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A view of planet Earth from space, with a sunburst behind it. The planet is divided vertically into five different strips. On each strip, the landmass and water are different colours, with some looking green in tone, some looking brown and some red. Whilst these sections form what seems to be a complete planet, they are slightly misaligned, giving a disjointed feel. These different sections represent alternate versions of Earth in parallel universes.
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The country, as you are well aware, is a boiling cauldron. For a foreigner to come and sail in a raft, boat or any other kind of vessel would be absolute suicide. Who would guarantee his safety and wellbeing with all of these criminals and cutthroats having their spheres of influence all over the country? He’d be a sitting duck before he sets his feet on board his boat. Please tell the gentleman that this envisaged adventure should be postponed till better, much better, times come and stay for keeps.


It is of course an insane undertaking, but those are the only ones worth doing.


Even if you are not harassed by ISIS, your life will be made miserable by the local authorities.


The naysayers come from all parts. Keep your pecker up!


Four responses to the concept, pre-journey, each helpful and instructive in their own way. I have given each adviser the benefit of anonymity, and am particularly grateful to the Iraqi friend of a friend who issued the first statement and, in many ways, was not far wrong.
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Prologue: Twin Rivers



The miracle of Mesopotamia begins deep in the great sweep of peaks and lakes that form the eastern Taurus range, beneath an unremarkable mountain called Korha. There, in a narrow, steep-sided canyon, a rough stream tumbles along its base until it reaches a cavernous opening, thirty feet high. The entrance is violent, boulder-strewn. Damp air fills with a rumbling that starts deep inside and exhales against the current as a perpetual roar. There is rarely anyone around to see it but, at dawn, mist like breath drifts out from eddying pools in the unlit mouth of the chasm.


This, the Assyrians decided three millennia ago, was the source of the Tigris. Close by rises the Euphrates and, to the south, an otherwise arid and resource-poor floodplain is transformed. Now we call that area the Cradle of Civilisation, where the birth of the city-state led to the invention of the wheel and the written word. To that list of firsts we could also add codified legal systems, schools, sailing boats, beer brewing and love songs. For those and more, gratitude should be paid to the Tigris, along which I travelled, and on whose current you will join me in this book. But before that, let me tell you what else I know of the river.


For thousands of years the Tigris and Euphrates have acted as a lung, breathing life into what the Greeks called Mesopotamia, or ‘the Land Between Two Rivers’. That name stuck, at least from the end of classical antiquity until a flurry of new terms in the last couple of hundred years culminated with the post-Ottoman breakup. Now most of ancient Mesopotamia is encompassed in the modern state of Iraq, a hundred-year-old guardian of the history of the world.


The two rivers are best understood as twins, born from a single, deep trench. That was during the last Ice Age, sixteen thousand years ago, and when the ice melted the two entities we know now were separated. Their courses have changed a little over the years, particularly in the south where the gradient is gentler, but mostly their nature and direction have remained consistent. From the headwaters the Euphrates meanders around modern Turkey, finding manic courses through high mountains, then pitches east as if heading for the Mediterranean. In Syria it comes within a hundred miles of the sea then relents, turning back towards the Tigris and settling into a broad, slow channel. The Tigris is the keener of the two, shorter but faster. It pierces south through the heart of Iraq and the two meet at Qurna, close to the marshes that historically regulated the flow of the rivers. From there they surge as one to the Gulf, joined by the Karun coming in from Iran.


Water, historically at least, was everywhere in Mesopotamia, from the northern mountains to the southern marshlands, and moved cyclically. Precipitation up high met with snowmelt that drained into tributaries that fed the rivers that washed to the Gulf. This evaporated and was carried back to the north to begin again. When my life first led me to go walking in northern Iraq, which is also a part of this story, I wondered how it would be to follow those showers to the ocean.


The geography of the Taurus and Zagros required inhabitants follow the seasons as nomads and, in the deserts beyond the watershed, Bedouin moved among a network of wells to survive. But in the lowlands the alluvial deposits from the rivers created a vast plain, capable of great abundance but limited by a lack of natural resources. What it needed was for humankind to learn to settle, to divert the rivers into tessellations of irrigation canals, and to work this resulting fertile earth.


Around 10,000 BC, hunter-gatherers came down from the mountains to the north of Mesopotamia, where there was still enough rain to nurture a culture of nascent crop-planting and animal husbandry. These were the first farmers and, forty centuries of practice later, they began slowly to move farther south, onto the floodplain. Within another four millennia settlers had spread throughout what is now modern Iraq, and the formation of early city-states at natural ports and confluence points followed their agricultural mastery. In time, these became major centres of power and influence. Political capital flowed up and downstream with the products of the ancient commercial world. Great cities and cultures grew, but always they depended on the mood of the rivers. The annual inundations created years of plenty and years of scarcity depending on the volume and timing of rainfall and snowmelt. Too much water, or not enough: these were the concerns of the Mesopotamian cultivators who created a civilisation rivalled only by the ancient Egyptians.


Sometimes we have an encounter, or a series of encounters, and it’s only afterwards we realise they were not fleeting like the others. Sometimes, if we follow each channel of experience back towards its source, like strands of a braided river, then we may realise that those moments of chance changed our lives. That is how I ended up living in Iraq and dreaming of following the Tigris.


In 2016 I came to the autonomous Kurdistan Region of Iraq for the first time. For six years until that point, since leaving university, I had been almost continuously on the move. I’d spent two of those years on a bicycle, then walked across China and through the Empty Quarter desert. A series of human-powered expeditions followed, and increasingly I focused on the Middle East. Initially I travelled because I was curious about the world, and my place in it, and then eventually because I knew nothing else. Pursuing a career in travel writing made me a professional generalist. I liked to think I was collecting knowledge of the many wondrous ways in which the world works. A friend put it differently. ‘You’re the most unemployable person I know,’ he said. Although I didn’t recognise it at the time, I arrived in Kurdistan jaded from constant change, and dubious about my ability to say anything meaningful if I never stayed anywhere long enough to know my way around without a map.


