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Xamar Jajab, or 
Broken Hamar

M y grandparents were committed, well-
indoctrinated communists, part of a wave 
of politicized African youth who emerged 

in the early postcolonial days following World War 
II. Some were trained in the finest universities of 
Russia, Yugoslavia, and China. All were eager to ad-
vance the ideological struggle of the hammer and 
sickle against the capitalist, imperialist West, which, 
to be fair, had raped the African continent over the 
preceding few centuries. 

Still, socialism may have been a hard sell to no-
madic Somali herders leading a subsistence life or 
to people struggling to stay alive on the streets of 
cities like Mogadishu. But my grandmother and 
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grandfather were faithful to the teachings of Karl 
Marx. So faithful, that when my father inconve-
niently appeared in 1953, they quickly ditched him 
at my great-grandmother’s house while they took 
off to pursue the class struggle somewhere in the 
desert.

Who could blame my grandparents though? 
Excitement was in the air as colonial empires col-
lapsed. Following a military coup, Somalia finally 
adopted socialism as its political system in 1969. A 
Soviet-trained officer named Siad Barre ruled with 
an iron fist. Scientific socialism replaced Islamic 
custom and colonial laws.

By the time my father was a teenager, his grand-
mother, his only source of love and comfort, per-
ished. She was his everything. She played father, 
mother, confidante, instructor and disciplinarian. 
All those functions went home to Allah with her. 
His whole world was draped in grief. Somalia en-
tered unchartered waters as the 1970s dawned and 
my father’s parents reappeared.

Since they had been early adopters of socialism, 
my grandparents were granted favours by Brother 
Siad, our supreme leader. My grandmother became 
the principal of a prestigious secondary school, in 
Mogadishu, or Hamar as locals called it. Her own 
son—my father—could’ve used a seat at this school, 
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but grandma insisted he was not up to snuff. Her 
rejection of him was total. 

  

This woman spent her youthful vigour, and his 
childhood, teaching nomads and their children 
about the modern world while he ached in vain for 
her affection and love. When given the chance to 
rectify the past, my grandmother continued to reject 
her son. She stayed strong in her wrong.

When my father grew into manhood, it was clear 
he wasn’t cut out for a life of selfless brotherhood. 
He turned away from the country’s utopian ideals 
and became a firefighter in the United Arab Emir-
ates. He left Somalia to make his fortune and set-
tled in an industrial town named Ruwais. He began 
working for the national gas company. Skyrocketing 
oil prices filled the coffers of the Persian Gulf king-
doms and they imported millions of labourers from 
the newly independent states in Africa and Asia. He 
chose capitalism and conspicuous consumption. I 
saw him as a philistine, but he was in tune with the 
flow of history, unlike his parents. Socialism, despite 
its lofty promises, brought little material comfort to 
Somalis.

Meanwhile, Brother Siad was betrayed by 
the Soviets when they shifted their patronage to 
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Ethiopia, Somalia’s ancient nemesis. In 1977, after a 
disastrous war over the Ogaden, Ethiopia’s Somali 
region, Brother Siad and his henchmen panicked 
and turned on their own people. As the French 
journalist Jacques Mallet du Pan observed in 1789, 
the Revolution, like Saturn, starts to consume its own 
children. 

And so it was in Somalia nearly two hundred 
years later.

When my father was a youth, Somalis married 
young and Somali women had children early. Chil-
dren were left in the care of their mothers, grand-
mothers, and aunts while the young women pur-
sued the pleasures of life with their husbands. 

Youthful marriages were common for various 
reasons, the foremost being life expectancy. Recent 
Somali history had been dominated by internal 
strife, foreign domination, and wars with its neigh-
bours. The first ones to die were young men, so 
before they met their end on the battlefield, their 
bloodline’s continuation had to be ensured. In our 
culture, children were raised in the mother’s fami-
ly but identified with the father’s clan. If a woman 
was left widowed, the extended family jumped into 
action, relieving the mother of some of the burdens.

This custom received an update when our beau-
tiful land achieved freedom. Those sent abroad for 
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study or work were married off before leaving. For 
example, my father’s first marriage, to my biological 
mother, was to ensure his continued, periodic re-
turn from Ruwais to Mogadishu. Clan tensions were 
always high, and marriage assuaged that pressure. 
A young woman went from her paternal home to 
her in-laws and had little room to consider her own 
personhood.

Before independence, Somali women were not 
autonomous. Despite the horrors it wrought, the 
regime of Brother Siad took quite a progressive 
stance on women’s rights. Women were encour-
aged to attend school, to avoid circumcising their 
daughters, and to organize themselves through the 
Somali Women’s Democratic Organization. Divorce 
was made easier with the introduction of the Fam-
ily Law, taking power away from the mosque, the 
traditional domain for settling domestic disputes.

I was born October 20, 1985.
My mother was the most delightful creature to 

me, or that is how I reconstruct her from memo-
ry. I called her hoyo, or mother, but her name was 
Dahaba, which means gold in Arabic. She was my 
father’s first cousin and their union had been ar-
ranged by their families.

I can’t say I remember any of his visits during my 
early childhood. Turmoil was in the air, as the space 
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I was born into soon became levelled by ancient ri-
valries and bloodlust.

On the eve of New Year’s 1990, a strange man ap-
peared at the gate of my mother’s home. Everyone 
embraced him as I hid behind my mother’s legs.

