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I dedicate this book to the people of Daraya, 
whose courage, resilience and love of books has 
brought light to a country in darkness.

And to Leo and Holly.
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A Note on Place Names and Spelling

When translating Arabic names into English, there are several options for how to form the name. In this book, I have opted for translations that are consistent with each other in style, to allow a smooth reading experience. Similarly, with place names in Syria, there are multiple correct English spellings. Daraya, for example, can also be spelled Darayya. I have chosen to spell these places in accordance with how the people of Daraya spell them: these places are their homes, I will take their lead. 

On a separate note, I refer to the terrorist organisation known to the world variously as IS, ISIS, ISIL, Daesh, and many other names besides, initially as the so-called Islamic State and IS thereafter. 

Some people’s names have been changed in order to protect the individuals and their families from possible arrest or ill treatment by Syria’s security services.


Introduction

As dawn breaks, the crack of rifle fire echoes through empty streets. Yellow mist, a sulphury haze of exploded barrel bombs and burning plastic, hangs over shattered homes, their warped, crumbling roofs splayed forward. Here and there charred electric cables dangle down, limp lines of debris over a prone, bleeding city.

Picking his way through the lifeless landscape, defying the rotten smells and prolonged, rumbling explosions, a teenage boy slips through the half-buried entrance of a gutted building. After shutting the outside door, its wea­thered surface pockmarked with cracks and holes, the boy descends. Down, down he goes, step by careful step, into the darkness. One palm touches the wall steadying his passage, the other hand grips his precious bundle of books. As he nears the foot of the concrete stairs, the sounds of war fade into silence, broken only by the echoes of his sandalled feet.

In the gloom, the boy gropes for a light switch. With electricity now a rarity, he does so more in hope than expect­ation. A naked bulb flickers into life, illuminating a large basement room with generous high ceilings.

Books, long rows of them, line almost every wall. Grand volumes with brown leather covers; tattered old tomes with barely readable spines; pocket-sized guides to poetry; classic and contemporary novels; religious works with gaudy gold-lettering; a range of reference books: all rub shoulders in well-ordered literary lines, their neat, regimented rows marred only by occasional kinks in the handmade shelves.

Setting his books on a table, fourteen-year-old Amjad bustles about, preparing for the day ahead, stopping here and there to align the chairs and rehome the odd stray book. It is early and this is his time. The only sounds, the shifting of books, the rustling of paper and the faint hum of a small rusty generator. A cloth in hand, Amjad makes for a narrow bookcase. Carefully, he takes the volumes down, then lovingly dusts each and every one, before buffing the shelves to a hazy shine.

In a few hours’ time the secret library will open for business. Between twenty to thirty people arrive every day. All make treacherous journeys across the shattered city, braving snipers, bombs and missiles. Their reward – a few precious moments quietly choosing books, reading and exchanging news. Then they return to the streets and warily, block by block, inch their way home.

The books Amjad so lovingly tends were not bought from shops or delivered by publishers. Most were bravely gathered from burning homes and bombed council offices, often under shelling and sniper fire. Filling this library was a dangerous business.

Amjad meticulously signs every book in and out, each one handled like a priceless treasure. Names, addresses and return dates are logged. He smiles and nods, while advising on the merits of one book or another. Not that he ever has bad words to say about any of them. As choices are made and titles bundled into bags, everyone is told to keep safe and come back soon. Though whether Amjad is thinking as much of his beloved books as the person borrowing them, is hard to say.

There is only one thing more important to Amjad than the thousands of books on the shelves and that is the secrecy of the library itself. Everyone is told to reveal its location only to those they trust. Otherwise, he warns, pro-Assad planes will destroy it. That, the teenage tells me, in a near-starving city that is slowly dying each day, ‘would be the end of hope for us all’.

As a Foreign Correspondent for the BBC, I am no stranger to war zones. From Somalia, Iraq and Afghanistan to Sri Lanka, Myanmar and Colombia I have seen the horrors of what man can do to man, and of course women and children too. Every war has its share of horrors and depravity, but one conflict in particular sticks in my mind. I will never forget the extraordinary brutality to women during ongoing unrest in the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo. Many were not only raped by militia groups and sometime government soldiers, but also violated with rifle barrels and other implements, in many cases in front of their children. I remember asking a doctor who was treating survivors of sexual violence in the town of Bukavu in 2007 why he thought people did this. After all, these were men with mothers and often wives, sisters and daughters of their own. He told me that he had come to believe in a chilling explanation voiced by a former militia member he had treated. The man had told him: ‘If you can destroy a woman’s ability to bear children, while also destroying her mind, you melt the glue that binds your enemy’s community together. You kill his will to fight.’ I have never been able to forget those awful words.

