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Editorial

Happy New Year to all our readers and a warm welcome to Issue 59 of  
Sudan Studies.  As you know, the main event in the SSSUK calendar is our 
annual AGM and Symposium, which in 2018 was held as usual at SOAS.   
We wanted to share some of  the photographs from the event.  Photos 1-3 
are reproduced with the kind permission of  Frédérique Cifuentes Morgan.

Gill Lusk, Chairperson of  SSSUK, remembers Amin Mekki Medani,  

who once stood in the same lecture theatre to tell an SSSUK Symposium  

about the rule of  law – and the lack of  it – in Sudan.

SSSUK Committee member and museum specialist Zoë Cormack introduces the first 
panel, ‘Sudan and South Sudan at the Museum: historical connections, future prospects’. 

Watching are panel Chairperson and SSSUK Co-Deputy Chairperson Mawan Muortat 

and speakers Nicholas Badcott and SSSUK Committee member Cherry Leonardi.

Hala Alkarib presents her 

talk, ‘Gender and religion in 

Sudan and how it impacts on 

and hinders Sudan’s capacity 

to evolve’. 
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The speakers in the final panel (left to right): Ahmed Tugod Lissan, Natalie Palmer, 
Chairperson Gill Lusk, Dr. Aicha el Basri and Dame Rosalind Marsden discuss 

‘Dismantling UNAMID: Causes and effects of  ending the United Nations-African 

Union Mission in Darfur’ (Credit: Charlotte Martin).

This issue begins with a tribute to Amin Mekki Medani by Suliman Ali 
Baldo and an obituary of Paul Wilson by Douglas Johnson; Paul’s death was 
announced in Issue 58.  

The first article is by Hala Alkarib, ‘How to Achieve Gender Equality – 
Navigating Politics and Religion’ and is based on the gripping and challenging 
talk she gave at the recent Symposium.

The next contribution forms the first part of  the memories of Francis and 
Margret Kenyi, which was written in 1997 soon after they left South Sudan 
for Uganda, having suffered much as a result of  the war.  Their memoir makes 
an important contribution to the history of  the second civil war told from a 
South Sudanese viewpoint and we are particularly pleased to publish it as it has 
taken a long time to track down the authors. 

The next three contributions are written by visitors to the Sudan, who 
remember their work and experiences there over forty years ago.  Peter 
Everington writes about the early independence period, when he was 

a teacher in Sudan and met some of  the people from north and south who 
strove to build bridges with each other, often drawing on the principles of  
the Moral Re-Armament Movement (MRA).  Garth Glentworth recounts 
his experiences of  travelling around the south of  Sudan in the 1970s 
delivering development aid initiatives, while Jil Orpen (who took the beautiful 
photograph of  water pots that graced our last cover) presents a photo essay of  
some of  the pastoralist peoples she met in the same period. 

Peter Verney draws on his experiences of  the British asylum system in his 
article ‘Tongue-Tied: How interpreting errors hurt Sudanese asylum cases’.  
This article deepens our understanding of  the perils of  seeking asylum in the 
UK, which he had discussed in Issue 55 of  Sudan Studies.  Information about 
the launch of  an important report on migration and asylum seekers: ‘Darfuri 

Migration from Sudan to Europe. From displacement to despair’, appears after Peter’s 
article.  

Douglas Johnson reports on his visit to South Sudanese in Australia at the 
end of  2017; readers will recall that we published an article on this subject in 
the previous issue of  the journal.  In our final article, Rebecca Bradshaw and 
Jane Humphris briefly describe their current archaeological project in Nubia: 
‘UCL Qatar: Archaeology in Meroe’; we hope to have a longer piece on their 
work in the next issue.

We have three book reviews: the first is by Robyn Thomas, of  well-known 
Sudanese author Leila Aboulela’s latest collection of  short stories, Elsewhere 

Home.  Then comes a review of  Douglas Johnson’s book South Sudan: A new 

history for a new nation, by Danielle Del Vicario.  Finally, Dan Large reviews 
Food Aid in Sudan: A history of  power, politics and profit, by one of  the authors of  
the report on Darfuri migration, Susanne Jaspers.

Finally we have our regular newsletter from the Sudan Archive in Durham.  
The minutes of  the AGM held in September 2017 are given in the section 
SSSUK Notices. 
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establishing the Sudan Human Rights Organisation and the Bar Association in 
the mid-1980s.  He also led the revival in exile of  SHRO in Cairo and London 
in 1991, shortly after the massive security crackdowns against civil society 
organisations and political opponents that began after the coup in 1989.  
During this dark assault on Sudan’s once burgeoning civic movement, the 
regime of  President Omer el Bashir turned the joint headquarters of  SHRO 
and the Bar Association into one of  the infamous ‘ghost houses’ in which 
thousands were detained and systematically tortured.   In addition, Amin was 
the founding director of  one of  Sudan’s leading human rights groups today, 
‘Sudan Human Rights Monitor’.  

Dr. Amin also worked tirelessly to build a non-violent movement to press 
for democratic transformation, better human rights protection and a just 
peace, and to further the rule of  law in Sudan.  His vision of  the greater good 
for his homeland and people succeeded in winning support not only from the 
broader political opposition but also from the armed opposition movements 
which were seeking to assert equal rights for their communities and equitable 
shares in the national wealth, as well as seeking political representation for the 
historically marginalised regions of  Darfur, South Kordofan and Blue Nile.

Dr. Amin played a prominent role in the mobilisation for the 1985 popular 
Uprising that peacefully rid the country of  the autocratic rule of  General 
Jaffar el Nimeiri (1969-1985).  Making my own debut into the human rights 
and civic movements at the time, I followed with interest and admiration Dr. 
Amin’s participation in unmasking the falsity of  the so-called Islamic Sharia 

laws that Nimeiri had promulgated in September 1983 under the influence 
of  the National Islamic Front.  The NIF was at the time the public face 
of  Sudan’s Muslim Brotherhood Movement, just as today’s ruling National 
Congress Party and secretive Islamist Movement assume the role of  the power 
behind President el Bashir’s throne. 

In the lead-up to the 1985 Uprising, Dr. Amin represented the Sudan Bar 
Association in the clandestine Trade Union Alliance (that had been initiated 
by six professional and workers’ associations), and also served as the liaison 
between the union movement and the political opposition, which was led at 
the time by the National Umma Party.  The combined efforts of  these two civil 
movements under the banner of  the National Democratic Alliance managed 
to mobilise the population for the civil disobedience campaign responsible for 
ousting President Nimeiri and ushering in a peaceful transition to democracy.  
In recognition of  his role, Dr. Amin was one of  the representatives of  the 
Trade Union Alliance in the transitional government of  1985-86. 

As punishment for his prominent role in the 1985 Uprising and the transition, 
after the military coup led by El Bashir on 30 June 1989 against the democratically 

Tribute to Dr. Amin Mekki Meddani: his Imprint on  
Today’s Rights and Civil Society Movements in Sudan1

Suliman Baldo

One of  the recurrent slogans that 
protesters loudly chanted during the 
massive popular protests that erupted 
throughout Sudan in mid-December 
2018 and that, at time of  writing, are still 
going on, is, “Hurriya, Salam wa Adalla, 

wa al Thowra Khiar al Shaab!”  Equally 
strong, is the determination of  the 
demonstrators to make theirs a peaceful 
campaign for change, even when faced 
with live ammunition that is meant 
to quell their inalienable right to free 
expression, assembly and association, 
and to choose their own government. 

The slogan, which is Arabic for, 
“Freedom, Peace and Justice, and Revolution is the choice of  the People,” 
echoes the three principles to which Dr. Amin Mekki Medani dedicated his 
entire life, through his work as an activist and a leading official in the human 
rights architecture of  the United Nations.  His legacy as a legal scholar who 
trained and inspired many younger lawyers and activists in Sudan and the Arab 
world is widely recognised.  From my perspective as an elder of  the human 
rights movement in Sudan, I can distinctly recognise the influence of  Dr. 
Amin in the new generation of  human rights movements that today diligently 
monitors and reports on the daily repression of  the rights of  Sudanese.  Since 
the start of  the protests, these groups have kept track of  the nearly 40 peaceful 
protesters killed by the security forces (by early January 2019), the dozens 
wounded by live ammunition, and the hundreds of  detainees languishing 
in secret detention centres and routinely subjected to torture and other ill-
treatment. 

I see today’s rights activism as a direct extension of  Dr. Amin’s contributions 
to the birthing of  Sudan’s human rights movement through his leadership in

1 Dr. Amin Mekki Medani, lawyer and human rights champion, died on 31 August 2018, aged 79 after a long 
fight against renal failure. In August 15 years earlier, he had survived the bombing of  the United Nations 
office in Baghdad, where he served as Legal Advisor to the UN Secretary General’s Special Representative, 
Sérgio Vieira de Mello, who was killed.  Earlier, SSSUK had been pleased to welcome Amin as a speaker on 
constitutional law in Sudan. 
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elected government of  Premier El Sadig el Mahdi, Amin was arrested on 7 
September 1989 and arbitrarily detained until 1991; subsequently, he was forcibly 
exiled from Sudan.  The loss to Sudan was the gain of  the global human rights 
movement, as he made an illustrious career representing the United Nations 
Office of  the High Commissioner of  Human Rights in Gaza, Beirut and 
Kosovo.  During his forced exile, he also helped to build the Arab human rights 
movement through leadership roles in the Arab Organisation for Human Rights.  

Following the relative and in any event, short-lived, opening up of  political 
space after the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement, Dr. Amin returned 
to Sudan and helped to revitalise the civil society movement by founding and 
leading the Confederation of  Civil Society Organisations.  By 2014, there was 
total national political stalemate and a situation of  no peace and no war in the 
country’s many conflict areas.  Amin assumed his mantle of  being the interface 
between the civil society movement and the political and armed opposition to the 
regime, and proposed the drafting of  the opposition’s ‘Sudan Call Declaration’.  
Following minor amendments, key political and armed opposition actors joined 
the charter in December 2014 and it was signed in Addis Ababa on 8 December.  
Dr. Amin apposed his signature on behalf  of  a yet to be created Civil Society 
Initiative as he felt at the time that he had no mandate to act on behalf  of  the 
civil society movement as a whole. 

While Dr. Amin’s bold and visionary step in signing the Sudan Call charter 
provided the launching pad for what would become the ‘Civil Society Initiative’ 
shortly thereafter, it also earned him the renewed ire of  the regime: he was 
arrested upon his return from Addis Ababa and denied access to medical 
treatment abroad during months of  arbitrary detention. 

His deteriorating health prevented Dr. Amin from stewarding the Civil 
Society Initiative during its critical initial phase.  While it faltered shortly after 
its establishment, an emerging ‘Gathering of  Civic Forces’ was launched on 
6 January 2019 by a large constituency of  organisations active in civil society, 
human rights, women’s and youth movements.  They represent a broad swathe 
of  regional revival associations and they stepped into the fray at this critical 
pivotal point in the push for democratic transformation in the country. 

I see in the Civil Society Initiative and the Gathering signs of  the reincarnation 
of  Dr. Amin’s aspirations – and those of  the civil society movement – to play a 
decisive role in bringing Sudan back to democracy and to the wise management 
of  its ethnic, cultural and spiritual diversity in order to encourage equal citizenship 
and opportunities for all Sudanese.  In short, the values for which Dr. Amin 
lived and fought all his life, are today being reinvigorated by the movements for 
change and equal rights in Sudan; this will remain our lasting consolation for  
his loss.

Paul Wilson (1955-2018)
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Paul Wilson (1955-2018)

Paul Wilson, who died suddenly of  a heart attack in Bradford last May, was 
a long time member of  SSSUK, joining its Committee in 1988 and serving 
as Editor of  Sudan Studies for over a decade, from 1990 to 2001.  The first 
member of  his family to go to university and get a degree, he attended SOAS 
before going to Sudan as an English teacher in Darfur.  On his return to the 
UK in the early 1980s he began his own company, Oriental and African Books, 
specialising in books on Africa and the Middle East but especially on Sudan.

He became one of  the best known booksellers of  antiquarian and 
second-hand African and Middle Eastern books.  He initially worked out 
of  Shrewsbury in Shropshire and later, out of  Sfax in Tunisia.  His listings 
included government publications such as the Sudan Almanac and the governor 
general’s annual reports, hard-to-find back issues of  journals such as Sudan 

Notes and Records and some of  the lesser known nineteenth century exploration 
literature in a variety of  languages, along with better known and more popular 
titles.  

He sometimes complained that non-specialist booksellers with a stray Sudan 
or African book to sell often looked up his prices in order to undercut him. 
But people working in the region, whether scholars, diplomats, journalists, 
or NGO workers, knew to come to Paul first when they were looking for a 
specific book or had books from their own libraries they wanted to sell.

Paul increasingly dealt in selling whole private collections intact to new 
libraries around the world which were beginning to take an interest in 
Africa.  Japanese universities were among his early customers.  The largest 
such collection of  books, prints, and paintings on Sudan was commissioned 
by the Sudanese businessman Mahmoud Salih and is currently housed in the 
University of  Bergen’s Resource Centre for International Development in 
Norway. Much of  the collection has already been digitised and posted online, 
while ultimately the whole collection will be transferred to Sudan.  When he 
died, Paul was completing the dispatch of  two other private libraries from the 
UK to a new research centre set up by the Emir of  Kano in Nigeria.

A long time customer of  Paul’s, I got to know him better on his return 
visits from Sfax, when we came to an arrangement for him to house-sit for us 
in Oxford while he was cataloguing and organising the sale of  other academic 
collections.  It was then that we learned of  his other enthusiasms.  He would 
show up with gifts of  Tunisian dates but regret that he was unable to bring 
us Sfax olive oil (“the best in the world”).  He and I discovered a shared 
appreciation for Bob Dylan and I surprised him one evening with the number 
of  Dylan’s lyrics I remembered (or partially remembered).

Paul took great pride in his son Amir’s growing career as a child actor.  
After a Lion King performance where Amir played the young Simba, we came 
away with our programme autographed by almost all of  the young Simbas and 
young Nalas who alternated performances between them.  Amir then went on 
to play Adrian Mole’s friend Nigel in the stage production of  The Secret Diary 

of  Adrian Mole Aged 13 3/4 and then drew on his father’s and grandfather’s 
Yorkshire roots to acquire a Yorkshire accent for the character Dickon in the 
StudioCanal production of  The Secret Garden (also starring Colin Firth and Julie 
Walters).

Paul will be greatly missed for his friendship, his enthusiasm, his commitment 
to building up libraries on Sudan and Africa around the world, and his almost 
uncanny ability to search out and find rare and hard-to-get books on Sudan.

Douglas H. Johnson
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How to Achieve Gender Equality –  
Navigating Politics and Religion1 

Hala Alkarib

Introduction

My name is Hala Alkarib.  I am a women’s rights activist and research 
practitioner.  I would like to highlight the fact that I am not an academic, and 
that my positions and contributions, although informed by academic research, 
are mostly the outcome of  my own life experience and my interactions with 
the women and men I have encountered through my work.  Being the director 
of  a regional non-governmental organisation, the Strategic Initiative for 
Women in the Horn of  Africa (SIHA), I have had the privilege to meet and 
interact regularly with activists and ordinary people from Sudan, South Sudan, 
the Horn of  Africa and East Africa.  I am also the editorial head of  Women in 

Islam, an annual journal produced by SIHA.
I wouldn’t be lying to you if  I said that I have dedicated my life up to now to 

challenging the patterns of  gender relations in my country, Sudan, and beyond.  
I have spent most of  my years, as a woman who identifies as a full-fledged 
human being, fighting against the deep-rooted perception that women are less 
worthy than men.  I do not think however that my life differs drastically from 
that of  other people.  We all, one way or another, carry elements that expose us 
to biases and discrimination, be it based on our gender, skin colour, origin or 
social class.  We can all, at some point in our life, be undermined, discriminated 
against or sidelined.  Because this is what I know the best, I would like however 
to focus this presentation on the issue of  gender relations and the persecution 
of  women in Sudan.

Gender discrimination in Sudan

I am very sad to say that I believe that the subordination of  women and the 
undermining of  their humanity is part of  the DNA of  the Sudanese identity. 

Discrimination against women defines Sudanese society and characterises 
most patterns of  socialisation.  It dictates how women get married and divorced, 
whether they should receive education or work, where they are allowed to go 
and when they should stay home.  It basically dictates how women live and die.  
As a Sudanese woman, you have no choice but to acknowledge and live with 
the normalisation of  gender-based violence, subordination and segregation. 

1 This is the edited transcript of  a talk given by Hala Alkarib at the SSSUK Annual Symposium 
held at SOAS in September 2018.

Gender discrimination in Sudan often hides behind social norms.  Many 
discriminatory practices are packaged and presented as positive social values 
centred on the notions of  protection, respect and decency.  Under this system, 
guardianship means protection and decency justifies the controlling of  
women’s dress, sexuality and presence in the public sphere.  What is alarming 
in my view is that discrimination against women has become in recent years 
a defining factor of  masculinity in Sudan.  In a context where men’s capacity 
to influence decision-making is substantially reduced, women’s repression 
becomes a way for men to regain some sort of  control. 

You cannot imagine the extent to which Sudanese women are bullied by 
men when they are in public spaces.  I have been yelled at because my toub 

was not covering my hair well enough.  I have been instructed to move to the 
“women’s queue” when sometimes there isn’t even a women’s queue.  I have 
been cursed and despised despite the fact that I am an elder.  The situation is 
even worse for younger women.  The stories I hear from young women about 
being harassed on the streets, at their workplace or at university are dreadful.  
I am not only talking here about institutionalised violence, i.e. the violence 
which is endorsed within Sudan’s legal framework, but also about societal 
violence that is accepted and legitimised by men and women alike and which 
even happens in what are supposed to be progressive spaces.

The video that came out in March2  of  the Dean of  Ahfad University 
assaulting and mistreating students is a good example of  how society fails to 
recognise violence against women even when it occurs in front of  everybody’s 
eyes.  The lack of  condemnation clearly showed how violence against women 
is now deeply ingrained in Sudanese society.  Some female students even 
described the Dean’s actions as caring. He also received support from leaders 
from across the political spectrum – from the ruling party to the opposition.  
When it comes to perpetuating violence against women, there are no political 
boundaries any more. 

Many women of  my generation were led to believe that the subordination 
of  women could be addressed only through direct political change and that 
this was the only solution.  Subsequently, we utterly focused on, and invested 
years of  our lives in navigating political reform platforms which were in fact 
very hostile to women regardless of  their official stand on gender equality.  
Indeed, we were prevented from sharing our thoughts and our contributions 
were systematically undermined.  We were seen as unable to defend ideological 
positions in the way men could.  Unfortunately, many women got trapped

2 The video can be found on You Tube at, https://youtube/tbjjhylBqOA 
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in this system and ended up accepting their assigned subordinate roles, a 
phenomenon that largely affected the women’s movement in Sudan.

Later, I came to realise that many of  us missed the fact that politics, regardless 
of  its claims and ideals, is always shaped by the socio-cultural identity of  those 
who are involved in it.  This is obvious when looking at the position of  the 
different political parties towards women’s rights.  Secular leftists, acclaimed 
liberation groups and religiously-based parties are not that far from each other 
when it comes to the issue of  gender equality.

