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As I peered down from the 
ridge above the river, the scenery 
was the opposite of  the stereotypical 
image I’d held of  Iraq: stretched 
before me was a sparkling green 
river cutting a gorge between high 
rust-coloured cliffs dotted with 
birds’ nests and wild sunflowers. 
The path cut a sharp descending 
zig-zag along the rock face to the 
riverbank some 150 metres below. 
The sun blazed high in a cloudless 
expanse of  electric blue, the rays 
slicing the clear air like a hot knife 
through butter. I slung on my pack, 
donned my sunglasses and hat, and 
followed the rest of  my crew to the 
trail that would eventually lead us 
down to the river. My swimsuit was 
already wet with perspiration 
halfway down the steep cliff; the 
frozen ice water in my bag 
beginning to slosh under the 
melting heat. Still, the cool waters 
beckoned from below, the whites of  
a stretch of  rapids becoming visible 
as we drew nearer. 

The trail shallowed at the river’s 
edge, petering out onto a broad 
ledge just a few feet above the water 
— a perfect height for jumping in as 
relief  from the heat. The hiking 
crew unloaded bags and picnic 
blankets, sunscreen and inflatable 
rings, and prepared to jump in. We 
approached the edge and peered 
the few feet down to the swirling 
waters. I recoiled with disgust. 

“There’s a dead fish in the 
water,” I called over to Molly. 

She reached down with a stick 
and poked at the water from a lower 
vantage point, a few meters away. 
“There’s another one over here,” 
she announced, trying to flick the 
carcass out of  the water. The others 
jo ined us in examining our 
swimming spot, only to discover 
hundreds of  dead fish bobbing 
along in the current. Suddenly the 
cool waters seemed less inviting 
than the blazing sun. 

Our belly-up buddies didn’t 
thwart our fun in the end. We spent 
the first hour or so fishing out our 

Tucked away down a hidden gorge and 
inaccessible except by foot, this spot 
along the Qal’ah Chulan river has become 
a secret gem for expat picnickers in Suli.

Father and son enjoy a refreshing swim at 
the nearby — and more frequented — 
Kuna Masy picnic grounds.
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piscatorial swimming partners and tossing them up onto the hot rock ledge to bake in the sun. It seems the river had 
been shocked somewhere upstream, resulting in a temporary aquatic graveyard. Plenty of  live fish still darted about 
in the shallows, reassuring us as to the water’s safety. Amy and I ventured further downstream in search of  an old 
tank from Saddam Hussein’s regime that had been washed into the river. As we floated down past towering rock 
walls and giant boulders, the wild remoteness of  our location set in. We were miles from anything and everything. A 
falcon screeched overhead, the cry resounding down the canyon walls. 

The river narrowed as we reached the lip of  a small 
waterfall, and we slid over into the splash pool below. 
“Hey, there’s a weird ledge in the water over here,” I 
called to Amy, standing up out of  the pool, and wiping 
the water from my face. “It’s a giant metal plate of  
some sort.” 
She swam over to investigate with me. The ledge butted 
up against an oddly smooth, white boulder rising out of  
the water. I leaned against the rock, and yelped. “Yikes, 
that’s roasting!” I tapped it with my hand, and my eyes 
widened as I heard a hollow echo resonate from inside 
the rock.  
Amy looked wide-eyed as well. “I think we found the 
tank,” she mused. 
I stepped back to gain a wider view. The “rock” I had 
leaned against was roughly the size and shape of  the 
hull of  a military tank. It was contorted and twisted 
under years of  repeated flooding and drought, wrapped 

around a larger boulder embedded midstream, and calcified with limescale from the river water — but sure enough, 
the outline of  some sort of  vessel could be seen. 

