-Turabi could
accomplish this as easily in French or English as in Arabic. The lawyer was
also an Islamic schelar who believed in the Islamization of the south, not
its separation. As any proposal had to be agreed unanimously he used his
veto to ensure the southerners did not get their way. Southerners wanted to
ensure that the south remained one administrative unit, but northerners

regarded this as a step towards independence. The northerners wanted to

Balkanize the southern administration. The southerners also wanted a militia
loyal to a local southern adminisiration. Utterly frustrated, the southerners
gave up eventually. Most concluded that the north would pay attention to
their grievances only through armed struggle.
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In the 1965 elections other fissures appeared in Sudan’s body politic.
The Beja Congress won ten seats. Formed in 1957, the Congress was set up
to counter the alienation felt in the east of the country. They were committed
to a federal system. Seven seats were also captured by independents in the
Nuba Mountains. Both political groups represented the anger felt by
marginalized peoples.

The premiership changed hands four times in as many years in almost
Italian-style rotation. Initially, a clever, pompous politician, Mohamed
Ahmed al-Majub, led the Umma-NUP coalition. Learning nothing from the
recent southern attempt to negotiate a peaceful solution, the new prime
minster intensified Abboud’s policy of Arabization in the south. The army
went into action against political dissidents among the small educated elite.
In July 1965 a soldier and a local argued over a woman in Juba and in the
ensuing fight the soldier was killed. On 8 July, officers in the Juba garrison
gave the nod for their troops to rampage through the southern capital to
exact revenge. Hundreds of southerners were killed and the town was
trashed. Four days later troops from the Wau garrison went on a killing spree
at a wedding party and murdered over seventy well-to-do southerners
attending the celebration.

A new wave of fugitives fled into the cross-border refugee camps, but
other angry southerners bolstered the number of fighting men in the
scattered Anya-Nya camps, which had recently acquired weapons supplied
by Simba rebels fleeing from the war in next-door Congo. Facing a new
stage of armed resistance, the army opted for a tried-and-tested method of
isolating insurgents from their rural support. The Sudanese set up ‘peace
villages’, what the Americans called ‘strategic hamlets’ in Vietnam. The
British had called them ‘concentration camps’ during the Boer War, and

~ despite the furore had used them again in Malaya. It was a common method

e

of draining the Maoist sea of peasant supply and support. The rural
population of Equatoria was herded into thirty-three collective villages.
Hundreds died from malnutrition and disease. This was an extreme counter-
insurgency (COIN) technique, partly because Equatoria in the deep south
was adjacent to neighbouring guerrilla sanctuaries in Uganda and the Congo.
Along the north-south ‘border’ the army set up government-allied tribal
militias to reinforce the centuries-old disputes over land, water and grazing
rights. Sometimes tribes based in the north were encouraged to raid south,
or Khartoum armed and bribed rival southern tribal leaders, a classic divide-
and-rule principle. The policy of creating irregular tribal militias became a
main pillar of northern COIN for the next five decades.
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In the face of the new containment policy, the southern: politicians still
failed to co-ordinate properly. The ‘boys in the bush’ grew to disdain the
talkers in comfortable capitals such as Kampala while they fought hard on
the ground. At one stage, some commanders insisted on their troops using
their local tongues and not English as the language of command and
communication. English had long been seen as a symbol of resistance to the
enforced use of Arabic. This move by some Anya-Nya commanders was a
deliberate rebuff to the failed leaders in exile. In response, the first major
rally, the ‘national convention’, was held inside the south, at Angundri, thirty
miles south-west of Juba in July 1967. There, leaders such as Aggrey Jaden
declared a ‘Provisional Government of South Sudan’. This was the first real
attempt to forge a united front of insurgents and politicians inside the
country. Naturally, this new stage did not include all the fractious southern
parties. The provisional government controlled only a small part of central
Equatoria — when the army was not around. But it did publish newslettérs
to rally the faithful and later set up radio stations. The ad-hoc government
collapsed when its president, the energetic but erratic Aggrey Jaden,
suddenly decamped to the fleshpots of Nairobi. Once more a failure of
leadership had scuppered the stuttering attempts at southern unity. Most
insurgencies succeed when they are headed by one charismatic leader, but
it would take decades for that kind of leadership to emerge among
southerners. Agrrey had been frustrated by the clashes of the Equatorians
who resented the aggressive intrusion of the most populous and warlike
tribe, the Dinka. Tribalism, army reprisals, and sheer logistical challenges
had destroyed the embryonic government almost as much as poor leadership.

