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MEDIAEVAL MOGADISHU

NEVILLE CHITTICK

In dedicating this article to James Kirkman, I celebrate him as the first person to embark
on serious archaeological work on the Swahili coasts. In Somalia the situation at the present
day is, with one proviso, much like it was when James began work further south. That
proviso is that much work has been carried out on the visible monuments and on the
traditions, both oral and written, of Somalia, and especially of Mogadishu; excavation has
however hardly been embarked upon. This work is mainly that of Enrico Cerulli, who has
laboured in the traditions of the highest scholarship for sixty years and more. I would like,
in offering this essay, to honour his name also. One could never hope to have a better
foundation on which to build.

This paper will be chiefly concerned with the early history of settlement at Mogadishu
and the related chronology, with some observations on the early town and its monuments,
and a brief account of excavations which I carried out recently.

Geography

Mogadishu is the first port one reaches going southwards from Ras ‘Asir (Cape Guar-
dafui); other landing places are little more than anchorages, though the peninsulas at Hafun
and Warsheikh afford more shelter than elsewhere. Even though the small natural harbour is
only suitable for small vessels, there is nothing better north of Kisimayu, near the Kenya
border. Mogadishu is in an advantageous position also because it is at this point that the
Shabeele river first reaches near the sea — a river which, though not navigable, provides a
useful line of communication through arid lands to the Ethiopian highlands, and whose
fertile, relatively easily irrigable soil can provide food for the town. The harbour is enclosed
by a rocky coralline promontory on the western side, with a coral reef to seaward; the
modern breakwater appears to follow, at least in part, the line of the reef. Despite the
breakwater, the port should not be used, the Admiralty Pilot indicates, from May to Septem-
ber — a state of affairs no doubt remedied by the new (c. 1978) jetty.

The two old parts of the town are situated respectively on the promontory of the west,
and on the northern side of the harbour.

The name Mogadishu (Mugqdisho in the official orthography) is not that applied to the
town by the Somalis, to whom it is known as Hamar. To both names are ascribed etymolo-
gies deriving them from Arabic roots; none of these is convincing.! For ‘Muqdishu’ a Bantu

1 Negre (1977: 6) states that the Somalis say that ‘Hamar’ means ‘seat of government’, but I have not
found any Somali who has put forward this meaning. The existence of a quarter called Hamar Jajab
(see below), is also against this interpretation. Perhaps he has muddled this name with the meaning of
the spurious ‘Maq‘ad ash-Shah’.

Unconvincing Arabic etymologies are put forward by Rossetti (1906: 206ff) who, however, gets in
rather a muddle over the distinction between maq‘ad (<), and mahatta (“bS), station; he favours
an interpretation ‘the stopping place of the sheep’, which refers to a myth of a vision of a sheep
radiant with a supernatural light, at what was to be the site of Mogadishu (a tradition referred to also
by Guillain 1856, II(1): 519). Etymologies deriving it from the ‘Swahili’ language are rejected on the
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origin seems as likely; ‘Shangani’ or ‘Shingani’, the name of one of the surviving old quarters
of the town is certainly of Bantu derivation.?

The Topography of the Early Town

At the end of the last century — and indeed at the time of that great scholar-sea-captain,
M. Guillain — Mogadishu consisted of two distinct settlements, west and south of the har-
bour, and the inhabitants of these constituted two moieties.> The larger settlement, Hamar
Weyne, is built on a promontory of coralline rock; the smaller, Shangani (or Shingani) on
sandy soil (Fig. 1). Guillain put the population at 5,000 in the 1840’s, nearly three-quarters
of whom were in Hamar Weyne. The space between Shangani and Hamar Weyne was former-
ly a market; a nice view showing it, from G. Révoil’s “Voyage Chez les Bénadirs”, is reprint-
ed in Cerulli’s Somalia 1, fig. XIV. Despite the enormous expansion of Mogadishu, Hamar
Weyne survives more or less intact. However, the ‘wall’ that surrounded it in Guillain’s day,
parts of which at least were still there early in the present century, has gone. To judge by the
illustrations the fortifications were rather a connecting up of the outer houses than a wall in
the normal sense. An arterial street was cut through Shangani under the Italian admini-
stration, and some other works were carried out in that area; perhaps half the original
settlement survives as it was. There is no evidence that any of the existing buildings antedate
the eighteenth century, with the exception of the mosques in Hamar Weyne shortly to be
referred to; most of the houses probably date from the last century. Nonetheless the narrow
streets and buildings of several storeys are probably similar to those of earlier times; certain-
ly this accords with early descriptions of this town and Kilwa (P1. I).

