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Loving as I love this life, poetry, and the people, how can I not offer up my bones?


– FROM A POEM BY HAROLDO, A SALVADORAN GUERRILLA


‘Haroldo’ was the revolutionary nom de guerre of Miguel Huezo Mixco, a Salvadoran poet who joined the guerrillas of the Fuerzas Populares de Liberación in 1980. In 1988, while he was still underground, two of Huezo Mixco’s poetry collections, El Pozo del Tirador and Tres Pájaros de un Tiro, were published by Editorial Universitaria in San Salvador. The poems that are quoted in this book and attributed to Haroldo are drawn from Huezo Mixco’s Tres Pájaros de un Tiro.




Introduction


If the conditions are right, guerrillas can emerge from within any society. If people perceive themselves to be irrevocably disenfranchised by their government, or oppressed within their country, violence is almost bound to occur. People take up arms for many different reasons, ranging from outrage over economic inequities and social injustices to systematic forms of cultural, racial, and political discrimination.


Imbued as most people in the world are with distinctive credos of tribal, cultural, or national identity, the impulse to repel outside intruders is an intrinsically human response, and there are few things more likely to spark off the spirit of rebellion than a military invasion of one’s country by a foreign power.


Guerrilla violence erupted in Iraq within a few weeks of the fall of Baghdad to American military forces in April 2003. By the time President George W. Bush declared an ‘end to hostilities’ on May 1, the first shots in the Iraqi insurgency had already been fired.


It was probably inevitable. Even if it had been well planned and administered, the American and British-led occupation of Iraq was never going to be warmly received by all Iraqis. Well before the war, there had been widespread suspicion in Iraq about the ultimate intentions of the Coalition. Many Iraqis believed what Saddam Hussein had always warned them: that the West wanted to destroy Iraq’s civilization and to steal its oil. This prevailing mood of skepticism combined with other factors to sow the seeds of an Iraqi resistance movement.


Overnight, gun-toting young American soldiers who spoke no Arabic became Iraq’s new overseers, patrolling the streets and manning checkpoints. In Baghdad, and throughout the country, they took over Saddam’s grandiose palaces and converted them into fortified military bases. When Baghdad’s public buildings were looted and burned under the tolerant gaze of the recently arrived ‘liberation forces,’ many Iraqis, including die-hard Saddam opponents, became angry and resentful. The fact that the Americans had protected the Oil Ministry but not Iraq’s national treasures in the Iraq Museum was widely noted, and convinced many that it was part of a nefarious master plan to obliterate Iraq’s cultural patrimony. Next, President Bush’s newly-appointed viceroy for Iraq, Paul Bremer III, ordered the dissolution of Iraq’s armed forces and outlawed the Baath Party, effectively disenfranchizing several million Iraqis and their dependents from any hope of a future place in the vaunted ‘new Iraq.’


Simultaneously, thousands of Iraqi exiles and foreign ‘contractors’ poured into the country, assuming well-paid jobs with the occupation authorities and taking over the grand villas vacated by Saddam’s nomenklatura. But there were very few improvements in the everyday lives of ordinary Iraqis. During the long, hot summer of 2003, Baghdad’s electricity, which had been damaged in the war, remained largely unrepaired, and much of the city was blacked out for months. Iraq’s oil industry was soon up and running again, however, a fact which may have made economic sense, but merely reaffirmed the suspicions of many Iraqis that what the occupation really represented was a wholesale rape of their nation by profiteering outsiders. The Coalition did very little to dispel such beliefs, nor did it effectively address the mounting sense of alienation among Iraq’s Sunni minority, who had predominated during Saddam’s regime and now found themselves out of power.


The first guerrilla actions against the Americans took place in Fallujah, the Sunni city west of Baghdad. By the end of the year, Iraq’s Sunni insurgency was widespread; American troops were doing battle all over central and northern Iraq, and they were taking casualties every day.


In December 2003, eight months after the fall of Saddam Hussein, I met with several Sunni insurgents in a house on the western fringes of Baghdad. My intermediaries were an Iraqi businessman and a friend of his, an unemployed engineer. Both were very critical of the Americans, and had offered to introduce me to the ‘resistance.’ The meeting took place in the engineer’s house. After waving me into his living room, the engineer left the room. He returned accompanied by three Iraqi men. They acknowledged me with nods of their heads, but otherwise their faces were expressionless.


I walked over to greet them. As we shook hands, two of the men smiled and met my eyes with theirs, but the third man seemed uncomfortable, and stared at me with frank distrust. He was stocky, thuggish looking, and appeared to be in his late thirties. He took a seat by the door. The second man looked to be in his early fifties, with silver hair and a mustache, and he wore a felt jacket over a gray dishdasha robe. The other stranger stood out markedly from the other two. He was fair and tall, in his early thirties, and was dressed in a tailored blue shirt with pearl buttons and expensive-looking suede moccasins. He fingered a string of blue prayer beads.


We established the ground rules for our meeting. Each of the men chose a fictitious name for himself in order for me to identify them in my notes. The silver-haired man in the dishdasha asked me to call him ‘Abu Ahmed’; the thuggish man chose ‘Abu Barwan’; and the tall, fair-haired man with the expensive clothes chose ‘Abu Abdullah.’


‘Why is there a resistance?’ I asked Abu Ahmed.


‘The Americans came here by force and as occupiers, so what do you think? They say they will bring democracy, but so far we have not seen any of the things they said they would bring.’


