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This book is dedicated to my family.


My anger took me to war, your love brought me home.
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Statement by the
Syrian Democratic Forces


Since the emergence of ISIS in 2014, it became a global threat to security and stability, but its greatest impact has occurred on the indigenous peoples of the Middle East, where it has threatened the existence of various ethnic societies including Arabs, Kurds, Syriacs and Armenians, also the religious groups, whether Christians, Yezidis and even Muslims as well.


To counter this threat, the local military groups in Syria have risen and defended the peoples living in the region, and have become the world’s frontline of defence in the face of this epidemic.


Due to the slow response of the Western world to confront this danger, we found solidarity from international fighters, who on their own accord joined the military forces in the region – the People’s Protection Units – YPG and the Syriac Military Council, where a new relationship between the different people of the world was created, alongside the Syrian Democratic Forces, which eventually led to the defeat of ISIS.


This book presents a picture of the heroic deeds of hundreds of international fighters, and through it we extend our thanks and a token of appreciation for all that they have done in order to defend our peoples and the world.


—Kino Gabriel, Official
Spokesperson of the Syrian Democratic Forces




Foreword
By Andy McNab CBE DCM MM


There have always been young men and women prepared to fight for what they believe is right. Long ago, perhaps, it was purely about defending your homeland and your family, and any fight for national security usually started on your own doorstep, when there was an immediate and obvious danger. Over time, our awareness of conflicts further afield has grown, so when we have a choice whether to fight or not, idealism has become an increasingly powerful force.


It is not a new phenomenon. You can see evidence of great callings throughout history. Those men of eighteenth-century Britain who would not sign up to fight in the American War of Independence (because they had some sympathy with the colonies) nevertheless flocked to the colours when the French and Spanish saw an opportunity and laid siege to Gibraltar. Fast forward to the mid-thirties, and idealism was key for those who joined the International Brigades fighting against fascism in the Spanish Civil War – people like George Orwell and the future union leader Jack Jones.


Those who are prepared to fight usually have a sense that it is their time, that what they are doing is right and that when they have done what they need to do they will return to their ordinary lives. But any involvement in conflict is likely to have a profound effect and can often change the course of a life. Ted Heath, who went on to be our prime minister, was deeply affected by the rise of fascism he witnessed as a young man in Nuremberg before the Second World War, and was inspired by the idealists of the International Brigades he met in Barcelona. More recently, there were plenty from the West who, without fanfare, went to fight for the Bosnians or the Croats in the Bosnian War. They too felt the need to stand up against injustice.


For most people, however, it is an alien concept. We have been fortunate to have had seventy years of peace in this country. We live in a liberal democracy and we are uncomfortable with the idea that there are some among us who actually want to fight. I don’t mean in bars, but going abroad to fight for a cause that they really don’t need to get involved with. Such people are too often seen as knuckle-draggers and troublemakers, too thick to do anything else … unless, of course, we one day need their fighting skills to protect us. As Kipling wrote in his poem ‘Tommy’, ‘For it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Chuck ’im out, the brute!” / But it’s “Saviour of ’is country” when the guns begin to shoot’.


So it’s refreshing for me to see that a clearly intelligent, public-school-educated young man, as Macer is, made a conscious decision to fight for something he believed in, as men and women have done for generations before him. It is not as if he was thrown into it because he had no choice, through conscription or unemployment. The rest of us might be aware of things happening in the world that we think are wrong, but it is sometimes hard for us to understand the complex politics and to assimilate all the facts, and it is even further removed from our thinking to want to put ourselves in harm’s way to do something about it. If it doesn’t affect the prices in Tesco or stop us taking the kids to school, why should we worry? And the idea of taking up arms really doesn’t occur to us. You could argue that the people like Macer who are drawn to fight have more moral courage than the rest of us, not just to recognise that something is not right but to say, ‘Do you know what? I’m going to do something about it.’ Because, ultimately, if people like them don’t make a stand, whatever it is they have felt the need to fight for, or against, will affect us all in the end.


Of course, once you get involved in a conflict it becomes less about ideals and more about survival, and anyone who has ever seen action will recognise the story that Macer tells : the constant ‘hurry up and wait’, the days on end of boredom and the intense moments of terror. Any infantryman will identify with that existence. Infantry life has always been the same, standing around trying not to be cold, wet or hungry. Or killed. Mundane things take on huge importance – like getting water, food and ammunition. It’s bad enough in a large, institutionalised military force but it’s surely far worse in a militia, though the hardships and the adversity of taking on the so-called Islamic State as part of a much smaller force were perhaps part of the romantic attraction for Macer. It’s not just about the ritual of eating and drinking but often about whether you actually get anything to eat or drink at all.


