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STRUGGLE OF THE

By CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS



Fleeing their war-torn home near Kirkuk, Irag, a Kurdish
Samily clings to life in the ruins of Panjwin, on the border
with Iran. Without a nation of their own, the KEurds live,
as they have lived for centuries, at the mercy of powerful
and often hostile neighbors.

Photographs by ED KASHI
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water jars in Qalat Dizah, Irag. The modern city lies in
rubble, dynamited and bulldozed by Iraqgi troops in 1989.



Since the mid-1970s President Saddam Hussein's campaign
to eradicate the Kurdish resistance movement has claimed

4,000 towns and villages and more than 100,000 lives. 35



F YOU TAKE A PLANE from Istanbul and
fly southeastward to Diyvarbakir, you
stay in the same country, But vou lenve
Europe for the Middle East, and vou
enter the world of the Kurds. In Divar-
hakir, a boiling, teeming city enclosed

within ancient walls made of forbidding black
basalt, the Kurdish flag is prohibited and use
of the Kurdish language restricted. Soelevator
boys and waiters were being careful when
whispering to Westerners like myself: “Thisis
not Turkey...this & Kurdistan. Divar-
bhakir—cagital of Kurdistan. We are not
Turks we are Kurds."

I visited a coffee shop with my new friend
Hasan, a young Kurd who had agreed to
show me his city. 1 watched as he looked
around in disgust through the plumes of to-
bacco haze and took the proprietor to one
side. Within seconds the loud cassette music
had been replaced by another tape, more
wild and mournful sounding—but not until
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the boss had cast 4 swift glance down the
street. Taking the best table, Hasan—a man
of relatively few words—explained: “Siu-
mid Turkish music. 1 told him play some good
Kurdish tunes.”

I had come in search of the Kurds, & people
who in 1991 had been abruptly and cruelly
promoted tocenter stage by their battle against
Saddam Husszein's regime and by the sympa-
thy felt in the West for those whoe had suffered
longer than the Kowaitis from Saddam's
ambitions. For months I would travel among
them, trving to make sense of where this
ancient people fit in the modern world

Who are the Kurds? They number 25 mil-
lion and are scattered from the Middle East to
Europe, North America, and Australin,
which makes them one of the largest ethnic
groups in the world without a state of its own.
Once nomadic, most are now farmers or have
migrated Lo cities.

Like the majority of their neighbors, most
Eurds are Sunni Muslims; a few are Jews or
Christians. Their language is fractured —like
the Kurds themselves— by region and dinlect,
but it ic distinct from Turkish, Persian, and
Arabic. Thev are neither Turks, nor Persians,
nor Arabs, and they regard their own survival
as proof in itself of & certain integrity.

For more than 2,000 years, travelers to the
heart of Kurdish country have reported on the
blue or green eves and fair hair seen among the
Rurds—and on their fierceness. Four centu-
ries before Christ, as the Greeks were retreat-
ing from the Persians toward the Black Sea,
Xenophon recorded that they were harassed
along the way by Kardoucho:, people who
“dwelt up among the mountains awarlike
people . . . not subjects of the King." Most
modern scholars agree that this is a reference
to the Kurds.

Some three million Kurds live in the region
of Irag they call Free Kurdistan, in the moun-
tains where Turkey, Iran, Syria, and Irag
come together. Here, since the humbling of
Saddam, the Kurds have established the larg:
est and most populous area of autonomy in
their modern history: an area of some 15,000
square miles where Kurds are giving orders,
collecting taxes, holding rudimentary courts,
and conducting their own parliamentary elec-
tions;, primarily between the two major
parties, Jalal Talabani's Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan and Masoud Barzani's Kurdistan
Democratic Party. But the Kurds seldom

National Geographic, August 1092
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ConrroNTATION IN KURDISTAN

Kurds have occupied the sweep
of mountains and foothills
northeast of Mesopotamia since
ancient times. Rich in oil and
water, the region called Kurdi-
stan assumed its modern bor-
ders after World War I, the
arbitrary partitions compound-
ing existing religious and lin-
guistic divisions among Kurds.

