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  To the man who has been my friend and

  mentor through thick and thin, who showed me never to be afraid

  of anything. You taught me not everyone can be educated, that

  some things in life can’t be beaten and to never go

  downstairs empty-handed.




  This is for you, mate.
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  PROLOGUE




  I studied the village of Batnaya, three

  kilometres away across the huge open expanse of flat, dusty,

  barren land. Squinting, I could make out signs of movement around

  the water tower, the whole scene shimmering in the afternoon

  heat.




  Resting my elbows on the edge of the roof, I raised the scope

  and zoomed in until I was able to pick out some tiny figures. All

  the men were kitted out in black and carrying a black flag

  between them. Daesh.




  This was my first day on the front line in Iraq. Finally,

  after battling months of frustrating red tape, I was here, and

  the enemy I had come to tackle was within sight.




  ‘You know the General has already lost three of his

  brothers to Daesh?’ asked Marcus, a local Assyrian from

  Dwekh Nawsha, the Christian militia group I was affiliated with.

  ‘One of them was killed by a mortar round in the trench

  just down there, along with three of his men.’
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  He gestured to the trench that lay in front of us. It had a

  berm behind it and in front of it, and twenty metres nearer to

  no-man’s-land, which divided us from Daesh territory, was

  the anti-vehicle ditch, three metres wide and deep, dug during

  the fighting with Daesh. ‘No question that the mortars

  could reach this far then,’ I thought. There was a road

  that wound between Batnaya and our village, Baqofa, the only sign

  that life hadn’t always been this way. No longer used, it

  was starting to disappear beneath the swirling dust.




  Pushing off the wall, I headed back across the roof of our

  house to join JP, a fellow Brit, who was my closest friend in the

  group. The house had been abandoned by fleeing locals and was now

  being used to coordinate frontline action and offer support to

  any activities on the ground. It was being manned by the

  Peshmerga – the Kurdish army – with the help of Dwekh

  Nawsha.




  ‘I’ve just been told that when we fire mortars at

  them, the aim is ultimately the water tower,’ JP told me.

  ‘But anywhere in the village is fine, just not the church.

  We avoid the church at all costs.’




  He shrugged as he spoke, knowing we would both be thinking the

  same about that instruction. Neither of us was here for religious

  reasons, but rather because we wanted to help stop the slaughter

  of innocent people and destroy Daesh. But if that was their rule,

  we could live with it.




  I had just pulled my phone out and begun taking photos of the

  area when suddenly there was a thud, and a thick cloud of dust

  sprang up from the ground four hundred metres away. A mortar!

  Adrenalin and excitement kicked in, making me instantly alert. I

  turned my phone in the direction of the dust, determined to

  record the first mortar round of my life.




  There was a whoosh, and a second thump – another mortar

  round had slammed into the ground closer to us, this time around

  three hundred metres away. We’d been told no action was

  expected until night-time, when temperatures were cooler and both

  sides preferred to be active, but it looked like things were

  about to get interesting. This was most probably because Daesh

  had seen that we (the volunteers from the West) were there. They

  watched us as much as we watched them, and had better kit with

  which to do it.




  Then a third round came rushing in and landed two hundred

  metres away. Immediately the atmosphere on the roof changed.




  ‘Fuck, they are dialling in on us. Get off the

  roof!’ shouted Cory, a former US Army Ranger. It seemed

  they were aiming for our building, and a spotter was helping

  adjust the angle of the weapon one click at a time to hone in on

  their target – us.




  The Americans and several of the Peshmerga soldiers ran to the

  side of the roof and sprinted down the concrete stairs shaped

  against the building (as handrail or guard) to get away, clearly

  fearful that the next mortar would be on target.




  I looked around and stopped for a few moments to consider the

  options. I was in Iraq as a volunteer fighter, so I had no army

  commander to tell me what to do. Every decision I made was to be

  my own, and with no previous military experience it was all about

  using common sense and keeping level-headed. I followed suit and

  ran down the stairs.




  Once on the ground I paused to see some people had disappeared

  towards the berm, a long thin earthen hill running parallel to

  and about twenty metres back from the vehicle trenches. Soft

  ground is a good area to be during mortar fire, as a mortar will

  go into the ground and explode, not bounce around as it can do on

  concrete. I hadn’t experienced this first-hand yet, but I

  had done my research. I did, after all, want to survive out

  here.




  The Americans were over to my left along with Marcus, and some

  of the Peshmerga were to my right, but there was a big gap

  opposite the abandoned road. If this was a pre-emptive strike

  before Daesh came in vehicles, I was sure this would be their

  route. If I set up there, I could take out as many Daesh as

  possible when they appeared in view.




