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FOR MY PARENTS, MY SISTERS, MY FAMILY


I carried your love and support in my heart every time I crossed the mountains, while on my shoulders I bore the guilt of taking you with me
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NOTE TO READERS


This is a book of firsthand reporting, investigated over six years and countless trips inside Syria, Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, Washington, and several European towns and cities. It tells but a sliver of the Syrian tragedy, how a country unraveled one person at a time.


Syria has ceased to exist as a unified state except in memories and on maps. In its place are many Syrias. The war there has become a conflict where the dead are not merely nameless, reduced to figures. They are not even numbers. In mid-2013, the United Nations abandoned trying to count Syria’s casualties due to the difficulty of verifying information, although estimates put the death toll at well over 500,000 people. Half of Syria’s population of twenty-three million is now displaced. No life is inconsequential. Each is a thread in a communal tapestry, holding the larger intact.


In the summer of 2011, I was blacklisted by the Syrian regime, but not as a journalist. Instead, I was branded a spy for several foreign states, placed on the wanted lists of three of the four main intelligence directorates in Damascus, and banned from entering the country. This forced me to focus on the rebel side by illegally trekking across the Turkish border into northern Syria, although I still managed a few trips to government-held areas. I state this only by way of introduction. This book is not another reporter’s war journal. I went to Syria to see, to investigate, to listen—not to talk over people who can speak for themselves. They are not voiceless. It is not my story. It is theirs.


I did my own fixing, translating, transcribing, logistics, security, research and fact-checking. Any errors are hence mine alone. There are no composite characters, although some names have been changed to protect identities. Some of the people in these pages are now dead, others have disappeared or are in exile, and some are still inside a country that no longer resembles one. Everything I recount is true to the best of my knowledge.


These things happened.


These things continue to happen.


Some of these things should never happen again.


A portion of my earnings from this book will be donated to Inara, an apolitical nonsectarian charity that “provides life-altering medical care for children from conflict areas who have catastrophic injuries or illnesses and are unable to access treatment due to war.” Founded by CNN correspondent Arwa Damon, Inara is a 501c3 registered charity in the state of New York, and operates across the Middle East. (www.inara.org)





CAST OF CHARACTERS


I have employed the Arabic use of kunyas, nicknames that start with Abu or Um (“father of” or “mother of”), which are commonly used even if a person is childless. They are informal, respectful manners of greeting and also serve as noms de guerre.


IN RASTAN


Suleiman Tlass Farzat. The wealthy manager of an insurance office in Hama, who became a civilian activist in his hometown of Rastan.


Samer Tlass. Suleiman’s cousin, a lawyer.


Maamoun. A mobile-phone repairman-turned-civilian activist.


Merhi Merhi. A civilian activist.


Mohammad Darwish. A student who sparked Rastan’s first protests and often led chants.


First Lieutenant Abdel-Razzak Tlass. One of the earliest defectors, a member of the Khalid bin Walid Battalion and later a leader of the Farouq Battalions in Homs. Suleiman’s relative.


NON–FREE SYRIAN ARMY ISLAMISTS


Mohammad (from Jisr al-Shughour). Grew up in Latakia. A former prisoner in Damascus’s Palestine Branch and a member of Jabhat al-Nusra.


Abu Ammar. Mohammad’s childhood neighbor.


Abu Othman. An Islamic legal scholar (or Shari’iy) from Aleppo. Mohammad’s onetime cellmate in Palestine Branch and a prisoner in Sednaya.


Abu Mohammad al-Jolani. The leader of Jabhat al-Nusra, an Islamic State of Iraq (ISI) offshoot established in Syria in summer 2011 and Al-Qaeda’s Syria branch.


Abu Maria al-Qahtani. An Iraqi who served as Jabhat al-Nusra’s lead Shari’iy. Jolani’s deputy.


Saleh. A former Sednaya Prison detainee from eastern Syria. Part of Nusra’s inner circle.


Abu Loqman. Saleh’s former cellmate in Sednaya Prison and, later, ISIS’s emir in Raqqa.


Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. The Iraqi leader of the Islamic State of Iraq and, later, ISIS. Self-proclaimed caliph.


Abu Mohammad al-Adnani. A Syrian, and Jabhat al-Nusra’s chief amni (security agent) before he was appointed the ISIS spokesman.


Firas al-Absi. A non–Al-Qaeda militant stationed at Syria’s Bab al-Hawa border with Turkey.


THE FREE SYRIAN ARMY


Abu Azzam (Mohammad Daher). A fourth-year Arabic-literature university student in Homs. From Tabqa, eastern Syria, he became a commander in the Farouq Battalions.


Bandar. A university student from eastern Syria, Abu Azzam’s sometime roommate in Homs.


Bassem. Bandar’s brother and Abu Azzam’s colleague in the Farouq Battalions.


Abu Hashem (Hamza Shemali). A realtor-turned-Farouq foreign liaison who later headed the Hazm Movement.


Abu Sayyeh (Osama Juneid). A lawyer-turned-Farouq military commander.


Sheikh Amjad Bitar. A cleric from Homs and key Farouq financier.


Bilal Attar and Abulhassan Abazeed. The founders of the Shaam News Network (SNN) and, later, senior members of the Farouq Battalions.


Okab Sakr. A Lebanese politician and member of Saad Hariri’s Future Movement political party.


General Salim Idris. The head of the FSA’s Supreme Military Council.


IN SARAQEB


Ruha. A nine-year-old girl (in 2011).


Maysaara (Ruha’s father) and Manal (Ruha’s mother).


Alaa, Mohammad, Tala, Ibrahim. Ruha’s siblings.


Zahida. Ruha’s grandmother.


Mariam. Ruha’s aunt.


Mohammad. Ruha’s uncle, married to her Aunt Noora.


IN LATAKIA


Talal, an Alawite from Blouta, Latakia Province, living in Damascus.


Lojayn, 13 (in 2013), Hanin (10), Jawa (8). Talal’s daughters.


Dr. Rami Habib. A physician operating a field clinic in the town of Salma.





THE FIRST RUMBLINGS


Revolution is an intimate, multipart act. First, you silence the policeman in your head, then you face the policemen in the streets. In early 2011, the Middle East was electrified by an indigenous democratic fervor, not the cynical imported kind that exploited the slogans of democracy to cloak military coups and foreign interventions. Ordinary men and women unlearned fear. Their demands, powerful in their simplicity, ricocheted from Tunisia to Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, and Yemen: Dignity! Freedom! Bread! They didn’t call it a “spring.” This was a new revolutionary pan-Arabism, born of shared humiliation and frustration, spread by the tools of social media and satellite television. In Syria, it began timidly, with small public gatherings in solidarity with protesters elsewhere—such as the one on February 23, 2011, in front of the Libyan Embassy in Damascus, and the detention in the southern city of Daraa of a group of teenagers accused of writing antiregime graffiti on school walls.


Protests were banned in Syria under an emergency law in place since 1963—as long as the ruling Baath Party. News of the vigil on February 23 spread through word of mouth and Facebook, the social platform recently unblocked by the government (to better monitor calls for dissent, many suspected). The plainclothes, not-so-secret, police, or mukhabarat, arrived more than forty minutes before the scheduled 5 p.m. start, followed by black-clad policemen carrying Kalashnikovs. Antiriot police, in olive-green uniforms and black helmets, transparent face shields at the ready, blocked both ends of the narrow, tree-lined street housing the Libyan Embassy. They wielded worn truncheons, the stumpy ends flayed of the black skin that still covered their handles. There’d been a small, peaceful vigil in the same place the night before, but this night would be different.


EGYPT’S HOSNI MUBARAK had resigned two weeks earlier. Tunisia’s Zine el Abidine Ben Ali had fled in mid-January, and Libyan opposition fighters had just seized control of chunks of the east of their country. In Damascus, President Bashar al-Assad gloated over the fall of his much older counterparts. This was the fate of leaders who didn’t listen to their people, he said. Syria was different, he added, largely because of its foreign policy—because Assad’s rhetorical hostility to Israel and the hegemony of the United States, his support for Palestinians and the militant groups Hamas and the Lebanese Hizballah, were in line with perceived popular Syrian sentiment.