Now 25 million strong, Kurds
constitute one of the largest
ethnic groups in the world with-
out a country of its own. This
political vulnerability prompted
two million Iraqi Kurds to flee
their homes for camps like Isik-
veren, Turkey (opposite), when
the uprising against Saddam

Hussein failed after the gulfl war.
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Lives hang in the balance as Sabry Ahmed cradles her son Howkar in what is left of Qalar
Dizah. The Iragi government has imposed a strict blockade of food and fuel to the region known
s Free Kirdistaon, where .h:IrHIii'I'-'w ‘-H'IJ.:.;'-GI’JJ' tor rebiild amid the 11'rgq:|:|_z'|_1;'..:_ L hildren of Pandwin

study in a freesing warren of debris that remained after shelling by the Iragl Army in the 19705

speak with one voice; indeed the positions of greedy, and for sale to the highest biddes
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the Uwo pacties have ofler I__ T |II ':!._ I." |I| :I:I imnat .I-:I.I proid res n ! . Lo i
entral issues are: Should the Kurds sign a lim that already enjov statehood. the Kurds are in
ited muton o TR menL with “'._:||i,-,:| it e wavy. In the wias _!' H.|.f._:._|'|'.._!,-l-!| 1|
Barzani view) or should they hold out for more grepter Habylon, glorv of the Arahs In the
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pring of 1991, there was a swath of trouble  scheme for a republic based on Shiite Islam. In
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dam’s forces were mustering again o reassert nation out of a patchwork of religious and eth
central control. To the north, the Turkish au fmic minorities

thorities maintaned that Turkey was one ha- ['he Kurdish nationnl motto, with origin

tion and that Kurds were part of the Turkish  older than anyvone can remember, is sir 1l

i I'o the east, tl “The Kurds ha o friend

tuncler the rule of the m £

theshah, To the west, i N THE MOMNTE ust after the pulf war end
me distance (rom full citizenship; in Leba ed in March 1991 it was still dangerous 1

non and bevond they were in diaspora visit Iragi Kurdistan, so Tenlisted the help
I'he Kurds have survived like other large of anarmed eseort hardened By months of

minarities, by sniffing the wind and being girerrilla hehting. Hoshyvar Samsan ar i
adroit at the busin > OF tics. While ir Enew s country wel i Do DEEn b g
wrge parts of the West the Kurds are hailed onal bodyeguard [ Jalal Talabam, was taking
15 Tougt smantic, and dashing, it 1sn't un care of me. He calmly conducted me throueh
isual o hear them described by thelr imme- bomb-shattered villages and deserted towns
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famine and helped me dodge Iragi patrels. He
looked as if he could carry me if the need arose,
and I wasn't sure it might not. He had a fierce,
heaming face and huge hands. His hair was
reddish and his eves blue-green. [ asked lam to
tell me his story

Hoshyar was born to a peasant family in the
hills near Kirkuk, the oill capital of lradqi
Kurdistan. He had been brought up on anies-
tral tales of Kurdish suffering and defiance
and had carried this formative memory with
him when he left home for Baghdad to study

engineering.
In the great Kurdish uprising that followed
Desert Storm, Hoshyar was an enthusiastoc

British journalist, critic,

anel essEyist CHRISTD-
pHER HITCHE is the Washington, I). C., editor

Harper's magazine and a columnist for The
Nation. Thisis his frst article for the GEOGRAPHIT
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militant, and a photograph of President
George Bush in a jogging outfit was gumimed
proudly to the windshield of his Tovots jeep.
After the firat exhilarating days of the revolu-
ton—“We took our great city of Kirkuk,
without any help from anyone” —he had been
catght up in the defeat, exodus, and massacre
that captured world attention
“What about vour family?" | asked
Hoshyar's answer was slightly shrugging.
He is a peshmerga—in the Kurdish term of
honor, one who has made an understandmg
with death. He was married to the struggle
and had no time for domesticity, His relatives
were extended all over the hills of the area and
scattered between the refugee camps and shel-
ters that dot Iragl Kurdistan today, " Maybe,
after victory, I have my own family.”
he Kurds might well have broken and