The role of  political organisations

My teenage years and early 20s were marked by the growing influence of  the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Sudan.  The global and regional political context in 
the 1980s allowed the organisation to flourish.  The Muslim Brotherhood 
capitalised on the religiosity and conservatism of  Sudanese society to become 
one of  the main political forces in the country.  Despite criticism from various 
segments of  Sudanese society, the Brotherhood managed to impose a set of  
laws, and a culture of  discrimination and violence against women, without 
facing much resistance – its religiously-based ideology was in fact easily 
absorbed by the population.  This enabled the Brotherhood to comfortably 
and durably settle into the political arena.

Surprisingly, the women who were part of  the Brotherhood in the 1980s 
enjoyed a significant level of  freedom.  For example, the secondary school 
girls affiliated with the Brotherhood were allowed to stay with boys at the 

Cartoon accompanying article, ‘Women’s Inheritance in Islam’, 

SIHA journal 3 (Credit: Rayah Ombaddi).

mosque until late at night and could walk freely in the streets after morning 
prayers without social censure.  We, the girls who had chosen to join left-
wing or pro-democracy movements, became the subjects of  scrutiny and 
condemnation.  We were not only condemned and attacked by the members 
of  the Brotherhood but also by the men and women from our own social 
and political organisations.  The level of  persecution, violence and abuse 
experienced by Sudanese women who position themselves as agents of  change 
or are affiliated with leftist organisations is dramatic and rarely talked about.  

This conversation should have been led by the women’s movement but its 
activists are still haunted by two main elements: firstly, their affiliation with 
political parties and their belief  that change will come with political reform, 
and secondly, the guilt of  being secular in a predominantly religious society.  
Secular activists have cornered themselves into a position of  self-defence and 
this continues to distract them from the real fight – that for gender equality. 

I believe that gender equality is a critical parameter that reflects social 
transformation.  Although we could claim that a lot is happening in Sudan 
at the moment, I think that when it comes to gender relations, Sudan is still 
in a state of  stagnation if  not setback.  Progress towards gender equality is 
very slow and fragile – one step forward and two steps back.  Yes, we do see 
more and more girls and women in the public arena but at the same time, the 
number of  polygamous marriages among young men and women has never 
been higher.  We used to think that attitudes and behaviour would shift as 
more and more people had access to formal education but the reality is far 
more complex.  Many university students and postgraduates, for example, join 
Daesh (Islamic State) and other militant religious groups.  Domestic violence 
has risen to record levels, and so on. 

Of  course, the laws and policies developed in the 1990s by the Islamist 
government have helped strengthen discrimination and violence against 
women.  However, what is worrying is that despite the political failure of  their 
project, the Islamists have succeeded in durably influencing social and cultural 
norms.  Their ideology has become the most legitimate and accepted ideology 
across the country, like it or not, and there is a reason for that.  The Islamists 
in Sudan have effectively used gender relations as a tool to control and 
scare the Sudanese people, while other political movements have utterly 
failed to use gender equality as a channel for liberation.

The question is why?  In my opinion, the position of  many political 
organisations in Sudan on gender equality did not differ significantly from that 
of  the Muslim Brotherhood.  Secular movements did not have a clear stand on 
gender equality from the beginning.  Although the left-wing movement in Sudan 
adopted an ambitious political project, it voluntarily accepted compromising 
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on social and cultural aspects, gender 
equality included.  The truth is that the 
movement was not interested in leading 
a social and cultural project but instead 
invested a lot of  time and effort in seeking 
the acceptance of  the traditional power. 

The inability of  Sudan’s political 
movements to adopt a principled 
position towards gender equality has, 
in my view, largely crippled Sudan’s 
progress and capacity for meaningful 
transformation so as to become a 
modern society.  The quest for gender 
equality got stuck between reluctant and 
confused secularists and dreadful Islamist 
militants.  Many would say that there is a 
middle way but I tend to disagree.  When 
it comes to equality, there is nothing 
called ‘middle equality’.

Religion, identity and gender

I have been working in the NGO sector since the mid 1990s (a sector that 
has its own problems).  Working for SIHA in a leadership position, I tried 
to engage differently on gender equality and to revive a spirit of  resistance.  
Working in Sudan with grassroots communities, I always try to explain why 
gender equality is relevant and useful to all of  us.  What is key is to connect 
it to the concept and praxis of  social justice.  We need to develop a discourse 
that has the capacity to influence the masses while showing intimacy and 
connection to people’s needs and aspirations. 

Today, religion cannot be ignored.  It shapes our lives and identity and is 
used in the public arena to justify violence and ethnic supremacy.  The women 
and men of  my generation, born in Sudan as Muslims, have witnessed vast 
social, political and cultural changes that have deeply affected our lives and will 
continue to affect the lives of  coming generations.  Central to these changes 
is the construction of  our identity.  Our national identity, although cherished 
by Sudanese, is being increasingly challenged by other forms of  belonging, 
including tribalism and class, but principally by religion. 

Cartoon about gender equality, SIHA 

journal 3 (Credit: Rayah Ombaddi).

To address the complex issue of  gender equality, we must be honest with 
ourselves.  Secular movements, including the women’s movement, have 
become isolated and alienated because they failed to anchor themselves in 
society’s beliefs and to navigate people’s construction of  identity.  A woman 
told me once that, “religion is way too important to be left to men.”  I would 
go further and say that religion is way too important and too central for gender 
equality to be left to militants and demagogues. 

As women and men who believe in gender equality, we need to understand 
that gender relations are the entry point for change and we should not be 
afraid of  engaging with religion for this good cause.  Unfortunately, militants 
understood early on the importance of  religion and gender relations in shaping 
social identities and they managed to enforce and cement their agenda through 
their control of  gender relations. 

I think that to reclaim justice equality, we need to reclaim our religion and 
reclaim the heritage of  the Islamic enlightenment.  It is very important for the 
secular elites, if  they want to attain change, to accept and reconcile with who 
we are, as Muslims and as a nation with an Islamic heritage.  This in my view is 
crucial to addressing the polarising situation that we have been living in.  The 
heritage of  the Islamic enlightenment is extremely broad and enabling, and 
predominantly Muslim nations around the world don’t have to renounce their 
religious heritage in order to push for equality and human rights.

The Journal Women in Islam is an attempt from our side to reclaim 

Young women and men at a SIHA meeting (Credit: SIHA Network).
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this heritage and establish a counter narrative to Islamist ideology.   
It gathers the enlightened and progressive thoughts of  women and 
men from around the world who courageously challenge the rise of  
militant ideologies and offer liberating agendas that speak to their 
societies.  I don’t think that the solution is to alienate ourselves from who  
we are.  We must have the courage to navigate religion so as to challenge 
militancy and more importantly to enforce equality.

Ultimately, we hope through this publication to provide accessible 
knowledge about a topic that has been wrongly surrounded by prohibition 
and fear.  The women’s movement in Sudan has been unable to address many 
critical issues related to gender equality, such as the criminalisation of  sexuality, 
motherhood outside wedlock, the role of  fathers in the upbringing of  their 
children, the issue of  zina or adultery, the notions of  qiwamah and wilayah, 

(that are commonly understood as sanctioning men’s authority over women) 
etc.  In fact, many of  the secular groups in Sudan are in my opinion complicit, 
both in their silence and their attempts to compromise with traditionalists and 
militants. 

The SIHA journal is an annual publication of  about 100 pages.3  
In addition to personal narratives, articles and essays, it displays ideas 
through book and film reviews, poetry and other forms of  artistic 
expression.  The journal also emphasises the fact that the use of  religion 
as a tool of  power and exclusion is common in history and not specific to 
Islam.  In brief, the journal is a two-sided mirror that tries to reflect both 
our intense identities as well as the perception of  others about us.  So far, 
we have managed to produce three issues, the fourth issue is due to be 
published in the coming weeks. 

3  See Issue 58 of  Sudan Studies for a report of  the launch of  the third issue of  Women in Islam 

earlier in 2018.  The journals can be found at: www.womeninislamjournal.com

The covers of  the SIHA journals 1-3 (Credit: SIHA Network).
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The Memories of  Francis and Margret Kenyi, 
Two South Sudanese

Francis and Margret Kenyi 

Introduction

At some time in the early 2000s a former editor of  Sudan Studies was handed 
this script.  As he did not know who the authors were, or how to contact them, 
it was not published and was subsequently handed to the present editor in 
2015.  A search was instigated and finally earlier this year we traced the authors 
to Uganda, where Francis works as the pastor of  a small local church in a rural 
village in central Uganda.

Francis Kenyi relates how he came to write the story of  his life in 1997. 
When I wrote those memoirs I had just escaped from Sudan (to Uganda) 
and I was traumatised.  I could wake up in the night dreaming I was back 
in Sudan, captured by the SPLA and imprisoned again.  However, when 
I started telling my story to friends I realised that by speaking about it 
I had begun to feel better. The fear began to disappear and the whole 
experience become a tale.  Many friends in YWAM became interested 
and so I decided to write my story down and make it available to others.

The story is published in two parts because of  its length; the second part 
will be published in the next issue (Issue 60 July 2019).  The first part covers 
Francis’s early life and experience as a soldier in the SPLA in the 1990s and 
his marriage to Margret (Chapter 1).  In Chapter 2, Margret writes about her 
memories of  the period.

Chapter One: Francis Kenyi’s Story
My full name is Francis Kenyi Eresto.  I was born in 1970 in the Kajo Keji 
district in the far south of  Sudan, two years before the end of  the first civil war, 
which ended with the signing of  the Addis Ababa Peace Agreement between 
the southern rebels led by Joseph Lagu and the northern or Arab-dominated 
government of  the Sudan.

My father was a professional teacher who had continued teaching in the 
countryside of  southern Sudan during the first civil war.  After that war he 
was appointed District Education Supervisor.  He was married with two wives 
and had eight children, and for the next ten years of  peace from 1972 to 1983, 
before the present civil war started, we lived a normal life.

I first heard of  the outbreak of  the second civil war on the radio and it 

Francis and Margret Kenyi in Uganda today
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was of  no big concern, as it was far north, up in central southern Sudan.  
In 1987, it finally reached the extreme ends of  south Sudan, including my 
district, marking the end of  my school years.  That moment is still clear in my 
memories.  I was in my Senior Secondary Two level, when rumours of  the 
Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), the rebel army in southern Sudan, 
moving to our district started spreading.  The district police would go and look 
for them and fight them, as they were only in small numbers.  But one fateful 
afternoon in the middle of  July 1987 we were in class when we saw students 
of  some town schools running home in panic and they gave us the news.  A 
large number of  SPLA had been sighted less than 10 kilometres from the town 
centre.  We all ran home, but I thought I would be able to come back to school 
the next day.  But that same night they attacked and burned down the police 
barracks.  My family and many others ran off  into the bush.

My father reasoned that the war would not go on for long, though some 
people were already moving to Uganda as refugees. From 1987 to 1990 we 
moved from one part of  the countryside to another to avoid the SPLA, until 
we couldn’t hide from them as they themselves were everywhere, dependent 
on the civilians for food and transport of  military hardware.  So civilians 
behind SPLA lines became the target of  the northern Sudanese (Arab) army 
for supporting the SPLA.  South Sudanese outside government-controlled 
areas were automatically considered SPLA supporters, even those who had 
fled to other countries.
From displaced person to healthcare worker
At the end of  1989 the SPLA were able, for the first time, to capture my 
district and immediately set up a local administration and opened primary 
schools and a health care service, inviting anyone who could read and write to 
assist in any way possible.  I went to our main hospital and started working as 
a nursing aide.  Many people who had not joined the SPLA as soldiers showed 
up in different services.  An international NGO called International Action 
against Famine took over the work of  the health service, resulting in a marked 
improvement in health services in the main hospital at Mundari and smaller 
units.  After two years of  working in this hospital I trained for 3 months as 
a Mother and Child Health (MCH) nursing aide, and also as a soldier.  I am 
not a naturally born soldier; I am a quiet man and slow to react and I grew up 
mostly keeping to myself.  At the age of  twelve a friend introduced me to story 
reading.  Nothing fascinates me more than a good adventure book and sharing 
the story with another reader, in this particular case a friend called John Jale, 
who is not fortunate enough to tell his story.

When the SPLA first came and opened training camps for young people 
as soldiers, many people joined, but I didn’t have the courage.  The nearest I 

got to joining was when I saw some young friends coming home with guns.  
However, my mother learnt of  my intention and asked me to wait until her 
death, as she was already dying – she died in 1989.  During this time (a period 
of  less than four years) almost 70% of  the adults in my house died of  various 
diseases and even of  hunger.

After a year and a half  of  my working in the hospital, the SPLA introduced 
a policy of  military training for all workers, so I was left with no option but 
to go along with other hospital staff  for military training.  I do remember one 
individual who refused and he was sacked.  He told us he would rather go 
home than train as a soldier.  We thought he was a coward.  Only time proved 
him to be right.

After six months’ military training, we were sent back to work in the 
hospital until July 1992, when life in the hospital came to a sudden end.  This 
was the year the SPLA launched several attacks to capture Juba, considered the 
southern Sudanese capital, and so we all were mobilised and taken to the front 
line.  I can write about this period in detail as I recorded it in the diary given to 
me by an MCH tutor, a French lady called Brigitte Gulon.
From my diary – front line events in 1992
12 June:  The MCHs were located about 200 metres away from the main Kajo 
Kaji district hospital.  Brigitte Gulon was in charge of  training.  On this particular 
day, when I reached the hospital compound, I saw the rooms and compound full 
of  injured and angry soldiers from the front line.  I hurried to the MCH building 
and saw everything was a mess, the rooms had been cleared of  all the working 
facilities and filled with injured soldiers.  Brigitte came in with tears in her eyes, 
gathered all the staff  together, and said a quick goodbye and departed the same 
day for Uganda.
As the MCH was now closed, I was assigned duties 2 km. away in a health unit, 
also now full of  injured soldiers at a place called Lokojo and so every morning 
and afternoon, I passed through the hospital to and from Lokojo.
15 June: First night duty at Lokojo was quite easy with no supervision from 
the superiors, no serious cases.  We slept uninterrupted till morning.
18 June: Today I worked in the morning and afternoon and as I would be 
going home to prepare for a night shift; a friend gave me a sports bike so that 
I could go home and come back to work on time.  I would have passed outside 
of  the hospital using a short lane if  I were on foot, but I decided to ride 
my bicycle through the hospital compound.  I was quite relaxed and enjoying 
myself  when I was suddenly stopped by an officer who told me to go to the 
administration room.  I left the bicycle in the compound, thinking it would 
only be for a short time and then I would continue home.  When I entered 
the room, which was already turned into a detention room, it was packed full 

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



23 24

of  my hospital co-workers; then they told me they were mobilising us for the 
front line in Juba.
19 June: Since childhood I had been affected by filariasis (caused by nematode 
worms and which can cause blindness) and my work at the hospital helped 
me to keep it from breaking out in sores all over my body, but on this day, 
as we are preparing for the journey to the front line, I took my first dose of  
ivermectin, a drug that can cure filariasis after several doses.
‘In the middle of  the big guns was a nightmare’.
22 June: We set out with all our equipment on foot, a journey of  90-100 miles.  
We were passing through my home town on market day.  I had a friend called 
Francis Taban with me.  Our girl friends heard of  our mission and came to say 
goodbye.  Francis was on the verge of  getting married and had a sad parting 
from his girlfriend.  At this time I was also in love with a girl and we were 
anticipating getting married too.
We had a slow march taking six days to reach the outskirts of  Juba, where many 
SPLA soldiers had massed.  On 28 June I wrote in my diary that this sort of  
life was not thrilling.  We stayed for a week before the battle began.  We fell on 
forces that were guarding the heavy armaments during the night.  As we were 
marching to take up our positions, we came to the top of  a hill and were able 
to see Juba clearly, full of  lights glittering in the distance.  The fighting started, 
we knew things were not going according to plan as the fighting started one 
hour early; being in the middle of  the big guns was a nightmare.
6 July: By the morning, Rajab an outer suburb of  Juba, was captured by our 
brigade but the main Government forces in the town centre managed to resist 
and chase the SPLA away without our knowledge.  It was in the afternoon 
of  the first day when the government soldiers started launching shells in our 
direction.  It was only when we saw a plane land at Juba airport that we realised 
that Juba had not been captured in the overnight fighting, but we continued to 
hold on to the area we had already taken. 

On the third day after we had captured Rajab West, we heard rapid bullet fire 
coming from the garrison we had left behind and the enemy’s cry of  victory.  
All along the defence lines we started running away but some officers started 
to organise us so that we could fight back.  One said that since we could hear 
the enemy’s small fire we should charge them, but our lines were disorganised 
and everyone started shooting randomly.  One young man I had worked with 
at the hospital got shot through the palm of  the hand from friendly fire.

We retreated without the main government forces in the front line knowing 
we had abandoned our lines.  In the afternoon of  the same day, we were 
told there were no enemy forces behind us and that we should return to our 
trenches.  The whole thing remained a mystery.

My major encounter in the firing line was on the second day of  our stay in 
Rajab West.  We knew the enemy was coming and I was with the cooking team 
down near a stream.  Because of  the large number of  goats in this area most 
meals are of  goat meat boiled in water.  From our cooking place we saw all 
the solders running and taking up positions.  The enemy convoy had arrived.  
We left the food and ran to our positions down in the trenches but before I 
had time to move to another trench, I too got caught up in the fighting.  I 
was confused for a few seconds and couldn’t even manage to fire, while all 
around me there was the roar of  gunfire.  After a few moments I recovered my 
concentration and switched my gun to single rapid fire.  With the first bullet all 
fear disappeared and I became so excited I could no longer hear the sound of  
guns.  It was as though the whole thing was a game.  Anyhow we were stronger 
than the enemy that day and pushed them back.  After this battle the enemy 
soldiers did not attempt another advance towards us but kept reinforcing their 
lines with more soldiers from Juba town.  

Three days after our major battle the Arab army advanced to our trenches 
and we abandoned the front lines without a fight; Rajab West fell back into 
the hands of  the Arab army.  We ran to the outskirts of  Rajab West and made 
plans for deserting back home to Kajo Keji.  Because my three friends had 
never been involved in desertion, I had serious misgivings about our plans to 
flee for 100 miles.  So on the day agreed I decided to remain behind.  Early in 
the morning my friends started off  and I was left alone; late in the afternoon 
however I decided to follow my friends and caught up with them at their first 
night stop.  This was the same night our units were turned back to capture 
Rajab West and we lost many friends in that attempt.  I don’t know if  I would 
have survived if  I had stayed with them.

We walked through the bush through the tall grass in the day and rested at 
night.  For six days we had nothing to eat; on the fourth day we reached a deep 
stream called Kayaya and found it overflowing and impossible to cross.  We 
now had to eat grass and leaves and for the first time in my life I would have 
been willing to kill someone to get some food.  I decided I would only ask 
him to give me food once and if  he refused, I would immediately shoot him.  
Thank God it didn’t happen.

As we were not able to cross the river, we found a lane that led deep into 
the bush, west of  our direction, which eventually led to a gold-mining area.  At 
the gold camp everybody was very surprised to see us but agreed to help us, 
beginning with some much needed food.

We rested there for three days, then we had news that the river was now 
passable so we left the gold camp and two days later we reached home.  
However, being at home was a taboo for our families as deserters could be 
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subjected to horrible torture and their families vandalised by the army to deter 
other soldiers from deserting.  We decided to keep hiding for fear of  being 
arrested and only came out at night.  But news soon spread in the village that 
we had returned.

