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Preface

Perhaps the Kurds are destined always to be a race and never a
nation. Less than a century ago they were still a collection of wild
tribes, some migratory, some aggressive and mutually hostile, with
no national cohesion and bound together only by the loose bonds of
language, culture and tribal customs. Living for 4,000 years in an
inland mountainous region, near where Asia joins Europe in the
Middle East, they remained a turbulent people. No trace of political
nationalism emerged until 1880, when Sheikh Ubeidullah tried
unsuccessfully to detach a part of Persian territory to make it an auto-
nomous Kurdish satellite of the decaying Ottoman Empire. National-
ism developed extremely slowly, so the Kurds were not ready to take
full political advantage of the chaos of World War | and its after-
math. The Turkish Empire was dismantled and a fresh map drawn
of the Middle East that included newly emergent states, but no
independent Kurdish nation was established. In the 1920s Kurdish
insurrections in Turkey and Persia were put down firmly by the
authorities, until Persia was able to declare that it ‘had no Kurdish
Problem’, while Turkey went one better by refusing to admit that it
had any Kurds at all, only ‘mountain Turks who had forgotten their
native tongue’. Despite a weak régime and weak military forces, the
Kurds in Iraq were also subdued, at least overtly, by 1935, but cir-
cumstances compelled the Government to leave them much to their
own devices in the mountains.

The story of the nine-year Kurdish Revolt, which was confined
entirely to Iraq, begins in 1943, and is largely, but not completely, the
story of one man, Mullah Mustafa Barzani. Although, naturally,
many other personalities were involved, he became the acknow-
ledged leader who inspired the Revolt and dominated it throughout.
He and his tribe of warring Barzanis, feared and hated by other
Kurdish tribes, were the mainstay of the unfortunate Kurdish Re-
public of Mahabad, precariously established on Persian territory in
1946. It suddenly collapsed, after a lack-lustre existence of slightly
less than one year, when Soviet occupation troops were withdrawn
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PREFACE

from Persia, allowing Persian soldiers to march against it. A fighting
escape into Irag by Mullah Mustafa and his Barzanis was followed
by an epic fighting retreat across the mountains until he found refuge
in the Soviet Union, where he remained for eleven years. When
Kassem came to power in 1958, Mullah Mustafa was allowed to re-
turn to Iraq on the condition that he became Chairman of the United
Democratic Party of Kurdistan. It was only in 1961 when he realized
that Kassem was not going to grant any of the Kurdish political
demands that he took to the mountains.

The pattern of the military operations in the Revolt was the old
constantly repeated story: the Kurds could hold out in, or retreat
farther into, the mountains in the face of attacks and pressure from
conventional Government forces, but were unable to counter-attack
successfully down on to the plains of Iraq, while the Iraqi army,
with nearly 600 tanks, was strong on the plains but comparatively
ineffectual and vulnerable when it attempted to penetrate into the
mountains, which terrain, with few tracks and hardly any motorable
roads, was ideal for partisan-type warfare. Repeated Government
military offensives, while hurting the Kurds, were almost always
abortive, and maintaining or combating them sapped the strength of
both sides, causing periods of prolonged inactivity; during these they
issued boastful and wildly inaccurate communiqués, prompting
months of sterile negotiations when Kurds and the Iraqi Government
sat down to ‘catch their breath’ and to play for time. The Revolt
underlined the lesson, still barely and reluctantly accepted by many,
that while causing fear, casualties, hardship and a refugee problem,
air power was not a decisive factor in this type of warfare, and that
protracted resistance by a determined people can be put up without
any at all.

No new lessons of warfare or new techniques of strategy or tactics
were discovered or developed, but old-established ones were em-
phasized. Achievements seemed to be negative as neither side made
any substantial or territorial gain after the first stalemate. A conclu-
sion that may disappoint romantic sympathizers with the Kurdish
cause is that the prospects of an independent Kurdistan, of any size
or strength, emerging in the future, are poor. Of considerable interest
to the student of Communist tactics was the persistent failure of the
Politburo of the Democratic Party of Kurdistan, the DPK, practically
all Communist in composition, to impose its leadership on the Re-
volt. Ifit had been able to exercise its superior organizational, poli-
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tical and military capabilities, the course of the Revolt might have
been slightly different, but Mullah Mustafa outwitted it continually.