National Geograghee, August 1902
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dispersed by now if it weren't for the strength
of their family tradition
lated to evervone else; it'=als
Cousins, forexample, are puraged to mar-
rv &0 that farms ond orchards can stay in the
family. In the squares and streets, men would
keep asking photographer Ed Kashi to take
pictures of their children. The Kurdish family
15 the nexus of their solidarity and survival
oven this, though, iz linked to “the struggle.”
An old man we met in the village of Khalifan
was sitting with hissubmarhine gun hungover
thé hack ol a chair and watching hiz grandsons
frisking about. When 1 praised their charm
and friendliness, he beamed. “Yes,” he said
“They will make pood soldiers.™

Even among the Kurds who live in seem
ngly normal circumstances, there are the
daily reminders of reality.

Evervone seems re-
sometimes true

Iragi Kurdish guerrilles called peshmergn toke
lessans in mortar fire and single-file patrol
near a captured military base. Although many
Kurdish men have spent a lifetime under arms,
their equipment, training, and numbers are no
match for the best of the modern Tragi Army.

In the old city of Divarbakar, for instance, a
foreign visitor can leave the noiseand smokeof
the street, pass through thick walls opening on
to it shaded courtvard, and <ettle in at one of 20
tables at the Trafik Cay Bahces:, a tea garden,
Children play on brightly painted swings anid
slides nearbv. Young men and women haold
hands, chat, and loll away the warm auiumn
afternoon over bottled Coke or small glasses of
thickly sweetened tea. The carefree mixing of
the sexes comes as a reminder that we are deep
in Kurdistan, where—unlike much of the

1




Middle East—women have traditionally nol
beon secluded or velled

Fadime Kirmizi, a law student in her early
205 (page 52), comes in, accompanied by her
brother, They find o table where the light 15
good and settle down with her law books. He
quizzes her through the afternoon

[he afternoon's serenity is regularly broken
by fighter jets screaming overhead, one after
another, buzzing the city before réturning to
their Turkish Air Force base. To an outsider
the jets seem a pointed reminder to the Kurds
that they do not really belong. Yet to most of
the Kurds | met, the attitude seemed to be
expressed in the thought, what are the Turks
doing mn therr country?

ODAY'S KURDS find themselves caught
between their ancient culture and the
ruzh of the 20th century. At an embassy
dinner in Turkey I 'was seated next toan
Iranian woman. Her father was a banker, and
she was married to an American, and when
she heard of mv interest in the Kurds, she
exclaimed: ““How [ascinating! Of course,
Khomeini treated them very badly, and they
have resisted very bravely, Butdon't vou find
them really very—you know —fprimative”
In Shaglawah, a beautiful but run-down
town in northern Irag that serves as a guerrilla
headguarters for Free Rurdistan, [ was
witness to another demonstration of the
same attitude

Dwing of injurtes from an Iragi mine, a
peshmerga lies surrounded by his comrodes
in the Zokhu hospital. In deserted Halabjah
{below), i guerrilla inspects an unexploded
bomb from a 1988 attack that killed some

6,000 villagers. A seven-year-old boy (oppo- It wes early in June 1991, and the barren
site) was blinded by an Irogi phosphorons “negotintions”  between Saddam and the
|.1"“-|i|:|_ He hl'!l.'IF'.'i f'ill.l'_' SR Uj-{rgl.'ffffﬂr‘l-ﬂrl o .I'\I:'I'I1" WETE |-|7"|:|_‘j_' .\_'I_'I:'|I'i|l_4-|:_|_.l_‘| 1T !Ill' |-_|:=1]-'_i|-|

early acquainted with death and disfigurement.  town of Arbil. A handpicked Iragiint elligence

|

fficer had been sent to Shaglawah to escortn
val leaders Talabani and Barzani to the meet
ing Lieutenant Colonel Zeid, as he was called,
arrived in an immaculate dark green uniform
with carefully straightened black beret
[ was eveing Lieutenant Colonel Zeid when
a hoarse and raucous voice broke in. It
belonged to a Kurd named Malazada, an
unkempt local balladeer with a shell-shocked
aspect, Imprompty, he stepped forward and

