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    For Yassmeen


  




  

    
Sharia




    Do you know what Sharia law is? If not you should. If you do, have you ever considered, what it would be like to live under the conduct of Sharia law?




    One only has to look at the statistics of the rise of Islam in the world today to see that it is only a matter of time before Sharia arrives on our doorstep, or our grandchildren’s. There is no stopping it.




    It will be mandatory in the future in many Western countries, if not all. Sceptics and Western politicians who have paved the way for its implementation can disagree. Most of us have our own ideas about who they are.




    But don’t be afraid, some people, not necessarily from a religious point of view, are happy with it and feel it is justified. It does have its good points. It cleanses the soul.




    I lived under Sharia law for a long period of my life. I am quite aware of what it is like to live under the Islamic code of conduct. It can be harsh if you don’t follow the rules. So it’s advisable to follow them.




    The following story is based on events that happened during my time in the Sudan between the years 1980 and 1987. I lived under the cloud of Sharia law implemented by President Jaafar Nimeiri from the period of 1983 to 1985 when he was finally ousted from power, Alhamdulillah. Thanks to God.




    This is a story of lashings and whippings for offences committed under the code of Sharia law, of which my friend and I were victims. There were doctors performing amputations on thieves and corruption on a grand scale.




    MUHAMMAD 570 AD 632 AD




    (Muhammad says, I am the first Muslim)




    Muhammad, the prophet (Banu Hashim), peace is upon him, was born in the month of Rabi-Awwal. Sunni Muslims believe he was born on the twelfth, but Shias would disagree and say it was on the dawn of the seventeenth. He died June 8th 632 AD.




    He was poisoned by a Jewish woman who was later beheaded. She had laced the lamb meat he ate with poison. Some will argue it was goat meat.




    Muhammad never knew his father, Abdullah. He died six months before Muhammad was born, leaving him fatherless. Within a short period of time, he became an orphan. In fact, he became double orphaned and then was triple orphaned.




    If Abdullah’s father, Muhammad’s grandfather Abd al-Muttalib, had gone through with his execution—yes, the execution of his own son as planned, Muhammad would not have laid the foundation of the holy Quran, and there wouldn’t be one point seven billion Muslims in the world today making up approximately twenty-three point five percent of the world’s population.




    Who knows how history would have panned out if Muhammad hadn’t visited Mount Hira cave and received the first revelation. The first five verses of the Sura were the beginning of the holy Quran given to Muhammad that night by the angel Gabriel in the year 610 AD.




    That night he stepped into his destiny, Laylat Al-Qadr—The Night of Power. There is no specific date in history as to when this actually occurred.




    Under Sunni Islam belief, it was the five last odd nights of Ramadan. Under Shia belief, Laylatul Qadr is to be found on the last ten odd nights of the holy month.




    All Muslims good and devoted must read their Quran and the one hundred and fourteen Suras that are written in it. This one gives a good message to the wealthy and corrupt.




    Sura 81: The Darkening:




    On the day of Judgment the corrupt will finally be called to account.




    Wealth shall not avail.




    When the Sun is shrouded in darkness, when the stars lose their light, when the mountains are made to vanish, when the seas boil over, when the she camel about to give birth is left untended.




    Khartoum (Democratic Republic Of The Sudan)


  




  

    
Chapter 1




    Sharia Law the September Law 1983 Sudan (Pathway to be followed)




    Sharia law, the Pathway to be followed, meaning the path to the watering hole, is the divine law expressed in the Quran by the great prophet Muhammad peace is upon him. Was introduced by Jaafar Nimeiri, the president of the Democratic Republic of Sudan, in 1983.




    I arrived in Port Sudan mid March 1980. I’d been sent over by a UK company to work as an engineer on the sea port’s cooperation project that was taking place at the time. I was also employed as a diver on a part time basis during this period, working in the Red Sea.




    While I was there, I did a feasibility study of the transportation possibilities in the Sudan and the lucrative business there was to be had. In late 1981, I decided to setup my own transport operation, running various kinds of commodities all over the country from my base in Port Sudan.




    To start the operation, I purchased a land train, like the type you see on the roads of Australia, a monster of a vehicle that would pull nearly a hundred tons. I also purchased trailers and tankers, a few small trucks for the operation, and sub contracted many of the local trucks to help me with the overload of work I had in front of me.




    I delivered commodities of sugar, flour, tallow fat, and diesel. Another commodity hauled with my fleet of trucks was countless containers of beer that were delivered from Port Sudan to Omdurman in Khartoum, the capital of Sudan, for a wealthy Syrian named Hafiz Zakat.




    Hafiz was a very rich and clever businessman. He was also a very big player in the alcohol business, probably the biggest in the country. He supplied wealthy Arabs, mostly Muslims in the city, with all kinds of alcohol, especially beer and spirits.




    He had a monopoly on beer and moved very large quantities of it.




    One had to wonder where it was all going, and who was consuming it, given that we lived in a mostly Muslim country where ninety-seven percent of the people claimed to be adhering to Islam. As far as I was aware, alcohol was a touchy subject with Muslims, yet it was sold freely on the open market.




    Hafiz was making a fortune. He was one of the richest men in the city. But one wouldn’t think so if they were to meet him in his old tweed slacks, holey sweatshirt, and a deer stalker hat that matched his trousers, which were probably older than he was.




    He smelt terrible. Anyone who got within three feet of him moved away rather quickly. When I asked him to pay me the cash he owed me, he would stuff it in a plastic bag and hand it to me with an outstretched arm. I never saw him count it. I reckoned he knew how much money he was giving me just by the weight of the bag.




