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 Editors Note:  A Tale of Two Nights is  an excerpt  from an upcoming book, titled ‘The Somali 

Clan War’, written by Yusuf Haid, a former  head of the  Somali Broadcasting Service (Radio 

Hargeisa and Mogadishu) and Somali National Television. The book is a collection of journal 

entries of the 1991 Somali civil war in Mogadishu. The book recounts the first two weeks of the 

conflict. 

------------------------ 

It was the fifth night since the fighting between the United Somali Congress militia (USC) and 

the Somali government erupted in Mogadishu.  My area of the city was quiet; nevertheless, I 

could hear the thud of explosions coming from north of the city. The people in my area retreated 

to their homes at sunset, and the streets were dead. The city lost the intermittent electric light it 

was getting before the fighting broke out and a dark blanket now 

covered the city. It also lost all communication the day the fighting 

started. I was sitting alone in my living room, lit by a dim and 

flickering kerosene lamp.  

I pondered the events of the day and having heard numerous stories, I 

was not sure which or how many of them were true. However, it 

seemed the USC militia was creeping into the south of the city like a 

slow-moving flood. Demoralized government forces controlled the 

south of the city, but it appeared the regime was unable to put enough 

boots on the ground to stop the advances of the well-motivated USC 

fighters.  

The readiness of the army had been eroding since the end of the 

Ogden War of 1977-78. The military did not recover from the devastating defeat it suffered 

under the combined socialist/communist forces led by the Soviet Union. In addition, since the 

end of the Ogaden War, much of its workforces deserted, and either melted into the civilian 

population or joined the oppositions fighting the government. New recruits were not joining the 
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army for lack of resources and opportunities. The other national security organs such as the 

police and the Revolutionary Vanguard Militia, etc., were ill equipped and unable to carry out 

even their regular duties. Those who stayed with the national army and the other security organs 

were just waiting for an opportune time to run off.  

I thought of what the President was doing that night, and what was happening in Villa Somalia, 

where he lived and worked. I asked myself numerous questions, ‘Is he, as usual, sitting behind 

the drawer-less sturdy table under the tree; receiving government officials and guests alike? Or 

is he advising the people directing the forces responding to the opposition militias?  

Are the visitors cramming the waiting rooms and the gardens of the compound waiting the 

President to receive them? Is the President, as usual, chain-smoking and sipping a bitter black 

coffee washing its unpleasant taste with cold water? Is he relaxed and in his casual clothes or 

tense and in military fatigue directing his forces?’ I had no answer for these questions!  

Like most African leaders, the President ran the country by whims. He rarely signed any 

document except letters of promotion and demotion. He delegated the signing of documents to 

his ministers and senior government officials, after giving them through instructions. He kept all 

government affairs in his head, which was, I presume, the largest archive in the country.  

I met the President several times. Some of my contacts were when I served as the head of several 

government institutions, which included Radio Mogadishu, Somali Broadcasting Service (radio 

Hargeisa and Mogadishu) and Somali National Television. In those meetings, I noted that the life 

of the President was devoid of luxury. His offices had no expensive furniture or lavish 

decorations. Few revolutionary posters hung on the walls. He wore inexpensive casual clothes 

and sandals. Many people who knew him attested to the fact that he did not stash riches in local 

or foreign banks, and that he did not build palace-like homes for himself or his family. His two 

wives continued to live in the government housing they had before he took the highest office in 

the country. I believed the only desire he had was having an absolute power to control and 

dictate the life of the nation.   

On the other hand, he was generous to those who demonstrated loyalty. He appointed them to 

government jobs where they were able to amass absurd amount of wealth in a very short time. 

He gave some of them exclusive rights to import certain restricted goods, which they sold to 

government or to the public and made fortune.    

