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Ethiopian and Italian colonial forces to a standstill, until he was finally overwhelmed by modern weaponry.
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270.162 1. A Young Sultan Speaks To His People\fn{by Xirsi Garaad Faarax (1801-1864)} Somalia (M) 1
If I present plainly, in a word or two,
A short account of myself and of my life
You will all of you have to say to me
With no one contradicting,
“You are telling the truth indeed!”
*
2

When I was a boy, with no share yet in the affairs of men,
I used to fill my ear, as if it were a vessel,
With the preaching of sheikhs,
With the advice of my old parents,
And with their words of guidance
Concerning the path of the Holy Faith.
Thus rightly counselled, I had an aim in mind.
A good cleric was what I would become!
I acquired for myself the implements of true piety—
A vessel for ablutions, the Holy Book,
And a very good mat for prayers—
Yet still you called me Wiilwaal, Crazy Lad!
*
And then it happened
That the fighting you were engaged in
Planted a desire in me
To show my solidarity with other men,
And if I had not bridled my horse Weyrax, the Rager
Nor held the shining spears and the shield of rhinoceros hide,
If I had not cried, “Onward, men!” as I launched an attack
At the first breaking of dawn’s light,
And if I had not then hewn Guray\fn{Gaal Guray, the chief of an Oromo clan} into quarters—
The enemy would have overrun our country!
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proverbs 4. An excerpt from Parching Heat of the Wind 5. The poem Husseenow Aqligu Kaama Baho idim
Ilaahaye, also called Afbakayle 6. A poem produced during the war with the British 7. Excerpt from Hirsow
Naaqusnimo waa Wahaad niiq la leedahay e 8. The poem Alas, My Wives 9. Excerpt from Jiin 10. Excerpt
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reportedly pronounced on his brother-in-law 22. Excerpt from War Illeyn Doqone ‘Alaf Ma Leh Dulbaah
Mahaa Ka Baylahay: Twenty-two Fragments Of His Poetry\fn{by Sayyid Muhammad ‘Abd Allah al-Hasan (18561920)} Buhoodle, Kayn Region, Somalia (M) 9
1
If I do not abandon the faith, the guiding truth,
No matter how infinitely terrible the fire which the Englishman brings upon me,
By the Lord, I will not quit.
2
In beauty, graceful bearing, the agile gait,
In canter, the trot, the gallop—for convenience in raiding,
In these ways a horse is ever superior to a mule—if only he were told.
*
If a young, healthy camel just calved,
Rewards not her owner with plentiful milk
The she’d soon be slaughtered—if only she were told.
*
The stingy man is like an unclean carrion,
He’d extend no hospitable hand to the weary guest,
The miser will be shunned—if only he were told.
*
3

The slovenly woman, uninstructed by Allah,
However fine the apparel and brilliant sashes you may buy her,
That she’d still lack in grace—if only she were told.
*
The apostsate Sheikhs who, like the pagan Indians, reside in the City of the Infidels,
In Allah’s Book it is revealed how degenerate they’ve become,
That they’ll be plunged into hellfire—if only they were told.
3
My son, three do not trust:
he who tends your camels,
he who eats (or prepares) your dish
and he who grows up in your household.
*
Three I despise:
the gossip of the Somalis,
the weakness of the Italians
and the tastless manners of the Abyssinians.
*
Three one does not recover from:
oppression that knows the backing of brute force,
povery that knows the destitution of one’s home
and childlessness that knows the barrenness of one’s procreative faculty.
*
A liar I despise,
A miser I despise,
And I despise him who eats polluted food.
*
A tobacco-chewer I despise,
I despise compulsiveness in men
And fat without strength.
*
I despise an uncourageous man of small lineage,
I despise a tool that doesn’t obey its user …
*
A white man’s people I despise
And his houseboy I despise …
*
An unjust king I despise,
A flag without an army I despise
And a city without rule I despise.
4
The scorching flame of heat belongs to the parching wind.
The thunder, lightning—the blinding flash—belongs to the torrential rain,
An overcast sky, a land filled with rainwater belongs to Haradigeed pools.
*
The distant murmur belongs to a hungry lion, perhaps a raging sea, maybe, to fired bullets;
When dust rises from the fury of the battle, the forward charge belongs to the valiant
As the backward flight belongs to the craven coward.
*
False hope belongs to the Somalis who’ve gone astray,
Words of wisdom belong to the saintly Dervishes—
The men who’ve become refuge to the faith—dignity belongs to the Shirshoora.
4

5
O Huseen, by the will of the Lord, let not your mind vanish,
May the Lord accept my prayer for you,
Live for a while yet, for you’re a man in whom I trust,
Yet if you die—I am certain that you’ll join the ranks of the blessed;
You’ll go up, up to be with the disciples of Fragrance,
And you’ll enter the gates of heaven …
Now hark, your task is a little word I’d entrust to you,
Beloved, you’ll not forget my words,
Listen, then, to the chant of my prayer.
*
They who’ve refused the ordinance of their creator,
Who’ve heaped insults on the prophets and saints,
Who’ve become the progeny of the Nazarenes, and fostered kinship ties with the whites.
*
Who’ve sought, on their own volition, to serve the Kaffir-whites,
Who were not under duress but fawned after the whites,
Who’ve chosen to become the offspring of the base Nazarenes.
*
They who’ve gone to the Amharas of Harar,
Whose father-judge and ruler is Menelik,
Who’ve become servants and toadies of the Abyssinians
*
Who’ve turned the English against us,
Who’ve brought, at Afbakayle, the stinking infidel upon me,
They who visited afflictions upon me at Oodagooye and Daratoole woods.
*
They who out of jest decimated the brethren,
Who’ve plunged unkind spears in the Lord’s anointed
And who, with gusto, rained maxim guns on my men.
*
In my cry their name was on my lips when other men lay asleep,
They sold me out and ate the price of my life …
*
They’ve done all this to me, they cannot deny
Let no one else revenge upon them for me,
One day, like the prowling lion, I will jump upon the fence, I’ll descend upon them unawares.
6
Until I had driven long spears through the shameless Reer Hagar,
And until the shedding of their thick blood had been celebrated with rejoicing,
And until they had been massacred and destroyed utterly,
And until my task had been fulfilled, I would not have given up Haddaysane.
7
Ye have mistaken the hell-ordained and Christians for the prophet,
Ye have shamelessly groveled after the accursed,
Were you noblemen (as you claim) ye would loathe the white infidels.
8
My wives all—they are the basest of womankind,
5

Everyone married to me is a glowing ember of hell,
Alas, decency dwells not among my hags!
*
Inveterate spendthrifts, they save not for the future …
*
Let them not pour out for me cupfuls of fresh milk,
Let them not feed me dates and delicate dishes,
Let them not warm me up in the biting cold of the Dayr season.
*
Since they shy not away from swearing, anger, blasphemy,
In their wiles, they seek to undo the innocent,
O how they’d savor my blood! Lord, deliver me from them.
*
Had I but found one like my cousin for a wife I wouldn’t be smitten with grief.
Now that I have her, I spurn all the biting curs,
And that is why, of all women, I choose my cousin!
*
In courtesy, understanding, goodness—nay, in unoffending quietude,
In the setting of porch-mats, in the making of the sublime dwelling, curtains and all,
Excellent in serving the dish; in purity of heart obedient, upright:
All these and many others she is
In deference to Allah, who made her thus—she is the noblest of women.
9
Oh! Huseen, it is unworthy of honorable men to speak words of worthless banter,
You are my comrade.
You have not joined the ignorant who fled in headlong panic,
You’ve not gone to the Amhar king when your relatives had departed
Those who sought protection under the infidels are kinsmen of Hell;
By the Qur’an they are Hell-ordained.
*
Attended by an assembly of friends and relatives in my home,
With no one daring to utter an evil word against me,
Lying comfortably on my mat, bent on the study of the Faith,
Meditating with the dignitaries in my harum,
Receiving at a sign from me whatever my heart desired,
Alas, the jinni has deceived me of my scepter. …
*
Ah, I would not have gone if a message had not come to me from a Sultan:
The flesh would not have moved had he urged me to stay;
It is out of love that I blundered into the seas of the Genies.
Instantly I leapt upon hearing the din of the Majeerteen message,
It is the fool who seldom realizes when he is being lured into a trap,
As for me, the man with the fawning countenance brought this evil upon me.
10
*
Concerning your demand “turn aside from the Warsangali”, I have a complaint:
If they prefer you, then they and I shall be at variance,
It is not in my nature to accept people who cringe to you.
But if they are Dervishes, how can I turn aside from them?
Do you also share their ancestry from Daarood Ismaa’iil?
Are you trying to steal towards me through my ancestor’s genealogy?
11
6

Let my soul proclaim the good tidings from the Lord;
When the din of battle was heard a hundred times,
The princes of the unbeliever whites lay dead in the dust.
From them I captured the many guns in my possession.
*
Deafeated, the English now bring us tributes;
From Bullahaar comes the rich token of their submission;
As for the Italians—behold, they come as Dervish allies!
*
I decimated the low caste Majeerteen,
Behold, the hyena feasts on the flesh of their fallen dead …
And the vulture on the valiant among them …
And their hapless remnant now pleads: “Pray, let’s eat some grain.”
12
And I am a respectful man except when I am slighted,
And friendship and openheartedness was my wont until the hateful envy of the infidels was unleashed upon me,
And you have come to me bearing a message which a man of authority has written.
Had you yourself sought from me countless wealth and livestock,
I would not have hesitated in meeting your request.
And indeed I intended to present you with a gift of fine camels from the herds,
And I meant to order thousands of those fine beasts to be driven into a corral for you.
But when you decided upon Hiin Finiin you made me heavy with pains.
*
And he is bay; for in colour horses are not equal.
The gallop, the trot, the canter, the walk,
To whichever you turn him he is without equal.
Oh, you the straight-limbed one; this beast is without peer;
And whenever he comes into my thoughts my love for him is rekindled,
And nothing except the letter of my faith surpasses my love for him.
*
It was upon him that I intended to make a feast of my enemies for the hornbill (the witness of death),
On him in the Hays rains I intended to attack from Halin,
And between here and the coast to loot camels,
And on his back I meant to cut off the testicles of the menstruating infidels.
*
But always in the world there are evil-doers skulking,
They spread slander like the [base] Isaaq,
And I fear that they will spoil my reputation;
And alas, to a man of honour slander is ever shameful,
And as a pilgrim I cannot in these times afford miserliness;
Instead of being talked about behind my back, I am now free from blame …
*
It is Hiin Finiin that you hold on a rope,
And all the other beasts shy away from him with reverence.
Since the Sultan to whom I owe respect has insisted on having it,
Take its bridle; I would not hafe honoured another man with it! …
*
Beloved, my son, there is a type of desire that fosters mortal offenwses in men,
But towards you I am gently disposed, because we are relatives,
However harsh my treatment of others, to you I’ll always remain kind.
13
7

This news from beyond the seas, imparted to me of late by the villagers,
This news from the low-born Habar Yoonis which reached me in the East saddens me.
He who believes the Dervishes to be any longer men of valor is mistaken,
The valiant among them are no more, only the rabble remains,
These lads—who swagger and sway—they’ve lost the fighting mettle.
*
I fret in fury while my men languish in stupefying fear,
They cower and cringe in terror ever since the defeat of Boura hills,
The rout of Jidbaale’s turned them into a miserable lot of nursing maids.
*
Oh, how the heart, my heart aches as if I’ve engorged the fat tail of sheep,
The throb of pain is upon it
And the body shirks from sadness and weeping.
*
Afflicted and dust-ridden, I lie, humiliated by the uncircumcised unbeliever.
The liver shivers, I quake for the men the infidel killed in wanton jest,
Behold, the hyena feasts on the fleh of my fallen comrades.
14
This, my song, I will send to Egypt,
I’ll send it in a ship, a ship which willl tear through the rolling waves,
And will plunge through the tangled maze of sea life.
*
Let it voyage from here to Aden …
And when it reaches the port and fastens anchor to unload,
Let it place my greetings on the right hand of the Muslim faithful,
Let it take my affectkon to him who is not a servile servant to the heathen-whites.
15
Must I from time everlasting
Maintain servile politeness,
Abstain from evil words,
And observe the peace?
*
Must I from time everlasting
Coax into false calmness
The husbandless wife and the fatherless child?
*
Must I from time everlasting
Fear to face
The weeping of the women
And the clamor they would make?
*
Must I from time everlasting
Implore every morning that comes round
For restitution for my men
Who have been wantonly slaughtered
And my property
Which has been confiscated?
*
Must I from time everlasting
Again and agin cry out:
“Pray, Officer Swayne, let’s leave each other alone”?
But leave me alone he would not.
8

16
A word with you, O man of little knowledge,
Earlier you said, “The flocks belong to God.”
Why do you say now, “The flocks are ours?”
Would you speak with two mouths?
Are you like God? Or would you claim to be stronger than he is?
Can you prevent, O, you lowly son of Adam, my livelihood?
Did not the Lord give the breath of life to both of us?
Or would you think the great Lord (respecter of no persons) to be partial to you?
Why would you whine and whimper if I should find one day a morsel of bread
To break my fast?
17
You have died, Corfield, and are no longer in this world,
A merciless journey was your portion.
When, Hell-destined, you set out for the Other World
Those who have gone to Heaven will question you, if God is willing;
When you see the companions of the fairthful and the jewels of Heaven,
Answer them how God tried you.
Say to them: “From that day to this the Dervishes never ceased their assaults upon us.
The British were broken, the noise of battle engulfed us;
With fervour and faith the Dervishes attacked us.”
Say: “They attacked us at mid-morning.”
Say: “Yesterday in the holy war a bullet from one of their old rifles struck me.
And the bullet struck me in the arm.”
Say: “In fury they fell upon us.”
Report how savagely their swords tore you,
Show these past generations in how many places the daggers were plunged.
Say: “Friend,” I called, “have compassion and spare me!”
Say: “As I looked fearfully from side to side my heart was plucked from its sheath.”
Say: “My eyes stiffened as I watched with horror;
The mercy I implored was not granted.”
Say: “Striking with spear-butts at my mouth they silenced my soft words;
My ears, straining for deliverance, found nothing;
The risk I took, the mistake I made, cost me my life.”
Say: “Like the war leaders of old, I cherished great plans for victory.”
Say: “The schemes the jinns planted in me brought my ruin.”
Say: “When pain racked me everywhere
Men lay sleepless at my shrieks.”
Say: “Great shouts acclaimed the departing of my soul.”
Say: “Beasts of prey have eaten my flesh and torn it apart for meat.”
Say: “The sound of swallowing the flesh and the fat comes from the hyena.”
Say: “The crows plucked out my veins and tendons.”
Say: “If stubborn denials are to be abandoned, then my clansmen were defeated.”
In the last stand of resistance there is always great slaughter.
Say: “The Dervishes are like the advancing thunderbolts of a storm, rumbling and roaring.”
18
A beating we took, forced to flee, to swim in haste across the river,
Stripped of stock, we reel, reduced to destitution.
Rejoice, then, you lackeys who remained behind.
*
9

And an argument I will return to these people who revel in ceaseless banter,
Oh men, foolery leads to mental deterioration,
Yet some love to inbdulge in profitless disputation.
*
I, on my own volition, chose to fight the infidels,
It was I who said to the filthy unbeliever: “This land is not yours.”
It was I who sought and found the prophet’s guidance.
*
It was I who rejected again and again the infidel’s offer to buy me out,
It was I who refused to sell my faith to gain the gates of hell,
And it was I who desired no status in the first of the two Worlds.
*
It was I who would not pack transport camels for the expeditions of the heathen,
It was I who would not carry their compass when they go to raid,
And it was I who would not go before the white man as guide and scout.
It was I who would not assist the dirty unbeliever,
I who would not succor the uniformed whites,
I who would not be, like the greedy Iidoor, the white man’s burden-bearing beast.
*
It was I who would not enter the house of pigs nor of dogs …
*
O the pity the Daarood know not the trap being laid for them,
The fools, they drummed and danced with joy when I was defeated,
The fools, they sighed with relief: “Lo, the Wadaad flees westward.”
*
Oh, hear me, hear me, fellow Somalis
Or refusing to hear, say comfortingly to yourselves: Let the madman rave.”
Here, my will to the prudent man, let the fool ignore it:
*
There never was a gain in treating with the whites;
You soften up to the unbelieving white man and he is bound to deceive you,
One day you will come to regret the dirhams he is pouring over you.
*
First, he’ll disarm you, he’ll turn you into womehfolk,
Next, he’ll commit you to his prison wards,
Then, he’ll say to you under duress: “Trade in the land for a little mammon.”
*
Last, he’ll place a heavy load, like a pack donkey’s, on your wretched backs;
Since in my flight I’ve gone beyond the plains of Iimey and the hills of Harar,
What good will your gloating do you, your gloating over my predicament?
Behold, tomorrow he’ll descend over you with his colonizing tools.
19
Say: these, my four lines betoken the potency of my poetic ways,
Say: as I let them roll down the hills,
They come to the ear as the boom of heavy guns and the thunder of fired bullets,
Say: they engulf the opponent with darkness as of torrential rains,
Say: they come with the rumble of thunder and the flash of lightning,
Say: they strike with the force of gale winds and the gathering clouds of rain,
Say: they are the fury of the floods and the hurricane sweeping by ever so closely,
Say: they are the quaking sea, the raging waves and the roaring rapids of Eyle.
*
O Lord, we are endangered on all sides,
Threatened we are, for the nations have joined in alliance against us,
10

Lo, even the Greeks would point their lethal arrows at us.
*
And we did nothing to earn their hatred, only out of wickedness they’d oppress us,
If they had any cause to attack us we’d understand and be satisfied;
Lord, they persecute us because we called on them to come to the faith.
*
And I’ll react against the malice and oppression unleashed upon me,
Yes, I am justified to smite, to sweep through the land with terror and fury,
And I’ll go out to make the country free of infidel influence.
*
I am a man frenzied by indignation, who will not spare even a little maiden,
And whatever destruction I wrought will be sheer pleasure to me,
And he upon whom I fall will be the unfortunate of the land.
*
Like a handful of grain I’ll scoop up the cowardly Ogaadeen,
And if I do not halt the ceaseless jabs upon them,
By the Lord’s will, they’ll be reduced to nothingness; they’ll shrink as dried-up pools.
20
If the blaze of the fire I kindled does not consume them …
If the English dogs do not flee in headlong panic …
If I do not send Igarray and other traitors to the Other World …
If I do not cut off necks as the prowling lion,
If all these things do not come to pass,
Then, let it be said that I am not a true Muslim!
21
Oh, you Twisted Lip, the traitor,
Twisted Lip, the ruffian,
If you say, “I would have worldly gains”,
May Allah deny you even a donkey;
And if you say, “I would have faith”,
May the Lord blind you to it;
And if you say, “I would run for war”,
May the Lord hobble your legs.
22
If the land is your land, why aren’t you its government?
If Islam is your religion, why submit to infidel overlords?
And why consort with hairy, English dogs?
*
The hopeless fools you are, how much goodness you’ve missed! …
270.162 1. Change Of Command 2. A Hoopoe Rebuked 3. Listen, O Truck 4. Fleeting Joys 5. What Will Come
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1
Listen to these words, Warsame Baarqab, before we part!
My skin flask is ready, filled with camel’s milk and water,
For I am leaving, I and half the men,
And I shall mount Badow, my young mare,
When we glimpse the first faint light of dawn.
11

Tomorrow a long journey begins for us,
Along a road that will be full of dust,
Our destination the courtyard where the Master dwells.
For ten months now I have been away from him,
But from the house at Headquarters I have had good news.
Now indeed my heart is recovering,
For it was dry, like skin that is parched and thirsts for oil.
*
May you all be safe from the enemy’s baleful malice,
From evil fortune and from outrage!
Be ever mindful of God’s Word and of the Holy Law,
Hold fast to our accomplished Master
And cleave to the blessings of religion.
*
Many patrols and sentries must be set—
Vigilance above all is what I urge on you.
Slackness and faintheartedness—these you must shun,
Just as do those kingly men now garrisoned at Ayl.
2
O Hoopoe, when you shed those tears,
Crying for the rains of spring
And spurning the lightest wink of sleep
Just because your craw is empty,
Do you imagine that you, and you alone
Are scorched by this dry season of jiilaal?
*
No, a great disaster has befallen
All God’s servants, every one of them—
A drought is come that leaves nothing in its wake,
Just like the one that men called the Stalker.
Can it be right, then, to air your grievance
As if the suffering were yours alone?
*
Listen, O Hoopoe, to my tidings,
For I am an elder, grown gray-haired with experience.
There are camels, once the strongest of the herd,
That now look spare and gaunt—
There are men, once rich with milch-beasts,
Who are now too weak to rise at the assembly-ground.
Young men drift to the village, loitering, looking about—
In the shops there are dates, and guard must be kept
For they would take those dates and run
But for their fear of the tin-roofed jail.
The ostrich hen no longer stirs,
Nor half the asses of the wilderness.
In vain do the brawny-shouldered oryx bucks
Strive to raise themselves up from the ground—
Those solitary grazers sink down in the burnt scrubland.
A scant few gazelles among garanuug and deer survive
But for the tiny sakaaro and her fawns there is no chance.
The kudu is slaughtered, his flesh cut up for meat
Even by nobly-born men and soldiers in full array.
Never does the lion of the rocks now roar on Toomo plain
And the leopards that once were killers of goats
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Have perished themselves at the hands of hunters—
Their cubs miaul no more from their cavern lairs,
For the men who buy skins have brought disaster on them.
*
Gone are the burden camels, gone are all the short-horned cattle
Sheep and goats, fattened for slaughter, are scarcely to be seen.
The skin flask from which the ghee was served
Is shrivelled and musty from disuse,
For want of oil the hair of goodly wives
Is now so brittle that it splits and falls.
*
Look, O Hoopoe, at those shining shapes
You see around you on the ground—
They are the bones of hyenas, bones of vultures, even.
Men like Maxamuud Garaad and Garaad Faarax
Have lost the horses they once owned.
In the vale that used to yield fine grazing
No beasts now bellow.
Thirst-stricken folk are dying in Garoowe and Bookh.
Exhausted, their bodies pricked by gocondho thorns.
They have no grain, but what would it avail them?
The water to boil it in is nowhere to be found.
The ill-omened bustard and his mate
Are fearful for their lives
And raise their boding cries of lamentation.
*
See, a band of men has been despatched
Against the locusts that live here in this land.
Soldiers in trucks appear from every side,
Poison is scattered on the grass
And there is death abounding.
But had those locusts done anything
To bring this fate upon themselves?
No, a decision was made one day to kill them, that was all.
*
So, Hoopoe, stop your wailing and your moaning
Or you may soon be hunted in your turn—
Stay quiet, speak softly, and you may yet escape arrest!
3
Listen, O Truck, you who are almost ready to depart—
When all the goods are piled up on your back
And the travellers who want to go your way
Have been given their places right on top,
Then the lad who knows how to make you run
Will climb up on your neck
And four-gallon cans packed full of wares
Will be lashed to your flanks and ribs.
If you are steered quite straight
And driven without swerving from side to side
No ambling gait is yours—
Once a finger touches your starter
And the engine begins its humming,
Then off you move, direct to your destination
As if you were shot from a sling.
13