“I’m not sure it’s a tank, though. Is it?” I asked, crawling up the cliff  face to get a look from above. 
“I don’t know either,” Amy replied, “but whatever it is, it’s not a natural feature of  the landscape.” 
I found a gap in the hull and peered at the dark interior. The tangy smell of  rust clung to the river spray frothing 

about inside the structure. “Well, it’s not what I expected to find,” I confessed, “but it’s still cool, whatever it is.” 
Satisfied with our adventure, we started the return journey upriver, ignoring the dead fish as we waded in the 

shallows against the current. 

Local teens hang out on the battlements of Erbil’s Citadel, a UNESCO 
world heritage site. Perched atop a geological oddity in the centre of 
the plains, the Citadel is one of the world’s oldest continuously 
inhabited cities. Erbil, or Hawler as it is known in Kurdish, serves as 
the capital for the Kurdistan region. A recent independence 
referendum has left the region in political uncertainty as the central 
Iraqi government and local regional officials are at loggerheads over 
the independence issue.

Picnicking is a huge pastime in Kurdistan; however, pollution is a 
persistent problem and most public picnic spots tend to resemble 
shanty towns.
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The river gorge that hosted our 
day explorations descends from the 
Zagros Mountains: the range which 
forms the boundary between Iran 
a n d I r a q . Fo r m e d b y t h e 
compression of  tectonic plates and 
prone to earthquakes, the mountains 
are hailed as “the Kurds’ only 
friends” in a region plagued by 
hostile conflict. It is over this range 
o f  mounta ins that a recent 
acquaintance — whom I’ll call 
Arvin — fled Iran to escape 
potential execution for writing 
against the political regime. 

I met Arvin at a recent dinner 
party. The other guests and I sat on 
the floor around the dinner spread, 
as is the local custom. Over plates of  
pasta and warm flatbread, we 
discussed the referendum results, 
recent airport closures and our 
subsequent self-imposed captivity in 
Kurdistan. Our complaints of  not 
being able to travel felt petty as 
Arvin began to share his story.  

Several years ago, he received a 
phone call from a friend while still 
living in Iran. The friend simply 
said, “They know. Get out,” for 
Arvin to understand his life was in 
danger. Having participated in 
protests and published anonymous 
writings against the ruling political 
party for some time, his name had 
finally been leaked. Within 24 hours, 
he fled his home and struck out 
towards the only place he could 
quickly flee: the Zagros Mountains. 

T here ’s good rea son the 
mountains for the natural border 
between the two nations: their steep 
peaks and impenetrable valleys defy 
casual exploration. Sweltering heat 
in the summer and bitter, windy 
snowfall keep casual hikers clear of  
exploring the terrain. Only the most 
dedicated enthusiasts take to the 
mountains on weekend walks, and 

even then, they adhere to well-
known paths free from explosive 
mines and military presence. It was 
here that Arvin set his course, and 
ascended the ridges towards a 
hoped-for freedom from his political 
pursuers. 

He pressed on westward over 
the mountains, racing for Iraq. With 
no passport or ID to speak of, and 
only the few possessions he could 
carry, he crossed the highest ridge 
and descended towards Iraqi 
Kurdistan, praying to be granted 
political asylum. Instead, he was 
promptly arrested and detained. His 
case was flung back and forth 
between regional security forces and 
local police: was he a spy? legitimate 
political asylum seeker? random 
hiker who got terribly lost? 

After several long months in 
prison, he was finally released — 
though thankfully not sent back to 
the executioner in Iran. Instead, he 
w a s s i m p l y d r o p p e d i n 
Sulaymaniyah, where he has been 
without identification, steady 
employment or recognised legal 
status for nearly 6 years now. He has 
a file laying dormant someplace in a 
UN office, waiting for visa approval 
to exit Iraq and settle someplace in 
the western world. His dream is for 
resettlement in the US, but his hopes 
are dim. “When I walked over those 
mountains all those years ago,” he 
said, pointed out the window to the 
craggy peaks now resting under 
moonlit shadows, “I thought I would 
be in Iraq for a few weeks… or 
months, at most.” He swirled the 
remnants of  a glass of  tea in his 
hand, staring mindlessly into the 
mini vortex. “Instead, I’ve traded 
death threats in Iran for being 
socially outcast in Iraq. It’s simply 
not what I expected it to be,” he 
said.  