On the same day I landed in Kurdistan, by coincidence, a coalition army began the war to liberate Mosul from ISIS, and my commercial flight from Istanbul took its place on the tarmac in the city of Erbil alongside an array of military aircraft. I was a writer, arriving at a moment of great significance, so I did what I thought I should. I went to the front lines, where Kurdish Peshmerga forces and the Iraqi army and militias engaged ISIS jihadists in the towns and villages on the plains between Mosul and Erbil. It was terrifying, because I had never known war, and the suffering of those I interviewed was unfathomable. I soon retreated back to Erbil, feeling out of my depth and with little to offer as a reporter.


There, chastened, I met a young Kurd called Lawin who took me hiking instead. The mountains were as much a part of the story of this land as the war, he said. It was also much more my ‘beat’, and was as beautiful as anywhere I’d been. For the next two years, whenever I had the time and money, I returned again and again to walk more. I had just written a book about modern hiking trails which reimagined the old ways of the Holy Land, so perhaps it was only natural that Lawin and I began mapping Kurdish shepherds’ trails. We stitched them together to join with pilgrimage routes and old Peshmerga paths. Soon we had a vision of crossing the region on foot between villages. We called it the Zagros Mountain Trail, and it would eventually grow into a multi-year project to promote sustainable tourism. I took great pride in the potential of the trail to make a positive impact on the region, as well as the fact that I’d eventually walked so far I’d wandered back into employability.


The rest of the time I kept travelling, following stories and hunches, writing for magazines and doing occasional bits of work for TV and radio. But on a boat in the Arctic and in the jungle in Nicaragua, I found myself thinking of Iraq. In 2018, I walked the Arba’een pilgrimage between the holy cities of Najaf and Karbala. Among the chaotic hospitality of fifteen million Shi’a devotees I was introduced to a British photojournalist called Emily Garthwaite. We shared a pleasant but brief evening with mutual friends outside a holy shrine, then went our separate ways. I rented an apartment in London in an attempt to put down roots. Some months later Emily and I met again, over lunch at the Frontline Club, and by the following year, to our mutual surprise, had fallen for one another.


Emily had also been a frequent visitor to Iraq, drawn in by the same fascination and curiosity as me. I admired her work, but more still her ethos. She immersed herself in places so they were never simply stories, and I had seen in Iraq how much she cared, and was cared for. In our relationship we found a space to share both the joy we knew there, and our concerns of trying to understand and portray a place so different from our own.


It was Emily’s decision to relocate in the winter of 2019. We had only been together a very short time, and were wary of giving up our freedoms. But her idea of moving to Kurdistan was exciting. It felt bold, for our work and our relationship. I found London unfulfilling, and I didn’t like the person I became there. British politics depressed me. A move to northern Iraq, ironically, seemed to offer more stability than staying in the UK. Erbil could be a new start, and I could keep working on the hiking trail. So we made a home there, and walked in the mountains near the Turkish border. I learned Arabic from a Syrian tutor in a Jordanian coffee shop, and practised with Kurdish-speaking Iraqis who thought me even stranger than I really am. Emily photographed communities along the trail, and I wrote my stories from a desk in a small apartment on the sixteenth floor of a new-build high-rise.


We travelled to Baghdad and Basra, and to the remains of the great ziggurat of Ur. I spent a few days in the reeded marshlands, which I was told might be the Garden of Eden. Strung out as they initially seemed, I realised over time and repeated visits how these cities and sites of Iraq were all bound together as products of the Tigris−Euphrates river basin. Everything I saw in the country, north or south, existed because of the rivers, and was fastened to them as surely as a boat to a dock.


It was also clear that the rivers and their tributaries have become clogged, erratic. Upstream countries are building dams to control the flow of the life source. A changing climate has brought environmental instability to countries already burdened with other tensions. Poor governance, corruption and archaic water management systems mean vast quantities of water are wasted, and what is left is contaminated in myriad alarming ways.


In the marshes I saw Edenic waters polluted and poisoned, and the marsh Arabs who lived there struggling to continue their riparian way of life. In Basra, where all the threats to the rivers converge in blistering toxicity, our friend Ameer confided that he sometimes had sleepless nights about what the future held for his five-year-old son, Mo. ‘I’ve brought him into a hell,’ he told us. ‘How do I justify that to him?’


Inside the country, people talked about the very real danger of the rivers running dry. Internationally, Iraq’s water crisis rarely made the news, and almost never beyond the middle pages of the papers. But what would it mean for humanity to lose one of the great rivers of civilisation? And was it inevitable? The idea to follow the Tigris took hold of me. Perhaps if I had lived somewhere else, or with someone else, it might have been different. But I was in Iraq, and Emily wanted to come.


It would be a journey in three parts, from highlands to foothills to flood plain. I imagined a small team with a local expert as a companion. Emily would photograph, I’d write, and we’d bring a filmmaker. We would travel in local boats, from source to sea, to get as close to the river as possible: a frog’s-eye view, as the swimming author Roger Deakin might have it. The whole thing seemed difficult but achievable. I should have known better.


In the last months before we set off, the Pope made a historic visit to Iraq. He followed a similar itinerary to my early travels, I thought, though grander, stopping at Ur, Baghdad, and meeting the Grand Ayatollah Sistani in Najaf. Finally, he came to Mosul, and rounded out the tour with mass in the football stadium in Erbil. Tens of thousands of Iraqi Catholics gathered in the stands and, on the pitch, close to a makeshift altar, nuns, politicians and journalists pressed together in an uneasy union of VIPs. Francis arrived in his Popemobile at mid-afternoon and zipped around the running track. Black-clad security guards ran alongside as he waved up to the stands. The nuns sprinted to be close, habits in the air, plimsolls discarded to the wind, and they screamed their joy. I ran too, caught up in it all, though I was no match for the zest and elbows of the nuns.


