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Dedicated to Jac Holmes and the Şehîd



When bad men combine, the good must associate; else they will fall one by one, an unpitied sacrifice in a contemptible struggle.

Edmund Burke,
Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents

I don’t want one of those goddamn politician-made wars. I want to fight in something in which human beings count.

Charles Sweeny
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A Note about Names

I have not named many of the participants in this book, limiting this to foreign volunteers whom I fought or worked with closely. I have not named any of the Kurdish, Arab, Assyrian or Turkish fighters I had dealings with for two reasons. Firstly, the number of names used is fairly limited and, as a result, identification would soon be confused in the course of the narrative. Secondly, at the time of writing the situation in Syria is still in flux, and the future of those who have joined the Syrian Democratic Forces is far from clear. I have no wish to contribute to any intelligence files that may be used against them at future dates and, therefore, have not named any of these individuals. Many of these fighters, brave men and women all, are considered terrorists by certain political powers, who would happily see them dead.

In naming foreign volunteers, I have used their Kurdish noms de guerre, so as to protect their anonymity, although a number of them have publicly declared their service in Syria. There are two exceptions to this rule. Firstly, volunteers who were killed are a matter of public record, usually receiving a fair amount of attention in the international press. These I have referred to by their real names. Secondly, three individuals with whom I would work closely for a period of time. I will refer to them by the names Moe, Curly and Larry. They are all keen on their privacy, so I have provided them with an extra layer of anonymity. If they object to the names I have chosen, then I’m sure they will let me know.


Prologue

It was only well after the smoke and dust cloud had blown over me and settled to give me a light patina of grit that I noticed the mortar had detonated just thirty metres away. I had been sitting cross-legged on the veranda of a house on the edge of Manbij, trying to open an unripe pistachio nut, when the bomb went off. I hadn’t eaten in twenty-four hours and my nails were splitting in my attempt to strip what was proving to be a stubborn opponent. A few seconds later I realised I hadn’t even looked up. I’d been shelled innumerable times in the past year, and had become very good at telling where they were going to land, to the extent that my ability to judge a shell’s fall was now subconscious. If you don’t hear them until late, that means they are coming down on top of you.

It occurred to me that perhaps I’d been in Syria for too long, but then I managed to split the pistachio shell and my attention went back to dealing with my hunger. I popped the nut into my mouth, chewed, and then spat it out in disgust. Unripe pistachios are utterly revolting. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised.

The dust swirled in the wind, which normally blows strongly across the flat plains and low hills of northern Syria. It is the only relief from the burning heat that bakes the ground into a rock-hard surface during the summer, but the wind freezes you to the bone in the wet winters, which transform the solid dirt into a glutinous muck that bogs down feet and vehicles. I sat and considered the houses around me, not far from the front line. I would like to say I was working towards some great revelation about the meaning of existence, or mankind, or war. But all I was really interested in was that I was away from the unrelenting fighting (mortar shells don’t count), and the gnawing hunger in my belly. My mind was pleasantly blank, though I was completely aware of my surroundings. It is a strange state, a mindset of total focus that I have only found in combat.

It seems an odd situation to be in, especially as fighting in a war wasn’t really on my agenda and I’d never served in the military. But in June 2015 I shouldered my rucksack and boarded the first of a series of aeroplanes that would take me to northern Syria. I would spend the best part of the next year fighting alongside the Kurdish YPG against the Islamic State – otherwise known as ISIL, ISIS or Daesh. This is the story of my experiences.

I don’t intend this to be the definitive history of the war in Syria, or even of the battles I was involved in. Though I have a degree in history and have worked as a journalist, I can offer few insights into the whole sorry mess that is Syria. In combat all you are aware of is your immediate vicinity; you don’t even know what is going on in a neighbouring house unless someone tells you. Trying to follow the broader complexities at a local, regional, national and international level is an impossibility. All I can tell is what I saw, what I experienced and thought. Make of it what you will.

When people find out that I fought in Syria they always ask what possessed me to travel to a war-torn country and risk my life for a cause that had nothing to do with me and that I had no need to get involved in. The answer is both complicated and very simple, and I think it holds for most foreign volunteers who travel to that country to fight.

