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Who Assassinated the Somali President in October 1969?
The Cold War, the Clan Connection, or the Coup d’État
Mohamed Haji Ingiriis

Faculty of History, University of Oxford, Oxford, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT
The mystery of the assassination on October 15, 1969 of President
Abdirashid Ali Sharmarke, the second civilian Somali leader in the
postcolonial period, has been misunderstood. Soon after, on the
October 21, 1969, at 3 o’clock in the morning, Radio Mogadishu
announced that the military seized the power and overthrew the
civilian government. It was also announced the primeminister and
members of his government as well as former President Aden
Abdulle Osman and other politicians were arrested. The parliament
was abolished, the constitution suspended, and all political and
social organizations banned. Based on newly unearthed primary
sources—previously classified court documents, official govern-
ment bulletins, intelligence sources, and oral interviews with key
witnesses—this article assesses for the first time the circumstances
surrounding the assassination. Who masterminded the assassina-
tion? Why and what was the motivation behind it still remains a
puzzle to Somalis and non-Somalis. The assassination was among
the high-profile murders in East Africa that year: including, the
assassinations of Tom Mboya, a senior minister in Kenya on
July 5, 1969, and of Eduardo Chivambo Mondlane, the leader of
Mozambique Liberation Front, on February 3, 1969. Most Somalis
and non-Somalis assume that Abdirashid was “killed” due to an
intractable clan rivalry over state power between contesting post-
colonial elites. This article counters the conventional explanations
of the assassination by contending that the Soviets and Siad Barre
played a crucial role in Abdirashid’s assassination: for the former,
removing a pro-Western administration was paramount, for the
latter, the aimwas to seize power through the ideology of a Soviet-
style socialism.
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Introduction

On October 15, 1969, on a humid Wednesday around noontime at the front
gate of the municipal headquarters of Laas Aanood in Northern Somalia, a
22-year-old assassin by the name of Said Yusuf Ismail, nicknamed “Said
Orfano,” fired seven bullets into Somali President Abdirashid Ali
Sharmarke. The president suddenly fell down on a stone opposite the gate
and died.1 Elected to the office on June 10, 1967, assuming the presidency on
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July 1, 1967, Abdirashid was the second civilian leader after President Aden
Abdulle Osman “Aden Adde,” who had ruled Somalia since independence on
July 1, 1960. When he was shot, Abdirashid was on his last leg in a visit to
drought-stricken areas in the northeast where rain delays hit hard on pastoral
nomads of the country populated by his clan.2 The assassination was so swift
and sudden that the question of complicity was attributed to clan grievances.
He was killed at “the hand of one of his own subclan,” as John Drysdale put
it, or by “one of his bodyguards,” as Mohamed Diriye Abdullahi maintained,
or similarly “by one of his police guards,” as I. M. Lewis pointed out.3 His
prime minister, Mohamed Haji Ibrahim Egaal, while holidaying in the
United States, had to cut his visit short and return to Mogadishu. Once he
arrived at the capital city he appointed General Mohamed Farah Aideed
(then a lieutenant colonel in the army) to lead the military commission
tasked for the funeral proceedings.4

The assassination has been placed in brackets in Somali historiography.5

Scholars who touched on the murder have made transitory comments on
how Abdirashid became a victim of a clan vendetta between his subclan and
the subclan of his assassin. Political scientist David Laitin and historian Said
Samatar highlighted that the assassin, who they thought was a “soldier,” had
hailed from a subclan that was a rival of the president’s; Abdirashid’s
assassination was seen as “a payment for the suffering of the soldier’s
subclan.”6 Anthropologist Anna Simons also briefly discussed the political
dimensions of clan dynamics of the assassination.7 The Somali scholar
Amina Haji Adan was perhaps the only one who hinted in writing that the
president was assassinated “allegedly by a soldier acting alone.”8 But she did
not provide further mention about the conspiracy behind the assassination.
Thus, crucial and critical questions remain unanswered as to why the pre-
sident was assassinated. Was the murder purely about a clan vendetta, or
something else such as a military coup connected to Cold War geopolitics? If
clan predetermines Somali politics, why was the president killed by none
other than one of his own clansman? The clan thesis may conceal more than
it reveals.

The political mystery surrounding Abdirashid’s assassination has been
ignored by scholars of Somalia who have based their work on broad surveys
concerned with the consequences of contemporary conflicts while overlook-
ing their causes. Taking into account the assassinations of Patrice Lumumba
in January 1961, Alhaji Abubabakar Tafawa Balewa in January 1966, the
Sardauna of Sokoto (the northern Nigerian prime minister) in January 1966,
the Burundian Prime Minister Pierre Ngendandumwe in January 1965, and
Togolese President Sylvanus Olympio in January 1963, Africa in the 1960s
was a place of political eliminations. The mysteries surrounding these assas-
sinations are still unresolved. Few have noticed the decisive roles the U.S.
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy
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Bezopasnosti (KGB) might have played in the assassinations. Abdirashid’s
was the third political assassination in East Africa in 1969, and it was not
fully investigated compared to the assassinations of Tom Mboya and of
Chivambo Mondlane. Like these high-profile assassinations, Abdirashid’s
murder deserves a special investigation as a significant national issue.9

Critically, but crucially, his assassination speaks more to Cold War politics
than to the regional dynamics or to local Somali clan politics. For many
years, it has been unclear whether the assassination was “by chance” or by a
“conscious plan.”10 Whether it was planned or unplanned, the military coup
d’état closely coincided with the assassination of an elected civilian president.
Within less than a week, General Mohamed Siad Barre, the chief comman-
dant of the army, was sitting in Abdirashid’s seat.

