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			Introduction

			The Four Horsemen have tracked us into modern times: War, Pesti­lence, Famine and Death.

			Recently, our focus has been on one Horseman in particular. Pestilence bolted to the front of the group for a while, but no single Horseman is ever alone for very long. The other three are always catching up, so they can press forward together. If we need a reminder of how they ride, one of our greatest artists envisioned them for us long ago, and his image holds true and strong today. Four Horsemen, compressed into a single image, as a single group, galloping into our field of vision. In Dürer’s extraordinary engraving, we see them all as they thunder past, full of detail we can relate to. Rough hands gripping bridles and weapons. Heavy nails hammered through strong hooves into iron horseshoes. Under storm clouds and across hard ground, the riders always come. We have other, newer threats to our humanity – the damage we do to our own planet foremost among them – but the Horsemen represent the most ancient of all dangers. This is a work about how we take them on in our own time – one by one, and as a company – and what it will take to stop them.

			If the Horsemen have a leader, it’s War, on the blood-coloured horse, setting the pace. War leads the company to the battlefield and into the devastation beyond. Into fractured cities, where sides are taken and retaken, and millions of people are trapped, besieged, dispossessed. Multiple combatants, an infinity of different forms, crashing against each other; no room for neutral ground; no firebreak to reduce the ferocity of the fighting; nowhere for those who try to negotiate, to treat the wounded, to save the children. In a world where the rider of the red horse has ended the first age of neutrality, it is up to us to envision and realize something to replace it, a second age of humanitarianism for everyone.

			The Horsemen ride in our world, and in the world we cannot see. Pestilence draws its power from the microbiological universe all around us, and we usually think of it as a carrier of singular plagues. Fighting one of them can be, as we are still finding out, an all-encompassing process. But disease is only one of the forms taken by Pestilence that threatens us. We’ve been living in the first age of antibacterial therapeutics, and we’ve been drawing on this resource carelessly. While we haven’t been paying attention, bacteria have been learning to fight back, enabling the evolution of a higher form of Pestilence. It’s not a new species; it’s a new superpower. Bacteria have developed and refined the mechanism of microbial resistance against everything we use to defend ourselves from infection. The first age of antibiotics is ending much faster than it needs to, because War makes it so much worse. War tears open our cities and smashes medical infrastructure, clearing the way for Pestilence, making space for it to thrive. In this form, Pestilence may move more slowly than a viral pandemic, but it is inexorable. The second age of antibiotics will need to be much longer than the first, and one where both doctors and patients learn to take care alongside every medical prescription and treatment.

			Famine is also finding new forms and powers in our time. Its agents flourish in the landscapes we are degrading as part of our destruction of our planet. We’ve reached a point where we can choose either a new age of sustainable intensity in our agriculture, or desertification. Desertification is the easier option, achieved with less clean water, more polluted soil, and irregular temperatures and weather patterns. And by other means: by War. City battlegrounds are barren. Food is scarce, unaffordable and dangerous to forage. The hungry children that live there quickly become sick children. The outcome is the wasting and stunting of families and nations. The Horsemen are once again riding together, bearing the unbearable, as they have always done. War, always slightly ahead, erodes the capability we have to deal with the agents of Famine or Pestilence, whether by its destruction of laboratories, the exile of microbiologists and agronomists, or the burning of sentinel fields.

			When all the smoke and the thunder have cleared, there is always one last Horseman for us to contend with. Death is often seen as a consequence of the actions of his fellow riders, but he is there separately for a reason. Death has a unique view of us, and he often sees us confounded by his presence, particularly when the earth shakes under our feet and kills more of us than we could ever imagine. Death makes his challenge to surviving humans, and they fail it when they falter and turn away, abandoning their dead to chaos. Death understands that no human can truly live if they cannot find the means to turn back, to face him, and come to terms with their dead.

			And in our own time, I think we should look beyond the original frame of Dürer’s image, out into the wider landscape, to envision a new, unfamiliar point, where the Horsemen have suddenly been forced to a halt, all four of them, jostling too close together, reins pulled tight, sweat slick on the backs of their mounts, hooves scrabbling and slipping. In their way stands a line of human beings, holding fast, no matter how hard the ground beneath their feet or how dark the storm raging around them. We recognize some parts of the line already, from the work done against COVID-19, the latest weapon used on us from the arsenal of Pestilence. This is only one part of our much greater enterprise. Work is already well underway against all the Horsemen – a first and enduring response that builds on our ingenuity and commitment. This is a line held by human beings who are determined, almost infinitely varied, and interlinked, and we might miss them if we are only ever looking at one Horseman at a time. I can’t show you the whole line, but I can show you some of the people who stand in it, and, hopefully, from there, we can understand their interconnectedness. To engage the Horsemen, we need to learn something simple from them, from the outset: we do our best work together.

			Because it’s the work I know best, I’ve started with a single historian, perhaps the bravest there has ever been, who stayed behind in ISIS-occupied Mosul and placed his life in daily peril to bear witness to horror. He is a historian-activist now, as all good historians should be.1 The oldest city on Earth also sends beekeepers to the line, and architects and builders and teachers, who are putting up scaffolding, piecing together fragments of thousand-year-old carved minarets, and who seek to build a future from the foundations of the past, no matter how hard they are shaken. Of those in the line wearing lab coats to work, there are stewards of antibiotic resistance, charming and yet firm, nineteen of whom are the volunteers who walked around Damascus in 2017 encouraging pharmacists to spread the word about careful antibiotic use. There are 3,000 newly born humans and their families, who have held faith with scientists and participated in the world’s largest research study of neonatal sepsis, and who will save more lives than any of them can imagine. There are professors of mycology who have loved studying moulds and mushrooms since they were eight years old, and who know that fungi are fascinating and dangerous in equal measure because of the damage they can do to our food supply, as well as to some of the most beautiful and defenceless animals around us, and to humans, when we are at our most vulnerable. Next to them stand agronomists, who have to come to the line via a long track down from the high Andes, where they have been taking pressings of wild potato species, dropping off samples at an herbarium-cryopreservation lab that saves potato DNA and is using it to create new crop varieties to feed people across our planet, and maybe even beyond. There are vaccinators, and those who seek to make their work easier with technological or statistical infrastructure. There are immunologists and geneticists who work with weight and height scales, who spend much of their time measuring the too-thin arms of wasted and stunted children, and those who work to restore what’s been lost to these children before it’s too late. There are peace negotiators from Finland. There are demography specialists, who’ve come from catastrophes where they’ve been counting the living and the dead, who’ve been there long after donors of aid have left, sitting on fold-up chairs with clipboards on their knees, creating a space amid wreckage for survivors to answer their short, structured questionnaires, and doing it in such a way that those survivors will want to come to sit with them next year, and the year after that, and update them on their progress from survival to their life beyond. Anyone who has ever done a decent outcome study or written a really clear, focused report and made sure it is properly published is there, in the line. There are teams who deal with death in the worst of circumstances, led by forensic experts – some in hazmat suits, doing what we would expect them to do because we’ve seen the television series, and some in offices and meeting rooms – trying slowly and carefully to change how we think about justice and certainty, because they know that to stand for the dead is every bit as important as standing for the living, no matter where or how it is done.

