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PROLOGUE


On 15 February 1989, the last day of the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, I peered through the wire at Kabul Airport, watching as the last Soviet soldiers and some wives and children, in quiet and well-behaved lines, walked up the steps of a small airliner that looked as if it had taken too many trips into the war. The aircraft climbed steeply, spiralling high to make it a harder target for the guerrilla fighters of the mujahedeen in the mountains that surround Kabul. The Soviets left behind an airport scattered with broken warplanes, a communist government that was fighting for its life, and their own equivalent of America’s Vietnam disaster.


The last act of the occupation, carried live on state television, was the departure of a column of armoured personnel carriers, red banners flying, over the Friendship Bridge into Soviet Uzbekistan. Colonel-General Boris Gromov, commander of the Limited Contingent of Soviet Forces in Afghanistan, stopped his vehicle to walk over the last section of the bridge. His son was waiting on Soviet soil with a bunch of red carnations. Since the USSR invaded on 24 December 1979, nearly two million Afghans, mostly civilians, had been killed, along with around fifteen thousand Soviet soldiers. Gromov did not look back.1


As the Western world celebrated Christmas Day in 1991, the red flag with the hammer and sickle was lowered over the Kremlin for the last time. A few days earlier, state television in Moscow had announced that ‘the USSR no longer exists’.2 In Kabul, the communist government of President Mohammad Najibullah had outlasted the USSR. He was overthrown the following year, when the mujahedeen entered the city. Four years later, he would be taken from UN detention by the Taliban and tortured to death before his body was dragged through the streets.


I watched the final Soviet act in Afghanistan without being able to report on it, because I was being detained after failing to talk my way into the country without a visa. After a day or two in a small windowless room, the guards had worked out I was harmless and let me sit in the sun on a small patch of grass that was separated from the airstrip by a wire fence. I lost myself in the hubris of 1980s New York City in Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities, feeling nothing like a master of the universe as I pondered how to extricate myself. The Afghans would not let me in, but they wouldn’t let me leave either.


I had just celebrated my twenty-ninth birthday and getting assigned to a story in Kabul was a big step in my reporting career. It had been a gamble to send me there without a visa, so the potato curry the guards had shared in return for some of my whisky churned inside me with the gnawing feeling that a reporter with the right stuff might have found a way in. I had no idea that the events I saw would shape some of the biggest stories I was going to be reporting for the next thirty years or more.


The end of the USSR is a small part of a story about the Middle East. Its defeat in Afghanistan was less important than the way it happened and the seeds it sowed outside the Soviet Union. The Americans funded the Afghan mujahedeen’s fight against the Soviets, a war that was enthusiastically joined by a generation of Islamist radicals, mostly Arabs, who travelled to Afghanistan to fight and went home as seasoned jihadists. Many embarked on a lifelong fight for the victory of their versions of Islam. Among them were a Saudi, Osama bin Laden, and an Egyptian, Ayman al-Zawahiri: the two top men in al-Qaeda when it attacked the United States on 11 September 2001.


In 1989 it became clear that the old planet we had grown up on, with the constant background hum of the Cold War, was turning into something else, fast. A few months after the Soviets left Afghanistan, I was in China as the state crushed a protest movement led by students in Tiananmen Square. The Communist Party of the Soviet Union might have lost the stomach to liquidate threats to its power; its estranged brothers in the Chinese Communist Party had not.


The end of the Cold War removed the fear that any face-off between the superpowers could escalate into a catastrophic nuclear exchange, a nightmare coolly referred to as ‘mutual assured destruction’, or MAD. But it created a new set of dangers; it left the world safe for a hot war. Had the dictator of Iraq, President Saddam Hussein, been able to turn to Moscow, the cautious men in the Kremlin might have been able to talk him out of his great misadventure of invading Kuwait on 2 August 1990. It is equally possible that President George H. W. Bush in Washington, DC would not have responded by going to war if the Soviet Union had still been strong enough to oppose him.


The end of the Cold War, the last act of the world order that was created after 1945, had consequences that rolled around not just the Middle East, but the rest of the planet too. It opened the gates of the Middle East for a new period of foreign intervention and added rocket fuel to the revival of radical Islamism that had been gathering speed for more than a decade.


The Middle East had never been peaceful. Its place on the map, where Europe, Africa and Asia met, made it a corridor and a destination for invading armies. The governance of newly independent Arab countries in the twentieth century had been on a sliding scale of ineptitude that went from authoritarian to brutal. After 1990, the region was swept up in a storm of turbulence that still raged when the world changed again after Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022. When that happened, the world’s biggest nuclear-armed nations were caught up in the most dangerous crisis since the height of the Cold War. Arabs and Israelis tried to stay neutral. But to paraphrase a line attributed to the Russian revolutionary Leon Trotsky, they might not have been interested in the war, but the war, especially its economic consequences, was interested in them.


The invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the war that followed was my first proper story in the Middle East, and I’ve spent much of my career since then trying to understand the new era it started. This book tries to explain what happened next, and why.










1.


Watch and Learn


The first time I drove through eastern Saudi Arabia to the Kuwaiti border, the Gulf was a dazzling turquoise mirror. I’d naively expected a ride in the desert to be more exotic, but we were travelling along a highway designed to carry everything from royal limousines to the heavy traffic needed by the world’s biggest oil exporter. The flat, stony desert stretched to the horizon. When we stopped for a break, and a chance to see what a stroll felt like in fifty degrees of summer heat in the Saudi desert, I picked up a handful of small pebbles that had been polished like jewels by centuries of sun and wind. The real wealth was under my feet, great subterranean lagoons of oil and gas, and they were a big part of why I was there.


A couple of weeks earlier, on 2 August 1990, Iraq’s president, Saddam Hussein, had invaded Kuwait, his small, rich neighbour. The long conflict between Israel and the Palestinians periodically blasted the Middle East into the headlines, but as the final decade of the twentieth century got going, the world had been looking elsewhere – at the collapse of the Soviet Union and its empire in Europe.


If it hadn’t been for the death spiral of the USSR, I might not have been driving along the smooth black tarmac towards the Kuwaiti border. Saddam’s decision to send eight divisions of his Republican Guard into Kuwait, around a thousand tanks and tens of thousands of men, would on its own have been a big event, but the invasion was elevated into a world crisis by the American response. Feeling new strength in the face of Soviet disintegration, the US plunged its armed forces into the region, and one way or another they have been there ever since. The rhetoric from the White House was about freeing Kuwait and deterring aggression – not a lie, but not the whole truth. America needed Saudi and Kuwaiti oil to stay in friendly hands.


A few days after the invasion of Kuwait, the CIA told President George Bush that the latest intelligence indicated that the Iraqis were preparing to drive into Saudi Arabia. The president, according to one of his senior officials, asked when Iraq would be able to go onto the offensive. The director of Central Intelligence replied with a single word: ‘Now.’


The same day, I watched on TV as Bush hinted that he was prepared to go to war. ‘I will not discuss with you what my options are or might be. But they are wide open, I can assure you of that. Just wait. Watch and learn . . .’1


By the time I arrived in Saudi Arabia, America was moving in troops to deter Saddam from sending his men from Kuwait into Saudi’s Eastern Province, but there were no Americans at the border. A few Saudi tanks shimmered in the distance, proof that the road from Kuwait was open and the heart of the Saudi oil industry was there for the taking.


We drove on to al-Khafji, a small town on the Saudi side of the border. It was almost empty. A worried hotelier looked glumly at his echoing lobby. His hotel’s rooms opened onto a narrow, sandy Gulf beach, lapped by waves as warm as a bath. I thought about booking a beachside idyll as I waited for the war, not realizing that the fighting was still months away.


Saddam Hussein had been threatening Kuwait for months. His regime was in trouble and he believed his rich Arab neighbours owed him. In 1980 he had made the rash decision to invade Iran, hoping to take advantage of the chaos that followed the fall of the shah, the return of Ayatollah Khomeini and the Islamic Revolution. The conservative, rich Arab oil monarchies, happy for Iraq to be locked in combat with what they saw as the existential threat of Iranian revolutionary contagion, lent Saddam money for the fight. Iraq emerged from eight years of war with perhaps half a million dead and $80 billion of debts.


With careful management, a country with as much oil as Iraq should have been able to repay its debts, but Saddam was more interested in grand gestures. He wanted his Arab brothers to write off the money they had lent him to fight Iran, and help boost Iraq’s income by pumping less oil to drive up its price. When they refused to help, Saddam scented betrayal and conspiracy. The small, militarily inconsequential and immensely wealthy Kuwaitis, it seemed, were shoving a ‘poisoned dagger’ into Iraq’s back by pumping more oil than their quota, and stealing Iraq’s oil by sinking wells that slanted laterally into its side of the Rumaila field.2


The Americans had also found it useful to have a strong and secular Arab leader taking on their new enemies in Tehran. Despite Saddam’s unsavoury habits at home, their desires sometimes overlapped. They sold him weapons to fight Iran, which had been a close ally of the US until the Islamic revolution turned it into an enemy. The CIA was still sending intelligence to Iraq until the day Kuwait was invaded.3 But as he made his plans, Saddam was also blaming his regime’s problems on a Western conspiracy. He summoned the US ambassador, April Glaspie, to his palace overlooking the River Tigris in Baghdad to deliver a litany of complaints.


The ambassador’s cable to the US State Department about her fateful meeting with Saddam described him as ‘cordial, reasonable and even warm throughout the ensuing two hours’. He asked for a Marshall Plan to help Iraq recover from the long war with Iran, before laying into Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates for pushing down oil prices – an act of economic warfare. The Americans should not twist his arm, he said. He knew what they could do to Iraq, but he warned that President Bush should not force Iraq to the ‘point of humiliation at which logic must be disregarded’.


