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a rope from the sky

In the Nilotic folktales of South Sudan, the earth and sky were once linked by a rope. This rope gave the people direct access to God, the heavens, and eternal life. But the rope was severed, tragically, on account of human action. And forever since, the fate of the people has been bound to the earth and to the difficulties, suffering, and mortality that constrain the human condition. This book, too, is a story of paradise lost.
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TIMELINE









	1983–2005

	Second Sudanese Civil War




	1991

	SPLA “split” fractures the Southern rebellion, igniting a decade of fighting between Southern Sudanese factions and, by extension, between ethnic Dinka and Nuer




	2003

	Conflict in Sudan’s western region of Darfur begins




	2005

	Sudan’s North and South sign the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, ending the Civil War




	2005–2011

	“Interim Period”—Sudan’s North and South attempt continued union for a six-year trial period; at the end of the period, South Sudan can vote to remain part of Sudan or to become an independent state




	2011 (January)

	South Sudan votes to secede in referendum on self-determination




	2011 (July)

	The Republic of South Sudan achieves independence




	2013

	Civil War erupts in the new Republic of South Sudan




	2014

	South Sudan is ranked No. 1 on list of world’s most fragile states




	2014–2016

	An internationally-backed peace process attempts to end the civil war and salvage the promise of the world’s newest state











AUTHOR’S NOTE


Sudan is a faraway place, but its extraordinary stories register widely in popular consciousness. For some, Sudan is the devastating war in Darfur, and the popular Western campaign to stop it. For others, the first words that come to mind are “George Clooney,” the celebrity activist who introduced millions of Americans to a righteous cause. Many know of the “Lost Boys” from popular books and film, the refugee children who walked thousands of miles to escape war, famine, and wild animals before assimilating in towns across Europe and North America. Others simply know that many Sudanese are tall, and that a select few have achieved success at the highest levels of American professional basketball.

But most do not know the extraordinary story that led Sudan—Africa’s largest country—to be split in two. On July 9, 2011, the Republic of South Sudan declared its independence from Sudan, marking an end to generations of repression and neglect. The euphoric birth of the world’s newest nation was celebrated the world round, a triumph for global justice and a signal that one of the world’s ugliest wars was finally over. “A proud flag flies over Juba,” read a declaration from President Barack Obama, “and the map of the world has been redrawn.”

But the honeymoon did not last long. South Sudan came undone just two years later, when its liberation heroes turned their guns on each other, plunging their new nation back into war. The shocking events that followed shattered the promise of freedom that had won the hearts and minds of so many champions around the globe.

What went so horribly wrong?

This book tells the story of the making and unmaking of the world’s newest state. It is the story of a people who rally around a common idea and achieve the unthinkable. Driven by conscience, righteousness, or religion, it is also the story of an unprecedented Congressional coalition, three U.S. presidents, and legions of ordinary Americans mobilizing on their behalf. Finally, it is a story of picking up the pieces and starting over, an uncertain quest to salvage a republic from the shards of a shattered dream.

A Rope from the Sky is first a story of hope, loss, power, greed, and compassion. But it is also a story of America’s attempt to help forge a nation amid a deeply divided society. Washington’s intervention in South Sudan reflects both the best and worst of America—its big-hearted ideals and its reckoning with the limits of U.S. influence amid a changing global order.

This book is not another “B” movie script about savage African warlords, nor another tale of faceless depravity from a mysterious continent. More nuanced narratives from Africa don’t fit the persistent inclination for black-and-white explanations, bite-sized moral judgments, and romantic constructs of good guys and bad guys. When it comes to journalism and discourse on Africa, we continue to accept a lower bar. The truth is more complicated, and we lose it, to our detriment, in every reductionist tale from the “dark continent.”

At dinner parties back home in the United States, I am sometimes asked the question: “They just seem so destined to kill each other; is there really any hope?” Indeed, it is easy for any of us to forget our own struggles in nation-building, and to expect that other countries—aided by the tools of modernity—should simply get their act together. But it wasn’t so long ago that Americans fought their own civil war, to the tune of 750,000 deaths, over identity, economy, and the nature of their state.

South Sudan’s formative first years presented a challenge no less complex. Its leaders confronted a task far greater than themselves, and the consequences of their failure have been devastating. But South Sudan’s turbulent arrival cannot simply be explained by “bad men” who are “inherently violent.” It is a confluence of ideas and interests, personalities and systems, tradition and modernity. Its protagonists are both inspired and ordinary; their aspirations are matched by insecurities, their sins by courage and kindness. The story, and the voices that help tell it here, are rich, complicated, hopeful, sad, beautiful, messy, and human.

South Sudan’s independence was not a mistake. And nor are its foreign supporters to blame for what ensued, as the nation’s destiny does not ultimately belong to outsiders. But having adopted the underdog’s cause, leaned on the scales, and then moved on too soon, the role of the West warrants critical reflection. This book considers how America became so deeply invested, and why it matters for Americans amid a world in disarray.

The troubled birth of South Sudan is a unique episode in global history—an unprecedented experiment in state-building, and a cautionary tale. It is a political story, and a human one—about perseverance, liberation, survival, and the line dividing good and evil, as Alexsandr Solzhenitsyn wrote, that cuts through each of our hearts.
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This book is the product of eight years living in, traveling to, and working on Sudan and South Sudan between 2009 and 2017. I first went to Sudan as an analyst for the International Crisis Group—a non-profit organization that conducts research and analysis on the prevention and resolution of armed conflict. I arrived two years before South Sudan’s independence, and was fortunate to travel widely, talking with Southern citizens, political leaders, military officers, chiefs, youth leaders, refugees, cattle keepers, cleaning ladies, fishermen, and motorcycle taxi drivers. They taught me a great deal about their country-in-waiting, one with as many rich, fascinating, and confusing layers as my own.

I followed political, social, and economic trends in the emergent region as it closed in on independence—a goal more than five decades in the making. Those were heady days: from the brinkmanship that defined the period before independence, to the wider political chess match in which the separation of the country occurred, to the new nation’s attempts to find its footing.

My reporting was informed by hundreds of conversations—in government offices, and rebel strongholds, and under mango trees on the banks of the River Nile. It was also shaped by conversations in African capitals, and in Washington, London, Oslo, Brussels, Beijing, and the halls of the African Union and the United Nations—each of which played a role in the making of South Sudan.

On a sweltering day in July 2011, hundreds of thousands gathered to declare, at long last, an independent Republic of South Sudan. It was an unforgettable moment—an exercise of political self-determination after decades of marginalization and violence in the “old” Sudan. I continued writing about the young country in its first year after independence—the good, bad, ugly, ominous, and exciting, until returning to the United States in the summer of 2012.

I joined the U.S. government in the fall of 2013, serving for three years as Director of Policy in the Office of the Special Envoy for Sudan and South Sudan, which spearheads American diplomacy on behalf of the White House and the Department of State.

The majority of my time as an American diplomat was spent at the center of the South Sudan peace process, working closely with the warring parties, international mediators, and African governments who sought to end a senseless war. This included days, then weeks, then months of dialogue with South Sudan’s leading men—and they were mostly men—many of whom I had come to know during my years in their country. Fortunately, my history and relationships afforded me a degree of credibility that allowed for frank and open dialogue.

I left the Obama administration in 2016 to begin writing this book, though I thought long and hard before doing so. I knew that I had been present—often with insider access—during the country’s most formative years, and in some sense I sat astride the unique relationship between South Sudan and America. Nonetheless, I wondered whether I was an appropriate narrator. After soliciting advice from confidants in both countries, I decided to proceed.

A Rope from the Sky is the untold story of the making and unmaking of South Sudan. It is one narrative, and one set of reflections, from an observer who became enthralled by the place, its people, and its rhythms.

The pages that follow draw on hundreds of interviews, many conducted specifically for the book, others that were done during years of prior research. In addition to my own tattered notebooks, files, photos, and memories, I relied on a network of South Sudanese individuals who shared with me their lives—their ideas, opinions, emotions, hopes and predictions. Some of them were new to me, others I had known for years. Some were political big shots, others were ordinary citizens. Each brought unique perspectives and helped piece together this incredible puzzle of a story.

And so I am forever grateful to the many Southern Sudanese who taught me about their country, and who shared their stories for this book.






NOTES FOR THE READER


	The terms “Southern Sudan” and “South Sudan” are used at different stages in this book. The former is used to refer to the geographic (and semi-autonomous) region of Sudan prior to independence. The latter refers to the independent Republic after July 2011.


	The guerrilla army known as the Sudan People’s Liberation Army, “SPLA,” was founded together with the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement, “SPLM,” its political wing, though the line between the two was often indistinguishable. The SPLM went on to become South Sudan’s ruling party at independence, and the SPLA became its national army.


	At the time of South Sudan’s independence in 2011, the country was divided into ten states. These administrative units will be referenced herein for political and geographical purposes. (A new system of states was introduced in 2015, albeit amid some controversy.)


	The names of some individuals who appear in this book have been changed to protect their identity. This does not include public figures. Most interviews were conducted in English, though some were conducted (whether in indigenous languages or Arabic) with the assistance of a translator.
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PROLOGUE



JUBA, DECEMBER 15, 2013

Just before midnight, the crack-crack of an AK-47 disturbed the quiet. For a city long awash in eastern bloc rifles, the familiar staccato wasn’t out of the ordinary—but it drew heightened attention on this already tense evening in Juba.

Crack-crack.

These were not the errant shots of a foot soldier who had downed one too many beers. The rounds had been fired inside the headquarters of the presidential guard, the so-called Tiger Division, in the south central part of the city. Seconds later, a barrage of gunfire erupted.

Rival factions within the guard, from South Sudan’s two dominant ethnic groups—Dinka and Nuer—had turned their guns on each other. Tracer bullets streaked through the darkness. The chatter of small-arms fire intensified. Fighting spread like brushfire to military facilities across Juba as each side sought control of ammunition depots and rallied more units to action.

Gun battles spilled into residential neighborhoods, sending scores of frantic civilians into flight. Thatched-roof homes were set alight, dotting the darkened horizon with flares of incandescent orange and thick plumes of smoke. Small-arms fire soon gave way to the thud of heavy machine guns and the blasts of mortar shells. Hundreds of terrified civilians swarmed to the United Nations base in the Tomping neighborhood, pleading for the gates to be opened.

In a matter of hours, the military chain of command collapsed, replaced by dueling ethnic authorities. Those now trading fire were elements loyal to the country’s president, Salva Kiir, a Dinka, and to its deposed vice president, Riek Machar, a Nuer.

