
LEWERE, Sudan — Fatima Ramadan, mother of 
six, froze, her eyes shooting up to the sky.

 “Antonov!” she yelled.

 Little girls threw down the pebbles they were 
playing with. Toddlers, sensing danger, started to 
wail. About two dozen people grabbed the young 
and dashed up the mountainside into a cave. It was 
hot and dark inside, and the children’s eyes were 
wide with fear.

 “I don’t like this place,” said Kaka, a 10-year-
old girl.

 Nobody does. And yet thousands of people 
live like this.

 As the July 9 division of Sudan nears, the gov-
ernment in Khartoum is scrambling to crush any 
rebellious chunks of the territory that will remain 
its own. Its forces have been relentlessly pounding 
the Nuba Mountains from Russian-made Antonov 
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LEWERE, Sudan — Fatima Rama-
dan, mother of six, froze, her eyes
shooting up to the sky.

“Antonov!” she yelled.
Little girls threw down the pebbles

they were playing with. Toddlers,
sensing danger, started to wail. About
two dozen people grabbed the young
and dashed up the mountainside into
a cave. It was hot and dark inside, and
the children’s eyes were wide with
fear.

“I don’t like this place,” said Kaka, a
10-year-old girl.

Nobody does. And yet thousands of
people live like this.

As the July 9 division of Sudan
nears, the government in Khartoum is
scrambling to crush any rebellious
chunks of the territory that will re-
main its own. Its forces have been re-
lentlessly pounding the Nuba Moun-
tains from Russian-made Antonov
bombers for weeks, demanding that
tens of thousands of rebel fighters dug
in here disarm and drop their insist-
ence on more autonomy for the dis-
tinctive Nuba people. Hundreds of ci-
vilians have been killed, including
many children. Bombs have been
dropped on huts, on farmers in the
field, on girls fetching water together,
slicing them in half with buckets in
their hands.

As the area inches toward becom-
ing fully engulfed in war, the Nuba
caves offer a crucial refuge. 

Every morning at sunup, Ms. Ra-
madan trudges up a hillside, about
1,000 feet high, lugging pots, water
jugs, mats and blankets, the children
huffing behind. 

She nestles her cooking fire in a
crack in the mountain wall, to conceal
the smoke. The young mothers
around her dangle their legs over
ledges as they nurse. Older children
play a game similar to jacks, using
pebbles on the precarious heights. Old
men just sit and stare. At dusk, which
usually signals the end of the sorties,
most descend. Very few young men
are with them. 

“These caves have saved my chil-
dren’s life,” Ms. Ramadan said. A cou-
ple of hundreds yards below her is the

evidence: jagged chunks of shrapnel,
gaping bomb craters and a tree trunk
with a huge hole blown straight
through it. The bombings have shifted
west in recent days, away from the
Lewere Valley toward what is emerg-
ing as the front line in an area called
Korchi. But the fear endures like a
scar. 

“Even the sound of a car sends us
running,” Ms. Ramadan said.

In another time, perhaps, a hike up
this mountain would be a treat. The
views from the top are amazing. The
undulating Nuba heartland stretches
for miles into the hazy distance, the
tawny hilltops clear save for some
scratchy green brush and a few trees
stubbornly clinging to the rocks.
Down below, thatched-roof huts squat
together. A few people swing hoes. A
few women plant on their knees, as if

they are praying. A tan stripe — the
only road — slices across the valley
floor.

“This is all about land,” said Saida
Bakhait, who is also hiding in a cave
with her children.

“Bashir,” she says, referring to Su-
dan’s president, Omar Hassan al-Ba-
shir, “needs our land and he wants to
finish us off.”

But if war comes, it will not be an
easy fight. 

“Be tough! Be strong! Protect our
land!” shout legions of young men —
“freedom fighters” they call them-
selves — as they march through the
mist-shrouded valleys at dawn to add
to the rebels’ numbers. They do not
have guns, so they train with sticks.
Many are freshly carved, the wood
still white.

Land is often code for identity and

the Nuba see this as a fight for their
cultural survival. These mountains
are an outpost of traditional beliefs
and Christianity (though there are
Muslim Nuba, too) in northern Sudan.
Many people here did not wear
clothes until the 1970s, when the gov-
ernment passed laws forbidding nudi-
ty. Anthropologists have celebrated
the Nuba for their singing, dancing,
ferocious wrestling tournaments and
dizzying number of languages, with
nearly every major set of hills having
its own tongue. Their land is among
the most fertile in all of Sudan.

Because they had been subjugated
by Sudan’s Arab rulers for genera-
tions, the Nuba sided with southern
rebels during the latter half of Sudan’s
north-south civil war, in the 1980s and
’90s. The government responded by
bombing the hillsides, wiping out vil-
lages and incarcerating hundreds of
thousands of Nuba in so-called peace
camps where many were forced to
convert to Islam at gunpoint. People
fled to caves then, too. 