The ambassador’s cable seems to report a barely veiled warning. Saddam indicated that he would take desperate measures, and he talked of ‘liberty or death’. This meeting became part of the indictment later assembled by those trying to work out why he had believed he would get away with invading Kuwait. In her cable, Glaspie reported that she had told him the United States took no position on border issues between Kuwait and Iraq – President Bush wanted friendship with Iraq and peace and stability in the Middle East. She did not tell him to keep his hands off Kuwait (for which she became a scapegoat) but her position reflected US policy, which was to offer ‘economic and political incentives for Iraq to moderate its behaviour’.4 The Americans believed they were offering Iraq a mixture of sticks and carrots; however, their words were too soft, and only when it was too late did they show the Iraqis a modest-sized stick. The Pentagon moved a small flotilla of warships closer to Kuwait and sent two aerial fuel tankers and a transport plane to Abu Dhabi to reassure the Emiratis that their war-hardened neighbour would have to behave. As events proved, it was not nearly enough.


The Middle East was not high on Washington’s agenda. At first, General Norman Schwarzkopf, in charge of US Central Command, which covered the Middle East, thought Saddam was bluffing. Then, as the intelligence piled up and Iraqi units deployed on the Kuwaiti border, he saw ‘a battle plan taking shape’. The day before Saddam sent his forces into Kuwait, Schwarzkopf briefed US defense secretary Dick Cheney that an invasion was coming, but would be limited. He expected Saddam to seize the Kuwaiti half of the disputed Rumaila oil field and islands that controlled the sea lane to the Iraqi port of Umm Qasr. Saddam, he reckoned, was building up Iraq’s navy and wanted better access to the Gulf than Iraq’s existing toehold. The meeting, Schwarzkopf said, ended with ‘no sense of urgency. In the hierarchy of world crises, this one was still a minor blip.’5


The Americans knew that Saddam Hussein was threatening to invade Kuwait and failed to deter him. If he had kept his objectives limited, he might have got away with it, or at least walked away with a deal, but he overreached in taking the whole of Kuwait. It was the biggest mistake he ever made – the consequences of the invasion changed everything for Iraq and set Saddam on a path that led to the American invasion in 2003, the destruction of his regime and his eventual execution. According to his CIA interrogator, only when he was asked about the invasion of Kuwait did he show any regret. ‘His face took on an anguished look and he tried to change the subject . . . Saddam put both hands on his head and said, “Ugh, this gives me such a headache!”’6


Saddam’s aggression catapulted the Middle East to the top of the world’s agenda. The war with Iran had left him with a vast army, and an economy so damaged that it could not have provided enough jobs had a million men been demobilized. Saddam saw himself as heir to the great Muslim warrior Saladin, who captured Jerusalem in 1187, ending almost two centuries of Crusader control. Like his hero, he had been born in Tikrit, and he had built Baghdad into a capital fit for a modern Saladin, with a triumphal arch made of two gnarled, muscular forearms modelled on Saddam’s own and forged by English craftsmen.


A fearless push into Kuwait, to fight Arab treachery and collect Iraq’s reward for the bloodshed in the war with Iran, must have seemed an action worthy of his hero, but Iraq’s latter-day Saladin was not well versed in world affairs. Saddam knew how to control Iraq’s tribes and sects, but his experience of the outside world was mostly limited to his time in exile in Egypt after a failed attempt to assassinate Iraq’s military ruler, Abdul Karim Qasim, in 1959. His miscalculation about the storm his invasion of Kuwait would cause suggests he missed the signs that the USSR, his main arms supplier throughout the war with Iran, was no longer a reliable patron with the will to defend its clients at the United Nations.


Since the Second World War made the United States a world power, it had always been fixated on its Soviet rival. The invasion of Kuwait was the first international crisis that fell under the new rules, which the Americans were realizing they now had a chance to rewrite.


In the long run, the Soviet defeat in Afghanistan had consequences that roared through the Middle East and the rest of the world. The war turbo-charged the ideology of violent, revolutionary, radical Islamist jihad. The Afghans had a long history of resisting invaders; the Soviet invasion was a catalyst for the radicalization of young Arabs who travelled to Afghanistan to join them in a holy war against atheistic invaders. Although no more than a few thousand flew to Peshawar in Pakistan and travelled through the Khyber Pass into Afghanistan, compared to at least 200,000 Afghans defending their homeland their influence was magnified many times over.


One of them was Osama bin Laden, a wealthy young Saudi whose father was a billionaire construction magnate. Osama started by donating cash and then travelled to Afghanistan to set up his own small militia. Most Muslims believe that the true meaning of jihad is a determination to live the way God intended, but for Bin Laden and his fellow travellers, the jihad in Afghanistan was about waging a holy war.


