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LONDONDERRY: Jeb Bush stared across
the Londonderry Senior Center in disbe-
lief. A voter at his town hall had just told
him she’d read the candidate’s 3,000-
word tax plan. “The fact that you read it
makes me feel so pleased - even if you
didn’t like it,” Bush said, unsuccessfully
holding back a grin.

It was the sort of moment Bush surely
dreamed about when he announced his
2016 bid six months ago. Soon, the two
were deep in the weeds of his proposals
for capital gains taxes on estates, when
Bush paused. “We’re having a real wonk-
a-thon right now,” he said gleefully. It
was also a moment all too rare for Bush,
a former front-runner stubbornly stick-
ing to a sober-minded approach to his
campaign despite months of evidence
that Republican voters aren’t much
interested in what he’s selling.

The portion of Republican registered
voters who think Bush could win the
general election, should he win his par-
ty’s nomination, has dropped to 40 per-
cent in a new Associated Press-GfK poll,
down from 60 percent in October.
Republicans are now no more likely than
Democrats to see Bush as a potential

general election winner, and 39 percent
say they view Bush unfavorably - almost
the same percentage as billionaire front-
runner and frequent Bush foil Donald
Trump.

Perhaps even more troubling for
Bush, given his insistence on talking
about policy and his ability to govern,
the poll found that GOP voters view
Trump, the real estate mogul and reality
TV star, as more competent than the
two-term governor of Florida. After set-
backs in October, including deep cam-
paign spending cuts and a widely criti-
cized debate performance, Bush sought
to reassure donors who have con-
tributed more than $100 million to his
campaign and a separate pro-Bush
organization by resetting his effort with
the auspicious slogan: 

‘Jeb Can Fix It’
Part of the shift in strategy was

redoubling Bush’s emphasis on New
Hampshire, where aides said the candi-
date’s serious style and affinity for one-
on-one policy engagement was a close
fit with New Englanders, who also typi-
cally hold themselves as independent of

the national story line. Since then, Bush
has held nearly 20 town hall-style meet-
ings in the state, each with about 100
voters attending, including in places
most other candidates have not visited.

But the content of Bush’s town halls
remains the same, with the brother and
son of former presidents passing on
Trump’s flash and penchant for bombast
to remain centered on telling the story
of his time as governor and his detailed
plans for the nation’s economy and mili-
tary.

He has faith - and some good-
natured bullheadedness - that voters
will eventually come around. In answer-
ing immigration lawyer Marisa
DiFranco’s question about what to do
with the millions of immigrants in the
United States illegally at an event this
week, Bush mentioned the immigration
policy book he co-authored, explained
the economic criteria he would use to
increase legal immigration, and then
paused.

“Being able to complete that sen-
tence - about what I’m for, in the political
environment I’m now in, is an extraordi-
nary opportunity,” Bush said dryly, “and I

thank you for it.”On Thursday in Milford,
Bush said after being asked about the
federal debt, Social Security, Medicare
and taxes: “I’m the only person running
for president that has details on any of
this stuff, just to remind you.”

He went on, needling in a friendly
way the voters he was trying to win over.
“I’m not running for entertainer or any-
thing like this. I hope you want a candi-
date who has actually thought it
through, who actually has plans.” That’s
what he’s focused on. He has largely
abandoned his tentative and poorly
reviewed attacks on Florida Sen Marco
Rubio. Gone, too, are his campaign’s ear-
ly tussles with Trump on social media.

Self-proclaimed introvert 
“It is refreshing isn’t it? To have a con-

versation rather than have 140 charac-
ters drive a campaign,” Bush told
reporters this week. Even when given
the chance to connect with voters on a
personal level, the self-proclaimed intro-
vert who says he’s more comfortable
reading a book than planning a party
struggles to campaign in a way that, in
his words, gives “people a full measure

of a person.”
Take this week’s “The Life of the Party”

events at Manchester ’s St Anselm
College. Forceful Trump critic and fellow
policy wonk John Kasich, the governor
of Ohio, made the most of the not-so-
serious questions posed by the gather-
ing of students and young professionals.
In a lengthy answer about his favorite
music, Kasich listed Pearl Jam, Linkin
Park and Foo Fighters. “The problem
with traditional radio, if you listen to it,
you hear a lot of things that you like, but
they never tell you who the band is,”
Kasich said.

Asked what music he would play and
what food he would serve at a hypothet-
ical White House party, Bush said, “I don’t
know,” and suggested he didn’t like the
line of questioning. “It might have to be
something more serious, I apologize.”
The students were undeterred, and
pressed on by asking Bush what celebri-
ty he’d like to meet. “I don’t know,” Bush
said, again. “I really don’t believe in
celebritydom. I find it superficial. I’d
rather be with people who have done
things.” — AP 

Bush keeps policy focus, despite fade in 2016 race

AL-QAHTANIYAH: Syriac Christian Ormia, member of the battalion called the “Female Protection Forces of the Land Between the Two Rivers”
fighting the Islamic State group, poses during a training on December 1, 2015 at their camp near the Syrian-Turkish border. —AFP photos

HASAKEH: Babylonia has no regrets about leav-
ing behind her two children and her job as a
hairdresser to join a Christian female militia bat-
tling against the Islamic State group in Syria. The
fierce-looking 36-year-old in fatigues from the
Syriac Christian minority in the northeast
believes she is making the future safe for her
children.