It is evident that in mediaval times the town was very much larger. One of the mosques,
Arba‘ Rukn, meaning ‘of the four corners’, and now on the edge of Hamar Weyne, may have
been so called because the corners pointed to four quarters of the town. Another mosque,
Sheikh Sufi, is far outside the area of either settlement. So too is the Mnara of ‘Abd el-Aziz,
far east of Shangani, towards the modern Lido; in this direction, past the present-day
customs area, potherds, notably Chinese celadons, were quite common on the beach; these
also attest that the town extended far in this direction. Most indicative of all is the existence
of areas still remembered as old quarters of the town. These are Hamar Jajab (smashed up
Hamar) and ‘El Alauane’ as recorded by Caniglia (1917: 180 ff). According to that author
Hamar Jajab extended some 4 km west of Hamar Weyne; the ruins are said to have been
destroyed during the Fascist era to make way for the airport. I have not been able to
ascertain the position of ‘El Alauane’, but from Caniglia’s description it seems to have been
somewhere in the region of Hamar Jajab, in an area recently covered with sand dunes. He
illustrates (though the picture is not available to me) a glazed jar found at that place, which

grounds that the Arabs who built the town would not have accepted a name which came from people
whom he says they considered as slaves, a view which, even were it maintainable, begs the question of
who founded Mogadishu. Caniglia (1917: 173) rightly rejects the supposed relationship between ‘Ha-
mar’ (‘Ammar’) and the Arabic root HMR, red.

2 It is perhaps worth noting that Europeans, according to Guillain, were referred to either as frenggui or
m’zongou ; the latter is obviously the Swahili mzungu.

3 The view of the town published in the Atlas of Guillain’s work gives a good idea of how it looked in
1847.
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he says Paribeni (the exavator of Adulis) dates ¢.700. This however remains to be verified.
Caniglia also reports finding coins which he says are inscribed in Persian (an observation the
accuracy of which seems very doubtful) and includes one which he dates, he says, from
around 400H (eleventh century); many others, he says, were dated later than this.

Since there is no account in English of the ruins of Hamar Jajab it is perhaps worth
summarizing what Caniglia writes about the site, which he refers to as Ammar Giageb. He
describes the ruins as covering about Skm?, and, in extent and importance, as the most
notable of Somalia; he estimates that the population must have run to tens of thousands.
The ruins lie in an open space surrounded by consolidated sand-dunes; much has been
destroyed by the people. ‘I have observed’ he writes, ‘huge masses of coral, cut and fluted
with a Roman precision, and appearing to be all of one piece’. He speaks of a huge trough or
tank (vasca grandissima) which, though the inhabitants ascribe it to the Persians, he com-
pares to work at Athens at the time of Pericles (Sth century B. C.). Basing himself mainly on
the fact that no mosque, or remains thereof, were to be seen at Hamar Jajab, and on the
fluted decoration of the structures (architettura tutta a scannellatura), Caniglia concludes
that a pre-Islamic town is in question — indeed he suggests that it was a Phoenician settle-
ment. Given, however, that much of this account is rather imprecise and has a somewhat
fanciful air about it we should treat this view with much caution. He recounts a tradition
that the inhabitants died of hunger in a famine, and another that one ‘Agi Hali Baharé of
Scerasi (Hajji ‘Ali Bahari ash-Shirazi?) settled at Hamar with some survivors from Hamar
Jajab.