Whereas other assassinations have been investigated, no research study has
been conducted on Abdirashid’s assassination. In line with other scholars, such as
SusanWilliams who investigated the assassination of Dag Hammarskjöld, the UN
secretary-general who was killed in a plane crash September 18, 1961; Ludo de
Witte, who studied Lumumba’s assassination; and Luise White, who probed the
assassination of Herbert Chitepo, this article provides the first research investiga-
tion into Abdirashid’s assassination.11 A plethora of studies have been written
about the assassination of the U.S. President John F. Kennedy. Though there are
heated debates over the Kennedy’s assassination, not least whether the bullets fired
by Lee Harvey Oswald hit right front or from the back, there is little dispute over
where the bullets hit Abdirashid’s body.

This article counters the conventional explanations over the aims of the
assassination by considering the broader geopolitical dynamics, even as it
does not ignore the political plunders of the last civilian government. The
plot of the assassination and how it was carried out lie at the core of this
article. In uncovering the hidden aspect of postcolonial Somali history, the
article argues that the Soviets and Barre played a central role in Abdirashid’s
assassination: for the former, removing a pro-Western administration was
important, and for the latter his aim was to project power through the
ideology of a Soviet-style socialism.

The concept and the context

Discussing the work of Victor LeVine, Ali Mazrui proposed a new innovative
way of tracing “the role of the killer rather than the status of the victim.” Le Vine
lamented that the subtle distinction between an assassination and a political
murder is “admittedly a tenuous one,” suggesting that, when combined, they
could expose the culprit in an enigmatic element of surprise.12 Mazrui argued
for an “alternative rendering” because every political murder cannot be termed
an assassination.13 A murder becomes political when the action serves the
political motive behind it. Political murderers have been plenty in Somalia
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since 1969, and a study by a “historical detective”—to borrow from Williams—
is necessary to uncover who killed whom, where, and why.14 Because
Abdirashid’s assassination was directly related to the success of the subsequent
military coup, it is vital to explore the political murder that made the coup
possible. When the news of Abdirashid’s assassination reached the United
States, Time magazine titled its front cover “Somalia: Death of a President.”15

Inside, the editors of one of the most famous American magazines avoided
using the word “assassination” in their news coverage. They were probably
following the official line of the U.S.-style Cold War diplomacy. On the evening
of the day that Abdirashid assassinated, the then U.S. secretary of state wrote a
memo to President Richard Nixon to inform him of the assassination:

Abdirashid Ali Shermarke, President of the Somali Republic, was assassinated
October 15. President of the National Assembly, Sheikh Muktar, is next in line
constitutionally and is taking charge. Somali Prime Minister Egal, third in line, is
still in the United States. Egal and the Somali Ambassador, Azhari who is the son-
in-law of President Shermarke have been informed. Egal is expected to leave
immediately for Mogadiscio. President Shermarke fully supported Egal’s détente
policy. Peace in the Horn of Africa during the past 2 years has been important to
us because of our interests in Ethiopia. A new president, according to the con-
stitution, is to be elected within 30 days. Likely candidates include former
President Osman, a former Prime Minister [Abdullahi Iise], and Egal himself.
All these possibilities are pro-West and likely to continue the détente. A Muslim
country burial within a short period (twenty-four hours) is likely. Hence a request
for high level representation at a state funeral is not expected.16

Though this briefingmay suggest an attempt to capitalize on the status quo, the
White House authorities argued that the assassination was aggravated by “tribal
resentment” while leaving out the question of complicity.17 In the introduction to
Ethnicity Kills? The Politics of War, Peace and Ethnicity in Sub-Saharan Africa,
Einar Braathen, Morten Bøås, and Gjermund Soather question the salience of
ethnicity (clan, in the Somali case) in the overall reconfiguration of African politics
and conflicts.18 Subsumed into things clan and cloaked under clan vendetta, the
Barre regime maintained for over two decades (1969–1990) that Abdirashid was
killed in a “clan reprisal.” Equally, the accused political players in the murder
referred to the clan as the culprit.

If the clan killed the president that does not mean clan killings merit no
inquiry. Steve Fenton has argued that the Somali State despite its deep reliance
on clan “cannot be relied upon to create conditions of security either for material
survival or personal protection.”19 As they compete for state power and scarce
resources, Somali political elites tend to pursue dangerous paths by checking and
rechecking how many playing cards are on the desk prior to taking the political
decision to act and react.