“I miss Limar and Gabriella and worry that
they must be hungry, thirsty and cold. But I try
to tell them I’m fighting to protect their future,”
she said. Babylonia belongs to a small, recently
created battalion of Syriac Christian women in
Hasakeh province who are fighting IS. They are
following in the footsteps of Syria’s other main
female force battling the jihadists-the women of
the YPJ, the female counterpart to the Kurdish
People’s Protection Units or YPG.

So far the new force is small, with around 50
graduates so far from its training camp in the
town of Al-Qahtaniyeh, also known as Kabre
Hyore in Syriac, and Tirbespi in Kurdish. But the
“Female Protection Forces of the Land Between
the Two Rivers”-the area between the Tigris and
Euphrates waterways historically inhabited by
Syriacs-is teeming with women eager to prove
their worth against IS.

It was actually Babylonia’s husband who
encouraged her to leave Limar, nine, and six-
year-old Gabriella and join the unit whose first
recruits graduated in August. Himself a fighter,
he urged her to take up arms to “fight against
the idea that the Syriac woman is good for noth-
ing except housekeeping and make-up”, she
said.

‘Fear quickly went away’ 
“I’m a practicing Christian and thinking about

my children makes me stronger and more deter-
mined in my fight against Daesh,” added
Babylonia, using the Arabic acronym for IS.
Syriac Christians belong to the eastern Christian
tradition and pray in Aramaic. They include both
Orthodox and Catholic branches, and constitute
around 15 percent of Syria’s 1.2 million
Christians.

Before the conflict began in March 2011,
Christians from some 11 different sects made up
around five percent of the population. The unit’s
first major action was alongside the newly creat-
ed Syrian Democratic Forces, a coalition of
Kurdish, Arab and Christian fighters, which
recently recaptured the strategic town of Al-Hol.
“I took part in a battle for the first time in the Al-
Hol area, but my team wasn’t attacked by IS,”
said 18-year-old Lucia, who gave up her studies
to join the militia. Her sister also joined up,
against the wishes of their reluctant mother.

“I fight with a Kalashnikov, but I’m not ready
to become an elite sniper yet,” the shy teenager
said, a wooden crucifix around her neck and a
camouflage bandana tied round her head. Al-

Hol, on a key route between territory IS controls
in Syria and Iraq, was the first major victory for
the SDF, which has captured around 200 villages
in the region in recent weeks.

It has received air support from the US-led
coalition fighting IS, as well as drops of American
weapons. Ormia, 18, found battle terrifying at
first. “I was afraid of the noise of cannons firing,
but the fear quickly went away,” she said. “I
would love to be on the front line in the fight
against the terrorists.”

‘Not afraid of Daesh’ 
The battalion’s fighters train in an old mill in a

program that includes military, fitness and aca-
demic elements. With its limited combat experi-
ence, the unit for now focuses mainly on pro-
tecting majority Christian parts of Hasakeh
province. Thabirta Samir, 24, who helps oversee
the training, estimates that around 50 fighters
have graduated so far.

“I used to work for a Syriac cultural associa-

tion, but now I take pleasure in working in the
military field,” she said. “I’m not afraid of Daesh,
and we will be present in the coming battles
against the terrorists.” Samir said both local and
“foreign forces” helped train the women, without
specifying the nationality of the foreigners.

In late November, Kurdish sources said US sol-
diers had entered the town of Kobane in north-
ern Syria to train Kurdish fighters and plan offen-
sives. Some women cited what is known as the
Sayfo (“Sword”) massacres in 1915 of Syriac,
Assyrian and Chaldean Christians as reasons for
joining the unit.

“We are a community that is oppressed by
others,” said 18-year-old Ithraa.  She joined four
months ago inspired by the memory of Sayfo, in
which Ottoman authorities are said to have
killed tens of thousands of Christians in Turkey
and Iran. She said the community hoped to pre-
vent “a new massacre like that committed by the
Ottomans.. .  when they tried to erase our
Christian and Syriac identity”. — AFP 

Christian female militia
take fight to IS in Syria

‘I would love to be on the front line’

ETON: Wearing a white tie and coat tails,
Ammar Mustapha sits near the manicured
grounds of Britain’s most prestigious
school, a world away from the Palestinian
refugee camps he grew up in Syria and
Lebanon. Shy and softly spoken, Mustapha,
18, was plucked from among millions of
refugee children to attend Britain’s exclu-
sive Eton College, alma mater of prime min-
isters, business leaders and members of the
royal family.

“It was a life-changing opportunity,” said
Mustapha, who was offered a scholarship
by a charity due to his outstanding aca-
demic ability. He insists it wasn’t all bad in
Syria’s Yarmuk camp, which his family fled
in 2012 before it became infamous for its
skeletal children and apocalyptic land-
scape. Just south of central Damascus, the
camp was set up in the 1950s for
Palestinian refugees, but in recent years it
has been brutalised and besieged in a piti-
less war between anti-government forces
and the Syrian military.