Hours earlier, a long-simmering dispute inside the country’s ruling party, the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement, had reached a boil. After fighting Africa’s longest civil war against dominant regimes in the North, the SPLM had assumed power in the newly independent Republic of South Sudan in 2011. But a growing struggle between the party’s leading figures had sparked the night’s violence—and now threatened the young nation’s collapse. Riek (Ree-ack) and other would-be challengers wanted the president to step down. But Salva wasn’t about to be pushed aside.

Their dispute was about power, not ethnicity. But while a state had been born in South Sudan, a nation was still in the making. Tribal allegiance remained paramount in the new Republic, and the two men were scions of rival ethnic communities with a troubled history. Together they personified the unreconciled sins of a war era that had sometimes pitted their tribes against each other. And so in the ensuing days, each man would mobilize his ethnic base by summoning the ghosts of the past.

After a decades-long liberation struggle, a return to war seemed unthinkable. Now, just two years since the triumph of independence, South Sudan’s guerillas-turned-governors seemed set on throwing it all away. It was not supposed to go this way.
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Two years earlier, on July 9, 2011, cries of “South Sudan Oyyyyy-aaayyh!” rang out from atop a ceremonial balcony. “South Sudan Oyyyyy-aaayyh!” the master of ceremonies belted out again, “Jenub Sudan Oyyyyy-aaayyh!” The crowd below—the largest ever in Juba—responded exuberantly, “South Sudan Oyyyyyy-aaayyh!” The call-and-response would be repeated frequently on this most historic of occasions, as a sea of giddy nationals readied to taste freedom for the first time. Today was Independence Day.

Tens of thousands had arrived at the newly christened Freedom Square to celebrate their nation’s birth. Many had been standing in the blazing sun since dawn, and they stood elbow to elbow for as far as the eye could see. They sang songs, waved miniature flags, and boogied to the pulsing beats of their homeland. Some dressed in their Sunday best, while others sported sashes, feathered headdresses, and strings of colorful beads. Some came with painted shields, others with painted faces. Many carried framed portraits of their liberation icon, the late Dr. John Garang, and his successor, Salva Kiir.

Dignitaries and invited guests packed a concrete grandstand stretching several hundred feet down one side of a wide avenue. The grandstand was topped by a balcony draped in the nation’s colors and a canopied section for “VVIP”—very, very important guests.

Like an eager host rushing to prepare for a housewarming bash, the South Sudanese had spent the preceding weeks readying their city for its moment in the spotlight. Streets had been paved, fences painted, and thoroughfares lined with freshly planted trees and rose bushes. Young boys cut grass with machetes, and elderly ladies collected rubbish and swept dusty roads with hand brooms. Youth groups previewed vibrant new costumes and rehearsed traditional songs for the people’s parade that would dance its way to the party.

It was hot, white hot. Guests in the grandstand shimmied to the music as sweat poured down their cheeks and onto soaked shirt collars. Soldiers in dress uniform stood at attention for the duration of the ceremony, dozens of whom would collapse from heat stroke and be carried away on stretchers. Even so, it was hard to distract from the excitement.

Military units marched in formation down the broad avenue wearing green, blue, and red dress uniforms and matching berets. Tall, thin, and exceptionally dark, these young men and women enjoyed the most distinct of honors, representing not only their communities and their country, but the millions of heroes who had fought and died over decades of liberation struggle. The cheers crested as one special unit—the war-wounded veterans—hobbled down the avenue on crutches, their dark green fatigues wrapped around the stumps of missing limbs.

Meanwhile, bands and fireworks marked parallel celebrations in state capitals and county seats across the country, and the excitement did not stop there. Because so many war-era refugees had resettled abroad, Southerners gathered to celebrate at school gymnasiums as far away as Omaha, Nebraska, and Portland, Maine. Sons and daughters of the struggle became choked up at ceremonies in London, Toronto, and Sioux Falls, South Dakota.

Back at Freedom Square, the atmosphere was electric. Shivers ran through the bodies of the country’s inaugural citizens, the crowd infused with a palpable energy. Hundreds of cameramen, photographers, and journalists from around the globe perched precariously on elevated platforms rising from within the crowd, each filing live updates as the big moment approached. On this one day, the whole world was watching Juba. And on this day, it seemed, there were no Nuer, no Dinka, no Anyuak, and no Shilluk. There were only South Sudanese.

Exactly six months earlier, in January 2011, millions of Southerners had waited in long lines to cast their votes for independence. Yellow signs hung from government offices and mud huts, from corrugated tin schools and under designated groves of trees, each one of the thousands of polling stations opened nationwide. In a country more than 70 percent illiterate, the ballots were made simple. One box depicted two hands clasped—a representation of “unity” with Sudan. In the other box, a single free hand raised alone—a representation of “separation” from Sudan. A purple-inked fingerprint would mark the spot.

Adorned in white dress, tiara, and a wreath of native flowers, Mama Rebecca Kadi was carried in her wheelchair up the steps of a polling station in Juba. Thought to be South Sudan’s oldest woman—reportedly 115 years—Mama Rebecca had seen everything. Upon inking her vote for independence, she exclaimed, “This is the best day ever in my life!” Mama Rebecca could now die happy, she said; the liberation struggle was finally over.

Southern Sudan was among the most marginalized and underdeveloped places on earth, and had been embroiled in wars with repressive governments in Khartoum for half a century. Its people had battled not only racial and cultural subjugation, but decades of hunger, disease, and displacement. They had lost more than two million sons and daughters to war, and those who survived continued to be denied services, opportunity, or any real voice in their own government. They had been treated as outsiders, trapped inside an arbitrary colonial border with scant hopes of improving their lot.

And so John Garang had once famously asked his people, “When the time comes to vote at the referendum, it is your golden choice to determine your fate. Would you like to be second-class citizens in your own country?” In the end, the answer to that question was overwhelming. Four million Southern Sudanese cast votes in the referendum—99 percent of them for independence.

As the independence ceremony was about to begin, sirens blared and red-and-blue lights flashed as convoy after convoy delivered foreign diplomats and VIP guests to the huge new grandstand. Thirty heads of state and dignitaries from around the world had descended upon Juba for the festivities. The American delegation settled in to their seats, headed by former Secretary of State Colin Powell, who had signed the historic 2005 peace agreement affording Southerners the right to self-determination. Sitting beside him were Susan Rice, then President Obama’s ambassador to the UN, and Congressman Donald Payne of New Jersey—two of South Sudan’s most ardent champions.

All eyes fixed on two flag poles as the afternoon ceremony approached its climax. For ten precious seconds, the cheers and ululations reached an ear-splitting crescendo as the Sudanese flag was lowered, and the new South Sudanese flag simultaneously raised. Independence, at last. Tears streamed down the faces of elderly women, strangers hugged one another, and triumphant fists thrust into the air.

Donning his trademark black cowboy hat, the president rose to the podium. “I, General Salva Kiir, do hereby swear by the almighty God …” When he finished his oath, Salva clutched the new constitution with both hands and waved it to a crowd in full fervor.

The often underwhelming president then rose to the occasion, delivering a magnanimous inaugural address. He spoke of duty, sacrifice, and the tall tasks ahead. “The eyes of the world are on us,” he said, and rising to the challenge of statehood would require South Sudanese to overcome the divisions of the past. “May this day mark a new beginning of tolerance, unity and love for one another,” the president concluded. “Let our cultural and ethnic diversity be a source of pride and strength, not parochialism and conflict.”

Vice President Riek Machar followed suit. Salva and Riek had always been uncomfortable bedfellows, but their complicated history was set aside today as Riek extolled Salva’s courageous leadership. As the new Republic’s citizens listened to the words of their leaders, expectations swelled.

Remarks were delivered by African heads of state, the UN Secretary-General, the Crown Prince of Norway, and a Chinese presidential envoy—each one taking the opportunity to formally recognize the Republic of South Sudan. Susan Rice was next. Climbing atop a milk crate to reach the podium, she hailed a “day of triumph” for the people of South Sudan. Their story, she said, had reminded the world that “few forces on Earth are more powerful than a citizenry tempered by struggle and united in sacrifice.” Emphasizing the special relationship between the United States and South Sudan, she declared: “My country too was born amid struggle and strife on a July day. On this day, the world’s oldest democracy welcomes the world’s newest state.”

All urged the South Sudanese to be mindful of the huge challenges ahead. But it was hard to give tomorrow’s task much thought; today was for celebrating. After two civil wars and two million lives lost, their tumultuous history with Sudan was now behind them. The 9th of July meant overcoming the legacies of exclusion, racism, and subjugation. The people of South Sudan were finally free to be themselves in their own land. The slate was clean, and the future theirs for the taking.
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Simon huddled alone in his shack, listening nervously as the fighting drew closer. His chest tightened with fear. Earlier on the afternoon of December 15, in a local market, he had overheard a couple of Dinka boys talking surreptitiously about impending violence. He wondered, now, if this was what they had been discussing.

After a late-night lull in the fighting, Simon settled down on his sleeping mat for a few hours of restless shuteye. But as the sun rose on Monday, December 16, he knew he was not yet safe. “The violence started again,” he recalls, and it was about to get much worse. “PKMs, AKs, anti-tank guns”—he rattles off the soundtrack of the escalating conflict, his ability to identify such an arsenal by ear revealing much about his homeland.

Two years have passed since those terrifying hours, but Simon remembers them vividly. He and I sit alone at a quiet patio table in the back of a Juba restaurant. I met Simon earlier in the afternoon while walking around Manga Ten, a predominantly Nuer neighborhood on Juba’s north side. He’s in his early twenties—tall and skinny, with relaxed shoulders and a distinctive scar over his left eyebrow. A native of Akobo, some 200 miles northeast of the capital, he was just eighteen months away from completing his studies at a Juba secondary school when the fighting erupted. He is the first of many who will recount to me their experience of that awful night.

He emerged cautiously, he recalls, to consult neighbors in Manga Ten, but the jumble of rumors then circulating confused him. What was not in doubt, he says, was the ethnic dimension of the unfolding conflict.

Simon had returned to South Sudan in 2009 after nearly a decade in Kakuma Refugee Camp, in neighboring Kenya. The dusty supercamp has hosted those fleeing Sudan’s wars for a quarter-century, and was a transit point for many of the “Lost Boys” later resettled in Europe and North America. Despite the upheaval that once drove Simon and millions of others across international borders, the education he received at Kakuma—one he would not have gotten at home—was a silver lining.

To complement his native Nuer, he learned Swahili and English, which set him apart from many of his peers in the village. So did his outlook. Back home he would have grown up in an isolated enclave, separated from most of Sudan’s 60 other ethnic groups by great distance and sometimes impenetrable terrain. But at Kakuma, Simon learned, ate, and chased about the camp’s dusty alleyways with boys from many of those groups. He was particularly close to a few Dinka boys, and even learned to speak a bit of their language—a skill that would later save his life.

