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      She was twenty-two years old, with a bullet in her brain and another in her heart. I don’t remember the day she was brought into our hospital, or even whether it was day – it was simply a clear moment in the dust-filled haze of a civil war that had, by then, long ripped our country apart. By 1995, in Somalia, young boys from different militias brandished machine guns looted from the former government and donated from God knows where else. This woman was one of hundreds of the war’s victims – my patients – awaiting me at that very moment. But her story was different.

      She was a young, strong Somali woman. I built my hospital to deliver her child – not to smooth my thumb and middle finger down her forehead in order to close her lifeless eyes. Before I asked my staff to search the bush for her family, I stopped and stood with her for a moment. As I turned away, I cried, not as a doctor, but as a mother. How will this girl’s mother feel tonight, I asked myself, knowing that her daughter is dead?

      Even in the most remote of places, even in times of chaos, bad news travels quickly. A woman came from the bush with information, and we walked together into the room where the dead body still lay. “The person who killed this girl was her mother,” the woman told me. “Her mother killed her.”

      I was shocked, for I had never heard of such a thing! “How could it be?” I asked.

      “The girl’s father was from one clan, and her mother from another,” the woman explained, shaking her head, as she looked at the dead young woman’s calm face. She was still very beautiful – unaware, it seemed, of what had destroyed her. I was also unaware, until the woman continued: “When the girl and her mother went to the mother’s family, the family said, ‘This girl is from the wrong clan. We don’t want you.’”

      The woman looked up at me with sad eyes. “They say she killed her daughter so she could go home.”

      To this day, there is no way to know whether that terrible story is true. I never even learned the young woman’s name. Her relatives from the area came to take her back to the bush, to bury her near her home, and I returned to my outpatient clinic, where a line of families waiting for me reached the trees outside. But that night and even to this day, I am haunted by a question that, at one time or another, every witness to war must ask: In a time of such darkness, if such a thing can happen, how will we survive?

      When most people hear the word Somalia, they think of this, our tragic recent history – the deep divisions among our people, the droughts and the famines, the sea of sharks and pirates. Even the description of our land’s geography – the Horn of Africa, splitting the Indian Ocean and the Gulf of Aden, pointing up toward the Middle East – is full of extremes. But it was not always this way.

      In August 1983, when I began this hospital as just a one-room clinic 21 kilometers outside our capital, Mogadishu, life was peaceful. As one of Somalia’s first female gynecologists, I was well known in the area, so when civil war broke out seven years later, my patients, my extended family and neighbors, and victims and survivors flooded the main road that led out of Mogadishu and passed right by the clinic. I took them in, and I gave them whatever I had – cool water, a place to sleep, a portion of our farm’s harvest. Somali people have a tradition of hospitality: When a traveler comes to you, you have to give him the best of what you have; if you fill his stomach and tell him sweet words, God will bless you.

      This is the story of how, after more than twenty years, these people have become my family, their huts stretching out forever, a sea of twisted branches and brightly woven mats, of unraveling rags and flapping plastic sheets: Hawa Abdi Village. Today, that one-room clinic is a 400-bed hospital, and the few families in need are now tens of thousands of people who live on that hospital’s surrounding land. Beneath some of their homes lies a shadow village of 10,560 people – some who died by clan warfare or indiscriminate shelling, others by disease or by hunger. We buried them together in one place, never imagining that the war would continue for so long that the number of people seeking our help would grow to 90,000, and that a new generation would be forced by lack of land to build their huts atop a mass grave where, for so long, we have mourned.

      We owe it to the dead and those who live among them to remember that our heritage is not one of violence and destruction. Centuries ago, in Somalia, our people lived in small settlements and coastal towns, lying like a jeweled necklace along the beautiful Indian Ocean. The rainy seasons were sometimes short, sometimes long; they gave the people green canopies from tall trees and the cleanest, sweetest air you can imagine. Even in the dry season of January, February, and March, the dead branches found new life by the riverside: They were bent into frames for makeshift huts, not unlike those that now crowd my land. There the families stayed until the rains blew in, the people returned home for the growing season, and the cycle repeated. While the weather patterns shift, the rhythm of the seasons forever guides our life; so, too, do so many Somali traditions, some beautiful, some damaging.

