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‘Heart stopping. A bullet-by-bullet account of one man’s journey from Ireland to Libya’s International Brigade’

Sam Kiley, Middle-East correspondent for Sky News and author of Desperate Glory




Housam ‘Sam’ Najjair was born and grew up in the suburbs of Dublin. His father came to Ireland from Tripoli as a student in the 1970s, where he met and married Sam’s mother, Joanna Golden, daughter of Geoffrey Golden and Maire O’Donnell, two famous Abbey Theatre actors.

From the age of nine, Sam lived with his family in Libya for three years before returning to Ireland. By sixteen, he had moved out of home, having been expelled from school. He worked in restaurants and in the Liberty Market and, at nineteen, took over a small restaurant in Dublin city before returning to Tripoli for two years. There, he worked for a diamond jeweller and in a travel agency that specialised in desert and mountain trips. He returned to Dublin at the age of twenty-one and worked in construction for several years before his fateful decision to fight against Gaddafi and help in the liberation of Libya.
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Two things in my life have transformed me above all else – becoming a father and surviving a war.

I dedicate this book of survival to my beautiful daughter, Layla.




They shall be spoken of among their people,

The generations shall remember them,

And call them blessed;

But I will speak their names to my own heart

In the long nights …

from ‘The Mother’ by Pádraig Pearse

‘It is little I would care,’ said Cuchulain, ‘if my life were to last one day and one night only, so long as my name and the story of what I had done would live after me.’

from Cuchulain of Muirthemne by Lady Augusta Gregory
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‘When tyranny becomes law, rebellion becomes a duty’

Inspirational motto


Preface

October 2011, Portobello, Dublin

My mind’s all over the place, jumping from scene to scene, cutting back and forth across the many different things that have happened to me in the past four months – the amazing people I’ve met, the intense training I’ve been through, the life-threatening battles I’ve survived and the heartbreaking suffering I’ve witnessed. There have been emotional lows that I’ve struggled through alone and highs of excitement that I’ve shared with others. All of it totally unimaginable even six months ago when I sat in this very apartment, watching the news bulletins about the escalating trouble in Libya. All of it rushing through my mind now, in a storm of memories, flashbacks and stories.


Part I

Trouble on the Horizon

February–June 2011




The decision to go

The Chatterbox café, just beside where I live on Portobello Road, was run by a Libyan friend of mine, Mustafa Al-Ahimar, and because I didn’t have an internet connection in my apartment, I’d drop in regularly, both to surf the web and to meet up with friends. We’d sit in a line at the computers, shoulder to shoulder, updating our Facebook pages, chatting in Arabic, drinking strong coffee and stepping outside regularly for a smoke. It was a typical gathering spot, but with a particularly Libyan feel to it.

The atmosphere was always light-hearted and easy-going – at least it was until February 2011. When the Arab Spring erupted in Libya and some local demonstrations flared up in the east of the country, all that changed … ‘changed utterly’, as Yeats put it.

I heard other customers asking Mustafa, who everyone knew was anti-Gaddafi, how ‘events’ in Libya were unfolding. The odd comment about the possibility of this being the end for Gaddafi crept into conversations. Sceptically, I started looking into what was going on in more detail, and, before I knew it, me and my friends had stopped talking about our night lives in Dublin and were suddenly only thinking about life in Libya. What was going to happen in our country? How would Gaddafi react to calls for him to step down after forty-two years? Every day, we trawled through social media sites for updates about what was happening on the ground, we sent each other links to YouTube clips and talked non-stop about what the latest news reports were saying.

At the time, my main concern was the unity of the country. I worried about Libya becoming like Iraq, descending into a nightmare playground for international warmongers keen for better access to oil. I prayed that the protests wouldn’t escalate into some kind of horror of violence and destruction.
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Colonel Gaddafi had ruled Libya since 1969, when he orchestrated a military coup against King Idris. Although I was aware of the corruption in his regime, I was relatively tolerant of his rule because the Libyan side of my family wasn’t directly affected by it. When I was young, I took the attitude that maybe Gaddafi’s regime was a necessary evil, something that Libya had to suffer in order to remain united and to help it prosper.

Libya was a rich country and enough people did well from its resources to pull Gaddafi through for a long time. For the rest, the less fortunate people, Gaddafi was able to put on a display of trying to do what was right for Libya. For many people, his supposedly humble origins combined with his confidence created a convincing picture of a leader. His early success in getting a better price for Libyan oil, and thereby improving the infrastructure and healthcare in the country for a time, made him very popular. His apparent pride in Libya and in Africa – even though he expressed this in strange way – was also appealing to many people. In name at least, he gave the impression of supporting democratic principles of government, and his anti-imperialist and socialist talk gave him credibility with a lot of ordinary people.