    I always stood as far upwind from his as possible, reaching my arm towards his to take the bag and then climb into my truck to count the money. I couldn’t sit with him or I would end up keeling over from the odour. He was smelly to say the least.




    To understand how lucrative the area was, one only has to imagine a city eleven hundred and eighty-seven kilometres from the nearest port where all the goods to supply the whole country came in. It was a city in the middle of nowhere, needing all kinds of commodities. Like yesterday morning. The demand had been especially high for alcohol. Hafiz could charge whatever he wanted when he sold his product. Traders and the public alike would pay. They had money, and plenty of it.




    He had hundreds, maybe thousands, of rich Sudanese businessmen on his books, mainly traders for the delivery of his products. The Arab Muslims, and also the southern Christian minority, drank alcohol like they did water in Khartoum.




    Hafiz supplied most of the shops, selling booze in the whole city to small outlets, of which there were many. He told me he had a string of small shops he controlled himself with his bunch of heavies. He had to have heavies helping him out where alcohol was involved. It was a dangerous game to be in.




    His staff delivered the booze to these small shops and the owners took the goods on sale or return. Although nothing would ever be returned, it was booze after all.




    He was as tight as a guy could ever be. He could skin a grape in his pocket if need be. I wondered at times if he had ancestors from Yorkshire, but no, he couldn’t have. He was a descendant from the den of the lion in Syria.




    For some reason or other I thought he was a Coptic Christian on our first meeting he had the look of one, but I later found out he was a Muslim. Not a religious one, but a rich one. He had surely never read, or at least not understood, Sura 81 in the holy Quran. Neither had most of the rich Wahhabis in Saudi Arabia or any other rulers of sheikhdoms in the Middle East.




    Do as Warren Buffet and Bill Gates do, share thy wealth.




    He counted every case and every single tin of beer in every container I delivered to his stores. There were hundreds of them. It would take the miser hours to do it, but that didn’t stop him. He would count the lot every time. One had to take his hat off to him. He was a hard worker, working very long hours. I liked him because of that.




    There were two thousand two hundred and forty cases of beer in a twenty foot container. That was fifty three thousand seven hundred and sixty tins. If there was one missing, I had to pay for it.




    When unloading the containers, I had to open the back door with caution. After travelling seven hundred miles over a road that was half asphalt and half sand, the load was shook up a little. The roads from Port Sudan to Khartoum were full of pot holes. If a case hit the floor and a can burst, I had to pay for the damage. One miserly tin of beer, he would charge me for.




    I had asked him many times for a free case of beer. I thought I could possibly squeeze one out of the tight git, but I always got the same answer. “You a pay, you a take,” he’d tell me in his funny Syrian accent. Grinning like a Cheshire cat, he’d add, “You not a pay, you not a take.” He sounded a little like an Italian speaking with an Arab accent.




    Even at Christmas time, he wouldn’t give presents to anyone, not even a case of beer, from the million or so he must have had stocked in each one of his stores, or go downs as they are know.




    I often wondered if he bought his kids anything.




    He was smart. He even bought the empty aluminium beer cans back from the small shops that were wholesaling and retailing them all over town on his behalf. He had a store next door where trucks would unload the cans daily, and he sold them to a foundry in the city after crushing them into blocks of aluminium.




    Most of the beer came in tins because of the rough roads from the port to Khartoum. If the beer came in bottles, he would have a lot of breakages, or rather the delivery guy would because it would be him who paid, not Sir Hafiz.




    I think the spirits he imported: the whiskies, brandies, rums, and others too numerous to mention, were packed well in their boxes because he never complained about losing any. If he did, he would make the driver or the company pay anyway. No one got one over on Hafiz Zakat




    One summer morning, I left the port, heading to Khartoum. I was driving the monster land train with four containers of beer loaded on the back, two forty foot trailers for delivery to him. I also had a tanker of diesel loaded at the rear of the two trailers to keep me fuelled up. The land train drank a lot of juice. On a good day, I could get five miles per gallon. I had the three trailers hooked up behind me and drove through police check points all the way via Gedaref through Fao without a hitch.




    I drove onto Wad Medani, on the outskirts of Khartoum, where I was stopped by the police for a routine search. They said it was routine. I thought it was odd since this was the first time I had been stopped in all the years I had been going through there.




    A cop with a white face covered in dust from head to toe, came out of a small hut. The hut was built up out of old corrugated sheets and cardboard on the side of the road. It must have been really hot in there with no fan because the temperature was up in the fifties.




    He held up a red, lollipop-shaped wooden stick with ‘Stop’ written in the middle over a white painted background. A pity it wasn’t written in Arabic, I would have had a good excuse to keep moving.




    I pulled the truck over to the side of the road near the hut and left the engine running to keep the cab cool. I had nice air con in the cab.




    I climbed down. “Good morning,” I said to the cop in Arabic as I approached him.




    The local cops loved it when you spoke your bit of local dialect to them. The polite gesture put them in a good mood right away. They liked it when you were polite so why not do it? It doesn’t cost anything, and it could help.




    “What is the problem, sir?” I asked them.




    Two more cops came over. They looked like they had just been in a gun fight at the O.K. Corral. Their green uniforms were covered in dust, and they looked and tired worn out. One of them was still smiling. He wore a cowboy hat with corks hanging down from the rim on strings. It had to come from Australia.




    The both of them looked tired and weary, as if they hadn’t slept. Trucks passed them by constantly. Because the road was not tar macadam it was just a sand track and clouds of dust spurted up when the trucks set off after being stopped for spot checks. The back wheels churning covering every bit of the cops and their hut in dust.




    They asked me what cargo I had loaded on the truck.