In addition to my work-related encounters with the president, I had one remarkable meeting with 

him, and in this meeting, I got the opportunity to look closely into his personality and thinking. It 

was in 1980, when the presidential spokesperson, Mr. Abdi Haji Gobdon, told me that the 

President wants me to join a committee „working‟ in Villa Baydhaba. Later, I learned that the 

committee was writing the biography of the President. He also told me continue to report to my 

regular jobs at the Ministry of Education, curriculum office and Radio Mogadishu, and join the 

committee in the afternoons. He added that meals and a room to relax would be provided at the 

villa.   
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I was not sure why I was chosen. At the time, I wrote a weekly page for the only daily newspaper 

in the country, the Xiddigta Oktoober (October Star) and I produced a half hour children 

program for Radio Mogadishu. Many people liked „my style of writing the Somali language‟, 

and I suspected that was the only reason for my „nomination‟ to join the team writing the 

biography of the president.   

Few days later, I went to Villa Baydhaba. Professor Ali Jimale Ahmed and Professor Alinur 

Mohamed, who taught at Lafole Teacher Training College, received me at the gate. Professor Ali 

Jimale was also a member of Mogadishu City Council, and rumored to be a close confidante of 

the First Lady, Mama Khadija Moallim. Professor Alinur also worked part- time at Radio 

Mogadishu as English newscaster. They were the team writing the biography of the President. 

They took me to the service quarters of the villa, where they worked.    

They briefed me about the project. They told me about their visits to several regions, and their 

meetings with many people who knew or were related to the President. In those visits, they 

collected a large quantity of material, including stories, photos and documents about the 

President.  They interviewed many military and civilian officials, who knew or worked with him. 

During our stay in the Villa, we were allowed to use the main house of the Villa only one night,  

when we interviewed the Vice President, General Mohamed Ali Samater and one of President‟s 

son-in-laws and the commander of the National Vanguard Militia, General Abdirahman Abdi 

Hussein (Abdirahman Guulwade) who came with him.  

After we worked on the project for several more months, we requested to interview the President 

before we submit the book. Our request was granted, and a day was set for the interview. On the 

set day, we went to Villa Somalia, the President‟s residence. Mr. Abdi Wayeel, the project 

coordinator received us at the gate. He took us to Villa Foresteria, the smallest villa of the three 

villas in the compound. The other two bigger villas were Villa Hargeisa and Villa Somalia. The 

attendants of the villa led us inside and showed us to a lightly furnished corridor with several 

sofas and a coffee table. Through the end window of the corridor, we could see the President 

sitting in a dimly lighted spot beside the villa receiving people.  

The villa had only few rooms. The walls in the corridor, where we sat were bare. An old screen 

covered the open window and it looked it was shrouded with what looked a spider web. We 

exchanged surprise glances and contrasted the villa with the private palace-like villas with 

orchards and an army of servants of the government ministers and business people connected to 

the regime.  

Following a long wait, the President joined us. We sprang to our feet and showed our respect. He 

nodded for us to sit and dropped in a corner sofa. After he made several jokes, he turned serious 

and said, “I heard you are writing about my life! I assume by now you have found out everything 

about my past?”  

Our lead man, Professor Ali Jimale spoke for us. He said, “Comrade President, we thank you for 

entrusting upon us the writing of your biography. We also thank you very much for interrupting 

your busy schedule to meet us tonight, and shed light on few important questions we still have. 
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We know that the life history of the Father of the Nation cannot be exhausted in a few months or 

years.” He hesitated for a moment and then added, “Even then, we are trying to record what we 

can for posterity. We would like you, comrade President, to tell us what you can from the long 

and fruitful struggle you led to shape the destiny of our beloved nation.”  

It was Friday, and the President was relaxed. He chain-smoked, and continually sipped from his 

coffee-cup. The first lady Mama Khadija showed-up unnoticed, but quickly left, after few words 

and a joke with the President. The joke was about Friday Somali family ritual and we all 

laughed. (There is a Somali folktale that states that the Somali seniors make love only on 

Fridays. As a result, the Somali women use numerous reminders to alert their men that it is a 

Friday.) There were no security people or aides around us. Again, the President became serious 

and turned to Ali and said, “What do you want to know?”  