A peace treaty signed in 2004 called
for Nuba to have a say in determining
how much autonomy they would get
— again, protecting their unique cul-
ture was a priority — but autonomy
never came. Now, it seems, the gov-
ernment’s sudden interest in Nuba is
timed to the south’s independence on
Saturday. Khartoum may feel it has to
send a signal that even after the south
breaks off, the result of decades of
struggle for liberation, it will not toler-
ate other secession movements.

“They lost southern Sudan with bit-
terness, and now they are projecting
that bitterness on us,” said a Nuba
man named Kuku.

In one place near Lewere, hun-
dreds, perhaps thousands, are
camped in caves. At least that is what
some soldiers were saying. According
to them, an entire village has up-
rooted itself to a mountaintop.

“But we can’t let you see it,” said a
local elder at the foot of the mountain.
He is sympathetic but firm.

“It’s the only place that hasn’t been
bombed yet,” he said. “The last thing
we want is for al-Bashir to know about
it.”

PHOTOGRAPHS BY TYLER HICKS/THE NEW YORK TIMES

As the Sudan government bombs rebels, the Nuba people have been forced to spend much of their daily lives in the rocky caves far above the valley floor. More photos, nytimes.com/world.

Sudanese Struggle to Survive Endless Bombings Aimed to Quell Rebels

At the faintest sound of an airplane, women and children run to the mountain caves to protect them-
selves. Bombs have been dropped on huts, on farmers in the field and on girls fetching water together. 
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In one place near Lewere, perhaps
thousands are camped in caves.

By CARLOTTA GALL

ISLAMABAD, Pakistan — The Paki-
stani military continues to nurture a
broad range of militant groups as part
of a three-decade strategy of using
proxies against its neighbors and Amer-
ican forces in Afghanistan, but now
some of the fighters it trained are ques-
tioning that strategy, a prominent for-
mer militant commander says.

The former commander said that he
was supported by the Pakistani military
for 15 years as a fighter, leader and
trainer of insurgents until he quit a few
years ago. Well known in militant cir-
cles but accustomed to a covert exist-
ence, he gave an interview to The New
York Times on the condition that his
name, location and other personal de-
tails not be revealed. 

Militant groups, like Lashkar-e-Taiba,
Harakat-ul-Mujahedeen and Hizbul
Mujahedeen, are run by religious lead-
ers, with the Pakistani military provid-
ing training, strategic planning and pro-
tection. That system was still function-
ing, he said. 

The former commander’s account be-
lies years of assurances by Pakistan to
American officials since the Sept. 11,
2001, attacks that it has ceased support-
ing militant groups in its territory. The
United States has given Pakistan more
than $20 billion in aid over the past dec-
ade for its help with counterterrorism
operations. Still, the former commander
said, Pakistan’s military and intelli-
gence establishment has not abandoned
its policy of supporting the militant
groups as tools in Pakistan’s dispute
with India over the border territory of

Kashmir and in Afghanistan to drive out
American and NATO forces.

“There are two bodies running these
affairs: mullahs and retired generals,”
he said. He named a number of former
military officials involved in the pro-
gram, including former chiefs of the in-
telligence service and other former gen-
erals. “These people have a very big
role still,” he said. 

Maj. Gen. Zaheer ul-Islam Abbasi, a
former intelligence officer who was con-
victed of attempting a coup against the
government of Benazir Bhutto in 1995
and who is now dead, was one of the
most active supporters of the militant
groups in the years after Sept. 11, the
former commander said. 

He said he saw General Abbasi sev-
eral times: once at a meeting of Taliban
and Pakistani militant leaders in Khy-

ber-Pakhtunkhwa Province as they
planned how to confront the American
military in Afghanistan; and twice in
Mir Ali, which became the center for
foreign militants in Pakistan’s tribal
areas, including members of Al Qaeda. 

There were about 60 people at the
Taliban meeting in late 2001, soon after
the Taliban government fell, the former
commander said. Pakistani militant
leaders were present, as were the Tali-
ban ambassador to Pakistan, Abdul

Salam Zaeef, and Muhammad Haqqani,
a member of the Haqqani network. 

Several retired officials of Pakistan’s
premier spy agency, the Directorate for
Inter-Services Intelligence, or ISI, were
also there, he said, including a man
known as Colonel Imam but who was
actually Brig. Sultan Amir, a well-
known trainer and mentor of militants,
and General Abbasi. The militant
groups divided Afghanistan into sep-
arate areas of operations and discussed
how to “trip up America,” he said. 

The Pakistani military still supports
the Afghan Taliban in their fight to force
out American and NATO forces from Af-
ghanistan, he said, adding that he
thought they would be successful. 

The ISI also still supports other Paki-

Pakistani Military Still Cultivates Militant Groups, a Former Fighter Says
An account belies years 
of assurances by Pakistan 
to American officials.
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Sudanese Struggle to Survive Endless 
Bombings Aimed to Quell Rebels
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bombers for weeks, demanding that tens of thou-
sands of rebel fighters dug in here disarm and drop 
their insistence on more autonomy for the distinc-
tive Nuba people. Hundreds of civilians have been 
killed, including many children. Bombs have been 
dropped on huts, on farmers in the field, on girls 
fetching water together, slicing them in half with 
buckets in their hands.