The available evidence reveals that Abdirashid’s assassination was a poli-
tical murder. Embedded within the assassination were the politics of Cold
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War, the local Somali clan politics, and the underground coup preparation.
Abdirashid was assassinated after having implicated himself in several con-
troversies pertaining to both internal and external relations. The internal
ones were: (1) how his administration handled an election in which the fraud
level was at an unprecedented scale and (2) the prevalence of clan nepotism
and corruption.20 The external were: (1) the abandonment of the Greater
Somalia Policy by his administration and (2) the aggravation of relations with
the Soviet Union. Even if the assassination of Abdirashid was solely a clan-
motivated initiative, this cannot exclude broader political motives in the
larger context of the Cold War.

It was such violent confusion in the wake of the assignation that Barre
took advantage of to seize power.21 Yet a clan motivation was so intrinsic to
the plot that it was difficult to reconsider that the assassin was not alone in
the crime. Such suspicion was reinforced by the fact that the assassin pointed
out during the initial trial that other individuals whose names he had
exposed were involved in assisting him in the assassination.

Interwoven with internal policies but constrained by external pressures, the
concept of the clan in Somali politics should be understood as only one among
many cards. Which card to play has internally hinged on which card has been
locally available. However, both cards can be externally pressed through what
Jean-François Bayart has termed a “reciprocal assimilation” within interna-
tional economic aid.22 While the importance and the exploitation of clan in
the Somali case can hardly be overlooked, clan in any case has not been a
machine programed to kill with impunity. True, clannism and corruption were
characteristic in his administration, and Abdirashid was not immune. As for
corruption, both Drysdale, the British adviser to his administration, and
General Jama Mohamed Ghalib, a senior police officer who was later to become
the Somali police Commissioner, gave testimony to how the president person-
ally emboldened—at times even approved—corruption with his statements and
speeches.23 As per clannism, a former American Peace Corps volunteer also
recounted an incident in which Abdirashid chauvinistically told him that he
would appoint himself as the “sheikh of the Darood clan.”24 Here was an elected
national president who saw himself not as the representative of all clans but of
his clan. It was such a clan mentality that his plotters exploited in eliminating
him. This made it possible to murder the president with his own knife.

The clan concept and the assassination

It is difficult to determine the exact nature of the assassination. The domi-
nant assumption is that President Abdirashid was “killed” due to an intract-
able clan rivalry over state power between contesting clan-based élites. The
clan has always been the determinant element in explaining the assassination.
Many an author who deliberated on the assassination has contended that the
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clan was the reason and has concluded that the culprit was none other than
the assassin who was assumed to have been a policeman—even a bodyguard
by some accounts—dispatched to the president’s security.25 Framed as a
consequence of a Majeerteen clan power struggle, the traditional clan rivalry
was apparently exploited to cover the assassination, so much so that the
identity of the culprit and the actual crime were portrayed as a business as
usual in the Somali world.26 A group of interconnected politicians from the
Mohamoud Saleebaan/Majeerteen clan, averse to the president’s policies of
appeasing the Isaaq clan-group elites (who had felt marginalized in the
previous Aden Adde administration), were also accused of orchestrating
the assassination.

The fact that the assassin belonged to the Majeerteen, the president’s clan,
though a different subclan (Ali Saleebaan), which was a rival of the
Abdirashid’s Osman Mohamoud subclan, gives the assassination a clan
flavor. The Ali Saleebaan, known for their entrepreneurial skills, had tradi-
tionally been marginalized by the Osman Mohamoud, for whom they held a
deep-rooted hostility.27 By killing Abdirashid, the assassin was reported to
have avenged his subclan by getting rid of the most elder statesman of the
rival clan. The murder was seen as a “payment” for the loss of the assassin’s
subclan during the violence that sprang from the turbulent election of
March 26, 1969, which saw the marginalization of Ali Saleebaan political
players by their Osman Mohamoud counterparts. It was a well-known fact
that the Ali Saleebaan political players complained about the result of the
election, which the Osman Mohamoud politicians rigged by taking the two
parliamentary seats that were supposed to be divided between the president’s
and the assassin’s subclans. The Ali Saleebaan politicians, enraged at how
Abdirashid and his administration handled the election, were expected to
retaliate. The place in which the assassination was carried out also served as
an excuse for those who had planned it. The town of Laas Aanood was the
most violent voting center during the election, with the death of eleven
civilians.28

It is important to discuss clan as a theory and practice. The lexicon of clan
agency that first attributed Abdirashid’s assassination to a particular clan and
then to a subclan originated from an official state communication of the security
authorities. Apparently shocked by the assassination, the security authorities
resorted to the clan concept in their first conversation on the murder. To alert
the assassination to more senior authorities, the regional police commissioner,
Lieutenant Colonel Mohamed Saqadhi Dubbad, an Isaaq (considering the
hierarchical structure of the army and the police forces), called first the central
police headquarters and second the central army headquarters in Hargeysa,
responsible for the whole security situation of the northern part of the country.
In his last contact with the army, Dubbad’s telegram was responded to by
Lieutenant Colonel Abdullahi Yusuf Ahmed, the deputy of the northern army
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sector. Upon hearing the information that the president was “killed,” Abdullahi
Yusuf, a Majeerteen/Mohamoud Saleebaan/Omar Mohamoud, hurriedly asked
Dubbad to which clan the assassin belonged. Dubbad replied “Oh, a Majeerteen
man.”29 The crime was thus depicted as a business-as-usual traditional activity, a
clan matter carried out by one clan member against another. Both Saqadhi and
Yusuf—the respondent and the inquirer—propagated that premise, at least in
the beginning. Convinced of the report he had received, Yusuf called his senior
army officers and passed along the information. What both colonels left out was
the crucial issue of whether or not the assassin was a government employee—in
this case, a policeman.