Western leaders relished the spectacle of disaster for their Soviet enemies and were prepared to help anyone who would pick up a gun to make matters worse for Moscow. The Americans brought in containers of cash, weapons and Stinger handheld anti-aircraft missiles. The Saudis also poured billions into the jihad against the USSR. Later they turned against the jihadist fighters when they became a threat to the Saudi regime, but at first they were seen as useful assets abroad.


When the Cold War ended with the Soviet collapse, it lifted a weight off all of us who had grown up with the threat of nuclear war. However, the threat of a man-made radioactive wilderness had actually put a dampener on crises. While the Soviets and the Americans fought each other through proxies, allies and clients, they imposed rules and limits to control the risks. But when Saddam Hussein ordered his troops into Kuwait in the summer of 1990, the paralysing weight of the Cold War had gone.


Under international law there are two legal justifications for war: self-defence and to uphold resolutions passed by the UN Security Council. The self-defence box was ticked when the Kuwaitis asked their allies to intervene. President Bush turned to the United Nations to make his plans legal, confident that he would not receive a Soviet veto. On the same day as the invasion, the UN Security Council in New York passed the first of a series of resolutions that turned into their most ambitious set of sanctions, condemning the invasion and then authorizing war.7


A war, legalized by the UN, was inevitable if Saddam Hussein did not pull out of Kuwait. None of that diplomatic helter-skelter would have been possible had the USSR not been failing and had it been led by someone like Nikita Khrushchev, who saw the UN as a place to take on the West, not to help it rescue its oil supplies. Instead, Mikhail Gorbachev was President and First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, desperately trying to reform his country to save it, and his attention was a long way from the Middle East.


A few years before the Gulf crisis of 1990, Gorbachev had written that the nations of the world were like climbers roped together on a mountain: ‘They can climb together to the mountain peak or fall together into an abyss.’8 The Kuwait crisis gave him the chance to put his views into action. He bought into the strategy laid out by the Western powers on the Security Council, which made him even more popular in Western countries that were already gripped by ‘Gorbymania’ but deepened resentment for him at home.


It was not simply that the Soviets did not use their veto; they also offered their backing. The Soviet foreign minister made it clear that the USSR would not oppose military action. Britain and France had already pledged to support the US-led coalition; China, the other permanent member of the Security Council, indicated it would ‘look out of the window’, as Britain’s UN ambassador David Hannay put it, if it did not approve. President Bush worked hard to preserve the new atmosphere of cooperation, with Saddam’s Arab enemies joining the coalition against him. The US was prepared to do a lot to keep its new allies onside. In October, after Israeli security forces killed twenty-one Palestinian demonstrators in clashes at the compound of the al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, the US supported a Security Council resolution condemning Israel that it would normally have vetoed. But most important in putting the coalition George Bush was building on the road to war with Iraq was the Soviet attitude to its Cold War adversaries, and to Iraq. The world really had changed.


At this point the UN also demanded the release of foreign hostages. Before the invasion, hundreds of thousands of foreigners had worked in Iraq. Tens of thousands of Asian migrant workers had left the country, but many from the countries in the anti-Saddam coalition were detained, with some of them sent to be human shields at possible targets like dams and factories. I was in Baghdad just before Christmas in 1990 when Saddam gave the order to let them leave after a personal intervention from Britain’s former prime minister Edward Heath. Recently released British hostages tried to drink their hotel’s bar dry. A grim-faced consular official from London muttered about Brits abroad as he tried to stop a few angry men punching hapless Iraqi waiters. The Brits were flown out of Baghdad in a Virgin Atlantic jetliner. Its owner Richard Branson was the other half in the Heath mission.


While that was happening, Western forces continued to gather in Saudi Arabia. The two holy cities of Mecca and Medina are on the Red Sea coast, the opposite side of the country from where troops were deploying, but distance didn’t make Saudi hearts any more fond of their foreign visitors.


Conservative, pious Saudis were jolted by horror and anger. Most of the foreign soldiers were deep in the desert on the big bases like King Khalid military city, a long way from Saudi civilians; but the highways were full of long American convoys, with women who wore trousers and carried guns driving some of the trucks. Saudi women were not allowed to drive or wear trousers in public. When some took their cars out on an all-female protest drive through Riyadh, they were arrested, suspended from their jobs and verbally abused by the religious establishment.


In response, the Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia, Abdul Aziz bin Baz, issued a fatwa against women driving. He was head of the Ulema, the council of Islamic scholars, and the embodiment of Saudi Arabia’s austere interpretation of Islam. Blind since his teens, he was a legendary figure whose fatwas, often based on medieval precedents, had the force of law in Saudi Arabia’s theocracy. He had a huge influence on social relations in Saudi Arabia and the final word on religion. Although Bin Baz condemned women drivers, he ensured that the Ulema approved King Fahd’s decision to throw open the gates of Saudi Arabia to foreign armies that included Christians and Jews. The princes of the House of Saud often enjoyed highly un-Islamic pastimes. King Fahd had a reputation in his younger days as a playboy with a love of Western temptation, and he might have struggled to justify his actions had he not had the Bin Baz seal of approval.