 As the area inches toward becoming fully en-
gulfed in war, the Nuba caves offer a crucial refuge.

 Every morning at sunup, Ms. Ramadan trudg-
es up a hillside, about 1,000 feet high, lugging 
pots, water jugs, mats and blankets, the children 
huffing behind.

 She nestles her cooking fire in a crack in the 
mountain wall, to conceal the smoke. The young 
mothers around her dangle their legs over ledges 
as they nurse. Older children play a game similar 

to jacks, using pebbles on the precarious heights. 
Old men just sit and stare. At dusk, which usually 
signals the end of the sorties, most descend. Very 
few young men are with them.

 “These caves have saved my children’s life,” Ms. 
Ramadan said. A couple of hundreds yards below her 
is the evidence: jagged chunks of shrapnel, gaping 
bomb craters and a tree trunk with a huge hole blown 
straight through it. The bombings have shifted west 
in recent days, away from the Lewere Valley toward 
what is emerging as the front line in an area called Ko-
rchi. But the fear endures like a scar.

 “Even the sound of a car sends us running,” 
Ms. Ramadan said.

 In another time, perhaps, a hike up this moun-
tain would be a treat. The views from the top are 
amazing. The undulating Nuba heartland stretches 
for miles into the hazy distance, the tawny hilltops 
clear save for some scratchy green brush and a 
few trees stubbornly clinging to the rocks. Down 
below, thatched-roof huts squat together. A few 
people swing hoes. A few women plant on their 
knees, as if they are praying. A tan stripe — the 
only road — slices across the valley floor.

 “This is all about land,” said Saida Bakhait, 
who is also hiding in a cave with her children.

 “Bashir,” she says, referring to Sudan’s  
president, Omar Hassan al-Bashir, “needs our  
land and he wants to finish us off.”

 The government says that its bombing cam-
paign is solely directed at opposition fighters,  
not civilians. But if war comes, it will not be  
an easy fight.

 “Be tough! Be strong! Protect our land!” 
shout legions of young men — “freedom fight-
ers” they call themselves — as they march through  
the mist-shrouded valleys at dawn to add to the rebels’ 
numbers. They do not have guns, so they train with 
sticks. Many are freshly carved, the wood still white.
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LEWERE, Sudan — Fatima Rama-
dan, mother of six, froze, her eyes
shooting up to the sky.

“Antonov!” she yelled.
Little girls threw down the pebbles

they were playing with. Toddlers,
sensing danger, started to wail. About
two dozen people grabbed the young
and dashed up the mountainside into
a cave. It was hot and dark inside, and
the children’s eyes were wide with
fear.

“I don’t like this place,” said Kaka, a
10-year-old girl.

Nobody does. And yet thousands of
people live like this.

As the July 9 division of Sudan
nears, the government in Khartoum is
scrambling to crush any rebellious
chunks of the territory that will re-
main its own. Its forces have been re-
lentlessly pounding the Nuba Moun-
tains from Russian-made Antonov
bombers for weeks, demanding that
tens of thousands of rebel fighters dug
in here disarm and drop their insist-
ence on more autonomy for the dis-
tinctive Nuba people. Hundreds of ci-
vilians have been killed, including
many children. Bombs have been
dropped on huts, on farmers in the
field, on girls fetching water together,
slicing them in half with buckets in
their hands.

As the area inches toward becom-
ing fully engulfed in war, the Nuba
caves offer a crucial refuge. 

Every morning at sunup, Ms. Ra-
madan trudges up a hillside, about
1,000 feet high, lugging pots, water
jugs, mats and blankets, the children
huffing behind. 

She nestles her cooking fire in a
crack in the mountain wall, to conceal
the smoke. The young mothers
around her dangle their legs over
ledges as they nurse. Older children
play a game similar to jacks, using
pebbles on the precarious heights. Old
men just sit and stare. At dusk, which
usually signals the end of the sorties,
most descend. Very few young men
are with them. 

“These caves have saved my chil-
dren’s life,” Ms. Ramadan said. A cou-
ple of hundreds yards below her is the

evidence: jagged chunks of shrapnel,
gaping bomb craters and a tree trunk
with a huge hole blown straight
through it. The bombings have shifted
west in recent days, away from the
Lewere Valley toward what is emerg-
ing as the front line in an area called
Korchi. But the fear endures like a
scar. 

“Even the sound of a car sends us
running,” Ms. Ramadan said.

In another time, perhaps, a hike up
this mountain would be a treat. The
views from the top are amazing. The
undulating Nuba heartland stretches
for miles into the hazy distance, the
tawny hilltops clear save for some
scratchy green brush and a few trees
stubbornly clinging to the rocks.
Down below, thatched-roof huts squat
together. A few people swing hoes. A
few women plant on their knees, as if

they are praying. A tan stripe — the
only road — slices across the valley
floor.

“This is all about land,” said Saida
Bakhait, who is also hiding in a cave
with her children.

“Bashir,” she says, referring to Su-
dan’s president, Omar Hassan al-Ba-
shir, “needs our land and he wants to
finish us off.”

But if war comes, it will not be an
easy fight. 