Firstly, let me deal with the alleged motivation that gets bandied around by our detractors, and some of the press: money. We are apparently all mercenaries simply out to make a quick buck. This is absolutely not true. While certain foreign volunteers I met were definitely out there to raise their profile, to make a reputation or lay the foundations for future careers, no one did it for the money. I can safely say that it cost everyone who volunteered a considerable amount to do so and, though you would hear the occasional legends of people finding large sums of cash on dead Daesh fighters, I never met anyone who had actually known someone who had. In fact, I never even met anyone who said they knew someone who knew someone who found a hidden trove. It is nonsense.

Many of the foreign volunteers travelled to Syria for personal and/or political reasons. Ex-military went because they thought their talents and skills could be of use. Others went because of sympathy for the Kurds, a people with a blighted history, or because the peculiar political ideology of the YPG – a blend of anarchism, social democracy and hard-left dogma – appealed to their desire to see a different political system established that would provide an alternative to the one they had known in their home countries.

A number went because, quite frankly, they did not fit in particularly well back home. Some had family issues, some had problematic personalities, and some were even drug addicts. Some were looking for somewhere they could belong, and, for a few, the embryonic state did present just such an opportunity.

Most would be left disappointed, the reality of the situation in northern Syria being far removed from their expectations. This is hardly surprising: the place was a warzone, and still trying to establish itself as a viable entity.

I think it is fair to say that most of us – whatever our stated intentions – were driven there by a sense of adventure. After all, what more extreme experience is there than war? It’s a dirty little secret that combat is the most intense thing you can engage in, and, when it’s going well, there really is nothing better. Conversely, when it is going badly there is possibly nothing worse. Though we all know and hear of the horrors involved, people have always sought this thrill – and it is a thrill.

But even this, in my opinion, was not the principal reason. At the heart of why we went there was the horror inspired by Daesh. They exploded onto the international consciousness with their lightning advance across Iraq and Syria, crushing all who opposed them, including well-equipped armies. The booty they captured, both material and financial, further fuelled their expansion and, before anyone could register the reality, a fundamentalist regime was controlling a vast swath of territory and commanding an army that struck terror into their enemies. The so-called caliphate used the most brutal methods it could devise to punish those who opposed it, or otherwise did not fit with its narrow interpretation of Islam.

Tens of thousands of foreigners heeded the new regime’s call to come to their territory and wage holy war against the unbelievers and apostates. There they participated in these crimes, positively revelling in them, with each fresh atrocity broadcast to the planet by Daesh’s slick propaganda machine. The world watched, horrified, as entire populations were exterminated or forced to flee their homelands. Under Daesh, rape became codified, children were forced to become sex slaves, those accused of homosexuality were thrown from high buildings, and public executions for the most petty of reasons became the standard.

Allow me to spell out the sort of behaviour that Daesh used as standard on those populations, such as the Yazidis, whom ISIS decided they would not tolerate.

Armed men come to your house. If you’re the man of the house, they kill you. If you are the woman, they gang rape you. The rape itself may well kill you. If not, and you’re lucky, they slit your throat after they are done. If you are unlucky, they put you into one of their slave houses, where you are subject to abuse by any Daesh fighter who wants sexual gratification.

If your daughters are aged nine or above, they are old enough to be married. They are given as a reward to Daesh fighters who are considered worthy, or they are simply sold at market like cattle. They are expected to perform all wifely duties.*

If you have young sons (too old and they too will simply be killed) they will be indoctrinated and groomed to be future soldiers of ISIS – probably suicide bombers, as these tend to be the young and most idealistic volunteers. As part of their schooling they may well be made to murder enemies of the movement or perceived apostates, and their actions recorded and released onto the internet.

Repeat this several thousand, possibly tens of thousands, of times, and you have ISIS. So, when people ask me why I went to fight Daesh, I am, to be honest, baffled. How can any sane person not oppose such evil?


1

Making a Choice

It was in April 2015 that I made the decision to go to Syria. I was on a training run up a mountain in Karen State, Burma, with members of the Free Burma Rangers, an organisation I had been volunteering with, on and off, for the previous three years. I remember quite distinctly that I was listening to Taylor Swift’s ‘Shake It Off’. To my friends and old comrades who will laugh at that: I don’t care – it’s a great track to run to.

I try to monitor the international situation as closely as one can via the press and other open sources, and I’d been following the expansion of Daesh with some concern. It seemed obvious that, although the US Air Force had launched an intensive aerial bombing campaign the previous October, it would be some time before Daesh was destroyed.

