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EDITORIAL NOTE 
 
I must apologise to all members for the late arrival of this, the seventeenth issue of Sudan 
Studies. I must as ever repeat my plea to all members to provide material for inclusion. 
 
Please note the Editor’s address, to which all correspondence relating to Sudan Studies should 
be sent: 
 
4 Kingsland Court, 
26 Kennedy Road, 
Shrewsbury SY3 7AB 
 
Telephone and fax numbers remain the same, viz. (01743) 352575 and (01743) 354699 
respectively. 
 
Correspondence relating to other Society business should be addressed to: 
 
SSSUK Honorary Secretary, 
Alan Kunna, 
P.O. Box 3916, 
London NW8 8EW 
 
 

Paul Wilson 
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DEATH OF THE FORMER HONORARY PRESIDENT 
 

The Sudan Studies Society of the UK deeply regrets to announce the death of its former 

Honorary President, Sir Gawain Bell, KCMG, CBE, who only very recently retired from the 

post. The Society counted itself most fortunate when Sir Gawain accepted election as Honorary 

President in 1987. His very distinguished administrative career, originally in the Sudan, and 

later in the Gulf, was followed by the publication of his memoirs, in which important insights 

are presented with a minimum of fuss, and which testify to his deep humanity as an 

administrator. 

Sir Gawain was an active and very supportive Honorary President. He presided with benevolent 

firmness over our Annual General Meetings; and his wise advice was made available 

unstintingly to the officers of the Society. We shall miss Sir Gawain very greatly; and the 

Society extends to his family its sincere commiserations and sympathy. 
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JOHN PETHERICK F.R.G.S. 
THE FIRST BRITISH RESIDENT 

John Petherick first arrived in the Sudan in March 1847. Born on 9 May 1813, at the age of 
32 he had left Wales and entered the service of the Egyptian Viceroy Mohammed Ali two 
years earlier as a mining engineer to prospect mineral deposits in Sinai and Upper Egypt. 
These ventures proving unsuccessful, he was dispatched to survey the iron ore deposits of 
Kordofan. Apart from two years leave in England July 1859 until May 1861, he remained in 
the Sudan (with one brief visit to Cairo in late 1849) until his final departure in October 1864. 
He was thus resident in the Sudan over 15 years, spread between 1847 and 1864. 

There were of course earlier British travellers to the Sudan, notably James Bruce (1772); 
William Browne (1793-6); Lord Prudhoe and Major Felix 1829; G.A. Hoskins 1833; Arthur 
Holroyd 1836-7; and Mansfield Parkyns 1845-8, but with the possible exception of Browne 
(in Darfur) and Parkyns none could be described as residents as opposed to visitors. As a 
northern European, to endure relatively unscathed the rigours and perils of a sojourn covering 
15 years in the mid nineteenth century Sudan was an achievement exceeded by few -notably 
the Frenchmen Georges Thibaut (1826-69) and Ferdinand Lafargue (1834-71); and the 
Savoyard Antoine Brun Rollet (1831-58). 

 

Kordofan 1847-54 

In March 1847, Petherick crossed the Atmur desert into the Sudan by camel from Korosko 
(now under Lake Nasser) via the Murat wells to Abu Hamid on the northern bend of the Nile 
below Berber. Then after a week in Khartoum he moved up the left bank of the White Nile to 
Tura al Khadra before striking east across the desert route to Kordofan via Abu Garad. At 
Bara he encountered the province governor, Mustapha Pasha el Kiridli, with whom he formed 
a good rapport and whose friendly disposition towards Petherick was to stand him in good 
stead during the first year of his prospecting for iron ore in Kordofan. His first technical 
reports were duly forwarded to Cairo via the Governor-General in Khartoum in June 1848, 
which unluckily for Petherick coincided with the recall of Mustapha Pasha to Cairo and his 
replacement as Governor of Kordofan at the end of the year by the despotic Musa Hamdi. 
Petherick had been recovering from a bad attack of malaria in Khartoum during the summer 
of 1848 and it was there that he would have learned of the onset of Mohammed Ali’s final 
affliction and the appointment of Ibrahim Pasha as Regent. 

Petherick’s viceregal protector had been superseded but his contract as a mineral prospector 
had still more than a year to run -to October 1849. This gave him a second year of 
government duty in Kordofan and further insight into life in the Sudan, in the course of which 
he became friendly with Georges Thibaut, the French consular agent in the Sudan, resident 
for much of the time in El Obeid and a major trader in gum Arabic. Since 1827 a government 
monopoly in the purchase of gum from the cultivators had been rigorously imposed, but in 
November 1848 largely due to pressure brought on the viceregal government by the British 
Consul General in Cairo, Charles Murray, Cairo agreed reluctantly to the abolition of 
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monopolies. In principle this opened to European traders the prospect of really profitable 
commerce in gum and other local commodities. However, these opportunities had to contend 
with the new province governor, Musa Hamdi who was unimpressed by the new free trade 
instructions from Cairo, and sensed the inexperience of a new viceroy. Accordingly while the 
freedom to purchase gum from croppers was unchallenged, such were the penalties inflicted 
on croppers selling other than to the province governor that the monopoly was effectively 
reimposed. 

Thibaut appealed to his consul general in Cairo and sent a copy to Petherick, knowing of the 
latter’s good relations with Charles Murray, - a doughty protagonist of free access for British 
enterprise - and also with Walne, the Cairo Consul. Petherick maintained that at this point he 
was about to return to Britain, but that he was prevailed upon by Murray to become a gum 
trader in Kordofan himself, as proof to the British government that the Sudan was indeed 
monopoly free. In recognition of this cooperation, Petherick was made honorary British 
consular agent in the Sudan with the duty to protect the interests of British subjects, and with 
the express and quite normal right to trade on his own account. He thus returned in October 
1849 to Kordofan to set up a business in gum. Monopolies had been abolished but the 
problem was enforcement. 

The arrival of a new governor general in Khartoum, Abdel Latif Pasha, merely strengthened 
Musa Hamdi’s determination to monopolise the gum trade, and only the latter’s removal for 
criminal brutality against the Baggara Hawazma tribe brought any lightening of the burden on 
gum croppers and traders. However, when Brun Rollet led a determined opposition to Latif’s 
imposition of a government monopoly on the White Nile ivory trade to Gondokoro in 1850, 
Petherick s report on the Khartoum government’s evasion of the free trade decree enabled 
Murray to bring his heavy guns to bear on the viceregal council. Latif was recalled. 

There is little information about Petberick’s doings during 1852-3. In June 1851 he had 
written privately to Murray of his intention to sail up the White Nile the coming winter to the 
Bari country to purchase ivory, but he never tested the perpetuation of that government 
monopoly, and despite his having established an office in Khartoum, 1852 and 1853 seem to 
have been spent in El Obeid where he was laid low with recurring bouts of fever. In his book 
“Egypt, the Soudan and Central Africa” published on his home leave in England in 1861, 
Petherick claims that, having resided in El Obeid five years, when in 1853 gum trade “had 
become paralysed by native competition... and no longer remunerative,” he turned his 
attention to the White Nile; and that on 27 November 1853 he left on an expedition up the 
White Nile through Lake No to the Bahr el Ghazal and also to the Sobat. This as Dr Richard 
Gray has pointed out, is simply incorrect -indeed Petherick wrote a letter to Paget the acting 
British Consul general from Kordofan dated 15 December 1853 - so out of touch was 
Petherick that year that he was unaware Paget had left Cairo in February. 

 

Khartoum 1854-56 

Petherick did leave Kordofan for Khartoum, but most probably it was before the rains of 
1854. On 18 September 1854 a letter arrived in Cairo by hand of his messenger from 
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Khartoum requesting help with an application for 25 muskets to protect his White Nile 
trading boats, and he must have sailed on his first White Nile expedition in 1854, perhaps on 
27 November, returning mid February 1855. His exploration however was of the Sobat 
trading potential, not the Bahr el Jebel nor the Bahr el Ghazal which Petherick later 
acknowledged was first penetrated, at least to its intersection with the west end Lake No, by a 
Copt named Habashi in Petherick’s employment, in early 1855. 

Petherick meanwhile returned from the Sobat to Khartoum, pleased enough with his first 
exploration and conscious that he was the senior, perhaps the only, European consular agent 
in Khartoum. There follows an episode in his career which first revealed only too clearly the 
limitations of his judgement in public office. In Petherick’s absence the former Governor 
General, Ali Pasha Sirri, had on orders from Cairo been suspended from duty on suspicion of 
having demanded monies from a Berber sheikh, and his successor Ali Pasha Jarkas had taken 
over, holding his predecessor in house arrest pending investigation. The merchant population 
of Khartoum, European and Arab, had prepared a petition contradicting the charges, 
affirming the esteem in which Ali Sirri was held, and seeking his reinstatement. The 
petitioners sought Petherick’s assistance in forwarding the petition to his Cairo consulate 
general and Petherick, endorsing “the rare capacity and high qualifications” of Ali Sirri and 
indignant at his suspension, foolishly agreed. 

Ali Sirri sought to exploit the sympathies of the pliable consular agent, sending a letter to the 
viceregal divan under Petherick’s seal, and securing the latter’s personal intervention on his 
behalf with the Governor General. When in mid March he was arraigned to attend trial, Ali 
Sirri sought and obtained asylum in Petherick’s consulate home, Petherick confident that the 
Governor General was only supported by a few senior Turks while the remaining government 
officials backed Ali Sirri. Still without any acknowledgement or instructions from Cairo, 
Petherick in mid April rented a new house for Ali Sirri, and later joined him there and when, 
a month later, a viceregal letter to Ali Sirri arrived ordering the latter’s attendance before the 
Khartoum divan, Petherick refused to surrender him. Whereupon in the middle of the night 
four hundred troops arrived and surrounded Petherick’s house, forcing Ali Sirri to surrender 
himself. 

Petherick blustered, threatening to withdraw to Cairo to obtain satisfaction for this insult to 
the British flag. But his bluff had been called and he was still without orders from Cairo. 
Worse he was seen to have been publicly worsted and this now earned him the contempt of 
the community. He was ostracised by the merchants and no one would trade with him. In vain 
he awaited succour from Frederick Bruce, the Consul General. When at last a letter arrived 
dated 7 July, acknowledging Petherick’s “various letters,” the latter had already retired El 
Obeid while the storm blew itself out. The instructions were rough: 

“1 regret to be obliged to express my disapprobation of you having taken any part whatever 
in [the quarrels of the two Hakimdars] and in your having attempted in any way to shelter the 
former [Ali Sirri] against the proceedings... of the legitimate authority which he was bound to 
obey... I have to instruct you positively to abstain from taking any part in these disputes and 
to cultivate a good understanding with the Governor for the time being without which you 
can be of no use to the commercial interests to protect which you are named.” 
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So much for Petherick’s ill founded hopes that satisfaction would be forthcoming for the 
insult received. Why Bruce did not write sooner is unclear but at least, when certain French 
traders questioned Petherick’s right to consular authority, Bruce gave immediate instructions 
that the authority was not to be doubted. 

A lesser man might have been crushed by the contumely which stemmed from his bad 
misjudgement of the limits of his consular authority. But after a few months licking his 
wounds in El Obeid Petherick was back in Khartoum by December 1855, counter-attacking 
the demand of the Hakimdaria in Khartoum that he collect a levy of 10% on ivory cargoes 
from the White Nile, which manifestly contradicted the viceregal decree of July 1855. Indeed 
so far was Petherick’s morale restored that, admittedly with backing of the acknowledged 
doyen of the European community in Khartoum, Dr Alfred Peney, the head of government 
medical services, he intervened claiming jurisdiction to liberate two black slave girls in the 
household of a European trader who accused them of theft. For the while he gained the tacit 
assent of Ali Jarkas to his initiative, but a complaint against Petherick nevertheless went to 
Cairo, the Minister of Foreign Affairs in turn complained to Bruce and the last was obliged to 
dispatch a further reprimand: 

“I am at a loss to understand how you could have committed so serious an error. Your 
commission gives you no right to exercise criminal jurisdiction in the case even of British 
subjects... I have therefore to instruct you to deliver the women to the native authorities in 
case you should not have done so before receipt of this dispatch. 
... I must impress upon you the necessity of acting with great prudence and discretion in the 
exercise of your duties… you must be aware that nothing is as likely to weaken your Position 
and Influence as my being obliged to disavow your Proceedings on the grounds of your 
having exceeded your powers as Consular Agent.” 

