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The United States and its allies have said that their quarrel is not with the Iraqi people, but with Saddam Hussein and his regime. However, if it comes to war, ordinary Iraqis will be caught in the middle. BBC News Online spoke to six Iraqis about their lives, fears and hopes.

Click on the names on the left to read their stories. 
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BBC News Online speaks to six Iraqis about their lives, fears and hopes. 

Gulzar Ahmad is one of more than 100,000 women whose husbands were rounded up by the Iraqi Government in the late 1980s in a campaign aimed at destroying Kurdish resistance to Baghdad, known as the Anfal. Thousands of civilians were killed in poison gas attacks. Others were rounded up and disappeared. 

I am from the village of Jabari in the Kirkuk region. My husband had a shop in Kirkuk. One morning in 1988 the Iraqi army came. They surrounded us and put us all in trucks. They separated the women and the children on one side, and their men on another side. 
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During the night they took

all the men. Nobody knew where they took them. We woke up one morning and we couldn't find them any more. 
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I had my six children with me. At first they took the children from me but I screamed, I cried, and I was going to kill myself. I was hysterical. Then the soldiers brought back my children. 

During the night they took all the men. Nobody knew where they took them. We woke up one morning and we couldn't find them any more. There were so many soldiers. 

Then they put us all in military trucks and took us to Topzawa in the governorate of Kirkuk. From Topzawa they took us to a place that we didn't know. The only thing we could see through the barbed wire around us was desert. 

Thirst and starvation 

I can't find words to describe the misery that we lived in at the time. Every day a few more people would die. We had a loaf of bread a day. It was dismal. Children died from thirst and starvation every day. It was very hot during the day - we were burning from the sun - and freezing at night. 
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Every woman I know in Shoresh had her husband taken away and they do not know anything about them 
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They raped a woman who was in our ward and killed her afterwards. They threw her body in the desert to be eaten by wild dogs. So many women died in this way. 

We used to see dead bodies being eaten by the wild dogs every day. They treated us like animals. I can still see all this in my mind today. 

And then they took us to Tikrit. They kept us there for five days and then released us. I lost contact with my husband after the first place they took us to when they separated all the men from the women. 

Destitution 

Following the disappearance of my husband and our release they confiscated all our property and land. We were completely destitute. They threw us on the street. Then they brought us to this place - Shoresh. Had it not been for some of my remaining relatives, we would have starved to death. I could not work because I was looking after my children who were very young at the time. 
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I want this war to take place. I'm waiting for Saddam to go. We are afraid that if Saddam is cornered he will attack us and we have no means of responding to him or protecting ourselves
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In October I heard that the Iraqi Government had issued an amnesty for those who are in prison. When I heard this I was hoping I might see my husband. But when all the prisoners came back to Kurdistan and my husband and all the others who were taken during the Anfal did not return, I realised then that he was definitely dead. 

To me this amnesty was a death certificate. I am still hoping that he will come back one day or at least I am hoping to know exactly what happened to him. I am not the only one who is in this position. Every woman I know in Shoresh had her husband taken away and they do not know anything about them. 

When we heard about the amnesty my remaining relatives in Kirkuk went to Baghdad to ask whether their relatives, including my husband, were going to be released or not. They could not even use the word Anfal. 

The worst is over 

Our Kurdish Government gives me 200 dinars ($20) a month now. My economic situation is not as bad as it used to be. I lead a better life than many other Anfal widows simply because I have grown-up children who are working today. 

My daughter works in the health centre nearby. She tells me that the minute a woman walks in she can tell whether she is an Anfal widow or not. 

I think the worst part of my life is over. 

But I want this war to take place. I'm waiting for Saddam to go. We are afraid that if Saddam is cornered he will attack us because he is very close and we have no means of responding to him or protecting ourselves. 

If the war takes place we will leave this area because we don't know what the government is going to do. We know that he killed hundreds of thousands of people. No matter what he says we can never trust him. 
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BBC News Online speaks to six Iraqis about their lives, fears and hopes. 

Emanuel Shamoun is a 50-year-old Christian Iraqi living in Baghdad. He is married and a father of two children. 

To get by I have several jobs. I have to go out from morning to late at night to make a basic living. I work at the radio station in the mornings, general jobs in the building. I'm a driver in the afternoon and evening, and I work at the hospital, just as a porter moving things about, late into the night. At my age this is very hard, I'm not a young man. 
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Frankly I have no idea whether war is likely to happen or not, and I don't understand why anyone wants to attack us
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The years of sanctions on us here have made things very difficult for me and all ordinary people. The economy is ruined. It is very hard to make a living. Everyone is like me - working all our waking hours just to live. 