In 2011, when President Bashar al-Assad’s security forces opened fire and killed several pro-democracy protesters in the southern city of Daraa, I watched events on an ancient, spluttering television, in northern Congo. I was covering the murderous march of what was left of the notorious Lord’s Resistance Army, or LRA, through large isolated swathes of central Africa. I had been in Damascus only a few months before and remembered the tensions and rebellious spirit of many I had talked to there. Much of this was expressed to me in furtive whispers in cafés and hotel lobbies, or in scribbled notes on scraps of paper. But these had not in any way prepared me for what was to follow. Damascus, with its attractive tree-lined streets and pretty flower-adorned restaurants, did not look a likely war zone capital. Yet the deaths in Daraya would soon ignite an uprising against President Bashar al-Assad and his regime, which would spread across the country. Nearly eight years of war and untold suffering that continues to this day.

I knew nothing of the town of Daraya until it came to my attention in the summer of 2015 when I was compiling a news report for the BBC. At the time around half a million people were living in cities and towns encircled by pro-Syrian government forces, though a few had been besieged by rebel groups or so-called Islamic State (IS) fighters. By all accounts it was a grim struggle to survive in all of these places. Yet, to me, the dire situation in Daraya stood out because it had received no aid of any kind since being surrounded by pro-Syrian government forces back in November 2012. How, I wanted to know, were people there surviving?

I called my contacts inside the country, hoping that one of them could put me in touch with someone in Daraya. At first this proved difficult. Those who knew people there needed to talk to them first, before passing on names – all normal etiquette in most parts of the world, but absolutely essential in Syria. This is a country where one day it is safe to speak out against your enemy, the next your town is overrun and you face arrest or worse.

Finally, I managed to get in touch with some people in Daraya. Thanks to their candid and revealing testimonies I was able to complete my reports on the latest situation there. But the more I found out, the more interesting the people and their town became. In particular I was transfixed by rumours of a secret underground library that, I had been told, was full of books, books that had been gathered, and were being read, in the most harrowing and dangerous of circumstances. It seemed almost unimaginable. Battles were usually over things like money, women or power. Yet here was a love of books, a passion for literature and learning that ran so deep that people were willing to risk their lives for it. Here in a time of war, when feelings of hatred and lust for revenge grew as casualties mounted, a group of young men were dedicating themselves to learning and culture. All this while their town was being attacked on all sides and they were living on little more than a cup of watery soup each day.

At first it was hard to believe. Given that I could not get into the besieged town to verify what I was being told, I wondered whether it was true. Could there really be a secret library filled with thousands of books rescued from the rubble of war? An underground literary sanctuary filled with lovers of poetry, science, history and art, who held book clubs while bullets flew above? It defied every brutal image I had of the Syrian war, and I was determined to find out more.

The story of Syria’s Secret Library was first broadcast as a documentary by BBC Radio 4 in late July 2016. It got a heart-warming reception and won two major awards. Among the correspondence I received after the broadcast was a tweet from a Washington-based lecturer on the Middle East. The secret library, he wrote, had given him his first glimmer of hope for the country in many years. This was something that deeply resonated with me. In all the time I had been reporting on Syria, I had never come across a story like this. One that inspired rather than depressed, and showed how a love of literature, learning and culture had somehow survived, amid all the cruelty and bloodshed. And I realised there was so much more to say.


Chapter One

Until 2011, Daraya, a town of around 90,000 people on the southern doorstep of Damascus, was a thriving, vibrant community. Life carried on pretty much as normal in its broad, tree-lined streets. Convoys of farmers’ trucks laden with rich varieties of locally grown crops; small furniture factories producing the town’s speciality – hand-crafted bedroom pieces; crowded markets and shops, decked with brightly painted placards and elaborate shop windows.

Daraya is often referred to as a suburb of Damascus, but it is a separate town, with its own identity and history, and is said to be the site of Paul the Apostle’s Damascene conversion.1 Daraya was initially a Ghassanid Christian village, full of monasteries, but with the rise of Islam in the seventh century, it soon became an important site for Muslims and the monasteries were replaced with shrines to the companions of Muhammad who lived and died there.2 Bilal, one of Muhammad’s closest companions, is believed to have settled in Daraya. Born in Mecca, he is considered to be the first ever muezzin chosen by Muhammad and, as such, is one of the most significant figures in the early history of Islam.

Throughout the early Islamic period, Daraya was a bust­ling but modest village. Its proximity to Damascus, which became the capital of the Umayyad Caliphate in AD 680, meant it was always in the shadow of its wealthy, illustrious neighbour. Nonetheless, Daraya was not completely out-shone. Having been host to the Prophet Muhammad’s companions and their descendants, it became a sanctified location and was soon renowned among scholarly circles, said by some to be the ‘place to go for anyone seeking knowledge’.