			Perhaps one of the Horsemen breaks away to canter along the line, to see where it ends or to try to find a way through. But there isn’t a way through, because the line stretches all the way around the world, and it stands unbreakable in its common purpose. Human beings have come together in a global alliance to defend us all against our oldest, strongest enemies. They have chosen their work because they know it is urgent and necessary, but also because they find it fascinating and are enthralled by the potential it has to change lives. And their confidence in this shared purpose is our hope for a new age of humanity.

		

	
		
			WAR

			‘And there went out another horse that was red: and power was given to him that sat thereon to take peace from the earth, and that they should kill one another: and there was given unto him a great sword.’

			Revelation 6:4

		

	
		
			 

			War is used to being in front, because he has always set the pace on the battlefields and beyond. His first sight of a new line being built against him came in 1859, on the evening of 24th June, when the last engagement of the Second War for Italian Independence was fought at Solferino in Lombardy, between the army of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Franco-Piedmont alliance. Solferino was a proper nineteenth-century battle – light artillery, lines of infantry and cavalry – led by heads of state (a French emperor and an Italian king). It had complicated outcomes involving annexations of places hard to find on a map, and eventually resulted in Italian unification. In Europe, there was always fighting somehow, somewhere during the long nineteenth century, the Horsemen usually reaping their rewards. Solferino wasn’t much different, except that in attendance was a single individual, standing a little way off for safety, waiting for the worst to be over. He was wearing a lightweight, pale-coloured suit (that legend says was white). His name was Henri Dunant, he was Swiss, and that day he was there for business, to secure a meeting with the French Emperor to sort out a land-rights contract in what would be the new Italy.2

			Dunant had never been to a battle before, but even if he had, Solferino would have been beyond his expectations (it was technically a French victory, and is still commemorated in the name of a Metro station in Paris).3 Both armies had marched a long way to get there, and the soldiers were hungry, thirsty and hot, in heavy, dark-coloured uniforms. They had planned to engage somewhere more amenable to combat, but Solferino was where they found themselves, so fighting commenced. By the end of the day, having endured hot sun, heavy rain, poor visibility and a lot of tramping around on a dusty, then muddy, artillery-smashed plain, almost 50,000 soldiers lay dead or injured. There were no supplies, very few doctors, and even fewer with medical instruments. And they had no means of moving the injured, so the soldiers lay where they fell. In the final hours of the battle, Dunant could only stand so much of it before he stopped queuing up to see the Emperor and stepped out on to the battlefield himself, walking among the dead and wounded, stunned by the scale of the horror, bringing what little help he could and promising to return. The wounded, he would later remember, cried out all night. There was not a moment of silence in the darkness, human voices were everywhere, close and in the distance, hoarse and choking, screaming for water, for God’s mercy, for relief.

			At sunrise on 25 June, as he had promised, Dunant came back. During a single night, the man in the pale suit had conceived of a plan to support those who lived and who had died on the battlefield, and he had recruited teams of volunteers from local towns to carry out the work. Led by Dunant, they fetched food and water and whatever supplies they could get. They made stretchers – because, if one constant of all wars is the wounded, the other is that there are never enough stretchers to carry them away. They cobbled together hospitals in nearby buildings and cleared spaces and found tabletops where surgeons could work. They fetched in the casualties, carefully removed the tatters of uniforms, regardless of colour and stripe, and washed their wounds to prepare them for medical treatment. They brought paper and pencils and sat on the ground beside the casualties who were awake, leaning in to catch their names and writing letters for them to their families. They made sure the letters were reliably posted. They started a process to discover who was missing and if they could be found, who had been captured and where they were being held, and who could be identified with certainty as having died. Because the dying went on without stopping for days after the battle, they dug long burial trenches and carried bodies into them, covering them with a layer of earth deep enough to deter scavengers. They wrote lists of survivors and lists of the dead, to be delivered to officers from each combatant army, so eventually next of kin would know what had happened.

			On the third day of working on the battlefield without stopping, Dunant withdrew, exhausted. He would never get his meeting with the Emperor, and his business failed, but he accepted that his life had now become something else. If the Horsemen had expected the usual rich pickings on the battlefield at Solferino, they must have been disappointed. Civilians had come to battlefields before to help, but never like this, never organized to become something collectively responsible, working together. Dunant’s volunteers had become stewards of the outcome of the battle – not of its treaties and negotiations, but of the humans they found there, alive or dead. Stewardship is something particular. It requires the careful and responsible management of something entrusted to one’s care. It was as if the world (or at least Europe, which considered itself to be the world) had been waiting for people who could be entrusted with this work, so, when Dunant wrote his book, A Memory of Solferino, where he described what he had seen and what had been done, it was an instant bestseller.

			In the book, Dunant asked that, the next time the princes of the military art sat down to plan future wars, or negotiate borders or treaties that might not hold, they should agree something else as well, entirely new: a convention, inviolate in character, which would create the basis and principle for the societies of volunteers who seek to bring relief to the suffering of wounded combatants. These societies should be permanent – because Solferino had taught him that battles happen by surprise, in places where no one expects them – so they would be ready to move at a moment’s notice. And he asked, even though he already knew the answer, ‘Is there a military commissary, or a military doctor, who would not be grateful for the assistance of a detachment of intelligent people, wisely and properly commanded and tactful in their work?’4

			The world moved surprisingly fast to implement Dunant’s recommendations. Within a year of his book, in 1862, an International Committee for Relief to the Wounded had been set up in his home city of Geneva. In 1863, ten principles were agreed on and turned into a convention, with articles dealing with care and respect for wounded soldiers regardless of their nationality, enshrining and formalizing the principle of neutrality for medical facilities and personnel. It suggested the use of a red cross on a white background, so those giving care to the wounded could be easily recognized and their neutrality respected. In August 1864, a conference was held in Geneva, and most of the government representatives who attended signed up to the convention. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) came into existence, with its Geneva Convention as its foundation and guiding principle. The Convention’s opening article enshrined its concept of neutrality. It reads, ‘Ambulances and military hospitals shall be recognized as neutral, and as such, protected and respected by the belligerents as long as they accommodate the sick.’ All this was achieved in four years, and just in time for the outbreak of the battle for Schleswig-Holstein, part of the ongoing process of German unification. Both sets of combatants declared that they would respect the terms of the Convention (although it would take a while longer for the Red Cross symbol to catch on).

			In the centuries since Solferino, the International Committee of the Red Cross has grown into one of the largest of our world’s international non-governmental organizations. Although born of war, by the end of the nineteenth century it was also sending its detachments to aid those caught up in natural disasters (and, today, we associate it equally with both kinds of catastrophes). As it grew, it revised and expanded the Geneva Convention in 1929 and 1949. Most significantly of all, it broadened the definition of victims of war to include citizens living in conflict zones. Wherever the ICRC operates, perhaps the most remarkable thing about its mission is that it remains closely based on the prototype that Dunant conceived on the night of 24 June 1859, and brought into being the next day, at Solferino, with his volunteer detachments of intelligent people, tactful in their work. ICRC teams provide medical care for those at and beyond catastrophe. They keep lists of the living and the missing and the dead. They ensure reliable communication to those waiting for news, and they never give up looking for those unaccounted for until they know, one way or the other. They visit prisoners taken in war and report on their condition. They ensure the dignity of the dead and their burial.

