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‘A searing portrait of a people and a city under fire … Anderson is a fine reporter who writes like a dream’ Evening Standard


‘Anderson’s narrative is closely observed and his writing fluent’ FT Magazine


‘A great book in the best tradition of reportage, along with John Reed’s Ten Days That Shook the World and George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia’ Sunday Times


‘Anderson … artfully captures the often surprising ambiguity and complexity in human relationships between Iraqi civilians and Americans in Iraq. Throughout what is partly perceptive journal and partly chilling travelogue, Anderson provides a highly readable firsthand view of Iraq before, during and after the U.S.-led invasion. Never before have we seen Iraq’s changing society from this perspective and in such depth … The Fall of Baghdad demonstrates – like Anderson’s incisive books on the war in Afghanistan, contemporary guerrilla movements and Che Guevara – his knack for interviews, observations and finely crafted, powerful narratives. The great value of this book is that Anderson takes us beyond sound bites or official statements to hear the authentic voices of thoughtful, educated Iraqi civilians in interviews and vignettes that capture the chaos of wartime and its aftermath … The haunting intensity of Anderson’s vibrant account of his experiences is reminiscent of the best war literature, such as John Hersey’s Hiroshima, Michael Herr’s Dispatches and Michael Kelly’s journal of America’s first Iraq war in 1991, Martyrs’ Day: Chronicle of a Small War. This is the rich, raw material of history – that beguiling but elusive muse – an account by a skilful observer and reporter, and a sheaf of extended testimony about daily life and contemporary attitudes by concerned Iraqis during the historic remaking of their country. Anderson’s book … is indispensable for understanding what is going on inside Iraqi society today’ Washington Post


‘Mr Anderson continues his brave reporting for The New Yorker … In this measured, keenly descriptive account, hindsight gives way to horror as the early rumblings of war become reality and the city of Baghdad is changed beyond recognition … The Fall of Baghdad is as current as it is important’ New York Times


‘In an inspired piece of publishing, Anderson’s reporting has been turned into one of the best books likely to be produced about Iraq and the conflict visited upon the country. This is a powerful piece of writing which has marked the Iraq conflict like no other. In Anderson, Iraq has found its George Orwell and there can be no higher praise’ Trevor Royle, Sunday Herald


‘[Anderson’sl articles in The New Yorker are often admired by other journalists for their easy flow, colour and interviews, and he has successfully translated this into book form … but he also writes movingly about the general population and suffering’ Guardian


‘Anderson follows a tragedy of epic proportions through a succession of personal stories of ordinary people immersed in the maelstrom of history. In his measured, keenly-observed account, partly an insightful journal, and partly a profoundly disturbing travelogue, Anderson gives an in-depth picture of turbulent social change in Iraq’ Western Daily Press


‘The great strength of Jon Lee Anderson’s eyewitness account, The Fall of Baghdad, is that he never lets his opinion obscure that of those who really count: the Iraqi people … Anderson’s detached, grass-roots perspective provides a refreshingly non-judgmental portrait of a city under siege’ Metro London


‘This is the story of war from the inside, told by a writer who detached himself from the military convoys which protected the lives of most of the war journalists but at the price of editing the sounds and pictures which they filed back home. This left him vulnerable to fire from friends and enemies fighting for control of Baghdad, but it leaves us with a memorable account of the daily terror experienced by its citizens. Anderson’s descriptive skills are displayed at their finest in the second half of the book. Here he comes face to face with the suffering which, for him, is the only story worthy of the truthful war reporter, and the one which our media find too indecent to disseminate’ Bill McSweeney, Irish Times


‘Forget the media diaries of Scud Studs or the one-eyed histrionics of the embedded journalists – this is as close as we’ve come to a must-read history of the second Iraq war. Anderson was in Baghdad before, during and after the assault, and tells the story with compassion for the plight of the confused citizens – fearful both of the power that already ruled and the one that came to invade’ Arena
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Preface to the Paperback Edition


On the second anniversary of the fall of Baghdad, April 9, 2005, a large crowd of Shiite demonstrators gathered in the plaza where Saddam’s statue had been pulled down by American troops two years earlier, and chanted: “No to America! No to Saddam! Yes to Islam!” It wasn’t a new sign of the times, though. Only a few days into the American occupation of Iraq, angry demonstrators had gathered in the same spot to chant exactly the same slogan. At the time, the display of public outrage had seemed unprovoked and unwarranted, and most onlookers dismissed the protestors as a marginal group of malcontents. It was certainly bewildering to the young American troops on the scene, who still thought of themselves as the liberators of the Iraqi people.


It has taken time, and a great deal of bloodshed, to alter those early perceptions of America’s role in Iraq—and those of its chief ally, Great Britain, as well. As things turned out, the violence did not end with Saddam’s fall, but intensified to an almost unimaginable degree. To many, the gruesome scale of the carnage in the ongoing war has become a wall of white noise, its unending cruelties simply too much to grasp or absorb. Some cite the extremism of Iraq’s insurgency as validation of the Anglo-American invasion—whatever the original motivation—and for a continued military presence in Iraq. Others believe the exact opposite; that Western intervention is what engendered hostilities in the first place, and that the only solution is a prompt withdrawal of British and American troops. But whatever their views, there must be few Americans and Britons living today who do not understand that, whatever it was meant to bring about, the invasion of Iraq has not yet ushered in a better life for Iraqis, nor, for that matter, for anyone else.


Instead, just as George W. Bush eventually declared it to be, Iraq has become the “central battleground” in the global War on Terror, a place where Islamist extremists from around the world have flocked to seek their martyrdom, joining forces with Iraqis who believe themselves to be fighting a war of resistance against foreign invaders. By late September 2005, with no end to the conflict in sight, over 1,900 Americans, 96 Britons, hundreds of people of other nationalities, and untold thousands of Iraqis had died in the fighting; many more had been wounded or crippled for life. But mounting casualties are not the only consequence of the Iraq misadventure. Iraq has also become a place where, as previously occurred in Vietnam and Kenya respectively, a new generation of Americans and Britons has been forced to confront the evidence of its own capacity for sadism—as shown by the photographed sexual torture and humiliation of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison, and in the periodic court martials for murders and other abuses committed in Iraq.


Iraq will one day emerge from the catastrophe that has enveloped it, although not without a great deal more of pain and suffering. In January 2005, the country held its first true elections in many decades. Several million Iraqis cast their votes despite threats of retaliation from the insurgents, and by doing so appeared to have lain the tenuous groundwork for a new, participatory civil society, in which Iraqis themselves—not tyrants, nor foreign powers—will decide their futures. At some point, too, no doubt, the United States and Great Britain will begin to withdraw their soldiers from Iraq. Once that happens, it will be easier to judge whether the Iraq invasion was a success, or—as it has seemed thus far—a calamitous failure.


This book is not about the current political situation in Iraq, however, nor is it an attempt to predict its future. History will continue to unfold in Iraq, and like all histories, Iraq’s will have new and unexpected turns in the future. This is instead a personal eyewitness account of a particular time and place, a history of what I saw in Baghdad during the final years of Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship; what happened there before, during and after the war that toppled Saddam in 2003, through the chaotic and troubled first year of the U.S. and British-led occupation. It is the story of what happened when Baghdad fell.




Preface


I first traveled to Iraq because of the phenomenon of Saddam Hussein. In a sense Saddam inhabited a mythological realm, like a throwback to Herod’s day, when warrior kings reigned as semidivine creatures, malevolent and munificent all at once, capable of the greatest cruelties as well as the most extravagant gestures of patronage. There he was, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, a head of state who was indisputably a war criminal, an international fugitive who lived a clandestine life in his own nation and who survived in power thanks to—not in spite of—the terror he inspired in his people. Anything that could be said of Saddam had become, somehow, believable.


I wanted to witness Saddam’s tyranny and to understand what made it work. I was also drawn by a feeling of certainty that there would inevitably be a new war between the United States and Iraq. It was something that had been preordained, I believed, since the Gulf War, when Iraq’s army was defeated and yet Saddam had been allowed to remain in power. By the time George W. Bush was sworn into office in January 2001, it was clear that the UN sanctions regime that had held Saddam in check for the past decade had run its course and that a new means of dealing with him had to be found. As we now know, Bush had already decided that the best thing to do was to go to war and to get rid of Saddam Hussein.


This book is my account of that war, about what led up to it and what has happened in Iraq since it occurred. Iraq’s story is still an unfolding one, of course, and now it has also become an American story. By invading and occupying Iraq, the United States has fused its destiny with Iraq’s for the foreseeable future. What shape the relationship will take and how long it will last are things none of us can yet know, but so far it has been an unhappy encounter.


Most of all, this book is about a handful of people I came to know in the ancient city of Baghdad during one of the most tumultuous and decisive periods in its long history. When I first got to know them, they were inhabitants of Saddam’s Iraq, and most had survived by collaborating in one way or another with the regime. The perverse beauty of Saddam’s special brand of tyranny was that Iraqis were obliged to be participants in the very system that oppressed them. Most assuaged their consciences by telling themselves that they had no other alternative because they had families to support and to protect, and because the only other option was prison, exile, or perhaps death. A few of the Iraqis I came to know followed the latter path. For all of them, the drastic changes brought by the war and the fall of Saddam meant an abrupt end to the lives they had known until then. For some it represented a new beginning, but for others it was the end of the road. Their stories are here. In the ongoing trauma of post-Saddam Iraq, a new country is emerging, and each day brings with it new endings and new beginnings, and not just for Iraqis but for Americans too.