References in External Sources

The first contemporary mention of Mogadishu is by Yaqut (c.1228), who describes it as
the most important town on the Zanj Sea; Yaqut is also the first writer to mention Kilwa,
simply as a ‘town in the land of Zanj’. The interpretation of parts of the passages in his
Mu'jam al-Buldan relating to the inhabitants of Mogadishu is not altogether clear.* They are
Muslims, distinguished from the nomadic Barbar in the country round about, and are termed
foreigners; they are not black in colour. They have no king, but each clan has a Sheikh;
apparently elders (rmutaqaddimun) form a council which governs the town. A visiting mer-
chant must stay with one of them, who will sponsor him in his dealings. Soon after, Ibn
al-Mujawir in his Tarikh al Mustabsir, written about 1232, mentions both Kilwa and Moga-
dishu as ports of call on the way from Aden to Qumr, which is probably Madagascar. He tells
of the expulsion of the Banu Majid from the Mundhiriyya district of Yemen in 554H/
AD1159; the refugees divided into three sections, one of which settled in Mogadishu (the
others going respectively to Zafar, in Yemen, and Zaila‘ in the north-western part of what is
now Somalia). It is evident from what Yaqut writes that Mogadishu in his day was a well-
developed town with a substantial history behind it, but on the other hand it is not men-
tioned by al-Idrisi (1154), who does write of Marka, Mulanda (usually identified with Ma-
lindi®), and Manbassa; presumably it was developing at the time of the immigration of the

4 A translation of the passages concerned is given by Trimingham, 1964: Sn.
5 It has been suggested that Mogadishu is the same as one of the unidentified places mentioned by
al-Idrisi, and this is possible but of course not proven.
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Banu Majid. Its development may also have been assisted by merchants moving to the town
after the destruction of the ports of Abyan and Haram in the Yemen (Lofgren 1960).

Ibn Sa‘id (1215-1275) writes of Mogadishu as being a well-known place, though he
places it south® of Marka, whereas it really lies to the north. Al-Dimashg, also writing in the
second half of the thirteenth century, writes of the Zanj people: ‘their capital is Mogadishu
where the merchants of different regions come together, and it belongs to the coast called
“of Zanzibar™’; a passage which can be maintained to indicate that the town was occupied at
the time by Bantu peoples, as is proposed by Cerulli (1957b). Dimashqi also mentions
‘Muqdishu of the Zanj’ in connection with trade via the Diba (Laccadive and Maldive)
islands; it is the only place on the East African coast so mentioned. The connection with
those islands is also emphasized by the placing of Mogadishu on the island of Diab in Fra
Mauro’s map of the fourteenth century; (reproduced as the frontispiece in Cerulli’s Somalia,
vol I). Alessandro Zorzi, early in the following century, places it in a similar location (Cerulli
1957c: 43).

By far the longest account of Mogadishu given by an early author is that of Ibn Battuta
who visited Mogadishu in 1331 (Hamdun and King 1975; Gibb 1962: 374ff). He is chiefly
concerned with giving us an account of the sultan of the place (known by the title of Sheikh,
as he tells us) and his meeting with him; it is thus clear that the council of elders which
seems earlier to have governed the town has been replaced by a single ruler. The Sheikh, Abu
Bakr son of the Sheikh ‘Umar, is of the Barbara and speaks ‘Maqdishi’. The former term
should most probably be interpreted as meaning ‘Somali’, in which case we might expect
‘Maqdishi’ to mean the Somali language. It could however indicate a Bantu tongue (of the
form of Swahili which survives at Barawa), especially in view of the way that it seems to be
in contrast to ‘Barbara’, and in view of the Bantu names for some features of the town like
Mnara and Shangani/Shingani.”