When he rounded the corner, just a few feet away, I thought he looked genuinely happy. His speeches had been powerful throughout and, even as a secular Irishman, I was impressed. ‘How cruel it is that this country, the Cradle of Civilisation, should have been afflicted by so barbarous a blow, with ancient places of worship destroyed and many thousands of people – Muslims, Christians, Yazidis and others – forcibly displaced or killed,’ he had said. ‘We reaffirm our conviction that fraternity is more durable than fratricide, that hope is more powerful than hatred, that peace more powerful than war.’


To me, Iraq was full of hope. It was a hope that came from what had prospered on the alluvial plain. I saw it every time I went hiking and was invited into the home of a stranger, and on every visit to the south when I met young, energetic activists and idealists. The Pope had lamented the tragedies and celebrated the characteristics of the country I’d come to love, and the media frenzy around him couldn’t help but carry that message to the world. For the first time in my life, Iraq, the gift of the twin rivers, was being broadcast to the world for a reason other than conflict. It was the greatest source of encouragement I could have hoped for.
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PART ONE



UPPER TIGRIS


TURKEY, SYRIA & KURDISTAN REGION OF IRAQ


In those ancient days, the lord of broad wisdom, Enki, the master of destinies . . . took in his hand waters to encourage and create good seed; he laid out side by side the Tigris and the Euphrates, and caused them to bring water from the mountains; he scoured out the smaller streams, and positioned the other watercourses . . . Enki made spacious sheepfolds and cattle-pens, and provided shepherds and herdsmen; he founded cities and settlements throughout the earth.


‘Debate Between Bird and Fish’, Sumerian essay, 2100 BC


A river flowed out of Eden to water the garden, and there it divided and became four rivers. After the Pishon and Gihon, ‘the name of the third river is the Tigris, which flows east of Assyria. And the fourth river is the Euphrates.’


Genesis 2:10−14


The fame of these two rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates, is such that we need not describe them.


Ibn Jubayr, Travels, 1184










Chapter One



Divine Roads of the Earth


Day 1


Birkleyn


River miles: 0


By the time we arrived in the valley of the headwaters, I had been navigating along a theoretical Tigris for nearly two years. The river had taken up so much of my life that on good days I dreamed of floating on a boat, mid-Tigris, watching Iraq drift by. Then there were bad days when Emily and I lay on the floor of our Erbil apartment, pinned by the weight of tasks incomplete. At a certain point the best days, which were very rare indeed, became the days when I didn’t think about it at all. We needed buy-in from government and security to allow us to travel; colleagues and advisers along the river to connect us with boatmen and tell us what we didn’t know; funding to pay everyone. It was significantly more complex than the largely solo endeavours I’d done in the past. It was Emily’s first expedition of any kind.


Inspiration never waned, but enthusiasm was at times submerged by the practicalities of Turkish, Syrian and Iraqi bureaucracy. And yet, really, it was how it should be. Someone said offhand that this might well be the first attempt at a full descent of the river since Ottoman times. To prepare quickly for that would not be right. The labour of the preparation matched the ambition, and had it come together with any semblance of simplicity I might have had reason to distrust the whole thing.


We left on St Patrick’s Day, under a gloomy sky. Having received permits to travel in Turkey only one day earlier, Emily and I flew to Diyarbakır and rented a car to drive to the source. On this early part of the journey we would have to alternate between boats and the vehicle. The security situation in the south-east, where the conflict between the Turkish army and Kurdish militants has been ongoing since the late 1970s, meant there were sections of river where significant travel on the water was impossible. The area around the source was one of these. Ironically, perhaps, we expected that river access in Iraq would be much easier.


With us was another foreigner, Claudio the Swiss filmmaker, and two Kurds, Bis¸ar the river expert and Angel the translator. We stopped at a petrol station on the way to collect Ziya, who Bis¸ar said lived in a nearby village and knew the area well. Ziya was sixty-five and wore scuffed dress shoes, a torn suit jacket and had one eye. He’d spent five years in prison in the 1990s, for political reasons. Here, this usually meant aiding the PKK, but Bis¸ar didn’t elaborate. He said only that Ziya’s wife had died a week ago, and the old man would appreciate the company and a chance to earn some money. Ziya spoke little in the car, smiled even less, and sat uncomfortably on Bis¸ar’s lap. Everyone was too polite to tell me I should have rented a bigger car, and instead the criticism hung in the air, audible only in the grunts and sighs of fidgeting passengers. We left the main road and drove down a dirt track, over a brook and into a clearing surrounded by high rock walls. Blackened earth and charred branches showed where a fire had been, but it was hard to say how long had passed since it gave out any warmth.


Beyond, to the north, the brows of the high mountains at Bingöl were still dusted with snow, a reminder that winter was departing but not yet gone. The immediate landscape was bare, hillsides dry and mostly grey, though in patches the first shoots of spring were starting to break the monochrome. The range to the south was green on the lower reaches that stretched out to the plains. This valley was caught between seasons, and us with it, beginning but not yet begun.


Early conversations in our group of strangers were stilted. I was used to travelling alone, or perhaps with one other, and our number concerned me. I trusted that the specialisations of each would make it worth sacrificing intimacy, but we needed time together. A shared experience to bond us. I also felt us as an imposition on this quiet place, so it was with polite uncertainty that almost immediately we had to consider adding to our group. Mahmud had seen us turning onto the track and jogged down from the road to find out what was happening. ‘I know everything here,’ he said in broken English, learned from two years working at tourist resorts in western Turkey. ‘You want to see where the treasure is? What about where the river is born from?’


He led us up a narrow path, leaping and bouncing over rocks and pulling budding leaves from the trees. Ziya followed slowly, brown shoes sliding on smooth stone. Occasionally he’d stop to stroke the hard stubble around his moustache and tut to himself. At Mahmud, or the path, or something else, we couldn’t say. For a mile we walked like this, unlikely companions, through meadows of Jerusalem thorn trees whose dried circular seeds hung from wispy stems and rattled in the wind like maracas marking our passing. Then we climbed again. A narrow pathway trodden by goats and sure-footed shepherds reached over the shoulder of the mountain. The growl of moving water was always near, sometimes seeming to come from beneath our feet, then the sky, then from everywhere at once. Clouds gathered and darkened the land.


