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UDAN is blessed by
some of the nicest
people ever to go to
war. This blessing is
not Sudan’s only
natural resource; it has
many — more than
enough to make this the richest,
rather than one of the poorest
countries on earth. Bountiful oil
fields in the south may be some
of the largest in the world; vast,
untapped reservoirs of black gold
that could transform at a stroke
the lot of its people. Also in the
south, expansive tracts of fertile
soils could make Sudan the
breadbasket of Africa. The Nile,
the world’s longest river, spends
more time passing through
Sudanese territory than any other
country, offering untold potential
for hydro-electric energy.
But there is this small problem
of war.
For almost four decades
Sudan has been at war, not with
its neighbours but with itself, or
rather with its many selves. The
largest country in Africa, Sudan
has been deeply divided since
independence in 1956 — not
even allowed to enjoy the
euphoria that dawned, briefly, in
Africa as countries gained
independence from colonial rule.
Spanning Africa’s great divide
between northern Arab cultures
and the black cultures of subSaharan Africa, Sudan is a victim
of artificial, colonial mapdrawing, which enclosed too
many warring tribes and races
within a single border. It has also
been blighted by the palpable
injustice that political and
military power since
independence has always been
vested in the north while the
country’s abundant natural
resources reside in the south.
But most of Sudan is now at
peace, or at least a tentative truce
holds between north and south,
even as Darfur in the east
implodes in a pyre of burning
villages and armies on horseback.
In Khartoum, Sudan’s capital,
which stands on the momentous
site where the Blue and White
Niles become one, this sense of a
battle-scarred country is less easy
to find than you’d imagine.
Indeed, there are no signs of war,
apart from the long petrol queues
which snake around city blocks.
No bullet-ridden buildings. No
more soldiers on street corners
than you find in any African city
whether at war or at peace.
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Getting There: Emirates
(emirates.com) flies from Melbourne
to Dubai from where there are
connecting flights to Khartoum.
Expect to pay at least $2300 return.
Staying in Khartoum:
El-Sawahli Hotel (tel: +249 11
772544; Sharia Zubeir Pasha;
double rooms around $18) — a
good, central hotel with large rooms
and friendly staff.
Gobaa Hotel (tel: +249 11 784423;
Sharia al-Isbitalya; double rooms
$60) — top-end comfort with a
reasonable price tag, although the
lobby is spectacularly kitsch.
Eating there: In Khartoum the
restaurants along the river bank of
the White Nile, between the National
Museum and the White Nile Bridge,
serve good local food and are
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Clockwise from above: Pyramids of the royal city of Meroe; towards Al-Kabir Mosque along Sharia al-Jami, central Khartoum; beads for sale in the Omdurman Souq..
Khartoum’s glorious sights:
the piercing minarets of the AlKabir Mosque, which provide a
stunning backdrop to so many
street scenes in central
Khartoum; the exquisite
sandstone lines, perfect
proportions and intricate relief
carvings of the Egyptian Mosque,
remain intact.
Across the river, in Khartoum’s
sister city of Omdurman —
separated from the capital by
only a bridge — there is a souq
(bazaar) that is one of the finest
in Africa, the gilt-edged tomb of
the Mahdi (Messiah) who fought
British colonial armies in the late
19th century, and an open patch
of ground where Nuba wrestlers
strut their stuff. The latter draw
crowds of southern and northern
Sudanese who mingle as
spectators. They also welcome
foreigners like long-lost friends in
a way that is all too rare in a
modern African city.
In Khartoum and Omdurman,
you wonder whether rumours of
war have been greatly
exaggerated. Even more, you
wonder whether, were it not for
those same wars, Sudan could
have been the intrepid traveller’s
Egypt, visited by millions of
visitors every year.
I am told this by a sad-eyed
Sudanese man in whom Sudan’s
singular capacity for selfdestruction has fostered a
profound melancholy. Whether
he is an Arab from the north or a
black African from the south is
neither here nor there. He is
merely one of many who, in this
Khartoum of privation amid the
monumental splendour, calls to
me as I pass and invites me to

drink tea with him. Hospitality is
all that he has left. His family
have been killed, his village
destroyed. Despite everything, he
calls himself Sudanese and does
so proudly.
“You must visit the great
pyramids of Meroe. They are
better than the pyramids in
Egypt, more spectacular, more
beautiful. And they show what we
were once capable of.”
With this, he shuffles off into
Khartoum’s dusty streets, leaving
me with a final thought: should I
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ever visit his village, he would be
honoured if I should stay with
him.
To visit Meroe appears to be
the least I can do as an act of faith
in this country. The following
morning I board the bus for the
long journey north. Many hours
later, the bus deposits me in the
small and dust-blown village of
Kabushiya, about five kilometres
away from the pyramids.
Reaching the pyramids seems
suddenly more impossible than it
was in Khartoum.

There are no other tourists
and haven’t been for many
months and it is as if no one can
quite remember how to get there.
