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Preface

Recent developments in Somalia have been a source of
anxiety andpaintoall Somalis, wherever they may be. Our
future isuncertain andbleak. As an independent nation we
have collectively failedtoestablishapolitical systemwhich
could have guaranteed the fundamental right toexistence.
We have miserably failed to fulfil the basic needs of our
people. Perhaps, we devoted toomuch of our attention and
resources to overcoming the disabilities, problems and
disputes whichwe inherited fromour colonial masters and
which, naturally, ledus to involvement inexternal struggle,
givingus no time to consolidate the gains of ournational
freedomby creating and development the institutions
without whichnonation inmodern times can survive.

The civil war which is now raging in the country should
openour eyes. If we are to learn anything fromthis event—
which has been appropriately described as “a human
disaster of the first magnitude”—it must be that we sink our
differences and start afresh. If necessary, we shouldnot shy
away from accepting advice and the good offices of the
UnitedNations, theO.A.U. (Organizationof AfricanUnity),
the ArabLeague, and friendly countries, toput anend to the
genocidal conflict which we have been waging upon
ourselves.

The world is aghast at the macabre dance being played out
in Somalia. Our friends are worried about our continued
abilitytosurviveasanation. But we still seemtobedblivious
tothethreat.

Somalia was one of the countries that emerged during the
sixties as independent states inAfrica. Unlike other
countries of Africa, Somaliahas the distinctionof beinga
homogeneous society. Somalis are Muslims and speak the
Somali language. It should have been easier for us to
consolidate our hard-won freedomhad our leaders been a
littlemore sincere andmature anda little less power hungry
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andselfish.

In the following pages I have made a modest attempt to
narrate the story of our country as it has evolved during the
preceding four decades. Alargepart of mynarration isbased
onmy personal observations during the years inwhich I
have, in one capacity or the other, been employed in the
service of my country.

May Allah help us to resolve our problems and guide us to
reconstruct ournation.



Foreword

Both the author and publisher of this book are friends from
thepre-Siyadismultra-liberal times of the Mogadishuof the
mid-sixties. The three of us belonged to the extravagantly
free budding media of Somalia. Mohamed Osman and Anita
Suleiman were crucial officers of SONNA, Somalia’s state-
owned news agency, and key members respectively of I1
Corriere della Somalia and the Somali News, the
Government’s Italian and English newspapers. I was the
owner-editor of the leading anti-Government periodical of
the time, the English language Dalka.

It is consequently a special pleasure for me to
congratulate both the author and publisher of The Road to
Zero. It isnot easy toclassify this fine work as a ‘modern
historyof Somalia’ oran ‘autdbiography”’ ora ‘travelogue’ . It
ismuchmore than ‘Reminiscences of a Somali Diplomat’—
and not merely because it goes substantially beyond the
author’ sdiplomaticassignments. There is first the fact that
not many of the Somali diplomats of the era of Siyadism
wouldhave the literaryability, oreventhe literacy, towrite
suchabook. Still fewer wouldhave shown, inrecording their
experiences, the captivating scruples and honesty mani-
fested by the author throughout this work.

My lauding of the author’s scruples and honesty does not
mean that I findaccurate, or evenadequate, all the author’s
presentations and comments on the events of our recent
past. For instance, the author gives the impression that
former President SiyadBarre’s atrocious State terrorism—
founded on the unprecedented use of blatant tribalismwhile
denouncing it with equally unprecedented force—was
embarked ononly after the 1977 war wit Ethiopia. Infact, I
myself was among the first 13 victims of Siyadism—
specifically selectedon tribal criteria and inorder to
terrorize thepeople, subjected todawnarrests for detention
at secret locations, indefinitely. That wason22April 1970, or
exactly sixmonths after the assumption of power by Siyad
Barre. Political executions, withorwithout showtrials, were
resortedtoshortlythereafter.



12 THE ROAD TO ZERO—Somalia’s Self-destruction

The author cannot be expected in the circumstances tobe
aware of the fact that the Issagof the Northhad the unwel -
come distinction of being the onlymajor clan tobe collec-
tively targettedby Siyadismfor wholesale persecution; or
that theywere the only tribal group, at any tribal level, to
have remained throughout Siyad Barre’s rule a toppriority
for all the means and methods of maximumpersecution. Al-
though the author knew of and makes mention of Siyadism’s
horrificanti-Issagatrocities, like the Mogadishu random
rounding up of 41 men from their homes, simply on account
of theirbeing Issaq, and their mass execution the same night
inJazirabeach, hediplomatically ducks identifyingthemas
Issag.

The above explanatory notes are inno way intended to
qualifymyadmiration for thisheart-upliftingbook. It isan
admirable impressionistic panorama of post-Colonial
Somalia. It adds to its patent honesty another equally
desirable quality, namely the blessing of readability. Even
the young, deprivedof adequate familiaritywithnon-Somali
languages by Siyadism’ s demagogic championing of Somali,
should find it approachable.

Inthis connection, Mohamed Osman repeats the Somalis’
near-unanimity of high praise for former President Siyad
Barre forhis selectingof a script togive the Somali language
awrittendimension. I begtodifferwiththisview, and
consider that the decisionwas anational disaster. What is
forgotten is that the undoubted richness we donot fail to
attribute toour native language applies only to our verbal
needs as nomads . Our Somali language is therefore virtually
useless for expressing scientific, technical and indeedall
abstract conceptions, because we, asnomads, hadnouse for
them. Weareall only too familiarwith the resultingvirtual
destruction of the Somali educational systemthrough its
adoptionas the scholasticmediumof instruction.

I repeat, inconclusion, myheartywell-done to the author
and the publisher. The individual enterprise shown by both
isour sure hope forgettingout of the present morass.

YOUSUF DUHUL
London, August 1992



CHAPTER I

Towards Self-Rule

I remember neither the date nor the exact time that I along
with some of my classmates happened to be there with our
school teacher, Mrs Geeran, aBritish lady. She toockus toa
garden, the only garden in the city of Mogadishu. We stood
under a huge arch which had been erected in the middle of
thegardenby the Ttalian fascists during their colonial ruleof
that part of the territory.

I stoodonMrs. Geeran’ s right side. On the other side was
her big dog who was always with her when she was not
working. I always tried toavoiddogs because I had learnt as
aMuslimthat the dogisanijaasanimal . We were taught that
if one touched a dog one must wash oneself seven times in
order tobe cleanagain. Onthat day, 1like the animal standing
there, I didnot know why I was there. Of course, I was
already going to school, learning to read and write—a good
fortune whichmy father and most people of his age group had
not had under the fascist Ttalian occupation of the country.
But my learning was not yet sufficient for me tounderstand
what was happening on that particular day.

My fatherused to tell me that the Ttalians, whohad ruled
the territory for over 50 years, prohibited the people from
learning anything. Education was provided only up to the
thirdgrade during the laterperiodof colonial rule and inary
case there were no schools in the real sense.

Italyhad ruled this part of the Somali territories since
1889, upuntil its defeat by the British forces during the
Second WorldWar in 1941 . The 1st of April 1950 marked the
day Italy was again taking over the administration of ex-
ItalianSomaliland fromthe BritishMilitaryAdministration
which had been in charge there since 1941. Italy had been
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designatedby the UnitedNations toprepare the former Ttal-
ian territory for independence within tenyears, and this
handing-over was the event I was witnessing. It was inaccor-
dance with the U.N. Resolution 289 (IVA) adopted by the
General Assembly in its 250th Meeting on 21 November
1949, which among other things stated:

1L  That Ttalian Somaliland shall be an independent
sovereign state;

2 That this independence shall becore effective at the
end of ten years from the date of the approval of a
Trusteeship Agreement by the General Assenbly;

3. That, during the period menticned in paragraph 2,
Italian Somaliland shall be placed under the
International Trusteeship System with Ttaly as the
Administering Authority’ .”

AlongwithMrs. Geeran, I looked at the white painted
building Palazzo del Governowhich had been constructed
during the Fascist administration and which was the
headquarters of the governmment . It wasnot asbigas Palazzo
Venezia in Piazza Venezia inRome, but it hadabalcony like
the one used by the Duce, BenitoMussolini, whenever he
wished toaddress the ITtalianpeople.

The building, inthe heart of the city of Mogadishu, was
meant to accommodate all the government departments. In
front of it stood the biggest building in Mogadishu—the
Roman Catholic Cathedral, whichhadbeenbuilt during the
same period, in the 1930s. To the left of the Palazzo del
Governo stood the only hotel of Mogadishu, the Croce del Sud
or Southern Cross, alsobuilt in the 30s, to accommodate
official guests of the Government .

Among those who knew very well what was happening
that day were my teacher, the British, Italians, and the
members of the UN Advisory team who were standing on the
balcony. The Union Jack still flewover their heads. They
were ready for the exchange of ownership of my territory,

* Yearbook of the United Nations 1948-49, p. 276; UN
Publications.



Mogadishu: the Government building on the right of the minaret,
and Umberto di Savoia Arch just visible.
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and thiswas the fourth time in livingmemory its ownership
was being changed.

During the late 19th century the Sultan of Zanzibar had
ruledour territory. It hadnext passed to the Italians who
ruled it for more than fifty years. During the Second World
War the British defeated Italy and took control, and now
another master was taking over in the garb of the United
Nations Trusteeship.

Suddenly therewas total silence. It was as if everyone had
stoppedbreathing. Themilitaryband, specially dressed for
the occasion, was getting ready. Although all of themhad
their music sheets stuck on their instruments, I amsure
theyhadall learnt by heart the notes they were about toplay.

Alsogettingready were the ceremonially dressed soldiers
who were to offer the salute to the flags—the Union Jack
whichwas tobe lowered and the Ttalian Tricolour which was
tobe hoisted. My teacher was attempting to explain tome,
step by step, what was going on and what it all meant. What
I gathered fromher explanation was that the moment the
Ttalian Tricolour was hoisted, she and the other British
people would leave the country. She was clearly sadbecause
her flagwas being lowered, and I felt unhappy and confused.
Could amere change in the colour of the flags make all that
difference? I didnot want Mrs. Geeran togo, and I didnot
want my English schooling toend.

During the tenyears of British rule in the territory, a
programme had been started for the education of the masses.
Was there any justification for changing that now? Would
continuationof British rule have beena lesser evil than the
government that was about to replace it, the government
which was the stated preference of our leaders of the time?

Thisnewperiodof Ttalianrulewouldbe different fromthe
earlier onewhichhadexisted for the 50 yearsprior to 1941.
My father used to tell me stories about the earlier period,
when the Italian colonizers tortured, whipped and
humiliated the Somalis. There were stories of Somalisbeing
used as a human bridge or sandbank, toenable the Italians
tocross rivers, andhow some werekilledby crocodiles. Talso
heard tell that one of our neighbours was lashed to death.



Towards Self-Rule 17

Thisnew Italianadministration, however, got its orders from
the new Republic of Italy which had replaced the Fascist
regime of BenitoMussolini. The approach and aimof the new
authoritywas different, aswas itsmandate.

The Commander of the Guard of Honour called his
soldiers toattention. The band beganplaying a tune very
familiar to me—the national anthem of the United
Kingdom—'God Save the King’ .

It was familiar because we used tohave to sing its Arabic
versioneach time theBritishDistrict Conmissioner visited
our school in Hamar Weyne.

Yaa Rabbana Ahfid i L’a) U
S.M. Malikuna LS pe e
Aadilul Jaliil J,,L-,. J;\_;

Fal-aish Maliikuun S & u_.lé

Dul Himam ("“'é‘ )5

Rahiimun Aadilun Jae =)
Mu'ayadun Bi-Nasri }..a.JLa A 5o
Wa Umrun Tawiil &jb}“")

(God save our gracious king, Long live our noble king,
God save the king. Send him victorious, Happy and
glorious, Long to reign over us. God save the king.)

That was before I joined the Hamar Jab Jab School where
Mrs. Geeran was a teacher. The Hamar Weyne school was
originallyaprivate one, organizedby the Shanshiya clan, but
later it became a Government school. The Italian
Administrationcalled it Scuola Scianscia.

Mrs. Geeran—or was she Miss Geeran, or Geiron—was a
tall heavilybuilt lady. Now she stoodmotionless, her eyes
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fixed on the Union Jack that was being slowly lowered. I
looked at her face and noticed tears trickling down her
cheeks. Tt was theendof anhistoricdecade. Thiswas the first
decade that the Somalis had the chance to study. Now
teachers like Mrs Geeran were being asked to pack up and
leave the country. As forus, we had to face the prospect of
another systemof education.

The British were not our brothers, but they had become
apart of our history, as had the Ttalians before them, and
comparison of the two is inevitable. From 1889-1941 when
Ttalyruledthe territory there was nopositive human, social,
educational, orpolitical activity. Onthe contrary, therehad
been forcible confiscation of farmlands, a disregard for
humandignity, and total denial of political freedom.

Compared to this, the tenyears of BritishMilitary
Administration had seen the establishment of schools, an
upsurge inlocal political activities, and the establishment of
nationalist political parties suchasHamar Youth Club (HYC)
and the Somali Youth Club (SYC) .

The HYC, which became UGB (Unione Giovani Benadir)
was founded on 15 April 1943 and SYC was founded on 15 May,
1943 and later became the Somali Youth League (SYL), the
dominant pre-independencenational partywhich, still later,
formed successive civilian governments in the independent
Somali Republic of the 1960s. Of course, thiswas aperiod
when the attitudes of the colonial powers were being
challenged fromwithin and without, and they were being
forced to change their ways. This was no doubt a reason why
Britishrule in the 40s appearedmuchbetter than the Ttalian
rule people remembered fromprevious decades, and so it is
somewhat surprising that the senior Somali leaders and
politicians of the daywerenot in favour of Britainover Italy
as the continuing trusteeship administrator of our country,
especially inlight of the Bevin Plan.

In 1946 a landmark proposal for the future of the
Somalilands was put forwardby Britain. The proposal, which
came tobe known as the Bevin Plan after its architect and
staunch advocate, the then Foreign Secretary of Great
Britain, Ernest Bevin, embraced the concept of a Greater
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Somalia. According to theplan, the former Ttalian Somali-
land, British Somaliland, the Ogaden andNorthern Frontier
District (N.F.D.), all of whichwereat that timeunderBritish
MilitaryAdministrationandwhich constitutedabout 90 per
cent of the Somali territories, were tobebrought together in
asingleunit asaU.N. trusteeshipunder British administra-
tion. The Bevin Plan implied the unity of all Somali
territories except the part controlledby France.

The proposal was opposed by the United States of America
and the Soviet Union. But Mr. Bevin continued most
forcefully to argue for and defend the case for a Greater
Somaliland. Elaborating on his plan in the House of
Commons in London on 4 June, 1946, in the face of Soviet
criticism, he said: ‘.. .But what attractedM. Molotov’s
criticismwas, T amsure, that I suggested that Great Britain
should be made the administering authority. Was this
unreasonable?’ He emphasized Britain’s knowledge of the
Horn, and her role during the War in single handedly
defeating Ttaly inFast Africa. ‘I hope thedeputiesat theParis
Conference will now consider a greater Somaliland more
dbjectively, ' he contirued.

‘All I want todo inthis case is togive those poor nomads
a chance to live. I donot want anythingelse. We are paying
nearly £ 1,000,000 ayear out of our Budget tohelp to support
them. .. .Wemust consider it dbjectively. If the Conferencedo
not like our proposal we will not be dogmatic about it; we are
prepared to see Italian Somaliland (ARuthor’s italics) put
under the UnitedNations’ trusteeship.’ Bevinwas prepared
toaccept only Italian Somaliland under UN supervision.
Britainkept the rest of the Somali territoriesunder its
aqntrol .

It was not clear why the Americans and the Russians
opposed the British proposal. Neither had expressed an
interest inover-seeingthe territoryor inhavingapiece of
the cake.

Standingunder the blue sky of Mogadishu in the centre of
thebeautiful onlygardenof the city, my teacher took out her
handkerchief and wiped the tears fromher face. Her eyes
behind her spectacles were red. Her sadness transferred
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itself tome.

The Ttalian flag was hoisted and a new era was to begin.
Mrs. Geeran would leave the country and the English books
would be thrown away. The newcomers would bring text-
books with similar alphabets, but different promunciation.
Ttaliangeography and history wouldbe taught .

T hadnopower or say inthematter. A1l I could dowas just
watch what was happening.

By the end of the decade of BritishMilitary Administra-
tionthepolitical partieswere already inhighgear. The
Somali Youth League was the leadingparty and its influence
had spread throughout the Somali territoriesunder British
rule inarelatively short periodof time.

The political parties, and members of the Somali Youth
League inparticular, should have known what was in our
interest, and which colonial power would have been most
useful toour cause. The SYL sloganwas “Unity of all Somali
Territories.” The implementation of the Bevin Plan was
exactly what every Somali would have loved to see.

The SYL had been successful inmobilizing the whole
Somali nation and Somali people everywhere, right up to
Harar. Political representatives were sent to the United
Nations in New York to present our case before the world
body. So, what had gone wrong? Why had we lost the chance
tomove along the road to fulfillingournational aspirations?
Why were we being divided up once again?

Though the political parties were still young, the
politicians were old enough and seasoned enough to know
that the unity and independence of the country were the
uppermost considerations ineverybody’smind.

Towards the end of the 1940s, the Somali Youth League’s
mobilization of the masses led to the uprisings known as
Dhagaxtuur (stone-throwing) and HaNoolaato (long-life-to),
which signaled to the colonial powers the people’s
determination topress for freedomand self-rule. The signals
didnot fall ondeaf ears. In 1948, a United Nations Four-
Power Commission, consisting of the United States of
America, the Soviet Union, Great Britainand France, came
toSomalia toascertain the wishes of the people.
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This was a crucial moment for the people of all the Somali
territories—the 90 per cent under British rule and the 10 per
cent under French administration. The destiny of the
territories and the people was in the hands of thepoliticians
who would represent the case onbehalf of the people. Their
responsibility was very great. They had to assemble and
study the range of sentiments that was being expressed by
the various representatives of the people, and from
organizations suchas religious groups whichplayed (andstill
play) an important role inour society.

Since the British proposal for Greater Somaliland had
been opposed by the United States and the Soviet Union in
1946, the United Nations came to the conclusion that the
Conmission should only discuss the future of former Italian
Somalilandwhich, ineffect, meant Balkanization of the
territaries.

Keeping the territories together depended entirely onthe
wisdomand skill of those of our politicians who were meeting
the Commission. Their ability inarguing the case wouldbe
crucial indeciding the fate of thepeople. Inthe event, the
Commission came to the country and met the leaders of the
political parties. The then President of the SYL, Haji
Mohamed Hussein is quoted as telling the UN Commission:
‘Whenwe [the SYL Executive Committee] saw this [Bevin’s
statement on Greater Somaliland] being uttered by a
Foreign Minister of a great power, we were very happy
indeedbecause it is one of curgreat aims. ' *

However, despite thisvaluable piece of ammumnitioninits
armoury, the SYL did not argue in favour of Britain
administering the territories; and instead they opted for UN
Trusteeship status for the South, which left the rest of the
Somalilands with Britain. The SYL was the most important
nationalist party and was in the strongest position to
influence the outcome of themeetings.

The other party tomeet the Commissionmade its point

* Somali Nationalismby Saadia Touval, p. 80; Harvard Press,
1963.
** Thid., p. 9.
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very clear. The HDMS (Hizbia Dastur Mustagil Somali, then
calledbyitstribal nameHizbiaDighil eMirifle), joinedin
forming the Somali Conference—a convention of
associations—and demanded that the territory be placed
under Italian Trusteeship.* This view was vehemently
opposed by the Somali Youth League. The demand of the
HDMS was unequivocal . Its leaders alone can justify their
reasons for sucha stand.

At theUnitedNations, during the discussions inthe First
Committee from6 April to 13 May 1949, representatives of
twopolitical partiesandorganizations qualifiedto speak for
the inhabitants of the territory were heard by the
Committee:

‘THE SOMALI YOUTH LEAGUE favoured collective
trusteeship under the United Nations for a period
of not more than ten years. Vigorous opposition was
recorded to any form of Ttalian administration.

‘THE SOMALI CONFERENCE AND THE
PROGRESSIVE LEAGUE OF MIJERSTEIN (sic.)
expressed a desire for complete independence, but
agreed that the territory was not yet ready for self-
government and it was therefore prepared to accept
a United Nations Trusteeship, with Italy as the
Administering Authority.’ *

The Ttalian Government viewpoint, expressed by Count
Sforza, was that Italywas prepared toaccept administration
of the territory in accordance with terms established by the
UN.

Againlater intheyear 1949, representativesof political
parties and organizations, heardby the First Committee
upon recommendation of Sub-Committee 16, advised as
follows:

‘THE SOMALI CONFERENCE—Assurance was
given that there would be full adherence to any

*  Yearbook of the United Nations 1948-49, p. 249; UN
Publications.
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resolutions adopted by the United Nations.
Independence was asked for within the time limit
strictly necessary to assure a wise administration
and stable democratic liberties. It was stated that
although the Somali people regarded liberty and
freedom as highly desirable, they were not yet ready
for absolute independence and would favour a period
of United Nations Trusteeship with Italy as the
Administering Authority. The Somali Youth League
was denounced as an extremist and terrorist
organization.

THE SOMALI YOUTH LEAGUE AND HAMAR
YOUTH CLUB—The representatives denounced the
so-called Bevin-Sforza Agreement and asked for
immediate independence. They expressed a
willingness to accept a United Nations Trusteeship
for an interim period of short duration but were
opposed to any form of foreign rule, particularly
Italian administration. It was observed that
demonstrations had already been staged in protest
against proposals concerning the return of Italian
administration to Somaliland, and it was intimated
that further disturbances might follow.’*

So, what was happening aroundme on 1 April, 1950 was
the implementation of the United Nations General Assembly
Resolution passed on 21 November 1949, approving a UN
Trusteeship, administered by Italy under a UN Advisory
Council, toprepare the former Ttalian territory for the status
of a sovereignAfrican statewithinaperiodof tenyears.

From that moment, we started Italianizingeverything,
from coffee-shopmenus to the judicial system.

The UN Advisory Council was composed of Colombia,
Egypt and the Philippines. But Italy, nominated to
administer the territory, had the real executive powers.

* Yearbook of the United Nations 1948-49, p. 268; UN
Publications.



CHAPTER IT

Preparations for Independence

From 1 April 1950, we had AFIS—Amministrazione
Fiduciaria Italianadella Somalia—which taught us how to
be teachers, accountants, typists, bankers, doctors, nurses,
directors, andhowtoman the police, the army, the security

The Somali language did not then have a script. It was
spoken but not written. We were an oral society. The poets
and singers did not write their songs and poems. They only
memorized what they composed. Messages, information
akin to letters, were sent through a person who could
memorize the whole content, and would travel to another
town or village todeliver messages verbally, word for word,
as they had been given. Replies were sent in the same way.
We did not have a written form for our language. In
educationand for written communication it was necessary to
use a foreign language.

Now that Mrs Geeran and what she represented had gone,
and the English language was buried, we began learning
everythingoveragain, inItalian. All office correspondence
was now tobe in Italian. Andwe were in ahurry, because in
tenyears time we had to be able to run our country.

Tenyears was not, afterall, alongtime. The Italian
administrationproceeded toestablishall kinds of schools,
regular schools in the morning and schools for adults inthe
afternoon. AFIS brought in teachers from Italy except for
Arabic teachers who were brought fromLibya, another ex-
Ttalian colony. As aMuslimpeople, it was traditional for
Somalis to learn Arabic. We had always begun learning the
Koran at an early age, whether or not we went to formal
school .

The Central Bank of Italy, Banca d’Italia, opened a
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branch in Mogadishu. Banco di Roma and Banco di Napoli
quickly followed suit. We continued using the shilling as
currency, but inall other respects, we were becoming like a
small province of Ttaly, withall thingsbeingdone the Ttalian
way .

Some time in 1954, several Somali students, myself
among them, were selected to work for the statistics
department of the central administration onapart-time
basis, tohelp conduct apopulation census. The Chief of the
department was an Italian. He lecturedus for a few days
before sendingus tovarious parts of the city. He toldus how
the city was divided and where each of us should go. He told
us not to enumerate the Indian families. He did not say why,
but I thought it was perhaps because the Indians didnot like
other people visiting theirhomes.

The Chief also told us that we wouldbe paid 75 cents for
compilingeach family sheet . That was less thanone shilling.
There were 100 cents tothe shilling, andat that time 75 cents
couldbuy a lot. The pay was a good incentive for us towork
hardand to £i1l upmore sheets.

Formost of us, it was the first time we werebeingpaid for
work. I think it was also the first time a census was
undertaken. Like everythingelse at thismoment intime, the
jobwas tobe finishedvery quickly.

Off we went ! We went from house to house to record the
people, the property, the house plan, number of bedrooms,
latrinesetc. Wedidnot likebigfamiliesbecause it tookus too
much time to £ill intheir forms. Bachelor households were
best for us because we put only one person’s name on the
sheet and were paid the same amount of money.

In the evenings we returned to the of fice of the Director,
whichwas situated ina sports club known as Circolodella
Vela, tohand over the sheetswe had duly filled in during the
day, and receive our remuneration.

I was doing very well with the people I was enumerating
because they were from my own neighbourhood of Hamar
Weyne, the oldest part of the city of Mogadishuand still
carrying the original, indigenous name of the city—Hamar.
In Hamar Weyne people did not talk to strangers and people
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fromoutside the group, let alone answer questions relating
totheirpropertiesand families. Theybelieved that if the
Government knew what assets they had, it would come and
take themaway. I had toexplain to them that whatever was
being asked concerned the census and nothing else. But I
was one of them, and I had their confidence, so I didnot have
muchdifficultygetting themto cooperate.

One evening, I returned fromthe cityasusual todeliver
the papers and collect my money. The Chief, who went
through each form to see if there were any points that
required further clarification, liftedhis readingglassesand
toldme, “You are suspended. Tomorrow you will not be
working” .

Iwascrestfallen. Taskedmyself, ‘Why?’ Afterall, Thadby
then acquired good experience and I knew the job was not yet
OEr.

He saidangrily, “I toldyou fromthe begimmingthat noone
was tovisit Indians. Noone should register Indians.”

That was true. He had said so, but he had not told us why,
and had left us to assume the reasons for ourselves. The
Indians were evenmore reluctant to interact with strangers
than were the Hamaris. But the area where the Indians lived
was my neighbourhood, and inmy over-zealousness I had
been determined to show the Italian supervisor that I could
gain their trust and could persuade them to respond to the
questiomaire.

I tried to defend myself. “But this family are my
neighbours, and I knew they wouldn’t say "no’ when I
knocked at their door.” The Chief insisted, however, that no
matter how they behaved, Indians were Indians, and I
shouldnot have registered them in the census.

“All right, if yousay so,” I saidand left, puzzledbyhis
anger and violent reaction, andnot understandingwhy all
the inhabitants of the city, including Indians shouldnot be
counted. Anyhow, I must have been doing something right,
because two days later, he sent someone to findme, and
asked me to start work again, though he could not resist
warningme, ~“for the last time’, that I shouldnot visit any
Indian.
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Inthispart of the Somali territory, we could see whichway
our future was heading. But we did not know in which
direction our brothers were heading, the Somalis fromwhom
we had lately been severed, either by mistake or ignorance
or by intention, and who were administeredby a different
colonial power fromourselves. If only Britain hadbeen
nominated by the Somali politicians of the time as the
administering power, most of the Somali territories could
even then have been brought together, united asone, witha
good chance in due course of ultimately regaining our
brothers who were then under French rule.

All government departments had an Italian expert whose

job it was toteachhis Somali counterpart how tomanage the
office, sothat he might take over when independence came.
This also applied to the armed forces—the Carabinieri
(police), EsercitoNazionale (national army) and Marina
(navy)—each of which was trained on the ITtalianmodel.
Regarding the economy too, AFIS paid the salaries and
imported spaghetti. Though it shouldbe said they imported
rice, also. Onthe home front, beinga country with abundant
livestock, meat was readily available in the market.
Vegetables and tropical fruits like banana, papaya and
grapefruit, grown in Afgoi were transported 27 kilometers to
the capital, everymorning.

After finishing the census job I got some kind of
permanent employment in the Post Office. I passeda simple
test of writing, readingandnumbers. Inthe Post Office too,
each section was headed by an Italian, and we were to be
groomed to replace them.

The year was 1955 . The Cashier at the Post Office was an
Italian. Sowas the Controller, while the rest of the Cash
section employees were Somalis. I started work at the
counter where national and overseas postal orders were
handled. Overseas postal orders were available for Italy
only. The customers of this service were primarily Ttalians
who had been brought to the country as civil servants or as
members of the armed forces, and whose families were in
Ttaly. The service was alsoused by Italian businessmen who
sent money to companies or their families. Ordinary postal
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orders were used within the territory of Somalia Italiana.
There was also another category—Service postal orders—
used for the salaries of Government employees in the
interiorareasof the territory.

On12 Octaber 1954, the sky-blue flagwithits five-pointed
star was hoisted aloft. In 1956, six years of Italian
Administration, the countrywas given internal self-rule.
Abdullahi IssaMohamud, awidely respectedpolitician, and
leader of the SYI.was appointed Prime Minister, withanall-
Somali cabinet of ministers.

As in every other department, the Post Office had its
Somali co-director whowas in training to take theplace of an
Italian. This process was known as Somalizzazione. The
Ttalians had to complete the jobof Somalizationby the UN's
designated target date for independence at the end of the
decade. The systemof trainingbecame like learning todrive
without knowing the functioningof the engine, or like sitting
beside the driving instructor and merely being shown how to
hold the steeringwheel.

If the Ttalians were in a hurry to complete the job of
Somalization, sowere we. We were very hungry for power .
We wanted to see ourselves sittingon the chair of the boss.
We wanted to ring the bell to call the messenger. We
imagined ourselves as directors, walkingdown the corridors
of ministrybuildings with files under our arms and with
people stepping aside as we swept past, then falling instep
behindus.

Once a colleague of mine paid apostal order of Sh. 4,000
to someone who showed himan identity card. A few days
later, the bonafide owner came to enquire about the postal
order . On checking, it was found that the money had already
been paid out . The Post Office informed the police that the
man who had encashed the money had presented the
identity card of a policeman. The police investigation
revealed that the owner of the card was not inMogadishu on
the day the postal order was cashed. Nothingmore couldbe
done. The money was lost . The Post Office had to compensate
the real owner of the money, andmy colleague who had paid
the false claimant was ordered to pay back monthly
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installmentsof 40 shillings tothe Post Office fromhis salary
until the entire amount was recovered.

The case somehow came to be known in the Prime
Minister’soffice, and the Prime Minister, Abdullahi Issa,
was moved to take action to protect public money and, by
extension, private money. He sent out a written order that
any person who was due to receive money, besides being
required to showan Identity Cardmust alsoaffixhis or her
fingerprint.

The trainee-Director at the Post Office did his rounds
fromtime to time, to seewhat the people were doing, but he
didnot really knowwhat was goingon, nor didheneed to. He
was going tobe a Director, soall he wouldneed to dowould
be toput his signature to letters after the Ttalian secretary
had prepared them for him. He found that the majority of the
staff at the front desks were Hamari people of Mogadishu. It
was clear he didnot like this, and would have wished the
office toacquire ‘new faces’ . Oneday, awell-dressed Somali
came to the counter.

“I amexpecting somemoney toarrive fromItaly,” he said.

I searched for and found his postal order vaglia
internazionaleandaskedhimto sign for it. Then I pushed
the stamp pad towards him and asked him to put his
thumbprint on the paper.

“Mamma Mia," he shouted at the top of hisvoice, “I am
Doctor So-and-So. I’ve studied for twenty years and you ask
me to put my thumb mark.”

At this, acolleague at the farendof theoffice calledout to
me that he knew the gentleman and could stand surety for
him. I askedmy colleague not to intervene.

“I amnot going to put my thumbprint, ” he insisted,
adding, “EvenAbdullahi Issacan’t tellmetodosuchathing.”

I explained tohimthat we handled a 1ot of money and were
trying toprotect hisaswell as other pecple’ smoney, “Andif
youwant toknow, thisorder is from2Abdullahi Issahimself,”
and I showed him the letter signed by the Prime Minister.

Doctor So-and-So had recently returned from Italy where
he had studied Law. He would certainly soon start practicing
as a lawyer, and in the future he might easily become a
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Minister or a Judge. Nevertheless, at this moment he was
unwilling to show respect either for the rules or for his own
PrimeMinister.

Another day, aman inpolice uniformcame inwithapostal
order which he wanted to cash, and I asked him to showme
his identity card. He became furious. He said, “Don’t yousee
my uniform?”

“Yes,” I said, “but suppose someone stole your uniform
fromyour house and came tome dressed in it and asked for
thismoney tobegiven tohim, should I give it without asking
for identification, just because he’s dressedup as a
policeman?”

The man became even more angry and left the counter.

At 11.30a.m. when I closed the counter, a policeman was
waiting forme in the corridor and toldme that I was wanted
at thepolicestation. I first reportedthistomy Chief andthen
went tothepolice station. I was taken toanoffice where an
Inspectorwas waiting forme. I was seatedonachair in front
of his desk. He got up fromhis chair and started pacing the
room.

“You Hamaris,” he began, “we have brought you
independence and you humiliate a policeman inuniform.”
The Inspector must have forgotten that it was a Hamari,
Haji Mohamed Hussein, the then leader of the SYL who in
the late 1940s, when Somalia’s future was beingdiscussed by
the UN, had taken a strong stand for only a limited periodof
trusteeshipandhad totally rejected that it be administered
by Italy. Likewise, the Hamar Youth Club had taken a
vigorous nationalist position in itsmeetings with the UN
committees in the same period.

I should explain that just as ‘Hamar’ is the local name for
Mogadishu, ‘Hamari’ means anative of Mogadishu. It islike
saying Napolitano, Romanoor Sicilianoin Italian, and can
mean simply that—a person who belongs to a particular
place. But if it is intended as abuse, it canalsohave that
connotation. As the Inspector continued to speak, he locked
at thewalls, never at me. I found his conduct very
threatening, and felt nervous. I triedtoexplainthat Ihad
asked for the policeman’s identity card toprotect themoney,
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hismoney, everybody and anybody’ s money .

Afterawhile, he sat down and said, “EvenAbdullahi Issa
cannot ask such a thing. I will soon come to the Post Office
myself, andwewill see.”

T answered himquietly “Insha’Allah.” Thenhe let me go.

This was the second time T had been told ‘even Abdullahi
Issacamot...’, firstbya lawyer, thenbyapolice ingpector.
One of themwas supposed to defend justice, the other was
supposed to enforce the laws of the land and protect lifeand
property. Well, suchpeople would soonbe playing important
andvital roles inour society!

Just ashehad said, the Inspector came to thepost office.
He came with a postal order to cash. That day I was at
another counter dealing with foreign Postal Orders. He
presentedhimself tomy colleague. He was wearinghispolice
inspector’suniformwitha short thinblack batonunder his
arm.

“Can you please show me your Identity Card, ” asked my
colleague.

The Inspector was calmand composed. So far, there was
no harsh reaction. Then he looked at his postal order and
picked it up and moved back towards the door, but didnot go
out . The Post Office was full of people waiting their tumm.
There were Italians who wanted to send money to their
families in Italy and Somalis who wanted to send money to
their families in the interior of the country. The hall was
large and, besides money order counters, there was alsoa
counter for people who wished to send telegrams. But,
although the place was full of people and although I
appeared to be getting on with my work, I was acutely
conscious of the Inspector as he drewback from the crowd.

I liftedmy eyes and looked across at him, because I was
sure he was looking at me, and our eyes met . What would he
donext?

The Inspector returned to the counter. He didnot smile.
He did not look around.

“Willmy driving licensebe sufficient?” he asked.
“Yes, ” my colleague said, and payment was made to him.

Later, when I closed the counter and was onmy way to the
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cash office tohand over my takings for the morning, I was
surprised to find the same Inspector waiting forme in the
aarridor.

“I'dlike tohave awordwithyou,” he said. “Iwaswrongthe
other day and I apologize.”

I was surprised, but glad that we had ended the matter
thisway. I expect hewasaman full of ambition, hopingtobe
Commandant at some police station, where his subordinates
wouldonly say ‘yes’ towhatever he decreed. But I alsothink
he was a man of courage. If youmake a mistake and do not
realize it, youare liable tomake more. A clean beginning
always helps tobuildaclean society.

As formy personal fortunes, I was eventuallypromotedto
Controller, replacing the Ttalianwhoheld thepost beforeme.
The appointment was next in seniority tothat of the Cashier.
Along with the Cashier I signed every money-related
voucher issuedby the Post Office.



CHAPTER ITII

The Constituent Assembly

While we were being trained by the Ttalians to run thispart
of our country after independence, the BritishAdministra-
tionwas punishingus by giving away to Ethiopia part of the
territories it was administering. In 1955, whilst we were
under UN Trusteeship, Britain gave away to Ethiopia the
Haud and the Reserved Area. Earlier, in1948, after thevisit
of the UN Commission to Somalia, it had ceded apart of the
Ogaden toEthicpia. It isstill not clearwhether theseactions
were to demonstrate Britain’s displeasure at the Somali
politicianswho failed tonominate Britaintoadminister the

It isperhaps not too far fetched to suppose that Britain,
which had advocated a united Somaliland, shouldbe greatly
angered when Somalia requested that Italy, a defeated
country, be nominated as the administering power. To
emphasize the point further, how could anomad, a shepherd
who walks barefoot, slight the British Empire—an Empire
stretched across oceans and the Enpire onwhose territories
the sunwouldnever set.

I left my job at the Post Office and began working at the
Constituent Assembly, where the Constitution of the new
Republic was to be prepared. Apart from the Somali
politicians, representatives fromforeigncountrieswerealso
involved in this endeavour.

I worked at the Record Office (Ufficio Verbale) of the
Constituent Assembly. The Chief of the officewasan Italian
who taught us shorthand and typing. We were the only
people in the Trust Territory learning shorthand and there
were six of us. We had to be prepared to service the newly
constituted Chamber of Deputies.

The National Assembly building was a large red brick
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building on the western side of the town centre. It hadbeen
built by the Ttalians during the Fascist period, and was
known as Casa del Fascio.

The AssenblyHall itself was splendid. All the seatingand
fittings were of a high quality. The wall behind the
President’s benchwas coveredwith a large painting by an
Italian artist by the name of Novarese, and showed the
masses—men, women and children—breaking the chains of
colonialism. TheHall hadagallerywhere thepubliccouldsit
and listen todebates. There were committee rooms of f to the
side, whichmembers could use for additional business.

Our job was to record verbatimthe proceedings of the
Assembly. The speakers made their statements either in
Somali, Arabic or Italian. The minutes were recorded in
Ttalian, througha Somali interpreter. Some of the Deputies
had no frame of reference tohelp themunderstand the new
institution inwhich they found themselves. For the civil
servants and army of ficers there was at least some kind of
trainingand preparation for the tasks theywere required to
perform. Not so for the members of parliament, who were to
sit inthisHall andmake laws for the country. Many of them
had come to the role straight fromthe interior representing
rural constituencies.

As Muslims, most Somalis learnt to read the Koran in
childhood. Some of the Deputies knew it by heart, and in
their debates would frequently quote its verses. These were
religiouspeople rather thanpoliticiansand, if they could,
they would have preferred to adopt the Holy Book as the
Constitution of the country rather than the one nowbeing
preparedwith the help of those they considered infidels.

For some members, the Hall itself seemed suffocating.
Not because it was not well ventilated, but because they were
accustomed to the openair, todoingbusiness, negotiating
inter-tribal issues and solvingproblems, inaccordance with
the Holy Book or tribal customs, sittingunder atree.

In the decade of preparation for independence, an
attitude developed inwhich, if one wasnot able to speak good
Ttalianhewas considered rather primitive. Soit was inthe
Assembly. Those who had been to Italy for their higher
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educationwould flaunt their knowledge, interrupting the
interpreters andmaking their statementsdirectly inTtalian.
Others who had learnt elementary Italianwould start their
speeches with ‘Signor Presidente’ and then revert to the
Somali language.

Still others whowere literate neither in Italiannor in
Arabic, and who knew some Arabic words of greeting, not to
be outdone, would start their speeches with the Arabic Sayid
ar-Raiis.

The task before the Constituent Assembly was to prepare
adraft Constitution, after which the Assembly was to be
converted intoalegislative Assembly.

The person appointed Minister for the Constitution was
the very same person who had once refused to obey the
orders of the PrimeMinisterwhich, youmay recall, required
himtoaffixhis thumbprint as an identificationmark in
connection with encashment of a postal order.

When the United Nations Four-Power Commission, made
up of the United States of America, the Soviet Union, Britain
and France, had visited Somalia in 1948, toascertain the
wishes of the inhabitants, themost influential of the Somali
political parties, the SYL, had told the Commission
unequivocally that they wanted Four-Powers joint rule for
the country.

The UnitedNations General Assembly, by a Resolution on
21 November 1949, designated the area of ex-Italian
Somaliland aUNTrust territory. But, instead of appointing
the US, the USSR, Britain and France to oversee the
transition to independence, it appointed three minor UN
member States, namely the Philippines, Egypt and
Colombia as its Advisory Council.

What could these three developing countries do, one
wondered, for another similar, that itself hadno source of
income, even tomaintain the fewbuildings that hadbeen left
behind by the Fascists? On the subject of thebuildings, the
twomost solidly constructed edifices whichwe inherited,
and which would clearly last long but which served no
utilitarian purpose whatsoever for the country, were the
Arch of Umberto di Savoia erected at the centre of the
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Mogadishu Garden, and the large Catholic Cathedral which
dominated downtown Mogadishu. Inaddition to these there
was the Parliament building already mentioned, and the
Governo building which accommodated all departments of
the Government.