In the course of his lively account, Ibn Battuta describes the Friday prayers at the chief
mosque. The sheikh prays in a maqsurah, (a separate enclosure for the ruler). After prayers
the sheikh goes from the mosque in procession to his residence hall. The procession includes
the gadi, the amirs of the army, the lawyers and the sharifs. The procession is accompanied
by a band of drums, trumpets, and oboe-like instruments. The gadi is named as Burhan
al-Masri; he would thus be prima facie of Egyptian origin. Hrbek (1962: 441) however,
ingeniously proposes to read al-Muqri vice Masri (the letters gaf and sad being not unlike
each other), which would indicate that he belonged to the Muqri (or Muqarri? ) tribe who
have held leading offices since the inception of the town.

The Sheikh walks beneath the silk canopy with golden birds atop the poles which sup-
ported it; in the audience hall, which sounds to have been a more or less large chamber, he

6 Ibn Sa‘id writes ‘east’, which should be interpreted as south, as he considered the coast as trending to
the east in this region, to join up with the Far East.

7 The name ‘Samali’ is first recorded in the victory song of King Yeshaq of Ethiopia who reigned from
1414-1429 (Lewis 1966). There is disagreement as to how ‘Barbara’ and ‘Maqdishi’ should be inter-
preted. Hirsi (1977) takes “Barbara” to mean ‘‘Somali” without question and presumes that the
character of the population had largely changed in the century between Yaqut (when the people of
Barbara are described as black, and the foreign inhabitants of Mogadishu foreigners), and the time of
Ibn Battuta. Much depends on whether ‘Maqdishi’ is read as in contrast to the language of the Barbara.
Négre takes it so, and holds that it was without doubt a Bantu language. Whatever the Maqdishi was,
Shangani is indisputably Bantu — indeed it is among the commonest names on the Swahili coast.
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sits on a carpet. From this, and the account of his clothes, as well as the description of those
given to Ibn Battuta, we get the impression of considerable wealth, if not of luxury.

The diet of the people is varied (the presence of chickens, mangoes and bananas is worth
calling attention to). Hundreds of camels are slaughtered everyday, or so we are told. About
the town itself we are given little information, save that it is of enormous size and inhabited
by merchants with vast resources. The manufacture of woven fabrics is singled out; the cloth
is exported to Egypt and elsewhere (though fabrics from Egypt, as well as Jerusalem, are also
mentioned as being worn). Ibn Battuta devotes some space to the way in which visiting
merchants are received, and assigned an abbaan, or agent. There was also a house to accom-
modate students of Islam.

Early in the fifteenth century we have a Chinese description of Mogadishu by one Fei
Hsin (Filesi 1962: 71-2). While the author evidently did not visit the East African coast, it
is pretty clear that he talked to prople who had (Wheatley 1975). His interests are, of course,
rather different from Ibn Battuta’s. The houses are described as being built of stone, four or
five floors high. Fish are caught and dried, used to feed camels, horses, cattle and sheep. The
wells are very deep and water is drawn in buckets of skin by means of cogged wheels. This is
the only evidence I have found of such a machine in Somalia; an apparatus of this sort would
not be suitable for a deep well, and one wonders whether there might not be some confusion
with the sagia of the Nile Valley. Cogged oil presses on the other hand are, or were, used in
Mogadishu. Feeding fish to animals is in recent times only attested in Southern Arabia, so
far as I have been able to ascertain.

Marco Polo never visited the East African coast, so the information in his Travels is
second-hand. There is confusion in his mind between Mogadishu and the island now known
as Madagascar.® Nevertheless, his account, dating from the first half of thirteenth century,
confirms that the town was at that time ruled by four sheikhs. Like Ibn Battuta, he tells of
the large number of cattle slaughtered there.

