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THE RISE OF THE MAHDI IN THE SUDAN

The two campaigns fought by the British in the Sudan, in 1884–5and 1896–8, were far more than an attempt to relieve Khartoum and the eventual reconquest of the country. For almost two decades Great Britain had been involved, directly and indirectly, in the military affairs of the Sudan, whose history during the late 19th century can be divided into four distinct periods:

1881-8 — The rise and defeat of Mahdism

1881-3 — The defeat of the Egyptian Army

1884-5 — The first British involvement

1896-8 — The reconquest of the Sudan.

The Sudan

The Arabic name for the Sudan is Baled-el-Sudan — ‘Land of the Blacks’, and the events under consideration occurred in the eastern (Anglo-Egyptian) part of the country, stretching about 1,400 miles from the southern frontiers of Egypt to Uganda and the Congo (now Zaire), and from the Red Sea to Wadia. The capital is now Khartoum, although after its capture by the Mahdi in 1885, the distinction of being the principal city was transferred to Omdurman. The northern part of the area is very arid, consisting mostly of scrub desert, rocky outcroppings and wadis, with large areas of sava grass; trees are mostly thorny acacia, and mimosa grows in close profusion. The southern part is scrub jungle and swampland. The most important feature of the Sudan is the mighty and dangerous River Nile, with six almost impassable cataracts between Egypt and Khartoum. Generally very hot, the climate is perverse and temperatures can drop to freezing during the night.

The Peoples of the Sudan

In the north the Hamitic Arabs, in the south the Negroes; the former being divided into several major peoples — Beja in the area around Suakim; Ababdeha in the north; Bisharin south of Wadi Haifa; north of Debba the Kababish, the Hassaniyeh and the Shaguyeh near Khartoum. South of that city was the homeland of the Baggara people, and the Amara were the major tribe near Abu Hamed.

All of these were subdivided into numerous tribes — the Hadendowa were part of the Beja, and the Taaisha were a division of the Baggara: there were the Beja-Hadendowa, Baggara-Taaisha, the Jaalin, the Danaqla, the Batashin, Berberin, Barabra, Allanga, Duguaim, Kenana, Awadiyeh, the Hamr-Kordofan, Darfureh, Monassir, Sowarab, the Hauhau-hin, Robatab, Base and Shukreeyeh. It could truly be said that the Mahdi’s recruiting ground was the entire male population of the Sudan.

History of the Sudan in the late 19th Century

This vast and inhospitable land, grudgingly watered by the Nile, had lain festering throughout the century, under the unchallenged, unkindly, unprofitable and unwise rule of her neighbour Egypt. In eight major garrisons and many lesser posts, 40,000 soldiers of the Egyptian Army held the country in corrupt and unhappy submission, stoking up fires of hatred that would inevitably burst into blazing rebellion. Early in 1881 the general unrest began to crystallize around the name of an obscure man of religion, Mohammed Ibn Ahmed el-Sayyid Abdullah, in his retreat on the island of Abba in the Nile, about 150 miles upstream from Khartoum.

Proclaiming himself the long-expected Mahdi, the Guided One of the Prophet, he preached that the Sudan was to be purged of its Egyptian oppressors, and her people brought back to the purity of the true faith. Soon, the Egyptian government, installed by the British after the Arabi Pasha revolt of 1882, found itself hard-pressed to maintain authority in the Sudan, being forced into a series of abortive operations against the Mahdi’s swelling hordes of followers until finding itself with only token garrisons to defend isolated posts at Sennar, Tokar, Donagla and Berber.
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The Mahdi (Mohammed Ibn Ahmed el-Sayyid Abdullah), 1844-85. This warrior-priest of humble origin emerged in 1881, rapidly to become the undisputed leader of the entire Sudan, revered by all as a reincarnation of the Prophet. Before he died on 22 June 1885 (probably of typhus or smallpox) he had defeated every British and Egyptian challenge and had reigned supreme in the Sudan.

The Mahdi’s first battle victory was in August 1881 at Abba, where his 311 ill-armed Arabs cut a much larger Egyptian force to pieces; in October Rashid Bey marched to Khur Maraj with 1,200 men, to be annihilated by a force swollen to 8,000 warriors; on 29 May 1882 another Egyptian army, lured into the interior to Jebel Jarrada, were destroyed in their zareba at night by a Mahdist army now 15,000 strong.