Assad was forty-five, his carefully crafted image that of the everyman. He was the husband who casually dined in Damascene restaurants with his glamorous wife, Asma. The father who strolled through a souq with his children. The reformer who introduced the Internet to the general public in 2000, the same year he ascended to power after the death of his father and predecessor, Hafez al-Assad. Bashar al-Assad was the young leader with plans for change, hamstrung by his father’s old guard and regional crises. He just needed time! Or so the popular narrative went. In a region where power is measured in generations, by 2011 Bashar had “only” been president for eleven years. And he had proven his resilience. He’d outlasted American neoconservative threats of regime change. He’d overcome global isolation after the 2005 murder of former Lebanese premier Rafik Hariri (widely blamed on Damascus and its Lebanese ally, Hizballah). He mitigated the effects of US sanctions and the Iraq War next door, while strengthening Syria’s longstanding ties to Iran. Like his father, Bashar al-Assad knew how to play the waiting game of Middle East politics. He waited until his enemies, foreign and local, were voted out of office, died or were killed, or realized they needed him. All he had to do was survive and wait.


Facebook calls in the first week of February for “days of rage” against the Syrian regime had fizzled. A self-immolation in late January, imitating the Tunisian produce vendor Mohammad Bouazizi, who ignited the Tunisian uprising, did nothing but harm the Syrian man involved. Syria was different. One of the most pivotal states in the Middle East, Iran’s lynchpin in its “axis of resistance” linking Syria to Hizballah and Hamas, would not yield easily—but it would bend a little, as it did on February 17, 2011.


On that day, the son of a store owner in Hariqa, near Damascus’s Souq al-Hamidiyeh, was insulted and beaten by traffic police. Nothing unusual, but then, in defiance of the state of emergency, a crowd of thousands massed, their chants of “The people will not be humiliated!” and “Thieves! Thieves!” bringing the interior minister to the scene. The minister, caught in the throng, stood on the ledge of his car door, promised an investigation, and wagged his finger at the crowd: “Shame on you! This is a demonstration!”


“No! No! It’s not a demonstration!” those nearest to him replied. “We all love the president!”


Perhaps that’s why Damascus, the “beating heart of Arabism,” decided not to allow a sizable display of pan-Arab solidarity outside the Libyan Embassy on February 23, less than a week later. Its people, after all, might get used to protesting.


THE MINUTES RUSHED past 5:30 p.m. Few things in Damascus started on time, and the vigil outside the Libyan Embassy was no different. Dusk fell, extinguishing the muted warmth of a shy winter sun. Uniformed men outnumbered the crowd of two hundred or so (double the night before) congregated in a nearby park. Unable to get any closer to the embassy, they chanted where they stood. “Ambassador resign!” “You are a traitor, not one of us!”


The crowd inched forward. It was dark now. “Okay, you’ve made your point,” an officer told them. “If you don’t mind, retreat and go back to where you were.”


“If you don’t mind, we want to walk,” said a woman in the front line.


The crowd sensed an opportunity, picked up a new chant, crept closer. “Peacefully!” somebody shouted. “To the embassy!” came the reply.


The security forces’ response was swift, like a pirouette in combat boots. The antiriot police lowered their face shields and surged forward as Kalashnikov-wielding police officers retreated in tandem. Truncheons shattered the mass of bodies. Shrill cries. Fists and black boots pummeled backs and legs. Mukhabarat agents shoved men into a minibus. A twenty-eight-year-old university student clung to the metal bars of a fence as blows thrashed his slight frame. “Leave me alone! Why can’t you just talk to me?” he pleaded. The protester was ripped from the fence and tossed into the minibus. The vehicle was moving now, with fourteen detainees, all men. “You traitors! You animals! You want to demonstrate?” the security men onboard shouted as they beat the protesters. “You dogs, you sons of bitches!”


The wheels stopped at a mukhabarat branch. Syria’s mukhabarat were divided into four main intelligence agencies: Military Intelligence, Political Security, State Security (also known as General Security), and (the most feared) Air Force Intelligence. The agencies were headquartered in Damascus and divided into dozens of branches and subbranches extending throughout the country, each with its own detention and interrogation facilities. They operated independently, with little low-level coordination, in a tangled surveillance matrix known as the jihaz il amnee, or security apparatus, its many tentacles spying on the population and each other.


The fourteen men were directed to plastic chairs, expecting further beatings. Instead, they were offered water and the use of the bathroom before being addressed by an officer who didn’t introduce himself. “We are all the sons of this country, we don’t doubt your nationalism or your love for your country, but we would prefer that this episode not be repeated,” the officer said. Some of the men, perhaps emboldened by the civil reception, asked why they’d been called traitors and beaten. “Ignorance,” the officer said. “Some people are smart and aware, and others are not. Perhaps you came across some of those who are not. We also support the Libyan people,” he added, “but if demonstrations were useful, we’d all take part in them, but they’re not.”


The fourteen men were released hours later. Some, like the twenty-eight-year-old, had never been detained before. The young man had gone to the Libyan Embassy, like many others that evening, to test the boundaries of what the Syrian state would tolerate. He went because he wanted freedom of the press and a law to allow political parties other than the Baath. He went because he didn’t think it right that his personal ambitions—a job and a home—seemed unattainable. He left the mukhabarat branch that night emboldened. He would protest again, he said, until something in Syria changed: “It’s a conscious decision that I have taken. I don’t know where it will lead me, but there is no turning back.”


At the same time, in the southern city of Daraa, bordering Jordan, some two dozen young men and teenagers had been rounded up by security forces, blamed for scribbling graffiti on school walls that said LET THE REGIME FALL, and IT’S YOUR TURN, DOCTOR, referring to Assad’s training as an ophthalmologist. The “Daraa children,” as they were dubbed in the media, weren’t children, and many had nothing to do with the writing on the walls, but tales of their harsh treatment in custody (real and embellished) sparked protests for their release, demonstrations that ignited the Syrian revolution in mid-March and christened Daraa as its birthplace. Protesters shed the pretense of pan-Arab solidarity and called for reform (but not regime change) in Syria. The state’s initial tepid response of violence and lectures reverted to its more familiar violence, but Syria had already changed. The great wall of fear had cracked, the silence was shattered. The confrontation was existential—for all sides—from its inception. There was no turning back.
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SULEIMAN


MARCH 15, 2011. HOMS, SYRIA.


Suleiman Tlass Farzat was on a date. It was early evening, an unfashionable hour, and the café in Homs was almost empty. Arabic pop music melded into the hum of conversation floating from the few occupied tables. Swirls of smoke danced to the gurgling of narghilehs, infusing the café with the sweet smell of fruit-flavored tobacco. Outside, elsewhere, a revolution was stirring, but Suleiman was still unaware of that. A television, playing quietly in the corner, was not far from his table. He wasn’t paying attention to it.


Suleiman was a son of money. Well read. Elegant. A man who wore labels effortlessly, and not for show. Warm olive skin and a permanent five o’clock shadow. All eyelashes and a sweet dimpled grin, a smile that made you involuntarily smile back. He carried himself with a confidence born of privilege but had the manners not to flaunt it. At twenty-six, he had much of what young men hope for—pretty girls on his arm, money in his pocket, the keys to a brand-new metallic-blue Volkswagen GTI (its beige headrests still covered in plastic), and a family name that opened doors with the regime.


Suleiman was from the same clan as Major General Mustafa Tlass, one of former President Hafez al-Assad’s most trusted loyalists. Mustafa and Hafez met at the Homs Military Academy in the 1950s, and their decades-long friendship continued through the November 1970 coup that brought Hafez al-Assad to power. Tlass was Syria’s longest-serving defense minister, a post he held for thirty-two years until he retired in 2004. He was a Sunni in the highest echelons of the security state that Hafez built and stacked with his Alawite coreligionists. Tlass was not merely elite, he was so elite that he was part of the small committee that ushered in Bashar al-Assad’s pre-anointed succession after the death of his father, Hafez, in June 2000.


