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Muhammad Ahmad bin Abd Allah (1844-1885) who, on June 29, 1881, proclaimed himself the Mahdi, the
messianic redeemer of the Islamic faith; and who (until just six months after the fall of Khartoum to his
forces in 1885 and his unexpected death from typhus ) led a successful military campaign against the Egyptian government of what would become (from 1899-1956) the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, thus laying the foundation of the Mahdist State which embraced all of modern Sudan until destroyed by the British in 1898.
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271.55 Excerpt from Incidents Connected With The Life Of Selim Aga\fn{by Selim Aga (1826-1875)} “in Taqali
area,” South Kurdufan State, Sudan (M) 12
1\fn{I have induced the chapter divisions (beyond the first two), and all the internal subdivisions:H }
Surrounded by some beautiful mountain scenery, and situated between Durfur and Abyssinia, is a small valley
going under the denomination of Tegla, or Tegeley. To this valley I stretch forth my affections, giving it the
endearing appellation of my native home and fatherland. It was there that I was born; ‘twas there that I received
the fond looks of a loving mother; and it was there that I set my feet for the first time upon a world full of cares,
trials, difficulties, and dangers.
I cannot give the exact limits of the valley of Tegla. There were, however, three Chiefs who exercised power
over its inhabitants. Mehemet Chammaroo (under whose government my father was) ruled the centre; while two
other princes had the sway, one on each side.
*
Like many of the regions bordering on the equator, the valley of Tegla is exposed to the excessive heat of the
burning sun. Its seasons, properly speaking, can only be divided into two parts—the rainy and the dry season. In
the rainy season agriculture is carried on by the farmer on a very small scale—the only substitute for a plough
being a long pole, with something similar to a shovel attached to the end of it. With this instrument the surface of
the ground is broken, after which the seed (consisting of Indian corn and maize) is sown in small quantities at
certain distances from each other. After it has grown a certain length, part of it is transplanted into different fields,
thus giving the crop full scope and encouragement to grow. When the corn begins to change color, the rainy
season declines, till at length the refulgent rays of the sun perceive the inhabitant of the vale preparing to reap his
harvest. The rain is over, the dry season is on; many begin to reap the fruits of their labor.\fn{ A note reads: How wisely
has Providence ordered all things. The inhabitants of Egypt have no rain, and yet the river Nile has its yearly inundations. The rainy
season in the valley of Tegla, and its neighboring countries forms tributaries to the Nile; makes it overflow its banks; spreads fertility
through the muddy soil of the country; and supplies its dependant natives with the necessaries of life }

My juvenile recollections did not bring the nature of the implements used for shearing. The shearers are not
formed of a number of mercenaries, who expect to pocket shillings and half-crowns at the end of their period of
labor; but such is the social nature of the people among themselves, that they exchange services with each other. A
large concourse of them assemble in the harvest field; and, in a very short time, the harvest is taken in.
The day of shearing is generally ended with dancing, of which amusement they are very fond. The reader,
perhaps, will inquire what sort of drink these dancers use? His mind will very likely answer, Jamaica rum, French
brandy, or Irish whisky. But no; water is their chief drink. They have a thick intoxicating liquor, which they make
from the Indian corn; but such a luxury is only used on extraordinary occasions.
After all their harvest festivities are over, they give themselves up to all the indolent habits prevalent in these
eastern countries; and lounge in their booths until the appearance of the skies proclaim the distant approach of the
rainy season.
Widely different is the dry season, when compared with the rainy. In the dry season the inhabitant of the vale
employs his time with various pursuits;\fn{ A note reads: Building, hunting, traveling and warfare, generally in this season. Every
grown up man is a warrior} in the rainy, nothing but agriculture occupies his attention.
In the dry season he has to dig wells to supply his household with water; in the rainy, he has only to go to the
rivulets for that supply. The dry season carries off all traces of water; scorches all the grass and green trees;
occasions deep chasms in the earth; and leaves the poor native nothing to depend upon but his industry in the
rainy season. Indian corn, maize, and a flock of goats are generally all his treasure.
Money is not valued. The valley of Tegla boasts of no cows, although many are kept in its vicinity. Prince
Chammaroo’s dominions had only three wells. The different districts regularly awaited their turn in receiving a
supply of water. The religion is Paganism, mixed with several Mahommedan rites, such as the shaving of their
heads, circumcision, and fasting; but their chief attention is attracted to the sun, the moon, and stars.
*
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About a month after the ceremony of circumcision, a number of young men convene at the house where the
rite had been performed, and sally from thence through the country on hunting excursions. Everything falls a prey
to the hunter’s knife and spear; and on these occasions the poultry-yard suffers most, while the poor owners are
mere lookers-on at these depredations, it being deemed sacred, [and so impossible] to interfere with the behavior
of these young men.
Fasting is also very strictly observed by the devotee, one month in the year being allotted for that purpose.
Before daybreak, he rises and eats, and never again tastes anything, until the evening stars declare the shades of
night, when he breaks his fast and retires to rest.
*
The houses in the valley of Tegla are built in a style peculiar to themselves. Every room is built about ten or
twenty yards from each other, of a round form, with thatch roofs. The under part of the rooms are built of stones
and mud; the roofs are thatched with the maize and Indian corn canes. Four or five rooms form a respectable
dwelling, the whole of which are enclosed by a wall about five feet high, thus leaving an open square in the
centre.
In the great heat of the dry season, this square is used by the indwellers for sleeping apartments, where they all
lie down on the floor, and cover themselves with a large white sheet. If disturbed by any wild beasts during the
night, they betake themselves to the inner rooms.
My father’s house consisted of two bedrooms, a kitchen, a mill room, and a goat room, or fold.
*
Goats’ milk is considered a very wholesome commodity; it has a pleasing sweet taste, which attracts the palate
to it, and is said to possess a certain virtue in medicinal qualities.
The junior male members of the family are employed in taking care of the flock. When a number of them are
going in the same direction they mix their flocks together, and each in his turn mutually takes care of the whole
flock till evening, when, by a cry peculiar to each goat-herd, his flock separates from the rest, and follows him. He
then takes them home, gets them milked, and secures them in the fold. Those which are great favorites are
generally taken into the sleeping apartments.
The milk must not be allowed to stand till the middle of next day, else it would get quite sour. In order to
prevent this catastrophe they either drink it or make butter of it. Their mode of churning is as follows:
The gourd or calabash, which grows plentifully in these districts, is a plant something similar to a melon plant.
Its fruit is like a melon, but the inside is bitter. The gourd melons grow to different sizes, so that the natives make
dishes and plates out of them, by cutting them into halves.
The churn, however, requires a whole melon, and one of the largest is taken for that purpose. After a part of the
pith is taken out, it is filled with water, and permitted to stand till the inside is quite rotten. It is then cleaned out,
secured into a rope basket, suspended to the roof of one of the rooms, so as it can be reached by a person standing,
and there it serves as a churn—the dairymaid’s work being to put the milk into it, and work it to and fro with her
hands. No cream is extracted.
The butter is generally used for rubbing their skins; and very little clothing being used, many of them could
be seen standing out in the sun like a number of polished statues. After washing themselves with water, they never
think that they are complete till they rub some butter on their skins.
*
The dress among the higher classes is a long wide gown, reaching to the ankles, and wide open sleeves, so as
not to confine the wearer too much, and sandals on their feet.
The lower classes, again, have a long wide plaid, which they tie round their body, and over one of their
shoulders, leaving the other quite free; while in length it only reaches to the knees.
This forms all their variety of dress.
*
Their food is entirely confined to the Indian corn, served up in different ways. They seldom kill their goats for
butcher meat, having a great desire to preserve a large stock.
2
Youth is the period in which true happiness is enjoyed. It is the time when all trials and difficulties seem to lie
in oblivion; and it is then that all principles can be instilled into the tender mind. The mind in youth is not
prejudiced, builds many castles in the air although without any symptoms of ambition, is pleased and always
desires to please. It is like the shoot of a tender flower ere its leaves expand. It is the germ on which strong
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propensities and sentiments are framed. It is in youth that the stronger faculties of the artist, the genius, and the
mechanic are pictured.
None of these propensities, however, were predominant in my mind while home was my residence. Being the
oldest of the boys, my pride was raised to no small degree when I beheld my father preparing a farm for me. This
event filled my mind with the grand anticipation of leaving the goats to my brother, who was then beginning to
work a little.
While my father was making these preparations, I had the constant charge of the goats; and being accompanied
by two other boys who resided near my father’s house, we wandered many miles from home, by which means we
acquired an acquaintance with the different districts of the country. ‘Twas while in these rambles with my
companions that I became the victim of the slaveholder.
*
While tending our flock between two hills, we spied two men shaping their course towards us. They inquired
whether we had any goats for them, a term quite common in that country. Our reply was, of course, in the
negative; but they merely used this craft in order to deprive us of suspicion. Myself being nearest to them, I was
firmly secured in their hands, and forced away whether I would or not. On showing symptoms of resistance, one
of them procured a green twig, and whipped me till the blood was falling in drops from my legs.
After proceeding some miles, we came to a house, where I was tied with ropes hand and foot, and laid down to
rest. Next morning, before dawn of day, my cruel master took the ropes off my legs, and, setting me on a certain
direction, desired me to walk while he followed with a large whip.
Terrified out of my judgment, I saw that there was nothing to be done but either do or suffer. I of course chose
the former. This was rather a harsh treatment for a child of eight years of age.
Commencing before sunrise, we continued our journey till the middle of the day, when we arrived at a village.
This village went under the name of Tegla. At the village of Tegla my inhuman master disposed of me, and
returned home.
On entering the house of my new master, what was my astonishment on seeing an old acquaintance there, a
girl with whom I had an interview a few weeks previous. She, poor creature, had also fallen into the hands of the
enemy only a few days before myself. This girl, whose name was Medina, admonished me on this occasion,
telling me to do whatever I was desired, assuring me that the white man would not care for taking our lives, that
the killing of us would not cost him a thought.
We were well secured with iron chains on our feet, and were never permitted to go far from the house. We
could never fall upon plans for effecting our escape, although we often tried different means for that purpose.
One night I managed to get the chains off my feet, and would have escaped had not the fear of being
recaptured prevented me. Notwithstanding all the plans which Medina resorted to, she could not get the chains off
her feet.
*
A short time after this, a caravan (consisting of merchants and travelers) left the village of Tegla. With this
caravan our master joined, and, after a day’s journey, we arrived at a small village, where he was disappointed in
his object, viz., the disposing of us into another’s hands, therefore he had no other recourse but to return to his
own country.
Arriving at the village, we received the heart-rending intelligence that our friends had been in search of us, and
were frustrated, having heard that we were taken to a distant land. Another caravan was soon equipped for a
farther distance. This was some four day’s journey from the village of Tegla, to a large town called Kordofan,
under the jurisdiction of the Pasha of Egypt.
The first night we pitched our tents at a well of water, not having seen a single house on the whole of our
journey. The second day we continued our journey till late at night, when we received the guidance of some light
from a distant village, where we arrived and reposed ourselves. This village was called by the natives Albaharr, or,
as seen on our maps, Albeit. The inhabitants are a people who might be distinguished among a thousand different
nations. Such is their love of jewelry, that they wear rings on their nostrils as well as ears. Instead of horses, or
donkeys, or camels, they ride upon bullocks, the noses of which are also adorned with rings, and to these the
bridles are tied.
We stayed a few days at this place, and shared the unfeigned hospitality of the people, who were uncommonly
kind. During our stay here, Medina and I were taken to the camp of the Turks, not far away from the village,
where we were put through different exercises. The first thing we were desired to do was to show our tongues,
and then our teeth. The rest of our limbs underwent a serious examination also. Having undergone this examination, we were taken back to our lodgings again.
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The next day our master joined the Turks, who were returning to Kordofan, and by that means ensured our fate
of never returning to our native country. In two days we reached the point of our destination, and there our master
disposed of us to an Arab, with whom we lived but two or three days. From an Arab we fell into the hands of a
Turk.
*
My time while with the first three masters was employed doing nothing. The Turkish gentleman found work
for everybody; and all the testimony I can bear to his good character is, that he was one of the cruelest men in
existence.
Being an officer of the rank of an aga, his men suffered many harsh cruelties under him. On one occasion, a
soldier having been brought to his house for a small offence, he took the office of corporal; and commanding four
men to hold him down, beat the poor man, till the blood was running from his cheeks. The keeper of his camels
often suffered in a similar way.
My office was what might be called a general house-servant. The duties of waiting the table, washing dishes,
making coffee, and waiting for orders, were allotted to me as my share of the work. Medina was made assistant
cook for a short time, but I had the disagreeable misfortune to see her sold to another Turk; thus I was left to
suffer alone.
Some six months, however, relieved me of my hardships. To mention all the cruelties I suffered at that time,
would be quite needless. I will only notify a few of them. My master, on whom I had continually to attend,
punished every small fault with great severity. If he called, he said I ought to hear him at whatever distance I
might be. At one time, being sent from home by my mistress, my master interrogated me on my return with where
have you been, and began to thrash me. Self-justification was of no use. No moderate blows did with him, for
while he struck one side of my head, he met it at the other side also. I became almost insensible, while the blood
was running out of my ears.
At another time, having made some coffee by his own orders, I happened to make a few cups more than was
required. He said nothing at the time; but after I was in bed, he got hold of a horse whip, and coming upon me
unawares, thrashed me till I was quite speechless. I am persuaded he would have killed me had not one of the
domestics heard my cries, and come to my rescue.
*
Here I may mention that a very small child can stop a Mahomedan from revenging himself to too great an
extent, by taking the whip, or whatever he uses, from him. One of the slaves was the means of preventing my
master from whipping me any longer.
In Kordofan the houses are all of one storey high. The part in which I lived was chiefly occupied by officers in
the Pasha’s service. My master was married, had two children, two female slaves, two males, and myself. The
other two being grown-up men, were taken out to exercise along with the rest of the soldiers.
When coming home from exercise, my master was sure to be heard crying my name a quarter of a mile’s
distance from the house, at which I had to run out to meet him and carry his sword home. These, and other
sufferings of the like nature, prepared me for my subsequent career, and fitted me for the journey on the desert.
The circumstances which relieved me of my present master were as singular as the many unlooked-for
whippings I received. One evening, when the sun was going down, and everything assuming the quietude of an
eastern calm, a certain Arab came to our house, with whom I was desired to go and fetch some soap. I left
everything behind me, and went on my supposed errand. Having arrived at the man’s house, he asked my name,
and told me that I was his property. I merely answered his reply by a look, for ere this time I had become quite
regardless of my fate.
My new master, whose name was Jubalee, was a native of Dongola, and had come to Kordofan on a trading
excursion. He was in company with two others of the names of Auchmet and Mahomet from the same town.
Mahomet, the youngest of the two, was a cruel monster, torturing and beating the slaves without any occasion.
Auchmet was moderate.
My master was of a quiet resigned temper, unless too much interfered with, and very seldom whipped any of
his slaves. Having gathered six of us, they now thought of starting for their native country; and to this effect
preparations were soon made. They procured four camels, a horse, and other necessaries for traveling, and started,
shaping their course to the banks of the Nile.
Traveling in these eastern countries is attended with many perilous situations, those engaged in it being
exposed to starvation from want of water, liable to be attacked by beasts which have relinquished their first
subordination, and entirely under the mercy of the monsoons.\fn{ A note reads: A strong wind which raises the sand, by
which means many have been buried alive in the eastern deserts }
*
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Our journey (before reaching the banks of the Nile) occupied ten days. Many were the privations we suffered
on our way, sometimes from the excessive heat of the sun, and sometimes from want of water. During the middle
of the day, we were so much overpowered by the heat, that we often had to delay our journey. At another time we
had to exist a whole day without water, under the following circumstances:
The water camel, of which I had a particular charge, was going before all the rest, and, unfortunately came
upon a dead camel lying on the road. The sight and smell of this animal soon spirit-stirred it, and the result was,
that it danced and ran through thick and thin till the water bags, which were hanging on each side of the saddle,
were destroyed, having come in contact with some wood on the side of the saddle.
Fortune, however, had not altogether turned her face from us, for, in the evening, we came to some wells,
where we supplied ourselves and rested for the night.
From this place we pursued our journey to the banks of the Nile, and pitched our tents in the valley of Senaar,
only a short distance from the town. My master left me here with the old man, two of the slaves, and a camel.
Taking with him Mahomet, and the rest of the traveling appendages, he went to the town of Senaar, and there
stayed for about a fortnight.
During the whole of my time here, I had very little to occupy me, so I ran about through the different places
without the least danger of meeting with a second kidnap. The vale at that time was in its prime, the trees having
on their coats of variegated green; the grass, the herbs, and flowers, in full bloom; in short, everything was so
beautiful, that nature seemed to contradict the wickedness of the world.
Happening one day to go to the river side, I observed something uncommon moving on the water, with some
white sheets filled with wind, as I thought. I had a dish in which I intended to have carried some water home, but
on seeing this curious spectacle approaching me, I took to my heels, and leaving the dish behind, presented myself
almost breathless before the old man.
On explaining to him the appearance of the sight I had seen, he reprimanded my silliness, and told me that it
was a ship, assuring me that it would injure no person, provided the people on board kept quiet, so I went back for
my dish. This was the first time I ever saw a ship.
My master arriving from Senaar soon after, we started, with an additional number of merchants from the town,
and proceeded to Dongola. These merchants were not possessed of slaves, but had a great number of camels, and
horses, and donkeys, thus making a formidable caravan.
For three or four days we shaped our course along the banks of the Nile, under the direction of one of the
native Arabs. At the end of that time, we prepared for a journey on the Libyan desert.
*
Our Arab guide now left us to pilot ourselves, and returned home. I was entirely deprived of a ride on any of
the camels, being engaged in leading my old friend, the water camel, which was now turned into an hospital.
One of the female slaves having grown ill with a mortal swelling in her thigh, could not walk, and, in
consequence, I had to lead the camel on which she rode for nearly a month while crossing the desert. She grew
worse and worse every day till she died, and was buried in the sand, without coffin or anything, while her death
was not commemorated by the shedding of a single tear. Such are the horrors of the slave trade.
Well do I remember the evening of her death. The sun was going down, the azure sky appeared to witness the
end with calmness and composure, while the surrounding aspect threw a deep gloom over all our proceedings. I
was thrown far behind the rest of the travelers; my fellow companion in slavery began to totter on her saddle, and
death was soon announced by her falling from the camel.
She was a native of Darfur—a woman in the zenith of her life.
The death of this unfortunate female put me in permanent possession of the camel during the remainder of the
journey. By this time I became a great favorite with my master; and on one occasion he broke his walking cane
over the back of one of the slaves on account of having taken the chief seat on my camel from me. Constrained by
sorrow afterwards, my master desired me not to tell how his cane was broken.
3
From the tediousness of our journey, we were glad to see Old Dongola, which predicted our nearness to the
point of our destination.
This town is situate on the banks of the Nile, and is distinguished for its ruins. We stayed here a short time to
recruit our strength, and then proceeded to New Dongola, along the river’s banks. A few days saw us home, and
on our arrival, the different masters separated, each taking a share of the spoil with him. Auchmet, the eldest, took
two of the slaves and a camel; Jubalee took for his share three of the slaves—one having died in the desert; and
Mahomet took the rest of the live stock.
7

*
I was only a few days with my master at his home when I was purchased by Mahomet’s father. Mahomet’s
father and mother were two aged persons, and wished me to be a companion to them while their son followed his
occupation. But their next door neighbor having expressed a desire for me to keep his shop, I was accordingly
sold to him.
I did not like my new master so well as the two former ones—he often behaving cruelly to his slaves. I was
generally very fortunate in keeping out of the many whippings which the rest received.
On taking me to his house, he gave me some meat, and immediately after took me to his shop, about half a
mile from the house. He was a dealer in all sorts of spices and gums—the produce of the country. His shop was in
one of the Dongola arcades, and was situated between a doctor’s and a jeweler’s. Besides myself, another young
man, of the name of Salama, graced the shop door.
Salama and I became great friends, and often went together to play by the water side. After the shop was shut
one evening, we traced our steps, as usual, to the river’s side, but what was my singular astonishment on
perceiving a female at a distance whom I thought I knew.
On going up to her, whom should I see but my old friend, Medina. Salama stood quite astonished when he
heard her call me her brother. A small explanation, however, soon settled him.
Medina took us to her master’s house, and introduced us to her fellows, but our time being limited, we had to
leave and get home as quick as possible, promising to return and see them again. This was a thing which we never
accomplished while together, for Salama was sold soon after.
A few days after this event, Salama and I happened to fall in with a pistol and some powder in the shop.
Curiosity induced us to load it. Being the first time I had examined a pistol closely, I desired Salama to fire. He
went to the window, and putting the mouth of it out to the open air, fired it off, and loaded it again, asking me to
fire it off next.
Instead of using the same precautions as he did, I fired it off in the shop, which caused a great smell of powder
in the arcade. This induced the neighbors to investigate every place closely, who found that the greatest smell
proceeded from our shop. They accordingly took hold of Salama, and would have thrashed him had he not put the
blame upon me.
I now took to my heels and ran for it, but my limbs were not sufficient to escape so many pursuers in the
arcade; in consequence I was captured, and received such a thrashing as I did not forget in a very short time.
Luckily our master was away from the shop at the time of this occurrence. Contrary to our expectations, he
only gave a laugh when he was informed of our conduct.
*
Soon after our master found out that it was not adequate to keep two of us in the shop, and accordingly sold
my friend, Salama. I was now obliged to deal alone among the spices.
I made out to pay another visit to Medina, who always gave me a kind reception, and had a little more time to
relate our respective histories. I found that I was with my seventh master, whilst she was only with her fifth. Our
time being so uncertain, we always bid each other goodbye forever, and it proved so on this occasion.
Two or three days after, my master brought a man to the shop, who carefully scrutinized me after the manner
of the slave traders, and then I was desired to follow him as my future owner. Without taking farewell of my
fellow slaves who were at the house, I was obliged to abandon everything and follow him.
4
Hemet Hether (for that was the man’s name) was a person of a pleasant countenance, a native of Berber, or as
it is called by the inhabitants, Barbary. It is a small tract of country lying in the wilds of Upper Egypt, inhabited
by a mild race of people, who addict themselves chiefly to agricultural interests.
Hemet Hether took me by the hand and led me through the streets of Dongola to the suburbs of the town. We
arrived at his brother’s house, situate a few miles out of town, where two of his sons were waiting to receive us. I
was put into a room where two other slaves were sitting, and with them I soon entered into conversation.
The one was a boy the other a girl; the former from Darfur, the latter from Sennar. Our master was merely
staying at his brother’s for the purpose of gathering slaves, as his home was nearly a month’s journey from
Dongola, on the way to Cairo, a small village, called by the natives Goortie.
Having gathered three of us, he and his sons now thought of going home, and began to prepare accordingly.
We started on a morning when the sun was shining on the green fields of corn with bright illumination, and
marched along till we found ourselves in a desert country. Before I left Dongola, my old master, Jubalee (having
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heard that a traveling merchant had bought me), came and gave my character as being an excellent traveler, and
mentioned several incidents to ratify that belief on my present master’s mind.
For this reason I was entrusted with one of the camels. After going through the usual difficulties to be expected
in the desert, we arrived at Goortie. The many congratulations which my master received on this occasion were
indescribable. His wife kissing him, with tears of joy in her eyes, his daughter clinging to his neck, and the
neighbors shaking hands with him, all showed friendship in the superlative degree.
Here I write this small poem—
Tho’ Lost to Sight, to Memory Dear
How can the mother’s loving eye
Part with the children whom she bore;
Her sons are called, they’ll not deny,
To serve on some far distant shore.
Swift time may soar on lofty wing,
With patience yet she’ll stand and bear;
She knows they’re gone to serve their king,
“Tho’ lost to sight, to memory dear.”
*
How can the loving husband’s eye
Look from the wife he holds so dear:
She soon his secrets does descry,
He tells them all without a fear.
But business calls him soon apart,
From her he holds so dear and near;
He near forgets her from his heart,
“Tho’ lost to sight, to memory dear.”
*
But who can mark the sacred glance,
Two lovers bear when doomed to part;
They part for months, for years, perchance,
Far from those scenes which cheer the heart.
They wait fair fortune’s future day,
In hopes to meet some distant year;
Tho’ parted far, true love can say,
“Tho’ lost to sight, to memory dear.”
*
Let such as court dear friendship’s path,
Pass happy days with friendship here;
Let all forget the way to wrath,
In mutual love let all adhere.
Let those who cherish in their heart
The thoughts—“Tho’ absent, ever dear,”
Remember that although they part,
“Tho’ lost to sight, to memory dear.”
The time had not arrived when slave-dealers went to Cairo to dispose of their slaves, in consequence we had to
stay at Goortie for three months, during which time I was employed in doing sundry things.
First of all, I was sent to live with a friend of my master’s, who behaved very kindly to me. Here I had to take
care of some cows, while the man’s two sons attended to the lands of the farm, which were between three and four
miles from the house.
About six miles from Goortie, my master married a young woman, with whom I was soon taken to live. In
many of the eastern countries, and particularly Egypt, a man is not confined to one wife, but can keep as many as
his abilities will allow him. My master’s recent marriage was the cause of raising a deal of jealousy on the part of
the old one. He chiefly resided at the house he had built for the former, and when the latter met him they were
sure to quarrel about something or other.
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On one occasion, being sent with some corn to the old lady’s, on a donkey’s back, she would not allow me to
empty the sacks, so I had to stand for about half a day to await my master’s arrival. On his coming up to me, he
asked me why I did not empty the sacks? I told him my reason; after which he went into the house, and a quarrel
ensued.
The neighbors gathered about the house, and tried to prevent the quarrel; but, my master being in a passion,
they found great difficulty in getting him quieted. After he had broken a great number of things, they managed to
get him out of the house, and I obtained liberty to empty my sacks and return home. My master also returned to
his new wife’s, and never went back to Goortie, till within a few days of leaving for Cairo.
5
The slave-ship landed in its season at Goortie, and took us on board. We arrived at the first cataracts of the
Nile, and it being impracticable for the ship to proceed farther, we had to change our quarters.
The masters busied themselves looking out for another ship to contain their menagerie of human beings. For
this purpose we had to travel by land, and finally to sleep on land, before embarking again.
Our new ship was a small one, and could not contain all our luggage without a crush; in consequence, some of
the slaves sickened, and were paid for their trouble by receiving a good flogging.
After a fortnight had elapsed, we landed within a few miles of Cairo, in order to make ourselves look as fresh
as daisies before entering the city. From this place we were made to march in military order.
The grown up slaves led the van, and I, along with other young ones, marched in the rear, while our masters
kept on the flanks. On reaching the entrance to the royal city, we were all counted by a man appointed for that
purpose, who found that there were forty of us and ten masters.
As soon as the counting was over, each master took his slaves and separated. Our master took us to an
acquaintance of his, where he disposed of us, one after the other, but not before two months elapsed.
We were regularly taken and exhibited in the slave market, where purchasers came to pick and choose. The
grown up ones soon went off, while the small live stock remained for a long time in the market.
A month after, my master shifted to another part of the town, a place near the barracks of Cairo. Here there
were several of his countrymen, (under the employ of the Pasha,) whose duty it was to keep the gate of a
manufactory of sundry wares. In this place he left me, and went away, but where I could not tell.
A week or ten days after he returned for me, and took me to my old quarter, the slave market, where he soon
disposed of me.
6
My ninth master was a European gentleman, of the name of P——. With Mr. P—— I only lived a fortnight,
when I was dispatched (under charge of a Turk) down to Alexandria.
The next master into whose hands I fell was R—— T——, Esq., British Consul in Egypt. Having fallen into
the hands of a British gentleman, I now thought that I was lost, having heard so many Mahommedan prejudices
against Christians.
Contrary to my expectation, however, I was treated with the greatest clemency, received many indulgences
which I never met with before, and what completed my happiness was the pains which Mr. L——, my master’s
son-in-law, took in learning me to read and write. When he found it impossible to teach me himself, the duty
devolved upon Mrs. S——, the housekeeper. I found much gratification in this novel treatment, and expected to
know great things by it. Mrs. L——, who took great charge of me, never failed in seeing that I was comfortable.
While all the African formalities were exchanging for European fashions, four months elapsed, after which the
family sailed up the Nile to the first cataracts, taking me, and Mrs. S——, and an Italian servant, of the name of
Jacquomo. The first cataracts are about 400 miles from Alexandria. A whole month was spent in going and
coming back from the cataracts; and the objects which occupied the particular attention of the family were the
ancient buildings then standing in ruins.
On the left bank of the Nile, and at some distance from Cairo, the Egyptian pyramids present a huge spectacle,
having the appearance of small hills. These and many other edifices were built in the distant ages of antiquity,
when the Egyptian monarchy flourished under its native dynasty. It is now a country ruled by a despotic viceroy.
The native Egyptians are a quiet, inoffensive people, rather darker than the descendants of Ishmael, and still
devote their time to learning, not seeming to have forgot the noble propensities of their ancestors.
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Architecture had been carried to its highest eminence by the Egyptians three thousand years before the
Christian era. The ruins are scattered throughout the whole country. There are several old ruins at the cataracts,
and these, along with the waterfalls, form the most romantic scenery imaginable.
On our way home, the family visited Thebes and other places of antiquity. Arriving at Alexandria, my master,
along with Mr. and Mrs. L——, soon prepared for another journey. Taking Mr. and Mrs. S—— with them, they
took the steamer to Malta.
This was the first steam-boat I ever had been in, and was curious to know how the vessel went without sails. I
asked one of the sailors, who explained the whole mystery by telling me that it went upon wheels.
Five days and five nights on the Mediterranean brought us to Malta—a beautiful island, under the British
Government. During our quarantine at Lazarett, my master sent Mr. and Mrs. S—— by a vessel bound for
England, while we were confined for three weeks at this place previous to our entering the town. No foreigner is
allowed to go to the town of Malta without riding quarantine for a certain length of time.
Our time elapsing in this place of confinement, the family went to the town, stayed a short time there, and then
set sail for Messina, in Sicily, but the sea grew so boisterous that the vessel (which was but a small one) had to
return to Malta again.
I had fallen asleep during the night, and was not aware of our return till morning. When I went on deck I
learned that the family had gone ashore during the night, while the sailors, who were all Maltese, told me that they
were desired to remunerate their toils by appropriating me to themselves. I began to cry, and could not be pacified
till they assured me to the contrary. They gave me some breakfast, and two of them (who had received previous
instructions) took me to my master.
7
In a short time after, we again set out to Messina in a larger ship; and, after two days sail, arrived safe at the
long-looked-for place.
At Messina my master’s nephew (Mr. H—— T——) awaited our arrival, and took us to his house. Here we
stayed for some time, and then went to Naples, where my master left Mr. and Mrs. L—— and proceeded to
England.
Having left Naples in the evening, the Italian steamer sailed the whole night; and next day, by twelve o’clock,
landed us at Leghorn, and there we had to fork for our dinner on shore. Although we were taken on board upon
condition of getting everything, they played us the same trick at two other places.
When the vessel arrived at Genoa, my master betook himself to inland traveling, wishing to cross the continent, and sail over the channel to England. In pursuance of this scheme, he got a carriage from Genoa to Milan. In
the suburbs of Milan my master was met by Mr. J——, another son-in-law.
After staying a short time here, we left for England. Mr. J—— also left his family and accompanied my
master. We traversed the continent, and crossed the channel from Rotterdam to London.
Having entered Britain, I shall now celebrate the occasion by writing an ode to the country to which many of
my countrymen owe their freedom, and liberty of conscience:—
Ode to Britain
Surrounded by the foaming surge,
The Queen of land and sea;
For who can boast of Nelson’s arms,
Or Wellington’s, as thee.
*
Britain, thou land of peace and joy,
How strong thy bulwarks are;
Thou standest far above the world,
And that without a par.
*
All nations do thy seamen fear,
Thy ships they see with awe;
Allegiance, too, and homage pay,
As e’er fair Albion saw.
*
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Thy vet’rans prove a fatal scourge,
To those who thee offend;
To those who court thy shelt’ring arms,
Protection dost extend.
*
Thou wavest high the flag of fame,
Liberty is thy theme,
And while the exile seeks thy shore,
Salvation dost proclaim.
*
They hail thee as the stranger’s home,
The freedom of the slave;
Thy motto is—“Where’er I go,
The captive I will save.”
*
The ancient empires, what were they,
When thus compared with thee?
The powers of Media, Greece, and Rome,
Thy fame did never see.
8
Additional Poems:
The Sky
Methinks, when I the world behold,
What things this earth is made to hold,
Creation has not spared her pains,
To show the powers of Him who reigns.
*
The light blue and transparent sky,
Tells man his mind to lift on high,
And bids him view the ethereal light,
“That beams upon his ravished sight.”
*
The sun, by day, with ardent mirth,
Glows on the cold unfeeling earth:
The moon and stars begin their sway,
And shed their light till morning day.
*
O look to that palacious view,
Which stands in colors red and blue;
Resign thy fate submissively
To Him who lives above the sky.
*
No human fiends there can we fear;
No earthly foes above that sphere.
But He who reigns in yonder realm
Wields care’s crown with a mercy’s helm.
Battle of Gwalior\fn{1843}
‘Twas when the shades of evening fell
On India’s lofty hills of snow:
That eve the minds will ne’er forget
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Of those who have escaped the blow.
*
‘Twas on that eve that Gough did say,
Prepare to fight whene’er you start,
For we will seize Gwalior’s fort:
Maharajpoor shall know we’re smart.
*
As soon’s the morn began to dawn
Each soldier stood with sword in hand
Resolved to fight with all his might
Or die upon a foreign land.
*
In columns three they stood arrayed
With all their force to face the foe;
From high Gwalior’s fort looked down,
And threw her balls on them below.
*
Brave Thacwell stood, and at the head
Of the first column did command,
Valiant, with grace, the second took,
While Dennis at the third did stand.
*
They fought with might and eager true
For Britain’s fame and Britain’s name,
Till they beheld Maharajpoor
Invested with a fire and flame.
*
The guns were then to silence called,
Each man to charge with sword in hand
With bay’nets fixed they did advance,
And shook Gwalior’s fort and land.
*
Gwalior yielded power to them,
Maharajpoor a treaty signed,
The British marched within their bounds,
And left the conquered all behind.
Eclipse of the Moon
Led by ambition’s mighty force,
A friend and I did take our course
To view the eclipse upon the moon:
We wished to see ere late or soon.
*
We walked with slow and gentle pace;
Perceived darkness on the moon’s trace.
Nought we saw but the cloudy sky;
Nought we heard but the Zephyr’s sigh.
*
All nature lay without alarms,
Wrapt silently in Morpheus’ arms.
Nocturnal bliss had lulled to rest
The chirps of the robin red breast.
*
While thus our thoughts did wander o’er
Proud nature’s wide creative power,
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We saw as if reluctantly
The moon peep through the cloudy sky.
*
Far through the azure of the sky
She stood downcast and ghastly shy.
One minute passed and she was gone
Behind her cloudy misty throne.
The Seasons
In winter’s freezing frost and wind
How sad the hills and mountains stand,
While ice and snow do fill the plains,
And seal the wide and mighty strand.
*
The rivers look with mournful gaze;
The hills return their woeful song.
Why does the sun refuse to shine,
And leave us peddling in the throng?
*
Up starts nature and exclaims,
Why do ye look so sour and sad?
The sun will come and bring again
With him the warm luxuriant plaid.
*
The voice of spring is heard afar
Proclaim the sun and summer nigh,
While all the birds do sing with joy,
And soar with grace along the sky.
*
The trees begin to flourish green;
The flowers appear above the ground;
The sun shines with glittering rays,
Diffusing mirth to all around.
*
Clad with a light translucent robe,
The God of summer glides along.
His “cheering” breath and “glad’ning” rays
Give life and health to weak and strong.
*
See how the stream glides in the vale
To join the sea with rapid pace.
The fruit begins to ripen fast;
The flowers bloom with lovely grace.
*
But hark! who comes with sheaf of corn
Wrapt round her head with grapes so fine?
Ah! ‘tis Pomona in her prime,
Goddess of harvest and the vine.
*
The winter comes, when she departs;
The spring it bids the birds to sing;
While summer days with mirth return,
Autumnus tries the fruit to bring.
291.98 Excerpt from Black Ivory\fn{by Zubeir Pasha (1831-1913)} Wawissi Island, Al Khartoum State, Sudan (M) 6
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In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful.\fn{Much of the text of this book is presented in solid blocks of print, and I
have broken these into their component thought units for better human understanding. The author’s internal subdivisions of this section—corresponding to chapters—have been retained:H}
I am Zubeir, son of Rahmat, son of Mansûr, son of Ali, son of Mohammed, son of Suliman, son of Na-am, son of
Suliman, son of Bakr, son of Shahîn, son of Gumîa, son of Gamûa, son of Ghanim el Abbassi. My ancestors, the Abbassides, fled from Baghdad in the year 1278 A.D. after the attack on them of the Tartars.
They came to Egypt where they found the Fatimites in possession and, as they could not tolerate their rule, they
departed for the Sudan where some settled on the White Nile, while others made their way to Dar Fûr and Wadai.
Among the many families that were scattered along the Nile was that from which is descended the well-known tribe
of Gumiab, who trace their origin to an ancestor Gumiab. These people established themselves on the main Nile between Jebel Gerri and Jebel el Sheikh el Tayib, and became famous throughout the Sudan for their bravery and their
devotion to hearth and home.
When Ismail Pasha, in 1820, conquered the Sudan, our chiefs gave him a hearty welcome and came to terms with
him. Among these chiefs was my father Rahmatg and his brother El Fîl who respected the treaty until the day of their
death, and we too have followed in their footsteps in loyal obedience up to the present time.
I was born on the island of Wawissi on the seventeenth of Moharram 1246, that is 1831 of the Christian era, and I
grew up under the eye of my father until my seventh birthday, when he sent me to the Khartoum school. Here I
learned to read and to write, and was instructed in the Qur’an as interpreted by Ali Omar and El Basri. I was also
taught metaphysics after the school of the Imam Malik.
When I was twenty-five years old I took as my wife the daughter of my uncle and became a merchant.
*
There was a well known merchant of Nagan Hamada in Lower Egypt, called Ali Abu Amûri, who was one of the
most important traders in the Bahr el Ghazal. With him my cousin Mohammed Abd el Qâdir proposed to travel se cretly: but when I heard of the journey that he contemplated, my heart was filled with compassion and sorrow, seeing
that the Bahr el Ghazal is a far distant country teeming with dangers. And so I determined to join him and did indeed
overtake him at the village of Wad Shallai on the White Nile, one day’s journey from Khartoum.
I tried to dissuade him from continuing his voyage unless he first returned to Khartoum, but he refused to go back
until he had completed his undertaking. Then was my heart vexed sorely at his refusal, and I swore to him by divorce
that, if he would not return to Khartoum then would I go with him. This solemn oath I took, thinking that he would
not accept my sacrifice and would be forced to return. But he insisted on continuing his journey, so, in order to fulfill
my oath, I joined him in the service of Ali Amûri, and we left Wad Shallai on the 14th day of September 1856.
I fly to God—Whose name be exalted—for protection from that journey, from which I expected naught except evil
and danger. But it fell out better than I had anticipated, inasmuch as it was the cause of all my progress and fame.
Through it I reached such a pinnacle of renown as none in the Sudan has ever before me attained to, nor is it likely to
be reached by any that come after.
“Verily, indeed, you may hate something that may prove to be good for you.”
But, sooth\fn{Truth} to say, I did not attain to this greatness save after sore tribulation and fatigues, and such labors
and hardships as would whiten a young man’s hair. For, when first I joined myself to Ali Amûri I was in such poor circumstances that he treated me as a man of spirit would treat a dog. He gave me neither cakes of fine bread, nor coffee
nor sweetmeats; naught save such mean fare as sufficed to keep my body and soul united. In very truth I was in an abject state and reckoned of little worth among the sons of Adam.
Moreover, he and my cousin would ever cajole me with glozing\fn{ Ingratiating} words: so that, whereas he told me
at first that we were to proceed no further than Mahu Beytree, ere we should furl the sails and recite the evening
prayers, we ceased not to prosecute our journey until we had arrived at Wad Shallai.
In this unworthy state I continued on my way, until the trees and woods that fringe the waters of the White Nile
gave way before the limitless morasses of the Bahr el Ghazal. Here Amûri distributed arms amongst his followers,
save that to me only he gave no gun nor munitions of war. But so importunate was I that I ceased not to clamor for a
gun, until at length he repented him of his churlishness and gave me an old and worn out rifle. This however I
mended, whereat he marveled exceedingly.
There came a day when the people of the country conspired against us, and we were compelled to have recourse to
arms. Our troops were divided into two parts of a hundred men each. The savages then attacked us with hordes numberless as the flies that assemble on a dead bullock, and we were swiftly engaged in a hand-to-hand conflict. We were
upon the edge of destruction, and the jaws of death gaped open for us, so that we made sure of annihilation.
Pre-eminent amongst the enemy was one who resembled an elephant in bulk, whose ugly visage would put to
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shame a warthog’s self. Him I saw a giant among his fellows sending to an untimely end many of the rue believers.
With a blow between the eyes I bought him to the ground, and, seizing a loaded rifle that lay beside him, I maintained
a desperate fight for the space of an hour, and while I thus busied myself in the fray no less than eleven of the enemy
fell victims to my prowess. I was then summoned to the aid of the second party who were sorely pressed, but, after
killing another four, I drove the enemy off and we built a zeriba\fn{An improvised or permanent stockade constructed of thorn
bushes} in which to pass the night.
Then Amûri brought me cakes out of a bag and exquisite viands, and dainties to which I had long been unaccus tomed: he kissed my knees and my head, and ceased not to abase himself before me for a length of time, saying that I
had been the cause of their deliverance from the lips of death.
We did not cease to journey for a length of time on the White Nile, until we arrived at the Fort of the Bahr el
Ghazal. This Fort is called Meshra el Rek and beyond it vessels cannot proceed to the south. We disembarked with
our bales and our merchandise on the second of Swafar of the same year. Then we passed through the country of the
Gangiya, until we arrived on the seventh of the month at the land of the Jûr, where Ali Amûri had a station called
Ashur, named after the sheikh of the district.
Now at this time there were in the Bahr el Ghazal many merchants, besides Ali Amûri, scattered throughout the
country, each one with a zeriba to which he could fly for shelter and into which he could put his goods. Those most in
demand were beads of all sorts and colors, cowries, and tin. These are the ornaments for the men and women, and
these the inhabitants preferred to silver and gold, exchanging them for ivory, rhinoceros horns, ostrich feathers, rubber, iron, copper, and other products of the country.
*
I continued to live with my friend Ali Amûri assisting him in his commerce. But there had passed but a few months
when the natives rose against the merchants, envying them their possessions. At length, in the year 1857, they collected from all directions and stormed the zeribas, killing some of the merchants and carrying off their goods as trophies. They also attacked the zeriba of Ali Amûri, but I led his men and opened fire on the savages, routing them and
killing large numbers:
Praise be to God, the High, the Mighty.
When the merchants heard of my success they flocked round, and I became in high estimation with them, so that
the natives of the country were afraid and did not dare to renew their attack. My friend Ali Amûri, seeing that I was
the cause of his escape, loved me exceedingly and gave me a share in his profits, to wit one tenth of all his ivory.
When the country was tranquil again, he left me in his camp and went to Khartoum, where he was absent for six
months, returning with more merchandise.
On his arrival he found that I had amassed such abundance of goods from the products of the country as he would
not have been able to accumulate in many years. This increased his respect for me and he offered me a partnership in
his traffic. But my soul inclined to travel and I determined to commence trading by myself.
*
Then we set sail upon the Bahr el Arab, and we ceased not to pursue our journey until we arrived at the place
where its waters unite with those of the Bahr el Ghazal river. And while we thus continued on our way, pondering
upon the manifold manifestations of the handiwork of God—to whom be ascribed all power and glory—we looked
from the boat and lo! near at hand we espied a herd of elephants, the tusks of which great beasts would ever excite the
envy of the beholder. We moored the boat with intent to shoot them, and set foot upon the land; but, as it chanced,
twixt us and the herd there lay a large and deep morass that had not been visible to the eye.
After much tribulation and searching of heart we succeeded in crossing the intervening marsh, but by this time the
sun was westering in its setting and the time for hunting already passed. Thereupon we began to collect some boughs
of trees in order to make some rude kind of shelter from the cold, inasmuch as we had but little in the way of clothes,
with which we might prevent the damp mists of evening. Then with one called Mohammed, I went to search of game,
carrying with me the gun that Petherick had given me: our three companions, of whom one was called Abdalla Magnun, were left behind in their places.
Now it was our custom when engaged in the chase, that should either of the hunters sight an animal, he would recline slowly backwards until he had assumed a sitting posure. We had procreeded on our way but a short distance,
when I beheld a crocodile of gigantic bulk and fearsome aspect, some eight paces distant from the water. I plucked my
companion’s garment and very gradually sat down. Then I took careful aim and was about to shoot the beast, when
amazement and dismay got hold upon us, for close at hand was a lion stealthly stalking the crocodile. We diverted
ourselves with this strange sight for a length of time, when suddenly the lion sprang and seized the unclean brute by
the neck; the crocodile writhed and lashed furiously with its tail and then lay dead upon the ground
At this spectacle our wonderment increased, and we called upon God to guard us from all evil. Then my com-panion wished to shoot the lion, but I forbade him, saying, that, as he could not himself slay a crocodile by biting it in the
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neck, so I would shoot the man who destroyed the creature that could. We then approached the crocodile of which the
bulk was so vast that, when I bestrode it, my feet but scarcely touched the ground. We took the musk and, as the
shades of evening were now lengthening into night, we stayed where we were at no great distance from the crocodile,
intending to renew the chase on the following day.
*
But even through the dark watches of the night there moved and mouthed the prowling lions which had collected
to devour the dead brute. Sleep was far from our eyes by reason of the disturbance that they created, now wailing,
now growling, or again challenging the very skies with their awe-inspiring roars.
With the first streak of early dawn the noises were hushed,and we plucked up courage to see what had befallen
during the night. And when we had drawn near the crocodile, we found that three parts of it had been eaten by the lions whose roaring had kep us awake. So we returned to our companions, who were filled with amazement when we
had informed them of all that we had seen, and of the perilous adventures we had undergone.
*
Then we ceased not on our journey until we arrived at Khartoum, which we reached on the 15 th of October 1858,
with about £E1000\fn{1,000 Egyptian pounds:H} as my share of the profits earned from my commerce. With this I bought
a boat and much merchandise, and collected a large following, as is the way with merchants. These I armed with rifles
and we embarked with our goods for Meshra el Rek.
But fate decreed that we should not reach our destination save after toil and tribulation, for, in our absence, a great
bar of the “mother of wool” had formed across the waters of the river, so that our strength availed not to remove it.
The days came and went while we labored at the task and we despaired of salvation. In the end, after many searchings
of heart, we found a man of the Nuer tribe who knew the secret of the waters, and he removed the barrier.fn{ A note
reads: “By the banks of the Bahr al Ghazal and the Bahr el Arab grow papyrus and a reed known to the Arabs under the name of Um Suf, Mother
of Wool. These plants become detached by the high winds that blow during the season of the rains and are driven along the narrow and meandering channels until their progress is barred by a bend in the river. Their roots then strike down into the muddy bottom and speedily take a firm hold
so that the whole channel may be blocked for many miles by these plants and other floating masses of a like nature. It is no uncommon experi ence for boats to be detained by these great barriers. In fact, in the year 1880, Gessi’s steamer was locked by this sudd, as it is called, and no less
than 450 of his men were starved to death before he was himself rescued.”}

We questioned him concerning the matter, and he informed us that it was [the] custom of his tribe to tie the floating
weeds together, in order that the cattle might cross from one side of the river to the other. Furthermore, when the season of summer arrived and the waters of the rivers dried in their beds, the natives were wont to drive their cattle to the
river’s bank in order to graze and drink. But the merchants, as they came and went to barter their goods, would shoot
the animals as they drank of the river and steal the flesh. So it was that, to prevent the merchants from destroying their
cattle, the savages increased the size of the barrier.
Then we continued on our way until we arrived at Meshra el Rek, where I hired some blacks as porters and started
by land in the Bahr el Ghazal, my desire being to expore new country that had never previously been visited by mercjhants. Wherefore I ceased not to pass through the country of Jankât and the Jûra and El Bangû, until I came to land
of Gôlo, over which was set one Kuwâki.
I was treated by him with great honor and hospitality, and I traded in the country until I had accumulated a great
abundance of ivory, ostrich feathers, and other of the more valuable products of these parts. These I sent to Khartoum
with my cousin Mohammed Abd el Rahmân, who sold them and returned with more merchandise on the fourteenth of
Octrober 1859.
Praise be to God the Omnipotent, the Creator of land and sea.
*
While I was in the land of Gôlo I learned that there was a vast tract of country to the southwest that abounded in
buffalo and elephants, which were so many in number that ivory was reckoned of little worth. The Sultan was said to
be a just ruler named Tikma, so I packed up my bales and went forth a twenty-five days’ journey to the Sultan of the
Nyam-Nyams, taking a sumptuous present with me.
Now when first we arrived at Dar Tikma, we were amazed to find that his compound was surrounded with a palisade of elephants’ tusks, some three or four thousand in number. So we asked permission from the sultan to trade in
his counry, and were given leave to do so in the land of the cannibals, the land where there are no graves. But he understood not how it was that we set such store by ivory, and we told him that it was simply in order to convert it into
powder: so it was that, when we returned the following year, we found that the Nyam-Nyams had burnt all the tusks,
for as much as the Sultan thought that we were desirous of cheating him.
While we continued at Dar Tikma, we all lived in a compound near that of the Sultan. This was of an enormous
size, and there lived in it some of his wives in a kind of semicircle round an open space in the centre.
One night it chanced that one of our donkeys escaped, and made its way into the compound of the Sultan, where it
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began to eat the heads of some Indian corn that had been left unconsumed by the people from the evening before.
Now it happened that the Nyam-Nyams had never before seen a donkey, a camel, or a horse, and when the women espied this strange creature they were moved to excitement, thinking it to be a man of exceptionally fine physique: so
too thought the Sultan, who was so enraged that he ordered the animal to be killed. He then had the nogâra, or war
drum, sounded, and called out all his warriors to fight against us.
So I sent Nur Angara with a present of two rifles and forty rounds of ammunition, but Tikma turned his back on
him; and when he again tried to greet him face to face, he once more turned his back to mark his displeasure. Nur Angara then said,
“Why are you angry, O Sultan, when you know that it is I who have so often shot monkeys and other delicacies for
your feast?” The Sultan replied,
“Have I not reason whe you send a man by night to enter the quarters of my wives?”
But he assured him that the ass was no man, but merely such another animal as an eland or a buffalo, and finally
the Sultan was pacified with a gift of six rifles.
Now the king had four hundred wives and four hundred sons and daughters, the eldest of whom he gave me in
marriage. She was named Raanbu, and her lips were sweeter than honey and her face was like the full moon at its rising. My marriage with her exalted me in the eyes of the people of that country, so that my trade increased and I
quickly collected a large store of ivory, rhinoceros horn, and other things.
Now the Nyam-Nyams are notorious cannibals, and the different cannibal tribes can be distingjuished by the several ways in which they conduct their feasts: some, for instance, eat only those whom they capture in war; in other
cases, where a member of the family is ill or advanced in years, the relatives cut him up that thus they may save him
the trouble of a lingering death. The head Sultan of the Nyam-Nyams only eats virgins and youths who have not arrived at puberty. They have long bamboo stakes, on which, after a meal, they fix the jaws of those whom they have
consumed, and then boast to their friends of the number that they have consumed, which may amount in certain cases
to three or four hundred: so that a man’s spirit is judged by the number of jaw bones that he can display.
We too were wont to profit by the devouring of a victim, inasmuch as the cannibals place the man they proposed to
eat upon a pile of wood which they then set on fire, and we used to put our corn upon the wood and underneath the
body, so that the corn might be nicely roasted. The cannibals did not eat the nails of their victims, but removed them
as we remove the talons of a chicken.
When the Sultan dies, his sons dig a large pit and place in it his makunga, or hooked sword, his long pipe, shield,
and his best loved wife, who has her hands and feet broken. A little fire is then placed in the hole, which is next filled
in by the sons. When this has been finished, each of the sons rushes back to the Sultan’s compound, when he sticks his
spears into some special house, the girl inside becoming his bride unless she chance to be his own mother.
*
Now when the eighteenth day of March, in the year 1863, was already come I obtained permission from the Sultan
Tikma to depart. So I left with my goods for Khartoum, and I ceased not in my course until I fell in with my friend Ali
Amûri and found him also in mind to return to Khartoum. Whereupon we agreed to travel in company.
The zeriba of Ashur was near the River Bangu, one of the branches of the Bahr of Ghazal River, which none of our
people had ever before traversed: so we proposed to navigate it, that thus we might save ourselves the labour of carrying the merchandise and bales by land. We built two boats and embarked in them our goods and porters to the number
of two hundred and fourteen, and set out for Meshra el Rek with food sufficient for two months.
We progressed for thirteen days and nights when the stream widened out, until it resembled a lake rather than a
river, and so we deviated from our way. In this lake we wandered for five and seventy days, without seeing aught but
sky and sea, even though we searched with a scrutinizing eye the waters far and near; then indeed did our stores become exhausted, and we ate what we had of skins and leather thongs, being reduced to sore straits through hunger.
For, verily, God abaseth whom He willeth, while there be some whom He exalteth.
While we were in this sad condition, lo! there appeared some smoke afar off. So Amûri and I selected nine of our
men, and we embarked in a small skiff, making for the direction of the smoke; but we had not gone but a short distance from the boats when the smoke ceased. Then the boats drew away from us, and we wandered aimlessly at random, suffering so much from the violence of our hunger that verily we were on the brink of destruction.
But that which God willeth cometh to pass, and there is no power nor help but in Him, the High, the Mighty.
In the end we saw afar off a tree on a mound, in the middle of the waters, and beneath it we found a large crocodile. This we shot and ate, and recovered some of our strength. Then we turned to go towards the boats, which we
reached after an absence of four days.
While we had been away, lo! ee found that eighteen men had died of hunger, and, when the others had heard of our
failure, straightaway another died also. The rest, however, positively asseverated that they had seen the smoke every
day towards evening. I therefore meditated in my mind awhile, and concluded that there must be land nigh at hand, so
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I selected twelve of the strongest of our men and put them in a small boat. For the second time we pulled in the direction of the smoke, and there passed but a few hours when we reached a large island containing many people, with
cows that could not be numbered.
We landed upon the island, and found that the smoke was the smoke of cow dung, which the natives burned every
evening in order that they might use the ashes for a bed.
There was living in this island a tribe of the Nuers, whose king was named Kureim. Then we landed upon the island, and the people crowded round us, marveling at our clothes and appearance, and they questioned us respecting
our state, at the same time meaning to take us by treachery. They asked us whence we had come, from heaven or earth
or water, and what was our purpose in landing upon the island.
By chance I had with me a translator who knew their ruler and the language of the tribe, so I said that I was acquainted with their king Kureim, and wished to be led before him. When they saw that I knew their tongue and their
Sultan they were heartily pleased, and told me that my life and that of my men was safe. They slaughtered a cow in
hospitable wise and we fell to eating it. But, sooth to say, some of our associates did eat so ravenously, and their satiety became so abundant, that they died in a few minutes.
Then I bought eight cows and, after slaughtering them, I sent them piecemeal in the skiff to the rest of my companions that remained behind in the boats. Then they did eat and ceased not to proceed upon their way until they reached
the island.
*
Upon this I went to see King Kureim, and when I came into his presence, I saluted him, receiving in return his
salutations. He questioned me concerning my state, and the reasons which brought me to this island, and I gave him
answer to all his enquiries, and related to him all that had befallen from first to last. But when the news of us had
spread in the island the grandees began to come in great numbers to the king, seeking our death, and requesting that
our goods should be taken from us. At first he hesitated, but at length gave them permission: but after we had left his
house, we understood what they had in mind, and slept with someone to keep watch throughout the night.
My lot fell to be on guard during the first watch of the night, and in it I saw a lion approaching from some distance
off; with my rifle I knocked him over upon the ground, where he lay writhing in a pool of blood. The King Kureim
was startled from his sleep by the sound of the gunshot, thinking that his men had attacked us: many too of the inhabitants were awakened, but when they saw the lion slain they rejoiced with an exceeding great joy, inasmuch as the lion
had been as a second king over them, devouring whomsoever he chanced to meet, until none would dare to leave his
house by night.
As for the King Kureim his joy was so great at the slaying of the lion that he betrothed one of his daughters to me,
and urged me to remain upon the island. So I stopped there for a space of thirty days and thirty nights, until I had
bought all that I needed in the way of food. Then we departed by stealth, leaving the island in the two boats.
But verily we had not gone but a little distance from the island when we once more lost our way in that lake: nor
did we cease to wander astray, until our stores had become exhausted, and there had died all who were in the boats
save Ali Amûri and six others.
To God we belong and unto Him shall we return.
In very truth we were on the edge of destruction when there appeared afar off a boat. We fired a shot into the air,
and the boat came to meet us, and lo! it was that of Abd el Rahman Abu Garun, a merchant from the Bahr el Ghazal.
When he saw us, and in what circumstances we were, he wept aloud, and gave us what was necessary of meat and
clothes. We were then five days’ journey from Meshra el Rek, to which place we retraced our steps, arriving on the
nineteenth of July 1863. The people quickly crowded round, congratulating us on our safe return, and condoling with
us for what we had lost of merchandise and men.
Once more we embarked in our boats for Khartoum, which we reached on the eleventh of September 1863. here I
remained for a space of time, occupying myself with delights and pleasures, and I forgot the sorrows and disresses
that I had endured, by reason of the abundance of my gains. Then I bought such goods as were suitable for commerce,
as well as guns and ammunition, and an increased number of followers.
*
On the twenty ninth of April I departed from Khartoum, with intent to journey to the land of the Nyam-Nyams.
And we ceased not upon our way until we met, near the village of Shôl, a European lady, who may have been an Austrian or a French woman. She was beautiful as the moon in Ramadan, or as the fruit of the mango ree, and was rich
beyond telling. She went by the name of Senhora and, when first we saw her, she was killing fowls and plucking out
their feathers; at which we wondered greatly. She had with her a hundred and fifty soldiers armed with rifles: and as
we had just killed eleven elephants we persuaded her to exchange the arms for them.
Here we continued for a length of days, and she desired us to procure her a hippopotamus. Nur Angara and a man
called Rabeh, accordingly, shot one for her, as the men she had with her knew not how to handle a rifle with accuracy
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and precision. While we were at the village of Shôl one of the Senhora’s maids and her dog died; she caused them to
be embalmed and put in a box; then she despatched them to Khartoum, whither she shortly afterwards directed her
steps.
We reached the land of the Nyam-Nyams early on the twenty-fifth of July 1864. I presented a handsome gift to the
King Tikma of a soup basin decorated with a device of gold: so pleased was he with the present that he would place it
upon his head, and use it as a crown on state occasions: in return he made a great repast for us, killing a hundred of the
fattest dogs that were being prepared for his own personal use. I then repaired to the house of my wife Ranbu, and
commenced to buy and sell.
In this counry it was the custom to expose for sale in the markets all those criminals who had committed such offences as theft and adultery. These are then slaughtered like goats and sold for food. I redeemed all such men as I
could find who would be able to carry arms, until I had a force of five hundred men, whom I armed with firearms,
teaching them how to make use of them. But the Sultan Tikma was afraid of me, because of my power, and consulted
his priests, who voted my death. But my wife Ranbu informed me of it secretly and I determined to leave the country
of her father.
*
Pondering much on this matter I tried to appease the King Tikma, and said:
“There has reached me news that in the land of King Duweiyu is much store of ivory: I desire to go there with my
followers.” Then the king made reply:
“Do thou go thyself but leave thy troop behind.” But I answered,
“I hear that in this land is no law nor order, and I fear the people lest, if they see my weakness, they may act treacherously towards me and slay me.”
When the king saw my fixed resolve to go he outwardly gave me permission to depart, but secretly he urged his
army to be ready to fall upon me unawares upon the road. When I had left the country his troops tried to take me in
an ambush, but I opened a hot fire upon them and, routing them, proceeded on my way to the land of the King
Duweiyu who was an enemy of the Nyam-Nyam Sultan.
When he heard of what had befallen me in his country he came out a distance of four hours from his capital in order to greet me. He made me to live near him, treating me with great hospitality, and causing to be built for me a
strong square fortress of wood. He supplied me too with grain and food sufficient for my followers for many days.
As for the King Tikma he did not delay long before he dispatched under his uncle Marbu a large force, which
spread consternation throughout the land of King Duweiyu. In truth the king and his troops were inspired with so
great a terror that they fled away secretly under cover of darkness.
There is no God but God and Mohammed is His prophet. …
260.26 Excerpt from Bakhita Tells Her Story: “The Story”\fn{by Josephine Margaret Bakhita (c.1869-1947)} Olgossa
Village, Central Darfur State, Sudan (F) 8
In compliance with the desire of M. Superior (Margherita Bonotto),\fn{ 1846-1929, Mother Superior of the Canossian
I am going to relate a few incidents of my years in captivity. Recalling these events
will make me ever more grateful to God for the exceptional gift God has bestowed on me, by choosing me to be
His spouse.
My family lived at the very heart of Africa at the outskirts of Darfur, in a village named Algoznei close to Mt.
Agilerei. Our family consisted of my parents, three brothers and four sisters. There had also been four others,
whom I had never seen, since they died before I was born.
I had a twin sister, nothing have I heard about her or about my parents, from the day I was kidnapped.
I lived then a very happy and carefree life, without knowing what suffering meant.
*
One day my mother decided to go to the fields, where we owned a lot of plantations and cattle. She wanted to
make sure the workers were doing their duties. She insisted that all of us children follow her. My eldest sister,
feeling unwell, asked and obtained to stay behind with out smaller sister.
While we were in the ftelds, we heard a great uproar, screams and hurrying footsteps. Terror-stricken, everyone guessed what it might be all about. Slave-traders had swooped upon our village to plunder
We immediately returned home. Oh! what anguish we felt, as our darling little one, still trembling with fear
babbled out how the kidnappers had carried away our eldest sister. She hersef had managed to hide behind the
rubble of a hut, or else, she too, would have been whisked away.
I can vividlv recall how bitterly my mother cried and how much we all cried too.
community at Schio until 1914}
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In the evening, when my father returned from work and learnt of the tragedy, livid with fury, he immediately
set off with his workers to search all over the countryside.
But all in vain.
My sister had gone forever.
This was my first sorrow. And oh! how many more I was to experience in the years to come.
*
One morning, after breakfast, I went out with a friend of mine. I was, then, about nine, she was twelve or
thirteen years old. We walked towards the fields, a short way from home. We stopped playing for a while, and
were intent on picking tasty herbs.
All of a sudden, two armed strangers crept out from behind a hedge. Drawing near, one of them spoke to my
companion.
“Let this little one go near that bush, and bring me my parcel. She won’t be long in coming. Walk along, and
she will catch up with you, shortly.”
It was clearly their plan to separate the two of us; for, had my friend seen them making off with me, she would
surely have raised the alarm.
I was too simple to understand their tricks. So I obeyed the man, without question, just as I did my mother at
home.
Hardly had I entered the woods in search of that parcel, which was nowhere to be found, than I found those
two men right behind me. One of them grabbed me roughly by the arm, while he drew out a big knife from his
belt. He poked it against my side, and gruffly commanded:
“Shout, and you are lost. Quick, follow us.”
The other man pushed me on ahead of them, the barrel of his gun, held at my back.
I was stunned with terror. Wide-eyed, and trembling all over, I tried to scream. A lump in my throat made me
dumb. I could neither speak nor cry out.
They pushed me on violently, into the thick of the woods. We hurried along hidden paths and open fields. I was
forced to walk until evening. I was dead tired.
My feet and shins were bleeding, because of the sharp stones and brambles along the way. I was sobbing my
heart out, but those cruel men were not moved to pity.
As we moved along, we chanced upon a large plot of watermelons. They decided to sit down for some rest.
The two men picked some of the fruits and, as they were eating, cut a piece, and tossed it to me. I could not
swallow it, though I hadn’t tasted food since morning.
All I could think of was my family. I kept calling out for my mother and my father, with an anguish in my
heart, that is hard to put into words. But none of my dear ones could hear me.
My captors threatened me, if I wasn’t quiet. Hungry and tired, I was forced to resume the march that lasted
through the whole night.
At early dawn, we reached their village, I was thoroughly exhausted. One of the men seized me by the hand,
and dragged me towards his house. He shoved me into a hole of a room, littered with tools and scraps. There was
no bed there, not even a sack: just the bare floor to lie down on. He gave me a piece of brown bread to eat, and
said:
“Wait here.” Then he left, locking the door behind him.
I was confined to that hole for over a month. A small opening at the top served as a window. The door was
unbarred for a short while, once a day, to give me my meagre rations.
I cannot describe the suffering I went through. I still feel the anguish of those hours, when, worn out with
crying, I would collapse and lie on the ground, in a kind of stupor. My imagination was taking me far, far away, to
where my dear loved ones lived.
There I would see my beloved parents, my brothers and sisters. I would embrace them all with great
tenderness, telling them how I was kidnapped and all I was made to suffer.
At other times, I imagined I was playing with my friends in our fields. I felt so happy. But all too soon, I was
brought back to the sad reality of my awful solitude. Then discouragement would get hold of me, so strongly, that
it seemed to tear my heart to pieces.
*
One morning, the door was opened earlier than usual. The master presented me to a slave merchant, who
bought me and took me along with his other slaves. There were three men, three women and a girl, a little older
than I.
Without any delay, we set on our way. Seeing the countryside, the sky, the water, and being able to breathe free
air, restored some of my strength. But I had no idea where I was being taken.
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We were on the move for eight full days, always on foot. We crossed woods, hills, valleys and deserts. As we
reached new villages, our caravan swelled.
We were arranged in a certain pattern: first the men, then the women, their necks bound with thick padlocked
chains. They proceeded, in twos and threes, all in a line. If one of them bent, or stopped on the way, woe to his
neck and his companion’s. All the slaves had such deep, gashing wounds around their necks, that would have
moved anybody to pity.
The stronger ones were forced to carry huge bundles on their shoulders, for miles on end, as if they were beasts
of burden. Poor wretches!
The two of us wore no chains. We walked in the rear of the caravan, with the masters. The caravan halted only
for a few hours, for rest or food. At those times, the chains around their necks were removed, and fixed at their
feet, one at a little distance from the other, so as to prevent escape. This was done to us children too, but only at
night.
At long last, we reached the slave-market.
We were herded together into a big room and were made to wait for our turn to be put on sale. The first ones to
be sold were the weak and sickly; for if their health worsened, the masters would lose money.
We, the youngest of the group, were always together, for we were fastened by the same chain. When we were
left unguarded, we would relate to each other, how we were stolen. We would speak of our dear ones too. Thus,
the longing to return to our families became more and more intense. As we moaned our sad fate, we made plans
for a possible escape.
The good Lord, who was watching over us, although we did not know Him, offered us the chance to realize
our daring feat. This is how it happened.
*
The master had placed the two of us in a separate room; he used to lock the door himself, especially when he
had to be away from home. One evening, he returned from the market with a mule loaded with corn. He entered
our room, took the chain off our ankles, ordered us to husk the corn he had brought, and give some to the mule to
eat. Then, he left to take care of some business, leaving the door unlocked.
We were alone and unchained. Here, by God’s grace, was our unique opportunity. We winked at each other, got
hold of each other’s hand, looked cautiously around. Seeing no one about, we dashed off into the open country.
We did not know where we were going. We knew that hope for safety rested only on the speed of our young
legs. For the whole night we ran and ran, into the woods and through desert land. Panting and exhausted, we
could hear the roaring of wild beasts, echoing out in the darkness of the night. When the animals approached, the
best we could do was, to run for a tree and climb it.
Once, as we resumed our wandering, we heard, in the distance, the typical noise of an approaching caravan.
Scared to death, we hid behind some thorny bushes. For two long hours, we could see the long chain-gang of poor
slaves passing before us. Fortunately, no one noticed us. No doubt, God was protecting us; no one else could
have, under the circumstances.
In my childish naïvety, I was convinced that all my sufferings were behind me, and that, in a short while, I
would be able to embrace my dear ones again. It all seemed so easy, and my courage grew.
As a new day dawned, we stopped to rest and catch our breath. We were tired out. Our hearts beat fast, big
drops of sweat ran all over our young bodies, and a keen hunger rumbled in our stomachs. We had nothing to eat.
The deep desire to see our families, and the fear of being followed and caught, gave us the strength to continue
to run, but our weariness was beginning to tell. Where were we going?
At sunset, we noticed some huts; our hearts leapt for joy. We anxiously sharjened our gaze to see whether that
was our village and our home.
It was not. You can imagine our disappointment and sadness. While we were there, thinking about what should
be done, a man appeared before us. Frightened, we started to run, but he stood in our way, and spoke to us very
kindly.
“Where are you going?” he asked. We did not reply; but he sounded reassuring, as he repeated the question:
“Tell me, children, where are you going?”
“To our parents,” we answered, in a shy and almost inaudible voice.
“Where do they live?”
“Over there …” was our vague reply, as we pointed ahead. It did not take him long to understand that we were
on the run.
“Come on,” he suggested, “take a little rest. After that, I will take you home myself.”
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Believing his words, we followed him into a hut. As soon as we entered, we lay on the ground, dead tired. He
offered us a glass of water. We were so exhausted, that we could scarcely swallow it. He left us alone, and we
quietly went to sleep.
After about an hour, he woke us, took us to his home, gave us something to eat and drink, and then took us to a
big sheep pen, where he kept his animals. He invited us to lie on a sort of pallet, he had managed to push inside.
Then, to our shocking disappointment, he tied both of us with a big chain. He ordered us to lie in the sheep stall,
until he came to fetch us.
This was the way he kept his promise: to take us to our parents. We cried our hearts out, realizing our sorry
plight.
*
We remained in the sheep pen for several days, until a slave-merchant reached the village. Then we were taken
out and sold to him.
We were back into slavery.
We were made to walk a long way, before we caught up with the caravan. It was a great surprise for us when,
joining the chain-gang, we discovered that some of the slaves were the same that had belonged to the master from
whom we had run away. They told us about his anger, when he discovered our escape; he had threatened to cut us
to pieces, if he ever managed to find us again.
Now I appreciate more and more the kindness of the Lord who miraculously saved me once again.
For two full weeks and a half, we marched on and on, keeping the same order, as described above.
I remember a poor slave who was seriously ill, and could not stay on his feet. He begged the master to let him rest
for a while. But the keeper refused his request; accusing him of laziness, he beat him, as if he were an animal. I
saw him collapse in agony, moaning,
“I am dying, I can’t any more …”
But the cruel master, without showing any feeling at all, beat him even harder, forcing him to stand and walk.
However, realizing that the poor fellow was actually dying, he gave orders to remove the chain which tied him to
his companions. The man collapsed, pitifully crying and groaning. Full of anger, the master commanded the rest
of us to continue on our march, while he remained behind for a while.
What happened to the unfortunate slave we could easily and painfully guess. No one saw him any more.
*
We finally reached a town, and we were led to the residence of the Arabs’ Chief. He was a very rich man. He
owned a great number of slaves, all young and healthy. My friend and I were destined to be the maids of his two
daughters, who liked us right away.
It was the master’s intention to give us to his son, when he eventually married. Meanwhile, in that great house,
we were treated well, and lacked nothing.
One day, unwittingly, I made a mistake that incensed the master’s son. He grabbed a lash to beat me.
Instinctively, I ran to the next room to take shelter with his sisters. I wish I had never done such a thing. He
became furious, snatched me violently from my hiding place, hurled me on to the floor, and began to strike me
brutally both with the lash and with his feet. Finally, with a kick in my side, he left me half dead.
Some slaves must have carried me away, and laid me down on my straw mat, completely unconscious. There I
remained for more than a month.
*
Three months after this incident, I was sold to a Turkish General, to serve his mother and his wife.
They were both very cruel to the slaves, who were employed in heavy works in the kitchen, the laundry, and
the fields. Another girl and myself were assigned to the mistresses, whom we had never to leave for a moment.
Between dressing them, perfuming and fanning them, we had no breathing space.
Things were not so simple, woe to us if, accidently, we hurt them. The whip would be on us, without mercy. I
can say, in all truth that, in the three years I spent in their service, there was not even one day, when I was not
dealt some punishment or other. When a wound from the whip began to heal, other blows would pour down on
me, even though I had done nothing to deserve them.
One day I was relating to my new friend how I had managed to escape from my first master. I was not aware
that the general’s daughter was listening. Afraid that I might attempt a flight, she had me chained by the feet, for
more than a month. The chain was only removed on the occasion of a great Muslim festivity, during which, all
slaves had to be freed from fetters.
In this household, all the slaves were expected to rise at dawn. The general’s wife was so exacting that she
would, sometimes, get up herself earlier, to make sure that we were all punctual. If anyone delayed, even for a few
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moments, the poor wretch would be mercilessly whipped. The lady never bothered to consider that these poor
slaves had to work until very late into the night.
The slaves slept all together in a single huge dormitory. We received no food until midday. At noon, we would
be served stewed meat, porridge, bread, and some fruit. At night, we had a meagre supper and then, we were
herded to sleep on the bare ground. Woe to us, if we dared utter a word.
If anyone fell ill, the unfortunate one would not be considered worthy of any attention. He was left to himself,
with no one bothering to help. When one of us died, the corpse would simply be hurled into the field or onto a
dung heap.
How much illtreatment would the poor slaves receive, and all without any reason. To give an example.
One day, by mere chance, we happened to be present, when the general quarrelled with his wife. To vent his
anger, he ordered two soldiers to throw us to the ground and to scourge us. The soldiers carried out the order to
the best of their ability. They used so much strength, that both of us were left on the floor, bathed in our own
blood. I remember how the lash, repeatedly aimed at my thigh, went so deep that, not only my skin, but also my
flesh came off. As a result, I had to lie on the straw mat for two months, without being able to move.
We had to bear all in silence, no one came to dress our wounds, and no one even dared to speak a word of
comfort or kindness to us. How many of our unhappy friends died, as a result of the blows they received.
*
It was customary for slaves to be tattooed, with peculiar pattern designs, in honor of their masters. The process
would be very complicated and, naturally enough, very painful. For the marks were done by incisions.
Up to that moment, I had been spared this torture, though most of our fellow slaves had undergone it. Not only
their bodies, but even their faces had been disfigured.
The lady took a fancy that all the slaves, who had as yet not undergone the operation, must do so, as soon as
possible. It was a capricious decision, but there was no escaping it. There were three of us, who had not been
through this ordeal, I being one of them.
One day a woman, skilled in this cruel art, came to the general’s residence. She took us to the porch, while the
lady, whip in hand, stood behind us. The woman had, next to her, a dish of white flour, another of salt and a razor.
She ordered the first of us to lie on the ground, while two of the strongest slaves held her by her hands and her
feet. Then, bending over the poor girl, the torturer began to trace on her belly strange patterns with the white flour,
about sixty in all. When she had done with the patterns, the woman took the razor and began to make incisions
along these, while the wretched victim moaned, and bled profusely.
I stood transfixed, scared to death, as I observed what was going on, all the time painfully aware that my turn
would soon come.
Nor was that the end of the painful operation. Salt was rubbed into the wounds, so that the gaping hedges of
the scars would show off permanently the patterns.
It was a cruel torture. The poor wretch was trembling all over, and so was I, as I awaited my turn. And indeed,
when the first victim was carried away unconscious, it was my turn to lie down and take her place.
I had no strength to move. But a look at the lady, standing behind with her lash at the ready to strike, made me
quickly lie down on the floor. Fortunately, my face was spared. But six intricate patterns were designed on my
breast and sixty more, as was customary, on my belly, and forty-eight on the right arm.
It is hard to express in words what I felt. I thought I would die, especially when salt was rubbed into the
wounds. Literally bathed in my blood, I was carried away and placed on my straw mat, where I was to remain for
several hours, totally unaware of what was going on about me.
When I came round, I saw next to me my two poor friends, who had shared the same ordeal. For more than a
month, we were condemned to lie down, unable to move, without so much as a cloth to dry the serum, oozing
from our open wounds.
The scars are still evident on my body. I can really say, that it was by a miracle of God, that I did not die, for
He had destined me for better things.
*
After several months of absence, the general returned to Kordofan. He had made up his mind to get rid of some
of us, as he wanted to return to his native land—Turkey. He made preparations for his departure, and chose ten
slaves to follow him.
I was one of them.
We left Kordofan by camel caravan. After several days, we reached Khartoum, where we put up at a hotel.
There, the general had it announced that there were slaves for sale.
Soon the Italian Vice Consul in the Sudan, Signor Callisto Legnan,\fn{ He was in Sudan from 1878, as a businessman,
then as the Vice Consul for Italy, at Khartoum, from 1880 } called on the general. I was asked to bring a cup of tea for the
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guest. It did not escape me that the man took a great interest in my person. He looked at me intently, from head to
foot, but I didn’t even imagine that he had a mind to purchase me and eventually free me. I realized it only the
next morning, when the Turkish general ordered me to follow the Consul’s maid, who had come to fetch me. The
excuse given was, that I should help her to carry a parcel.
*
This time I was really “the lucky one”. My new master was kind, and before long he became very affectionate
towards me. My main job was to help the maid with the household chores. I was neither reproached nor punished,
and certainly not beaten. For the first time, since I was kidnapped, I enjoyed peace and tranquillity.
*
Two years or so passed by, without any change. Then the day came, when the Consul was recalled to Italy, on
some important business.\fn{He decided to leave Khartoum in December 1884, because of an impending Madhist attack }
I cannot explain why, but when I first heard the word “Italy”, though I had no idea of its beauty or charm, I felt
a keen desire to follow my master there. Since he loved me, I dared to speak and ask to be taken along. He was
sympathetic, but tried to explain that it was a long journey, and a very expensive one. But such was my insistence,
that he finally gave in.
I now see that it was God who wanted it, although I did not realize this, until much later. When I think of it, I
can still experience the joy I felt on that occasion.
And so we left for Italy: the Vice Consul, a friend of his, Mr. Augusto Michielz a young African boy and
myself. We travelled by a camel caravan, until we reached Suakin.\fn{ A Sudanese port on the Red Sea}
After about a month we were there, the Consul and his friend received the sad news that pirates had attacked
the city of Khartoum, reduced it to ruins, and had made off with all the slaves. If I had remained there, I would
have been captured once again. What would have become of me, then? God alone knows. May He be thanked, for
saving me once again.
Even the Consul and his friend had had their homes ransacked. Both of them were extremely upset by the
news.
We remained in Suakin for about a month, after which we boarded a ship. We sailed through the Red Sea, and
other seas. Then finally we reached Genoa. There we lodged at a hotel. The owner was well known to the
Consul’s friend (Mr. Michieli). That gentleman had asked his friend to get him a young African boy, so he was
given the one who had travelled with us.
The wife of Mr. Michieli, who had come to the port to meet her husband, was instantly taken up with the two
of us. Rightaway, she complained with her husband for not having brought along a young girl to look after their
child. Just to please his friend, Consul Legnani granted her wish, and I was given to them.
The Consul then proceeded alone to Padua. And I never heard of him anymore.
*
My new masters took me to Mirano Veneto. There I was the nursemaid of their little daughter, Mimmina. Soon
the child grew very fond of me, and naturally, I responded with equal affection.
Three years were to pass, before I returned to Suakin with my mistress. By then, her husband was running a
big hotel there. We stayed at Suakin for nine months.
At this time, Mr. Michieli decided to give up his business in Italy, and concentrate on that in Africa, where he
intended to settle. Mrs. Turina Michieli however, would return to Italy, to sell the property and pack the furniture.
Then, she was to come back to Suakin.
I was supposed to stay at the hotel with the little one. Yet, the lady felt uneasy to undertake the journey alone.
Finally, she decided to take me and her child along with her
This was to be my last farewell to Africa, my native land. Something in my heart told me that I would never
again set foot on its soil.
We returned to Mirano, where we stayed for about two years. Then Mrs. Michieli had to go back to Suakin.
She then decided to admit the two of us to a boarding school, where we could receive a good education.
Informed about the case, the Congregation of Charity at Venice had willingly accepted to receive me into the
Catechumenate,\fn{Established four centuries earlier, this Institute was entrusted to the Canossian Sisters in 1848. Apart from
instructing in the faith, children and adults, the Sisters ran a school of charity, and courses of spiritual exercises } run by the Canossian
Sisters.\fn{Sisters belonging to the Institute of the Daughters of Charity so called, from their Foundress’ name—St. Magdalen of
Canossa (1774-1835)} However, that Institute was not a suitable place for the child, who was already baptized. But
Mrs. Turina insisted that the two of us—Mimmina and I—should not be separated. This created a problem which
dragged on for a whole month, without any conclusion.
It was Mrs. Michieli’s administrator, a gentleman named Illuminato Checchini, who stepped in, to solve the
dilemma. He was a man with a golden heart, intelligent, honest, open and an excellent Catholic. From the very
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beginning, he had shown a fatherly affection for me.\fn{ Text note: “It was during this period that Mr. Checchini presented
Bakhita with a silver crucifix.” [There is clearly a break of an undetermined length in Saint Bakhita’s testimony at this point, covered by
the previous sentence:H]}