Where one path ended, another started, sliding down a steep and treacherous bank for three hundred feet. Recent rains had washed away mud steps that must surely have once been pressed in. Now it was a chute to serious injury or death. We all crept to the precipice. Restless Mahmud was banished to the back, and we took it in turns to peer over the side, each holding the shirt of another for safety. I craned my neck and caught first sight of the embryonic river, battling through a puzzle of shattered boulders, then disappearing along with the light. The entrance of the tunnel that swallowed both was vast. Dusted pink crown anemones grew horizontally out of the rock beneath us, bright and vulnerable. I identified much more with their fragility than with the sureness of the river. ‘It starts here,’ said Mahmud. ‘This is the Tigris.’ He cheered and slapped me on the back.


I looked to Ziya for confirmation. He nodded, then stroked his chin again. Bis¸ar, for whom a sly grin was always waiting at the corner of his lips, pushed for more information and smiled when it came. ‘It begins from the spring there,’ Ziya pointed, and we followed his finger to the nearest mountain. ‘But if you go over that bigger mountain behind, all the springs there feed the Euphrates instead.’ We were at the birthplace of not just one river, but two, and the headwaters of the Euphrates were within hiking distance had we so desired. Each drop of rain that snagged on this range would end up in one or other river by chance of geography. We had fallen into the watershed of the Tigris and now would follow it, through canyon, lake and floodplain, until we too spilled out to the sea.


Locally, the site of the source is called Birkleyn, and the fledging river the Birkleyn Çay. Orientalist explorers called it ‘the Tigris Tunnel’. The rain was coming down heavily and looked as if it might turn to snow. Mahmud’s white T-shirt had soaked through, clinging to his chest hair like a vacuum pack. I dug in my bag for a down jacket and he wrapped himself in it, shivering, pouting. ‘Let’s go now. Everything else is boring here. I’m hungry too.’


We backtracked, then took a new trail which dropped to the mouth of another cave, tall and broad enough to fit a double-decker bus. The entire valley, Ziya said, was a single band of limestone piercing through a volcanic range, riddled with spiralling voids in the earth. Eventually, we’d come to where the river exited its underground path through the mountain, but first there was something he wanted us to see.


Carved into limestone at the cave entrance at head height, Ziya traced for us the shape of a figure. It stood tall and straight, dressed in a flowing robe. The right hand was pointing, finger outstretched, not dissimilar to how Ziya had directed us to the source of the Tigris. The relief was of Shalmaneser III, King of Assyria from 859 to 824 BC and long-time campaigner in these lands at the north-east extent of his empire. It appeared to us like a halo, the body brown, fading to yellow at the edges, then to white, finally blending back into grey rock. Beside it, distinctive wedged cuneiform characters told how he had battled his way here, and venerated him for great achievements. For nearly three thousand years this glorification has remained, resisting regional foes, weather, looters and now the modern-day political graffiti that covers much of the rest of the wall.


Shalmaneser III left myriad records of his two journeys to Birkleyn.1 In his annals, he recorded: ‘In my fifteenth year of reign I marched against the land of Nairi [modern Lake Urmiya, Iran]. At the sources of the Tigris I cut an image of my royal majesty in the cliffs of the mountain, by the place where the water breaks forth. I wrote thereon the glory of my might, the triumphs of my power.’


One way we could think of the next six hundred miles was as a voyage back through the political and military influence of the Assyrians until we reached their heartland in central Iraq. At the time of his campaigns in these edge-lands, Shalmaneser III was contributing to what would become one of the largest empires the world had ever seen.


After the Assyrians, others wrote about Birkleyn sporadically from a distance. Ptolemy noted its co-ordinates in the second century ad, as did later Mamluk- and Ayyubid-era geographers. But there are few accounts of visitors, which perhaps explains the stillness present even today. Colonial travellers came to know of it in 1862 through John George Taylor, a British diplomat in Diyarbakır. Archives from the Royal Geographical Society in London record that, upon presentation of Taylor’s findings, it was noted that another Englishman had been to the site before, but had not spotted anything remarkable. This was used as an example to show the difference between ‘travellers who carry their eyes in their pockets, and those who use their eyes for the benefit of mankind’.


It’s hard not to spare a thought for that other poor man, with his eyes in his pockets, who overlooked the reliefs and found instead only a nice place for a picnic. I asked Mahmud and Ziya if they knew about any of these travellers. Mahmud said no, but he was interested if any of them had found treasure. He’d thought about this a lot, it turned out.


‘The finger points to where the gold is,’ he said of the gesture of the king, the ubanu tarasa, common in Assyrian iconography. Of this he was certain. His grandfather told him stories of people getting lucky by following the finger. But recently successes were few. The most well-known expedition during Mahmud’s time was a German group, twenty-eight years ago. He didn’t know what they found, but suspected it was good because they had fancy equipment. I said they were probably archaeologists rather than treasure hunters. He shrugged. They took things from the ground and didn’t tell anyone, he said, so what did it matter what they called themselves? I asked if he’d ever dug here.


‘No, no,’ he said, suddenly forceful. ‘Never.’


‘And is it legal to dig here?’ asked Emily.


‘No. If they catch you, you’ll go to jail directly.’ He smiled, suddenly sheepish.


‘Until the 1950s and 60s there were some tribes who lived in here,’ offered Ziya, suddenly. He used to come here fishing as a boy and remembered them. Some recent studies of the cave suggest human activity at the site since the late Neolithic period, meaning that over eight thousand years of habitation only ended during Ziya’s lifetime. The treasure hunters had ruined the place, he said, and the military made it hard even to visit now. This was the first time he’d been in over a decade.


