Mishy Harman (narration): In August 1971, Edwin Shuker was sixteen years old. And he and his family were on the run. 

[bookmark: _fcdypu1eaefk]Edwin Shuker: We were practically hostages. We tried to beg to leave, all we wanted was to live and to survive, but that was not granted until we managed to escape in 1971.

Mishy Harman (narration): See Edwin was born in Baghdad, and three years before they left, a faction of the Pan-Arab Ba’ath Party took power in a bloodless coup. The man appointed to be Iraq’s new Deputy President was thirty-one years old. His name was Saddam Hussein. 

By then, of course, most of the country’s once large and prominent Jewish population was long gone. Iraqi Jews were one of the oldest and most important diaspora communities in the world. They first arrived in the sixth century BC, after Nebuchadnezzar, the Babylonian king, sacked Solomon’s Temple. It was from what is today Iraq that Ezra and Nehemiah led returning exiles back to Jerusalem. It was there that the Babylonian Talmud was debated and compiled and codified. And it was there, in 1941, that the Farhud, a violent pogrom, left hundreds of Baghdad’s Jews dead and thousands injured. 

For a long time Iraq was a good home for the Jews. In 1917, a quarter to a third of Baghdad’s population was Jewish. Jews were politicians, jurists, doctors, businessmen. There was even a Jewish Miss Baghdad. 

But all that changed dramatically with the UN’s partition plan, and the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948. The local Jewish community’s situation worsened. It became clear that their days were numbered. And indeed, the vast majority of Iraq’s Jews immigrated to Israel in the late forties and early fifties. 

So by the time Edwin was growing up in the 1960s....    
 
Edwin Shuker: There was only a fraction, something about eight thousand people out of a hundred-and-forty, hundred-and-fifty thousand Jews that once lived and prospered in Iraq.

Mishy Harman (narration): And life was tough for the few who remained. Jews faced legal discrimination. Many were arrested or kidnapped. Some were accused of being Israeli spies and publicly executed. 

All over Iraq, their property was seized, their bank accounts were frozen, they were under constant surveillance and had to carry around special yellow identification cards. So before long, even those who had initially chosen to stay, realized that it was now time to go. Quickly and quietly.  

Edwin Shuker: You tell absolutely no one, not the closest friends, not your family, not your neighbors, absolutely no one. You just pretend that you’re going out on a shopping spree for a couple hours, you leave lights on in the house, you leave music, and you just go, and hope for the best. 

Mishy Harman (narration): The escape route was extremely perilous, and - in some sort of real-life version of a spy movie - relied on an intricate network of collaborators.  

Edwin Shuker: Yes. We had a playing card cut into half so we kept half and we showed it as a sign of... from the smugglers that we are the right people on the right time, so that the route doesn’t get infiltrated.

Mishy Harman (narration): Most of the time Edwin and his family didn’t even know where they were going. 

Edwin Shuker: We only knew one single step at a time. So all we knew was how to get to the train station in Baghdad, and we didn’t know what’s next. So we stood in train station with forged papers with different names, until some young person, six- seventeen, eighteen years old came and said “oh hi, you know the weather in Mosul is fantastic, if you have a chance to get there you should take every opportunity to do so.” And that was the only clue. You get to Mosul for example, and suddenly there’s a guy who says to you “would you like a taxi?” and you say “no thank you,” and then he says “no, you do want that taxi.” So you know that this is part of the route itself, and on and on until we got to the Kurdish enclave, and then from then on they helped us and assisted us to get out to a little village called Hanna in Iran. 

Mishy Harman (narration): Ultimately, the entire family managed to reach the UK, where they were granted asylum. Edwin has lived in England for most of his life, but his heart - as the medieval Jewish poet Yehuda HaLevi said - is in the east. In Iraq. 

In 2010, Baghdad’s last rabbi, Emad Levy, left for Israel. Today, there are five Jews remaining in the city. But, as we’ll hear at the end of the show, that doesn’t stop Edwin from imagining a new, golden age for Iraqi Jewry. 

Hey, I’m Mishy Harman, and this is Israel Story. Israel Story is brought to you by PRX, and is produced together with Tablet Magazine. 

Our episode today - By The Rivers of Babylon. 

The story we’re about to hear, from our producer Joel Shupack, is also about Iraq and the Jews. Or, more precisely, about a Jew in Iraq. But the Iraq isn’t Edwin’s Iraq. It’s Iraq today. And the Jew isn’t a descendant of the rabbis at the famed Talmudic academies of Sura and Pumbedita, but rather a British grandma from Jerusalem. 

Nevertheless, it’s a story of daring escapes, of volunteerism, of social responsibility. And, oddly enough, it’s also a story of the legacy of the Holocaust. Generations of Israeli high-school students have visited concentration camps in Poland and promised - in sincere voices - “never again.” This is a tale of one woman who made “never again” the guiding principle of her life. A woman who was compelled - because of what happened to her own people - to get up and act. 

A quick warning before we start. This story includes some references to abuse and violence. So if you’re listening with kids, you might want to check out a different Israel Story episode. 

OK, here’s Joel.  

******

Joel Shupack (narration): In the Fall of 2015, Lisa Miara - a Jewish grandmother from Jerusalem - found herself on a plane to Erbil, the Kurdish capital in northern Iraq. 

And stashed away in her luggage? A bundle of cash that had practically fallen into her lap.  
[bookmark: _yk3987z27bpq]
[bookmark: _tpphic6v2kel]Joel Shupack: Was it in stacks? Was it rolled up? 
[bookmark: _2r8aqcs5d5pm]Lisa Miara: I put it in two or three different envelopes and stuck it in two different bags and walked through.