During this time I was happily able to visit my fiancée, Teresha, but rumours 
soon began to circulate that we would be arrested.  This worried my father so 
much and yet he didn’t want me to leave home.

My best friend Taban, decided to go to Uganda along with my other friends 
but I decided against it.  I decided to stay on in the Sudan in the (SPLA) army, 
however hard a life I might lead.  I had promised myself  that all those who had 
run as refugees would come back and find me in the Sudan.
5 Aug:  My father asked me to report back to the army voluntarily which I 
declined as I had made up my mind to go back to the gold-mining camp and 
nobody could stop me, not even my father.  With a civilian friend I went back 
to the gold mining camp.  While there I was arrested by the SPLA as a soldier 
on the loose and was taken back and recruited as a medical orderly in another 
SPLA garrison far from home.  This saved my family from being beaten for 
sheltering a deserter and family property was not taken away.
22 Sept: I visited the main Kajo Kaji district hospital for more medicine for 
our unit and I went to see the MCH building, which was still functioning.  
Then I went home to see my father, brothers and sisters.  On the way I met by 
chance my fiancée, Teresha (which seemed a lucky chance).  We agreed to meet 
that evening but when I got home I was told that Teresha had got married to 
someone else in my absence!  In my diary I see a lament for the end of  my 
relationship.  

Early one morning I was outside the barracks thinking about my post 
and what my future held.  On the road I saw a girl going to work in some 
nearby fields.  I stopped her and asked her name.  She looked so beautiful 
and she smiled and said she was called Margaret and that she lived near the 
barracks.  I met her again some days later and eventually we became friends 
and in December 1992 we got married.  Our marriage was accompanied by 
great celebrations including drinking and firing of  guns.  My commanding 
officer had gone for the Christmas holidays and we had a lot of  freedom to 
do whatever we wished.

Chapter Two: Margret Kenyi’s Story

I was born in 1975 (month not known as most parents in Sudan at that time 
didn’t know their children’s birth dates).  My father was married to two wives.  
I was the fourth child of  seven by my mother and there were seven other 
children by my stepmother.  My father never attended school, nor did my 

mother, and their occupation was working the land and hunting animals, 
mostly for food and income.

Before the war reached us in 1987 my older brothers and sisters started 
going to school, but as I was not old enough I was kept at home to take care 
of  my younger brothers.  I thought I would start school when I was ten but I 
felt that my parents didn’t really care about me getting educated.

My memories of  the war in the Sudan are of  the days when we had to 
keep changing our home from one location to another in search of  safer areas 
within south Sudan, as our village was located on a major escape route from 
the front line which ran from east to west.  SPLA deserters were so dangerous 
and hungry that they were always ready to kill and loot property and steal 
food.  I can still recall the fateful day when these men came in large numbers 
to our village and took over most of  the homes.  A report was secretly sent 
to a nearby SPLA barracks which prepared to attack the deserters at dawn the 
following day, and we were able to escape before the fighting started.  We all 
ran in different directions and fortunately none of  the villagers were killed but 
two rebel deserters were killed in our compound.  Another thing that scared 
me was the Arab bombardment which came every morning and evening.

Despite the war, there were days when life would be normal and even in 
our hiding places people would organise dances and church services and I 
began to enjoy singing and getting involved in church activities, as well as in 
traditional dances.

Then in 1992 I met Francis near the SPLA barracks in my village.  Our 
first meeting was during the early morning when I was on my way to do some 
gardening at the local church.  We met several times later – Francis was a 
medical orderly in the army and we would come to him for minor medical 
treatment.  In December 1992 we were married and soon after Francis was 
imprisoned.  We were fortunately moved to Francis’ village nearer the district 
headquarters, where I went straight to stay with his father, while Francis 
continued with his imprisonment in the main military prison.

In March 1993 when Francis had already escaped to Uganda I went to join 
him.  I found he had become a Christian and I too was baptised.

In September 1994 we were blessed with our first child born in the big 
Sudanese refugee transit camp of  Oliji in northern Uganda.  Then in September 
1997 we had another child and in the same month we left the camp and moved 
to Jinja in central Uganda to attend a discipleship training school.

During the time at this school, while Francis attended classes, I remained 
at home with the children, unable to speak to anybody except Francis as I 
didn’t know the local language of  Luganda nor English.  However, after three 
months I was able to pick up some English and started going to the local 
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primary school where I attended the same class as my children.  My first days 
were not easy as a lot of  people couldn’t understand that I could be a pupil 
rather than a teacher!  As I write this story, I am now in the 5th grade and 
intend sitting for the Uganda primary leaving examinations.

I would like to conclude by saying that in November 2001 our two families 
came together to witness our church wedding together with our two children 
and our adopted Ugandan daughter.  As we walked up to the altar to take 
our vows, my heart went out to the many children in south Sudan and in the 
Ugandan refugee camps who are still not able to receive any education.

Postscript: Francis writes in October 2018
A Comprehensive Peace Agreement was signed in 2005 and after that I made 
several visits to South Sudan.  In 2010 I joined the University of  Juba to 
further my education but was forced to return to Uganda to be with my family, 
due to a student strike during which I was badly beaten.  In 2011 South Sudan 
became independent and in 2013 civil war broke out once again.  This civil 
war is more severe than the wars with the Arab north as it has taken on a tribal 
dimension. 

In September (2018) the warring parties again signed a peace deal to end 
this current bloody war, and I and the Churches in the refugee camps in north 
Uganda are organising a ‘Song and Worship Festival’ in the camps in January 
2019.  It will be a time to say ‘Thank you God’ for watching over our lives in 
these difficult times and to ask for a lasting peace in South Sudan.  Preparations 
are under way and I am holding meetings with many pastors ...pray for success.

Patriots who Bridged the Divides
in Sudan’s Early Years of  Independence

Peter Everington* 

Introduction

Ronald Forrest, in his vivid memoir for Sudan Studies No 56 (p. 26), mentions 
another British teacher in Sudan at the time, “an adherent of  the Moral Re-Ar-
mament movement”.  That was me.  

I worked in Sudan as a teacher and then college lecturer between 1958 and 
1966.  This article recalls some friendships and experiences, with particular 
reference to the Moral Re-Armament movement (MRA).  My book of  photos 
and memoirs, in English with Arabic translation, was published in December 
2017.   At the launch in Khartoum, it was a joy to meet several of  my former 
students and their families.  The English title translates an Arabic warning 
to me on 27 October 1964 from a boy sitting on the crossbar of  his father’s 
bicycle: “Watch your step, Khawaja”.  I was a lone foreign observer of  the 
massed celebration outside the Republican Palace in Khartoum, following the 
downfall of  General Abboud’s government the day before.

On graduating from university in 1958, I applied to work in Sudan because 
of  the Sudan government’s interest in MRA.2   It had bought copies of  MRA’s 
all-African feature film Freedom as an aid to national cohesion and invited two 
British friends of  mine to speak at scheduled showings.  The movement had 
changed my patronising attitude to other races and was enlarging my horizons.  
Having friends among Middle Eastern and African students, I was appalled by 
Britain’s 1956 invasion of  Egypt.  Wanting to help rebuild trust in some way, I 
switched to Arabic for my final year at Cambridge.

In the years following World War Two, MRA worked for reconciliation 
among former combatants.  Its founder, Frank Buchman, was decorated by 
the leaders of  France, Germany, Japan and the Philippines.  In the 1950s, it 
was addressing the stand-off  between the European colonial powers and the 
African independence movements.

1 The book was published by DAL Group Cultural Forum and is available in Khartoum; 
contact cultural.forum@dalgroup.com In coffee table format, with 200 photos, it has proved 
difficult to send many copies abroad; hence this article. For UK enquiries, contact the author: 
peterev19@gmail.com  
2 The name Moral Re-Armament was adopted in the years leading up to World War Two, when 
the European powers were re-arming militarily.  Nowadays, the work is known as Initiatives 
of  Change. 
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MRA posits standards of  absolute honesty, purity, unselfishness and love as 
the basis of  personal and national decision-making.  It asserts that the Creator 
has a plan for his world and each of  us in silent reflection can find our part.  
When an individual finds a change of  motive, and a team of  like-minded 
people take a fresh initiative, there can be benefits to family and community 
life, and sometimes at international level. 

After my June 1958 interview at the Sudan Embassy in London, the 
Ministry of  Education gave me (like Ronald Forrest the previous year) a five-
year contract to teach English in secondary schools, to start in September.  
In July, I did voluntary work on the catering side at MRA’s main conference 
centre in Caux, Switzerland.  I could attend the plenary sessions and converse 
with the many African participants.  Some were actors in Freedom, written as a 
play three years before in Caux by a Nigerian, a Ghanaian and a South African.

 In July 1958, the Prime Minister of  Sudan, Abdullah Khalil, sent 
a delegation to Caux: Buth Diu from Fangak, who was Minister of  Works; 
another Southern member of  parliament, Joshua Malwal Mut from Bentiu; 
Daud Abdel Latif  from Wadi Halfa, who was Governor of  Kassala Province; 
and Mohammed Salih Shangitti, Speaker of  Parliament. 

I knew little about Sudan’s North-South relations but I realised it was a 
landmark moment when Buth Diu apologised for his hatred of  the Arab 
North in front of  600 people and pledged to work for a hate-free Africa.  In 
the following years, I would get to know him and Daud Abdel Latif  and their 
families well. 

Arrival in Sudan

My flight from London landed at sunset at Wadi Seidna on 2 September 1958.  
I did not know it was the the 60th anniversary of  the Battle of  Omdurman 

nor that the airport bus was taking us through Kereri, the Sudanese name for 
the battle. 

My first daylight view of  Africa  was the Blue Nile in spate, seen from the 
front door of  the Grand Hotel.  Later that morning, pelicans were fishing in 
the confluence of  the two rivers.

Over the years, I would never tire of  the grandeur of  desert, mountain and 
river.  On the river bank at Juba one morning, a kingfisher hovered in silhouette 
against the rising sun before plunging for its prey.  When I returned two hours 
later, a young crocodile was sunning itself  on a rock. 

A verse from Psalm 104 says it all: “O Lord, what a variety you have made!  
And in wisdom have you made them all.  The earth is full of  your riches.” 

Sudanese MRA Conference 

in Caux, 1958.  Left to right: 
Buth Diu, Mohammed Salih 

Shangitti, Joshua Malwal Mut, 

Daud Abdel Latif. (Credit: 

MRA)

Confluence of  the Blue and White 
Niles, Khartoum. (Credit: author)

Daud Abdel Latif  and family. (Credit: author)

Port Sudan
Arriving at Port Sudan Boys’ Secondary aged 23, there was everything 
to learn about the job and how to navigate in the country.  Two years into 
Independence, I had expected hostility to the idea of  Empire but was surprised 
by the openness towards the British as people.  The Sudanese headmaster 
seemed to take pride in having a few tame imperialists on the staff, rather like 
Ethiopia’s Emperor Haile Selassie with his pet lions. There was appreciation 
of  our best efforts and tolerance of  our eccentricities.
 In every senior class, at least one boy was capable of  writing a lengthy 
poem which, when recited at a school concert, was greeted with the rapture a 
pop artist receives in the West.  If  love of  poetry was a distinct Sudanese feature, 
love of  politics was another.  School strikes had been a weapon used against 
the Anglo-Egyptian administration.  They remained a potent feature under 

subsequent Sudanese governments. 
 In March each year, secondary 
school teachers were deployed 
around the province to invigilate 
final exams at intermediate schools.  
In 1959, I was sent to Aroma in the 
cotton area that was irrigated by 
seasonal flooding of  the River Gash. 
As well as the invigilating, there were 
short interviews with candidates.   
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The Province headquarters at Kassala was an hour’s drive away.  I sent a 
message to Daud Abdel Latif  asking if  I could call on him.  Back came an 
invitation to stay with the family at the Governor’s Residence and the start of  
a friendship which continued when they and I moved to Khartoum. 

A Nubian, with a culture distinct at many points from the Arab, Daud had a 
keen understanding of  the mentality of  the South Sudanese in their regard of  
the North.  He was moved by Buth Diu’s apology in Switzerland eight months 
before.  While a Province Governor in the South a few years earlier, he had 
sent warning messages to Khartoum about the Government’s Southern policy.

As a militant student at Gordon College, Daud had had his conflicts with 
the British.  Yet his brilliant mind and independent spirit brought him rapid 
promotion in Government service.  He was happy to answer my many questions, 
for instance about the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM).  President Tito and 
his wife visited Port Sudan in a Yugoslav warship, as part of  his campaign 

with Indian Premier Nehru and 
Egypt’s President Nasser to steer 
a course between the Cold War 
opponents, and I was invited to 
attend a public meeting addressed 
by Tito and President Abboud.  
Daud’s comment on NAM was “a 
policy where you stand for nothing 
and blackmail both sides.”

Over my eight years in Sudan, 
I came across many Sudanese 
who regarded MRA as an aid 
to the practice of  their religious 
or humanitarian ideals.  Among 
them was Omer el Jak, a cotton 
classifier at the ginning factory of  
the Sudan Gezira Board (SGB) at 
El Hasaheisa.  One year, the rains 
came early, presenting a threat 
to the harvested cotton piled 
up outside the factory.  In his 
meditations at prayer time, Omer 
felt he should raise a volunteer 
team to work overtime beyond the 

mid-afternoon close of  the working day.  At the end of  that ginning season, he 
wrote to me, “Because of  Moral Re-Armament, thousands of  bales of  cotton 
have been saved which would otherwise have been ruined.”  Several years later, 
he was the first Sudanese to be appointed Chief  Classifier of  the SGB.

Khartoum 

Khartoum Boys’ Secondary was close to the University and thus to the 
political ferment of  the day.  Posted there in 1960, I became aware that a 
quarter of  each class were likely to be committed Communists and another 
quarter, committed Muslim Brothers.  The other half, who were not bothered 
about changing the world, were called ‘Pepsis’ by the Communists.  Some of  
them were linked to political parties backed by the El Mahdi and El Mirghani 
families but under the military government of  General Abboud, all political 
parties were banned.  Abboud’s two eldest sons were pupils at the school, as 
were the future President and Vice-President, Omer Hassan Ahmed el Beshir 
and Ali Osman Mohamed Taha.

The school buildings were the old South Barracks, built for the British Army. 
Many of  the sweepers, messengers and cooks had worked for the British and 
lived in the nearby villages of  Burri el Mahas and Burri Dereisa.  The messenger 
of  the English Department, named Mohammed Hassan, was universally known 
as Gilbert, after the sergeant-major whose kit he had once cleaned.  The Head of  
the English Department was an Irishman.  The other teachers were a Sudanese, a 
Scotsman, a Welsh woman and this Englishman. When the Five Nations Rugby 
Championship started, the rest of  us persuaded the Sudanese to support France. 

Under successive headmasters, 
Abdel Gadir Tolodi and Abdel 
Bagi, there was a happy atmosphere 
in the school.  For sport, we had 
the use of  two football pitches 
only twice a week for 500 boys, 
and Abdel Bagi backed my efforts 
to set up cross-country running, 
on a course round the two nearby 
Burri villages. 

Numbers of  boys took part 
on a voluntary basis and this led 
to an inter-school cross-country 

championship on the same course.  The Minister of  Education, Mohammed 
Talaal Farid, fired the starting gun; the team from Hantoub Secondary School 
were the winners.

Cotton classifier El Jak at home in El Hasaheisa. 
(Credit: author)

Khartoum Boys’ Secondary School. (Credit: author)
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Cross-Country Running. (Credit: author) 

The factor of  Moral Re-Armament

For a large proportion of  northern Sudanese at independence in January 1956, 
Sayed Abdel Rahman, the last surviving son of  the Mahdi, was regarded as the 
father of  the nation.  When he died in 1959, his eldest son Siddig (father of  
Sadig el Mahdi) succeeded him. 

Christian.  Buchman told him he would be a statesman and Ahmed took that 
as an encouragement to apply his faith to governance and to cooperate with 
people of  other traditions.  In the next five years I was to learn from him how 
much of  Muslim teaching tallied with my Christian aspirations.

At Eid al Fitr in 1961, as 
Commander of  the Ansar 
Youth, Ahmed el Mahdi was 
expected to visit the main 
celebration in each of  ‘The 
Three Towns’.  He was setting 
off  for Khartoum North, 
with the aim of  going next 
to Khartoum, when suddenly 
an inner compulsion made 
him turn back and go to 
Omdurman first.  Unknown 
to him, in the great square 
in front of  the Mahdi’s 
Tomb, the Police had clashed 
violently with the Ansar (the 
Mahdi’s followers) and opened 
fire.  The Ansar were arming 

themselves with wooden clubs and iron bars, and there could have been a 
bloodbath with national consequences.  However, Ahmed managed to calm 
the Ansar and send them home, and the next day the military government 
apologised and thanked him for his intervention.  Ahmed ascribed it to God’s 
guidance overruling his own plans. 

Friends and colleagues

Yousif  el Khalifa was the first Muslim Brother I knew well.  In 1961, a 
message came to Khartoum Secondary asking me to call on him at the 
nearby Publications Bureau of  the Ministry of  Education.  He was starting a 
programme, ‘Learn Arabic by Radio’, and needed someone to speak the English 
context for his Arabic sounds.  For the next year, we met nearly every week 
at Radio Omdurman to record a series of  15-minute programmes.  In 1955, 
Yousif  had been teaching at Rumbek Secondary when the Southern Regiment 

Ahmed el Mahdi. (Credit: author)

By a strange set of  circumstances, I was invited to dinner with him one 
evening in 1960.  After the Battle of  Omdurman in 1898, Britain’s General 
Kitchener had ordered his steamers to bombard El Mahdi’s domed tomb in 
Omdurman.  The grave was desecrated and its surroundings looted by British 
soldiers.  The site lay in ruins until 1947, when the British, then in power, 
allowed the rebuilding of  the tomb to a larger design, with a silvered dome.  
In 1961, a Scotsman, Sir Edward Stevenson, influenced by MRA, decided to 
return to the Mahdi family four looted objects in his possession.  I was asked 
to hand them over and the small ceremony, with Sayed Siddig’s response, was 
reported in The Morning News in Khartoum on December 22 1960. 
 Ahmed el Mahdi, fourth son of  Sayed Abdel Rahman el Mahdi, had 
met Frank Buchman, the initiator of  Moral Re-Armament, during his student 
years at Oxford.  He was intrigued by the care and vision of  this elderly 
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of  the Army mutinied and there was widespread killing of  Northern Sudanese 
in the South.  Thousands had to be evacuated.  Yousif  however, returned to 
the North without bitterness, conscious of  the long-term indignities felt by 
the South.  In 1958, when he was on a course studying Linguistics in Michigan, 
USA, he and his wife attended the summer conference of  MRA at Mackinac 
Island.  They were impressed by the attempt to heal America’s racial divides 
and hoped this could be applied to Sudan.  Back in Khartoum, he and Buth 
Diu became good friends.

Since his July 1958 visit to Caux, life had not been easy for Buth Diu.  The 
military coup of  November 17 that year left him without his minister’s job, 
salary and government house.  In the years that followed, armed opposition 
grew in the South, leading to full-scale civil war in 1963.  As a Southern 
politician in Khartoum, he fell under suspicion from both sides.  Even under 
provocation, he held to his decision not to hate.  He once said to me, “I wish 
hate was something you could see like a dog, and shoot.”  Happiness reigned 
in his family in their modest rented home, and people from North and South 
flocked to it.

