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			[Yazidis] devotion to their religion is no less than that of the Jews; and I know of no instance of a person of full age renouncing his faith. They invariably prefer death, and submit with resignation to the tortures inflicted on them. 

			Austen Henry Layard

			Nineveh and Its Remains: With an Account of a Visit to the Chaldean Christians of Kurdistan, and the Yezidis, or Devil-Worshippers; and an Enquiry into the Manners and Arts of the Ancient Assyrians. London 1848 
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			Introduction

			In August of 2014, I was working as a television producer in the Kurdish Service of the Voice of America when the events outlined in this book unfolded. During those emotional days, I had the privilege of observing my colleague, now friend, Dakhil Shammo, balance the demands of his profession with his heartfelt responsibility to advocate on behalf of his people, the Yazidis of Sinjar. Sinjar is a city and mountain in northern Iraq and the ancestral home of the ancient Yazidi people. After an attack by Islamic State, nearly fifty thousand Yazidis fled to the top of the barren mountain without water or food. Reporting on their plight while tracking the whereabouts of his mother, sister, brothers, aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews, hundreds of friends, and former colleagues required an extraordinary dedication and commitment to journalism. Shammo, however, demanded more of himself, taking on the Herculean task of penetrating the Washington, DC, federal bureaucracy to appeal for action to thwart an evident genocide. 

			Five days after the Islamic State invasion of the Sinjar region, the first American bombs fell around the base of Mount Sinjar. The US airstrikes, ordered by a president who was loath to engage with Iraq, destroyed Islamic State’s positions around Mount Sinjar, which allowed the fifty thousand Yazidis to flee into Syria and evade certain death on the mountaintop. As a civil servant and a longtime Washingtonian, who well understands that nothing happens quickly in this town, I was stunned by the rapid American response to both the military threat and the unfolding humanitarian disaster. How was it possible that the greatest military might in the world could rally so quickly on behalf of an obscure people without influence or power?

			The story I have recounted in this book answers that question: by the actions of average, determined Americans, some in government, some not, who demanded the Obama Administration abide by its stated principle that the prevention of mass atrocities and genocide is in the “core national security interest” and is a “core moral responsibility” of the United States.

			Furthermore, the efforts of Dakhil Shammo and the other Yazidi immigrants, some of whom had been translators for the US Army during the Iraq War, to galvanize the US government to save their people emerged from their profound belief in American exceptionalism. Their sincere appeal, seemingly naïve now as the United States retreats from its global leadership position, stirred every politician, civil servant, Foreign Service officer, and military officer they contacted. “If not America, then who?” they asked. 

			In 2015 and 2016, I made several trips to Kurdistan to record the stories of the Yazidis who survived the Islamic State incursion. More than 360,000 lived in heavy cotton tents or small metal caravans in mud-laden camps for Internally Displaced People (IDP) on the outskirts of Erbil, the Kurdistan capital, or Dohuk, a city to the north. Those flimsy and weather-beaten structures were customized with rugs, portable air conditioners, and small washing machines, the household goods that represent permanence. The men were all unemployed, and the women, many recovering from sexual assault or other traumas, needed mental health services that were unavailable. There were four children for every adult, and education was haphazard. The despair was acute. 

			About ninety thousand Yazidis have emigrated since the autumn of 2014 for Australia, the United States, Germany, Canada, and other democracies. Nearly every Yazidi I interviewed said they wanted to leave Iraq, citing safety as the primary reason.

			Within Iraq, the Yazidis have nowhere to go. Sinjar is in Ninewah Province, a disputed territory claimed by both Iraq and Kurdistan. Islamic State reduced Yazidi towns and cities to rubble, and neither the Iraqi government nor the Kurdistan government is making any effort to rebuild those communities.

			During my time in Kurdistan, I had planned to interview Kurdish politicians and civil servants to piece together a narrative that might explain the failure of the Peshmerga, the Kurdish fighters, to protect the Yazidis from Islamic State, but I encountered myriad conspiracy theories presented as facts as well as impenetrable political spin from nearly every corner. In the end, I decided to present the betrayal of the Yazidis as just that—a betrayal, perhaps one of indifference, or perhaps one of bigotry. I tend to believe more in pervasive incompetence than conspiracy. I also decided to end my story just as the evidence of the kidnapping and brutal rapes of the Yazidi women was emerging, as other western journalists and several outspoken Yazidi women have begun to document this outrage.