The fair-haired man, Abu Abdullah, interrupted to say that Iraqis were fighting the Americans because they did not believe their declared aims for being in Iraq. He leaned forward and spoke bluntly to me. ‘I don’t trust you, either, my friend, because imagine if someone from Europe or Mexico came to your country with guns, could you trust them?’ I shook my head in what I hoped seemed an agreeable way, but privately I was becoming worried about the turn in the conversation. After a pause, he spoke again. ‘But that doesn’t mean I will do something against you. You can be from Scotland Yard or the CIA, I don’t mind, because we want your countries to have this information.’ He continued. ‘The killing of Americans in Iraq is normal, my friend. If they weren’t being killed it would not be normal, because everyone is against them being here.’


Addressing myself to Abu Ahmed, the silver-haired man, I asked, are you fighting for Saddam?’ (Our meeting took place a couple of weeks before Saddam was captured in his ‘spiderhole’ in Tikrit.) ‘No,’ he replied. ‘I am not a Baathist. I was one of those who was against him before the war, but now, from what I have seen from the Americans, I would put my hand with Saddam Hussein.’


I asked the men about the Americans’ plans for a transfer of power to an Iraqi government. If there were free elections, I pointed out, it was highly possible that the majority population of Iraq, which was Shia, would form the next government. How did they feel about that possibility? Would they end their insurgency?


Abu Ahmed took issue with my assertion that there were more Shiites than Sunnis in Iraq, but sounded agreeable to the idea of a political compromise. ‘If there is an election, and the people choose anyone from the Shia, I will agree with that, and the resistance will stop.’


Hearing this, the thuggish man, Abu Barwan, who had said almost nothing until now, clicked his tongue and shook his head in disapproval. ‘No,’ he said. ‘This would not be a good thing if the Shia win. I believe that the resistance will continue, against the new Shia government, and the Americans.’


Abu Abdullah agreed with Abu Barwan. ‘I think the Americans are confused if they think that this will be a solution to Iraq’s problems. I believe it is the wrong solution, and the Americans will be hated even more. If they give power to Shias because they think they are more than the Sunnis, this would be unfair to the Sunnis. The resistance will not stop; it will continue against the Shia and against the U.S., because the resistance rejects them both, and doesn’t trust either of them.’


‘So,’ I asked him. ‘What is the solution?’


Abu Abdullah replied, ‘The solution I think is that the Americans should go, and before they go, in order to improve their image with the Iraqis, they should give real power to the Iraqi people. But I think the Republican Party people of the U.S. are not peaceful people, they are war people, so I don’t know if they will do this … I’ve heard that democracy is good, in the West, that it fixes economies, and these things. That’s what I’ve heard, but I don’t know. I don’t care what kind of government Iraq has, as long as it works. And here it is all a mess, and I don’t think America knows what it’s doing here, or what its goals are. That’s what I think, my friend.’


After a pause, Abu Abdullah added, ‘The Americans are losing the war. And I tell you that they will face more losses very soon. Sooner or later, America will lose.’


Abu Abdullah’s prediction may well turn out to be accurate. By April 2004, the Americans were facing not merely a Sunni insurgency but a Shiite revolt as well, and that month alone, over a hundred American soldiers lost their lives. A month later, U.S. authority in Iraq was further undermined by the revelations of the abuse of Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib prison. As the violence intensified and the death toll mounted in Iraq, there was increasing talk in the United States and Great Britain of finding an ‘exit strategy’ for their troops. By then, most Iraqis also wanted them to go.


When I first began exploring the insurgent world for this book, I wanted to understand what it was that makes ordinary people decide to go to war, to make the conscious decision to kill and die for an ideal that exists, at the beginning, at least, only in their own minds. The first step, or so it appeared to me, was the crucial one, because it involved a step across an invisible line into an everyday realm where death, not life, was the greater certainty. It was the consciousness of the undertaking itself, I felt, which separated the guerrilla from the rest of us. As in Che Guevara’s famous dictum extolling armed revolutionaries as ‘the highest form of the human species,’ the guerrillas seemed a distinct kind of man.


In 1967, as a ten-year-old boy, I saw the gritty front-page photograph of Che Guevara on his death bed. The image is now classic: A gaunt and bearded Che lies shirtless on a cot; his torso is riddled with bullets; he is surrounded by his uniformed killers. Before this, I had never heard of Che Guevara or his plan to liberate the Americas with guerrilla warfare. His death was my first awareness that people like him existed, but from that moment on, I was fascinated by the image of the rebel, the guerrilla.


This book is about five groups of guerrillas – the mujahedin of Afghanistan, the Karen of Burma, the Polisario of Western Sahara, the FMLN of El Salvador, and a group of Palestinian boys in Gaza – but it is also about a way of life that, though quite alien to most of us, has aspects that are universal to human existence. Though guerrilla groups are essentially political organizations, I have written about the people within them, not the groups themselves. I have viewed the guerrilla as a global phenomenon, not on a region-by-region basis. I have examined guerrillas as I would any other group of people, taking into account their common concerns about family, religion, economics, society, law and order, and mythology, and how these concerns play a role in their everyday life. I compare the differences and similarities between members of these armies, but most of all I have tried to extract the rich trove of stories all guerrillas hold dear. In the end, I hope I have created a portrait of what it is like to be a guerrilla in today’s world.


Guerrillas have become ubiquitous figures, filling our newspapers and television screens with their violent attacks and shouted demands. Their actions and strange-sounding names and acronyms have become quotidian but their motives often remain obscure. At any given moment, there are a couple of dozen guerrilla wars being waged around the world. Some are longstanding ethnic or territorial wars that have been inflamed by the arms and advisers of regional powers, or have hemorrhaged on since the days when they were proxy battlefields of the Cold War. Over time, some guerrillas have become so entrenched that they have assumed the role of de facto governments in their territorial fiefdoms.