  Just then another mortar exploded, sounding even closer to us

  than the last. Keeping low, to make myself as small a target as

  possible, I sprinted to my destination. At least I attempted to

  sprint – I had 40 kilogrammes of kit weighing me down, as I

  had come out prepared for any eventuality. I had my Osprey combat

  vest on – body armour that covered my chest – and my

  machete was tucked in behind my shotgun. My Glock 19 was in a

  high leg holster, and my shotgun was on my back in a holster I

  had fashioned myself from an old Camelbak. It was on my Osprey on

  my back, and I had twelve magazines of 7.62mm ammunition for my

  AK47, six magazines of 9mm for my Glock, a pouch of approximately

  twenty shells for my shotgun, my personal medical kit and my

  personal admin pouch. We had got ourselves all kitted up, working

  on the proviso that until we knew what it was like on the front

  line, it was better to be prepared for anything. Most kit stays

  in the FOB – you basically carry ammo, water and meds.




  I dived into a nice depression, and lay flat on the soft

  ground, shoving the front grip of my AK into the dirt and setting

  up my equipment around me. I was desperate to see Daesh heads

  appear over the horizon.




  Wiping sweat from my brow – the heat had reached 45

  degrees by now – I turned my comms on and radioed through

  to JP, who I could see still standing on the roof behind me. He

  responded, and to my surprise was laughing his head off.




  ‘Big T, you are the first civilian I have ever seen

  running towards mortar fire. I’m not sure if that

  makes you crazy or brave.’




  ‘Why are you still on the roof?’ I asked, laughing

  too with the adrenalin of it all.




  ‘Tex has run to the mortar to man that. I’m going

  to direct him, and I can do that best from up here with the

  scope.’




  JP is ex-army, pragmatic, fearless, and of the opinion that if

  it is your time to die, it is your time, and that is that. So the

  fact he had stayed on the roof, prioritizing his role over his

  own safety, made sense to me.




  Just then, Dushka fire also started to ring out over my head.

  These are long-range 12.7mm machine guns; they are one of the

  weapons of choice of both sides, and make a hell of a noise. I

  flattened myself into the soil. They clearly meant business.




  But despite the bullets flying overhead, I couldn’t help

  a smile. This is what I had wanted for so long, what I had spent

  months planning for – to get to the front line and defend

  innocent people against the horrors of Daesh. Now, finally, it

  was happening.










  1




  I JOIN THE FIGHT




  I have wanted to be a soldier for as long as

  I can remember. As a kid I was always the one wanting to play war

  games, and in my teens I had posters from the Gulf War on my

  walls. I would lie in bed imagining I was out fighting alongside

  these men, and think about the incredible bravery and strength

  each of them had. I’m not someone who spends a lot of time

  reading but I became obsessed with Bravo Two Zero by

  Andy McNab, reading it again and again, until I knew all the

  events off by heart. There was no question for me that all these

  members of the British forces were the ultimate good guys, taking

  on all the world’s bad guys.




  My parents were not so keen on my career plans, however. One

  day as a young boy I was told to give up anything of a

  ‘paramilitary’ nature from my room, which included my

  Gulf War posters, plastic toy guns and even my favourite baseball

  cap, just because it had a camouflage design.




  My dad once arranged for me to go on an open day with the

  Parachute Regiment. I loved everything about my trip – the

  facilities, the fitness test, the gear . . . What teenage boy is

  not going to enjoy running around and climbing things for a

  day!




  I started boarding school from seven, and was never happy

  there. I genuinely detested it, but my parents were determined I

  needed to remain.




  Don’t get me wrong, I realize they spent thousands of

  pounds on my education, and did it with the best of intentions to

  give me what they saw as the best start in life, for which I am

  grateful. A preparatory school followed by Stowe School in

  Buckinghamshire are places some people would give anything to

  attend. But it really wasn’t for me. I have never been a

  natural conformist, and accepting authority without question is

  not something that sits well for me, at least not from teachers

  who gave me no reason to respect them. As a result I was

  constantly playing up and answering back, getting into trouble at

  every opportunity. I always felt it would have been different in

  the army as my seniors would have accomplished things that meant

  they earned respect, and I would have had no problem following

  their orders.




  A school rule meant each student was allowed one magazine

  subscription. I immediately opted for Combat and

  Survival, but it wasn’t long before my choice of

  reading got back to my family, and my short-lived subscription

  was cancelled.




  But one of the biggest issues for me was the fact I was quite

  badly bullied during my school years. Back then I was a skinny

  kid, without an ounce of muscle, and no fighting skills to speak

  of. I didn’t have a set of friends to back me up, and with

  no home to escape to at night the endless taunts and finding my

  belongings constantly going missing was incredibly draining. Ever

  since my school days it has been hugely important to me to

  support the underdog, and help any victim of bullying, and I

  suppose that’s because I know exactly how they are

  feeling.