ONE


Nasser al-Sadoun lived in a secluded limestone villa on the outskirts of the Jordanian capital of Amman with his wife, Tamara, their two German shepherds, and a Sri Lankan maid named Daphne. From their house, they enjoyed a sweeping westerly view over a panorama of rolling stony hills dotted with scrub pines and olive trees. Just beyond the last of these hills, the land falls away into the deep cleft of the Great Rift Valley, where the river Jordan and the Dead Sea straddle the present-day border with Israel. When I first visited him, a few months before the Iraq War began, in early November 2002, Nasser proudly showed me around his living room, which was festooned with old muskets, swords, battleaxes, and other family heirlooms. He pointed out two of his most prized possessions, a pair of spiked bronze helmets that dated from the seventh-century Islamic wars that ensued after the Prophet Muhammad’s proclamation of the birth of Islam in A.D. 610. On a sideboard stood a personal photograph of Iraq’s ill-fated last king, Faisal II, shirtless, smiling, on water skis, taken not long before he was murdered along with most of his family in the revolution of 1958. On the walls hung framed portraits of other illustrious ancestors—sheikhs and pashas and royal guard commanders, all bearded, all wearing dashing robes with daggers—from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when Iraq was still called Mesopotamia.


Nasser, a handsome, silver-haired man in his late sixties, is a descendant of a legendary Sunni Muslim clan that once possessed its own sheikh-dom, called the Muntafiq, which had ruled over most of southern Iraq for four centuries. One of his great-uncles had served as prime minister of Iraq four times in the early twentieth century, and his Dagestani-born grandfather had been the commander of the king’s army. Nasser is also a direct descendant—thirty-sixth in a direct line—of the Prophet Muhammad. He pointed out, teasingly, that the late King Hussein of Jordan, a distant relative of his, “was only forty-third.” Nasser displayed a kind of rueful good humor about his family’s decline and fall, attributing it to a woeful penchant for making bad choices: “We used to rule over an area in the south of Iraq that was larger than England and Wales put together. But we made one mistake, which was to side with the Turks against the British, and so we lost our land, our powers, and our land was distributed to other tribes…. One of my grandfathers took Kuwait, stayed a few days, and left again, saying: “It’s not worth staying here.” That was a few years before they discovered oil.” Nasser chuckled and threw up his hands in a fatalistic way, with no trace of bitterness.


During Saddam Hussein’s rise to power in the early seventies, Nasser and his wife, Tamara Daghestani, who is also his first cousin, moved to Jordan at the invitation of Crown Prince Hassan, and they never returned. Tamara became pregnant and gave birth to a son, and Nasser, an engineer who in Baghdad had helped run the central power station, Al-Doura, found employment with Jordan’s electricity board and later as an adviser to the Arab Potash Company, where he worked until he retired, a few years before I met him. Nasser remained active, however, serving on the company’s board of directors, and he still drove a company Mercedes. He was not rich, but he was comfortable, and he seemed quite content with his life. Once a year he and Tamara visited London to see friends and relatives who lived there, and Nasser indulged himself buying old, out-of-print books about Iraq at London’s rare book dealers.


I had just come back from a trip to Iraq, and I told Nasser about my visit. I had covered Saddam’s so-called loyalty referendum, in which millions of Iraqis had been herded to polling stations around the country and told to sign either yes or no on ballot papers approving Saddam for another seven-year term in office. I had spent voting day in Saddam’s hometown of Tikrit, where I witnessed groups of men dancing and chanting, “Yes, yes, yes to Saddam!” and then slashing their thumbs with razor blades in order to cast their yes votes in blood. I asked one of the polling officials what he thought the yes percentage would be. “All,” he replied confidently. “Why?” I asked him. “Because the people are in love with Saddam Hussein,” he explained. “Saddam Hussein is our spirit, our hearts, and the air we breathe. If the air goes, we will all die.”


That same evening the polling results were ecstatically announced by Saddam’s information minister: The dictator had received a resounding 100 percent yes vote. A day or two later Saddam expressed his gratitude to the Iraqi people for their loyalty by ordering the immediate release of all the prisoners held in the country’s jails, except those accused of spying for the United States or the “Zionist entity,” Israel. I had rushed out to Abu Ghraib, Iraq’s largest and most notorious prison, near the city of Fallujah, and watched as thousands of bewildered inmates, some of whom had been held for many years, stumbled out of the horrid place into a melee of shouting, weeping people searching frantically for their relatives.


When I arrived, the prison gates were still shut, and a few prison officials stood around outside, still apparently unsure what they were supposed to do. A huge painting of an unsmiling Saddam Hussein wearing a fedora and firing off a rifle with one hand adorned a great concrete billboard at the main entrance. Within minutes, however, large numbers of Iraqi civilians, relatives of prisoners, began gathering on the road outside the entrance. Within an hour there were many hundreds of them. Most were yelling excitedly and jumping up and down and chanting praises to Saddam Hussein. A woman with white hair explained in fluent English that her husband was inside. He had served six months of a thirty-year sentence, she said, but she refused to say what he had been charged with. What were her feelings toward Saddam? “We love him, because he knows how to forgive the mistakes of his people,” she replied, and moved away, looking worried. Behind her, the crowd was chanting, “Saddam, Saddam, we give our lives and blood for you,” their fists pumping in the air. Some men were beating on drums. As I watched, a huge flatbed truck moved slowly past the throng on the road. On the flatbed lay a long cylindrical tube coated in green military paint, about the size of a Scud missile. No one seemed to notice. A man emerged from an administrative building and introduced himself to reporters as a judge, the chairman of the “prisoner release committee.” Someone asked about the threat to society posed by such large numbers of released criminals, and he replied: “The state is like a father and will deal with this problem.” Nearby, a man in a dishdasha robe began shooting a Kalashnikov repeatedly into the air.


Then the mob of relatives overcame the prison guards who had been trying to keep control at the gates and swept through into Abu Ghraib. I was carried along by the force of the crowd. Inside I could see the cellblocks in the distance, several hundred yards away across a vast empty space of rubbishy desert covered with mounds of earth and open holes. The relatives tore across this space, heading in different directions, everyone yelling and chanting. Seagulls wheeled around in the sky above. A repulsive stench hung in the air. I joined a group heading for a building directly across from the main gates of the prison. As I drew nearer, the stench intensified. Here and there were prisoners, wearing dishdashas and looking gaunt, bearing bundles of clothing, trudging out toward the gates. Some were accompanied by healthy-looking people who must have been their relatives, many of whom were weeping and kissing and embracing them. One man came past me carrying a wasted-looking young man, perhaps his brother, who looked to be near death. A couple of old men came past, looking completely lost and disoriented, dragging their belongings on the ground behind them by ropes.


At the end of the great dirt space, the crowd I was in came to a large wall with an arched tunnel-like driveway, and we moved through it to the other side. I found myself in a rectangle of filthy desert surrounded by walls and caged entrances leading to cellblocks on all sides. To one side, I saw the source of the stench. It was a gigantic mound of garbage. It was, I calculated, about the size of a very large family house and looked as though it had been piling up for years. The odor it gave off was stomach-churning.


The scene inside was one of complete anarchy. Men and boys ran across the yard, climbing onto cellblock roofs, tearing aside loops of razor wire to gain access, all the while yelling at the top of their lungs. Confused groups of men and women ran back and forth, and a few guards also ran around waving and yelling in Arabic. It was difficult to know whether the men on the rooftops were prisoners or relatives. I caught glimpses of some prisoners staring out from the bars of upper stories of the cellblocks. Human shit clung like caked mud to the razor wire that was looped outside their barred windows. As I stood watching, Giovanna Botteri, an attractive blond reporter for RAI 3 television, came up to me. She was wearing skintight white Armani jeans and a white shirt. Her cameraman was caught up in the mob, she told me, and she was getting felt up by the men. She asked me to help her. A plainclothes Iraqi agent of some sort approached; clearly agitated about Giovanna’s presence, he told me to get her out of there. Groups of young men had quickly gathered around us, like wolves, commenting and laughing and pointing at Giovanna excitedly. She hooked one hand into the belt at the back of my trousers, and we began to move through the mob, as the agent moved protectively ahead of us, pointing to openings in the throng and shouting at the men around us. Now and then some of the men moved in, and I could feel Giovanna flinch, or yell, as they grabbed her. At one point she quipped, “I don’t think it was a good day to wear Armani.”


We found ourselves back near the tunnel-like opening in the wall. It was blocked by a mob of men. The helpful plainclothes agent had vanished. There were some guards there, beating men back to clear the driveway, and they began to scatter. When we approached, one of the guards began pushing me. I pushed him back and yelled at him, and he pushed me again. A pickup truck appeared with a couple of soldiers on the back, and I forced my way onto it, with Giovanna still attached. The pickup accelerated and braked crazily into the tunnel. On the other side of the wall, one of the soldiers forced us off. A minute or two later, after more scuffling, we emerged from the mob and back out into the great open space, where hundreds of prisoners were moving toward the open gates of the entrance. We joined them.


In Baghdad, a couple of days later, a crowd of Iraqis who said they were the relatives of missing prisoners gathered in front of the Information Ministry, where the Foreign Press Office was located. They had made their way through Baghdad’s streets shouting praises of Saddam, but when they came within earshot of journalists, they made it clear that they were upset their relatives had not appeared when the others were freed. Such a protest was an unprecedented event in Saddam’s Iraq. Before journalists were able to interview anyone, however, the officials at the ministry mustered guards with guns to disperse the group. The next day guards were posted around the ministry, and the ministry’s senior officials were all in a foul mood. They were especially furious with CNN, which had transmitted a live broadcast of the protest. Within days the network’s bureau chief, Jane Arraf, was ordered out of the country.


