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  Introduction




  This is a book of stories about a particular stage in our own lives, and the life of our world: the stage at which we have started to worry seriously about its future. It

  isn’t a book about ecology or global warming, though these things certainly appear in the pages that follow. Instead, it’s intended to be a collection of snapshots of life in different

  parts of the world, as I have observed it over the last few years.




  Because I am a journalist, and because my work takes me rather often to Iraq, many of the snapshots come from there; but (you may be glad to know) by no means all. If you go through the album

  with me, we will come across at least one crooked extortioner, an elusive emperor and empress, a dictator facing execution, several film-stars, a group of Bushmen facing persecution by their

  government, a couple of Serbian contract killers, a child sorcerer in the Congo, a group of Chinese tomb-raiders, and a variety of other thoroughly dubious people including Robert Mugabe and

  Alastair Campbell.




  I hope this book will help you to make up your mind finally about what has happened in Iraq. And perhaps I will be fortunate enough by the end – assuming I haven’t bored you too much

  long before that point – to persuade you to look at the world in a way which, if it isn’t necessarily all that optimistic, may at least be a little more accepting.




  Henry Fielding gives a warning in the early pages of Tom Jones about his methods, which I should probably echo at this point:




  

    

      Reader, I think proper, before we proceed any farther together, to acquaint thee, that I intend to digress, through this whole History, as often as I see Occasion.


    


  




  I’ll try to stick to the point, but not too much; in the hope that if you find the point tedious, the digressions may be something of a

  relief.




  About the time I began to gather the materials for this book, I came back with my wife Dee to live in London, after a number of very happy years in Ireland. We settled in a small house near

  World’s End in Chelsea: a place which supposedly became famous when King Charles II’s coach broke down there on a wintry afternoon as he was on his way to see one of his various

  mistresses.




  ‘What’s the name of that inn?’ he is said to have asked his coachman.




  ‘The World’s End, your majesty.’




  ‘Highly suitable,’ shuddered the king, wrapping his cloak more tightly around himself.




  To me, though, it has been very far from being the end of the world. During the time we have been there and this book has taken shape, we have scored a goal in extra time by having a child: an

  engaging and very jolly little boy called Rafe (short for Ranulph, in the hope that he, like the original owner of his name, Sir Ranulph Fiennes, will explore his world with courage and

  perception). Rafe has altered my entire outlook on the world, in a way I will explain in the pages that follow.




  A lot of people have helped me, of course. Some knew they were doing so, others didn’t. This is the fortieth anniversary of my arrival at the BBC as a humble trainee sub-editor in the

  radio newsroom, and I have stayed with the BBC ever since; a bit like still living with my parents (‘It’s very convenient, you see . . .’). By the way, I had to inform the BBC it

  was my fortieth anniversary with them, and the occasion, such as it was, went unmarked by any kind of celebration. Well, did the Man In The Iron Mask get a cake from his warders? I imagine not. But

  the great thing about the BBC isn’t the way it treats you, it’s that it offers the opportunity to work with a large number of talented and mostly very pleasant people at the BBC, a few

  of whom will appear in this book.




  So it is dedicated to quite a few people. To the producers, editors, cameramen, technicians, security advisers, secretaries, receptionists, telephonists and others of the BBC whom I have worked

  alongside in the past and present – including the charming ladies of the tea-bar at Television Centre. To my bosses, more in number than the sands of the sea,

  I have also good reason to be grateful because of their tolerance of someone who has never really been very compliant. To Mark Nelthorpe-Cowne, who accompanied me on a couple of the adventures in

  this book, and has been both excellent company and a splendid manager. To his wife Gina, Dee’s sister, who has been my unfailingly good-tempered and loving PA. To Julian Alexander, best, most

  imaginative and most amusing of agents. To George Morley, my editor at Macmillan, whose charm and enthusiasm and frequent kindness has always jollied me along when times were rough. To Philippa

  McEwan, whose company around the country makes the business of publicizing a book more enjoyable than I ever thought possible, and to all the others at Macmillan who have made my publishing life a

  genuine pleasure. To Joe Phua, cameraman and friend, who helped with the cover of this book in his usual generous fashion. To Tamsin Jaggers, who runs the World Affairs Unit at the BBC, and fields

  all sorts of unreasonable demands for me and from me. To Agnieszka Freeman, who was generous with her time and helpful when I needed the illustrations that follow. To the fixers and translators

  around the world whose work it celebrates. And finally, of course, to my wife, Dee, whose love and help and advice has sustained this whole book, and who has been obliged to give up travelling with

  me (which she unaccountably enjoyed), in order to tend to the superb little boy we almost thought we would never have.




  

    London, June 2007
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  WORLD’S END




  It may not entirely have escaped your attention that the world seems to be getting worse.




  Most people would say that their lives were often more violent, usually more disturbed, and always less predictable than in the past. Nuclear weapons are spreading, violence is rampant,

  terrorism has become commonplace, the breakdown of conventional morality has weakened our relationships with one another.




  Of course, anxiety has been a leading feature of every decade for the past century, and probably forever; people in the supposedly golden Edwardian years before the First World War were worried

  sick by the rise of German militarism, the decline of Britain’s standing in the world, the growth of violence in Ireland and in the streets of Britain, and the sudden manifestation of free

  love, socialism, feminism and strange new art forms.




  But there is one difference: nowadays we worry that the very existence of our world is threatened. Billions of people face shortages of water and food, and the increased danger of flooding.

  Climate change would (no, will – this isn’t just some vague theory) be devastating for the world’s poor. And therefore it will have a savage effect on the world’s rich as

  well.




  Since the end of the Second World War, what we vaguely call, with some geographical inaccuracy, ‘the West’, meaning the developed countries of the world, has experienced the most

  remarkable period of economic growth in human history. Yet it doesn’t seem to have made us particularly happy or safe: at the start of the twenty-first century the chances of being robbed or

  violently attacked are approximately twice as great throughout ‘the West’ as they were in the early 1950s. (Nevertheless statistics of this sort aren’t necessarily much of a guide

  to the nature of the life around us. It wasn’t until D-Day in 1944 that the fighting in the Second World War took over as the leading cause of premature death

  other than illness for the British people. From September 1939 to that point, despite all the bombs that had rained down on British cities, and despite the fighting on four continents, the chief

  cause of death had been the unglamorous road accident.)




  The great majority of us lead a far more comfortable existence than at any previous stage in history. Things that were beyond the reach of the super-rich sixty years ago are standard for most

  people now. Even our children have mobile phones. We are all constantly entertained in ways of our own choosing, we scarcely have to wait for anything we want, and we expect to have holidays in the

  warmest and most distant places.




  In the world at large, more people live in abject poverty than ever before, yet the poor now form a noticeably smaller proportion of the human race. When, at any previous time in human

  existence, could anyone even have suggested staging a campaign to Make Poverty History? That has happened in our time; and, if we were only prepared to make some fairly basic sacrifices, we might

  actually achieve it.




  But above all, we who live in the wealthy countries of the world have come to expect that our lives will be peaceful: something that no other generation in human history could have considered.

  There are fewer full-scale wars going on now than at any time since 1945. It is true that Tony Blair, during his ten years in office, involved Britain in more wars than any prime minister for forty

  years. But there were only four of them, and by the standards of the twentieth century they were mostly small affairs, in faraway countries of which most people knew little. By the start of 2007

  the so-called War on Terror, supposedly the great issue of our time, had been quietly put to one side, and even George W. Bush’s White House decided not to mention the phrase in public any

  more. The police and the intelligence services took the leading role in countering terrorism, and the soldiers concentrated on trying to shore up the governments which the Americans and British had

  created in Iraq and Afghanistan.




  Altogether, living in Britain after the end of the Second World War was rather like living in Queen Victoria’s reign: great and growing wealth at home, small

  wars abroad, and occasional outbursts of terrorist violence which achieved nothing.




  It is only human nature, of course, to assume that we can go on like this indefinitely. British people thought, right up to the day in July 1914 when the Archduke Franz Ferdinand was murdered by

  a Serbian extremist, that life would simply continue as before. Five years earlier, the leading political theorist Norman Angell – his full name was Ralph Norman Angell Lane, and he was later

  knighted and awarded the Nobel Peace prize – had published a huge bestseller called Europe’s Optical Illusion, later issued in the US as The Great Illusion. The cineaste

  Jean Renoir borrowed the book’s title for his magnificent film. Angell argued that the international economy meant that war had become entirely futile, and was virtually unthinkable between

  civilized nations. He didn’t quite say that war had become impossible, but that was the comfortable impression most people drew from it; which is why they bought his book in such numbers.




  Nor was this the first time that it was possible to believe in the inevitability of peace. Just over a century earlier, in 1792, William Pitt the Younger, who was usually a remarkably sensible

  politician, told the House of Commons, ‘There never was a time when, from the situation, we might more reasonably expect fifteen years of peace.’ The words were only just spoken when

  the execution of King Louis XVI took place. The war which broke out with France was to last, on and off, for twenty-three years.




  Imagining anything radically different from our comfortable, peaceful existence is really hard. It was well into the start of 1940 before people in Britain or France could be persuaded to take

  the war with Nazi Germany seriously. Human beings have always had a tendency to assume that everything will continue pretty much as usual; we don’t trouble to envision anything else. As I

  write this, western Europe has experienced sixty-two years of unbroken peace and prosperity. The only time such a thing has ever happened before were the eighty-four years of peace and prosperity

  which the Roman empire enjoyed from 96 to 180, under the emperors Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius. Edward Gibbon famously wrote of this period,




  

    

      If a man were called to fix the period in the history of the world during which the condition of the human race was most happy and prosperous,

      he would, without hesitation, name that which elapsed from the death of Domitian to the accession of Commodus.


    


  




  Unfortunately, Commodus turned out to be a disgustingly bad ruler, a man constructed along the lines of Uday Hussein, Saddam’s son. Rome’s decline, once started in

  earnest as a result of his rule, never really stopped until the empire itself collapsed, more than two hundred years later. Contrary to popular belief, prosperity and good governance aren’t

  inevitable: they have to be worked at.
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  In 2000 I wrote a book called A Mad World, My Masters, which was a series of traveller’s tales. This new book of mine is slightly different; I think of it more as a

  book of tales by a traveller. You may think that a pretty pointless distinction to make, and I agree that it probably doesn’t matter very much; but I didn’t want the stories to be

  largely unrelated this time, as they were before. I wanted this to be a book with attitude.




  So there is a kind of theme to it. Often it will be so faint that it will be hard, maybe even impossible, to detect; but to my mind it’s there, all the same. I have tried to create a kind

  of mosaic of our strange world in recent years: wonderful, appalling, immensely sad, uplifting, depressing, optimistic, stupid, full of imagination and creativity and destructiveness, and heavily

  under threat. A continuing theme in the book is the war in Iraq, because for the past five years that has dominated my life. But other things have dominated it too: especially the birth in January

  2006 of my son Rafe, which has changed me greatly.