Prosperity and material advantages, limited as they are in Irag and
the Middle East generally, are the magnet that draws individual
Kurds from their mountains in ever-increasing numbers to seek jobs
that give them a far higher standard of living and comfort than they
would ever have in their barren and inhospitable homeland. After
having tasted them, they are reluctant to return to the shackles of
tribal authority and customs. Involuntary depopulation is achieving
to a degree what the Iragi armed forces could not.

The Iragi Government did its best to conceal the Kurdish Revolt
from the eyes of the world, with perhaps understandable motives. In
this it was frequently successful because the Revolt coincided with
and was heavily overshadowed by other momentous events in the
Middle East, such as Arab rivalries, the death of Kassem, the Third
Arab-lsraeli War, and indeed the Vietnam War farther afield.
Kurdish propaganda aimed at overseas opinion was pathetically
weak. This factor, essential to a revolution, was either overlooked
completely or not appreciated. Press coverage, too, of events in
Kurdish territory, was hampered by the governments of Irag, Persia
and Turkey. Consequently the Kurds gained no powerful adherents
in Western countries who could have agitated on world platforms in
their support. Almost until the end the Kurds fought silently, and
therefore alone, their aspirations and struggles unknown. They de-
veloped an introversion, an inward-looking complex that was to
their great detriment.

Both sides had their strengths and weaknesses, their victories and
defeats; both lost opportunities and seized advantages. Holding no
brief for either, I have related the story as an outsider, and unfolded
the facts as they appear to me, and not necessarily as either the
Kurds or the Iraqi Governments would like them to be shown.

The purist may occasionally raise an eyebrow at the spelling of
Arab and other names. In the interests of the general reader, | have
adopted accepted Western forms.

Edgar O’Ballance






‘There the Greeks spent a happy night, with plenty to eat,
talking about the struggle now past. For they had been seven
days passingthrough the country of the Kurds, fighting all the
time, and they had suffered worse things at the hands of the
Kurds than all that the King of Persia, and his general,
Tissaphernes, could do to them.’

Anabasis of Xenophon (400 B.c.)

The Kurdish tribes which inhabit the sprawling mountainous sector
of territory lying amid the Middle East land mass that is roughly
encompassed by the Black Sea, the Caspian Sea, the Persian Gulf
and the Mediterranean, claim that they have lived there for over
4,000 years and that they arc of Aryan stock, probably descended
from the Medes, who gained classical fame in ancient chronicles for
their struggles against the Persians. Sturdy, warlike and of indepen-
dent character, over the centuries they have never been assimilated
by successive conquerors. Perhaps the Kurd in history best known to
Western readers was Sala ad-Din al-Ayubi, Saladin of the Crusades,
born at Takritl on the River Tigris in 1137, who fought against
Richard Coeur de Lion and forced the Crusaders to abandon prac-
tically all Palestine except for a few coastal forts. Another fact of
Western interest is that Mount Ararat (in present-day Turkey),
where, according to biblical tradition, the Ark of Noah came to rest
after the subsidence of the Flood, lies in Kurdish territory.

The Kurds, as a collective name, was given to these wild tribes by
the conquering and evangelizing Arabs in the 7th century, who
converted them forcibly to Mohammedanism, and then abruptly left
them alone in their mountain fastnesses. During the 13th century
the Mongols subdued adjacent areas, but hesitated to penetrate
the Kurdish mountains, and it was not until the end of the following
century that Amir Timur (Tamerlane) succeeded in bringing the
Kurdish tribes under firm control, in his customary barbaric manner.
There was never Kurdish unity or national cohesion as such; in the
Middle Ages the tribes were grouped into about thirty mutually

11n present-day Irag.
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THE KURDS

hostile principalities. Wedged in between the rival, expanding empires
of Persia and Turkey, some fought for one side and some for the
other, depending upon pressures, bribes and circumstances, and more
frequently against each other.