“Be tough! Be strong! Protect our
land!” shout legions of young men —
“freedom fighters” they call them-
selves — as they march through the
mist-shrouded valleys at dawn to add
to the rebels’ numbers. They do not
have guns, so they train with sticks.
Many are freshly carved, the wood
still white.

Land is often code for identity and

the Nuba see this as a fight for their
cultural survival. These mountains
are an outpost of traditional beliefs
and Christianity (though there are
Muslim Nuba, too) in northern Sudan.
Many people here did not wear
clothes until the 1970s, when the gov-
ernment passed laws forbidding nudi-
ty. Anthropologists have celebrated
the Nuba for their singing, dancing,
ferocious wrestling tournaments and
dizzying number of languages, with
nearly every major set of hills having
its own tongue. Their land is among
the most fertile in all of Sudan.

Because they had been subjugated
by Sudan’s Arab rulers for genera-
tions, the Nuba sided with southern
rebels during the latter half of Sudan’s
north-south civil war, in the 1980s and
’90s. The government responded by
bombing the hillsides, wiping out vil-
lages and incarcerating hundreds of
thousands of Nuba in so-called peace
camps where many were forced to
convert to Islam at gunpoint. People
fled to caves then, too. 

A peace treaty signed in 2004 called
for Nuba to have a say in determining
how much autonomy they would get
— again, protecting their unique cul-
ture was a priority — but autonomy
never came. Now, it seems, the gov-
ernment’s sudden interest in Nuba is
timed to the south’s independence on
Saturday. Khartoum may feel it has to
send a signal that even after the south
breaks off, the result of decades of
struggle for liberation, it will not toler-
ate other secession movements.

“They lost southern Sudan with bit-
terness, and now they are projecting
that bitterness on us,” said a Nuba
man named Kuku.

In one place near Lewere, hun-
dreds, perhaps thousands, are
camped in caves. At least that is what
some soldiers were saying. According
to them, an entire village has up-
rooted itself to a mountaintop.

“But we can’t let you see it,” said a
local elder at the foot of the mountain.
He is sympathetic but firm.

“It’s the only place that hasn’t been
bombed yet,” he said. “The last thing
we want is for al-Bashir to know about
it.”

PHOTOGRAPHS BY TYLER HICKS/THE NEW YORK TIMES

As the Sudan government bombs rebels, the Nuba people have been forced to spend much of their daily lives in the rocky caves far above the valley floor. More photos, nytimes.com/world.

Sudanese Struggle to Survive Endless Bombings Aimed to Quell Rebels

At the faintest sound of an airplane, women and children run to the mountain caves to protect them-
selves. Bombs have been dropped on huts, on farmers in the field and on girls fetching water together. 
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In one place near Lewere, perhaps
thousands are camped in caves.

By CARLOTTA GALL

ISLAMABAD, Pakistan — The Paki-
stani military continues to nurture a
broad range of militant groups as part
of a three-decade strategy of using
proxies against its neighbors and Amer-
ican forces in Afghanistan, but now
some of the fighters it trained are ques-
tioning that strategy, a prominent for-
mer militant commander says.

The former commander said that he
was supported by the Pakistani military
for 15 years as a fighter, leader and
trainer of insurgents until he quit a few
years ago. Well known in militant cir-
cles but accustomed to a covert exist-
ence, he gave an interview to The New
York Times on the condition that his
name, location and other personal de-
tails not be revealed. 

Militant groups, like Lashkar-e-Taiba,
Harakat-ul-Mujahedeen and Hizbul
Mujahedeen, are run by religious lead-
ers, with the Pakistani military provid-
ing training, strategic planning and pro-
tection. That system was still function-
ing, he said. 

The former commander’s account be-
lies years of assurances by Pakistan to
American officials since the Sept. 11,
2001, attacks that it has ceased support-
ing militant groups in its territory. The
United States has given Pakistan more
than $20 billion in aid over the past dec-
ade for its help with counterterrorism
operations. Still, the former commander
said, Pakistan’s military and intelli-
gence establishment has not abandoned
its policy of supporting the militant
groups as tools in Pakistan’s dispute
with India over the border territory of

Kashmir and in Afghanistan to drive out
American and NATO forces.

“There are two bodies running these
affairs: mullahs and retired generals,”
he said. He named a number of former
military officials involved in the pro-
gram, including former chiefs of the in-
telligence service and other former gen-
erals. “These people have a very big
role still,” he said. 

Maj. Gen. Zaheer ul-Islam Abbasi, a
former intelligence officer who was con-
victed of attempting a coup against the
government of Benazir Bhutto in 1995
and who is now dead, was one of the
most active supporters of the militant
groups in the years after Sept. 11, the
former commander said. 

He said he saw General Abbasi sev-
eral times: once at a meeting of Taliban
and Pakistani militant leaders in Khy-

ber-Pakhtunkhwa Province as they
planned how to confront the American
military in Afghanistan; and twice in
Mir Ali, which became the center for
foreign militants in Pakistan’s tribal
areas, including members of Al Qaeda. 