)

begnn a long free verse recitation {or the occa-
sion. He went on and on, and the heutenant
colonel's clipped mustache began to writhe
impatiently. Siamand Banaa, a public spokes
man for Barzani's Kurdistan Democratic Par
tv, touched my arm. “ You'll have to excuse
old Malazada," he whispered. “"He's just
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mizsing a few strings, AS we say

AL National Geographic, Aujust 1092



-l- .-lI.
b LR - - Y

N

4









Tappreciated the courtesy, but 1 rather liked
the tolerance of the Kurds, who were willing to
stafl their big meeting for an old man whose
liking for the villuge epic did no harm. Inmany
wiyvs 1 was miles and vears away from his
shaggy, verbose, bucolic style and his horizon
bounded by tribe and the rhythms of seasons.
The sight of the lieutenant colonel, who
thought of these folk as barbarians, reminded
e that many outwardly advanced types have
taken little from development except technol-
ogy, which they have emploved for barharous
purposes.

L ACRDSS IRAQ]I EURDISTAN you can
drive for miles, map in band, and mark
off each succeéding heap of stones ns the
place where a village once stood. One
by ane the Iragis dynamited or bombed or pot-
soned these communities in the name of
repressing Kurdish insurgency and shifted
their inhabitants into relocation centers, You
¢in still se¢ those too, bleak and menacing
blockhouses, hemmed in with wire, where
people who had known no master were con-
fined and supervised. The Kurds have begn
hardened by the digging up of mass graves;
estimates of the missing and dead range from
100,000 to 300,000. A United Nations report
concluded that the atrocities committed by
Saddam’s regime were “so grave and . . . of
stich & massive nature that since the Second
World War few parallels can be found." Yet
in this landscape of blasted and deserted ham-
lets there are two sites that all the Kurds msist
you must see: Qalat Dizah and Halabjah.

Qalat Dizah's turn came in June 1989, Az a
large market town near the Iranian border, it
may have shown an independence of spirt
that annoved Iragi military planners., They
made an example of the place by bringing in
the bulldozers and the dynamite. After the
expulsion of the population—perhaps 70,000
individuals—the city was leveled house by
house, Only the treez were left standing,

By the time 1 arrived, many of the former
mhabitants, finding life insupportable in the
refugee camps over the border, had returned
to sguat in the ruins of Qalat Dizah. A single
tiny dispensary, run by a depressed doctor
named Osman Salim, tried to hold the line
against malaria, typhoid, and malnutrition.
They were Osman's daily enemies, and he was
combating them with almost zero resources.

“Exactly motking has been done for the
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people of Qralat Dizah,™ he told me, complain-
ing that the storied Western relief effort—
which would eventually deploy millions of
dollars in a hugely successful operation—had
not vet trickled down here. The survivors
fuced another harsh winter, with unclean
water and poor food and not nearly enough
of either.

Not even this was enough to prepare me for
the town of Halabjah, a community that has
the same resonance for the Kurds as does the
Warsaw Ghetto for the Jews or Guemnica for
the Basques. The town became suddenly and
horribly famous on March 16, 1988, when it
was almost obliterated by Iragi bombs and its
people were savaged by nerve gas and other
poison agents.

*1 saw the planés come,” Amina Moham-
med Amin told me through an interpreter. 1
saw the bombs fall and explode. I tried to get
out of town, but then I felt a sharp, burning
sensation on my skin and in my eyes."”

Mrs. Amin then did something that as-
tounded me. Without waming, she drew up
her voluminous dress and exposed her naked
flank. Her whole left side, from mid-calfl to
armpit, was seared with lurid burns. And they
were still burning.