  If I took anything beneficial from boarding school, it was an

  ability to live in close proximity with a bunch of other guys,

  and a near-OCD level of tidiness and organization, all of which

  have stayed with me since, and in the last couple of years have

  proved very useful.




  Stowe was to be my home until the sixth form, when, miserable

  and angry that I hadn’t been allowed to leave school at

  sixteen, I repeatedly ran away. After a year, I had gone AWOL so

  many times that the school refused to take me back. Still not in

  the clear though, I was sent to college in London to do my

  A-levels, but hated it so much that although I sat the exams, I

  failed them. It was a waste of time and money, and I wish I had

  stuck to my guns and left school at sixteen as I had wanted.




  After finally escaping from education, the challenge was to

  decide my next plan of action. I tried to join as a private but

  failed the ‘learning test’, so instead I got a job at

  Thorpe Park in Chertsey, Surrey, then moved into door security on

  local nightclubs, in particular one called Cheekies. I was still

  skinny and slight, but I quickly took to it, and worked my way

  up, becoming part of a seventeen-man team. The head doorman took

  me under his wing, training me up, and giving me his opinions on

  my life both on and off the door. He became like a father figure

  to me, and we are still very close today. At the same time I

  began going to the gym and bulking up, and found I loved it.

  Quickly the gym became part of my daily routine, to feel good

  about myself, but also as a kind of refuge. I would work out on a

  different body part each day. It became such a part of my life

  that even today if I don’t get my daily gym hit, I feel a

  bit on edge.




  After that I became a prison officer at HMP Feltham for four

  years, working first with eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds who

  were on remand, and then with those who were in jail with

  mental-health problems. That was quite something, and I dealt

  with a fair few very troubled and violent people.




  Then I started working in construction, and finally I figured

  I had had enough of working for other people and decided to start

  my own company. It was in this area I was most successful,

  building up a decent business for myself. I would start the day

  earlier than most people – I’d be up and out by 5 am

  because I wanted to be finished as early as possible and enjoy my

  life.




  By the start of the summer of 2014 I had created a pretty good

  set-up for myself and put aside some good money that allowed me

  to make changes to my house – a swimming pool in the garden

  and an outdoor bar were my two favourites. At thirty-seven years

  old I had created the perfect bachelor pad! I was in good shape

  physically, I had a great social life, and although none of my

  serious relationships had lasted, I was happy with the way things

  were and life was in a good place. But as always seemed to happen

  with me, I was restless and ready to find a new adventure. I was

  considering moving to Bodrum in southwest Turkey for a while. I

  loved it out there, and had taken four holidays there the

  previous year alone. Being on the coast, the pace of life, and

  the friendly people all really appealed to me.




  But as I was considering how to make the plan a reality, I was

  getting more and more disturbed by the international news I was

  seeing on the TV, in particular involving Daesh in the Middle

  East. They were a militant group that had been set up in 1999,

  but it wasn’t until early 2014 that they started gaining

  news coverage, when they began making genuine inroads against the

  Iraqi army, taking Fallujah, Ramadi and then Mosul. Then in June

  2014 they declared themselves a caliphate, claiming religious,

  political and military authority over Muslims worldwide, under

  the rule of Abu Bakr-al Baghdadi. What had seemed to be just the

  latest in a long line of wannabe terrorist organizations

  bothering the edge of society was actually gathering momentum to

  become a force that was causing real and tangible damage to the

  world, and showing very little regard for human life. Hundreds of

  thousands of people had been made homeless, others had been

  executed. Images on social media of Syrian soldiers being

  beheaded were the first indication of what was to become a

  regular method of punishment.




  I began following groups on Facebook set up by people

  concerned about the incidents and giving insider info, and I

  shared the stories on my own wall to raise awareness. The world

  seemed to be becoming more dangerous; extremism was running rife

  with no one standing up to stop the atrocities.




  In August things escalated, with Daesh expanding into the

  north of Iraq and taking control of lots of key cities in just

  two weeks. I watched as the news unfolded, with more cities

  listed each day. Zumar, Wana, Mosul Dam, Tel Keppe, Kocho,

  Bakhdida, Karamlish, Bartella, Makmour and Sinjar, one by one

  they came under the control of Daesh. The statistics were

  shocking. The minority community of three hundred thousand Iraqi

  and Yazidi Christians had been driven from their homes, in what

  was effectively ethnic cleansing.




  The turning point for me was one sunny day when I got home

  from work and settled down to eat lunch in front of the

  television. The news was focused on Mount Sinjar in Iraq, where

  fifty thousand Yazidis had been forced to flee in desperation to

  escape Daesh.




  I sat glued as the television footage showed them trapped on

  the mountain without food, water, shelter and life’s

  basics. Another five thousand Yazidi men had been massacred in

  Sinjar, and around seven thousand Yazidi women taken as slaves.

