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        If “we are what we eat,” cooks have not just made our meals, but have also made us. They have shaped our social networks, our technologies, arts and religions. Cooks deserve to have their story told often and well.
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          A History of Cooks and Cooking
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            Starter

         

         Knife and fork in hand? Napkin on your lap?

         Ready or not, please be patient for just a while longer. First there’s going to be a short introduction.

         Before we move on to the main menu, I’ll tell you the story of how I almost became a cook myself. In my early twenties, I had just graduated from university when I went to see some friends in Copenhagen. One thing led to another, and a few days later I found a job there washing the dishes at a Mexican restaurant in the city centre. It was under the table, of course, but in four days I earned as much as my mum did in an entire month as a teacher in Poland. That helped me to tolerate the burned fat, the smell of which I could never wash out of my clothes or skin, and the crappy decor. At our restaurant you were constantly tripping over a cactus, and on the walls there were fake Colt holsters and sombreros on hooks, which at least one of the tequila-sodden customers would try to steal every single night. The way into the dining area was through xivsaloon doors that were straight out of a Western; the kitchen was the only space with doors that could be closed.

         And a good thing, too. Better for the clients not to know what went on in there.

         There, over the cooking pots, cigarettes dangling from their lips, stood the chefs—all of them from Iraqi Kurdistan. They’d been drafted in by the owner, an Arab, who cruised about town in a swanky new BMW. He’d bought the place from an ageing Canadian who’d grown tired of owning a Mexican restaurant in Copenhagen. I don’t know how much he paid for it, but business was booming.

         There were six chefs in total, and they all had their hands full from dawn to dusk. None of them had ever been to Mexico, and I suspect that if you’d handed them a map, they’d have had trouble pointing it out. I don’t think any of them had ever been a chef before, either. But they were taught how to make burritos and fajitas, how to fry chicken Mexican-style, and how to add a small squirt of sauce to the tacos in a way that made it look as if they’d added lots. So they worked away, frying and squirting. The customers loved the food, and that was all that mattered. “There’s no work in Iraq,” the chefs would tell me, as if they had to explain themselves.

         They taught me to smoke marijuana before starting work. “Otherwise it’s unbearable,” they’d say as they blew out smoke. They taught me to count to ten in Kurdish. They also taught me a few swear words, including the rudest one, which had something to do with your mother.

         I spent the entire day working three dishwashing machines and scraping burned chicken out of the large pots by hand. In the rare spare moment, I tried to tame a rat that lived on the garbage heap by offering him scraps; I got this stupid idea from a movie. Luckily, the rat was cleverer than I was and wisely kept his distance.xv

         The Kurds were great co-workers; they planned my future career for me. “We’ll teach you to cook,” they promised. “You won’t have to wash dishes all your life.”

         That’s what I, too, was hoping. So I learned to make burritos, fry chicken, and squirt sauce on the tacos exactly as they did.

         Until one day my mobile phone rang. Someone had told the owner of another restaurant about the guy who was willing to work off the books. The other owner wanted to make me a better offer. This time I’d get as much as my teacher mum in Poland earned in a month in three days instead of four. Plus I’d be promoted to assistant cook. Without a second thought I said adios to the Kurds. Two days later I was putting on a black apron and taking up my post by the gas stove in a small but popular restaurant just off Nørrebrogade, one of the city’s main arteries. This time there were two of us manning the kitchen: the owner, whose name was August, and me, Witold, his assistant.

         August was half-Cuban and half-Polish, but he’d been raised in Chicago and didn’t know a word of either Spanish or Polish. He’d spent most of his life working as a cook on cargo ships. The restaurant was meant to provide his pension.

         Until the clients appeared, you could talk to August quite normally, but as soon as the lunch hour came—and out of our eight tables, let’s say six were occupied—the devil got into him. The pans would rattle, the plates would fly, and August would scream. He’d hurl vulgar abuse at all his staff, with his wife bearing the brunt of it; she ran the bar and was also his business partner.

         “August,” I finally declared, after the latest of these outbursts, “if you speak to me that way once more, I’ll fling my apron to the floor and be out of here.”

         August just smiled.xvi

         “Witold, I’ve worked in the kitchen all my life. I know who I can and cannot shout at.” Seeing the amazed look on my face, he added, “We work together all day long, just the two of us, in forty square feet. I may yell at you, but you’re the last person I want to pick a fight with.”

         So his fury was controlled! At that point it occurred to me that he could have been a diplomat just as well as a cook. It was the first time I’d seen how crafty and cunning chefs can be.

         Once the situation in the dining room settled down, August’s blood pressure would come down too. Then he’d tell stories about the sea; he’d spent half his life there, and he missed it. His tales were full of dolphins, whales, storms, and solitary yachtsmen whom he’d passed in his huge ship. There were tropical islands and frozen Greenland; the whole world was there. When we were free from customers, August became a wonderful, warm, intelligent guy with a great sense of humour. Then the diners would come back, and he’d go nuts again.

         I observed his mood swings for several months. Every day we cooked together, and I helped him to come up with the dishes for a new menu. It was like magic: I felt as if we were painting the Mona Lisa together. One day August chilled a bottle of the strong stuff. We sat in the kitchen until late at night, while I chopped the vegetables and meat, and he used them to make ever more fanciful creations.

         But there the comparison with painting ends. Leonardo didn’t have to paint his Mona Lisa over and over again, seven days a week, but we churned out the dishes from August’s menu dozens of times a day.

         August taught me how to hold a knife without cutting myself and how to take bread out of the oven without burning myself. He xviitaught me to cook steak and how to make salad and a great cream of leek soup. He even taught me what stance to adopt in the kitchen to make it easier to stay on my feet all day.

         He also taught me that if there were any fancy fruits left on the plates after the Sunday brunch we were famous for—raspberries, for instance, or lychees, or Cape gooseberries in their papery brown cases—we should give them a rinse and put them on the next customer’s plate.

         “They’re too expensive to throw out,” he explained, seeing the horrified look on my face.

         Until one day all eight of our tables were occupied in five minutes flat, and there was still a line of people standing in the doorway. August couldn’t keep it in check.