In this ‘other world,’ the presence of arms is not an anomaly but a raison d’être; children are born, raised, and educated in the vortex of war. Guerrillas are people living in defiance of their would-be world conquerors, according to their own laws and beliefs, telling their own stories and legends – making history. But, however well we sometimes understand their politics, the guerrillas themselves remain inaccessible and obscure to most of us. They are strangers seen only in photographs, posed threateningly with automatic weapons, their faces set in fierce determination or masked by scarves.


The inspiration for this book began when, as a young journalist, I reported on the conflicts taking place in Central America. A key moment came in January 1986, when I saw in the New Year with the FMLN guerrillas in El Salvador’s Morazán province. Guerrilla-controlled Morazán was only three hours outside the capital, where I was living, but it was a world apart. For some days, I hiked and drove my jeep around the rocky oxen trails, accompanied by these guerrillas, their automatic weapons clacking against the hot metal interior with each bounce and bump. Wherever we went, they seemed to remember places where important events had occurred, events that lived on in their hearts and impelled them to further action. I began to wonder how much more unseen history and folklore these people possessed. I realized that in Morazán I was glimpsing something remarkable – a rebel society living outside its nation’s laws. And all I had to do was spin the globe to see that this phenomenon was worldwide; large swatches of territory now belonged not to governments that ostensibly ruled there, but to the political outlaws who were the real authorities.


For this book, I wanted to get as broad a view of guerrillas as possible. To do that, I knew I would have to visit wars taking place in different parts of the world. However, because it was impossible to cover the globe comprehensively, I limited myself to a number of groups that would faithfully represent the modern guerrilla. Even so, it was not my intention that the guerrillas I have chosen would speak for every guerrilla alive today.


First I decided to go to Afghanistan. Not only did I have an invitation from one of the mujahedin groups, but the Soviets had not yet completed their withdrawal from the country, and I wanted the rare opportunity of observing guerrillas fighting against a foreign invader. I went to Kandahar in Afghanistan’s southern desert. Afterward I visited the disputed territory of Western Sahara with the Polisario Front guerrillas. This was the most streamlined and ‘organized’ visit I made. I obtained a visa at the Algerian Embassy in London only after the Polisario had approved my trip, and in Algeria, the Polisario representative met me at the customs desk. This kind of open complicity between a guerrilla army and a foreign host nation is rare. I returned to Afghanistan again to observe the mujahedin’s abortive siege of the city of Jalalabad. For a couple of months I stayed in the Pakistani border city of Peshawar and made cross-border trips.


The third place I traveled to was Burma. I had received assurances of a warm welcome in a letter sent to me by an exile politician allied with the Karen guerrillas fighting along the Burma-Thailand border. There, over a three-month period, I made repeated visits to the Karen bases.


Next I went to El Salvador, a country I know quite well, where friends helped me with arrangements to enter the FMLN guerrillas’ ‘liberated zone’ in the mountains of Chalatenango. El Salvador was important to me because the things I had seen there before had provided the genesis of this book.


My final journey was to the Israeli-occupied Gaza Strip, to the Breij refugee camp, a place where I had previously made friends among the militant shabbab involved in the intifada there. Some may wonder about the inclusion of the shabbab in a book about guerrillas, but they suit my definition of what a guerrilla is: anyone risking his or her life in a struggle to change things, by whatever means are at his or her disposal.


I wrote this book in the present tense, so as to give readers a sense of immediacy about the insurgent world. The people I met and places I visited are described as I found them during my travels, which took place over a three-year period between December 1988 and January 1992.


Like all other things in life, however, wars change over time, and so have most of the situations portrayed in this book. But in the end, this book is not about the particular circumstances of the wars I visited; it is about guerrillas, as they might be found at any time or in any place Above all, it is my hope that it gives the human side of their story, because it is one that could so easily be our own.




ONE


Myths of Creation


In the old days, the unexplored areas of the world were left blank on maps; cartographers wrote the words TERRA INCOGNITA to describe them. Often these were populated areas that had simply not yet been probed by the mapmaking, colonial powers, and so they officially remained ‘unknown lands.’


Later, as these lands were surveyed and fell under the dominion of expanding European empires, the blank spaces were filled in, and new colonial boundaries were superimposed on ancient tribal territories and native kingdoms.


Maps have always reflected the conceits of history’s conquerors, and the present time is no different. Today, the territories inhabited by guerrillas fighting wars to establish their own visions of life aren’t yet included in the pages of modern political atlases. Their borders, if delineated at all, exist only on military charts used by themselves and their enemies. The shifting boundaries shown on these maps are unofficial, even secret, and definitely inexact. And yet they represent a truer reality than those maps showing the counties, provinces, and national borders of the official nation-states.


Throughout the world there are inner landscapes perceived only by the guerrillas and their followers. For them, infinitely dramatic and memorable events – some horrible, some sublime – have occurred in the growth of trees and bramble they call home. So much has happened in the overgrown thickets where human settlements once flourished. Here, there was a battle. There, a guerrilla hero died … an enemy column was ambushed … a helicopter was downed … The sites of massacres are dignified by their loneliness, their silences interrupted only by a raucous cicada or the rustling of birds. Already, the leafy trees and the vines are overtaking the rubble where houses once stood, where a church once ushered the faithful to prayer; the dead lie beneath, unseen.


These are places with the disquieting feel of hallowed ground; in them the guerrillas creep around, speaking in hushed tones. For them, such places are terrible proof of the nature of the enemy – and also a reminder of the price that innocents have had to pay as a consequence for their own presence.


The gods and ghosts of war, its heroes and villains and its moments of daring and defeat – all of the transcendental moments that make up a war’s history – are invisible to outsiders, but they inhabit the land in the hearts and minds of the guerrillas and their followers.


