A week in Iraqi Kurdistan1
Sunday, 1st November 2009
Vienna to Erbil
We flew direct to Erbil from a cold and grey Vienna. There was cloud over Turkey,
but then the dry, brown hills of Northern Iraq appeared. Soon, we saw a city
surrounding a large, oval mound. We were approaching Erbil and its 8,000 yearold Citadel. When the plane was above the city, the pilot started the descent by
corkscrewing down to the airport in a series of steep circles – apparently standard
procedure for landings in Iraq to minimise the risk of attack from the ground. Our
plane was the only one at the airport. As we disembarked, there seemed to be a
smell of oil in the air. The light was flat and dull – almost as if there had been a
sand storm.2
After dark, we walked down the Kirkuk Road – past pharmacies, computer stores,
a dental centre, clothes shops and building sites. In the distance, we could see
the illuminated Shekih Chooli Minaret. We ate kebab and chicken and rice in a
café with tables of men. Women were eating behind a screen. We walked on
round to the bazaar, where the shops were shut, and past the dark mass of the
Citadel, high above us on the right. There were a few traffic policemen, but very
little other policing or army presence.3
We went back to the hotel and at 9 p.m. met H, our only contact in Erbil. He is a
professor at the university – short, moustached, wearing a brown suit, white shirt
and no tie. He spoke excellent, rapid English and had completed his M.A. on the
novels of Evelyn Waugh. He had huge expectations for his nine-year old son who
attended a school where he was taught maths in English. H was optimistic about
the future, but had a deep sense of the oppression suffered by the Kurds. He
talked about the need for the next generation to remember what has happened
over the last few decades, but his son asked “Why do you always talk about
Saddam?”

Monday, 2nd November 2009
Erbil to Dohuk4
H drove us to the Northern Garage – an open area with many white and orange
taxis, but not much activity. A man was calling out “Mosul.” After a short wait, we
left for Dohuk in a shared taxi with two other people. H noted its registration
number “for security” and confirmed with the driver that we would go direct to
Dohuk, but while we were still in Erbil, the driver ignored a sign for Dohuk and
started following signs for Mosul. After filling up with petrol, he headed onto the
wide six lane highway to Mosul. Mosul was not safe for Westerners, but what
could we do, except look at each other and trust the driver? The road was busy –
lots of traffic, including huge Turkish lorries. The countryside was flat and brown,
with a few herds of sheep and ugly concrete buildings. We started to pass small
military outposts on mounds, all with Kurdish flags – a horizontal red, white and
green tri-colour with a yellow sun. There were more signs to Mosul and then a
long bridge over a river, the Nahr Al Zab U Kabir, with check points on both sides,
manned by soldiers of the Kurdish Regional Governate (KRG). There was a long
queue heading east but we were waved through. We had left the safe-haven of

the KRG and, contrary to everything that we had agreed in advance, had entered
Iraq proper.
The signs were counting down the distance to Mosul – 40 km, 27 km and then 20
km. That was where we turned right onto a narrow road (probably close to
Nineveh). By now, there were red, white and black Iraqi flags. The check-points
were no longer manned by KRG soldiers. Some of the men had navy uniforms.
There were lots of guns. Despite the number of check points, it wasn’t until we
were heading north towards Dohuk that our passports were checked. At least one
of the soldiers who examined them could not read Roman script. One of the other
passengers in the car said he was Turkish and had some form of ID document
which even to us looked dubious – the circular red stamp did not cover the photo
which seemed simply to have been stapled onto someone else’s card. He
appeared nervous at the check points.
As we drove northwards, we started climbing. There was a Kurdish village of mud
brick, flat-roofed houses on the right and a large grain silo to the left. With some
relief, we stopped at a check point which marked our entry back into the KRG. As
we entered the Dohuk Valley, the scenery changed – a deep valley through rocky
hills with small green trees.5
DOHUK was a large town, spreading over both sides of a wide valley. It was
expanding, with huge amounts of new building, including a big, new church on the
left. There was no old town centre and no old buildings. With its grey concrete
buildings and bustling bazaar, it felt quite like Ramallah. High above town, a
large KRG flag had been painted onto the rock of the mountain side.
We wanted to visit the Dohuk Traditional Museum, but were unable to find anyone
who spoke English. We showed the man in the hotel a photo of the museum, but
he did not recognise it. After walking around the centre of town, we showed the
photo of the museum to some traffic policemen who recognised it and directed us
to it, but it was closed. We wandered into the courtyard of the Institute of Fine
Arts next to it. Most of the art students wore jeans. Some women had head
scarves. There were classical figurines in the garden, almost Roman in
appearance.
We sat on a bench next to a chai stall on the edge of the bazaar, drinking tea,
Turkish style in a glass. I took photos of some of the old men in Kurdish kutek w
sherwal 6 - long baggy trousers with the legs splitting at knee level and
cummerbund-like belts. These men wore navy and white jamadany (turbans) and
fingered worry beads.

At a chai stall in Dohuk

A young man, Y, came up and talked to us. He was the first person that we had
met apart from H who spoke any English. He had worked for the American army
in Mosul as a translator, but his English was not good enough for a proper
conversation. We said that we were going to visit the mosque and he offered to
take us – but took us instead to a Chaldean Church. Y said it was very old, but it
did not look it. Y knocked on the door and rang a bell. A woman in a skirt came
down from the flat above and unlocked the church door. Inside, there were
wooden benches, a large cross, some stone carving which looked almost Islamic
and photos of priests in claret cassocks. One was said to have come from Paris.
On Fridays, the church had twenty to thirty worshippers.
The main mosque was in the bazaar. The prayer hall was rectangular and
carpeted, but without much decoration. There were about 25 men praying, many
in kutek w sherwal. With sun light streaming through the plain glass windows,
there was a sense of peaceful reverence.

