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[bookmark: _GoBack]The poems in this sequence form a record of my interaction with the Many Women, Many Words project in Kurdistan, which set out to interview older women who had lived through the Al Anfal campaign in the 1980s and 1990s, when the Iraqi security forces carried out a genocide against the Kurds. Over 4,000 villages were destroyed and the inhabitants killed or forcibly re-located to controlled areas. The role of Peshmerga women fighters during this persecution has been recognised and celebrated by the Kurdish media. But what of the women who fled persecution, walking across the mountains into Syria, Turkey or Iran with their children when their husbands were fighting or imprisoned? What were their experiences? Why were their stories not being told? I made two visits to the region, during 2013 and 2014 to find out. We interviewed fourteen women, recorded their stories, transcribed them and translated them into English. It was a moving, sometimes harrowing experience. Later we built a performance poem from their words. During the project, I wanted to relay my own experience and responses in a way that was creative, first-hand and affective, rather than ‘academic’ and analytical. Security tensions were growing again and Daesh were threatening to overrun Erbil. So, with some sense of urgency, I began to write the first poems. Tentative at first, they grew into twenty linked pieces, loosely written as sonnets and intended as a counterpoint to the women’s own remarkable stories. You can find those here: http://kurdishwomenswords.world/



Fieldwork in Kurdistan

Flight

Manchester to Erbil – 3.00 am – rain gleaming 
on airport buildings, after Istanbul, after hours 
of fitful airborne sleep. I drag my bag through 
customs, past the hooded eye that recognises 

mine, my driver dozing with his misspelt sign; 
he shakes hands, saunters ahead, leaving me to 
blunder through rain to the white pickup. 
Heater raging, radio blaring, we drive through 

suburbs to half-lit villages where dog packs 
roam, and sentries heft Kalashnikovs, staring 
at the foreigner’s face, remote as a moon. 
Then hairpins, humped moorland, streaks of 

dawn – stratus of stirred blood and whey – 
the scattered hours of darkness settling to day.
 
Spillek Pass

Gears shifting, slowing, revving in hot oil, 
the 4 x 4 toils into a dim gorge where giant 
rocks litter the floor, limestone’s gnawed 
knuckle-bones. The river grey with clay, 

a waterfall’s white tonnage falling at the 
truck stop where lights burn in phosphor wands 
and a man keeps watch over his empty café. 
Patches of grass, stunted trees sucking at 

finger holds, mountain dogs shambling as 
a shepherd drives his bleating goats right 
into us; green eyes narrowed, dawn gilding 
his face, a slit of sky widening, brightening 

and blooming – a blue iris opening
where we’re free climbing into space.

Soran

Soran is waking: first calls to prayer waver 
in tin-sheet voices from the minaret, traffic’s 
sleet swishing, those old soldiers strolling to 
the mosque, stepping into the rituals of day; 

tightening sashes, dangling prayer beads, 
counting the ninety-nine names of God. 
Traders unfurl bolts of cloth, heft carcasses, 
stack samovars, dinars, cell-phones, hang

out shell-pink bridal-wear. After the mosque, 
those old men walk away or stand and talk,
easing-in each other’s memories. Light bulks 
against Korek, its snowfall black, gold, grey. 

Hawkers riffle dollars, light cigarettes, 
blow smoke their hands chase away.

Eagle and Ram

Peshmerga Square: the eagle and the ram 
rear at roundabouts where traffic nudges 
forward, stalls, then jams. A city rising on 
timber scaffolds, breeze blocks cast from a

dust of pounded rock. The hills beyond are 
brown, bone-dry, bare where Saddam’s 
hand felled sniper hides; now soil slides into 
sour rivers that lick away the land. Kurds

were vermin, crushed under tank tracks, 
gassed, fleeing to caves coiled deep in the 
mountains’ gut to pray that death would 
one day birth their ancient culture new.

Sky is hung with hawks and cirrus trails,
a no-fly zone of petrified petrol blue.

The Soran Sky

The hotel stinks of kerosene, the foyer all 
glass and high cloud beyond building sites. 
Two Yazidi boys bring breakfast, yoghurt 
and eggs – mast and helke, naan and chai. 

Kids gather for the school run: the girls in 
floral frocks, the boys in leather jackets. 
Old Peshmerga greet each other, clasp 
hands, their faces vellum maps under coiled 

scarves. They talk of the future – now 
imaginable, ripe and near – curse those who 
piss on truthfulness and let the nation slip 
like sand. Memories sing deep in war’s 

past tense; resistance is on the News, re-
played: the TV’s agitprop, heroic spring.