Joel Shupack (narration): Lisa was born just outside of London, but moved to Israel right after she finished high school, in 1976. She looks a bit like an aging Nordic beauty queen: Slender with pale freckled skin and wispy blonde hair. She’s elegant. Dignified. At the same time, her face is covered with the kind of wrinkles you have to earn. And looking into her faint blue eyes, you can tell they’ve seen more than their share of trouble. 

Joel Shupack: So you traveled to Iraq with $20,000 in cash?
[bookmark: _1acrd1ytg6zc]Lisa Miara: The international limit is 10,000.
[bookmark: _okskhpx6xb2z]Joel Shupack: Right.
[bookmark: _lidt8axt0ozc]Lisa Miara: Amazingly, nobody stopped me. Nobody asked any questions.

Joel Shupack (narration): The cash was for a man in a refugee camp. He had a plan to rescue women that ISIS had abducted from his village. What he needed most, she was told, was money. And thanks to a combination of dumb luck and her own stubborn determination, Lisa - this unassuming savta - was the only one who could deliver it.

The mountains of northern Iraq have been home to the  Yazidi people for centuries. They’re a small, insular and mysterious group. There are just under a million of them worldwide, about half in Iraq. And unlike their neighbors, they’re not Muslim. They have their own religion and traditions. They believe in one God who created the world and left it in the care of seven angels. And they see themselves as the oldest race of people in the world. 

Lisa Miara: If you listen to their version they were before Abraham. 

Joel Shupack (narration): Much of that long history is one of persecution, oppression or worse. In the summer of 2014, ISIS - or DAESH in Arabic - was terrorizing Iraq and Syria. They singled out the Yazidis because of their different religion and by August of that year, ISIS had reached Yazidi territory. 

[bookmark: _hczsyub1t1vc]News Anchor: Thousands of Yazidis are homeless 
and hungry... 
[bookmark: _vtqduh308pcz]News Anchor: Nearly half-a-million are in refugee camps, hundreds of men disappeared and are feared dead.
News Anchor: ISIS is murdering entire villages.
News Anchor: A campaign of genocide. 
[bookmark: _8uz3jp9yt8ke]Lisa Miara: There were villages where within hours, the old women were shot, pushed into mass graves, covered with earth. Men were taken to agricultural areas, also shot and left for dead. 
[bookmark: _jrquvz13jxbu]News Anchor: Men were shot one by one and their shallow grave covered in dirt.
[bookmark: _m02skcx7nzu]Lisa Miara: Easily five thousand, six thousand were killed immediately. Around eight thousand taken into captivity. 
[bookmark: _6o942h8fjazd]
Joel Shupack (narration): That’s eight thousand women and children who were taken from their families to become slaves for ISIS. 

[bookmark: _reiga5md783v]Lisa Miara: Boys were stripped, examined for pubic hair. If they had any signs of pubic hair, they were taken immediately and recruited into the armies of DAESH.  

Joel Shupack (narration): Women and young girls would be bought and sold at markets, as sex slaves. The hundreds of thousands of Yazidis who managed to escape were scattered in refugee camps in Turkey, Syria and Iraq. 

[bookmark: _7oswutovmqj]Lisa Miara: A full-blown genocide, crimes against humanity, ethnic cleansing.

Joel Shupack (narration): President Obama intervened. 

[bookmark: _j7033zjq42c1]Barack Obama: Countless innocent people are facing a massacre.

Joel Shupack: Authorizing military airdrops of food and water. 

[bookmark: _ekbs93r23t3v]Barack Obama: We cannot just look away.
		
Joel Shupack: But while all this was happening, Lisa Miara was far more concerned with the suffering of her own people. She was living in Jerusalem, where she and her husband had raised their three sons. Her eldest, Assaf, had twice been injured in violent attacks. First, in 1998, as a soldier in Ramallah, and then, three-and-a-half years later, at a cafe suicide bombing in Jerusalem which left eleven Israelis dead. This compelled Lisa to start an organization that used art therapy to support Israeli victims of terror. Through her work, she got in touch with an American tax lawyer, who had left his successful law-firm to work with terror victims. Lisa asked him to represent her son and the two became friends. 

By 2015, while ISIS was taking over Yazidi villages, Lisa and her husband had divorced and their children were starting families of their own. The bombings and terror of the Second Intifada had largely subsided. So the demand for her organization’s services was, thankfully, in decline. 

[bookmark: _juevqb5ob3tf]Lisa Miara: And one day I just got a call out of the blue. 

Joel Shupack (narration): It was Gabi Mairone, the American tax lawyer.

[bookmark: _34eziccqjfs9]Gabi Mairone: Well, I speak with Lisa from time to time.

Joel Shupack (narration): Lisa wasn't sure of her next professional steps, and was looking for something new to do. And Gabi? He had an intriguing offer.

Gabi Mairone: I did. I suggested she accompany me to Iraq.

Joel Shupack (narration): Gabi, it turned out, was representing Kurdish victims of Sadaam Hussein’s chemical attacks in the late ‘80s. He had been traveling to Iraq pretty regularly. 

And since it was, and still is, a country full of humanitarian crises, he wanted Lisa to see it for herself. Perhaps, he hoped, she’d want to get involved. 

Gabi Mairone: Yeah, because I think Lisa’s particularly powerful and she’s brave, I tried to recruit her for this mission.

Joel Shupack (narration): Now Iraq and Israel have no diplomatic ties. So Israelis can’t just go there. But Lisa still had a British passport... 

