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The Unreported Realities of Marie Colvin’s Last
Assignment

Familiar with Muslim culture, the American journalist Marie Colvin always took off her shoes when
entering a Muslim household. On February 20, 2012, she traveled from Beirut to the Syrian border,
where she and photographer Paul Conroy were taken to the outskirts of Homs by minders from the
Free Syrian Army. From there they were led into the Baba Amr district through a stormwater drain. 

Guided into a ‘rebel’ media center Colvin took off her shoes. Two days later she and Conroy awoke to
the sound of intense shelling.  They were led outside with other foreign journalists and told when to
run to safety across the street.  According to media reports, Colvin was running back to retrieve her
shoes after one explosion when there was a second, killing her and French photographer Remi
Ochlik.  

Beginning in May 2011, Homs had been infiltrated by armed groups. Towards the end of the year, the
Free Syrian Army (FSA) was able to tighten its hold on the Baba Amr district. No quarter was given to
captured soldiers or civilians identified as supporting the government.  In December 2011, FSA
fighters stood 11 Syrians they accused of being shabiha (pro-government paramilitary fighters)
against a wall and shot them dead.

The army intensified its operations but it was only after the killing of 10 soldiers at a government
checkpoint on February 2, 2012, that it decided to do what was necessary to drive the ‘rebels’ out of
Baba Amr. The bombardment of the district was scaled up. Colvin was killed on February 22 and 10
days later the FSA abandoned Baba Amr.

On January 31, 2019, a federal district court in Washington ruled that the Syrian government was
responsible for Colvin’s death and should pay $302.5 million compensation to her family.  
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The plaintiffs were Marie Colvin’s sister Cathleen and a nephew and niece. The defendant, the
summons served through the Czech embassy in Damascus, was the Syrian government; It did not
respond and was not represented in court. The judge, Amy Berman Jackson, ruled that the plaintiffs’
brief was so comprehensive that an evidentiary hearing, in which a judge hears testimony and
documentary evidence from both sides can be reviewed, was not necessary.

The plaintiffs’ evidence included a declaration by ‘Ulysses’, the pseudonym of someone claiming to be
a defector from the Syrian government’s intelligence services; a statement by David Kaye, a former
adviser to the US State Department and now a rapporteur with the UN; and an affidavit by Robert
Ford, the former ambassador to Syria who in 2011 broke diplomatic protocol – and a Syrian
government ban on diplomats leaving Damascus – by visiting the centres of street protests.  Accused
of incitement by the Syrian government, he was withdrawn in October.  

Ruling that the Syrian army had fired the artillery shell that had killed Colvin, Judge Jackson
concluded that her death had been a ‘targeted murder.’  She did not mention that Colvin and Conroy
had entered Syria illegally but she did note that the US government had designated Syria as a state
sponsor of terrorism on December 29, 1979, following its support for the Iranian revolution. Given
government and media hostility to Syria since that time, the outcome of the Colvin court action was
never likely to be anything other than a finding for the plaintiffs.   

Colvin was an experienced war correspondent. She had lost an eye while reporting the Sri Lankan
civil conflict from the side of the Tamil Tigers. She had reported from East Timor, Chechnya,
Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, amongst other theatres of war, before going to Syria. As correspondents
do, she had witnessed terrible things. The death of civilians, especially children, affected her deeply.

These accumulated experiences took a heavy personal toll. She began to drink heavily, she was having
nightmares and she had been treated at a clinic for PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) before
heading off to Syria. Once in Homs, her employer, the London Sunday Times, ordered her to leave
but she refused. The paper later came under criticism for letting her go in the first place, given the
fragile state of her mental health.  

These aspects of her life were depicted in the recently released biopic, A Private War, woven around
an account of her life written for Vanity Fair by Marie Brenner (‘Marie Colvin’s Private War,’ August
2012).

On the day of Colvin’s death, she was described in an online article for Vanity Fair as having ‘died as
a martyr …. a martyr for truth and the standards of civilization … she died because she wanted the
world to know the full extent of the barbarism practiced by President Bashar al Assad’s forces against
his own people.’ (Henry Porter and Annabel Davidson, ‘Remembering War Correspondent Marie
Colvin: 1957-2012,’ Vanity Fair, February 22, 2012).