      Like most Somali people, my mother’s family were pastoralists. They reared animals for milk and for meat and cultivated maize and sorghum during the rainy season. During the dry season they wandered with their animals in search of water; they loaded their camels with their valuables, their dishes, and their carpets, as they searched for a place where their herds could graze.

      The difficulty in Somalia can be explained by the fact that in every time of strife, as in every dry season, it is the same story: A gate opens, and all the animals run together after one patch of grass, trying to beat out the others. The herders follow. “This is our grass,” says the strongest herder to the others, “so you find another spot.” If the losers refuse to leave, they will fight the winners. The same is true if there is a group of people who live near one well; they will say to the thirsty people wandering, “You’re not drinking this water.” Years after, when the rain comes, the hunger and thirst are quenched. But the once-thirsty people remember, and the conflict remains.

      As I’ve traveled all over the world to seek help for the displaced people living on my land, people have asked me, “How can it be?” How is it possible, they wonder, in the center of what has been called the world’s most failed state, can there still be some safe haven, a refuge, a society living harmoniously in a village known simply by one woman’s name?

      In Hawa Abdi Village, I tell them, we treat all victims of the conflict equally – no matter what side they’re on. I learned this lesson from my father, who had a wider worldview than his father or the generations who came before because tragedy had forced him onto a different path. Orphaned at age twelve, my father walked for ten days from his small village to Mogadishu, where he met a woman from the fishing community we call Jaaji. The woman took him in as her own son, giving him food, clothes, and even a job at the country’s main port.

      My father came of age during colonial times, but it was, for him, a peaceful time; he worked among ships arriving from every corner of the world. He befriended the Italians and the British, whose ancestors had each colonized different parts of Somalia, as well as the Indians and the Swahili speakers traveling up from the coast of what is now Kenya. These sailors and businessmen taught him their languages and about the history of their countries – lessons that he brought home to his four daughters. “You can change your life through hard work,” my father told me. “You can make yourself indispensable if you understand the capacity of people to help each other.”

      I can still hear his voice and imagine myself as I was then, at age thirteen, in 1960 – the year our country gained its independence from British and Italian rule. At that time, we Somalis believed that our future was bright. When the Italian flag was lowered officially, at midnight on July 1, I was with my father in front of the Hotel Shabelle. As the five-cornered white star of the Somali Republic came up, our national songs played over big loudspeakers. I will forever remember one, so clearly: Tana Siib Tan Saar, which means bring down the Italian one, and raise up the Somali flag.

      We were told that some people died in those first days of independence because of the shock of happiness. I believe it, having seen the way my father embraced his friends in the streets as though they had survived a long war. “We had our difficult life, but today we are free,” my father told us, his eyes shining, as we walked home that night on stiff legs. “Now we can pass through the center of our capital, where before we could not. We can go wherever we want.”

      In the beginning, the Somali people saw new opportunities from overseas – both from the countries that at one time colonized us and from newer, more trustworthy friends, and then, more and more, in our own neighborhoods. We worked hard, rising to the tops of our fields; we dreamed of changing our nation through education and hard work.

      Just as violence is not our legacy, neither is clan division. Clans in Somalia arose from the tradition of abtirsiinyo, as we call it, or “counting ancestors,” back and back one hundred generations. From our earliest days, disputes between two families, or two clans, were settled peacefully, even harmoniously: Each clan sent a wise old man by camel, sometimes traveling a long distance – for days or even weeks – to discuss the matter under the shade of a big tree. In between each of the elders sat a mediator who would hear both positions, saying, “Yes, yes, yes.” The elders analyzed the situation, talking until they agreed on the appropriate punishment, in which the offending clan would give some camels and some cows. After this was settled, the mediator turned to one side and said, “Bring twenty girls.” The other side brought twenty boys, and then, as part of the reconciliation process, the young people from the two clans would marry. Interclan marriage built families to eradicate hate; in the future, the two sides, now related by blood, would not battle.