In 1639 the Turks and Persians made a treaty demarcating a com-
mon frontier which cut practically straight through Kurdish territory,
thus nominally dividing it into two parts, but with the decline of the
two empires few attempts were made to penetrate and pacify these
areas, apart from the occasional punitive expedition, which usually
had limited objectives. The several princes (atabegs, or tribal
sheikhs) remained autonomous within their own small localities, and
the whole region became a sort of wild tribal ‘no man’s land’, remote
and impenetrable, a convenient geographical and political moun-
tainous buffer. During the early 19th century Persian and Ottoman
overlordship remained nominal; both used Kurdish irregulars in
their wars with each other, and against Russia, but from the mid-
century onwards, as the Ottoman administration became more cen-
tralized and stronger, Turkish authority over the Kurds increased.

There was still no sign that the tribes were becoming fused into a
nation; they remained a restless mass, one forever attempting to
dominate the other, resisting attempts to bring them under either
Turkish or Persian authority. The first sign of Kurdish political
nationalism occurred in 1880, when a Kurdish sheikh named Ubei-
dullah, who lived in what was nominally Turkish territory, invaded
the Kurdish region, nominally controlled by Persia, with the object
of bringing into being a Kurdish national state which would owe
allegiance to Turkey. He was given some support by the Turkish
Sultan, who visualized adding another slice of territory to the Otto-
man Empire at the expense of his old enemies, the Persians. Sheikh
Ubeidullah managed to rally a number of tribes to his banner and
persuade several thousand warriors to join in his eastwards offensive,
his official reason and excuse being to take revenge for alleged attacks
on Persian Kurds by Government forces. He halted in the mountains
overlooking the town of Rezaieh, just to the west of Lake Rezaieh,!
on the shore of which lived a community of Assyrian Nestorians,
one of the few left in the world. The Nestorians8were all expecting to

1 Formerly Lake Urmia.

s The Nestorians were descendants of the followers of the heretical Nestorius,
a 5th-century Patriarch of Constantinople, who insisted that Christ was two
persons, one human and the other divine, and that the Virgin Mary was the
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THE KURDS

be killed, but they were saved by an American missionary, who was
with them at the time. This missionary knew Sheikh Ubeidullah and
was reputed to have cured his wife of an illness. Knowing that a
Persian relief force had been mustered and would soon arrive, he
persuaded the Sheikh to postpone his attack for a few days. Then,
as the Persian force approached, Sheikh Ubeidullah’s followers
began to fade away, and he was forced to withdraw quickly into
Turkey again. The unsuccessful Sheikh Ubeidullah was probably
the first Kurdish nationalist leader of any note in modern history;
he eventually died in exile in Mecca.

During the latter part of the 19th century Persia had no centrally
controlled army, the only regular troops being the Royal Bodyguard
and small garrisons to defend certain towns. A sort of tribal militia,
or levy, raised to police the countryside, could be mustered for de-
fence or punitive operations whenever necessary. The Persians were
impressed by the Russian use of irregular Cossack cavalry to control
the wilder and more remote regions of Russia, and they raised a
standing force on similar lines, called the Cossack Force, in 1878. Its
size varied, and many Kurds served in its ranks. The Turks also
liked the idea, and in 1891 they raised some irregular Kurdish
cavalry units, known as Hamidiye Regiments, which were mainly
used to police the restless Kurds under their nominal control, and
also to curb and deter the sometimes aggressive groups of Armenians
and Assyrians who, often interspersed with Turks and Kurds, lived
in Anatolia. During the Young Turks Revolution in 1908, a Kurdish
sheikh with about 1,500 Kurdish irregulars occupied, and held,
Damascus for the Sultan.

The Hamidiye Regiments remained loyal to the Sultan during
World War |, despite Russian attempts to subvert them, and at one
stage there were some thirty units of Kurdish irregular cavalry fight-
ing on the Turkish eastern front. Russian troops were already in
northern Persia when the war broke out in 1914, occupying Azer-
baijan province, and as the Turks advanced towards them a ‘war by
proxy’ commenced with Turkish Kurds fighting their old enemies,
the Christian Armenians—now supported by Holy Russia—and also
the Christian Assyrians. The Russians gave arms to the Armenians

mother of the human Christ. This was simply one of the many controversies that
split the then rival Roman and Byzantine worlds.
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THE KURDS

and recruited units of them. As arms were also smuggled to Kurds
from various sources, the result was that there were many violent
clashes between Kurds and Armenians, some of which on occasions
amounted to mini-massacres. When the Russians invaded the Cau-
casus regions and moved into Kurdish tribal territory, they were
preceded by groups of Armenian irregulars who killed and looted as
they advanced; it was alleged that ‘more than 600,000 Kurds (were)
killed between 1915 and 1918 in the eastern vilayets of Turkey’.1