The assassin, Said Orfano, contrary to popular claims, was neither a
bodyguard nor a real policeman, even though he was given a uniform
and had enlisted in the police force before the assassination. He joined
the Dervish forces, a branch of the police named after the anticolonial
Dervish movement of Sayid Mohamed Abdulle Hassan, known as the “Mad
Mullah.” Orfano was registered in the police record as Abdulkadir Abdi
Mohamed by General Mohamed Abshir Muuse, the former commissioner
of the national police, who helped him as a fellow clansman to secure a
government paycheque. But he was not included in the official police team
assigned to the president’s security detail. However, the very fact that the
assassin was trained in the police raises suspicion. Tellingly, General Abshir
was among several fellow clansmen accused of the assassination.30 In his
memoir, even though he mentioned that Abshir was a suspect, Colonel
Abdullahi Yusuf insisted without offering any evidence that he was certain
that Barre was the main culprit and conductor of the assassination.31 In
describing the assassination as a “killing,” Colonel Yusuf did not consider
the bigger picture by linking the murder to the contemporary realpolitik of
the Cold War. In his analysis of the politics of murder in postcolonial
Somalia, Somali psychiatrist Hussein Bulhan also charged Barre for orches-
trating the assassination.32

The sudden execution of the assassin by the subsequent Barre military regime
closed the door on further investigation of the case.33 Why was the whole
investigation processed so quickly? By making his confessions confidential, the
regime blocked the possibility of running the risk of linking the inner circle of
Barre to the assassination. It was clear that there was a need for a guiltymurderer
in the form of clan. One crucial piece of evidence, though by no means the only
one, that links Barre to the assassination can be found in the regime’s official
bulletin. Upon coming to power, Barre selectively promoted the two policemen,
Lieutenant Beddel Hersi Farah and Lieutenant Abdi Raabi Raage, who were
accused by the assassin of participating in a hybrid assassination plot.34 Beddel
Hersi and Abdi Raabi were among five individuals—the other three being the
assassin’s brother, Mohamed Yusuf Ismail, Sheikh Nuruddin Ali Olow, and
Ainab FarahMaraf—withwhom the assassin told the court he had plotted. All of
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them were released on the account that the assassin had retracted his earlier
statements.35 However, the presidential decrees reveal that generous rewards by
Barre for Hersi continued throughout the regime.36 This stands as evidence of
the special relationship between Barre and some of those accused of assisting the
assassin. How those suspected of the assassination were allowed to live freely
remains a mystery.

The trial and the truth

During the short, swift trial, a witness named Farah Warsame Ali told the
court that one of the accused, Ainab Farah Maraf, promised the assassin in
September 1969 “a substantial sum of money” if he carried out the assassina-
tion plot.37 The defendant confessed to the court that he was promised a
massive amount of money once he assassinated the president. Exactly 40,000
Somali shillings were deposited to the assassin’s brother, while another
50,000 would be supplied after the assassination. The plot, as previously
planned, was to murder the president in Mogadishu, but the assassin told
the court that the idea of the assassination itself came from Sheikh Nuruddin
Ali Olow, his fellow subclansman, and other accused men.38 Olow told
Orfano that once he assassinated Abdirashid he would defend him in
court. The court heard that while Beddel Hersi encouraged Orfano in carry-
ing out the crime by assisting him in Bur’o, Abdi Raabi was tasked to spread
antagonistic propaganda against the president. As the commander of the
Bur’o police station, Raabi also transferred the assassin from Bur’o to Laas
Aanood and recorded in the police book that he sent Orfano on a “special
mission.”39 Beddel encouraged the assassin to empty all his cartridges in the
president’s body and be sure to exclaim that it was “an accident.”40 The court
heard that Beddel supervised the whole operation, directing the would-be
assassin where to stand and from where to shoot. He also berated the assassin
for missing a previous chance to kill the president at the municipal head-
quarters in Laas Aanood.

Wherever the president visited, Orfano followed him with the help of the
local police authorities. Whether Orfano and collaborators acted on higher
orders was a question they would have answered if they were called by the
court, which they were not. The transfer of the court hearing to Mogadishu
could also be part of the plot. The subsequent military rulers who took power
five days after the assassination preferred the capital so to limit witnesses’
accounts. Even though the town of Bur’o had the legal jurisdiction for the
case, the transfer of the court hearing to the capital Mogadishu “for security
reasons” meant that justice had been compromised behind the scenes. One of
the living judges of the court admitted that there was a political plot in the
assassination.41 The fact that the head of the new politico-military court in
Mogadishu was Colonel (later General) Mohamed Sheikh Osman, one of the
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staunch loyalists of Barre, also reveals how the final judgment of the court
was reached within the inner circle. Similarly, the prosecutor of the case,
Mohamoud Mire Muuse, was a trusted member of the military junta.