The bazar in Sulaymaniyah, with the 
winter snow-capped Zagros mountains in 
the distance.

Ahmed Awa, one of many waterfalls 
cascading from the Zagros mountains. 
The ridge behind the falls marks the 
political boundary between Iraq and Iran.

Barbed wire covers the courtyard of the 
former Amna Suraka prison, where 
Saddam Hussein executed political 
opponents in the 1990s.
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Arvin’s story of  being stateless left us all speechless. 
What we expect from life and what we get are often 
worlds apart. Whether as simple as unidentified, 
twisted hulks of  metal in the riverbed and 
disappointingly polluted river swims, or as complex as 
forging a new identity in the midst of  the human rights 
bureaucratic machinery, life is not 
always what we expect it to be. We 
can all sympathise with the heartache 
of  loss, the pain of  confrontation, or 
the disappointment of  misplaced 
trust. However, just because life 
doesn’t meet our expectations doesn’t 
mean it can’t be filled with goodness. 
Rather, life can be a blessed mess that 
sometimes defies categorisation; and, 
for me personally, this year has 
certainly been filled with blessed 
messes. 

Take, for example, my summer 
work back in the UK. As a returning 
staff  member for a summer language 
school, I expected smooth sailing and 
positive vibes: instead, I encountered 
routine confrontation and stress-
induced health complications. Or, as 
another example, the Kurdish 
independence referendum vote: I expected a delay in 
voting, or perhaps even a “no” result. The reality 
ended up a resounding “yes” for independence, 
resulting in political sanctions from neighbours and 
border closures.  

However, these failed expectations still contain 
ounces of  good within them. My summer work ended 
with showers of  praise from peers, colleagues and 
clients — not to mention a hefty pay packet as well. 
Remaining in Kurdistan after the referendum has 
helped me save money, deepen local relationships, and 

seek a more active role in the 
communities I serve. These failed 
expectations serve as midwife for my 
fumbling hope, because good results 
can still be birthed from the bad 
circumstances. Sometimes that hope 
grows to maturity quickly — like 
discovering new communities and 
friends to engage by force of  having to 
stay put; and sometimes it takes much 
longer to mature — as is the case with 
Arvin’s protracted refugee status. In 
both cases, however, it is hope that 
animates our joy and keeps us 
curiously moving forward.  
As the dinner party came to a close, 
we all thanked Arvin for sharing his 
story. Surprisingly so, however, he 
thanked us for the gift of  listening. 
And so, it’s without any irony that this 

year I give thanks for dead fish, 
uncertain discoveries, hospital visits and travel 
sanctions: if  nothing else, these teach me — like Arvin 
— to be more adaptable, curious, mindful and patient. 
While happy times may come and go, qualities like 
these surely serve as the bedrock of  thankfulness. 

Local students load trucks for refugee 
food distribution during a recent 
volunteer project.

joel.d.bond@gmail.com +1-913-368-3821 Joel Bond @JoelDavidBond

Joel Bond currently lives in Sulaymaniyah, Iraqi Kurdistan, where he works as an English 
Teacher. When not teaching, he enjoys travelling off the beaten path and exploring different 

cultures. Other obsessions include fitness, learning languages, and playing piano.
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TRAVEL HIGHLIGHTS FROM 2017 

1. Exploring Muscat, Oman 
2. Nizwa Fort, Oman  
3. Burj Khalifa, Dubai 
4. Nawroz Holiday celebrations 
5. Petra, Jordan 
6. English summer school fun 
7. Whittington Castle, England 
8. Roque-Gageac, France  
9. Lascaux Caves, France 
10. Tbilisi, Georgia 
11. Good friends from Azerbaijan 
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