












































47 1 GABAY-YAYIR: A SOMALI MOCK HEROIC SONG 

the followers of the infidels, 
There Corfield and his interpreters were 

slain.62 

IV. Parody: And with musical connoisseurs among us, we 
had no difficulty in sending promptly for 
the singers 

Then the Allah-supported singer entertained 
us with his [lecherous] voice, 

And the twang of the lute and the rumble of 
the tam-tam was heard . . . 

And in conversation we continued to  court 
the girls . . . 

And with groans as of torrential rains we 
moaned late into the night! 

The "twang of the lute" and the "rumble of the tam-tam," sym- 
bols of entertainment, are designed to  mimic the "rumble and 
thunder" of the maxim guns in the original. Then there are the 
groans and moans of the libertine horde modelled on the groans 
and moans of the "decimated horde" of infidels in the original. 

V. Original: Ten plump camels which have just calved, 
And ten, just conceived, well serviced by the 

mighty he-camel, 
And ten milch ones, with which I was spe- 

cially assisted, 
And the one63 which is mine when the herds 

are assembled [to be divided] -
To speak truthfully and wisely- 
That many we have brought to the ~ a r u n ~ ~  

V. Parody: Then two plump beauties that seemed next of 
kin to  the Turk 

And two who looked like the (houris)65 of 
heaven, 

And two who, to  speak wisely, shone like 
fluorescent lights, 

And the one66 who is mine when I am in a 
mood for self-gratification- 

These many, stately of gait and gracious of 
step, 

Wearing the loose tobe6' and brilliant sashes 
round their waists, 
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And with hair just combed. They extended 
their hands for salaams. 

VI. Original: 	 And we gathered the herds, warding off the 
infidels with rifle fire, 

And over the multitude of collected camels 
I sang with gladness! 

That afternoon by a prolonged march we 
took the camels t o  Buuhoodle wells, 

And in the night he who had stamina kept 
the wakeful vigil. 

VI. Parody: 	 And some boys there were (among us) whose 
ways we did not approve . . . 

But against the fence we jabbed the hardened 
spears, 

Yet the touch of the plant renders me 
feeble,68 

That night he who had stamina gained his 
intent! 

In the heroic song, the camels "are gathered" in the kraal and 
the infidels "warded off with fire." In the parody, the girls are 
gathered and the poet and his dissolute company brag of having 
"jabbed their hardened spears against the fence" in self-evident 
imitation of the fire that the Dervishes rained on the British from 
the kraal fence. 

Here, however, an interesting sideshow develops: in his eager- 
ness to  present a line-by-line imitation of the original, the mock 
singer entangles himself in a sudden twist of irony, in his own 
humor. The logic of mimicry forces him to  confess to  a weakness. 
Thus he laments: "But the touch of the plant renders me feeble," 
and in doing so scores a hilarious point with his hearers, who are 
likely t o  share with him the intimate knowledge of the depressive 
effect the Qaat herb produces on the sexual prowess of some peo- 
ple. The stratagem allows him not only to  achieve his intent of 
comic humor, but also to  level with his audience on the frailty of 
the human physique. In the admission to  frailty man gains 
strength and the technique of 'Abdisalaam's self-exoneration is 
ingenious enough: he seeks the justification for his "feebleness" 
on the same ground that the original poet sought his, namely, 
sheer physical fatigue. Thus, where the Dervish poet sang, after a 
furious day-long battle, "And in the night, he who had stamina 
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kept the wakeful vigil," the burlesquer mimicks, "That night he 
who had stamina," that is to  say, he who was not overwhelmed by 
the potent effects of the herb, "gained his intentu-as if to  apolo- 
gize to  his male-dominated hearers for failing them in that mo- 
ment of truth when masculinity itself was put to  the t e s ~ ~ ~  

The poet, though, succeeds in discharging his prime obligation: 
entertaining the audience. Humor is what his audience wants and 
he provides it in plenty by magnifying such a light subject as the 
gratification of his sensuousness on so ambitious a scale. That he 
succeeds in achieving this in a poem of no more than thirty-nine 
lines bespeaks the power of his craftsmanship. 

NOTES 

1.  This essay is based on a paper submitted a t  an ethnomusico- 
logical conference at the University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana, 
April, 1979. 

2. First Footsteps in  East a Africa, v. 1 (London: Tylston 
and Edwards, 1894), p. 82 

3 .  The observation comes from H. Munro Chadwick and N. 
Kershaw Chadwick whose monumental three-volume work, The 
Growth of  Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1932, p.x) is considered a major contribution t o  the subject. 

4. La Lingua ~omala-s trumento  d'Insegnamento Profes- 
sionale (Alessandria: Ferrari, Occella & Co., 195 3). 

5 .  A Tree for Poverty (Nairobi: Eagle Press, 1954). 
6. Somali Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964). 
7. Somali Government, The Somali Peninsula: New Light o n  

Imperial Motives (London: Staples Printers, 1963),p.v. 
8. The ratio of nomadic to  urban Somalis has not as yet been 

reduced to reliable statistics, but the official guess is two nomads 
for each urban person. 