For many Saudis, even Bin Baz could not make up for the sin of inviting infidel troops into the heart of Saudi Arabia. One was Osama bin Laden, home from the Afghan jihad, who condemned Bin Baz for his ‘weakness and flexibility’.9 He had his own plan, and thanks to his father’s royal connections and his own cooperation with Saudi intelligence in Afghanistan, Bin Laden was able to pitch his ideas to the defence minister Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, a younger brother of the king.10 On no account, Bin Laden warned, should King Fahd accept help from the Americans and their allies; his decision to do just that caused a storm that had long-lasting consequences. Direct military intervention in the holiest ground for Muslims, the land of Mecca and Medina, lit a fire in the minds of jihadists; in the attacks on the USA on 9/11, fifteen out of the nineteen hijackers were Saudis. Back in Afghanistan, Osama bin Laden had stopped his fighters criticizing the Saudi king, but now for him the Saudi regime was forever damned by its sinful decision to allow non-believers to violate the holy land of Islam.


Saudi Arabia was blanketed in the strict Wahhabi interpretation of Islam when I arrived there in August 1990, part of a wave of foreigners that would eventually amount to around 1,500 journalists and more than half a million troops. Life revolved around the five times during each day when devout Muslims turned towards Mecca to pray. The less devout did not have a choice, at least not out in public. Businesses closed when the loudspeakers crackled out the call to the faithful. Shopkeepers would shoo customers from their premises before following them to small street-corner mosques. Any soundtrack of Saudi Arabia in 1990 should always include the clatter and snap of metal gates being pulled shut when the time came to show faith and obedience to God. Any Muslim who did not would have to reckon with the Saudi Commission for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, also known as the Mutawa, the religious police.


Public entertainment did not exist in Saudi Arabia. On Thursday evenings, hundreds of workers from the Philippines, mainly women, headed to a mall in Dhahran, where they would sit for a coffee or take a stroll. It was their big night out. Hungry for foreign newspapers, I scoured hotel bookshops for weeks-old copies of Time, Newsweek or The Economist. Censors armed with scissors and marker pens removed or blotted out anything with a whiff of Western impurity. Photos of women in bathing suits or sports clothes were hacked out or covered with inky scribble, as were advertisements for alcoholic drinks. Many pages were so full of cuts that they fell apart in my hands.


My frustration as I leafed through the tattered magazines was a result of an alliance between the Al Saud family and an austere interpretation of Islam that began with Mohammed Ibn Abd al-Wahhab in the 1740s. A religious revivalist from Nejd, the central part of the Arabian peninsula, he warned Muslims of the dangers of embracing heresies that could be punished by death. It was an old idea, but one that is still manically enforced by extreme jihadists in the twenty-first century.


Ibn Abd al-Wahhab saw plenty of candidates for death, encouraging his followers to smash the tombs of saints and kill those who prayed at them. He was expelled from Mecca when he tried to stop men and women singing, dancing and smoking together. Back home in conservative Nejd, he was sheltered by Mohammed bin Saud, a local ruler and the founder of his dynasty. Their formal alliance, made in 1744, still provides the religious foundation for the modern Saudi state. The Al Sauds got their power while the clerics enforced purity. It was a good deal for both. They even occupied Mecca early in the 1800s, until they were driven out by Ottoman forces from Egypt.11


A century later, the First World War broke the Ottoman Empire and allowed one remarkable man, Ibn Saud, to revive his family’s alliance with Wahhabi clerics and undo his rival Hussein bin Ali, the sharif of Mecca. By 1932 he controlled most of the peninsula and named the new state Saudi Arabia, after his own family. Wahhabi support was as important to Ibn Saud and his sons as oil, the black gold of the twentieth century. As American geologists mapped the new state’s massive oil reserves, Ibn Saud strengthened his grip on it and secured the succession by fathering perhaps fifty sons by many wives. A century after he captured Mecca, Ibn Saud still had a son, King Salman, on the Saudi throne.


The House of Saud’s lavish spending on yachts, mansions and Renaissance art would not have gone down well with Ibn Abdul Wahhab, but many Saudis accepted the way the royal family lived not just because oil revenue transformed their lives but because his religious successors told them to. The Wahhabi stamp of approval made it possible for King Fahd to allow changes after the invasion of Kuwait that only a few weeks earlier would have been scarcely conceivable.


Most of the Western troops in Saudi Arabia had no idea what was going on. I got to know a US Marine infantry unit who had been told by their commanders that they were on the Kuwaiti border when they were at least an hour’s drive inside Saudi Arabia. The men wanted news, so I took them a couple of bin-bags of papers and magazines. When I reached them, they told me I’d had a lucky escape – they’d been locked and loaded and their anti-personnel mines were ready. They weren’t apologetic – they had no way of knowing what was coming down the track.