In the Constituent Assembly, the Member’s debate
focused onestablishinghierarchies of officersand leaders.
No one seemed to be worried about how or from where the
salaries of such officers would come. Every remuneration
and ‘perk’ currentlyenjoyedby these leaders was paidout of
the Republic of Italy’s annual budget. According to the
Trusteeship Council Official Records, (Twenty-second
session, 9 June-1August 1958) .*

‘Actual estimated receipts under the Ttalian Trusteeship
Administrationbudget consist almost entirelyof the Ttalian
Stategrant of 54.2million somalos. The principal items of
estimated ordinary expenditure are 16.8million somalos for
personnel, 9million somalos formilitary and police
personnel and 4.7 million somalos for the air force.
Extraordinary expenditure includes 8.7 million somalos to
balance the Territorial budget and 10 million somalos for
economic development .’ Agriculture and livestock, the two
main items that Somalia could develop, were not givenmuch
attention. Nor was the question infrastructure. The harbour
at Mogadishu was very inadequate; cargo and passenger
ships had to anchor far out from the port, and goods and
people were brought to shoreby lighter. Yet, noprovisionwas
made to improve such facilities. Mogadishuwas the capital
city of a country which was going to be an independent
republic at the end of the decade.

Though there did not appear tobe any coordinationwith
AFIS, the British Administrationwas in its ownway also
preparing British Somaliland for independence. But only
the British Somaliland Protectorate was tobe free. Nothing
was being said about the NFD (the Northern Frontier
District), aterritorywhichwas almost wholly inhabitedby

*  Somalilandunder ItalianAdministration; p. 15para 109, UN
New York 1958
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Somalis but which the United Kingdom was retaining
control of together with its Kenya colony. The Ogaden was
already in the mouth of the Lion of Judah, Haile Selassie of
Ethiopia.

Once more the words fromBevin’s speech in defence of a
Greater Somaliland are a nagging reminder of what might
have been:

‘. ..Inthe latterpart of the last century theHormof Africa
was divided between Great Britain, France and Italy. At
about the time we occupied our part, the Ethiopians occupied
an island areawhich is grazing ground for nearly half of the
nomads of British Somaliland for sixmonths of the year.
Similarly, the nomads of Ttalian Somalilandmust cross the
existing frontiers in search of grass. Inall innocence,
therefore, we proposed that British Somaliland, Italian
Somaliland and the adjacent part of Ethiopia, if Ethiopia
agreed, shouldbe lumped together as a trust territory, so
that the nomads should lead their frugal existence with the
least possible hindrance and there might be a real chance of
adecent economic life, asunderstood in that territory.’

Inspiteof this inspired thinking, the Somalinationhad
been made disjointed, and for the moment only two parts
were becoming free, and under separate tutelage. Andyet
this was the only place in Africa where there was such
homogeneity—all had the same religion, spoke the same
language, practiced the same traditions, held in regard the
same values, and enjoyed a common cultural heritage. A
problem about to confront us was how the parts were to
communicate with each other in government and
administration. One part of usused Italian and the other
English. Our own language, Somali didnot have a script, and
those who did not know one of the two colonial languages
were considered illiterate, althoughArabicwas alsowidely
spoken in the country.

It would, of course, havebeendifficult in 1948 for SYL
politicians tohave stated that they wanted such and such
colonial power to rule. It was a more defensible and
respectable position—if not a scape goat—to opt for the
United Nations as an appropriate authority. But these
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politicians openly objected tothe return of Italianrule.
Britainwas the power that put forward the Bevin Plan which
the SYL leader referred to when he met the UN Commission
in1948: ‘.. .When we saw [in the newspapers] this being
utteredby a ForeignMinister of a Great Power we were very
happy indeed because it is one of our great aims’ .

If what Britain wanted to dowas ‘one of the our great
aims’, then why did the SYL not accept the British to
administer the territories, especially if inthe end they
accepted Italy to take over. Inthe light of what was allowed
tohappen to the Somali territories, however, I amreminded
of the Somali proverb which says: Muraadkaaga magaar ey
ayaa loogu seexdaa; “For your interests’ sake you can even
sleeponadog’ spelt.”.

Denied the opportunity to administer the Somalilands
under UN auspices, the British went their own way. The
Somali partsunder their control were not the concern of the
United Nations, and they were not subject to UN
Trusteeship rules. They did not need external approval of
their plans for training the indigenous population. The
offices in the Protectorate were manned by Indians, not
Somalis. Even the typistswere Indians. The currency of this
part of the Somali territoryuntil the Second World War was
the Indian rupee ad after that the East African shilling. The
Courts were governed by the Indian Penal Code. Hindi
words have come into our language through this association,
words like Bara Sahib for governor, dhobi for laundry, roti
forbread, langare for a lame person, and many more.

Independence Day for the United Nations Trusteeship
Territory of Somalia was fixed for the 1st of July, 1960.
Britain, however, decided to declare Independence Day for
British Somaliland on 26th June 1960—four days before the
former Ttalian Somaliland. Was this decision significant?
Could it be remotely possible that by pre-empting the
independence celebrations of the southby 4 days, Britain
was demonstratinga still-felt displeasure at not havinglbeen
given sole governance of the Somali territories.

The process of Independence was being worked out by
limited groups inauthority. The general public knew very



The Constituent Assembly 4 1

little of what was takingplace. For them, hardly anything
was different. I amnot sure that the people of the interior
even knew that they would soon be masters of their own
affairs. InMogadishu itself, where everything was
happening, I know for a fact that some inhabitants of Hamar
Weynwere still inpossessionof ItalianLire, whichhadnot
been legal currency for over adecade. It ispossible there
were people who remained oblivious of the intervening years
of BritishMilitaryAdministration andbelieved that the
fascistswere still in occupation. Italians frompre-
Republican days had remained behind. They took up
business activities and farmingwith impunity, they owned
cinema houses in the capital, and operated their exclusive
social clubs. Fascist symbols remained engraved on
Mogadishu’s walls when they should have been considered
an offence—fascist hatchets engraved on the pillars of the
defensivewallsalongthe sea coast, paintings of Mussolini’s
head, and his helmet engraved on the walls of certain
government buildings. All these remained untouched.

Preparations were almost complete for the celebrations of
Independence Day. The people of both the north and the
south were keen tohave the twoparts united, and agreement
was reached among the politicians, that, together they
would form just one republic—not a “Federal” republic or
“United” republic—but the Republic of Somalia.

Ours was a country with no economic prospects. The
Ttalianshad encouraged the cultivation of banana for export
to Italy at subsidized prices. Nothing had been done to
develop the export potential of thepink or white varietiesof
grapefruit, thepapayas, guavas, or thewide variety of other
tropical fruits inwhich the country abounded. Apart froma
small sardine cannery in Kandala there was no
infrastructure toutilize the country’smarine resources
along 3,200 kilometres of coastline. The same was true of the
livestock sector where, apart froma small beef cannery in
Mogadishu, no development was planned. As far as any agro-
industry is concerned the country possessed only a single
2,500 hectare sugar plantation anda sugarmill in Jowhar

(VillagioDuca degli Abbruzzi) , with an output of 88,909
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quintals inl1956.*

Livestock, fishingand agriculture were three major
potential sources of revenue. But intheirpresent state, they
certainly could not generate enough foreign exchange to
balance the country’ s essential requirements fromabroad.
We needed to import everything fromoutside, ranging from
needles to tractors. We didnot have any large scale economic
assets tomanage, and as for our small scale economy, it was
controlled by non-Somalis. What then did political
independence mean if the country had to depend
economically on foreignpowers? DuringBritish colonial rule
inIndia, thereexistedasituation similar toours, whereby
the colonial administrationwished toprolong the process of
hand-over by doing thing in small doses. The Britishattitude
therewas that ‘apeoplenmust fit itself for self-government by
tryingdoses of gradually increasing strength.’ The British
proposed that the Indians first get togrips with running
municipal and local bodies, and then the provincial
government, but with ‘safeguards’ . This, they assured the
Indians, wouldbe followed by complete self-governance at
theprovincial level, whichwould inturnbe followedby self-
rule at the central government level. Mahatma Gandhi
declined toaccept thisview. Hebelieved thepeople’ sability
couldbe testednot by operating local administrations under
British tutelage, but by undertaking large-scale economic
and social reforms under their own leadership. **

As Somalia was an oral society, this emerging new
Republic was going to be a country confused by foreign
cultures, since, without a script for its language, itsown
culture couldnot impose itself incertainareasof 1ife. All
business, whennot transacted orally, was dependent on how
much one knew of one of the two foreign languages—English
orItalian.

Similar economic and educational problems existed in
British Somaliland. After completing intermediate

*  Somalilandunder ItalianAdministration; p. 17 para 123, UN
New York 1958.

** Gandhi’s Technique of Mass Mobilization, M.M. Verma; New
Delhi 1990.
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education—the highest available in the Protectorate until
1955—-only a few students, for whatever reason—accident or
good fortune—went abroad for secondary studies to the
Sudan. I have heard it said that Britainat one time planned
toestablisha College or a University at Daimole, near
Sheikh town, but that the elders refused to have any such
institution, believing it wouldbringwith it the Christian
religion. Such stronglyheld feelings, if true, mayhave been
basedon earlier storieswhich told of how, in1901-4, the
Britishattempted to convert to Christianity some orphans
who had been collected fromaround the environs of Berbera
town and housed in the Mission camp inDaimole village. For
their part, the Britishwould alsonot have forgotten the
fierce 20-year Holy War waged against them in the early
20th century by Mohamed Abdille Hassan, whomthe British
dubbed ‘The Mad Mullah of Somaliland’ . Educationand its
interface with religionhad always been a sensitive issue
among our people.

Inmost African countries, Christianmissionaries
addressed themselves to such individuals as were inneed of
shelter or food, or to those whom they considered animists.
But in Somaliland, the people were not short of food, and
belief intheir religionwas so strong that they avoided even
going close to a European. They would more likely run away
fromhim if he happened to pass by them, or would taunt him,
shouting ‘Gaal! Gaal!’, meaning infidel.

Throughout their long stay in the country, the colonial
powers were singularly unsuccessful in converting Somalis
toChristianity, with the exception of very few familieswhom
they had taken out of the country, and a handful of
abandoned children who had unknown Italian fathers. This
was one of the few countries in Africawhere themissionaries
totallyfailedintheirvocation.

I remember how, in our schools the Italians taught us
Ttalian historyand geography, but the religion they taught
us was Islam. I remember reading about the 1life of the
Prophet Mohammed (pbuh) in Italian. The Italian
Administrationwent so far as tobringArabic teachers from
Libya to teach Arabic and religion. The British, too, knew
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that education and religion were delicate areas. Even so,
there were pioneering Somali teachers like MoallimJama in
Italian Somaliland and Mohamud Ahmed Ali in British
Somaliland, who were strong advocates of education, and
whose contributions toeducationareof historic significance.

Because the Somali elders on the whole felt that education
posed a threat tothe religion, they thought it their duty to
guard the younger generation against what they sawasevil.
They did not consider that we needed education tobe able to
run the country, that education was the key to our future
progress. They were unconvinced that university students
could be mature enough to defend themselves against
conversiontoChristianity.

Nevertheless, Somalis were sent to Italy to become
graduates inpolitical science, economics, law and other
subjects. However, we were late-comers to education in
comparison with certain other parts of Africa. Those who
were taking on the mantle of leadership in the newly
independent countries of Africa in the 1950s and 60s were
generally muchmore educated than our Somali leadership,
many having already pursued successful careers as teachers
anduniversityprofessors intheWest, andas doctors, before
coming to power .

In 1957, after about seven years of Italian Trusteeship
Administration, wehad, for exanmple, only twomen (Author’s
italics) under training in the diplomatic field. This was
revealed by the Acting Administrator, Dr. Piero Franca,
when he informed the U.N. Mission which visited the
territory from18 July to 6 August 1957 that ‘an increasing
number of Somali civil servants were receiving training in
thediplomatic field—a Somali official had been appointed
assistant to the Chef de Cabinet and another was serving in
the Italian Embassy in Cairo. ' *

The Missionwas also informed that 160 students were
enrolled in the Higher Institute of Lawand Economics (the
only institutionof higher education inthe Territory) for the

* Trusteeship Council, Twenty-second Session—9 June-1
August 1958—Supplement No. 2
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1957-58 school year’ and that thirty-seven Somalis were
pursuinguniversity studies inTtaly. *

In 1960, the year of our independence, it was only
expected that twentyseven Somalis would receive university
degrees inTtaly: ‘cneinmedicine, sixinpolitical science, one
in social science, nine in economics and business
administration, one in journalism, three inveterinary
medicine, two in agronomy, one innatural science, one in
pharmacy andone inlinguistics’ . **

The celebrations for the independence of former Italian
Somalilandand itsunionwithBritish Somaliland, were tobe
held in the building of the Constituent Assembly—the
parliament building. The edificewas tobe fully illuminated
for the occasion, whichwas tobe sohistoric for thenation.
Above the tower of the red-brick building, the Somalia
national flag—skybluewitha five-pointedwhite star inthe
middle—was to be hoisted at midnight of 30 June/1 July
1960. That moment would denote the birth of the new
Republic.

Mogadishu was to be the capital of the Somali Republic.
This was where the famous Moroccan traveller Ibn Batuta
visited in 1331, and remarked that it was the capital of a
prosperous Sultanate exporting skins and coloured cottons
besides a number of exotic goods and ruled by a Sultan of
Somaliorigin.

The Journal of African History, published in London in
1960, reveals that in the 13th century, Mogadishu had a
currencyof itsown. Acollectionof 7,635 coins of twenty three
rulers who are as yet unknown to numismatists and
historians, suggests that Mogadishuminted its own coinage
from 1300 to 1700.

The history of Somalia stretchesback into the mists of
time. Known as the “Land of Punt” in Pharaonichistory, it
had a close commercial relationship with the Egyptians,
which touched its apex in the period of Queen Hatshep-Sut
(about 1500 BC) . To the Phoenicians, Somalia was also

* p.3,paralé6.
** Tbid., p. 26, para 200.
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known as “The Region of Incense’ . All this was before the
colonialists set footonitsterritory. Somalia’sviabilityand
integrity lasteduntil the periodof modern colonialism. The
potential was still there. But neither the Ttaliansnor the
Britishwished to train the Somalis to raise the level of
production so that the country could have a base for its
economic development .

We Somalis were not at all worried about the economic
aspect of independence. We were only anxious toget hold of
the reins of power, takingeverythingelse for granted. The
truth, of course, was that whoever had control of the
country’s economy also held the power. If the newcountry
was going to remain dependent economically on an ex-
colonial power, the latter’ s continuous stay was guaranteed.

The first National Assembly was composed of members
fromonly two of the five Somali territories. The Britishhad
already givenpiecemeal toEthiopia huge tracts of land—the
Ogaden and the Haud and the Reserved Area—and
remaining under British control was the Northern Frontier
District (NFD) .

The National Assembly was composed of 123 members: 90
elected fromthe former Ttalian Somaliland and 33 fromthe
former British Protectorate. We hadno idea what the future
held in store for us, although independence was something
that everybody was expecting to enjoy. Those who had been
elected or selected to take care of the welfare of the country
were supposed to be the most responsible among us.

I recall that one of the members of the new National
Assembly was a gentleman who had come almost every day,
after the afternoon prayers, tomy father’s shop at Afar
Irdood inMogadishu’ s commercial area, totalk over a cup of
tea. Hewas fairlyadvanced inage. I amcertainhe hadnever
been to any modern school to learneither Ttalian or Arabic.
He must have had some literacy in one language or another,
or he would not have been allowed tobecome a candidate for
the Assembly. Inorder tobe eligible forelection it was a
prerequisite that one should knowhow to read andwrite. In
fact, as I was todiscover during the time I worked at the
National Assenbly secretariat, the literacy requirement had
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onlybeen loosely enforced. Some of the Deputies would come
tous inour office onthe first floor and ask us to teach them
how towrite their signatures. It was important that they
learn how to sign the attendance register tobe included on
the payroll. When Parliament was in session, it met each
morning and afternoon. Before each sitting, the MPs present
had to sign the attendance register which was placed on the
left side of the chamber. The roll call of members present was
then read out by the secretariat staff, and each member
would respond loudly as his name was called. One would say
‘Presente’ , anotherwouldsay ‘Present’, yet otherswould say
‘Haadir’ or ‘Waajooga’—Italian, English, Arabic, Somali—it
was like the Tower of Babel .

For those of us who were reer magaala, townspeople born
and bred, andwho had some (evenif onlyalittle) education,
and considered ourselves sophisticated inourhabits, there
were other things which amused us as well. Worthy though
they may have been to represent their constituents, some
Deputies had hardly ever spent time away from their
villages andmay never have even seen the capital before. For
some it was their first time wearing trousers, and it was
obvious they were not very comfortable in them. Styles of
dressalsovaried, fromthree-piece suits, toEgyptianstyle
khamisor long shirts, to shirt and macaawis or sarong-type
skirt, to various combinations of these—khamis and
macaawis, macaawisand jacket, khamisand jacket. Withall
forms of dress, it became fashionable to wear the white
embroidered fez-shaped hat for which the coastal town of
Brava is famous. The President of the National Assembly,
Aden Abdulle Osman, always wore the koofi Barawe, and the
Brava hat became almost the symbol of an MP. The walking
stick was another popular accessory.

Being in Parliament, there were some who became
famous within a very short span of years. Of course, one of
the duties of AFIS was precisely to create a core group of
capable and prominent people so that the country could be
handed over to them. Tobe famous, however, did not always
mean to be capable.

There were some members who never took part in
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debates, but only in voting, and who were not averse to
accepting incentives and inducements tovote a particular
way . Generally, the votingpattern was decided even before
members entered the Chamber.

AnMP’ s salary was 600 Somali shillings amonth in the
earlysixties. Iaterinl1969 thiswasraisedto2,000chillings.
The fee forattendance, gettone di presenza, was 20 shillings
per session. (Intheearly sixtiesUS$1.00=Sh. 6.30, and
against the £ it was shilling forshilling. TodayUS$1.00=Sh.
6000-7000)

The Secretary-General of the National Assembly knew
about my previous job at the Post Office. One day he asked
me if T could handle accounts, as he needed somebody to £ill
inwhile the regular accountant was on leave. An Ttalian lady
was in charge of the accounts. She prepared the pay-rolls
each month for members of the Assembly as well as for the
staff. Though there were many Somalis in the department,
apparently no one else knew the job. So, for twomonths I
occupied theneat, cleanandwell equipped officewhile she
was onvacation in Ttaly with her husband.

It surprisedme that the person who was supposed to be
her assistant, and who showed me where everything was
kept in the office had not been trained in the work. He
uncovered amachine and asked 1f T knewhow touse it. It was
anelectriccalculator, of the type Thadusedat the Post Office.

It was inefficient not tohave made contingency plans for
salaries andallowances tobepaid, especially salariesand
allowances of such important and vocal people as
parliamentarians and those foreigners who serviced our
youngRepublic’s institutions. Perhaps it wasnot the Ttalian
woman’ s fault but her boss who was toblame. Perhaps it was
he who had not wanted his subordinates to learn too much
about how things were done. It was not unusual for officers
not towant to share informationwiththeir staff, especially
when money was involved. The Secretary-General was not
inany case a very trustingman, and I knew he didnot like
me. But on this occasion he had needed somebody with my
skill todoa job. He would not remain in office very long
himself it he failed topay the salaries andallowances of the
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parliamentarians and expatriate staff of the Secretariat.

Inmy regular job as a stenographer at the Parliament, I
and the other members of the pool, we were required to
record verbatimand in Italian all the parliamentary
debates, which were then translated by Drs Morcos and
Skook into Arabic and English. All the business of the
Parliament had to be documented in Ttalian, English and
Arabic, the three working languages of the parliament. The
systemwas very cumbersome. But that was not the entire
problem. As many of the members were not sufficiently
fluent in any one of the languages tobe able to refer to the
records themselves, they needed someone to provide oral
translations of the documents to them in the Somali
language.

Although it was hardwork, I felt privilegedtobeapart of
the system. It was always interesting. It was the house from
which all the laws emanated. It was here that the first
President of the Republicwouldbe elected. It was here one
met thepolitical personalities of today and other who were
destined to feature prominently in the futurepolitics of our
nation.

The President of the National Assembly, later tobecome
the first President of the Republic, was AdenAbdulle Osman,
ahighly respectedgentleman. Withhis greyhair andperfect
sense of dress, he always looked the statesman. When he sat
inhiselevatedpositionat the front of the chamber, thewhole
House was like a classroom, the members looking like school
children in the presence of a firmteacher. I remember once,
a member was at the microphone, below the President’s
chair, and the President obviously felt he was talking
irrelevantly. When the MP ignored his request to stop, the
President took his own microphone and brought it down on
the member’ s head. “Aamus!” he said.

The President used spectacles for reading. Whenever he
disapproved of amember’ s attitude, he would just raisehis
spectacles and look at the person. Without sayingaword, it
was clear that he meant him to shut up.

I enjoyed listening towhat the Deputieshad tosay in the
Chamber, especially the out-of-town Deputies who talked
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about the problems of their villages. They would, for
example, appeal to the Government todigwells in their
areas, andof corse theywere right . The irony of the situation
was that even the capital had nopotable water. Drinking
water was brought tomost households in Mogadishu inused
petrol canisters on the backs of donkeys.

Time passed and the date for the independence of Italian
Somaliland and union with the former British Somaliland
drewnear. Inreadiness for thisnewchapter, we couldoffer
a fewbureaucrats, but we had nomedical doctors, engineers,
agronomists or geologists of our own. Illiteracy in the
country was very high. For the election of Deputies to the
National Assembly it was necessary for the various
competing parties tobe represented onballot papers by
picture symbols and not words. As a people, Somalis are
generallyhighlypoliticized, andalthoughmost of the voters
knew whom they wished toelect, it remaineduncertain that
theirvote went for their chosen candidate.

There were plenty of stories of how votes were
manipulated, how, in some instances, voters were told toput
across onan insignia todenote their party preference, and
in other instances toput a cross on the same insignia to
indicate the opposite! True or untrue, Somalis are skilled
raconteurs, and we entertain each other with humorous
interpretations and jokes about even the gravest of our
national events.

The stage was set. There was independence for two
Somali territories. There was euphoria over our future
prospects. We didnot have a very extensive infrastructure,
but neither was our population very large, only about 3
million. And we had vast rangelands populated by our
nomad families and their herds of camel, sheep and goats,
and cattle; small urban communities populated thedistrict
towns and market centres which dotted the map. We were a
people who learnt quickly, we were proud, and the future was
ours. It was a time of great hope and expectation. Anationof
republicans, we had been called, and every one his own
sultan.



CHAPTER IV

The Historic Day

People started gathering in Parliament Square from the
afternoon of 30 June 1960. While waiting for the hour of
freedom at midnight they chanted and danced. The
Parliament building where I worked had been strungwith
coloured lights, ashad the streets of the city. We spent the
whole day working and none of us went home for lunch. In
fact, we stayed at work until the next morning. At sundown
the lights went on, the city’smain streets were shining
brightly and the people were in festive mood. My colleagues
and I were strategically placedon the roof of the building
from where we could see the Square below us. Most
importantly, we were very close to the flagpole where the
Somalinational flagwas tobe hoisted.

The Ttalian Administrator, inthe presence of the United
Nations Advisory Council Members, was to hand over the
administrationof the country toitselected leaders. Our flag
was to be hoisted to the accompaniment of the National
Anthem of the new Republic and would be given a 21 gun
salute. The National anthem’s title was Soomaaliya Ha
Noolaato, Long Live Somalia. It hadonly a title andno
words. Again, it hadbeen composedby an Italian.

Loud-speakers, installed at the four corners of the
Parliament building, were blaring out the programme of
events to the crowds. At a certain moment, the announcer
requested the crowds tobe silent, and that started the count-
down tomidnight . Everyone was looking at hiswatch; no one
wanted tomiss the historic moment when the Republic was
born. The crowd’ s eyes were rivetted on the flagpole which
was floodlit fromall sides.

The conductor of the band called his musicians to
attention, he raisedhisbaton inreadiness, waiting for the
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signal togo. Midnight: the first moments of the 1st of July
1960, and the Somali flag was raised. The Republic of
Somalia was born. The crowd exploded in joy, and drums
beat and the whole Square, overflowingwithpeople, was in
motion as figures jumped up and down, shouting “Long Live
Somalia!” “Soomaaliya Ha Noolaato! Soomaaliya Ha
Noolaato.”

We hugged each other. We laughed. We wept tears of
happiness. We prayed for the country saying, “May Allah
make it great.” We danced. Women ululated. We
congratulated each other. And this went on throughout the
night, till the next morming.

Onenotable personality involved in the process of leading
our part of the country to freedom, but who finallymissed the
celebrations was Kamal Eddin Salah, the Egyptian member
of the United Nations Advisory Council, who had been
assassinated in Mogadishu in 1957 . Many people knew why
Kamal Eddin Salah was in Somalia, but very few knew why
now he was no more there.

On the first day of our independence, at its first session,
the National Assembly approved the nation’s first
Constitution, and elected Aden Abdulle Osman as the First
President of the Republic.

The President immediately moved to the official
Presidential residence, Villa Somalia, formerly known as
Villa Italia. The compound actually continued threevillas,
one which was the residence, one the offices, and the third
the official Guest House. They were small villas, each
consistingof four or five rooms anda small sitting room. The
gardens were large, and planted with flame tress,
bouganvillaea, hibiscus andvarieties of other tropical trees
and shrubs typical of the region. In comparison to the
extensive grounds, thebuildings, especially the residence
and the offices, weremodest for a Head of State.

The National Flag, hoistedon 1 July 1960, had a special
significance for the Somalination. Skybluewithawhite star
at the centre, the fivepoints of the star were representative
of the five Somali territoriesof TtalianSomaliland, British
Somaliland, the French Somali Coast (Djibouti), the
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Northern FrontierDistrict (N.F.D.), andthe Ogaden.

The new Republichad so far achieved the union of only the
first twopoints of the star. With regard to the remaining
Somali territories still under alien rule the Constitution
stated in ARTICLE 6, Paragraph 4 :

‘The Somali Republic shall promote, by legal and
peaceful means, the union of Somali territories and
encourage solidarity among the peoples of the world,
and in particular, among African and Islamic pecples.’

That we had been unable tomove further along this road
already, and had not taken advantage of the one-time
powerful international support for thisposition, has tobe
judged as political shortsightedness, and as a massive
historic failureonthepart of curpoliticians.

Britainwasunlikelyever again to support unificationof
the Somali territories. The Lionof Judah, the so-called ‘King
of Kings’ would never give up the Somali territories under
his control through legal and peaceful means. We had only to
took at the evidence. During a visit to the Ogaden on 25
August 1956, Haile Selassie warned the people: ‘We remind
you, finally, that all of youareby race, colour, blood and
custom, members of the great Ethiopian family. Although,
there may be local dialects, we must always strive to
preserve our unity and our freedom.’ Speaking about the
unityof all the Somali territories, hehad said: ‘Astothe
rumours of a greater Somalia, we consider that all the
Somali peoples are economically linkedwithall Ethiopia,
and, therefore, we donot believe that such a state canbe
viable standingalone, separated fromEthiopia.’*

The new Republic would have to deal with such a man.
Thisman, who called himself the oldest statesman inAfrica
had already annexed Eritrea, and did not have the title of
Emperor for nothing. Haile Selassie playedball with the
colonial powers and became the black-skinned, blue-eyed
boy of the Western Powers.

* Emperor Haile Selassie’s Speech in the Ogaden, 25 August
1956: Extract: Ethiopian Observer, December 1956.
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As it happened, Ethiopia began harasssing our young
Republic shortly after its independence, throughborder
skirmishes. Beingnewly independent, we had not even had
time toestablishproper security alongour borders; we were
a soft target. Yet, the Somalis have been standing firm
against Abyssinian encroachments fromat least the 16th
century, and something in our national character and inour
inbred commitment to the lands we inhabit has kept us
strong against thisneighbour throughout our history.

The National Assembly elected Jama Abdullahi Ghalibas
its President on 7 July 1960. He was one of the members from
former British Somaliland. He spoke Arabic and English
and, of course, Somali. The already-estblishedpractices of
the Record Office of the Parliament continued. Since my
Italian Chief, and my colleagues and I took our notes in
Ttalian, the President andall other English-ornon-Italian-
speaking members, couldnot know if their statements and
interventions were being correctly recorded or not . Theyhad
towait till the English translations weremade available.

The whole business of the nation was being conducted
through the mediumof a foreign language, which only fewof
us had started learning just tenyears earlier. The President
of the Republic and the Prime Minister were both Italian
speaking, but by nomeans were all the Deputies fromex-
Ttalian Somalia fluent inthe language. Further, the Ttalian
language was not an international language that couldbe
used in contacts withother countries of the world. It seemed
fit only foruse inour of fices and for exchangingnotes with
the Ttalian Government. To correspond with most other
governments a knowledge of our other colonial language,
English, was necessary. There was cbviously a continuing
role inthe country for foreigners, not lest fordraftingofficial
correspondence.

The six of us who serviced the National Assembly had
initiallybeenselected for the jcb froma field of cne hundred
young men and women who were enrolled in the course for
shorthand/typing. The man who had trained us was Signor
Lucio Valent, and we were now an elite corps—the only
people who could do the job. I loved the work, and I knew I
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was performing a useful service formy country. But there
were problems awaiting me round the corner.

Four months after independence, an article appeared in
an Opposition party newspaper, criticizing the Secretary
General of the Assembly for retaining the services of his
Italianaccountant when there was a Somali who could do the
job. This was the honeymoon period of independence when
we enjoyed a free press.

The newspaper article insinuated that the Secretary
General was involved inmisuse of funds, and that he wished
to retain the Italian woman because she was prepared to
cover up forhim. It was clear that the Somalibeing referred
tointhearticlewasmyself, since Thad filled in for the
accountant whilst she was on vacation. The newspaper was
published inArabic, but the article would have had tobe
translated into Italian for the Secretary General, who spoke
noArabic, and forhig Italian accountant tounderstand it.

It isworthreflecting that in those far away days we had
the beginnings of a democratic system, and we enjoyed
freedom of speech, freedom of press, and freedom of
association. They were halcyondays.

The Secretary General was naturally furious about these
public insinuations, aswas the accountant . Neither of them
spoke tome after the article appeared; they clearly thought
Iwasbehindit, evenif Thadnot actuallywrittenthearticle.
T expected some kind of vengeful action to be taken by the
Secretary General, who in any case had never liked me.
What happened, however, was totally unexpected.
Apparently, the Secretary General had sent a copy of the
article tothe President of theRepublic.

Within a few days President Aden Abdulle Osman called
bothof us tohis office todiscuss thematter. He had doviocusly
beenbriefedbymy boss and toldme that I shouldnot indulge
inmalicious behaviour towards my senior officers, should
show respect formy Secretary General, that T had hurt the
feelings of the Italian Signoraand soon. It was clear that
even the President thought T hadwritten the article or at
least knew something about it.

I was uncertain how I should behave towards a Head of
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State and I was in awe at meeting him face to face. But,
uppermost in my mind, even though I was only a simple
stenographer and part-time accountant, I couldnot accept
the responsibility for something I hadnot done.

Alittle later, while the three of us were walking side-by-
side inthegardenof Villa Somalia, the President spreadhis
arms out over both our shoulders, like agood friend. This
gesture gave me the courage I had been trying to summon.

“Mr. President,” I said, “my feelingis that the Secretary
General knows very well who the real author of that article
is. Icertainlydo. But I think it was easier for himtoblame
itonme. It was true that the article seems to speak about me,
but T didnot write it anddidnot have anythingtodowithit.”

Intruth, of course, the article saidnothing that the
Secretary General couldhave sent a rejoinder to, and the
newspaper had conveyed what was a very common and
nationalisticviewof the time, questioningwhy an Italian
shouldbe ina job that couldbe done by a Somali. Afterall,
what had the ten years of trainingbeen for?

As people from the Northern part of the Republic began
moving south to take up their places in the central
government , new problems for the unified administration
emerged, and the question of continued dependence on non-
Somalis remained to be answered. Since officers fromthe
northern part spoke and wrote English, they could not
communicate with the Italian experts andnot, inwriting,
withtheir Ttalian-educated Somali colleagues. Their offices
were often supported by an English expert or an Indian
clerk. It seemed that, whatever the official business tobe
transacted it had to be done through and was to be known to
the foreign experts, some of whom were framing actual
policyforourofficials!

The Secretary General’s animosity towards me increased
following the newspaper incident, and the atmosphere at
work became impossible tobear. It was clear I couldnot
expect any promotion. I came to the conclusion that I must
leavemy job. Infact, I abandoned the job. Touseamilitary
term, Ideserted, and left the country.

Alongwith fortyothers, Iwas offereda scholarship inthe
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People’s Republic of China. Although the newnational
government of independent Somalia had pro-Western
leanings, it didnot create any obstacle toprevent us from
accepting the offer of scholarships froma communist
country. During the early years, the Western governments
offered scholarships to Somali studentsmainly through the
Ministry of Education, while the Communist Bloc
governments offered scholarships through the Government,
ortoprivate individuals, aswell as throughpolitical parties.
Both the blocs were working hard to influence young African
students so that they could spread their philosophies after
returning home.

We left Mogadishu for Beijingbyair, via Rome and Vienna
to Prague, and then by train from Prague to Moscow, and
fromMoscow on the famous trans-Siberian railway route
and through snow-covered Siberia to reach our destination
in mid-November 1960. In Prague, the Chinese Embassy
providedus with overcoats and other winter clothing forall
of us, it was the first time we had ever left the country, and
without these warm clothes we would certainly have frozen
during our long journey through Siberia.

None of us knew anything about the customs and
traditions or the contemporary situation of China. We knew
that the Chinese were Asian, and something about their
appearance, but that was all. We could only reassure each
other by recalling what the Prophet Mohamed had once said:

“Go you even to China if you have to, in pursuit of
education and knowledge” (Hadith). This was our
inspiratio.

When we arrived at the BeijingRailway Station we were
welcomed by officials of the Chinese Ministry of Education
and a Sudanese student . We soon found that, we were not the
only foreign students. There were students fromAlbania,
Chad, Ghana, Indonesia, Italy, Romania, the Soviet Union,
Syria, Uganda, Vietnam, Yemen and Zanzibar. But we
Somalis were one of the largest groups in those days.

All the foreign students, regardless of their different
religiousbeliefs andnational backgrounds, were housed in
the same compound and had a common eating place. The
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school gave us coupons for food and for cottonmaterial, the
kind of cottonmaterial that the whole Chinese population
was dressed in during those days. Only the cottonmaterial
was bought with coupons, while the silk and woollen
materialswere sold off ration. A fewmonths after we arrived
we, the Somalis, submitted a petition to the Chinese
authorities demanding:

1 A room in our building for offering our prayers;

2 A Muslim restaurant for the Somalis and any other
Muslim students who wished to eat there; and

3. An increase in the scholarship allowance from Yuan
80, 00.
(US $ 1 =2.00 Chinese Yuan then)

The Chinese Authorities asked us to try and appreciate
thedifficult economic situation the countrywas facing. It
was true. Inthe sixties, the situation in Chinawas veryhard,
but we still thought that what we were asking was
reasonable, and would not make any difference to their
overall problems. They knew that if the Somali students
werenot satisfiedanddecided toreturnhome, China’s image
would suffer and anti-communist forces in the world could
make propaganda of the case. However, our demands had
not beenmade to embarrass the Chinese authorities or toput
themina tight spot.

The first two demands were conceded to us, and
eventually the third too, although it took some time.

In those years, the People’s Republic of China faced
shortages of both food and fuel . Buses were runningwithgas
filled in huge rubber tanks on the top of the bus. Their
problems increased further when the Soviet Union decided
tostopitsaidtoChina followingthepolitical differences
between the two countries. Aportrait of Mao Tse Tung and
Nikita Krushchevwas hungon thewalls of all offices. After
the break up of the ‘brotherhood’ the portraitshadtobe cut
inhalf, and Krushchev removed.

InApril 1961, the Chinese Authorities wanted us to
organize a demonstration on the occasion of African
Liberation Day, which in those years was celebrated on 15
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April. Thiswasbefore the foundation of the Organizationof
AfricanUnity (ORU) (25May 1963) . They preparedall kinds
of slogans attacking the imperialistsandcolonialists, and
wrote themonbigbill-boards.

When we Somalis were informed about the planned
demonstration, we agreed tojoin it . We alsoprepared aboard
saying ‘Downwith Ethiopian Colonialism, DownwithHaile
Selassie’ and asked the Chinese Authorities toprepare its
Chinese version. This was a big shock to them. They
immediately convened a meeting of the African Students
Associationand toldus that the Chinese authorities could
not approve the Somali students’ request, adding that the
demonstrationwas for African Liberation Day and should
not be used to attack another African country. It was clear
that the Chinese meant us to attack only America and Japan.
We argued that for Somalis, colonialistswere colonialists,
and colonialismhadno colour. Only a short while earlier,
Ethiopian forceshad inflicted casualties onour people; and
we Somali students were at the time wearingpieces of black
clothpinned toour chests as a sign of mourning for those who
hadbeenkilled.

As there was a deadlock, we left the meeting. A fewdays
later, theAuthorities sent agentlemantous, ablack fromthe
West Indies, whose name I donot now remember. We agreed
tomeet him and the Secretary-General of the African
Students Association who was a Ghanaian, and student
representatives from Chad and Uganda. But the subject was
deadlocked again, with the West Indian and the student
Secretary General defending the Chinese position, and the
other two remaining silent . We refused to budge fromour
viewthat, ifall colonialists, imperialistsand their lackeys
were not condemned, the Somalis would stay away from the
demonstration. And, it happened that we stayed away.

Later, Idiscovered that the West Indian gentleman who
had tried tomediate was in China as apolitical refugee. He
had been given permanent residence by the Chinese ina
hotel, and suppliedwithacar.

Apart fromthisparticular conflict of interestswhichwe
experienced, the Chinese Authorities were always kind and
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courteous to their foreign guests, and despite all the
difficulties they faced, they tried tomake us feel as
comfortable aspossible.

The African students in China came from countries which
were former colonies of the Western Powers. We had no
previous experience of standing in queues for food or being
issuedrationtickets for our share of goods that were in short
supply. But forme personally, it was a good lesson inmany
ways, includingpatience, and I was able toexperience first-
handaverypolitically significant periodof China’shistory.

There must have been many things about us foreign
students which irritated the Chinese. One thing in
particular that annoyed themwas to see foreigners walking
hand-in-handwith Chinese girls on the streets of Beijing.
For them, this kind of behaviour was indecent while formost
of the foreigners, particularly for Europeans and most
Africans it was unremarkable. The Chinese Authorities
were toodiscreet to interfere and advise us directly, but we
had it ongood authority that the offendinggirlswere called
to the appropriate office and lectured on their duty touphold
their country’ s honour anddignity.

Some time in 1961 we were told by the Chinese
Authorities that Dr. Kwame Nkrumah, President of the
Republic of Ghana was due to come to China onanofficial

The news touched us deeply as thiswas the first time that
we were meeting such a great son of Africa, President of
Ghana, formerly the Gold Coast, which, at its independence
in 1957 was one of the very fewAfrican countries tobe free.
Kwame Nkrumah was the man who really shook the
colonialistswithhis staunch Pan-Africanist attitude, the
man who said to the world, specially toAfrica that Ghana's
independence was meaningless if it was not linked to the
total liberationof Africa.

We were told by the Chinese Authorities that the African
studentswill gotothe airport towelcome the African leader.

Among the Ghanian students inBeijingat the time there
were twin brothers whom we called the Tettehs and who
were trumpet players. When they knew of the arrival of the
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Osagyefo they taught us a song dedicated to Pan-Africanism,
whichwent like this:

There isvictory forus
There isvictory forus

Inthe struggle of Africa
There isvictory forus

Sons of Africaarise
Sons of Africaarise

Inthe struggle of Africa
There isvictory forus

Forward ever
Backward never

Inthe struggle of Africa
There isvictory forus

The day of the arrival of that charismatic leader we were
all in festive mood and lined up near the VIP lounge of
Beijing International Airport. As soon as he alighted from
the aircraft he was greeted with a 21-gun salute.
Immediately after, he started shaking hands with the
dignitaries and we the African students at once started
singing, withreallyhigh spirit and enthusiasm, and to the
accompaniment of the Tettehs’ trumpets.

Duringhis visit the Osagyefo, Dr. Kwame Nkrumah, also
receivedus inhis residence and talked tous about the future
of our continent . We were so overwhelmed at beingwith such
a great man who had such vision for Africa, and who, as we
were torealise, was aheadof his time.

I returned home at the beginning of 1962. By then the
Secretary General of the Somali National Assembly, my old
boss, hadbeen replaced. But I didnot return tomy former
jab. Only adayaftermyarrival home, I was offeredapost at
the Ministry of Information, and began working as
parliamentary correspondent for the Government’s Italian-
language dailynewspaper I1 Corrieredella Somalia.