Mahmud was still cold and hungry and pleaded to go back to the car. It was Bis¸ar who finally reminded him he hadn’t been invited in the first place. He whispered that he didn’t want to go alone in case he missed out on some compensation for his services. Reluctantly he handed back my jacket, and in return we paid him for his guiding more than his company and for his leaving as much as his joining.


Ziya stuck with us and led us finally to where the Tigris emerges from the mile-long tunnel. Now it was calm, pooling in curling eddies at the banks. Another relief stood regally on the rock, high above the waterline. This was Tiglath-pileser, etched in place a quarter of a millennium before Shalmaneser III, and he too performed the ubanu tarasa.


There is a theory that the complex of openings at the source are associated with a cuneiform phrase, DINGIR. KASKAL. KUR,2 which can be translated as ‘divine roads of the earth’. These metaphysical paths are gateways to the underworld, where the membrane that separates a spiritual realm from the physical is particularly thin. The Assyrians acknowledged a sacred power here, washing their steel, offering sacrifices. Their predecessors had different gods, but afforded the same reverence to the space. It seemed fitting that we should also mark the occasion.


Bis¸ar and I returned to the car and collected an armful of wooden planks, a hammer and nails, two balls of string and four partially inflated tractor inner tubes. At the water’s edge we topped up the tubes, laid the planks out in crosshatch and bound everything together. It was our first vessel of the expedition. A more accurate description might be to call it a partially buoyant transport pallet, with exposed nails. Its total passenger load was one, and ideally a light one at that, and for the first time the lack of other people in the militarised zone was a blessing, because our hopeless construction did not have an audience. Emily, the most nimble, stepped on and veered out, leaving the jaws of the tunnel behind her. I stripped off and dived in after Emily’s raft. The cold struck my skin like electricity, and I flailed and wheeled until my blood flow settled. Imbued with the wisdom of cold water, the worries of starting gave way to the acceptance of voyaging.


Sleet became snow, then rain, then stopped, and afternoon sun cast a sublime amber light. After less than a mile, at a bend in the river, Emily and I climbed back onto the bank. We lit a small fire to dry off and returned to our rental car with the team. Soldiers at a military checkpoint on the way in had registered us, and we were warned not to leave the valley by the river. The meander was the limit of our safe travel. Bis¸ar remarked that had they seen our raft, they would not have felt the need to be so strict.


Fifteen river miles separated us from the point at which we could come back to the water, though the journey by road was much farther. Along the way, military patrols scoured grass verges for IEDs. We would travel in parallel with these tensions all the way into Iraq. Ziya said he’d still love to go fishing at Birkleyn, but maybe now I could understand why it didn’t feel so welcoming.


‘You asked if I care about the history,’ he said. ‘How can I, when I can’t even come to this place to have a barbecue?’


 


_______________


1 These were inscribed on various artefacts unearthed elsewhere in the kingdom, which almost always seem to have evocative names: the Monolith of Kurkh, the Black Obelisk, the Gates of Balawat.


2 I learned this, and much else about Birkleyn, from a paper written by Ömür Harmans¸ah called ‘“Source of the Tigris”: Event, place and performance in the Assyrian landscapes of the Early Iron Age’.










Chapter Two



You Should’ve Seen It


Day 2


Kelekçi | Pirxakya


River miles: 37


Angel had worked as a fixer for over a decade, mostly chasing conflict in the region to arrange access for foreign journalists. Like talented people in her position around the world, she lived within a paradox: work was only good when her home was on fire, and when it was peaceful money dried up. It was hard to know what to wish for, other than different career opportunities. As we left the checkpoint outside Birkleyn, she sighed. ‘I hate politics.’


She was striking looking, in her mid-thirties like me, with a bob of jet-black hair and red lipstick. She could look stern when needed, but usually a smile unfurled across her face if the right amusement blew her way. Following a river was appealing, even if it sometimes became braided with strands of the politics with which she was jaded. Her son Boran was at home in Diyarbakır, and she sent him pictures from Birkleyn. When he didn’t reply quickly, she called to check in. It was just her, she said. Boran’s father wasn’t around. He was fifteen now, rebellious like she had been, into rap. When she talked about him she rolled her eyes, as mothers of teenage boys have always done. I thought of my mum, in Northern Ireland, who brought me up alone. She was also young then, and beautiful, and shared her twenties and thirties with me by her side in a way that could have been a hindrance to her youth but which she embraced as a gift. Angel struck me as the same, making her way through life in step with her son, involving him in her life and work.


Our team eased into each other’s company, learning about who and what mattered to one another through gentle, investigative conversation. Angel sat on the back seat flanking Emily, with Bis¸ar squeezed in on the other side. At checkpoints she took the questions, knowing when to be clear and firm and when to make gentle jokes with sombre young men who were often hundreds of miles from home. With anyone new, she spoke Turkish, switching to the Kermanji dialect of Kurdish with Bis¸ar, and English with us. Her authority was apparent in the way she listened and made suggestions, and it took only a few hours to realise how fortunate we were to have her on board.


Rural roads wound us through long, lateral valleys in pursuit of the river. The nascent Tigris, still the Birkleyn Çay, flowed due east until steep limestone cliffs forced it into a southward bend. We met it at the turn and walked a small track to where the road ended at a collection of squat concrete houses. It felt good to be on foot.


The village was called Kelekçi, built on a sloped hillside. Above, oak trees fought for space with stubby juniper and svelte pine. Narrow cement paths ran between homes, and animal pens had been fashioned out of bundles of dry branches on the margins. A passing flock of free-roaming chickens with feathered feet stopped to watch us. Three Zaza1 women in bright and colourful ankle-length abayas paid us no heed at all.


Where the ground levelled out, a series of springs were channelled together. At this confluence stood a balding man with thick stubble. His name was Apo. Bis¸ar knew him from a previous visit and he would take us downstream by boat. This was how we would move along the river: in the company of men like Apo from villages on the banks, whom we’d pay by the day for boats and stories.