Someday, if they ever take power, there will be plaques and statues erected in honor of this ghostly pantheon; there will be monuments in the places where blood was spilled, where one can go in homage to lay a floral wreath and try to imagine what happened. But for now, this living history is still being forged in bloodshed and can only be commemorated orally, in reminiscences told over and over again, passed down to those who are younger. This folklore, this inner landscape of the war, will continue to exist as long as there are guerrillas left alive to remember and recount what has happened. Eventually, the stories will become myth.


All guerrillas have creation myths. To justify killing others, men mythologize the origins of their conflicts, and, as the wars develop, so do accounts of what is taking place. For guerrillas, the resulting folklore satisfies a need to immortalize their actions, to ensure that their own version of history is being told. For their fear is that, living as fugitives, they shall remain forever invisible to the world beyond the battlefields where they fight and die. Just like men looking into pools of water at their own reflections, the guerrillas also have a need to see themselves, to reassure themselves of their own place in time.


Deep in the expanse of the Sahara Desert, a group of guerrillas has perpetuated one of the most unusual creation myths of all: They declare their barren wilderness refuge to be nothing less than a sovereign republic, and themselves to be its government and citizens.


The wall snakes diagonally over a desert ridge a half-mile away. From a sniper’s dugout and with a sirocco picking up in the midmorning heat, it is visible only as an uneven white line against the dun hills. The way it shimmers and winks, the wall might almost be a mirage, like the silvery lakes that beckon repeatedly, only to vanish the closer one draws to them.


This is the front line in the war over Western Sahara, a former Spanish colony on Africa’s northwest hump. For nearly two decades, ethnic Saharawis have fought a guerrilla war against the occupying troops of King Hassan II of Morocco. It was he who built this 1,500-mile-long fortified wall around two-thirds of the territory. Relentlessly cutting across the desert wilderness, the wall has transformed this into one of the world’s strangest conflicts.


Like the wall, the war itself looms like a tornado at horizon’s edge, never completely within grasp; perhaps this is appropriate in a desert without obvious landmarks or many signs of human habitation. Here, the bleached yellow walls of a Spanish colonial fort; there, a nomad’s tent of patchwork blankets; and nothing else but endless sand and sky. There are no trees except for the tiny, thorny ejdari trees, the bark of which is good for curing goat hides, and the atil, which the nomads use to clean their teeth. And there are no roads except the tracks left by the guerrillas’ jeeps. But even these are temporary; a wind comes and they are gone, like the dunes, which shift according to the seasons.


Sometimes the wind is gone and the desert is airless and terribly hot. At other times the wind blows hot and hard, changing the shape of the land. In the winter, when a wet fog from the Atlantic blankets the land and turns it green for the nomads’ flocks of camels and goats, rain pools form. These aren’t mirages but actual lakes, suddenly born in the desert’s depressions; they fill up with sweet, pure rainwater to fill the goatskins. But a sirocco can blow away these lakes in hours; where the water rippled and danced is once again just hot desert. Then the mirage lakes return, winking on and off in the distance like quicksilver.


When the Spanish dictator Francisco Franco was in his deathbed delirium in late 1975, he signed over the phosphate-rich colony of Spanish Sahara to Morocco and Mauritania, thus betraying the nationalist Saharawis’ hopes for an independent state. Spain’s retreat coincided with a show of force by King Hassan II of Morocco, who marched 350,000 of his subjects into the colony in a massive public-relations exercise called the Green March. Presented as a spontaneous demonstration by the Moroccan people to recover a lost part of the ‘greater Moroccan homeland,’ the Green March was really a thin disguise for Hassan’s simultaneous annexation of the territory, which he carried out by sending in Moroccan army troops to occupy key towns and crush local opposition.


As Hassan’s troops moved in, they clashed with guerrillas belonging to the fledgling Saharawi independence movement, the Frente Popular para la Liberación de Saguia el-Hamra y Rió de Oro, or Polisario Front. Formed in 1973 to bring an end to Spanish colonial rule, the Polisario operated clandestinely within the territory while training its cadres in neighboring Algeria. It exercised little control over the native Saharawi population, which at the time numbered under 100,000 people, most of them semi-nomadic tribesmen or settled traders living in a handful of sunbaked towns. Now, however, the Polisario guerrillas rose up to counter Morocco’s expansionist moves, seizing some settlements of their own from which to make a stand.


But it was no good. After several months of fighting, making a brave defense here and there, the Polisario finally retreated. Under heavy bombing from the air and sustained attack by Moroccan as well as Mauritanian ground troops, its guerrillas withdrew to safe bases across the Algerian border, taking with them large numbers of Saharawi civilians.


Moulay was a Saharawi boy of fifteen when his ambitious father added two years to his real age and enlisted him into the colonial police force. It was one of the few careers available to Saharawis that offered secure employment and steady wages. But Moulay’s stint lasted barely three years because soon after he joined up the Spaniards announced their intention to withdraw from the colony. By the time they did leave, Moulay had become a nationalist, a secret member of the Polisario underground.


‘I used to pass out the Polisario’s leaflets when I was on my rounds,’ says Moulay with a chuckle. He is now a burly man of thirty-three, with a boxer’s broken nose, and curly blond hair. ‘When the Spaniards left, I hired a car to take me into the desert so I could join them in their camps.’


For the rest of the 1970s, fighters like Moulay carried on the Polisario’s war to regain the lost Saharawi homeland, raiding deep into the territory and even inside Mauritania and Morocco. In 1979, reeling from the Polisario’s attacks and unable to pay its share of the war’s cost, impoverished Mauritania swore off its own claims to Western Sahara in an armistice with the Polisario. But Morocco moved into the Mauritanian vacuum, and, with extensive financial backing from the West, has poured enormous resources into the war ever since.