The early accounts of the Portuguese are summarized by Cerulli (1957d: 115-121).
Vasco da Gama (1499), in his Roteiro, also writes of houses of several storeys. In the centre
of the town there are pacos (paiaces). This seems to indicate that the space between Hamar
Weyne and Shangani was then still built over. He mentions four towers (at the present day
only two early ones survive — the minarets of the Jami‘ and of ‘Abd al-Aziz).

Duarte Barbosa (Dames 1918 I: 31, 129, 154) calls Mogadishu a very large town, ruled by
a king; this is in the early years of the 16th century. He attests commerce with Aden and the
Kingdom of Cambay; the latter is indicated also by Alfonso d’Albuquerque (Cerulli 1957a:
12). Among exports are mentioned ivory, wax, and much gold, the last presumably a
re-export derived from the Kilwa and Sofala trade. The country produces much meat; also
cereals (including barley), fruits of various sorts, and horses. The men are mostly dark or

8 The name is spelled Magadaxo and variants. It is said to be on an island 4,000 miles in circumference
(cf. Diab, the island on which the town lies on Fra Mauro’s map), and Marco gives an account of the
giant rukh birds of Arab mythology (which almost certainly relate to the now-extinct Epyromis of
Madagascar). Nevertheless, Mogadishu is certainly meant, although Latham, who translated the
Travels, insists that he means Madagascar. The reasons for preferring this interpretation are set out at
length by Négre; notably the fauna, as described by Marco, is (apart from the rukh birds) that of
mainland Africa. And the four sheikhs already commented on can surely be fortuitous. In part it
seems that the name Madagascar derives from Mogadishu, via Marco and perhaps others; the inhabi-
tants of that great island originally had no name for it.
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black; a few are light in colour. They have little in the way of arms, but put poison on their
arrows. They speak Arabic — presumably (in view of what Ibn Battuta says) only for the
purposes of commerce.

Local Sources

So much for the mediaeval scene, viewed by outsiders. Let us now turn to the internal
sources, both oral and written. Traditions are recorded in the Book of the Zenj, the Kitab al
Zunuj (Cerulli 1957), of immigration to the Somali coast in pre-Islamic times. While there
may well have been traffic with ancient South Arabia, no material evidence of this has been
found (pace Caniglia — see below); it may well be however, that small groups did come and
were absorbed by the people, and Cerulli (p. 38) quotes an interesting instance in modern
times. A vessel from Socotra was shipwrecked near ‘Aluula; the crew, deciding the fishing
was good, simply settled nearby, forming a little village on their own. No doubt by now, as
predicted by Cerulli, they will have been absorbed by the local people;indeed, I saw no
Socotra village when I was at ‘Aluula in 1976. It is very doubtful, however, whether com-
parable small-scale immigration in the past would be remembered by the chronicles, their
cultural impact being negligible. They are anyway of no importance.’

The available documents of the Islamic period are almost all published by Cerulli in two
articles which originally appeared in the Rivista di Studi Orientali 1926 and the Rendiconti
of the Accademia dei Lincei for 1927, and were republished in the first volume of Somalia
(Cerulli 1957a, b). Cerulli reviews these documents'®, together with the Kitab al-Zunij, and
concludes that Mogadishu existed as an Arab trading colony from around 900 to 1250.
During this time the people of Mogadishu formed a federation of five tribes, of thirty-nine
clans; of these tribes the dominant one in the religious and judicial field was the Qahtani
(Magarri, who eventually became known by the Somali term Reér Faqi), who dispute with
the Qudman (“Afifi) the honour of being the first immigrants. The federation was governed
by a council of elders of these five tribes. The council, apparently referred to also as the four
seats, consists no doubt of the mutaqaddimun elders of Yaqut.

The federation was succeeded by a sultanate, of which the first ruler was a certain Abu
Bakr b. Fakhr ad-Din. This must have occurred before the time of Ibn Battuta (1331) when
the Sheikh was one Abu Bakr b. ‘Umar. The mosque of Fakhr ad-Din, referred to below, is
reputed to have been founded under this dynasty, so that it was presumably established
between the time of Yaqut (say 1230) and 1269, the date of the inscription in that mosque.
This dynasty survived until the sixteenth century, when it was succeeded by the Muzaffar
dynasty.