  Until a couple of decades ago, it was usual for authors to put a little tag from another writer on the title page of their books: the more highbrow the writer and the more obscure the tag, the

  better: Bread was his lust, and pain his glory – Rilke; you know the sort of thing. Graham Greene used to go in for it, perhaps because he found it funny. Now, though, the habit has

  gone out of fashion, just as hand-drawn illustrations have gone out of fashion and seem distinctly unserious; though if they were good enough for Dickens, Tolstoy and

  Evelyn Waugh I don’t see why the rest of us shouldn’t at least consider them.




  So there is no quotation on the title page of this book, largely because like many writers I’m scared of seeming unmodish; but if I had decided to put one there, it would probably have

  been from Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale: the moment when the young shepherd who has just discovered an abandoned baby bumps into his elderly father, who has just witnessed a

  savage death. ‘Now bless thyself,’ he says: ‘thou met’st with things dying, I with things new-born.’




  This is a book about death and about new life, about hope as well as gloom and despair. We have to find our own balance between these things, it seems to me, if we are to have any real

  understanding of our world and our nature as human beings.
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  One night recently, as I lay in a large, comfortable bed in room 709 at the Plaza Hotel, Buenos Aires, I dreamed I was being bombed.




  The explosions seemed to go on forever, and each time I thought, The next one’s bound to get me. My head seemed as vulnerable as an eggshell. I covered it with my arms, and pressed myself

  into a gutter in the road, lying close to the kerb for protection. As I lay there I kept apologizing: sometimes to my wife, sometimes to my baby son, sometimes to an indistinct group of people.

  They all seemed to be standing over me, completely unaffected by the bombs, watching and criticizing what I was doing. Then the bombing turned into small-arms fire, and I woke up gasping, still

  saying sorry. And after a few minutes, back in the peaceful, sunny world of Argentina, I ordered some tea and croissants and sat down at my computer to write this.




  I’ve never had the dream before, but it was scarcely surprising that I should have had it now. The date was the 6th of April: four years to the day since a group of us had been bombed by

  an American plane in northern Iraq. I had spent much of the previous evening talking over the whole thing with someone who was with me at the time: Oggy Boytchev, the BBC producer in overall charge

  of our northern Iraq operation. Oggy now works with me full time, and over a late Buenos Aires dinner in a delightful fish restaurant we bored our companion, the

  cameraman Nick Woolley, by going over it all yet again.




  Oggy is quick-minded and lively and cultivated, the kind of person who knows instinctively what is going on in the cultural and political life of the country, and has seen the latest plays. He

  grew up in communist Bulgaria and escaped to London and the BBC in the 1980s. Wherever he is, he looks as though he comes from somewhere else. In Russia he looks like someone from the Caucasus; in

  London people take him for an Italian; in Iran they think he’s a Turk. In fact he is that most British of men, a foreigner by origin who is utterly integrated into British life – more

  so than most Brits.




  Nick is also quintessentially British, but a native Yorkshireman through and through. Not the cloth-cap-and-ferret Yorkshireman of a previous age, but tall, funny, easy and equable. As a child,

  he was taken to a public show and saw a television cameraman filming it. At that moment he decided to become a cameraman himself, and the dream came true.




  Nick remains entirely calm in the worst situations; Oggy and I have sat beside him in Baghdad with fifteen minutes to go before we have to feed our report for that night’s news on the

  satellite, and neither of us has realized that the incessant power cuts have caused Nick’s editing machine to seize up. And when it starts working again, he shows no sign whatever of relief.

  He is the steadiest person imaginable.




  Neither of these men, so different from each other in background, physical appearance and approach, ever says no to a difficult assignment; neither of them complains or blames me when things go

  wrong; neither of them starts to work out ways of going home early.




  This evening, over dinner in the Buenos Aires fish restaurant, Oggy and I talked about the contrast between the extraordinary escapes we all had, and the dreadful death of our translator,

  Kamaran; not to mention the seventeen other Iraqi Kurds who were killed in front of our eyes. Oggy wasn’t with us when the disaster happened, though he got to the scene of it very quickly

  afterwards.




  We talked for the thousandth time of how our colleague, Tom Giles, had been walking straight towards the spot where the bomb landed, then turned away because his

  mother rang his mobile phone to wish him a happy birthday and so saved his life. We praised the courage and firmness under fire of our security adviser, Craig Summers, who rescued all our luggage

  from our burning car. We talked in affectionate terms about Dragan Petrovic, who had come with us to northern Iraq even though his wife had been about to give birth, and who had staggered across

  after the bomb landed to pick me up and pull me to safety, because he thought another one might hit us at any moment. And we talked about the remarkable pictures our cameramen had got of it

  all.




  Then, in the way of these things, we ordered three glasses of some fiery white spirit and a small dish of dulce de leche to share between us, and started talking about something else.




  So it was understandable that I should have had my nightmare that night. Yet even so it came as a complete surprise. After four years, I thought I had come to terms with the bombing and its

  terrible aftermath, the bodies burning, the eviscerated man stumbling around, the brains lying on the ground. But I suppose you never do sort these things out entirely, and they attract other,

  unrelated memories, like the rail of a sunken ship attracts coral.




  In my dream I lay in a gutter, sheltering from the bombs. The only time I have taken shelter in a gutter was in June 1989, during the massacre in Tiananmen Square. I could take you now to the

  place in Chang’an Avenue where I threw myself down that night; and I promise you, a kerbstone gives remarkably little cover from bullets. Perhaps that, rather than the bombing, was what

  disturbed my sleep.




  But the apologizing was completely up to date. The fact that I have had a baby son at the advanced age of sixty-two is one that the professional busybodies of Fleet Street have discussed often

  and sometimes condemned roundly. Like the inquisitive neighbour who twitches the curtains and watches your comings and goings with disapproval, the columnists of Britain’s wonderful

  newspapers have also criticized the fact that I continue to work in places like Iraq and Afghanistan; as though any of it is their business. I suppose this sort of thing must have found its way

  into the area of the mind at which dreams and nightmares are formed.




  Much of my life is spent in the sordid places of the earth; the Plaza Hotel in Buenos Aires being one of the rare and very welcome exceptions. Nowadays, usually

  with my two colleagues Oggy and Nick, I travel to Baghdad every six weeks or so, and to all sorts of other countries in between. Going there is interesting, it is worthwhile, and it means I can

  talk with some authority about Iraq when I have to. But what, of course, the newspaper columnists have spotted is that I enjoy it, in a masochistic sort of way; and as a result they condemn it.

  It’s true that these are often the most interesting places to visit; what would there be to talk about, after all, if I just went backwards and forwards to Geneva, or Chicago, or Dubai? Or,

  God help us, if I stayed at the BBC’s soulless offices at Shepherd’s Bush?




  So I carry on travelling; and because I travel for news, my journeys often take me to the rougher kind of place. But I suppose, if I were to be really honest (and what’s the point of

  writing a book if you can’t be honest in it?), I suppose I feel nowadays that it’s a way of fending off the approach of old age. Maybe, too, I want to demonstrate that it’s

  perfectly possible to be over sixty, with white hair and a lived-in face, and still be immensely active. Others of my kind of age, I can see, feel the same impulsion: Sir Robin Knox-Johnston, the

  yachtsman, for instance, or the explorer Sir Ranulph Fiennes, a friend after whom my wife and I named our newly arrived son. (Soon, though, we cut his name down to Rafe, because Ranulph seemed a

  little daunting for someone only eighteen inches long.)




  This attitude to age is unquestionably something to do with our generation. We are the ones who reached adulthood in the 1960s, and we were taught then to regard ourselves as the pinnacle of

  human civilization. Now that we are moving from late middle age towards eventual old age, I suppose we find it hard to cede that position to others. And at the same time each of us seems to want to

  send out a message, not just about ourselves but about others: that it isn’t necessary to start the long decline into inactivity and irrelevance just because you’ve notched up more than

  three-score.
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  Sometimes it seems there are so many threats to our life and prosperity that it’s hard to choose which of them to concentrate on. Human existence is becoming a little like

  one of those video games where you are a soldier dodging down endless corridors with some ludicrously large weapon in your hands, while enemies of every conceivable

  description jump out at you from all sides. The proliferation of nuclear weapons, not always in the safest hands; the enormous weight of First World debt; the rise of China, the return of Russia,

  the lack of strength in Europe and the obvious decline of America; grotesque overpopulation; the terrifying consequences of global warming; each of these things can destroy the delicate balance of

  our lives. But perhaps our civilization won’t be destroyed by bankruptcy or terrorism or vicious dictators, but by a simple sneeze. Disease is a greater threat to our civilization than

  anything else, including global warming.




  If some particularly virulent disease were to attach itself to the influenza virus and mutate, then we could see an enormous death toll in our crowded cities. Over the centuries, nature does

  occasionally seem to feel the weight of humanity on its shoulders, and shrug – with the most terrible consequences. The loss of life across Europe during the Black Death, from 1348 to the

  early 1350s, may have been as high as half the entire population. The influenza pandemic which swept across the exhausted world in 1918 and 1919, apparently gaining its huge strength among the

  soldiers in the trenches, killed between twenty and forty million people – many times more than died in the First World War itself. Quick, concerted action stopped the spread of the SARS

  virus after it appeared in November 2002, and only 774 people died of it. But such viruses show a remarkable cunning, and another outbreak with different causes might be harder to stop. The British

  government regards the threat from disease as greater than that from any other cause, including terrorism; and it believes that if there were a major pandemic like the influenza of 1918–19,

  anything up to 700,000 people might die in Britain alone.




  But even if we manage to avoid some catastrophic outbreak of disease, we may simply experience the kind of slow decline which destroyed the Roman empire: corruption and weak government at home,

  coupled with the immense pressure from the poor, huddled masses outside our boundaries, whose homes are threatened or destroyed by the ecological disaster which our own carelessness has

  created.




  This must be a serious possibility. Thomas Malthus may have got it wrong back in 1798 when he wrote his Essay on the Principle of Population, arguing that

  there were simply too many people on the planet for the amount of food they could produce. But now that there are six billion of us, and our unchecked activities have threatened the amount of land

  available for the growing of food, maybe we should re-read Malthus with a bit more sympathy.




  We have, of course, fouled our own nest pretty comprehensively. The time when it was possible for sensible, unbiased people to wonder whether global warming was really happening, or whether the

  obvious changes in the world’s climate were just a passing phase, has passed. Even in 1997 the evidence was thoroughly convincing, but only a few governments wanted to know about it. Today

  you have to be a committed contrarian to deny that there is a serious threat – or else, like the governments of the United States, India, China and others, you have to have a very clear

  short-term vested interest in claiming that it doesn’t really matter too much, and that other, more immediate concerns are more important.