Military service brings together some strange bedfellows, especially if you are conscripted, or come together from different parts of the world for different reasons, but on the battlefield you’re all in it together, which is what forges bonds of brotherhood. When it’s boring, yes, you do long for action, but it’s that age-old thing about being careful what you wish for, because when the bullets are flying it’s hell. For those of us who have seen action, it’s uncomfortable to admit that we find it exciting, but you’ve got the uniform and the weaponry, and you’ve done the training, and then all of a sudden you’re actually doing it and it is exciting. Then, when it gets too hairy, you think, ‘F*** this!’ but when it’s over and you’ve survived, bravado takes over and you’re all, ‘Yeah, it was all right’, because you don’t want to be the one who admits he was scared. And then it happens again, and it’s ‘F*** this!’ again. Afterwards, when you’ve survived, there is an undeniable feeling of exhilaration. You think, ‘I’ve done it. Somebody was actually shooting at me and I was shooting back!’ There is a feeling of completion. And then, of course, it all happens again and you’re not so sure!


The trouble is that, as Macer says, people do get used to it. It was the same in the First World War when, after a while, people couldn’t be bothered to bend down walking along the trench lines and, guess what, they got shot. You really don’t want to be working closely with someone who has reached the point where they think, ‘So what? F*** it!’ We talk about ‘the gift of fear’, and it is a really good thing. People often say they weren’t scared in battle, but yes they were and, do you know what? It’s all right. Fear can keep you alive, just as much as idealism can get you killed. Macer’s honest portrayal of both makes his story a fascinating personal insight into a conflict that will take its own important place in history.




“Bad men need nothing more to compass their ends, than that good men should look on and do nothing.”


John Stuart Mill




Prologue


I stood in the wrecked bathroom and stared into the sliver of broken mirror, trying to recognise the gaunt, unfamiliar face that stared back at me. I couldn’t help but wonder what the hell he was doing there. I was still looking into those dark-ringed eyes and that weathered face when I heard a cry from outside – the agonised, animal-like howl of a man grievously injured. I instantly spun on my heels, grabbed my body armour, rifle and medical bag from the balcony, and ran down the stairs. By the time I had negotiated my way through the barricade of furniture and reached the ground floor, the Syriacs were already dragging the wounded Kurd into the courtyard, out of the immediate range of ISIS snipers. He looked about thirty, but was probably younger, and in his eyes burned a fierce look that was more than shock : it was a determination to survive this outrage inflicted upon him. I could see beneath his blood-soaked shirt the jagged hole of an exit wound on his back, about the size of a two-pence piece. It gave me a gaping view inside his body, but the exposed flesh and shoulder ligament were barely bleeding. It was not a good sign. I turned the groaning fighter over. ‘Where’s the entry wound? Where’s the fucking entry wound?’ I yelled. I tore off the wounded man’s shirt, searching anywhere on his torso that might correspond with the exit wound on his back. It felt like an eternity before I noticed the tiny black spot in the ‘V’ of his throat beneath his Adam’s apple, like a small, pea-sized scab. Now what? It was too small to bandage. I turned the man over, packed the exit wound with gauze and wrapped a bandage around him to hold it in place. ‘Think!’ I urged myself, frantic to know what to do about the entry wound. Seconds were rushing by. Was he getting air into his chest? I decided to cut a chest seal in half and used that to plug the hole in his throat. His breathing seemed to stabilise, but he was fading in and out of consciousness as a result of major blood loss. I shouted at the Christians up on the balcony to radio for an ambulance to be ready at the defensive lines of the Kurdish militia, the YPG, behind us. The only thing that would save this man’s life was to get him out of here as soon as possible. When he awoke, his eyes locked on to me with a ferocious stare, like he was fighting for his life. I was desperate to help him win his battle. I’m a pretty big guy, and reasonably fit, though a couple of weeks on the front line with a poor diet soon leaves you out of shape. I managed to pick him up and start running in the direction of the YPG lines. My strength came from pure adrenaline mixed with frustration and determination. A giant palm tree – felled by an air strike that had destroyed a neighbouring block of flats a few weeks before – blocked my path. Even before I reached it, my lungs were burning. The heat of the day was like an oven, and every time I opened my mouth to gulp in air I could feel precious moisture being sucked from my body. I tried to get more oxygen but my swelling chest was constricted by my body armour, which gripped me like a vice. Sweat was pouring off me, getting in my eyes like the flies buzzing around my head with impunity because I had no hands free to swat them. My thighs felt like they were on fire and my back, too, was screaming in protest at this unexpected exertion. After 150 metres of fast walking under the weight of the injured man, sticking as closely as possible to the buildings which fringed the street, I began to flag. Some of the Christians were running with me and, without needing to be asked, they grabbed the man’s shoulders and legs and together we half-ran, half-stumbled to where the ambulance would be waiting near the YPG positions. There were five of us now, but we were clumsy and bumping our casualty on the ground as we each tried to hold on to a limb while still running – and I knew we had to be more organised. I spotted a carpet buried under rubble in an abandoned building and yanked at it with all my might to free it from the bricks and concrete. ‘Put him on the carpet!’ I yelled. With one of us on each corner we made much better progress, but by now the Kurd fighter was deathly pale and, as we ran, he was regularly blacking out. A couple of times I thought we had lost him and then he would suddenly come to with a loud gasp for breath and lock eyes with me once more. For a few seconds, he would hold me with a look of pure defiance, and then his eyes would roll back into his head and he would collapse into a faint again. ‘Keep running!’ I urged the exhausted Syriacs. The heat was suffocating. As we got within a couple of hundred metres of where the ambulance was meant to be, I rushed ahead. The armoured vehicle arrived at the rendezvous point just as I ran up, panting, exhausted, and I threw open the back door and told them exactly what the casualty’s wounds were. ‘He needs fluids, urgently,’ I gasped. I turned to run back to help carry the makeshift stretcher but the Syriacs had been joined by others who were helping. Together we managed to hoist the casualty into the back of the vehicle. I waited for another convulsive gasp for air and that defiant glare, but none came. We slammed the back door and the ambulance sped off.