Gabi Mairone: And she didn’t flinch at coming to Iraq at a time when we were literally just a couple kilometers from the front line of ISIS.
[bookmark: _gck5htqbd8cz]Lisa Miara: And I find myself suddenly on a plane from Tel Aviv into Amman into Erbil, driving down to the wild west of Kurdistan.

Joel Shupack (narration): When they arrived they were taken to the city of Halabja, to visit a small memorial museum commemorating the victims of the mustard gas attacks of 1988. 

[bookmark: _37bwhpq45imk]Lisa Miara: And suddenly I see all of these pictures.
		
Joel Shupack (narration): Women and children collapsed on the street. Corpses piled on top of each other. All of them poisoned by gas dropped from the sky. And there, something in Lisa shifted. 

[bookmark: _sg1yyy5c2dz2]Lisa Miara: Because in that minute, I realized there are Muslims, there are other ethnic groups who have suffered and died and are still living under the shadow of death because of gas. 

Joel Shupack (narration): For Lisa, just like many other Jews, gas is inextricably linked to the Nazi Holocaust. 

[bookmark: _lsw02brj4qcf]Lisa Miara: And it hit me as a Jew - gas doesn’t just belong to us.
		
Joel Shupack (narration): But this wasn’t the only thing Gabi wanted Lisa to see. On the very last day of their trip, the group drove deeper into Kurdistan, away from this 1980s tragedy and towards one that was still very much unfolding - that of the Yazidis. Six hours north was Sharya, one of the biggest Yazidi refugee camps.

Lisa had heard reports of what the Yazidis had been through, but she was totally unprepared for what she was about to witness. 

After a long drive, they arrived at the camp - a vast field at the foot of a mountain range.

[bookmark: _x7uuryynjtr8]Lisa Miara: And just nothing on the horizon but these tents. 
[bookmark: _r15cjfpkgssc]
Joel Shupack (narration): Row after row after row of white UN standard-issue canvas tents.
[bookmark: _rqqolqp9sce1]
[bookmark: _nu5hw2rtbxsa]Lisa Miara: Tents were just on the gravel with about a meter-and-a-half in between. 

Joel Shupack (narration): This was now home to twenty-thousand Yazidis.

[bookmark: _wm081dt6g1mi]Lisa Miara: The kids are barefoot. An old sock with a rock in it for a football. 

Joel Shupack (narration): They spent a few hours going from tent to tent, hearing stories and sharing tea. 

[bookmark: _mfkwh21jvn3d]Lisa Miara: These people had nothing, and yet in every tent, chai and water and food from nowhere appeared. They were still in that total shock of having had family, there's no family. Having had houses? No houses. Cars? No cars. Businesses, land, sheep, goats - they're now sitting on a mattress with nothing but pictures of the dead or the missing. And it was just so so raw.

Joel Shupack (narration): She remembers one man in particular.
[bookmark: _otlux7ghe035]
[bookmark: _ub4hpn6c8sil]Lisa Miara: Abu Majid. 
[bookmark: _iwd0377cbpw0]
Joel Shupack (narration): Abu Majid. 
[bookmark: _wcur381yz8zt]
[bookmark: _9istzvsjqlu1]Lisa Miara: And in his tent, he had this very tatty, battered briefcase. That was all he had. And he took out six pictures and he held them like he was holding a stack of cards: His wife and his five kids. 
[bookmark: _8g8fr9ddqft1]
Joel Shupack (narration): His entire family had been taken by ISIS. And now, in an empty tent, all he could do was hold up their pictures and wail.

[bookmark: _sj6p0chr7tth]Lisa Miara: The scream, the agony, it killed me. It killed me. And we got back into the car and we drove in silence. Flew back to Tel Aviv in silence. Drove back to Jerusalem in silence and I literally locked myself in this house for one month. 

Joel Shupack (narration): Lisa had no idea how to talk about what she had seen. To be back in Jerusalem with the world buzzing around her, with people complaining about the price of soy cappuccinos or laughing on street corners - none of it made any sense after being in Sharya. 
[bookmark: _nyhdlrn2jb6k]
[bookmark: _wclczsk4vlgf]Lisa Miara: How is this happening, and the world hasn't stopped on its axis? How is life going on?

Joel Shupack (narration): She felt utterly disconnected from her own life. And at the same time, she had no idea how to help the Yazidi refugees. She slipped into a kind of paralysis. It was hard enough just to feed herself.

[bookmark: _ly1dbddr700o]Lisa Miara: Get some yogurt, get some lemons, get a bottle of wine and that was like my existence for that month. I just had no ability to communicate.

Joel Shupack (narration): The only people she felt she could talk to, the only ones who could understand her turmoil were the handful of Yazidi contacts she had made. 

One was a man named Khalil.  
[bookmark: _83mu0qbldlhy]
[bookmark: _xpa2gjqy8s87]Khalil Al-Dhaki: My name is Khalil Al-Dhaki. Al-Dhaki is my nickname.

Joel Shupack (narration): A thirty-nine-year-old lawyer living at Sharya camp. I spoke to him via WhatsApp with the help of a translator. 

Khalil, his wife, and their young daughter were among the lucky ones. They managed to escape when ISIS invaded their town. But many in their extended family were still missing. 

[bookmark: _tufis8rzv1ij]Khalil Al-Dhaki: Eighty-four people were taken by ISIS.
[bookmark: _a8ju0fqlm3tk]
Joel Shupack (narration): And he was trying to figure out how to free them. If he wasn’t able to find his own family members, he would rescue anyone he could. 

[bookmark: _y5xbuofpmlcx]Lisa Miara: He was beginning to organize rescues. Military-like, strategic rescue operations. 