Among them was a young 
economist in the Ministry of  
Labour called Mohammed el 
Murtada Mustafa.

He had encountered Moral 
Re-Armament while studying 
in Ethiopia.  He was struck by 
MRA’s saying, ‘In any dispute, 
the important thing is not who is 
right, but what is right’, and was 
applying this to his conciliation 
work in the Ministry to some 
effect.  As his friendship 
with Buth Diu deepened, he 
wondered if  this approach had 
a bearing on the North-South 
conflict.  Meanwhile, there were 
further setbacks and tragedies 
to come before such thinking 
could gain traction.

The 1960s: turbulent times
Many Sudanese today seem to 

Dr Mohammed el Murtada Mustafa. 

(Credit: MRA)

regard the 1960s as the golden age of  their independence, and that may well be 
so.  My memory is of  gathering discontent at the restrictions imposed by the 
military government and increasing bad news from the South. 

I only managed two visits to the South during my eight years.  Christmas 
1961 was spent with friends who were teaching at Rumbek Secondary School, 
followed by a trip by lorry to Juba, where I stayed with another teacher.  In 
1962, there was a strike of  teachers in Bahr el Ghazal, and teachers from 
Khartoum Secondary were sent to Wau to invigilate exams.  Again I went to 
Rumbek.  On both visits, the grandeur of  the scenery and the dignity of  the 
people were clouded by mistrust as rebellion gathered against the North.  In 
1963 the defection of  Joseph Lagu from the Sudanese Armed Forces to the 
Southern Anyanya movement brought fresh impetus to the war.

In autumn 1964, came the massive campaign of  strikes and demonstrations 
in many towns of  the North which led to the downfall of  the military 
government.  I lived in a bachelor flat in Sharia el Jama’a, Khartoum, and most 
of  the major demonstrations by different factions came past my home.  By 
then, I had been appointed a lecturer in English at the new Higher Teacher 
Training Institute in Omdurman.  Sadly, one of  my students, Abdel Rahim 
Harran, gained fame as a martyr of  the uprising.  He was one of  those severely 
wounded by the shooting of  unarmed demonstrators near the Republican 
Palace.  When I visited him in hospital, his first words were, “What are the 
British newspapers saying about us?”  As I praised his courage, he said, “I 
would give the last drop of  my blood for my country.”  Next morning at the 
Institute, news came that he had died.  Over 40 people were killed in that 
incident, a last desperate measure by the Abboud government.

The most sensational appointment by the new Provisional Government 
was that of  a Southerner, Clement Mboro, as Minister of  the Interior.  This 
was taken as a serious attempt to end the war in the South.  In late November, 
he went on a tour of  Government centres in the South.  There was a horrible 
sequel.  On a Sunday afternoon, December 6th 1964, a vast crowd of  Southern 
building workers and others gathered outside Khartoum Airport to welcome 
him back.  His arrival was delayed and a rumour circulated that he had been 
assassinated in Malakal by the Northern army.  In rage, the crowd fanned out 
across the capital, stoning cars and assaulting people.  In revenge, Northern 
vigilantes armed themselves with staves and iron bars, and long into the night 
killed Southerners wherever they found them.  Meanwhile, Clement Mboro 
flew in from Malakal, appalled at the carnage.

Usually on a Friday morning I went to the Khartoum home of  Daud Abdel 
Latif  to chat with him and his wife Fathiya and enjoy the company of  their 
young family.  Five days after the violence, they were in a sombre mood.  Daud 
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did not tell me what he planned to do but months later, the public learned he 
had travelled to meet leaders of  the Southern rebel movement in neighbouring 
countries.  On behalf  of  the Government, he invited them to a Round Table 
Conference that took place later in 1965.  This foundered on the lack of  personal 
trust on both sides but it was another step in a serious search for peace.

A few years before, I had bought a 16 mm film projector and screen to show 
Freedom (either in Arabic or English) and other MRA films.  One day in 1965, 
I was asked to show the English version to the boys of  Rumbek Secondary who 
had been evacuated to Khartoum.  The film depicts rival politicians in a fictional 
Africa country, along with a representative of  white ‘Imperia’, finding common 
cause after much conflict and heart searching.  This leads to independence 
without bloodshed.  As I was preparing to leave after the film, a furious young 
Dinka called Sirr Anai came and shouted at me.  Next evening, he came to my 
home, and his hatred of  the North poured out.  He told me his first instinct had 
been to smash the projector.  For him as a revolutionary socialist, forgiveness 
was a betrayal of  the struggle.  In the South, his father had been severely injured 
in the fight against the Sudanese Army.  I could only tell him how I once hated 
a British army officer who ill-treated me but I realised that my hatred was as bad 
as what the officer had done and it was a liberation to write and apologise for it.  
In the next days, with the help of  Buth Diu and others, Sirr came to recognise 
personal hatred as a force that destroys socialism and any other humanitarian 
endeavour.  What was needed was a revolutionary passion to turn enemies into 
friends and together find what was right for the world. 

Growing numbers of  Southern and Northern Sudanese students with this 
new thinking flocked to Buth Diu’s home each week, alongside his children’s 
school friends, and some politicians.  By now Buth was again a Minister (of  
Animal Resources) and had a spacious garden at his government house.  One 
evening he gave a dinner for a visiting Indian journalist, grandson of  Mahatma 
Gandhi.  Rajmohan Gandhi was running an MRA campaign for a clean united 
India and had founded a weekly news magazine in Bombay called Himmat, along 
with a training centre at Panchgani.  Sirr Anai asked if  he could come to India 
for a year’s training in journalism.  With Mohammed el Murtada’s help, this 
happened two years later.  In the 1970s, Sirr became Editor of  The Nile Mirror 
in Juba.

Kenya and Uganda 

In 1963, I spent the whole of  my annual leave in Kenya, with a brief  visit to 
Uganda.  In Nairobi, Jomo Kenyatta was being sworn in as Prime Minister as 
Self-Government began.  It was not many years since the Mau Mau uprising, 
when Kenyatta had been detained by the British.  During this time some 

white farmers visited him, asking his forgiveness for their attitude of  racial 
superiority and pledging to work for a multiracial Kenya.  They showed him 
the film Freedom.  He asked them to translate it into Ki-swahili and show it 
to the whole country.  People in Britain raised money for film vans and sent 
volunteers to help man them.  700,000 Kenyans saw the film in stadiums and 
market places during the five years spanning independence.  I took part in this 
programme, working alongside ex-Mau Mau fighters, white settlers, and British 
and Canadian volunteers.

Jomo Kenyatta’s slogan on becoming President at Independence in 
December that year was Harambee (Work Together).  An MRA youth campaign 
formed round this concept.  At an African conference in Nairobi in 1965, 
a show of  song, dance and sketches took shape, to illustrate the force of  
reconciliation.  Sudanese who had attended returned to Khartoum with the 
plea that Harambee Africa be invited to Sudan.  Buth Diu and the Minister of  
Education, Hassan Awadallah, won acceptance for this in cabinet, with Daud 
Abdel Latif ’s strong support.  I spent the four months of  my final leave on the 
preparations, including another visit to Nairobi.

In July 1966, the Government sent a Sudan Airways plane, at their expense, 
to bring the company of  70 people to Khartoum for two weeks as their guests.  
The Sudanese jazz artist Sharhabeell Ahmed gave the services of  his band.  He 
translated some of  the Harambee songs into Arabic, and wrote a welcome song 
of  his own, training a chorus that included Sirr Anai and Buth Diu’s children; 
they were to sing at the airport as Harambee Africa arrived.  The show was 
performed at the National Theatre in Omdurman, at Khartoum University, 
and in the Atbara football stadium.  President Ismail el Azhari attended the 
National Theatre showing and later presented the cast with a silver shield at 
the Republican Palace.  Prime Minister El Sadig el Mahdi entertained them 

on a river steamer, and 
urged them to spread 
their message in Africa.  
From Khartoum, the 
Sudan Airways plane took 
them to Addis Ababa, 
where they were guests of  
Emperor Haile Selassie for 
a week.

Harambee Africa at Khartoum University (Credit: Jürg Kobler)
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Peacemakers
The North-South war dragged on for several years.  It was the statesmanship 
of  President Jaafar Numeiri and General Joseph Lagu that enabled the Addis 
Ababa Peace Accord of  1972.  In the 1990s, I met Achol Deng Achol, then 
Sudanese Ambassador to the Netherlands.  As a Law student at Khartoum 
University 30 years before, he had been a frequent visitor to Buth Diu’s home 
and part of  the support team for Harambee Africa.  He told me that MRA had 
also played a significant role in helping lay the foundations for peace within 
Sudan.

Buth Diu died soon after the Peace Accord.  By 1972, Mohammed el Murtada 
Mustafa had a doctorate in Economics from Northeastern University in 
Boston.  Working with the Government of  Sudan, he drafted the International 
Labour Organisation report, Growth, Employment and Equity: a comprehensive 

strategy for the Sudan (ILO, Geneva 1976).  He received some criticism from 
Sudanese for singling out the South as a priority area for development.  In an 
article written in 1983, he looked back on this report and his experience with 
MRA: 
I allocated a special chapter to the South as I believed we Northerners did not 
only have to ask them to forget the past, but had to sacrifice to make practical 
restitution.

Of  course many other people contributed to North-South reconciliation at the 
time, and many more are needed now to sustain it.  However, I learned from 
Buth Diu’s example that the settling of  problems does not depend primarily 
on technicalities and formal approaches.  Basic solutions come from a cure to 
the weaknesses of  human nature – pride, fear, hatred and suspicion.  These 
can be replaced by forgiveness, love and common targets for the well-being of  
a nation, as individuals find courage to obey God’s guidance.  As Mohammed 
el Murtada wrote:

Twenty years ago when I was a Pan-African Scholar at the University of  
Addis Ababa, I saw poverty and corruption around me.  It was then that 
I met Moral Re-Armament.  ‘People First’ became the essence of  my 
ideology.  I learned that man matters for himself.  He is a spiritual, not 
just an economic being.

* Peter Everington worked for the Sudan Ministry of  Education in 1958-
66 and has since made 25 return visits, on student exchange projects and to 
support the peacemakers.

The author on Jebel Marra above 

the Deriba Crater. 

(Credit: Ian Morrison)

President Ismail el Azhari receiving the cast of  Harambee Africa. Credit: Jürg Kobler)
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Cross-Country Travel in Sudan in 1974: 
The challenges of  delivering development aid

Garth Glentworth*

Introduction

This is an account of  a journey I made by Land Rover from Khartoum to Juba 
and round the district capitals of  Southern Sudan in the ‘seventies.  How old 
you are determines whether you think this is comparatively recent or long ago.

In 1974 I was a young lecturer in a development studies institute in   
Birmingham University. The Institute had won a contract from the Ministry 
of  Overseas Development (ODM now DFID) to run training courses for 
Sudanese local government administrators.  The first courses were to be for 
Southerners who were   taking over from Northerners after the Addis Abba 
Agreement of  1982. A more senior colleague and I were selected to prepare 
and run the first courses in Juba. 

This straightforward objective resulted in one of  the hardest and most 
challenging experiences of  my life. I had previously lived in Uganda and 
Lesotho for nearly four years, but nothing there prepared me for the Sudan.

Starting out

Our preparations for the journey were different from current arrangements. 
We did fly to Khartoum and stayed in the old Grand Hotel, which in those 
days was still filled with Victorian furniture, equipped with straw and water 
filled air coolers and with staff  –it appeared -of  almost similar vintage. Sitting 
on the terrace overlooking the Nile and drinking limun in the cool of  the 
evening was part of  a very pleasant introduction to Khartoum. 

An experience which turned out not to be so pleasant was taking possession 
of  our brand new long wheelbase Land Rover which had been airfreighted 
out to Khartoum and ‘converted for safari use by a now long deceased firm in 
Kingston upon Thames.  This conveyance had to be equipped for our safari 
from Khartoum to the South. My team-mate and I both had a vague idea of  
what to expect- or to be honest - I had no idea and my colleague who had 
been a colonial officer in West Africa was thinking nostalgically of  trekking 
with porters. 

So we equipped the Land Rover accordingly, first buying a large wooden 
box to sit on the roof  rack, which would carry our supplies until they were 
unloaded in our camp each night by ‘servants unknown’. In fact all the support 
we had was Ahmed Ali Bilal, a professional driver from Western Sudan, who 
stayed with us throughout the journey.  Without Ahmed, we would have been 
in very serious trouble several times as we drove South. 

The supplies we loaded reflected our image of  the journey. Lots of  dried 
beans (to be soaked by the servants before we arrived each evening), tins of  
Chinese corned beef  and dried biscuits. We also equipped ourselves with 
wood and canvas wash basins and stands, similar canvas camp beds and canvas 
director chairs. In Khartoum in 1974, there was still at least one shop in the city 

centre that supplied these items, 
which had changed little since the 
Condominium period. 

Across the desert south from Khartoum

We set off  towards Kosti 
following the Nile. At the time 
we were travelling, there were no 
roads, only tracks across the sand.  
Four-wheel drives and the galleon 
like heavily loaded trucks picked 
their way, following the routes 
established by previous traffic.  
Driving over sand is comparatively 
easy as long as you do not veer off  

Our driver Ahmed Ali Bilal (on the right), 
with one of  his friends whom we met 

in Malakal.

the tracks and get stuck; driving over soil and top - dressed corrugated roads 
is much harder.  We found bouncing at speed over corrugations   extremely 
uncomfortable. Ahmed’s hands were bleeding from holding the vehicle in a 
straight line for eight to ten hours driving each day.

As we left Khartoum, the Land Rover ride became incredibly hard and 
uncomfortable.  On investigation we found that the tyres had been inflated 
in the UK for British temperatures.  Once we reduced tyre pressures by 
forty pounds the ride became relatively more comfortable. Other essential 
improvements were draining the anti-freeze loaded in Kingston and following 
the standard Sudanese practice of  throwing away the thermostat – both were 
required to stop the engine repeatedly boiling over. 

Two additional problems developed as we drove past Kosti on our way to 
Malakal.  The first involved our supplies in the wooden box.  These were so 
heavy that they over loaded the roof  rack causing the bodywork on the Land 
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Map of  the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. Drawn by Rosalind Caldecott for K. D. D. Henderson’s 

Set Under Authority: Being a Portrait of  the Life of  the British District Officer in the Sudan 
under the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium, 1898–1955 (Castle Cary: Castle Cary Press, 1987), 

SAD 769/7/4-6 [MP]. Reproduced by permission of  Rosalind Caldecott 
and Durham University Library.

Rover to slip.  For a couple of  days until we unloaded the supplies and box and 
sold them in Malakal, the only way into the vehicle was through the driver’s 
window   for the very slim Ahmed and for the more generously proportioned 
khawajas through the back door.  The second problem showed   that the safari 
conversion in Kingston might have been sufficient for a safari up the M1 to 
Woburn Abbey, but was not much use in the Sudan.  The sink, cupboard and 
table bounced out in response to the corrugations and would in any case been 
unusable because of  the heat and the dust.

Our assignment
I should have mentioned the purpose of  our safari.  Our first objective was 
a survey of  the implementation of  the Peoples’ Local Government Act of  
1971.  This was an innovatory, almost visionary piece of  legislation in Sudan, 
introducing, for example, quotas for women on local councils, radical action 
in the social climate in rural Sudan in the1970s.  The second was a survey 
of  social service availability and development potentials, covering the South’s 
twenty-four districts and three provincial headquarters.  The context was the 
destruction involved in the First Civil War, ended by the Addis Abba Agreement 
of  the early seventies and fought between the National government and the 
Anyanya led by General Joseph Lagu.

Understandably there were no central records in the Regional Capital 
Juba, let alone in the Provincial Headquarters (Wau, Malakal and Juba at that 
time) and District Capitals.  Any that had existed had either been destroyed 
during the war or taken away by the departing   Northern administrators and 
would be inaccurate anyway after the war.  There was no alternative to actually 
visiting as many district headquarters as possible. We eventually managed   to 
obtain statistics for all 24 and visited most of  them, missing out only Bentiu, 
Pibor Post and Raja.  What we were collecting were only local administrators’ 
‘estimates’ of  schools, medical facilities etc. but this was difficult enough and 
more than anyone else was producing at the time. 

Malakal and Upper Nile

Malakal was one of  our centres from which we visited most of  the districts in 
Upper Nile. These visits were not without incident. 

Crossing the Nile on an ancient ferry and making our way North to visit 
the Shilluk district of  Kodok (the “Fashoda Incident” location), we managed 
to drive into and out of  a minefield.  This was only marked by an obscure 
red flag, which we missed.  As a penalty for surviving, we were arrested by 
a platoon of  soldiers for entering a forbidden military area.  Fortunately our 
explanation of  ignorance was accepted.
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Visiting Akobo as the wet season got thoroughly under way, we got stuck 
overnight after I insisted against his protests that Ahmed avoid a particularly 
deeply rutted and flooded section of  the track.  The lessons are never 
contradict a driver who knows the local conditions and check that your shovel 
is not so old that the handle breaks off  immediately you start digging out.   
The photo below is of  a Ford truck and we were of  course in a Land Rover, but 
all vehicles stuck in mud up and over their axles confront the same problems.

Back in Malakal, I wanted to do a bit of  sightseeing along the Nile.  A particu-
larly picturesque spot was by a group of  river steamers that were no longer in 
use and had actually been used as gunboats   in the Battle of  Omdurman (or 
so it was claimed).  Unfortunately a group of  soldiers were having a bath in 
the Nile under the stern of  one of  the steamers and took exception to being 
photographed bathing.  Another arrest followed, though again fortunately my 
explanation of  photographing   the steamer and not the soldiers was eventual-
ly accepted with only the loss of  the film in my ancient Kodak camera.

Calling on the Provincial Police Station in Malakal to have our travel per-
mits re-authorised, we were introduced to a Nuer Kujur, who was being held 
there.  He had come in to submit to the Government from his fortress on 
Zeraf  Island in the middle of  the Sudd Swamp, where he was reputed to have 
10000 followers   armed with Kalashnikovs.  Whether this was true or not, he 
cut an extraordinary figure.  Dressed in a robe in order to be allowed to visit 

“Ford lorry stuck in mud on the way to Rigel El Fula, 1951 x 1954” G.M.G. and A. Tibbs 
collection, Sudan Archive Durham (SAD. 999/8/13). Reproduced by permission of  Michael 

and Anne Tibbs and Durham University Library.

the town, covered in traditionally healed cicatricial wounds as a battle hard-
ened old warrior, he had with him a   young boy who carried his ceremonial 
shield and spear.  Kujurs were not only military leaders, but were possessed 
of  magical powers which did not permit them to touch, shake hands with or 
look directly at other human beings.  Given the importance of  shaking hands 
in Sudan, this hugely annoyed the police officers trying to negotiate an agree-
ment with him.

Leaving Malakal (much lighter without our full box of  mis-purchased pro-
visions), we set off  up the Nile skirting the Eastern side of  the Sudd Swamp 
and huge infestations of  water hyacinth in the main river and its tributaries 
such as the Sobat.  Water hyacinth reminds me of  the famous book by John 
Wyndham, The Day of  the Triffids where plant life developed a mind and action 
on its own.  Many readers will know that water hyacinth grows on the surface 
of  rivers and soon forms an almost impenetrable mass of  vegetation that 
chokes off  sunlight and oxygen –and seems to take over. The only ways to get 
rid of  it are by poisoning or dredging. We called on the Bulgarian camp from 
which they were flying small crop spraying planes to implement the poisoning 
option but it seemed they were fighting a losing battle.  Water hyacinth repro-
duces faster than it can be killed and even when as an alternative it is hauled 
onto land it has virtually no nutritional value.

