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	When Bashar al-Assad, the hereditary dictator of Syria, fled Damascus in early December 2024, he left a country in ruins. Syria’s cities, newly conquered by rebel forces, were shadows of what they had been fifteen years before. Whole neighbourhoods were destroyed, districts flattened by bombing and shelling and condemned by the bulldozer. Many towns that had been depopulated by the fighting were annihilated and left abandoned. They littered the country.


	Maybe a million had died in the thirteen-year-long war that Assad had launched on the people of Syria. He began the war when they demonstrated for government reforms in early 2011, and his security forces responded with bullets. When the people of Syria demanded an end to the death camps and the torture chambers. When the state replied by filling both until they were so full of bodies there was no air left to breathe.


	Assad is one of this century’s great monsters. He will be justly reviled. It is still possible he will see the inside of a court—Syria’s government was bureaucratic to a fault. It kept good records of the crimes of Assad and his men. They fill warehouses, and the warehouses of paper, of evidence, are growing across the world. Assad has fled to Russia, but the threat of trial ought to follow him until his dying day. Many Syrians are happier than words can express that their country has been liberated. Those rejoicing all agree: there is no chance of Assad returning to power. For the first time in fifty years, no one from the House of Assad rules Syria. The rule of that evil family is over.


	This book traces the degeneration of Syria’s state and government—from a tyranny where the walls had ears and the intelligence agencies claimed to see all—into a slaughterhouse beyond twenty-first century comparison. It shows that a war which began as a bid by Assad to hold onto power became instead a war of total destruction: either the whole of Syria would be liquidated, reduced to the quiet of the graveyard, or the regime itself would succumb. 


	Syria fractured and fragmented over the course of the war, with no side of this multi-stranded civil conflict able to conquer the others. All until the Assad regime fell as a result of its own corruption and internal contradictions, its failures of state capacity, its international drug trafficking, to an offensive beginning in late November 2024. The whole rotten edifice imploded around Assad, coming crashing down once the door was kicked in.


	The collapse of the Assad regime was so sudden that few predicted it. What began as one rebel offensive in the country’s distant north reached Damascus within two weeks. The future of Syria remains uncertain. How will the former leaders of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the Islamist group (now formally dissolved) which began that cascading series of offensives, govern the country—in alliance with fellow rebel groups, keeping peace with the Kurdish-dominated autonomous areas in Syria’s north-east? Or might the country fracture again into warring parts?


	This book is the result of almost fourteen years’ study of Syria’s protests and civil war, and reporting done for innumerable newspapers and magazines. It is the product of an author who has seen many things die in Syria: friends, sources, cities, political parties, radio stations, social organisations—but who is still hopeful for the future of the country. 


	I did not expect to see Syria free of the regime of the Assads in my lifetime, and yet now it is. Syrians have survived civil war and displacement, the loss of their homes and families, the seeming destruction of every dream they had—and the survival, for longer than any could have feared, of a system of savagery and barbarism that, now it is being revealed to the wider world, is so terrible it is difficult to believe it ever existed.


	They have survived all of this, and now their country is free. The future is unknown. But all agree: there is no going back. The Assad regime has forever fallen. The regime said that Assad and his regime would rule forever. Across Syria, late last year, a new slogan was chanted. Forever is over. Syria is free.
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	Kingdom of Fear


	 


	 


	 


	 


	‘The people want the fall of the regime!’


	Arab Spring revolutionary slogan


	 


	‘Assad or we burn the country.’


	Regime slogan


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	








2 The Giraffe



	 


	 


	 


	 


	The twenty-first century’s most evil tyrant was never meant to rule his country. Bashar was the second son of Syria’s dictator, Hafez al-Assad. As a second son, Bashar was not destined for greatness. He trained as a doctor in Syria and practised briefly in army medicine. In the 1990s, he was packed off to London to train as an ophthalmologist. While his father ruled Syria, Bashar al-Assad was an ophthalmologist in Britain. If you had eye surgery in London thirty years ago, it’s possible he was your doctor.