*
With your wheels and your hubs all covered in dust
You keep to the high road, grunting and groaning,
Until in a street you are brought to a stop.
Then at the place where you have parked
A cluster of people will gather round,
And if among them there is any man
Who has seen Maxamed, the handsome one,
Let him deliver my message to him—
Or if among the travellers I have any kinsmen,
Whether by marriage or by blood,
Let them convey this call.
*
As I lay on my mat of skins I was full of care
For the news\fn{That this favorite nephew had contracted smallpox} that had come about Maxamed
Pressed heavily on my chest—
I had no solace, even, from the milk I drank
From Waaris, my cow that had just calved.
*
O God, Maxamed’s mother is my sister!
O God, you who are the Only One,
Do not take him away from my very heart—
O God, do not block the road
By which comes help as nourishing as milk—
O God, do not bring me a letter bearing words of woe!
*
O God, I cannot spare Maxamed—
I could no more do without him
Than I could without my liver.
O God, to me he is the feet I walk on, he is my head
O God, he is the heart that beats inside me, and my right hand
O God, he is the hips that lift me and my long limb-bones
O God, he is my short ribs and the tendons of my spine!
4
Downpours of rain, dry valleys newly watered,
Hillsides resplendent with new verdant growth
And clans assembling under an acacia tree—
On such things were my thoughts and my affections set,
But this world provides no lasting satisfaction.
*
Meat of gelded camel being offered to the family,
Soured camel’s milk, and food that does not spoil
Set out on massive dishes under handsome covers,
A bridal hut, with inner chambers specially contrived,
A straight-limbed girl with necklace and silk dress,
A young and splendid wife who passes to and fro
As she diligently serves you with your food,
Ever loth to leave you with your appetite unsated.
From her perfumed dress the scent of incense rises—
Truly her beauty was bestowed on her by God!
On such things were my thoughts and my affections set,
But this world provides no lasting satisfaction.
*
Burden camels, powerful and broad-necked,
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Gelded camels, fit for the largest loads,
Great herds of camels, herds of cattle,
Weapons as numberless as grains of sand,
Girls deftly peeling fibre from the qabo bush
To make a great bowl to hold skimmed milk.
On such things were my thoughts and my affections set,
But this world provides no lasting satisfaction.
*
A dish of choicest camel meat,
A sheep’s quarter seasoned well with salt,
A wicker-framed milk vessel filled to the brim,
Tea and a drink of thinned-down honey,
Mutton spiced and finely sliced—
On such things were my thoughts and my affections set,
But this world provides no lasting satisfaction.
*
Ina Qooqan, Looshane, Qaabil, Tuure and Qadow Calameed—
These were my battle-horses, and Qalas, too—
On these I rode as we made ready for the holy war.
I accustomed myself to desert life
Often I hunted our enemies at the forest’s edge
Often indeed I killed them and came back in triumph,
Adorned with the feather that the victor wears.
Many a time I was commander of our military ventures
And the forces of the infidels grew weary with me.
O how often have I sought to pursue the path of goodness!
And as for my transgressions—
Well, it is customary to stay silent.
*
But life does not last forever
And death reaches every living man.
I wander now in lonely places, my beard grown gray.
The world deceives that man
Who has not learnt the Words of Faith,
So instruct me in the Qur’an, O Teacher,
And let me tether a young she-camel as your reward!
5
No longer do men who are bound together by ties of birth
Feel for each other the compassion and sympathy of old
And between two brothers born from one mothers womb
Loyalty no longer holds.
O Everlasting God, what will come next?
This must be the last era of the world!
*
In ill-famed houses girls are led into sin
And something even more disgraceful happens—
They are made to pay for their keep themselves.
Everlasting God, what will come next?
This must be the last era of the world!
*
Foals are abandoned to growling hyenas
And left for the birds of prey to eat.
Donkeys are put into shelter at night
While splendid horses suffer neglect.
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Base-born folk make arrogant clamour
While men of quality are degraded and poor.
Everlasting God, what will come next?
This must be the last era of the world!
*
Wives reject their husbands, they refuse to stay at home—
Off they all go in pursuit of money from other men.
O Everlasting God, what will come next?
This must be the last era of the world!
*
This morning I sent out for provisions
But the errand was of no avail
For the money I had given was not enough
To buy even a slice of goat or mutton,
Or to fill a small measuring tin with food.
O Everlasting God, what will come next?
This must be the last era of the world!
*
Men sprang from Eve and from the seed of Prophet Adam,
And those among them who were born to be of noble rank
Would not now be suffering banishment from the world
If there were any real goodness in it still
And we were left to enjoy it for evermore in peace.
It is only a fool or a dim-wit who does not see
That this is clearly the last era of the world
And the time of the Trumpet of Doom is near.
O God, when that time comes
Do not throw us into the chastising flames
That burn in the Sevenfold Hell!
170.148 1. Igaal Bowkahh 2. The Strange And Terrible Camel 3. How The Meat Was Divided 4. Right And
Wrong 5. The Legend Of The Jinna, Or Stink-ant 6. The Man Who Had Four Wives 7. High Or Low 8. The
Cheating Lesson 9. The Townsman 10. The Blind Sheikh 11. The Ghee And Ahe Milk 12. The Story Of Deg-der:
Twelve Folktales\fn{by Musa Hajj Ismail Galaal (late 19th century- )} Haud Plateau, Somalia (M) 7
1
Igaal Bowkahh was the name he went by. He was a wizened little thing, with one crippled leg, and by no
means handsome to look upon.
One time Igaal Bowkahh decided to journey far away from the akhals of his tribe, in order to get work and
send home money to his family. After much travelling and many hardships, he found himself in the country of
South Africa.
One day, in a town called Johannesburg, Igaal Bowkahh was seized by a wild and reckless desire for gaiety
and good food and the laughter of companions. And so, within the space of a single day and night he had flung
away every rupee of his savings.
But Igaal did not mourn for his lost wealth. He was not that sort of man. Immediately, he began making new
plans, and very soon he decided to go to another town, which was a distance of four nights away. In his pockets
only seven guineas remained. How was he to travel?
In those days, there were no railways and no airplanes, and any man who wanted to travel to a far-distant place
had to hire slaves or coolies to carry him in a strange contraption called a hammock. But Igaal did not travel in
this grand style. Having only seven guineas to his name, he was forced to set out on foot. The coolies who carried
people in hammocks charged a great deal of money for their services, and they haughtily refused poor Igaal’s
seven guineas. But he was a stout-hearted man, and set out cheerily, walking at a good pace despite his crippled
leg.
Along the road he chanced to meet a man leading a fine shaggy-coated dog, which was for sale.
“Now, my good Igaal,” said he to himself, “may God permit you to buy this animal and resell it at a handsome
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profit in some neighbouring village.” So he offered the man seven guineas for the dog, which the man accepted
gladly. Then, with no money at all in his pockets, Igaal Bowkahh travelled for a short time with the dog, feeling
very proud of himself for his good bargain, since dogs were expensive in that country.
As he was walking along, however, he suddenly felt he would like a cigar. Not one single cigar did he have
with him. Ordinarily; he smoked a good deal, and now, as he thought of a cigar, the desire for one became
stronger and stronger. Finally, arriving at a village, he made up his mind, and forthwith he sold the seven-guinea
dog for one cigar, and continued on his way in good spirits.
Just before the time of evening prayers, Igaal came to another small settlement. By this time he was faint and
bleary-eyed from lack of food and water. There was no one in the village to whom he could go for help, and he
felt very lonely and desolate. However, he made the best of a bad lot, and settled himself as comfortably as
possible in a sheltered little valley near the town.
Now the village had many donkeys, and every day they were used for ploughing, but at night they grazed till
dawn in the valley near the settlement. As it happened, they were grazing close to the place where Igaal was now
trying to sleep and forget the hunger that tore at him. As he sat quietly under the trees, Igaal saw the donkeys. For
a long while he regarded them with considerable interest. Among the donkeys there was a big mule, and Igaal
gazed reflectively at the sturdy fellow.
While he stared at the mule and the donkeys, the moon rose and flooded the valley with soft light. It was the
fifteenth night of the moon, by the order of God. Igaal began to have memories of home. He thought with
nostalgia of the Somalis, and how they used to attack and loot each other’s camel herds.
“Well, now, why not?” said he to himself; looking again at the donkeys. Then, like a true man of action, Igaal
rose and wrapped his cotton robe around his waist, in preparation for riding. He lost no time in cutting with his
knife the ropes which tied the donkeys. Craftily, he caught the mule with a bridle and halted the animal near a
large stone. Since he was a tiny man, he climbed the stone and from there mounted the mule.
Igaal gathered up his strength, then, and kicked the mule four times near the big vein along its belly. The mule
bellowed in pain, and galloped away at an incredible speed, and the confused donkeys followed. Then Igaal
flapped his arms like a bird and howled like a hyena, and the donkeys, terrified by this time, ran along in front of
him, taking the familiar road which led to the fields.
Hearing all this uproar, the people of the village, alarmed and frightened, came running out of their houses to
see what had happened. But what could they do? They could not reach the stampeding donkeys on foot. And so
they watched helplessly, returning at last in chagrin to their houses.
Igaal drove and drove and drove all night. When the dawn came, he reached a village which would be two
nights away to a traveller on foot. Straightaway, Igaal took the donkeys to the market-place. In that town, dogs
and donkeys and mules fetched a good price. It is natural that these animals should be so expensive in that
country, as the people are a poor lot who do not keep camels. Igaal, therefore, got the immense sum of thirty
guineas, on an average, for each donkey.
And thus the man who had been poverty-stricken five minutes before, now found himself with bulging
pockets. His grand manner returned speedily to Igaal. He could not be bothered waiting for all the money to be
paid to him, but when most of it was in his possession he mounted his mule and went to the village shops, where
he gorged himself with food. Then he set out gaily on his mule to reach his destination. When he drew dose to a
place called Durban, he got off his mule.
“All right, my friend,” he said to the animal, “You have served me well. Now you may go home.”
And he briskly slapped the mule and sent it off. He entered the magala, sauntering along casually, and when he
was passing the market-place, he heard a group of men speaking Somali. One of them was saying,
“ … and the troops took my camels, and the Dervishes were after me, and I would have been killed were it not
for …” Igaal was astonished. He turned to the man.
“Ma nabad ba!” he cried, “Is it peace? How goes life with you?” It was the turn of the men to be surprised,
since they had never expected to see another Somali in Durban.
“It is peace!” they returned. “Are you a Somali, then?”
“Of course, I am,” Igaal answered.
“Well, think of that!” they cried, “And where did you come from?” As Igaal Bowkahh thought of his
adventures, he began to swell with pride, and before long he was telling the other Somalis the whole tale. Then he
asked them for news about themselves.
“We are firemen on a ship,” they answered.
“Aha! And could I find a job on that ship, do you think?” he asked.
“It’s quite possible,” they said. “If you like, we’ll take you to the captain, and you can ask him about it.”
So Igaal found himself before the ship’s captain, who looked him over and decided to put him on the crew list.
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The ship sailed that night, and Igaal with it. And so it was that the man who had done so much evil found himself
in a safe refuge, and as he worked he felt his soul had entered into peace.
Ultimately, Igaal Bowkahh came with the ship to Aden. When he had disembarked and was drinking tea in the
town, he began to tell his story to some young Somalis of his tribe who were working in Aden. When he had
finished, they looked at him wryly.
“To tell the truth,” they commented, “we think you must have been mad.”
“And why?” asked Igaal indignantly.
“Well, why did you give seven guineas for a dog?” they inquired. “And why did you give the dog away for one
cigar? These are surely the actions of a man whose mind is unbalanced.” Igaal Bowkahh laughed.
“You are small children,” he said in scorn. “I don’t know why I bother to talk to you at all.”
“What do you mean?” they asked.
“Well,” Igaal said, “if you saw the world falling down, what could you do, by yourself to put it right again?”
“Obviously there is nothing anyone could do,” the young men replied. Igaal smiled at them.
“Look here,” he said. “The best thing to do in that situation is to give the world a good hard kick and make it
topple over properly! When I saw that my fortune was at a low ebb, I thought I might as well give it a shove and
finish it off. But it turned out well for me, because, as the proverb says,
“‘A hard stomach is the personal friend of God.’”
2
It was a big town, and formerly it had been heavily populated. But inside the town there lived a gigantic camel,
a strange and terrible camel, who ate humans. No one in the town could escape, because the camel never left the
town, not even for a single moment. More and more people disappeared into the camel’s jaws, until there was no
one left in the town at all, and the evil camel reigned alone.
Of all the townsfolk, only one man and his wife and their old woman-servant remained uneaten. Their house
was down under the earth, and they lived there in the darkness like animals, eating roots and barely managing to
live. At last the man could stand this cave life no longer.
“I am going out into the open today,” he said to his wife. The woman caught at his shoulders in alarm.
“Don’t go outside our cavern!” she pleaded. “The camel will eat you! This is a cruel existence, but at least it is
life.” But the man refused to listen to her advice. He went out into the open, and sure enough, the fierce camel
found him and ate him.
Now the woman was carrying a child in her womb, and when her husband did not return, she wept and cried,
both for herself and for her unborn child. And the old woman wept also. Four months later, the woman gave birth
to a son.
The years passed, and the baby became a lad. He was very good at fashioning toys for himself; and one day he
made an arrow, stripping a piece of branch, and whittling it down until it was sharp and pointed. With the arrow
he sometimes killed small animals. Then he would bring these to his mother.
“Mother,” he would ask, “is this the one that killed my father?”
“No,” his mother would say, “it was a camel that ate your poor father. It is a gigantic and terrible camel. You
can never kill it, my son. Leave it alone.” But the boy was not satisfied.
“I made a vow,” he would reply, “that I would kill that animal, and kill it I will You wait and see.”
*
One day, the boy made preparations for going above the earth into the open.
“Mother,” he said, “if I don’t return after one day, consider me lost. For I am going out from our cavern. And,
oh my mother, I wish you to do something for me. Will you go and cook a great deal of food for me to take on my
journey?” His mother sighed, but as she saw the boy was determined, she agreed.
“This food you want,” she said. “What is it and how do I make it?”
“The camel that I am going to kill,” the boy explained, “has been very wicked. In its belly there are many
people. They are alive there, and it is they who will eat the food, for they will be hungry after all this time inside
the camel.”
“Very well,” the mother replied, “It shall be as you say.” When the boy had made all his preparations, he said
farewell to his mother.
“Go, my son,” his mother said, “And may God be with you.” And so the boy went up out of the cavern, and
walked through the deserted streets of the town. Finally, he came to the camel, which was more hideous and more
terrible than he had ever imagined. The boy hid himself behind a tree. Then he knelt, and grasped his bow, and
took aim, and shot one arrow. The camel shrieked with pain, and in a deep gruff voice it spoke.
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“The bush country here is without people and without animals, and yet I swear it has a very good aim!”
Then the boy took another arrow, and shot it, and hit the camel in the kidney. The great beast moaned and
roared, and then it spoke again in its deep gruff voice.
“This bush country has no people and no animals,” the camel cried. “But by all the saints, its aim is good!”
Then the boy shot another arrow, and the third arrow hit the camel in the mouth. Then the strange animal spoke
no more, but fell down dead. As soon as the camel had fallen, the boy rose and ran over to it. With a sharp knife,
he cut open the gigantic camel’s gigantic stomach. Then all the people who were inside the camel’s belly came
running out, singing for joy.
*
But as it happened, when the boy was cutting open the camel, his knife had injured his uncle. The other people
took the boy up on ilieir shoulders, and praised him and called him a warrior and a hero. But his uncle was very
angry.
“My own nephew has injured me with his knife! What impudence is this! I will teach him to be more
respectful!”
The people begged the uncle not to be angry, but he insisted that he would fight his nephew. He took an arrow
and came up to the small boy.
“Now then, take this,” he said, “and get ready to fight me. No man injures me and escapes.”
“Uncle,” the boy said humbly, “I did not mean to hurt you with my knife. Please forgive me.”
But his ill-tempered uncle refused.
“No forgiveness will you get from me,” he said. “Here: take this arrow, and go and stand there. I will stand
here.” And so it was arranged. The uncle shot at the boy, but the arrow missed. Then the man said to his nephew.
“All right—you shoot now.”
The boy shot the arrow, and hit his uncle in the gullet. Then the uncle fell down and died, and all the people
buried him.
And as for the brave lad, he became the Sultan of that country.
3
It is said that once, long ago, all the beasts of prey went hunting together, and killed a she-camel. Then they
gathered around to divide the meat among them, into thirty-two equal parts, according to the custom of the
Somalis. And each animal waited to receive his portion. Then the great-maned lion spoke.
“Omar the hyena, you shall divide the meat,” he said. And so the hyena came forward to divide the meat, half
and hal£; quarter and quarter, according to the custom of our people.
“Now then,” the hyena began. “Half and half. One half will go to the lion, and the other half to the rest of the
animals for your further division by agreement.” Then the mighty lion became angry, and glared furiously at the
hyena.
“This is the worst meat division I have ever seen!” the lion cried. And he gave the hyena a powerful blow with
his paw, so that the poor beast’s eye was torn out of its socket.
Omar the hyena whimpered with pain, and crawled away. Then the lion turned to the other animals, who
cowered before him. Finally he called in a regal fashion for the she-jackal.
“Omar the hyena did not know how to divide the meat properly,” the lion said. “Nia,\fn{“Hey!”} you, Mother
Jackal, let us see if you are wiser in meat division.”And so the jackal came forward to divide the meat, half and
half; quarter and quarter, according to the custom of our people.
“Very well,” said she. :”Half and half. Half the meat belongs to the lordly lion. The other half quarter and
quarter. One quarter goes to the mighty lion. The other quarter, eighth and eighth. One eighth goes to the fearless
lion. The other eighth, sixteenth and sixteenth. One sixteenth goes to the noble lion. The other sixteenth, thirtysecondth and thirty-secondth. One thirty-secondth goes to the brave lion. The other thirty-secondth belongs to all
you other animals, for your further peaceful division.” At this the lion threw back his head and laughed.
“Well, Mother Jackal,” he said, “I see you know how to divide meat properly. Who taught you such wise
division?” The she-jackal smiled.
“What taught me this wise division,” she repled softly, “was the eye of Omar the hyena, which I saw hanging
from its socket.”
4
Once an old man gave some advice to his young son.
“My boy,” he said, “whatever you do in this world people will not be satisfied with it. That is the way of
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people.” But the boy, being very young and inexperienced, would not believe him.
“Very well,” the father said. “Let us take the donkey and go into the town. Perhaps I can show you there the
truth of my words.”
So they took the donkey and began leading it along the road. And people looked at them queerly and began
whispering.
“What a silly man—leading a donkey, and walking himself. He must be a fool.”
At this, the boy grew very upset.
“They are saying we are fools,” he said. “Please get on the donkey, father, before any more people see us
travelling this way and think we are mad.”
So the old man got on the donkey, and they continued on their way. But soon they heard people talking about
them again.
“What a dreadful old man,” the people said. “Riding on the donkey, and making such a small boy walk. He
must be a cruel father.” At this, the boy grew worried.
“The people are saying terrible things about you, my father,” he said. “So perhaps it would be better if I rode
the donkey and you walked.” And they did so. But soon people began whispering about them once more.
“What a dreadful young boy,” they said, “riding on the donkey and letting his old father walk. Ah, but the
young are getting selfish these days!”
So the boy suggested to his father that they both mount the donkey. After a few minutes, however, again they
heard the scornful voices.
“What unkind people—two of them sitting on one tiny donkey! Such people do not deserve to own animals.”
And the old man smiled at his son.
“You see?” he said, “You must do what you think is best, and not worry what people will say.”
5
If you go to the jinna and ask him why he is so thin in the waist, he will explain thus,
“It is a result of riding a great deal on a fine horse. Anyone knows that riding draws a man in at the waist.” And
if you ask him why he smells so badly, he will answer,
“Because I once visited a woman who had a stinking birth.” And if you ask him why his jaws are open so
wide, the jinna will explain,
“Because I used to go with a group of boys from village to village, dancing, and I was the one who went in
front, shouting that we did not come to beg food or money, but only came to dance.”
Thus would the jinna speak if you asked him.
6
Once there was a man who had four wives. All were good women, but unfortunately each was jealous of the
others, and they were forever squabbling. One day they came to him and said they would like to ask him one
question.
“Tell us which one of us you love most,” they demanded. The man pondered for a moment, and then he called
all the four to him.
“Your question will be answered,” he said. “I shall touch the one I love the best. Close your eyes.” And they
did so. And the man, in his wisdom, touched all four of them.
“There now,” he said, “I have touched the one I love the most.”
The four women opened their eyes and smiled at one another. And henceforth there was peace in that house.
7
It is said that once a very clever man ruled as Sultan of all this land. Disputes and quarrels were brought to
him, and with his wit and good sense he could always settle them.
One day a cow got into a garden and ate most of it. Then the man who owned the garden complained to the
Sultan. The Sultan therefore made a decree ordering any man who owned a cow that grazed in another man’s
garden to give the owner of the garden a pile of jowari as high as his spear reached. Some time later, it happened
that one of the Sultan’s cows grazed in another man’s garden. All the people laughed at the Sultan’s predicament.
“Today your cow grazed in another man’s garden,” they said to him. “And you must pay the price, according
to your own decree.”
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“Quite true,” said the clever Sultan. “This much jowari will I pay, a pile as tall as my spear when it lies on the
earth. The decree did not state which way the spear must be!”
8
“Uncle,” said a small boy to a man of his tribe, “I have a request to make. I would like you to teach me how to
cheat, that I may earn my living easily from fools.” The man considered for a moment, and then he turned to the
boy and smiled.
“Very well,” he replied, “I will teach you, if this morning you will let me milk the she-camel which you have
been milking these past days. Later I will give you the first lesson.”
“All right,” the boy said, “I agree.”
And so it happened that the man milked the she-camel that day, and the boy went without milk, according to
their agreement. Then the boy grew impatient, and spoke to the man again.
“Now teach me cheating,” he begged. The man patted the boy on the head and smiled at him.
“I have done so already,” he replied. “For this morning I milked your camel, little one, and you went without
milk.”
9
It happened that a Somali who had been brought up in Cardiff\fn{ Which is the capital of Wales. } came back home
to Somaliland one year. He knew nothing about camels and the ways of camel-tending, nor did he have any
knowledge of the herders’ life. He had lived in a large city since his childhood. When he reached Somaliland,
however, he bought some camels and sheep and went out into the Haud\fn{ The region of thornbush and grasslands in athe
Horn of Africa} with them.
One day he was driving his camels along, when a small camel ran up and bit him. The man was very angry,
and so he hit the young camel with a stick. Almost at once, a big camel who was the mother of the baby one, came
rushing up and began to attack the man.
“Wait a minute!” shouted the unfortunate townsman to the mother camel. “Inspector, he bit me first!”
10
There once was an old sheikh, who was blind, and he was famed throughout the country for his wonderful
wisdom. One day a group of people gathered to talk with him.
“Good people,” the blind sheikh said, “I beg you to tell me the name of this strange object that I touch with my
hand.” And he reached out and touched an anthilL
“It is an anthill, oh wise sheikh,” the people replied.
“Do you say so?” the sheikh commented mildly. “That is most interesting to me. It is so very large, this hill. It
is a wonder of wonders. It is a great great wonder.”
Then the people told him that it was made by an insect called abor, and was very cunningly constructed from
the termite’s saliva and from sand.
“Indeed?” said the sheikh. “Well, this is a wonder of wonders, to be sure.”
And then they told him that abor makes the hill only at night. The old sheikh shook his head in astonishment.
“Is that the way it is?” he replied. “Indeed, this is really a great wonder, the greatest of great wonders.”\fn{ A
note reads: This is considered by the Somalis to be an extremely humorous story.}
11
There once was a man whose wife was very fond of ghee.\fn{Clarified butter.} When they ate their evening meal
together, the wife would always put the small pool of ghee on her side of the rice bowl, so that she might mix it
with her rice. The milk she would place in the rice bowl at her husband’s side. This procedure went on for months
and years, the man always eating the milk with his rice, and the woman the ghee.
Finally, however, the patience of the man was exhausted. He had told her time after time that he would like
some ghee on his rice, but never once had he got it. So he decided to do the cooking himself one day. He cooked
the evening meal, and placed the ghee on his side of the bowl and milk on hers. When the wife sat down to eat,
she looked up at him and smiled her most kindly smile. Then she took up her spoon.
“When I think of the words you said to me yesterday, my beloved husband,” she murmured, “it rives\fn{ Rends}
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my heart—like this!” And she drew a line through the rice from her side to his, so that the ghee flowed in a little
channel onto her portion of the meal. The husband also smiled, and took up his spoon.
“And when I remember your reply, my cherished wife,” he replied, “it stirs my heart—like this!”
12
A long time ago there lived in this country a woman called Deg-der.\fn{ Long-ear.}
When she married, she was a good woman, and well-schooled in the duties of the household. She cooked the
meals and wove grass mats to cover the houses and tended the sheep and goats. After a time, she bore a child to
her husband. It was unfortunate that the child was a girl, but God had willed it so. In due course, Deg-der bore
two more children, and these also were girls, according to God’s will The father of the three little girls was
sorrowful at not having sons to support him in the time of his old age, but he kept praying that the next-born
would be a boy.
This, however, was not to be. Shortly after the birth of her third child, a strange transformation began to take
place in Deg-der. She showed little interest in her food and would wander off at nights by herself Her husband
was bewildered, and did not know what to think, until one day, coming home, he was met at the door by Deg-der,
and in her hand she held a long knife. Her husband, alas, was seen no more.
The truth of the matter was that Deg-der had turned cannibal.
She became more fierce and more horrible to look at as the years went by. The people in that land avoided the
guri or settlement of Deg-der, and when they passed by the place, mothers would clutch at their children, and
fathers would hold their spears aloft and ready. In all that land the name of Deg-der was feared and abhorred, and
even the rain-clouds stayed away from the sky above her dwelling.
There they lived, year in and year out, the cannibal mother and her three daughters. As the young girls grew
older, so did their fear of their mother increase, for they were good creatures with no taste for human flesh. They
led a meagre and miserable existence, for no rain ever fell there, and the camels and sheep were thin and
wretched-looking. No young men ever came to that place, either, and when the girls had reached a marriageable
age, they grew desolate and lonely, and wondered how they might escape.
Now Deg-der was more ghastly to look at than one could possibly imagine, with her sharp and glowing eyes
and her wrinkled skin and her lean body that loped across the country far and wide searching for human quarry.
But the most horrible thing about her was one of her ears. This ear was as long as a donkey’s, and pointed at the
top, and of a terrible keenness. With it she could hear the slightest rustling of a small herd-boy drowsing under a
thorn tree, even though he were a night’s journey away. When Deg-der slept, her long ear sunk slowly down,
folded over upon itself and lay still.
In her house, Deg-der kept three huge clay vessels with tight lids. Two of these vessels were used for keeping
water. But the third was used for keeping meat, human meat. This vessel was a marvellously strange one. Only
Deg-der could take the lid off. If anyone else lifted the lid, the jar at once set up a piercing whistle. No matter how
far she might have roamed in her hunting, Deg-der could hear with her long ear the vessel’s shrill whistling.
*
It chanced one day, when Deg-der was out hunting for her innocent game, a visitor came to the guri. She was a
young girl, this traveller, beautiful and plump and well-formed, and of a coppery gold complexion. But she was
dressed in rags.
“I am a poor orphan,” she said to Deg-der’s three daughters. “My family is all dead, and now there is no one to
look after me. I pray you, in God’s name, give me some food and water, for I have been walking these many hours
in the hot sun.”
The daughters of Deg-der looked with sympathy on the girl, and gave her some water to drink. They talked
with her, and admired her beauty, for she was the first person they had ever seen apart from themselves and their
mother.
“Ah, that was good,” said the girl as she finished the cup of water. “If I could just have a little more.” And she
reached out and took the lid off one of the clay vessels. But in her ignorance, she mistook the vessel, and lifted the
top from the one that contained human flesh. At once a high sharp whistling began. The daughters of Deg-der
stood petrified with terror, not knowing what to do.
“What is the matter?” the girl cried, “and why does the vessel make that strange noise?”
“Alas!” wept the daughters of the cannibal woman, “our mother will hear the vessel’s whistling, with her long
ear, and will come back at a gallop to kill you and eat you!”
The young stranger began to shriek with fear. At last the three daughters stopped their trembling long enough
to hurry the girl into the other room of the house and hide her behind a roll of grass mats. Soon there was a shout
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outside the house, and Deg-der strode in, her eyes horribly alight and her hands grasping her great knife.
“I heard the vessel’s warning!” she cried. “Who has come to this house and touched my meat-jar?”
The three girls pretended innocence.
“It is nothing, our mother,” they said softly. “We knocked against the jar accidentally, when we were cleaning
the house, and the lid flew off.”
Deg-der’s nostrils dilated, and she sniffed the air, and as she did so a look of great anger came into her hideous
face.
“You lie!” she screamed. “I smell the breasts of a fat young girl!” The three girls shook with fright, but they
pretended to be calm.
“It is only our breasts you smell, mother of us,” they insisted.
But Deg-der was still suspicious, and she tramped around the house, searching. Her big ear quivered, trying to
detect some sound of a stranger, but so quiet was the young girl that even Deg-der could hear nothing. Finally her
daughters persuaded her to give up looking, and to sit in peace and drink the tea they had prepared for her.
Tired with her long run, Deg-der drank the tea and then fell into a heavy sleep. Slowly the great knife dropped
from her hand. Slowly the great ear sank down and lay still. And when the ear was quite motionless, the three
daughters knew their mother was really asleep.
Silently they crept towards her. Stealthily they took up the great knife. And speedily they cut the throat of Degder, the terrible cannibal, whose name had been feared for so many years in that land
*
Then there followed a great rejoicing. The young girl came out from her hiding-place and thanked with all her
soul the three daughters of Deg-der. And the rain-clouds, which had so long kept away from the place, gathered
speedily in the sky, and the sweet rain drenched the ground, and the stock drank, and the earth was ripe for
growing grass. And the three daughters of Deg-der danced for sheer joy.
Then there came to that place three young men, all handsome and of good family, and men whose tribes owned
many camels. And the three fine young men fell in love with the daughters of old Deg-der, and asked the three
girls to marry them. Two of the girls assented gladly, but the third hung back.
“What is the matter?” asked the young man who loved her. “Do you not care for me?” The girl sighed.
“Ah, yes,” she replied, “I care for you, but my mother became a cannibal after she had her third child, and
perhaps the same fate may be in store for me.” But the young man only laughed.
“That is a long time in the future,” he cried. “And in any case, it will probably never happen! We are young
now, and want each other, and why should we waste our youth?”
So the girl was persuaded, and the three daughters of Deg-Der married the three young men, and there were
great celebrations in the land, and much feasting and dancing and singing. And it came to pass that the third
daughter of Deg-der bore her husband a girl-child. It was God’s will, but they prayed that the next-born might be
a son. The next child, however, was also a girl. And when the woman became pregnant for the third time, she
prayed to God night and day that the child might be a boy. But when she delivered the child, it was a girl.
Then the third daughter of Deg-Der grew worried in her heart. But her husband only laughed, and told her not
to be afraid.
“Such things do not happen to one who is in her right senses,” he said. “Surely your mother was mad. Do not
be concerned, for you are upsetting yourself without cause.”
For a time they were happy together, and began hoping that the next child, if such was given to them, might be
a boy. But it was not fated to be. One day the husband came home and found the door of their dwelling barred
against him.
“What is this?” he cried, astounded. “Does my own wife bar the door against me?” But his wife would not
open the door.
“Now then,” he said, “if I go and kill a fat sheep for our meal tonight, will you open the door?” But his wife
would still not open the door.
“Suppose I kill a fat camel,” the husband pleaded, “the best of my herd, and you may cook the meat for your
meal. Will you open the door then?” But still his wife refused. Then the husband’s face grew wan with fear.
“And if I kill you a fat … boy?” he asked. But the wife would still not unbar the door. Then the husband’s
brow grew tight with anxiety.
“And if I kill you a fat … girl?” he asked. But the door remained closed. Then the husband’s heart grew chill
with dread.
“If you want none of these things for your meal,” he said, “perhaps the one you hunger for is … myself?”
And then the third daughter of Deg-der opened the door and met him.
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1
One day two thieves chanced to be walking along a road near some jowari fields. Looking across the fields,
they saw a man ploughing. The animals which pulled the plough were two fine oxen. The thieves looked at one
another.
“I have never seen such fine fat oxen,” the first man said.
“Truly, they are wonderful beasts,” the other mused.
“We could get a large price for those oxen in the magala,” the first thief went on. The other nodded.
“In truth, we could get a great deal of money for them,” he agreed. “But how could we take them away? A man
who is ploughing is not going to leave his oxen, and I notice he wears a long knife at his belt.”
The first thief smiled.
“Ah, my friend, what it is to have brains!” he cried. “Listen to my idea. You will go on that side of the field,
and I will stay here on this side. Then I will begin howling and shouting, and soon the ploughman will come over
to find out what is the matter. Then, after two hours, I will reveal the reason to him. By that time, you will have
got far away with the first of the oxen. I will undertake to look after the other. We will meet at that place some
distance from here, where we had our fire last evening.” The second thief laughed scornfully.
“How can you keep the ploughman standing there for two hours?” he asked. “And how can you get away with
the other of the oxen? This is foolishness!”
“Trust me,” said the first, “and I promise you will not be disappointed.”
And so it came about that the second thief stole quietly around to the far side of the jowari field, while the first
thief stayed by the side of the road. And after the second thief had hidden himself among the bushes, the first thief
began shouting in a loud voice.
“By God!” he shouted, “this is most strange! Amazing! Wonderful!” The ploughman looked up from his work,
and then bent again to the plough.
“Incredible!” went on the thief; his voice growing louder with each exclamation, “who would have thought it
possible? What a wondrous thing! What a surprise!” The ploughman looked up again, and the thief; encouraged,
roared and bellowed more than ever. Finally the ploughman could stand the suspense no longer. He left his plough
and his oxen and walked over to the place where the thief sat.
“What is this, my friend?” the ploughman asked. “I hear you screaming ‘Most wonderful!’ I beg you to tell me
what the mystery is.” But the thief went on shouting, and ignored the earnest ploughman.
“Is it not the greatest wonder of the earth?” he howled. “Most strange and queer it is! Amazing! Incredible!”
The ploughman again begged him to impart the secret.
“What is this thing that causes so much wonder in you, friend?” he asked. But the thief merely went on yelling.
“Wonderful! Amazing! Incredible!”
The curiosity of the ploughman was now thoroughly aroused, and he pleaded with the thief to tell him what
great surprise was causing him so much amazement. But the thief ignored him entirely and kept on roaring after
the same manner. For two hours the thief shouted, and for two hours the honest ploughman, all agog with
curiosity, begged him to tell his secret. Finally the ploughman became impatient.
“Traveller,” he said angrily, “are you mad, or what? Surely you must be mad to bellow in this fashion for all
this time and still refuse to tell me what is so wondrous strange. Either you will tell me this instant, or I will give
you a crack over the skull with my knife-handle, a crack that you won’t forget for many a long day.”
Then the thief fell silent. After a few minutes he gazed up at the ploughman, and smiled in a friendly way.
“Why, good ploughman,” the thief explained, “I shall tell you straightaway what has surprised me. It is nothing
other than the sight of a man ploughing with one ox, and that one wearing a double yoke. How is it possible? Is
your ox a devil or a magic beast, that it can plough in this fashion?” Then the ploughman’s anger burst forth.
“What nonsense have I wasted my time on!” he cried. “Of course I plough with two oxen, just like every other
man! You are indeed mad!”
“Oh no,” said the thief, “one ox is all you have. Look and see if I am not right.”
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The ploughman glanced around, and sure enough, one ox only stood in the field, and the other half of the yoke
was empty.
“How is this?” the ploughman cried. “I had two oxen when I came across here to ask you why you roared and
yelled in this way!”
“Ah, no, my friend,” the thief insisted, “I have been here all day, and you have had only one ox.”
Then the good ploughman grew alarmed.
“Some devil has been at work here!” he said in a loud voice. “Some djinn has spirited off my ox! But I am a
strong man—be he devil or djinn or human being, he will not get away with this theft! I shall track him down, and
kill him, and get my ox back! Just you wait and see!”
And the sturdy ploughman set off at a run. As he drew near the plough and the remaining ox, he sighted the
tracks that the other thief and the ox had made in their flight, and off he ran, following the tracks into the bush. As
soon as the ploughman was out of sight, the first thief rose, and quietly led away the ox that was left. When the
ploughman returned, dusty and tired, after losing the tracks in the grass and bushes, he found his second ox gone
also.
And as for the thieves, they ate well that night.
2
Two thieves chanced to see a man walking along a road one day, leading a good fat ram and carrying a large
vessel of ghee.
“See that traveller yonder?” one whispered to the other. “How can we cheat him?” The other thief smiled
knowingly.
“I have a plan,” he replied.
And so it happened that the thieves waited by the roadside, and one of them hid himself in some bushes. The
other began shouting and moaning in an anguished voice.
“Oh ye Muslims!” he cried, “will ye desert your own?”
The traveller was a good-hearted man, and so he stopped by the thief and spoke in a kindly way to him.
“Why are you so troubled, friend?”
“I am a blind man,” the thief replied, “and there is no one to lead me to the town. Alas, a man without eyes
might better be dead!”
“I will lead you,” the traveller said, “and you shall lead my ram, for I cannot lead both you and the ram at the
same time and carry this heavy vessel as well. Here, I will put the ram’s rope into your hand.”
And so they set out. But after they had gone a few miles, the thief began to cry out again.
“Alas!” he groaned, “I fear that the rope in my hands is lighter, and I fear the ram has slipped the lead and
escaped into the bushes! I am a poor unfortunate blind man, who brings trouble upon those who would help me!
Woe unto me!” The traveller was worried about the loss of his ram, but he was a good man, and had pity in his
heart, and so he did not get angry with the other man.
“Never mind,” he said. “I had better go and look for the ram, but you can stay and look after this vessel of
ghee while I am away. In that way you will be of assistance to me after all.”
The thief agreed gladly, with many protestations of goodwill and eagerness to help. And so the traveller set off
to look for the ram, and the thief remained with the vessel of ghee. The unfortunate traveller returned after some
hours, empty-handed. But alas, neither the blind man nor the vessel of ghee was anywhere to be seen.
3
One time, not so long ago, there lived a man whose tribal group was camped between Odweina and Gudubi. It
happened that he killed a man from another tribe, although the man had done him no harm and had not looted his
camels or stolen one of his daughters. After he killed the man, the murderer hid the body in the bushes. So well
did he hide it, that no one could find the body or prove the murderer’s guilt. But the dead man’s tribe suspected
the murderer, and so they went to his tribe to make enquiries.
“Is the man whom we suspect living here?” they asked.
“Yes,” the tribal elders replied. “But we cannot hand him over to you. He denies having murdered your
tribesman, and we do not know whether he is guilty or not. And, indeed, if no one can find the body, it may be
that your tribesman was taken by a lion. Under the circumstances, we cannot fix a compensation for the man’s
death.”
“We do not want a compensation in camels,” the dead man’s tribe said. “This only do we ask—that that man,
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your tribesman, since he denies having murdered, should swear by Allah’s Name on the Kitab, one hundred times,
his innocence.” Then the murderer’s tribe went to him, and they were greatly afraid.
“If you did this thing,” they said, “admit it, and we will pay compensation gladly. But do not swear by God’s
Name to a lie.”
But the murderer was afraid in his heart, and would not own to the killing. And so he swore on the Qur’an,
saying,
“Wa Allah,” “Wa Allah,” “Wa Allah.”
And he finished swearing his innocence for the ninety-ninth time, on God’s Name.
Then, as he put his hand again on the Holy Book to swear a lie by God’s Name for the hundredth time, he grew
pale, and the life went from him, and he died.\fn{A note says that this was said to be a true story.}
4
Once there was a great and powerful Sultan, who had a beautiful daughter of marriageable age. It came to pass
that a certain man arrived one day to ask the Sultan for his daughter’s hand in marriage. This man was wealthy,
and had many thousands of camels, and was highly respected in the country, and so the Sultan agreed to the
request.
“Very well, marry her,” he said, “and the two of you shall live within my royal dwelling, for I could not be
parted from my daughter.”
And so it was arranged.
As it happened, on the same day another young man came to the Sultan and asked for the princess’s hand in
marriage. This man was even wealthier than the first, and had tens of thousands of camels, and was very highly
respected in the country. And so the Sultan agreed to the request.
“Very well,” said he, “you shall marry her, and the two of you will live within my royal dwelling, for I could
not be parted from my daughter.”
However, the great Sultan told neither young man about the other. To the first young man he said:
“You must see your wife only in the daytime. If you ever see her at night, you will be killed at once. It is my
command.” And to the second young man he said:
“You must see your wife only at night. If ever you look upon her in the daytime, you will be put to death at
once. It is my command.”
And so it was arranged.
The marriages took place, and the two young men became members of the Sultan’s council, and everything
went very well indeed. The first husband saw his wife in the daytime, and the second husband saw his wife at
night. Everyone was exceedingly happy, especially when the Sultan’s daughter gave birth to a fine son.
*
Years passed, and the baby grew into a sturdy little boy of which any father might be proud. One day, there
was a meeting of the Sultan’s counselors. They were all gathered in the council chamber, and among them were
the two husbands of the Sultan’s daughter. As it happened, the Sultan’s young grandson was playing in the
corridor outside the council chamber. In the middle of the meeting, the boy chanced to open the door and peep
inside.
“Ah! Here is my son!” cried the first husband.
“There you are, my boy—come to your father!” exclaimed the second husband, at precisely the same moment.
There was a terrible silence in the council room. The two husbands glared at each other.
“What? Do you insult me thus?” cried the first husband.
“This is a strange and dishonourable joke you play on me!” raged the second husband.
All the counselors of the Sultan held their breath. Even the mighty Sultan did not feel quite at ease in the
situation.
“Joke?” roared the first husband. “Is it a joke to call my own son my son?”
“Your son?” shouted the second husband. “What impudence is this, that you call yourself the father of my
boy?”
The Sultan sighed a ponderous sigh. It was obvious to him that the story must now be told. When it was
explained to the two husbands, they were more angry than ever. Both wanted the boy, whose paternal parentage,
indeed, was far from being clearly established. And both wanted to keep the Sultan’s lovely daughter as his wife.
Many were the arguments, threats, shouts and exhortations that resounded through the royal dwelling.
At length, the Sultan himself decided to call in the wisest elders in the land, and those fully versed in the Laws,
in order that they might give their advice and in some manner settle the dispute.
26