To show that the president’s murder was not a matter of national urgency but a
clan issue, a small committee consisting exclusively of the Osman Mohamoud
subclan represented by Abdi Farah Baashane and Hersi Osman Keenidiid was
assigned days before the coup to investigate the assassination.42 This made the
whole thing clanized and discouraged other witnesses to emerge. However, in
pleading guilty the assassinmentioned no clan during the deliberation of the court.
Nor did he utter a clan name in euphemistic terms, as was customary when clan
terms were used in courts. When asked by the court judge for his motivations,
Orfano articulated a geopolitical language laden with a Cold War politics. He
confessed to the court that he shot Abdirashid because the president and his prime
minister deceived “the nation” by signing a memorandum of understanding with
Kenya, a truce that neutralized the hostilities over the territorial claims between the
two countries in 1967.

From a legal point of view, it is clear that the criminal court did not consider
the assassin’s testimonies and decided not to call witnesses to hear other
versions. Though he was not directly involved in the court proceedings, the
president of the Supreme Court had to resign during the hearings due to the
heavy interference of the Barre regime. One of the first official regime bulletins
features his resignation, with Barre accepting it immediately. More revealingly,
as is evident from the official bulletin, the Osman Mohamoud clan prosecutor
who had been investigating the case was arrested and then suspended from the
magistrate service.43 By contrast, the court documents also show the assassin’s
lawyer, Abdiaziz Nur Hersi, a known Marxist and close friend of Abdirizak,
arguing that his client deserved a prize—even a historical medal—for themurder
he had committed. Despite such powerful political rhetoric, rather than a legal
contention in defending the assassin, Abdiaziz was soon promoted to a member
of the Barre’s first cabinet on the very eve of the coup.

Outside the courtyard, the public pointed to Abdirizak Haji Hussein the
prime minister of the preceding administration. Abdirizak, who had more
than once agitated for the assassination of the president, was also accused of
involvement. A contemporary political eyewitness, AhmedMohamed Siilaanyo,
who was later to lead Somaliland, recalled that months before the assassination,
Abdirizak declared at his party Dabka (fire) headquarters in Maka Al-
Mukaramah Street in Mogadishu that Abdirashid should know that “the no. 1
car can be exploded.”44 The number one was the president’s car number plates.
Subsequently, after the coup, while others were immediately detained outside in
Afgooye, Barre and his loyalists initially put Abdirizak under house arrest.When
most of his fellow former political players and peers were languishing either in
detention without trial or given minor posts in the regime, Abdirizak was
awarded the most lucrative political position given to a politician of the old
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civilian political establishment. Barre sent him to NewYork as his ambassador to
the United Nations, a position he held until early 1980.45 This indicates an earlier
connection between Barre and Abdirizak, the main outspoken critic of
Abdirashid and his administration.

Abdirizak freely admitted many years later that he was delighted on hearing
that the military took over power five days after the assassination. In an inter-
view with the Horn of Africa radio in Mogadishu, he contemplatively recalled
how—after his housemaid passed the news of the coup to him—he became
pleased that the widowed administration was overthrown.46 In another inter-
view he gave to Hiiraan Online shortly before his death, Abdirizak maintained
that he had not been part of the plot.47 Interestingly, he ascribed the assassina-
tion to a clan vendetta, insisting that the assassination was a clan-motivated act
and that Orfano was acting on his ownwith respect to his subclan grievances. To
exonerate himself from any involvement, Abdirizak remarked that the assassin
gave a full confession, claiming that “when the man was brought to court, he
insisted that no one else [except him] was a complicit.”48 Contrary to Abdirizak’s
claims, Orfano himself first confessed to the court that five individuals, who had
mentioned to him the name of Abdirizak, helped him carry out the assassina-
tion. The assassin also told the court that Abdirizak’s name was raised several
times by the accomplices, but he admitted that he neither saw nor heard of
Abdirizak personally. Without sufficient evidence, the court did not call
Abdirizak or charge him as a potential suspect in the first court hearing.

New evidence on a full light

The outcome of the criminal court proceedings, not to mention the violent
means in which Abdirashid was murdered, reveals that Barre played a part in
the plot.49 The first moves and measures taken by Barre after the successful
staging of his coup provide further evidence of who was responsible for the
assassination plot. Within a few months upon coming to power, Barre issued
a presidential decree ordering a special stipend for the late Captain Saadaq
Mohamed Farah’s family.50 The captain was a man who had attempted to
assassinate the president before. Married to Abdirizak’s niece, the captain
sought more than twice to blast the president’s car. Earlier, a bomb thrown
into the Abdirashid’s car had failed to explode. The captain later, on
March 30, 1968, accidentally blew himself up while testing explosive devices
in the outskirts of Mogadishu. When he died, he was training a group of
would-be assassins to murder the president. Upon their arrest, the trainees
admitted that the captain was showing them how to detonate a bomb in the
president’s car.51 Ambassador Mohamed Ahmed Aalim, the captain’s collea-
gue in the army, recalled that no inquiry was appointed to investigate who
accompanied the captain in the plot.52 According to Colonel Mohamed
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Ismail Ibrahim “Sero Sero Sete,” Captain Saadaq had a close friendship with
Barre.53