Back in Khartoum, the southem political remnants of the Round Table
Conference were still around, despite the intermittent legal harassment, The
most important, Clement Mboro’s Southern Front and William Deng’s
SANU-Inside, squabbled as much as co-operated. At least they got to talk
to northern politicians. This played a role in the compromise deal that was
finally reached in 1972. Meanwhile, the armed wing continued to fight on,
while pleading with the leaders to get their act together. These same leaders
could not even agree on what to call their future independent state. Many
thought of ‘South Sudan’ as an imperial legacy and a mere geographical
construct. In March 1969 the ‘Nile Provisional Government’ was set up, at
least in name. It was led by Gordon Muortat Mayen Muborjok, who had
served as a middle-ranking police officer and who later defected to the
rebels. He was one of the few early nationalists who actually reached the
promised land by serving in the federal post-2005 government.




Failed Democracy — Failed Coups

It was under Muborjok’s leadership that the Israelis were brought into
the fray; a handful of Anya-Nya went to Israel for training and occasionally
Israeli advisors entered the deep south. Mossad was always looking for
peripheral wars to distract Arab foes. The war in Yemen, for example, had
engaged 70,000 of Egypt’s best troops during crucial stages of the Arab-
Israeli conflict. A handful of advisers, as in south Sudan, could set up a lot
of distractions for real or potential Arab enemies.

The failure of leadership continued to afflict the north as much as the
south. In July 1966 Sadiq al-Mahdi became prime minster and it seemed to
many urban secular intellectuals and religious conservatives alike that
_.someth the hour, cometh the man. He was young (31), the great-grandson
of the Mahdi, an author, an imam to the Ansar and an Oxford graduate.
Moreover, he was decisive, and appeared to have a national vision which
transcended all the debilitating prejudices. He transformed the Umma Party
from a religious relic into a modem political machine; encouragingly, he
appointed younger ministers based on competence and not merely to balance
the party or tribal ticket. Even some southern leaders found grounds for
optimism in the al-Mahdi coalition. He wanted to ditch the ramshackle
transitional constitution that followed the end of military rule. In trying to
balance an Islamic with a secular orientation for a new constitution, the
Umma split, however. Despite all the promise, al-Mahdi’s government fell
after ten months. A new makeshift coalition, led again by Mohamed Ahmed
al-Majub, soon became mired in familiar tribal and sectarian passions.
Rumours spread of another military coup.

Sadiq al-Mahdi had opposed the first round of military intervention in
1958. It was an interesting historical counterpoint that a young officer, Omar
al-Bashir, graduated from the Khartoum Military Academy in December
1966, during the apex of al-Mahdi’s brief but meteoric rise to power. In later
years I spoke to both leaders at length. Al-Mahdi still impressed with his
intellectual debate in almost perfect English; his physical height, demeanour
and sculpted beard echoed the age of great Arab conquerors. Yet he became
a spent force, the early political promise sullied by his own indecision and
the sheer intractability of Sudan’s many problems. The soldier who toppled
him, Omar al-Bashir, was obviously the more practical man, a pragmatic
officer and populist who could reach out beyond the religious elites to touch
the common man — albeit only in the north. Both men were two key
antagonists in the 1989 culmination of the yo-yo years of military and
civilian rule.

That tipping point was still to come, however. In May 1967 the
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ineffectual Mohamed Ahmed al-Majub returned as prime minister, backed
by an Umma faction that had deserted Sadiq al-Madhi in favour of an imam
who was a relative of the Mahdi’s successor, Khalifa Abdullahi. That
-original succession battle had been fought over eighty years before, a classic
example of Sudanese leaders’ absorption in bygone struggles. Party politics
was dominated by the Umma (and its various wings) and the Democratic
Unionist Party (DUP); both were anachronistic feudal movements. Al-
Mahdi’s influence stemmed from his relationship with the original Mahdist
Ansar revolt, and much of the party’s power base had been in the west. It
had become an exclusive family concern, based on hereditary principles.
Likewise, the DUP was based on the Khatmiyyah sect run by the Mirghani
family, whose influence was largely in the east. These two political dynasties
and their religious allies took centre stage, while the communists and
Brotherhood were usually pushed into the wings.