Joel Shupack (narration): His plan was to kidnap the Yazidi women and children back from ISIS and return them to their families. But Khalil wasn’t some special forces operative. He was just a… lawyer. 

[bookmark: _zh992vq7ir7d]Khalil Al-Dhaki: We were compelled to do this, to rescue the… our people from the ISIS.

Joel Shupack (narration): Crossing into ISIS territory was too dangerous, especially for a Yazidi. But he knew people who were already there. Muslims who had no allegiance to ISIS but were suddenly living under their oppressive rule. Using those connections, Khalil was able to set up a secret network of safe houses and smugglers who were willing to help. It was an incredibly risky plan. And an expensive one. Everyone involved, of course, had to be paid off. 

Sitting in her home in Jerusalem, Lisa heard Khalil describe these daring operations. He told her that each one of these missions cost around three thousand US dollars. Suddenly, she began to feel a little less powerless. There was a way she could help. All she needed was money. 

After a month of hiding from the world, speaking to almost no one but Khalil, Lisa was finally ready to talk about what she had seen. She met a good friend at a café in the heart of Jerusalem.

[bookmark: _lu875ffsz9xq]Lisa Miara: Betzalel Café on Betzalel. 

Joel Shupack (narration): And Lisa told her everything. 

[bookmark: _kz6rwabcpjlo]Lisa Miara: About these rescues and about the Yazidi women and so on.

Joel Shupack (narration): Her friend was moved, and shocked. But she... wasn’t the only one listening. A man at the next table over seemed to be eavesdropping.

[bookmark: _cazlzwgd9loa]Lisa Miara: I remember he was bald, I remember he had glasses and I remember he was quite thin and wiry. And in a very typical Israeli fashion, the guy at the table, he began to shift his chair, until basically the guy's sitting on my lap, you know, at which point, “challas man, you know, do you want something?” He said, “yes, a business card.” That was a Friday morning.

Joel Shupack (narration): The next evening, as soon as Shabbat was over, he called.

[bookmark: _up3zb8pilurx]Lisa Miara: He said, “look we had dinner as a family last night.”
[bookmark: _ayvflkcbf4nl]
Joel Shupack (narration): He had repeated everything he overheard at the café to his mother-in-law, an Auschwitz survivor. And she? She had a question that was about to turn Lisa’s life upside down.

[bookmark: _gil814tiegzq]Lisa Miara: She wants to know how much will it cost for the rescue operation? And I said it cost $3,000. He said, “you've got it.” We met at Café Betzalel, 9am on Sunday morning. He gave me an envelope and was gone and inside it were $3,000. 

Joel Shupack (narration): But that wasn’t all. See, the mother-in-law had told some of her friends, other Holocaust survivors. And… 

Lisa Miara: Within a period of I think no more than ten days, I had $20,000. So good little Jerusalem girl I march to Western Union... 
Joel Shupack: You're holding the cash at this point.
[bookmark: _108eu53xsglb]Lisa Miara: Yes. Yeah, a whole bagful that I'm holding onto for dear life, you know. Wait for hours in line, dump it on the table. “I need to send this to Iraq.” 
[bookmark: _n3st4fmsixna]
Joel Shupack (narration): The surprised clerk just stared at Lisa. 
[bookmark: _7zwvlzkjyc2u]
[bookmark: _5hveu97jh53r]Lisa Miara: And I think she didn't know whether to arrest me or send me off to a mental institution. She said, “number one, the international limit is $500 a day. Number two has no one told you that Iraq is an enemy country of Israel?” And then sort of [claps her hands] “get away from me before I get tainted.”
[bookmark: _euay9b5heuuw]
Joel Shupack (narration): Lisa understood there was really only one way for her to get that money to Iraq. 

[bookmark: _ozgt6pgjx9te]Lisa Miara: I texted Khalil and I said ‘I'm coming.’

******

Mishy Harman (narration): Hey guys, it’s Mishy. We’ll get back to Lisa’s story in just a minute, but I wanted to make sure you all knew that Israel Story is hot on Instagram. On the podcast you hear us, on Instagram you see us. We post behind the scenes photos from our episodes and productions, we post updates on our stories, and -  more generally - show you the visual side of the audio tales you love so much. 

So, we'd be honored if you'd join us there, or - if you already follow Israel Story on Instagram - share the account with a friend. Simply search for ‘Israel Story’ in the Instagram app or head to instagram.com/israel.story – that’s instagram dot com slash israel dot story.

OK, so you’ll recall that before the break Lisa had decided to return to Iraq and hand-deliver the cash she had received from the Holocaust survivors in Jerusalem. And though she didn’t know it at the time, that decision? Well, it put her life on an entirely new trajectory. Alright, back to the story. Here’s Joel. 

******

Joel Shupack (narration): Now, I know it might sound crazy that someone - especially an Israeli - could just up and go to Iraq in 2014. But there were actually many NGOs and foreign aid workers coming into Kurdistan at the time. So Lisa, with her bonafide non-profit credentials made her way back to Iraq with the $20,000. It would be enough money, she hoped, to pay for seven rescue operations. Her plan was to deliver the cash, stay with Khalil’s family for two weeks, and see as many of the rescues as she could firsthand. She hired a driver who took her to Sharya where she met Khalil. 

[bookmark: _tz0psnano4rj]Joel Shupack: What does he look like?
[bookmark: _k3lk41pka3f]Lisa Miara: Tall, thin, mostly unshaven. When a smile comes on his face, it's like you've been digging, digging, digging and you've suddenly hit gold. 