	Some people still remember, or claim to remember, Bashar al-Assad from those days. They called him unremarkable, not someone who stood out—rather like the things people say of serial killers, after the fact. He kept himself to himself; always well-mannered. But the thing that marked Assad out was his parentage. His father, Hafez al-Assad, was Syria’s military tyrant. He had been in power since 1970. Bashar’s father had a wide face, a large forehead, thin white hair and a wide jaw.


	Hafez al-Assad had once been an air force pilot who had left a background of rural poverty. He was fired with resentment—he hated the rich of both town and countryside. An ardent Arab nationalist, Hafez joined the Ba’ath Party in his youth, but he became disillusioned with the party’s civilian leaders. Quietly and with the conspiratorial aspect that defined Assadist politics, Hafez formed his own cell of young officers. They carried out a coup in 1963, toppling what was, for a time, a semi-democracy in Syria. 


	In the seven years that followed, Hafez al-Assad weaved and conspired and picked off his rivals one by one until finally, by 1970, he alone held supreme power as Syria’s president. Hafez was a man of history in a way his son Bashar never was: a wannabe bodybuilder in his youth (there are pictures to prove it), Hafez became a real strongman in politics: cunning, devious, capable of planning and deliberation but also deep irrational hatred—including of Syria’s Sunni majority—which culminated in great explosions of violence. 


	In 1982, twelve years after Hafez took office, a test of his will to power came along. Demonstrations turned into an attempt at a religious revolution in the Syrian city of Hama. Over four weeks, the army and air force of Hafez al-Assad first levelled and then stormed the city. 


	Tens of thousands of civilians were killed in the fighting. The exact number of dead is hard to know; estimates range between 20,000 and 40,000. Many thousands more opponents of the regime disappeared into prisons from which they never emerged. One man, Raghad al-Tatary, an air force pilot who refused orders to bomb Hama, was only released from prison in December 2024. By 1994, Hafez al-Assad had been dictator for twenty-four years. 


	Other opponents of Hafez were not religious fundamentalists. But they were no better treated than the religious men. Communists and leftists like Yassin al-Haj Saleh (imprisoned by the Hafez regime from 1980 to 1996) and Riad al-Turk (imprisoned four times, repeatedly tortured, and held in solitary confinement for almost eighteen years after 1980) spent much of their lives behind bars. Both of those men practised wholly nonviolent activism. Riad al-Turk was known at the time of his death on the first day of 2024, the year of Syria’s liberation from Bashar, as the Old Man of the Syrian opposition. He had earlier been called Syria’s Mandela. 


	Even in death, Hafez loomed over the shoulder of his son Bashar. Statues of him dotted the country, and his image stared down from posters, murals, and mosaics across the land. He was a demonic presence for Syria’s revolutionaries. Even though he’d been dead for 11 years by 2011, the protesters still chanted against him (one of the most common was ‘Curse your soul, Hafez!’). And fourteen years later, when Bashar’s regime fell, Syrians rushed to torch Hafez’s opulent tomb in Latakia and topple all of Hafez’s statues. This was the father of the London eye doctor who kept himself to himself and did not strike anyone as all that remarkable.


	Possibly Bashar al-Assad was content to operate in London and to enjoy whatever stolen wealth and status his father’s position afforded him. He might have remained in London to this day. But this is not what happened. It was the death of Bashar al-Assad’s brother, Bassel, in a high-speed car crash in 1994 (Bassel was driving to the airport at over 100 miles per hour without a seatbelt and hit a barrier) that made Bashar Syria’s heir apparent. It turned a man who had previously been described as a ‘geek’ and unassuming into the inheritor of the throne of his military dictator father. 


	The wheels of tyranny move quickly. Bassel al-Assad, the former heir, had been lionised from his earliest days as the ideal Syrian youth: a champion athlete and equestrian. Bassel was in reality a hairy man who looked tired, older than his years, in photographs. But now Bassel was dead, and it was the turn of Bashar to be elevated to the anteroom of supreme power. Soon pictures of Bashar began to appear alongside his father and late brother in the propaganda posters that, until the regime’s fall in late 2024, dotted the government-held parts of Syria. For over fifty years, the image of the two Assads, father and son, stared down at Syria’s people. In 1994, Bashar al-Assad was not quite thirty. He was tall and thin, with a long neck and large ears. He had a weak chin. We do not know at what time people started to nickname him Zarafa, ‘the Giraffe’.