I was utterly shattered, drenched in sweat and desperate for a drink. As we walked to a nearby Syriac Military Council (MFS) position, I spotted an unopened bottle of water on the ground and took a large swig, then immediately spat it out. The bottle had been sat in the sun and the contents were scalding hot, but I was grateful even for that moisture in my parched mouth. At the Syriac lines, I stopped to try to recover my energy, head bowed, hands on hips, still gulping for air. As I did so, there was a garbled burst of messages over the radios and I knew before my comrades translated for me exactly what it was about. ‘He’s dead,’ one of them told me. I felt drained ; so incredibly tired and so powerless. If I had the energy I would have screamed, but my throat was too dry for any sound to come out.


Deflated and downbeat, we grabbed some food, before the fall of night would allow us to return to our post. As we began to reassemble, I snatched a wistful glance at the star-filled sky. In London, the clouds and the light pollution hide the full beauty of the night sky. Here in Raqqa, the Syrian sky looked incredible. The inky blackness, seemingly dusted with a billion sparkling diamonds, was in stark contrast to the ugliness and suffering around me. As I stood in hell and looked up at the heavens, I could make out a few of the constellations that were familiar to me in the UK. The Plough, Orion’s Belt … I wondered how many of my friends at home would be looking up at the same stars that evening and what they would be doing. The whispers of my Syriac comrades around me faded out of my consciousness, and I was transported for a second to a city pub and the happy chatter among friends over a Friday-night beer after work. Had I really left behind my loving family for the risk of spilling my blood in the dust of this devastated country? How would my family feel it if was me who took a sniper’s bullet tonight, a tiny black entry wound ending my life? It didn’t bear thinking about, but I couldn’t help myself. I’d seen too much death already not to know that the chances of becoming a statistic were frighteningly high. It wasn’t even as if I was a soldier. I was a foreign exchange broker from London who had sacrificed a good job, a flat and my girlfriend to be here. Driven only by the conviction that I had to fight against the atrocities of ISIS, I’d confidently got myself to the front line of the bloodiest conflict of the twenty-first century. Exposure here meant risking everything ; margins were between life and death, and they were wafer thin. This war wasn’t over by a long way, but Raqqa was where I had wanted to be since I had first become aware of the horrors unfolding in this part of the world, and now that the defeat of ISIS was within our grasp, my part in the fight against evil was reaching a climax.




The Dream Job


I had arrived early for my hard-earned appointment in the City of London and made my way to the somewhat intimidating edifice that housed one of Britain’s biggest banks. Now I was waiting nervously for my interview. As I glanced at my watch, I was aware that my hands were clammy. Damn! I so wanted to offer a warm, dry, firm handshake to whoever came down to fetch me.