Apart from what the official regime bulletin suggests, there were other
confirmations that clearly link the assassination to the military coup. The
testimony given by Shukri Aden Shire, the daughter of Aden Shire Jama, the
then minister of justice in the civilian administration, weighs the evidence.
On the night of the coup, the house of Aden Shire was raided by a group of
army officers and soldiers led by Barre’s son-in-law Ahmed Saleebaan Dafle,
who was then head of army intelligence. Shukri documented that they
arrested her father and took the file of the initial investigations of the
assassination.54 Why her father kept the file at home rather than in his office
is a question that she did not raise in her memoir. However, it appears that
her father felt that due to the sensitive nature of the case the file would not
have been safe in the cupboard of his office. The file taken by Barre’s son-in-
law included the cassettes of the interviews conducted by the police with the
assassin. No one has seen them since.

In light of all the evidence, there appears a clear link between the coup and
the assassination. Accumulating all these facts adds evidence on who were
the culprits and who were the accomplices. This also settles a matter that was
obscure not only to the public but to the pundits as well. The assassination
appears to be a covert plot orchestrated within the army headquarters with
the supervision of Soviet surveillance.55 The speed with which the military
removed the remnants of the Abdirashid-Egaal administration, within a week
of the assassination, also seems sufficient to demonstrate that the preparation
behind the plot to murder the president and to seize the state had preceded
the mission. In particular, the role and responsibility of Barre and his patrons
played were clear, although after ascending to power he obviated any inves-
tigation of the assassination.56

With this newly discovered evidence, Barre was clearly part of the plot that
eliminated an incumbent civilian president whose tenure would have ended
in 1973. Colonel Abdullahi Yusuf stressed in his memoir that Barre played “a
lion’s share” in the assassination.57 Though Yusuf’s emphasis can be driven
by his clan genealogical affiliation with the president, Abdirashid himself was
not a saint, considering his role in a Cold War realpolitik, a politics he barely
understood.

Abdirashid steered the state from the West to the Soviets in 1962 and from
the Soviets to the West in 1967, later flirting with the Arab world. Abdirashid
put himself in real danger, as it was most likely that the Soviets infuriated by
his decision were about to react very soon to prevent Somalia from reverting
back to the Western fold.58 Apart from the Cold War dynamics, the pre-
sident domestically became a target of public grievances against how his
administration handled the March 1969 parliamentary election, an outcome
in which fraud and fabrication had reached on an unprecedented level.59 The
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untouchable elites in his inner circle were also undeterred by the state
system, which allowed those who were at the top to embezzle public funds
and compete for moneyed political positions.60 The whole government was
so abhorred by the public that it became a synonym for corruption, clan
cronyism, and clientelism. Faduma Ahmed Alim, the first female civil servant
in Somalia, noted that once the integrity of the administration was tarnished,
the ordinary people began to pray “for the downfall of the parliamentary
government.”61 This was one of the reasons why the military coup d’état was
perceived from the outset—as the Somali scholar Ali Jimale Ahmed put it—a
“divinely symbolic act” to the mysterious assassination of Abdirashid.62

The Cold War and the clan dynamics

While preparations for burial were underway, a long-held traditional clan
animosity came to the fore, which was the result of the revulsion and
repulsion to Abdirashid and his administration. To the surprise of many,
the assassinated president was denied burial in a national cemetery in
Mogadishu by members of the Murusade clan of the Hawiye clan-group.63

Even though he was a religious man adhering to Sufi Islam, Abdirashid was
not a leader who could attract people’s hearts and minds. Many Somalis
viewed the assassination as a way of extricating themselves from a corrupt
administration. While Radio Mogadishu maintained calls for prayer for the
assassinated president, the death of Abdirashid rarely generated sympathy.

To add insult to injury, the political brokers who shared the same
subclan genealogical affiliation with the president argued, not without a
sultanistic style, that they were the legitimate heirs to his position and
suggested that his successor should be one of their own. They thus
proposed Haji Muuse Boqor Osman, their clan leader in Mogadishu, as
a substitute for Abdirashid. Muuse. Boqor himself contended that he was
the “rightful heir to the presidency.”64 Peoples’ rage was further aggravated
when Egaal entertained the proposal put forward by several prominent
Daarood elders, such as Omar Mo’allim Mohamed and Haji Yusuf Egaal—
who suggested that the Osman Mohamoud clan chief had to replace
Abdirashid. In effect, Somalia seemed to be turning into a clan property,
when political players (Egaal among them), acting on behalf of such a clan
recommendation, later nominated Muuse Boqor as the official government
party (Somali Youth League, or SYL) candidate for the uncontested post of
the presidency.