Some oral traditions in Somali have been recorded by Cerulli (1979). One concerning
Mogadishu tells that the first inhabitants were Shirashi (the Somali version of ‘Shirazi’),
white people whose origin is not remembered, but who shaved their girls’ heads (a practice

9 Cerulli (1957: 38) suggests that the northern Somali word for slave, addon, is of south Arabian origin.
10 The earliest date concerning Mogadishu given in these documents is 149H (AD 767), but Cerulli
expresses doubt about this. We may note here that Négre (1977) takes what these ‘internal’ sources
have to say (including the Book of the Zenj and the Kilwa Chronicle) as being much nearer the
historical facts than it is wise to do.
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followed by the Hawiye, leaving only a fringe on front). There is said to exist an inscription
in indecipherable characters (but which, has not been seen by any scholar). The Shirashi are
said to have suffered greatly from a famine, and to have been succeeded by (unidentified)
people referred to as Madagan, and (in another tradition) by the Halawani; these in turn
were succeeded by the Mudaffar dynasty, from the Yemen. (The palace of Mudaffar is
said to have been near the Italian governor’s residence and Cerulli says that its remains may
be seen on the shore below that building and the Garesa.) It is difficult to assess the reliability
of these traditions; the Shirazi traditions may be compared to the mid-thirteenth century
inscription in the Mosque of Arba‘ Rukn.

With the later period, which is one of decline, we are not here concerned; suffice it to say
that the allies of the Muzaffar, the Ajuran, in the Shabeele valley (on whose support they
largely depended) were defeated by the Hawiye. About 1624, as is suggested by Cerulli
(1959), the nomadic Darandolla (of the Abgal group) occupied the town, and established
themselves in Shangani. They remained in a state of constant rivalry and strife with Hamar
Weyne; the two towns, largely in consequence of their quarrels, became less and less signifi-
cant.

The Monuments and Inscriptions

The earliest dated inscription is one of which there is a cast in the National Museum in
Mogadishu, with a date (which I have regrettably not checked) read as 579H (AD 1184)"!;
Cerulli recorded all the inscriptions he could find in the 1920’s. The earliest of them is on
one of the tombs to be seen among the dunes east of Shangani. It is of Aba ‘Abdullah b. Raya
b. Muhammad b. Ahmad an-Naysabiri al-Khurasani, who died in Rabi‘ al-Awwal 614 (AD
1217). It is interesting to note the Persian origin, the town of Nishapur in Khorasa.
There are six other dated tombs there: two of the 13th century, three of the 14th century,
and one of the 17th century. The nisbas, where given, indicate the persons commemorated,
or their ancestors, who came variously from Khazraj and Medina, both in the Hejaz; and the
Hadhramaut. That dated 1016H (AD 1607) is of Abu ad-Din b. al Faqih Abh3j al-Qahtanf,
who thus belonged to the Reér Fagi, the prestigious ‘tribe’ of Hamar Weyne, who enjoyed
immunity in the fights between the ‘two towns’. Casts of further early inscriptions, dated
respectively 625H, 707H (two), 758H and 785H, are in the National Museum.

The most important building in Hamar Weyne is the Jami‘, the Friday congregational
mosque.'? It is centrally situated, about equidistant from the sea to the east and to the
south; the floor of the mosque is (as estimated by eye) two metres or a little less below the
level of the ground outside. Of this extensive building only the inscription at the mihrab
and the cylindrical minaret are probably original (Pl. IV). Much of it has been built since the
mid-1930s, when the minaret was free-standing, and hence a much more imposing monu-
ment than at he present day (Corni 1937: I: 8). The intricately decorated inscription over
the former records that it was built by Kalulah b. Muhammad b. ‘Abd el-Aziz. Over the

11 The Catalogo of the Museum, and Hirsi (p. 9) record an inscription dated 101H, but this should surely
be read 1101; the style of writing is surely not of the first-second Hijra century; it is not unknown for
the first ‘1’ of four digit dates to be omitted.