  The full horror of their fate was only to become clearer later

  – sold into sex slavery, raped, killed if they tried to

  escape. I felt sickened and disgusted that the world had sat and

  watched the growing problem of Daesh, and allowed things to get

  this far. It was clear this was more than just your average

  fanatical group rearing its head and disappearing weeks later.

  The Middle East obviously had a serious problem and I felt the

  rest of the world needed to get involved. After a few days the

  Iraqi military began airdropping supplies to the refuges, later

  joined by the US, and finally the UK, but as far as I was

  concerned, it was not even a drop in the ocean of what should be

  done. This was temporary relief for those poor people on the

  mountain, not a long-term solution for them, or anyone else that

  Daesh would line up as their next target.




  That night in the pub I began discussing it with a friend. As

  I blasted everyone from governments to militaries and even

  individuals for doing nothing about it, something suddenly

  clicked. Sure, I had voiced my disgust on Facebook, and shared

  stories, but what was I actually doing about it? Why was I going

  to piss about on a boat in Turkey for a few months, when I could

  actually do something useful by helping tackle the growing horror

  of Daesh?




  ‘I am going to go over there and join the fight,’

  I told my friend. He laughed, then realized I might be

  serious.




  ‘It’s one of the worst things I have seen,’

  I continued. ‘It is bullying on the worst kind of scale and

  you know I can’t stand that. If I carried on just enjoying

  myself knowing what those people are going through, well then

  I’d be a hypocrite.’




  The next day my friend called me. ‘Tim, you know all

  that chat last night about you going out to take on Daesh, it was

  just the drink talking, right?’




  But I had to tell him no, I was serious. When I get an idea in

  my head that I feel so strongly about, I am not a person to back

  away from it. This had become real for me.




  Over the next few months I began sending

  messages to a few people from the Facebook sites I was following,

  in particular Jordan Matson, an American ex-soldier. He was one

  of the first Westerners to go out and fight against Daesh in

  Syria, as like me he had felt he could not sit at home and watch

  this mindless killing and destruction of the little peace that

  had been established in the Middle East.




  He had joined YPG (it roughly translates into English as the

  People’s Protection Units), a Kurdish-run armed service

  that was tackling Daesh in Syria. They often fought alongside the

  Syrian opposition fighters, but at the same time were avoiding

  becoming too involved in the internal battle for Syria, by

  avoiding conflict with the Syrian government. Their main aim was

  to secure Kurdish areas of the land against Daesh, and stop any

  atrocities against people in the area. While the majority of

  fighters were Kurdish, they were keen for anyone to join who

  supported the cause, and as such had various Assyrian Christian

  units, Arabs, Turks, and now Westerners beginning to swell the

  ranks. It sounded like the right kind of group for me to become

  involved with.




  Within a month of arriving, Jordan had been hit by a mortar,

  and while recovering had set up a campaign called Lions of Rojava

  to encourage Western fighters to join him.




  I also began chatting to another guy at YPG, an ex-US Marine

  called Josh, who was able to tell me a lot about the process of

  getting out there, and was keen to be as helpful as possible.




  Josh advised me on getting equipment, warned me I would have

  to pay for everything myself and filled me in on some of the

  situation. He wanted to be sure I wasn’t some deluded Brit

  with a romantic idea of war. Apparently a worrying number of the

  people in touch with him had an incredibly unrealistic idea of

  what fighting alongside YPG would be like.




  One key thing that Josh taught me was to refer to Daesh as

  Daesh, and not IS (Islamic State), ISIS (Islamic State in Iraq

  and Syria), ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant), or any

  of the other names that they wanted to be known as in their

  ongoing PR campaign. As he explained it: ‘If you call them

  any of those acronyms, you are accepting that they are an Islamic

  State of sorts, and well, they aren’t. It makes them seem

  legitimate, and that is the last thing they are. It is pretty

  ignorant of all the press and politicians who have fallen for

  their rhetoric, so make sure you don’t do the same!

  Besides, everyone out here calls them Daesh, so it will help you

  fit in better with the locals.’




  He explained that the name Daesh is a rough acronym for the

  Arabic for Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant –

  ‘Al-Dawla al-Islamiya fi Iraq wa al-Sham’ – but

  that Daesh hated the shortened version. There were various

  theories as to why, but they made it very clear that they did,

  cutting out the tongues and flogging anyone in areas they

  controlled that used the acronym. The fact they felt so strongly

  against it was all the motivation I needed to use it!




  Daesh were proving to be very adept at PR-ing themselves on a

  global scale. It wasn’t just about the name, but their

  online presence as well. They were able to get their message out

  through all sorts of websites and online videos, and their

  recruitment had gone into overdrive through social media. It

  wasn’t just young Muslim men disillusioned with life who

  were encouraged to flee abroad to fight for them: stories had

  begun emerging about young non-Muslim females becoming infatuated

  with the ideals, and fighters they hadn’t even met, and

  running off to Syria to become Daesh brides. So using a different

  name for them was a small step, but for a group for whom image

  was so crucial, anything that could help was worth trying.