‘You have to use your imagination,’ Apo said. ‘This used to be such a beautiful traditional village.’ It was still, I thought, but he preferred the old, now absent, mud-brick homes. In the past, Kelekçi had been the starting point for an ambitious enterprise. Oak was felled in the forest and the timber carried downriver by horse and donkey to Apo’s village, Pirxakya.2 There it was lashed together with inflated goatskins for buoyancy. These rafts were called keleks, and each measured sixteen square feet and could carry a five-tonne load and a four-person crew. Sometimes a small cabin was added, which made me think of Huckleberry Finn on the Mississippi. The vessels’ shallow draught allowed them to travel even when the river was low and, because the current at the headwaters was swift, there was little rowing to be done. The job of the skipper, or kelekçi, was mostly to avoid obstacles. This village was named after these men.


Apo pointed to the tumbling stream below us. ‘These used to be three watermills here,’ he said. As a child he’d come from Diyarbakır with wheat to be ground at the mill, then return by kelek from Pirxakya with walnuts and berries. The journey took two days. Fruits and nuts were sold to city merchants at the docks and other, often larger, keleks were loaded for longer journeys south. The rafts from the north, having served their purpose, were broken down and skins loaded onto pack animals to be carried back to Pirxakya. The oak logs were sometimes also sold for a further profit.


Ibn Sa’id Al Maghribi, an Andalusian geographer who also noted the source of the Tigris, wrote about the prevalence of keleks on the river in 1267, but they had been well used and documented since long before. I had seen them on the great wall friezes of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, now on display in the British Museum. For nearly three thousand years they were the backbone of trade and transport on the Upper Tigris.


A British travel writer, and spy, E. B. Soane, wrote of a journey by kelek on the river in 1914 that: ‘Under such conditions, fine weather and a broad river that runs at a steady pace without too many shallows and rapids, there is probably no more pleasant method of travelling than by kalak. As it proceeds, the raft turns round and round slowly, giving a view of every side.’


The kelek was still a fixture on the Upper Tigris until the 1960s, though by that point its influence had dwindled. Now, Apo said, any keleks that we might see wouldn’t travel far, and in quality and quantity the rafts themselves were unrecognisable from what he knew in his youth, which in turn were a shadow of their former glory.


We drank long slugs from the spring, wincing at the cold, then piled into Apo’s white fishing boat that bobbed up and down by the sandy riverbank. At the third tug of the choke, the ten-horsepower engine coughed black smoke and reluctantly turned over. The Birkleyn Çay here was weak, only thirty feet wide, but as we faltered downstream I noticed we were slowly sinking. Apo presented a cracked yellow jug and encouraged me to get to work. By design or dumb luck, the leaking boat took on water at a slightly slower rate than one full-time bailer could remove it. It was a step up from our raft at Birkleyn, but only just.


‘Do you feel that?’ shouted Apo over the splutter of the engine. There was nothing, which was his point. ‘That’s the river dying.’


The villagers near the headwaters had started digging gravel and sand from the river to use for construction, he said. The river was losing its bed. What’s a river without a bed, he asked rhetorically? People also illegally syphoned off water to irrigate their fields, further stripping its power. Now the water beneath us had become slack, any kinetic energy relegated to the depths below. The issues upstream were compounded by those ahead, too. We were entering the arm of a dam, said Apo. ‘From here on, it’s all a lake.’


Perhaps because it felt like the distance to the sky had been lessened, blackbirds, swifts, swallows and woodlarks darted around us in the boat. Their ravines were below us now. We busied ourselves by taking turns to scoop out water and it was rewarding work, because we knew if we didn’t the boat would sink. In less than thirty miles, the Tigris had already been cut, diverted and flooded beyond recognition. I had expected to reach a point where the history of the river met that of humankind’s actions, but I had not thought it would be so soon.


After an hour, Apo guided us past two rows of houses that rested by the lapping waves. They were lean concrete cubes with too few windows, built to the same plain design. When the downstream dam was impounded, a new water level was marked at almost exactly the midway point of this village. Those living in the lower homes were offered a small payout and told to leave. The residents above were given no money but informed they could stay. They left in solidarity. Mimicking his rhetoric from earlier, Apo asked: ‘What use is half a village?’


By afternoon the horizon broadened as we exited the canyon, floating over what must have once been a large valley. Directly below us was Apo’s original village.


‘It was even more beautiful than Kelekçi,’ he reminded us.


The lake was a mile or more wide from one side to the other, and a last breath of winter blew across its surface as a fierce wind. Beside a gravelly beach, Apo had built a simple two-storey concrete chaikhana. These teahouses are still ubiquitous in the wider region, from Afghanistan and Central Asia to Turkey and Iraq, and have their roots in the resting places along the old Silk Roads that unspooled west from China. Now they are almost exclusively inhabited by old men, many of whom sit the whole day through drinking and dozing and opining. Apo had painted his place with thick, vertical white and blue stripes, like a neatly wrapped Christmas present, incongruous with the barren fists of rock around it. There were the beginnings of an orchard outside, which he hoped to nurture when good weather came.


Inside, evening light refracted through thick, uneven windows, showering the teahouse in a kaleidoscopic haze. Old men appeared as the sun slipped away, ambling down the pathway in thick jumpers and tight prayer caps. One carried a piece of flatbread and wordlessly tore off a chunk for me. Apo heated water in a blackened kettle over a buckled iron stove, and soon was serving viscous tea in hourglass cups, pyramids of sugar glittering silver at the bottom, then stirred into constellations. Our group sat at a table in the corner. Apo spoke easily with his clients as he hurried between them, refilling tea, seeming to hold one ongoing conversation with the entire room. All over the tea-drinking Middle East and subcontinent, I thought, a similar scene was playing out in thousands of other places just like this. It reminded me of village pubs in Ireland too; a gathering place for old boys who wanted to get out of the house.