Daraya was also well known as an agricultural area, revered for its fine orchards and fertile soils. One of its crops – the grape – has long been prized above all others, not just locally, or nationally, but right across the world. In 1862, an article appeared in the British publication Once a Week, extolling the virtues of a ‘white grape, large and long, very fragrant, sweet and juicy, and with a hard skin which enables it to bear packing and carriage without injury. It is cultivated in a village near Damascus called Daraya, on the old Roman road south-west of the city, and there only, for often though planted elsewhere, it has always obstinately refused to thrive.’ The article went on to quote a story, translated by London’s then-Consul, named only as Mr Rogers, involving the Prophet Muhammad and a follower of his who, one afternoon, followed Muhammad in an attempt to discover where the Prophet said his afternoon prayers. According to the legend, after Muhammad prayed: 

The heavens opened, and a ladder was let down to the earth, up which Muhammad proceeded to climb. His friend followed close, and when the door of heaven was reached, he contrived, by hiding himself behind the skirts of the Prophet’s dress, to enter with him unperceived. He found himself in the immediate presence of Allah. Allah was seated on a magnificent divan, in all the celestial splendours. He was evidently waiting for the arrival of Muhammad, whom He at once recognised, called him to his right hand at the corner of the sofa, and commanded Gabriel and the other attendants to bring coffee, pipes, sweetmeats etc. Meantime the friend had been enabled, in the bustle of the entrance, to creep behind the divan, from whence he watched all that happened. After a time, conversation flagged, and a game of chess was proposed. To this Muhammad – who was perfectly at his ease, and apparently well used to his company – would only assent on condition that the game should be for some stakes worth winning. It was at last settled that the stakes should be a banquet, to be furnished on the spot by the loser. The Prophet won the game without difficulty, and the banquet at once appeared. One of its chief delicacies was a cluster of magnificent grapes, such as no mortal vine ever bore, beautiful in form and colour, and of celestial fragrance. At the sight of the grapes the friend could resist no longer. He stole out of his hiding place while the Prophet and his Host were busy with the feast. He contrived, by mingling with the attendants, to break off a portion of the bunch, which he hid in his bosom, and then darted off down the ladder.

Once on the earth again, he waited quietly in the neighbourhood, and on the Prophet’s reappearance congratulated him on having played his part so well. Muhammad was at first indignant, and professed not to understand his meaning, till the production of the grapes showed him that his follower had really witnessed all that had passed. He then bound him to secrecy: ‘As for the grapes,’ said he, ‘do not waste such precious fruit by eating it, but take it to Daraya, near Damascus, and there plant it, so that the earth may benefit by your visit to heaven.’ This his friend did. Now, all men know that the earth of the plain of Damascus is that out of which our first father Adam was created, and that in all the world there is not so fine or productive soil: but of all that plain Daraya is the richest. The grapes grow there to this day in abundance, for though thousands and tens of thousands eat of them, there is never any lack. But the vines will flourish nowhere else, as many can affirm who have planted them elsewhere. And this is the story of the grapes of Daraya, which will grow nowhere but in their own soil.3

In 1953, nearly a century after this story was published, a festival of grapes was held in Daraya. More than thousand different varieties of the fruit were displayed and the occasion was attended by the then President of Syria, Adib Al-Shishakli.

The magnificent quality of Daraya’s grapes continues to be celebrated. Photos of them adorn websites mentioning the town and the fruit was even used as a symbol of the uprising there on rebel posters and in campaign literature. Locals I have talked to have their own theories on what has made their grapes so particularly special. Most put it down to the area’s rich red soil and the life-giving waters of the Western River, which sates the thirst of the bounteous vines. One man I talked to described Daraya’s grapes as‘sweeter, bigger, tastier and more colourful than any others’. He even believed that there is a spiritual explanation, telling me that, ‘The farmers who plant the vineyards do so with the most noble and good intentions. They grow them for all the community, for pleasure rather than profit. Their celebration of this special gift from God is infused in the flavour of the fruit.’

Indeed, the grape has been a source of great pride and celebration in the town, adorning websites and local litera­ture. But, this being a Muslim country, wine has never been something that has fuelled the locals. Instead, in early 2011, for those in Daraya seeking refreshment and shade during the heat of a baking summer’s day, when temperatures often top forty degrees, there were a multitude of coffee houses, restaurants, Internet cafés and computer game shops to choose from.

But it was in the relative coolness of the evening that the town was most alive. Older people gathered to play backgammon, chess or cards, while the young whiled away the hours in tea houses near much loved football grounds. One of the most popular of these was the Champions Café. Its walls were covered with big-screen televisions which streamed the most important football matches, many of them international. On sultry summer evenings crowds would gather around wooden tables in the café’s garden area, many dressed in the colours of Barcelona or Real Madrid, easily the most popular teams. Their exuberant, near deafening cheers and shrieks would fill the evening air, briefly masking the roar of motorbikes pelting through the dusty streets, the riders accelerating hard until their front wheel rose into the air. Similar sounds would engulf the football ground next to the café from 2 p.m. every Friday afternoon. This was when the hotly contested local league matches were played. There was no Ronaldo or Messi here, no luxury stadium with directors’ boxes and thumping pop music, but the crowds were every bit as passionate.

Only one other kind of event in Daraya could compete with football matches when it came to decibels: weddings. Even if you were not getting married yourself, or actually attending, you would soon know if one was happening, such was the scale and pageantry of these events.