On the morning of December 16, bands of Dinka soldiers fanned out across known Nuer neighborhoods—Mia Saba, New Site, and Gudele. Clad in Tiger Division fatigues and dark maroon berets, amped-up soldiers hopped out of crowded pickup trucks with their weapons cocked. They roamed from house to house, kicking in doors and forcibly entering homes to intimidate, beat, detain, and kill. Some Nuer men were dragged into the street and shot in the head in front of their families. Others were forced to run before being shot in the back.

Soldiers entered family huts and ordered their inhabitants to speak, thereby determining their ethnicity—and their fates—on the basis of language. “Mah-lay,” an assailant might say, mimicking a common Nuer greeting; an affirmative reply would invite an immediate spray of gunfire. Those who could not converse in Dinka met the same terrible end. Young men were also identified, and executed, on the basis of facial scarring—a traditional practice that leaves permanent markings on the forehead, the patterns of which can denote ethnic origin.

Some victims were tied up and bludgeoned to death. Others were barricaded inside their homes, which were then set on fire. One man’s hands and feet were bound behind his back before he was shot in the chest and put on display at the entrance of a Nuer community. Victims and their families reported disappearances, torture, and brutal gang rapes. Men and women in one neighborhood described being forced to drink the blood of slaughtered family members, others to eat the burned flesh of decaying corpses.

As more reports of ethnic killing circulated among Simon’s neighbors, he pulled out his cell phone and rang his elder brother Samuel, who was staying in a rented shanty nearby. Samuel had been in Juba for medical treatment, and was preparing for the journey home to his wife and three young children in Akobo. “Do not move anywhere,” Simon insisted, “you stay inside that house.”

That afternoon, President Salva appeared on television from the presidential palace. He had traded his customary suit and tie for military fatigues, and the ominous symbolism was impossible to ignore. Speaking from a podium and flanked by a group of hardline cabinet ministers, the commander-in-chief began his address to the nation with a shocking claim. Riek Machar, he said, had attempted a coup d’état. Forces loyal to the deposed vice president were responsible for a series of “criminal attacks” and for the fighting that had enveloped Juba overnight. “The culprits,” he added, “will answer for their crimes.”

Seeking to project a sense of authority, the president then claimed his government was in “full control” of the security situation and doing all it could to “ensure the citizens of Juba are secure and safe.” But Salva’s assurances belied the reality unfolding outside the pressroom, where his own forces were hunting members of Simon’s tribe.

The optics of the event, the military fatigues, and the implied threats laid plain that things were about to get worse. Calling Riek a “prophet of doom,” the president declared that he would not allow “1991 to happen again.” Though lost on foreign ears, the evocative reference to 1991—when Riek’s attempt to oust a Dinka leader had prompted a decade of ethnic violence—was unmistakable for every South Sudanese. This was a declaration of war.

Roadblocks sprang up, tanks roared down capital streets, and loyal army elements flushed remaining Nuer forces from the city. National Security operatives rounded up high-profile members of the ruling SPLM, alleged conspirators in Riek’s supposed coup. Only the prophet of doom himself remained at large.

As day gave way to dusk on December 16, the attacks on Nuer civilians continued. At a police compound on Juba’s west side, more than two hundred Nuer men were forced into a small holding facility. The doors were locked, and soon congestion, heat, and darkness prompted panicked gasps for air. Uniformed guards then shoved their rifles into the building’s windows—and began firing indiscriminately. Screams emanated from the compound as bullets ricocheted off interior walls and cut down the mass of bodies within. Beneath the heap of corpses, a few terrified survivors lay motionless, pretending to be dead.

Meanwhile Simon, standing outside his tin hut, felt the fighting coming closer. “Bullets were flying everywhere,” he says, jabbing a series of repeated fingers in the air, emulating the tracer bullets that crisscrossed the darkening sky. Scampering back inside, he placed another call, this time to an old schoolmate from Kakuma, a Dinka, to find out what was happening. The friend got straight to the point: government forces were targeting Nuer. He urged Simon to seek refuge. “You run now to a place where you can save your life.”

Simon decided he would try to reach the United Nations base just a few kilometers to the south. He redialed his brother Samuel, who was unfamiliar with Juba’s sprawling neighborhoods, to inform him that they had to flee immediately. No answer. He rang twice more, but still no answer. With death squads descending on his neighborhood, and the window to run closing fast, Simon made a dash for it. He tore out of the house, made a hard right, and sprinted down a rust-colored dirt path lined by piles of burning rubbish and patrolled by stray dogs. Then he took a left, weaving through a hundred yards of waist-high grass, and arrived, panting, at the entrance to his brother’s rented hut.

Samuel was gone. At his feet, Simon noticed a trail of blood darkening the dirt floor, and a single bullet shell casing. “Samuel! Samuel!” he screamed, wheeling around to follow the trail outside. There in the tall grass opposite the entryway lay his brother, flat on his back, white undershirt soaked in blood. Simon dove to the ground and lifted his brother’s head and shoulders. “There was so much blood,” he remembers, slowing his words and fixing his gaze as he recalls the moment. Simon found an exit wound under his brother’s right shoulder blade. Samuel’s body was still warm, but the life had drained out of him.

“Then I just cried,” Simon says, “I cried so hard.”

Samuel had last visited Juba on South Sudan’s Independence Day, in 2011, when he’d bought Simon a new black suit and necktie to wear to the historic day’s festivities. Now he was dead.

Choking back tears, Simon wiped his face and hands, kicked off his sandals—they would only slow him down—and began running in the direction of the UN camp. Zigzagging through back alleys and ditches, he tried to avoid the main roads, where soldiers were patrolling. As he neared areas where people were moving about, he tamed his speeding legs and slowed to a deliberate walk, trying to harness his sense of alarm.

Simon was shocked by the bodies lying about the streets. “I tried not to look at them for long,” he explains, as he believed it would draw attention to himself. He kept his head down and did not speak his mother tongue. Luckily, he points out, he does not bear the Nuer facial markings—six parallel lines across the forehead—that made so many others easy targets that night.

As he rounded another corner, he spotted three soldiers directly in front of him, not 20 yards away. His heart was suddenly in his throat. “On your knees!” one of them shouted. Clad in green, brown, and black camouflage, with berets molded hard to their right temples, the young men trained their rifles on him and approached. “Yin lo noh?” one asked in the Dinka language—“where are you going?”

Simon knew his life now depended on this language test. “I tightened my heart,” he says, steeling his torso muscles. “So I could be confident.” He promptly replied to the soldiers, also speaking Dinka. “I told them, ‘I’m going to join our brothers in town.’” They told him to get up and waved him by.

When he arrived at the UN base, Simon found thousands of other Nuers already inside. “People were screaming,” he recalls. “This one lady, she described her children being murdered.” Others inside the crowded sanctuary were nervously moving about, phoning contacts on the outside, assuming the worst for their unaccounted-for kin.

Over the next 24 hours, the number of civilians seeking refuge at the UN compound would swell to 30,000. Six times that many would ultimately flee to UN bases countrywide. While these impromptu safe havens saved many lives, the huge and ethnically homogenous groups now crowded inside them were sitting ducks. UN officials dreaded the thought of a direct attack on the sites, which peacekeepers would be unable to repel.

Rumors of tribal kill lists and secret infiltrators fueled anxiety and polarization inside the camps. Abductions, rapes, and fights increased as the number of people swelled. The camps would later become desperately overcrowded and overwhelmed by disease and malnutrition. A stew of water, mud, and sewage exhaled an awful stink, as rains and poor drainage compounded already abysmal circumstances.

But for Simon and thousands of others, the relative security of the camps was preferable to the terror outside the fence. Simon thought of his mother, and of Samuel’s wife, back in the town of Akobo. They were unaware of the chaos unfolding in Juba. When he finally reached them by phone, he broke the news about Samuel. The women wailed uncontrollably. “Come home to the village immediately,” his mother begged between sobs, but he had no choice but to stay put.

Riek Machar was the government’s most wanted man, but by the third day of the crisis, he was still nowhere to be found. His state-issued vehicles and more than a hundred personal guards remained at his official residence, but rumors put the fugitive in any number of hiding places around town—including, some said, at the American embassy. As government agents hunted him, Riek was secretly ferried to a nondescript mud hut in Mia Saba, another Nuer neighborhood. Only a handful of trusted aides knew his true location, and to divert attention, they had planted the rumor about his taking refuge at the American embassy. The deposed vice president would remain hidden there, amid the fighting and confusion, for two days.

At 11am the following morning, December 17, the president’s men ordered elite security forces to surround Riek’s house. They were accompanied by a pair of T-72 Russian-built army tanks, which rumbled slowly toward the compound’s front and rear gates. Moments after they came to a rest, a thunderous boom rocked the capital.

Unaware of the siege unfolding just a few miles away, staffers at the American embassy were stunned. “You could feel the vibration everywhere,” one reported. “It was the loudest explosion I had ever heard.” A tank had breached the wall and fired artillery shells into Riek’s two-story stone house. Government soldiers stormed the premises, and a bloody firefight with Riek’s guards ensued, killing scores on both sides. But when survivors picked through the rubble, Riek was not among them.

Horrifying accounts of ethnic targeting in Juba began spreading north and east to Nuer communities, traveling up the Nile to Leer and Fangak, then to Bentiu and Malakal, and across swampland to Ayod, Waat, and Akobo. Unable to help their kin under siege in the capital, their shock and fear quickly morphed into a desire for revenge. Huge numbers of armed young men began mobilizing.

The following afternoon, Riek fled his secret Juba hideout, speeding north in a convoy of vehicles toward a crossing on the Nile River. Across the formidable waterway lay the gateway to the Nuer heartland, where he could find refuge and take stock. Upon reaching the crossing, Riek and his entourage abandoned their vehicles, commandeered a barge, and headed for the eastern bank.

They landed in the elephant grasses just south of Bor, the capital of Jonglei state, where a feared Nuer army commander awaited them. Peter Gadet had already defected with his Nuer forces and would soon seize control of the state capital. Joining forces with rag-tag bands of armed Nuer youth, some wearing plastic flip-flops and carrying rocket-propelled grenades, they would exact revenge upon the Dinka citizens of Bor town, committing crimes as horrible as those they sought to avenge.

Torching homes and ransacking markets, the marauding forces unleashed their weapons on government workers and ordinary residents. Scores of bodies—including women, children, and the elderly—soon lay decomposing in the streets. Teenage militia boys, sporting red headbands, later slaughtered a group of women sheltering in the compound of a local church. Others burst into a hospital, shooting patients in their beds. Because Bor was the site of an infamous 1991 massacre of the Dinka, the revenge attacks further cemented a narrative of ethnically motivated violence.