There were about 60 people at the
Taliban meeting in late 2001, soon after
the Taliban government fell, the former
commander said. Pakistani militant
leaders were present, as were the Tali-
ban ambassador to Pakistan, Abdul

Salam Zaeef, and Muhammad Haqqani,
a member of the Haqqani network. 

Several retired officials of Pakistan’s
premier spy agency, the Directorate for
Inter-Services Intelligence, or ISI, were
also there, he said, including a man
known as Colonel Imam but who was
actually Brig. Sultan Amir, a well-
known trainer and mentor of militants,
and General Abbasi. The militant
groups divided Afghanistan into sep-
arate areas of operations and discussed
how to “trip up America,” he said. 

The Pakistani military still supports
the Afghan Taliban in their fight to force
out American and NATO forces from Af-
ghanistan, he said, adding that he
thought they would be successful. 

The ISI also still supports other Paki-

Pakistani Military Still Cultivates Militant Groups, a Former Fighter Says
An account belies years 
of assurances by Pakistan 
to American officials.
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 Land is often code for identity and the Nuba 
see this as a fight for their cultural survival. These 
mountains are an outpost of traditional beliefs and 
Christianity (though there are Muslim Nuba, too) 
in northern Sudan. Anthropologists have celebrat-
ed the Nuba for their singing, dancing, ferocious 
wrestling tournaments and dizzying number of 
languages, with nearly every major set of hills 
having its own tongue. Their land is among the 
most fertile in all of Sudan.

 Because they had been subjugated by Sudan’s 
Arab rulers for generations, the Nuba sided with 
southern rebels during the latter half of Sudan’s 
north-south civil war, in the 1980s and ’90s. The 
government responded by bombing the hillsides, 
wiping out villages and incarcerating hundreds of 
thousands of Nuba in so-called peace camps 
where many were forced to convert to Islam at 
gunpoint. People fled to caves then, too.

 A peace treaty signed in 2004 called for Nuba 
to have a say in determining how much autonomy 
they would get — again, protecting their unique 
culture was a priority — but autonomy never came. 
Now, it seems, the government’s sudden interest in 
Nuba is timed to the south’s independence on Sat-
urday. Khartoum may feel it has to send a signal 
that even after the south breaks off, the result of 
decades of struggle for liberation, it will not toler-
ate other secession movements.

 “They lost southern Sudan with bitterness, and 
now they are projecting that bitterness on us,” said 
a Nuba man named Kuku.

 In one place near Lewere, hundreds, perhaps 
thousands, are camped in caves. At least that  
is what some soldiers were saying. According  
to them, an entire village has uprooted itself to  
a mountaintop.

A4 N

MONDAY, JULY 4, 2011

By JEFFREY GETTLEMAN

LEWERE, Sudan — Fatima Rama-
dan, mother of six, froze, her eyes
shooting up to the sky.

“Antonov!” she yelled.
Little girls threw down the pebbles

they were playing with. Toddlers,
sensing danger, started to wail. About
two dozen people grabbed the young
and dashed up the mountainside into
a cave. It was hot and dark inside, and
the children’s eyes were wide with
fear.

“I don’t like this place,” said Kaka, a
10-year-old girl.

Nobody does. And yet thousands of
people live like this.

As the July 9 division of Sudan
nears, the government in Khartoum is
scrambling to crush any rebellious
chunks of the territory that will re-
main its own. Its forces have been re-
lentlessly pounding the Nuba Moun-
tains from Russian-made Antonov
bombers for weeks, demanding that
tens of thousands of rebel fighters dug
in here disarm and drop their insist-
ence on more autonomy for the dis-
tinctive Nuba people. Hundreds of ci-
vilians have been killed, including
many children. Bombs have been
dropped on huts, on farmers in the
field, on girls fetching water together,
slicing them in half with buckets in
their hands.

As the area inches toward becom-
ing fully engulfed in war, the Nuba
caves offer a crucial refuge. 

Every morning at sunup, Ms. Ra-
madan trudges up a hillside, about
1,000 feet high, lugging pots, water
jugs, mats and blankets, the children
huffing behind. 

She nestles her cooking fire in a
crack in the mountain wall, to conceal
the smoke. The young mothers
around her dangle their legs over
ledges as they nurse. Older children
play a game similar to jacks, using
pebbles on the precarious heights. Old
men just sit and stare. At dusk, which
usually signals the end of the sorties,
most descend. Very few young men
are with them. 

“These caves have saved my chil-
dren’s life,” Ms. Ramadan said. A cou-
ple of hundreds yards below her is the

evidence: jagged chunks of shrapnel,
gaping bomb craters and a tree trunk
with a huge hole blown straight
through it. The bombings have shifted
west in recent days, away from the
Lewere Valley toward what is emerg-
ing as the front line in an area called
Korchi. But the fear endures like a
scar. 

“Even the sound of a car sends us
running,” Ms. Ramadan said.