The prime minister’s arrogance propelled him to ignore domestic politics
as almost beneath him. Al-Majub had received previous accolades as a foreign
minister. He preferred to indulge his taste for international meddling. Some
of it was justified: such as countering the communist Derg government in
Addis Ababa that was arming the Anya-Nya. Intercession in Eritrea, Chad,
the Central African Republic and the Congo seemed less pressing. In the last
case, Khartou’s arming of rebels in the Congo could have disturbed one of
the Anya-Nya’s southern sanctuariesy In later years supporting rebels, such as
the Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda, became a convenient counterweight
for Khartoum’s floundering sé&pthern strategy. In the longer term, Khartoum’s
cross-border stirring undermined its complaints about its neighbours
intervening within Sudan’s borders. And al-Majub helped to set this trend.

If Khartoum was perhaps overactive in foreign intervention, its handling
of economic issues was underwhelming. Benign neglect allowed the
traditional tribal and family domination of the riverine trade to flourish. But
Sudan needed big foreign investment, not least to satisfy the demands of the
marginalized peoples in the east and west. Slow economic growth, political
instability and a civil war did not encourage much foreign investment What
plans there were depended on nationalizing private cotton schemes that

further deterred foreign money. An antiquated and grossly unfair taxation
structure plus reckless borrowing increased the national debt by a factor of
ten in the four years of ham-fisted civilian governance.

The events of 25 May 1969 appeared inevitable to all except the members
of the Constituent Assembly who were totally engrossed in mutual
backstabbing. Colonel Ja’afar Numeiri and his movement of Free Officers
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ordered the army to seize key installations in the three towns of the capital.
The coup was led by a handful of officers and around 500 men, some mere
cadets — although two companies of tough paratroopers also took part. Just
as in Brigadier Omar al-Bashir’s future coup of 1989, the plotters in 1969
fell out about the timing and so only a few of Numeiri’s dedicated followers
pressed ahead. Under cover of darkness one armoured column seized the
main bridges and the broadcasting centre. Another column took over army
headquarters and arrested senior commanders and later senior politicians.
It was done efficiently and without shedding any blood. Numeiri’s peaceful
revolution was consciously modelled on the 1952 Egyptian putsch by the
Committee of Free Officers, which proclaimed secular Arab socialism.
Nobody, not even the religious conservatives, appeared to mourn the abrupt
termination of the second round of civilian rule in Sudan.

Visitors to Sudan always comment on the hospitality and warmth of
northerners. Sadiq al-Mahdi, once one of the more promising leaders, was
an utterly urbane host as was Hassan al-Turabi, another merging leader. I
speak personally as a house guest of both these men (and many other
Sudanese politicians). Yet until the late sixties no single leader had been
able to climb out of the swamp of selfish nepotistic greed or, when a few
did, they did not espouse a vision for the whole country. The Sudanese had
looked at the ‘big men’ in Arab politics, such as Nasser, and wondered
whether they could do better. Nasser had been humbled by his crushing
defeat by the Israelis in the 1967 Six Day War. Ever-optimistic, the elite in
Khartoum now hoped that Numeiri, a political soldier unlike the affable and
apolitical Abboud, could lead from the front and, above all, end the north-
south conflict. Would the so-called May Revolution in 1969 finally deliver
on all the aspirations of independence?

The Numeiri years
Numeiri had been a political activist his whole life. He had been expelled
from school for organizing a strike against British rule, and later kicked out
of the army for his left-wing politics, but was mysteriously accepted back
into the officer corps. After a course at the US Army Command and Staff
College at Fort Leavenworth, he was appointed to run an army training
school, a useful position to groom young cadets in the ideals of his Free
Officers’ Movement. The son of a postman, albeit with aristocratic forbears
in Dongola, he modelled his revolution closely on that of Nasser.

Judith Miller, of the New York Times, interviewed him a number of times.
She did not appear impressed:
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Flabby, black-skinned and tainted in the eyes of many of his racist
northern countrymen by his facial scars — inflicted by tribal healers
to protect children against the Nile’s innumerable eye diseases — he
was a poor orator.!