The next objective was El Obeid, rich capital of Kordofan, defended by 6,000 Egyptian troops whose commander, Mohammed Sayyid, on 1 September 1882 hanged the Mahdi’s emissaries who had offered surrender terms. Now numbering 5,000 cavalry and 50,680 foot, the Mahdists assaulted the town but were thrown back with heavy losses by the disciplined fire of Egyptian Regulars’ Remington rifles. Abandoning former edicts that his troops should use only ‘traditional’ weapons such as spears and swords, the Mahdi, now allowing the use of the rifles captured from previously defeated Egyptians, tightened the siege and El Obeid fell on 17 January 1883; high-ranking officers were executed and all the surviving troops were pressed into the Mahdi’s service.

Every reverse encouraged the rebellion which now turned into civil war, with followers flocking to the Mahdi’s banner; from Kordofan Province where his influence was greatest, the Mahdi extended his domains until he controlled most of western Sudan. At the same time his principal lieutenant, Osman Digna, was active among the tribes along the Red Sea coast, and by the autumn of 1883 several Egyptian garrisons were cut off and under siege.

The fall of Kordofan, the richest province in the Sudan, convinced the Egyptian government that an expedition would have to be sent to suppress the rebellion and, the British being unwilling to cooperate, sought a man to lead it. In late January 1883 Abd el Kader, the new Governor-General of the Sudan, appointed a retired Indian Army officer, Colonel William Hicks, to the post of Chief of Staff.

The Destruction of Hicks Pasha

Colonel William Hicks had begun service in 1849 in the Bombay Army, fought in the Mutiny of 1857, and saw service in Abyssinia with Napier in 1868. Courageous and energetic, but with little command experience, 52-year-old Hicks began organizing the troops available to him for his Sudan expedition. In April 1883 he led out a force of four and a half battalions of infantry, some mounted Sudanese Bashi Bazouk mercenaries and four Nordenfelt machine-guns. On 29 April, at Jebel Ain, he was confronted by a sizeable Mahdist force with numerous cavalry. In square, with rocket tubes, howitzers and the Nordenfelts pouring out a deadly fire at close range, they repelled the attack at a cost of only seven casualties; the enemy leaving more than 500 dead on the ground, including twelve Amirs and their leading chief, Amr-el-Makachef.

Elated, the Egyptian government now began planning the reconquest of Kordofan, believed by Hicks to be premature, but his doubts were overcome by the government which persisted in its hasty and flawed policy. The Egyptian Army in the Sudan had always been made up of the rejects and cast-offs from the army in Cairo, a posting to the Sudan being accepted as a form of punishment for some military misdemeanour. Seeking to improve the quality of his troops, Hicks asked for troops from the British reorganized and retrained Egyptian Army; refusing his request, Cairo sent him 3,000 inferior men, several hundred of them being rejects from the new Egyptian Army, and 1,800 of Arabi Pasha’s former mutineers. After threatening to resign, Hicks decided to do the best he could with what he had, and by late August the expedition was consolidated by the arrival of 4,000 camels and a cavalry force of men untrained to ride.

On 9 September the Hicks Pasha Expedition marched out of Omdurman towards Duem, 110 miles distant, the objective being the recapture of El Obeid in the heart of rebel-held Kordofan. The force comprised:


7,000 Regular cavalry

500 Untrained cavalry

400 Mounted Bashi Bazouks

100 Chain-mailed mounted Cuirassiers

4 Krupp field guns

10 mountain guns

6 Nordenfelts

5,500 camels

500 horses



For more than two months the expedition contended with heat, thirst and constant Mahdist harassment, wracked by internal dissension among its senior officers. With first-rate intelligence and holding all the cards, the Mahdi sent Abd al Qadir with 1,000 horsemen to occupy the pools of al Birka, thus forcing Hicks to advance through the dense forests of Shaykan.

Meanwhile, the Mahdi utilized the time by training his army for what he determined would be a decisive battle at a place of his own choosing. After the fall of El Obeid the Mahdi’s army in Kordofan probably numbered 40-50,000 men including 3-4,000 horsemen and 5-7,000 trained riflemen (almost all Sudanese who had served in the Egyptian Army); the remainder were sword and spearmen. Five small brass mountain guns and almost 14,000 Remington single-shot breech-loading rifles had been captured in earlier engagements, and these were employed against Hicks.
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Colonel William Hicks (Hicks Pasha) had served in the Bombay Army from 1849, fought in the Indian Mutiny in 1857, and was on the Abyssinia Expedition with Napier in 1868. At the age of 52, engaged by the Egyptian Army as Commander-in-Chief of the Sudan Field Force, he took a scratch force of ill-trained Egyptian soldiers into the desert where, having been lured into the Shaykan forest, they were massacred on 5 November 1883.