  Even now, the proof is still not total. The best report so far was issued in several parts in 2007 by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which included officials from the United

  Nations and governments around the world, and a large gathering of independent scientists. The scientific work which the IPCC’s scientists reviewed included nearly thirty thousand pieces of

  data on physical and biological changes in the natural world, and found that 89 per cent of them were consistent with the idea that the world was heating up. The rise was, the report said (after

  much haggling over the wording, as a result of the reluctance of the Americans, Indians and Chinese), at least 90 per cent likely to be due to man-made greenhouse gas emissions.




  Perhaps some of the scientists’ rhetoric about the dangers of global warming is exaggerated; you have to scare people thoroughly if you are going to make them ignore their short-term

  interests and change the way they behave. But it smacks of wilfulness nowadays to argue that the evidence is not compelling.




  Some of the worst possibilities can be averted if the world takes action by about 2015. But even maximum intervention and change, if all governments embraced it here and now (which they

  won’t), will not prevent some of the devastating effects of global warming. The glaciers and polar ice-caps will continue to melt, at a much faster rate than

  we originally thought, and the result will be higher sea-levels, more flooding, and even more pressure on the existing land.




  Higher sea-levels will ensure that poverty increases, rather than decreases, and greater poverty will mean less population control; which, as Robert Malthus correctly noted, is the only way of

  preventing disaster. By 2035, on present trends, there will be 8.5 billion people in world, and 98 per cent of them will be in the less developed countries. Poverty and faster population growth,

  acting upon each other, will bring more instability and extremism. The population of the Middle East, already the most unstable part of the world, is expected to grow by 132 per cent by 2035. Saudi

  Arabia, once an under-populated, docile country, has seen its population grow from seven million in 1980 to twenty-seven million by 2005. There is a clear undercurrent there of violence and

  anger.




  To protect itself from unrest and terrorism, the Western world could well find itself using its technological advantages in ways which would be completely unacceptable at present. Faced with an

  overwhelming threat to their existence, people might empower their governments to take all sorts of violent and aggressive steps. In thirty years’ time, a multitude of new and devastating

  weapons will be available to the advanced governments of the world. Many will be based in space, and neutron technology can produce weapons which will destroy all human life in a city at the touch

  of a button, yet do no damage to its buildings or structures.




  You could imagine that by 2048, a century after George Orwell wrote 1984, three or more large national blocs might well live in a state of complete mutual hostility, each capable of

  destroying the others yet held back by fear of the consequences, just as his Oceania, Eurasia and Eastasia were. To guard against terrorist infiltration, the different blocs would bar their borders

  against travellers and infiltrators. Holidays or business visits outside the blocs would be a long-distant memory. So would be a liberal approach to human rights. Superstates like these would

  maintain themselves in power by whipping up nationalist scares, fear of foreigners, and hysteria.




  Monster cities will have swallowed up much of the national territory. Immense favelas and shanty towns, greater than anything on earth at present, will

  surround them. These supercities, unpoliced, unprovided for, deprived of basic decency and self-respect, will be an immense source of rage and violence. A new class warfare will exist, along

  roughly Marxist lines, with the have-nots terrorizing the haves and forcing them to adopt ever-nastier forms of self-protection.




  As for the natural world, it would be cleared of much of its animal, bird, insect and plant life. Tigers, gorillas, orang-utans, the black rhinoceros, the Amur leopard and more than a thousand

  other species of mammals will have ceased to exist in the wild. One in eight species of bird will have vanished. So will ten thousand species of flora. The dawns will be largely silent, the forest

  floors and meadows bare of everything except the most common plants.




  Whatever is still rich and rare about our world will be gone, and we will have to go to zoos and special parks to have any idea of what we have driven out and destroyed. The earth is already in

  the grip of a mass extinction. In the normal way, species come and go all the time; but the present process is anything from a hundred to a thousand times worse than the natural

  ‘background’ level of disappearance.




  Of course, a great deal of this could have been written twenty-five years ago, and it would all have been true: not quite in the way it looks on the printed page, perhaps, but in aggregate.

  Supercities already exist. If you travel twenty or thirty miles out from the centre of Lima, for instance, through the urban sprawl, you will come to the newest slums of all, on the very edges of

  the city. They spring up on the bare desert floor without water or sewerage or transport or schools, filled with the violent and the ignorant and the vengeful. The only thing these people possess

  apart from a few belongings is the vote, and demagogues of the left and right depend upon them for their sudden rise and angry policies.




  Class war between the destitute and the moderately wealthy already exists in South Africa today, and only the South African government refuses to acknowledge it. In 2006 there were hundreds of

  violent attacks each day, in which an average of fifty people were killed. South Africa, a delightful country in so many ways, and an example to the rest of the

  world in terms of political decency and reconciliation, is one of the three most violent nations on earth.




  Colombia is another, with its political instability and its cocaine wars; Iraq, its balance and stability as a nation hopelessly compromised by the American and British invasion of 2003, is the

  third. But Colombia and Iraq are special cases; South Africa is not. Apartheid did terrible damage to its basic moral structure, and population growth along the lines of the Middle East and

  elsewhere has given birth to a new culture of total violence and an almost complete lack of compunction.




  ‘He was looking into my eyes all the time,’ said a Nigerian woman in Johannesburg, describing the moment when an armed robber broke into her house. ‘He put his gun against my

  baby’s head and watched my face as he pulled the trigger.’




  This was murder for its own sake: murder that had nothing to do with stealing money, or getting revenge for the injustices of apartheid.




  And what about the xenophobic states which Orwell predicted in 1984, frightened and angry about the outside world, and determined to control the lives of their citizens? Well, we saw a

  little of that in the United States after the attacks of 11 September 2001. Orwell would have recognized the PATRIOT Act as a perfect example of Newspeak. A few brave journalists and writers stayed

  firm against the general hysteria in America and ran the risk of being branded as unpatriotic – ‘traitors’, more than one reporter on Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News called them.

  Some of this awkward squad, whose members included Gore Vidal, Graydon Carter and Lewis Lapham, noted at the time that scarcely any of the members of Congress who voted for the PATRIOT Act,

  Democrats as well as President George W. Bush’s Republicans, actually had the time or the inclination to read through the wording of the act before voting it into law.




  So we are not heading towards this disturbing future from a clean start. We have already shown our capacity for mindless violence, and our vulnerability to the hysteria of resentment. We have

  done great damage to ourselves and our environment, and the chances are that this damage will grow worse.




  Yet it is important to try to keep a sense of balance about it all. People in Peru and Saudi Arabia and South Africa can live perfectly decent, law-abiding,

  happy lives, without being touched by violence or extremism. We may well lose some of the most beautiful and interesting animals and birds on the planet, yet we have already lost a great deal and

  still find our natural world fascinating and complex. In spite of our fears, we travel more now than we have ever done before, and London has resumed its old place as the world’s capital city

  because it has taken in more immigrants from every part of the globe, just as New York did before it.




  Past generations would have been appalled by the crudity and brashness and violence of our times, but we take it all for granted and would simply like to damp down some of the less attractive

  consequences. We certainly wouldn’t want to go back in time and re-experience Edwardian medicine, or 1930s class-consciousness, or 1950s holidays.




  To our grandparents and great-grandparents we would seem unbearably aggressive, godless and uncultured. Yet we rather like our world, and compare it very favourably indeed with the past, about

  which we tend to be critical and patronizing. Despite our dreadful reality TV, our coarseness of language and action, our celebrity-worship, our tabloids and our violence, we feel ourselves to be

  more advanced than any of the generations of the past, and their snobbery and racism and dreariness are unbearable to us.




  The lesson, I suppose, is that human beings can get used to anything, and quickly make themselves comfortable with it as a result. Our adaptability is one of the main reasons for the fact that

  we have come dangerously close to destroying our planet; but it also helps us, not just to keep going, but to enjoy ourselves.




  At the end of this book of stories, if you manage to get that far, I will put a rather different case from the one I have so far outlined. Countries, it seems to me, find their own balance, and

  what might seem hellish and unlivable to one generation is natural and sensible and logical to another. There is no reason for us to slash our wrists quite yet. Just as the future will seem better

  in some respects, it will also be intolerably dreadful by our standards. And yet the people who inhabit it will look back on us – us! – as dull,

  rather absurd primitives.




  In the meantime, although we have every reason to be anxious about the future, our basic common sense (another of our protective, highly successful qualities) will keep most of us from

  committing mass suicide. We will endure the changes ahead with remarkable calmness, continuing to adapt our lives to the changes around us. There will be a few who will become over-excited along

  headless-chicken lines. During the late 1970s a couple in Canada became convinced that all-out thermonuclear war was inevitable, and that North America would be incinerated. So they took their

  children, uprooted themselves from their comfortable home and fled to the farthest and safest part of the earth in order to escape the dreadful certainty of war.




  At the end of 1981, they arrived in the Falkland Islands. Four months later, the Argentines invaded.
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  Recently my wife Dee and I came back to live in London after a long and highly enjoyable time in Ireland. Leaving our flat in the outskirts of Dublin was a sad business. Behind

  us, the electronic security gates (to which everyone in the village seemed to know the code) juddered and squeaked to a close. We looked at each other: after years of living beside the sea in the

  village of Dalkey, we were leaving. The last couple of suitcases, containing everything from a tasteless commemoration mug from the handover of Hong Kong to an odd volume of Thomas Moore’s

  poems, filled the back seat.




  I shoved the car into gear, and we swung off for the last time down the hill to Bullock Harbour, to Dun Laoghaire, to the airport and thence to London. We would never again sit on the rocks with

  a glass of champagne in our hands, looking out across the placid waters of Dublin Bay to Howth Head, or lie in bed at night listening to the wind howling round the eaves, or walk through the quiet

  village to get the papers on a Sunday morning, or sit drinking a pint of something warm and bitter in the bantering conversation and thick atmosphere of Finnegan’s pub: still, I think, the

  finest pub I have ever come across.




  Another chapter of my life had closed. It happened because of a meeting I had late one afternoon in a featureless office in Television Centre in London, when I

  realized from something one of my many, many bosses had just said that everyone was expecting me to fade out pretty soon.




  ‘Presumably you’ll be wanting to spend more time writing books now,’ he said.




  Having worked for the BBC for forty years, I spotted the danger signal at once. I knew, as he didn’t, that I had a very good reason for not wanting to stop work. After some years and much

  disappointment, Dee was expecting a baby, and that would require me to have a proper full-time job for a long time to come.




  Dublin had been wonderfully good to us, and we had had an unforgettable time; but there was no denying that living there had given a certain early retirement feel to our lives. Perhaps it was

  the fact that after a week or ten days there, we found it hard to remember anything we’d done.