			The Geneva Convention is at the heart of the ICRC, and neutrality is at the heart of the Geneva Convention. The Geneva Convention is the basis of international humanitarian law, so the ICRC is the steward and guardian of international humanitarian law. Many of the other humanitarian organizations in our world are guided by the same elements as the ICRC – humanity, independence, voluntary service, stewardship, universality, impartiality.5 But not neutrality. Neutrality, as a legal, principled state – Neutrality with a capital N – is the ICRC’s alone, and it makes them not just different, but unique. The organization that evolved after Solferino has assumed and operated with something that looks like significant power. Not quite a state, but almost.6 The ICRC sits among nation states, its staff write and negotiate and sign treaties – all because they have an entity enshrined in law, secured not by great swords, but by their neutrality. And it is this envisioning of themselves as essentially neutral that defines both the first age of humanitarianism and the age of modern warfare. We may have developed new military technology and tactics, but it is the presence of this separate party on the battlefield that has really changed things: neutral non-combatants, who are recognizable, and distinguishably separate from the combatants, and with inviolate principles to back them up and ensure they are protected and respected. The establishment of the ICRC has allowed us to think that war in the modern era is somehow slightly better than before, but neutrality has simply replaced chivalry in our delusions. War never gets any better – ask the Horsemen.

			There’s another principle established at Solferino that we need to remember: Dunant never asked for anyone’s permission. He saw, thought and came back the next day with a fully formed idea of what was necessary, and then he got it done. Dunant’s taking of the initiative to provide relief at Solferino was, like everything else he conceived, eventually formalized within the precepts of the ICRC. It claims the right of initiative – to send its services wherever it thinks they are needed, in whatever form, without having to ask permission or wait to be summoned by either side. In our time, it is rare for there to be two clearly discernible combatant sides, one against the other, with the ICRC as the non-combatant third party. In 2019, almost half the conflicts it was involved with had ten or more combatant parties, and, around the world, ICRC representatives were negotiating safe, neutral passage for its missions with 425 separate armed groups involved in warfare. It’s not that there can be no neutrality, it’s that, 150 years after the ICRC’s creation, neutrality has become a much more complicated principle. The concept of neutrality, and its application, is in transition. We do not yet know where it is going, but we need to find out, and the ICRC is the only organization on Earth capable of doing so.

			The second age of humanitarianism has already begun, and everything is much more complicated this time around. Just as we know the time and location that marked the beginning of the first age, we also have a date and a place by which to record the dawn of the second: 16 October 2016, at Mosul, in northern Iraq. In October 2016, the International Committee of the Red Cross, formally and in accordance with their Convention, was asked by the World Health Organization to provide trauma care for the civilian wounded in the fighting to liberate the city of Mosul from ISIS occupation. The ICRC declined. They had made no plans to come to the battlefield at Mosul, and would not be making any until the fighting was over. It was not the first time they had decided not to engage, but it was the first time in their history that they formally declared their non-engagement from the outset. And, at this moment, we see that, in addition to the right of initiative, there is a corresponding right of refusal, no matter how great the need, if the ICRC cannot secure for its teams a neutral space in which to work. Mosul presented no such neutral space. There were too few staff, in too much danger, in a complicated military situation, where they were unable to contact both sets of combatants equally to negotiate neutrality.7 For all that, it is their refusal that counts. The ICRC had created the legal concept of neutrality, and a new age of war and humanitarianism where it operated. Then they ended this first age, without knowing what would come next. This was the moment that a history begun in 1859 ended, and something else now needs to take its place – a new structure, that can account for human lives and all the complications there can be in trying to save them. We see this most clearly at Mosul, where everything changed.

			 

			In the beginning, there were three sites on Earth where humans gathered to live together, where the place evolved into more than the sum of its parts and became a city. Mosul is the only one to survive into our time, and the continuity of its occupation is unbroken. In its earliest form, it was known as Nineveh, capital of the Assyrian kingdom. It was huge, reckoned to have been eighteen miles by twelve miles, and densely built behind great city walls, full of resi­dences, some large enough to incorporate farms and parks and gardens, with the wide River Tigris flowing through its centre. The banks of the river are sloping natural terraces, and the line of the city follows them up and away into the distance. The western bank rises steeply, fifteen metres higher than the river, so the view from there has always been spectacular, and, whatever the century, it’s where people have built palaces. The river is too wide to be fordable, so the people who live on each side have had to build bridges to cross it, and the bridges have determined how it has grown, as have the small meandering tributaries that flow through and under the city.8

			Ancient Nineveh fell, in around 627 ce, with the defeat of the Persian army by the Arabs.9 The much smaller city that replaced it was named Mosul, but it was as it had always been, spread on both sides of the river, and its builders took carts out to the ancient ruins and brought back stone segments to be incorporated into their new construction. Mosulis kept gardening and farming on the soil inside their city, which had been kept fertile and productive by millennia of agricultural stewardship, and the city grew again. By 1100, Mosul was an Islamic city at the heart of the Islamic world. Halfway between Seville and Samarkand, it was a key stopping point along the Silk Road between Europe and Persia.10

			The Silk Road brought trade and pilgrims. Pilgrims, as the very first practitioners of the art of travel writing, toured the city, looking at its extraordinary buildings. Mosul’s palaces, built along the western bank of the Tigris, had prospects of the ancient ruins across the wide stretch of water, and balconies, terraces and windows from which to view them. Everywhere in the city, surfaces were layered with painted or mosaic embellishment, drawing on the traditions of calligraphy, geometry and mathematics which lay at the heart of the arts of Islam, covering every exterior – whether stone, plaster or tile; whatever material could be worked – especially those facades that could be seen above the surrounding, humbler rooftops. To see the work from the street, recognizing and marvelling at the interconnectedness of the forms, was a religious and spiritual act in itself.11

			Ibn Jubayr was one such writer, reaching Mosul on a pilgrimage from his home in al-Andalus in 1183. For all the rebuilding and recycling, there were still high ruins of ancient towers to be seen across the river – ancient now and ancient then – and he was impressed by the number of colleges and other public amenities. But most impressive of all was the newest mosque in the city, built only ten years before he got there, in 1172, and named al-Nuri after the ruler who paid for it. Ibn Jubayr’s pilgrimage memoir records that there were benches placed so visitors could rest for a while and overlook the river, and he noted that there was no nobler or more beautiful place to sit in the entire city. Rising high above him was the focal point, of both the mosque complex and the city itself: the minaret, the tower from where the faithful would be called to prayer.12 It was forty-five metres tall, soaring over the highest palace, which was the intention, and its architects had used seven separate bands of decorative brickwork around the tight circle of the tower. It left most of its visitors speechless, including Ibn Jubayr, who gave up trying to describe it, even when he went back to the final edit of his manuscript. He simply said it was the most splendid he had ever seen, and that its patron had also commissioned a finely built hospital at the foot of the tower.

			Meanwhile, in another part of the city, one of the world’s first great historians worked to record the life of the city and the Islamic Empire. Ibn al-Athir, like so many of his successors, saw history as a series of military engagements, and portrayed Mosul as a fighting, as well as a trading, power.13 Ibn Jubayr had also been impressed with the heft of the city, writing of it as ‘fortified and imposing, and prepared against the strokes of adversity’.14 Perhaps they had missed the real strength of the place: its resilience and its will to recovery. When war came again to Mosul, in 1261, courtesy of a Mongol invasion, the city was almost destroyed. But only almost. As soon as the dust had settled, building work resumed once again – great houses rather than palaces, this time, but some things never change: the pleasure of living with a river view; the employment of craftsmen on the cutting edge, to express both their skill and the wealth of the owner. For those who didn’t live in the new generation of mansions with terraces and balconies, there were picnics on the riverbanks – held to celebrate everything from New Year to birthdays to good weather and time off, whichever side of the city they lived on – and the seagulls, more poetically called ‘larus birds’ in Mosul, would squawk and swoop on everyone across the wide water.