*
When he handed it to me, I noticed that he kissed it, with great devotion. He explained to me that Jesus Christ
was the Son of God, and that He had died for us. Naturally, I did not grasp the meaning of this. Urged by inner
feelings, I hid the cross, afraid that my mistress might take it away from me. Until that day, I had never hidden
anything from her, nor had I any reason to do so. After all, I had nothing of my own, nor was I attached to
anything. I remember how, as I looked furtively, at the crucifixm, I experienced a strange feeling, which I could
not explain.
Mr. Illuminato Checchini was so anxious that I should be admitted to the Institute of the Catechumenate, that
he offered to defray all the expenses, if Mrs. Michieli failed to do so. He had a legal document drafted for this
purpose, to testify to his intentions.
Thus, both the child and myself were admitted to the Institute. I was entrusted to the Sister-in -charge of the
instruction of the catechumens, Sr. Maria Fabretti.\fn{ 1832-1910. She welcomed Bakhita to the Catechumenate in 1889,
instructed her for baptism and, later, for religious life } Whenever I think of the loving care she lavished on me, I feel moved
to tears, even now. She wanted me to reassure her, whether it was my intention to become a Christian. On hearing
that it was my wish and the only reason why I had come there, she was overjoyed.
And so the saintly Sisters, with a patience that was truly heroic, instructed me in the faith. They helped me
know God, whom I had experienced in my heart, since childhood, without knowing who He was.
I remembered how, as a child, when I contemplated the sun, the moon, the stars, and all the beautiful things of
nature, I was wondering, “who is the master of it all?” And I felt a keen desire to see Him, know Him, and pay
Him homage.
Now, at last, I knew Him.
Thank you, my God, thank you!
The gentle Sister, responsible for all this, was Sr. Fabretti and she used to say that I “drank in the truths of the
faith”.
Mrs. Turina accompanied me to the Institute. As she was standing on the threshold, and turned to say goodbye,
she looked at me and said:
“Bakhita, this is your new home!”
I am sure that, at that time, she did not fully grasp the meaning of those words. Had she done so, she would
never have taken me there.
*
Nine months later Mrs. Turina returned to Venice, to claim her rights on me. But I refused to follow her back to
Africa, since my instruction for baptism was not yet completed. Still, I believed, that, if I had followed her even
after receiving baptism, I would not have had the opportunity to practise my new religion. So I decided to stay on
with the Sisters.
Her reaction was one of anger; she called me ungrateful: after all she had done for me, I was now forcing her
to return to Africa alone.
But I was firm in my decision. She made a hundred and one pleas, but I would not bend to any of them.
It was painful; I felt so unhappy, and even suffered to see her upset and angry, because I really loved her. I am
sure, the Lord gave me a special strength, at that moment, because He wanted me for Himself alone. Oh, the
goodness of God!
The next day, Mrs. Turina returned to the Institute, accompanied by a lady. She tried again to convince me to
follow her, using even harsher words and threats.
It was to no avail. The two ladies left the Catechumenate in a very bad mood.
The Superior of the Institute, Don Jacopo de Conti Avogadro di Soranzo, contacted His Eminence Cardinal
Patriarch of Venice, (Domenico Agostini),\fn{ 1815-1891, Bishop of Chioggia 1871, Patriarch of Venice 1877, Cardinal 1882 }
informing him of the delicate situation. The Patriarch sought recourse from the King’s Procurator, who replied
that slavery was illegal in Italy, therefore I was a free person. Mrs. Turina too called on the King’s Procurator,
hoping to get her way, and force me to follow her But she received the same answer.
On the third day, there she was again, accompanied by the same lady and by her brother-in-law, who was an
army officer. Also present were the Cardinal Patriarch, Domenico Agostini, the Chair man of the Congregation of
Charity, the Superior of the Institute, and some of the Sisters of the Catechumenate.
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The Patriarch was the first to speak. A long discussion ensued, which ended in my favour. Mrs. Turina was in
tears—tears of anger and disappointment. She snatched the child, who was clinging to me, unwilling to leave me,
and forced her to go.
I was so upset, that I could scarcely utter a word. Finally I saw them leaving. I was in tears myself, and yet,
deep down in my heart, I felt great joy and satisfaction at not having yielded to their threats and coaxings.
It was November 29, 1889.
*
I then joined the Catechumenate, where, after completing the period of instruction, with a joy that only the
angels could describe, I received the sacrament of baptism, on January 9, 1890. What an unforgettable day that
was.
I was given the names Josephine Margaret and Bakhita—which in Arabic means “lucky”. The same day, I was
confirmed and received Holy Communion.
I stayed on in the Catechumenate for another four years, during which time I could hear, more and more
clearly, the gentle voice of the Lord, urging me to consecrate my life to Him. At last, I spoke to my confessor, who
suggested that I open my heart to the Superior of the House, Sr. Luigia Bottesella.\fn{ 1818-1906, Superior from 18791893} She contacted the Superior of the Mother House in Verona, Sr. Anna Previtali.\fn{ 1829-1897} This kind
sister, not only granted permission for my entry into the novitiate, but also claimed the pleasure of clothing me in
the holy habit, and eventually, of accepting my profession.
On December 7, 1893, I joined the novitiate, in the Institute of the Catechumenate, in Venice. After a year and
a half; I was called to Verona to receive the holy habit (21.6.1895). A few months after the end of my third year of
novitiate, I returned there to pronounce my religious vows. This took place on December 8, 1896. Thus, God
granted Sr Previtali’s desire. A little more than a month later, on January 11, 1897, she passed away to a better life.
After receiving the medal of Our Lady of Sorrows, the Superior was happy to admit me into the Community. It
was the feast of the Immaculate Conception, 1896.
Fourteen years of religious life followed, during which, more and more, I came to appreciate God’s goodness
to me.
I earnestly beg of all the dear Sisters, who will read these memoirs of mine, to thank this generous Lord for
me, and to beg Him to continue to grant me the grace to be more and more faithful to Him.
105.22 The Farm Inhabited By The Jinn: A Folktale\fn{told by Bushra Jad Allah (1878-after 1971)} Hajar Al-Ter,
Northern State, Sudan (M) –1
One of the farms at Nasri did not yield any grain for many seasons. Whenever they cultivated it, nothing would
come up.
When the son of Al Sheikh Muhammad came to visit the Tijaniyya group at Nasri, he was told about that farm.
He went to the farm and started pacing around it. Then he started grabbing and wrestling with Satan, whom the
people could not see. He managed to catch him and told one of the men to call for prayers right in the center of
that farm.
So Satan was exorcised and nowadays that farm is the most productive farm in the region.
105.22 To Whom The Ounce Of Gold Belongs: A Folktale\fn{told by Abu Al Gasim Al Tuhami (c.1881-after 1971)} Al
Zeidab, Northern State, Sudan (M) 1
Once at Jabal um ‘Ali,\fn{ “The Mount of Ali’s Mother,” one of the famous places in the Ja’aliyyin region of The Sudan .} there
were some people who were digging a well. But since the soil was sand, the well collapsed and one of them was
buried in it. He was completely covered with sand.
He invoked the help of the seven sons of Al Sharif ’Abu Dunnana, and he promised them an ounce of gold if
he was saved. On doing so, he found a big hole into which he crept. He said that every day a man used to come to
him and give him some food and water.
Days went by and he remained in that state for a long time. Then another group of people wanted to dig a well.
They found the sand in the site of the well in which the man was buried soft and easy to dig. So they started
digging and digging. When the well became deep, one of them descended into the well, and he was about to dig
deeper, but he heard someone say,
“Stop! Stop!”
“Pull me out,” he said to his friends; “I don’t know what it is. But there is a man inside the well; I don’t know
whether he is human or a devil. Anyway when I was about to start digging, he told me to stop and I pulled the
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rope and called you to pull me out.” Another one said to them,
“Tie me tight because the soil of this well is very soft, and I will go down and see.”
He went down and found the man who was buried in the well.
“Peace be upon you,” he said to him.
“Welcome, peace be upon you too,” he replied. “Are you human or jinn?”
“I am human,” he answered.
“How did you come here?” he asked him.
“We were digging this well and it collapsed and buried me. My family thought that I had been killed and they
lost hope. Then I invoked the help of the sons of Al Sharif ’Abu Dunnana.”
“Is that so?” he exclaimed.
“Yes,” he answered.
The man was rescued and started wandering and trying to fulfill his promise and pay his debt. He went to visit
the saints who rescued him. He came to Al Sheikh ‘Ajib, but Al Sheikh ‘Ajib said to him,
“The ounce of gold does not belong to me.”
He went to Al Sheikh Hamid, the son of Bilal. Then he went to Al Sheikh Sharaf Al Din.
“The man to whom the ounce of gold belongs is still further away.” said Al Sheikh Sharaf Al Din to him. He
then went to Al Ghubush, but they said to him,
“The man to whom the ounce of gold belongs is still further away.”
He continued traveling until he came to the son of Suwar Al Dahab in Dungula.\fn{ In the extreme north of The
Sudan.}
“Peace be upon you,” he said.
“And upon you be peace,” replied the Sheikh. He sat down and then said to the Sheikh,
“My lord, I have called for your help and promised you an ounce of gold which I am now bringing to you.
Wherever I visited one of the saints, I was told to continue my journey. They said that it is yours; here it is,” said
the rescued man.
“All right,” replied the Sheikh. He then gave him dinner and some water and said to him,
“Do you see that light over there?” the Sheikh asked him.
“Yes,” he answered.
“May Allah make your journey easy,” said the Sheikh. The man wondered and said,
“This is my spiritual leader, and I am tired because I came all that way; besides, I am bringing him an ounce of
gold and he still says to me, ‘Do you see that light over there, just head toward it.’”
He set out and headed toward the light which was described to him. He found himself at his own home. This is
because the Sheikh has the magical power of traveling through vast stretches of land in no time; he can also
bestow this gift on whomever he wants.
105.23 1. The Faki Madani And The Cemeteries Of The Sururab 2. The Funeral Of The Faki Madani 3. The Faki
Madani And The Smallpox: Three Folktales\fn {told by Muhammad Ahmad Madani (1883-after 1971)} Kali, Northern
State, Sudan (M) 1
1
They stated that our aunt was once coming with Al Faki Madani from Abu-Slem to Kali. When they reached
the cemeteries of the Sururab, Al Faki dismounted and said to his daughter,
“Lead the donkey; I will be with you in a minute.”
He went into the cemeteries and sat down beside one of the graves. He stayed like this for a long time and his
daughter was waiting for him. When he came back, she said to him,
“Father! All through our journey from Abu-Slem up to here you did not stop at any cemetery other than this.
Why is that?”
“Daughter, the man who lies in this tomb is highly respected by the Lord. I am looking at him and he is
looking at me, so I turned towards him and gave him a present,” he said to her. “Let us go now.”
She led the donkey and they kept walking until they were far away. Every now and then, he looked back
towards the cemeteries.
“Why are you not riding?” she asked him.
“This holy man is still standing beside his tomb looking at me, and since he is looking at me, I cannot ride,” he
replied to her.
2
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Al Faki Madani was ill and died in this khalwa over there. This is his khalwa, and he also has another khalwa
at Al Farahsin.\fn{A village in Northern State, The Sudan .} Before his death his sons took him to his khalwa. When he
sensed that he was about to die he called his son,
“Muhammad!”
“Yes father,” his son replied.
“I won’t be buried here; 1 will join my grandfather, Abu Ged, at Al Santega. Don’t listen to the Kalyab\fn{I.e.,
the Ja’aliyyin villager who lives in a village called Kali on the western bank of the Nile .} for they will tell you that they will not
allow their blessing to be removed to Al Santega,” he addressed his son.
Then he died, and the news of his death spread all over. The people assembled and disagreed about where he
should be buried; some of them said that he should be taken to his other khalwa, and others said that he should be
buried right here.\fn{I.e., at Kali, where this story was told by the informant .} Then his brother asked our father,\fn{ I.e., the
Faki’s son; the informant is his grandson.}
“Did your father leave any word before his death?”
“Yes,” he replied.
“And what did he tell you?”
“He told me that he wouldn’t be buried here and that the cemeteries which do not keep his father’s body will
not contain him. He also told me that he should be buried with his grandfather, Abu Ged, at Al Santega,”
answered our father.
Then after the body had been washed, his brother said to them,
“Carry him toward this khalwa at Kali; if he cooperates and allows himself to be carried to the khalwa, bury
him in it, and if this is not manageable take him to his other khalwa at Al Santega.”
They took out the angareb\fn{A type of local bed.} and bent down to carry it to this khalwa, but it was completely
stuck, and they could not move it at all.
“All right, then, carry it to the other khalwa,” he said to them.
They lifted it up and it followed them gracefully. Our father was sick with some stomach troubles, so they gave
him a donkey to ride on, but still the body rushed ahead of him. One of the Faki’s nephews who was called Al
Hadari mounted on a horse and went before the others in order to break the news of the Faki’s death, but he was
still beaten by the body which flew ahead of him.
One of the Faki’s maternal cousins called Ahmad, the son of Abu Gamza said to the others,
“The Faki will be coming to visit you today; clean the khalwas.” They thought that the Faki was coming to
them alive, so they cleaned the khalwas. A little later, they saw the corpse coming. They opened the khalwa and
let him in.
When all the people gathered and were about to wash the body, no one could open the khalwa. Ahmad, the son
of Abu Gamza said,
“Sons of thy Faki, the Faki is my maternal uncle, and he and I have a moral pact that if he dies first, I wash his
body, and if I die first, he washes my body. This is your right, I understand, but if you invite me, I will wash him.”
“All right,” they answered.
Ahmad came toward the khalwa and the door opened. He had with him one of his disciples from Al Farahsin
called Ahmad, the son of Al Zamzami. They said that when his cousin held his hand and they started washing
him, he opened his eyes and looked at them.
“Did you forget the pact which we made; didn’t you tell me to wash your body?” his cousin said to him.
He closed his eyes upon hearing that.
So, they washed his body and buried it. This is what we have been told.
3
Al Faki Madani died after having been ill with smallpox for some time.
The people wanted to bury him outside the village, but they found out that he had already left word requesting
to be buried in his khalwa. They buried him there and blocked the windows of the khalwa to keep the disease
away from the people.
After some time, they started to see light glowing from the blocked windows at night. So they reopened the
khalwa for visitation and blessing.
105.24 1. The New Um Marrahi 2. The Drum From The Sky 3. God Provides For Me: Three Folktales\fn{told by
Hussein ‘Abd Allah Al Saydah (1887-after 1971)} Al Doshen, Northern State, Sudan (M) -1
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1
In early times Al Sheikh Al Tayyib and the ‘Arakiyyin used to live together at Um Marralh on the eastern bank
of the Nile, but they disagreed over something and had a dispute. The ‘Arakiyyin prevented the rain from falling
on the farms of Al Sheikh Al Tayyib and his followers. He said,
“If the ‘Arakiyyin have controlled the secret of the sky, it won’t be difficult for me to control the earth.”
He dug a small hole with his stick and water came rushing from the earth. Each of the two groups manifested
their supernatural power in various ways. In the end Prophet Muhammad came to Al Sheikh Al Tayyib in a dream
and told him that he would like to take him to a better Um Marrahi on the west bank of the Nile.
Al Sheikh Al Tayyib crossed the river and settled at the new place chosen for him by the Prophet.
2
Al Hajj Hamadoba was a very generous man. He used to take all the food in the house and give it to his fellow
disciples.
One day he asked his mother for something. She told him that she would not give it to him even if he flew as
high as the sky.
He grew taller and taller until his head touched the sky and became bald. He brought with him a drum and a
jinniyya called um hijel\fn{The-one-with-the-ankle-bracelet.} from the sky. She is called um hijel because the people
can hear the rattling of her ankle bracelet without seeing her.
So Al Hajj Hamadoba was given control over your jinn and could cure jinn-ridden people. When people are
invoking him, they say,
“Oh the one who has hit the sky with his head!”
3
A man isolated himself on a mountain. There he meditated and worshipped God in seclusion.
He had no patron Sheikh. A jinni provided him with his necessary food and drink. He did not know where the
food came from. Another man passed by and asked him how he was managing.
“Allah provides for me,” he replied.
The passerby told him to look above him. He raised his head and saw standing there a huge black jinni. It was
the jinni who used to provide for him. The passerby said to him,
“Go and find yourself a patron Sheikh, for Satan is the patron of the one who has no Sheikh.”
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1
There was a man who had three sons. He left behind a great fortune for his sons. They divided the money and
each got two hundred pounds. Two of them invested their money in business and became rich. The third wasted
his time in the pursuit of drunkenness, gambling, and worthless flirting. He lost all his money; it was only thirty
shillings that remained to him.
“For these thirty shillings I will buy a fishing net with which I may earn my living,” he reflected.
He bought the net and went fishing the following morning. He cast his net and when he pulled it out, there was
a monkey inside it.
“Without Allah’s help we are weak and unable,” said the man; “I will break your head, cursed one. May Allah
make my morning good.”
“I will be of use to you. I can recite Qur’an. So, you can take me to the king, and he will give you a great
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prize,” the monkey answered him.
“Can you really recite Qur’an?” he asked him.
“Yes, let me show you,” replied the monkey; and he started reciting, ‘In the name of Allah, the merciful …’”
The man leashed his monkey and took it to the king’s palace.
“Your Majesty I have brought you this monkey as a present,” he addressed the king.
“What am I going to do with a monkey?” said the king.
“But this monkey can recite Qur’an your Majesty,” added the man.
“And if it can’t?” responded the King.
“Do to me whatever you like,” he replied.
“If it can’t, you will be flogged a hundred times; and if it can, you will be given one hundred pounds,” said the
King.
“Read monkey, read! Read!” he addressed his monkey.
“Eh eh!”
“Read!”
“Eh eh eh!”
“Read monkey, read!”
“Eh eh eh eh!”
“This man has fooled us, beat him,’ ordered the King.
They started beating him; one, two, three When they counted hundred, the monkey started reciting
“In the name of Allah, the merciful, the benevolent …”
The people were amazed and everybody started clapping his hands in admiration. The people then said to the
king,
“The monkey has recited Qur’an; why don’t you give the man the hundred pounds you promised him?”
The man was then given a hundred pounds as well as his monkey back. He led his monkey and went away.
When they were out of the palace he addressed the monkey reproachfully,
“Did you have to wait till they finished flogging me?”
“Yes, rascal, so that you may be taught a lesson not to squander your money again,” replied the monkey:
“Don’t waste your money. I came to rescue you and make a man of you. Goodbye, peace be upon you.”
2
Once there was a man who would not curse Iblis.\fn{ The Devil.} Whenever people cursed Iblis he used to say to
them,
“Iblis is a good man, I’ll never curse him. What did he do to you? Did any of you talk to him? Did any of you
see him? Oh! no, I will not curse him at all.”
At night he dreamt of Iblis (literally, Iblis came to him in his sleep).
“I want to make you rich because you are a good friend of mine and you never curse me,” Iblis said to him.
“Well and good,” replied the man.
“Follow me; I am going to give you a lot of money,” Iblis said to the man.
They walked and walked and walked. The man then said to Iblis,
“I am getting tired, my brother.”
“Let me carry you on my back,” Iblis answered him.
So he carried him on his back and they continued walking.
“I want to urinate; let me get down of your back,” said the man to Iblis a little later.
“What do you think I am?” replied lblis. “I am the place of dirt and rottenness, urinate on my back.”
Sharrrrrrrrrr, the man urinated on his bed.
“Cursed be Iblis! May Allah curse you! May the curse of Allah fall upon you!” he woke up screaming.
Since that day he started cursing Iblis.
3
Once there was a man who brought a ram to sell it in town. When he approached town, it was still early
morning. He said,
“What am I going to do if I fail to sell my ram? I have no money and I have nothing for breakfast. If I do not
sell my ram, I’ll knock on any door and ask for some food.”
He then came to the house of a widow who had three children. He sat under a tree and yelled,
“Hey, lady of the house! Give me something for breakfast.”
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“All right,” she answered. Then she dressed her three sons in rags and said to them,
“Let us cheat this man of his ram.”
“Then set your mind on a plan,” they replied to her. She gave the man some food and asked him,
“Which part of the country do you come from?”
He told her the name of his village.
“And what is your name?” she asked again.
“My name is Muhammad,” he replied.
“Whose son are you, then?” she asked.
“I am the son of Fatima,” he answered.
She embraced him and burst in tears.
“I am also Fatima’s daughter,” she said. “Thank God I have seen you again. I was married to a man from this
region and I came here when you were still crawling. Now my husband is dead, and I have these boys. Come
here, boys, and greet your maternal uncle. He is your uncle whom I have been telling you about.”
The boys came out and greeted their maternal uncle. They then spread clean sheets on the beds and led him
into the house. The mother addressed her elder son,
“Is our ram which is grazing in the fields as big as your uncle’s ram?”
“Yes, mother; it is even twice as big,” he answered. .
“All right, then let us slaughter your uncle’s ram, make a feast in honor of your uncle, and then give him ours
instead of his when the shepherd brings it home.”
They slaughtered the ram and enjoyed its meat, both raw and cooked, for two days. After that their uncle said
to them,
“I want to go” (Of course he would say that now since all the meat had been eaten.) The mother addressed her
elder son,
“Go and bring our ram from the shepherd so that your uncle can leave.”
“I will not go so ragged and naked. Tell my uncle to give me his garment,” he said to his mother. He took the
garment, went away, and hid himself. The mother then addressed the second son,
“Your brother has not come back yet; you will delay your uncle. Go after your brother.”
“I will not go naked in front of the whole tribe. Tell my uncle to give me his shirt.”
He took the shirt, went away, and hid with his brother. Only the third son remained.
“Have your brothers come back?” she asked him.
“No, not yet,” replied the boy.
“Then hurry up and bring the ram,” she added.
“I will not go naked,” he replied; “tell my uncle to give me his underwear.” The mother pulled her shamla\fn{A
woolen sheet used by women for a smoke bath.} and said,
“Brother, Muhammad, cover yourself with this shamla and give him your underwear.”
The boy put on his uncle’s underwear and went out. A few minutes later he came running screaming.
“Mother! Mother! Hide me.”
“What is the matter?” she asked him.
“My brother has killed the shepherd, and now they are after me. They want to take their revenge.”
“Thanks be to Allah!” she said; “your uncle is here. He is the one to shoulder the responsibility of this revenge
problem. My sons are still young and are not held responsible for their brother’s deed.”
The man stood up all naked and shouted, “I am not their uncle,” and ran away.
“My brother, Muhammad, what a shame! Wait and shoulder the responsibility of blood revenge.”
He ran away never to be seen again.
4
The Sultan once had a deer which he loved very much. If you hit it, you would be punished and if you scared it
away, you would be fined fifty piasters. It used to eat whatever it liked in the gardens and marketplace without
anyone daring to stop it.
There was also a rich young man who had big plantations and many slaves and concubines. He saw the
Sultan’s deer eating a branch of one of the fruit trees in his plantation.
He caught the deer, hid it in a barn, gave it some fodder, and slaughtered a ram. He wanted to test his wife, his
brothers-in-law, and his friends. He cut the meat and put it into a sack which he took home, and he gave the head
and intestines to his slaves.
When he came home, his wife asked him,
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“Where did you get all that meat?”
“If I tell you, you will spread the news,” he replied.
“I will not,” she said.
“I know you will,” he replied.
“By Allah, I will not say anything about it,” she answered.
“Will you keep a secret?” he asked.
“I promise,” she responded.
“Today, I have slaughtered the Sultan’s deer,” he said to her.
“You have rid the people of their troubles,” she replied Then she cooked some meat for dinner and hung the
rest to be used for breakfast in the next day.
*
At sunset the Sultan’s deer did not come home. The Sultan summoned the old women and said to them,
“Whoever brings me news about the deer will be rewarded.”
One of the women went out very early before the butchers got time to slaughter and prepare the meat they
were going to sell. She went around sniffing till she smelled the meat. She concluded that since the butchers had
not sold any meat yet, the meat she was smelling must have been left over from last night. Thus she entered the
house from which the smell came.
“How are you my daughter?” she said to the lady of the house.
“I am hungry since I did not have any dinner last night; I smelled the meat and I could not control myself.”
The lady of the house gave her some meat.
“Where did you get this tender and tasty meat; I have not tasted anything like it before,” said the old woman.
“If I tell you, grandmother, you will spread the news,” answered the lady of the house.
“Do you think I will mention a word about it?” exclaimed the old woman.
“My husband has slaughtered the Sultan’s deer,” she said to her.
“God bless him and may his hand never be paralyzed, responded the old woman; “my grandson is waiting
outside for me; give me some meat for him.”
The old woman took the meat and went to the Sultan. She said to him,
“This is the meat of your deer which has been slaughtered by the rich man who owns the plantations.” He
called his vizier and said to him,
“Go and bring Mr. So-and-so; he has slaughtered my deer.” (This man happened to be the friend of the Sultan’s
vizier and used to send him bunches of palm dates and bananas as presents.) The vizier went to this man, hit him
on his cheek, and said to him,
“Why did you slaughter the Sultan’s deer, you wicked man?”
He beat him and humiliated him. They took him in a procession to the Sultan. Young boys followed him
laughing and shouting.
“Why did you slaughter the deer?” the Sultan asked him.
“Your Highness—” he started explaining to the Sultan when the Sultan’s council interrupted him and fixed a
blood price of twenty camels as compensation for the deer.
Long ago the father of this rich man advised him not to give any of his sisters in marriage to any man who had
become recently rich though he did not come from a good rich family. It happened that he gave one of his sisters
in marriage to a benevolent man from a good family and married the other to a man who had known wealth and
easy life only recently. This second man said to his wife,
“You are divorced. Your brother has slaughtered the Sultan’s deer, and the Sultan will come and kill all of us.”
The young man rode his camel and went to his other brother-in-law who lived far away.
“Peace be upon you,” he said to his brother-in-law.
“And upon you be peace,” his brother-in-law replied.
“Get down off your camel.”
“I cannot; they have fixed a blood price of twenty camels for the Sultan’s deer,” he said.
“Get down off your camel and don’t worry; we will give them one hundred camels if they like,” his brother-inlaw answered him.
“All right, then,” he replied and got down off his camel.
His brother-in-law lit the fire; his neighbors on this side also lit their fires; those on the other side lit theirs and
so did the others, and all the camp was lit as it is their custom when someone has a guest. He spent the night there,
and early in the morning they all gathered where the first fire was lit.
“What is the matter?” they asked.
“This man has to pay a blood price of twenty camels,” the man’s brother-in-law answered them.
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“I will give him one, you give him two, this man will give three, and that rich man will contribute four,” said
one of them.
They all contributed. They gave him one hundred camels and told him to give the Sultan what he asked for and
keep the rest. He went to the Sultan and said to him,
“I have brought the camels, take what you want.”
*
Then he released the Sultan’s deer. The deer came home and on seeing it, the Sultan exclaimed,
“Oh! This is my deer.”
“I have had great experiences because of your deer,” he answered; “my friend, your vizier has beaten me; now
my back is aching. My ungrateful brother-in-law has divorced my sister, and these hundred camels come from my
other brother-in-law and from his tribe.”
The Sultan felt guilty, repented his deed and then said to him,
“Keep your camels and I hereby depose my vizier. I have appointed you vizier in his place and I am going to
marry your divorced sister.”
5
A man used to praise the devil instead of cursing him.
The devil came to him in his sleep (he dreamt of the devil) and wanted to make him rich. He gave him a bag
full of gold and told him to take it home. The man said to the devil,
“This bag has a hole in it; it is dropping all the gold.”
“Why don’t you close the hole with your finger?” replied the devil.
The man woke up suddenly and found his finger stuck in his anus.
6
In a year of famine, there was a pregnant woman who could not find anything to eat.
She saw a locust and tried to catch it. She kept following the locust which led her into the house of an ogress.
The ogress was away and her house was filled with all kinds of food. The woman gave birth to twins in the
ogress’ house.
The ogress came home and heard the twins crying. She thought that what she heard was the sound of a
mysterious animal and ran away.
The next day the woman’s family followed her track till they came to the ogress’ house. They found abundant
food, and that was the end of the famine.
7
A man had a farm and used to support many of his relatives.
There was also another man who was so learned that he could understand the language of animals.
He was sitting under a tree on the farm. The owner of the farm threw a stone at a bird. The bird complained to
the other birds telling them that the farm owner had hit him in the eye. The learned man heard this speech and
said,
“May Allah harm him, if he has hurt you.” A relative of the farm owner who happened to be nearby said to the
learned man,
“May Allah harm you instead. What do you have other than your books? This man is supporting the whole
family.”
The learned man gave up his books and learning and became a farmer.
8
The devil failed to separate a merchant from his wife.
He complained to an old woman. She took it upon herself to beat the devil in separating that couple. She
bought a dress from the merchant’s shop and told him that it was for her son who wanted to present it to a
merchant’s wife with whom he was in love. She stopped at the house of the same merchant and asked his wife for
a drink. Then she deliberately left the dress there.
The merchant found it and divorced his wife.
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Later, the devil met the old woman and asked her whether she could unite the same couple. Thereupon she
went to the same merchant and asked him for another dress. She told him that she had forgotten the dress which
she had bought the previous day at the house of a kind woman who fed her and gave her some water. She could
not recognize the house, she said, and this was why she wanted to buy a new dress.
The merchant regretted his deed and returned to his wife.
9
There was a stupid man who counted the number of flies, ants, and animals which he killed. He wrote on his
belt:
“A killer of eighty souls.”
He went to another kingdom which was in a state of war. The king took him for a great warrior and married his
daughter to him.
In the battlefield he could not control his horse. The horse ran into a tree and ripped off a large branch. The
horse rushed on with its rider and with the branch toward the enemy, driving the enemy away.
His wife, knowing that he was not the champion he was thought to be, wanted to poison him so she gave him
some poisoned food and told him to go and spend some time in the forest. She knew about the ferocious lion
which lived in that forest.
Her husband went to the forest and slept in the shade before eating his food.
The lion came and frightened away the man’s donkey and ate the poisoned food. The lion was affected by the
poison, but he did not die. He only became weak and weary.
Then the man woke up. Mistaking the lion for his donkey because his eyes were still heavy with sleep, he
saddled up the lion and rode it home. The people saw him and admired his courage, exclaiming,
“Look, he is riding on the lion.”
He recognized what he was doing and was frightened to death. He did not let go of the lion until he had pulled
off the animal’s ears with his own hands.
10
A blacksmith used to curse the Devil constantly.
The Devil came to him and worked as his apprentice.
The Devil did wonderful things and the blacksmith’s business flourished.
The Devil told him that he could make old people young again, and demonstrated that to him. The news spread
and the king brought the Queen Mother to be made young.
When they started working on her, the Devil slipped away.
The blacksmith burned her to death and was hanged.
11
A woman had a son who was extremely lazy and idle. Her neighbor was a merchant who traded with distant
countries. She gave him some money to buy her son something to play with.
He bought him a monkey and started his journey home by boat. The monkey used to dive into the sea and
come out with precious stones. The merchant gave this treasure to Muhammad the Lazy, who became a rich man.
He married the daughter of a religious notable. She told him that she would not stay in the same house with the
monkey because he was a jinni.
Her father made her a wooden puppet resembling a cock which would counteract the magic of the monkey.
Once the boys were playing and broke the puppet. Immediately, the monkey ran away with Muhammad’s wife.
Muhammad went out looking for her and saw one snake chasing the other. He killed the pursuer, whereupon
the other snake was disenchanted\fn{Unenchanted is meant:H} and became a girl. She told him that the snake he had
killed was a man who wanted to marry her, take her away from her family, and bring her to live with him. Her
family had refused so he tried to take her by force.
She took Muhammad to her father who was a Muslim jinni and they helped him regain his wife.
12
A generous man and a niggardly man were traveling together.
The generous man invited the miserly man to share his food. When all his food was consumed, he asked the
35

miserly man for some food. The other agreed to give him some only if he would let him pull out his eye. He
pulled out one of his eyes and gave him food.
A few days later the generous man became very hungry and let him pull out his other eye. The miserly man
continued his journey and left his blinded “friend” under a tree. The blinded man went probing his way to the well
because he was thirsty.
He fell into the well. There he heard two birds talk about an herb which could cure blind and dumb people and
about a treasure that was buried under the tree. He found that herb, cured himself, and regained his eyesight.
Then he found the treasure and went to the Sultan’s palace. He cured the Sultan’s daughter, who happened to
have been dumb, and married her. Later, he met the miserly man and told him his story.
The miserly man went and threw himself into the well, hoping to find something similar. The birds found out
that their treasure had been stolen. Deciding that it must have been one of the people who came to draw water
from the well, they covered the well, burying the miserly man in it.
13
A king had a beautiful daughter who suddenly became dumb. She was promised to the man who could make
her speak again. A poor man came to the palace and found the princess sitting with her maid.
“I would like to tell you a story,” he said to them. “Once there was a carpenter, a tailor, a goldsmith, and a
Muslim priest. The carpenter made a beautiful puppet resembling a girl. The tailor sewed beautiful clothes and
dressed the puppet. The goldsmith adorned it with bracelets and necklaces. The Muslim priest prayed to Allah and
made her talk.
“They started quarreling then as each of them wanted to marry her. To which one should she be married?—”
The princess, who was listening silently all the time, interrupted him, saying,
“She should be married to the one who gave her the gift of speech.”
So he won the princess in marriage.
14
A poor man left his village and traveled to another country. There he worked as a farmer with a rich and
generous owner of plantations called Muhammad. He loved Muhammad and served him with dedication.
Twenty years later he wanted to go back to his country. Muhammad gave him a lot of money and some
valuable counsels. On his way home he encountered all kinds of adventures and became rich by using his master’s
counsels.
A few years later Muhammad’s country was raided by a hostile tribe, and he was forced to travel and look for a
job. By mere coincidence he came to the country of the young man who used to work for him as a farmer. He was
treated kindly and given enough money to establish new plantations.
15
A certain prince told his father that he wanted to get married.
The king told the prince that he would not let him get married unless he traveled, mixed with the people, and
widened his experience. So one of the ships was loaded with food and other necessities, and the prince began his
journey.
He went to Egypt and met its king who was exceptionally rich. The Egyptian king welcomed the visiting
prince and told him that he would give him whatever he wished for. They agreed that if the prince asked for
anything that the Egyptian king could not give him, the King would fill the prince’s ship with gold and silk.
The prince then disguised himself and went to one of the public bars. The people in the bar were talking about
how the prince challenged the Egyptian king. One of them said that the prince could win the contest by asking for
mosquito fat.
The prince heard that statement. The next day he told the king that he needed some mosquito fat because it had
been prescribed for his father. The King could not give the prince what he asked for; instead he filled his ship for
him with silk and gold.
16
A poor man was madly in love with the princess, and he knew that it would not be easy for him to be united
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with her.
He grew watermelons in his farm and dedicated them to the trickster, Jiha, whom he referred to as his saint.
Jiha knew about that man and wanted to reward him, so he asked him what he desired most. The owner of the
watermelon farm told Jiha about his love for the princess.
Then Jiha used his wonderful tricks and took upon himself the responsibility of uniting the poor young man
with the princess.
17
A man had a horse which used to win all the races. This made another man jealous and he cut off its tail.
The owner of the horse found out who did it and was taking him to the judge. They became thirsty and stopped
at the house of a non-Muslim white man. They asked him for a drink.
The one who was being sued was trying to reach for the water jar. He slipped and a log of wood which was
around killed the white man’s son. So, he, too, became a litigant.
The sued man wanted to commit suicide so he jumped from the minaret, falling on an old man and killing him.
The man’s son became the third suitor.
The judge ruled that the sued man should keep the horse till its tail grew and then give it to its owner. It was
also decided that he should take the white man’s wife to live with him. If he had a son by her, he had to give him
to the suitor.
The third suitor was told to climb to the top of the minaret and jump upon the man who had killed his father.
He gave up his claim.
The sued man ended up as a winner.
18
A man who did not want to work on a farm went to Egypt and claimed that he was the head of the guild of
Sudanese merchants.
He impressed the Egyptians by pretending to be rich. He became the guest of the richest Egyptian merchant
and married his daughter.
He told the Egyptian merchants that his boats\fn{ No doubt filled with merchandise:H} were on the way. They
encouraged him to settle among them.
Later, his father-in-law died leaving his money and merchandise for him.
But no boats arrived because there were no boats.
19
An old man had a son who had twelve children. They all lived together.
In the end the old man told his son to take his children and leave the family house because there were many of
them, and they would make him poor.
His son planned with some friends to scare him. They told the people that he had died. They took him to their
ruler Qarqosh to pray for him and give them permission to bury him.
The man told Qarqosh that he was not dead.
“I will not disbelieve all these people and believe a corpse,” Qarqosh answered. He gave the man’s son
permission to bury him and told him to make sure that his grave was deep enough.
Finally, some people mediated between the son and the father, and the old man agreed to leave his estate to his
son.
20
A woodcutter had seven daughters and used to work very hard to provide for them.
One day he found a treasure, but he encountered a tax collector who took all his money. He came home and
complained to his daughters.
His daughters went to visit the tax collector and made him act like a madman. His guards tied and locked him
up, and he lost his job.
The girls brought the money home and thereby avenged their father.
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21
Ibrahim, Allah’s prophet and chosen subject, worshipped Him for forty years in seclusion.
He once heard some frogs croaking and asked them what they were doing. They told him that they were
worshipping Allah and had been doing so in that way for seventy years.
A man came passing by and told Ibrahim that he had been worshipping Allah for sixty years and that a simple
farmer was better than all of them.
Ibrahim then became a hard working farmer. He became rich and generous. He helped everybody. This is how
he came to be Allah’s prophet and chosen subject.
22
A rich but miserly man married a woman who had three brothers. He told her not to squander his money and
ordered her to cook nothing other than onion soup.
Her brothers came to visit her and found her very thin and feeble. She told them about her husband, and they
planned to scare him out of his miserliness.
They put some sleeping pills in his dinner. Then they disguised themselves and dressed all in black.
When he became very drowsy they carried him to the graveyard. One of them acted the role of the archangel
Gabriel and ordered the other two who were acting as other angels of death to examine the newly-arrived corpse.
They told him that it was rotten, stinking, and underfed.
“This man ate nothing other than onion soup,” they said to Gabriel.
He ordered them to punish and beat him. Then they took him home.
From that day on he started spending his money and buying the best food.
23
A merchant hung a sign on his shop which read: “The wiles of men surpass the wiles of women.”
A beautiful woman read it and wanted to teach him a lesson.
She came to the merchant regularly and wooed him until he fell in love with her and asked her to marry him.
She told him that she was the Sultan’s daughter, and she would accept him as a husband. She told him to go and
talk to her father, and if the Sultan told him that his daughter was crippled, he should say to him that he would not
care; he just wanted to be his son-in-law.
It happened that the Sultan’s daughter was crippled. He found out after they were wed. He could not divorce
her because he feared her father’s anger.
A few days later the woman who had cheated him came to his shop. She told him that she would help him get
rid of his wife if he would change the quotation and write it as it has been stated by Allah, i.e.:
“The wiles of women are great.”
He changed the sign. She told him to say to his father-in-law, the Sultan, that he wanted to invite all of his
family to the palace and to invite all the gypsies in the town instead.
He did that.
Then the Sultan ordered him to divorce his daughter because he did not want to be the in-law of gypsies.
Then he married the beautiful woman who had cheated and punished him at first.
24
An old man gave all his money to his sons and came to live with them. They treated him badly and gave him
bad food.
He filled a box with stones and told one of his sons that he loved him more than his other sons and that he
would leave him that box which contained all his money. He wrote him a will to that effect and told him that the
box should only be opened after his death. He did the same thing with his other sons.
They fed him the best food and treated him kindly.
After his death they quarreled over the box. Then they decided to share the money. They opened the box and
found it full of stones. There was also a note which read:
“Whoever relinquishes his money to his sons is a fool.”
25
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A man passed by the cemetery and saw some people burying a dead body. He also saw another man chasing
the birds away from his field.
He asked that man whose funeral it was. The man told him that it was the funeral of his own wife.
He was surprised and asked the farmer why he wasn’t in the cemetery burying his wife and receiving
condolences from other people.
The farmer replied that he was only a bird-chaser and that since he had lost his wife it was needless for him to
lose his crop as well.
26
A Sudanese rustic traveled to Egypt and took with him a deer which he taught to dance. He wanted to make a
living by letting his deer dance for people.
He met three Cairene girls who wanted to fool him. One of them vowed to take his deer from him. The second
vowed to sell him and the third vowed to buy him back.
The first one approached him and told him that her water bucket had fallen into the well. He descended into
the well to get it for her, and she ran away with his deer.
The second asked him to help her and become her friend. She asked him to go with her to a merchant’s shop
where she bought many clothes without paying the price. She told the shopkeeper that she would be back in a
minute and that her “brother” (the Sudanese) would wait until she came back, but she disappeared. So the
shopkeeper kept him as his servant.
On the next day, the third girl went to the cemetery where she bribed the guard and carried away the body of a
dead baby, taking it to the merchant’s shop. She argued with him about mistreating her “brother” and using him as
a servant. He pushed her, and she let the baby fall down. She started crying and accused him of killing her baby.
He gave her two hundred pounds and let her “brother” go with her.
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There were two brothers; one of them had a son and the other had a daughter.
The two cousins were promised to each other in marriage. The daughter’s father became rich and was made
king. When his brother asked him for a loan, he insisted upon keeping his son as a hostage.
The man failed to pay his debt and his son grew up with his uncle, working as a servant for his cousin. She did
not know he was her cousin. One day she was ridiculed by her playmates and she discovered the truth. She gave
her cousin a lot of money and told him to make a new image for himself.
He went to the coffeehouse and started ordering tea and coffee for everybody. In a few days he became an
important and impressive man.
The son of another king used to bring salt and trade it for gold. He was attacked by bandits and wounded. The
hostage took care of him until he recovered and then gave him money and sent him to his country. Then he started
trading with the prince whom he had saved.
The king was grateful to him for saving his son’s life and made him very rich. He came home and married his
cousin. Then he made an alliance with the other king, ousted his uncle, and became king.
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There were two brothers; one of them was married and had a son called ‘Ali. ‘Ali’s father became very sick,
and on his deathbed told his brother that there were a thousand pounds which he had saved, kept under the saddle
of his camel. He asked him to take the money, marry his widow, and look after ‘Ali.
After a few days ‘Ali came to visit his uncle. He was dressed in a new garment. His uncle asked him who had
bought the new garment for him. ‘Ali told him that his mother had sold the camel saddle of his father and bought
him new clothes.
The man recited a poem which indicated that he resented the selling of his brother’s property.
‘Ali told his mother, who came to his uncle and reproached him for being so mean. He told her about the
money in the saddle.
She played a trick and regained the money. Then they married and he looked after ‘Ali.
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A Jewish man borrowed some money from a beautiful woman. He refused to return the money unless she
promised to sleep with him. She agreed and told him to come to her house at a certain hour.
She went to complain to the mayor, but he told her that he would only punish the Jew and get her money back
if she let him sleep with her.
She made an appointment with him for one hour after the Jew’s visit. Then she went to the judge and
complained to him about the conduct of the mayor. He also asked for the same thing.
She made an appointment with him for one hour after the mayor.
*
Then, she went to a carpenter and bought a cabinet with three big drawers.
The Jew came at the appointed hour. While they were talking the mayor knocked at the door, so she hid the
Jew in the lower drawer and opened the door for the mayor.
While she was entertaining him, the judge knocked at the door. She hid the mayor in the middle drawer and
admitted the judge.
A little later her brother came in. So she hid the judge in the upper drawer.
*
Then she told her brother to take the cabinet and sell it at auction.
On hearing that, the judge urinated on the mayor, and the mayor urinated on the Jewish man, who urinated on
the floor.
144.95 The Little Monkey, Son Of al-Tubbar: A Folktale\fn{by a grandmother, a member of the Kamalab tribe (c.1895?- )}
‘Abidiya, Northern State, Sudan (F) 2
They say that there was a girl by the name of al-Tubbar. She and her brother Muhammed lived together in one
house. Their mother and father had died. And the girl kept saying to her brother, Muhammed:
“Why don’t you get married?” And he replied:
“If I get married, the other girls will make it difficult for you.”
But she insisted, and in the end he did get married. Now, his wife took a strong dislike to al-Tubbar and
wanted to get her out of the house somehow or other. She brought a monkey’s testicle and put it in a ball of
porridge. She also made an empty ball of porridge. Then she called al-Tubbar to come and eat, but took for herself
the empty ball and said:
You girl of a ruptured sire I call,
A father who was no man at all,
You swallow whole your porridge ball.

She swallowed the empty ball, and al-Tubbar swallowed the ball which had the monkey’s testicle in it. After
some time Muhammed’s wife said to him:
“Your sister is pregnant. If you don’t believe me, let her delouse you at mid-morning. If she says to you that
the sun is hot then you will know that she is pregnant.”
The next day Muhammed called for al-Tubbar and told her to delouse him. She came and started to delouse
him. After a short while, she said to him:
“Muhammed, my brother, the sun is hot.” He said to her:
“So—all that they say about you is true.”
He saddled his camel, took some food and water, mounted her behind him, and set off. They went to a faraway place where he couched his camel at the edge of a wood, and they sat under a shade of a tree. After a short
while he said to her:
“I am just going for a walk. Wait for me.”
Then quietly and surreptitiously he took his camel, and went back home.
When the girl came to the end of her water and food, she wondered what to do. The monkey said to her:
“Can I come out mother?” She said to him:
“Son, come out.” And he did.
“Why,” he said, “are you so poorly? I will go to a settlement, and bring you food and water.”
So he went and found a settlement where he snatched food and water and brought them back to his mother.
And every day he brought her food and water from the settlement. After some time he said to her:
“Mother, why is your hair getting long and thick? 1 shall go and bring you a hairdresser.”
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He went to the settlement where he found a bride having her hair done by a hairdresser. Quietly, he entered the
house and snatched away her curling pin. But the hairdresser swore that she would not let him go and she ran after
him until he reached his mother’s tree. When the hairdresser reached them, she said to him:
“Give me the curling pin.”
“I shall not give it to you,” he replied, “until you do my mother’s hair.” She turned to his mother and found her
to be beautiful.
“Very well,” she said, “I will do her hair.”
When she had finished she took the curling pin and went back. The monkey saw that his mother was very
beautiful after her hair had been done.
“Mother,” he said, “I would like to bring you a bridegroom.” She said to him:
“Everything that you promised to bring you have brought, but bringing a bridegroom is difficult, so leave it.”
“What is the matter with you?” he said. “I shall bring him to you. Do you agree?” She said:
“Yes, I agree.”
He went to the settlement and found the people playing hockey. When the ball came to Wad al-Nimair, the
monkey snatched it away and ran.
Wad al-Nimair said: “By God I shall not let the monkey go,” and ran quickly after him. The monkey reached
his mother and said to her:
“Prepare yourself—the bridegroom is following me.” When Wad al-Nimair reached the tree, he saw the
woman, and said to the monkey:
“Come here. If you give me your mother in marriage I shall let you go.”
The monkey agreed and he took the woman to the settlement though he had other wives. But when they saw
that she was more beautiful than they, they began to envy her.
Now Wad al-Nimair went on a journey, and al-Tubbar bore him a son. But one day, while she was out carrying
her son, Wad al-Nimair’s wives followed her and threw her and her son into a well. She had in her hand a toothstick. And as the monkey was snatching food and throwing it to her in the well, the tooth-stick which she had in
her hand grew into a tree in the well. After some time Wad al-Nimair came and said to his wives:
“Where is my wife?” They said to him:
“Look, it was not a woman you brought, but an ogress and after you left she left for the river.”
He believed them, and said no more.
After some time, they thought of killing the monkey. Now they were barren. So they told Wad al-Nimair that
monkey’s flesh was supposed to make a woman pregnant. Meanwhile, they went and covered the mouth of the
well with lamb’s hide. But Wad al-Nimair called the monkey and unsheathed his knife in order to slaughter it.
“Stop!” said the monkey. “Gather all the people and give me a chance to shout three times near the well
outside.”
Wad al- Nimair gathered all the people and they came to the well. The monkey shouted to his mother, saying:
O mother, al-Tubbar,
O mother, dear,
They say monkey’s flesh will make a barren woman bear.

She said to him:
Little monkey my son, my dear,
My powers and my cunning count for nothing here.
The mustard tree is growing near.
And the son of Wad al-Nimair
Will never leave my lap, you hear.

Some of the people said that they heard what had been said and others said that they did not. But at the third
shout Wad al-Nimair himself heard what was said. So straight away he tore away the skin and brought out the
woman with her child from the well. They found that her finger nails were long and her son’s hair was long. So
they cut her finger nails and they had her son’s hair cut. Then she told Wad al-Nimair what had happened, and
from that day Wad al-Nimair began to treat the monkey as his son. After some time the monkey said to his
mother:
“Look how alone you are. I shall bring you a family.” She said to him:
“Son you will not be able to do it.”
He said to her, “I shall,” and left for a country whose people were known to him.
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After some time the Sultan became ill. And when the Sultan came near to death, the monkey quietly squeezed
himself under the Sultan’s bedstead. All the Sultan’s family were sitting round. Then the monkey adddressed them
from under the bedstead:
“Look, my people: al- Tubbar is my daughter.” He said that since such and such a time she had been living in
such and such a place, and that she was married to Wad al-Nimair.
“Ahmed, my son,” he went on, “and Osman, my brother’s son, must quickly ride to tell her. From now you
must give my daughter all her rights in my legacy.”
The Sultan died and the people were in commotion. Then the monkey left and quickly went to his mother.
“Two people will be coming to you,” he said, “and when you see them from far away, say: ‘I see my family
coming, what is the matter? I hope that my father has not come to any harm.’”
On their way, they asked where to find her, and they finally found her, and told her and her husband what had
happened. Her husband gathered the people, and said to them:
“I did not know that a Sultan was my in-law. We must go now with my wife to her father’s funeral because
they say that he has died.”
All the settlement went with her. When they arrived they found the people weeping. Al-Tubbar swore not to
stop weeping and not to sleep on a bedstead. She dug a hole and lay there. When the people were asleep at night,
the monkey took some food and brought it to her. Seven days later the people who came with her went back
except Wad al-Nimair. Then her brother, who was made Sultan in the place of his father, said to Wad al-Nimair:
“Our sister has been absent for a long time. Now if you wish to stay with her then remain with us because she
has property with us.”
Wad al-Nimair agreed and went back to his family: He brought his belongings, divorced his other wives and
came to live with al-Tubbar and the monkey and his children in her father the Sultan’s palace.
144.97 Al-Zir Abu Laila: A Folktale\fn{by a grandmother of the Bidairiya tribe (c.1895?Sudan (F) 2

)} Wad

Rawa, Blue Nile State,

In a small village there lived a man and his wife with one son who was called al-Zir Abu Laila.
One day al-Zir Abu Laila went out with the youths of the village to play their favorite game of rounders.\fn
{The English form of American baseball, in England a child’s game. } While they were playing, al-Zir Abu Laila hit the ball,
which went a long way, and landed in an old woman’s house breaking the dough pot. The old woman came out of
the house cursing the boys.
“Who hit the ball which landed in my house,” she cried.
She was told that it was al-Zir Abu Laila. When she found this out she said in a loud voice:
“If al-Zir Abu Laila is any good, why does he not go and marry his cousin who is still unmarried?”
Al-Zir Abu Laila heard this and immediately went home and asked his parents whether he had an uncle with a
daughter. His parents said to him:
“We do not know of any relatives apart from ourselves.”
Again he asked them, but they said no. But when he insisted, his parents gave way under this pressure from
their son and told him the truth.
“You have an uncle,” they said, “who lives where the sun sets. He is a Sultan who rules the people of that
country.” The family of al-Zir lived where the sun rises. When al-Zir heard this, he got ready to go to the place
where the sun sets.
Now he had a lock of hair which was called the Wishing Hair. (Whenever he was in difficulty, and squeezed
this hair, it would bring whatever he wished for.) He squeezed it and asked it to bring his horse, his sword, and his
shield. It brought them immediately.
Al-Zir bade farewell to his mother and father, who were heartbroken at the thought of his departure. He began
his long journey.
After traveling a long way, he reached the land of his uncle, the Sultan. But instead of going to his uncle so
that they could become known to each other, he disguised himself as a fool, growing a long beard, dribbling at the
mouth, and wearing ragged clothes. The children of the village used to run after him and shout:
“There goes the madman, there goes the madman, there goes the idiot, there goes the idiot.”
While he was in this state, he called himself Miji al-Awir, and he became a well-known personality in the
village. One day the Sultan offered him a job as a watchman in his gardens. Miji al-Awir accepted this offer, and
began to work there.
Now people from another country had been raiding the Sultan’s kingdom for a long time. They were much
stronger and abler in warfare than the Sultan’s people. And it happened that they raided the Sultan’s people while
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they were asleep at night. None of them was aware of the raid except al-Zir Abu Laila who pressed his Wishing
Hair and got his horse, his shield, and his sword. He charged the invaders, split them up, dispersed them, and
killed them all. He gathered all the booty, put it in a store underneath the ground, and shut it up with a stout door
which nobody could move but himself. Then he returned to his previous state.
In the morning the Sultan woke up and began to get out of bed. But when he lowered his leg to the ground, it
sank into blood. He looked round him and found that all the raiders who used to invade his land were killed to the
last man. He was greatly pleased, gathered his people and announced that he would give his daughter, a girl of
compelling beauty, to the man who had killed the raiders. Thus he wanted to find out who had killed them.
When the youths of the village heard about this, they claimed to have killed the raiders themselves. But Miji
al-Awir, hearing what went on between the Sultan and the youths, said:
“The one who killed the raiders must know where the booty is and should present it as bride-wealth to the
Sultan’s daughter.”
People were surprised to hear this sensible judgment from Miji al-Awir, and the youths were at a loss because
they did not know where the booty was. But because the judgment of Miji al-Awir was right, the Sultan agreed to
it and asked the youths to bring the booty from the raiders as bride-wealth for his daughter. But none of them
knew how to reply. Then Miji al-Awir said:
“The booty from the raiders is in that store. Let the one who killed the raiders bring it from there.”
All the youths went to the store and tried to open it but all their efforts were unsuccessful and they went back
to the Sultan feeling disappointed. Afterwards Miji al-Awir came forward to the Sultan and said:
“I killed the invaders. I am going to bring the booty as bride-wealth for the Sultan’s daughter, and it is in the
store.”
He went to the store, opened the door, and brought the booty to the Sultan. Then the Sultan was convinced, and
with him all the people, that Miji al-Awir had told the truth. The Sultan agreed to marry his daughter to him.
Some days after these great events, the wedding ceremonies for the Sultan’s daughter’s marriage began. But
the wedding was like a funeral because all the villagers, and particularly the women, were opposed to the
marriage of the Sultan’s daughter to Miji al-Awir. They did not utter trills and the men showed no pleasure in the
dancing. When the bridegroom came to the customary touching of the forelock, the girls surrounding the bride
ridiculed the bridegroom and kept hitting him with their hands and kicking him with their feet. This was done in
contempt of him but he was silent and said nothing. When he went to put his hand on his bride, the Sultan’s
daughter, she unveiled her face in obvious anger and said to him scornfully:
“A person like you must not put his hand on my head.”
She struck his hand away. When Miji al-Awir saw the girl’s behavior, he became rigid with fury at what she
said, and shouted:
“Do you say this to a man like me? Do you say this to your cousin? Your cousin is al-Zir Abu Laila.”
The people present were surprised at what he said, and particularly the Sultan. Al-Zir Abu Laila left them in
their surprise. He squeezed his Wishing Hair, and his horse, his shield, and his sword came before him. He
mounted his horse, put on the shield and girded himself with the sword. So he became al-Zir Abu Laila, the
courageous knight.
At that moment, the gloom of the village was dispelled by joy. The wedding ceremonies began again and they
ended happily. Al-Zir Abu Laila lived with his wife until he had one son and one daughter by her.
When he had finished this task of marrying his cousin, he became homesick for his country and his family. He
made his plans to visit them, took with him his wife and children and began the journey back.
During the journey his water supply ran short and so he stopped by some nomads and asked for water. But they
replied that since the departure of al-Zir Abu Laila, no rain had fallen.
He left them and went on until he found goat herds whom he asked for milk. But they replied that since the
departure of al-Zir Abu Laila, their goats had not given any milk, but only blood and pus. He left them and went
on towards his land and came closer and closer.
Now this is what happened to al-Zir Abu Laila—his marriage to his cousin and his journey of home-coming.
Meanwhile, since his departure from the village, his mother and father had locked themselves inside the house,
buried themselves in the ground, and had gone blind. When al-Zir came near the village, his father smelt his scent
and so they got up out of the ground, regained their sight, and gave al-Zir a warm welcome when he arrived.
He told them that he had a daughter, and brought her to them. They showered her with greetings and kisses and
all the people of the village came and kept on embracing her in their joy and longing, until she died.
When al-Zir saw this, he was afraid for his son, and did not tell them that he had a son. After three days when
things were calmer, al-Zir brought out his son, who did not die. Al-Zir lived with his son, his wife, his mother and
his father, and all was well for them.
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144.100 The Heron: A Folktale\fn{by a grandmother of the Rikabiya tribe (c.1895?Sudan (F) 2

)}

Bara, North Kurdufan State,

There was once a woman who longed for children, but who since her own birth had not given birth. In the end
she went to a holy man and told him to write a charm for her. He told her to bring seven chickens over which he
would recite charms, and to eat these seven chickens in seven days.
Now she put the chickens in a bowl hanging from the ceiling. When her husband returned from the field
feeling hungry, he took down a chicken and ate it. And the same thing happened for seven days. When she asked
her husband where the chickens were he told her that he had eaten them.
After this the man’s leg began to swell, and every day it got bigger. When the swelling became irksome, and
prevented him from walking, he took some old rags and a razor, and went to a valley.
“Let’s open up my leg,” he said to himself, “and see what’s inside.”
When he had opened it, he took out a baby girl, whom he wrapped in the rags and left in the valley. But the
heron came and found her, and took her to his nest in a tree top.
Meanwhile when the man went home, his wife asked him what came out of his leg, and he told her that a girl
had come out, and that he had wrapped her up and left her in the valley. So the wife ran out following the traces of
the blood.
Now the heron looked after the girl, and when she grew up the bird went to a house where a circumcision was
being performed. When he found the woman who carried out the operation he snatched her and carried her home.
When she had circumcised the girl, the heron took her back to her own family. So it was that the girl became a
woman.
Now there came a group of friends of Wad al-Nimair, including a lad called Na’im, the son of a Sultan, with
his slave boy. It was they who discovered the girl while they were under the date-palm tree. For the girl threw
down unripe dates to his friends, but ripe ones to him. And this made him look up and see the girl’s fingers.
Having buried his ring under the tree, he told his companions when they were well on their way that he had
forgotten it, and would go back and fetch it. They offered to go with him, but he insisted that no one but his slave
Bakhit\fn{“Lucky”} should go with him. When he arrived, he climbed to the top of the tree, and saw that she was a
very beautiful girl.
Having climbed down, he made a stab wound in his horse, turned the saddle round, and set the horse off in the
direction of his village. His family wept and lamented, saying that he had been killed. There was his wounded
horse with its saddle turned. Even the camels did not give suck to their young, and their milk dried up.
But Na’im used to come at night with his slave, bringing a leather bag. When he came, the camels did give
suck to their young. He used to milk them himself and then go back with his slave taking the milk with him.
After a week, an old woman came to Na’im’s family, and asked if they thought that he had been killed.
“He is alive,” she went on, “and was not killed. He comes at midnight and opens the animals’ enclosure. The
camels give suck and then he returns.”
So they brought a bell which they tied at the entrance to the animals’ enclosure. When he opened it, the bell
would ring, and they would catch him. And that is just what happened. When his family had caught him, they dug
a hole for him inside the house, and put him in it. They slaughtered sheep in thanksgiving, and beat the drums to
call people to make merry.
Then they told Na’im that they were going to bring him the girls of the settlement for him to make his choice.
But he put on a gloomy expression, and refused food and drink. He just sat looking miserable. When they had
brought the girls, they asked him to come and make his choice. But he replied:
“Bakhit will make the choice: what he likes I shall like, and what pleases him will please me.” And he said to
Bakhit:
“Bakhit, O Bakhit, is her face here?”
“No, my master.”
“Is her mouth here?”
“No, my master.”
“Are her hands here?”
“No, my master.” So Na’im turned to the girls:
“Away with you,” he said, “away with you girls of our folk—we have been fed by the birds.” Then people
asked Na’im to come and make his choice from the girls of the next settlement whom they brought the next
morning.
“Whatever Bakhit likes,” he said, “I shall like, and what pleases him will please me.” And he said to Bakhit:
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“Bakhit, O Bakhit, are her eyes here? Is her face here? Is her mouth here? Are her hands here?”
But Bakhit replied: “No, my master,” and Na’im said to the girls:
“Away with you, away with you, girls of our folk—we have been fed by the birds.”
Now after seven days Na’im died, and three days later his slave Bakhit died in his turn. Meanwhile, since
Na’im had not come back for a long time, the girl saddled a camel, put three knives on one side and three on the
other, and went from one settlement to the next saying:
Friends of this little place and everywhere,
Friends of this little place and everywhere,
Na’im with soft as myrtle hair,
Na’im with tooth-stick of sandalwood so fair,
Na’im with thick and curly hair—
Is Na’im among you?