  ‘Was it last Tuesday or Wednesday that we saw that film about the man who gets shot? You know, the one with that girl in it.’




  ‘What month is it?’




  ‘Oh God, I think I was supposed to ring the office yesterday.’




  Or perhaps it was the way I found myself looking out at the sea through the sitting-room window, and calling out to Dee that the ferry from Holyhead was just coming in: something it did twice a

  day.




  Being in Dalkey was immensely restful, and after a difficult tour of duty somewhere like Afghanistan or Iraq it seemed like a brief foretaste of heaven. But heaven was something I wasn’t

  really anticipating for some decades to come. Delightful though it was, I couldn’t bear it if that was all there was to my life.




  ‘I’m not thinking of giving up work, you know,’ I said in the sudden quietness of the BBC office.




  ‘Really?’




  I detected a sudden alarm in his voice. BBC managers, even nice ones like him, have to do their choreography two or three years in advance. Someone would be moved up into my empty place, and

  someone else would be moved into theirs, and a third person into theirs; it was all planned out like a chess game. And now one of the pieces on the board was

  arguing with the chess-player about the next move, like something out of Alice’s Adventures Through The Looking-Glass.




  ‘No, really. I’m staying. Indefinitely.’




  I made it sound as if I were a mildly unwelcome guest at an hotel, and the pleasant man sitting opposite me in the gathering darkness was duly obliged to make the comforting noises the hotel

  manager might make: we’re absolutely delighted, of course, to hear that you’re staying, and arrangements will be made at once to take account of it, and how would you like to settle the

  bill? He’d been a good friend of mine for decades; but it often occurs to me that if the BBC could arrange it so that you paid to work there, instead of the other way round, the managers

  would enjoy life a bit more.




  And so I went back and told Dee that the BBC thought I was winding down to retirement, and she walked around the room a little, her hands under her stomach, and we agreed that we would have to

  come back to settle in London, otherwise the moment might come when the BBC would forget to pay me altogether.




  And so eventually we found a house which no one else had wanted to buy, because the owner, a rather monstrous Spanish art dealer, had had the walls and ceilings painted with murals of a

  gruesomely rococo nature: there were naked cherubs and Roman emperors everywhere. It didn’t worry either of us, though all that flesh on the ceilings and walls might have taken a bit of

  explaining to the baby at some point. They certainly took enough explaining to the decorator who had to paint them over.




  There were worse problems: none of our furniture fitted, because it was large and rangy and leather-covered: the African explorer look. By contrast, this was a house that required spindly chairs

  and tiny, exquisite side-tables. I liked it very much. But what I liked best about it was the little garden, and the early sixteenth-century brick wall at the end of it.




  I would sit out there, reflecting that this wall had stood here quietly while Columbus fumed about his latest voyage to the Americas, and my old school was starting to teach its second batch of

  pupils, and Sir Thomas More was worrying about whether Henry VIII was getting a bit too demanding. I didn’t even mind the aircraft that flew low overhead. After a while you get used to having

  conversations that last around forty-five seconds. As I said, humans are amazingly adaptable, and the abominable noise of far too many overcrowded jetliners flying

  too low overhead has not the slightest effect on the price of property around here. It’s as though we don’t even hear it.




  And so yet another phase in my life, which hadn’t exactly been short of phases, began. Our house was close to World’s End, whose name has a slightly unnerving ring to it for someone

  who does the kind of work that I do; and we were very happy. People would greet me in the King’s Road as though we had been friends for years, but in a quiet, specifically British way that

  meant they just gave me a little smile and hurried on so as not to intrude. I only had a little trouble twice, once when someone screamed at me for revealing that Colonel Gaddafi had a problem with

  farting, and once when someone else accused me of being personally responsible for the revolution that overthrew the Shah of Iran.




  ‘Oh, leave it out, dad,’ shouted a man who was painting the house next door, and the infuriated little old Iranian wandered off in his shell-suit, still muttering.




  As our good and much-missed friend and neighbour, the sculptor Eduardo Paolozzi, once said about some other minor drawback of daily life, it was a small price to pay for living in paradise. And

  after I’ve spent a few weeks in Baghdad or Kabul, wandering from World’s End to Sloane Square can seem just as therapeutic, just as restorative, as sitting on the rocks at Bartra with a

  glass of something encouraging in my hand, peering down into the green waters of Dublin Bay to see if our resident seal was around.




  [image: ]




  There was a time, at the start of the 1990s, when in every country I visited – China, Argentina, Russia, South Africa, Japan, various parts of Europe, the United States

  – people told me how unusual the weather seemed to be. In hot countries it would be unseasonably cold; in cold countries, spring came earlier, and summer lasted longer. Temperate countries

  were sweltering, tropical countries were drenched with unexpected downpours or parched with drought. I thought of writing something about it at the time. If I had, I might have been able to claim

  some kind of credit for spotting the first clear signs of global warming. Characteristically, I never got round to it.




  Perhaps, as with some wonderful, immensely complex machine that has developed a fault, something has gone fundamentally wrong with the world and its weather. It wouldn’t be altogether

  surprising if it had, since for two hundred and fifty years mankind has been pumping the fiercest and most destructive gases into the earth’s atmosphere. Our population has been doubling in

  size every few decades, and the richer we are, the more and faster we have trashed our surroundings.




  We have of course had major scares before. In the 1970s we were certain that a new Great Freeze was about to begin; and scientists of great repute and experience seemed to put their weight

  behind it. In 1998 the scientific advisers to various Western governments became obsessed with the idea that all our computers were going to stop at midnight on 31 December 1999, aircraft would

  drop out of the sky, and civilized existence would collapse. One major international bank spent three-quarters of a billion pounds changing its entire equipment as a result. And, of course, nothing

  whatsoever happened. Advanced societies become prey to sudden fears like this, just as less developed societies do. The human animal prefers to hunt in packs, like chimpanzees or African wild dogs,

  and (contrary to the general opinion) scientists are almost as human as the rest of us.




  These sudden mass fears are usually separated just enough in time from each other so that we have forgotten the previous one. The Great Freeze notion was highly popular at roughly the same time

  as the Great Oil Crisis of 1973, when several Arab countries cut off the supply of oil to the Netherlands, which supported Israel in the war of that year. The boycott spread, and only a fairly

  intensive act of grovelling by the Heath government in Britain, as well as by other European countries, got the oil flowing again.




  My father, an instinctive, anarchic contrarian who was no great admirer of Edward Heath, Arabs, or the modern age, decided that oil was finished as the main fuel of choice for the Western world,

  and started negotiating with great enthusiasm for a pony and trap. The crisis finished before the negotiations did, or else my father would have got around Suffolk the slow way for the rest of his

  life.




  He wasn’t alone in his apocalyptic views. Economists played the role ecologists do now, and the newspapers were full of the greatest doom-saying. Europe

  was finished, and so was America, which was in the latter stages of the Watergate scandal. The region of the future, where the real wealth and its resulting political strength would come from, was

  – the Middle East. The huge rise in the price of oil seemed to confirm that. Arabs bought houses and great business concerns and a huge amount of political influence, and earned a good deal

  of unpopularity as a result.




  And of course it didn’t last; how could it? The theory that the Middle East was the future took its place in the recycle bin with the earlier theory, much in vogue in the United States,

  that Europe was finished and that – of all places – the Soviet bloc was going to dominate us all. There were various other whims and fashions after that, ending in the 1990s with the

  absolute certainty that the future lay with the Pacific Rim. After the collapse of the Thai baht in 1997, you scarcely ever heard the expression ‘Pacific Rim’ again – nor

  ‘Asian tigers’ either. All that is left of the idea is the occasional use, in Ireland, of the expression ‘Celtic Tiger’, left behind on the seashore of public discourse like

  the body of some strange fish, washed up from a completely different ocean.




  So nowadays, when Americans tell us that Europe is old and exhausted, and Europeans tell themselves that America’s day is over, and that India and China are the future, I sometimes allow

  myself a moment’s scepticism. India is a wonderful country, vibrant and exciting, but it has a great many social and political problems. As for China, it has never managed to free itself

  intellectually from the bondage of Mao Zedong’s brand of Marxism-Leninism, and still cannot work out how to let people think and act for themselves. Ever since 1945, long-term economic

  success has belonged virtually exclusively to countries with free and open systems. The one has depended on the other.




  All the same, it is perfectly possible for countries to pick themselves up and turn their economies into a new wonder of the world. The Japanese did it, and they have remained the second largest

  economy in the world ever since. I remember how scathing people in Britain were during the early 1950s when the Japanese started to make simple gadgets. At that time, ‘Made in Japan’

  simply meant ‘shoddy’. But by the late fifties, all that had changed. The Japanese were starting to make motorbikes, and I remember reading an article

  in the British press – the old News Chronicle, perhaps, which was killed off in 1960 – which said, ‘Heaven help us all if the Japanese ever decide to manufacture

  motor-cars.’




  Half a century later, Britain, which was the world’s leading exporter of motor vehicles in 1950, scarcely has a motor industry to call its own; though, curiously, it manufactures more cars

  than almost any other European country, many of them for the Japanese. ‘Thus the whirligig of time brings in his revenges’: another Shakespearean line, this time from Twelfth

  Night, which I might have put on the title page of this book.




  Japan, Germany and France, which were all well ahead of Britain in terms of wealth and gross national product during the 1970s and 80s, all stumbled in the late 1990s, while Britain rebounded.

  Who nowadays thinks that Frankfurt is a serious rival to London, now that London is in the process of overtaking New York as the world’s main financial centre? Its social centre too: London

  has the world’s second biggest population of French people outside France, and when Nicolas Sarkozy was campaigning for the French presidency in 2007 he felt it worth his while to come to

  London and bid for their votes. London has the first or second largest external populations of many countries, among them Brazil, Russia, Poland, the Czech Republic, Japan, Algeria, Lebanon, Libya,

  Iraq, Iran, as well as America, South Africa and Australia. As you sit on a London bus, you are likely to hear people talking to each other in Japanese, Russian, Arabic, French, Spanish or German,

  and their telephone habits have affected the host nation as well. One of the many social changes that have happened in my lifetime is that the British, who once used to whisper for fear of

  disturbing everyone else, now shout the most intimate details of their lives down the phone.




  ‘Yes, I told him I would sleep with him, but only that one night because I was going back to Gary the next day,’ a rather nice-looking blonde girl yelled into her mobile on the 49

  bus recently. Lucky old Gary, I thought; but her mother, and even more so her grandmother, would have been horrified.




  Other changes are happening too quickly to take in. There are so many Poles in Britain that Catholicism is likely to become the country’s leading religion

  in a few years. Yet for the first time in decades the Church of England has reversed the long decline in the numbers of people attending its services in London. This is partly because of the

  Anglicans from Africa who worship there, but only partly. My local church, which is mostly full of ethnic Britons, is packed out three times a day, and as with the cinema you have to be there early

  to get a decent seat.