Juba and the western circuit

Juba was obviously our main destination as the headquarters of  the Southern 
Regional Government under Vice-president Abel Alie. From Kosti through 
Bor with side trips and other adventures, we reached Juba after two weeks on 
the road from Khartoum.  The plan was then to make two major trips: one 
to Torit and Kapoeta in the East and a much longer circuit via Yei, Maridi, 
Yambio, Tombura to Wau, from which we would make day trips to Aweil and 
Gogrial, returning to Juba via Wau, Rumbek and Yirol.

We happened to arrive in Yei on the day when one of  Idi Amin’s principal 
lieutenants returned to his home town.  Reputedly, he had been driven away from 
Uganda because of  a dispute with Amin.  He had returned with comparatively 
massive wealth: two big Fiat trucks with trailers full of  household possessions 
gathered after the Asian expulsions two years earlier and around fifteen large 
saloon cars (such as Peugeot 404s); he had taken possession of  the cars after 
they were abandoned by their former Ugandan owners.  He also had a number 
of  bodyguards and an unknown but large amount of  hard cash in American 
dollars.

Though we subsequently heard that setting up as businessman and building 
three large houses around Yei did not turn out to be a success, the impact of  
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this example on the very poor citizens in and around Yei was considerable.  
Uganda was obviously a land of  milk and honey.  If  this was what a soldier 
could collect in two or three years, why not go across and take your chances?  
Ugandans were not of  your tribe and were fair game.  Amin needed reliable 
soldiers who would work with him without question.

 Moving south-west we drove through the vast teak forests planted during 
the colonial period.  If  they are still there, they will be enormously valuable if  
there is ever enough security and access to get them exported.  Land mines 
were not a general problem in those days and we made very good progress 
on well -built murram roads that had been virtually unused for twenty years. In 
Yambio we visited the cotton mill that had been set up in the Condominium 
period to utilise the cotton grown by the Zande in the far South West.  It had 
operated throughout the first war in isolation, using the original equipment 
and the original vehicles –early ‘fifties almost original Land   Rovers.  They had 
continued to produce and sell damhuria, the all- purpose rough cotton cloth 
used by all Sudanese.

While in Yambio a major problem developed -a serious leak in the 44 gallon 
petrol drum in the back of  the Land Rover -our only source of  fuel.  The 
fuel we had gathered by bargaining with aid agencies and NGOs since there 
were no filling stations in the South Sudan at that time (and very few now).  
So under Ahmed Ali Bilal’s direction we decided to weld the leak.  The drum 
was drained and repeatedly washed out to remove all fuel traces.  Or so we 
thought-we had not accounted for petrol vapour.  When approached with a 
welding torch borrowed from the Cotton Company, it exploded.  By a miracle 
no one was hit by flying metal.  Rather embarrassed by such naivety, we had to 
buy a new drum from the Company and continue on our way.  Needless to say 
our expenses claim to ODM had to explain this cost in detail

Transiting from Yambio to Tumbura in a ferocious tropical storm, the 
windscreen wipers simply blew away and we were unable to find them again.  
Not that they would have been of  much use in the rain storms we were then 
experiencing.

In Wau, we followed our now well-established pattern of  district 
questionnaire completion. Two side trips to Aweil and Gogrial were the 
highlights.  In both we encountered some of  the tallest Dinka that we had 
ever met- seven feet for the men and over six feet for the women seemed 
almost standard.  In conversation, local leaders bemoaned the fact that heights 
seemed to be diminishing, put down to the dilution of  the traditional diet of  
blood, milk and dura, still the norm in the cattle camps but not in the towns 
and settled villages.

Return to Juba

From Wau it was time to begin the return to Juba through Rumbek and Yirol.  
We called in on Rumbek School, then known as the “Eton” of  Southern 
Sudan, which was just beginning to function again with new intakes and in 
spite of  the damage to the buildings during the fighting. The roads were good 
and we made excellent time.

In Juba no consultancy would have been complete without the obligatory 
concluding workshop to present our preliminary findings to the Sudanese 
stakeholders.  This included a trip to Yei for participants to visit a training 
centre run by the World Bank, set up to show what could be achieved in 
agriculture as it revived after the Addis Peace Agreement.  The visit itself  was 
an eye opener to the predominantly pastoralist officials–Dinka, Nuer, Shilluk 
and Anuak.  The journey from Juba to Yei was something of  an adventure in 
itself. It took us two days as the brakes failed on the bus we hired-fortunately 
on a fairly level section of  road.

Our proposed training programme was accepted by the principal 
stakeholders –ODM and the Regional Ministry of  People’s Local Government 
and went ahead on an annual basis in Juba for a period of  five years.  The main 
target groups were Southerners recruited as Inspectors of  Local Government 
and Executive Officers of  local councils.  They made up a very diverse group: 
some ex –Anyanya; teachers; young recent graduates; and carry-overs from 
the previous administration in the South.  Educational backgrounds varied 
from graduates to a few years after primary school. There was no correlation 
between education and field ability and energy and backgrounds.

The course contents reflected the pre- dominant pattern of  coming new 
to administration and bureaucracy generally.  Everything   had to be covered 
from how to write reports, keep records and submit requests to development 

A typical Sudanese Village: 

we drove through dozens like 

this on our journey.
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potentials in the areas of  the South where they would be posted. What would 
now be called the ‘Rule of  Law’ was a major theme and was particularly new 
to some of  the ex-Anyanya.  These were ex-fighters who to survive had had 
to become extremely tough and ruthless and did not see initially why these 
characteristics should not apply to their roles in government.  The main 
lecturers were the few experienced officials in the Regional Government   with 
the staff  from Birmingham organising and back -stopping where necessary.

Looking back

Nineteen seventy four was a time of  hope in South Sudan, but my main 
reflections are rather sad ones .The South’s history since then has been one of  
decline into ever increasing division and conflict.

For a period in the seventies, there was peace and political stability - admittedly 
starting from a very low base.  The Regional Government governed, as did 
the three provincial administrations.  Autonomy from the North was being 
put in place, but the need for continuing interdependence was recognised and 
continued until the latter years of  the decade.  Anyanya forces were absorbed 
into the National Army as part of  the Addis Agreement. 

Though retrospectively, it can be seen that many mistakes were made, at 
the time there was a general air of  optimism in the South.  This lasted until 
the Anyanya were disbanded or absorbed by John Garang’s creation of  the 
SPLA around 1980.  This in turn led to the resumption of  fighting between 
the North and the South in the early eighties after Nimeiri’s declaration of  an 
Islamic Republic.

 In spite of  all our travel difficulties, it was much easier and safer to move 
round the South in 1974 than it is today.  Life for citizens was also a lot better 
than it is over forty years later.  There were virtually no land mines – our 
experience in Malakal was exceptional.  Command structures in the military and 
militias continued to be effective and limited the rampant chaotic and brutal 
war-lordism that has subsequently become so destructive.  Humanitarian aid 
was predominately reaching people who needed it and was not being diverted 
or ‘requisitioned’.  Though they were still largely displaced local populations 
were beginning to return to their home areas with some confidence that their 
crops, livestock and women and girls would not be stolen.  

How different life has become nowadays!

*Dr Garth Glentworth,OBE began life in Africa with four years as a junior 
lecturer in Makerere University in Uganda and the University of  Botswana, 
Lesotho and Swaziland.  He then joined the Institute of  Local Government 
Studies in Birmingham University during which this consultancy assignment 

took place.in Sudan.  In  1978, he moved to the British Ministry of  Overseas 
Development and remained there as a Senior Governance Adviser throughout 
its various name changes until retirement from DFID in 2006.  He has 
subsequently worked as a freelance governance consultant for DFID and the 
UK Stabilisation Unit
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The Sudan as it was: Herders and Nomads
Jil Orpen*

Introduction

As a young person I read as much as I could about the explorer Wilfred 
Thesiger and wished that I could live like he did, photographing people in 
Arabia’s legendary Empty Quarter.  It remained a dream.  Growing up in 
Mozambique and later Apartheid-ridden South Africa had saddened me, as 
they were politically dark and oppressive times.  I decided to leave that life 
behind to study photography in London but found studio photography was 
too far from the open skies and monkey-filled marula trees I had known.  It 
was not what I had hoped that it would be. 

One day by absolute chance, a student newspaper lying next to me on the 
floor attracted my attention.  There I read that teachers were needed in the 
Sudan.  I could not believe my luck.  The rest was a blur of  action.  Pretty 
soon after arriving in Kadugli in 1975, with my basket pannier filled with a 
photographic enlarger, developing fluid and a vast collection of  photographic 
paper, a new life began.  It was far better than any emulation of  Wilfred 
Thesiger’s exploration could have been.

For the next five years, I taught English when I was needed and took on 
photographic commissions from doctors, missionaries, academics and writers 
to photograph aspects of  this fascinating country.  With many miles underfoot, 
the Sudan as one country became very familiar.  Nothing was as it first seemed, 
every day was a challenge, but the people whom I met coped with a dignity I 
have rarely seen since. 

However many photographs 
one takes1  there are always a 
few that stay with you.  This 
image resonates most strongly 
for me. 

A girl from the Ja’alin people, 

who was with her grandfather, 

in the Nubian Desert on the way 

to Wadi Halfa.

Beneath a tiny, roughly-hewn shelter of  branches and grass matting, closed on 
one side to the driving wind and open on the other to the bleached forlorn 
drift of  the infinite desert, sat a woman/child whose eyes spoke of  experience 
far beyond her years. 

The beauty of  this young Ja’alin girl was compounded when she came out 
of  her enclosure and offered each of  us a cup of  tea.  She had nothing, and 
yet she was willing to give more than she had, to us who were total strangers.  
How can one ever forget such a gesture? 

The Shilluk

The Shilluk people in these photographs were in shock because of  the death 
of  their chief, a man who had been chosen by their reigning king.  His demise 
was unexplained and the young men in the photographs were preparing to 
stage a battle against the spirit they believed had caused their sorrow.  They 
were dressed in much the same way as Shilluk men would have been centuries 
before. The Shilluk (or Chollo) are the third largest Western Nilotic group in 
South Sudan, after the neighbouring Dinka and Nuer.  Tradition has it that the 
Shilluk are part of  the Luo nation (who are themselves a branch of  Western 

Nilotic people) and that they 
created their own kingdom 
centuries back, south of  their 
present territory.  Like most 
Nilotic groups, the Shilluk 
practised subsistence, semi-
nomadic, cattle breeding 
and grain farming.  With 
time, cattle migration led 
them down river to a region 
west of  the present town 
of  Malakal.  Their social 
system was egalitarian and 
their cattle herds had great 
symbolic value.

1  All the photographs in this article were taken by Jil Orpen.

A Shilluk man deliberately averted 

his eyes from the camera as his mind 

was on the ritual to be performed. 
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The Shilluk trace their origins from Nyikang, the first Reth or king.  The kingship 
remains at the centre of  Shilluk moral values.  The king is a peacemaker, not a 
judge.  He reigns but does not govern and to the Shilluk he is an immortal who 
binds past, present and future generations.  The late anthropologist Charles 
Seligman described the Shilluk form of  government as a “sacred kingship” 
(Seligman, 1932).

Today, most Shilluk are sedentary and live by rearing cattle, goats and sheep, 
and by agriculture and fishing.  Many converted to Christianity, while some 
still follow the traditional religion or a mixture of  the two; small numbers have 
converted to Islam. 

The Nuer

The Nuer are a Nilotic ethnic group living mostly around the junction of  the 
River Nile with the Bahr el Ghazal and Sobat rivers.  Oral traditions indicate 
that the Nuer moved east of  the Nile only in the mid-1800s. 

A Nuer man’s dearest possession is his cattle, around which his culture is 
organised.  His life depends on the herd and he will risk his life to defend it 
as his prestige is measured by the quantity and quality of  the herd he owns. 
At initiation, a young man is named for the colouring of  his ritual bull, to 
which he composes songs of  affection and praise.  Nuer believe that cows 

are dedicated to the spirits of  the Nuer and herders establish contact with 
these ancestor spirits by rubbing ashes along the back of  the cows that are 
connected to them. 

Shilluk men dressed in traditional warriors’ clothing. 

Nuer herdsmen in the evening. 

The boy appeared to have a strong relationship with the young calf  behind him. 

The late anthropologist Evans-Pritchard explained that all of  the raw mate-
rials used in the Nuer household come from cattle, i.e. drums, rugs, clothing, 
spears, shields, containers, and leather goods.  He added that,

“there isn’t one 
single part of  the 
cattle that the 
Nuer throw away, 
as it can be used 
for so many pur-
poses such as ritu-
al intent, churning 
cheese and even to 
cleanse the body” 
(Evans-Pritchard, 
1948).  The herd-

A Nuer man making ash from dried cattle dung to rub 

on the cattle as a mosquito repellant 
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ers even gather the dung that the cattle excrete overnight and put it in piles the 
next day to harden In this smoke-filled photograph taken at dusk, men and 
boys were seen using the hardened cow dung, which had been burnt and sifted 
into a white powder, to rub into the hide of  the beasts as a protection against 
ticks and mosquitoes. 

When the dry season approaches, it is the responsibility of  the younger men 
to take the cattle herds closer to the receding rivers to graze.  As so much time 
is spent together with their animals, an indefinable spiritual connection is said 
to be established; this is reflected in their habit of  singing songs of  affection 
and praise to the cattle while they eat and sleep amongst them. 
Nuer believe that when a man or a woman dies, the flesh, the life and the soul 
separate.  A man lives a lifetime among his cattle and so after death, his body is 
buried close to the animals and his soul becomes incarnate in the spirit of  the 
ancestors (Hall and Ismail, 1981)..

In this smoke-filled photograph taken at dusk, men and boys were seen 
using the hardened cow dung, which had been burnt and sifted into a white 
powder, to rub into the hide of  the beasts as a protection against ticks and 
mosquitoes. 

When the dry season approaches, it is the responsibility of  the younger men 
to take the cattle herds closer to the receding rivers to graze.  As so much time 
is spent together with their animals, an indefinable spiritual connection is said 
to be established; this is reflected in their habit of  singing songs of  affection 
and praise to the cattle while they eat and sleep amongst them. 

Nuer believe that when a man or a woman dies, the flesh, the life and the 
soul separate.  A man lives a lifetime among his cattle and so after death, his 
body is buried close to the animals and his soul becomes incarnate in the spirit 
of  the ancestors (Hall and Ismail, 1981).

The Shukriya

So it happens that those who have travelled with seeing eyes and an understanding 
heart in that great wilderness, in our own day, are able to set before us a picture, a 
society, which with certain allowances made, is extraordinarily like that which we 
gather from ancient poems (Lyall, 1914).The waterhole in the photograph must 
be similar to that of  centuries past and families’ expectations and dependence 
were probably much the same.  The watering of  the camels, sheep and goats 
was done hurriedly and everyone appeared alarmed by the rush and stress.  I 
felt for the Shukriya mothers who were seated on top of  the camels with their 
babies, whilst the camels bent forward to drink. 

The waterhole in the photograph must be similar to that of  centuries past 
and families’ expectations and dependence were probably much the same.  

Shukriya people at a waterhole far east of  the Nile. 

The watering of  the camels, sheep and goats was done hurriedly and everyone 
appeared alarmed by the rush and stress.  I felt for the Shukriya mothers who 
were seated on top of  the camels with their babies, whilst the camels bent 
forward to drink. 

The Shukriya are a large clan of  Arab nomads. They are from the Goreish 
tribe and trace their ancestry back to Sha’a el Din wad el Tiwiem, who was 
born in 1635, at a time when most of  the tribe were at Kalkal on the bank of  
the Blue Nile.  Today, the family name of  the principal branch of  this clan is 
Abu Sinn, based on a line of  well respected sheikhs including Awad Bay ibn el 
Karim Abu Sinn, who was referred to by Sir Samuel Baker as, “the Grand old 
Arab patriarch” (Udal, 2008) and immortalised in Shukriya verse:

Praise be to God, news came to us
Abu Sinn is safe, and our hearts take new courage, 
If  a man is but patient in his trouble
Surely the camel will be healed of  his sore back (Hillelson, 1920).

Formerly, there was a town called Suk Abu Sin; today this is El Gedaref, the 
centre of  the Shukriya area.  Some of  them were still nomads in 1979, others 
had settled in Halfa el Jadeeda (New Halfa), Kassala, Rufaa, El Fao, El Girba, 
and Tamboul, and in villages along the Nile. 
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A Rashaida man with 

his two wives in a tent 

belonging to one of  the 

women. 

A shy young Shukriya girl in her enclosure on top of  a camel.  

She is wearing an antique ivory engraved armband, possibly from the South. 

At the time I took this photograph, I observed a strong distinction between 
the expectations of  the girls and the boys once the nomadic family continued 
on its way.  This young girl, sitting high on a camel’s back and hidden behind 
a cotton-veiled enclosure, appeared extremely shy.  The boys of  her age 
were herding animals and taking orders from the older men, delighted to be 
competing for attention and appraisal. 

The Rashaida

The Rashaida are a relatively small tribe of  ethnic Bedouin Arabs, who were 
descended from the Banu Abs, who are native to the Hejaz region of  Saudi 
Arabia.  In 1846, they crossed the Red Sea and migrated to the Sudan.  “A series 
of  historical events such as conflict with the Hadendowa, the Mahdist wars 
and the depopulation of  parts of  the eastern Sudan made camel pastoralism 
viable and attractive for the Rashaayda.” (Young, 1996).  

In the 1970s when these pictures were taken, there were only 40,000 
members of  the tribe in the east of  Sudan, but they were well known for 
their traditional dress, nomadic culture and customs, camel breeding and their 
practice of  Sunni Islam. 

Rashaida women, some of  whom live a semi-nomadic existence, have 
their own wealth.  They own their black camel-and-goat yarn tents and their 
jewellery is a personal financial asset.  In Kassala, which is a trade centre, there 
are well established silversmiths where women gather as craftsmen work on 
creating traditional silver pieces.  These are used for personal display, as bride 
wealth for future daughters-in-law or as assets that can be sold.

From puberty onwards females wear a dress and a burka that conceals 
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the front of  the body from just below 
the eyes to the waist. The dress is black 
with red geometric patterning, while the 
heavy cotton burka is embroidered with 
silver; usually by the wearer when she is a 
young girl. As they become adult, marry 
and inherit jewellery, women festoon 
themselves in silver ornamentation that 
reflects the ancient Arabian culture from 
which they come.   Around their necks, 
hidden by the burka, women often wear 
“layers of  necklaces, spectacular amulet 
cases, and thalers”. (Semple, 2005).  The thaler 
is a coin which was first struck in 1741 in 
Austria when Maria Theresa was Empress 
and it still has  considerable intrinsic value 

in many parts of  the world.  The thalers worn by the Rashaida are usually 
“suspended on silver chains and embellished with semi-precious stones and 
rows of  bells.” (ibid).

Rashaida women are very active, milking 
goats, collecting firewood, cooking, packing 
up tents and riding camels with their semi-
nomadic families.  Their jewellery, including 
elaborately worked silver bracelets, is worn 
even when they chop wood or cook on a fire.