Petherick’s subsequent explanations were of no avail. “You are not authorised to pronounce 
judgement in any question between a Foreigner and a Slave.” In fairness, it must be said that 
Dr Natterer, the Austrian Consul made the same error in 1860 regarding a slave girl of Andre 
Debono. 

By the time that reprimand arrived in February 1856 Petherick had already sailed from 
Khartoum, on 5 January 1856, to explore with Habashi, his agent on the Sobat, the Bahr el 
Ghazel. He returned to Khartoum on 18 May, by which time yet a new governor general had 
come and gone, and a military post established at Sobat mouth. 

 

Bahr el Ghazal 1856-8 

Petherick’s claim to historical distinction rests primarily upon his achievement in being the 
first person to penetrate the Bahr el Ghazal; to navigate Lake Ambadi to the mooring at 
Meshra el Rek, or Kyt Island; and thence by land to cross to modern Wau on the Jur river and 
ultimately in 1858 to reach Mundo on the boundaries of the Zande people of the Congo 
watershed. The navigation of the Bahr el Ghazal to Meshra was accomplished in late January 
1856 only a few days ahead of Brun Rollet and his young French wife. (Jules Poncet was to 
claim that the Aswani trader, Ali Amouri, was a few days ahead of them both). A new region 
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of Africa had been opened up to exploration and commerce but the Nilotic peoples of the 
Bahr el Ghazal, Dinka, Nuer and Luo, were thereby exposed to the depredations of the 
Khartoum slave traders. 

Petherick was not of course of that fraternity. No more were Brun Rollet, Vaissiere and the 
Poncet brothers. Indeed the very reason why Petherick sought to trade in ivory in the 
unexplored regions of the Sobat and the Bahr el Ghazal was that the destruction of the 
government monopoly in ivory trading on the Bahr el Jebel and Gondokoro, itself a rough 
and predatory enterprise, had removed the limited constraints upon the greed and avarice of 
the cosmopolitan traders of Khartoum. “Il n’y a plus de marchands sur le Nil Blanc, mais 
seulement des brigands et des traficants d’esclaves,” the Austrian consul Natterer in 
Khartoum reported in 1860. 

On this first 1856 visit to Bahr el Ghazal, Petherick left behind on his departure a party to 
purchase ivory in the hinterland of Wau over the rainy season. He paid another visit with the 
young Angelo Castel-Bolognesi as his assistant in January 1857, and himself pressing further 
south up the Jur river returned eventually to Khartoum with a large quantity of tusks. 
Understandably Bruce was keen to hear his observations on the progress of the trade, but 
already the establishment of many zaribas by Khartoum merchants and the adoption of 
strong-arm tactics as on the Bahr el Jebel was generating increasing hostility on the part of 
the peoples of the Bahr el Ghazal. Petherick made a third expedition in January 1858, this 
time penetrating still further south to Mundo where he stationed 30 men adjacent to the 
southern borders of the Zande. The following winter however he planned no further personal 
participation, for after fourteen years absence he was eager, and financially equipped, to 
return to England for leave. 

 

Khartoum 1856-9 

His honorary consular duties were not unduly onerous in the those years before he left in 
March 1859. The British subjects whose interests he represented comprised a small group of 
Maltese traders, the most notable being Andrea Debono (1821-70) and his sister’s husband 
Guisseppe Mussu and son, Amabile Mussu. Petherick as we have seen was consistently 
active in confronting frequent Khartoum attempts to impose unwarranted levies on goods 
originating from the Bahr el Jebel, a region outside the viceregal frontiers. He was 
commended by Lord Clarendon, the British Foreign Secretary for his efforts to gain 
intelligence of the lost traveller, Edward Vogel, who was killed in Wadai, and was requested 
(but appears not to have acted) to report on the possibilities of cotton cultivation between the 
Blue and White Niles - the modern Gezira. 

For the five winter months of each of the years 1856-8 quite properly he was absent in the 
Bahr el Ghazal exploring and trading on his own account in ivory, and in 1859-61 he was in 
England. During these absences however he was unfortunate in his choices of wokeel 
(deputy), though it is relevant that until 1862 there was no remuneration for a wokeel. When 
he was in Kordofan up to 1854 he may have had a loose arrangement with Andrea Debono in 
Khartoum, though there is nothing to substantiate this. Debono who came to the Sudan in 
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1849 had already made some mark in his exploration report on the Bahr el Jebel conditions 
south of Gondokoro written in September 1852 to the British Consul General, followed by a 
second report and formal complaint the next year against government interference with his 
ivory trading. This contributed to the fall of the then governor general Abdel Latif. However 
during 1855 when Petherick was embattled with Ali Pasha Jarkas, Debono was definitely 
working in the British consular agency in Khartoum and, when Petherick was absent on his 
first visit to the Bahr el Ghazal early 1856, Debono was left in authority. Thereafter there is 
no evidence of Debonos associations with the Khartoum agency, and the development of his 
enterprises at Gondokoro would have absorbed his attention. Indeed during Petherick’s 1858 
expedition the agency was closed on the grounds that British residents had left Khartoum for 
the Bahr el Jebel or Cairo. 

However when Petherick left on home leave in March 1859 his locum for the next two years 
was Khalil Al Shamy alias Michael Lutfallah, whose interpretation of his consular duties 
proved no impediment to active participation in massive slave raids against the Dinka. He 
was the brother of Petherick’s agent on the Sobat, Habashi, and a Copt. 

 

England, and Speke 1859-61 

Petherick reached England at the end of July 1859. Encouraged by a meeting with the 
Viceroy Mohammed Said at the end of June through the auspices of Walne, acting Consul 
General, at which Petherick persuaded the Viceroy to reopen the important short Korosko - 
Abu Hamid trade route across the Atmur desert which had been arbitrarily closed earlier that 
year, possibly to conceal slave movements, he was soon representing to Whitehall the need 
for his appointment to be upgraded to that of Consul. Petherick urged this on the grounds 
that, as vice consul, he could not proceed judicially against British protected persons at 
Khartoum without a minimum delay of seventy days while instructions were sought from 
Cairo; and that the advantages that would accrue from increased status would be incalculable 
in promoting commerce. In May 1860 he was commissioned as honorary Consul at 
Khartoum, though the Foreign Secretary, Lord John Russell, found “Mr Petherick’s is a wild 
Arab sort of manner fitter for those districts than for St. James’s Court”. 

His original plan had been to return to the Sudan in October or November 1859, but an 
invitation from the Royal Geographical Society to write a paper for them in January 1860 was 
only one of the reasons for indefinite postponement. His role as explorer of the Bahr el 
Ghazal was brought to the notice of Captain John Speke, returned in May 1859 from an 
expedition with Captain Richard Burton, in which Speke had discovered Lake Victoria 
Nyanza on 3 August 1858. Speke and Burton had subsequently fallen out and arriving in 
England a little ahead of Burton, Speke persuaded the RGS to approve a new expedition led 
by himself to confirm his belief that Lake Victoria was the source of the White Nile. This 
time Speke was to be leader and his companion, Captain James Grant. 

The Vice-President of the RGS, Sir Roderick Murchison, who had met Petherick many years 
before in the Rhineland, introduced him to Speke and invited Petherick to write a paper for a 
British Association meeting. Conjecturing that Petherick himself might be seeking the Nile’s 

This edition of Sudan Studies was originally distributed in hard copy to members of the Sudan Studies Society of the 
United Kingdom. SSSUK now makes it freely available subject to licence and cordially invites readers to join the Society 
(see www.sssuk.org).                                           
                                      Sudan Studies content by Sudan Studies editors and writers is licensed under a 

                                                 Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported Licence.



SUDAN STUDIES: Number 17 (September 1995) 

 8

source himself, Speke disclaimed any wish to interfere, but offered to work with Petherick 
“should it meet your views that we could manage by combined exertions, either in company 
or separately, to settle the question of the White River.” The outcome was that Speke 
persuaded the RGS that he would “not go up the Nile but round by Zanzibar whilst 
[Petherick], supported by the Foreign Office, should go up the Nile and meet [Speke] at some 
fixed point which [he] could determine.” Petherick was invited down to Speke’s home in 
Somerset to finalise Petherick’s paper to the RGS and concert measures for a meeting in the 
direction of the Nyanza. On 9 January 1860 the President of the RGS announced that Speke’s 
expedition would be financed by the Foreign Office, and that Petherick was to meet him on 
the Nile. Petherick then confirmed his commitment to meet and assist Speke, and on 26 
March, subject to government financial support, Petherick undertook to provision and retain 
boats at Gondokoro until Spekes arrival. Again Petherick joined Speke, with Grant, at 
Speke’s home prior to the latter’s departure to Zanzibar on 27 April 1860. 

By February 1861, £1,000 had been raised by public subscription to sustain Petherick’s 
participation, in return for which Petherick was to equip two boats with provisions and arrive 
at Gondokoro by October that year, leaving there the boats under guard and proceeding in the 
direction of Nyanza to meet and escort Speke back. If circumstances prevented his meeting 
with Speke, Petherick was “entirely relieved from the responsibility of remaining yourself or 
detaining the boats longer than July 1862 at Gondokoro.” The British Government did not 
support Petherick financially. Two months later Petherick sailed from Liverpool to 
Alexandria in April 1861. He was not alone. The latter months he had been busy not only 
ordering a minor armoury for Gondokoro but arranging publication by Blackwoods of his 
African experiences to date - “Egypt, the Soudan and Central Africa”; and last, but not least, 
becoming betrothed and married to Katherine Edelman, she in her 30s. He was 48. 

 

Khartoum 1861-2 

Their progress to Khartoum was a great deal slower than planned. The non-arrival of 
ammunition dispatched from England in March kept them in Cairo until July, and he was 
warned by the new Consul General Robert Colquhoun that he would need to report on arrival 
on the slave trade and the implication in it of Andrea Debous and his nephew Amabile 
Massu, which had been reported by Petherick’s locum the previous July on the evidence of 
the Austrian Consul. Understandably Katherine was taken to see Luxor, and a further delay of 
a month confronted them in Korosko for want of sufficient camels to cross the desert to Abu 
Hamed. Only on 15 October 1861 did they eventually reach Khartoum, the month scheduled 
for arrival in Gondokoro, after pausing near Berber to erect a memorial stone on the grave of 
the Liverpool traveller, George Melly, who had died ten years earlier. Within three years it 
had been vandalised by Albanian soldiers. 

The new Consul, far from well initially, was faced with a situation much deteriorated since 
his departure over two years earlier. His meeting with Guillaume Lejean in Luxor, returning 
from visits to Gondokoro and the Bahr el Ghazal, had alerted him to the uninhibited 
lawlessness of the Khartoum ivory and slave traders. Now he was charged to report on it. He 
found that while Arabs were the most numerous culprits, they were rivalled by Europeans the 

This edition of Sudan Studies was originally distributed in hard copy to members of the Sudan Studies Society of the 
United Kingdom. SSSUK now makes it freely available subject to licence and cordially invites readers to join the Society 
(see www.sssuk.org).                                           
                                      Sudan Studies content by Sudan Studies editors and writers is licensed under a 

                                                 Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported Licence.



SUDAN STUDIES: Number 17 (September 1995) 

 9

most conspicuous of whom were Debono and Ainabile. Aggravating the situation had been 
the Viceroy Mohammed Saids drive for black recruits for the Egyptian army, the distinction 
between recruitment and kidnapping being academic, and Debono’s partnership with the 
Viceroys agent was notorious. Unfortunately the only witness of the situation in Gondokoro - 
the missionaries shrank from direct personal involvement - was a Baron von Harnier visiting 
the south, who was already dead bravely protecting his servant from the attack of a buffalo. 
Debono was sent down for investigation in Cairo on charges of slaving on the White Nile and 
ill-treating a black girl in his possession - a concern of Natterer - but no missionary would 
testify against Amabile. Petherick however had also been able to inform Cairo of the Kaka 
slave-market and local depotism of the merchant Mohammed Kher, to curb which he urged 
the dispatch of Turkish government river patrols. 