Old Road

Oil coils from earth, water slakes it; 
tanker fleets grind westwards with crude, 
combustible loads, horizons curdle in rain, 
a Kurdish flag painted on the mountain 

wavers; clouds temple above foothills 
where upturned strata weathers into grooves. 
Diggers claw out more rock and sand, hard-
core for the new highway, rammed and 

rolled beside the old road – Hamilton’s Road –
that runs back into a history it denied, as 
if their language lied, as if it baptised Zozeg, 
Korek, Bradost, just for others to claim: 

now a falcon hovering, now an eagle 
trespassing over borders it can’t name.

Narcissi

Limestone is a thirsting tongue: we watch 
acres of alluvium pass, long hillsides gag. 
Here pre-Koranic floods bled from ice, 
dumped their slag of moraine, scoured 

bedrock, gouged out wide caves: a skull-
scape that gave shelter as the Kurds fled 
Iraqi planes, artillery, genocide; the men 
killed or forced to take up arms, the women 

harried to Erbil where cement slums usurp
their farms. Four thousand villages it’s claimed, 
were emptied, dynamited, enflamed. Now
boys at the roadside risk mines to sell these 

narcissi, pale yellow after April rain, 
almond blossom shivering on iron trees.

Khebat

One hand on the wheel, one tilting the cell-
phone at his ear, a cigarette miming speech, 
his voice melismatic, mesmerising us under
the gorge’s twisted honey flutes, its charmed 

overhangs. Switching lanes, he’s laughing 
now – Look no hands, no hands! – tyres screech 
at the mathematics of fate. That’s absurd here 
where so much aching absence fell from 

sky, the arbitrary, blazing iron of hate. 
Rivers swell with rain and plastic waste; 
spring brings picnickers to litter it from SUVs; 
God will spare us, not the road, nor this car. 

We stop for smokes and Fanta Khebat gifts us 
with a grin: Erbil? Soon! Insh’allah. Insh’allah.

Field Recordings

We’re gathering stories from Al Anfal time, 
picking them raw as splinters from a septic
limb. Queuing our digital machine, the women 
in dim houses, voicing a long ineffable hurt: 

some fluent, some halting, working the 
tightness in their hearts that will not yield easily 
to words or used them up, profligate in grief. 
We hear the darkest music of their tongue; 

time is a thief, so we steal it as pure sound 
pitched from ululating silences that harboured 
it, precious, un-heroic and unspent. Cross-legged
with glasses of sweet chai, split pomegranate 

we ask for photographs – each woman to hold 
a precious thing – and they lead us to the light.

Inquisition

Where were you born, and where did you 
go to school? How many siblings do you have 
and how many survive? Are you married and 
if so where and if so how did you meet your 

groom? How long before you gave birth to how 
many children? How did you get to live where 
you now live – and why? What do you remember 
and where did you flee? Were those people kind 

who met your language with a frown? Did 
you breathe that poisoned air? When did you take 
the veil, build this house? Who is in that picture 
and how did they die? In what vale of dust, 

what endless depth, what blackened sump, 
what reservoir of sorrow do they lie?

Veils

This woman’s husband held in prison for 
five years; that one’s son killed with his father 
in an ambushed car; this youth’s legs blown 
away; that daughter shot aged twelve before 

her very eyes. That mother’s woven sling 
carried curd cheese, kindling, a new-born 
child. Ba’athists forced this one to wear a 
black hijab. She brings us a tray of honey 

cakes laughing at the memory of her husband 
when they met – I thought him wild, so ugly! – not 
handsome as she dreamed, but kind. Now her
story unwinds, lips staccato-quick, hand on heart:

the chime of glasses in a cool room, sugar
clouds swirling as veils of language part.

Heirlooms

After her story is told – how those heirloom 
pendants were turned to wedding rings for 
her two daughters – and we have met her 
spouse and seen where she outfaced an

Arab soldier who accused her son. She leads 
us to her garden where daffodils bloom in 
stony soil. They’ll not flower in Yorkshire 
yet, where we’ve found them in the frosted 

shadow of the house, but here they’re bright 
as saffron. A fist of them for you; for me a 
honey-comb broken from the hive under apple 
trees where bees send out a thrum of prayer. 

No English, she says pressing my hand, 
this gift for you! and I’m struck dumb. 

Ashura

We’re climbing the first ridge to broken 
sheepfolds. Grass is grazed short, freeze-dried,
burned brown; goats wander through the 
dung of husbandry. It’s Ashura for Shias – 

the death of Hussein – though wedding music
rises from the town below, his murder forgotten
as Sunnis celebrate. Here rock is worn smooth 
by wind, the centuries’ unwavering entropy. 

A peregrine hovers alongside now, head to 
the breeze, then falls like a spear or that old
vow: kill or be killed. We spread a picnic 
on this tablecloth’s creased flowers, then lie 

on the fraying edge of cold, watching Iran’s 
peaks dissolve into a dove-grey sky.