The Moslem Turks moved some 700,000 Christian Armenians
from their homes to more southerly provinces to be away from pos-
sible Russian influence; many died of starvation or were killed by
Kurds or Arabs. Accordingly, not only were large areas depopulated
completely, but by the end of the war Armenians, and indeed
Assyrians too, had practically disappeared from sectors they formerly
occupied. The Russians had tried to implant thoughts of independence
in the minds of both Kurds and Armenians, and these attempts
probably gave the first authentic colour to the still embryonic, but
uncertain, theory of a Kurdish nation, although a mild Kurdish
nationalist organization had existed in Turkey since 1909.

British forces also advanced through the Middle East, and in May
1918 briefly occupied the town of Kirkuk, where they set up a local
Kurdish administration. When they evacuated Kirkuk a few weeks
later, the Turks reoccupied the town and dealt harshly with the
Kurdish collaborators. The local Kurds resented being abandoned
by the British, and the Turks had little difficulty in raising Kurdish
irregulars to fight against them in that region.

Persia did not formally enter World War I. Because of its military
weakness—it had only the Cossack Force and an armed gendarmerie,
the latter raised as recently as 1911—Persia was compelled to remain
passive while parts of its territory were devastated in turn by Turks,
Russians, Kurds and Assyrians. In fact, since the 1907 Revolution,
the Kurds in Persia had been virtually unfettered by authority; parts
of Kurdish tribal territory had been occupied by the Turks in 1908,
by the Russians in 1911, and again by the Russians in 1917. Persia
had been in a state of political chaos since 1915 when, although the
Shah had remained, most of the influential political personalities had
hastily decamped from Teheran, the capital.

In 1914 the Assyrians, who lived mainly in the eastern parts of
present-day Turkey and in some parts of Persia, declared war on

1 The Kurds by Hassan Arfa, Oxford University Press (1966).
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Turkey. They were hoping for Russian assistance, which was dis-
appointingly sparse, and by 1917 they had been pushed first east-
wards and then southwards into the Persian province of Azerbaijan,
where they came up against Simko (Ismail Aka), Agha of the power-
ful Kurdish Shikak tribe, from east of Tabriz, who treacherously
murdered the Mar Shimun, the Assyrian Patriarch, after shaking
hands with him. With some Turkish help the Kurds were able to
defeat a 6,000-strong avenging Assyrian force. Although the Assy-
rians took their revenge by killing many Kurds and others, as a
nation they were virtually broken. Britain eventually allowed the
remnants, some 40,000, to move into the newly created Kingdom of
Iraq, to settle there.

The Kurds in Persia, who had already obtained extra arms, seized
the chance to lay their hands on many more when, in 1917 and 1918,
Russian soldiers revolted, killed their officers and withdrew into
Russia. The situation in these regions deteriorated into complete
anarchy; Kurds and Christians viciously attacked each other and
Kurdish tribes squabbled among themselves. The only disciplined
body in northern Persia was the Persian Cossack Force, which was
far too small to be effective.

After World War | the Ottoman Empire was dismantled and new
countries sprang into existence, which included Iraq (formed from
the three former Turkish vilayets of Mosul, Baghdad and Basra), and
Syria. This meant that instead of Kurdish territory spreading into
only two countries, or three counting Russia, it now reached into
five, that is Turkey, Persia, Iraq, Syria and what came eventually to
be known as the Soviet Union. The spark of nationalism having been
ignited and fanned, the Kurds anticipated that they would be granted
autonomy under, they hoped, Turkish sovereignty, as most still
looked in that direction for religious reasons if no other. Indeed, this
was mentioned in the Treaty of Sevres, of 1920, which stated that, ‘A
Commission ... shall draft... a scheme for local autonomy for the
predominantly Kurdish areas. . . .” But the Treaty of Lausanne, of
1923, did not confirm this. Other minorities, such as the Assyrians,
also expected to be resettled and granted autonomy. The frontier
between Turkey and Irag was not demarcated for some time, and in
particular the town of Mosul was a source of friction, both countries
claiming it.