It might seem a bit of a jump, going from assisting and training pro-democracy rebels in the jungles of Burma to fighting on the flat plains of Syria, but my motivation was the same: a desire to help people who were getting precious little aid from the outside world. Certainly, the press attention that the YPG had received during the Battle of Kobane had come to my notice, as well as a series of news articles about foreign volunteers who had gone to fight alongside the Kurds. Moreover, as the Western media’s attention had waned, I thought that I might be able to use my media and information coordination skills to assist the Syrian Kurds.

This is probably a good time to explain my role at FBR, and what that organisation does. Burma is a truly beautiful country that has been blighted by more than seventy years of civil war. The Free Burma Rangers work with ethnic-minority movements throughout the country, training relief teams that go into the contested areas, providing assistance to those who need it. Generally, this means refugees who have fled to the jungles and mountains to escape the depredations of the utterly ruthless Burmese army and are forced to live in the most primitive conditions.* As a result, they are not just prey to diseases such as malaria and dengue fever, but also at risk of starvation and dysentery. In these conditions, even a cold can quickly become a lethal condition, especially among the children.

Each FBR relief team includes at least one medic who has undergone an intensive year-long training programme in treating a range of issues, from combat trauma to tropical diseases and illnesses such as pneumonia and malnutrition; both a photographer and a videographer, who document the situation, photograph Burmese army atrocities and record interviews and  testimony from victims as evidence for potential trials; and a security element, which is responsible for protecting both the team and any civilians threatened by military action.

It is important to point out that FBR’s role is not primarily military, though this tends to dominate any press coverage the organisation receives: one media outlet labelled them ‘like Doctors Without Borders … with Guns’. This is both correct and inaccurate. FBR teams can, depending on the local situation, deploy armed, and that is at the discretion of the team itself, comprising volunteers from the local resistance army who best understand the level of threat, which can be considerable. In certain areas FBR teams travel as civilians, using transportation and practising medicine in towns and villages firmly under the control of the Burmese military with their tacit blessing. In other zones the mere suggestion of an FBR team in the field can lead to the army dispatching large forces in pursuits that can last for weeks as the FBR team use every trick in the guerrilla handbook to evade their hunters. In some situations, local resistance armies will send such considerable forces alongside the FBR team that they actually force the Burmese army to withdraw.

However, the FBR teams try to avoid any confrontation if at all possible. The rules of engagement drilled into the Rangers at their annual training camps are that they should only resort to arms for self-defence, or in the defence of civilians.

As part of the information department, I was responsible for collating the intelligence our field teams gathered on their patrols or from local ethnic governments, a number of which (such as the Karen and Kachin) are extremely well organised. I would then write up reports that were published by FBR and distributed to journalists, humanitarian organisations and government officials with an interest in the region. I would also act as a source for journalists requesting information on conditions in Burma, and on the political situation. In the field my job was to train the teams in what sort of information we were interested in gathering, how to fill out their patrol reports, and also other subjects such as world history and, on one memorable occasion, mathematics. Hardly my strongest subject at the best of times, my attempts to teach prospective future Shan medics, many of whom had zero (and I do mean literally zero) schooling, meant that even such basics as simple multiplication proved something of a forlorn hope.

It was not, and I cannot emphasise this enough, my job to fight. Nor were any of the other foreign volunteers expected to engage in combat. Every year new fresh-faced volunteers would turn up and, after receiving their basic induction speech, would ask when they were heading for the wilds and, if they were especially excitable, when they would be issued a gun. Their reaction to the answer ‘You aren’t likely to be sent anywhere at all dangerous and you will never be issued a gun,’ would allow one to gauge how long they were likely to last. Most departed quite quickly.

However, to complicate the issue, Dave Eubank, the American founder of FBR, received considerable attention from the international press in June 2017 when a film of him charging out into Daesh fire to rescue a child, while Rangers gave him covering fire in Mosul, went viral. It is very much an organisation where you have to react to circumstance.

Logistics, human resources and information collating and report writing are not the most thrilling of occupations, but that is exactly what is required to run a programme that hopes to achieve anything of any use; anything else just descends into a bunch of yahoos running about in the jungle. And it was primarily in the office, writing reports and dealing with journalists and other advocates, that I learnt and practised the skills I thought might be of use to the Kurds in their war against Daesh.