Go on, give your father a kiss.
His bushy moustache scratched my face and I 

recoiled in horror. I cried and they laughed. I can 
still picture their amused faces. There was a certain 
tragedy to the whole affair. The sight of the green 
gates of the house, the sandy courtyard, the van-
ishing faces of my family, and the noisy refrigera-
tor that held my bottle of Fanta became a mirage. I 
returned to them often but were my memories an 
accurate reflection of the experience? Did nostalgia 
cover the painful parts with dust? I peered down at 
the iron grate covering the fire pit. I stopped crying 
and my mother took me inside to bathe. It was my 
final dip in the oasis before the whole country was 
swept up in the violence of clan warfare . . . and my 
body and soul started to float from the Indian Ocean 
to the Persian Gulf.

  

As the rebels closed in on Mogadishu and looted 
military facilities along the way, we waited for our 
flight to Abu Dhabi. My father insisted I eat, but the 
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best I could do was move the soggy veggies around 
my plate. Before departing my mother’s home, I 
posed for pictures in a pressed outfit. Years later, I 
received a call from my mother and she mentioned 
these photos.

I wish you had smiled, even just a little.
We drove down a long and winding road to 

Ruwais. To our right was the expansive palace of 
the emir. His photos lined the highway; in some, he 
received flowers from children. It was funny that de-
spite their hatred for the Soviet Union, Arab tyrants 
copied, without attribution, Soviet propaganda.

You have two sisters and one brother. Your new moth-
er is a lovely woman. You can call her hoyo. Don’t worry, 
I won’t tell your mom.

I stared at my father. The road seemed endless 
and the palace of the emir was still visible.

How many people lived in the palace? I saw pens 
holding camels and birds. There were no humans 
in sight.

As we turned into a cul-de-sac, I was overcome 
with anxiety. The landscape was more ordered than 
the desert surrounding the airport or the emir’s pal-
ace. My new relations stood in the threshold of my 
new home. The two girls embraced me and helped 
me lug my suitcase inside. For the first time in my 
brief life I was silent. I went to my new room and 
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threw my face into the pillow. I had no siblings be-
fore arriving at their home. I hadn’t eaten anything 
since leaving my mother’s house, and I cried think-
ing about the noisy refrigerator and the Fanta I had 
left behind.

The eldest girl I’ll call Fadumo and the younger 
one Ebyan. 

Fadumo was tall and awkward whereas Ebyan 
was short and fiery. Fadumo had on some con-
traption that stopped her from moving her mouth. 
Apparently, it was to correct the effects of lockjaw. 
Whenever her older sister displeased her, Eby-
an shouted Crooked Mouth! at her. She deployed 
the epithet with such precision that I took note. 
Antagonism became the bedrock of their sisterly 
bond. Upon meeting them, I felt a sense of safety, 
as though these girls were going to look out for me.

The boy, corpulent and testy, I’ll call Isaac. He 
was younger than me by three years. He was the 
boy whose parents were still together; he was our 
father’s youngest and his mother’s only son. I was 
in Ruwais as a guiding light to him. 

I was robbed of my mother for Isaac’s benefit. 
And even at my tender age, I knew if someone took 
something from me, they became my mortal enemy, 
blood be damned.

My new hoyo was Samira. 
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The fact that she and one of Saddam Hussein’s 
wives shared the same name could be a coincidence.

Samira’s youngest sister, Yasmin, lived with us as 
well. She was unpaid help—in other words, a slave.

We children spent our free time riding around 
the development on our bikes, until these were sto-
len by Kuwaiti refugees. Then they stoned the house 
and punctured the tires of my father’s car. This was 
because my stepmother yelled long live Saddam 
when they rode around the neighbourhood to cele-
brate their country’s liberation from the tyrant. Such 
fine people, these Kuwaitis!

Back in Hamar, there had been no boys in my 
vicinity. I had felt no need to defend what was mine 
since the adults around me had happily indulged 
me. In Ruwais, I was enrolled in a nearby school. 
Every morning, we gathered in the playground and 
sang the national anthem. There I encountered boys 
my own age. They were dressed in long white shirts 
akin to tunics, called kandurah. Since the words for 
African and slave are interchangeable in Arabic, my 
schoolmates thought hurting me was their holy 
right. I showed them what I was about and they 
didn’t like it.

Samira, meanwhile, had carried the burden of 
being widowed at a very young age and she and 
her daughters didn’t know how to cope. They had 
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relocated to the Middle East when Samira married 
my father, her second husband.

Fadumo and Ebyan’s father was rarely men-
tioned. Like my mother, their father was a mythical 
creature who’d been usurped. The silence and secre-
cy encouraged the myth making. From time to time, 
Samira shouted awful things about their father.

If he were alive, you wouldn’t want to know him!
I gazed at the open wound in their spirit and 

found, in their longing for their father, kindred 
spirits.

My father didn’t stay with us often. He lived in 
a compound built for gas-company workers. He 
spent two months on land, followed by a one-month 
break, and then two more months on a gas installa-
tion at sea. Even though he brought me to be near 
him, I rarely saw him.

Listen, I’ll take the children to London. My sister 
will get us settled, my stepmother said one day to my 
father.

My father took this in.
London sounds like a dangerous place. I’m not sure if 

I want the boys growing up in that kind of environment.
My stepmother went back to flipping the pages 

of a catalogue.
Should we stay here? You told me the other day the 

government doesn’t want us here. I’ll be damned if they 
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send me to a war zone. These Arabs are heartless. Lon-
don, take it or leave it.

He knew he was cornered.
Promise me this: Mohamed must always speak to his 

mother. I made that promise to her and I have to keep it.
She kept flipping pages.
You heard me?
She looked up and rested the catalogue on her 

lap.
She can call him whenever she wants. I’m not the sort 

of person to stand between a mother and son.