  It was now a few months on from the day I saw the Mount Sinjar

  news, and all my research had only served to strengthen my

  resolve. I felt motivated by the stories from those already out

  there fighting, but also by the news reports that revealed more

  horrific acts on a daily basis. Gay men blindfolded and thrown

  from the tops of buildings, women stoned to death on the word of

  sadistic old men, people stoned, mutilated and crucified in front

  of baying mobs. Every day I remained in the UK was a day I could

  be out there trying to stop this. It was time to prepare in

  earnest. I started winding down my business, began eBaying all my

  belongings and put my house up for sale. Perhaps I could have

  rented it out, but it seemed like extra hassle, and let’s

  face it, I didn’t know if I would be coming back and that

  would mean more hassle for someone else to sell or organize. I

  had tried not to focus on it too much, but I was realistic that

  death was a distinct possibility on the path I was choosing to

  take. I had reconciled myself with that, partly as I have never

  thought I would live to an old age anyway. I believe in living

  life to the maximum, and have always known that could mean dying

  young. But also, if I was to throw myself one hundred per cent

  behind this cause, then I had to see the bigger picture, and if

  the risk of my death was necessary to change things, then so be

  it.




  Organizing my money turned out to be a pain. I had been told

  it was best to take American dollars as that was the easiest to

  exchange into the local currency. I wanted to take a fair bit, as

  I didn’t figure I’d be spending much time near cash

  points once I was there. But I couldn’t tell the bank why I

  wanted so much money all of a sudden, and they refused to give it

  to me in lump sums without proof of what it was for. Kind of

  makes you wonder whose money it actually is! So every day for a

  good bit I had to take the maximum out of each of my accounts

  from the card machine.




  Meantime my spare bedroom became my kit room and I filled it

  with tactical gear Josh had told me would be useful, or items I

  had researched myself and decided could be good to have with me.

  I had already decided too much was better than too little, as I

  would rather dump stuff out there than find out I was short of

  something crucial. It was kind of like Christmas, with almost

  daily arrivals of new items I had ordered. So much so that the

  postman kept asking me what I was up to! I liked the challenge of

  finding places to get my hands on what I needed, but I have to

  say, it is incredible the things that can be found on eBay. Who

  knew I would be able to buy helmets and body armour so easily! As

  the pile grew, I’d stand in the room looking at my buys and

  feel a real sense that my future was about to change. So many of

  these pieces of equipment could help protect me and also

  hopefully allow me to help others. I was counting the days until

  I could get out there and make use of them.




  On a Sunday evening I had to hide it all in cupboards –

  my cleaning lady also worked for my family, and I couldn’t

  risk her mentioning to them what she had seen, as I still

  wasn’t sure how I was going to tell them my plans . . . I

  felt guilty about it though, as I have known my cleaner since I

  was a boy and we are good friends, so it felt like I was

  deceiving her.




  I told my closest friends about my intentions, and reactions

  tended to go one way or the other, from ‘Are you fucking

  crazy, mate? They’ll stick you in an orange boiler suit,

  behead you for the world to see, and you’ve only yourself

  to blame then’, to ‘If anyone was going to do this, I

  should have guessed it would be you! Good on you, I wish I had

  the balls.’




  I didn’t take either reaction too seriously as half the

  time I felt it said more about them than me. Interestingly not

  one person actually offered to come with me.




  I pulled together a medical kit – luckily my first-aid

  knowledge was pretty up to speed thanks to previous jobs –

  and went through all the necessary health checks. Something as

  simple as making sure your teeth are in good shape can prevent

  months of toothache on the front line. And of course I had to

  find out my blood type, in case I needed a transfusion. Not as

  easy a task as you might think, as it’s not something your

  doctor will test for, so I had to do it privately.




  I began researching courses that could train me in firearms

  under the guise that I was off to work in security in the Middle

  East. I booked on one based abroad in a forest in the middle of

  nowhere. I had used guns occasionally before to shoot rabbits,

  but I’d never used a handgun, and was keen to take a course

  that would teach me both pistols and rifles.




  Day after day of solid shooting practice was really useful,

  and the trainers were great. The only time I felt bad was when we

  were all relaxing one afternoon, while the boss was reading his

  emails. He said: ‘Some chap has just emailed to ask if he

  can come out and train with us as he wants to join the fight

  against ISIS. Can you imagine? Absolutely no way are we getting

  caught up in all that. We’d have no end of trouble on our

  hands.’




  I squirmed in my seat and tried to busy myself, catching up

  with messages on my iPhone, but then realized everyone was

  discussing it and made a few mumbles of agreement so as not to

  draw attention to myself. But I felt guilty about my deception as

  they had been so good to me.