He was clever, energetic and ruthless, however. His small band of military
acolytes was determined to reshape the social and economic order in a new
socialist state that would be avowedly secular. And, like Nasser, Numeiri
believed in pan-Arabism. The Revolutionary Command Council would need
its sometimes reluctant allies in the Sudan Communist Party to achieve its
goal, not least to wipe out the main religious opponents, the Islamists,
especially the Ansar. After the Ansar had staged mass protests in
Omdurman, in March 1970 the Free Officers decided to act against the
fortified heart of old-fashioned Mahdism. A large flotilla was sent up the
‘White Nile to attack the well-defended Aba Island. Crack army troops killed
thousands of Ansar after stiff resistance. The land and properties of all the
extended Mahdi’s family were confiscated and the urbane Sadiq al-Mahdi
had to smuggle himself out of the country for a lengthy exile.

Khartourn’s radical socialist army govermment then proceeded to
nationalize nearly all the private commercial sector, including large and
successful Sudanese-owned companies and banks. Compensation was
meagre. Workers were awarded more rights, however, and debt and rent
relief was given to the vast army of tenants in the Gezira cotton scheme.
School numbers were boosted. Nevertheless, as with nearly all the economic
programmes of state socialism, the five-year plans failed. A radical foreign
policy accompanied domestic socialist reforms. Loans were sought from the
Soviet bloc and Numeiri toured Eastern Europe, China and North Korea, as
well as engaging in pan-Arab affairs. Numeiri shifted from the West,
especially Britain and the USA, most notably in arms purchases. New Soviet
technicians came into Sudan to assist with the expansion of the army from
18,000 to 50,000 men, with an arsenal of Soviet tanks, artillery and aircraft.
Egvpt also supplied equipment including armoured personnel carriers.

Elements of the communist party had long been wary of the military
government, not least because they had wanted to create a large popular
revolution of peasants and workers, not one based on a putsch by a small
band of petit-bourgeois officers. They had also disliked Numeiri’s flirtation
with Libya and Egypt in the Tripoli Charter, which set up another pan-Arab
experiment, the Federation of Arab Republics. Moreover, the aili‘ng, Nasser
and the erratic Libyan firebrand, Colonel Gaddafi, had eviscerated their
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communist parties. Numeiri initially purged some of the main pro-
communist officers in the Revolutionary Command Council. Believing he
was popular with the people, the president had by now alienated all the
political parties and movements in the country and his military intelligence
thwarted at least ten planned or actual attempts to overthrow him in the first
two years of his rule. On 19 July 1971 surviving pro-communist officers, to
avoid imminent arrest, staged a hasty coup in Khartoum in broad daylight.

Sudanese communist party leaders were on a visit to London and many

surviving pro-communist officers had been caught unawares.

So was Numeiri, who was captured. Communist prisoners in the city
were freed and encouraged to stage a protest throughout Khartoum, waving
red flags and shouting revolutionary slogans. National radio announced even
more sweeping agricultural and commercial nationalization. The instinctive
conservatism of the Sudanese population, especially in the three towns, was
alienated. The Northern Defence Corps based in Shendi remained loyal and
moved on the capital, while a tank unit freed Numeiri, after a fierce fire-
fight. Egypt’s new president, Anwar Sadat, also intervened. Egyptian army
units guarding dam installations were ordered into Khartoum and the
Egyptian air force helped to fly in loyal Sudanese troops. The hasty
communist coup lasted just three days before it was crushed. The main
plotters were tried in secret and promptly hanged, including those who had
fled to Libya (and quickly returned). Thousands of communists were
arrested and detained in a comprehensive crackdown.

The rapid slaughter of the Ansar and then the communists may have
secured Numeiri’s shaky throne, but his blood-soaked reprisals and secret
trials and executions offended the Sudanese belief and pride in the civility
of their political life. Everybody might squabble and even tolerate coups,
but bloodshed among Muslims was generally viewed as haram. The
attempted communist coup shook Numeiri’s confidence and he moved away
from his left-wing socialist stance. A few communists were absorbed into
Numeiri’s new Sudan Socialist Union, but the power of the communist party
was broken for ever, though it survived for a long time as a rump. Numeiri’s
movement was the only legal party in the country, and the press was also
strictly controlled. Just to make sure he was genuinely popular, in August
1971 arigged poll allowed Numeiri to be president, for another six years.