A night or two later, in an interview with Saddam’s deputy prime minister, Tariq Aziz, I questioned the wisdom of suddenly releasing so many prisoners, including thousands of common criminals, onto Iraq’s streets. In between puffs on a Cuban cigar, Aziz replied smoothly: “The families of those prisoners had demonstrated their loyalty to the president, you see, and so we had to reciprocate their faithfulness. The president has asked their families to correct these men, and I am sure many of them will support him and fight for him. A president like Saddam Hussein would not release tens of thousands of prisoners if he felt threatened by them. If we were afraid of the prisoners, we could surround the prison with tanks and massacre everyone. But we didn’t. We believe in God. We are like Jesus Christ, who pardoned the people who crucified him.”


The stage-managed dramas taking place in Iraq occurred as the American and British buildup to war was gathering pace; I had left Baghdad wondering what to make of it all. After hearing my stories, Nasser al-Sadoun chuckled and told me that I had nothing to feel perplexed about. The episodes I had witnessed, he said, were merely the latest of many similar acts of political theater put on by Saddam to demonstrate to the world that he was a popular leader, while reinforcing his control at home, and that was that. As for what Iraqis truly felt about things, he said, it was impossible to know as long as Saddam remained in power. Everyone was simply too afraid to speak his mind.


Nasser predicted that an American-led war on Iraq was inevitable and that Saddam would lose, but he warned: “The Americans themselves should not take things into their hands, you know, because the Iraqis cannot stand foreigners. Something to know about Iraqis is that you can win them over fast and you also lose them very fast. Individually they are very nice people, but you cannot know what they will do as a group. If the Americans come, they should not stay and try to run the Iraqis and decide things for them. They should put in any government they can find, and then they should leave.”


Nasser told the story of how his own great-uncle, Abdul Mohsen al-Sadoun, who had been one of Iraq’s early prime ministers, had committed suicide in 1929 because of his inability to secure fuller sovereignty from the British, who had retained neocolonial treaty powers in Iraq after granting independence in 1920. “He’d been promised full independence by Great Britain,” Nasser told me, “but when this didn’t happen, he was accused of betrayal in the parliament. So he went home and killed himself. You see, the thing about Iraqis is they are very proud of their responsibilities, but if there is someone else in charge, they don’t care about anything. So put the Iraqis in charge.”


Over the coming months Nasser’s words of warning stayed with me, festering away like a seer’s prophecy. The war had indeed come to seem increasingly inevitable, and to judge from the remarks being made by U.S. officials, so did some kind of postwar military occupation of Iraq. As an American who had come of age during the traumatic years of the Vietnam War and the “never again” psychology that followed it, I regarded the prospect of an uninvited U.S. military force invading and then occupying a foreign country as extremely disquieting.


Like anyone else who had visited Iraq in the era of Saddam Hussein, I knew it to be a house of horrors. Saddam’s regime was without a doubt the most terrifying tyranny I had ever seen up close. The only real evidence I had of its crimes was what I had read in books and newspaper accounts and human rights reports, but there was also the eloquently deadly pall of silence I had found inside Iraq, where no one ever dared say anything against Saddam. Such a silence, I understood, could come only from an extraordinary degree of fear. On a handful of occasions I had been given fleeting glimpses of people’s true feelings.


Once, when I was walking on my own around Baghdad’s thieves’ bazaar, where old curios and coins and contraband CDs were sold, a young vendor in his mid-twenties called me into his tiny shop and invited me to sit down and have some tea with him. After waving away several curious onlookers, he asked me where I was from, and when I told him the United States, he brightened and gave me a thumbs-up sign. “America is good!” he said. Then, noticing that I was wearing a wristwatch with the face of Che Guevara on it, he asked curiously: “Che Guevara was in conflict with the United States, wasn’t he? Doesn’t wearing that get you into trouble with the American authorities?” I told the shopkeeper that in the United States such a thing was not a crime. If I wanted to, I said, I could go around saying that Saddam was good and that Clinton was bad, and the police could do nothing to me. His eyes widened in surprise, and then, with a broad smile, he quipped: “So, the American system is the same as Iraq’s!” He wiggled his eyebrows theatrically. “Here in Iraq—” He stopped speaking, held out his arms with his wrists together, as if handcuffed, then flailed one arm in a violent beating motion. Bending over and placing his mouth close to my ear, he whispered: “Mukhabarat”—Iraq’s all-pervasive intelligence service—and sat back in his chair.


I said, a little lamely: “Inshallah, if God wills, things will change.”


“No,” he replied softly. “Maybe in America things change, but not in the Middle East. Nothing ever changes in the Middle East.”


I couldn’t argue with the young shopkeeper’s cynicism. Within his lifetime, nothing had changed, not in Iraq anyway. In spite of Iraq’s dauntingly old pedigree as “the cradle of human civilization,” and in spite—some would say because—of its immense oil wealth and strategic location as the Middle East’s ultimate buffer state, its people had never known democracy. In 1932, when the colonial British withdrew from the fractious territory they had seized sixteen years earlier from the Ottoman Turks, who had ruled it for the previous four centuries, they left behind a handpicked Hashemite monarchy to look after their interests, which included a controlling role in the fledgling Iraqi oil industry. But in 1958 Iraq’s royal family was butchered in an anti-Western revolution spearheaded by nationalist Iraqi officers. In 1968 the regime they installed was in turn violently overthrown by the Arab Baath Socialist Party, the Iraqi offshoot of the ultranationalist pan-Arabist Baath Party that had been founded in Syria in the 1940s. Thirty-one-year-old Saddam Hussein al-Tikriti, a veteran Baathist conspirator with one aborted magnicide attempt to his credit, became Iraq’s vice president, serving under his cousin Hassan al-Bakr. Saddam soon became Iraq’s real strongman, however, and in 1979 he dispensed with his cousin altogether and assumed power for himself. Immediately afterward Saddam launched a bloody purge of his potential foes within the Baath Party, and he had held a firm grip on power ever since, showing himself to be one of the world’s wiliest and most ruthless political survivors. In that time Saddam had also refashioned Iraq to suit his own whims, and the results were downright stupefying.


Baghdad is an unrelievedly earth-colored city, its drab vistas broken only by the occasional peacock blue and golden domes of mosques, which glisten prettily in the sun, and by the dusty stands of eucalyptus and date palms that seem to grow everywhere, cushioning the skyline with a feathery gray-green fringe. Otherwise, there are few soft edges to Baghdad; most of it is a harshly modernist geometry of brown squares, rectangles, and concrete spires. During the seventies and eighties, in a modernization campaign reminiscent of Ceauşescu’s in Romania, Saddam had some of the city’s oldest neighborhoods—ancient mud and stone buildings with arched wooden doors and windows and hanging balconies—torn down and replaced by uniform blocks of buildings in a style that is described in Baghdad as New Islamic. It is a form of architecture characterized by a preponderance of stylized archways, columns, and minarets, all of it hewn out of unpainted slab concrete or else, more felicitously, dressed up with fascias of ivory-colored limestone.


Coursing between concreted banks, the gray-green waters of the Tigris River flow southward through the heart of Baghdad in a great meandering loop. On the river’s east bank lies the commercial heart of the city, with its frenetic souks and bazaars, while to the west spreads a vast complex of parklands, government buildings, presidential palaces, and several of the great public monuments Saddam erected over the years. These are places built on an epic, almost pharaonic scale, and many have a vindictively necromantic spirit to them, because most of them consecrate death in one form or another. The first time I saw Baghdad, I was struck by the thought that if Saddam were somehow reincarnated as an American and given free rein in Washington, D.C., the graves of Arlington Cemetery would probably have been exhumed and transplanted to the Mall and the trees there chopped down to make way for wide new roads to hold military parades; then a three-mile stretch of the Potomac River, say, from Ronald Reagan National Airport to Georgetown, would be sealed off with security fences and guarded by men with guns with orders to shoot any intruders on sight. Finally, the Washington Monument would be rechristened as the Glorious Victory over Vietnam, and the ground at its base artfully littered with thousands of bronzed coolie hats for visitors to stamp on.


Saddam’s Tomb of the Unknown Soldier was a man-made knoll of sculpted concrete crowned by a half-open lid that looked like a flying saucer but was intended to resemble a soldier’s helmet. At night, the tomb was illuminated by hundreds of fluorescent strip lights showing the white, red, and green colors of the Iraqi national flag and was visible for miles around. Hanging suspended in a chamber underneath the great helmet was a coffin containing an anonymous Iraqi soldier’s body, and below it was a subterranean gallery where visitors could view dead soldiers’ uniforms and an arsenal of arms used by Iraqi warriors over the centuries, ranging from maces and swords used by seventh-century Islamic crusaders to the brace of automatic weapons fired by Saddam Hussein in his failed attempt to kill Prime Minister Abdul Karim Qassem in 1959.


Across a stretch of parkland from the tomb was Saddam’s so-called Hands of Victory Pavilion, a mile-long marching ground that was guarded at both ends by identical sets of giant human arms made of bronze, based on a cast made of Saddam’s own extremities. The arms held swords that were crossed overhead to form triumphal archways. From each of these massive arms hung large nets that were filled with hundreds of authentic Iranian soldiers’ helmets, many of them perforated by bullets. Others had been set into the surface of the road itself, shiny metal bulges, which gleamed in the sunlight and were meant to be driven over and trodden upon.