The Moroccan monarch has been far from idle in finding ways to thwart the Polisario Front. After years of hit-and-run raids, and a few spectacularly embarrassing defeats dealt to his troops by the guerrillas, King Hassan finally resorted to one of the most ancient and primitive stratagems used in warfare: He built a wall. After all, what else does one do with bothersome neighbors?


Hassan’s Wall. It is, in its way, as historic as China’s Great Wall or Hadrian’s Wall in Britain, for this is a defensive battlement many hundreds of miles long, built and maintained at enormous cost and enclosing much of Western Sahara to keep the Polisario out. This berm of bulldozed sand and stone bristles with the accoutrements of modern warfare, for Hassan has purchased the very latest in mines, artillery, radar, and electronic sensors and installed them along its entire length. And no fewer than 160,000 of the king’s soldiers guard it at all times, like medieval sentries on a castle parapet, forever scanning the wilderness beyond for enemies of the kingdom.


Few men can ever have reduced their enemies to a position of such absurd futility. For, with such a simple gesture, Hassan has not only imprisoned the Polisario in the desert, he has also walled off the only parts of Western Sahara worth possessing: the Atlantic seacoast with its fishing ports, the only inhabited settlements, and the phosphate mines that are the Sahara’s primary source of wealth.


Beyond the wall, only a barren strip of sand and rock stretching to the unmarked Algerian and Mauritanian borders remains; Hassan has relinquished it for the time being. Somewhat ludicrously, the Polisario trumpets this belt of land as its ‘liberated territory.’ Like twentieth-century Quixotes, its turbaned fighters charge across the abandoned scree in their olive-green Land Rovers to engage the enemy in battle. But the enemy they confront is the inanimate and unbudgeable wall. Occasionally they breach it, engaging the Moroccan troops in bloody battles and inflicting heavy casualties, but these are meaningless victories in a war that to all intents and purposes has already been lost.


Still, the guerrillas fight on, claiming that theirs is a war of attrition. Their hopes rest on the assumption that King Hassan is incapable of paying the huge cost of defending the wall forever and will eventually negotiate with them, or even withdraw. Another optimistic scenario is that Hassan will be overthrown in a Moroccan ‘people’s revolt.’ However it happens, the guerrillas say, when their day comes, they will be there, ready to move in across the wall and install themselves as Western Sahara’s rightful rulers.


In the years since Moulay and tens of thousands of civilian Saharawis joined the Polisario in their Algerian camps, the refugees’ number has grown to as many as 170,000. These Saharawis are no ordinary refugees, but believers in a dream fostered by the Polisario Front and nurtured in the chrysalis of their desert exile. The dream is to see their homeland become in reality what they have already declared it to be, the ‘Saharan Arab Democratic Republic,’ their own independent state. They have prepared for that day with their own state flag, national anthem, prime minister, Cabinet, and, most important of all, citizens: themselves, the Saharawi people.


The Saharawis are an amalgam of several Hassaniyah-speaking tribes of Berber origin who in the old colonial days were called Moors.* Many have a visible complement of black African blood, and the result is a handsome blend of Semitic and Negroid features. Saharawis have burnished brown or copper-colored skin and dark brown eyes and hair; some are quite tall and lithe. A small number are full-blooded blacks, former slaves who were freed by Polisario proclamation after the 1975 exodus. Today, the ex-slaves and their former owners live as equals, both having come to terms with their new common identity.


‘It takes a lot to motivate people to leave their homes and their TVs and go into the desert to fight, but this is what we have done,’ says Mahfoud Ali Beiba, a bearded and athletic guerrilla commander who is second only to the Polisario president, Mohamed Abdelaziz. ‘But the Polisario didn’t just fall from the sky. The anti-colonial struggle of our people goes back a hundred years, but it lacked clearly defined objectives. The Polisario has filled this internal vacuum by organizing a country. We began to ‘conscienticize’ the people so that the conflict wouldn’t just remain a matter for discussion, but lead to action, and become a total conviction.’


As Ali Beiba holds forth in the salon of a house used for greeting visitors to Aoussert camp, near the Algerian garrison town of Tindouf, an ex-slave hovers in attendance. He serves coffee in porcelain demitasse cups embossed with the Saharawi emblem. A high-cheekboned, blue-black man with downcast eyes, he moves in and out of the room, placing the cups before each man in deferential silence. The guerrilla leader wears an unadorned military uniform: simple olive green with a slight sheen to it, like the kind worn by Cubans. Or perhaps it is that he looks Cuban himself, like a mulatto. He also looks careworn; he has the deep dark bags and alert eyes of someone with many responsibilities.


Although only thirty-seven years old, Ali Beiba sits on the Polisario Front’s seven-member executive committee; he was one of the Front’s founding members. In addition, he is the Saharan Arab Democratic Republic’s prime minister, its justice minister, and its interior minister – all at the same time.


Ali Beiba was raised for this life. He spent his boyhood on the run, moving with his family from one part of the Spanish colony to the other as his fugitive father, a Saharawi nationalist, tried to evade the colonial authorities. ‘My childhood memories are of being chased by soldiers and airplanes with my family, and that has obviously left its mark on me,’ he says.


In the 1960s, as he grew up, Ali Beiba was influenced by the African national-liberation movements then fighting against Portuguese colonial rule in Guinea-Bissau, Angola, and Mozambique. Closer to home, the former French colonies of Algeria, Morocco, and Mauritania had each recently gained their independence; the hard-fought Algerian war of independence especially set a model for other anti-colonial struggles. Most important, newly independent Algeria offered arms, financial support, and sanctuary to the Saharawis.