But there were other ordinary people like my sister’s husband Mahdi al-Harati, who had a very different view of him, who knew very early on that all his fine words were just talk and, in fact, a big cover-up for something fundamentally rotten. When you think how important education is to a democratic society and of how relatively little Gaddafi did to improve the education system of the country, you can start to see the telltale signs of the oppression that Gaddafi subtly but surely imposed on Libya for forty years.

Mahdi, whose father died when he was very young, was born into a religious family, and so was immediately branded a dissenter because of Gaddafi’s anti-religious stance. Mahdi’s uncle, Mohamed al-Harati, was imprisoned by the regime for ten years for his opposition to Gaddafi’s ways. Fearing for Mahdi’s life, his family sent him to his mother in Egypt at the age of sixteen, making him a teenage exile. It’s no wonder that he developed an acute awareness of Gaddafi’s regime from a very young age, and saw evil in it where many, including me, just turned a blind eye. Mahdi spent a few years moving around different places in Europe and only settled when he came to Ireland. He met and married my sister, he taught Arabic, became an Islamic preacher and started to become an activist for various causes, regularly protesting outside the Israeli embassy about the plight of Palestinians, and, in 2010, joining the Free Gaza Movement as a passenger on the Freedom Flotilla.
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No, after so many years of getting away with it, Gadaffi was in trouble. There were some small-scale demonstrations against him during January in areas around Benghazi in the east of Libya and Zintan in the west. By early February, calls for a ‘Day of Anger’ on 17 February began circulating on Facebook – they were even reported on Al Jazeera. Inspired by similar events in Tunisia and Egypt, our call was for people to go out and demonstrate their opposition to Gaddafi and demand something better. However, after Gaddafi’s totally over-the-top reaction to these early demonstrations, particularly the shooting of protestors in the east on 15 February, the Day of Anger was bound to be confrontational. Everyone expected a violent response from Gaddafi.

I remember one of the first pieces of footage I saw on YouTube was taken outside a Gaddafi building in Tobruk in east Libya. It showed an enormous crowd gathered in a big square, chanting and whistling and milling about. Near a burned-out car, some had gathered around a statue of Gaddafi’s ‘Green Book’, and were heaving and hauling at it. Eventually through the sheer physical force of the group working together, they managed to topple the hulk of concrete to the ground, to big cheers and waving arms from the onlookers. It was amazing to see this symbol of Gaddafi’s hold on Libya being toppled by citizens of the country, and in full view of cameras. Brave, brazen or just crazed with excitement? I wasn’t sure.

More serious violence erupted in Benghazi. From the safety of our internet café, we saw a steady stream of photographs and video clips of the terrible things that were happening on the city’s streets. We saw pictures of civilians being fired at and murdered by their own security forces. It was horrifying to think that Libyans were killing Libyans in cold blood.

I was particularly impressed by a group of young men, who, despite the shooting around them and despite knowing that their lives were totally on the line, pushed out their chests towards the gunmen up on a military barracks, defiantly and bravely making clear targets of themselves.

Watching, we discussed how the demonstrators’ Molotov cocktails and rocks were going to be no match for the live ammunition being fired at them.

We all felt that these protests would be stamped out. However, one man in particular did something to turn things around in favour of the protestors – and he wasn’t some experienced leader with a military background. Having witnessed the brutality of the regime’s backlash against the demonstrators, Mahdi Zeyo, an engineer at the state-owned oil company, had spent days helping to bury the young protesters shot by Gaddafi’s security forces. Then, on 20 February, he said goodbye to his wife and daughters, filled his car with gas canisters and gunpowder and headed for the military base in Benghazi with a plan. He drove his car at full speed towards the gates of the base, knowing that he’d be shot at – and, of course, he was, and was killed in the resulting explosion. Such a selfless act! That explosion breached the base’s defences, allowing the protestors to rush in. Even though those out front were being fired at and killed, other protesters continued to run towards the base and they eventually overwhelmed the loyalists and took over the barracks. Protesters who had been imprisoned were released and, finally, they had the arms and a stronghold from which they could begin the revolution.

I realised that Mahdi Zeyo – a man who by all accounts loved life – would be seen by some, especially in the West, as having some kind of death wish. But things had obviously got so bad around him that he felt that if he didn’t do something extreme about the brutality he was witnessing, he was going to be killed anyway in the round-up of protestors that had begun. He did a very brave thing.
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It wasn’t long before I heard that my brother-in-law Mahdi had gone to Benghazi himself. When the Arab Spring began in Tunisia and started spreading to Algeria and Egypt, Mahdi had reflected on what he would do if it reached Libya. He had a quiet life in Dublin as a family man and teacher, but he knew that he could not and would not stand idly by if a chance came to help end the regime he had opposed all his life.