Meanwhile, what had begun as a reaction was about to be christened a rebellion. Riek, his whereabouts now known, spoke to reporters from his new headquarters in the bush. “I have attempted no coup,” he asserted vehemently. Firing accusations back at President Salva, he then announced, “I have appealed to the SPLM and the army to remove Salva Kiir from the leadership of the country.” The statement erased any doubt that, no matter its spark, a new war for the soul of South Sudan had begun.
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BOOMTOWN


“Cities, like dreams, are made of desires and fears . . . their rules are absurd, their perspectives deceitful, and everything conceals something else.”

—Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities




JUBA, 2016

Asante sana,” the pilot announces over the intercom in Swahili. “Thank you for flying with Kenya Airways, and we hope you enjoy your stay in Juba.” Flight #352 from Nairobi begins its initial descent into the capital of neighboring South Sudan, and as the silver bird dips below the cloud line toward Juba, a familiar landscape reveals itself below.

A vast scrubland plain stretches into the horizon—greens, tans, and golds dotted with thorny trees and short round bushes. East and west of the city are lone mountains, or jebels, as they are known in Arabic. They are not ranges, but rather free-standing rock outcroppings, huge, coffee-colored giants that rise abruptly and mysteriously from the otherwise flat terrain. The Nile River meanders through the eastern part of the city, the towering mango trees and elephant grasses on its banks bathed in a pleasant yellow. Men maneuver in wooden fishing canoes, and lime-green tufts of water hyacinth bob and turn frivolously in the river’s swirling currents, deceiving the uninitiated of its immense and silent power.

The first signs of town appear at the front edge of the oval window, conical huts of mud and thatch, small clusters of them surrounded by rudimentary fences, worn patches of earth, and of course, cattle. First a half dozen homesteads spaced far apart, then a dozen more, the space between them shrinking fast. Finally the crescendo breaks into the dense residential neighborhoods of what is now a sprawling capital city.

It’s a steamy afternoon in June 2016. Having finished my stint as a U.S. diplomat, I’m back in a personal capacity to meet with familiar faces, and new ones, to reflect on all that has happened in this Republic’s short but turbulent history. Though I’ve made this descent many dozens of times, I remember vividly the first time I set down on the tarmac at Juba Airport, seven years ago, in what was then a united Sudan. The descent—or plunge—that day was aboard a flight operated by JetLink, one of the only commercial airlines then flying to Juba. Its pilots had a penchant for the kind of free fall descents that elicit weapons-grade anxiety. Out the left side of the aircraft I’d caught an unsettling glimpse of a downed MiG fighter jet just off the runway. On the seat-back in front of me, the embroidered words “No Fumar” had been scratched out, a hint that the regional carrier’s aging fleet had been acquired mostly from second-hand planes originating in, oh, say, Venezuela.

Back then, most days at the airport were slow days. The UN peacekeeping mission operated fixed-wing planes and large transport helicopters, and humanitarian aid agencies supplied their rural outposts every week or two using a gaggle of small rotary prop planes. Just one or two commercial flights touched down daily, such that when the roar of jet engines could first be heard in the distance, a local might say, “there’s the afternoon Jetlink now.”

But just two years later, in the wake of independence, Juba’s sweltering tarmac was a crowded parking lot. And today, five years after independence, the traffic on the expanded apron seems even more congested. I count a half dozen commercial airliners, and a host of hulking Antonovs—the Soviet-era flying beasts commonplace in this part of the world—which tower over a field of planes of all shapes and sizes. As I descend the mobile stairway, I’m instantly blinded by the 3:00pm sun. The color is washed out of everything. Beads of sweat materialize on my forehead, and a taxiing aircraft sends a wave of hot exhaust across the concrete, blowing dust into my eyes.

It’s right around 100 degrees, and I wish I weren’t wearing a suit jacket. As Juba was preparing to become a true capital city in 2011, business had suddenly gotten formal; suits, ties, and wingtips became the norm. But in the preceding six years of limited self-rule, Juba had still been something of a small and informal town. It had few paved roads and foreign visitors often put up in tented camps. Like many others, I used to meet senior government officials in a button-down shirt (sometimes short-sleeves) and a sturdy pair of boots—critical even in town when it rained. I never wore a tie and only put on a jacket for formal functions or meetings with the president or vice president.

Head down and squinting, I see the deputy minister, who disembarked ahead of me, being received by a line of well wishers in business suits and flowered dresses, their toothy-white smiles and exuberant long-armed waves suggesting they are quite happy to see him. Behind them, a company of lackadaisical-looking UN peacekeepers from India unload racks of supplies and equipment from their trucks as they prepare to rotate out of the country. Up ahead is the new glass-walled terminal that was the subject of considerable excitement in 2011, though it was not completed in time for independence day as planned, and it remains unfinished now—a glittering reminder of all that might have been. The nearby VIP terminal for government fat cats and foreign diplomats has twice been upgraded, but the rest of us make our way into the familiar old one-story, one-room arrival “terminal” to await passport stamps and retrieve luggage.

It is dark inside, and a veritable hotbox. As my eyes re-adjust, I notice the blades of two wall-mounted desk fans sitting idle, signaling no electricity at the terminal this afternoon. Fading signs in Arabic advertise charter services for long-defunct companies, and silver and green Christmas tinsel decorations hang by wires from the ceiling. Men dressed in short-sleeve plainclothes watch the arrivees, their occupation—national security grunt—given away by conspicuously interested eyes and airs of self-importance. The heavy emphasis on security is a product of the government’s militarized pedigree, but even more so it is an emulation of former overlords in Khartoum—the capital of Sudan’s bona fide police-state, where paranoid intelligence and security organs are immensely powerful.

A rusting red tractor pulls a wooden luggage cart to an opening in the ramshackle terminal, and lean young teenagers—all bone and muscle—heave backpacks and overstuffed roller bags inside. After passing through an unmanned X-ray machine with a broken monitor, bags are tossed and inspected haphazardly, underwear and toiletries quickly scoured by tired customs officials in sweat-saturated blue uniforms, who then scrawl chalk marks on the bags to authorize entry. A third of those waiting for their luggage are South Sudanese, the remainder are foreigners: European aid workers, Lebanese businessmen, East African clergymen, development experts from the World Bank. Their body language reveals their respective experience; some are relaxed and familiar, while first-timers nervously try to make sense of the protocol, which defies intuition. Some are wondering just what the hell they were thinking in coming here.

Muscling my way through the logjam of sweaty commuters, I step outside again into the over-exposed light and hop into a hired vehicle. Traffic is a zoo. Cars, SUVs, UN vehicles, tuk tuks, and motorized cargo carts fight for advantage on the road, making up traffic rules as they go. Tottering trucks spew a black exhaust so acrid you can taste it. Horns are generously honked. Teenage boys in reflective sunglasses sit slack on boda bodas—the East African term for motorcycle taxis—speeding through narrow gaps in traffic at cringe-worthy speed. Many of them end up at Juba hospital. Two cars make U-turns in the middle of busy thoroughfares, causing a truck driver to shake a frustrated open palm out his window. An aging and top-heavy bus swerves to evade a flock of aimless goats. Creativity trumps order. One driver, whose maroon SUV succumbs to the record-setting fuel shortages now choking the city, gets out of the vehicle and leaves it, door open, in the middle of a busy intersection.

It’s good to be back.

On the next corner is a gas station, but long lines suggest its underground tanks are empty. Stretching for several blocks, then snaking around a corner, and another, two rows of cars are parked awaiting the next fuel delivery. As we pass by, I count upwards of 200 thirsty vehicles. The fuel shortage is staggering, and reflective of a collapsed economy, the lack of infrastructure, and a continuing dependence on petrol products delivered by truck from neighboring Uganda.

“I will come here and park tonight, around 11pm,” James, my Kenyan driver, says, pointing with raised eyebrows to the end of the line of cars. “And leave it parked in the street?” I ask. “Yes. I’ll lock the doors, and come back—maybe 5am,” he says, when he hopes the line will be moving. Whatever he gets at the pump, he will siphon a portion of it out with a rubber hose and save in empty soda bottles—either for later use or sale on the black market.

In 2009, there were just two or three paved roads in Juba. Today the still-expanding city center is almost entirely paved. Back then I hired a 4x4 vehicle and driver to take me around town to meetings day and night, and I regularly had to haggle with Peter, my Ugandan driver, to bring him down from $150 per day. When the air conditioner didn’t work in his silver and blue Nissan Patrol, I negotiated harder. The price was standard fare for a sufficiently robust vehicle in Juba those days, in part because regular cars weren’t common—they would bottom out or suffer flat tires on Juba’s notoriously bumpy network of dirt paths. Some roads were so bumpy—a sea of earthen waves—that I sometimes wished I had a helmet, and regularly kept a firm grip of the leather handle above my window.

When Peter slowed to rock the 4x4 over huge dips and swells in the dirt road, I would sometimes crack my head, hard, right temple on the passenger side window. “Sorry boss,” Peter would say, genuinely, before cracking into a smile and cackling at both my folly and the absurdity of Juba’s road network, and all that it represented. I occasionally took boda bodas as more and more materialized in town, as they were cheap and their young drivers sometimes a good source of local gossip, if not smooth gear-shifters. But the motorbikes weren’t always convenient for conducting professional business, and the more trips you logged with the accident-prone speed-junkies, the more you were tempting fate.

Late one evening I was riding home from a meeting on a main thoroughfare in Peter’s Nissan Patrol, when one such speeding boda boda careened down a sloping side street to our right. I caught a peripheral glimpse of its single head light just before it crashed head-on into the side of our vehicle. After Peter hit the brakes, I jumped out and found the twenty-something driver, bloodied, lying on the ground in a spray of shattered glass and motorbike parts. There was a sizable dent in our vehicle, and the young man appeared unconscious, maybe dead.

I stopped a passing truck, got help loading the limp body into its bed, and asked the driver to speed us to Juba hospital. When we arrived, the night-shift doctors were none too urgent. Not only was the electricity out, but there appeared to be half a dozen other injured boda drivers already on site. The docs had seen this movie before. In the end, the young man left the following morning with minimal injuries. He had been profoundly drunk, his body most likely relaxed as he smashed into the chassis, which, ironically, may have saved his life.