In 1973, Ali Beiba and other young Saharawi nationalists founded the Polisario Front in an attempt to include Western Sahara in the roster of African liberation struggles. He was only twenty at the time. A year later, Ali Beiba left the colony because the Spanish authorities were after him. His destination was Syria, where he claims with intentional vagueness to have studied ‘general administration.’ These ‘studies’ were cut short by the Moroccan invasion of 1975; Ali Beiba returned to join the fight. Since then, his life has been taken over by the independence struggle. He has a wife, whom he met during the war, and two children, born in the desert camps where the Polisario reigns supreme.


In their desert exile, the guerrillas have made great efforts to consolidate their hold on their refugee constituents. One way they have done this is to tutor the Saharawis for nationhood. The tutelage begins with the way the Saharawis live. For instance, all four camps – strung in a north-south line along the Algerian border with Western Sahara – are named after the main towns of Western Sahara itself: Dakhla, El Aaiún, Smara, and Aoussert; taking this premeditated similitude a step further, most of the refugees have been installed in camps whose names correspond with those of their original homes. In a rehearsed denial of their refugee status, the Saharawis claim only the name of the town they come from, never referring to where they live as ‘camp.’ This can be confusing: When Moulay introduces himself, he says his family was originally from Smara but moved, first to El Aaiún and finally to Dakhla.


‘We have tried to create a framework of being in one’s own country,’ says Ali Beiba. He explains that the camps are deliberately isolated from any Algerian settlement – to prevent ‘assimilation’ – and that each camp’s structure has been designed to ‘echo’ the administrative structure of the actual country of Western Sahara: The camps have been divided into wilayat, provinces, and the wilayat have been subdivided into dairat, districts, named for the geographic regions of Western Sahara. This was the first step taken by the Polisario.


The second step was to make all the people live in tents. ‘We could obviously have built houses for the people if we had wanted,’ says Ali Beiba. ‘But this isn’t our home; our home is the Western Sahara, and so we have stayed in tents to emphasize the temporary nature of our exile. And finally, from the very beginning it was laid down that only the women, children, and old people are refugees. The man isn’t a refugee. He is a Saharawi soldier, fighting inside liberated territory.’


The Polisario case for national legitimacy obliges them to undertake this ritual exercise of denial. Official Polisario policy maintains that its Saharan Arab Democratic Republic represents a majority of the Saharawi people and governs from within liberated territory. This ignores the fact that, except for the unwalled ‘Belt’ with its smattering of nomads who tend the revolution’s herds of camels and goats, the Polisario ‘state’ and its citizens are refugees living in tented camps on Algerian, not Saharawi, soil.


To bolster its claims to the land, and aware of the importance of traditions in asserting a distinct ethnic identity, the Polisario has encouraged a revival of traditional Saharawi folklore, artisanry, and song and dance among the refugees. The version of history packaged by the Polisario’s ‘Ministry of Culture’ dates back to Neolithic times, with archaeological evidence of an ancient Saharawi civilization in the form of cave paintings, arrowheads, and stone tomb-monuments. Mahfoud Ali Beiba says the collectivized system the Polisario has imposed is a faithful reflection of indigenous Saharawi culture – proof that a strong national and ethnic identity fuels the insurgency.


Like utopian experimenters in communal socialism, the Polisario has erected a Brave New World in the Sahara Desert. Its control is unchallenged and nearly absolute; its revolution is all-wise and all-powerful, and it is the great provider, as well. Everything is channeled through the Polisario. Food, water, clothing, electricity, and housing are all provided free of charge by the Polisario; each camp has its day-care centers, primary schools, youth centers; there is a ‘national’ high school, and university scholarships abroad are available through the Polisario’s contacts with friendly foreign regimes. Civilian committees and subcommittees called ‘popular councils’ govern most aspects of camp life, functioning as the eyes and ears of their respective Polisario-controlled ministries. After ‘independence’ they will become the Polisario government’s civil bureaucracy.


Perhaps most important, there is no money in the camps. The people have no use for it. Living a thousand miles from anywhere, without passports, the Polisario’s Saharawis are the most dependent of people. And that’s how the Polisario wants it – now and for the foreseeable future.


‘The Saharawi people still aren’t sufficiently mature for a multiparty system,’ says Ali Beiba. ‘While I believe in a diversity of ideas, I don’t believe in an immediate multiparty system because that would require a civic sense more advanced than that which now exists.’


Children, mothers, and old men are usually the only people in evidence in the camps. Young men and women are either off boarding at the ‘national high school,’ abroad at university, or, if not actually serving at the Front, then undergoing basic training at one of the Polisario’s military training centers. When the young are not in school, they gather in centers named after Polisario martyrs and play Ping-Pong, paint and draw pictures, or rehearse amateur dramatics. Little children run around playing games and singing songs, chasing each other around tents.


In the late afternoon, when the sun is low, the white-bearded old men gather together outside the tents on the cooling sand. Dressed in their white or sky-blue dra, the Saharawi men’s smock, with their heads wrapped in black turbans, they take off their leather sandals and sprawl or sit cross-legged to talk, wriggling their bare toes in the sand.


Swathed in iridescent saris and head scarves of lime-green, fuchsia, and Prussian-blue cotton, the women look like tropical birds. They walk in sandaled feet, with the gentle sway of browsing gazelles.


Life goes on inside the large rectangular campaign tents, each housing a separate family. The tents are laid out across the sand like orderly villages, in rows, their peaked roofs, straight sides, and once-white canvas carefully stretched taut by rope tethers. A small cookhouse of chocolate-colored earthen bricks squats to the rear of each tent. Water is brought in buckets from communal spigots.


During the worst heat of the day, when the air is still and hot inside the tents, the flaps are opened to allow air to move. All the people nap, or move very slowly about their tasks. Only in the cool air of dawn, or after sundown, do Saharawis get their work done.