Of course we fear a war, and don't want it to happen. Who would want any war? Frankly I have no idea whether it's likely to happen or not, and I don't understand why anyone wants to attack us. 

Ordinary Iraqis are like me in that they have no idea what's going to happen. We are just going about our business trying to get by. How can they affect the situation? You try to provide for your family and that's it. 

Staying put 

If there is a war, I'm staying right here in my home in Baghdad. Where would I go? I don't have friends or family in the country who can put me up. I'd rather die at home than anywhere else. 

If I leave my home in a war, we'll be thrown around the country and get lost as refugees. Of course there's a danger in staying in Baghdad, but I'd rather be here and my family will stay with me. Most people in the city will do the same. 

As a Christian in Iraq, my situation is just the same as everyone else – any normal Iraqi citizen who is poor and struggling. There's nothing special in my situation. 

We can't really make any preparations for the war. Most of the food we have is from the rations the government provides – the rest is very expensive. If the war starts the rations may stop, I don't know. In 1991 I was living in the north of Iraq and the war didn't affect us that much, so I'm not sure what it's going to be like if there is a war. 
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BBC News Online speaks to six Iraqis about their lives, fears and hopes. 

Dr Mohammed Muthaffar Adhami has been an Iraqi MP for 12 years. He lived in London in the late 1970s and gained a doctorate in political science at London University. He now lives in Baghdad. He has four children, two in their 20s, and two in secondary school. 

The people of Iraq are living their ordinary lives now. During Eid [the feast at the end of Ramadan] the mosques were crowded. People went there to pray and also to pray to God that this war can be avoided. 

Everybody is worried about the threat by the Americans to launch an aggression against Iraq. As Iraqis we believe there is no reason for this war. 
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Now the general situation under sanctions is a little bit better than before. Now if you go to the market you can buy anything. The government rations are better than before
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Now the general situation under sanctions is a little bit better than before. Now if you go to the market you can buy anything. The government rations are better than before, because the government is organising the amount of food that is given to the people free of charge – rice, wheat, tea, the basic things for living. 

But the problem now is that it's very difficult to make ends meet, because of inflation resulting from the sanctions. 

Will there be a war? It's really very difficult to say, but it seems to me that the war is coming. I don't know what kind of war it will be, but it is coming because they keep threatening. 

When the inspection teams came after we accepted resolution 1441, the Americans kept saying: "No, they are not co-operating, their co-operation is not encouraging." So this means the inspections are only a pretext. They wanted resolution 1441 to be a cover through the UN to launch a war. 
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The US plan is to occupy the oil fields, to overthrow the Iraqi national government, to re-divide Iraq, and to solve the Palestinian question to the benefit of the Israelis. It will allow the Americans to control the whole world
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The Americans' plan is to occupy the oil fields, to overthrow the Iraqi national government, to divide up Iraq, and to solve the Palestinian question to the benefit of the Israelis. It will allow the Americans to control the whole world because if we talk about oil, Iraq is a lake of oil. The last drop of oil in the world will be in Iraq. 

Really sometimes their speeches and these threats are disgusting. It's not right. When they say they want to protect human rights, they actually want to overthrow the national government. This is interfering in our internal affairs, which is against the convention of the UN, against international law and against human rights. 

That's why I feel it's not fair, it's not just. It is humiliating when we find ourselves co-operating and complying with everything they want. And, in the end, the US administration ignores it and says: "We are not satisfied… we are going to attack." Nobody should be expected to accept this. 

Bombing all the time 

My memories of the 1991 Gulf War are very sad. Forty-three days of bombing. I remember the first night. The sky was lit up just like day. My kids were very frightened, and I took them to my mother's house outside Baghdad. 

The UN resolution at the time was about pushing the Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. What happened was the Americans led the allies and destroyed the country. They destroyed the basis of life – there was no electricity, there was no water. It was very difficult to get food. Every moment there was bombing. 
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I don't like war, but if the war comes we have to fight. Of course everybody is worried about their children, because the children will be frightened, or might be killed or injured 
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Are people preparing for war? What can they do? Iraqis, as Muslims, believe that God has already decided the day of their death and inside everybody believes that. 

Everything is ordinary now. There are no troops in the streets. There is nothing showing that the people are panicking or worried. But when the war comes, that will be a different matter. What do you do with rockets and airplanes bombing you? You sit with your family at home. Civilians can do nothing. 

I would hate war, but if the war comes we have to fight. Of course everybody is worried about their children, because the children will be frightened, or might be killed or injured. But that doesn't mean we have to surrender. 
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BBC News Online speaks to six Iraqis about their lives, fears and hopes. 

Abu Abbas is an Iraqi Shia Muslim living in the UK. He visits Iraq regularly, using his profession as cover for carrying out clandestine charitable work for Shia widows. The ruling elite views the Shia majority as potentially rebellious and has historically discriminated against them. 