  Nothing stays the same; but things are changing, and the past is receding, faster than at any other period in my lifetime. Twenty years ago, no one would have believed that going to the pub

  could possibly fade as a pastime; it was the ambition of thousands of men and women to buy a pub and eventually retire on the proceeds. Now, hundreds of pubs close down every year, and those which

  are left are often scarcely recognizable as pubs at all: they are more like restaurants or coffee-houses, and the solitary old men in raincoats with dogs sitting at their feet seem to have been

  left over from a different era. As early as 1978 curry had replaced fish and chips as the British food of choice. Now curry itself has been replaced as the favourite by a mix of cooking styles,

  among them Thai and Italian.




  Until about 1998 I used to congratulate myself on my good luck – it was nothing more than that – at having got the kind of job in the kind of organization in the kind of industry

  that would last me out. So many of my friends and colleagues in journalism had fallen by the wayside: they had gone to newspapers or television news organizations that were constantly culling their

  staff. Even within the BBC, the amount of documentary-making dropped sharply, and current affairs programmes were either cut back or disappeared altogether. Only BBC News, the area I worked in,

  seemed to hold its own, and even grow in size. News, we thought, would always be in demand.




  Not so. Audiences continue to drop, and not because there are now so many news channels on television. With the exception of News 24 on the BBC, each of the others – Sky News, CNN,

  Al-Jazeera – has a minuscule audience in Britain. The various news websites have all shown sharp rises, but not enough to replace the missing audiences for television news and the readership

  of newspapers. All the signs are that British people are becoming less interested in the world around them.




  Once upon a time we used to think that isolationism like this was something particularly American, just like high levels of crime, the possession of guns, wide-scale drug addiction and not

  turning out to vote at elections. Americans weren’t interested much in anything that happened outside their city and their state, let alone outside their country, whereas Europeans had

  excellent newspapers and good television news – and the British more than any of them. Now we find that in all these areas – crime, drugs and isolationism – Europe was merely

  lagging behind America; it wasn’t fundamentally different from it.




  Once, watching the Nine O’Clock News on the BBC or the News at Ten on Independent Television was a kind of national duty for large numbers of people. In 1981 and 1982, I

  presented the Nine O’Clock News. When, from time to time, the audience dropped below ten million, this was felt to be my fault, and the fault of the other main presenter, John

  Humphrys. Yet ITN had an audience of approximately the same size, which was also inclined to slip below the ten-million mark. It took people some time to realize that the number watching the news,

  and even being interested in what was happening in the country and the world, was slowly dropping.




  Nowadays, the thought that twenty million people – 40 per cent of the entire British population – would sit in front of their television sets each night to watch the news seems

  almost absurd. Nowadays the BBC thinks it’s done well when it gets an audience of five million for the 10 p.m. bulletin.




  So what should we in the business of television news do to increase our audiences? We have popularized our reporting and our agenda: that hasn’t worked. We have tried a dozen facelifts and

  relaunches: no good. We have dropped some of our best presenters, and brought in young, attractive people, who have done nothing to increase the ratings. And now?




  It seems to me we should first of all accept the situation, and then go back to basics. In an age where no one disapproves if you are ignorant about the world, and where reality seems less

  import- ant to the programme makers than reality shows, television news shouldn’t try so hard to attract an audience it will probably never see again.

  Instead, I feel, we should use the opportunity to return to Reithianism, the business of informing and educating people as well as entertaining them. It may not be fashionable, but it’s what

  we know we ought to be doing. I personally believe the BBC should go back to its old Reithian principles, forget the focus groups and even, if necessary, the viewing figures, and tell people what

  we think they ought to know.




  It’s appallingly elitist, of course, and that alone is probably enough to ensure it won’t happen. But expecting your audience to tell you what sort of news you should give them is

  like telling your doctor what sort of treatment you would like, or your garage mechanic how you would like him to mend your engine. We should be telling our audiences what we think is important for

  them to know, whether the focus groups say they’re interested or not. Maybe the audience levels will drop even more; but we’ll know we’ve done the job right, rather than turn

  ourselves into another branch of entertainment. If the BBC became a little more Reithian, and a little less inclined to chase audience numbers for their own sake, and made a virtue of what it was

  doing, it might weaken its position in the ratings but I think it would strengthen its moral position immensely.




  Every single government during my forty years with the BBC has attacked it and threatened it, but the danger always faded or was seen off. At the height of her power in the 1980s, Margaret

  Thatcher used some fairly virulent language about the BBC and frequently encouraged the idea that it might have to be privatized; but she never thought seriously about doing it. By contrast Tony

  Blair, perhaps knowingly, perhaps not, began a process which, unless it is checked, seems in the end likely to destroy the BBC as the world’s most powerful, free-standing, independent

  broadcaster, and one of Britain’s principal world-class brands.




  He understood that the key to the BBC’s strength was the licence fee which funds it; and he allowed a process to start which is putting the BBC’s future licence-fee income in doubt.

  This isn’t necessarily the view of the BBC management, but it is my own. And if the management isn’t worried, it ought to be. In 2006, possibly as a

  result of, or possibly before the BBC’s own chairman, Michael Grade, suddenly resigned to go back to ITV, the BBC’s income from the licence fee was sharply cut back by the Blair

  government. Was Tony Blair getting his own back on the BBC? Or was it merely because Gordon Brown, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, needed to clamp down on public spending and didn’t see why

  the BBC should be an exception to his rule? Whatever the reason, the damage to the BBC is likely to be real and permanent. At the same time, the government encouraged talk that in future the

  licence fee might have to be shared with other broadcasters; in other words, future governments will, if they choose, be able to punish the BBC for broadcasting things they don’t like, by

  cutting the BBC’s share of the licence fee even more.




  If you work for the BBC, you can expect a good deal of institutional hostility from the government and the press. Tony Blair, as prime minister, gave the appearance of doing everything he could

  to appease and propitiate the Murdoch group, which includes Sky and noisily anti-BBC newspapers like The Times and the Sun. In September 2005 he was unwise enough to confide to

  Murdoch that he was shocked at the BBC’s coverage of hurricane Katrina, which did immense damage to the city of New Orleans. Murdoch could scarcely wait to break the news of this confidence

  to a conference of influential American media figures the following week. ‘Tony Blair . . . told me yesterday that he was in Delhi last week and he turned on the BBC World Service to see what

  was happening in New Orleans, and he said it was just full of hate at America and gloating about our troubles,’ Murdoch told the conference. (The reporting which seems to have upset Blair was

  about the evident failures of the Bush administration to act efficiently or quickly to come to the aid of one of America’s major cities; some leading figures in America suggested that the

  president deserved to be impeached for his slowness in responding to the catastrophe.)




  Britain’s political parties always support the BBC when they are in opposition, because they know it offers them their best hope of getting their views across to the public. But when they

  get into government, they change. They regard the BBC as the voice of opposition and hostility, and they are frustrated by its unaccountable failure to act as the

  government’s mouthpiece. During my career, the governments of Harold Wilson, Ted Heath, James Callaghan, Margaret Thatcher, John Major and Tony Blair have all gone through this

  metamorphosis.




  Few prime ministers in my forty years, though, have done as much damage to the BBC as Tony Blair and his head of communications, Alastair Campbell. It is now clear that the evidence which Tony

  Blair presented to Parliament in 2002 about Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction was exaggerated and misleading.




  Strangely, though, no one from the Blair government had to resign over the clear misuse of intelligence and the misleading of Parliament. The only resignations came from the BBC: its chairman

  and director-general both went. The careers of most of the BBC people involved have been affected by it all in some way. The opinion polls showed that it wasn’t the BBC that suffered in the

  public’s mind; it was the government that lost public confidence and respect.




  The relationship with the Blair government never recovered from all this. Tessa Jowell, the minister with responsibility for negotiating the BBC’s new charter and setting the level of the

  licence fee, accepted the BBC’s argument for a licence-fee increase to take account of inflation and the extra demands for technical change which the government was making of the BBC. Tony

  Blair and his then chancellor, Gordon Brown, turned this down.




  Tessa Jowell had known they would. But she was a supporter of the BBC and approved of its plans, and she had prepared to play her trump card.




  ‘You can’t afford to refuse the BBC a full licence-fee rise,’ she planned to tell Blair and Brown, ‘because if they don’t get it, Michael Grade will resign as the

  chairman of the BBC. And you simply can’t afford to lose two BBC chairmen in a short space of time like this. It would do terrible damage to the BBC, and it would look bad for the

  government.’




  But as it turned out, she wasn’t able to say that. With dreadful timing, Michael Grade, who had taken over as chairman after the resignation of Gavyn Davies in 2004, announced at this

  critical moment that he was jumping ship and going back to Independent Television. So the BBC lost another chairman after all.




  The BBC is just about the only broadcasting organization left which operates entirely by the licence fee. Every other broadcaster which followed the same system,

  and that meant those in just about every major Commonwealth country, and some minor ones, has been forced to shift away from it. And the result has been very damaging.




  Take the example of CBC in Canada. In the 1980s it still got most of its income from the licence fee, and it produced programmes of outstanding quality. Then something in one of its news reports

  annoyed the then prime minister, Brian Mulroney. He came down on CBC very heavily, and rewrote the protocol under which it operated. As a result, the licence fee was cut and the government insisted

  that CBC should make up the difference from extra advertising. And the government assessed the amount of cash it would get from advertising at an unreasonably high level. So from that moment on,

  CBC was hobbled. The quality of its programmes declined, and so did its influence. Brian Mulroney was soon out of office, but CBC never regained its old position.




  It’s not impossible that something like this will happen to the BBC. At some stage a government, in a fit of anger such as affected Alastair Campbell over the Gilligan report into the

  government’s actions prior to the invasion of Iraq in 2003, might decide that the licence fee should be shared with other broadcasters to make better programmes. Then the government would be

  faced with a choice: either to let the BBC decline through lack of money, or else force it to make up the difference by taking advertising.




  Not taking advertising isn’t merely some strange quirk, like not eating tomatoes. The idea behind it is that if you aren’t beholden to anyone for the money you spend, you won’t

  yourself be in anyone’s pocket. For more than eighty years it has worked very well. But I now believe that the fury of the Blair government over an accusation which proved to be largely true

  will one day lead to the destruction of the BBC in the form we have always known it. Some people, mostly the ideologues among us, will be glad about that. The rest, who simply want decent reliable

  broadcasting to watch and listen to, will find it deeply depressing.
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  At a little after 7 a.m. on 1 September 2006 I woke up to the sound of a distant explosion. Somewhere in Baghdad, a car bomb had just gone off.