To ensure the continuance of  the 
Rashaida clan, girls are given livestock and 
jewellery when they marry.  Men may marry 
four wives, with the proviso that each of  
them must be given exactly the same 
economic support as the others.  As self-
protection, each woman ensures that she 
has camels, so that in case of  divorce, she 
will have a herd to milk; she can also sell 
some of  her camels to buy silver. 

A silver decorated burka worn by a 

Rashaida woman at her marriage ceremony. 
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*Jil Orpen has been exhibiting her photographs for the past ten years on the topic 
of  the ‘People of  the Thames’, at museums and historic houses on the banks of  the 
river.  She also holds an annual exhibition for the Stewards’ Charitable Trust at the 
Henley Royal Regatta.  Her wish is to someday exhibit ‘Sudan As It Was’, covering 
further groups of  people and the architecture of  Suakin as she saw it in the 1970s. 

A silver decorated burka worn by a Rashaida woman at her marriage ceremony. 
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Tongue-tied: How interpreting errors hurt Sudanese asylum cases

Peter Verney*

I still blush to recall my early blunders with language in Sudan.
The Ethiopian children I recorded at Um Gulja refugee camp outside El 

Gedaref  turned out to be singing Derg political propaganda songs, from the 
regime their families had fled, and not nursery rhymes or harvest songs as I’d 
foolishly imagined.

I remember thinking I was asking my class of  schoolgirls to bring me a chair 
but not rolling the ‘r’ in kursi sufficiently (as one of  them later explained) – and 
turning it into an altogether ruder request at which they had fits of  giggles.

Later as an aid worker, I was summoned to El Geneina Council Offices for 
using a common street expression to a senior official – an expression I had 
heard many times, not least from my own (Sudanese) wife – not realising the 
full hypothetical force of  the vulgarity.

At least I’m not alone.  More recently, I recall the confusion on the face of  
the young Arab-origin Londoner who was called in at the last minute by the 
BBC when they decided they wanted a line-by -line translation of  the lyrics 
of  Um al Yatama by Mahjoub Sherif.  His formal Arabic was OK but he was 
struggling to grasp, let alone convey, the sense of  the profoundly colloquial 
Sudanese idioms and allusions in the song.

Word for word

I have written previously in Sudan Studies about my experiences of  the UK 
asylum process..1   A major factor is that civil servants and judges struggling 
to understand Sudanese asylum seekers face a number of  linguistic as well as 
cultural obstacles.   

The two sides are usually obliged to communicate via interpreters, a potentially 
alienating experience often akin to driving blindfold on the instructions of  an 
inexperienced navigator.  Neither side knows how well or how poorly their 
words have been conveyed in a foreign language.  I’ve witnessed this in court 
dozens of  times and squirmed in the back row on several occasions when 
confused interpreting was tangling an otherwise straightforward account.  

I have worked with Arabic-language interpreters myself, both Sudanese and 
non-Sudanese, but use my own knowledge of  the Sudanese variant to monitor 
the exchange, in a form of  triangulation towards greater accuracy.  It is part 

1 ‘“Does your tribe have a flag?” The perils of  seeking asylum in the UK’ Sudan Studies 55, 
February 2017

of  the process to follow what is being said by both sides and to speak directly 
to the interviewee where appropriate.  Forty years of  working with Sudanese 
Arabic-speakers, and helping to put their words across in English, come into 
operation when I conduct and transcribe interviews.  My Arabic is not as good 
as I think it should be but I have come to realise that it is a flashlight where 
others are working in total darkness.

Over the last 20 years, I have read hundreds of  transcripts of  Home Office 
(HO) interviews and listened to recordings of  interviews conducted via Arabic 
interpreters.  This, often painful, experience, has made me aware of  common 
pitfalls and errors in the process which can damage an asylum seeker’s account 
through no fault of  their own.  The results of  the translation process are a 
measure of  the interpreter’s skills in English, reflecting his or her limitations 
and not necessarily those of  the interviewee.  Sadly, these shortcomings 
come to dominate some asylum cases and provide a false basis for refusal on 
“credibility grounds” of  what are in fact entirely realistic applications. 

Some mistakes are more obvious than others.  I have seen cases where, 
because the interviewee has said in the screening interview that they speak 
Arabic, their tribe has been recorded as “Arab”.  Some Arabic interpreters 
are unaware of  the non-Arab tribes of  western Sudan who use a form of  
colloquial Sudanese Arabic as a lingua franca.  They are unused to their accents 
and modes of  speech.   

Some HO officials are equally ill informed.  One Darfuri told me:  “At the 
Home Office, they asked me how I could come from Darfur and yet speak 
Arabic.  They said I was not from Darfur and they did not believe me, saying 
how come I spoke Arabic?”  This indicates a worrying and fundamental 
ignorance of  Darfur and of  Sudan in general, where Arabic is the official first 
language and the shared common language, spoken by Arab and non-Arab 
Sudanese alike.

Spare a thought for the poor Meseriya Jebel, a non-Arab tribe close to 
the Tama, who almost invariably get labelled simply as ‘Meseriya’ in the HO 
interview process and lumped in with the Meseriya Arabs, both Zurug and 
Humur.  This damages their cases through no fault of  their own. 

It seems that even an English word, spoken in a non-English accent, can put 
the cat among the pigeons.  In one case, a Sudanese appellant was explaining 
that he had worked as the driver of  a riksha.  The interpreter, Home Office 
representative, counsel and judge all failed to hear this as ‘rickshaw’.2   These 
bicycle rickshaws have been on the streets of  the Sudanese capital for the last

2 The word ‘rickshaw’ has been in the English language (imported from China via Japan) since 
about 1885.  
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couple of  decades.  When the appellant elaborated on his description of  the 
rear canopy and frame, the interpreter conveyed this as a “shack on the back”, 
which did not help.  During several minutes of  confusion, the appellant was 
repeatedly accused of  inconsistency by the Home Office, when all along he 
had plainly been using a word adopted from English into Arabic. 

The inconsistency was all in the interpreting: between his screening 
interview (by phone), his substantive interview, and now the court, different 
interpreters had rendered the man’s account in varying ways which were now 
being held against him.  His simple rickshaw had gone from being a car, to a 
cart, to a shack on two rear wheels, through no fault of  his own.

If  a word established in the English language since Kipling’s time can cause 
such mystification, then actual Sudanese Arabic has thrown up even more, 
particularly where it diverges from the Modern Standard media form, or the 
Arabic of  other countries.  

When challenged on the quality of  the interpreting, the Home Office tends 
to become defensive but confused.  I was assured on one occasion that the 
interpretation was “word for word” – which to me highlighted the problem 
right there.   Anyone who puts written Sudanese Arabic through an automatic 
translator will see how quickly this approach falls down. 

No single Arabic

Oliver Miles, former British Ambassador to Libya, gives the lie to the apparent 
but misguided belief  that there is one single Arabic.

The educated form of  the language, based on the Koran, is literally 
nobody’s mother tongue.  All Arabs speak a local dialect.  If  they are 
educated, especially if  their education is traditional, they aspire to speak 
correctly, but scarcely ever quite make it.  Hence the common remark to a 
foreigner who has learned his Arabic from a grammar book is, “You speak 
Arabic better than I do.”  In this respect, Mr Gaddafi scarcely even tries.  
For the most part he speaks Libyan dialect, and Arabic dialects are not fully 
understood by Arabs from other regions.
(BBC News. “How Gaddafi’s words get lost in translation.” February 24th 
2011. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-12566277)

Idioms and their connotations
Mr Miles makes an important point.  For example, an Iraqi or Syrian speaking 
to a Moroccan is likely to have some difficulties because of  the difference in 
Arabic, and when as interpreters any of  them encounter Sudanese Arabic in its 
colloquial form, there are idioms and connotations that are lost in translation.

Here are a few examples:

• The months of  the year have different names in different versions of  
Arabic.  I encountered one case where the HO interpreter had mixed up 
July and August and the applicant was refused as a result.  The Sudanese 
often use the number of  the month – literally month One, month Two – 
or else recognisably Anglophone names given an Arabic twist.  These are 
unfamiliar to Arabic speakers in Lebanon, Syria and Iraq, for whom the 
names of  the months are quite different.  By the same token, names such 
as tishreen awwal, tishreen taani, or bril nisan are unknown in Sudan.  There is 
also more French influence than English in those countries. 

•  During the massive public protests of  December 2018-January 2019, 
people were chanting (among other things) “wain al jesh... al kezan sarag al aish”  
(Where’s the Army?  The Kezan [Islamists] have stolen the bread).  This 
was automatically translated by Facebook as, “stole life” which is technically 
correct but materially misleading.  Aish is bread as well as life in Sudanese 
Arabic.  I’ve never heard Sudanese call it Khobs, the term used elsewhere in 
the Arab world. 

•  In the coverage of  the regime’s reprisals against the demonstrators, the 
reporting by citizen journalists in social media makes frequent reference to 
‘Thatcher’ another term that  outsiders usually fail to understand.  These are 
the large, four-wheel-drive pick-up trucks used by the National Intelligence 
and Security Service (NISS) forces and their Rapid Support Force (RSF) 
militia.  The name of  the RSF itself  – Dam es Seree – is itself  open to multiple 
translations which tend to obscure its identity.  Alternatives such as ‘quick 
help’ or ‘fast assistance’ are sometimes used by interpreters, meaning it is 
not recognised for the formal and notorious force that it is.  The matching 
civilian clothes worn by plain-clothes security men – bedla ishtirakiya  – are 
not ‘communist suits’, as one interpreter suggested. This description created 
a red herring because it was taken by the Home Office to mean that he had 
said that the security forces were communists.

Sudanese Arabic can be oblique and indirect, and if  one does not recognise an 
allusion, the meaning can be obscure, as the examples below illustrate:

• The colloquial term for the Islamists – Koz, plural Kezan, literally 
meaning cups or mugs – is a facetious reference to a pious remark by the 
late Hassan el Turabi about the role of  his party in bringing sustenance to 
the society.  It is widely seen in social media as well as heard in everyday 
speech. 
• Equally local and obscure to Arabic-speakers outside Sudan is the 
Jidad Electroni  (Electronic Chicken), the mocking popular nickname for 
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the regime’s internet surveillance and interference operation.  Even on its 
own, Jidad is a Sudanese twist on the Arabic Dijaj (chicken) that can leave 
outsiders foxed.

• When people are detained and accused of  supporting one of  the 
various opposition groups, the authorities do not usually give the group 
its (often long-winded) formal name.  They do not call it, say, the Sudan 
People’s Liberation Movement (North).  Instead, “those people” or 
“them” is enough for everyone to know who they are talking about.  
For instance, “You’re with them” (rebels) or “with Dr. Khalil’s people” 
(Justice and Equality Movement).
Geographical terms
Geographical terms can be confused in the asylum interviews, and again I 
have seen the applicant blamed for errors that in fact arise from imprecise 
interpreting, as detailed below.  

• The most common is the transposition of  the English words ‘East’ 
and ‘West’, perhaps because to Arab ears they are not sufficiently distinct.  
Interpreters with whom I have worked successfully for years still make 
this mistake as a slip of  the tongue.   When the mistake is not noticed and 
corrected, it often becomes the basis of  the Home Office refusal, on the 
grounds of  inconsistency. 

• Sudanese Arabic uses the word bahr (normally meaning ‘sea’) for its 
rivers.  In arid Darfur, there are no all-year rivers, but the concept of  the 
seasonal river valley – wadi – and its tributary – khor – is alien to western 
interviewers.  In this way, a Home Office request to “name the rivers in 
Darfur”, for example, can easily lead to misunderstanding. 

• The term al Gezira/Jazeera means ‘the island/peninsula’ in Arabic but 
in Sudan it is also a state or region south of  Khartoum.  Even ‘Khartoum’ 
translates literally as ‘the hose’ – as in elephant’s trunk.  Human interpreters 
usually know this, but the automatic ones do not. 

• There are numerous words for the states, regions, districts and local 
areas into which the country is divided.  Interpreters often do not know 
which to use if  they are not familiar with the country, and often deploy 
them interchangeably. 

• I’ve seen cases where the interpreter has used misleading terms, for 
example mistaking the three-way division of  the capital and talking about 
the components, the Three Towns of  Omdurman, Bahri and Khartoum, 
as ‘states’.

• Confusion can also arise from the use of  regional capital names 
to refer to the entire Wilaya or administrative region.  When people in 
Darfur speak about west Darfur, for example, they call it ‘Geneina’ or 
‘Wilaya Geneina’.  North Darfur is ‘Wilaya El Fasher’;  South Darfur is 
‘Wilaya Nyala’, and so on.  People often say they are from, for example, 
“El Fasher”, then go on to name a village far from the regional capital.  
For this reason I always check whether they mean the region or the town, 
but this does not happen in HO interviews.

Common Sudanese words
Common Sudanese words like Taban and Miskeen have a potential depth of  
meaning that gets overlooked.  I heard the Sudanese writer Taban Lo Liyong 
say that he got his first name from his mother, because she was taban after 
giving birth to him.  Taban shadeed, a lot of  Sudanese mothers would agree.  
The word is so loaded with meaning that to translate it merely as ‘tired’ is 
inadequate and flat.

I have also heard survivors of  injuries caused by horrific violence, or as 
the result of  desert crossings and enslavement, describe themselves as having 
been taban.  This understatement has its own power when you understand 
the language, but falls down when translated literally rather than with insight.  
The HO response to people ostensibly saying they were tired, when they were 
actually near death, is usually not sympathetic. 

Miskeen means poor in both English senses i.e. having no money, and 
deserving of  sympathy.  It also carries the sense of  someone being innocent 
or unthreatening.  When a detainee tells his captors he is miskeen, he is not 
merely saying he has no money but protesting his innocence.  This is often lost 
on HO interviewers, who see the ostensible claim of  poverty as an irrelevance. 

The asylum process

Newly-arrived asylum seekers in the UK are put through an initial screening 
interview in which they are told to “answer briefly” and that they will have 
an opportunity to say more in the later substantive interview.  Often the 
interpreter is not present in the room, but is at the end of  a phone.  This 
introduces further possibilities for mishearing because audio quality can be 
very variable.  It also makes the process even more alien.  For many Sudanese, 
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this is the first time they have been formally interviewed and they usually have 
no way of  knowing what is being said on their behalf  by the interpreter.  Nor 
does the English-speaking Home Office interviewer, of  course.

In some asylum cases, I have been instructed to verify whether a person 
is speaking a particular tribal language consistent with their claimed ethnic 
identity.  This is not, it must be emphasised, the same as being asked to identify 
a language out of  the blue, with no guidance as to what it is supposed to be.  
Instead, I am establishing whether it is indeed the language that is claimed by 
the applicant, and the extent to which the person speaks it.  I say this because 
some cases have turned into wrangling about how this is possible, if  I don’t 
speak the language myself.  I apply a method which is the same as that used in 
field linguistic anthropology.

I have kept notes and recordings from interviews with hundreds of  
speakers of  tribal languages, including Fur, Masalit, Bergo, Mararit, Zaghawa 
and Tama.  I have lists of  vocabulary items and phrases, and audio records of  
fluent speakers of  these languages.  In view of  their value, I have been asking 
the permission of  some interviewees to lodge the recordings with the Sudan 
Archive at the University of  Durham.

I do not claim to speak any of  these languages, although vocabulary 
items, accents and sentence formulations become familiar. But this is not a 
requirement. Instead I compare my notes and recordings with the responses 
of  the interviewee.  There are occasional attempts to fool me, but when an 
asylum interviewee is not actually able to speak a certain language despite 
claiming to do so, this soon becomes evident.  Of  course, with non-Arabic 
Sudanese languages, notably those of  Darfur and the Nuba Mountains, there 
is no formal education available, and no certification.

Speakers of  a tribal language often say that they did not have the opportunity 
to demonstrate it to the Home Office.  Given the other pressures on the HO, 
this may be understandable but is nonetheless unfortunate.  Sudanese call all 
these languages rotana, and sometimes the HO thinks this is a language in itself.  
It is a fact of  contemporary life that not all members of  a tribe speak the tribal 
language, but I have seen asylum cases refused simply because the applicant 
did not.  This is equally misguided.
Misunderstandings
Sudanese conversational speech tends to be expansive rather than concise, and 
some people do go all around the houses before making a point.  In the asylum 
interviews, they tend to get cut off  in mid-flow and not given a chance to 
explain themselves satisfactorily.  In this way, the key elements of  an account 
can be lost or misunderstood.   

• The Sudanese Arabic naming system, in which sons and daughters 
also take the names of  their fathers and paternal grandfathers often 
mystifies European officials.  The rendering of  Sudanese names into 
English/Roman script tends to be chaotic and inconsistent, with some 
brutalised and mismatched spellings.  As a result, UK officials sometimes 
argue that a person has made applications under different names, when in 
fact they are the same names, spelled differently by whoever wrote down 
the details.  Spare a thought for Darfuri Adam Suleiman, who was told by 
UK officials he could not be a Muslim Sudanese because his name had 
been given as Solomon – as if  there were a difference.

• In some accounts, I have heard Sudanese speak in the plural, saying 
‘we/us’ while strictly meaning ‘I/me’, and being accused of  inconsistency 
as a result.  In fact this is simply a common use of  language, akin to some 
English colloquial uses of  ‘us’ to mean ‘my’. 

• When speaking English, Arabic-speakers sometimes say, “I was 
supposed to” when referring to something that actually happened.  Its 
original meaning in Arabic is more definite than the English implies.

Sometimes there are plain mis-hearings that lead to claims of  inconsistency, 
and potentially mistakes for which the applicant is blameless.  

• I have heard Ummi and Ammi (mother and uncle) mixed up. 

• The word ‘camp’ is potentially ambiguous.   Many people report that 
they stayed in one of  the camps for IDPs (Internally Displaced Persons) 
in Darfur.  Ill-informed interpreting has led in some cases to these camps 
being confused with army camps, leading the HO to ask misguidedly 
why the person would stay in the army camp after the armed forces had 
destroyed his village. 

• An interpreter’s confusion of  arab and gharib (west) took four years to 
resolve in court.  The applicant had said “ana min gharib es Sudan” (I am 
from the West of  Sudan) but the interpreter misheard this as “ana min 

arab es Sudan” (I am from Arab of  Sudan), which is not even a normal 
sentence. 

• The Sudanese currency, the jinai, is usually referred to as ‘pound’ in 
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English.   If  interpreted as ‘guinea’ (the origin of  the name), it can lead to 
the claim that the interviewee has given the wrong word. 

• Insufficient clarity of  diction and pronunciation on the part of  the 
interpreter can add to the difficulties.  In a strong Arabic or Sudanese 
Arabic accent, the English words ‘confess’ and ‘confuse’ sound almost 
the same.  I’ve had to point out that the alleged statement, “The people 
who detained me wanted me to confuse”, was actually “wanted me to 
confess”.

• The words ‘argument’ and ‘agreement’ are equally easily misheard.  If  
recorded incorrectly, these can also fuel claims of  inconsistency.

• Arabic numerals can look like our own but they too present a danger.  
In one instance, a man presented a birth certificate to court showing 
his date of  birth as 1964.  The Immigration Judge overruled the official 
translation, noting that there was a figure resembling a slanting 7 (in fact 
the Arabic six), and what looked like a backward 3 (in fact the Arabic 
four).  He decided, erroneously, that the date of  birth was in fact 1973, 
and dismissed the case on credibility grounds. 

