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FOREWORD

This book was not built on anonymous sources, or on second-hand accounts or political narratives. It is the simple, honest product of thousands of hours of hard work, precise investigative techniques, and a pure commitment to understanding and knowing the truth. I cannot think of anyone more qualified than Father Patrick Desbois to take us inside the machinery of genocide and terror that has defined ISIS since they first struck fear in our hearts.

He brings to this task not only his knowledge and experience, but his understanding of the innate capacity to kill that informs us all. He did not come by this knowledge easily. Father Desbois has spent much of his life studying this particular aspect of the human condition—not from a distance, but always in person.

Year after year, he has walked in the footsteps of terrorists and murderers, from the remote villages of Eastern Europe to dusty villages in Guatemala to ancient towns across northern Iraq. And he does not go alone. Together with his chief investigator, Costel Nastasie, at his side, they are a formidable pair. I know of no equal.

They never forget a detail, or a face, always coming back to question, to learn, to discover, to confirm or reject. Perhaps most importantly, they come without ego and without agenda. Over countless hours of recorded interviews and many more informal meetings and conversations, they ask the most simple, straightforward questions. They do not judge, they do not lead. And that is what makes this book so powerful. There is only one truth, and truth is their only master.

They are not seeking to serve the interests of any one of us, just the interests of us all. For if we cannot understand and know what we face, how can we possibly overcome?

It is a mystery to me that they stand alone in the work they have done. I have not encountered anywhere else the details, the insight, and the evidence they report in these pages. How can something of such significance rest in such a profound way on the shoulders of a Catholic priest and a Roma? Who ask for nothing but our attention and our conscience? Whose only motivation is to document, for all of us, exactly what we face today, so that we cannot claim falsely years later—as others have done before us—that “we did not know.”

What makes this book so memorable is not just the details, it is the humanity with which they were gathered and with which they are told. No matter how difficult the terrain, no matter how weary or frustrated or defeated they may have been along the way, the authors never abandoned their humanity or their integrity. And they never stopped or doubted—not even for a moment.

The insight Father Patrick Desbois and Costel Nastasie have given us is terrifying.

And it should not end here.

LARA LOGAN

60 MINUTES


PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH-LANGUAGE EDITION

This book was written more than a year ago. ISIS was the absolute ruler over large swaths of Syria and Iraq, with Raqqa and Mosul as its capitals. At the time, we were interviewing Yazidis who had recently escaped the clutches of the Islamic State, which viewed this Mesopotamian people as kuffar, infidels, and therefore fair game for all manner of crimes. In their captors’ murderous ideology, the wholesale rape, torture, and murder that the Yazidis endured was justified.

We thought then that the defeat of ISIS would mean freedom for all of its slaves. It hasn’t turned out that way.

Today, in 2018, the war appears to be over. The international press and world leaders have declared ISIS to be dead or dying: Iraq and Syria seem to have emerged from the shadow of its dark flag. Some say its leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, has been killed by Russian bombs; others claim that he is alive but injured, and under medical care in Libya. Little by little, public opinion in democratic countries has forgotten the shootings, bombings, beheadings, crucifixions, and black flags of an empire that seems to have crumbled. Aren’t mass amnesia and individual forgetfulness the necessary price of a comfortable life and untroubled sleep?

What I find most surprising in Iraq in this month of March 2018 is the freed Yazidi children, young girls and boys, who are returning, little by little every day, every week, to displaced-persons camps to be reunited with their families. But what are they returning from? ISIS has been declared dead, but its members are still alive, and its slaves are still in their grip. Are they hidden in refugee camps, or have they melted away, unnoticed, into the crowds of people? Have they left for Libya, the Sahel, the Sinai, or Afghanistan? Or Europe?

Yet, if ISIS surely lost many battles, there is one war it seems to have won: with its child-terrorist factories.