But the people replied: “Na’im is not among us: go to the next settlement.” And because of her beauty there
were crowds of people who came to see her. When she arrived at the next settlement, she said:
Friends of this little place and everywhere,
Friends of this little place and everywhere,
Na’im with soft as myrtle hair,
Na’im with tooth-stick of sandalwood so fair,
Na’im with thick and curly hair—
Is Na’im among you?”

But the people told her that he was in the next settlement, and they watched her. She went on in the same way
until she had visited seven settlements. When she arrived at the place of his family, she said:
Friends of this little place and everywhere,
Friends of this little place and everywhere,
Na’im of the soft hair,
Of the sandalwood stick so fair,
Of the thick and curly hair—
Is he among you?”

They told her that Na’im was with the camels; but the camels came without him, and she said to them:
Camels came and came,
Na’im came not;
Would that they stayed away,
For my heart is all astray.

The people told her to dismount and drink some water, but she refused to do so until Na’im arrived.
“Na’im is with the cattle,” they said, “get down!”
The cattle came back, but Na’im did not come. So she said:
The cattle came and came,
Na’im came not;
Would that they stayed away,
For my heart is all astray.

Then the people told her that Na’im was with the sheep. But when the sheep came back, Na’im was not with
them, and she said:
The sheep came and came,
Na’im came not;
Would that they stayed away,
For my heart is all astray.

At last they came to her and said:
“Young lady, Na’im is dead.”
“Ahh,” she said, “my camel.”
And as soon as she spoke, a knife flew from each side of the camel, stabbed her from each side, and she fell
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dead. And the people carried her away and buried her with Na’im.
144.102 Fatma Of The Anklet: A Folktale\fn{by a grandmother of the Magharba tribe (c.1895?Nile State, Sudan (F) 2

)}

El-Managil, Blue

Fatma had an elder brother who had a beautiful horse. Her brother took the horse to the river for watering.
Near the bank of the river, the horse stumbled on a lock of hair, fell down, and injured its leg. The horseman took
the lock of hair and decided to find out whose it was. So he took it to the village.
“By God,” he said, “even if this lock of hair matches the hair of Fatma my sister, I shall marry her.”
When he tried the lock of hair on the girls of the settlement, he found that it matched no one but his sister,
Fatma. Therefore, he married his sister, and on the night of the entrance of the bridegroom, she gathered seven
girls from the settlement and said to them, “We must escape,” frightening them with the possibility that their
brothers would marry them.
So the girls agreed. At midnight, Fatma filled a water-skin with water, left it outside her brother’s house, and
went in to see. After some time, she told him that she wanted to go and piss. She went outside, and pierced the
water-skin which she had put nearby, in order to make a sound like pissing. Then she joined the other girls, and
they escaped from the village.
They ran and ran and ran and ran and ran. Finally, they reached a house in the desert which belonged to an
ogress. When the ogress saw the girls, she said:
“I welcome you, and welcome the day that brought you. Will you sleep?”
It was night. Before the girls went to sleep, the ogress circled the house, drawing milk from one of her dugs,
intending to immobilize the girls by making them drink it. When she brought the milk, however, the girls all
refused it except one.
The ogress’s idea was to eat the girls while they were asleep. But Fatma of the Anklet stayed awake while the
other girls slept.
“Auntie ogress,” she said, every time the ogress approached the sleeping girls, “go to the settlement and quiet
the dogs. Their barking is disturbing us.”
So the ogress used to go to the distant settlement, quiet the dogs, and return to her home. In fact, every time the
ogress made an attempt to eat the girls, Fatma of the Anklet created some diversion.
At last morning came. The sun came up, and the girls said to the ogress:
“Our grandmother, ogress, if you love us, make us bread on the fire which is burning over there.” And they
meant the sun.
The ogress took the dough, and set off towards the sun at a quick pace. But she got nowhere, and returned
home. On her arrival, she found none of the girls except the one who had drunk her milk.
“The girls have escaped,” she said, “but I have stayed to look after the house for you.”
“It is my milk,” said the ogress, “which has broken your legs.” Then she went on:
Ah, morsel, I shall eat a spot,
And your blood will fill the water-pot.

She broke her neck, and ate her.
The ogress then pursued the other girls. When they saw her drawing near, they came across a tree, and stood
by it.
“Oh little tree of our father and mother,” they said, “grow smaller, grow smaller.”
Accordingly the tree shrank, and they climbed into it. Then they said:
“Oh little tree of our father and mother, grow taller, grow taller.” And the tree grew up.
When the ogress reached the tree, she began to look at the girls. The girls then lowered a long rope to the
ogress, and she took hold of it, and was lifted up, until the girls dropped her, and she fell violently on the knives
which were placed at the bottom of the tree. Several times they did this; and finally they killed the ogress. Then
they came down from the tree and set off again.
On their way, they passed an old man herding some sheep. Fatma of the Anklet went over and began to delouse
his hair.
“O grandfather,” she said, “how can an old man be killed?”
“Do you want to kill me?” he asked in reply.
“No,” she said, “grandfather, I only want to know.”
“An old man,” he replied, “will die if you thrust a thorn in the middle of his head.”
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After some time, Fatma brought a thorn with which she killed the old man. She then skinned him, and put on
his skin. The girls ran and ran till they found a cave, where they established themselves, blocking its opening with
a big bundle of straw. Later, some merchants passed near the cave, and one of their camels started eating the straw
at the opening of the cave. The merchants then heard the girls’ voices inside the cave.
“You there in the hole,” they called out, “come out or else there’ll be a spear in there after you.”
They all came out except Fatma of the Anklet. The merchants took the girls. But one of them, who was oneeyed, said:
You’ve taken me—one-eyed,
And left the flower inside.

The Sultan’s son, who was among the merchants, took notice of what she said, and returned to the cave.
“You there in the hole,” he called out, “come out or else there’ll be a spear in there after you.”
He waited there for a long time, until Fatma of the Anklet came out. But she looked like an old man, because
she was wearing the skin of the old man whom she had killed. So the Sultan’s son mounted the old man on the
camel with him. When they were traveling at some speed on the camel, Fatma’s ornaments began to hit each
other, and go “Clash, clash!” The Sultan’s son said:
“What is that going clash, clash?”
“It’s my bones, my son,” she said. When they reached his home, his mother said to him:
“The lads brought home girls whom they had won. But you are bringing me an old man.”
“He will herd our animals,” replied the Sultan’s son. And then he said to the old man:
“Do you want to herd sheep?”
“No!”
“Cows?”
“No!”
“Pigeons?”
“No!”
“Geese?”
“Yes!” Now Fatma chose the geese so as to be able to go to the river and swim with the geese.
Fatma of the Anklet, in the shape of an old man, went with the geese, accompanied by one of the slaves of the
Sultan’s son, who was dumb. When she reached the river, she took off the old man’s skin, her clothes, and her
gold, and there she was in all her beauty. The slave gazed at her, without speech, of course. And when Fatma of
the Anklet saw the slave looking at her, she said to him:
Ah, mute, what do you see?
The pigeon’s foot you see.
Plenteous hair you see.
Ostrich feathers you see.
Swelling hips you see.
A slender waist you see.

After swimming, she put on her clothes, her gold and the old man’s skin. But when she returned home with the
slave, he started pointing to parts of his body, to indicate that this old man was really a beautiful girl, rich in gold
and beauty. But the Sultan's son did not understand these gestures, and when he brought some people to interpret
what the slave meant, they said:
“This slave is ill in his body, and needs to be branded with fire.”
So the Sultan’s son branded his slave, and after some hours he died. In this way, the Sultan’s son finally killed
all his slaves.
But one day, he went to the river without being noticed by Fatma of the Anklet. He climbed a tree near Fatma’s
clothes on the bank, and while he was there, he took Fatma’s ring from the ground with his crook. When Fatma of
the Anklet came to put on her clothes and the old man’s skin, she did not find the ring. So she went to the slave
with her, who was also dumb, and asked him about the ring. The slave pointed to his master in the tree. But Fatma
did not understand, and said to him:
“Are you complaining to God about me?”
Meanwhile, the Sultan’s son threw the ring away, and returned to the village. When the old man came, the
Sultan’s son said to him:
“Tonight, we shall play draughts, and the winner shall tear off the shirt of the other.” She agreed.
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When they started playing, Fatma of the Anklet won twice, but did nothing to the Sultan’s son. On the third
occasion, the Sultan’s son won; but he gave her no chance, but tore her shirt; and there was Fatma of the Anklet,
revealed in her beauty. She asked him to conceal her, and not allow anyone to know about her.
But the Sultan’s son married her, and had many children by her. But she did not leave the house at all. People
used to inquire about the wife of the Sultan’s son, and say how they longed to see her, but she did not leave the
house.
One day a great number of horses approached the village, and the villagers went out to see the horses coming
near. When Fatma of the Anklet realized this, she left the house. People saw her, and were struck by her beauty. In
fact, they fainted away, and fell corpses on the ground. But Fatma cut her little finger, and sprinkled the people
with her blood. And they rose up alive. She entered her house, and lived with her husband, the Sultan’s son.
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They say that there was a man with a wife and two children—a boy called Muhammed and a girl called Fatma
the Beautiful, who was very beautiful.
Now Muhammed had a field which was watched by Fatma. One day Muhammed’s camel came to graze on his
crops, but Fatma caught it, and tied it with four locks of her hair, not knowing that it was her brother’s camel.
When Muhammed came and found his camel tied with these locks of hair he swore to marry the girl whose hair it
was. He untied his camel, taking the locks of hair with him.
When he reached the village, he began to look for the girl whose hair it was. He inspected the hair of every girl
in the village without finding her. Only his sister Fatma was left. And when Muhammed came and compared the
locks of hair with those of Fatma, he found that they matched, and realized that the locks of hair belonged to
Fatma. So Muhammed told his family.
“I must marry Fatma,” he said.
At first his family refused, but Muhammed threatened to kill himself if they would not allow the marriage.
Then his family agreed to the marriage, provided that Muhammed brought Fatma’s bride-wealth from a far away
place. And Muhammed mounted his camel, and set off. After he had left, the family said to Fatma:
“Take the six daughters of the sisters of your mother, and leave the country.”
Then they slaughtered a sheep and buried it, making it look like Fatma’s grave. And when Muhammed
returned, his family said to him:
“After your departure, Fatma died, and we buried her there. Her grave is over there.”
Meanwhile Fatma had taken her aunts’ daughters and fled. The girls walked on and on until they were tired.
And one of the seven was lame. At night, they saw two fires, a big fire and a small fire. The six girls wanted to go
to the big fire, but Fatma said:
“No! The big fire belongs to an ogress, whereas the small fire belongs to nomads.”
But the girls would not listen, and decided to go to the big fire. So Fatma went with them.
When they came near, they saw a hut, and inside it was the ogress. The ogress was very delighted. She
welcomed the girls, and invited them to spend the night with her. The seven girls went into the hut, and meanwhile the ogress went into another hut where she ground people’s bones, milking her breast over them, and
brought the food to the girls. But Fatma knew the nature of this food, and told her sisters not to eat.
They all followed her advice with the exception of the lame girl, who insisted on eating. Fatma and the others
dug holes, and they all hid their food in the holes. And Fatma kept pinching the lame girl and telling her not to eat.
But every time she did so, the lame girl called out to the ogress:
“Grandmother, these girls are stopping me eating!” So the ogress would say to the girls:
“Don’t stop her. Let her eat with you.”
After the food, they went to sleep, and the ogress said to herself that she would leave them until the morning.
But in the morning, the girls told the ogress that they were thirsty and that they usually drank from a net, from an
unpierced gourd, and from an unfired pot.
The ogress went to the river, and when she dipped the net in the water, the net would not carry it. When she
dipped the gourd, it floated, and when she dipped the pot, it broke. When she failed to get the water, the ogress
came back to the girls. But meanwhile Fatma had said to them:
“Let us run away before she comes back and eats us.” And they ran away.
But the lame girl was unable to, and she sat waiting for the ogress. When the ogress returned, she found the
lame girl, but Fatma the Beautiful and the other girls were gone. She was angry, and told the lame girl to go and
kindle the fire to heat the griddle, and prepare food for her to eat before pursuing the others.
48

Well, the lame girl kindled the griddle, and asked the ogress for the cloth to wipe it. But the ogress replied:
“The cloth is your brain!” And when the lame girl asked for the broom, the ogress replied:
“The broom is your hair!” And when she asked for the dough, the ogress replied:
“The dough is your flesh!” And when the griddle was hot, the ogress took the lame girl and put her on it,
cooked her, and took her with her as she set off in pursuit of Fatma the Beautiful and her aunts’ daughters.
As she ran, she prayed to God that Fatma the Beautiful should come across a wedding, and dance there, so that
she could catch up with them. And indeed, Fatma and her friends did come across a wedding feast and dance
there. But when the ogress came near, the girls ran and ran. Again the ogress prayed God:
“May Fatma the Beautiful encounter a river with a crocodile ‘on condition.’”
And indeed, they did encounter it. Fatrna said to the crocodile:
“On condition that you take us to the other bank, we shall give you one of us.”
The crocodile mounted the six girls on his back and took them to the other bank. Then Fatma said to the
crocodile:
“Go and bring our grandmother over there.” And the crocodile went back to bring the ogress. When he was in
the middle of the river, Fatma shouted to him:
“Crocodile, your prey is with you!” And the crocodile dived with the ogress.
The death of the ogress made the girls happy. They went away, and found a cave which they entered. Later, the
camel of Wad al-Nimair came to eat from the tree in front of the cave, and Fatma drove it away. So Wad al-Nimair
came up, and said:
“You there inside the cave, you’ll have hot water all over you!”
One of the girls came out, and Wad al-Nimair took her away with him. But she said to him:
A scab am I beside
The flower you left inside!

Every day the camel of Wad al-Nimair came and ate from the tree, and one of the girls drove it away, and he
came and shouted:
“You there inside the cave, you’ll have hot water all over you!” And one of the girls came out when he said
this, and he took her with him, and she said to him:
A scab am I beside
The flower you left inside!

In this way the five girls came out until only Fatma the Beautiful remained. Now Fatma left the cave stealthily,
and went into the orchard of Wad al-Nimair, where she found an old man.
“Old uncle,” she said to him, “let me delouse your hair.” While she was doing so, she asked him how to
remove the skin of a man. He replied:
“May God send after him who sent you after me! The skin of a man can be removed by sticking a thorn in his
head.”
Fatma quietly searched for a thorn, and brought it. While she was delousing him, she stuck the thorn in his
head, and the whole of his skin came off. Then Fatma put on the old man’s skin, and went out wandering. Wad alNimair encountered her.
“Old uncle,” he said, “I shall give you work. You shall herd the camels.”
“But the camels will kick me,” replied Fatma.
“Then you can herd the cattle,” he said.
“But they will butt me,” she replied.
“Then you shall herd the goats,” said he.
“But they will run away from me,” she replied.
“Then you shall herd the pigeons,” he said.
“Fine,” said Fatma, “but your vile slave must not watch me—only the one who is mute.”
So, still wearing the old man’s skin, Fatma took the pigeons, and went to the river to give them water,
accompanied by the mute slave. When she got near the river, Fatma took off the skin of the old man, and took off
her clothes and her gold, and went to bathe in the river. As she was bathing she sang this song:
Ah mute, what do you see?
The pigeon’s foot you see,
Ostrich hair you see,
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A beautiful foot you see,
Plenteous hair you see,
Smooth skin you see,
The wheat beneath you see.

And after bathing, she put on her clothes, her gold, and the old man’s skin, took the pigeons, and went back. Of
course, the slave saw Fatma’s beauty, and wanted to tell his master, Wad al-Nimair, but he could not. He tried to
describe Fatma’s beauty with gestures, but Wad al-Nimair did not understand the slave’s description.
“What’s the matter with this slave?” he said to Fatma, who replied: “He’s telling you that he has a headache,
and that he wants you to behead him.”
And so Wad al-Nimair cut off his head. In this way, Wad al-Nimair beheaded all his slaves but one, who was
sent with Fatma. Wad al-Nimair said to himself that he should follow them. And he hid himself in a tree in front
of Fatma’s bathing place. When Fatma reached the river, she took off her clothes, her gold and the old man’s skin.
She went into the river to bathe, and sang this song:
Ah mute, what do you see?
The pigeon’s foot you see,
Ostrich hair you see,
A beautiful foot you see,
Plenteous hair you see,
Smooth skin you see,
The wheat beneath you see.

Now while Fatma was bathing, Wad al-Nimair lowered his spear, and stole one of Fatma’s rings. Now Fatma
came out, put on her clothes, her gold and the old man’s skin on top of them but found that one of her rings was
missing. She asked the mute slave, but he knew nothing about it, and she hit him. Wad al-Nimair quietly climbed
down from the tree, and went towards them. He pretended not to know what was underneath the old man’s skin.
When he reached them, the slave tried to describe to him the beauty of Fatma, but he could not.
“Old uncle,” said Wad al-Nimair to Fatma, “what is the matter with this slave?” And Fatma replied:
“He is telling you to cut off his head.” But Wad al-Nimair said:
“No, uncle. Let us wrestle, and the one who wins will open up the belly of the loser.” Fatma defeated Wad alNimair three times. Each time Wad al-Nimair asked her to let him off, and she did. But the fourth time, Wad alNimair defeated Fatma. She asked him to let her off, but he refused, took his knife and tore off the old man’s skin.
Fatma appeared in her beauty and with her gold. At once, Wad al-Nimair concluded the marriage contract, and
she lived with him in his palace.
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They say that there was a man with only one daughter, Fatma the Beautiful, and he had no daughter but her.
But she had the sons of her father’s brother, and the sons of her mother’s sister, and they all wanted to marry her.
Now Fatma made a mat of palm-fronds, sprayed water on it, rolled it up, and tied it. Then she said to her
father:
“He who can sit on it shall marry me, and he who cannot shall not marry me.”
After this, one of her father’s brother’s sons came to negotiate for marriage, and he unrolled the mat and sat in
the middle of it, but the mat rolled up on him. And the girl said to her father:
“I shall not marry him—he couldn’t straighten the mat.”
All his fellows were the same: they couldn’t do it. Then her father said to her:
“This land will not hold us. We must leave.”
She took her mat, and followed her father. And with them, they took a slave girl. They went on and on until
they saw a village far away, and they stopped under a buffalo tree near the settlement.
There they met a nomad boy herding. He came and greeted them, cut wood and made a shelter for them, and
they went in. The boy also cut thorny wood and made an enclosure for their sheep. Then the girl with her slave
girl made dinner, and the boy came for dinner. The girl took the mat which had defeated the men, and put it down
for him. He put his ax on one side of the mat, and his baggage saddle on the other. Then he sat down. Her father
came, and said to her:
“This is the man who will marry you.” They agreed to this.
Now the boy was a herd. He came to them in the morning, and returned to his people in the evening. He
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negotiated with the girl’s father for the marriage. The father said:
“Excellent!” And the boy went and told his own people, who agreed.
Now the girl’s father had a sheep, which they took to the market. The boy said to him:
“Uncle, with this sheep we shall have breakfast, drink tea, sell it, and come back.” They went on, leading the
animal, till they came to the graveyard.
“God protect us,” he said, “some are living, and some are dead!” Then they came across a lot of sheep with no
herd, and no male to lead them.
“God destroy you!” he said. “You have no herd with you and no male to lead you, and if one of you could not
walk, there would be no one to care for you under the tree!”
Then he came across a lot of goats. With them there was a male to lead them and a herd.
“By God,” he said, “this is the wealth!”
Then he arrived at the market, where he cut off the sheep’s wool and sold it. Then they went into a restaurant
and had breakfast and tea. And then they sold the sheep, took the money, and returned home.
At home, the father told his daughter what had happened, how they had come across the graveyard, and the
boy had said:
“God protect us, some are living and some are dead!” He asked his daughter what this meant.
“What he meant,” she said, “was that the man who has a family does not die, while the man who has no family
is dead.” Then he told her how they had come across a lot of sheep, and what the boy had said.
“The explanation is,” said the girl, “that they will not increase, because if one of them were dying no one
would see it, and if one were unable to walk it would not be looked after.” Then he told her how they came across
a lot of goats, and the rest of it.
“If you husband wealth,” said the girl, “it will increase; but if you neglect it, it will decrease.”
Then the girl married the nomad boy.
It happened that she boiled eggs and filled a gourd with milk, and gave them to the slave girl to take to him,
and told her to tell him that the new moon had appeared on the thirtieth day, and the river had overflowed the
bank. But on the way, the slave girl ate an egg, and drank two fingers\fn{ Literally: knuckles.} of milk from the gourd.
Then she went and gave the food to him. He ate the eggs and drank the milk. Then he told the girl to go and say to
her mistress:
“The new moon appeared on the twenty-ninth day, and the river is two fingers short.” So she returned to her
mistress, and said: “The new moon appeared on the twenty-ninth day, and the river is two fingers short,” and her
mistress said to her:
“You drank two fingers of milk from the gourd, and ate an egg!”
Now the girl bore three children by her husband. All of them were boys and went to the Qur’anic school. One
day, they came across a camel’s footprint on the ground. Now this camel had mange and was rubbed with tar, and
its tail had been cut off. After this, the owner of the camel met them and asked after it.
“We didn’t see it,” they told him, “but we saw its footprints on the ground.” But they went on to ask:
“Is your camel mangy?”
He said it was. Then the middle boy asked:
“Is it rubbed with tar?” He said it was. And the third boy asked:
“Is its tail cut off?” And he said that it was. Then the man took hold of them, saying:
“You’ve got my camel!”
But they swore, and wept, claiming that they had not seen it. However, he would not let them go, but took the
three of them to the Sultan, who locked them in a room, so that their family, having searched for them without
success, put mats on the ground, mourned them, and abandoned them.
Now the Sultan put a slave on guard outside the room where they were locked in, to listen to whatever they
said. The elder boy said:
“If they gave me the Sultan’s daughter to spend the night with and then killed me, I should not be sorry!”
The slave heard this and told his master. So the Sultan brought his daughter to the boy and left her to spend the
night with him. In the morning, he said to his brothers:
“She is beautiful, but her breath is hot: you would say that her mother had stolen it from a blacksmith.” Then
the Sultan took his sword and went to his wife.
“Either you tell me where this girl came from,” he said, “or I shall behead you.”
“Sultan of our time,” she replied, “I had a disgraceful impulse: once I brought the blacksmith here, and the girl
is his.”
So there remained the two boys who were locked up, and the slave. The middle boy said:
“If they brought the milk of a first-born doe newly delivered of her first-born, for me to drink, and then killed
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me, I should not be sorry!” so the slave went and told his master, who procured the milk, gave it to the slave and
told him to take it to the boy, who said:
“This milk is from a first-born doe newly delivered of her first-born; unless I’m much mistaken, its mother’s
sister’s mother also has a broken horn!” Only the third boy was left now, and he said:
“I want a tender sucking lamb, and then I shall accept death.” When they brought it and he ate it, he said:
“Its mother is dead, and it was suckled by a dog!”
Well, they say that the Sultan then had the two younger boys killed, and the eyes of the elder put out. His
daughter meanwhile was pregnant, and gave birth to a son, and they gave her, her son, and her eyeless husband a
hut which they were to stay in all the time. They brought up their son till he matured and came to the age of
discretion.
Then they sent the boy to ask for one of his grandfather’s horses, which he should bring, even if it were an old
mare. He brought it, and they took very special care of it, till it became fat. Then his father told him to take it to
graze with his grandfather’s horses under the charge of his grandfather’s slave.
“When you take them to the river,” his father went on, “tell the slave to dive in, and that you will count for
him\fn{Literally: you will count his soul.} while he is under water.”
Now while the slave was under water, the boy unhobbled his grandfather’s mare to make her pregnant. Well,
the mare did become pregnant, and they shut it away until it gave birth. The foal too they shut away and did not
let it out until it grew and could be ridden. Then the father said:
“Go to your grandfather and ask him for a saddle.”
The boy chose a saddle and brought it back. And then he said:
“Go to your grandfather and ask him for a sword. When he lets you in, he will tell you to choose for yourself.
The sword which you can bend back to the hilt is the flexible one.”
But by now the horse which was born small had grown enough to be ridden. It happened at this time that the
Sultan called people together by having the drum beaten. And the boy’s father said to his son:
“Come, I have a story to tell you.”
And he told him what the Sultan had done to him and his brothers. He went on to say how the drum used to be
beaten and people would gather. Then they would put the Sultan’s chair in the ring, and when he was seated, his
sons and his brother’s sons would ride their horses prancing in the ring.
“This time,” the boy’s father went on, “when the Sultan is seated in the ring, and his sons and his brother’s
sons ride prancing in the ring, you should mount this horse of yours and take your sword. Prance two or three
times in the ring, and then strike off his head with your sword. And don’t let the people recognize you. Afterwards, you must return, pick me up on your horse as you ride, and jump over the river.”
Thus the man’s son struck off the Sultan’s head, took his father, and went to jump over the river. They rode on
and on till they stopped in the shade of a tree. Then the others came riding in pursuit and the boy whipped the
horse, which jumped over the river, and when the other horses arrived, they could not jump. After his horse had
jumped the river, the boy’s father said to him:
“Give me some earth to smell.” After smelling it, he said:
“This land will not keep us.” And they rode on.
Now as they traveled on, they stopped once again under a tree. It was extremely cold, and the son made a fire.
Then the man put his hands over the fire to warm them, and he rubbed his face with his hands. This made his eyes
begin to come out in their sockets. For without their knowing it, this tree was an elixir tree. And in the morning
the man had regained his sight by the grace of God.
They collected the fallen leaves and twigs of the tree and burnt them to ashes, and put the ashes into skin bags.
Then they went into the village, calling:
“We cure all afflictions.”
Now there was a king who was blind, and who regained his sight when the man gave him some of the ash. He
gave the man a tray of gold, which the man turned into money. With this money, he built houses and had his son
married. And he himself married and prospered in the keeping of God.
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Long ago, there was a tyrannical Sultan who had seven sons, and he had a poor brother with seven daughters.
Every day the poor brother used to go to the Sultan, and say:
“Peace be upon you, father of the seven blessings!” and the sultan would reply:
“And peace upon you, father of the seven turds!”\fn{ There is a learned pun here involved between the words khairat and
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kharyat.} This

carried on for a long time. One day, the poor brother failed to earn his livelihood, and sent one of his
daughters to his brother the Sultan, asking her to say to him:
“My father could not meet you today because of a slight illness, and to say: ‘He could not earn our livelihood
today. Could you give us something for our dinner?’”
So the girl went and found her uncle sitting in his palace. She told him what her father had said. And the Sultan
replied:
“Go and take millet from that store.” But on the way to the store, the wind blew her thawb, and the Sultan her
uncle said: 'Cover yourself with your thawb,\fn{The traditional outer garment of Sudanese women, worn for modesty, and
consisting of some nine meters of cloth, wound round the body, with a fold covering the head (though not the face). } my girl, and then
take the millet.”
The girl was angry. She left the millet, returned to her father, and told him what had happened.
“Father,” she said. “have nothing to do with that man. Our Creator will provide for us, God willing.”
The following day, the girls’ father went to his brother the Sultan and greeted him in the usual way, and
received the usual reply. The Sultan asked him to sit down, and he did so.
“Listen,” said the Sultan, “if you do not bring me water which is not that of a well, or a river, or of rain, I shall
have your head cut off.”
*
Sad and weeping, the father returned to his daughters. But his youngest daughter came to him and asked why
he was weeping. And he told her what the Sultan wanted. To soothe him, she said:
“Father, do not be sad. This is the easiest thing in the world.”
He was to go to the market and bring soap. When he brought it, she told her sisters and mother to take a bath.
Then she lit a fire in the house, and put them in one of the rooms of the house. Naturally, they all dripped with
sweat, which she collected. She filled a water-skin with it. Then she told her father to take the skin and give it to
his brother the Sultan.
The father went and gave his usual greeting, and the Sultan gave the usual reply. After sitting down, he gave
the Sultan the water-skin full of sweat, and the Sultan admitted that he was right, and that he had got out of it. But
he went on:
“Now go and bring me milk which is not created in an animal or anything animate.”
*
Again, the man returned to his daughters sad and weeping. And the youngest daughter came to him and asked
why he was weeping. To soothe him, she said:
“Father, do not be sad. This is the easiest thing in the world.”
And she took her water-skin and went out with her sisters to the wood, looking for a sodom-apple tree. When
she found one, she cut it, and collected the white liquid that flowed out in her water-skin, till it was full. She
brought this to her father, and said:
“Father, how long will your brother the Sultan torment you like this? Give him this water-skin, and say to
those who are present there: ‘Which is better: seven daughters, or seven sons?’ They are sure to reply that seven
daughters are not worth the fingernail of one son. Then say to his Highness the Sultan: ‘In that case, bring your
eldest and bravest son, and I shall bring my youngest daughter. Give them both money, and if your son makes a
greater fortune by trade than my daughter, you can cut off my head, and make my daughters slaves at the water
wheel; but if my daughter makes a greater fortune than your son, then I shall do as I will with you.’”
The father agreed to his daughter’s suggestion. He went to the Sultan and gave him the usual greeting, and the
Sultan gave the familiar reply. After sitting down, he gave the Sultan the water-skin full of the white fluid. Again
the Sultan admitted his brother’s success. After a pause, the girl’s father said to those who were present in the
Sultan’s council:
“Gentlemen, which is better, seven daughters or seven sons?” The question surprised them, and they replied:
“Obviously, seven daughters are not worth the fingernail of one son.” So he said to the Sultan:
“Your highness, bring the eldest and bravest of your sons, and I shall bring my youngest daughter. Give money
to both of them to trade with. If your son’s trade is more profitable than my daughter’s, then cut off my head, and
send my daughters down to the water-wheel. But if my daughter’s trade is more profitable than your son’s, I shall
do as I will with you.”
The Sultan agreed. He brought his eldest son, and his brother brought his youngest daughter. The Sultan gave
them equal amounts of money, gave them each a sword and a horse, and sent them off to trade.
At once, the Sultan’s son and the daughter of the poor man left the area on their horses. As they set off, the
Sultan’s son called the poor man’s daughter by her name, saying:
“Hey, Fatma—” But she interrupted, and said:
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“Shut up. From now on, do not call me Fatma, otherwise I shall cut off your head with my sword.”
“What should I call you?” he asked.
“Call me Hassan the Clever,” she replied.
They rode on together until they came to a fork in the road. One way was called the Road of Safety and the
other the Road of Danger. The girl said:
“Which will you choose—the Road of Safety, or the Road of Danger?”
“The Road of Safety,” he replied. And he did choose it. Off he went.
But she in her turn chose the Road of Danger, and went along it until she reached a far country. She went to
the market there, and asked what was the most expensive item. And they told her that salt was the most expensive.
So she started trading in salt.
During her stay in this land, she was disguised in men’s clothing, and she called herself Hassan the Clever, as
we said before. And from the time of her arrival, she lived in a house of the Sultan, which he had vacated so that
she could live there with his son. Of course the Sultan thought that she was a young man. So she lived with the
Sultan’s son disguised in men’s clothing.
But the Sultan’s son was suspicious, and didn’t know whether to believe that she was a man. So he went to his
mother and said:
“Yousif al-Saffani’s cheek is the cheek of a girl, but I am not happy with it.”
*
“My son,” she replied, “there is no girl who could do such things—who could overcome so many difficulties
and arrive in our country. He is a man, my son.” But he persisted:
“Yousif al-Saffani’s cheek is the cheek of a girl, but I am not happy with it.”
“Well,” she said, “I have a test. If she fails, she is a girl, and if she passes, she is a man.”
“What is the test?” said her son.
“I shall make you coffee,” said the mother, “and give you dates with it. If she eats the dates and throws the
stones under her feet, she is a girl, but if she breaks the dates and throws the stones far away, she is a man.”
So the son took the coffee, and the dates, and when they sat to drink coffee, the girl took a date, broke it with
just two fingers, and threw the stone far away. The Sultan’s son went back to his mother, and she asked him what
had happened.
“By God, mother,” he said, “she took the date, broke it with two fingers, and threw the stone away.” And his
mother said:
“Then he is a man.” But her son said:
“Mother, Yousif al-Saffani’s cheek is the cheek of a girl, but I am not happy with it.” The mother said:
*
“Ask him to go hunting. If he catches something, and brings it back alive, he is a man. If he fails, then she is a
girl.” The Sultan’s son went back and said to Hassan the Clever: “Hassan, let’s go hunting,” and she replied:
“Is there hunting in your country?”
The Sultan’s son said that there was, and they went out hunting together. The girl saw an animal from far off.
She spurred on her horse, and chased the quarry until she caught it alive, and brought it back to him. But the
Sultan’s son failed even to bring something which he had killed. His mother said:
“My son, this is a man, and the bravest of men.” But he replied:
“My mother, Yousif al-Saffani’s cheek is the cheek of a girl, but I am not happy with it.” His mother said:
*
“If you are not satisfied, there is another thing. If he looks at the ground while eating, she is a girl, but if he
talks to you and looks you in the eyes while eating, then he is a man.”
So the Sultan’s son went to her taking their lunch. She ate looking him in the eyes. And when he offered her a
small piece of meat, she refused on the ground that it was her practice to eat meat on big bones. Now when he
went back to his mother, and she asked him what had happened, he said:
“My God, she was eating and talking and looking me in the eyes, and eating big pieces of meat.” His mother
said:
“My son, he is a man and more than a man.” But he replied:
“Yousif al-Saffani’s cheek is the cheek of a girl, but I am not happy with it.” His mother said to him:
*
“Then ask him to go with you to your father’s garden. If he agrees, ask him to climb a high palm tree If he
climbs to the top, he is a man. But if she is a woman, she will not be able to: the menstrual period will start, and
she will come down.”
The Sultan’s son went back and asked Hassan the Clever to go to his father’s garden for a stroll. Hassan the
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Clever asked:
“What is there in the garden?”
“There are high date palms,” said the Sultan’s son. “Will you be able to climb them, Hassan?”
“Yes,” said Hassan the Clever, “I’m the only one who climbs my own father’s palm trees.”
So they agreed to go to the garden. But before they left, the girl took a small knife and concealed it under her
clothes.
When the two of them reached the garden, the Sultan’s son turned to Hassan the Clever and pointed out a high
palm tree and asked Hassan to climb it. Hassan the Clever agreed, and started climbing the tree. However, halfway up her menstrual period came on. So she quickly took the small knife, and cut her thigh. She shouted to the
Sultan’s son that some of the dried boughs on the trunk had scratched her, and so she could not climb up. So she
came down. The Sultan’s son was worried by the blood flowing from Hassan the Clever, and wanted to bandage
the wound. But Hassan the Clever refused, saying that it was a very trivial wound, and that he could manage until
they reached home. So the Sultan’s son was taken in.
But when he returned to his mother, and she asked him, he told her that the girl climbed the tree, and when she
had nearly got to the top, she had a big cut, and blood flowed from her which he had seen with his own eyes. His
mother said:
“My son he is a man.” But the Sultan’s son replied:
“Mother, Yousif al-Saffani’s cheek is the cheek of a girl, but I am not happy with it.” So his mother said:
*
“Go with him to the market, and tell him that you want to buy some things. If he likes men’s things, then he is
a man; but if he likes women’s things, then he is a woman.”
The Sultan’s son went back to his friend Hassan the Clever, and expressed his wish to go to the market with
him to buy some goods. Hassan the Clever agreed, and they both went to the market. When they arrived, the
Sultan’s son tried to trick his companion. He pointed out a beautiful thawb, and said (showing his admiration):
“Would you like to buy this thawb?” But the girl said, “No, I should like to buy that sword,” and she did buy it.
Again the Sultan’s son pointed out a woman’s dress, and said:
“Wouldn’t you like to buy these dresses for your sisters?”
But she replied that she wanted to buy a spear. And so every time that the Sultan’s son pointed out any
women’s objects, the girl bought men’s things, until their stroll in the market came to an end, and they went back
home. When the Sultan’s son came to his mother, he told her what had happened, and she said:
“I hope, my son, that you are now convinced that he is a man.” But the Sultan’s son replied:
“Mother, Yousif al-Saffani’s cheek is the cheek of a girl, and I am not happy with it.” So his mother said:
*
“There is another test which may reveal him. Go to him and ask him to have a massage. If he exposes his body,
the slave girl will see.”
So the Sultan’s son went back to Hassan the Clever, and pointed out that they were both very tired, and said
that he had asked their slave girl to massage them. Hassan was to be the first. Hassan the Clever agreed to this
suggestion, but first took a water jug and went to have a pee. She met someone, and said to him:
“Look, my friend, I am a stranger to this country, and my host has offered to have me massaged. But I don’t
want to take off my clothes in a house which is not my house because it is indecent. However, I don’t want to
upset my host. Could you go inside this room and let the slave girl enter and massage you, without telling her
anything? I would give you some money in return.”
The man agreed, and went into the room. After a while, the slave girl came in and massaged him, and then
went away again. The man hurried out, and the girl came in his place just when the Sultan’s son was coming in.
So she pretended to be putting on her clothes, and sat down. The Sultan’s son went to the slave girl and said:
“If you lie, I shall cut off your head. Is that a man or a woman?” And she replied:
“By God, whether you kill me or spare me, he is a man.” The Sultan’s son was surprised, and told his mother,
who said:
“Did I not tell you that he is a man?” But he persisted:
“Mother, Yousif al-Saffani’s cheek is the cheek of a girl, but I am not happy with it.” Then his mother said:
*
“If you are still not convinced, I shall give you the last test. This one is beyond doubt. You couldn’t be left in
two minds whether it is a man or a woman. Tell him to go bathing in the river.” So the Sultan’s son went back to
Hassan the Clever, and told him that they should go swimming in the river.
She was upset, and shivered at this idea, since her identity would be revealed if she bathed in the river.
However, she pulled herself together and agreed, since there was no choice but to agree. Secretly, however, she
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was praying to God:
“O God, You know how I left my home because of oppression. I beg You to take care of me until I return.”
God granted her prayer. For when they went out, they came across a bridal procession with many women
dancing and ululating, and men jumping to the beat of the drum. The Sultan’s son became absorbed in the
procession, and while he was watching it the girl went and bathed in the river. When the Sultan’s son arrived, he
found that she had finished and was putting on her last piece of clothing very happily. He asked her to go and
swim again, but she refused and said that if she bathed again she might fall ill. So the Sultan’s son went in and
bathed, and then came out again. When he returned, he told his mother what had happened, emphasizing that
although she bathed, he did not see her, His mother said:
“My son, he is a man, you must be convinced.”
*
Now during these tests and all the days when the girl was a guest of the Sultan’s son, she was trading in salt,
which was rather profitable. In due course, she was the owner of considerable wealth, with which she bought
horses, slaves, swords and other things. She bade farewell to those with whom she had lived, and set off for home.
But before leaving the Sultan’s house, she left a piece of paper under her bed with these words written on it:
As a girl I came,
As a girl I went,
No boy did I find
To outwit my mind.

The Sultan’s son happened to find this paper. He went to his mother, and said to her:
“Did I not tell you that she was a girl? She laughed at me, and made a fool of me. I must follow her.” But his
mother said that he should let her reach home, and then follow her.
These then were the adventures of the girl who played the part of Hassan the Clever, and came back having
made her fortune.
*
As for the Sultan’s son who accompanied her with the same purpose of making his fortune, and who chose the
Road of Safety, as we said, he kept on along this road until he reached a prosperous town, where he settled, and
began to gamble and lead a life of debauchery, frittering away his money until he was penniless. Then he took
work in an eating-house in the market.
Now his cousin passed through this town, and happened to go to eat in the very restaurant in which he worked.
Still disguised as a man, she ate, and ordered food for her slaves who ate also. Afterwards she called the owner of
the restaurant and asked him to call her cousin whom she had recognized. When he came, she asked him whether
he recognized her, and he replied that he did not. Then she said to the owner of the restaurant:
“This is my brother, and I should like to take him away.” The owner of the restaurant said:
“He owes me a large amount of money, and I shall not let him go unless he pays me.”
So the girl paid what was asked from the fortune which she had amassed, took her cousin, and set off with him
for their home. On the way, the girl told her slaves to go with her cousin to the town, pretending to be with him,
and to leave her by herself. But when she headed towards her home, the retinue was to go with her, and leave the
Sultan’s son by himself. The slaves said:
“We hear and we obey.”
When the retinue neared the town and the Sultan’s son was seen at its head, while the Sultan’s brother’s
daughter was alone and far away from it, some people rushed happily to the Sultan and informed him that his son
had come back with a great fortune. The Sultan in his delight had the drum beaten to celebrate the occasion. As
for his brother, the father of the girl and of the other girls, he was very sad about what had happened to his
daughter, and began to weep, thinking that she had failed.
But when the retinue approached the Sultan’s house, and the Sultan was laughing happily and his brother
weeping bitterly, the girl diverted her horse towards her father, and the slaves and horses with all their wealth
followed her, and the Sultan’s son was left by himself walking in dejection towards his father. The girl went to her
father and found him weeping. She took his hand and raised it, saying:
“Good news, father, your daughter is as good as a man.”
And the Sultan died with surprise and chagrin.
*
With her fortune, the girl rebuilt her father’s house, and erected palaces. She improved his condition, ordering
slaves to attend him. After the death of the Sultan, the eldest son inherited his position. He came and explained to
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his uncle that all their hostility and antagonism was due to his father who had died. Now there was no need for
enmity and antagonism.
“We are seven boys,” he said, “and you have seven girls. Each of us will marry one of your daughters, and we
shall live in peace. I shall marry Fatma who traveled far away, and came back with a fortune.”
His uncle agreed to this, but Fatma refused the proposal vehemently. She reminded her father of all that his
brother used to do.
“If I had lost the contest,” she said, “he would not have forgiven either you or us. Why do you forgive him?” In
this way, she persuaded her father and he refused the offer.
As for the Sultan’s son who had been the companion of Hassan the Clever, he waited until he knew that she
had reached home. Then he followed her tracks, asking about her town until they showed him where it was. When
he arrived, he began asking people if they knew the house of Hassan the Clever.
Now the people knew that this was the name of the famous Fatma, and that “Hassan the Clever” was a
pseudonym. They told him where the high palaces in the town were, and he went there. When he was at the door,
one of the slaves came, and the Sultan’s son asked:
“Is this the house of Hassan the Clever?'”
The slave said that it was. He entered, and they led him into a separate room. Meanwhile, Fatma had gone out
of the house for a wedding in all her finery. But when they told her that the Sultan’s son had come to ask about
her, she hurried back home, took off her women’s clothes, and replaced them with men’s clothes. However, she
forgot one earring.
She went to meet him. He greeted her, and began talking to her. After a while, he asked her a subtle question:
“Is it the custom of your men, Hassan the Clever, here in this country, to wear earrings?”
The girl raised her hand to her ear and discovered her mistake. She left in embarrassment. But the Sultan’s son,
having discovered her identity, went at once to her father and said:
“I wish to be associated with you. I am the son of the Sultan who governs the land where Fatma was, and
where she used to live with us.”
The father welcomed this suggestion and asked what he wanted. He replied that he wanted to marry Hassan the
Clever. And the girl agreed to the marriage. So he married her, and lived with her people.
105.25 1. The Sons Of ‘Arman 2. The Homeland Of The ‘Alyab 3. The Mak Nimir 4. The Burning Of Isma‘il
Pasha: Four Folktales\fn{told by Ahmad Hamad Sa‘ad (1896-after 1970)} Al ‘Alyab, Northern State, Sudan (M) 2
1
They say that Kitay, son of Dawwab and brother of ‘Arman, was nicknamed “the father of fifty” because he
had fifty daughters. He moved with his family and came to his brother ‘Arman with whom he stayed.
‘Arman had many sons, the youngest of whom was ‘Adnan and the elder were Jabal\fn{ The ancestor of the Jabalab
section of the tribe.} and Jabur\fn{The ancestor of the Jabrab section of the tribe .}. ‘Arman gathered his sons and said to
them,
“Boys, this man is your uncle and he had many daughters who are, above all, your cousins. I want each of you
to marry one of them. Now, let us start with the elder boys.”
Whatever he said or did could not convince the elder boys, Jabal and Jabur. They said that ‘Adnan said to him,
“Father, I want to marry the eldest of my cousins.”
“You will have the crown and authority over the Jaaliyyin, ‘Adnan,” predicted his father. While blessing his
sons with these wishes, ‘Arman cursed the elder ones who did not obey him. He said,
“May Allah make Jabur and Jabal the weakest and most stray of my sons!” (Nowadays it is believed that his
curse has come true and that the sons of Jabal and Jabur are the least significant sections of the tribe ). About his
other sons he said,
“May Zeid\fn{The ancestor of the Zeidab.} be the most prosperous among them, may Sha ‘Al Din\fn{ The ancestor of
the Sha ‘Al Dinab.}become the most generous, may ‘Abd Al ‘A1\fn{ The ancestor of the Majadhib.} become the most
blessed and religious among them, and may ‘Adnan become their chief and ruler.”
So, the kingdom and chieftaincy has always been held by the sons and grandsons of ‘Adnan.
2
ln circumcision ceremonies people used to give the circumcised boy presents and valuable things. When Mak
‘Abd Al Dayim, the husband of Bakra Mukabir’s daughter, circumsized ‘Ali, Bakra said to ‘Ali,
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“Don’t let him\fn{‘Abd Al Dayim.} give you slaves or anything of the sort. Tell him that you want as much land
as your horse can run over in Toder.\fn{“The stretch of land between Wadi Gabati in the north and Jabal Um ‘Ali in the south.” }
He mounted his horse and galloped off. He started from Wadi Gabati and rode over all this district. Whenever
the horse got tired and exhausted, ‘Ali stopped and let it breathe and rest awhile.
The Mak had ordered some people to accompany ‘Ali, and they had a stone with them. The Mak said to them,
“Wherever his horse stops and cannot move any more, put this stone as a landmark.”
When ‘Ali came to this place,\fn{ Al ‘Alyab village, where this story was recorded.} his horse split into pieces. He left
it there and started running. He ran and ran moving into wide and open land until he was exhausted and fell down.
When he fell down he threw his spear and said to his companions,
“Put the stone over there.”
They put the stone at that spot and it marked the end of the ‘Alyab country.
This is how the ‘Alyab came here. They are his grandsons. They multiplied and spread beside the river and
over the wide and empty hinterland. The wide, empty land belongs to them, and this stretch of the river between
the eastern and western banks belongs to them.
3
They said that the Batahin\fn{A tribe that has territorial links with the Ja‘aliyyin and claims Ja‘ali lineage .} murdered
someone from the ‘Abu Sin\fn{The chieftancy family of the Shukriyya tribe .} family and asked the Mak Nimir\fn{ Nimir
Muhammad Nimir (1785-1846), last of the Ja‘ali kings of Shendi .} for asylum. The Mak sheltered them, and ‘Abu Sin, the
chief of the Shukriyya, came moving with his warriors, their war drum resounding, The Mak was married to a
Shukriyya woman, the daughter of the son of Dakin. He had two sons by her, Umara and Khalid. So he ignored
the resonance of the war drum and did not respond to it because he was not keen to fight his in-laws.
*
The Ja‘aliyyin started murmuring and showing signs of discontent and impatience.
“How dare these milking nomads make us hear the sound of their war drum?” they said.
Still the Mak did not make any move, no response whatsoever. A group of tribesmen went to Ai Wited, the
Mak’s bard and said to him,
“We will give you valuable rewards to stir this man, this ‘mount of ice.’ Awaken his courage.”
Al Wited wrapped his robe around his body, took his stick, and presented himself before the Mak. There he
improvised the following:
The Juhayna and Badir tribes have gathered all over the place.
Don’t be deceived by their valor for it is nothing but herding and milking.
How dare the Juhayna control the water reservoirs of our camels.
And how dare the dove alight on the leopard’s nest.
*
They said that the Mak was so excited that he broke to pieces the bed on which he was sitting, The Mak’s wife
was offended to hear such derogatory words about her family and tribe. She said to the bard,
“Thanks, Al Wited. So my family’s valor is nothing but milking and herding.” She was really offended. The
bard came to the Mak once more and said to him,
“Your Highness, the daughter of the son of Dakin is very angry with me. She is giving me bad looks.”
“She has to. You have belittled her family's worth,” replied the Mak.
“What do you advise me to do?” asked the bard,
“You are supposed to be a witty bard. Why don’t you find an outlet from this dilemma?” replied the Mak.
*
Early in the following morning the bard went to the Mak’s wife and found her as angry as before.
“Peace be upon you, daughter of the son of Dakin,” he greeted her.
She responded with a reluctant nod. Then he improvised the following verses:
I am thankful to Allah, the Generous One, I heard good tidings today.
I can hear the drum resounding from nearby.
This is the daughter of the powerful and victorious Dakins.
Rejoice Mak! You are wedded to Shamma whose .father is Umara.”

She was pleased and forgave the bard. Then the bards of the two tribal chiefs intervened. The bard of ‘Abu Sin,
the chief of the Shukriyya, said to him,
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“Look at and consider Umara and Khalid. Has it not been attested in tradition that a child belongs to his father
and equally to his maternal uncle?”
This statement ended the confrontation.
4
When the Turks invaded the country, Isma‘il Pasha humiliated the Ja‘aliyyin.
The Mak decided to kill him, so he invited him and his army to a banquet.
Before the time of the banquet the Mak ordered his subjects to collect an enormous amount of straw. The
Mak’s sister, who was blind, sensed what the Mak had in mind and told him that what he was planning would
bring about the destruction of Shendi.
When Isma‘il and his men were drunk, they were burnt to death.
Later the country of the Ja‘aliyyrn was ravished.
1920
99.108 1. The Daughter Of The Khuddâri-Bird 2. One Garment For A Man And His Sister 3. Fair Fâtmah: Three
Folktales\fn{by Fâtimah Kh. B. (1908- )} Omdurman City, Khartoum State, Sudan (F) 6
1
A married woman remained for a year, two, or three—four, and ten—without having any offspring. She did
everything and visited the domed shrines of saints, but still she did not become pregnant.
One day a fakir saw her coming repeatedly to a shrine, day after day after day. He asked her,
“What is your request?” She said to him,
“To have an offspring.” He said to her,
“Get a young lamb and a dog’s puppy and roast them. Before it is time to be with your husband, feed him the
lamb, and you eat the puppy!”
She went to her home and did as the fakir had told her! But before she could eat her share, her husband came,
lifted the cover off the pot and found roasted meat! He said to himself,
“That woman! She feeds me porridge every day, while she eats roasted meat!!”
He ate the meat! It turned out to be the puppy, that his wife was going to eat for pregnancy. He became
pregnant!\fn{Informant laughs.} His wife said to him,
“Stay at home until the time for delivery comes!” When his time came, she said to him,
“Go to a spot far away from people and do what is necessary! If it is a boy, bring him home. And if it is a girl,
leave her on her spot!”
The man went to a faraway place, and out of his leg—after he cut it open with a dagger—he took out a baby
girl. He wrapped her in leaves and straw and left her where he had dropped her, and he returned to his home.
*
Now, Our Lord does not forget anyone; that girl—God caused a bird to be in her service: the khuddari-bird.
He\fn{The bird.} picked her up and put her on top of a very tall date palm tree. He kept on feeding her and giving
her to drink, raising her, and looking after her until she grew up.
After a number of years, it came to be the time for the girl’s circumcision. The khuddari-bird heard that the
sultan’s wife was about to circumcise her own daughter. He (the bird) said to her,
“I will carry you to the Sultan’s palace. You say to them, ‘I am an orphan and my circumcision is due; I’ve
heard that you are having a circumcision ceremony of your own.’ The Sultan’s wife will say: ‘You may be
circumcised along with my daughter!’”
She replied, “Will do.”
The bird carried the girl to the the Sultan’s palace; and when the Sultan’s wife went up she asked her,
“Who are you? What brought you here? What do you want?” The girl replied,
“I am an orphan; my circumcision is due; would you, by God, let me be circumcised along with your
daughter?” She replied,
“Certainly! Orphans are God’s beloved!”
On the day of circumcision the Sultan’s son saw the girl lying on the bedding. He said to his mother,
“I want to marry her.”
Meanwhile, the bird came and carried the girl and returned her to the date palm tree.
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*
Now, Wad-an-Nimair, the sultan’s son, came to look at the girl again but did not find her. He asked,
“Where is the girl who will be my bride?” They told him,
“We have not seen her. She ran away!”
He became very sad and put on airs of unhappiness. They said to him,
“Outstanding girls are plenty. Choose from among all the girls of the kingdom.” He said,
“No one but that girl will I wed.” In order to forget her, he said,
“I will go out with the merchants!”
*
They traveled and they went around until their trade was done. On their way back they chanced to pass by the
place where the girl was—by that tree. They sat down underneath the date palm tree to rest. The girl began to drop
dates on them. She dropped ripe dates on Wad-an-Nimair and unripe ones on his companions. They wondered:
“How come the ripe dates are falling only on Wad-an-Nimair and the unripe ones on us?” He said,
“I will climb up the tree to see what the matter is.”
When he reached the top he looked and saw no one, but as he was about to climb down he caught a glimpse of
the girl’s fingers, then he saw her face reflected on the water surface in the well below. He went down and said to
the merchants, his friends,
“There is nothing up there.” And after they have had their rest they left. Wad-an-Nimair said—after they had
traveled some distance—
“Oh, I forgot my ring under the date palm tree! You go on and I’ll catch up with you.” He returned to the spot
and yelled,
“O daughter of good people, climb down!”
But she did not say anything. So he climbed up and brought her down with him. He took her to the palace and
she was wed to him. People came with drums, and women kept on making ululations of joy so as to celebrate the
wedding. And when everything was completed, they became bride and groom.
*
Now, after some time, Wad-an-Nimair wanted to travel with the traders again. He left his wife at home and
said to his, mother,
“I appeal to you by the Prophet, O mother, that you take care of my wife during my absence!” And he left.
Now, his mother hated his wife. She called one of the slaves in the palace and said to him in a commanding
tone,
“Take her, kill her and bring me a bottle-full of her blood!”
The man was an old, good-hearted man. He took the girl and said to himself,
“What sin has she committed? She has done nothing!”
So he caught a turtledove, slaughtered it and put its blood in a bottle; he left the girl in the wilderness, and
went back to his mistress and said to her,
“Here is the blood!” She gave him some money and said to him,
“If you tell anyone I’ll chop off your head!”
As for the girl, she kept on going until she came to an island in the middle of a river. God made the island
flourish for her sake; after being barren, it became green.
*
Now the mother of Wad-an-Nimair dressed herself like his wife, and pretended to be the girl. When he
returned, she received him and said,
“Your mother died! Your absence and the death of your mother have made me look like a gray-haired woman.”
She showed him a spot where she had buried a sheep and said,
“Here is your mother’s tomb.”
He did not think of the matter much. They slept together … and she became pregnant. She craved molokhiyyah.\fn{A dark-green summer plant, with which a favorite soup-like food is made; it is also an ingredient in other dishes .} They
said to her,
“This is not the season for molokhiyyah; it is not summer time!” But she kept on craving it and saying,
“I want molokhiyyah! I want molokhiyyah!” Someone said,
“There is a girl on the island who has a garden with every plant growing in it.”
Wad-an-Nimair sent a slave to ask for some molokhiyyah. The slave went to her and said,
O our lady, O our lady,
Wouldn't you give us some molokhiyyah,
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For the craving-woman whom we have?\fn{Informant says at this point: “I can’t remember all the song! But it is longer.”}

Evidently the slave recognized her, and she realized that he did. She replied,
Shame! Shame!
My mother craved me and my father was pregnant with me.
Wad-an-Nimair made his mother pregnant; and her craving afflicts me!
O Scissors, clip off the slave’s tongue, and return back to me.

The slave went back to Wad-an-Nimair, but he could not speak and went, “ A-a-a-a!” They sent a second slave
and a third slave, but the same thing happened to them.
*
Now Wad-an-Nimair decided to go himself. When he asked for the molokhiyyah, she answered him,
Shame! Shame!
My mother craved me and my father was pregnant with me.
Wad-an-Nimair made his mother pregnant; and her craving him afflicts me!
O Scissors, clip off the slave's tongue, and return back to me.

But when the scissors flew at him, he avoided them and they went astray. He asked her for the story. She told
him about what had happened. He went home and told the people of what had happened.
They brought four camels, two hungry and two thirsty. They tied his mother to them and placed fodder and
water before them. When they pulled to get to the fodder and the water, she was torn apart.
Wad-an-Nimair took his wife to the palace. And they lived in God’s safekeeping.
2
A man and his sister owned nothing in the world except one shirt. When he would go out he would wear it, and
when she would go out she would wear it. They were living like this. One day Our Master Moses\fn{ All the capitalizations in this story appear in the text before me.} visited them; he entered their home—their hut. They asked him,
“Where to? God willing!” He replied,
“To the Mountain to worship God.” They said to him,
“All right, would it be possible that you ask God as to when our condition will improve?” He answered them,
“All right. I will, if God wills!”
As Our Master Moses was speaking with God—(Might and Glory are His)—he asked Him,
“My Lord, there is a man and his sister; they are poor and do not own anything except one outer-garment.
When he would go out he would wear it, and when she would go out she would wear it. When will their condition
improve?”
God—(Praise is due Him, and Loftiness is His)—said to him,
“O Moses, their condition will remain the way it is!”
Our Master Moses naturally took these words and conveyed them as they were said:
“Our Lord—(Praise is due Him, and exaltation is His)—says to you, ‘your condition will remain the way it
is!’”
The two, the man and his sister replied at the same time, “We thank God.”
*
One day, that man left home; as he was walking he saw a heap of firewood. He looked and saw a cloth purse;
he opened it and found in it a large sum of money: twenty pounds. He looked here and there and saw the owner of
the heap standing nearby. He asked him,
“Paternal-uncle, I found this cloth purse with that sum of money on that heap of firewood of yours!” The man
replied,
“The firewood is mine, but not the cloth purse, nor the money!” (Meaning what? Meaning the twenty pounds!)
He looked for anyone else to whom that sum of money may belong, but he saw no one.
He took the sum of money and consulted with his sister:
“Sister, what should we do with that money?”
They agreed to buy a horse to assist him in carrying firewood (for he, too, was a firewood-man).
*
One day he went to gather firewood. The horse came to a spot in the hills and began to scratch the ground with
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his hoof. Our friend went to see and found a chain; when he pulled it, a box full of gold, silver, and other similar
things of God’s grants to man appeared. They became rich.
That brother and sister built for themselves a palace on the spot where they had the hut and lived in it.
*
A year went by and Our Master Moses was going back to the mountain to speak with His Lord. He stopped by
that brother and his sister. Naturally, he expected to see them in the hut, in the same condition in which he had
seen them before. Instead, he found them in a palace.
“Peace be upon you!”
“And upon you be peace, Our Master Moses!”
“Aren’t you the same people whom I visited last year?”
“Yes. God has improved our condition, Thanks to God.”
Our Master Moses was astonished. When he spoke to Our Lord—(Praise is due Him, and exaltation is His)—
he said to him,
“My Lord, allow me to ask one question! I had asked you about the condition of the brother and sister who
were poor and owned only one garment. You stated, ‘Their condition will remain as it is.’ Now, I have visited
them and found them in a palace; now they have, and they have plenty. What is the reason?”
God—(Praise is due Him, and exaltation is His)—answered him:
“O Moses, their condition changed because they thanked me, even when they knew well that they will remain
poor and that their condition will not improve. The reward for their thanks is that I improved their condition.” (As
you know it is said, “Thanks are due God, who is the only One that is to be thanked for an affliction”).
3
Once boys were swimming in the river. After they finished swimming and went away, girls came and swam,
then went home together—young maidens, seven or eight of them.
After that boys came again and got into the river. As they were splashing and playing about, one of them found
a hair floating. He pulled it out of the water: he pulled, pulled, and pulled. The hair was entangled in something at
the bottom of the river; finally he managed to disentangle it. It was so lo-o-o-o-ng!
He screamed, calling his mates; they gathered around him. He showed them the hair and said,
“I will marry the girl from whose head this hair came!” Another boy said,
“Let each one of us measure it against his sister’s!”
*
The boy went home and told his mother and father about the hair and his agreement with the boys. They were
glad that their son was going to get married. The woman/fn{ His mother.} looked at the hair and took it to the
village’s girls in order to match it against their hair. She found no one whose hair was that long or that beautiful.
She returned home and said to her daughter,
“Fatmah, hold this hair beside yours.”
She held it. The match was perfect!! The woman told her man. They agreed that they would marry their
daughter to their son. The boy’s sister—Fair Fatmah—came in to the room, with her father, her mother, and
brother already in it. She was carrying a heavy load on her head:
“Help me carry it down, mother.”
“Don’t say ‘Mother!’ Say: ‘My mother-in-law.’”
“Help me carry it down, father:”
“Don’t say ‘father!’ Say: ‘My father-in-law.”
“Help me carry it down, brother.”
“Don’t say ‘brother!’ Say: ‘My groom!’”
Fatmah understood. She dropped her load and ran outside the house. She ran and went to all her girlfriends:
“Girls, your brothers are planning on marrying you! There is no more living for us in this country!”
*
During the night, every girl smuggled herself out of her home and all of them left. They walked all night and
all day; they became tired and hungry, for they had with them neither food nor drink. Finally, they saw at a
distance two fires: one on their right, the other on their left. Fatmah said,
“Girls, this right-side one is the Arabs’ campfire; if we were to go there, we will be safe but get no supper. That
one is the ogress’s fire; if we were to go there, we will not be safe but will get supper!”
They argued with one another for a while, and finally settled on going to the ogress’s fire. Fatmah said to them,
“Before you eat anything of hers, look at me and see what I will be doing and do like me.”
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They went to the ogress’s house.
“Mother Ogress, greetings.”
“Greetings to you, Fair Fatmah, and to your companions; and blessed is the day you were led here!”
The ogress made them comfortable, gave them water to drink, and immediately began to prepare supper for
them. She prepared porridge of ground human bones and milk from her own breast (this is the ogress’s mash:
whoever eats from it becomes crazy). When she was done, she said to them,
“Come on, girls. Eat!”
Fatmah said to them, “Girls, this is ogress’s mash—whoever eats from it becomes crazy! Do not eat!”
The girls did like Fatmah told them to do: each one would put a morsel in her mouth, then when the ogress was
not looking, she would spit it in her own bosom. But there was one idiot girl; she would swallow her morsels, and
exclaim:
“Oh, your cooking is tasty, Mother Ogress!”
But Fatmah would poke her with her elbow in the ribs, and shake her head so as to warn her. But the idiot girl
would cry out, and complain,
“Mother Ogress, Fatmah is hitting me!” The ogress would ask, “Why are you hitting your sister?” and Fatmah
would reply slyly, “I saw her dozing off; I wanted only for her to … ‘Be alert!’” (You see, she was still warning
the idiot girl without the ogress becoming aware of that.) But that idiot girl paid no attention, and did not
understand the hint.
After a while, they all went to sleep. All the girls, due to their being fatigued, went into the seventh sleep.\fn
{The deepest sleep.} The ogress also went to sleep; but she was only pretending, for her eyes were closed (when
ogres go into deep sleep their eyes would be open). The ogress got up quietly and began to sharpen her knives and
axes. Fair Fatmah pretended to be getting up,
“A-a-a-ah, it is morning already!” The ogress said, “No, it is only the moonlight! Go to sleep!” and went on
with what she had been doing: sharpening her axes and preparing to eat the girls.
A short while later Fatmah woke up again, “A-a-a-ah, it is morning already!” and, again, the ogress said,
“No, it is only the moonlight! Go to sleep!”
This same thing happened repeatedly: Fatmah would wake up, “A-a-a-ah, it is morning already!” and the
ogress would say, “No, it is only the moonlight! Go to sleep!” Fatmah would wake up, “A-a-a-ah, it is morning
already!” and the ogress would say, “No, it is only the moonlight! Go to sleep!” Fatmah would wake up, “A-a-aah, it is morning already!” and the ogress would say, “No it is only the moonlight! Go to sleep!”
Finally the ogress shouted, “Fatmah, why don’t you sleep? Fish in the river have gone to sleep; birds in the sky
have gone to sleep! Why don’t you sleep!?” Fatmah replied,
“I am thirsty, Mother Ogress!”
The ogress got up and brought her water from the vat (pottery water tank). But Fatmah said to her,
“For all my life I’ve never been given jug-water to drink; I drink only water from the seventh sea: fetched in a
sieve, served in an uncut\fn{I.e., whole.} gourd!”
The ogress went to the seventh sea. With a sieve that she had with her, she tried to get the water; but every time
she would lift up her sieve, all the water would have seeped away. She kept on trying from sunrise till noon: but to
no avail. Finally she had an idea: she began to wring the sieve’s strings onto the gourd. But water would glide
down off it back into the river. She stayed there trying from noon time till sunset; and, still, to no avail. At the end
of the day she headed home in utmost vexation.
Meanwhile, Fatmah awakened her mates, and said to them,
“Girls, this is our chance to escape! Let us go in a hurry!”
All of them got up, except the idiot girl. She said to Fatmah,
“I am staying here! The food is good and plenty, and I have to do no chores!” Fatmah warned her,
“This is the ogress! You have eaten her mash and have become crazy! Come with us!”
The idiot girl refused, and went back to sleep; but Fatmah would not leave her behind and said to her, “You are
coming with us,” and dragged her along.
Before leaving the ogress’s house, Fatmah got the ogress’s daughters, seven of them, and placed them in their
own sleeping places, and said to them,
“Cover yourselves well, for the cold of the night goes straight to the bones!”
The ogress returned home and arrived; she was vexed at Fatmah and said to herself,
“I am not going to let her speak again!”
She went directly to where the girls were asleep. With her axe, she went: “Chop, chop, chop!” She killed all
the seven who were asleep.
Then she, of course, wanted to have some supper. She lifted the cover off the first: her mind flew away. She
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saw that it was her own daughter, then the second, then the third: all seven. She ran after Fatmah and her
companions; but they were too far ahead of her. She yelled,
“By the Lord, may you, O Fatmah, run across ankle bracelets, one on top of the other, and you separate them!”
*
Immediately, before Fatmah and her mates there appeared a heap of ankle bracelets. They sat down on the
ground, and began to pick and choose. (That was a ruse by the ogress to catch up with them.) When they sat down
to sort out the ankle bracelets, the ogress came closer. Fatmah looked and saw her coming at a distance. She said
to the girls in a commanding tone,
“Girls, give up the ankle bracelets. The ogress is about to catch up with us!”
All of them ran behind Fatmah, except for that girl who was an idiot. The ogress caught up with her—while
she was still picking and choosing—and ate her up. Then she said,
“I must catch up with Fatmah and her mates!” Then she yelled,
“By the Lord, may you, Fatmah, run across earrings, one on top of the other, and you separate them!”
*
Immediately, before the girls there appeared a heap of earrings. They sat down on the ground, and began to
pick and choose. When they sat down to sort out the earrings, the ogress came closer. Again, Fatmah looked and
saw her coming at a distance. She said to the girls,
“Girls, give up the earrings. The ogress is about to catch up with us!”
Fatmah ran, and the girls ran behind Fatmah. When the ogress realized that they did not linger around, she
yelled,
“By the Lord, may you, Fatmah, come across a sea: its beginning is in the east, and its end is in the west!”
*
Immediately, a sea appeared before them; they could not cross it.\fn{ Informant speaks in a tone denoting despair .}
They sat down waiting for the ogress.
Fatmah saw a crocodile in the water. She said to him in an imploring tone,
“Father crocodile, would you take us across to the other bank, and in return we give you a good catch?” He
said,
“Yes! What is the catch?” Fatmah replied,
“Your catch will be one of us!” He was happy and said,
“Ride on my back.”
They got on his back, and he swam until he ferried them to the other side. Before reaching the other bank,
Fatmah saw the ogress on the other side that they had just left. She called,
“O, Fair Fa!Inah! Why do you do this to your mother! I went to get you the water from the seventh sea; I
prepared mash for you! And you run away like this! Come back!”
Fatmah pretended to believe her! She yelled back,
“You come with us.” Then she said to the crocodile,
“We forgot our grandmother behind! Would you ferry her to us, and then we will give you your fare!”
The crocodile let them off, and went back to get their grandmother. She got on the crocodile’s back, and he
swam back towards the other bank. While it was in the middle of the sea, Fatmah yelled at him,
“Father crocodile! Your catch is with you!”
Immediately, the crocodile turned around, and snatched her between its jaws: the ogress was finished!
*
The girls found themselves on an island. They lived there in God’s safekeeping; Fatmah was their chieftainess
commanding them: “Do this!” and “Don’t do that!” and they would listen to her. They found a cave and dwelt in
it.
One day, the camels of Wed-al-’Amir\fn{ A prince.} came to pasture near the cave; an old man was their herder.
All the girls hid in the cave, except Fatmah. She went to the old man and asked him,
“Father, how does one flay a human being?” He answered her,
“With the thorn of the kitir\fn{A sort of acacia.} tree!”
She got a thorn from a kitir tree, and hid it in her hair. When the old man came again, she said to him,
“Let me louse you.”\fn{I.e., let me pick the lice from your hair—a process usually called “delousing”—and kill them, an
important service in places where proper sanitary conditions do not easily obtain .}
As she was lousing him, she reached for the kitir thorn and stuck it into his head: his hide fell off him—just
like the skin of a ripe palm date. She wore it, and looked like an old man a hundred years old.
*
When neither the camels nor the old man who was with them did return, the prince became worried. He took
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some of his friends and went out to look for them. They followed their tracks; the tracks took them to the cave.
The camels were scattered with no one to look after them. One of the prince’s companions said, exclaiming,
“There are people in this cave!” Another said,
“Those in the cave are women!” A third said,
“The females in the cave are maidens!”
All rushed into the cave, and each carried out one beautiful girl; only Wed-al-’Amir had remained outside.
When he entered the cave he found only that old man: everyone had said, “I do not want him,” and left him there.
Wed-al-’Amir let his companions marry the girls; as for himself, he said to the disguised Fatmah,
“What are we going to do with you, grandfather!? Would you shepherd those camels?” She answered,
“I am old; I cannot pasture camels.”
“Would you pasture the cows?”
“I am too old to pasture cows!”
“Would you pasture the geese!”
“With God’s help! I will try!”
Every day Fair Fatmah would take out the geese to pasture, around the house, and would go to the spot in the
garden with the spring. She would take off the old man’s skin and bathe in the spring water; afterwards, when she
was done, she would put the skin back on and, again, would look like the old man.
One day a slave saw her in the water. He happened to be speechless; he went: “Aa-a-a-a-a.”
Fatmah got out quickly, put the old man’s skin on, and said:
The foot is a pigeon’s,\fn{I.e., it is small and pretty.} O speechless one!
The hair is ostrich’s down, O speechless one!
The eyes are gazelle’s, O speechless one!