Because of Gaddafi’s influence, Mahdi was barred from Libya’s neighbouring countries, so he had to fly to Sudan and make his way from there through the desert into eastern Libya and on to Benghazi. At that stage, all we knew was that he had joined other volunteers from Tripoli and that they were receiving training in Benghazi.
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In March, news came through that a young man by the name of Mohamed Nabbous had been killed. He was a young entrepreneur in Benghazi and, on 19 February, he’d started broadcasting coverage of the demonstrations online and had set up a TV station to provide independent news reports – something that was unheard of in Libya, where the state had controlled all forms of media since Gaddafi’s coup. In a bitter irony, Nabbous captured the audio of his own death. He seems to have been shot by a loyalist unit while exposing the lie of the Gaddafi ceasefire in Benghazi.

Seeing all this brave personal sacrifice in response to the state’s brutality, I started to think about going over myself, If only I could get away from everything here more easily. I’ve just got too much holding me back.

I knew there were other Libyan fellas my age in Dublin who didn’t feel the same pull I did, maybe because they hadn’t experienced Libyan culture and Islamic values first-hand, as I had. Very few had spent the same amount of time in the country that I had, learning Arabic and getting to know the people, and they didn’t feel the same strong attachment as I did – and the more threatened Libya and her people were, the stronger that attachment became.

Some of the young Libyans in Dublin had the misguided idea that you had to be religious to join the fight or be old-fashioned to fit in with it. But looking at any of the footage of the protestors, I could see there were all kinds of people – young and old, bearded and clean-shaven, conservative and trendy, men and women. It truly was a revolution of the people that was unfolding before our eyes thousands of miles away.
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Another thing I started to notice was the changing make-up of the regime’s forces. Even during the early demonstrations, Gaddafi brought in mercenaries from different countries to help in his campaign of terror. He did this because his ranks were being depleted because of all the soldiers leaving the army to join the revolution, and also because many Libyan soldiers found it impossible to fire on their own people.

The story of Ali Obeidi reached us. He was an officer who had left the Libyan army and joined the revolution in Misrata. When he had arrived in the city, he had spoken to the revolutionaries about his decision to defect, and a clip of what he said was posted on YouTube. He spoke in a very gravelly voice with great passion.

I am Air Marshall Brigadier Ali Attalah Obeidi. I asked myself, If I stay, how could I live with myself? How could I ever lift my head high in front of my people again? I escaped from Matiga Military Airport in Tripoli and joined our beloved revolution. I wanted to join my fellow Libyans. I wanted to pass on whatever experience I could, and I know that in all areas of Libya there are men just like me. Men who will do what it takes to defend their country, defend their dignity, defend justice.

I was one of those who couldn’t be part of this massacre of our people. A man who would ship in mercenaries and let them loose on his own people, I mean, who would do this? Does he believe he owns this land? I can say this with all confidence, He will not win this war. We are headed for the capital. It will be you who will be in the rubbish heap of history, you the rat in front of us lions. We are not rats. We are men with history and glory. We are men who walk on the blades of sharp swords.

I was originally going to Zintan but something drew me to here, Misrata. It took me fifteen days to walk here. I slept under trees. This is what Misrata has done, Misrata has sacrificed everything. Misrata is a military miracle, pioneering the revolution. And I swear by Almighty God, I swear by Almighty God, I swear by Almighty God that I have never seen the like of what I have seen here in Misrata. It is history in the making. Misrata has given herself to the cause and we will not betray her. I advise anyone in the army to defect immediately if they have a conscience. Join the will of the people. Join the revolution with our sons.

I felt the power of Obeidi’s words very directly. I was no longer worried about Libya in terms of unity or prosperity. All I cared about now were the people, the innocent people being betrayed by their state. I felt terrible all the time about what was happening to them, and wanted to do something to protect them from the brutality they were suffering.

Throughout March and April, I read more about the reason for and objectives of the revolution. I knew from experience that it was very important to have a complete knowledge of something before speaking out or taking action against it and I started to open my mind to the realities of Gaddafi’s regime, seeing clearly for the first time how ruthless a tyrant had ruled Libya for forty-two years. I built up a profile of what I would be up against if I was going to go over and fight. I spent all my time reading about the recent history and current affairs of the country. I barely slept or ate in those weeks, I became so immersed in it. One of the most horrifying revelations I read about was the 1996 Abu Salim prison massacre in which, according to the prison cook, nearly 1,300 prisoners were shot systematically in a courtyard where they were protesting about the lack of judicial process.
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‘I’m going over.’ I said it out loud in the café, angry and frustrated after watching more horrific videos from Libya.

But every time I did think about going over, and even though I felt drawn to help my countrymen, I realised immediately how impossible it was for me to leave. My life had too many complications and I had no resources to enable me to get away. There were people going over from the community in Dublin, mostly transporting vehicles and supplies into Tunisia for the revolutionaries to use, rather than actually fighting. ‘Maybe that’s what I should do,’ I said to myself.