“The Red Crescent took me to a hospital in
Tran," she said, “and then | had five months
in & London hospital. But the burns need to be
treated every dav." Even as we spoke, her
daughters began applying salves to  the
exposed area. Itwas hard tolook, and hard not
to look.

Mrs. Amin said that 25 members of her fam-
ily had been killed that day, which was a terri-
ble figure even if you allowed mentally for the
way Kurds talk of extended families. Nizar
Hazsan, the chief physician at the hospital,
told me later that the town lost 5,000 people in
the attack, out of a total population swollen by
refugees to 70,000, (Later estimates pushed
the doctor's body count above 6,000.)

1 found one of the causes af the horror in a
blitzed building. Here, lodged in a basement
corner where it fell from an Iraqgi Air Force
bomber, was a wicked-looking piece of hard-
ware with stencil markings on its side.
Worried about fallout from the Halabjah esca-
pade, the soldiers of Saddam had entered the
town and carried off all the evidence. Or
almost all of it. There was the bomb, and there
were the survivors. Halabjah would, afterall,
be remembered.

National Geographic, August 1992



Palitics follow Kurdish immigrants from Turkey to DMisseldorf, where thowsands march to protest
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persecution. Thay ard CLITLOLE estimated 400,000 Kurds fwmng in Crermany.
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of belonging to the violently separatist PKK, or Kurdistan
Workers Party, which seeks to create an independent




state in southeastern Turkey. Convicted in Diyarbakwr

of membership in the outlawed party, she was eventually
sentenced to twelve and a half years in prison. 51






Success in Turkey once evacted a heamry

i

cultural assimilation. In Dibwarbaleer,
the unofficial capital of Turkish Kurdistan,
Rurds now vigorousiy pursue their rights in
market and tea gorden. Taking a study break,
low studernt Fodime Kirmizsi embodies the new
opportunities opening up for Kurdish women.

with & AMmp in Lebanon notorious Helkas
Valley. Here the PEK operatés under dyrian
protection, carrving

Turkey. Syrin provides

on aguerrilla war arainst
amn |.-E|.|.l:|'||||. 0T |
same reason that umbrellas are always pro-
vided —water. In Turkish Kurdistan the huge
the Turks to control

the llow ol the Euphrates River before it cross

new Ataturk Dam allows:

ez the Syrian fronter. Anxious for leverage

the yrian regime uses the Kurds to remind the

Turks not |

gxplofit this advantog

of the Kurds
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LEEm unaware that thie salthers
[awan and

young people who met md

in the game of nations
=oubht, two

in Beirut, conducted me through a seriesof safe
houses (never a
gests, especially in Beiruth, All my questions,
thew said, could be answered when | met the
man they call Apo—Uncle: Abduliah Oecalan
vwhen | arrived at the camp known as the
Mahsum Korkmaz Academv, for o FEK
who died 1o 4 battle in Turkes, I
found hundreds of yvoung people in well-cut
1150l
plined and military in aspect than any of the

35 PEASSUTING g5 the phrase sug-
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olive drab military fatigues, much more

jocal militias; or indeed than éither the Synan
ar Lebanese Armies. Men and women mixed
freety, achangefrom the monastic characterof
peshmerga camps in Irang

Hearing English spoken, I
self talking with Milen, an olive
ager who bad come from Australia
k.urdish parents had gone for work
was a soldier in the war against Turkey

“1"'m trying to forget I ever knew English
“All 1 care about now 12 Kurdistan."
Uinlike rival Kurdish parties in Irag that seek
autonomy within th the PKK calls
for aseparate hurdish state spanning the exist
and Iran
As 1 to prove her dedication, Milan had just

soon founed -
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ing borders of Irag, syra, Turkey,

been to a Maoist-style el f-eriticisim  ses-

gion,” held under an awning just off the hot
square at the camp’ Far
|."..|;'.'. .-|I|.' i'.l'-'l".ii me to watch rehearsals tor
the forthcoming PEK fiesta. In a few davs tens
if Kurds would converge