Truth, of course, is the first casualty of war. The Greek dramatist Aeschylus apparently first coined
the phrase, which has been repeated many times by many people over the centuries. As for
civilization, it has been used to justify every war of aggression launched in the Middle East by the US
and European powers for the past 200 years. 

In this region, the standards of civilization, as we imagine them to be, consisting of civilized
behaviour, justice, fairness, respect for human life and respect for the law, have not been upheld but
violated in brutal and inhumane fashion by the very governments that repeatedly invoke them as
justification for the crimes they are committing.
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No doubt Marie Colvin was reporting the truth as she saw it but how much could she see of anything
in the space of two days, effectively trapped in a war-scarred building under heavy bombardment by
the Syrian army? 

In her final despatch for the Sunday Times, she talked to women in what she called the ‘widows’
basement’ and she watched (apparently on a video feed from a clinic, contrary to the impression she
gave that she was actually there) a baby dying from a shrapnel wound. Asked on CNN why she
thought showing the image of the dead baby was important Colvin replied: ‘That baby will move more
people to think ‘What is going on and why is no one stopping this murder in Homs that is happening
every day.’

Colvin said 300 women were in the basement, a figure which, from other reports, seems to have been
wildly exaggerated.  Who these women were was not clarified, but seeing that that Baba Amr was
controlled by the FSA, many of the dead husbands were probably fighting men. 

When Colvin said that 28,000 civilians were trapped in Baba Amr she had to be repeating what she
had been told by her FSA minders.  She had no way of knowing how many civilians remained trapped
in Baba Amr and the figure seems to have been a gross overestimate, aimed no doubt at further
dramatizing the plight of civilians trapped in what the media was misleadingly calling the ‘siege of
Homs.’ 

Colvin and Conroy first entered Syria on February 13. They were taken to Baba Amr on February 15.
The next day Colvin was able to visit a makeshift field hospital set up in an apartment building as well
as civilians sheltering in a basement storage depot but on hearing rumors of an impending army
offensive and a ‘possible gas attack’ (as claimed by Judge Berman, without any such credible claim
having been made at the time) they fled in the evening.  This was all Colvin was able to see for herself
outside the ‘rebel’ media center during her two visits to Baba Amr. 

Baba Amr constituted about 15 percent of the city and had a pre-war population of about 100,000.
Most civilians in the district fled to the 80-85 percent of the city controlled by the government once
the armed groups launched their assault on Baba Amr.

Colvin said Homs was being bombed by ‘a murderous dictator.’  Talking to CNN from Baba Amr she
said ‘there are no military targets here. There is the FSA, heavily outnumbered and outgunned – they
have only Kalashnikovs and rocket-propelled grenades. But they don’t have a base. There are more
young men being killed, we see a lot of teenaged young men but they are going out just to try to get
the wounded to some kind of medical treatment. It’s a complete and utter lie that they’re only going
after terrorists.’

What Colvin actually saw was true. A baby did die and the women in the basement were suffering but
by 2012 Syria was a land of suffering women and dead babies, killed not by the ‘murderous dictator’
but by ‘rebels’ supported with money and arms by outside governments. 

It was not true, however, there were no military targets in Baba Amr. Colvin’s definition of a valid
target seems to have been an actual military base. There was not one, of course, but the armed groups
who had infiltrated Baba Amr and killed many Syrian soldiers and civilians in the process were no
less an equally valid military target. 

The FSA was certainly outgunned, as any insurgent force must be when challenging a regular army,
but already early in 2012, outside governments were stepping up supplies to reduce the gap. 
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In March 2013, the New York Times reported that several governments, with help from the CIA, had
begun airlifting weapons to the ‘rebels’ in early January 2012.  Over a year more than 160 cargo
flights had taken an estimated 3500 tons of weapons to Ankara airport and other airports in Turkey
and Jordan for delivery to ‘rebels’ across the border.  As the ‘rebel’ group of choice, the bulk of these
weapons would have gone to the FSA, even if they eventually ended up in other hands.   

Colvin’s reference to young men running into the streets to rescue the wounded and not fight is not
something she could have known. In fact, young men were the backbone of all armed groups as they
were of the Syrian army. 

The Syrian army was not shelling ‘Homs’ but only part of a city which had been taken over by armed
groups.  The government in Damascus - Syria’s legitimate government and the representative of the
country’s interests at the UN - had the constitutional responsibility of driving them out.  