The war is invisible, except for the uniformed fighters’ jeeps, which roar in and out of the camps all the time, carrying guerrillas to and from the Front. No weapons are visible anywhere; they are kept out of sight while the men are at home.


The Saharawis consider themselves to be the citizens of a sovereign nation, and in many ways they are just that. After all, perceived reality is its own reality. So, like nouveaux riches anxious to acquire the appearance of old money, the Saharawis have adopted the trappings of national sovereignty in the form of an emblematic series of martyrs, slogans, and symbols that express their revolutionary and ethnic identity. The most potent of these symbols is the national flag, a red star and crescent moon superimposed on three horizontal bars of black, white, and green, running into a red triangle. The star and moon show the Islamic nature of their people, say the guerrillas, while the red symbolizes the blood of their martyrs. The green stands for hope, and the white for peace. The black, on top, represents the combined horrors of past colonialism and the present time of war and deprivation. After independence, the black will be moved to the bottom, because all that is bad will have been overcome, and the white of peace will replace it on the top.


The political iconography is everywhere: TODA LA PATRIA O EL MARTIRIO (‘All the fatherland or martyrdom’) is splashed in graffiti on walls throughout the camps. And carved into women’s earrings, painted on cushions, stenciled onto porcelain tea services, is the Saharawi national emblem – crossed rifles over an anvil, the national flag sprouting out of each barrel, topped by the crescent moon and star and enclosed by two sheaves of wheat. Like a designer label, ‘RASD,’ the Spanish acronym for the Polisario state, is stamped on women’s saris, written in large letters on walls, and even woven into woolen rugs.


In this atmosphere, conversations can be frustratingly one-sided, with the Saharawis chanting rehearsed, epigrammatic jingles, like mantras, in response to any question, as if to hasten the moment of their freedom from exile. And their speech is peppered with terms that are always pronounced totemistically.


Any talk of ‘the Revolution’ leads to announcements that ‘the Saharawi People’ are fighting ‘the War for the Liberation and Independence of Our Homeland Against the Occupation Forces of Morocco.’ In the same vein, ‘the Front’ is the preferred label for the never-mentioned wall; finally, death is never just that, but Martyrdom.


Abba is a child of this nation-in-waiting. He was barely ten years old when the hostilities began. His family were shopkeepers in the town of El Aaiún, the Spaniards’ colonial capital located halfway between the coast and the phosphate mines of Bou Craa. Now El Aaiún flies the Moroccan flag and plays host to Moroccan soldiers.


And Abba’s family are no longer shopkeepers, but refugees. When Abba was only thirteen, his father was killed fighting with the Polisario, becoming ‘a martyr on the field of honor.’ Abba was proud of the way his father died. As he grew up in the refugee camps, he wished for nothing more than to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a Saharawi soldier himself. Like all Saharawi youths, he underwent military training after finishing high school, but then, instead of being dispatched to the Front, he was sent to university in Algiers. When he returned, the Polisario assigned him a job in its protocol wing.


Today, Abba is a trusted minder and guide for guests of the revolution. A slender man of twenty-three with hazel eyes and a serious demeanor, he shows visitors the Polisario’s desert miracle, extolling its virtues in a hoarse, resonant voice. Still, he would prefer to be off with the fighters. ‘Don’t think I am complaining,’ says Abba. ‘No, no. I am happy to do whatever the revolution requires of me, as are the rest of the Saharawi people.’


There are, however, not a lot of other options. Raised in a community whose existence is based on the goal of national liberation, young Saharawis like Abba grow up with a unique sense of identity: They are Saharawis, but they are also Polisario – the two being virtually indistinguishable. Like youths who grow up in a company town, they have a destiny ready-made for them. The revolution is the only employer. And, like a religious cult that has reshaped its disciples’ lives, the revolution not only possesses their past, it also holds the key to their future. People no longer speak willingly of the ‘time before’ their desert exile, when day one of the ‘new life’ began. In this life, the Polisario is their Creator.


‘We don’t want to remember the past,’ Abba says during an audience with Wadha Ibrahim, a majestic Islamic judge living in Dakhla’s daira of Argab. The most remote of the camps, Dakhla is also the biggest, housing sixty thousand Saharawis on a bleak desert plain surrounded by dunes that shine black and gold in the daylight.


The judge is giving a historical sketch of the Saharawi people, but falls silent on the question of which tribe he is from. He looks to Abba for help, but Abba only stares uncomfortably at the ceiling, then to the floor of the judge’s tent. Nobody speaks. Finally, Abba says, ‘We don’t want to ask the people what tribes they were from. We want to forget the past.’


Visibly relieved, the old judge nods vigorously in agreement. ‘Yes, the tribes were just dividing the people,’ he says. ‘Now; what we like to talk about is the Saharan Arab Democratic Republic.’ Indeed, the Saharawis have little else. The Polisario has removed them from their homes, collectivized most private property, detribalized them by stripping the old sheikhs of their traditional authority, and educated the young to despise the old ways.


Reared on the Polisario’s myths of their own creation, the new generation of Saharawis look to an idealized future as their means of escape from the desert that has been their entire life. A symbolic image of the hoped-for future dominates the interior of the Martyr Said Gaswani Baha Youth Club at Aoussert camp. A huge, black-fringed yellow banner covers an entire wall. Movie blockbuster-style lettering across the top spells out TODA LA PATRIA O EL MARTIRIO, and below, the map of Western Sahara looms above a huge setting sun, its beams arcing up toward the map and the slogan in the sky. In the foreground spreads a Saharan landscape of sand dunes. On the left, a line of camels, goats, and children advances toward the sun. On the right, a column of combat vehicles crammed with fighters is on the move, the spiky silhouettes of their weapons pointing upward, alert and ready for battle. Together, says the picture, the Saharawi people are advancing along paths that converge, in the dawn of a new day.