			Meanwhile, Mosul was gaining a new identity as the City of the Prophets. Al Jubayr was among the first of many who came to see the tombs and monuments to religious figures who had lived and died in the city on the river. Public building works were going on almost continually in the medieval period to construct memorials for notable figures from across the monotheistic faiths. Younis (who Christians and Jews call Jonah) was said to be buried on the eastern bank of the river, and a mosque was built on the spot around 1365.15 Shrines and funerary monuments were built to the family of the Prophet Mohammed himself, mainly through the lineage of his daughter Fatima and her descendants, who were Mosulis. Others who had been prominent in the city and who wished to be associated with the holy family were also commemorated with monuments – including imams, political leaders, and the first ever monumental tomb for a historian, Mosul’s own Ibn al-Athir. Mosul became a site of pilgrimage and worship, a destination in its own right.16 And, high above it all, as ever, stood the minaret of the al-Nuri mosque.

			Although, not quite as it had been. Two centuries of hot, northern winds and strong sunshine had taken their toll on the seven bands of decorative brickwork. One side had swelled in the heat, compressing the other. Other towers might have fallen, but this is Mosul, so the minaret endured – with a distinct, not inelegant lean. When pilgrims and travellers stood at the foot of the tower and looked up, it was the lean they noticed and remembered, along with the name the locals had given it: the al-Hadba (the Hunchback). The Hunchback became part of the lives of the Mosulis, as did the mosaic of mosques and religious monuments that made up much of their city. There was no special district where these were located; they were part of the community, and closely integrated in daily life, scattered across the city like the pattern of its river’s tributaries. Those who designed mosques had always been flexible, fitting the buildings into whatever space was available among usually crowded urban streets. The space would be sacred no matter what shape it was, and, although a rectangle was preferred (for mausoleums and funerary monuments), many mosques were modular, blocked into courtyards and gardens with as much space as possible for the faithful to worship.17 Therefore, mosques and monuments were to be found among the narrow streets and crammed-in houses of ordinary Mosul residents, their architecture part of everyday street life, a reminder of faith that simply required the faithful to pass by, as resident or pilgrim, to read the text carvings on the part of the exterior that they could see – because reading is also recitation, and therefore an act of worship.18

			Centuries passed. The Silk Road lost its purpose and Mosul declined along with it, becoming a not-very-important component of the Ottoman Empire. There were fewer great public buildings constructed, but it was a new golden age for Mosul’s private houses in the Old City. Heat has always determined Mosul’s architecture, ever since humans first gathered by the River Tigris, because, although the river provided fertile soil and irrigation for farming, the city is hot and dry, with long sunny days, short mild winters and not much rain (and all of that is getting more extreme in our time). Violent dust storms blow in from the surrounding desert at least twenty times a year. As new houses were built on the foundations of the old, they were designed and made to manage temperatures, above all else. So, traditional houses from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century have basements and one or two floors above ground – no high-rises. They were built up close to each other, with high walls and only tight meandering alleyways between them, to scatter the strong winds and billowing dust. The private gardens and parks had disappeared into the suburbs outside the city, and the main external space for city houses was now a small courtyard, with a fountain, surrounded by plants in pots. Around the courtyard would be multi­functional rooms, with deep, strong basements used by the entire family to stay cool in summer. Thick walls blocked out the sound of the alleys close by, and ensured privacy for female members of the family. Canvas could be drawn across to serve as a roof over the courtyard, providing shade for family gatherings, and water from the fountain was used to wash down the walls and floor, to reduce the temperatures and dust. Mosulis felt a little safer, more secure in their buildings, as they almost always needed to. In the mid-nineteenth century, a British traveller came, as the pilgrims had before him, to visit the ancient ruins. As he looked at the city around him and saw the marks of inundations and earth tremors, and his local guides told him about recent plagues and famines, he saw that Mosul was not what it had once been, and noted in his memoir that ‘fewer cities have faced greater vicissitudes’.19

			 

			In 1918, in the aftermath of the First World War, Iraq was declared a British mandate, ending centuries of Ottoman control. Over the next century, Iraq gained independence, its own maps, and an economic boom brought by the oil industry. Mosul was now officially in north-western Iraq, the capital of Nineveh province, which shared a border with both Turkey and Syria, just a short journey across the desert. People flooded into the city from surrounding rural areas in search of jobs and money. Mosul became a hub again, with a road network and new bridges, but, as its population increased, its diversity was complicated by race, clan, sect, nationality and tribe. Social pressures increased significantly as new residents squeezed into every last square centimetre of the available housing. The great physical divide in the city itself also deepened. Those who lived on one side of the river, as they do all over the world, disparaged those on the other. The eastern bank came to be richer, better organized, with more recognizably modern buildings. The Old City, on the western bank, had become very poor, the place where newcomers stayed because they could afford to go no further, at odds with its image as the traditional, historical, cultural heart of the city. No one came to admire the view anymore.

			Some things never changed. In the 1940s, the al-Nuri mosque was renovated (badly, with lots of cheap cement patchwork) by the Iraqi government, but the Hunchback minaret was left high in its place in the Mosul sky, unrestored because it didn’t need saving. The lean was the same as thirteenth-century pilgrims had observed, it hadn’t got any worse, and the foundations of the tower were strong, as was its symbolic value – not just to Mosulis, but to all Iraqis in the young country. The al-Hadba stood for Mosul, for Iraq as a founding centre for all human culture, and the Iraqi national treasury had put its image on bank notes.

			In the 1970s, there was a conservation survey undertaken by the local Mosul government to evaluate the state of the Old City on the western bank. The aim was to produce an inventory of what was left and what was needed to save it. Nothing was ever done with the information. The inventory gathered dust in a council filing cabinet while the Old City was by turns neglected, demolished, vandalized or built over.20 The great nineteenth-century traditional houses were sublet into apartments, and, if their tenants were lucky enough, had air conditioning installed. If not, there were other, new kinds of public buildings which offered cool, dark places to get out of the heat, and space to dream. Mosul always had many cinemas, as soon as the medium was invented, scattered across the city, and, like everything else, no matter what the complications, the city’s history can be seen in their names: the Hammurabi (named after a Babylonian king), the Granada, the Seville, the Babylon, the Hadba (after the minaret), the Andalus, the King Ghazi, the King Faizal and the al Watan (the homeland).21

			In 1989, Saddam Hussein became Iraq’s fifth president. Mosul got carried away with oil money; redevelopment, road building and huge new engineering projects cleared key sections of the Old City, destroying more of its heritage than at any point since 1918. Iraq’s president and military also got carried away, invading Iran in 1980 and pursuing a fruitless, expensive war, which didn’t end until 1988. Then, in 1990, Iraq invaded Kuwait and was defeated by the US-led coalition. There followed a brutal decade of UN-approved sanctions, which prevented the sale of oil, and limited imports. The banknotes with the al-Hadba on them bought less and less, and the national infrastructure began to collapse. Once again, Mosul’s primary natural resource became its endurance. Factional pressures in the city increased steadily. Houses sublet into apartments became houses sublet by individual rooms. By the turn of the twenty-first century, the effect of sanctions was so dire, Iraqis called them ‘the siege’. Whether siege or civil war, these are fine distinctions, and unrecognized by the Horsemen, who thrive in either. Food, medical supplies, education – all became hard to come by in any quantity or quality, never mind finding an air-conditioned place in which to dream. Then came 9/11 and its aftermath. By the time of the second Gulf War, in 2003, all the cinemas in Mosul were gone.