While Petherick was involved in Khartoum with his consular duties, in order to ensure that 
there should be boats and provisions awaiting Speke at Gondokoro he sent off in November 
his agent Abdel Magid with two boats and forty men with instructions to leave the boats at 
Gondokoro and, augmenting the party with another 30 armed men from Petherick’s post at 
Niambara, to strike south for Lake Nyanza and hopefully to intercept Speke’s party. 

Petherick was also in correspondence with Samuel White Baker, former elephant hunter in 
Ceylon, rich, ambitious for African exploration and recently managing director of a 
Wallachian railway company. They had met at a party of Charles Murray’s brother in London 
in May 1860, when Baker was planning to leave Bucharest via Constantinople to pass two or 
three years elephant shooting in the Sudan. Here he had arrived four months before 
Petherick’s return in search, he told his family, of the sources of the Nile. He spent the next 
year hunting and exploring on the upper reaches of the Blue Nile, planning to march south-
west across Dinka country to the White Nile. Petherick, conscious that he was himself 
delayed, advised him against the latter plan on account of the razzias, and invited Baker to 
join his expedition, if in Khartoum in time en route to Gondokoro and Speke; “or in the event 
of his arrival subsequent to my departure, I begged he would consider my house his own and, 
it being my intention to provide a boat...at a subsequent date, he might take advantage of it to 
join me.” Baker in fact received this friendly letter as he was nearing Khartoum after 
Petherick’s departure. 

 

The Journey to Gondokoro 1862-3 

The Pethericks sailed from Khartoum on 20 March 1862. In addition to illness on arrival at 
Khartoum and to having to deal with his consular duties, Petherick had faced difficulty in 
hiring locally additional boats for his expedition in the wake of the Abdel Magid advance 
party. The boat requirements of the Khartoum traders for Gondokoro in the winter 1861/2 had 
been swelled by Mohammed Kher’s razzia against the Dinka. The exceptionally high Nile 
had taken out of commission the arsenal repair facilities for the less good boats, and 
Petherick’s new dhAliabiyah from Cairo had failed to arrive. This hiring of additional boats 
and provisions necessitated the sale of his ivory stocks for cash to merchants arriving from 
Massawa. When eventually the Pethericks sailed their expedition comprised five boats, 30 
donkeys, 3 horses and a posse of boat builders for navigating the Nile above Rejaf. 
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Unfortunately it was now well past the time when the north winds blew. Their progress was 
correspondingly sluggish, passing a succession of boats returning from the upper river packed 
with slaves destined for Mohammed Kher’s slave market at Kaka and Jebelain. It took them 
four weeks to Lake No and another three to Aliab (Adok) with the wind and current now 
against them. By mid-May the last boats from that winter’s Gondokoro expedition were 
returning to Khartoum, two each of which belonged to Amabile Mussu and Khurshid Agha, 
the Circassian trader. Amabile could hardly sail on past his Consul’s expedition at Aliab and 
reluctantly he and Khurshid tied up alongside the Pethericks, taking care to order their second 
and larger boats to anchor a good distance downstream. From this adventitious encounter was 
to flow all manner of misfortune for Petherick. 

Amabile had come straight from his station at Faloro 100 miles south of Gondokoro on about 
the 4th parallel. Having previously met Abdel Magid and thus aware of Speke’s imminent 
arrival, he had instructed his agent at Faloro to offer all hospitality to Speke but to refuse an 
escort north to Gondokoro until reinforcements arrived at Faloro. What the traders did not 
reveal was that Abdel Magid, returning to Gondokoro after organising a fruitless quest for 
Speke south of Niambara to the 4th parallel, had recently been invited by Amabile and 
Khurshid to join a razzia in which 350 slaves and 3000 cattle had been captured. Their 
respective slaves in this razzia were this moment being shipped down to Kaka, and it was 
only Petherick’s dispatch of one of his boats to buy provisions from their larger boats 
downstream which brought news that the boats were crammed with slaves, as indeed had 
been the aft hold of Amabiles own boat. When this news was brought to Petherick, the 
kidnappers had already sailed north and now Abdel Magid himself arrived with three boats 
flying the British flag. His descent of the river was quite contrary to Petherick’s orders to 
await with the boats Petherick’s arrival at Gondokoro, the transgression compounded by the 
discovery of twenty slaves concealed on the boats. The British Consul was thus confronted 
with slave trading by his own commercial agent, himself under orders to meet Speke, and 
with further evidence of Amabile’s involvement in the trade. 

At this lonely mooring above Aliab, imprecisely identified as Nouair (Nuer), Petherick was 
faced with a painful dilemma. If he pursued Amabile and Khurshid downstream to inspect 
their boats, already departed several days, he would forfeit any prospect of reaching 
Gondokoro in the next six months. If he did not, the evidence against Amabile would be 
hearsay. Petherick acted as decisively as he thought able. He arrested Abdel Magid and, 
within the limitations of language and the absence of a principal defendant, took depositions 
from the Arab witnesses before dispatching Abdel Magid to Khartoum in one of his own 
precious boats, with a request to the Governor that Abdel Magid be rigorously prosecuted for 
slaving, and with an instruction to his acting consular agent Khahil Al Shamy to arrest 
Amabile and send him for trial in the British consular court in Cairo. The boat arrived at 
Khartoum mid-June. Petherick meanwhile wrote to Colquhoun to inform him of events, 
expressing his conviction that he would be able to corroborate the facts and send a detailed 
account of Amabile’s doings when he reached Gondokoro. That done, Petherick then sent a 
second boat ahead to Gondokoro with the freed slaves and his horses, and resumed his 
arduous journey south with the remaining three. 
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All this had happened outside the jurisdiction of the Viceroy in anarchic territory, where the 
only writ was the thuggery of unbridled mercantile predators on whom the only constraint for 
the past three years had been the critical reports of occasional European travellers and a 
handful of survivors of the Catholic mission. The immediate effect in Khartoum of the news 
of Petherick’s action was dramatic. Guillaume Lejean, French consul designate to Abyssinia, 
arriving in Khartoum in early August 1862 reported enthusiastically that while Europe talked 
Britain acted over the slave trade, and that there was now terror among the traders. Petherick, 
he wrote, had made some errors in the past but this redeemed them nobly. With one blow he 
had killed European piracy on the White Nile, and all implicated Europeans were liquidating 
their positions. 

By the middle of August, however, Petherick’s leaking boats reached Khartoum with the 
news that the Consul was now proceeding on foot to Gondokoro, though only when the 
Tinnes arrived back from their expedition by steamer was it known that Petherick had taken 
the inland route by Adeel and Waiyo. The prospect that their oppressor, Petherick, was for 
the while hors de combat revived the spirits of the Khartoum traders who conspired to accuse 
him of slave-trading. Heuglin, the former Austrian consular agent, now back in the Sudan, 
recorded that the Europeans and Syrians taking part in the accusation were one and all 
compromised in the matter, particularly a certain Khalil Shami, Petherick’s wokeel. The 
French Consul Georges Thibaut, who was Amabiles father-in-law, offering himself as surety 
had in June secured the formers release from the Governor s custody to which Petherick had 
committed him, while Mohammed Bey Razigh also released Abdel Magid without 
punishment. Amabile was nevertheless dispatched to Cairo where in September, having been 
found wandering at liberty, his arrest was ordered by the British consul. 

The case against Debono had already been referred by Colquhoun to Sir Edmund Hornby, 
Judge of the Supreme Consular Court, to consider. The latter in August agreed with 
Colquhoun that Natterer had interfered unjustifiably over the slave girl issue and that 
Harnier’s evidence of slave trading was too meagre to allow of anything more than a warning 
to Debono, his nephew, and all British subjects of the severity of punishment for trafficking 
in slaves. Equally in September no further evidence being forthcoming from the missing 
Petherick, Hornby declined to recommend proceedings against Amabile since Petherick had 
not personally visited the slave boat in May 1862; his evidence was hearsay; and as a trader 
himself, he had a possible interest against a competitor. The Law Officers in London 
concurred and by the end of October uncle and nephew were released to return in triumph to 
Khartoum. 

Privately the Foreign Office were convinced of the culpability of Debono and Amabile. 
Colquhoun was advised that there was little moral doubt that Amabile had been extensively 
engaged in the slave trade and that Debono had connived and cooperated with his conduct, 
and much regret was expressed that justice in the present instance could not be made to reach 
those notoriously engaged in a desolating Slave Trade on the White Nile. But of all this 
Petherick was presently unaware. He needed no lecturing by Hornby that it was his duty to 
collect reliable information and sift its trustworthiness before acting upon it - a course more 
easily pursued in London or even Cairo than in circumstances of anarchy and with the 
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multiplicity of languages of the unoccupied Upper Nile. Petherick’s bold if ill-considered 
effort to arrest the participation of British subjects in the trade had ultimately served merely 
to stir up a hornets’ nest of hostility against him, including that of his wokeel. 

Baker, who had been resident at the British consul’s house since June and thus in daily 
contact with Petherick’s locum Khalil Al Shamy, whom he strangely judged one of the few 
honest men in the Sudan, makes no allusion to Petherick’s initiative against the slavers in 
either of his books on the Nile of this period, recording only that, shortly after the Baker’s 
arrival at the Consulate, a vessel had returned from Petherick’s party with “unfavourable 
accounts”: the change of wind to the south with violent rain had retarded their progress. 
Indeed Baker kept no journal during his first seven weeks in Khartoum – “there was really 
nothing to write down except that received on hearsay which I am not prone to commit to 
paper until thoroughly proved.” However suddenly at the end of October apparently after a 
talk with an Italian Angelo Bolognesi who exposed Amabile’s cruelties, he chronicles the 
conspiracy against Petherick, the arbitrary release of Amabile and of Abdel Magid and the 
personal affirmation of Abdel Magid to Baker that Petherick’s men had never hunted for 
slaves. 

Since the first rumours of a ‘disaster’ to Petherick en route to Gondokoro at the end of July, 
Baker saw himself increasingly not in the role of Petherick’s invited supporter but, if unable 
to act in concert with the missing Petherick, as himself the explorer pushing from Gondokoro 
to Lake Nyanza. From the beginning of August he was writing to the British ‘Consul General 
in Cairo requesting an Egyptian military escort of 20 soldiers and the loan, of two boats for 
his own expedition. The request promptly passed on to the Egyptian Government fell on deaf 
ears. Undeterred by what he identified as deliberate obstruction by Musa Hamdi, Baker set 
about hiring a fleet of three boats, donkeys, horses, 45 armed men and corn for Speke, 
initially all at his own expense. The news of Petherick’s disaster however had been passed on 
to London and so to the Royal Geographical Society at the end of September, who responded 
by sponsoring a second thousand pounds, this time in support of Baker. He sailed on 18 
December after the north wind was established. 

To return to Petherick’s predicament en route to Gondokoro, by the beginning of July after 
much towing and a considerable expenditure of ropes through torrential rains, they reached 
the Abu Kuka on the west bank ten miles downstream from the surviving Mission station of 
Holy Cross. Abu Kuka was a trading station of Ambroise and Jules Poncet, and here 
Petherick was greeted by Ambroise and by Father Francis Morlang, priest in charge at Holy 
Cross since he had handed over the Gondokoro mission building to the care of Debono the 
previous year. By now only the boat sent ahead to Gondokoro by Petherick was river-worthy 
- the remaining three being urgently in need of refitting. Poncet and Morlang counselled 
Petherick to return to Khartoum but mindful of his tryst with Speke, this he refused to do, 
notwithstanding that the dateline of his obligation to the RGS to await Speke at Gondokoro 
had already expired. The sole usable boat after repairs Petherick ordered to Gondokoro with 
the stores and all the remaining cordage for towing, there to await Speke; while the other 
boats would return to Khartoum for refit and fresh provisions (his own, Vaudey’s former 
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boat, sank before its arrival) and return with the missing “Kathleen” to Gondokoro in 
December. The Pethericks would continue their journey by land. 