Conclusion

If  life-changing asylum decisions are to be accurately informed, then the 
pitfalls and shortcomings of  interpreting Sudanese Arabic, with its dialects 
and quirks, must be taken into account.  Language errors like those in the 
examples given here cannot always be avoided but the potential for mistake for 
which the applicant is blameless must be acknowledged.  The audio recording 
of  all interviews and access to suitably trained interpreters are essential parts 
of  the solution.

*Peter Verney was a staff  writer and sub-editor at Sudanow magazine in 
1980-84, where his work included taking material written in irregular English 
by Sudanese Arabic-speakers and turning it into comprehensible and readable 
reporting.  This often required finding out what was intended in Arabic in 
order to rejig it in English.  In 2016, he helped translate the lyrics of  Um al 

Yatama (Mother of  Orphans) by the poet Mahjoub Sherif, performed by the 
singer Shurooq Abu el Nas on Holocaust Memorial Day.  The translation was 
published in Sudan Studies 55.

Causes and Consequences of  Darfuri Migration to Europe. 
Report launch

On September 11th 2018, Susanne 
Jaspers and Margie Buchanan-
Smith launched their report, Darfuri 

Migration from Sudan to Europe. From 
displacement to despair, at the 
Overseas Development Institute 
(ODI) in London.  This was 
followed by a panel discussion of  
the key findings of  the study and the 
implications for migration and asylum 
policies.

The report is the outcome of  a joint 
study by the Research and Evidence 
Facility (REF) and the Humanitarian 
Policy Group (HPG) and is aimed 
at providing information about the 
causes of  Darfuri migration from 
Sudan, the experiences of  migrants 
and the impact of  migration on their places of  origin.  As the authors point 
out, despite the fact that there are considerable numbers of  Sudanese migrants 
to Europe, “little is known about the trends and causes of  recent migration 
from Sudan to Europe” (page 1).  

The report makes an important and even crucial contribution to our 
understanding of  the issue and provides a solid evidence base that will be 
useful to those who deal with asylum cases, as well as academics and non-
governmental organisations.  The report outlines both the policy changes and 
practical measures that are needed if  those seeking asylum in Europe are to be 
treated fairly in the future.

A live streaming of  the launch event as well as downloads of  the report in 
various formats are available on the ODI website (www.odi.org). 
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A Visit to South Sudanese in Australia
Douglas H. Johnson*

There are some 30,000 South Sudanese currently living in Australia, and as 
Sara Maher, Santino Atem Deng, and Nicky Kindersley have recently informed 
us, they face both stereotyping and discrimination in Australia’s rising anti-
immigrant political rhetoric.1  Towards the end of  2017 my wife, Wendy James, 
and I were able to spend three weeks in Australia visiting South Sudanese 
communities in Sydney, Melbourne, and Adelaide.  The immediate cause of  
our visit was a conference of  the Association of  Social Anthropologists of  the 
UK and Commonwealth, co-hosted by Richard Vokes, one of  Wendy’s former 
students, who has since become director of  the new African Studies Centre 
at the University of  Western Australia, Perth.  We used this opportunity to 
connect with our Australia-based South Sudanese friends, help promote a new 
South Sudanese publishing venture, and find out a little more about how South 
Sudanese are navigating the challenges of  immigration in Australia.

Atem Yaak Atem currently lives with his family in Sydney.  We were 
colleagues in the Regional Ministry of  Culture and Information before the 
1983-2005 civil war.  He was then the founding editor of  Southern Sudan 

Magazine, and during the war he was the founding director of  Radio SPLA.  
After the war he started the weekly Pioneer newspaper in Juba and asked me 
to contribute a column on South Sudanese history, similar to a column I had 
written earlier for Southern Sudan Magazine.  When we decided to republish 
these pieces in a book we found an eager publisher in Peter Lual Reech Deng, 
who started up Africa World Books, an Australia-based, but South Sudan and 
Africa-focused publishing company.

Peter had begun as a bookseller, importing books on African subjects, 
including remaindered copies of  The Upper Nile Province Handbook I had 
edited for the British Academy and Oxford University Press.  This, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, proved to be a best seller among South Sudanese originally 
from greater Upper Nile.  In addition to publishing my collection of  South 

Sudanese Past Notes and Records Peter negotiated to reprint both The Upper Nile 

Province Handbook, and my other collection of  edited documents, Governing the 

Nuer.

1  Sara Maher, Santino Atem Deng, Nicky Kindersley, ‘South Sudanese Australians: Constantly 
Negotiating Belonging & Identity’, Sudan Studies 58 (2018): 53-64.

Throughout my Australian visit many South Sudanese would introduce 
themselves to me by reference to a grandfather, or even great grandfather 
mentioned in one of  these two books.

Blacktown public library (Credit, Peter Deng).

In each of  the three cities we visited Peter arranged book launches, not only of  
my most recent book with Ohio University Press (South Sudan: A New History 

for a New Nation) and the three of  my books he publishes, but of  other books 
by South Sudanese authors he also publishes.  In this way we were introduced 
to local institutions with which the South Sudanese communities had links: the 
public library in the Blacktown suburb of  Sydney, local churches in Melbourne 
and Adelaide, and local chapters of  ‘Initiatives of  Change’ (formerly Moral 
Rearmament, an organisation with a long history of  involvement in Sudan).  
Unfortunately the divisions among South Sudanese back home are reflected 
abroad and not all communities would get together for the same event.   
In Melbourne the Nuer and Dinka hosted separate book launches for the 
same books. 
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Sunshine North book signing (Credit, Peter Deng).

In the year since our visit Africa World Books has added several more titles by 
South Sudanese authors from different political perspectives, as well as studies 
of  indigenous cultures and works of  fiction.  They can be obtained directly 
from Africa World Books’ website (http://africaworldbooks.online/) as well 
as from Amazon.  Events organised by Africa World Books, or in which they 
participate, are posted on their Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/
africaworldbooksfootscray/).

A new generation of  young South Sudanese have grown up in Australia. 
Those who arrived as children speaking no English, learned their English in 
Australia and now definitely speak ‘Strine’.  With access to higher education 
many are entering professions and obtaining job experience that might - nor 
might not - be transferred back to South Sudan.  I met a South Sudanese 
policeman with a law degree, and another who ran in a local council election.  
As the policeman said at a public meeting, the first challenge they face is to 
become good Australians, whatever connections remain with South Sudan.

  Despite worrying trends in the government’s immigration policy in general 
and the media treatment of  South Sudanese as members of  ‘African gangs’, 
the existence of  the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) is a more positive 

aspect of  public information for and about immigrants. The SBS streams 
television (TV) news programmes from several foreign TV stations so that 
immigrants have a chance to access news from their home countries in their 
own languages.  Their radio service also broadcasts programmes in different 
languages, including Arabic, Amharic, Somali, and Dinka, these being the main 
languages spoken by recent African immigrants.

SBS Radio Dinka has been in operation for five years and broadcasts 
programmes in Dinka and in English.  While many programmes are aimed 
specifically at a Dinka-speaking audience it broadcasts to the wider South 
Sudanese community as well.  Being outside South Sudan it has been free 
to interview members of  the opposition as well as government officials.  It 
live streams videos on its website (https://www.sbs.com.au/dinka), and 
Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/DinkaSBS/), many of  which can still 
be accessed. 

The SBS Dinka Radio presenter, Ajak Deng Chiengkou, interviwed us along 
with Atem Yaak Atem and Peter Lual Reech Deng, all of  us squeezed into a 
tiny broadcasting studio. The interview, lasting more than two hours, was live 
streamed on the internet.  At the end Ajak asked me one final question: “Is this 
what we fought for?” and then rattled off  a long list of  abuses South Sudanese 
have suffered since independence, to which the only answer I could give was 
“No.”

The most impressive programme produced by SBS last year was its four 
part TV serial ‘Sunshine,’ billed as a crime drama and employing several South 
Sudanese actors (both professional and amateur).  Wally Elnour, Ror Da Poet 
(a rapper as well as an actor), and Autiak Aweteek played three South Sudanese 
aspiring basketball players in the Melbourne suburb of  Sunshine.  One of  
them seeks a basketball scholarship in an American college, but to get it their 
team needs a professional coach, played by veteran tough guy actor, Anthony 
LaPaglia.  They are caught up in a crime investigation, and while a crime has 
clearly been committed, the mystery is not only ‘who done it’, but just what 
crime? 

The production drew on the talents of  the wider South Sudanese community 
and reflects accurately aspects of  the South Sudanese experience in Australia.  
Not only are there accusations of  the young men being part of  an ‘African 
gang’, but tensions within South Sudan are repeated in Australia.  One of  
the young men, a Dinka, wants to date a Nuer girl, but her father refuses 
permission, saying, ‘Isn’t your brother still back home in Kiir’s army, killing 
my people?’  The young man eventually gives up his suit but pleads with the 
father to let his daughter continue her education and not marry her off  to ‘an 
old man’ back home.
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It is disappointing that this excellent programme is unavailable outside 
Australia: it cannot be downloaded for viewing outside Australia, and as far 
as I know no DVD boxed set is available for sale.  The most anyone outside 
Australia can see is this tantalising trailer https://www.sbs.com.au/ondemand/
video/1074003523711. I hope that situation will change.

* Douglas H. Johnson is an historian and a former ‘international expert’ and 
humanitarian worker in South Sudan. 

Perspectives on Sudanese and South Sudanese wars 
Facebook Live Streaming 

SBS Dinka Radio 

Dr Douglas H. Johnson is an author, expert on South Sudan and a long time humanitarian worker 
in South Sudan. Deborah Scroggins, the author of Emma’s Wars, has described Johnson as “its 
[South Sudan] most prominent living historian”. He is one of the few authorities with an 
extensive knowledge of the Sudanese borders with the neighbouring countries. Dr Douglas H. 
Johnson has written, co-authored and edited many books on South Sudan. He is visiting friends 
and colleagues in Australia. During his stay, the scholar who has close attachment to the people 
of South Sudan, will take time to meet members of the South Sudanese community in their 
diversity but all as one. This is in response to a long standing invitation from the Perth (Western 
Australia) based Africa World Books, an inchoate publishing company owned and run by young 
South Sudanese living in Australia. During his sojourn, Dr Johnson will launch his book, South 
Sudan: A New History for a New Nation. Among the books by Dr Douglas are Root Causes of the 
Sudanese War with the third edition with the updated on the recent conflict in South Sudan in 
2013. Dr. Douglas H. Johnson 

Atem Yaak Atem is a veteran South Sudanese journalist with an in-depth knowledge of the affairs of 
Sudan and his native South Sudan which he has covered for over four decades. For years Mr Atem has 
been a columnist for several Sudanese newspapers. He is now a full time writer. Apart from editorship of 
several important periodicals such as Southern Sudan monthly news and cultural magazine and The 
Pioneer weekly newspaper, Atem Yaak Atem was the founding director of the former rebel movement’s 
clandestine station, Radio SPLA as well as a former speechwriter for the former SPLM/A leader, Dr John 
Garang. He is now a full time writer and has his first book, Jungle Chronicles, was released late October 
this year.  The Chronicles is the first volume out of a series of his memoirs under preparation for 
publication. Atem Yaak Atem who currently lives with his family in Australia’s Central Coast region works 
at home as a professional translator. 

www.sbs.com.au/dinka 

SBS Dinka will host two authors, Dr Douglas H. Johnson, a distinguished historian, and a South 
Sudanese journalist, Atem Yaak Atem. The events have been planned for 07/December 2017 

SBS Dinka Radio publicity poster (Credit, SBS Dinka Radio).

UCL Qatar: Archaeology in Meroe

Rebecca Bradshaw and Jane Humphris* 

The Island of  Meroe is a vast UNESCO World Heritage Site situated two 
hundred kilometres north of  Khartoum on the east bank of  the Nile.  The 
area consists of  several monumental archaeological sites including Naga, 
Musawwarat es-Sufra, and Meroe Royal City, the primary royal seat of  the 
Kingdom of  Kush from circa (c.) 280 BCE (Before the Common Era) to 
350 CE (Common Era).  The city is replete with the remains of  a number 
of  palaces and temples, and other buildings such as the so-called Royal Baths 
and the victory monument under which the famous bronze head of  the 
Roman emperor Augustus was laid by the Kushites in c. 25/24 CE. Meroe’s 
rulers were buried in tombs topped with pyramid superstructures, which are 
conspicuously located three kilometres to the east of  the ancient city.

Meroe is dotted with numerous iron slag heaps up to five meters deep that 
evidence its status as an important centre of  ancient iron production, and 
earned it the nickname as the ‘Birmingham of  Africa’.  It is this aspect of  
ancient life that is the focus of  a large research project directed by Dr. Jane 
Humphris.  Thirteen seasons of  archaeological fieldwork have been carried out 
since 2012, with impressive finds including three ancient furnace workshops, 
an iron ore mining landscape, and insights into resource management.

The team standing on a mound of  iron slag outside Meroe Royal City in 2017. Jane is at the end 
of  the second row up on the left and Rebecca is on the end of  the bottom row to the right 

(Credit, Thomas Scheibner).
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Alongside the archaeometallurgical work, the team has embarked upon an 
ambitious ‘Community Engagement’ project led by Dr. Rebecca Bradshaw.  
This part of  the project was started because archaeology has a long record 
of  failing to consider local residents, many of  whom are keen to learn more 
about, and be involved in, the generation of  archaeological knowledge. 

As part of  this engagement the team makes extended house visits, attends 
social events, organises lectures (given by residents to the archaeologists and 
vice versa), film-screenings and festivals, and generates multi-media output in 
Arabic and English on key Sudanese platforms and in open access settings.  
The researchers have also built a small bi-lingual information point, written 
two bi-lingual children’s books and made a DVD documentary about iron 
smelting.   These activities have been well received by local residents and 
together with Sudanese colleagues the researchers are now developing new 
and more collaborative ways of  working.

 

Flyer showing how to access the children’s book and documentary (Credit, Rebecca Bradshaw).

1 The children’s books are available from www.academia.edu/search for ‘Jane Humphris’; the 
documentary is available from www.youtube.com/search for ‘ancient iron’
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Book Reviews

Leila Aboulela, Elsewhere, Home. 
Telegram, London, 2018, 
ISBN: 9781846592119, Paperback, £8.99.

Leila Aboulela’s latest book, Elsewhere, Home, 
launched at the British Library in June this year 
during the Africa Writes Festival, is a collection 
of  her short stories.  Some were previously 
published in different journals, some are from 
her early collection Coloured Lights (2001) 
and some are new.  The result is a fascinating 
exploration of  people and situations in the 
different countries where Leila Aboulela has 
lived.  They are written with a sensitive use 
of  the English language which immediately 
engages the reader.

Leila Aboulela herself, born in 1964 to a Sudanese father and an Egyptian 
mother, was brought up in Khartoum in a relatively prosperous family.  She 
was educated at the American International School and a private Catholic girls’ 
school before gaining a degree in economics at Khartoum University.  She then 
left Sudan for London to study for an MSc and MPhil at the London School of  
Economics, after which she moved to Aberdeen with her husband and children.  
It was there, while working at Aberdeen University, that she started taking the 
creative writing courses that would lead to her present life as an award-winning 
author of  fiction.  Her husband, of  Sudanese and English parentage, is an oil 
engineer whose career took the family to countries in the Gulf  and to Indonesia, 
before returning to Aberdeen.

All these experiences are reflected in Leila Aboulela’s writings.  She has 
produced four novels, two collections of  short stories, and several radio plays.  
Many have been translated into numerous languages and won, or been short-
listed for, various literary prizes; this latest collection has been long-listed for the 
2018 People’s Book Prize, whose winners are voted for by the public.  In all her 
works, the reader is given snapshots of  men and women in difficult situations 
linked to their cultural, religious or personal backgrounds; sometimes in the 
longer novels, such as Lyrics Alley, situations are resolved but often in the short 
stories, they remain tantalisingly frozen.

Elsewhere, Home contains 13 of  these stories, set in Scotland, England, 
Khartoum, and Cairo, with people from one country confronting those from 
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another.  For example, one of  the earlier stories, ‘The Museum’, which is set in 
Aberdeen, details the fumbling relationship between two students, a Sudanese 
woman and a man from a small Scottish town: his fascination with her “exotic” 
background of  Africa and Islam (“We did Islam at school”), their trip to a 
museum about Africa where she is confronted with European imperialism 
(“They are telling you lies in this museum”) and at the same time, her struggles 
over the phone with her fiancé in Khartoum, are all delicately but powerfully 
narrated.  Leila Aboulela also displays an ear for the English language as spoken 
in this part of  Scotland, comparing it to the differences between colloquial and 
classical Arabic. 

Another later story, ‘Something Old, Something New’, describes the 
bewildered reactions of  a white male Muslim convert visiting his fiancée and 
her family in Khartoum: on seeing the Nile his first thoughts are of  crocodiles 
that must lurk beneath the surface.  He then mishandles a donation to a beggar 
and he feels humiliated as he negotiates the wedding celebration finances with 
the family’s brother, but he is in awe of  the wedding ceremony itself.  The 
descriptions are beautifully calibrated, searing and tender, lingering in the mind 
long after the story finishes. 

A focus on Islam surfaces in several of  the stories, such as ‘The Boy from 
the Kebab Shop’, where a young woman with an Egyptian mother and deceased 
Scottish father gets to know a young man of  Moroccan/Scottish background.  
He becomes more involved with his Muslim faith, as a way of  living, and this 
helps her slowly to realise the relevance of  her own Muslim heritage.  Such a 
story may reflect Leila Aboulela’s own view of  her faith, that Islam is not just a 
political identity but provides support against hardship; she herself  continues to 
wear a headscarf  to affirm her sense of  spirituality.

Leila Aboulela also looks at the conflicts between generations: in ‘The Circle 
Line’, a woman from Abu Dhabi, now living in London, is still pursued by her 
mother who fears she will soon be too old to have children and continues to 
send her possible suitors.  ‘Summer Maze’ describes Cairo through the eyes of  
a girl of  Egyptian origin, living and going to school in London but taken back 
by her mother for the holidays; she is uncomfortable, realising her use of  Arabic 
has almost disappeared, and yet she is not a tourist. Many of  us can perhaps 
recognise aspects of  those situations.

In all the stories, whether bitter and sad or reflective and humorous, the 
delicate language sweeps the reader immediately into the atmosphere and moods 
of  the different situations.  They can also leave the reader mentally exhausted 

and so may be best appreciated if  read one at a time, not all in a single sitting.  
They repay a second reading, too, and enable us to reflect on issues of  identity 
within our own lives; Leila Aboulela herself  has said that issues of  racism and 
white privilege are becoming more mainstream and recognised, but “I still feel 
the need for resistance in my writing”.  We look forward to more illustrations of  
such passion! 

Robyn Thomas
Robyn Thomas has spent many years overseas; whilst in Khartoum, she taught 
English literature and language at several colleges and universities, including 
Khartoum, Ahlia and Ahfad.
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Douglas H. Johnson, South Sudan: 
A New History for a New Nation, 
Ohio University Press, Athens, OH, 
USA, 2016, ISBN: 9780821422427, 
paperback, £10.99. 
 