Dohuk: (1) the Chaldean Church (2) the main mosque; and (3) its minaret

We walked through the bazaar, with its wide, open lanes, in some places covered
with clear plastic. There were shops selling gold, shoes and clothes. When
closed, some of the shops had metal shutters, others just a cloth covering the
front. Underneath, below ground level, there was a market with vegetable and
fruit stalls. Y took us to army surplus stalls, selling knives and uniforms. One of
the stall holders spoke near perfect American. He too had worked with the
Americans in Mosul. He talked about suicide and illness within his family, and
said that so many of his siblings had died that his mother refused to let him go
back to work with the Americans. We spoke to another man whose father was
living in Hull. We also chatted to some of a score or so Bangladeshi labourers
who had a contract to clear refuse in the town.
By now the DOHUK TRADITIONAL MUSEUM was open. There was nothing really
old, but the exhibits were interesting – drinking vessels, rugs and carpets,
mannequins in traditional costume (Muslim, Christian and Yezidi, but all Kurdish),
guns, coins, records and record players (wind-up and electric), a tape recorder, a
transistor radio, a souvenir bag from Athens, a quartz watch, a horse shoe, shoe
soles and some torque bracelets. It felt like a family memorial of everyday life, all
the more poignant given what we knew about the suffering of the Kurdish people.
We sheltered from a torrential storm on the edge of the museum garden, drinking
tea, and then chatted with R, a Kurdish playwright, dramatist and actor who had
left Dohuk in 1993 and now lived in Germany with his Kurdish wife and children.
He was bald with a very small goatee beard and moustache – a cultured man who
spoke excellent English. He showed us a book recording Kurdish theatre from
1930 to 2006, with posters for some of his work.7 I asked R what he thought
about the Americans. He said that the Kurds were like a man drowning in the sea
who was offered an arm from a man in a boat, but then saw that the arm was on
fire. He said the Kurds had always suffered from war. “Every ten years there is a
war.” His family had to “start again from zero three times”. When talking about

Kurdistan, he felt a deep sadness about the past, but optimism for the future. He
said little about his personal experiences during the rule of Saddam, and the
theatre book only hinted at the courage involved in performing alternative theatre
under a repressive regime. Like all the English speaking Kurds we met, he
showed warmth, friendship, generosity and hospitality towards us, as guests in his
country. He went out of his way to help us. We were brought more tea and water
and baklava. It grew dark and cold. The rain stopped and the moon came out.
We walked back to the hotel, collected our fleeces and jackets and went to look
for supper – chicken kebab in pitta in a small, bright, white tiled restaurant on the
main street. There were three women eating in the café. Near the hotel, there
was a large room of men playing cards and dominoes. They had no drinks of any
kind, but there was an alcohol shop next door.
Back at the hotel, there was a power cut, but the hotel generator kicked in.

Tuesday, 3rd November 2009
Around Dohuk and then back to Erbil
It dawned grey and misty. We had breakfast in another bright, white tiled café
just down the road – buzzing with men eating kebabs and chicken, and waiters in
blue shirts and ties. We ate unleavened bread, yoghurt, olives, honeycomb and
tea. Outside, traffic policemen were putting tickets on illegally parked cars.
M, a car salesman, who was our driver for the day, arrived at 10 a.m., in a Honda
Sonata, with temporary plates.
CHEWAR STOON CAVE IN GELI GELI GORGE. M drove to the outskirts of town, into
a deep gorge and parked below a high dam built by Japanese engineers. The
dam had a large KRG flag painted onto it. Beneath the dam there were concrete
channels and trees, with picnic spots and shelters. We climbed up steep steps to
two reliefs mounted on concrete. First, Cyaxares, King of Median, 625 – 585 BC,
who unified the Kurds. He stood, beneficent, with one palm raised, holding a staff
or bow. Then, Ahura Mazda, the great winged symbol of Zarathustr.

Chewar Stoon Cave; (1) Cyaxares (2) Ahura Mazda

Further up the hill, high above the valley, a small settlement had been excavated,
with an altar and “a smelting place.” We descended through a tunnel cut out of
rock and round a corner where we came upon a large blackened cave. There was
a strong smell, but we could not tell whether it smelt of bats or urine, or perhaps
both. Chewar Stoon was a pretty place, even though it was dominated by the dam
and despite the drizzle and gloomy clouds. M said that in summer, so many
people came here in the evening that it was impossible to park.
Back in town, we visited SAINT ITH LLAHA CHURCH (described by R yesterday as
Bavani). It was modern, concrete, light, and lofty, with a stained glass window in
the shape of a cross. There were modern statues of Christ and Mary, polished
wooden pews and plastic lilies left over from a wedding. The altar was covered
with net curtains.
Outside, there was a tower, a cupola and prominent air
conditioning units. M tried to find the priest, but “the father” was not there.
There was no sign of the graves dating back 1,000 years about which we had

read. M said that during Saddam’s time, the church was “dispossessed” and a
prominent Ba’athist built a house on the site.
In the rain, M drove south, and then east, away from Dohuk, into the hills. We
passed the UN Northern Iraq Telecommunications Project and “a tourist complex
being built by a millionaire.” We saw a modern stone castle with a circular tower
used by the army in Saddam’s time. M said that Kurds were not allowed in this
area then. The castle looked very much like a medieval castle and no doubt
served the same purpose. There were low trees, brown grass and limestone-like
rock, but very few villages – some single storey stone houses, with flat earth roofs.
The villages looked rough and poor. Not all of them had electricity. M talked
about depopulation – we drove past the place where his grandfather used to live,
but now, out of dozens of children and grand-children, only one cousin remained.
Much of the agricultural base of Kurdish rural society was destroyed by Saddam.
There were a few large tents occupied by Arab shepherds from south of Mosul
and a few herds of sheep.
After another Saddam era fort, we came to a road barrier and turned up a valley
to the YEZIDI TEMPLE OF LALISH. According to Yezidi mythology, Lalish “is the
most ancient place on the globe ever discovered.” Concrete security barriers,
painted green, prevented vehicular access - there have been fatal attacks by
Muslim fundamentalists upon Yezidi villagers, whom they describe as “devil
worshippers”8. We walked up the hill, past stone buildings. Rain drops fell from
the leaves of fig and olive trees. Three women without scarves waved from an
upstairs window. A man in white trousers ran down the hill, barefoot, despite the
rain. The temple complex was built of stone, with a heavy wooden door, which
had a black vertical snake to the side. We took off our shoes and walked across
the courtyard. We were told not to step on any threshold. Inside the courtyard, a
student television crew were interviewing the priest. There was no electricity in
the pitch-black rooms and we were shown round by a man with a battery torch. In
a long room, a water channel led into a square stone bath, used for baptisms.
Further on into the complex of rooms, there were hangings and carpets on clothes
lines. Tombs were wrapped in cheap looking satin or rayon. We were told that
the devotees untied and retied the corner knots on these hangings three times
before making wishes. We passed through a small square room with a very holy
tomb and into a barrel-vaulted chamber with dozens of olive oil pots – some
made of pottery with narrow necks and handles, while others were metal
petroleum oil barrels which had been re-cycled. Each day, the olive oil was used
to light a small fire in 366 places, some inside, some outside.
M was highly critical of the Yezidis, repeating the allegation that they were devil
worshippers because of their veneration of Shaytan, the name given in the Holy
Koran for Satan. (In Yezidi belief, Melek Tawus, the Peacock Angel, also known as
Shaytan, is the leader of the angels, not a fallen angel.) M said the Yezidis had
taken elements of Islam and Christianity and mixed them together9. I took photos
of the priest and a worshipper from Shingar.