The elders were accordingly consulted. These venerable graybeards arrived carrying massive texts in which the
entire Laws and commentaries on the Laws were set down. For many days the elders discussed together, quoting
this law and that, with many a finely turned phrase and many a subtle sentence. But, alas, no agreement could be
reached.
In all the weighty volumes, no such case was recorded. These books, rich in the wisdom of the ages, were
thumbed through again and again, and the elders talked and argued and considered and summarized until their
voices were hoarse and their brains were in a whirl But to no avail The first husband wanted both the boy and the
Sultan’s charming daughter, and the second husband wanted precisely the same.
Finally, in desperation, the Sultan sent the elders away.
*
“All our wisest elders have failed to come to a judgment,” said he. “Therefore now we shall have another
council. When wisdom fails, folly may be wise. Four hashish addicts will be our counselors.”
The Sultan’s counselors and the first husband and the second husband and the Sultan’s delightful daughter all
held up their hands in horror. But the great Sultan was adamant.
Four hashish addicts were finally collected and brought to the Sultan’s palace. They entered the royal dwelling
slowly, but with a certain dreamy grace, and from time to time they halted to pirouette gravely, smiling their sad
gay faraway smiles. The Sultan explained to them that the situation was somewhat difficult and embarrassing.
“My daughter,” said he, “is married to two men, both worthy persons and highly respected in the country. The
first is her husband in the daytime, and the second is her husband at night. She has, unfortunately, only one son.
Now, each husband has discovered the existence of the other, and both are quite upset. Both desire to keep the son
and my daughter (whose charms are admittedly considerable). How we resolve the problem is up to you.”
The hashish addicts put on expressions of the greatest mock-seriousness, each placing one finger on his
forehead, as if in deep thought. They whispered together for a moment, and then glanced up, smiling calmly.
“There is no problem here,” their spokesman said. “All we need to do is to call in the boy and ask him which
of these two men is his father.” And so the small grandson of the Sultan was accordingly called in.
“Which of these two men is your father, little one?” one of the hashish addicts asked kindly.
The boy was trembling with fright at the sight of the dignified counselors, the two fierce-looking husbands, the
smiling hashish addicts, and the grand Sultan. Finally he spoke.
“There,” he said, in a weak little voice, “that’s my father.” And he pointed towards the first husband.
“This is insufferable!” cried the second husband. “The boy is confused! We must test again!”
The hashish addicts only smiled.
“Very well,” said they. “The other shall go into the corridor and you shall remain in the room. We shall see
what happens then.”
And so it was agreed.
The first husband departed from the council room, and the second husband remained. Again the small boy was
asked to point out his father. The grandson of the Sultan looked around carefully, and finally he spoke.
“He’s not here,” he announced firmly.
A great shout arose from the throats of the Sultan’s counselors and the first husband and the second husband
and the Sultan’s daughter and the powerful Sultan himself
“How is it that the boy has thus chosen between them?” the Sultan asked.
“It is very simple,” the hashish addicts replied modestly. “The boy has chosen the man who appeared in the
daytime. The other, quite naturally, he has never seen, since he was asleep at night when the second husband
appeared. The first husband, therefore, will take the boy as his son. The second husband will, in a like manner of
justice, take the Sultan’s comely daughter as his wife. In our opinion, there has been a great amount of fuss over
nothing.”
And so it was agreed.
5
One evening a Midgan family journeyed out to a well to fill their water vessels. With them they carried a small
baby. When the water vessels were filled, they discovered that they could not possibly carry the baby and the
heavy jars at the same time. So they decided to leave the child and come back afterwards for him.
But where, in all that unvarying bush country, could they leave him in a place sufficiently well-marked for
them to find it again? Finally they thought of a wonderful idea, and went off happily, having left the baby right
underneath the moon!
*
The wife of a Midgan once had a miscarriage. The Midgan was very angry. When people asked him why he
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was so angry, he cried.
“There! That will teach me not to pour anything into a vessel that’s upside down!”
*
Once a Midgan got a letter from an elder of the town where his mother lived. His mother, the letter said, was ill
and might even be dying. The Midgan, very upset, got a letter-writer to reply to his mother.
“Dear mother,” the Midgan’s letter said, “I am sorry to hear that you are sick. If you are still alive, please let
me know. If however, you are dead by now, please write at once and tell me where you have hidden your money.”
*
Once a Midgan was extremely sick. His friends came to visit him and found him lying on his bed, groaning
and sweating. He was gasping for air, and was obviously in great pain. His friends asked him how he was feeling.
The only answer was an increased groaning.
“You must have a terrible sickness,” his friends sympathized. The Midgan looked at them askance.
“It’s not the sickness I mind,” he said. “The sickness is all right. It’s this pain I can’t stand!”
6
Many years ago, in the country around Jigjigga, there ruled a powerful and wise Sultan by the name of Wiil
Waal.\fn{Crazy man; see the first poem of the first Somali author of the 19 th century:H} He was king over the Bartire, a tribe of
Darod, great in strength and wealthy with many thousands of camels. One day it happened that Wiil Waal called
all the men of the Bartire together, and told them there would be a shiir or tribal meeting, on the following day.
“All the men of the Bartire must attend this meeting,” the Sultan said, “for I have solemn words to impart to
you. But take heed, ye tribesmen! Each man must return home now and kill the best sheep of his flock. And
tomorrow, each man must bring with him a part of the sheep. But, look you, I do not say which part you must
bring. That you must decide for yourselves. I say only that each must bring to the meeting that part of the animal
which makes men either brothers or enemies. Go, ye Bartire, and consider well.”
So the men departed from that place. And each pondered the Sultan’s words, and could find no meaning in
them. For what part of the animal could make men either brothers or enemies?
All day long, the Bartire elders puzzled over the words, and discussed together. But, finding no answer to the
strange demand of Sultan Wiil Waal, each decided to take a chance.
The sheep were slaughtered in each home that night, and the special piece of mutton was selected. One man
decided to take a leg of meat to the shiir. Another thought that a good saddle of mutton might please the Sultan.
Another, the shoulders of the sheep. And so it went.
One man of the Bartire was very poor. In his flock, he had no more than half a dozen sheep. But, obeying his
Sultan’s command, he killed a fine sheep that night, and gave it to his daughter to cut up the meat. Now this girl
was about fifteen years old, and very beautiful. But as well as beauty, she also had a brain.
“Father!” she cried in alarm, “why have you killed the fattest sheep of all our tiny flock? Most certainly this is
wasteful!”
“Alas,” the man answered, “the Sultan Will Waal has demanded that each man kill his finest sheep tonight.
There, now that you have finished cutting the meat, I will select this leg—it is surely as plump and tender a piece
of mutton as any man is likely to bring.”
“Where will you take the leg, father?” the girl asked. “We are poor, and cannot afford to give away meat.”
“Alas,” her father replied, “I have no choice. Sultan Wiil Waal has instructed the men of the Bartire to attend a
meeting tomorrow. Each man is to bring that part of the animal which makes men either brothers or enemies. I
can see no sense in his words, but I daresay this leg of my fine fat sheep will do as well as any.”
Then the girl considered for a moment.
“No father,” she said finally, “you are wrong. Do not take the leg of mutton.”
“I must,” her father said, growing impatient. “Do not talk nonsense to me.”
“But father,” the girl said, “you must listen. Don’t take good meat to the council tomorrow. Take, I beg of you,
the sheep’s gullet.”
“What?” roared the old man. “The gullet? Could I so insult the Sultan as to bring a sheep’s gullet instead of
meat? You are mad, girl!”
“No, father,” the girl insisted. “You don’t understand, and I dare not explain to you, for the Sultan himself will
explain tomorrow. But trust me and take the sheep’s gullet. If I am wrong, I will suffer the punishment in your
stead.”
Then the old man thought for a long while. True, he was very poor, and could not afford to give away meat.
Should he, then, follow his daughter’s advice?
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“Very well,” he said at last, “you are a clever girl, and so I will trust you and take the sheep’s gullet. But what
will happen, God alone knows.”
*
The next day, the poor man took the gullet of the sheep and wrapped it in his robe to protect it from the sand
and dust. Then he set out for the council meeting. There he found all the men of the Bartire, each concealing a part
of a sheep under his robe, and each wondering what part the others had brought.
Finally Wiil Waal himself arrived, and called for the pieces of sheep to be brought forth. One man brought out
a leg of mutton, another a shoulder, another the liver, another the ribs. And so it went. When all the others had
given their piece of meat to the Sultan, the poor man stepped forward, ashamed and anxious.
“And what have you brought?” Wiil Waal asked. The poor man hesitated, and finally drew the sheep’s gullet
out from his robe. A great gasp went up from the men of the tribe, and then they began to shout.
“What is this? A sheep’s gullet? What an insult, to offer a sheep’s gullet to a Sultan!”
The poor man trembled and grew exceedingly afraid. He was too terrified to look at Wiil Waal Then he
gathered his courage and shot a glance at the Sultan’s face. To his amazement, he saw that the mighty Sultan was
laughing.
“Well, my friend,” Wiil Waal said, “I see we have one wise man, and one only, in the tribe!”
The old man stared at him, amazed.
“Aha!” cried the Sultan, “then you did not think of this idea by yourself? Who told you to bring the gullet?”
The old man looked down at the ground, and mumbled his reply.
“My daughter,” he said.
*
Then Sultan Wiil Waal stood up and beckoned to all the men of the tribe.
“Listen, oh ye men of the Bartire!” he said. “There is in this tribe not one wise man among you! A mere girl
has made fools of you all! Hark, and I will tell you why.
“I did not ask you to bring meat. I asked you to bring that part of the animal which makes men either brothers
or enemies. This is the symbol, and this is the wisdom I have to impart to you.
“The gullet receives the food. It alone makes men brothers, and it alone makes men enemies. Why do men
fight? Because one man possesses much wealth while another possesses none. And because the rich man will not
give freely to the poor wretch who hungers, and the anger of the hungry man is turned against the man who is fat
and prosperous!
“And when do men become as brothers? When they help each other in time of need. When the rich are
generous, and the poor hunger not.
“Wherefore I tell you, of ye Bartire, the gullet, the receiver of food, makes men either brothers or enemies.
Mark ye, and learn.”
Then the great Wiil Waal turned to the poor man.
“Your daughter, friend,” he said, “is more wise than all the tribe. I will marry her, and she will be my most
trusted and beloved wife!”
7
It happened that two months after Sultan Wiil Waal married the clever daughter of the poor shepherd, some
trouble arose among the sections of the Bartire tribe. The people concerned sent word to the Sultan, that he might
come and make peace among them.
Now, Wiil Waal had two horses that he prized above all his others. One was a big black stallion and the other a
fine white mare. He gave orders for his stallion to be saddled, ready for going on a journey, and then he went to
his wife.
“I must go on a long journey,” he said to her, “and I may be away for many months. My horse is being saddled
now, and I shall leave within the hour. My white mare I shall leave here with you. But there is one thing I must
demand.”
“Very well,” his wife said, “and what do you demand?” Wiil Waal smiled.
“I will tell you,” he said. “I know that you are in your last days of monthly sickness, and are therefore not
pregnant. The white mare, also, has not conceived as yet. This day, myself and my black stallion, we are both
departing on a long journey, and I have told you we may not be back for many months. When, however, we arrive
back here, I want to see you with a child and the white mare with a colt. If my wish is not carried out, you will
die, and the mare also. Do you understand?” The Sultan’s lovely young wife turned away.
“Nothing, oh king, could be more clear,” she said, and her heart was fluttering with terror.
“Farewell, then, my beautiful wife,” Wiil Waal said, “and the blessings and the peace of God be upon thy
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head.”
It was barely two hours after daybreak when the Sultan set off, riding his black horse, along the road that led
from Jigjigga to the far province that was his destination.
*
The Sultan’s wife went out into the courtyard of the palace, and stood looking at the white mare. The mare, all
unknowing of the Sultan’s command, flicked her tail to brush away the flies, and neighed softly as the syce came
up with a bucket of water for her to drink.
“Alas, good little mare,” the Sultan’s wife whispered, “What shall we do? If we do not bear offspring, my lord
will have us killed. But if thou are unfaithful to thy mate, and I to mine, he will have us killed in any case.”
She stood there for a very long time, musing. Then, suddenly, her eyes lighted up and she smiled.
“Ah, little mare!” she cried, “now have my wits stood me in good stead! Let us see if this plan will work!”
And forthwith, the Sultan’s wife approached the old syce, who was grooming the mare.
“Good fellow,” she said, “I wish to ride the mare this morning. Pray have her ready and saddled for me within
the hour, and these golden coins shall be yours.” The syce bowed low.
“It will be as you say,” he agreed.
So, within the hour, the Sultans wife set off, riding the white mare. She took the same road that her husband
had taken, and reached the next town near dusk. When she arrived in the town, she saw a fine black stallion
standing outside the house of a wealthy merchant. She recognized the horse as that of Sultan Wiil Waal. Her
husband, then, was staying the night at the merchant’s house.
“Very well,” she murmured. “Now we shall see, and God be with us, little mare.”
She approached, then, the man who was looking after the black stallion. Dismounting, the Sultan’s wife led the
white mare up to the syce, and at the same time took a handful of gold coins from her purse.
“Good fellow,” said she, “I am journeying to a town near here, to meet my husband, who is a dealer in silks.
Now, my husband has long been looking for a stallion fine enough to serve this mare, for, since the mare is of the
best Arabian blood, he is determined that her offspring will not be sired by an inferior blood. Do you, therefore, I
beg of you, let this black stallion serve the mare, for he is the finest horse I have ever seen. Your master need
never know. If you consent, these golden coins are yours.” The syce did not hesitate for long.
“Very well,” he said, “it will be as you say, and may God reward you for your generosity, for I have never
made so much money so easily.”
And so it was as the Sultan’s wife had asked.
Then, the Sultan’s wife went to an inn, and took a room for the night. When she was in the room, she got out
the fine clothes she had brought with her, and donned them. Crimson silks with gold embroidery, robes of
exquisite texture and hue, a headscarf of palest blue, shining earrings and necklace of silver, and little red leather
slippers. In this attire, her slim body and soft-featured face looked fairer than could be imagined.
She did not tarry in the room, but set out at once for the merchant’s house. When she arrived there, she walked
back and forth along the rough stone streets, and as she walked, her body swayed with an unbelievable grace. But
she kept her head turned away from the house, and her headscarf was drawn close to her face. Sultan Wiil Waal
was sitting in the house with his friend the merchant, chatting of this and that, the wars with the Ethiopians, and
the price of camels. Suddenly Wiil Waal looked up and saw a beauriful woman walking along the street.
“Look there!” he cried to the merchant. “Did anyone ever see a woman with so enchanting a figure, so
delightful to walk, so proud a carriage? Who is she, my friend? She must be the most lovely woman in the whole
country!” The merchant peered out into the street.
“You speak truly,” he said. “She is indeed charming. But alas, I do not know her name. I have never seen her
before.”
“Never mind,” Wiil Waal said, “whether you know her name or not, I would make love to her tonight. For my
senses are aflames with desire for her.”
Now it was well known that Wiil Waal had a great fondness for women. Indeed, in each town and each tribal
settlement that the good Sultan visited, there was always some girl who took his fancy and whom he forthwith
took. His friends and his people knew him well, and the merchant, therefore, agreed to find the woman and ask
her, in the name Wiil Waal, for a meeting that night. Thus it was, when the night had darkened the town, that
Sultan Will Waal went to the lovely woman, not knowing she was his wife. At the moment when she heard his
footsteps on the stair, the Sultan’s wife blew out the flickering lamp and went to greet him.
“Why is the room in darkness?” Wiil Waal asked her.
“Because I am shy and afraid with so great a Sultan,” she replied.
Wiil Waal was satisfied with her reply, and began to caress her body. But the Sultan’s wife drew away.
“No,” she said. “Do not touch me.”
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“Do not touch you?” he cried. “In heaven’s name, why not?”
“Because I say so,” she replied.
“And why do you say so?” he demanded. “You cannot think I came here to chatter about riddles with you in
this fashion.”
“No,” she said, “but I would first have you give me that ring you wear. Ah, Sultan, not for gain like any common whore, but so I may always remember you, and this night.”
Then the heart of Wiil Waal was exceedingly flattered, and he gave her the ring, a silver one with strange
letters and chants engraved on it. And she gave herself to him. And when he had possessed her and taken his full
delight of her, and when he had done the ritual ablution, then he fell asleep and lay snoring in the room until
morning.
But before dawn had touched the streets with light again, the Sultan’s wife arose and went from the inn.
Mounting the white mare, she rode speedily away from the town, and made her way home again.
And it came to pass that the woman and the mare both were with young.
*
Now Sultan Wiil Waal was away from Jigjigga for sixteen months. One day he rode up on his fine, black stallion, and there was great rejoicing throughout the city. When he entered his palace, Wiil Waal discovered that his
wife had a sturdy little son of seven months old. And as for the white mare, she had a black colt.
“Now, tell me,” Wiil Waal said, and his face was like a thundercloud, “how can this be? I have been away for
sixteen months, and my black stallion with me, and yet you and the white mare have both borne young!”
“I have done as my lord commanded,” his wife said, with a gentle smile, “and the white mare likewise.”
“I did not tell you to be unfaithful to me,” said Wiil Waal, “and I did not want the white mare bred by a stallion
other than mine!” And so he raved, without thought or reason. But the wife of Wiil Waal continued to smile, and
said nothing. So the Sultan called a council of all the elders of the land.
“Oh ye tribesmen!” he cried, “here is a strange case, to be decided by the wise men and elders of my country.
For, look you, I have been away for sixteen months, and my black stallion with me. And yet my wife has borne a
son, and my white mare has foaled. What say you, wise men of the Bartire?”
Then the counsellors began to discuss the matter.
“Perhaps the woman and the mare were pregnant before you left,” they suggested.
“Ah, no, alas,” Wiil Waal replied, “for the day I left was the last day of my wife’s monthly sickness, and I had
not gone unto her when I departed. Likewise, the white mare was not with young.”
Then the elders talked to the wife of Wiil Waal.
“How is it,” they said, “that the wife of a Sultan could so disgrace her husband?”
“There is no disgrace,” the woman replied calmly. “The boy is Wiil Waal’s son. And as fur the mare, her colt
was sired by Wiil Waal’s black stallion.”
Then the elders held up their hands in astonishment.
“How can this be?” they shouted. “She is mad, or is lying!”
“It is true,” Wiil Waal's wife said. “And God be my witness.”
Then, in front of the tribal elders and wise men, she drew forth a silver ring.
“Whose ring is this?” she asked. “And how did I come to possess it?”
Sultan Wiil Waal stared at her in astonishment.
“There was a lovely woman,” he said, “the most beautiful woman in all the land. Oh, my wife, it was you?”
Then the wife of the Sultan told her husband what had happened. And the great Sultan laughed loud and long.
“For lo,” said he, “she is not only the most beautiful woman in all the land. She is also the most clever. Ah, my
beloved, never again will I test your wits. For in my whole kingdom, you are the only person more wise than Wiil
Waal!”
8
Now the Sultan Wiil Waal, who ruled the country between Jigjigga and Harar many years ago, was a man
famed for wisdom and for sharpness of wit. Many times did he test his subjects for their cleverness, but never was
any man as clever as he. And when Wiil Waal realized that he was the most intelligent man among all the Bartire,
pride began to possess him, and he set himself up above men and his vanity grew.
But his wife, who was a woman gifted with wisdom, saw this and was aftaid.
It happened that among the Bartire there was a young man named Ali, twenty years of age and blessed by God
with a handsome appearance, strength of body and a quick mind. Now this same A1i became enamoured of the
wife of Sultan Wiil Waal and swore he would have her. So one night he went to her, and with many soft words
and much pleading he tried to seduce her.
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But the wife of Wiil Waal was not to be seduced. She was pleasant to the boy, and spoke no harsh words to
him, but she would not consent to his request. Ali sat in the room with the wife of the Sultan for several hours,
talking to her and saying he could not live without her. But the wife of the Sultan only smiled and shook her head
in refusal.
Now it happened that in the room there was a clay vessel that contained some dye liquid. It was the same dye,
made from the bark of the galol tree, that the Somali women have always used to color the bent poles that form
the framework of the akhals or grass huts. As Ali sat there talking, the Sultan’s wife took a corner of his white
robe, and dipped it in the dye, which was a reddish brown. And Ali did not notice what she had done. When he
was gone, the Sultan’s wife went to her husband.
“This night,” said she, “I have seen a clever man. Do not be too puffed up with pride, my husband, for another
man besides yourself in this tribe has been gifted with persuasive speech and a quick wit. Although he did not
succeed in his purpose, which you can guess, his words were nonetheless fair. Then the Sultan was gready upset.
“Who is he?” he demanded, “and what is his name, that I may search him out?”
“His name I will not reveal,” she said. “But I will tell you one thing. When you meet the tribesmen tomorrow
at the council, the man you seek will have one corner of his robe dyed brown.”
But it came to pass that Ali, when he unrobed that night, noticed the brown stain, and knew what the Sultan’s
wife had done. So he went by night and marked the robes of twenty other tribesmen with the same kind of dye.
When the tribesmen of the Bartire gathered the following day, the Sultan Wiil Waal could not keep his mind on
the business that was being discussed. He looked constantly for the man with the marked robe. As he looked, he
found twenty-one men with robes marked brown. And he was greatly distressed. But when he told his wife of the
occurrence, she laughed.
“At last,” she said, “you have found a man as clever as yourself. Now unbend your pride and lose your vanity,
for you are not alone among men.”
*
Now the next night, Ali came again unto the Sultan’s wife’s room.
“Ah, my heart’s desire,” he said, “have you not relented?”
But the Sultan’s wife shook her head, and would not admit him to her bed. Before he left, however, she cut a
small piece of cloth from his white robe, and he did not notice what she had done. When she talked to Wiil Waal
that night, she told him of the boy again.
“The boy you seek,” she said, “will have a small piece of cloth cut from his robe. And he, mark my words, is a
clever man.”
But that night, as Ali was taking off his robe, he noticed the small tear, and he knew what the Sultan’s wife had
done. So he went at once to fifty other members of the Bartire, and spoke with them.
“Our Sultan, Wiil Waal,” he said, “has commanded that all men of the tribe cut a small piece of material from
their robes. This is possibly another of his mad schemes to test our wits, but we must obey him, for certainly he is
a good Sultan.”
The men believed Ali, and all the fifty cut a small piece of cloth from their robes, just as the Sultan’s wife had
done with the robe of Ali. And the next day, when Wiil Waal was consulting his tribesmen, he looked carefully for
the man who should have a rip in his garment. And lo, fifty-one men had small pieces of cloth cut from their
robes! When the Sultan told this to his wife, she laughed more than ever.
“Ah, my good Wiil Waal,” said she, “let not vanity distort your greatness, for truly now you have seen the
action of a clever man.”
*
And it happened that, on the third night, Ali again visited the wife of the Sultan, and begged her to yield to
him. Again, she refused. But because she was a clever woman, and talked so entertainingly, the boy almost forgot
his desire for her, and they talked together as old friends. That night, the door of the Sultan’s apartment was
locked, and her husband Wiil Waal did not come to her. And all night long, she sat there with the young man,
spinning tales of old battles and ancient feuds, histories and loves, and all manner of stories passed on from
generation to generation among the Bartire. And in the morning, he rose up and went back to his own house. Then
the Sultan Wiil Waal came to see his wife.
“Last night,” he said, “your door was locked, and I did not behold you all the evening. Tell me truthfully—did
you have another man?”
“Sultan,” she replied, “many times have you told me you trusted me, and now I will ask you to prove that trust.
There was a man in my apartment last night, but upon the Kitab\fn{ “Book”; but the Qur’an is meant:H} I swear to you
that the only thing we did together was to talk.
“But now I will tell you how you may discover the only clever man in the tribe besides yoursel£ When you go
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to the tribal council this day, one man of all the Bartire will be nodding with sleep. This same man was in my
room last night; and until morning we talked together, and he did not sleep. He will not be able to conceal himself
so cleverly this time, for others in the tribe will not have spent the whole night in chattering.”
So it was that Wiil Waal came to the gathering place where all the men of the Bartire were waiting. But when
the business of the tribe was being discussed, the Sultan was preoccupied. He kept glancing around, seeking the
man who looked as though sleep had not refreshed him the night before. Finally, he saw one young man sitting
very quietly among the others, his eyes closed and his head bending wearily. This was the young Ali.
“What is this, my friend?” the Sultan asked the boy, “you look half-asleep.”
Then the boy opened his eyes and stared calmly at the Sultan.
“Ah no, Sultan,” he replied, “I was not sleeping. I was only thinking.”
“And what,” asked Wiil Waal, “were you thinking of so earnestly?” Without hesitation, the boy answered.
“I was wondering,” said he, “if the two legs of an ostrich are front legs or hind legs.”
Then did the Sultan Wiil Waal laugh heartily.
“You are that man,” he said, “who had the boldness to try to seduce a Sultan’s wife. And although she refused,
and marked you that I might seek you out, three times have you evaded my enquiries. Oh ye Bartire, when I die,
this boy will reign as Sultan, for he is as clever as myself.”
9
The Sultan Wiil Waal, who ruled over all the country around Jigjigga, in the old old days, was a great and
powerful fighter, and his warriors of the Bartire tribe, of the tribes of Darod, were strong and eager for battle.
Many were the times that the warriors of Wiil Waal went out to fight the Ethiopians, and many were the times that
they returned back in triumph, bringing huge numbers of Ethiopian shields and Ethiopian camels with them.
But it happened once that the armies of the Sultan met the Ethiopians in battle, and the Bartire were driven
back.
Now the tribesmen of Wiil Waal were not accustomed to retreat, and when they saw that they were being
overpowered, all their courage suddenly left them, and they would have run away. So the Sultan Will Waal took
his youngest son, a fine lad of ten years, and tied him to a tree.
“Will any among the Bartire retreat beyond this tree, and leave my son to the Ethiopians?” he asked. “If one
does so, I promise that he shall be beheaded, and I will be the executioner myself.”
Then the Bartire did not know what to do. They were afraid to stay and face the Ethiopians, and yet afraid to
run away to Jigjigga.
And so they stayed, and fought like leopards, each one swearing to defeat the Ethiopians or die himsel£ And
the Bartire won a great victory that day.
Now the scene of this battle was between Jigjigga and Harar, in the days when the Somalis ruled that land.
10
One day the Sultan Wiil Waal had his brave horse saddled, and rode out antong the tribesmen of the Bartire. In
his hand he held a white scarf of thin silk.
“Oh ye tribesmen!” he cried, “listen to my words! Outside the city there are many wells, and each is owned by
one of you. Now will I bind my eyes with this white scarf so that I can see nothing. Then will I let my black
stallion gallop as fast as he pleases, out beyond the city, among the wells. He is a spirited horse, and wild, and I
shall not be able to steer him, since I am blindfolded. But if my horse trips and falls into one of the wells, then the
owner of that same well will be beheaded!”
Then all the people set up a mighty groaning and weeping, and everyone was afraid lest his own well be the
one into which the Sultan’s horse would tumble. And they followed Wiil Waal in a crowd past the gates of the city
and out into the country where the wells lay.
When Wiil Waal had reached the place, he tied the white scarf around his eyes. Then he gave the stallion a
kick, and they set off at a gallop. Down the slopes of the little hill the stallion raced, running faster than a whirlwind or a dust-devil. And all the people trembled. But when the Sultan’s black horse went close to a well, the
owner and all his family began to shout and cry with fear. Screaming, they ran alongside the horse, trying to drive
it away. And each time this happened, Wiil Waal reined up his horse and set off in another direction.
Finally the Sultan’s horse drew near the well of a certain Midgan.
Now the Midgan saw quite clearly where the horse was heading. He looked shrewdly at the swift beast and at
the Sultan. And he thought his own thoughts. When the horse was close by the well, all the people pointed and
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gestured, and told the Midgan to shout and drive the horse away.
“Quiet, ye foolish people,” the Midgan muttered, “why should I shout? If the Sultan wishes to break his own
neck and that of his horse, let him do so, and may the devil take him!”
Then the people were amazed, and stared at the Sultan’s horse with curious eyes, and whispered that the
Midgan was mad. But the Sultan reined the horse away from the well, and brought him back to the waiting crowd.
“Lo,” said he, “there is only one wise man among you, he who did not shout aloud when my horse approached
his well The Midgan saw that this scarf was thin, and he guessed that I could see through it. The rest of you were
ready to believe me a fool, but he knew that I would not risk my own bones and those of my fine steed.
“The Midgans are a low people,\fn{ Because they are not pastoralist herders, at this time the most honored caste in Somalia:H }
and ye are Somalis, and high-born. But this Midgan, I say to you, has a wisdom from which you could learn
much. Observe, ye tribesmen, and profit!”
11
Many centuries ago, there lived in this country a powerful queen whose name was Arawailo. Now this queen
was greatly feared by her subjects, since she was viciously cruel, and wisdom did not enlighten her commands.
The chief fury of her hatred was reserved for the men of the tribe, and them she would order to carry out impossible tasks, and would have them put to death if they failed.
One day she called some of the tribesmen before her, and ordered them to go to the mountain which is called
Mil-Milac. Now this mountain stands between Marmargedleh and Beyo Anod, and it is the steepest mountain in
the whole land. The sides of the cliff at the base of Mil-Milac rise straight up like a wall, and there is no foothold
or crevice anywhere, but only rock as smooth as glass.
To this mountain, commanded Arawailo, the tribesmen must go. With them they must take two camels with no
mats of any kind on their backs. With these two camels they must climb the steep sides of Mil-Milac, and find
some small seeds of the tree that grows on top of the mountain. They must stick the seeds on the camels’ bare
sides, and return.
The tribesmen were exceedingly afraid. If they succeeded in climbing the dangerous mountain, how could they
succeed in making seeds stick to the camels’ sides without any mats of any kind, or without a single thing to hold
the tiny seeds in place? When Arawailo dismissed them, the tribesmen went away to consult together.
*
Now in that tribe there was a very old man, who was a magician. If Arawailo had known of his existence, she
would have had him killed, for it was his cleverness that often saved the lives of the tribesmen when the cruel
queen ordered them to perform some fantastic deed which seemed to them impossible. The old magician was
withered in body from the waist down, and when the people moved their camp, they would bundle him up in mats
and conceal him on the back of a camel, amid all the household goods. The tribesmen now decided that only the
old man could save them. They went to him, therefore, and told him their plight. The old man’s sharp eyes gazed
at them from his wasted face, and then he sent them away, so that he might think in peace. After two hours, the
magician called all the men back.
“And again now,” said he, “what did Arawailo order you to do?”
“She has ordered us to take two camels,” the tribesmen replied, “with no mats on their backs, and climb the
steep sharp hill of Mil-Milac. There we must find some seeds of the tree that grows on top of the mountain, and
stick the seeds to the camels’ bare sides, and retum. How is this possible? Even if we succeed in gaining the top of
Mil-Milac, surely the seeds will fall away from the camels’ smooth sides on the way down the slope.”
Then the magician told them his plan, and they were amazed at his wisdom.
So it was that those same tribesmen followed the old man’s advice, and took the camels to a pool close by the
mountain, where the water was just drying up, and only mud remained. And the tribesmen made the camels lie
down and roll in the mud. Then the men led the camels up the steep sides of Mil-Milac. They pushed and shoved
and slipped, and finally they succeeded in getting to the top of the mountain. There they quickly found the seeds,
and stuck them to the still-wet mud on the camels’ sides. When the tribesmen returned, and went to the great
queen, and showed her the manner in which they had accomplished their mission, Arawailo was amazed and
angry.
“Who told you how to hold the seeds on the camels’ sides?” she cried. “You are witless idiots! Someone has
helped you in this scheme!”
The men denied it, and claimed that they had thought of the idea themselves. So Arawailo searched through
every akhal and in every bush around the camp, but no magician could she find. And so the tribesmen lived, and
the old man lived also, and continued to give help and advice to the men of the tribe.
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Now the wicked queen Arawailo had a daughter, a gentle copper-skinned girl who had not inherited her
mother’s cruelty. It happened one time that the old magician decided that Arawailo’s mistreatment of the tribe
must come to an end. So, although he was at the time a hundred and thirty-five years old, he told the people he
would beget a son who would kill the old queen. He went, therefore, to Arawailo’s daughter, in great secrecy, and
she received him. And she conceived, and bore him a son.
When Arawailo discovered that her daughter was pregnant, she was furious. She did not know who the father
was, but she was enraged that her daughter should have had anything to do with any man. And when the child was
born, and the queen learned that it was a boy, she was mad with anger.
“Bring me your bastard child,” the queen commanded her daughter, “for I am going to have him castrated.”
Arawailo’s daughter wept and pleaded.
“Please, mother,” she cried, “at least spare the boy until he is old enough to sit up. He is such a tiny child!
Spare him I beg of you.”
“Yery well,” Arawailo agreed reluctantly. “But when he is old enough to sit up, bring him to me.”
When the boy could sit up by himself, Arawailo demanded again that he be brought to her.
“Now the time has come,” she said, “and the boy will be castrated.” But again Arawailo's daughter begged and
cried.
“Spare him, I pray you,” she said, “until he is old enough to know something of the world about him, and to
speak the name of mother to me.”
And again Arawailo agreed. When the boy was old enough to talk a little, and to say “mother,” and to
recognize the camels and the flocks and the grass around him, Arawailo again called for her daughter to bring the
child.
“Now the time has come,” she said, “and he will be castrated.”
“I beg of you,” Arawailo’s daughter sobbed, “let him be spared until he can walk.”
“Very well,” Arawailo said. “But then he will definitely be brought to me.”
But when the boy could walk, the mother asked that he be spared until he had learned to herd the flocks of
sheep and goats, like the other small boys of the tribe. After much persuasion, Arawailo again agreed. And when
the boy could herd the flocks, Arawailo called her daughter.
“The boy is old enough to look after the sheep and goats,” she said. “I have done as you asked. Now bring him
to me.”
“Oh mother,” Arawailo’s daughter cried, “could you not spare him for a little while longer? Leave him until he
is old enough to herd the camels! For he is still such a tiny lad to submit to the horrors of the operation.”
“Very well,” Arawailo said grudgingly. “So be it. But then there will be no more delay.”
When the boy could herd the camels, and had grown tall and handsome, Arawailo’s daughter came to the
queen to plead for him again.
“I pray you, mother,” she said, “spare him for a few more years, so that he may be old enough to carry a spear
and shield, and wear a man’s robe. Only this one last request do I make, for I shall not ask you again!”
“Very well,” Arawailo said. “But do not forget that this is the last time he will be spared.”
*
When the boy had become a man, the old queen again told her daughter that the boy must be castrated, and this
time there would be no sparing him. It was arranged, therefore, that the mother would instruct the boy to take the
camels to the wells the next day. Arawailo’s followers were to seize him then and carry him away to the royal
abode, where the Midgan surgeon would be waiting.
But the boy’s mother, although she had been threatened with death if she revealed the queens plot, told her son
what was going to happen. And so that night the boy visited the old magician, his father.
“How can I escape this thing?” the boy asked. “I beg you to help me.”
The old man thought for a few moments.
“Make a sheltered place near the wells,” he said finally, “and there put fine mats and cushions, and send word
to Arawailo to meet you there. I will give you a sharp spear, the finest in all the world.”
So the boy went to the wells, and made a shelter of thorn boughs, and placed grass mats and cushions in it.
Then he sent word to his grandmother the queen, asking her if she would agree to meet him at the wells, to
discuss his future plans. Arawailo, who was secretly pleased to be able to witness the boy’s capture, readily
agreed. If he himself had invited her there, she reasoned, he would not become suspicious and run away when he
saw her and her followers. Then the boy returned to the magician. The old man put into his hand a stout spear,
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bound in brass and made of finest iron, with a shaft of polished debii wood.
“Now,” the magician said, “you have a spear. Is it ready?”
The boy held the spear in his hand, to judge the weight of it.
“It is ready,” he replied bravely.
“And is it sharp?” The boy felt along the spear-head with his fingers.
“Yes, it is sharper than a thousand thorns.”
“Then,” the old man said, “when Arawailo comes into the shelter, throw the spear with one mighty throw,
before her followers have time to seize you. When it hits her, take note of what she says. If she cries ‘ Tol’ai!’,
come back to me at once, for it will mean that she is a man, after all, and not a woman as she has always
pretended. Then you will need help. But if she says ‘Allah bie!’ or ‘Allah hogie!’ then she is a woman, and will die
without a struggle. Once she is dead, her followers will be afraid, and you need worry no more.”
So it was done as the old man advised. The boy went to the wells the next day, and sat inside the shelter.
Presently, Arawailo with her followers came to the place. The old queen stepped inside the shelter, and the boy
raised the spear to his shoulder and flung it with one mighty throw. The spear hit Arawailo, and she staggered and
fell.
“Allah bie!” she cried.
Thus it was known that, for all her power and cruelty, Arawailo was really a woman. And she died there beside
the wells. And the boy became the head of the tribe.
*
Arawailo was given a great funeral by her people. The women, it is said, mourned her death, and put flowers
and green branches on her grave.
But the men rejoiced, and to show their hatred of the old queen, they threw stones on her grave. And the name
of her place of burial is Elayu.
And until this day, you will still see piles of stones beside a road, shrines to Arawailo, where passing men have
thrown a rock onto the heap and passing women have put a green branch there in memory of the queen.
13. The Story of Darod\fn{One of the two Arabian nobles from which it is said that all the Somali peoples are descended, the other
being named Ishaak.}
Darod bin Jibarti bin Ismail was the son of Jibarti bin Ismail, an Arabian nobleman. One day, when Darod was
a young lad, his uncle, a Sultan, arranged a great feast, to which the boy was invited. When the guests had
assembled, young Darod came to the door, hesitated, and then refused to enter.
The Sultan was very angry. His other guests had been proud to come to his feast, and now his nephew, a mere
boy, refused his hospitality. He questioned the boy about it.
“The meat which is prepared for your feast,” Darod replied, “has been dressed by a woman who has something
of uncleanliness about her, and the sheep from which the meat was taken has something of human flesh about it. I
dare not eat, oh Sultan.”
The Sultan then summoned all the women of his house, and asked them to explain the boy’s words. They
would all be put to death at once, he said, if they refrained from telling the truth. Then all the women were afraid,
and looked at one another, but none came forward to explain Darod’s words.
At last the Sultan’s mother came forward and told the truth. She herself was in her monthly sickness, and had
prepared the meat for the feast. As for the sheep having something of human flesh about it, at the time when the
sheep was a lamb, its mother had died in the drought, and there was no milk for it. The woman who herded the
flocks had just borne a child, so she suckled the small lamb from her breast.
When the Sultan heard the woman’s words, he was not pacified. He became alarmed at young Darod’s powers
of vision, and he feared lest his throne be taken away from him by the boy.
*
And so it came about that the Sultan plotted to kill the young Darod. News of this came to the ears of the boy’s
father, Jibarti bin Ismail, and he feared for his son’s life.
Jibarti then called his four eldest sons to him, and instructed them to take a dhow, and put in it enough food
and water for a month, and to take the young Darod in the dhow to the coast of the strange land opposite the
Arabian shore. Thus it came to pass that a dhow was loaded with fresh water, and sheep, enough for a month’s
food for one man, and in the dhow the four sons of Jibarti bin Ismail set out with their young brother Darod.
When they reached the coast of the shore opposite, the four told Darod that they would all go ashore for a few
days, to find out what sort of land it was, according to their father’s command. But as soon as they had unloaded
the dhow, the brothers left Darod on the shore, and sailed away. And the place where Darod was left is called
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Bereda.
When Darod saw the dhow sailing away without him, he knew the reason of his father’s command. Although
he was alone on a strange shore, he did not despair, for the help of God was with him, and the wisdom of Allah
was his guide. The lad set out in search of water, and although it was a barren country, with few trees, he soon
found fresh water in plentiful supply, and dug a fine well for himself. Then he set about making a shelter, and with
only a stick he dug himself a good cave which would protect him from the wind and sand and sun. The name of
that place is Godka Darod.\fn{Darod’s Cave}
Thus Darod lived in his cave for many days and weeks. He drank the sweet water of the well, and ate the flesh
of the sheep. But finally it came about that he was reduced to the last sheep. When this was eaten, there remained
only the bones. And for the first time, Darod began to despair.
But God was with him, and in the morning, when he awoke, the dry bones were covered with meat. The next
night, Darod left the bones again in the cave, and in the morning they were clad with flesh. Thus did he live for
many days and weeks.
It came to pass one day that Darod saw a girl with her flocks. He went to meet her, and she told him her name
was Donbirro, and she was the daughter of Dir, the son of Irrir, and lived in a village nearby. Then Darod asked
her if she would like him to water the flocks for her. Donbirro replied that this was impossible, since the nearest
well was many days’ journey from this place.
But Darod took the sheep and goats and watered them at his well. Then Donbirro came every day to the place
where Darod lived. Every day she gave him some milk from the sheep and goats of her flock, and every day
Darod watered the flocks at his well. Donbirro was a beautiful girl, tall and of good bearing, and with soft and
comely features, and Darod wanted her for his wife.
But one day the father of Donbirro grew curious, and asked the girl why the flocks would not take water when
they returned to the guri. And Donbirro did not reply. The next day, therefore, Dir, the father of Donbirro, set out
with one young man from the tribe to follow the girl when she went out with the flocks. When they found
Donbirro, she was talking with Darod, near the well, and the flocks, having been watered, were resting nearby.
When Darod saw the two men, he feared for his life, and so he climbed a huge tree that stood close by the well,
having first covered the mouth of the well with a large flat stone. And that tree is known as Lanta Ful,\fn{The
Branch He Climbed} and is standing yet.
The father of Donbirro approached with the other man of the tribe, and when they saw the girl and Darod, they
were very angry. Then they saw the well, and the flocks resting, and they coveted the well for the use of the tribe,
and wished to take it away from Darod. And so the two men strove to take away the stone from the well. But
Darod was beloved of God, and the stone would not move. The two men struggled with it, and shoved with all
their strength, but to no avail. Then they called for Darod to come down from the tree, but Darod, knowing they
meant him no good, refused.
Finally Dir, the father of Donbirro, asked Darod what price he would take to come down from the tree and
remove the heavy stone from the well, so that the tribe might use the water. Darod replied that he would come
down and remove the stone and give the well to the tribe for their own use, if Dir, the father of Donbirro, would
let him marry the girl. For she was beautiful, and graceful, and of good temper, and Darod wanted her for his
wife. Then the father of Donbirro told Darod he might have the girl, and so Darod consented to descend from the
tree.
But Darod told the two men that if he jumped from the tree he would break his bones. Therefore he asked the
men to come and stand beneath the tree that he might step down on their shoulders. The one man refused, and was
proud and haughty, but Dir, who was the head of his tribe, came and stood beneath the tall tree, and Darod stepped
on his shoulders and came down to the ground. And it was a sign of peace between them.
And Darod approached the well, where lay the flat stone which the two men could not move, and he kicked
away the stone lightly with one foot. And the tribesmen were amazed.
Then Darod married Donbirro, and from her he had five sons. And Darod lived out his life in that land, and
from him are descended many great men and many tribes. And the tribes of Darod are the Warsangeli, the
Dolbahanta, the Mijertein, the Ogaden, the Abasgul and the Bartire.
And Darod was beloved of God, and had great wisdom, and lived the life of a Muslim. And Darod went among
the people and spoke to them the words of the Prophet (Upon whose Name be Praise), and turned away from their
idols, and towards Allah, the Merciful, the Compassionate.
14
In the time of the Prophet Mohamed (On Whose Name Be Peace), there lived in Mecca a man named Ali Ibn
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Abi Dalib. He was a noble man and a great warrior, and he fought bravely in the wars that were then taking place
in Mecca against the Christians. Now this same Ali Ibn Abi Dalib married Fadima Rasuul (Saint Fadima), who
was the daughter of the Prophet Himself.
Fadima Rasuul bore two sons to Ali, and the names of the two were Hussein and Hassan. And Yusuf Khounein,
he who became later known as Sheikh au Barkhadleh, was the son of Hussein, the son of Ali Ibn Abi Dalib, and
he was descended on his mother’s side from the Prophet Mohamed.
Now, when Sheikh Yusuf Khounein was a grown man, he decided to leave Mecca and travel to far lands to
spread the words of the Prophet among pagan peoples. And so it was that he came to the place where Mogadiscio
now stands. And he went ashore and walked among the people.
“Who are you?” they said unto him, “and what is your business in this land?”
“I am a Sheikh,” Yusuf Khounein replied, “and I have come to bring you the words of the Prophet Mohamed
and the Peace of Faith.”
And he lived among them, and taught them, and they turned away from their idols and towards Allah, the Merciful, the Compassionate. Then Sheikh Yusuf Khounein left that place and travelled to the Rahan Wein people,
south-west of Beledweina. And he went among the people.
“Who are you?” they said unto him, “and what is your business in this land?”
“I am a teacher,” Sheikh Yusuf replied, “and I have come to turn you from the path of idolatry and sin.”
And he lived among them and taught them the Faith, and they became Muslims. Now Sheikh Y usuf stayed in
that place a hundred years, and his teachings included even the complex books of Theology and the Laws. Then it
came to pass that Sheikh Yusuf Khounein travelled to the country west of Addis Ababa.
“Who are you?” the pagan people asked, “and why do you come here?”
“I am a teacher,” he answered, :”and I have come to publish the Muslim religion among you, for behold, there
is no god but God!”And he taught them for many years, and the Ethiopians called him Jima Bajifa.
Then Sheikh Yusuf Khounein went to Harar, and walked among the people, and taught them. For three
hundred years he lived there, and demanded nothing from any man, but only the freedom to speak the words of
the Prophet unto them. And the people in that place stopped their idol-worship, and broke their idols, and became
Believers.
Now it came to pass that Sheikh Yusuf Khounein heard of the Esa people, who were then pagans and knew not
of the One God.
“Many people there are in that country,” he said, “and they are wild men, who live in idolatry and uncleanliness. And lo, they have no prophet. I must go among them.”
So he travelled to Bulhar. There was no town nor any market-place there in those days. He lived there for a few
years, and then travelled to a place between Bulhar and Berbera. And all the while he taught the people, and
showed them the way of the Faith.
Then it came to pass that Sheikh Yusuf Khounein travelled to a place close to where Hargeisa now stands. And
the land was sorrowful, for it was a desert land and there had been no rain there for many months. The wells were
dry, the grass was shrivelled, the camels and flocks were thin and the people lived in suffering and bitterness. But
on the very day that Sheikh Yusuf Khounein arrived, the rain clouds gathered and the rain fell, and the tugs flowed
like rivers night and day.
“It is a sign,” Sheikh Yusuf said unto the people. And he gave thanks unto God, Lord of the Worlds. And all the
people marvelled. And because it rained on the day that Sheikh Yusuf Khounein came to that country, the people
called him Au Barkhadleh, which means “The Lucky One.” And thenceforth he was known as Sheikh au
Barkhadleh. He lived among the people there, teaching them the Muslim faith and opening their eyes to the
wisdom of the Prophet. And they broke their idols and turned towards Allah, the Lord of men, the King of men,
the God of men.
*
And Sheikh au Barkhadleh married a woman of that country, and she bore him one child. It was a girl child,
who died when she was four months old. And Sheikh au Barkhadleh’s wife bore him no more children. The years
passed, and Sheikh au Barkhadleh was an old man and well-respected. Many hundreds of years had he spent in
travelling and teaching.
“Henceforth I will travel no more,” he said unto the people, “but will stay here and build a big mosque, and
here will I die, when God wills it.” So he had a mosque built there, and the name of the place was Dogor; on the
banks of the Tug Marodijehh.
Because Sheikh Yusuf was loved of God, he could see visions, and could tell what was happening the same
day in Mecca and Medina. In dreams, God showed him wisdom, and angels appeared to him while he prayed. The
people respected and loved him, and the word of his teachings spread throughout all that land.
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Now it happened one time that a certain Mohamed Hanif came to the place where Sheikh au Barkhadleh lived.
Mohamed Hanif was a Yibir, one of the outcast peoples, those who are learned in magic and sorcery. Mohamed
Hanif posed as a great Sheikh. He questioned the authority of Sheikh au Barkhadleh, and sought to drive him
away from that country.
“Go from this land,” Sheikh au Barkhadleh commanded the Yibir, “and go from my people, for you are an
impostor, and you will not prevail against me.”
But Mohamed Hanif would not go.
“I am the greater man,” he said. “Be thou afraid.”
“I am never afraid,” Sheikh au Barkhadleh replied. “For God is my protection. But if you are as great as you
say, let me see what marvellous things you can accomplish.”
Now there was a small hill near the mosque at that place.
“I will go through the hill,” Mohamed Hanif said, “and then you will see the power of my magic.” So
Mohamed Hanif the Yibir walked through the hill, and when he emerged on the other side all the people were
amazed and afraid. But Sheikh au Barkhadleh challenged the Yibir to go through the hill again. Mohamed Hanif
did so, and again Au Barkhadleh challenged him to perform the act of magic once more.
The Yibir walked into the hill for the third time. But this time Sheikh au Barkhadleh prayed aloud to God to let
the earth hold the Yibir so that he might never emerge. And God answered the prayers of Sheikh au Barkhadleh,
and the earth caught hold of the Yibir, and the hill swallowed him, and he was never seen again.
Then all the people marvelled at the good Sheikh. But the Yibir people were angry. They came to Au
Barkhadleh and demanded compensation for the death of Mohamed Hanif. So the Sheikh agreed that a
compensation should be paid.
“The Yibir people,” he said, “will have the right to collect a toll from the Somali people. Whenever a son is
born to a Somali family, or whenever a marriage takes place, my people will pay thy people a certain sum. Thus it
will be from this time forward, until the end of the world.”
And so it is that the Somali people pay a sum of money to the Yibirs whenever a son is born or a marriage
takes place, and the Yibirs give in return an amulet with protective powers, containing verses from the Qur’an, as
a sign of the agreement that Sheikh au Barkhadleh made with the Yibir people many hundreds of years ago. And
if a Somali does not adhere to the bargain, the Yibirs will seek to steal the male child or will cause the men
concerned to go mad.
Now Sheikh au Barkhadleh lived in that place many years, and the people listened to his teachings, and he
brought the Muslim faith to them. Finally, by God’s will, he died, an old and respected man, and the people buried
him. And every year pilgrims visit the place where the good Sheikh au Barkhadleh is buried.
15
Sheikh Ishaak bin Ahmed, the founder of the Ishaak tribes, came to this country from Arabia. He had lived in
Mecca, and he set out to carry the Muslim faith to far countries. He travelled on foot through Egypt, the Sudan
and the country that is now Eritrea. Finally he came to Zeilah. He was fifty-seven years old when he arrived in
this country, and he stayed at Zeilah for eleven years, teaching the people the words of the Prophet (On Whose
Name Be Peace). And they turned away from their idols, and became Muslims.
Then Sheikh Ishaak travelled to Harar, and there he stayed many years, preaching the Qur’an and instructing
the people.
Now in those days Sheikh au Barkhadleh was still alive, and was teaching the Muslim faith throughout this
land. When Sheikh Ishaak learned that the old man was still living, he refused to go and see him, and instructed
his followers not to tell the old Sheikh of his presence in the country.
“For it is fated,” he said, “that one of us shall start a new race of people, who will inherit the land, while the
other will die and leave no sons. Sheikh Yusuf Khounein is an older man than I, and a great and famous teacher. If
he knew it had been revealed to me that one of us would father a new race, would he not beg God to allow him to
be the one?”
And so it was that the two Sheikhs never met, although both spread the Prophet’s words throughout the land.
*
Then it came to pass that Sheikh Ishaak bin Ahmed left Harar and went on the Hajj. When he had made the
Pilgrimage, he returned to Harar and taught there again for three years. And his total number of years in Harar,
before and after his Pilgrimage, numbered twenty-five.
One day it came to pass that God revealed to Sheikh Ishaak what his future should be. And Ishaak was told to
travel along the seashore until he came to a place where his spear, being thrust into the ground, could not be
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pulled forth again.
So it was that Sheikh Ishaak set out along the seashore, and at each village he set his spear into the sand, and
each time he pulled it forth again. Then he came to Mait, and he thrust his spear into the ground. When he tried to
pull it forth, he could not. So he knew it was the appointed place for him to live and teach. And he was ninety-five
years old at that time.
Now in those days the people at Mait were a wild people who worshipped idols and lived without any
knowledge of the world, and clad themselves only in the skins of animals. But Sheikh Ishaak taught them that
there is no god but God. He spoke the words of the Prophet unto them, and taught them the Laws. And they
became Muslims, and broke their idols, and followed the words of the Prophet, and ate clean food.
Sheikh Ishaak built a mosque in that place, and began a Qur’anic School. He taught the people how to trade,
and in a few years the village grew and the dhows from Arabia began to call there. Mait became a large port, and
the trade was in aromatic gums.
Now Sheikh Ishaak bin Ahmed took a wife. Her name was Magado, and she was the daughter of Magad. Many
years passed, and she bore no children. So Ishaak married an Ethiopian slave-girl. Her name was Hannifa, and she
bore four sons. The name of the eldest son was Abdullah, and his nick-name was Toljalla.
Then Magado, the wife of Ishaak, bore him twin sons, and their names were Ahmed, nick-named Arap, and
Ismail, nick-named Gerhajis.
Magado died, and Sheikh Ishaak married another daughter of Magad. And she bore him two sons, Abdurrahaman, whose nick-name was Awal, and Ayoub. The three younger sons of Hannifa joined their families with those
of their elder brother Toljalla to form the Habr Toljalla tribe.
And the sons of Magado formed the Arap tribe and the Habr Gerhajis (which is the Habr Yunis and the
Eidagalla tribes together). And the two sons of Sheikh Ishaak’s third wife joined their families together to form
the Habr Awal tribe. And the tribes of Habr Awal, Habr Yunis, Eidagalla and Arap are together called Habr Magadleh, because they are descended from the two daughters of Magad.
Sheikh Ishaak lived many years at Mait, and when he died he was a hundred and eighty-five years old. He was
a great teacher, and brought the wisdom and the light of the Prophet’s words to this country. And he founded a
new race of people, as it had been revealed to him, and his sons inherited the land.
1920
190.145 Excerpt from Ignorance Is The Enemy Of Love\fn{by Faarax M. J. Cawl (1937-1991)}Lasqoray, Sanaag
Region, Somalia (M) 12
Cawrala Barre was born around 1893 in the town of Xiis, which is in the Sanaag region of Somalia, on the
shores of the Gulf of Aden. As a young girl she stayed in the town only during the jiilaal, the dry season of the
year, and most of her days she spent in the interior of the country, where her father tended his herds, of which he
had a modest number.
The town of Xiis, as is well known, lies at the foot of the Cal mountains, which form part of the Golis range.
These Golis mountains extend as far as Karin Boosaaso and Boorame, and if one moves inland into the stony
plateau they reach Harar, while towards the east, starting with Karin Boosaaso, they stretch to Baargaal; those on
the eastern side of Karin are called the Cal Maskaad. Surad mountain, standing above Xiis, is 2,800 metres’ high
—the highest peak in Somalia. It is from these famous mountains that since before the time of Jesus people have
been collecting frankincense, gum, the sap of euphorbia, mastic and other products obtained from aromatic plants.
History tells us that the pharaohs used to come to collect these sweet-smelling substances, which were greatly
valued and were used in their pyramids and temples; here to the Sanaag region they came, pharaohs and other
men of Egypt, men whose civilization was the oldest in the world, and they left many traces of their visits.
They gave to our country the name of the Land of Punt, that is to say the Land of Frankincense and Gum, and
this was the only place in the world where they could find these aromatic substances.
The amount of rain which falls on Surad mountain is one of the highest in all the Somali territories, and on its
slopes and on others nearby grow many trees of thousands of different kinds, among them box, mastic, juniper,
myrobalan, ironwood and dragon trees. The importance and the beauty of Surad and the nearby Cal mountains are
beyond description, yet they have indeed been described by the famous poet Xaaji Aadan “Afqallooc”,\fn{ One of
the most famous Somali poets, believed to be over 100 years old but still active and creative. He has the title “Xaaji,” given to persons who
have performed the pilgrimage to Mecca; “Afqallooc” is a nickname meaning “Wry-mouth.” } who lives in Ceerigaabo and about