The slave went to Wed-al-’Amir:
“Aa-a-a-a! Aa-a-a-a!” Wed-al-’Amir asked Fatmah,
“Old man, what is the slave saying?” She answered,
“Prince, no one knows but God!”
The same thing happened the following day, and the following day, and the following day. Wed-al-’Amir
decided to follow the slave and see for himself what was causing him to say, ‘Aa-a-a-a-a! Aa-a-a-a-a!’ and act in
such a strange manner. The following morning, after dawn prayers, he said to his mother,
“I am going to look around. Let no one know where I have gone.” She answered him,
“Peace be with you.”
He hid in the bushes, and saw a maiden as beautiful as the full moon of the fourteenth day of the lunar month
get out of the old man’s skin. She took her clothes off, and placed them beside the well. He took one of her rings,
and left in the same manner as he came.\fn{I.e., without being seen.}
When Fatmah got out, she found that her rings were one less; she counted them:
“This finger has one, this finger has one, this finger has one, but this one has none!”
Then she would count once more:
“This finger has one, this finger has one, this finger has one; but this one has none!”
Then she would count once more. She suspected the slave. She got hold of him:
“Where is my ring!?”
“Aa-a-a-a-a! Aa-a-a-a-a!” The following day, Wed-al-’Amir said to Fatmah,
“Old man, take a rest from herding today. All my friends are married and are with their brides. Only I am
lonely. Come play checkers with me: the winner may slit the garment of the loser!”
They played: Fatmah won, but she did not slit his garment; Fatmah won again, and she did not slit his garment.
She won seven times, and each time she would forgive him.\fn{ From having his garment slit .} Finally, at sunset—
prayer-time—he won once. He insisted on slitting her dress.
“I forgave you seven times!” she protested.
“Even though!”
“I am an old man!”
“Even though!”
“I am a sick man!”
“Even though!”
Then Wed-al-’Amir, with his sword, slit Fatmah’s garment. He cut deeply and her old man’s skin fell off: a
maiden as beautiful as the moon of the fourteenth emerged!
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He married her.
And that is the tale of Fair Fatmah.
271.45 Excerpt from The Second Message Of Islam\fn{by Mahmoud Mohamed Taha (1909/11-1985)} Rufa’h, Gezira
State, Sudan (M) 10
The Second Message is Islam.
The Prophet himself imparted this Second Message without elaboration or detail, except for such overlaps
between the First Message and the Second Message as ‘ibadat and hudod\fn{ Worship practices and the specified
penalties} God says:
Today I have perfected your religion for you, completed My grace upon you, and sanctioned Islam as your religion.
(5:3—as quoted by M.M. Taha in the 1 st edition of the printing of his book The Second Message of Islam by Syracuse
University Press, 1987)
To-day is perfected for you your religion, and fulfilled upon you is my favour, and I am pleased for you to have
Islam for a religion. (part of 5:5—E.H. Palmer, World’s Classics edition, 1933)
This day I have perfected your religion for you and completed My favour to you. I have chosen Islam to be your
faith. (part of 5:3—N.J. Dawood, 4th revised edition, 1974)
This day have I perfected for you your religion and completed My favor on you and chosen for you Islam as a
religion; (part of 5:3—M.H. Shakir, 6th U.S. edition, 1990)
This day I have perfected for you your religion and completed My favor upon you and have approved for you Islam
as religion. (part of 5:3—quran.com, November 10, 2015)

That day was the day of ‘arafah on hajat al-wada‘\fn{ The farewell pilgrimage} of the eighth year of hijrah, which was
a Friday. This verse is the last verse of the Qur’an to be revealed, and is the ultimate word of the Divine Message.
God has accepted Islam for mankind so that we may accept it, because anything that is not initiated by Him
cannot be undertaken by us. God says:
Then He forgave them in order that they may repent. (9:118—1987)\fn{ I.e., people’s repentance is initiated by

God before it can be undertaken by them }

Then He turned again towads them that they might also turn; (part of 9:118—1933)
Therefore He turned to them in mercy, so that they might repent. (part of 9:118—1974)
He turned to them (mercifully) that they might turn (to Him); (part of 9:118—1990)
Then He turned to them so they could repent. (part of 9:118—November 10, 2015)

Many people considered the phrase “Today I have perfected your religion for you” as implying that Islam itself
has been fully achieved by mankind on earth on that day. The verse:
And We have revealed to you the Reminder\fn{ The Qur’an} so that you may explain to mankind that which has been
sent down to them (16:44—1987)
and we have sent down the Reminder to thee too, that thou mayest explain to men what has been sent down to them,
(part of 16:44—1933)
To you we have revealed the Qur’an, so that you may proclaim to men what has been revealed for them, (part of
16:44—1974)
and we have revealed to you the Reminder that you may make clear to men what has been revealed to them, (part of
16:44—1990)
And We revealed to you the message that you may make clear to the people what was sent down to them (part of
16:44—November 10, 2015)

was also taken to mean that the Qur’an has already been finally and conclusively explained.
Nothing, however, is further from the truth than this view. “Explanation” of the Qur’an has been only in terms
of [expedient] legislation, the Shari’a, and interpretation to the extent appropriate for the time of such explanation
and in accordance with the capacity of the audience and the abilities of the people.
The Qur’an can never be finally and conclusively explained. Islam, too, can never be concluded. Progress in it
is eternal:
Surely, the religion with God is Islam. (3:19—1987)
verily, (the true) religion in God’s sight is Islâm, (part orf 3:19—1933)
The only true faith in Allah’s sight is Islam. (part of 3:19—1974)
Surely the (true) religion with Allah is Islam, (part of 3:19—1990)
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“With God” [is eternal] beyond time and space. Progress into Islam by means of the Qur’an is progress towards
God in infinitude (al-itlaq). As such it has not been, and can never be, fully and conclusively explained. It is its
revelation into al-mashaf\fn{Arabic text} as a Book that has been concluded, but its explanation has not.
This is how one should understand the difference between “revealed” and “explain” in the verse “And we have
revealed to you the Reminder so that you may explain to mankind that which has been sent down to them, and
they may reflect.” According to the prevailing understanding of Muslim scholars, the two notions are
synonymous, while in fact they are not. The level of understanding in the phrase “that which has been sent down
to them” does not refer to the whole of the Qur’an but only to the part subject to explanation, namely the First
Message, and sections where the First and the Second Messages overlap.
The Qur’an was revealed with dual meanings. God says in this connection:
God has revealed the best speech in a Book of similar and dual meanings, from which the skin of those who fear
their Lord creeps! Then their skin and hearts soften to al-dhikr.\fn{Remembrance through worship of God} That is the
guidance of God with which He guides whomsoever He wishes, and he whom God misguided has no other guide.
(39:23—1987)
God has sent down the best of legends, a book uniform and repeating; whereat the skins of those who fear their Lord
do creep! then their skins and their hearts soften at the remembrance of God. That is the guidance of God! He guides
therewith whom He will. But he whom God leads astray there is no guide for him. (39:23—1933)
Allah has now revealed the best of scriptures, a book uniform in style proclaiming promises and warnings. Those
who fear their Lord are filled with awe as they listen to its revelation, so that their hearts soften at the remembrance of
Allah. Such is Allah’s guidance: He bestows it on whom He will. But he whom Allah misleads shall have none to guide
him. (39:23—1974)
Allah has revealed the best announcement, a book comformable in its various parts, repeating, whereat do shudder
the skins of those who fear their Lord, then their skins and their hearts become pliant to the remembrance of Allah; this
is Allah’s guidance, He guides with it whom He pleases; and (as for) him whom Allah makes err, there is no guide for
him. (39:23—1990)

The word “similar” implies that there is some similarity between the Qur’an at its base and at its peak, its front
and back. Its zahir and batin, “dual meanings,” refer to its two levels of meaning: a distant meaning with the
Lord, and a nearer meaning that has come down to the slave.\fn{ Of God}
The whole of the Qur’an is of dual meanings: every verse and word and even every letter has a dual meaning.
The reason for this is that the Qur’an is the Lord’s speech to His slave. The similarity in the Qur’an is due to the
similarity between the Lord and the slave, expressed by the Prophet, in the Hadith, “God has created Adam after
His Own image.” God expresses the same meaning in the verse
O people, fear your Lord, Who has created you from a single Self. (4:1—1987)
O ye folk! fear your Lord, who created you from one soul, (part of 4:1—1933)
Men, have fear of your Lord, who created you from a single soul. (part of 4:1—1974)
O people! be careful of (your duty to) your Lord, Who created you from a single being (part of 4:1—1990)

That “single Self: means His Own Blessed and Exalted Self.
The word Islam, for example, has a near meaning exposed by the Qur’an in the verse,
The Bedouins said amunna,\fn{We believe} tell them you have not believed, but say asslummrta\fn{We submit} and
al’iman\fn{True belief} did not enter your hearts yet. ([part of] 49:14—1987)
The desert Arabs say, “We believe.” Say, “Ye do not believe; but say, “We have become Muslims”; for the faith has
not yet entered into your years; (part of 49:14—1933)
The Arabs of the desert declare: “We are true believers.” Say: “You are not. Rather say; ‘We profess Islam,’ for faith
has not yet found its way into your hearts. (part of 49:14—1974)
The dwellers of the desert say: We believe. Say: You do not believe but say, We submit; and faith has not yet entered
into your hearts; (part of 49:14—1990)

This is what we termed initial Islam which, we said, is not taken by God as significant. Islam has a further
meaning which lies with God in infinity. To this further meaning comes the reference in the verse
Oh believers, fear God as He ought to be feared and become true submitters before you die. (3:102—1987)
O ye who believe! fear God with the fear that He deserges, and die not save ye be resigned. (3:102—1933)
Believers, fear Allah as you rightly should, and when death comes, die true Muslims. (3:102—1974)
O you who believe! be careful of (your duty to) Allah with the care which is due to Him, and do not die unless you
are Muslims (3:102—1990)
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It goes without saying that no one fears God as He ought to be feared except God Himself. This is, therefore, a
methodology of ascent to God through many levels of servitude, humility, and submission. Servitude is infinite,
just like Lordship. Absolute servitude to God requires absolute knowledge of God, and this only God can achieve.
Say no one knows what is in heaven and earth, the Unknown, except God. (27:65—1987)
Say, “None in the heavens or the earth know the unseen save only God; (part of 27:65—1933)
Say: “No one in the heavens or the earth has knowledge of what is hidden except Allah. (part of 27:65—1974)
Say: No one in the heavens and the earth knows the unseen but Allah; (part of 27:65—1990)

The Unknown here means God Himself, so it is as if He said, “No one knows God except God Himself.” In our
book Rasalat al-Salah, which may be consulted in this context, we have shown how servitude (to God) is
freedom.
Islam is a method of ascent to servitude, and the Qur’an is the Book which leads the way. This quality of the
Qur’an is the reason it was revealed, as indicated in the verse
And, indeed, We rendered the Qur’an for the sake of al-dhikr, remembrance through worship, is there anyone who
would take heed? (54:17—1987)
And we left it a sign;—but is there any one who will mind? (54:17—1933)
We have made the Qur’an easy to remember: but will any take heed? (54:17—1974)
And certainly We have made the Qur’an easy for remembrance, but is there anyone who will mind?” (54:17—1990)

The Qur’an reminds us of servitude which we have accepted and then forgotten:
And [remember] when thy Lord brought forth from Adam’s children—out of their loins—their offspring and made them bear witness
against their own selves saying, ‘Am I not your Lord?’ They said: ‘Yes, we admit this.’ [This He did] lest you should say on the Day of
Resurrection, ‘We were surely unaware of this.’ Or [lest] you should say, [it was] only our fathers [who] associated co-partners [with God] in
the past and we were merely a generation after them. Will Thou then destroy us for what those, who lied, did? And thus do We make clear
the Signs, [that they may be admonished] and that they may return [to God]. (7:172-74—1987)
And when thy Lord took from the children of Adam out of their loins their seed, and made them bear witness against themselves, “Am I
not your Lord?” They said, “Yes! we do bear witness”—lest ye should say on the day of resurrection, “Verily, for this we did not care”; or
say, “Verily, our fathers associated others with God before us, and we were but their seed after them: wilt Thou then destroy us for what
vaindoeers did?”—Thus do we detail the signs; haply they may return. (7:172-174—1933)
Your Lord brought forth descendants from the loins of Adam’s children, and made them testify against themselves. He said: “Am I not
your Lord?” They replied: “We bear witness that you are.” This He did, lest you should say on the Day of Resurrection: “We had no
knowledge of that,” or: “Our forefathers were, indeed, idolaters; but will You destroy us, their descendants, on account of what the followers
of falsehood did?” (7:172-174—1974)
And when your Lord brought forth from the children of Adam, from their backs, their descendants, and made them bear witness against
their own souls: Am I not your Lord? They said: Yes! We bear witness. Lest you should say on the day of resurrection: Surely we were
heedless of this. Or you should say: Only our fathers associated others (with Allah) before, and we were an offspring after them. Wilt Thou
then destroy us for what the vain doers did? And thus do We make clear the communications and that haply they might return. (7:172-174—
1990}

So that they may return to God in servitude and submission, through Islam.
As the Qur’an is the methodology of ascent to God,
We said: Go forth hence, all of you. And if there comes to you guidance from Me, then whoso shall follow My
guidance, on them [shall come] no fear, nor shall they grieve.” (2:38—1987)
We said, “Go down therefrom altogether and haply there may come from me a guidance, and whoso follows my
guidance, no fear is there, nor shall they grieve. (2:38—1933)
“Go down hence, all,” We said. “When Our guidance is revealed those that accept it shall have nothing to fear or to
regret; (2:38—1974)
We said: Go forth from this (state) all; so surely there will come to you a guidance from Me, then whoever follows
My guidance, no fear shall come upon them, nor shall they grieve. (2:38—1990)

Since the Qur’an is that guidance, then it has its beginning with God, and its end with us. If we proceed properly
through its levels, we shall recover the paradise we lost through the sin of Adam, and ascend into infinity. God
said of the Qur’an:
Alif lam mim. That is certainly the Book which contains guidance for the God fearing. (2:1-2—1987)
A. L. M.\fn{The mysterious letters which are placed at the beginning of certain chapters of the Qur’an are explained in various
ways by the Muslim commentators. Some suppose them to be part of the revelation itself, and to conceal sublime and inscrutable
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mysteries; others think that they stand for the names of Allah, Gabriel, Mohammed, and so on. … the authors of the Commentary
known as El Jelâlâin, howegfer, give the prevailing opinion amongst Muslim scholars when they say, “God alone knows what He
means by these letters.”} That is the Book! There is no doubt therein; a guide to the pious, (2:1-2—1933)

Alif lam mim. This Book is not to be doubted. It is a guide for the righteous, (2:1-2—1974)
Alif lam mim. This Book, there is no doubt in it, is a guide to those who guard (against evil). (2:1-2—1990)

Of those who fear God who are guided by the Qur’an, He said:
Those who fear God are in paradise, and a river, on a seat of truth, with the Most Able King. (54:54[-55]—1987)
Verily, the pious shall be amid gardens and rivers, in the seat of truth, with the powerful king. (54:54-55—1933)
The righteous shall dwell in gardens where rivers flow, honourably seated in the presence of a Mighty King. (54-55
—1974)
Surely those who guard (against evil) shall be in gardens and rivers, In the seat of honor with a most Powerful King.
(54:54-55—1990)

These are levels or grades, beginning with paradise, then the river, then the seat of truth, and finally with the Most
Able King in infinity. Such levels vary from physical paradise—which is the paradise lost through sin, to the
Absolute in His itlaq. The Qur’an guides to all this, hence it is inexhaustable:
Say, if every sea became ink for the words of my Lord, surely, the sea would be exhausted before the words of my
Lord were exhausted, even if a similar amount is brought as additional supply. (18:109—1987)
Say, “Were the sea ink for the words of my Lord, the sea would surely fail before the words of my Lord fail; aye,
though we brought as much ink again!” (18:109—1933)
Say: “If the waters of the sea were ink with which to write the words of my Lord, the sea would surely be consumed
before His words were finished, though we brought another sea to replenish it.” (18:109—1974)
Say: If the sea were ink for the words of my Lord, the sea would surely be consumed before the words of my Lord
are exhausted, though We were to bring the like of that (sea) to add thereto. (18:109—1990)

For this reason it is false to assert that the Qur’an may be finally and conclusively explained. The Qur’an is God’s
dhat\fn{Self or soul} which has descended, out of pure grace, to levels comprehensible by the slaves, thereby
becoming the Qur’an in its various levels of descent: al-dhikr, al-Qur’an, and al-furqan.\fn{These termes refer to the
Qur’an at different levels of knowledge and understanding of the truth in its batin, beyond the superficial whir meaning of the text} A1furqan was the most effective form of Arabic expression to indicate the two levels of al-Qur’an and al-dhikr. The
Qur’an was rendered into the form of Arabic expression so that we might understand from God. God says in this
respect:
We have rendered it into Arabic so that you may understand. (43:3—1987)
verily, we have made it an Arabic Qur’ân; haply, ye will have some sense. (43:3—1933)
We have revealed the Qur’an in the Arabic tongue that you may grasp its meaning. (43:3—1974)
Surely We have made it an Arabic Qur’an that you may understand. (43:3—1990)

This verse and other similar verses have misled many Muslim scholars into believing that the Qur’an itself is
Arabic, in the sense that its meanings may be exhaustively understood through the Arabic language. It is not so, as
we have explained when discussing Qur’anic chapters starting with letters of the alphabet, above.
Being so supreme, Islam has never been achieved by any nation up to the present day. The nation of
muslimin\fn{Muslims} has not yet come. It is expected to come, however, in the future of humanity. Its day of
emergence shall be the day of the ultimate pilgrimage, the day when the Divine statement—
Today I have perfected your religion for you, completed My grace upon you, and sanctioned Islam as your religion
(5:3—1987)
To-day is perfected for you your religion, and fulfilled upon you is my favour, and I am pleased for you to have
Islâm for a religion. (part of 5:3—1933)
This day I have perfected your religion for you and ompleted My favour to you. I have chosen Islam to be your
faith. (part of 5:3—1974)
This day have I perfected for you your religion and completed My favor on you and chosen for you Islam as a
religion (part of 5:3—1990)

—is realized in practice.
Mohamed, in his time, was the pioneer of the muslimin to come. It was as if he came to his nation, the nation
of the mu’miniri from the future. He was not one of them, as he was the only Muslim amongst them.

69

Say: My prayer and my worship and my life and my death are [all] for God the Lord of all creation. He has no
partner. And so am I commanded, and I am the first of those who submit.”\fn{ Al-muslimin; the Muslims} (6:[162-]163—
1987)
Say: “Verily, my prayers and my devotion and my life and my death belong to God, the Lord of the worlds. He has
no partners; that is what I am bidden; for I am first of those who are resigned.” (6:162-163—1933)
Say: “My prayers and my devotions, my life and my death, are all for Allah, Lord of the Creation: He has no peer.
Thus I am commanded, being the first of the Muslims.” (6:162-163—1974)
Say: Surely my prayer and my sacrifice and my life and my death are (all) for Allah, the Lord of the worlds; No
associate has He; and this am I commn\anded, and I am the first of those who submit. (6:162-163—1990)

Abu Bakr, the second best man, was the most superior of all the believers,\fn{ Al-mu’minin} yet there was a huge
gap between him and the Prophet. It was to future al-muslimin that the Prophet referred, when he said:
“How I long for my brothers who have not come yet.” And Abu Bakr said: “Are we not your brothers, O Messenger of God?” He
replied: “No, you are my Companions!” Then he said again: “How I long for my brothers who have not come yet!” Then Abu Bakr
said: “Are we not your brothers, O Messenger for God?” He said: “No, you are my companions!” Then He said for the third time:
“How I long for my brothers who have not come yet!” They asked: “Who are your brothers, O Messenger of God?” He said: “A people
who come at the end of time, of whom the active one shall have seventy times as much reward as you have.” They asked: “Seventy
times as much as we have or they have?” He replied: “As you have.” They asked: “Why?” He replied: “Because you find assistance in
doing good, and they find no assistance.”\fn{There is no indication in the text as to where this quotation comes from:H}

*
The Muslims, as a nation, have not yet come, but the Prophet prophesied their coming, towards the end of
time, when circumstances are suitable, and God’s promise is fulfilled:
And he who seeks a religion other than Islam, it shall not be accepted of him and in the Hereafter he shall be
among the losers. (3:85—1987)
Whosoever craves other than Islâm for a religion, it shall surely not be accepted from him, and he shall, in the next
world, be of those who lose.” (3:85—1933)
He that chooses a religion other than Islam, it will not be accepted from him and in the world to come he will be
one of the lost. (3:85—1974)
And whoever desires a religion other than Islam, it shall not be accepted from him, and in the hereafter he shall be
one of the losers. (3:85—1990)

On that day all people shall embrace religion and find no alternative, because religion provides the only answers.
We believe that the earth is preparing for the emergence of the Islamic Shari’a of the true submitters, which
shall establish the new civilization. In view of the bankruptcy of contemporary social philosophies, there is no
alternative. As stated at the outset of this book, the whole of humanity today is in an ideological wilderness, with
Western civilization lost and bankrupt,\fn{As indicated above, the author includes both the Marxist and liberal traditions when he
refers to Western civilization} and with issues of democracy, socialism, and individual freedom persistently demanding
answers. Yet there is no answer except through the cross-fertilization of Western civilization, or to be more
precise, Western material progress, with a new spirit, namely, the spirit of Islam. Islam appears to be the only
ideology capable of resolving the existing conflict between the individual and the community and between the
individual and the universe, as we have already demonstrated.
We should not confuse the name Muslims with the traditional name given to the present nation. We have
already stated that the present nation derives its name from the initial Islam. Actually, present Muslim society is
the nation of the al-mu’minin\fn{Believers} No nation up to now has deserved the name al-muslimin. Any mention
of Islam with respect to previous nations refers merely to initial Islam, except for the pioneers of humanity who
achieved ultimate Islam, or rather a degree of the ultimate Islam, as the ultimate Islam can never be exhaustively
achieved. Such pioneers are, therefore, the pioneers of the nation of al-muslimin which has not come yet. God
says in this connection:
And [remember the time] when Abraham and Ishmael raised the foundations of the House [praying]: “Our Lord, accept [this]
from us for Thou art the All-Hearing, the All-Knowing. Our Lord, make both of us submissive to Thee and make of our offspring
a people submissive to Thee. And show us our ways of worship and turn to us with mercy; for Thou art Oft-Returning [with
compassion, and art] Merciful. And, Our Lord, raise up among them a Messenger from among themselves, who may recite to
them Thy Signs and teach them the Book and Wisdom and may purify them; surely, Thou art the Mighty, the Wise.” And who
will turn away from the religion of Abraham but he who makes a fool of himself. Him did We choose in this world, and in the
next he will surely be among the righteous. When his Lord said to him, “Submit,” he said, “I [hereby] submit to the Lord of the
worlds.” The same did Abraham enjoin upon his sons,—and Jacob [also—saying] “O my sons, truly God has chosen this religion
for you; so let not death overtake you except when you are in a state of complete submission.” Were you present when death came
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to Jacob, when he said to his sons, “What will you worship after me?” They answered, “We will worship thy God, the God of thy
fathers, Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac, the One God; and to Him we submit ourselves.” (2:127-133—1987)
And when Abraham raised up the foundations of the House with Ishmael, “Lord! receive it from us, verily, thou art hearing and
dost know. Lord! and make us too resigned unto Thee, and of our seed also a nation resigned unto Thee, and show us our rites,
and turn towards us, verily, Thou art easy to be turned and merciful. Lord! And send them an apostle from amongst themselves, to
read to them Thy signs and teach them the Book and wisdom, and to purify them; verily, Thou art the mighty and the wise.” Who
is averse from the faith of Abraham save one who is foolish of soul? for we have chosen him in this world, and in the future he is
surely of the righteous. When his Lord said to him, “Be resigned,” he said, “I am resigned unto the Lord of the worlds.” And
Anbraham instructed his sons therein, and Jacob (saying), “O my sons! verily, God has chosen for you a religion, do not therefore
die unless ye be resigned.” Were ye then witnesses when Jacob was facing death, when he said to his sons, “What will ye serve
when I am gone?” They said, “We will serve thy God, the God of thy fathers Abraham, and Ishamael, and Isaac, one God; and we
are unto Him resigned.” (2:127-133—1933)
Abraham and Ishmael built the House and dedicated it, saying: “Accept this from us, Lord. You hear all and You know all.
Lord, make us submissive to You; make of our descendants a nation that will submit to You. Teach us our rites of worship and turn
to us mercifully; You are forgiving and merciful. Lord, send forth to them an apostle of their own who shall declare to them Your
revelations and instruct them in the Scriptures and in wisdom and purify them of sin. You are the Migbhty, the Wise One.” Who
but a foolish man would renounce the faith of Abraham? We chose him in this world, and in the world to come he shall dwell
among the righteous. When his Lord said to him: “Submit,” he answered: “I have submitted to the Lord of the Creation.”
Abraham enjoined the faith on his children, and so did Jacob, saying: “My children, Allah has chosen for you the true faith. Do
not depart this life except as men who have submitted to him.” Were you present when death came to Jacob? He said to his
children: “What will you worship when I am gone?” They replied: “We will worship your God and the God of your forefathers
Abraham and Ishmale and Isaac: the One God. To Him we will surrender ourselves.” (2:127-133—1974)
And when Ibrahim and Ismail raised the foundations of the House: Our Lord! Accept from us; surely Thou art the Hearing, the
Knowing: Our Lord! And make us both submissive to Thee and (raise) from our offspring a nation submitting to Thee, and show
us our ways of devotion and turn to us (mercifully), surely Thou art the Oft-returning (to mercy), the Merciful. Our Lord! And
raise up in them an Apostle from among them who shall recite to them Thy communications and teach them the Book and the
wisdom, and purify them; surely Thou art the Mighty, the Wise. And who forsakes the religion of Ibrahim but he who makes
himself a fool, and most certainly We chose him in this world, and in the hereafter he is most surely among the righteous. When
his Lord said to him, Be a Muslim, he said: I submit myself to the Lord of the worlds. And the same did Ibrahim enjoin on his
sons and (so did) Yaqoub. O my sons! surely Allah has chosen for you (this) faith, therefore die not unless you are Muslims. Nay!
were you witnesses when death visited Yaqoub, when he said to his sons: What will you serve after me? They said: We will serve
your God and the God of your fathers. Ibrahim and Ismail and Ishaq, one God only, and to Him do we submit. (2:127-133—
1990)

The phrase “Our Lord, make both of us submissive to Thee” refers to ultimate Islam, and they\fn{ Abraham and
were in fact muslimin.\fn{In this sense of ultimate Islam} But the phrase “and make of our offspring a people
submissive to Thee” indicates, in the short run, a Muslim nation in the sense of initial Islam, which shall evolve
and develop into the ultimate Islam. Their prayers have been answered. Abraham advised his sons that there is no
god except God, la ilah ila-Allah, and so did Jacob: “O my sons, truly God has chosen this religion for you; so let
not death overtake you except when you are in a state of complete submission”—that is to say, remain holding
fast to the creed and maintain that la ilah ila Allah until your death. Their answer, “we will worship thy God, the
God of thy fathers Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac, the One God; and to Him we submit ourselves,” refers to the
initial Islam. God also said:
Ishmael}

As I inspired the disciples [of Christ] to believe in Me, and in My Messengers, they said: We do believe, and You
shall bear witness that we have submitted (muslimin). (5:111—1987)
“And when I inspired the apostles that they should believe in him and in my Apostle, they said ‘We believe; do thou
bear witness that we are resigned.’” (5:111—1933)
how when I enjoined the disciples to believe in Me and in My apostle they replied: “We believe; bear witness that
we submit to You utterly.’” (5:111—1974)
And when I revealed to the disciples, saying, Believe in Me and My apostle, they said: We believe and bear witness
that we submit (ourselves). (5:111—1990)

Their Islam here is synonymous with al-'iman\fn{Faith} as required in the revelation. God in the revelation
required them to believe. When they did believe and declared this, they thought that their ’iman was Islam, so
they said: “You shall bear witness that we have submitted (muslimin).” A knowledgeable person can hear the Lord
replying: “Do not say we have surrendered, but say we believe.” They had not surrendered in the sense of the
ultimate Islam. They merely surrendered in the sense of the initial Islam.
The disciples were Muslims in the sense of initial Islam, since even the first stage of ultimate Islam requires
moving out of the law for the community as a whole, and entering upon Shari’a fardiyah, the law for the
individual. Individuality is achieved only after perfect compliance with the law for the community, until one is
able to properly exercise his absolute individual freedom. The ultimate Islam is the level of individual-ities.
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Individuality cannot be achieved by anyone who is divided within himself. When the conscious mind is no
longer in conflict with the subconscious, unity of being is attained, and this is characterized by wholesomeness of
the heart, clarity of thought, and beauty of body, thereby realizing a full and comprehensive intellectual and
emotional life.
The next life is the ultimate life if they only know. (29:64—1987)
but, verily, the abode of the next world, that is life,—if they did but know! (part of 29:64—1933)
It is the life to come that is the true life: if they but knew it. (part of 29:64—1974)
and as for the next abode, that most surely is the life—did they but know! (part of 29:64—1990)

Ultimate life, free from defects, disease and death, indeed the opposite of death.
To restore unity to one’s being is for an individual to think as he wishes, speak what he thinks, and act
according to his speech. This is the objective of Islam:
O believers, why do you say what you do not do? It is most hateful to God that you say what you do not do. (61:2-3
—1987)
O ye who believe! say not what ye do not. It is most hateful to God that ye say what ye do not. (61:2-3—1933)
Believers, why do you profess what you never do? It is most odious in Allah’s sight that you should say one thing
and do another. (61:2-3—1974)
O you who believe! why do you say that which you do not do? It is most hateful to Allah that you should say that
which you do not do. (61:2-3—1990)

*
This superior state can only be reached through a two-fold method: first, the good society, and secondly, the
scientific educational method to be adopted by the individual in order to liberate himself from inherited fear.
The good society is one that is based on three equalities: economic equality, today known as socialism, or the
sharing of wealth; political equality or democracy, or sharing in political decisions which affect daily life; and
social equality which, to some extent, results from socialism and democracy, and is characterized by a lack of
social classes and discrimination based on color, faith, race, or sex. In the good society, people are judged
according to their intellectual and moral character, as reflected in their public and private lives and demonstrated
in the spirit of public service at all times and through every means. Social equality aims at removing social classes
and differences between urban and rural life by providing equal opportunities for cultural refinement. The
criterion of social equality is that marriage\fn{ The most fundamental and intimate relation } is possible between any man
and any woman. This is the accurate test of social equality.
A good society also enjoys tolerant public opinion, permitting different life-styles and manners, as long as
these are beneficial to society.
Public opinion has its own judgments over and above those of the law and may be more effective than
legislation itself in deterring deviants and offenders. Public opinion may, of course, condemn any type of conduct
it disapproves, but it must always do so only by nonviolent means, since violence usually results in one of two
evil responses: counterviolence or hypocrisy. Sometimes public opinion can be enacted as legislation if this is
consistent with the constitution as described above.\fn{ That is, legislation that reconciles the individual need for absolute individual freedom and society’s need for complete social justice }
*
There is no room here for detailed examination of socialism, and we propose to expand this theme in a book
entitled Islam is Democratic and Socialist.\fn{ A note reads: This book, to which the author refers several times in this chapter,
was never written and published as such. The author did, howver, cover this suject in numerous essays and public lectures, some of which
have been published in book form in Arabic}

Socialism means that people share the wealth of the earth. Since society began, socialism developed along with
capitalism. Capitalism, or individual ownership, was for a long while the basis of society, and evolved until it
reached its present level. Socialism developed in a similar manner, but at a much slower pace, because capitalism
is a natural prelude to socialism. Again, socialism derives from the rule of law that safeguards the rights of the
weak, while capitalism derives from the law of the jungle, of the dominance of the strong. Naturally, the law of
the jungle precedes the law of justice and compassion.
Socialism, in its most primitive form, began as the envy felt by the “have nots” towards the “haves.” Possession of, for example, light, strong, and sharp stone tools or weapons, a spacious and secure cave, or a beautiful,
loving, obedient, and healthy wife prompted the historic struggle between the “haves” and the “have nots.” This
struggle will continue until there is absolute equality between all individuals in sharing of the wealth of the earth.
Before scientific socialism appeared on the scene, primitive socialism already organized a sharing of certain
types of common wealth. As it was expressed by the Prophet, “People are partners in three things: water, pasture,
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and fire.”\fn{Again, there is no footnote saying where this is to be found:H } This could be taken as approval, indicating that
we should implement socialism in general when goods are abundant through proper exploitation of natural and
industrial resources.
Socialism reached its scientific phase only recently, and became so popular with the various peoples of the
world that many claim it today, whether they really mean it or not. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the
terms “socialism” and “communism” had made their appearance with respect to public ownership of immoveable
property. Robert Owen, a rich industrialist who is generally regarded as the founder of modern socialism, first
used the term “socialism” around 1820. Owen believed it was possible to achieve social change through slow and
orderly constitutional development, as opposed to the violent horrors of ill-prepared revolution.
The word “communism” is derived from a Latin word meaning “common” or owned by all, and was used for
the first time around 1835 by French secret revolutionary committees. These committees aimed to overthrow the
middle class by force and establish a new economic order of common ownership and government by the
proletariat.
Karl Marx later formulated and developed the various theories and practices of socialism and communism. He
preferred the term communism for his system because it was associated with the notion of violent social change.
His ideology was based on four principles:
1. The course of history is determined by economic forces.
2. History is nothing but a record of class struggle.
3. Government is only a tool used by one class to suppress the other classes.
4. Violence and force are the only means of achieving any fundamental change in society.
In accordance with these principles, Marx continued to criticize the socialist experiments supervised by Robert
Owen. He described them as unscientific and unrealistic because history, in his view, was governed by scientific
laws, and no fundamental social change could ever be achieved without the use of force and violence. He scorned
Owen’s view and those of other socialists that social change could be achieved through com radeship, cooperation,
and slow development. He described other socialists’ approach as idealistic socialism, while referring to his own
system as “scientific” socialism, or “communism.”
When we speak of “scientific socialism,” we do not mean Marx’s approach. In fact, Marx’s socialism was not
truly scientific because it suffered from a basic error, which we shall deal with in detail in our forthcoming book,
Islam is Democratic and Socialist, God willing.\fn{ A note reads: The author addressed some of he issues in a public lecture
which was later published in a booklet entitled Al-Marxiyah fi Al-Mizan (A Critique of Marxism), which has not yet been translated}
Scientific socialism, in our view, is founded on two concurrent principles: first, increased production from such
resources as minerals, agriculture, animal wealth, and industry by means of science, technology, and
administration; and second, equitable distribution involving the setting of maximum and minimum limits to
personal incomes in such a way that the minimum limit is guaranteed to every citizen, including children, old
people, and the disabled, at a level sufficient to sustain dignified human existence. The gap between maximum
and minimum income must not be wide enough to create a higher class which refuses to marry from the lowincome class. In order to increase production, ownership of the means of production must be prohibited to a single
individual or a few individuals, whether associating for production or distribution. No citizen should own
anything individually except a house and surrounding garden, furniture, a car. The key here is that no one should
be allowed to own anything that permits the exploitation of one citizen’s labor to increase the income of another.
Individual ownership, even within such narrow boundaries, should not be ownership of property as such, but
rather ownership of the benefits derived from property, and all property remains in the ownership of God and the
community as a whole.
As production from resources increases, the equity of distribution is perfected, and differences are reduced by
raising both minimum and maximum incomes. But the gap between minimum and maximum incomes is
gradually narrowed in order to achieve absolute equality. When such absolute equality is achieved through the
grace of God, and as a result of abundant production, we shall achieve communism or a sharing of the earth’s
wealth by all people. Communism thus differs from socialism in degree, in the sense that socialism is a stage in
the development towards communism.
The Prophet experienced ultimate communism, where his own personal law was in accordance with the verse
of ultimate zakah:\fn{Alms-giving}
When they ask you what to give away, say all that you do not need (2:219—1987)
The will ask thee what they shall expend in alms: say, “The surplus.” (part of 2:219—1933)
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They ask you what they should give in alms. Say: “What you can spare.” (part of 2:219—1974)
And they ask you as to what they should spend. Say: What you can spare. (part of 2:219—1990)

meaning all that you do not immediately need. He also spoke of al-Ash’ariun,\fn{A tribe in southern Arabia} at the
level of communism where he said: “When al-Ash’ariun had difficult times, or were traveling, they would spread
a piece of cloth, place all the food they had on it, and share it amongst themselves in equal shares. Those are
people to whom I belong, and they belong to me.”\fn{No reference:H} This is the concept of the nation of muslimin
that is yet to come. The sufis appreciated this, so they imagined the whole earth, with all its wealth, as a table
brought down by God to His creation, telling each of them to carry the supplies of a traveler, and continue the
journey towards Him. The earth is like a laid table, with meat, bread, vegetables, sweets, with ten people sitting
around it. Everything on the table belongs to all of them, and no one owns a piece of meat, for example, until he
holds it with his fingers and takes it into his mouth.
When the Qur’an tells us of paradise, it says:
And they say: “All praise belongs to God Who has made good to us His promise, and has given us the earth to
inherit, we shall make our abode in the Garden wherever we please.” How excellent is the reward of the [righteous]
workers. (39:74—1987)
and they shall say, “Praise be to God, who hath made good His promise to us, and hath given us the earth to inherit!
We establish ourselves in Paradise wherever we please; and goodly is the reward of those who work!” (39:74—1933)
They will say: “Praise be to Allah who has made good to us His promise and given us the earth to inherit, that we
may dwell in Paradise wherever we please.” Blessed is the reward of the righteous. (39:74—1974)
And they shall say: (All) praise is due to Allah, Who has made good to us His promise, and He has made us inherit
the land; we may abide in the garden where we please; so goodly is the reward of the workers. (39:74—1990)

This is, in fact, a model of the ultimate paradise to be realized on earth when, as the Prophet said, “Justice shall
fill the earth in the same way it was previously fall of injustice.”\fn{ No rerference:H} This is what Marx dreamed of,
but failed to find the way to achieve. It can only be achieved by al-muslimin who are yet to come, and then the
earth shall enjoy a degree of fulfillment of the verse:
The God-fearing are in gardens and springs. They will be told: Enter therein, in peace and security. We cleansed
what was in their breasts of hatred, so they became brothers sitting together, never to feel hardship or be removed
therefrom. (15:45-48—1987)
Verily, those who fear God shall dwell amidst gardens and springs: “Enter ye therein with peace in safety!” And we
will strip off whatever ill-feeling is in their breasts; as breathren on couches face to face.\fn{ Because to turn their backs on
each other would appear contemptuous} No toil shall touch them therein, nor shall they be brought forth therefrom. (15:4548—1933)
But the righteous shall dwell among gardens and fountains; in peace and safety they shall enter them. We shall
remove all hatred from their hearts, and they shall recline on couches face to face, a band of brothers. Toil shall not
weary them, nor shall they ever leave their Paradise.” (15:45-48—1974)
Surely those who guard (against evil) shall be in the midst of gardens and fountains: Enter them in peace, secure.
And We will root out whatever of rancor is in their breasts—(they shall be) as breathren, on raised couches, face to
face. Toil shall not afflict them in it, nor shall they be ever ejected from it. (15:45-48—1990)

This is the degree of communism to be achieved by Islam with the coming of the nation of muslimin, whence
the earth shall light up with the Light of its Lord, and God’s Grace is conferred upon its inhabitants, when there
shall be peace, and love shall triumph.
*
Again, we will not discuss democracy in detail here, as it will be discussed in our book Islam is Democratic
and Socialist. Just as socialism is the product of the struggle between the “haves” and the “have note” in the
material sphere, democracy is the product of the struggle between those same extremes in the political sphere. Its
purpose is the sharing of power. Democracy parallels socialism; they are as two wings of society. In the same way
that a bird does not fly with one wing, so does society need the two wings of democracy and socialism.
Socialism, which requires greater social awareness, is preceded by democracy which, in the beginning, may
be exercised by only a few enlightened individuals. Scientific socialism also needs, as a base, the riches of
developed capitalism as well as the advances of modern technology. Primitive, native socialism, however, has its
origins in ancient history.
Democracy was born in Athens, the most culturally advanced of the Greek city-states. Each of those cities
had its own independent government. As the city-states were small, it was easy for the entire population to
participate in government through public assemblies. Greek democracy was, therefore, direct democracy, with
no need for an elected house of representatives or executives of modern democratic governments. In Greece
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officials were elected annually, and elections were often conducted by poll. The Athenians believed that
participation in public affairs was the right and duty of every citizen. (However, they did not regard women and
slaves as citizens.) Pericles, their greatest orator, speaking on behalf of Athenian democracy in the funeral
oration following the war against Sparta in the year 430 B.C., described Athenian democracy as follows:
[Our government] favors the many instead of the few; this is why it is called a democracy. If we look to the laws,
they afford equal justice to all in their private differences; if to social standing, advancement in public life falls to
reputation for capacity, class considerations not being allowed to interfere with merit; nor again does poverty bar the
way; if a man is able to serve the state, he is not hindered by the obscurity of his condition. The freedom which we
enjoy in our government extends also to our ordinary life. There, far from exercising a jealous surveillance over each
other, we do not feel called upon to be angry with our neighbor for doing what he likes, or even to indulge in those
injurious looks which cannot fail to be offensive, although they inflict no positive penalty. But all this ease in our
private relations does not make us lawless as citizens. Against this fear is our chief safeguard, teaching us to obey the
magistrates and the laws, particularly such as regard the protection of the injured, whether they are actually on the
statute book, or belong to that code which, although unwritten, yet cannot be broken without acknowledged disgrace.
Further, we provide plenty of means for the mind to refresh itself from business. We celebrate games and sacrifices
all the year round, and the elegance of our private establishments forms a daily source of pleasure and helps to banish
the spleen; while the magnitude of our city draws the produce of the world into our harbor, so that to the Athenian the
fruits of other countries are as familiar a luxury as those of his own.
… We cultivate refinement without extravagance and knowledge without effeminancy; wealth we employ more for
use than for show, and place the real disgrace of poverty not in owning to the fact but in declining the struggle against
it. Our public men have, besides politics, their private affairs to attend to, and our ordinary citizens, though occupied
with the pursuits of industry, are still fair judges of public matters, for, unlike any other nation we regard him who takes
no part in these duties not as unambitious but as useless. We Athenians are able to judge at all events if we cannot
originate, and instead of looking on discussion as a stumbling-block in the way of action, we think it an indispensable
preliminary to any wise action at all.\fn{A note reads: These extracts, corresponding roughly to the part quoted by the author in
Arabic, are quoted here as translated by Joseph Govorse, in The Complete Writings of Thucydides: The Peloponnesian War (New
York, The Modern Library, 1934), pp. 104-105}

Athenian democracy, as described by Pericles, continued to grow and develop in various parts of the world
after the city’s demise. This type of democracy manifested certain principles and a distinctive approach to life—
recognizing the dignity of man and attempting to manage human affairs in accordance with justice, truth, and
popular acceptance. Modem democracy has established certain principles, the most important of which may be
summarized as follows:
1. Recognition of basic equality between all individuals.
2. The value of the individual as above that of the state.
3. Government as the servant of the people.
4. The rule of law.
5. Appeal to reason, experiment, and experience.
6. The rule of the majority, with utmost respect for rights of the minority.
7. Democratic method and procedures used to achieve objectives.
Democratic methods and procedures are not an end in themselves, but rather means to an end that lies behind
them. The object of democracy is not simply to establish legislative, executive, and judicial organs, since all these
are but means to realize the dignity of man. Democracy is not merely a way of government; it is also a way of life.
The individual human being is the end, and everything else is a means to that end. The respect and high regard
which people have for the democratic approach to government are due to the fact that it is the best approach to
achieving the dignity of the individual.
There remain, however, some inadequacies in the present democratic approach, although these are much less
pronounced than the deficiencies of Marxism. We leave its detailed examination for our coming book, Islam is
Democratic and Socialist.
The dignity of man is derived from the fact that he is the most capable of all living things in learning and
developing. The value of democracy is that it is the type of government most capable of providing opportunities
for man to realize his dignity and honor. In a dictatorship, however, the government denies individuals the right to
experiment and assume responsibility, thereby retarding their intellectual, emotional, and moral growth. In
contrast to dictatorship, democracy is based on the right to make mistakes. This does not mean that individuals are
encouraged to make mistakes for the sake of making mistakes, but rather it is recognition of the fact that freedom
requires a choice between various modes of action. Democracy implies learning how to choose, choosing well,
and correcting previous mistakes. In fact, all self-discipline and the true exercise of freedom are a series of
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individual actions in choice and implementation. In other words, freedom of thought, freedom of speech, and
freedom of action all require that one accepts responsibility for mistakes in speech and action in accordance with
law that is consistent with the constitution.
Democracy is therefore the right to make mistakes, as we learn from the Hadith of the Prophet: “If you do not
make mistakes, and then ask for forgiveness, God shall replace you by people who make mistakes, ask for
forgiveness, and are forgiven.”
Human dignity is so dear to God that individual freedom is not subject to any guardianship, not even that of
the Prophet, irrespective of his impeccable morality. God says:
Then remind them, as you are only a reminder. You have no dominion over them. (88:21-22—1987)
But remind: thou art only one to remind; thou art not in authority over them; (88:21-22—1933)
Therefore give warning. Your duty is only to warn them: you are not their keeper. (88:21-22—1974)
Therefore do remind, for you are only a reminder. You are not a watcher over them; (88:21-22—1990)

Reference here is made to the polytheists who refused to worship God and tended the idols, worshipping them
and sacrificing to them. Even the Messenger Mohamed, who was not seeking power for himself and whom God
described in the Qur’an:
You are of great moral character (68:4—1987)
and, verily, thou art of a grand nature!\fn{For bearing so meekly the insults of the misbelievers} (68:4—1933)
for yours is a sublime nature (68:4—1974)
And most surely you conform (yourself) to sublime morality. (68:4—1990)

[was not allowed to have dominion even over such a backward people]. This indicated that no man is perfect
enough to be entrusted with the freedom of others, and that the price of freedom is continuous individual vigilance
in safeguarding such freedom. In fact, individual freedom is a fundamental right with a corresponding duty,
namely, the proper exercise of such freedom.
Since the society of al-mu’minin was incapable of exercising individual freedom in choice and action, the
Prophet was appointed as a guardian to prepare them for the responsibility of absolute individual freedom. While
exercising such guardianship, he insisted on giving them the right to make mistakes, whenever possible, without
subjecting them to undue hardship or difficulty. In that way he was preparing them for democracy, for which they
had to be sufficiently mature and intelligent. Such was the order of God when He said:
And it is by the Great Mercy of God that you are kind towards them, and if you had been rough and hard hearted,
they would surely have dispersed from around you. So pardon them and ask forgiveness for them, and consult them;
and when you are resolved, then put your trust in God. Surely, God loves those who put their trust [in Him]. (3:159-1987)
It was by a sort of mercy from God thou didst deal gently with them, for hadst thou been rough and rude of heart
they had dispersed from around thee. But pardon them, and ask forgiveness for them, and take counsel with them in
the affair. As for what thou hast resolved, rely upon God; verily, God loves those who do rely. (3:159—1933)
It was thanks to Allah’s mercy that you\fn{Mohammed} dealt so leniently with them. Had you been cruel or hardhearted, they would have surely deserted you. Therefore pardon them and implore Allah to forgive them. Take
counsel with them in the conduct of affairs; and when you are resolved, put your trust in Allah. Allah loves those that
trust Him. (3:159—1974)
Thus it is due to mercy from Allah that you deal with them gently, and had you been rough, hard-hearted, they
would certainly have dispersed from around you; pardon them therefore and ask pardon for them, and take counsel
with them in the affair; so when you have decided, then place your trust in Allah, surely Allah loves those who trust.
(3:159—1990)

This is the verse of shura [consultation], and consultation, whenever mentioned, whether in this verse or in the
following verse—
those who answered the call of their Lord, and perform the prayer, and their affairs are [decided] by shura [mutual
consultation] and pay alms from what We have provided for them (42:38—1987)
and who assent to their Lord, and are steadfast in prayer, and whose affairs go by counsel amongst themselves,
and who of what we have bestowed on them give alms, (42:38—1933)
who obey their Lord, attend to their prayers, and conduct their affairs by mutual consent; who bestow in alms a
part of that which We have given them and, (42:38—1974)
And those who respond to their Lord and keep up prayer, and their rule is to take counsel among themselves, and
who spend out of what We have given them. (42:38—1990)
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—does not refer to democracy. shura, however, was a necessary stage in preparation for democracy, in due
course.
Shura is not an original Islamic precept, but rather a subsidiary one. It is not democracy, but rather the rule of
the mature individual who is preparing the nation to become democratic. The original precept of democracy is
based on the verse,
Then remind them, as you are only a reminder. You have no dominion over them. (88:21-22—1987)
But remind: thou art only one to remind; thou art not in authority over them; (88:21-22—1933)
Therefore give warning. Your duty is only to warn them: you are not their keeper. (88:21-22—1974)
Therefore do remind, for you are only a reminder. You are not a watcher over them; (88:21-22—1990)

By the same token, zakah is not a socialist practice, it is rather capitalist and is based on the verse,
Take alms out of their wealth, so that you may cleanse them and purify them thereby. And pray for them; your
prayer indeed is [a source of] tranquility for them. And God is All-Hearing, All-Knowing. (9:103—1987)
Take from their wealth alms to cleanse and purify them thereby; and pray for them; verily, thy prayer is a repose for
them; for God both hears and knows. (9:103—1933)]
Take alms from them, so that they may thereby be cleansed and purified, and pray for them: for your prayers will
give them comfort. Allah hears all and knows all. (9:103—1974)
Take alms out of their property, you would cleanse them and p[urify them thereby, and pray for them; surely your
prayer is a relief to them; and Allah is Hearing, Knowing. (9:103—1990)

Thus, zakah is not an original precept of Islam, but rather a subsidiary one. Its purpose is to prepare people
psychologically and materially for socialism in due course. The original precept which the verse of zakah
abrogated is that which reads
When they ask you what to give away, say all that you do not need” (2:219—1987)
The will ask thee what they shall expend in alms: say, “The surplus.” (part of 2:219—1933)
They ask you what they should give in alms. Say: “What you can spare.” (part of 2:219—1974)
And they ask you as to what they should spend. Say: What you can spare. (part of 2:219—1990)

as explained above.
The Second Message calls for a return from the subsidiary verses to the original verses, which were
temporarily abrogated because of circumstances and material and human limitations. We must now elevate
legislation by evolving and basing it on the original Qur’anic verses. In this way we shall welcome the age of
socialism and democracy and open the way to absolute individual freedom through worship and humane dealing
with other people. This is the Shari’a law of the nation of the Muslims (muslimin) that is yet to come, as the earth
is now preparing to receive it. It is the duty of the people of the Qur’an [present-day Muslims] to pave the way for
al-muslimin. And that is the purpose of this book.
*
Social equality is the most difficult type of equality to achieve in practice. Since economic and political equality
are the preludes to social equality, the latter has not yet been accomplished. It cannot be achieved in the future except
through hard work, discipline, education, correction, and change of what is almost natural human behavior. It will
represent the peak of civilization, when man moves away from his base animal drives and develops a superior moral
character. The law of the jungle—the law of violence and oppressive force—will then be replaced by the law of
justice, truth, and compassion—thereby improving the quality of human relations. Consensus will replace force,
justice exploitation, freedom oppression, and intelligent community awareness selfish individual drives.
The object of social equality, as in the case of economic equality, is the individual. As stated previously, the
individual is the object of all social endeavor, through the means of Islam and the Qur’an. Society is also another
method, being the best method yet devised by humanity. The individual who is the object of all means is the
individual human being as such. Not even the lowest human being should be made a means to another end. This is
why there should be no discrimination on the grounds of birth, race, color, faith, or sex. God says in this
connection:
O mankind, We have created you from a male and a female; and We have made you nations and tribes that you may
know one another. Verily, the most honorable among you, in the sight of God, is one who is the most righteous among
you. Surely, God is All-Knowing, All-Aware. (49:13—1987)
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O ye folk! Verily, we have created you of male and female, and made you races and tribes that ye may know each
other. Verily, the most honourable of you in the sight of God is the most pious of you; verily, God is knowing, aware!
(49:13—1933)
Men, We have created you from a male and a female and divided you into nations and tribes that you might get to
know one another. The noblest of you in Allah’s sight is he who fears Him most. Allah is wife and all-knowing. (49:13
—1974)
O you men! Surely We have created you of a male and a female, and made you tribes and families that you may
know each other; surely the most honorable of you with Allah is the one among you most careful (of his duty); surely
Allah is Knowing, Aware. (49:13—190)

The phrase “the most honorable among you, in the sight of God, is one who is the most righteous among you”
means that regard is paid to knowledge and moral character. Righteousness is knowledge of God and action in
accordance with such knowledge. The phrase “God is All-knowing, All-Aware” means that He acts in accordance
with such knowledge. The Prophet said: “All people come from Adam, and Adam is made out of dust. God pays
the highest regard to the most righteous.”\fn{No reference:H}
Absence of social discrimination against the weak and removal of distinctions between individuals and classes
are the true signs of civilization. A society which safeguards the rights of the weak, respects their dignity, secures
freedom and honor for women, protects children, and is considerate, merciful, and loving to them, is a truly
civilized and advanced society.
The family is the first society, and in it the individual learns proper social behavior, respect for law and
authority, compassion, forgiveness, and love. The family can best provide education and prepare individuals to be
good members of society and of the world at large.
The mother is the foundation of the family; she is the queen of that kingdom. But unfortunately this is not
usually recognized. The mother has been, and still is, oppressed; her role in the home has always been, and still is,
that of a servant. We believe this has harmful consequences for the upbringing of children and far-reaching,
detrimental consequences in the life of society as a whole, at every level.
We have already discussed the question of absolute equality between men and women. But we must emphasise
that social equality will not come about spontaneously, as a natural result of progress. It requires planning and the
intelligent development of society, through education (ta’lim) and guidance and discipline (tarbiah). Education
differs from guidance in that the purpose of education is to enable the individual to gain professional skills suited
to his talents and useful to society. Education provides individuals with scientific, technical, administrative, and
technological skills, thereby promoting the modernization of society. Education brings specialization and
organization, in order to provide for the needs of society. This involves discrimination between men and women,
as well as between men and men, so that skills and abilities can be efficiently utilized for the benefit of the
community. Such discrimination as occurs in selection of the civil service or administration of society does not
necessarily imply social discrimination or inherent superiority of one individual over another.
Accordingly, women and men are recognized as equal even though they may be given different roles in
society. Thus, when a woman is being trained to become a mother, her service to the community is not considered
less valuable than the service rendered by her brother who is trained to become an engineer, physician, or
legislator. There is no limit to training for good motherhood. The more a girl learns, the more valuable she
becomes as a mother. It is in the best interests of society that all individuals\fn{ Men and women} learn some specific
task, and preferably one that is both manual and intellectual. That is also in the best interest of the individual
himself for herself), because one’s intellectual and moral value does not mature unless he\fn{ Or she} can perform
some type of manual work. God says:
Unto Him ascend the pure words, being elevated by good deeds. (35:10—1987)
to Him good words ascend and a righteous deed He takes up; (part of 35:10—1933)
The good word is heard by Him and the good deed exalted. (part of 35:10—1974)
To Him to ascend the good words; and the good deeds, lift them up; (part of 35:10—1990)