In May 1919 Sheikh Mahmoud Barzanji, a Kurd, who had been
installed by the British as Governor of the town and district of
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Suleimaniya, overcame the Government forces there and pro-
claimed its independence. The small British force sent against him
was repulsed and a larger one, of divisional size, had to be dis-
patched, which captured the Sheikh. After this the area was com-
paratively quiet, although there remained a general atmosphere of
hostility against the British. In the spring of 1922 some Turkish irre-
gulars, who were Kurds, invaded territory claimed by Iraq, although
the boundary was not yet decided and sectors were in dispute. They
advanced towards Suleimaniya, which had been abandoned by the
British, who released Sheikh Mahmoud Barzanji on condition that he
would return and hold that town against the Turks for them. In-
stead, on arrival there, the Sheikh allied himself with the Turkish
Kurds, and also with some Kurdish tribes in revolt against the Per-
sian Government. In April 1923 elements of the newly-formed Iraqi
Army, backed by the British-led Iraq levies and the RAF,1 managed
to reoccupy the town of Ruwandiz, which had been held by the
Turkish irregulars. Next, this small force advanced and cleared
Suleimaniya, but this town was evacuated again when the British,
who had been granted the Mandate for Iraq, could not persuade any
suitable local sheikh to become governor under their sponsorship.
However, Sheikh Mahmoud Barzanji, who had taken refuge in
Persia, returned and came to an uneasy agreement with the Govern-
ment to take charge once again in Suleimaniya in July 1923—but his
good behaviour did not last long. Another military force had to be
sent against him the following year (July 1924), when once again he
fled to the Persian mountains; from there he attempted to wage
partisan warfare with his Hamawand allies, a Kurdish tribe settled
between Suleimaniya and Kirkuk. His raiding parties were occa-
sionally bombed by RAF aircraft. In late 1926 the Sheikh again re-
turned to Iraqi territory. Another military expedition was sent against
him in March of the following year, when elements of the new Iraqi
Army, with support from RAF bombers, drove him from his strong-
holds near Panjwin. Once more he retreated into Persia for refuge.
However, by the summer of 1927 Persian military operations against
the Kurds in Persia forced him back into Irag, where he was arrested.
Another Kurdish trouble-maker for the Iragi Government was
Sheikh Ahmed, of Barzan, an area then completely without any
governmental controls at all. A military force was dispatched which

1The RAF assumed responsibility for defence and internal security from the
British Army in October 1922.
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entered Barzan, a small town on the Greater Zab River, in June 1927,
without meeting any resistance. A police post was established at
Barzan, the centre of the turbulent Barzani tribe.

In 1926 a Tripartite Agreement between Britain, Turkey and Iraq
fixed the common frontier between the two latter countries, and
generally accepted the defacto demarcation line as the permanent
border. This enabled both Turkey and Iraq to take steps to bring the
Kurds in their respective territories under control. Mosul remained
in Irag.

In 1921, the embryo Iraqi Army was formed to be ultimately re-
sponsible for the defence of the country when the British Mandate
was due to end (in 1931), and General Nuri el-Said, a former Turkish
officer, an lIraqgi, was made its first Chief of Staff. He had joined a
revolutionary group at Basra early in World War |, been taken
prisoner by the British, and recruited to join Sherif Hussein’s desert
revolt, in which he fought with Lawrence. The Iragi Army relied upon
voluntary recruitment, and by 19251 had a strength of some 7,500
men, at which level it remained until about 1933. Initially it consisted
of six infantry battalions, three cavalry regiments, two mountain and
one field battery, mainly formed into two field brigades; its officers
had largely served in the old Turkish Army. A British Military Mis-
sion supervised its training, supplying instructors for its training
centre and military college. Units of the new Iraqi Army took part in
several operations against the Kurds. Meanwhile, the British military
presence rapidly thinned out from thirty-five infantry battalions and
other units in 1921 to three infantry battalions in 1926, the last of
which left the country in 1928,

After the Mandate ended in 1932 there was talk of bringing in
some form of conscription, which caused unrest, and when the
National Service Law was passed in 1934 it was not immediately
implemented. By 1933 the strength of the Iragi Army had risen to
about 11,500. As conscription was selectively introduced, it rose to
about 23,000 by 1936. The country was divided into four territorial
commands which, as more units were formed, developed into four
infantry divisions.