9. The Benaadiris essentially make up the four coastal, south- 
ern Somali towns of Mogadishu, Merca, Brava, and Kismayo. Un- 
like other Somalis, the Benaadiris have been an urban community 
for centuries and are distinguishable from the pastoral Somalis 
by linguistic and economic differences. 

10. For a discussion of some of these forms, see Andrzejewski 
and Lewis, Somali Poetry, pp. 46-5 1. 

11. Ibid., p. 49. 
12. Laurence, A Tree for Poverty, pp. 1-2. 
13. For a brief discussion of 'Ilmi Boodari and Hodon, the 

Romeo and Juliet of Somali folklore, see ibid., pp. 40-44. 
14. These include 'Abdi Qays who spent time in jail in 1975 
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for his alleged composition of an antigovernment piece; Abmad 
IsmaaC iil Diiriye (Qaasim), a talented northern Somali versifier 
who has been in exile for some time now for his alleged composi- 
tion of witty antiregime satires; and Hadraawi who, following the 
composition of his heavily metaphysical and highly popular work, 
"On the Scene of a Slaughtered Camel" (Hal La Qalay Raqdee- 
daa), was banished to  a remote village in western Somalia where 
he continues to  be under house arrest. 

15. Also called "Chaat"; the scientific name of the species is 
Catha edulis. 

16. This note and similar ones below are based on nine months 
of field work (1976-1977) in Somalia and Kenya that I conducted 
as part of Ph.D. dissertation research in history at Northwesrern 
University. The project was funded jointly by the Social Science 
Research Council and Northwestern's graduate school. The part 
of these notes (hereafter t o  be called fieldnotes) used for this essay 
will be cited as follows: first, I cite the name of the informant, 
then the nature of the material that I identify by the word field- 
note, then the place and date of the interview. Thus, in the present 
example, we have: Sheikh JaamaC 'Urnar 'Iisse, Fieldnotes, Moga- 
dishu, April 8 ,  1977. 

17. Sheikh 'Aaqib 'Abdullahi JaamaC, Fieldnotes, Mogadishu, 
May 5,1977. 

18. Al-Haaj Saciid 'Ali of BurCo, Fieldnotes, May 10,  1977. 
19. Ibid. 
20. Yuusuf Meygaag Samatar, Fieldnotes, Mogadishu, January 

30, 1977. 
21. Mahammad Haaji uuseen "Sheeka-Hariir" (Hereafter, Man 

of Beautiful Story), Fieldnotes, Mogadishu, February 13, 1977. 
22. Ibid. 
23. Mahammad Khaliif Salaad, Fieldnotes, Mogadishu, February 

15,  1977. 
24. In Chapter 5 of my history dissertation at Northwestern Uni- 

versity, 1978-1 979. 
25. Somali poets, as a rule, do not give titles t o  their poems, a 

job which falls to their memorizers and commentators. I derived 
the present title from the line, "And even to  ancient Rome the 
news has been dispatched, that he has burned the infidels' home- 
stead." 

26. Man of Beautiful Story, Fieldnotes, Mogadishu, February 
17,  1977. In the ethos of pastoral warfare, it is considered essen- 
tial for raiding warriors to  include a poet. The poet's task is t o  
pray for the success of the expedition and t o  curse the enemy 
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clan (Yu'asho). Should the warriors succeed in carrying off in loot 
the stock of their enemies, the poet was given, in recognition of 
his poetic skills, an extra camel (called the poet's camel) in addi- 
tion to  his regular share of the booty. 

27. With the exception of limited, quite recent innovations, all 
pastoral verse uses alliteration, a feature so regular that it can even 
be recognized by a reader who is unacquainted with the language. 
In my translation, however, I have not attempted to adopt an allit- 
erative scheme for the English version, a task that would be too 
demanding and too involved for the limited objectives of this 
essay. 

28. Taleeb: capital of the Dervishes in northern Somalia. 
29. Sayyid: honorific title of the leader of the Dervishes, 

Mahammad 'Abdille Hasan. 
30. Sibraar: a skin container used by pastoralists to  preserve 

and transport milk. 
3 1 .  Berbera: seat of the British colonial administration. 
32. Badly hobbled camel: British transport camels carrying 

ammunition and other military logistics, which the British appar- 
ently left behind when they fell back. 

3 3. Corfield: commander of the British troops. 
34. Buuhoodle wells: a cluster of wells about a hundred miles 

southeast of BurCo in the country of the Dulbahante clan in 
northern Somalia. 

35 .  Valley of Nugaal: the well-watered Nugaal Valley is in the 
heartlands of traditional Dulbahante country in northeastern 
Somalia. 

36. 'Aduur: a rich pasture plain in the Nugaal. 
37. Tagaabeeye and Haylaawe: a cluster of hills and gullies in 

the Nugaal valley. 
3 8.  Dariiqa (Arabic for order) : headquarters of the Dervishes. 
39. The one: the poet's camel; see note 26. 
40. Harun: the word for capital in Somali, referring t o  Taleeb, 

the Dervish capital. 
41. Iimay: town on the headwaters of the Shabeelle River in 

southern Ethiopia. 
42. Al-Haaj SaCiid 'Ali, Fieldnotes, BurCo, Somalia, May, 

1977. 
43. I have my own misgivings as to  the sheer physical achieva- 

bility of giving such a long poem extemporaneously. My doubts 
have repeatedly been dispelled though by pastoral powers of 
memory and by other feats in memorization. 