    I would never say beer, even though it was legal. It was still always a touchy subject to mention any kind of alcohol in a Muslim country. Even if half their colleagues were drinking, the majority of the people were Muslims, and you had to show respect.




    Telling the cops the four containers were full of beer would have rung the church bells, or the noise from the Imam at the Mosque. I don’t know why, but told them I had chickens in the containers. It was the first thing that came into my head.




    “Dajaaj,” one of the cops announced in Arabic. His eyes went bright, and his eyebrows went higher. “If its chickens you have they will be hot in there.”




    I had to come up with something very quickly, so I told them there were cool boxes in the containers and lots of ice to keep their bodies chilled. I had to move fast to get them unloaded in Khartoum.




    There were no manifests in Sudan. You didn’t need them; the cops didn’t even know they existed. They had never seen any paperwork in the past so there could be anything in the containers. One could only tell what was in them by opening them up, and that was the last thing I wanted.




    The problem for the cops was that if they wanted to open one up they legally couldn’t. The containers had seals on them that customs in Port Sudan put on every container. By law, they could only be opened by the customs in Khartoum on arrival at the depot.




    It was also unlikely they would open the doors of the containers. In general, they were too lazy, Kaslan, to use the Arabic term. They were always tab an, tired. Not once in two years had they ever requested me to open a container. There was always a chance that today would be the first time, but I didn’t expect that to happen.




    We had met many times, and they knew me well. I was the only foreigner in the Sudan they ever saw driving a truck. They thought it hilarious, and every week they laughed and scratched their heads as I drove by.




    They guessed I was a poor foreigner on the same salary as the locals, I reckoned. I thought I could bluff my way out if he tried to open the doors to check. I had my ways with these guys. A few times I had stopped and had some food with them and given them cigarettes. I could talk to them and give them something they liked.




    If he did insist I open up the containers and saw no chickens, I would look blank and say they had told me in Port Sudan that they were loading chickens. Unfortunately I had been eating when they loaded them so I didn’t see it myself. I didn’t have anything illegal on there anyway so there was no problem.




    The cop came close up and said to me in Arabic, “Please open the back door. We want to check the chickens.” He didn’t speak much English.




    I was caught out. I started to laugh.




    “Why are you laughing, ajanbi? White man, what is funny?”




    I was stumped for words. My mind was racing then went blank. I had to think of something quick to put them off opening those doors.




    “If I open the container doors and chickens fly out we will lose many. Maybe hundred, maybe a thousand, and you have to pay for them. Plus they have seals on the containers that can only be opened by the customs people in Khartoum, so better you leave the seals on.”




    I wasn’t carrying illegal cargo as far as I was aware, but they were of the Muslim faith. I was sure they wouldn’t take too kindly to seeing me with four containers of beer. An odd bottle of JW, yes, but nearly nine thousand tins of beer? I didn’t know what they’d do and I didn’t want to find out.




    While he didn’t seem to care about the chickens escaping, he stopped in his tracks after I mentioned I had a large box of cigarettes in the cab. I told them I had brought the boxes with me from the port for them.




    The officer smiled from ear to ear. The dust on his face showed cracks on his cheeks that made his face look broken.




    I climbed back into the cab, went into the glove compartment, and pulled out the sleeve of Marlboro I had in there for these special occasions. I climbed down and gave him a full sleeve, which I always carried just in case the cops stopped me on the road. Marlboro fags or a bottle of Johnnie Walker Red worked wonders on the road. They were good for greasing palms, the palms of the law.




    I climbed back into my cab, and the cop climbed up to speak to me through the side window. He was still smiling.




    I now had him eating from the palm of my hand. It was amazing what a box of fags could do in these situations.




    It was very cool in the cab. I had left the engine running and the AC was still on. He liked the breeze that blew through the window from the AC into his face, disturbing the dust that was stuck to it.




    Speaking in Arabic, and a few short words in broken English, he said, “White man, listen to me carefully I am very serious. Very serious. Today Sharia law was announced by our president. Do you know what Sharia law is?”




    “No,” I said.




    I had heard about it from an old man in Khartoum, Hadji, but I was not clear on what it meant.




    Then he said in broken English, “Chickens in the truck okay but no whiskey or beer. This product now finished, it is not allowed anymore from today.”




    I assumed he had guessed what was in the containers already. If so, I was a lucky man. For the time being that was. I still had other checkpoints to pass, two of them to be precise—Keshmal Gerba and the customs at Hafiz’s store.




    “Oh,” I said. “Really? And why should it concern me? I am only making a delivery.”




    “We don’t know, sir. We just hear on local radio Wad Medani today in morning time. Sometimes we get radio one day. Sometimes have to wait a week for signal, but Kamal, my friend over there with curly hair…” I looked where he was nodding, but they all had curly hair. “He hears it one hour ago he tells me.” He was trying very hard with his English and doing fine.




    “Very interesting,” I said. “So you don’t want this, do you? It is no good to me now if I cannot legally drink it.”




    I held up a bottle of Johnnie Walker Red I had in the cab. His eyes lit up like Blackpool on the first night of the Illuminations. The smile came back on his face, cracking the dust once more.




    “Yes, you give me please, Mafi Mushkila. No problem. Kamal and I will hide it and drink it in night time with friend at house. We always drink with friend at house every time. Please put in bag in truck and hand through window. Keep bottle low very low, not let other drivers see it. Please not tell anyone you pass bottle to me or Kamal. We friends with you. You can go now. Goodbye.”




    I passed him the bottle of Johnnie Walker Red. He smiled at me, showing his pure black and white teeth that looked like a domino set and said take care.