Then one day my mother rang, elated with the news that my younger brother Yusef had joined Mahdi in Benghazi and was getting on great, training with good people and apparently showing himself to be a sharpshooter on the range. She was very proud. I was impressed.

‘Are you going?’ she asked. ‘I would have thought you, being so practical and strong, would have been among the first to go.’

‘I want to, Mam. I’ve been trying to organise it, but I can’t just walk out of the flat and leave all my stuff.’

More news came in of mercenary fighters being brought in to build up the ranks of the regime’s forces. I watched videos that had been leaked out, showing the convoys of mercenaries heading into the outskirts of Benghazi – I could hear them shouting about the terrible things they were going to do to the people. I heard that they were being given free rein to wreak any kind of havoc on the revolutionaries and on anyone associated with them. We even heard that they were being supplied with alcohol and drugs. This was bad enough, but when I heard about them going out in gangs, plied with Viagra, and raping Libyan women, it became just too much for me to bear. The thought that someone from my family could become the victim of these scumbags made me sick. I decided to do whatever it took to go. One of the guys in the café said to me, ‘Make yourself ready, Allah will do the rest.’

Then, proving the truth of it, my mother rang in late June and asked me to be the muhrim, or chaperone, for a trip to Tunis that she was planning for herself and my sister to meet up with Mahdi. I realised, of course, that my mother had probably planned the whole holiday knowing that I just needed the means to enable me to take this step. She also knew that my life needed sorting out nearly as much as Libya did, and she might have felt that this was the only thing that would do it.

Before I tell you about my part in Libya’s revolution, I should tell you a little about myself and about the way my life needed sorting out at that time.

The Goldens and the Najjairs

My mother’s name is Joanna Golden. She is the daughter of the famous Abbey actors Geoffrey Golden and Mairé Ní Dhomhnaill. Geoffrey lived in Cork when I was young and I didn’t have much contact with him, but my grandmother, Gra Wa, as I called her when I couldn’t say Grandma, was like a second mother to me. I think I was drawn to her because of her sense of adventure and drama, as well as the love and attention that she always showed to me. When my grandmother was only twenty and had just started working for the Abbey Theatre, she was given the part of a possessed woman in a play entitled The Righteous Are Bold. She was so convincing in the role that the St John’s ambulance brigade had to be present to attend to swooning audience members who fainted when she smashed the statue of the Virgin Mary nightly, whilst acting possessed. She used to tell me stories about Irish history, the fight against British rule in Ireland, and about her father, Bill O’Donnell, who had been a member of the Tipperary Brigade in the 1920s. His father, my great-great grandfather, was a quartermaster for Pearse Buchanan’s brigade in the early days of the Irish Republican Army. Even though the area around Cashel where the family lived was loyalist, some of my family were well-known IRA activists. There was one story about Bill walking into a pub and shooting an English officer who had raped a girl he knew. (These stories came back to me very strongly when I encountered for myself similar brutality in the Gaddafi regime.) Gra Wa once featured in the ‘Fiche Ceist’ series in one of the national newspapers. She was asked, ‘If you could change one thing about the world, what would it be?’

She answered, ‘I’d want a united Ireland.’

That always impressed me.

Gra Wa lived with us on and off later in her life, at least when she wasn’t drinking. Whenever she hit the bottle, my parents wouldn’t have her in the house. My mother’s attitude was understandable in light of her faith, and it may be that her conversion to Islam was partly a reaction to her own mother’s lifestyle.

My mother was only seventeen when she first met my father in the 1970s, and even though she had been raised Catholic, she was interested and open minded about other religions. My father had come to Dublin from Tripoli as a student at a time when a lot of young Libyans received scholarships from the government to study abroad. She overheard him one day in a restaurant – Gig’s Place on South Richmond Street in Dublin, just downstairs from where I am writing now, in fact – talking about Islam. He was handsome and she became curious.

She started questioning him about the way Muslim women were treated and, rather than argue with her, my father suggested she visit the Dublin mosque to talk to the women themselves. Later, she wrote an article explaining her feelings at the time:


I felt women were treated dreadfully and put down, and I was foolish enough to think that I could free all these women from their enslavement. But when I visited the mosque, they were so nice to me that I couldn’t say anything against them. So I thought I’d free them on my next visit.




She kept returning to the mosque and began to read the Quran. She was so impressed with its message that she converted to Islam shortly before her eighteenth birthday, taking the Muslim name, Rabia. Not long after that, she married my father. She was one of the first Irish women to wear the hijab, at a time when it would have been very unusual and brave to do so in Ireland. She didn’t inherit the acting bug, but she was outspoken on many issues and went on radio and television many times to discuss Islam and the true status of women within it.