44. The immediate circumstances that inspired 'Abdisalaam to 
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compose his brilliant satire seem to concern the battle of the young 
and old Somali generations. According to  local accounts, the elder 
Muuse Galaal chanted the Dervish poem before an audience of 
young people and challenged his listeners, somewhat patroniz- 
ingly, to  interpret the poem for him. Muusa's intention was to  
embarrass his young audience by exposing their ignorance publicly 
and hence establish the superiority of the old to  the young. 'Abdi- 
salaam, a hitherto unknown but talented young poet, rose t o  the 
challenge by informing Muuse Galaal that within a week or so 
'Abdisalaam would prove to  the elder that he understood the 
poem by composing a burlesque on it. The result was 'Abdisa- 
laam's satire. 

45. The version of 'Abdisalaam's satire used here came to  me 
from Abamad Faarab 'Ali "Idaajaa," a young Somali writer in 
Mogadishu, Somalia, in 1977. 

46. Herer ravine: a seasonally dry ravine that cuts through the 
city of Hargeisa in northwestern Somalia. 

47. Ascertain the paths: to  find a courtesan's place where they 
were to  put in for the night. 

48. Togwajaale Qaat: See above, pp. 459-460. 
49. The lady at whose house the consumption of the herb 

would take place. 
50. The mistress at whose place the herb is consumed is often 

paid for her services. 
51. Next of kin to  the Turk: probably means the lady in ques- 

tion is light-skinned, short, and plump, physical attributes that 
Somalis associate with the Turks. 

52. Houris of heaven: Heavenly maids, in some unorthodox 
Islamic circles believed to  be given to  the faithful as a reward for 
leading an exemplary life here on earth. See Edward Gibbon's 
description of the attitude of the Christian clergy of his time 
towards this doctrine, The History of the Decline and Fall of 
the Roman Empire, p. 867 

53.  And the one: the urban singer's special lady, designed here 
to  serve as a play on the pastoral poet's special camel; see footnote 
3 9. 

54. Tobe: a loose gown worn by city women of northern Soma- 
lia; the tobe is transparent and displaying and thus tends to  catch 
the attention of men. 

5 5. In the ritual of Geyresh, Qaat-eaters would pair off in cou- 
ples, whence the girl puts her beloved between her legs like a baby 
and feeds him tenderly from her hands with twigs of the Qaat 
herb. 
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56. "Against the fence we jabbed the hardened spears": in this 
line, the poet is probably making a sexual allusion to  the erotic 
excitement of the poet and his company. 

57. Somalis believe that Qaat depresses sexual feelings and tends 
to  induce in some men a prolonged sensation of sexual feeling 
while at the same time rendering them incapable of executing the 
act. 

58. See note 47 above. 
59. See pages 459-460 of the text for a description of Qaat. 
60. See note 49 above. 
61. See note 55 above. 
62. See note 40 above. 
63. And the one: the poet's special camel; see note 39 above. 
64. See note 40 above. 
65. See note 52 above. 
66. See note 53 above. 
67. See note 54 above. 
68. See note 57 above. 
69. This paragraph also illustrates an interesting point about the 

nature and growth of oral literature. In a conversation with me 
(Dec. 8 ,  1979), 'Abdisalaam disclaimed authorship of the last two 
lines dealing with the deleterious effects of Qaat on sex; it is pos- 
sible that the poem has been tampered with since it was first com- 
posed in 1966. Yet the tamperer-if tamperer there has been- 
must have possessed an exceptionally dextrous hand; for a content 
analysis of the whole poem and its analogous relation to  the origi- 
nal work by Ismaaciil Mire would seem to argue for the authentici- 
ty of the two lines in question-lines 38 and 39. Indeed without 
them 'Abdisalaam's poem would appear incomplete. 

NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION OF SOMALI WORDS 

In transcribing Somali words, I have adopted the official Somali 
orthography that has been in use in the Somali Republic since 
1972. This orthography uses Latin characters with minor adjust- 
ments designed to  accommodate Somali phonetic sounds. In this 
essay, however, there are three consonants which do not conform 
to  the new system of Somali spelling: the aspirate h, the palatal 
d and the ayn. In the new Somali orthography, the letters x , dh 
and c are used to  render these consonants. In this essay, by con- 
trast, where these consonants appear in isolated words, I retain 
the conventional symbols used to  denote them. Thus I adopt: 
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b instead of x 

4 instead of d h  


instead of c 


This measure is taken t o  meet the needs of the English reader who 
is unacquainted with the official Somali orthography or with 
Somali phonetic sounds. 

Where any of the three consonants appear in a phrase, expres- 
sion, or a sentence, I adopt the official Somali system of spelling, 
as the following example illustrates: 

Single Word Phrase or Sentence 

Mabammad Maxammadow kaalay 
'Abdille Cabdille ma yimid? 
Dalaan Dhalaan weeye 