  By the time I left the course I felt much happier about my

  impending trip. I may not have had anything like the expertise

  ex-military were going out there with, but it felt like I had a

  solid grounding.




  I had been chatting to a guy called Rob online. He was a

  software engineer from North Carolina who was following similar

  Facebook groups to me and was also keen to go out and join the

  fight. He sounded like he had similar reasons to me in wanting to

  get involved, describing his horror at the daily images that were

  springing up on his computer. Rob, who was forty-four, told me he

  had been in the US Army in the 1990s, so I figured he would know

  what he was doing better than I did. His one problem was he was

  short of funds. I took a punt that he was serious and sent him

  $6,000 from my house sale money to buy equipment and a plane

  ticket. We agreed to meet in Dubai on 8 February 2015, and do the

  final leg of the flight together to Sulaymaniyah International

  Airport in Iraq. It is not that close to the Syrian border, but

  it is what YPG recommend, and we were planning to join up with

  Jordan and Josh, and join a YPG unit. They tell you to go to that

  airport because of the safe houses en route and ally-ruled

  territory that needs to be crossed along the way.




  One of the most important things left to do now was tell my

  family . . . I was dreading this as I knew there was no way in

  hell they were going to be OK with it. Initially I sat my mum

  down and told her alone. She burst into tears straightaway, then

  left the room for a bit, and came back and started discussing

  other things! That threw me, but I figured she needed to process

  the news in her own time. She told my dad while they were on

  holiday, and he texted me to say we should catch up on their

  return. I went over for dinner and my family tried in vain to

  talk me out of it, using arguments that ranged from the fact I

  was sure to be prosecuted when I wanted to get back into the UK

  to the fact that my size made me a big target. I listened to what

  they had to say and did my best to reassure them, but my mind was

  totally made up, so that ultimately everything they said was

  falling on deaf ears.




  Then just four days before we were due to depart, plans

  changed. Josh had introduced me online to Gill Rosenburg, a

  Canadian Israeli who was with the YPJ – the female

  equivalent of YPG. She had been their first Western female

  volunteer, and wanted me to bring out some parcels for her. She

  was getting some stuff sent over from Israel by people supporting

  her, but her country would not allow post to go directly to what

  they considered an enemy state, so it needed to come via

  Britain.




  We got on well, and she was very helpful. It seemed that she

  had the right mentality to be in a war zone. But four days before

  my flight, she told me that she had just left YPJ, and along with

  an American called Brett was joining a different group in Iraq,

  instead of Syria. She explained: ‘YPJ and YPG are great on

  loads of levels, but sometimes their views are a bit too extreme

  for me. Not only that, but they have quite a lot of ties to PKK,

  and that isn’t the best idea. We will have a lot more

  freedom in Iraq as we will be the first Westerners joining the

  group, and we can set it up the way we see fit. Would you like to

  join us?’




  It did instantly appeal. I had wondered about the PKK

  association before now as well. The PKK are a Kurdish left-wing

  militant group who mainly fight against the repression of Kurds

  in Turkey and are considered a terrorist organization by Europe

  and America. While I think that description is not totally fair,

  this connection to the YPG made the lines a lot more blurred in

  terms of how the British government might view what I was doing.

  The government had made it clear that anyone going out to fight

  alongside Daesh would be arrested on their arrival back in the

  UK. How I would be treated fighting on the other side was less

  set in stone, but at least this new option with a group that did

  not have terrorist associations might make it easier for me to

  return to Britain.




  Besides, I liked the idea of helping to form a new group, and

  while I realized that would involve a whole new set of problems,

  the idea of uncharted territory won me over.




  The one thing I had known from the outset was that I wanted to

  be alongside Kurdish fighters, but I hadn’t been too

  concerned with exactly where. Having so many Kurdish friends from

  my time in Turkey, I knew what a great bunch of people the

  majority of them were, and that they wanted nothing more than to

  live in peace, allowed to get on with their way of life.

  Historically they have had a hard time, constantly having to

  justify their right to be anywhere, whether in Iraq, Turkey or

  Syria. And I think they had hoped the end of Saddam

  Hussein’s reign would mean the end of their troubles in

  Kurdistan, and they could finally live in relative peace.




  Kurdistan is not officially acknowledged as a country, but is

  a name used to describe an area across Turkey, Syria, Iraq and

  Iran where thirty million Kurds live, and their way of life and

  culture dominate. Within this, the area that has been most

  successful in achieving recognition is Iraqi Kurdistan, which is

  an autonomous region within Iraq, ultimately hoping for complete

  independence. Erbil is the city at the centre of this, and is the

  base for many of their political parties.