My father, Mohamed Najjair, is from a suburb of Tripoli called Souk al Jumma, which was a hot-spot in the early days of the 2011 Revolution – it was one of the locations where Gaddafi tried to suppress the people’s protests with extreme violence. Historically, Gaddafi never had huge support in the area, so it was an area where the regime often came down hard. This treatment was a factor in my father’s decision to stay in Ireland after his studies were finished. Even just being from Souk al Jumma was enough to mark you and make your life difficult in Libya. But my fatherr discovered that even in Ireland, he couldn’t escape the paranoia of the regime – the Libyan authorities made it clear that they were keeping an eye on him, despite the fact that he wasn’t involved in politics in any way and made sure not to attract attention to himself. There were Gaddafi spies, known to everyone as ‘antennae’, in every Libyan ex-pat community in the world, including Dublin, and everyone knew who they were. After Libya had been liberated, I saw one intelligence report written by prominent Muslims in Dublin that had labelled my father as an extremist. So if it wasn’t for various strings he pulled back in Libya through family and contacts, he could well have ended up in prison himself.

When I was in my early twenties, there was always a steady stream of Libyan political asylum-seekers coming into the country. We would meet them at the mosque, especially on Fridays, when the community congregated for prayers. Most of the asylum-seekers were highly educated, down-to-earth, decent people, and my dad seemed to be friends with nearly all of them.

At the same time, he also had relatives who had connections with the Gaddafi regime back in Libya. In the early days of his career, Mukhtar Farrara, a lovely man who was the husband of my father’s sister, was the chauffeur and personal friend of Ahmed ‘Hamad’ Ramadan, a top adviser to Gaddafi. However, the level of corruption in the regime eventually got to be too much for Mukhtar, and he took early retirement to get out of his situation.

In 1979, when I was born into this Dublin Islamic community, there were only about thirty people in it. My very first memories of Islam are as a young child of maybe four or five going to Friday prayer at the first ever mosque and Islamic centre in Dublin, on Harrington Street. It was a great multicultural environment for me to experience, bringing together Arabs of different nationalities, as well as Pakistanis, Malaysians and Indonesians. In 1983, the Donore Presbyterian church on the South Circular Road, which had been constructed in the 1860s in the style of a thirteenth-century English church, was bought by the the Islamic Foundation of Ireland and converted into a mosque. I think of this level-headed, tolerant approach in contrast to how, in 2012, some extreme Islamists in Libya completely levelled a perfectly good mosque just because it had had a shrine attached to it, and shrines are associated with certain Islamic sects of which they disapprove.

I remember that time as being a lovely Islam for me, a peaceful, kind Islam, especially our Quran classes, which were given by an English convert, and the Young Muslim Circle that was set up by a Malaysian doctor, Oteh. I was blessed to have these men as teachers because they weren’t stuck up in any way. They didn’t look down on us as some might have done, and we accepted them and what they were saying enthusiastically. These experiences formed the foundations of my faith, and I see now that they were laid down very well.

In our early teens, we’d have camps, a bit like the scouts, including sleepovers at the mosque, sermons from special sheikhs and trips to places like Quasar in Tallaght – we even did the Wicklow Way when we got a little older. I remember the list the leader gave us detailing all the things we needed to pack in our rucksacks – a torch, a penknife, a water bottle, and so on – there was even mention of the shared things, like pots and pans, that we had to leave room for. I loved all the preparations and was very excited by the whole experience.

In Quran class, we were told the great stories of Islam, like the story of the prophet Yusuf, peace be upon him, who went through so many trials and tribulations in his life but kept his faith in God through it all and who was eventually rewarded with peace and happiness. The story taught me how life can test you but that you have to accept these challenges and never give up.

The Quran says, ‘And when he attained his full manhood, We gave him wisdom and knowledge, thus We reward the doers of good.’ I remember these stories as being really beautiful and that we loved to listen to and talk about them. I actually cried at some, I found them so moving. The line ‘The struggle of a nation burned in his eyes as he relived his wars on homelands’ is from a song about Yusuf from a CD by Dawud Wharnsbey that my mother gave me. The song brings me right back to those innocent days and I am always close to tears when I sing it.

We had to learn long passages from the Quran, and we’d have competitions to see who could recite them the best. That’s how the verses came to lodge in my mind, little pearls of wisdom and help that are on standby in my brain, ready to be called up when required.

Islam was all very unified in Dublin in the late 1980s, as I remember it – everyone was friendly and respectful, irrespective of background. Sadly, today there is, in my view, a good deal of judging of one another and fighting within the community and tempers occasionally flare, reflecting divisions that really shouldn’t exist in Islam, which is a universal religion.