Many of the people I speak to about my experiences want to know what sends me off to such places as Burma and Syria. Most ponder broken homes, or some deep secret that propels me to put myself at risk. They seem almost disappointed when I explain that my home life growing up was extremely stable: my parents are married and have been for forty years, I lived in the same house from the age of four, went to a good school and was a fair student, though admittedly lazy. My father worked as a warehouse manager and most of my early memories are of playing in freight yards, dodging around forklifts and under articulated lorries. No doubt today health and safety inspectors would have a stroke at children playing in such an environment, but it certainly teaches you to be aware of your surroundings.

After school I acquired a taste for travel and bounced between various jobs and touring in Asia, Africa and the UK. I went to university at the age of twenty-nine, an attempt to do the normal thing, and to develop some sort of plan for the future. Though I achieved a first, the attempt at normality didn’t work out and so after a few years I was wandering off again. I funded myself by taking jobs I was happy to walk out on once I had saved enough money to pay for whatever it was I intended to do next. Delivery driving, removals and even a few years digging trenches and surveying sewers were some of the highlights, as well as the obligatory sales jobs.

I have never settled down and had anything remotely like a stable relationship or children. The fact is, I suppose, I am quite selfish. I like being able to head off on a whim to some remote place and not worry about a mortgage or career. Perhaps a psychologist could divine some personality trait – or flaw – that explains my attitude. My close friends have a simpler explanation. They just say, ‘Oh him? He’s mad.’ Maybe they’re correct.

I developed an interest in history while at school – and even now I am quite often to be found reading on a range of military subjects, from obscure campaigns to the latest in defence hardware – and this led me to seriously consider joining the Royal Marines when I left school.

When I told my father that I wanted to pursue a career in the military, he said:

‘Well, if that’s what you want to do, I understand. The only thing I ask is that you go in as an officer. At least that way you might have some say in what you do, and not just be another number.’

As my approaches to the Marines were rebuffed – the recruiting sergeant explained that at that time the corps was taking on only three officer recruits per year, and those were all university graduates of exceptional fitness – my ideas of following this career path largely fizzled out. Though I would periodically consider the option in the following years, my taste for travel also developed and I began to think that, while being a soldier was indeed an honourable profession, being at the whim of politicians who decide who and where to fight was perhaps not such a clever idea. I would say that this has led to my personal philosophy that if you are going to wage war, it is better to choose it yourself.

In fact, my motivation for going where I go and doing what I do is very simple. While I enjoy travelling and experiencing new things, I firmly believe that it is a moral duty to assist those who need aid if you are in a position to help. Why this is, I couldn’t say: it seems like a cornerstone of any human society to me. Perhaps I watched too many westerns at a young age.

I am also convinced that the best way to deal with an issue is to tackle it as close to the source as possible, rather than trying to treat the symptoms of a problem. And I am a firm believer in Edmund Burke’s maxim that the only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing. Without doubt I have a simplistic, somewhat inflexible view of the world, and in some ways it is pure anger at the way in which ordinary people can suffer, through no fault of their own, as they get caught in the machinations of politics and business, that sets me off on some crusade.

So it was as I panted up the mountain that I made my decision. Things in Burma had settled down, though low-level fighting in the north of the country continued. The training mission into Karen State would soon be finished, and I had largely completed a project I had been working on, highlighting the Burmese military’s appointment of a well-connected lobbyist in the United States. With summer approaching, the slack period at FBR, I decided that my time might be better spent in Syria. It was relatively simple to contact the YPG and express my interest: the foreign press had made quite a meal of the early volunteers who had travelled to Syria, and publicised the contact details that were in use then, a Facebook page called the Lions of Rojava. A somewhat grandiose title, but effective, as people from across the world began to head for Rojava, the Kurdish-dominated region of northern Syria, to help in the fight.

The reaction of my fellow FBR volunteers was almost universal. When told about my intentions, they wanted to know what I intended to do in Syria and then, once they had thought about it, expressed support tinged with concern and a touch of envy. My team leader, a big, bluff ex-military policeman and football player from Ohio, summed it up in his typically succinct style:

‘You’re out of your goddamn mind. But if I was a bit younger I’d come with you.’
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