On Zozeg

Walking down from Zozeg, evening’s blue 
clings to hills, hazing Soran with trapped diesel 
fumes; we step over loose stones, past wind-
hollowed rocks, scarving our faces against

suddenly chill air. Sun picks out windows 
below, light falling to its golden doom, the moon 
huge above the ridge as it pulls clear, rising 
and shrinking like a wild cat’s yellow eye. 

Men pass us, ascending, seeking solitude 
that only dusk or dawn can bring. Across that 
belt of hills, in Baghdad, in Mosul, suicide 
bombers kill for God’s love, robed in black. 

Ecumenical, we break and share our thoughts 
like bread; planets rise in sky’s dark almanac.

Naming

Dayana, the Christian quarter: buying wine 
makes us late for the story of Assyrian women 
who gather in a courtyard at our crooked 
line of shoes, a fig tree, an iron gate. After-

wards, their daughters wave us off and kids 
gang out to greet us whilst their mothers water 
dusty streets: Hello, my name is Ali, my name is
Nahro, my name is Serwa! We walk on and the 

camera nudges my thigh. They offer sweets, 
laughter as I turn, pretending to capture them. 
Their parents chivvy, curious as we pass: 
Salaam, Salaam. It’s just childish fun.

At the graveyard, a burka’d woman turns 
to face those written stones, the fallen sun. 

Korek

We take the chairlift: Rawanduz to Korek, 
gliding over scrub, last scraps of snow patched 
under the observatory. Rawanduz gorge gulfs 
behind us; wheels mutter along greased wires, 

leaving just the sound of wind. Below, fibreglass 
goats and oryx, a theme park vertigo carrying us 
to breakfast in that kitsch hunting lodge with its 
trophies, legendary tapestries and log fires.

Breakfast is yoghurt, honey and tahini, olives,
omelettes, black bitter tea. The spring sun 
burns us, its admonition glaring. Pods glide
on cabled steel; they give us candyfloss as we 

rise to leave, treating us as if we’re fair-
ground kids and none of this remotely real. 

Bread

Rawanduz, the old kingdom, surrounded by 
sheer nothingness: a three-sided chasm, a blue-
green river, the town’s ancient, impregnable 
retreat – until artillery, airpower, Scuds. 

Houses follow a road that jinks to Pank, the 
new resort: tourist shops, hotels, a helipad, a 
café playing Turkish videos: half-naked women 
swaying heavy-breasted in the music’s beat:

Touch me, don’t touch me, touch, don’t dare. 
Now we meet a tailor who carried his treadle 
Singer into caves to stitch Peshmerga uniforms, 
his thigh still stiff from shrapnel shells. 

He shows us his home, his wife’s flat-baked 
bread, gently torn to share with even infidels.

Her Touch

Our last call today: a woman whose house 
just clings to the valley. I worry that good light 
is fading and she’s late, hurrying towards us, a 
black figure scuffing dust as we stand and sun 

exsanguinates. In the house, a special room for 
guests: hanging from nails a painting of her husband 
and son; in a leather wallet her daughter’s ID,
though they’ve all passed life’s last questioning. 

You are my son my daughter. She gives me a
mother’s hug and the yard fills with women, a 
future made of them. What she does is mourn, 
offering her grief to others as a crutch:

she who has lost so much is free to give, 
unafraid of our intentions or our touch.

Night Run

One last tour of the bazaar to buy gifts, 
to watch men carve walking sticks, haggle 
dollars, butcher meat, trade eggs and honey 
with the village folk. Work gangs queue 

for vans to take them to sites beyond the 
town where roads are built and tankers barge 
through the gorge, mythic beasts freed from 
under-hill dark. I photograph that stack of 

kitchen pans, sacks of walnuts, spices, twined 
scarves. A cobbler salutes me with his awl, two 
old fighters straighten their backs. Now, one 
last night-run to Erbil in the jeep, the flight 

to Manchester, then home to where snow 
on our own mountain falls like sleep.

Scriptures

Six months on, thought slips on shifting dunes 
of circumstance, the crude-black flags of Daesh 
pouring to Iraq, the Kurds holding Kirkuk, ringing 
Erbil; Allied airstrikes, Yazidis massacred or 

chancing thirst on Sinjar. Now we’ve coaxed 
the women’s stories into English, posted them 
online, even as those beheadings appear – 
intended omens – as if only death can render

the meaning of scripture clear. I hear my 
grandson stumble on first words that make 
his world dimensional through speech;
he clings to us, laughs and runs away.

Your stories stay. Whatever hurts new futures 
bring they’ll burn, beacon their own prophecy.



		