As in many Islamic countries, traditional weddings in Syria take place in two halves, divided according to gender. The men hold one ceremony, often in public, and the women attend another, in some kind of ceremonial indoor venue. And to put it into colloquial terms, the idea was to ‘large it’ as much as possible. The man’s family would aim to stage the biggest and brashest event possible. Those attending would be regaled with mouth-watering food and luxury cakes. Ideally the event should appear to be costing a lot of money, which it probably was. Meanwhile, over at the women’s ceremony, competition was the order of the day. If your neighbour or friend looked stunning, then you needed to look even better. It was the time to roll out your most beautiful dress, stylish shoes and most opulent jewellery. And if you had a daughter, she was to do the same – for this was the ideal occasion to show her off. After all there would be other mothers there, on the look-out for prospective wives for their sons. Yet despite all the mind-blowing expense, preening and posing, everyone at these events seemed to have a thoroughly good time. No slinking off straight after the knot was tied; these boisterous occasions would often carry on into the early hours.

For those without a wedding to go to, there was always Koushak. This gleaming, modern ice cream café was a favourite haunt for many. Walking through its doors, customers entered a dreamworld of elegantly arranged ices, sweets and desserts of every colour and flavour. Strawberry red iced lollies, chocolate brown tarts, tangerine lollies and cream cakes. Housed in the centre of town, this temple of temptation drew customers from all over the area, even from neighbouring Damascus. Those who lacked the money to buy would come to look, such was the draw of Koushak. The shop’s recipes were a tightly guarded secret – so much so, that the proud owner would often draw the curtains and lock all the doors when concocting his ice creams.

A short walk down the road from Koushak, just past Daraya’s busy clothes market and a popular hummus and falafel store, was the Central Toaster shop, which sold all sorts of delicious-smelling toasted nuts and seeds. The aroma would drift down the road, enticing helpless people through its doors. On returning home, the shop’s customers would lay out these moreish snacks in small ornate bowls, and nibble them while watching television – this was evidently Daraya’s answer to popcorn.

Daraya was clearly a very tightly bonded, close-knit place where many people were related and so just about everybody knew each other. It was also a town with many natural attractions. On Fridays and Saturdays Darayans often sped off to the town’s western fringes. There, among the area’s scenic orchards, they could rent attractive and inexpensive farmhouses. Young and old would enjoy relaxing in the shade, chatting, playing card games and holding barbecues. In an environment such as this, they could forget about the many irritants of daily life, like the haphazard electricity supplies. Blackouts were common, sometimes lasting for many hours at a time. The mains water supply was often unreliable too. The provision of some public services was also rather threadbare. Until shortly before the war, there was no public hospital in Daraya, so anyone needing treatment had to go to a private one. These were not so expensive, but many families on lower incomes still struggled to pay their bills. Another thing that pushed up the cost of living, not to mention everyone’s blood pressure, was corruption. If you wanted something done by the local council services, you usually had to pay; somebody, somewhere would demand a ‘facilitation’ fee.

Though perhaps unfamiliar in its landscape and customs, Daraya in the early twenty-first century was, in its fabric and soul, little different to the average European or American town. People shared the same busy lives, families, responsibilities and preoccupations. The same often tiring and time-consuming commute into work. Rents and house prices were much cheaper than in central Damascus, so Daraya had become a bit of a commuter town for many on lower incomes. Although the national economy was growing each year and inflation stood at a fairly low 4 per cent, most local families had to work hard to get by. Whether they laboured on a farm, in a government office or in one of the town’s many furniture factories, money was tight. Not that this dented Daraya’s strong sense of community; its people took great pride in a town some had lived in for generations.

But this apparently peaceful life was about to change.

Daraya is a town with a proud and fascinating history of protest and a strong will to survive. From around AD 730 the town was already acquiring a rebellious reputation. Its inhabitants had developed strong grievances against the Umayyad authorities, who they believed favoured a rival tribe.4 Daraya also played a prominent role during the Crusades. Following a clash between two Muslim armies there in 1139, a large number of local fighters, who were on the losing side, were put to the sword.5

By 2011, the vast majority of the town’s population were Sunni but Daraya was also an important place for Shi’ites. In 2003, a holy Shi’ite shrine was established there and the town was then added to pilgrimage routes. Until recently, there was also a Greek Orthodox Church in Daraya and a strong Christian presence, church bells ringing out in solidarity with the anti-regime protesters in March 2011.

In recent times, Daraya had become best known for its non-violent protests. When, for example, in 1998 a group of twenty-three young men and women were thrown out of a local mosque for studying the Quran with a progressive cleric, instead of giving up and going home they simply sat on the ground outside and carried on with their meeting.6 Within a short period of time, the Majmu‘at Shabab Daraya (Youth Group of Daraya) grew to around fifty members. They held open debates, screened films and called on people to take responsibility for their own destiny. Obviously intent on practising what they preached, the group decided that it was up to them to clean the streets of Daraya and with brooms in hand, they set about sprucing up the town. They decided that it was also their responsibility to clean up corruption too, and each month their members published charts revealing their next targets.

