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ABSTRACT
A religiously inspired revolt by Muslims in Sudan in the early 1880s lead by the Mahdi (a self-proclaimed 

Islamic prophet) eventually succeeded in overcoming the country’s Egyptian administrators.  The British sent 
General Gordon to Khartoum to attempt to reverse the situation but he was besieged in his palace.  Following public 
pressure Britain mounted an expedition to relieve Gordon.  The main body was the Camel Corps – a novelty for the 
British military forces – comprising four Regiments.  Three – Heavy, Light and Guards Camel Regiments – drew 
personnel from regular British Army Cavalry Regiments.  The fourth – Mounted Infantry Camel Regiment – drew 
on British Army Infantry Regiments already in Egypt supplemented by soldiers from the UK.  The Camel Corps 
was relatively successful as a fighting force.  Camels were also used by Artillery, Engineer, Medical and Transport 
and Communications units.  After the reconquest of Sudan in 1898 the Camel Corps was reconstituted into several 
Companies lead by British officers but manned by Sudanese personnel.   Having participated in 16 “actions” (battles 
or skirmishes) between February 1884 and November 1899 the Camel Corps undertook 43 “patrols” between January 
1902 and January 1930: “patrol” was a euphemism for British flag-waving or for persuading – or forcing – recalcitrant 
native tribes to submit to central Government.  Continuing in name as the Camel Corps it became fully motorised 
in 1935, ending the active role of camels as a fighting force in Sudan after more than 50 years of operations.  Sudan 
provided 18,000 camels to an expeditionary force to oust the Italian occupiers and re-instate Emperor Haile Selassie 
as ruler of Ethiopia.  Camels were fundamental to military operations in Sudan in the period under review.  Without 
them the campaigns and the victories achieved would have been much more difficult.

Keywords: Abu Klea, camel corps, mahdi, mounted infantry, transport

SEND REPRINT REQUEST TO R TREVOR WILSON email: trevorbart@aol.com

For much of the 19th Century the Sudan was 
under the rule of the Khedive of Egypt within the 
Ottoman Turkish Empire.  An Arab population lived 
mainly along the banks of the Nile and in the eastern 
areas on the shores of the Red Sea.  To the south 
and west Darfur and Kordofan had largely African 
populations.   Egyptian garrisons occupied most of 
the towns.  The Muslim religion predominated.  In 
1881 a young Muslim named Mohammed Ahmed 
raised the standard of Jihadist revolt against the 
Khedive and proclaimed himself the “Mahdi” or 
chosen one. The revolt in the east of was led by the 
Mahdi’s lieutenant, Osman Digna.  On 29 April 1883 
the Mahdi’s army annihilated an Egyptian force under 
British officers at the Battle of Kashgil near El Obeid 
in Kordofan.  Egyptian garrisons across the Sudan 
now lay at the mercy of the Mahdi and his tribesmen.  
In January 1884 an Egyptian force commanded by a 
British officer, Baker Pasha, went to Suakin on the 
Red Sea coast to provide cover for a withdrawal of the 
Egyptian garrisons in eastern Sudan.  The force was 
thrashed on 4 February by the Mahdists at the First 
Battle of El Teb a few miles to the south and inland 

from Suakin.  The Mahdists moved on to besiege the 
other garrison towns in the area held by the Egyptians 
(Churchill, 1899; Royle, 1900; Keown-Boyd, 1986; 
Featherstone, 1993).

General Charles Gordon had acted as Governor 
of Sudan to good effect in the 1870s.  At the urging of 
the British Government, in January 1884 the Khedive 
had already appointed General Gordon to oversee 
the evacuation of the Egyptian forces from the Sudan.  
Gordon travelled from London to Khartoum, the 
capital of the Sudan, arriving on 18 February 1884.  At 
the same time and in response to the El Teb battle a 
British army, commanded by Major General Graham, 
was dispatched from Egypt by ship to Suakin to 
relieve the Egyptian garrison at Tokar, 50 miles to 
the south of Suakin.  Graham’s force started to arrive 
at Suakin on 20 February 1884, the first regiment to 
land being the 10th Hussars.  Once assembled, the 
force moved down the coast by ship to the lagoon of 
Trinkitat for the march to the relief of Tokar.  On 22 
February General Graham received information from 
some Egyptian soldiers that the governor of Tokar 
had surrendered to the Mahdi’s forces and his troops 
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