In another time, perhaps, a hike up
this mountain would be a treat. The
views from the top are amazing. The
undulating Nuba heartland stretches
for miles into the hazy distance, the
tawny hilltops clear save for some
scratchy green brush and a few trees
stubbornly clinging to the rocks.
Down below, thatched-roof huts squat
together. A few people swing hoes. A
few women plant on their knees, as if

they are praying. A tan stripe — the
only road — slices across the valley
floor.

“This is all about land,” said Saida
Bakhait, who is also hiding in a cave
with her children.

“Bashir,” she says, referring to Su-
dan’s president, Omar Hassan al-Ba-
shir, “needs our land and he wants to
finish us off.”

But if war comes, it will not be an
easy fight. 

“Be tough! Be strong! Protect our
land!” shout legions of young men —
“freedom fighters” they call them-
selves — as they march through the
mist-shrouded valleys at dawn to add
to the rebels’ numbers. They do not
have guns, so they train with sticks.
Many are freshly carved, the wood
still white.

Land is often code for identity and

the Nuba see this as a fight for their
cultural survival. These mountains
are an outpost of traditional beliefs
and Christianity (though there are
Muslim Nuba, too) in northern Sudan.
Many people here did not wear
clothes until the 1970s, when the gov-
ernment passed laws forbidding nudi-
ty. Anthropologists have celebrated
the Nuba for their singing, dancing,
ferocious wrestling tournaments and
dizzying number of languages, with
nearly every major set of hills having
its own tongue. Their land is among
the most fertile in all of Sudan.

Because they had been subjugated
by Sudan’s Arab rulers for genera-
tions, the Nuba sided with southern
rebels during the latter half of Sudan’s
north-south civil war, in the 1980s and
’90s. The government responded by
bombing the hillsides, wiping out vil-
lages and incarcerating hundreds of
thousands of Nuba in so-called peace
camps where many were forced to
convert to Islam at gunpoint. People
fled to caves then, too. 

A peace treaty signed in 2004 called
for Nuba to have a say in determining
how much autonomy they would get
— again, protecting their unique cul-
ture was a priority — but autonomy
never came. Now, it seems, the gov-
ernment’s sudden interest in Nuba is
timed to the south’s independence on
Saturday. Khartoum may feel it has to
send a signal that even after the south
breaks off, the result of decades of
struggle for liberation, it will not toler-
ate other secession movements.

“They lost southern Sudan with bit-
terness, and now they are projecting
that bitterness on us,” said a Nuba
man named Kuku.

In one place near Lewere, hun-
dreds, perhaps thousands, are
camped in caves. At least that is what
some soldiers were saying. According
to them, an entire village has up-
rooted itself to a mountaintop.

“But we can’t let you see it,” said a
local elder at the foot of the mountain.
He is sympathetic but firm.

“It’s the only place that hasn’t been
bombed yet,” he said. “The last thing
we want is for al-Bashir to know about
it.”

PHOTOGRAPHS BY TYLER HICKS/THE NEW YORK TIMES

As the Sudan government bombs rebels, the Nuba people have been forced to spend much of their daily lives in the rocky caves far above the valley floor. More photos, nytimes.com/world.

Sudanese Struggle to Survive Endless Bombings Aimed to Quell Rebels

At the faintest sound of an airplane, women and children run to the mountain caves to protect them-
selves. Bombs have been dropped on huts, on farmers in the field and on girls fetching water together. 
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By CARLOTTA GALL

ISLAMABAD, Pakistan — The Paki-
stani military continues to nurture a
broad range of militant groups as part
of a three-decade strategy of using
proxies against its neighbors and Amer-
ican forces in Afghanistan, but now
some of the fighters it trained are ques-
tioning that strategy, a prominent for-
mer militant commander says.

The former commander said that he
was supported by the Pakistani military
for 15 years as a fighter, leader and
trainer of insurgents until he quit a few
years ago. Well known in militant cir-
cles but accustomed to a covert exist-
ence, he gave an interview to The New
York Times on the condition that his
name, location and other personal de-
tails not be revealed. 

Militant groups, like Lashkar-e-Taiba,
Harakat-ul-Mujahedeen and Hizbul
Mujahedeen, are run by religious lead-
ers, with the Pakistani military provid-
ing training, strategic planning and pro-
tection. That system was still function-
ing, he said. 

The former commander’s account be-
lies years of assurances by Pakistan to
American officials since the Sept. 11,
2001, attacks that it has ceased support-
ing militant groups in its territory. The
United States has given Pakistan more
than $20 billion in aid over the past dec-
ade for its help with counterterrorism
operations. Still, the former commander
said, Pakistan’s military and intelli-
gence establishment has not abandoned
its policy of supporting the militant
groups as tools in Pakistan’s dispute
with India over the border territory of

Kashmir and in Afghanistan to drive out
American and NATO forces.

“There are two bodies running these
affairs: mullahs and retired generals,”
he said. He named a number of former
military officials involved in the pro-
gram, including former chiefs of the in-
telligence service and other former gen-
erals. “These people have a very big
role still,” he said. 

Maj. Gen. Zaheer ul-Islam Abbasi, a
former intelligence officer who was con-
victed of attempting a coup against the
government of Benazir Bhutto in 1995
and who is now dead, was one of the
most active supporters of the militant
groups in the years after Sept. 11, the
former commander said. 