ciimp for dances and speeches, with 5
ipo —Apo the Leader —the guest of hon

A po himself, whom | met later thatdav, is &

5 CETILRr. alight with

¥ 41l -

stiern critic of the Kurdizh people and their at-

tachment to tradition. “We wre a feudal soci

. caders have heen
Lur cultural and

He pointed to dark mo
ments in the Kurdish past, such as the role
played by Kurdish mercenaries in the Turkish

ty, he told me, “and our
meltains who betray us
evel 15 low
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laughter of the Christian Armenians in 1915
He said that the Kurds were victims of the
divide-pnd-rule mentality and could always b
counted on to fight among themselves, There

chieftain-like appesirance

but Apo's own
ind the tame eagle

cthered rather eccentrically to his desk

wias some froth to

inspire the absolute confidence he demanded
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N EXPERIENCED KEURD can tell his grand
children of betraval :-'. ---I--l.-..-.‘ Brtamn
and France, ol primises male by Iran
Iran, Svrin, and Turkey to :IJ'-[-- rt

Eurds for as long as !|‘::'.'- |.l|'|fl"

only on the rival's territory, of interventions
in Kurdista to weaken Arab nation-
alist regimes I TIFrDMISEs by both

that turmed. out Lo

||‘.|:'|

n by lsrae
anil I AL
Cold War SUPEr] P
e false

NCRImMOrate ]r [Tl || il '\-I

Wandrow WiHson
r hourdish autonom
into his Fourteen Points |I-|'--'.'~| g World War
, the Kurds have traditionally looked to the
': nited Erer Irom

to sympathize

since  Presioent

mtates asthelr deliv o 1 as-

tices. (reorpe Bush appeares
with during Desart

his sut

=TTt vt

I!‘||'ir CRLESE®
S uen| lack of support his left them
baffled. Western politicians seem unable to
appreciate the depth of the Kurdish yearning
for a homeland, 1 sst Jalal Talabani,
ISTIATL,

in -.r-.-='l-r-||~ I:;-.=J_

telling me about the ity he was most

writh
leader of the Patriotic Union of kora
hiz guerrilla headguariers

He was

It

flercels with
HEirkuk. " hi
lacking an

kirinl,

" oig
gontteling Saddan

Hussen
declared, "= our Jerusalem
homeland of any

but they

alternative

kourds can emierate,

Can L es-

cape. Inthe grim factory |n.-I: that stretchies be-
tween the Spandan %..||1 Charlottenburg areas

H:-':'.l.- Kurds work to produce the brand

IEEITIE SOMD J::

of Ulsram. S

[TIENS
wagen. The German government doesn't rec
ognize Kurds but only as the Turkish
passnort holder They tend to
like Kreuzberg

‘.l::!- workd was 4 young nan

them as
that they are
cluster in rundowi

My zuide to
named Bayram shenf Rayva, born in Grermany
of Kurdish

ATEAS

narents who emigrated from south
eastern Turkev. Hedivided his dav between n
Kurdish-lang station, a kndergar-
ten for Kurdish children, and various Kurdish
reliel organisatlons, which he helped
run, " Fortunately | perfect German
and I look Eur

|Etris hiat st

FIE Fehiiii)

all of
A r £ -al.j'.
I |.||:'.:E.| oy k] ] oM

e have."”

t have the prob-
CrE DT Iu'.|

Bavram doubts that |.|
“We are watched bv

can go home again

the Turkish Fmbasoy,

_"i..:'!';r._l'.,'.' |_|..

priopiec, August 1992



et R T . —

i 'l:"'.l =11
" i

Wt oy Lt L=
. .-.'l_ | " M "

thon 500 miles round-trip bebween summer and winter pastures, subsistong on the millk, vogurt,

and ofher _-;I|..-|-J-| pri wlcts rl‘r.l'.|.-' alan gell in nearby markets










Kurdish

Turkizh exiremists

which hates nationalizm. We are
watched by who believ
all Kurds are dogs. We are attacked by Ger-
man fascists who shout "Awsldnder raus — For-
etgners out!’ and paint it on our walls