Indeed, a number of recently-freed Yazidi boys and girls continue to tell us not only about beatings and training camps but also about their own participation in the fighting and the murder of civilians. These children were transformed into actual or potential killers in the name of the ISIS caliphate. They may have been rescued from hell, but often they have forgotten their native language and sometimes even the faces of their parents. Today, they speak the language of the people who bought them, Arabic or Turkish but also English. This morning, here in Iraq, not far from Dohuk, a nine-year-old boy was telling us in perfect English that he is American, not Yazidi. Indeed, his uncle, sitting next to him, says the child was bought by an American ISIS family in Syria. He no longer understands a word of Kurdish. In his mind and memory, he is a member of ISIS—an American member of ISIS.

It’s as if these children, these “ghosts of the Islamic state,” have been stripped of their identity. If their bodies seem to have survived hell, their identity has not. They have lost their names, their religion, their language, and even the memory of their mothers and fathers. These “lion cubs of the caliphate” have learned how to commit murder or die in order to kill. Many of them remain in contact with members of ISIS via social media. They dream of nothing but combat and heroic vengeance.

The adults, the older members of ISIS, in fact told them, “We grown-ups, men and women of the Islamic State, will all die in Raqqa or in Mosul, but you youngsters, you lion cubs, will live.”

Today, these children are returning as best they can to their native land, with or without their parents. Will they forget the delayed-action mission to kill that was conferred on them? Will they forget the responsibility that ISIS has handed down to them post-mortem?

One of them, an eleven-year-old, looked us straight in the eye and said, “I will form a special forces unit of ISIS right here.”

In their eyes, the Islamic State is not dead. They were, they are, they perhaps will be the ISIS heroes of tomorrow.

Our democracies are ill-equipped to deal with these young people, not child soldiers but child terrorists who for more than three years have been spilling out from the ranks of the Islamic State.

ISIS: the maker and exporter of child terrorists.

NEAR DOHUK, IRAQI KURDISTAN

MARCH 2018


TAKING UP MY PEN

July 24, 2014—New York
1777 Avenue of the Americas

It feels like we aren’t moving at all. There isn’t even that knot in the pit of your stomach, the kind you have when you’re jolted by an unexpected movement. Still, the little numbers on the screen are whizzing upward. No doubt about it—we are rising. The elevator is silently chewing up the floors.

I quickly look around the cabin: gold walls and a large mirror that makes me look washed out in the harsh light. With a barely noticeable jolt, the elevator stops. The number “40,” blue against the black background of the panel, flashes. The sliding doors open with a whoosh.

Behind a brown counter, a smartly dressed young woman, appearing refined and serious, greets us with, “How can I help you?”

I identify myself: “I’m Father Desbois.” So does my companion, Robin, the United States representative of Yahad-In Unum. With her big bag slung across her chest and her hair pinned back, she looks out of place amid all this elegance, but she declares confidently, “We have an appointment with Mr. Howard.”

The receptionist nods, picks up her phone, and says a few words before getting up and inviting us to follow her into the conference room. She steps aside to let us enter. Large, comfortable black armchairs surround a massive glass-topped table.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asks.

“We wouldn’t turn down some cold water if you have any. Thank you very much.”

She disappears for a few moments. The two little clear plastic bottles are damp and leave wet circles on the table.

I have barely taken a few sips when Mr. Howard enters. He is tall and self-assured, with a steady smile that softens his determined look. He comes over and greets us.

I spend the next hour laying out in detail the work we’ve been doing through Yahad-In Unum. Since 2004, we have been scouring Eastern Europe in search of mass graves of Jews and Roma, victims of the Holocaust by bullets. We have been digging up these bodies, this too-long-ignored chapter in history, as a way of paying homage to those victims and preventing future collective massacres. In more than a hundred expeditions, we’ve been able to conduct more than 4,000 eyewitness interviews and locate about 1,900 execution sites. Our meeting with Mr. Howard is crucial, since he’s financing our investigations. He listens carefully, without interrupting, to what I’m saying. His smile has disappeared.