While solid statistics are hard to come by, estimates put Juba’s 2009 population at a few hundred thousand. Just seven years later, credible guesses had doubled and tripled that figure, but its hard to say for sure. I had been back numerous times between 2013 and 2015 as a U.S. diplomat, though all were short visits with tightly scripted schedules. Today we drive around at a more leisurely pace than I’ve been able to in years, and I notice landmarks that used to be miles out of town but today are enveloped by urbanization. The city pushes outward by the day, in haphazard fashion. Considering the economy is in total free fall, I’m stunned at the continuing construction. The growth might otherwise be a signal of a healthy and developing nation, except that I know it is confined to the relative calm of the capital city.

Disparities between national capitals and the hinterland are common in emerging African economies, but here, in the world’s most underdeveloped plot of land, the chasm is particularly wide. Driving out of Juba on almost any gravel road is like traveling back in time; a decade seems to slip away with each passing mile. As the bustle and boom grow smaller in the rear-view mirror, one begins to understand that Juba is not the norm, but a bubble foreign to most Southern Sudanese. Radios and cell phones have been game-changers, and the creep of modernity is underway. But by some basic measures, from the outside looking in, daily life for the majority of people is not unlike it was for their ancestors four or five generations before.

As Juba grew rapidly in the oil-fueled years before independence, the rest of the country remained at a virtual standstill. What you wouldn’t know from a spin around the bustling city today is just how badly the rest of the country has been left behind, or how ravaged it has been by two years of civil war since independence. More than two million people have been displaced—enough to fill 25 professional football stadiums—and a steady stream are still leaving. An additional 50 stadiums full of people, or one-third of the country’s entire population—are facing a potential famine.

[image: image]

I’m planning a trip outside Juba next week, and I’ll need a mosquito net. So I ask James to take me to Konyo Konyo market, one of the largest open-air markets in the city. Konyo Konyo is located on the southeast side of town, just before the lone bridge crossing the Nile River, and it is a rocking place. I used to pick up the occasional item here—a pair of cheap sunglasses, some shoe laces—but I haven’t been back in years and it, like Juba, has grown exponentially since independence. I’m shocked. Thousands of people move in ordered chaos, bartering for goods of all kinds, chattering about the day’s gossip, and pressing wads of filthy and devalued pound notes—each graced with John Garang’s likeness—into the sweating palms of hustling traders. There is a tempo and a hum about this place, one that can you can become transfixed by.

The unmistakable smell of smoking charcoal wafts from a makeshift stove that rests between an elderly woman’s weathered bare feet. Overhead, a maze of electric wires convenes from all directions into a knotted mess, begging to spark a fire, except that they carry no power. The afternoon heat is furnace-like, and the air is filled with sand, diesel fumes, and the smell of men fixing bodas, shirtless and up to their elbows in grease.

Giant red bags of potatoes and purple bags of onions lean against wood shacks and metal shanties that form long meandering rows of commercial bustle. Inside the shacks are packages of powdered milk and flavored drinks, tubs of durum wheat and cooking oil stacked to the ceiling in precarious towers. The shade of a corrugated tin awning saves one veteran shopkeeper from the solar onslaught. He is measuring dry goods in metal coffee mugs, before him a sea of round wash basins filled with orange lentils, purple beans, two-tone brown dates, sparkling sugar and spices, and bleach-white flour packed into conical, temple-like mounds.

At the next stall are brightly-colored dresses and second-hand clothing—T-shirts emblazoned with logos of American Rotary clubs and high school lacrosse teams. At the next, a smooth-talking trader nods and stretches an open hand toward stacks of woven mats, mosquito nets, cell phone batteries, flashlights, soccer balls, foam mattresses, aluminum buckets, and bars of soap. Like everything else here, his wares are imported. “A good price for you, my friend,” he says, switching from Arabic to English. Despite the country’s rich ethnic and cultural diversity, successive governments in Khartoum had tried to impose an Arab and Islamic identity on the whole of Sudan. Though their project ultimately failed, some elements endured. Arabic thus remains the most common lingua franca in South Sudan, although the new Republic, eager to distance itself from that troubled past, adopted English as its official language in 2011.

Konyo Konyo’s perimeter is framed by long yellow buildings—remnants from the period of Sudanese control—their rusting roofs, peeling yellow paint, and blue metal doors resembling the market stalls in Khartoum’s souks. Here, more traders, most of them from the Darfur region in western Sudan, sell used shoes, backpacks, cigarettes, motor bike parts, spare tires, and sim cards. Dried fish and sides of beef and goat hang on display out front. If you are discreet, and know whom to consult, you can also exchange dollars for South Sudanese pounds here at the black market rate. I remember when the rate was 3 pounds to the dollar. Today, the illicit banker in fraying jean shorts tells me, “40 to 1.” By the end of the year that ratio will rise to more than 100 to 1.

Out front is a sea of umbrellas—orange, gold, blue, and rainbow-colored, most splashed with cell phone advertisements. Spread beneath them are blankets and rickety wooden tables topped with grain, rice, sweet potatoes, avocados, bananas, pineapples, mangoes, tomatoes, cucumbers, wild greens, ground nuts, and golf ball-sized plastic bags of peanut butter. An infant lies face down in an afternoon siesta between two pyramids of tiny green peppers.

The women running these miniature produce stands are third or fourth in the retail chain, as foodstuffs are also trucked in—mostly from neighboring Uganda. Despite the abundance of rich soil, water, and sunshine in this vast country, startlingly little food is grown for commercial sale. And what is grown here is hard to get to market. South Sudan’s Western Equatoria region, its most tropical, is known for quality produce. But, as an old friend from the area laments, the lack of reliable roads and infrastructure means “it costs much more to truck in a pineapple from Yambio,” the state’s capital, “than it does from Uganda.”

Idling aside the arched dirt road between the rows of shanties is a queue of black and yellow tuk-tuks, the three-wheeled passenger rickshaws first popularized in Asia. One driver naps on his handlebars while he waits for passengers to materialize and cram themselves into the back of his honking buzzard of a vehicle. Two women in long dresses and head scarves cross the road, each carrying bulging sacks of charcoal tied with red and green twine. Another, ferrying a plastic tub of purple tea on her head, scurries to avoid two boda bikes that rip past, engines growling.

Unfazed by the chaos, three aging men sit with hands on knees under a metal awning, the line between sun and shade cutting just across their chins. They are taking tea and comfortably passing the hours. Tea has long been a fixture of Sudanese life, a hangover from the British colonial period. As has become the norm in the South, these men fill their small glasses with as much powdered milk and sugar as tea and hot water.

At one end of Konyo Konyo is an aging mosque, at the other a two-story bank of new brick and mortar shops occupied by airlines, mobile phone providers, and a computer parts supplier—the creep of pleasures familiar across East Africa that have now made their way to Juba. In recent years tens of thousands of war-era refugees have poured back into South Sudan from elsewhere in East Africa. Like Simon, the 20-year-old student from Manga Ten, they are among the generation who walked to refugee camps in neighboring Kenya, Uganda, and Ethiopia, and eventually received some level of education. They face a particular set of challenges reintegrating in South Sudan, but their connections, tastes, and familiarity with these more advanced economies have also accelerated the changes in Juba.

On the corner, men assemble wooden bed frames, chairs, and tables, each stained a deep reddish brown. Such locally made furniture is a staple in the region, but it too is a recent addition to Juba, and the local timber, says James, my driver, “is the best… swear, it is the best you can get anywhere.” James regularly comments about the potential of this country and its resources, though such mentions are always shaded by a tone of opportunity wasted.

As in most major markets, many of the traders here are not South Sudanese, nor are those up the supply chain. Darfuri traders bring goods from Sudan, while the huge trucks packed with food and rumbling up the main supply road are owned by Ugandan and Kenyan firms. It isn’t the only sector dominated by foreigners. As we pass a group of listless young South Sudanese men sitting on a pile of empty barrels, James makes a dismissive theth clicking sound, tongue against the back of front teeth. “Yes, what’s that for?” I ask. “They don’t like to work,” he scoffs, summing up the view shared by many of his East African peers who drive cars for hire and work in Juba’s service industry. “It’s just their culture,” he says in a breath of condescension.

It’s an assessment I’ve heard for years, but again I am not convinced. Others here have offered more nuanced and credible explanations for the comparatively apathetic working culture—no history of a formal economy, decades of instability, and the dependency resulting from a generation of food aid. Add to that the absence of formal education, the dislocating changes of refugee migration, and the social status associated with a career in the military—which has a way of deterring private sector initiative.

Whatever the contributing factors, the reality is that many unexploited niches in this still expanding capital have been, and continue to be, seized by enterprising foreigners. It is why James and many of his friends have been driving cars-for-hire in Juba for years.

“We thought these guys would learn from us, copy the things we are doing, and then we’d soon have to go home.” He shakes his head, now striking a more sympathetic tone. “But they don’t.” He shrugs his shoulders. “So we are still here.”
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I first arrived in Southern Sudan as an analyst for the International Crisis Group during the so-called “interim period”—the six years between the signing of the 2005 peace agreement that ended the North-South war, and a referendum on Southern independence planned for 2011. It was a volatile period, shaped by a dizzying mix of political dynamics and competing interests that felt then—and still feel—like a roller coaster ride: the peace agreement’s “one country, two systems” model of government, the rush of billions of dollars of new oil money, a dangerous arms race, rampant corruption, the brinkmanship of larger-than-life personalities, a humanitarian disaster, and an international debate about self-determination.

The risk of war between North and South was present throughout, fueled by deep mistrust, provocative military posturing, and credible concerns that Southern independence might be denied by Khartoum. This tale of two capitals, spun over six tumultuous years, was a truly unique experiment, unprecedented in post-colonial Africa and unlikely to be repeated again.

When I arrived in Juba, half way through the interim period, the writing was on the wall—Southerners were going to vote for independence, come hell or high water. Despite the talk of preserving a union with Sudan, as envisioned in the peace deal, most Southerners were simply counting the days until they could bid their Northern oppressors farewell. The challenges of building their own nation from scratch were obvious, and stark, but they would not be deterred.

Preparing for that first visit in 2009, I sought all the names and numbers I could get my hands on, eager to begin research but equipped with no contacts or resources beyond my own curiosity. A colleague gave me the name of an SPLA handler who could facilitate a meeting with a senior army general, one who had drawn undue attention after recent disobedience, no less. Perfect; if I was to develop a network of contacts that could really teach me about the emerging capital’s politics, its power structures, and the transition now underway, this sounded like as good a place as any to start.

On one of my first days in the country, I arranged to meet the handler at the Juba Grand Hotel, then the most prestigious hotel address in town, though the “grand” establishment was no more than a series of free-standing metal containers and concrete courtyards dotted with cheap plastic chairs. Making my way around to one of the farthest containers, I gave a hesitant knock. A thirty-something SPLA officer in a stained white tank-top and wrinkled army trousers interrupted his television show to answer the door. As he asked a series of spontaneous and seemingly confused questions about who I was and what I wanted with the general, I wondered whether this vetting was really necessary, or an exercise in self-importance for an otherwise unoccupied mid-level officer.