All over Kreuzberg, with its squalters and
rent-controlled communes, were the slogans of
different Turkish and Kurdish political fas
fions. |

LEr 1N apanday thatf wis priginally Iounded to

naid a visit to Hinbdn, a women scen

teach lteracy but now serves as iwsort of «

munity center in hard times. “Most of the
Rurds here come from one sin
Mus, in the Lake Van region of eastern Tur
kev.™ 1 was told bv Aso Agace, a Kurdish

woman who works a1 the center. " COften they

&n :E-I.J|-. Creriman but not write it, so they
need help with form filling, and they need help
with the schools, Wit hilon 't recogmize KRuril-
ish a= 8 g

HInbidisn 1=

dominated side of Kurdish life, it

NENRED

counterpart to the male-
thuet it 15 for
Wit onl .".II'| ACIE AE R-SUPPOrL gEradh Ll
tries to make Kurdish housewives and women
warkers feel more secure. P ople are afraid,”
Aso Aface told me. *“'We have also
sure from the Turkish Consulate on the mimni
vhich used to help

Here, too

of trunsplanted ghetto solidanty

ae il [HNES

ipal government of Berkhin
usz distribute our literaturn
foumnd o sort
The problem, as

vive a3 Kurds, while not seeming ndien (o 1

l'|..l\.
EVER, WERS AL O ITVINE Lo S1T-
larger society
r 15 FFHOULT for an outsider to learn th
ceeentinls of the Eurdish cu tural stvi
For nne thing, although mast Kords who
are Muslim

= 3 1
SOTE ArE S0

acdhere to the Sunnm sect

ibes: still other kurds Pracice O
In addition,
v dialects
and subdialects. Kurds in northern Leag, east-
ern  Jurkey,
speik Kurmanii, while those i

T -~ 'h'.l'-E 1
0l SEVErRL 11

dizenous religions
the Kurdish language s divided by

ingd the former Soviet Univon

western e
key speak Zaza; in southern Irag Sorani pre-
[ 1Kl CQiAleCls
in impediment o
il Bourds can
Enstifint
Kurdizh
French dictionary of about 50,000 words
While thi
of Kurds ke
vernacular. During ma

EXRMple, EVErvone wils glues

valls, in Iran the Guran ano
I'his pr of Babel 1:
koariis) ometheliss

scholars a4t the

eI
ilentih
recognite Kurdish
Kurde in Pariz are al work on a
clificatiog (LN e T the mass
ep together with a sort of musical
spjourn in lrag, for

yCRSSELEE |_||||'--

Commanding the devotion of tens of thousdnds
af Kurds in Turkey, Syria, and Lebianon, PKK
founder Abdullah Ocalan promises to lead
them to the victory of an independent Kordi-
stan. Apo, or Uncle, as he {5 called, greets
soimie of the 20,000 pothered ot a _r't‘-ﬁt'h'lﬂ in the
Bekon Valley to support the organisation

by singer Juwan Hajo, & Syrian Kurd whose
nroductions are ill'll:l|:l'.::|fl'l' Al aver the region
And in

proved so popular that the

Divarbalir the cassette
[urkish nuthorities
their ban on Kurdish music —the han
had =o casually defied.

cHLALES

DUSINEE=S
relaxed
that my friend FHasan
Linited

Kords who hove made th

home live in communities from Califor
miia nmd Texas to |}Tll--l-.|_'.ll MNEWw YTk
the Kurdish Library and

focal point for Rurdish aftar

1
where
Tyl e
inii crafts.

AC1S A% H



L ﬂ ¥ r'i s
e £
|-

—j‘ "—r:;.r e -.,11.,
AT iam | il i
éﬁ ¥

o i
o i
g = Ll
F.."L-
Wk il




Most of them live in and around San Diego,
where they began settling after the collapse of
another Kurdish revolt in Irag in 1975. The
late Mustafa Barzani, father of political leader
Masoud Barzani, came to the U, S, first, fol-
lowed by a few hundred of his retinue.