The rise of Mustafa Tlass also meant the rise of his hometown, Rastan, where Suleiman lived. Rastan was shaped like an inverted droplet, its northern part tucked into a bulge where the winding Orontes River was dammed. Powerful, rich families like Suleiman’s lived in stone-faced villas within view of the dam in lower Rastan. Poorer ones were confined to upper Rastan’s drab low-rise concrete. The town’s fifty thousand people sat in the middle of a line between Homs and Hama, about twenty kilometers from each city, along the asphalt aorta locals called the international highway but maps listed as the M5. It linked Syria’s two most populous provinces—the capital, Damascus, and the northern commercial heart, Aleppo.


Defense Minister Tlass turned Rastan into a town of military sons, its men swelling the officer corps. All a potential recruit from Rastan had to do was approach the defense minister or his aides to be fast-tracked into a military college. Sometimes, he didn’t even need to pass a medical exam.


Suleiman’s immediate family, however—his father and uncles—were industrialists. They owned factories producing plastics and fertilizers, cotton-spinning mills, and a vegetable-oil bottling and exporting business. Suleiman managed the Hama branch of the National Insurance Company, a firm for which his family had the coveted license to operate in Homs and Hama. His monthly paycheck of 120,000 Syrian pounds, $2,553 in those days, was about ten times the average.


Rastan was considered so loyal to the regime it was dubbed “the second Qardaha,” a Sunni version of the Alawite village that was the Assads’ hometown in Latakia Province. Suleiman was proud of the moniker, of the hefty association to power it carried, but he was also aware of his privilege. He was a rich young man drawn to the ideas of communism and socialism, at least as they appeared in his books. He had no illusions about how Syria’s socialist model was applied in reality: “The leader is a dictator and the people are his slaves,” was how he put it. The Assads ruled Syria, or, more pointedly, Syria was “Assad’s Syria.” That’s what the billboards and posters had declared for decades. Like so many of his generation, Suleiman was conditioned to think that way, raised on secular Baath Party slogans that deified the leader. His school mornings began with robust salutations to “our commander for eternity, Hafez al-Assad!” He’d worn the military-style khaki uniforms mandated as nationwide school attire until other colors and styles were permitted after Hafez’s death. Like all the other students, he carried placards and portraits of the president in quasi-military schoolyard parades choreographed by his teachers. He believed that Syrians were “simply like this, that nothing will change here for us.” If there were people who thought otherwise, even in the heady early months of 2011, Suleiman didn’t know any—or at least any who would admit it to him.


Suleiman couldn’t imagine a revolt in Syria. Not in a state built on silence and fear and an emergency law. Under the permanent state of emergency, Assad’s Syria banned public gatherings except those officially sanctioned; it arrested people for vaguely defined offenses such as threatening public order and disturbing public confidence; it monitored everything from phone calls to personal letters and censored the media prior to publication. Assad’s Syria was a mukhabarat state whose intelligence agents didn’t bother with the pretense of discretion. They didn’t need to. The men in black leather jackets who could make people disappear had legal immunity “for crimes committed while carrying out their designated duties.”


Suleiman glanced at the television in that café in Homs, where an image had drawn his gaze away from his date. The screen was set to Orient TV, a Syrian satellite station based in the United Arab Emirates. Shaky footage showed a group of people, no more than several dozen, marching past storefronts. Suleiman assumed it was from Egypt or elsewhere in the Middle East. After about thirty minutes, the clip was replayed. This time, the café owner turned down the music and turned up the television’s volume. Suleiman realized he was watching something filmed about an hour and a half south of him.


The amateur video was captured that day—March 15, 2011, the date widely considered the start of the Syrian uprising—near Damascus’s famed Souq al-Hamidiyeh. Small protests were also reported in Daraa in the south, Hasaka in the northeast, Deir Ezzor near Iraq, and in Hama. The sun’s glare bouncing off the cameraman’s lens was strong, blurring some of the images from the souq, but the shots, taken from behind the protesters, showed people clapping and walking, including a woman in a white headscarf. “Peacefully, peacefully,” they chanted, as well as “God, Syria, freedom, that’s all!” modifying the more common “God, Syria, Bashar, that’s all!” (Or Hafez, back in the day.)


Orient TV broke with its regular programming. It looped the footage and muted the audio, taking calls live on air from viewers in Syria and abroad. A man from Assad’s hometown of Qardaha called in: “This footage that you are broadcasting—what is it? Somebody gathered his brothers and cousins and filmed them. That’s it. Don’t make fools out of us. The person who filmed this knows that is all it is and everyone is laughing at him. We are all with Assad! We are all sons of Assad! God, Syria, Bashar, that’s all!”


Suleiman’s date leaned in toward him. “Is something happening here?” she whispered. “Is it really here?”


He didn’t know. In Syria, he said, “there was nothing called politics to speak of.” No side except the regime’s in a one-party state. No politics of opposition in a system bound by razor-sharp red lines every citizen knew not to cross. The rules were clear in Assad’s Syria: bread instead of democracy, subservience for state subsidies and a measure of stability and security. Rules enforced by fear. Fear of the state’s certain and overwhelming retaliation for any move against it, as in 1982 against Islamists and in 2004 against stateless Kurds. Fear of what would replace a dictatorship that had crushed alternatives. Fear of the kind of wholesale state collapse that propelled more than a million Iraqis into Syria after 2003, and, decades before that, cleaved Lebanon into sectarian militias for fifteen years until 1990. Fear that was less an emotion than a physical presence, a heaviness that burrowed between shoulder blades and lived there, gaining weight. It could steal a person’s breath with a single question, an inquisitive glance, an invitation to coffee or tea from the mukhabarat—code for an interrogation. It was a fear accumulated over decades, built on the bones of those who dared challenge the country’s one-party, one-family, one-man rule.


But Suleiman had just watched a small crowd in the heart of Damascus marching and calling for freedom, and it was broadcast on satellite television. As he left the café and drove his date home, the shaky amateur video kept replaying in his mind, along with a single thought: He knew from his history books that no empire lasts forever. After the images he had just watched, after Egypt and Tunisia and the unfolding events in Libya, Yemen, and Bahrain, nothing really seemed impossible—or certain—in Syria any more.


TWO WEEKS LATER, on Friday, April 1, Suleiman moved with the other barefoot men flowing out of Al-Mahmoud Mosque, near his home, after noon prayers. It was an imposing structure, built by his late grandfather and namesake, with a creamy stone façade and twin minarets stretching into the sky like the gray tips of sharp pencils. He looked at the men around him. Would any of them say or do anything to start a protest like the one a week earlier, Rastan’s first? The demonstration on Salibi Street in upper Rastan had lasted no more than ten minutes. Suleiman was in Damascus that day.


The men dispersed. Al-Mahmoud Mosque was one of three main ones in town. Curious to see what was happening elsewhere, Suleiman and an older cousin drove to Al-Kabir Mosque (also known as Abu Ammo), about a kilometer away in the center of town. Men were in the courtyard putting on their shoes, others were streaming out barefoot when a single brazen cry shot out: “We want freedom!” Suleiman looked around. Who had dared utter such words in the “second Qardaha”? A whisper rustled through the crowd, the name floated to Suleiman: Mohammad Darwish. He didn’t know him. He would later learn that Darwish was just eighteen, a student from upper Rastan, scrawny, with gelled cowlicks that fell in semicircles on his forehead.


The youngster could have been heckled or beaten and handed over to one of the three mukhabarat offices in the town, or to the local Baath Party chapter. Instead, the men outside the mosque, including Suleiman, erupted into the chant. They surged down the main thoroughfare, Revolution Street, named for the 1963 coup that brought the Baath Party to power. Rastan had crossed the regime’s red line. All it took after forty-eight years was a student’s cry.


Suleiman moved, dreamlike, in slow motion yet accelerated, heart racing ahead of him. Hands clammy. He formed words from thoughts locked deep inside, where no one could report them. They escaped through his dry mouth. He repeated the chants with abandon, felt the strength of a crowd, the unity of people speaking with one voice, the fear and certain knowledge there were informers among them. Goosebumps rose on his skin. The simple act of speaking was subversive. It was intoxicating, empowering, liberating, terrifying.