The civilians trapped in Baba Amr were certainly at risk but what Colvin was seeing – or reporting
rather than actually seeing for herself – was only a small corner of a very large picture of human
suffering.  The general civilian death toll was beginning to rise sharply in 2012 as the armed groups –
including the group sheltering Colvin and Conroy – launched attacks across the country. 

Many of these attacks were completely indiscriminate, as for example when mortars were fired into
the middle of Damascus or a rigged car was exploded outside a government ministry. 

As civilians are always going to die in war, the critical question is one of responsibility.  Whatever the
failings of the Syrian government, it was support by outside governments for these armed groups that
brought Syria to its knees and not the attempts by the Syrian government to prevent the country from
being bled to death.    

The publicity given to the death of Marie Colvin has now been revived by the publicity given to the
film of her life and to the court ruling against the Syrian government. The film returns Colvin and the
‘murderous dictator’ to a news cycle which had largely lost interest in Syria since the defeat of the
armed groups it had been supporting as ‘rebels’ until Donald Trump announced the withdrawal of US
troops. 

At the same time, the publicity is an opportunity to examine Colvin’s role in the context of a media
which uniformly misreported the war in Syria as it had only recently misreported the war in Libya
and before that the invasion of Iraq in 2004.  The canons of responsible journalism were all junked. 
There was no balance, no reporting of the Syrian government’s version of events except for nominal
references to its denial of atrocities in such a way that the reader was invited to disbelieve them.  

The narrative was entirely built around the claims of ‘rebels’ and activists and sources far from the
scene, such as the Syrian Observatory of Human Rights.  Whatever they cared to say, no matter how
wild and improbable, would be reported without any attempt being made by the media to uncover the
truth. 

Anything that would damage the Syrian government was regarded as fit to print, anything that would
support its claims would be suppressed, or as far as possible turned against the government. Knowing
this, the activists developed an industry based on lies and deceit to serve the corporate media’s needs.

This is the media environment in which Marie Colvin operated. Perhaps she had private doubts, but
from what she said in her few reports from Syria she had swallowed whole the mainstream media
narrative of rebels standing against a brutal dictator who was killing his own people.
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All critical elements were missing from the news cycle. In March 2011, during ‘peaceful’ protests in
Dara’a (/world/north-africa-south-west-asia/syria-crisis/1135-day-before-deraa.html), the media
headlined the alleged arrest and beating of children for scrawling graffiti on walls, while ignoring the
evidence of arms stockpiled in a mosque and the slaughter of soldiers and police by bands of armed
men. 

Gunmen shooting into crowds from rooftops were part of what was clearly a well-planned revolt. 
While the media insinuated that they were Syrian state agents, the far greater likelihood is that they
were agents-provocateurs but nowhere in the media mainstream was there any follow-up. Only the
accusation, not the proof, was important, an approach which was to characterize the media narrative.

Similarly, June 2011, the massacre of about 120 Syrian soldiers and civilians in the northern town of
Jisr al Shughur was presented as a civilian response to government oppression and torture rather
than what it was, a carefully planned attack on government offices by well-armed takfiri groups.  
Video clips – never shown in the media mainstream - showed bodies being taken in a pickup truck to
a high bridge over the Assi (Orontes) river and being pitched into the water over the railing to cries of
‘Allahu akbar.’  Later, mass graves were also uncovered.

Colvin’s role must begin with who brought her into Syria. She was not the only ‘western’ journalist
funneled into Baba Amr from the Lebanese border.  A pipeline had been set up, with the online
activist network Avaaz liaising with FSA ‘rebels’ to smuggle western journalists into the city.

Avaaz had also been supplying the ‘rebels’ with medical supplies, satellite modems and cell phones
with cameras.  With the help of an ‘activist’ called Wael Fayez al Omar (a source for the plaintiffs in
the court case against the Syrian government), it organized the transport of Colvin and her
photographer, Paul Conroy, to the Syrian border.  The FSA then took over and moved them to Baba
Amr, first on February 13 and again when they decided to return on February 20.

Formally established in July 2011, the FSA quickly won the support of Turkey, which provided it with
a camp from which it was soon organizing attacks across the Syrian border.  Turkey also backed the
FSA’s political arm, the Syrian National Council, an exile body which had no known support inside
Syria, providing it with money and offices in Istanbul.  The FSA itself was never a proper army but
rather a brand name for a ‘rebel’ collective involving numerous armed groups who responded to their
own leaders, rather than the injunctions of the FSA leadership in Turkey. 