As I sit to write this review in August 
2018, the ink has only just dried on South 
Sudan’s latest peace agreement.  South 
Sudanese and international observers 
alike have spent the last two months 
questioning whether this most recent 
attempt to end conflict and promote political reconstruction will yield concrete 
results.  This summer has also witnessed an outpouring of  domestic and 
international resistance to the unlawful detainment of  activist Peter Biar Ajak.   
If  the South Sudanese government’s disregard for freedom of  expression and 
due legal process has cast an ominous shadow over the peace agreement, the 
condemnatory reaction to Peter Ajak’s imprisonment has raised hopes that 
tolerance for such abuses is nearing an end.  Both developments point to 
South Sudan’s ongoing struggle to define itself  and to the role of  academic 
critique therein, two themes which run through Douglas Johnson’s latest book.  
With its call for better use of  existing sources and a stronger historiographical 
approach, South Sudan: A New History for a New Nation is a timely addition 
which speaks directly to South Sudan’s mixed experience of  nation building 
and which challenges existing misconceptions about South Sudan and its 
history. 

Johnson manages the ‘basic contradiction’ of  fitting a longue durée history 
into a ‘short history’ (under 200 pages) with ease, offering a highly readable 
account of  the new state’s multi-faceted past.  In fact, what makes this history 
‘new’ is its attention to a much older past, constructed from early ethnographies 
and oral histories as well as archives, which modern histories of  South Sudan 
often neglect.  Johnson picks apart the singular paradigm of  South Sudan’s 
perennial exploitation by various intruders, offering instead a rich exposition 
of  a diverse region and establishing southern Sudan as ‘a missing piece in the 
jigsaw puzzle of  African history’ (p.19).

One of  the book’s major strengths is its challenge to an a priori story of  South 
Sudanese national independence.  Johnson refrains from any discussion of  
South Sudanese nationalism until the seventh of  his ten chapters, highlighting 
the danger of  projecting backwards a national identity that is still very much 
debated today.  From the introduction, he makes a clear distinction between 

the terms ‘southern Sudan’, used for periods before the mid-twentieth century, 
and ‘South Sudan’, used when ‘describing the evolution of  nationalist politics’ 
(p.25).  Nevertheless, the book sketches important continuities between 
pre-20th-century trends and South Sudan’s present conflicts, identities and 
prospects.  From the early Sudanic civilisation’s exchanges with ancient Egypt 
to stateless societies’ dual resistance to, and collaboration with, different 
expanding states between the 16th and 19th centuries, southern Sudanese 
history has been characterised by processes of  interaction, creating pools of  
common values and symbols which carry through in various forms to the 
present. 

A key theme throughout the book is population displacement, which was 
prompted in part by slave-raiding and war but also by entire populations 
moving away from the network of  zariba commercial centres which drove 
19th century colonial expansion. This was a period rife with ambiguities: 
between free and servile, raider and raided, and exploitation and opportunity.  
Johnson illuminates these seeming contradictions through frequent historical 
vignettes, a stylistic choice which does so much to make this book easy to 
read.  Through the personal histories of  men such as Zubair Pasha (a member 
of  an Egyptian merchant expedition who started his own outfit, married the 
daughter of  a Zande king, and later killed the king and annexed his kingdom) 
and Lual Maiker (a Shilluk officer employed by Kaka merchants, captured by 
Baggara, paid as tax to the Egyptian government, conscripted into the army 
and ultimately sent to fight as far away as Mexico), the interconnectivity and 
migrations of  this period come to life.  If  Johnson’s empirically rich Root Causes 

of  Sudan’s Civil Wars (3rd edition 2016) has long been the go-to reference book 
for experts and students alike, South Sudan offers a lively sketch of  a series of  
complicated encounters – a book for anyone currently or potentially interested 
in South Sudan’s most recent political events. 

The book’s initial emphasis on displacement, integration and regional 
connectedness sets up its later chapters’ analysis of  the politics of  self-
determination, federalism and independence.  Coming finally to the evolution 
of  South Sudanese nationalism, Johnson narrates, “how New Sudan 
replaced self-determination and self-determination replaced New Sudan”.   
Only by taking seriously the Sudan People’s Liberation Army’s official bid 
for federalism (intended to benefit marginalised areas of  the north as well as 
the south) and the factors behind the SPLA’s ultimate return to the idea of  
self-determination, is it possible to make sense of  the particular dilemmas of  
South Sudan’s independence and the civil wars in Sudan’s ‘new south’ (p.166).
South Sudanese independence was never a given.  Internal SPLA fragmentation, 
the limited options offered by the American-led peace negotiations of  2002 
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and the death of  SPLA leader John Garang in 2005 all contributed to the 
eclipse of  any realistic possibility of  fundamental political change within a 
singular Sudanese state.  Crucially, the emphasis on self-determination for 
South Sudan resulted in further political marginalisation of  opposition areas 
in the north.  Today, as in the past, wars in Sudan and South Sudan remain 
undeniably intertwined.  Nevertheless, Johnson identifies “signs for hope 
in the failure of  ethnic mobilization, the rising interest in promoting some 
form of  federal governance, the experience of  South Sudanese in local-level 
peacemaking as the foundation on which to build transitional justice, and the 
actions of  some returning diaspora” (p.180).

The one criticism that can be made of  this book is simply that most readers 
will desire more detail, particularly about some of  the examples of  recent 
attempts at reconciliation and peacemaking.  Although this is a ‘short history’, 
the final chapters would benefit from the more anecdotal approach that is 
taken in earlier ones.  Nevertheless, as Johnson reminds us, “All historical 
writing is a work in progress” and the book will certainly achieve its goal of  
“[stimulating] conversation, debate, and further research about South Sudan’s 
past” (p.28).

Danielle Del Vicario  
Danielle Del Vicario is a D.Phil candidate in the History faculty at the 
University of  Oxford, where she is researching the life and memorialization 
of  Dr. John Garang. 

Susanne Jaspars, Food Aid in Sudan: A History 
of  Power, Politics and Profit, Zed Books, 
London, 2018, ISBN 978-1-78699-209-3 
hardback, £65 

How and why has the food aid system failed in 
Sudan?  This question has been addressed in 
different ways at various points over the past 
four decades, during which every practice in 
humanitarian aid has been tested in Sudan.  
Susanne Jaspars’s new book, however, provides 
the first dedicated answer and stands out as a 
particularly important contribution. 

This book is a thoughtful, well-supported 
and cogent critique of  what it calls ‘the failure of  food aid in Sudan’ (p.202).   
It offers both academic rigor and critical, disturbing policy relevance. On 
the one hand, it is an illuminating academic analysis organised around a clear 
conceptual framing of  how food aid evolved over time in Sudan supported 
by a wealth of  empirical detail and grounded insights gained from extensive 
interviews and aid work.  On the other hand, it also makes a strong argument 
about the need for a radical reform of  the food aid industry and seeks to 
achieve practical policy impact. Jaspars brings unusual knowledge to the 
subject, which enhances both the academic and policy dimensions of  the book 
in evident ways.  With extensive experience of  working in Sudan, including as a 
nutritionist for Oxfam in Darfur in 1989-90, Jaspars is a self-described ‘insider’ 
in the food aid world (p.xii).  This lends her critique extra weight but her book 
goes much further in developing an academic study. 

The account is organised, in conceptual and broadly chronological terms, 
according to what Jaspars terms ‘three regimes of  food aid practices’ that 
have evolved over the past fifty years.  Drawing on Foucault, she examines 
how and why truth regimes, or food aid orthodoxies, have shifted across 
time.  In this way, food aid is much more than a nutritional intervention: it 
is ‘a technology of  governance in that it has the power to change behaviour, 
attitudes, and power relations.’ (p. 4).  As developed in Chapter 2, the first 
regime she identifies is the ‘state support regime’.  Extending for much of  
Nimeiri’s period in power, and like other contemporary development aid, this 
aimed to support the Khartoum state in its efforts to modernise agriculture, 
industry and cities in central Sudan.

The second regime is that of  ‘livelihoods’, which involved struggle over 
the control of  aid and its target populations during the ideological period 

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



87 88

of  National Islamic Front (NIF) rule.  It was characterised by international 
aid agencies bypassing the Sudanese state to provide emergency food aid 
direct to communities, thereby assuming full responsibility for managing the 
lives and livelihoods of  Sudanese.  The number of  international agencies 
operating in Sudan proliferated, and the techniques these used – assessments, 
targeting, distribution and monitoring – were refined, producing new areas of  
professional expertise like emergency nutrition.

Finally, the present-day ‘resilience regime’, following the post-9/11 ‘War 
on Terror’ and the 2008 food crisis, promotes individual responsibility and 
capacity to withstand scarcity and shocks.  Jaspars shows how in Sudan it has 
been accompanied by declining access to crisis-affected populations, increasing 
risks to aid workers and a reassertion of  Sudan’s sovereignty manifest as state 
power.  Overall, Jaspars argues that ‘shifts in regimes of  practices have led to 
a de-politicisation of  aid practices and to an effective abandonment of  crisis-
affected populations to permanent emergency.’ (p.22).

Discussion of  these regimes is woven into subsequent chapters, with 
particular attention given to livelihoods and resilience.  Chapter 3 analyses the 
effects of  these regimes at the national level in Sudan. Chapter 4 examines 
the effects of  changing food aid practices in North Darfur amongst rural 
populations and IDP camps.  That North Darfur has received international 
emergency food aid almost continuously since 1984, and is where Jaspars has 
extensive experience, renders her conclusion particularly sobering: ‘in the thirty 
years that people have received food aid, the majority have suffered a process 
of  continuing impoverishment and permanent crisis.’ (p.19).  After over thirty 
years of  receiving food aid, ‘food aid operations have had little impact on the 
nutrition and food security of  drought-and crisis-affected people in North 
Darfur.’ (p. 151).

Chapter 5 explores the perceptions of  food aid held by government, 
international aid agency, beneficiary, Sudanese aid-worker, trader and 
transporter actors in the context of  the resilience regime.  Jaspars explores how 
over time international food aid co-produced important aspects of  Sudanese 
politics dedicated to managing international aid for its own purposes.  Too 
often analyses of  international aid fail to explore this issue properly and can be 
artificially divorced from questions of  deeper political impact.  Jaspars, however, 
demonstrates how Sudan became ‘a country of  food experts’.  Knowledge and 
experience of  food aid programming has been ‘one of  the real but unintended 
developmental effects of  long-term food aid.’ (p.159).  Government officials 
gained fluency in the language of  international food aid and used this mastery 
of  policy speech to challenge the international community on is own terms, 
as well as create and run bureaucratic and security structures dedicated to 

controlling international aid. 
A major strength of  this book concerns its main focus on Sudan, and 

especially Darfur. South Sudan is covered, but is not a direct focus of  the 
book.  Nonetheless two further aspects are notable. First, it demonstrates well 
why a historical analysis matters and goes a long way to explain why the Sudan 
government is so wary of  international aid and views food aid as subversive (a 
‘Trojan horse’).  Second, the book’s value transcends Sudan in also uncovering 
global food aid practices via the interplay between Sudanese history and food 
aid policy and practice, and the global politics of  these.

Overall, this book is an excellent contribution to the academic literature.  
Jaspars’s secondary aim of  contributing ‘to reform of  the humanitarian 
system.’ (p. xii) seems optimistic however, in the context of  both the history 
of  different generations of  critiques of  aid in Sudan that her book contributes 
to, and also in light of  her own analysis of  the history of  food aid in Sudan.  
Jaspars provides a strong case as to why reform is imperative but, partly 
because of  the history of  failure she examines, there are few reasons to be 
persuaded that meaningful reform can happen. 

Daniel Large
Daniel Large is an Assistant Professor at the School of  Public Policy, Central 
European University, Budapest, Hungary.)  
  

This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.This electronic copy is meant for SSSUK members only. Please do not share widely.



89 90

News from the Sudan Archive, Durham

The range of  material in the Sudan Archive provides an exceptionally rich 
research resource for scholars in all disciplines of  studies relating to Sudan 
and South Sudan and to the wider region, with records dating from the 19th 
Century to the present day.  We are open to all so please pay us a visit, or get 
in touch, whether to further your own research, to suggest additional records 
we should try to collect, or to make a donation to the collections yourself.  
More details can be found at: www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/sudan/. 

Recent accessions to the Sudan Archive

Acquisitions of  recent publications are not generally noted – but are nevertheless 
received with deep thanks. Accessions generally remain uncatalogued for a 
period of  time, but can usually be accessed on request.

Iain Logie, Narrow Gauge Railway Society: research file on Sudanese Narrow 
Gauge Railways (1 file).
*J. (Ivan) Semevsky, (1893-1980), Irrigation Department (1921-1948): 
original Russian manuscript of  “Shigenogi, the shoemaker”, oriental fable by  
J. Semevsky, from which a puppet play was adapted by R.C. Maxwell-Darling 
in 1946 in Khartoum (1 file).
Garth Glentworth, 10 Sudan postcards, sold by The Gordon Stationery and 
Bookstores.
Margaret Roberts, daughter of  Donald W. Catchpole (1907-1985), Dept. 
Economics & Trade (1945-1948): short memoir of  journey out (Nov. 1945) 
and two years spent in Khartoum as a child, with family photographs, cuttings 
(1 file).
Joy Harris, Mission Aviation Fellowship: 2 circular letters from Fangak, 2011
Arthur Blyford Thruston, (1865-1897), British Army, Egyptian Army, 
Uganda Commission, Uganda Rifles: photograph and watercolour album 
recording 1885-1897 service in Egypt, Sudan, Uganda, India, and England.
E.W.T. (Tom) Morris, (1899-1995), Sudan Medical Service and University 
of  Khartoum (1929-1949, 1965-1967): transcripts of  letters home; Sudan 
Government Public Relations publications (1954), and miscellaneous papers 

and cine-films (1929 x 1967).
Rebecca Bradshaw, 2 children’s publications produced during UCL’s recent 
archaeological project at Meroe. (https://www.ucl.ac.uk/qatar/research/
industrial-kush-sudan) in English and Arabic, about Meroe (book) and iron 
smelting (DVD).

* Accruals to existing collections; details of  the careers of  these persons can 
be found published in each of  their collection catalogues.  
(http://discover.durham.ac.uk/). 

Francis Gotto, Archivist
francis.gotto@durham.ac.uk
+44 (0)191 334 1218
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SSSUK Notices

Society for the Study of  the Sudans (UK)
32nd Annual General Meeting, 16 September 2018

SOAS

MINUTES

1. Apologies
Apologies for absence were received from committee members Dan 
Large, Michael Medley, Douglas Johnson; and from members John 
Ashworth, Simon Bush, Jeremy Coote, Sarah Errington, Peter Everington, 
Gerasimos Makris, Ricardo Preve, Pieter Tesch and Sam Tipper.

2. Minutes
There were no matters arising from the minutes of  the 31st AGM of  16 
September 2017, which were accepted as a true record.

3. SSSUK committee
•The Chairperson, Gill Lusk, reported that members of  the committee, 
Fidaa Mahmoud and Mawan Muortat, had agreed to hold jointly the office 
of  Vice-Chairperson.
•There had been two resignations from the committee. Jack Davies, a co-
opted member and former Editor of  Sudan Studies, had resigned in January 
2018, due to ill-health, and Derek Welsby, an elected Trustee, in May 2018. 
The membership had been informed about the vacancy for an elected 
Trustee and one nomination had been received. Dr Abel Azim El Hassan, 
nominated by Fidaa Mahmoud and seconded by Jane Hogan, was duly 
elected.

4. Chairperson’s report
• Gill Lusk welcomed everyone to the Annual Symposium and the AGM, 
and said she was delighted that so many people had come. She reported that 
the Society had enjoyed a successful year, with new members and increased 
interest in Sudan Studies. She particularly wanted to thank Charlotte Martin, the 
Editor, for her work on the journal and all those who had contributed to it. 
• The committee would welcome ideas from members on how the Society 
could develop and also help in running the various activities. 
• We hoped to hold two seminars, one on human rights in Sudan, in the 
autumn, and a second on developments in South Sudan. Details would 
follow. 
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•Gill offered the Society’s condolences to the family and friends of  two 
former members who had died:  Paul Wilson, a former Editor of  Sudan 

Studies, who died earlier this year, and Michael Harrison, a former agricultural 
botanist who worked in Sudan 1947-1955 and who had died in 2017.
• Gill drew attention to the Saif  Ghobash Banipal Translation Prize Lecture 
at the British Library on the 9th November when the poet, essayist and 
philosopher, Adonis, would speak on “Is this the time of  translation?  
Is translation a second act of  creation?”
• Imogen Thurbon wished to let members know that the Women’s Literacy 
Sudan blog would go live on Monday 24th September.

5. Secretary’s report
Jane Hogan reported as follows:
• The Society’s entry on the Charity Commission website had been kept up 
to date with details of  all current Trustees of  the SSSUK.
• It had not been possible to compile a master set of  papers of  the Society. 
There is still a gap in the collection of  AGM minutes for 1999-2001.  
If  anyone still has copies of  the minutes for those years, the Secretary would 
be glad to hear from them.
• The Secretary and Treasurer had drawn up a policy statement on data 
protection to conform with the General Data Protection Regulation and 
this now appears on the Society’s website. A copy had been sent to all 
members with the journal.
• Members were encouraged to let the Secretary or Treasurer know if  they 
changed their email account, as this was the cheapest way of  keeping in 
touch with everyone.

6. Treasurer’s report
Adrian Thomas circulated copies of  the 2017 accounts. Income had risen 
to £4300, partly as a result of  a 12% rise in membership and better collec-
tion of  membership fees. Expenditure had fallen, leaving us with a deficit 
of  £430. The main items of  expenditure were printing and distribution of  
the journal. The symposium was largely self-funding, thanks to our collab-
oration with the Centre of  African Studies which enables us to keep costs 
down. Membership in September 2018 was 209 (217 at the end of  2017). 
Members were encouraged to recruit new members as the membership 
fees are our main source of  income. Adrian reported that he expected the 
income for 2018 to be similar to 2017. He extended his thanks to Hey-
wood Hadfield for checking the accounts.

7. Editor’s report
Charlotte Martin reported that publication of  Sudan Studies was now back 
on track after slipping slightly in 2017 due to her illness. She is delighted 
with the amount of  material being received, some of  it unsolicited. She 
thanked everyone who had contributed to recent editions of  the journal 
and to Peter Woodward and Andy Wheeler who had helped with editing 
and proof  reading. Particular thanks were due to Derek Welsby who had 
done the layout for the journal and who would continue to do this after 
the next edition. Heywood Hadfield asked if  it would be possible to go 
over to an exclusively electronic copy of  the journal in view of  the costs of  
printing and postage. Members were asked for a show of  hands in favour 
of  keeping the hard copy of  the journal and this received overwhelming 
support. However, if  any members preferred to receive only access to the 
electronic copy via our website, they should contact the Secretary who 
would remove them from the distribution list. Hashim Mohammed Ahmed 
proposed having an edition specifically on education and Charlotte agreed 
that this could be discussed at a committee meeting.

8. Website Editor’s report
Michael Medley was unable to attend. He reported as follows: 
The basic functions of  the website have been maintained, although he had 
been unable to attend to them as frequently as he would have wished. There 
had been no major improvements or extensions of  the website this year. 
He would like to hear from any member who might be interested in helping 
maintain and improve the website, perhaps with a view to taking charge of  
it in due course. Email: website@sssuk.org.

10. Any other business
A vote of  thanks to the committee was proposed by Professor Mohamed 
Baraka.

Jane Hogan
Honorary Secretary 
5 October 2018
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