         “You fucking idler!” he yelled at me. Evidently, his fury was controlled to only a limited extent. “What are you gaping at? Go get the rolls!”

         Too late—my apron was on the floor.

         A few days later August called me and even said something that sounded quite like “sorry.” Not that he had any special sympathy for me; I was just a low-cost worker, and it was in his financial interest to get me back.

         But I hadn’t the least desire to weather his mood swings again. I got a job driving tourists around Copenhagen in a rickshaw. Six months later I went back to Poland and became a journalist.

         But I never forgot how fascinating cooks can be. They’re poets, physicists, doctors, psychologists, and mathematicians all in one. Most of them have an unusual life story; it’s a job where you have to give your all. Not everyone is suited to it, as my own example shows.

         For many years as a news reporter, I wrote about social and xviiipolitical issues. I never thought of working as a cook again, though I never stopped being interested in chefs. Then one day I saw a movie by the Slovak-Hungarian director Péter Kerekes called Cooking History. It was about army cooks, and it featured Branko Trbović, who was the personal cook of Marshal Josip Broz Tito, the absolute ruler of Yugoslavia.

         He was the first dictator’s chef I’d ever encountered. A lightbulb went on in my head.

         I started wondering what the people who cooked at key moments in history might have to say. What was bubbling in the saucepans while the world’s fortunes were in the balance? What did those cooks get a glimpse of as they were making sure the rice didn’t dry out, the milk wasn’t scalded, the chops didn’t burn, or the water for the potatoes didn’t boil over?

         Other questions soon occurred to me. What did Saddam Hussein eat after giving the order for tens of thousands of Kurds to be gassed? Didn’t he have a stomach ache? And what was Pol Pot eating while almost two million Cambodians were dying of hunger? What did Fidel Castro dine on while sending the world to the brink of nuclear war? Which of them liked spicy food, and which preferred mild? Who ate a lot, and who just picked at his food? Who wanted his steak rare, and who liked it well done?

         And finally, did the food they ate have any effect on their policies? Or did any of their cooks make use of the magic that comes from food to play a role in their country’s history?

         I had no choice. There were so many questions to be answered that I had to find the actual chefs who’d cooked for the dictators.

         So off I went in search of them.

         This book took almost four years to complete, in which time I xixcrossed four continents, from a godforsaken village in the Kenyan savannah to the ruins of ancient Babylon to the Cambodian jungle where the last of the Khmer Rouge were in hiding. I shut myself away in the kitchens of the world’s most unusual chefs. I cooked with them, drank rum with them, and played gin rummy with them. Together we went to the market and haggled over the price of meat and tomatoes. Together we baked fish and bread and made sweet-and-sour soup with added pineapple and goat-meat pilaf.

         I had a hard time persuading each of them to talk to me. Some of them had never recovered from the trauma of working for someone who could have killed them at any moment. Some had served their regime loyally and to this day refuse to betray their secrets, even the culinary ones. And some simply didn’t want to dredge up unpleasant memories.

         I could write another entire book about how I persuaded them to open up to me. In the most extreme case, it took more than three years. But I managed it. I came to know twentieth-century history as it was seen from the kitchen. I learned how to survive in difficult times. How to feed a madman. How to mother him. And even how a well-timed fart can save the lives of more than a dozen people.

         I found out where in the world dictators come from. At a time when, according to a report issued by the American organisation Freedom House, forty-nine countries are ruled by dictators, this is vital information. What’s more, the number keeps rising. Today’s climate favours dictators, and it’s worth knowing all we can about them.

         So once again: Knife and fork at the ready? Napkin on your lap? All right, then.

         Enjoy your meal.xx
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         The first time I saw Brother Pol Pot, I was at a loss for words. I was sitting in his bamboo hut in the middle of the jungle, gazing at him. And I was thinking: what a beautiful man!

         What a man!

         I was very young then, so don’t be surprised that’s what I was thinking, brother. I was there to report to him on how people were feeling in the villages I’d passed through on my way to his base, and I was waiting for him to speak first. But he didn’t say anything.

         Finally, after a long time, he smiled gently at me. And at once I thought, what a beautiful smile he has!

         What a smile!

         I couldn’t focus on what we were meant to be talking about. Pol Pot was very different from all the men I’d ever met before.

         We met in the jungle, at a top secret base for Angkar, the organisation we belonged to. In those days everyone still called Pol Pot Brother Pouk, which in Khmer means “mattress.” For ages I wondered why he had such a strange nickname. I asked several people about it, but no one could tell me. 2

         Many months later, one of the comrades explained to me that he was called Mattress because he always did his best to calm things down. He was soft. And that was his strength. When other people argued, he’d stand in the middle and help them to reach an agreement.

         It’s true. Even his smile was gentle; Pol Pot was pure goodness.

         We had only a very short conversation that time. And when we were done, his adjutant took me to one side and said that Brother Pouk badly needed a cook. He’d had several, but none of them was right for him. So he asked if I’d like to give it a try.

         “Yes,” I said, “but I don’t know how to cook.”

         “Surely you know how to make sweet-and-sour soup?” asked the adjutant, amazed, because it was the most popular soup in Cambodia.

         “Give me a pot,” I said.

         And when he took me to the kitchen, I found that I knew perfectly well how to make that soup. You get some Chinese long beans, sweet potato, pumpkin, marrow, melon, pineapple, garlic, some meat—chicken or beef—and eggs. Two or three. You can add tomatoes, too, and lotus roots if you wish. First you boil the chicken, and then you add sugar, salt, and all the vegetables. I’m afraid I can’t tell you how long you have to cook it for, because we didn’t have watches in the jungle and I did everything by feel. I think it’s about half an hour. To finish, you can add some tamarind root.

         I also knew how to make papaya salad. You cut the papaya into very small pieces and then add cucumber, tomatoes, green beans, cabbage, morning glory, garlic, and a dash of lemon juice. 3

         But the first time I made it, Pol Pot didn’t eat it. Only later was it explained to me that he liked it prepared the Thai way: with dried crab or fish paste and peanuts.

         I also knew how to make mango salad, how to bake fish, and how to roast chicken. Clearly as a child I’d watched how my mother did the cooking. Brother Pouk didn’t expect any more than that. I was fit to be his cook.