As I grew, I became conscious of the very different set of experiences my religion gave me compared to other children in my neighbourhood. I liked the fact that after school or after hanging out with friends in Rathfarnham, I escaped off into this parallel life. I knew that none of the other kids I was growing up with had ever met or become friends with, for example, Kurdish kids whose families had escaped from Saddam Hussein’s genocidal attacks. I could see the blessing it was for me to have this extra dimension to my life, learning about the experiences of people from so many different backgrounds.

In the late 1980s to early 1990s, my mother learned Arabic and consciously educated herself about the position of women in Islam. I remember her being very knowledgeable and I was impressed with her ability to discuss things authoritatively. She got on very well with everyone in the Islamic community. The beauty of Islam is that when everyone’s head is bowed to the ground in a prayer room, everyone is equal in the eyes of God, irrespective of background, social class, race or nationality – so her Irish background was never an issue. Of course, with four kids under eight to take care of, she was very busy just being a mother, and she was a very nurturing and caring mother at all times. In contrast, my father was the classic disciplinarian, strict and a little distant from us kids. Between 1986 and 1988, his work took him to Cork a lot and, eventually, the family moved down there for a while.

Gaddafi’s milky soft hands

In 1989, when I was nine and still very impressionable, we filled two forty-foot containers with most of our belongings and moved to Tripoli for a fresh start. My dad wanted a change, even though he had been making good money in the thriving Irish–Libyan cattle trade synonymous with Charlie Haughey in the 1980s. (Haughey visited Tripoli in 1983 to meet Gaddafi and help promote the sale of Irish cattle in Libya.)

We lived with our Farrara cousins for a few months, then Mukhtar helped us to get an apartment of our own. Meanwhile, I went to school. At first I was just an onlooker, as I didn’t have any Arabic. My cousin, Mukhtar’s daughter, was my Arabic teacher, and as I had a mind like a sponge at that age, it only took me a few months to get my Arabic up to speed so that I could become a full participant in class when the new school year started. Learning Arabic was a defining experience for me, and I became fluent, Tripoli accent and all. It has stood to me in so many different ways since then, and I am forever grateful that I had the chance to learn it at such a young age.

Interestingly, I actually met and shook hands with Gaddafi at around that time. He was in the neighbourhood, the Old City, to officially rename the historic structure called Bab Bahar, or ‘doorway to the sea’. It was now to be called Bab Muammar.

A relative of ours through marriage, Farhat Doma, who I would later work for, was a very important businessman in the area. But he was also a marked man, partly because he was independently wealthy but also because when he was a teenager, he had been arrested for praying at the graves of men who had been hanged for their anti-Gaddafi activities. Doma had made his fortune in the gold trade, importing gold and making and selling traditional jewellery pieces. Even as a young fella, I would sometimes go over to the workshop to watch the ingots being flattened in the machine until they had the long strip from which a piece would be cut out and shaped. It was a trade that attracted a lot of attention and required some shady dealings with the regime, including payoffs. Doma was penalised for not playing by their rules, and both his business and health suffered.

Nonetheless, Doma took full part in this local ceremony, and that meant that me and my cousins were dressed up for the procession in fancy traditional clothes: white cotton trousers, a long shirt, a waistcoat and a little black hat. As Gaddafi walked by, we stood in a line and threw flowers in the air. For some reason, maybe because I looked different, Gaddafi walked up to me, smiled at me and shook my hands. I don’t remember much about it, but one thing remains clear in my mind – the milky softness of his hands. Softer than my mother’s, they were.

I’m glad to say, meeting him was never something I was proud of or bragged about to people. Although he wasn’t my enemy until I was grown, at least I can say that he was of no interest to me even when I was young and impressionable. I was not impressed by his type of success and what he represented.

I remember this time in Libya as being very enjoyable, even though there were difficulties at home, including a lot of tension between my parents, especially after the second year. My mother’s strong belief in the teachings of Islam came into conflict with some of the more relaxed Libyan traditions that were followed in the area of Tripoli where we lived, and this was also a cause of distress for her. Eventually, she came home to Ireland to have my younger brother, Yusef. Her decision was partly because of the lack of decent hospital facilities in Tripoli and partly just to get away from the tensions. It was lucky that she did too, because Yusef was born with a condition that needed immediate medical attention, and with the way Gaddafi’s healthcare system was, that treatment wouldn’t have been available in Libya.

Mam did not want to return to Libya afterwards, and, in hindsight, I couldn’t blame her. Libya was suffering at the time from an embargo by the US, which aimed at punishing Gaddafi for ‘biting the hand that fed him’ in a sense, but which also impacted on the people of Libya. I remember one of my older cousins trying to be extra nice to us, giving us cornflakes for breakfast one morning. It didn’t matter to me, I was happy to have the usual eggs or tuna, but he insisted. I remember that the box of cornflakes had cost something like 20 dinar, when an average wage was, say, 300 dinar a month. Gaddafi liked saying things to the people like, ‘Why would you want chocolate when we have dates, which, remember, the Prophet loved? Eat them instead!’ He only ever used religion when it suited him, and usually in the most ridiculous ways.

