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Sons of Iraq: 
Stuck between Al Qaeda and the American army 

Once the American army started funding Sunni militias in Iraq, the violence declined. But now the Iraqi government wants to end these so called Sahwa councils as soon as possible. The Sahwa soldiers, also known as the Sons of Iraq, are stuck between the U.S., Al Qaeda and Baghdad. 

By Paulien Bakker


Shaooqs checkpoint, 9 p.m. - A man in a gray djellaba emerges from the dark. He introduces himself as a commander of a nearby checkpoint. We sit down on the mats in front of the clay hut. A soldier pours us tea by the light of an oil lamp. The commander suspiciously examines my press card and carefully says that he speaks on behalf of “all Sahwa soldiers of Hawija”. Then he announces: “Last night, the American army opened fire on a checkpoint not far from here. A Sahwa soldier was killed, another wounded. They say the men wanted to place a roadside bomb, but it’s not true. What should we do? If we leave our posts, the terrorists take over. If we stay, the American army shoots at us.” 

Shaooq checkpoint lies just outside Hawija, north of Baghdad. Hawija, with a hundred thousand inhabitants, looks like one big, dusty industrial estate. The area outside the city is filled with fields of cotton and corn, divided by neat rows of sunflowers. On the main roads are checkpoints every half-kilometer to kilometer. They’re manned by Sahwa-soldiers (Arabic for “those who came to their senses”). Most checkpoints consist of nothing more than a tent or a mud hut with a few stones on the road to slow down traffic.

Hawija is located in the Sunni triangle between the cities of Mosul, Kirkuk and Saddam's hometown Tikrit. After the American invasion, the Sunni Arabs regrouped in this area. The chaos that arose provided an ideal haven for terrorists. Wealthy people were kidnapped; anyone with ties to Americans was killed. Twelve boys from Zurrarea, a village of about a hundred families, were executed by Al Qaeda while driving back from signing up with the Iraqi army. Local politicians were extorted and terrorists killed five council members in Hawija. 
At Shaooqs checkpoint, commander Jumha remarks: “In 2006 Hawija was a concrete jungle where armies and terrorists were fighting for power. If there was only the slightest suspicion that you worked for the Americans, you were in danger.” After a long silence he says: “The most important thing is that our families are safe.” 

“The violence began with anti-American roadside bombs,” says Abu Saddam (70), chairman of Hawija’s city council. “But soon innocent Iraqi civilians were targeted. I realized then that they were terrorists, not resistance.” Abu Saddam, who, despite his Parkinson’s disease, carries himself with authority, was involved in forming the Sahwa militia in Hawija. (Abu means father - he named his first son after Saddam, at the time a young man whom, before he came into power, Abu Saddam had great admiration of). “When we heard it being said they wanted to turn Hawija into an Islamic state, we knew the terrorists were targeting us.” On February 14, 2007 at 3 p.m. Hawija was attacked along various roads. “We fought back and killed eight terrorists,” reports Abu Saddam.

Terrorists started targeting him for the first time in June of that year. They attacked him in his car on the road to his village. Luckily he survived. The last attempt was in December 2008 when a suicide bomber blew himself up in a restaurant. Again Abu Saddam survived, but more than fifty people were killed. “Eventually we had to talk to the Americans. That was hard – my people are against the American occupation.” But when everyday people were killed, kidnapped and extorted, they were ready to accept help “from anyone,” Abu Saddam explains. 

When Hawija became a battlefield, the American army got support from unexpected quarters: even from mullah Majid. The mullah is a Salafi like Osama bin Laden; the Salafi believe that Islam has become too diluted over the last decades and want to recover the ‘true Islam’. The mullah receives me in his house outside Abassi, near the Tigris. From his backyard he looks out on a ridge. Behind it lies Tikrit. “The terrorists are misguided,” he says. The mullah tells me about his childhood friend Sameer Farrach, who joined Saddam’s army and was stationed in Baghdad. Sameer returned home believing that it was the duty of every Muslim to murder disbelievers. Mullah Majid started doubting his friend. “I went to the elders of the village. They read the holy book and concluded that it is not okay to kill innocent people. In our religion it is only allowed to murder people when you are being attacked. An eye for an eye. I tried to convince my friend, but he would not listen. We got into a fight.” Eventually mullah Majid chose to work with the Americans. “Our faith says that if the enemy is a lot stronger than yourself, you must lay down your arms and work together. Our goal is to increase safety as quickly as possible. Once we do that, the Americans become unnecessary.” 