This is No. 14 on p. 12 in the Catalogo of the Museo della Garesa, 1934.

12 This and other early mosques are admirably described by Garlake (1966).
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entrance to the minaret is another, stating that its construction began on the first of Muhar-
ram 636, AD 1238.3

In the mosque of Arba‘ Rukn is an inscription in the name of Khusrau b. Muhammad
ash-Shirazi and the date 667H, AD 1268—69; see also the view in G. Révoil, ‘“Voyage chez
les Bénadirs”, republished in Somalia I, Fig. XV.

Lastly we turn to the mosque of Fakhr ad-Din in the Sheikh Mumin quarter on the
eastern side of Hamar Weyne (Pl II). This mosque, extensively damaged allegedly by the
Wali of Zanzibar, has a tablet within the mihrab in the name of Hajji b. Muhamed b.
‘Abdallah and has a date in the year 667 (AD 1269).

Coins

Some eight thousand coins are recorded as having been acquired in Mogadishu (and a few
from Warsheikh); they are published by Freeman-Granville (1963). Most of them are evi-
dently of rulers of Mogadishu (only one type, however, has the title al-Muzaffar). One, of a
certain Abu Bakr b. Muhammad, is dated 1322, but it cannot be assumed that this man is
certainly of Mogadishu. Eight specimens of a billon issue of lower weight carrying the same
names are in the published collections, but this does not make it certain that they were
struck there; there are also for example seven specimens of ‘Ali b. al—Hasan of Kilwa. The
earliest are among the Chinese specimens, some being of the 11th century, but as I maintain,
coins from China were commonly imported long after the time of the emperor they name
(Chittick 1974: 301). The next is a coin of Ceylon of the end of the twelfth century; the
remainder seem to be of the fifteenth century or later, with a few possibly of the fourteenth.
No coins were found in the excavations.

Excavations

With a view to learning more about the archaeological story of Mogadishu, text excava-
tions were carried out in the vicinity of Jami‘, a region chosen because it is an obvious area
for an early settlement, and the ground level is among the highest in Hamar Weyne. This
work was carried out with the kind co-operation of the Somali authorities and of the
National Museum; it took place on the occasion of the First International Congress of
Somali Studies, held in Mogadishu in July 1980.

Two trenches were dug. One, designated HW II, was situated some 4 m north of the qibla
wall, and the other (HW I) measuring 3 x 2 m, was laid out 9 m SW of the wall of the
ablution area of the mosques (plan showing position, Fig. 2; Pls. III, IV).

The former trench was the less interesting. Here bedrock was reached at 4.8 m from the
surface. Directly on the rock was a well-built wall of coral rubble. The wall, which only
survived to the height of about half a metre, was constructed of coral rag set in yellow

13 The Mnara of ‘Abd el-Aziz, which is also of near cylindrical form, lacks any inscription. M. de Villard
(1943) considers it later in date than the minaret of the Jami; the evidence either way however is
slight. Strangely, it is not depicted in the view of the town seaward in Guillain’s Atlas. That picture
shows however a high tower — taller than that of the minaret of the Jami‘ — in the open space between
Hamar Weyne and Shangani.
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Plate III The site of Trench HWI: the northern wall of the Jami‘ on the left. The mashrabiya — type
balcony on the building behind is the only one in Hamar Weyne

Plate V Mofas set in clay floor. The larger is 35 cm in diameter at the top.



Plate IV The site of trench HWII, before excavation; the minaret of the Jami‘ in the background
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mortar; associated with it was a floor of rammed rubble about 20 cm above the bedrock.
The potsherds in the deposit associated with this wall, and for a space of almost two metres
above it were of types ascribed to the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries. Above this,
extending virtually to the surface, was a latrine fill with may bones, dating from the early
part of the present century.