whom it can be said that he alone is still alive of the poets of the old times.
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It is a place with a ravine pass, water and black mountains;
Of its rocks, some are marble and some are other stones;
It has a hundred valleys where berries grow.
Its aspect and its beauty make you think it must be Lebanon.
Its weather and its air resemble those of Mosul in Iraq.
When you climb the topmost peak of Surad
Whatever moves across the sea appears to you as if in a mirror,
A cannon fired from there has a range of thousands of lengths.
You will see there the place where Arraweelo\fn{A legendary Somali queen of pre-Islamic times} encamped, the wealth of Geylweyte,\fn{A
legendary king about whom very little known, though his name is apparently associated with Geelweyte, a small coastal twn about 30 kilometres west of
Laasqoray}

Remains of past ages, objects which people used to gather together,
Monuments and mounds so large you could take them for houses,
Places where treasures were hidden, which beguile and bewilder,
Dead cities and caves with carved walls, amazing those who pass near.
Wandering round Daalo one is in a state of trance;
The morning rain falls there even in the midst of the dry jiilaal season,
A cloud lowering its feet, and the highest tree-tops reaching upwards for a mile
Clash with each other like sea-waves and sailing ships.
Of the plants there each has its own hue, its own blossom, its own leaves;
They smell so sweet that you will think someone has sprinkled rosewater around,
Or that you have entered a bridal hut, or that you are at the celebrations of the Prophet’s birthday;
The scent of musk spreads from the thick herbage and the springing grass.
There are birds there each singing in its own way and each taking up a different tune;
Each varies in its color, and their number is as many as a million;
You might mistake their noises and cries for a schoolmaster and his class.
The pigeon entertains you, and the many doves;
When the go-away bird, that solitary grazer, picks berries at night,
When the nightingale makes his music and the bustard offers you amusement,
When the honey-guide bird tells you what there is to be found,
When you hear the clamour of frogs and the voice of the peacock,
When the sky-lark calls out to you from far away,
You argue with yourself, for you cannot bear to go to any other place.

It was in the region described in this poem, with all its mountains, vegetation and birds, and with all its beauty,
that Cawrala was brought up in her early youth.
She was a girl who, whatever aspect of her one chose to examine, possessed nothing that could be scorned, and
these qualities of hers were well known. Her complexion was that best of all complexions, dark brown shading
into red, and as for her stature she was of medium height; her waist was slim and her soft hair, flowing like a
mane, came down by two hand-spans over her shoulders. Her clear eyes with their black pupils were resplendent
with a radiance that was the wonder of wonders, and her wide eyebrows met above her long-bridged nose. When
Cawrala laughed it was never more than a smile, as she opened her lips, the colour of ash, and bared just a little
her pearl-white teeth so that at the sides could be glimpsed her pointed eye-teeth.
To all this must be added the well-rounded calves of her legs. If she were to be described with truthfulness, she
was not a person one could disregard as she walked swinging her supple arms, her throat marked by encircling
lines of beauty—there were four if you were to count them—like necklets. One could say that never before had a
person of her beauty been seen or heard of, and again, she never wore her clothes in a slipshod way, for she used
to secure them in a well-ordered manner and took pride in this.
For five years she lived in Aden, where she studied the Qur’an and learned Arabic. In both reading and writing
she reached a high standard.
She had a brother called Dalmar and two sisters, one older and one younger than herself; her mother and father
lived partly in Xiis and partly in the hills above the town. Her father, Barre, was always boasting about Cawrala
and used to bless her for her obedience and docility, even though sometimes she used to do only what she herself
wanted.
*
As for Calimaax, he too had only one brother and two sisters, and he was brought up in Laasqoray, which is
some hundred and fifty kilometres east of Xiis and like it lies at the foot of the Cal Madow mountains. Surad and
Daalo are within the same mountain range and thus are similar in their beauty and their vegetation.
The mountains above Laasqoray branch off into ranges of different levels, and starting from Oogo and going
towards the coast these are Raacin, Arooro, Cayow, Jarcaleed, Madar, Ragar, Gadoob and Macag, where they end.
In this mountainous country Calimaax was brought up. With other youths he moved about from place to place,
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looking after the horses in outer grazing camps, and in this way he was trained in the arts of companionship and
ease in conversation, and acquired some understanding of men. Later, as a grown man, he took to a seafaring life
and eventually, when he had gained knowledge and experience, he became highly skilled in the navigation and
handling of sailing ships.
*
It is clear that as Cawrala and Calimaax grew up and reached adulthood they received a similar upbringing and
lived similar lives in one and the same land. Now they were traveling on the same sailing-ship out of Aden.
Calimaax had been there on a spying mission, and Cawrala was leaving it to escape the hot xagaa season.\fn
{Which in Aden is between May and September}
The ship, called Subxaan, God’s Glory, left port on 25 March 1915; she had fifteen passengers on board,
twelve men and three women, and carried a crew of twenty. As was the custom, bedding-mats were spread for the
women inside the ship’s dinghy, which lay on the deck some three paces from the male passengers. That night the
moon was at the full and the weather was fresh, with rain on the way; the clouds were gathering for a heavy rainfall and the two sails were filled with wind. The ship rolled, and as she moved into the open sea the roll increased.
At about seven o’clock, as the evening meal was being served by the ship’s boys, Calimaax started up a
bantering conversation, and challenged Nuur Ciise, another passenger.\fn{ Verbal aggression is believed to have a good
effect on people who are ill or distressed}
“Nuur,” he said, “you seem to be greatly troubled. What was it made you undertake a journey on this evil sea?
Why didn’t you stay with your family at Guudmane and milk your she-camel, Saaqa, and all the others, of which
there are hundreds? In your place I wouldn’t have set out over this jinn-ridden sea, and then wouldn’t have had to
clutch the ship’s sides and make those puking noises, aah, aah, aah! Still, I’m not really surprised that you’re
here, for it was hunger and lack of clothes that drove you on to these wastes, for sure! What did you get in Aden
as guest food? How many bags of provisions and how many complete sets of clothing are you taking back to the
family? You must surely have been on a visit to some relative—perhaps you went to see the son of the son of your
maternal cousin?”\fn{Pastoralists have the reputation of expecting gifts from their relatives in town when they visit them }
Calimaax’s words distracted Nuur from his sufferings.
“Cali,” he replied, “don’t you realize you’re a weak-bodied townsman? How can you have anything to tell a
man from the interior like me? Do you have even as much strength as there is in the finger of a boy—one only
just old enough to carry weapons—if he has been brought up in the interior? Who could ask you, by God, to go on
a long trek or to take animals to water in a harsh kaliil season?\fn{A short, hot, windless period which preceeds the gu or the
dayr, the main spring rains, or the lesser rains } Let people find out then whether you’ve got guts and endurance! And if
you insult country people and say they go hungry and lack good clothes, let me tell you that everything that the
towns have to offer, everything they’re so proud of, comes from the food and wealth of the interior. Didn’t you
ever hear, you who claim to be one of the Dervishes, the poem which the Sayid\fn{ The Master} composed?
The provisions and the clothes which keep people busy in towns
Bustling and trading, are merely lifeless wealth brought in from outside.
If the town is cut off from the interior, the Angel of Death soon comes to it on his errands.

The captain of the ship, Shirdoon Sugulle, joined in in support of Nuur Ciise.
“Leave Nuur alone, Cali, and stop talking about the interior. I don’t think you’ll match Nuur’s eloquence, and
he’ll drown you with poems and proverbs.” A fourth man, Magan, broke in.
“Captain, you and Nuur ought not to place side by side two kinds of people who can never be equal. The
townsman and the countryman are as wide apart as the earth and the sky, so you might as well stop the discussion
now, before you tire yourselves out. I tell you, the true townsman usually goes to school, and he studies the
Qur’an and learns about the Faith. He can see the difference between what is forbidden and what is lawful, and he
stays close beside the man who is his friend. Whereas the people of the interior—aren’t they given to looting
camels? Are they even capable of seeing the difference between lawful property and unlawful property? What’s
more, they molest girls if they catch them in some unfrequented spot. And don’t they dress in skins when their
clothes wear out?”
The men were so near where the women were sitting that their words could be heard, and as the conversation
went on it had some interested and very attentive listeners. From time to time, in the light of the full moon, the
eyes of Cawrala and Calimaax met, but each time Cawrala was moved by a sense of decorum to lower her eyes,
while with her right hand she slowly adjusted her head-scarf of fine silk so that it covered most of her face, then
caught the end of it with her teeth.
Calimaax took up the conversation again.
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“It seems that Nuur, our captain here and in fact all men of the interior would maintain that a townsman hasn’t
the slightest knowledge either of the old wisdom or of poetry, and that he could never do justice to the Somali
spoken by the people of the interior. Well then, let’s confront each other here and now! Listen to this poem I’ve
composed!
In truth, the shaggy man of the interior has no knowledge of any other place;
He forgets everything else when the fire is lit in the morning,
Stupidly he does not even care if his piece of flesh shows from under his loin-cloth.
*
When God sends a downpour of rain and the world becomes prosperous,
The milking-vessel is filled to the brim with goat’s milk,
And this is followed by a pound of town food acquired by quest.
*
Then he and his wife have such an opinion of themselves—they might be a government!
There is no scolding, no beating with a herder’s forked stick, they don’t fight each other, .
And at such a time you who have any business to talk to them about, had better think again!

Since no one had expected Calimaax to compose such a good poem in so short a time on the subject of the
people of the interior, the men clapped their hands and the women uttered such ear-piercing ululating cries of
jubilation that the sounds reached everyone on board. It had been arranged for tea to be served by the ship’s boys
while the men were sitting talking, and now some cardamom, cinnamon and other spices were added to it to
celebrate the excellent way in which Calimaax had acquitted himself in the debate. Cawrala could not contain her
excitement and said to the other women,
“Ah, keep quiet now and let me speak! How eloquent this man is and how clever at composing poetry at will!
Listen—this evening when he was boarding the ship, just as he placed his foot on it I looked at him and I knew at
once that he was the outstanding son of an outstanding father. And he’s handsome, which makes his other quailties even more valuable.” Then she added,
“I hate the people of the interior and anything to do with them. My father is sending me to a man of the
interior, someone who owns many camels, a widower who used to be married to a sister of mine who died. He
knows nothing whatsoever about anything, not even so much as how to go to sleep! And that poem Calimaax has
just recited, telling us about scoldings and beatings with a herder’s stick, made me hate even more those people
and everything about them.” A married woman called Saluugla now asked her,
“But Cawrala, if you refuse to marry this man won’t your father tell you to choose between his curse and his
blessing?”
“If he says that, I shall seek the blessing of the sheikh who lies buried at Maydh,\fn{A reference to Isxaaq bin Axmed who lived in Maydh some 600 years ago, whose tomb is visited by pilgrims who seek his intercession } for his blessing is more
powerful than any curse. Anyway, even if my father brings the sky down on me I shan’t agree to become the wife
of a man I don’t love, about whose manliness and good behaviour I’m not absolutely sure, and whom I haven’t
come to know well. I shan’t marry a man who is too proud to speak about me by name but calls me instead ‘that
one who belongs to the family’ or ‘the one who has been looking after my children’!” Then Saluugla questioned
her.
“What is love, Cawrala? Can you tell me something about it?
I ask because I’m one of the women of the old days, those who used to be given to the men who asked for
them. They weren’t consulted about whether they wanted it or not, and their dower was settled and bridewealth
was paid for them. Take me, for example, who am talking to you.
“When I was fifteen my father gave me as a wife to a very old man—he was over sixty, he had no front teeth,
and as for his hair, there’s no point in mentioning it since he didn’t have any. And he had to have a stick to support
himself. The only reason my father gave me to him was because he loved money, and the money which that old
man had was the cause of me turning into one of the women sung about in that poem:
O weak-minded one,
the spring that has left you behind,
and the evening that has passed you by,
do not return!

“We stayed together for two years without me profiting from his virility or anything else, and he became blind
and so weak he couldn’t lift himself from the fireside and had to be put on a riding-beast if he moved anywhere.
Even though I had good clothes and enough to live on, I found that kind of life flat and savourless, and I decided
to divorce him.
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“But then I found this wasn’t possible, and I was declared officially to be a naakirad, a recalcitrant wife, for
our Muslim religion, according to our ignorant clerics, says that a man can divorce his wife when he likes and
how he likes, but when a wife comes to hate her husband she can’t divorce him, whatever difficulties she may
have. And then if she spurns him she gets declared a naakirad and isn’t allowed to marry any other man.
“Now I know that God is just, and that it takes both men and women the same period of nine months to be
born, so I don’t think that in his sight either of them is closer to him than the other. All that was made up by men
for their own advantage, so that they can deprive women of their rights, being as they were able to get a
knowledge of religion and other things sooner than women could. This is why I think that women ought to study
religion and all sorts of knowledge, so that they can get back their rights from men, and share things with them. If
I’d had some of this knowledge on that day recently when I was taken to the judge at Xiis and made naakirad, I
would have won the case, and I would really have put a rope round that old man’s neck!
“But two things helped him against me—his better knowledge of religion, and his money—which was the
cause of my undoing in the first place. So it seems that now I shall have to wait for death without any children to
leave behind.
“My dear friends, I’ve talked a lot, and I took over the conversation from you, Cawrala. Now I want you to tell
me something about that love you were talking about. What does it taste like?”
*
Before Cawrala could answer, dawn reddened the thin layer of clouds above them, and a cleric who was on
board recited the call to prayer.
God is great! God is great!
I confess that there is no god but God and I confess that Muhammad is the Prophet of God!
Hasten to prayer, hasten to prayer!

When the call ended the people said their prayers, and now the dawn broke into full light.
“I shall leave my story about love till tomorrow night,” Cawrala said, “for now the dawn has come, and as
likely as not the men would listen to what we were saying.”
The sea was very calm, though the swell of the Indian Ocean could already be felt. Everyone on board had
stayed awake all night till dawn, entertained, as we have seen, by the bantering talk and debate between Calimaax
and Nuur Ciise, and often joining in. Nuur Ciise’s seasickness had lasted longer than that of anyone else, but even
he had recovered when Cali upbraided him.
*
On the second day, 26 March, the sun was very hot. As everyone knows, in the Somali country the spring rains
usually begin on that day, bringing to an end the harsh dry kaliil season. Because of the heat, canopies were put up
on deck for the passengers, and an awning was erected for the women so that they could hide in its shade. While
Cawrala had caught a first glimpse of Calimaax when he came on board, and she had listened very attentively to
all his words and his agreeable way of conducting a conversation, on this second day she was able to have a very
good look at him.
He gave the impression of being in the prime of life, and from his eyes it could be seen that he was a man of
sophistication and wide experience. It seemed to her quite likely that he spoke many foreign languages and was
highly talented. She also noticed that in his complexion there was a touch of red, that the bridge of his nose was
long, and this his beard was all black, and well-trimmed. Although he did not get up from his place, he seemed to
be tall and strong.
She concluded that he belonged to the Dervishes of Ina\fn{ The son of} Cabdulle Xasan\fn{Maxamed Cabdulle Xasan
(1856-1921) was a man of outstanding gifts as an orgainzer, politician and strategist who manipulated the network of interclan alliances and
hostilities while at the same time aiming at the unification of all Somalis in combatting British colonial imperialism in Aden } who were

stationed at Taleex, since behind his back were piled a horse’s harness, a whip and a maarre rifle, and she was
strengthened in this belief when she remembered that she had heard, before the ship sailed from Aden, that there
were men on board who were thought to be Dervishes. That same day, in the morning, the captain said to the
sailors,
“Why don’t you cast hooks to catch some fish? Surely you know that in the Red Sea live the tastiest and most
valuable fish in the world—those tunny which are now leaping around the ship?”
The sailors obeyed and cast their hooks, soon pulling in some tunny which they cooked for the midday meal
and served in several different ways. When the food was ready, and everyone had washed their hands in
anticipation of the meal, Nuur Ciise, alas, was seen to be covering his mouth and nose with his cloak, and he
refused even to touch the fish with his fingers.
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“Nuur,” Cali said to him, “Somalis say that he who has not eaten fish in this world will have it put into his
mouth in the next. Why don’t you eat it, for your health’s sake—for the benefit your body will gain from it?”
Nuur was silent, but when the meal was over he said,
“Cali, think what you’ve eaten. Is it food which is lawful to eat, or is it forbidden? Who slit its throat to make it
lawful to eat, or directed it towards Mecca? Listen to this poem, you who yesterday challenged me with one of
your own!
The grunting grumbler pours tea between his lips.
His nose dribbles as he fills his jaws with fish,
He lives in debt while the man of mettle milks Debec, his she-camel.
Evil-tempered, when he is hard up he blames the whole world,
Pouring out insults against the Faith and against God himself,
Making meaningless complaints and staking ill-intentioned claims.
One can profit from a man of mettle, in fighting and in debate,
And if generosity is added to this, it brings him rank and respect;
But useless and dishonest is the town and the man who spends any time there.

“But Nuur,” Cali said, taking up the conversation again as the poem ended, “it is indisputable that fish is
permitted to be eaten, since the Prophet himself, on whom be peace, slit its throat with his sword in his own times.
But it has other advantages which people don’t realize.
“The first is that fish is a form of wealth and sustenance for which one doesn’t have to compete with other
people or use force.
“The second is that it is a kind of livestock which no raider, and no enemy, can take from you.
“The third is that as livestock it doesn’t get thirsty and isn’t harmed by drought.
“The fourth is that it is a form of wealth which makes no difference between someone with capital and someone who is destitute, because it increases for him who has the greater skill, and that could be either of the two.
“Let me finish with its particular advantage: it is a form of wealth which is apportioned to all human beings,
and all other creatures who breathe through the nose, to be shared by them. Still, listen to my verses and you will
understand what fish is:
Our fish is the dorado and thirty thousand kinds more,
And among them the tunny, with its tasty fillets, is topmost;
The Prophet himself, on whom be peace, slit its throat with a sword.
*
Fish will not die in a Mars-linked\fn{War-linked} disaster or in drought, nor in the weather of the kaliil season;
Bandit warriors, as they bivouac in the clearing outside your homestead, will not divide it by lots as their spoils;
The blight of a disease will never bring upon it the hardships of this world.
*
For the man who has the skill to catch it, and who knows the ways of the sea,
Who gets up in the early morning and swiftly plies his oar,
Within an hour there is a supply of food spread in the open spaces.
There is wealth there, equally for the rich and the poor;
To both of them is fish apportioned evenly—only a child is ignorant of this—
And to emaciated and withered flesh it gives nourishment.
*
In the sea of Seylac, along the northern shore and off Berbera, between here and Seyhaaba,
Up and down is spread prosperity and plenty;
But Somalis knew nothing of it, as they lived tormented by want.

As Cali finished reciting his poem, Saluugla said to Cawrala,
“What do you think about it? You always make some comment when Cali says anything—do you agree with
his praises of fish?”
“Yes, I do agree that it has many advantages that people don’t realise, as Cali says. The way the world is going,
Saluugla, with the number of people increasing day by day, all the food and livestock on the land will not be
enough, and people will turn to fish and whatever else there is under the surface of the Sea. But really, you know,
I don’t just take Calimaax’s views for granted—he does have an understanding of these things, and he is right to
be against a man who spurns fish and gives trouble to those who eat it.”
*
In the afternoon the sea was a little rough, and the waves knocked against the ship’s sides, seeming each time
to be more turbulent and to have greater force. The sky appeared much fresher than before, with a look of
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approaching rain, and after sunset clouds and gentle gusts of cool wind came from the east. After the evening
prayers Saluugla said,
“I don’t know what you think, Cawrala, but it seems very likely that we shan’t be able to listen to the men’s
conversation tonight because of the wind and the storm which is coming on. This morning you promised to say
something about what love is—so go ahead now and tell me.”
“Well then, Saluugla, listen to me—you and my other friend here! Let me start by telling you that love had
never before taken hold of me until last night, when I came to realize that I was now in its possession. Love is like
the bitter aloe, but covered with sweet juice! When you cannot reach love it is a disaster, it is destruction and
anguish, bringing a burning flame into your heart from which you will have no respite. But when you reach love it
is like generous giving, in which nothing is held back, it is like food for which you had a great need and which
brings you nourishment and benefit. If I look at it in a different way, love is like fresh grass, like rain-water lying
on the ground, like moist fragrance in the air that comes before rain. But if it is unrequited it is death, or a wasting
disease which kills you. If you reach it and possess it, it is the joy of your soul and the comfort of this world.
Haven’t you ever heard this proverb?
There are four which are darkness,
And four which are a little better,
Four others are even more palatable,
But four make no difference at all.
*
The desolation of drought is darkness,
And dry grass is a little better,
Fresh grass is even more palatable,
But to a man with no animals to graze it makes no difference at all.
*
War is darkness,
And sending a negotiating mission is a little better,
Peace is even more palatable,
But to a man who died in the war it makes no difference at all.
*
Night is darkness,
And moonshine is a little better,
The light of day is even more palatable,
But to a blind man it makes no difference at all.
*
The yearning of the flesh is darkness,
And mere marriage is a little better,
Love is even more palatable,
But to a stupid man who can’t understand this it makes no difference at all.

By this time it was about ten in the evening, and the monsoon wind was growing stronger. Sea spray broke
again and again over the ship like drops of rain, making a swishing sound shahhshahh, and the sailors baled it out;
they called it “rosewater”, an expression used by seamen to calm and soothe passengers in a storm, when the prow
of the ship meeting the waves causes spray to be thrown up and fall on the deck like rain.
The captain and the boatswain now gave precise orders that both crew and passengers should be on full alert,
in particular the helmsman and the men detailed to bale out water. The captain, it was clear, was a man used to
hardships and danger, for he had been shipwrecked several times and had had some narrow escapes. For him the
storm held no terrors, although he well knew, from the position of the clouds in the sky, that it would not break
without causing some havoc.
With the sea in this condition and the sky overcast on all sides, concern and apprehension were spreading
among the men and women on board. Cawrala addressed the women:
“What are your last wishes, just in case the ship sinks but one of us three, at least, survives?” Saluugla, who
was a woman with a great deal of experience in life, said,
“Take these words as my testament to all those girls who are not yet married:
Being an old maid is death for a woman
But being married to an old man is a misfortune too.”