The Yezidi Temple of Lalish

M drove back to his family’s house in Dohuk. His father was a rice and sweet
merchant in the bazaar and the house was large, new, with three storeys and was
built of concrete. M lived there with his wife, young daughter, his parents and
brothers. Two of his uncles had houses nearby. We were ushered into a large
formal room with four wooden sofas, four arm chairs, four small tables and a
framed picture of a snowy mountain scene. There were no personal belongings in
the room. M’s brother, a bearded music student wearing a blue, white and red
Adidas track suit, brought tea, walnuts and sweet pastries baked by his mother.
M then drove along the western Mosul road to HALAMATA CAVE on Shindokhan
Mountain (“the black mountain”). There was lots of traffic, including many
Turkish lorries. New flyovers and bridges were being built. Although M had lived in
Dohuk all his life and Halamata is just outside town, he did not know the way to
the cave. He asked directions from five Kurdish men wearing red and white
jamadany who were sitting outside a single storey stone house. He then followed
a good tarmac road up to the top of the mountain where a turbaned soldier in a
sentry box stopped us. M was obviously asking how to get to the cave, but the
soldier seemed to be asking as many questions. At one point, he went to pick up
his gun, but then shook hands with us. We followed a steep path down the
mountain, to the sound of Dohuk – traffic horns and the call to prayer. The city
was just visible through the gloom far below us. Halamata was not so much a
cave, more a small overhanging cliff, with three identical friezes carved out of the
rock. Each depicted eight men facing left and one facing right. They seemed to
be carrying tribute – sheaves of corn, bowls, rings etc, much like some of the
friezes at Persepolis in Iran. One man was riding a horse, one sitting on a chair,
while others were astride different animals. Some were crowned, some were
bearded. Some figures were well preserved, some were damaged. They date
back to the reign of the Assyrian King Sanhareeb (704 – 581 BC).

Halamata Cave on Shindokhan Mountain

As we climbed back up the hill, the heavens opened. We slithered back up
through a hail storm to the sound of thunder and the flashes of lightening.

Further down the valley, the countryside was covered in snow or hail stones. The
traffic jams were worse in the mud and flooding as M slowly drove back into
Dohuk.
M dropped us in the shared taxi street a little after 4 p.m. A man said “Erbil”. M
confirmed the details and drove us to the man’s car, a small Nissan parked at the
back of the Dohuk Motel. The driver went back to the shared taxi street, picked
up some cans of paint and we set off. As we were leaving town, he pulled into the
side of the road, near a small shop, and, with a loud bang, crashed into a
Mercedes. The damage to the Mercedes was clearly visible, but its driver did not
seem concerned. We set off again, and picked up a Yezidi man who was going to
a village just beyond the mountains.
Darkness fell soon after we reached the plain. Our driver overtook lines of lorries
on the narrow roads. Some of the check points were unmanned. At others,
soldiers simply looked into the car, but neither our papers, nor the car boot was
inspected until the last check point before Erbil. There were no street lights in the
small towns or villages. In the countryside, there seemed to be more buildings
with lights in the dark than had been apparent during daytime. Half an hour
before Erbil, the driver picked up a friend from a house on the other side of the
road. He wore a suit, strong after shave and smoked. He laughed and joked
loudly, clicking his fingers to the music playing on the car radio. Neither he nor
the driver spoke any English, and it was impossible to explain the whereabouts of
our destination in Erbil. Everyone simply spoke louder. They diverted to find a
man who spoke English, and we explained we wanted to go to the bazaar. As we
approached the centre of town, we signalled right, left and straight on.10

Wednesday, 4th November 2009
Erbil to Sulaimaniya
B, our driver for the next two days, arrived at the hotel at 9 a.m. in his 2006
Toyota Corolla. He was aged 24, the son of a vet, worked in one of the
government ministries, and spoke excellent English. Even though there was an
excellent eight lane highway to the edge of Erbil, there was so much traffic that it
was half an hour before we reached countryside. There was new building all the
way to the edge of the city – houses, malls, offices, universities, government
buildings etc. It seems that the source of wealth is three-fold – oil, returning
exiles who have made money abroad and investment from the rest of Iraq
attracted by the stability in the KRG. We crossed a plain, and then drove into
brown hills. There were a few flocks of sheep and some Arab shepherds’ tents. B
said that the absence of villages was the result of Saddam’s destruction.
The next settlement that we reached was KOYE (Koisanjac), an old town with
stone houses and some narrow streets. In an alleyway, we talked to a woman
who said there had been a flood three days previously. She pointed to an open
drain. The metal cover had been washed away. We walked through a stone arch
into the courtyard of a house shared by three families. There was an orange tree
and a woman preparing vegetables for dolma. Inside, there was a room with
carpets, but no furniture. We passed the offices of the Kurdish Communist Party.
B said “Communism is dead in the Soviet Union. Why are they still arguing for it in
the KRG?”

In the bazaar, what seemed to be an uninteresting new courtyard for a mosque
with an ugly green tiled dome turned out to be the entrance to the fine Mzgawti
Gawra (“the big mosque”). It was build by Hagi Mala Bakir Agha in 1844 AD
(1260 or 1261 in the Islamic calendar) with money from the Hawisas, one of the
two main families in town. The recently repainted main prayer hall was square,
with short thick columns of a stripy sedimentary rock supporting arches. Above
the prayer hall, there was a dome. There were smaller aisles on either side. The
stone mimbar and mihrab both had carved flowers at their base. The original
clock was still working. Overall, the mosque was light and well-proportioned. A
friendly man from the mosque showed us through the bazaar to the Great Khan,
described as “once a bazaar”, but seemingly originally the house of the other
main family. It looked like a caravanserai, with the entrance through an arch with
a heavy wooden door, into a square courtyard with two storeys of arches. There
were the remains of some fine stone work, but it had fallen into disrepair and
multi-occupation. The courtyard had piles of animal manure, some chickens, a
rabbit and four old men. In the bazaar, we met J, a dairy farmer from New Mexico,
the first westerner we had seen since leaving Erbil airport. He was working on a
dairy project, had been in Koye for a year and had learnt some Kurdish. B was
convinced that he was looking for ancient remains and treasure.

Koye: (1), (2) and (3) Mzgawti Gawra (“the big mosque”); and (4) the Great Khan

We drank chai on the street and I photographed two old men. One put his mobile
phone away before posing. He showed us his ID card with a photograph of

himself when he was far younger. People brought documents to him to read while
he was sitting drinking tea. There was far more that was old (i.e. older than fifty
years) in Koye than anywhere else seen so far in the KRG.