         I went into that kitchen and stayed there until nightfall. I made the lunch, then the supper; then I tidied up and washed the pots and pans.

         And that’s how I became Pol Pot’s cook. I was very pleased that I could help. I wanted to stay at the base for the revolution. And for him, gentle Brother Mattress.
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            One day, President Saddam Hussein invited some friends onto his boat. He took along several bodyguards, his secretary, and me, his personal chef, and we set off on a cruise down the river Tigris. It was warm—it was one of the first spring evenings that year. At the time we weren’t at war with anyone, everyone was in a good mood, and Salim, one of the bodyguards, said to me, “Abu Ali, sit down, you’ve got the day off today. The president says he’s going to cook for everyone. He’s going to make koftas for us.”

            “A day off …” I smiled, because I knew that in Saddam’s service there were no such words. And because there were going to be koftas, I started getting everything ready for the barbecue. I minced some beef and lamb and mixed them with tomato, onion, and parsley, then put it in the fridge so that it would stick to the skewers well later on. I prepared a bowl for washing one’s hands, lit the fire, baked some pitta bread, and made a tomato and cucumber salad. Only then did I sit down.

            In Iraq every man thinks he knows how to barbecue meat. He’s going to do it even if he doesn’t know how. And it was the same with Saddam: people often ate the things he cooked out 8of politeness; after all, you’re not going to tell the president you don’t like the food he has made.

            I didn’t like it when he got down to cooking. But that time I thought to myself, “It’s almost impossible to ruin koftas.” If you have the meat ready, you squash it flat onto the skewer, press it with your fingers, then place it on the fire for a few minutes, and it’s done.

            The boat set off. Saddam and his friends opened a bottle of whisky, and Salim came into the kitchen for the meat and salad.

            I sat and waited to see what would happen next.

            Half an hour later, Salim came back carrying a plate of koftas. “The president made some for you too,” he said. I thanked him and said it was very good of the president, broke off a bit of meat, and wrapped it in pitta bread. I tried it and … felt as if I’d burst into flames!

            “Water, quick, water!”

            I threw a glass of water down my throat, but it didn’t help.

            “More water!”

            It was no good. I was still on fire. My cheeks and jaw were burning, and there were tears pouring from my eyes.

            I was terrified. “Poison?” I thought. “But why? What for? Or maybe someone was trying to poison Saddam, and I’ve eaten it?”

            “More water!”

            Am I still alive?

            “More water.”

            I am still alive … So it’s not poison.

            But in that case, what was he playing at?

            It took me a good quarter of an hour to wash down the spicy flavour.

            That was my first encounter with Tabasco sauce. 9

            Saddam had been given it by someone as a gift, but because he didn’t like very spicy food, he decided to play a joke by trying it out on his friends. And on his staff. Everyone on the entire boat was running around pouring water down their throat, while Saddam sat and laughed.

            Twenty minutes later, Salim came back to ask if I’d liked the food. I was furious, so I said, “If I’d spoiled the meat like that, Saddam would have kicked me in the butt and told me to pay for it.”

            He did that sometimes. If he didn’t like the food, he’d make you give back the money. For the meat, the rice, or the fish. “This food is inedible,” he’d say. “You’ve got to pay fifty dinars.”

            So that’s what I said, never expecting Salim to repeat it to the president. But when Saddam asked him how I’d reacted, Salim replied, “Abu Ali said that if he’d made something like that, you’d have kicked him in the butt and told him to pay for it.” That’s what he said, in front of all Saddam’s guests.

            Saddam sent Salim back again to fetch me.

            I was scared. In fact, I was terrified. I had no idea how Saddam was going to react. You did not criticise him. Nobody did that: not the ministers, nor the generals, let alone a cook.

            So off I went, terrified, annoyed with Salim for repeating what I’d said and annoyed with myself for mouthing off so stupidly. Saddam and his friends were sitting at the table, on which were the koftas and some open whisky bottles. Some of the guests had red eyes; evidently, they’d eaten the Tabasco-flavoured koftas too.

            “I hear you didn’t like my koftas,” said Saddam in a very serious tone. His friends, the bodyguards, the secretary—everyone was looking at me. 10

            I was getting more and more afraid. I couldn’t suddenly start praising the food; they’d know I was lying.

            I started thinking about my family. Where’s my wife right now? What’s she doing? Are the children home from school yet? I had no idea what might happen. But I wasn’t expecting anything good.

            “You didn’t like them,” Saddam said again.

            And suddenly he started to laugh.

            He laughed and laughed and laughed. Then all the people sitting at the table started laughing too.

            Saddam took out fifty dinars, handed them to Salim, and said, “You’re right, Abu Ali, it was too spicy. I’m giving back the money for the meat I wasted. I’ll cook you some more koftas, but without the sauce this time. Would you like that?”

            I said yes.

            So he cooked me some koftas without any Tabasco. This time they were very good, but I tell you, it’s impossible to ruin koftas.

         

         1.

         Wide streets, along which are hundreds of bombed-out houses that haven’t been rebuilt and military checkpoints every few blocks. Canary-yellow cabs flash by, because here Baghdad insists that it’s New York, and every cab must dazzle you with the colour of ripe lemons.

         After almost two years of searching, my guide and interpreter Hassan has found Saddam Hussein’s last living cook for me. His name is Abu Ali, and for many years he refused to talk to anyone 11about the dictator, because he feared the vengeance of the Americans. It took Hassan a good twelve months to persuade him to talk.

         Finally he agreed, but not without imposing conditions: we won’t walk around the city, we won’t cook together, and Hassan and I won’t be able to visit him at home, though that’s what I’d asked for. We’ll just shut ourselves in my hotel room for the next few days; Abu Ali will tell me everything he remembers, and that will be the end of it.

         “He’s still afraid,” explains Hassan. “But he’s very keen to help,” he quickly adds. “He’s a good man.”

         So we’re waiting for Abu Ali to arrive, and Hassan is boasting that he has escorted journalists from every country, on every front of every Iraqi conflict, from the American invasion to the civil war to the war against ISIS, and none of them has so much as broken a fingernail. To make sure I don’t become the dishonourable exception, Hassan won’t let me even cross the street on my own.