			In the course of reporting this book, I interviewed men and women from the US State Department, the US Agency for International Development, the US Army, the US House of Representatives, and the Voice of America as well as those who had put their lives at risk working for American forces in Iraq—all American citizens or on the road to citizenship. Each played a small, but crucial role in the actions that prevented the eradication of a people.

			Genocide is a legal term as defined by the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide adopted by the United Nations in 1948. According to Article 2 of the Convention, it is “acts committed with the intent to destroy in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.”

			These acts are defined as: (1) Killing members of a group; (2) Causing serious bodily harm or mental harm to members of the group; (3) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction, in whole or in part; (4) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group and; (5) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group. 

			The crime of genocide is defined by the intent of the perpetrators, not by number of people killed.

			On June 15, 2016, the Human Rights Council of the United Nations charged Islamic State with committing genocide against the Yazidi people.

			“The public statements and conduct of ISIS and its fighters clearly demonstrate that ISIS intended to destroy the Yazidis of Sinjar, composing the majority of the world’s Yazidi population, in whole or in part. While noting States’ obligations under the Genocide Convention, the Commission repeated its call for the Security Council to refer urgently the situation in Syria to the International Criminal Court, or to establish an ad hoc tribunal with relevant geographic and temporal jurisdiction.”

			It is the first genocide charge from the United Nations in the twenty-first century.

			Susan Shand

			Washington, DC

			December 2017
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			Chapter One 

			Cries for Help

			Early August evenings in 2014 were oddly cool. In the Washington, DC, suburb of Centreville, Virginia, the usual oppressive humidity had lifted abruptly at July’s end. The pleasant night air flooded Hussein Khalaf with memories of childhood in the ancient Yazidi city of Sinjar. He had immigrated to the United States ten years earlier with his wife, and they reminisced about the sounds of summer evenings that rang through open windows on dusty streets as households prepared to sleep a half a century earlier. They lay in bed with the windows open, and fell asleep to the sound of the swaying leaves of the maple trees around their house. At three o’clock, Hussein’s cellphone rang, and he fumbled for it on his bed stand.

			“Daesh is attacking Sinjar,” cried a voice. 

			“The Peshmerga have run. All are under attack. They are killing everyone!” his son said from his home in Germany.

			“What do you mean? What is happening?” Hussein shouted. His wife jumped out of bed and stood beside him. “Daesh is in Sinjar,” he shrieked at her, clutching the phone with his left hand and banging on the wall with his right. His wife cried out with anguish. 

			Hussein waited as his son sobbed into the phone. “I will call Qassim. He will know what is happening,” he said and hung up. He called his cousin, Qassim Shesho, a renowned Peshmerga soldier who lived near Sinjar city. 

			“Daesh is in Sinjar,” Qassim shouted, out of breath. “We are running to the mountain. Our brothers in the Peshmerga abandoned us.” 

			By now Hussein’s eight other grown children, who all lived in his house, were awake and stood holding each other in their parents’ bedroom. Hussein called a cousin, Suliman, in Sinjar. 

			“They are coming. We are in our cars. We are trying to get to the mountain,” Suliman said. In the background children screamed—Hussein’s grandnieces and grandnephews. He pictured his extended family jammed into two cars. “Stay on the phone with me, Suliman,” he begged. The screams heightened, and terror gripped Hussein by the throat. 

			“It’s them. Daesh. They are coming for us,” Suliman cried. The car engine cut off. 

			There was silence. Hussein’s terror grew. The phone was still connected. Harsh male voices barked “Where are you going? Where did you get this car? Where are you from?” Suliman responded. “Don’t hurt us. We are poor. We stole this car from the street near our house. We are nobody.” Silence.

			“Daesh has them,” Hussein shrieked at his family.