At’ I1 Corriere’ most of the news was receiveddirectly from
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the Italian news agency, ANSA, via radio telegraph (RT) .
There was an Italian working on the paper who checked and
corrected the despatches as they came in. The paper had only
four pages. On the first page, we put the government news
of the day and major news from abroad. On the second page
were the official communications and announcements. The
thirdpage contained letters and opinions of the public, and
the fourthwas for continuationof items fromearlier pages.
Everynight, before the newspaper was closed, the Director
of the Ministry of Informationwouldvisit the Printing
House, which accommodated our office and the Linotypes
and printingmachines, tosee if everythingwas in linewith
government policy and that there were no news items that
might annoy any friendly country. ANSA later provided
some much needed technical assistance to the newspaper in
the formof an experienced journalist, who at the same time
worked as a correspondent for the agency.

Like everythingelse in the early days of independence, it
was a struggle toget things going correctly. Withnewspaper
work, there is always pressure tomeet deadlines, and we had
our frequent crises andmade frequent blunders, but we also
had some laughs.

Customarily, when Somali students returned fromItaly,
after completing their education, they would come to the
newspaper and ask us to publish their names, with
photographs andbiographical information. Weusually tried
togive themthisbit of publicity, andno one was charged
money forit.

One evening one such young man came to the office and
asusual I directedhimto the adjoining roomwhere he could
type up his piece. He did soand left, and I passed his work
ontothe Italian colleague for correctionandediting.

“Thisisnot Italian,” heyelled.

“Well it shouldbe,” Iyelledback. “He is anarchitect,
graduated fromTtaly. If that isnot ItalianthenyouItalians
haven' t taught himproperly.”

He grew even more annoyed and said, “Maybe he was just
averybad student.”

“And maybe he was a very good student inhis field,” I
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replied.
“It isjust that buildingagrammatically correct sentence
in Italian is somuchharder thanbuildinga house!” and we

both started laughing.



CHAPTER V

The Legacies We Inherited

The new Government led by Dr. Abdirshaid Ali Shermarke
facedgreat difficulties fromthe verybegimming. The country
had no economy to sustain itself let alone the ability to
thwart Ethiopia’sdestabilizingplans. Themighty forces of
the ‘King of Kings’, ‘the Lion of Judah’ had already
threatened the young Republic.

Although our Constitution stated that we repudiated war
as ameans of settling international disputes, it was very
clear that our dispute with Ethiopia couldnot be solved by
peaceful means alone.

We were genuinely committed to securing the sovereign
and independent rights of our people who remained under
foreign powers. This was not a task that could be
accomplished merely by pious wishes and slogans. Our
problemwas that we were not in a position to take any
concreteaction.

The Somali Republic was alone, without powerful patrons
orallies. In international and regional forums, the two
countries—Ethiopia and Somalia—were constantly being
advised to settle their differences peacefully, whichwas
tantamount to saying that we should accept the status quo.

When the Winds of Change swept through Africa in the
sixties, most of the newly independent countries, being
French or English-speaking had, through their common
colonial ties, been encouraged to join together in regional or
transcontinental groupings, with the idea of economic and
political development . Not soSomalia. It was apparentlynot
eligible to joinany clubnot the Commonwealth Association,
nor the East Africa Community, nor the Organization
Commune Afro-Malagasy (O0.C.A.M.) of French speaking
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Africa.

In1962, the issue of the Somalis in the Northern Frontier
District came into sharp focus. The Somalis inthisarea, still
under British control, organized themselvespolitically and
demanded to be allowed to join the independent Somali
Republic. InOctober the same year the British Government
appointed a Commission ‘toascertain and report onpublic
opinion intheNFD. ' Barely threemonths later, inDecember,
the Commission reported that five of the six sub-districts of
the Northern Frontier District favoured union with the
Somali Republic. The Commission appointed by British to
the NFD comprisedMr. G.C.M. Onyuke, Q.C. fromNigeria,
Head of the Commission; and Maj. General M.P. Bogert,
from Canada, Deputy Head.

Contrary to the Commission’s findings, the British
Government announced, in March 1963, that it was
transferring the whole of the NFD to Kenya, which itself was
scheduled to gain independence in December 1963.

Britainwas again riding roughshod over the wishes of our
people, and there was nothing we could do about it. We had
no leverage with Britain, we did not have a powerful
international ally to take up our cause, and we had no power
ourselves, militaryorotherwise, withwhichto fight the case.
Interms of anational security force, ours was the weakest in
theregion. (seetable) Moreover, our colonial heritage left us
isolated and at odds withboth of our neighbours.

The combinedmilitary strength of Ethiopia and Kenya
was 79,000, whereas Somalia’s armed forces including its
army, police and other security forces was 9,400 only. Why
had Britainbothered to send a fact-findingmission to the
NFD to ascertain public opinion, and then ignored the
outcome? Angered and exasperated by the British move,
Prime Minister Abdirashid Ali Shermarke tabled amotion in
the National Assembly calling for breakingoff diplomatic
relationswithBritain inprotest against theBritishdecision
togive the NFD to Kenya. And, on 14 March 1963, Somalia
severeddiplomatic relationswithBritain.

The question of why the British Government should have
acted thiswaywhen it had itself sent the Commission to the
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NFDwas puzzling then, and is still puzzling today. Since
1945, the principle of self-determination has been
recognizedasa legal concept, as enshrined in ‘theprinciple
of equal rights and self-determinationof pecples’ inArticle
1 (2), Article55, andArticles 73, and 74 of the Charter of the
UnitedNations.

The Observer newspaper of London commented at the
time:

‘By every criterion, the Kenya Somalis have a right to
choose their own future. They differ from other Kenyans
not just tribally but in almost every way. .. .A better
solution would be for Britain to refer the matter to the
United Nations’.*

Besides the mainland Somalilands, Britain alsohad the
island of Socotraunder its control . According to Everyman’s
Encyclopaedia, Socotra isan ‘island inthe IndianOcean, 250
kmnorth-east of Cape Guardafui’. In fact, from Cape
Guardafui on the Somali Horn, the closest mainlandpoint,
one can even see 0il lamps burning on the island.

After leaving the former Ttalian Somaliland, Britain
retained the island within its sphere of influence, and
administered it with its Aden and South Yemen colony.
Neither the Yemenis nor the Somalis showed any acute
awareness of or interest inthe island, and it appears that the
Somalis probably lost it by default, and that the Yemenis,
likewise, gained it by luck. If Britainhad expected the
‘difficult’ Somalis to lay claimto the island and become
involved ina territorial conflict withyet anotherneighbour,
in this instance theymust have been disappointed. Perhaps,
the Republichadnot even realized there were islands sonear
its own coast! In 1967 Socotra became part of a newly-
independent South Yemen.

The Somali Republic inherited a backward and under-
developed economy and a high percentage of illiteracy. Lack
of educated and skilled personnel made us dependent on

* Case Studies inAfricanDiplomacy, No IT.
‘\Ethiopia-Somali-Kenya Dispute 1960-67'; OUP 1969.
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foreignexpertise for the daily rumingof the administration
and economic sectors. Somalia survivedwithassistance, just
enough for sustenance. The aid was given by the former
colonial powers, whowere givinggreater tranches of aidto
our enemies. How could a Government begin to think of
liberating a territory when it couldnot provide food and
proper medical treatment to the people it was already
responsible for? These were the practical issues. But the
philosophical issues, and issues of principle were toogreat to
ignore.

Three years after independence, a case came before the
High Court against a group of young army of ficers who were
accused of attempting to overthrow the Government . They
were from former British Somaliland. The case was heard by
a British judge. The Government was represented by an
Ttalianprosecutor, and the accused were defended by Indian
lawyers who had been hired from Kenya. The law was the
Indian Penal Code. Such was the state of affairs in the
sovereign republic of Somalia in1963: inthe area of former
British Somaliland the Courts used the Indian Penal Code,
while in the area of former Italian Somaliland the Ttalian
Penal Code was prevalent .

Although Somalia was considered a pro-Western country
intheearly sixties, the PrimeMinister, Dr. AbdirashidAli
Shermarke, was becoming impatient withWesternattitudes
towards Somalia and Somali aspirations. In late 1963, the
Somalia Government rejected an offer of more than US
$10minmilitaryassistance, extended jointly by the USA,
West Germany and Italy, because it was considered
inadequate andbecause of the political conditions attached
toit. Instead, the Somali Government decided to accept a
substantially larger Soviet militaryaidoffer; according to
unofficial sources this was reported to be about US $ 30
million.*

The rulingelitemust havebeen totallynaivenot torealize
that the Western Powers would never tolerate any geo-
strategic development that might harmEthiopia or Kenya,

* Case Studies inAfricanDiplomacy, No II.
‘Ethiopia-Somali-Kenya Dispute 1960-67’; OUP 1969, pp. 46-7.
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with whom it had strategic agreements. Moreover, in our
part of theworld, religionplayedan important role inpolitics
and the Western Powers were more sympathetic to our
adversaries, withwhomthey shared religion. But according
toSaadiaTouval’s Somali Nationalism, ‘traditionally, from
Tsarist times, the Russianshad felt particular sympathy for
Ethiopia. In the late nineteenth century there was
considerable discussion in Russia about the supposed
affinity between the Orthodox Church and Ethiopian
Christianity. Furthermore, the first hospital inAddis Ababa
was established by the Russian Red Cross. After the Second
WorldWar, the interest inEthiopiawas reaffirmedwiththe
dispatchof a Soviet medical teamto staff anewhospital.’

Perhaps Dr. Abdirshidwas influencedby thepolitics of the
Egyptian leader, Gamal Abdel Nasser, whowas a friend and
allyof Somalia, anwhohadprovided substantial aid to the
country relative to its own resources. Nasser had turned to
the Soviet Union for assistance for the construction of the
Aswan Dam, after sufferingdisappointment at the negative
attitude of Western governments tohisnational develop-
ment programme.

Notwithstanding the Government tilt towards the Soviet
Union, the country’s domestic policy remained unchanged.
Speech was free, and several independent newspapers,
owned and publishedby different political parties, pressure
groups, andyoung intellectuals continued toopenly criticise
the Government . Among the prominent journals appearing
at the time in Mogadishu were Dalka and La Tribunal, which
openly criticized the Government . There were protests,
strikes and demonstrations galore against the Government,
and trade unionismhad a voice.

In the first years of independence, the issue of the
introduction of a script for the Somali language would
periodically be brought up. At one stage, when rumours
spread that the Government intended to adopt the Latin
script, there was a huge demonstration after the Friday
prayers, with the crowd chanting the slogan: “Latin,
Laadin”, the latter words is Arabic for atheismor without
religion. Some of the people saw the advocacy of the Latin
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script for Somali over the Arabic script as an unwelcome
involvement of a foreignhand. The religious pressure groups
were powerful and, for the moment the Government had to
postpone taking the decision.

Later in 1964, when Abdirazak Haji Hussein became the
PrimeMinister, replacing Shermarke, he toomet with little
success in dealing with the problem of the colonized
territories. Instead, he turmedhis energies to the unenviable
task of national administrative reforms. The reorganization
was tobebased, he said, ontheprincipleof ‘1‘uomogiustoal
postogiusto’, ‘theright man for the right job’ . The result was
more thana little chaotic. He began sacking high-ranking
officials fromtheir jobs on what appeared to be a whim
rather thanawell-defined set of criteria.

This phase came to be known as the period of the dreaded
busta rossa, fromthe Italianwords meaning ‘redenvelope’ .
It was usual for Government offices touse red envelopes

(actually, more orange than red incolour) for theirmail, and
Abdirazak’s letters of dismissal toofficials whomhe
considered incompetent arrived in such envelopes. What
had till then been the harmless standard government
envelope acquired the new connotationof a ‘letterborb’ . In
most cases, of course, the envelopes contained quite
innocuous information or even offer of promotion, but
recipientswouldbe sturmedat the first sight of the envelope,
expecting theworst. Busta rossawas oneverybody’ s 1ips, and
mentionof it todaymay still brings awry smile to the faces
of those who remember the period.

Although the government of Abdirazak became notorious
as ‘the Government of the Red Envelopes’, ontheplus side,
he instituted a systemof financial rewards as incentives to
officials who were hard-working and productive, and the pay
structure of the civil servicewas, for the first timeandthe
only time inourhistory, revisedwith somemerit.

On 10 June 1967, in the Presidential elections, the ex-
Prime Minister, Dr. Abdirashid Ali Shermarke, replaced
Aden Abdulle Osman as President. Amonth later, 15 July
1967 he appointed Mohamed Haji Ibrahim Egal, a
prominent politician fromthe former British part of the
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territory, asthe PrimeMinister. Egal had actuallybeen the
Head of Government of an independent northern
Somaliland in June 1960 for the four days before the
independence of the south and the union of the two parts.

The President had changed, and so had the Prime
Minister, but the country’s economic situation remained the
same. The country did not generate enough revenue to even
cover the salariesof its civil servants. We were dependent on
budgetary support from the developed countries, mostly
Italy. The main employer in the country was the
Government and those who were employed by it had to
maintain many others of the extended family who remained
unemployed. By the mid-sixties the influx fromthe rural
areas to the capital had increased phenomenally. Most of the
people from the interior whomigrated to the capital were
illiterate, unskilled and unemployable in the urban
economy . They roamed about aimlessly on the streets or sat
in tea-houses gossiping and sipping tea at the expense of
their relatives employed in various offices of the
government.

Many migrants to the capital came to seek monetary
favours from the parliamentarians whom they had helped to
get elected to the National Assembly. And indeed, the
ministers and influential deputies diddole out funds to
people fromtheir constituencies when they came tothe city.
Both the Prime Minister and the Minister for Internal
Affairswere overseers of special budgets (fondopolitico) for
constituencybusiness. These funds were unaccounted for in
the national budget and were, as it was commonly believed
paidout aspolitical patronage to individuals rather than
utilized for the direct benefit of comunities. Anumber of
individual fortunes were purportedly made through such
handouts andbribes.

Corruption, nepotism, and tribalismwere alive and
prospering. Theywere the roads to success. Thiswas aperiod
when the criterion for gettinga job or a promotion was not
what you know, but who you know.

Neither were the governments of foreignnations both-
ered about the properutilizationof theiraid, solongastheir
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own interests were not endangered. The representatives of
these donor countries in the capital saw everything and
knew everything, but did nothing that couldbe considered
‘interference in the intermal affairs of the Government .’ Yet
certain sections of the Western press would sometimes talk
about the misuse of their taxpayers’ money. More than once,
Somalia was described in these circles as the graveyard of
foreignaid.

Regarding the aid received by Somalia, there was an
attitude of easy-come-easy-go. No one cared to invest such
funds in production. Government just relaxed and consumed
these funds. Anyone in aposition tohandle funds siphoned
off asmuchaspossible forhimself, hisrelatives, his friends
and acquaintances. National interests took aback seat.

After a relatively short period in the Government, a 31
year oldpolitician of the time was said tohave amassed 31
million Somali shillings, equivalent at the time to
approximately $US5million. God knows if thiswas true, but
it was the talk of the town and, at the very least it was a
metaphor of how things were. Certainly some people were
provided a great deal of money in loans—loans that were
never intended tobe repaid.

In March 1967, the French Government organized a
referendum to ascertain the wishes of the people of French
Somaliland regarding self-determination. In spite of
France’ s manipulation of the population, and exaggerating
the statistics of minorityethnic sections, the peoplevoted
“No” to France. However that did not stop France from
ignoring the result of the referendum—as Britainhad done
in an earlier instance—and subsequently changing the
name of the territory fromFrench Somaliland to the French
Territoryof the Afarsand Issas.

The Issas were the predominant Somali clan population
group in French Somaliland, whilst the Afars were non-
Somali and anumerically smaller ethnic group until France
engineered their migration into the territory from
contiguous land in Ethiopia so as to rig the referendum.
Then, having changed the referendum result, the French
also changed the name of the territory so that all reference
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to ‘Somali’ was eliminated.

The Somali Government took the case, as it had done for
Ogaden and the NFD, to every forum, but once again the
response received was not sympathetic. At the Organization
of African Unity for instance, there were those who
supported the inherited colonial boundaries, who argued
that if even one boundary issue in Africa was opened for
debate, then the whole African continent would be plunged
intoconflict. Not onenation trieddispassionately toquestion
themotives of the colonial powers in creating theseborders,
or to look at individual cases onmerit. Even though the
imperialists had left, we were stubbornly resisting the
chance toundo theirmischief and correct theirmistakes.

Instead of showingany sign of improvement, thepolitical
integrityof the Somalis as anation continued todeteriorate.
Conflictswithour neighbours further deepened. We were at
loggerheads with both Ethiopia and Kenya. Due to the
machinations of the French Administration, Djibouti had
been snatched away from Somalia. In our ownnaivete, we
never laid claimto the island of Socotra. The dreamof a
Greater Somalia appeared to be receding. Nevertheless
Somalia continued to advocate for the right to self-
determination for Somali people under foreignrule.

Writingabout the character of Mr. Egal, JohnDrysdale, a
former advisor to the Somali Government said: ‘Always
keenly interested in the prablemof “the Somali territories”,
hemade uphismindwhile in opposition that only a fraternal
approach to Somalia’ s neighbours could restore hope and
bring about a solution. He saw that it was his role tomake
such an approach since his command of English and his Pan-
Africanist outlook made it possible for himto communicate
effectivelywithEnglish-speakingAfrica’ .*

So Mohamed Ibrahim Egal flew to Kinshasa for the OAU
Heads of State meeting, held there in September 1967.
There he was the co-signatory, withKenya, of adeclaration
which stated: ‘Both Governments have expressed their

* Case Studies inAfricanDiplomacy, Number IT, p. 86, compiled
by Dar-es-SalaamUniversity.
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desire torespect eachother’s sovereignty and territorial
integrity inthe spirit of Paragraph 3 of Article ITT of the CAU
Charter.’*

In November 1967, he signed the famous Arusha
Memorandum of Agreement with the Government of Kenya
which appeared tomany tobe a sell-out of Somali territory
and its people. The contents of the Memorandum were all
weighted in favour of Kenya. Kenya wanted peace as much
as we did, but they apparently succeeded inwinning it
without making any concessions. They had to spend
millions, which theirbudget could ill afford, tomaintain
control of NFD territory. Since the area was inhabited by
ethnic Somalis, the Kenyan Government had to establish
garrisons and send soldiers and police personnel from
Nairobi togovern and to keep the area secure and to combat
the activities of the liberation fighters. The Arusha
Agreement relieved them of that burden. Even had
President Abdirashid and the Government of Mohamed Egal
felt unablematerially to continue supporting the struggle of
the NFD Somalis, it was presumptuous of them to have
signed such an agreement with Kenya. The people of the
territory had not even delegated the power to the
Government of Somalia to sign any agreement which
effectively took away their right to self-determination.

It was possible to argue that what the Somali Government
was doing on behalf of Somalis outside the Republic
amounted to interference in the internal affairs of another
country, but thiswas an argument for the other countries to
emphasize, not one towhich we could ever subscribe. From
the very beginning, our neighbouring countries had known
that our support to the Somalisunder their control was for
the freedomof those people and for their unionwith their
motherland. This was the solemn pledge given by every
Somali Government since Independence. Yet the Prime
Minister had acted in a manner which was tantamount to
renunciationof this fundamental Somali principle.

During themid-1960s I was working in the newly created

* Case Studies inAfricanDiplomacy, Number IT, p. 86, compiled
by Dar-es-SalaamUniversity.
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Somali National News Agency (SONNA) . Initially, Iwasable
tocontinue touse Italianasmy working language, but not for
lag.

At the News Agency there was an Italian-born Expert
from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) whose job was tohelp set
up the organizational structure, and trainvarious levels of
personnel toman the Agency. As anAdviser, he proposed that
the official language of the Agencybe changed from Italian
to English. The Minister of Information, who was from
former British Somaliland, agreed. This posed a serious
challenge forme.

As I was very keen to continue working at the Agency, I
had to do something about improvingmy English. It became
aquestionof 1ife anddeath forme. To continue at the Agency
I would have to learn good English. Italian was being
gradually replaced, not just here in the news agency. More
andmore, important documents of state were beingdrafted
inEnglish. I knew I wouldhave towork very hard to survive
in this English-speaking environment. It was out of
necessity that I was eventually able towork in Englishand,
at a later stage, I was appointed ActingDirector of the
Agency .

In SONNA, we selected, compiledandeditedall the items
of national and international news each day, for use in
national radio news bulletins, and by the two daily
newspapers Il Corriere della Somalia and Sawt al Somal,
and the national English language weekly Somali News. It
was very excitingwork, and in the news agency we were just
about the best informed people in the country onboth local
and international news events and political developments.
Our news sources included international wire services like
Reuters, ANSA, Agence France Press (AFP) , and Tass; radio
monitoring of awide range of stations inAfrica, theMiddle
East, BBCWorld Service, VOA, and Radio Moscow; daily
news bulletins produced by the major diplomaticmissions in
Mogadishu, including Hsinhua from China, USIS, and
Novosti (USSR) ; and for national news, we had a network of

‘stringer’ correspondents at all district headquarters, who
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sent telegrams via radio operators on items of local news
frommost parts of the country.

News agency work was highprofile, highlypolitical, and
highrisk. Once I describeda transitional leader of one of the
Somali territoriesunder foreignruleasa “puppet.” The item
was broadcast over Radio Mogadishu in its afternoon
bulletin. Onlistening to the broadcast, one of the Cabinet
Ministers rushed to the news agency to enquire who had
prepared the item. It was easy toverify this, since the
practicewas for the sub-editor’ sand typist’sinitials tobe
typed at the end of each item. I was not present, but a
colleague told theMinister I wouldbe back after dinner.

At about 9.00p.m. while I waswalkingup thehill towards
the Ministry of Information, where both the Agency and
RadioMogadishu were housed, I suddenly hearda vehicle
screeching toahalt nearby. Theman sitting in the car opened
the door and asked me to enter. He was a Cabinet Minister.
As soon as I entered the car, he asked me on what authority
Thadreferredtothepoliticianinthearticleasapuppet. I
explained tohimthat the tone of the news itemin question
was inaccord with Government policy, and that if there were
any new developments affecting policy, this would be
communicated by the Minister of Information and passed
down the line tous. He drove on to the Agency.

Iwas disturbedby the interest theMinister evinced inthis
fairlyroutinenews item; it didnot feel quiteright. As faras
I knew, there had been no change in our policy towards the
occupied territories and to local collaborators of the
colonizing regimes. The Minister accompaniedme inside. He
removed a news handout from one of the out-trays which
contained items intended for publication in the next day’s
morning papers. Before leaving, he had some warning words
tosay tomeonpolitics and the responsibility of media
persons. This was unprecedented. Even the Minister of
Information didnot intervene inour work in this way, but
sent his directives down throughhis departmental directors.

As apostscript tothis story, this same Cabinet Minister
was shortly thereafter caught spying for a foreign country.
He was charged and found guilty of treason, and sentenced
tolife imprisonment . He served more than a decade of the
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sentence before being released by the Revolutionary
Government of SiadBarre. Withhimanofficial, acivil
servant, was also foundguilty of collaboratingandwas jailed
on the same charges.

Besides being a member of the National News Agency, I
was also ‘moonlighting’ asa stringer for an international
news agency . The country’ s press was relatively freeat this
time, and many of us were doing extra pieces of journalism.
Ninety-nine per cent of the time there was no conflict of
interests, since we were sending out the same information
that was being prepared for release through our own
national media. But aswithpolitical leaders everywhere,
our leaders were very sensitive towhat the press said about
them.

Onone occasion, I sent adespatch tothe international
agency and the itemwent through the tele-printersall over
the world, it was picked up and broadcast by a number of
foreign radio stations. The itemwas a comment on a quarrel
between the Prime Minister and his immediate predecessor.
There was nothing inparticular against the Prime Minister,
but what he probably objected to was the corresponding
publicity it achieved forhis predecessor. Anyhow, the sender
of the itemwas traced, and I was hauled over the coals for
overstepping the bounds of agood civil servant. Iwas toldto
either giveupbeinga ‘stringer’ or resign from SONNA. I
chose to stay with SONNA.

There was no good telephone link with the outside world
in the sixties, and urgent messages were sent out of the
country only via telegraph, not telephone. This radio
telegraph system was the one we used for our news
despatches. Copies of everything that was transmitted were
kept by the Post Office’s RadioMarina transmitting station
whichwas situated at the top of Monopoliohill. Despatches
of specificnews items were therefore easily traceable.
Additionally, journalists working for different and
competing news networks could check out the news copy
sent out by rival correspondents.

Relative press freedomwe did have, but forces were at
work to try and control or muzzle free comment . Some of the
foreign envoys bluntly told our leaders what they liked and
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what they didnot. Their countries were givingus aid, so
maybe they presumed it gave them the right todictate what
we should and shouldnot write. It often seemed that we were
willingtoaccept their dictates andadvice without question,
evenwhen it was clearly to our own detriment.

The story is told of how a country donated hundreds of
tractors to improve the cultivation of maize. A second
country toldus that if we began growingmaize, it would cost
us more than if we bought maize from them with the
assistance they were givingus. The Minister in charge of
agriculture agreed to the latter suggestionandallowed the
tractors toget rusty, boosting another country’s farming
industry, insteadof our own.

Inthese first fewyears we struggled not unsuccessfully
with a parliamentary democracy. We had changed our
leadership twice by the ballot and not by the bullet. Our
parliament was full of merchants and opportunists, but
there were some others among themmore idealistic and
committed to the bigissues of state. Wehad free speech and
alivelypress. It was theperiodof large injections of foreign
aid and the wooing of the New Africa by both East and West.
For the young Somalia there was hope, and it looked as
though our country was going tomade it work.

But we were impatient to run before we couldwalk. And
inour hurry, some major dimensions of national life were
beingneglected. Our educational systemwas elitist, andno
vision was being applied to the development of our
agriculture, livestock and fisheriesasmajor planks of the
economy; they continued in the same way as when we
inherited them from the colonialists. It would take hard
work to secure a firmbase for these industries and
infrastructures, but we were too oftendistracted. We hoped
for quick fixes andeasy options, like the discoveryof oil or
valuable minerals. While the dream of a Greater Somalia
was and would continue for another two decades tobe a great
unifying force inournational consciousness, it undoubtedly
also consumed much of our energy and resources. Chou En
Lai had cbserved in themid-sixties that Africawas ripe for
revolution, and indeed coup d’etats were happeningall
around us, but so far Somalia had escaped.



CHAPTER VI

InLondon: My First Diplomatic
Assignment

I was appointed Administrative and Press Attache at the
Somali Embassy in London, and the Prime Minister’s
Secretariat directed the Ministryof Informationtorelieve
me of my duties with immediate effect. My appointment was
a surprise tomany influential people and those who
considered themselves the elite, not a few of whom had
expected the appointment for themselves. The Somali
Embassy in London then consisted of four members: an
Ambassador, a Counsellor, a First Secretary andAttache.

I was happy to be posted to our embassy in London as a
diplomatic representative of my country. Of the four of usat
the embassy, I alonewas from former Ttalian Somaliland, the
other three being fromthe former British Protectorate. Iwas
todeal withadministration, finance andpressmatters. I was
already conversant with each aspect of the work frommy
earlier jobs at the General Post Office, the Parliament and
the News Agency .

On 13 January 1968, the Ambassador, Ahmed Jama
Abdille ‘Jangali’ and I arrived in London together. The
Counsellor and the First Secretaryhad arrivedearlier. They
had arranged accommodation for us at a hotel called the
Ambassador, near Euston tube station.

To beginwith, I thought the ‘Ambassador’ hotel was
intended for embassies’ people. The next morning when I
went to the coffee-shop downstairs for breakfast thewaiter
asked me whether I wanted an English breakfast. I thought
he couldbe assessing my attitude towards the UK, and that
if I refused to order English Breakfast, I might offend the
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host country. Unfortunately, I hadno ideawhat an English
breakfast was. I answered inthe affirmative.

When the waiter brought me eggs and bacon I was
shocked and toldhim I didnot eat pork. He replied that it was
I who had ordered the English breakfast. He advised me to
put the piece of bacon to the side f theplate. But asaMuslim
T couldnot eat the eggs either, as theyhadbeen fried inthe
same pan and touched by the bacon. This the waiter couldnot
understand at all. My dilemma was toodifficult toexplain,
and I had to gowithout breakfast that first morming.

The Counsellor was an experienced person and knew
London verywell. Forme, it wasmy first trip to London,
although I had been to the United States of America and to
several European countries while employed at the Press.

As our embassy had been closed down when Somalia
broke of f diplomatic relationswithBritain in1963, we had
to look for new premises. Meanwhile, we used the office at
the Ttalian Embassy which had looked after Somali interests
during the period of the rupture. It was situatedat Three
Kings Yard, near Oxford Street. An Italianofficial was
assignedtotheoffice.

Ttalywas also taking care of Somali interests inother
countries where Somalia did not have an established
diplomaticmission. This practice was inaccordance withan
agreement concluded between the two countries on the day
of our Independence.

Diplomatic relations with Britainhadbeen restoredat
the end of 1967 after a lapse of four years, by the same
person, Dr. Abdirashid Ali Shermarke, who had severed
them, although he was now President of the Republic
instead of Prime Minister. He had changed hispolicy, though
the situation responsible for the rupture hadnot changed. In
fact, there hadbeenno indication of any change at all in
Britain’sattitude.

Prime Minister Mohamed Haji Ibrahim Egal was
considered a pro-West leader. The Memorandum of
Agreement he had signed in 1967 with Kenya was welcomed
by the Western powers, especiallyBritain, while for Somali
people on the whole, this Agreement was tantamount to
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renouncing our claimover the disputed territory anda
betrayal of ournaticnal cause.

Although Abdirashid’ s regime concluded a Friendship
Agreement which established a special relationshipwiththe
Soviet Union, our political system remained modeled on
Westernmulti-party democracy. More than 80 political
parties had participated in the preceding parliamentary
elections, and the Western press viewed Somalia as one of
themost democratic countries inAfrica.

But Somaliawas too democratic. The existence of somany
partieswas responsible for social tensions and conflict, a
serious problem for a small country like ours. Everyone
wanted to become a Member of Parliament. For political as
well as financial reasons it was very important . The titleof
‘Onorevole’ or ‘Honourable’ was apotent symbol . Members of
Parliament were treated very well by the Government,
whichmet all their expenses including expenses incurred on
‘politicalactivities’ .

People wanted to become members of parliament if only
for the status andprestige. Awell-known story of the time
was of two persons—and MP and a rich merchant—who
went tovisit aMinister inhisoffice. Thepeononduty at the
door of theMinister’s office asked them their names. The MP
said, “I'mOnorevole So-and-So.” (Even if apersondidnot
know Italian the title would always be uttered in that
tongue—all the MPs would know how to say that word, even
if they didnot knowhow towrite it.) The richman, himself
awell-known and established businessman of the city, gave
his name as Haji So-and-So.

While the peon ushered the MP into the office of the
Minister, he asked the other gentleman to sit inthewaiting
room. The honourable MP, who may very well have come to
seek favours of theMinister, received VIP treatment, while
the wealthy man, who may have come to discuss economic
matters of potential significance tothe country, hadtowait
in the Minister’s ante roomalong withmen of no account. To
add insult to injury, a young boy with coffee and mineral
water on a tray was seen passing through the waiting room
totheMinister’soffice. It was clear that the Haji was going
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tohave towait for some time. The Ministerial habit of
indulging in prolonged conversations with MPs over coffee
was legendary; they did not care very much about the
conmmon people waiting outside.

Occasionally, laughter couldbe heard coming from the
Minister’s room. The richman became increasingly angry. If
he too had been an “Onorevole” he would not have been
ignored for so long. What was more, he was wealthy enough
tohave “bought’ the constituencies of not just onebut bothof
the men on the other side of the door.

The Haji resolved there and then toparticipate in the
forthcoming parliamentary elections and ensure he didnot
suffer such indignitiesagain. Sure enough, inthe following
elections theman did stand as a candidate, and got himself
elected. It was rumoured that he paid eachvoter tenshillings
tovote for him. The storymay sound allegorical, but many
Somalis are able toput a name to the main personage of the
story. He was very well-known. When later he succeeding in
beingelected, hehadno time tosit intheparliament. What
he had wanted was to be called onorevole and promote his
business interests, and he succeeded inhis aims. Even
within so-called democracies money can buy almost
anything, including status.

The Government bore all the costs incurred by the ruling
party candidates in their election campaigns. As inother
underdeveloped countries where a large majority of the
electorateare illiterate, theprospects for the rulingparty in
Somalia were always bright.

On one occasion which I remember, aminister invited
some elders of Mogadishu to his residence, situated just
behind the first line of villas on the Via Lido. He requested
that theyuse their influence topersuade their people tovote
foraparticular candidate of the ruling SYLparty. He told the
elders that in return for extending support to the preferred
candidate, the Government would allocate thema certain
number of 1icenses for taxi ape the three-wheeled Vespa cab
made in Italy, the most common and popular formof public
transport inthe city in the early independence years.

The elders who had been invited by the minister were not
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themselves going to ply those three-wheelers, but would
pass the licenses on tomembers of their families, or sell them
at a premium to others.

It was also common for the Government to offer import
and export licenses to those who influenced public opinion,
and these licenses too changed hands at aprofit.

To return tomy story, tobe a diplomat was an excellent
career. When I was told of my appointment I was thrilled.
Many were jealous of me, particularly my young English-
speaking compatriots who considered themselves more
suitable or deserving of such a post than a person fromthe
Italian side of the Republic. Though it was true I spoke
Ttalian I alsoknewEnglish, andArabic, aswell as Chinese
anda little French. The jobof a diplomat was, however, anew
experience for me, and nobody thought we might require
trainingbefore our postings abroad.

In London, it didnot take us long to find suitable
apartments. For the Ambassador, we found a good house in
the Knighstbridge area. The First Secretary and I got an
apartment at Gloucester Road, just above the tube station.
The Counsellor took an apartment off Edgware Road, and for
the Chancerywe hireda largebuildingat 60 Portland Place,
near Regent’s Park.

Soon after we settleddown, I went to Foyles bookshop and
bought the famous book on diplomacy by Satow, aswell as a
few other books on the same subject . The book by Sir Ernest
Satow was A Guide to Diplomatic Practice and was to be
studiedby each of us togaina grounding in the nature of the
job that we had been assigned to perform.

The first paragraph of the book told us what we were
supposed to do as diplomats. It said: ‘Diplomacy is the
applicationof intelligence andtact tothe conduct of official
relations between the governments of independent states,
extending sometimes also to their relations with vassal
states; or, morebrieflystill, the conduct of businessbetween
states by peaceful means.’

While bocks were useful guides todiplomatic functioning,
most of our learning came through day-to-day experience.
Every diplomat I met talked the same way, and asked more
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or less similar questions. They were interested in learning
about the kind of commercial relations between the country
one represents and the country inwhich one is currently
posted.

There was a Diplomatic Association in London of which
most diplomats were members. The Association organizeda
monthly lunch to which a VIP—such as a member of the
Royal Family, or a high-ranking Government official, ora
publisher from one of the newspapers—was invitedas a
special guest . Once, we had as guest of honour Lord Thomson
of The Times of London, and I remember his remarks about
people not being very interested in news about peace but
much preferring to read about war, conflict, bloodshed and
disasters, and hownewspapers obliged by publishing what
the readers wanted.

The Diplomatic Corps in London was extensive, and for us
newcomers to the circle, exchange of views with such a range
of diplomats fromdifferent countrieswas initself a good
trainingground. Moreover, Londonwas like a school forme;
itsdailynewspapers, whichcarriedarticlesonworldpolitics
and international conflicts, were as educative as contempo-
rary text books ondiplomacy.

Inthe sixties, therewere anurber of Somalis living inthe
U.K. These were concentrated in Cardiff, Birmingham,
Liverpool and London. Those in London were concentrated
inAldgate East, a somewhat rundown working class area.
Almost all of themwere from former British Somaliland. A
majority of those I saw in London’s Aldgate East were
seamen who had stayed on in London after retiring from
their jobs with the merchant shipping fleets of Britain.

There was a Somali restaurant in the area where they
wouldall gather. Sitting inthe restaurant, they talkedthe
whole day, sippingmany cups of tea. The restaurant also
cooked real Somali dishes, bigpieces of boiled lamb’ smeat,
and rice cooked with cinnamon and cardamom. With the
exception of our Ambassador, we would all go there on
Saturdays or Sundays to consume these home-style Somali
dishes.

Although the Eastend Somalis had been there for twenty
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or thirtyyears, theybehaved like people who had only just
come from the homeland. They retained their national
character and way of 1ife, though mind you, many of them
had travelled almost everywhere in the world.

These seamen told us tales of their experiences during sea
voyages. They said they preferred the ships owned by the
British and those of the Scandinavian companies, and
complained about the Greek ships asbeing risky totravel in.
They would regale us with stories of Somali seamen who
were known to have been sailing on Greek ships but who had
gone missingnever tobe seen again.

Londonwas the home of many Britishofficersandofficials
who had spent time in Somalia during the period of British
Administration. There were others who had worked with the
Somali Government after independence. Together, they had
formed an association known as the Anglo-Somali Society,
some of whose members were considered authorities on
Somali politics and society. A fewof themhad learned the
Somali language while in Somalia, and spoke it fluently. Of
these, the most renowned expert on the Somali language and
culture was undoubtedly Dr B.W. ‘Goosh’ Andrzejewski. He
had devoted a great deal of his time and resources to
collecting old and contemporary poetry and songs. He had
personally translated many famous Somali poems and
modern theatrical comedies. It was always apleasure tovisit
hislibraryat hishome. J. Drysdale and I.M. Lewis are two
more such well-known British experts on Somalia.

Some members of the society fondly reminisced about
their 1ife in the former Somaliland Protectorate, and spoke
fondly of our people. But I oftenwondered about the depthof
their concern, and whether this had been manifest while
theywere working in Somalia, or whether this retrospective
affectionwasnot nostalgia foramore gloriousperscnal past.
I believe some of them could have had considerable
influence, but they had remained passive spectators to the
injustices done against the Somalis.

The BritishBroadcasting Corporation’ s external services
at Bush House also ran a Somali Service, a daily programme
being beamed to Somali listeners all over the world. The



8 8 THE ROAD TO ZERO—Somalia’s Self-destruction

news readers were Somalis. The programme coordinators
and supervisors were British. As the Somali language had no
script then, the news readers had to translate the news
directly fromthe English text and, miraculously, theydid
this, without anywritten translation. At the actual time of
the broadcast, they looked at the English text but announced
it inSamali.

The Somali Service of the BBC gained a formidable
reputation among Somalis, and it has retained this
popularityandcredibilitywith itsaudience to the present.
Even in the nomadic areas of Somalia, people carried small
transistor radios ontheir shoulders, while leading camels to
and fromthe water wells. In the towns, people would gather
around those teashops whichhad installed a loud speaker at
their premises to relay the BBC programme. Intheir homes,
people listenedtoitwithout fail. Inshort, the BBC' s service
was more popular than the national radio stations of
Mogadishu and Hargeisa. Among the famous newsreaders
were Osman Sugulle, Osman Hassan, Mustafa Haji Nur,
Ahmed Ismail Samater, Hussein Mohamed Bullale, and
Ismail HajiAbdi.

The Somali’s attachment to the BBC Somali Service is
quite extraordinary. The Service since its inception in 1957
has served as Somalia’s link with the world. Very few
Somalis listened toArabic or English language broadcasts,
but everybody eagerly awaited 17:30 HRS and 21:00 HRS
East African time, the two slots allocated for Somali
transmissions. The signature tune for the Service isapiece
of music froma well known patriotic song composed by
Abdullahi Karshe:

Dadkaan dhawaaqgaya,
Dhulkooda doonaya,
Haddey u dhiidhiyeen,
Allahayowudhiib

These people who are raising theirvoice,
Who want their land,

Astheystruggle forit,

OhAllah help them succeed.
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Irrespective of the level of hiseducation, a Somaliwill
always be able todiscuss knwoledgeably on current political
events intheworld. Politics isa favouritenational pastime.
After listening to the BBC programme, people usually
remainnear the radio speakers to discuss and analyze what
they have just heard.

When a Somali goes tobuy a radio, he invariably asks the
shopkeeper 1f the set canpick up the BBC. For most people,
that isthe criterion forbuyingaradioset. If visitorstothe
house of a friend seearadioon the table, theyautomatically
askif it ‘catches the BBC’ , meaning the BBC Somali Service;
meaning, is it a good quality short-wave set? Radio isa
perfect comunicationmedium for anoral society like ours.

To return once again to London, thebuildingwe rented for
the embassy in Portland Place was a very peculiar house.
One evening I read in a London evening newspaper that the
Somali Embassy had rented a haunted house. The paper
said that the Embassy of Cameroun had been there
previously, but had moved out because it was believed there
was aghost inthebuilding. I thought thearticlemightbea
practical joke or that it had something to do with
Camerounian superstition and belief about voodoo.
Sometimes, I toobelieve insuchthings. My officewas at the
end of the corridor on the ground floor. Abovemy of fice there
was what I believedtobe the officeof the First Secretary. One
night, while I wasworking late I suddenly heard footsteps of
children and adults on the floor abovemy office. I stopped
workingand listened carefully. I definitely heardpeople
movingback and forth above my head. Instantly, thearticle
in the newspaper about the ghosts came to my mind and I
saidtomyself, “It was truewhat the paper said. . .andwhy the
Cameroun Embassy left the place.” It was late, the First
Secretary’ s officewas already closed and I was alone inthe
embassy. I thought tomyself, “If this ishappeningon the
floor above it could alsobe happening in the basement .”