Daraya Youth Group believed that reading and learning were essential if they were to truly change society for the better, yet getting hold of the right books had not been easy. Most young people could not afford to buy from bookshops so their main source of literature was their local mosque where the choice of reading material was limited. There were several small libraries in the town but these were often not accessible to the general public. In response the young radicals collected hundreds of books donated by people all over Daraya and created the town’s first free public library. A placard outside proudly labelled it the ‘Paths of Peace Library’. Keen to do things properly, they knocked on the doors of various government offices, asking for a licence for their new endeavour. They were told to go ahead with their plans while the relevant authorities considered their request. Yet almost as soon as the Paths of Peace Library opened, the police closed it down and confiscated all its books.7

On a wider scale, one of the group’s political campaigns involved demonstrating in solidarity with the Palestinians who, at the time, were being attacked in the Jenin refugee camp in the West Bank. Their biggest demonstration took place in 2003, against the US invasion of Iraq, when the group’s young members marched, one hundred strong, through the centre of Daraya in silent protest. Given that Syria’s government also opposed the invasion they might have thought that such an action would have been applauded by the authorities. Instead, many were jailed for failing to seek official permission for the march.8

Discontent with the ruling regime simmered on in Daraya, but it was to be another eight years before local passions were ignited again by the extraordinary Arab Spring.


Chapter Two

Shortly after the demonstrations in Daraa and Damascus in 2011, pro-democracy protesters took to the streets of Daraya. Despite growing tensions caused by the deaths of the four demonstrators in Daraa, activists in Daraya were, as befitting the town’s long history of non-violent protest, committed to keeping their rally peaceful. They called for widespread reforms, respect for human rights and democracy.

As was often the case in Daraya, and elsewhere in Syria, protesters had gathered first at a central mosque before pouring onto the streets after prayers. Given the large numbers, the protesters had initially wanted to meet at two much bigger mosques nearby, but were told that those were being watched by the security forces. Among the crowd that day was, Anas Habib, a twenty-eight-year-old former civil engineering student. Tall and slim, and dressed, when I first spoke to him, in a sober-looking khaki jacket and jumper, it was hard to picture him in the thick of the protests. But this seemingly reserved figure, who came across as being older than his years, evidently was in the thick of things. He told me how determined those around him were, despite the very real possibility that the security forces might react violently. ‘When we left Al Abbas mosque,’ he told me, ‘my heart was beating like a drum and my hands were shaking. Other young people soon joined us and before long we had a group of around fifty protesters, all shouting the words: “Syria is free. Freedom only!”’

Anas and his fellow protesters began to take comfort from their numbers and shared sense of purpose. Their chanting grew louder and louder, as they called for democratic reforms, their confidence growing. Before long a rival crowd of government supporters began massing in front of the protesters, yelling pro-Assad slogans. Some of these people were possibly plain-clothed security officials but many others would have been from religious minorities, be it Alawite Muslims like President Bashar al-Assad, or Shia Muslims, Christians and secularists. Many of these groups might have had little intrinsic love for Assad himself, or for many of his policies, but they believed that he did at least allow them to continue practising their faiths in peace. They feared that if he was toppled, rebel Sunni Muslim extremists might take control, and bring religious freedom to an end. Many of the young protesters at that time were not initially calling for the president to step down, however. They were demanding major reforms, such as fully democratic elections, as well as freedom of speech and other civil rights.

Anas remembered: ‘We wanted to encourage more people to take part in the demonstration and break the wall of silence and fear that had kept us quiet for so long. This barrier of oppression had been built up over half a century, and we were determined to knock it down.’

Like many others in the anti-regime crowd, Anas relished the chance to protest – not just against the current injustices in Syria but past ones too. Back in February 1982, President Bashar al-Assad’s father, Hafez, had used extreme violence to put down an uprising by the Muslim Brotherhood in Hama, which had left hundreds of his loyal troops dead. In retribution, Hafez al-Assad’s soldiers had gone on an orgy of blood-letting, levelling entire neighbourhoods of the city. As many as 20,000 people were thought to have been slaughtered. Nobody is sure of the exact total because few, if any, independent journalists were able to witness what had happened. But over the following years the scale of the massacre began to emerge. Although protests now focused on the deeds of the son, those of his father had not been forgotten. This memory had left a festering wound in the minds of many across the country that had been passed down from one generation to the next.

It soon became clear that the anti-Assad protesters were winning the shouting match. The more they yelled, the more bystanders joined their fast-swelling ranks. At one point, Anas told me, more than 1500 protesters, most of them young men and women, marched together, dwarfing the two hundred or so Assad loyalists before them. But, although heavily outnumbered, the pro-regime crowd maintained their defiance. Some, sensing they were losing the war of words, tried to start a physical fight. Missiles and fists began to fly, all in an attempt to goad the chanting protesters into fighting back. It was around this point that Anas’s father arrived at the scene. He insisted that his son come home immediately, and reluctantly Anas did what he was told. ‘When I got home, my mother was crying. She had seen my face among the crowds on television. My dad said this was very dangerous because the regime’s people would recognise me. I would be arrested, maybe jailed for life.’ Indeed, Anas’s father had good reason to fear for his son; he had only narrowly avoided arrest himself during the Hama massacre of 1982 and knew that this regime was just as savage. Torture was common and some who went to jail were never seen again.