			Hussein recognized the sounds of children whimpering and their mothers’ shushing. He looked around his bedroom and saw his own children frozen, clinging to each other, and his wife kneeling, unable to bear the weight of the scene borne over cell towers and satellites. Was it possible they were about to hear, from thousands of miles away, the murder of their family in Iraq?

			“Get out of the cars. Out. Get out!” the Daesh soldier ordered. 

			Hussein heard Suliman scream. The phone went dead.

			[image: ]

			The destruction of a community of nearly a half million people by a mere several hundred, albeit well-armed, terrorist fighters, was underway. The unforeseen threat of Islamic State, lurking at its base in Raqqa, Syria, had emerged and moved in a direction no one had suspected.

			In a multipronged invasion, they swooped down on the Sinjar district of Ninewah Province in northwestern Iraq, killing and abducting thousands of Yazidi men, women, and children. Nearly four hundred thousand Yazidis, members of a minority faith, lived in the region. They either fled or died.

			The attack came from Mosul to the east, an Iraqi city Islamic State had taken two months earlier, from Tal Afar to the southeast, an Islamic State base, and west from Syria. With little resistance, Islamic State seized towns and villages on a rampage north to Sinjar, a city of ninety thousand that huddled at the bottom of the southeastern side of Mount Sinjar.

			The few who owned cars or tractors drove north just ahead of the advancing Islamic State. The majority fled, running, walking, or hobbling through the desert plain. Tens of thousands of Yazidis sought refuge on Mount Sinjar, an arid, sixty-mile-long range that forms the heart of the region. Temperatures reached 120 degrees. Most of the Yazidis had little food or water. Hundreds died of dehydration and exhaustion.

			Islamic State trapped thousands of others at makeshift checkpoints, where many men and older women were executed and young women and children were kidnapped. 

			It was, officially, the first genocide of the twenty-first century.

			The annihilation of a community is rarely accomplished without the complicity of members of the community in which the victims live as well as the incompetence of their designated defenders. Yazidis say they were betrayed twice on that hot August day.

			After hearing that Islamic State was on its way, more than eighteen thousand Peshmerga soldiers, members of the Kurdish defense forces assigned to protect the Yazidis, vanished. They abandoned their defensive posts throughout Ninewah in the predawn hours of August 3. Most of the defenders withdrew in organized convoys, taking their weapons. They did not engage the enemy. They did not organize an evacuation of civilians. They did not tell the sleeping Yazidis they were leaving. The Kurdish government denies this was a coordinated withdrawal. It blames this behavior on panic. For the Yazidis, it was an unprecedented betrayal. 

			The second betrayal occurred throughout the day. As Islamic State fighters massacred their way north, their ranks, which had started in the hundreds before dawn, multiplied into thousands. Those who toiled peacefully in the farmlands for decades along with the Yazidis, Sunni Muslim Arabs, donned the black clothing of Islamic State, and murdered and raped their neighbors.

			[image: ]

			While Hussein and his family stood in their nightclothes, shattered by the merciless and unexpected imposition of violence, at exactly the same hour, more than twelve hundred miles away in the East Texas city of Houston, Haider Elias was awakened by a neighbor. He told the thirty-two-year old Yazidi refugee to go online immediately. “Your hometown is under attack,” he said. 

			Elias called his sister in Sinjar. The line connected; screams filled his ear and he heard gunshots, but no voice. He called his younger brother, Falah, who lived near his sister. Falah shouted into the phone “I am helping two infants” and hung up. 

			He called his father. To his terror, an Islamic State soldier answered the phone. “Where is my father?” Elias asked. A callous, sneering voice replied that his father would soon face judgment in a holy court. Shaking with fear in the ever-present air-conditioning of a Texan home, Elias called his brother again.

			“He did not answer the phone,” Elias said. “Later, I learned from my sister that he was shot in the head, right in front of her eyes. She said that his phone was ringing when you were calling and he was dying. He was dying trying to hear your voice for the last time.”

			His sister had hidden a cellphone in the deep pockets of her skirt. Elias recalled her quavering voice as she explained Islamic State, also called Daesh in Iraq, had seized her while she fled and locked her into a closet-sized room with other young women in an unfamiliar building. She described the murders of their brother, Falah, and two cousins, who were randomly shot in the head as they fled from the advancing jihadists. Each word she spoke clubbed Elias like a pummel to the chest.