Apart from clan chieftaincy, Boqor was a political broker connected to
the administration in several ways. Since Abdirashid usurped power,
Boqor enjoyed a special favor for land properties and other profitable
businesses and the administration would grant him a license to be the
only trader to import gold to Somalia. The official bulletin shows that
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his position was uninterrupted from 1960 until 1969.65 A kind of a
kingmaker, Boqor also shared a business enterprise with the then
Interior Minister Yasin Nur Hassan Bidde. More tellingly, Boqor and
his fellow political broker Omar Mo’allim, the former Somali ambassa-
dor to the United States, had close contact with Americans. This part
political and part business connection was a serious concern to the
Soviets. The Soviets apparently believed that Omar Mo’allim was an
agent for the CIA.66 Sheikh Mukhtar Mohamed Hussein, the president
of the parliament, who assumed presidency of the republic upon
Abdirashid’s assassination, recounted that the Soviet ambassador to
Mogadishu approached him once the preparation for the president’s
successor started and discussed with him the looming repercussions for
Somalia under a Boqor government, whom the Soviets had considered
an American puppet.67

Concerns surrounding the suggestion of Boqor as president coincided with the
controversies at the National Parliament over who should replace Abdirashid.
Many Somalis “were disgusted by the self-serving posture of the political debate
and by the very limited qualifications of the proposed successor.”68 It was in this
spirit that a furious group of government party parliamentarians, such as Ismail
Jimale Ossoble and Aadan Isaaq Axmed, two former ministers, one Hawiye, the
other Dir, strongly rebuffed Boqor’s nomination. Instead, Ismail Jimale recom-
mended Abdullahi Iise Mohamoud, the former prime minister during decoloni-
zation, to be the government’s candidate for president. Iise, a popular nationalist
figure, albeit but with limited oratory skills, lacked a clan base. He departed and
deserted his clan for a commitment to Somali nationalism. His subclan, Sa’ad of
the Habar Gidir, blamed him—as did Aden Adde’s Udeejeen clan—for not
upholding their interests, unlike his peers from other rival clans. Due to the
bickering over Abdirashid’s successor, ordinary people were losing patience as
Egaal showed a strong commitment to using whatever state resources at his
disposal to get Boqor elected to the presidential post.69

The new version of Mobutu Sese Seko

The competition and contestation of rival clans over who had the right to replace
the assassinated president were bound to stir up armed clan conflict. The whole
governmental system on which the state institutions were founded was on the
verge of failure, and the country was heading toward economic and political
breakdown.70 The corrupted democracy led to what Mabel Berezin called “an
empty symbolic space” wherein a tyrannical, totalitarian, and terroristic regime
formed itself easily unchallenged to fill the void.71 Barre, acting behind the scenes,
conversed with other army officers and used the same language of Abdirashid’s
assassin, stating that Egaal had sold out the cause of Somalis in Kenya by pursuing
a new policy of détente.72 So Barre argued for a sudden and swift overthrow of the
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government in 1968, a year before Abdirashiid’s assassination. Barre’s political
maneuvringwas unequivocal. A diehard supporter of theAbdirizak’s government,
he once threatened those who voted against its approval in the parliament in 1964
with dire consequences. When Abdirizak’s government lost a first vote of con-
fidence in the parliament, Barre warned Egaal, then an opposition leader, that the
army would react if the bickering political players did not stop blocking the
government in the parliament.73

Barre’s coupwas also possibly precipitated by the fact that Abdirashid and Egaal
were intending to reduce the military budget. When Egaal suggested in 1968
sending Barre to the Soviet Union for a military training, the plan was noticeably
overshadowed by a contemporary clan advocacy. Barre deployed clan elders who
convinced both Abdirashid and Egaal to leave their son alone. Before Egaal’s
proposal materialized, it was averted by the clanistic reasoning put forward by
Majeerteen political players and brokers who insisted that since a Daarood
commissioner of the police had previously been discharged, they would never
tolerate another Daarood being humiliated under their authority. One of those
political players was Daher Haji Osman “Dhagaweyne,” Abdirashid’s cousin.
Mothered by a Mareehaan, Barre’s clan, Dhagaweyne persuaded Abdirashid not
to dismiss the army commandant.74 Barre was also successful in convincing his
clan leaders that, if he was to vacate the position, he would have to leave the army
in the hands of rival clansmen, as his deputies, General Mohamed Aynaanshe
Guuleed, an Isaaq/Habar Yoonis, and General Mohamed Ibrahim Ahmed
“Liiqliiqato,” a Hawiye/Sheekhaal, came from rival clan-groups.

Barre had his own covert plans. He would become and prove to be a tiger who
ate those who had groomed him. Upon the aftermath of the March 1969 election,
he was promoted tomajor-general, following a recommendation from the interior
minister. This allowed him to fish inside the army aswell as party politics, which by
this time were structured on either clan or personalist basis. Barre owed his
accomplishment of waging the successful overthrow of the administration to the
irregularities of the election. But the fraud and falsification of the election as well as
the subsequent assassination of the president did not trigger the takeover. Rather,
it provided the justification for carrying out the coup, because Barre found a
unique public validation to complete his coup plot. The virtual demise of demo-
cratic rule at Abdirashiid and Egaal’s hands led people to envisage a coup.75

Rumors were prevalent in the capital that a military takeover was in the offing.
Barre took advantage of such a chaotic situation and created politico-military
networks. Utilizing his army position, he shrewdly built underground support for
his plans, such as forming a military section for singers and traditional poets.
Singers with folklore bands were mobilized from inside the army in order to voice
the masses’ grievances against the administration. One of the most well-known
songs claimed that the army was the only institution safe from corruption and
nepotism. The song, aired on RadioMogadishu a fewmonths before the coup, was
sung by a male and a female singer.
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The male singer:

The refuter of [clan] genealogies

Who knows no nepotism

Who sees the nation as equal

That being the soldier

Who is oblivious of it?