I went recently for a 10-day visit to Iraq. A large number of women have lost their husbands, brothers or fathers to the regime - they have either been executed, are in prison, or have just disappeared. 
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Iraq's Shias: The Shias are one of the two main branches of Islam. The other, majority, branch are the Sunnis Shias and Sunnis split due to a dispute over who should lead the Muslims after the death of the Prophet Mohammed 7th Century AD About 65% of Iraqis are Shia Iraq has been ruled by a Sunni elite since independence 
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Simply because of what has happened to their husbands they are considered anti-regime. These families do not receive rations coupons and are often living very miserable lives. 

I help distribute money raised in England - $8 will buy a family food for a month. To distribute funds for charitable purposes, bypassing the Iraqi Government, is considered to be subversive. It means running the risk of being imprisoned. 

On my last visit, I also went to see the supreme Shia leader in Najaf - Sayed Seetani. I handed over money from Iraqis here to support the religious university in the city, which is under severe restrictions. 

I also went to Baghdad to try to sort out how my relatives are going to handle the expected war. Should they leave Baghdad? What if there is a power cut for two months? 

My aunt is 77-years-old and very frail. In the fourth or fifth week of the 1991 air raids she couldn't stand it any more and moved out to a rural area. But she had to depend on being given bread by people there. 
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As much as we are afraid of Saddam, we are also afraid that the Americans might indiscriminately target the civilian infrastructure as they did in 1991
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It seems that this time the best thing is to stay put. This is to save their homes from being looted. And, as long as they could avoid an unexpected chemical attack by Saddam, once the coalition forces liberate the area they would probably be safe. 

The people are afraid that Saddam Hussein will try to disperse his loyal forces among schools, hospitals and mosques and in the bazaars, markets and residential areas. 

As much as we are afraid of Saddam, we are afraid that the Americans might also indiscriminately target the civilian infrastructure as they did in 1991. 

Across the board, Iraqis are bitter about the destruction of infrastructure in 1991 - the destruction of the telephone exchanges, power stations, and more than 96 bridges. 

I would fight 

I remember this very clearly. We had continuous air bombardment for six weeks. We had to throw away all our food in the fridges and the freezer because there was no electricity. There was a shortage of water and of fuel. But we felt at the time, that this was a price worth paying, if we were to end up free. 

This time I visited Iraq there was no searching of luggage. I was treated exceptionally well. Previously, I would be searched thoroughly. All personal computers, floppy discs and CDs would have to be handed over and inspected. 
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People have lost a lot already. They would pay the ultimate price, if they knew they were going to get something decent for their children
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Also, in public I saw taxi drivers listening to Iranian radio. A few years ago anyone caught doing this would be arrested, indicted and would probably be tortured. I think this indicates that the government is trying to give itself a face-lift. But the Iraqi people are not stupid. 

People have lost a lot already. They would pay the ultimate price, if they knew they were going to get something decent for their children. They've said this to me. 

As an exile, I would feel that should the situation require my presence there to fight or to lend support in my professional capacity, I would not hesitate to do that. I think many Iraqis in the diaspora, would aspire to go to fight, as long as there is a chance that their sacrifices would be fruitful. 
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BBC News Online spoke to six Iraqis about their lives, fears and hopes. 

Maysoon Nejhat Shukri, a member of Iraq's Turkmen minority, fled Iraq in 1988 when her father was killed. She believes her father, an army general, was executed by the government. She worked as a teacher in her home town of Kirkuk, in northern Iraq. She now runs her own hair salon in London. 

While I don't want a war in Iraq because of what it will do to the people, all I want is for the regime to be changed. I want freedom in Iraq. 

Whatever anybody wants in the country, they should be able to have. If they want a house, they should be able to have it in their name. 
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Iraq’s ethnic groups: Arab: 72% Kurdish: 18% Turkmen, Assyrian or other: 5% 
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What they did in Iraq, especially in Kirkuk, is that they paid Arab people lots of money to move there, and they took Turkmen people from Kirkuk to the south of Iraq. They took all our houses and everything from us and they brought the Arab people from the south to live in Kirkuk. 

People in the Turkmen community are willing to pay with their lives for regime change. Everybody has lost one or two people from their household. But we are the quiet nationality in the country, we like peace. 

I do still have some family in Iraq, but to be honest, we cannot talk on the phone or anything like that, because the security people listen in on the phone lines. I am worried about their safety. 

Going home 

Thinking about going back isn't that easy. Everything has changed. We have no freedom. Here I can speak my language. If I have another baby, I want to give it a Turkmen name. In Iraq I wouldn't be able to. 