‘Sam’ Najjair

Soon after Yusef was born, the whole family moved back to Ireland. Mam was delighted. We moved into my grandmother’s place for about three months, until we got a house in Whitechurch in Rathfarnham. That was where, through secondary school and puberty, I went from being a well-behaved thirteen-year-old Muslim boy to a tough, streetwise sixteen-year-old Dubliner. I remember the roll call on the first day.

‘John McDermott?’

‘Anseo.’

‘Niall Smith?’

‘Anseo.’

‘Rachel Farrelly?’

‘Anseo.’

‘Des Brennan?’

‘Anseo.’

‘Housam Najjair?’

‘Huh?’

Everyone turned to look. I became Sam.

I made lots of good friends and enjoyed Whitechurch, but both in and out of school I discovered that I had a choice to make: either put up with being picked on about my religion or push my religion aside and be accepted as one of the lads. Because I was sociable by nature, I naturally drifted towards becoming one of the lads. It was just part of my personality that made me want to fit in and be respected, and because it was a mixed-sex school there was suddenly a whole new group of people to try and impress.

[image: image]

Since the age of seven, I have been taking part in the daytime fast of Ramadan, which lasts about a month. One year, when I was about thirteen, I was walking back home from the games arcade eating a packet of crisps. I knew it was wrong and I did feel guilty, but I did it anyway. I didn’t want to resist the temptation because that would have made me different. I’ll never forget having the packet in my hand, walking down the road munching away, and then suddenly spotting my father driving by. He looked from me to the bag of crisps and gave me that look that said, Wait till you get home. I got a serious hiding.

Soon, being one of the gang meant that I had to get streetwise. I started hanging around with friends in different parts of the neighbourhood, sometimes even during school hours. Inevitably, the hanging around led to getting into trouble. But I was actually recognised in school as being bright, and when I was in the B class and got into trouble, instead of moving me down to C or D, I was moved up to the A class. With curfews and groundings, my parents also tried their best to haul me back into line.

But it was too late. The forces of energy, curiosity and puberty had combined to set me on a very different path. Escaping from the house, I started hanging out in the fields after school with friends, making bonfires and messing about, usually to impress girls.

Pretty soon, drink came into the equation, and I took to it like a duck to water. For a while, I was able to hide it from my parents, but they found out in the end – and my father hit more than the roof. It just wasn’t acceptable to him and it must have depressed my mother to have alcohol back in her house again. By this time, there were seven children in our family: five girls and two boys. (Another brother, Yaseen, had died when he was six months old because of complications.) My parents’ concern for me was overtaken by their worry about the influence I might have on my sisters. At the age of seventeen, I was eventually suspended from school for causing trouble and, after this, they didn’t try to stop me from moving out of home as well. They were glad to be able to shield my sisters from the kind of life I was leading.

I started working in restaurants and as a trader at the Liberty Market on Meath Street at weekends. I made good money easily, but with a girlfriend and no parents to hold me back, I blew it just as easily. I began to lose my way and to live quite a wild life.

In a sense, I no longer knew who I was, so my only option was to fit in where I was, and that was Dublin. I went out a lot, and hung about a lot with my Irish friends. You could have taken me for being no different to them, and sometimes I almost thought I was no different – I was Sam. But there was always something that separated me. I could be out with them for the whole weekend, for example, having a great time, everyone’s pal, but then when it came to the big soak-up full Irish breakfast on Sunday morning and I would refuse to eat a sausage, it was as if I was an alien again – I was Housam.

Islam was like a song I’d forgotten the words to, but the tune was still running through me. My faith couldn’t keep me from wanting the buzz of going out at night with my friends – but I never rejected Islam, and I never denied who I was, even when fellas saw me drinking and asked me if I was a Muslim.

Then, at nineteen, not long after I’d taken over the running of a restaurant – Leptis Magna on Aungier Street – and just as I was becoming relatively settled (by starting a computer micro maintenance course and juggling my new duties to both aspects of my life), my cousin, Abdarouf Farrara, who was called Abdu for short, invited me over to Libya to attend his brother’s wedding. I told the landlord, my girlfriend, and my family and friends that I’d be back in two weeks. I was gone for two years, or, as we would say in Libya, two Libyan weeks. It was not totally by choice – my father actually arranged for my passport to be quietly hidden from me so that when I did consider going back to Dublin, I could never find it. But I was also having such a good time that I rarely considered returning. Life was very different, of course, a culture shock – like going from Windows to a Mac – but I was young and excited by the new scene.