Constantly harassed and under fire, his column stumbled through the almost impenetrable kittic thorn trees and tebeldis of the Shaykan forest. By 3 November the force was isolated in wild country without a secure line of retreat and, even if the final encounter had been less disastrous, it is doubtful if many would have got back to the Nile. On 5 November, deployed in a single large square which was broken as its front face was penetrated, the force was annihilated; Hicks and all his staff being killed.

Worse than a failure, the Expedition’s defeat not only brought the Mahdi Krupp guns, Nordenfelts and thousands of Remington rifles, but vested the Mahdi with a degree of authority he had hitherto lacked, bringing thousands to his banner.

The Victorious Mahdi

By now the Mahdist rebellion was very powerful and had become a jihad, a dreaded Islamic holy war, with the alliance of hill tribes and Beja pastoral peoples strengthened by fierce Donagla horsemen and camel-mounted Baggara warriors from the desert lands. The Mahdi’s Amirs ranged far and wide throughout the Sudan, browbeating apprehensive tribesman in their recruiting-drive for his ever-increasing army. The mail-clad Amirs from far-off Darfur — a primitive southern area — were rapidly bringing over their warriors to join the host, now that Slatin Pasha, the Governor of Darfur, had been forced to surrender.

Following the fall of El Obeid, Osman Digna, an influential and powerful Sudanese leader, declared the allegiance of himself and his Hadendowa followers to the Mahdiyya, as the Mahdist state was known. These Hadendowa tribesmen of the Beja were the ‘Fuzzy-Wuzzies’ of Kipling’s poems.

The eastern Sudan, the area between the Nile and the Red Sea, now became hostile to Egypt, and the major caravan route between Suakim (on the Red Sea) and Berber (on the Nile) was no longer safe. The Egyptian garrisons of Tokar and Sinkat were besieged by Osman Digna at about the same time as Hicks’ expedition was being destroyed; small Egyptian relief columns were destroyed on 26 October, 5 November and 2 December 1883.
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Baker Pasha’s force disembarking at Trinkatat on 30 January 1884, prior to setting out on their abortive attempt to relieve Tokar. They were destroyed near El Teb on 4 February.

Gordon goes to Khartoum

The annihilation of Hicks’ column, causing varying degrees of concern in Cairo, Khartoum and London, set in train a series of events leading to the decision to send General Gordon to Khartoum. On 4 January 1884, anticipating that the Egyptian government might request British aid to hold the Sudan, the British government proposed that the Sudan be abandoned; this brought about the resignation of the Egyptian government which was replaced by a ministry favouring the evacuation of Egyptian garrisons from the region. In London it was suggested that General Charles Gordon be sent to supervise such an evacuation because he was familiar with the region and its people, having administered it in the days of the Khedive Ismail. At this point the British press got wind of the affair, and as a result public opinion became clamorous in favour of sending Gordon to Khartoum. On two occasions, the last being on 10 January 1884, the proposal was rejected by Sir Evelyn Baring, the British Agent in Cairo, who felt strongly that Gordon was not the right man for the job, if only because Baring thought it undesirable that a Christian should be appointed to handle what was primarily an Islamic revolt.

On 15 January Gordon met Lord Wolseley and agreed to go to Suakim to assess the military situation in the Sudan; pressed by the government in London, Baring reluctantly agreed; seemingly General Gordon matched his request for a ‘…qualified British officer to go to Khartoum … to conduct the retreat’. Beset on all sides by foreign advisers, the Egyptian government immediately accepted Gordon, and assumed that the British would now be responsible for any unforeseen consequences; in London the very opposite was assumed. The two governments charged Gordon with conflicting roles. His brief from London was that of an adviser who would report on the best methods of evacuation; the Egyptians appointed him Governor-General, an executive post concerned with the practical aspects of evacuation. Gordon himself seemingly planned, on arrival at Khartoum, to evacuate all Egyptian troops and any civilians who wished to leave the Sudan; the petty chieftains deposed at the time of the Egyptian takeover of the Sudan were to be restored, and would take possession of all arms and ammunition left by the vacating troops. It was not explained how this was to be done, what support he would require, or indeed if it were
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