He said he saw General Abbasi sev-
eral times: once at a meeting of Taliban
and Pakistani militant leaders in Khy-

ber-Pakhtunkhwa Province as they
planned how to confront the American
military in Afghanistan; and twice in
Mir Ali, which became the center for
foreign militants in Pakistan’s tribal
areas, including members of Al Qaeda. 

There were about 60 people at the
Taliban meeting in late 2001, soon after
the Taliban government fell, the former
commander said. Pakistani militant
leaders were present, as were the Tali-
ban ambassador to Pakistan, Abdul

Salam Zaeef, and Muhammad Haqqani,
a member of the Haqqani network. 

Several retired officials of Pakistan’s
premier spy agency, the Directorate for
Inter-Services Intelligence, or ISI, were
also there, he said, including a man
known as Colonel Imam but who was
actually Brig. Sultan Amir, a well-
known trainer and mentor of militants,
and General Abbasi. The militant
groups divided Afghanistan into sep-
arate areas of operations and discussed
how to “trip up America,” he said. 

The Pakistani military still supports
the Afghan Taliban in their fight to force
out American and NATO forces from Af-
ghanistan, he said, adding that he
thought they would be successful. 

The ISI also still supports other Paki-

Pakistani Military Still Cultivates Militant Groups, a Former Fighter Says
An account belies years 
of assurances by Pakistan 
to American officials.
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LEWERE, Sudan — Fatima Rama-
dan, mother of six, froze, her eyes
shooting up to the sky.

“Antonov!” she yelled.
Little girls threw down the pebbles

they were playing with. Toddlers,
sensing danger, started to wail. About
two dozen people grabbed the young
and dashed up the mountainside into
a cave. It was hot and dark inside, and
the children’s eyes were wide with
fear.

“I don’t like this place,” said Kaka, a
10-year-old girl.

Nobody does. And yet thousands of
people live like this.

As the July 9 division of Sudan
nears, the government in Khartoum is
scrambling to crush any rebellious
chunks of the territory that will re-
main its own. Its forces have been re-
lentlessly pounding the Nuba Moun-
tains from Russian-made Antonov
bombers for weeks, demanding that
tens of thousands of rebel fighters dug
in here disarm and drop their insist-
ence on more autonomy for the dis-
tinctive Nuba people. Hundreds of ci-
vilians have been killed, including
many children. Bombs have been
dropped on huts, on farmers in the
field, on girls fetching water together,
slicing them in half with buckets in
their hands.

As the area inches toward becom-
ing fully engulfed in war, the Nuba
caves offer a crucial refuge. 

Every morning at sunup, Ms. Ra-
madan trudges up a hillside, about
1,000 feet high, lugging pots, water
jugs, mats and blankets, the children
huffing behind. 

She nestles her cooking fire in a
crack in the mountain wall, to conceal
the smoke. The young mothers
around her dangle their legs over
ledges as they nurse. Older children
play a game similar to jacks, using
pebbles on the precarious heights. Old
men just sit and stare. At dusk, which
usually signals the end of the sorties,
most descend. Very few young men
are with them. 

“These caves have saved my chil-
dren’s life,” Ms. Ramadan said. A cou-
ple of hundreds yards below her is the

evidence: jagged chunks of shrapnel,
gaping bomb craters and a tree trunk
with a huge hole blown straight
through it. The bombings have shifted
west in recent days, away from the
Lewere Valley toward what is emerg-
ing as the front line in an area called
Korchi. But the fear endures like a
scar. 

“Even the sound of a car sends us
running,” Ms. Ramadan said.

In another time, perhaps, a hike up
this mountain would be a treat. The
views from the top are amazing. The
undulating Nuba heartland stretches
for miles into the hazy distance, the
tawny hilltops clear save for some
scratchy green brush and a few trees
stubbornly clinging to the rocks.
Down below, thatched-roof huts squat
together. A few people swing hoes. A
few women plant on their knees, as if

they are praying. A tan stripe — the
only road — slices across the valley
floor.

“This is all about land,” said Saida
Bakhait, who is also hiding in a cave
with her children.

“Bashir,” she says, referring to Su-
dan’s president, Omar Hassan al-Ba-
shir, “needs our land and he wants to
finish us off.”

But if war comes, it will not be an
easy fight. 

“Be tough! Be strong! Protect our
land!” shout legions of young men —
“freedom fighters” they call them-
selves — as they march through the
mist-shrouded valleys at dawn to add
to the rebels’ numbers. They do not
have guns, so they train with sticks.
Many are freshly carved, the wood
still white.

Land is often code for identity and

the Nuba see this as a fight for their
cultural survival. These mountains
are an outpost of traditional beliefs
and Christianity (though there are
Muslim Nuba, too) in northern Sudan.
Many people here did not wear
clothes until the 1970s, when the gov-
ernment passed laws forbidding nudi-
ty. Anthropologists have celebrated
the Nuba for their singing, dancing,
ferocious wrestling tournaments and
dizzying number of languages, with
nearly every major set of hills having
its own tongue. Their land is among
the most fertile in all of Sudan.