Koye

B drove out of town, past a new university and over a high hill to the east. He
described being driven over the hill by his mother during the war between the PDK
(Kurdistan Democratic Party) and the PUK (the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan - he
called them Uni-K) when he was five years old and seeing bombs falling and fires
burning in Koye. Terrified, he had asked his mother how they could go on. She
said they had to. Beyond the high hill, there were valleys, more hills and a few
villages – some rebuilt with breeze block. There were more sheep and some
arable farming. At Dukan, below a reservoir and a dam, there were large fresh
water fish hanging outside shops. On the south side of the road, there was an old
castle, high above the river. Later, there was a large cement works on the right, a
castle-like prison on the left and a military check-point.
SULAIMANIYA. Sulaimaniya was another large, rapidly expanding city, with wide
roads. There were major road works on Salim Street where men were building
new underpasses. Many of the trees had been cut down, but it had more of a feel
of an established city than Erbil which, apart from the Citadel, seemed like a small
town which had grown rapidly in recent years. On Salim Street there was one
large office tower, with more under construction.11
The Sulaimaniya Museum had an excellent historical and archaeological
collection, displayed in traditional 1950s glass cases, but everything was labelled
in Arabic, Kurdish and English. There were phenomenally old exhibits, including
 black and white vases from the Samarra Period (6th millennium BC – i.e.
c8,000 years old);
 statues from the Early Dynastic Period (2,900 – 2,350 BC);
 an intricate statue of a woman holding a baby from the Old Babylonian
Period (2,000 – 1,500 BC);
 a gypsum copy of the Hammurabi Stele (1,792 – 1,750 BC). It portrayed
Hammurabi standing in front of Shamash, the God of Justice, receiving the

symbol of justice and 283 laws (similar to one of the stelae I saw in the
Archaeological Museum in Tehran);
 ivory plaques of men and women from the New Assyrian Period (912 –
612 BC);
 statues from Hatra;
 a skeleton of a woman in a foetal position from a coffin.
A reminder that Mesopotamia really was one of the birth places of civilisation.
We walked on past some lush green gardens and into the bustling bazaar area –
more of a street with small shops. There were far, far more men on the street
than women. Of the women who were out, a few had head scarves, but more had
bare heads. Some women wore long, loose black coverings. Most men were in
western dress or kutek w sherwal – we only saw one man in a white dishdasha
and kaffiyeh12. There were juice vendors, mobile phone sellers, clothes shops
and a huge traffic jam. There were stalls selling red apples and red
pomegranates. We walked past a large modern mosque. We met B and carried
on walking with him. A man was giving out free copies of a Marxist newspaper
October. In the public gardens, there were busts of Kurdish poets and dramatists,
including Sharafkhan Baltisy (1543 – 1604). We tried to buy a local mobile
phone sim card, but the shop required a passport photocopy and an additional
photograph. (Interesting when comparing the lack of any security measures when
buying a “pay as you go” phone in London.) Darkness fell rapidly around 5 p.m.
and all the shops were closed by 6 p.m. We went into the Chaikanai Sha’ab, a
sunken brick tea-shop with many photos and paintings of Kurdish leaders,
fighters and poets. They had stopped serving tea and a man was washing the
floor, but the owner was friendly, asked us to write in his visitors’ book and posed
for photos. As we walked back to the hotel, following two women, B said that
women in Sulaimaniya were freer than in Erbil, where they could not go out at
night on their own.
That evening, we went to B’s aunt’s house – a modern concrete building with a
locked metal gate leading into a walled front yard with michaelmas daisies and a
fig tree. We sat in the formal front room, with sofas and chairs flat against the
walls and a cabinet containing crockery. The aunt had three sons (a married
technician, a student at agricultural college and a 16 year-old at school) and one
daughter (graduated as an engineering assistant). Her husband lived in
Manchester. We were served chick pea soup, bread, tea and fruit, including
quinces. It seemed that every Kurd that we met talked about suffering. B
described how, when he was five, there were fears that Saddam’s army would
round up Kurdish civilians. As a result, there was a mass exodus. All the family
walked for days to the Iranian border with no food or water. After crossing the
border, they were taken into Iranian Kurds’ houses and mosques and given
bread. Most graphically, he described how he had become separated from his
parents and did not find them for two days. He also talked about a relative who
had been killed. The family were very friendly and extremely hospitable, but I
found it an uneasy, unsettling, depressing evening, listening to the descriptions of
Saddam’s oppression of the Kurds and thinking about the present day oppression
of women in Kurdish society. B had a blind faith that the current Kurdish
government was right, was certain that the authorities in Sulaimaniya were
corrupt, and sure that those in Erbil were honest.

Thursday, 5th November 2009
Sulaimaniya to Erbil
The previous day we enquired about AMNA SURAKA (the torture museum –
suraka means “red”). B did not know about it, but his cousins told him where it
was. It used to house the Ba’athist security forces. Its concrete walls were pock
marked with bullet holes, but surrounded by greenery and privet hedges. The
officers’ quarters were bare rooms, with colour photos of the Kurdish struggle,
including
 groups of prisoners about to be shot by Saddam’s soldiers;
 buildings about to be demolished by the Iraqi army;
 dead bodies of men who had been shot or burnt, lying singly and in groups;
 the exhumation of bodies from mass burials;
 the 1991 exodus, with lines of people walking uphill through snow. (B
talked again about his experiences when he was five, of how he cried
during the march over the mountains because his new red shoes became
muddy and of how he saw three dead babies.);
 Peshmerga marching over a pass in snow and camouflaged with tree
branches;
 a man pointing a gun in the street, burnt out tanks with taxis driving by and
Amna Suraka under attack.
Many of the photos were poor quality and out of focus, but that only added to
their power.
There was a hangman’s noose at one end of one of the rooms.
Nearby, there were prison cells, some illuminated only by a red light. One of the
larger rooms had a cage. There was a statue of a man with his feet tied to a pole
being beaten with a stick. There was a statue of a man hanging by his arms from
a bar with electrodes attached to his ears and a wire leading from a battery.
There were men’s, women’s and teenager’s cells, with blankets lying on the floor.
There were graffiti - drawings of birds, a calendar, words written by a teacher and
a scribbling from a teenager to his mother saying he was going to die and would
not see her again.
Then we walked over to what used to be the office block. It was far lighter, with
collections of carpets and rugs, including kilims and felts. The best were jajim.
There were also mannequins with traditional Kurdish dress, jewellery and a room
with cabinets with scores of guns and a notice stating “We neither manufactured
these weapons nor feel proud exhibiting them. In fact, these were used by those
who threatened our existence. We also admit that these very weapons helped us
achieve our freedom.” We talked to the director who described his plans to finish
the museum. A, a bearded Kurdish artist with a UK passport, came up to us and
invited us to the opening of his Exhibition of Iraqi and Kurdish Art on Saturday.
Ambassadors had been invited. Unfortunately, we had to be back in Erbil. (The
following Saturday, we saw the opening on Kurdish television.)
In the courtyard, between the buildings, there were tanks, guns and lorries. Even
more striking was a statue of six students bound together with holes in their
heads. The director said that although they had been innocent, they were
randomly shot in revenge for the killing of Ba’athist teacher.