Abu Saddam, with the support of the American army, received permission from Baghdad to form Sahwa-militias in Hawija in late 2007 (Sahwa-militias had already been formed in Anbar and Baghdad). He recruited the help of Colonel Hussein, a former Baath officer, who contacted hundreds of potential candidates. After a hesitant start, a flow of men signed up. The American army recorded their names and ages, took fingerprints and iris scans, and asked about previous involvement with al-Qaida. “So they built a database at the same time,” says Colonel Hussein. 
The Sahwa militia began setting up checkpoints and patrolling the streets of Hawija and the surrounding area for the first time in December 2007. “We took a visible stand against terrorism. That was the most dangerous time,” says the colonel, a graying man in his forties with deep-set eyes and a passion for gardening, which is surprising in this dry area. “Government officials didn’t dare to greet us on the street. Fifty days we stayed on our posts. We only earned about forty U.S. dollars, but that was not why we were there. We wanted to make our neighborhood safe again.” 

The colonel had thought in 2003 that after the fall of Saddam it would take about ten days before he could return to the army. But he was not called for and even when he and three hundred former officers reported they were ready to resume their duties, Baghdad didn’t respond. Disillusioned, he eventually started an auto parts shop. He could only watch as the situation in Hawija quickly deteriorated. Two sons of his brother were murdered. He started taking a gun to his shop. Once, the terrorists offered him work but he refused. “I was scared. We did not know how big the enemy was and how many weapons they had. I could see how the terrorists got more and more control.” 

Colonel Hussein is now heading 254 Sahwa soldiers at thirteen checkpoints, including the one near his village Shaooq. “We knew 90 percent of the terrorists already, and when we founded the Sahwa forces, it immediately became clear who registered and who didn’t,” he says. “Some militia members may still have family or friends in Al Qaida,” he admits. “I don’t tell them everything. And if we discover that someone has ties to terrorists, we turn him in.” 
Sahwa soldiers are only allowed to serve in their own area; this is to meet the objections of a Baghdad reluctant to form a new militia. The Sahwa soldiers don’t make any arrests; they guard the checkpoints and hand over information to military and police forces. They earn $240 per month. Gun and uniform they have to purchase themselves. 

The Sahwa succeeded in restoring security in their areas in less than two years time – something the American army, the Iraqi army and the police had all failed to do. Still, the militias get little gratitude. The American army handed over the payment of the Sahwa soldiers to the Iraqi government last April. Since then, their salaries are routinely paid late. Baghdad even wants to dismantle the Sahwa militias. The reason? The formation of ethnic militias makes the two other ethnic populations in the country – Shia’s in Baghdad and the south, the Kurds in Kirkuk and the north – extremely nervous.
The Kurdish politician Rizgar Ali Hamajan is chairman of the provincial council of nearby Kirkuk and one of the leading politicians in the region. He says: “The Sahwa’s are a big mistake.” Ali has a glass of red wine in his hand when we talk in his villa along the highway to the Kurdish capital of Arbil. “They should have created jobs for these men. For safety we have the Iraqi army.” The Sahwa militias are also unlawful, says Ali: “The Constitution mentions only one army: the Iraqi army.” But the Kurds have their own stakes: they want to draw the oil-rich city of Kirkuk into their autonomous region in the north, thus detaching it from the rest of the predominantly Sunni province. Therefore it suited them well that Sunni politicians were unable to participate in the political process for the past few years. 

The U.S. army in the meantime is still trying to warm the Iraqi government to their creation. But at times it’s clear that even the Americans don’t fully trust the Sahwa forces. Like last night, when they killed one Sahwa militiaman and badly wounded another. That night the American and Iraqi army went on a mission east of Hawija. They went on foot and therefore didn’t pass the Sahwa checkpoints on the main roads. Three Sahwa soldiers were sleeping in front of the checkpoint of Minisla village – a checkpoint that consists of nothing more than a dark brown canvas tent between a stream and the main road. The fourth, Mahmoud Allow, needed to go to the toilet. He grabbed a bottle of water and squatted down next to the road. The accounts of what happened next differ. According to Allow a sniper shot him. The U.S. army however testifies that Allow started shooting. In any case Allow got shot in his back and fell to the ground. His three comrades woke up. One grabbed his gun, took shelter behind the concrete structure of the hut they were building and fired back, thinking the attack came from terrorists. A bullet hit him in his head and he died on the spot. The two others fled over the river to their village. 

In an official response, the U.S. Army stated: “The patrol observed two individuals digging with a shovel on the road around half past eleven. One of the two saw the Iraqi army and U.S. soldiers and shot at them with his AK-47.” They insist the men were busy placing a roadside bomb. 
Allow Mahmud survived the attack. I find him in Kirkuk’s hospital with its strong smell of piss. Allow, around forty, is lying in a room with six others. His older brother sleeps on the ground next to him. Because of the gun wound in his back, Allow can only lie on his side with a blanket instead of a pillow behind him. No American soldiers nor Iraqi army or police come to question Allow – although according to the U.S. Army he is a terrorist. 

The U.S. Army’s account has not stayed consistent – at first it was “two individuals with a shovel,” later it was only one – and the shovel, not to mention the bomb, was never found. Major Liffering of the American division in Kirkuk initially sticks to the official version. Until we go through the event step by step. Then he says: “If you shoot at us, you can expect us to shoot back.” Only to admit after a long while: “I do not think any IED material was found on the spot.” 