For a moment I could not move. If the ghosts heardme
make anoise, I thought, theymight come down, and if they
came down the stairs theywouldeffectively block my way to
the front door. Then I made adash for it. I didnot even cover
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the typewriter and calculator. Imovedas quietlyandquickly
as possible and rushed out of the front door, tookmy little
Fiat 850 car which was parked outside the embassy, and was
off to Stanmore, Middlesex, where I then lived, not stopping
anywhere until I got home.

The next day, early in the morning, before anyone else
arrived, I returned to the embassy to look the place over
thoroughly. I first went round the cutside of the buildingto
where my of fice window faced on to the side street. Next to
my window was a door with the number 60A Portland Place
on it. Above the window of my office was a windowwhich had
curtains of adifferent colour fromthe ones in the embassy.
There appeared to be an intervening floor between my
window and the First Secretary’s window at the top of the
building. Frominside the embassy this roomwas not visible,
not accessible. It must be taking up space adjacent to our
cypher room, but opening up to the house at 60A. It was
indeed occupied by someone else, but not a ghost. The
newspaper had clearly not investigated the Camerounian
claims before publishing what must be admitted was a good

stary.



CHAPTER VII

President Shermarke is Dead. . .

It was duringmy time in London when, on the evening of 15
October 1969, while I was watching the evening newscast on
BBC Television at home, a shock headline appeared on the
screen.

“President Shermarke is dead”, the news reader
announced. The TV showed a portrait of President
Abdirashid Ali Shermarke, wearing his usual Brava-made
hat. He had been the second President of the Somali
Republic.

The report we received in London said that he had been
shot dead by cne of the guards responsible forhis security. He
had gone on a tour of the Northern Region of the Republic
and at the time of his assassination had been in Las Anod
District. The reason for the killing seemed to have been
internal clanpolitics. The assassinwas speedily dealt with—
sentenced to death and executed by a firing squad in the
same district where the killing had happened.

The Prime Minister, Mohamed Haji IbrahimEgal, was in
the United States of America whennews of the assassination
broke. One of hiswives, the younger one, was in London to
buy dinner services and silverware for the PrimeMinister’s
newly constructed villa—tobe called Villa Egal and which
was tohave become their official residence. All the cutlery
and crockery was to be embossed or engraved with the name
of thevilla.

Mr. Egal was ‘resting’ inthe United States, having just
completed anofficial visit there. He had to rushback to
Mogadishu to attend the burial of the late President and
prepare for the election of anewone.

Constitutionally, the President was tobe electedby the



92 THE ROAD TO ZERO—Somalia’s Self-destruction

National Assembly. The Somali Youth League as the ruling
party had a comfortable majority in the Parliament. But
there were many members who could not be relied upon to
cast theirvote alongparty lines unless they were properly
persuaded. The person tobe elected president wouldnot only
acquire prestige but would also reap financial returns for
himself and for his own relatives and tribesmen. Personal
interest took precedence over party andnational interests.
For the parliamentarians, their opportunity tomake money
andgainhigh office lay in how they would cast their vote.

Since Independence, nine years and three months had
elapsed when Abdirashid was assassinated. During these
nine years the SYL had ruled with an iron hand in a velvet
glove. Although outsiders described the SYL government as
democratic, it had always manipulatedelections inits
favour. The money the Party used for such purposes, to
promote its own interests, was the same money which came
to Somalia from foreign countries as aid for development.
Unfortunately, such external assistance was largelybeing
consumed by a small elite. Not surprising that our country
had been dubbed the graveyard of foreignaid.

On the demise of Abdirashid too, the usual vested
interests wanted to ensure that, after the funeral was over,
the new President would be one who would continue the
policies of hispredecessor. The headquarters of the SYLwas
near the site called Dhagaxtuur, sonamed after the famous
1948 stone-throwingbattle against the British during the
Independence struggle. The place was nowbuzzingwithall
sorts of manoeuvering.

The Somali Youth League reached a consensus on their
candidate for the next President. The consensus candidate
hadbeen arrived at after considerable canvassing and the
inevitable horse-trading. One unconfirmed rumour said that
every parliamentarian who agreed tovote for the designated
candidate was to receive a sum of 100 thousand Somali
shillings (equivalent to approximately $15000) apart from
rewards consequent upon the successful electionof the Party
candidate. Parliament was scheduled to meet on the
morning of 21 October 1969 to elect the next president.



Major General Mohamed Siad Barre:
After staging the coup in 1969
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2] OTTOBRE 1969

RIVOLUZIONE SENZA
SPARGIMENTO DI SANGUE

IL CONSIGLIO RIVOLUZIONARIO SUPREMO

CONSAPEVOLE: pes saceo oitfro ofi POPOU SOLENNEMENTE COHSACRATO MELLA CARTA DELLE RAZIOWI
UKITE § DILI'CROANIZIAZTIONE DELUUNITA® AFRICANA;

DETEGHINATE: & COUABORARE CON TUTTI | POPOL PER IL CONSOUDAMENTO DELLA LIBERTA’, DELLA GIUSTIZIA
E DELLA PACE NEL MONDO, ED IN PARTICOLARE COR | POPOL AMANTI DELLA PACE § DELLA GIUSTIZIA

FERMAERTE beciso 4 CONSOLIDARE E TUTELARS LTMDIPINDENZA GELLA MAZIOWE SOMALA E PER CREARS

UNA SOCHTA" FOMDATA SULLA PO LARE B DEL DIRITT] E DEI DOYERI PI
TUTT | CITTADIHE SENZA DISTINZIONE DY SESSO | D1 CONDIZIONE SOCIALE.

DICHIARA
A: POLITICA INTERNA

1. = Costiluire una societs basaia sul lavoro e sul principip dells giustizia sociele, considerando la
particolarits dell'ambienta o delle condizion det popele;

2, = Preparare & orentare la sviluppo ecomomico, soclale e culfurale per raggiungere wn rapido

progresso del Pacte;

3. — Liquidare I . ppare il culturale del popelo somalo;
4, — Costituire, con priorild, la condizlonl di basa per la serittura della lingua somala;
4, — Uguidare In i Fanatchia, il tril od ogri altro dl socisle

nallstivith siatale;
& — Abolire | partifi polificiz
7. — Indire, nel momento opportuna, un‘slezione popolsre con assolula Imparziallia

B: POLITICA ESTERA
- ] edi di
2. — Lotare contro ogni lerma di colonialisme e neccolonialismo;
3, = LoMtare por Funits della Haxlone Somala;
4, — Riconcicers piensmente il principio dells comsistenzs pocifica tra hutti | popelll
$, = Progaguira la vis dells polifica dells neutralita pasitive;
& — Rl . tutti gll impegni Int i o conchasl dalla
Ropubblica Somala
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At 3 o’ clock in the morning of 21 Octcober 1969 a group of
Army Officers swooped down upon the residences of the
Prime Minister and his cabinet colleagues, and removed
them tounknown places. A former President, a former Prime
Minister and certain other ‘elder statesmen’ were taken
away by the Army. The Government of Prime Minister Egal
had been overthrown in what was described by its
perpetrators as “ABloodless Revolution.” Reports reaching
us in London told of how the people had welcomed the
‘Revolution’ and had poured onto the streets of Mogadishu to
Support it.

Since Independence, the growing corruption, nepotism
and total disregard for the common man had driven the
people to a point where they would have welcomed any
change. They believed anything would be better than the
situationprevailing in the country. The new Revolutionary
Council’sdeclaration, therefore, torestore justice and
equality before the law, touphold the right towork, the
pecple’ sright toruntheirownaffairs, fairdistributionof the
nation’s income, eradication of hunger, disease and
ignorance, and toeliminate the insidious but prevalent
systemof tribalismwas very welcome.

On the morning of 21 October 1969, the Parliament’s
doors were locked and the Supreme Revolutionary Council
took over the governance of the country at gun-point. The
Revolution’s symbol was a gun and a hand, and in the
background the Koran. This symbol appeared on the First
Charter of the Revolution, withaheadline inbold capital
letters which read: “21st October 1969, Bloodless
Revolution.”

Avyear later, when the Supreme Revolutionary Council
issued the Second Charter, the Koran and other symbols
were gone, and the declarationwas: ‘as fromOctober 21,
1970, the Somali Democratic Republicwill adopt Scientific
Socialism.’ The Supreme Revolutionary Council which had
taken over power was composed of 23 members, headed by
Major General Mohamed Siad Barre as President.

InJune 1971, Iwas transferred toBeijing, capital of the
People’sRepublic of China. After three andahalf years in
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London, where the pace of 1ifewas extremely fast, I arrived
inBeijingto find that time had almost stopped. Everything
seemed tobe happening in slowmotion. Ina letter toa friend
in London, I wrote of my first impressions of China,
especiallyBeijing, remarkingthat it wasverydifficult not to
get bored during off duty hours. Everything was very
different towhat I had experienced in London. As I had
arrived in China just after the Cultural Revolution, I
cbserved significant differences in the people’ s behaviour
fromwhen I had been there as a student in the early sixties.
For a start they were more disciplined than I remembered.
During the sixties, the Chinese government invited many
people fromAfrican, Asian and Latin American countries to
visit their country, through linkswithpolitical parties,
Youth, and Friendship organizations. The People’ s Republic
of China then was not a member of the United Nations, its
seat occupiedby Taiwan. The people of Africa, Asiaandlatin
Americawere, by and large, sympathetic tothe aspirations
of the people of China. But, in view of the American
opposition, their sympathies were of noavail as far as
China’s admission to the UN was concerned. Since its
independence in 1948, the People’s Republic of China had
been trying to establish friendly links with almost all
countries, including countries which consistently voted
against UN resolutions seeking China’s admission to the
worldbody.

I found it difficult tounderstand the attitude of the
countries objecting to China’s admission to the United
Nations. How could these countries support Taiwan with a
population of 15million Chinese against the People’s
Republic, a country of more than 800million? It was beyond
my comprehension. Inpolitics, it seemed, emotions and
brute power had more place than justice and
humanitarianism.

Nothing stays the same forever, and this was true for
China. Eventually, the world recognized China as a country.
The day US President, Richard Nixon came to China in the
early seventies, I watched the fleet of limousines carrying
the President and retinue of a country once dubbed by China
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REPUBBLICA DEMOCRATICA SOMALA

PRESIDENZA DEL CONSIGLIO RIVOLUZIONARIO SUPREMO
SECONDA CARTA DELLA RIVOLUZIONE

=000

IL PRESIDENTE
del CONSIGLIO RIVOLUZIONARIO SUPREMO

"S‘m fa Prima Carfa della Rivoluzione dei 21 Ottobre 1969 che stabllisce la politice

interna ed estera della Repubblica D S

CONSIDERATQ  '» necessitd di chiarire ulferiormente gli obleftivi dello Stato;

PRESO NOTA deifapprovazione del Consiglio Ri i up

DICHIARA
che,
poichd s Prima Carfa della Rivoluxione stabilisce che lo scopo basilare dello Stato & quelio o
creare una societd basata sul Lavoro e sul principli della giust

@ che,
considerato che H Sociallsmo & Funico sistema fHosofico che aluterh a formare detta societh;

la REPUBBLICA DEMOCRATICA SOMALA ha con effeftc dal 21 Oftobre 1970, adottato
# SOCIALISMO SCIENTIFICO come suo ambito traguardo;

3

lasi passo io per Ia sua piena attuazione per li progresso o e
prosparith del Popolo Somalo.

Mogediscio, Gennsio 1971 L PRESIDENTE
de! CONSIGLIO RIVOLUZIONARIO SUPREMO
Gen. di Div. Mohamed Siad Barre
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anduntil recentlycalled ‘apapertiger’ . Ilistenedonmy little
transistor radio to the Voice of America commentary on
Nixon’s visit. The Americans had deployed two earth
satellites, one over Beijingand the other over Shanghai, to
facilitatedirect transmissionof Nixon’ svisit.

The visit marked the end of isolation for the country of
Mao Tse Tung and Chou En Lai. The Chinese believed that
they had won the game as the American leaders had first
come tovisit their country, andnot the other way round. It
appeared as if the Americans were very eager to open a
relationship with the People’s Republic, while they
pretended tominimize its importance.

Soon after President Nixon’svisit, diplomats inBeijing
noted an extreme shortage of the popular Chinese liqueur,
Mou Tai. It was evenmissing fromthe usual round of cocktail
partiesgivenby the diplomaticmissions. The storywas that
Nixon andhis delegation had acquired the taste for Mou Tai
and had bought up virtuallyall available stocks and left the
countrydry.

Although the Chinese needed Western technology, they
never allowed the Western countries to dominate them. As
faraspossible they tried tomaintaintheirnational dignity.
One couldnot but admire the way the Chinese were dealing
withadifficult situation. They were candid about the
conditions whichprevailed in China and often toldus that
they were a poor and under-developed country. For me,
China has been a great country, successfully managing to
provide food and other basicnecessities to its hundreds of
millions of people. Their success was amiracle.

The people we saw in the streets and in the supermarkets
were always full of cheer. They were healthy and physically
strong. Theirphysical fitnesswas inpart due totheirhabit
of doing regular exercise. Everymorningat 10 o’ clock most
Chinese would exercise to themusic of RadioBeijing. At the
familiar signal, all activity would come toa standstill.
Officials and students and workers on their way to work
would alight fromtheir bicycles. Work in hospitals and
government offices virtually came toa stop. For the ten
minutes duringwhich the special tune for physical exercises
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was played, people everywhere performed theirdaily fitness
routine. Physical training constitutedan important aspect of
the teachings of Chairman Mao Tse Tung, one of whose
sayings was: Duanlian shenti baawey zuguo: Ahealthy body
protects the country.

I happened to see Chairman Mao only once from a
distance, standing on the balcony at Tian An Men Square,
above the gate to the Forbidden City—known in Chinese as
“Tien An Men Chen Low.” I did, however, have the
opportunity tomeet Chou En Lai on several occasions. He
attended the various National Day functions at the different
embassies.

Somalia’s relations with China were classed as very
cordial, inspite of the close ties existingbetween Somalia
and the Soviet Union, and Chou En Lai envinced a special
interest in and warmth towards our people. It was duringhis
official visit toSomalia in 1964 that Choumade his famous
remarks about Africa being ready for revolution.
Everywhere inMogadishu, the masses hadbeen out togreet
him. Asong, ‘Long live the friendshipbetween the pecples of
China and Somalia’ and ‘Long live ChouenLai, downwith
his enemies, ' were composed and played constantly on
national radioinhonourof hisvisit.

Duringmy posting in China the President of the Somali
Democratic Republic was invited to visit China. Our
Ambassador called on Premier Chou En Lai to discuss the
visit, and I accompanied himto that meeting. When we had
finished discussing the proposed programme for the visit,
Premier Chou Lai and the Ambassador began talking about
more general subjects.

Chou said to the Ambassador, “Why don’t you stop your
friends from stealing your marine resources?” He didnot
specifywhowasmeant by “your friends’, but it wasvery clear
tous that he was referring to the Russians withwhom, it was
true, we hadgood relations. Somalia at the time was one of
a number of African countries in the Soviet camp. Some
quarters even commented that, Somalia was the bridge for
communist penetration intoAfrica. The Soviets were indeed
liftinghuge amount of fish fromour waters as if they owned
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them. We smiled and told the Chinese Premier that we did
not think we were in aposition to stop them.

ChouEnlai, small in stature, was inhiswayagiant. He
followed everything that was happening in the world and
was reputed to spend long hours a day working tirelessly for
his country. Once, a journalist whowas interviewinghim
late at night, askedhim: “Mr. Prime Minister, when do you
sleep?”

The answer came, “While the interpreter is translating
what I have said in Chinese, I closemy eyes and sleep.”

He also spoke many foreign languages and didnot really
need an interpreter, though he always preferred touse one.

We agreed with Chou En Lai that the news of the visit of
the Somali President would be announced simultaneously
fromBeijing and Mogadishu. Until then, it was to be kept
confidential. But a short while later, aperson froma country
that should have been the last to know of the visit,
commented tome at a cocktail party, “Soyour President is
coming to China” .

This was a shock tome I knew the Chinese wouldnot have
giventhis information toanyone. I myself hadnot spoken to
anyone on the subject either. My Ambassador was present at
the function, andwas standing at the other end of the Hall.
I went to himand asked him if he had spoken about the
President’s visit to anyone. He too said he hadnot. I
wondered who else could have leaked the information. The
embassy sent a coded message to our Foreign Ministry
asking if they had made the announcement . No reply. That
was alsounusual. The ‘mole’ must have been there at home.

The President made his official visit toChina in1972. He
had talks with Premier ChouEnLai and other officials, but
the scheduled meeting with Chairman Mao tse Tung could
not takeplace. Wewaitedup thewholenight, until the early
morning hours. The Chairman was not feelingwell. It was
clear tous that the Chinese were really trying toarrange the
meeting but were ultimately unable. We thought he must be
very sick, otherwise they would have organized a hand-
shakingmeeting at least for the photographers. This was
also important for ourprestigeas it was averyessential part
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of the protocol foravisitingHead of State.

After hisvisit toChina, the President went on to the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. At the airport in
Pyongyang, the Somali delegation, of which I was alsoa
member, was received by the DPRK’ s ‘Great Leader’ Kim I1
Sung, and other important North Korean personages. In
addition, hundreds of people had lined the streets, right from
the airport to the Palace, towelcome the Somali President.

The DPRK was even more isolated than China. Their
contacts with the outside world were very limited. There
were barely half a dozen foreign embassies in Pyongyang.
Their communications with the world passed through the
Soviet Union and the People’ s Republic of China only. In
Pyongyang, the stamp of Kim Il Sung was discernible on
everything. Inaword, Kim Il Sungwas the DPRK, and vice
versa. All statements beganwithpraise tothe ‘Great Leader
of the40millionKoreanpeople’, i.e. the populationof both
the Koreas, North and South.

The progranme of the Somali President’svisit includeda
tour of the Museum of Kim Il Sung which containedwall to
wall photographs of Kim in every one of over fifty rooms, and
the members of our delegation had to look at themall. The
Korean protocol officers who accompanied us were clearly
nervous, fearingpossibly that the Somaliswouldnot wishto
go round the whole museum; how would they explain that to
their bosses? For us it was very difficult tomaintainan
interest ineverything theywishedus tosee. For them, it was
a fundamental duty to show and explain all the ‘great
achievements of the Korean people under Kim I1 Sung’ .
Everywhere Kim Il Sung had put his feet had been
transformed into national monuments, and visitors were
dbligedtosee themall.

The Korean protocol arrangements were somewhat
strange. For instance, the Korean Leader was to host a
dimner inhonour of cur visitingdelegationat 20:00 hours one
evening. No sooner had we returned to the guest house at
17:00 hours froma tour of various economic projects thana
protocol officer informed me that the Somali President
shouldbe ready at 18:00 hours. “Forwhat?” I asked. Inreply,



President Shermarke isDead. . . 103

he just repeatedwhat hehad saidearlier.

As far as we knew there was no other engagement until
the dinner, but it appeared they were askingus tobe there
two hours early, and we complied. The thought crossed our
minds that perhaps Kim I1 Sungwanted to hold further talks
with the President before dinner. At 6 o’ clock sharp, our
President and his entourage arrived at the designatedplace
for the dinner. We were seated in a hall and requested to
wait. Ahuge colour portrait of The Great Leader in the center
of the Hall was the only visible decoration in the room. I
noticed threeor four foreigners sitting inanotherpart of the
Hall. I was curious to knowwho theywere, so I went over and
spoke to one of them. He was a diplomat froma Middle
Eastern country. He told me that he and the others were
invited guests at the dinner arranged in our honour. They
had alsobeen asked to come at the revised time of 6 o’ clock.
We never found out why our arrival for dinner had been
advanced, for we were kept waiting for the next two hours
before the dinner commenced.

The Koreans were so confident of their security and safety
arrangements for VIP guests that the doors at the guest
house hadno locks! The only problemwas that you could not
yourself feel at ease inyour room. Tokeep it close at night,
some of us placed a chair or writing table behind the door.

Once, when the President was free, he wanted some
exercise. Hewas well known forhis love of table-tennis, and
therewas a table in one of the halls at the guest house. He
askedme toplaywithhim, assuming that as I was posted in
China I should be able to play good ping pong—which was
not the case. At one point, I donot remember in what
connection, I addressedhimas usual as Excellency, Mr.
President. He looked at me and said, “You'’re not yet a
revoluticnary. Callme Jaalle.”

The word jaalle, meaning comrade, was new to me,
because when it was adopted I had been out of the country.
The word, an old Somali word, had been re-activatedby the
Revolutionary Government and, over the years, it became so
inextricably linkedwith that period of cur history that it is
no longer a comfortable word touse. It hasbeenbanished.
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The protocol department in the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs inMogadishu had prepared gifts tobe presented by
the visiting President to the leaders of Korea, decorative
items made of ivory. On one of these gifts, our protocol
department had put the name of KimI1 Sung. It wasa little
smaller than another, meant for the President of Korea who,
although unknown to the world, was the higher in rank.
Before their presentation I wanted to show them to the
Korean Protocol Officer in charge of our programme. When
he saw that the Kim I1 Sung piece was smaller than the other
he was most alarmed.

“No, No, No,” he said, “Comrade Kimmust be given the
biggerone.”

Protocol -wise we were correct, but in Pyongyang protocol
was proper only when Comrade Kimwas happy. I asked him
tobringme a knife and some glue, and I interchanged the
name plates on the gifts. The protocol officer was
overwhelmingly grateful at being rescued froma crisis of
terrible proportions. I wasalmost moved to shout “Long live
Kim Il Sung!”

Our visit concluded on a successful note. The Somalis
were highly impressed by the agricultural development and
theartificial lakesof NorthKorea. Inthe fieldof technology,
the Koreans had donewell, and they were keen to share their
expertisewithother developing countries, towin friendsand
influencepeople. The applicationof KimI1 Sung’s ideas was
called the Juche Idea, and the North Koreans were keen to
export their approach tosocial mopilization, but they lacked
the resources to influence through aid. They could, however,
supply some materials and technical personnel, with the
recipient country providing the money to pay the workers
and providing the hard currency if other materials were
needed froma third country.

The Presidential delegation left for home and I returned
tomy post in China.

The Juche Idea, the DPRK' s version of socialist self-
reliance, made abrief appearance in Somalia followingthis
visit. Its trappings included the appearance of larger-than-
life size full-lengthpaintings of the Somali President locking
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forall theworld like Kim Il Sung, except for the face.

A fewmonths later I was called back home toundergo a
three-month training course inamilitary camp, as every
civil servant was obliged to dounder the new edicts. The
Camp was intended by the Revolutionary Government to re-
educate or brain-wash civil servants, specially those who
hadbeen trained innon-socialist countries. The purpose of
the camp, according to the Government, was toeliminate the
different foreigncultural influencesandtoassert the Somali
culture. Those civil servants who had received their
education in Western Europe were considered particularly
harmful to the socialist ideology that the Revolutionwas
trying to promote. The camp was also to train everyone in
government service tohandle arifle, in other words to
indirectly introduce anational service programme.

Ambassadors and high-ranking officials in the Govern-
ment had already done the course. Inmy intake group were
First Secretaries fromvarious Somali Embassies abroad,
school directors and teachers.

When I arrived in Mogadishu, the three month
programme had already begun. It was like going toboarding
school . I took withme a small bagcontaininga few items of
clothingand toiletries. Uponarrival at the campoffice I was
told togo tobarrack roomno. 4. As I reached the door of the
barracks I recognized some friends and familiar faces. They
were all wearing boots and khaki uniforms like soldiers. An
Inspector accompanied them. I had been forewarned by
those who had already completed the course, that discipline
was strict and that I must appear serious, especially when
the camp staff were nearby.

“Put your bag down, ” said the Inspector. I put my bag
down.

“Collect the cigarette butts and used matchsticks from
outside the door, ” he orderedme.

I got down on my knees on the sandy ground he had
indicated and began collecting the butts and half burnt
pieces of wood withmy right hand and placed them inmy left
hand. T looked up at my colleagues who were standing there
with the Inspector, and could read fromtheir faces they were



106 THE ROAD TO ZERO—Somalia’s Self-destruction

enjoying everyminute of this. Eventually the Inspector
appeared satisfied that I was prepared to obey orders, and
toldme I could stop. He showed me my bed, which was an
upper bunk. Next I was taken to a store room where
thousands of old khaki uniforms andboots of all sizes were
stored. I selected items to fit me, and the storekeeper gave
me a set of brassbuttons for the shirts.

The camp was on the outskirts of the capital, beyond the
airport. It was originally called Campo Bottego, and had
beenan Italianmilitary camp. After the Revolution, itsname
was changed toHalane, after a young Somali soldier who had
died for the country during the war against Ethiopia in1964.

Every morning at 04:30, we had to be up and ready for
running and other physical exercises whichwere the routine
until 06:00. At 06:30 we hadbreakfast, at 07:00, dressed in
army gear, all of us stood in 1ine while a corporal checked the
cleanliness of our uniforms, neatness, correctness and
shininess of our boots andbuttons. We were required togo to
classesnext . The teaching content was socialist ideology and
military relatedmatters. Fromtime to time trainees would
deliver lectures onsubjectsof theirchoiceor specialization,
so long as they avoided saying anything against socialism. In
the afternoons we sat outside the barrack and polishedboots
andbrasses.

As aresult of morning exercise, many previously over-
welght civil servants became more physically fit andactive
than they had been for years. There was good camaraderie
among the camp inmates, and a chance tomake new friends
and meet old colleagues whom one had not seen for a very
longtime. Yet it ishardtoidentifyanypositivebenefitsof the
experiment beyond this.

One morning, while walking by the office buildingof the
camp, I sawone of the clerks holdinga copy of the English-
language daily newspaper The October Star. Abold headline
on the front page said “Ours is Marxism-Leninism.” The
Revolutionwas only three years old then. How fast our rulers
were learning the history of socialism! Only two years
earlier, the Supreme Revolutionary Council the country’s
highest body, had issued the Second Charter of the
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Revolution declaring that the country’s systemwould be
basedon Scientific Socialism.

Those who were lecturing us on socialism and commu-
nismwere now tellingus that socialismwas a transitional
phase on the path towards communism, the attainment of
whichwould take a long time. Even the Russians had not yet
realizedthat utopia.

When the Second Charter was issued, the President of the
Supreme Revolutionary Council declared that we had
chosen the pathof scientific socialismbecause it was the only
route to rapid transformation of the country intoadeveloped
and economically advanced nation.

Socialismwasnot abad idea. It was ameans to social and
economic progress. It encouragedpeople toparticipate and
made them feel that they would share both the burdens and
the benefits. But what of the next step, communism. Could
a Somali be a Communist? Communismwas an ideology that
affectedreligiousbelief. All our people were Muslims, and
the communist ideology preaches atheism.

The President of the Supreme Revolutionary Council,
Mohamed Siad Barre, who ceaselessly spoke on socialism
and communismmay never even have read a book on these
subjects. He certainly had not been to a school where it was
taught . But he wanted to teach it to the people of Somalia.
That was true of other members of the SRC, most of whom
had no idea what they were trying to introduce in the
country. The Supreme Revolutionary Council nevertheless
resolved that all the peoplemust be re-educated. Apolitical
office was created—Xafiiska Xirirka Dadweynahe, Public
Relations Office, which later became the Xafiiska
Siyaasadda or Political Office. This office was entrusted
with the task of promoting the policy of the revolutionary
government . Todothis, it established centres for so-called
orientation throughout the country and deputed a
representative to each Orientation Centre once aweek, to
address the people gathered there. These representatives
spoke on such topics as the corruption that had prevailed
before the Revolution, the aims of the Revolution, and the
advantages of the Socialist system introduced by the
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Revolutionary regime. At these weekly Centre meetings, in
presence of the representative of the Political Office, the
people listened very attentively towhat the speakers said.

By and large, what they had to say about previous govern-
ments was true. Undoubtedly, corruption, malpractice, mis-
use of state property, tribalismandnepotismwereall com-
mon during the nine years that preceded the Revolution. A11
this was known to the people, only in the past they had felt
helpless. Now, the representatives of the revolutionary re-
gime were saying that in future Somali society wouldnever
suffer fromsuchevils.

The Political Officewas alsoresponsible for the display of
posters onbiglhbillboards along themain streets, and for the
bigportraits of the President which were put up in front of
all government buildings. The style of thisart, I think, is
calledneo-realism, andwas the fashioninall the socialist
Eastern Bloc countries during the period, and in those
countries of Africa, Asia and Latin America which were
under the patronage of the Soviet Union, as distinct from
those influencedby the United States of America. Slogans in
praise of our brand of socialismwere writ large onthewalls
of buildings, both public and private, alongwithanti-
imperialist slogans. I recall aposter which showed aperson
withgrotesque features extractingbloodwitha syringe from
a rather normal person. Another depicted a snake sucking
the blood of aman. One was left inno doubt which figures
represented the imperialists, or the deposed government, in
these works.

The new Government also created an organization called
the National Security Service (NSS) or Nabad Suggidda
Somaliyeed, which was entrusted with the task of
suppressinganti-revolutionaryactivities.

In the past the people had been able to speak with
complete freedom. In the revolutionaryera, thepeople could
neither speak nor do, anythingbut what was taught and
permittedby the Revolution.

The Revolution promised to restore the dignity of the
nation and the country. To demonstrate his independent
attitude, the President rejecteda request froman important
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quarter to stop ships which flew the Somali flagasa flagof
convenience, fromvisitingthe ports of Havana andHanoi. In
relation, financial assistance to Somaliawas stopped. The
President alsodecided toaccord recognition to the German
Democratic Republic. Contrary to what the Federal
Republic didwith some other countries that had recognized
East Germany, it didnot break off diplomaticrelationswith
Somalia. Itdid, however, stopcertaineconomicassistance it
hadbeengiving Somalia, though assistance to the Police
Force continued as usual. The Ambassadors from both
Germanies were present in Mogadishu at the same time.

In due course of time, the Political Office began
functioninglikeapolitical party, directingall itsbranchesto
organize weekly meetings of civil servants and of the
ordinary people. Anyone who did not participate in these
meetings was considered anti-revolutionary. Everybody was
obliged togo to the Orientation Centres. At the end of each
meeting, participants stood up and sang a revolutionary
song dedicated to the President of the Supreme
Revolutionary Council, Major General Mohamed Siad
Barre. This one is the most famous of all the songs composed
fortheglorificationof Siad:

Guul wade Siad
Abahii Garashada
Gaygayagow
Hantiwadaagga waa
Habkaa

Barwaago noo
horseedayee
Bullaankan baxaaya
Nuurkaan bidhaamaya
Dhawaaga oo isu bagaya
Waa Barbaarta iyo
shagaalaha

Oo is biirsaday
Bar-bar taagan
Towraddooda

Ra’yigii ka soobaxa

The Victorious Siad
The Father of Knowledge
Of our Lands
Socialismis the system
That leadsus to
prosperity

This tumult

This light whichis
i1luminating
Thisunifiedcall

Are the Youth and
Workers

That areunited

Who support
TheirRevolution’s
Directives
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Oo ballan qaaday That promise

Ha. .Ha Ha..Ha
Hantiwadaag inay To defend Socialism.
badbaadiyaan

The speeches delivered at the weekly meetings usually
included praise of the President, who was most usually
referred to as The Father of the Nation, but also as the
Leader, the Untiring, the Light of Africa and other such
glowing epithets. Whenever his name was mentioned,
everyone applauded, and there were groups of women who
would beat drums and ululate (which is tomake a high-
pitched acclamatory sound by rapidly vibrating the tongue
against the lips while expellingair through the mouth) .
There were special groups of people at each Centre who were
trained to interrupt the speeches with songs dedicated to the
President, andphrases suchas ‘longlive Siad’, the speakers
waitinguntil the interruptionwas over before continuing.
The President’ s portrait and quotations fromhis speeches
decorated thewalls of all the neighbourhood Centres, aswell
as meeting rooms at the ministries, which were used for
orientationpurposes.

Shopkeepers were fined if they did not have the official
portrait of the President on the walls of their shops. Such
omissions were considered as anti-revolutionary gestures.
Plain clothes security officers, victory pioneers called
guulwadeyaal, and municipality guards were all ina
position to threaten a shopkeeper whose Presidential
portrait was ‘not inconformitywiththe President’sdignity”’,
which often meant there was a spot or a mark on the glass or
the frame.



CHAPTER VIII

At the Protocol Department

Aftermy training in Halane Camp, I was initially among
those who were told to return to their respective places of
work, my last posting being Beijing. But then, someone
decidedotherwise, and I was toldto report totheMinistry of
ForeignAffairs, Department of Protocol .

The whole Ministry was housed inavery small building.
At the Department of Protocol there were three officials of
civil service grade A, myself grade B, and a lady who was
grade C. The female colleague had more experience thanall
of us indealingwith diplomats. She knewall there was to
know in the Department . She was quiet and hardworking.

T had once been grade A-6 in the establishment of the
government of Abdirizak Haji Hussein in 1965, when I was
acting-head of the Somali National News Agency (SONNA)
in the Ministry of Information. Prime Minister Abdirizak
HajiHusseinused togive annual merit awards tocivil ser-
vants for hard work. The recipient of the award was named
‘man of the year’ . In 1965 one person was chosen from the
Ministry of Finance and presentedwith So. Shs. 10.000, and
in the Ministry of Information the same title was conferred
onme, and I was given a trip abroad, accompanying the
Minister of Informationto the United Statesonanofficial
visit. When I returned fromthe trip, I was told that mygrade
hadbeen lowered tograde B-7. I protested to theMinister
but nothing came out of it. Sevenyears later Iwas still grade
B-7, working as Chief of Protocol, an important post any-
where in the world. My three A-6 colleagues were more en-
titledtothepost than I, and waswilling for themtoclaimit.
However, none of them showed any sign of wanting the re-
sponsibility. All three hadbeen to the Soviet Union for edu-
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cation, two of themcouldbarely read or write a document in
English or Ttalian—the two languages most commonly used
for government business—and so, I suppose, were reluctant
toexpose their inadequacies.

When T thought it was appropriate forme to fight for my
right, which I had lost in 1965, I went to the Minister of
Foreign Affairs who was already aware of my competence.
He also knew the others in my Department .. The Minister
had known me since the days when I was working in the
Ministry of Information. In those days he had been a
diplomat, and whenever he came to Mogadishu for
consultations he wouldvisit theMinistry of Informationto
collect news of international events. The conversation
between us went something like this:

Minister: Yes, Jaalle.

Me: Maalin wanaagsan, Jaalle Wasiir. (Good day
Comrade Minister.)

Minister: Sit down. (pause) Yes, what isit?

He was from former British Somaliland, and liked
speaking in English. Although he didnot know Italian, his
Arabic alsowas perfect. I started by expressing my
appreciation at being appointed Chief of Protocol, and
assured him that I would discharge my work without
reservation.

After thepreliminarieswereover, I saidtohim, “Comrade
Minister, I amChief of Protocol, I amgradeB-7, andyet my
sub-ordinates are all three of themgrade A, and graduates
in international law fromthe Soviet Union. If the people I am
supposed to order are senior tome in grade, howcan I
demand work of them. I amready to work under any one of
them, or otherwise, if I'mtoremain inpost I shouldbe given
the grade which the post carries.”

He knew as well as I that nomatter what their degrees,
the men in question could not domy job. His answer came.
“You have been appointed by the President of the Supreme
Revolutionary Council. This is theRevolutionaryEra, andif
youare seen fit tobe appointed toapost, it doesn’t matter
what your grade is.”
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So, I didnot get my ‘promotion’ and, by invoking the
Revolution, the Minister was off the hook. I couldnot
challengeit.

Anyhow, I continueddoingmy jobwith some pleasure and
satisfaction. The Department was a very busy one. It had
constant dealings with members of the diplomatic corps,
lockingafter theirprivileges and immunities, suchthingsas
the importation of duty-free goods and diplomats’
movements within the country. Diplomats were not allowed
to gobeyond 30 km. fromthe capital. Those who wished to
had tocome tous. Wewere ‘the front office’ for receivingand
granting requests, though their requests were actually
processed and cleared by the Ministry of the Interior and the
National Security Service. Some Diplomats protested that
this restriction on their movements violated the Vienna
Convention.

The Revolutionary regime was very sensitive about the
movements of foreigners, particularly Westerners. When-
ever the latter triedtobedifficult, wehad todeal with them.
We told them that we had the highest regard for their own
safety and that our procedures were meant to ensure that.
We told them that the restrictions were necessary for rea-
sons of state security. Interestingly, bothsides—theMinistry
and the DiplomaticMissions—would refer toArticle 26 of the
Vienna Conventionat times of dispute, andboth sides used
it to support their case. The Diplomats quoted the second
part of the sentencewhichsaid, ‘.. .thereceivingState shall
ensure toall members of the mission, freedomof movement
and travel inits territory’ . The Ministry quotedthe first
sentence of the same articlewhichsaid, ‘Subject toits laws
and regulations concerning zones entry intowhich is prohib-
itedorregulated for reasonsof national security....’.

The complete Article reads as follows:

Article 26. Subject to its laws and regulations concerning zones
entry into which is prohibited or regulated for reasons of
national security, the receiving State shall ensure to all
members of the mission freedom of movement and travel in
its territary.
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The government adopted strong measures against those
who attempted toundermine its policy, and the people were
really afraid even to talk to each other. Anyone who was
found talking to a foreigner was subject to stringent
punishment . I hadbeen outside the country for the first two
years of the Revolutionary era, and I didnot realize the
extent of fear thepeople felt until one day, when I happened
togo to the coffee shop of the Croce del SudHotel which, as
usual, was packed at mid-morning with customers. I
happened tobe with a foreigner who was an old acquaintance
of mine, and whom I had bumped into and invited to have
coffeewithme. Thebarwas run Italian-style. So, conversing
togetherwe first approached the cashier. Havingpaid for our
coffee, we turned to the counter behind us to collect our
drinks only to £ind that there was nobody in the shop.
Literally everybody had left the place and I found myself
alone with the foreigner. Only the cashier and the two bar
attendants had not forsaken the place.

At that moment, I realizedthe risk I was takingand the
potential gravityof the situation. Unlikelyas it was that the
people present in the coffee-shop would have been arrested,
theywere afraid even tobe called as witnesses in case I was
arrested. They irony was that not only had it been quite
normal forme to talk with anyone at all while I was abroad,
it had constitutedpart of my duty as a diplomat to converse
with foreigners.

When my companion looked around, he too was surprised.
In the space of a minute the coffee house had been
abandoned, half empty cups of coffee and tea left standingon
the tables. God only knows what he thought ; he probably
expected some major trouble impending for me.

When he left after finishinghis coffee, people began
returning to the bar. However, I knew for the first time
something that I would become very familiar with—the
feelingof apprehensionwhen inpublicplaces, that security
persons, reputed to be present everywhere, might be
watching and reporting on you. Though nothing actually
happened this time, acquaintances advisedme tobe careful
about meeting with foreigners if I wanted to stay in



At the Protocol Department 115

Suspicion was rampant throughout the system. The NSS
mentality was that foreigners were in the country to get
news from and adversely influence the Somalis. It never
occurred to them that the Somalis could alsogainuseful
information from the foreigners. The government did not
trust its ownpeople, and the government was all-powerful .
This was the recipe for our brand of social development.

My experience of totalitarian countries has been that
people will compensate for the suffocation and monotony
imposed by the systemby satirizing the regime and making
jokes about it. Somaliswerenoexception. I citeonly oneof
the many telling jokes which were floating about Mogadishu
at the time.

A Reer Hamar, a native of Mogadishu, dreamt that the
Revolution had collapsed, and in the morning he told the
story to someone. Within hours he was arrested by the NSS
and taken to the torture chamber. After a few days he was
released. Some short time later, while returninghome from
the mosque after offering his evening prayers, he met the
same security man who had beaten himup while in custody .

Security Man: “Hey, Muridi, come here. Have you been
having any more dreams?”

Muridi: “Don’t I first needtosleep?”

The Revolutionary regime believed that by adopting
strong arm tactics the people would become disciplined and
made towork. To this end, there was forcedmobilization of
everybody. Even the children were not spared. Street
children and youths were collected fromthe streets and sent
toacentre speciallyestablished for themon the cutskirts of
the capital. The older boys and girls were recruited intoa
militiaknown as the Victory Pioneers, andwere given full
militarytraining.

Inthe earlydays of the Revolution, tokeep the pecplebusy
the Government introduced a programme called Iskaa wax
ugabso, a sort of national self-help scheme. This programme
involved construction of schools, hospitals and roads by the
masses, under the supervision of the government-sponsored
OrientationCentres, at thebiddingof variocus Ministries and
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other government -controlledbodies.

Themost dislikedactivitywas the cleaningof the streets
of Mogadishu, a recurring taskwhichthe citizenswere called
upon to do. Whenever the people moved fromone side of the
street tothe other, the sand theyhad left behind inpilesat
the kerbside wouldbe blown across the street again. We were
being asked to clear the sand away froma desert . You cannot
carry water ina sieve, but we were kept busy trying. This
particular activity was called Ol-olaha nadaafadda, the
cleaning campaign. On days when it was in operation, no
civil servant was spared frombecoming a street sweeper.
Revolutionary activists fromamong the people would enter
their houses andprise themout, if necessary. Oddly enough,
the soldiersandmilitiadidnot participate inthis campaion,
but they came around to inspect the work, sittingatop their
jeeps or landrovers. It was a cruel joke and demeaning for the
senior civil servants, whohad tobear the indignity. They
were often thebutt of insult fromself-appointed revolution-
aries, and often accused of sucking the blood of the pecple.