He vaguely OK’d my visit, and walked me through a series of complicated directions to the general’s home in the Tomping neighborhood—there were no street signs in Juba, only landmarks from which one could triangulate. When I attempted to relay the roundabout route to my driver, Peter, he kindly interrupted and said he knew the place. As dusk gave way to darkness, we tic-tac-toed our way through a maze of dirt roads toward what was then the outskirts of town, where the general was completing a new home for himself and his wife.

Peter pulled up to a nondescript iron gate hung between two cinder-block walls and honked his horn. A pair of Kalashnikov-toting shadows in army fatigues emerged. As they came to inquire about our business and inspect the vehicle, I guessed their age at no more than 19. Satisfied with our response and our lack of an arsenal, they casually retreated through the gate, opened it, and waved us into the compound.

Inside, another thirty-odd armed teenagers, and a number of muscular dogs, perked up, turning to size up the visiting khawaja (white man). Some of the young soldiers were perched atop army “technicals”—camouflage-painted pickup trucks usually mounted with 12.7 millimeter heavy machine guns. Others attended to one of the two brand new gleaming H2 “Hummers” parked inside. The price tag on these monster SUVs—with their standard leather upholstery and Bose premium sound systems—was north of $50,000, triple the annual salary of an SPLA general.

I hopped out of my vehicle and began making my way toward the square cinderblock house, framed by a front porch and a single light fixture swinging from a chain above. The compound was suddenly silent, save for the gravel crunching beneath my boots. The uncomfortable focus on me was soon interrupted as a man emerged from the front door. Clad in green army beret, wrap around sunglasses, a cinched belt, and short-sleeve fatigues rolled up over biceps, the towering general stepped onto the porch wearing a huge grin. Lit dramatically by the spotlight above, he shouted to the dogs and raised two giant racks of raw meat into the air. Converging on the porch in nanoseconds, the animals leaped and growled and ripped furiously at the meat, trying to tear it from his grasp. Not letting go, the spotlight reflecting in his sunglasses, the general let out a sinister, high-pitched laugh reminiscent of Batman’s “Joker.”

Was this really happening? I felt as if I were on the set of some low-budget exploitation movie featuring a stereotypical African warlord. I could feel Peter behind me in the car, surely muffling his laughter at the whole scene and the absurdity that had just enveloped his rookie khawaja client.

The general was projecting an image. Did it come naturally, or was it an adopted caricature? The raw machismo, the flashy vehicles, the unsolicited tumbler of Johnny Walker whiskey he later poured me—was this stylized persona on display for me, I wondered, or for the coterie of armed and impressionable teenagers outside? Was it a projection of authority in a long-militarized society, part of cultivating the loyalty of a youthful personal guard—themselves eager to “become men” and experience power?

The 2005 peace agreement had elevated the Southern rebel movement—the SPLA—to the status of a national army, one in desperate need of professionalization, particularly if it was to secure and defend an independent country in just a few years’ time. At the moment, it was an ill-disciplined guerrilla movement, paling in comparison to the established armies of the region. Perhaps the general’s performance was his way of joining the club—a member of the newly minted military brass asserting himself as an equal.

Whether a product of conscious deliberation or not, the image was a powerful one—for me and for the men under the general’s tutelage. What this kind of relationship and role-modeling meant for the future of this nation-in-waiting, I wasn’t yet sure, but it seemed important to understand in a place where advancement had long come through the barrel of a gun.
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The general and I spoke for two hours, during which time we discussed the state of the SPLA, the personalities driving politics in the emergent South, and threats to the forthcoming referendum—a matter over which the general left no doubt about his readiness to return to war. After our discussion, I thanked the general for his time and walked back up the gravel path to my vehicle, keeping an eye out for the dogs. It was late.

As we backed out of the compound gate, I nodded at the same solemn-faced teenage soldier who had let us in earlier. He sauntered back inside. As a young SPLA recruit, he was surely drawing some kind of salary, even if it was irregular, or if a cut was taken by his superior. An army salary had been the single most tangible dividend of the peace agreement, essentially a vast welfare program for war veterans and the families who had given up their sons to “the struggle.” In a country with little or no other economic opportunity, this teenager’s choice to enlist was a no brainer.

What’s more, he was part of a social structure, and carried a gun. I thought about the parallel to disenfranchised young men in America, joining a gang as a means to belong, to attain some status or identity, and to survive in an otherwise unforgiving environment.

As we bounced back to my camp near the Nile River, I contemplated the fact that my interviewee was one of a reported 700 generals in the SPLA. It was a staggering figure, especially when compared with the 200 generals commanding the American military—which was ten times the size of the SPLA. I also noted to Peter my surprise at the size of the man’s personal guard. Peter had passed the time mostly napping in the back of the vehicle, but had stepped out once to stretch his legs and chat with some of the soldiers. “They’re all from one area,” he said. “What do you mean?” I asked. He said that most of them were from the same region, and same tribe, as the general who had been pouring me whiskey.

Though many SPLA members had fought their entire adult lives as guerrillas, their army was anything but unified, and anything but professional. On the eve of independence it remained a hodgepodge of ethnically homogenous units, occasionally rebellious commanders, and parallel chains of command. In a moment of crisis, a soldier might heed unofficial orders from a war-era commander from his own tribe before he listened to his new platoon superior. More worryingly, many of those war-era commanders were now occupying senior party positions and leading government ministries, and sometimes used these parallel chains of command to advance personal objectives. Whether the allegations were well founded or not, the general I visited that night had once been kept under house arrest on suspicion of mobilizing a force to overthrow the president.

When the war with Khartoum ended in 2005, collective opposition to the North—and for many, the shared goal of Southern independence—had bound disparate Southern constituencies together. But it was a fragile coalition, comprising communities and armed groups that had not yet reconciled their own historical animosities. Though a 2006 order had welcomed 60,000 war-era Southern militia fighters under the SPLA umbrella, by 2009 this integration of the South’s armed forces was still far from a reality. Many mainstream SPLA leaders still resented the absorption of old enemies, even if they were fellow Southerners. They scuttled integration and denied promotions on account of ethnicity or past allegiances, and the ill-treatment did not go down well.

One military veteran later summed up the SPLA’s fractious character: “A general wearing stars on his collar walks by a foot soldier, and if the soldier does not know him, he will not even get up to salute him!” Even in Southern Sudan’s one quasi-national institution, regional and ethnic identities remained stronger than any national or institutional allegiance. It was hard not to wonder what this would mean when it came to building other national institutions.

The images of that night’s visit would stick with me for years, and the more time I spent in Southern Sudan, the more I realized just how many of its challenges had been on display during my evening with the general: a militarized society, a bloated and unprofessional army, deep ethnic fault lines, economic torpor, financial corruption, a dangerous focus on “big man” politics, and the absence of any unifying national identity.








2


A DAMP HELL


“The dark-skinned races that live in the land vary widely. Some are war-like, cattle-owning nomads; some till the soil and live in thatched huts shaped like beehives; Some are ape-like naked savages, who dwell in the woods and prey on creatures not much wilder or lower than themselves.”

—President Theodore Roosevelt;
Sudan, Spring 1910




“If we visit the corridors of history from the Biblical Kush to the present, you will find that the Sudan, and we the Sudanese, have always been there. Let us affirm and remind ourselves that we are a historical people because there are concerted efforts to push us off the rails of history.”

—John Garang



More than a thousand miles down river from the general’s cinderblock house stand the ancient pyramids of Nubia. Though dwarfed in size and reputation by the better-known Egyptian pyramids, the pyramids that rise from the shifting sands of Meroe are a point of pride for modern Sudanese, and a lasting reminder of the rich and diverse history of their homeland. The magnificent landmarks were built by ancient rulers who established kingdoms in the Nile Valley, and who for centuries were influenced by, or subject to, powerful Egyptian pharaohs to the North. Trade routes later led Arabs from the Middle East to settle and integrate northern Sudan’s arid deserts, and Africa’s broader Sahel belt, beginning in the early Middle Ages. Islam followed.

To the south, the Sudd, a rain-fed swamp the size of England, formed a formidable geographical barrier, limiting external influence for centuries in the progressively greener and more fertile Southern Sudan. “It is a fever-stricken wilderness,” wrote British explorer Samuel Baker as his expedition headed south by boat in 1862. “We are thoroughly among the negroes now,” he noted in his journal, “the country one vast and apparently interminable marsh.” Baker thought it “not surprising that the ancients gave up the exploration of the Nile” when he found himself stymied by the difficult swampland. The Sudd, he wrote, was, “a heaven for mosquitoes and a damp hell for man.”

Most of Southern Sudan’s indigenous black Africans did not establish formal systems of central government in their vast territory, but instead ordered themselves loosely by family and tribe. Though their horizontal organization had long proven functional, in time it also made them vulnerable to organized outsiders with big appetites. And so generations of black Africans in the South were targeted as part of a massive slave trade, first by Egyptian and Nubian rulers, and later by their Arab successors.

The modern nation-state of Sudan eventually took form in the early 19th century. Neighboring Egypt was then under control of the Ottoman Empire, and its expansionist governor Muhammad Ali Pasha sent 4,000 troops south to seize control of Sudanese territory in 1820. His conquest swallowed up existing kingdoms and a diverse set of peoples under one territorial authority. Political, economic, and military interests under Turco-Egyptian rule drove new—and accentuated existing—divisions between Sudan’s North and South. The Pasha centralized power in the North’s central Nile valley, where an Arab-Islamic identity prevailed, and established a capital in Khartoum. Powerful kingpins oversaw waves of new slave raids into the Southern hinterland, gobbling up able bodies as well as ivory and other resources. And so racial and cultural subjugation of Southern black Africans also became more pronounced, just as the modern state was forged.

The most enduring tale in Sudan’s modern history came six decades later, in 1885, when a charismatic agitator and religious mystic known simply as “the Mahdi”—an Islamic messiah—laid siege to Khartoum. The religious warrior and his 50,000 Ansar forces, dressed in white cotton robes adorned with beads and colorful patches, attacked and defeated the occupying Egyptian army. Their stunning victory was the culmination of a four-year revolt against Turco-Egyptian rule, and they marked the occasion by cutting off the head of the man hired to lead the occupiers—imperial Britain’s General Charles Gordon.