The trench to the south-east of the mosque showed a succession of four building periods.
Rather over six metres of deposits were dug; the constricted space at the bottom of the
trench and the danger of digging at such a depth made it difficult to establish for certain that
bedrock had been reached at this depth. At the base were two walls D and E, of coral rubble
set in earth, one later than the other (Plan, Fig. 3; Section, Fig. 4). The associated imported
pottery consisted mainly of sgraffiato. This indicates a date probably in the twelfth century,
and certainly no earlier than the second quarter of the eleventh. With it was glazed pottery
similar to the type known as ‘black-on-yellow’ save that the glaze is better preserved than in
the specimens previously found on the Kenya coast; on one sherd is visible part of a linear
blue-green decoration. The black-on-yellow in Kenya is ascribed to the 14th century; this
variety is presumably earlier. Similar pottery is found in the overlying stratum. Pottery of a
generically similar character is still being made at Hais near the west coast of the Yemen, and
I now think it probable it was made there rather than in the Aden region, where sherds occur
also.

Above, and later than, these walls was a clay floor in which were set two mofa bread
ovens (PL. V). One of these, though much cracked (such ovens are extremely fragile), was
complete and is the only such specimen of a mofa to be recovered anywhere on the coast.
There was much associated charcoal, of which samples were taken for radiocarbon dating, as
were others from a hearth at a rather higher level.

Cut into this floor were two well-built walls, with deep foundations; one, B, is on the
west and one, C, on the east side of the trench; an associated floor of rammed coral chips
was at 3.4 m below the surface. The pottery was similar to that found below. The well-
preserved upper part of a glass flask was found.

Resting on the surviving top of the earlier wall C, were the massive foundations of an
important building, built with lime mortar and with well finished plaster face (wall A).
Associated with that wall is a plaster floor (at about 1.50 m below the surface) on a rubble
foundation. The associated pottery still included sgraffiato and black-on-yellow. The floor is
at roughly the same level as that of the Jami‘, or not much above, and in view of this and the
ceramic evidence one can suggest that this building was built not much later than the
mosque, maintainably in the late 13th century.

Above this is a stratum of rubble, 1.0—1.4 m thick, which is the destruction level of the
building. This yielded a celadon rim, probably of the 15th century or thereabouts, as well as
black-on-yellow pottery. Above this destruction stratum is 1 to 1.4 m of modern debris up
to the present unpaved surface of the piazza. It seems possible that this area was levelled off
with material dumped here early in the time of the Italian administration.
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Conclusion

In all that has been set out above, there is no firm evidence of the existence of a town on
the site of Mogadishu before the late 12th century'®. It is perhaps most likely that it grew
during that century to its state of florescence, which was evidently primarily in the 13th and
14th century. As we have observed, Cerulli suggests that the town came into being around
900 AD but this is founded largely on the information provided by the Kilwa Chronicle as to
the date of the first immigration from the Persian Gulf. I have attempted to demonstrate in
publications in recent years that the antiquity of these events is exaggerated, and that the
foundation of the ‘Shirazi’ dynasty at Mafia and (probably subsequently) at Kilwa took
place in the twelfth rather than the tenth century (Chittick 1965; 1974). The =vidence
offered by the genealogies and the like of the people of Mogadishu, some of which indicate
earlier dates, must be viewed with some caution, especially in default of confirmatory
evidence, and in view of the mythical nature of the early parts of certain of them (e.g. the
genealogy of the Reér Faqi which goes back to Wa‘il b. Saba b. Hadramawt). Of course the
absence of anything earlier than the twelfth or thirteenth century in two small excavations
in Hamar Weyne does not mean that there is no such material elsewhere. But until excava-
tions in other regions (and it would seem particularly important to investigate Hamar Jajab)
our working hypothesis should be that Mogadishu came into being in the 12th century.
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