Apo talked of his son, who had wanted to marry a girl, but her family wouldn’t allow it. Then he married her anyway in secret, and the girl’s family demanded two hundred million Turkish lira, or around fifty thousand US dollars. Apo had sold most of what he had to pay up.


‘Everything I do is for him,’ he said. Later the son walked in, tall and handsome and a little shy, and the old men laughed and teased him, but they also patted him on the back and clasped his shoulder because he was a romantic, and that was to be respected.


We put up our tents outside the teahouse, watched by the bemused tea-drinkers. One man came to offer help, but poked himself in the eye with a tent pole and quickly went back inside. Above, stars pulled on the fabric of the sky, every bit as plentiful and shimmering as the sugar in the teacups. Before we went to sleep, Apo stood with us by the shores of the lake and said once more: ‘You should have seen it.’


Over three hundred feet now separated him from the house where he grew up.


‘There was an old caravanserai in there,’ he said. ‘And Byzantine treasure everywhere!’


Perhaps his chaikhana was built to replace an original down below. I tried to imagine it but, in the fading light, on a mountaintop by a bitter lake, I could not. Apo left, following in the wake of the tea-drinkers, and walked home towards his new village a mile away. We were alone, and for a while it was quiet, the only sound the lapping of water and the gentle movement of pebbles disturbed by the waves.


 


_______________


1 Zaza are generally considered Kurds, but trace their lineage to Iran and speak an Indo-European language that bears no relation to Kurdish. The population exists only in the south-west of Turkey, and this was the first of a handful of Zaza villages that we passed through.


2 Most villages in this area had two names: the official name in Turkish and the older Kurdish name. Pirxakya is a Kurdish name. Kelekçi is Turkish, and the village was called Zohar by the Zazas who lived there.










Chapter Three



Holy Water


Day 3


Dicle Dam | Eğil


River miles: 52


The Dicle Dam, which created the reservoir that covered Apo’s village, is the meeting point of two branches of the Tigris. One branch was ours, from the east. The other came from Lake Hazar in the west, and the two flow towards each another like a Y-shaped divining rod. Hazar is often considered the primary source, further from the mouth than Birkleyn, but recently the government had cut the stream.1 Now there is only a diminished watercourse that flows out through the iron-ore-rich area of Maden, mined in recent years into a bare and cratered wasteland.


Apo had offered to arrange an alternative to his perpetually sinking boat. I presumed a modest upgrade, so it was a surprise to find at the dock a thirty-foot-long, two-tier tourist cruiser covered in pink bunting. On the top deck a tarpaulin protected varnished benches, and five flaccid pink balloons bounced on the bow. There had been a wedding onboard and now the captain and his cousin were going home to Eğil, a couple of miles from the dam on the western branch.


Eğil has a long history. Perhaps even longer than most places here. It was originally Assyrian, then occupied and defended as a seat of importance by almost every ruling power in the region. Zülküf, the captain, listed for us Romans, Persians and Ottomans, and could also have mentioned Byzantines and Abbasids, and the Armenians, for whom it was the first capital of their third-century BC Sophene Empire.


‘They used to call this the Valley of Roses,’ Zülküf said, and brought up a picture on his smartphone. It was a photograph of an original, jaundiced print, taken with an old, low-quality phone camera, and now we peered at it through a cracked screen. I guessed and said it looked like it was probably pretty. The valley had been flooded in 1997. That’s what Zülküf had been told, anyway. He was only six then, and by the time indistinct memories of childhood had formed into coherent recollections the lake was already well established.


We cruised at a steady speed, only once having to slow to pass under a low bridge in a narrow canyon. All of us rushed to the top deck to watch the tarp scrape under by the width of a finger. Everyone cheered. Signs of empires past appeared on the final approach to Eğil. First it was a small pyramid carved into the mountain on the west bank, then a series of great cuboid shapes with windows knocked through to a hollow interior. Everything was shaped out of bedrock and, as we drifted, limestone cliffs lost their serrated edges and took the form of a city. The dimensions were off, sharp corners blurred into soft contours, but a bygone glory was clear. Some of what we saw were littoral temples, said Zülküf. Others were fortresses, or private homes for the elite. Many were adaptations of natural caves, but a few were sculpted like ancient high-rises out of promontories.


The modern town itself was high on a plain, hidden from the lake behind the walls and watchtowers of an Assyrian castle from the time of Shalmaneser III. The same king who had journeyed to the source of the Tigris had marked this place, too, and somewhere up there was a stele with another depiction of him, facing east with a sword in one hand and a double-edged axe in the other.


By the docks was a modern promenade, but the water level had dropped from previous years and parts of the old town were appearing again. A cement roof from the 1960s poked out, wraithlike. Probably it had been someone’s home. Zülküf edged the boat around it. On a sheer cliff face beyond, diagonal openings revealed an Assyrian staircase that stepped its way, inside the mountain, down to the depths of the lake. Now 130 feet lay under the water.


As the water became shallow, it shone clear and intense. Directly below the boat were rows of tombstones, cut and carved simply in the Islamic way. Before the town was flooded, families had exhumed their ancestors. Zülküf’s parents carried the bones of his grandparents to a new site over the ridgeline. The headstones, too heavy to move, were left in place, marking now the death of the town instead. Zülküf’s family had been running tours on the lake since 2005, making a business from the project that displaced them. ‘Most people who come here as tourists don’t even know it’s an artificial lake,’ he said. Behind us, a teenager on a jet ski made donuts on the open water, the engine and the slap of the boat on the surface reverberating around the theatre of rock.


In town, Emily went to the promenade. For years she had been a street photographer, taking candid shots of everyday life, but here she was surprised when the young man she photographed promptly knelt down and proposed to his girlfriend. The couple assumed she was an official tourist photographer who would try to sell them the picture later on, and were confused when she spoke neither Turkish nor Kermanji. So they invited her for lunch, as so many Kurds do when they meet strangers. Eğil was a special place for them. That’s why the man wanted to propose there. ‘It’s got a magic about it,’ he said. Emily promised to send them the picture.