Gordon had served as governor-general of Sudan a decade earlier, and during that tenure he had made it his mission to crush the slave trade, an objective born of Christian moral conviction and spurred by a formidable anti-slavery movement then gathering steam in Britain. But when British and Egyptian interests came under siege by the daring Mahdi, the British reappointed Gordon—by then a famed officer in Her Majesty’s Armed Forces—and sent him back to defend the city.

Hollywood mega-stars Charlton Heston (as Gordon) and Laurence Olivier (as the Mahdi) captured this formative moment on the silver screen in 1966, together portraying the infamous battle for the film’s namesake city, Khartoum. The 40-year-old Mahdi subsequently established the country’s first national and Islamic rule, but died soon thereafter of an infectious illness, and a joint British-Egyptian force recaptured the territory just before the onset of the 20th century. It was a spectacular series of events, but as with most affairs of political consequence since Sudan’s inception, it was all happening hundreds of miles away, at considerable remove from the lives of most Southern Sudanese.

Under subsequent British rule, Sudan’s north and south continued to be administered separately. Like their predecessors, Queen Victoria’s colonial administrators focused their energies on the northern half of the country and its capital—designing institutions, building political alliances, and pursuing ambitious infrastructure schemes. The southern frontier, meanwhile, was a backwater, quite literally, that figured little in their designs. And so the South, like Sudan’s other outlying regions, remained isolated, under-developed, and poorly understood.

In addition to its sheer size, the defining characteristic of the Sudanese state was its diversity—in cultural, religious, ethnic, linguistic, and political terms. But colonizers, early governments, and later academics nonetheless maintained a disproportionate focus on the country’s Arab-African and Muslim center, while the rest of the country remained, in the words of one notable historian, “relegated to an exotic periphery.” British authorities initially sought only to pacify Southern populations and establish dominion over the remote territory, edging out French and Belgian competitors in the great scramble for Africa.

Then in 1930, Britain’s administrators first articulated a “Southern Policy,” whereby Southern Sudan would be developed and administered along “African” lines. Some believe they intended to assimilate the Southern backwater instead with the colonial states of British East Africa (Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania). Interaction and movement between North and South were thus heavily restricted. Slavery and the southward spread of Islam was curtailed, in what some interpreted as a policy of protection. But for those in the isolated South, the experience of comparative neglect and racial prejudice continued.

While an educated class of civil servants, businessmen, and trade professionals emerged in the North, education was neglected, or outright discouraged, in the South. Not only were there no roads and no services; there were also no schools. Christian missionaries took up some of the slack, and their pupils would ultimately form the small core of educated Southerners active in politics on the eve of Sudan’s eventual independence from Britain and Egypt.

Born in Yei River district in 1928, Aggrey Jaden was one of the few to see the inside of a classroom, and later one of the first Southerners to be admitted to Khartoum University. A bright and promising young mind, Jaden became involved in student politics and later took up a post as a low-ranking government administrator. But too few and too foreign to the systems in the faraway capital, Jaden and the disadvantaged Southerners would have little say in shaping the character of the state that was about to emerge in their name.

When Western colonial powers receded from the continent in the 1950s and 60s, Sudan was the first of the British-administered colonies to be granted independence, as London hastily sought to extricate itself. But as colonial authorities prepared to hand over the reins, tensions mounted between North and South. Jaden and the few Southerners in government raised questions about regional autonomy or independence for the South. He worried, quite rightly, that a unified and independent Sudan would be dominated by Northern Muslims in the center. Though huge chasms existed as a result of decades of “administrative segregation,” the British merged the two increasingly disparate territories and left Northern elites in charge. Southern Sudan was largely an afterthought in the high politics of the transition, and so too were its leading voices.

Jaden and his colleagues were none too pleased. On Sudan’s official day of independence, Jaden, then a district commissioner, was fired by his Khartoum bosses after he refused to play the new national anthem in his district or hoist the country’s new flag. The defiant politico returned to Juba and then fled across the border and into exile, where he became active in Southern Sudan’s earliest resistance movements.

In short order, the British were gone from Sudan, but as it looked to Jaden and his fellow Southerners, a new foreign overlord had simply taken their place. Jaden and thirteen colleagues later penned a 23-page petition to the United Nations detailing systematic discrimination against Southerners. “Of the 800 posts taken over from British Administration, only 4 junior posts were offered to Southerners,” it read. “It therefore became clear… that we in the South were going simply to exchange masters.” And so Sudan was born in conflict, as subordinated Southerners were locked in a struggle against a new Northern hegemon.

A period of internal wars would follow, characterized by marginalization, extreme violence, and attempts to forcibly assimilate the country’s diverse population. Those ruling in Khartoum—who in many ways were a hybrid of “Arab” and “African” identities, but identified as Arab—sought to Arabize and Islamize the whole of the country. This problematic North-South dichotomy, and the power dynamics infused therein, had begun centuries earlier. It was reinforced during periods of foreign conquest, solidified during 20th-century colonial rule, and then enshrined in national institutions.

This “North-South” theme is necessary in understanding Sudan’s turbulent history, a Southern identity forged mainly through resistance, and the eventual separation of South Sudan. But it is by no means sufficient. Fifty years of conflicts large and small would illustrate a more complex sickness ailing the entire Sudanese body politic: a fundamental imbalance between the country’s center and its peripheries.

Extreme inequality was the national ill. The concentration of power and resources in the hands of a small and privileged Arab class in the center came at the expense of the country’s diverse and marginalized regional peripheries—most recognizably in the South, but also in the Nuba Mountains, Darfur, the East, and beyond. This structural flaw would drive decades of instability, and the Arab and Islamic character of the dominant elite would infuse Sudan’s conflicts with complicated notions of power and identity. Stir in racism, complex social hierarchies, ethnic and linguistic differences, a diverse and formidable geography, competing livelihoods, and large-scale displacement, and Sudan’s wars, as one historian noted, would be difficult not only to resolve, but even to explain.

Despite their dominance of the center, Sudan’s post-independence governments were never strong enough to project state authority on a national scale. After all, Sudan was huge—equal to all of the United States’ territory east of the Mississippi River. The attempts of these governments to achieve unity by imposing a singularly Arab and Islamic identity on the whole of Sudan backfired, intensifying the very centrifugal forces they had initially set out to subdue.

So they resorted to crude and repressive measures to hold sway over already disadvantaged peripheries. They controlled local elites, manipulated short-term economic interests, and outsourced heavy-handed security to regional militias. They used ethnicity and identity to divide populations and turn them against one another, and employed violence wherever necessary. While the South and other parts of the country suffered, a bubble of economic and political superiority was preserved at the center, in Khartoum.

But it was hardly a sustainable enterprise; these governments would not only fail to build national cohesion, they would one day lose the battle to maintain the territorial integrity of Africa’s largest state.
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Sudan’s first civil war (1955–1972) began even before Britain’s flag was lowered. Southern mutineers waged a low-intensity guerrilla conflict, with the goal of Southern secession, until “Anyanya” (snake venom) rebels emerged in the 1960s, and intensified the war. “It is now clear beyond any reasonable doubt that the war between the Southern Sudan and the Northern Sudan can never be won by your country,” wrote Aggrey Jaden in a 1965 letter to Sudan’s prime minister. By then a leading voice of the Anyanya political arm, he summed up the separatists’ view, concluding, “I wish, therefore, to avail myself of this opportunity to request you to pay heed to the sacred demand of our people: IMMEDIATE INDEPENDENCE.”

Neither could the Southern rebels win the war. And though hobbled by internal divisions over both tactics and objectives, the Southern resistance reached a political accommodation with Sudanese President Jafaar Nimeri in 1972. The “Addis Ababa Agreement” did not yield independence, but rather vested limited powers of self-rule in a new Southern “regional government.” But the deal did not satiate the separatists, who wanted more, and nor did it convince those who distrusted Khartoum. Soon thereafter, the powers delegated to the South were watered down, and Khartoum’s commitment to the deal bottomed out. Anyanya fighters returned to the bush, and Southern officers active in the national army conspired to join them. A new Southern resistance was in the making.

Two major developments were meanwhile underway that would hasten a return to conflict and frame Sudanese politics for decades. First, oil was discovered by American oil giant Chevron in the late 1970s, intoxicating both President Nimeri’s government and enterprising American businessmen. Former U.S. President George H.W. Bush—then President Nixon’s ambassador to the UN, and an accomplished oil man—had visited Khartoum to alert the Sudanese to oil deposits and facilitate introductions to American companies, at a time when relations between the two countries were cordial. Rich oil basins were eventually discovered near the border between North and South, in areas settled by Dinka and Nuer communities. Shortly thereafter, Nimeri’s government attempted to re-draw borders along the North-South frontier, so as to keep the newly discovered oilfields “away from any Southern regional government and firmly under Khartoum’s control.” The surreptitious move was rebuffed, but it gave Southerners a good hint of what was to come.

Secondly, Sudanese politics in the North were undergoing a tectonic shift, as a new brand of political Islam had arrived from Egypt in the form of the Muslim Brotherhood—a religious, political, and social movement first launched in the late 1920s. President Nimeri, then a Cold War ally of the United States, came under pressure from Brotherhood fundamentalists who opposed Southern autonomy and advocated a more overtly Islamic state. This group, which had already infiltrated Nimeri’s government in the form of a charismatic and controversial Islamist named Hassan Turabi, would force the president’s capitulation on both counts. After dissolving the Southern regional government, he sent a second shockwave throughout Sudan in September 1983, introducing sharia law and declaring Sudan an Islamic Republic. Sudan’s second civil war, already in the making, had its spark.

Meanwhile, a group of Southern commanders defected from Sudan’s national army and crossed the border into neighboring Ethiopia, with the consent of its then Soviet-allied regime. An ambitious colonel named John Garang, then a 39-year-old officer with an American education, consolidated command of the fledgling rebellion, and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/SPLA) was born.

“Because of the oneness of the Sudanese people,” Garang proclaimed in his first major speech in the spring of 1984, “the armed struggle in the South must of necessity engulf the whole Sudan.” Garang’s vision—and what distinguished his new movement from its unequivocally separatist predecessors—was his stated commitment to the “liberation of the whole Sudan, the unity of its people, and its territorial integrity.” Unlike those who had gone before, Garang was not demanding independence for the south. Rather, his vision of a “New Sudan” was that of a free, democratic, and inclusive national polity. Most Southern dissidents preferred simply to opt out of Sudan, but Garang was intent on liberating the entire Sudanese state and reforming the structural inequality at its center. His “New Sudan” idea would thus carry appeal beyond the South, as other marginalized populations would rally around his aspiring “national” movement.