The early actions for which the FSA claimed responsibility included the explosion inside the Syrian
national security headquarters in July 2011, which killed several senior military and government
personnel, including the defense minister and two of his deputies. 

By this time the FSA was already launching attacks in many parts of Syria. Insofar as Homs was
concerned, ‘rebel’ groups, including the FSA, penetrated the city in May, 2011, and succeeded in
taking control of the Baba Amr district by the end of the year after overrunning military checkpoints.

By 2012 the FSA was operating at peak strength across Syria. It was killing soldiers, police and
civilians and sabotaging oil pipelines and other infrastructure. In May, several months after the FSA
had been driven from Homs, the Houla district, about 30 kms northwest of Homs and largely under
the control of the FSA, was the site of the massacre of 108 men, women and children.
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While the Syrian government was automatically blamed by ‘western’ governments and the corporate
media, accounts pieced together later by journalists on the scene indicated that villages in the Houla
region had been attacked by a joint force of about 700 takfiris, including a contingent of about 250
FSA fighters.

Their targets were Sunni Muslims who supported the government or, reportedly, had converted to
Shia Islam.  The victims’ houses were hit by rocket-propelled grenades but most of the killing seems
to have been done with small arms and knives.

In November, 2012, a mass grave of soldiers and civilians killed by FSA fighters was found at Ras al
Ayn, just over the Turkish border.  In August, 2013, an attack was launched on Alawi villages in
Latakia province by the FSA, Jabhat al Nusra, Ahrar al Sham, the Islamic State and other takfiri
groups.  The FSA commander Salim Idris said the FSA had participated in the assault ‘to a great
extent.’

Hundreds of those who took part in the assault were foreigners.  This was a sectarian assault aimed at
cleaning the landscape of the despised Alawis. Up to 190 men, women and children were killed and
hundreds more women and children kidnapped.  There are unconfirmed reports that some of the
children were taken to Damascus to be used as props in the chemical weapons attack of August 21,
2013, blamed on the Syrian government but carried out by ‘rebels’ working in conjunction with
foreign governments, with the aim of pushing Barack Obama across his self-declared chemical
weapons ‘red line’ so that he would order an air attack on Syria.

On other occasions, the officially-sanctioned FSA ‘rebels’ cooperated with the officially-designated
‘terrorists’ in attacks on government positions.  In October, 2014, the FSA joined forces with the
Islamic State, and Jabhat al Nusra in an attack on Idlib city in which 70 Syrian army soldiers,
including senior officers, were beheaded. 

Many other FSA atrocities can be added to these episodes.  Most of them had not happened when
Marie Colvin was in Homs but FSA brutality had clearly been demonstrated in the year before she
arrived.

The minders who moved Colvin and photographer Paul Conroy to Homs from the Lebanese border
were not just FSA but armed members of one of its most brutal units, the Faruq Brigade.  It had
captured Baba Amr and held it in a ruthless grip. 

The takfiri element was already strong in the ranks of the Faruq Brigade and only strengthened after
its ejection from Homs.  Interviewed by the French journalist Mani in September, 2012, members of
the brigade spoke of relatives in Homs who they alleged were being butchered by Alawis and Shia.
 They were determined to take their revenge. As one of them remarked, ‘It’s not about the army any
more or toppling the regime. It’s a sectarian conflict now.’

Clearly unknown to Colvin and Conroy, the brigade was taking its captives to a burial ground at night
and cutting their throats.  According to one of its members interviewed by a Der Spiegel reporter in
March, 2012, nearly 150 men had been executed in this fashion since the previous summer.  This
period covered the two occasions Colvin was in Baba Amr.

One of the Faruq Brigade commanders in Baba Amr was Khalid al Hamad, nom de guerre Abu
Saqqar.  After fleeing Baba Amr, Abu Saqqar set up his own fighting force, the Omar al Faruq
Brigade.
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Variously described as a street vendor from Homs and a bedu with ‘a wild stare’ (Paul Wood of the
BBC), Abu Saqqar was shown in a video released in May, 2013, but apparently filmed in March,
calling on ‘the heroes of Baba Amr’ to slaughter the Alawis, remove their hearts and eat them.