The female singer:

The defender of the land

The unbendable one as a force

The never-defeated debater

That being the soldier

Who is oblivious of it?76

If themale singer used abstract words, the female singer reinforced it with vigor
and figurative language. Within a week of Abdirashid’s assassination came the
coup. Into the confusion stepped Barre and his soldiers. The democracy was
scrapped and the the civilian government was brought down, replaced by a
autocratic kleptocracy. Before the civilian committee of president’s assassination
concluded their findings, the coup instigators took charge. The public and the
press were silenced about the assassination case.Many Somalis welcomed the coup
and saw it as a new beginning for Somalia. Whatever the case, the coup was far
from bloodless as claimed by the military junta. On the contrary, the military
regime came and ended with violence.

Many opposition political players, such as Abdulkadir Mohamed Aden
“Zoppo” and Abdirizak Haji Hussein, were quick in supporting the coup.
Zoppo, another close friend of Barre’s and of Abdirizak’s, later confided to the
U.S. ambassador in Mogadishu that he financed the coup.77 Standing accused of
orchestrating a high-profile assassination together, the rumeur publique (public
rumour)—as Daniel Compagnon put it—was established that linked Barre and
Zoppo to the assassination of Kamaaluddiin Saalah in 1957.78 No stranger to
assassinations, Barre was the commander of the police in the Banaadir province of
Mogadishu when the Egyptian diplomat was stabbed to death. Hours before his
assassination, Saalah’s police guard was withdrawn. While the traces of the
assassination were cleared, the assassin Wiilow Sheikh Abdirahman Dheere was
himself assassinated in prison during the night of Somali independence celebra-
tions on July 1, 1960, as he was about to be released the following morning for a
presidential pardon.

Conclusion

Who was behind the assassination of President Abdirashid Ali Sharmarke?
This article has accumulated evidence that links the Barre coup and the Cold
War politics to the assassination. The first published documents of the
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military regime are both informative and instructive, as they feature a
collaboration and connivance over who was behind the assassination. In
this regard, this article should be seen as an exploration. A future Somali
government—perhaps 50 years from now—will probably appoint a public
inquiry (say) the National Commission of Inquiry into Abdirashid’s assassi-
nation. The fact that the Somali National Archives and most regime docu-
ments were destroyed after the overthrow of the Barre regime in 1991 will
make any investigation of the assassination very difficult. Without delving
into the KGB official documents on Somalia as well as Italian intelligence
reports from Mogadishu, nothing can be definitive. The release of these
documents may clarify the extent to which Barre, as a Soviet collaborator,
was involved in the assassination and what type of assistance he had received
from the KGB.

The brief postcolonial civilian democratic administrations ended with
mystery and mixture of political plots punctuated by domestic and external
politics. Any call for an inquiry should consider the account given before his
death on June 12, 2012, by Sheikh Mukhtar Mohamed Hussein, the then
speaker of the parliament, who replaced Abdirashid as interim president. He
said the assassination “was organized,” even though he did not specifically
clarify who had organized it.79 The KGB might not have involved itself in
Abdirashid’s assassination if he had not supported the 1967 memorandum of
understanding with Kenya. It would have been reasonable to surmise, in this
case, that the KGB might have targeted Egaal instead. But even if they had
targeted Egaal, they would not have obtained a fruitful result. Assassinating
the prime minister would not have altered the course of the administration;
killing the president most certainly would.

One thing that cannot be easily proven is the external involvement in
Barre’s coup, especially the role of the KGB. Yet when the French intelligence
authorities in Djibouti contacted the Soviets and inquired about what they
were doing in the Mogadishu harbor in December 1969, they were told that
the Soviet crew were guiding the fruits of “the revolution”—that is, Barre’s
new regime.80

If Somalis are to understand what has become of Somalia since Barre
usurped power, they will have to begin on October 15, 1969, the beginning of
what Rudolph Rummel would call a “death by government”—which is to say,
political violence waged in the name of the state.81 Ostensibly inspiring other
violent political plots in the Eastern African region, Abdirashid’s assassina-
tion had broader implications with links to the postcolonial African crises.
Barely a year later in January 1970, Idi Amin Dada, Barre’s counterpart in the
Ugandan army, attempted to assassinate President Obote prior to overthrow-
ing him.82 Illuminating the intricacies and mysteries surrounding
Abdirashid’s assassination is important for tracing the genealogies of the
contemporary Somali political crisis. The circumstances surrounding his
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assassination are still present in popular commentaries and public memory
but have been kept at bay in academia by an overemphasis on clan agency.

The genealogies of the 1970s and 1980s political violence in Somalia can be
connected to this political murder, which culminated in a “security where
there is no security.”83 Barre’s rise to power itself was the beginning of the
current interminable armed conflicts.84 The assassination provided him and
his co-coup makers with the pretext to assert and impose their power in a
political vacuum.

This article draws from some sections of Chapter 2 of my recent book, The
Suicidal State in Somalia: The Rise and Fall of the Siad Barre Regime,
1969–1991 (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2016).
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