In the coming years, Garang’s SPLA waged a guerrilla campaign against government installations, oil companies, and the national army, while Khartoum was in political disarray. The new movement grew with military successes, but also faced fierce opposition from Southern opponents and waves of Arab militiamen—each of them backed by Khartoum. An increasingly barbarous war proved devastating for millions of Southern civilians who were subjected to ruthless violence, displacement, famine, and disease.

By 1988 the ferocity of Sudan’s war and a catastrophic drought had combined to induce an unprecedented famine in parts of the south. It was considered by many the worst famine in modern African history, more so even than those in Ethiopia and Biafra which had been etched in Western consciousness. Images of skeletal Southerners and their dreadfully emaciated children trickled out over the ensuing period, they but a few of the hundreds of thousands that would die from hunger and the knock-on effects of war. The international community eventually established Operation Lifeline Sudan in 1989, an ad hoc collaboration of UN and humanitarian agencies tasked to deliver an emergency influx of food and life-saving assistance. But the temporary operation would continue for sixteen years.

In 1989, things took a turn for the even worse. President Nimeri’s recently elected successor was ousted from office by a cabal of northern army officers. Though their ringleader was a largely unknown brigadier general named Omar al-Bashir, it soon became clear that Islamist Hassan Turabi was the political mastermind. The Brotherhood’s frontman had orchestrated the coup d’état and was now calling the shots.

The two men, under the banner of Turabi’s National Islamic Front, intensified the military campaign against Garang’s Southern rebels. They also accelerated an Islamist revolution in a country known for its decidedly moderate brand of Islam, while dismantling institutions and cracking down on anyone who stood in their way. In doing so they had put John Garang’s hopes of a secular, democratic Sudan further out of reach. The ascension of the hardline regime and its increasingly iron-fisted rule would also raise eyebrows in the United States, and mark the beginning of a decades-long feud between Washington and Khartoum.

[image: image]

Though the war had a prevailing North-South character as well as strong religious currents, the oft-cited characterization of “Arab, Muslim North against African and Christian South” didn’t do it justice. Southerners fought on both sides of the war, as did Muslims, and “Africans,” and “Arabs.” Much of the most intense fighting took place in borderlands which were not technically part of the South but were home nonetheless to huge and influential SPLA constituencies. Intent on keeping the war far away from Khartoum, the government employed Arab proxy militias on the frontlines who terrorized, killed, abducted, and sold women and children into slavery. The regime exploited local dynamics and resource interests, and pitted Southern militias against each other in a campaign of divide-and-rule.

More Southerners ultimately died fighting against one another than they did fighting against Northern forces. Garang’s SPLA was the dominant, but by no means the only fighting force in South Sudan. A series of other regional and ethnic militias were significant players—some had national aims, others merely protected local interests, but many were on Khartoum’s payroll and took the fight to the SPLA.

South-on-South violence was particularly devastating for civilians, as fighters preyed on local populations, used food as a weapon of war, and targeted villages on the basis of ethnicity. Even Garang’s movement would not remain whole over the course of the war, split by differences in vision, style, and ethnicity. Though Southerners would ultimately unite to achieve independence in 2011, these painful war-time divisions remained largely unreconciled, and would one day come back to haunt the new nation.

The Khartoum government and the SPLA fought and talked sporadically for years until slow-burning peace negotiations finally gathered momentum in 2002. The new impetus was a result of changes on the battlefield and the opening of another war front in Sudan’s Darfur region. But it was also catalyzed by a new diplomatic push from Washington and new Sudanese trepidation about America. The 9/11 attacks had taken place only a year earlier, and the emergent American war on terror was cause for concern in Khartoum’s Islamist circles. Forged through a dynamic partnership between two of Sudan’s most effective minds—Garang and Sudanese Vice President Ali Osman Taha—the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was eventually signed in January 2005.

Of all the long and terrible wars on the continent, its longest and most terrible was finally over—at least for the time being. More than two million lives are believed to have been lost in the space of a generation—nearly double the number of Americans who died in all wars, from the Revolutionary War to Iraq, in the nation’s more than two hundred years of existence.

Baked into the historic accord were two visions for the future of the South—Garang’s “New Sudan” and the option favored by most Southern leaders—independence. The accord’s aspirational principle was to “make unity attractive”—especially to Southerners. A six-year trial period would attempt to bridge chasms between North and South by transforming the government, devolving power, developing marginalized areas, and sharing the country’s abundant oil wealth. The goal of the “CPA” was to retain a united Sudan, but the deal also offered Southerners an opt-out clause. If a more perfect union could not be forged during this peace period, the South would be entitled to a referendum on independence in 2011.

Sudan would never be the same again. The end of the war and the unique political arrangement fashioned in its stead had deferred the inevitable North-South reckoning. But it would not preserve a unified state. The stage was set for a turbulent union, a messy divorce, and ultimately South Sudan’s secession.
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WAR, PEACE, AND THE AMERICANS


“It is important to this administration, it’s important to the world, to bring some sanity to the Sudan.”

—President George W. Bush, White House
Rose Garden, September 6, 2001



White walls, speckled blue-gray carpet, and cracked blue leather chairs frame the third-floor office reception area. A water fountain hums rhythmically, and two earnest young female staffers offer coffee and keep the trains running on time. As I prepare notes for the afternoon’s interview, I notice three items on a coffee table that offer a concise summary of my interviewee’s worldview: one, World, an evangelical biweekly—“Today’s News, Christian Views”; two, the establishment monthly Foreign Affairs; and three, a King James Holy Bible.

It’s approaching 100 degrees on a sticky August day in Falls Church, Virginia, a well-to-do suburban enclave just across the Potomac River from Washington, D.C. For 34 years, the adjoining Congressional district, Virginia’s 10th, was represented by Republican Frank Rudolph Wolf. The former congressman has occupied this suite, in a three-story brick office complex, labeled “Baptist World Alliance,” since he retired from Capitol Hill in 2015.

A conference room door opens and I hear Wolf finish a conversation with a priest and two activists about Yazidis and other religious minorities under siege amid the continuing war in Syria. A self-described “follower of Jesus,” the Congressman has stated that his personal mission, even as a retiree, is to protect “human rights and religious freedom—both domestic and international.” Wolf spent a considerable portion of his three decades in Congress pursuing these issues, from human rights in former Soviet states to religious liberties in Tibet and Iraq, and now runs a nonprofit alliance of Christian churches advocating these causes worldwide. But few issues captured his attention as wholly and as viscerally as Sudan, where his voice was among the loudest in shaping American policy.

“I was interested because of my faith,” Wolf tells me, as we take seats across a wide conference table. He turns to Bible verses as guiding principles. “Matthew 25—‘when I was hungry you fed me, when I was naked you clothed me, when I was in prison you visited me,’” he recites. “Well, there were a lot of Matthew 25s in South Sudan.”

Wolf has snow-white hair, parted neatly on the left. His features are long and narrow, his nose and ears larger than average, like those of many in their late seventies (he is 77). He leans back in his chair across the conference table, his soft blue Oxford shirt buttoned neatly over a red tie and tucked into Dockers khakis. “I fell in love with the people,” he explains, asked about the origins of his enduring commitment to South Sudan.

Wolf tells me about traveling to dark corners of the globe to pursue righteous causes. Such journeys, he explains with an air of experience, are best undertaken in small groups and low-maintenance style. “Also, I think you gotta stay the night.” Asserting his bona fides, he reels off a list of rough-and-tumble locations he visited during his Congressional tenure, and it is impressive. He then squirms, and a sour expression emerges as he recounts various unpleasantries along the way—sleeping in a hut, stomaching the local food, navigating various health hazards.

“In every generation,” the foreword to Wolf’s memoir, Prisoner of Conscience, begins, “God chooses a handful of courageous leaders to defend the truth and promote righteousness—often against the prevailing currents. Frank Wolf is such a man of our times.” The words were written by Charles Colson, a top Nixon aide who was indicted in the Watergate scandal and later became an outspoken Evangelical Christian. Before arriving, I’d skimmed a copy of the book, subtitled “One Man’s Crusade for Global Human and Religious Rights.” The memoir chronicles the Congressman’s religiously inspired exploits across nearly a dozen countries. Colson describes Wolf as a “hero” for his pursuit of virtuous causes, for daring “to go where few members of Congress have gone before.” Wolf “measures himself by his faithfulness,” Colson writes, and is part of a group in Congress who “pray for one another as they fight great humanitarian battles.” It is not hard to see why John Garang and his American advisers would identify the crusader from Virginia’s 10th as one of their champions.

“Why Sudan?” I ask Wolf. “What made you interested in this part of the world?”

Wolf pinpoints a trip to Ethiopia during the 1984 famine as a “life-changing event” that soon thereafter spurred him to get involved in the war in neighboring Sudan. In 1989, when Wolf was a fifth-term congressman, a pilot from Norwegian Peoples’ Aid invited him along on an impromptu trip into Southern Sudan. Wolf recounts hopping aboard a small twin-prop Caravan at Wilson Air Field in Nairobi and touching down—during a firefight—just across the border in SPLA-held Eastern Equatoria. Wolf fondly revisits the memorable scenes like most any wide-eyed Westerner on a first trip to the developing world—the unfamiliar geography, difficult terrain, strange cultural practices, and exotic wildlife.

He’d come to meet the man everyone had been talking about—John Garang—but was unable to track Garang down until his third visit. Settling in to a story he’s clearly told many times, the congressman tells of the long distances he traversed to find the rebel leader. “I was getting really upset,” he says. Finally, after an extended goose chase, his SPLA minders informed him Garang was waiting “atop that hill, just across this stream.”

“I’m not going to walk in the damn water!” Wolf fussed, concerned about water-borne parasites. The men stretched a log across the stream for him, but as soon as he attempted to cross—Wolf slaps his hands together—he fell face-first into the stream. Sopping wet and tired of the chase, an angry Wolf charged up the hill and found Garang. “I just… I… I really gave it to him.” But diffusing the congressman’s frustration, Garang “just laughed and laughed… and we became friends.” Wolf speaks proudly of the personal connection he developed with this “very, very charismatic guy,” and of his lasting investment in the rebel leader. “Then, every time Garang came to Washington he would come by to see me, and every time I went out there I would see him.”

On these initial visits to SPLA-controlled territory, Wolf witnessed the brutality of the civil war up close. Soon thereafter he became one of America’s most vehement critics of the Sudanese government in Khartoum. “I had seen what they did… I saw what Bashir’s people were doing,” Wolf tells me twice during the interview. He frames the conflict in racial and religious terms, and makes no bones about choosing sides. This was a moral imperative, and in time the energy of the SPLM’s foreign supporters was defined as much by a personal and visceral contempt for President Bashir’s regime in Khartoum as it was by their allegiance to the South. For Wolf and many others, this was a battle of good versus evil.
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