         I don’t believe him when he says the city is unsafe: right next to my hotel there’s a Jaguar automobile showroom, and a little farther on, a large shopping mall. The place is swarming with policemen and armed security guards.

         “I know everyone’s smiling and friendly,” says Hassan. “But don’t forget that one per cent of them are evil. Truly evil. To them, a solitary journalist from Europe is an easy target. You’re going nowhere, I repeat, nowhere without me. Even together we’re not going anywhere except in a licensed cab.”

         And he adds that only a few years ago foreigners here were kidnapped by the dozen. They were usually released as soon as the company that employed them paid a ransom. But not all of them came back. 12

         And I am a freelancer. There won’t be anyone to pay for me.

         In spite of all that, you can’t cheat nature. I’m simply not capable of sitting still, so as soon as Hassan goes home to his wife, I slip out for an evening stroll around the district where I’m staying. I pass a few mosques, some clothing stores, and people selling mazgouf, a local fish, which they bake on huge bonfires. I go into a nearby café for ice cream. I talk to a man selling sheep; he breeds them specially for the end of Ramadan, the holy month of fasting. I behave just as I would in any other country, on any other trip. Hassan shouldn’t exaggerate, I think to myself.

         Late that night I go back to the hotel and spend a long time writing up my impressions of my walk. I go to bed well after midnight.

         Two hours later I’m woken by a tremendous bang. Soon after that I hear sirens. The lights and the Wi-Fi in my hotel are out.

         Not until morning do I learn that a few hundred yards from my hotel a suicide bomber has killed more than thirty people.

         2.

         The next day Hassan is more than two hours late. Following the attack, police control has been tightened throughout the city, and as a result the traffic is frightful. Luckily, Abu Ali’s late as well. We’re waiting for him in the hotel lobby.

         “This life is ghastly. You never know when and where the next bomb will go off,” says my guide, sighing. “Since Saddam was deposed, everything’s been plunged into chaos. Lots of the former army officers and secret policemen have joined paramilitary groups, and eventually ISIS. Now the Islamic State is weak, but only just over a year ago it looked likely to threaten Baghdad.” 13

         Many of the cities in Iraq are off-limits. I wanted to see Tikrit, for example, where Saddam was raised, but Hassan warns me that it’s very dangerous.

         “You have to have a guide who’ll pay the hit squads that control the city,” he says. “But even then there can be problems.”

         We’re interrupted by Abu Ali’s arrival. A jacket over a turtleneck. White hair, a small paunch, and an extremely amiable smile. We greet each other Iraqi-style: a handshake and a kiss on both cheeks. It flashes through my mind that for years, the hand I’m shaking fed one of the twentieth century’s most notorious dictators. But we haven’t the time to celebrate this moment. Abu Ali is uneasy. He doesn’t want anyone to see him giving an interview or to ask who he is, for a foreigner to be recording a conversation with him. So we go and get a large jug of fresh orange juice, some water, an ashtray, and some snacks. Then we take the elevator to the third floor, and there we draw the curtains. I switch on the Dictaphone.

         
            I was born in Hillah, not far from the ruins of ancient Babylon, but when I was a teenager, my parents moved to Baghdad, where my father opened a small grocery store, and one of his brothers, whose name was Abbas, opened a restaurant. The restaurant wasn’t far from our house, so I used to go there almost every day. I liked the place, and when I was about fifteen or sixteen, I asked Abbas if he’d give me a job there.

            Abbas put me in the kitchen. I learned to make the most typical Iraqi dishes, including shish kebab, kubbah, dolma, and pacha. Shish kebab is pieces of meat marinated in garlic and other seasonings, grilled on the fire, and served with rice or in a sandwich. Kubbah is meatballs made with 14tomatoes and bulgur wheat, served in a soup. Dolma is meat mixed with rice and wrapped in a vine leaf. Pacha is a delicacy—a soup made from a sheep’s head, with its trotters and parts of its stomach added. You boil each of these items separately. You must cleanse them carefully, now and then skimming off the fat and the scraps that float to the surface. You use the skin of the stomach to make a little pocket, which you stuff with finely diced pieces of meat. You cook the pacha on a very slow flame, with hardly any seasoning, at most a little pepper, salt, lemon juice, and vinegar. Finally, you mix the three broths produced by boiling the head, trotters, and stomach, add the pocket stuffed with meat, and it’s ready to serve. The greatest delicacy are the eyes.

            My cooking was very successful. The customers liked me, and I liked my work. But after a few years I realised there was nothing more for me to learn at my uncle’s restaurant, nor was I ever going to earn more there. I wanted to buy a car. So I decided to get a new job.

            I read in a newspaper that the Baghdad Medical Centre, the city’s largest hospital, was looking for a chef. I applied. At the interview, they asked me only one question: Did I know how to cook rice for three hundred people?

            Did I know how? I’d been doing it every day for the past eight years!

            I was hired. I bought a car, but after a few years in the job that stopped being enough for me too. I started looking around for something different. I found a well-paid position at a five-star hotel and was just about to start when suddenly I was called up for the army. 15

            I found myself in Erbil, a city in the north of Iraq, where the population are all Kurds. At the time they were staging an uprising, led by Mullah Mustafa, one of their top leaders.

            Instead of starting a new job at a hotel, I went to war.

            3.

            The fighting against the Kurds took place mainly in the mountains. I was sent there with a rifle. I wasn’t happy about it. I was twenty-six years old, I had nothing against the Kurds, and I certainly didn’t want to get killed in a war against them.

            So I told my commanding officer that in Baghdad I’d been a cook and that I was far better at cooking than shooting. They had thousands of soldiers but not many good cooks. The officer spoke to another officer, who spoke to someone else, until it turned out that Mohammed Marai, one of the commanders, had been complaining about the food. He didn’t have a chef, and an adjutant was cooking for him.

            Marai immediately ordered me to come and see him at the front. He had major problems with supplies: the peasants had abandoned their villages, and there was nowhere to get food.