Next, there was a basement corridor, with walls of broken mirror fragments and
small white lights wired to the low ceiling. The five thousand mirror fragments
represented the five thousand Kurdish villages destroyed by Saddam. The
180,000 lights represented the Kurds killed by Iraqi forces during the anfal,
Saddam’s campaign against the Kurdish population between 1987 and 1989.13
Adjoining this corridor there was a traditional Kurdish room with a woman’s
wedding costume and her trousseau. The explanation given was that the bride’s
fiancée was killed and she never married.
Finally, there was a bare concrete basement, with large photographs of the dead
bodies following the Halabja Massacre. There was a smell of sulphurous gas in
the air.
It was indescribably powerful.

Sulaimaniya: Amna Suraka Museum

We left the museum, feeling drained. We sat silently in the car as B drove out of
Sulaimaniya. After we had left town, I asked B what he thought about the
Americans. He said “They are your friend if it is good for them.” I asked him
about the American government. He said “We hate Bush. He is a cocaine addict.
Maybe Obama is better. … The invasion was good, because it ended the
Ba’athists, but the Americans steal everything, they take the oil, and they looted
the Baghdad Museum.”
We noted that we were driving back towards Erbil along the same route we had
followed the previous day. I asked B why we were not taking the more northerly
route to Qeladze, which we had agreed and which passed through the mountains,
close to the Iranian border. B said that his cousins had told him that it was too
dangerous because the Iranian army was shelling PKK (Kurdistan Workers' Party)
positions just south of the border. (H later confirmed this. The UK FCO advice is
to avoid the areas bordering Iran.)
Before Koye, we turned north-eastwards, towards Raniya and Qeladze. There
were steep rocky mountains to our left and flat agricultural land to our right. The
road by-passed Raniya.
QELADZE. Architecturally, there was nothing to see in Qeladze. There were no old
buildings. There was a low bazaar with shops with earthen roofs. There was a
modern concrete mosque with no mihrab or mimbar. Inside the mosque, we were
surrounded by animated men complaining that the government had sent no
money to improve the building. They needed money for several more mosques. B
thought the town was poor and undeveloped. He did not want to eat there,
because he did not trust the food – but it was lively, the shops were fully
provisioned and there were plenty of cars. There were some women on the
streets and in the bazaar, but they were vastly outnumbered by men. There were
few women without head scarves. Most wore 1970s style Iranian chadors. The
town felt far more conservative. B had initially spoken to a traffic policeman who
had directed him to a garage (an open parking lot surrounded by buildings), but
then a soldier with a gun came up to us and told us to follow him. We walked to a
military post in a courtyard. In a small room, there were seven soldiers, five in
uniform (camouflage fatigues and green sweaters), two with guns. After our

passports had been checked, the soldiers were all very friendly. They took photos
of us with their mobile phones and we took photos of them. Almost all had been
peshmerga. They said that Qeladze had been destroyed by Ba’athist forces in
1989 and since rebuilt – hence the lack of old buildings. (Paul Rich, in his
introduction to Rupert Hay’s Two Years in Kurdistan writes that the town was
“napalmed and then razed” in the spring of 1974.14) Before we left town, we
bought four bottles of water. The shop keeper initially refused any payment.
Where else in the world would a shop keeper try to refuse payment? There was
nothing of conventional tourist interest in Qeladze, and B did not understand why
we wanted to visit the town, but we found it fascinating.

Soldiers in a military post in Qeladze

In the evening light, we drove back, past Raniya and then took a right turn via
Hiran to Shaqlawa. There were hills, more farmland and some villages – mostly
single storey houses built of breeze blocks with flat wood and earth roofs,
sometimes with blue plastic sheeting held down by rocks or bags of earth. There
were a few houses of original stone construction. We passed another modern
military castle. There were pomegranate bushes near Hiron.
SHAQLAWA. B asked a woman, who was probably a Christian teacher, the way to
RABBAN BEYA. We drove past a modern church and up the hill to a car park.
Brick steps led steeply uphill. Near the top of the steps, there was a shallow cave
with multi-coloured candle wax where Christians prayed. The path then became
steep and rocky, as it led into a gully, with high rocks on either side. After a
further steep climb, we came to metal steps, a stone wall, an arch and a cave.
This was a site which was holy to both Muslims and Christians. There were views
across the valley and sounds coming from the town below, but not much else to
see. There were higher caves on the other side of the gully.

Shaqlawa: Rabban Beya

B drove back to Erbil in the dark.

Friday, 6th November 2009
Erbil
ERBIL CITADEL Erbil15 is one of the oldest continuously inhabited cities in the
world. Not far from Erbil, Alexander the Great defeated the last Persian emperor,
Darius III at the Battle of Gaugamela in 331 BC. Erbil Citadel is a huge, brown,
man-made mound, dating back to 6,000 BC. It rises up 30 metres above the
modern city and is perhaps a kilometre long and a couple of hundred metres
wide. We walked up the steps, past cheap woven portraits, around a large statue
of the turbaned Ibn Al Mustawfi reading a book and through a new brick gateway
into the Citadel. Immediately to the left, there were a couple of antique shops,
but they, the Textile Museum and one house were the only occupied buildings.
Although this was one of the cradles of urban civilisation, all the inhabitants,
except for one, were moved out a year or so ago and given plots of land on the
edge of town. There are plans to “restore” the Citadel, but no one knows how the
money for this monumental task will be found. In front of us, a road led to a
gateway on the far side. This road across the middle of the Citadel was paved,
but all the others were dusty, stony tracks and alleys. There were mud brick,
gypsum, brick and concrete houses and a handful of old shops with their metal
shutters drawn half way down to the ground. The courtyards and small, mainly
single storey houses were all empty. The doors were either missing or wide open.
There was little glass in windows, and what remained was mainly broken. The flat
roofs were built with branches, covered with earth, cement and concrete. We
walked into small, empty, plain rooms, with storage alcoves and shelves. We
looked at an intricate fireplace, the finely carved capitols of two wooden columns
and wrought iron which had covered windows. We entered some of the larger
houses overhanging the steep slope down to the busy roads of the modern town,
but most of the Citadel was inaccessible and cordoned off with yellow and black
tape bearing the word CAUTION. A dead cat lay in one courtyard. The Citadel was

sad, silent and neglected. The decision to move everyone out seemed highly
questionable. Who is going to maintain the old houses?
The Great Mosque, dating back to 1775 A.D., but rebuilt in 1959, was still
functioning. Some of the former inhabitants were walking back to it for Friday
prayers. The courtyard was being swept and, as we were leaving, H greeted the
mullah who was dressed in a very similar fashion to the Yezidi priest at Lalish,
although his jamadany was plainer. He had a full black beard with a couple of
grey hairs. He did not want to be photographed or to shake J’s hand. He took us
to an upstairs sitting room where there was an old lantern, a decree from an
Ottoman sultan ordering the preservation of religious relics, photos of imans, a
family tree of imans, and a photo of Erbil in 1930 showing the Citadel, an old car
and a policeman in shorts.