	The next few years sped by for Assad. He was conducted through Syria’s military and political societies by an array of brigadiers and intelligence officers. He was handed a shiny military rank, and time commanding prestigious units, to give him some status among soldiers. And all the while, the propaganda of his father filtered down, telling the public that Bashar al-Assad was the guardian of the state, the hope for the future, a man who would rule Syria for many decades after his father’s time in power came to an end. As Hafez al-Assad aged and began to struggle, his son was inducted into the attractions of absolute power. 


	Hafez al-Assad died of a heart attack on June 10, 2000. After some phoney deliberations, his son Bashar was elected to take his father’s place as president. Hafez al-Assad had built a state of mass surveillance that was tightly managed through institutions controlled by the ruling Ba’ath party and its allies. All politics that did not go through the party was illegitimate. Speaking freely risked ending up in one of the regime’s dread prisons, risked torture, risked death. Minority languages like Kurdish were heavily restricted. It was illegal under the Assad regime for Kurdish children to be taught in their native language. The Assads were Alawites, part of a sect related to Shia Islam, with its historic roots in the coastal Latakia governorate. For those who were not Alawites, it was hard to get good marks at school, to be selected for the best universities, and to get senior government or army jobs. A small minority lorded it over the rest of Syria. And at the top of that minority was the Assad family.


	This was the state that Bashar al-Assad inherited when he became president on July 17, 2000. He won a fake presidential election a week earlier, in which he was the only candidate. The government said Assad had won over 99 per cent of the vote. Many hoped, without evidence, that the dictator’s young son (Bashar al-Assad was thirty-four in mid-2000) would not follow the blood-drenched path of his father. Hafez al-Assad had been a monster. He had invaded Lebanon in 1976, with Syrian troops still occupying the country in 2000. In Lebanon, Hafez had mounted a campaign of terrorism and assassination to destroy his rivals. At home, he was the centre of a Stalinist personality cult which described Hafez as an almost divine being, the country’s ‘Eternal Leader’. 


	The world used every excuse to pretend the new president might be a better man than Hafez. Amnesty International welcomed the announced release of 600 political prisoners in November 2000, despite noting that over 1,500 ‘prisoners of conscience’ still remained behind bars. France gave Assad the Legion of Honour in 2001. The Damascus Spring, a brief but intense period of intellectual discussion in Syria between 2000 and 2001, was subsequently clamped down upon heavily by the government. But few outside the country noticed or cared.


	Assad would be a moderating influence on the country’s generals, some wrote with no evidence. He would make Syria a twenty-first-century nation, a land with the values of email and satellite TV, rather than the values of the dark ages. That’s what some said, with no reason behind them. Peter Mandelson, then a washed-up former minister, wrote in the Independent in November 2001 that Assad was ‘an intelligent and cultured individual’ whose solemn ‘task is to create enlightenment and spread reform without providing a pretext for rabble-rousers and religious reactionaries to stir the masses and pitch them against his rule’.


	When Bashar al-Assad married a woman of Syrian origin and British birth called Asma, much of the world gushed and swooned at her beauty. This swooning did not stop for eleven years. Asma was given the glossy magazine treatment by Vogue as late as February 2011, in a piece calling her a ‘rose in the desert’. Asma al-Assad, Vogue panted, was ‘glamorous, young, and very chic—the freshest and most magnetic of first ladies’. She was ‘a thin, long-limbed beauty with a trained analytic mind who dresses with cunning understatement’, Joan Juliet Buck wrote, her household was managed on ‘wildly democratic principles’. The elegant president’s wife who stirred fondue while Vogue had fits ended up a Lady Macbeth to her husband’s cruel regime. 


	The couple may have thought of themselves as reformers, but they were reformers who did not reform. While Asma al-Assad was first lady, the prisons were ever full of her husband’s political opponents. The torture chambers saw their regular quotas of victims. Murder was the sustaining element of the regime. And Asma breathed not a public word of restraint, never issued the smallest rebuke, never indicated her own disquiet with the killings and the mass surveillance of the society in which she lived. Seeing the ten-foot-high posters of her husband, venerated as a living god by the state, on every building or wall large enough to hold them—all of that seemed natural to her. 