All these considerations are relevant to the objectives of education.
The objective of guidance and discipline (tarbiah) is to liberate the mind and heart from illusion and falsehood.
Through freeing the heart from fear and clarifying thoughts from illusions, one achieves a full and comprehensive
intellectual and emotional life which is the object of every living being. Discipline can transform man from
savagery to civilization, through refinement of individual habits. Thus, an individual will learn to eat, drink, sleep,
sit, speak, and behave in all spheres of his life, public and private, in a civilized fashion, without offending others in
any way, manner or fashion. He will try to leave everything in a better state than he found it. Guidance and
discipline in all these spheres is learned in schools and clubs, in public places, and even through the media such as
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radio, television, cinema, theater, the press, books, magazines, lectures, and various types of art. Art forms may be
employed to inspire individuals to higher types of behavior.
Society suffers from a state in which most of its members are either adolescents or children, and there are few
mature members capable of facing up to the truth. (The tendency of childhood is to play and behave according to
the whims and desires of the moment, as well as to escape from anything that may cause failure, pain, or social
rejection.) A society characterized by wishful thinking and failure to distinguish between conflicting desires on a
rational long-term basis is in need of guidance. Guidance and discipline, in contrast to education, do not
emphasize specialization or discrimination between men and women. The need for guidance and discipline is
shared by all individuals, including children, limited only by the individuals’ ability to receive, assimilate, and
implement. We have already discussed the Islamic approach to guidance and discipline and there is no need for
repetition here.
Guidance and discipline confront individuals with their responsibility and assist them to shoulder such
responsibility in order to become mature individuals. The difference between children and adolescents on the
one hand, and [mature] men and women on the other, is that men and women act freely and accept responsibility
for their action, while adolescents and children either refuse to act in fear of the consequent responsibility, or act
and try to evade and escape responsibility for their action.
105.34 ‘Abu Zeid, The Hilalite: A Folktale\fn{told by ‘Ali ‘Abd Al Majid (c.1914-after 1970)} nr. Atbara, River Nile
State, Sudan (M) 6
‘Abu Zeid’s mother, Sultan Hasan’s mother and ‘Abu Al Gimsan’s mother were washing their laundry in a
nearby canal around which was a great number of birds. As they were doing this a white eagle landed near them.
When the other birds saw the white eagle they hovered around him.
Sometime later a black eagle came. When the birds saw the black eagle, they flew away.
Sultan Hasan’s and ‘Abu Zeid’s mothers were impressed by this sight, each in her own way. Sultan Hasan’s
mother said,
“O God, who realizes your subject’s dreams, help me get a child as popular as this white eagle.” ‘Abu Zeid’s
mother wished,
“O God, who realizes your subject’s dreams, help me to give birth to a child as courageous as this black eagle,
so courageous to frighten all men.”
The two women’s wishes were realized.
*
When ‘Abu Zeid was born, forty of his parent’s camels gave birth to forty camels; forty of his father’s
concubines gave birth to forty children, and forty of whatever else his parents had gave birth to forty offspring.
‘Abu Zeid was born as black as the black eagle. On the day of the naming ceremony, young ‘Abu Zeid was
taken around the Hilaliyya tribal camp. It was the tradition that all newly born children be shown to the other
members of the tribe.
Since ‘Abu Zeid was unusually black, the people began to gossip. A rumor was circulated that Khadra Al
Sharifiyya, ‘Abu Zeid’s mother, must have committed adultery; she must have had an affair with one of Sultan
Rizig Ibn Nayil’s black slaves.
When ‘Abu Zeid’s father heard the rumor he divorced Al Sharifiyya and issued orders that she and whatever
belonged to her should be taken to her father’s camp.
On the way to her father’s camp, escorted by a number of slaves, Al Sharifiyya came across Al Zahlan’s Arab
tribe. She ordered the slaves to go toward Al Zahlan’s camp.
“If I go home and my people hear of what the Hilaliyya have circulated about me, they may believe that I
committed adultery, especially when they see that ‘Abu Zeid is very black while his father and I are both light
colored.”
The chief of the Zahlan was a very hospitable man. He welcomed Al Sharifiyya and her son ‘Abu Zeid. He
ordered that she lives among his wives and be considered a member of his tribe. He raised Abu Zeid and sent him
to the khalwa. He issued strict orders that ‘Abu Zeid be treated with utmost care and reverence.
*
Abu Zeid grew up to be a mighty strong boy and was soon famous among his colleagues in the khalwa as an
extraordinarily strong and courageous boy. Whenever he wrestled he always won.
One day ‘Abu Zeid and his classmates went nearby to collect some firewood. While they were away, the
Zahlans were attacked by another tribe named the ‘Atiyyab. The ‘Atiyyab took as booty all the Zahlans’ fortune.
When ‘Abu Zeid returned and asked what had happened, the whole story of the ‘Atiyyab’s ravishing was related
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to him by the Zahlans.
‘Abu Zeid immediately mounted his horse and headed toward the ‘Atiyyab. In a fierce battle mighty ‘Abu Zeid
fought against the ‘Atiyyab and slaughtered all of their men. He triumphantly came back with all the Zahlans’
fortune.
The Hilaliyya returned to Najd, their previous homeland. In Najd the Hilaliyya were faced by hardships owing
to unprecedented drought. The Zahlan decided to quit Najd, and it was decided that a group of the Hilaliyya
should roam the lands and find a suitable and more prosperous place for them to live.
‘Abu Zeid was chosen to search for the desired land. He asked that his nephews Yahya, Yunis, and Mar‘i
should accompany him. ‘Abu Zeid by mere mistake said,
“May God destroy whoever accompanies me.” He meant to say,
“May God save whoever accompanies me.”
‘Abu Zeid was a very pious man and whenever he asked God for something, his wishes were fulfilled.
When ‘Abu Zeid and his nephews were ready to start their journey, Shiha accompanied them outside the tribe’s
camp. She wanted to see them off and give them some advice. The following were Shiha’s pieces of advice:
‘Abu Zeid, be careful about the three going with you.
“Don’t make fire on the open road. The road brings all kinds of people and fire attracts them.
“Mar‘i will look after your camels because herding is his specialty.
“Yahya will prepare you meals because he cooks tasty food.
“Yunis will buy and sell because he is admired by white girls.”
*
‘Abu Zeid and his nephews embarked on their journey. Sometime later the three of them were very thirsty. In
front of them were three tombs.
“Sons, near these three tombs should either be a village or else a number of the deceased religious men’s
apostles. Hurry, we are sure to find water there,” said ‘Abu Zeid.
When they reached the tombs, they saw an unexpected scene. In front of them were three young women, one
of whom was tied to a post. The other two were seated on the ground.
“Untie this girl! Untie her! What is the matter with you?” asked ‘Abu Zeid.
“There is a slave called Al Girain Sa‘id. He slaughtered our parents and captured the three of us. I am a king’s
daughter and this is also a king’s daughter,” replied one of them.
“Why is this girl tied to the post?” asked ‘Abu Zeid.
“She refused to go to bed with Sa‘id,” they answered him.
“Where did Sa‘id go?” he asked the girls.
“He went hunting for deer. He will be back soon,” replied the girls.
‘Abu Zeid asked his nephews to dismount their camels and join the three ladies. He saddled one of Sa‘id’s
horses, mounted it, and waited impatiently for Sa‘id to arrive.
Sa‘id arrived loaded with deer. When he saw ‘Abu Zeid, he immediately attacked him and a fierce battle
followed between them. Sa‘id was a powerful and fierce warrior. They fought until sunset. At sunset Sa‘id
galloped away.
Next morning Sa‘id appeared again and another fierce battle ensued between him and ‘Abu Zeid. It lasted for
the whole day. When the sun set for the second day, Al Girain Sa‘id told ‘Abu Zeid,
“Tomorrow we shall again meet, warrior. I am Al Girain Sa‘id!”
“Girain, it is still early. What about one or two more rounds?” ‘Abu Zeid retorted.
Girain agreed to resume the battle.
‘Abu Zeid charged and cunningly injured Girain’s horse, and Girain tumbled to the ground. ‘Abu Zeid took Al
Girain’s head, salted it, and put it in a sack.
“Young women, stand up and let us go. Where do your people live?” said ‘Abu Zeid to the girls.
“My people are in Berber,” said one of them. ‘Abu Zeid escorted her to her people.
“And you, where do you live?” ‘Abu Zeid inquired.
“My people live in Abu Hamad,” replied the other girl.
‘Abu Zeid took her safely. The third young woman said that she lived among the Manasir and was also
accompanied home. This third young woman was the one who refused to go to bed with Al Girain. Her people felt
so grateful to ‘Abu Zeid that they asked him to marry her.
‘Abu Zeid conferred with his nephews; he wanted to know if they agreed that he should marry the young
woman. They advised him to get married to her.
“Call all the tribe!” ‘Abu Zeid told the Manasir.
They summoned everybody. When the Manasir gathered, ‘Abu Zeid, unseen, took Girain’s salted head from
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his sack and flung it in the middle of the tribesmen. They all scattered in every direction.
“Those who run away at the sight of the head of a dead man will never be the maternal uncles of my sons,”
said ‘Abu Zeid to the tribal gathering. He thereupon rejected their offer to marry one of their girls.
‘Abu Zeid then ordered his nephews to get ready to leave, and they later continued their journey.
*
After a few days ‘Abu Zeid came across a woman whose husband was a king. The king had a slave by the
name of Rehan whom he regarded very highly and loved very much. But Rehan did not deserve his master’s
noble feelings towards him. Brutally and ungratefully, Rehan slaughtered his master. He later declared his
intention of marrying the king’s daughter, which was most shameful to her.
When the king’s wife saw ‘Abu Zeid and his nephews, she asked her son Ali to approach them and invite them
for dinner. It was previously the king’s custom to welcome the homeless into his house, and it had been a long
time since his wife had had the pleasure of entertaining any guests.
‘Abu Zeid and his nephews were invited to dinner by Ali, who insisted that they should accompany him to his
house, especially as it was then getting dark. ‘Abu Zeid accepted the invitation and went with Ali to his house.
When they arrived there, Ali’s mother killed a lamb in their honor, but she immediately began to weep bitterly.
“If you are weeping because you lost your sheep, we will compensate you with camel,” said ‘Abu Zeid, trying
to appease her.
“This is not the case. I am weeping because since this child’s father was murdered, we have not seen a guest.
Moreover, the slave, Rehan, wants to marry my daughter by force.”
Then the woman related the whole story of how Rehan killed his master, how he wanted to marry her daughter
and how the whole tribe was afraid of Rehan.
“When is Rehan going to get married?” asked ‘Abu Zeid.
“Tomorrow,” the woman replied.
“Would you deputize me to sign the marriage contract?” he asked; and the woman agreed.
On the marriage day, Rehan asked the king’s wife to nominate somebody to sign the marriage contract on
behalf of her daughter. She pointed to ‘Abu Zeid.
“Are you deputizing a slave as black as a black crow?” asked Rehan contemptuously.
“What is wrong, maternal cousin?”\fn{ “This statement explicates the identification of the African indigenous element with
‘Abu Zeid.”} asked ‘Abu Zeid, who immediately seized his helmet and quickly smashed Rehan’s head with it. It
was Rehan’s end.
‘Abu Zeid asked the frightened tribal gathering to select the best young man in the tribe, and the woman’s
daughter was married to the young man at that moment. ‘Abu Zeid then left after he made the newly married
couple king and queen and strictly warned the tribe against disobeying them.
“If anyone disobeys, his fate will be that of the slave Rehan.”
*
‘Abu Zeid and his nephews resumed their journey. They entered Tunisia, the territory of Al Zinati Khalifa.
They were famished with hunger so ‘Abu Zeid asked Yunis to go and bring them some food while they waited
under a tree.
Yunis had a very precious necklace which was given to him by his mother, Shiha, who foresaw that he might
need it in future and advised him to keep the necklace for a rainy day.
Yunis went to the marketplace. By his exceptionally charming appearance, he attracted the attention of all the
women in the market. The women, who realized that the necklace was very valuable, agreed that the only person
wealthy enough and worthy of such an invaluable necklace was princess ‘Aziza Al Sifaira, the daughter of Al
Zinati Khalifa. So Yunis was taken to ‘Aziza who ushered him into the house, closed the door after him, and
unable to resist his charms, embraced him.
‘Aziza Ai Sifaira had a slave maid who was originally owned by Shiha, Yunis’s mother. Shiha had given this
slave to a beggar as charity. The beggar then sold this slave to ‘Aziza.
Yunis was thus detained in ‘Aziza’s palace. When he realized that he could not help his uncle and brothers who
were famished with hunger, he asked ‘Aziza to feed them.
“My uncle and brothers are very hungry; would you please send them some food?” Yunis entreated.
“Take this sheep, slave, and give it to those hungry people,” ‘Aziza ordered her maid.
The slave took the sheep to ‘Abu Zeid and his nephews. Once ‘Abu Zeid saw the woman with the sheep, he
realized that Yunis was in trouble.
“Your brother is being held captive, sons,” said ‘Abu Zeid.
They, however, killed the lamb, ate it, and overcome by fatigue went into a deep sleep.
While they were asleep, Mar‘i’s camel grazed in Al Zinati Khalifa’s garden and Al Zinati’s slaves killed it.
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When Mar‘i saw this he killed one of the slaves who had caused his camel’s death. The slaves gathered around
Mar‘i and stabbed him to death. As the slaves were stabbing Mar‘i, Yahyya woke up and was horrified to see what
was happening.
“Uncle! Uncle! Wake up! The slaves have killed Mar‘i,” he said to ‘Abu Zeid.
“Leave them, son,” was ‘Abu Zeid’s reply.
‘Abu Zeid had a rabbaba.\fn{A guitar-like stringed instrument.} He took it out and began to play some tunes. The
slaves gathered around him. When ‘Abu Zeid made sure that the whole group of slaves was present, he applied
his mighty sword to their necks and in a short time the whole place was full of dead bodies.
When the king, Al Zinati, heard about what happened to his slaves he ordered that ‘Abu Zeid and Yahya be
immediately arrested. The king’s orders were instantly carried out and ‘Abu Zeid and his nephew were
imprisoned to be sold as slaves to the white man as soon as possible.
Yunis grieved when he heard of his uncle’s and brother’s arrest and of their terrible fate. He sought ‘Aziza’s
help:
“My brother, Mar‘i had been killed and my uncle and brother will be sold as slaves. I would be grateful if you
interfere and help them.”
‘Aziza promised to help ‘Abu Zeid and Yahya. She thought of Al ‘Allam, her cousin and fiancé who was
madly infatuated with her and who always longed to see her but in vain. ‘Aziza went to Al ‘Allam’s house and
knocked at his door. She was met by Al ‘Allam himself.
“What brought you here today, ‘Aziza?” he asked her.
“You have some guests who were badly treated. They were imprisoned and are unfortunately going to be sold
as slaves. Would you please make sure that they are safe,” ‘Azlza entreated him.
Al ‘Allam heard the conversation between ‘Abu Zeid and Yahya. He promised to bring ‘Abu Zeid a fast and
powerful horse.
Early the next morning Al ‘Allam brought the horse, and ‘Abu Zeid headed toward the tournament place where
he met the warrior his nephew described. They agreed on a duel.
“Whoever dies, no revenge should be taken for him. My blood is that of a hunted gazelle. Do you agree on the
same terms?” asked ‘Abu Zeid.
His rival agreed.
Then the duel began. The warrior fiercely flung spears which ‘Abu Zeid skillfully held in the air. When the
warrior’s stock of spears was exhausted ‘Abu Zeid told him that it was his turn.
“Gallop ahead of me, man,” ‘Abu Zeid said to the warrior.
When they were half-way to the destination, ‘Abu Zeid came close to his rival and with his exceptionally
powerful hand plucked him from his saddle, lifted him high in the air like an insignificant little thing, and headed
toward Al ‘Allam and the gathering crowds around the drum beating circle.
“Is this your warrior, Al ‘Allam! Is this at all a warrior?” he exclaimed.
‘Abu Zeid then violently threw the trembling warrior on the ground and instantly broke his neck.
“Give me two or three days to summon another warrior who would be able to defeat you,” said Al ‘Allam to
‘Abu Zeid.
‘Abu Zeid agreed and waited for three days after which he met the other warrior, whose fate was worse than
that of the previous one.
Al ‘Allam promised that the guests would be safe and happy and he fulfilled his promise. He approached Al
Zinati, and his efforts culminated in the release of ‘Abu Zeid and Yahya. Al ‘Allam gave ‘Abu Zeid and Yahya
shelter and food. He was so hospitable to them that he kept them in his own house.
“What is your name, man?” he asked ‘Abu Zeid.
‘Abu Zeid deemed it necessary to keep his name a secret.
“My name is Hajj Sa‘id.”
Al ‘Allam then got acquainted with ‘Abu Zeid and Yahya in a conversation.
Beating the drum and dancing to the drumbeats in a contest of horsemanship was an activity which the
Tunisian Arabs enjoyed immensely. Sometimes the contest also involved flinging spears by the contestants at each
other. While Al ‘Allam was conversing with ‘Abu Zeid, they heard drum beats. ‘Abu Zeid asked his nephew
Yahya to go and watch what happened at the drum-beating circle. When Yahya came back, he was excited
“Uncle, there is a great warrior so skillful that he would take the sand from his right hand side and throw it to
the left and then use his left hand to carry some sand and throw it to his right, and you know uncle, all this takes
place while his horse is running really fast,” said Yahya to ‘Abu Zeid.
“I assure you, son, that I can emulate him if I have a good horse as fast and strong as his,” replied ‘Abu Zeid.
‘Abu Zeid and his nephew decided to escape. ‘Abu Zeid felt terrible; one of his nephews had been killed by Al
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Ziniti’s slaves; another was detained by ‘Aziza who made sure that ‘Abu Zeid would not cast the rabul\fn{The art
of telling a fortune or predicting the future by sand divination .} and find out Yunis’s whereabouts. In order to do so ‘Aziza
put Yunis in a boat in the middle of a pond inside her palace, and she used her hands to bail some water out of the
pond. Consequently, when ‘Abu Zeid cast the rabul he said,
“Yunis is in Tunisia.”
“Tunisia is boarding on a sea where a girl uses her hands to row.”
‘Abu Zeid was completely confounded and misled by ‘Aziza’s ingenious trick.
The night previous to their planned escape, ‘Abu Zeid dug two small canals; in one he milked his camel and in
the other he split some blood from a small wound in his camel. ‘Abu Zeid and Yahya steadily moved from Al
‘Allim’s house.
*
In the early morning when Al ‘Allim and other members of the tribe found out about ‘Abu Zeid’s escape, they
chased him. Later in the day they cast the rabul and their diviner told them,
“Al Hajj Sa‘id has crossed the seas of milk and blood.”
So they were disheartened and they gave up pursuing ‘Abu Zeid.
‘Abu Zeid and Yahya then arrived at Dungula, thirsty and exhausted. In Dungula they saw a well called ‘id Al
Nagwa and headed toward it. Yahya purposely ran ahead of his uncle in order to help him quench his thirst. Tied
with a rope round his chest he climbed down the well where he was unfortunately bit by a poisonous snake. He
managed to kill the snake and shouted to his uncle,
“I have been bitten by a poisonous snake.
“Now my saliva is dry and black.
“I hit him with my hand with the rings.
“There he was dead floating on the water.
“When you have buried me, don’t kill my camel.\fn{ An old Arab custom from pre-Islamic times; the beast could also be
tied to his grave and left there to die of hunger.} Kill yours instead and give my love to my family and neighbors.”
‘Abu Zeid pulled Yahya out of the well and buried him nearby, but instead of killing Yahya’s camel, he killed
his own and mounted Yahya’s. Yahya’s camel would never leave her owner, when ‘Abu Zeid forced it to move for
a distance, it would again run back to where Yahya was buried. When ‘Abu Zeid noticed how faithful and
kindhearted Yahya’s camel was, he bitterly wept and said,
“Animals grieve for the dead, but I never do!”
*
‘Abu Zeid returned home alone: one of his nephews was detained by ‘Aziza; the other was killed by Al Ziniti’s
slaves; and the third passed away as a result of a poisonous snake’s bite in ‘id Nagwa. When he arrived near his
family’s village, he saw some of the Hililiyya girls plucking some of the roots and eating them; they were
famished with hunger.
When ‘Abu -Zeid saw this scene he was so moved that he killed his camel and asked the girls to take the meat.
The Hililiyya girls, however, refused to take the meat that was offered to them. One of the girls who was later
found to be ‘Abu Zeid’s daughter said to her companions,
“It is a shame to say that the Hililiyya girls ate the meat of the strange man’s camel.” ‘Abu Zeid, who did not
recognize his own daughter, asked her,
“Whose daughter are you, girl?”
“I am the daughter of the black man who can never be blamed. I hope he will return safe,” she replied.
‘Abu Zeid knew then that she was his daughter.
“Go to your aunt Shihia and tell her that your father has come, but alone. Tell her to empty my house.”
The girl carried the message to her aunt, and ‘Abu Zeid stole in the middle of the night into the empty house.
Shihia’s problem was to save her brother. The Hilaliyya swore that if ‘Abu Zeid came home without his
nephews, they would hit him with whatever was in their hands. Shihia thought of a very clever trick to save her
brother ‘Abu Zeid. She told the Hilaliyya that she had dreamt the previous night that ‘Abu Zeid and her sons had
safely arrived and that she boiled some beans as a kariima\fn{The offering of food as a thanks-giving .} to celebrate their
expected arrival.
The Hilaliyya gathered to eat the boiled beans. While they were eating and as everybody had a handful of
beans, ‘Abu Zeid came out of the house to face a shower of boiled beans thrown at him by the Hilaliyya. He then
cooked some porridge, surrounded it with thorny branches, and asked them if they realized what his action
symbolized. The Hilaliyya were at a loss; they did not know what to say. Hereupon, ‘Abu Zeid sent one of his
slaves to summon his son who was a little distance away from home. When ‘Abu Zeid’s son came he told the
Hilaliyya:
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“My father is saying that he knows of a land in which everything is in abundance but it is protected by mighty
men; can you fight these men and conquer the land?”
“Sure, we can!” was the Hilaliyya's answer.
The Hililiyya then decided upon war and prepared themselves. ‘Abu Zeid ordered them to take only the
Hilaliyya women and leave behind any woman who belonged to another tribe.
The Hilaliyya started their journey toward the desired land. Unfortunately, one of them brought along his wife
who belonged to a different tribe. When the Hilaliyya advanced they grew very hungry, but they all had to be
patient until they found food. The foreign woman insisted that she should have food. Her husband told her that he
could offer her nothing to eat but some of his own flesh. So she asked for his flesh. The man cut some of his flesh,
roasted it, and offered it to her. The woman ate it.
When ‘Abu Zeid detected a bad odor and found out what had happened, he ordered that the woman should be
taken back. This delayed them for two or three days.
The Hilaliyya finally arrived at the land of another tribe called Al Ghuz.
Al Ghuz had firearms. They fired at Al Hilaliyya who abandoned their women as well as their wealth and
belongings. When it was dark, however, the Hilaliyya attacked Al Ghuz and won a battle against them. They later
took their women and belongings and proceeded on their journey.
When the Hilaliyya arrived at the land of Al Zinati, their destination, they ordered the most beautiful young
ladies in the tribe to go to Al ‘Allam. They then picked the most beautiful of these young women and offered her
to Al ‘Allam as his fiancée. They stipulated, however, that for Al ‘Allam to marry the girl, he should allow them
to camp in his land for three days to recuperate and to give their horses time to rest before they started their
journey to Fas,\fn{The city of Sfax in Tunisia.} beyond which no human was known to live.
Al ‘Allam agreed to give him not only three days but three months. Al Zinati, however, was against allowing
the Hilaliyya to stay in his land.
“A fire starts with a spark; let us get rid of these people before it is too late,” he advised his tribesmen.
“These are poor people whose horses are worn out. Allow them to stay and rest,” entreated Al ‘Allam.
Al Zinati unwillingly complied.
After spending three months, the Hilaliyya and their horses were fit and strong again. They contemplated war.
They cast the rabul and predicted that Diyab would kill Al Zinati.
Al Zinati was in the habit of galloping his horse and jumping over a certain canal. Diyab practiced jumping
over the same canal on horseback during the night in the same manner as Al Zinati. When Diyab mastered this act
‘Abu Zeid urged him to kill Al Zinati.
“Today when Al Zinati jumps over the canal, follow his steps and kill him,” ‘Abu Zeid instructed him.
Diyab carried out what he was told to do. He failed, however, to kill Al Zinati; he only injured him.
Al ‘Allam tried to appease and encourage Al Zinati.
“Cheer up Al Zinati! This is only a minor injury; you will soon recover.”
‘Abu Zeid also tried to help Al Zinati apply some healing herbs to his wound.
Al Zinati began to mourn and remember the good old days in which he was young and powerful.
“Alas! You did not come when I was a youth.
“When I was too young to wear a mustache.
“And when I never gave up fighting before sunset.
“Now, Diyab dares to wound me.
“‘Abu Zeid pretends to be my doctor.
“And what is more astounding, Al ‘Allam says to me, ‘Cheer up Zinati! Wounds will soon heal.’”
Upon uttering these words Al Zinati passed away, and after his death the Hilaliyya settled permanently in
Africa.
100.31 The Monkey Wife: A Folktale\fn{told by Hamîdah (1925-

)}

Sudan (F) 2

A king had three sons. These three sons became grown up, and they were staying with their father at his home.
They wanted to marry, but their father told them,
“You are still too young for marriage. Wait for another year.” The following year their father told them,
“Still, you are too young for marriage. Wait for another year.”
Whenever they would go to their father and say, “Father, we would like to marry!” He would reply, “Still, you
are too young for marriage. Wait for another year.”
Finally, they became desperate. The eldest of the brothers said,
“Our father does not want to give us money for our marriage! The only way for us to get wives is to leave
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home and set out on our own through the lands of our father.” That night they relied on God, and the three of them
left their parents’ home and went a-traveling: roaming aimlessly in the manner of dervishes.
After their horses had galloped some distance, they came to a fakir’s abode at a deserted spot. They greeted the
fakir,
“Peace be upon you!”
“And upon you be peace, Sultan’s sons! What brings you here?”
“We are going through the world in search of our kismet!\fn{Lot in life.} Our father refuses to marry us; so, we
set out to find wives for ourselves!” He, that hermit said to them,
“Spend the night here. Tomorrow, if God wills, each one of you will find his kismet.”
They spent their night there. In the morning, the hermit said,
“You eldest! Hand me your spear.” He handed his spear over to the hermit. The man spat on it, and returned it
back to the boy and said,
“Go! Throw this spear in the air as hard as you can, then follow it. Wherever it will land will be the place
where your kismet is.” The boy took his spear and left. Then he turned to the middle one,
“You middle one! Hand me your spear.”
He handed his spear over to the hermit. He did with him as he had done with the eldest. And the middle boy
took his spear and left. The same thing happened with the youngest. All three headed back to their father’s town.
They reached the town, and halted their horses on its outskirts. The first boy got hold of his spear and hurled it
into the air—in the direction of the houses—as hard as he could. The spear traveled upward as high as the eye can
see, then began to descend. He followed it from street to street, and from house to house until it landed into the
door of a big house, the house of the vizier. The vizier’s daughter opened the door. He saw that she was beautiful
and married her.
Then, the middle boy hurled his spear into the air and followed it until it landed into the door of a big house:
the house of the biggest and richest merchant in the country. The daughter of the biggest merchant opened the
door. He saw that she was beautiful and married her.
The turn was now the youngest of the three. He got hold of his spear and hurled it into the air—and like his
brothers aimed in the direction of the houses—as hard as he could. The spear traveled upwards as high as the eye
can see, then began to descend. But instead of going to a house, it veered toward the wilderness, and finally
landed in the sand in front of a cave.
He entered the cave and found a cage; in the cage there was a she-monkey. When he saw her his heart folded.
Meanwhile the she-monkey kept on jumping up and down inside the cage. He said sadly, but in a tone denoting
resignation,
“This is my kismet!”
He carried the cage home with the she-monkey in it. He went in at night so that no one would see him or her.
When the elder boy arrived home with his wife, his father and mother welcomed them very much. The king
was pleased because his eldest son has married well, and the mother was very happy when she saw her son’s wife
because she was beautiful. And when the middle boy arrived home with his wife, they also welcomed them—but
not as much as their first son. The king was pleased because his middle son has married well; and the mother was
very happy when she saw her son’s wife because she was also beautiful.
But, when the youngest boy arrived home with his wife and they saw what he has brought back, they could not
utter a word. The boy’s mother cried, for her youngest son married an animal: a she-monkey! The king also wept
—because his little son did not do as well as his brothers. But they said in resignation,
“Marriage is a kismet and one’s predestined lot!”
The youngest put the she-monkey in his room and locked the door with the key. He would leave at dawn and
would return only to fall asleep.
Now the wife of the eldest wanted to make a big feast and invite her silfât (the wives of her husband’s
brothers), and everyone else so as to show them her cleverness in cookery. She went into her kitchen and prepared
a great feast.
Before dinnertime, the she-monkey was preparing food too; she sent her maid-servant to her sister-in-law-the
wife of the eldest brother, and said to her,
“Go and ask for some hot pepper. When she asks ‘What for?’ tell her, ‘My mistress is preparing pudding.”
The maidservant went to the wife of the eldest, “My mistress says, ‘By God, give us some hot pepper.”
“What for?”
“My mistress is preparing pudding.”
“Do people put hot pepper in pudding? I don’t have any!” She thought, “Why should I give her my hot pepper!
I’ll use my own hot pepper in my own pudding!” Then she got hold of the hot pepper can and dumped whatever it
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contained into the pudding.
When the guests came, and ate the food that she\fn{ The she-monkey.} had prepared, they exclaimed in
admiration, “’All-â-â-â-h!”
But when they tasted the desert made by the other, they exclaimed in disgust, “Yuk-k-k-k! Is there anyone who
would put hot pepper in pudding!”
The wife of the eldest went back to her room in great shame.
Meanwhile, the she-monkey got out of her monkey skin—she was a beautiful human being but in monkey’s
skin. Her hair was so long that it reached all the way down to her ankle. She put on a pretty dress and went down
from her room to the dinner. No one knew who she was. When the elder brother saw her, he said to himself,
“I wish this girl were my wife, instead of that loser I married!”
Before the dinner ended, she returned to her room without anyone noticing, and got back into her monkey skin.
When the middle brother saw her he also said,
“I wish this girl were my wife!”
Now it was the turn of the wife of the middle brother to cook and show everyone. She went into her kitchen
and she also prepared a bigger feast. Before dinnertime, the she-monkey was preparing food too; she sent her
maidservant to the wife of the middle brother, and said to her,
“Go and ask for some sugar, and when she asks you ‘What for?’ tell her ‘My mistress is preparing fried fish.’”
The maidservant went to the wife of the eldest.
“My mistress says, ‘Please give us some sugar.’”
“What for?”
“My mistress is frying fish.”
“Do people fry fish with sugar? I don’t have any!” She thought, “Why should I give her my sugar? I’ll use my
own sugar with my own fish!” Then she got hold of the sugar can and dumped whatever it contained into the
frying pan, along with the oil and the fish!
When the guests came, and ate the food she\fn{The she-monkey.} had prepared, they exclaimed, “Very tasty!”
But when they tasted the fish they exclaimed, “Yuk-k-k-k! Is there anyone who would put sugar on fish!”
And the wife of the middle one also went back to her room in great shame.
Like the first time, the she-monkey got out of her monkey skin, and put on a dress prettier than the previous
one; she went down from her room to the dinner. Still no one knew who she was. When the middle brother saw
her he lamented,
“I wish this girl were my wife, instead of my wife, the loser!” And as before, she returned to her room without
anyone noticing, and got back into her monkey skin.
Now it was the turn of the wife of youngest, the she-monkey, to cook and show everyone. She prepared the
greatest feast. Her two sisters-in-law decided to avenge themselves on her over the pudding with red pepper and
the fish with sugar tricks. They went to her room to see what she had done. When they got there she, before their
very eyes, took off her monkey skin. They saw beauty second to none. They asked her,
“How did you do that? You are a she-monkey!” She answered them,
“If you fleece off your old skins, immediately new prettier skin grows in its place.”
The two of them did not suspect this bit of news. They ran to their rooms and each got her heel-rubbing stone
and descended on her own face: scrape, scrape, scrape, until her face became like a piece of liver.
Meanwhile, she put a pretty dress—prettier than the previous two—and went down from her room to the
dinner. Still no one knew who she was, when the elder brother thought, “I wish this girl were my wife, instead of
that loser I married!” and the middle brother thought, “I wish this girl were my wife, instead of that loser I
married!”
When the guests ate the food she had prepared, they exclaimed, “Very tasty!” When they ate the desert, they
exclaimed, “Very tasty!” When they drank the fruit punch, they exclaimed, “Very tasty! Very tasty!”
Before the dinner ended, she returned to her room without anyone noticing. But this time the youngest brother
followed her. She got into her room and as she was getting back into her monkey skin, he came into the room. He
got hold of that skin and threw it into the fire. It burned, and she remained in her human form. When his father
and mother saw her, they became very happy, because their youngest son really knew how to choose a wife.
When his two elder brothers saw what their wives have done to themselves, they couldn’t bear looking at their
skinned faces. They divorced them and sent them back to their fathers’ homes.
The king put his youngest son in charge of all the affairs of the kingdom.
93.188 A Handful Of Dates\fn{by Tayeb Salih (192986

)}

Karmakol, Northern State, Sudan (M) 2

I must have been very young at the time. While I don’t remember exactly how old I was, I do remember that
when people saw me with my grandfather they would pat me on the head and give my cheek a pinch—things they
didn’t do to my grandfather. The strange thing was that I never used to go out with my father, rather it was my
grandfather who would take me with him wherever he went, except for the mornings when I would go to the
mosque to learn the Qur’an.\fn{About 75% of the population of The Sudan follows Islam, and live in the northern and central twothirds of the country.}
The mosque, the river and the fields—these were the landmarks in our life. While most of the children of my
age grumbled at having to go to the mosque to learn the Qur’an, I used to love it. The reason was, no doubt, that I
was quick at learning by heart and the sheikh always asked me to stand up and recite the Chapter of the
Merciful\fn{Chapter 55.} whenever we had visitors, who would pat me on my head and cheek just as people did
when they saw me with my grandfather.
Yes, I used to love the mosque, and I loved the river too. Directly we finished our Qur’an reading in the
morning I would throw down my wooden slate and dart off, quick as a genie, to my mother, hurriedly swallow
down my breakfast, and run off for a plunge in the river. When tired of swimming about I would sit on the bank
and gaze at the strip of water that wound away eastwards and hid behind a thick wood of acacia trees. I loved the
give rein to my imagination and picture to myself a tribe of giants living behind that wood, a people tall and thin
with white beards and sharp noses, like my grandfather. Before my grandfather ever replied to my many questions
he would rub the tip of his nose with his forefinger; as for his beard, it was soft and luxuriant and as white as
cotton-wool—never in my life have I seen anything of a purer whiteness or greater beauty. My grandfather must
also have been extremely tall, for I never saw anyone in the whole area address him without having to look up at
him, nor did I see him enter a house without having to bend so low that I was put in mind of the way the river
wound round behind the wood of acacia trees. I loved him and would imagine myself, when I grew to be a man,
tall and slender like him, walking along with great strides.
I believe I was his favorite grandchild: no wonder, for my cousins were a stupid bunch and I—so they say—
was an intelligent child. I used to know when my grandfather wanted me to laugh, when to be silent; also I would
remember the times for his prayers and would bring him his prayer-rug and fill the ewer for his ablutions without
his having to ask me. When he had nothing else to do he enjoyed listening to me reciting to him from the Qur’an
in a lilting voice, and I could tell from his face that he was moved.
*
One day I asked him about our neighbor Masood. I said to my grandfather:
“I fancy you don’t like our neighbor Masood?” To which he answered, having rubbed the tip of his nose:
“He’s an indolent man and I don’t like such people.” I said to him:
“What’s an indolent man?” My grandfather lowered his head for a moment, then looking across at the wide
expanse of field, he said:
“Do you see it stretching out from the edge of the desert up to the Nile bank? A hundred feddans. Do you see
all those date palms? And those trees—sant, acacia, and sayal? All this fell into Masood’s lap, was inherited by
him from his father.”
Taking advantage of the silence that had descended upon my grandfather, I turned my gaze from him to the
vast area defined by his words.
“I don’t care,” I told myself, “who owns those date palms, those trees or this black, cracked earth—all I know
is that it’s the arena for my dreams and my playground.” My grandfather then continued:
“Yes, my boy, forty years ago all this belonged to Masood—two-thirds of it is now mine.”
This was news to me for I had imagined that the land had belonged to my grandfather ever since God’s
Creation.
“I didn’t own a single feddan when I first set foot in this village. Masood was then the owner of all these
riches. The position has changed now, though, and I think that before Allah calls to him\fn{ Him is capitalized in the
text; probably in error, as the phrase appears to speak of Masood’s death .} I shall have bought the remaining third as well.”
I do not know why it was I felt fear at my grandfather’s words—and pity for our neighbor Masood. How I
wished my grandfather wouldn’t do what he’d said. I remembered Masood’s singing, his beautiful voice and
powerful laugh that resembled the gurgling of water. My grandfather never used to laugh.
I asked my grandfather why Masood had sold his land.
“Women,” and from the way my grandfather pronounced the word I felt that ‘women’ was something terrible.
“Masood, my boy, was a much-married man. Each time he married he sold me a feddan or two.”
I made the quick calculation that Masood must have married some ninety women. Then I remembered his
three wives, his shabby appearance, his lame donkey and its dilapidated saddle, his djellaba with the torn sleeves.
*
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I had all but rid my mind of the thoughts that jostled in it when I saw the man approaching us, and my
grandfather and I exchanged glances.
“We’ll be harvesting the dates today,” said Masood. “Don’t you want to be there?”
I felt, though, that he did not really want my grandfather to attend. My grandfather, however, jumped to his
feet and I saw that his eyes sparkled momentarily with an intense brightness. He pulled me by the hand and we
went off to the harvesting of Masood’s dates.
Someone brought my grandfather a stool covered with an ox-hide, while I remained standing. There was a vast
number of people there, but though I knew them all, I found myself for some reason, watching Masood: aloof
from the great gathering of people he stood as though it were no concern of his, despite the fact that the date
palms to be harvested were his own. Sometimes his attention would be caught by the sound of a huge clump of
dates crashing down from on high. Once he shouted up at the boy perched on the very summit of the date palm
who had begun hacking at a clump with his long, sharp sickle:
“Be careful you don’t cut the heart of the palm.”
No one paid any attention to what he said and the boy seated at the very summit of the date palm continued,
quickly and energetically, to work away at the branch with his sickle till the clump of dates began to drop like
something descending from the heavens.
I, however, had begun to think about Masood’s phrase ‘the heart of the palm’. I pictured the palm tree as
something with feeling, something possessed of a heart that throbbed. I remembered Masood’s remark to me
when he had once seen me playing about with the branch of a young palm tree:
“Palm trees, my boy, like humans, experience joy and suffering.” And I had felt an inward and unreasoned
embarrassment.
When I again looked at the expanse of ground stretching before me I saw my young companions swarming
like ants around the trunks of the palm trees, gathering up dates and eating most of them. The dates were collected
into high mounds. I saw people coming along and weighing them into measuring bins and pouring them into
sacks, of which I counted thirty. The crowd of people broke up, except for Hussein the merchant, Mousa the
owner of the field next to ours on the east, and two men I’d never seen before.
I heard a low whistling sound and saw that my grandfather had fallen asleep. Then I noticed that Masood had
not changed his stance, except that he had placed a stalk in his mouth and was munching at it like someone
surfeited with food who doesn’t know what to do with the mouthful he still has.
*
Suddenly my grandfather woke up, jumped to his feet and walked towards the sacks of dates. He was followed
by Hussein the merchant, Mousa the owner of the field next to ours, and the two strangers. I glanced at Masood
and saw that he was making his way towards us with extreme slowness, like a man who wants to retreat but
whose feet insist on going forward. They formed a circle round the sacks of dates and began examining them,
some taking a date or two to eat. My grandfather gave me a fistful, which I began munching. I saw Massood
filling the palms of both hands with dates and bringing them up close to his nose, then returning them.
Then I saw them dividing up the sacks between them. Hussein the merchant took ten; each of the strangers
took five. Mousa the owner of the field next to ours on the eastern side took five, and my grandfather took five.
Understanding nothing, I looked at Masood and saw that his eyes were darting about to left and right like two
mice that have lost their way home.
“You’re still fifty pounds in debt to me,” said my grandfather to Masood. “We’ll talk about it later.”
Hussein called his assistants and they brought along donkeys, the two strangers produced camels, and the sacks
of date were loaded on to them. One of the donkeys let out a braying which set the camels frothing at the mouth
and complaining noisily. I felt myself drawing close to Masood, felt my hand stretch out towards him as though I
wanted to touch the hem of his garment.
I heard him make a noise in his throat like the rasping of a lamb being slaughtered. For some unknown reason,
I experienced a sharp sensationof pain in my chest.
I ran off into the distance. Hearing my grandfather call after me, I hesitated a little, then continued on my way.
I felt at that moment that I hated him. Quickening my pace, it was as though I carried within me a secret I wanted
to rid myself of.
I reached the riverbank near the bend it made behind the wood of acacia trees. Then, without knowing why, I
put my finger into my throat and spewed up the dates I’d eaten.
270.71 Arrow At Rest\fn{by Fatima Hamed Ibrahim (1933- )} Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan (F) 8
I was born in Khartoum, the capital of Sudan.
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When I was three years old, my family moved to Omdruman, one of the three cities built at the point where the
Blue Nile and the White Nile come together. It is a beautiful site for a city. You can see the two rivers meet and
move in two parallel lines into the horizon, never merging.
I was the third in a family of three sisters and four brothers. The families of both my parents came from the
north of Sudan. The father of my mother was assistant to the father of my father, who was a judge. The families
had close relations. When my grandfather moved to another city on the White Nile, my mother’s father remained
in Khartoum and became headmaster of the first school there.
He had progressive ideas that affected the way he brought up my mother. When she was a child, there was no
school for girls in Khartoum. Her father enrolled her and her sisters at the boy’s school he headed. He had a large
library and encouraged his children to read and to discuss issues. He brought tutors to the house to give them
additional training at home and sent them to the missionary school after they finished their elementary education.
My mother was one of the first Sudanese girls to learn English. When she was in the third year at the
missionary school, her uncle who was more traditional in his views, using a prerogative of the older member of
the extended family, arranged for her to marry a wealthy older man in order to stop the progressive upbringing my
grandfather had planned for her. She was, of course, very unhappy and soon fell ill.
My grandfather helped her get a divorce. Soon she married again, but since she was a divorced woman and an
educated one at that, her second husband’s family treated her very badly.
She was divorced once again. Finally, she married my father, who was a family friend, a frequent visitor, and a
well-educated man.
My father was a college graduate. He had chosen teaching as his profession. Although he was proficient in
English, he refused to teach it because he disliked the British and their colonialist policies. Instead, he taught
Arabic and religion.
My mother and father kept a large library of religious and literary books. Both were very interested in politics,
and although they did not participate in political activity directly, they kept abreast of current events in the
country. We grew up in a highly politicized atmosphere.
*
Our house was an ordinary middle-class home, with no special features or luxuries. There was a men’s section,
where father’s friends and visitors were received, and there was the women’s section, where we took our meals,
slept, and sat together to talk. My parents had their own room with a double bed. The rest of us slept in the single
beds that lined each of the other rooms. There were chairs in these rooms as well and we sat around and talked or
read or played games in the same spaces where we slept at night.
Mother always emphasized cleanliness. We kept the rooms in our house impeccable and ourselves and our
clothes spotlessly clean. In our childhood, when there were no toothbrushes, she taught us to brush our teeth with a
special leaf that expanded to become almost brushlike. It was an aromatic leaf that left a wonderfully fresh aftertaste.
We took our meals on the verandah. In the mornings we had tea with milk, and beans, yogurt, cheese, or eggs.
Sometimes we had meat or liver. We all came home from school and work to take the midday meal at around twothirty. This was the most elaborate meal of the day. There was often a stew made with meat and vegetables and a
salad of lettuce and tomatoes on which we sprinkled salt and pepper and lemon juice. The food was served in large
trays. We ate with our hands from the bowls placed around the tray, using pieces of bread to wrap bits of meat and
vegetables into neat morsels.
There was not much conversation during meals. After the mid-day meal we rested a while until the heat of the
afternoon had passed.
In the late afternoon, my mother often engaged us in a favorite game of the family. We sat around the room in a
circle. She would recite a line of poetry from memory. The person sitting next to her answered with another line
that began with the last letter of the line she had recited. The next person in the circle followed with another line,
starting with the last letter of the previously recited poem. We could not use a poem that had been recited already.
When someone whose turn it was could not remember a new poem beginning with the right letter, they would be
excluded from the game. On and on we went, saying our favorite lines out loud.
Most of us knew most of the poems and whispered along with the one whose turn it was. We spent many hours
memorizing lines of poetry and took pride in knowing poems that ended in unusual letters, making it difficult for
the next person in line. I can close my eyes and see the eager faces of my sisters and brothers and a host of visiting
relatives as they recalled the much-repeated lines of poetry.
*
As a child I hated to do the chores that were specifically assigned to women, especially the work in the kitchen. I
thought it was unfair that my brothers could read or play while my sisters and I had to perform our duties as girls. My
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family were generally progressive and open-minded, but society forced certain roles on women that could not be
avoided easily.
In our house, men and women ate together—an unusual phenomenon in Sudan, but the best part of the house was
for the men and the poorer, uglier parts for the women. My father was the undisputed boss, but he loved my mother
very much and she knew how to treat him so that she could share the power in the household. They sat together often,
he read her religious texts, she read him the daily papers. She knew how to protect her territory and her rights without
making him lose face publicly.
As a religious authority, he was under careful scrutiny and subject to pressure from the Islamic extremists. It was
important for her to protect his position while guarding her own. She always supported our educational activities and
pressed my father to allow us to choose and to engage in projects that interested us, even when they were controversial.
*
My childhood recollections are generally happy ones. One painful experience, the memory of which has haunted me
through the years, is my circumcision. My older sister and brother were being circumcised according to tradition and
the family decided to include me, even though I was only three years old.
The ceremonies are quite elaborate and involve a coming-of-age celebration. The preparation of the many dishes
goes on for days. The house is decorated. The child receives beautiful presents and new clothes and she is made much
of by the family. All close relatives and friends are invited to the ceremony. A hole is dug in the ground and a small rug
is spread by the hole and the girl child is placed on the rug with her legs held apart and her hips at the edge of the hole.
As the midwife approaches, the guests cheer and ululate and sing in a loud voice.
The child begins to panic, but before she can move, the midwife’s wrist moves swiftly and the child’s face contorts
in disbelief at the excruciating pain as the clitoris and the labia are cut swiftly. The pieces and the blood fall into the
hole and are quickly covered with soil. The child’s shouts merge into the singing and cheering of the crowd. The girl’s
legs are pressed together and tied tightly. The cheering continues.
For seven days the midwife comes everyday to untie the legs and clean the wound. She sometimes uses the seed of a
plant called Garrad, which she grinds into a powder and applies to the wound to help it heal quickly.
The pain does not stop with the healing of the wound in childhood. Since the opening of the vagina is sewed
together to leave only a small hole, the size of one’s little finger, the first experience of intercourse is extremely painful.
At childbirth, the opening is cut open so that the baby can pass through and is sewn again afterward.
The physical pain leaves a terrible memory, but it is considered no different from any operation a child might have.
Since it is believed to be a beneficial ritual, conducted in the spirit of community and with love from parents and
family, it is not as psychologically traumatic as it might have been.
Although it is not a requirement of Islamic practice, it is believed to be so by the masses. Women consider it a
cleansing operation, beneficial for a woman’s health and well-being. It is hard to find a husband for a girl who has not
been circumcised.
*
Because of my mother’s intervention, my father allowed me to attend secondary school after I finished intermediate school.
My experience at the school motivated me politically. The British head-mistress eliminated science courses
from our curriculum. We had to pass the standard Cambridge examination in order to qualify for entrance to the
university. Without taking science courses, we would have a difficult time passing the examination.
We asked her to allow us to study the sciences. She told us that as black women we did not have the intelligence to learn these subjects.
“Besides,” she reminded us, “the mission of this school is to train good housewives.”
A number of my schoolmates were motivated by this experience of racism to fight against British colonialism.
I reacted by starting a wall newspaper. We also wrote a letter to the city newspaper, describing our predicament.
The letter was passed on to the headmistress, and she reacted by immediately dismissing all of us.
We were preparing for the examination and missing our classes could take away our chance of passing the
examination and the possibility of attending the university. We decided to put all our efforts into preparing for the
exam in order to prove to the British woman that we were intelligent and capable enough to pass.
We had exceptional results. Sixty percent of us were accepted.
*
Throughout my childhood and adolescence, my mother was an important presence in my life. She was a tall
woman with light skin and three thin, parallel lines cut into each cheek, giving a lovely symmetry to her face. I
remember her sitting with the Qur’an in her hand, reading quietly to women from the neighborhood or members of
the extended family.
One of the lessons I learned from her has become a mainstay of my philosophy in life.
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When I was a young girl I completed a class organized by the Red Crescent. I received nicely framed first-class
certificates in nursing and first aid—with beautiful calligraphy. I brought them home and hung them on a wall.
One day as we sat talking with my mother, we heard a child screaming. We ran out and saw my younger brother
sprawled on the ground with his elder brother’s bicycle on top of him, the chain embedded in his leg, and blood
spurting out from under the chain that had cut deep into his flesh.
I took one look and fainted. My mother fetched water and sprinkled it on my face and held a bottle of perfume
under my nostrils. When I came to, she ran outside and stopped a passerby and guided him to lift the bicycle from
the boy’s leg. She took my brother to the hospital to treat his wound. When she returned, she sat down next to me
and said warily,
“Fatima, I tried my best to educate you and raise your awareness and teach you the best of your culture. I suported all your activities and was proud of them. But what is the use of your first-class certificate of nursing, if the
first chance you get to use your learning you faint?
“Instead of helping me, you became a burden. Fainting is more dangerous than a wounded leg. I had to leave
your brother to bring you to consciousness.”
She then took down the framed certificates and broke them against her knee.
“These are only for show and pretense if they don’t bring you wisdom and strength.”
*
After high school, I wanted to attend art school, but even with my mother’s support, I was unable to obtain my
father’s permission. For a time I studied journalism on my own. My gradual involvement with the women’s movement led me to realize the importance of initiating a journal for women.
The first organization for women, established in 1947, had failed because the founders, inexperienced in community organizing, had limited membership to educated women of the capital. By 1952, having learned from the previous
experiment, a new group of younger women, myself among them, joined a number from the original organization to
form the Sudanese Women’s Union. The new organization was based on an expanded membership and a network of
branches throughout the country.
I decided to publish a journal that would provide us with a forum to discuss women’s issues. Several women
helped me and we sold our gold to obtain the necessary capital for this venture. In the first issue of the journal which
we called the Sudanese Women’s Voice we set forth our beliefs.
We said we do not consider men our enemies. We do not consider Islam our opponent. We refuse to accept the
Western model of liberation as our blueprint, nor do we recommend copying men’s behavior as a means of reaching
emancipation and equality.
We expressed our respect for the positive traditions of our culture. We demanded political, economic, and social
rights for women, equal opportunities for employment, and an equal role for women within the family. We conveyed
our belief that women’s rights must be seen within the context of the welfare of the family and the community and
must be sought on the basis of our sociocultural roots.
We held that feminism is indigenous to our culture, and full equality can be reached on the basis of our own
religious and cultural precepts.
We knew we must reassure our people that we did not mean to change the basic tenets of our traditions. We
stressed the beauty and rightness of our national costume, the toab.
*
In the same year, the Egyptians and the British, who had been ruling Sudan, signed an agreement that gave the
country its independence. In 1954 for the first time we had a Sudanese government. We were jubilant, thinking now
that we had our own government, there would be more attention paid to the problems of the people. A group of us
prepared a proposal for the betterment of the condition of women, including measures to improve education and
health and maternal care and presented it to the new prime minister.
But the new government showed no response.
We realized that replacing white faces with black in positions of power does not automatically benefit the masses of women. We decided that reformist activities, such as establishing literacy classes, doing charity work and the
like, would not by themselves bring about substantial changes in the condition of women. In order to transform the
society, we had to change the political infrastructure. We decided to continue these activities in order to receive
the support of certain groups of women who were interested in them, but we resolved to concentrate on obtaining the
right to vote.
We changed the constitution of the organization to reflect our newly gained awareness. It now included our
demands for full participation of women in social and economic development of the country, and a whole list of
other demands that went beyond “traditional” concerns of women.
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We emphasized that it was necessary to change the traditional role of men and women in the family if we were
to have full participation of women in the work force. We demanded, among others, accessible and dependable
child care facilities, the right to divorce, increase in the minimum age of marriage, and limitation of polygyny. But
our main concern was to achieve political participation in order to give women the power of their votes.
There was an immediate and strong backlash from the Muslim Brothers and other conservative Muslim groups.
They began a campaign of slander, accusing us of loose morals and Western tendencies. We responded by
quoting verses of the Qur’an and the various hadith in support of our claims of equality, stressing our belief in our
religion.
*
In 1958, pressured by the Americans, Prime Minister Abdulah Khalil handed his power over to a military
government.
The women’s organizations went underground. The Sudanese Women’s Voice continued to be published because I, as the editor in chief, personally held the license. The journal was the first to publish political cartoons.
One of the first showed a child, scowling, with a caption that read
“Even you are disgusted?”
The Minister of Interior called me in and complained about this cartoon and another that clearly depicted the
president and the minister himself. He asked me why I was attacking the government. I answered,
“Why do you think these drawings are of you or the president? Are these drawings the way you see yourself?” He said,
“You are a fragile woman. Your strength is in your tongue.”
He called his assistant and ordered the closure of the journal, but asked him to give me all the privileges of
journalists. When we reopened the journal a year later, its circulation increased from 7,000 to 17,000.
*
The political movement against the military government continued. Trade unions played a very important role
by organizing a series of strikes that eventually paralyzed the government. Our organization was the only
women’s group that was part of the coalition of forces that formed the opposition.
In 1964, when the military refused to obey orders to open fire on the strikers and demonstrators, the mass
uprising succeeded in toppling the military government.
*
Women achieved the franchise in 1964. In the first general elec tions, which took place in 1965, I ran for
office and was the first and only woman elected to a parliament of 365 men.
I had chosen to uphold an image of myself as a traditional, respectable, family-oriented Muslim woman in
my private life. This image gained me the credibility that allowed me to be radical and outspoken in my public
life. I also took on topics and issues which showed that women are knowledgeable and interested in a variety of
fields.
Other delegates, even those not sympathetic to women’s demands, came to me for support, voted with me,
and publicized their votes in order to gain the women’s vote. We stated our goals reasonably and suggested
pragmatic strategies for working toward them. Within a few years, real and important changes came about
within the law: women gained access to a variety of professions, becoming judges, police officers, doctors,
engineers.
I was very active in the Women’s Union and in the Communist Party and the trade unions. I moved in
various worker’s circles and political activist groups. I met the man who became my husband in these meetings. We
worked well together and shared the same ideals.
I was too involved in public service and activism to be interested in personal attachments. I decided to marry
this man because he was a friend and a partner and a colleague. What we felt for each other was respect, trust, and
comradery, rather than love.
I have never had time for love. He was a good struggler for human rights and a respectable trade unionist. Our
marriage followed our friendship. At the outset, we worked out the context of our marriage contract. We committed
ourselves to honesty, to giving each other space to think and work and be. We agreed to be soulmates and allies.
*
We were married in 1966. There are many rituals connected to marriage in Sudan, all based on subordination
and objectification of women.
From a month prior to the wedding, the bride is kept indoors, out of the sun. Her skin is daily massaged with
aromatic creams and scrubbed so that layers of roughness are gradually removed. Her toenails and fingernails are
colored with henna into a dark burnt-orange. The soles of the feet and hands are hennaed in elaborate patterns.
She is fed to fatten her if thin and starved to reduce her weight if she is plump.
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At the end of this period, the perfumes are almost internalized to produce an aroma, special to a Sudanese
bride.
A considerable sum is given as a dowry.
For the celebration, she is dressed in flimsy garments and performs a provocative dance she has practiced for
weeks before the occasion. It is called the pigeon dance, because the movements with the chest thrust forward,
neck held back, and arms spread out at the sides, resemble a bird in flight. She gyrates her body in sensual movements. The ceremony is usually celebrated with a grand feast.
I decided to use the occasion of my marriage to set an example for emancipated women. I refused a dowry,
which I consider putting a price on a woman. Instead of the feast for relatives and friends, I decided to have a
simple ceremony but include all my constituents and colleagues and friends. We published the invitation to the
wedding in the newspaper and held the celebration in a park. We served only soft drinks and fruits and sweets.
Thousands of people came to our wedding. I sat beside my husband on a stage constructed so that the crowd
could see us. I no more thought of dancing than my husband did.
*
In May 1969 there was another coup d’etat and a military regime came to power. The generals sent for the
women leaders and asked for our support. We negotiated with them about our demands and they initially agreed to
our terms, but when we began discussing various specific items, they reneged on their original agreement.
We invited the president, Jaffar Numairi, to open an international conference we had organized on literacy. We
hoped that he would use the occasion to give support to women’s demands.
We were shocked to hear him say that he opposed the demands of feminists because they were propagating
imported Western ideas that were incompatible with our Islamic culture. Following his speech, I went to the podium
and said,
“It is symbolic that the president who is dressed top to toe in imported Western clothing assigns the label ‘foreign’ to
the indigenous demands of Sudanese women, all of whom happen to be dressed in the toab. Since he chooses to renege
on his promise of support for our programs, we are left with no choice but to withdraw our support from his government.”
When he was leaving, I accompanied him and a number of his ministers to the door, but he did not look back or say
good-bye. At a prearranged reception he gave for the participants of the conference that evening, I was seated on his
left. He told me,
“Fatima, you have broken the protocol. You should not have responded to my speech, and it certainly was inappropriate to confront and criticize me in a public international forum.” I said,
“Mr. President, I am a street fighter. I know nothing about protocol. I will speak up against anyone who negates
women’s rights at any gathering where he expresses such ideas.” He smiled and said,
“They asked me to have you arrested right there and then, but I refused because you are a courageous woman.”
He did not speak to me again. I felt that this was a foreboding and a threat.
*
In November 1970 the Sudanese Women’s Union held its general conference in order to elect the president and the
secretary-general. A recent split in the Communist Party of Sudan, the largest communist party in Africa—following
which some had joined Numairi and others had stayed in the opposition—spilled over to the Women’s Union, even
though we tried hard to keep the women’s movement united. In spite of the machinations of the splintering factions,
I was elected president of the union.
*
In April 1971 our organization was banned and Numairi established his own government-sponsored women’s
organization, giving it a name similar to ours to confuse the international organizations with which we were
connected or affiliated. The government’s measures became harsher each day and their tolerance for opposition
decreased.
In the same year they arrested my husband, who was the secretary-general of the Federation of the Trade
Unions. They picked him up on his way to a union meeting. A colleague at the Communist Party who had joined
the ranks of the Numairi supporters after the split sent me a message through my brother, saying that the only way
to save my husband was to take my two-year-old son and personally appeal to the president in his office.
I told my brother I would never agree to such a thing. My husband would rather die with his head held high
than to be alive with eyes downcast because his life was owed to his wife’s beggarly appeal to the dictator. I
would never beg the killer not to kill.
My husband and I had discussed the dangers of our situation and our expectations of one another if one of us
was arrested. Days before he was arrested, he asked me to go to my father’s because he didn’t want the govern93

ment to use me to force him into demeaning himself or his cause. We had decided together that we wouldn’t allow
them to use one of us to humiliate us both through the other.
They tortured my husband for three days and on the third day, when they realized he was dying under torture,
they held a ten-minute “trial” after which they executed him.
Executions were usually held at dawn. My husband’s life hung by a thread. Fearful that he might not last the
hours till dawn, they executed him at two o’clock in the afternoon in order to avoid public knowledge that he had
died under torture.
They arrested me at the same time they killed him, almost to the minute.
*
They kept me under house arrest for two and a half years. When I was released, I organized a demonstration
with other wives and children of the executed men and demanded to know the charge against them. Following the
demonstration, I went to the supreme court and asked the chief justice to register a complaint against the president
for the murder of my husband.
I knew he couldn’t do anything, but I wanted to register my complaint, pay the fee, and have it on the record
for history.
They arrested me again, and this time they took me to a prison outside the city where they held murderers and
other criminals. I was left in a room full of men. The guard gave me his chair and I slept sitting up in that chair for
three nights. There was nowhere to wash and little food. Soon I was so ill that they had to move me to the hospital.
Before leaving for the hospital, I shook hands with all the prisoners and told them that my husband had been
killed because he held society responsible for the way people like them were treated. Society created conditions that
forced them into criminal behavior. He had died for the idea that people should have decent education and employment and housing.
Eventually I recovered and was released.
*
In the next sixteen years, I continued my activities with the Sudanese Women’s Union. The Women’s Union was
working underground and I was in and out of jail regularly. But throughout the whole period, I kept my political work
and my home life in balance. I made sure that I had enough time to spend with my son. I helped him with his homework and told him about my own preoccupations and activities. Wherever I went, even when I attended meetings that
were secret, I told him about it. I wanted him to know me and know my goals.
I also made sure that my reputation was well protected, because it was important in my work and also because I
wanted my son to be proud of me. I never rode in a car alone with a colleague, nor attended a meeting in a house
where no woman was present. I made sure to come home from any activity in the early evening. I knew what I was
doing, and I trusted my colleagues fully, but I didn’t want rumors and innuendo to harm my image or my son’s faith in
me.
During all these years, the Sudanese people supported me in every way. They sent me money and toys and clothes
for my son. He had so many toys that he often distributed them among other children. Even now that I am in exile,
Sudanese women send me toabs so that I have many and can go on wearing different ones and not have to wash
before I have time to.
*
In 1983 the Islamic Front joined Numairi’s government, and its leader became his deputy. They put Sharià law
into effect and declared Numairi the Imam, placing opposition to him on a par with opposition to God. They set up
the military emergency courts, called Kheymeh, or tent courts.
These were set up on street corners and in schools all over town. They made immediate decisions about alleged
crimes and carried out the punishment on the spot. Adultery was a common charge. In order to charge a woman
with that it was enough to find her, fully clothed, standing next to a man who was not next of kin to her.
The penalty was eighty lashes, a fine of a hundred pounds, and a year in prison. Cases of adultery were
publicized widely, causing many of the women charged with this to commit suicide rather than tolerate the shame
brought to their families.
The real aim of this policy was to force the men to keep their wives, daughters, and sisters segregated within
the home.
*
In 1983 I applied for an exit visa to go to Europe for medical attention. They refused at first, but finally
agreed because of pressure from Amnesty International.
But when I went to the airport, the security guards took my passport and refused to allow me to leave. I
shouted my objection to their behavior, taunting them for being afraid of a sick, frail woman. I called them
lackeys of a thieving president, who with his wife and brother were robbing the people of their livelihood. I
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forced my way into the transit area and told passengers who were leaving the country that I am being held back
by force and asked them to contact the newspapers and the media in the countries of their destination and tell my
story.
Hearing this, Numairi ordered that I be taken to the military court, flogged, and put in prison for the rest of
my life. He had pronounced my sentence before I was tried.
When they took me to the court, I was amazed to see the thousands of people who had surrounded the courthouse. When my son walked to me and put his arms around me, the crowd shouted,
“We won’t allow them to kill your mother as they killed your father.”
The judge and the representatives of the army and the police were sitting in judgement. My doctor testified
that I would not survive flogging. The general secretary of the lawyer’s association sat next to me and whispered
advice, but he was not allowed to defend me. He had held a consultation with my lawyer and my brother-in-law
and decided that my defense should be made on the grounds of insanity. When the acquittal was being read, I
tried to stand and declare my objection to being classified as “insane,” but my son held me back, and my lawyer
said,
“If you do this I will have to believe that you are in fact insane.”
So I kept quiet and was released. The judge told my brother-in-law not to take me home because people would
follow and demonstrate. I was taken to a friend’s house outside the city to avoid continuation of the demonstrations on my behalf.
The political atmosphere in the country grew more tense. Women were mobilized against the emergency military
courts and the breach of their human rights. There was increasing dissatisfaction and unrest. At the end of March
1984 they expelled the military regime.
*
Sadik El Mahdi, of the Umma party, came to power. The Umma party was a conservative group, but, in the
tradition of the extended family and the expanded social network that connects people together in Sudan, we found it
possible to work together across dividing lines of political ideology. Sometimes there are members within a family
who belong to extreme opposite margins of political parties, but they can reach across these differences and work
together because of other ties that bind them. This phenomenon can be used as a base for a rudimentary democracy
and utilized to encourage tolerance and to build coalitions.
When El Mahdi came to power, once again there was the possibility of political activism. Women who had
participated in the revolt and had been in the front line of the struggle were again able to organize their networks. The
Supreme Council called representatives of all groups to the palace and we worked together to prepare a program of
reconstruction based on the concept of equality, nondiscrimination, and peace.
We noted that any force that supports the military to come to power in Sudan would be considered the people’s
enemy. We sent copies of the statement to the United Nations and to other regional and international groups.
We tried to build a common front representing the wholepolitical spectrum from the left to the right. We
discussed our mutual oppression as women and the need to work together for the shared goals of equality and full
participation.
*
In 1989 I was on an official visit abroad when I heard that a coup d’etat had taken place in Sudan, bringing to
power an army officer and member of the Islamic Front, Omar El Basheer.
El Basheer’s was a fundamentalist government, supported by the Islamic Republic of Iran. One of its first acts was
to impose the Iranian style hejab on women.
There was a wave of resistance to changing our national dress, the toab. The government was forced to limit the
compulsory use of the hejab to government offices and schools. But even in those spaces, women insisted on
wearing the hejab under the toab.
Conditions in Sudan grew worse. Inflation ran out of control and the infrastructure of the country deteriorated.
Shortages of food and fuel became endemic, and public transportation all but disappeared. Civil liberties were
suspended.
Early on, President Basheer publicly announced that he would welcome criticism of his regime and consider
suggestions about public policy. I met with my colleagues, and we decided to take advantage of this statement and
prepared a memorandum listing our demands. We considered sending a delegation to present the document to the
president, but I volunteered to go alone so that if he decided to arrest the perpetrator, I would be the only one
punished.
As I had expected, they arrested me. But they used a new system of imprisonment. I was asked to go to the
headquarters of the security forces each morning and stay there without food or water until dark when I was
allowed to return home. I was not a prisoner by the usual definition of the term, but I was paralyzed and my
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movements were limited, as if I had been in jail. They told me I was not arrested because I presented the memorandum criticizing the president’s policies but because I signed it in my capacity as the president of the Sudanese
Women’s Union, an outlaw organization.
Later that year I applied for an exit visa for reasons of health.
*
I was finally allowed to leave in 1990. I went to London, where I continued to speak out against the regime in
Sudan. During the Conference of the International Democratic Federation of Women in 1991, the Arab delegations nominated me for president and I was elected. I applied for political asylum in England and with the help of
Amnesty International I was given asylum.
In the last two years,\fn{This esssay was published in 1994:H} I have had time to think and review my life’s activities.
In view of the events in Eastern Europe, I reconsidered my commitment to socialism.
I have concluded for myself that socialism failed in many parts of the world because it was not interpreted and
implemented correctly. Another grave mistake was denial of God and religion, which are the mainstay of many
people’s moral and spiritual existence.
Learning from past mistakes should help us work toward a world in which there is an equitable distribution of the
necessities of life, full participation of the people in determining their destiny, and justice and the rule of law. Those
who have raised the flag of socialism in the past have often not believed in socialism but used it to gain riches for
themselves.
At the end of my soul-searching, I am still a communist, but one who believes in Islam and in democracy. I
have always kept my political beliefs separate from my work within the women’s movement. I have learned that
in order to succeed in the women’s movement we must organize the grassroots. To do that we must include
diverse views and lifestyles. Women will follow no leader unless they come to believe in her sincerity and in the
efficacy of her ideas and proposals, and in her commitment not to impose her politics upon them.
*
My life in exile differs, I think, from others. I have, in a sense, chosen exile because it offers me a better chance to
work for my people. Exile is the place I have come to in order to continue my struggle. My home, in reality, is where I
can struggle for my people.
If I had stayed in Sudan and remained silent and safe, I would have been a stranger to my own nature and a true
exile.
I consider my stay abroad temporary. It is difficult to continue my day-to-day existence. My life is extremely limited
financially and socially. My physical surroundings are oppressive to me. I miss the bright sun to which I awoke each
day at home. The gloomy weather in England is a symbol for me of the present state of things. I am convinced that
some day soon the clouds will pass and the sun will come out. The change in the conditions of my country, which is
bound to come, will reveal new, bright horizons for us.
I yearn for news of my country, and when I hear of the scarcity of food and see the drawn faces of the starving
children on television, I am filled with guilt. Food sticks in my throat and I am unable to swallow. I cannot sleep at
night. I lie down in bed, but my mind travels home. I am not axious for the dawn.
My work with women used to be the most energizing part of my day at home, but here, even though I am engaged
in the work of the Federation, it is less fulfilling, because I feel my ideas and opinions are different from most of the
others.
They want to concentrate on rape and violence and sexual choice. I am concerned with these issues, but I am much
more aware of the problems of simple survival. What priority can sexual choice have to a woman whose child is
dying of hunger in her arms?
The loneliness of exile is the most difficult part of my life these days. I miss the warmth and closeness of
family, friends, and colleagues. At home, one’s house was always filled with people, who came at any time, and
who were always expected and always welcome. Here no one knocks at one’s door. Everyone is in a hurry and
there’s little time for offering hospitality to strangers.
Like a plant pulled from its soil, its roots withering in the cold air, I am out of my element in the West.
My son graduates from the medical school of Khartoum University this week. I am hoping he will be allowed
to visit me. His presence will bring me warmth and he will be home and country for me.\fn{ Fatima Ahmed Ibrahim
returned to Sudan in 2005, according to W, after reconciliation between the government and Opposition, and currently has been appointed
as a deputy in the parliament representing the Sudanese Communist Party. According to an article in the Sudan Tribune (which I could not
confirm online) she retired from her duties in Parliament and in the Sudanese Communist Party:H }