  I could imagine the dreadful scene, the blood, the screaming, the stink of explosive, the noise of sirens and alarms and car horns. It was an inauspicious but not totally unfitting way to start the

  fortieth anniversary of my joining the British Broadcasting Corporation.




  After two decades of this kind of thing, you might think I’d have had enough. And indeed any sensible man of sixty-two, awakened by an explosion from his fitful sleep in a disgustingly

  uncomfortable bed which he had shared all night in a temperature of around forty degrees with some minuscule biting insect, would have had breakfast and then announced that he was going home as

  soon as possible.




  Somehow, though, the thought didn’t even occur to me. For reasons I shall explain later, I have come to loathe and despise the kind of violence that this latest explosion represented. Yet

  I didn’t want to stop reporting on events in Iraq, or anywhere else for that matter.




  And I had another reason for wanting to carry on working: Rafe, my baby son with cheeks as round and red as a Ribstone pippin, who will expect to be kept in some style for the next two decades;

  by which time I will be, God help me, eighty-two. And although everyone tries to reassure me by saying that eighty-two isn’t what it was, and that it will be even less so by the 2020s, I

  haven’t yet heard anyone suggest that eighty-two will be the new forty.




  The author and playwright John Mortimer wrote with gentle humour about the day when his daughter, who was twelve, asked him with great tact if he would mind not taking her right up to the school

  entrance any more. He was in his late seventies at that stage. This is a moment I will have to prepare myself for, clearly: an unexpected rite of passage for the older father, standing on the

  corner and watching as the Ribstone pippin of his eye walks quickly away on his own, anxious not to be embarrassed by his aged parent.




  But it may help if I’m still occasionally on television, perhaps wheeled out to reminisce interminably about some event that I have witnessed in the

  distant past. Being on television seems to confer an entirely illusory reality on people which nothing else, not even writing books, seems to do. It’s a help in other ways, too. Sometimes an

  ancient character comes up and shakes my hand, and introduces himself as someone I last saw, fresh-faced and slim, at school or university, back in the days when people wore ties and suits. I have

  to hide my shock at what the years have done to him, while he has watched me decay slowly over the years and has become entirely used to the white hair, the wrinkled face and the clearly deficient

  memory which are now presented to him.




  Forty years’ hard labour is a very long business. Yet, like any other kind of addiction, the longer it is a part of your life, the harder it is to shake it. And although it does sometimes

  involve sleeping on a broken, lumpy bed in the same temperature as a medium sauna and being awoken each morning by bombs, it can also involve, say, staying at the nicest hotel in Buenos Aires and

  eating superbly every night before heading off to the leather shops in search of a jacket that will cost half as much as in London and be twice as well cut.




  Like some elderly dating agency, the BBC provides me with ready-made companions. I nowadays tend to travel everywhere with the same two people – Nick and Oggy, with whom I sat in Buenos

  Aires, talking about the friendly fire experience in Iraq.




  In the past, the BBC used to allocate your team, and if you suggested that someone else might be better suited to the job, you were made to regret it. Once, I remember, I had to spend three

  weeks in Germany, and although my German isn’t too bad I knew there was a cameraman whose German was much better; he was also an excellent cameraman. I was told fiercely that he

  couldn’t come with me under any circumstances. Then I was given one of our two worst cameramen as a punishment.




  Some cameramen often seem to miss the key shot. They aren’t lazy or stupid or unwilling, they’re just unlucky.




  ‘Were you running when that character pulled the gun and pointed it?’




  ‘No, sorry, I was getting a shot of the crowd at the time.’




  Nick Woolley isn’t like that. While I’m still formulating the question in my mind, he has spotted what is happening out of the corner of his eye,

  swung round and got more of the incident than I have noticed. I’ve learned that I don’t even need to ask him.




  But the companionship matters a great deal too. The three of us spend almost as much time with each other as we do at home. We are widely separated in age, and we have very different

  backgrounds. In order to work properly we have to make an effort to get on, but it helps if you like each other to start with. I have, of course, told Oggy and Nick every one of my stories several

  times over, often with slightly different endings, and they both laugh dutifully in the right places. We each know what the others like for breakfast, and how they take their tea or coffee, and

  even what books to bring on a trip, in case the others run out of reading matter.




  The kind of work we do is extraordinarily rewarding. Even if I didn’t have to do it in order to keep Rafe in nappies and plastic toys, I would enjoy doing it for its own sake. And,

  besides, I’m too old now to start doing something different. Like some antiquated machine chugging away in the corner of the factory, everyone knows I’ll need replacing at some stage;

  but until I break down irrevocably I’m determined to keep on running. And a little oil helps the process.




  

     

  




  2




  SADDAM




  The last time I saw Saddam Hussein in the flesh, he had just been sentenced to death. And he was smiling.




  He walked past me, just a couple of feet away from where I habitually sat in the press box: smaller, thinner, vaguer, weaker, more vulnerable than the pictures of him from the old days, but with

  a renewed sense of himself and his power to attack his enemies and rally his friends. The date was Sunday, 5 November 2006.




  I had chosen that particular seat months earlier in order to have the occasional opportunity of looking him in the eyes. It had happened several times during the trial. His searching glance

  would take me in as he was brought onto the floor of the courtroom, or led out of it.




  Sometimes he seemed angry, as though he felt I was like a visitor at a zoo staring at a caged animal. Sometimes he was neutral, distracted, as though only his body was captive and his mind was

  fixed elsewhere, on his old fantasies of power. Only once did I feel I had made personal contact with him. It lasted for just an instant, while those obsidian eyes caught mine and held them. The

  defensive, expressionless look faded, and was replaced by – what? Warmth? Scarcely. Interest? Not really. A kind of fellow feeling, as though he might think we were both prisoners of

  something much greater than a mere prison or a mere superpower?




  Probably not, but there was definitely something there. Then the moment passed.




  The final time, though, his eyes didn’t seek out mine at all. Instead he looked down as he passed me. But I could clearly see the little grin of pleasure which crossed his face. He knew he

  had achieved everything he had wanted in court that day, when the judge sentenced him to hang.




  Saddam Hussein must have decided long before that there was no hope of escaping the executioner. Now he was concerned solely with creating the kind of effect in

  the minds of people in Iraq and around the world which would act as his epitaph. This morning, he had achieved precisely that. Hence the secret smile.




  I had attended a good deal of the trial since it began, a year earlier. Like all trials – even, someone who was at Nuremberg told me, those of Goering and Hess and the others there –

  it had included long periods of boredom, and some of absurdity. This, though, was the sole resemblance to the trial of Saddam Hussein. It did not, after all, turn out to be the Nuremberg Trial of

  our time. Instead, like so much else that was done after the invasion of 2003, it was ramshackle, ill thought out, full of big intentions but lacking any serious link to the reality of Iraqi

  existence: a memorial, in fact, to the grand pretensions and smallness of mind of the entire enterprise of overthrowing Saddam.




  There is a sad memorial on the internet to all the good intentions of 2003 and 2004: a website called ‘Grotian Moment’, set up by a group of American lawyers and carrying this

  explanatory rubric:




  

    

      As arguably the most important war crimes proceedings since Nuremberg, the trials of Saddam Hussein are likely to constitute a ‘Grotian Moment’ – defined

      as a legal development that is so significant that it can create new customary international law or radically transform the interpretation of treaty-based law.


    


  




  But there was no Grotian Moment, no transformation of treaty-based law. Worst of all, it was hard to see what significance his trial really had – except as a warning that

  if you set out to do something irrevocable on the world stage, you need considerable intelligence and the strength of character to achieve it. The men and women who planned and carried through the

  overthrow of Saddam Hussein often liked to compare themselves to Churchill’s and Roosevelt’s people who overthrew Hitler and put his henchmen on trial. But most of them simply

  weren’t up to the job, either intellectually or morally.




  Behind the actuality of the trial of Saddam Hussein lay the Régime Crimes Liaison Office in the vast American embassy which was based in Saddam

  Hussein’s own former palace in Baghdad’s Green Zone. It was staffed by dozens of American lawyers and security experts, plus a few mildly disaffected British ones who often found the

  mood of self-righteousness and lack of self-questioning difficult to stomach. The very title made the basic approach clear. The RCLO was created at a time when few of the Americans working for the

  Interim Authority had any doubts about the invasion of Iraq. The basic expectation was that, as with the proceedings at Nuremberg, all that would be required would be to make the crimes of Saddam

  Hussein and his colleagues public. Their very awfulness would convince all but the most bigoted that it was necessary to put Saddam on trial.




  Given that so many of the crimes of Saddam Hussein’s regime were indeed appalling, that might not have been impossible. But because the decision to invade Iraq was so contested, and so

  unpopular around the world, any rational assessment of the pluses and minuses of overthrowing Saddam Hussein became impossible. So the proceedings at the trials, instead of convincing international

  opinion that the invasion had been right, merely divided it more deeply.




  Worse, the hand of the United States was often so evident in the business of putting Saddam and the others on trial that it scarcely seemed like an Iraqi process at all. The Americans controlled

  virtually everything except the moment-by-moment legal proceedings: setting up the court, staffing it with lawyers and judges, broadcasting its proceedings and maintaining its security. The Iraqi

  government, which wanted to see Saddam brought to trial and found guilty, nevertheless found it humiliating to have to depend so heavily on the Americans.




  Immediately before he first appeared in court, we could hear the clink of his chains and handcuffs as the Americans delivered him to the Iraqi officials in the court. The chains were taken off

  outside the door to the courtroom, but when Saddam walked into the court he was still rubbing his wrists and already starting to complain. At first the American security officials wouldn’t

  allow him to bring his copy of the Koran into court with him. He had never been a devout Muslim, and had dealt harshly with Islamists when he was in power, but he

  realized the value of presenting himself as an Islamic martyr, and the Americans made that possible by the way they treated him.




  Saddam Hussein often complained to his lawyers and to the occasional visitors he saw about the way he was being treated; his lawyers described it as ‘vindictive’. It seems likely

  that some of the US Marshals and others who were in charge of security believed, as many Americans did, that Saddam had been personally involved in the plot to attack America on 11 September

  2001.




  One morning during the trial he appeared in court breathing heavily and apparently exhausted. There had been a power cut, and the lifts weren’t working. His American captors had insisted

  that he should climb the stairs in chains from the basement of the court building, where he had been brought at the absurd hour of two in the morning, to the fourth floor where the courtroom was.

  The Iraqi judge ordered that he should no longer be chained, and that he should be allowed to bring his Koran with him, together with the pads of paper and pencils which the Americans had

  previously barred him from taking out of his cell on security grounds.




