Who are Libyan rebels?

By Martin Chulov 

TRIPOLI: On a black tar road near Tripoli`s deserted port, a young militiaman stepped gingerly through a glittering layer of gold, which he scooped up and thrust towards the sky. 
“This is why we won,” he said, as dozens of shell casings — cast-offs from fired ammunition — fell from his hand and tinkled on the baking street. “It was because of the people in neighbourhoods like this that Qadhafi`s security men ran away. We were waiting for him, not the other way around.”

The young man, who refused to be named despite the collapse of the regime he had feared since childhood, wore a white singlet, a Libyan rebel cap and basketball shorts. He could not have been more than 18. Yet he — and many thousands of others like him who now guard the streets of the capital — are unambiguously the heroes of the hour.

In this city of gunslingers, a clear hierarchy has quickly emerged. Social standing matters here, so the men who entered the capital first — the rebels of Zintan and the Berbers of the Nafusa mountains — see themselves as lords of the city they conquered. Those who rode in to reinforce them from Misrata to the east are not far behind in status. Both these groups tend to congregate beneath underpasses, or in grounds of government buildings that are now considered safe. They are clearly war-weary and have the run of the city.

Some of the Misrata rebels were on Wednesday sporting what amounted to battle honours, the names of their dead comrades written on the sides of trucks.

They thundered through the city`s streets just after noon en route to yet another battle with the remnants of Qadhafi`s military on the outskirts of the Bab al-Aziziya compound that was overrun by rebels on Tuesday.

Skirmishes flared there throughout the day and the thunder of anti-aircraft weapons, fired in joy and anger, regularly cracked a summer sky that felt less foreboding than it had the day before.

The checkpoints — there are hundreds of them across the city — are manned by little more than a well-armed neighbourhood watch. Cars that dare to move around are enthusiastically ordered to stop by young guards, most of whom would not have dared to declare themselves supporters of the rebellion even a fortnight ago. The boots and bonnets are opened and streams of pleasantries exchanged between the smiling young Libyans and drivers who are eager to thank them.

The would-be rebels were out in force in the Souk al-Jummah district on the eastern edge of the city, which had been an anti-Qadhafi hub since the rebellion started in Benghazi on 17 February. The scars of battle are plain along shuttered shopfronts and locked down homes. And roads here too are littered with thousands of the golden casings, which crunch under the feet of the rebels` flip-flops as they check yet another back seat for bombs or guns.

“Nothing has been looted,” said one rebel, Ahmed Bougagis, manning an intersection in Souk al-Jummah. “All the resistance has taken from shops are food and water and these will all be paid for when things get back to normal.”

That is not entirely true. All the villas used by key regime figures, especially Colonel Qadhafi and his sons, have been ransacked and every treasure the homes once held is gone.

In one of Tripoli`s well-to-do suburbs, the front window of a furniture showroom had been smashed and a Kermit-green couch stolen by men draped in the Free Libya flag, who slouched into it cradling their Kalashnikovs beside an intersection.

But any looting has been low key. Basic tenets such as law and order appear to be at no risk of breaking down in the absence of standing security forces. Other than those manning checkpoints or preparing for another round of fighting with Qadhafi`s last loyalists, there are very few people on the streets.

Apart from the intermittent soundtrack of heavy weapons, Tripoli is eerily quiet. Nearly all shops and workplaces are closed and the city`s highways and suburban roads are largely empty. Travelling to the capital on Tuesday night, there was a little more life after dark as people broke the Ramadan fast, but normality appears a long way off.

Three days into its quasi-liberation, Tripoli is still moving to an irregular rhythm, not yet sure whether the overlord has truly gone and seemingly uncertain about what to do next. The pulsating bursts of gunfire are like the “death throes” of 42 years of oppression, one man, Mahmoud al-Masri, a factory worker from Zawiya said.

“Whenever he was on TV my family used to scream at him. Everyone used to get angry, but we could only do so in our homes. Now it doesn`t matter what we think or who is listening.”

Many residents appear stunned that the city slipped from Qadhafi`s supposedly iron-clad grasp with such ease. After all the warnings and the terror, it wasn`t supposed to be like this.

“Not in all my dreams did I ever think it would be so simple,” said Basma Wadha, in Souk al-Jummah. “Now that I know how weak his real support was, I feel sorry that we were not brave enough to do something sooner.”

Another resident who refused to be named said he thought Qadhafi`s apparent demise was too good to be true and feared an imminent fight-back. “We cannot forget that these are bad people who won the trust of many and corrupted them. They will come again one of these nights.” The man pointed to a day of vehement regime resistance on the road between the centre of the capital and the airport, which rebels widely believed meant they were closing in on important figures. “We think Saif [al-Islam, Qadhafi`s son and until now his likely successor] is in a house there and that they are protecting him,” said the man.

The road west of Zawiya also flared up on Wednesday, closing off access to the main border crossing into Tunisia, which has been an escape route for thousands of families who have fled the violence.

Along that highway, and the road south to Zintan, scorched wrecks of Qadhafi`s tanks and trucks litter roadsides like ruins of a bygone past. Some more modern weapons are scattered randomly amid impromptu sculptures of spent rockets built by some rebels at entrances to their patch.

There is still a sense that there must have been more to Qadhafi`s resolve than this.

“Could this really be all there was to the man, an illusion and a cult of fear,” asked Bushra Otthmani as she travelled to Tripoli on Tuesday. “If there is nothing more we have all been tricked