The U.S. Army doesn’t make a distinction between terrorism and resistance: according to them all resistance is coming from old-Baathis trying to get back into power by force. Even if reports from highly esteemed organizations such as the International Crisis Group suggest otherwise. 

It is not easy to speak to members of the resistance. They are fearful of the well-equipped American army and distrust foreigners. But eventually I find a Sahwa post commander, Muhsen Abadi, who is willing to speak up. Abadi, a dark man with an elongated face, was a day laborer before he joined the resistance. “I saw how the Americans destroyed our infrastructure and our museums,” he says. Abadi used his experience from the Iran-Iraq war in measuring distances for mortar attacks. He also passed on information about American convoys. “At least half of the population supported the resistance at the start, with either money or information.” 

About a year after he joined, Abadi saw a man from the resistance throw a grenade at a U.S. convoy in a crowded market in Hawija. “I saw the offender run away. The Americans fired back immediately. Many innocent people got killed. Then I realized that foreign organizations had infiltrated the opposition, to kill our own people.” Today he is a commander at a Sahwa checkpoint. “I still want the occupiers to leave, but I don’t think it can be done by force.” He smiles. “Many of us have been in the resistance, we know how they think. That is the secret of our success.” 

Shaooq checkpoint. A pack of wild dogs is howling into the night. After half past 10 hardly any cars drive by. It is only later that I understand why: post commander Jumha devised a trick to protect the foreign visitors. He spread the news that the photographer and I are Americans and that there are many more behind the hill. We wrap ourselves in mosquito nets and try to sleep. No terrorists appear this night. At dawn the men get up again. Salah sweeps the floor of the hut and puts the thin mats back inside. It’s six o’clock and already 26 º C. The waiting has started.

Box 1: “We had to bury him without his head” 
Salah Enamle left primary school at fifteen without any qualifications. “I got into a fight with a boy from the village. The teacher saw me hit him and hit me with a stick. The first two strokes I let him, the third I stepped aside and hit him back. Then I ran away.” He never returned to school. 
His father and older brother were in the army, stationed in the district of Tikrit. Just a few months after he was kicked out of school, on June 10, 2006, his father went on leave. Three soldiers offered him a ride in the nearby district of Abassi. He must have known them. He got into the car. “When my brother called that night to ask if our father had safely returned home, we knew it wasn’t right,” he recalls. The police searched for his father for two days. They eventually found his beheaded body in a river. “We buried him without his head. We heard later that his head was hung on a bridge in Hawija to frighten others. I miss my dad – it’s like a fire burning in me. I was the youngest and we were always together.” 
Salah has five brothers and three sisters. His older brother is still in the army and earns 725,000 dinar a month (around 600 dollars). Another brother works as day laborer earning between 10-15.000 dinars per day. Salah earns 295,000 dinars in the month. “When I got the job as a Sahwa soldier, I went out and bought this expensive gun for around 600,000 dinars. I thought I would get a good salary, so I put myself in debt. But the salary is low. There is no work here. Only work as a day laborer on the land.” 
“If Baghdad stops paying us, I’ll be the last to leave this checkpoint. I'm here to take revenge on the killers of my father. A few years ago many people worked with Qaeda. When the Sahwa's begun, they stopped. But we know who they are, even if we don’t have proof. If there are still Qaida-members in the Sahwa? I only trust my own group.” 
Box 2: “When I receive my salary, I first pay off my debts”
The Turkmen post commander Jumha Azzadin Kadr used to work as a bricklayer before he started work as a Sahwa soldier at the end of 2007. “We haven’t received our salary for two months now, but we all stayed. Our morale is high. My men are ready for any task. In the first place I’m here for the safety of this region and secondly for Colonel Hussein. I will give my life for him if needed.” 
Jumha is at his post every other day. When he’s not, he works on his land. His family grows cotton. He buys his groceries on credit. “I have a big family; we are with 24 at home, my wife and our seven children, my mother and three brothers and their families. Once I get my salary, I pay back the merchants. After that, only about 20-25.000 dinar remains.” 
“We would like the government to pay for our food. And a car, because anything can happen here and we can’t get away. Yet I will never complain about our situation in front of my men.” With such debts, it’s tempting to change sides and work for Al Qaeda, he admits. “But I trust my men. I ask God to assist us. Nobody sells his conscience. We all lost cousins and brothers to terrorists. When we started work it was winter, we couldn’t sleep because it was so cold. We stayed for two or three months, and only got 50,000 dinars. But we stayed because we saw security increase every day.” 
Jumha has tried to get into the army. “I submitted my papers, but you need connections and money to get in. We paid $300 for my brother and they still haven’t called him to duty. I served in the army for four years when Saddam was still in power. At that time we paid people to get out of the army. Now we pay them to get in.” If the Sahwa are dismantled, he’ll pick up his old profession. “But only when Colonel Hussein asks me to. I hope it never happens, because the terrorists will attack us first.”