He didn’t need to do it. He hadn’t suffered the indignities of a state oiled by bribes at every level of power, the daily humiliations that infected every banal aspect of life for other Syrians—from securing a university placement or a business license to fast-tracking installation of a landline, or getting a job. He wasn’t like other young men—unemployed and frustrated, stuck with few prospects and without the means to marry and move out of home. He didn’t have family members disappeared by the mukhabarat.


He was a rich man with the right name. No personal reason to rebel against a system that had afforded him privileges. No enmity beyond a deep sense of the injustice it meted out to others. For Suleiman, that was enough. His Syria, the one he dared to imagine, belonged to all of its citizens. It was not Assad’s Syria. “I knew a lot of people weren’t in my situation, that a lot had been harmed by the regime, really harmed to the degree that many families were destroyed, financially or physically,” he said. “It all made me say, ‘Enough. We need to change this.’” It was as simple and as difficult as that. Mohammad Darwish was the spark, the fearlessness Suleiman wanted to follow, the hope and courage he needed.


Suleiman reached into his pocket, almost reflexively, and pulled out his smartphone, a Sony Ericsson X10. He started filming but was reprimanded by those around him who feared being identified. They recognized and feared this son of lower Rastan from the Tlass clan. Whose side was he really on? He put away his phone and continued walking, but after a while one of his friends yelled out, “Shabab, guys, look forward, keep your faces forward, we’ll film you from behind!” This time, fewer objected. Suleiman held his phone high and captured a brief snippet of his first protest.


The small crowd walked to the end of the street and then dissipated at a fork in the road near a bakery, unsure of whether to take the slight right toward the statue of Hafez al-Assad at the entrance to the town, or to turn left and loop back toward Al-Kabir Mosque. People peeled away in the confusion. Suleiman and his cousin drove home. He told his parents about the protest, but not that he’d participated. He remembered the footage on Orient TV in that café in Homs. If his town was going to be part of what was happening in Syria, he wanted people to know. He decided to join a protest every week and film it. He saw it as a duty, “like it wasn’t even an option to not try and do this, regardless of what it cost.”


The next Friday, April 8, Suleiman prayed in Al-Kabir Mosque instead of his grandfather’s. After prayers, Mohammad Darwish again shouted a slogan, and everyone followed him. Suleiman captured almost a dozen clips, most of them less than a minute long, and then rushed home to his family villa. It sat on a slight incline with a view of the Rastan Dam. Suleiman and his cousin bolted up the short flight of stairs from the pavement, swung open the heavy black metal gate, and passed the garden on the left with its grapevines and canopy of trees—walnut, apricot, almond, and mulberry. They turned right, into the house designed by a Czech architect, through the high-ceilinged living room with its brick chimney, up the staircase with its wooden railing, into Suleiman’s room.


Suleiman had a 1MB DSL line, a luxury in a country of twenty-three million people with fewer than 122,000 broadband subscribers. The line wasn’t cheap. It cost 1,950 Syrian pounds a month (about $40 at the time—nothing for Suleiman, but roughly a quarter of a teacher’s monthly salary), but it meant he could upload videos in privacy. Internet cafés demanded personal details and an ID card before allowing patrons to log on, and owners had the ability to spy on their customers by sharing their screens without permission.


Suleiman opened his Acer laptop, transferred the footage, and activated the proxy he had used to access Facebook before the government unblocked it. He and his cousin searched for Orient TV, Al Jazeera, Al Arabiya, and a slew of other stations they knew of, as well as others they didn’t, like Shaam News Network, or SNN, which they came across during their search. They didn’t have contacts at these outlets. They found generic e-mail addresses, created a new e-mail account with a fake name, kept the subject line simple—Protests—and started uploading. The Internet often cut out, forcing them to restart. After about three hours, Suleiman hit SEND. Then he and his cousin watched the inbox, hoping for a response. None came.


AL-KABIR MOSQUE SAT in the center of town, along the socioeconomic border between upper and lower Rastan. Demonstrations occurred there every Friday after prayers. Like elsewhere in Syria, the mosques were launching pads for protests, because, under the state of emergency, they were among the few public places where people could gather. Al-Kabir Mosque on Revolution Street was opposite a State Security office, but the mukhabarat agents inside the branch (and their informers among the worshippers) did not openly molest protesters, unlike in the smaller town of Talbiseh, about twelve kilometers south of Rastan. In Talbiseh, protesters were shot dead by security forces. More than once, Talbiseh’s men brought their town’s victims to Rastan’s main square outside Al-Kabir Mosque. “Look at our dead! Stay sitting! Stay quiet while we are being killed!” they would say through bullhorns.


Talbiseh was appealing to the honor of Rastan’s men, seeking to shame and anger them into bolder antigovernment action. Apart from living in “the second Qardaha,” Rastan’s people had a reputation for being stubborn and escalating even minor disputes into violent feuds between families. The people of Rastan neither forgot nor forgave easily—and they had guns. In Syria, weapons were strictly controlled—unlike in Iraq, for example, and other parts of the Middle East where guns were part of every home’s furnishings. Private ownership, licit and illicit, was just 3.9 firearms per 100 people in Syria, a tenth of the figure in Iraq. But in Rastan, most homes had weapons ranging from hunting rifles to Kalashnikovs, a privilege that came with the town’s perceived loyalty.


On Friday, April 15, Rastan protested, as it had been doing every week. This time, when the crowd reached the intersection near the bakery, instead of dissipating, it shifted right, toward the statue of Hafez al-Assad. Nobody orchestrated it, there was no one leader. Those behind followed those in front. There was a certain democracy to it in that anyone could yell out a suggestion and people voted with their feet, either following or ignoring. Somebody said, “Let’s go to the statue, let’s bring it down!” and the mass of chanting men moved in that direction. Suleiman raced ahead to the monument, waiting for the thunder of voices rumbling down the street.


The marble statue of a standing Hafez, a flag draped across his outstretched arms, stood on a white stone platform, in front of a signpost with embossed black lettering that spelt out RASTAN WELCOMES you in cursive Arabic script. It was a grand monument, clearly visible to the left of the M5 highway.


The clapping, rhythmic roar neared, but the crowd had thinned. Some men detoured to pick up tools, such as sledgehammers. Others feared what was about to unfold, wanting no part of it. Several climbed the statue and started methodically striking its neck as the space around the monument filled osmotically.


“Qoloo Allah, Qoloo Allah, shaab il Rastan, mo hayalla! [Say God! Say God! We are the people of Rastan, not just anyone!]”


Suleiman was afraid. He recognized men watching the crowd whom he knew worked for the intelligence agencies. Some were from his own family. They would not shield him from this act of grand insolence. Insulting the Assads was the reddest of red lines, and the mukhabarat no doubt were taking names.


Suleiman slipped his phone into his pocket. Should he walk away? Was he already implicated? Was this revolution worth the risk to him? He had everything to lose, nothing to gain personally. It had happened in Tunisia and in Egypt, he thought. If it had taken weeks there, he figured it would take months in Syria—I can put up with it for that long. He was almost certain the regime would fall just as surely as Hafez’s statue. It was just a matter of time and determination. The security and intelligence men in his family would have no power over him then. He resumed filming.


Hafez’s marble form was as resilient as the old man had been in life. It mocked the mighty heaves and blows. Tradesmen in the crowd suggested that heat might weaken it, so tires were set alight at the statue’s feet. “One! One! One! The Syrian people are one!” the crowd chanted.


The head fell off first. Men pounced on it before it stopped rolling, smacked it with their shoes. It was driven to Talbiseh and paraded through the streets like a corpse, propped on a tire attached by rope to the back of a pickup truck. Talbiseh had goaded Rastan into bolder action, and Rastan had responded with a sympathetic contemporaneous expression of rebellion.


A sturdy metal chain, the kind used to tow cars, was tossed around the beheaded statue as dozens grabbed the ends of it, tug-of-war style, to bring down Hafez. After several hours, the statue suddenly, rapidly toppled from its base to a mighty roar—the crowd whistling, clapping, and shouting Allahu Akbar! as it smashed into pieces. Passersby on the highway honked their car horns as hundreds of men rushed toward the splinters. Everybody, it seemed, wanted a piece.