            So every day, while our men were fighting the Kurds, I got in a car and drove to Erbil—two hours each way—because that was the only place where you could buy anything. It was very dangerous. The Kurds could have fired at me at any moment.

            Cooking something that tasted good on a field stove was close to impossible. I struggled for several weeks, until I timidly asked Marai if I could live in Erbil and cook normal meals there, in a normal kitchen, and bring them out to the front.

            Marai agreed that it was a very good idea. 16

            So I moved to Erbil, and every day a driver took me to the front and back. I’d pour Marai some soup, serve him salad, heat up the meat, and sit outside the tent—often with bullets flying past overhead. Was I afraid? No. You get used to the idea that you could die at any moment. You focus on where to get a chicken or a fish for the next meal, rather than on death.

            Until one day my military service was over. I said goodbye to Marai and the rest, and then I was taken in an army car to Mosul. From there I caught a train back to Baghdad. Just like that. You board a train, and you come home from the war. It was extraordinary, and many years later, when I was already working for Saddam, I was still amazed that we could get into a car in safe Baghdad and a few hours later be in a war zone, where people were being killed.

            Unfortunately, there was no job at the hotel waiting for me. But one of Marai’s adjutants suggested to me that if I wanted to work at a hotel, I should apply to the Ministry of Tourism. “They employ cooks for all the government hotels throughout the country,” he said, and gave the name of a friend of his who’d be able to help me.

            And that was how, only two months after the war, I ended up at one of the government palaces—the Palace of Peace—taking a special course for chefs.

            4.

            Navarin is a dish of lamb with cherry tomatoes and potatoes boiled in broth. It’s delicious. I can still remember the day when one of the teachers showed us how it’s made. It was a great discovery—that you can cook lamb, our national meat, 17in a different way, not just by the only method I had known about before.

            There were two teachers, John from England and Salah from Lebanon. John taught us about meat and European cuisine, and Salah taught us to make desserts and Arab cuisine. We learned how to make chicken roulade, chocolate mousse, sponge cake, and quiche.

            I completed the course with the highest grade of all the students. Instead of sending me to a hotel, which was my dream, the teachers said it would be better for me to stay at the school and teach introductory classes for the next group of students. I also worked as a cook for the Ministry of Tourism.

            I ended up on a team that included the best cooks in Iraq. We worked for all the official delegations: government ministers, parliament leaders, presidents, and kings. The king of Jordan came on an official visit, and soon after the king of Morocco came too. I was very excited, because until then I’d only cooked at the hospital, at the front, and at my uncle Abbas’s restaurant. I could hardly have expected to progress from working at those places to cooking for kings!

            But often I had no idea whom I was cooking for. Being a cook is a bit like being in the army: better not think too much; just carry out the orders.

            Until one day my colleague, whose name was Nisa, and I were given an unusual task: our bosses told us to make the finest cake we possibly could. We worked on it for two days and two nights. We joined sponge cakes with cream to make a square, each side of which was six feet long. Then we made a vertical structure, nine feet high. And onto this frame we built ancient Mesopotamia. We carved the old ruins out of 18sponge cake and made rivers out of marzipan, as well as trees, palms, and animals out of fruit. We decorated the top with an almond flower, and right at the centre we made a waterfall out of coconut shavings.

            Two days later we saw our cake on television.

            And there, cutting it himself, was President Saddam Hussein. It was his birthday cake.

         

         5.

         While we’re waiting for our next meeting with Abu Ali, Hassan kills time by telling me about aliens.

         “You can laugh, I’m used to people not believing me. But they really do exist. And they really are interested in us. They fly here to watch us. I am one of very few people who can see them. At every battlefield I’ve been to, I’ve seen them standing off to one side, watching what we’re doing.”

         “Are they friendly?” I ask sceptically, because I have to ask something.

         “Yes. They know I can see them. They saved my life several times. They feel for us. They don’t want us to get killed or to kill each other.”

         It crosses my mind that someone could write a great story about this man who has seen so much evil that in order to get his head around it, he has started seeing aliens. But I’m soon reproaching myself: maybe he really does see them, and it’s just me, with my stupid rationality, who refuses to believe him. From now on I agree with Hassan, whatever he says.

         But I’m not here to learn about aliens. So I say, “Tell me about Saddam.” 19

         “He was a real son of a bitch,” he says, shaking his head. “He was born near Tikrit, and that has always been a city of thieves and smugglers. They’ve always been proud that the great Arab leader Saladin was born in their city too. Saddam was raised to worship him, and he probably had too much faith in the idea that he was the next leader of the Islamic world. Maybe that’s why he ended up as he did: whatever was going on, he believed that Allah was guiding him. But even so, his career was incredible. His father abandoned his mother when she was pregnant. In an Iraqi village, where to this day medieval rules apply, that must have been very hard for them.”

         Saddam Hussein’s biographers would agree with Hassan: from the start of his life Saddam had to be the strongest. After her divorce from his father, his mother, Sabha, formed a relationship with a man known as the Liar; apparently, he tried to convince people that he’d been on the pilgrimage to Mecca, though everyone knew it wasn’t true. The Liar wasn’t rich—he had one donkey and two or three sheep—so he thought up a plan for his wife’s son to help him increase his property. Instead of sending the boy to school, he taught him to steal. “There are stories of him stealing chickens and eggs to feed his family, others of him selling watermelon on the train which stopped in Tikrit on its way from Mosul to Baghdad.”*

         On top of that, the Liar was always humiliating the boy, forcing him to dance and hitting him for no reason.

         Saddam would have ended up as a petty thief if not for his uncle Khairallah Talfah. This well-read, politically minded man from Tikrit took Saddam to live with him, despite having a small flock of children of his own. At his uncle’s house Saddam learned that there was another world beyond the Iraqi village. And although his new 20guardian’s horizons were not particularly broad either—he sympathised with the Nazis and even wrote a pamphlet titled Three Whom God Should Not Have Created: Persians, Jews, and Flies—it was his influence that awakened Saddam’s curiosity about the world. 

         A few years later, when his uncle was arrested for taking part in an anti-government plot, Saddam had to return to his mother and stepfather. But he had come to regard Khairallah’s children, especially his son Adnan, as his best friends. His uncle had shown him what it meant to have a family.