Everybody would like to go back to their own country, because that's where you were born, where you've grown up. I do miss my city. I'd love to see it, to see the university, to see my family, to see the house we used to live in. 
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People think Iraq is a stupid country, that there's always war and that it's a very poor country. But it's the complete opposite
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Lots of countries, and lots of Iraqis, are thinking about Kirkuk, because there's so much oil there. Kurdish people are thinking of the city because of the oil. They have been saying that Kirkuk is part of Kurdistan, and I don't think that is right. Kirkuk has always been the home of the Turkmen people. 

It has affected my life since everyone started talking about war. Sometimes I feel a little bit embarrassed, with all the journalists talking about Iraq. People think Iraq is a stupid country, that there's always war and that it's a very poor country. But it's the complete opposite. It was one of the richest countries in the Arab world. 

I want to try my best to talk to people, to explain to people. They think that Iraq is just a problem in the world, but that's the regime, it's not the people. 
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BBC News Online speaks to six Iraqis about their lives, fears and hopes. 

Mam Rostam is a veteran Peshmerga, or Kurdish fighter. He is from the predominantly Kurdish city of Kirkuk and is gearing up for a US-led attack on Baghdad. 

I was born in Kirkuk in 1955. I became a Peshmerga at the age of 20 when I joined the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan. I have the honour of being a member of the first revolutionary unit that fought the Baghdad regime in 1976, one year after the collapse of our previous revolution in 1975. 

I spent most of my time between 1976 and 1991 in the mountains fighting the Iraqi Government. We have been calling for – and fighting for - "regime change" for the past 30 years. 

PRIVATE


PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="




PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="

To our surprise, when Saddam Hussein flew his helicopters to crush us, Mr Bush turned his back on us and went fishing. I hope his son is not going to do the same
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In 1991, we came down from the mountains into our cities after hearing the first President Bush saying that it was up to us to take matters into our own hands. We attacked the Iraqi Government in the Kurdish cities and managed to force them out of the cities of Sulaymaniyah, Arbil and Dohuk. It was an amazing day. At long last we saw the end of the tyranny. 

The most memorable day in my life was when we liberated my city, Kirkuk. It happened on 21 March,1991 – our National Day, Nawroz. We attacked the Iraqi military, security and intelligence offices from all sides. The surprise was spectacular for them. They didn't know what to do. The people of Kirkuk joined us. We managed to liberate more than half of the city. 

Anger and hysteria 

People, especially those whose relatives were killed by the government, were very angry. They killed all the security and intelligence personnel and other figures of Baghdad's repression in the cities. We could not stop the people. They were hysterical. 

While all this violence was taking place against the regime's cronies and henchmen, about 100,000 soldiers of the Iraqi army who surrendered to us were shown respect. I remember sharing my meal with two of them throughout the time they were with us. We became good friends. This was a clear example that the people of Iraq have nothing against each other. We later gave them all to the Red Cross to give them back to the Iraqi Government. 
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When Saddam retaliated, our situation was desperate. Millions of us had to once again flee to the cold mountains. People were dying by the thousands every day
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We were very confident. We thought that Mr Bush was going to help us and protect us from Saddam Hussein. To our surprise, when Saddam Hussein flew his helicopters to crush us, Mr Bush turned his back on us and went fishing. I hope his son is not going to do the same. 

When Saddam retaliated, our situation was desperate. Millions of us had to once again flee to the cold mountains. People were dying by the thousands every day. When the allies came and the safe haven was established we returned again to our homes and we regained control over the majority of our region - apart from my home city, Kirkuk. 

Talk of war 

With all the talk about an attack against Saddam, all my relatives and every other Kirkuki I know is are very excited and they have all joined the Peshmerga army to take part in liberating their homes. 

My fighters and I fear that if Saddam is attacked, he will retaliate by attacking us. And it is very likely that he would use chemical weapons against us. We Kurds fear that we might be once again left to the brutality of Saddam Hussein. 
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Despite the fact that our weapons are very basic, our morale is high. The Iraqi army's morale is low… they tell us that they have no intention of fighting another war against us
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Look around you. The Israelis have protection. The Kuwaitis have protection. The Iranians, the Turks, everyone else has protection apart from us. And we were the only victims of Saddam's chemical weapons. It is good to hear George W Bush reminding people of Saddam's crimes against us, but he is not doing anything else. We need protection against chemical weapons. 

Despite all this, and despite the fact that our weapons are very basic, our morale is high. The Iraqi army's morale is low. They contact us on a daily basis from the front lines – Iraqi soldiers and officers. They tell us that they have no intention of fighting another war against us. In fact, they sell us their weapons all the time. We can buy anything from them. 

If we can get decent weapons and have some protection against chemical weapons, we will do wonders. 