A commumnity leader sponsored a social eve-
ning for me in the suburb of Chula Vista.
Though almost all present had made good
lives for themselves, they struck me as
stranded in time, compelled to watch the suf-
ferings of their kinsmen from afar. They had
all recently been, once more, taken up as a
cause during the gulf war, and then dropped.
There was much wistful talk, over tea and
cakes, of the way it had been fashionable to be
a Kurd during Desert Storm and of how news-
papers never sent photographers any more.

“We are known as a refugee people,” said
Jamal Kasim, who runs a trucking business.
He's a burly, smiling fellow who doubles as
California spokesman for the Kurdistan Dem-
ocratic Party. “So cur image depends on the
daily and weekly news," he went on. “ People
are generally friendly, and they sympathize
with Kurds, especially since Halabjah, but
Americans these days are not so interested in
foreign affairs, and there are many who do not
like immigrants of any kind,”

Yet again, it seemed, the Kurds had pitched
their tents in a difficult environment — the San
Diego-Tijuana border, with its daily flux of
illegals and its mounting anxiety over lan-
guage, culture, and integration. (One local
Kurd, I later found, had resolved the problem
of hiz own assimilation by landing a job with
the . S. Border Patrol.)

Our gathering in Chula Vista included a
food store manager, an architect, & free-lance
journalist, and two computer engineers, Only
one guest was unemploved., The two computer
engineers worked for Ted Turner; oneof them,
Alan Zangana, was very proud of his compa-
ny's having colorized “a film you may have
seen called Cosablanca.™

Successful as they were, though, [ noticed
agnin the absence of women, a tender sub-
ject that caused a mini-controversy when I
brought it up. Alan Zangana picked up an
argument I had been hearing off and on since I
had innocently asked, hack in Shaglawsh,
where all the women had got to. One of my
Kurdish guides then took to pointing every
time he saw a female, iz if to vindicate the good
name of Kurdistan, “Look. Thereis one. Now

60

In and out of Turkish jails for political activi-
ties, 98-vear-old Kurdish cleric Mele Abdur-

rahman lamented that he would not live to
see a free Kurdistan; he died last February.
Whether seeking autonomy or true indepen-
dence, Kurds struggle to secure their place as
a free people in commund of their own desting.

are vou satisfied ?" It is easy for Westerners to
mistake the Kurds for backward fundamen-
talists, but Alan maintained that it was high
time that women played an equal role in the
political struggle. Nobody exactly disagreed,
although | had the sense that | had stumbled
into an argument they would have again.

HAD ALMOST ABANDONED MY DREAM of

finding a “typical Kurd” when I was

introduced to Sheikh Talib Berzinjiof Los

Angeles. " Sheikh" is an honorific title; in
the old country his family claimed descent
from the Prophet Muhammad. Talib himself,
with his leonine head and ample military mus-
tache, is fram the areaof As Sulaymaniyah, He
had been a follower of Mustafa Barzani—
“Ah, the old general!”

He now divides his time between running a
laundry service in Los Angeles, which he must
do to make a living, and writing and translat-
ing plays, which he would do full-time if he
could, He has translated The Merchant of Ven-
ice into Kurdish.

But his days are filled with the endless
responsibilities of being a Kurd. The old
sheikh explains to journalists and radio inter-
viewers who the Kurds are and how long they
have been fighting. He his to raise money for
refugees. He hastothink of hisextended family
back inthe perilous mountains, Aspread of the
hands: “You see how itis."

If1 had started my quest by talking to Sheikh
Berzinji, & lot of what he said would have
seemed either mysterious or self-pitying. But
now | saw the stages through which he had
passed. The Kurds are homelesseven at home,
and stateless abroad. Their ancient woes are
locked inside an obscure language. They have
powerful, impatient enemics and & few rather
easily bored friends. Their traditional society
is considered & nulsance at worst and a curios-
ity at hest. For them the act of survival, even
identity itself, is a kind of victory. The old
man, holding on to his Kurdishness in a choice
of hostile or indifferent environments, is the
Kurd for all seasons. O
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