      Our earliest days as a nation were glorious, but over time, corruption began to take hold. We lost all law and order in the early 1990s, when our government collapsed. This time, when the Somali people turned to their clans for protection, they regarded others with suspicion, or worse – even as their own veins ran with the blood of the other side. The only way that my work could survive was for me to remain neutral, giving all the war’s victims, from every clan, my heart and my soul. So many times I thought I would give my life as well, during years of famine and senseless violence, as mortar shells fell, and still fall, from Somalia’s brilliant blue sky.

      What would my father say if he could see that beautiful girl, young and strong, killed by her mother because her father was from a different clan? If he could see the tens of thousands of people living on our family’s land, where, for more than twenty years, we have been used as human shields for clashing warlords or rival militiamen seeking only to loot or to kill?

      What would he say about the insurgent group Hizbul Islam, which came to my gate in May 2010, and about those who have followed in their footsteps, invading my home and hospital just as they have every other place Somalis once considered safe? These young men are our own sons as well – an entire generation that has grown up without law and order. They have clung to a fundamentalist, inaccurate version of Islam to give them a sense of power; as they try to destroy our society, they are also trying to destroy our religion. Now we are hostages to their ungodly belief that a woman is an object, an instrument, to be used only for their purposes.

      “You are old, and we are stronger than you,” said one of the young men who came to me in those terrible days of 2010. “You have to hand over the authority of the hospital and the management of your camp to us.”

      “That’s impossible,” I told him. “This is my property. I am the doctor here, and I have the knowledge for it. On what legal basis should I hand over a hospital to you?”

      “You are a woman,” said another. “You are not allowed to shoulder any responsibility and authority.”

      “We will protect you here,” said the first.

      “That’s not your job,” I said. Though the camp’s elders quietly reminded me that the men could shoot me at a moment’s notice, I refused to back down. “So they’ll shoot me!” I told the elders. “At least I will die with dignity.”

      I remember so clearly my walk back to the hospital that day, to the sixty patients waiting in the outpatient clinic – and the additional hundred who had been admitted. I knew that these invaders, with their guns and their religion, were motivated solely by owning and taking, but in my anger, I would stand firm. My Islam sees women as valued members of society – as equals – so I never showed my despair.

      I wish that were the end of the story, that the strength of my conviction was enough to change the minds of AK‑47‑clutching young men who have been raised to hate and to kill. But ignorance is the enemy of humanity: The same evil that killed the beautiful young girl in my hospital continues to threaten our lives, as it has for more than twenty years.

      As I speak for millions of Somali women who have no voice, I also share their struggles in this complicated world we will forever insist on calling home. Like the women around me, I, too, have known unimaginable sorrow – I know, like them, what it is like to lose a mother, a sister, a child. The militants could have shot me – it’s true. But I knew that if I died in the name of all I believed, it would have been no problem. Death, as you’ll see, is not the end of our story, which continues to unfold against the most unimaginable odds.

      Death is a part of life in Somalia, whether it comes to us through violence, through disease, or even through childbirth. We know the danger we face, and yet, we women still plan for the future. In some ways, maybe, we are moved to act by the fact of our mortality – knowing that like every other animal on God’s earth, we, too, will die, but that somehow, what we leave behind will last.

      This is why I must begin with the one thing that sustains us, the one answer to our question of survival – with hope. Hope is what remains, as we wait for peace, even as we bleed and we starve. Hope is also our practice, which is why the people living on my land use the same prayers, the same patience, that we have for generations. It may be that right now, we are living for hope – for a time when, we pray, the evil that has infected our society will be wiped out, and when the law will protect all human beings, rather than militias.

      Like our ancestors, the leaders of my camp, women and men, come together in the shade – under the trees, just as we did in the old times. Near my hospital is a mango grove that I call my “Camp David.” It is our retreat, not unlike the U.S. president’s retreat of the same name, where we discuss the situation facing the camp or disputes happening within. Sometimes a group of displaced people will gather around there to lie on carpets at the end of a punishing day – to drink tea, to sing songs, or just to listen to the music of the rustling leaves.

      These trees, which I planted myself, have witnessed drought and famine, disease and heavy shelling; they stand today because of their thick roots reaching down in every possible direction, finding water, holding on somehow. Their branches stretch out and out in the same way, shielding us from the afternoon sun as we tell stories, like those I will tell you now. We know that just doing so is an act of hope – that as we share our story with the world, we are inviting the truth to come out and to save us.
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