			When the telephone line broke off, Elias stared at his phone as intolerable grief settled over him. 
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			The chaos and brutality unleashed by Islamic State on the unsuspecting Yazidis was not random. It was, in fact, predetermined and precisely coordinated. Whether from a young mother, an elderly man or a child, the stories relayed by survivors to health workers and human rights activists are chillingly similar. 

			After corralling the panicked Yazidis into controllable groups, Islamic State fighters ordered the separation of males and females, with the exception of boys who appeared to be under ten. Since many of the Islamic State fighters were from Europe or Central Asia and did not speak Arabic or one of the Kurdish dialects, the men issuing the commands were usually local actors, former neighbors or friends of the Yazidis, which added to their demoralization and sense of helplessness.

			Following the separation, Islamic State fighters drove or marched the men away from the women and children to a site where the men received an ultimatum: convert to Islam or die. Most chose death, although some did convert and were transferred to Mosul to perform manual labor. 

			Individual executions consisted of a bullet to the head. Islamic State made groups of men line up and stand while multiple fighters with automatic weapons gunned them down. This allowed a few men to survive by pretending to be dead. There were also random reports of beheadings. The executions occurred while Yazidis were fleeing on roadsides and as they were forcibly assembled in towns and villages, at checkpoints and, on the first day, at the base of Mount Sinjar.

			Using trucks and buses brought from Mosul, Islamic State brought the women and children to holding sites in Tal Afar or Mosul, two Islamic State strongholds in Iraq. Within a few days, the fighters began methodically creating subsets of Yazidi captives. They separated married women from unmarried women. Girls over eight joined the unmarried women. Girls under eight stayed with their mothers. They singled out boys between seven and ten whom they eventually sent to a child soldier training camp in Raqqa, Syria. These specific selections happened at every initial holding facility.

			Realizing virginity was their greatest vulnerability, unmarried women attempted to pretend their siblings, nieces, and nephews were their own children. For the most part this strategy failed when members of the local Arab community, working with Islamic State, entered the holding facilities to identify the unmarried women. 

			At the three main holding facilities—schools in Tal Afar, Badush prison in Mosul, and the Galaxy wedding hall in Mosul—Islamic State put together a registry of the women, recording their name, age, village, and marital status. These facilities at various times held hundreds or thousands of women and children, and were guarded by Islamic State fighters. The captives received little food or water. Infants and young children grew ill and died. The only medical attention Islamic State provided came from an Arab female doctor who examined the women for intact hymens.

			Within a few days, the selections began. Yazidi women cowered in the corners of locked rooms as the fighters entered to select the woman or girl they wished to take. Islamic State sold 80 percent of the women and girls captured in Ninewah—called sabaya or slaves—to their fellow soldiers.
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			It was now dawn in the Virginia town of Centreville. Dakhil Shammo, a journalist with the Voice of America and a naturalized American citizen, awoke to the shouts of his family. Hunched over his computer scrolling through his Facebook newsfeed, Shammo’s son Hakim yelled “Sinjar has been attacked by Islamic State.” Shammo ran down the steps to the living room and looked over his son’s shoulder as story after story popped up of the Islamic State’s invasion of the land of his birth.

			Stunned, Dakhil struggled to absorb the implausible information that the Peshmerga had withdrawn from its defensive positions throughout Ninewah Province, including the Yazidi city of Sinjar. 

			Dakhil called his brother Aziz, an employee of the Kurdish Regional Government, which administered northern Iraq’s Kurdish region. Aziz was on his way to the Kurdish city of Erbil, driving southeast to join his wife and his son for dinner. His two daughters and another son were at home at their modest house in the tiny Yazidi village of Baadre Shekan, about one hundred miles east of Sinjar. Dakhil and Aziz’s mother lived in an adjacent, crumbling villa, along with their disabled sister.

			Aziz contradicted Dakhil and tried to assure him that the family was safe. “The Peshmerga are there. When I left, I told them to stay in their houses in Baadre. They will be fine.”

			“No,” shouted Dakhil. “The Peshmerga have left. They have abandoned their stations. Mama and the others have to get out now.”