         Saddam would be grateful to him for a long time to come.

         
            6.

            It all began quite innocently.

            One of the waiters, whose name was Shah Juhani, told me I was to report to a palace on the outskirts of the city, near the airport. He said they had extra work for me there.

            I didn’t give it any special thought, because now and then I had an extra commission at the ministry. Sometimes a foreign minister arrived, sometimes an entire delegation, and sometimes we had to make candy for someone’s birthday. So I went along without thinking what they’d require of me this time. Someone let me in through the gate, and someone else checked that I wasn’t carrying a weapon. On the spot I was greeted by a man named Kamel Hana. He shook my hand and said, “Abu Ali, you need to know that I work in President Saddam Hussein’s security. I’m taking you to see him.”

            “Sorry?” I said. I thought it was a joke. 21

            “I’m taking you to see President Saddam Hussein,” he repeated, very solemnly. “Everything that happens and everything the president says is confidential.”

            I couldn’t believe my ears. I’d been working at the ministry for several years, but I’d never met anyone who cooked for the president. How had I suddenly got here?

            I had to sign a special confidentiality agreement forbidding me to tell anyone anything about what I would see in Saddam’s house. It said that if I broke this promise, I would incur the penalty of death by hanging.

            It all happened at the speed of lightning. Less than ten minutes after I had entered the palace, I was standing in front of Saddam.

            Only later did I put the pieces together. About six months earlier, my bosses had asked me to write up a résumé, listing all the people I had ever worked with and the names of my family members. I also had to bring in a certificate from the police stating that I had never been convicted of anything. The police had been to see my father and Abbas and had asked questions about me—what I’m like, whether I can drink without causing trouble or getting into a fight, whether I’d had contact with foreigners, Kurds, or religious radicals or been in trouble with the law. And finally, whether any customers had ever complained that I’d poisoned them. The police had also been to the hospital and talked to my friends.

            At the time I thought it was normal procedure; because I was cooking for kings, they had to ask about that sort of thing, in case it turned out I was crazy.

            But they were already grooming me to be the president’s chef. It had all been carefully prepared many months in 22advance—except that I’d had no idea about it. Saddam liked things to happen by surprise. Then he had the advantage.

            But I didn’t know that yet. That day I suddenly found myself standing before the president.

            “So you’re Abu Ali?” he said.

            “Yes, Mr. President,” I stammered.

            “Excellent. Make me a tikka.”

            I bowed and went to the kitchen.

            7.

            Kamel Hana came to the kitchen with me. It turned out that his father had been Saddam’s chef too; although he was still working, he was about to retire, and I was to replace him. That was to happen a few months from now, but the president’s other cook was sick, and because Hana had already vetted me thoroughly, he’d decided to fast-track my appointment.

            He accompanied me the whole time and told me about the place and about working for Saddam, while I made tikka: you chop the meat into very small pieces, add salt and pepper, skewer it as for small kebabs, and cook it over an open flame. I made a tomato and cucumber salad to go with it. Half an hour later it was all ready, and Kamel took it to Saddam. Twenty minutes after that he came back. “The president wants to see you,” he said.

            A cook always feels awkward talking to someone who has just eaten his cooking. And imagine how he feels if that person is the president of the country!

            But Saddam was pleased.

            “Thank you, Abu Ali. You really are a very good cook,” he 23said, though tikka isn’t a complicated dish. And he gave me an envelope with fifty dinars inside. Nowadays that would be almost $150.

            “I hope you’ll agree to come and work for me?” he asked.

            And I bowed and, without hesitation, said, “Of course, Mr. President.”

            Could I have refused Saddam? I don’t know, but I preferred not to try.

            8.

            That was how, instead of going to work at the hotel of my dreams, I ended up in the president’s kitchen.

            We called the place where Saddam lived “the farm.” A residence was being constructed there, but it was before the time when he had all those huge palaces. It had very large grounds, which did include a real farm, where some people from Tikrit raised hens, goats, sheep, and cows. Zijad the butcher and his four assistants slaughtered a lamb and several chickens each day so we could have fresh meat. There were date palms, a small vegetable garden, and a little lake where we could catch fish when Saddam felt like eating mazgouf—grilled fish, which he loved.

            It was a very nice place.

            There were six cooks—the smallest team I had ever worked on. What’s more, two of the cooks spent the whole time working for Saddam’s wife, Sajida, who was also his cousin—the daughter of his uncle Khairallah Talfah. One of those cooks was named Shakir, and he had been the head cook for the previous president, al-Bakr. Saddam hadn’t fired him but probably didn’t 24fully trust him, so he and a second cook, Habib, worked for the First Lady. I saw them only once every few weeks.

            Sajida had her own residence. She suspected her husband of having affairs, but because he was working all the time, he was hardly ever at home, so she knew nothing for sure. Anyway, she was annoyed with him all the time. Whenever she could, she travelled about the world on major shopping trips.

            The four other cooks, including me, worked on two shifts, one day on and the next day off. The cook who worked with me was Marcus Isa, a Christian from Kurdistan. And Kamel Hana liked me very much and often came to see us. From them I learned that the fifty-dinar tip I’d been given the first time I made tikka for Saddam was no fluke. They told me that if he was in a good mood, Saddam wanted others to be happy too, and then he’d hand out money left and right. If you make something he likes on one of those days, you’ll get a reward, they said.

            Marcus and I divided the tips fairly, fifty-fifty. If I got extra money, I gave half of it to my co-worker, and he did the same for me.

            So a large part of working for Saddam involved sensing if he was having a good day, and then we’d cook something he particularly liked. And on the other days we’d keep out of his way. No, I wasn’t afraid he’d harm me. But on a bad day, if he didn’t like the taste of something, he might insist that I give back the money for the meat or the fish to the administration bursary. It happened often. He’d eat something, decide it was too salty, and summon me to his presence.

            “Abu Ali, who the hell adds that much salt to tikka?” he’d ask. Or to an omelette, or okra soup, which was one of his favourites. It didn’t matter what the dish was; he’d ask that 25question about the salt, but without giving me a chance to reply, he’d snap, “You’ll repay me for it. Kamel, make sure he pays fifty dinars.”