But by what route? The most direct route up the west bank of the river was subject to 
exceptional inundation this year and the Cic- and Cher Dinka were extremely belligerent. 
Petherick refused to rustle Aliab cattle as a bribe to appease the Cic, and Poncet insisted that 
the only alternative was to march due west cross the inundated marshlands via Ador to his 
station at Adeel (Rol), and thence south to Neangara and Waiyo (Niambara) (Petherick’s 
station) and so east to Gondokoro. On 1 August 1862 Petherick, his bride of little of over a 
year mounted on a horse, and James Murie, physician, set off in torrential rain for Ador and, 
the next day, for Adeel - ordinarily 15 days journey west. Their luck was right out. Four 
weeks later a party of Dutch ladies, mother, aunt and daughter, the Tinnes, were to arrive by 
hired steamer immune to wind, rain and current on their way to Gondokoro. Mooring at Holy 
Cross, they learned of the Petherick’s problems and the daughter, Alexine Tinne, at once set 
out with Father Morlang to try to catch them and offer them river transport to Gondokoro. At 
Ador they learned the land expedition had already left for the interior. On the Tinnes return 
from Gondokoro a month later they heard rumours that the Pethericks had been attacked and 
killed. 

The Petherick progress to Adeel from Ador was painfully slow, Mrs Petherick suffering from 
rheumatic fever, tended by Dr Murie. Five weeks out from Ador the party was attacked by 
Cic in canoes while crossing a river, losing valuable stores including drugs, clothing, elephant 
rifles, ammunition and their whole stock of beads for barter. Four rifles were later salvaged 
by the Cic after the inundation which they attempted to forge into spears. The barrels, being 
packed with powder, exploded killing seven of them. Undaunted the Pethericks struggled on 
reaching Adeel eventually on 22 September, a journey of nearly 50, not 15, days. Here further 
obstacles were created. The Poncet wokeel insisted that porters to Neangara be paid for in 
cattle, to be obtained by a razzia against the Aliab such as Petherick had vetoed at Abu Kuka. 
But now he was in the wilderness, his stores had been sunk, and necessity left him with no 
option but to agree. He warned his men how repugnant he found the razzia, threatened them 
with arrest and dispatch to Khartoum if a single slave was taken, and consoled himself that 
the Aliab to be attacked had just attacked another trader. Four weeks later the raiding force 
were back at Adeel with the cattle, and after a delay of seven weeks at this remote zariba the 
Pethericks left for Neangara, both prostrate with fever. Neither was of an age to undertake a 
350 mile journey through such a desolate terrain in the rainy season and, but for younger Dr 
Murie, it is questionable that either of them would have survived. 

If it took Katherine two weeks to reach convalescence, it was six weeks before Petherick 
could take short walks, and not before16 January 1863 could they start for his own station 
Waiyo in Moru country 50 miles south, Petherick on a donkey, the horses unsurprisingly 
having died. Despite falling unconscious from the donkey, Petherick reached Waiyo on 25 
January 1863, to seek porters for the last leg of their journey to Gondokoro. While at 
Neangara their agent had been sent to barter goods already lodged at Mundo for Zande ivory, 
and had returned. By 12 February, somewhat restored to strength to cover the remaining 70 
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miles, they set off for Gondokoro and the Nile, nearly six months since they had left it at Abu 
Kuka. 

Three days later he met a party of his own men arrived from Khartoum coming to seek him 
from Gondokoro, and with them a letter from Samuel Baker dated 9 February, a week after 
the latter’s arrival. There was still no news of Speke, and Baker expressed disappointment at 
not meeting the Pethericks at Gondokoro and concern for their health. He told Petherick of 
intrigues against him in Khartoum following Amabile’s arrest. Evidently Baker was feeling 
the need for Petherick’s support in seeking Speke. But on the 20 February when the 
Pethericks arrived at Gondokoro things were very different. While Petherick was reading 
Baker’s letter near Waiyo on 15 February, Speke and Grant were arriving at Gondokoro. 

Bake’s departure from Khartoum on 18 December 1862 had been preceded by Petherick’s 
fleet including the Kathleen on 6 December. It took Baker a month to reach Abu Kooka 
where he learned of Petherick’s earlier safe arrival at Neangara. Baker’s journey had latterly 
been in the company of Khurshid Agha, the Gondokoro slave dealer who had met Petherick 
with Amabile in May 1862, and together they landed at the Catholic mission station at Holy 
Cross. Baker brought instructions to Father Morlang to close the station, which he quickly 
sold to Khurshid for L30. Over a bottle of wine, Morlang waxed indiscreet about the political 
intent of his Mission and, with Khurshid’s backing, contradicted Petherick’s claim to have 
visited Mundo on the Zande borders in 1858. Morlang was confusing Niambara in Moru 
country where he had been himself in 1859 with Mundo further west on the edge of Zande or 
Niam-Niam country which he never reached. Petherick contrariwise had been at Mundo some 
three weeks in 1858, but never previously visited his station at Niambara (Waiyo). Baker 
however was perplexed, and later endorsed Morlang’s error. 

 

Gondokoro 1863 

Baker arrived at Gondokoro on 2 February 1863 to find a thoroughly hostile colony of cut-
throats who endeavoured to suborn Baker’s men. The camps were full of slaves and he 
witnessed the arrival of one of the traders, the Copt Shenouda flying the American flag, since 
his son was honorary American consul at Khartoum. Only Khurshid was friendly to Baker. 
Of Speke and Grant there was still no news, but Baker accompanied by his young Florence 
was there with an equipped expedition. He anxiously awaited news of Petherick, whose four 
boats, including the ‘Kathleen, were equally ready for Speke’s arrival, more than six months 
after the RGS dateline. On 15 February the ‘Kathleen’ was at last boarded and occupied: 
Speke and Grant had arrived. They found, however, not Petherick but Baker to greet them. 

Five days they talked together. Speke and Grant after their historic and triumphant journey to 
the source of the White Nile were exhausted but elated, eager for news of the past two years 
which had seen the death of the Prince Consort and the outbreak of the American Civil War. 
Baker for his part was elated to hear that Luta N’zige, through which the course of the White 
Nile flows, had not been visited by Speke and Grant, and that Baker could seek it with 
Speke’s blessing. Out of disappointment success and fame beckoned. Petherick and his wife 
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arriving on 20 February after a journey of eleven months, the last 350 miles of it by land over 
nearly seven months, found Baker’s N’zige expedition agreed and their presence unrequired. 

If Speke and Grant were exhausted, so were Petherick (49 against Speke’s 35 years) and his 
wife. For the Pethericks there lay ahead of them not elation but humiliation. Speke and 
Petherick had parted in England in April 1860 on cordial terms, partners in a grand venture. 
In March 1862 Speke in a letter to Petherick from Uganda had recalled the latter’s promise to 
keep the boats at Gondokoro for him for two or three years and, while accepting that it might 
interfere with the latter’s trade and cause him loss, had personally invited Petherick to join 
him in Uganda: a letter of course undelivered. Now in February 1863, having settled the 
source of the Nile, Speke’s reception of his erstwhile partner was downright hostile. Speke 
wrote later that he was much annoyed but did not wish to break friendship. Yet he was brutal 
- the word manic has been used. To a scion of the landed gentry, this trader had manifestly 
failed to perform. Behind the arrogance was Speke’s conviction that there should have been 
directions from Petherick waiting for him at Debono and Amabile’s station at Faloro, as to 
the route to Gondokoro; that Petherick had been dilatory in setting off from Khartoum and so 
lost the north winds; that Abdel Magid’s earlier reconnaissance should have set off from 
Gondokoro up the Nile rather than on the west bank via Petherick’s trading station at Waiyo; 
and that Petherick throughout had put his trading interests before the £l,000 RGS public 
subscription expedition, witness his absence at Waiyo when Speke and Grant arrived. 

That censure does not stand up. Petherick knew that Amabile had, after meeting Abdel 
Magid, instructed his wokeel at Faloro to assist Speke on arrival and after Amabile’s arrest 
there was little that could be added. Petherick was indeed late arriving at Khartoum in 
October 1861 but he promptly sent off Abdel Magid in advance, at considerable personal 
cost, and there were good reasons for his further delay until March - in the event Speke was 
himself up to a year late. The reconnaissance route via Waiyo was chosen for Abdel Magid to 
enable him to obtain a more reliable escort than Gondokoro already offered. And Petherick’s 
absence when Speke arrived was the consequence, not of a quest for commercial profit, but of 
a brave overland trek overcoming inundation, rains, disease and tribal attack in order to fulfil 
an undertaking which contractually had expired nearly seven months before. The expedition 
cost Petherick himself several times the £1,000 subscribed by the RGS and public. 

Before arriving at Gondokoro, Speke had met only Amabile’s wokeel at Faloro - if the latter 
knew of his employer’s arrest he would not have been friendly to Petherick - and, on the 
southern edge of Gondokoro, Speke met Khurshid Agha – “very great friends” - who had 
accompanied Baker up the Nile - the very slaver who had been in tandem with Amabile in 
May 1862 and therefore fully aware of both Amabile’s Debono’s arrest by the British. 
Following their arrival at Gondokoro Speke and Grant met Father Morlang who had 
witnessed Petherick’s determination to reach Gondokoro the previous July; and of course the 
Bakers. Of all these it is clear that the person most able to influence Speke’s mind regarding 
Petherick was Baker. He had been in Khartoum from the middle of June as a guest in 
Petherick’s house, aware of the arrest of Amabile and of Abdel Magid, of Khurshid’s 
implication, of the fear initially struck into the Khartoum traders hearts by Petherick’s action, 
followed by the vicious counter-allegation sponsored by these same interests, spurred on by 
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the acting British consular agent, El Shami, that Petherick was himself a slave trader. Did 
Baker believe them? Did he rebut the attack on his Consul? 

Baker’s attitude must be judged ambivalent and opportunistic. Ambition led him to usurp the 
precedent commission of. Petherick as relief expedition leader. Baker had revealed his 
intention to explore N’zige, and Petherick’s presence in Gondokoro potentially cramped his 
style. The hatred generated among the slave traders at Gondokoro against a Consul who did 
not shrink from arresting them, compounded by the subsequent knowledge that the case 
against Debono and Amabile had been dropped, was obvious to Baker on his arrival, and 
vicariously extended in some part to him. Yet in this inflammable situation, the value of 
Petherick’s party of armed men and his experience of local conditions, if not of this actual 
terrain, was not to be lightly dismissed. 

The evening of the Petherick’s arrival the party of seven Britons dined on the Baker’s boat. 
The atmosphere was frigid. The story of the Petherick’s journey never subsequently earned 
mention in their countrymen’s own published chronicles of discovery, a tale perhaps not 
enhanced by Dr Murie’s account of the razzia against the Aliab. The Pethericks urged Speke 
and Grant to remain on the “Kathleen” and to accept the provisions which had been brought 
from Khartoum, but these suggestions were haughtily spurned in favour of Baker’s 
hospitality. It rapidly became clear that it would be in Baker’s boats that Speke’s party would 
sail down to Khartoum, not in those provided by Petherick in the name of the R.G.S.; and that 
it was to be Baker on whom Speke’s mantle was to fall in exploring N’zige. In a final effort 
to persuade Speke to abate his hostility and accept amenities of the Petherick expedition, the 
Pethericks hosted a dinner on the “Kathleen” for their fellow countrymen but when their offer 
to Speke was renewed, he responded witheringly: “1 do not wish to recognise the succour 
dodge.” Katherine Petherick quit the table. 

On 26 February Speke and Grant sailed for Khartoum and Cairo in Baker’s boats declining 
articles packed by the Pethericks, seen off by the whole of Gondokoro. The Pethericks were 
the more determined now to press on with their intended exploration to the south. They were 
however without grain and no one in Gondokoro would supply them, Petherick being forced 
to wait while one of his boats brought back grain from Abu Kuka on 9 March. Petherick was 
a marked man, but his courage did not desert him. In his final march from Waiyo to 
Gondokoro he had been preceded by a party of Khurshid Agha returning from a razzia with 
the slaves. He had brought with him the relatives of these slaves to identify them for release. 
This further enraged the slavers of Gondokoro who caused Petherick’s men to mutiny, raid 
his stores on the boat, and desert either to Waiyo or down the Nile in one of his boats. 
Katherine lay racked with dysentery, and Dr Murie asked to return to Europe. Baker’s men 
also mutinied and each was left with sixteen men. Together perhaps it was enough to proceed 
south as Petherick and Baker now planned, but as the final straw, Baker’s men refused to go 
with Petherick. For Baker, already denied an escort from Debono’s wokeel, the ultimate 
resort was to march south with Khurshid Agha’s men, while Petherick, undertaking to 
provide Baker with a dhahabiyah and corn for his future return to Gondokoro, resigned 
himself to sailing for the north on 28 March. 