The members of the Supreme Revolutionary Council and
members of the Government on the other hand, always came
around with body-guards. They behaved like superstars.
Everyone had to stand up for themand recite revolutionary
songs in their honour.

The conditions in Somalia during this period resembled
those which George Orwell had described in his famous book
Animal Farm. Somuch so, in fact, that the Government had
banned the circulation of Animal Farmin the country, and
it was a crime to possess it. Someone was said to have
translated thebook intoSomali, but for dovious reasons, that
toohadnot seen the light of day in Somalia. Our systemwas
a recognizable model of the Stalinist system. The use of
terror against those who expressed dissent or who criticized
the systemwas common practice. The word ‘democratic’ was
applied in the most undemocratic way.

The socialist culture spread rapidly in the country. The
President’s statuswas raisedbyhisPolitical Office tothe
level of the architects of international socialismMarx,
Engels and Lenin. The joint portraits of the latter were
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already displayed strategically in streets and on important
buildings. To themwas added a fourth face, that of the
Founder of the Somali Revolution, the Father of the Somali
Nation and the architect of Somali Scientific Socialism—
Comrade Mohamed Siad Barre. It is interestingtorecall that
he also added his photograph to those of the thirteen
members who had founded the SYL on 15 May 1943, though
he was not one of them.

Whatever one’ s personal view of the President, he was
undoubtedly a very strong character. When he addressed the
people he had the knack of making his words stick in the
minds of his audience. He could address and hold the
attentionof amass rally for hours—a three-hour speech was
not unusual—though he never took a written speech or notes
withhimto suchgatherings. All his speeches were delivered
impromptu. Although he wanted to implement a scientific
socialismbased on the ideas of Marxism-Leninismhe quoted
neither Marx nor Lenin. Moreover, he always used the
Somali idiomand conventions of oratory.

One of hismost important achievements was the decision
to adopt a script for the Somali language. On 21 October
1972, the President of the Supreme Revolutionary Council
announced to the nation that the Revolutionary
Government had chosen the Latin alphabet, with some
modifications, as theofficial script for writingthe Somali
language.

Duringall of ourhistory, the Somali languagewithitsrich
culture was never written. We spoke the language, we
composed and recited poetry in the language, and we told
stories init, but we didnot write it. During the nine years
after independence, there were debates over selectionof a
script. While some interested parties wanted to adopt the
Arabic script, otherspreferredlatin. Athird script which
was in existence was devised by a Somali, Osman Yusuf
Kenadid, which had characters similar to Amharic and
which was named Osmaniya, after its inventor. Before the
Revolution, whenever the government of the day had raised
the questionof adoptinga script for the language, different
pressure groups would demonstrate against the move



At the Protocol Department 119

because it was known that the government—whichever
government—favoured the adoption of Latin characters, for
economic reasons as well as technical reasons, onthe advice
of trained Somali and international linguists. Osmaniyawas
impractical on several counts, besides havingadistinct
tribal association. The civiliangovernments inparticular
had been unable to resist the powerful pro-Arabic lobby,
whichwould demonstrate outside the mosques after Friday
prayers, whenever the issue was raised. They would chant
slogans and carry banners about Latinbeinganti-Islamic.

The opponents of Latinization of the Somali language,
however, didnot dare raise theirvoices inprotest when the
Revolutionary Government announced its decision. Had
they dared, they might have had topay for it with their
lives—as happened to some of theirkind ina later incident
during the Siad period. Amonth later, the Somali language
was of ficially introduced in the administrative machinery of
the govermment, replacing the two foreign languages which
hadhithertoprevailed. A campaign for learning the script
was launched and an elaborate programme prepared to
spread it throughout the whole territory. The slogan of the
campaign was ‘Haddaad tagaanno bar, haddaadan
agoonna baro’ , whichmeant ‘if youknow it teachit, if youdo
not know learn it’ . Local radio broadcast programmes on
reading and writing and teaching the language. The
language programmes began with a wonderful song
dedicated to the language:

Afkii galaad ha moodin, carabku galdi maayee, sidii

caanaha qur-quriya.

Do not think it’s a foreign language, the tongue will not

miss it, drink it like milk.
IntheMinistryof ForeignAffairs, too, wewere instructedto
send letters and notes todiplomaticmissions in Somali,
alongwithanunofficial translationinEnglishor Italianor
Arabic.

For financial and technical reasons, the language could

not be developed overnight tothe required level. Althoughit
didnot have the anticipated success, no one can deny that
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the decision to adopt a script for the language was a
landmark achievement.

The Literacy Campaign was launched throughout the
country and hundreds of intermediate and secondary school
students and their teachers were sent tothe interior, toteach
villagers andnomads how to read andwrite. Besides this, the
students and teaches were also given the tasks of
enumerating the livestock population of the country and
collectingfolk literature fromthe various regions. It was the
responsibility of eachvillage and settlement to share the
expense of accommodation and board of the literacy teachers
for the period they stayed with the community.

Another programme introduced by the Revolutionary
Government was the annual regional sports competition.
Hundreds of young people, bothboys andgirls, gathered in
the capital to compete in sportingevents onbehalf of their
regions. While in the capital, the youngsters were
accommodated by the inhabitants of Mogadishu, and treated
not as guests but as family members.

At the opening ceremony of the sports competition each
year, the President himself would address the participants,
emphasizing the importance of sport increating fratermity
among the people of different regions. At these inauguration
ceremonies, and at other public speaking engagements too,
he always spoke about the fight against tribalism. He
denounced tribalismbut never seriously worked against it.
Inpublic, the President often thundered against the evils of
tribalismbut in the evenings he received tribal and clan
leaders at the Presidency and discussed problems relating to
their tribes with them. He knew very well how to deal with
the Somalis, tribally and otherwise. He knew how to
manipulate one clan against the other; to some he gave
money, others were supplied with guns. One some he
brought the full weight of the Government’s displeasure to
bear. Tohis own tribesmen he gave everything.

Part of my job was to arrange meetings and contacts
between foreign diplomats and our leaders, including the
President. Since we had declared ocurselves socialists, the
Soviet diplomats were more friendly towards us than the
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diplomats of some other countries, and accordingly, the
Soviet diplomats received special attentionandprivileges.
The Soviets were also involved in training the National
Security Service people. A large number of Soviet experts
alsoworked in the Ministry of Defence, since the country got
most of itsmilitary equipment from the USSR.

One day, a Soviet military officer came tomy office to
obtain custom’s clearance to import a duty-free car. The
problemwas that the care belonged to the Soviet Trade
Office which had already usedup its quota for importing
duty free vehicles, so they were approaching us through
Soviet experts in the Ministry of Defence, hoping and
expecting that their clearance papers would get passed. The
Soviet officerwas in the company of a Somalimilitaryofficer,
presumably to convince us that the car was actually required
for the Defence experts. After going through the papers, I
toldhimthat the Trade Office had already exhausted its
quota for importing duty-free cars. The Russianofficer was
annoyed but went away .

Afewdays later I was calledby the security people, who
toldme that I was endangering relations between the Soviet
Unionand Somalia. I knewtheRussianswould, if necessary,
manage to get the papers cleared through the Ministry of
Defence or the National Security Services. Inboth these
organizations there were senior Soviet experts who would
persuade the Somali authorities. I knew that I was playing
with fire in turning down the Russian Trade Office request.
The State Security could, if they sowished, intrepret my
behaviour as anti-revolutionary and finishme off inone of
their dark rooms.

ARussian fromthe NSS finally did come tomy office some
days later to threatenme that I was ocbstructing the good
relations between the two countries. But that was the last T
heardof it.

Soviet help to Somalia was basically determined by the
geostrategic significance of our country in the context of
superpower rivalry inworld affairs. Their adversary, the
United States, had very intimate relationswith Ethiopia.
Therefore, the Soviet Union needed Somali friendship to
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counter the growing influence of their rival in the Horn of
Africa. Undoubtedly, Somalia alsobenefitted fromits
friendly relations with the USSR. Through this friendship
we were helped to raise one of themost highly trained armies
inAfrica.

The Organization of Africa Unity Heads of State meeting
was held in Mogadishu in 1974, When some of the African
Heads of State who attended the OAU Summit were shown
adisplayofmilitaryexercises, they couldnot believe that the
pilots whowere flying the planes in the air manoceuvres were
Somalis. Inorder to convince them the President drove the
guests to the airfieldwhere the youngpilots later landed.
One of the visiting Presidents remarked:

“Brother, you could single-handedly liberate South
Africa.” Some time later, the Somali Air force not only
trainedpilots of Burundi, but alsoprovidedmilitary experts,
aswell asnurses, tothe fledgling state of Equatorial Guinea
subsequent to its independence.

Other AfricanHeads of State were more impressed by the
way the Political Office worked, particularly its mas
mobilizationprogramme. It is true that the Office was able
toorganize large gatherings of themass at very short notice.
The African leaders were also impressed by how the people
hadbeen influenced apparently to love their leader. Interest
in such aspects of Somali 1ife by leaders who cherished
dictatorial tendencies was borne out subsequently, when
they sent groups of their countrymen for short trainingvisits
toSomalia.

The Zaire President, Mobuto Sese Seko had come to the
Conference with a delegation of 110 members. Rumour was
that he had brought all his opponents with him fromboth the
militaryandcivilian establishments, to prevent a coup
against himduringhis absence fromhis country. Moreover,
a Zairean airforce plane made two or three sorties every day,
tokeephimposted onall developments takingplace inhis
country.

There was a wide difference between the statements
delivered at the OAU Summit by some of the Heads of State
and the actual relationshipof their countrieswiththe racist
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regime of South Africa, andwith the Ian Smith regime of
Rhodesia. Following Smith’s Unilateral Declaration of
Independence on 11 November 1965, the Africans decided to
boycott all Rhodesian companies. OAU member states’
views on this issue were unequivocal. And during the
seventies, one of the member states actually forced the
resignation of an OAU Secretary General for dealingwith
Lonrho (the London Rhodesia Company) . Years later it was
revealed that the same country which had accused the
Secretary General had itself maintained very close
cooperation with the same Lonrho Company up until 1980.

On the occasion of the OAU summit in Mogadishu, the
Somali folklore group organized a theatrical programme. A
pantomime scene portrayed the following as an example of
how some States were actually behaving:

Scene: The Summit is about to commence. Awhiteman is
standing off to the side. He calls a member of an African
delegation. The white man hands over to the blackman, a
brief-case, andmakes signals suggesting that he disturb the
meeting. Anodding African enters the hall. He takes the
floor and speaks words to the effect that “We Africans have
no power, have no money, have no guns. We cannot do
without the foreignpowers.”

Next morning the head of delegation of one of the
Southern African countries didnot attend the meetingand,
since I was Chief of Protocol, I hadtogo to the hotel where
he was staying to enquire if there was anything I coulddo.

HisExcellencywas inhisroom. Itoldhim, “Sir, thecaris
ready.”

Hereplied: “Iwant toseetheMinister of ForeignAffairs.”

T couldnot imagine what was the matter. But I informed
the Somali Minister of Foreign Affairs that he should come
tothehotel.

“I amnot going to themeeting today, and I protest against
the show that your people presented last night, ” the foreign
head of delegation told ourminister. He had interpreted the
sketch as a direct attack on his government . The necessary
apologies and consolatory talk fromthe Somali ForeignMin-
isterultimatelypersuaded the delegate whose susceptibili-
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tieshadbeen offended to attend the meeting.

Thiswas the regrettable state of affairs inourpart of the
world. Some of us were really a bunch of hypocrites, paying
lip service to the African causes, whichwere the agenda of
the meeting. We Somalis had scrupulously implementedall
the decisions taken by the OAU, and naively believed that
other nations did the same. However, some African
countries, particularly those who claimed tobe in the
vanguard of opposition to apartheid, maintained trade
relations with the regime of South Africa throughout the
period when the economic embargo was supposed to be
enforced.

When a new building for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
wasbuilt, Iwas chargedwithallocating the rooms tovarious
departments. I startedbyallocating the rooms on the floor
meant for the Minister and the Director General . Of three
adjacent rooms, the one on the right I allocated for the
Minister’s office and the one on the left for the Director
General’s. The remaining roombetween, I made a common
reception room for bothdignitaries. The architect hadnot
planned for a separate sitting room for the Minister. The
Minister. The Minister’s office was his only operational
room, and there were always important papers onhis desk.
He couldnot clear his table every time someone arrived to
visit him. This room, named the VIP room, would prevent
that necessity, and it would be the responsibility of the
Protocol tomake sure the Minister’s and DG’ s appointments
didnot clash.

Imade similar arrangements for the rest of theMinistry.
For the several Directors I allotted twomeeting rooms onthe
ground floor for them to share. The Departments were
arranged in accordance with the nature of theirwork, sothat
those with public dealings were allocated rooms on the
ground floor and the Political and Economic Departments
were accommodated on the first floor. The largest roomon
the first floor was assigned as a conference room.

After some time, the Minister decided he didnot like the
arrangement ; he was especially unhappy with the separate
reception rooms. He called ameetingof all the directors of
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theministry. The directors expected that the minister
wanted todiscuss some political issue with them, or anew
policy on the current world situation. They assembled in the
conference roomwhich was decorated with photographs of
the President . From the huge hand-painted portrait on the
wall behind the Minister to the smaller ones ranged around
the roam, it appearedas if the ‘Fatherof Scientific Socialism’
and ‘Teacher of Marxismand Leninism’ was observing the
room from every angle. Wherever one looked one saw his
face. The room presented an awful prospect to those who
might have been i11-disposed towards the Revolution. They
would surely suffer hallucinations, thinkingperhaps that
the portraits were rushing towards them, or blocking their
passage out of the room! In such an atmosphere, all the
officersof theMinistrygathered tohear theMinister’ svoice.

“Jaalleyaal”, theMinister started his speech. “I have
called themeeting thismorningtotell you, sinceyouare the
most seniorofficialsof theMinistry, that I trustyou, andthat
the Revolutionary Government has trusted me to be your
Minister. I say that youare all responsible persons and
faithful toyour country. Fromtoday, [it was some time in
1975] any one of you can receive any foreigner, diplomat or
whomever else, inyour own office andnot inthe allotted
reception rooms. The existing arrangement of separate VIP
rooms inwhich to receive foreigners was the arrangement of
Mohamed Osman who works with a communist mentality, ”
he concluded.

It was true that this kind of arrangement existed in
China, my previous posting. The strange thing, however,
was that when I had been a student inBeijingas a young man
years before, having had noprevious association with the
capitalist world, the verdict pronounced on me by my
communist teachers had been ‘a capitalist minded young
man’ . I canonly say that I was and I continue tobe a Somali.

It was ironic that a minister whose President preached
the virtues of socialismand communismcouldpejoratively
refer to someone as having a communist mentality. If the
portraits could have heardwhat the Minister uttered, they
would surely have moved in from the wall and battered him.




126 THE ROAD TO ZERO—Somalia’s Self-destruction

If thiswas the way the Minister thought, it washisproblem
not mine. And, inthosedays, if one was called a communist
it actually improvedhis career prospects.

Inone of his speeches to thenation, President Siad had
warned anti-revolutionaries that the Revolutionhad “ears
and eyes everywhere” . This proved to be true. Even before
the directors had returned to their respective offices, an
order came down from the President that whoever
entertaineda foreigner inhis office wouldpay the price and
that, whatever had been said to the contrary was null and
void. I was onmy way tomy office on the ground floor when
the news reachedme. The furniture could hardly have been
shifted fromthe VIP room, when the President’s order was
received intheMinistry!

Once, the Minister asked me to arrange a dinner for a
particular Ambassador who was leaving the country after
completinghis tenure. Although the Minister had a good
personal relationship with the Ambassador, the latter was
reputed to have been engaged inactivities detrimental to
Somalinational interests. Besides, therelationsbetweenhis
country and Somalia had really worsened duringhis tenure.
So, what couldbe said in the farewell speeches at sucha
luncheon? I reminded the Minister of the problem, but he
nevertheless confirmed the orders for the luncheon. I felt
that this Ambassador, who had always stabbed us in the
back, didnot deserve to have money from the meagre budget
of our poor country spent onhim. The implication of holding
such an occasions was that we appreciated the work of the
guest of honour and were expressing our gratitude. The
Minister and I were at one point alone in the room. I was
annoyed, and said tat if he wanted to give the dinner or
lunch, he should ask the Administration toarrange it for
him, and not me. Whether as a result of this incident, or
because of some previously-held grudge, the Minister
became less well-disposed towards me, and I soon found
myself apawn in the political battle which ensued in the
Ministry.

The relations between the Minister and the Director
General were tense. It was unfortunate that the twohighest
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foreignpolicyplanners of the country couldnot exchange
views amicably, or evaluate together the contemporary
intermational political situation. The differences between
the two grandmasters had long divided the staff of the
Ministry into two camps, one supporting the Minister and
the other the Director General. Due to the nature of my
duties, and the fact that I had to communicate personally
withbothonadailybasis, I hadalways avoidedaligning
myself with either group. I pretended tobe unaware of what
was going on around me.

The Director General was a powerful person, as he was a
first cousin of the country’s President. He was a very
ambitious person. Somehow, he kept himself well-informed
of theofficial goingson intheMinistryaswell as thegossip
in the corridors. I donot knowwhether somebody regularly
briefedhim, or if his knowledge was based on guesswork. He
believed I was in the ‘opposition camp’ . Thusmy position in
the Ministry was as the proverb says, “to be between the
devil andthedeepblue sea”, orasthe Italians say, ‘Essere fra
I'incudineeilmartello’ .

The time came when the Minister decided to remove me
from the protocol office, and appointedme the director of
administration. When the orders to this effect were issued,
the Director General suspecting something fishybehind the
transfer and anulteriormotive by the Minister, approached
the President and had the transfer revoked. Some time later,
the Minister appointed me Counsellor in the Somali
Embassy in London. Everyone thought the Minister was
doingme a favour, but inrealityhe only wanted to remove me
from the Protocol. I, however, would have welcomed the
transfer to London. It would have been my second
opportunity tovisit that beautiful and busy metropolis
which had beenmy school of diplomatic training. But alas,
again there was a Presidential decision to cancel my London
posting.

I foundmysel f between the two giants of the Ministryand
became a victimof their conflict. I wanted to leave the
countryatall costs.

Protocol was ahectic job. Inthose years, the country’s
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image in the worldwas soaring high. Many visitors came to
the country. Besides organizing programmes for visitors
fromdifferent countries, Protocol alsodealt with the
movements of foreign residents in the country, issued
overflight and landing permission for aircraft, and was
incharge of PublicRelations. I was Chief of Protocol for six
and a half years. During this period, I hadno telephone
facility at my house, which was somehow an advantage, for
whenever my services were required a chauffeur driven car
or apolice patrol car came to fetchme. Had there been a
telephone at my residence, the President’ office, theMinister
for ForeignAffairs, or anyother leader would have just given
orders by phone. It was alsogood formy personal security, for
if they had to come and findme in the middle of the night,
they also had to accompany me to wherever I was taken,
whichminimized the risk tomy safety.

I was physically exhausted and was suffering fromhigh
blood pressure. The Chinese medical doctors had advisedme
to take leave fromwork to recuperate. An American doctor
whoused tovisit the President hadgivenme similar advice.
However, I continuedworking.

Unlike in other communist countries, in Somalia we did
not have sanatoriums for civil servants. What we had was
the lunatic asylumor the security prison! Politicians and
functionaries involved or accused of being involved inanti-
revolutionaryactivitieswereusually sent toaprisonlocated
fiftykilometers away fromthe capital onheway tothe city
of Merca. None knew when one might be apprehended and
sent tosuchaplace.

While I was on a short leave fromwork, the Assistant
deputed to Protocol in my absence was not sure what he
should say to those who enquired about me. He knew I was
on leave, but told people he did not know where I was. At a
cocktail party at one of the embassies a fewdays aftermy
return to work, a number of ambassadors and other
diplomats remarked tome: “Are you still around?” They had
interpretedmy colleague’ s casual remark tomean I hadlbeen
“deposed’ , had disappeared in the manner familiar tomost
comunist and totalitarian countries.
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Of all the shocks I received, themost terrifying incident
happened tome when a police patrol care came tomy house
onenight and as usual knocked at the gate. I opened the door.
I was wearing a Iunghi—the relaxing ad sleepingattire for
Somali men. It was about 23:00 hours and I had been
sleeping for about anhour. It was a Sunday night. They told
me I was needed and to get dressed. I put on trousers anda
shirt andwent to the car, ready togo. The persons sitting in
the car were unusually grimand serious that night.

The sergeant in charge spoke into the microphone of the
radio,

“This is27. This is 27. Canyou hear me?”

“Werywell”, the otherendsaid.

“We have the man. Where shall we take him?”

I was shocked because in the past they had always called
me comrade, and spoken to me with respect. Now they
referredtome as ‘theman’ . Somethingwas seriously wrong.
The thought occurred tome that thiswas tobemy last night.
I was taken to the police headquarters, and there I foundalso
some people fromthe Somali Airlines and the Civil Aviation
department whom I knew and who had been brought in for
the same case—which was about to be revealed tous.

What had happened was that a Minister who was
scheduled to fly abroad had arrived at the Airport that same
afternoon without his passport. The passport was inmy
office, astheMinisterhadsent it tous toobtainthevisa from
the relevant embassy. We had got him the visa but no one had
come tocollect it. That afternoon theMinister had sent his
driver tomyhouse, andafter together collecting the passport
frommy office, and fornoparticular reason, Iwent withhim
to the airport. By the time we reached there, the plane had
already moved towards the runway and the Minister had
missedhis flight. As forme, it was not my duty to bring
passports to the airport. His secretary or driver should have
lockedafter thosedetails.

During the ensuing investigation at the Police
Headquarters, each of us was treated as if we had committed
acrime of high treason.

“Why did you keep the passport of the Minister in your
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office?” was the first question.

“Because I was waiting for somebody tocollect it.”

“Why did younot send it to the Ministry?”

“That was not my duty, and I amnot a messenger.”

“Did you know the Minister was going to an important
conference?”

“Yes. But the Minister was supposed to leave for the
conference at a later date and not the one on which he went
totheairport. Wehavea letterhe sent us toconfirmthat. If
he changed his mind, he could have sent someone to collect
hispassport ontime.”

The interrogation lasted hours, before they let us return
toour houses, angry andnervous. During the Revolutionary
regime it was a common practice to torture and terrorize
innocent people. During investigations, people were
strippedof rankand titles, and inour system, cnewasguilty
until proven inmocent .

The matter did not end here. Next morning, I receivedan
urgent letter fromone of the Vice-Presidents of the country,
askingme toexplainmy position. I was surprisedby the fact
that the Vice-President of the country deemed it fit to
intervene in such amatter, as if he had no other national
problemtodeal with. The letter’s tone was that of an
investigative questionnaire—afterall thisVice President
had been a police general! He and I knew each other
personally, and I wouldhave expected himtobe onmy side.
I answered the letter with the same answers I had given
during the police investigation. Inaddition I was able to
attach documentary evidence of theMinister’s intended date
of departure.

The Minister did not succeed in making the passport
episode a serious criminal caseand it was, apparently, closed
without further ado.

Another incident which has left a scar onmy heart and
hurt my feelings occurred in 1981 while I was in Rome with
the President’s delegation. One of the Presidential
bodyguards punched me on my nose while I was on my way
tothe President’s suite tobrief himon the programme for the
day. We were in Rome ona visit and the delegation stayed at
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theHilton.

The incident happened—and until today I do not know
why it happened—just in front of the President’s suite and
all theguards therewitnessedit. I felt dizzy, but heldmyself
fromfallingtotheground. I didnot react, but returned tomy
room. I washed my face and came back to the President’s
suite.

“T have heard the news of the incident, ” said the President
tome.

“Yes, Jaalle,” Isaid, adding,

"I had been onmy way to see you, as I doeveryday, and
asismyduty.”

The President said nothing, not even an apology which
was toonmuch to expect . He did not even sympathize withme.
Besides, an apology was considered by some of us a sign of
weakness. No action was taken against the bodyguard who
punchedme in the presence of at least tenpeople. And I was
Chief of Protocol of the Republic! Withall respect, the
President could at least have ordered some sort of
disciplinary action tobe taken against the man who had
physicallyattackedahighrankingofficial of theMinistryof
ForeignAffairs, not formy sake but touphold the dignity of
my position. I knew those men would do anything to anyone
and they were right all the time.

Intruth, my country had been reduced toapolice state.
Anything could be manipulated, to be labelled anti-
revolutionary. Even persons who had conceived and
implemented the Revolution had long prison sentences
imposed on them, while still others were sentenced to death
and publicly executed for anti-revolutionary crimes. On
April 20, 1970, General Jama Ali Korshel, First Vice-
President of the SRC was arrested and charged with
attempting to launch a coupwith the assistance of a foreign
power. A year later, General Mohamed Ainashe, Vice-
President of the SRC, and General Salad Gavere, a senior
SRC member and the Minister of public Works, together
withMajor Abdulkadir Dhel, a former army officer, were
executed by firing squad on July 23, 1972. Many believed
that those who suffered imprisonment and death during the
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early stage of the Revolutionhadactuallybeen the brains of
the ‘Blessed Revolution’ . The ruling junta feared these
revolutionaries and considered their survival a threat to
their own grip onpower. *

On9April, 1978, following the Ogadenwar, some officers
who were accused of attempting to overhow the regime of
Siad Barre were executed. Among the executed officers was
Colonel Mohamed Sheikh Osman Irro who was said to have
been the group leader.

Whenever the authorities were to execute aperson at the
police compound, RadioMogadishuwouldplay a particular
songwhichwas a sort of warning to the people tobe careful
intheirbehaviour andactions.

Same diidow Those [of you] who

Dabin baa kuu dhigan reject

Laguugu dili doonee The goodwill [of the

Daneestow duulkaagu Revolution]

Waa daldalaad Atrapawaitsyou;

Aan dacwo lahayn Youwill be executed.
Opportunists like you
Face death by hanging,
Without appeal

The song was also relayed on loudspeakers installed on
mobile vans going around the city, withaview to terrorizing
the people. The trial of such persons—those who were
eventually executed by firing squad for treasonable
offenses—was conducted by a special security court, not the
regular judicial courts.

Somalia is among the 42 Least Development Countries

(LDCs) of the world, and among the ten poorest countries.
On 14 February 1974, Somalia joined the League of Arab
States whichhas some of the wealthiest countries amongits
members .

Had the oil-richArabs, our brothers, givenus financial
assistance toexploreoil, it couldhave enabledus towipe out

* A Government at War with its own People: An Africa Watch
Report; USA 1990
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our poverty and backwardness. For one reason or other, they
preferred to bear the burden of our poverty instead. While
not denying or under-estimating the massive assistance
they generously gave us, it must be pointedout that Arabaid
fell on stoney ground, in terms of benefit to the Somali
people. Informally, however, our 1links with Arabia were a
means of survival formany Somali families. Most of the Arab
countries allowed Somali migrant workers into their
countries, and the remittances they sent home were an
economic 1ilfeline for countless Somali families, andhelped
tocreate business opportunities foryet others.



CHAPTER IX

In Tehran

Until 1976, Somaliadidnot have a resident Mission in Iran.
InJune 1976, Iwas sent to Tehran as Charge d'Affaires to
establish our embassy, pending the appointment of an
ambassador .

The Government of Iran was showing deep sympathy and
concern for our problems with our neighbours and the
uneasy relations developing with the Soviet Union. The
Tranian ForeignMinister, Abbas Ali Khaladbari had recently
visited Somaliatoexpresshis country’s support forus.

Since relations between Iran and the United States were
very friendly then, and Iran sympathized with our problem,
we presumed that Iranian overtures of support might have
the approval of the Americans.

Inthemiddle of the conflict in the Horn of Africabetween
Somalia and Ethiopia, inwhich Ethiopia was supported by
the Soviet Unicnanditsallies, I felt I shouldattempt tofind
out if the Americans actually were onour side.

I knew an American diplomat in Tehran. On several
occasions we had exchanged ideas on the contemporary
situation in Iran and its neighbouring countries. Our
discussions had ranged widely, and we had talked about
alleged human rights violations in Iran, the rumoured
brutal activitiesof the SAVAK (the Security Serviceof Iran),
and the activities of the oppositiongroup against the regime
of Shahan Shah Arya Mehr, Mohamed Raza Pahlavi.

One day I asked the American diplomat if he would
enlighten me on the current US attitude towards the
Ethiopians and their new found patrons, the Russians. I
alluded to the fact that everything the Americans had
invested in, inEthiopia duringtheir long linkswith that
country, was nowunder the control of their adversary, the



In Tehran 135

Soviet Union, and that since Somalia was currently at war
withEthiopia, andby extensionwith the Russians, America
might like tohelp Somalia with information regarding the
locationof important bases inthat country.

As T expected, he told me he would see what he could do
and, as I alsoexpected, hedidnothing. Inour conflict with
Ethiopia, the Americans could have beenmore helpful tous
than any other country, but they always believed, nomatter
what happened, that the Ethiopians would, sooner or later
return to their fold. They wouldnot set fire to their own
homes—they would not help us.

I was number two in our embassy, but knowing this didnot
helpmy American friend to learn what my precise duties
were. Inthe embassies of the large and powerful countries,
the secretaries—the First, Second and Third Secretaries—
areusuallybelieved tobe fromthe secret services, the CIA

(American) , KGB (Russian) , MI5 (British), etc. Insmaller

embassies, likeours, everyonehas topitchintofulfilall the
tasks of theMission includingdiplomatic, press, trade, and
cultural, aswell asgather informationonmatters of national
interest.

Despite the enormous income from its oil revenues, the
majority of Iran’s populationwas extremely poor. Inthe
southern part of the capital, the people lived in a very
miserable condition. Insome parts of the city, one couldnot
drive anewcar, certainlynot aMercedez or a luxury car, for
fear of being attacked by angry poor people. From time to
time I went toJaaleh Square, the capital’spoorest area. I
always parked my car at a distant place, and I never went
therewearingatie.

A large number of people in Iran lived simply onbread,
cottage cheese andmint leaves. Only the upper class and
middle class could afford good food at restaurants. The rich
lived in the northern part of the city, which appeared a
different worldaltogether. The Shah lived at hisNiavaran
Palace, apparentlyunconcerned or unaware of conditions in
his country. Was it that those who surrounded him always
informed himthat the people were happy, that everything
was going smoothly in the country, and that all waswell with
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his Takhte Taawoos—his Peacock Throne?

Themillions of dollars he got fromoil exports were
invested in armaments. The members of his family led a
luxurious life. Their childrenwere educated in Switzerland,
and the masses were left to struggle for survival. Inthe rich
neighbourhoods of the northern part of the capital, the
wealthy class enjoyed an extravagant 1ife. Dinner parties
started with caviar and boiled Caspian Sea shrimps and
endedwithbelly dancers.

Islamwas supposed to be the religion of the country, in
fact only the poorer section of the population had anything
todowithreligion. It was the poor who visited mosques to
offer their prayers. Once, during the month of Ramadan, the
Government of Iran organized an exhibition of old secret
documents of the State. At the opening ceremony, which was
presided over by a member of the Royal Family, drinks were
served. This was in the morning, at about 10:10 0’ clock. I
expressedmy surprise to the protocol officer, that foodand
drink were being served during the day in a Muslim country
when the people were supposed tobe fasting.

He reasoned that non-Muslims were also present. My
contentionwas that the foreigners wouldnot have expected
to be served anything during the day in the month of
Ramadan, andwould respect our religious proscriptions. As
aMuslimmyself, I felt very strongly about this.

As ours was a small embassy, we employed only five local
hands: a secretary, a typist cumtelephone operator, adriver,
amessenger and a watchman. As inmany countries of the
world, Iknewthat the local staff wouldeithervoluntarilygo
tothe secret service tooffer their services or otherwise the
service agents would approach themas soon as it was known
they were employed at an embassy .

The Tranian Secret Service, SAVAK, were in the habit of
listening in to embassies’ telephones. Sometimes, they
would dial the embassies or the residences of diplomats,
male and female, andmouth obscenities. This was extremely
annoying and sometimes distressing. Yet, if the embassies
reported this to the police, no action was ever taken to
apprehend the delinquents.
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I occupied some rooms on the top floor of the Chancery
building. The flat belowwas occupiedby the Secretary of the
Embassy. One evening, when the telephone rang, I pickedup
the receiver—after office hours the telephone was connected
tomy apartment, andalsohadaparallel line to the roomof
the messenger. I heard the voice of the messenger who had
pickedup the receiver just beforeme. I kept silent andput
my hand over the mouthpiece, so that he wouldnot detect my
breathing or the vacuum in the 1line.

The call was for him. The caller sounded authoritative. He
told the messenger to come down to the petrol station that
was situated at the end of our road. They spoke Persian and
T understood the gist of their conversation. As soon as the
receiver was put down I rushed to the balcony window of my
flat, fromwhere I could see the gates of the Chancery. I
turned off the light before looking througha slit in the
curtain, for he wouldhave been able to see me had he 1ooked
up. The messenger came down to the gate, opened and shut
it veryquietly. I could seehimclearly. He was inagreat
hurry, puttingonhis jacket while rushing tohis rendezvous.

As soon as he moved out of sight I went out to the gate and
locked it fromthe inside, so that the keys he hadwithhim
wouldnot openit. I collect his clothes andbelongings from
his room and handed them to him when he returned. “You
can come tomorrowmorning for your wages, ” I toldhim, and
didnot allowhimback on to the premises that night.

The messenger had been hired by us only recently, on the
recommendation of a person we knew. His superiors should
havewaitedawhile, at least until hewaswell settled inthe
embassy, before trying tomake use of his services.

At the embassy there were only three diplomats—the
Ambassador, the Counsellor and a Second Secretary. Every
Tuesday morning, before we began work, the Ambassador
gatheredus inhis office and lectured us on the virtues of
socialismand the ‘BlessedRevolution’ . About the President
of the Supreme Revolutionary Council, Mohamed Siad
Barre, he would tell us that The Father of the Somali Nation
haddedicatedhislife tothepeople.

At the end of these weekly meetings we would pledge to
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follow the commandments of the Political Office, and we
would stand and sing Guul Wade Siad, the songdedicated to
the President . This behaviour was bizarre, and we appeared
stupid, but we hadno choice in the matter. None of us dared
to question our actions. I wouldhave liked to know, how
serious the Ambassador was about this veneration, but could
not ask. The local staff, sittinginadjacent rooms, couldhear
us singing. They too must have wondered what we were
doing, but wouldnot dare ask. For anyone to raise questions
wouldhave been criticismof the Revolution, and considered
kacaandiid.

Despite the little irritations that the Secret Service
caused the diplomaticmissions, includingours, relations
between Somalia and Iran were very good, and the Iranian
Government gave strong moral support to the Somali cause.

In the midst of the high tension in the Horn of Africa,
where the struggle for the liberation of the Ogaden had
escalated intowar between the Somalis and Ethiopians, the
President of the United States of America, Jimmy Carter
camecnanofficial visit to Iran.

A formidable section of the Westernmedia was onour side
jut then. Since the media in the West has a reputation for
influencingpublicopinion, aswell as moulding the mind of
their leaders, we thought President Carter should have
some sympathy for the Somali position. Moreover, since the
Horn of Africawas a current flashpoint inworldevents, it
must have been on the agenda for his discussions with the
IranianMonarch.

Soon after President Carter had left Tehran, one of the
Iraniannational dailies carriedareport titled: ‘Whoever
harms Somaliawill be considered as harming Iran’ . Inother
words Somalia’s enemy was the enemy of Iran. We were very
happy at this turn of events as it seemed that President
Carter and the Shah of Iran had indeed discussed our
problems during their meeting, and agreed to support
Somalia. I couldnot persuademyself tobelieve that the press
report was amere coincidence, as in those days the press in
Iranwas tightly controlled and couldnot publishanything
that did not have the Government’s blessing. Added to
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which, the Government of Iran always consulted their US
friendsbefore takingany initiative in foreignaffairs.

A fewdays later, a high ranking ITranian Army Officer
confided tous in the embassy that Iranwas indeed preparing
to send some assistance toSomalia. Healso implied that Tran
was walting for approval from the White House for the
assistance tobeairliftedtoMogadishu.

The Ethiopians were already receiving all kinds of
support from the Russians and the Cubans. According to our
information, militaryexpertsand intelligence officers from
Eastern Europe were alsoworking as advisors in Ehtiopia.
There were reports that pilots from South Yemen were
assisting the Ethiopian Air Force in its bombardment of
Somalia.

The Iranian Officer was tokeep in touchwithme. Several
days passed, and I begangettinga little anxious about the
delay. If they, USAand Iran, had agreed tohelpus, what was
taking so long? Our expectations had been raised by the
Iranianpromise of assistance, following the US President’s
visit. We couldnot imagine that there wouldbe any holdups.

Yet, all our hopes and expectations were dashed to the
ground when the American Ambassador to Iran, Mr.
Sullivan informedus that White House had objected to the
Iranian offer of assistance. For a moment we were stunned
by the statement of the US Ambassador. We didnot react. It
was not for us to ask why. The USA did what it considered
best for itsownnational interests. But, keeping inmind the
fact that Somalia was fighting the Ethiopians, who had
embraced communism, and that the new communist regime
there had expelledall Americans fromits soil, and that the
Russians and theirallies—all enemies of the United States
and the West—were openly supporting Ethiopia, we were
unable to understand the negative response of the
Americans. Somaliahad freed itself fromSoviet influence,
and the US could have filled the vacuum and re-established
its influence inthe region.

Due to Somalia’s refusal to accept Soviet and Cuban
mediatory efforts to resolve our disputewithEthiopia, and
due to the creationof a regional alliance between Ethiopia,
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Somalia and South Yemen under the USSR’ s patronage, the
entireFasternblochad turnedhostile tous. Ultimately this
left toescalationof the conflict intheHormof Africa. Hadwe
accepted their ‘peace proposals’ it wouldhave opened the
flood gate for Russian domination of the entire region.

The war was going very well for Somalia, in any case.
Somali soldiers had captured a large number of sophisti-
cated weapons from the Ethiopians, who were abandoning
the sites they were supposed to defend. However, the Somali
forces needed continued supplies of arms and ammunition to
retaintheirgains, and stockpiles of armaments in the coun-
trywere fast depleting.

The US Administration was unwilling to accept that the
Ogaden was part of Somalia. In 1946, the USA and the
Soviets had opposed the Britishproposal that all the Somali
territoriesbebrought together. Andwhen, at a laterdate, the
British gave the Ogaden to the Ethiopians, both
superpowers remained silent. Again in 1977, the USA and
the USSR in their different ways opposed the liberation of
the Ogaden—the Russians by directly fighting against
Somalis, and the Americans by opposing Iran’s proposed
assistance toSomalia.

From Iran, Iwas transferred toour embassy inDar-es-
Salaam, Tanzania. Before proceeding to the new posting I
went home for a short vacation.

At the Ministry I met with the Director General for
consultations about my past and my future posting. He told
me that the Iranians had accused me of being a Russian spy.
The Iranians had accusedme of this ina letter sent through
their embassy in Mogadishu. The Director General, the
seniormost officer after theMinister, also informedme that
the Ministry was of the opinion that the allegationwas in
reaction towhat I hadbeen reportingabout the authorities,
the system, the opposition, and the Secret Service in Iran,
and therefore, he said “we believe that theymust have been
opening our diplomatic pouch before passing it to the
airlines.”

I didnot see the Iranian letter. However, whatever they
said about me, I believe it was a very inept attempt at
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creating a misunderstanding between a diplomat and his
government . If theyhadallegedthat I wasaclose friendof
the Americans that might have carried some weight, because
the Secret Service notedmy having lunch or dinner withmy
American acquaintance, even though they would not have
known the substance of our conversation. On the other hand,
I couldnot even remember sayingmore thana ‘hello’ toa
Russianwhile I was in Iran. The same subject was also
mentioned tome by the President when I visited him.

Regarding the possibility of openingof diplomaticbags,
this could easily have been accomplished. Our embassy
normallysent itsmail via the cargosectionof IranAir. Asit
was a simple pouch it was possible to open it and each of the
envelopes in it, photocopy and re-seal themand then close
the pouch again. Like Somali Embassies elsewhere, our
embassy in Tehran purchased all requirements in the local
market, including the wax, rubber stamps, and the
envelopes. IranAir, moreover, compelledus todeliver our
mail tothemwell inadvance of the flight, whichwouldgive
themample time to tamper with the pouch if they wanted.
The Iranians were very sensitive about any criticismof their
system, particularly regarding the Shah and SAVAK.

T hadnoticed something very similar when I was in China
in 1971, when our pouch came from Mogadishu via Moscow
and Irkutski in the USSR. I had the feeling the Soviets were
opening it before sending it toBeijing, as it was always
unnecessarily delayed on the way. I had made a written
cbservationonthis toourMinistry, and had suggested ways
to improve the Dipmail, even though sending the pouch by
courier to each country where we had our embassies was
economically impossible forus.

When I was told about the ITranianallegation against me,
Iwasnot at all surprised. Like Iran, Somaliawas ruledbya
dictatorial regime, and they had expected I would be
punished in the same way that their own dictator dealt with
hispeople. But this time the revolutionary government was
onmy side.

Throughout the period when I was in Iran, Shah
Mohamed Reza Pahlavi’s regime was torturing and killing
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innocent people. Had the Shahutilizednational resources
for the conmon good, with the oil revenues of a singlemonth,

he could have built an apartment for eachof his35million
citizens. Yet, themajority of hispeopleneitherhadadequate
nourishment nor a place of shelter. Anyone who visited
Jaaleh Square in Tehran could foresee the impending doom
of the Shah’s regime. The tolerance of the common people
suffering abject poverty on the one hand, against the
glitteringlifestyle of the richwas bound to reachbursting
point.