The Marines spent much of the day sweltering in their tents, reading letters from home, smoking and talking. It was high summer, and so they trained at either end of the day when it was cooler. Years later, former Marine Anthony Swofford wrote about being caught up in the excitement: ‘as a young man raised on the films of the Vietnam War, I want ammunition and alcohol and dope, I want to screw some whores and kill some Iraqi motherfuckers’.12 But the Saudi desert in 1990 was not Saigon, and US Marine life there was comparatively monastic. So was mine. In a land of no alcohol and as a lifelong non-smoker, a French photographer persuaded me to smoke a cigarette over dinner. It was the closest thing to letting off some steam in a land without public entertainment.


The Americans were pouring soldiers and equipment into Saudi Arabia. The British were there too, though not as well equipped, having had to gut the British army in Germany in order to field two armoured brigades. I saw depots’ worth of American military lorries being driven off ships at Jubail and other ports on the Arabian Gulf coast, along with armour and heavy weapons. They had not had to move so much, so quickly, since the Second World War. The retired American generals on the new twenty-four-hour news channels talked a great deal about the huge number of Iraqi tanks and battle-hardened troops; for the Vietnam generation, it was a chance to put right some old mistakes. The trucks and armoured vehicles coming off the ships were still the dark green of jungles and paddy fields – whoever sold the Americans the paint to turn them the colour of sand must have made a fortune. Someone reported seeing vehicles that still had improvised repairs made out of Vietnamese beer cans.


By the beginning of 1991, the Americans had half a million soldiers in the desert. Offshore, alongside six aircraft-carrier battle groups, were two mighty Second World War battleships, the Missouri and the Wisconsin, modernized to carry cruise missiles alongside their sixteen-inch naval guns. Watching it happen, I had the feeling that a great military giant was waking up to fight again.


Before the Kuwait crisis, the only permanent US military foothold in the Middle East was a naval base in Bahrain. But when US troops went to the region in 1990, they stayed. The Pentagon no longer needed to ransack its store cupboards; it moved plenty of them to the Middle East. In 1991 it began a habit of military intervention there that would have immense and deadly consequences.


When victory against Saddam came quickly, with almost all the casualties on the Iraqi side, it seemed in Washington, DC to be the promising first chapter of a new era. President Bush promised a new world order, more peaceful and secure than the old world of Cold War confrontation. The American political scientist Francis Fukuyama argued that victory for liberal democracy marked ‘the end of history’. The flow of events wouldn’t stop, but liberty and equality were irresistible.


They were wrong. Two diametrically opposed visions clashed after the ejection of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. One was the desire of Islamists – known as Salafists – to return the Muslim world to the way it was in the time of the prophet Muhammad; immersed in prayer and rejecting modern values, they saw Western impositions as godless. Not all Salafists were violent jihadists, but the ones who were believed they had to fight and kill to do God’s will. The other vision came from the sense of power that surged around Washington, DC, as America exorcised the demons of defeat in Vietnam.


Most of my career has been spent watching what happened next, and it turned out that liberal democracy was not as irresistible as Fukuyama believed. George Bush’s coalition was a tribute to his diplomatic skills and connections. While the Palestinians under Yasser Arafat, along with King Hussein of Jordan, came out for Saddam, Arab leaders who had decided that his time was up included the rulers of Kuwait, Bahrain, Oman and the United Arab Emirates. The Saudis bussed a couple of hundred journalists to Dhahran Airport, where a Boeing 747 was waiting to take us into the desert, to King Khalid military city. Egyptian troops were on parade and a token force of Syrians sheltered from the summer heat in carpeted, air-conditioned tents equipped with TVs, sofas and refrigerators. And on 16 January 1991, an air armada took off to bomb Iraq, as the American-led coalition went to war.










2.


Mission Impassable


On the drive north from Beirut up the coast of the Mediterranean, it is easy to miss the gorge of Nahr el-Kelb, which translates as ‘Dog River’. Now you can whizz along the highway, through a tunnel cut through the mountains near Jounieh, and head north to Byblos or Batrun for lunch. It is a routine car journey these days; for millennia, passing the mouth of Dog River was so arduous that it was something to celebrate. The gorge is on a direct route from Europe to the Middle East, which meant that every invading army or beaten soldier retreating north had to pass it long before engineers bored tunnels through the rock. Foreign commanders reported approvingly of its tactical possibilities. In 1840, Commodore Charles Napier of HMS Powerful anchored his flotilla at Dog River to intervene in a war within the Ottoman Empire from ‘an excellent position . . . protected by an impassable gorge’.1 One reason why the Phoenicians, ancient ancestors of the modern Lebanese, became a sea power in the Mediterranean was that it was hard to navigate their home on dry land.