August 11, 2014—Paris

Paris awakens. The heat wave is over. It’s early. I switch on my computer, as I do every morning, a ritual I follow even before I turn on the light in the kitchen to pour my first cup of coffee. I drink it the way a smoker inhales his first cigarette: parched, still thirsty after the first gulp, trying to make the moment last. While my computer is booting up and the water is heating in the coffeemaker, I turn on the television to catch up on the news.

For the last few days, men in black have been taking over the screens. Carefully posed bearded faces declare war on the West, which they refer to as “Rome,” and Westerners, whom they call “Crusaders.” Between two commercials, images of civilians fleeing death flash by. ISIS units, to the astonishment of our part of the world, are gaining ground in both Iraq and Syria. Their founder, one Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, has proclaimed a so-called caliphate, to which he is seeking to rally all Muslims. In Iraq, on August 3, 2014, they invaded and conquered Sinjar, the historical city of the Yazidis.

Yazidis. I had never heard the word. How cruelly ironic that I should learn of a people’s existence at the very moment it risked vanishing.

I hear the familiar little tune that lets me know the computer is ready. I enter the password and check my email. One sender’s name catches my attention: Howard. I click, and the words appear: “I have great respect for what Father Desbois is doing to shed light on the past, but I want to support action that will stop the murders occurring now. In the present.”

My life has been punctuated by words that, once heard, have rung true, have broken through somehow and changed me. I still remember something Mother Teresa said forty years ago in Calcutta in a conversation around a table: “If God calls you, He will never let you go.” In times of doubt, those words stick with me and guide me like a lighthouse beam in the night.

In a fraction of a second, Mr. Howard’s words open my eyes and resonate in my spirit like a thunderclap.

While my coffee is cooling in the cup, my eyes move from the computer screen to the television, where, in full view of the world, the men in black are committing mass murder, killing civilians. I have spent hours listening to the news on TV and reading articles without actually seeing this genocide for what it is. I feel as if I’ve been deaf and blind to the massacres being committed by ISIS. This reality, concealed until now along with my own responsibility, suddenly appears plain as day. Cruel and violent, it is unacceptable.

Mr. Howard’s message has opened my eyes and become an obligation, a resolve.

I cannot and will not devote myself solely to the genocides of the past any longer. I want and need to take up my travels and my pen and devote my heart and mind to the Yazidis who are dying now, today, so near us. I know I won’t return unscathed, but I must assume that risk, that responsibility. I must get closer.

February 2015—Brussels

The air is cold and damp. Night has fallen. It’s late, and I have to catch the last train to Paris. I’m sitting in the car with Valy as he drives me to the station. He’s the young man in charge of Yahad-In Unum’s research on the genocide of the Roma. His own family was deported to Kovalivka, a village in what is now Ukraine. Many never returned.

I push up the sleeve of my black jacket to check my watch. We have a little time, so I ask him, “I have an official meeting tomorrow morning. Would there be any barbershops open around here?”

Valy’s gaze meets mine in the rearview mirror: “Yes, I know of one.” The black BMW speeds through the crowded streets of Brussels as quickly as possible. We waste five minutes trying to find a parking spot on Anspach Boulevard. With a routine gesture, I check that the door is locked, pulling on the handle, which doesn’t give. Valy leads me to a shop window on the left. On the front, a sign in large letters reads: ORIA HAIR STYLING SALON FOR MEN. We go in.

Inside, there are men circling around other men who are seated in chairs. The floor is strewn with hair. “Any possibility of a trim?” asks Valy. Three faces turn toward us. “A few minutes!” one of them answers, seating me in a bright red leather chair. He’s a young man, hair in a Mohawk, dressed in an outfit that can’t help but draw my attention: traditional, very Eastern-looking, with a fitted jacket, custom-made, whose exact origin I can’t identify. “He doesn’t look familiar,” whispers Valy, “but I bet he is a Roma.”

When the young man comes back to shave me, I take off my round glasses and, intrigued, ask the question that I’ve asked thousands of times of people from all walks of life: “Where are you from?”

A person’s background isn’t simply a natural attribute: your culture, your homeland, the place of your birth often determine how you see and understand the world, how you relate to others.