The Shah'’ s advisors who presented a rosy picture of the
dismal conditions of hispeoplewerehisreal enemies. But so
toowere his foreign friends (or masters) who considered
themselves champions of human rights. They never gave
him sincere advice, much less condemn the rampant
violations of basic and fundamental rights to life and
existence.

The Shah himself never thought that the wealth he had
accumulated belonged to the people. Instead, he deposited
hundreds of millions of dollars inUSbanks. It was surely
some kind of poetic justice whenhe was refused entry tothat
country after he was compelled to flee his homeland in the
wake of the popular Islamic revolution of Khomeini. His
friends denied himthe opportunity to spendhis last days in
peace intheirmidst, or evenaplace todie. He followed his
own father’s destiny, who had died in an asylum and was
buried in South Africa. Thanks to the late Egyptian
President Anwar Sadat, the Shah was allowed to land in
Cairoandat his death tobeburied there.

Duringmy stay in Tehran, I was privileged toenjoy the
friendship of many common people. I visited their homes and
they also came to seeme at my place. These Iranian friends
would frequently tell me that amanat the gate had triedto
stop thementering, or had asked themtheir names. I hadno
guardat thegate, and I worried for their safety.

In spite of the seemingly watertight power of the
Government, the Oppositionwas very strong in Tehran. This
was reflected in the fact that there were open attacks from
time to time against foreigners of countries that supported
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the Shah’s regime, and the Ambassador of a country which
was apowerful ally of the Shahdidnot dare fly thenational
flagonhis car, but preferred to travel incognito. He was
protected by armed guards and sharp-shooters. This
Ambassador drove to cocktailswith two or three similar cars
as cover, so that it was not known in which car he was
travelling.

The Government called the opposition who were
operatingwithin the country, IslamicMarxists.



CHAPTER X

The Growing Rift between Somalia and
itsSocialistAllies

In 1974 the King of Kings, the Lion of Judah, Emperor Haile
Selassie was overthrown in amilitary coup by Colonel
MengistuHaile Mariam. Colonel Mengistu took charge and
appointed himself Chairman of the Provisional Government
of Ethiopia. He alsodeclared the adoption of a systemof
Socialismby the country.

These sudden changes in Ethiopia were a great setback
for the Western powers who had been its generous patron
throughout Ethiopia’s existence, and had influenced its
domestic and external policies. Forus, Ethiopia’s long-
standingadversary, it madenodifference, solongas thenew
regime did not allow the people of the Ogaden to exercise
their right tonational self-determination.

As the self-proclaimed defender of European interests in
the region, Ethiopia had attracted the sympathy of the
Christian world. The Emperor had once described Ethiopia
as ‘aChristianisland ina seaof pagans.’ Now, suddenly, it
had changed its colours and started to propagate the theory
that religion is the opiumof the toilingmasses.

The Soviet Union welcomed the changes in Ethiopia asa
positive development, so faras their interests inthe region
were concerned. Somalia and South Yemen were already
under Soviet influence. Now with Ethiopia joining the
group, the Sovietswouldbe able to substantially tighten
their control over the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea. A look
at the map shows that Somalia forms the north-eastern tip
of Africa, where it jutsout intothe IndianOcean, and its 3200
kilometers of coastline runs fromthe Bab-el-Mandeb, known
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as the southerngate of the Red Sea, eastward along the Gulf
of Aden to Cape Guardafui, and south-westward along the
Indian Ocean to Ras Kiamboni at the border with Kenya.
South Yemen had the strategic port of Aden, at the
confluence of the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea’ s Gulf of
Aden.

InMay 1977, the Russians organized a summit meeting in
Aden between Somalia, Ethiopia and the People’s
Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY) in order to
consolidate their strategicgains inthisregion. The overtly
stated objective of the meeting was to cultivate
understanding among the leaders of socialist countries. The
meetingwas attended by the top rank leadership of the three
countries—Abdul Fattah Ismail, Secretary General of the
Socialist Party of PDRY and SalimRubaia Ali, Head of the
Presidential Council of PDRY; President Siad Barre for
Somalia; and Colonel Mengistu for Ethiopia, aswell as Fidel
Castro of Cuba. The Soviets made brave efforts to foster
fraternal feelings among these leaders who had embraced
socialism, but the meeting came to grief when Somalia and
Ethiopia deadlocked over the Ogaden. The Somalis couldnot
easilysacrificethe interestsof theirbrothers inthe Ogaden,
and any understanding or compromise which didnot include
freedom of Western Somalia was not acceptable tous. The
Ethiopians, for their part, wanted an agreement whichdid
not concede the right to self-determination for the Ogaden
pecple.

It was clearly in the Russian interest tomake every effort
to persuade the intransigent Somalis to come to an
understandingwith Ethiopia. President Podgorny visited
Somalia inMarch 1977 todiscuss this objective with the
Somali leaders. Siad Barre, however, refused to entertain
any proposal which did not include the right to self-
determination for the Ogaden. Then President Fidel Castro
of Cuba came to Somalia with the same objective. Again
Somalia rejected the proposal. At a public meeting in
Mogadishu, Fidel Castrowas outspoken inhis criticismof
hishosts, and in contrast showered praise onMengistu.

The Russians and the Cubans believed that the aid and
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assistance they gave to Somalia could enable themto put
sufficient pressure onour country tobend totheirwill. They
misjudged the historical significance of Somali-Ethiopian
animosity and the depth of the feelingwhich Somalis had for
the territories inquestion. Theydidnot realize that Somalia
couldnot be forced to abandon what it considered tobe its
national interests.

As the conflict between Somalia and the Soviet Union
deepened, the Somali Government accused the Soviet Union
of providing Ethiopiawithhuge military support and Cuba
for providing combat troops and othermilitarypersommel . It
was said that there were 17, 000-19, 000 Cubans in Western
Somalia and elsewhere. It was time to send the Soviets
packing from Somalia.

On 18 November 1977, the Somali Permanent Mission at
the United Nations issued a Press Release to the world on
Samali/Soviet relations. It stated:

‘. ..The Soviet Union had unilaterally violated the letter
and spirit of the Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation
of 11 July, 1977. The Somali Government had no choice
but to declare the Treaty invalid; revoke the land and
naval facilities accorded to the Soviet Union; ask all
Soviet military experts or civilian tedmnical staff to leave
the Somali Democratic Republic within 7 days with effect
from 13/11/77; ask for a mutual reduction of embassy
staffs in Mogadiscio and Moscow and to sever diplomatic
relations with Cuba. ’

This was a severe set-back to the Soviet Union, but it was a
great joy for the Somalis. It was celebrated like a second
independence day in Mogadishu. A large number of people
came out on the streets with green leaves towelcome the
decision of the Government. The spontaneity of the
demonstrationwas inmarked contrast to the stagedrallies
which had been the order of the day for some years past. The
President reportedly commented: “It seems it was only I who
was keeping the Russians here.”

The Soviet Military contingent expelled from Somalia
was despatched to Ethiopia to take up anti-Somali duties
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there. The Russians increased the deployment of personnel
fromtheir satellite countries. There were rumours saying
that Cuban soldiers also were flown in from Angola to
Ethiopia, viaKilimanjaroairport inTanzania. The flights
that were bringing the Cuban troops from Angola were
making a stopover at that regional airport of Tanzania, a
country which for some time past had been preachingpeace,
unityandstability inAfrica!l

The ruling elite of Tanzania enjoyed the patronage and
sympathies of the Christianworld. Its supreme leader,
Julius Nyerere opposed the independence of Western
Somalia. Although he projected himself as a great champion
of Africanunity, he was rumoured to have encouraged the
separatists in the Shaba Province of Zaire and allegedly
allowed them to launch an attack on Shaba fromhis own
country. This champion of African unity, who refused to
recognize the right to self-determination for the Ogaden
Somalis, onthepretext of supportingEthiopia’s territorial
integrity, was also among a handful of African countries to
offer recognition to the breakawayNigerian regionof Biafra.
Nyerere was never a friend of Somalia.

The relations between Somalia and Tanzania were very
bad. We in the embassy were denied easy access to their
ForeignMinistry although one high ranking official had
been a fellow diplomat withme in China in the 1970s.
Tanzania’s support for Ethiopia’s colonizationof the Somali
territory of the Ogaden, made our positionas diplomats in
Dar-es-Salaamverydifficult, similar tothe Soviets’ position
in Beijingwhen relations between those two countries were
at their lowest ebb.

On one of the few occasions when I had the opportunity to
meet a Tanzanian ForeignMinistryofficial, althoughhe was
unwilling todiscuss ourbilateral relations, we didmanage
to talk about Zambia, which was then facing a severe
drought and shortage of their staple food. I expressedmy
apprehensions that if the Tanzanian government didnot do
everythingpossible to reduce the reputed long hold-ups of
Zambian cargo at the port and expedite the clearance of
foodstuffs destined for that country, Zambiamight openits
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border with the rebel regime of Ian Smith to get the
desperately-needed food for his people.

My Tanzanian friend informedme that he believed that so
long as President Kenneth Kaunda was Head of State, he
would abide by the decision of the Organization of African
Unity and Zambia would not break the sanctions. My view
was that if facedwith the choice, President Kaunda would
prefer to save the lives of hispeople, and that decisionhung
on Tanzania facilitating the clearance of foodstuffs from
their port. Zambia might otherwise be compelled to break
the sanctions and open the southern trading route.

As it happened, a fewmonths later, Zambia decided to
open the southern route to import the necessary grain.
Before doing so, Kaunda sent an emissary toNyerere tobrief
himon the situation. Nyerere was reportedly furious and
tried todissuade Zambia frombreaking the sanctions. But
what was truly amazing about President Nyerere was his
desire that others not break the OAU resolution on Rhodesia
when he was violating the sanctions himself . Tanzania had
economic relations with the Lonrho Company, and allowed
itsfactoriestoomtimie functioningonitsterritory. Ethicpia
has no sea ports and is a land-locked country. Due to the
continuous fightingby the Eritereans in their struggle for
liberation, Ethiopia found it very difficult tomaintain
normal functioningof the EritreanRed Seaports.

Often, it had todependon the port of Djibouti for handling
supplies of essential goods fromoutside and the export of its
goods to the world. It had always been said that Emperor
Haile Selassiewas in favour of France continuingits stay in
the territory, sothat the flowof their goods and the running
of what they called the vital Djibouti-Addis railway, would
continue unhindered.

The Abyssinians were afraid that if Djibouti became free
and joined with the rest of independent Somalia whose
relations with Ethiopia were not cordial, their national
interestswouldbe jeopardized. It was said tobe one of the
conditions, agreed toby Siad Barre, that Djibouti was
granted independence on 27 June 1977, provided it would
stay a separate Republic andnot unite with Somalia—this in
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order tosatisfythe Ethiopians.

In the past, the USA had given massive assistance to
Ethiopiawhich in turmnhad granted it facilities forbuilding
military and communication bases in the country. In
Somalia, the Russians hadbeen similarly allowed to develop
anduseport facilities at Berbera.

Following the overthrow of Haile Selassie, who had long
been a trusted ally of the West, the new ‘Red Emperor’ of
Ethiopia, Mengistu switchedhis country’ s allegiance tothe
Soviet Union. Somalia had felt that the USA would come to
itsassistance as aconsequence, but thisdidnot happen. This
was a great disappointment to the Somalis, who felt that, due
toitsgeostrategicsignificance ontheHomof Africa, itslong
coastline, and its secureports, it shouldhavebeen covetedby
either of the superpowers. It was felt that the Americans
would move to our support withmassive aid. When this did
not happen, we came to the conclusion that America must
still hope towin Ethiopiaback, and would meanwhile not
allow Somalia tobecome strong enough to pose any future
threat tothe Ethiopians.

I arrived inDar-es-Salaamat the beginnming of 1978. As
the Liberation Committee of the Organization of African
Unityhad its headquarters in Dar-es-Salaam, a number of
African Liberation movements had also established their
offices there. Some of the prominent movements active in
Dar-es-Salaam were ZANU/ZAPU PF, the liberation
movement against the illegal Rhodesian regime, the ANC
and PAC movements against the apartheid and minority
regime in South Africa, and SWAPO, the movement for the
liberationof Namibia.

At meetings of the Liberation Committee, member state
representatives always spoke eloquently against regimes
under which the black peoples were oppressed and
suppressed. They delivered speeches full of emotionon the
need to liberateblack people fromthe clutches of the racists.
We advocated the economic boycott of the two regimes in
southernAfrica.

However, the deeds of some members of the OAU, who
were also members of the Liberation Committee, were
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rather different fromthe speeches theyused todeliver. For
example, not all member countries followed the OAU
decisions relatingtotheboycotts. And, just as some of these
countries had secret dealings with the two regimes in
question, some leaders of liberation struggles bought
themselves cars made in South Africa, from funds supplied
to them by the OAU.

The common people were laying down their lives for their
countries, while their leaders were often cooperatingwith
the enemies of these African freedom fighters. The
Liberation of Africa became possible not because some
leaders spoke for it at international forums, but because the
people fought for it, andbloodwas spilt. Intheend, everyone
has tolivewithhis own conscience, and that goesalso for the
politicians andnaticnal leaders who spoke for their ‘beloved
continent’ or ‘beloved country’ , anddidquite the contrary.



CHAPTER XTI

The Gap between Saying and Doing

After four years of absence from home, I returned to
Mogadishu in January 1980 and was re-appointed Chief of
Protocol at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs—the post I had
held from 1972 to 1976.

The country was in the eleventh year of the Revolution.
We had started out on 21 October 1969 with great
enthusiasm and hope, but ten years later we were in a state
of despair. During this period, we had lost a war with the
Russian-backed forces of Ethiopia. How many Somalis had
been killed in the war we never learnt.

Although most Somalis had suffered the agony of losing a
friend or a relative in the war, no one blamed the President
for pitting the country’s strength against Ethiopia for the
liberation of the Ogaden. Everyone still felt that the
liberation of the occupied territories was a legitimate cause
and every Somali was prepared to offer any sacrifice for its
achievement. In this, the President had the complete
support and trust of the pecple.

Thousands of war disabled were brought to the capital’s
hospitals. Some, fortunate to have a tribal connection with
the leadership, were sent abroad for treatment at State
expense while ‘the others’ were dumped in De Martini
Hospital, where it soon became apparent that provision was
not being made for their proper treatment. On several
occasions, the crippled servicemen sent representation to
the Minister of Defence, complaining about the poor
treatment and lack of care in the hospital.

The De Martini hospital had, in fact, been abandoned a
long time before. It was dilapidated and lacked proper
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repair and maintenance. The window-bars had rusted and
the roofs of most of the wards had fallen in. Though the
Goverrment had partially repaired the hospital, it was still
an unfit place for sick pecple.

The Government’s behaviour could be compared to the
owner of a horse who had used the animal until it could
work no more and then, when it became sick, he shot it
dead. The crippled and injured servicemen were not shot,
they were ignored by the govermment. Certain foreign non-
governmental voluntary organizations did sometimes
provide some medical treatment, but it was totally
inadequate.

In the post-war period opposition groups, some operating
underground, others from abroad, began agitating against
the President and his regime. The Army was deployed to
suppress these agitators, and to search and destroy the
opposition operating along the borders. The National
Security Service and the National Security Court increased
their activities.

By now, it was widely held that it would have been better
had President Siad relinquished power and let the people
choose new representatives by election. Even those who
blamed him for mismanagement of the country’s affairs
would probably have forgiven him if he had made the
gesture to stand down. His popularity had been high among
the masses during the early heady years of the Revolution.
Had he conceded to hold elections for a parliament based on
a multi-party system, there was a fair chance he might have
been elected with a thumping majority, thus legitimizing
his authority.

Or if he had just left the throne, telling the people, “I
have done what I could do. I wanted to liberate the Ogaden,
and failed. I have adopted a script for the Somali language, I
have done this and that...” he may have carried the day.
Perhaps, the people would have hailed him as a hero, and
demanded that he stay. But Siad decided to handle affairs
differetly.

Siad had formed the Somali Revoluticnary Socialist party
in July 1976, appointed himself as its Secretary General and
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offered himself as the sole candidate for the post of
President, reducing the country to a one-man dictatorship.
Accordingly, the Chairman of the Supreme Revolutionary
Council, SRC, had issued Charter Three of the Revolution
which, among other things, stated:

‘Art. 1: With effect fram 1st July 1976 a national political
party called Somali Revolutionary Socialist Party has
been established;

‘Art. 3: The Somali Revolutionary Socialist Party is the
only party that exists in the Somali Democratic Republic
and no other party or political organization which is not
the one mentioned in Art. 1 of this Charter is allowed.’

Along with giving himself sweeping powers, Siad Barre was
decreeing the foundation day of his party to be the 1st of
July, the day which had hitherto been celebrated as our
Independence Day. Apparently he intended to abolish the
importance of that event, and substitute it with a piece of
his own history. Already he had changed our national day
celebrations from July 1st to Octcober 21st. Soon he would
take the 15th May, which from the 1940s had been marked
as the founding day of the Somali Youth League, and
change it to Youth Day. Siad was commandeering all of our
history and substituting it with his own.

As opposition to his regime grew over the years, Siad
Barre sought to suppress it with an iron hand.

There was great frustration among the intellectuals.
While the illiterate, ignorant and inexperienced—out with
certain tribal connections—or those with a party
apparatchik background, enjoyed the patronage of the re-
gime, were appointed to important positions in the Govern-
ment machinery and wielded great power and influence,
while intellectuals were kept under surveillance.

In earlier days, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was one of
the most prestigious places to work. Young men and women
from different social backgrounds joined the Ministry after
undergoing training at the Halane training camp. As in
other ministries and government departments, the
working conditions in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were
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Madaxwevnaha G. S. K.
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relatively good during the early years of the Revolution.
And, even though members of certain privileged tribes
were appointed as ambassadors and diplomats, the
interests of other tribes were also taken into consideration.

The Foreign Ministry did not apply a Foreign Service
Law, neither did it have rules, procedures and norms for
posting of officials to Somali Diplomatic Missions abroad.
The Minister enjoyed almost unfettered power and
privilege in assigning officials to whatever posting he
deemed them competent for. Once, when the Minister was
asked why the Ministry did not post staff according to a set
of foreign service rules and procedures, he replied that if
everyone knew when and where he was to go abroad, what
was the Minister to occupy himself with.

The result of such ad hoc functioning was that the
Ministry became the property of privileged persons. The
children of influential pecple, or the relatives of influential
people, who were recommended for foreign service posts
did not work at the Ministry for even a short period to try
and learn something before being posted abroad. Some of
the President’s nominees did not even know the location of
the Ministry until it was time to collect their diplomatic
passports and tickets. Otherwise, perhaps children of the
new elite, and already benefitting from state scholarships to
foreign universities, were directly absorbed into the Somali
Embassy of the country where they were living, without
even returning home first.

Due to inflation, life in the capital had become very
difficult, particularly for those with fixed incomes. Civil
servants especially, for whom there were no financial
incentives or a progressive salary structure, found it
difficult tomanage a decent life. Standard rates of pay in the
civil service had remained static and only covered cne or
two weeks, need. Consequently, absenteeism in the offices
increased. Some officials showed up in the morning to sign
the attendance register and left. They went downtown in
search of part-time work or business, to make a little more
money .

At the begimming of the Revolution in 1969, most people
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enjoyed a more or less equal standard of living with the
exception of those who had used their positions to enrich
themselves by misappropriating State properties, and this
embezzlement had not been on a large scale.

The feelings of uncertainty and insecurity were growing
among the ruling elite. Both in the capital and outside,
opposition activity was on the rise. The promises of the
Revolutionary Government to fight against widespread
injustice, profiteering and embezzlement of public funds
had lost their credibility. The declarations on restoration of
justice, equality before the law of the land, the right to
work, the people’s right to run their own affairs, fair
distribution of the nation’s income, eradication of hunger,
disease and ignorance, and the elimination of the insidiocus
system of tribalism, all sounded very hollow and were
violated with impunity.

Contrary to the declarations and promises of the
Revolutionary Council there was rampant corruption, and
widespread injustice and violation of human rights which
the judicial system failed to address. In the courts, only
those who had power or money won their cases. The
National Security Court had the power to arrest people and
keep them in the dark hole Godka without trial for as long
as the regime desired.

Many who were allegedly involved in anti-revolutionary
activities or suspected of conspiring to stage coups against
the Revolutionary regime were sentenced to death by the
National Security Court. The Court could never bring those
to book who were actually turning the country bankrupt;
for propaganda purposes, they handed down death sen-
tences or life imprisonment to others who had allegedly
misappropriated public funds, even though these ‘criminals’
were probably only petty thieves.

Contrary to what the Revolution had promised, the
embezzlement of public funds became a regular feature.
Many of those employed to manage the assistance given by
international organizations for development projects
embezzled the funds with the knowledge of influential
leaders. Some were even allowed to choose the institution
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in which they wished to work. Certain appointments
amounted to a carte blanche to make money. A person who
failed to get rich on such an opportunity within a short
period was described as stupid.

In this way, hundreds of young men and women became
rich, some of them multi-millionaires, thanks to
embezzlement of public funds. There was no accountability
and bribery and corruption were rampant. No one, not even
the courts, took any cognizance of these evils. Everyone
was trying to make money by all possible means. At
customs in the airports and harbours, people stopped
dealing with officials. Everything was transacted outside
the official channels, through middlemen of the officers-
incharge, and from the back door. No efforts were made to
hide these goings on. Corruption had become a normal and
Qgoen activity.

Salaries that government servants received were soon
not enough for one week’s subsistence. Yet some of them
were building house after house or buying farms. From
where was the money coming? From embezzlement of
public firds, dovicusly.

At the begimning of the Revolution, life for the people was
easier as food was cheap, especially such items as maize and
meat. Even spaghetti and rice, which were imported, were
affordable on a daily basis for most families.

One innovative step which the Government had taken in
the early years was to promote fish consumption. To
encourage people to eat fish, the meat markets remained
closed on government orders for two days each week
(Monday and Thursday) . Somalis, most of whom come from
a pastoral family tradition, have a strong liking for meat,
and eat the meat of the cow, camel, goat and sheep. Only
the inhabitants of the coastal areas habitually consumed
fish. Other seafood such as lobsters, oysters, prawns,
shrimps, crabs and squid were not consumed by Somalis at
all, except for a few individuals who had begun eating them
whilst in Europe. Not everybody became a lover of fish
overnight, but many Somalis who today enjoy fish were
probably helped to acquire the taste during this
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experiment.

After the Ogaden War, the country faced severe food
shortages. People with low incomes and the salaried class
suffered most. They could not cope with the socaring prices
of foodstuffs and other essentials. Decent folk were forced
to becare corrupt for the sake of their family’s survival. A
gentleman might stare at you, embarrassed to ask for help,
or even an old friend or a colleague who earlier had been
able to manage quite well. Cooking in most houses in the
capital is done on charcoal, so if neighbours did not notice
signs of a fire for several days, it meant the irmates of the
house did not have food to cook.

T lived near the orientation centre of Hamar Jab Jab and
the leading lights among his ‘disciples’ at the Centre knew
that, as Chief of Protocol I had easy access to the President.
So they rarely asked me to attend the compulsory weekly
meetings of the residents of the area. However, I was not so
lucky as to be excused when they were collecting
contributions in the neighbourhood.

My womenfolk attended the weekly meetings for the
ladies, and there they obtained a ration card for buying
essential commodities, including food items, from the
government fair price shops. The prices in the open market
were very high, but we were able to get basic supplies of
rice, oil, sugar and spaghetti from the shop at the Centre.
The rations were not enough to live on unless
supplemented from the open market, but in theory the
rations were an excellent measure for equitably
distributing the meagre supplies of food available to the
nation. The rationing system worked quite well in the
beginmning, but like everything else, it too became a means
for embezzlement.

Later, it was only massive refugee presence from
neighbouring countries that prevented many Somalis from
dying of hunger. Food assistance for the refugees was used
to keep the whole country afloat. Apart from deliberate
diversion by Government of refugee food aid to a favoured
few to sell in the open market, a huge black market trade
sprung up around the refugee camps, involving merchants,
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speculators and refugees alike in re-distribution of US and
EEC refugee aid. The entire country had been reduced to a
sort of refugee canp.

The Supreme Revolutionary Council had also promised
to eradicate disease. In the capital there were three
hospitals—one general hospital built with the assistance of
the European Community, the second a maternity hospital
built by the People’s Republic of China, and the third was
the old Forlanini Hospital, also known as Lazzaretti, and
meant for mentally sick and tuberculosis patients.

During the fifties and sixties, Mogadishu also had a small
but rather well maintained hospital called Ospedale
Maurizio Rava. Later, I do not know for what reason, the
building was transformed into offices of the Ministry of
Health. One thing I do know is that our Governments never
possessed a maintenance mentality. They used a building
until it collapsed for lack of maintenance and care, and then
just moved to another one. This is why we could not even
retain what had been left behind by the colonial powers.

The Revolutionary regime made no investment in any of
these hogpitals. On the contrary, it allowed a steep decline
and deterioration in their overall maintenance. Broken
beds, unclean bedsheets and towels—if bedsheets and
towels could be found at all-dirty floors, ceilings and walls,
ulygienic toilets all contributed to an altogether sickening
atmosphere that would make even healthy man ill. Though
the hospitals had been reduced to garbage dumps, not
having any other alternative, the people had to be content
with them. Family attendants brought medicines from
outside for the sick; they brought food which they had
cooked at home; they brought bed linen and bandages;
some even brought their own ‘nafta’ (diesel oil) for the
hospital generator, so that the surgeon could use the
operating theatre.

Mogadishu also had a small hospital run by the Police
Force and built primarily for the use of their pecople. Non-
police force families had to pay for the facilities. The
hospital, which was like a private nursing home, also had a
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wing set aside for Party members, and the expenses
incurred by them were borne by the Government. The
Party members commonly went to the police hospital to
relax at government expense. As for genuine medical
treatment or for medical checks, all the privileged people
were sent to Europe or America at State expense.

Those going abroad for medical checks, were given hard
currency. The President approved the requests for funds,
always in large amounts, sufficient for the person, his wife
and for one or two children to fly off for an extended
vacation in luxurious surroundings—a respite from their
dreary poverty-stricken homeland. They would take the
money and go to Rome, Paris, Bonn or Washington. There
they would go to a private hospital or nursing home for a
medical check-up, and as much of the money as possible
went into their private bank accounts. If serious medical
attention was called for, the bills for this were usually
passed on to the local embassy for payment, as were the
bills for their expensive five-star hotels or rented luxury
apartments. That was how the revolutionary regime was
eradicating the menace of disease.

It is quite true what everyone says about Somalis: we are
one nation, we speak one language, we worship Allah, we
have one culture and we share the same customs. But we
are of many tribes.

It is an old practice in Somalia to use tribal affiliation
along with a person’s name. For many years, it had been
common practice when writing letters to people at home or
abroad to add the name of the person’s tribe after his name
when addressing the envelope. The tribe was part of the
address. It was recognition of a person’s identity and his
lineage. We may have borrowed this custom from the Arab
world.

In the past, tribal affiliation played a unifying role in
society. It was a source of solidarity among tribesmen,
creating a system of mutual assistance for the solution of
day-to-day problems among a tribe’s members. Each tribe
had its respected chiefs and elders, who enjoyed their
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people’ s trust and were vested with the authority to resolve
disputes. The elders were also the representative of the
tribe in any dialogue with other tribal chiefs, and in case of
inter-trilal anflicts.

Throughout our history, the Somalis like any other
people have had differences among themselves. We have
fought each other with sticks and stones, with knives and
broken bottles, and with spears. We shot each other with
bow and arrow, and finally we have even shot each other
with guns. But historically, through the mediation and
reconciliation of our tribal wisemen, our pecple have come
to their senses and solved their prablems peacefully.

Tribalism really became harmful when people began
using tribal comections for personal gain, to the detriment
of others’ interests. After independence, the politicians used
tribalism in election campaigns and created artificial
divisions among the people on tribal lines, threatening the
unity of the country. It was the commonest ploy of
politicians to use tribal loyalties to promote their own
interests.

Like a cancer, if tribalism acquires a malignant form,
penetrating the minds of people, they become prisoners of
an abhorrent system. A people’s representatives elected
through tribalism become hostage to the tribal thugs who
ensure their election. They would be asked to get money for
“their” people, and find jdbs for their young boys and girls—
however illiterate or incompetent—at the expense of others
more qualified. That is what one must expect from a
government which is composed of persons elected on the
kasis of tribalism.

The Somali Youth League Party had tried to abolish
tribalism during its early days. The Party did not have
much success either in eliminating or mitigating its
deleterious influence. The system used by the SYL was to
introduce the use of an ‘ex’—as a prefix to the tribal
nomenclature. However, subsequent governments found
tribalism cowenient for promoting their political interests,
or as an instrument in a policy of divide and rule. Rampant
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tribalism, nepotism, corruption and malpractice,
profiteering and embezzlement of public funds constituted
the main reason for the military intervention on 21
Octcober, 1969. And, in its First Charter (Article 5) the
Military Government declared that it was duty bound to
liquidate corruption, anarchy, tribalism and all forms of
social immorality in State activity.

Before the Military takeover, it was rumoured, and
widely believed, that the Government had distributed
weapons to various tribes to defend themselves from the
‘enemy”’ . God knows if this was true, but it was alleged that
tribalism was behind the assassination of the second
President of the Republic, Abdirashid Ali Shermarke, in
Octaber 1969. Shermarke had been elected President, but
who knows how many others had been killed during the
election process, for either tribal or personal advantage?

Whether this was a tactical move to consolidate its power
or whether it was sincerely committed to liquidating the
evil of tribalism from our society, tobeginwith, the Revolu-
tionary Government did launch a war against it.

The Revolutionary regime tried to combat tribalism by
launching a propaganda campaign to educate the people
against the monster which was weakening the nation from
within. The propaganda office of the SRC made an effigy
representing tribalism, and exhorted the people to bury it.
On the day of its burial, all important politicians, senior
govermment officials, and the public were invited to witness
the event. This was how the Revolutionary Government
formally buried tribalism. Some felt it was a childish act, to
pretend that tribalism could be buried or burnt in this
jocular manner.

The only effective way to combat tribalism, of course,
was to treat all people equally before the law of the land,
and for the leaders to rise above parochial loyalties and cre-
ate socio-political conditions under which the people could
spontaneocusly feel equal. In the absence of these measures,
and lacking an independent and impartial judiciary commit-
ted to upholding social justice, the liquidation of tribalism
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was to remain a chimera. God, the Almighty in His Holy
Book, the Koran says:
In the Name Of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.

‘O mankind. We created g ] U \

you froma single (pair) MU trl"
Of amale and a female, LS‘"JJ{LJ"

And made you into Nations S
and Tribes, that <&

Ye may know each other, - -—///Ez 2%
(Not that youmay despise i)/ -
eachother) . Verily, JesA]
The most honoured of you ST BT
Inthe sight of Allah ,<»J—[9\ o

s (hewho is) themost 4»\M

Righteous of you. s - %
And Allahhas full knowledge

And iswell acquainted }; ;J; 4]:\:,\

(Withall things) .’ *

In the meantime, the effects of the defeat in the war with
Ethiopia were beginning tobe felt in the country, anda
deteriorating security situationwasbecomingmore evident.
As the President felt more insecure he attempted to shore up
his position by surrounding himself with those whomhe
thought he could trust and who were closely related tohim.

From time to time one would hear bomb explosions in
Mogadishu. I remember a particularly tense moment in the
early 1980s, when the TtalianMinister of ForeignAffairs, Mr.
Emilio Colomboarrived inMogadishuonanofficial visit, and
there was a bomb explosion outside the Egyptian Embassy.
As Chief of Protocol, Iwas riding in the motorcade with the
delegation fromthe airport toVilla Somalia, where our guest
was to be accommodated. Immediately after we left the
airport I heardover the police radio-telephone in the car in
which I was travelling, that there had just been a bomb
explosionnear the Egyptian Embassy.

The Egyptian Embassy was situated on the main road at

* Sura XLIX [Hujurat] 13
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Kilometer 4, which the delegation of the Italian Foreign
Minister was topass on its way to the guest house. The
Ttalians knew there was trouble in the country, but it would
have been considered a personal attack on themhad the
explosion taken place when their Foreign Minister was
passing the spot . The Security outriders were instructed to
avoild Km. 4 and take us on another route via the Air Force
Headquarters road—Aviazione. For the moment, the
visitingdignitarywas cblivious of the borb incident, but by
next morning he would positively have heard about it.

The Security Service believed that bombs were being
supplied to the opposition groups by some foreignmissions in
the capital . Though we were not sure, we believed that the
countries who had supported Ethiopia in the Ogaden War
could be supporting the opposition groups in the country,
withaviewtodestabilizing the regime. The Government
consequently decided to control the movements of the
diplomatic staff of those countries suspected of having
clandestine relations with the opposition. The Security
Service was instructed to tighten surveillance over their
activities and over those visitors who frequented these
foreignmissions. Normally, the diplomaticmissions and
their diplomatic staff enjoyedall the privileges and
immunities prescribed by the Vienna Convention on
DiplomaticRelations.

Al] ambassadors or heads of missionhad the privilege to
enter the VIP saloon whenever they came to receive or see
off apersonordelegationat theairport. Thisprivilege was
alsoenjoyedby Somali dignitaries. Although it was called the
VIP Salon, ordinary people also frequented the patiooutside
the salon, fromwhere they could see their friends going toor
coming fromthe aircraft. Occasionally, people wouldgoout
on to the tarmac where the aircraft was parked. It was just
like a small local up-country aerodrome, withno arrival
lounge, andwithaprimitive system for baggage handling.

The airport staff discovered that, under cover of the
privilege enjoyedby senior diplomats, adriver of the Soviet
Embassy was travelling to the airport in the Ambassador’s
car, Soviet flag flying, andwas entering the gate and driving
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straight to the aircraft’s cargo compartment. There he
collectedparcelswhichactually required customs clearance
from the Protocol Department of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs. This clandestine operationmust have been goingon
for quite some timebefore it was discovered, quite by chance.

Inviewof the deteriorating lawand order situation inthe
capital, and some suspiciousactivitiesbystaff of diplomatic
missions at the airport, the Govermment’snervousness led
them to introduce an inspection systemof diplomatic cargo
at the entrypoint. This was done in accordance withArticle
36 of the Vienna Convention onDiplomatic Relations, and
was toverify all unaccompanied luggage or cargo, or even
what the embassies called ‘diplomatic goods’, by opening
them in the presence of the diplomatic agent or his
authorized representative’ .

Anote was sent through the Protocol Department toall
diplomaticmissions inMogadishu, informing themof the
decision. Although the notewent toall mission, the customs
and security of ficers knewverywell the missions whichwere
actuallybeingtargeted.

One day, the Embassy of theU.S.S.R., whose national
airline Aeroflot had regular flights toMogadishu, calledme
in the office and asked me to help themget permission from
civil aviation toallow twodiplomats to travel toDar-es-
Salaam. They had no rights to take on passengers from
Mogadishu to Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania. Only with the
authorizationof civil aviation could this be done, because
other airlines had concessions on this route. I obtainedthe
necessary permission for the diplomats.

FromMoscow, the plane made a stopover in Mogadishu,
to disembark passengers and unload cargo, before
proceeding toDar-es-Salaam.

The two diplomats who had travelled by their national
airline toDar-es-Salaam returned to Mogadishu by another
airlinea fewdays later, bringingwith themahuge cargo. We
knew that the cargo had originally come from their own
country, andhadlbeen on the Aeroflot flight that had touched
down at Mogadishu a fewdays earlier, but had not thenbeen
offloaded. With the recent tighteningup of airport security
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at Mogadishu, they had apparently thought that cargo
coming froma third country and on another airline would
avert suspicion. The cargo contained heavy cases which were
being closely guarded by embassy officials. The customs
people told the embassy men who had come to collect the
cargo that they would like to verify the contents to see
whether they corresponded to the 1ist that the embassy had
presented to the customs officers.

The Diplomats informed their ambassador of what was
happening at the airport, and the case reached the
authorities in the ForeignMinistry. In the meantime, the
Soviet ambassador sent more personnel to the airport to
guard the cargo. Airport securityon itspart alsodeployed
more people tomake sure that the diplomats didnot use force
to take away the cargo.

The Protocol Department made it clear to the embassy
that there were serious grounds for presuming that the cargo
contained articles not coveredby the privileges granted to
them, and that, therefore, the cargo was subject to
inspection, inthe presence of the USSR Ambassador, or his
authorized representative.

The embassy refused to accept inspectionby the customs
officers and the day passed without break in the stalemate.
Next day, the two sides changed guards, but not positions.
Our side told the ambassador that if the cargo could not be
verified, the embassy could transport it back to the country
of itsorigin. Four or five days later, the embassy decidedto
re-export the cargo to its original country, and it left our
customs premises for theairline.

Many countries were suspected to be secretly supporting
the clandestine opposition, and those with embassies in
Mogadishu were therefore kept under surveillance by
Security, and anyone found entering the embassy of a
country considered hostile was severely punished.

At the end of the OgadenWar, the Siad regime found that
ithadvirtuallyno friends. The countries of the EastermnBloc
and Cuba had adopted an extremely hostile attitude towards
us during thewar itself. Inaway it had been a war which the
Soviets had enticed us into, perhaps as a means for
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Insignia of the Somali Revolutionary
Socialist Party

punishing Somalia for its refusal to submit to their
mediatory role, and for eventually throwing themout of the
country. As far as the West was concerned, it maintaineda
neutral or passive stance towards the Ogaden War, even
though its interests hadbeen severelyhurt inEthiopia. Our
attempts tomend fences with the United States bore no
fruits, exemplifiedby the US Administration’s refusal to
allow Iran toextendmilitaryassistance toSomalia. Thisis
not to deny that humanitarian assistance for refugees
continued topour in fromthe West .



CHAPTER XIT

In Khartoum

I enjoyed working at Protocol, travelling todifferent
countrieswiththe President andotherdignitaries. At times,
it was a tiresome and a demanding job, bit it had its rewards
too. It provided me numerous opportunities to meet
international leaders, diplomats and experts, besides, of
course, enabling me to know our own leaders more
intimately. Protocol was considered a thankless job, but I
found it enlightening.

After 22 years in Government service, including 15 years
with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, I was appointed
Ambassador to the Sudan in 1982 . Having begun working at
the rank of an Attache in 1968, I now foundmyself at the
summit of my professional career. I once again offeredmy
humble gratitude toAllah, the Almighty.

At this point of time, the Sudan was considered and
important posting from the viewpoint of our national
interests in the region. The Somali Mission in the Sudanwas
expected to oversee the developments in Ethiopiawithwhich
we had nodiplomatic relations since the outbreak of the
Ogaden War on 23 July 1977. Khartoum was therefore
considered the ideal place for Ethiopia-watching.

As there was a broad convergence in our (negative)
perspective on the Ethiopian regime of Mengistu, both the
Sudan and Somalia were believed to be supporting
Ethiopian dissidents. We were reported to be providing
moral andmaterial assistance to the Eriterean, Tigrean,
Oromo and other liberation fronts. It waswell known to the
worldthat Ethiopia, with the tacit approval of itspatrons,
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the USSR and Cuba, had been extending full support
includingbasesonits soil tovarious groups fightingagainst
the central governments in Mogadishu and in Khartoum.

One of themost galling irritants for the regime in Somalia
was the anti-government propaganda from the so-called
‘mobile radio’, named Radio Halgan, and controlled and
operated by the Somali rebel opposition. The regime in
Somaliabelieved that these ‘anti-revolutionaries’ were
broadcasting fromthe old Radio Voice of the Gospel inAddis
Ababa. Whatever radio station they were using, they
certainly touched a raw nerve of the Siad regime in
Mogadishu. The rebels were using the enemy of their enemy
asanally, in the hatred campaign against the Mogadishu
regime.

The Ethiopian Embassy in Khartoum had a strong
security sectionwhose duty it was tomonitor the activities
of the Eritrean liberationmovements, the Tigre liberation
movement, the Oromo liberation front and other Ethiopian
oppositiongroups with offices in the Sudan. The Ethiopian
securitynetwork had many people, includinghotel waiters,
onitspayroll.

Other common factors bringing Sudan and Somalia
together were that both countries hadmilitary regimes
which had come to power by toppling civilian
administrations, and at approximately the same time, and
both had an orientation towards the EasternBloc countries
led by Russia. Both President Mohamed Siad Barre and
President Jafar Mohamed Nimeri had established personal
dictatorships with the support of a one-party system
instituted by themduring their first fewyears inpower.
Their early performance has been judged to be relatively
good, providing stabilityanda respite fromthe interencine
struggles of various parochial groups that was characteristic
of the civilian regimes. However, as time passed, the two
leaders became cbsessed with the idea that they alone were
the saviours of theirpeople, though in fact theyhad lost touch
with reality and had become addicts to flattery and

sycophancy .
The Sudan, the largest country inAfrica, has abundant
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water resources from the Blue and WhiteNiles. In the Arab
world, the Sudanis called ‘thebreadbasket of the Arabs’ . In
fact, the Arabs have poured in enormous investments for
agricultural and poultry development. The Sudan has
abundant livestock, which is exported to neighbouring
countries. Notwithstandingall these assets, the common
man often found it difficult toprocure food at affordable
prices.

The Sudan had awell established systemof education. Its
institutions of higher studies tumout highlyqualifiedpecple
everyyear, but due to lack of economic incentives and poor
employment opportunities at home, there was much ‘brain
drain’, withmost educated Sudanese going to the countries
inthe Gulf for enmployment, though some of themalso left the
country forpolitical reasons.