‘Thank you for coming and welcome to the revolution!’ shouts Muhammad Lamin Sidalli, a nomad living in the ‘liberated’ desert Belt with his family and his herds. ‘Come in, come in, sit down, sit down!’


Gap-toothed, with a tangled gray beard and wearing a dirty black-and-white-striped shepherd’s djellaba, the herdsman is obviously accustomed to visits from the guerrillas. As his wife rushes to prepare tea, Lamin continues to offer rhetorical pleasantries. When the tea is ready, his wife brings it on a tray, gives it to Moulay to pour – a gesture that honors him – and sits down among the men.


Lamin laughs when asked if he is a member of the Polisario Front. ‘Of course! All Saharawis are – so how could I not be?’ He laughs again at the strangeness of the query, and adds: ‘The Moroccans were wrong to invade; it was not the correct thing to do and it was against the Shari‘a laws. It was not their land.’


Moulay is intrigued by Lamin’s expressed commitment to the Revolution and asks him, ‘If the Polisario Front needs anything, will you give it?’


Lamin bobs his head up and down emphatically: ‘Yes, yes! Anything it wants is mine. And anything we need, we can ask from the Polisario. If it wants me to do any job, I will go!’


By continuing in the hard nomadic life, Lamin is unlike many Saharawis, who have opted for the easier life of the camps. ‘I feel healthiest in the desert.’ Lamin smiles. ‘And I have the animals, so I have stayed. There are many families like ours along the Belt. We depend on rain, and so, since all the nomads depend on the rain, we are just like brothers. We travel alone with our own families, but, where it is green, we all meet and then we see each other again. And even with the wall, we still do the same things as before: We have camels and goats and go from place to place. There is still rain, and we still go freely in the liberated zone. There is still plenty of space to wander. In the spring, the time of green, we still find enough for our animals to eat.’


Nomads like Lamin are also valuable to the Polisario’s roving units of fighters: Left to wander with their herds of camels and goats throughout the Belt, they are able to keep a permanent watch on Moroccan positions and troop movements along the wall, and can be relied upon to provide shelter, food, and water to the fighters. If they didn’t serve this purpose for the Polisario, they wouldn’t be there.


Another day, Moulay gives a lift to an ancient, buck-toothed crone in a black robe. She is out in the desert on her own gathering firewood; she has a small bundle under one arm. She seems little surprised to see Moulay’s jeep, and once aboard, begins complaining loudly that her sons have gone off to the Polisario’s camps and left her shorthanded to tend to the camels and goats.


‘I have one son with me but he is almost useless because he is always ill,’ she shrills. ‘Now the land is green and the animals have multiplied. Some go in one direction and the rest in the other, and it is hard to keep track of all of them by myself. So tell one of them to come and help!’


Her nagging continues unabated until a nomad encampment looms out of the desert; it is the old woman’s home, and Moulay leaves her there, amidst her gaggle of bleating goats and useless son, but not before she has extracted his promise to relay her complaints to her errant sons back in the camps.


Except for the nomads, the Belt has no human inhabitants; it has a luxuriant emptiness. Where the earth meets the sky there is a great clarity of color: The sky is very blue, the earth very yellow. The long and muscular land, with its mesas, wadis, and fleshy dunes of sand, also gives up strange mineral growths resembling people frozen into sleeping statues. Mostly, the desert is flat, and its surfaces of salt-crusted white or glistening black slate are puckered and strewn with fossils, rocks of salmon sandstone, pinkish quartzes, and stones whipped into rounded swirls of petrified sand like confectionery thunder eggs. Occasionally, there are gorse bushes with dry, gnarly boughs, and the larger, spiky thorn trees that camels like to eat. And everywhere, like raisins, goat droppings are sprinkled among the stones.


It is early spring, and in some places, nourished by a few rains and the wet Atlantic fogs of winter, small plants have sprouted. At a distance they appear as a uniform green tinge on the land, but this is an optical illusion. Close up, one can see that the plants are sparse, each one separated from the next by several feet of arid desert earth, while all around, armored black lizards with baleful orange eyes and great crenellated neck ruffs guard the entrances of their tunnels. Falcons wheel overhead in the wind currents, seeking prey.


Infrequently, military trucks appear out of the blowing sand to trundle past, jouncing steadily over the uneven ground. The men crammed in back wave as they pass: fighters headed to or from the Front. Only their eyes are visible through their wrap-around turbans. One afternoon, a truckload of them stops beside a rare stream. They are toughened and grimy from spending months in the desert. Now they are returning to the camps for a much-deserved rest with their families, and they want to look their best. Some squat at stream’s edge to shave and wash their clothes; others polish boots and scrub dirty hair and feet.


One night, in a nomad family’s tent not far from the wall, Moulay tells a story of going on a guerrilla raid deep inside Moroccan territory, and how he almost didn’t return. As he speaks, he waves his big fists – one of them missing a thumb – in descriptive circles.


The nomad woman puts chunks of aromatic sap on a charcoal brazier, and, like an olfactory Turkish bath, the tent is clouded with perfumed smoke. Next, her plump daughter brings a battered pewter chalice and pours cologne into the men’s cupped hands.


With Abba interpreting, Moulay speaks in Hassaniyah laced with a crude Spanish; he refers to himself and his comrades as matadores, killers, but what he really means to say is that they were warriors.


‘It was in the month of April,’ begins Moulay. ‘We were two groups of matadores who entered Morocco. We continued on until we saw all kinds of Moroccans; they had horses, tanks, and helicopters, and then we started the war. It was at nine o’clock at night, in a place between two hills. But soon we were surrounded, and we said to ourselves, “We have to get out, dead or alive,” so we made a run for it.
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