One of the lift doors opened and a smartly suited figure stepped out. ‘It’s Harry, isn’t it? I’m Nick, one of the senior brokers here,’ he said, offering his hand. We swapped pleasantries and he ushered me towards the lifts. I felt a lurch in my stomach as we shot upwards and I watched the lobby area shrink beneath us. We walked from the lift to another reception, where, written in giant plastic letters, were the words ‘Foreign Exchange’. Through another set of doors was the trading room, which teemed with shirt-sleeved workers busy at desks arrayed with multiple computer screens showing the day’s fluctuating rates. It felt electrifying, and, to compound the sense of power, the floor-to-ceiling windows on all sides showed a backdrop of the City in all its glory. Nick showed me into one of the glass-walled meeting rooms that clung to the edge of the trading floor. The magnificent dome of St Paul’s and the jostling scrum of buildings at the economic heart of Britain stretched beneath us. It was hard not to be impressed. This was a world I knew so well. Whether I was truly comfortable in it was another matter.


As a teenager, I had wanted to join the British Army and to use that route to be a force for good in the world. There was a strong military history in my family, and I had grown up with my ancestors’ medals from Waterloo, the Crimea and other notable campaigns on my bedroom wall. That military tradition had exerted an undeniable attraction for me, but then I had gone to Loughborough University to study Politics and International Relations and discovered a new passion – for political activism. I am guided by my principles rather than by any one political party, but at university, I was drawn to David Cameron’s compassionate Conservatives and their bid for the aspir­ational centre ground, and I quickly found that being involved as an activist was extremely rewarding. I even stood for election as a Conservative councillor in a ward where the Conservatives had previously come a distant fourth. True-blue territory this was not! Nevertheless, I threw myself into the challenge, knocked on doors, took the trouble to speak to people – and to listen to them – and came second in the poll, not far behind Labour. My new-found love for politics soon morphed into a desire to help people on a more human level. During my second year at university I went to Zimbabwe to work for the centre-left Movement for Democratic Change – the MDC. It was an extraordinary summer as I watched a country falling to pieces around me, but it only bolstered my determination to work harder for human rights. I had left university with so many different plans and aspirations – how swiftly everything had changed. I graduated in 2009, at the height of the recession, with people tightening their belts and knuckling down to work, if they had it. My sense of independence and a fierce determination to succeed at whatever I did meant that I wanted to show I could support myself financially. Before I really knew it, I had entered the rat race. After a couple of years working my way up the corporate ladder and broadening my knowledge of world trade, I joined a major currency company and then moved to a smaller, boutique currency house, where I was really on the up. I should have felt fulfilled, but my heart was not really in my new job, which was why I was looking around for a different challenge ; something to make my pulse race a little faster.


The door swung open and Nick and I were joined by the bank’s head of foreign exchange. Over the next hour we discussed everything from the market place to new regulation and, above all, me. When it was time to go, Nick guided me down to the lobby and shook my hand. Then, with a quick smile at the very attractive receptionist, he was gone. It had only been an hour and a half since I had entered the building but it felt like I’d run a marathon. The interview had gone well. I should have been feeling enthused and excited. So why did I feel so dejected?


Before long, I was on a tube train heading west from St Paul’s and glancing at the newspaper being read by a woman sat next to me. ‘Hero in the face of evil,’ declared the headline above the image of a man in an orange jumpsuit. ‘Oh my God, the Islamic State must have executed another prisoner,’ I realised. These people really were animals. Every day for months the papers and news channels had been full of the growing crisis in the Middle East. The rise of a terrorist group declaring itself the Islamic State had taken everybody by surprise. The first time I had heard about them was in June 2014, when they had captured Mosul, Iraq’s second city, with just 300 men. Every day since then, their fighters had cut an increasingly bloody swathe through Iraq and Syria, mercilessly killing their prisoners, whether men, women or children. Thousands of Syrian and Iraqi soldiers who had surrendered had been mowed down in cold blood. Much more public had been the trend of parading captured journalists and humanitarian workers and, in front of the camera, cutting off their heads.


By the time I got home, I had already received an email from the bank wanting to know my pay expectations. It seemed like I was one step closer to that dream job. Before I replied, however, I flicked on the TV, morbidly anticipating more news about the Islamic State. The next few weeks after the interview were punctuated by a number of emails and calls telling me about the continued interested from the major bank, and from a foreign bank I had also had an interview with. Both seemed keen to recruit me. On the face of it, I had plenty of reasons to feel self-satisfied, but neither of my suitors might have been so enthusiastic if they had known that my work at the currency house had been suffering for months, and that things were coming to a head. It didn’t help that as soon as I got to my desk each morning I spent an hour reading the news. Don’t get me wrong, my work in foreign exchange meant I needed a grasp of global current affairs, but I was becoming addicted to the horrendous stories of torture, murder and rape perpetuated by the terrorists in Syria and Iraq. The Western media publicised every sick video that the ISIS propaganda machine churned out, and I was part of the rapt audience. The stories were a hot topic in the office and among my friends and family, but while others were simply shocked, I became consumed by a burning hatred for everything that ISIS represented. I couldn’t sleep at night for thinking about the thousands of women and girls – many under ten – being sold into sexual slavery or thrown down wells by the terrorists, and yet people – including hundreds of Britons – were rushing to join this death cult. They made my skin crawl. How could they want to become involved in such bestiality? An estimated 20,000 foreign fighters – including as many as 1000 British men – had flocked to the black banner of jihad.