The Diplomatic Corps was large in Khartoum. Almost all
the countries of the East andWest, of the ArabWorld, and of
Africa and Asiawere represented there.

Occasionally, while in Khartoum, I wrote articles on
prcblems in the Horn of Africa andon the Ethiopianpolicies
of oppression against the people it had colonized.
Sometimes, the newspapers wouldnot entertainmy articles
for publication. Sometimes I was lucky and had the
opportunity tomake my views known through the Sudanese
press.

Some of the Ambassadors of countries of the EasternBloc
such as Czechoslovakia, the then-German Democratic
Republic, and Bulgaria called uponme individually to
discuss developments in the Horn. Cbviously, theywanted to
know whether there had been any change in Somalia’spolicy
since the Ogaden War, in which they had been on the
Ethiopian side. Whether they had been sent by their elder
brother Russia or had come on their own, was difficult to
determine, but they must have been reporting our
discussions totheRussians.

The Czechoslovak diplomat was well acquainted with the
situation as he had spent some time in Ethiopia before
coming to the Sudan. He once toldme that he had visited the
Ogaden region when he was in Ethiopia only to discover that
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the Region’ s populationwas all Somali and they had nothing
in common with the Ethiopians.

To each of the diplomats that Imet inmy office, I gavea
collection of documents relating to the situation in the
Ogaden, for their perusal. The Bulgarian Ambassador came
toseeme twice, andon the second occasion he had inhis hand
abook that T had given himwhen he had visitedme first. He
opened it to a page and asked, “Why does your country not
accept the Resolution of the Organization of AfricanUnity
adopted at the Summit Conference in Cairo in 1964 which
calls upon Member States to respect existingboundaries?”

I explainedmy country’s immovableposition, tothe effect
that we rejected the Resolution because it recognized
colonial boundaries. We Somalis rejected the colonialists
themselves, how then could we accept boundaries that the
colonialists demarcated for us? The Resolution was
conveniently acceptable to countries whichhadbeengiven
territories of others by the colonialists, but the Cairo
Resolution infringed our territorial rights. We were among
itsvictims.

I did not know whether the Bulgarian Envoy was satisfied
withmy answer or not, but he did not ask me any further
question. Inany case, the Somali position hadnot changed
as a result of the Ogaden War. Though we had been defeated
in the Ogaden War it was by forces that the Soviet Unionhad
brought fromthe ‘Socialist Camp’ , not byMengistu’s forces.
The Cubans had brought their troops from Angola to
Ethiopia to fight against the Somalis. A Cuban Diplomat
once toldme inDar-es-Salaam, that “for the Cubans that was
averyhardwar” .

A fewdays later their Chief, the Soviet Ambassador
expressed adesire tocall uponme. We were now in 1983. Can
you imagine a Soviet Ambassador calling on a Somali
Ambassador? I toldmy secretary to informhis secretary that
His Excellency was most welcome to come at any time he
wished. We agreed upon a mutually convenient date tomeet
inmy embassy. Surprisingly, he came without an escort.
Soviet ambassadors normally went everywhere with an
escort, who was usually presented as an interpreter—like
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oldmen unable tomanage without a walking stick. But on
this occasionhe came alone.

Ireceivedhiminmy little 6 x4 metreoffice. I askedHis
Excellencytosit onthe sofa. Theusual biscuits, peanuts and
candy were ready to be served on the coffee table. On the
surface, all was very sweet, but onmy mind were the very
bitter recollections of remarks made by one of his Russians
colleagues who, subsequent tomy Government’s decision to
expel the Russians fromour country, had threatened: “we
will bringyou toyour knees” .

When he entered and we had sat down for coffee, his
questioningwas direct. “What do youwant fromEthiopia?”
he asked me, just like that, without any introductory
remarks and in a very undiplomatic manner. He could
behave like this because he was an ambassador of a great
power .

“We want nothing fromEthiopia,” I said, “We only want
that Ehiopia should vacate the region it colonizes.” I
continued, “We are Socialists, Ethiopia is Socialist. Our
common mentor, Comrade Lenin taught that a socialist
country shouldnot colonize another socialist country. And I
think, Excellency, that youalsoagree with Comrade Lenin.”
He did not answer.

T continued speaking, undiplomatically, adopting the tone
with which he had begun our meeting. “You Russians must
have seen in your military records what the Somalis were
capableof. If themilitary expertsand troops of the Soviet
Unionand itsallies, including the Cubans, hadnot engaged
in the War, you know what we could have done to the
Ethiopians. Inwar, someone has to lose. Today you are with
them [Ethiopia] andsoit istoyouthat I say, tell themto let
the people of the Ogaden go free. Before you, there were
others, who have now left, asyou too are bound to leave the
area. And the moment you leave the peoplewill rise again.”
I endedwithaproverbial kind of statement:

“You are like the broom and the Somalis are the ground.
The broomwill perish and the groundwill remain.”

“You are an arrogant man, ” he said tome.

“No sir, I amonlyproud,” I toldhim.
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That was our conversation. Rough and unfriendly. When
he had sought an appointment withme I had thought that,
althoughwe were still at war we could have a civil dialogue
witheachother. I didnot expect that we shouldbe talking
about a future reconciliationbetween our two countries; I
knew it was too soon for that. But I had thought that four
Ambassadors fromSocialist countries, including the Soviet
Union, calling onme should have some significance. I had
anticipatedaprobable attempt topave the way for improving
the atmosphere between us. I had not expected that he was
visiting me tomake me more angry. He did not evengive a
parting smile, as we usually do when we all upon fellow
ambassadors.

The Sudan was considered a very difficult posting by
diplomats. But forme, as I hailed froma place where the
situation was worse than in Khartoum, it was not very
inconvenient. Khartoum was hotter than Mogadishu and
the extraordinary hubbubdust storms whichperiodicallyhit
the city penetrated the windows and doors, to enter
wardrobes and cupboards, coveringeverythingwitha filmof
yellow.

The hubbub storms lasted frommid-June tomid-July,
during which time the embassies avoided holding garden
parties. The Sudanese people welcomed the cool weather
which the duststorms brought for short periods. The dust
appeared like a huge mountain moving across the sky.
Sometimes it caused delay or diversion of aircraft bound for
Khartoum. Although Mogadishu did not have these Sahara
dust storms, it had many other things in common with
Khartoum. Power shortages was cne. Infact, I felt verymuch
at home whenever I walked alongRepublic Street, Shari al
Jamhuriya, and saw power generators on the doorsteps of
the shops. Other familiar conditions were the shortages of
certain food items, and sometimes of petrol.

What was a totally uncommon sight tome, however, were
thepublicprotests. I was surprised toobserver demonstra-
tions, organized and held by the Sudanese people, against
price increases on items such as bread or petrol. I was
amazed to see that they would confront the police with
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stones. That kind of thingnever happened in Somalia. There
the Government would increase prices by any amount and no
one dared to speak openly against it. Merchants could sell
their goods at any price, would reduce the size of a loaf of
bread and at the same time increase its price, andno one
would open his mouth. Harsh punishment awaited those who
tried toprotest or demonstrate against speculators. The
Government would not tolerate demonstrations for fear they
would escalate intoanti-government protests.

Both the Sudan and Somalia were ruled by generals who
had captured power throughmilitary coups. Bothbelieved
that their countries needednationalist dictators like
themselves. They believed army officers were more
disciplined, more organized and more patriotic than the
civilians. They believed that the Army, which defends the
country fromenemies both external and internal, alsohad
the right torule the country.

From the mid-1960s and through the 1970s Africa sawa
rash of self-appointedmilitary regimes come topower. In
most cases where the soldiers had captured power from
civilian governments, they were hailed by the people,
excluding the prosperous elite sectionof societywhichhad
close links with the earlier corrupt governments. The
military men presented themselves as defenders of the
interests of the exploitedmasses and, tobeginwith, the
people tooperceived them in that guise.

Generally, the armed forcesdida fair job for the first three
to five years, during which period they were kept busy
demonstrating that they were sincerely serving the country
and thepeople, andeffectingtangible corrections. But after
that, they commonly began working for themselves, their
relativesandtheirtribes.

Acivilian who is not honest knows that he has a maximum
periodof four or five years before the next election, and
within this periodhe must dowhat he can for himself. As for
an honest politician, youmight find himat the end of his
term in the same house, not having made any fortune
whatsoever. An army of ficer who captures power by the
barrel of thegunbelieves that he has riskedhis life for that
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power, thereforehe has the right tokeep it as longashe can.
He is afraid of his colleagues, does not trust anyone,
including sometimes his own family. He imagines that people
like himself might come with a gun and take his power away
fromhim. So, he forgets the promises he made to the people
and the country when he came to power. His own survival
becomes more important than anything else and, to ensure
that, he builds defensive fences around himself, by
appointing members of his family and his tribe to key
positions and amassingwealth in foreign banks for future
safety. The man who once said that he was from the people
and for the people builds barricades tokeep his ownpeople
away from him. The more fear grows in him, the more
violent he becomes. His power becomes a disease which
eventually killshimor forces himto flee the country or
abandon power, indisgrace. Army officers who usurp power
by staging a coup d’etat—or by revolution as they usually
wishtocall it—most often lie to the people. They promise to
hold elections shortly when taking over power, but such
promises arenever fulfilled.

Unlike Somalia, which has a homogeneous population,
unitedby the egalitarian message of Islam, the Sudan’s
inhabitants in the Northdiffer in experience, culture and
religion fromthose inthe South, Islambeingthe religionof
a large majority of people in the North, while in the South
some are Christians, and others are animists.

Prior to 1983, the Sudan was a secular state, but in
September 1983, the then-President Jafar Mohamed Nimeri
introduced the Sharialaw (Islamic Law) which added fuel to
an already inflamed situation in Southern Sudan. The
application of Sharialaw for the entire population of the
country, irrespective of religious belief, alienated and
infuriated the population of the South. The provisions for
stringent punishment for theft, adultery and consumption of
alcohol under Islamic Lawwere resented by the non-Islamic
segments of the population.

During the promulgation ceremony which took place in
front of the Grand Hotel of Khartoum, Nimeri publicly
destroyed and poured a large quantity of alcoholic
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beverages, valuedatmillions of USdollars, intotheNile.

“Even the fish got drunk and jumped out of the river”, was
the joke of theday.

People wondered how Nimeri who was not so devout
himself had suddenly become what some termed a Muslim
fanatic. He established special courts for the quick
processing of cases and handing down of sentences. He
constituted a force whichwas given full power to arrest
anyone it considered a sinner. Stories abounded of their
zealous actions—jumping over house fences and arresting
innocent people who were enjoying a peaceful evening at
homewiththeir families. It was rumoured that this special
security force was implicating people who never touched
wine, byplacingbottlesof alcohol intheirgardens. Tt was said
that an Ttalian priest had been arrested fromwithin his
Church on the grounds that he was not only drinking wine
but was also serving it to the people whohad assenrbled there
for communion service. It was also reported that some
foreigners were arrested and lashed, accused of adultery
with the women companions in their homes. Some of the
storieswere of doubtful authenticity, but theydid capture the
mood in the capital at the time.

It was certainly true that there were instances of
diplomats’ residences being searched ‘bymistake’, which
caused us toband together and put a sign on our doors inboth
ArabicandEnglish indicating that it wasadiplomat’shouse,
toprevent uncalled-for intrusions.

Introduction of the Sharialaw, or the September Law as
it came tobe known, was received variously. Some welcomed
itbecauseof their firmreligious convictionof its rightness;
some hitherto opposition groups in the country welcomed it
as aright step; and there were others who welcomed it be-
cause they thought that by introducing ShariaLaw, Nimeri
had dug his own grave. In Western Europe, it was inter-
pretedas a hostilemeasure against the Sudanese Christians
who were getting support from the Christian churches
around the world. For many Sudanese, though, it was a re-
striction theywould prefer todowithout. Consumption of
alcoholic drinks—whiskey and beer—was commonplace.



In Khartoum 179

Peoplewoulddrink discreetly intheirhomesorata friend’s
house without making nuisances of themselves. Neverthe-
less, their fondness for a drop of alcohol was underlined in
popular jokes suchas:

During the course of a party, when the call toprayer is
heard, a Sudanesewill just say ‘Please put somemore ice in
myglass, Iwill return in moment after offeringprayers’ ; or,
The Sudanese break their fast during the month of Ramadan
withapint of beer.

When Nimeri banned the sale and consumption of alcohol,
illicit brewinghouses predictably flourished and the sale of
black market alcohol was thriving indifferent parts of
Khartoum. Ethiopian immigrants who brewed their own
national alcoholic drink tatch for their own compatriots,
found new consumers and a new market for their product.

Those who did not consume alcohol were not at all
bothered by the September Law, and those who were its
addicts somehow managed to procure alcohol in spite of the
kan.

There are many Muslim countries in the world and none
of themmakes as much public clamour about exercising the
ShariaLaw. Nimeri inviteduncalled-for criticism from
within and outside the country. The September Law served
todeepen the political crisis for a government which was
already facinga serious threat fromrebellious elements in
the southern part of the country.

Both General Mohamed Siad Barre and General Jafar
Mohamed Nimeri had usurped power in 1969. General
Nimeri had captured power on, 25 May, and his takeover was
popularly referredtoas ‘TheMayRevolution’ . Afterhisfall,
it was dubbed by his own former Foreign Minister, Dr.
Mansur Khaled, as “The Revolution of DisMay”—it was the
title of theboock he wrote following the fall of Nimeri.

The Sudan isavery rich country. Besides itsagricultural
potential, there was also the black gold—oil—discovered
around Bantyu, South Sudan. I was there when the 14 so-
called ‘unitywells’ weredrilledand thickblack liquidwas
ready to be shipped through Port Sudan to the worldmarket.
The production had tobe stopped because of the civil war in
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the country. The Chevron 0il Company which was working
inthat area had to leave the country for security reasons.
They left for Somalia thinking that the Company would be
more secure there. Here too, they had to leave due tocivil
war.

Both these countries’ peoples would have enjoyed abetter
and more prosperous life if only stability and peace had
prevailed.

In Somalia, Mohamed Siad Barre had captured power on
21 October 1969, that is in the same month in which Lenin
had masterminded the Great Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 in
Russia. Inthe first Constitution of Somalia, there was an
articlewhichsaid, ‘Islamisthereligionof theState’ . Unlike
the Sudan or certainother countries of Africa, virtually the
entirepopulationof Somaliaisof onereligion. InitsFirst
Charter, whichhad seven articles on internal policy and six
on foreignpolicy, the Revolution had completely ignored
religion. In the Second Charter too, nomentionwas made of
religion. Instead, it hadanarticlewhichsad, ‘The Somalia
DemocraticRepublicwill adopt scientificsocialism. ..’

It was quite apparent that the Revolutionwas attempting
todistance itself fromreligion. On 11 January 1975, the
Government issued what it called The Family Law, Xeerka
Qoyska, encompassing within it some provisions whichwere
not compatible with the Koran. This caused an outburst of
anger among the masses and particularly among the
religious leaders. The latter delivered speeches in the
mosques protesting against the Law.

The President refused to repeal the Family Law, and
considering the protestsachallenge tohisauthority, ordered
the arrest of those he considered trouble-makers. The
accused were tried ina special court, whichwas a mockery
of justice, and eleven persons—religious leaders and
sheikhs—were sentenced to death. It was an incredible
verdict, and the population was stunned. These people had
committed no crime, they had not taken up arms to fight
against the government or caused injury or death to anyone.
They had expressed an opinion on a matter which was
everybody’ s concern. Appeals for clemency to spare their
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lives came frommany quarters including a number of Islamic
countries. The President, the ‘Father of theNation’ whohad
the power toarrest and torelease, to sentence and topardon,

ignoredall the calls for clemency and confirmed the court
verdict.

The 15 January 1975 was a sad and sorrowful day forall
Somalis. The elevenmen, who hadonly voiced their opinion
indefence of their faith, were linedup at the stake—tiirka,
theirhands tiedbehind theirbacks, theirlegstied, andtheir
eyes blindfoldedwithblack cloth, and they were executed by
a firing squad, which fired at themuntil each of themwas
dead. The whole country was shocked. The Islamic world
condemned the mass execution as a barbaric and inhuman
at.

In Sudan, the policies adoptedby Nimeri might have been
easier toapply ina totallyMuslimcountry, but for a country
like the Sudan where about one third of the people are non-
Muslim, the adoption of the Sharia Law invited strong
resentment and protests. Both Nimeri and Siad in
diametrically oppositewayshadacted inadvisably, at the cost
of theirnations.

The security network of the Ethiopian Embassy in
Khartoumwas led by the Counsellor of the Embassy. He was
of Somali origin. We knew each other, but whenever we met
at cocktailshe avoided talkingwithme inSomali. I wasnever
sure whether this was because of his loyalty to the Ethiopian
regime or whether he was afraid someone might report it to
his ambassador and that he would be considered anti-
Ethiopian by his masters. The Sudan and Ethiopia did not
have good relations, and harboured each others’ rebel
groups. Yet this Counsellor seemed to move freely
everywhere in the country. I once asked the Sudanese
Security, with whom we had very good relations and a
‘common enemy’ in Ethiopia, why they did not restrict the
activitiesof theman, andwas told that his financial resources
were such that he could overcome most obstacles that were
put inhisway.

This ‘Somali’ Counsellor at the Ethiopian Embassy in
Khartoum had two brothers, one of whom lived in Djibouti
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and the other in Somalia. The one who was fromDjibouti was
at that time Djibouti’s ambassador to Saudi Arabia and the
other was a director general in the Foreign Ministry of
Somalia, and later to become Somalia’s ambassador to
Lagos. Three Somali brotherswere citizens of three different
countries, working in sensitive posts for three different
governments. The Ethiopian Government was soon to
nominate this man of Somali origin as Ambassador to Saudi
Arabia, where his other brother was already serving as
Ambassador of Djibouti. For whatever reason, the Saudis as
it happened rejected his nomination. Later he was sent
insteadasEthiopia’s Ambassador toLibya.

Somalia and the Sudan had some common enemies and
common friends. As Libya was reported to be supporting
certainoppositiongroups in the Sudan, relations between
the two countries were very tense. There were reports in
Khartoum that as many as 30, 000 Sudanese dissidents were
receiving trainingand instruction in Tripoli. We toodidnot
have good relations with Libya as a result of the support it
gave to Ethiopia during the war in the Ogaden. Both
countries, Somalia and Sudan, had good relations with
Egypt, which was also not on good terms with Libya. The
Sudan and Somalia, as well as Oman were the only three
countries that didnot break off diplomatic relationswith
Egypt in 1979 when Anwar Sadat signed the Camp David
agreement with Israel. Sudanhad closer historical tieswith
Egypt, and during this period President Nimeri was working
particularly hard to realize the goal of Al Takamul, or
integration, between the two countries. He fervently wanted
tounite the twopeoples of theNile. Apopular songdedicated
to integration ended with the words: “The Sudan is for Egypt
and Egypt is for the Sudan” .

The people of the Sudan, however, were very skeptical
about the goal of integrating the two countries. The
opponents of the ideawere of the opinionthat f it succeeded,
Egyptian farmers, who were known to be hard workers,
would swarm the country and take over the farming
activities.

Of course, the Sudanese wouldnot go to Cairo to farmbut
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thousands of Sudanese students would go there for higher
education. If the integrationmove succeeded, the flowof
students was bound to increase. Egypt already had a well
established branch of CairoUniversity in Khartoum, which
was run by the Egyptians. It admitted 3000 students
annually, while KhartoumUniversity admitted only 1000 a
year.

Nimeri was like the monsoon which sometimes blows
fromone direction and sometime from the opposite. He
generally supported the Eritrean cause, but sometimes toock
actiondetrimental totheir interests. Once, his coastal
guards in the Red Sea stopped a boat carrying Somali
assistance to the Eritreans. When I couldnot persuade the
Sudanese authorities torelease theboat, a special envoyhad
to come from Somalia tomeet President Nimeri, bearinga
personal message from the Somali President requesting
Nimeri to release theboat for its onward destination.

Onemorning in 1984, one of my friends came tomy office,
as he did fromtime to time. He stood across my desk and
askedme: “Do you know who the Fallashas are?”

“Yes. They are the black Jews who live in Ethiopia,” I
answered.

He proceeded to tell me a story he had heard about a plan
tosecretly transfer the Fallashas fromEthiopia toIsrael via
Khartoumairport. Ethiopia, Israel, Sudanandthe USA, and
also some other countries, were said tobe involved in the
matter.

My house was located not far fromthe Airport. It was
actuallyona street parallel to the runway, and it had a
terrace fromwhere I could observe aircraft landingand
takingoff. Undoubtedly, as the worldwas to find out later,
the operation did take place, and frommy home I nightly
heard the noise of aircraft inmuch greater volume thanwas
usual. The planes carrying the Fallashas were flown after
midnight, ina top secret operation, code named Operation
Moses. At this time Khartoum lived with an overnight
curfewwhich came into operationat 10 o’ clock every night—
a factor which could help disguise unusual movements and
activity around the airport. The operationwas said tohave
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been going on from February to November 1984 . The final
flights weremade onUS C-130s directly fromGadaref in the
Eastern Region, and not fromKhartoum.

Later it was revealed that Sudan’s then-Vice President,
who was alsoHead of the National Security Service, General
Omar Mohamed El1 Tayeb, had authorized the use of
KhartoumAirport and Sudanese territory for the transfer of
the Fallashas, inagreement with the United States Embassy
inKhartoum. Since the Sudan hadno relations with Israel,
the Americans, on Israel’sbehalf, hadnegotiatedall the
arrangements with the Sudanese of ficials. Of course, Nimeri
must have given the ‘goahead’ tohisVice-President.

General El Tayebvisited the United States of America,
probably as a reward for his services in the Operation. On4
March 1985 George Bush who was then Vice President of the
United States of America came to the Sudanonanofficial
visit and toured the Eastern Regions where he visited the
refugee camps as well. Three weeks later, President Jafar
Mohamed Nimeri left for the United States. It was tobehis
last departure, and a one-way trip. He never returned home
either as President or as a private citizen—but more about
this later inthe chapter.

Once, Khartoumwas badly hit by a shortage of petrol and
itswhole transport systemground toahalt. Asaresult, the
students who largely depended on public transport togo to
school and college were put to great inconvenience. The
students took to the streets in organized protest and threw
stones at cars that were still plying the streets. The
demonstrations went on for days. On one morning, foreign
diplomats had been attending a government function, and as
they left a large crowd of disgruntled students shoutingand
marching on the streetsbeganpelting stones at the cars, and
many ambassadors had their windscreens smashed. I was a
little fortunate in that my car escaped the fury of the
students.

Among the student demonstrators there were a number
of anti-Nimeri groups whichhad seized on the opportunity to
fan the flames of protest against his regime. Although
Nimeri’s policies and behaviour had become more and more
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extreme, andhis friendship could not be relied upon his
continuation inpower at that time wasuseful forus, ashe
was the enemy of our enemies and the friend of our friends.
However hard it may be to swallow, the well-known maxim
about a country having no permanent friends but only
permanent interests, issadlytrue, and inpoliticsand for the
sake of national interests, one isoften inapositionof having
to support ‘anecessaryevil’. Thiswasmy viewvis-a-vis
Nimeri.

I felt that, inorder toenable himto overcome the shortage
of 0il the Saudis and the Kuwaitis should be prevailed upon
tohelphimout of the critics. My contentionwas that, if
Nimeri was overthrown his successors might change
Sudan’ s policy towards its neighbouring countries—
Ethiopia, Egypt and Libya—and that might not be in
Somalia’s interests. Those who were opposing Nimeri had
trained in countries whichwere inimical tous. Nimeri had
been supporting the right to self-determination of the
Somalis under Ethiopian occupation. He was at odds with
those countries who were hostile to Somalia. My own
ForeignMinistrywas not of my view. I was askednot toworry
about any developments in the Sudan. Even if there was an
attempted coup, I was not tobother. Thiswas the advice I
received fromMogadishu.

At the end of March 1985, I was askedby the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of Somalia to attend an Organization of
African Unity meeting of the African Ministers of
Information inAddis Ababa, Ethiopia. At the time, we hadno
diplomaticrelationswithEthiopia. They couldnot, of course,
prevent a Somali official going to Addis Ababa for an OAU
Conference, but what they didwas tomake it difficult, for
exanple theywould refuse Somali officialspermissiontofly
ontheiraircraft. FromKhartoum, EthiopianAirlineshada
direct flight toAddis Ababa. The alternative way to reach
Addis Ababa was to take a Kenyan or a Sudanese f1light and
change planes inNaircbi.

T asked the EthiopianAirlines Office tobook a seat forme
ontheircarrier, but as expected, theyrefusedtodoso. Ithen
called the Ethiopian Embassy, for the first time duringthe



186 THE ROAD TO ZERO—Somalia’s Self-destruction

two years of my stay in Khartoum, asking themto instruct
the Airline to carryme since I was going to the OAUmeeting.
Apparently, the embassy told the airlines office toget
clearance fromtheirheadquarters, for within twodays I was
informed that I could fly to Addis Ababa by Ethiopian

We had no embassy in Addis Ababa, and the two
countries—Somalia and Ethiopia—were still ina state of
war . During the f1light, none of the hostesses or stewards
spoke tome. There were security guards on the plane; I was
familiarwith that frommy own country’ s adoption of Soviet-
style strategies. The cabin staff didnot offer me any of the
hospitalitydue tome as apassenger. It ispossible that, had
they shown me due courtesy they would have got into
trouble. By the end of the flight I wasbegimning to feel T had
undertaken a suicidemission.

Uponmy arrival at Addis airport, I was receivedby an
officer of the protocol section of the OAU. To my great
surprise, I found that the Ethiopian Ambassador to the
Sudan, Mr. Yilma Tedessa, had also come towelcomeme, but
with the title of Director of the AfricanDepartment in the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ethiopia. Hewas still his
country’ s ambassador to the Sudan, but it appeared that this
newand interimtitle provided hima perfect opportunity to
meet with the range of African leaders who visited OAU
headquarters, andby so doing to labby for his candidacy for
OAU Asgsistant Secretary General—a post whichhe did later
succeed to.

They had booked me a room in the Hilton Hotel. The
Security people were aware of my programme, as I had
informed the OAU Secretariat that I would be coming to
attend themeeting. At the reception, while Iwas fillinginthe
check-in-form, I paused and looked casually around the
lobby. I noticed some men staringat me. The receptionist
gave me a key for a room on the fourth floor. I had been
forewarned by friends that security people entered the rooms
during an occupant’ s absence to search suitcases and soon.
T took my key and went up by the 1ift to the fourth floor.

The OAUmeeting was scheduled to begin the day after my
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arrival. Inthemorning, before leaving the room, I decided
not to lockmy suitcase, the Samsonite whichmy friends had
warned me was likely to be searched during my absence. To
make their task easier and to save my suitcase frombeing
forced open, Inot only left it unlockedbut wide open. Of
course, I hadtakenout all my documents andvaluables. I
then proceeded to the meeting at OAU Headquarters. When
I returned there was no observable evidence that my things
had been tampered with.

The next day I had a visitor. As the meeting was to
commence an hour later than originally scheduled, I had
stayed on inmy room. I lockedmy door frominside with the
chainwhile I went over some documents in preparation for
themeeting. I heard a fumbling at the door, somebody was
tryingtoopen it fromtheoutside. I rushedover toreleasethe
chain and open the door. Aman with a towel on his arm,
locking likeawaiter, was standing there.

“Sorry Sir, I have come toclean the room, ” he said.

I lockedat himandat his little towel. He didnot have the
normal trolley-table onwhich roomcleaners bring the clean
linen and cleaning equipment .

“Have you come to cleanmy roomwith one small towel?”
T asked him. He was clearly embarrassed and hurried away
without giving me a reply. Obviously, he had not been
informed about the change in the schedule.

On returning from the meeting that day after dinner, I
went to the Bar for a soft drink and to watch a folk dance
performance. Twogirlspulledtheir chairs towardsmy table.
“Are you a Somali?” one of themaskedme.

“Yes, ” I'said.

“We want togo to Somalia as refugees, ” the othergirl said.

I looked at themand said, “The Somali borders are open
for you, and you know where they are.” If they hadnot been
fromthe secret service theywouldnot have dared to sit at my
table inpublic inthe first place.

Moments later, I retired tomy room and went to bed
hopingtosleepwell. I reciteda fewverses of the Koranbefore
getting under the blanket . No sooner had I closedmy eyes
than the telephone rang. I pickedup the receiver, but nobody
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spoke. I replacedthe receiver. Afewhours later, while Iwas
sleeping, the soundof the telephonebell disturbedme again.
I picked up the receiver to sense only the vacuumof an enpty
line. Exasperated, I calledreceptiontocamplain, I couldnot
tell themnot toput calls through, because of thepossibility
of important calls fromMogadishu, or frommy embassy in
Khartoum.

The next morning before I left, the woman who came to
clean the room said she wanted to ask me something.

“Yes, what isit?”

“I need 20 American dollars to buy something from the
duty-free shopand I cangive youEthiopianbirr inexchange, ”
she said.

“Noproblem,” I toldher, but said I wouldgive themtoher
later when I came back fromthe meeting. At that particular
moment I couldnot be bothered todeal withher request. I
was annoyed with what they had been doing, dogging my
every footstep. Although I had come prepared for a cold
welcome in Addis Ababa, it was testing my endurance at
every moment . At the venue of the Meeting, there was no
cause to complain. The Ethiopian staff at the Organization
behavedverywell, but at the Hotel the staff dideverything
tomake my stay miserable.

Later that afternoon, the lady cleaner was waiting forme
in the corridor outside my room. There were two othergirls
standingapart atalittledistance.

T opened the door tomy room. “Come in,” I toldher. I tock
US $ 20 frommy pocket and handed it over.

In her hand she had some money, which she wanted to
giveme. “This is the equivalent inour money. You have done
me abig favour.”

“Keepit, Idonotneedit,” Isaid. “Don’tworry, I amnot an
exchangeoffice. Takeitasagift,” Tadded . Shewasdelighted,
and couldnot hide her pleasure.

To avoid any misunderstanding, I hadkept the doorwide
open. Expressing her gratitude, she walked away towards
her friends whowere waiting in the corridor.

The treatment I received inAddis reflectedtheattitudeof
our two countries towards each other. Even during the
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periodinthe sixtieswhenofficial diplomaticrelationsexisted
between our countries those relations were never smooth.
The DiplomaticMission in each others’ capital were kept
under surveillance. Diplomats onboth sides were followed
closely by secret service officers. Nationals of one country
who visited the embassy of the other, were sometimes
interrogated and evenarrested. It wasnot verydifficult to
understand why the tension persisted, we had been in
conflict witheachother for centuries. I couldhardlyrecalla
moment in our modern history when we had normal
relations. And so longas the Ethiopians insisted onkeeping
the Ogaden under their control, the possibility of
establishing good neighbourly relations between our two
countries was remote.

I left Addis Ababa on 5 April 1985 for Khartoum, via
Nairobi, by a flight of the Kenyan Airways, and arrived in
Khartoum on the same evening.

Next morning at 10 o’ clock, the Sudanese Radio ina
special news bulletin announced that the President Jafar
Mohamed Nimeri had been toppled inabloodlessmilitary
coup d’etat. Led by the Chief of Staff, General Abdurahman
Swaradaheb, the coup had been staged at a time when
President Nimeri was in Cairoonhis way back froma visit
tothe United States. He was asked by the new leadership not
to return home. General Swaradaheb had constituteda 15-
Member Provisional Military Council and assumed the office
of President.

The new President was a very soft spoken person. I had
visitedhiminhisofficewhenhewas Chief of Staff. At theend
of our conversation, Ihadjokingly remarked that therewas
aparticular moment in time in the 1ife of the Sudanese when
Sudan was vulnerable, and its enemies could conveniently
attack it then. Taken by surprise, he had asked me what I
meant.

“At 10 o’ clock in the morning, when everybody in the
country has hisbreakfast andall otheractivities come toa
stop,” Thad saidtohim.

Inthe Sudan, at least inKhartoum, I noticed that even
surgeons in hospitals did not perform operations when
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breakfast time approached. The usual breakfast consistedof
bigredbeans, ful inArabic, withbreadandvegetables—fresh
tomatoes and lettuce. They ate mostly in groups and froma
singlebowl. The ful isboiledwithwater and flavouredwith
onionandgarlicand left onthe fire foralongtime, until it
becomes like lamb or beef inathick gravy. Each eater holds
hisbread inhishand, andpiecebypiecedips it inthe gravy
and scoops up some of the beans straight to the mouth. To
accompany the ful everyone has a cup of black teawitha lot
of sugar. Sometimes, three or four hands meet inside the
bowl while dipping their bread. During the course of
breakfast, the Sudanese enjoy discussingpolitical and
economic problems and their family affairs. While Nimeri
was in power, opposition groups were not allowed to speak
openly against the government, thus breakfast time
provided the most suitable occasion toupdate each other on
the current situationandpolitical gossip.

Nimeri’s fall was widely welcomed throughout the
country by the people, as it marked the end of oneandahalf
decades of oppressive rule. It hadbeena terrible experience
for the freedom loving people of the Sudan.

Immediately after assuming power, President Swara-
dahebpromised tohold free and fair elections withinayear
and hand over power to the elected representatives of the
pecole.

The political parties banned by Nimeri re-emerged almost
immediatelyafter the change. It appearedasif thepoliticians
had been eagerly awaiting an opportunity. A1l kinds of
newspapers were back in circulation. The Unma Party of
Sadigal Mahdi (Ansari Sect), theNational Islamic Front of
Dr. Hassan Al Turabi (brother-in-lawof SadigAl Mahdi), the
Democratic Unionist Party of Al Margani and the
Communist Party of Mohamed Ibrahim Nugud were the
main parties in the country. They immediately set about
organizing themselves for amulti-partypost-Nimeri Sudan.

As Nimeri was not allowed to return home he had to stay
on in Cairo where the Egyptians gave himasylum. Had he,
like his predecessor Fariq Ibrahim Abbud, stepped down,
bowing to the people’ s wishes, he could have 1ived inhis own
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country. In fact, when the people compared the regime of
IbrahimAbbud with that of General Nimeri, they revised
their opinion about the former and nostalgically
remembered Fariqg.

During the transitional year as the process of
democratization gained momentum, the Sudan attracted
world-wide attention. The Provisional Military regime
opened the frontiers with a view to encourage the return of
itsnationals livingabroad, many of whomwere inpolitical
exile in Libya and Ethiopia. Others too returned to
participate inthepromisedelections.

There were rumours that the returnees from Libya had
brought millions of USdollars and campaignmaterialswith
them, which theywere distributingamong their followers to
promote their prospects inthe elections.

During the long dictatorship of the Nimeri regime, the
people had felt suffocated. As soon as he was overthrown the
new leadership allowed them full freedom. However, this
also provided an opportunity to some neighbouring
countries to create pockets of influence by extending support
tothepoliticians whohad found shelter in their countries
and were now returning to the Sudan. Some Western
countries, including the United States of America, viewed
the emerging situation with concern. The US reduced the
number of itsdiplomatic staff for security reasons. There
were reports that the Western countries had advised their
diplomats to restrict their movements in the country.
Clearly, thediplomats fromWestern countries felt panicky.
At cocktail parties, I heardthemrecalling the eventsof 1
March 1973 when a group of people had stormed the
Embassy of Saudi Arabia in Khartoumwhile a cocktail party
was on, and an American and a Belgian diplomat had been
killed.

Duringthis transitional period, Imet leaders of various
parties. AsaSomaliDiplomat I was interestedtoascertain
theirpositiononEthiopiavis-a-vis the Ogaden and Eritrean
problems.

Sadig Al Mahdi, the leader of the Umma Party, whom I
met at his resident, didnot showany interest in regional
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issues andwas completely indifferent towhat the Ethiopians
were doing in their country, and to the Eritrean and the
Somali struggles for the right to self-determination and
independence. His attitude towards the future relationship
between our two countries which in the past had been very
warm, was cool .

The positions of Dr. Al Turabi of theNationalist Islamic
Front and Mr. Al Margani of the Democratic Unionist Party

Belgrade: The Author with Tennis Trophy
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were, however, very clear. The two leaders, whom I visited
separately, expressed their full support tothe Somalis inthe
Ogaden. They promised that if they came to power, they
would promote close cooperation invarious fields between
Somalia and the Sudan.

Unlike other Africanmilitary leaders who had grabbed
power by force, General Abdurahman Swaradaheb fulfilled
his promise, handing over power to the elected leaders
exactlyayear later. On 6 April 1986, SadigAl Mahdi became
Prime Minister following the victory of his Unma Party in
thegeneral elections.

I stayed on in the Sudan for only twomonths after Sadig
Al Mahdi assumed the premiership. Within that short period,
thepeople had alreadybegun agitating, raisingbannerswith
slogans such as “Nimeri come back”, whichhadnovisible
impact onNimeri’s chances, but whichdid reveal the fickle-
mindedness of the crowdmentality.

Before closing the chapter, a word about Ethiopia.
Ethiopia has always had a special relationship with the
Western powers and a history of collaboration with the
colonialist, to the detriment of the Somalis. Moreover,
Somalis have always considered Ethiopia a colonizer, never
mind that it isanAfrican country. It didnot havea legitimate
claimto the Ogaden; the Ogaden was traded by one colonial
power, Britain, toanother colonial power, Ethiopia. Thus,
Ethiopia and Somalia seemed to be set up to ensure an

unendingconflict.



CHAPTER XITI

InBelgrade

After a short sojourn inMogadishu, I proceeded toBelgrade
to take up my new post as Ambassador to Yugoslavia in July
1986. Belgrade was a familiar city forme as T hadearlier
served in our embassy in that capital.

Duringmy first short terminBelgrade in 1979, the strong
man of Yugoslavia, Marshall Josip Broz Titowas firmly in
the saddle. I met himonce during the funeral procession of
his close friendKardel, the founder of the self-management
system.

When I went to Belgrade as Ambassador of Somalia in
1986, Marshall Titohad already expired and after his death
the country had switched over to a system of rotating
presidents, annually appointed from among the leaders of
the constituent units of the Federal Socialist Republics of
Yugoslavia. Yugoslavia was composed of six republics and
two autonomous provinces, and by the terms of the
constitutionall hadequal rights.

I presentedmy Letter of Credence toMr. Sinan Hassani,
who was then President of the country. Mr. Hassani was from
Kosovo, an autonomous province in the Republic of Serbia.
The other autonomous province, also in Serbia, was
Vojvodine.

According to the Constitution, the Republicof Serbia, by
virtue of having two autonomous provinces, enjoyed three
terms of presidency, while the other five republicshadonly
one chance each every eight years.

Relations between Somalia and Yugoslavia were cordial
ingeneral terms, but as far as Ethiopia was concerned, the
Yugoslavs sympathized with the Ethiopians for various
reasons of their own. Although the Ethiopian occupation of
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the Ogaden and Eritrea was not comparable to the
nationalitiesproblems inYugoslavia, the Yugoslavs thought
that if they supported the right to self-determination inthe
Hornof Africa, theymight have to concede it tothe people of
Kosovo. Political activists fromSerbia claimed that if Kosovo
was made a republic, theywould joinneighbouringAlbania.

In the autonomous province of Kosovo there were about 2
millionpeople (about 90 percent of the total populationof the
province) , who fromtime to time raised their voice against
Serbian domination. Their argument was that, if
Montenegro with half amillion people could become a
republic, why not the 2millionpeople of Kosovo? They were
not seeking secession fromthe Federation, neither had they
any idea of joiningwithAlbania. According to some Kosovo
politicians, thenotionof secessionwas actuallypropagated
by the Serbians, and thenused as a pretext for maintaining
theirdomination in the provinces. The intransigent policy of
Serbiamight in itself compel the Kosovos to break away .

Whilst the issue in the Horn of Africa was a question of
illegal occupationof territory, the pecple of Kosovo were
merely pleading to raise the status of their region froman
autonomous province to that of a republic within the
Federation. Economic cooperation between Yugoslavia and
Ethiopia was very strong, whereas the cooperation between
Yugoslavia and Somalia was marginal. Many Yugoslav
agencies were engaged in carrying out developmental
projects inEthiopia. Evenwhen the Yugoslavs reduced the
number of scholarships to citizens of Third World countries
drastically, they continued to award a good number of such
scholarships tothe Ethiopians.

Inspiteof the close and friendly relations, Yugoslaviadid
not openly support the Ethiopians intheir disputewithus,
and I didmybest tomaintain the cordial relations between
our two countries.

Yugoslaviawas amultinational country, andalmost all
the people of the different constituent unitshadmaintained
their identities. They prefer tobe identified by their
affiliations tonationalities—the Bosnians of Bosniaand
Herzegovina, the Croats, the Slovens, the Kosovos, the Serbs
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and the people of Montenegro. Their distinct identitieson
thebasisof nationalitydivided themas sharplyas tribalism
and clan identities divide the Africans. The potential for
breakup of the Federation has, as we have seen, become a
dramatic reality sincemy time in Yugoslavia.

The Yugoslavs practiced a kind of discriminationagainst
blacks, often openly. Many a cautionary tale was told in
Africandiplomatic circles inBelgrade. Just after Thad left
Belgrade in 1979, an incident had occurred where a
colleague of mine was beaten up with an iron bar by a
Yugoslav in the heart of the city. The diplomat was badly
injured but had managed to note down the number of his
assailant’scar. It was passedon to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs inBelgrade. A couple of years later, theMinistry
repliedthat since the culprit hadbeendrivinga stolencar,
the police had not been able to trace him. Another case
involved a serious and unchecked assault by a dog on an
African as he was walkingalong Kneiz Michailova Street in
the centre of Belgrade.