The southern front under Numeiri
That was a temporary band-aid for northern troubles but what of the civil
war in the south? The communist party had argued for a deal allowing
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southern autonomy, but the freshly purged and enlarged officer corps wanted
even more arms and troops to crush what they still regarded as a ‘mutiny’,
albeit a rather long and extensive one. Nevertheless, a political deal was
back on the table. Numeiri had to shore up his options.

In the south, Aggrey Jaden was still trying to achieve the apparently
impossible — a political command for the Anya-Nya. The capable Joseph
Lagu had been demoted from commander in chief and so refused to operate
with the titular commander in chief, the long-serving but illiterate and
incompetent Emidio Odongi - that at least was Lagu’s view. The fighting
commanders still regarded the political leadership as inefficient and often
cowardly fat-cats. After the Six Day War Lagu offered to open a unified
southern military front for the Israelis. Lagu even made a secret visit to Israel
where a more fully supportive Mossad decided to provide extra money and
weapons, Israel also decided to drop the pretence of supporting the Southern
Sudan Provisional Government to focus on Lagu’s determination to unite
the southern fighting forces, without pandering to the hapless politicians.

Lagu certainly appeared brighter and more experienced than Odongi.
And coming from the small Madi ethnic group, he had soon mastered the
main southern languages as well as Arabic and English. After attending
perhaps the best secondary school in the South, at Rumbek, he was one of
only two southerners to attend the Sudan Military College, where he was
commissioned as a lieutenant in 1960. He defected from the Sudanese army
and by 1963 was leading the Anya-Nya, where he developed an equal

.. contempt for southern politicians as well as internecine tribal warfare. The
israeli connection, allied to his military skills, finally enabled Lagu to

dominate southern military resistance.

Israeli military training and regular air drops of weapons were important
to the Anya-Nya, but so was Mossad’s adroit diplomacy. Emperor Haile
Selassie was easily persuaded to allow a southern training camp to operate
on his territory, not least to move forces across the north into the Upper Nile.
Khartoum and other Arab capitals had been supporting the Eritrean
insurgency in Ethiopia’s far north. Israeli support for the Anya-Nya also
came via Uganda. From January 1971 small groups of southerners began
training, most notably in military communications, in Israel. At the same
time Lagu renamed his (relatively) more united forces as the Southern Sudan
Liberation Movement. Lagu also gave up on the original political demands
to create an integrated army. Logistically it made sense to allow ethnic
armies in the various southern states, with a theoretical command centre.
This was later to exacerbate tribal divisions.
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By 1970 better training, organization, weapons and communications
moved the civil war into a more aggressive phase. Major roads were mined
leaving the key towns in government hands, but often dangerously isolated.
Even Juba, the southern capital, was shelled by artillery. The Sudanese were
hard pressed to supply by air, despite the influx of Soviet advisers and new
fighter and transport planes and helicopters. Soviet armour was sometimes
met by successful use of Israeli anti-tank weapons. In order to regain some
control of the Equatorian hinterland of Juba, Egyptian commandos
supported the Sudanese army.

The southem rebels now fought better, but it depended partly on the
varying quality of commanders’ leadership as well as the different terrain.
The rugged landscape of forest and hills of Equatoria was ideal for guerrilla
warfare, especially during the rainy season, but in the dry season along the
border with northern Sudan, the grassland, scrub and desert were easier to
patrol and harass from the air or along the Nile and other minor rivers. The
Nuer Anya-Nya, with supplies from Ethiopia, began to hit armoured
columns and seize large amounts of arms from the government. They also
hit columns trying to break the on-off siege of Wau, as well as destroying
the railway to the town. Military intelligence in the north put full-time
southemn fighters at around 13,000, more than double five years previously.
The insurgents were much better armed and trained, thanks mainly to
foreign support. Some senior army officers in Khartoum, who had been
conducting the fighting in the south, felt that their COIN had reached a
stalemate. Perhaps a political approach might finally work, at least
temporarily, to allow the northern army to regroup.