One of Saddam’s more recent creations, completed after the Gulf War, was the Triumph Leader Museum. It was located under Baghdad’s new clock tower, a samovar-shaped structure that rose in a high spire from parklands near the Hands of Victory. Inside the hollow clock tower, a pendulum, inexplicably decorated with four gilded Kalashnikovs, swung slowly back and forth over a floor of inlaid marble. Around the base of the chamber, seven large galleries housed the eclectic collection of gifts received by Saddam from friends, admirers, and foreign heads of state over the years. When I visited the museum for the first time, in 2000, the exhibit included a pair of decorative riding spurs that, according to the museum labels, were a 1986 gift from Ronald Reagan; a collection of guayabera shirts from Fidel Castro; a pair of massive ivory elephant tusks from the former Chadian dictator Hissène Habré; a diamond- and ruby-encrusted gold Patek Philippe watch from the sultan of Bahrain; and ceremonial swords from Jacques Chirac and Vladimir Zhirinovsky. There were also a pair of gold-plated grenades and a matching .45 automatic pistol from Muammar Qaddafi and a gorgeous double-barreled shotgun and sniper scope from the chief of Russia’s intelligence service.


A special attraction, which the curator excitedly pointed out for me, was an old, long-barreled flintlock that he told me had been used to kill “the famous British spy Leachman.” Colonel Gerard Leachman was a British military intelligence officer, a colleague of T. E. Lawrence’s and Gertrude Bell’s. Leachman was shot in the back and killed by a sheikh’s son during the 1920 anti-colonial revolt by Iraqi tribesmen. The killer’s family had kept the murder weapon for many years, the curator told me, but had given it to Saddam as a gift not long before. From the curator’s reverential tone, I surmised that the weapon held a certain pride of place in Saddam’s gift collection. My personal favorite, however, was a weeping porcelain elephant, of the kind one sees in rural American gift shops. Next to it was a handwritten note in English to Saddam, dated 1997, and signed by someone named Ruth Lee Roy, which read, “This is a crying elephant, but we want you to be happy.”


In the gallery called Um al-Marik (Mother of All Battles)—Saddam’s moniker for the Gulf War—hung a wall-mounted electronic map of the Middle East. When it was lit up, red flashes pinpointed all of the places hit by Iraq’s Scud missiles during the Gulf War, and the score was tallied below. As the curator obligingly pointed out to me, according to Saddam’s tally, fifty missiles had landed on allied forces in Saudi Arabia, while forty-three more had landed in Israel. Nearby, in a glass cabinet, several letters of loyalty from Iraqis to Saddam were displayed. Each of the letters had been written in the author’s own blood. In gold-leaf lettering, etched into the marble wall of the final gallery, named Al-Abid after one of Iraq’s ballistic missiles, a quotation from Saddam was translated into English: “The clock chimes away for time to keep record of men and women, some leaving behind the mark of great and lofty souls, while others leave naught but the remains of worm-eaten bones…. As for martyrs, they are alive in the Heavens, ever immortal in the presence of God. No heritage is worthier or more sublime than theirs.”


In such ways Saddam had been building his legacy, quite literally out of bricks and mortar. This had been going on for many years, but since the Gulf War he had embarked on a palace-building obsession of truly gargantuan proportions. During the 1990s he had built dozens of them, all over the country. Without a doubt, these palaces were the most surreal aspect of life in Iraq, because they were everywhere, and invariably enormous, but people didn’t acknowledge them. As was required of all foreign journalists, when I arrived in Baghdad in 2000, I was assigned a Ministry of Information “guide” and interpreter, who thereafter accompanied me virtually everywhere I went. My guide was a thirty-year-old Kurd, Salaar Mustafa, a thin, intelligent, chain-smoking man with an English-language degree from Baghdad University. Salaar was voluble about most things but always fell silent whenever we drove past one of Saddam’s palaces, as was often, and usually feigned deafness when I asked him what the buildings were. If I insisted, he would reply briskly: “A guesthouse.”


Iraqis carefully adhered to a set of rules regarding what could or couldn’t be said about the president and his family. Some of the rules were self-imposed, but others were official. Verbally insulting the president, for example, was a crime that carried the death sentence. This kind of punishment understandably had a dampening effect on discussion of nearly everything to do with Saddam, and his palaces were unanimously understood to be a taboo topic. In practice, what this meant was that the palaces had become, as in the old fable about the emperor’s clothes, places you saw but pretended not to see, and which you certainly didn’t talk about, at least not in loud voices or to people you didn’t completely trust.


The exteriors of Saddam’s palaces were immense and forbidding and, like his monuments, had the effect of making ordinary mortals seem antlike in their insignificance. Most of them were protected by high cement walls, made of identical plaques engraved with his initials in Arabic script, and were guarded from intrusion by soldiers in sandbagged machine-gun nests, massive sentry towers, and blockaded entrances. One of the Baghdad palaces was crowned by a vast limestone dome, beneath which stone parapets jutted out in a horizontal star design. Perched at the points of each star were four identical gilded bronze busts of Saddam himself, staring out vigilantly over the city beyond and wearing what appeared to be winged helmets, but were actually, I learned, representations of Jerusalem’s Dome of the Rock mosque. In the main Republican Palace complex, where there were several more palaces, one was similarly guarded by several towering busts of Saddam, but these effigies were faced inward, their backs turned to the outside world.


One day, when I was the lone visitor to a fish restaurant on the east bank of the Tigris, opposite the Republican Palace complex, the owner silently motioned me over to the rear door of his establishment. Opening it wide, he pointed to a high chain-link fence that ran just behind the building, separating it from the edge of the riverbank. He pointed across the fence to the other side of the river, where I was able to make out the minarets and cupolas of several large palaces. “All of this is Saddam’s,” he explained, with a wide wave that took in the river and both of its banks. He informed me that the presidential complex stretched for several miles and that nobody was permitted anywhere near the river on either side. I noticed that his rear garden was neglected and overgrown, and I asked if he ever walked over to the perimeter fence, which stood about twenty feet away. He raised his eyebrows in a look of disbelief and exclaimed: “No! Never!” In a quick and impromptu pantomime, he acted out a scene in which he forced a man roughly to his knees and then shot him in the back of the head. Then, dramatically, he turned and slammed shut the door that opened onto the rear garden and ushered me back to the front of the restaurant. Afterward, driving farther along the riverside drive, I could see that, indeed, for a couple of miles the strip of park that lay between the road and the river opposite Saddam’s estate was unkempt and devoid of people. In one place a public sculpture depicting several maidens dancing in a circle was almost swallowed up by a thicket of tall yellow weeds. Several of the maidens were missing arms, and one was decapitated.


Another day, when I was with my guide, Salaar, visiting an art gallery across town, I noticed several towering construction cranes jutting into the sky nearby. They were positioned around a gigantic unfinished concrete structure with several domes. I recognized it as one of the sites of Saddam’s new mosques. He was building two mosques, and together they would represent his greatest construction project ever. The larger of the two mosques was supposed to become the Middle East’s biggest, second only to the Great Mosque of Mecca, when it was completed, while the other one would be the biggest in Iraq. The building I was looking at was the smaller of the two, going up on the site of Baghdad’s former racetrack, which Saddam had razed a few years earlier. When I asked Salaar if I could take a photograph of the site, he told me no. It was against the rules. No one, he said, could photograph the mosque until it was completed—or even discuss it, for that matter. “Please don’t insist,” he begged me. Incredulous, I said: “You mean you and I can both see it, but we have to pretend it’s not there?” Salaar nodded vigorously, and from the tense expression on his face I could see that he was perfectly serious.


A decade after Iraq’s Gulf War defeat, in the period referred to officially as the Era of Saddam Hussein, Saddam himself had become invisible as a public figure, seen by his people only on nightly television, depicted meeting with the members of his Revolutionary Command Council in anonymous, windowless rooms or greeting well-wishers in one of his palaces. He made almost no public appearances, and when he did, they were never announced beforehand. He simply appeared and then vanished again—like the visitation of a divinity. At the same time Saddam was everywhere. On the avenue leading into Baghdad from Saddam International Airport a sign greeted visitors: WELCOME TO THE CAPITAL OF ARAB SADDAM. There was a Saddam River, Saddam Dam, and a Saddam City. His visage adorned the faces of wristwatches, radios, and wall clocks. On the facades of every public building, inside every shop and every home I visited, hung portraits of Saddam. Throughout the country there were thousands of larger-than-life depictions of Saddam, painted on huge billboards; vast oil canvases, inlaid in glazed mosaic tiles set onto concrete plaques; in granite, bronze, and gilded busts and statues. He was seen standing, right arm raised aloft in commandment; praying piously; mounted, sword raised, on prancing stallions. He was smiling, frowning, shooting off guns, smoking cigars, wearing a black leather greatcoat and matching trilby; in military uniforms and in Arab robes, in three-piece Western suits, even, oddly, in Alpine climbing gear. In some renditions, Saddam was thin, or imposingly muscular, while in others, he was obese, his face pouchy and double-chinned. He was seen wearing the robes of justice and balancing the scales in his hands, holding court like a biblical patriarch as men, women, and children swooned in his presence; in doctor’s whites; dandling small children fondly on his knee; standing with bloodied sword over a mutilated serpent, its tail transmogrified into a U.S. cruise missile. On one building, eight identical smiling Saddams were set together in a cultish repetition not unlike Warhol’s Marilyn Diptych.


Iraq’s art czar was Mokhaled Mukhtar, a middle-aged man with an Einsteinesque frizz of hair who, he told me proudly in 2000, put in twelve-hour days as the director of the Saddam Arts Center, a large gray concrete building done in the New Islamic style and part of a large complex of similar buildings erected in the heart of Old Baghdad. I counted six different portraits of Saddam in Mukhtar’s large, art-filled office. He informed me that as the official patron of Iraqi artists, he thought of his job as a labor of true love and that in his task, he enjoyed the full support of President Saddam Hussein. “Upon assuming power, the president said that artists are like politicians; both help nurture and promote society,” said Mukhtar. “If a society does not have artists, you cannot have wise politicians. So art in Iraq has flourished because of the direct support of the president.” When I asked him about the plethora of public art dedicated to Saddam, Mukhtar explained that Iraq’s artists liked to paint the president because he was “the national symbol.” As a child, said Mukhtar, he had painted pictures of other heroes of his imagination—he named Burt Lancaster and Clark Gable—but now Saddam had replaced them. “Today this same love and imagination have expanded to the point where they allow us to express our love for the president.”