The other girl, whose name was Haweeya, said,
“I don’t know anything about that, but if I drown tell my mother that I owe two measures of sugar and a
handful of millet to a woman called Dhool Rooble who lives at Xiis. I borrowed them from her—ask my mother
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to pay her back, so I won’t get scorched for them in my grave-niche.” Cawrala spoke again:
“As for me, sisters, first of all it isn’t likely that God will make me die in this ship tonight. My mother, who
knows how to tell the future from the stars, told me I was born when the Afagaallo stars came out, and Somalis
believe that a child whose birth coincides with the rise of those stars is lucky and has special gifts. Another reason
why I’m not going to lose hope in God’s help is that I haven’t yet tasted either the sweet or the bitter things of life,
and God knows this and will take pity on me. So I’m not going to give any last instructions, and instead here are
three pieces of advice—listen!
“I have heard stories that when a ship is sinking, the women cling to each other and go down together, and
usually none of them survives. So I suggest we do three things if we see that the ship is foundering.
“First of all we should get rid of most of the clothes we’re wearing, and just leave ourselves with a petticoat,
for any other clothes would stick to our bodies and restrict our movements.
“Then secondly, we must not grip or clutch at one another but must depend on whatever luck God causes each
of us to meet with.
“Thirdly, my advice to you is that as soon as we see that the ship is sinking, each of us should call out in a loud
voice to one of the men, whichever she wishes, and ask him to take hold of her.”
“Thank you, Cawrala,” Haweeya rejoined, “those are good ideas you’ve thought of. But there’s a Somali
proverb, Even when you’re dying you should wipe away your dribble, and we really can’t follow your advice to
remove our clothes and stand only in our petticoats! Whatever may happen, it’s very difficult to bare one’s body.”
“It’s true that there’s such a proverb,” answered Cawrala, “but this is not the occasion for it. A more appropriate proverb for you at this moment, it seems, would be, Self-interest and proud behaviour are not found together.”
Saluuglawent along with Cawrala’s ideas and made herself ready, but Haweeya still showed no enthusiasm for
them and, accepting her fate, remained in her place, clutching the box with her belongings on her lap.
*
Around eleven o’clock a cloud came from the east, flashing with lightning and resounding with thunder, and
discharged a downpour on the ship, while the sea became more tempestuous than ever.
Now among the passengers was a learned cleric, Sheikh Araye Ceelaabe, who was born in Seylac and still
lived there; he had been on a short visit to Aden. He it was who had exposed the man who, some time between
1854 and 1860, had been sent by the British government on a reconnoitring mission to explore the Somali territories. This man’s true name was Richard Burton,\fn{ A famous British explorer (1821-1900); he admits the forms of trickery told
about here, but he does not, however, mention in his writings the two episodes associated below with his name } but he told the Somali
people that he was Sheikh Cabdalla, and disguised himself so that they would not know that he was a swindler
whose intentions towards the Somali people and their land were robbery and oppression. This British infidel was
in truth well acquainted with the Muslim faith and the Arabic language, and sometimes led the prayers in the
mosques of the town of Seylac. It seems that most of the time he wore a long robe such as clerics wear, and he
never moved very far from the places frequented by learned clerics and students, so that no one else could find
him out or even notice him.
But one day it happened that Sheikh Araye came upon this Briton when he had gone to relieve himself on open
ground, and the Sheikh, hiding behind a tree, saw clearly that the man who was thought to be a sheikh had not
been circumcised and that on his body there was that visible mark of being an infidel. Sheikh Araye proclaimed
the news loudly and informed the whole town that the apparent sheikh who was staying among them was a
hypocrite, and then this disguised Briton was driven from Seylac. He went to Harar, which is also in Somali
territory and inhabited by Muslims, but was eventually driven from there as well.
This famous Sheikh Araye, who was now on board the ship, began a call to prayer and a reading from the
Qur’an, asking God to stop the rain and wind and to calm the tempestuous sea, but despite the combination of
reading, call to prayer and supplication, the rain-clouds produced ever more thunder and lightning and the waves
rose ever higher. His prayers changed nothing, but as people say, God does not get shocked—instead he shows
mercy.
Then, at about half-past eleven, the ship’s mast broke in two in the middle, and the upper part crashed down on
to the deck. Before this happened the captain had still had some hope, but with the breaking of the mast and the
shouts which came from all sides of “Help! Help! Crew! I’m lost!” he resigned himself to what was to come and
put his trust in the words of the Profession of Faith.
It was obvious to anyone in his right mind, unless he were a child, that the ship would founder and that there
was no chance of remaining on it. Calimaax took Nuur Ciise aside and asked him,
“What you think of our position? What do you expect to happen, you who cannot swim?”
“Oh, don’t leave me behind—the situation is terrible!”
“Nuur, you must just resign yourself to whatever fate God has written for you, since I myself am going to help
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one of these women.”
“What, Calimaax, do you give preference to a woman, whose blood wealth is only fifty camels, over me who
am worth a hundred? Still, God is all-powerful, and it’s quite likely that I shall reach the coast even before you
and the woman you’re going to take with you.”
“If you’re a saint, then obviously you’ll get there before us. But I’d have you keep in mind, Nuur, that you
shouldn’t harbor resentment against me, for if God confronts one with men and women in distress, like these here
tonight, it is one’s right and duty to help those who should come first. But wait for me and I’ll come back for
you.”
At that point Nuur Ciise too, put all his trust in the name of God recited in the words of the Profession of Faith,
and prayed to him for deliverance.
*
There was nothing now in the darkness but rain, lightning and thunder. In the din and confusion, the roaring
and crashing, all the waters of the sky above poured into the ship—shalalahh—while the sea entered from the
sides, the bows and the stern. The ship was borne amidst the storm like an insect carried by the wind, until the
mast, the top part of which had already broken off, finally disappeared under the waters. It was now half-past
twelve, and they were at a point some ten kilometres off the Somali coast. Acting on her own advice Cawrala
shouted,
“Calimaax, take hold of me!”
Thrice she called, and she had already gone down several times, and swallowed a lot of sea-water, when
Calimaax heard her cries and came to her rescue, for he had been determined to hasten to the aid of one of the
women. As for the other passengers and seamen, some were drowned, some swam ashore, while there were others
into whose hands God delivered planks from the wreckage, so that they could support themselves till they reached
land.
Responding to Cawrala’s call for help quickly before she could be completely overwhelmed and sink,
Calimaax, as he grasped her hand and supported her with his left shoulder, knew only that she was a woman, but
as to whether she was old, married or a maid, he knew nothing. When the first light of dawn came, reddening the
morning clouds, Cawrala spoke, tears streaming from her eyes.
“I thank you, Cali,” she said, “and may God reward you for what you have done for me, even though we don’t
know yet whether we shall survive.”
Cali turned to her and tried to speak, but a wave carried them upwards and then submerged them, so—that his
mouth filled with water and he was silenced. A second time he made to speak, and a second time the force of the
waves and the surge of the sea, together with the weight of Cawrala’s body which he was supporting, prevented
him. But at the third attempt he managed to say,
“Tell me your name.”
“I’m called Cawrala Barre.”
Cali spoke again, forced from time to time to pause between words as the waters washed over his face.
“Cawrala, I don’t want you to thank me for anything—it’s one’s duty to help anyone who is a Muslim and a
Somali and in distress. Before the ship went down I kept thinking about how you three girls could be saved, and
then when I heard you calling ‘Cali!’ by God’s decree I was sent to you so that you should not die in this shipwreck, whatever your lot may be afterwards.”
It was most fortunate that with the dawn the sky ceased to pour down rain and the sea became almost
completely calm. This was something that had never before been seen or heard of, after such a night of high winds
and rain, and without it it would not have been possible for Calimaax to swim with little effort, holding Cawrala
above him for a considerable time. There is no doubt that unless the sea had abated its fury they would both have
died, or else that he would have been forced to save himself alone when he could no longer bear the agonizing
burden of Cawrala’s weight. In the first light of morning, but when it was still too dark to see clearly, Cawrala
asked Cali,
“What do you think, Cali—are all the people who were with us still inside that ship? Or do you think God
might save Saluugla and the other girl and get them out of it? And Nuur Ciise, too, that old man you were joking
with, throwing insults at each other? I pray to God that Saluugla may not die—to die at sea leaving no children
behind her! I would lament for her, who had such an awful life in this world, if she should also die an awful
death.”
“In the first place I’m sure that that old man from the interior, Nuur Ciise, hasn’t survived, because in those
final moments as the ship was sinking he was sitting on the deck with his knees drawn up together, and the last
words he said were,
“‘Don’t leave me behind, you idiot—this is a terrible situation!’ I said to him,
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“‘Wait for me, I’ll come back for you!’
“Now I think he’s waiting for me in the Other World, since he couldn’t swim. Cawrala, on a day like this a
sailor and a camel-herder from the interior part company!”
With the full break of day dolphins appeared, skipping and leaping, and even though one of them just missed
hitting them and did indeed lift Cali on its back so that Cawrala was thrown aside, yet God brought no harm to
them from this.
In the early morning, when the clouds were growing smaller in the sky and the sea was calm, a long dark shape
could be seen on the horizon in the direction in which they were swimming, and soon seagulls and other coastal
birds came near, bringing them feelings of hope and of expectation that they were near to the Somali shore.
Several times, as the waves broke up and down one after the other, they caught fleeting glimpses a little ahead of
them of what they thought were people’s heads above planks of wood, and it seemed probable that these were
some of their fellow-voyagers.
“Do you think,” Cawrala asked, “that Nuur Ciise could be among those people ahead of us who are holding on
to what look like planks?”
“He’s not there for sure, that one, Cawrala. He couldn’t swim, and told me so himself.”
Then Cali sighted the central peak of Mount Surad, and this gave him new courage. He swam faster now, as he
bore Cawrala on his back, and when they were only a kilometre from the coast she said to him,
“Calimaax, it seems obvious now that we’re going to get out of the sea safely, and it’s only a short distance
from the shore. Afterwards it’s most unlikely that we shall have the chance to be alone with each other and enjoy
any talk together, so I want to tell you now that you must be my guest at Xiis for as long as you wish.”
“I shall accept your hospitality willingly, Cawrala, provided that the men I’m expecting from Taleex
headquarters are not waiting for me.”
“Calimaax, tell me about the Dervishes and what they’re doing, for I kept hearmg on board ship that you were
one of them, and now it seems it’s true.”
“The Dervishes are an organization which was created for the Somali people and their country, and their aim is
to protect the independence of Somalis and their Muslim faith. The British, the Italians and the Ethiopians—
invaders all of them—want to destroy these, to colonize us and turn us into black infidels. I’ll tell you all the rest
when we get to the town.”
“If that is the aim of the Dervishes,” exclaimed Cawrala, “why don’t you take me to them so that I can join in
the war of independence too and fight side by side with you? Or do men always want to keep women away from
the victory of independence and to prevent them from becoming equal with them? What’s your opinion?”
Cali did not answer her question, for just at that moment—it was twenty minutes past five in the afternoon—
Nuur Ciise, the simple man from the interior, came into view on the shore, which by now was very near; Cali was
amazed that this man had come safely out of the sea, and that he had done it more quickly than he himself. He
saw too that there were men with horses there, and he guessed that these were the Dervishes awaiting his arrival,
who had hastened to the seashore on hearing of the shipwreck, so as to rescue and help the survivors.
*
At twenty-five minutes past five Nuur Ciise and Saluugla, waiting on the shore, caught Calimaax and
Cawralain [in] their arms, and immediately Saluugla gave Cawrala some clothes which she had ready for her.
Luckily all the survivors got ashore at a place only five kilometres from Xiis, and people came quickly to their aid
and took them to the town, with Cawrala and Calimaax riding pillion on the Dervishes’ horses. Those who
survived the shipwreck were Cawrala and Calimaax, Sheikh Araye Ceelabe, Nuur Ciise, Saluugla and fifteen of
the sailors, while six people were lost including the other girl, Haweeya.
That evening, weary and exhausted, everyone fell asleep and never shifted their bodies from the positions they
had taken up as they first lay down on the mats spread out for them. Cawrala and Saluugla, in particular, did not
raise their heads until they had slept for twenty-four hours.
In the middle of the next morning, however, the men were given breakfast, which had been prepared for them
in Cawrala’s homestead; both her mother and her father were in Xiis at that time. After breakfast—at which
everyone had two helpings—Nuur Ciise said,
“Calimaax, did you ever think I’d get out of the sea safely, knowing what it was like then, and be waiting for
you on the shore, and even be able to rescue some people myself? Why did you seem to enjoy my misfortune, and
what did you mean by replying “Wait for me,” when I said to you, “Don't leave me behind, the situation is
terrible”? And one more thing—have you ever heard the saying, No person dies unless God decrees his death?”
“It was wrong of me to say those words,” admitted Cali to the men, “but there is a saying, God sometimes
makes you say something inappropriate but He doesn’t let you get away with it. Without a doubt, God has the
power to bring back to life even somebody whose flesh and bones have already been eaten by termites, let alone
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save someone from the sea. But tell me, all of you, how you survived.” Said the captain,
“Cali, be careful with this man Nuur, for there are some invisible beings which keep him company. He caught
five people by their hands and put them on planks of wood, which I think came from the part of the deck he had
been sitting on—it didn’t go down with the ship because it broke off from it at the very first.”
“I fast and say my prayers,” said Nuur, “and I give the obligatory alms without fail. I show no partiality to
anyone, neither in my judgements nor in my actions. I have never eaten anything that was obtained unlawfully,
and indeed I don’t ever even mention anything that’s unlawful. I’m a man who slaughters animals to give away
the food as alms, and the only thing I ever tried to steal was some dates from a vessel standing on a rack, which
were my mother’s. I didn’t succeed, since instead of the dates I grasped the tail of a poisonous abeeso snake
which was inside the vessel—but God didn’t send me any harm from it. Since then I’ve been very watchful about
not stealing anything. And now I’ve had the experience of God giving me help, and turning virtue into a store of
provisions for me, on what was the most evil of my days, so that with that bit of deck I was sitting on I could
rescue men in extreme peril and women in danger of perishing, and all without me even having to dip my feet into
the sea!” Then Sheikh Araye exclaimed,
“Nuur, if all that you say is true, then by God it’s obvious you’ve been given the power to work miracles!”
Calimaax rose after these words of the Sheikh and went to stand with the Dervishes who had been waiting in
the town to exchange news with him. Together they decided to leave at once; for preparations were going ahead at
Taleex headquarters\fn{Taleex is a town in the interior of the former British Somaliland } for an attack on the British colonizers with the intention of driving them from the north-eastern coast and from Aden, which was their base. On his
spying mission Calimaax had had the task of identifying and reconnoitring the places in and around Aden where
the British were stationed, and of getting full information about the Maakhir coast\fn{ A long stretch of the north shore
of the former British protectorate } and the ships there. The Dervish plan was to capture these ships, cross the sea and
then destroy the British forces which used to come over from the Aden bases. Proof of the notice that the Sayid,
the leader of the Dervishes, took of the British forces in Aden, and of his intention to launch an attack on them,
can be found in these lines from one of his poems:
My dear one, the lords who guarded Lahej have come;
My dear one, they have stayed six seasons at Laaso and Cayn;
My dear one, it would have been the right thing to have burnt their barrack-lines in the first place.

Lahej, which is mentioned in the first line, is one of the towns in Aden Territory, and is situated about thirty
miles north of the capital; history tells us that the British forces opposed by the Dervishes used it, and another
called Bir Ahmed, as their bases. It was to these places that Calimaax had been sent on reconnaisance in order to
gather detailed information for the High Command at Dervish headquarters, and the aim was to make plans and
preparations for a raid which had been given the code-name “Red Sea.” The other Dervishes, four of them, had
been on a similar mission to find out how many ships were lying in the ports of Xiis, Maydh, Laasqoray, Ceelayo,
Qaw and Boosaaso.
On account of all these matters it now became unavoidable that Calimaax and his comrades should leave with
all speed for the headquarters at Taleex. Calimaax, however, requested that they should delay their departure until
dusk, for he had something he must deal with in private, and they agreed to this.
*
After supper, at about eight o’clock, he first found out where the homestead of Cawrala Barre was situated,
then made his way there, towards the shore outside the town on the eastern side; there the house stood, a wattle
and daub dwelling with three rooms and a large verandah. Cali knocked at the door, and when Cawrala’s mother
opened it, he asked,
“Are all here safe and well? How is Cawrala?”
“We’re all well, and Cawrala has just woken up.”
“I wanted to see how she was, and to say goodbye to her, for I’m leaving tonight.”
“Are you the man people are talking about who saved her from the sea? Nephew, may God reward you! Go to
her, she is lying in bed.” Cali went in to Cawrala, and sitting down beside her took her hand and greeted her:
“Cawrala, I’ve come to say goodbye to you, since I and some of the men are leaving tonight. We’re bound for
Taleex—so farewell till, God willing, we meet again!”
“Then may God protect you on your journey! I had wanted you to stay here with me so that we could get to
know each other well, and to reward you for what you did by giving you hospitality. But if it isn’t possible for you
to stay longer—what words of promise shall we exchange as we part?”
But Cali was silent; no words of promise came from him. Cawrala went on then,
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“Let there be two promises kept between us, when you and your comrades have won your victory over the
infidels and over the oppression you are fighting against. Firstly, it is a promise between us that we will not forget
each other and will keep each other in our hearts, and Secondly, on the day you return I shall prepare a weddinghut, and we shall marry and live together!” Cali’s answer came:
“Very well then, let those be our promises, but goodbye now, for the men are waiting for me.”
With these words he left the house and rejoined his comrades.
*
An hour later they left the town, walking through the night for three kilometres till they found their horses,
which were being grazed for them at the mountain-foot. Riding all night at a trot, at dawn they reached the
Karmaan hills, where they loosened their horses’ bridles and rested in the shade with some families encamped
there who, as the men were their guests, slaughtered a camel and fed them well. In the early afternoon they said
their prayers, put the reins back on the horses’ necks and set off at a canter. After a while they came upon a herd of
oryx, and saw as well some ostrich chicks being led cautiously along by an adult male bird which watched out for
any slippery rocks. They rode hard after the oryx until they winded the largest of the bucks, then caught and killed
it. That night they roasted the meat over the fire, for it was to serve as their provisions for the journey, and they ate
until they were more than sated by the fat flesh. On the third night they reached headquarters; it was midnight,
only the sentries were awake, and the men separated and went each to his own quarters.
Next morning Calimaax got up very early, knowing that he would be expected to give a general report as well
as the secret one on the territory he had been sent to reconnoitre, and that he had to deliver all the verbal messages
which the supporters of the Dervishes had sent through him. At six o’clock he was standing before the Sayid’s
door, but the Sayid did not in fact begin his meetings until eight. When that hour came he gave orders that no one
but Calimaax should enter. Calimaax began his report with the words,
“Greetings to you, Sayid, Father of the Saalixiya Brethren!” And the Sayid answered,
“And my greetings to you! Sit down, Cali, and give me your news!”
“My Sayid, I must first report that I survived a shipwreck on the voyage here—but as was agreed, I have
visited Aden and Lahej, and made enquiries about the Maakhir coast. Now, in Aden and Lahej I saw a number of
British military units and other detachments, composed of black soldiers, and others from India who tie their hair
at the back of their heads—the ones we call “Big-back-of-the-heads”—and it is to be supposed that all these
troops are being made ready for an expedition in the near future against our country and the Dervishes. I also saw
other things, astonishing things which I didn’t understand: they flew in the sky and looked like vultures. I made a
lot of enquiries about them in secret, and I was told that they are called ‘aeroplanes.” The Sayid sensed danger at
these words, and loosening his robe, which he had wound round his knees, he said,
“Cali, do you think these aeroplanes you are talking of could be used against us? Is it possible that the British
will bring them into the battle, now that we have won the war against them on the ground, and crippled them?
How do you think these aeroplanes could be used in fighting—what I mean is, what can be thrown down from
them?”
“According to the information I gathered about them, they can drop bombs and fire bullets against people,”
replied Cali, adding that the aeroplanes were manned by a crew of two, one man acting as the pilot and the other
discharging the missiles used in the fighting.
His report concluded, Calimaax received congratulations and a handshake in recognition of the way he had
performed his mission. As a reward he was given a girl in marriage, and the wedding took place immediately; her
father was a member of the Dervish High Command. Calimaax was also given a dapple-gray stallion and a herd
of a hundred camels chosen from among one of the large herds that were there.
The Dervish High Command now held a council meeting so that they could put their plans of action into
operation, both for the attack which they intended to launch and for the organization of defences against the
colonialist forces which they had learnt were in and around Aden. …
99.106 The Tongue Of The Shrouds-Thief Mother: A Folktale\fn{by Nasim (1939-

)}

Somalia (F) 2

Habu was a widow; she had lost her husband while she was pregnant. Four months after the death of her
husband, she gave birth to a child and named him Hayan.
Habu used to steal the shrouds off the dead, during the night. And in this manner she lived and supported her
only son. Habu used to take along her son when she went to the tombs during the night while she stole the
shrouds; she took him along in fear that he might cry during her absence—were she to have left him to sleep at
home—and perhaps he would wake up, cry, and thus alert the neighbors to her absence and her ghastly deeds. She
therefore preferred to take him along.
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It was in this manner that Hayan grew up and received the arts of thievery. When he reached being five years
of age, Hayan started stealing. He stole an egg from their neighbor, Egwa the old woman, and took it to his
mother. His mother was very happy and said to him,
“This is a fine deed, son. But you should have stolen two eggs.”
A few days later Hayan stole two eggs and brought them to his mother. But she said to him,
“You should have stolen the hen so that it may lay eggs for us.”
So Hayan did that, and stole the hen. Hayan kept on stealing whenever he found an opportunity to do so until
he reached the age of ten. One day as he was on his way to steal he overheard their neighbor, the sheikh, saying to
his wife, Abaru,
“Do you know that the Prophet (May prayers and peace be upon him) has instructed us to be kind, and to take
care of our neighbors, especially those who live next door to us, as far as seven doors away?”
The sheikh was recommending charity toward the neighbors to his wife and children.
Hayan was touched when he heard the sheikh’s words. So he bought a hen and two eggs and gave them to their
neighbor, Egwa, from whom he had stolen two eggs and a hen. From that day on, he was resolved not to steal
from neighbors but practiced that profession of his away from the lane where he lived. It was in this manner that
Hayan grew up and became twenty years of age, strongly built. He asked his mother to stop stealing. As for
himself, he robbed only the rich; as for the weak and the orphaned, he was kind to them and gave them alms.
One day he wanted to steal from the house of the viceroy.\fn{ Governor.} That house was surrounded by guards
and had a tall fence around it and there was no easy way to enter it. So Hayan climbed up a tall tree that had
spreading branches; he went on a branch, descended inside the wall. He stole whatever money he could find. He
waited until the guard, who was at the door, fell asleep, then he went out through the door.
In this manner Hayan robbed the governor’s house each night for a month, until much of the governor’s money
was gone. The governor tightened security around his house and increased the number of the guards, but in spite
of that Hayan continued to steal from the governor’s house. However, instead of going out through the door as he
did earlier, he dug himself a long tunnel near the wall; one end was inside the wall and the other on its outside. He
placed some straw on the entrance and used to sneak through this passage until he would reach the palace. As
soon as he would get hold of the money, he would exit through that tunnel.
One night the governor was awakened by the movement in his room and looked around. Hayan was afraid that
the governor might seize him, so he stabbed the governor with his dagger and ran away. But before he could reach
the tunnel entrance he fell on the ground. The guards were alerted and seized him. They led him to prison to await
receiving his due. The following day the governor sentenced him to death.
It was supposed that they would execute him on Friday. On Thursday morning, they sent him a guard; the
guard said to him,
“They will execute you tomorrow; therefore, you may have one wish and the governor will fulfill it for you.”
Hayan answered,
“My wish is to see my mother and that the governor would allow her inside my cell.”
The governor fulfilled that wish for him. They brought his mother to his cell. Hayan asked his mother to open
her mouth so that he may see her tongue. She did so. Suddenly Hayan bit his mother’s tongue to the extent that he
cut it in two. Then Hayan called the guard and said,
“Now I shall die with my mind at ease, after having cut off my mother’s tongue!”
The guard told the governor about what had happened. The governor ordered that Hayan be brought to his
court. When Hayan came, the governor asked him,
“Why did you bite off the tongue of your mother?” Hayan answered,
“The mother is the school for the child. It is the lessons that my mother gave me which brought me to prison,
then to the gallows!”
The governor asked him to tell about his life and how he received those lessons about which he had spoken.
Hayan told the governor his story. The governor forgave him and ordered that he be sent to the shop of the
blacksmith and said to him,
“Learn the ways of a craft so that you may do without ill-gotten money and so that you may earn your
livelihood by the sweat of your brow.”
Hayan learned ironwork and became a skilled blacksmith and a straight young man. After that he learned of
the sweetness of life. And thus Hayan advised all those who came his way to work and earn a legitimate livelyhood.
As for Habu, Hayan’s mother, she died instantly due to the effect of that bite.
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105.20 Eghal Shillet, The Well-Prepared Warrior: A Folktale (told by “a young boy” (c.1940?- )} Hargeisa, Woqooyi
Galbeed Region, Somalia
(M) 2
In Somaliland, near the old town of Hargeisa, there was once a man of the Essa tribe named Eghal Shillet.
It is said that one day warriors of the Haweia tribe came to fight with the Essa people. The men of the Essa
tribe prepared for battle. They took their spears and knives, saddled their horses, and rode off to meet the enemy.
Eghal Shillet cried loudly to his wife:
“Bring my shoes!” And his wife brought his shoes so he could go into battle. Eghal Shillet watched the other
Essa men riding away. He shouted to his wife:
“Saddle my horse!” And she saddled his horse. Eghal Shillet sang:
Eya, I go to fight!
Eya, I go to fight!
I will scatter my enemies!
May they have terror!
May they have death!

He looked again. The Essa men were still going out to battle. He said to his wife:
“Help me on my horse!”
She helped him on his horse. The Essa men were meeting the enemy on the hill. He said:
“Give me my knife!” She gave him his knife. He said:
“Give me my shield of elephant hide!” She gave him his shield. He said:
“Give me my spear!” She gave him his spear.
The men were still fighting. He sat in his saddle. Then he said:
“Give me another spear!” She gave him another spear and said:
“Are you ready?” Eghal Shillet said:
“Yes, I am ready.” Then he sang:
Eya, I go to fight!
Eya, I go to fight!
I will scatter them!
May they have death!
May they have terror!

He looked. The battle on the hill was furious.
“Give me another spear!” he said. His wife gave him another spear. He said:
“I am ready. If I do not return from the hill, remember only how I scatter the Haweia dogs to the wind!”
He sat in his saddle and scowled.
“Give me another spear!” he said.
“There are no more spears,” his wife replied. He closed his eyes.
“I leave you,” he said. Then he opened his eyes and asked:
“Has my horse been fed?”
“Your horse has been fed,” his wife said.
“Has he had water?”
“Yes, he has had water.”
“Well, I am ready. Let them take care!”
And Eghal Shillet rode away. The battle was straight ahead, but Eghal Shillet’s horse turned into the valley.
“Not to the valley, to the hill!” he shouted.
But the horse kept going into the valley.
“Ah, you! I wish to scatter my enemies and you go to market!” Eghal Shillet shouted.
The horse continued his way.
“Turn, you devil, so that they may feel the sharpness of my weapons!”
But the horse did not turn, and Eghal rode on. An Essa man came riding down the hill.
“What is the matter?” he asked.
“My worthless horse will not respond. I cannot steer him!” Eghal said dismally.
“You do it this way,” the man said.
He took hold of the lines and pulled gently. The horse turned and headed for the hill.
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“Ah, now you are willing!” Eghal said. “Run like the evil one you are, so that their bodies grow numb with
fear!”
The horse plodded along. And Eghal sang:
Eya, I go to fight!
Eya, I go to fight!
I will make them fly!
I will make their blood turn cold!
They will run before the wind!

Soon he was close enough to hear the clash of weapons.
“I will strike them from down under!” he said, and he crawled around to the underside of his horse, clutching
his knife, his three spears, and his shield. He clung tightly to the lines, and the horse, feeling the violent tugging
turned and walked back toward the village. As they approached the door of Eghal’s house, Eghal rattled his
weapons and sang hoarsely:
Eya, let them run, I am here!
Eya, let them run, I am here!
1 will strike them from down under!

“What are you doing under the horse?” his wife asked
“Ah, this devil betrays me!” Eghal Shillet said, peering from underneath. “Must I then fight like an animal,
with my feet on the ground?”
He dismounted.
“The fighting is over,” his wife said.
He looked out across the fields. He saw a party of horsemen riding toward the village.
“We have lost! The Haweia are upon us!” Eghal cried. He ran into his house and lay on his back on his
sleeping mat.
“When they arrive, tell them I’ve been dead since yesterday!” he said, and he closed his eyes.
The horsemen came into the village. Eghal Shillet’s wife moaned loudly and wrung her hands. The horsemen
dismounted and entered the house. They were Essa warriors.
“What is it?” one of them asked.
“Alas, he has been dead since yesterday,” she said.
“The Haweia have fled,” the Essa warriors said. Eghal Shillet sat up.
“Give me my spear and my shield!” he shouted to his wife. “Saddle my horse and help me to mount!”
“The war is over,” the men said.
“Ah! I am cheated!” Eghal cried. And he sang:
Eya, the Haweia have died!
Fortunate they are in death!
They haven’t seen the flash of my spear!
They haven’t felt terror!
How lucky for them!

