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Stolen innocence
The girls kept as slaves by ISIS… and the 
woman helping to bring them back to life

t he photographs show small feet clad 
in boots or sandals. Some of the 
shoes are shabby and worn, spattered 
with dirt that hints at long distances 

travelled. But the most haunting shows 
sandalled feet in pink socks with a childish 
daisy pattern – a reminder not just of how 
young the girl wearing them must be, but of 
the innocence that disappeared the day she 
and the other faceless girls in the pictures 
were taken as slaves by ISIS (the Islamic State 
in Iraq and the Levant) militants a year ago.

What the kidnapped girls, all members of 
Iraq’s minority Yazidi community, endured 
in captivity is “unimaginable”, says Cheman 

Rashid, an Iraqi project-coordinator 
working to support those victims who 
managed to escape. “They were raped, 
physically abused, beaten and starved. They 
were humiliated because of their religion.”

The eldest among the stolen Yazidi girls 
were just 24, Cheman says. The youngest 
were not yet nine. They were taken when 
ISIS fighters swept into their village in Iraqi 
Kurdistan on August 3 2014, slaughtering 
the men and abducting women and 
children. Why? For no reason other than 
their ancient faith. Combining elements of 
Christianity, Zoroastrianism and Islam, their 
centuries-old belief system is not recognised 

by ISIS, which has denounced the Yazidis as 
“devil worshippers”. 

According to Cheman, 49, around 5,000 
Yazidi women and girls were taken by Daesh 
(an acronym for an Arabic variation of the 
group's name) when it turned its gaze on 
the Sinjar area of Iraq that summer; to be 
held prisoner, trafficked as sex slaves, or 
forced into marriage. Hostages were given 
price tags, and it’s thought an office was 
even set up in Mosul to handle “sales”. 

Some girls were taken across borders 
to be sold in Syria and other countries, 
reducing their chances of being recovered 
to virtually nil. Others simply disappeared. 

for them, facing the spectre of death.” But 
even back in Kurdistan, their nightmare was 
not over. 

After enduring physical and emotional 
torture in captivity, then summoning the 
courage to flee, the girls returned to the 
rejection of their traditional community, 
which regards unions outside of the 
Yazidi faith as a sin punishable by death.            
“We managed to enlighten the families 
and explain that the girls had no choice,”        
says Cheman. 

It’s just one of many ways she and the 
WADI team continue to work to help the 
girls move on with their lives. In addition 
to basic items like food, clean clothes and 
blankets, the charity has arranged medical 
examinations and treatments as well as 
psychotherapy for survivors who have made 
it back to Kurdistan. Cheman also organises 
outings to shops and to local restaurants 
for lunch to try and create some sense of 
normality for the Yazidi girls.

Hard truths
It was Falah Murad Khan Shakarm, 
WADI’s project co-ordinator, who started 
taking photographs of the tattered shoes 
of girls arriving in camps, as a means of 
documenting their story. Himself a survivor 
of the Halabja Massacre against the Kurdish 
people in 1988, Falah tells us that, for him, 
the work the charity is doing to help some 
300 persecuted Yazidi girls rebuild their lives 
is deeply personal. 

“I can’t describe to you how these people 
[ISIS] treated them,” says Falah, recounting 
his meeting with a 12-year-old girl whose 
captor told her he'd treat her as a daughter. 
“In the end he raped her,” he says quietly.

Another victim, Randa, has described 
being kept in a “maqarr”, or headquarters, in 
Mosul with around 150 other girls before a 
man took her and her 13-year-old cousin to an 
abandoned house. “We resisted and they beat 

told to bathe and wear them. “One of the 
girls, Jilian, killed herself in the bathroom...      
she was very beautiful. I think that she knew 
she was going to be taken away by a man.”

Moving on
One year on from the attack, WADI, with 
support from UNICEF, has unveiled a 
permanent day care centre for Yazidi girls 
in Dohuk in Iraqi Kurdistan, designed as 
a “social and psychological safe haven” 
for those who escaped ISIS. Here the girls 
can take classes in languages, computers, 
hairdressing or handicrafts.  

“We opened this centre to help and 
rehabilitate them,” says Cheman, who 
has been working with female victims of 
violence in Dohuk for the past 15 years. 
“We feel that they are improving to a certain 
extent. We can’t say that they are 100 per 
cent comfortable, but at least they feel 
safe and secure. It’s difficult for them to 
be the same [girls they were] before they            
were captured.”

Despite the vital work she and others are 
doing to help them move forward, Cheman 
is all too aware that last August’s events cast 
a shadow over the Yazidi girls that will last 
the rest of their lives – even those fortunate 
enough to get away.

“A doctor said that I was not pregnant 
and didn’t have any disease,” Randa said of 
her own return to Kurdistan. “But I cannot 
forget what has happened to me.” n

To find out more about WADI or support its work, visit 
en.wadi-online.de
*taken from Between the Millstones: The State of 
Iraq’s Minorities Since the Fall of Mosul, published 
by the institite for international law and human 
rights, minority rights group international, no Peace 
without Justice, and the unrepresented nations and 
Peoples organisation. 

wadi works with 
displaced children 
in iraqi kurdistan

In that sense, the girls that Cheman and 
her colleagues at WADI – an Iraqi-German 
NGO – are working with, are the lucky 
ones. They escaped. “Some managed to 
escape the extremists while military aircraft 
were bombing their position,” explains 
Cheman. “When they felt safe enough, they 
ran to nearby houses to ask for help. A 
few managed to call relatives in Turkey or 
Kurdistan and waited for help.” Others were 
released in exchange for ransoms. 

Traumatised 
Those who made their way to Kurdish 
refugee camps where WADI’s teams 
were able to reach them arrived severely 
traumatised. Many of the girls – some of 
whom had spent up to five days on the 
road without food or water – were unable 
to speak. “They have lost their faith in 
everything,” says Cheman. “It was not easy 

“THey Have loST THeIr 
faITH In everyTHIng”

us,” the 16-year-old said in a report* published 
after the attack on the Yazidis. “He took me 
as his wife by force. I ran away as soon as I 
could... my cousin escaped with me.”

Another anonymous victim reveals: “We 
were 21 girls in one room, [aged from] 
10 to 12… One day we were given clothes 
that looked like dance costumes and were 
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