He himself proceeded to cut open the body of a dead Syrian soldier, who he claimed had a mobile
phone in his pocket showing the soldier raping a woman and her daughters.   Abu Saqqar removed
various organs before lifting the heart to his mouth and appearing to bite off a piece.  Later joining
Jabhat al Nusra, he was ambushed and killed in 2016 by members of a rival Takfiri group, reportedly
Ahrar al Sham.

In conclusion, did Marie Colvin die as a ‘martyr to truth’ or did she die not just because she was in the
wrong place at the wrong time but because she was keeping the wrong company? She was a well-
known journalist for a leading British newspaper and therefore a prize catch for the ‘rebels.’  They
were only going to tell her what they wanted her to believe, and feed into the corporate media news
cycle.  Trapped in a bombed-out building, she would not have the opportunity to investigate the truth
for herself, especially in the two days she had before she was killed.

Colvin called for intervention to save the trapped civilians of Baba Amr. ‘Why is no-one stopping the
murder in Homs?’, she asked. In fact, the US and its allies had already been laying the groundwork
for military intervention. 

An Arab League resolution tabled at the UN Security Council on February 4 called on the Syrian army
to withdraw from the towns and cities it was defending from attack by armed groups.  Russia and
China supported the Syrian view that the resolution constituted a gross infringement of Syria’s
sovereignty and vetoed it.  Had the resolution been passed, non-fulfilment of the conditions laid
down could have opened the way to military intervention, probably an air campaign far more
devastating than the seven-month assault that destroyed Libya.

Thwarted at the UN, the US and its allies then formed a collective calling itself the ‘Friends of the
Syrian People.’  Their intervention in the form of support for armed groups led to the deaths of
hundreds of thousands of people and almost destroyed Syria. 

The point of this article is not to denigrate Marie Colvin.  She has been described as foolhardy
because of the risks she took but she was a person of great courage.  She was deeply affected by the
death of civilians, especially children.  Her insistence that the media show the images of the baby
killed by shrapnel was justified but it was not just the alleged victims of the ‘murderous dictator’ her
readers and television viewers needed to see but the victims of the armed groups. 

They were being slaughtered across the country, soldiers who were fighting for their country (not the
‘regime’) and civilians who supported their government, but as any telling of their fate or the
suffering of their families would have disrupted a narrative based on the crimes of the dictator and
his ‘regime’ and perhaps prompted people to ask ‘what is going on? Why is no-one stopping this
murder?’, as Colvin had asked in Baba Amr, their voices had to be suppressed.   

The Syrian government accused Colvin of working with terrorists.  Its own definition of the word
would include not just the armed men but the ‘activists’ and ‘media centers’ that were their
propaganda extensions.  It was with these people that Marie Colvin was sheltering when she was
killed.   
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There has never been any evidence that any of the armed groups commanded anything more than
miniscule support in Syria, including genuine support from civilians who lived in fear under their
rule.  When the takfiris were driven out of Homs and Aleppo and the two cities were whole again,
their citizens celebrated in the streets, not that corporate media consumers were likely to have seen
such scenes.  

Support for Bashar al Assad was strong at the start of the war and would be stronger now.  Every
election held in the past few years – held fairly and under the watch of outside observers – proves the
point.  

The renewed attention to Marie Colvin’s death is an occasion to cast an eye over the state of the
corporate media.  When Seymour Hersh cannot get published in his own country it is clear that
journalism, as we knew it until it was fully corporatized, is in a parlous state.  Far from defending the
right of the citizen to know, the media has been complicit in enabling governments to deceive.  Syria
is only the latest in a chain of misreported wars, with the assault on Venezuela shaping up as the next
one.  

The corporate media had already made up its mind about Syria in 2011.  Marie Colvin did not have
the time to develop her own narrative about Baba Amr and what was happening in Syria generally but
no-one ever gets everything right.   Her role model, Martha Gellhorn, was good on Spain and Vietnam
but terrible on the Middle East. In her article ‘The Arabs of Palestine’ (The Atlantic, October 1961)
she extolled Israel and its kibbutzim, racist institutions by any measure, and put the Palestinians
down in a manner that was itself bordering on racist. 

In a better state of mental health and with more time to get behind the propaganda passed off as
news about Syria, Marie Colvin might have seen through the deceits and exposed them.  The bleak
reality, however, is that she spent her last assignment under the protection of a violent armed group
which despised the personal freedom and the values she was sure to have cherished.

*(Image courtesy of Channel 4 News/YouTube)  
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