Ali fumbled for a moment, and then he went on to praise the President lavishly. He said 

something that could be summarized as follows,  “We have already collected extensive 

information on your productive life and experience from your family members. We also gathered 

important information from people you helped or guided, and from people who knew you or 

your lives crossed and people who admire you. Nonetheless, we would like to hear from you 

some aspects of your life, including your upbringing, your contribution to the decolonization 

struggle of our people, your revolutionary vision and the future you are charting for our 

nation…”  

The President interrupted Ali and began recounting his past. It seemed as though, for first time 

he was given a chance to add respectability to his past. He said, “My family was nomad and in 

the 1920s lived in Galguduud region. At the time, all adult male members of my family took part 

in the Dervish resistance against British, Italian, French and Abyssinian colonizers.  

 “When the Dervish movement was defeated in 1920s, some of my family, including my father 

Siyad Barre, alias Siyad Garbaweyne, and his brother Farah Dilico decided to move their 

families to the Gedo region."   

He paused for a moment, cleared his throat and then said, "Unfortunately, on their way, shifta 

killed my uncle in Shiilaabo region. The rest of the family continued its migration to Gedo. 

Before the family arrived at its its destination in Gedo, my father married Farah Diloco‟s widow 

Shaqlan Warfa, in accordance with Islamic law and Somali custom. She conceived shortly, and I 

was born when the family arrived in Gedo. I was named Mohamed.”  

Again, after a prolonged pause, he added, “At the age of around ten, we heard the death of one of 

my uncles who stayed behind in Galguduud. My father left us to find out the situation of his 

brother‟s family as well as other relatives in Galgaduud. Later, we heard that my father joined 

Mr. Omar Samater‟s militia fighting the Italian Fascist army. 

  “My father was fatally wounded in one of the encounters between Samater‟s militia and the 

Italian Fascist army. The Samater militia was overpowered and it retreated carrying my wounded 

father.” 
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 He paused again and lit a cigarette. "My father died while the militia was retreating and they 

could not give him a proper burial."  

His voice became  full of emotion. “They dropped my father‟s body in a borehole called 

Mareeg." He paused again and his voice faded. "Days later, people in the area came to the 

borehole to draw water. They found a ballooned body blocking the mouth of the borehole. They 

pulled him out and buried."  

He again paused for a moment, looked at us and checked our attention and then added, “When I 

was about fourteen, the news of my father‟s death reached us in Gedo. I decided to find out the 

circumstances surrounding his death, and the condition of my other relatives in the Galgaduud 

region.   

“I left my mother with other relatives, then traveled to the city of Beledweyne in Hiran, and 

stayed in the home of a close relative of my family named Haji Masale. In Beledweyne, I learned 

more about the death of my father and got more information about the rest of my family 

members. I continued to stay in Beledweyne until 1934, when I was recruited into the Italian 

Fascist army preparing to invade Ethiopia.  

“In Ethiopia, I came across diverse nationalities with different customs, culture, languages and 

history. I gained remarkable experience which helped me later in life.”   

He continued recounting his past all the way into the early morning hours. After Great Britain 

drove the Italian army out of Ethiopia, at the end of WWII, he joined the British East Africa 

army, which absorbed most of the Somali soldiers who served in the defeated Italian Fascist 

army. It was when all of the Somali inhabited territory in the Horn of Africa, except Djibouti 

came under the rule of British Colonial Administration. However, when in 1950 the UN placed 

Southern Somalia under the Italian Trusteeship, he again joined the Italian Trusteeship Police, 

and he served in different departments, including the Criminal investigation Department (CID).   