This edition of Sudan Studies was originally distributed in hard copy to members of the Sudan Studies Society of the 
United Kingdom. SSSUK now makes it freely available subject to licence and cordially invites readers to join the Society 
(see www.sssuk.org).                                           
                                      Sudan Studies content by Sudan Studies editors and writers is licensed under a 

                                                 Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported Licence.



SUDAN STUDIES: Number 17 (September 1995) 

 17

The Bakers and Pethericks, after a month at Gondokoro under continuous threat while they 
planned together an advance on Lake N’zige, parted on the coolest terms. This may be 
ascribed in part to Dr Murie apparently sharing with Baker his concern about Petherick’s 
acquiescence in the cattle razzia to finance porterage from Adeel to Neangara, and the use of 
impressment to secure the porters themselves; and an alleged repetition of the exercise at 
Neangara. Worse, Petherick, so Baker wrote, had winked at his men marrying local girls 
whom, Murie claimed, were in fact slaves, - no other than what Speke had encouraged with 
the slave girls given him in Unyoro. Baker thought these abominable proceedings. How could 
his own men be disciplined when the British Consul turned cattle-lifter? It is difficult to 
reconcile such criticism by Murie with the latter’s letter to Katherine Petherick’s brother-in-
law a couple of days earlier fearing “that after all Petherick’s outlay and the losses and 
suffering he has undergone, he will get but little credit from those at home.” Ten days earlier 
Baker had been evidently willing reluctantly to acquiesce in Petherick stealing cattle at 
Gondokoro if porters were unobtainable by any other means. Now he regarded his friends as 
“dangerous people... not of the cleanest hands.” 

 

Khartoum - The Last Phase 1863-4 

The Petherick situation was grim. Both were in bad health; Petherick’s efforts single-handed 
to confront the slave trade in accordance with his honorary Consular duty, had brought on 
him the enmity of Khartoum together with severe personal financial loss; and the triumphant 
discoverer of the Nile had gone ahead to blacken his name in Cairo and London. As Murie 
prophetically observed from Gondokoro: “Mr Petherick is all but ruined, and I see nothing 
before him but to return to Europe.” 

Petherick’s first intent was to visit his trading post on the Sobat river but, perhaps because of 
the falling Nile, he decided rather to contact his stations on the Bahr el Ghazal and here, to 
their mutual surprise, on 5 May 1863 they encountered the expedition of the Dutch ladies, the 
Tinnes, accompanied by Theodor Heuglin. “Warmly were we welcomed by the beautiful 
Miss Tinne who introduced us to her mother - truly a noble dame.” This was indeed balm to 
their shattered morale and over the next ten days the Pethericks were delighted to make 
available to them not only the provisions so contemptuously rejected by Speke but also the 
baggage-porters who had brought out what was to prove the last ivory from Petherick’s 
interior station. 

The Tinnes having departed for the interior and the Congo watershed, the Pethericks sailed 
via the Sobat for Khartoum, where they arrived on 17 June 1863. Katherine, no longer the 
buxom bride, had been stricken with typhus, Petherick with bilharzia, from which he was two 
months recovering. He was however able a week after his arrival to call on Musa Pasha 
Hamdi, appointed since Petherick’s departure from Gondokoro, and an acquaintance of their 
Kordofan days. The two were shortly to become locked in confrontation over a new system 
of poll tax, “werko”, imposed by government on the crews and retinues of White Nile traders. 
Musa had ordered its enforcement eight months earlier when Baker, already vexed by 
Egyptian obstruction of his expedition, refused payment and sailed. 
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Musa was now about to leave to meet the Viceroy in Egypt and from that encounter he 
returned with authority to annexe the White Nile as far as Gondokoro as Egyptian territory 
and to establish military posts and river patrols thereon. In recognition of this, the werko per 
head, originally and ostensibly imposed to discourage cultivators from enlisting in the 
expeditions and leaving their villages unable to pay the local tribute, was to be doubled or, if 
the traders left their retainers in the south the whole year, trebled. A further cosmetic 
objective was to discourage the slave trade, while the real intent was to reimpose the 
government trading monopoly of ten years earlier. Musa’s new decree reached Petherick in 
early December 1863. 

Petherick protested vigorously as Consul and trader. He was on the point of sending the 
“Kathleen” to Gondokoro to meet the expected return of Baker from N’zige, together with 
two trading boats of his own. The “werko” was tantamount to a duty on the next produce of 
ivory for which there was no authority, whereas if the target were slaving, then the “werko” 
could be levied on those who did not produce ivory. As British Consul and subject he would 
guarantee “werko” for the men on the Baker relief boat but not for those on boats engaged in 
lawful commerce. Dutifully he even championed the claim of another British subject, the 
infamous Amabile, to exemption of an expedition to Gondokoro from which, in the event, he 
returned a corpse. Musa replied that without a prior promise to pay the “werko” the men 
would not be allowed to sail, whereupon Petherick protesting against the imposts, consigned 
his boats to the charge of the Governor-General, and formally held him liable for any loss 
accruing to Petherick in respect both of their complements and of existing employees of his 
trading posts. In order to sail, Amabile was compelled to sign. Petherick wrote to the Consul-
General in Cairo reporting the facts for transmission to the government and, recognising his 
trading days were over, a few days later volunteered for any mission to Abyssinia to secure 
the release of the British consul held prisoner by the Emperor. 

What Petherick had not yet fathomed was the extent of the damage done to his reputation by 
the reports carried by Speke and Grant via Cairo to London. Speke after being munificiently 
entertained in Khartoum by Debono and attended by Khalil El Shami, the acting consular 
agent, had reached Cairo at the end of May 1863. There he was granted an audience with the 
new Viceroy Ismail Pasha to whom he described the appalling conditions in Gondokoro. A 
similar description was given by Speke to the British Consul-General, Robert Colquhoun, but 
with such imputations against Petherick’s behaviour that Colquhoun was prompted to canvass 
to the Foreign Office the need for a total reform of the Khartoum consulate if the consul were 
to “be above the reach of anything approaching to a suspicion of tampering in scenes such as 
Captain Speke describes.” Indeed though Petherick advised Cairo of his return to Khartoum 
within a fortnight of his arrival in June 1863, not until 4 months later did Colquhoun dispatch 
any communication to the Consul. 

Back in England and lionised, Speke unrestrainedly set about blackening Petherick’s 
character, referring obliquely to “men with authority from our government engaged in the 
diabolical slave trade.” On 30 September 1863 Russell the Foreign Secretary wrote privately 
to Speke: 
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“Earl Russell presents his compliments to Captain Speke and begs to inform him that Reports 
have reached HM’s Government connecting Mr Consul Petherick’s name with the Slave 
Trade in the White Nile. So long as such Reports are not disproved it cannot be for the 
advantage of the Public Service that Consul Petherick should continue to exercise his public 
functions, and Lord Russell would be much obliged to Captain Speke if he could name some 
trustworthy person who would be willing to undertake the journey to Egypt for the purpose of 
suspending Consul Petherick from these functions until he proves himself innocent of any 
participation in this abominable trade.” Speke met the Foreign Secretary and Petherick’s 
goose was cooked. Petherick was not to be suspended but dismissed, and on 31 October 1863 
a dispatch was sent to Khartoum terminating his services as from 1 February 1864 on the 
grounds that “the public interests no longer require the retention of a British Consul at 
Khartoum” and that “the time has arrived to abolish the post.” Russell, who a year earlier had 
been advised to remind Petherick that it was “his duty to collect reliable information and to 
sift its trustworthiness before acting upon it - and that too ready a disposition to listen to and 
believe hearsay reports diminishes the value of the communications”, was now culpable of 
that same error towards Petherick who unjustly was given no opportunity to refute the 
calumnies. The instruction reached Petherick early in the New Year. Accurately he ascribed it 
to the treacherous behaviour of a friend. 

The predicament of the Pethericks had reached its nadir. On top of the financial losses of the 
Speke relief expedition had been piled the destruction of his trading business; public 
dismissal from unpaid consular authority; the traducing of his character in his homeland as 
well as in Khartoum; the hostility of the governor-general; and the undermining of the health 
of himself and his wife. There was now nothing left but to sell up and leave. Luckily the 
“Kathleen” had returned from Gondokoro in the absence of news of Baker and, on 5 July 
1864, they left Khartoum for the last time in the company of Alexine Tinne, sole family 
survivor of her luckless enterprise in the Bahr el Ghazal, and of Heuglin. Deliberately 
delayed a month at Berber in the heat of summer while priority was given to camel transport 
of the Governor-General’s slave caravan across the Atmar desert to Korosko and Musa 
enabled to precede him to Cairo, the Pethericks eventually reached Cairo at the end of 
November 1864. 

This “kind-hearted, plucky, powerfully-built specimen of a true John Bull”, to use the words 
of a contemporary officer in the Life Guards, had not been supine in the face of his 
tormentors. On his arrival in Khartoum he had sent off his version of the Gondokoro 
encounter to “the Athenaeum”, only to have it emasculated in the interest of “amity” at the 
behest of the RGS who had hosted Speke and Grant’s first meeting. In April 1864 Petherick’s 
report to them was read to the Council of the RGS, who were already having doubts about 
Speke, and in James MacQueen Petherick found a doughty defender. Before leaving 
Khartoum in July 1864 Petherick had armed himself with testimonials from his former 
colleagues exonerating him from any illicit trading: Heuglin; Thibaut; Hansal, who had 
extended to him Austrian protection against Musa; and de Pruyssenaere for Belgium, who 
wrote publicly to “the Athenaeum” to protest vehemently at the abolition of the British 
consulate whose consul: 
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“has performed the duties of his office with an integrity and firmness that may well serve as 
an example to his colleagues... this deposition of Mr Petherick passes current through the 
country as a disavowal of these [anti-slave-trade] measures and is regarded as a censure 
publicly inflicted upon Mr Petherick’ by his superiors in consequence of the attitude he 
assumed.” 

Musa Pasha continued to pursue Petherick relentlessly. While the Pethericks were halted at 
Berber, news came that his trading agent and secretary had been arrested in Khartoum and the 
former interrogated under torture, in an unsuccessful attempt to force them to testify that 
Petherick was a slave trader. In Cairo Petherick learned that the Viceroy had verbally accused 
him of slave-trading but, on being invited by the acting British Consul General to make a 
formal charge, after interrogating Musa Ismail Pasha had failed to do so. The Pethericks 
lodged at the American mission house. He delivered up his consular archives to the 
Consulate-General and on Easter Day 1865 they left for Alexandria. There Petherick 
instructed a lawyer to present his claim for compensation against the Egyptian government 
arising out of Musa’s actions in December 1863. At last on 27 May 1865 the Pethericks 
arrived back in London. Musa was dead, victim a few months earlier, ironically enough, of a 
typhus plague introduced to Khartoum by disembarkation of 850 emaciated slaves from just 
two boats. 

 

England 1865-82 

Petherick was to be engaged in a battle to clear his name; to obtain compensation for the 
trading losses suffered by him at Musa’s hands; and, if not compensation, at least recognition 
of the personal cost of the RGS relief expedition for Speke. Speke had died, suicide 
suspected, on the eve of a public confrontation with Burton in September 1864; otherwise 
Petherick intended to sue him for defamation. He was incensed to learn that Baker, who in 
fact had just reached Khartoum after his successful exploration of Lake Albert N’zige, had 
been awarded the RGS Patron’s medal in his absence “for having fitted out at Khartoum an 
expedition by which he relieved Speke and Grant.” Petherick protested on 27 May 1865 that 
his report had already made clear that the relief had been accomplished by his own 
expedition, in a manner far exceeding the instructions he had received. This expedition had 
arrived before Baker, and under the revised RGS instructions Baker was to act for the RGS 
only if Petherick’s death were confirmed. The RGS Council was quite unmoved. Petherick’s 
proposal to search for Speke and Grant had had no result due to the delay in his arrival, and 
they were “unable to satisfy themselves that Mr Petherick’s proceedings after that date [June 
1862: the date at which Petherick’s obligations to the RGS terminated] were seriously 
modified by any other motives than his own private speculations in trade.” Accordingly no 
special recognition was due from the Society to Petherick. Grant had been invited to be 
present during the enquiry. Petherick reserved his refutation of this adjudication until the 
publication of own two volume account of 1869. 