			Aziz slowed his car. Dakhil heard the gears shift as his brother turned his vehicle around and sensed the panic in his voice as he said, “I am going back to Baadre Shekan to get them. I will call you back.”

			Using his wife’s cellphone to keep his own line open for calls from family, Dakhil called his longtime friend Hussein Khalaf a few miles away in Centreville, Virginia. Khalaf sobbed, heaving gasps of air, and recounted his own early morning phone call. “All of my family, gone, gone,” he cried. “Daesh has them.”

			Tears flowed uncontrollably from Dakhil’s eyes as the scope of the tragedy became clear. A heaviness settled over him, and he steeled himself for the suffering he knew from experience was coming. He comforted his friend until his own cellphone chimed again. Aziz was calling back.

			“I am stuck at a checkpoint with thousands of cars. They won’t let me through, Dakhil,” he sobbed, “Mama isn’t answering her phone. I can’t get anyone on the phone.”

			His words were distorted, each one reverberating twice, and Dakhil could not make out where Aziz was trapped.

			As images of Islamic State militants entering his mother’s home flitted through his imagination, Dakhil alternated between rage and panic. He felt nauseated. 

			He hung up and began dialing his niece’s phone while his wife and son tried calling the other family members in danger. Miraculously, his call connected.

			“Get the car ready. Get food, water and blankets. Take all the money you have in the house. You have to run.”

			“No, we are safe,” his sister responded.

			“You must go. The Peshmerga have left,” he screamed. “Go north. Go north to Zakho. When you get there, call me. I will arrange for a place. Get everyone in the car now.”

			Only after his niece promised to pack the car, find his mother and sister, and head north with them did Dakhil hang up. For the next few hours, all the cell towers in Sinjar were overloaded with calls, and he could not get through to anyone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two 

			Before the Invasion

			Iraq

			Thousands of scholars and journalists have studied, analyzed, and published accounts of the recent history of Iraq, specifically the years following the invasion by the United States in 2003. In Washington, they claim a professional title among the political and media elite, Iraq Expert, a title that implies a command of even the most arcane details. 

			That expertise is not needed to understand the events of August 2014, and to appreciate the extraordinary actions of the key protagonists in this story. A compact review of a few crucial elements sets the scene.

			In a simple way, Iraq is two ethnicities, Arab and Kurdish, mashed together by history into one country. The lower three-quarters of the country is ethnically Arab and Muslim, with the majority consisting of the more mainstream Shia branch of the Muslim faith. The conservative Sunni Muslims, despite being the minority, held all political and military power for decades as members of Saddam Hussein’s Ba’ath party. They enjoyed power, privilege, and wealth; entitlements they lorded over their Shia brothers. Following the US invasion, the American occupiers fired Ba’ath party members from the government and military, leaving tens of thousands of young Sunni Muslim men unemployed and armed. Shia Muslims took control and pledged to share their newfound power. 

			But the first elected government of Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki swiftly abandoned that pledge, and Sunni Muslims felt the boot of vengeful oppression. By 2006, Iraq fell into a cycle of violence based on religious persecution and revenge, Shia versus Sunni.

			The Kurds, a separate ethnic group, predominate in the northern quarter of Iraq. Kurdistan, a quasi-independent state, is multireligious and includes Muslims, Christians, Yazidis and several other small faiths. Saddam Hussein despised the independent nature of the Kurdish people, who dreamed of their own state. In Iraq, he attacked them with chemical weapons and massacred tens of thousands. He bulldozed their villages and forced them into collective housing, while confiscating large tracts of the richest farmland that he handed over to Arab Sunni Muslims from the south who were living uneasily among the Kurds. Each community eyed the other with resentment, if not hatred.

			Kurdistan welcomed the American invasion of 2003 and desired a long-term American presence in their region. Americans, they felt, guaranteed their security. However, as the war dragged on, the American public and the Iraqi government in Baghdad grew weary and said “enough,” each demanding the pullout of American troops in 2011. 

			With the Americans gone, Iraq’s security now depended on its national army, a body of men who were untested and galvanized primarily by the notion of a monthly salary. They would prove an unworthy opponent of Daesh, as Islamic State is referred to in Iraq. 