Mukhtar began to list some of Saddam’s achievements, which he seemed to think were nothing short of miraculous. For instance, he told me, when he was a young boy growing up in the northern province of Nineveh, there had been only two secondary schools, but now there were two hundred. At that time, he went on, Iraq’s population had been small, only seven million people. “But now we are twenty-two million, even after twenty years of killing! How can anyone explain that? Is there any one person who symbolizes this?” Mukhtar pointed to an easel standing near his desk. On it was a painting of Saddam’s face set against an intricate backdrop of ancient Sumerian cuneiform symbols. It was, he told me, one of his own paintings. “If you’d been here before the revolution, you would be as proud of Saddam as I am now.”


A few nights later, I visited the home of an Iraqi painter, Kassim Mussin Hassan. His living room was decorated with his own art, mostly oils of prancing Arab stallions and scarfed women carrying earthen jugs of water or paddling boats in the southern marshes. He explained that his style was from the “realist school” of Iraqi art. Hassan showed me a ream of photographs of his other works, including one of a vast canvas of a fat Saddam in robes. It was his greatest work. Hassan said that the painting was eighteen feet long by twelve feet wide and that he had been commissioned to paint it by the Baath Party headquarters in a western Iraqi town. It had taken him three weeks to complete. He had painted it on the flat roof of his house, and when he finished, it was lowered with a crane from his roof onto a truck. Noticing a framed photograph of Hassan standing with Saddam, who was beaming and had one hand on his shoulder, I asked him about the encounter. He explained that he had been summoned to meet Saddam after he had sent him one of his paintings—of a woman cutting reeds in the marshes with a stallion in the background—for Saddam’s fifty-ninth birthday, in 1996. “Saddam called me by my name,” said Hassan. “And he told me that he had been following my career. I was face-to-face with him, and I had the urge to embrace him, but I couldn’t. He has very strong eyes. You feel that there are many Iraqis in his eyes, that his eyes hold the struggle for the Arab homeland in them, and that he is farsighted and can read what you think. He exudes self-confidence, and this makes you feel strong too, just like him.”


For most Iraqis, Saddam was an all-seeing, all-knowing, and all-powerful eminence who lived in their midst but existed beyond their ken. Like the subjects of a wrathful god, they paid him homage to invoke his attention, his compassion, and his mercy. An Iraqi writer, choosing his words carefully, advised me to look to ancient Mesopotamia as a means of understanding the cult of Saddam. “People who come from the West, where the reality is today and tomorrow, and the past is irrelevant or hardly exists, are wrong to perceive Iraq in the same measure. Here past has created the present and continues to be a part of it. Here the first gods with human faces were created. There were gods for water, for agriculture, and so on. I think of them as Saddam’s ministers. There was a link between heaven and earth in these gods, and they set off the tradition of treating kings as gods. Divinity lies in the intermingling of heaven and earth. It may be a way to explain what you are seeing in Iraq.”


As the ruins of Ur, Nineveh, and Babylon bear witness, Iraq has a very old culture indeed, and an archaeological history dating back some ten thousand years. Iraq was the seat of the Sumerians and Assyrians as well as the Abbasid dynasty and, long before them all, of humankind’s first organized settlements. The ancient Iraqis were the creators of the wheel; of the world’s earliest-known handwriting, the cuneiform alphabet; of its first written epic, Gilgamesh; and of its first recorded code of laws, in which Hammurabi’s concept of an “eye for an eye” was set down for eternity. Alexander the Great died in Iraq, as did Prophet Muhammad’s son-in-law Imam Ali and Ali’s son Husein of Shia devotion, and it was the birthplace of Nebuchadnezzar, of Salahuddin the Conqueror, and of the biblical Jewish patriarch Abraham. It seemed a cruel irony that after such a history, the Iraqis had ended up with Saddam Hussein.


Only Saddam’s most self-confident apparatchiks dared talk openly about him, and even they found it difficult to deny his brutality categorically. They spoke euphemistically about how he was “tough,” or “strong,” while offering up fawning endorsements of his tyranny as the ideal form of tough-love regime required by Iraqis. “Iraq needs a strong ruler,” my minder, Salaar, once told me. “This country is like a wild horse, and it needs a tough trainer. Even if he has made some mistakes, it’s better to have someone strong like Saddam than someone who is weak.”


I soon learned that Salaar’s comment was an approved aphorism among the regime’s flunkies. “The Iraqi people love Saddam Hussein,” Tariq Aziz assured me in an interview on my first visit. “Saddam Hussein is tough when toughness is needed and kind when kindness is needed. He jokes, he listens to you; this is important for a leader.” Aziz shared what he said were the secrets of Saddam’s survival in power. “The Iraqi people have, since Babylon, toppled the leaders they didn’t like, and they have done it in this century. Saddam Hussein has been the leader of Iraq for thirty-two years, and the people know him. They endure all of the difficult circumstances because they love and support their leader. Some say it is because he has a Republican Guard and a Mukhabarat, but history tells us that it would be these same people who would topple him.”


Aziz delicately skirted the issue of Saddam’s frequent purges of his security forces and intelligence services, as well as the fact that all the most sensitive senior commands were occupied by his blood relatives, but he went on to recount, rather enthusiastically, a litany of the insider conspiracies, assassinations, and military coups d’état in Iraq’s history. When he had finished, he asked me, perkily: “So, how can this man keep everything intact if he doesn’t have the support of his guards and army? Because he is not boxed into power, he travels, he presides over the government, and the people like him for that. You know, over half of all Iraqis are Shia Muslims, and for years, Iran told them to topple Saddam, and they regarded that as an insult. And I’m sure they feel the same way about the Americans’ telling the Iraqis to topple their president. And Saddam is also popular as an Arab leader to Muslims and to people throughout the third world; it doesn’t matter if he’s not popular in Chicago and the Côte d’Azur! Did you know that hundreds of Nigerians have named their children Saddam, and they don’t even know what it means?” Aziz paused dramatically and leaned toward me. “I’ll tell you, it means ‘heroism.’ ” Later, out of curiosity, I looked up the meaning of Saddam myself; according to most of the references I examined, the name translates as “He who confronts.” Fair enough.


Other Iraqis offered up personal stories to illustrate Saddam’s capacity for mercy. I was treated to one such account by Behjet Shakir, who had been secretary-general of Iraq’s Baath Party back in the late fifties, when Saddam was still just a young party militant. A white-haired man of seventy-two, Shakir was living in peaceful retirement when I met him in August 2000. He lived with his family in an apartment in Mansour, a good neighborhood of Baghdad, but he clearly had very little money. His apartment was sparsely furnished, and its walls were unpainted and dirty. An old black-and-white television sat in a corner. I asked Shakir what Saddam had been like in the old days. Shakir complied, telling me that in addition to Saddam’s “bravery and determination,” he had been an avid reader of books of history and politics. “He was always wanting to expand his knowledge,” said Shakir. He recalled an occasion when he and Tariq Aziz had been sitting around discussing psychology, and Saddam, who had been listening in, asked them to recommend some books for him on the topic. Shakir lent him some books on collective psychology. “A few days later,” Shakir said, in a marveling tone, “Saddam was arguing with us as if he were a professor of psychology!” I asked Shakir if he thought Saddam had changed since those early days. He said that Saddam hadn’t changed at all, except that perhaps that he was “even wiser.” Shakir added: “It is important to mention that he is very strict and tough when he wants to implement justice. But when he does, I can see a tear in his eye, because of the human drama.”


I asked Shakir what he meant by that, and he proceeded to tell me a tangled tale about how, years before, during one of Saddam’s purges, a friend who was suspected of treason had taken refuge in his house and how this had become known to the Mukhabarat, the secret police. It had posed a terrible dilemma for him, Shakir recalled, because he didn’t want to betray his friend, in whose innocence he believed, by forcing him to leave his house, but he didn’t want his Baath Party standing, or his patriotism, placed in jeopardy either. So he went to see Saddam and told him of his predicament. After hearing Shakir out, Saddam had reassured him by telling him that as long as his friend chose to remain in his house, he would not send in the Mukhabarat to capture him. But if he gave himself up, Saddam promised, he would not be tortured. Eventually, Shakir said, his friend had “voluntarily” left his home and given himself up, and later, after his innocence had been proved, he had been released. The episode had ended happily and, for Shakir, represented solid evidence of Saddam’s humanity.


In the end, after speaking with dozens of Iraqis over several weeks, I concluded that if there was a common denominator to all of them, it was that they seemed utterly terrified of Saddam Hussein and of the horrible fate that might befall them if they spoke out of turn. An Iraqi man highly placed in Saddam’s entourage, who was contacted on my behalf through an intermediary, toyed for several days with the idea of speaking to me. But he eventually declined and sent word back that he had decided not to because he was afraid that if he did, he might “fall down some stairs.” I came away harboring no doubts whatsoever about Saddam’s megalomaniacal despotism or his great cruelty.