    I knew I had two more check points to go through before I made the delivery. I asked him if he had any friends at the Keshmal Gerba crossing a few hours up the road.




    “Why?” he asked.




    “I would like to drive through without being stopped because the chickens need to be delivered very quickly or they may die. If they die, I will then have problems with the owner and have to pay.”




    I could pay something if it was possible for me to keep moving, grease another palm.




    He replied, “We cannot, sir. We have a problem now Sharia law here. Maybe we call there by the telephone if we can get a line. But the line always not working so I think impossible, but if we could get through and someone was listening on the other end of the line, like Sharia police, we will be put in sijin—prison.”




    “Who are they?” I asked him.




    “They are secret police, like Russia had before the Cold War. I think you know about them.”




    “KGB?”




    “Yes like that.”




    “Are you sure?”




    “Yes.”




    I hit the accelerator pedal.




    That was a lucky break. I had nearly nine thousand tins of beer on this truck. If he had opened the door and refused to take a bribe, I would still be in prison to this day. I headed towards Khartoum. It was a short drive of around three hours to the next police stop at Keshmal Gerba. I had done it in a few hours before, but with the weight of the four containers I couldn’t travel so fast.




    As I approached Keshmal Gerba on the outskirts of the city, I could see a line of trucks in the distance. There were old, rusty oil barrels lined across the road, blocking the trucks from moving forward.




    I wanted to go back, but I couldn’t because I was pulling three trailers, two forty footers and one twenty.




    It was very difficult to turn around in a short distance with two trailers. Three was out of the question. I couldn’t reverse the truck’s more than one hundred and twenty foot length either. I had to face the music once more.




    I could maybe blag my way through again like I did at the last police stop. I’d have to see if these guys had been listening to radio Keshmal Gerba. Maybe they hadn’t heard the announcement that Sharia law had been implemented. I hoped and prayed they couldn’t get a signal either.


  




  

    
Chapter 2




    In the distance, I could see three cops or soldiers. I wasn’t sure which. They were dressed in green and again covered in dust. They held their fingers on the triggers of AK 47s, special gratis from the Russians no doubt. The Russians supplied the country with most of their weaponry.




    I drove slowly towards them. I dropped the side window and smiled at them whilst cruising by, hoping they wouldn’t stop me. It usually worked. They’d never stopped me before.




    One of the cops came alongside the truck. He raised his gun up with his right hand whilst holding his left palm open, asking me to stop, albeit in a friendly gesture. He was smiling.




    He asked me to get out of the truck and come into their headquarters. It was a corrugated cardboard and tin office very similar to the one the cops had back in Medani where I had been stopped three hours earlier. One of the cops there, Ahmed, I knew very well.




    The office was about thirty meters or so from the roadside. They were obviously fed up of getting coated in dust like the guys down the road so they had moved the office back somewhat from the dusty tracks.




    I knew the road cops very well, most on a first name basis. I had been through there more than a hundred times, and ate and drank with them on the odd occasion I’d decided to stop for a chat. I always gave them something, a bottle of spirits or some fags. Some of the information I got from them was very valuable.




    “Assalamu alaikum. What is the problem, Ahmed?” I asked. ”What is happening here today, my friend?”




    I knew Ahmed very well. We truly were friends. I had met him in Kordofan a year or so before. I’d gone to his house to meet his family, and eat some local dishes. It was the first time I had eaten, or I should say tried to eat, the camel liver. It was terrible, and the sauce that came with it would make red bird chillies look tame. They ate camel offal with it too, horrendous.




    I hadn’t been able to handle it, and had settled on a gluey green substance of rice and vegetables called mulokiah. It looked horrible, like something that would come out of your nose, but it is very nice with warm, freshly made Sudanese flat bread.




    Ahmed spoke good English. I’d had many conversations with him in the past at the truck stop. Sometimes we would talk for hours. He was a bright intellectual.




    The cops usually were after something at the end of the day—a few cigarettes or a tipple of the spirit, whiskey preferably. They knew I was the man to give it to them. When you took care of them, they were always accommodating and you never got hassled, but it seemed by the look of things, we were heading for a change.




    “Good day, my good friend. Assalamu alaikum. How are you?”




    “Wa alaikum Salam. Alhamdulillah—thanks to god—I am good, Ahmed. And you?




    How is the family? How is Samira and Nabeel? I trust they are well. You must be missing them, working out here in the desert with the Khamsin storms swirling around you daily.”




    It was always windy on the outskirts of Khartoum. The wind came in thick and heavy, carrying lots of sand with it. It hurt when it hit your hands and face. It was more comfortable to wear long-sleeved shirts and pants despite the heat.




    Ahmed had a lovely wife and a fine son who I knew very well. They were exceptionally hospitable to me during my visit to their home.




    But now I had to sweeten him up even more. I was presently a little concerned, well more than a little. The predicament I was facing did not look good after what the cop had told me in Wad Medani regarding the new law that had been introduced and implemented without warning.




    “Alhamdulillah,” he said then skipped straight to business. “Today our president, Jaafar Nimeiri, has announced on local radio news channels and television that Sharia law has been officially introduced in the Sudan as of midnight last night.”




    I had seen radios, but I’d only seen television in Sudan during my rare stays at five star hotels. I already knew about the new law, but didn’t give him any inclination that I did. I knew the circumstances I was facing if they opened the doors of the containers I was hauling. It wouldn’t look good for me.




    After I’d left the cops at Wad Medani, I had remembered what the taxi driver, the old Hadji, had told me about Sharia law on the way to the hotel when I had first arrived in Khartoum. There was a big change coming to the Democratic Republic of the Sudan.