Suleiman and his cousin sped home to upload footage. Once again, he had no response from any of the outlets he e-mailed, but then he found the Shaam News Network’s Facebook page. SNN had posted his footage, which was also picked up by Orient TV and broadcast later that night, where Suleiman and his cousin watched it along with his parents. He had spoken in the video, and his parents recognized his voice. His mother scolded him, fearful of the repercussions. His father didn’t say a word, but the smile on his face assured Suleiman that he was quietly supportive. “When we saw it on TV, my cousin and I started dancing!” Suleiman said. “We were so happy! It was such a big deal!”


 



MOHAMMAD


The square eye-level slot in the heavy prison cell door jerked open, metal grating on metal, allowing a shaft of piercing neon light from the corridor into the dim cell. Without a word, the three dozen or so men cramped inside rose to their feet and faced the wall. They knew the drill. This was Military Intelligence, Branch 235, in Damascus, also known as Palestine Branch, a place where nightmares were lived.


Mohammad, a thirty-two-year-old father of two, heard his number called out: 6/15—prisoner 6, cell 15. They never used names. It was sometime after the last of the five daily prayers between sunset and midnight, on March 23, 2011, a week into the Syrian uprising. In the darkness, time was amorphous, but the faint call to prayer from a mosque somewhere in the vicinity anchored the men spiritually and temporally. Mohammad shuffled forward, blinking as his dark brown eyes adjusted to the light. He was going to be interrogated, transferred, or released. He knew the drill.


He’d spent four short stints, or “sleeps,” as prisoners call them—a total of less than two years—in various prisons for his suspected Islamist sympathies. The authorities weren’t wrong about him, but he was never convicted. Mohammad admired Al-Qaeda and Osama bin Laden, but he was wily and hid his tracks well. He didn’t even wear a beard. It was common for suspected Islamists and other political prisoners to disappear in detention, sometimes for years, sometimes forever. Mohammad had gotten off lightly.


His first detention in 2006 occurred because of something he said. A mechanical engineer by trade, he let what he termed his “other self” appear in front of colleagues. He defended the cause of anti-American foreign fighters in Iraq. It cost him three months in the Political Security branch of his hometown, Latakia City, even though at the time his view paralleled that of the Syrian government. Syria’s grand mufti, the highest Sunni cleric in the land, Sheikh Ahmad Kaftaru, had issued a fatwa, or religious ruling, saying it was obligatory for Muslims to resist the occupying forces in Iraq. Mohammad was arrested anyway. The next year, he spent 111 days in a pitch-black solitary cell in another branch of the security apparatus, Latakia’s Military Security. He landed there, in a space just big enough to stretch his legs and stand, because of Western Union transfers of $20,000 to $25,000 each—a fortune in a country where monthly wages were a few hundred dollars. The funds belonged to two childhood friends he considered relatives, smugglers who transported people from as far away as Somalia and Indonesia across the Syrian–Turkish border and sometimes onward to Greece, Germany, and other European states. Mohammad’s cut was $40 per wire transfer. His interrogators insisted he was funding an Islamist sleeper cell.


For the first twenty-five days, he was subjected to procedures common in Syrian jails. Doused with water and electrocuted. Hung from the ceiling by his wrists, his toes barely touching the floor as guards beat his sides (they called this shabeh). Whipped on the soles of his feet with thick cables until he couldn’t walk (the falaqa torture method). Then they ignored him. He said that was worse. Alone in the dark, he hallucinated, becoming convinced that his baby daughter was in there with him. He’d bang on the door and ask for a beating, “just to feel something.” To Mohammad, being tortured outside the solitary cell “was more merciful than being in it.”


He was released without charge or trial, angry about “sleeping” for nothing. The next time he was imprisoned—and he was certain there would be a next time—he wanted it to be for something he’d actually done. So, over the next two years, he set about turning a suspicion into a reality. He introduced sixteen university-educated Sunni men to Al-Qaeda material. He was not yet a member of the group. It was more like a fan club than an Islamist cell. One of the sixteen was detained, unspooling the clique and landing Mohammad in Palestine Branch on November 28, 2009.


The branch didn’t look like much from the outside, a seven-story building with underground levels off the southern interchange in Damascus. Inside, it was a hole so black it served as a CIA rendition site for those America wanted tortured by a state it branded a sponsor of terrorism. Palestine Branch was near Damascus University’s Mechanical and Electrical Engineering Department, Mohammad’s alma mater, but he considered the prison his “greatest school.”


His cellmates belonged to a spectrum of Islamist groups, including Al-Qaeda. He befriended them all but was closest to a man several years his senior who used the nom de guerre Abu Othman. Abu Othman was a Shari’iy, or Islamic legal scholar, from the northern city of Aleppo. They looked like a mismatched pair. Mohammad with his dark hair and eyes, impossibly sharp cheekbones framing a boyish face, spry limbs that didn’t boast strength but possessed it. Abu Othman was stocky but not muscular, with a bulbous nose, small honey-colored eyes, and a chest-length red-tinged beard. He was incarcerated in May 2007 for membership in the governing council of an Al-Qaeda–linked group called Fatah al-Islam, active in Lebanon—a group that, by Abu Othman’s own admission, was heavily infiltrated by the Syrian mukhabarat. Abu Othman spent two years cycling through mukhabarat prisons in Aleppo before he was moved to Palestine Branch in 2009. He said he weighed just forty-eight kilograms when he walked into Mohammad’s cell, such was the pressure he was under during interrogations. Mohammad studied his cellmates. In prison, he said, “you soon learn who wants to work and who has been broken.” The men who wanted to work, like Mohammad and Abu Othman, memorized each other’s contact details.


Mohammad’s first “sleep” in Palestine Branch lasted fourteen months. His family had no idea where he was, or whether he was alive. He was released without charge or trial on January 18, 2011, just in time to watch the Middle East’s modern pharaohs teeter and tumble. He was transfixed by the Arab revolutions but doubted Assad would go the way of other leaders without a fight. Mohammad’s time outside Palestine Branch was brief. On March 13, 2011, he was snatched off the street outside his home in Latakia City, bundled into an unmarked car, and returned to the branch. He remembered making a pronouncement to the room as soon as the cell door slammed behind him: “Something’s changed, shabab! There’s going to be change, a revolution!” Some of the men cried out in happiness, a few hugged him. Others viewed him with suspicion, wondering whether he was a regime plant.


Just ten days after that, a guard was at the cell door calling his number: 6/15. Mohammad was blindfolded and shoved up stairs to ground level. His eyes uncovered, he stood in front of a uniformed officer seated behind a desk. Mohammad was being released. He didn’t understand why he’d been detained, given that he wasn’t questioned once in those ten days, but he dared not ask. The officer pushed a sheet of paper toward him. It was a typed pledge that he would not engage in antigovernment actions. It was the first time he’d been presented with such a condition. In the past, he’d been made to sign a statement outlining confessions extracted under torture. He knew not to challenge them. Doing so meant further interrogations and beatings about why the fictions he’d been forced to admit were fictional. “If we catch you again, don’t blame us. Expect to die,” Mohammad remembered the officer telling him. “Keep that in mind. Expect to die. If you break this pledge, we will kill you.”


Mohammad did not doubt the officer’s intentions, but he sensed weakness behind his threats. They are trying to scare me because they are scared, he thought. He signed the document with no intention of honoring it. He was fingerprinted and handed his personal belongings: an ID card, mobile phone, and 200 Syrian pounds (about $4). It was standard practice in Syrian detention centers to remove a prisoner’s shoelaces from his footwear, but Mohammad didn’t wait to fetch a pair from a pile he was told to rummage through. He stepped into the chill of a Damascene night on March 23, 2011, in unlaced sneakers. He didn’t know it then, but that was his last “sleep” in a Syrian jail. That phase of his life was over, and a new one was about to begin.