Because they had been subjugated
by Sudan’s Arab rulers for genera-
tions, the Nuba sided with southern
rebels during the latter half of Sudan’s
north-south civil war, in the 1980s and
’90s. The government responded by
bombing the hillsides, wiping out vil-
lages and incarcerating hundreds of
thousands of Nuba in so-called peace
camps where many were forced to
convert to Islam at gunpoint. People
fled to caves then, too. 

A peace treaty signed in 2004 called
for Nuba to have a say in determining
how much autonomy they would get
— again, protecting their unique cul-
ture was a priority — but autonomy
never came. Now, it seems, the gov-
ernment’s sudden interest in Nuba is
timed to the south’s independence on
Saturday. Khartoum may feel it has to
send a signal that even after the south
breaks off, the result of decades of
struggle for liberation, it will not toler-
ate other secession movements.

“They lost southern Sudan with bit-
terness, and now they are projecting
that bitterness on us,” said a Nuba
man named Kuku.

In one place near Lewere, hun-
dreds, perhaps thousands, are
camped in caves. At least that is what
some soldiers were saying. According
to them, an entire village has up-
rooted itself to a mountaintop.

“But we can’t let you see it,” said a
local elder at the foot of the mountain.
He is sympathetic but firm.

“It’s the only place that hasn’t been
bombed yet,” he said. “The last thing
we want is for al-Bashir to know about
it.”

PHOTOGRAPHS BY TYLER HICKS/THE NEW YORK TIMES

As the Sudan government bombs rebels, the Nuba people have been forced to spend much of their daily lives in the rocky caves far above the valley floor. More photos, nytimes.com/world.

Sudanese Struggle to Survive Endless Bombings Aimed to Quell Rebels

At the faintest sound of an airplane, women and children run to the mountain caves to protect them-
selves. Bombs have been dropped on huts, on farmers in the field and on girls fetching water together. 
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By CARLOTTA GALL

ISLAMABAD, Pakistan — The Paki-
stani military continues to nurture a
broad range of militant groups as part
of a three-decade strategy of using
proxies against its neighbors and Amer-
ican forces in Afghanistan, but now
some of the fighters it trained are ques-
tioning that strategy, a prominent for-
mer militant commander says.

The former commander said that he
was supported by the Pakistani military
for 15 years as a fighter, leader and
trainer of insurgents until he quit a few
years ago. Well known in militant cir-
cles but accustomed to a covert exist-
ence, he gave an interview to The New
York Times on the condition that his
name, location and other personal de-
tails not be revealed. 

Militant groups, like Lashkar-e-Taiba,
Harakat-ul-Mujahedeen and Hizbul
Mujahedeen, are run by religious lead-
ers, with the Pakistani military provid-
ing training, strategic planning and pro-
tection. That system was still function-
ing, he said. 

The former commander’s account be-
lies years of assurances by Pakistan to
American officials since the Sept. 11,
2001, attacks that it has ceased support-
ing militant groups in its territory. The
United States has given Pakistan more
than $20 billion in aid over the past dec-
ade for its help with counterterrorism
operations. Still, the former commander
said, Pakistan’s military and intelli-
gence establishment has not abandoned
its policy of supporting the militant
groups as tools in Pakistan’s dispute
with India over the border territory of

Kashmir and in Afghanistan to drive out
American and NATO forces.

“There are two bodies running these
affairs: mullahs and retired generals,”
he said. He named a number of former
military officials involved in the pro-
gram, including former chiefs of the in-
telligence service and other former gen-
erals. “These people have a very big
role still,” he said. 

Maj. Gen. Zaheer ul-Islam Abbasi, a
former intelligence officer who was con-
victed of attempting a coup against the
government of Benazir Bhutto in 1995
and who is now dead, was one of the
most active supporters of the militant
groups in the years after Sept. 11, the
former commander said. 

He said he saw General Abbasi sev-
eral times: once at a meeting of Taliban
and Pakistani militant leaders in Khy-

ber-Pakhtunkhwa Province as they
planned how to confront the American
military in Afghanistan; and twice in
Mir Ali, which became the center for
foreign militants in Pakistan’s tribal
areas, including members of Al Qaeda. 

There were about 60 people at the
Taliban meeting in late 2001, soon after
the Taliban government fell, the former
commander said. Pakistani militant
leaders were present, as were the Tali-
ban ambassador to Pakistan, Abdul

Salam Zaeef, and Muhammad Haqqani,
a member of the Haqqani network. 

Several retired officials of Pakistan’s
premier spy agency, the Directorate for
Inter-Services Intelligence, or ISI, were
also there, he said, including a man
known as Colonel Imam but who was
actually Brig. Sultan Amir, a well-
known trainer and mentor of militants,
and General Abbasi. The militant
groups divided Afghanistan into sep-
arate areas of operations and discussed
how to “trip up America,” he said. 

The Pakistani military still supports
the Afghan Taliban in their fight to force
out American and NATO forces from Af-
ghanistan, he said, adding that he
thought they would be successful. 

The ISI also still supports other Paki-
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