Like most people, I also believed that Saddam probably still did possess some hidden chemical and biological weapons and that if he felt threatened, he was perfectly capable of using them, just as he had in the past. I also knew that the UN sanctions regime imposed on Iraq after the Gulf War had crumbled significantly and that without an effective means by the international community to contain him in the future, Saddam would probably try to reassert himself militarily. In the interview I’d had with Tariq Aziz in 2000, the deputy prime minister had told me unrepentantly that he didn’t think Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait had been a mistake and hinted that it could well happen again. “We should’ve done it in the seventies or the eighties,” he quipped. “It would’ve been easier.” He laughed. “We are not idiots, you know. We did not want to take over Kuwait; we wanted to create a situation that was better for us and better for them…. We didn’t want the Kuwaitis’ oil; we have so much of it we’re sick of it! We wanted more shoreline.” Aziz acknowledged that Iraq had formally recognized Kuwait’s sovereignty after the Gulf War, under duress, but said he did not see this as a permanent situation. “We will honor the commitment we made when we signed the UN cease-fire resolution, which was imposed on us, but the next generation may erase it. It was a big mistake for Kuwait to do this. But we’ll honor our commitments, if they do.”


As for Iraq’s differences with the United States, Aziz was preeningly self-assured. “We are ready to get into substantive dialogue to improve our relations with the United States,” he said. “But the United States is afraid to get into a substantive dialogue with us. Because if they argue that we have weapons of mass destruction, we have evidence to show that this is exaggerated.” Aziz paused to smile as I pondered his use of the word exaggerated, instead of untrue. Aziz seemed to be implying that Iraq still had caches of dangerous weapons. “Are we a threat?” he continued rhetorically. “This too can be resolved by sitting down and resolving things with dialogue and by talking things through.” It was time, said Aziz, for the United States to get back on board and restore its relations with Iraq. Everybody else was. The situation had changed in the last ten years, and now it was the United States, not Iraq, that was isolated. “The sanctions,” he concluded triumphantly, “are gradually collapsing.”


This was the kind of hubris coming out of Baghdad prior to the attacks on September 11. After the U.S. War on Terror had begun, and with it, the renewed pressure for Iraq to come clean on its weapons of mass destruction, Tariq Aziz’s tone changed. He and every other senior Iraqi government figure now vehemently denied that Iraq had any such weaponry left and scornfully repudiated all allegations to the contrary. But whatever the truth about Saddam’s illegal weapons, I was unconvinced by the Bush administration’s newfound arguments that Saddam was somehow linked to Al Qaeda or that urgent military action against his regime was justified as part of the War on Terror. I also believed that the moral capital for action by the West against Saddam had long since been squandered. I still recalled the deep sense of shame that I had felt, as an American, when, after Iraq’s defeat in the Gulf War in 1991, the first President Bush had done nothing to halt Saddam’s slaughter of tens of thousands of Shiites in reprisal for their popular uprising against him. If there had ever been a moment when humanitarian intervention in Iraq was justified, that was it. Or for that matter, a couple of years earlier, when Saddam was known to be gassing the Kurds.


In the intervening years, American policy toward Iraq had lapsed into one of aggressive containment, with U.S. and British warplanes flying daily sorties, and sometimes bombing targets, over the two no-fly zones established in the north and south of the country. In that time there had been virtually no benign Western influence in Iraq that was visible, and the vacuum had been filled by Saddam’s unrelenting propaganda machine. On August 8, 2000, for instance, the twelfth anniversary of the end of the Iran-Iraq War, Saddam appeared on Iraqi television to remind his subjects of their “great victory” over “those who wished our people ill and our nation harm, backed by international Zionism, imperialism and the wicked Jews in the occupied land.” Saddam then turned his ire on Saudi Arabia and the other gulf states providing bases to the U.S. and British warplanes patrolling the no-fly zones. “The planes of the aggressors take off from their land and territorial waters to bomb the citadel of the Arabs and the cradle of Abraham and to destroy the property of the Iraqis and to kill them all—men, women and children. Is there any other way than this to describe treachery and disgrace? May evil befall them, for evil indeed are the deeds they do!”


As I had learned, Saddam’s utterances instantly became official doctrine, and were echoed at every level of society by his Baath Party ideologues. One of those ideologues was Nasra al-Sadoun. She was a woman in her late fifties with short-cropped hair, the editor in chief of the state-run English-language Iraq Daily, a poorly translated rag of a thing with a little box on its title banner that contained words of wisdom from Saddam. One of the more popular aphorisms, which I saw reprinted many times in the lead-up to the war, was something Saddam had said on August 8, 2000: “Don’t provoke a snake before you make up your mind and muster up the ability to cut its head. It will be of no use to say that you have not started the attack if it attacks you by surprise. Make the necessary preparations required in each individual case and trust in God.”


When I visited Nasra al-Sadoun on my first trip to Iraq, she subjected me to a forty-minute tirade about the effects of the UN sanctions, which she blamed on the United States and Great Britain. “One million Iraqi children have died!” she shouted. “What kind of people are the Americans? Are we Red Indians to be slaughtered? This is genocide! Not even Hitler did that! I think it must be because we are not considered human beings. I’m sure that if a million cats or dogs died in the U.S., it would be a huge uproar, but no one cares about us, because we are Iraqis! It is a crime, simply put, a genocide, an American genocide.” She concluded bitterly: “You know, I have learned to hate the term democracy, because what the U.S. says it is doing by bombing us and killing our children is to bring us democracy and human rights. If this is their idea of democracy, we don’t want it! The Americans may have more planes and missiles than we do, but we are an advanced people. In fact, we are a more civilized people than the Americans.”


Listening to Nasra al-Sadoun rant was disheartening, because it made me realize that an entire generation of young Iraqis knew virtually nothing about the West beyond what they heard from ideologues like her or from Saddam himself, or were taught in his schools—and it was all pretty much the same thing. On the eve of Saddam’s referendum, I visited one of Baghdad’s more genteel high schools, the Al-Mansour Preparatory School for Boys, where I was graciously received by its director, Mr. Jawad. He ushered me into his office, which had a huge photograph of Saddam covering the entire wall behind his desk. The effect was distinctly Orwellian. After Mr. Jawad had called in a couple of his teachers who spoke good English, I asked them about the teaching of modern history at the school. One of them, Professor Shamzedin, reacted defensively to my line of inquiry, saying: “Don’t ever think that we teach our students to despise the West. We know that the people of the Western countries are humane, and we try to teach our students to be humane too.” I asked him to tell me how he taught the history of the Gulf War—the Mother of All Battles—as it was officially referred to, and Iraq’s relationship with the United States. Shamzedin was uneasy. He said: “It’s not included in our textbooks, which are changed only every thirty years. But we do teach such subjects in the sixth and last year of high school. It begins when Kuwait and other gulf countries began to try to control our oil via this and other conspiracies and our leader warned them not to do such things, but the Kuwaiti authorities continued in their aggressive planning, and you know what came afterward. We explain the facts.”


Professor Shamzedin looked over to his colleague, Professor Marouf, for help. He spoke up, saying: “We all know that—it’s quite clear to all people—that the American administration is against Arab people in general and Iraq in particular. We all know that because of the UN embargo, one million Iraqi children have died. We don’t feel it necessary to remind our people of the facts. We all know these things. We all know that the American people have no ability to change what their administration does. This is why we don’t hate the American people. We all hate wars. Iraqis don’t like war. But if America attacks Iraq, what should the Iraqi people do? Definitely we will defend ourselves.”


Whatever their true feelings were, the professors had delivered the proper Baath Party version of history, and under the circumstances, I expected nothing different from them. I also understood that this was the history that Iraq’s schoolchildren had been taught for years, without much recourse to an alternative version. It seemed to me that at the very least, the United States had a lot of public relations work to do with Iraqis if it intended to occupy their country and get away with it. Even away from Saddam’s minions, the sentiment I found most prevalent among Iraqis I met was a weary cynicism toward the United States and about life in general.


A few days after Saddam’s prisoner amnesty, I secured permission to travel to Basra, in the south of Iraq. Basra lay within the southern no-fly zone, thirty miles from the border with Kuwait, and its atmosphere was something like that of a frontline city. British and American warplanes had bombed the radar installations at the Basra airport a few days before my arrival, and on my first morning in town, an air-raid siren sounded, honking rhythmically throughout the city for several minutes. The siren was ignored by everyone, however, and no jets appeared overhead. My official minder and interpreter for the trip, Ahmed, explained that the sirens went off whenever Iraqi airspace was penetrated. We traveled around with a Mukhabarat agent who had been assigned to escort us everywhere we went. He was a dark-skinned, muscular Bedouin man who told me, in his few words of English, to call him Lion. We had found a local driver who spoke English, a thin, sharp-eyed man named Abu Hikmet. He had once worked for an Austrian company with offices in Basra, but he now drove a taxi for a living.


I had requested permission to visit a number of places around Basra, but as we set off in Abu Hikmet’s car, Ahmed informed me that we were first going to visit a local hospital. I had already been through this ritual once before, in Baghdad, and did not raise a fuss. Visits to hospitals to see children dying of cancer and leukemia and to be lectured by doctors who blamed their illnesses on radiation from the depleted-uranium-tipped rockets and tank shells used by the U.S. military in the Gulf War had become obligatory for journalists visiting Iraq. At the spanking-clean Saddam Teaching Hospital, we were received by its director, Dr. Jawad el-Ali, a tiny, soft-spoken man who spoke fluent English with a British accent. He explained that he had studied oncology for four years in the United Kingdom, at Charing Cross Hospital and the Royal Northern. He had become a member of the Royal College of Physicians of London, Glasgow, and Edinburgh and returned to Basra in 1984. As I had anticipated, Dr. Jawad spoke to me about the increased cancer levels among his patients at the hospital. “We have a bad situation.” He began mildly. “We have an increased incidence in cancer. We’ve compared the years before and after the Aggression,” he said, using the official term for the Gulf War. “In 1988 we had 116 cancer patients at this hospital, and in 1998 we had 428.”