176.121 Excerpt from Desert Flower: The Extraordinary Journey of a Desert Nomad\fn{by Waris Dirie
(1965- )} Galkayo, Mudug Region, Somalia (F) 15
1
A slight sound woke me, and when I opened my eyes, I was staring into the face of a lion.
Riveted awake, my eyes stretched wide—very wide—as if to expand enough to contain the animal in front of
me. I tried to stand up, but I hadn’t eaten for several days, so my weak legs wobbled and folded beneath me.
Collapsing, I slumped back against the tree where I had been resting, sheltered from the African desert sun that
becomes so merciless at noon. I quietly leaned my head back and closed my eyes, and felt the rough bark of the
tree pressing into my skull. The lion was so near I could smell his musty scent in the hot air. I spoke to Allah:
“It’s the end for me, my God. Please take me now.”
My long journey across the desert had come to an end. I had no protection, no weapon. Nor the strength to run.
Even under the best of circumstances, I knew I couldn’t beat the lion up the tree, because like all cats, lions with
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their strong claws are excellent climbers. By the time I got halfway up—BOOM—one swipe and I’d be gone.
Without any fear I opened my eyes again and said to the lion,
“Come and get me. I’m ready for you.”
He was a beautiful male with a golden mane and a long tail switching back and forth to flick away flies. He
was five or six years old, young and healthy. I knew he could crush me instantly; he was the king. All my life I’d
watched those paws take down wildebeest and zebras weighing hundreds of pounds more than me.
The lion stared at me and slowly blinked his honey-colored eyes. My brown eyes stared back, locked on his.
He looked away.
“Go on. Take me now.”
He looked at me again, then looked away. He licked his lips and sat down on his haunches. Then the lion rose
and paced back and forth in front of me, sexily, elegantly. Finally, he turned and walked away, no doubt deciding
that I had so little flesh on my bones, I wasn’t worth eating. He strode across the desert until his tawny-colored fur
was lost against the sand.
When I realized he was not going to kill me, I gave no sigh of relief, because I hadn’t been afraid. I’d been
ready to die. But evidently God, who has always been my best friend, had something else planned, some reason to
keep me alive.
I said, “What is it? Take me—direct me,” and struggled to my feet.
*
This nightmare journey began because I was running away from my father. I was about thirteen at the time,
and living with my family, a tribe of nomads in the Somalian desert, when my father announced he had asranged
my marriage to an old man. Knowing I had to act fast or suddenly one day my new husband would come to get
me, I told my mother I wanted to run away. My plan was to find my aunt, my mother’s sister, who lived in
Mogadishu, the capital of Somalia. Of course I had never been to Mogadishu—or any other city for that matter.
Nor had I ever met my aunt. But with the optimism of a child, I felt somehow things would magically work out.
While my father and the rest of the family were still sleeping, my mother woke me and said,
“Go now.”
I looked around for something to grab, something to take, but there was nothing, no bottle of water, no jar of
milk, no basket of food. So, barefoot, and wearing only a scarf draped around me, I ran off into the black desert
night.
I didn’t know which direction led to Mogadishu, so I just ran. Slowly at first, because I couldn’t see; I
stumbled along, tripping over roots. Finally, I decided to just sit down because snakes are everywhere in Africa,
and I was terrified of snakes. Each root I stepped on I imagined to be the back of a spitting cobra. I sat watching
the sky gradually lighten. Even before the sun came up—whoosh—I was off like a gazelle. I ran and I ran and I
ran for hours.
By midday I’d traveled deep into the red sand, and deep into my own thoughts. Where in the hell was I going?
I wondered. I didn’t even know what direction I was heading in. The landscape stretched on to eternity, the sand
broken only occasionally by an acacia or thorn tree; I could see for miles and miles. Hungry, thirsty, and tired, I
slowed down and walked. Strolling along in a bored daze, I wondered where my new life would take me. What
was going to happen next?
As I pondered these questions, I thought I heard a voice:
“W-A-R-I-S … W-A-R-I-S …”
My father was calling me! Whipping around in circles, I looked for him, but saw no one. Maybe I was
imagining things, I thought.
“W-A-R-I-S … W-A-R-I-S …” the voice echoed all around me. The tone was pleading, but I was frightened
all the same. If he caught me, he would surely take me back and make me marry that man, and probably beat me
besides.
I was not hearing things; it was my father, and he was getting closer. In earnest now, I started to run as fast as I
could. Even though I had gotten a head start of several hours, Papa had caught up with me. As I later realized,
he’d tracked me down by following my footprints through the sand.
My father was too old to catch me—so I had thought—because I was young and fast. To my childish thinking,
he was an old man. Now I recall with a laugh that at the time, he was only in his thirties. We were all incredibly
fit, because we ran everywhere; we had no car, no public transportation of any kind. And always I was fast,
chasing the animals, heading after water, racing the oncoming darkness to reach home safely before the light was
lost.
After a while I didn’t hear my father calling my name anymore, so I slowed down to a jog. If I kept moving,
Papa would get tired and go back home, I reasoned.
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Suddenly I looked back toward the horizon and saw him coming over the hill behind me. He’d spotted me, too.
Terrified, I ran faster. And faster. It was as if we were surfing waves of sand; I flew up one hill, and he glided
down the one behind me. On and on we continued for hours, until eventually I realized I hadn’t seen him for some
time. He no longer called out to me.
My heart pounding, finally I stopped, hiding behind a bush, and looked around. Nothing. I listened closely. No
sound. When I came across a flat rock outcropping, I stopped to rest. But I’d learned from my mistake the night
before, and when I began to run again, I went along the rocks where the ground was hard, then changed my
direction so my father couldn’t follow my footprints.
Papa, I reasoned, had turned around to try to make it back home, because now the sun was setting. Still, he
would never make it back before the light faded. He’d have to run back through the darkness, listening for the
nighttime sounds of our family, tracing his path by the voices of children screaming, laughing, the animal noises
of the herds mooing, bleating. The wind carries sounds great distances across the desert, so these noises acted as a
lighthouse when we were lost in the night.
After walking along the rocks, I changed my direction. It didn’t really matter what direction I chose, since I
had no idea which was the right one to lead me to Mogadishu. I kept running until the sun set, the light was gone,
and the night was so black I couldn’t see. By this time I was starving, and food was all I could think about. My
feet were bleeding. I sat down to rest under a tree and fell asleep.
In the morning, the sun burning my face woke me. I opened my eyes and looked up at the leaves of a beautiful
eucalyptus tree stretching to the sky. Slowly the reality of my circumstances came to me.
My God, I’m all alone. What am I going to do?
I got up and continued to run; for days I managed to keep it up. How many days, I’m not sure. All I know is
that for me, there was no time; there was only hunger, thirst, fear, pain. When the evening grew too dark to see, I
would stop and rest. At mid-day, when the sun was at its hottest, I would sit under a tree and take a siesta.
*
It was during one of these siestas that I fell asleep and the lion woke me. By this point I no longer cared about
my freedom; I simply wanted to go back home to Mama. What I wanted more than food or water was my mother.
And even though it was common for us to go for a day or two without food or water, I knew I couldn’t survive
much longer. I was so weak that I could barely move, and my feet were so cracked and sore that each step was
agony. By the time the lion sat in front of me licking his lips in hunger, I had given up. I welcomed his quick kill
as a way out of my misery.
But the lion looked at the bones jutting out of my skin, my sunken cheeks and bulging eyes, and walked away.
I don’t know if he took pity on such a miserable soul, or if it was simply a pragmatic decision that I wouldn’t even
make a worthy snack. Or if God had interceded on my behalf. But I decided God wouldn’t be so heartless as to
spare me, simply to let me die in some other, crueler way, like starving to death. He had another plan in store for
me, so I called out for his guidance:
“Take me—direct me.”
Holding on to the tree to steady myself, I rose to my feet and called out for his help. I began to walk again, and
within a few minutes came to a grazing area with camels everywhere. I spotted the animal carrying the most fresh
milk, and ran to it. I nursed, sucking the milk like a baby. The herdsman spotted me and yelled out, “Get out of
there, you little bitch!” and I heard a bullwhip crack. But I was desperate, and kept right on sucking, draining the
milk as fast as my mouth could take it.
The herdsman ran at me, yelling, loud and mean. He knew that if he didn’t scare me away, by the time he
reached me, it would be too late. The milk would all be gone. But I’d had plenty, so I started to run. He chased
after me, and managed to lash me with the whip a couple of times before I outran him. But I was faster than he
was, and left him behind me, standing in the sand, cursing in the afternoon sun.
Now I had fuel in me; I was energized. So I kept running and running until I came to a village. I had never
been in a place like this before; it had buildings, and streets made from hard-packed dirt. I walked down the
middle of the street, just assuming this was the spot for me to walk. As I strolled through town, gawking at the
strange setting, my head swiveled in every direction. A woman passed by me, looked me up and down, then called
out:
“You are so stupid. Where do you think you are?” To some of the other villagers walking down the street, she
cried,
“Oh, my goodness. Look at her feet!” She pointed at my feet, cracked and caked with bloody scabs.
“Eh! Oh, my God. She must be a stupid little country girl.” She knew. This woman yelled out to me,
“Little girl, if you want to live, get off the street. Get off the road!”
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She waved me to the side, then laughed. I knew everybody heard, and I was so embarrassed. I just hung my
head down, but continued to walk in the middle of the road, because I didn’t understand what she was talking
about.
Pretty soon, along came a truck. BEEP! BEEP! And I had to jump out of the way. I turned around to face the
traffic, and as the cars and trucks headed toward me, I stuck out my hand. I can’t say I was hitchhiking, because I
didn’t even know what hitchhiking was. So I just stood in the road with my hand stuck out to try and get someone
to stop. A car careened past and nearly chopped my hand off, so I jerked it in. I thrust my hand out again, but this
time not quite as far, moved a little farther to the side of the road, and kept walking. I looked into the faces of the
people driving past me in their cars, silently praying for one of them to stop and help me.
Eventually a truck stopped. I am not proud of what happened next—but it happened, so what can I say, but to
tell the truth? To this day, whenever I think of that truck stopping, I wish I had trusted my instincts and not gotten
in.
The truck was hauling a load of stones for construction; they were jagged and the size of softballs. In front
were two men; the driver opened the door and said in Somali,
“Hop on, darling.”
I felt helpless, sick with fear.
“I’m headed to Mogadishu,” I explained.
“I’ll take you wherever you want to go,” he said, grinning.
When he smiled, his teeth showed red, tobacco red. But I knew that what made them that color wasn’t tobacco,
because I’d seen my father chew it once. It was khat, a narcotic plant the men in Africa chew that’s similar to
cocaine. Women are not allowed to touch it, and it’s just as well; it makes the men crazy, overexcited, aggressive,
and has destroyed many lives.
I knew I was in trouble, but I also didn’t know what else to do, so I nodded. The driver told me to climb in the
back. This brought me some relief, the thought of being away from the two men. I climbed into the truck bed and
sat down in one corner, trying to make myself comfortable on the pile of rocks. It was dark now, and cool on the
desert; as the truck started moving I was cold and lay down out of the wind.
The next thing I knew, the man riding with the driver was next to me, kneeling on the stones. He was in his
forties, and ugly, ugly. He was so ugly, his hair was leaving him; he was going bald. But he’d tried to make up for
this fact by growing a little mustache. His teeth were chipped and some were missing; the remaining ones were
stained a nasty red with the khat, but still he grinned at me, proudly displaying them. No matter how long I live, I
will never forget his face leering at me.
He was also fat, as I learned when he took his pants down. His erect penis bobbed at me as he grabbed my legs
and tried to force them apart.
“Oh, please, please, no,” I begged.
I wrapped my skinny legs around each other like pretzels and locked them shut. He grappled with me and tried
to force them apart. Then, as he wasn’t successful with this attempt, he drew back his hand and slapped me hard
across the face. I let out a shrill scream that the air carried I away as the truck sped into the night.
“Open your fucking legs!”
We struggled, with all his weight on top of me, the rough stones cutting into my back. He hauled back his hand
and slapped me again, this time harder. With the second slap I knew I had to think of some other tactic; he was too
strong for me to fight. This man obviously knew what he was doing. Unlike me, he was experienced, no doubt
raping many women; I was simply about to become the next one. I deeply, deeply wanted to kill him, but I had no
weapon.
So I pretended to want him. I said sweetly,
“Okay, okay. But first let me pee-pee.”
I could see he was growing even more excited now—hey, this little girl wanted him!—and he let me up. I went
to the opposite corner of the truck and pretended to squat and pee in the darkness. This bought me a few minutes
to think of what to do next. By the time I finished my little charade, I had formed my plan. I picked up the largest
stone I could find and, holding it in my hand, went back and lay down beside him.
He climbed on top of me and I squeezed the stone in my hand. With all my strength I brought it up to the side
of his head and hit him squarely in the temple. I hit him once and saw him go dizzy. I hit him again and saw him
go down. Like a warrior, I suddenly had tremendous strength. I didn’t know that I had it, but when someone is
trying to attack you, kill you, you become powerful. You don’t know how strong you can be until that moment. As
he lay there I hit him again and saw the blood flowing out of his ear.
His friend who was driving the truck saw all this happening from inside the cab. He started yelling, “What the
fuck is going on back there?” and looked for a place to pull the truck into the bushes.
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I knew it was over for me if he caught me. As the truck slowed down, I crawled to the back of the bed, and,
poised on the rocks, I jumped to the ground like a cat. Then I ran for my life.
The truck driver was an old man; he jumped out of the cab and screamed in a raspy voice,
“You killed my friend! Come back! You killed him!”
He chased me through the scrubby bushes for a short distance, then gave up. Or so I thought. The driver went
back, crawled inside his truck, fired it up, and started driving through the desert after me. The twin headlight
beams illuminated the ground around me; I heard the roar of the truck behind me. I was running as fast as I could,
but of course the truck was gaining on me. I zigzagged and circled back through the darkness. He couldn’t keep
me in sight, so finally he gave up and headed back to the road.
I ran through the desert like a hunted animal; I ran through desert, then jungle, then desert again, with no idea
of where I was. The sun came up and I continued to run. Finally I came upon another road. Even though I was
sick with fear at the thought of what might happen,
I decided to hitchhike again, because I knew I needed to get as far away as possible from the truck driver and
his friend. What happened to my attacker after I hit him with the stone, I’ve never known, but the last thing I
wanted was to meet up with those two men again.
Standing on the side of the road in the morning sun, I must have been a pretty sight. The scarf I was wearing
was now a filthy rag; I had been running through the sand for days and my skin and hair were coated with dust;
my arms and legs looked like twigs that might snap in a hard wind and my feet were covered with sores that
would rival a leper’s.
Holding my hand out, I flagged down a Mercedes. An elegantly dressed man pulled the car to the side of the
road. I crawled onto the leather seat and gaped at the luxury of it.
“Where are you going?” the man asked.
“That way,” I said, and pointed straight ahead, in the direction the Mercedes was already traveling. The man
opened his mouth, showing his beautiful white teeth, and started to laugh.
2
Before I ran away from home, my life had been built around nature, family, and our strong bond with the
animals that kept us alive. Stretching back to my earliest days, I shared a common trait with children the world
over: my love of animals. In fact, my earliest memory is of my pet goat, Billy. Billy was my special treasure, my
everything, and maybe I loved him most because he was a baby, like me. I used to sneak him all the food I could
find, until he was the plumpest, happiest little goat in the herd. My mother constantly questioned,
“Why is this goat so fat, when all the rest are so skinny?”
I took perfect care of him, grooming him, petting him, talking to him for hours. My relationship with Billy was
representative of our lives in Somalia. My family’s fate intertwined with that of the herds we tended daily.
Dependence on the animals created our great respect for them, and those feelings were present in everything we
did. All the children in my family tended our animals, a task we began helping with as soon as we were able to
walk. We grew up with the animals, prospered when they prospered, suffered when they suffered, died when they
died. We raised cattle, sheep, and goats, but while I dearly loved my little Billy, there was no doubt that our
camels were the most important animals we owned.
The camel is legendary in Somalia; Somalia boasts more camels than any country in the world; there are more
camels in Somalia than people. In my country we have a long tradition of oral poetry, and much of it is devoted to
passing along the lessons of the camel from one generation to the next, telling of its essential value to our culture.
I remember my mother used to sing us a song, which basically said,
“My camel has gone away to the bad man, who will either kill it or steal it from me. So I’m begging, I’m
praying, please bring back my camel.”
From the time I was a baby, I knew of the great importance of these animals, because they’re absolutely gold
in our society. You simply cannot live in the desert without them.
Even a man’s life is measured by camels, with one hundred camels being the price for a man who has been
killed. A hundred camels must be paid by the killer’s clan to the surviving family of the victim, or the dead man’s
clan will attack the killer in retribution. The traditional price for a bride is paid in camels. But on a daily level, the
camels kept us alive. No other domestic animal is so well suited for life in the desert. A camel wants to drink once
a week, but can go as long as a month without water. In the meantime, however, the female camel gives milk to
nourish us and quench our thirst, an enormous asset when you’re far from water. Even in the hottest temperatures,
camels retain liquid and survive. They graze on the scrubby bushes found in our arid landscape, leaving the
grasses for the other livestock.
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We raised them to carry us across the desert, haul our meager belongings, and pay our debts. In other countries,
you might hop in your car and go, but our only transportation, other than walking, was our camels.
The animal’s personality is very similar to that of a horse; a camel will develop a close relationship with his
master, and do things for him that he wouldn’t do for anybody else. Men break the young camels—a dangerous
practice—and train them to be ridden and follow a lead. It’s important to be firm with them, because otherwise,
when they sense a weak rider, they’ll buck him off, or kick him.
Like most Somalis, we lived the pastoral lifestyle of herdsmen. Even though we struggled constantly for
survival, our large herds of camels, cattle, sheep, and goats marked us as wealthy by the standards in my country.
Following tradition, my brothers usually tended the large animals, the cattle and camels, and the girls watched
over the smaller ones.
As nomads we traveled constantly, never staying in one place for more than three or four weeks. This constant
movement was driven by the need to care for our animals. We were seeking food and water to keep them alive,
and in the dry Somalian climate these necessities were seldom easy to find.
Our home was a hut woven from grass; being portable, it served the same purpose as a tent. We built a
framework from sticks, then my mother wove grass mats that we laid over the bent twigs to form a dome about
six feet in diameter. When it came time to move on, we dismantled the hut and tied the sticks and mats, along with
our few possessions, to the backs of our camels. They’re incredibly strong animals, and the babies and small
children would ride on top, while the rest of us walked alongside, herding the animals to our next home. When we
found a spot with water and foliage for grazing, we’d set up our camp again.
The hut provided shelter for the babies, shade from the midday sun, and storage space for fresh milk. At night,
the rest of us slept outside under the stars, with the children cuddled together on a mat. After the sun went down,
the desert was cold; we didn’t have enough blankets for each child to have his own, and since we had very little
clothing, we used the heat from our bodies to keep us warm. My father slept off to one side, as our guardian, the
protector of the family.
In the morning we got up with the sun. Our first chore was to head out to the pens where we kept the herds,
and milk them. Wherever we went we cut saplings to make pens for the animals, to keep them from straying at
night. The baby animals were kept in a pen separate from the mothers so they wouldn’t take all the milk. One of
my tasks was to milk the cows, taking some of the fresh milk to make butter, but leaving enough for the calves.
After the milking, we’d let the babies come in and nurse.
Then we had our breakfast of camel’s milk, which is more nutritious than other animals’ milk as it contains
vitamin C. Our region was very dry, without enough water to grow crops, so we had no vegetables or bread.
Sometimes we followed warthogs, large wild African pigs, tracking them to plants. They sniffed out edible roots,
digging down with their hooves and snouts to feast on them. Our family shared in their bounty by taking some
home to add to our diet.
We looked at slaughtering animals for meat as wasteful, and only resorted to this in case of emergency, or for
special occasions, such as a wedding. Our animals were too valuable for us to kill and eat, as we raised them for
their milk and to trade for the other goods we needed. For everyday sustenance, we had only camel’s milk for
breakfast, and again in the evening for supper. Sometimes there wasn’t enough for everybody, so we fed the
smallest children first, then the older ones, and so on. My mother never took a bite of food until everyone else had
eaten; in fact, I don’t remember ever seeing my mother eat, although I realize she must have.
But if we didn’t have anything for supper at night, it was no big deal, nothing to panic about. No need to cry or
complain. The little babies might cry, but the older children knew the rules, so we just went to sleep. We tried to
remain cheerful, kept calm and quiet, and tomorrow, God willing, we’d find a way.
In’shallah, which means it will happen “if God is willing,” was our philosophy. We knew our lives were
dependent on the forces of nature, and God controlled those forces, not us.
A big treat for us—as people in other parts of the world might regard a holiday feast—was when my father
brought home a sack of rice. Then we’d use the butter we made by shaking cow’s milk in a basket that my mother
had woven. Occasionally we’d trade a goat for corn grown in the wetter regions of Somalia, and grind the corn
into meal and make porridge, or pop it in a pan over the fire. Or, when other families were around, we always
shared whatever we had. If one of us had some food—dates or roots—or maybe killed an animal for meat, we’d
cook it and divide the meal among us. We shared our good fortune, because even though we were isolated most of
the time, traveling with one or two other families, we were still part of a larger community. On the practical side,
since there were no refrigerators, meat or anything fresh needed to be consumed right away.
Each morning after breakfast, it was time to take the animals from their pen. By the age of six, I was responsible for taking herds of about sixty or seventy sheep and goats into the desert to graze. I got my long stick and
headed off alone with my herd, singing my little song to guide them. If one strayed from the group, I used my
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staff to guide it back. They were eager to go, because they realized coming out of the pen meant that it was time to
eat.
Getting an early head start was important, to find the best spot with fresh water and lots of grass. Each day I
quickly searched for water, in order to beat the other herders; otherwise their animals would drink what little there
was. In any case, as the sun grew hotter, the ground became so thirsty that it would suck it all up. I made sure the
animals drank as much water as they could, because it might be another week before we found more. Or two. Or
three—who knows?
Sometimes during the drought the saddest thing was to watch all the animals die. We traveled farther and
farther each day looking for water; the herd tried to make it, but eventually they couldn’t go anymore. When they
collapsed, you had the most helpless feeling in the world, because you knew that was the end and there was
nothing you could do.
No one owns the grazing land in Somalia, so it was up to me to be cunning, and discover areas with lots of
plants for my goats and sheep. My survival instincts were honed to look for signs of rain, and I scanned the sky
for clouds. My other senses also came into play, because a particular smell or a certain feeling in the air predicted
rain.
While the animals grazed, I watched for predators, which are everywhere in Africa. The hyenas would sneak
up and snatch a lamb or kid that had wandered off from the herd. There were lions to worry about and wild dogs;
they all traveled in packs, but there was only one of me.
Watching the sky, I carefully calculated how far I had to travel to return home before night fell. But many
times I miscalculated, and that’s when trouble began. As I was stumbling along in the dark, trying to get home, the
hyenas would attack, because they knew I couldn’t see them. I’d swat one here, and another would sneak up
behind me. As I chased that one away, another would run up while I wasn’t looking. The hyenas are the worst,
because they’re relentless; they never quit until they get something.
When I got home each evening and put the animals in the pen, I counted several times to see if any were
missing. One night I returned home with my herd, and as I counted my goats, I noticed I was one short. I counted
again. And again. Suddenly I realized I hadn’t seen Billy, and hurried through the goats checking for him. I ran to
my mother screaming,
“Mama, Billy’s missing—what should I do?”
But of course it was too late, so she simply stroked my head as I cried when I realized that the hyenas had
eaten my fat little pet.
*
Whatever else happened to us, the responsibility of taking care of our livestock went on and was always our
first priority, even in times of drought, sickness, or war. Somalia’s constant political turmoil caused enormous
problems in the cities, but we were so isolated that for the most part no one bothered us. Then, when I was about
nine years old, a large army came and camped close by. We’d heard stories about soldiers raping girls they caught
out alone, and I knew a girl this had happened to. It didn’t matter if they were the Somalian army or the Martian
army, they were not part of our people; they were not nomads, and we avoided them at all costs.
One morning my father had given me the chore of watering the camels, so I headed off with the herd.
Evidently, during the night, the army had arrived, and now sat encamped all around the road, their tents and trucks
stretching as far as I could see. I hid behind a tree and watched them milling about in their uniforms. I was
frightened, remembering the other girl’s story; certainly I had no one around to protect me, so the men were free
to do whatever they pleased.
At first sight I hated them. I hated their uniforms, I hated their trucks, I hated their guns. I didn’t even know
what they were doing; for all I knew they could have been saving Somalia, but I didn’t want any part of them all
the same. Yet my camels needed water. The only route I knew that would avoid the army camp was too long and
circuitous for me to travel with my herd, so I decided to turn the camels loose, and let them walk through the
camp without me. They marched right through the middle of the soldiers, making straight for the water, as I had
hoped they would. I scurried around the camp, ducking behind bushes and trees, until I joined the camels on the
other side at the watering hole. Then, as the sky grew dark, we repeated the procedure and headed home safely.
Each evening, when I returned home at sunset and secured my herd back in the pen, it was time to start the
milking again. Around the camels’ necks we hung wooden bells. The sound of these bells is indeed music to the
nomad, who listens to their hollow clunk at twilight as the milking begins. The bells always act as a beacon to the
traveler searching for home as the light fades. During the ritual of our evening chores, the great curve of the desert
sky darkens, and a bright planet appears, a signal that it’s time to herd the sheep into their pen. In other nations
this planet is known as Venus, the planet of love, but in my country we call it maqal hidhid, meaning “hiding the
lambs.”
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Frequently, it was around this time I would get into trouble, because after working since sunup, I couldn’t hold
my eyes open any longer. Walking through the dusk, I’d fall asleep and the goats would bump into me, or as I
squatted milking, my head would begin to nod. If my father caught me dozing off, watch out! I love my father, but
he could be a son of a gun; when he caught me sleeping on the job he’d beat me, to make sure I took my work
seriously and paid attention to my business. After we finished our chores, we’d have our supper of camel’s milk.
Then we’d gather wood for a big fire and sit around its warmth talking and laughing until we went to sleep.
*
Those evenings are my favorite memories of Somalia: sitting around with my mother and father, sjsters and
brothers, when everybody was full, everybody was laughing. We always tried to be upbeat, optimistic. Nobody sat
around complaining or whining or saying,
“Hey, let’s have a conversation about death.”
Life there was very hard; we needed all our strength just to survive and being negative sapped our vital energy.
Even though we were far from any village, I was never lonely, because I played with my sisters and brothers. I
was a middle child, with an older brother and two older sisters and several younger siblings. We chased each other
endlessly, climbed trees like monkeys, played tic-tac-toe in the sand by drawing lines with our fingers, collected
pebbles, and dug holes in the ground to play an African game called mancala. We even had our own version of
jacks, but instead of a rubber ball and metal pieces, we threw up one rock and grabbed other rocks in place of the
jacks. This was my favorite because I was very good at it, and I always tried to get my little brother, Ali, to play it
with me.
Our greatest pleasure, though, was pure joy at being a child in the wilderness, the freedom to be part of nature
and experience its sights, sounds, and smells. We watched packs of lions lie around all day, baking in the sun,
rolling onto their backs, sticking their feet up in the air and snoring. The cubs chased each other and played just as
we did. We ran with the giraffes, the zebras, the foxes. The hyrax, an African animal that’s the size of a rabbit but
is actually a descendant of the elephant, was a particular favorite. We waited patiently outside their burrows for
their little faces to appear, then chased them through the sand.
Once, on an excursion, I discovered an ostrich egg. I decided to take it home with me because I wanted to
watch the baby ostrich hatch, then keep it as a pet. The egg is about the size of a bowling ball, and I hoisted it up
from its hole in the sand and was carrying it away when Mama Ostrich came after me. She chased me—and
believe me, ostriches are fast; they can run forty miles an hour. She quickly caught me and started pecking my
head with her beak, ka-ka-ka. I thought she was going to crack my skull like an egg, so I put down her baby and
ran for my life.
Seldom were we close to forested areas, but when we were, we loved to see the elephants. From a great
distance we’d hear their thundering roar and climb a tree to spot them. Like lions, monkeys, and humans,
elephants live in communities. If they had a baby in their midst, every adult elephant, the cousin, the uncle, the
auntie, the sister, the mother, the grand—all of them would watch after that baby, to make sure nobody touched it.
All of us children would stand high in the top of a tree and laugh, watching the elephant world for hours.
*
But gradually all those happy times with my family disappeared. My sister ran away; my brother went to
school in the city. I learned sad facts about our family, about life. The rain stopped coming, and taking care of our
animals was more and more difficult. Life became harder. And I became harder with it.
Part of that hardness formed watching my brothers and sisters die. Originally there were twelve children in my
family, but now there are only six of us left. My mother had a set of twins who died right after they were born.
She had another beautiful baby girl who was about six months old. One day the baby was strong and healthy, the
next my mother called to me,
“Waris!!!”
I ran to her and saw her kneeling over the baby. I was just a little girl, but I could tell something was terribly
wrong, the baby didn’t look right.
“Waris, run get me some camel’s milk!” my mother commanded. But I couldn’t move.
“Run, hurry!” I stood staring at my sister in a trance—in terror.
“What’s wrong with you?” Mama screamed at me.
Finally, I tore myself away, but I knew what would be waiting for me when I got back. I returned with the
milk, but the baby was totally still, and I knew she was dead. When I looked at my sister again, Mama slapped me
hard. For a long time she blamed me for the baby’s death, feeling that I had some sort of sorcerer’s powers, and
when in my trance I stared at the baby, I caused its death.
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I had no such powers, but my little brother did have supernatural gifts. Everyone agreed he was no ordinary
child. We called him Old Man, because when he was roughly six, his hair turned completely gray. He was extremely intelligent, and every man around us came to ask for his advice. They would walk up and say:
“Where’s the old man?” Then, by turns, they would sit this little gray-haired boy on their laps.
“What do you think about the rain this year?” they would ask.
And honest to God, even though in years he was a child, never did he act like a child. He thought, talked, sat,
and behaved like a very wise elderly man. While everyone respected him, they were frightened of him, too,
because he was so obviously not one of us.
While he was still technically a young boy, Old Man died, as if in a few short years he’d crammed in an entire
lifetime. No one knew the cause, but everyone felt his passing made sense, because:
“There’s no way he belonged to this world.”
*
As in any large family, each of us developed a role. Mine became the role of rebel, a reputation I earned in a
series of actions that to me seemed perfectly logical and justified, but to my elders—particularly my father—
seemed outrageous.
One day my younger brother, Ali, and I sat under a tree eating white rice with camel’s milk. Ali wolfed his
down greedily, but because this was a rare treat for us, I took each bite slowly. Having food was not something we
took for granted; I always appreciated mine, savoring each bite with pleasure. Only a small amount of rice and
milk remained in my bowl, and I anticipated it eagerly.
Suddenly Ali stuck his spoon in my dish and scooped out my last bite, taking every last grain of rice. Without
thinking, I retaliated by grabbing up a knife lying next to me and burying the blade in Ali’s thigh. He shrieked, but
took it out and sunk the knife in exactly the same spot in my leg. Now both of us sat with wounded legs, but
because I was the one who had struck first, the blame went to me. Today, we carry matching scars from this meal.
One of the earliest outbursts of my rebel behavior centered on my longing for a pair of shoes.
All my life I’ve been obsessed by shoes. Today even though I’m a model, I don’t own many clothes—a pair of
jeans, a couple of T-shirts—but I have a cupboard stacked full of high heels, sandals, tennis shoes, loafers, and
boots, even though ironically I have nothing to wear them with. As a child I desperately wanted shoes, but not all
the children in my family had clothes, and certainly there was no money to buy shoes.
Yet it was my dream to wear beautiful leather sandals like my mother wore. How I wished to put on a pair of
comfortable shoes and look after my animals, walk without worrying about rocks and thorns, snakes and scorpions. My feet were always bruised and marked, and I still carry the black scars today. Once a thorn came all the
way through my foot; sometimes they would break off in my feet. We had no doctors in the desert, or medicine to
treat the wound. But still we had to walk, because we had to look after the animals. No one said,
“I can’t.”
We just did it, went out each morning and limped along as best we could.
One of my father’s brothers was a very wealthy man. Uncle Ahmed lived in the city, in Galcaio, but we looked
after his camels and the rest of his animals. I was the favorite to care for his goats, because I always did a
thorough job, making sure they were well fed and watered, and I did my best to keep them safe from predators.
One day, when I was about seven years old, Uncle Ahmed visited us and I said,
“Look, I want you to buy me some shoes.” He looked at me and laughed.
“Yeah, yeah, all right. I’ll get you shoes.” I knew he was surprised, because it was very unusual for a girl to ask
for anything, let alone anything as extravagant as shoes.
The next time my father took me to see him, I was excited, because today would be the day I got my first pair
of shoes. At my earliest opportunity I said eagerly,
“Well, did you bring them?” He said,
“Yeah, I have them right here,” and handed me a parcel.
I took the shoes in my hand and examined them; they were rubber sandals, flip-flops. Not beautiful leather
sandals like Mama’s, but cheap, yellow flip-flops. I couldn’t believe it.
“These are my shoes?!” I cried, and threw them at him. When the flip-flops bounced off his brother’s face, my
father tried to be upset, but this time he couldn’t help himself—he doubled over laughing. My uncle said to him,
“I don’t believe it. How are you raising this child?”
I started fighting with my uncle, swinging at him, because I was so disappointed, I was furious.
“I worked so hard for this shit!” I screamed. “I did all this work for you, and this is it? I get a pair of cheap
rubber sandals? Fah!! I’d rather go barefoot—I’ll go barefoot till my feet bleed before I wear this garbage!” and I
motioned toward his gift. Uncle Ahmed just looked at me, then raised his eyes to heaven and moaned,
“Oh, Allah.” He stooped with a sigh, picked up his flip-flops, and took them back home.
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I was not content to give up so easily, however. After that day I kept sending my uncle messages by every
relative, friend, or stranger heading to Galcaio:
“Waris wants shoes!”
But I had to wait many years until I realized my dream of owning a pair. In the meantime, however, I continued to raise Uncle Ahmed’s goats, and help my family care for our herds, walking thousands of miles barefoot.
*
Several years before the shoes episode with Uncle Ahmed, when I was a tiny girl, around four years old, we
had a visitor one day. The man, Guban, was a good friend of my father’s and frequently came to see us. At
twilight he stood talking with my parents, until finally my mother, staring at the sky, watching the bright planet
maqal hidhid emerge, said it was time to bring in the lambs. Guban said,
“Oh, why don’t you let me do that for you? Waris can help me.”
I felt important at being chosen over the boys to help Papa’s friend with the animals. He took my hand and we
walked away from the hut and began to round up the herd. Normally I would have been running everywhere like a
wild animal myself, but it was getting dark now, and since I was frightened, I stayed close to Guban. Suddenly he
took off his jacket and laid it on the sand and sat down on top of it. I stared at him, confused, and protested:
“Why are you sitting down? It’s getting dark—we have to get the animals.”
“We have time. We’ll do that in a minute.” He rested on one side of his jacket and patted the empty space next
to him.
“Come sit down.” Reluctantly I came to him. Since I always loved stories as a kid, I realized this might be a
good opportunity to hear one.
“Will you tell me a story?” Guban patted his coat again.
“If you sit down, I’ll tell you one.” As soon as I sat next to him, he started trying to push me back onto his
coat.
“I don’t want to lie down. I want you to tell me a story,” I insisted stubbornly and squirmed upright.
“Come, come.” His hand pushed my shoulder firmly. “Lie down and look at the stars and I’ll tell you a story.”
Stretching out with my head on his jacket, I stuck my toes in the cold sand and stared at the phosphorescent
Milky Way. As the sky deepened from indigo to black, the lambs ran in circles around us, crying in the dark, and I
waited anxiously for the story to begin. Abruptly, Guban’s face came between me and the Milky Way; he squatted
between my legs and yanked up the little scarf wrapped around my waist. Next I felt something hard and wet
pressing against my vagina. I froze at first, not understanding what was happening, but I knew it was something
very bad. The pressure intensified until it became a sharp pain.
“I want my Mama!”
Suddenly I was flooded with a warm liquid and a sickening acrid odor permeated the night air.
“You pee-peed on me!” I screamed, horrified. I jumped up and rubbed my scarf against my legs, mopping off
the foul-smelling liquid.
“No, no, it’s okay,” he whispered soothingly and grabbed my arm. “I was just trying to tell you a story.”
Jerking free, I ran back to my mother, with Guban chasing after me, trying to catch me. When I saw Mama
standing next to the fire, the orange light glowing off her face, I ran up and threw my arms around her legs.
“What’s wrong, Waris?” Mama said in alarm. Guban ran up behind me panting, and my mother looked at him.
“What happened to her?”
He laughed casually and waved his arm at me.
“Oh, I was trying to tell her a story and she got scared.”
I held on to my mother with a grip of iron. I wanted to tell her what Papa’s friend had done to me, but I didn’t
have the words—I didn’t know what he’d done. I looked at his smiling face in the firelight, a face I would have to
see again and again over the years, and knew I’d hate him forever.
She stroked my head as I pressed my face into her thigh.
“Waris, it’s okay. There, there, it was only a story, baby. It is not real.” To Guban, she said,
“Where are the lambs?”
3
Growing up in Africa I did not have the sense of history that seems so important in other parts of the world.
Our language, Somali, did not have a written script until 1973, so we did not learn to read or write. Knowledge
was passed down by word of mouth—poetry or folktales—or, more important, by our parents teaching us the
skills we needed to survive. For example, my mother taught me how to weave from dried grass containers tight
enough to hold milk; my father taught me how to care for our animals and make sure they were healthy. We didn’t
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spend much time talking about the past—nobody had time for that. Everything was today, what are we going to
do today? Are all the children in? Are all the animals safe? How are we going to eat? Where can we find water?
In Somalia, we lived the way our ancestors had for thousands of years; nothing had changed dramatically for
us. As nomads we did not live with electricity, telephones, or automobiles, much less computers, television, or
space travel. These facts, combined with our emphasis on living in the present, gave us a much different perspective on time than the one that dominates the Western world.
Like the rest of my family, I have no idea how old I am; I can only guess. A baby who is born in my country
has little guarantee of being alive one year later, so the concept of tracking birthdays does not retain the same
importance. When I was a child, we lived without artificial time constructions of schedules, clocks, and calendars.
Instead, we lived by the seasons and the sun, planning our moves around our need for rain, planning our day
around the span of daylight available. We told time by using the sun. If my shadow was on the west side, it was
morning; when it moved directly underneath me, it was noon. When my shadow crossed to the other side, it was
afternoon. As the day grew longer, so did my shadow—my cue to start heading home before dark.
When we got up in the morning, we decided what we’d do that day, then did that task the best we could until
we finished or the sky grew too dark for us to see. There was no such notion of getting up and having your day all
planned out for you. In New York, people frequently whip out their datebooks and ask,
“Are you free for lunch on the fourteenth—or what about the fifteenth?” I respond with
“Why don’t you call me the day before you want to meet up?” No matter how many times I write down
appointments, I can’t get used to the idea. When I first came to London, I was mystified by the connection
between people staring at their wrist, then crying,
“I’ve got to dash!”
I felt like everyone was rushing everywhere, every action was timed. In Africa there was no hurry, no stress.
African time is very, very slow, very calm. If you say, “I’ll see you tomorrow around noon,” that means about four
or five o’clock. And today I still refuse to wear a watch.
During my childhood years in Somalia, it never occurred to me to fast-forward into the future, or delve into the
past enough to ask,
“Mama, how did you grow up?”
As a consequence I know little of my family history, especially since I left home at such an early age. I constantly wish I could go back and ask those questions now—ask my mother what her life was like when she was a
little girl, or ask where her mother came from, or how her father died. It disturbs me that I may never know these
facts.
However, one thing I do know about my mother is that she was very beautiful. I know I sound like the typical
adoring daughter, but she was. Her face was like a Modigliani\fn{ Amedeo Clemente Modigliani (1884-1920) Italian painter
and sculptor} sculpture, and her skin so dark and smooth, that she looked as if she’d been perfectly chiseled from
black marble. Since Mama’s skin was jet black and her teeth dazzlingly white, at night when she smiled all you
could see were her teeth glowing, as if they floated all by themselves in the night. Her hair was long and straight,
very soft, and she’d smooth it with her fingers, since she never owned a comb. My mother is tall and slender—
traits that all her daughters inherited.
Her demeanor is very calm, very quiet. But when she starts talking, she’s hysterically funny and she laughs a
lot. She tells jokes, and some of them are funny, some are really dirty, and some are just stupid little things she’d
say to crack us up. She’d look at me and say,
“Waris, why are your eyes disappearing into your face?” But her favorite silly joke was calling me Avdohol,
which means “small mouth.” Mama would look at.me for no reason and say,
“Hey, Avdohol, why is your mouth so small?”
My father was very handsome, and believe me, he knew it. He was about six feet tall, slim, and lighter than
Mama; his hair was brown, and his eyes were light brown. Papa was cocky because he knew he was goodlooking. He always teased Mama, “I can go and get another woman if you don’t”—and then he’d fill in the blank
with whatever he was after. Or,
“Look, I’m getting bored around here. I’m getting me another woman.” My mother would tease back,
“Go ahead. See what you can do.”
They really loved each other, but unfortunately one day these taunts came true.
My mother grew up in Mogadishu, the capital city of Somalia. My father, on the other hand, was a nomad and
had always lived roaming the desert. When she met him, my mother thought Papa was so handsome that a life
wandering with him as nomads sounded like a romantic idea; they quickly decided to get married. Papa went to
my grandmother, since my grandfather was dead, and asked permission to marry my mother. My grandmother
said,
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“No, no, no, absolutely not.” To my mother she added,
“He’s just a playboy!”
Grandmother was not about to allow her beautiful daughter to throw her life away raising camels in the
wilderness with this man, this desert man! However, when my mother was about sixteen, she ran away and
married Papa anyhow.
They went to the other side of the country and lived with his family in the desert, which created a whole series
of problems for my mother. Her family had money and power, and she had never known this type of harsh
nomadic life. Greater than that dilemma, however, was the fact that my father was from the Daarood tribe, and my
mother was from the Hawiye tribe. Like Native Americans, the citizens of Somalia are divided into individual
tribes, and each has a fanatical loyalty to its own group. This tribal pride has been the source of wars throughout
our history.
A great rivalry exists between the Daaroods and Hawiyes, and my father’s family always treated my mother
badly, assuming she was a lesser mortal by virtue of being from a different tribe than their own. Mama was lonely
for a very long time, but she had to adapt. After I ran away from home and was separated from my family, I
realized what life must have been like for her, living all alone among the Daaroods.
My mother started having babies, and raising her children gave her the love she missed being away from her
own people. But again, now that I’m grown, I look back and realize what she went through having twelve
children. I remember when Mama was pregnant, she would suddenly disappear, and we wouldn’t see her for days.
Then she would show up—carrying a tiny baby. She went off into the desert alone and gave birth, taking along
something sharp to cut the umbilical cord. Once after she disappeared we had to move our camp in the endless
search for water. It took her four days to find us; she walked across the desert carrying the newborn baby while
she looked for her husband.
Of all her children, though, I always felt I was my mother’s special favorite. We had a strong bond of
understanding between us, and I still think about her every day of my life, praying to God to take care of her until
I’m able to do the job. As a child I always wanted to be near her, and all day I would look forward to coming
home in the evening when I would sit next to Mama and she would stroke my head.
My mother wove beautiful baskets, a skill that takes years of practice to achieve. We spent many hours
together as she taught me how to make a small cup that I could drink milk from, but my attempts at larger projects
were never like hers. My baskets were raggedy and full of holes.
One day my desire to be with Mama and my natural childish curiosity drove me to secretly follow her. Once a
month she left our camp and went away by herself for the afternoon. I said to her,
“I’m so determined to know what you do, Mom—what is this thing you do every month?”
She told me to mind my own business; a child in Africa has no right meddling in parents’ affairs. And, as
usual, she told me to stay home and watch after the younger children. But when she walked away, I hurried
behind her at a distance, hiding behind bushes to stay out of sight. She met with five other women, who had
traveled long distances also. Together they sat under a huge, beautiful tree for several hours during our siesta,
when the sun was too hot to do much else. During that time the animals and family were all resting, so they could
spare a little time for themselves. Their black heads gathered close in the distance like ants, and I watched as they
ate popcorn and drank tea. What they talked about, I still don’t know, as I was too far away to hear. Eventually I
decided to risk revealing myself, mainly because I wanted some of their food. I walked up meekly and stood next
to my mother.
“Where did you come from?” she cried.
“I followed you.”
“Bad, naughty girl,” she scolded. But all the other women laughed, and cooed,
“Oh, look at the cute little girl. Come here, darling …” So my mother relented and let me have some popcorn.
When I was this young age, I had no conception of another world different from the one we lived in with our
goats and camels. Without travel to different countries, books, TV, or movies, my universe simply consisted of the
sights I saw around me each day. I certainly had no conception that my mother had come from a different life.
Before Somalia’s independence in 1960, Italy had colonized the southern region. As a result, Mogadishu’s culture,
architecture, and society were full of Italian influences, so my mother spoke Italian. Occasionally, when she was
angry, she’d spew a string of Italian cusswords.
“Mama!” I’d look at her in alarm. “What are you saying?”
“Oh, that’s Italian.”
“What’s Italian? What does it mean?”
“Nothing—mind your own business,” and she’d wave me aside.
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Later I discovered for myself—like I discovered cars and buildings—that Italian was part of a broader world
outside our hut. Many times we children questioned Mama about her decision to marry our father.
“Why did you ever follow this man? Look where you’re living, while your brothers and sisters are living all
over the world—they’re ambassadors and what have you? Why did you run away with this loser?”
She replied that she’d fallen in love with Papa, and made her decision to run away with him so they could be
together. Yet my mother is a strong, strong woman. In spite of everything I watched her go through, I never heard
her complain. I never heard her say, “I’m fed up with this,” or “I’m not doing this anymore.”
Mama was simply silent and hard as iron. Then without warning, she’d crack us up with one of her silly jokes.
My goal is to someday be as strong as she is, then I can say my life has been a success.
*
Our family was typical in our choice of occupations, since over 60 percent of Somalis are pastoral nomads,
earning a living by raising animals. My father periodically ventured into a village and sold an animal in order to
buy a sack of rice, fabric for clothes, or blankets. Occasionally, he sent along his goods for sale with anybody
traveling into town, and a shopping list of items he wanted purchased in return.
Another way we made money was by harvesting frankincense, the incense mentioned in the Bible as one of the
gifts the Magi brought the baby Jesus. Its scent is still a valued commodity today, as it has been since ancient
times. Frankincense comes from the Boswellia tree, which grows in the highlands of northeastern Somalia. It’s a
beautiful little tree, about five feet tall, and the limbs hang in a curve like an open umbrella. I would take an ax
and strike the tree lightly—not enough to damage it-just enough to slash the bark. Then the tree would bleed a
milky fluid. I waited a day for the white juice to harden into gum; in fact, sometimes we would chew it like gum
for its bitter taste. We gathered the clumps into baskets, then my father sold them. My family also burned
frankincense at night in our campfires, and whenever I smell it today I’m transported back to those evenings.
Sometimes, in Manhattan, I’ll find incense advertised as frankincense. Desperate for a little reminder of home,
I buy it, but its smell is such a weak imitation that it can never match the rich exotic perfume of our fires burning
in the desert night.
*
Our large family was also typical in Somalia, where the average woman has seven children. Children are
looked at as the future old-age pension for the elders, as they will take care of their parents when they grow old.
Somali children regard their parents and grandparents with great respect, never daring to question their authority.
All your elders, even your older brothers and sisters, must be treated with respect, and you must follow their
wishes. This fact was one of the reasons my rebellious acts were considered so incredibly scandalous.
Part of the reason for large families, other than lack of birth control, is that the more people who share the
work, the easier life is. Even basic functions such as having water—not plenty of water, or enough water, but any
water at all—required backbreaking work.
When the area around us dried up, my father went in search of water. He strapped huge bags onto our camels,
bags my mother had woven from grass. Then he left home and was gone for days until he found water, filled the
bags, and traveled back to us. We tried to stay in one spot waiting for him, but each day would become
increasingly challenging, as we traveled miles and miles to water the herds. Sometimes we had to move on
without him, yet he always found us, even without the aid of roads, street signs, or maps. Or, if my father was
away, if he’d gone to the village in search of food, one of the children had to do this job, because Mama had to
stay home and keep everything running.
Sometimes the job fell to me. I’d walk and walk for days, however long it took to find water, because there
was no point in coming back without it. We knew never to come home empty-handed, because then there was no
hope. We had to keep going until we found something. No one accepted the excuse “I can’t.” My mother told me
to find water, so I had to find water. When I came to the Western world, I was amazed to find people complaining,
“I can’t work because I have a headache.” I wanted to say to them,
“Let me give you hard work. You’ll never complain about your job again.”
One of the techniques for providing more hands to ease the workload was increasing the number of women
and children, which means that having multiple wives is a common practice in Africa. My parents were unusual in
that only the two of them were together as a couple for years and years. Finally, one day, after having twelve
children, my mother said,
“I’m too old—why don’t you get yourself another wife and give me a break? Leave me alone now.”
I don’t know if she meant it or not—she probably never thought my father would take her up on it. But one
day, Papa disappeared. At first we thought he’d gone in search of water, or food, and my mother looked after
everything by herself. After he’d been gone for two months, we thought he was dead. Then one evening, as
66

suddenly as he’d left, my father reappeared. All the children were sitting around in front of our hut. He strolled up
and said,
“Where’s your mother?” We told him she was still out with the animals.
“Well, hey-hey, everyone,” he said, grinning, “I want you to meet my wife.”
He pulled forward this little girl, about seventeen years old—not much older than I was. We all just stared at
her, because we weren’t allowed to say anything; besides, we didn’t know what to say.
When my mother came home, it was a horrible moment. All the children waited tensely to see what would
happen. Mama glared at my father, not noticing the other woman in the darkness, and said,
“Oh, you decided to show up, did you?” Papa shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and looked around.
“Yeah, well, yeah. By the way, meet my wife,” and he put his arm around his new bride.
I can never forget my mother’s face in the firelight. It just fell to the ground. Then she realized, “Damn, I lost
him now to this little, little girl!” Mama was dying from jealousy, although, bless her heart, she tried so hard not
to show it.
We had no idea where my father’s new wife was from, nor did we know anything about her. But that didn’t
stop her from immediately bossing all his children around. Next this seventeen-year-old girl started bossing my
mother around—telling Mama to do this, get me that, cook me this. Things were already growing very tense when
one day she made a fatal mistake: she slapped my brother Old Man.
The day this happened all we kids were in our hangout (each time we moved, we found a tree close to the hut
that was the children’s “room”). One day I was sitting under this tree with my brothers and sisters when I heard
Old Man crying. I stood up and spotted my little brother walking toward me.
“What’s wrong with you? What happened?” I said, bending over to wipe his face.
“She slapped me—she slapped me so hard.”
I didn’t even have to ask who, because no one in our family had ever hit Old Man. Not my mother, not any of
his older siblings, not even my father, who beat the rest of us on a regular basis. There was no need to hit Old
Man, since he was the wisest one among us and always did the right thing. Slapping my brother was the breaking
point; this was more than I could stand, and I went looking for this foolish girl.
“Why did you slap my brother?” I demanded.
“He drank my milk,” she said in her haughty way, as if she were the queen and owned all our milk from our
herds.
“Your milk? I put that milk in the hut, and if he wants it, if he’s thirsty, he can have it. You don’t need to hit
him!”
“Oh, shut the hell up apd get away from me!” she yelled, dismissing me with a wave of her hand.
I stared at her and shook my head, because even though I was only about thirteen, I knew she’d made a big
mistake.
My brothers and sisters sat waiting under the tree, straining to hear the conversation between Papa’s wife and
me. As I approached them, I pointed at their questioning faces and said,
“Tomorrow.”
They nodded.
*
The next day luck was with us, because my father said he was leaving for a couple of days. When it was time
for siesta I brought my animals home and found my sister and two brothers.
“Papa’s new little wife is taking over,” I began, stating the obvious. “We’ve got to do something to teach her a
lesson, because this has to stop.”
“Yeah, but what are we going to do?” asked Ali.
“You’ll see. Just come with me, and help me out.”
I got a thick, tough rope, the rope we used to tie our belongings onto the camels when we were traveling. We
led Papa’s scared wife away from our camp, took her into the bushes, and forced her to take off all her clothes.
Then I threw one end of the rope around the limb of a huge tree and tied it around Little Wife’s ankles. She alternated between cussing us, screaming, and sobbing while we pulled the rope and hauled her up off the ground. My
brothers and I played the rope back and forth to position her head dangling about eight feet from the dirt, ensuring
no wild animals could eat her. Then we tied the rope off and returned home, leaving her there—twisting and
screaming in the desert.
The next afternoon, my father showed up a day early. He asked us where his little woman was. We all
shrugged and said we hadn’t seen her. Fortunately, we’d taken her far enough away so no one could hear her
screaming.
“Hmmm,” he said, and looked at us suspiciously.
67