            He was usually wrong; he just made a fuss when he was having a bad day. But I had to pay. Marcus and I even made jokes about it. Whenever the phone in the kitchen rang and we were told one of us must go and see the president, before picking it up, Marcus would shout, “Fifty dinaaaars!”

            But a few days later Saddam would be in a better mood, and remembering that he’d docked money from my salary, he’d say to Kamel Hana, “Our Abu Ali made a wonderful lentil soup today. He added just the right amount of salt. Give him back the money you took from him the other day, and throw in another fifty dinars.”

            Those soups were probably identical, but that’s what Saddam was like. You never knew what to expect from him. One day he’d take; the next day he’d give. At the end of the month I was always ahead of the game, getting more than my salary.

            Twice a year we were given a set of new clothes made specially for us in Italy. We were also given clothes for the kitchen—aprons, hats, and caps—and two suits with vests. Saddam sometimes took us abroad with him, so we had to look good. Once a year a tailor from Italy came to the palace and measured everyone who worked for Saddam, then made clothes for us all at his workshop and sent them by air.

            And once a year—you’ll envy me—once a year Saddam bought each of us a new car. Each year a different one: among others I had a Mitsubishi, a Volvo, and a Chevrolet Celebrity. On that day the administration took away the keys to our old cars and gave us the keys to the new ones. Nobody asked you 26about it; you just came to work, and when you left, there was a new car parked in the garage.

         

         9.

         To understand Saddam better, I’m meeting with Hassan Yasin, a doctor from Iraq who lives in Istanbul. We’re sitting in one of the cafés on Istanbul’s famous stiklal Avenue, and Yasin is showing me a picture of himself as a seven-year-old, handing Saddam a bunch of flowers.

         “He visited my school,” he says. “My mum was the deputy head. It was a great honour; I couldn’t sleep for a whole week. At the time I didn’t know much about him yet; to me he was the man from the TV and the banknotes.”

         A few years later Yasin’s mum fell into disfavour with Saddam’s regime for criticising the war against Kuwait in a private conversation. A distant relative, who was an officer in the security services, warned her that she was going to be arrested, so she took her two sons and some essential items and left for Turkey in a hurry. They escaped without telling her husband, who was a member of the Ba’ath Party and a great admirer of Saddam’s.

         “I never saw my father again,” says Yasin. “They suspected him of having known about our escape in advance. Apparently, he started to drink heavily. He died a few months later, officially in a car crash, but I think he was killed by the Iraqi secret services.”

         “And why do you think Saddam rose so high?”

         Yasin has a ready answer to that.

         “He was ruthless. He modelled himself on Stalin; he liked to read biographies of him. He thought like a chess player, several 27moves ahead. From the moment he entered politics, he never took a single step backwards.”

         Saddam was also famous for his cruelty. The Ba’ath Party made him head of its security apparatus. He was in charge of the torture of its political opponents and of purges within the party. He used to beat the prisoners with a rubber hose filled with stones. Or stick a glass bottle in their anus and smash it by kicking them.

         “My father always spoke of Saddam’s services with the greatest respect,” says Yasin.

         The secret police that the dictator founded was named Jihaz al-Haneen, “Instrument of Yearning.” All its members were recruited from the al-Tikritis, Saddam’s clan.

         “That was how he guaranteed himself loyalty,” explains Yasin. “In Iraq your clan is sacred. Saddam was in charge of torture, but meanwhile he was very quietly building his position within the party. That was something else he’d learned from Stalin, who knew how to concentrate a vast amount of power in his own hands without flaunting it. People were surprised when, after Lenin’s death, Stalin turned out to be stronger than Trotsky. Saddam adopted a similar tactic. By the time people realised how much influence he had, it was too late to bar his way.”

         In 1968, the Ba’ath Party took power for the second time in its history. A distant cousin of Saddam’s, Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr, became president. And at only thirty-one years old, Saddam became vice president of Iraq. He was responsible for the purges: In 1969, dozens of Iraqi Jews were executed. That same year the army brutally crushed the Kurds.

         From 1970 to 1972, Saddam fought against the Shi’ites.

         In 1974, the purges included communists and other—more or less legitimate—enemies of the Ba’ath Party. 28

         Saddam didn’t just kill and torture. He also took to heart the idea that “full bellies don’t foment revolution” and considered how to fill the Iraqis’ bellies well enough for them not to want to overthrow the Ba’ath Party. He decided to nationalise Iraq’s entire crude oil industry. From then on, the money derived from oil extraction would go not to Western companies, as in the past, but into the pockets of every Iraqi.

         “The diabetic president Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr was no more than a figurehead by then,” says Yasin.

         In 1977, Saddam replaced the top army commanders with his own supporters.

         Two years later he took full control.

         
            10.

            When I started the job, Iraq was at war with Iran. We were often at the front. Saddam went there in an ordinary military vehicle, but if he wanted to stay the night somewhere near the front, he slept in a camper van. There was no question of any great luxury.

            Those trips reminded me of my days in the army. I’d arrive at work in the morning, and someone—usually Kamel Hana—would say, “Pack up. We’re going to the war.” So I’d pack. If there was an hour or more before departure, I’d prepare some of the food so I’d have less to do on-site. Out there we cooked on a field stove, and that’s much harder. I always did my best to have at least the rice ready in advance.

            We’d drive there and Saddam would go visit the soldiers. I’d remain at a slight distance, set up the stove, and finish the 29cooking I’d started earlier. Or I’d light a bonfire to cook tikka, or koftas, or fish.

            The president wanted to show that he cared about his soldiers so much that he cooked rice for them in person. We’d have a pot of rice that I had parboiled earlier. We’d set up the stove, and Saddam would finish off cooking the rice and then pour on the sauce, also prepared by me. But Saddam would always start chatting to an officer or posing for pictures—he loved being photographed—and he often burned the rice. Or he’d talk non-stop while sprinkling a whole kilo of salt into the pot. And then he’d serve the burned or over-salted rice to the soldiers. They had to eat it; after all, the president had cooked it for them.

            We had a special pot for those outings: a large one with a very thick bottom so the rice wouldn’t burn. Even so, every few trips we had to replace it.