Dr. Jawad attributed the cancer increase to the 140,000 tons of explosives that he said had been dropped in the vicinity by the Americans and their allies in the Gulf War. I challenged him, asking whether some of the cancer increase might have come from Iraq’s use of chemical weapons during its war with Iran. He shot me a sharp look and replied evenly: “I know nothing about that. I believe that there was an American aggression against an Iraqi chemical weapons site, which I think was intentional, although they’ve said they regretted it. Anyway, most of the cancers, while some may have been caused by chemicals, show radiation sources, indicating depleted uranium.”


There was no perceptible tone of triumph in the doctor’s voice. He carried on, explaining that he now saw many unusual cancer cases, such as patients with multiple cancers and families with several members afflicted with cancers of different types. This kind of thing, he said, was abnormal and simply had not occurred before the Gulf War. “I have lived in Basra for more than thirty years,” said Dr. Jawad. “It used to be quite rare to have cancer patients. Now every doctor here has at least one cancer patient on his operations list.” He had noticed a higher rate of cancer among farmers who lived to the west of the city, toward the border with Kuwait, where a great deal of contaminated war matériel had remained behind. He speculated that this might be because the farmers had inhaled fumes or been in contact with the uranium-tipped shells. Why didn’t the government conduct a cleanup? I asked him. Dr. Jawad smiled. “Even the U.S. Army could not do it. They’d have to take the top fifty centimeters of soil in a thousand square miles and bury it under a hundred meters of soil. It would take the Iraqi government budget one hundred years to pay for it. The whole area is contaminated with radiation.” What he was describing, I remarked, was a kind of low-level nuclear war; was that his view of what the United States had done in Iraq? “Yes,” he replied quietly. “And the contamination will continue for billions of years.”


Afterward we drove out of town to inspect the area that Dr. Jawad had said had the highest radiation levels. A half hour’s drive west of Basra brought us to the scrubby little village of Safwan, the closed Iraqi border crossing with Kuwait. As we approached it, we passed a heavily sandbagged UN observation post at the roadside, and Lion told me that from there on, toward the frontier, no Iraqi military men were allowed to bear arms. At the entrance to Safwan, there was a painted placard with Arabic script and English lettering that read BALESTINE {sic} IS ARABIAN FROM THE SEA FILL {sic} THE OCEAN and another with a large portrait of Saddam. Safwan’s buildings were neglected, and many still bore the telltale bullet holes and pockmarks of war. Lion told Abu Hikmet to drive in for a hundred meters or so, but as a row of concrete barricades became visible down the road, he made him turn around again.


We drove back up the road past the UN post and turned off onto a track that led to a flat area covered with the sun-blackened carapaces of dead vehicles—cars, tanks, and armored personnel carriers—most of them mutilated and twisted. We got out and walked around, with Lion walking vigilantly ahead and telling us not to step off the track because there was unexploded ordnance everywhere. These blackened shells were all that remained of the many hundreds of vehicles full of fleeing Iraqi soldiers who had been massacred by the American military in 1991 in the incident remembered as the Highway of Death. Flies buzzed incessantly around us. Ignoring Lion’s advice, Abu Hikmet stopped and picked up a rocket head that lay on the ground in front of us. Lion barked at him, and he dropped it. He pointed a few feet away to an unexploded shell lying on the ground next to a twisted jeep. “Uranium,” he said in English, smiling, a reminder of the conversation we’d had with Dr. Jawad. Lion said something else in Arabic, which Ahmed translated. “He says the radiation level at that tank is one thousand times above normal.” Lion walked around, looking at the wreckage, shaking his head and whistling now and again in fascination, but he expressed disappointment on my behalf at the scarcity of war detritus. Through Ahmed, he explained that there had been many, many more vehicles before, but people had been scavenging for scrap, and almost everything had been carted away. Wasn’t that dangerous, I asked, considering the supposed uranium contamination? Lion and Ahmed both nodded and shrugged their shoulders.


Heading back up the road to Basra, we stopped at a little roadside hut where some robed men were selling cold Pepsis. One of them was a local farmer named Behlul Salman. He told me that he was forty-nine, originally from Basra, and had moved there after the Gulf War because of the good farming opportunities. “I like it here. The land is cheap, and we grow lots of tomatoes, onions, and watermelons.” I was shocked at this. What about the uranium contamination in the area? I asked. Ahmed shrugged, and Lion grinned as if he were embarrassed. What about mines? I asked. “No, no mines,” Salman replied. What about danger from the air—Americans strafing or bombing?


“No, no problems,” said Salman.


“None of your children are sick?”


“No,” said Salman. “All the children are healthy.”


I turned to Ahmed and said that there seemed to be some discrepancies between official propaganda and reality. According to everything I had been hearing, I said, this was an area under constant harassment by British and American warplanes; it was heavily mined, full of millions of tons of irradiated war debris, and everyone had cancer. What was the truth? Fidgeting uncomfortably, Ahmed translated. A soldier who was standing nearby listening to our conversation spoke up. He pointed to a large hill in the distance, back over by the Kuwaiti border. “There’s a lot of uranium over there,” he said, “on that hill,” and then added, trying to be helpful, that he had heard scientists say that the tomatoes grown in this area were “full of radiation.”


Hearing this, I turned back to Salman, the farmer, and said: “So, what are you doing here?”


He said something, and Abu Hikmet, who spoke some English, stepped in to translate. “He says even if his children die, he will stay here. He likes it here.”


“But tell him that he is growing poison!” I said, exasperated.


Abu Hikmet translated. Everyone nodded. Salman replied: “Well, what can we do? We have to eat. And we’ll eat and die. Iraqis like to die!”


Everyone laughed at Salman’s joke, which was really not a joke at all, but a poor man’s stubborn pride. I shook my head, feeling angry. Abu Hikmet patted me on the shoulder and said, winking cynically: “Don’t worry, mister. He will keep growing tomatoes because he wants the money. And then he will die and forget about it.”


We drove back to Basra. All the land around was spoiled-looking. Everywhere there were large, pointless-seeming mounds of dirt, piles of rubble, hardscrabble little farms, and the odd military bivouac. Above, the sky was big and blue, but large swatches of it were purplish black, like spreading bruises, coming from the gas burnoff pipes that poked up all over the horizon, shooting out orange fireballs and great scudding clouds of black smoke.


Following my encounter in Jordan with Nasser al-Sadoun in November 2002, I returned to England, where the news was filled with terrifying stories about Saddam’s reported chemical and biological weapons caches and the catastrophic consequences if he were to use them. Experts predicted that Saddam would probably deploy such weapons in a war if he thought they would save his regime. Some came up with lurid doomsday scenarios in which a besieged Saddam would use poison gas as a final act of spite, killing himself but taking as many American troops as he could along with him. In Amman a high-ranking former Jordanian intelligence official who knew Saddam personally had fretted to me about the possibility that he might resort to international terrorism with bacteriological weapons. “Weaponized viruses, set off by Iraqi agents in different parts of the world—this is my big fear,” he said. “Will he use them before there is a strike against him or when he knows the game is up? We don’t know.”


Stein Undheim, Norway’s chargé d’affaires in Baghdad, a veteran Iraq observer and one of the few Western diplomats still in the country, had told me he felt certain Saddam had chemical weapons and would do everything in his power to avoid giving them up. “Many Iraqi military officers,” he said, “are convinced that the only reason the Americans didn’t come to Baghdad in the Gulf War was that they possessed chemical weapons. They believe that’s what saved them then, and what saved them before, in the war with Iran. And they may believe they can save them again.” Undheim confided that he was prepared for all eventualities. In an underground safe room at the embassy, he had stockpiled chemical warfare suits, gas masks, and enough medicines, food, and water for himself and several other members of his staff to survive for several months.


In his book, The Threatening Storm: The Case for Invading Iraq, which had been published to a great amount of publicity in September, Kenneth Pollack, a former CIA analyst, went so far as to compare the threat posed by Saddam with that of Adolf Hitler back in the 1940s and wrote: “An invasion of Iraq may not be cost-free, but it is unlikely to be horrific and it is the only sensible course of action left to us. We would do well to remember John Stuart Mill’s remark that ‘war is an ugly thing, but it is not the ugliest of things.’ In our case, the ugliest of things would be to hide our heads in the sand while Saddam Hussein acquires the capability to kill millions of people and hold the economy of the world in the palm of his cruel hand.”


Pollack’s book closely echoed the thinking of the war planners in Washington and Westminster, and its publication coincided neatly with an intensifying campaign of accusations by the Bush and Blair governments against Saddam. Meanwhile antiwar groups and human rights organizations in Europe and the United States had begun making dire predictions about the huge numbers of civilians—some estimates went as high as a hundred thousand—who would likely die if the war went ahead. But the momentum for war had begun, and it was obvious that there was little that anyone could do to stop it. A British humanitarian relief official told me that Iran’s government was expecting up to seven hundred thousand Iraqi refugees to flood across its borders and was establishing emergency camps to receive them. Set against the backdrop of the horrors of 9/11, the Iraq War had begun to acquire the psychological dimensions of an impending apocalypse, in which anything seemed possible.


