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Special Focus Covering war in the Middle East
Walking the blood-stained streets of the Middle East

Those invisible scars to the soul

Beirut

F 

orget about the excite-
ment of being, say, the 
first and only war cor-
respondent to uncover 
that Saddam Hussein’s 

engineers were mining oil fields 
in Kuwait in August 1990, a scoop 
confirmed by US satellites and the 
Pentagon a few hours later.

Forget about the feeling of wit-
nessing, in a front-row seat, history 
in the making in various Middle 
East theatres.

Forget about risking your life in 
places few other people, except for 
other journalists and fighters, go.

No amount of adrenaline, no il-
lusory moments of professional 
glory and certainly not your pro-
tective helmet and flak jacket will 
shield you from a particular kind of 
wound, those invisible scars to the 
soul you end up carrying after be-
ing confronted with the unfathom-
able distress of helpless fellow hu-
mans, civilians trapped in conflict.

One such haunting moment was 
for me while reporting on a mass 
grave in the town of Hilla, 90 km 
south of Baghdad. A few weeks 
earlier following the US invasion, 
Saddam Hussein had gone into hid-
ing. Mass graves across the country 
were being uncovered and Hilla was 
certainly the largest one. It was as if 

I were reporting from inside hell.
In an eerie atmosphere, thou-

sands of remains — mostly sacks 
of bones — were next to huge holes 
in a vast sandy, sunny field. Dis-
traught Iraqis carrying photographs 

of loved ones — smiling young 
men or women — sifted through 
remains, identifying sometimes 
a son, a daughter or a father by a 
wedding band or a garment.

I tried to keep my voice steady 

while doing my live broadcast from 
the scene as next to me was a sob-
bing old man, his lament ascend-
ing to the sky, carrying away, like 
a child in his arms, the skeleton of 
his son.

Nor will I ever forget the sad look 
in the eyes of four-year-old Maria, 
once a lively Palestinian girl from 
Gaza, being treated in an Israeli 
hospital in Jerusalem. Maria was 
permanently paralysed from neck 
down after suffering spinal injuries 
caused by a botched Israeli air raid 
against a car carrying Islamist mili-
tants. The child, who happened to 
be in a passing car, lost her mother, 
baby brother, grandmother and un-
cle in the raid. Maria’s only crime 
was to have been in the wrong place 
at the wrong time.

Such was also the case of Ayelet, 
an Israeli teenager killed on her 
15th birthday in a suicide attack in 
a bus in Tel Aviv and whose parents 
I met in an East Jerusalem hotel. 
Here they were on the Mount of 
Olives with other Jewish and Arab 
bereaved parents reaching out, 
sharing their pain irrespective of 
their political opinions. “Don’t wait 
to lose your son or daughter to start 
talking to one another,” was their — 
apparently lost — message to fellow 
Palestinian or Israeli citizens.

To many, war correspondents 
are by definition a cynical bunch 
who at the end of the day, after fil-
ing their reports, gather at the hotel 
bar for drinks. But this is only part 

of the story. Many of us have to live 
with haunting memories, such as 
children dying because they can’t 
get their dialysis in besieged areas 
or families sitting on the rubble of 
their bombed homes with nowhere 
to go.

War correspondents are not Red 
Cross or NGO workers. Their job 
is to report from the front lines 
while hoping that their reports 
might change things on the ground. 
Sometimes, they lose their lives do-
ing so as was the case for veteran 
war correspondent Marie Colvin, 
killed during the siege of Homs in 
Syria in February 2012. Colvin was 
the ultimate war correspondent 
and certainly the bravest journal-
ist I have had the privilege to know 
and whom I befriended more than 
20 years ago.

Despite the casualties and the 
trauma, there are always war corre-
spondents willing to take the risk, 
again and again.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.

Washington

B 

lood stained the sidewalk 
in midtown Damascus 
where I had stood only 
moments earlier. A mor-
tar shell had fallen on the 

corner where I had been in line to 
buy a candy bar from a kiosk. The 
attack killed one man and maimed 
another, both of them custom-
ers. The kiosk owner survived un-
harmed, though his shop was in 
shambles.

I hovered at the scene, shocked 
at my own good fortune, wonder-
ing about the last thoughts of the 
man who was now dead and why 
was I among the last few strangers 
to have seen him.

It would be an hour or two be-
fore it occurred to me to phone 
in a report about the attack to my 
editor at the Reuters Beirut bureau. 
Such news would normally be 
“snapped” — it would go out on the 
wire as a newsflash. But mortar at-
tacks had become so ubiquitous by 
then that it was no longer news. We 
“snapped” it anyway and I won-
dered if anyone would read it.

War can have a dual effect in that 
it numbs the senses while simul-
taneously leaving you in a height-
ened state of alertness.

When I was based in Syria, I 
used to take two- and three-week 
breaks, usually in Lebanon, to rec-
alibrate and return with fresh eyes 
to Syria. During the breaks, it took 
me some time to feel “normal”, 
to tolerate traffic noise and large 
crowds or engage in mundane con-
versation.