· · ·


MOHAMMAD WAS BORN on 9/11, September 11, 1979, in Jisr al-Shughour, a city in Syria’s northern Idlib Province, near the Turkish border. In the late 1970s and early ’80s, it was part of Syria’s first, failed Islamist insurrection against Bashar’s father, Hafez al-Assad. The seeds of that uprising were planted in socioeconomic policies of the 1960s as much as in the role of religion in the state. At the time, the Sunni Muslim Brotherhood was the spearhead of the political Islamist movement. It had been a democratic political player in Syria since 1946, its ideology based on the notion that Islam was the solution—from the pulpit to the parliament. For Assad’s Baath Party, religion had no place in affairs of the state. The Baath’s guiding trinity, expressed in its slogan, was unity (of the Arab nation), freedom (from foreign powers and tyranny), and socialism (the instrument for upward mobility regardless of religious, geographic, or economic identity).


Syria’s Baath Party, like most of the secular movements sweeping to power in the 1950s and ’60s across a Middle East emerging from the trauma of colonialism, had a romantic leftist manifesto that found great appeal. It promised social justice and offered its adherents a larger pan-Arab identity. It told them they weren’t just Christians or Alawites or Druze, Shiites, or Sunnis in a majority-Muslim region—they were part of a new Arabism that transcended the confines of a religion or a nation-state. The Baath preached an idealistic egalitarianism, but, like other secular parties governing the region, it birthed a dictatorship.


Like Islamism, Baathism was at once geographically expansive and culturally narrow. Islamism assumed Arabs were Muslims. Baathism viewed Middle Easterners as Arabs. There were, of course, other religions and ethnicities in the region. The Baath and the Brotherhood represented different visions of what Syria should be, and their supporters came from opposite strata of society. The Baath was the party of the downtrodden, stacked with minorities and the rural poor of all sects, including Sunni. The Brotherhood was solidly Sunni, mercantile, middle class, and old bourgeoisie.


When the Baath Party came to power in 1963, it nationalized banks and many large businesses, seized and redistributed land at the expense of the traditional Sunni elite, including the tribes. The Muslim Brotherhood’s championship of private property and limited state authority played well to this disaffected constituency. The Baath, quick to recognize and crush a political competitor, banned the Brotherhood in 1964. Its actions spurred isolated riots in Hama that year by some factions of the Brotherhood, in Damascus in 1965, and more widespread instability in 1967.


When Hafez al-Assad seized control of the ruling party through an intra-Baath coup in 1970 known as the Corrective Movement, he achieved several things. First, he ended a tumultuous period of short-lived coups that had consumed the country since independence from France in 1946. He continued to focus on the neglected hinterlands, bringing such infrastructure as schools and electricity to the rural poor, but he also reached out to the Islamist opposition and, more broadly, to the Muslim clerical establishment of Ulama, in part to temper the spasms of violence but mainly to secure religious legitimacy for his Alawite community.


The Alawites follow a syncretic religion, a very distant offshoot of Shiite Islam. Most Sunni and Shiite Muslims consider them heretics, not “People of the Book,” thus they have been historically persecuted by Muslim leaders of both sects. (People of the Book are followers of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.) For generations, the Alawites—about 10 percent of Syria’s majority Sunni population—were the servant class.


Assad encouraged his Alawite coreligionists to adopt mainstream Muslim rituals that were not part of their esoteric faith, such as fasting during the holy month of Ramadan. He built mosques in Alawite villages. He played to both sides of the Sunni–Shiite divide, manipulating them with a manufactured religious affinity to achieve political goals. His rapprochement with the Sunni clerics and political Islamists ended in 1973 with the introduction of a revised constitution that, among other things, removed the requirement for the head of state to be a Muslim and enshrined one-party rule, decreeing that the Baath led “the state and society.” Widespread protests followed, prompting Assad to rescind the article about the president’s faith.


The Muslim Brotherhood, although factionalized by deep ideological and personal rifts into Hama, Damascus, and Aleppo branches, was nonetheless the main repository of anti-Baathists. Its altercations with Syria’s new rulers continued intermittently, especially the Hama faction, fueled by regime corruption, nepotism, and classism through the overt rise of rural Alawites at the expense of the traditional urban Sunni elite.


Since the days of the French mandate in Syria, the military, largely scorned by the upper classes, was an Alawite’s main ticket to limited social mobility. Hafez al-Assad—a lieutenant who rose to command the Syrian Air Force by 1963—institutionalized the idea, lifting the sons of the servant class out of society’s fringes and funneling them into the military and intelligence services that would underpin his power. The changes did not pass unchallenged. There were sporadic assassinations of Syrian military officers and government officials as well as prominent civilians, both Alawite and Sunni. On June 16, 1979, a militant breakaway faction of the Brotherhood called the Fighting Vanguard entered the cafeteria of the Aleppo Artillery School, separated the Sunni cadets from the Alawites, and gunned down eighty-three unarmed Alawites. Hafez al-Assad vowed punishment. On June 26, 1980, he escaped an assassination attempt, kicking away one of two grenades lobbed at him. (A bodyguard fatally threw himself on the other.) The next day, a military unit controlled by Hafez’s brother Rifaat stormed Tadmor Prison, in the desert near Palmyra, and massacred hundreds of suspected religious dissidents in their cells. Two weeks after that, on July 7, 1980, Assad issued Law 49, imposing a blanket death penalty on any member of the banned Muslim Brotherhood.


An open, asymmetric conflict followed, a period that would later simply be referred to as the ahdass—the events. The Islamists, centered in the cities of Hama, Aleppo, and, to a lesser degree, Jisr al-Shughour, engaged in guerrilla attacks and assassinations. Decades later, Bashar al-Assad would emulate his father in using airpower and artillery against the grounded rebels. On March 9, 1980, helicopter gunships strafed Jisr al-Shughour. Mohammad’s family fled to a village on the outskirts of the city, but it was another city, Hama, that would bear the brunt of the anti-Islamist crackdown. In February 1982, somewhere between ten thousand and thirty thousand people—perhaps more, perhaps less, nobody knows; gunmen and civilians alike—were exterminated. It was mass killing in an information blackout, but survivors remembered where the bodies were dumped and paved over: in the plot under the five-star Afamia Cham Hotel, under the streets of what became a vegetable market in the Hamidiyeh neighborhood, in a garden near the Bakr al-Sadiq Mosque. Residents of Hama didn’t dare pray over the bodies, such was the regime’s unrelenting hatred for its foes, even in death. “If you only knew what is under the hotel,” a white-haired, mustachioed man told me when I sneaked into Hama in August 2011. “I know things that I cannot speak of in front of a woman.”


Hama’s ghosts walked unavenged among the living, a vivid warning of the price of dissent in a nation where memories are long. The 1982 Hama massacre extinguished the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria, but the hunting and hounding of suspected sympathizers continued for years. A generation of Sunni children, like Mohammad and Abu Othman, grew up witnessing or hearing about the humiliation of their elders at the hands of Hafez al-Assad’s regime.


For Mohammad, one particular childhood event shaped his adulthood. He was seven when it happened. Cars full of mukhabarat drove up to the isolated hilltop cluster of flat-roofed homes outside Jisr al-Shughour where he lived. Some of the mukhabarat men waited by the convoy as others raided the home of Abu Ammar, a neighbor whom Mohammad loved like an uncle. Abu Ammar, then thirty-seven, was in the fields threshing wheat. He was dragged into a dirt patch amid the five houses where the families used to park their vehicles.


Although most of Mohammad’s distant male relatives, who numbered in the tens of hundreds, were associated with the Brotherhood and the events of Jisr al-Shughour, Mohammad’s father could not have been more removed from them. He maintained good relations with the government men in the area. He knew most of the mukhabarat agents who loomed over Abu Ammar on that early summer evening of August 5, 1986. There were few other men in the handful of homes. Most were headed by women, their husbands and sons over the age of seventeen rounded up or killed in earlier government raids against suspected Brotherhood members and other Islamists, their sympathizers, associates, friends, family, and even casual acquaintances.


The security men ordered the residents to gather outside, even the children, including Abu Ammar’s two sons. They all stood there in silence as the mukhabarat took turns beating Abu Ammar. Mohammad watched, frozen in fear, as what seemed like hours passed and Abu Ammar’s face and clothes were bloodied. It was quiet, save for the neighbor’s cries and the curses of the security men. “Who could dare to do or say anything?” Mohammad’s father recalled.