Another small military force existed, known as the Iraq Levies,
British-led and under the command of the British Air Officer Com-
manding in Irag, which had developed from the handful of Arabs
first enlisted by the British in 1915 and then known as the Arab

1lIraq: 1900-1950 by Longrigg.
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Scouts. Initially the personnel were all Arab, but when the Iraq
Levies were expanded in 1921 to some 6,000 men they recruited
Kurds, Assyrians, Turkomans and Yazidis as well. In 1922, for
example, it was composed of three cavalry regiments (two Kurdish
and one Assyrian), four infantry battalions (one Kurdish, two
Assyrian and one of Marsh Arabs), and an Assyrian pack-battery.l
The officers were British, Arab, Assyrian and Kurdish. The Iraq
Levies were designed to fill the gap created by the departing British
troops, until the new Iragi Army was ready to assume full responsi-
bility for the nation’s defence. The Levies eventually settled down to
a strength of about 7,500, and their personnel became predominantly
Assyrian. They were frequently used on operations against the
Kurds, when they were usually supported by the RAF.2

At first the Iraq Levies were used mainly to the south of Baghdad,
but they had been gradually switched northwards to the troubled
Kurdish areas, until by the late 1920s they were completely employed
in such regions. Their early days were marked by a number of unfor-
tunate occurrences. In particular the Assyrians,3who as Christians
liked to consider themselves specially favoured by the British, be-
haved arrogantly towards the Moslems whenever they had the
opportunity. For example, on one occasion, in May 1922, two Assy-
rian companies at Kirkuk mutinied and killed over fifty Moslems,
and there were other unpleasant incidents. The some 40,000 Assy-
rians whom the British allowed into Iraq became a thorny problem;
the British wanted to settle them in the country, but the proposal met
stiff Arab and Kurdish opposition. Many were temporarily enlisted
into the Iraq Levies until they could be resettled.

By 1928 the Kurdish question seemed to be slowly resolving itself
from the point of view of the Government, which was anxious to
unify the country. Hundreds of Kurds were serving in the Army, the
police and in government administration at all levels, and a few were
actually in the Government. The whole of the Kurdish territory in
Iraq had been penetrated by government forces, and the mountain
tribes seemed to be comparatively quiet and unaffected by Kurdish
disturbances in neighbouring Turkey. This rather gave the impres-

1lraqg: 1900-1950 by Longrigg

2According to Longrigg’s Iraq: 1900-1950, the RAF strength in Irag rose
from four squadrons in 1921 to eight in 1926, and was reduced to five squadrons
in 1928, and then four in 1930. The RAF worked mainly with the Iraq Levies.

* Reputed to have originally emigrated from Mesopotamia after the fall of Ur
(about 2000 b.c.), the Assyrians spoke Syriac, the language of Christ.
3
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sion that tribal discontent was subsiding and in any case had only
been caused by outside agitation and ignorance, which would be
gradually eliminated. Somehow it was overlooked that Kurdish
nationalism was on the rise in Iraq, and when several Kurdish re-
presentatives in the Chamber of Deputies petitioned for Kurdish
autonomy, they were brushed aside. The 1929 elections were boy-
cotted by many Kurds, and there were protests, demonstrations and
even riots in some Kurdish towns. These came as a surprise to the
Government, which was faced with the fact that the Kurds expected
some form of autonomy when the British Mandate ended.

Hoping to exploit the rising Kurdish nationalism, Sheikh Mah-
moud Barzanji, who had once again escaped from house arrest,
crossed the frontier in September 1930, rallied some Kurdish tribes
in Persia and, loudly demanding an autonomous Kurdistan, in-
vaded Iraq. The Iragi Government mounted a military campaign
against him, and drove him from the area of Panjwin, where he had
established himself, but the Iraqi troops could neither encircle him
nor drive him over the Persian border again before the winter snows
set in. In March 1931 the Sheikh tried to raise the Kifri and Khana-
kin, Kurdish tribes that lived in the border region, but the Iraqi
armed forces quickly stepped in and, after a sharp engagement near
the village of Aui-Barika, succeeded in scattering the rebels, who fled
leaving over twenty dead on the field of battle. Sheikh Mahmoud
Barzanji again tried to escape into Persia, but was prevented by the
Persian Army, then deployed in Kurdish territory along the border,
so he returned to Panjwin to surrender. The lragi Government
agreed to allow him to live under surveillance at Nasiriya.