252.111 Excerpts from The Ostrich Egg\fn{by Raouf Mousaad Basta (1937- )} Port Sudan, Red Sea State, Sudan (M)
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The servant rested the palm fibre broom against the chair and stopped behind the boy who was bent over,
intent on leafing through a picture book. Quite oblivious to the delicate movements, he was taken by surprise
when the servant pressed his body up against his own. He tried to escape but the servant trapped him between his
thighs, placing one hand over the boy’s mouth while with the other lifting his tunic.
Thus the servant brought an end to the situation that had developed between the two over the course of a chase
that had lasted one long week. The servant—not more than seventeen years old—had been working in the house
for about a fortnight. The boy’s mother, ever busy about her spacious home, would try and keep her eye on her
son all the time but he would run away: she would call him and he wouldn’t answer. Sometimes she’d send the
servant to look for him and when he found him he’d sneak up behind him and embrace him.
At times the boy would push the servant away and scratch his face, at others he’d ignore him as the servant,
still hugging him, dragged him slowly in the direction of his mother’s voice. Then the servant would let him go
and remain nearby watching to see if, this time, the boy complained about him. But the boy never did.
There was a silent complicity between the two. The servant would discover the boy’s hiding place and embrace
him, sometimes sitting him on his lap; the boy would behave as if nothing was happening, but then pull back at
the last moment before his immature mind was obliged to recognise what really was happening. But when the
servant himself gave up hope and held back for a few days it was the boy who, feeling abandoned, began to flirt
with him, rubbing up against him, hiding his things and following him around the house.
Until that day when the servant put an end to the chase, caught his prey and, for a few brief moments, felt that
he was the master.
*
Once a month my father traveled from Wad Medani where we lived, to southern Sudan where he attended
meetings and met with foreign missionaries and other Egyptian priests. Sometimes he brought back with him
groups of people from the south who had been evangelised and converted to Christianity.
One of these was Timsah the Crocodile who, having become a Christian, took the name of Joseph. He had a
sad face and wore clean clothes—a ragged short sleeved shirt and faded khaki shorts—and on Sundays would
stick his flat feet into a pair of Bata plimsolls. Joseph the Crocodile was taken on as our servant for house and
church, but he began to spend most of his time in the church when it was empty, polishing the seats and dusting
the Bibles. My mother didn’t realise, but we discovered that he had begun to eat prayer books and New
Testaments, after which he started gulping down the nails and bolts from the pulpit.
And so the day came when they took Joseph the Crocodile away in a police car—there were no establishments
or ambulances for the insane in Madani in those days—and Timsah disappeared with a look of pained surprise on
his face.
*
I was sitting one afternoon at the doorway of our home open onto the street watching the passers-by. A few
boys were standing in the street in front of the church, spitting, and I watched them with surprise as they drew a
cross in the earth with their feet. I looked on in fascination: some of them I knew from school, a few had their
dicks in their hands as they danced and shouted:
“Christians are good … for firewood.”
My father would pray with us every morning after breakfast, then around the lunch table. He also taught us to
pray “Our Father Who art in heaven” by ourselves before going to sleep. Even in Assiut, where I attended high
school at the American College, there was no escape from prayers: before breakfast, before lunch, before dinner,
on Saturday evening, on Sunday morning and evening, and every day during first break. Of course the pre fect was
always on hand to register the names of those present, as well as of any absentees, who would subsequently be
punished … and of course as soon as the prayers began to weigh upon my spirit I learnt to avoid them, and to
think up ways to evade punishment.
I joyfully participated in corrupting the daughter of Father Ibrahim. He taught, to all the classes in school, a
subject called “social sciences”, the aim of which was to make children aware of the harmful effects of masturbation and the evils of socialism.
The priest’s daughter was like a mare in heat. She’d leave her home near the student’ dormitories and head for
the Ibrahimiyya irrigation canal where she’d meet with some of the older boys in the shade of a thicket of trees.
We younger boys would, after lengthy negotiations, be allowed to stay in the vicinity to look on, and of course we
watched attentively. She always wore a red dress. She walked in rapid strides and had a serious but pretty face,
but as soon as she lay back on the ground among the boys her laughter would ring out like the peals of a silver
bell, or so at least it seemed to me.
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I worshipped her. She was about seventeen years old then, I thirteen. Before leaving the American College at
the age of nearly sixteen I used blackmail for the first time in my life in order to have her.
*
There was a demonstration to protest against the Camp David Agreement which had been signed by Anwar
Sadat. All of us, Egyptian workers and students in Iraq, marched together towards the Egyptian embassy. That’s
when I saw her, or rather the first thing I saw were two round buttocks under a pair of gray flannel trousers. I was
just a few steps from that backside and hurried closer in order to see the face of its owner.
It was Yamama, a medical student. I knew her father slightly and asked myself reproachfully how I had
managed not to notice her before. Her buttocks rose and fell, undulated and quivered, and I said to myself that if
Yamama had nothing else but them she would lack nothing, but it happened that she also had a beautiful face and
great deep honey-coloured innocent eyes that emphasised her feminine body.
The demonstration ended as expected and we parted, but my vibrations had entered her orbit. We exchanged a
few remarks, the darkish complexion of her face blushing with emotion and trickling sweat which collected on
her slightly protruding upper lip then dripped down over her neck and made her thin white blouse adhere to her
small breasts (small that is in comparison with her buttocks). Her small feet matched well with her behind, her
waist was slim and well defined, her back graceful and harmonious. The smell of her body was one of cleanliness
intermingled with the smell of her excitement, tension and sweat.
I knew that that evening she would go to the Egyptian students’ club, so I went there too in order to meet her.
After that we began using any excuse to meet and a silent complicity developed between us. She told me that she
was in love with a colleague of hers, an Iraqi Assyrian Christian, but that his family was making their life hell,
and she asked me to help arrange their meetings, to become their telephonic go-between. She knew I was married
to a Polish woman who lived in Warsaw, and I was ready to do anything in order to remain in her orbit.
I would telephone the guy and we’d wait for him together in the lobby of the Abbassi Hotel. When he arrived,
I’d sit with them for a few minutes before withdrawing like a true gentleman. Sometimes, however, she and I
would give him the slip and retire far from the prying eyes of friends and acquaintances. Little by little her
meetings with her friend became more and more infrequent.
At about that time, as the Baghdad summer sank over us, we began to arrange a trip to Cuba to participate in a
youth festival in Havana. She volunteered to help me prepare the papers for the delegation I was leading and for
that reason we spent a lot of time together. One hot afternoon Yamama took me back to my flat in her father’s car.
She complained she had a headache and I suggested that she come up and rest a little. She stretched out on the
sofa in the living room as I turned on the air conditioning and went into the kitchen to prepare a cup of tea for her.
Tears were running silently down her cheeks. I knelt beside her and embraced her, then kissed her (for the first
time) devouring her tears and her lips as she entered my embrace. I drew her down next to me on the floor
rubbing my hands across her body as she wept silently on my neck.
I did nothing—not because she stopped me or because I stopped myself, but because I felt our relationship had
entered a new phase. She recovered her gaiety and liveliness, got up and wandered barefoot around the flat, she
even went into the bedroom and to make up the bed.
We began looking out for any opportunity to meet in my flat. We’d throw off our clothes, take a cold shower
then stretch out on the bed under the hum of the air conditioning. We’d explore one another but without going too
far, indeed we had decided by unspoken agreement to get to know one another more deeply and to leave the final
penetration of the delta for Havana. What’s the harm in a little romance before her body enters a new phase? Or
so, at least, I thought to myself.
Yamama told me about her complex relationship with her mother. Her father, a man in his fifties, had become
embroiled in an affair with a younger woman. He had told his wife and asked for a divorce but she had had a
nervous breakdown and was taken into hospital. Yamama told me clearly of her sympathy for her father and for
his right to live with whom he pleased. In the end, though, he had given in to social pressure, broken off his
relationship with his lover and returned to his wife with his tail between his legs.
You can imagine Yamama’s position. Perhaps she was looking for the lost image of her father in me. I was
some twenty years older than her. From the beginning I had treated her compassionately and had sympathised
with her love for the Assyrian, despite the knot in my heart. She was alone even during the time of her inconclusive relationship with him, and we would sit together for hours as I listened to her. I didn’t feign compassion for
her, on the contrary our daily semi-public relationship had become indispensable to me in the barren emotional
desert of Iraq. She told me of her little adventures, of the beginnings of her knowledge of the male body, of the
naïve attempt by one of her girlfriends to establish a sexual relationship with her. I was the first person she spoke
to and I was fascinated by her and by her life. At the time she was no more than twenty-two years old.
*
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On that warm and drizzly tropical morning in Havana we slipped away from the others and caught a bus
headed for the seaside, staying on board until the end of the line. Once there I bucked up the courage to ask the
driver if he could guide us to a nearby hotel. His mulatto features lit up in a knowing grin and he led us in person
to some wooden cabins where he conferred unintelligibly with a young and fat black woman, explain ing our
requirements. She shook her head in a sign of approval, laughing, and led us to a room with a window overlooking the ocean. I closed the blinds and we hoisted sail; my ship entered into a warm and willing port.
She was my first virgin. When we went to the black woman to pay the bill she offered us sweet ice-cold watermelon. As we made our way back by taxi,Yamama asked:
“Is it finished? Is that it?”
We laughed for a long time.
*
I was in the shadowy hallway, illuminated only by the light of the moon coming in from the desert across the
Valley of the Queens, sitting at the far end in the dark and gazing at the winged serpent coiled around the God
Aten on the façade of the temple in front, the temple of Medinet Habu on the west bank of the Nile near Luxor.
Seated alone in the dark, having sought my own company, I was sipping warm white wine and smoking, watching
the moon slowly get closer to the serpent’s wing. From the room in the back on the right—Angelina’s room—I
could hear the giggles of the two girls, followed by the squeaking of the brass bed. From time to time I heard
them groaning, a strange sound in the atmosphere of the hallway like cries for help in an unknown language.
I heard the noise of a car pulling up below and recognised Eleanor’s deep voice say something to which a man,
probably the taxi driver, replied:
“Okay.”
The car drove off and I drew back into the shadows listening to the sound of Eleanor’s heels on the stone steps.
From my hiding place I could see her loose white summer dress fluttering and exposing the nudity of her long
white thighs. Carefully, she approached the room that echoed with the sound of sighs and moans, and I held my
breath as she removed her shoes and crept towards the window, poking her blond head through the opening.
Fascinated, I contemplated her pleasure as she began to gyrate her hips around her waist and to pant hoarsely, her
pelvis acquiring a life of its own. Suddenly she stiffened—like an animal sensing a distant danger—as she found
me standing behind her, but I didn’t touch her.
We exchanged a long stare charged with the significance of the sudden discovery of our mutual shame and
complicity. I pressed up against her from behind and a short silent struggle began between us though we did not
look at one another directly. Each of us remained in our place, I tried to take her and she to repel me. The two
girls were still in the room, and their voices and the movements of their bodies—reaching us through the open
window—provided the necessary backdrop for Eleanor’s gradual surrender.
*
I was sitting in the garden of the Winter Palace Hotel, before me a bottle of beer, a packet of cigarettes and a
few newspapers. A number of female tourists were wandering around aimlessly. My seat was not far from the
road and nearby were two lads from Luxor on the lookout for prey. Their coarse primitive faces ex uded the smell
of cheap cologne and their eyes had a hungry look, glittering as they saw two women by themselves.
“Hello honey,” they cried. The women tittered and the two lads swooped down like hawks.
Having had dinner and drunk all the beer we could we walked back in the direction of our hotel. The dogs
were sleeping in their lairs and the moon illuminated the potholes in the road. We accompanied Judith, who likes
to sleep early, back to the hotel where Angelina hugged her and gave her a long kiss on the lips. We waited for the
elderly night watchman to open the inner door and let Judith in up the dark stairway, then we set out for the
appointment I had organised with the Master of the Ghurza. We had arranged to go the abandoned vil lage of
Qurna where, next to the mosque, we would meet the guide who would lead us to the mountain.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked Angelina as we were approaching the abandoned village, and she
silently squeezed my arm by way of response.
We found the boy, his face veiled to the eyes, then without exchanging a word climbed the nar row stony
crisscross paths to the cave hewn into the mountainside. The boy left us at the mouth of the cave, which to me
seemed like the tomb, or the entrance to the tomb of a Pharaoh. From within we could hear a woman’s voice
inviting us to enter. The interior was semicircular and the woman was sitting in the middle fac ing the entrance; to
her right were two men, very black as if from Nubia or Sudan, and naked apart from triangular leather loincloths
hung with seashells, silver chains and brass rings. Their faces were lined but their bodies were slim and strongly
muscled, and shone with the effect of unguents or of sweat, or perhaps of both.
To the woman’s left, sitting cross-legged on a lambskin rug dyed red, black and green, was a girl with a tawny
complexion and black hair hanging loose over her shoulders and down to her breasts. Her eyes, heavily made up
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with kohl, were gazing at the glowing brazier standing in front of the woman who, from time to time, would throw
in sticks of incense sending wreaths of smoke up towards the domed roof of the cave. Facing the woman was a
dark-skinned boy, perhaps seventeen or eighteen years old and naked, sitting with his legs stretched out before
him and tightly pressed together, which served to emphasise his erection. We sat in the spot the woman indicated,
between her and the boy.
Then the girl began to chant in a language I didn’t understand, a soft flowing chant rising in a crescendo. The
two men looked towards the woman who raised her right hand, then they began to beat their feet on the ground as
the woman prostrated herself in the direction of the chanting girl. She then saluted towards the four corners of the
cave—seeking leave from the lord of the north and the lord of the south, from the lord of the east and the lord of
the west, from the god of wind and rain, from the crocodile of the river and the snake of the desert—and began
crawling, prostrate, in circles towards the naked boy. The two men followed her, one to either side and at least a
pace behind, maintaining a distance between her and themselves. Before the woman could reach the naked boy
the girl let out a shriek and the woman froze in her place as the two men leapt upon her and stopped still at the
level of her head.
The girl wailed as the two men danced violently shaking their various chains, rings and seashells which
emitted a sound like the rustling of the leaves and branches of a tree. The woman, still prostrate, began to retreat.
Her haunches were raised above her head and gyrated to the rhythm of the dancing feet, the movement of which
caused her to crawl backwards. I gazed at the boy: his large eyes were immobile, a light tremor ran through his
frame beginning from the feet and rising like a wave through legs, waist, stomach, chest and neck and his body,
anchored only by head and feet, rose and fell from the earth. The woman crawled backwards towards the girl who
rose upright and opened her legs. The woman then put her head between the feet of the girl who swayed her trunk
forwards and backwards with the two men on either side of her.
Three times the woman returned to the boy, and three times the men did what they had done before. She then
crouched in her original position as the girl began dancing towards the boy, advancing in a straight line and
moving only her haunches; at the same time she raised her flowing dress and tied it above her waist. Un derneath
she wore nothing and her naked thighs, stomach and buttocks were exposed. The two men danced in front of her
leading her to the boy, but a few steps before reaching him they stopped suddenly and began shaking their bodies
violently, their rings emitting a sound like the roar of an infuriated bull.
The woman pulled out a tambourine and began beating out a rapid and regular rhythm. The girl stood over the
boy’s body; at first over his feet, his body in the space between her open legs, then moving forwards shaking her
hips until coming to a halt over his head. The boy began to moan, his body moving in harmony with the movements of hers, but without the two touching. The girl, still dancing, then retreated until stopping over the boy’s
hips. The two men accelerated the rhythm of sounds, their chains shaking violently with the movement of their
bodies. The boy’s entire body was undulating with a tremor that shook him from head to foot. The girl’s body was
also shaking and had lost the harmony of its movements as if she was now in a rush to reach a conclusion. She
was emitting short consecutive sighs, pants and gasps. The woman raised her tambourine. The two men leapt. The
boy’s body rose and fell. The girl leapt away from the boy as his frame rose up into a great arch, stiff, tense and
vibrating, at the very moment that the white sperm spurted out, spotted with blood.
The two men carried the girl outside while the woman hurried to the boy, covering him and taking him in her
arms. He curled up sobbing as she rocked him back and forth with those calm and regular movement that mothers
use to send their babies to sleep.
The woman indicated that we should leave and so we did, standing near the entrance to the cave in the cold
and stinging mountain wind. The guide with the veiled face came and led us away to the summit of a small hill
where the girl was standing naked, her face turned towards the moon, muttering incantations. Behind her the two
men, one to each side, held her by her fully-outstretched arms. She leant forwards taut like a bowstring, and every
time she reclined back the man on the right would hit her with a piece of leather below the belly, the man on the
left across the breasts. When the moon began to disappear behind the black clouds, the two men picked her up and
disappeared into the dark.
*
I met today with my friend S. A., and told him of my desire to write a book about the various uses that can be
made of the body. I also told him that I wanted to write about prison—he had been with me in Wahat, and before
that in Qantar and other prisons—and about the relationships some prisoners establish with one another. He didn’t
like the idea of discussing such a subject, saying that the police and other hostile groups would seize the opportunity to denigrate communists and democrats, who are regularly sent to jail in our country.
I tried to explain to him my idea that the body is the only thing that re mains to an inmate after the prison
authorities have taken away everything else: papers, books, letters, clothes, even the hair from his head. In other
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words his very identity. Nothing of his own remains save his mind and his body and, I added, the authorities try to
take even the body by banning all forms of privacy: collective showers, toilets without doors, buckets of shit in
cells that are kept closed for twenty hours a day, letters censored both going out and coming in.
In such circumstances the attempt by a political prisoner—and here I emphasised the “political”— to use his
body to preserve his invalidated humanity, to find an opening for his longing to bestow and receive love, to give
to a chosen individual—and here I noted the principle of individual choice, entirely lacking from daily life in jail
—gives him a very special opportunity to use his body to express his possession of his self and his soul.
My friend was not convinced, despite the fact he is a famous writer. I know he was moved by moral and
political considerations, but it is my belief that anyone who wants to write must necessarily maintain a distance
between his writing and his principles, and that he may sometimes find himself far from those principles, exactly
as happens with the secret actions of our lives.
*
The desert bus left Midan Tahrir for Alexandria. I was headed there in search of sol ace and consolation, of
conversation with people who were finally happy to accept me as I am, with all my defects.
My little sister now lives in the flat once occupied by my mother, after my brother—married and now a father
—moved to another apartment in the Boulkly District. She married, without the consent of the family, while I was
in prison. Her children have grown up and her husband died one morning in the bathroom. She recently remarried
secretly with a Muslim colleague of hers; her children were against the match and the secrecy was because my
sister was afraid that the “Holy Family”, as we used to call our family, would also oppose it. My mother, before
she died, was reconciled with her and my brother let her have the flat because she was living with husband and
children in a gloomy basement. Her daughter has graduated and married, and lives and works in Marsa Matruh
near the Libyan border.
My big sister emigrated with her husband and children to Canada where she gained a new citizenship. My big
brother also emigrated, to America, where he too obtained citizenship and where his two sons are serving in the
U.S. military. He himself sent them into the army after they finished high school because, being extremely
avaricious, he begrudged putting his hand in his pocket for their university fees, when the army would pay for
their studies in exchange for calling them up in time of need. I heard that one of them was with the U.S. forces
during the Gulf War. My brother the teacher works in Zambia, while his wife and children live in Alexandria. I
sometimes go and visit them when he is on summer leave.
The house of my maternal uncles and aunts is in the Sidi Jaber al-Sheikh District. Their street used to be called
Dantimaro to honour the memory of the foreign engineer who supervised the construction of Alexandria’s famous
Corniche, but in the latest wave of Islamisation the provincial authorities gave it an Arabic name, that of an
unknown figure whose identity neither I nor my uncle, who has lived there for more than twenty years, have been
able to discover.
The flat has remained the same ever since my elder uncle moved to Alexandria in the mid-1950s: a third-floor
flat on a street near the shore where, on quiet nights, I can hear the lapping of the sea.
With the death of Aunt Lulu the girls’ room became Aunt Regina’s. Uncle Wadie used to sleep in the room near
the sea but after his death they used it to keep all those ancient odds and ends, broken and useless, that tend to
accumulate in houses and occupy the little empty space available. With the demise of Uncle Naguib, Uncle Shakir
would have remained alone in the room the two of them used to share had Aunt Regina not moved from her own
room to occupy the empty bed in his.
The door of the flat opens onto the entrance hall where an old dining table would be covered with newspa pers
at mealtimes. The hall gives onto a small and simple kitchen, next to that is the lavatory which has been leaking
water from the flush for years. The other hall is used to receive guests, except that it’s a long time since any guests
have arrived; not for any specific reason but simply because all the family acquaintances are either emigrated, ill
or dead. The “guests” who still do arrive are the doctor, who comes regularly, the priest who makes an appearance
once a month, and a neighbour or two for illnesses and feast days. Most of them prefer to sit in the bedroom
where they can substitute conversation with watching the television, which has been kept there ever since my
elder uncle’s day.
Despite the lack of light, the windows and shutters being closed summer and winter; despite the incessant
noise of water from the leaky lavatory and the smell of medicines hanging in the musty air; despite last year’s
calendar hanging on the wall, which no-one had taken the trouble to change; despite all these things I would go to
visit as often as I could. Breathless after the long climb up the ancient and gloomy stairway, I would ring the bell
and a voice from within would answer:
“Who’s there?”
“Me,” I replied.
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Slowly the various and complex locks and chains that protected the two inhabitants from the dangers and
surprises of the night would be opened and I would go in to find them both in the bedroom, stretched out in their
beds, the mattresses of which were hard and rigid with humidity, age and neglect. The television did its duty by
exonerating them from the need to speak to one another. They would doze and drop off to sleep then suddenly one
of the two would pronounce a phrase that had been in his head for hours, but the other would not reply: there was
no question that merited an answer and anyway neither could be bothered.
They were bound by mutual fondness and affection. Out of his hearing she would say to me: “I look after him,
he doesn’t even know how to make a cup of tea,” and when she wasn’t around, he would say:
“She has no-one else, I help her with the chores.”
Of the two it was he who was telling the truth, as most of the time her rheumatism prevented her from moving
and he would go down to buy ful beans, fresh bread and the newspaper, which he would study with care and
intelligence.
The guest room contained a third-grade certificate “in appreciation of outstanding service while working for
the Aswan Dam Corporation between 1958 and 1962” and every morning he would sit under the certificate wearing his street clothes and reading the paper. He would ask me about Islamist groups and give me the latest news
and rumours about fires in churches and attacks on Coptic shopkeepers. He wasn’t afraid but he was concerned
and he didn’t understand what was happening. I tried to lighten the rumours, which were usually exaggerated, and
he would pretend to believe me.
Neither of us wanted to argue about the subject so we would seek another that would not lead to dis cussion
but, rather, give scope to his ironic sense of humour. I would draw him, with his consent, into telling me “stories
of the Holy Family” and he would begin to eulogise my father and, very slightly, to criticise my mother, recalling
her arguments with my Uncle Wadie in Sudan.
Is it true, he would ask me, that your late Uncle Wadie used to go with a Jewish girl? He asked the question
seriously and I would answer equally seriously trying to remember the details I’d invented the last time he asked.
Gradually, though, I discovered that he wasn’t so much concerned with verifying the story as with reliving that
episode from his brother’s sex life, an enigmatic affair that had caused a great stir at the time, more than forty
years ago now. My uncle was concerned, in his own particular way, with the details of the Jewish girl: Was she
beautiful? Tall or short? Her age. The color of her skin. I had learnt to remember the main thread of the story, but
each time I would introduce new variations, and he never pulled me up, not once. He was an excellent listener. We
would sit on the old sofa from Assiut facing the photos of his dead relatives and mine—his mother and brothers,
my mother and uncles, my grandmother and aunt—and talk about them without restraint, with love, a little irony
and forgiveness for their defects.
Sometimes my aunt would join the conversation. She had never married. Initially, my uncles had decided not
to get wed until their two sisters were married, then they decided not to marry at all so the girls would not be
offended by their sisters-in-law. Aunt Lulu died followed by my other uncles and now only Aunt Regina was left,
along with Uncle Salib, known as Shakir. My uncles’ decision not to marry before their sisters is a tradi tion
among Christians in Upper Egypt. The sisters though, with the exception of my mother, remained spinsters.
I don’t remember ever hearing a single word of complaint from my uncles, or seeing any harshness in their
treatment of my aunts. The only one in the entire family who used to complain was my mother, but when I said as
much to them they were quick to find excuses for her.
*
In Zamalek, on the ground floor of the building I lived in, was a small boutique where two girls worked, Nadia
and Ferial. I used to see them at lunchtimes sitting in the entrance to the shop: Nadia, dark and slim, al ways
wearing slippers and swaying her body as she walked; Ferial, pale, petit and plump. They were perhaps about
eighteen years old and lived in the City of the Dead, that of the Imam al-Shafi’i as I learnt later, home to
immigrants and to Cairenes driven from their homes by legal measures taken during the final years of the Sadat
government.
The owner of the boutique was a corpulent middle-aged Syrian with a high voice. When he was in the shop the
girls became very docile and compliant, but when they were alone and without customers I used to find them
relaxed, all slippers and smiles. At first we simply exchanged pleasantries but my eye had been on them for some
time and I felt it would be possible to establish a relationship.
It was Nadia who took the initiative, accosting me at midday one day as I was coming home with a bag of
mangoes.
“Who eats alone eats badly,” she said.
“You’re welcome to join me,” I replied. She approached hesitantly and seized two mangoes:
“One for me and one for Ferial.”
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“I want to see you,” I told her and she replied:
“I’ll come up tomorrow morning.” I asked her at what time and she said:
“Early, before work.”
I agreed, reluctantly because I don’t like to meet people in the morning, be it for work or sex, but I knew she
arrived at the shop early, so what could I do? She came next morning at about eight when I had just got out of bed
and wasn’t in a good mood, nonetheless I offered her a cup of tea.
“Do you live in this huge place all by yourself?” she asked (the “huge place” was two small rooms and a
lounge), not expecting a reply. She discovered the bedroom, and called me there saying:
“Come on, quickly!”
“Not now,” I replied, “perhaps some other time.”
I realised I had upset her but justified myself by saying I was expecting some people round. I gave her two
guineas and said:
“Come later, about lunchtime, and bring your colleague with you.”
They appeared at midday, giggling to one another but behaving quite normally as they explored the flat
together, commenting cheerfully on the many books and the few pictures it contained.
“You’re throwing your money away on that stuff,” they told me, “if you don’t know how to spend it on something useful, give it to us and we’ll spend it.” The three of us had lunch together, then Nadia called me into the
kitchen and said:
“Where’s my present? I brought you the girl.” I promised to give her five guineas, and she asked:
“And how much will you give her?”
“I don’t know, what do you think?”
“Don’t give her too much, five is enough for her.” Then she added:
“By the way, she’s not a virgin.” That morning Nadia had told me that she herself was a virgin but that she
could pleasure me more than other women.
I had expected Nadia to leave but instead she followed us into the bedroom. Ferial, genuinely abashed, hesitated to take off her clothes but Nadia treated her roughly and she put up no opposition to such treatment. Nadia
also took off her clothes, to my surprise and pleasure, and the three of us went to bed together. I noticed that
Nadia was gazing at Ferial’s body with desire. She didn’t give us the chance to do anything but immediately
divided her attentions between the two of us. After a little while Ferial rebelled and tried to free herself from
Nadia’s clutches but in the end she realised what she wanted and surrendered herself to the two of us.
I sent them away after paying them both the same amount. It was a trifling sum, I thought, after they’d left, but
they were happy with it. They represented a new type of girl, one that had appeared over the last twenty years and
that I didn’t know. They worked in the boutique ten hours a day, except Fridays. Nadia told me that her mother
worked as a cleaner in the same building, while Ferial’s father had a small wooden kiosk on the corner selling
cigarettes, newspapers and cold drinks.
They began coming round regularly, sometimes alone, sometimes just for a few minutes chat or to “borrow” a
guinea or two. Our relationship developed to the point that we were almost friends.
*
Then one day the owner of the boutique disappeared suddenly, and the police came and put seals on the door. I
learnt from the proliferating rumours that he had been arrested for drug dealing.
The two girls also disappeared.
Years later I was walking in Midan Tahrir when I saw Nadia on the arm of a rustic-looking young man (rus ticlooking in the sense that he was wearing frightful European-style clothes). We exchanged a brief glance. She
shook her head by way of warning and greeting, and a fleeting happy smile appeared on her thick sensual lips.
The other, Ferial, I never saw again.
I remember that Ferial once told me she lost her virginity when she was fourteen or fifteen years old.
“I can’t remember,” she said, “it was more or less then, is it important?”
According to her account, she used to sleep between her two brothers, one older than her the other younger. At
first it was the elder brother who raped her. This went on for some months and he would beat her if she refused
him, in fact he would beat her for any reason at all. Then the younger brother also began to demand his rights, and
they shared her between them, sometimes more than once a night. She answered my persistent ques tions calmly,
even a little bored.
“Okay, but what did your parents do?”
“They slept in the same room with us.”
“And didn’t you say anything to your mother?”
“At first I was scared, then … khallas.”\fn{Finished}
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“What do you mean, khallas?”
“That’s it, they’re still my brothers after all, and in any case it’s normal.”
“What does normal mean?”
“Normal means normal, and in any case I’m better off than others, there are girls in my neighbourhood whose
fathers and uncles sleep with them. That really is a sin.” …
125.38 The Case\fn{by ‘Ali al-Makk (1937-1992)} Omdurman, Khartoum State, The Sudan (M) 3
The court convenes at nine o’clock in the morning … on paper, at least. No hearing has ever really started at
nine, because the judge is not overly bothered by either appointments or time. He is not by any means lazy, since
he turns up at his chambers at eight o’clock, but prefers to spend an hour or more reading … anything he can find
on law and on tennis. On the other hand he is extremely careful to apply the full letter of the law. That is why
everybody is afraid of him, especially those who live in the vicinity of his court and have become its clients. If
they steal, they do not exaggerate … if they quarrel, they do so in whispers.
The docket on that particular Saturday morning, comprised only one case … although the “pack-up” was
crowded with a large number of young Nubians, who had got drunk the previous night, then danced the Kempla in
the public thoroughfare, which had resulted in a disturbance to the very precarious peace. They had been arrested
and conveyed to the police station with the blessings of old-time Corporal ‘Abd el-Kerim, without putting up any
resistance.
The defendant in the case was called Zeinab, a resident of the Sixth Alley in the town of Mahdiya. Her hobby
was amassing money and traveling to the Hijaz every year. Forty-five years old, her obesity had destroyed her
beauty.
The Hajja Zeinab, and her husband, Mahmoud, boarded a taxi, the driver of which immediately began
adjusting his rearview mirror without appearing to pay them any attention. He wanted to be in a position where he
could gaze on Hajja Zeinab. She realized what he was doing.
“What they say about taxi drivers must be true. They have neither manners nor decency,” she thought to
herself.
His gaze recorded her features. A few short seconds and then the decision,
“She is not very interesting!”
Most of the womenfolk of AI Mahdiya knew Hajja Zeinab, because she sold them their clothes, nylon wear,
and skirts. She bought golden sovereigns and coins from the Hijaz and sold them to the womenfolk at a profit. To
himself Mahmoud reflected,
“You were none too careful this time, Hajja, your end is near. In spite of the golden watch, the customs officer
is now a person of some authority.”
In the past Hajja’s suitcases had never been opened at Khartoum Airport. ‘Abdel Fattah Effendi was the father
of children who could not be fed on truth or clothed by honesty. The salary was small, snarled and snapped over
by the creditors at the beginning of every month. ‘Abdel Fattah Effendi used to know the exact date of Hajja
Zeinab’s return. He would chalk her cases through, and next day call on her at home, as though wishing her a
happy return home and get his price.\fn{ For automatically passing her bags through customs and never checking them, though
knowing, of course, what they contained.}
For five years, however, red tape had been unwinding its course. Promotion came as a blow to ‘Abdel Fattah
Effendi, because although it increased his salary by three pounds, it deprived him of Hajja Zeinab’s bounty, as
well as that of others. He was transferred to another station.
“What an insufferable life! Hajja has been only three weeks in the Hijaz. A very short time but long enough to
get you transferred from the airport customs.”
She was completely taken aback when she proceeded into the customs hall and ‘Abdel Fattah Effendi was not
there. The slim young man examining passengers’ luggage was diligently and enthusiastically at work. When her
turn came, he turned to her:
“Are all these cases yours, madam?” Her searching eyes roved the length and breadth of the Airport Hall.
“‘Abdel Fattah Effendi isn’t here?” The slim young man's voice answered,
“All these seven cases are your luggage?”
“Yes,” she answered firmly.
Their eyes met. She could sense no comprehension or understanding between them. There was a pause, which
came to an end when the slim young man opened the first suitcase. The contents, as though longing to escape their
long and arduous confinement, poured out. Nylons, carpet-work, perfumes.
“For your own personal use, Madam?”
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Hajja made no reply. The young man frowned and pulled out everything from the suitcase. The suitcase sighed
with relief. He opened the second and the third.
“Impossible! It’s extraordinary! Do you intend to use all these things? Impossible, impossible!”
Hajja suddenly realized that she had fallen prey to the system. The young man’s voice was sharp:
“There is enough stuff here to open a shop in the European market.” Then came the words that she had been
dreading all her life:
“Smuggling … contrabanding … all these things will be impounded.” She found herself thinking,
“Oh, if only he would be patient until he could come round the next morning … she could give him a pound
and a Juvial watch, but that young man wouldn’t be satisfied even with Big Ben. What, all these goods confiscated? Why? Was it the government that had bought them? Was it the government that had tired itself looking out
for them or had performed the Holy Pilgrimage, hurled the rocks in the stoning rites, paraded round the house, or
joined the processions between al-Safa and al-Marwa? Had the government gone aboard the aircraft and crossed
the briny seas, suffering the horrors of takeoff and landing? Three hundred pounds lost to her. A sum collected
with her sweat, tears, and patience.”
She was inspired with the words that came tumbling out of her mouth:
“God have mercy on you, my son … your Aunt is a poor, miserable woman.” The young man laughed
“Ha, ha, ha!” He went on “Poor? Miserable? You! It is really I who am miserable, Hajja!”
After that Hajja wasn’t sure exactly what happened, or of any of the events that followed, except that
everything had run its course and she was now to come before the court.
*
The husband, Mahmoud, was hale and hearty. He was about forty years old and had no kind of employment to
keep him busy. He was quite handsome, tall, broadly built, neatly dressed.
Hajja looked after him from her income. She married him, although he had made no particular efforts in this
direction. He had a gargantuan task to perform nightly for his food and drink. He rebelled inwardly but nightly
enfolded to his bosom the gross bag of beans, disproportionately named Zeinab. On the eves of Monday and
Friday he was expected to perform twice. The thoughts milled around his head:
“Your evil actions have caught up with you, Hajja. You fool, Mahmoud; your name is on every tongue. What
will you come to?” She knew exactly what was running through his mind.
“Without my money, you would have starved to death on the sidewalk like a mangy pariah … but …”
The taxi rolled along making its way to the courthouse. Both passengers were silent, their thoughts engaged in
angry dialogue and severe accounting.
“Courts are for female bootleggers … tarts … and … and me? Your daughter, Abu Ahmad? I stand before a
judge?”
Her silence lengthened, her thoughts milled as they stood at the door of the waiting room.
*
The judge, who wanted nobody to know his name, save that of “Your Honor” had closed the door on himself
and was busy with his own thoughts. He murmured to himself:
“Phew … it’s hot. Terrible, this concrete. If the loan comes through, I’ll build my house of mud-brick … it’s
more moist. The roof will be of palm fronds.”
He looked around. The walls of his chambers were clean, so was the floor. The carpet was tattered and worn
and of no particular color. The desk at which he was sitting was the worst thing in the room.
“Oh Lord, look on and marvel. A judge, who has the power to execute, jail, or set people free is sitting at a
desk with one drawer? The chair is archaic! Not bad … not bad! Really, if I had my choice I would paint the walls
gray. But the public works engineer says that only ministers’ offices are entitled to gray. For the rest? White?
Why? Am I a barber?”
When the judge heard the knock on his door, he realized that it could only be Corporal ‘Abdel Kerim. Nobody
else would dare to knock. He called out loudly, dryly,
“Come in, Corporal ‘Abdel Kerirn.”
The door opened and the corporal looked in. He marched in bringing with him a blast of hot air and a babble of
voices. The judge gathered that the courtroom was full to the brim. The floor of his chambers was nigh on
splitting open with Corporal ‘Abdel Kerim’s martial stamp.
Tramp … tramp … tramp. He came to a brisk attention, his heels firmly together. His legs, however, were like
two brackets that no system, however mighty, could ever bring together. Stomach well out.
“Everything is ready, Your Honor; the contraband case.”
Tramp … tramp. One step to the rear, a vigorous salute … he waited stiffly at attention.
“Very good, Corporal ‘Abdel Kerim. Thank you.”
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*
The greatest source of delight to Corporal ‘Abdel Kerim was to see a well-filled courtroom, so that everybody
could admire his diligence, energy, and dedication, something that filled his heart with pride and self-admiration.
“Seventeen years in khaki. I consider myself very happy, because I went to school for one single day, then out
at first break and have never been back again.”
The courtroom was not spacious. There was quite a large number of windows through which the breeze circulated freely. At the western end was a high dais, with a desk for the judge, no larger than the one in his chambers.
Yet it was clean and had a special majesty about it, maybe because it stood in such a high place. The corporal
himself was supervising entrance into the courtroom.
“Calmly … quietly please. Let’s have some quiet, you sheep. This is a courtroom, not a marketplace.”
People crowded round the door, trying to get in, pushing away at each other. ‘Abdel Kerim’s voice, the voice
of the corporal, [was] rising again:
“Don’t you have any work to do instead of goggling at the tribulations of Allah’s worshippers?”
He said it without any particular ulterior motive.
Order established itself … an ominous hush.
The spectators seated themselves on the wooden benches … painted in brown but looking extremely uncomfortable.
They did not have even a backrest.
*
When the judge appeared, everyone stood up.
Hajja Zeinab had taken her place in the dock, flanked by an armed policeman, stiff as a helpless statue.
Mahmoud sat not far off, where he could see her and where she, pouring with sweat, could see him.
Her gown, wound round her body, revealed her obviously expensive, multicolored clothes. The gown was
blue, the shoes gray. The long-sleeved dress was worked in heavy embroidery. She thought to herself,
“Did what you do deserve all this suffering?” Mahmoud too was reflecting,
“What if she is found guilty and jailed. What lies ahead … for me?” The judge surmounted the heavy silence:
“Name?”
His question was addressed to Hajja Zeinab. Despite the raw sea of silence, she did not hear him. A second and
third time the judge called out, but still she made no answer. Irritated, Mahmoud replied,
“Hajja Zeinab Ayoub.” The judge flared up in anger and shouted,
“Who gave you permission to speak? You are not in the street. Remove him from court. Contempt of court.
One pound fine or ten lashes of the ‘cat’.” Mahmoud thought to himself fearlessly and with a trace of anger,
“An insulting penalty.”
He sighed perplexedly as he followed Corporal ‘Abdel Kerim out of the court with nothing more in his pocket
than a one-pound note. It was as if the judge had intended to divest him of everything he owned. He began to
contemplate rapidly whether he could bear the ten strokes of the cat, foolish as that line of thought might be. The
lash however biting or fearsome could not deprive him of his pound note.
*
An atmosphere of dread and awe prevailed in the courtroom.
It helped to revive Hajja Zeinab from her reveries. She was deeply concerned lest Mahmoud come to some
harm. If he were flogged, that might be the lesser of the two evils, since it might curb some of his vanity. As for
the pound, well, ultimately it was she who would be paying it.
“How miserable this day is.”
The hearing lasted about half an hour, after which the judge ruled that the goods be confiscated and Hajja
Zeinab fined fifty pounds. The crowds slipped out of the courtroom as rapidly as they had flowed in, while the
judge hurried back into his chambers.
Nobody paid any attention to Mahmoud returning to the courtroom when it was cleared; or to Hajja, who
crouched low in the dock, all fear now forgotten.
“Three hundred pounds those articles cost me, to be effortlessly grabbed by the government? Did the government tour round the Ka‘aba … stand on ‘Arafat … or visit the mausoleum of al-Mustafa? Did it even cross the
briny seas? But why the fine? Isn’t it enough that they have looted me of everything I own?”
When Mahmoud came back into the courtroom, it was obvious by his expression that he was very deeply
grieved. Silence reigned. In the courtroom stood only the harsh brown benches supervised by the judge’s desk.
The windows were empty; eyes staring sightlessly at the northern and southern horizons; the breeze hurried in and
then out again with no desire to remain in this place.
“The thing that really enrages me is that this relationship has become so humiliating. I am not Mahmoud. I am
106

Hajja’s husband. The people in our quarter know me as such. They are right … very right. People are known by
what they do, what they are. If anyone asked me what my job was, I wouldn’t know how to answer. I have none.
Unemployed, although I am healthy and strong. When asked, I say I’m a broker. Sometimes I say I run an
agricultural project on the banks of the White Nile. That kind of reply makes the one who asks drool with
curiosity. The question is prompt:
“‘Cotton cultivation, of course. Allah … your prosperity is assured.’” His reflections continued:
“By Allah the Mightiest, I know no place in this widespread land save Omdurman. I do not even know where
Kosti or Marwi are. Why? If I were to happen to come across the White Nile in my way, I wouldn’t know it from
any other of God’s creations.”
*
His eyes met those of Hajja. An open confrontation was obviously imminent. He felt her gaze piercing through
him, inspecting him, wresting away any mask his spirit had donned. She asked, “Did you pay the pound?” and
then waited silently, her gaze clinging to him. She went on,
“We’re finished. The government has taken all I have. Who knows, they are probably sharing it out among
each other at this very moment.”
Mahmoud said nothing. His glances darted far beyond the walls of the courtroom but rested on nothing. He felt
that a surge of rage was about to swallow him up, without him being able to protect himself from it. She said,
“It is Allah’s will. It is far easier to pay the fine than to go to jail.”
He could imagine Hajja in jail. She would have to wear the long-sleeved prison uniform and feel no different
from the other inmates.
“Visitors would see you on Friday, Hajja, and you could sell tobacco leaf and maybe other articles to the
prisoners. Ah … but the nights would be so lonely.”
The thoughts ran on in his mind as he continued to stare at nothing, his longing for his freedom growing.
Reflectively he thought,
“A modest living … a young wife to whom he could dedicate his energies. Not bad if he could find a homestead on a far off hill.
“Yes, those kinds of dreams need work and energy, neither of which he knew anything about.” His thoughts
swept on as though he were speaking to himself.
“It is true. I am strong, but you are a coward at forty, Mahmoud. A little effort exerted could perhaps wash the
humiliation out of your soul. You could work as a navvy,\fn{ I.e., as a laborer; a British term .} for thirty piastres a day,
road building. Your hands are not creative, cannot initiate things … roads … under the searing sun … roads.”
Hajja’s voice broke into his train of thought:
“We’ll walk, shall we?”
He made no reply. He felt something solid swell up inside him. He looked her straight in the face without fear
or temerity. Slowly he pulled the pound note out of his pocket and returned it to her. Her eyes opened wide in
astonishment.
“You were flogged?”
She said it pityingly, but he did not answer. He turned toward the door and started walking away with a light
step. He felt her gaze on his back. He made his way into the street that drew his steps forward into the blinding
sunlight, walking … walking, alone under the glare of the sun.
58.1 The Four Truths 2. The Addicted Father 3. Thaama And Muhammed: Three Folktales\fn{by Francis Mading
Deng (1938- )} Abyei, South Kurdufan State, Sudan (M) 4
1
A man once said to his wife, “I want you to arrange my hair in four parts.”
The woman did as he directed her. Then he went and sat under a tree and invited everybody to come and guess
what each of the four parts stood for. Each person was to come with a cow-calf. The person who guessed correctly
was to take all the cow-calves. He then told his wife what the parts represented:
“A wife is a stranger. A half-brother from a stepmother is a stranger. A dog is a loyal friend. A mother’s brother
is a loyal friend.”
People came and guessed, but no one guessed correctly. Many days passed, and still no one guessed correctly.
All that time the man remained under the tree. He did not work at home or in his fields. The government as a
result decided that he was a troublemaker; they decided that he would be hanged if anybody guessed correctly.
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The man was guarded by four policemen armed with guns. One day a son of his half-brother said to the man’s
wife,
“Why has uncle abandoned his home? What is so important about this guessing game that it makes a man
leave his wife and his home to sit under a tree?” Then she said:
“He is making much out of nothing. What he wants people to guess is very simple. His four truths are: A wife
is a stranger. A half-brother from a stepmother is a stranger. A dog is a loyal friend. A mother’s brother is a loyal
friend. It is all very simple.”
The boy spent the night at his uncle’s home. In the morning he went and worked in the fields. Then he went
and sat under the tree. People continued to guess while he listened. Eventually, he said,
“Uncle, may I try?”
“Of course you may,” said his uncle.
“Those four parts stand for: a wife is a stranger, a half-brother from a stepmother is a stranger, a dog .is a loyal
friend, a mother’s brother is a loyal friend.”
His uncle looked down and said nothing:
“Did he guess correctly?” asked one of the policemen.
“Yes,” he answered.
The man was carried away to administrative headquarters. The chief said that he would be executed the
following day. The man begged the chief.
“Please, do not kill me before I pay my last visit to my family! Allow me to talk to my wife before I die.”
The chief allowed him to go, guarded by four policemen. When he got to his house, he said to his wife,
“My dear wife, what began as a game destroyed me!”
“I do not want to hear anything now,” she said. “Who told you to do it? Leave me alone. Go to your death.”
“Won’t you at least give me some milk to drink?” he begged. “I am very thirsty!”
“No!” she said, “I will not give you milk. Why should I waste my milk on a dying man?”
*
So he went into the cattle byre and cried. When the dogs saw him cry, they attacked the policemen, killing two
of them.
The dogs were then caught and killed. The other two policemen took the prisoner back to the chief; On the
way, they met his half-brother from a stepmother. The half-brother said to him,
“Brother, has that game really destroyed you? Are they really going to kill you?”
“Yes, brother,” he said, “they are going to kill me.”
“If you are really going to die, then brother, it would be a terrible waste to go with that beautiful robe you are
wearing. Would you please give it to me? I will give you this one to die in.”
“No!” the man said. “Keep your robe. I will die in my own robe.”
So they parted and continued their separate journeys.
*
In the meantime, the man sent a paper to his sister’s sons, saying, “I am dying. Would one of you at least come
and talk to me before I die?”
His sister had six sons. The youngest said he wanted to go alone. The eldest said he wanted to go alone. Indeed
each of the six wanted to go alone.
The youngest said that unless he was allowed to go alone, he would kill himself. So he went. He ran and ran
until close to dawn. When he arrived, he found his uncle had been taken to be hanged. He went to the policemen
and said,
“Let my uncle go; otherwise someone will die with him.” The policemen said to him,
“How can we let him go when the chief has sentenced him to death?”
“Let us go back to the chief and discuss the matter there,” the boy said.
When the policemen refused, the boy told them that if they proceeded with the execution they would be sure to
lose one of their own. The policemen hesitated and then decided to take the boy back to the chief. When they got
there, the boy offered to take his uncle’s place and be hanged:
“My uncle is an only son. He has no brothers to look after his things. My mother has six sons. 1 am the sixth. 1
can die, and the five brothers will take care of our things. Please, chief, let my uncle live.”
The matter was debated and debated. Then the chief turned to the prisoner and asked,
“Why did you decide to play such a game?”
“I wanted to prove what has just happened,” the man said. “I gave the secret to my wife, and she gave it away
to the only person who guessed correctly. When I went to talk to her before I was to die, she rebuked me. As I was
about to be taken back, my dogs attacked the policemen and killed two of them. As I came back with the
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remaining two policemen, I met my half-brother on the way. All he cared for was my beautiful robe. And now you
have just seen what my nephew has done. That is what I wanted to prove.”
They saw what he meant.
The chief decided to pardon him without punishing the boy. So both the man and his nephew returned free land
happy!
2
Achol and Ayak were co-wives. They had sons called Kir and Ken, who were still small boys. Their father was
a very heavy smoker, and would almost eat people if there was no tobacco. One day he was out of tobacco. His
craving for it nearly killed him. So he said, “My children, I have to sell you for tobacco!”
The children cried. When he told their mothers they were horrified.
“How can. you do such a thing?” they asked.
“I cannot help it,” he said. “Don’t you see that I’m almost dying for lack of tobacco?”
The wives protested, but he did not relent.
So he took the children. Ken was the smaller one, so he carried him. Kir walked. The place where tobacco
could be bought was far away. So they walked and walked. The children became very tired, Kir who was walking
and even Ken who was carried. Kir would sing to his brother, to see whether the destination was near:
“Ken, Ken, Brother,
Is the destination still far?”
Ken would answer:
“Kir, Kir, Brother,
The destination is still far.”
Then Kir would continue:
“Ken, what a hopeless land,
The land of palms,
The land has broken my heart,
I wish we were back home!”

As Kir sang, he cried.
And so they went on. They walked and walked. Then they would sing again. Once Kir threw himself down and
cried. But then they went on. They walked and walked until they came close to a group of lions. But they were not
wild. They were tame.
The children again sang and Kir cried. One of the lions heard them and came towards them. The children.
thought he was coming to eat them, but he was not wild; he was tame. He said to them,
“Where are you people going?” The man answered, saying,
“We are going to the cattle camp of the chief. 1 am going to sell my children for tobacco.”
“I see,” said the lion and left them.
They walked some more until they came to a forest of red trees. And the children sang again. Kir cried. God
saw them cry and gave Ken a beautifully colored stick. Neither his father nor Kir saw God give Ken the stick.
They did not even see the stick. They walked.
The children again sang and cried and they walked on. When they arrived at the cattle-camp of the lion chief,
the father was very happily thinking about getting his tobacco. He did not care whether the lion would decide to
eat Ken and Kir or keep them as his children. All he cared about was his tobacco.
When they arrived at the chiefs court, the chief asked him:
“Where are you taking the children?”
“I’m a man craving for tobacco, so I am here to exchange them for tobacco.”
“I see,” said the chief.
The father then put down the child he was carrying. As soon as Ken was down, he leaped towards the lion
chief and hit him on the head with the stick which God had given him. The chief fell dead and all the lions
dispersed and ran away. Even the blind and tame ran away.
“What can one do in a cattle camp where the chief has been killed?” Even sleeping skins ran away. All the
hornless cattle broke their ropes and turned into lions and ran away. Each said:
“What shall I do in a cattle camp where the chief has been killed?”
*
All the tobacco was left behind. And all the cattle with horns were left behind too. Kir took a bull and made
him a carrier. Ken took another bull and made him a carrier too. Their father collected all the tobacco and walked
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away carrying it for the boys would not let him ride a bull. Then they drove all the cattle with horns towards their
home. They went back the same way, and they walked, and walked and walked. Again they sang the song which
they had sung as they came. They went on singing for a long time.
When they neared their home, Achol said,
“I hear a voice like that of my Kir!” Ayak told her:
“Do not remind us of the boys, please! They are dead and gone forever!”
The mothers had thought that their sons were dead. So they had shaved their hair and cut their skirts short, removed all their ornaments and decorations and covered themselves with ash to mourn them.
Again Achol insisted that the voices sounded like those of their sons. They listened and ran wildly towards the
sound. They met the herds of cattle and wondered whose they were.
“The voices,” they thought, “belonged to the people driving this herd of cattle. They are not our sons’ voices.
Our sons are dead.”
But when they heard the voices again, they could not mistake them. So they ran once more until they reached
them.
They met and greeted each other. Then Ken and Kir entered their home and made pegs for tethering their herd.
They lived together and kept their herd together. But when they decided to divide the cattle, the father said,
“I too must have my share.”
“We cannot give you a share,” said the boys. “You took us there to die; you did not think we could return. So
we cannot give you a share!”
When their father persisted they hit him with the stick and he died. Then the rest of them lived happily.
3
A girl called Thaama was very beautiful. She was also a girl of great wit and many tricks. Men came in large
numbers to woo her because she was such a beautiful girl. When they came, she accommodated them, but let
them sleep with her female slave. Only the slave conversed with the men.
Her fame reached every man; not a single one did not hear of her. Each man came from a far-off place,
bragging that she would not resist him. He would come and call on her. She would entertain him and keep him
company. But when night came, the time for them to go into a hut to converse, she would always send her slave
into the hut to converse with him.
A man called Mohammed, who was a judge, heard of her fame and how difficult she was to procure. He
boasted, saying,
“Would she ever dare do to me what she does to other people?” One man said to Mohammed,
“I think she would do it to you, too. She will keep you company in the evening. But after she has deceived you
into thinking that she is interested in you, she will send you her slave to converse with you at night.”
“I do not believe it,” said Mohammed.
They argued until he felt challenged to prove himself.
*
So he left to visit Thaama. She received him and entertained him very well. They sat and conversed. They conversed and conversed. Then Thaama accepted his proposition to continue the conversation in a hut, and went in
with him, where they continued to converse until Mohammed fell asleep.
As soon as he was asleep, Thaama left the hut and brought her slave to sleep with him. Early in the morning
the slave got up and left the hut.
When Mohammed woke up, he got on his horse and displayed himself in the village, proud that he had
enjoyed Thaama, the most difficult girl to procured. Then he returned to his territory. There he went and boasted,
saying,
“I have slept with the girl who was said to be impossible to have!”
“You are telling a lie,” people said to him.
The matter was debated and debated at great length. Then some people were sent to Thaama’s village to
enquire into the matter. Thaama told the people that it was her slave who had conversed with Mohammed and not
herself.
“That is what we thought,” they said.
When Mohammed heard this, he was very hurt, and decided he would marry Thaama. So he offered a large
number of cattle to her family. He paid an enormous number of cattle for her, and she was married to him. She
then went to his home. When they got there, Mohammed handed her over to his slave, saying
“It was for this slave that I married you and not for myself.”
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“Nothing is bad,” she said. “If you went and married me for your slave so be it. I can also love a slave.”
Thaama talked to the slave and said:
“I came from a very big family. At home we, too, have slaves. So please, even though I have been given to
you, I beg you to respect me. Sleep alone on one side of the hut, and I will sleep on the other side.”
Thaama slept on the other side. They spent three years that way.
*
Then she went for a visit to her family. When she came back she brought with her some beautifully decorated
plates. They were rare and very beautiful. Mohammed’s senior wife saw the plates and liked them very much. She
begged Thaama to give her one, but Thaama refused, saying,
“I cannot give any of them to you. But if you really want them, I shall give you some if we exchange beds for a
night; you come and sleep in my hut and I will go in yours.” Mohammed’s wife listened and said,
“But if that is the only condition, it is quite simple. I shall go into your hut this very night. And you come into
mine.”
Thaama then gave her two plates and kept two for herself.
They did as they had agreed, and Mohammed did not know. He thought he was sleeping with his wife. Only
the slave knew, but he did not tell Mohammed. That night both women became pregnant. Mohammed’s wife
became pregnant with the child of the slave, and Thaama became pregnant with Mohammed’s child.
*
The next morning, the men went away on a long trip. They were away for three years on an official journey. In
the meantime, the women went through their pregnancy and bore boys, who grew up until they could walk.
Thaama’s child, the son of Mohammed, was very brown and was a very handsome boy. The son of Mohammed’s wife, on the other hand, was very black—he was the son of the slave.
When the men returned from their long journey, the women went to meet them. Thaama went and caught the
reins of the slave’s horse, the horse of her husband. Mohammed’s wife went and caught the horse of her husband.
Their children were with them. Mohammed’s wife’s son was very black—he was the child of the slave; Thaama’s
son was very brown—he was the son of Mohammed.
Mohammed’s heart was in doubt.
“How can Thaama .have a child who looks like me while my own wife has such a black child?” he wondered.
Whenever the children came to the two men, the son of Thaama would run to Mohammed, his father, while the
son of Mohammed’s wife would run to the slave—his father. Mohammed continued to wonder. One day, he asked
Thaama,
“Where did you get this child? Why does he resemble me so much?”
“When you came to marry me,” said Thaama, “you found me in an important family. You saw my father was a
chief. You saw that we had our own slaves. You found me an important person in my own right. Then you brought
me here and dared to give me to your slave! So I tricked your wife. I bribed her with my plates to sleep with you.
She accepted. That is how I became pregnant with your child and your wife became pregnant with a slave’s
child.”
Mohammed listened very closely. Then he said:
“Very well.” He called his wife and said to her,
“Since you wanted the slave, he will be your husband. I will now attend to this wife of mine, Thaama.”
So he took Thaama and made her his wife.
252.121 The Music Of Bones\fn{by Abdelaziz Baraka Sakin (1963- )} Kassala, Kassala State, Sudan (M) 1
The little battle, which I generously describe as trivial, we fought that battle against armed rebels, west of the
Murra mountain in the Darfur region. Under an odious mountain range, with no water, no shade, not even any air
to move the sun’s stubborn rays that beat down on our cunning heads, the smell of the gunpowder was still in the
air.
The sighs of the injured and the yells of the wounded echoed in the open, confusing the heat of the still and
heavy air, which hung like an eternal mourning over all the death in the place.
This place was a real paradise before the war. We were exhausted and scared because of everything, even the
swift unexpected and inexplicable triumph we achieved. We had always expected a defeat or a very hard-won
victory as we were besieged and left with no choice save dying slowly or fighting. We almost ran out of ammunition and fuel for our vehicles. Our water and food were depleted and the air force could not break the siege
imposed on us by fierce and wily warriors who knew the place better than the snakes and wolves that lived there.
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We heard their voices and their laughter. We were wounded by their gunshots, but without seeing them. In the
first desperate raid we launched against them, we defeated them, but we don’t know how. Here are their corpses
and their wounded, crying out for help. Corpses are spread about everywhere, covered in a mixture of blood and
hot yellow sand. There were also fatalities and wounded amongst our brigade. We have not buried the dead yet,
neither have we questioned the wounded, and it should have been a priority for us to study the battlefield well so
as to anticipate how the situation would develop. That is one of the ABCs of military know-how. We were
confused, worried and all over the place.
We laid the wounded under a huge rock, which had formed in the shape of a small cave that ran deep into the
mountain. It might have been used by wild animals in the old days when there was still open space for wild
animals. We left the dead to enjoy the sunset. We answered the cries and calls of the wounded rebels with in sults
and sometimes kicks, but we were clearly worried.
However, Mousa, whom we called merciful Mousa, treated all the wounded indiscriminately and skilfully. He
behaved responsibly and compassionately, which is what he was known for. He had learned it from the International Red Cross, as he always told us. Everything would have passed with out problem had Sergeant Al-Mahdi
not insisted on killing one of the injured captives, claiming he deserved it for a reason which only he knew and
would not reveal.
We were later told that the injured man had gestured to Al-Mahdi with his middle finger.
As usual, Mousa the merciful objected as he was the only one renowned for his beliefs that prohibited killing
or torture or refusing to treat injured captives. He would defend his beliefs tooth and nail. He started a heated
argument with Al-Mahdi. Then they started fighting. Then Al-Mahdi used the butt of his rifle, and in a swift
acrobatic move Mousa was thrown to the ground.
When we noticed the small fight between the two tall, slim men from the same brigade, all of us sixteen men
and two women intervened to separate them. Al-Mahdi had already picked up a loaded rifle ready to fire, taking a
defensive fighting position near the rock where the injured rebels were.
They forgot about crying, moaning and calling for water or exchanging their wills. Instead, they stared at us
wide-eyed. They scrutinized Al-Mahdi and Mousa the merciful, who was lying unconscious on the ground, uttering strange sounds. Their last chance of survival was ebbing away. Al-Mahdi ordered us all to sit down, saying:
“Otherwise, I will finish you off one by one.”
We sat down. He ordered us to put our hands on top of our heads and face the north with our backs to him. He
wanted that done “quicker than the wind”.
We did it. He threatened that if anyone made a move, whether friendly or otherwise, he would “flatten him”.
We nodded, indicating that we understood.
When we heard the whizzing of bullets, despite all the threats and promises, we all turned round to wards him.
He had his foot on the back of an injured captive who was facing the ground, his head sinking in the burning
yellow sand under the weight of the boots and body of Al-Mahdi.
Al-Mahdi shot the injured captive in the heart: tak tak tak tak tak tak. Six deadly bullets from a Kalashnikov.
The captive was finally silent.
He was completely, totally, for sure, undoubtedly, absolutely dead: six bullets in the heart from the old
sergeant’s Kalashnikov killed that injured captive straight off: tak tak tak tak tak tak.
When Al-Mahdi lifted his foot from the head of the dead wounded captive, the captive stood up dusty, tall and
dreadful in complete silence. Al-Mahdi stiffened astonished, his mouth fell open, stupefied. He was absolutely
unable to utter a single word.
One swift punch to his head by the dead wounded captive and Al-Mahdi was lying on the ground half-dead.
Then in another decisive move, the dead wounded captive turned Al-Mahdi over, fixed his foot on his back and
bent his back into a horrible giant arch. He held Al-Mahcli’s head between his huge hands, which were filthy with
dirt. He turned the head gently and carefully to the right, then to the left, as if he was a doctor trying to examine a
patient’s neck. Then with the speed of lightening and the devil’s skill, he whipped the head backwards at a sharp
angle, letting us hear the bones of Al-Mahdi’s neck exploding, shattering, and accompanied by a deep impudent
grunt similar to the tone of a waza. The tone kept echoing in the air for a long time.
Meanwhile, some kalaj-kalaj birds sang as they flew eastwards in the empty sky. The dead wounded captive
then lay down, feeling a special pleasure. He laid his hands at the sides of his tall, heavy and calm body, and died
once more.
252.142 Farida’s Eyes\fn{by Leila Aboulela (1964- )} Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan (F) 3
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It started with the writing on the blackboard becoming hazy and crumbly, eventually just a tangle of white threads.
The questions in the history test should have been clear and familiar but Farida couldn’t read them. And if she
couldn’t read them, how could she answer -them? She would get a zero. She had never got a zero before.
Farida learned like she breathed; without ceremony, without effort. Information entered her mind with ease and she
picked up skills with grace and gratitude. Her homework was completed on time, her copy-books were spotless and
she never ever forgot a school-book at home. As a result, her teachers were satisfied, her mother was pleased and
though her father never voiced his approval, he grudgingly paid the school fees on time.
Panda blinked, and just before her eyes closed some of the words on the blackboard momentarily came into focus.
What had looked like “cement” became “crescent”; what had looked like “umbrella” became “utensils”. She was now
sure of “fertile crescent”, she caught a glimpse of “civilizations”.
She craned her neck forward and narrowed her eyes. They started to water, which made her vision even more blurred.
Now “utensils” deteriorated to “elcmiebs” and the rest of the words were just one block after the other of padded, twisted
chalk. Even the question numbers, predictably placed at the beginning of each line and the question marks at the end,
merged with the rest of the words. There was only the steady forward slope of the cursive; “y” and “g” were indistinguishable, while capital “M” and capital “T” stood out clearly. Within the words, the vowels gummed together, “c” could
very well be “e”, and “n”, “r”, and “m” blurred into the same wriggle. Dots sprinkled high pointed to the obvious but
that was not much help.
Her classmates were busy writing, while Sister Carlotta walked between the rows of desks, ruler in hand, making
sure that no girls were whispering or holding their text-books open on their laps.
“Sister Carlotta,” Panda whispered when the nun passed by. “Can I move to the front of the class to see the blackboard better?”
Because Farida was tall, she had to sit at the back of the class so as not to block the blackboard for the other girls. She
did not like sitting in the back. The studious girls always sat in the front rows, attentive and close to the teacher. Farida’s
neighbours were those girls who were either slow learners or bored with school. They would giggle together, pass notes
and even doze, on hot days. Farida resented that her height forced her to be in their company. Sister Carlotta put her
hands on her waist.
“Didn’t I tell you that you have to go to the doctor and get yourself fitted for spectacles?”
Her own thick, heavy-framed pair slid down her skinny nose. The lenses were convex pools, blowing her eyes
up to the size of an owl’s.
“Did you tell your father?”
Farida did not want to be questioned now. She wanted to know what was written on the board. She wanted to
write down the answers. She had the material memorised and it was bristling in her head; jostling to spill over on
to the page.
“My father said no need.” She felt ashamed.
Sister Carlotta gave an exasperated sigh and slapped her sturdy arms against her white skirt. The ruler scraped
against the stiff cotton.
“Nonsense, nonsense! When will these people learn! Come and sit in front, then. But there are no vacant benches
today. Oh, just sit at my desk.”
It was strange to sit at the teacher’s desk, up on the podium. Farida felt a sense of awe and privilege. There was a
strong smell of chalk and her classmates sat several feet below, rows and rows of girls in their navy-blue uniforms. It
occurred to Farida for the first time that she wanted to be a teacher when she grew up.
But this was not a time for day-dreams. Already she had lost five minutes. She must make haste. The questions
were clear now in Sister Carlotta’s rounded cursive. Five questions each carrying twenty points, and Farida knew the
answers to them all.
*
At home she lay awake and listened to her parents talking.
“She will fail school,” her mother was saying. “Without a pair of spectacles she will not be able to read. This is
what her teacher said.” Her father’s voice was louder.
“More expenses. Not just the fees, the uniform, the books—now you come up with something new. She will
look ugly in spectacles!”
Farida did not want to look ugly either. How many girls at school wore spectacles? A handful, and they were mocked
by everyone else. When they took off their spectacles, there were dark shadows under their eyes, wedges on their noses
from the pressure of the frames. Their short-sighted eyes looked vacant and strange. As for Sister Carlotta, her eyes
behind her spectacles were almost frightening with their dark animal hugeness, and how the left was slightly larger than
the right, the right more heavy lidded. The convex thickness of the lens looked like rings within rings. It reminded Farida
of throwing a stone in a pond and watching the ripples spread out. On Sister Carlotta’s glasses, the ripples were fixed and
113

almost eerie. It made talking to her awkward because while Farida knew that Sister Carlotta was seeing her, it was tricky
to make contact with the fluid overblown eyes in their deep pools of glass.
In Literature class, Sister Carlotta read to them from Flowers for Mrs. Harris. Mrs. Harris was a comic figure, a
charlady flying to Paris to buy a Dior dress. There was a picture of her on the cover of the book; a sharp elderly lady
with white hair tied in a bun.
“My mother,” said Sister Carlotta with a smile, “is exactly like Mrs. Harris.”
The class exploded with laughter.
Sister Carlotta was the best teacher they had, the only one who never brought down her ruler on their palms and
knuckles. When Farida asked if her mother also liked designer dresses, Sister Carlotta did not find her impertinent.
Instead she explained that her mother now had macular degeneration and that, unlike Mrs. Harris, she could not see
much through a shop window. In the library, Farida read up on “macular degeneration”. She imagined darkness in the
middle and blurred sight on the periphery of her vision. Would you have to twist your head to read? It would be like forever watching an eclipse, the round black centre and rays of light slithering on the side.
Sister Carlotta began to allow Farida to sit at the front of the class despite the rule that tall girls must sit at the back.
The other teachers were not as kind. Some of them did not believe that Farida was short-sighted; some of them did not
care. So Farida’s grades started to slip. Lessons became boring because she could only understand bits of them.
Science made no sense without clear diagrams and mistaking a plus sign for a multiplication sign in Maths meant the
answer was completely wrong.
“Your semester report-card is very bad,” scolded her mother as she picked up the new baby. “You have failed
every subject except History and Literature!”
“Because Sister Carlotta teaches—” Her father interrupted:
“You will be held back a year if you don’t improve. Why have you become so lazy?” Farida did not know how
to reply.
“Maybe it’s her eyesight,” said Mama, “Maybe she does need these glasses.” She did not sound convinced.
“Don’t make excuses for her. Your daughter has turned stupid.”
Farida felt stupid. She was no longer one of the clever pupils. She even made friends with the girls who didn’t care
about school, the ones who sat next to her in the back row. She chatted during lessons, hummed tunes. When she was
reprimanded, she laughed it off, pretending not to care. Ten stinging swipes of the ruler from the Maths teacher had her
licking and blowing on her palms. The blackboard became a fuzzy distant place, neither clear nor interesting.
She could not see the expression on Sister Carlotta’s face; something in the way she held herself made Farida pay
attention. Sister Carlotta’s voice sounded strained and high-pitched.
“I am going away, back to Rome. I have to. My mother … remember I told you she resembled Mrs. Harris? She
died last night.”
At the mention of Mrs. Harris, most of the girls burst out laughing. Sister Carlotta’s face turned red. Even Farida
could see the change in color.
“How dare you laugh!” she screeched. Her eyes darted in seemingly opposite directions; they bulged as if she did
not have any eyelids. “I tell you that my mother died and you laugh!” She sounded like she was going to cry.
The laughter died down. Farida wanted Sister Carlotta to know that she hadn’t laughed like the other silly girls. She
strained to see if Sister Carlotta was looking in her direction but could not be sure. It was time to ask permission to
move to the front rows, to remind Sister Carlotta of her eyes—but today Farida felt shy, and today Sister Carlotta was
too preoccupied to remember.
In the following weeks, a substitute teacher who was very mindful of the seating rules came in, and Farida’s grades
slipped in History and Literature too. She was now heading for the ultimate humiliation: repeating the grade. Her
classmates would go forward and she would be held back. She would be surrounded by girls younger than her. Farida,
already tall for her age, would be a giant among them.
The spectacles? No-one spoke about them at home now. There were other urgent matters: how her older brother got
into trouble with the police, her baby brother’s fever, a quarrel between her mother and the neighbour, the rise in the
price of sugar, an uncle coming to visit. No-one had time for Farida’s eyes.
In the middle of the night, in a pitch darkness without moon or stars, a thought entered Farida’s mind and made
her cold with fear. What if her eyesight kept getting worse? What if she became completely blind? She would be
groping in the dark—no school, no books, no cinema. Just voices and sounds.
One day, running to open the door for the milkman, she accidently knocked down a glass of water that her father
had left on the floor.
“Are you blind?” he shouted. “Clean up this mess.”
She did, while he fetched in the milk. There were jagged big pieces of glass and many tiny splinters spread on the
soaking floor. She picked them one by one, peering to make sure that she didn’t miss any.
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Are you bljnd? Tears rose to her eyes and when she sobbed they became red and itchy. Her head ached and she felt
that her vision was even worse than before.
In the middle of the night she could not find the bathroom. Her knees knocked against the bed as she ran her palms
along the wall. Wall and flat wall which should give way to a corner, a corridor and then the little toilet with a window
and the gray necessary chink of starlight, but her fingers still found wall and more wall. Even the light switch, though
she would get into trouble for waking her baby brother, seemed to have been swallowed up by flatness. Had blindness
arrived? Was that what it was like? The pressure on her bladder and the need for help. She pressed her knees together
and just as she was about to wet her pants, cried out loud for her mother.
The next day she stayed home from school. She tied a hair ribbon around her eyes and started to write in her copybook. She wrote: “I want to be a teacher when I grow up,” and wondered if she had reached the edge of the page, if she
needed now to move her hand back to the starting margin.
There was no way of knowing. It made no difference if she looked down at the copybook or straight up, it was the
same pressure of the ribbon on her closed eyes. She had to guess and keep on writing. When she lifted up the ribbon,
she was surprised to see that her writing was no longer in straight lines; the words were no longer flat adjacent to each
other. Instead they curved up and down, in the shape of hills. The words were clear but without being able to see the
margins or the ruled page, the sentences had strange circular shapes, cramped because she had been too cautious in her
estimation of the margins.
She covered her eyes again and groped her way around the house, practicing. She made her bed and helped her
mother in the kitchen. At first her mother laughed but when Farida spilled the lentils on the floor, she shooed her out of
the kitchen. “Can we get a dog?” Farida asked.
Sitting with her back to the television, kissing her photos goodbye, bruises to her knees and forehead as she
stumbled unsuccessfully around the house. Then her exasperated father snatching away the ribbon to the sudden glare
of sunlight and shapes; movements and colours. And still, she went on practising.
*
One day there was a knock at the door. Sister Carlotta stood in the doorway. She looked exactly the same with her
white habit, the large cross hung round her neck and her long skirt. Panda had never seen those huge eyes outside
school before. Sister Carlotta was back in town; she had not stayed in Rome forever.
“Who is it?” Her mother’s voice called out. Farida couldn’t reply. Sister Carlotta smiled:
“Tell your parents that I am here to talk about your eyes.”
Afterwards Farida would remember glimpses of that visit like a series of photographs placed one after the other.
Her mother’s anxious face; the way she fussed over this most unexpected of guests. Her father, woken hastily from
his siesta, bewildered and resentful yet as bashful as a boy; Sister Carlotta holding the baby in her arms. Her firm,
calm voice: “I came here today to talk about Farida’s eyes.”
How did she convince Farida’s parents? She explained, she coaxed, she threatened that they would earn the reputetion of being miserly and negligent. And they took heed—because she was European and they were not, because she
was educated and they were not, because she was a nun and had authority, because she was a teacher. And most
importantly, because she spoke the truth.
She scolded them. She shamed them. And she reasoned too. How much money did the good man spend on
cigarettes? Didn’t they know of the free health clinic? That was where they could go to get cheap frames.
The next morning Farida and her mother went to the clinic. It was crowded and they had to wait for hours during
which Farida squirmed with boredom and her baby brother cried. Finally inside, the doctor’s room was cool, he was
smiling and wearing a clean coat. Farida had to sit on a special chair; one eye was covered and she was asked to look at
figures on a screen. They were rows of the letter “C” sometimes upside down, backwards or facing up. The doctor
explained that he wanted her to say which way the “C” was facing.
How easy it was! Farida sailed through the first lines but she started to falter as the “C’s” got smaller. The doctor
fitted round frames over her eyes and slid different lenses in the frames, sometimes on top of each other. They made a
shlick, shuck noise. The tiny “C’s” on the bottom row became sharp and distinct. A lens for her right eye, a lens for her
left eye.
Everyone, the doctor explained, needed a special prescription. He smelt nice, he was clever and he cared about her
eyes. Farida decided she had changed her mind and wanted to be a doctor when she grew up.
On the first day she wore her spectacles to school, the frames felt heavy on her face. She imagined that all the girls
were staring at her but only a few reacted. One of them said: “Congratulations.”
Another covered her mouth with her hand and giggled, another screeched in surprise—but only one girl said she
looked ugly. At home her father was grumpy.
“Wasting my money,” he kept saying under his breath. From time to time he would raise his voice:
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“If you break this pair I’ll break your neck. I certainly won’t pay for another! And don’t think any meddlesome
nun is going to make me change my mind.”
6b.112 Excerpt from Souvenirs d’un Enfant Des Rues\fn{by Mansour Mohammad el Souwaim (1970- )} Nyala, South
Darfur State, Sudan (M) 33
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256.95 Excerpt from Long Train To The Redeeming Sun: Stories About African Women: “Black America Diva
Girl”\fn{by Kola Boof aka Naima Alu Kolbookek (1972- )} Omdurman, Khartoum State. Sudan. (F) 7
Victory and optimism precede daybreak for the people of West Africa, lately. Everyday. It seems that Senegal
and Ghana are not only stable, but progressive. Nigeria, Africa’s recently corrupt and ugly beast, is settling back
into its classic majesty of old. For only the West Africans can boast of such great expectations, such health and
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harvest. It is as if Olorun and Olakun have weaved a new laimomo. Life is good and hard and difficult, yet
bursting with blooming bright colors and ivory white smiles in this seafood mecca, the city of Port Wolofu.
“Big see-stuh! It’s me—Alice! May I come in?”
Stick-figured, wide-eyed, devilish Alice at the latchkey! Orisha Diop, pregnant with her husband’s third child,
opened the door … immediately embarrassed by what Alice had on. Orisha clutched at the crucifix that hung
around her neck.
“Enter at once, babysister.”
“Hello!” cheered Alice.
“Did people see you come up to the gate like that?”
“Like what?” teased Alice.
“Black America diva girl!”
“For all and sundry,” whispered Orisha, frowning. Then she instructed:
“Well go on. Have a warm seat, Black America diva girl. I hope your bottom doesn’t get cold. Or splintered.”
Orisha poured them tamarind juice while Alice was already stuffing lalo fruit between her sensuous beestung
lips—which were painted a shocking majenta cr’eme, silver in the middle!
“Comes around was father.”
“Our father—here in the city? Today?”
“I didn’t tell him about your acting out.”
“I haven’t been bad at all, Isha! Stop bullying!”
“Look at you, Alice! I don’t care what you do—you will never look like a black American woman.”
“Correction,” snapped Alice, her eyes flashing arrogantly. “No matter what they do—they will never look like
moi!” Orisha rolled her eyes and waved away a big, black fly.
“I’m tired of your cruelty, Orisha. You think every girl who isn’t like you is a bad girl. But no. I don’t want to
be a pregnant cow! I don’t want to be married to a black horn-frog who jumps on every lean, giggling schoolgirl
between here and Congo. I don’t want to sojourn to market with a basket on my head—I needed that automobile.
Old government men—”
“Enough!” shouted Orisha as she leaped into standing position (imitating a man ordering respect from an
unruly child or female in his house).
“My husband’s indiscretions are beneath my grace!”
“You’re just like Mother. A long-suffering black pathetic coward.” Tears swelled in Orisha’s eyes as she
demanded,
“Then what would you have me do to Tiju-Iku, eh? Tell me wisdom!”
“Stop loving him!” answered Alice, swiftly. “Get father to have his legs broken … his memory changed. Then
leave him with flies swarming about his jungle-knotted head!” Orisha cried scornfully,
“You hate men! You hate them!” Alice burst out laughing.
“I don’t hate men, Isha! I owe them. Every woman does.” She gulped down her tamarind juice before lighting
up one of those godawful cigarettes.
“Father would be disappointed in you.”
“Of course he would,” acknowledged Alice, blowing smoke. “But if you keep your throat dry and change your
memory—he won’t have to know.”
Orisha shook her head as if in the presence of Favor Lady or a prostitute. She said,
“You know how father is. We girls, the three of us, are his beloved totem, his shield of pride. Not one of our
five brothers is treated with the rare favoritism that father bestows upon us … and this is how you repay him,
Alice. By sleeping with dirty old men who run the government and getting private use of a publicly rationed
automobile. This is how you honor father’s name; unmarried and no longer a virgin … dressed as a carryabout,
never once attending church services this year! … your hair, singed like some black American woman imitating a
European. What is next? Blond dog hair and blue eyes imported from some caucasoid laboratory!?”
Alice gulped with guilt. Parliament Rector Karamoko had just ordered her a pair of blue lens eyes, fully paid
for.
“Every night I pray for you, Alice. That you regain your sight and come, with your tail between your legs, to
Christ.”
Orisha had just called Alice a bitch—in dignified African fashion.
“I don’t need the white man’s gutter religion,” replied a heartbroken Alice. “But I need my big see-stuh’s
understanding.”
Orisha, her head wrapped in a towering fabric of beautiful sapphireberry and her peanut butter colored fingers
gently dangling a crucifix—looked only at the floor.
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In tears, Alice left just as Orisha’s children returned hungry and excited from schooling. When neither of them
gave a greeting or called Alice “Aunt,” her tears turned to loud sobs and she ran down the street … like a wet dog.
*
“In Jesus name I pray,” whispered Orisha on her knees, “Amen.”
Then she opened her eyes and rose up from the floor. She opened the dresser drawer next to the bed and pulled
out a doll that represented the body of her husband, Tiju-Iku. Lightly, she kissed the smooth dark brown belly of
the carved wood and breathed in the scent of the tiny cotton clothes that were made from old scraps of Iku’s actual
clothing. For even the doll’s hair, thick and wooly like an African rain forest, was taken from Tiju-Iku’s head.
And in it she had weaved strands of Yaro and Vashti’s hair. The children. Sweet, chocolate-faced angels who
lay fast asleep now after enjoying yassa chicken and a game of checkers with their mother. Their hair, too, was
weaved about the doll’s head—so that Orisha could protect them all.
Orisha got into bed, holding the doll close to her, and tried not to think about Tiju-Iku’s not being there. Or the
fact that he was with some other woman and probably wouldn’t be home until very, very late. She closed her eyes,
and without sleeping, drifted back to her childhood.
Back when her heart and mind had been like an unfinished fairytale waiting for this marriage, this man, this
bed and this love inside her—the happy ending to arrive. Her belly had been like all the other young girls, full of
butterflies, their collected dreams and the glistening cooked chocolat shoulders of dust-headed young boys
churned up together under the heavy syruped sun’s orange-red kiss. Like frightened does over a cliff—little girls
with eyes as deep as all the cooked chocolat in the world had dreamed of crashing into that hot yellow center in
the sun … that passionate eternity of lifestorms, mother-myths and children singing. Only a man could take you
there, promised the moon at night.
So now Orisha was there. Holding her doll. Drifting off to sleep—only to be awakened by Tiju-Iku.
“Eww … what time is it?” she mumbled coming awake.
Tiju-Iku kissed her on the mouth and she could smell palm wine. His skin was hot. He got atop her and spread
her legs apart, and as they spread, her heart was like an oyster’s shell being opened and spilled light that had been
lonely. Iku’s bare chest came down against her own until the crucifix between her breasts was smashed between a
furnace of heartkissed skin; cooked chocolate and peanut butter. Mr. Diop was poking inside her and declaring in
the Wolof language:
“I love you, my woman! I love you!”
He stopped abruptly. He rolled off sweating—smelling like the fish vendor’s niece, Akosiba. But when a man
has gifted you with his children and done backbreaking work in the shipyard all day, a good wife does not sour
him.
Orisha’s lonely light crept back inside its shell.
Her body, which had been on the verge of warmth, was suddenly like wet flesh having its cozy towel yanked
away! That quick.
“I got you a gift,” said Mr. Diop, tiredly. On his back, panting with his eyes closed, he handed her a paper sack
he’d brought home.
Orisha forced herself to smile, to act giddy and happy. But when she opened the bag, she was disappointed and
confused. Inside the bag was one of those chemical boxes—the kind that were popping up all over Africa in the
last fifteen years. Before that, only rich African women were familiar with these chemical boxes. Orisha asked,
“Why did you bring me this?”
“To straighten out you hair, figure it easy. And it’s the expensive one, too. Took me three months to save for
it.” He looked at her, his eyes awaiting some great gushing excitement and joy.
“Well?”
“But you’ve always loved our hair,” she replied. Recalling the passionate history of Africa’s great lovers, without even knowing it, Orisha stated,
“In one another’s hair … we have always played. Remember? It’s our father and mother’s crown? The proof.”
“But this is the modern style, little yam! All the rich men’s wives are enjoying it. All over Africa! Luckily, you
already have sunlight in your skin. But now—your hair can be straight.” Orisha frowned and hung her head.
“But what’s wrong with the hair that God gave me!?” demanded Orisha, angrily.
“God gave you a man’s hair,” Tiju-Iku told her, convincingly. He said,
“I talked to my boss—and he says it’s not feminine for our women to be walking around like this. Looking like
men.” Orisha was aghast!
“But you never thought I looked like a man before. You never ever complained about our hair. Our children
have our hair! God’s gift to us, the crown that he put only on one great and mighty people! It’s what makes us
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unique from any other. You used to say it yourself. African hair! Anywhere in the world that you find it on
someone’s head, of any color, any race—it is the proof! The crown!”
“It’s just you!” Tiju-Iku enthused, taking her hands into his. “You, the women. It’s time to look more modern.
More appealing.”
“Like a European woman?” Orisha hissed as a single hot tear of betrayal ran down her left cheek.
“Don’t insult me, Isha! I’m not some wish-I-was white Black American niggerman! I’m not—”
Orisha threw the box in his face! Then she got up and informed him that she was sleeping on the floor in the
living room. She reminded him that her father would never speak to her with her natural hair mutilated in such a
degrading fashion.
“But you married me!” yelled Tiju-Iku. “I’m your father now!”
*
Unlike so many naked black women in Port Wolofu who only claimed to be beautiful, Alice Maissa was the
vision itself. Her baby-soft skin was creamy rich like chocolate pudding and her eyes sparkled with a wickedly
innocent precision. She had hoonta bonbon brown eyes (the happy chocolates), classic African cheekbones (she
called them Indian after seeing an American black woman on circuit telelvision claim it) and the sexy beilpepperthick flat, wide nose of her race. Large, pungent catepillar lips … and her hair, chemically straightened, hung
around her shoulders like a black velvet cape. Her toothpick body featured a stunning, swinging bushwoman’s
bubble-butt and small perky breasts that were common enough in these parts, but with a perfect gap between her
two front teeth—she definitely qualified as the traditional image of Pan-SeneGa world class beauty. In fact, the
only thing she lacked was a circumsized vagina and her hair plat-dragged.
Parliament Rector Karmoko gave her a good hard slap across the ass and then clenched her buttocks tightly in
his big, wrinkled elderly hands.
“It is your ass to slap,” Alice giggled, born naked, as her coal black areole jiggled with jolly. She was glad
there wasn’t much more he could do to her—being so old and limp.
“My son has a son,” he told Alice, suddenly. “He’s a good boy. Yassoungo. He just became a captain in our
nation’s airforce. While his wife was busy tending their newborn, I showed him a photograph of you.”
Alice knew in her gut that a married man from her nation’s rag-tag airforce wouldn’t have any significant
money. Maybe a little power—free passes, minor authority.
“I’m giving you to Yassoungo,” Karamoko announced. “He’ll be coming to town once a week. I’ll arrange for
you to keep your apartment, of course. Girly … what’s wrong?”
“Nah-theeeng,” she sighed, heavily. Soon she would have to endure a very large penis from Yassoungo,
probably. Drats!
Karamoko reached over to the nighttable. He took from it a book that he had written many years ago during
the revolution that led to his country’s independence. A book that had made him world famous, entitled “Africa
for the Africans: How Europeans Raped Mother Africa.” He took the hardbook book and asked Alice to read the
name on the cover. She answered,
“Henry Karamoko.”
“And who is Karamoko, my child?”
“One of the founding fathers of this great country,” she replied after having been coached so many times.
Pleased with her answer, Karamoko then gripped the book with both hands and whacked Alice across the
forehead with the front of it! He asked,
“What’s that?”
“A book you wrote,” she whimpered. He whacked her across the forehead again.
“What’s that?”
“A book you wrote!”
“And why are you so grateful to share this bed!?”
“Because of your greatness, founding father!”
Whack!
He did it again and again until his penis became erect. And then, once achieving erection, he stared at it for the
precious seconds before it softened and returned to being like an ashy black worm in a wrinkled patch of elderly
white, yellowing hair. For Alice’s participation and patient cooperation, he had been most grateful.
*
Pira PookBu was one of those beautiful but rare half-caste women in Africa; the daughter of a Wolof African
soldier and a White Dutch mother whom everyone in town secretly called “Favor Lady” because, according to
Tiju-Iku:
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“She has this attitude that her presence here is doing us Africans some kind of favor. Just watch her long
enough—she can’t wait to show you her privileages. She can’t wait to prove that her heart is just as African as
yours—or that she, because she’s the epitome of everything good and right, influences exactly what you feel and
think. She wants to dance in your hut until your babies are pale with confusion. She’s the white man’s mother, the
Favor Lady, the superior white bitch-rat who bequeaths our dirty little African children a favor just by being here
—ungodly eggeater! Thank God there is no slavemaster here in Africa to declare that one drop of our precious
African blood admitts just any spoonhead into our ranks.”
Pan-SeneGa men always cheered this in-house sentiment, but held in silence—was the the fact that Tiju-Iku
often used the image of Favor Lady as a vehicle for his own masturbation, his own secret black devil-dog desires.
Tiju-Iku’s racist words aside, Orisha and Favor Lady’s daughter, Pira Pookbu, became the very best of friends.
Inseparable, in fact, and Pira, who was very beige colored with cascading wild tendrils of hair, never acted as if
the two of them were any different from one another.
Pira’s brother, who had married a Dutch girl and moved away to London, was a different story. He hated his
father’s race and could make racist jokes with the lowest of the Dutch, French, English and especially Portuguese,
but Pira was not one of those half-castes that acted superior, all and sundry and whatnot. Like Orisha, she was a
proper housewife and a good Christian and casually remained mostly African.
Together, the two young wives walked down Ipaboh’s orange dirt road, draped in long flowing boubous of
sapphireberry blue, carrying baskets filled with materials atop their heads. Orisha was a doll-maker and Pira made
the most inspired of Ashanti-like quilts, her husband being an Ashanti-rights lawyer.
Suddenly—up ahead—orange dustclouds filled the air! A leftover Mercedes Benz, official car of Africa, was
coming towards them, parting all the colorfully dressed headwrapped women and the swarms of playful, nearly
naked children. Immediately, Orisha was embarrassed … and Pira felt sorry for Orisha.
Because it was Alice. One of the few women in all of Port Wolofu to actually own an automobile—and
probably the only unmarried woman to be so privileaged. Even Pira, the mixed yellow wife of a lawyer (who
provided television and internet telephone service in their home), could not afford to drive her own automobile.
Obviously, Alice Maissa was a whore!
“Hi, big see-stuh!” sang Alice from her car. “And Pira—hello!”
Alice giggled at the baskets atop their heads. Pira smiled saying hello while Orisha murmured hers.
“Would you ladies like a ride home?” Alice asked her big sister.
There was no shame whatsoever in Alice’s face as people coming down the dirt road, especially Muslims, saw
that it was a mere girl driving the car. She must be Black American, some of them thought, because she certainly
looked like one. But most of the Christian grownups and children knew that she wasn’t a wife, was barely twenty
and was pure African harlot with a loud “O”!
“No” mumbled Orisha. “We make use of the walk home.”
“Have you heard the exciting news?” grinned Alice.
“Exciting news?” sniffed Orisha.
“Yes. The cinema downtown—they’re going to screen an Angela Bassett film next Friday.”\fn{ Angela Evelyn
Bassett (1958- ), an American actress, according to W, “well known for her biographical film roles portraying real-life women in AfricanAmerican culture,” including Tina Turner,\fn{Aka Anna Mae Bullock (1939- ) American singer, dancer, actress, author, the abused wife of Ike
Turner} Betty Shabazz,\fn{1934-1997, American educator and civil rights acativist, wife of Malcolm X } Rosa Parks,\fn{1913-2005, American civil
rights activist, probably most famous as the lady who refused to give up her seat to a white man on a public bus in Montgomery, Alabama (December 1.
1955) in violation of Alabama’s segregation laws, making her almost overnight, in W’s words, “an international icon of resistance to racial segregation” }
Katherine Jackson,\fn{1930- , mother of Michael Jackson} and Voletta Wallace.\fn{1953- , mother of Christopher George Wallace aka Biggie
Smalls (1972-1997) American hip-hop singer} I remember her defiance vividly; almost at once she was associated with Martin Luther King, Jr.,