I couldn’t understand the lack of reaction from the governments of Britain and America. Why weren’t they doing more to counter ISIS before the region was torn apart? It took weeks for the Americans to start bombing in support of the Iraqi government forces and the Iraqi Kurd military, the Peshmerga. In the meantime, ISIS fighters had reportedly reached within fifty kilometres of Baghdad. The horrific scenes of thousands of Yazidi people trapped on Mount Sinjar, in Iraqi Kurdistan, was especially distressing to me. If only I could take some time off work and raise money for the refugee camps or, better still, actually visit Iraq and work on the ground. It was a fantasy, though. I had a job and a girlfriend and neither would allow me to go. My girlfriend, Anna, was a fiery Russian I had met at a conference just a few months before. A twenty-two-year-old former model from Latvia, she had been employed by the currency house to greet people and guide them to our stand. She had just graduated from university with a first-class degree and was looking for a full-time job. I had plucked up the courage to ask her on a date and we had been together since. Every Wednesday I would go round to her flat with a movie and a bottle of wine, or she would come to mine. As we lay in bed or relaxed on the sofa, I would try to tell her about my frustrations at work and wanting to do more for charities in the Middle East, but it wasn’t what she wanted to talk about. She particularly couldn’t bear to talk about ISIS. The subject was becoming increasingly important to me but I understood it was shocking to her. The daily reports were grim.


While I struggled at work, the world seemed to burn. I watched the Islamic State grow in power and tried to understand how it had started. Most people I knew blamed the Americans and the British for invading Iraq and ‘creating the conditions’ that allowed the Islamic State to rise, but the more I looked into the conflict, the more I disagreed. When the Americans had left Iraq at the end of 2011, the country was a relatively peaceful democracy, compared to the war zone it once was, with a chance of success – but the Iraqi government’s disenfranchisement of the Sunnis had gifted them to the terrorists, and now extreme conservative Muslims throughout the world were flocking to Iraq and Syria to take up jihad in the name of ISIS, prepared to kill anyone who did not share their fundamentalist views. It was, to my mind, as dangerous a threat to the world as the rise of Hitler’s Nazis had been. Back in the 1930s and 40s, principled Britons had stood up to fascism and fought for the liberty of others. Now, in the twenty-first century, I was witnessing the rise of an organisation that had a genocidal wish to rid the world of all diversity. I knew in my heart it was not something the British people would be prepared to accept, if only the government would see this and take steps to help stop it. If I got a new job offer, I speculated, I could use my gardening leave from my current employer to take a few weeks out and volunteer in Iraqi Kurdistan. I could even try to raise some publicity. Done properly, I could not only make a difference but hopefully impress my new employer as well.


The weather began to get colder as December approached, but I barely noticed. I had two potential job offers from two separate banks. If things panned out as I hoped, I could end the year satisfying my urge to do humanitarian work and start the new year with a new career. Everyone was preparing for Christmas, and I was only too happy to throw myself into the annual festive frenzy. I was living for the weekend, boozing with friends, enjoying my time with Anna, seeing plenty of my family and saving for my first property. Then the unexpected happened.




Lions of Rojava


It was my own fault. If spending hours reading the news was not bad enough, I’d become blasé in my search for another job and had been responding to job enquiries from my work computer. It was only a matter of time before my work ethic was called into question. That moment arrived on a Friday afternoon when I was called in for a performance review. My call statistics were dismal, and over the course of the meeting it became impossible to hide how lacklustre my work effort had been. I thought I was too well liked by my bosses to be fired, but when I turned up on the Monday for a disciplinary hearing, there was no second chance and, after an hour’s meeting, I was sacked. My overconfidence was shattered.