  The Kurds’ steady and peaceful move towards their own

  state was thrown with the emergence of Daesh, who tried to move

  into Kurdish territory with as much ferocity as across the rest

  of Iraq, getting within forty kilometres of Erbil at one point.

  The Kurds are a hardy bunch, though, and the Peshmerga –

  the Kurdish army – were effectively the last line of

  defence between Daesh and Europe. After the Iraqi army had fled,

  they had held back these tyrants on their own, and to me that

  proved just the kind of people they are.




  This change of plan from Syria to Iraq was a nuisance on a

  couple of levels. The airport we were flying into wasn’t

  brilliantly placed geographically in terms of getting to Duhok,

  the town where this group, Dwekh Nawsha, were based. Then there

  were issues such as the slightly different camouflage pattern

  that was worn. But none of these were major, and when I told Rob

  that I planned to join the fight in Iraq instead, and gave him

  the reasons, he agreed that it sounded like the best plan for him

  too.




  On my last night I went for dinner in the

  local Nandos, and told friends I would be there from seven if

  anyone wanted to come and join me. Lots turned up, which was

  lovely. Everyone kept saying, ‘Be safe, be sensible, and

  remember you can come home any time and we won’t think any

  less of you!’ It felt like a positive send-off. I knew I

  would miss them but at the same time, my mind was already

  withdrawing from Western life. A few friends repeatedly pointed

  out that I could still change my plans, but that was the last

  thing I wanted to do.




  In fact the only time I had felt anything but total

  determination to go through with this was the week before. I was

  in the gym, on the machines, one eye on the TV, when the news

  came on that a captured Jordanian pilot had been put in a cage

  and burnt alive, with a video of the barbaric act released on the

  internet for all to see. It sent a shiver down my spine to think

  of the poor guy and his family, and I did pause to think if I

  really was prepared to risk putting myself and my family through

  that. Burnt alive in a cage – what was wrong with these

  people! Then anger and disgust overtook any fear, and my resolve

  hardened. It was deeds like this that only served to prove why

  Daesh needed wiping out.




  After Nandos, a friend and I drove through the night to

  Scotland, where I left more stuff with friends, including my car,

  and we had a last night out drinking. I had decided that even if

  it was an option, I wasn’t going to drink alcohol in Iraq,

  as I wanted to always be one hundred per cent aware of everything

  going on around me, and ready to act if need be.




  Then finally, on 8 February, I was off. I caught the train to

  King’s Cross, where I was picked up by a driver who took me

  to Heathrow, where I was flying Emirates on a business-class

  ticket. This was for a couple of reasons. On a nice level, I had

  decided if I was going to do this, I should do it in style, as it

  might be the last bit of luxury I would see for quite some time.

  But on a more practical level you had a higher luggage limit, and

  also booking a return business-class ticket (as I had) I figured

  would be more inconspicuous and raise less suspicion. Who was to

  know if I would use that return or not, but it at least implied I

  was heading out on business.




  I was getting concerned about Rob, who had nearly bailed on me

  a few weeks before. It turned out that he hadn’t told his

  wife about his plans to head out to the fight, and when she

  discovered his stash of gear in the garage, well, understandably

  all hell broke loose. Waiting at Heathrow, I got a call from him

  to say he had landed in Dubai but had taken his luggage to the

  wrong section, had ripped the seat of his jeans, and had run out

  of money. I sent him some through a money transfer shop, and

  hoped he would still be alive by the time I reached Dubai. I had

  thought it would feel better to land in Iraq with someone else,

  but I was beginning to wonder if that would be the case with

  Rob.




  As I got to the gate at Heathrow the hostess

  held out her hand. ‘Boarding card, sir?’




  I paused. This was the point of no return. Once I was on the

  aircraft, life would never be the same again. For all I knew I

  would never set foot in the UK again, and I could be sending

  myself off to my own death in the next few months. I stood for

  what felt like an eternity, asking myself if I was really going

  to do this.




  ‘Sir?’ she gently nudged, people moving around

  impatiently in the queue behind me.




  I looked down at the pass in my hand, and gave it to her. I

  was on board. Bring on the next period of my life.




  Settling back in my seat I thought about fear. It is a

  reaction to the unknown, and there was no doubt that is what I

  was heading out to. But I had also thoroughly researched and

  prepared as best as I could, and fear was not an emotion I was

  prepared to allow myself to feel over the next few months. It

  would only be detrimental to my ability to survive, and besides,

  that was the emotion that Daesh thrived on in their enemy.

  Apprehension was the most I would permit myself, I decided. And

  with that settled, I tilted my chair back, and went to sleep.
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  Arriving in Dubai I found Rob standing in

  the middle of the departure gate looking totally lost. He was a

  big guy with a thick bushy beard. I’d said to him before we

  left that he would be better shaving it off or trimming it to fit

  in, but he clearly wasn’t having any of that. He was

  friendly enough, but I didn’t instantly warm to him. He

  seemed confused and lost in the airport, and was jumpy and all

  over the place. He didn’t especially strike me as someone I

  would want next to me in a war zone. But we were on our way, and

  so it was time to just get on with it.