Later that evening, as Anas’s adrenalin began to subside, his feelings of euphoria morphed into dread. Maybe his father was right, he thought. ‘I started fearing for my life. I wondered about all the awful things that might happen to me in jail and what this would do to my parents. But at the same time this had been some day, one of the most important of my life. I knew I had to act, that I had to be true to my principles and in the end I decided there was no going back. I had chosen my path and would have to continue, whatever the price.’

The protests in Daraya were being led by Yahya Shurbaji, a thirty-two-year-old political activist and admirer of India’s pacifist former leader, Mahatma Ghandi. Shurbaji had been campaigning for non-violent change with the Daraya Youth Group since 1998, and he practised what he preached. When pro-Assad soldiers were sent in to suppress the marches using increasingly violent methods, he and his brother Maan called on protesters in Daraya not to retaliate. Instead he brought bottles of water and flowers for them to give to the soldiers. This led Shurbaji to be nicknamed ‘the man with the roses’. He insisted that the regime’s security forces should be treated as human beings, even in a police state such as Syria.

Among the many in Daraya to be impressed by Shurbaji and his methods was fellow activist, Ghiath Matar, a twenty-six-year-old tailor. Sceptical at first, Matar had been won over after he noticed that following the gifts of water and flowers, pro-Assad soldiers behaved differently, making eye contact with the demonstrators and treating them better. He believed that this could truly change things and Matar soon became closely associated with Shurbaji, acquiring the nickname ‘Little Ghandi’. His dreams, however, were not to be fulfilled and over the next couple of months, the violence meted out by government troops got worse rather than better. Several activists were reported to have been killed in Daraya and many more died elsewhere in Syria.

This did not deter a group of local women from setting up a civil grassroots movement which they named ‘Daraya’s Free Women’. Their first act was to stage a sit-in, demanding the release of prisoners of conscience. But any notions the women had of peacefully persuading the regime to co-operate were soon dashed. Instead of listening to them, the security services opened fire, leaving many of the women in fear of their lives. Still, as the weeks went on, in the spirit of the town’s history and philosophy, demonstrators in Daraya continued to express themselves peacefully.

But the regime responded with increasing oppression, and it wasn’t long before they came for the rebels’ peaceful leader. On 6 September 2011, Ghiath Matar, Yahya Shurbaji and his brother, Maan, were arrested. Four days later, Ghiath’s mutilated body was returned to his mother and pregnant wife. The man whose last words to his friends were, ‘Remember me when you celebrate the fall of the regime and . . . that I gave my soul and blood for that moment’, had paid with his life.

The reverberations following Ghiath Matar’s death and the disappearance of Yahya and Maan Shurbaji, were felt across Syria and around the world. As a mark of the esteem in which ‘Little Ghandi’ was held, his funeral was attended by the ambassadors of the United States, Japan, Germany, France and Denmark. The UN called on the Syrian government either to release Yahya and Maan or explain their fate. Neither request was, or ever has been, granted. In one of his last posts on Facebook, Ghiath Matar had written: ‘We chose non-violence not from cowardice or weakness, but out of moral conviction; we don’t want to reach victory by having destroyed the country.’

As time went on, the government forces responded with increasing ferocity. On some occasions demonstrators were fired on using live ammunition, and there were also cases of people being beaten to death. Without their inspiring leaders, peaceful defiance became difficult to sustain and rebel resistance in Daraya grew increasingly hard-edged. Former students who had been devoted to non-violent revolution were beginning to take up arms, many seeing this as a ne­cessary form of protection from the Syrian security forces.

Rateb abo Fayez, a fresh-faced eighteen-year-old economics student with an immaculately cropped short, dark beard, was typical of many protesters at that time. He had been convinced that non-violent protest was the best way to bring positive change to the country, but, he told me, the brutal actions of the security services he witnessed during the demonstrations were putting this policy under growing strain. One incident in particular sticks in his mind: ‘One protester was trying to get away and ran into a butcher’s shop. A group of government soldiers rushed in after him. A few minutes later they all came out, dragging the protester with them. His body was covered in blood. I’ll never get that awful picture out of my head, I’ll never forget it.’ After that incident, Rateb said, the security forces went from attacking protesters with wooden sticks to using weapons and many people died. ‘This,’ he said, ‘was the turning point. The violence had escalated to the point where it had become a war.’ For Rateb and his friends, there was no going back from here.