Although an unusual circumstance, this was a typical interaction for Emily. She was not like any photographer I had known before. Emily was interested in people and in their relationship with where they were from. She was very approachable, and happy to approach, and anywhere we went she would strike up conversations. Women, especially, opened up to her quickly. She never seemed to ask questions with an agenda, but with genuine curiosity and desire to learn as much about that person as the window of opportunity allowed. Whether or not she could photograph them was never as important as what they had to say. Her other major projects, photographing the Arba’een pilgrimage, and Bakhtiari nomads in Iran, were all multi-year, multi-visit, multi-media endeavours. On the Tigris, she would often say that this journey was just the start, and that if we were successful on the expedition, it would have to be the start of a long-term commitment to the river.


Bis¸ar knew a path to a lookout, and we climbed breathlessly away from the reservoir until we could see the two arms of the Tigris coming together in greeting. It felt good to be tired, breathing heavily, surrounded by interwoven mountains. Above the forested auburn crags was a kestrel, flitting in and out of view as it carved a wide circle in the sky. When it came close, I could see its fanned plumage, russet and magnificent. Somewhere there were Bonelli’s eagles, which made homes in the cliffs, too, and Egyptian vultures; wild horned goats roamed plunging valleys and striped hyenas slunk between caves.


We sat on a rock and looked back down to the dam. It was a broad wall of concrete, marked with the huge letters of the state water company, DSI. The dam’s name, Dicle, was the same as the Turkish name for the river. There was also another dam further north on the western branch.2 Both were part of the Southeastern Anatolia Project – GAP as the Turkish acronym – which has changed the headwaters of the Tigris and Euphrates for ever.


The desire to harness the power of the two rivers for energy generation was first attributed to Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. By the 1970s, the GAP was a dramatic manifestation of that idea, eventually proposing twenty-two dams and nineteen hydroelectric power plants to irrigate 1.8 million hectares of land and produce 27 billion kWh annually, roughly 25 per cent of Turkey’s energy needs. It is one of the largest projects of its type anywhere in the world and will protect the country against increasing regional water shortages, as well as giving it the upper hand over its riparian neighbours. Much of the GAP’s development had already taken place by the time we arrived, and as the years and component parts have mounted up, so too has controversy increased.


Alongside its energy creation ambitions, the GAP sought to help farmers move away from reliance on rain-fed irrigation, and increase Turkey’s food security. Better living standards were promised to the local population, and a safer future in the wake of decades of the Turkish−PKK conflict. But it was no secret that many Kurds felt the dams were another way for Ankara to assert tighter control on the area and fragment the Kurdish areas. Villages and towns had been displaced. Apo had complained that his land had been flooded with the promise of free and reliable electricity. Now, he said, he still paid for it and he had no land to generate income.


There was also an environmental concern. The riverine and canyon ecosystems of the Tigris and Euphrates valleys are home to vulnerable bird species and other unique biodiversity. Earlier development on the Euphrates, in particular the Atatürk Dam – the third largest in the world – has led to a severe reduction in habitat provision. The Euphrates soft-shell turtle is now no longer found along the river that bears its name in Turkey. The Tigris has remained more viable as a safe environment to the fauna of the region, relatively speaking, though it too is now under threat.


The Tigris before us was stopped in its tracks. A few modest jets spurted out from the dam’s outlet. The great mass of water had become a stream smaller than the Birkleyn Çay. What was released would flow to Diyarbakır and south to Syria and Iraq. Every drop of rainfall and snowmelt was now counted and controlled. There was trouble there, too, with Syria and Iraq facing increasingly depleted inflow, and in the absence of a functioning multilateral water-sharing agreement, political rifts have appeared between the neighbours over shared resources.


Bis¸ar smiled and rolled a cigarette. ‘It doesn’t look like a mighty river, does it?’


We had asked many people over many months as to who cared the most about the Tigris in Turkey, and, without exception, they had directed us to Bis¸ar. He was a farmer and a jack of all trades from Diyarbakır. Emily asked how he became a focal point for river protection.


‘Water should be holy,’ he began. ‘It is life, and everything here is related to it. Trade, agriculture, cleaning, everything. It’s our life, and it’s being destroyed.’ When he was younger, he’d been to another great river in the west of Turkey, and saw how well looked after it was. The Tigris deserved that, he said.


His cigarette was done and he pressed the squat stub onto the rock, then put it back in his pocket. The dams came with the promise of benefits, he said: jobs and a better harvest. But the irrigation never came. The grapes that made this area famous in Turkey no longer grew. The fish couldn’t make their way upstream any more. All that had made life sustainable had gone. Bis¸ar shook his head. Above, the kestrel still drew its circles and in the scattered cliffs underneath us came busy swifts, to and fro. In the distance, a dog barked relentlessly.


‘Turkey treats its waterways as it likes,’ Bis¸ar continued. There was no consideration for anything downstream, he said. He told us that for the next forty miles, through Diyarbakır and Bismil, the Turkish state had downgraded the Tigris from a river to a stream. ‘If it was a river, it would need to be protected, and there are international regulations,’ he said. But the reduced flow coming from the dams gave the government scope to change the designation, and on a stream there are fewer restrictions. That removed legal protection against mining and building on the banks, said Bis¸ar. In his eyes, this was one of a number of tools used to manoeuvre around any responsibility for the wellbeing of the river.


It was getting dark. We had lingered too long above the dam, so we shouldered our packs and walked over the fields to the nearest town. The mountains fell away to the plains and to the city of Diyarbakır. The sun set and we left behind one of the world’s most famous streams.


 


_______________


1 The Assyrians had been there, too. This whole area provided minerals and materials that the base of their empire lacked, so they traded with the north for iron, silver and copper. These were essential for producing weapons for their campaigning armies, and for the adornment of temples and palaces in their capitals.


2 That was Kralkızı, or the King’s Daughter, named for a nearby rock formation and from it crept a similar network of fjord-like channels.
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