Getting past Dog River was a decisive moment in any campaign, and armies left memorials carved into slabs and pillars of rock to commemorate their achievement. The oldest is in Egyptian hieroglyphics, commissioned by the pharaoh Ramses II in the thirteenth century BCE. Later came Assyrians, Babylonians, Greeks, Romans, Phoenicians, Crusaders, Mamluks, Ottomans, and in modern times the French and the British and ANZAC troops in the two world wars. All of them left memorials. Another celebrates Israel’s withdrawal from southern Lebanon in 2000; some Lebanese campaigned for a plaque to commemorate the moment that Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad was forced to pull out his troops in 2005.


The Middle East attracts outsiders, and the desire to control it has led to suffering and slaughter. It possesses resources as well as sacred and strategic territory. Once the world entered the industrial era and craved carbon, the planet’s biggest reserves of oil and gas were impossible to ignore. The region is the great crossroads of the globe: a thousand years ago, caravans of camels carrying incense from Yemen to Europe and East Asia wore tracks in the Arabian desert that are still visible from the air. Some old caravanserais still stand, just about. One is on the road south from Damascus, towards the Golan Heights, occupied by Israel since 1967.


The Middle East was the first place where humans grew crops and built settlements near their fields that became cities, civilizations and empires. More than five thousand years ago in what is now Iraq, thousands of people lived inside the walls of Uruk, most probably the world’s first city. The peoples of the Middle East were, for a time, on the cutting edge of modernity and power; they could earn money through trade, or take the wealth of others while they spread their ideas. But that was a long time ago. The memorials at Nahr el-Kelb show that Western imperialists did not invent intervention, but they perfected it. Generations of outsiders have pushed their way into the region. In the twenty-first century, the decisions of these powerful outsiders have made lives in the Middle East dangerous, difficult and short.


For more than 600 years, the Ottomans dominated the Middle East and the Balkans. They started as tribesmen from Central Asia and in 1453 captured Constantinople, the city now known as Istanbul. On their way to becoming the greatest power of their age, they beat the Byzantines and the Mamluks, and in 1529 their sultan Suleiman the Magnificent reached and besieged Vienna. Their path to decline was slow and painful. They lost territory to ambitious and rising European powers over two centuries, before the First World War finally broke their empire.2


The slow fall of the Ottomans presented hungry European Christian powers with an imperial buffet in the Middle East. They competed to appoint themselves protectors of Jerusalem. The Russians brought stone with them to build a cathedral and a complex of buildings outside the walls of the Old City, still known as the Russian Compound. Part of it became a British police station and later a notorious interrogation centre used by Israel’s internal security service, Shin Bet.3 France built a large centre for pilgrims across the road from the New Gate, the entrance to the Christian quarter, while Britain constructed an Anglican cathedral out of Jerusalem stone. In 1898 the German Kaiser Wilhelm II rode on a white charger through an opening in the walls near Jaffa Gate, escorted by a squadron of cavalry and wearing a helmet topped with an imperial eagle. Germany’s attempts to get a foothold in Jerusalem before the First World War included the construction of a hospital that dominates the ridgeline leading to the Mount of Olives; it is still named the Augusta Victoria, after Kaiser Wilhelm’s wife. German plans also included a railway from Berlin to Baghdad, and Istanbul still has a railway station shaped like a Rhineland castle. The Germans were hoping to outflank the British navy’s control of the sea lanes to Asia; in the end, the spoils went to Britain and France, as Germany lost the First World War and Russia was swamped by revolution and civil war.


The carve-up of the Ottoman Empire, approved by the new League of Nations, created new empires for the overstretched British and French, but they did not last. Even before the Second World War they were struggling, with too much territory and too many people who were fed up with being told what to do by foreigners. Syria and Lebanon became independent of France, while Britain was forced out of Palestine. The imperialists stayed long enough to leave plenty of physical relics across the Middle East, from grand buildings, iron bridges and red post boxes to croissants for breakfast and road signs in French. But the legacy that matters most and still shapes events is visible in the borders they left on the map.


Two imperial grandees created the modern Middle East when they began the final dismembering of the Ottoman Empire during the First World War.4 One was a British landowner and adventurer, Colonel Sir Tatton Benvenuto Mark Sykes, the young and energetic sixth baronet of his line. His contemporaries described him as a man of considerable charm who wrote books about his travels in the Ottoman Empire that got him noticed in Whitehall. Lord Kitchener, secretary of state for war, appointed Sykes as his Middle East advisor while he was still in his thirties.


The other grandee was a French diplomat, Charles François Georges-Picot, who in 1914 was French consul in Beirut, at that time an important city in the Ottoman Empire. Picot found himself on the enemy side as the Ottoman leadership gambled on a German victory and entered the war on the side of Berlin. He left in a hurry, leaving papers in his office that identified Arab nationalists who had asked for France’s protection. When Ahmed Djemal Pasha, Ottoman governor of Syria, was shown the papers, he lived up to his bloodthirsty reputation and had the nationalists publicly executed. Some went to the gallows in Damascus while others were hanged in Beirut’s biggest plaza, which was renamed Martyrs’ Square in their honour in the 1930s. Half a century later, many others were killed there, when it was a front line in Lebanon’s civil war.