            If Saddam was going straight to the front, they’d drop me off a mile or two away, and I’d cook there. Once I had everything ready, I drove the food to the front, just like when I was in the army.

            It could be dangerous. One time Saddam was visiting a unit that had won a skirmish about fifteen hours earlier. Suddenly, out of the blue, the Iranians counter-attacked. Khomeini had convinced them that anyone who was killed in the war would go straight to heaven, even if he hadn’t been religious in the past, even if he hadn’t observed the rules of Islam at all. So they attacked with extreme fury, because they were angry with Iraq, and they believed that if they were killed in battle, they’d wake up in heaven. They screamed and ran at us pell-mell. 30

            Everyone panicked. Some of the soldiers started firing, but some—including me, to my shame—ran for their lives. I threw away my cooking pot and ran off. I was sure they were going to kill us on the spot.

            All sorts of things are said about Saddam these days. For instance, they say he was lily-livered and never fought in any war as a soldier himself, but just sent others out to war.

            But I saw Saddam in a situation where everyone else fled. Including me.

            He stayed put.

            Once the danger had passed, I went back with my head down. Saddam was standing in the same place where I had last seen him, discussing the situation with the soldiers. He didn’t even glance at me or at the other soldiers who had run away. I heard that some of them were later executed. I don’t know if that’s true. I had no problems. I set up the cooking pot again; the fire was still smouldering, but the rice was on the ground. I had to start cooking all over again.

            I told Marcus what had happened, and he said, “You did very well, Abu Ali. You’re not there to save the president. He has bodyguards for that. Our task is to do the cooking. If you’d tried doing something else, you might have done it badly.”

            He was right.

            11.

            Almost as soon as I started working for the president, I met his wife, Sajida. As I’ve already said, they were permanently at odds, and on the whole Sajida avoided him. But Saddam wanted me to learn to make his favourite soup—fish soup 31from Tikrit—and Sajida knew exactly how to make it the way they’d had it in childhood, at her family home.

            So she came to the farm and told me what ingredients to prepare; then she came to the kitchen, and we stood over the pots together.

            It’s an unusual soup, familiar only to people from Tikrit; I’ve never tasted anything like it, before or since. Saddam called it “thieves’ fish soup,” because apparently Tikrit’s local thieves used to make it. We use the oiliest fish, gattan, for this soup. But I know you can make it with other fish, salmon or cod. First you cut it into inch-long pieces; then you coat it in flour. You put some onion and a dash of oil at the bottom of the pot. You fry the onion, then place a layer of fish on top. You sprinkle it with parsley. Then you add a layer of tomatoes. Then a layer of dried apricots. Then tomatoes again. Then fish again. Then a layer of almonds. Then fish again.

            As you arrange the layers, it’s important for the onion to remain at the bottom. And for the soup to include garlic, parsley, almonds, apricots, and tomatoes. You can also add a few raisins.

            Then you wait until the water from the fish and vegetables you’ve added has evaporated. When you hear a hissing sound, which means there’s no water left, you pour hot water from the kettle over it all, until you’ve covered the top layer.

            After pouring in the water, you cook it for another fifteen to twenty minutes. Finally, you can add a little turmeric.

            That’s the soup Sajida taught me to make.

            Nowadays, apart from her, I’m the only person on earth who knows how to make it the way Saddam Hussein liked it.

            You’re the third. 32

            12.

            All the president’s top bodyguards and officials were from Tikrit. Even the people who did the shopping for the palaces, even the members of the dance troupe that he sometimes took with him when he went on a tour of Iraqi cities. They were all from Tikrit, and most of them were closely or distantly related to Saddam.

            Apart from the al-Tikritis, as they were called, Saddam trusted Christians too. Except for me, all the kitchen staff were Christians, mostly from the north of Iraq, from Kurdistan. I was the only Muslim, and I didn’t have a connection to Tikrit. Perhaps I really am a pretty good cook, because I can’t find another reason for them to have employed me there.

            Those al-Tikritis were not good people. I remember his bodyguards: Habib, Saad, Naser, Abdullah, Rafat, Ahmed, Isma, Haji, Akram, and Salim. I remember his secretary, Abd Ahmud. You wouldn’t want to meet any of them on a dark night.

            The bodyguards had their own kitchen, which we called “14,” because that was the number you called to reach their cooks, but sometimes they asked us to cook something for them.

            I had to refuse. The president’s cook was the president’s cook; I was to cook for the head of state, his family, and guests only, and not for the bodyguards or anyone else on the staff. Just as you don’t wear the president’s shorts or shoes, and you don’t drive his car, you don’t eat his food made by his cook. Those were the rules, though sometimes, when they saw that I was making something good, they tried to persuade me to 33give them some. They wouldn’t tell anyone, and we should support each other, they said.

            But I always stuck to my guns. Rules are rules.

            Then they’d get angry, start swearing, and I could see they weren’t the sort of people you could make friends with or whom you could trust.

            Saddam’s sons, Uday and Qusay, were horrible too, especially Uday. Once he was driving his car through the city when he spotted an attractive girl who was walking hand in hand with a soldier. He stopped the car and kidnapped her, while his bodyguards took away the soldier. Uday had his way with the girl, and soon after she committed suicide. Her fiancé was shot.

            Uday could kill with his bare hands. If any of his staff did something he didn’t like, Uday would beat them up himself—usually with a metal stair rod. It happened to one of his cooks, for instance, a man I knew; Uday didn’t like the food he’d made, so he beat him unconscious.

            Both Uday and Qusay often spent time at our palace. Whenever I ran into Uday, he’d look at me in a way that told me that if his father weren’t protecting us, he’d kill us all.

            The only good person in the entire al-Tikriti family was Saddam. I don’t know how he survived among them.

         

         13.

         Abu Ali is busy for the next few days, so I gather my courage and set off to see southern Iraq. Saif accompanies me as my guide. He’s from the Basra area, twenty years old, with a trendy beard and an even trendier haircut; he makes his living as a tattoo artist and is 34a real Baghdadi hipster, though—like any hipster—if you ask him about it, he strenuously denies it.
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