and the Civil Rights Movement’s largely successful attempt at overthrowing America’s version of South African apartheid:H}

A gasp of instant shock! Both Pira and Orisha’s eyes brightened and their hearts began beating wildly.
“You’re pulling one!”
“No, it’s true. Women as far away as Accra are reserving the bus ride—and Mother Buchi Bala, the reverend’s
wife, she’s having a dress made just for the occasion.”
“Tickets will cost a fortune,” worried Orisha.
“It’s not often,” mentioned Pira, “that we get to see an American film that features a black woman who
actually looks African and makes us proud. It’s usually that wonderful lion, Denzel Washington, but more often,
some insulting piece of trash like Shaft In Africa or Sidney Poitier playing one of his alienated grunting Pogonigger roles, but never the great Aifre Woodard, never the magnificent Cicely Tyson, never the soulful Halle Berry
or Africa’s own Thandie Newton. Never the beautiful and gracious Akosua Busia!
“Only in the magazines and from the mouths of rich women do we know about them. We must get tickets on
reserve, Orisha! Immediately!”
154

“I already went to the theature,” bragged Alice, Miss Sexy chocolate leopard whore! She raised three huge
green cardboard tickets in the air and proclaimed,
“I’ve gotten tickets already—for the three of us!”
Pira screamed! Orisha and Pira screamed together! They jumped up and down, carefully getting firmer grips
on their baskets. This was just the best news!
“I don’t believe it,” cried Orisha laughing, tears gushing down her cheeks. “We’re going to see the Queen!
Angela Bassett!”
*
There is so much missing in West Africa these new days. That’s what upward Pan-SeneGa women think about
when they can afford to sit behind the glass of a window—like Orisha, Pira and Alice, comfortable in a cool living
room like three dolls on Pira’s lumpy green English tudor couch, pleasantly having warm tamarind juice and
brined lobster rolled in tofu. For beyond the window, everything looks bathed in the white people’s technicolor,
the naturalness of life’s journey taking on a fake smoke and mirrors effect. Even the pure African air that one
breathes (so fresh and clean that visiting Black Americans swear up and down that it clears up their skin) seems
foreign, manufactured and taxable.
“It’s our damned government!,” Tiju-Iku often hollers when he’s drunk with his brothers, but only behind
closed doors. “We need to have another coup. The president needs to be overthrown. Look at that rich baboon—
black, fat, jolly Pogo-nigger bastard! He does nothing for the African people!”
Ring-a-ling. Ring, ring.
Orisha and Alice’s middle sister, Akosua Nia, a student in London being educated, has telephoned Pira’s home
and says that her hair is thinning out, growing slowly now—from all the chemicals and European hair that she has
weaved in her head.
“Then why do you do it!?” Orisha demands.
“Because in England, no black man will sing to me if I do not. Our natural African hair does not get his
attention.”
Akosua Nia does not mention to her sisters the cut lemons that she rubs on her chestnut-brown flesh, trying to
lighten it, or the way that she has come to feel about her once sexy wide, flat nose. They would not understand
how it is to be an authentic black woman—living outside of Africa.
She feels that the only African thing that is valued and appreciated outside of Africa is the tree branch between
a black man’s legs. To hell with his culture, his motherseed, his wooly crown, his natural mate, his dark giggling
children, his self-respect, his timeless black dignity. He has become the world’s most glamorous asswipe.
He, purely as himself, is considered more inferior than ever—and increasingly, by his own children.
Akosua Nia speaks none of this to her sisters. She plays happy as a roadrunner and shall return to them as a
doctor of medicine. Good show, sister.
Truly, this is wonderful. The opportunities that the white man provides. Orisha, Alice and Pira drink a toast of
palm wine and with each swig of wine, they pray good things for Akosua Nia.
There is no need for the window. For the sad black faces looking out, missing the vast, twisting beautiful
jungles that were ripped up and hauled away from West Africa hundreds of years ago. And of the windows, too,
they must be careful not to look too hard, for even the young begin to remember their mother’s own negroid
children that so-called Black Kings betrayed … sold away like cattle … they mustn’t look out the window.
If they do, then they begin to hear and understand what the very old African grandmothers are still screaming
about! They begin to think that it is not just insane gibberish whenever they hear them say:
“I have to get down to the beach! Let go of my arm! I have to get down to the water before grandmother
drowns again!”
“No, you foolish old woman! That was just the sea!”
“Sea never dry,” they sing with broken hearts.
The shriveled up granddaughters of their mentally ill grandmothers. Wrapped up in all that crusty blue black
skin and cottony white hair. Nobody paying attention to anything they say. Crazy old African mudcows! That’s
what the men call them.
But infinite is the sojourn. Peanut butter brown, eggshell tan, sweet luscious chocolate; Orisha, Pira and Alice
stood together that afternoon. Prisoners of their flesh in ways that men will never be. Sisters. Looking out the
window of love.
In the tradition of African women, shedding more lonely light, more tears. So that in their uniquely haunted
love; it becomes true … “sea never dry”. For in this shared state of all the black women in the world (and this is
unique of the black ones), it makes no matter who you are or where you are, there awaits for thee, always, the
leftover love.
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Tima, hoontabonbon, isjo … enchalla, amen.
*
Tiju-Iku forbade Orisha to see the film starring Angela Bassett. He told Pira and Alice that she could not go.
He said that Black American women were too contaminated by whites, too corrupt.
“They hate a black man,” charged Mr. Diop, to which a smart mouthed Alice had replied,
“Well if they hate your black asses … then it’s still not half as much as they should!”
“That’s it! I want that whore out of my house now!”
“Alice, you have disrespected my husband for the last time.”
“He’s selfish, Isha! He cheats on you every night! He doesn’t appreciate anything you do for him—and now he
forbids you to go and see Angela Bassett. I say to hell with all the husbands! It’s time for a black girl revolution!”
Orisha slapped Alice across the face!—wifely proof of her devotion to Tiju-Iku, his manhood and his will. She
said,
“Now you get out of my husband’s house, ungodly black leopard whore of Hades!”\fn{ The text has: Hedes}
“The black MAN,” shouted Alice on her way out, “is the biggest disappointment since God.”
WHAM!
Bubble-butt pagan Alice slammed the front door as the seductive scent of cherrywood and wild lilacs tingled in
Tijulku’s nostrils behind her. He got a slight hard-on.
“Alice is a whore. A traitor. She’s just angry and I don’t see why,” Orisha struggled to explain. “But please, Iku
—I want to see this film.
“It’s Angela Bassett! We women have read so much about her and seen her photograph so many times. But her
films, they simply aren’t shown here. She and Aifre Woodard are the only African women who star in expensive,
lavish American moving pictures!”
“Angela Bassett is no part African!” he shouted. “She’s just another niggerbitch whore who hates men. Don’t
think for one minute that I’ve forgotten about The Color Purple—that disgusting piece of American pogo-shit!”
Orisha hung her head as he berated a film that was, for some unexplainable reason, very close to her heart. In
fact, some women as far north as Nigeria and some others as far south as South Africa had raved so much about
the film that many African men protested against its exsistence and caused it to be yanked entirely from PanSeneGa theatres. It was then and still is now the opinion of most African men that any story told from the point of
view of a black oppressed female is a threat against male dignity and social respect for the clan.
“I want to see the Angela Bassett film,” Orisha told him.
“There are other pictures playing,” shrugged Tiju-Iku. “You can go see that other woman’s film—the one
starring—”
“I don’t want to see that white bitch!” shouted Orisha. “I can see her anytime. She’s in our face so bloody
much, I can damned well see her in my dreams. I want Angela Bassett!”
“I forbid it, Orisha!”
Furiously, she ran to their bedroom. Tiju-Iku felt bad and followed after her. Truly, he did not enjoy arguing
with his wife or making her angry. With whatever shortcomings Alice thought he had, Mr. Diop really did love
Orisha … or at least as much as he loved himself.
On the bedsheets, she wept.\fn{The text has weeped} He thought of a compromise and went to her.
“Isha?” She ignored him. So he said,
“You may go to the film, Orisha.”
Surprised and happy, she looked up at him. she took his hand, singled out his middle finger and slid it inside
the softness of her mouth. She sucked on it as he told her.
“But I only on one condition—you will straighten your hair for me.”
Violently, she jerked her finger out of his mouth! Iku’s voice was stern,
“This will be our trade off, Isha. It is the only deal I will accept. In exchange for soiling yourself by sitting
through such a film that is against your husband—you must do something in return for your husband. I want I
your hair straightened.”
STARRING ANGELA BASSETT
Downtown Port Wolof was like a sea of rainbows, not a male in sight, as the hot afternoon sun reached down
like nourishing hands cultivating a pungent wine—the women wearing flowing boubous of vermillion, crepe sepia, canary yellow, hunter green or tight fitting goddessa gowns of robin’s egg blue and teal mercury; purple tyedye geles or elaborate headpieces adorned with seashells or mother of pearl. Clergymen’s wives, college educa156

tors, obedient housewives, government workers, fisherwomen and a few highly intelligent prostitutes all gathered
as if responding to an urgent bell. They moved in straight lines; coming down avenues, getting off buses or being
wheeled by the dozens in hand-pulled carts.
Most of the government workers, nurses and prostitutes wore American clothes. Their hair was relaxed or
hotcombed while the more traditional housewives, teachers and fisherwomen wore their hair natural with cowrie
shells and handmade beads of copper, silver and gold. Those women without hair stole a page from the ancient
Egyptians (who, both male and female, kept their heads shaved and covered with elaborate wigs) and donned
synthetic black wigs with the little separated rugbells (denoting sexual athleticism) hanging off the ends just as the
original negroid Egyptian women had worn.
All around, it was a fashion show; a lively display of the women’s personal style, and more religiously, it was
the tradition of African women’s mate glamor and creativity being showcased with all the historical pomp and
circumstance of their foremothers—only much less epic and a tad less African.
Orisha, Alice and Pira PookBu were caught up in it.
Alice Maissa standing out like a sore thumb.
Everyone—absolutely everyone stared at her. Her blue eyes looked so real! Repulsive and ugly as it was, she
really did look like a chocolate African with blue eyes, the likes of which hadn’t been seen since old trader days
when certain coastal children were the product of rape. But no half-castes had ever looked so deformed as Alice
did now.
“Everyone is staring at you,” Pira whispered nervously.
“It’s because I’m so beautiful,” Alice whispered back, smiling arrogantly. “They think I’m a Black America
diva girl, possibly related to Miss Angela Bassett even. I’m a star.”
Alice then grinned broadly and tossed her flaxen black hair around, the blue eyes against chocolate skin
projecting sheer terror throughout the crowd, because she looked like she was possessed by demons! Secretly,
Alice was waiting for that one person, usually a man or a teenager, who would come up to her and say,
“Why you look just like a pretty white woman.” Pira glanced over at Orisha and saw tears in her eyes.
Suddenly, several women who had noticed the marquee baring Angela Bassett’s name alerted the other women
to the big bold letters blazing overhead—and a wave of clapping rippled about. Applause, applause for an
American movie actress who dared to look black, look African. A woman of class, dignity and great beauty. They
applauded wildly!
Through it all, Orisha stood quietly. Ashamed and speechless.
Her hair, much longer than she knew, lay atop her head, feeling as if it wasn’t even there. Straight like a
poisonous oil slick. So light that she felt bald. She could scarcely breathe without the smell of the chemical
process whistling inside her lungs. Her heart itself seemed stepped on.
Inside her heart—it was all broken up. Not because Tiju Iku preferred her to look like someone other than
herself, but because her own children had chirped compliments that morning.
Telling how they liked it much better—this imposition upon her head made them appreciate what she looked
like more, and with the realization that her children (her little chocolate angels) loved her more when she looked
rather like Favor Lady than herself, it had forced Orisha, that morning, from her feet and into a chair. She waited
till Yaro and Vashti were gone and then she wept and she knew that her heart would never beat the same again,
because this is a betrayal before it feels normal.
The doorway into darkness opened now.
Orisha entered the theature with Alice and Pira. Completely hating, for the first time ever, half-white, stringyheaded Pira. In fact, she would never feel accepted or equal around Pira Pookbu again, she thought. How could
Pira just stand by and let her be reduced and dehumanized this way? How could Pira, who claimed to be so
African—how could she adore her own husband’s African hair and yet fail to acknowledge, as biracial women do,
Orisha’s African beauty? Maybe Pira wasn’t really black, but didn’t want to be alone?
Thankfully, there in the darkness, finding a seat, people couldn’t really see how strange and unnatural she
looked. And it wouldn’t occur to them that for some invading culture’s ideal of physical beauty and acceptance …
Tijulku had traded her in; sold her out. Already, some of her hair was falling out due to her not being used to the
laboratory chemicals; the discomfort of what is not natural.
“I heard Angela Bassett is from Dakkar,” someone whispered in the back row.
“No—she’s Yoruban!” another claimed.
“Her mother was born in Nigeria, but Un-julia got kidnapped as a baby and taken to America.”
“Unjulla Bass-EET is from Na York, you fools!”
Speechless, Orisha sat back in the seat. Deep in the darkness. Perhaps Tiju-Iku was right—seeing herself
Americanized on the big screen would only cloud her head with anger, disillusionment and make her begin to
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think about and analyze the world around her. See herself, for the first time, as part of the world instead of a
servant (servant, African female, same thing) looking in.
Wasn’t that after all what happened to black females once they saw a beautiful and respectable towering image
of themselves projected on a movie screen? Don’t they begin to feel what white women have felt for a far longer
time—that they are part of the power in the world? Even having a lot to do with shaping it?
In fact, they might even start to root for themselves!
They might start to like themselves (right at the cinema) and God forbid, they might even start to insist upon
having a hand in how they are portrayed, projected and captured by the power of film.
Suddenly, the baby kicked.
One hand. Orisha’s brown fingers. Reached up and I touched the flat straightened hair.
Orisha Diop sat speechless. Truly feeling as though her tongue had been cut out of her head.
252.118 Thirteen Months Of Sunrise\fn{by Rania Mamoun (1979-

)} Wad

Medani, Al Jazirah State, Sudan (F) 3

Number 13 is not an omen of bad luck; it is the number of months in Ethiopia, but that is another story. I was
very upset when I found myself in front of a busted computer, a girl who needed help. It was morning already, and
I had not had enough sleep. I took him to be Sudanese when I first saw him, but to be on the safe side, I did not
think much about it, perhaps because of the fact that I found it natural to see a Sudanese in my country.
Is it not natural for Sudanese people to live in their country? When he spoke to me in English, I did not know
why I did not ask him his nationality. It might have been because I was busy. Solving the problem of the busted
computer put me in an amiable mood; and then I heard him complain, addressing the floppy disk:
“I should never have used you!”
“You should use CDs or a flash disk—they’re more reliable,” I said. “Never trust floppy disks!”
“Right! I won’t!”
“Do you have a back-up copy of the file on the disk?”
“Yes, but only a hard copy. I wanted to edit it.”
“Eritrean or Ethiopian?” I asked him.
“Ethiopian!” he said most emphatically.
Until that moment I could hardly tell the difference between Ethiopia and Eritrea; nor did I know why I liked
Eritrea and Asmara more than Ethiopia, with its capital Addis Ababa, even though I had visited neither of them. I
think it was because of the musical ring that the words Eritrea and Asmara have in my ear. But in general, I love
both countries, and I have always loved Abyssinians ever since I was a child. We used to live near an Abyssinian
maktab (school). The word “Abyssinian” is a blanket term we use to refer to the Ethiopian and Eritrean refugees
who live in the Sudan or who come to visit.
When I was young, the maktab, a self-contained building, used to host cultural and social events. In front of it
was an empty space which young men had turned into a football pitch. Butting onto some of the corners of this
sports “facility” stood houses with small gardens fenced with barbed wire and rush matting. It was in this empty
space that the Ethiopians held their festivities. They would pitch a huge tent under which they’d set up a theatre
stage surrounded by a large number of chairs.
I loved the way they danced, shaking their bodies so violently! I would sit there for hours on end transfixed by
the dancers performing on the stage, my mouth wide open and my hands full of popcorn, which they distributed to
us. Their women were so beautiful in their white dresses!
We could understand nothing of what they were saying or singing, because when they spoke Amharic, in
which they also sang, we’d be so dazzled by the tune, the music, the dancing, the prevailing spirit and the general
atmosphere of the day. Through their festivities, they turned the district into a lively place, breathing life into its
inhabitants and us children—we loved it so much because it provided us with an opportunity to dart into and out
of the tent and play tag or fight over the chairs, each one of us trying boisterously to get one. It was a chance for
us to escape the authority of our elders and live our childhood without restraint.
“I like Ethiopians!” I said to him.
“Ethiopians and Sudanese have the same features,” he said. “That’s why we feel so close. By the way, the way
you dress is much like the way we do.”
I was then wearing an ‘ibaa, made on a hand loom, and the trousers that go with it, whose white fabric was
embroidered with brown thread and had three red stripes down its sides which made it look like a military
uniform. I had made certain that the weaver used red thread so that it did resemble a military outfit.
It might have been that it was this ‘ibaa which had attracted him to me and got him into talking to me, because
he found in it something that reminded him of his country. Besides we who live away from home tend to feel nos158

talgic about anything that comes from our countries: people, language, landmarks, or simply things that remind us
of home. Our feelings about these things seem to be quite different when we’re in exile, unlike when we are in our
countries.
Since then a perfect amity had developed, due mainly to the easy interaction between the two of us. One day
he told me, without going into details, that he had been suffering because he could not easily get on with other
people. He found in me a person who could understand him, and in him I found a window onto the Ethiopia
which he loved so much.
He could never pronounce my name right during the first days; he used to call me Rayana (without rolling the
“r:”), and I used to call him Kidane, which he said was a woman’s name in Ethiopia.
“It’s a woman’s name in this country, too,” I said, “but it ends with an ‘a’.”
I used to ask him so many questions about many things, starting with Ethiopian dishes all the way to poli tics,
Ethiopia’s border problems with Eritrea which the Italian coloniser had created and which like any coloniser they
had left behind, and the idea of secession that was implanted in the minds of minorities. He told me about Meles
Zenawi’s hoax that he pulled on the Eritreans when they wanted to have their own currency to replace the
Ethiopian birr—Zenawi did no more than change the currency’s design.
He was always comparing things, big and small, to things back home. He once told me that he could never
have imagined the possibility of himself talking, sitting, laughing and striking up a great friendship with a
Sudanese woman, someone with whom he could joke, chat, and drink tea or Seven-up or Arabid juice, whose
brown colour he said reminded him of an alcoholic drink they have in Ethiopia. Like many other people, he
believed this just could not happen, and I told him:
“Now you have seen it happening. So, go and tell everyone what it is really like here.”
A few days later, he sent me an e-mail to tell me that he had been writing to his family and friends, and everybody who asked him, about the Sudan and Sudanese women, and about Sudanese customs, traditions and Islamic
culture. He asked me to go with him to buy some tapes of Sudanese music, so we went to Adil Studio, and I
picked out some songs for him by the most famous Sudanese singers, in addition to the flutist Hafiz Abdurrahman’s album “The Unforgettable Days”.
“You’ve got to remember me every time you listen to these tapes.”
“I’ll fall in love with you if I do. Every time I play this music, I’ll remember you,” he said.
“Don’t worry! You won’t fall in love with me.”
“I’m in love with you now already, but in my own way.”
“I love you in my own way, too.”
Twelve-year-old Mohammed who works in the café during the holidays has been watching us with a vested
interest, trying to get closer to us. One day Mohammed asked me:
“Is he Sudanese?”
“Yes.”
“He doesn’t speak Arabic; was he in America or what?” I laughed, and when I told Kidane what Mohammed
had said, he laughed too.
“He’s Ethiopian,” I said to Mohammed.
“You mean Abyssinian!”
“Yes, Sir, Abyssinian,” I replied.
“What about you?” he asked. “Are you Abyssinian too?” I laughed again and said:
“My mother is Abyssinian.”
“Is he one of your own?”
“Yes, a cousin!”
Then Mohammed began to show off his English, of which he knew no more than ten words. Kidane, who
found the boy very pleasant, said he was impressed by the boy’s inquisitive mind and by the fact that he was
trying to speak English. The two have been good friends ever since. Mohammed still asks me about Kidane every
time I go to the café, but when he learned Kidane was not a relative his question became,
“How did you meet him?”
I would not claim that my English is as good as that of “John’s children”, as my people call the English here,
but, thanks to our mutual empathy, the two of us understood each other in a way no language could express. If he
started a sentence, I did not need him to finish it, and if I mistakenly uttered a word, he did not correct it, and I did
not feel embarrassed about it.
Kidane had come to collect some water data for his Master’s degree thesis on the Nile basin. He had two
choices: either to go to the Sudan or to Egypt. He opted for the former. The data he was collecting was on the
Gezira agricultural project, the biggest in Africa, getting it from the project’s headquarters in Barakat, or directly
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from the peasants of the villages of Huiwa, Bika and the city of al-Hasahisa and from the Agricultural Research
Centre at Wad Medani.
“We drink the same water,” he said.
“Yes, and because of that we’re brothers,” I answered.
The Blue Nile which traverses the cities of Madni and Yanbu flows from Lake Tana in Ethiopia. This makes us
brothers, drinking from the same source. The White Nile, in contrast, flows from Lake Victoria in Uganda. The
two rivers, the untamable Blue Nile and the wide, calm White Nile meet at al-Mogran in Khartoum where they
make a breathtaking sight. Then they converge again to form the Great Nile which flows through Egypt northward towards the Mediterranean Sea.
Every time I ask for tea, he says shay in Amharic and shahi in the language of the Tigre. He knows both
languages: Amharic and Tigre. His father is a Tigre and his mother Amharic. He taught me the names of the tribes
and minorities in his country: the Muslim Harari tribe, famed for their good-looking men and beautiful women,
who still live in a thick-walled city that resembles any ancient city; the Affar, the Oumrou, the Samoli and the
inhabitants of the south, the Anuak and the Dinka, one part of whose people live in the south of the Sudan.
When I was young, a friend of mine told me that one of her relatives, who had come from Ethiopia, said that in
this country a year has thirteen months. The story of the Ethiopian thirteen-month year popped up in my head as
we were surfing an Ethiopian website, and I asked Kidane about it.
“In the Ethiopian calendar a month only has thirty days,” he said. “The thirty-first days of all the months that
have thirty-one days are added up to constitute the thirteenth month of the year. Pagumen is the name of the
thirteenth month which every four years has five or six days.
“But how can it be a month if it is shorter than a week? you might ask; but that’s Ethiopia, the land of wonders.
Ethiopia is the only country in the world whose year is not like any other year: one year plus one month; its
calendar is unlike any other calendar. Every time I remember this, I ask my closest friends:
“‘Do you know that Ethiopia operates on a thirteen-month calendar?’”
“Is this place suitable for you?” he once asked me as we were looking for a place to sit.
“The place is not important,” I said. “What’s important is the person who sits in it with us. He can make it a
Garden of Eden or he can turn it into hell.”
“I take it you like the place.” We burst into gales of laughter, and when one day he said that he felt as though
he was in his own country, I was brimming over with joy because I was able to alleviate the unpleasant feeling of
separation from his native country.
When he turned away from me on the last day that I saw him, I felt a strong hand gripping my heart and
squeezing it hard. I could not take my eyes off him until he was out of sight. It was evening. In front of us stood a
large green field flanked by young trees. My friend said:
“Big spaces nurture imagination.”
Did I imagine him different that last evening? He was indeed different; or at least that was how I felt, because
my feeling about him was different. It was the kind of feeling that precedes the word “Goodbye”, and maybe
forever—the feeling of uttering those goodbye phrases, “Take good care of yourself”, “Stay in touch”, and
“Remember me”. A feeling of sadness took hold of me as we were saying our goodbyes, along with all the
unhappy emotions that went with it. I asked someone who was not too far away from me:
“Will I see him again some day somewhere? His name is Kidane Kiros.”
58.10 The Rabbit And The Hyena: A Folktale\fn{by Alison Finish Warille (20th century)} Sudan (F) -1
Once upon a time a hyena and a rabbit enjoyed amicable relationship sharing ideas of mutual interests. They
had never, however, visited each other’s homes.
Once they sat together discussing their mothers. The hyena remarked that his mother had grown too old to live
as she was unable to contribute anything tangible to the household. The rabbit, who was a devious creature,
supported the trend of the hyena’s remarks, noting that his mother too was unproductive and that each of them
would have grown fat in the belly and sleek in the coat, if they had not been burdened with mothers.
The hyena was happy to hear this, and quickly suggested that each return home and relieve themselves of their
respective mothers. The animals, separated, each returned to his home.
The hyena killed and ate his mother. But the rabbit, rather than killing his mother, placed her among the treetops for safety. As time passed the rabbit grew sleeker and fatter, while the hyena grew dreadfully thin. This
aroused the hyena’s suspicion.
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The hyena one day followed the rabbit to his home. Upon reaching home, the rabbit called out to his mother,
who dropped down a rope from the tree-tops, pulled up her son and fed him with a delicious meal. The unhappy
and angry hyena watched all this, vowing revenge.
The following day the hyena returned to the rabbit’s home and after its friend had departed in search of food,
the hyena pulled on the rope. The mother-rabbit believed it was her son returning with some food and hauled up
the rope. Although the rope was much heavier than usual, the mother-rabbit simply thought that her son had come
with great quantities of food.
At last the hyena was hauled to the tree-tops and as realization dawned on the mother-rabbit she struggled to
escape her fate—but her struggles were all in vain and the hyena devoured her.
The hyena, not being too bright, did not think of remaining where he was until his rabbit-friend appeared,
instead he waited under the tree. When the small animal came back, the hyena tried to snatch it but the rabbit,
being the quick little beast he was, ran and escaped.
The cruel hyena pursued the poor rabbit as far as the Yei river.
Now during these old times, rabbits, rivers, mountains and so on had the power of speech. The rabbit begged
the river to part and allow it to go across. But the river answered by saying that there were many water-animals,
such as crocodiles, hippos and fish living with-in it, and it was their protector. The river asked the rabbit not to
harm any of these creatures. The rabbit agreed, and the river parted.
The rabbit ran across leaving the water-animals alone. A short while later, the hyena raced up to the river-bank
and saw the rabbit on the other side. It, too, asked the river to part and promised not to harm any of the animals he
came across. But as the hyena was making its way across it espied a helpless fish.
Breaking its promise, the hyena grabbed the fish; whereupon the river closed itself up, and drowned the greedy
hyena.
291.158 Excerpt from Slave: My True Story\fn{by Mende Nazer (c.1980- )} “from a village in the Nuba mountains
of Sudan”, South Kurdufan State, Sudan (F) 6
When I was born, my father chose to call me Mende. In our Nuba language, mende is the word for a gazelle—
the most beautiful and graceful animal in the Nuba Mountains. I was my father’s fifth and last child and he
thought I was the prettiest daughter ever. Our village backed onto a huge rock that towered over all he mud huts
below. Above this rock, the mountains rose high into the sky. In fact, the village was ringed with mountains on all
sides. You could walk out of our village and, in just fifteen minutes, lose yourself in the foothills.
Our home consisted of a rectangular compound, with two mud huts that faced each other. This we called the
shal. The sahl was fenced around with a wall of wooden posts interwoven with straw. Two benches ran down each
side of the shal, where we would sit in the evening and laugh and tell stories by the fire.
Around the sahl there was a much larger yard, the tog. The fence of the tog was made of strong, straight tree
branches an it was as high as the roof of a house. It was to keep out the wild animals that might come into the
village at night. I suppose the sahl was like a Western house, and the tog was like the garden that surrounded it.
Our sheep and goats lived in the tog. We had to be careful that they didn’t break into the sahl and steal our food.
I lived in one hut with my mother and father. There were three beds inside, one for each of us. The beds had
bamboo frames and rope mattresses made from the bark of the baobab tree. My father always slept by the door to
protect us. There were snakes and hyenas in the forest and hills nearby, and I was afraid that they would come in
and get me. Every night, I would leave my own bed and cuddle up to my father where I felt safe.
In the rainy season we kept a fire burning in the middle of the hut to keep us warm at night. We stacked a big
pile of dry firewood in the middle of the hut. When it ran out we’d have to collect damp wood from the forest.
Then, the fire would struggle to burn and make the inside of the hut all smoky.
One of my earliest memories is of my father getting me a kitten. She was jet black and shiny. I called her Uran
—which means “blackie.” Uran turned out to be a great mouse killer. At night, when I would jump up on my
father’s bed to sleep, Uran would jump up on me. Then my father would wake up.
“I’ve already got you in my bed,” he’d say, sleepily. “D’you think I can sleep with your cat in here as well?”
“Yes, of course you can,” I’d reply, giggling. “I’m sleeping with you and we’re sleeping with my cat. And
that’s that.”
“Look. If you want to sleep with Uran, then go and sleep in your own bed,” he’d say, half teasing.
I would always refuse. Then my mother would call from across the hut.
“Come here, Mende. My bed’s big enough for you and me and your cat.”
“No,” I’d call back. “I want to sleep here with my father.”
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So began a game of musical beds. I would take Uran to my mother, leave her there and then run back to my
father’s bed. But Uran would immediately jump off my mother’s bed and run back to us again. By now, my father
would be laughing out loud.
“OK,” he’d sigh dramatically. “You go and sleep with your mother and Uran says here with me.”
“All right, Ba,” I’d say. I knew how this joke would end.
I would go over to my mother’s bed. But Uran would follow me and jump up in bed with me again. By now,
the whole hut would be rocking with laughter.
“So, whatever we do, Uran wants to sleep with you,” my father would say. Then he’d fetch my small bed from
across the hut and place it beside his. I would jump up onto my bed, Uran would jump up on top of me and my
father would sleep next to both of us. Like that, everyone was happy.
*
My oldest sister Shokan lived in a neighboring compound with her husband and children, and my other sister
Kunyant was soon to be married. My brothers Babo and Kwandsharan lived outside the family compound, in the
holua, the men’s home. Each family had its own holua, where the unmarried boys would eat and sleep together.
At mealtimes, my father would go out to the holua to eat with my brothers.
My fathered would call out to all our male relatives to come and join him:
“Come and eat with us! Come and drink tea!”
My uncles and aunts all lived within easy shouting distance of our home. In our tradition, it is very important
that you do not eat alone. You share any meal with whoever is around at the time. It may be a family member, a
village neighbor, a visitor from another tribe or even a foreigner. It doesn’t matter. Anyone who is in hearing
distance is welcome. If they were lucky, my mother would have roasted sorghum and peanuts on the fire and
ground them into a delicious paste. Or she might have cooked kal, a sorghum mash boiled with water and milk, or
waj, a curried stew of vegetables and meat.
*
I lived in a very close-knit community. We had few secrets and there was little need for privacy. When I was
very young, I would just go to the toilet behind our yard. But when I was around six, I started going to a special
patch of bush, which was the grown-ups toilet. I would crouch down behind a bush with the grass brushing my
bottom and grab the nearest leaf to clean myself. But if it was the wet season, the leaves were too tough to pull off
the tree. Then I would take a handful of dry raffia palm leaves with me. But this presented another problem.
Raffia leaves have very sharp edges and you could end up with some cuts in very awkward places.
One morning, when I was still very small, I went to relieve myself in the bush, accompanied by my friend
Kehko. She went to one tree and I went to another. We had just crouched down, when Kehko shouted over to me.
“I can hear something moving, Mende. What d’you think it is?”
“It’s probably just a mouse,” I called back.
But suddenly, out came a huge snake. Kehko saw it a moment before I did and she screamed. Then I saw it too,
slithering through the bush. Kehko jumped up and started running with all her pee-pee going down her legs. My
situation was even worse and as I was straining to finish, the snake was slithering toward me.
There was nothing for it. In a flash, I jumped up out of the undergrowth and started to run. I did a very
uncomfortable short sprint, with my bum stuck out behind me (when we were children, we used to go naked most
of the time). As soon as we were far enough away from the snake, we stopped, and, panting, collapsed with
breathless laughter. After this Kehko and I decided we would never go back to that part of the bush again.
*
Behind our house we had a garden where we grew maize and vegetables like beans and pumpkin. In October,
the rains would come and the maize would swell up fat and juicy. My favorite treat was fresh maize cobs roasted
over the fire, with homemade butter. When we’d eaten all the food in the garden, we’d send the goats in to eat up
all the leftover stalks and leaves.
Three tall, conical grain storage huts, durs, stood to one side of our yard. Each had one small entrance, high up
in the wall, which was just the width of a man’s body. The only way in was to climb up a ladder and dive through
the entrance hole, twisting yourself as you did so, landing in a crouch on the floor. It was designed like this so that
no rats or goats could get in. The dur kept the grain dry so it would last us from one harvest season to the next.
When we needed some more grain, my father would dive into the dur. He would scoop up a gourd-full of grain
and pass it up to my brother, Babo, who would stand at the entrance, perched on a ladder. I would wait down
below to take the gourd from him.
*
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Every day, we girls had to go to the mountains to fetch water and firewood. We’d walk for as much as two
hours, on little paths that wound through the forest. Because the hills were full of snakes and wild animals, we’d
always try to get some of the boys to go with us to protect us.
Sometimes, when we arrived at the water hole with our clay pots, there would be girls from another village
there too. Then there would often be an argument about who would get to fill up first. Pretty quickly, we’d start to
call each other names:
“You’re ugly! You’re lazy! You’re a liar!”
Then someone would start a fight. It was all only in fun really. But I’d always call for my brother Babo to save
me.
“Mende, come and stand behind me,” he’d say. “Now, if any of you want to touch Mende, you’ll have to get
past me first.”
*
When the rains finally came, after the long, hot, dry season, all the children would run outside and dance for
joy, singing the rain song:
Are coucoure,
Are konduk ducre\fn{The rain is coming | too much rain}
We’d wave our hands above our heads and dance around in the warm, balmy rain. It was always a time of such
relief, bcause the rains meant that we would have a good harvest, and no one would go hungry that year.
When I was about six, for the first time in my life the rains failed. Our crops wilted an died. We started running
out of food week by week, the situation was getting worse.
Peope were very hungry and getting desperate. Soon, all the children were looking thin and sickly and some of
the old people started dying of starvation. I can remember that I had never felt so hungry in all my life.
Then, one day, I saw an amazing sight—a huge cloud of dust billowing up from the old track that wound up
from the valley floor. As I watched, I saw a line of gleaming white trucks emerging from the dust. Once or twice
before, I had seen an old truck chugging its way up into our village. But I’d never seen anything like this shining
convoy before.
I could see that it was headed for the marketplace in the center of our village. I rushed down there, to find two
men getting out of the lead vehicle. But to my amazement I saw that these men had pale, white skins.
It was the first time in my life that I’d ever seen a hawaja, a white man. I stood there with the other village
children staring at the hawajas from a distance, wondering where on earth they might have come from. To us they
looked like ghosts.
They walked up the line of trucks and began to direct the drivers where to unload. The young Nuba men from
our village rushed over to help carry the big sacks, drums of cooking oil, medicines and blankets into an empty
building nearby. Each family was entitled to one blanket, one sack of lentils, one tin of oil and some sorghum
seeds for planting the following year. My father joined the line of waiting villagers, while we kids just stood and
stared and stared at the hawajas. Eventually, we headed for home, with my father carrying the sack of lentils, my
mother carrying the oil and me carring the big blanket.
“These hawajas are very good people,” my father said, smiling, as we walked back to our hut. “They come
from far, far away—because they know the rains have failed and we’re hungry. But the Arabs don’t help us—even
though they share the same country with us.”
All that year, convoys of trucks snaked up the steep mountain pass to bring us more aid. It turned out that all
this good stuff was being sent by America—so everyone kept talking about what a good man President Bush was
(the first one, Bush senior) to help us like this.
One woman in our village even decided to name her son “Bush.” He had been born in the midst of the famine.
There was then a rash of copycat naming, so that soon there was a string of little boys named Bush in our village.
Then some of the women decided they wanted to name their daughters after Bush’s wife, but no one could find
out her name. Another woman composed a song in praise of President Bush. It quickly became very popular and
you coud hear all the women singing away as they worked. I can’t remember the words exactly, but it went
something like this:
Bush, Bush, Bush, Bush,
Bush is very kind,
He helps the Nuba,
With lentils and oil,
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If it wasn’t for Bush,
We’d all die,
Bush, Bush, Bush, Bush.