Erbil (1) The Citadel; (2) Statue of Ibn Al Mustawfi; (3) View from the Citadel

We walked back to the hotel. H had intended to drive us to the park and the
Shekih Chooli Minaret, but the battery on his 1994 BMW (value c£500 in the UK,

but over US$10,000 in Erbil) was flat. He phoned several people for help. A
cousin of his wife drove round and used his battery and jump leads to start the
car. So, given the delay, he drove us straight to his house in a modern street.
Like all the houses we visited, it had a small front walled yard or garden with a
metal gate. Downstairs, there was a room with washing machines. Outside steps
led up to the front room on the first floor. The walls were tiled up to a metre
above the floor. The front room had a sofa and two arm chairs, a clock, two
pictures and a calendar on the wall. The three of us sat on the floor with a plastic
table cloth as H’s daughters brought in food – a green herb, olives, radishes, a
finely chopped salad of tomato, cucumber and pomegranate and dishes of rice
and almond, pilav, cow’s head in soup, chicken and soups of courgette in tomato
and green beans. We ate the wonderfully tasty food with spoons, but there were
no knives of forks. H’s brother, M, a researcher in the court, helped his daughters
bring in more food, but H’s wife, sister in law and the children ate elsewhere. The
overwhelming theme of the conversation was oppression in the past and hope for
the future. H mentioned that he had hidden for five years after deserting from the
Iraqi army during the Iran-Iraq war. A relative had been injured while serving in
the Iraqi army during the Kuwait war. H said some Arabs refer to the KRS as a
second Israel. “Why shouldn’t we have relations with Israel?” he asked.
Late in the afternoon, we walked to Minare Park, with its beautiful, well tended
gardens, lawns, roses, steps, seats and tables. Near the entrance, there was a
temporary plastic pool with children crawling in inflated clear balloons in the
water. We talked to a group of Indian men working in a local ice-cream factory.
The Shekih Chooli Minaret stood at the far end of the park. A tall cylindrical shaft
of baked brick rose above a high octagonal base with niches, pointed arches and
the remains of blue tiles. The shaft was not quite vertical and tapered inwards. It
was decorated with bands of interlocking diagonal Hazar-Bal motifs. According to
the Tourism Ministry information, the minaret was built during the rule of Sultan
Mudhaffarruddeen between 543 and 586 AD and is 21.5m tall. However, a
notice in the park stated that it is 36m tall and was built between 1190 and 1232
AD during reign of Muzaffar al-Din Abu Sa’eed al-Kawkaboori, King of Erbil.
Whatever its age and height may be, as its shadow lengthened and the evening
sunlight softened, it looked very impressive.

Erbil: Shekih Chooli Minaret

Shandia Park, on the other side of the road was laid out on the site of the former
railway station. Incongruously, the old water tower still stood in the park.
Although the park was busy, there were very few couples. Unlike some of the
places we had visited, there was not a disproportionately high number of men and
only a minority of women had their heads covered. In the middle of the park,
there was an artificial rocky structure containing an art exhibition. It was all safe
art, perhaps reflecting the current state of peace. Most notable were idyllic
portrayals of the Kurdish countryside with snowy mountains and hamlets of single
storey, stone, flat roofed houses. From the roof of the gallery, there were views of
the Citadel and a mosque to the east. The sun set at five to five and a muezzin
called worshippers to prayer at five past five. Four aeroplanes flew high above,
only visible by their vapour trails in the sun. H said they were “wholly anonymous,
probably American.” He said that sometimes there were ten at any one time. He
talked about the continuing bombardment of the border areas of the KRG by
Turkey and Iran. As we descended, a wedding party were having their photos
taken by flash light in front of the rocky structure. The bridegroom wore a western
suit and the bride a full length, white wedding dress, while many of the other
women wore long, shiny, traditional Kurdish dresses. Outside the park, two Iraqi
troop carriers drove by. H said that they came into the KRG by arrangement with
the regional government.
We walked back to our hotel and drank tea with H. Three Swedes had arrived and
were staying that night. They had come to Erbil for three years to teach social
work. One of them thought that it would help to speak Arabic because “the Kurds
learn it at school”. We said nothing.

Saturday, 7th November 2009
Erbil
In the morning, we visited the Textile Museum16, inside a 1930s mansion house
in the Citadel. It was attractively laid out, with carpets, rugs, kilims and felt. Small

notices explained the difference between rugs made to be walked on and those to
be sat on. There were several different kinds of kilims. There were hairy backed
kilims to cover beds (“berr”) which were “deliberately hairy on their backside”,
jawal (grain bags) and jil (horse covers), saddle bags and a butter maker. There
were mannequins displaying Kurdish clothing and a table full of klaw (skull
caps)17. The rugs and kilims were not as fine as some of those woven in Turkey,
Iran or Afghanistan. The wool was coarser, the knots were larger and the colours
looked more artificial, but the overall impression of the museum was very
colourful. As we left, a musician was taking chairs and cushions out of the
museum and loading them onto a pick-up truck. He said that he was preparing
for a concert of Kurdish music in the Erbil Media Hall that afternoon. He invited
us and an Iranian Kurdish couple who were the only other tourists that we met in
Erbil to the concert. The Iranian Kurdish couple took photos of us. Nearby there
were three mansion houses built by merchants in the first half of the twentieth
century. They had been restored by a Czech company, but all of them were locked
and we could not enter them.

Erbil: (1) The Textile Museum; (2) merchants’ houses on the edge of the citadel; (3) a mosque and
the Citadel

We walked down the southern slope of the Citadel, trying to look at a couple of
small mosques. One had a modern courtyard and a prayer hall which was locked.
The other was closed. We walked through the Qayseri (“Caesar’s”) Bazaar. There
were some brick sections. All of it was covered with corrugated zinc sheeting.
There were clothes, shoes, jewellery, and gold. Grocers sold soft cheese kept cool
in sheepskin containers and wild honey on combs. The honey made by older bees
was darker and stronger than that made by young bees. One section of a nearby
bazaar had nothing but pumps. Another had generators. Nearby crowds of men
were examining rosaries or worry beads. We bought a klaw for 5,000 dinars. The
old man who sold it said that there was a saying that “if the English rule, they are
to be trusted”. Then we moved on to carpets and furniture. Still in an old part of
the city, we walked down a narrow alley which had right angle bends, but which
was a cul-de-sac. The houses on either side were built with café au lait coloured
baked bricks and had upper storeys supported on tree branches.
We turned away from the Citadel and headed northwards, along roads clogged
with cars, to the JALIL KHAYAT MOSQUE. It was built recently by a wealthy tailor,
supposedly as a replica of the Suleymaniye Mosque in Istanbul, but it looked
narrower and taller, its domes were blue and the two minarets were not in the
Ottoman style. It was surrounded by high railings. Its thick gold coloured doors
were locked, but we were let in by a friendly man. When I thanked him in Kurdish,
by saying “surpass”, he said that he was an Arab from Mosul. Inside the décor
was effusive and abundant, with blues, whites and reds, and over the top
chandeliers. A critic might say that it was far cruder than any railway station.