Joel Shupack (narration): Khalil explained the intricate planning behind the operations. The first step was, of course, figuring out exactly where the women were being held. And Khalil had to do this from a refugee camp dozens of kilometers away. His team of smugglers tried all sorts of creative ways to get phones into the hands of the captured women. Like...

[bookmark: _o4ds2zrvdtjz]Lisa Miara: SIM cards inside loaves of bread.

Joel Shupack (narration): The idea was that the women would use the smuggled phones to help Khalil pinpoint their exact location. Many of them had been taken to Mosul, a city about an hour-and-a-half away, which Khalil knew well. Others were in his hometown of Tel Afar.

[bookmark: _mc5n4jdk2mnb]Lisa Miara: Khalil knew Tel Afar like the back of his hand. He literally made like out of balsa wood or plywood a model of Tel Afar.
[bookmark: _ixjbhjq8dn7r]
Joel Shupack (narration): Using his homemade model and Google Earth, he would ask the women a series of questions.
[bookmark: _86gikg18x0mi]
[bookmark: _2aiyn17nzy4m]Lisa Miara: ‘Where did the sun rise?’ ‘What floor were you on?’ ‘How many steps between floors?’ ‘How many entrances to the building?’ ‘When you would hear the call to prayer, from which direction did it come?’ ‘What did you smell at this window?’ All of these kinds of things. 
[bookmark: _8rx6p2bw0b5n]Khalil Al-Dhaki: She would give me a pieces of information, geographic information that I could then look on the Google and through my experience, could locate where she was.
[bookmark: _pibpla5uib3]Lisa Miara: It’s like putting a puzzle together. You'll see him mostly sitting cross-legged in a tent drinking chai after chai after chai and scribbling notes and drawing pictures and getting out his cell phone and checking Google Maps and that's how he works. He calls himself ‘Mr. Chai by Chai’ because the more strong Iraqi tea he drinks the more his brain wakes up.
[bookmark: _hkmze8m68wpe]
Joel Shupack (narration): As you can imagine, no two rescues were alike.

[bookmark: _4prk69qr6gf9]Khalil Al-Dhaki: It’s a very dangerous and risky mission on many different levels. It’s risky on the girls’ life, it’s risky for us. We couldn’t just rescue them without any creative ways that we could ensure the safety of everyone involved.

Joel Shupack (narration): Like this one he told me about. A Yazidi woman was enslaved by an ISIS fighter who was actually kind of a gym rat. But he would only work out after eating a specific, protein-rich, Iraqi dish. 
[bookmark: _jfvzagcj2hrl]
[bookmark: _4616m86a8m0m]Khalil Al-Dhaki: So we told her to cook that meal for him so he can eat and go for his exercise. 

Joel Shupack (narration): That gave them a window of opportunity during which they could sneak her out of the building. 
[bookmark: _lajf6v1o5ht1]
[bookmark: _omzhcfpwndw7]Khalil Al-Dhaki: Each one of them that I saved or rescued, has its own story to the whole rescue mission. So if I tell you all about all of their stories, we will need a lot of time to sit here and talk about all the tricks that we used [laughs].

Joel Shupack (narration): But even if the specifics of each operation varied, the general idea was the same - get the women to safe-houses and then smuggle them out of ISIS-controlled territory. Often this meant walking through the mountains for days. 

Some missions failed. Occasionally, the women had to call them off at the very last minute when they realized their captors had found out and were ready to ambush the smugglers.

[bookmark: _3vlczpmra2gn]Lisa Miara: You're not talking about military guys who have been ops in their life. Some of them are just shepards. 

Joel Shupack (narration): And indeed there were smugglers who were caught, then brutally tortured and executed. 

After observing all the careful preparations, and understanding everything that could go wrong, Lisa handed over enough cash for the next mission. 

Lisa Miara: A young girl of seventeen called Maha. Khalil had planned her escape. Planned the safe houses, planned the cars. 
[bookmark: _gggfmb2glztd]
Joel Shupack (narration): He took Lisa with him to the remote meet-up spot where the smuggler was supposed to bring Maha. 

[bookmark: _4cc35rde59iv]Lisa Miara: We were waiting for several days in incredible suspense. 
[bookmark: _a1w022vpm7ma]
Joel Shupack (narration): They didn’t know what would come next. Khalil was nervous. 

[bookmark: _g1pzroj05iad]Lisa Miara: He's a chain smoker. And it was just the silence and the chain-smoking. And then a man appeared on the horizon walking with her. It was hugs and it was, incredible relief. Incredible joy.
		
Joel Shupack (narration): Lisa had witnessed her first rescue. And it was moving. The envelopes of cash that Holocaust survivors in Jerusalem had given her, and that she had schlepped all the way to Iraq were actually making a difference. They were literally saving lives. 
[bookmark: _qanm5rzde97o]
Over the next few months, Lisa went back and forth between Israel and Iraq. In Jerusalem she’d try to raise more money, which she would then bring back to Sharya to fund rescue operations. 

Lisa’s close friends in Israel were worried. Many even started to pull away. She says they were scared to be connected with someone actively working against ISIS. 

But this didn’t stop her. 

Lisa was spending more and more time in Iraq. And she quickly began to adjust to Sharya’s pace and rhythm. In the mornings, old women would gather at the washing taps.

[bookmark: _bfj37zyshhay]Lisa Miara: Like an old-fashioned village well, and they're out there pounding their blankets and then you'll hear the ‘slop’ of these blankets. You've got a group of old guys, they play cards from 9am till 12. They break on the dot of twelve for their shingale lunch of chicken. As soon as dusk hits the whole atmosphere changes, there's no more busyness. Everyone is inside their tent and that is when you hear the... the sobs of the women.