This is where relying on local re-
porters who never leave the scene 
can run into problems. After a 
while, neither aerial attacks nor 
mortar shells nor the morbid death 
notices that name entire families 
will catch your attention. This in-
evitable lack of perspective will 

chip away at your ability to do your 
job as a journalist, even as events 
weigh heavily on you.

We live in a world where not all 
deaths are equal, not only because 
the death of locals in any armed 
conflict quickly becomes a morbid 
tally of mind-numbing statistics 
but also because we judge killers 
and their weapons of choice differ-
ently.

Death by beheading trumps 
death by gunfire. A one-time 
chemical attack is more memorable 
than the daily barrage of barrel 
bombs, even when the latter has 
killed — and continues to kill — 
exponentially more civilians. An 
Islamic State (ISIS) militant filming 
a gruesome murder of civilians 
invokes vicious condemnation in 
a way that is different from when a 
US-operated drone mistakenly kills 
civilians.

This is the unspoken value sys-
tem of our readers, editors and 
ourselves that journalists must rec-
oncile, whether they are local or an 
outsider, though there are differ-
ences.

A Western reporter might be 
viewed by warring factions as “in-
nocent”, someone uncorrupted 
by local tribalism and therefore a 
neutral party. Just as likely, this 
Westerner can be viewed as a spy, a 
plant or an affiliate of whatever al-
lies her country of origin might be 
supporting. An “innocent” West-
erner might be perceived as an easy 
target for kidnap for ransom or 
propaganda.

One self-professed interroga-
tor who said he worked in one of 
Bashar Assad’s prisons and boasted 
about how prisoners “not lasting 
very long” under his hands best 
captures this sentiment. Asked 
how he thought the war in Syria 
would end, he shrugged and said: 
“The West will never let the Islam-
ists come near us. We’re Alawites, 
a religious minority and the West 
will instinctively protect us.”

Rightly or wrongly, it is a com-

mon belief in the Middle East, and 
a story constantly peddled to West-
ern journalists, that the West es-
chews all things Muslim and aims 
to protect women and minorities.

On the other hand, local 
journalists might be perceived 
through the lens of the conflict. 
When I travelled throughout Syria 
from government-controlled areas 
into rebel strongholds and back, I 
played different hands. One time I 
was a Sunni Muslim, so the rebels 
would trust me. Another time I was 
Druze, so the government soldiers 
would not become suspicious of 
me. Next time I was Christian, so as 
to explain my presence at a church 
inside a contentious area. I was 
lucky in that my name and “place 
of origin” on my national ID card 
came with no particular stigma and 
I was able to camouflage myself 
with ease.

But I could not hide my Syrian 
accent. During one of the few sto-
ries I reported from Lebanon, Syr-
ian refugees who had originally 
expressed an interest in telling 
their story to my Western colleague 
immediately recoiled when they 

heard me speak. In their mind, 
a Syrian identifying herself as a 
journalist, hovering near Hezbol-
lah country in Lebanon, could only 
be one thing: an informant for the 
Assad regime. I did not try to con-
vince them otherwise. I walked 
away from the story and left it to a 
Western colleague.

In a war, there are always “good 
guys” and “bad guys” but a com-
mitted journalist treats them equal-
ly, allowing all voices to emerge in 
the reporting. The reader decides 
where the blame falls.

The problem arises when one 
side succeeds in owning the nar-
rative of the entire story because it 
is in control. Israel managed to do 
this for years when it maintained 
that Palestinian areas were “un-
safe”, limiting international jour-
nalists to the story inside of Israel 
proper while suppressing the Pal-
estinians’ side of the story.

The Assad regime periodically 
gives entry visas to members of 
international media, usually for 
a maximum of ten days. During 
such a short time period, a journal-
ist usually writes a “mood story” 
about Damascus and perhaps about 
another government-controlled 
city, like Homs and the coastline.

The regime knows that the jour-
nalist cannot possibly get the real 
story during such a short visit and 
travelling into rebel areas from 
government areas is prohibited and 
too dangerous on smuggled routes, 
so the story becomes restricted to 
the regime side. The reporting we 
get from rebel areas is usually from 
rebel activists, which makes it bi-
ased news.

Unfortunately, this is now the 
coverage of the war in Syria and 
as war reporting becomes more 
dangerous than ever for journal-
ists, it will become a typical model 
for other places of conflict, such as 
Yemen and Libya.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

An April 2003 file picture shows the camera of an injured 
photographer covered with blood on the 15th floor of Baghdad’s 
Palestine Hotel.
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In a war, there are 
always “good guys” 
and “bad guys” but a 
committed 
journalist treats 
them equally.

War numbs the 
senses while 
simultaneously 
leaving you in a 
heightened state of 
alertness.

We live in a world 
where not all deaths 
are equal.

Palestinian cameraman Rami Sweidan is brought to Rafeedia hospital after he was shot by Israeli 
troops, in the West Bank city of Nablus, on October 11th.