On July 1st 1960, when two portions of the five Somali inhabited territories got their 

independence from Italy and Great Britain respectively, and united under the banner of the 

Somali Republic, he joined the newly formed Somali National army. He was quickly promoted 

through the ranks, and he became a general and the commander of the Somali armed forces 

within a short period, a position he held until October 1969, when a military coup he led took the 

power and ousted the legally elected President and his government. Later, he promoted himself 

to the post of Somali President and the chairperson of the Somali Socialist Revolutionary Party; 

the only political party in the country.  

When he had exhausted all of what he wanted to say, he asked us if we had questions. Professor 

Ali thanked him for sharing his extraordinary experience, and then we asked him several 

questions.  

Since he worked for the Italian colonial administration for more than 20 years, we asked him if 

he remembers any of the Somali collaborators who betrayed the SYL libration movement. The 
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question surprised him a bit and he gave us a questioning look. Then he said, “Yes, I remember a 

number of them and some of them are in my government.”  

He paused for a moment and then in a sad voice he added, “I cannot tell you who they are since I 

am a leader for all Somalis, the bad and the good. There is no perfect society in the world, and a 

leader is a father for all citizens and must protect all, including those who strayed from the right 

path at a time, or who were forced by circumstance to make a wrong decisions. Forgiveness is 

for all, as far as the law of the land allows." He paused for a moment, and then added, "You 

know there is a Somali proverb that states, „a head of a family and a midwife do not tell what 

they know.‟ ”  

We asked him the historical figures he admired, or he thought were great leaders. He named 

several, but dwelled on the leader of the Dervish movement, Sayid Mohamed Abdulle Hassan. 

His praise of the Sayid reminded us of Mark Antony's eulogy over the body of Julius Caesar. He 

said, "Sayid Mohamed was a great visionary who attempted to unite all Somali people under the 

Dervish movement to resist the advent of the European Imperial powers in Somalia.” He paused 

again to light a cigarette and then said, “Even though many Somalis do not know much about 

him, because they learn and read a Somali history written by colonizers; he is the father of 

Somali nationalism and founder of the Somali state.”   

We asked him why he thinks Sayid Mohamed was the founder of the Somali state. He smiled 

and said, “He is the founder of the Somali state because he defined the borders of Somalia 

inhabited territories and created the Dervish army to defend it.”  He paused again and then to 

prove the farsightedness of Sayid Mohamed and his accomplishments; he recited portions of 

several of Sayid‟s poems, including the famous poem, DARDAARAN.    

When we finished the writing, we drew interesting details from the past life of the President. He 

grew up in an environment ravaged by drought, wars and famine. He encountered tragedies at a 

tender age - the loss of his family patriarchs, the death of his father and uncles, and his 

participation in WWII, in which he experienced a great deal of suffering which affected his view 

of the world. Against all odds, he displayed an informed mind and understanding of Somali 

politics, culture and customs.    

He had no formal education, but he spoke fluent English, Italian, Swahili and good Arabic. He 

quoted verses from the poems of notable Somali individuals whose words become part of Somali 

culture, and he spiced his talks with proverbs. He demonstrated a remarkable intelligence and 

sense of humor.   

Unfortunately, it seemed he was an idealist when it came to world affairs. His understanding of 

the prevailing global politics of the day was far from reality. He exaggerated the role Somalia 

could play in world affairs, and he paralleled it with the superpowers. He inflated the role 

Somalia played in the liberation struggle of some of the African countries. He also treasured and 

held in high esteem the military culture and work ethics, and believed the only way to develop 

the un-developed societies would be to give them a military experience.  
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I wish I could see him tonight. The man, who dreamed of becoming the supreme leader of Great 

Somalia -Somalia, NFD, Djibouti and Somali West, combined. And tonight he is fighting for the 

„freedom‟ of the only independent portion of the Somalia inhabited territory. Whatever happens, 

I am sure he will have his place in history. He is indeed a true nationalist if not a great leader.  

Yusuf Haid 

Retired Journalist and educator 

Email: qararo@msn.com  
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