	Her husband the president, who told Vogue he studied eye surgery ‘because it’s very precise, it’s almost never an emergency, and there is very little blood’, never modernised his country, never led a good government, never improved lives in Syria. Instead, he headed a regime which washed all of Syria and its neighbours in a great tide of blood, a tide which has not receded for thirteen terrible years.


	They lived in a presidential palace in Damascus that was so filled with beautiful and expensive things that it took some time, when the regime fell, to be looted. When Assad fled Syria in 2024, the palace was emptied of Asma’s pretty dresses, all of them expensive, and things like embroidered chairs and curtains. Burly bearded men carried dresses wrapped in plastic and tissue paper out of the front doors of the palaces. Who knows whether they intended to give the dresses to their wives, or to sell them on a market that may now see a glut of taffeta and silk.


	New people wandered the corridors of more than one palace. In another of them, high in the hills above Damascus, they found a fully equipped gym and two hot tubs, separated by a few feet. One is never enough for a dictator and his family. Nearby, in the presidential garage, curious reporters were shown dozens of cars of different makes and models, all for the use of one family and their staff, in a country where millions died in a civil war, and the minimum wage is about $12.50 per month.


	The family photo albums were not taken to Russia when the dictator and his family fled to Moscow. They were poured over with some interest. Many of the pictures showed Assad posing in his underwear, or in speedos in swimming pools. There were so many of those pictures that Syrians started referring to Assad not as the Giraffe, but as Abu Kalsun, the ‘Father of the Underwear’.


	These palaces were within a short drive, almost within sight, of the prisons filled and the torture chambers busy. Within sight of the mass graves now being discovered, their horrors unearthed. A photograph of Assad blacked up, in fancy dress, at a party. Not far from the prisons, not far from the mass graves.
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	For dictators, terrorism always has its uses. The attacks of September 11, 2001, were among the best things that ever happened to Bashar al-Assad. On that day, jihadist terrorists from the al-Qaeda network flew airliners into buildings, striking at the heart of the United States in attacks that killed 2,996 people and disfigured the New York skyline. In one morning, for Assad, the past was forgotten—the slate wiped clean. Assad, like many of his neighbours, fell over himself to condemn the attacks on America. Assad’s allies in Hezbollah, a Lebanese political party and militia, had committed acts of terrorism across the world, including the murder of hundreds of Americans. But luckily for Assad, 9/11 was the fault of someone else. The United States was in shock, and reacted with snap decisiveness to the attack it had suffered. Within a week, Afghanistan and its Taliban government were in America’s sights. That is where Osama bin Laden, leader of al-Qaeda, had his bases and his training camps. That is where the United States would fight first.


	Syria could watch and wait. Assad could duck and cover. Very soon, Iraq, governed by Saddam Hussein, was also under American suspicion. Iraq was accused by America of developing a nuclear weapons programme, and of being an ally and helper of bin Laden and al-Qaeda. For Assad, this was a tricky situation. The governments of Iraq and Syria had long hated each other, but now the two were getting closer. Syria and Iraq shared some financial ties. Smuggling between the two countries was very profitable. But Saddam had been a great rival of Assad’s father. Syria had fought against Iraq as part of the world coalition in the 1991 Gulf War. Iraq was an enemy, and it would, in theory, be good for Assad to see his enemy weakened.


	Since Bashar al-Assad had come to power, his government had also grown increasingly close to Iran, which was the greatest enemy of Saddam. Iran and Iraq had fought a very bloody war from 1980 to 1988. Iran was the sponsor and backer of Hezbollah, which together with Syria dominated and occupied Lebanon. Inside Syria, the regime portrayed the upcoming invasion of Iraq as a Jewish-American plot to destroy the Muslim world. Assad opposed the Iraq invasion publicly, too. But to the Americans, however, Assad said that he was a sensible man, a man they could do business with—unlike that lunatic tyrant Saddam. ‘I am not Saddam Hussein’, Assad told Time magazine in 2005. ‘I want to co-operate’.
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