By dark he still hadn’t found any trace of her. Papa knew something was very, very wrong, and began questioning us:
“When did you see her last? Have you seen her today? Did you see her yesterday?”
We told him she hadn’t come home the night before, which was, of course, true.
My father panicked and began frantically searching for her everywhere. But he didn’t find her until the next
morning. Father’s bride had been hanging upside down for nearly two days by the time he cut her down, and she
was in bad shape. By the time he came home he was furious.
“Who’s responsible for this?” he demanded.
We all went quiet and looked at each other. Of course she told him. She said,
“Waris was the leader. She attacked me first!”
Papa came after me and started beating me, but all the kids jumped on him. We knew it was wrong to hit our
own father, but we simply couldn’t take it anymore.
After that day, Papa’s new little wife was a changed person. We had set out to teach her a lesson, and she
learned it well. After having the blood rush to her head for two days, I guess her brain was refreshed and she
turned sweet and polite. From that point on, she kissed my mother’s feet and waited on him like a slave.
“What can I get you? What can I do for you? No, no—I’ll do that. You sit down and relax.” And I thought,
“There you go. You should have acted like this from the beginning, you little bitch, and saved us all that
unnecessary grief.”
But the nomad’s life is a harsh one, and even though she was twenty years younger than my mother, father’s
new wife wasn’t as strong. In the end Mama learned she had nothing to fear from this little girl.
*
The nomad’s life is a harsh one, but it is also full of beauty—a life so connected to nature that the two are
inseparable. My mother named me after a miracle of nature: Waris means desert flower. The desert flower blooms
in a barren environment where few living things can survive. Sometimes it doesn’t rain in my country for over a
year. But finally the water pours down, cleansing the dusty landscape, and then like a miracle the blooms appear.
The flowers are a brilliant yellowish orange, and for this reason, yellow has always been my favorite color.
When a girl marries, the women from her tribe go out into the desert and collect these flowers. They dry them,
then add water to them and make a paste to spread on the bride’s face that gives her a golden glow. They decorate
her hands and feet with henna, drawing ornate designs. They rim her eyes with kohl, so they look deep and sexy.
All these cosmetics are made from plants and herbs, so they’re completely natural.
Next the women drape her in brightly colored scarves—reds and pinks and oranges and yellows—the more the
better. Maybe they don’t own much; many families are incredibly poor, but there is no shame over this fact. She’ll
simply wear the best she or her mother or sisters or friends can find, and carry herself with fierce pride—a trait all
Somalis bear. By the time her wedding day comes, she walks out to greet her groom as a stunning beauty. The
man doesn’t deserve it!
For their wedding, the people in the tribe bring gifts; again, there’s no need to feel pressured to buy certain
things, or worry that you can’t afford something better. You give whatever you have: weave a mat for them to
sleep on, or give them a bowl, or if you have none of these, bring some food for the celebration after the
ceremony. There’s no such thing in my culture as a honeymoon, so the day after the wedding is a workday for the
newlyweds, and they will need all their gifts to start their married life together.
*
Other than weddings, we have few celebrations. There are no holidays arbitrarily marked by a calendar.
Instead, the other major cause for rejoicing is the long-awaited rain. In my country water is so scarce, yet it is the
very essence of life. Nomads living in the desert have a deep, deep respect for water, regarding every drop as a
precious commodity, and to this day I love water. Simply looking at it gives me great joy.
After months and months of drought, sometimes we would grow desperate. When this happened, the people
would gather together and pray to God for rain. Sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t. One year we had
passed into what was supposed to be the rainy season, but still not a drop had fallen. Half our animals were dead
and the other half were weak from thirst. My mother told me that we were all going to gather to pray for rain.
The people converged, seemingly from out of nowhere. We were all praying and singing and dancing, trying to
be happy and lift our spirits.
The next morning the clouds gathered, and the rain began to pour. Then, as always when it rains, the true
rejoicing began. We would strip off our clothes and run into the water, splashing, and washing for the first time in
months. The people celebrate with our traditional dancing: the women clapping their hands and chanting, their
low sweet voices humming across the desert night, and the men leaping high into the air. Everyone contributes
food, and we eat like kings to praise the gift of life.
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In the days after the rains, the savannahs blossom with golden flowers, and the grasslands turn green. The
animals are able to eat and drink their fill, offering us a chance to relax and enjoy life. We can go to the lakes
newly created by the rain and bathe and swim. In the fresh air, the birds begin to sing and the nomads’ desert
becomes paradise. …
264.213 Excerpt from Black Mamba Boy\fn{by Nadifa Mohamed (1981- )} Hargeisa, Woqooyi Galbeed Region,
Somalia (F) 13
The muezzin’s call startled Jama out of his dream, and he pulled himself up to look at the sun rising over the
cake-domed mosques, the gingerbread Adeni apartments glowing at their tips with white frosting. The black
silhouettes of birds looped high in the inky sky, circling around the few remaining stars and the pregnant moon.
The black planets of Jama’s eyes roamed over Aden—the busy, industrial Steamer Point; Crater, the sandstone old
town, its curvaceous dun-colored buildings merging into the Shum Shum volcanoes; the Ma’alla and Sheikh
Usman districts, white and modern, between the hills and sea. Wood smoke and infants’ cries drifted up as women
took a break from preparing breakfast to perform their dawn prayers, not needing the exhortations of the old
muezzin.
A vulture’s nest encircled the ancient minaret, the broken branches festooned with rubbish, the nest corrupting
the neighborhood with the stench of carrion; the attentive mother fed rotting morsels to her chirruping chicks, her
muscular wings unhunched and at rest beside her.
Jama’s own mother, Ambaro, stood by the roof edge, softly singing a song in her deep and melodious voice.
She sang before and after work, not because she was happy but because the songs escaped from her mouth, her
young soul roaming outside her body to take the air before it was pulled back into drudgery.
Ambaro shook the ghosts from her hair and began her morning soliloquy.
“Some people don’t know how much work goes into feeding their ungrateful guts, think they are some kind of
suldaan who can idle about without a care in the world, head full of trash, only good for running around with
trash. Well, over my dead body, I don’t grind my backbone to dust to sit and watch filthy-bottomed boys roll
around on their backs.”
These poems of contempt, these gabays of dissatisfaction greeted Jama every morning. Incredible meandering
streams of abuse flowed from his mother’s mouth, sweeping the mukhadim at the factory; her son, long-lost
relatives, enemies, men, women, Somalis, Arabs, Indians into a pit of damnation.
“Get up, stupid boy, you think this is your father’s house? Get up, you fool! I need to get to work.” Jama
continued to loll around on his back, playing with his belly button.
“Stop it, you dirty boy, you’ll make a hole in it.”
Ambaro slipped off one of her broken leather sandals, and marched over to him. Jama tried to flee but his
mother dived and attacked him with stinging blows.
“Get up! I have to walk two miles to work and you make a fuss over waking up, is that it?” she raged. “Go
then, get lost, you good-for-nothing.”
Jama blamed Aden for making his mother so angry. He wanted to return to Hargeisa, where his father could
calm her down with love songs. It was always at daybreak that Jama craved his father, all his memories were
sharper in the clean morning light, his father’s laughter and songs around the campfire, the soft, long-fingered
hands enveloping his own. Jama couldn’t be sure if these were real memories or just dreams seeping into his
waking life, but he cherished these fragile images, hoping that they would not disappear from him like his father
had. Jama remembered traversing the desert on strong shoulders, peering down on the world like a prince, but already his father’s face was lost to him, hidden behind stubborn clouds.
Along the dark spiral steps came the smell of anjeero; the Islaweynes were having breakfast. Zam Zam, a plain
teenaged girl, used to bring Jama the mealtime scraps. He had accepted them for a while until he heard the boys in
the family call him Haashishki, Trash Can. The Islaweynes were distant relatives, members of his mother’s clan,
who had been asked by Ambaro’s half brother to take her in when she arrived alone in Aden. They had done as
promised but it soon became clear that they expected their bedu\fn{Bedouin} cousin to be a servant: cooking,
cleaning, and giving them the appearance of gentility.
Within a week Ambaro had found work in a coffee factory, depriving the Islaweynes of their new status symbol and unleashing the resentment of the family. Ambaro was made to sleep on the roof, she was not allowed to
eat with them unless Mr. Islaweyne and his wife had guests around; then they were all smiles and familial
generosity,
“Oh, Ambaro, what do you mean ‘Can I?’ What’s ours is yours, sister!”
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When Ambaro had saved enough to bring her six-year-old son to Aden, Mrs. Islaweyne had fumed at the inconvenience and made a show of checking him for things that could infest or infect her children. Her gold bangles
had clanked around as she looked for nits, fleas, skin diseases; she shamelessly pulled up his ma’awis to look for
worms. Even after Jama had passed her medical exam, she glared at him when he played with her children and
whispered to them to not get familiar with this boy from nowhere.
Five years later, Ambaro and Jama still lived like phantoms on the roof, leaving as few traces of their pres ence
as possible. The neatly stacked piles of laundry that Ambaro washed and Jama pegged out to dry were the only
banners of their existence to the family.
*
Ambaro left for the coffee factory at dawn and didn’t return until dark, leaving Jama to float around the
Islaweyne home feeling unwelcome, or to stay out in the streets with the market boys.
Outside the sky had brightened to a watery turquoise blue, and Somali men asleep by the roadside began to
rouse, their afros full of sand, while Arabs walked hand in hand toward the suq.
Jama fell in behind a group of Yemenis wearing large gold-threaded turbans and beautiful, ivory-handled daggers in their belts. He ran his hands along the warm flanks of passing camels being led to market, their
extravagant eyelashes batting in appreciation at his gentle stroke, and when they overtook him their swishing tails
waved goodbye. Men and boys shuffled past ferrying vegetables, fruits, breads, meats, in bags, in their hands, on
their heads, to and from the market, crusty flatbread tucked under their arms like newspapers hot off the press.
Butterflies danced, enjoying their morning flutter before the day turned unbearably hot and they slept it off
inside sticky blossoms. Incense lingered on the skin and robes of the hammals as they pushed their wheelbarrows
through the narrow, potholed alley, each man cocooned in the perfume of his home.
Leaning against the warm wall, Jama closed his eyes and imagined curling up in his mother’s lap and feeling
the reverberations of her songs as they bubbled up from deep within her body. He sensed someone standing over
him, a small hand rubbed the top of his head, and he opened his eyes to see Abdi and Shidane grinning down at
him. Abdi was the nine-year-old, gappy-toothed uncle of eleven-year-old gangster Shidane. Abdi held out a chunk
of bread and Jama swallowed it down.
The black lava of the Shum Shum volcanoes loomed over them when they reached the beach. Market boys of
all different hues, creeds, and languages gathered at the beach to play, bathe, and fight. They were a roll call of
infectious diseases, mangled limbs, and deformities. Jama called “Shalom!” to Abraham, a shrunken Jewish boy
who used to sell flowers door-to-door with him. Abraham waved and took a running leap into the water. Shidane’s
malnutrition-blond hair looked transparent in the sunlight and Abdi’s head jiggled from side to side, too big for his
paltry body, as he ran into the surf.
These two perfect sea urchins spent their days diving for coins. Jama wanted them to take him out to sea, so he
collected wooden planks washed up on the shore, and called the gali-gali boys to attention.
“Go and find twine so we can go out to sea,” he ordered.
Jama sat on the seaweed-strewn sand while Abdi and Shidane tied the planks into a makeshift raft. Together
they pushed the rickety contraption out into the undulating sea.
“Bismillah” he whispered, holding on desperately while Abdi and Shidane propelled him forward, kicking up
masses of foam and spray. When the boys tired, they clambered on, panting beside him, their faces upturned to the
rising sun. Jama turned on his back and smiled a contented smile, they floated gently on the young waves and
linked arms, water droplets scattered over their skin like diamonds.
“Why don’t you learn to swim, Jama?” Abdi asked. “Then you can come pearl fishing with us. It’s beautiful
down there, all kinds of fish and coral, shipwrecks, you could find a pearl worth a fortune.” Shidane shifted
position and the raft spun around with him.
“There aren’t any pearls down there, Abdi, we’ve looked everywhere, they’re all gone, taken by the Arabs.
Look at those stupid Yemenis, they don’t deserve a boat like that,” he sneered. “If we had a gun we could take
everything those fools have.” Jama lifted his head up, saw a sambuk hurrying back to port with crates piled up on
its deck.
“Get a gun, then,” he dared.
“Ya salam! You think I can’t? I can make one, boy.” Jama pulled himself up onto his elbows.
“What?”
“You heard me, I can make one, I’ve been watching the soldiers. Some people are always active, always
thinking. It’s simple for someone like me to make these Ferengi things, you get a piece of hardwood, make a hole
all the way through, get gunpowder, stuff it into the hole, then fill one end with pebbles and in the other put a lit
string, then blow fools like those into the sea.”
“More likely you would blow your burnt futo into the sea.”
70