    Some democracy, he had told me. They now had to check all cargo coming into Khartoum. Every single tanker of fuel they had come through would be tested with a dipping stick.




    Of course I never thought about that. The contraband movers might start moving beer and whisky in tankers. That would be financially viable. I’d have to mention it to Hafiz. He was up for anything financially viable to him.




    “Even sugar we have to check,” Ahmed said. “We have information there are sugar merchants cheating the people, and we have to stop it.”




    “What do you mean, Ahmed? Merchants cheating people with sugar… I don’t understand. Is sugar contraband now?”




    “No, sugar is not illegal and never will be. What the scavenger merchants have done in Port Sudan is very illegal. This is one of the reasons, apart from one hundred more, that my president has announced Sharia law will be implemented today.”




    “Where you are coming from Ahmed? What is the problem with sugar?”




    “Some of the merchants in Port Sudan have been importing shiploads of sugar into our country. The problem is they are stockpiling it in their go downs. They are not selling it in the local market or sending it to Khartoum.”




    “Why are they not sending it out? That does not sound logical.”




    “It is known as hoarding, and they have also bought up the majority of the sugar in the local market to add to their hoardings. All the sugar produced by Kenana Sugar Corporation, in the south of the country, is exported. We only get supplies of imported goods.




    “The Sudanese people, as you probably know, have a minimum of three spoonfuls of sugar in one small glass of tea. My sister–in-law Giselle puts four to five spoons of sugar in every glass she drinks. The Sudanese only drink glasses of tea, not cups like you foreigners do. There are more than fifty million of us, and that’s a lot of sugar consumed daily. Imagine the amount consumed yearly, those merchants are fleecing us.




    “They hoard the sugar for months, making it look like there is a shortage when there isn’t, to keep the price high. The sugar comes in to the port priced after duties paid at approximately four hundred dollars a metric ton. The merchants are selling it close to one thousand dollars a ton. They should be strung up the lot of them.”




    I could see what was happening. The rich merchants bought all the sugar while the local Sudanese that wanted it, like we wanted JW or fags, could not get it unless they paid a premium for it. The Sudanese locals paid what was asked because of the shortage. Cheating the people legally but illegally.




    I was thinking I should start buying sugar, and hoard it for a while, but I couldn’t do that.




    Ahmed called out to me to come over to talk to him. He said, “I am sorry to inconvenience you, but please follow me. My staff can assist us in carrying out the instructions we have from our government to open your containers.”




    He had changed his tone to sound more diplomatic. I guessed because his friends were around, he was trying to impress them. We both had no issues with each other. We were friends, and I could understand very well the predicament he was in.




    “Ahmed, you cannot do that. The containers were sealed in Port Sudan by the head of customs. By law, only the customs officers here in Khartoum can open them. You know I am correct, don’t you?”




    The customs police were always waiting for me to arrive at Hafiz’s place. He had them on the payroll. I was sure he never got hassled by them. Sometimes they didn’t turn up to open the containers, and Hafiz would tell one of his staff to hammer the seals off. I wondered if he still had them in his pocket. I hoped so.




    “Yes, under normal circumstances, you are correct, but that rule ran out yesterday. We can now override customs. We have now officially been appointed at this post for that purpose, and we have had instructions from our government office in Khartoum to stop all vehicles that are entering Khartoum and spot check them. Here, sir, read this notice,” he said politely.




    I glanced at the notice then handed it back to him. “It is in Arabic. I cannot read it, Ahmed.”




    He grinned. “You have to learn to read Arabic, my friend.”




    I stopped protesting. He was going to open up the containers no matter what I said. I was in the shit now big time. I didn’t know what was coming next, but there was nowhere to run.




    “Okay, sir. What do you have in the containers?” another cop asked me.




    I had no more Johnny Walker left in the cab to bribe them with. I only had one box of two hundred cigarettes left. That wouldn’t be nearly enough now that these guys were serious. The shit was about to hit the fan, and I was going to get covered in it.




    They were going to open the containers regardless so I couldn’t tell them there were chickens in there. Lying to them would only make it worse for me so I told them I had some beer in the containers for delivery to a store in Khartoum.




    “Beer?” he asked his eyes lighting up.




    They all looked at each other. There were some other cops with guns who were standing out of sight. They appeared from nowhere and walked to the back of the truck with their guns pointed towards me. They seemed ready for action. I assumed they couldn’t shoot me under this new law, but I didn’t actually know.




    “Yes, beer. Four containers of the bloody stuff.”




    I found myself wishing the containers were full of nappies or something else, anything but beer. Maybe even sugar, but then again, they would have nailed me for hoarding that.




    I was very worried it was going to be a long time in the slammer for me. It could be five years or more for all I knew. What I did know was I had more beer than normal people had when they were caught with illegal alcohol.




    I hoped I wouldn’t have to go back to that stinking Port Sudan prison that I had briefly been locked up in a few years earlier through no fault of my own. It was a dreadful place. They’d probably throw in a hundred lashes for good measure.




    I had heard they lashed people under this law for alcohol offences and other crimes. Hadji had said they also cut off hands. I looked at down at my dirty finger nails, thinking they may not be there tomorrow morning. But then again, they surely couldn’t lash a foreigner.




    He asked me if I had some box cutters. I told him no. I only had tools for repairing tyres in the tool box.




    He went over to a container they had alongside the hut, and pulled out a large monkey wrench with big jaws like dog teeth for cutting metal. It had some old hessian cloth wrapped around it, and he was struggling to carry it. The cops didn’t like carrying heavy objects. He came over and passed it to me.




    I looked back over to the stuff piled up in the container they had taken the wrench from. I could also see some boxes in there with old rags on top.