Born in Libya, Mustapha and his family
moved to the densely packed district in
1999 so that his father could take up a job
as an electrician. “In fact it was fun to live in
Yarmuk. When we say camp, that doesn’t
mean tents and anything like that,” he said,
recalling a happy childhood there.
“Something that was really good about
being in Yarmuk is that it was really safe so
you could go to shops at midnight.”

Gifted children 
Days before bombs began to rain down

on Yarmuk three years ago, Mustapha’s
family fled to Lebanon, joining millions of
other refugees in the tiny country. That was
where he was spotted by Eton physics
teacher Peter Mann, who for the last two
years has travelled to Lebanon in
December to interview children to find
those gifted enough to study at his school.

“We are usually happy with about four
of the 40” pre-selected, Mann said. “Ammar
turned out to be very shy, quiet but with
outstanding student academics. He was a
bit different,” he added, noting that unlike
other students Mustapha had wanted to
study interior design. After tests in his
school in Tyre in southern Lebanon and a
week of examinations at Eton, Mustapha,

then aged 16, was chosen for a scholarship
to live and study with the children of
Britain’s elite.

The $50,000 (45,000 euro) bursary cov-
ers fees and expenses, and was provided by
the Cogito Scholarship Foundation, which
aims to improve the Middle East by send-
ing gifted underprivileged children to the
world’s best schools. “At first I was really
nervous about it... but I have always want-
ed to come to Europe and see the differ-
ences in culture, in languages and in the
education system,” Mustapha said. “My par-
ents were really happy and proud about
this but also sad because I had to leave
them. It was the first time I had to leave my
family.”

Broadening outlooks 
Mustapha needn’t have worried. “I have

never heard any other boys comment on
him which is a sign he’s doing really well.
His English improved so quickly and so
well,” Mann said. He tried new sports,
including rowing, squash, and tennis, and
took up photography. He also adapted to
Western methods of teaching, far removed
from the rote learning he was used to.

“In Lebanon and Syria we used to mem-
orize what we were being taught, while
here in the UK we understand what we are
being taught,” Mustapha said. Eton College
Access Adviser Francesca Moultrie said
Mustapha settled in quickly-despite miss-
ing his mother’s cooking-and that as well as
benefiting from Eton, he had also been a
credit to the college.

“They really do broaden the outlook of
the boys they are sharing life with,” she
said. Now in his final year, Mustapha is
applying to some of the top British and US
universities. “After my graduation, I would
like to stay in Europe or America to work
and set myself up,” Mustapha said. “But my
long term goal is to go back to Lebanon
and help my community as a civil engineer.”
That will please Cogito founder Ali Erfan, an
Iranian-born, British-educated business-
man who hopes to extend the two-year old
scholarship program to 100 boys and girls
every year. “If we are successful, in 20 years,
we’ll have 2,000 boys and girls who can
hopefully play a major role eventually in
the revival of the Middle East.” —AFP 

Palestinian refugee thrives 
at Britain’s poshest school

ETON: Libyan-born student Ammar Mustapha poses for a photograph at Eton
College. —AFP 

Cruz extends Iowa lead among 
2016 US Republican hopefuls

WASHINGTON: Texas US Senator Ted Cruz
has solidified his lead among Republican
presidential contenders in the politically
crucial state of Iowa, a new poll showed.
The Des Moines Register/Bloomberg
Politics poll, out late Saturday, shows the
conservative Cruz with 31 percent support,
10 points ahead of bombastic billionaire
Donald Trump, who has 21 percent. Trump,
who has a solid lead in national polls
among Republicans, quickly tweeted about
another survey.

“New CNN Iowa poll —- Trump 33, Cruz
20. Everyone else way down! Don’t trust
Des Moines Register poll- biased towards
Trump!” he wrote on Twitter, apparently
intending to say the Iowa paper was biased
against him. It was unclear what CNN poll
Trump was referring to.

Jennifer Jackson of the Des Moines
Register said in a video on the paper’s web-
site: “It’s Cruz-mentum. Ted Cruz is crushing

it in Iowa.” The poll follows a December 7
Monmouth University survey showing Cruz
for the first time leading the field among
voters who intend to take part in the
February 1 Iowa caucuses, the first real
measure of voter support in the 2016 presi-
dential campaign.

As recently as October, Cruz, 44, had just
10 percent support in a Monmouth poll.
Trump has complained that the Des Moines
Register is biased against him ever since
the newspaper’s editorial board called him
to drop out of the race in July. Third in the
Des Moines Register/Bloomberg Politics
poll is retired neurosurgeon Ben Carson
with 13 percent, followed by Florida
Senator Marco Rubio with 10 percent.

Republican voters seemed to have
cooled on Carson-who was leading in Iowa
polls in October-likely because of his
embarrassing ignorance of foreign
affairs.—AFP 