  The Régime Crimes Liaison Office drilled and advised the Iraqi judges and lawyers who took part in the trial, but it was always an uneasy relationship. The trial was televised, and there

  were half a dozen or so unmanned cameras set up in fixed positions around the courtroom. Many of the lawyers and judges and all of the junior court officials demanded that their faces should not be

  shown, especially after several defence lawyers were attacked and murdered. This meant that right from the start there had to be some kind of control over the pictures that were made public. Soon,

  though, it became clear that it wasn’t just the shots of certain people’s faces which were being cut. Whenever Saddam Hussein seemed to be issuing orders or morale-boosting lectures to

  the anti-American insurgents, or struggled with his guards on the way in and out of the dock, the American in the control room would censor the broadcast.




  So it was clear early on that this was never going to be a Grotian Moment, and that the world would not regard it as setting some new standard for justice. Yet Judge Rizgar Mohammed Amin, who

  presided over the start of Saddam’s first trial, seemed to understand what was required. He treated Saddam Hussein with politeness, and even when he became

  obstreperous in the dock, Rizgar always remained mild and calm. This was not what the Iraqi government, or most of the country’s Shi’ites and Kurds, wanted to see. Throughout

  Saddam’s dictatorship and for decades before that, the only justice that Iraqis had known was the kind where the judges and prosecution joined in screaming insults at the accused.

  Rizgar’s show of calm was not something they were used to. Rather like the Americans, they wanted an emotional purging, an outburst of righteous revenge.




  The great majority of government ministers were Shi’ite Muslims or Kurds, and most of them had lost relatives or friends to Saddam’s policies or his death squads. They knew perfectly

  well that Saddam had not been behind the 11 September attacks, but they had their own personal reasons for wanting to see that he was humiliated.




  One evening during the trial, as I was leaving the press centre in the Green Zone, I bumped into Laith Kubba, the government’s spokesman. I had known Laith for fifteen years, and admired

  his sense of neutrality and honesty. This evening, though, he was overwrought and excited.




  ‘The street is angry,’ he shouted to me as he hurried through the empty lobby. ‘They think the judge is being far too lenient.’




  ‘The street’ is a slightly irritating synecdoche, much used in Arab countries, which really just means ‘people’ or ‘public opinion’, though in a region where

  policy can sometimes be influenced by angry crowds it carries a certain force. In this case, of course, Laith Kubba meant that Iraq’s Shi’ites felt that the presiding judge had allowed

  Saddam Hussein too much latitude in making his points and challenging the prosecution’s case. They wanted him humiliated, laden down with accusations, and eventually dragged away weeping and

  praying to a coward’s execution. The very notion of a fair trial meant nothing to them; it wasn’t fairness they wanted, it was retribution.




  And so the government replaced Rizgar Mohammed Amin as the presiding judge, first with Sayeed al-Hamashi and then, after a close relative of his was murdered, with Raouf Abdel Rahman, a Kurd. He

  too tried to maintain an atmosphere of fairness in the court, but although he often made the mistake of allowing Saddam Hussein to shout from the dock or intimidate

  the witnesses, the government was more prepared to accept his way of doing things.




  Perhaps they realized, too, that they could not sack a third judge without allowing the trial to descend into complete and final absurdity. Yet people all around the world had already decided

  that the trial of Saddam Hussein was a farce, and in many ways they were right. Nuremberg had degenerated into the Big Brother House, and justice had become less important than the need for public

  satisfaction.
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  Usually, when I travelled to Iraq, I would fly to Kuwait and take the Royal Air Force flight up to Baghdad. It was reasonably safe, although one Hercules was shot down the day

  after I travelled in it, and the entire crew, charming, relaxed and hospitable, had been killed, together with their passengers. Sometimes, if we were lucky, my colleagues and I would then be given

  seats on the Air Bridge, an RAF helicopter linking Baghdad airport with the Green Zone. Although the BBC office wasn’t in the Green Zone – it was on the other side of the river, in the

  centre of Baghdad – it was a great deal safer at that stage to fly across the city than to drive across it.




  But the RAF flights became increasingly unpredictable. You could turn up at 7.30 for an 11 a.m. flight, only to find that the Hercules would not leave until five o’clock that evening.

  Sometimes the flight would be cancelled altogether, and everyone who had been booked on it the previous day would have to compete for a place on the new flight. The RAF were always very helpful to

  us, and to me in particular; but journalists were taken to and from Baghdad as a favour, not a right, and any government employee was given priority over an outsider like me.




  At that stage, Route Irish, the road to and from Baghdad International Airport to the centre of the city, was the most dangerous stretch of road in Iraq, and therefore probably in the world.

  There were ambushes and car bombs along its length virtually every day, and it was always a nerve-racking ride when you arrived in Baghdad or left it.




  It was the inexperience of the American forces which had allowed Route Irish to become so dangerous. They patrolled it at various times during the day in convoys

  of armoured vehicles, the targets for anything the insurgents might like to fire at them. Instead of controlling the road, therefore, they were its hostages. With their experience in Northern

  Ireland, the British would have put ‘packets’ of soldiers on foot along the road, dominating it and preventing any groups of insurgents from gathering or getting near enough to set up

  ambushes.




  Two or three groups of a dozen or so highly trained and well-armed soldiers patrolling on foot pose a deadly threat to any guerrilla band. But patrolling requires a great deal of training and

  experience, which the Americans lacked in the early stages of the war. To them it seemed a good deal safer to drive up and down Route Irish in their armoured Humvees than to patrol the side of the

  road on foot; yet their tactic allowed the insurgents to control the road for most of the time.




  After more than a year of this, the Americans decided to set up road-blocks along Route Irish, and found that it worked. After that they handed over the road-blocks to the Iraqi army, which

  worked even better because the Iraqis knew who and what to look for when they searched the passing cars. At long last, after a great waste of time and lives, Route Irish became relatively safe

  again, and the number of suicide bombings along its length dropped to around one a week.




  By comparison, flying over the city in an RAF helicopter became more dangerous. In July 2006, as I was flying to the airport – the journey took ten minutes at the most – I sat beside

  the open door, with the ground only fifty feet below me. The RAF pilots took a delight in flying low across the city, believing it was much harder for anyone with a gun to know exactly which

  direction they were coming from; a helicopter would have vanished beyond the rooftops before it could be properly sighted. The RAF’s reasoning convinced me, and although I was always nervous

  when I took the Air Bridge, at least it was over quickly.




  On this particular flight, I felt more anxious than usual. I had struck up an impromptu friendship with a charming former Irish Guards officer, who was now in charge of one of the big security

  companies working in Iraq. He sat opposite me, staring out through the open door at the buildings as they flashed by just below us. Alongside him was the

  loadmaster, who manned the heavy machine-gun poking through the opening.




  Suddenly the Irish Guardsman spotted something, and opened his mouth to yell. At that instant the helicopter heeled hard over, so that the rotors were almost ninety degrees to the ground. So

  were we, and our seatbelts strained accordingly. Then we seemed to roll and swoop all over the sky, and I could see that our accompanying helicopter (they always flew in pairs) was also being

  thrown around just as we were. There was a loud crack as the metallic chaff was thrown out, in order to fool the missile which had been fired at us. Another fifteen seconds of this, and then the

  helicopter settled down again and resumed its course to the airport.




  I was shaken by it all, but also rather exhilarated. No doubt surviving a rocket attack always makes you feel pretty good. My friend the Irish Guards officer was furious, though, and he was

  shouting at the loadmaster, who was looking at the helicopter floor. A combination of my partial deafness (the result of an American ‘friendly fire’ attack) and the racket from the

  helicopter’s rotors made it impossible for me to hear what was being said; but afterwards, as we climbed down out of the helicopter, I asked the Guardsman what had happened.




  ‘I saw this bloody character stand up on top of a big block of flats, just about level with us, and aim his RPG [rocket-launcher] at us. I yelled at the loadmaster, but he was so bloody

  slow we were well past by the time he was ready to fire at him. He could certainly have got him.’




  It was letting slip the chance to kill the man with the RPG that had irritated the Guardsman, not the incident itself. In future, I thought to myself, I shall drive down Route Irish. This

  helicopter business is a bit too disturbing.




  I had already begun to prefer going to Baghdad via Amman rather than Kuwait. It had become increasingly hard to love Kuwait. Its climate was ferocious, hotter even than Baghdad, its city centre

  was run-down, and its ‘dry’ policy was much flouted by the Kuwaitis themselves but was imposed with some rigour on Western visitors. If they found a bottle of whisky in your luggage

  during Ramadan, you could end up in prison. And although the food was quite good at the hotel where we stayed, it had to be accompanied by interminable glasses of

  fruit juice. There was little pleasure in travelling through Kuwait, either in or out.




  Amman, by contrast, is charming. Maybe it is a little dull by comparison with the great cities of the region, Cairo or Damascus or Baghdad itself before the 2003 invasion, but it is the dullness

  of stability and comfort and order. The whiteness of its limestone buildings gives it considerable beauty, and it has an antiquity which the Gulf entirely lacks. Its airport is good, and alcohol is

  readily available. I am only a moderate drinker, but I like to have a couple of glasses of red wine with my dinner and a glass of single malt before I sleep; and I feel that as long as I

  don’t offend anyone else either with my behaviour or with the sight of what I am drinking, then it should be nobody else’s business.




  I arrived in Amman, the penultimate stage in the journey to Baghdad, on 3 November 2005. Saddam’s trial was due to begin two days later, and a seat had been reserved for me in the press

  box. Everything seemed to be going reasonably well. I stayed that night in the InterContinental Hotel, where I had spent so much time over the years. The InterContinental was the press hotel during

  the Black September uprising by Palestinians against the young King Hussein, and it was some time before they got rid of all the bullet holes.




  In the late 1990s Dee and I had come here to cover a visit by Tony Blair to the Middle East, and we had gone to his suite late at night to interview him. It seemed to me, as he patted his hand

  on the bed for her to sit beside him with the microphone, and addressed most of his answers to her rather than me, that he wasn’t entirely immune to the attractions of a good-looking female

  producer. But maybe that is what a jealous husband always feels; and I suppose I would have thought it even odder if he had patted the bed for me to sit close beside him. Under the watchful eyes of

  his press adviser, Alastair Campbell, who was standing beside the bed, none of it felt natural anyway.




  In the past I had spent a good deal of time in the InterContinental, waiting for visas to Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, and when I travelled there in the dangerous period soon after the invasion

  of Kuwait I was treated by the management and my fellow journalists with a certain inquisitive respect, as though I was making my way to the gallows. It was on that

  trip that I met Robert Wiener, the CNN producer who wrote the best book on the first Gulf War, Live From Baghdad, which was made into a Hollywood film. As we checked in for the Baghdad

  flight at Amman airport I asked him why he was going. ‘Because I left Saigon just before it fell,’ he said, ‘and I don’t want to spend another sixteen years of my life

  trying to make up for it.’ He not only made a first-class reputation for himself, he helped to put CNN on the map.