*
One of the worst things about the drought was that lots of our livestock died. In the Nuba Mountains, cows are
very important—they are the sign of a man’s wealth. You would hear people say:
“Hmmm … that man is a very rich man. Look how many cows he has.”
My father had maybe fifty or sixty cows in all. Some of the other men had even more, maybe as many as one
hundred cows. During the famine, lots of our cows died. It took my father years to build up his herd again.
Normally it was Babo’s responsibility, as the youngest boy, to look after our cattle. But when Babo started
going to school, my father employed a boy from a neighboring village to do it instead.
He was about thirteen years old and he was called Ajeka. Ajeka carried a spear and an ondo—a musical
instrument made from a gourd and three wire strings. All he wore was a string of beads around his waist. Ajeka
would take the cows into the fields or the forest to graze, and stroll around all day long, playing gently to himself
on his ondo. After one year, my father gave Ajeka one cow. That was his wages for the year.
My father’s herd of cows was kept about ten minutes away from our house in an enclosure called a coh. It was
made of huge tree branches driven into the ground. There was a big coh for the adult cows and the calves had
their own smaller enclosure, a cohnih—which means literally “house of the small cows.”
Before sunrise, Ali, our cattle boy, and my brothers would get up and go to the cattle enclosure. They would
take the hungry calves over to their mothers, so they would start suckling. As the milk began to flow the boys
woud take the calves away again and start milking the cows themselves. The boys would leave a little milk for the
calves and carry the rest home to my mother.
Sometimes, we would drink it immediately—delicious and fresh and still warm. Or we would put it on the fire
to make sorghum porridge. Or I might be sent out into the yard with a bowl of fresh milk—where there was a post
in the ground with a gourd attached by a rope. I would pour the milk into a small hole at the top of the gourd and
seal it with a cork. Then I would shake it backward and forward, to churn the milk. I would shake for five minutes
and then rest, shake and rest, shake and rest, until I had separated out the buttermilk and the curds. From this we
made butter and yoghurt.
*
People used to say that I looked exactly like my mother: she was very slim and she was very, very beautiful.
But my hair was like my father’s—much softer and longer than my mother’s. I never knew my mother’s age, but
she looked about ten years younger than my father. In our tribe, a man always married a much younger woman.
In my earliest memories, my mother had to walk about completely naked. For the first eight years or so of my
life, no one in our village wore any clothes to speak of.
Then my mother took to wearing a short, colorful woven cloth wrapped around her hips. Or when it was cold
she might wear a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. I think she started to wear clothes largely because they
were becoming more available, as the outside world started to impinge upon our remote way of life.
My mother had decorative scars all over her body. When she was still a child, my grandmother had spent hours
with a sharp stone cutting my mother’s skin to make beautiful, geometric patterns. My grandmother had chosen to
cut spirals and swirls into my mother’s breasts and long rows of straight lines on her abdomen. I thought these
scars made my mother look very beautiful.
Scars are kell in our Nuba language—signs of beauty. Both the men and the women had them. My mother had
the most beautiful scar on one side of her face—like a three-headed arrow. My grandmother had cut her until the
blood had poured down her cheek.
“I saw the blood dripping onto the earth, Mende,” my mother told me, touching the scar with her fingertips.
“But we were taught to be brave—so I didn’t complain.”
I had four older brothers and sisters, but none had the scarring done to them. My mother told me that scarring
was an old tradition that had been stopped before we were born. She was sad about this, but she understood why
these old traditions had come to an end. I was sad about it too, because I thought the scars looked very beautiful. I
was sure it must have been painful to have the done, but I would have liked some to decorate my own body.
My mother always wore a necklace of black and white beads and around her waist she wore a wide band made
of srings of white, red, yellow and black beads. In Nuba culture, the beads each tribe wears are very distinct and
differentiate one tribe from another. My mother wore these beads to show that she was from our tribe, the Karko.
If strangers came to our village, we would know immediately if they were from our tribe, just by looking at their
beads and their scars.
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My mother always wore her hair in braids. But she hardly ever allowed me to braid her hair, because I wasn’t
very good at it. A friend who lived nearby usually did it for her. This woman had spent a long time learning how
to braid hair in the Nuba tradition. She was like the hairdresser of our tribe, but no one ever paid her for it. She
just did it as a favor and that’s how we all treated each other. If you could help someone, you would.
Each girl had a different hairstyle for different occasions—for the coming of the rains, for harvest time, for the
wrestling time, or for the boys’ circumcision ceremony. My mother told me that in her day, the boys had been
circumcised at seventeen or eighteen years old, to mark their transition to manhood.
But my brothers were circumcised when they were much younger, aroud ten or eleven. The traditions were
changing, and it was now seen as much safer to circumcise boys at a younger age.
*
My father had a beautiful, kind face. He was not tall for a Nuba, but he was fit and lithe and strong. His
features looked fine, almost European, but his skin was very black. All he ever wore was a short strip of cloth
wrapped around his waist and a white skull cap.
My father’s hands were hard and calloused. Sometimes, after rolling baobab tree bark to make rope to sell in
the marketplace, his hands would bleed. He had deep fissures and cracks in the soles of his feet from walking
barefootover sharp stones and rocks in the hills.
He had a short beard, just like stubble really. He kept his jet-black hair cropped close to his head. But it grew
very quickly and when it did it was soft, unlike most Nuba hair, which is hard and wiry.
Many of the men in our village had several wives. My Uncle Jeronghir and my Uncle Foneshir both had two
wives. But my father only ever had one wife.
I would still have loved him, even if he had married ten wives. I don’t know if my mother would have liked it,
but she wouldn’t have had a say in it. That’s our tradition. My father loved my mother very much. He used to say
to us,
“Your mother is such a good woman, she’s like ten wives to me.”
Life in our home was very peaceful. My father and mother never argued. The only fights I ever had with my
brothers and sisters were in play. My father was always joking with our neighbors and inviting them in to eat with
us. While he was boisterous, my mother was very quiet and reserved. Everyone liked and respected her.
She didn’t join in the village gossip. People said that while my mother was like an angel, my father was like a
naughty, but very loveable devil.
My father had a huge hunting spear with a long wooden shaft and a sharp metal tip. When he went hunting in
the mountains, he would take his spear, a long stick, an axe and a gourdfull of drinking water. He would carry an
enormous cow’s horn with him too. Usuaoly, he would just kill a rabbit or a small, pheasant-like bird, but
sometimes he would kill a shukl—a big forest deer—or even a hyena. If he killed a large animal, he woud blow
on his cow horn and the sound would echo from hill to hill. We would hear it in the village and get very excited.
Then the men would set off to help him carry back the dead animal.
*
When I was about six years old, I became very worried about my cat Uran. She was so fat that I thought she
was about to burst.
“Umi, why is Uran getting so fat?” I asked my mother. “I think she’s eating too many mice.”
“She’s not fat because she eats too much,” said my mother, laughing. “She’s pregnant—she’s going to have
babies.”
I was shocked.
“How did Uran become pregnant?” I asked my mother.
“Well Uran got pregnant by eaing too many mice,” my mother said, immediately contradicting herself. I think
this was just a convenient way for her not to have to explain the facts of life to me at such an early age.
“Umi,” I complained, “I don’t understand. Is Uran going to give birth to mice then? But we brought her here so
she could get rid of all the mice.”
My mother sat down on her wooden stool and pulled me over to her.
“Listen, Mende. Uran may eat mice, but she’ll give birth to baby cats—you wait and see.”
I still didn’t understand. But I was happy that Uran was going to have kittens. I picked her up and took her
over to my mother.
“When will she have them?” I asked.
“I don’t know exactly,” she said, feeling Uran’s tummy. “But by the way her tummy feels, I’d say pretty soon.”
I was so excited. A week later, I went to check on Uran and found her curled up with four gorgeous little
kittens. They were black with white patches. She was lying there gazing up at me, looking very proud of herself.
Uran really was my best friend.
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I ran out into the yard, caught a goat, milked it and rushed back with a gourdful of milk. I spent all day lying
on the ground next to her. I held the kittens and stroked them. Later, I ran to tell my friends and they came over to
play with the kittens too.
As they grew, the kittens started to jump all over me and play with my fingers and ears. They became my
favorite playmates. I loved them so!
But one morning, my mother said that she needed to have a little talk with me.
“One of our neighbors has asked if they can have a kitten to live in their house,” she told me. “So we can give
them one of Uran’s. Won’t that be nice?”
I couldn’t believe what she was saying.
“You want to give Uran’s children away?” I wailed. “How can you? Why don’t you give your own children
away, if that’s what you want to do?”
“Don’t be angry with me,” my mother told me, gently. “If we keep all these kittens, Uran will soon have
another five an then we’ll have ten cats and where do you think all the milk will come from to feed them all?”
“We have cows and goats. We can drink the cows’ milk and the cats can drink the goats’ milk.”
“And where do you think they’re all going to live? Should we build a fence and keep Uran and all her children
outside, like we do the cows? Would you like that?”
“Why can’t we all live together in our hut? Cats are only small and there’s lots of room.”
But my mother was adamant. We would have to give Uran’s kittens away. I was so upset that my mother didn’t
know what to do. Finally, she said:
“Listen Mende, for the time being they can all stay here with us, all right? Now, will you stop crying?”
I was so relieved I ran over to Uran to tell her the good news—that her kittens could stay.
But of course my mother had tricked me. One morning, a few days later, I woke up to discover that all the
kittens had gone. I rushed around the hut in a complete panic, looking everywhere for them. Then I ran outside
and searched the yard. Eventually I sat down and burst into tears.
“Umi,” I wailed, “I can’t find the kittens anywhere. Where’ve they gone?” My mother pretended to look
surprised.
“Really?” she said. “Where can they have got to?” She began to search the hut with me. But after about five
minutes, she gave up.
“Maybe Uran took them into the garden,” she swaid. “Have you tried there?”
I was about to rush off and search the garden, when my mother told me that I must have some breakfast first. I
told her I would eat when I had found the kittens. I set of with Uran in tow. I was rather annoyed that my mother
wasn’t helping me.
An hour later, I was still searching around the yard, when one of my friends came running over. She told me
that she was overjoyed because—guess what?—they had been given one of Uran’s kittens. Suddenly, I realized
that my mother had tricked me. I couldn’t believe that she could be so cruel. I ran back into our hut.
“Why did you give Uran’s children away? How could you do it?” I shouted at her, stamping my feet. “How
could you be so mean? You lied to me.”
My mother sat me down and tried to explain that Uran would have more kittens and that she wouldn’t send
them away next time. But I was inconsolable. I was worried that Uran couldn’t have any more kittens because she
had eaten all the fat mice and only thin ones were left. I was sad for days. But as the kittens grew up I could see
them playing happily around the village and I soon forgave my mother.
*
Because I was the youngest child and my father’s last daughter, I think I was probably a bit spoiled. My two
older sisters, Shokan and Kunyant, were much older than me. Shokan was about thirteen years old. Her name
means “no hair” and she was called that because when she was born she was completely bald. I don’t think she
ever went to school and by the time I was born, she was already married and had left home.
I went to visit her often, as the path to the forest wound past her house and then past Kunyant’s house too. I
could call out from our hut:
“Shokan, where are you?” She would hear me and shout:
“Over here, Mende, over here.”
Kunyant must have been around nine years older than me. By contrast, her name means “lots of hair,” and she
was bon with a thick fuzz. I remember everyone saying that Kunyant was very beautiful; but not very clever. She
did go to school, but not for very long. She too got married when she was about thirteen.
*
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My eldest brother was called Kwandsharan, meaning “short boy,” as he was tiny when he was born. He always
laughed and told jokes and he was very handsome. Kwandsbaran hoped to go away to study and become an
officer in the army. I liked him but I never understood why he wanted to leave the village and become a soldier.
My other brother, Babo, was just two years older than me. His name in our language means “baby” and he was
my mother’s favorite. He was tall and slim and thoughtful. Babo was very clever and he always came first in his
class in school. He used to tell me that he wanted to be a trader, working in the market. Out of all my brothers and
sisters he was my favorite. Whenever he was in the village, I was always at his side.
The only time Babo ever left me behind was when he went to the forest, to hunt birds. He would shoot them
using a slingshot made from raffia palm, which fired small pebbles. Or sometimes he would use a wooden
catapult. If we were lucky, he’d get a big pigeon. When he got home, he’d give it to me to put on the fire to singe
off all the feathers. Then he would gut it and we’d cook it in an iron pan over the fire, with some water, onions
and salt. It was a delicious treat.
Babo used to play with me all the time. One of our favorite games was called kak, the stone game.
We would take eight pebbles the size of large marbles. Then, we would st down on the ground facing each
other and lay the stones out in a line between us. Babo always let me go first. I had to throw one of the stones up
in the air, grab another off the ground and catch the falling stone before it landed—all with the same hand. When I
had caught all eight stones, I had to start all over again. But now I had to grab two stones at once, then three, four
and so on. If I managed to catch all the stones and finish the sequence, I’d shout,
“Kak!”
If I dropped a stone, that meant my turn was over. Babo and I would play kak for hours on end.
*
But my very favorite game was omot nwaid—the moon game. We could only play it when there was a full
moon lighting the whole of the village and the surrounding mountains with silver moonlight. Then, twenty or
thirty children would gather in the center of the village. First, we’d build a big stone circle. Then, one of us would
throw a flat disc of cow’s bone (usually one of its vertebrae) spinning through the air as far as we could. We’d all
go running after it, screaming and laughing and falling over each other in the rush to be first to find it.
If I found the bone, I’d keep very quiet and try to run back into the stone circle without anyone catching me.
But as soon as the rest saw that I had it, they’d shout,
“Quick! Quick! Get Mende! Stop her!” If I reached the stone circle without being caught, I would dance
around snd shout,
“Eyee langaa! Eyee langaa!” “I’ve made it! I’ve made it!”
I was then the winner and I got to throw the bone. But, if they caught me, I was out. If we’d been allowed, we
would have played omot nwaid all night long. But after a couple of hours or so, our parents would call us in.
“Come on, Mende!” my mother would shout.
“Come home now. It’s time to sleep.”
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… We drove all day on rough desert tracks. Just before nightfall there was a nasty metallic crunch from underneath the truck and we ground to a halt.
Abdul got down from the cab and checked the underside of the vehicle. It wasn’t good news. The road was
rough and the load heavy, and the piece of machinery that drives the wheels had snapped. We would have to wait
for another truck, and ask them to take the part to the nearest town for repairs.
As luck would have it another truck came by shortly. All the passengers decamped to that vehicle, and Abdul’s
young assistant left with the metal shaft to see to the repair job. Since I had decided to put my faith in Abdul, I
stayed with him and the crippled truck.
We had broken down in the middle of the bush, and so he offered me the cab to sleep in, while he took the
ground. It would be warmer in there, he said, and I would feel more secure.
“You know, my whole life is one bad luck story?” I remarked. “And now this. You should never have agreed to
take me.” Abdul grinned.
“Ah, don’t worry. We’re always having problems with this old truck. We’ll get it sorted. We always do.”
*
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The following morning we sat out under a tree. Abdul brewed some tea on a charcoal stove that he carried with
him. He had a tin kettle, some glasses, a pot of sugar and fresh mint leaves.
We might be here some time, he warned me, as we sipped the delicious mint tea. We should decide on a story
to tell, just in case anyone asked any questions.
A man and woman traveling together who were unrelated and who weren’t married—it would immediately
arouse suspicion. We should pretend to be man and wife, Abdul suggested.
I knew that he was right. If anyone asked, I was to be Mrs. Rasul.
That day I really warmed to Abdul. He was a kind man. He walked to the nearest village to fetch food, which
he heated over his charcoal stove. He urged me to eat and be strong, as I had a long journey ahead of me. He let
me sit in his cab and listen to music on his radio. He urged me not to dwell on the past, but to try to be happy
again. He told me funny stories and made me laugh.
And bit by bit I started to reveal more about my myself.
*
He didn’t believe that I was simply trying to escape from the war. What had I done, he asked. What was I
running from? Had I killed someone?
I told him that I had to escape from the military men, the security people. I was a target. If they found me they
would kill me. I didn’t want to go into any more detail. It was too horrible and too private.
“Are you certain they’re after you?” Abdul asked.
I nodded. I was certain.
“If you’re really certain then you’ll have to leave the country. If you stay in Sudan, they’ll find you. The
danger will never pass.” I shrugged.
“I know. But where would I go?”
Abdul glanced at me.
“Listen, I have to ask you this, but it is not the reason I’m helping you. You understand?”
I told him that I did.
“Right—do you have any money? I know people who can get you out of Sudan. But it’ll be costly. That’s why
I’m asking.”
*
Part of me feared to answer Abdul truthfully. Part of me feared that if I told him, he might rob me and hand me
over to the government. After all that I had seen and experienced it was hard to trust anyone.
“Where could you send me?” I asked, trying to avoid the money question. “Which country?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. It’s not up to me. There are agents who handle these things. They’d arrange
everything. But they’d charge for doing so, obviously.”
“How much?” Abdul shrugged.
“I’m not sure. It wouldn’t be cheap. Millions of Sudanese pounds probably. So it’s whether you have that sort
of money …”
“How would we 168rganize it?” Abdul thought for a moment.
“You could come to Khartoum and stay with my family. I have a wife and four children. You don’t look so
different from us—we could say you[re a relative. And when we’re all set, you leave the country.”
*
It took four days to fix the truck. By the time it was done I had decided to go with Abdul to Khartoum.
I had tried to think things through rationally, but at the end of the day it all boiled down to a feeling. Abdul was
like my father. That’s how it felt to me. And because of that, I felt I could trust him to be my guide. As we set off
again, I hoped and prayed that I was not mistaken.
A day’s drive later we reached the town of Khosti, from where it was smooth tarmac all the way to Khartoum.
It was evening by the time we reached the city outskirts.
I was worried to be back here, for now I was a wanted person and I was in the heart of the Arab regime that
wanted to kill me.
We drove directly to Abdul’s house. It was a low, concrete block building, with a yard where he parked the
truck His children came running out to greet him.
“Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” they cried. “Daddy’s home!” Then they spotted me.
“Who’s this?” they demanded, all curiosity now. “Who’s this person in Daddy’s truck?”
Abdul’s wife came out to greet him. She was even more surprised to see me, although she did her best to hide
it. Her name was Malaika, and she was tall and slim and quite beautiful. She invited me into the house for tea.
*
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Shortly, Abdul and Malaika excused themselves and disappeared into their bedroom. I guessed that Abdul
wanted a private moment so he could explain who I was and why I was there.
Meanwhile, of course, I was surrounded by their curious children. I tried my best to smile and answer all of
their questions. As I did so, I glanced around the house.
Apart from the kitchen—dining room, there was Abdul and Malaika’s bedroom and one other room that had to
be for the children. The kitchen itself was well equipped, having an electric cooker, a fridge and a TV set. The
house seemed crowded but comfortable. There was a happy feel to the place, as if Abdul’s was a happy family.
*
When they reappeared from the bedroom Malaika gave me a big smile and a hug. She showed me where the
children slept, and 169pologized that they had no guest room. I would share a bed with their oldest daughter,
while the other kids shared the second bed.
One of Abdul’s kids went to fetch the neighbours’ children, and they came rushing round to stare at the new
arrival and ask yet more questions. Malaika was quick to tell them that I was her younger sister, and that I had
come to help look after the children.
After dinner, I helped Abdul’s kids with their homework. As I checked their sums and corrected their spelling
and their grammar, I noticed that Malaika was watching me closely. Once the children were in bed, Abdul,
Malaika and I sat down to watch TV. All that was on was some sports programme. Abdul was glued to it, but
Malaika and I were bored. Malaika turned to me and I could tell that she wanted to talk.
“You’re so clever” she remarked. “I saw you with the children. Where did you learn such things? Did you go
to university?”
“Not really,” I replied. “I just did well at school.”
“Were you a teacher then? I can tell you’re educated. No one learns all that just at school.” I shook my head.
“No, I wasn’t a teacher. I’m just good at maths, that’s all. I got it from my grandma.” Malaika grinned at me.
“I know you’re educated. Why does an educated person like you have to run away?”
“Ah, sometimes you just have to get away because trouble follows you.”
Malaika gripped my hand excitedly.
“Are you running from your family, is that it? Did they try to marry you to some horrible old man? Tell me!”
“No, it’s not that. I just have to get out of Sudan, that’s all.”
*
Malaika sat back, disappointed.
I didn’t blame her for her curiosity. I could tell that she wanted to be friends. She wanted to have some
excitement in her life, which the story of a woman on the run was sure to deliver.
But I wasn’t about to confide in her. I’d told her husband as much as I was willing to. My greatest fear was that
if I revealed the truth, then they would be so afraid that they would hand me in to the authorities.
Abdul may have been a good man and brave, but I didn’t know his wife well enough to judge.
*
For eight weeks I stayed in their house, rarely if ever leaving. I was fearful myself, and I felt safer remaining
hidden. Abdul said the fewer people who knew that I was there, the better. I spent my time helping Malaika clean
the house and looking after little Mayay, their five-year-old daughter. I could tell that Malaika liked having me
around. I was friendly and useful and someone for her to talk to.
But I hated it. I was bored and lonely and my life was in limbo. And every day I had to cope with my fear.
Every other day Malaika would go out to do the shopping. Alone in the house, my mind drifted to thoughts of
my family, of my dead father and our desecrated village. I would think of my mother and sister, and try to imagine where they might be now and if they were safe, and of my brothers fighting with the rebels.
Our family had been torn apart and scattered across Sudan. We no longer knew where each of us was, or even
if we were still alive.
How had it come to this, I wondered. How was it possible?
*
Malaika would return to find me in tears. She’d put her arms around me and beg me to tell her what was
wrong. She’d beg me to open my heart and treat her like a true sister.
But I couldn’t. She and her husband had been good to me, but I couldn’t tell her my story. I was worried that if
I revealed my tale of war, torture, rape and being hunted by the police and the military, then they might desert me.
I couldn’t take that risk, and so I let Malaika remain convinced that I was running from a forced marriage.
*
Some two months after I had arrived in their house, Abdul brought home an Arab-looking man in his early
thirties. This was the agent who would 169rganize my escape.
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From the very first I instinctively disliked him. He told me that his services would cost eight million Sudanese
pounds. I told him that I only had two million in cash, but I had some gold. His eyes lit up at the mention of gold.
He would happily sell my gold for me, he said, and then we would see how much money I had.
I knew that he was only in this for the money. But what had I expected—another good man, like Abdul? I
showed him what I had, the wealth of our family.
It was Grandma’s gold, my mother’s gold, my sister’s and my own. There was Grandma’s big gold bracelet
and her three rings with rubies in them. There was her beautiful agadi—a traditional Zaghawa chain made of
ancient tribal gold. The agent stared at it in glee.
He needed it all, he said. All of it. And even then there still might not be enough.
For a moment I resisted. So many memories, so much of my family, was bound up in its glittering beauty. But
then I reflected on what it was worth to me here in Sudan, here where I was a dead woman walking. There was
one big ring that had been Grandma’s favourite. I said he could take the rest, but that I wanted to keep that one.
But he told me that he needed it all.
Eventually, I gave in. I even gave away the four beautiful gold bracelets that my father had brought me as my
wedding present.
*
Every day after that I kept asking Abdul what had happened to the agent. What was to stop him running off
with all my worldly wealth? If he did so, then I was finished.
But Abdul told me not to worry. He knew where this man lived. He couldn't simply disappear. Abdul promised
he wouldn’t let me down. I had to stay calm and trust him.
*
One month later the agent reappeared. He announced that everything was ready for my escape. The next day
he would come with a car to take me to the airport.
I asked him where I was going. All he would tell me was that it was a safe place where there were good people
who would help me. We would travel together, posing as man and wife. My role was to follow him and do exactly
as he said. It was a condition of his work that at no stage was I to ask him any more questions. Like it or not, those
were the rules.
I didn’t even know his full name. I presumed he would tell me no more in case we were stopped. The less I
knew, the less I could reveal to the authorities.
Now that I was going I was happy and fearful, all at the same time. I kept asking myself where I was going and
what would happen when I got there. And what if he just abandoned me halfway? But the time for worrying was
over.
It was in the hands of God now. If God willed it, I would make it through safely.
I couldn’t sleep that night. No matter how much I prayed to God to calm my fears, my mind remained a whirl
of troubled thoughts. Would I be caught? Or was this the end of my terrible journey, to leave like this? Would I
ever return to my country? Would I ever see my family again? How would I see them, if I was far away in a
foreign land?
The next morning Malaika gave me a little handbag in which I might carry my few possessions. All that I had
was a spare tope, my travel cloak, a shawl and a toothbrush. I had nothing with me that spoke of home—not a
rock or a branch nor even a grain of sand. All I had were my memories.
Malaika wished me luck. She smiled. She would never forget me, she said, and maybe one day I would tell her
my story.
As for Abdul, he told me not to worry. It was going to be all right, he could feel it in his bones.
*
At three o’clock my agent turned up with a driver at the wheel of his car. We sat in the back and drove in
silence through the city. I was worried, and I tried to sink down in my seat so as not to be seen from outside. But
the agent just told me to sit up and act normally.
Then I started worrying that he was taking me directly to the police himself. Why wouldn’t he? If would be far
easier than undertaking the journey that now lay ahead of us. I knew that I would only feel safe when I was finally
sitting aboard that plane.
As we approached the airport my agent started to issue me with instructions again.
“Do as I tell you, never say a word or do anything without my permission. Behave like this and we will be all
right.” But if I forgot what he had said and did something stupid, then I would be found out.
Remember that we were supposed to be married. I should at all times be obedient and walk a few paces behind
him, like a good Muslim wife.
The driver pulled up at the airport. He glanced in his mirror.
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“When are you back?” The agent shrugged.
“Not sure exactly. I have nothing to do when I get there apart from getting her sorted. So, if all goes well,
tomorrow.”
“Shall I be here to collect you?”
“Yeah, at the usual time. Unless I call?”
*
There was a crowd milling around in the departure area. Gradually it thinned out, as people were checked in
for their flights.
The agent deliberately held back, and he only approached passport control when everyone else had gone. He
reached over and shook the hand of the uniformed official before handing him two passports.
I stood back, acting like his obedient wife. I saw the official glance at me, and then he smiled at my agent. It
was a knowing smile. They chatted away for a minute or so, and then our passports were stamped and we were
waved through.
“Goodbye and safe journey,” the official remarked to my agent. “We’ll see you again soon, eh?” He smiled.
“You will. And thanks.”
We reached a second set of officials. This time, we had our bags searched before being allowed to pass. We
walked through the airport and down some steps. We waited on the tarmac with the rest of the passengers for a
bus to appear. A short drive across the tarmac, and we were delivered to the aeroplane. It sat on the runway, squat
and gleaming bright.
A group of white people in smart blue uniforms were standing beside it. One of the white women gave the
agent a smile of welcome as she ushered us onto the plane. I climbed up the steps, my heart in my mouth. With
barely a backward glance I stepped inside the aeroplane.
*
I was safe. I was safe. I was safely inside this machine that would fly me away to safety.
I was on my way out of Sudan, to a place where the hunters couldn’t find me. God only knew which country I
was headed for, but all that was ahead of me. What mattered now was that I was getting out of my country, a
country that was eating up my homeland and my people.
I leant back in my seat and felt a wave of exhaustion wash over me. I was so tired. So tired. So tired. I had
never felt so tired.
*
As the aircraft clawed its way into the sky, I guess I should have been scared. I had never flown before and it
should have been a terrifying experience. But after all that I had been through I didn’t care any more.
What could touch me? What could really hurt me or scare me? If we exploded in a fireball, what would I have
lost? I had begged for death so many times, and death had failed to find me. What was there to fear if it did so
now?
I’d only ever seen aircraft from the ground, and now here I was high above the earth and speeding through the
sky. As we climbed higher I saw the clouds shooting past the window. I gazed out right into the middle of a bank
of puffy whiteness. We were inside the clouds, and I wondered what was keeping us up here. For a moment I was
lost in wonder at the magic of it all, as the soft hush of the sky rushed past the window.
I gazed around at the passengers. Might there be a clue there as to where I was going? Most were dressed in
the traditional robes of the Gulf Arabs, so it looked as if I might be going to one of those countries. Which could it
be?
I tried to remember my geography lessons from school. Might it be Dubai, Saudi Arabia or one of the smaller
Arab Emirates? One of the ladies in the smart blue uniforms came up to us. She had snowy white hair and a smile
in her eyes.
“Madam? Tea? Coffee?” she asked. “Or perhaps a soft drink?” I shook my head.
“No, thank you.”
I was too excited and too worried to think about drink or food. And I had no money, as my agent had taken
everything, and I presumed I would have to pay. My agent asked for a tea, and as the lady leant across me I caught
its fragrance. It smelled simply delicious. I noticed that she asked for no money, so I changed my mind.
“D’you mind?” I asked. “Could I actually have a tea?”
*
Two hours later we started our descent. The sun had set during the flight and I felt the aircraft falling through
the darkening sky towards the earth. Where were we landing, I wondered. In which country was I to try to make
my new home? And how would I ever survive there?
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We hit the runway with a gentle thud and taxied across to the airport building. I rose to my feet with the other
passengers, only to feel a hand gripping my arm. It was my agent, and he was gesturing at me to sit down.
He shook his head.
“Not yet. There’s a second flight. Wait on board the aircraft.”
For an hour we sat on the runway. My agent slept. More people boarded the aircraft. Most of them were Gulf
Arabs, with a handful of white Europeans.
A middle-aged white man took the seat next to me, with a friendly smile. I tapped him on the arm and asked
how long the flight would take.
It was six hours, he said. In six hours’ time we would be in London.
So that was where I was going! I was going to London, in England, the country that I had learnt about during
my school days.
I was going to the land of the khawajat—the white man.
25
I awoke in the early hours. One of the air stewardesses was handing me a plastic tray of breakfast things. The
airline staff were so helpful and friendly.
My agent had said that I was going to a country where people would help me, and I wondered whether
everyone in England would be like this. I pulled off the tinfoil cover and inspected my breakfast.
It wasn’t acidah mash,\fn{Maize mash} that was for sure! My agent prodded the food around on his plate.
“Pork!” he muttered. “You’re going to a place where they love eating pig. You’ve been warned.”
With that he pushed his tray away and stared out of the window. Getting me out of Sudan had seemed so easy,
but I wondered how he was intending to spirit me into England. He had two passports, so one presumably bore
the name of his supposed wife—me.
I hadn’t managed to get a close look at the passport, and the agent had warned me not to ask any questions. But
he had taken a photo of me back in Khartoum—for the travel papers, he’d said—so maybe that passport actually
bore my real photo.
I was worried again now. If my agent did get me into England, what was I to do then? All he had told me was
that I should follow him and he would take me to a safe place. For a while I thought about my husband, Sharif,
and whether I might be able to find him. As far as I knew he was still in England, but it was months since there
had been any contact.
I concluded that my first priority had to be to get into England—for that meant I was safely out of Sudan.
Sharif, how I would live, my future—all of that could wait.
As the plane flew across the dawn skies, I gazed at what I presumed must be London. I could see lights
twinkling below, but they were veiled by what looked like cloud low on the ground.
We landed so smoothly I hardly felt a bump. How could the plane do that, I wondered, when it had just fallen
out of the sky?
I grabbed my handbag and got up to follow my agent out of the aircraft. We joined a crowd of people surging
into the building, and followed a series of corridors that took us to a line of booths.
*
We stopped. There were two queues. One was for those carrying purple passports, the other for everyone else.
Most of the people with the purple passports were khawajat—so I presumed this was the queue for the British. I
was surprised when my agent joined that queue. I lined up with him and we inched forward until we were at the
desk.
The official reached out and took the two passports from my agent. He pushed them into some sort of machine,
gazed at it for a few seconds, glanced at my agent and me, and then waved us through.
I couldn’t believe it. How had my agent managed it? How had he got us into England using the British queue?
We had no luggage to collect, so as quickly as he could my agent led me through the terminal and into the cold
outside.
A weak sun was trying to trickle though, but the terminal building was shrouded in the thick fog that I’d seen
from the aeroplane. Beads of moisture covered everything: car windows, people’s clothing, even their hair. And it
was freezing cold.
I pulled my cloak from my bag and tugged it around my shoulders. Still I was cold. We joined a queue, and a
black vehicle stopped in front of us. It had a yellow light on top, which illuminated the English word TAXI My
English was pretty basic. It consisted of what I had learned at school, refreshed now and then by watching English
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TV programmes. I recognised “taxi” from some of those. My agent spoke to the driver through his open window,
and then motioned for me to get in.
“Right, my job’s done,” he announced. “This man will take you to the safe place. I’ve paid him, so he’ll
deliver you. I’m done. Goodbye.”
And with that he turned and was gone.
*
The taxi pulled away from the airport. I tried to relax: at least it was warm in there. I glanced around me at the
city. It looked right; it looked like the pictures of London that I had seen in my schoolbooks. But I didn’t trust my
agent one bit. The taxi driver was a white man and he had seemed friendly enough. I leaned forward and tapped
the glass.
“Is this London?” I asked. “Is this really London?” He glanced at me in his mirror.
“It is, love. It’s rainy, foggy old London Town. A real dump, innit?”
We drove for an age, on and on through this sprawling city.
I couldn’t believe that a city could be so large. There were so many houses and cars and people and the tower
blocks did go high into the sky, just as our schoolbooks had shown us.
Eventually, the taxi driver pulled over to the side of the road. He pointed at two men in dark uniforms.
“Police. Tell ’em you need asylum, love, okay? Asylum.”
“Aslum,” I tried saying the word. “Aslum. What does it mean?”
“Don’t worry about it, love. Just say it and that’s enough. Now off you go. Chop-chop.”
*
I dodged across the busy road and approached the two policemen. But I was worried. My experiences with the
police in Sudan had hardly been pleasant ones.
“Good morning. Aslum,” I said nervously. “Do you know aslum?” The nearest policeman smiled.
“New here are you, love? Here for the first time?” I nodded.
“I come from the airport?”
“You’re seeking asylum, is it?”
“Yes. Asylum.”
“All right, follow me.”
He led me over to a grey concrete tower block. There were two queues of people outside, and he showed me to
one of them. There were people of all differing nationalities, speaking many different languages. At school the
English teacher had told us that in London you would find all the nationalities on earth. She hadn’t been joking.
It was early still, but already the queue was long. Many of the people had suitcases with them.
A black man smiled at me from his place in the queue.
“Somalia?” I shook my head.
“Sudan.”
I scrabbled in my bag for my shawl. It was so cold that I had started to shiver.
*
A white man was checking people in at the door of the building. He was middle-aged and he had a kindly face.
He came across to me.
“Where from?” he asked. “Sudan? Darfur?” I nodded.
“Darfur.” He smiled, sympathetically.
“Are you okay?” I shook my head.
“Freezing.”
“I thought as much.” He took off his big black jacket and handed it to me.
“Here—try this for size. Go on—wrap yourself up. I’m used to the cold.” I smiled shyly.
“Thank you. Very kind …”
“Come on, let’s get you inside before you catch your death.”
He took me to the front of the queue, gave me a little ticket and showed me to a side room.
“Wait here,” he said. “I’ll find people to see you. Wait here, okay?”
I nodded again. I was feeling happier already. This man had been so kind to me. I curled up in the chair and
tried to get warm. I started to feel sleepy. Two Indian-looking ladies came in and asked me if I was hungry. I was
too shy and embarrassed to say yes, so I said that I was just tired. They told me to wait until the number on my
ticket was called. I dozed fitfully.
But suddenly I was wide awake. There was screaming coming from the main hail. I peeped out through the
glass door. I spotted the Somali man who had greeted me in the queue with a policeman on either side of him. As I
watched they started to drag him out of the building.
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“No, my brothers! No!” the Somali man cried. “Don’t kill me! Don’t take me away! Don’t take me!”
I was shocked and confused. I wondered what he had done to be dragged away like that.
*
Three hours later my number came up on the screen. I was shown to a window and sat down against the glass.
Next to me was an Arabic-looking lady. She introduced herself, telling me that she was my interpreter. I should
speak to the man behind the glass and answer all of his questions.
A young white man arrived on the other side. He had a very strange appearance. He was rather fat, and his hair
was pushed up into jagged spikes. I had never seen anything like it before. Why did this man make himself look
like Shaitan—like Satan—I wondered.
Beneath his spiky hair he didn’t seem to have a very friendly face, either.
“Answer only what I ask,” the spiky man announced. “And tell the truth. If you tell us any lies, we’ll punish
you by putting you in prison. D’you understand?” I nodded.
“Yes.” I was worried again now.
“What is your name?” I told him.
“How did you come here?” I told him about my two flights.
“What was the name of the airline?” I told him that I didn’t know.
“Of course you know the name of the airline.” he objected. “What was it?”
“I was with an agent. He brought me. I’ve no idea—”
“Come on! You’re trying to say you didn't see the name on the aeroplane? Or inside it?” I nodded.
“Yes. I didn’t see it?”
“I don’t believe you! I don’t believe you for one moment!”
I glanced at the Arabic interpreter lady in bewilderment.
“Why is he getting so angry? Why would I lie about something like that?”
“What’s she saying?” he demanded, from behind the glass.
“She’s just checking that she understands the question the Arabic,” lady lied. “Look, he’s getting upset, so try
to remember. Is there anything you can remember about the inside of the aeroplane? Letters? Numbers? Pictures?
Anything?”
I thought for a second. There had been some letters on the breakfast things, but it was the last thing on my
mind. I shook my head.
“I don’t remember. I don’t remember. I’m sorry.”
I saw the spiky man’s face redden. He glanced at his watch. He was taking a tea break, he declared, and when
he came back he wanted some answers. My interpreter told me that she had to go, as it was the end of her shift.
*
I sat and waited. A replacement interpreter arrived. She told me that she was called Alicia, and that she came
from the Lebanon. The spiky man returned, and I was relieved to see that he had calmed down a little.
“So, let’s cover some basics. Where exactly are you from?”
I told him the name of my village and the big towns that were near it. He was looking at a map. He asked me
for the names of my schools, and I told him.
“Why have you come to the UK?” he asked.
“There is war in my area. I had a problem with the government. They wanted to kill me. My village was
attacked and my family too. I had to flee the country.”
“Are you married?” he asked. “Any children?”
“I am married. But we have no children yet.”
“Where is your marriage certificate?”
“I don’t know. It may have been with my father, but he was killed.”
“Look, are you married or not?” The angry scowl was back again. “There’s no marriage without a certificate.”
“Yes, I am married.”
“Well, you can’t prove you’re married without a certificate. Where is your husband?”
“I think he’s here in England. But I’m not sure?”
The spiky man stared at me in disbelief.
“Okay, so let’s get this straight. You claim to be married, but there’s no certificate. You claim to have a
husband, but you don’t know where he is. He might be in England or he might not. Is that it?”
“Yes. That’s it?”
“Was it your husband who paid the agent to bring you here?”
“No. I sold the family gold to pay the agent. Even my grandma’s rings.”
“Yeah. Right.” He rolled his eyes. “So where is your husband? Which European country is he in?”
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“I told you, I don’t know. He’s probably in England, but I don’t know.”
“How can you not know which country your husband is in? It’s impossible.”
I kept silent. I was trying to be helpful. I was telling the truth. What more did he want of me? He asked me for
Sharif’s full name, and for the date and place of his birth. Then he glanced at me.
“So, is he your only husband, or are there any more?”
“Why is he asking me such a question?” I demanded of the interpreter. “Do women have many husbands here
in England?” She shrugged.
“Sorry. They’re always like this?”
“Well, ask him from me how many wives he has. None, I bet. Who would want to marry such a horrible man?”
The interpreter tried not to laugh.
“What’s she saying?” the spiky man demanded. “What’s she saying?”
“She’s saying that she only has the one husband,” the interpreter lied. “Just the one.”
*
The spiky man sent me off to the “next stage”.
I sat to have my fingerprints taken. Then I was photographed and given a card, which was my photo ID. I was
returned to the same booth, and now there was a third interpreter.
This time it was an old black man with pepper-gray hair. He was dressed smartly with a jacket and tie, and he
had a warm, kindly expression. I could tell immediately that he was Sudanese.
As we waited for the spiky man to reappear he told me that he was from Kordofan, the area that I had walked
through on my escape from Darfur. He even had a daughter studying at the same university that I had attended.
The spiky man returned, but he seemed in a hurry now. I guessed he was keen to get home. He gave me the
name of a place where I could stay for the night, and handed me a map.
“It’s marked on the map. See? If you get lost ask. Someone will show you the way.”
I stared at the map in confusion. Of course, we didn’t have maps back in the village, and I had no idea how to
use one.
“But I don’t know anywhere in this big city. How can I find my way?”
“I told you—just use the map and ask. Go on! Go and find your own way.”
“But if you came to my country and I told you to find your way across Khartoum, you’d be lost. It’s the same
here with me.”
The spiky man sighed.
“Look, it’s late. We’re about to close. You’re no longer my responsibility. I told you—you need to get on your
way.”
The interpreter placed a restraining hand on my arm.
“Don’t worry. Wait for me outside. I’ll help you.”
It was nine o’clock by the time we left. The old man led me on a short walk to another building.
”These people will organise somewhere for you to stay,” he told me, as he ushered me inside. “I came here as
an asylum seeker, so I know what it’s like.” I smiled at him.
“Thank you. You’ve been so kind.”
“Here,” he said, handing me a £10 note. “Take it. It’s not much, but I can’t afford much. It’s something, at
least.”
*
That night I was sent to an asylum hostel in Croydon.
I was put in a room with two other women—one from Eritrea and another from Burkina Faso. The Eritrean
woman was heavily pregnant, and so she took the lower bunk and I took the one above.
There was a horrible air of desperation about the asylum hostel. I could sense the pain, the dislocation and the
burning frustration that was squeezed between its walls.
I lay awake that night thinking of home, and about the love and warmth of my family, and I started to cry.
My first impressions of the asylum hostel were entirely correct: it was a place of real despair. I quickly learned
the rules. Every morning we had to sign a book to show that we were there. Then we had to queue for a breakfast
of tea and bread. Apart from our small room, there was a canteen that smelled of frying fat, and a reception area
with two TV sets in it.
There was little to do, and the only way to pass the time was to sleep.
If you failed to sign the register once, you were warned. Twice, and they would threaten to throw you out. At
least that was the theory. In practice, it didn’t work that way at all.
There was an Iraqi writer in the hostel whose entire family had been murdered. He was still obsessed with
writing, and every morning he’d get up early and go and sign the entire register. He’d even make beau tiful copies
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of people’s signatures. He had lost his mind, but he was harmless—and we didn’t object to him signing the
register!
My Eritrean roommate, Sarah, quickly took me under her wing. There was a war in her country, and women
were being forced to fight. She had left behind four children and a husband when she had fled the country.
I couldn’t believe it when she told me that she had been living at the hostel for almost a year. The Home Office
had lost her file, and so she had been forced to make a whole new asylum claim. She had been there for so long
that she was an expert on the place, and all the new arrivals came to her for advice.
When I couldn't work the laundry machines Sarah showed me how to put my clothes in, and how to dry them
afterwards.
I had little desire to eat, so I skipped most meals and stayed in my room. But Sarah tried to persuade me to eat
something.
I didn’t want to mix with the others much, because so many seemed to have lost themselves. Even after everything that I had been through, I still had my sense of self, my pride in my identity.
But there were people there who would fight with each other for no reason, or break down in the corridors,
rolling around and screaming.
Whatever horrors those people had suffered in their home countries, it had broken them.
There was one Iraqi woman who had been forced to abandon her ten-year-old daughter. Every time she
thought about it she would break down in fits of hysterics. She spent whole nights screaming and wailing, and her
cries would echo down the corridors.
It was so horrible. Lying there unable to sleep and hearing her screams was enough to drive anyone mad. I
knew that she had suffered, I could see it in her eyes.
But so had we all.
Every day it seemed that the hostel staff would have to call the police to restrain someone, or take them away.
Everyone had their problems, and no one was alone in their suffering. I knew that these people had been through
hell, but I didn’t want to be like them. I didn't want to end up like that, to be one of them. Having survived the hell
of Darfur, and my flight from those who hunted me, I didn’t want this to be the place that finished me.
*
But I wasn’t coping so well. With no exercise and little food I became ill. Yet my sickness was as much in my
head and my heart as it was in my body. I was depressed. I was deeply depressed and lonely as I had never been
before. My family were either dead or scattered far and wide. My village was gone. My tribe was being wiped off
the face of the earth. What was there left to live for?
I stayed in the hostel for four months, yet it felt like a lifetime. I kept wondering why I had come. For this? For
this terrible limbo, this madhouse, this nothingness? Perhaps I should have taken my chances in Sudan. Here I
was alive. I had saved my life. But other than that, what did I have to live for? I knew that I had to get out of this
place. I just had to.
*
Sarah alerted the hostel staff to my ill health and they sent me to see a local GP. He was a middle-aged
Englishman, and he listened to me with real sympathy. As a fellow doctor I felt I could trust him, and because of
his age he was something of a father figure.
I told him everything. I told him about my frustration and my darkness. I was a medical doctor, just like him. I
wanted to do something, to contribute, to feel that I had a reason for living. I didn’t want to sit round doing
nothing in that hostel of despair.
The GP was very understanding, but there was only so much he could do. He gave me some anti-depressants
and sent me to hospital. After all that I had been through he wanted me to have a full medical check-up, and he
wanted me to eat properly and get well.
It turned out that I had a raging ear infection, from where the soldiers in Mazkhabad had beaten me around the
head. And there were other things wrong with me too.
I stayed in that hospital for three weeks, and I grew strong again. But eventually they had no excuse to keep
me any longer, and I had to return to the asylum hostel.
*
I hated being back there. Sarah, my Eritrean friend, told me that if I really wanted to get out of that place I
would need a solicitor. I asked why. I had done nothing wrong. Why did I need a lawyer?
My lawyer would argue my case with the Home Office, Sarah explained, which should move things along
more quickly.
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Sarah took me to visit a firm of solicitors. I was allocated a lawyer, a middle-aged Englishwoman. I had to relate my whole story all over again, so that she could produce a witness statement. She would use this to argue my
case with the Home Office, she explained.
When we’d finished she looked over my interview notes. She glanced at me and smiled.
“I’ve rarely seen such a strong case. You’re from Darfur, and after all that’s happened it’s a miracle you’re
alive. You should be granted immediate asylum.”
My mood brightened. Maybe things were about to change.
*
Two weeks later, Sarah gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. She called her Tashana.
As Sarah was now a mother with a newborn baby, she was allocated a room of her own. A friend of hers
discovered an old TV set dumped on the street, and she brought it back to the hostel. We installed it in Sarah’s
room and got it working.
Now we had a little oasis of calm where we could gather together in private, watch the TV and chat.
For a few weeks it made life that tiny bit more bearable. But it couldn’t last.
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Two weeks later Sarah’s name came up for resettlement.
Each morning people would check the hostel notice board, to see if there were any new announcements
concerning accommodation. A flat or a room could be allocated to you at any location across the country, and at
least it meant getting out of the hostel of despair.
I was overjoyed for Sarah and her little baby girl. But at the same time I was saddened, for it meant losing my
best friend and mentor—not to mention the room we had made our sanctuary.
Just as soon as Sarah heard the news she burst into tears. A string of people came to congratulate her, the hostel
staff included. Sarah had been there so long that everyone knew and loved her.
But once Sarah and little Tashana were gone, my spirits sank again. I went to see my kindly GP, and he
arranged for me to see the Medical Foundation for the care of the Victims of Torture. He was confident that they
would be able to help me.
*
On the way back from the GP’s office I stopped in a little park. It was a sunny day, the park was beautiful, and
it was free. I lay on the grass and stared at the sky, dreaming of home. I must have fallen asleep.
When I awoke there were a man and a women quite close by. They were sitting on the grass with their arms
wrapped around each other, and they were kissing and kissing and fumbling with each other's clothing.
At first I couldn’t even look at them, but then I couldn’t stop myself from staring.
Why didn’t they do this in the privacy of their own home, I wondered. Didn't they have any shame? What sort
of country was this, where people did such things in public? There were many strange habits and traditions here
that I just didn’t understand.
*
The lady who saw me at the Medical Foundation was very kind and gentle with me.
I had to tell her my story in the finest detail. She asked to see my scarring, and I showed her where the soldiers
had cut me and burned me. She was so visibly moved that I didn’t mind doing so. She told me that she would be
my caseworker, and that I should start coming to see her every other week. We would talk through my problems
and she would try to help me.
She assured me that I could tell her anything I wanted to. On a practical level, she would talk to my GP about
the anti-depressants I was taking. She would also look into college courses for me—to get me out and about once
more. I needed to meet people and to start using my mind again. I needed to rebuild my self-confidence and I
needed to discover a reason for living.
She was right, of course, and I knew it. If only it was that easy.
*
I started a course in English at a college local to the hostel. I had my bi-weekly visit to the Medical Foundation. And occasionally I would go to see my solicitor.
Each time I went out London struck me as being such a strange place. No one ever said “hello.” People didn’t
even seem to speak with their neighbours. They just went around with a face like a closed mask. There was none
of the spontaneous warmth that I was used to in my village.
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Whenever I lost my way, which was often, I would try to find an old person from whom to ask directions. At
least they generally had time for you. Younger people just seemed to be forever in a hurry—arunning, running,
running.
More often than not the old people seemed to want to stop and talk for as long as the words lasted. I realised
that many of them were lonely—lonelier even than I was. I had no family here, but at least I had others in the
asylum hostel to talk to.
One day I found an old lady sitting on a park bench.
She and I got chatting and she told me her story. She lived alone in a big house. She had four children, but they
were grown up and gone away. Now and again they would phone, but she only ever saw them at Christmas and
birthdays.
I told her that in our culture you would never leave your parents to live out their old age in isolation. Your
mother had carried you for nine months, and nourished you as a child. Your father had protected you. You had to
cherish and respect them when they were old.
By the time I had finished speaking the old lady had tears in her eyes.
*
I had been at the hostel for four months when my name finally came up for resettlement. I was being sent to
Newcastle, a city that I was told was in the north of England. I was sent from the hostel of despair to a dispersal
hostel, in Crystal Palace.
But on the day of my scheduled departure I was too ill to be moved. I had developed an infection in my
stomach. I still wasn’t eating properly, and now I was vomiting up everything.
I stayed in that dispersal hostel for two weeks. During the weekdays it was deserted, as everyone had been
bussed off to their various destinations. At the weekends it was full to bursting with the next batch for dispersal.
The only other person staying there was another girl who was, like me, too ill to travel. Together we nicknamed
that place “the ghost hostel”.
*
At the end of my second week another batch arrived. Among them was a man I recognised as being Zaghawa.
We got talking, and his story was a heartbreaking one. At every opportunity I had sought news of Sharif, but as
yet there had been nothing. I asked this man if he had heard of a Zaghawa man whose doctor wife was looking for
him. He hadn’t heard anything, he said, but he did offer to call the Zaghawa community support group, which was
based in Coventry. Perhaps they might know something.
I gave him my full name and that of Sharif, and he made the call. He spoke for a few moments, and then his
face broke into a wide smile. He nodded and smiled again, and grabbed a piece of paper to scribble something
down.
It was the number of Sharif’s mobile phone. The Coventry group knew all about Sharif and me. They just
hadn’t been able to find out where I was, or how to put the two of us in touch.
With a shaking hand and a trembling heart I called Sharif’s number. I heard a voice answer.
“Hello. Hello?”
“Sharif? Sharif? Is that you? It’s me, Halima. It’s your … wife calling.”
I felt so strange using that word—“wife”. I didn’t feel I was married really. I knew that I was—it was just that
there had been no sign of it in my life to date.
“Wow! Halima! Welcome. Welcome. When did you come? How did you find me? I’m so happy—I’ve been
looking everywhere for you.”
“I'm happy to hear your voice.” I told him shyly. “Where are you?”
“I’m in a place called Southampton? He laughed.
“It doesn’t matter where it is. You’ll see it soon enough. Where are you? I want to come and see you!”
*
Sharif told me he would travel up to London the following morning. We would meet at the asylum hostel, and
then go out for the day. It was late September, and if we were lucky we might even get a sunny day.
The following morning I stood nervously at the hostel entrance, waiting to meet my husband. There was a
crisp blue sky above, so I felt as if my prayers for a fine day had been answered. But I was worried, so worried.
Would he know, I wondered? Would Sharif know? Would he see right through me and see the scars of the
rape? Would he sense my fear, my shame and my guilt?
I caught sight of a figure walking towards the hostel. I knew instantly that it was him. I recognised my childhood cousin, but he had changed so much from the adolescent village farm boy. Here was a tall, dark, dashingly
handsome man, dressed in a smart sheepskin coat, with dark trousers and shoes.
We smiled shyly and greeted each other.
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He whisked me off on a red London bus to Shepherd’s Bush market. It was a meeting place for Sudanese of all
ethnicities, he told me, and we could eat real Sudanese food there. On the journey we caught up on news from
home. I asked Sharif if he had heard from my family, but he shook his head. He had heard nothing. He told me not
to worry, though: by now they were certain to be safely in refugee camps in Tchad.
*
Shepherd’s Bush market is a sprawl of stalls and little shops clustered among the archways of a raised railway
line. It was crowded and chaotic, and it reminded me immediately of markets back at home. We stopped at one
stall and Sharif brought me a pay-as-you-go mobile phone, so we could stay in touch. Then we found a stall
selling foul—the bean stew mixed with fresh tomato and sesame oil that I used to love eating.
We wandered around the market-place, eating our foul.
I couldn’t believe that I was here at last by my husband’s side. Sharif had a quiet way of speaking, and most of
the time a shy half-smile played across his handsome features.
He was studying hard to complete his degree, he told me. His time at university in Khartoum had ended
abruptly, when he was forced to flee the country. He worked nights as a security guard, and he shared a small flat
in Southampton with three Zaghawa friends. It was crowded, but it was home.
“Why don’t you come and live with me?” Sharif suggested.
“Southampton is a nice place. We’d have to share with my friends, but we’re all Zaghawa and we’d make it
work.”
“But where would we sleep?” I asked. It was a lovely idea, but was it practical?
“Don’t worry. I’ve spoken with my friends about it. They’d give us the bedroom, and they’d sleep in the living
room. Like I said, we’d make it work.”
*
I couldn’t get out of that asylum hostel quickly enough.
A week after Sharif’s visit I moved into his home. The one-bedroomed flat was tiny, but I didn’t care. At least I
had escaped from the hostel of despair.
Sharif seemed to know every Zaghawa person in Southampton, and we had a stream of visitors. In their eyes I
was new to England, new to their community, and I was Sharif’s new bride.
I was treated as if I was just married. I had so many lovely wedding gifts: a new dress, beautiful jewelry, some
things for the kitchen. I was happy to be living among Zaghawa people again. It wasn’t a trial with so many of us
being there: it was like a tiny version of the village.
Some worked nights and some days, so we developed a system of hot-bedding. But we always tried to eat at
least one daily meal together, as a “family”. Food was communal, and at meal times people pooled whatever they
had. Between Sharif and his friends, even clothing seemed to be shared.
It was as if we had brought the traditions of the village into our English home. But my greatest relief was to be
out of the system. There were no threats here, no rules and no regulations. I still had to travel to London to see my
solicitor and the Medical Foundation, but at least now I was independent and free. My health and my mood
improved no end, and as it did so I gradually plucked up courage to tell Sharif something of what had happened to
me.
I couldn't bear to think that my happy new life was based upon a lie. Sharif was my husband and he had to
know.
*
I told him about my arrest by the security men in Hashma; about the rape of the schoolgirls in Mazkhabad
village; and little by little I revealed the rest of the dark horrors that had befallen me.
Sharif listened quietly, and with pain in his eyes. Eventually, there was nothing left to tell. I could see that he
was angry, but none of his anger was directed towards me. He was burning up inside at those who had done these
things to me.
His immediate reaction was that he wanted to go and fight and kill them all.
Sharif told me that he had seen so much suffering in Sudan, especially during his visits to the south of the
country. He had realised then that men are capable of doing the most inhuman things imaginable to women, and
even to little children.
Just like so many others in Sudan, I was a victim of a monstrous crime. I bore no blame and no shame fell
upon my shoulders, Sharif reassured me. Those who had done such things were worse than animals. His only
desire was for vengeance.
As I had confessed my secrets to Sharif, so now it seemed that it was his turn to confess his “failings” and his
“insecurities” to me. He told me that the flat we were living in was on short-term rental only, and we could be
thrown out at any time. Worse, his claim for asylum in the UK had run into the sand, and he’d lost track of his
179

exact status. His Zaghawa pride prevented him from throwing himself on the mercy of the benefits system—so he
was trying to work to pay his way and study hard to finish his degree, all at the same time.
Sharif was determined to work and hold his head up high, but there were many asylum seekers who were just
abusing the system. The Somalis were the worst: they seemed to know every trick in the book. They would get
allocated a flat, then rent it out and live with their relatives. They would cheat the system, bringing their entire
family to London with false tales of abuse in their home country. They just didn’t seem to care.
It was going to be tough making a life for ourselves here in Britain, Sharif said, but he promised me we would
make it work. In fact, we were going to have to. It was all the more vital that we did—because by now I knew that
I was going to have a baby.
*
Of course, physical intimacy had been difficult at first. After the horrors I had suffered at the hands of the
Croucher, the Screamer and the Driver, I didn’t know if I could ever trust another man. But with Sharif I was so
lucky and so blessed. Somehow he managed to combine the strength and bearing of a Zaghawa warrior with
softness, and a gentle hand. And because he himself had suffered, and seen much of the suffering, he was able to
give me his patience and his understanding.
Over time, I grew comfortable with him, and I grew accepting of our intimacy.
It was early January by the time my bump was really starting to show. Sharif and I were so happy. In our
culture, a marriage means nothing without children. Exiled many thousands of miles from home, Sharif and I
were the only family we had. But soon there would be a third member of our clan, all being well.
*
At the end of January two women came to visit the Zaghawa community in Southampton. They were from an
organisation called the Aegis Trust, and they were gathering evidence of war crimes in Darfur. They were especially keen to talk to women.
A Zaghawa friend came to our flat and introduced the two women. Was I willing to tell them my story, he
asked. No names would be used. Six Zaghawa men had already spoken, but no women. There were precious few
Zaghawa women in the exile community, in any case.
But was I willing to be the one to break the silence?
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At first I was reluctant.
Sharif and I had agreed that the horrors that had happened to me were our own secret. I called Sharif and asked
him what he thought. He told me that if it was in private, and if I wanted to, then I should go ahead. I asked the
women what the information would be used for. They told me it would be given to powerful governments to
expose the terrible abuses in Darfur. And the women’s voice was a vital one.
For a moment I thought about my father. I knew what he would have wanted me to do. He would want me to
be like my namesake, Dolly Rathebe, and to speak out. I told the women my story, but leaving out some of the
worst private horrors.
They didn’t pry. I told them about the attacks, what I had seen and how I had escaped. Once I’d started talking,
I began to feel better about it. It was good to be doing this, knowing that my words might have an effect. Perhaps
it gave some meaning to all that I had suffered.
*
After speaking with these women life quickly went back to normal. I had lots to deal with, of course, like
preparing for the birth of my baby. I was convinced that I was going to have a little girl. I went shopping and
brought girly clothes in girly colours, all flowery and pink. But as the pregnancy progressed I started to feel
horribly weak and tired.
I was hospitalised, and after various tests I was diagnosed with chronic anaemia. I had bleeding in the womb,
which was very serious. I was pregnant and I was constantly losing blood. I was sent to London to see a specialist,
but still they couldn’t work out exactly what was wrong. I had to keep going back and forth to see that specialist,
but deep inside I still felt as if it was going to be all right.
And then the bombshell hit.
*
It was early May and I was seven months pregnant. I was still weak and the bleeding hadn’t stopped, but at
least I still had my baby. I had a call from my lawyer.
She didn’t quite know how to break the news to me, but my case for asylum had been refused.
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She couldn’t even begin to explain why, but I would have to go to London to prepare an immediate appeal. We
had five days in which to do so. If we failed to lodge the appeal, then they would deport me. They would send me
back to Sudan.
I have no words to express how I felt upon hearing this news. I was in such physical discomfort that I knew I
wouldn’t be able to manage the bus journey to London. My pregnancy had made me hypersensitive to smells, and
I couldn’t bear the thought of being cooped up on a stuffy, airless bus for hours on end. So Sharif forked out the
expense of a train ticket for me—which we could ill afford—and I set off for London.
*
I sat on the train and stared out at the pretty English countryside. Spring flowers were pushing through the
grass, trees were in bud, but there was winter in my heart. Almost a year had passed since I had lodged my asylum
claim. What had that year been for? For this?
To be told that my story was untrue and be sent back to Sudan?
My village had been destroyed, my father killed, and my family were scattered to God only knew where. My
people were being hunted down like animals, as I had fled from those who hunted me.
Yet I was to be sent back to Sudan?
I wondered what that spiky-haired man had written about me on the day that I arrived in London. What could
he possibly have said that might warrant such a decision?
*
Upon arrival at my lawyer’s, my refusal letter was read out to me. As far as I could understand, the main
argument seemed to be that it was safe to return me to Khartoum. There was no fighting in Khartoum, so why
would I be in any danger there?
How could they say such things? Had they even read my file? This was madness—blind, stupid lunacy.
I was allocated a new lawyer who dealt specifically with asylum appeals. He was a kindly young Englishman
called Albert Harwood, and we met in a cramped office that was piled high with files. We had to prepare a whole
new witness statement for my appeal. I had to repeat my story, only this time adding in the new devel opments:
finding my husband, my pregnancy, talking to the Aegis Trust people.
Albert wrote down everything, and my trust grew in him as we worked. He really seemed to care. He told me
not to worry. Once the appeal was lodged I would be safe—it would then be illegal to deport me to Sudan.
*
After I had finished talking to Albert I went to see my GP. He examined me, and told me that I was going back
into hospital right away. I was so weak that he doubted I would be allowed out again before the birth. There was
certainly no way that I could return to Southampton. And he was going to try to get me housed as an emergency
case, in London.
Sure enough, I was told that I would have to stay in hospital. I was around thirty-seven weeks by now, and
soon I could be induced. I spent a few days there, bored and fed up and alone. I wanted to give birth in
Southampton, so that Sharif and my friends could be there. I told my consultant that I wanted to go home. She
begged me to stay. One more week of eating well and building up my strength and then she would induce me, she
promised. I agreed to stay.
*
On the day of the inducement Sharif traveled up to London. But the birth was difficult from the very start. I
started bleeding heavily, and my Australian midwife pressed the emergency button. A team of doctors came
running. They used ultrasound to check, and it seemed that the placenta was stuck to the baby. I would have to
give birth by caesarean.
Sharif donned a medical gown so he could be with me in the operating theatre. But all of a sudden the baby
just started to come, and the room went into total panic.
My baby was born naturally, but by that time I knew nothing of it. I came to some time later in a dark and
shadowy place. I was surrounded by lights that peeped and flashed with every beat of my heart. I was cold, so
cold. I felt as if I might be dead. I saw a white face appear above me, floating among a sea of muted lights. It was
one of the nurses.
I was in the Intensive Care Unit, she explained. My body was bound in bandages, and I had drips going into
either arm.
“How are you feeling?” she asked. I tried to smile.
“I’m okay. Where is my baby?”
The nurse gestured with her eyes to my bedside. I glanced across. Next to me was a see-through plastic trolley,
and inside it was a little bundled heap of life. I saw tiny hands and feet poking out of the bundle. A fuzz of jet
black curls. Eyes closed tight. My baby.
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“Can I hold her?” I asked. The nurse shook her head.
“You’re too weak. Maybe tomorrow. Anyway, it’s not a her It's a him You have a lovely baby boy.”
She pushed the cot closer. I gazed in rapture at his tiny scrunched-up face. His eyes opened just a fraction, as
he blinked in the dim light. For just a moment his gaze met mine and I swear that he smiled. My little baby boy
had smiled at me.
”Is he safe?” I whispered. “They’re not going to steal him? I can’t watch over him and protect him—” The
nurse smiled.
“Don’t worry. Look, I’ll put a little alarm on him so that if anyone picks him up you’ll know, okay?”
The nurse reached into the cot and fastened something around his tiny ankle. I guessed he was safe enough
now. I started to sing to him==gently, quietly, a lullaby whispered under my breath, a song that my father and
mother had sung to me when I was just a child.
*
It was many days before my baby and I were allowed to go home. Sharif and his friends collected us and drove
us back to Southampton. It was high time that we held the naming ceremony.
Of course, as he was our first-born son he had to be called Mohammed. I had no boy’s clothes for him, so that
first day Sharif and I dressed him up like a baby girl. All of our visitors exclaimed:
“Oh, what a beautiful girl!” So I told them that she was called Mohammed, and that put them straight!
After the naming Sharif and our roommates vacated the flat and went to stay with friends, I was left with a
gaggle of Zaghawa women. They cooked for me and washed baby Mohammed and clothed him, while I rested
and regained my strength. Every day Sharif would come to visit. This went on for the full forty days, by which
time I was pretty much recovered.
For a while Sharif, Mo and I lived the life of a happy family. But at the same time we knew that there was a
shadow hanging over us. During this time we were given a little flat to live in, in London. Our new home
consisted of a tiny apartment in a Victorian house that had been divided into a dozen similar-sized flats. We had
one room with a fold-out bed, and a walk-in kitchen and shower off to one side. It was hopelessly cramped, yet it
was our home.
*
Finally my asylum appeal was heard, and I received a letter from the Home Office with the result. I couldn’t
bear to open it myself, and so I took it to my lawyer. I would need him to read it in any case, because I couldn’t
understand the complex legal jargon they used.
I handed Albert the letter and he opened it with a smile. He knew it was going to be good news. He started to
read it out aloud, but as he did so the smile froze on his lips.
He couldn’t believe it. He was dumbfounded.
My appeal had been turned down.
In essence the letter stated that the Zaghawa were not affected by the war in Darfur. It was safe to return me to
Khartoum. And while I had spoken out to the Aegis Trust, there was free speech in Sudan so that would not cause
me any undue problems.
The letter concluded by stating that both Sharif and I had been refused asylum in Great Britain. Once again, we
were scheduled for immediate deportation to Sudan.
*
By the time he had finished reading the letter Albert was stunned. He had a look of total disbelief on his face.
As for me, I just felt drained. What was the point in continuing, I wondered. Why go on?
It was Albert’s anger that galvanised me into action.
We would appeal once more, he said. We would appeal to the highest court in the land. We would go to the
House of Lords if necessary, but we were not going to give up.
Albert went about preparing a second appeal, and baby Mo, Sharif and I returned to our little London flat. I
was miserable and downhearted. I was also scared. All I wanted was to stay here in peace and safety. I wanted my
dignity back, and I wanted to contribute to this society.
I was a trained medical doctor, and I knew this country needed doctors.
But instead the Home Office forced us to live on handouts, while arguing that my story was a pack of lies.
Each week I had to go to a Reporting Centre to sign for the family, and to be fingerprinted. The Centre was
like a prison. There was a row of cells off to one side. It was here that asylum seekers were grabbed by the guards
and thrown into the cells, from where they were taken to the airports and flown back to the countries from which
they had fled. Being there was so dispiriting, and each time I was terrified that the same was going to happen to
little Mo and me.
*
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I was approached by the Aegis Trust for a second time.
My first testimony had been very powerful, they told me. Now they were organising a Global Day for Darfur
—a worldwide campaign of publicity. No one knew exactly how many had been killed in Darfur, but there were
reports citing hundreds of thousands. It was a mind-numbing figure. Whenever I thought about it, I imagined the
whole of my homeland bathed in blood and burning in flames.
Millions and millions had fled into refugee camps in Tchad, but even these were places of dark suffering. God
only knew where my family might be.
The Aegis people asked me if I was prepared to speak out publicly, to the media. I said that I would think about
it. I was worried. I had spoken to the press once before, in Sudan, and look where that had got me. Might it get me
into trouble again if I did so here in England? I met their press person, David Brown, in a café in London. He told
me that the Global Day would focus on violence against women. That was why it was so crucial that I spoke out.
The world had to know the truth. He had an interview lined up with the BBC.
I thought about what he had said. I was angry myself now. I was angry that the nightmare in Darfur was
ongoing, and I was angry with the British government. Three times they had refused to believe my story—once in
person at the Home Office, and twice since then in writing. They were intent on sending me, Sharif and little Mo
back to Sudan, and they were doing so in cold, blind ignorance.
David was right.
The world did need to know.
I understood the power of the BBC. I knew its reach. I remembered my father tuning his little radio into the
BBC World Service. I didn’t even need to ask myself what he would have wanted me to do in the circumstances.
It was obvious.
I told David that I would speak to the BBC. In fact, I would speak to any press and any media that would hear
me. I didn’t give a damn what anyone thought and I didn’t give a damn about the shame.
But there was one thing that I wanted to be reassured of.
“If I speak to the press can I be punished? Can they hurt me? Is it safe? I have little Mo to think of …”
David smiled.
“This isn’t Sudan. There’s a free press here. No one can do anything to you. You’re free to say whatever you
want.”
*
The BBC went ahead and filmed an interview with me for Newsnight, their flagship news programme. At
around the same time I spoke to a journalist from the Sunday Telegraph and the Independent newspapers. The
Sunday Telegraph ran a story with this headline: “Tony Blair admits Darfur is a tragedy. So why is he sending this
gang-rape victim back to her attackers?”
Following publication and broadcast of those first stories a tidal wave of publicity just seemed to engulf me.
Channel 4 News carried a long report on the abuse of women as a weapon of war. An Arabic news channel put me
into one of their live news studios. Al Arabia TV had to run a feature on my story. American TV stations picked
up on it, and soon there was a steady stream of journalists and camera crews shuttling in and out of our tiny little
flat.
This is what I told the media was happening in Darfur:
Innocent people are dying. There are people with nothing to eat and drink. People living with
no homes, on the streets, in the bush. They are lost in the desert, dying of hunger and thirst, dying
from war. Why? What have they done? Nothing. People should think about our common
humanity. If the same happened to you, would you accept it? If this happened to your family,
would you accept it?
Where is the Muslim world? Where is the Arab world? Where are the people of the whole
world? How can Muslims kill other Muslims for no reasons? This is something that God forbade.
God said, 'Do not take a life without justification and right.' But this is happening with no right,
no justification, people killing innocents for no reason.
Darfur is not separate from the world; Sudan is not isolated from the world; but people are
standing and watching this happen, those who have it in their power to stop such things. People
shouldn't look at this in a political way, because the victims are innocent people. They are dying
through no fault of their own. What did they do? They did nothing to deserve this.
I feel like lam one of the survivors, one of those who escaped, and possibly God chose me to
send out a message to the rest of the world, to alert the entire world that there are innocent people
dying, so that the world might protect them and extend assistance to them.
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My face became the face of suffering in Darfur, as newspapers across the world carried full-page advertisements bearing my photograph, and decrying the rape of women in my homeland. It reached the stage where I
didn’t know any more who or where each journalist was coming from.
Eventually, I could take no more. I told David I would have to call a halt. I was exhausted. And we needed
some private space in which to be a family once more. David told me that he under stood. In any case, what I had
done was more than enough. I had truly broken the silence.
There also had been some problems with the neighbours. There were two Iraqi sisters in a flat at the top of our
communal stairway. They had started accosting the journalists, complaining that they had only one room for the
two of them.
“Look! Look! Come! Come!” they would scream. “Mr. BBC, look what your British government gives us—
what place is this to live? It is hell! Not even fit for dogs.”
“You have a room,” I’d tell them, once the journalists had gone. “It is somewhere to live. Have some respect.
Stop complaining.”
But those Iraqi women never did cease their complaining. They complained to anyone who would listen. Eventually, they were moved to better accommodation. That was how the system seemed to work. If you complained
and worked the system, it responded. If you were quiet and respectful, as we were, it was a dead end.
*
There was a shocking example of this in our building. Across the way from us was a pretty blonde Albanian
lady called Zamirah. She had a little baby girl, and she and I used to take Mo and her daughter to a local playgroup. The teachers and the mothers were all very good to us, and it was a lovely place. There were different races
and religions at the playgroup, and we all got along just fine. I really loved it there, and so did Mo.
Zamirah was quiet and decent and she never complained about anything. And in contrast to the Iraqi sisters,
she never once tried to belittle us because we were black Africans. The sisters were forever trying to do so.
But one day Zamirah came back from the Reporting Centre looking as white as a sheet. A car pulled up
outside, and she began rushing in and out of the flat, bundling all her worldly possessions into it. I met her at the
entrance, and suddenly she was stuffing her daughter’s toys into my arms. She looked absolutely finished, and I
could see a dark panic in her normally sunny eyes.
“For Mo!” she told me, breathlessly. “Take them!”
“But what …?”
Before I could ask her any more she jumped into the car and was gone, her little girl strapped in behind her.
That was the last I ever saw of them. It was from another of our neighbours, a British woman called Frances, that
I heard what had happened.
The people at the Reporting Centre had seized Zamirah, so they could deport her. But she had been released so
she could fetch her little girl, who she’d left in the care of a friend.
The next time I went to the playgroup the mothers asked after Zamirah and her daughter. I didn’t know what to
say. We were the only asylum seekers there, and what was I to tell them? That their government had tried to send
Zamirah back to the country from which she had fled; that she was terrified; that she had gone into hiding
instead? So I just told them that I didn’t know what had happened to my friend and her little girl.
*
The lady who ran the playgroup was a beautiful black woman, called Samantha. She had gorgeous hair that fell
to her waist. She befriended me, and she started to visit me at home. Eventually I told her my story, and she
listened in floods of tears. She told me that she felt so sorry for me.
Why didn’t I do some voluntary work, she asked. It would get me out and I would meet people. I told her that I
needed to be here to look after my son. I found it so hard to trust people, and I wouldn’t let anyone else care for
Mo.
Little Mo was so precious to me. Little Mo was my life. It was he who had given me the will to live.
There was one last thing that David urged me to consider doing—as much for myself, as for the cause. James
Smith, his boss at the Holocaust Centre, which is home to the Aegis Trust, is himself a fellow medical doctor. He
had suggested that I might visit and speak to an audience of doctors and other health professionals about my
experiences in Darfur.
I had never spoken publicly before, so I was nervous to do so now - especially if it would mean me talking
about the dark horrors that had engulfed me. But I was curious to learn more about the Centre, and the murder of
so many innocent millions during the Second World War.
*
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The Nottingham-based Holocaust Centre is Britain’s first Holocaust memorial and education centre. I was
encouraged by the fact that survivors from the Bosnian and Rwandan genocides had spoken there before me. And
because it was fellow doctors that I would be talking to, I felt that they would really identify with my suffering.
One June morning I traveled up there by train. The Holocaust Centre is set within two acres of lovely gardens.
After the beauty and tranquility of those gardens, I was shocked to see the images of the Holocaust that line the
walls of the center’s exhibition rooms.
As I gazed at the photos of unspeakable horror and mass murder from the time of the Second World War, I
found myself back in the hell that is Darfur. The darkness from which I had fled engulfed me again. I was back
inside the suffering of my own people, and my own personal tragedy. I felt the tears start to flow, and I could not
stop them.
Yet at the same time I felt a strange kind of contentment and happiness. Yes, I told myself, here at last was a
group of people who were investigating and challenging genocide, so that nobody could ever forget the dying of
the innocents in my homeland, in Darfur.
*
The lecture room was quiet, the audience bathed in darkness. As I stood up to talk to them, I was horribly
nervous and I feared that the words would fail to come. But an instant later my voice started speaking, and I began
telling the story of my happy childhood growing up in Darfur.
I wanted to convey the ordinariness of it all, the sense in which my own childhood was perhaps so similar to
those in the audience. I wanted to communicate the love and laughter of my close-knit family and village tribe, so
as to better demonstrate what had been crushed and desecrated when the nightmare descended on Darfur.
I spoke quietly, and with growing confidence, as the words started to flow. But once I began to relate the
horrors that I had witnessed, and those that had befallen me personally, I felt my voice tremble, as if it were going
to break. But I strove to hold back the flood of emotion that was threatening to overwhelm me, so that I could go
on.
When I finished speaking, silence like an ocean filled that lecture chamber. And then my fellow doctors rose to
their feet and applauded me. I knew from the questions that followed that I had touched them deeply. That such
things could happen to a fellow doctor—and simply as a result of trying to help the sick and injured in my home
country—shocked them to their core.
28
Little Mo was approaching his first birthday, and still we had no news on my asylum claim. I had inquired
about working as a doctor or even a nurse, but I’d been told that asylum seekers weren’t allowed to work. Sharif
and I had tried to look for a bigger flat, but we soon realised that if no one would let me work then we couldn’t
afford the rent. We were dying to get away, and we couldn’t believe how some of the people lived.
In Zaghawa culture we have a saying:
“Your nearest neighbour is better than your far relative.”
It means that in your daily lives your neighbours might be more important to you than even your family. But it
certainly didn’t seem to hold true here. Many of our neighbours were from hell.
The woman next door had nine children, most with different fathers. The whole family seemed to live on
benefits. Teenage kids were in and out at all hours, playing loud music, arguing and fighting. One day I came
home to find the street cordoned off by the police. It turned out that her children had kidnapped a young boy from
the park, and they were holding him hostage inside the house.
Theirs was truly a madhouse, and I didn’t want to live near such people.
Then there was our neighbour, Frances. If anything, her situation was even more unbelievable. Shortly after
we’d moved in I found her slumped on her doormat. I stopped to help, half-carrying her inside. As I did so I could
smell the alcohol on her. She must have remembered my help, for she began calling on us.
She was lonely and she wanted someone to talk to, and in our culture we could not refuse hospitality to
visitors.
We invited her in and cooked her meals. She unburdened herself of her life story, and I was shocked beyond
words. She had a little two-year-old daughter, and it turned out that the girl’s father was her son’s best friend.
Four years back she had been married, with two children and a good job. Then she had fallen in love with her
twenty-year-old son’s best friend. She started having an affair with him, fell pregnant, and was thrown out and
divorced by her husband. He had got custody of the two children, and she had ended up unemployed and
homeless. She’d started drinking and been housed here, with the daughter fathered by her son’s best friend.
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She told me all of this openly, even speaking in front of Sharif. Such behaviour was inconceivable in our
culture. It was as if she lived on a different planet to my own. I told her as much. I told her that she had put herself
in the fire by her own actions. How could she have done this? Had she lost her mind?
She said that it wasn’t so unusual in British culture. People might be married but they’d always be having
affairs. I didn’t know whether to believe her or not.
Frances kept dropping in. We couldn’t be unwelcoming, even though half the time she was blind drunk. Part of
me was concerned for her and I wanted to help. Each time we would cook her some food and try to cheer her up.
Eventually, Sharif fixed a glass spyhole to our door. Whenever she came round and I couldn’t face her I Just
didn’t open up. I felt bad doing so—it was wrong in our culture—but I just couldn't keep inviting her into our
lives.
*
One morning Sharif went out to buy some bread for breakfast. Frances had been round the previous night and
she had eaten us out of house and home. He was away for ages, and I wondered what might have kept him. I went
down to put out the rubbish, and as I did so I caught sight of two policemen just across the street. They were
speaking with Sharif.
I felt a bolt of panic shoot through me as the nearest took something shiny out of his pocket. An instant later he
had handcuffed himself to my husband.
Oh my God! What was happening? Where were they taking Sharif? Where were they taking him?
I dashed across the road.
“What’s happening? What’re you doing?” The policeman stared at me for a second.
“Sorry, love, but we’ve been told to take him. Who’re you, anyway?”
“He’s my husband. But why are you taking him? What for?” The other policeman pulled out a notebook and
pen.
“First off, love, we’ll need your full name and date of birth.”
I told him. He made a radio call to check that I was who I said I was. Then they explained that they were
taking Sharif to the police station. They had spoken with the Home Office, and my husband was slated for
immediate deportation to Sudan.
“Look, I know this is tough on you, love,” the policeman added. “But it isn’t easy for us either. We’re just
doing our job.”
A car pulled alongside and Sharif was bundled in. The policeman scribbled down the address of the police
station and handed it to me.
“Bring any personal effects,” the policeman told me. “Anything he might want—a change of clothes, that sort
of thing.”
As the car pulled away Sharif was gazing out of the window at me. I realised that I hadn’t even been given the
chance to say goodbye.
*
I felt the claws of fear tearing at my heart. They had taken Sharif. They had taken him! Surely that was it now?
What on earth was I to do? Who could help him now?
I thought of Samantha, the nursery-school teacher. Surely she would help. I tried calling her, but there was no
reply.
I felt mounting panic. I was alone on the street, I’d left little Mo in the flat, and Sharif was being sent back to
Sudan. What was I to do?
All of a sudden I thought of David, the man from the Aegis Trust. I called his mobile. It rang and rang and for
a moment I thought he wasn't going to answer. At the sound of his voice I burst into tears.
“They’ve taken Shariff,” I wailed. “They’ve taken him. They’re sending him back.”
“Who’s taken him?” David asked. And why?”
“The police. They took him just now. I don’t know why. But they’re going to deport him.”
“All right, look, d’you know the address where they’re holding him?”
I gave David the name of the police station.
“Okay, this is what we’ll do. First, call your asylum lawyer and ask if there’s anything he can do to stay the
deportation. Okay?”
“Yes, I’ll try.”
“I’m going to call some press. If I can get them to you, are you happy to go to the police station with them?”
“Of course. Anything. We have to stop them.”
“Right, I’ll call you back as soon as I know any more.”
The phone went dead.
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*
I rushed upstairs to comfort little Mo. I'd heard him crying from the street, and I thanked God that he didn’t
know what was happening to his father. Mo was the spitting image of his dad, and he and Sharif were so close.
Sharif was very liberated for a Zaghawa man. He would carry little Mo everywhere in his arms, like a proud
father. Normally Zaghawa men would leave all that “baby stuff” to the mother.
*
Almost immediately David came back on the phone. He hadn’t been able to raise the BBC, but he’d spoken to
Channel 4 News. They had a car on its way to me, complete with a camera crew and a reporter. He couldn’t
guarantee it, but he hoped that media pressure might force the Home Office to stay Sharif’s deportation.
I rushed about, getting Mo and myself ready. I was angry now, and I sensed Grandma Sumah’s fiery spirit
rising within me.
I 187ecognized the Channel 4 team from the previous interview. We headed for the police station, where the
cameraman set up his equipment on the street—the camera looking directly into the station doorway. The reporter
readied herself for action. Together, we walked in with the camera rolling. I caught sight of Sharif sitting in a side
room. I pointed him out to the reporter.
She marched up to the desk and announced who she was. She had a microphone clipped to her collar, so the
sound could be recorded by the camera outside. She demanded to speak to Sharif; and she asked to interview a
police spokesperson who might explain to her why they were about to deport a man to a country where his life
was in danger.
“They’re refugees from the war in Darfur,” she said. “I presume you do know what’s happening in Darfur?
Several hundred thousand killed, mostly women and children. Millions of refugees. Not exactly the nicest of
places to send someone back to.”
*
The police spokesperson said that they were only acting on instructions. He showed us a fax from the Home
Office. It ordered Sharif to go to the Reporting Centre, from where they would deport him. Strictly speaking
Sharif wasn't under arrest, he said, so they had no problem with him doing an interview. He was allowed out onto
the street, where he spoke to the reporter for several minutes about the fearful prospect of being sent back to
Sudan.
Then I spoke about the trauma and pain of having our family torn apart.
Eventually, the police told us that Sharif was free to make his own way to the Reporting Centre. The Channel 4
crew needed to rush back to the studio, in order to get the story on air that evening. It was an outrage what they
were doing to us, the reporter said, and the story was bound to have a big impact.
As for Sharif, he knew what he had to do now. He had no choice but to disappear. He said a hurried goodbye to
me there on the street, hugged little Mo tightly, and then he was gone, shouldering his way into the crowd.
*
I spoke with David later that day.
It turned out that there had been mass arrests all across the country. Darfuris were being held in dozens of
locations, pending their deportation to Sudan. Even more worrying was the legal background to all of this. The
House of Lords was about to hear a case arguing that it wasn’t safe to return Darfuris to Khartoum. The Home
Office were expected to lose, and so it now looked as if they were trying to deport as many of us as they possibly
could, before they lost that hearing.
The only reason that Sharif had managed to escape was because I had a profile in the media, and that gave us a
little bit of power.
*
Even so, they hadn’t stopped hunting for him. A week later they came for him again. I was woken at six in the
morning by a hammering on the door. I opened up to find a mixture of policemen in uniforms and plain clothes.
The plain-clothes officers showed me their ID. They were peering around me into the room, and I knew that they
were searching for Sharif.
“What do you want?” I asked.
“Who’s here with you?” one of them countered.
“There’s my son. That’s all.”
I opened the door wide so they could see into the room. A policewoman in uniform took a couple of steps
inside. She caught sight of little Mo fast asleep on the bed. Mo must have felt her eyes on him, for he woke up and
started wailing.
“I’m sorry,” the policewoman said. “The baby … D’you mind if I check the other rooms?”
I shrugged.
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“There are no other rooms. But go ahead.”
She poked her head around the corner of the walk-in kitchen and shower. As she did so, the plain-clothes
officers started knocking on the doors of the other flats. I heard them asking if “Mustaffa” was there. I didn’t
know if they'd simply got Sharif’s name wrong, or if they were trying to be clever or something. I didn’t really
care.
“Do you know where your husband is?” the policewoman asked. I shook my head.
“No, I don’t. And his name is Sharif. Sharif. Not Mustaffa.”
“You’ve no idea where he might be?”
“I last saw him when he was told to go to the Reporting Centre. Since that day I haven’t seen him.”
“And you don’t know where he is now?”
“I don’t. I would like to know. Sharif is my husband, and the father of my baby.”
They left, the policewoman apologising again for disturbing me.
I knew that she was just doing her job. She’d tried to be nice to me, and to treat me with respect. The police
here were a joy, in comparison to the rapists and murderers that I had faced in Sudan.
*
The following morning I went on GMTV. I talked about the way in which my people were being sent back to
Sudan to face arrest, torture and worse. I knew what would happen to them at the hands of the authorities, for look
what had been done to me.
*
Sharif remained in hiding.
I spoke to David regularly, and he told me that the situation was worsening. In some cases whole families were
being seized and threatened with deportation. Some had been deported already.
David had tracked two Darfuri men to Khartoum, where they had been arrested and tortured. David had
managed to get them out of Sudan, to a place where it was safe to record their horrific stories, and see the proof of
the scars of torture on their bodies—stories that he had fed into the international media.
Yet still the Home Office was trying to deport people.
I was angry, and my anger just wouldn’t go away.
Sharif was angry, and getting angrier by the day. I spoke to him on his mobile phone. He told me that he was
reaching the stage where he wanted to be deported. He hated this country and what it was doing to us, to him. I
told him that he couldn’t leave without Mo and me. Either we would all go and face the horror, or we would all
stay. But he wasn’t going back there alone.
*
For two months Sharif remained in hiding, and then the House of Lords issued its judgment. The Home Office
had lost, the Lords ruling that Khartoum was not a safe place to return Darfuri asylum seekers. The deportations
had to cease.
I called Sharif. I gave him the news. For now at least he was safe. He could return to us. He could come back
to me and little Mo. For now at least we could be a family again.
I sat Mo on my lap and jiggled him up and down. I sang a little song for him. It was what my parents had sung
to me when I was still a child.
Come here my love,
I have a song for you.
Come here my love,
I have a dream for you …

188

Caption: “Mosque al jazeera tower – wad madani” [Al Jazaira State, Sudan]

A mosque in Wad Madani, Al Jazaira State, Sudan
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Caption: “The Mosque of Sayim – and Damnadi” [Wad Balaha, Al Jazaira State, Sudan]

A mosque in Al-Manaqil, Al Jazaira State, Sudan
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A mosque in Al-Hasahisa Sudan, Al Jazaira State, Sudan

A mosque in Al-Kamilin, Al Jazaria State, Sudan
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A mosque in Singa, Sennar State, Sudan

A mosque in Al-Mikhekhit, White Nile State, Sudan
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A mosque in Rabak, White Nile State, Sudan

Caption: “The mosque at Ayman Taha’s Community Center in Kosti, Sudan” [White Nile State, Sudan]
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A church in Kosti, White Nile State, Sudan

A mosque in Ad-Duwaym, White Nile State, Sudan
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A mosque at Al Kormok, Blue Nile State, Sudan
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A mosque in El-Fashir, North Darfur State, Sudan

Caption: “A Masjid in El Fasher” [North Darfur State, Sudan]: two views
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A mosque in El Geneina, West Darfur State, Sudan
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The Khatmiyya Mosque at the base of Taka Mountain, Kassala, Kassala State, Sudan: two views
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El-Geyf Mosque in Suakin, Red Sea State, Sudan: two views
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Two mosques in Port Sudan, Red Sea State, Sudan
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The Corniche Mosque, Port Sudan, Red Sea State, Sudan. Below: an unnamed mosque in Sudan
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The Fatima Al-Zahraa Mosque, Port Sudan, Red Sea State, Sudan

A mosque in Sinkat, Red Sea State, Sudan

202

A mosque in Hurghada, Red Sea State, Sudan

A mosque in Al-Qadarif, Al-Qadarif State, Sudan
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The Cahedral of El Obeid, North Kurdufan State, Sudan

The Mosque of El Obeid, North Kurdufan State, Sudan
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The Grand Mosque, Kadugli, South Kurdufan State, Sudan

A mosque in Kadugli, South Kurdufan State, Sudan
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A mosque in Al-Falah, West Kurdufan State, Sudan

A mosque in Karima, Northern State, Sudan
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A mosque at Al-Murtaga, nr. Merowe, Northern State, Sudan

A mosque in Dongola, Northern State, Sudan
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A mosque in Meroe, Northern State, Sudan

A similarly colorful mosque near the Meroe Dam Hyropower Plant, Northern State, Sudan
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Two mosques in Wadi Halfa, Northern State, Sudan
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The Shendi Grand Mosque, River Nile State, Sudan

Ahmed Basil Mosque, Shendi, River Nile State, Sudan
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The Great Mosque, Ad-Damier, River Nile State, Sudan

A mosque in Ad-Damir, River Nile State, Sudan

The mosque of Rofaqa Village, Ad-Damir City, River Nile State, Sudan

211

A mosque in El Ban Jaded, River Nile State, Sudan

A mosque in Ad-Damer, River Nile State, Sudan
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A mosque and Coptic church, Atbara, River Nile State, Sudan

The Grand Mosque, Atbara, River Nile State, Sudan
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The Hilat Al-Gooz Mosque, El-Matama, River Nile State, Sudan

The Alamawi Mosque, El-Matama, River Nile State, Sudan
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A mosque in Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan

Two smaller mosques in Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan
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The Cathedral of St. Virgin Mary, Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan

The Grand Mosque in Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan: four views
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The cathedral of St. Matthew, Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan: two views
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Caption: “Sudan – Kharatoum” [A mosque in Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan]
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Caption: “Farouq mosque (Khartoum)” [Khartoum State, Sudan]

Al-Noor Islamic Complex, Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan
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A mosque in Khartoum, Khartoum State, Sudan
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The Doha Al Iman Mosque, Al Manshia, Khartoum State, Sudan

The El Nilein Mosque, Omdurman, Khartoum State, Sudan
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Caption: “People break their fast during Ramadan at Al-Sheikh Ghareeballah Mosque in Omdurman,
[Khartoum State,] Sudan”

A mosque in Omdurman, Khartoum State, Sudan
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Caption: “Mosque Colonel Press Square” [Al Kalakla, Khartoum State, Sudan]: two views
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