“Laugh all you like, you big-toothed Eidegalle donkey, I will be the mukhadim, if you are lucky you can be my
coolie.”
“Yes! We could be shiftas of the sea, covered in gold. Wallaahi, everyone will shake when they see our ship,”
Abdi said, firing imaginary bullets at the sun. Jama felt water against his skin.
“Yallah, yallah, back to the beach! The twine is loosening,” he cried as the planks fell apart. Abdi and Shidane
sprang into action, grabbing his arms and bearing him aloft like two well-trained dolphins.
*
Walking out into the dust and scorching heat, Jama instinctively headed for the warehouse district. He kicked a
can down the streets of Crater, a town in the heart of a volcano. Sunlight reflected against the tin roofs of the
warehouses, blinding him momentarily. The smell of tea, coffee, frankincense, myrrh swept up the hill and
swathed him in a nauseating, heady mix. As Jama reached the first warehouse, bare-chested coolies chanted while
they pushed heavy wooden crates onto the backs of lorries.
After standing outside Al-Madina Coffee Stores for a moment, Jama walked through the stone entrance and
peered into the darkness. Sunlight splintered through the roof, illuminating the dust rising from the coffee beans
as they were tossed to loosen the husks. A field of underpaid women in bright, flowery Somali robes were bent
over baskets full of beans, spreading them on a cloth and removing stunted ones before the coffee was exported.
Jama weaved around them, looking for a woman with smallpox scars, copper eyes, canines dipped in gold, and
inky black hair. He found her in a corner, working on her own with a sky-blue scarf holding her hair back. She
brought his head down to kiss his cheek, her soft, freckly skin brushing against his. Ambaro whispered in his ear,
“What are you doing here, Goode? This isn’t a playground, what do you want?” Jama stood in front of her,
legs entangled like a flamingo’s.
“I dunno, I was bored … do you have any change?” He hadn’t been thinking of money but now he was too
embarrassed to say he just wanted to see her.
“Keleb! You come to my place of work to hassle me for money? You think of no one but yourself and may
Allah curse you for it, get out now before the mukhadim sees you!”
Jama turned on his heels and ran out the door. He hid behind the warehouse but Ambaro found him, her rough
dry hands pulled him against her. Her dress smelled of incense and coffee. He let his tears soak through to her
skin.
“Goode, Goode, please, you’re a big boy, what have I done to you? Tell me? Tell me? Look at the life I’m
living, can’t you take pity on me?” Ambaro asked softly. She pulled his arms up and dragged him to a low wall
facing the sea.
“Do you know why I call you Goode?”
“No,” lied Jama, hungry to hear of the time when he had a real family.
“When I was pregnant with you I grew incredibly large, my stomach stuck out like you wouldn’t believe,
people warned me that a young girl of seventeen would die giving birth to such a child, that you would tear my
insides out, but I was happy, at peace, I knew I was expecting someone special.
“Following camels around is terrible work and I got slower and slower. I was often separated from my father’s
large caravan and would hobble with my swollen ankles until I caught up with the family. But maybe in the eighth
month, I was so exhausted I had to stop even though I had lost sight of the last camel. There was an ancient acacia
in a savanna called Gumburaha Banka, and I sat under the old tree to rest in the little shade it provided. I sat and
listened to my heavy breath fall and rise, rise and fall. I was wearing a nomad’s guntiino and the side of my
stomach was exposed to the sun and breeze.
“Then suddenly I felt a smooth hand caress my back and move toward my belly button, I looked down in
shock, and hoogayey! There was not a hand but a huge mamba curling around my belly. I was scared its heavy
body would crush you, so I didn’t move even one inch, but it stopped and laid its devilishly wise face against you
and listened to your thumping heartbeat. All three of us were joined like that for what seemed like a lifetime until,
having decided something, the snake flexed its sinews and slipped down my body, and with a flick of its tail it
disappeared into the sand.
“I wanted to name you Goode, meaning Black Mamba, but your father just laughed at me; he liked Jama be cause it was his best friend’s name. But when you slithered out with your beautiful dark skin and your smell of
earth, I knew what your name was meant to be. I kept it as my special name for you.”
Jama melted in the warmth of his mother’s words and he felt the liquid gold of love in his veins. He was silent,
not wanting to break the spell between them, and she carried on.
“I know I’m tough on you, sometimes too tough, but do you know why I ask things of you? Things that you
don’t understand are good for you? It’s because I have such high hopes, you are my good luck baby, you were
born to be somebody, Goode.
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“Do you know the year you were born became known as the year of the worm? Fat worms poked their noses
out of the earth during the rainy season and came out to consume the grass, the trees, even our straw houses, until,
finished, they suddenly disappeared. Everyone thought it was a sign of the end but the elders said they had seen it
before and it was barako, as the rains would be plentiful afterward and our camels would breed fantastically.
“One old woman, Kissimee, told me that as my child would be born in the thick of that plague he would have
the most beautiful luck, as if he had been born with the protection of all the saints, and he would see the four
corners of the world. I believed her because no one knew that woman to ever make a false prophecy.”
Despite the beauty of her words, Jama felt his mother threading pearl after pearl of expectation into a noose
that would sit loosely around his neck, ready for her to hang him one day. He pulled in close to her for an embrace
and she wrapped her golden brown arms around his mahogany back, rubbing her fingers along his sharp spine.
“Let’s go back home to Hargeisa, hooyo.”
“One day, when we have enough to go back with,” she said with a kiss on his head. Untying a knot at the
bottom of her dress, she pulled out a paisa coin and gave it to Jama.
“See you back on the roof?”
“Yes, hooyo,” Jama replied and stood up to go. Grabbing his hand, his mother looked up at him.
“God protect you, Goode.”
*
Mrs. Islaweyne had a problem with her unwanted houseguest, and she didn’t inconvenience herself by
concealing it; rather, in the mother’s long absences she went for the cub. When she realized in her lengthy sickly
sweet interrogations that Jama would never speak badly of Ambaro or let slip embarrassing secrets, she volunteered her own criticisms.
“What kind of woman leaves her child alone to roam the streets every day?” and
“I’m not surprised Somalis have a bad reputation, the way some of these newcomers dress, all naked arms,
with their udders hanging out the sides.”
The resentment was mutual, and Ambaro and Jama mocked her behind her back. When Ambaro saw Mrs.
Islaweyne wrapping her nikaab around her face, she would raise an eyebrow and sing in a bittersweet voice,
“Dhegdheer, Dhegdheero, yaa ku daawaan? Witch, oh witch, who will admire you?”
Dhegdheer was a strange, vain woman, with short plump limbs always oiled from head to toe, her eyebrows
drawn on thickly with kohl, a fat, hairy mole on her cheek blending into a luxurious mustache, small, swollen feet
squeezed into shoes that Ambaro could never afford. Sometimes Dhegdheer would appear on their roof, glaring at
them for no particular reason, marking her territory, and when she returned downstairs, Jama would copy her
signature waddle and squint to perfection.
“Go eat yourself, witch!” he shouted when she was safely out of earshot. “The one thing that woman is good at
is breeding, she must have a highway between her legs, she gives birth to litters of two and three as if she were a
stray bitch,” Ambaro would say, and she was right, Jama had counted eight children but behind every door there
seemed to be more sleeping or crying. The older Islaweyne boys went to school and chattered away in Arabic,
even at home. Jama had learned a rough street Arabic which they mocked, mimicking his bad grammar and slang
in slow, imbecilic voices.
Although Zam Zam was not the most alluring of girls, Dhegdheer had her eye on one of the wealthy Somali
men who imported livestock from Berbera and wanted her daughter to appear a delicate flower, cultivated in the
most refined setting. Jama heard Dhegdheer complaining to her husband that Ambaro and her guttersnipe son
lowered the honor of their family.
“How can we be first class when we have people like that in our own home?”
Mr. Islaweyne grunted and waved her away, but it was clear to Jama that his place in the home was precarious.
As Jama spent more time on the streets to avoid Dhegdheer and her sons, the more their complaints about him
increased.
“Kinsi said she saw him stealing from the suq.”
“Khadar, next door, said that he hangs around the Camel mukhbazar joking with hashish smokers.”
Jama joked with the hashish smokers because he knew his powerlessness and did not want to argue or make
enemies. He did not have brothers, cousins, or a father to protect him like the other children. He had recently
befriended Shidane and Abdi, who were kind and generous, but friendships between boys of different clans tended
to form and collapse as quickly as nomad’s tents, never lasting.
In the apartment, the cold war between the women was thawing and simmering in the summer heat. Ambaro,
tired and frustrated after work, became more combative. She used the kitchen at the same time as Dhegdheer,
helped herself to more flour and ghee, picked out whichever glass was clean instead of the ones set aside for
them, and left the laundry waiting for days at a time. Even with Jama she was like a kettle whistling to the boil:
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one day she wanted him to work, another day to attend school, another day to stay on the roof and keep away
from those market boys, and yet another day she didn’t want to see him ever again. Jama at first tried to soothe
her, massaging away all the knots in her body with his keen, sprightly fingers, but soon even his touch irritated
her and he left her, to spend the nights with Shidane and Abdi.
He returned every few days to wash, eat a little, and check on his mother, until one evening he came in to find
Ambaro and Dhegdheer in the kitchen, bosoms nearly touching, nails and teeth bared, ready to pounce on each
other. From what he could tell through the shouts of “Slut born of sluts!” and “Hussy!” Dhegdheer was ordering
his mother out of the kitchen, and she was cursing and standing her ground, looking ready to spit in Dhegdheer’s
face.
Jama grabbed his mother’s arm and tried to pull her away. Dhegdheer’s sons, older and stronger than Jama,
slunk into the kitchen, unable to ignore the shouting women any longer.
Ambaro and Dhegdheer were now grappling with each other, pushing and shoving among the steaming pots,
and Jama hustled the pans off the fire and put them out of harm’s way. Ambaro was younger, stronger, and a better
fighter than the housebound Dhegdheer, and she pushed the older woman into a corner.
“Soobah, soobah, come on,” jeered Ambaro. Dhegdheer’s oldest son grabbed hold of Ambaro and jostled her
onto the floor.
“Stop that shameful behavior,” he squeaked in his breaking voice.
Seeing his mother lying on the floor, Jama without any thought picked up a pan of boiling soup and slung the
steaming liquid in the boys’ direction. The soup fell short of their bodies but cascaded over their bare feet.
Dhegdheer was beside herself.
“Hoogayey waan balanbalay, my precious boys, beerkay! My own livers,” she keened. “May Allah cut you up
into pieces, Jama, and throw you to the wild dogs.”
Dhegdheer picked up a long butcher’s knife and began sharpening it. While Ambaro tried to wrench it out of
her hands, Jama darted beneath their legs and escaped from the apartment.
*
Shidane and Abdi slapped Jama on the back when he told them he was never going back to the Islaweyne
house. Aden was a huge, dangerous playground for market boys and Shidane knew all of the secret nooks, crevices, holes, and storerooms that made up its unseen map. Together they could avoid older boys who would rob or
beat them. Each morning they ambushed donkey carts to steal bread and woven baskets of honey, Jama and
Shidane wrestling the young Arab drivers down while Abdi carried away what they needed. It was only when they
became a gang that Jama realized Abdi was nearly deaf, he would put his ear right up to your mouth to
compensate and hold your hands while he listened.
As they sat on their rooftop, watching the setting sun turn the pools of water in the ancient tanks into infant
stars, Jama and Abdi snuggled under an old sheet. Shidane laughed at their canoodling and they laughed at his big
ears.
“No wonder your poor uncle is so deaf! You have taken enough ears for both of you,” said Jama, grabbing hold
of Shidane’s flapping ears.
“You can talk!” exclaimed Shidane in response, pointing at Jaina’s big white teeth. “Look at those tusks in
your mouth! You could pull down a tree with them.”
“You wish you had teeth like mine, rabbit ears. With a lucky gap like this in my teeth, you wait and see how
rich I become. You would die for my teeth, admit it?” Jama displayed his teeth for them to envy.
*
Ambaro had spent days holding her breath when Jama had disappeared, while Dhegdheer took quiet satisfaction from her pain. Mr. Islaweyne had allowed Ambaro to move into a tiny room in the apartment until he found
another clansman or woman to take her in; he did not want to earn a bad name by throwing her out on the streets.
Ambaro searched for Jama in dark, filthy alleys late at night, long after her twelve-hour shift had finished she was
still looking, she went to his old haunts, asked around with the other market boys but they kept the stony silence
of secret police when adults penetrated their world.
She had no friends among the coffee women, and unlike the other Somali women she met at the water faucet
or bought pastries from in the street, their troubles gushing forth at every opportunity, her anguish stayed locked
up within her chest without release. Her pride would not allow her to broadcast her woes, her life would not become honey for gossips, who “Allah-ed” and bit their lips in front of her and laughed behind her back. She continued her late-night search on her own; Jama disappeared regularly but Ambaro had a panicky feeling that this time
he would not come back. Her daughter, Kahawaris, began appearing in her dreams, and she hated dreaming of the
dead.
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Unlike the Somali hawkers, coffee cleaners, beggars, or dancers who often abandoned four- and five-year-old
boys on the street when their fathers absconded, she had guarded Jama as best as she could, and thought day and
night,
“How can I keep my baby safe?”
*
They had come to Aden expecting an El Dorado where even the beggars wore gold but instead it was a dirty
and dangerous place, heaving with strangers and their vices.
Jama was the only family she had or wanted; she had not seen the rest since leaving for Aden. Ambaro had
grown up in the care of her aunt after her mother, Ubah, died of smallpox. Izra’il, the angel of death, had barged
through Ubah’s door fourteen times to spirit away her legion of children with diarrhea, petty accidents, coughs
that had wracked tiny rib cages. Ubah had left one live child, a heartbroken, sickly little girl who haunted her
grave, waiting for the Day of Judgment to arrive and restore her mother to her. Smallpox had laid its hand on
Ambaro’s body but she had survived, wearing her scars as proof of her mother’s ghostly protection.
As she grew older, Ambaro became a lean, silent young woman, beyond the jurisdiction of her father’s other
wives; she wandered far away with the family goats and sheep. Grief for her mother and lost brothers and sisters
kept her detached from the other members of the family, who feared her and worried that misfortune might lead
her to perform some evil witchcraft on them.
Ambaro’s eyes were too deep, too full of misery to be trustworthy.
It was only Jinnow, the levelheaded matriarch of the family, who showed her any affection. Jinnow had
delivered Ambaro into the world as a baby, whispering the call to prayer in the small shell of her ear. Jinnow had
held the baby up to her mother, rubbed the blood off the child and revealed the brown birthmark on her cheek that
earned her the old-fashioned name Ambaro.
Guure the orphan grew up in the adjacent aqal with another elderly aunt, but while Ambaro was called
“cursed” and “miserable” he was petted and fawned over. He pulled Ambaro’s plaits and nicknamed her Ameer,
heifer. One dry season, Guure went away with the camels an irritating, dry-kneed wastrel and came back a
lissome poet with long eyelashes. She watched him for a long time before he noticed her, but then he began
sneaking up behind her as she trekked to the well or collected firewood. She had always felt as thorny and barren
as the desert that surrounded her, with snakes and cacti in her heart, but Guure brought rains that made the cacti
flower.
When Guure’s proposal of marriage was refused by Ambaro’s father, she pleaded with Jinnow to send word to
Guure to meet her, and Jinnow, unable to deprive her of any happiness, acquiesced. Ambaro wrapped herself in
her newest shawl, broke through the back of the thorn fence, and escaped into the night. Guure stood waiting
under the great acacia as she planned, lithe and smiling, his skin shining in the moonlight. His brown afro formed
a halo around his head and with his luminous white robes she felt she was running away with the archangel
Jibreel.
He had brought with him a cloth bundle. He kneeled down to open it and brought out a pomegranate, and a
gold bangle stolen from his aunt; he passed these to Ambaro, kissing her hands as she took them. Then he
removed a lute and pulled her down to sit next to him, the cloth underneath her. He plucked the strings sparsely,
delicately, watching the shy smile on her face grow mischievously; he then played more confidently, easing out a
soft melody. It sounded like spring, the twang of a blossom as it bursts out if its bud. They sat entwined until the
moon and stars were hidden by clouds, leaving them with the freedom of the night.
They were married the next day by a desolate saint’s tomb near the road to Burao, in a wedding witnessed by
strangers and conducted by a rebellious sheikh who laughingly placed two goats in the role of the bride’s male
guardians. They returned nervously to the family encampment, its girding of thorn branches torn in places by
jackals, bloodstains and wool stretching away into the desert. The elders were furious, both for their disobedience
in getting married and for damaging the fence, so they refused to give anything to the young couple, who were
forced to build a ramshackle aqal of their own.
*
Ambaro quickly learned that her husband was a hardened dreamer, always stuck in his head; he was the boy
everyone loved but would not trust with their camels.
Guure could not accept that his carefree youth was over; he still wanted to wander off with his friends, while
all Ambaro wanted was a family of her own. Guure played the lute with all of his passion and attention but was
listless and incompetent with the practical details of life. They had no livestock and lived on plain jowari grain,
boiled and tasteless.
Jinnow smuggled them small offerings of meat and ghee when possible but she could not stop tut-tutting at the
predicament Ambaro had got herself into; she had wanted Guure and Ambaro to get married but not in this
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slapdash, hurried way. Jinnow’s disappointment was cutting to Ambaro, and in the blink of an eye, she became
Guure’s judge, his overseer, his jailer; she followed him everywhere and dragged him home when necessary.
When Jama arrived a year later in Ambaro’s eighteenth year, she hoped it would force Guure to start providing
but instead he carried on endlessly combing his hair and playing his lute, singing his favorite song to Ambaro,
“Ha I gabin oo I gooyn. Don’t forsake me or cut me off.”
He occasionally dangled the baby from his thin fingers before Ambaro snatched Jama away.
Ambaro carried both a knife and a stick from the magic wagar tree to protect her son from dangers seen and
unseen—she was a fierce, militant mother, her sweet mellow core completely melted away. Ambaro tied the baby
to her back and learned from Jinnow all the things that women did to survive, how to weave straw baskets, make
perfume from frankincense and myrrh, sew blankets from Ethiopian cloth, intending to barter these items in
neighboring settlements for food. Whatever Ambaro did, they remained destitute, and she was reduced to foraging
in the countryside for plants and roots: dabayood, likeh, tamayulaq.
When Guure began to spend his days chewing qat with young men from whom he caught the Motor Madness,
Ambaro was ready to tear her hair out. He bored Ambaro with obsessive talk about cars and the clansmen who
had gone to Sudan and earned big money driving Ferengis around. It all seemed hopeless to Ambaro, who had
never seen a car and could not believe that they were anything more than the childish sorcery of foreigners.
Ambaro tried desperately to extinguish this fire that was burning in Guure, but the more she criticized and
ridiculed him, the more Guure clung to his dream and convinced himself that he must leave for Sudan. His talk
stole the hope from her heart, and she wondered how he could desert his family so easily. He would hold her as
she wept, but she knew only heartache lay ahead.
Guure quietened down when a daughter arrived a year after Jama, a smiling golden child with big happy eyes
that Ambaro named Kahawaris, after the glow of light before sunrise that heralded her birth. Kahawaris became
the light of their lives, a baby whose beauty the other mothers envied and whose giggles rang through the camp.
Jama had grown into a talkative little boy, always petting his little sister, accosting the adults with questions while
he carried Kahawaris on his back:
“Why are your toenails black?”
“What made your beard orange?”
With his two children pawing at him, complaining and crying with hunger each night, Guure promised that he
would take any work he was given, even if it meant carrying carcasses from the slaughterhouse. He began to help
Ambaro with the chores, scorning the jeers of his friends to collect water from the well and milk the goats
alongside the women.
Life carried on bearably like this until, after a long, exhausting day of collecting gum for her perfumes, Ambaro unstrapped her daughter from her back and found her limp and lifeless in the cloth sling. Ambaro screamed
for Guure and he took the child from her arms and ran to Jinnow, who tried to rouse the baby with drops of Zam
Zam water and prayers and slaps.
*
Ambaro’s soul emptied after her baby’s death, she wept in sunshine and moonlight, she refused to get up, to
feed herself or Jama. She blamed Guure for making her carry a young baby while she bartered from settlement to
settlement in the heat and dust. Ambaro had feared for Jama, as a baby she had constantly put her ear against his
heart to check it was still beating, but he had thrived with her.
Now she felt that she had failed Kahawaris, had been a bad mother to the beautiful child, had become arrogant
and careless.
Guure struggled hopelessly to look after them. He fed and bathed Jama but he could not trade and barter like
Ambaro, so they often went hungry or begged.
He did not know the value of anything: Was a perfume vial worth two blankets or just one? How much grain
should he ask for if he gave a woman a basket full of tamarind? The wily women cheated him and sent him away
with curses. Guure’s father had died before he was born, so he had no idea what a father did or didn’t do, he just
floundered along guiltily, frightened that Jama would also die.
Finally, when a drought devastated the clan’s camels, sheep, and goats, people began to disappear: some to
find work in Hargeisa, some to live with relatives in Aden. Families dissolved as people sought survival down
every dirt track. Guure cupped Ambaro’s face in his hands and said,
“Look, either I go and make a living for us or you do. What will it be?” Ambaro took his hands away and kept
silent.
That very same day, Guure set off on a mapless, penniless journey to Sudan. That was the last they saw of him,
though they sometimes heard tales of his wanderings: clansmen told Ambaro that he was in Djibouti singing, in
Eritrea fighting, in Sudan driving. She did not tell Jama these stories, not wanting to raise his hopes with mere
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rumors; only news of deaths and births could be trusted along these slippery streams of walking men. Ambaro
waited and waited for Guure, not knowing if he had died, gone mad, met someone else.
Her family demanded that she divorce him, the wadaads told her that she had been abandoned and was free,
but still she waited. She went to Aden and its factories, hoping to earn enough to track him down. She cursed her
admirers and sent them away in the hope that one day Guure would appear over the horizon with his lute strapped
to his back.
*
Returning to the Islaweynes’ house was too bitter a fruit for Jama to stomach; the bloated, pompous pig of a
woman treated Jama and his mother like flies hovering around her heaped dinner plate. He had grown tired of
making his small body even smaller so that false queen could feel like the air in the room was her sole preserve.
Even his mother did nothing but give him a headache with her cursing, shouting, and smacking, and he stayed
away longer than he intended because he was afraid of the beating he would eventually receive.
Living on the streets intermittently from the age of six had furnished him with a wolfish instinct for selfpreservation; he could sense danger through the small hairs on his lower back and taste it in the thick, dusty air.
He thought from the primitive, knotted tangle of nerves at the base of his spine—like Adam, his needs were
primal, to find food, find shelter, and avoid predators.
Sleeping on roofs and streets had changed his sleep from the contented slumber of an infant, safe within his
mother-sentried realm, to a jerky, half-awake unconsciousness, aware of mysterious voices and startling footsteps.
Weeks came and went but Jama rarely knew where he would be eating or sleeping on any given night, there was
no order to his life. Jama could easily imagine growing old and weak on these cruel streets, eventually being
found one day, like other market boys he had seen, cold and stiff on the curb, a donkey cart carrying him away to
an unmarked pauper’s grave outside town before stray dogs made a meal of him.
His favorite place to sleep was an earth-smelling nook on the roof of a teetering apartment block. It was
formed by a mud wall that curled over to make a three-sided tomb, and in it Jama felt as safe as the dead, in this
world but not of it, floating high in the sky. At dawn he would wake up and watch the little insects as they carried
on with their busy lives, scurrying across the wall with so much self-importance, crawling over his fingers and
face as if he were just a boulder in their way. He felt as small in the world as them but more vulnerable, more
alone than the ants with their armies or the cockroaches with their tough shells and hidden wings.
This night he would return to the new apartment block he had been sleeping in with Shidane and Abdi for a
few weeks. Letting himself quietly into the building, he found the kind old caretaker who allowed them the use of
the roof, and wished the sleepy-eyed Hajj goodnight. Jama went up to the roof, feeling a hollowness in his chest
from wanting to be with a mother whose company he found too difficult to bear.
On reaching the roof, he saw his inner emptiness matched by complete silence. Abdi and Shidane were not
there, perhaps were sleeping somewhere else. The loneliness Jama felt carved even deeper into his soul; he
needed Abdi’s small warm body to huddle up with tonight, his wet nose tucked in Jama’s neck. Jama stepped onto
the ledge and looked up at the stars and the indifferent moon. He hung there, enjoying the vast drop inches away
from his feet, and at the top of his lungs called out,
“Guure Mohamed Naaleyeh, where are you? Come find your son!”
His voice echoed against the buildings and drifted out to sea.
*
Shidane led his gang through the streets of Ma’alla, the Arab section, filling in his uncle and Jama on the local
goings-on, passing the information he had gleaned from his errand work. Men and women moved behind curtains
like jerky Indian puppets, their lives framed by windows and backlit by lamps as the boys watched them from the
twilight street.
“The woman in that house is really a eunuch, I have seen him take off his sharshuf and underneath he has a
gigantic club sticking out, hair all over his arms and feet, oof! He looked like a wrestler, wallaabi, I swear.”
Jama looked incredulously at Shidane and pushed him away. Extravagantly red roses the size of Jama’s face
flopped over the exterior walls of the houses, filling the air with their molasses-sweet scent. Jama picked one off
its stem, stroking the petals that felt like down on a butterfly’s wing, then waved it in a cir cle in the dusk breeze,
trailing a ballet of insects that urgently followed the arcing fragrance.
“And that man, see him up there? In the turban? He is always in and out of jail, all of his teeth are gold, he’s a
diamond smuggler, he can take out his teeth and hide diamonds inside, I’ve seen him do it at night through the
window.” Abdi with a rapt expression exclaimed,
“Inshallah, I will be a diamond smuggler when I’m older, that’s even better than being a pearl smuggler. I
would buy sparkling black pointy shoes like rich men wear and buy my hooyo a house and more gold than she
could ever wear.” Silently the three boys looked at their naked feet shod only in sand and dirt.
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“Do you know what I would buy?” asked Jama.
“A car?” replied Shidane.
“No, I would buy an airplane, so I could fly through the clouds and come down to earth whenever I wanted to
see a new place, Mecca, China, I would travel even farther, to Damascus and Ardiwaliya, and just come and go as
I wanted.”
“Allah! They are the work of the Shayddaan! You wouldn’t get me in one of those things,” Shidane
harrumphed. “My mother says they’re haram, it’s only angels, insects, and birds that God intended to fly, it’s no
surprise that they burst into flames. Then when you die your body is turned into ash so you can’t even have a
proper burial and you go straight to hell. Serves the Ferengis right, though.” The rose torn from its bush wilted in
the stifling heat and Jama tore it apart petal by petal.
“Hey, do you remember that flower merchant we worked for last Ramadan?”
“That shithead, how could we forget him? We are still waiting for our pay. We can’t all flutter our eyelashes at
the women like you, Jama.
“‘Good evening, aunty, any flowers for you, aunty?’” mimicked Shidane. “Sickening!” Jama held his finger to
his mouth.
“Be quiet and listen, Shidane. I heard that he is now a seaman and earned enough on one voyage to take two
wives and buy a large house in Sana’a.”
“Two wives!” said Shidane with a whistle. “That ugly sinner! I would be surprised if he managed to trick one
blind old baboon into marrying him.”
Abdi creased up at his nephew’s cruel tongue. Abdi’s face was usually set in a grave, contemplative
expression, but then with a flicker of light in his eyes, a crooked smile would crack it open, revealing teeth that
tumbled over one another.
Jama had enjoyed carrying the big baskets laden with jasmine, frangipani, and hibiscus from door to door in
the cool quiet twilight, smiling at the pretty wives and daughters of wealthy men in the rich neighborhoods. By
nightfall his skin and sarong would be infused with an intoxicating smell of life and beauty. He returned home to
decorate his mother’s black hair with the crushed pink, red, and purple flowers at the bottom of the basket that the
rich women didn’t want. The bruised petals were the only gifts he had ever brought her; with the flowers he could
make her beautiful, run his fingers through her hair and over the soft skin of her neck, his fingers scented with
jasmine.
As the three boys padded down the street, a racket broke the silence of the neighborhood. A woman’s screams
rose above the general shouts and Jama nervously looked at the others. A small middle-aged woman darted
around a corner, running barefoot past them with the front of her gown ripped open revealing an old gray
brassiere, her face contorted in unseeing terror.
Behind her chased a group of older men, one of them bearing a knife, another a thick cane. They hollered after
her,
“Ya sharmuta! Whore! Adulteress! You have brought shame on our street. By God, we will catch you.”
Behind them a ragtag bunch of children came, some crying, some cheering and laughing. This human storm
engulfed Jama and then flowed away just as quickly. Jama stood still, bewildered by what he had seen, his head
still turned in the direction of the lynch mob.
“Let’s chase them!” shouted Shidane, and they pelted after the crowd.
“Which way did they go?” Jama asked, trying to pinpoint where all the commotion had gone.
The screams were piercing when they reached the dirty alley where the woman had been cornered. Her
children clung to her, a howling, shaking little girl holding her mother around the waist, and a teenage boy
desperately trying to put his slight body between his mother and the man holding the knife. Shi dane pushed
through the crowd to the woman, the knife frozen in the air above their heads.
“Let go of her!” he screamed. “Let go of her, you son of a bitch!”
Jama saw the man with the cane slap Shidane around the back with it, and the other thug held him back as the
old man cursed and lunged at Shidane.
“Get away from here! Ya abid, slave,” he raged.
The crowd of excited children shifted around Jama, their eyes wide with terror and joy at what they were
seeing. One boy kept climbing Jama’s back for a better look but he threw him to the ground. Abdi was hanging
from the arm of the man with the cane.
Jama, worried that Abdi would be beaten, grabbed hold of the knife man’s arm and sunk his teeth in. He bit
harder and harder until the knife dropped to the ground. Shidane picked it up and dragged Jama and Abdi away,
into the night, the dagger tucked into Shidane’s ma’awis.
*
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The next day, the boys stalked the outdoor restaurant of Cowasjee Dinshaw and Sons like a pack of stray dogs.
They flanked the seated cosmopolitan diners, who had ordered heaped plates of rice with chicken, spaghetti with
minced lamb, inaraag with huge hunks of bread. The clinking of full glasses and chatter drifted up into the air
along with faint arabesques of cigarette smoke.
Jama wiped his salivating mouth and made eye contact with Shidane, who was standing behind the table of a
suited Banyali merchant and his elegantly sari’d companion, her juicy flesh peeking out from underneath her
fuchsia choli. The boys had barely eaten or drunk anything for days and they had to restrain their desire to knock
the waiters down and snatch the steaming plates from their hands. The waiter took the white towel hanging over
his forearm and flicked Abdi roughly around the back of his legs with it.
“Yallah! Yallah! Leave our customers in peace!” he shouted.
The boys pulled back from the restaurant and regrouped at the palm trees lining the road. Abdi gestured toward
the Indian couple, who were settling their bill. Jama and Shidane sprinted to the table and in one swift movement
tipped two plates of leftover spaghetti into their sarongs, which they had pulled out into makeshift bowls. Abdi
collected all the bread and then ran after Jama and Shidane as they scrambled up the road. They stopped the
instant they realized they were not being pursued and dropped down by the side of the road with their backs
against a wall.
They pulled the food to their mouths as if they would never eat again, silently and with a fixed attention to the
meager meal in their laps. Abdi tried to pick spaghetti from Jama’s and Shidane’s laps but had to dodge their
frenetically moving fingers. They in turn grabbed at the bread in his hands, and it was only after he shouted in
despair that they slowed down and allowed him his share of the booty.
Jama and Shidane wiped their greasy fingers on the sand beneath them and watched as Abdi lethargically
finished off the scattered bread crumbs. Jama’s eyes scanned over the little boy’s protruding ribs and
matchstick-thin ankles and wrists.
“Abdi, why do you eat like a chicken? You’re always getting left with the crumbs, you have to be fast!”
“Well, I would eat more if you two pigs didn’t swallow everything before I can even sit down,” Abdi replied
sullenly. Abashed, Jama and Shidane giggled but did not meet each other’s eyes.
“I want to go see my hooyo again,” said Abdi sadly. “I think she’s ill.”
“Don’t worry; we’ll go tomorrow. We’ll all be going back to Berbera soon anyway. The dhows are already
leaving for Somaliland. I can’t wait for this year’s fair: coffee from Harar, saffron, tusks, feathers from our great
Isse Muuse, Garhajis with myrrh, gum, sheep, cattle, and ghee, and the Warsangeli with their bloody frankincense. And all those Arabs and Indians to pickpocket before our morning swim. Are you not going, Jama?” asked
Shidane.
“No, I’m staying here, in the big city. I’ve got nothing to go back for,” lied Jarna. Shidane stared at him, a
smile pulling at his mouth.
“Where is your father, anyway? Why did he run off? Was it you or your mother that got on his nerves?”
“Shut up, Shidane,” Jama replied sternly.
Shidane picked on people the way he picked at scabs, trying to get to the red, pulpy stuff underneath. Jama
bated Shidane when he was like this. Shidane’s mother was a prostitute in a port brothel, but Jama still never
dared insult Shidane back. The boys never took Jama with them when they visited Shidane’s mother but Jama had
followed them once, he watched from behind a post as Shidane and Abdi embraced a small woman in a Ferengi
shirt, her red hair flying in the breeze. She was surrounded by the hard-living women of the port who drank,
chewed tobacco and qat, and attracted sailors by shaking tambourines and dancing. Shidane’s mother looked like
a lost bride with her red lips, kohled eyes, and copper jewelry, but behind the makeup was the bloated, yellow face
of a drunkard.
Shidane’s father had been killed by a British bomb left behind from their campaign years earlier against the
Mad Mullah,\fn{Sayyīd Muhammad `Abd Allāh al-Hasan (1856-1920), who fought the British to a virtual standstill for 20 years in
what became the British protectorate of British Somaliland; they were ultimately forced to use air power to overcome his opposition:H }
and the rage that this had spawned in Shidane sometimes made his temper flare up as brightly as magnesium. He
would seek out fights and get pulverized. Jama and Abdi would then huddle silently around him, tentative, as he
wheezed and swore at them for being cowardly, stupid, pathetic, his eyes bloodshot with held-back tears. Jama
and Abdi loved Shidane, so they tolerated his foul mouth, his unreasonable demands, his cruelty; he was too charming to hold a grudge against. His gigantic eyes could be so sincere and full of compassion that they could not
stay angry with him.
Without Shidane and Abdi, Jama’s days would be long, lonely, and almost silent. They had insinuated themselves deep into his heart, and Jama liked to pretend that they were his brothers. The only time they were separated now was when Shidane and Abdi went to Steamer Point to dive for pennies. Cruise ships on the way to India
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or the Far East stopped off in Aden and idle passengers would throw coins into the water to watch the gali-gali
boys risk their lives to collect them. Jama occasionally watched them, Shidane dangerously sleek and elegant in
the water, Abdi struggling always with a mouthful of saltwater. After hours in the sea they would come ashore
with their cheeks full of coins and spit them out at Jama’s feet; it was begging, but they made it look beautiful.
*
At Shidane’s instigation the gang would sometimes go looking for trouble.
Indian kids, Jewish kids, and Yemeni kids all lived with their parents, however poor they might be. It was only
the Somali children who ran around feral, sleeping everywhere and anywhere. Many of the Somali boys were the
children of single mothers working in the coffee factories, too tired after twelve hours of work to chase around
after boisterous, hungry boys. Their fathers came and went regularly, making money and losing it, with the
monsoon trade. With no parental beatings to fear, the Somali boys saw the other children as well fed and soft
enough to harass safely.
Jama, Shidane, and Abdi liked to prowl around Suq al-Yahud, and the Banyali area as well as old Aden. Today,
they penetrated the Jewish quarter, walking under the flapping laundry crisscrossing the alleys, looking for boys
their age to fight. The Jewish boys looked so prim and proper in comparison with them, overdressed with little
skullcaps balanced on their heads, books tucked under their arms as they returned from yeshiva. Shidane picked
up a stone and lobbed it at one.
‘Hey, Yahudi, do they teach you this at your school?’ he said with the secret envy of the illiterate.
Abdi and Jama, although hesitant, picked up smaller stones and threw them as well. The Jewish schoolboys
piled up their books in a heap.
“Somali punkah-wallahs, your fathers are dirty Somali punkah-wallahs!” they shouted and started bombarding
the Somali boys.
Soon vile insults in Arabic against one another’s mothers were exchanged along with the stones. Jama chipped
in with a few Hebrew insults he had learned from Abraham, a boy he used to sell flowers with:
“Ben Zona! Ben Kelm! Son of a whore! Son of a dog!”
The Jewish boys had sweat dripping down their temples into their ringlets, and their tunics were damp with it.
Jama and Shidane cackled as they avoided the sharp stones, pushing Abdi out of the way whenever one was
aimed at him. Hearing the commotion and obscenities, mothers came out onto their balconies to hector the little
brats. They went unheard until one no-nonsense woman went indoors and returned with a large basin, tipping half
of the dirty water on the Somali intruders and splattering the rest on the Sabbath-disrespecting Sons of Israel.
All of the boys ran away, Jama, Shidane, and Abdi fleeing together, passing fabric shops as their shutters
closed for the holy day. Abdi pinched a black waistcoat that was hanging from a nail and they ran even faster,
their booty held aloft while a burly, bearded man chased them.
“It’s the Sabbath, you shouldn’t be running!” shouted Jama over his shoulder, and Shidane and Abdi roared at
his wit. The man huffed and puffed behind them but eventually gave up, cursing them in Hebrew.
“You should have had a shit. You’re too heavy to catch us!” shouted Jama in a parting shot, as they bolted from
the neighborhood.
*
The Camel mukhbazar was a small, whitewashed greasy spoon with a few round tables inside and Somali
baskets hung from the wall in an attempt at decoration. Most of its customers preferred to stand or sit outside in
loud groups, metal plates of overcooked pasta or spiced iskukaris rice balanced in their hands. The Camel had
become a meeting place for all the Somalis who washed up on the Yemeni coast looking for work. Merchants,
criminals, coolies, boatmen, shoemakers, policemen all went there for their evening meal.
Jama often hovered around its entrance, hoping to see his father or at least someone who had word of him.
Jama did not know what his father looked like; his mother rarely talked about him. Jama always felt, however,
that if he ever had the chance to catch his father’s eye, or watch him move or talk, he would instantly recognize
him from among the untidy men with shaved heads and claim him as his own.
One windy day, as Jama’s legs and feet were being buffeted by flying refuse, he joined a group of men gathered around Ismail, the owner of the mukhbazar. The Somalis were flowing out into the road to the consternation
of Arab donkey drivers and coolies, who struggled past with their heavy loads. Jama heard them cursing the
Somalis under their breath.
“Sons of bitches should go back to the land-of-give-me-something,” one hammal said.
Jama fought the temptation to tell the men what the Arab had dared say. He eased his way into the crowd until
he was at Ismail’s shoulder. Ismail was reading from an Arabic newspaper.
“Italy declares war on Abyssinia, Haile Selassie appeals to the League of Nations,” he translated.
“To hell with that devilish imp!” shouted out a bystander.
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“Colored Americans raise money in churches but the rest of the world turns its gaze,” Ismail carried on.
“Good! They turned their gaze too when the Abyssinians stole our land in Ogaden, handed over to them by the
stinking English. If the Habashis can take our ancestral land then let the Ferengis take theirs!” shouted another.
“Runta! Ain’t that the truth! Look at this small boy.” Ismail suddenly lifted his head from the paper and
pointed an angry finger at Jarna.
“Selassie is no bigger than him yet he has the nerve to call himself a king, an emperor, no less! I knew him in
Harar, when he was always running to the moneylenders to pay for some work of the devil he had seen the Ferengis with. I bet he needs his servants to pick him up before he can relieve himself in his new French piss pot.”
Jama inched back, the finger still pointed at him as Ismail returned to reading.
“The Italians have amassed an army of more than one million soldiers, and are stockpiling weapons of lethal
capability. Somali and Eritrean colonial troops are already massed at the borders.” Ismail stopped and screwed up
his face.
“One million? Who needs a million of anything to get a job done? This war sounds like the beginning of something very stupid.” He impatiently scrunched up the newspaper, wiping the ink from his fingers with a handkerchief, and padded back inside his mukhbazar.
Jama was eavesdropping on the men’s war talk; the names of strategic towns, disloyal nobles, Somali clans
that had decided to fight with Selassie were thrown about over his head. Ismail leaned out the kitchen window and
whistled at Jama.
“Come in and make yourself useful, boy!”
Two cooks were working in the kitchen. A bald-headed, yellow-toned Somali man cooked the rice and pasta
and another, taller man made vats of the all-purpose sauce of onion, tomato, and garlic. Ismail fluttered around,
moving dirty dishes to the basin on the floor.
“Get here, boy, and wash these dishes. Do them well and you’ve got yourself a job.”
Jama’s eyes widened with happiness at the prospect of regular money and he rushed toward the pyramid of
dishes. The hot water scalded his arms but he scoured and rinsed the heavy pots and pans without complaint. His
nimble, strong hands reached the dirty corners that the adults missed, and he imagined he was scrubbing the roof
like he used to for his mother. Ismail stood behind him, scrutinizing his work, but soon left to talk with new
customers. Within a few minutes the dirty pyramid had been transformed into a sparkling display of almost-newlooking dishes.
Jama turned around with a jubilant look but the two cooks were uninterested in his achievement. Ismail came
back into the kitchen and, after casting an eye over his rejuvenated dishes, said,
“Come back tomorrow, Jama, you can start at seven in the morning. There’s a plate of rice waiting for you
outside.”
Jama skipped past as Ismail slapped the back of his neck. A large white plate of steaming rice and stew was
placed on a table, and he stopped to smell the delicious aroma and wonder at all this food that was entirely his
own. Eating slowly was a luxury he rarely allowed himself but he chewed the lamb meditatively, removing all the
meat from the bone and sucking out the marrow. He licked the plate clean, then sat back as his stomach strained
against his knotted sarong.
*
As soon as he felt able, he waddled out toward the beach, eager to boast to Shidane and Abdi about this unexpected good luck at a place they were used to stealing from. Shidane’s idea had been to tie a fresh date to a stick,
and use the contraption to pick up paisas left on tables for the waiters. Jama was the best at casually, innocently
walking past and stabbing the coin with the stick. When they had finally been caught by a waiter who knew Shi dane’s reputation, they had moved on to the Banyali quarter. Shidane would throw a bone into the shops of the
vegetarian Hindus and Jama would offer to remove it for a price.
Shidane and Abdi were kicking at the surf. The waistcoat Abdi had stolen looked ridiculous hanging from his
bony shoulders, and Jama burst into laughter at the sight of Abdi in a fat Jewish man’s clothing. Jama skipped up
and jumped onto Shidane’s shoulders. Shidane shook him off in irritation, and said,
“Leave me alone, you donkey.” Abdi looked gloomily at them both, rubbing his red, teary eyes with the back
of his hand, silently gathering the waistcoat around his ribs to stop the sea breeze blowing it away. Shidane was in
one of his moods. He kept staring at Jama, his nostrils round and flared, his face set in a hostile grimace.
“Something has happened to Shidane’s mother,” Abdi tried to explain, but Shidane hushed Abdi with a stern
finger against his lips.
“What’s the problem, walaalo? You need money? I’ve just had some good luck.”
“What?” asked Shidane defensively.
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“I’ve got a job starting tomorrow at the Camel mukhbazar, Ismail wants me to do the dishwashing from now
on.”
“Ya salam! You Eidegalle really know how to look out for each other, don’t you?” interrupted Shidane.
“What do you mean by that?” asked Jama in shock.
“Well, it just seems strange that you’re always getting work and you never think to ask for us as well, all you
care about is yourself.”
“Have you gone mad?” exclaimed Jama.
“Don’t raise your voice to me, saqajaan, do you hear me? What do you want from us, anyway?”
“Stop it, stop it,” pleaded Abdi. “Just leave Jama alone.”
“Why are you acting like this, Shidane? You know I’ll look after you, you can come and eat there anytime,
now.”
“You think we need your charity? That it? Do you think we need the charity of a saqajaan bastard like you?”
spat Shidane.
Jama froze, Abdi froze, the children playing nearby froze, even Shidane froze once these spiteful words had
left his mouth. Jama felt his pulse beating hard in his temple, in his throat, in his chest, and he felt a trickle of
shame running down his back.
“Take that back now, Shidane,” threatened Jama.
“Make me.”
There was only one way to save face after Shidane’s insult, and Jama threw up his fists and charged.
A crowd of boys surged forward, emitting a savage cry for blood. Jama pounded his fists clumsily against
Shidane’s soft face and slapped away Abdi’s attempts to tear them apart; unable to watch his friends hurt each
other, he preferred to take the blows himself.
Jama pinned Shidane down on the sand, between his knees the face he had looked for in crowds, the body he
had slept next to for months; it was as if the world had been turned upside down. Jama couldn’t bring himself to
look into Shidane’s eyes as they fought; a shadow Jama stood to the side and frowned at the pain he was inflicting
on his friend. Abdi, unable to stop this cataclysm, gave up and waded in to defend his nephew, pulling at Jama’s
hair and feebly trying to pull him off Shidane. Jama turned around and punched Abdi hard in the mouth. Seeing
this, Shidane pulled the trophy dagger from his sarong and plunged it into Jama’s arm. Jarna tried to jerk away as
Shidane lunged forward for another stab but was knifed again. Blood poured onto the sand and was lapped up by
the surf. Jarna rose woozily from Shidane and squeezed his bleeding arm. Tears gathered, burning hot behind his
eyes, but he kept them hard and unblinkingly focused on Shidane.
“Jealous of me, you’re just jealous of me, because you’re a sea beggar, diving for the pennies that Ferengis
throw you, and your hooyo opens her legs for them,” Jama yelled.
Shidane clutched at the howling Abdi with one hand, the bloody dagger in the other.
“Don’t ever let me see you again or I will cut your throat.”
The crowd of children, who all knew the combatants, kept a respectful distance and noted this shift in alliances. From now on Jama was on his own, a true loner, a boy without a father, brothers, cousins, or even friends,
a wolf among hyenas.
Jama slunk away, intending to walk and walk until he found himself at the end of the world or could just disappear into the foaming sea. He wanted to escape like the fake prophet Dhu Nawas,\fn{ A Judaic warlord in Yemen
between 517 to 525-27} who had ridden his white horse into the waves and crests of the Red Sea, who let the sea bear
him away from pain and misery.
*
Approaching the Camel mukhbazar the next morning, Jama’s eyes were sunken and dark, his back aching, but
worst of all, his hand bled every time he tried to use it. He had a strip of his sarong tied around his arm which
stopped it bleeding, but he was unable to stanch the flow from his hand. He had walked around the eating house
from dawn, watching the white walls become more and more luminous against the dark cloth of the sky. He now
saw Ismail walking with that camel-like gait that had named his mukhbazar.
“Nabad, Jama,” hollered Ismail.
“Nabad,” mumbled Jama, wringing his hands behind his back.
“You have a long day ahead of you. Start by sweeping the floor and wiping the tables and, when the first custommers have eaten, start on the dishes.”
Jama nodded and followed Ismail into the yellow-painted room. He picked up an old broom propped up in the
corner and started attacking the piles of sand that had rushed in during the night through the cracked door. Pretty
soon springs of blood popped up from Jama’s hand, rivering down the brown earth of his skin and the broom
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handle to splash red pools on the white cement floor. Ismail returned to find Jama trying to sweep away the blood
but just smearing it over a larger area.
“Hey, hey! What are you doing? Why is there blood all over my floor?” shouted Ismail as he lunged toward
Jama. Ismail pulled Jama’s hand up into the air and marched him back outside.
“Kid, why is your hand bleeding?”
“Someone cut me yesterday, I was only protecting myself, but now it won’t stop.”
“Wahollah, Jama, how do you expect to work today when there is all this najas on your hand? You’re dealing
with people’s food, for God’s sake! Go home, come back when it’s healed,” exclaimed Ismail.
“No, it’s fine, please, let me keep my job.” pleaded Jama, but Ismail was a squeamish man and pulled a
disgusted face as the blood dripped down from Jama’s hand onto his.
“Jama, I’m sorry, I will keep you in mind if another vacancy arises. Go and wash this so it doesn’t go bad,”
Ismail said, dropping the child’s hand. Ismail rummaged in the pockets of his thin gray trousers and pulled out a
handkerchief and a crumpled note. He handed the money to Jama and wiped his hands with the handkerchief.
Ismail threw the bloody cloth away and padded back into his café, shutting the door firmly behind him. Jama
stood motionless, looking vacantly at the dirty money in his hand.
*
Jama wanted to distance himself from any gloating eyes, so he walked away from the market toward the port.
The sun was starting to thicken the air into a choking fog, and Jama developed the droopy-eyed, slack-jawed
expression of the stray dogs that lived on the city limits. More and more Ferengis appeared in the streets; in the
starched white uniforms and peaked caps of the Royal Navy they ignored the young child and drifted in and out of
groups sharing cigarettes and gossip.
Jama’s eyes fell on a tall, black-haired sailor who was waving goodbye to a group of men; Jama unconsciously
followed him and was drawn deeper and deeper into the busy Steamer Point. Massive steel cranes lifted gigantic
crates into the air and into waiting trucks. Camels were suspended in terror as they were unloaded from the ships,
their legs stuck rigidly out like the points on a compass. Machines belched dirty, hot fumes into the already claustrophobic atmosphere.
Jama let his mind and feet wander in this alien place, a comic, strange, technological land so dif ferent to his
own antique quarter. Staring at the workers, their loud cranking, whirring inachinery, and the goods both animate
and inanimate had made Jama lose the shiny, obsidian head of the sailor. He sat on a decayed section of wall and
dangled his legs over the edge, balancing himself on his hands, a frightening drop beneath his feet. In the distance,
steamer ships chugged toward the port with all the slow grace of turtles. Jama tried to imagine where the ships
were coming from and going to, but could not really believe in the icy realms and green forests that people had
described to him.
The vessels seemed both monstrous and magnificent to Jama. Who could create such colossal objects, were
they the work of giants, devils, or of Allah? The torrid black smoke emanating from their stacks frightened him
and he shivered at the idea that these ships of fire might at any time erupt into hellish infernos. It was supernatural
how they defied the laws of nature—the sea swallowed everything he threw into it, so how did these iron-andsteel cities stay afloat as if they were no more than flower blossoms or dead fish?
Jama, thirsty, climbed off the wall and went to search for a drink in one of the busy port cafés, his money stuck
to his sweaty, bloody hand like a stamp to an envelope. He waited behind the broad back of a sailor at the counter,
while a wiry Arab man scurried about delivering drinks to tables. When it was his turn Jama found the counter
was taller than him so he pushed his moneyed hand up and waved it at the man serving.
“Shaah, now!” The waiter let out a derisive snort of laughter but took the money and put a glass of watery tea
on the counter. Jama carefully took it down and walked out with his lips placed against the rim of the sticky glass,
jingling his change in his other hand.
Jama was tired of always turning up a beggar at people’s doors, begging for someone’s leftover food, leftover
attention, leftover love.
“Everyone is too busy with their own lives to think about me,” he muttered to himself as he walked to AlMadina Coffee. He intended to give the change to Ambaro and buy his way back into her affections.
Inside the warehouse, the women had moved positions, and new girls were being trained by the Banyalis. A
teenage girl was working in his mother’s spot, and he looked at her disapprovingly. He recognized the large
woman next to her.
“Where is my mother?” Jama demanded.
“How the hell would I know? Do I look like her keeper?” the woman said, pushing Jama out of her way.
“Did the Banyalis tell her to go?” The woman put her tray of coffee husks down and decided to give Jama
exactly ten seconds of her precious time.
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“She fell sick a few weeks ago, I haven’t seen her since then. She never spoke to any of us so I don’t know
where she’s gone, but I shouldn’t be the one telling you all this, boy, she’s your mother, after all.”
Jama dragged his feet out of the warehouse, his eyebrows knotted in concentration as he ran through the
possibilities. His mother was suddenly the only person that mattered to him.
Sneaking up the gray worn steps into the dim hallway of the Islaweyne apartment filled Jama with unpleasant
memories. It seemed incredible to him that his mother, a woman who had so devotedly tutored him in pride, selfrespect, and independence could allow herself to become subject to the petty dictatorship of a fat woman and her
overfed family.
Jama found the roof empty and snuck back downstairs into the apartment. Ambaro had been moved into a
closet-like, air-starved room in which old suitcases lay stacked against a wall, watching her silently. She was
stretched out on a grass mat, her thin headscarf slid back over big black waves of hair. The tobe she was wearing
had split all the way down the side, revealing a body shrunk to childlike fragility. A strange odor hit him as he got
closer to her; he saw a basin brimming with najas; phlegm, blood clots, vomit all curdling together.
Ambaro’s hand was thrown over her mouth. He could hear a terrible gurgling sound with every intake of
breath. Jama crept closer to his mother, his eyes darted from her knees to her ankles, swollen with the same fluid
that was drowning her lungs.
“Where have you been, Goode?” Ambaro gasped.
“I’m sorry, hooyo,” Jama whispered as sorrow, regret, shame seared through him.
“Put me by the window, son.”
Jama threw open the window, picked her up under her arms, and dragged her with all of his strength; he
gathered her head in his lap and stroked her cheek. Ambaro’s heartbeat shook her body, every pulse pounding
against her ribs as if there were a butterfly inside of her, battling free from a cocoon. A gentle breeze washed over
them. Ambaro’s lips were a deep, alarming red but her face was pale yellow. He could never have imagined seeing
her so sickly, so ruined. Ambaro’s eyelids were clenched in pain, and Jama looked on jealously as her convulsing
lungs took all of her attention. He wanted her back, to shout at him, call him a bastard, get up suddenly and throw
a sandal at him. Jama placed his mother’s head gently on the floor and rushed from the room.
“Aunty!” Jama cried. “Aunty, hooyo needs a doctor!” He ran into each room looking for Dhegdheer, finding
her in the kitchen.
“Hooyo must see a doctor, please fetch one, I beg you.”
“Jama, how did you get in? What kind of people do you think we are? There is absolutely no money for a
doctor, there is nothing anyone can do for your mother now, she is in God’s hands.” Jama pulled out the remnants
of his pay and held it up to her face.
“I will pay, take this and I will earn the rest after, wallaahi, I will work forever!” Dhegdheer pushed his hand
away.
“You are such a child, Jama.” She turned her back to him, ladled out soup.
“Here, take this through to her and don’t make so much noise. Inshallah, she just needs rest.”
Jama took the soup, his head drooping down to his chest, his heart a lead weight, and went back to his mother.
He gathered Ambaro in his arms and tried to put the soup to her lips. Ambaro jerked her head away.
“I don’t want anything from that bitch. Put it down, Goode.”
Jama felt a surge of power run through Ambaro. She turned her face to the window and took in a smooth, deep
breath.
“Look at those stars, Goode, they have watched over everything.” The sky was as black and luminous as coal,
a white-hot crescent moon hung over them like a just-forged scythe, the stars flying like sparks from the welder’s
furnace.
“It’s another world above us, each of those stars has a power and a meaning in our lives. That star tells us when
to mate the sheep, if that one does not appear we should expect trouble, that little one leads us to the sea.”
Ambaro pointed at anonymous specks in the distance. Jama saw only a sea of solitude, an expanse of
nothingness impossible to navigate on his own.
“Those stars are our friends, they have watched over our ancestors, they have seen all kinds of suffering but the
light in them never goes out, they will watch over you and will watch over your grandchildren.”
Ambaro felt Jama’s tears falling on her and grabbed hold of his hand.
“Listen to me, Goode, I am not leaving you. I will live in your heart, in your blood, you will make something
of your life, I promise you that. Forgive me, my baby snake, don’t live the life that I have lived, you deserve
better.”
“I wanted to make you happy, hooyo, but now it’s too late.” Jama wept.
“No, it is not, Goode, I will see everything that you do, the good and the bad, nothing will be hidden from me.”
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Jama pushed his face against his mother’s cheek, rubbed his moist face against hers, hoping to catch whatever
she had, to go with her to the next life. Ambaro pulled her face away from him.
“Stop that, Goode. Shall I tell you what the Kaahin told your father?” she cajoled. “A great Kaahin once told
your father when he was a boy that his son, the son of Guure Mohamed Naaleyeh, would see so much money pass
through his fingers. Guess what your father said to the Kaahin? He asked him, ‘What’s money?’ Neither of us had
seen any before, but now I know money is like water, it will give you life. Take the Kitab amulet from around my
neck.”
Jama began to unpick the large knots in the string that hung the amulet over Ambaro’s chest. Folded in a paper
heart lay prayer after prayer, and in this heart Ambaro kept her hope, as she did not trust her body anymore. The
Arabic script had smudged and faded on the thin exercise paper the wadaad had used.
“Inside the amulet is one hundred and fifty-six rupees. I do not want you using it until you absolutely need to;
wait until you have grown up and know what you want to do with your life.”
Jama squeezed the amulet in his palm. He had never seen a rupee, never mind hundreds of them, his world was
of ardis lost in the street, paisas to pay for stale cakes, occasional annas thrown to Abdi from the passenger ships.
“I have been saving that for you, Goode, promise me you will not waste it. Don’t tell anyone about it either, tie
it around your neck and forget about it.”
Ambaro’s swamped lungs protested against her chatter and her face suddenly contorted as she gasped for
breath. Jama did not believe a word of the old Kaahin’s prophecy; he knew that no boy born for a special fate
would have to see his mother choking on strange liquid that poured out of her mouth and nose. Jama wiped his
mother’s face on his ma’awis and held her in his arms.
“Shush, hooyo, shush,” he soothed, rocking her gently.
His mother fell into a curl with her back turned to him and soon fell asleep. Jarna watched the rise and fall of
her back and grabbed a handful of her tobe to keep himself connected. The fabric dampened in his nervous grip;
she was already slipping from him. He would have preferred his umbilical cord to have never been severed but to
extend limitlessly like spider’s silk between them. He belonged to no one else, she belonged to no one else, why
couldn’t God leave them together?
Jama’s eyes remained open all night, scanning the dark room for any figures that might materialize to take his
mother away. The gloom was alive with shifting densities, lumps of gray light that hovered slowly along the floor,
furry black masses that shivered in corners. Jama’s fingers loosened their grip on Amabaro’s tobe and reached out.
Ambaro’s arm was relaxed along her side, her fingers resting on her hip. Jama placed his hand on hers, she felt
like one of those shells washed up on the beach, cold, hard, smooth, veins making superfluous swirls under her
skin. Everything powerful and vibrant about her had gone, only the worn-out machinery of her body remained,
and the little life that wondrous machinery had produced was left to grieve over everything she had once been.
[Below, the coat of arms of Puntland, a self-declared autonomous state, made up of territory from the original
Somalia republic.]
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A mosque in Galkayo, Mudug Province, Puntland: two views
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The Rowda Mosque in Bosaso, Bari Province, Puntland

The Ladu Xardhay Mosque in Garowe, Nugal Province, Puntland
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A mosque in Quardho, Karkaar Province, Puntland

A mosque in or near Badhan, Sanaag Province, Puntland
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A mosque in Las Anod, Sool Province, Puntland

A mosque in Buuhoodle, Cayan Province, Puntland
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A mosque in Bargal, Gardaful Province, Puntland

The state seal of the self-declared Republic of Somaliland, made up of territory from the original Republic of
Somaliland, but internationally recognized as an autonomous territory of the original State (the remains of which
are now called Somalia)
According to the maps of Puntland and Somalia (for which see below the next six illustrations), the Republic of
Somaliland has lost control to Puntland over all of Hsaylan Region, the eastern half of Sanaag, all of Sool (except
for the Anyabo District in its extreme northwest), and the southeastern part of Toghdeer Region administered from
Buhotle (Buuhootle)—not, apparently, from military defeat but from shifting clan loyalties.
*
Puntland is organized around the remains of various sultanates, which predated the British and Italian colonial
empires in the Northern and North-Eastern regions which formed the original Republic of Somaliland (the
remnants of which now call themselves Somalia), and which were (and still are) not organized around political
parties (as modern states are) but around inter-familial alliances with and between the ruling families of these
sultanates and its collateral branches—and these were all forms of marriage, inheritance, adoption and royal
decree.
*
The mosques representing the Republic of Somaliland (below) also include a new province created by the
Republic—the northern part of the territory formerly administered from Hargeisa and now known as the Saahil
Region; it is administered from the northern port city of Bereba.
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The Bilicda Mosque, Burao, Togdheer Region, Somaliland

A mosque in Borama, Adwal Region, Somaliland
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A mosque in Zelia, Sanaagh Region, Somaliland

The main mosque in Hargeisa, Maroodi Jeeh Region, Somaliland
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Two mosques in Berbera, Saahil Region, Somaliland
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The map just above presents the administrative structure of the former Republic of Somaliland as it is seen by the
rulers of the present inheritor-state of Somalia; but in fact Somalia exercises control over only the first ten of these
regions and the extreme southern portion of the eleventh. The remainder of the country is under the control of
Puntland (in the North-East) and the self-declared Republic of Somaliland (in the North-West).
*
Of these two, the area known as Puntland presents itself as an autonomous part of Somalia (though it actually
exercises all the powers of an independent country in the area it controls). The area in the North-West calling
itself the Republic of Somaliland presents itself as the real inheritor-state of the former failed Republic and seeks
international recognition in that form; but the international community has so far denied this request, and sees it
officially as simply an autonomous part of Somalia (though it, like Puntland, exercises all the powers of an
independent country in the area under its control).
*
The provinces of Somalia which it controls (they are officially Federal Member States) represented in the
following illustrations are as follows: (1) Lower Juba (with its capital at Kismayo), (2) Middle Juba (Bu’aale), (3)
Gedo (Garbaharey), (4) Bay (Baidoa), (5) Bakool (Xudur), (6) Lower Shebelle (Merca), (7) Banaadir
(Mogadishhu), (8) Middle Shebelle (Jowhar), (9) Hiran (Beledweyne), and (10) Galguduud (Dhusamareb)
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A mosque in Kismayo, Lower Juba State, Somalia

The Union Mosque, Mogadishu, Banaadir State, Somalia
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A mosque in Jowhar Town, Middle Juba State, Somalia

A mosque in Garbaharey, Gedo State, Somalia
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A mosque in Baidoa, Bay State, Somalia

A mosque in Xudur, Bakool State, Somalia
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A mosque in Merca, Lower Shebelle State, Somalia

A new mosque in Beledweyne, Hiran State, Somalia
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A mosque in Dhusamareb, Galguduud State, Somalia

A mosque in Jowhar, Middle Shebelle State, Somalia
▲
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