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Pity the nation that is full of beliefs and empty of religion.

Pity the nation that wears a cloth it does not weave and eats a bread it does not harvest.

Pity the nation that acclaims the bully as hero, and that deems the glittering conqueror bountiful.

Pity the nation that despises a passion in its dream, yet submits in its awakening.

Pity the nation that raises not its voice save when it walks in a funeral, boasts not except among its ruins, and will rebel not save when its neck is laid between the sword and the block.

Pity the nation whose statesman is a fox, whose philosopher is a juggler, and whose art is the art of patching and mimicking.

Pity the nation that welcomes its new ruler with trumpeting, and farewells him with hooting, only to welcome another with trumpeting again.

Pity the nation whose sages are dumb with years and whose strongmen are yet in the cradle.

Pity the nation divided into fragments, each fragment deeming itself a nation.

– Kahlil Gibran, The Garden of the Prophet


To my mum, Athieu Akau Deng,
aka youhyouh, my galaxy.

And to my brother, John Mac, who rescued me.

Everything I do is to make your sacrifices worthwhile.
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FOREWORD

I was in my late thirties when I first went to South Sudan – a man neither green nor easily over-awed. For more than a decade I had reported on conflict and upheaval, massacres and calamity, but it turned out I was not as seasoned as I had imagined. Nothing has changed me as profoundly as that first journey into Dinka lands.

It was 1998, a time of war and famine. I found my way to northern Bahr el Ghazal, to a frontline village where the dead and dying lay in the dust, alone and untended. Children died at my feet. Their last breaths and the eyes of their mothers are with me today.

South Sudan was a place where people died or were driven mad.

We had flown in from northern Kenya in a single-engine Cessna. The pilot was a New Zealander. At a place called Panacier, in a landscape littered with death, something in the pilot cracked. Before we took off for the final leg back to Kenya, he began sobbing and shouting nonsensically. He ran here and there without purpose. He appeared enraged. Cameraman Steve Levitt and I watched the pilot with concern. His shirt was foaming with sweat.

Finally, he sat behind the controls, crying. As the Cessna clawed into the super-heated African air, without warning he tipped the aircraft over and plunged it towards the ground. He pulled out, the aircraft shuddering, at the level of the trees. Regaining height, he tipped the plane over on the other wing and again we were spearing towards the earth. I waited for death. But again, he pulled out of the dive in the final moment. Two desperately wounded men were lying in the cargo space behind the final seat. One groaned. No one else said anything. Some hours later, we landed near the Red Cross hospital at Lokichogio, unloaded the casualties and never saw the pilot again.

The following year, Levitt and I returned to Sudan with some activists to buy slaves. Our story helped prove the ancient trade was thriving again in conditions made possible by the war.

These reports gained the notice of the small South Sudanese refugee population in Sydney. I was invited to their gatherings. It was here I met John Mac Acuek, who would become one of my greatest friends. We were partners in many endeavours, in charities that he launched and businesses that he floated. He was funny and kind, determined and brilliant. In his every great success and in his many setbacks and disappointments, John always had a new plan and a willingness to bring you in on it. I loved John unreservedly. He was my Mandela. I will not say more about him here. His spirit and his story are in these pages.

On my first visit to John’s home in Sydney’s Blacktown, he introduced me to a lad he called David. This was Deng. He was just a teenager then, athletic, intense and brooding. He did not say much. He did not know much English. He wore his hair in short, tight spirals and could easily have been a model or the more outlaw kind of soul singer. He radiated charisma. But where his older brother was easygoing and full of charm, Deng struck me as wary. I felt his alienation, his lack of trust. I sensed the great ache of his loneliness.

That Deng has become the man he is today is a miracle, but one of his own making. In the libraries where he lost himself, he unlocked a striking intellect. In the law, he found a moral code to cleave to, a source of dignity and power. It is impossible, on meeting him now, not to be in awe of him. And that is before you know where he has been.

This book tells that story. Here you meet Deng on his own path. It would be unbelievable, were it not true. At the heart of it is a story about who we all are. And what we owe to each other.

Hugh Riminton
Sydney, 2016


PROLOGUE

Songs are of great importance to my people, the Dinka. They’re our avatars, and our biographies. They precede us, introduce us and live on after we die. They are also how our deeds escape our villages, and they pass on our code of morality, culture and law.

When I was a boy I dreamed of having my own songs, but now I am a man, and I have no songs. It’s likely I never will, in the traditional sense. For the Dinka, these songs are only for men. In the eyes of my culture, I am still a boy.

When I should have been going through the rituals of manhood, I was caught in a vicious war. By the time I was returned to my people, I was very much a westerner. My feet straddle the continents, and also the threshold of manhood.

I never completed the rites of passage that are required to become a Dinka man, and so in the eyes of some of my people I am half made. I am also half made in the estimation of some Australians too – those who cannot accept me as their countryman because of the darkness of my skin, where I started my life, and my accented English.

I know I am whole, though. Yes, I’ve had a difficult life. I’m proud of some of the things I have done, and ashamed of others, but I own all of it, and I’ve reconciled with all of it. That’s why I am whole.

Perhaps this book could be my songs.

I came to this country with almost no English, fresh physical and mental scars, and an education that didn’t extend much farther than the ability to strip and clean an AK-47 rifle. About a decade and a half later, I have my own law firm.

I’m still a relatively young man, but I think perhaps I have done a few things that deserve song. In Africa, I’ve hunted and killed, and survived bombardment and disease. I’ve charged headlong at machine-gun posts. I’ve been taken to the mouth of death many times, and have always been lucky enough to be able to pull myself out.

In Australia, I became educated, and also became a man of standing in my community. I once thought that finishing my law degree, and my master’s, would be the greatest achievements of my life, but I’ve found a much-needed home in law and I’ve gone on to accomplishments that have benefited not just myself, but others. I’m especially proud of the work I’ve done with my dispossessed African brothers and sisters. Would any of it be worthy of song? I think so.

I’ve been able to adorn myself with fine things too, which is an important rite for the Dinka. I have my suits made for me so they fit perfectly, and I have European watches and fine-smelling leather boots and bags.

To go to South Sudan and look at us, the Dinka, with western eyes, you may assume that we are a people who do not value finery, but that’s not the case. Though we have no need for diamonds or designer clothes in Africa, the acquisition of a fine looking cow, or a hand-hammered cowbell, or handmade spear, or of a leopard-skin to wear when wrestling is very important to a Dinka man. If we own luxury items that are honestly earned, then they must be represented in our songs, too. My suits would not have their own songs, but they could certainly bring flavour to some of my verses.

Perhaps my songs could also be songs for the other boys who were taken from their villages and mothers, and for those scarred, confused black men that you see in the outer suburbs of western cities; their looks of fear often mistaken for anger.

Ideally every war boy should be able to sing their own songs, but so many are dead, and so many who have survived have no voice. Even though I hesitate to collectively recognise my brothers, I feel that any one of them who wants to share my verses should be able to do so because there should be songs for everybody, even the war boys.

The chapters in this book are the verses of my songs. The songs of Deng Thiak Adut, the songs of a war boy.
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