			Islamic State most likely knew of the national army’s ineptitude. Its Lightning Offensive, begun June 6, 2014, was its initial large-scale movement on Iraq resulting in an effortless capture of the nation’s second largest city, Mosul. From their base in Syria, Islamic State fighters pushed into central Iraq; the Iraqi army abandoned their posts and ran, leaving behind massive arsenals of American-supplied heavy weapons that were scooped up by the Islamic State conquerors.

			In Baghdad, Prime Minister al-Maliki appeared stunned by the collapse of the army and the capture of Mosul. He had held on to the power he had obtained by an inconclusive election just a few months earlier. Isolated, arrogant, if not delusional, al-Maliki rejected calls from the United States, opposition parties, and many within his own party, to step down. He clung to power, paralyzing the government. Iraq teetered on the verge of collapse.

			Islamic State was a mere two hundred miles from Baghdad and armed with millions of dollars of American weapons and technology. 

			A week into Islamic State’s Lightning Offensive, US president Barack Obama ordered dozens of American forces to be dispatched to the region. A month later, he sent eight hundred additional troops to secure the US embassy in Baghdad and the US consulate in Erbil, the capital of Kurdistan. This was a painful decision for the Obama Administration, whose members were loath to commit more troops, believing the president had been elected with a mandate to end the war in Iraq. 

			However, the administration was aware of the furor they would face at home if Iraq collapsed and the American effort in the country had proved to be a pointless fiasco. The reintroduction of American forces continued to rise in the months and years ahead and eventually was named Operation Inherent Resolve.

			The American troops’ initial mission was to protect American diplomats and oil workers from the threat of an Islamic State march toward Iraq’s largest cities. Sinjar city, in the middle of the Ninewah Province, was not a factor. No one in the Iraqi government or American government, or even in the city itself, imagined Sinjar could be considered an alluring target.

			Ninewah Province lay just west of Mosul and was a disputed territory. Both the Kurdish government and Baghdad claimed ownership, each wanting to exploit the vast petroleum fields that lay beneath its rich agricultural lands. They squabbled over the protection of Ninewah, each wanting a larger military presence. When the Iraqi army collapsed in June, the Peshmerga, the collective name for the various and disparate Kurdish militias, filled the void. Deploying thousands of men into Ninewah, it established itself as the sole defense force for the region’s population of three million.

			Despite occasional shelling of villages in Ninewah, Islamic State appeared to be either uninterested in the area or deterred by the Peshmerga. The Yazidis and other Kurdish residents were not concerned about a possible invasion by Islamic State. They had an unquestioned faith in the guarantee of protection the Peshmerga provided as did the Yazidi-Kurdish diaspora in Europe and the United States. This faith was misplaced.

			Dakhil

			As a young man, Dakhil Shammo grew accustomed to people calling him “devil-worshipper.” He is a Yazidi whose religion worships a Peacock Angel called Melek Taus, a deity that the dominating Abrahamic faiths equate with the fallen angel Satan. 

			Yazidism is an ancient faith linked to Mesopotamian religions. It is not an ethnicity as Yazidis, like Christians in the region, are considered Kurdish by Iraq’s federal government. Yazidis have long been eyed with suspicion and fear, derided as purveyors of evil, enduring persecution and discrimination from their fellow Kurds, both Muslim and Christian. 

			Yet, Yazidism has thrived for centuries in the Kurdistan region of northern Iraq, secluded and protected from oppression in the remote mountainous region in and around Sinjar, their traditional capital city. 

			Like most of the world’s three hundred thousand Yazidis, Dakhil’s roots are there. 

			Yazidism is an oral religion and its followers believe their faith once dominated all life in the region before the Muslim invasion. Yazidis consider themselves God’s original creation, but they did not chafe under the name Kurd.

			When he found himself the only Yazidi among twenty Muslims in his small Washington, DC, office at the Voice of America, Dakhil was comfortable.

			“My colleagues, for the most part, respect my faith,” he said. “There have been a few jokes, but never anything cruel. Those days are over. Kurds now care about politics much more than religion. That is why we have not slaughtered each other like so many Muslim countries have done. We are all Kurds here at Voice of America.”