  This time the plane to Baghdad would, I knew, be full. A lot of people wanted to be there for the first day of Saddam Hussein’s trial. But I had a reservation for the flight, and assumed

  that all would be well. It was only after I had checked in and was sitting in the departure lounge café with a group of people from the American organization Human Rights Watch that I

  realized things were not going as planned. The time for us to board the plane came and went. We drank more coffee. Every now and then an official from Royal Jordanian Airlines would hurry past, and

  be surrounded by anxious would-be passengers shouting questions. There was, it seemed, a sandstorm over Baghdad. The outlook was uncertain.




  And then, in the way of these things, everything was suddenly all right. We were urged through into the departure lounge and crammed onto an airport bus in a matter of minutes. It drove us far

  away from the main terminal building, with the smart jets of Royal Jordanian in their slate-grey, red and white paint clustered round it. Eventually, on the outskirts of the airfield, the bus

  stopped in front of our plane. It had no markings whatever, and I couldn’t work out what the registration letters signified. (Swaziland, someone told me later.) It looked like the cheapest

  aircraft Royal Jordanian could find to charter, so that if it crashed or were shot down the loss would be relatively small. The plane was entirely superannuated, having been built in 1978, and it

  was a Fokker. You can imagine the jokes.




  At the top of the steps, crammed into the tiny galley, were two women whose background I guessed immediately, even before I had heard them speak. Both were very attractive: a tall, slender

  blonde and a smaller, slighter black woman. Afrikaner and Zulu, I thought, and was proven right when they spoke to me. There were only two of them, plus a pilot and

  co-pilot, both Afrikaners.




  South Africans, white and black, turn up nowadays in every difficult part of the world, doing the dangerous jobs most other people are scared to do. Sometimes I wonder if they understand quite

  how dangerous the jobs they are doing actually are. In this case, neither of the stewardesses seemed to have any great idea of what was going on in Iraq or why flying there might be a problem.




  The seats were uncomfortable, tiny and inclined to collapse. Having had only three hours’ sleep the night before, I quickly nodded off. The tones of the Afrikaans stewardess woke me:




  ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we are now starting our descent before landing at Baghdad International Airport. We ask you to tighten your seatbelts and switch off any electronic

  equipment.’




  ‘And kiss your ass goodbye,’ said the American behind me.




  We descended. It was the kind of thing passengers hate and pilots adore. I could see now the extent of the sandstorm, an angry reddish-yellow cloud which hung so thickly over the ground that it

  covered everything like liquid cement. Then, suddenly, we broke through and saw the ground, close below us: always a shock. We were only about a hundred feet above it.




  And at that point there was a gut-wrenching jerk, and we started to climb as fiercely as we had dropped down out of the sky. A moment of two of that, and then the laconic voice of the Afrikaans

  pilot. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we are returning to Amman.’ That was all. There was groaning and shouting from the passengers, but no one explained anything more to us until we made the

  ninety-minute flight back and landed at Amman once again.




  It turned out that two planes, ours and another, had tried to land at Baghdad. The other plane went in first and its wheels actually touched the runway. But at that instant the pilot realized he

  couldn’t see the end of the runway, and pulled up again into the open sky. We were flying just behind him, and had to pull up as well.




  Now, it seemed, there was a real danger that we might not get to Baghdad in time for the start of the trial: a nuisance to many, and something of a humiliation

  for people like me. Most of us have a touch of Schadenfreude in us, no matter how we try to ignore it, and in a big organization like the BBC, full of highly competitive people, it exists in large

  quantities. If I failed to make the first day of Saddam’s trial, it wouldn’t be good.




  Nowadays, having worked for the BBC for forty years, with relatively few failures that anyone else knows about (I know of thousands, of course), my career, or what is left of it, can probably

  survive a few high-profile foul-ups. Not many, but maybe four or just possibly five. The trouble lies not in the failures themselves, but in the pattern they seem to present. As English lawyers

  used to say in the Middle Ages, twice makes a custom. In my case, I suppose, people would look for any sign that I was slowing up, or losing my interest in the job, or getting even more forgetful

  than I already am.




  And then, like astronomers examining a group of random, unrelated stars in the sky and deciding that they look like a ram, or a man with a belt and a sword, or a gigantic plough, they would make

  a pattern. ‘Poor old Simpson,’ they would say, ‘he can’t really hack it any more. It’s cruel to let him wander round the world like this.’




  As things stood, I was going to have a real problem getting to Baghdad in a sandstorm, and stopping the pattern from establishing itself. At Amman airport there were crowds of angry,

  gesticulating people standing at the Royal Jordanian ticket desk. I hung around for a little while to see if there was any point in joining in, but it seemed to me that the reaction of the would-be

  passengers was just a way of letting off steam. Much better, I thought, to get back to the InterContinental and get a bit of sleep. I suppose I also thought, with something of the rat-like cunning

  which the wonderful late Nick Tomalin once said was a requirement for a journalist, that the number of rooms at the InterContinental was limited, and that it might be a good idea to get there

  before the mob.




  I had a quiet, restful evening and a decent sleep. Maybe that helped to give me the pleasant, easy feeling the next morning that things were going to be what they would be, and that a lot of

  screaming and shouting was unnecessary. Working for television news can turn you into a kind of Mussolini, using the full force of your willpower to make people do

  exactly what you want them to do. Plenty of television reporters and producers become distinctly fascistic, and eventually forget how to switch it off, remaining bullying and loud the whole time. I

  have certainly had my Mussolini moments: I once stood in front of a tall television headquarters building in Geneva, thinking ‘Somewhere in this building is the video cassette I want, and

  although everyone says it is lost I am going to find it.’ Fifteen minutes later, standing in a small group of angry, humiliated men and sniffly girls, I held the cassette triumphantly in my

  hand. But that was a long time ago. I doubt nowadays if the exercise of the will is ever really worth it. And to be honest the pictures on the cassette weren’t that good.




  So I have slowly mellowed. Other people do the yelling for me, while I stay quietly at the back watching what happens, or perhaps, like Jeeves, reading an improving book; not the noblest

  approach, of course, but one that puts less strain on the heart and nerves.




  Now, though, there was no one to yell for me. I had joined up with a BBC engineer, Bobbie Adefope, a charming, resourceful, wonderfully reliable scion of a princely house in Nigeria, who was

  also trying to get to Baghdad. We went to the airport together. Predictably, it was dreadful. Large numbers of people were shouting and waving their tickets, and it soon became clear that a

  distinctly un-European system had been put in place. All the people booked on today’s flight would get priority, and all those who had been on yesterday’s flight would have to take

  their chances.




  At one stage Bobbie and I had the idea of taking the much less reliable Iraqi Airlines flight, which apparently had some seats available, and poor Bobbie loaded up all his gear and headed out to

  the next terminal to catch it. I was going to join him, but at that moment I saw that a space had cleared in front of one of the check-in desks. A young, pleasant-looking man sat there, looking and

  though he had been gone over by a very large gang of possibly Albanian muggers.




  ‘Excuse me,’ I said.




  He glanced up at me dully.




  ‘I know you’ve had a really bad time, but I just wanted to ask you a favour. I work for the BBC, and I have to get to Baghdad for Saddam

  Hussein’s trial tomorrow. I understand, of course, that all the seats on this morning’s flight are taken, but do you think you might be able to find room for me?’




  I felt very calm and easy. If I didn’t get on, I thought, there might be a bit of awkwardness at the BBC, but what else would happen? Would I die, or be badly injured? Would my marriage

  fall apart? Would I lose my collection of Laurence Sterne first editions? Would our (so far) unborn baby be taken from us?




  Exactly.




  ‘I watch the BBC,’ he said, ‘and I know you are Mr Simpson. But I can’t do anything to help you.’ He paused. ‘I will look again, though,’ he said,

  ‘because you didn’t shout at me. And if there is a chance, someone will call out your name in about fifteen minutes. So you should stay over there.’




  I moved away, and the crowd settled round him again like rugby forwards on a loose ball. It only occurred to me then that I hadn’t asked for a seat for Bobbie. Not very thoughtful of me,

  but I doubted if King Abdullah II himself could get two of us on the flight.




  I read a little more. And then I heard someone call my name. I had a seat after all.




  Bobbie’s flight was much later, and he not only had to spend the night at the airport, but some of his equipment went missing. I didn’t feel good about that; but I arrived on time at

  midday, and was driven down Route Irish in perfect safety and reached the BBC bureau an hour afterwards.




  But my troubles still weren’t over. The next morning I turned up at the conference centre in the Green Zone to meet up with the other journalists who were going to cover the first day of

  the trial; among them was a particular friend of mine, Christiane Amanpour of CNN. We stood outside in the chilly morning sunshine, talking about what we had done since we saw each other last, and

  we greeted other friends and acquaintances there. I saw, with some pleasure, that I was the only person from British television, or indeed from the British media in general; though Reuters news

  agency had an Iraqi journalist there.




  There had been something of a scandal over the screening process to which we had all been subjected. A team of American officials had interrogated everyone who

  had been allocated a seat at the trial to see if they were suitable to report on the case. Twenty-six journalists were being allowed in, more than half of them Iraqis. The rest (apart from me)

  worked for American organizations.




  The questions had apparently varied greatly. The Iraqis were asked if they supported the American-led invasion of Iraq, whether they or any of their relatives had belonged to the Ba’ath

  Party, what they thought of Saddam Hussein, and how they had voted in the recent Iraqi elections. They were also asked about their financial situation, and one said he had had to list the names and

  addresses of all of his relatives who lived outside the country.




  With the journalists working for American organizations, who included at least one Canadian and one Briton, they wanted to know about their political opinions and, oddly, their financial

  situation. One American was asked why he had voted Democrat in the 2004 election. Another was asked to supply the addresses and approximate value of any property he owned outside the country.




  The Canadian, Dana Lewis, worked for Fox News, but much to his credit (and perhaps Fox’s, too) he wrote a long and angry account of his interrogation for the Fox website. It had caused a

  fuss, and the saner people at the State Department had managed to explain to the CIA, or the FBI, or whichever organization had supplied the interrogators, that this kind of thing did not go down

  well and would not make the trial of Saddam Hussein easier or more generally popular.




  By the time I arrived the following day, everything was more relaxed. The pop-eyed patriots, the veins throbbing on their foreheads, had apparently been parked behind the screens, and a newer,

  calmer group of interrogators had been brought on. Mine was a good-looking blonde woman in her late thirties.




  ‘Hi – I’m here to help you get accredited.’




  ‘I thought you were here to investigate my politics.’




  To be frank, I had been rather looking forward to having an argument.




  ‘No, no, no. I don’t know how that idea has gotten around.’




  ‘Aren’t you going to ask me how I voted, or whether I think the invasion was a good idea?’




  ‘No, of course not. I want to make sure you understand what the ground rules are for covering the trial.’




  She explained them.




  ‘And what about property I own?’
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