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Dedicated to the memory of Mihad Hamid.
She gave her life so that I could tell her story.
And to all those who have suffered
because of who they are.
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List of Abbreviations




	AU
	African Union



	CARE
	Cooperative Assistance and Relief Everywhere, Inc.



	CFC
	Ceasefire Commission



	EU
	European Union



	GOS
	Government of Sudan



	ICRC
	International Committee of the Red Cross, commonly known simply as the Red Cross; the Muslim affiliate is the Red Crescent



	IDP
	Internally displaced person, refers mainly to black Africans displaced from their villages in Darfur and gathered in camps within Sudan



	JEM
	Justice and Equality Movement, one of the main rebel groups in Darfur



	JMC
	Joint Military Commission, an independent monitoring group in the Nuba Mountains



	MSF
	Médecins Sans Frontières, a Paris-based NGO, known as Doctors Without Borders in the United States



	NATO
	North Atlantic Treaty Organization



	NGO
	Nongovernmental organization, groups such as Oxfam and CARE International



	NMRD
	National Movement for Reform and Development, a rebel group that broke off from the JEM in 2004



	PDF
	People's Defense Force, the formal militias of the GOS



	SLA
	Sudanese Liberation Army, one of the main rebel groups in Darfur



	SPLM/A
	Sudan People's Liberation Movement/Sudan People's Liberation Army, the political and military arms, respectively, of those seeking more autonomy during the twenty-year civil war in South Sudan



	UNICEF
	United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund



	USAID
	United States Agency for International Development



	WFP
	World Food Program, an organization of the United Nations










Prologue

The rains had already moved on, leaving a dry, oppressive heat that threatened to bake any creature moving too slowly beneath the sun. It was about 115 degrees Fahrenheit. As I disembarked from our helicopter, I breathed as deeply as I could without frying my lungs, steadied myself, and, blinking, took a look around. Camel-colored dust stretched before us as far as we could see.

Ahmed and I headed toward a large nim tree on the outskirts of Wash al Tool, where 250 homeless women and children had stopped earlier in the day to share in the small piece of shade. They had escaped the initial conflict in Alliet, a town of 15,000 we had just visited. The village was the most recent to fall prey to Government of Sudan troops in what was now described by Western diplomats—publicly, if belatedly—as genocide.

Had anyone been injured? We had to ask, even though we were all but certain of the answer. Expressionless, a woman slowly raised a one-year-old girl for me to examine, as if I were a doctor with miracle cures. I quickly took a photo to document the injury before motioning for her to put the child down. I examined the baby, gently directing the woman to move the child this way or that so we could understand her wounds. I realized my instructions only confirmed her presumption that I was a medical professional. I felt increasingly helpless.

The baby’s breathing was labored, and she was wheezing noticeably. Upon closer inspection, I realized that this tiny human being had been shot in the back—the child had gaping entry and exit wounds that accentuated her struggle to breathe. Her guardian looked up at me with a blank gaze.

“What’s her name?” I stammered, my sense of disbelief audible in my tone.

“Mihad Hamid,” she said after a quick translation of my question. The woman, Mihad’s aunt, explained that while the child’s mother was running from the Government of Sudan troops, carrying the wrapped child on her back, Mihad had been wounded. Attempting to protect both Mihad and her three-year-old brother, Oman, their mother perished in the attack. I was shocked at the lack of emotion in this woman who had just lost her sister and who by default was now this infant’s keeper.

Mihad also had received a shrapnel wound on the right side of her head. Round bloody gashes speckled the baby’s scalp. Oman lay nestled in the lap of another woman, perhaps a relative or perhaps a mother who had lost her own children in this brutal assault. The woman carefully placed Oman on the ground on his stomach to show us his wounds. Someone had whipped him on the left side of his neck, and I could see a marble-sized shrapnel wound on his buttocks. Both children lay quietly despite their injuries—innocent victims of a ruthless conflict we still could not fully comprehend.

“Captain Brian! Now you see what they do here!” Ahmed screamed, full of rage at what we had just seen. Ahmed, the Chadian mediator for our African Union monitoring team, was a decorated soldier who had served as a rebel in his own country’s civil war. Almost always smiling, he was a compact force of African muscle, confidence, and integrity. Ahmed fulfilled his official duties as a mediator with strict impartiality regardless of the situation, yet he had no fear of confrontation, if it was necessary, when we met up with the Arab nomad militias or their enablers—the soldiers and officials of the Government of Sudan.

I shook my head and swallowed with half-hearted acceptance that there was nothing I could say or do to change the situation. I took photos and made notes for my report. Silently fuming, I moved on, clutching my camera a little too fiercely.