A boy of fourteen pushed through the circle and shoved one of the men doing the beating. The man’s colleagues reached for the teenager, but he escaped. They shot at him, chased him on foot. He was caught, shoved into one of their cars, and driven away. The boy was never seen again.


Abu Ammar was not a member of the Muslim Brotherhood, but his younger brother, Abu Hassan, was. In 1982, Abu Hassan helped party members flee the crackdown by smuggling them across the mountainous border into Turkey. He hid their weapons in oil drums he buried along the frontier, and then he escaped to Mosul, Iraq, where he remained until the self-proclaimed Islamic State group took the city in June 2014. (He now lives in southern Turkey.)


Abu Ammar was not the only one punished for the actions of his brother that day. As the sun started its descent, the mukhabarat pulled Abu Ammar’s elderly mother into the circle. They ripped off her clothes until she was naked, a shocking act in a village where every woman wore a headscarf. They beat her, threatened to rape her. Abu Ammar immediately relented. He said he’d tell them whatever they wanted to hear, he’d confess to anything. He was taken away.


“We went home and nobody said a word about it. My mother didn’t say anything,” recalled Mohammad more than two decades later. “I can still see it all in front of my eyes as if it’s just happening. I still feel that feeling, like I’m in a nightmare. It’s impossible to forget, it’s imprinted in me. They planted hatred in me that day, it became rooted.”


Shortly afterward, Mohammad’s father moved his young family to a mixed Christian–Alawite neighborhood in Latakia City, part of the regime’s heartland. “The aim was to be forgotten, to get away from everything that might remind me of where I was from,” Mohammad’s father said. A friend in the government helped him get a job as a civil servant in an arm of the Defense Ministry. It was as different a life from his old one as he could imagine.


Across Syria, the regime sought to deny a base to the Muslim Brotherhood, its offshoots, and other Islamists by eliminating people and intimidating places that might provide them shelter. But for Mohammad (unlike his father), the scorched-earth policy had the reverse effect: “When they imprison my uncle, my cousins—his children—will hate them. I will hate them, my other cousins will hate them, his neighbors will hate them. They did the opposite of what they wanted to do. Instead of uprooting his ties in society, they cemented them.”


Abu Ammar was charged with aiding the Brotherhood and spent eleven years in the notorious Tadmor Prison in Palmyra. He returned home on May 30, 1997. By chance, Mohammad was at the older man’s house that evening. He was in the guest room late at night when a car rumbled toward the isolated hilltop cluster of homes. Abu Ammar’s two sons, traumatized by their father’s detention, slept in the hills, afraid of being snatched by the mukhabarat, as their father had been, so Abu Ammar’s wife asked Mohammad to see who was outside. He opened the door to a man he didn’t recognize who was crying forcefully. He threw his arms around Mohammad, planted kisses on his face. “My son, you are a man,” he kept saying. “You grew up without me. You didn’t deserve to.” Mohammad didn’t know what to say. All he could do was hug the older man and welcome him home.


Abu Ammar had been released but not really freed. Every month for fourteen years, until the fall of Jisr al-Shughour in summer 2011, the farmer had to check in with the security and intelligence branches in the city, unsure each time whether he’d return home. Bribery became a regular expense, like a utility bill. It all made him feel “confined and humiliated again,” but he dared not complain. “The security had eyes everywhere,” he said. “I didn’t even trust to speak in front of my own son.”


MOHAMMAD GREW UP seeking answers to questions that were taboo in Assad’s Syria. Questions such as what happened in Jisr al-Shughour, and why an older generation of Sunni Islamists was defeated. It was a dangerous teenage curiosity, one that Mohammad’s father tried to smother. His son’s questions could land a man—or a high-school student—in jail. Mohammad’s older brother, Hossam, didn’t care about the ahdass of the late 1970s and ’80s. The siblings were two years apart, and although they shared the same group of friends, they were very different: Mohammad was sociable, Hossam reserved and apolitical. Mohammad wanted answers, but he knew better than to ask the sheikh at his local mosque.


After the routing of the Muslim Brotherhood and its allies, a regime-molded Sunni Islam filled the void. Hundreds of new mosques and Islamic institutes were seeded, the houses of worship monitored by mukhabarat, their Friday sermons approved by the state and delivered by co-opted clergy. Sufism, with its emphasis on mysticism, was traditionally Syria’s overarching Sunni dogma. The regime allowed a controlled version of it and demonized the more conservative Salafi branch of Sunni Islam. Salafism preached a return to the purist emulation of the ways of the Salaf (the companions of the Prophet Mohammad and their immediate descendants), but it was not monolithic. Its most extreme adherents were the Salafi Jihadis characterized by Al-Qaeda, although most Salafis eschewed both violence and politics. Some believed in subservience to Muslim rulers and silence on political matters. Others advocated nonviolent political participation. Salafism, in all its forms, was fringe in Syria.


Mohammad sought out the Salafi sheikhs despised by the regime. He was still in his late teens when he approached an older Salafi, Abu Barra al-Haddad, one of a handful in Latakia who rotated in and out of prison. Mohammad didn’t tell his father, whose generation he viewed as weak and servile, as if “the Assads had eaten their hearts and replaced them with fear.”


Abu Barra al-Haddad was a distant relative by marriage. That was Mohammad’s entrée. It was in Abu Barra’s living room that Mohammad met men who, once taken into their trust, provided him with CDs of Al-Qaeda propaganda. He viewed it on a desktop computer at home after his family slept. The men on the screen—the mujahideen, or holy warriors—filled Mohammad with a pride he craved. They represented “dignity, power, victory”—all the things that the Assad regime had denied an earlier generation of Islamists and that he felt his father had relinquished by taking a job in the Defense Ministry. Mohammad watched the videos and “dreamed of being part of their world.”


At university while studying mechanical engineering, he opened a computer café with four used desktops—in part to generate a little income in the evenings, but mainly to view his CDs. In 2000, after Syria was connected to the Internet, he started entering Al-Qaeda online forums, using a program that hid a user’s screen from the mainframe at Internet cafés, and another that masked its IP address, a tradecraft he learned from the men who gave him the CDs. The chat rooms included testimonies of fighters from the 1970s and ’80s, including from Jisr al-Shughour. Mohammad saved it all to CDs.


Then, September 11, 2001, radicalized his brother Hossam. The once-carefree twenty-four-year-old business administration graduate became eager to identify with a group that had shaken the mighty United States. Hossam’s sudden religious awakening was not pious and personal—it was militant, strict, and overbearing, and it clashed with Mohammad’s approach. Guided by a young Salafi recently released from prison, Hossam demanded his four sisters wear face-covering niqabs, which they refused to do. He insisted that his father, a longtime smoker, stop the habit because ultraconservative Islamists consider it a sin. “He didn’t tell him nicely, it wasn’t offered as a suggestion,” Mohammad recalled. “He wanted to force everything on them, so naturally their reaction was to do the opposite.”


Mohammad was pleased when, unlike his family, the brothers’ mutual friends readily accepted Hossam’s new ideas. Their lifestyle of girlfriends, parties, and trips to the beach ended. The small gang, all university graduates, began watching Mohammad’s contraband videos about mujahideen with the same enthusiasm they once had for televised Champions League football matches. The Chechen videos were their favorites, especially The Russian Hell, which featured the Arab foreign fighter Khattab. The meetings in private homes were dangerous. All it would take was one slipup—a word overheard in public, a misplaced CD, one person to knowingly or unwittingly attract the attention of security and intelligence agents or their informers—to expose them all.