In spite of the shock of my sacking, my thoughts were still in Iraq and Syria. The day before, I had seen an article about a young American called Jordan Matson who had been injured in Syria while fighting the Islamic State. I looked again and saw a number of pieces in the US media on Matson and a group called the Lions of Rojava. Apparently, a few American veterans had been so disgusted by what was going on in the Middle East that they had contacted a Syrian militia called the YPG (People’s Protection Units) and offered their services. Matson, a twenty-eight-year-old former soldier from Wisconsin, was one of them. He had been hit by mortar shrapnel on the front line and, while recuperating, had created the Lions of Rojava web page, to spread the word about the foreign volunteers and to get more people to join up. It was as if a light had suddenly been switched on in my head. Why not actually go out to Syria and fight the Islamic State? I wasn’t a soldier but nor was George Orwell when he went to Spain to fight the fascists. Nor were the thousands of people from all around the world flocking to the so-called Islamic State. If mindless animals with no military training could join ISIS to kill women and children, why couldn’t good men fight against them? It was an idea that scared the hell out of me, but I could already see the potential in it. I suppose there was a restlessness in me at the time, like a dormant gene waiting to rise up.


As the days passed, I continued to look into the idea of fighting. It was clear the Kurds were allowing foreigners to join the YPG because it attracted international attention. The Westerners were seemingly being used as propaganda tools, but that was fine by me. Getting to fight would be the ideal, but the thought that I could help to embarrass the British government into doing more just by being seen to be in Syria was something that appealed to me. Further research told me that the YPG was a local militia in Rojava, a region of north-eastern Syria bordering Turkey. It had evolved following a 2004 uprising in Qamishli against the regime of President Bashar al-Assad. The rioting had ended disastrously when the Syrian Army crushed the insurrection and forced thousands of Syrian Kurds to flee their homes, but when the Islamic State swept north towards Rojava, the YPG was the only force in the region to put up any meaningful resistance, quickly drawing widespread support and recruits. They became locked in a brutal war of attrition with ISIS on a number of different fronts, most famously in the besieged city of Kobane, where the defenders were still holding out. Of Rojava’s three administrative regions, or ‘cantons’, Kobane and Afrin were almost impossible to get to for a Western fighter because of the tight border controls by Turkey and heavy attacks from the Islamic State. The Jazira canton was largely overrun with ISIS fighters but that was where the foreign volunteers were fighting. The more I read about what the YPG was up against, the more sobering my research became. Months into Islamic State’s genocidal campaign, and in spite of the West’s belated air attacks and US President Obama’s promise to ‘degrade and destroy them’, ISIS still controlled more than 100,000 square kilometres of Iraq and Syria, an area bigger than Cuba. They had created their own armies, their own police force and a judicial system based on a perverted view of Sharia law. This self-declared state, built on thirteenth-century values of extreme violence and the basest human urges, had more than $2 billion in assets and an annual income of nearly $1 billion from usurped oil revenues, stolen bank money and taxes imposed on the eight million people under its control. The 30,000 fanatical jihadists and their families who had flocked from eighty-five different countries had joined thousands of hard-core fighters already in Syria and Iraq. In contrast, there seemed to be only twenty or thirty foreigners – Americans, British, Germans and Iranians – fighting for the YPG in Rojava. The Kurds’ position looked hopeless, but the more I read of their values of secularism, democracy and multi-culturalism, the more it seemed like the clearest battle lines between good and evil since the Second World War.


I agonised long and hard over whether I might be an asset or a liability to the YPG. What I knew about fighting boiled down to some basic tactics I had learned in the cadets at school, plus an ability to handle and strip an AK-47 that I had learned from guards employed by charities to protect us in Zimbabwe, and that was it. Yet that was probably more than many of the young local fighters who were travelling from mountain villages and small towns ready to die to defend their homes and their people against the ISIS death cult. I was young and healthy, with the ability to articulate the Kurdish cause, and fighting alongside them in their hour of need would be the ultimate act of solidarity. I could feel the righteous fervour rising within me, but I had to consider the impact it would have on my family. If I were to die in Rojava it would be a devastating blow to my parents. My father had had a pacemaker fitted after a second heart attack and just the thought of me being out in Syria, I knew, would cause him distress. To make matters worse, my grandmother had been diagnosed with cancer just a few months before and was going through chemotherapy. So how could I square the desire to help the people of Rojava with a wish not to upset my family? And, of course, there was Anna. The more I thought about it, the more I knew how horribly selfish it would be.


As it happened, I got an offer to start a new job in the foreign exchange department of the major bank in January. I’m not sure exactly when I decided I would definitely go to Syria. The many deliberations I had gone through in my head made it feel like several weeks after I had lost my job but, in reality, is was probably little more than a fortnight. By then I was so blinkered in my determination that I didn’t even bother to tell the recruitment agent that I would not be taking up the bank’s job offer. When I eventually told my family I was going to help the Kurds, they were understandably horrified. ‘Why give up everything that you have worked for in the UK for an unpaid job in the Middle East?’ they asked. And that wasn’t the worst of it. I was honest about my intention to highlight the Kurdish cause, but I didn’t tell them that I intended to fight on the front line. To my mind, I was sparing them the worry, though I wasn’t kidding myself that, with little military training, I would be some kind of Kurdish Lawrence of Arabia. I would just be happy if I could use any publicity generated by being in Syria to shine a light on the conflict.