    “What is in there, Ahmed?” I enquired.




    “Where?” he asked.




    “In the container over there. I can see some boxes piled up. They look like boxes of water. Maybe you can give me some. I don’t have any left in the truck.”




    I boiled the water at my house in Port Sudan and then bottled it and took it with me in a cooler box of ice. One couldn’t drink the water from the tap without getting cholera or something similar.




    “Yes, it’s water. It’s fire water,” he said. “There is whiskey and some brandy in the box. We took it from a small truck early this morning around six am. The driver he is now in sijin. Mohammed drove him to the court early morning.”




    He passed me the wrench to cut the seals on the containers. I grabbed the top of it, not the part where the cloth was. I dropped it immediately. The pain was unbearable.




    One would have thought he had pulled the wrench out of a blacksmith’s furnace it was so hot. The sun’s heat made it impossible to hold tools unless they were soaked in a tub of water to cool for a short period. I always carried water on the truck for changing a tyre. I should have realized how hot the wrench would be.




    I ran quickly to the drum outside their small hut. I knew it was filled with water, albeit warm as it was sitting in the sun. I stuck my arms in, and it helped.




    “Are you okay, sir?”




    “My fingers are on fire, Ahmed.”




    After a short time of cooling down and getting myself back together, I put the old rag around the wrench and cut through the customs seals on all four containers. I was sweating pools. The water poured off me and the palms of my hands and fingers were starting to blister. It was forty-eight degrees plus, and the sun was blazing down on me.




    The cop opened the two back container doors on the second trailer. Twenty or so cases of beer fell onto the ground, a few of them exploding and fizzing all over the place. I wish Hafiz was here. He would have flipped his lid watching this happen.




    “Where are you going with this cargo?”




    I had to tell them. I wasn’t in a position to argue or to lie. I was taking it somewhere, and they would eventually have got it out of me had I refused. Maybe they would have tortured me, just whip off a hand with that big knife he had stuck in his waist band holster.




    “I am delivering it to Omdurman.”




    “Who is the owner of this cargo, and to where in Omdurman are you to deliver?”




    “I have to deliver to Hafiz Zakat, a Syrian trader over in Omdurman. The truth is, I am not sure of the name of the road his warehouses are on. I just drive there. I know where his go downs are.”




    “Have you been there before?”




    “Yes, I have been there many times before so I am familiar with the area. Hafiz is expecting me in a few hours time. I am running late. Can I leave?”




    “No, we are afraid you cannot.”




    I had to tell them where he was. It looked like I was grassing him up, but what else could I do? I didn’t own the cargo. I was only transporting it. How was I to know Sharia law would be introduced whilst I was in the desert, driving a truck with nine thousand cases of beer loaded on it?




    Bad joss and lots of it—nine thousand times. I did have a smile on my face, though. It was the thought that I would be there to see Hafiz’s face when he found out they were going to confiscate this lot of booze. He would probably have a heart attack on the spot. I wasn’t happy with the situation obviously, but I was looking forward to it.




    On the downside, I was not going to get paid, that was for sure. I had to kiss goodbye to the three thousand dollars or so I was due from Mr. Moneybags. I gave him good rates because I hauled a lot of cargo for him, hauled a lot of booze. The contract was good. They should have named him Gold Finger at birth. Yes, that would be a great name for Hafiz.




    If one had to picture how someone they had never seen looked, Hafiz would be easy. They’d only have to imagine the old actor Peter Lore and mix his face with Marlon Brando from the Godfather. That was Hafiz to a T.




    I assumed he had probably found out about Sharia being introduced in Khartoum. He was a local and would have seen the news first hand, but he no doubt wanted that one last big payday, being as greedy as he was.




    It was risky business. He was probably running around like a blue arse fly, trying to get rid of the stocks of beer. Plus his hoards of scotch and whatever else he had in his stores around the city and his go downs in Omdurman. Before the Sharia police put their cuffs on him.




    I’d been told from a good source that he also had warehouses full of booze in other parts of the city. However, I had never been to any of them. He’d certainly had many of his stores full of beer the last time I had delivered to Omdurman.




    There were always so many trucks offloading there. Sometimes I had to wait a few hours to get unloaded.




    If they caught him with all the stock, he would be looking at a long stretch in prison, and plenty of lash marks on his backside and legs, the way things were looking. He could take it anyway. He was thick skinned. Or was he? I guessed we’d probably find out.




    The big chief called me over. “Are these four containers full of beer or do you have any other product in any of them? It’s better you tell us because if they are full of beer we don’t have to empty them, but if there is something else in there, we have to open all of them. You will save us a lot of time by telling us the truth, sir. Plus it will make things easier for you if you cooperate.”




    I would have betted on that outcome. I wished the beers were cold. I could have drunk a few, but there was no chance of that. I reckoned I wasn’t getting anymore beer for a while.




    “I told you, Ahmed, there is only beer in the containers. Take my word for it. By the will of Allah, I swear to you, my friend.”




    I wasn’t in a position to argue, anyway. I wasn’t going to get paid for the cargo either. Hafiz wouldn’t cough up now that he had lost the load. That was not a nice thought at all.




    “You are a good man. Alhamdulillah. We will always be friends.” Big Chief, I decided to call him, came over to me and said, “You have to follow us, please.”




    Ahmed and his two sidekicks jumped into the black Toyota pickup truck and waved at me to follow them.




    The light was flashing on the top of their truck and off we went. It was daytime so I had no idea why the light was flashing. It could hardly be seen.