Regarding the termination of his consular appointment by the Foreign Office and his financial 
claim for damages against the Egyptian government, Petherick was able to make his case in 
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person to the British Consul General in Cairo in December 1864 - the first opportunity since 
Speke had passed through eighteen months before. 

The unwillingness of the Viceroy Ismail to substantiate his verbal charge of slave dealing 
despite repeated official invitations to do so had led Colquhoun to advise Petherick that he 
considered him exonerated and free to return to England to pursue the claim for damages. 
Indeed Colquhoun had quite revised his earlier reaction to Petherick’s reliability of the 
morrow of Speke’s visit, and in May 1865 wrote that all travellers to the White Nile acquit 
him of slave- dealing. In the wake of Pruyssenaere’s letter to “the Athenaeum”, even the 
President of the Royal Geographical Society urged Russell that the Khartoum consulate be 
reopened. Thus when on arrival in England Petherick himself wrote to Russell requesting an 
enquiry into the allegations against him regarding the slave trade, he was assured: 

“There is no evidence before Her Majesty’s Government that you had any direct participation 
in this traffic; and Her Majesty s Government acquit you of any such participation.” 

The struggle to secure financial compensation from the Egyptian Government was protracted, 
and not assisted by the disbelief of Colquhoun’s successor, Colonel Stanton, in Petherick’s 
integrity. Only after Earl Russell had left office and Lord Stanley been appointed Foreign 
Secretary was Petherick granted a personal interview, in August 1867, as a consequence of 
which the British Government finally undertook to pursue Petherick’s claim for losses arising 
from Musa’s detention of his boats. With interest accruing over the years, Petherick 
ultimately received over £5000 and the withdrawal of the Egyptian Government accusation. 

For one who had momentarily tasted fame, only to have the cup dashed from his lips, it was a 
sad evening to life, even if he could now again hold his head high. He may not have been 
overendowed with the wisdom of this world, but in unoccupied territory where the only agent 
of law enforcement was his own personality, he had not shrunk from his duty as an honorary 
British consul. He had done his best and certainly was deserving neither of the character 
misrepresentation with which his endeavours were requited, nor of the summary termination 
of his appointment. His treatment as a servant of the Crown was shabby. Katherine, his 
devoted and loyal wife, whose determination matched his own, died in Cornwall in 1877; her 
husband five years later, at the age of 69. 
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THE ROLE OF THE SUDAN IN THE WORK FOR THE 
ERADICATION OF FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION 

BY LILIAN M. PASSMORE SANDERSON 
Good news for the progress of the movement for the eradication of female genital excision and 
infibulation, worldwide. In July 1994 there were twenty-four countries1, from East to West 
Africa, with National Committees of leading African women, working with the Inter-African 
Committee2 towards this end; and these groups have the support of their governments.3 There 
are international, national and regional conferences to keep up the momentum of this work. 
1994 marks the tenth anniversary of the creation of the Inter-African Committee. Female 
genital mutilation, certain practices related to child delivery, nutritional taboos and the forced 
feeding of women4, early childhood marriage, as well as good traditional practices, such as 
breast-feeding and baby massage, are receiving more and more publicity in Europe, the US and 
Canada. Work is in progress in many countries, as well as in European capitals, amongst 
immigrant communities where children are at risk.5 

Since the 1970s there have been campaigns through the mass media, work through educational 
institutions, health educational agencies, hospitals and clinics in many countries, aimed at 
changing public opinion, sensitising people to the harmful effects of such practices, and 
emphasising the rights of the child to health and full development.6 At last the WHO is taking a 
                                                 
1 Opening address of Berhane Ras-Work, President, Inter-African Committee, at the London Black Women's 
Health Action Project Conference in July 1994. 

2 International Seminars on Traditional Practices Affecting the Health of Women and Children (a euphemism, 
notably for the practice of female genital mutilation), have taken place in various African capitals, the earliest and 
seminal conference in Khartoum, February 1979. The events have been organised with the assistance of the WHO, 
and the health authorities of the countries concerned, in collaboration with the NGO Working Group, Geneva, on 
Traditional Practices Affecting the Health of Women and Children in Africa. At a conference in Senegal, at Dakar 
in February 1984, in order to follow up and co-ordinate this work, a special body, the Inter-African Committee 
(headquarters: Geneva and Addis Abeba), was established, with a national committee in each of the participating 
African countries. Berhane Ras-Work, co-ordinator of the NGO Working Group, was elected President. 

3 It was crucially important, with such socially sensitive issues, for the women to have the support of their 
governments. WHO had been unwilling to take any action unless the governments concerned were supportive: 
governments were unlikely to take any positive action. There were always `other priorities'. Early women pioneers 
in this work have faced hostility, mostly from men, on the grounds of interference with the people's customs. 

4 In early debates between African and non-African people about the need to eradicate mutilation, fear of even 
discussing such a custom, and of criticising a custom so bound up with tradition and traditional mores, caused 
arguments that there were much more important issues to be considered. Starvation and lack of basic amenities, 
such as water, were examples which precluded any further discussion. Then there were other customs which 
needed reforming. It was agreed that the work for the eradication of genital mutilation should be undertaken within 
the framework of other harmful traditional practices.   

5 This is the result of the early work in the Sudan. 

6 Information about the harmful effects of this custom had been available in learned journals to the `cognoscenti' 
for a long time; notably in medical journals. (See: Passmore Sanderson, L. M., Female Genital Mutilation - 
Excision and Infibulation: A Bibliography, published by the Anti-Slavery Society for the Protection of Human 
Rights; London, 1986). However, the public at large remained ignorant of the issue until the late 1970s. By this 
time leading Sudanese, would-be reformers were asking for help from the West. 
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more active role in this work. Even in countries where only a small percentage of the 
population practises genital excision (Indonesia, for example), research is being done to try to 
understand the factors which promote necessary reform. 

This progress has not been made by chance. Individual campaigners, groups, nurses, doctors 
and health officials, with determined commitment to change, have worked systematically for 
such change, with the custom very firmly entrenched in tradition.7  Bound up as it is in 
economic survival and social coherence, it is understandable that change has come only 
gradually. Change from agricultural to more industrial developments has brought about 
improvements in Indonesia, for example. The increased number of university-educated women 
working outside the home environment, leading to more economic prosperity, has greatly 
helped. Women who travel abroad freely with their husbands are more easily able to breach the 
narrow confines of traditional attitudes. International campaigns enable women to appreciate 
the confidence and ability which comes from knowing that many others, in far away places, are 
working towards the same ends.8 

Nowadays, to speak openly about genital mutilation is no longer taboo.9 Heads of state, 
religious leaders, and other influential leaders have spoken against the continuation of harmful 
practices.10 People have started to question the value of practices hitherto considered as 
religious or social obligations. In areas where Inter-African Committee-sponsored programmes 
of sensitisation have been conducted, many mothers have decided not to `circumcise' their 
daughters.11 

This is very important work. It cannot take place without organised financial resources, 
channelled for work for this particular social reform. There are now many charities, worldwide, 
prepared to support men and women willing to undertake this task. Knowledge of the 
unnecessary suffering of children, unable to decide for themselves not to undergo such 
practices, persuades many individuals too, to give their money for work which they feel sure 
must bring positive results. Governments are most unlikely to give priority of financial 
resources to this work unless they know that the people themselves really want to bring about 
such change. Information on help available is provided initially to the more highly educated in 
urban areas, where people are more likely to support change; but it is in the distant rural areas, 
amongst the less educated, sometimes illiterate people that the need for change is greatest. 

                                                 
7 This was pioneered in the Sudan. 

8 Knowledge obtained by the writer in attendance at such conferences. 

9 This itself is proof of the considerable  progress made in recent years by all engaged in this work. Only a decade-
and-a-half ago or so, anyone attempting to do so publicly would have been told in no uncertain terms to `mind their 
own business', and to expend their efforts on reform of the many evils in their own society. 

10 Sudanese notables, in support of government efforts at reform, spoke out against the custom in the 1940s, but 
their campaigning zeal reached only a few of the literate members of the urban élites. Since 1979, at the 
international conferences, leading African reformers have spoken out to an ever-increasing number of their 
compatriots. 

11 Statistical information on the number of people combating social pressures to encourage them to adhere to 
custom is not available, because any publicity could be detrimental to their progress; but hard work is bringing 
positive results. 

This edition of Sudan Studies was originally distributed in hard copy to members of the Sudan Studies Society of the 
United Kingdom. SSSUK now makes it freely available subject to licence and cordially invites readers to join the Society 
(see www.sssuk.org).                                           
                                      Sudan Studies content by Sudan Studies editors and writers is licensed under a 

                                                 Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported Licence.



SUDAN STUDIES: Number 17 (September 1995) 

 25

If the world waits for massive government interventions, for revolutionary economic changes, 
or for fundamental change from patriarchal to more matriarchal social organisation, millions 
and millions of women and children will suffer unnecessarily for a long time to come. 

 

The Crucial Role of the Sudan in this Important Work 
Historically, more work has been done in the Sudan than in any other country to eradicate 
female genital mutilation.12 There was the work of teachers and nurses in the early decades of 
this century, supported by the pioneering zeal of some Sudanese women. In the 1940s, when 
leading Sudanese notables supported the government in its stand against infibulation, a law was 
passed against the custom; but this affected only a small urban élite.13 In the 1950s and 1960s 
some work continued. Mrs Mahassin Salih Mohammed Nur14, for example, for some time 
Dean of Women Students at the University of Khartoum, encouraged open discussion in the 
Faculty of Obstetrics and Gynaecology. Also, in 1974 Soleiman Modawi declared that the 
prevention of outside help on the grounds of `undesirable interference' was diverting attention 
from children's suffering. The work of Professor Yusif Bedri, Principal of the Ahfad University 
College for Women (AUCW), for his staff and students, has made a distinguished 
contribution.15  

The willingness of the Sudanese to co-operate with international agencies for this work has 
been an example to other countries. It was in the Sudan that Edna Adan Ismai`l, Head of Health 
Personnel Training, Mogadishu, Somalia, was an Observer at the University Medical Faculty 
discussions, which gave her the confidence to raise the issues in Somalia: the beginning of an 
important movement against the custom there.16 The most important fundamental research done 
so far has been that of Dr Asma El Dareer, into the epidemiology of female circumcision in the 
Sudan.17 Her book is a model of accurate statistical analysis. It was in the Sudan, too, that the 
first film was made, some of it in Khartoum North Hospital, illustrating, powerfully, the 
medical hazards of this custom. The Sudan was also where the first detailed plans were made 
for a project of village welfare work for the elimination of mutilation. 

                                                 
12 See: Passmore Sanderson, L. M., Against the Mutilation of Women: The Struggle Against Unnecessary Suffering 
(Ithaca Press: London, 1981). 

13 Ibid. 

14 A personal friend of the writer. 

15 Passmore, 1981, op. cit. 

16 Edna Adan Ismai`l has continued to take a leading role internationally. Following the vitally important film made 
in the Sudan, illustrating mutilation, she provided a film made in Somalia - a powerful indictment, showing young 
girls being excised in a conveyor-belt fashion by surgeons in the hospitals of Mogadishu. Having suffered 
mutilation herself, she continues to be outspoken against the practice, explaining that girls and women perpetuated 
the act for the sake of piety, believing it to be a good religious practice. 

17 El Dareer, Asma, Woman, Why Do You Weep? Circumcision and its Consequences, (Zed Press: London, 1982). 
This describes her research in the Sudan, the first work of its kind, giving the real facts about the extent and nature 
of the custom, and the sociological implications; an essential preliminary to the work that has taken place 
subsequently. It has encouraged other women, elsewhere, to face the real facts. 
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It was in January 1980 that Sudanese women in Khartoum and Omdurman provided the plan 
for village welfare work to be supported by Rädda Barnen, the Swedish Save The Children 
Fund. A three-year project was to start in five villages of the White Nile, organised by the 
AUCW. Staff and Students were to participate. Shortly afterwards, Margareta Linnander18, of 
Rädda Barnen, was in Khartoum discussing the system by which women from certain villages 
were to be helped to engage in income-generating activities to give the confidence to participate 
in educational programmes devoted to the need for the eradication of mutilation. 