It was 6 December when I decided to join the Lions of Rojava, and I created a fake Facebook identity for the purpose. I chose the name Macer Gifford – a National Hunt jockey from the 1970s who died tragically young from motor neurone disease. I had spotted his name in an old racing magazine and it had leapt out at me as being unusual. I knew that if, in a tight situation in Syria, someone called out ‘Macer’ I would realise they were talking to me. I was messaged back with instructions to go to Sulaymaniyah in Iraqi Kurdistan. I was told people would pick me up from the airport and take me to a safe house. I wanted to know details such as whether my contact would be in uniform, what equipment I should bring and what would be provided, but they gave only curt answers, plus a warning about the seriousness of the situation and that it was not for anyone who was not fit to go, who had any doubts or who was not prepared to fight until the end. Eventually they said that one of the administrators for the group could answer more of my personal and security questions. The administrator duly copied and pasted conversations she had had with previous recruits and sent them over to me. They seemed genuine, had the same questions as me and the conversations ended with the international volunteers successfully entering Syria, and yet … I was petrified that this was some sort of elaborate ISIS scam to get a naive British citizen out to Iraq and to capture him at the airport. I researched the other recruits and went as far as to try to find their families online. It took me a few days to trust them enough to send a photo of my passport, but once I did, I had taken the first step on the road to Syria, and I could feel the anticipation and excitement building. This was really going to happen. The next big problem I had to face was how I was going to tell Anna. Now that I had decided to go to Syria I had to explain that there would be no holiday ; that, in fact, I was going to leave her behind to go to fight in a foreign war.


The fact that I had delayed saying anything for a couple of weeks was purely down to cowardice. Deep down, I knew my decision would end our relationship. When I finally arranged to meet her for dinner I waited until our food was in front of us before I started to talk about Syria, telling her about the suffering there. She was full of sympathy for the Kurdish people but, even as I discussed the different ways the international community could help, there was a suspicious look in her eye that conveyed, ‘And exactly what has this got to do with me?’ There was no avoiding the moment of truth any longer, and that was when I told her that I was going to leave London and volunteer with the YPG. It took a second for my words to sink in, then, with a flash of anger, she demanded, ‘Why?’ I told her again that I was no longer able to watch the suffering in the Middle East without at least trying to do something myself.


I had deluded myself into thinking that I was prepared for her reaction. I expected her fiery temper to blow, and I was ready for the volcanic eruption, but none came. Instead, I saw her eyes filling with tears and heard her voice breaking as she asked more questions. After a few minutes of silence, the look of pain subsided and she reached across the table, took my hand and asked if there was anything that would keep me in the UK. When I told her that nothing was going to stop me going, she nodded and sank back into her seat. There was no more anger, no more tears, just a look of sadness and defeat. I would have preferred it if she had slapped me in the face, told me she hated me and that she never wanted to see me again. I really didn’t want to hurt her. I was ready to offer myself to the Kurds, and risk my life, in the hope that I might inspire others, but why did the people who loved me most have to bear the pain of my decision?


Something had passed between us and the relationship was clearly gone. After a few minutes, we got up and walked to the door. As we stepped out into the cold, I threw my arm around her shoulders and hugged her. She still had questions for me, asking how soon I might come back, how dangerous it would be out there and whether I would be safe, but I didn’t truthfully know the answers. If I had known it was going to be the last time I would see Anna, I would have tried harder to comfort her, but the finality of the moment hardened my own resolve. While I felt anger with myself, and regret that I had killed our relationship, I could at least use the emotions to quash any misgivings I had. Knowing what I had given up, and not wanting the loss to be in vain, had given me the determination to book my flight as soon as possible. The next morning, I messaged the Lions of Rojava to say I would fly out as soon as I had spent Christmas with my family. Once I clicked ‘send’, I felt a surge of adrenaline. This was it : the first step had been taken, and I was physically and emotionally ready to go to Syria. It was also the moment the YPG knew I was serious. They instantly had a prepared list of questions for me. ‘Have you committed a crime? If yes, what? You take drugs? Have you sold drugs? You sat in jail? If yes, when, and for how long and why? Have you killed a human being? If so, why? Do you have a military experience?’ They explained : ‘Because YPG will have no criminal. And there are some who want to escape and want to find refuge.’ They told me not to bring any military equipment – just good boots and warm clothes.