Kabushiya’s only taxi driver
demands $US100 ($A133) to
make the journey but he does so
half-heartedly, for in truth, he
does not want to go.
Finally I locate a man with a
donkey and a cart. He will take
me for $US5.
We bump and rattle over
desert trails. The late-morning
sun is fierce. I am worried about
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Inside some of the tombs, faded
hieroglyphics tell Meroe’s story —
a king who was a leader of
armies, a party to celebrate a
bountiful harvest, a final journey
into the spirit world of the dead.
Otherwise the tombs are empty,
the contents no doubt stolen by
robbers. My sad-eyed Sudanese
friend was right. There is no place
like this.
When it comes time to leave, I
am overcome with an
inexpressible sadness that I do
not fully understand. It could be
the irrevocable proof that we are
wholly insignificant in such
places, that our civilisations, our
hopes and our dreams, will one
day go the way of Meroe. It could
also be the knowledge, which
comes to me with grim certainty,
that I shall never return to this
place.
For want of a better plan, I
trudge back across the plain.
I know that if I miss Kabushiya,
I shall hit Sudan’s north-south
highway. Every few minutes, I
turn to fix Meroe, now turned
golden by the setting sun, in my
memory. The further I get from
the pyramids, the more elusive
they become and I wonder
whether I have dreamed this day
into existence.
Desperate for water, I wait by
the roadside. I flag down a bus
heading south to Khartoum. On
board are a cheerful crowd of
Sudanese, exuberant to be
returning home after long years
in Egypt. They sing and they
laugh and they cheer with every
passing kilometre as darkness
falls. They share with me their
food and their water as they
celebrate this joyful moment in
their history.
We will be in Khartoum before
midnight.
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too, were it not for the millions of
dead bodies and grieving families
that lie buried as modern
monuments to the ravages of
time and humankind.
Why did they build here on so
desolate a patch of earth?
Perhaps they lived in a more
fertile period when life could be
sustained. Perhaps the land here
was always desolate, and the vast
plains afforded security to the
inhabitants by announcing the
approach of an enemy army.
Perhaps it was proximity to the
Nile, just five hours away by
donkey cart, with all the
attendant possibilities of passing
trade.
Whatever the reasons, the
pyramids of Meroe tell that this
was once a centre of historical
power, the centre of a world,
rather than a forgotten outpost in
a forgotten country where even
the local villagers cannot
remember the way.
Each individual pyramid does
not rival Egypt’s Pyramids of Giza
in terms of scale — they are
small, a mere two storeys high —
but their number is astonishing,
each one a marker to a
succession of Meroitic
generations. Some have been
reconstructed by archaeologists,
the smooth sandstone pinnacles
strangely at odds with the
antiquity of their origins. But
others are intact in their original
form, step-like constructions.
There is no one here, not a
single sign of life, only the desert
and its winds, patient enough to
outlive the follies of humankind.
Sand piled high by this wind
threatens to bury beneath the
desert some of the outlying
tombs, and so it shall one day,
whereupon Meroe will live on
only in the memory of the dead.
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my water supply. I am
uncomfortable perched on
the ramshackle cart. But there
is nowhere else that I would
rather be.
An hour passes, perhaps it is
two, and then suddenly a
mountain — or so it appears
from a distance — to the northeast begins to take on the
strangest of shapes. Small, rocklike protrusions climb and cluster
atop the hill amid a uniformly
rounded range.
The donkey owner turns to
me and speaks the only words
that he will speak on this journey:
“al-Ahram” — the pyramids.
Another hour later, we are at
the base of a large sandhill and
the pyramids are everywhere,
dozens of them scattered across
the hillside.
My driver accepts his money
with the merest hint of a smile
and departs for the long, slow
journey back across the plain to
Kabushiya. I watch him get
smaller and smaller and wonder
how I shall return. My ears ring
with the silence of the desert.
As I climb in the deep, soft
sand, I think of the great
civilisation that built these
tombs, this royal cemetery of the
Meroitic pharaohs, and low-lying
ruins of the royal city. They ruled
and thrived — here of all places
— from 592BC until AD350, when
they were overrun by the armies
of Abyssinia, breaking almost a
millennium of dominion.
Suddenly Sudan’s 40 years of war
seem like a mere historical
interlude amid the great
chronology of Meroe and the
immense geological timelessness
of the desert. And so it would be
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wonderful places to watch the
sunset.
Local tip: Start the day like a local
with a hearty breakfast of fuul
(beans) or ta’amiya (deep-fried
chickpeas), which are available at
almost every Khartoum cafe.
Further reading:
Emma’s War: Love, Betrayal and
Death in the Sudan, by Deborah
Scroggins, is part love-story and part
meditation on the country’s troubled
past and tells the fascinating true
story of a British aid worker’s
immersion into Sudan.
Far in the Waste Sudan: On
Assignment in Africa, by Nicholas
Coghlan.
Guidebook: Sudan: The Bradt Travel
Guide (first edition, published May
2005).
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