To the journalists planning to cover the conflict, it seemed wise to be prepared for every contingency. News organizations began buying up supplies of protective gear for their correspondents and dispatching them on “hostile environment” courses. The New Yorker magazine sent me a chemical and biological warfare protective suit, a gas mask, ampoules of atropine, syringes, and a bulletproof helmet and jacket with antisniper plates in the front and back. Assuming I could obtain an Iraqi visa, I had resolved to take my chances in Baghdad, rather than be “embedded” with U.S. military troops. Toward the end of November, along with a dozen other reporters working for major U.S. and British media groups, I attended a one-day seminar, “Chemical and Biological Warfare Awareness Training,” at Heckfield Place, a manor house located in a wooded, leafy estate in Hampshire, a county about an hour’s drive from London. The manor was used by a British security consultancy firm called Centurion Risk Assessment Services, which gave courses in warfare preparedness to journalists, diplomats, and humanitarian aid workers. Our classroom was in a former stable on the grounds of the estate.


An ex–British special forces man with a Cockney accent gave us the lowdown on everything from chemical and germ warfare to the Ebola virus and the bubonic plague. After showing us a short video clip from an anonymous battlefield of the Iran-Iraq War, with images of the contorted bodies of Iranian soldiers who had succumbed to Saddam’s poison gas, the instructor said breezily: “Chemical warfare has been around since the days of knights in armor; it’s just gotten worse.” As the Centurion man prattled on, I chewed over the irony of the fact that he had used Iranian war footage as a visual aid yet had nothing to tell us about what had actually happened there. For all the belated talk in the West about Saddam’s illegal weapons of mass destruction, no people had suffered more from those weapons than the Iranians had, during the 1980–1988 war. Long before Saddam’s infamous use of poison gas in the Kurdish town of Halabja, in 1988, when five thousand civilians were killed in a single day, his commanders had deployed chemical weapons dozens of times against Iranian troops, killing and maiming countless thousands of them. But in those days Saddam’s war crimes had been largely ignored by the Western powers, which feared the spread of Khomeini’s influence in the region, and most of them, including Great Britain and the United States, had actually supplied Saddam with the weaponry, intelligence, and technical know-how he relied upon to fight the war.


My notes from the Centurion man’s warnings about nerve gas read: “Dangerous symptoms: Nausea, vomiting, piss your pants, defecation, stopping breathing. You’re dead, basically.” He passed around a vial of bitter almond tincture, and we were told to sniff it. It smelled like marzipan. He explained that it had the same odor as a “blood agent” which might be used in the Iraq War. “If you smell that, you have nine seconds to put your suit on. If you’ve been exposed, the symptoms are dizziness, fainting, heart palpitations, and shortness of breath.” He moved on to “choking agents,” which he explained could have various odors, including those of freshly mown hay, garlic, fish, and geraniums. He passed around a bottle of Thai fish paste, another of Lea & Perrins crushed garlic sauce, and a Body Shop aromatherapy product called Geranium Revival, which we all duly sniffed. I asked the Centurion man how in a war situation we would be able to tell the difference between the scent given off by an actual field of fresh-mown hay and the same smell from a chemical weapon. He stopped and stared at me, as if pondering his reply. Then, with a shrug, he said: “You wouldn’t.”


After the lecture we were handed protective suits, boots, gloves, and gas masks, shown how to get them on and off quickly, and then made to go on a brisk trot through the forest around the manor house. It was a chilly, drizzly winter day, but inside the suits, it was beastly hot, and all of us returned to the classroom with our gas masks fogged up and our clothing completely drenched from our own sweat. By the end of the day few of us had any confidence that we would be able to survive in what the Centurion man referred to as “a chemical environment,” and he had made it fairly clear that he didn’t think we would either, but we were each given diplomas, stating that we had passed the course.




TWO


Throughout time, Iraq’s destiny has been inextricably bound up with that of Persia—modern-day Iran—its much larger neighbor to the east. The border between the two countries has been demarcated along the old fault lines of history, and it is a territorial, cultural, and political boundary that is more blood-soaked than most. It is not only the final frontier between the Arabic- and the Persian-speaking worlds but a dividing line within Islam itself and one that separates Shiite Muslims from one another. The Shiites are the majority population in both nations, but in Iraq they have been ruled by the Sunnis, their ancient rivals for Islamic supremacy, for most of the past four hundred years.


Saddam’s entire time in office was characterized by his murderous obsessiveness about the threatening “Persian enemy” at home and next door. He had launched a war against Iran to prevent the contagion of its Islamic revolution from taking root among Iraq’s Shiite majority. Apart from the Kurds, no Iraqi community had been so singled out by Saddam for repression as the Shiites. If, as it now seemed likely, the United States was going to invade Iraq, oust Saddam, and restore the country to democracy, then there was a strong possibility that the Shiites would assume power. I was curious to know more about Iraq’s Shiites, who their leaders were and what they wanted for the future. Inside Iraq, it was impossible to know. For some answers, I traveled to Iran, where more than half a million Iraqi Shiites were living as refugees. I arrived on New Year’s Day 2003.


I spent the month of January interviewing Iraqi exiles and Iranians about the coming war. Among the Iraqis I spoke to, many of whom had lived in Iran for twenty or more years, I found cautious optimism that Saddam Hussein’s long dictatorship might finally be about to end. But most were also distrustful of U.S. motives and feared a last-minute deal between Washington and Saddam that might leave him, or one of his Baath Party cronies, in power.


Among most of the Iranians I met, there was a widespread assumption that Bush’s planned invasion of Iraq would lay the stage for an eventual U.S. war against Iran. At the time it was a fair enough deduction to make; ever since President Bush’s State of the Union address in 2002, in which Iran was named along with Iraq and North Korea as part of what he called the axis of evil, American policy makers and the media had openly discussed the prospects for “regime change” in Iran.


Amir Mohebian, the editor in chief of the conservative Iranian newspaper Resalat, informed me that he was one of the conspiracy theorists. An ex–Revolutionary Guard and a war veteran, Mohebian was one of Iran’s foremost religious intellectuals, and his newspaper was regarded as a mouthpiece for Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khameini. After I made a formal request through Iran’s Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, which oversees the activities of foreign journalists, Mohebian agreed to speak to me. We met in a conference room of the Resalat offices. He wore a suit and spoke superb English. Straightaway he launched into an acerbic monologue.


“For right or wrong, the United States and Iran have been confronting one another for twenty-four years now,” he said. “Both sides are naturally very concerned about each other’s actions in the region. We assume that the Americans have a universal plot, and I think that the heart of this plot lies in the Middle East. Energy resources have a significant position in the future of the world, and both the Middle East and Central Asia have significant resources, and so the U.S. sees this region as the key to its concerns. And Iran is the corridor between these two regions, the Middle East and Central Asia…. The main concern of American policy makers is providing economic security for the United States. Therefore we see the U.S. attack on Afghanistan as a means of providing gas and oil; Osama bin Laden and the Taliban were only an excuse for the attack on Afghanistan. With regards to the probable U.S. attack on Iraq, we believe this is aimed at dominating a country that can be a source of cheap energy. The U.S. has put its big feet in the region, with the toes in Afghanistan and the heel in Iraq, and we are somewhere in the middle, in the hollow of the foot, and we expect it to put pressure on us at any moment. We do not really believe all the U.S. talk about democracy and fighting terror.


“We believe a democratic regime in Iraq is a good thing and also in accordance with our own national interests. But we think a democratic Iraq regime based on the will of the majority is not what the U.S. really wants. First of all, because sixty percent of the population is Shia, and so it should have the support of the Shia.” Mohebian explained that he had read in the Western media about American fears that a democratic post-Saddam Iraq would be ruled “by mullahs” and was therefore not desirable.


“I believe that a pragmatic politician always acts according to a calculation of benefit and loss,” he continued. “So, is it reasonable to think that the United States wants to change the present regime in Iraq to a democracy, which will, because of its Shia majority, have many of the same characteristics as Iran’s?”


“Which Iran?” I asked Mohebian in a challenging way. “The Iran of 1980, 1995, or of the present day? Iran’s Islamic revolution has changed and is continuing to change today. Which Iran will be their model?”


“What you say is true,” Mohebian said airily. “We cannot predict how they will choose their path. Maybe, unlike Iran, they will never let the secular politicians into their religious government, thus not paving the way to the eventual reforms, as we have had here, or maybe they will be less fundamentalist….” Mohebian shrugged, as if to say that the question I had raised was, in any case, not the most important one.


“Look,” he said, “Saddam has always been a dangerous enemy of ours. Therefore his elimination would be in our favor. But the presence of the U.S. in the region is not in our interests. So the best thing is that the U.S. topples Saddam Hussein, but that it pays a high price for this, because I think that one who pays a high price to take one step will think carefully before taking another. The U.S. actually paid quite a high price in Afghanistan; that’s why Iraq has taken longer for them to get to…. But the U.S. has not given much thought to what comes after Saddam Hussein, and toppling Saddam is not just a matter of toppling a person or even a system. Quite a few Iraqis are linked to the system, so they have to be knocked down too, and they are a considerable number. I believe these people are standing in opposition to the Iraqi people, and they realize that if Saddam Hussein goes, they’ll die. And apart from the Kurds, the forty percent of the population who are Sunni fear the rise of a Shia state. So Saddam is relying upon the fear of some people of a Shia state and fear of death by others, and these two groups provide him with very strong support. So even if Saddam Hussein agrees to step down, the foundation for a civil war may be laid.” Mohebian flashed me a triumphant smile. It was obvious that he relished the scenario he had just described.


As I got up to leave, Mohebian made a final remark. “There is a saying by Machiavelli: ‘A democratic system can be easily dominated but it is difficult to hold on to; a dictatorship is difficult to take over but easier to control.’ If I were an American politician, I would put another dictator in the place of Saddam Hussein, and I wouldn’t change the system as a whole. But I hope the U.S. doesn’t have an adviser like me!” He laughed humorlessly.
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