Of course, in contrast to Dublin, Islam was all around me in Tripoli, but I could not hear its calls to me. I never turned my back on it entirely and whenever I found myself with practising Muslims, I took part in prayers and other observances, but I didn’t keep it up for any length of time. It’s a very difficult religion to maintain on a daily basis, and I had other things to keep me occupied. I didn’t want to be a hypocrite about Islam, or lie to myself or pretend to others that I was more religious, on a day-to-day level, than I actually was, so I let my adopted lifestyle take over.

I made a name for myself in the neighbourhood where I worked, the gold market in the Old City, and also in Souk al Jumma, my dad’s locality. I suppose I stood out and I made the most of that fact, getting to know all kinds of people and socialising a lot. I worked in a diamond jewellers first, and then in a travel agency that specialised in desert and mountain trips for tourists to places like the Roman city of Leptis Magna, the northern extremes of the Sahara desert, and the Nafusa Mountains.

I met some really cool, like-minded Libyans, and we lived it up. This was at a time long before Facebook, so to have found a group of guys who listened to the same music and were into the same things as me was great, and I am still friends with many of them to this day. My friend Hussam Zugaar, for instance, was a very talented entrepreneur but was kept down by Gaddafi’s regime because of his refusal to play the corruption game, a little like Doma. (After the liberation of Tripoli, it was important to me to find out how these guys were, and I was pleased to discover that Zugaar had been made an official of the Tripoli Council.)

I spent a lot of time with my cousin Abdu and from time to time, we got into a bit of trouble together. Once when we were going to another family wedding, we rented a car and got the loan of a really fancy movie camera, which happened to belong to the family of one of Gaddafi’s top generals, Abdul Salam Jalloud. Beforehand, being all dressed up for going out but with time to kill, we decided to go to the college and have some fun pretending to be a film crew conducting interviews on the campus – as you do! While we were there joking around, I noticed the police pulling across the barrier at the entrance and suddenly turning in our direction. We jumped into the car, thinking there must be something dodgy going on in the buildings behind us. As we sped off it became clear that they were actually after us. We were caught and arrested. As it turned out, not only was it illegal to film in colleges, but this college was a special one. First, Gaddafi used it as a venue for some of his speeches, and, second, and this only became known after the revolution, it had an underground prison where enemies of the regime were held illegally. Throw into the mix the fact that they knew my father had been living abroad for years, and the fact that the camera was owned by one of Gaddafi’s generals, and the fact that the car was a rental, and you can see how an already paranoid bunch might see a major conspiracy.

Luckily, for some reason unknown to me, the police left me out of the picture and my cousin took the rap, overnighting in prison, missing the wedding and receiving a beating for his troubles. Eventually everything was explained to the cops’ satisfaction, but the way things operated in Libya, we both might have ended up in prison for a very long time.
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When I eventually came back to Ireland in 2000, I experienced a kind of reverse culture shock. I’d forgotten how to do things the Irish way. I tried though. I was now twenty and Libya had given me more confidence in my identity. Ireland, too, was a little more multicultural and tolerant in some ways. I didn’t have to hide my Libyan side. I still went out a good bit and enjoyed the company of my Irish friends, but everything was more toned down and blended with my renewed level of faith in Islam.

My girlfriend was a constant through this time and when I returned to Dublin, we sorted out our relationship and got serious. We decided to start a new life, so we got a house in Northern Ireland – my parents had already moved up there – and had a child together, our lovely Layla. From the natural birth in Craigavon hospital to the first few months of new-found purpose in life, Layla seemed to be all we needed to keep us on the straight and narrow. Being a father was a huge change for me. I began to obsess about Layla’s future, and all the things I needed to do for her and be for her. My mentality changed dramatically. My partner’s too. Together, we began to take our responsibilities as Islamic parents seriously.

As well as my parents, my sister Eftaima and her husband Mahdi al-Harati had also moved to Craigavon and lived near us. With Mahdi as my teacher, I began to explore more deeply the religion that I had been born into but had drifted away from. Because of his character, and the fact that I trusted him entirely, Mahdi was the perfect teacher for me. I even began to act as his translator at the mosque. My moral compass was back in working order.

Not for long, though.

Sadly, things didn’t work out between me and my partner, and eventually she moved back south with Layla. Losing both of them in one go was too much for me. My life turned upside down again, and all the bad stuff I’d managed to bury for so long came right back on top, all the old wounds opened again.

I started an extended period of being unsettled, hanging out in the wrong places and getting into trouble. I just felt I had nothing more to lose, so it didn’t matter how I behaved. Much to my parents’ disappointment, I lost my way again. I moved away from my religion, even though I knew, deep down in my heart, that my faith was still there. My mother used to ring me from time to time and try to talk sense into me. ‘Take one step to God, son, and He will take ten towards you,’ she used to quote. But it was no use. My behaviour, which could no longer be put down to teenage rebellion, was heartbreaking for her, but not even that mattered to me.
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