In March 1981 the self-help, Babikr Bedri Scientific Association for Women's Studies 
organised a national campaign against female genital mutilation.19 Government representatives, 
educationalists, Muslim leaders, Catholics, Copts, gynaecologists, doctors, psychologists, 
sociologists, health workers, midwives, teachers, and students, joined by the village women 
taking part in the three-year village welfare project, attended workshops in Khartoum for three 
days. Medical colour slides, provided by Sudanese researchers, powerfully aided the educative 
process; and at its close over three hundred people, mostly women, signed a public declaration 
to devote themselves to the cause.   

In November 1981 Margareta Linnander and Isabelle Tévoedjrè from Holland, Director and 
Co-ordinator of the Geneva Non-Government Organisations' Working Group on female 
excision, travelled through West African countries to establish contacts in capital cities, with 
individuals whose influence and activities could assist in bringing about the progressive 
eradication of traditional genital operations suffered by girls and women. They shared with 
them the positive work in the Sudan, where this tradition had previously seemed ineradicable. 
In all the countries visited, when any doubt was cast by individuals upon inaugurating this 
work, they mentioned the exciting experience at that time currently in progress against 
mutilation in the Sudan; and this engendered a positive approach from others. 

In 1982 Mrs Berhane Ras Work, from Ethiopia, then Co-ordinator of the Geneva Working 
Group, and Margareta Linnander made similar visits to Senegal, Sierra Leone and Guinea. 
Again, work in the Sudan was described in order to encourage other women to do likewise. 

A development of major importance took place in Senegal in February 1984, when the Inter-
African Committee was established.20 National Committees were to work closely with 
government and non-government organisations through the IAC. Berhane Ras Work was 
elected President. A structure was thus established to enable village welfare work to receive 
financial assistance from the West. The system of local, regional, national, and international 
workshops became firmly established through the IAC. 

                                                 
18 The work of Margareta Linnander, a member of the Swedish Save The Children Fund, the Anti-Slavery Society, 
and the Geneva Working Group of NGOs, was cardinal during the campaign of the 1970s and 1980s, until her 
death. Her organisational skills; her profound commitment that something could be done against all odds; her 
extreme sensitivity to the problems; her refusal to be deterred in difficult situations; her continual avoidance of 
publicity which might have handicapped the work; her perpetual hard work when travelling annually in Africa, 
raising sensitivity, diplomatically, and campaigning for funds from the West to enable the work to continue, have 
been invaluable. 

19 Passmore Sanderson, 1986 p.44. 

20 Report on Seminar on Traditional Practices Affecting the Health of Women and Children in Africa (Dakar, 
1984), organised by the Ministry of Public Health, Senegal, and the NGO Working Group on TPAHWC, in 
collaboration with WHO, UNICEF, and the United Nations Fund for Population Activities. 
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At a workshop called African Women Speak on Female Circumcision, held in Khartoum in 
October 1984, participants came from Benin, Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gambia, 
Guinea, Ivory Coast, Kenya, Liberia, Mali, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Sudan, Togo, and 
Upper Volta. There were observers from Europe and the USA.21 Plans were made to continue 
the campaigning work against female mutilation at the local, national, and international levels 
at the UN Women's Decade Conference, to take place in Nairobi in 1985. 

By that time, at the end of the three-year Village Welfare Project in the Sudan, in one village no 
genital excision had taken place for a year. This was a success indeed. 

This work had been made possible, initially, by the Geneva Working Group of NGOs, of which 
the Anti-Slavery Society, London (now Anti-Slavery International), was a prominent member. 
It co-operated with Rädda Barnen, and the work was done by the staff and students of the 
AUCW, Omdurman. 

The Anti-Slavery Society had obtained Consultative Status with the United Nations ECOSOC. 
The late Margareta Linnander agreed to serve on the Anti-Slavery Society's General 
Committee, and represent the Society, too, in Geneva, until Rädda Barnen had itself obtained 
Consultative Status with ECOSOC. 

Rädda Barnen provided the funds for the first three-year village welfare project in the Sudan. 
Impoverished, illiterate village women were to be given some incentives to enable them to 
participate in some income-generating activities, to give them a degree of economic 
independence and social status, thus raising their self-confidence, on condition that they 
participated in the educational work. The Sudanese women opted for sewing machines to 
enable them to make clothes for their husbands and children. (Sudanese girls have a natural 
talent for fine embroidery, too). Staff were trained through the Ahfad College. The project was 
called Children's Health through Mother's Education, and a similar project was also started in 
Kenya, under the same title. The women in the villages worked voluntarily, and were 
responsible for providing the rooms for the educational work. 

                                                 
    21 Babikr Badri Scientific Association for Women's Studies, PO Box 167, 
Omdurman, Sudan. Workshop: African Women Speak on F.C., 21-25 October 1984; 
Briefing Document No.1, Action Report of the Workshops; Briefing Document 
No.2, Case Studies Presented at the Workshop. 
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Work in the Sudan, 1984-1994 

As a result of all the hard work done in the Sudan, the incidence of mutilation has dropped 
considerably in urban areas, especially of the most severe form of pharaonic mutilation. I am 
told that in the three towns of the capital, Khartoum, Khartoum North, and Omdurman, the 
pharaonic practice hardly ever takes place now. But alas, there is no room for complacency. 
Outside the main towns these customs still persist, and in the extensive rural areas the most 
dangerous mutilations are still widespread. There is still a great deal of work to be done. 

In the 1970s and 1980s many leading women in a number of other African countries have been 
encouraged by the example of the pioneer women reformers in the Sudan, to embark upon 
similar work in their own countries. Sometimes some, when they have become aware of the 
extent of mutilation, and the extensive work required to eliminate such practices in their own 
countries, have expressed dismay that despite the 1946 Law, the custom has not been eradicated 
in rural areas of the Sudan to this day. The Sudan has had a National Committee co-operating 
with the IAC since its inauguration, but in the latter half of the 1980s it has not always been 
easy for these women to extend the work, due to the general problems in the country at large. 
However, the work still continues through many men and women in schools and colleges, and 
at other venues. 

There is now more recent good news from the Sudan. In July 1994 Professor Yusif Bedri 
assured me that the village welfare work organised through the Ahfad College is progressing 
well. Moreover, Berhane Ras Work22 has told me of the excellent work now being done in the 
Sudan, through the Sudan National Committee for the elimination of Traditional  Practices 
harmful to women and children (SNCTP), under the committed leadership of Amna Abdel 
Rahman Hassan, in collaboration with the IAC. This remarkable work is being more and more 
recognised by the Sudanese government. 

There are now branch offices of the SNCTP in Atbara, Wad Medani, and Kassala, organising 
educational activities on harmful traditional practices in their local communities.23 These NGOs 
collaborate with the Women's Union and social welfare agencies. Local people are trained by 
the SNCTP members. Work is also in progress in the Red Sea area at Port Sudan.24 Educational 
posters, pamphlets, and booklets sponsored by UNICEF have been distributed widely. Amna 
Abdul Rahman Hassan and her colleagues have held numerous lectures and discussion groups 
in various other towns. Future proposals make provision for more male and female community 
leaders to be trained in rural areas which are surrounded by several villages. Workshops have 
been planned, and health workers, midwives, and traditional birth attendants targeted. Songs 
and plays are being used in TV and Radio programmes. 

At the London Black Women's Conference in 1994, Dr Nadia Abdulla, gynaecologist, and 
Chairwoman of the SNCTP stated that the main reason for the continuation of genital 

                                                 
22 Mrs Ras Work presided over the London Black Women's Health Action Conference, Female Genital Mutilation: 
How can change be achieved?, in London, 30 June-1 July 1994. This was organised by the London Black 
Women's Health Project, City University, London EC1V. 

23 Sudan National Committee Progress Report, January-June 1994. 

24 Ibid. 
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mutilation was low standards, economically and educationally.25 Many women still thought 
that the practice was in the interests of cleanliness; that re-infibulation prevented infertility. 
They maintained the custom to please the men. Women's perceptions had gradually changed in 
Khartoum. More initiative needed to come from men. There were not only medical problems, 
but also problems of sexual relationships. More equality of relationships was needed in family 
life. 

More extensive progress will come in rural areas in the Sudan, with the development of more 
one-to-one, personal relationships in the work in Sudanese villages, with more local support for 
village enterprise, and with the provision of more visual, educational aids, which do not depend 
at all upon literacy. 

This work needs financial support. Donations can be sent to: 

 Berhane Ras Work, 
President, Inter-African Committee, 
147 rue de Lauzanne, 
CH-1202, 
GENEVA. 

 

 

                                                 
25 Eighty per cent illiteracy in some rural areas of the Sudan. 
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THE DESERT FRINGE IN NORTH AFRICA FIFTY 
YEARS AGO 

BY JOHN WRIGHT 

In 1942-3 the United States Army Air Force (USAAF) took several hundred thousand aerial 
photographs of the desert fringe in North Africa, which could be invaluable in assessing the 
state of this important area over fifty years ago - if only we could find them. The photographs 
covered the area of the Western Air Reinforcement Route from Takordi in Ghana via Lagos, 
Fort Lamy (Ndjamena) and Khartoum to Cairo. The route is described in the attached extract 
and map from a letter by Douglas Newbold, head of the Sudan Civil Service during World War 
II, from The Making of the Modern Sudan, by K D D Henderson. 

Later, the aircraft were flown to the Far East from Cairo, down the Red Sea to Aden, and along 
the south east coast of Arabia. The aircraft flew in small groups of single-seater fighters with a 
bomber guide to the Middle Eastern, and then the Far Eastern war theatres. They were, 
however, shipped to Takordi from the USA and Britain. Because the routes followed the 
fringes of the desert there were no proper maps. So the USAAF, in conjunction with the US 
Geological Survey (USGS), who undertook its mapping, planned this major operation to 
photograph and then map the area in the form of aeronautical charts at a one-in-a-million scale 
(16 miles to the inch). 

There were no direction-finding aids or good maps in the area at the time; and to save flying-
time, instead of the usual parallel, overlapping strips of vertical photography, which require 
very precise navigation, the USAAF used the trimetrogon system, whereby flight lines could be 
more widely spaced and less accurate. 

Three cameras with precise six-inch metrogon lenses were fitted to four-engined bombers 
which flew at over 20,000 feet. One camera pointed vertically, and the other two sideways, at 
30 degrees below the vertical. Their photographs, called high obliques, were exposed 
simultaneously with the verticals. The three photographs included the horizon on either side, 
and also overlapped the verticals. 

Thus each set of exposures covered an area like a double fan, with a square at about 1:40,000 
scale (one-and-a-half inches to the mile) in the middle. At the top of the obliques, with a 
horizon 200 miles away, the scale was very much smaller, and the curvature of Earth was 
visible; so only their foreground was used for mapping. 

As features in the oblique photos facing north could be identified in those facing south of the 
next flight to the north, it was possible to join the parallel sets of photographs together and 
build an assembly of templates representing them. A few widely spaced but accurately fixed 
and identified features could then be used to control a very large template assembly, and so 
locate the photographs. Also, the flying was reduced by two thirds or more. The 1:40,000 
verticals covered about a quarter of the area, depending on the spacing of the flights; and they 
provide a unique record of the state of this critical area on the edge of the desert right across 
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Africa, along both shores of the Red Sea, and along the southern coast of Arabia. Individual 
trees and the larger bushes can be identified on them. 

A remarkable feature - vegetation stripes - was first seen in Somaliland by W A MacFadyen, 
and reported in the Geographical Journal (CXVI, 1950 pp.199-211). I myself also observed 
these in the Sudan in the flat semi-desert, east of Khartoum. They seem to have been formed by 
flash-floods; and MacFadyen found that they reflect the ground contours; but no detailed study 
appears to have been made of them. 

In the 1950s I was in charge of the Sudan Survey topographic office; and we received 
1:500,000 scale plots of the photographs from the USA. As a result I visited the US Geological 
Survey, and secured a complete set of the 60,000 trimet photographs covering the Sudan. These 
were robust waterproof prints, together with copies of the 1:100,000 scale plots showing where 
each set of photographs had been taken - within an accuracy of probably about half a mile at 
worst. 

I understand from an Ordnance Survey cartographer who was working in Khartoum a few years 
ago, that the photographs have been well looked after there. Before I left we had mapped 
several hundred thousand square miles from them, using a simplified form of the USGS 
technique, and equipment left behind in Cairo at the end of the war. The major question now is: 
where are all the other photographs covering parts of countries including Ethiopia and Eritrea, 
Egypt, Somaliland, Yemen, Chad, Niger, Mali, Cameroon, Nigeria, Dahomey, Togo, and 
Ghana? All have desertification problems - or believe they have; and these fifty-year-old 
photographs would help to show how serious these are. Did they, like Sudan, get copies, and 
have they still got them? 