Within the next few days Rateb joined the Free Syrian Army (FSA), a country-wide force comprised of a hotchpotch of armed anti-regime groups. His younger brother Raed also joined several months later. Conscription to the Syrian military is compulsory for all men from the age of nineteen. University students are allowed to postpone their enlistment, but must still serve on finishing their studies. Many of the young men in Daraya would have been conscripted to the government forces, but escaped this fate because from late 2012 it was beyond the regime’s control. Rateb’s father, a carpenter, had been shot in the arm by a sniper, so was unable to join the rebels. Instead, he volunteered to work with the medical teams who treated the mounting number of injured civilians, while his wife looked after the family home.

In November 2011, the Arab League suspended Syria from its ranks and imposed sanctions on the country, accusing its government of failing to implement an Arab peace plan. This brought a renewed mood of optimism and defiance in Daraya. The town’s history of peaceful protest, combined with the recent death of ‘Little Ghandi’ and the disappearance of his colleagues, had got it noticed around the world.

Around this time Anas started a diary. On 1 January 2012 he wrote:

Today for the first time, the flag of the revolution flies above the main palace. The regime’s flag was earlier taken down. It is such a beautiful and indescribable feeling to see our flag flying over the city. A delegation from the Arab League visited us. This is the first foreign delegation to come here. It makes me realise that it is down to us alone to explain the revolution to the world. I usually spend this month of the year preparing for my exams but I’ve decided to skip some of them and get authorisation to postpone my studies. This way I can avoid being conscripted into the army that is killing our people. For now, things look very unclear and no one knows what will happen to us. But we are hopeful the regime will fall soon.

Also still hopeful that the world was listening, was a group of mainly ‘citizen journalists’ in Daraya, around half of them women. At the end of January 2012, they published the first issue of a weekly underground revolutionary newspaper, Enab Baladi – Grapes of my Country, in honour of Daraya’s famous grapes. The paper’s stated aim was to peacefully advance a democratic society via credible, independent and in-depth reporting. Before long, however, one of the publication’s most prominent founders, Nabil Shurbaji, was arrested in Daraya by the security forces and is believed to have died in jail. These were his last reported words: ‘Dear Lord, exonerate us from any blame for any bloodshed or killing in Daraya, for any reason or justification, and exonerate us from blame in any act of torture or injustice perpetrated against any human being whomever they may be.’ Despite Shurbaji’s death and the ongoing conflict, more than a million copies of Enab Baladi have been distributed since the launch of the newspaper.

In February 2012, the conflict escalated from an on­going series of skirmishes to all-out war. On the third of that month, President Assad’s forces began shelling the city of Homs. The bombardment lasted a month, before regime troops took control of part of the city. But by July the fighting had spread to Aleppo, Syria’s biggest city. International efforts at mediation continued to fail and in August 2012 Kofi Annan quit as the UN/Arab League’s Envoy.

The military situation in Daraya was deteriorating by the day. As Anas recorded in his diary: 

the regime’s forces have been deployed right across Daraya. The government has erected checkpoints in front of mosques. When people began demonstrating after prayers they started shooting at them.

And the very next day:

The funerals of those killed yesterday were held early so that the martyrs could be buried in the morning. These did not go as planned. Government forces showed up and shot at protesters. I am horrified to say that now twenty-four of them have been killed in just two days. My dear cousin was among them. He was nineteen years old. His death represents a disaster for both myself and my family. We are so very sad and fear the same fate may await us all soon. We have called this Black Day.

The use of brutal force by President Assad’s security forces to crush the uprising was now rebounding on his regime. In July three of his senior security officers were killed by fighters from the FSA. The following month a member of Assad’s own regime spoke out against his ruthless suppression of those who opposed him. The Syrian Chargé d’Affaires in London, Khaled al-Ayoubi, resigned saying that he was no longer willing to represent a regime that had committed such violent and oppressive acts against its own people.

And then the eyes of the world returned to Daraya. Austin Tice, a former US Marine working in Syria as a freelance journalist, vanished three days after his thirty-first birthday. The last place he had been seen was Daraya. As a younger man, Tice had risen to the rank of second lieutenant in the Marines, but after two deployments he left the military, enrolling in law school at Georgetown University in Washington. However, this didn’t work out for him and he re-enlisted as a reservist. But after seeing active service in Afghanistan, he left the army for a second time. Rather than going back to his law studies, Tice decided to pursue a career as a freelance war photographer and journalist, making his own way to Syria via Gaziantep in southern Turkey.

This was Tice’s calling and he went on to report from many areas of Syria, including war-ravaged Homs, providing copy for the Washington Post, the BBC and NPR. He travelled the country in the company of a Syrian fixer and translator to whom he had been introduced in Turkey. During this time Tice met fellow US journalist James Foley, who was later captured and beheaded by IS fighters. Just four months on, Tice himself suddenly vanished.

Nobody knows for sure what happened to him, but it is widely believed that Tice was abducted by the Syrian secur­ity services. Most of his work had, after all, been done while embedded with rebel fighters and he had also reported on human rights abuses allegedly committed by the regime, so he would probably have been viewed by Damascus as anti-government. However, the Syrian regime swiftly denied that it was holding him. The following month a grainy video appeared on YouTube, in which a convoy of vehicles driving across a barren and hilly landscape suddenly comes to a sudden halt, and a group of men in what looks like traditional Afghan dress and black headbands approaches. Armed with automatic rifles and rocket launchers, they jump out of a white pickup truck shouting ‘Allahu Akbar!’ while manhandling a bearded hostage, closely resembling Austin Tice, and then disappear from view.