In a quiet voice, the young man tells me, “I’m Iraqi.” I’m jolted—internally only, since the razor on my neck keeps me from moving.

Iraq, for me, is a distant land, which I know has been racked by war but which remains only an idea: a country destroyed, a succession of images imprinted on my eyes, far away and unreal, despite my recent resolve to go there. All at once, the young barber concentrating on the task at hand becomes, for me, the embodiment of Iraq.

Astounded, I explain to him, as if to balance things out by providing some information about my own life, that I’m interested in victims of genocide and that I’ve recently heard about the persecutions inflicted on the Yazidis and Christians. Silence from the young man.

For several minutes, the scraping of the razor and some faint Arab music are the only sounds I hear. Then comes what I term an “encounter.”

Still shaping the contours of my beard, the young man whispers in a barely audible murmur, “I’m a Yazidi, but my boss doesn’t know it,” before returning to silence. Those few words gave me such a shock that I have no memory of the rest of the conversation.

The time has come for me to take responsibility. For more than six months, I’ve been searching for a way to draw closer to these people I’ve heard about but have never met. I’ve been thinking of buying a plane ticket, organizing an expedition, but I’ve had no intermediary, no bridge … but I’ve just found one, as night is falling in Brussels, because I decided to get my beard trimmed.

For me, God remains the summons to a meeting that is thrust upon you. The meeting and the power of speech point me toward a place of promises to keep. Seated behind me in a blue armchair, Valy understands what is happening. In his expression, I see surprise and a touch of worry. He whispers, “Should we wait for him?”

At 10:45, the barbershop closes, and we invite the young barber for a drink at a deserted outdoor café. His name is Zaher, and he left Iraq in 2009 to escape the steadily mounting tensions between the Yazidis and their Muslim neighbors. His family, on the other hand, has stayed behind. The family home is in a village near Essian, one of the biggest Yazidi refugee camps.

The young man recounts at length the story of the genocide of his people.

July 29, 2015—Erbil
Iraqi Kurdistan

The Turkish Airlines flight is preparing to land in total darkness on a runway at Erbil airport, in the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan. Finally.

A few hours earlier, we had a long layover in Turkey. Istanbul’s immense, colorful airport with its labyrinth of shops and security gates is as busy at night as during the day. The whole team was sitting on the white leatherette chairs of a cafeteria that was still open despite the late hour. I gratefully examined the faces of those who had agreed to brave the dangers of this trip with me.

Oscar, the cameraman from Costa Rica. Victoria, the Guatemalan photographer with whom I had done all my research on the genocide of the Roma. Two of Zaher’s cousins, Rebar and Sebar, who are also refugees, had spread open a map of Syria and Iraq. They were pointing out to Valy the major cities of the so-called caliphate. Zaher appeared to be looking on distractedly. For my part, I was staring off into space. I was already en route to Iraq, while thinking back on the months that had just gone by. Setting up a team hadn’t been easy, what with the fear elicited by the question “Do you want to come to Iraq with us?”

The time passed slowly. We took no notice of the thousands of boxes of Turkish delight of every kind, neatly displayed to tempt customers. On the opposite side were the luxury products one finds in every airport, glowing under the bright white lights: Cartier, Hugo Boss, Clarins. Brand names guide the traveler through a world of perfume, alcohol, and cigarettes, whose roads and byways are as familiar as those of any city.

On the plane to Erbil, our eyelids were heavy, and we spoke little. There was no need, since we all knew what the others were thinking. We were going to try to preserve the words, faces, gestures, and memories of the Yazidi victims of the genocide orchestrated by ISIS, and we were all conscious of the responsibility weighing on our shoulders. When brotherhood is the act of reaching out toward others, one’s existence is put at risk.

For the moment, there are no happy endings, no superheroes to stay the hands of the killers. There are only whispered stories, full of tears and blood, and haggard faces darkened with pain and fear.