I thought back to where I was a year before. I had just completed my term of service in the US Marine Corps, during which I’d served in Kosovo as part of the NATO mission policing villages and prohibiting arms trafficking from Macedonia. After leaving the Marine Corps, I was still eager to be involved somewhere in the field, using my military background. I thought it was a miracle when a civilian contracting company offered me a position in Sudan; it just didn’t seem possible at the time that someone would pay me a six-figure salary to hang out in an exotic part of Africa, drive Land Cruisers around in the desert, and, as a civilian, advise a military operation. I accepted the mission with the enthusiasm of a boy invited to Disney World for the first time.

I wasn’t completely naïve. I knew there would be conflict. Mass murder in the name of God or national and ethnic superiority had been an unfortunate reality of human life long before the birth of Jesus or Mohammed. Over centuries we have advanced technologically, and yet we still kill each other. It’s something that never changes. In the last century alone, genocide was commonplace—Turks killing more than a million Armenians in 1915, the Nazi slaughter of 6 million Jews during the Holocaust, Indonesia’s purge of hundreds of thousands of real and imagined Communists in the ’60s, the massacres by the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia in the ’70s and ’80s, and tribe-on-tribe slaughter in Rwanda in 1994.

Now, a decade after Rwanda, it was happening again in Africa. Still, I never expected to see first-hand what I was now seeing in Darfur. Here was a country in the early twenty-first century run by a government that condoned slavery, that used rape as a weapon of war, and that was indiscriminate in its attacks on its enemies. American forces are trained to avoid civilian casualties at all costs. Here, before my eyes, civilians—men, women, and children—were equal targets of the Government of Sudan. This was genocide, up close and personal. I couldn’t reconcile or even remotely justify what had happened in Alliet.

A limited African Union monitoring force of 300 and an additional 1,700 soldiers for protection had been assigned to the Darfur region of Sudan where fighting had broken out in early 2003. An initial uprising among black African tribes seeking greater rights had been quickly squelched by the oppressive, Arab-led Government of Sudan. The government took the occasion to dig deeper trenches between the African farming villages and the Arab nomadic herders of Darfur. By arming the Arab nomads, the Government of Sudan had orchestrated a bloody campaign of terror to wipe out the black ethnic groups and permanently alter the demography of the region. Civilians took up arms, often only using elephant spears and stolen weapons to protect their villages against the terrorists they called “the devil on a horse,” or Janjaweed. By the time I arrived in Darfur, the conflict had reached the scale of civil war, and the United States had called it genocide.

Our mandate was to investigate and report on violations of the supposed ceasefire agreement between the GOS and the two “rebel” groups, the Justice and Equality Movement and the Sudanese Liberation Army. My particular monitoring team of eight was one of only two observer teams operating in South Darfur, an area one-third the size of Texas. Our cast of characters included two African Union members from other African states, a representative of each of the three parties of the Darfur Ceasefire Agreement, a Chadian mediator, an interpreter, and one representative from the European Union or the United States who provided impartial logistical and technical expertise. I was one of only three American monitors assigned to all of Darfur. As unarmed observers, our mandate prohibited us from taking any further action to protect civilians or arrest and discipline perpetrators of the chaos. Our only official task was to observe, inquire, and write reports. While world leaders applauded this “African solution to an African problem,” it was slowly becoming apparent that any effort on our part to contain the expanding violence served merely as a facade for what was a relatively inexperienced, ill-equipped, and under-resourced mission. It was an ironic predicament: though my military background as a former US Marine gave me a unique perspective on the limitations of the monitoring force, it was obvious that I was standing on a battlefield where no American had ever been trained to fight.

It had taken me nearly a month to convince the African Union to allow me to take photographs for our team in the field. I was an amateur who had developed a love of photography and felt that a visual record could be useful to our team. I was exhilarated by the idea of playing a role akin to a war photojournalist.

The African Union’s skepticism was grounded in a previous leak to 60  Minutes of photographs shot during a bloody attack on Suleia, where a girls’ primary school had been destroyed. Somehow I convinced African Union officials that I was qualified and also committed to what some might consider a gruesome task, but one that I thought was a vital contribution to the history of this conflict. The photos were to be used as supplements to each report we submitted following an investigation of a ceasefire violation.

Before heading to Darfur, I went online to research the best tools of photojournalism and wound up purchasing an expensive, ten-pound digital camera with a serious 16-inch lens. When I finally held it in my hands—after a carefully engineered journey to Sudan across three continents, carried by a colleague from home—I almost trembled with excitement at the thought of whipping this new weapon out of my reporter’s arsenal. It somehow compensated for the fact that the only other things I carried with me, besides a darkening suntan, were desert survival accoutrements—all non-lethal—including a canvas hat, sunglasses, water in my Camelbak, a pen, and a waterproof notebook. But at first, I always reached for my smaller digital camera, which I considered less intrusive when faced with the crusted eyes of a wounded child or the downward glance of a woman recently assaulted by strangers.




Today in Wash al Tool, October 20, 2004, I lost my hesitation.

What kind of person can aim a gun at a one-year-old child?