			From 1992 until 2012 the Kurdish Service of the Voice of America (VOA) broadcast three hours daily of international news via shortwave and medium-wave radio to Iraqi Kurds in their two dissimilar dialects, Kurmanji and Sorani. Dakhil and his colleagues translated reams of wire service copy, talked to stringers in the region, and, finally, broadcast the news live from one of the old radio studios that lined the interior walls of VOA.

			The Voice of America, once the anti-Nazi and anti-Japanese radio propaganda machine of the 1940s War Department, reinvented itself during the postwar Cold War era. Broadcasting on radio waves behind the Iron Curtain, VOA flourished as a semi-legitimate news organization that often repelled attempts by successive US administrations to sway its reporting for political gain. But the collapse of the Soviet Union brought an abrupt end to its relevance. Ignored by Congress and hampered by ever-diminishing budgets, VOA struggled to adapt to the twenty-first century media environment. Consequently, when Facebook was leaping to the forefront of news distribution, VOA was still primarily a radio broadcaster. In this archaic setting, Dakhil Shammo saw an opportunity.

			“It was so obvious. We were broadcasting on radio. Meanwhile everyone is watching the BBC and other news networks. We had to make the move to television,” he said.

			In 2012, Dakhil and two American colleagues crafted a fifteen-minute, weekly television program that presented international and Kurdish news in the two Kurdish dialects. Dakhil was anchor writer and producer of the program, called Kurdish Connection. Kurdish broadcaster NRT agreed to air the show and, within two years, Dakhil Shammo was a hometown celebrity. He interviewed prominent politicians, analysts, and Kurds from the Washington community, about issues of the region, including the aftermath of the American troop pullout, as well as the extraordinary economic growth in the Kurdish north of Iraq. He cultivated friendships and professional relationships among the think-tank policy wonks who hold court in restaurants and universities frequented by the DC political class. He learned to reach out to the Foreign Service officers at the State Department and to other civil servants in Homeland Security and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).

			Relentlessly charming on and off the air, Dakhil favors tailored suits and crisp white shirts on his compact body. Facing the camera with thinning hair and a distinct and well-groomed goatee, he has the alert and engaging eyes of a man born to the demands of television. Like a teenager, he clings to his smartphone, referring to it as a “holy relic.” That phone, he says, holds thousands of important contact names and numbers. He claims to personally know every Yazidi in the world, or at the least to be related to him. This claim is quite possible. Yazidis have four tribes or castes and every man has designated “uncles” from the other castes, so it is common for large families with many sons to have forty or fifty “uncles.”

			Often while conversing, he politely lifts his hand to his mouth and raises one finger, smiling confidently, then says “just let me make one more point,” or “but let me say why I disagree.” He banters with passion with friends and relatives, debating the minutiae of Kurdish history, rarely mentioning his religion. Although his name clearly identifies him as a member of the ancient faith, Yazidis do not discuss it with nonbelievers. The tenets of the faith, along with its strict caste system and its rules for marriage and rituals, are private.

			As a young writer for the Yazidi journal Lalish Magazine in the 1980s, he waited for the look of suspicion or fear of his Iraqi countrymen upon introducing himself as a Yazidi journalist. Even the more liberal-minded Kurdish Muslims of the region recoiled, less at the journalist part of the introduction than at the Yazidi one. Not only were Yazidis tainted by rumors of devil-worship, they were also targets of Saddam Hussein’s hatred. Seeing little to be gained from association with Yazidis, merchants, cab drivers, and civil servants in Kurdistan and throughout Iraq avoided them. To compensate, Dakhil developed what seemed to be an effortless charm.

			He spoke his native Kurmanji dialect at a clipped and quickened pace as if used to forestalling interruption. Early in conversation, he referenced his father, called only Shammo, a renowned fighter in the Kurdish Peshmerga. The reference, he hoped, would dispel the anxiety many Muslims feel in the presence of a Yazidi.

			Like most of those who belong to small minority faiths and live among the millions of Muslims in Kurdistan, Yazidis are a rural
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