As the plane begins its descent, I lean forward to look outside. I am seated on the aisle, which gives me the illusion of being free to move around but prevents me from viewing the ground. I hate feeling cooped up. Through the window there is nothing but the black night, no light. Around me, the faces are weary, some sleepy, every one of them silent. Not even the white hat and apron of one of the stewards, which make the plane seem like an airborne restaurant, are reassuring. Maybe it’s because of our destination. We say “Kurdistan” to avoid thinking “Iraq,” a land ravaged by war. Some returning to their country wear the dread of a person pushing open the door to his home when there is no prospect of happiness there.

The wheels hit the tarmac, and the plane bounces slightly. I sink back in my seat to cushion the unpleasant sensation of hard braking. The plane stops moving, I unbuckle my seatbelt, and we head toward the exit. In our luggage we have video cameras, road maps, and ISIS propaganda documents. We’re all set—technologically, at least.

To the right of the door, the steward smiles. “I wish you a pleasant stay and hope to see you on board again soon.” The gap between the usual polite good-bye and the reality of our own “pleasant stay” is so vast I’m unable to reply, while the Turkish Airlines crew is preparing for its return trip, business as usual. For me and everyone with me, it’s clear there will be a “before and after” this journey. I force a tight smile. “See you soon.”


THE LION CUBS OF THE CALIPHATE

August 2, 2015—Essian camp

Since our arrival, we have been staying in a hotel in Dohuk, a city in the far north of Iraq, in Kurdistan, near the Syrian and Turkish borders. It is also close to areas under ISIS control. The hotel’s façade is dark red, with a sign in silver letters. Inside is a big empty hall, decorated in a Middle Eastern style, and a large, dark restaurant.

When I wake on the first morning, I feel the need to reread, even before breakfast, the notes I took during the long months of preparation for this trip, like a student preparing for an exam. For me, this is a pretty effective way of dealing with apprehension. Before approaching them, I needed to understand who these Yazidis that ISIS is exterminating are.

The geographic area that we’re preparing to cross is complex, carved into various entities that either band together or oppose one another—Sunnis, Shiites, Kurds, ISIS, Yazidis—and is riddled with ongoing tensions. Borders have moved. What was formerly Syria has been divided up. The Iraqi army is trying to regain the towns and villages that have come under the control of the terrorist organization. The Yazidis attempted to flee when the Islamic State fighters arrived; those who didn’t make it were either killed or reduced to slavery. The territory conquered by ISIS has by force become an entity with Shiites, without Christians, and without Yazidis—other than slaves.

We have done a lot of research on the Yazidis and the chronology of the genocide perpetrated by ISIS in order to have the main points in mind, particularly the dates. The Yazidis are a minority religion within a population that is itself a persecuted minority, the Kurds. In addition to God, the angel Melek Taus plays a central role in their beliefs. Their main place of worship is the temple of Lalish in the province of Nineveh, in northern Iraq. Their religion is passed down orally from parents to children. Geographically, they are mostly present in Iraq and Syria, but there are also some groups in Jordan, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, and Afghanistan. A certain number have emigrated to Europe, mostly Germany and Sweden.

In spite of the Yazidis’ wish to stay out of the political and religious conflicts that have been ripping Iraq apart since 2003, their relations with Sunni communities have been growing more and more tense. On August 14, 2007, four suicide attacks in the province of Nineveh killed four hundred Yazidis. On August 4, 2014, the city of Sinjar, a major Yazidi center in the northeastern part of Iraq, was conquered by ISIS jihadists, who consider the Yazidis to be infidels, kuffar.1 Tens of thousands of them have sought refuge in Iraqi Kurdistan, but many others have been massacred and thousands kidnapped—five thousand, according to certain sources.

In one year, more than two thousand Yazidis have escaped from the clutches of ISIS.2 Although some are living in safety in Germany, where they’re trying to put their lives back together, the majority of these survivors are getting by in refugee camps in Iraqi Kurdistan. These are whom we’re going to see, with the intention of gathering as many eyewitness accounts as possible to give voice to a people being persecuted and massacred for religious reasons in the twenty-first century, and to prove that this is a genocide taking place in the present day.
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