If I wanted to capture evidence for whatever future cause, I was determined to make it the best damn evidence anyone had every seen. And I would protect this photographic archive with my life. I swung my backpack around and retrieved my superior camera. It didn’t feel quite like my old M–16, but somehow I felt more prepared for what I might uncover next.

We walked further into the village to speak with a few more wounded. Villagers directed us to two young girls, six-year-old Fatima Adouma Akhmed Ibrahim, who had been shot in the right foot, and eleven-year-old Salha Adouma Akhmed Ibrahim, who had been shot in her left thigh. Both were lying in makeshift cots, constructed of rough-cut logs and saw palmetto twine. One of the girl’s legs had been placed in a wood splint and bandaged with fresh gauze—a rarity in these parts. I was struck by the remarkable resourcefulness of their guardians. I took the first few photographs for what would eventually evolve into a controversial campaign of evidence, espionage, advocacy, and threats to my career and my life.

Riding back in the helicopter that night, I felt shaken by what I had seen. It was still over 100 degrees, and we were sweating because no breeze came through the sealed windows. The stagnant air only added to the weight of my dismay. Sitting, stunned, in the backward-facing jump seat beside the latched door, I offered up my digital camera so my teammates could preview what I had just recorded.

At the sight of Mihad on the camera’s screen, the Sudanese Liberation Army and Justice and Equality Movement representatives turned immediately to the Government of Sudan monitor and screamed at him in Arabic over the seats. Spittle sprayed from the Sudanese Liberation Army representative’s lips as he gestured at my camera screen, shoving it into the Government of Sudan official’s face so that he could see Mihad. Surprised, the government representative pressed himself back into his seat but said nothing. Ahmed jumped up to intervene. He shouted over the rebel monitors, bracing his arm against their chests, and retrieved my camera. The Government of Sudan representative turned away dismissively.

“We must handle this officially,” Ahmed stated in English to the team as he handed me my camera. We rode the rest of the way in silence.

Back at home base in Nyala, we notified the International Committee of the Red Cross and other nongovernmental organizations of the fighting, casualties, medical and emergency needs, and location of the displaced so that they could respond appropriately. Coordinating with humanitarian aid groups to treat the injured was not part of our mandate, but it was one of our regular practices. I specifically mentioned the condition of Mihad Hamid so that they might find her.

We attempted to return for a follow up visit over the next two days, but the Sudanese Liberation Army had amassed several hundred troops to attack the Government of Sudan and push it out of Alliet. Our unarmed monitoring team was unable to gain access to the town. Instead, we remained in our helicopter, sitting on the tarmac 200 kilometers away in Nyala and awaiting word that the fighting had stopped. We received reports via satellite phone from our Sudanese Liberation Army contact on the ground that Antonov aircraft were dropping bombs and that helicopter gunships were firing on the village to eliminate the remaining residents.

Despite the heavy fighting in the surrounding areas, Red Cross medics traveled courageously to within 20 kilometers of Alliet, facing gunfire, to treat victims of the attack. But they were never able to locate Mihad.

The greatest regret of my entire time in Darfur—in fact, of my life to this day—is not taking Mihad Hamid and her brother back to our headquarters for medical care. The African Union had not authorized us to help civilians, and bringing those children back with us did not occur to me until we landed back in Nyala. But it would have been the right thing to do.

Instead, I can at least offer this account of what I witnessed in Mihad’s homeland, a faraway place where a government, abetted by others incited to hatred, is attempting to “cleanse” an entire people—where Arab Muslims kill African Muslims because the Africans are “too black.” Darfur is more than an occasional headline in the newspaper or 20 seconds on a forgotten nightly newscast. It is where genocide continues to happen while the rest of the world goes through the motions of concern but does nothing of substance to stop it. Will the world ever wake up?

As of this writing, I do not know if Mihad Hamid survived.









Author’s Note

What follows is true. All the events described here actually happened. Details have been taken from audio journals I recorded on an MP3 player, emails sent home, recollections of conversations I had over the phone from Sudan, still photographs that were shot at the scene, and from notes, maps, descriptions, and sketches written in many notebooks at the time. Some descriptions are taken from memory. No actions have been invented.

Many of the conversations had no specific record that existed other than my knowledge of the conversation or in written notes to myself about the essence of what was said. I have tried to recreate those words and conversations honestly and accurately.

The actual names of my monitoring team members and my US embassy contacts involved in these events are not used within the book. Several of these individuals are currently still on the ground in Sudan, and to be associated with a book such as this one would endanger their lives. I apologize for any errors of fact, understanding, or omission.

We would like to thank our editor, Lindsay Jones, for her tremendous support in helping us tell this story, and all those at PublicAffairs who believed in us and encouraged us throughout the process of writing this book.

Lastly, we wish to thank our family and every individual who has taken action on behalf of the people of Darfur.











PART ONE
Nuba Mountains
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