In the same way that 9/11 set Hossam and the group on what they all considered a righteous path, the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 defined their destination. President Bashar al-Assad opposed Washington’s war on Saddam Hussein, even though Saddam helmed a rival branch of the Baath Party that had a tortuous, acrimonious history with Syria’s. For Assad, it was a question of sovereignty—and precedent; he didn’t want to be next in line for regime change. So how to hobble an American military force next door that might easily turn to Damascus next? Assad’s solution was simple—allow jihadists, foreign and local, to transit through Syria into Iraq, and in so doing achieve two objectives: identify and rid the Syrian regime of potential threats from homegrown Islamists, while at the same time keeping the Americans busy in Iraq. “The idea was we’ll send them there [to Iraq], if they die we’ll be very happy, if they don’t and they come back, we’ll arrest them because we don’t need jihadists in Syria,” Ayman Abdel-Nour said. Abdel-Nour was a senior Baathist and member of the prestigious Baath Congress, as well as one of Bashar al-Assad’s college friends, before he defected in 2007 and became one of his leading critics. “We set up training camps in the countryside around Aleppo and near the Iraqi border for them,” he said. The operation was overseen by Military Intelligence.


The jihadists, in turn, left Damascus alone. “It was in the interests of Al-Qaeda in Iraq that Syria be a conduit,” said Abu Othman, Mohammad’s old cellmate from Palestine Branch. At the time, Abu Othman was a member of a small underground circle of senior Salafi Jihadis in Aleppo. “The way we saw it, to us, Syria is a transit point and we won’t undertake any work there, in exchange for them [the regime] turning a blind eye to our people, and that’s what happened.”


The Syrian call to the Iraqi jihad was not secret. It was blessed by the 2003 fatwa from Syria’s grand mufti, declaring it obligatory for Muslims to resist the foreign occupiers next door. Busloads of volunteers entered western Iraq from eastern Syria. The Americans and their regional allies knew what Damascus was doing. In August 2007, Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki “directly confronted” Bashar al-Assad in Damascus “with details about these camps and infiltration routes, including specific names and places.” He told Assad he was “sick and tired of interference in Iraqi internal affairs by Assef Shawkat,” according to leaked State Department cables. Shawkat was Assad’s brother-in-law and the head of Military Intelligence. In December 2008, CENTCOM commander General David Petraeus told the Lebanese president that “we know for a fact that Syrian Military Intelligence Director [Shawkat] is aware of this issue, as is President Assad.” Both the Lebanese president and the head of Jordan’s intelligence services warned Assad that “the US knew about these activities and urged him to take action, but their warnings were unheeded.” In 2007, in the Iraqi border town of Sinjar, the US military captured more than six hundred Al-Qaeda in Iraq personnel files detailing a one-year period from August 2006 to August 2007. All of the foreign fighters in the records had entered Iraq from Syria. Syrians made up the third-largest contingent of foreign fighters, after Libyans and Saudis, and almost 42 percent of jihadis in the so-called Sinjar records listed at least one contact in Syria. Many listed multiple contacts. At least ninety-five Syrian coordinators were identified by name.


In Latakia, a handful of Syrians facilitated the journey to jihad in Iraq, including Mohammad’s mentor, Abu Barra al-Haddad. When coordinators were arrested, Mohammad and his associates would watch carefully when they were released, and under what circumstances—wary of infiltrators, mukhabarat spies, and collaborators. Online jihadi forums like Minbar Suria al-Islami warned would-be recruits that if a Syrian facilitator was not operating “in a framework of total secrecy . . . you can be sure [he] is connected to the tyrant’s security services and is nothing more than a trap for the mujahideen.” In 2010, Syria’s Intelligence chief, General Ali Mamlouk, boasted to an American delegation that his men infiltrated ultraconservative groups. “We are practical and not theoretical,” he said in a leaked State Department cable. “In principle, we don’t attack or kill them immediately. Instead, we embed ourselves in them and only at the opportune moment do we move.” Some of the would-be jihadis were arrested by Syrian mukhabarat posing as facilitators before they crossed the border.


Mohammad knew at least twenty-five Salafis from Latakia who went to Iraq, including his brother Hossam and most of their mutual friends. Hossam slipped away without saying good-bye to anyone except his fiancée (the sister of his Salafi mentor), a week after Mohammad’s engagement in early November 2004. Mohammad found a page-long farewell note jutting out of a book atop a chest of drawers. It included short personal messages to his parents and siblings. “He told me that he was certain that this was the right path, and that I should walk along it as well,” Mohammad said, but he had no desire to follow his brother. “Instead of going to die in Iraq,” he said, “they could have helped establish a base for this thought in our society, to actively propagate it.” Hossam’s letter ended with a pledge: “We are coming, Bashar. We will return.” Mohammad’s father burned the note. The father was summoned to several mukhabarat branches to account for his son’s disappearance. “I told them I didn’t know, which was the truth,” Mohammad’s father said. “I was sure they knew more about where he was than I did. A bird could not fly from Latakia to the Iraqi border without them knowing about it, so what about a man?”


A week later, Hossam called his younger brother. Mohammad had a cell phone with a SIM card that wasn’t registered in his name and couldn’t be easily traced to him. The SIM belonged to a Somali, a client of Abu Ammar’s sons, who had transited through Syria. The sons had made good use of their village’s proximity to the Turkish border to smuggle people across the frontier. It was their Western Union transfers that had landed Mohammad in solitary confinement for 111 days. Mohammad occasionally helped guide the groups over the border, along routes that would come in handy after the start of the Syrian uprising.


Hossam told Mohammad that he had pledged allegiance, or bayaa, to the Jordanian Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s Al-Qaeda in the Land of the Two Rivers, al tanzim, the organization, as Al-Qaeda was better known. Abu Barra al-Haddad had helped Hossam get there. From Latakia, Hossam traveled to Aleppo, then east to Deir Ezzor, the border town of Al-Bukamal, and across a vast, sandy frontier into Iraq. After 2011, jihadis would reverse the route.


Mohammad fielded calls from most of the Latakians who went to Iraq. They used code words and offered minimal information—just enough for Mohammad to understand they were okay and to physically visit their families and relay that. Without much effort, he had become a node in a network of foreign fighters that was largely Al-Qaeda.


The Syrians fought in what the Americans called Operation Phantom Fury, the second battle for the Iraqi city of Fallujah, in Anbar Province. It lasted from early November until Christmas Eve 2004 and was the bloodiest battle for US troops in Iraq. It also claimed many of the Latakians. The tanzim in Iraq would call families to tell them if their son had been killed. “Sometimes the calls would come through me, but often directly to their families, especially if it was a death,” Mohammad said.


He was never contacted by the tanzim about his brother. Hossam’s last communication was on November 28, 2004. His weeks-long mission to Iraq profoundly changed his family. After his disappearance, his sisters voluntarily did what he had demanded they do, and donned the niqab. The family started praying regularly and studying the Quran. Some of his siblings assumed Hossam was killed in Fallujah. Others, like Mohammad, believed he was detained and was in either an Iraqi or a Syrian prison, or was later killed in detention. Hossam’s fiancée insists he is still alive, although she has no proof. She is still waiting for him to come home, more than a decade later.


HOSSAM DIDN’T RETURN, but from 2004 onward many battle-hardened Syrian Salafi Jihadis did. Their homecoming coincided with small bombings and shootouts with Syrian security forces, the first incidents since the 1980s. Officials blamed religious extremists and began rounding up suspected Islamist veterans of Iraq. “The Jihadists,” as the former Baathist Ayman Abdel-Nour put it, “were supposed to kill Americans, not Syrians.”


The Salafis were tossed into the three-story Sednaya Military Prison, some thirty kilometers north of Damascus. Each of its three floors was divided into two wings, right and left, which were each further subdivided into three parts. Several hundred Muslim Brotherhood men detained since the 1970s and ’80s were on the second floor. The Salafi Jihadis lived in isolation in most of the third, an area the inmates termed “the black door.” Their jailers called it the Al-Qaeda wing. The Salafi Jihadis were divided into two groups—those who adhered to the ideology and had committed what amounted to “thought crimes” but nothing more were on the right; those who had carried arms were on the left.

OEBPS/images/map.jpg
TURKEY

Mersin

Meditgrranean
§e5

IRAQ

—_——

J0RDAN






OEBPS/images/9781786074188.jpg
‘Rania Abouzeid has Eroduced a masterpiece’
Robert F. Worth, former Beirut bureau chief of the New York Times

NO
TURNING
BACK

Life, Loss, and Hope
in Wartime Syria






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