			Along with so much else. The US army had headed for Mosul as their main point of engagement with the Iraqi army, and what was left of Mosuli local government was destroyed in the subsequent fighting. The city finally fractured, turning in on itself, sect fighting sect, clan fighting clan, district fighting district. Political and religious groups were founded and radicalized just to fight each other. ISIS had strong connections to the city, Mosul being the birthplace of one of its leaders, although it was always just one among many such groups. Gradually, what had started out as an invasion by a foreign power, and then became a civil war, slowed to become something less turbulent by 2010. Many of the more violent groups fled across the border to Syria, reassembling there with a new, extremist membership from across the entire region. But order was never really restored to Mosul, which staggered along, barely maintained by a contingent of Iraqi military forces and police; almost nothing worked. In 2011, Syria shattered into its own civil war, chaos spreading out again across the region, and the Iraqi religious radicals and the forces who had taken shelter there began to think about the short journey back through the desert towards home.

			Perhaps ‘fractured’ is too strong a word. No one ever quite gives up on Mosul, and, as local government resumed in the 2010s, conservationists stepped forward, seeing a chance to build a future that was mindful of the city’s past. One of them was architect Falah Al-Kubaisy. Al-Kubaisy sought ways for conservation to be a consideration in the legislative and administrative machinery in Mosul. He asked that the great old Mosuli houses that still stood should be protected, and he identified three likely conservation areas, in which there were thirty-four such houses. He had taken photographs and inventory of these houses, and he drew this information together with the city plans and maps and engineering reports. He presented these in meeting after meeting, building something like a consensus. Slowly, over several years, the city started to understand what had been lost, and what could be saved.22 There were conferences and articles, and Al-Kubaisy and his colleagues successfully lobbied the World Monuments Fund to put the al-Nuri mosque and Hunchback minaret on its watch list, as a start. First save the minaret, and then the city it watched over. Al-Kubaisy drew together all his papers into a book – a catalogue of the buildings he was fighting for. He used a skilled watercolourist to make images of the city on the riverbank, and threaded his book through with calligraphy from one of Iraq’s finest practitioners of this ancient art of Islam.

			After their success with the World Monuments Fund, the conservationists then persuaded UNESCO to agree to a project to stabilize the old medieval brickwork of the tower (easier to stabilize than fix). A visible sign of progress appeared when scaffolding was put up to the fourth band of decorative brickwork. An announcement was scheduled for early June 2014, with a launch for the project, all the relevant senior people booked to fly in to stand at the foot of the tower, press officers setting up the right angles to show the hunch of the Hunchback. But UN organization timelines tend to be long, because they are complicated logistically, and in the meantime ISIS, fresh and bloodied from their conquests at Ramadi, Fallujah, Tikrit and Baiji, had turned their sights on Mosul. The day before they arrived, there was a particularly violent dust storm, covering everything in the city. Such had been the fear of what was coming, the Mosuli Iraqi army and police forces had fled, abandoning the city to the choking dust and a relatively small ISIS force in 250 vehicles. On 5 July 2014, it was the ISIS leader in the city who stood beneath the minaret, and rather than announcing a conservation project to preserve it, a black flag was hoisted as they announced to the world that their caliphate had come.

			Although, in truth, it had not. By the time the black flag flew from the al-Hadba, ISIS was in retreat from the other territorial gains it had made in Iraq since 2011. For the International Committee of the Red Cross and the rest of the humanitarian world, defeat or victory meant the same thing. Millions of people were displaced across the region, fleeing from the horror. The temporary refugee camps they had set up in response were under severe strain. Communicating with the parties involved in the fighting was a hopeless tangle. ISIS had no formal means of communicating with non-combatants (because, to them, everyone was a combatant). In any case, not everyone in Mosul dreaded their arrival. Factions and sects used the new power base to their advantage. Alliances were made, sides taken, power shifted. Soon, the passengers of the 250 ISIS vehicles were joined by thousands of others in the city of their founder, forming long lines of traffic, accompanied by men with guns watching every building – and perhaps, in among them, Horsemen, knowing there would be rich pickings at Mosul, to be taken at their leisure. War, as ever, was clearing the way.

			 

			Beyond the men with guns, there were other watchers at Mosul. There are those in the line around the world, facing the Horsemen, who do their work by bearing witness. There are new ways to do this now, in the digital space on social media, where images and words can be instantly and globally shared. Because of its clear timelines, Mosul is the first and best place from which we can understand how these new primary sources may be used, and learn how to analyse their testimony, just as, over the centuries, historians have become used to accommodating rolls of parchment, and bad handwriting, and dense gothic fonts. In the city itself, moment by moment, to show its destruction and their fear, brave young men and women testified from where they hoped would be the safety of their deep basements or other hiding places. They sent out words mostly – not many of them, but carefully chosen – and images, when it was safe to take them, learning to rely on sluggish bandwidth, pausing only when the Wi-Fi was cut off by the Iraqi government in Baghdad who controlled the service, or when the ISIS patrol groups moved on, or when they could no longer charge their devices because the power was off across the city.23

			I chose one in particular to provide the primary source material for this work, because he is a historian, and I find the presence of historians in the line around the world such a hopeful thing. Because he is a historian, he tends to take a longer view than is usual on social media. Before the occupation, he studied the history of the Ottoman Empire, so he has a scholar’s broad understanding of the context of the past. He grew up in Mosul, and he and his family suffered as the city slowly collapsed into the vacuum that ISIS occupied with such ease. Because he was committed to watching, to seeing as much as he could, he called the blog he created to report on the ISIS occupation of his city ‘The Mosul Eye’. For almost two years, he stayed, and survived, and bore witness, and this was how his city and then the world came to know him. He posted his first message, in English, at 9.30 a.m. on 17 June 2014, to tell whoever was reading his posts which checkpoints were open and which were closed. Not much later, he would watch ISIS checkpoints being set up, their guards holding laptops they had brought with them from Syria, containing databases of the names of those they hunted in Mosul.

			And so the historian worked in the city of his predecessor, Ibn al-Athir. The Mosul Eye formally defined his work not just as bearing witness, but as recording history, on the afternoon of 17 June 2016, after the last points of escape in the city had closed:

			What I have witnessed today is very difficult to express in writing. There are lots of fabrications and false news that have been spread by media; however, they are contradicted by the reality on ground. My job as a historian requires [an] unbiased approach which I am going to adhere to and keep my personal opinion to myself. I will only communicate the facts I see.24

			He watched as ISIS foreign fighters flooded the city, noted their uniforms and languages. He watched them driving in new cars, and saw when their wives and families arrived. He told of how the black flags were flown on public buildings to draw Iraqi airstrikes away from ISIS bomb factories. He noted the paradox of the city being quieter, a certain kind of peace while everyone waited to see what would happen next, and he railed against those who had left them behind, who now sat in Erbil, to the east, the capital of the Kurdish Governorate, beyond ISIS reach, in safety. He listened to everything around him, and reported on rumours that ISIS was planning attacks on the monuments of the City of the Prophets, so he sought out proof. Within a week of total occupation, the historian crossed the city to witness the destruction and complete removal of the tomb of the other great chronicler of the city, Ibn al-Athir. Then, Mosul’s most famous tomb of all: ‘Prophet Younis shrine completely destroyed and the Assyrian remains underneath are in danger; expectation of Prophet Seth’s shrine bombing tomorrow; ISIS is in charge of the Museum now; Niqab was imposed on women today . . .’