Joel Shupack (narration): On paper, at least, her trips were “official business” on behalf of her Jerusalem-based non-profit, meant to help Israeli terror victims. But it was clear that her priorities were rapidly shifting. And she soon understood that rescuing women and children and reuniting them with their families was only the beginning. 

[bookmark: _oziyttwy8cwj]Lisa Miara: We would meet women who were coming out wearing the black clothes of DAESH, of ISIS. Clothes that she’s worn for a year and has been raped in. It's never been washed. Let's take these clothes off and buy them clothes. Let's see what they need medically.

Joel Shupack (narration): As Lisa spoke to the women returning from captivity, she heard tales of horrendous physical and sexual abuse. And, of course, there was the brainwashing.

[bookmark: _rz957j92nmqb]Lisa Miara: First of all, they have a period of intense indoctrination and sleep deprivation, where they learn the five pillars of Islam. They learn to recite the Quran off by heart. Their names are changed, told that their families are infidels. 

Joel Shupack (narration): For some of those returning, especially the children, this was hard to shake. Lisa told me about one boy.

[bookmark: _gs6w93kxslnw]Lisa Miara: Who likes to kick a football around, walks around with his teddy bear, still saying eight months post-return, “I believe in the ways and the methodology of ISIS.” What do you do with that?
		
Joel Shupack (narration): Lisa, who had spent years dealing with survivors of terror attacks in Israel, was often at a loss. And it wasn’t just the way victims sometimes identified with their captors. Many of those whose rescue she had financed, didn’t even have the basics. Like shoes or a change of clothes, or medicine. So she used the donations she brought from Israel to pay for that as well. 

[bookmark: _op87165ysj50]Khalil Al-Dhaki: Lisa was very special. We have a saying that says, ‘you cannot clap with one hand.’ So I would consider Lisa our second hand. That we could clap together. 

Joel Shupack (narration): She also helped fund other rescue teams, not just Khalil’s. Lisa had become an unlikely champion for the Yazidis of Sharya camp. But then something happened that made her stop in place, and rethink all of it. 

See, the outside money she brought in wasn’t the only way rescues were being funded. Some Yazidi families had managed to pool together enough cash to pay the rescue teams directly. And one day Lisa visited one of those families.
[bookmark: _nzxmugxjoe7g]  
[bookmark: _4c9gb2duuukj]Lisa Miara: And they were talking about the amount of money that they had paid for rescue. And it was substantially less than what we had given. 

Joel Shupack (narration): Apparently the money that her donors had been paying for rescues didn’t all end up where it was supposed to.

[bookmark: _sqeus63g0z89]Lisa Miara: We realized there was a major discrepancy here.   
[bookmark: _vj89ew8mzwqd]Joel Shupack: Where was the extra money going, do you have any idea about it?
[bookmark: _jlbuhqvq7p7r]Lisa Miara: Well… People have made money in genocide. We tried to bring this particular rescuer to accountability. By saying “yes, you have nothing. Yes, you live in a tent. Yes, you're setting up safe houses. Yes, you have people that you need to pay. So let's sit and work out how much a rescue costs and we'll authorize it.” But we were getting, “I don't take anything ma'am. I don't take one cent.”

Joel Shupack (narration): Lisa wouldn’t say whether that rescuer was Khalil or someone else. Either way, it’s clear that this was a turning point for her. She had trusted someone and given to him generously. Now, she saw he had been taking advantage of her. And ultimately, it wasn't just about her.

[bookmark: _40vtxu9e7lrj]Lisa Miara: This is other people’s money. We’ve got to be accountable here.

Joel Shupack (narration): But she also knew that the same person ripping off her donors was himself just trying to survive. Even so, something had to change. She was a foreigner, she didn’t speak the language and ferrying cash over from Israel was obviously not a viable long-term solution. 

[bookmark: _uha5pzg7xl2m]Lisa Miara: I’m out of my depth. What the heck do we do?  
		
Joel Shupack (narration): Many other people would have probably just walked away at this point. Feeling cheated and stung, it would have been much easier to leave this messy situation behind and go back home to comfortable Jerusalem, knowing she’d done the best she possibly could. Thanks to her, young women were freed from their violent captors and were now reunited with their families. But for Lisa, that wasn’t an option. There was still so much suffering all around her. And she felt she could do more.

[bookmark: _m6li43o4uh1m]Lisa Miara: This is the level now of are we committed ke'ilu ad ha’sof, however much time this will take or do I pull back? And I couldn't pull back.  