    We were proceeding in the direction of Omdurman, obviously going to confront Mr. Moneybags Hafiz himself at his stores. If Hafiz had a gun, he was going to shoot me down as soon as he laid eyes on me.




    We eventually arrived on the outskirts of Omdurman after a nightmare of traffic jams. They pulled off the road onto a gravel track. Big Chief came back to my truck and climbed up the step to the cab to speak to me.




    “We will follow you,” he said. “When you get near to the store, pull over. Don’t drive into his compound. Please stop and wait outside.”


  




  

    
Chapter 3




    I finally arrived at the Hafiz’s compound after manipulating the truck round all the small roads and roundabouts that Omdurman was full of. It was a nightmare of a place for large truck with multiple trailers. Of course, it would be impossible to drive on any European road with a vehicle like this. It could gross a hundred tons, and it was impossible to reverse without jack knifing.




    I pulled up outside the large gates of his store. I climbed out of the cab on to the step and dropped to the floor. I called out to the cops in the car. They were just sitting there chatting to each other. Typical.




    “What is happening?”




    Big Chief eventually forced himself out of the car and came over. “You sit in big truck, and wait until we come back to you. We will go see Mr Hafiz alone.”His English was not too bad.




    The cops went inside his compound together to confront him. I was in a state of shock by now. I had the AC on in the cab, but it was not making any difference. I must have lost three kilos in sweat since I was pulled over back at the Keshmal Gerba post and my hands were on fire.




    I sat there an hour or so, wondering what the outcome would be. The cops finally came back out with Hafiz.




    His bulbous neck had doubled in size. He looked like the Michelin Man. His bloated cheeks were as red as claret with protruding blue veins standing out like the tributaries of the river Nile on his neck.




    He saw me sitting in the truck and came over and climbed up onto the step of the truck to talk to me cautiously while the cops watched. Maybe they were making sure he didn’t pull out his revolver and put a slug in me for grassing him up.




    I wound down the window. “Hi, Hafiz how are you? You got my money?”




    His pupils looked like two jam jar bottoms with dates stuck in the middle.




    There was no handshake or the usual comments. I was happy about that. I hated shaking his hand. I always stretched it out as far as I could and kept a towel ready to wipe my hand afterwards if I shook it.




    This time, he came up closer to me. His breath smelled as if he’d been chewing garlic like some guys chewed tobacco. He spoke softly in good English, one of the many languages Gold Finger spoke.




    “Why did you bring these police here to my store?”




    “No other option, brother. They stopped me. I had to explain what cargo I had on my truck and where I was taking it. They’d never done that before, they have never asked me. I guess we have been lucky, me and you, but good times come to an end eventually. It is as simple as this, my friend. We’ve been nicked, and we’re both in big trouble. Not by my fault or yours, but by president Nimeiri decision in the implementation of the new law, the Sharia law.




    “I know how bad you wanted your beer, Hafiz. If I hadn’t delivered it, you would have sent your wolves out a hunting me. You know, like in that film with the deer hunter, correct? Don’t deny it. You would have, you crafty old git. I told them I had to take these containers to you, or I don’t get paid. I have delivered as agreed. I assume you have my money?”




    I knew he wasn’t going to pay me, but aside from the smell, I was enjoying winding him up.




    “I am sorry there are a few tins missing from the load, but that is not my fault. Approximately twenty cases fell off the truck, but you can bill me for that, I don’t mind. Just take it from what you owe me and give me the balance, please.”




    “How did this happen?”




    Was he for real? The cops were at his shop, and he was worried because twenty cases had fallen off the truck. Hafiz was some man.




    “It happened when the cops opened the container doors.” I grinned. “Are you going to make the cops pay for the damage or bill me?”




    His face was blazing, and he snarled at me like a butcher’s dog. “I will see you later,” he said.




    “Thanks, Hafiz. That is great. Please bring the money with you.”




    I watched him step down from the truck. I reckon he was contemplating his next trick. Hafiz might be a magician, but he didn’t scare me. He would be too busy trying to conjure his own way out of this situation. Of course, if anyone could get out of this, it was him. But with Sharia law I wasn’t sure.




    One of the cops came over and climbed up the truck steps. I wound down the window again.




    “What is happening now, my friend?” I asked him.




    He told me not to move the truck, and to go get some food. They knew I wasn’t going to run. My truck, my only means of making a living, was there and I wouldn’t leave it.




    I returned an hour or so later. There were lots of small Bedford trucks parked in a line outside Hafiz’s store. These trucks could carry around ten tons of goods when fully loaded. There must have been twenty or so, all of them with their engines running.




    I went to the gate of the store. It was closed. I peeked through the small trapdoor, which was at eyelevel. I slid it open to get the attention of the guard on duty. I could see the thickness of the steel doors, at least ten centimetres thick. They were obviously built to keep people out. I could see his guard was carrying a Smith and Wesson 686, surely provided by Hafiz to protect his hooch.




    I walked inside the yard and looked at the stores lined up in rectangular fashion. The area was extremely large inside his compound. A hundred trucks could drive inside.




    Fifteen foot walls surrounded the place. Cemented into the top of them was coloured, broken glass in shades of blue, green, and turquoise. The shards were there to prevent thieves from climbing over the walls to steal the stock. Only parachutists or sky divers could get in there, otherwise one would have to blow off the gate to gain entrance.




    Although, I had delivered many loads to Hafiz, this was my first time in the compound. I always had to have my trucks unloaded by his forklifts outside the store. They were the ones who carried the goods into the store to stack in the warehouses.




    Hafiz only let in people he knew and trusted like his loyal lieutenants. He probably would have let me inside for a charge. Nothing from Hafiz was free. I had never cared really. I had always taken my money and left to get back to Port Sudan for another load as quickly as possible. Time was money.