From 1928 until the autumn of 1931 there had been an uneasy
peace in the territory inhabited by the turbulent Barzani tribe, led by
Sheikh Ahmed Barzani, an unstable character whose deviations from
true Moslem practices caused the Sheikh of the adjacent, and rival,
Baradosti tribe, to muster his tribesmen and march against him.
Sheikh Ahmed retaliated and successfully advanced into Baradosti
country, thus igniting inter-tribal warfare that grew to such propor-
tions that Government troops had to be sent to the area. The Govern-
ment force managed to penetrate as far as the town of Barzan, but
was defeated near the town of Baradost and only saved from anni-
hilation by RAF intervention. Punitive bombing forced Sheikh
Ahmed to withdraw his Barzanis from Baradosti territory, but tribal
squabbling continued to rumble on.

24



THE KURDS

In the spring of 1932, before giving up the Mandate, the British

tried to settle the remainder of the Assyrians who had been expelled
from Turkey in the vicinity of Barzan. In violent protest, Sheikh
Ahmed Barzani took to the field again with his warriors. Once again
an lragi army column, with strong RAF support, managed to pene-
trate the mountains to occupy a large village, known as Margasur,
where it was attacked by a force of Barzanis and heavily defeated. A
month later another military operation was mounted,l which suc-
ceeded in driving Sheikh Ahmed over the border into Turkey by
July. Later, by an agreement between Britain, Turkey and Irag, the
Sheikh and his family were allowed to return to Iraq, where they
lived under surveillance, first at Nasiriya, and then at Suleiman-
iya.
The Barzanis did not remain quiet for long. They rose in revolt in
1934, and again in 1935, under the leadership of Khalil Khushawi,
who defied a series of combined operations by both the Turks and
Iraqgis for several months, successfully dodging to and fro across that
frontier, destroying villages, looting, killing and wreaking vengeance
on those who opposed him and on his traditional enemies. By the end
of 1935 most of his followers had been caught, and several of them
were executed. Khalil Khushawi reappeared in Iraq in midwinter,
only to be killed in an engagement in March 1936. At about the same
period in the tribal areas near Suleimaniya and the Persian border
another rebel leader, Said Mohammed Pichkola, was active operat-
ing and raiding from Persian territory. After being finally cornered
he surrendered in August 1935, to be pardoned by the Iragi Govern-
ment.

When the British Mandate for Irag terminated in October 1932,
racial bitterness remained, much of which was against the implanted
Assyrians, perhaps because they had been used so much in punitive
operations by the British. The Iraqi Government took a strong line
against them, and the new Iragi Army was quick to stamp on the
slightest sign of dissidence, sometimes behaving with extreme
severity. On occasions the Army got out of hand. For example, in
August 1933 units under the command of General Bakr Sidki mas-
sacred some 315 Assyrians at Simel, in Mosul province, near the
Syrian border. There were similar incidents at Alkush and Dohuk at
about the same period. Many Assyrian villages were looted and

1'The RAF bombed Barzan, destroying 1,365 houses’, according to Ghassem-
lou.
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destroyed by the Army, and the Mar Shimun, the Assyrian religious
leader, was exiled to Cyprus, from where he went to the USA.

The export of oil from Iragq, which commenced in 1934, gave
promise of prosperity to the new state, but civilian government did
not last long. On the 28th October 1936 there was an Iragi Army
coup led by General Bakr Sidki, who was a Kurd. He was assassi-
nated on the 8th August 1937, but the Army remained dominant in
politics, being influenced by four senior officers who became known
as the Golden Square. In December 1938 Nuri Said assumed the
Premiership for the fifth time. By then all seemed to be quiet in Kur-
dish territory; the tribal leaders had been arrested or driven over the
borders, and government administration was introduced for the first
time in the Pishdar region. The property and lands of Sheikh Mah-
moud Barzanji, confiscated in 1931, were restored to him, while
within the Iragi Army the bickering between Arab and Kurd
lessened and discipline seemed to improve.