			Then, day by day, tombs, mosques and funerary monuments were not just destroyed, but erased from the face of the Earth that had grounded them for so long in the City of Prophets. Every statue torn down, its remnants taken away and blown to shards. The carefully sited monuments and mosques, closely integrated with the narrow streets and tightly packed buildings around them, were now thoroughly and painstakingly obliterated, leaving behind only a footprint visible from satellites high above the Earth.25 We’re familiar with the destruction of Christian and Jewish sites in the city, because they were reported on global news outlets, but none of them were ever attacked with quite the same detailed deliberation as these many smaller sites, most only of significance to the local population. No images were uploaded for the world to witness. Only the locals saw what happened, watching as the heart was almost surgically excised from their neighbourhoods. And, because the historian tells us the dates and times very precisely, we know that this is what they did first. That their priority was to come to Mosul and, as an act of their faith, destroy, obliterate, terrify.

			Their next priority was to destroy the sects in the city whose faith didn’t match their own.26 In September 2014, the historian wrote of hearing how there was

			a massacre to happen soon to the Yazidi residents . . . especially that ISIS treats Yazidis by the principle ‘death or Islam’ without a third option. There is news too which says that ISIS had spread flyers which say that Yazidi residents don’t have any choice except ‘slaughter’. I must point out here that Al-Qaeda had committed terrible and awful massacres against Yazidis in the previous years which caused all the Yazidis to migrate from Mosul and they completely emptied it.

			And then: ‘Yazidis are forced to declare their “Islam” in order to secure safety, water and food to their children and families after they were left without any place to go, alone on the mountain.’27

			There were breaks in his transmissions, ‘due to technical and other security reasons’, but he kept working into the second year of occupation, with a renewed sense of the importance of keeping a record, working with others, conscious now of the scale of the brutality and of the need for it to be recognized somehow: ‘We put out this document for the United Nations, Amnesty International, Human Rights organizations, and to all whom it may concern and request to hold those criminals accountable for their crimes and consider those crimes war crimes according to the international law.’

			He couldn’t see everything that happened, but he saw pieces of the new, ugly mosaic that had become Mosul’s daily life. He saw the motorcycles that sped around the narrow alleyways of the city, constantly stopping, searching, snatching away people who never came back. He knew civil servants, from doctors to teachers, who showed up for work and tried to cover for colleagues who had fled. He looked at weather reports and saw the temperatures would rise, realizing that, with only intermittent power and very little water, Mosulis would struggle to keep cool, stay safe and would be forced to choose whether to use their water for drinking, washing or flushing their toilets. Eventually, the water purification system was destroyed, so there were even greater demands on income to buy it bottled, or to buy kerosene gas, which cost more every day, in order to boil pots on stoves. Drawing water from the Tigris, as humans in the river valley had always done, became dangerous, because ISIS snipers operated there constantly. Everyone felt the effects of dirty, insufficient water, and everyone saw the effect on children, in particular, who suffered skin rashes and scabbing from the waterborne parasites and their inability to keep clean.

			The historian was the first to describe the ISIS economy, based on the creation of a revenue stream from taxes on Mosulis. The (digital) banking system never quite collapsed, so public-service wages were paid by the Iraqi central government and then garnished by ISIS, who took a third off the top, in addition to other taxes levied across the city. There was a 10 per cent tax on all agricultural production, and constant, random, ever-increasing fines, and the penalty for non-compliance was death, so people had started selling off their property to somehow find the money. ISIS themselves needed funding for all the new vehicles in which they drove around the city, so anything that could be traded to fund the caliphate was sold: from museum artefacts to machinery in factories and utility plants. For anyone else in Mosul, unless they found favour in the caliphate, keeping out of their way and making a living became almost impossible, without basic services. This was life under the madness of a system that banned the manufacture of pickles – a local favourite and staple in times of food insecurity, that didn’t need to be kept in a fridge – because pickling juice might be used to make alcoholic drinks.

			Everywhere the historian went, he met the injured, or the families of the injured and of the sick, and heard how little could be done for them. Hospitals had been hit particularly hard. The radiological units were burned, along with the medical-waste facilities. Maternity units were shut down. Health workers, who continued to try to work, were forbidden to speak to persons of the opposite sex, and the Hesba morality police, who patrolled the streets, also roamed the hospital corridors to enforce the ruling. Female medics were briefly allowed to work in the hospital during daylight to treat female patients, but only if they wore thick black robes, and they were only allowed to lift the gauze covering their eyes to insert intravenous lines. Male medics were forced to grow long beards. There were no computers, televisions or mobile phones allowed in the hospital buildings, so every time someone was needed, they had to be fetched. Most of the relatively new medical school’s students had fled to complete their studies in Erbil, but a year’s worth had been left behind. From then on, their teaching modules were mostly what would elsewhere be called ‘austere medicine’. Increasingly, the city’s hospitals became field hospitals – not just because their kit and supplies were limited, but because most of their patients were injured ISIS fighters. Few of them spoke any language Mosuli medics understood. Some medics escaped, heading for the emergency medical teams elsewhere in the region, to help with the struggling humanitarian effort or to train those who had begun to prepare to battle for the city and its soul.28 Gradually, Mosul’s civilians learned not to go to what remained of their hospitals, and relied upon mostly private primary-health clinics, informal sources (medics hiding at home) and pharmacies.29 And, in the meantime, doctors were executed for violating the ISIS gender separation laws, or for showing reluctance to prioritize the treatment of ISIS fighters above their few, very sick other patients.

			And the historian noticed a very quiet but steady form of civil disobedience. Before ISIS, 80 per cent of Mosuli children went to school. During the occupation, this went down to 2 per cent, despite fines levied on schools and families, and threats to teachers who did not comply with ISIS orders. But families did not want to send their sons to attend classes using an ISIS-approved curriculum, including weapons training and physical fitness, with regular visits from ISIS press gangs. University and school buildings were all but abandoned, as staff and students stayed away. Although the historian never liked to see anyone miss out on educational opportunities, he observed that

			. . . ISIS is unable to force the students to attend their college; attendance is almost zero, and attendance is now exclusive to the academic staff appointed to the committees for rewriting the educational curricula at the main library building, and [a] very limited number of students, along with other students and graduates who visit the university for their paperwork. After 12.00 p.m., the university becomes empty of civilians and only ISIS fighters are seen scattered throughout the university.

			The historian and a group of his fellow citizen-journalists felt so strongly about what was happening (or not happening) that they produced a special report for the Mosul Eye blog, Education in Mosul Under ISIL’s Rule: Soft Resistance and Civil Disobedience, full of colour photographs of empty education buildings.30 For its cover, they used a photograph of a female student, purposefully off to school, in a pink cardigan, breakfast pastry in one hand and exercise books in the other. In the real city, such a sight was impossible. Girls had been excluded immediately from all aspects of public life in Mosul. The morality police went to Mosul’s clothing factories to ensure that only approved female clothing was being manufactured. Fleeing the city to protect daughters from forced marriages became a dangerous necessity as the first year of the occupation passed into the second, and children became adolescents, and ISIS came for them.