It was 15 December and all my bags were packed ready to go home for Christmas. It might be the last time I would ever see my parents so I was determined to make the most of the next two weeks. I was quite surprised that, after their initial shock, they did not raise many objections to me going out, but, of course, they still didn’t know the full details. As soon as The Lions of Rojava responded that they were ready to take me on, I booked my flights. The cheapest flight I found had a long stopover in Istanbul. It wasn’t perfect, but I had to be wary about what I was spending my money on. In any ordinary year, Christmas is a wonderful time, but there was something about knowing I was going to fight, and that it could be my last one, that made that Christmas particularly special. I pushed all thoughts of my mortality out of my mind and lived in the moment, drinking with my brothers, laughing with my family and inviting friends over, having a great time while hiding my great secret. My only regret was that I couldn’t stay for longer, but just a couple of days after Christmas, on 27 December, I packed my bags for my flight the next day. I kissed my family goodbye in the hallway of our family house and promised to give them a call from Istanbul. My mum took me to the station to catch a train to London. She put on a brave face, but what I didn’t know was that she had discussed with my dad why he thought I would have given up my career to go to Turkey to help refugees and he had told her, ‘Well, I don’t know that, but the one thing that we do know is that Harry would not lie to us.’ What I also didn’t know was that, as soon as I had got out of the car and waved mum goodbye, she had sat and wept.


En route to the airport, I asked myself again if I was being too impetuous. Was there more that I could do in the UK to raise the profile of the YPG and the fight against ISIS? If I was trying to talk myself out of going then I was doing a pretty poor job. The longer I thought about fighting, the more comfortable I became. Some things in life really are worth fighting for and there’s no way I could live with myself if I didn’t seize the opportunity. I decided that when I got there, I would settle in for a few months and experience what was happening on the ground. I could then start to write media articles. I felt sure the British press would be eager to focus on a Briton out in Syria fighting ISIS and that I could quickly gain some notoriety which would help me draw attention to the Kurds. Already, refugees were flooding into Europe, so Britain could not ignore what was happening on the ground in Rojava. I needed to cultivate the righteous anger of the public and use it to get Britain out of its slumber. I couldn’t afford to think about the personal cost – the loss of a relationship and the misery I might force my family through. I might have to kill, and I would risk my life in a war many miles from home. I wouldn’t be paid, nor would I receive a medal for my efforts. In fact, I would risk arrest on my return. I had a grandiose plan in my mind of what I wanted to achieve, but how realistic was it? All I could keep telling myself was that it felt like the right thing to do. It just felt right.




Rain on Syrian Fields


The light was starting to fade, and the spectacular Zagros mountain views I had enjoyed just hours earlier were already lost to the dusk as we were ushered back to the 4x4s that had brought us to the Iraqi hillside camp. It was a little after 5 p.m. and the Kurds had received word from contacts at the Syrian border that there was an opportunity for us to cross. Now they were hastily rearranging bags of ammunition, RPG rockets and cling film-wrapped AK-47 assault rifles, which I noticed had appeared in the back of each car. Blankets and our personal bags were placed on top, and I was told to keep quiet as we drove off. We headed northwest for about an hour, looking out for checkpoints manned by the Kurdish Peshmerga militia, who had political differences with the YPG leadership and had been known to shoot those trying to cross the border. So, this was my New Year’s Day? Sitting in the back of the smart new 4x4, everyone in casual civilian clothes, with Western tunes filling the air, it felt like I could have been on my way to the pub with mates … apart from the lack of chatter, the Iraqi road signs and a boot full of deadly weaponry!


In the darkness, our small convoy lurched off the road and we bumped along a rough track until we reached a large river. The Tigris, I reckoned. There was a flurry of activity and raised whispers as everyone piled out of the vehicles and began unloading the weapons. I had three AKs thrust into my arms and I ran down to the water’s edge with the others, then … nothing. People were milling around, anxiously looking across the river. I looked downstream, and just 300 meters away a spotlight began to lazily scan the water. Shit! It was a Peshmerga sentry post. If they didn’t know we were there at that moment, they soon would. Just then, I heard the thrum of an engine and saw a boat emerging from the gloom. It was followed by others, all full of people and making slow progress towards us until they finally made landfall and the frantic activity on our riverbank sparked up again. It was clear we were meant to load the weapons onto the boats, but first we had to help the people out of them. It was only then that I realised they were all injured fighters, hobbling ashore. Most had gunshot wounds to their legs and arms, and some had been shot multiple times.
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