Joel Shupack (narration): Lisa decided to double down.
[bookmark: _c4cdofpj6hz7]
[bookmark: _c4cdofpj6hz7]Lisa Miara: So you walk from this sunken piece of parking lot, across sewage, past chickens, past a sheep, past some things that looks a cross between a turkey and a duck into my house which is two floors and a roof.
[bookmark: _c4cdofpj6hz7]
Joel Shupack (narration): It’s been four years since Lisa first visited Sharya.
[bookmark: _c4cdofpj6hz7]
[bookmark: _jdjc88c1nde5]Lisa Miara: In the summer you sleep out on the roof, as does everybody. So you're lying up on the roof which is a bit cooler, listening to the whole of the village snore. [Laughter]. 
[bookmark: _780zlj907yrj]
Joel Shupack (narration): And now this is her home. 
[bookmark: _4dpqm4xc78wy]
[bookmark: _vnz92o6a0230]Lisa Miara: The chickens start at 4am, the sheep start at 5am. And from the roof I look and it’s the camp in the shadow of these mountains.
[bookmark: _c4cdofpj6hz7]
Joel Shupack (narration): After discovering the monetary discrepancy, and after thinking about its root causes, Lisa decided to go all in. Together with local Yazidi leaders she started an NGO. It’s called the ‘Springs of Hope Foundation.’ It doesn’t fund rescues, which have - with time - become increasingly difficult. But it has, instead, opened the ‘Hope Center’ - part clinic, part school, part community center.
[bookmark: _mh69edifl9bc]
[bookmark: _us96mug4nouv]Lisa Miara: I’d like you just to tell us something about today. Anything you want to say.
[bookmark: _j5uozyt65mzb]Yazidi Student: I like this day. It is a beautiful and amazing.
[bookmark: _rhrw6rfby8ch]Lisa Miara: You painted today?
[bookmark: _3sdo66kmya8p]Yazidi Student: Yes.
[bookmark: _6tn98zuon3r5]Lisa Miara: What did you paint?
[bookmark: _cq0g4ax6a7kv]Yazidi Student: I paint… [goes under].
[bookmark: _gk0pv29939m6]
Joel Shupack (narration): A place for the women and children of Sharya to learn, to play and to heal. Lisa recorded a recent graduation ceremony for some of the students at the center.
[bookmark: _x3awjad3brvx]
[bookmark: _rawcwpb2ri3l]Lisa Miara: [Laughter]. And now the kids are all spread out. We’ve got one group of boys that are busting balloons and eating cake and juice.
		
Joel Shupack (narration): All the staff and volunteers are Yazidi. There’s a doctor, a counselor, English classes, Kurdish classes. There are art supplies and musical instruments.
[bookmark: _7qb06gc5jitp]
[bookmark: _sneiyrozpdb3]Lisa Miara: Gardens, fruit trees, veggies that the kids grow and eat for lunch.
[bookmark: _xnopet7r8nur]
Joel Shupack (narration): And not too far away is Lisa’s house.
[bookmark: _6gkvk6xge0fh]
[bookmark: _fo3mgy961303]Lisa Miara: It's hard for me to admit it, but I'm close to 80% and when I say close, I'm 80% of my time there. I have a dog there for goodness sake, Oscar.
[bookmark: _uy4o1skbvirj]Joel Shupack: Really?
[bookmark: _cdqo1lf3djq0]Lisa Miara: Yes!

Joel Shupack (narration): That’s not to say that the transition has been easy.
[bookmark: _iqh4hjqwxc2v]
[bookmark: _c4cdofpj6hz7]Lisa Miara: I mean this was way beyond my comfort zone, way beyond my knowledge, way beyond my imagination, that I (who I love my espresso in the morning and glass wine in the evening, and things to be in place and clean). I mean, all the summer, sandstorms, cockroaches, scorpions, little frogs. I would have never ever in my worst nightmare dreamt that I'd be living in that.

Joel Shupack (narration): And neither, quite frankly, would her family. Her dog Oscar may be in Iraq, but her children and grandkids are all back in Israel.
[bookmark: _8duvo944t2yn]
[bookmark: _w1gub01hq887]Lisa Miara: It’s hard. It’s a sacrifice all around. When I’m there I miss them. With all of the WhatsApp and the Zoom and the Schmoom and whatever, we do our best to make up for it. 
[bookmark: _vev9crugrmte]Joel Shupack: Are they surprised that you’re living in these conditions?
[bookmark: _pensdd1jh5qp]Lisa Miara: They're shocked. I think they don't know the half either and they don't need to know the half. 
[bookmark: _4svnwyxmclxj][Laughter].

Joel Shupack (narration): A ten minute drive from Lisa’s new home in Sharya, are the remains of an old synagogue. There was a Jewish community there until 1948. And inside the building is the tomb of an Old Testament prophet, Nahum. A minor prophet, but even so. 

[bookmark: _d02mxftkqzwk]Lisa Miara: You walk into this place that is just crumbling stone with the tomb in the middle, with all of the green and the red cloth tied on it Kurdish and Yazidi style that you tie some cloth and you make a wish.
[bookmark: _zfdu9lme360y]
Joel Shupack (narration): Nahum lived over two-thousand-six-hundred years ago.  At a time when his people, like the Yazidis, were driven from their homes. And he prophesied the fall of the wicked empire that put them into exile. 

[bookmark: _3oeimi4cgbbi]Lisa Miara: And then on the walls around there's marble plaques that are so worn away by the course of time and the weather. But you can see im eshkachech et Yerushalayim - ‘if I forget Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its cunning.’ I mean it is... it’s incredible. Every Friday afternoon I go over, I see Nahum. I have a chat with him about what's going on, do a le'chaim and come back. 

Joel Shupack (narration): Back home to Sharya, where Oscar the dog chases cockroaches around in the evenings, and where - on hot summer nights - she sleeps on the roof underneath the stars.

And the old prophet? As Shabbat comes in on this ancient land that has seen countless civilizations come and go, Nahum is left alone on the plains of Nineveh. Left in disbelief that even after more than two-and-a-half millennia, there are still tyrants and refugees and wicked empires.  

[bookmark: _28f1iaxtlma7]Joel Shupack: Are there are there times when you feel like what you're doing is not enough.
[bookmark: _regghmfphiz]Lisa Miara: Oh, all the time. But there are holes in this universe and if we can contribute to filling in one hole, dayenu. It's a drop in a bucket but it is a drop. 
		
******

Mishy Harman (narration): Joel Shupack. Ari Wenig wrote the gorgeous original music in the piece. Additional scoring by Joel with music from Blue Dot Sessions. You can learn more about Lisa’s work at www.springsofhope.foundation.