			[image: ]

			Early in the occupation, the historian heard talk that ISIS had gone to the oil refinery near the city and was planning something there. Once again, the rumours were right. ISIS ran what the UN environment agency would eventually call ‘artisanal oil wells’ – where they attached loading stations to pipelines to siphon off oil and sell it or refine it themselves. In June 2016, they set fire to eighteen oil wells outside the city, which burned steadily for nine months, thick black smoke darkening the skies around. Locals referred to it as the ‘ISIS winter’. The smoke brought toxic fumes and dust down alleyways and into homes and courtyards. ISIS set fire to anything that would burn, and the pollution leached into the Tigris, killing livestock downstream in the agricultural areas. Sheep suffered in particular, starved or poisoned as their fleeces were covered in soot and their grazing areas were devastated. Irrigation systems were destroyed so crops failed, except for a few which were sold or stolen. Summers under ISIS were hot, and the heat was made worse because the lack of electricity meant no air conditioning or fans, and the poisoning of the river limited its use as a cooling wash-down for dwellings. Oil from damaged wells flowed down the streets of settlements just outside Mosul, and leached into the ground, leaving behind a thick crust of something – no one was quite sure what.31 One of the world’s largest sulphur mines is to be found at Mishraq, a very short distance from Mosul. It’s more than a mine, it’s a ‘sulphur complex’ – mine, sulphuric acid processing plant, stockpiles of purified sulphur and adjacent waste piles. No matter what it was, ISIS set it on fire, and the resulting thick white toxic cloud floated 400 kilometres, to Baghdad and beyond, and the stream of melting sulphur flowed into a large canal that feeds the Tigris, and eventually down to the groundwater, along with the residues of the artisanally refined oil. Mosul was already suffering the effects of desertification before ISIS arrived, its water table sinking, the dry sand encroaching further and further into what had once been good, fertile arable land. Now, the valley that once cradled human civilization was almost beyond recognition – savaged and poisoned and bleak.

			The historian continued to walk around the city for hours at a time, to witness what, by then, he could only call ‘ISIS absurdity’. When he came home, he rested in a chair and lit a candle, preferring to use the scarce electricity to listen to recordings of Menuhin or Perlman playing Mozart’s Violin Concerto No. 3, or Mussorgsky’s ‘Pictures at an Exhibition’. The music reminded him that there was beauty to be found even among the ruins, and he dreamed of the day that Mosul would have an opera house, and a music and ballet school. He dreamed of sculptures spreading across the city, instead of rubble, of statues and monuments returning, a city of prophets and of art, and he reminded himself how, no matter what happened, he had fought back, with words and music and perseverance, mostly alone, with no idea who was listening. He wasn’t the only witness calling out from Mosul. Others were joining him, starting up their own blogs or uploading footage to YouTube, when they could, sometimes just a few minutes’ worth of film showing the larus birds flying and squawking over the Tigris, as they had always done, as they would always do, no matter who ruled the city.

			 

			Beyond the river valley, by the end of 2015, storm clouds gathered to the south and west. Territory was being shaken loose from the grip of the caliphate by a coalition of Iraqi and international forces. Everyone in Mosul, occupier or citizen, knew that they were next. The streets were almost empty, there was very little water, and ISIS violence grew more frenzied as they waited for what was now becoming the inevitable. Even the historian began to dare to hope:

			Get ready and dress up for your liberation, and have your razors ready, for ISIL and its beard will be taken off of Mosul, and we’ll decorate its streets with the flags of civilization and peace . . . The churches’ bells will ring again in Mosul, and we’ll sing the songs of peace out loud . . . We’ll never let the speeches of death and evil and the minarets of destruction rise up again in Mosul . . . We’ll replace the black flags with colourful ones. This winter won’t be cold. It will be warm with candles lighting up the churches and the streets.

			In posts written during the same week, he noted increasingly heavy airstrikes on the city, killing both ISIS and civilians – a warning that liberation would be, as it has always been, the last and bloodiest part of war.32 The airstrikes were a preliminary; the liberation of Mosul was to come by land, and its leadership would be local. Iraqi forces would be liberating Iraqi citizens and taking back control of an Iraqi city.33 But not on their own. They were supported by an integrated advise-and-assist network, primarily of US military forces, along with eighteen other coalition partners, including the UK, who provided force generation effort (training, preparing and equipping their Iraqi partners for combat).34 The coalition had been working together for a while to fight back against ISIS (Operation Inherent Resolve, tagline: ‘One Mission, Many Nations’). Getting everyone together, from the Kurdish Regional Government to the heads of the various Iraqi ministries and militias, had been almost impossible, but they had done it, eventually mustering a force of 94,000, made up of the Iraq army, federal police and counterterrorism units, and the Kurdish Peshmerga forces.

			Lessons had been learned from the liberations of Ramadi, Tikrit and Fallujah. The liberators would face the equivalent of heavily armed light infantry, mobile, with elaborate systems of defensive works inside the city, fortified buildings, underground shelters and tunnels, a seemingly infinite number of explosive devices and the use of civilians as human shields – the dreaded ‘dense urban environment’ of current military-school textbooks. All those narrow alleyways leading in and out and beneath the rubble. To enable the liberators to move forward quickly, on multiple fronts, simultaneously, the plan envisaged the city as a cartwheel. Each segment was allocated to a separate part of the Iraqi forces and their coalition partners. The city would be encircled. Then, segment by segment, ISIS would be rolled up, compressed into smaller and smaller spaces, and finally defeated. As each section pushed in along their separate avenues of advance, they would use multiple firing platforms – rockets, mortars, heavy and light guns – and integrated electronic warfare equipment to try to jam enemy communications. Leaflets would be dropped to warn citizens of what they could expect. There would be teams ready to build bridges, metaphorically and literally, for when the forces crossed the river from east to west. There would be armoured bulldozers. Everyone was heading for the same operational objective at the hub of the cartwheel: the al-Nuri mosque and the al-Hadba minaret. The Hunchback tower was still standing, even though everyone in the city thought surely it would have been destroyed somehow, but every time the smoke cleared from an air or artillery strike, there it was, and it didn’t even take a full motion video platform attached to a drone to make it out, just someone looking up for it every day, as had been done across centuries.35

			If the sight of the Hunchback minaret has been the constant of Mosul throughout its history, then the constant of all warfare, no matter what the time or strategy, is wounding. At Mosul, the plan to fight in dense urban environments, compressing the enemy into smaller and smaller spaces, would mean many wounded for every step forward. We are still working out what the best military medical response to this is within well-resourced systems, but at Mosul, there was no system to start with, never mind a well-resourced one. All that time and effort spent putting together a coalition, planning a liberation in the most dangerous kind of war fighting known to humans, and it was led by a military force with almost no ability to treat their own casualties. Since 2003, nearly all Iraqi military medics had been lost, purged, driven out in political infighting or killed in actual fighting during the country’s civil war.36 By the time the Mosul assault was planned, they had still not been replaced. The main army would go to liberate Mosul with a few combat medical teams, who had not had very advanced training, and some basic ­medical ­supplies. They couldn’t provide primary care for their troops, let alone casualty care. Foreign military forces had brought their own medical teams, proportional to the size of their own military’s commitment. They were not planning, nor were they resourced to accept Iraqi military casualties, although there should have been no need. Each coalition partner should have been able to look after its own. But, somehow, as Iraqi military capability was rebuilt after 2003, its medical incapability was overlooked. Operation Inherent Resolve cost $14.3 billion from 2014 to 2017 ($13.6 million per operational day).37 They planned and prepared for the liberation of Mosul for ten months. They had time and money enough to incorporate coherent medical planning, but they did not.