No group has claimed responsibility for Tice’s abduction and some experts who have studied the video believe it was staged. They point to the fact that the Afghan-style dress seen in the film was not something worn by Syrian rebel groups at the time, and they even suspect that the video could have been made by the Syrian security forces in order to deflect accusations of his abduction from themselves.

Soon after the disappearance of Tice, Daraya was surrounded by tanks. Then, following reports of renewed attacks by the FSA on the nearby Mezzeh air base, the town’s electricity supply was cut off. Anas became increasingly alarmed. He noted in his diary:

Although traditional visits to the tombs of the martyrs have gone ahead, as usual worrying news is coming in from outside the city. We hear that the regime has taken control of much of Western Ghouta and has started attacking Kafarsousa and al-Moadamyeh. The Free Syrian Army of Daraya is helping its al-Moadamyeh branch and victims of the fighting were carried all the way to our village for treatment. I was in the house when my cousin’s husband was brought to us. He had been shot in the back. It’s a really bad injury and we’ve been told that he is going to be paralysed from the waist down. We are all sad and very worried about him.

On Monday, 20 August, Daraya was shelled for the first time. This was followed, the next day, by a lengthy artillery bombardment. Abdul Basit al-Ahmar, a former business and economics student at Damascus University, who had quit his studies during the protests that year, was in Daraya at the time. This tall, sensitive and idealistic young man told me: ‘It all began when the Syrian regime started ordering civilians in Daraya to hand over the names of any activists or peaceful protesters who were opposed to the government. When we told them that we weren’t prepared to do this, the security forces went wild and began attacking people.’

When news of the growing number of casualties reached Abdul Basit, he went to a recently set-up field hospital to offer his help. Even though he had no medical training, the staff there were so overwhelmed they immediately took him up on his offer. He was staggered by what he saw – patients, so many of them covered in blood and some with limbs missing – filled the corridors.

Soon after Abdul Basit began helping out at the hos­pital, government forces launched another attack on Daraya. Rebels in Homs and Aleppo had been bombarded earlier that month, now it was Daraya’s turn to be repeatedly bombed. The town, with its long history of resistance to many of the policies of both Bashar al-Assad’s regime and his father’s government before that, was a particular irritation for the ruling family. It also lay on the very doorstep of Damascus. Insurrection so close to the seat of power had to be contained. Many of those injured in the offensive were badly hurt and the doctors were so deluged with casualties they simply could not cope. Abdul Basit watched on, desperate to help, ‘But I didn’t have enough experience at that time to treat most of them, and that really distressed me,’ he told me. ‘I remember a badly injured child being brought in to the hospital. Even experienced doctors couldn’t do anything for him. He was in a terrible state and they just didn’t have the medicines and equipment they needed. I watched his life slowly ebbing away. It was the first time I had seen anybody die like that, never mind a young innocent child.’

As the bombardments continued, Abdul Basit found he was unable to leave Daraya’s makeshift field hospital, due to the constant stream of casualties being carried in. ‘The scene at the hospital was awful,’ he recalled. ‘There was blood and suffering everywhere. It was made even worse by the fact that the hospital was housed in what had once been a school. So alongside the blood and screaming people with terrible injuries were bits and pieces from the classrooms. Places where innocent children had so recently been having their lessons. Instead of caring for these children and protecting their school, the government’s soldiers were destroying it and trying to kill all those inside.’

There wasn’t much the doctors could do for the many casualties brought in, and it soon became more a case of delaying death rather than preventing it. Volunteers like Abdul Basit used the limited skills they had learned so recently to try to stop bleeding and to dress wounds, but the makeshift hospital was in absolute chaos. Staff did their best to cordon off areas for those needing intensive care, desperately trying to send those less severely injured to other, better equipped, hospitals. But government soldiers simply turned them back, leaving Abdul Basit and his colleagues with no choice but to deal with them. He told me: ‘I won’t forget the smell of blood until the day I die. It seemed to be everywhere. But people did what they could for each other. Every now and then I would stand amid all this horror and ask myself: how can the government kill its own people like this, just because they asked for reforms?’

Abdul Basit was witnessing both the very worst of what humanity could do, and also the very best – a precursor to the ways in which the citizens remaining in Daraya would help each other. In those early days, those less badly injured would support others while they waited for a doctor; local residents risked coming in to give food to both patients and doctors and, after seeing the terrible overcrowding in the hospital, many offered to house those still able to walk. Nobody knew how long the situation would last, yet people were willing to share what little they had with the injured.

Abdul Basit told me that during this period, a doctor he was working with at the hospital heard that his mother, sister and niece had been badly injured. They were all brought in for treatment, yet even though they were his relatives, the doctor did
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