  I thought we’d have a chance to get our story straight

  for passport control while on the connecting plane, but Rob

  – in new jeans bought for him by me – decided sleep

  was a better option. Landing in Sulaymaniyah International

  Airport, Rob and I were first in the queue at arrivals. I thought

  I was doing a good job of hiding my apprehension, but looking

  over to Rob I could see he was visibly shaking. Luckily the

  process went smoothly, our passports were stamped and we were

  given fifteen-day visas. This is a requirement for Kurdistan,

  although they would not have been considered valid elsewhere in

  Iraq.




  We loaded our luggage onto trolleys – the combined

  weight of our bags was an incredible 130 kilograms – and

  then had to go through a final X-ray machine. All six bags were

  pulled to one side. Staff started going through our cases and

  pulling out all sorts. I had swotted up on the regulations on

  what could be brought into the country before I packed for the

  trip, so felt reasonably confident with what was in there. Items

  such as body armour, a helmet and Kevlar (the woven material that

  is used to make body armour) were all goers, but I had left out

  things such as the metal plates, and well, any weapons,

  obviously! I felt reasonably relaxed as the staff seemed mostly

  intent on amusing themselves with our stuff. While one guy

  started hitting his colleague with my extendable baton, another

  was trying on the night-vision goggles and a third was

  brandishing a machete while flinging round grappling hooks that

  Rob had decided it would be sensible to bring! I don’t know

  if he thought he was off to fight in a medieval battle and we

  would be scrambling up castle walls, or if he was a secret ninja,

  but I couldn’t resist taking the piss out of his choice of

  equipment. I wasn’t laughing for long, though.




  ‘Why are you here?’ demanded a man, clearly the

  boss, who had been called over by one of his workers.




  ‘We are here to fight with the Kurds against

  Daesh,’ I explained.




  ‘Phone someone, your Kurdish contact,’ he

  instructed.




  I tried Gill, who had been due to sort out our transport from

  the airport, but she and Brett were in a meeting. Speaking

  hurriedly, she said for me to give her a moment and she would

  sort something. I tried to pass on that message, but the sergeant

  was having none of it.




  ‘You go home,’ he dictated to us. ‘Leave

  your stuff here, and follow me.’




  Rob began to lose the tiny shred of cool that he had been

  holding on to, and the expletives started coming out thick and

  fast. ‘I am here to help your fucking country, and this is

  how you treat us?’ he raged.




  The sergeant ignored him and, waving at us to follow, marched

  off. I couldn’t believe it. We had got this far, surely it

  wasn’t all going to be ruined now? I wracked my brains

  desperately for anything I could say to convince this man that we

  really were who we said we were. What could I do to make things

  all right and show we were on his side? He was behaving like we

  were the enemy.




  Then my phone rang. ‘Pass the phone to the most senior

  person you are with,’ instructed Gill. I did, and within

  moments the sergeant’s cocky manner changed. While I

  couldn’t understand Kurdish, everything about his body

  language and manner became submissive and courteous.




  He smiled at us, waved us back to the X-ray machine, and

  before we knew it, seats had been brought over to the security

  area for us, and we were presented with cups of tea. He handed my

  phone back and Gill explained: ‘Me and Brett are with a

  Peshmerga captain sorting out some bits, so I asked him to have a

  word. He has asked your man to organize your transport. It will

  be a hundred per cent legit so you can relax and we’ll be

  seeing you soon!’




  The security workers cleaned and repacked our cases, and were

  given a cuff round the head for their troubles from their boss

  when he decided they were not being thorough enough. His attitude

  to us couldn’t have changed more, and I sighed with

  relief.




  Then, bags on a trolley, we were led through the terminal,

  with everyone from children to old ladies being literally shoved

  out of our way. It had gone to the opposite extreme, and it began

  to feel as though we were celebrities.




  Stepping outside, the air was pretty cool

  – around 6 degrees Celsius. The sergeant waved a red Volvo

  over, and the little Kurdish driver struggled to get our bags in

  the car and tied on to the roof. There was nothing I could do to

  help as I suddenly found myself surrounded by locals, keen for a

  photo. It seemed word had got out around the airport about why we

  were there, and everyone wanted to thank us.




  I was feeling great – even getting into the country was

  stage one completed – but having these approaches was the

  real living proof that the locals really did want us to be here.

  One of the arguments levelled at me back home had been that

  Westerners too often have a habit of sticking their noses in

  where they aren’t wanted, and how was I to know that

  wasn’t the case yet again in Kurdistan? So even this

  initial first impression was reassuring.
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