The first peace deal

With Haile Selassie’s blessing, northern and southern leaders as well as
church intermediaries met in early February at the Hilton Hotel in Addis
Ababa. Preliminary meetings had taken place discreetly for months
beforehand. The north ordered a unilateral ceasefire, while the SSI.M still
wanted outright secession. In later years southern mythology portrayed the
Addis talks as a sell-out, but this failed to understand African circumstances
at the time. The Ethiopian government was fighting secessionist movements,
not least in Eritrea, and the founding shibboleth of the OAU, after the
terrible civil wars in the Congo and Nigeria, was to maintain unity — the
traditional colonial boundaries — at all costs. Numeiri carefully selected
military officers who were prepared to compromise, while Major General
Lagu was also determined to reach a deal. Before tackling the main
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constitutional issues, they agreed on English as the principal language of
the south. The borders were to be maintained as of 1 January 1956, the line
inherited from the imperial power, and the south would keep its
administrative unity. A southem regional assembly would administer, inter
alia, education, public health and the police, but the national government in
Khartoum would control defence, foreign affairs and the currency. Juba
would be the site of the regional government.

But the sticking point remained the army. The southemn delegation
wanted a separate army run by southern officers; the north believed this was
the first step to independence. After days of deadlock, the emperor, as host,
suggested a compromise. A Southern Command of 12,000 officers and men
~ half of whom would be southerners — would be set up. The deal was finally
signed on 27 February 1972.

Numeiri declared a great victory, made the temporary ceasefire
permanent and toured the south, where he was warmly received. So great
was the relief at the end of seventeen years of fighting, with hundreds of
thousands displaced and thousands killed, that Lagu’s concerns that the
6,000 southern troops would all be Anya-Nya were glossed over. The deal

" could work, but it all relied on goodwill and trust. Despite the lack of trust,

some goodwill persisted and the agreement held for eleven years.

Northerners proclaimed Numeiri as the great peacemaker, and rumours
spread that he would soon earn the Nobel Peace Prize. Lagu went north and
was made a major general in the Sudanese army, but not vice president as
he had expected (a mistake which was carefully avoided in the 2005
agreement). The new government in Juba was dominated by mission-
educated local Equatorians, while a number of returning educated exiles
were generally disappointed, as were the far more populous Nuer and Dinka
of Bahr al-Ghazal and Upper Nile. Tens of thousands of refugees had to be
repatriated from across the southern borders, while an even larger number
of internally displaced persons (IDPs} from north and south had to be re-
homed. Led by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR), a host of religious and humanitarian NGOs set about the task of
repatriation and resettlement. Many of them would be still be there more
than four decades later, as the NGOs emerged as a kind of imperial
rearguard, covering the Western retreat from Africa.

Progress was soon made with the formation of a more representative
police force, but Khartoum could not shake off the legacy of the northern-
centric army as the most — perhaps only — effective national instrument, As
the maker, breaker and broker of power in Khartoum, how could it be
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diluted by southerners who might use it to undermine the country’s fragile
unity? This was the perennial question in the north. And the traditional
divisions remained: most of the rank and file of the northern-dominated
army were from peripheral areas, mainly the west, while the officer class
came from the traditionally powerful riverine elite. Ironically, many officers
were prepared to accept secession rather than dilute their beloved national
army. The army’s power could be destroyed in the north as well as the
south, or so some officers feared. After seventeen years of fighting and
propaganda, some officers just could not tolerate ‘slaves’ and ‘terrorists’
in their army and so resigned. Southerners feared that the Southern
Command would soon push out experienced insurgents or otherwise suffer
discrimination from the larger and more sophisticated northern army.
Perhaps a few southemn idealists saw the new dispensation as the chance to
create a proper non-tribal southemn force. And an even smaller group might
even have hoped that a unified democratic Sudan could emerge —
eventually.

If the police and prisons were indigenized quite quickly, the army
integration was scheduled to last five years. Just over 6,000 insurgents,
proportionately from each province, were integrated and retrained. A few
were sent abroad, for example, the promising Captain John Garang de
Mabior, destined to command the whole southern army, was sent to the USA
for advanced instruction. Over half the former fighters were deployed in
public works on farms, road and forestry, although the job-creation schemes
soon petered out because of lack of funds. Inevitably some frustrated
warriors grew unhappy. In late 1974 and early 1975 mutinies erupted
primarily in Juba and Wau in attempts to restart the war. But the new
regional president, Abel Alier, intervened. Alier was a respected human
rights lawyer and judge, a Dinka Bor Christian whom Numeiri made vice
president of Sudan. More often the local crises required the authority of
Major General Lagu to bring the dissidents into line.

Temporary peace

Surprisingly, the north-south peace deal held for eleven years. After
elections in 1973, the regional assembly in Juba 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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