			Additionally, the official estimates numbered close to a million citizens left in Mosul, awaiting liberation. What remained of their homes would likely be destroyed, and no one can live on a battlefield, so it was expected that most of them would try to flee as the fighting got closer. The cartwheel plan allowed for civilian displacement. In addition to the routes in, along which the coalition would fight, there were other spokes – safe corridors mapped out through the assault, along which people could escape, in every direction, away from the fighting, coming out while the military went in. If they could keep going, at the end of the safe corridors, there would be safety and aid in whatever form they most needed it. Although it was an international coalition that was raised to fight ISIS, dealing with the displaced of Mosul was to be an internal matter for the host nation, Iraq. It would be for the Iraqi government to liaise with the humanitarian agencies they expected to find at the end of the corridors. But, somehow, the priority for this aspect of the plan was lost. If it sounds impractical to expect occupation-worn, malnourished, terrified, brutalized civilians in flight to keep to their lane, to slow down for checkpoints and exit the city in an orderly fashion . . . well, no one had thought in that much detail. Civilian compliance is difficult enough to ensure, even when it’s really well planned and communicated. At Mosul, it was never really a plan at all. It was a Concept of Operations note (ConOps, which sounds more formal and organized when it’s an acronym) issued by the Iraqi military, and that’s all it was – only ever a concept.38

			So those were the preconditions for casualties – military and civilian – of Mosul. Cartwheels, safe corridors, dense urban environments – and, for the wounded, almost nothing. There were no medical facilities in nearby cities that could fill the gap, because ISIS occupations on their doorsteps had already drained their personnel and materiel resources for their own civilians to breaking point. There were very few medics left inside Mosul that could be relied on to have survived, let alone to be capable of contributing to a medical response, although they would do their best when the time came. A few foreign medical teams had broken away from humanitarian facilities to give some basic combat casualty-care training to Iraqi military medics and were working desperately to make up the difference, but it was already too late. No one deliberately set out to deny medical help to those likely to need it, and this is not about differing standards or attitudes to the value of human life. The coalition went forward stating its intention to abide by the Geneva Convention, because that was the way of war since 1859 and the beginning of the first age of humanitarianism. But the leader of the coalition, Iraq, the host nation, was not able to comply with the Convention’s second protocol (the general protection of the wounded, sick and shipwrecked), or fourth protocol (the general protection of the civilian population against the effects of hostilities). Before any of this started, the Iraqi military medical organization should have become Geneva Convention compliant.39 It should be a box that is checked every time a military coalition is put together, because no force can be only partly Geneva Convention compliant. It’s all or nothing at all. Operation Inherent Resolve was nothing at all, and no one noticed. Hundreds of thousands paid the price of an army going to Mosul with about the same medical capabilities as those at Solferino. Everything Dunant had worked for and created 160 years earlier was gone. Everything changed at Mosul.

			 

			Meanwhile, beyond the other end of the spokes on the cartwheel, beyond the huge military force generation camps (which used to be called marshalling or embarkation camps back in the day: the place where resources, capabilities and readiness are assembled at the right scale to accomplish the mission), there were other kinds of planning. There were humanitarian agencies in the region, already strained by the bloody liberations of Ramadi, Tikrit and Fallujah. From all of these places, reduced to mountains of rubble, there were thousands of military and civilian casualties, and tens of thousands of refugees fleeing towards what they hoped was safety, somewhere. Fallujah is a much smaller city than Mosul, and was the first to be fully occupied by ISIS. The mere mention of Fallujah makes humanitarians shudder. As its liberation proceeded, 50,000 citizens fled out into the Anbar desert, towards unfinished, poorly supplied camps. The camps still weren’t ready when all the big agencies gathered together again under the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and took their collective deep breath to prepare for Mosul.40

			The start of this kind of humanitarian intervention is the equivalent of the start of any of the world’s marathon road races. Hundreds of thousands of people crowd a narrow starting point, pressing forward at any pace they can manage, along a fixed route, until they begin to thin out and speed up, but always keeping going, no matter what their age or state of health or burden, towards the finish line. Mosul would be a marathon, with what the organizers calculated would be at least 800,000 runners, fleeing towards a finish line that had yet to be built. But, in marathons, only one gun ever fires. Not the case at Mosul. In marathons, the principle of support is to keep the runners running, by ensuring any stops they have to make are as short as possible. The organizers have race staff along the route, in high-vis gilets, handing out bottles of water that runners can drink or use to splash the dust of the road out of their eyes; blister plasters, gel sweets for a boost of energy and temporary toilets are all provided – anything and everything, just to keep everyone moving on. In the humanitarian world, the equivalent agency that provides food, water, basic hygiene and basic medical care in units that are light and mobile, run by trained people, so those fleeing war hardly have to stop on their journey, is the World Health Organization (WHO). Each of their units flies their distinctive light-blue flag, on which the symbol of the United Nations (a polar azimuthal equidistant map of the world, surrounded by two olive branches) is overlaid with the Rod of Asclepius, the symbol of medicine. It is the job of the WHO to maintain the health of the people of the world, wherever it is challenged – something we have all come to understand in much greater detail recently. The WHO at Mosul set out to do its job by planning, supplying and manning the aid posts to maintain the health of those civilians fleeing the city, so they could keep fleeing out of danger and towards safety. For those who reached their aid posts and needed more than just refreshments to keep going, they set up an ambulance service (too informal to be called a corps, and mostly just taxis), and assumed that the transport times could be calculated roughly as average speed x distance (this was perhaps the most naïve assumption they made). In the system designed for Mosul, they had done their part of the job: basic supplies, support, primary healthcare and transportation. The H in WHO stands for Health.

			At Mosul, the WHO were components in the system, not all of it. It is other international organizations who deal with the serious casualties in conflict zones – the wounded, the extremely pregnant, the very sick, those with traumatic injuries who cannot keep going, who are not strong enough to survive even for a short journey in a proper ambulance. For those who need medical – probably surgical – intervention, right there and then, the traditional, standard provider of trauma care is the International Committee of the Red Cross, usually alongside another INGO, Médecins Sans Frontières. Together, these two organizations had the staff, the mobile trauma units, the kit and the expertise to make up the rest of the medical system that was being set up at Mosul for its fleeing civilian wounded. The ICRC and MSF were already in Iraq, at Ramadi, Tikrit and Fallujah. So, it was assumed – because there was no reason to do otherwise – that they would provide the trauma component at Mosul. If there was a box marked ‘confirm civilian refugee trauma care’ on the humanitarian planning sheet, it went unticked. In all the meetings in complicated UN/OCHA settings, somehow the actuality of provision was lost, and all that remained were the assumptions. And so, each for their own different set of reasons, both humanitarian and military planning had arrived at almost exactly the same point when it came to Mosul’s wounded. They’d assumed that a system was somehow there, and would somehow work, even though it didn’t actually exist in reality.
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