In the early nineties, Edwin Shuker - the Baghdadi Jew we heard at the top of the show - was giving a talk in London. He told the tale of his family’s escape, back in 1971. And when he was done, someone approached him and said…

Edwin Shuker: “This was an absolutely fascinating story, but I actually didn’t even know there were Jews in Iraq.” And I think that was a life changing sentence that suddenly, absolutely hit me like an earthquake, that sentence, that in my lifetime I could see the disappearance of— not just the physical disappearance, but actually the memory of my ancestors who were there building civilization after civilization for 2,600 years, and I wasn’t gonna stand for that.

Mishy Harman (narration): Edwin decided to reconnect with Iraq. 

Edwin Shuker: Big time. 

Mishy Harman (narration): He became active in the opposition to Saddam as a way of showing that the Jews of Iraq hadn’t forgotten their roots, and hadn’t… 

Edwin Shuker: Accepted the total displacement. I think people want[s] to rediscover their identity, and ours is one of the finest and most ancient. And for us to just give it up in one generation, and just say “well we’ll start a new life now” is just totally outrageous, as far as I am concerned.

Mishy Harman (narration): This feeling compelled Edwin to return to Iraq as soon as it was possible, right after the fall of Saddam’s regime in 2003. His first visit, he says, was full of conflicting emotions. 

Edwin Shuker: It’s very difficult to describe, of course. I was very emotional. I felt afraid. There was a tinge of excitement, but also I felt “this is where I grew up, and I feel like a fish back to its waters,” with all that was good and all that was bad, it was just… it was where I grew up. 

Mishy Harman (narration): Since that first visit Edwin has returned frequently. In 2014 he even bought a house in Erbil. He doesn’t live there full-time, nor did he ever intend to, but he doesn’t think that’s out of the question, either. 

Edwin Shuker: I’m sure if you would have asked this question in the ‘40s about living in Germany, you would have had people saying “are you mad?” But I just came back from Berlin, and I see that there’s 200,000 Jews who are living today in Germany, of which many many Israelis — I think 30,000 Israeli citizens — they are prospering, they are rebuilding synagogues. And you think “my God, you know, if that could happen in Germany and Ukraine, why could it not happen in Baghdad?” 

Mishy Harman (narration): In the meantime, till that happens, he’s extremely involved in protecting and restoring Iraq’s Jewish heritage, including sites like Nahum’s tomb near Sharya, Jewish cemeteries and many old and decaying synagogues. And he dreams of a world in which Iraqi Israelis can just hop on a plane and visit their ancestral homeland. He imagines a future with… 

Edwin Shuker: Several flights a week, people go and make pilgrimage to there. There’s absolutely no reason whatsoever that Iraqi Jews don’t do that in the next decade or so. Iraqi Jews have a special fondness to that country. I mean, you go to places where Jews are here in Israel, and ask them, and you’ll be surprised how many of them would welcome - if they are assured of safety - would welcome a visit and reconnection.

Mishy Harman (narration): He knows, of course, that this sounds like a far-off fantasy. That it isn’t as if El-Al is about to open its Tel Aviv-Baghdad line tomorrow or next week. But if Edwin and Lisa’s lives teach us one thing, it’s that nothing is permanent, and everything is surprising. 

Edwin Shuker: You know, things can change very very rapidly. Literally overnight. This dream might die with me, but at least the first step has been done. It’s not too late, there’s still enough of this generation who remember it well and who know the language well, and the traditions and the customs, and I’m very optimistic.

Mishy Harman (narration): Edwin’s entire story is told in a wonderful documentary film called “Remember Baghdad.” We’ll link to it on our site, israelstory.org.  

******

Mishy Harman (narration): So, you know how I keep on asking you to go to Apple Podcasts and rate and review our show? Well guess what? You did, and it works! This month we were featured as the number one ‘New Season’ on iTunes, and we top the charts in Apple’s ‘Judaism’ category in the US, the UK, Canada, Australia, South Africa, Israel and many other countries. This kind of visibility brings us to many many new listeners, and we’ve actually almost doubled our audience since the start of this season. So if you want to help us continue to grow, all you have to do is go to Apple podcasts, give us those five shiny stars, and write a rave review. It’s easy, and it works. 

You can catch up on all our previous episodes on our site, israelstory.org, or by searching for Israel Story on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, Stitcher, or anywhere else you usually get your podcasts. You can also follow us on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, all under Israel Story. If you want to sponsor episodes of Israel Story email us at sponsor@israelstory.org.

Israel Story is brought to you by PRX - the Public Radio Exchange, and is produced in partnership with Tablet Magazine. 

Our staff is Yochai Maital, Zev Levi, Joel Shupack, Yoshi Fields, Shai Satran, Maya Kosover, Roee Gilron, Sharon Rapaport and Rotem Zin. James Feder and Niva Ashkenazi are our wonderful production interns. Jeff Umbro, from The Podglomerate, is our marketing director. As always, the one and only Sela Waisblum mixed the episode, which was recorded in Jonathan Friedlander’s Quality Sound Studio in Jerusalem. We’re going to end with a new cover version we commissioned of Boney M.’s “Rivers of Babylon.” It was recorded, arranged and performed by Shay Perry. 

I’m Mishy Harman, and we’ll be back very very soon with a new Israel Story episode. 
[bookmark: _e6tkyr4odhq]
Esther: I was in shock. This is the first thing I say, ‘I hope, I hope that she is not in love with me.’ Because I really didn’t want. 

Mishy Harman (narration): So till next time, shalom shalom and yalla bye.  	


--- END ---