In the eighties, another very serious incident, yet
illustrative, occurred when an African ambassador had gone
toparticipate inanofficial meetinginthe capital of cneof the
Republics. Hehadgone there inhisofficial car, drivenbyhis
chauffeur, a Yugoslavnational. One morning the driver
disappeared with the car. The ambassador reported the
matter to the local police, who found the car rammed into a
tree totally smashed, the driver having disappeared.
Following his return to Belgrade by air, the Ambassador
reported thematter, asprocedure required, totheMinistry
of ForeignAffairs. Since embassies were ocbliged to inform
theMinistry of Foreign Affairs of the home addresses of their
local employees, it was expected that thepolicewouldeasily
trace the delinquent driver. But thiswasnot the case.

Insome countries, theMinistry of ForeignAffairs dbtains
the addresses of local staff only topass themontotheir secret
service toassist it inrecruitingagents. Sometimes, the
drivers seeking jobs in embassies are already on the secret
service payroll; sometimes they are hired by the security
service later. The same thing applies for secretaries and
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other local staff, such as messengers, cleaners and
watchmen. I have had personal experience of thisbehaviour
with a driver whom I employed in our embassy in 1979, when
I was establishing themission. He appeared very ordinary.
However, I was impressedby hisability tobe generally
useful in solving problems that the embassy faced. His
contacts ingovernment offices were excellent and I needed
aman like him at a time when we were setting up our
embassy .

A fewyears later, when I was posted in the Sudan I came
across this gentleman in Khartoumof all places.

“Hello, Excellency,” he greetedme. “You remember me?”
he asked. In Khartoum he was now the chauffeur of the
Yugoslav Ambassador.

When I returned to Belgrade in 1986, the same man
waved to me one day as I was driving to the embassy. I
stopped the car to sayhello tohim. “Come tomy office fora
coffee, ” Isaid.

He expressed his delight at seeingme again. Over coffee
he toldme, “I amnow in charge of security at the Sava
Center, so if ever youneed anything fromthere just let me
know.”

Wasn'’t that amazing? A driver becoming the chief of
security of the Sava Centre, one of the most important
complexes in the city of Belgrade, and indeed in all the
country!

Once, I casually remarkedtoaForeignMinistryofficial in
Belgrade that what they were doing to the African
Ambassador whose car had been smashed by his driver was
not proper. Ina light-heartedmanner I put it tohimthat he
should concoct a story about the arrest of the driver tosatisfy
us, otherwise we would draw our own conclusion!

It wasunbelievable that thepolice could fail tolocate the
absconding driver when a home address had been supplied
to them. Besides, in Yugoslavia everythingwas under very
tight control. Our suspicions, inevitably, were that thedriver
must himself have been a security officer and was being
protected. Compare this incident with another inwhicha
windscreen of a car belonging to a minor official of a



198 THE ROAD TO ZERO—Somalia’s Self-destruction

European embassy was smashed, where the culprits had run
away, but were apprehended by the police withina fewdays.

Marshall Josip Broz Titowas an extraordinarilymagnetic
personality, able tohold together people with distinct
identities, different religions, different cultures and
different languages. Whilehewasalive, Yugoslaviawas Tito
and Titowas Yugoslavia.



CHAPTER XIV

The Deepening Crisis

The dictatorial regimes inboth Somalia and Ethiopia were
facing growing internal resistance. In Ethiopia, the
Eritreans fighting for their independence achieved
remarkable successes, capturing large areas of territory
fromMengistu’s soldiers. In 1986, Somalia presenteda
similarly chaotic situation. Dissidents’ activities inthe
country and abroad were on the rise. In the northernpart of
the country the central government was facinga very serious
threat fromopposition fighting forceswhichhad completely
paralysed local administration.

Both regimes needed to re-deploy their forces to counter
the growing internal resistance. Mengisturealizedthat his
forces could not be kept in the regions bordering Somalia
while he desperately needed them to f£ight against the
Eritreans, Tigreans, and other groups who were causing him
trouble in the north and east . The same was true for
Mohamed Siad Barre. He needed his armed forces to fight
against what he called garan dumiska, the destroyers of the
nation, who inthis instance were his ownpeople rather than
the traditional foreignenemy, Ethiopia.

So they devised a peace formula to safeguard their own
personal interests. Afterarelatively short periodof behind-
the-scenes contacts, the two leaders came to the conclusion
that “peace” was essential for their two countries and
pecpoles.

In 1986, Siad andMengistu attended the first meetingof
the Inter-Governmental Authority on Drought and
Development (IGADD) held in Djibouti, and there they
issueda joint statement which amongother things said: “Let
us spend money on tractors to help grow more food for our
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people instead of wasting it on armaments.”

Following thismeeting, and in subsequent contacts, the
two countries decided torestorediplomatic relations and re-
open their embassies in Mogadishu and Addis Ababa. This
sudden development invited the wrath of the people of the
Ogaden who were struggling for the right to self-determina-
tion, because following this agreement Mogadishu stopped
supporting the liberationmovements. Similarly, Mengistu
alsopromised to stop aidto the Somali dissidents who were
operating frombehind what we had always regarded as ar-
tificiallydemarcatedborders.

The Ethiopian gesture of terminating support to the
Somali dissidents didnot help Siad Barre very much because
the dissidents continued tooperate, withguerillatactics,
fromwithin the territoryof the country.

Nor had Barre’s detente with Ethiopia leased certain
groups of his erstwhile supporters, and so to try and
neutralize some of the internal opposition tohis recent
action, andparticularly toplacate the Ogaden fighters, the
Government coopted a number of leaders of the Western
Somalia Liberation Front . For instance, a former president
of the WSLF was appointed ambassador to an Arab country.

Just as Mohamed Ibrahim Egal had signed the Arusha
Memorandum of Understanding with Kenya on the NFD in
1967, and Hassan Guled Abtidon and company had
prevented union of the former French Somaliland with the
rest in 1977, Mohamed Siad signed an agreement with
Mengistu Haile Mariam abandoning the Ogaden in 1986. In
short, by 1986 the Somali leaders had unofficially and
indirectly renouncedall claimtoour ‘missingterritories’ .

Recent events in the Horn has brought new leaders to
Ethiopia, leaders who were supported in their struggle by
the Somali people. We are hopeful that our brothers who
were subjugated by the earlier tyrannical Ethiopian regimes
may now expect justice.

Meanwhile, for the common people in Somalia by the late
eighties, the struggle for survival hadbecome acute. Alarge
majority of civil servants, whose average income was less
thanUS $ 5.00 amonth, were forced to seek additional
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private work to cope with the burden imposed by growing
inflation. Absenteeism inGovernment of fices increased even
further. The systemwas on the verge of collapse. Corruption
andmalpractices had come full circle fromthe eve of the
military coup in1969.

While themasses were sufferinggreatly, therulingelite
and the members of the upper stratumof the population
were leading an extravagant, luxurious life. They had
everything in abundance. Water and diesel were scarce
commodities for the common man but the tanks of the rich
were always full. The women in high society competed with
each other to acquire the newest model of car toadd to the
collection intheirgarages. Possessionof a Landcruiser was
a special status symbol for those families who were members
of the ruling clan. Their teenage children indulged in racing
sprees, chasingone another through the narrow lanes of the
cityintheir ‘toy’ automobiles. It was not uncommon for them
tobrandishpistols andbegin shooting into the air. And why
not? It was fun, and they couldaffordit.

In 1986, driving fromthe town of Afgoye to the capital,
President Siad had a car accident. Badly injured, he was
rushed to the best hospital in the country—the Police Force
Hospital—the one with a wing reserved for Central
Committee Members of the ruling Somali Revolutionary
Socialist Party (SRSP) .

When he arrived at the hospital he was unconscious. After
17vyearsof hisrule, thebest hospital inthe country didnot
even have oxygen to help him return to consciousness. An
emergency call was made to Kenya, a neighbour with whom
our relations had always beendifficult. Nevertheless, an
ambulance plane with doctors on board was immediately
sent fromNairobi. A second call was made to Saudi Arabia,
and the King also ordered the immediate despatch of a
special aircraft anddoctors. Finally, the President was flown
toSaudi Arabia. Onarrival at Riyadh Hospital he was taken
to the Intensive Care Unit. The President of the Republic
couldnot be treated inhis own country, the country whose
welfare and progress had been inhis hands for 17 years.

Those who knew the real condition of the country were not
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at all surprised. Our hospitals were poorlymaintained, and
life-saving drugs and equipment were either in short supply
orwerenot availableat all. If thiswas themedical situation
inthe capital, what could one expect inthe interior of the
country? The commonman, of course, knewall this, coulddie
in agony and nobody would notice. But our leaders did not
need to bother themselves with the poor conditions inour
hospitals because they rarely used them. Whenever they or
their families requiredmedical attention they went abroad
at thenation’sexpense.

If the first decade of the Revolution had seen some
tangible achievements, the second decade, since the Ogaden
War, had reflected deteriorationanddecline inevery sector
of natiaal life.

In the 1970s, when Somalia had been a model for
centralized development strategies, and hadbeen host to
countless State visitors and delegates to international
meetings, the capital Mogadishu had the reputation for
being the cleanest cityand, security-wise, the safest inthe
region. But the city which had once been described as ‘the
pearl of the Indian Ocean’ hadbeen reduced to the dirtiest
anddarkest city.

After treatment and recuperationwhich lasteda couple of
months, President Siad returned toMogadishu and resumed
hisduties. Physically, he was not as robust as he had once
been, and the mental shock caused by the accident had also
left himapparentlyhesitant.

When the President met withhis accident in 1986 he was
officially67yearsold, and for hisagehewas strong, fit and
had had tremendous stamina. But after the accident, he
looked much older and weaker. Almighty Allah was very
generous, however. He had saved his 1life. Probably, Allah
wanted himto repent for his vanity and excesses, and ask for
forgiveness. As in 1977, thebest course of actionwouldhave
been for himtoabdicate the Presidency, this time onhealth
grounds. His image was already tarnished severely, and
there was ever-increasing corruption and deterioration in
the law and order situation.

Intheyears since 1977, President Barre had shuffled and
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reshuffledhis Government with cosmetic effect. Those who
were inducted into or removed were always the same old
faces. Evenafterdismissal fromtheirministerial posts, they
were treated like ‘ministerswithout portfolio’, allowed to
keep theirofficial houses, cars, andhouse staff, continuing
toenjoy theirministerial privileges. Most of themwere
sacked and re-appointed several times over the years. One of
the reasons why mistakes could never be corrected was this
lack of real change in the personnel of the leadership. These
cosmetic re-shufflings of the cabinet further undermined the
legitimacy of the entire leadership, including that of
President Barre.

Inprivate, someMinisters had started criticising the
President for his lack of trust in them. Their anger and
frustrationwas fuelled by the President’s increasing
fondness for appointing and deputing members of his own
claninvariousministries, tooversee theactivitiesof hisown
ministers. In due course of time, these Presidential
appointees came to exercise more power and influence than
theministers themselves.

The President’ s appointees were particularly inevidence
in departments dealing with finance and development
projects. It was said that they had beenposted there tomake
aquick fortune. Theyworked, for instance, asbrokers and
middlemen at customs, and at the revenue collection
departments of municipalities. Consequently, no one paid
into the State treasury; everything was bargained and
settledoutside the Statemachinery.

Asaresult, therulingclan found itself isolated fromall
the other clans, includingthose whichwere tribally close to
them.

The public stopped depositing their money in the banks,
because they believed that depositors’ money was being
given to people bringing recommendation letters fromthe
President for ‘bank loans’ . Hundreds of millions of shillings
were being borrowed from the banks without guarantees.
Consequently, the publicdecidednot toput their money in
the banks anymore. It was time for the President tostep in.
He addressed a large public gathering and said that the
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Government couldnot be held responsible for the loss of any
sums of money the people kept in their houses, instead of
depositing inthebanks. Inevitably, thiswas interpretedas
a license for domestic robbery.

Many people found that their bank deposits had
disappeared. Those who owed banks large sums could bribe
bankers to destroy records so that they could escape
repayment of massive debts. The country’ s banking system
had collapsed.

Soon after the President’s speech, the incidence of theft
and burglary sure enough showed a phenomenal increase.
Preposterous as it appeared, trained thieves made use of
their Landcruisers towrench out the steel doors of shops in
thecity.

The people’ s reluctance todeposit their money inbanks
led toanewcrisis. The banks ceased to have enough 1iquid
cash and were forced to adopt apolicy of ‘rationing’, or
restricting the amount a depositor could encash eachday.
For some families, the amount was barely enough for one
meal. Richmencriedout: “*IThavemillions inmy account but
cannot even withdraw enough of my own money to feed my
family.”

The situationwas impossible for the city dwellers. The
banks were only kept open because the Government did not
want todeclare a state of bankruptcy.

There was also an extreme shortage of currency notes,
obliginga large number of people in the city touse cheques—
not a common or usual method of transacting business in
Mogadishu—for the purchase of consumer items. Then, the
value of cheques in the market declined. Shopkeepers or
moneybrokers accepted themonly at a discount, which
ranged from 20 to 30 per cent. The rate of discount was
higher during the weekends and on the eve of holidays. A1l
such transactions were illegal. But sometimes even
government departments made use of the new system.

The growing economic and political problems further
eroded the position and authority of President Siad. Some of
his old colleagues and friends were emboldened enough to
blame him, by inference, for the prablems the country faced.
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At the weeklymeetingof the Council of Ministers, chairedby
himself, the President would raise such innocent questions
as: What is wrong with the people? What is the problem?
What do they want? To which a member of the civilian
segment of the cabinet might timorously reply: We are the
problem. If wego, the situationwill improve. But the former
members of the Revolutionary Council, soldiers toaman,
who had been instrumental in staging the coup would say
that theyhad personally risked their lives during the coup.
While their civilian colleagues had been asleep, they had
taken over power with the help of the gun and by the gun
alone would somebody take it from them.

In the northern part of the country, the Somali National
Movement, consisting of former Ministers, retired and
defectingdiplomats and civil servants, as well as Army
officer whohad defected fromthe Revolutionary regime, was
waging a violent struggle against the armed forces loyal to
President Siad.

In 1988, our self-styled Aabaahii Ummadda Soomaa-
1liyeed, Father of the Somali Nation, ordered the airforce and
artillery tobombard the city of Hargeisa—the second capital
of the country—and Burao city, both in the north, forcing
their inhabitants to flee to the countrysde or across to
neighbouring Ethiopia. There were rumours that he had
hired SouthAfricanmercenaries to fly the MIG jet fighters
that mercilessly bombarded these cities. Thismaynot be as
unbelievable as it sounds, since a teamof white SouthAfri-
canpilots and technicians was working with the Somali MIG
pilotsbased inBaidoa.

Theairforceandtheartilleryleftnot asinglebuilding, not
even a mosque, untouched. The troops then mined the whole
cityand its surroundings, todestroy and deter returning
citizens. Yet, the Somali National Movement continued its
fight against the regime. The people’ s anger and hurt was too
deep.

In Mogadishu, a popular joke which reflected the
desperate situation inthe country, went somethinglike this:

The President called forhisbarber, aReer Hamar, todress
hishair. While the barber was doinghis job the following
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conversation took place between them.

Barber: Aabe Siad, may I ask a question, Sir?
President: Yes, what is it?

Barber: What's all the excitement in the countryside?
President: You Hamaris never understand anything. It's
just the regional games. What else did you think?
Barber: Ch, very interesting. Then aren’t the finals going
tobe in the capital?

Ashispositionweakened, Siadbarre surrounded himself
withhis closerelatives, appointingthemtoall the important
posts. During this difficult period in the history of our
country, the frequency of foreign tours by the relatives of
Siad, andbyhisministers, increased sharply. Some of them
bought houses or apartments in Western countries and
settledthere.

Witheverypassingday, tensions inthe country increased.
The Government was facing massive opposition, both from
within and outside the country. There was a resurgence of
political activities. Astherewereno traditional places for
political meetings, people started organizing themselves in
themosques, speciallyonFridays. The Government triedto
intimidate the religious elements and described them in
derogatory terms as fundamentalists. Some of them were
called inby the Security Service fordaily interrogation.
Undaunted by the Government policy of intimidation, the
religious groups continued to send secret messages to be
delivered inmosques on Fridays throughout the country.

In 1989 Monsignor Colombo, the chief priest of the Roman
Catholic Church of Mogadishu was gunned down in the
grounds of the cathedral, and the killer escaped. The
Government announced a reward of fivemillion Somali
shillings for informationonthekiller. It appearedtothe
people that the Government gave more value to the 1ife of one
‘unbeliever’ than to the many Somalis who were dyingdaily
at the hands of criminals or the security forces.

Inreaction to the Government’s offer, an underground
organization inthe capital announced a rewardof 10million
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Somali Shillings for information on whoever claimed the
Government reward.

Father Colombo had been in the country for over forty
years. Many international organizations consideredhiman
expert on Somali affairs. Though the leaders didnot go tothe
Church for confession, Padre Colombo was believed to have
known all their sins. The motives and the identity of the
assassin (s) of Bishop Colombo have still not been estab-
lished.

The reaction of the Security Service was to arrest a
number of religious people on suspicion, accusing themof
fanaticismor fundamentalism. Appeals to the Government
for their release went unheeded. So, religious groups decided
to organize a peaceful demonstration in support of the
arrestedpeople. The demonstrationwas tobe heldonFriday,
following the main mid-day prayers at the mosque. The
Government, however, received information about the plan
and decided to suppress it by force. Accordingly, on 14 July
1989, the Security Forces armed with automatic weapons
surrounded the mainmosques in the capital, including the
Mosque of Shaikh Ali Sufi. A large number of people had
come to offer prayers at thisMosque. Except for the old and
infirmwho were carrying their walking sticks, most of the
worshippers were unarmed. Yet, they were ready to face the
guns. Immediately after the prayers, the people began
shouting, “AllahuAkbar”, “AllahuAkbar”, (God is Great,
God isGreat) .

As soon as they came out of the Mosques, they were met
withbullets fromautomatic weapons. Many fell, others of
the crowd dispersedhelter-skelter indifferent directions.
The provocation by the soldiers heightened the resolve of
some protesters. Mayhem raged in the streets for several
hours. Houses in the Hodan and Casa Popolare areas of the
citywere searched at gunpoint and families terrorised and
intimidatedby the soldiers. What happened on that day was
anightmare for the residents of Mogadishu.

Despite the firing, the people continued their protests
with greater determination and vigour. The sound of the
bullets couldbe heard around the city, likerain, fallingon
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corrugated iron roofs. An unknown number of people were
eitherkilledor injured on that day. That day, whenMuslims
all over the world were observing their holy day, the
Government in Somaliawas once againbrutallykillingits
own people.

In Somalia it seemed that the lives of human beings had
no value at all—that every other thing had become
expensive except for life. Shortlyafter the Mosque shooting,
another horrifying event, the massacre of 41 men at the
beach of Jesira, 14 kilometers fromMogadishu, took place.
The victims, sleeping in their homes, were rounded up at
about three in the morning by gunmen who took them away
intwowaiting lorries. Indiscriminate arrests had become
common practice. The victims might optimistically have
thought they were being forcibly conscripted, and being
taken to the nearbymilitary training camp at Dhanaane.
Residents in the neighbourhood, hearinga commotion, were
unlikely tobrave coming out of their houses to check what
was goingon.

The people arrested did not of fer any resistance because
their captors were well armed. They were driven towards
Jesira whichwas in the same direction as the Dhanaane
military camp, but they didnot suspect foul play. However,
thistime it was tobe quitedifferent. After passingJesira
village, the lorries stopped in the middle of nowhere and
unloaded ‘the passengers’ who were ordered to sit on the
sand and put their hands behind their heads. The gunmen
opened fire, massacringall.

After themass killing, the victims were buried under the
sand. The gunmen hurriedly left the scene of the crime, but
unknowingly, they had left one lucky victimstill alive.
Though injures he had feigneddead, andafter thekillershad
left emerged from the sandy mass grave. After washing the
blood and sand of £ himself in the seanearby, he startedback
onfoot tothecity.

He reported tohisbrother-in-law, ahigh-rankingofficial,
what had happened to the others. The brother-in-law in turm
rushed to the politbureau member in charge of National
Security—himself the son-in-law of the President. Along
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witha fewelders of the capital, he approached the President
to informhimof the ghastly killings. The President is
reported tohave refused tobelieve the story. Inany case, as
there was no accountability, nobody was brought tobook.

Youngmenof certaintribal affiliations couldnot sleep safely
intheir ownbeds, and shifted everynight torelativeswith
neutral-clanor ruling-clan comections forprotection.

This horrific incident, ghastly as it was, was only
indicative of the wretchedness of 1life in Somalia, and
somethinghad tobreak. President Siadbarre had long since
lost touch with the people. Work in Government Ministries
and offices had come to a grinding halt. There was no
stationery, typewriterswere put aside for lack of paper and
ribbon, people printed their ownofficial letter-heads on
which they typed official letters and they made the rubbers
stamps they needed to authenticate these documents.

Somaliahaddevelopedado-it-yourself survival strategy.
The Government had become an irrelevance.



CHAPTER XV

The Manifesto

InMay 1990, a group of businessmen, intellectuals,
professionals andpoliticians appealed to the President to
resign so that the country couldbe saved. They sent hima
memorandum—"'Manifesto Numero Uno’ signed by 114
persons, on 15May 1990. Among other things, it proposed
that 13 of the signatoriesbenominated toan interimcouncil
torun the countryuntil elections were held. The significance
of some aspects of the presentation of the Manifestowere not
lost on those who understood the situation, for example:
There are 114 suras in the Koran;

15 May was the foundation date of the Somali Youth
Club which later became the Somali Youth League—
the main party of the independence movement ;

There were 13 founding members of the SYC.

I was then in Mogadishu on a short visit following my
father’s death which had occurred a few days before. The
whole city was talking about the Manifesto. People were
wondering what would happen to the signatories who
includednational luminaries andpersonalities suchas2den
Abdulle Osman the first President, Ismail Jimale, Ali Mahdi,
IbrahimAbyan ‘Madoobe’ and many others of note.

My conjecture was that Siad himself had asked the elders
to send to him such a memorandum, and intended it for his
own use or purpose—perhaps touse it as an excuse to resign,
on the pretext that he had been asked by the elders tohand
over power to them, or togain time, or to come up with new
ideas. Hewas awily fox, capable of anything. During those
days, Siadheld frequent meetings withvarious politicians
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who were advisinghimto relinquishhis position and save
the country fromtotal disaster.

It did seem tome, however, that there were only two
possible outcomes: one, was that he would relinguish power
as proposed by the Manifesto, or two, that he would hold on
topower and order the arrest of all the signatories of the
Memorandum on the grounds that they were all corrupt
people whom he had toppled in the Revolution and who were
creating trouble inorder to regainpower.

However, it wasnot really sucha straightforward choice.
Past experience should have warned us that he would never
resign. He had not relinquished power on two previous
occasions for the sake of theunity, integrityandpeace of the
country, sowhy shouldhe do sonow? The first time, hemight
have resigned and been considered a hero; the second time,
his accident might have earned him some public sympathy.
Now, it was difficult to see how he could salvage anything
positiveof hispersonal legacy. Regarding the altermative of
arresting the authors of the Manifesto, it became suddenly
clear that the Revolutionhadno teeth left for suchaction.
Not only were the Somalis pressing himtogo. Countries
considered friendly towards him, like the USA, Italy and
Egypt, were also impressing upon him the need to let the
people organize themselves, and to this end they offered
their good offices tomediate between himand the opposition
groups. But Siad Barre refused to listen to anybody.

Somalis all over the country were praying for his removal
frompower by one means or another, and to see and end to
his tyramnical rule whichhad become intolerable.

On 2 June, the Italian Embassy held a reception to
celebrate itsnational day. The Ttalian Ambassador, I suppose
with the full knowledge and consent of his Government,
invited all the signatories and promoters of Manifesto
Numero Uno to attend. When the regime came to know of the
invitations, it ordered the Security Service tostopall
Somalis except for Ministers fromentering the Italian
Embassy. The Security people entered the embassy with
walkie-talkies andplacedplain-clothed personnel at both
gates of the premises.
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The Manifesto Group anticipated their arrests, but were
prepared to face any consequences. By attending the
reception they would be challenging the President, who
could retaliate harshly. Many of the group were well aware
of conditions inprison, havingalreadybeenthereaspolitical
prisonersof Siad.

At the rear entrance to the embassy, the guards didnot
stop anyone. At the front, the Police and Security stopped
everybody. They had been told by their superiors that only
theMinisters shouldbe permitted toenter. Interpretingthe
order literally tomean that onlyWazirs couldpass, theytried
toprevent Ministers of State andVice Ministers, and other
senior officials suchasdirectors general fromentering the
embassy . However, sinceneither the securityofficersnorthe
police seemed able to recognize by face the different
personalities, and in spite of their best bungled efforts,
Security failed to stop the Manifestopeople fromattending
the Reception.

The Ttalian Ambassador was annoyed at what the Somali
Government had done . His guestswerealsohighly critical of
the securityofficers’ behaviour.

The Americans and Italians who were hosting opposition
groups intheir countries, were trying topersuade Siad Barre
toemerge fromthe crisispeacefully. Eventually, he agreed to
send adelegationtoCairo, toparticipate inameetingwith
representatives of opposition groups, and with Egypt and
Italymediating. But, just before the departure of the
delegation to the Egyptian capital, most of the Manifesto
Group were arrested. While some blamed the President for
ordering theirarrest, others thought theyhadbeenarrested
at the behest of some of the President’s men who were
opposed to any meeting with the opposition groups.

Conflicting reports were circulating inthe capital about
the President’swillingness torelinquishpower. Some held
that whereas he was willing tohand over to the President of
theNational Assembly and pave the way for a transition, his
family and friends were dissuading him from doing so
because they anticipated adverse consequences for their
own future positions. Meanwhile, the nation eagerly
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awaited his response to The Manifesto.

InJuly 1990, President Siad Barre appeared onnational
television toaddress the nation on the occasion of Eid Al
Adha. The Government generally used such occasions as
Independence Day, Eid al Fitr or Eid al Adha to announce
reprieves and ammesties topolitical prisoners. Therefore,
the people expected such an overture fromthe President, as
agesture of reconciliationwith the proposers of reform.

Contrary to all such expectations, the President
announced that the signatories of the Manifestobelonged to
the former corrupt regime which the Revolution had
toppled, and he had decided toput themon trial before a
Special court.

Whoever it was who had advised him on such a
confrontational course had set himonadifficult path, which
wasneither inhis interest nor in the interest of thenation.

I had been appointed Ambassador to the Republic of India
in June 1989. Besides India, I amalso accredited to the
Republic of Sri Lanka and the Republic of Singapore. This is
my third consecutive posting as Ambassador.

I invited the Somalis living in India to the embassy for an
informal get-together. I told themthat the embassy woulddo
everything to help them, and advised them to form an
association, with representatives who could come to the
embassy todiscuss their problems. Besides students, there
was alsoa small community of Somalis resident inDelhi.

We were there to help themas much as we could. Their
main problemhas always related topassports. In the past,
the embassy has exempted full-time students frompaying
Consular fees. But, later in the revolutionary era, the
Government changed the rules and instructed embassies to
charge fees of everyone, including students. In 1989, the
Government decided to change all passports, and instructed
all embassies tochargeUS $ 100.00 instead of US $20.00, to
be paid inAmericandollars. The circular instructing the
embassies was signed by the President himself and not by
theMinister of Foreign Affairs or by the Director in charge
of passports. The instructionalso stipulated that the fees
received fromthe passports shouldbe remitted to anaccount
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inaBank in Dubai, in the United Arab Emirates.

It was unusual for us to send State funds to abank in the
UAE. In the past we had sent revenues to the Ministry of
ForeignAffairs, and in turn the Ministry sent it to the
Revenue Office. As soon as the embassy received the
President’s circular I wrote totheMinistry emphasizing the
need tomake an exception for students, who should either
have their fee waived or reduced. The fees proposed in the
circular were in any case five times higher than those being
charged inMogadishu. It was, moreover, illegal in Indiaas
elsewhere for people to transact in foreign currency outside
the banking system.

Until a reply tomy letter was received the embassy had to
follow instructions. However, we decided to charge the fees
inlocal currency instead of US dollars, whichwouldbe very
difficult for the students toadbtain.

InMay 1990, while in Mogadishu, I called on the
President as was usual . After briefinghimon the general
situation inthe country I was accredited to, I mentioned the
new rules on passport fees which I had been trying to
convince the authorities toamend.

“Go and speak to the Minister of Finance, ” he said tome.
I toldhimthat since his signature was on the circular, the
Finance Minister was likely to send me back tohim.

He was wearing dark glasses and I couldnot seehis eyes.
I had known him since 1972, when I first met him in China
onhisofficial visit there, but had never found him so
indifferent tomatters. Iwas sitting in front of himinhis
small office inthe villa which the Ttalians had called La
Foresteria. I was wondering whether he realizedhe had
signed the circular ornot. Inthe last fewyears, it was said,
his trusted advisors were misusing his confidence in them.

“0.K. Seeme before you return to India, ” he said.

I went to see himagain at the beginning of July 1990,
three days before my departure for New Delhi. He was
sittingin the gardenwhere he generally receivedvisitors. I
sat down and told him I was ready to return tomy post. I
remained him that I was waiting for an answer about the
passport fees. He had not remembered, as there were so
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many other serious problems he was faced with. When I
repeated what I had said, he askedme what I thought. I said
that I favoured auniformrate forall nationals, at home or
abroad. I knew that every Somali who lived abroad was not
rich. Many of themcouldbarely afford their daily food. He
agreed that, until I received further instructions I should
collect the fees at the rate being charged inMogadishu. I do
not know why I bothered, because each embassy apparently
didwhat it wanted, but it ismy way to establishand follow
procedures.

That was the last time I met President Siad. I had found
hima changedman. Once, he used to crack jokes and engage
in lively repartee with his guests. Now he appeared
preoccupied, or tohave lost interest. Once he functionedas
a leader with authority. However, inhis final years he
delegated power to those fromwhomhe could strip it most
easily. He was weak, and those he trusted were also soweak
that they could not even control their messengers.

Finally, what happened to him is best expressed in the
Somali proverb which says:

Nin liita har kuuma jiido
A weak person cannot carry you to the shade.



CHAPTER XVI

The End of a Dream

1990 was avery crucial year for Somalia. It was clear toevery
sensible person that the country would either be plunged
into civil war or a solution to the problemof the President
would have tobe found. Meanwhile, to sustain himself in
power he was repeatedly changing prime ministers, and
ultimately promised constitutional reforms to include the
introductionof amiltiparty system.

The Presidential armed guards continued to harass the
people, indulging in criminal acts of rabberyandkillingof
innocent people. Violence gradually engulfed the entire
country'.

The barber’ s joke about the finalsbeingplayedout inthe
capital was proving prophetic. Anumber of armed groups
sneaked into the capital, carrying heavy machine guns,
artillerypieces and even rocket launchers.

As the opposition forces seemed to have gained the upper
hand over what couldbe termed the President’s ‘private
troops’, comprisingas theydidhis own tribesmen, he called
for a ceasefire and offerednegotiations. In 1988 he hadbeen
able tohire South Africanmercenary pilots todestroy the
second capital of the Republic and other parts of the
Northern Region. Towards the end of his reign, he enjoyed
the support of onlyhis tribal forces, all othershavingalready
abandoned him. The opposition groups rejectedhis offer of
negotiations and insisted on his removal from the Somali
political scene. By this stage the entire populationof the
country supported the opposition. All the President’s
supporters, except his family, deserted himandwere fleeing
the country in search of safety.

Yet, he stubbornly refused toheed the advice of friendly
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countries, the growing demands of the people and the
appeals of the elders to relinquish power. Withbravado, he
threatened he would fight tohold on to the last inch of
territory. He said that if the opposition captured the
Kaaraan District of the capital, he would withdraw to
Bondhere District. He would never surrender, whatever the
consequences. On Sunday, 30, December 1990, the
opposition forces in the capital launched amajor assault on
various positions andbases of the Government.

Siad Barre’s generals had informed him that the
oppositionguerrillas were equippedwithonly a few light
armaments . When he heard the sound of heavy shells falling
nearby, he knewwhat kind of guns were actuallybeing fired.
He is reported tohave said to the trusties whowerewithhim
“Why did you tell me they had only small guns?”

He brought reinforcements of loyal troops from the
interior, but they could not help him. In the midst of the
fighting, whichcontinued for several days, theelderstriedto
work out a ceasefire, togivehiman opportunity toabdicate.

Finally, about amonth later, on the eveningof January 27,
1991, a Sunday, President Mohamed Siad Barre fled in
disgrace from the Presidency—the Madaxtooyada—hidden
inamilitarytank. It was the finals of the Regional Games,
and Siad’s teamlost.



Postscript

All over the country there was enthusiastic support for the
struggle to overthrow the regime because, except for Siad
Barre’s close relatives and friends, everyone had suffered
one way or another under his tyrannical rule.

The oppositionmovements, promising justice, equality
and democracy, took over the country. Mohamed Siad Barre
was compelled to flee the capital, drivenout by forces of the
United Somali Congress (USC) . In the North the Somali
National Movement (SNM) liquidated the remnants of his
regime fromthe region.

The leaders who took over power in Mogadishu without
prior consultationwith the different groups who had fought
against the regime of Siad Barre unexpectedly and
unilaterally appointed Ali Mahdi Mohamed, a prominent
businessman, as interimpresident.

Bearing in mind the nature of the struggle an armed
struggle which had been waged by various groups for longer
or shorter periods of time it was an immature step not to
consult. Consequently, most of the neglected groups raised
theirvoicesagainst thishastydecision.

To calmdown the popular protest, the interimPresident
proposed to convene an all-party conference todiscuss the
situation. Almost all themain organized groups rejected the
proposal and demanded his resignation. Meanwhile, the
fightingwhichhadengulfed the capital inthe final days of
Siad continued unabated, and the self-appointed interim
government was unable to stop it. People who were
suspected of having connections with the tribe of Siad were
hounded and killed. The violence degenerated into anarchy.

Armed desperados unleashed an unimaginable spectacle
of mass killing and destruction on the city. Life became
brutal, short andnasty. Peoplebegan fleeing fortheir lives
to the countryside, some attempting toget to the safetyof
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their tribal homelands, others todifferent townsand, if they
didnot find any escape fromviolence there either, were
rushingback towards the capital.

Those who could manage were fleeing to the neighbouring
countries of Kenya and Ethiopia, on foot, by car, and by sea
insmall fishingboats. They did so at great risk; inone
incident alone, hundreds of them were drowned when the
overloaded boat they were escaping in capsized off the
Kenyan coast near Mombasa.

Inthe face of all this trouble the Government of Ali Mahdi
couldnot make its presence felt. It issuedadecree calling
upon the people to return all looted State property to the
Government store. Culprits not heeding the call were
threatened with long-term imprisonment . The decree also
called on those who had i1legally occupied houses of other
people tovacate them immediately. But tonoavail.

While retreating fromthe capital, Mohamed Siad Barre’s
soldiers destroyed whatever they could on their way to the
interiorpart of the country, whichwas their tribal homeland.
The resistance groups whichhad replaced the Siad regime in
the southernpart of the country failed todiscipline their
fighters and restore lawand order. The resistance groups in
the north were more successful inbringing about a domestic
calm, and families who had fled from Siad’ s repression to
refugee camps in Ethiopia began returning home, hoping to
re-buildtheirlives.

InMogadishu, hooligans and anarchists went ona looting
spree. They spared nothing, whether banks, government
offices, schools, orprivate houses. Since theyhadnovalue,
bundles of currency notes were thrown on the streets, as
were office documents. Typewriters, chairs, tables, and
anythingelse of value were stolen.

Inour collective anger, we didnot differentiate between
the national property and the property of the individuals
who had held power and against whom our anger was being
vented. Instead of protecting State property as national
assets, werecklesslydestroyed it as if it were the propertyof
our enemies.

It is well-known that Mohamed Siad Barre played one
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clan against the other in order to rule over all. But the
opposition, which forcedhimtorunaway, itself continuedhis
evil designs. People had a right to expect that after his
departure a new leadership would make attempts to resolve
the problems afflicting the nation in a democratic manner,
but their hopeswerebelied.

The leaders have failed to formulate a coherent policy.
There is no consensus among them on the form of
administration they should adopt. Individuals are busy
promoting their own selfish interests at the cost of the
indescribable sufferingof the pecple.

On 18 May 1991, the Somali National Movement in the
north of the country declared its independence from
Mogadishu, and proclaimed the formation of what it called
‘the Republic of Somaliland’. The Somali National
Movement refused to attend the reconciliation talksheld in
Djibouti inJune, statingthat ‘The Republic of Somaliland’
would deal with the South as a neighbouring state.

Since 1960, when former British Somaliland and former
Ttalian Somalia united as one country, they hadkept the
candle burning for the eventual freedomandunificationof
all Somalis. With the recent secessionof thenorthermregion,
and the celebration in 1991 of a separate Independence Day
bynorthern Somalia, the Somalis’ national dreamof uniting
the five Somali regions under one flag lay totally shattered.

Ttistrulyirvonicand indeedtragicthat, if thepoliciesof our
colonial masters are compared with those pursued by our
own leaders, we are left with serious disappointments, and
a catalogue of missed opportunities and lost chances. We
have committed atrocities—untold atrocities—against
ourselves. It was the colonialist, Mr. Bevin, who once
advocated the cause of unitingall the Somalis intoaGreater
Somaliland. Yet our leaders, since independence in 1960,
successively, eithergave away or created conditions todivide
all the territories whichwe claimedours.

The most unfortunate part of the story is that Somaliahas
failed toproduce honest leaders. Our leaders havebeen self-
ishand avaricious, even embezzling and misappropriating
the meagre assistance given to us by our friends and former
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colonial powers. We were always ready to hurl abuse on
outsiders for the sadplight inwhichwe found curselves, and
much of the blame iswell-placed. But dowe ever dare admit
our ownmistakes or evaluate our history objectively? Inthe
five decades of the history of our statehood which is covered
inmy narrative we have travelled a road which had brought
us down to zero.

The Siad regime perpetrated a reign of oppression,
especiallyduring the secondhalf of its 21 yearrule. Must his
successors repeat what he did to the people and country, or
should they try to heal the wounds that his regime has
inflicted on us? Have we given due thought to where the
policyof vengeance and fratricidal actionwill leadus?

Yet, weare still engaged ina relentlesspower struggle. In
spite of the fact that hundreds of thousands of people have
beenkilled in this power struggle we have still not learnt
anything. Unless the warring groups can agree that all must
participate inpower-sharing, inademocratic way, there
cannot be any peace. If today, one group usurps power
through violence, another groupwill certainly do the same
tomorrow.

Somalia, almost two years from the ousting of Siad,
presents apicture of abattlefield—deadbodies lying inthe
streets, the injured, disabled andmaimed crying formercy.

Inthe violent fightingbetween the rival groups, which
took place inMogadishu in the latter half of November 1991,
thousands are reported to have died, most of them innocent
civilians, children andwomen caught inthe crossfire.

Dr. SamToussie, one of the medical doctors sent by the
International Committee of the Red Cross, described the
situation inMogadishu in the following chillingwords:

‘T have been inwars for eight years, and I have never seen
aslaughter like this. Weweregetting 150 casualtiesadayat
one hospital. Seventy five per cent were children and we
were losing five persons anhour. We had parents coming into
the hospital compound armed’ .

Inits Press Release on 29 November, 1991, the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross said:

‘The situation in Somalia isahumandisaster of the first
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magnitude. Fighting continues unabated in Mogadishuwith
heavy shellingand continuous gun fire.

‘There are thousands of wounded, including many women
and children. Large numbers of themare not treated in
hospital because of lack of securityand the impossibility of
transferring them. The medical infrastructure is quite
inadequate to cope with the extreme emergency of the
situatim.’

The Press Release concluded by appealing to the rival
groups to take all possiblemeasures to facilitate the work of
relief workers andmedical teams in Mogadishu and to help
in evacuating the wounded.

Al1 those who have wished to leave their names inhistory
and who have only used force to achieve it, have created
misery formillions in the lands they have governed. Only a
small plot of land 6ft x 2ft finallybelonged to themby right.
And some recent dictators have even been denied little
graves in their homelands.

An Indian Professor friend remarked tome recently,
“Tyrants have come and tyrants have gone. The power of the
ruler comes from the people and when the ruler forgets the
source of his power and thinks it is inherent inhim, he
becomes a tyrant, eventually tobe crushedby the source of
his ownpower.”

Mengistu is gone. Siad is gone. Ceaucescu of Romania
toppledandkilled. Earlier the Shahof Tranhad toleave, and
Iddi Amin of Uganda. Marcos of the Philippines too is gone.
Any leader who follows their example will do so to the final
chillingend.

Even if any of the rival groups wins the genocidal war in
my country, it is likely to result in a re-emergence of
tyrannical dictatorship, the survival of whichwill be
dependent on brute power rather than the freewill of the
pecple.

Is there no escape for us fromthis purgatory? Are we
destined toplay thisbarbaric gameuntil we all perish? Oh
Allah, have mercy upon us. If what is happening inmy
country is divine punishment, we pray You to test usnomore,
and help us instead to reorganize our national life ina
peaceful way. Amen.
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