Erbil: the Jalil Khayat Mosque

As we walked back the other way around the Citadel, children were coming out of
school. They wore uniforms of grey trousers or skirts and white shirts.
We sat drinking tea in the open air, outside a chaikhana with plastic seats and
small metal tables, just round the corner from the bazaar. There, we chatted to a

man, who was born in Baghdad, with a Faili Kurd father and an Arab mother. He
had a shaved head, shades, and wore an ironed western shirt. (It was impossible
to determine his race before he told us.) He said that he would have to grow a
moustache before going back to Baghdad. He was working in Dubai in real
estate, and had a partner who was a Polish dental hygienist. He said that he was
“thinking of relocating to Erbil” but thought that the KRG area had not advanced
as much as he had expected. Like several of the other people we spoke to in the
KRG, he did not think that the Americans would leave Iraq. Without saying
anything, he paid for our teas. We only realised when we tried to pay and the
waiter shook his head and pointed to the departing estate agent.
On the way to the concert at the Media Hall, we asked for directions from two men
who spoke a few words on English. One was carrying a camera, the other a tripod.
One was an Arab, the other an Iranian Kurd.
Before we reached the Media Hall, we passed the Public Aid Organisation (PAO)
Legal Aid and Information Centre. As we looked at the outside, an English
speaking man, came up, spoke to us and ushered us inside, into a small
conference room. The centre’s HR Sector Manager, S, came out of his office, and
the man we met on the street translated. He said that there were eight regional
offices of the PAO in Iraq. They relied on volunteer lawyers to represent
defendants, paying only travel expenses. The office looked like a legal aid office;
no money was wasted on decorations. S described how they helped victims of
torture and people in prison. Although Iraqi law gave no right to compensation for
torture, only terrorist acts, he thought that the law itself was good, but its
implementation was poor. There were problems of poor representation. He said
that the government deliberately found inadequate defence lawyers to make
cases appear legal. According to S, the judges were poor – not corrupt in the
sense that they accepted bribes (they had high salaries), but corrupt through
political appointment and fear. He pointed out that the judge who tried Saddam
was now Minister of Justice and needed extremely heavy security because “the
Ba’athists will get him if they can”. S said that lawyers were also at risk. He was
not really worried about his personal safety. Nor, as the government did not give
the centre any money, was he concerned about financial support being
withdrawn. He said that the UN and other organisations gave money to the PAO
and he donated part of his salary to help the centre. He stressed that the PAO did
not discriminate between Kurds or Arabs, Muslims or Christians or different types
of Muslims. This was another humbling experience. What dedication. What
courage. The conversation emphasised the importance of judges and lawyers
being fearless. We take the words “without fear or favour” in our judicial oath far
too much for granted.
The Erbil Media Hall looked like any western concert hall built some time during
the 1960s. The concert to which we had been invited was being performed to
commemorate Tahir Tafiq, a Kurdish singer who died over twenty years ago. We
were shown to seats five rows from the front, close to the dignitaries – men in
suits, mainly without ties. A few men wore traditional kutek w sherwal – one with
long grey hair and a beard. Only a couple of women had covered heads. There
was one man sitting ostentatiously with two women, one in a very short skirt and
high heels. The other, with dyed blond hair, was displaying a lot of cleavage. The
three-some looked rather out of place and left after the introductions, but before

the music started. The Governor of Erbil was shown in to a seat in the middle of
the front row. President Talibani’s sister in law was also sitting nearby – when she
stood up to leave after a few songs, four security guards with ear pieces and hand
guns bulging through the backs of their suits got up with her. The Iranian Kurdish
couple were there as well – she in a long green shiny traditional Kurdish costume.
There were hordes of photographers and at least fifteen video cameras. There
were six television microphones on the rostrum. Even we were photographed and
videoed. There were long introductions by a lawyer in a long blue and gold outfit,
a famous Kurdish Iranian singer and several others.
When the music began, it was spell-binding. The backing was provided by eight
musicians in Kurdish kutek w sherwal. Three played percussion, another three
different string instruments, one a cello, and one a clarinet. The first singer was
Nilofer, a Turkish Kurdish woman, who was sitting with her daughter one row in
front of us and who left the audience to go on stage. She sang one song. The
next performer was a short man with a Chaplinesque moustache. Then there
were three songs from members of the group. All the singers had superb voices
and the songs were deeply resonant of centuries of Kurdish oppression –
haunting, doleful, mournful, emotional, and tearful. All the vowels were
elongated. This was music to make you throw yourself off the nearest cliff, but
only after dragging all your enemies with you.
The lights were left on throughout the concert, presumably for security reasons.
Mobile phones rang and were answered. Photographers moved around.
Incredibly, some people chatted, but none of this detracted from the power and
emotion of the concert. During the interval, we bought an eight CD collection of
all Tahir Tafiq’s songs and shook hands with the musician who had invited us. He
grasped my thumb in a “struggle” handshake. We went back in after the interval,
thinking there would be more music, but there were only speeches.
We went back to our hotel. H brought synthetic ice cream and Iranian pistachios
(a mix of plain, salted and lemon flavoured). A month previously, he had been
involved in a car accident. Through no fault of his own, a car turned into his BMW,
and then after hitting it, collided with a motor cyclist. The motor cyclist died. After
some form of adjudication, he and the other driver had both paid $US15,000 to
the widow. He also spent $600 on repairs to his car and $900 in buying a calf to
share with his neighbours as a “thank you” for surviving.
After H left, we sat in the dining room. A group of lively, friendly Turkish men who
were staying at the hotel and clearly working in Erbil came in at 9 p.m. We
exchanged a few phrases in Turkish with them. We watched Kurdish television.
There was no sign of the concert which we had attended, but A in Sulaimaniya
was interviewed at the opening of his exhibition.