Over the border, to the west of Iraq, the Kurds in the mountainous
areas of eastern Turkey who revolted against the central Govern-
ment were put down far more brutally and completely. The Kurds
living in the mountains around Lake Van had always been a parti-
cular centre of revolt and source of trouble to the pre-World War |
Turkish governments. The chief Kurdish town in Turkey was Diar-
bekr, which was officially quoted as having 63,108 inhabitants in
1939. Turkish victory over the Greeks in 1922, and the consequent
emergence of Turkey as a military power, banished all thoughts of
granting autonomy to the Kurds, Armenians or other minorities. The
12th of President Wilson’s famous 14 Points was coldly ignored.1Zor
a couple of years no attempt was made to penetrate the Kurdish
mountains; indeed, Kemal Ataturk, in his bid to unify his country,
used Kurdish tribesmen on several occasions to help him, but he had
no place for an independent Kurdistan in his new Turkey. In
October 1923 the National Assembly declared Turkey a republic and
Kemal Ataturk was elected President.

To the north-east of Turkey during this period the Soviet Union*

1The 12th Point included \ .. other nationalities which are now under Turkish
rule should be assured an undoubted security of life and an absolute unmolested
opportunity of autonomous development’.

2At first it was called the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic
(RSFSR), which in 1923 gave way to the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR), now more familiarly known as the Soviet Union, an expression that will
be used for convenience.
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had ruthlessly suppressed all Kurdish attempts to express their
nationalism in its territory, and Russian troops advanced as far south
as Mount Ararat, technically on Turkish soil, where they laid a two-
year siege to a group of rebellious Kurds, who were eventually
forced to melt away into the adjacent mountains of Turkey and
Persia.

The Turkish Kurds did not like Kemal Ataturk’s attitude towards
them, and when, in March 1924, he abolished the Caliphate, they
rose in rebellion against him. Their leader was Sheikh Said, of Palu,
who headed the powerful Nakshabandi tribe.l*There had already
been deep rumblings of discontent against the new Government
during the previous month, but almost entirely on religious grounds.
There was little of a national character about this rising, its main
object being to overthrow the Government and restore the Cali-
phate. By mid-March the revolt was gaining ground and rapidly
spreading to the east and south, but it was checked when swift, deci-
sive action was taken by the Turkish Army which, with large
numbers of troops committed to this operation,2 systematically sur-
rounded the rebels. The revolt ended in April 1924, when Sheikh
Said and other leaders were captured. As the Army advanced, field
tribunals were set up which administered hard justice on the spot,
and on the 30th June Sheikh Said and 46 of his supporters were
executed. After the revolt some ‘80,000 troops concentrated in the
area, despoiling it’.3 In all some 206 villages were destroyed, 8,758
houses were burnt and 15,200 people were killed.4

Kemal Ataturk declared that the revolt had been a Kurdish
national one, but this was probably not quite accurate as the move-
ment had more of a religious than a national impetus. Severe re-
strictions against Kurdish nationalism were put into effect, all
Kurdish mosques were closed, all Kurdish associations were dis-
solved, Kurdish ceremonies and meetings were banned, and their
traditional dress was proscribed, but the implementation of these
repressive measures was largely overshadowed by Kemal Ataturk’s
other innovations, designed to bring Turkey into the modern world,
such as banning the fez, an act which in itself caused an uproar. This
totally unsympathetic attitude towards them by the Turkish Govern-

1Purists may insist that the Nakshabandi are a dervish confraternity found in
various Moslem lands and should not properly be described as a tribe.
* 35,000 troops and 12 aircraft’, according to Ghassemlou.
8 Ghassemlou. 4 Ghassemlou.
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ment caused many Kurds to move over the borders into Persia or
Iraq; the Soviet Union had firmly closed its frontiers to them.

The chastened Kurds lay low for a while, and the next Kurdish
insurrection in Turkey did not occur until 1927, when Sheikh Ihsan
Nuri organized a resistance movement in the areas to the north and
east of Mount Ararat. This dragged on spasmodically for almost
three years, during which period successive Turkish military opera-
tions were mounted against him, until he was crushed in 1930.
Another Kurdish revolt in eastern Turkey had been harshly stamped
out in the previous year (1929).

In 1927, Kurdish nationalist organizations merged into the
Khoybun, a body that had been originally formed in World War | by
Kurdish exiles, largely intellectuals, which had the object of claiming
independence for regions where 