Enquiries are still continuing in the USA to try to find the original negatives and prints of the 
photographs; and the latest information will be given at the Symposium in September. 
Enquiries may also be made to the survey departments of the countries concerned; and possibly 
to the French Institut Geographique Nationale, which mapped the French-speaking ones. 

To sum up, I personally happen to know about these photographs, and there unique fifty-year-
old record of the desert fringe in the Sudan; but in the present interest of desertifaction it would 
seem to be worthwhile to find out what has happened to the other several hundred thousand 
photographs. Surely they have not all been destroyed? 
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To R. C. Mayall 

LINES OF COMMUNICATION 

KHARTOUM,

14 August 1942

The Western Air Reinforcement route, which is now a vital life-line to Alamein for war-
planes, and probably the Sudan’s most important job for Middle East Forces, flourishes…  

 
LINES OF COMMUNICATION AGAINST ROMMEL 

The strain on petrol carriage, staff and aerodromes is enormous. Halfa aerodrome which is 
hard gravel and had 400 planes through last month- i.e. 8oo landings and take-offs -is quite. 
worn out and will have to have mix-in-place runways. Atbara aerodrome was six inches 
underwater this week from a cloudburst, but dried off next day. Pilots continue to come down 
all over Darfur. Besides the American convoy of seven planes which landed en bloc north of 
Kuttum and was rescued by the Nazir of the Zaghawa, a Hurricane crashed near Sherif 
Kabbashi (pilot saved), a Liberator force-landed by moonlight at Goz Baina with Lord Forbes 
(Casey’s Air Attache) and an American General, but got off again somehow. Another 
Hurricane came down on the Zalingei road, but a runway was made. 
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BOOK REVIEWS 
THE DIALOGUE OF IDENTITY AND NATIONAL 

UNITY IN SUDAN 
A New Perspective 

by Abdul Aziz Hussein Al-Sawi 
Cairo, Sudanese Studies Centre, 1994. 

The author's main concern, as a Sudanese writer, is to recast the Arab dimension of the national 
character in Sudan in a non-traditional mould. Having tackled the issue with respect to the 
Mahdist Revolution (see issue 15), this book focuses on national unity and identity. 

Although the book is composed of two separate studies, the common theme is an attempt to 
demonstrate that emphasising the Arab character in northern Sudan is not only compatible with 
preserving Sudanese national unity, but enhances the chances of progress in both cases. 

The first study (Sudanese Arabism, National Unity and Democracy), suggests a definition of 
the Arab identity in the distinctive Sudanese context, and outlines its linkage to Islam as a 
culturally conditioning phenomenon. It  traces the manifestations of Sudanese Arabism during 
the Funj and Mahdiyya eras, and its impact on the emergence of Sudan as a country and state 
based on interactive co-existence between Arabs and non-Arabs. Through a discussion of the 
utility of the Arabic language in consolidating Sudanese national unity, the last part of the study 
provides evidence of the contention that, objectively considered and evaluated, the role of 
Arabism in Sudanese history has been particularly relevant; as will continue to be the case. 

The second study (Critique of Formal Sudanism), is primarily a detailed response to a particular 
research paper by a southern Sudanese academic. It is also, essentially, a discussion of the ideas 
held by most southern-Sudanese intellectuals, and increasingly by some in the North, on the 
question of identity in Sudan. After a brief overview of the theoretical aspects, the study 
focuses on those ideas as expressed in relation to pre and post- independence concepts of the 
various Sudanese and foreign parties, and policies emanating from them. 

In my judgment, the main value of the book is that it provides the first real chance for non-
Arab, Sudanese intellectuals and academics, and for that matter for all interested foreigners, to 
consider an unashamedly Arab view on the fundamental issues facing Sudan and jeopardizing 
its very existence. Staunchly secular and democratic in its general approach, the book clearly 
distinguishes between the traditionalist and Muslim fundamentalist viewpoints. Also, it differs 
from those northern Sudanese who, while agreeing with the book generally, still evade the 
question of Sudan's Arab-Muslim national character, for ideological or political reasons. 

If one assumes that it is still possible to maintain the national unity of Sudan, the major 
impediment to the book's distinctive contribution in this respect will be eliminated if, as 
promised on the cover, an English version appears. Although the book is reasonably well 
researched, the style in the second study is occasionally polemic and confrontational. In 
addition, the reader of the second study could experience great difficulty in following the views 
of the southern researcher on which it is based. Most of the quotations are in footnotes, which 
do not appear on the relevant pages. It would have been more conducive to a firmer grasp of 
these views, and the author's discussion of them, if all the quotations appeared in the main text 
or, better still, if the whole research paper had been published as an appendix. 
 
 Dr A El-Hassan 
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The Nile Quest 
by J L Cloudesley Thompson 

In about 60 AD the Emperor Nero dispatched an expedition to discover the source of the Nile. 

This was recorded by Seneca and Pliny, but little else is known about it. The Nile Quest is an 

imaginary account by the expedition's leader, a young Roman tribune, of his first experience of 

active service - an intelligence-gathering mission through unknown, hostile territory. 

This is an absorbing tale that goes at a good pace. The historical background is authentic and 

well researched. It was a brilliant coup to have found an incident just mentioned, but without 

detail by Classical authors. 

The characterisation is a bit weak, though this does not matter so much in that it is an `action' 

story, and the background is convincing. The African princess is rather incredible - though 

Cleopatra really existed, of course! - and the love interest adds at the end, because you know it 

is not the end, and he will return to collect her. 

The great strengths, however, lie in the personal experience which goes into the narrative: the 

knowledge of army life, which is basically the same in any age, both the day-to-day and the 

battle situation, with all its conflicting passions and reactions. Particularly vivid are the 

accounts of what it is like to be wounded. 

The outstanding merit of the book is in its intimate knowledge of the countryside described, and 

of the climate upon it - the desert, the river, the jungle and swamp areas further south, and 

particularly of the wildlife, both plant and animal. It is a well known and loved landscape, into 

which the tribes who have inhabited it for many centuries fit like hand in glove. 

This book opens up a vision of Africa unknown to most people - and it is a fascinating vision. 
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WINGS OF DUST 
by Jamal Mahjoub. 

Heinemann: African Writers Series, 1994. 

Sharif, the exile from an unnamed country in North Africa, which has all the characteristics of 
Sudan, measures out his final days in a dilapidated hotel in South-West France. The reader is 
carried, as the title suggests, on the dusty wings of Sharif's memory, from his childhood days in 
the desert, through his days as a student in England, and his return to his home country. 

Most enjoyable and evocative of all are the descriptions of people and places. There is an 
honesty and insight that can only be achieved by a writer who has the advantage of knowing 
two cultures and environments from the inside. Little, forgotten details come back to me as I 
read of the harshness and beauty of life in the desert. Although at times, reading the scenes in 
Britain, I was unsure whether the setting was London or Oxford, some of the descriptions of 
Sharif's student days in Oxford were awkward. 

The distinct features of the Sudanese experience in Britain during the 1940s are conveyed 
through the lives of Sharif and his friends, Shibshib and Handoody, as they spend their time 
flitting between the students' hostel in London and sailors' jazz clubs in Liverpool, in a battered 
old car. There are touches of humour, with characters like Djage, who transfers Arabic 
grammar to English, and thus renders himself incomprehensible to all. 

Some of the female characters are dealt with less effectively, and I felt dissatisfied with the way 
Sharif's wife Jean ceases to be mentioned part way through the book. However, there are 
female figures, such as the Contessa and the old women in the village, who are very central to 
the story, and operate as symbols of constancy and unchange against a foreground of 
turbulence. 

There are hints early on in the book of what might happen in the future, through characters like 
Farhan, the solitary student, who later becomes a torturer and overseer of amputations. In the 
latter stages we witness how the fun loving characters in Britain develop and fit into the 
changing political context when they return home. Sharif, in his meanderings and 
contemplation of the mistakes, offers some poignant analysis on recent events. 

I recommend this book for two reasons. Firstly, it offers a rewarding and unusual plot. 
Secondly, for all who have an interest in Sudan, this is an effective reminder of the country and 
the experiences of its people, both at home and abroad. 

 

Based on notes kindly provided by Evelyn Gurney, author of: Ausonious - Poet of Aquitaine. 
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THE POVERTY OF NATIONS: 
THE AID DILEMMA AT THE HEART OF AFRICA 

James Morton 
(London, British Academic Press, 1994) 

James Morton will be known to regular readers of the Newsletter for his article, ‘Tribal 

administration or no administration: the choice in western Sudan’, (11, January 1992). This 

book is also based on his seven years in Darfur when he was working as a development 

economist in the region. Throughout the book Morton adopts an iconoclastic approach and 

delights in foreseeing the controversial character of much of what he has to say. 

His critical approach is emphasised from the outset, with his particular targets being 

academics and aid bureaucrats. The former regularly service the aid business, but do so with 

too much reliance on theory and insufficient exposure to conditions on the ground. There is 

certainly something to be said for this view, and Morton’s year in academia, at St Antony’s 

College, Oxford, during which he wrote this book, may have given greater understanding of 

the pressures on academics specialising in aid matters to fulfil consultancies. All too 

frequently these days they are forced to keep one eye on the university that employs them and 

is keen to maximise income through consultancies, and the other on their clients, who may 

well have preconceived ideas of the desired results. As for the bureaucrats, Morton claims 

that their primary concern is to ‘move the money’, which he depicts as vast in quantity, 

however small it may seem in terms of global resources. The means by which Morton attacks 

his targets is that of generalising from his experience in Darfur, backed up by a somewhat 

random selection of secondary sources, and reports of the Jebel Marra Rural Development 

Project and Huntings Technical Services by which he was employed. 

His first chapter, ‘The Road to Hell’, is a critique of past aid which focuses on the general 

literature and experience of aid. It deals with the recognised debate in Morton’s typically 

acerbic style, though without any very new or profound conclusions. In the second chapter 

one gets into Darfur, with a discussion of its past economic development. He attacks those on 

the left who have at least implied that monetization and cash-cropping made Darfur more 

vulnerable to drought, by arguing instead that such developments should be the way forward 

for Darfur. The effect of drought was exacerbated by the isolation of Darfur, as well as poor 

and erratic national economic policy which meant that monetization and cash-cropping could 

not develop as they should have done. 
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The core chapters of the book are those where Morton reflects most directly his own 

experience. In ‘Scratching for Knowledge’ he reflects at length on contemporary agriculture 

in Darfur, and the need to allow farmers to make choices: aid should be seeking to assist the 

farmers to make choices about their own development rather than seeking to direct them. It is 

fashionable to seek to learn from the farmers: Morton is calling for more by suggesting that 

knowledge should be deployed in such a way that it is the farmers themselves who will make 

the ultimate choices. (I was surprised to find no reference here, or elsewhere, to Gill Craig’s 

edited book, The Agriculture of the Sudan.) In ‘Drought and Desertification’ Morton claims 

that arguments that overpopulation and environmental degradation are the sources of Darfur’s 

problems have been exaggerated, largely because detailed work on their impact has not been 

undertaken. Instead he believes that better farm gate prices and improved infrastructure 

would have provided the means to raise production; and he thinks that the capacity does exist. 

(I was surprised in this chapter to find no reference to Alex de Waal’s Famine that kills.) 

There is also a short chapter on the limits and failings of the Sudanese state. It is certainly a 

weak state, but in ways that go well beyond this chapter, the relevance of which lies in the 

unlikelihood of it being capable of playing a positive role in Darfur’s development. 

The final chapter is a review of the aid options which, typically of Morton, goes for the most 

radical possibility. This consists of putting the aid into the hands of the people of Darfur, and 

elsewhere, and letting them make the choices. It is the ultimate in market-driven development 

with the poor given the means to become consumers, and a faith in their rationality when thus 

empowered: as the last line puts it ‘Development is most likely to achieve its aims if it acts in 

exactly the same way as Aid for Charity.’ I wonder how many takers that option it is likely to 

find? 

 

Peter Woodward 

University of Reading 
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