Sunday, 8th November 2009
Erbil to Vienna
After breakfast, we walked to the Erbil Civilisation Museum18, but did not spot it
and carried on down the road. A soldier followed us. I showed him a photo of the
museum and he pointed it out. Its collection was smaller than that in
Sulaimaniya. There were old pots, dating back to 6,000 BC, some bricks with

cuniform writing, some early silver bowls, some Hatra statues and a Roman
boundary post. The staff gave us booklets about the museum published in 1998
and DVDs about Erbil. As we walked back to the hotel twelve and eleven year old
boys tried out their English with us.
Back at the hotel, I paid the bill. The staff, despite their limited English, all asked
when we would be back. They had made us very welcome, and shown an interest
in us which is rare in hotels, either in the West or where western tourists are
common. In particular, an Iranian Kurdish receptionist with a broken wrist, who
had always tried to chat with us, came over to wish us well. Later, when I went
back to collect our bags, the cashier returned 30,000 dinars in cash to me “from
the hotel”. I did not think that I had miscalculated the amount which I paid in a
mixture of dollars and dinars, but where else in the world would hotel staff give
back money to a guest who had already checked out?
We drank more tea at the chaikana on the corner before meeting H to walk round
the Citadel and through the bazaar one last time. Two men in suits emerged from
a car and walked onto a building site – an older man and his driver. As he left the
car, the driver put a gun under the back of his suit. On the edge of the bazaar,
half a dozen US Military Police walked past in a group. They were the first western
soldiers that we had seen. H talked about another occasion when he had seen
American soldiers walking through the bazaar, with their guns drawn, held
horizontal. He had asked them why they had their guns out, saying they were not
in Vietnam. They became angry. He does not trust the Americans. H also
mentioned how once, during the Saddam era, he had talked to a New Zealander
in the street. A detective appeared and told him to go away or he would be
arrested. The previous day H described how someone he knew had been
arrested for playing a cassette of political music.
H took us to his sister P’s house in what used to be the Jewish quarter. She and
her husband rented the house from the government which took possession of
Jewish homes when their inhabitants left. The house had walls which were
almost a metre thick. The upper storey was supported by tree trunks. Outside, in
the courtyard, there was a hot water geyser, attached to a bottle gas canister. P’s
husband had a small food shop a few metres away. They had twelve children,
mainly girls. The family were due to be evicted, but would probably be given a plot
of land.
Then H drove us back to his house for a final lunch with his sister M and her very
young son. All the family put on traditional Kurdish costume. They looked
wonderful. It was clear that life centred on the family and that they were very
close. H said that their daughters would be free to wear headscarves, or not, as
they pleased. We ate kebabs and drank tea from Charles and Diana wedding
mugs. After lunch, we left for the airport where there was stringent security. H’s
car was thoroughly searched inside and out, but he wasn’t allowed to drive any
further than the final vehicle check point half a kilometre away from the departure
building. We were x-rayed and searched before boarding a bus to the departure
lounge where there were more searches. An English security guard working inside
the terminal was amazed that we had come to Erbil as tourists.

We flew into the sunset with many thoughts and unanswered questions. What will
happen in the future? Will the KRG remain secure after the Americans leave Iraq,
as they surely will? Will the PDK and PUK remain as partners in government, or
will they revert to the bitter internecine conflict of recent decades? How will all
this affect the people who had shown us such friendliness, warmth, generosity
and enthusiasm?
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The General Establishment of Tourism in Erbil, Kurdistan have published A Tourist Guide Erbil –
Dohuk – Sulaimaniya, available at www.tourismkurdistan.com
2 As UK citizens we did not need visas – just a short queue for an entry stamp. Although the
terminal building was new, there were no money change facilities. There was no one at the tourist
information desk. We were driven from the airport in a Land Cruiser taxi (US$25). We were
dropped off at the Arbil Tower Hotel, recommended on official websites and travel blogs, but it was
closed. The nearby Shareen Palace Hotel was dingy and dirty and had no towels (bargained down
from US$85 to $50). The Milano seemed over-priced ($65), but the Panda Hotel had a cleaner,
newer room with a kitchen, a/c, shower, breakfast - bargained down from US$80 to $70). No one
spoke any English.
3 We felt safe in the KRG. In recent years it has been relatively peaceful although in May 2007 a
suicide vehicle bomb exploded outside the Ministry of the Interior in Erbil and in March 2008, a
suicide vehicle bomb exploded outside the Sulaimaniya Palace Hotel in Sulaimaniya. The FCO
web site referred to “largely effective policies countering terrorism in the region”.
4 We changed money at a small stall on the street, past the Governate. The money changer was
selling mobile phone cards and had piles of Central Bank of Iraq dinar notes. 1,118 dinar per
US$. The Northern Garage is the place for taxis to the border areas. There is another garage on
the south of the city for Baghdad etc.
5 We were dropped off in a street by the bazaar. We walked to the Dohuk motel – large, clean
suites (nothing smaller) at US$50. The hotel men spoke no English.
6 Better quality, hand woven Kutek w Sherwal are called Ranik w Choghal. Such cloth is sold by
the metre and tailors make them up. High quality hand made cloth costs between US$250 and
$300 a metre.
7 Through R, we were introduced to M, a car salesman who worked in Car City, but “a good man”
who spoke a little English and who agreed to drive us to some of the places we wanted to visit the
next day.
8 According to Wikipedia, in April 2007 masked gunmen abducted and shot 23 Yezidis near Mosul.
In August 2007, Yezidis were targeted in a series of bombings and suicide attacks. These followed
the stoning to death of a young Yezidi woman who had reportedly become friendly with or planned
to marry a young Muslim man – see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stoning_of_Du'a_Khalil_Aswad
9 According to Wikipedia, their religion is strongly influenced by archaic Mithraism, Mesopotamian
religious traditions, Christianity and ultimately, Islam.
10 We walked to the Peace Pigeon Hotel – also US$70, but brighter, newer, a room with a window,
an open dining area and very friendly staff. Definitely recommended. H came to the hotel at 9
p.m., and after three phone calls, arranged for B to drive us to and from Sulaimaniya.
11 We stayed at the Mihraka Hotel on Salim Street – the best room so far at US$55. There was a
swimming pool, but only for men. We looked in a “heritage shop”, but there was little of interest –
kilims, rugs, coffee pots.
12 In Iraq, a dishdasha is an ankle-length, loose-fitting, shirt-like garment allowing free air
circulation over the body. A kaffiyeh is square scarf folded into a triangle and worn over the head.
They are frequently white.
13 B translated anfal as “burial”, but this was not correct. H later explained that the word “anfal”
came from the Holy Koran. People who were pagan, not Muslim, Christian or Jewish were
“nothing” and it was permitted to kill them and take their property.
14 Page xix.
15 Erbil’s Kurdish name is Hawler - the place where the sun is worshipped.
16 http://www.kurdishtextilemuseum.com/
17 Each Kurdish village has a different design of klaw. When worn they are covered by jamadany
(turbans). The jamadani are red and white (KDP) or white and navy.
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On the Kirkuk Road, just beyond the Media Hall.