    Now there were forklift trucks loading the beer and whatever other kind of contraband was stored in there, probably loads of spirits. There were lots of civilian guys, army personal, and cops running around shouting orders here and there.




    The cops never paid me any mind. They just got on with what they had to do, which was clean out all of Hafiz’s not so clean stocks. Yesterday they were clean, but today they were contraband. A new chapter in all our lives had begun.




    I looked around for the magician, but I couldn’t see him. Maybe he had pulled a David Copperfield on the cops and dissapeared, though I doubted it.




    He would have fitted in nicely with Al Capone. Hafiz would have been in his element pushing moonshine with Meyer Lansky, Bugsy Malone and his team. Maybe he had in his past life.




    Once they were loaded, the trucks formed a queue behind mine and awaited further instructions. Apparently, I was leader of the pack to the destination we were going to, the pied piper of Hamlyn. I returned to the truck to wait.




    In total, there were thirty-nine trucks loaded with the beer, whiskey, port, rum, and brandy etc. The old Syrian had everything from many different suppliers in many different countries around the globe. He even had a store full of San Miguel for the Philippine and Spanish expatriates. This was still only part of the stock he had in the store. They would have to go back I reckoned many times before they cleared him out.




    I’d heard he even had his own small brewery in one of his stores. He was making the local hooch, called aragee. It was produced by the fermentation of dates, and Marisa which was fermented by maize or fume. He also made Kanin and Assalia, produced by the same method as Marisa. The nice blended one was knogouoro, a Marisa base that had sesame in it; the best sesame seed in the world came from Sudan.




    This was sold to the local population who couldn’t afford to purchase the imported beer, wines and spirits. Individuals would drink it nightly by the jug full, groups by the bucketful.




    I witnessed it being drunk by the local Bedouin tribes on my trips through the desert daily. They got seriously pissed. I tried it—I tried most of them—they made scotch whiskey seem tame. It tasted like mentholated sprits smelled, but it had a big kick like a Palomino horse kicking you up the arse.




    A similar product was also produced in Saudi Arabia. They called it Sadiki Juice. Some of the local Saudi people drunk it like some people drink water; they were subject to some serious Sharia if they were caught there with it. It would mean a sore back for a long time.




    Though Hafiz had this stock prior to Sharia law being introduced, it still wasn’t legal. It was actually all very much illegal because all importers had limits on what amount of ABV, alcohol by volume, they could import.




    They had a quota, but Hafiz had bucked the system ten times over. He was greedy and wanted to bleed the system dry. He was well over his legal quota. He had the customs in Port Sudan in his pocket too, I was told. He skipped a lot of the duties that were supposed to be paid to them.




    Once all the trucks were lined up and ready to go, Big Chief came over to me. He climbed onto the step to speak to me through the cab window.




    With a big smile on his face, he said, “Please follow us.”




    He seemed happy to have been involved with bringing down Hafiz the smuggler. He was obviously hoping to get some brownie points from his big boss.




    I followed them to our next destination. The land train and the thirty-nine Bedford trucks, carrying eight to ten tons payload each. There was approximately four hundred and fifty tons of alcohol between us, and that was only the beginning. They would return to more of his stores for the rest of the contraband, if they could locate them all.




    I followed the road out of Omdurman onto Al Morada Street, turned right then took the next road left, heading towards where the White and Blue Nile met. Another left took us over the bridge towards Army Road, past the Sudan National Museum. We were driving towards the river Nile.




    When we finally arrived, Big Chief got out of the car. He was now a big shot, or so he thought. He started shouting orders, trying to impress the other officers on his team and other teams that had arrived, but he was not doing too well at it.




    I was up front, sitting in the big beast, waiting for orders with all the small trucks lined up behind me. I was king of the road, but nervous to say the least. I didn’t know what was going to happen next. Every truck had now arrived, and they were kept in check by rear end cops following the whole convoy, just in case one of them tried to nip out of line and go home. That wasn’t going to happen, We were going nowhere.




    The Sharia court was going to have a field day with this lot if what Hadji had told me was true. I should probably invest in an ointment company that made cream to ease the pain on sore backs.




    We lined the trucks up on the main thoroughfare adjacent to the Nile. The cops and the army were running around in circles, up and down, not one of them knowing what they were doing. There were hundreds of them by now. It was crazy.




    On the other side of the road, coming our way, were some more big shot colonels, generals and the like. They were all dressed up in their flashy uniforms with medals hanging over their chests. They’d probably got them for some for pool games or chess. Yes, it had to be chess. Such a laid back game would suit them well. There was no way they could have got the medals from fighting on the front.




    There must have been two hundred plus vehicles parked up on this stretch of road. We were parked across from Tuti Island where my friends and I would spend Jumua, Fridays—the Muslim day of rest. We’d go waterskiing barefoot on the Nile, drinking beers with Phil smoking his wacky backy. We had our own speedboat moored down there on Tuti Island.




    The commander of the armed forces came out of a government building from across the street. He was dressed up in his regalia, medals pinned to his large chest. He was probably a beer drinker. Maybe he had even been buying his booze from one of Hafiz’s distributors last week, or getting it free from them for services rendered. But no more.




    At least not until tonight when the ten o‘clock curfew kicked in. We’d been informed that everyone was to be indoors during the night. They would then come out to collect what alcohol they could from the mess that was about to happen.




    I never saw any battles fought in the Sudan. They probably hadn’t fought any since the time of General Gordon. The army always sat around, and were asleep most of the time. The commander carried a loudspeaker, shouting orders through it. He must have bored them.
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