Sykes and Picot were not natural allies. Sykes was a product of England’s ruling class, the master of a large estate in Yorkshire; he was part of a Victorian generation that grew up expecting to rule the world. Picot, on the other hand, was an Anglophobic imperialist who campaigned for France to expand its empire at the expense of the British. However, in 1916 they were able to reach a secret deal – known as the Sykes–Picot Agreement – because they shared a strong interest in winning the peace as well as the war. Rather than drawing precise borders, the agreement defined zones of influence. It was also worked out and signed off by their ally, Tsarist Russia, only for the Bolsheviks to leak the details to C. P. Scott, editor of the Manchester Guardian, after the 1917 revolution; the revelation fed a mood of growing revulsion against private deals that affected millions being hatched behind closed doors.


Sykes’s secret diplomacy was part of a series of British gambits to win the war in the Middle East and get their empire into the strongest position possible. In London, they spent months talking to Zionists who wanted a homeland for the Jews. The prime minister David Lloyd George, who like many of his contemporaries had an instinctive sympathy for Zionism, later mused, ‘I was brought up in a school where I was taught far more history of the Jews than about my own land. I could tell you all the kings of Israel. But I doubt if I could have named half a dozen of the kings of England, and not more of the kings of Wales.’5 It was about much more than nostalgia for Sunday school – the Jews were regarded as desirable allies. The leading Zionist in Britain, Chaim Weizmann, and the richest, the banker Lord Rothschild, found ways to play on deeply engrained prejudices about the world reach of the Jews among the British Christian elite.6 Weizmann, professor of chemistry at Manchester University when he was not pressing for a Jewish homeland, had already impressed Lloyd George by inventing a new way to produce acetone, a vital ingredient for explosives. The prime minister believed Weizmann was the key to an alliance with a powerful global Jewish network that could keep Russia in the war and persuade the United States to join it. In his War Memoirs, Lloyd George did not hide his motives: ‘We were anxious at the time to enlist Jewish support in neutral countries, notably in America.’7 The British diplomat Ronald Storrs recorded hopes in London that an alliance with Zionists would not just impress American Jews, but might also sap the morale of Jews fighting for Germany, and would ‘impart to the Russian Revolution, whose brains were assumed to be Jewish, a pro-British bias.’8


As they tried to tap into what they believed was the power of the Jews, the British were also looking for an ally to undermine the Ottomans. They found one in Hussein bin Ali, the sharif of Mecca and a direct descendant of the prophet Muhammad.9 In the summer of 1915, the British High Commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon, wrote to Hussein, starting a correspondence that seemed to offer an enticing deal. The British would make sure that the sharif would rule an independent Arab kingdom. Britain wanted present-day Iraq, and France wanted Lebanon and Syria. But the sharif’s realm would include the Hijaz and most of the rest of the Arabian peninsula. McMahon used deliberately vague language, not least over the future of Palestine, but Hussein believed him and kept his word. It is tempting to wonder what the Middle East would have looked like had the British kept theirs, but Hussein had to be betrayed for the security and prosperity of the British Empire. The Sykes–Picot Agreement rang alarm bells when it reached McMahon in Cairo, and he told the Foreign Office to keep it from the Arabs: ‘I feel that divulgence of agreement at the present time might be detrimental to our good relations with all parties and possibly create a change of attitude in some of them.’10


Hussein did not get his kingdom. As a consolation prize – and to solve a problem for Britain – two of his sons were installed on the thrones of Iraq and Transjordan, new countries created by Britain under mandates from the League of Nations. Another son became king of the Hijaz, but father and son were exiled after the Wahhabis of the Al Saud family unified Saudi Arabia. A British official suggested that they named the new kingdom after themselves.


Historians argue about the degree of the deception perpetrated by the British during the First World War. The British-Palestinian scholar George Antonius would call Sykes–Picot ‘not only the product of greed at its worst . . . a startling piece of double-dealing’, but others warned that however imperfect it was, starting again with a new map and borders would cause even more chaos.11


A century later, the impact of the deal on the Middle East is still resented and debated. In 2014, a Chilean jihadist fighter with long hair, a bushy beard and the nom de guerre Abu Safiyya made a video called ‘The End of Sykes–Picot’ after Islamic State seized vast tracts of Iraq and Syria. Arabs and their supporters maintain that they were betrayed several times over by the British in the First World War: by Sykes–Picot, in the Hussein–McMahon correspondence, and then by Britain’s support for a homeland for the Jews in Palestine. Sykes rushed out of a meeting of the War Cabinet in November 1917 to tell Chaim Weizmann the good news: ‘It’s a boy,’ he gushed.12


The foreign secretary Arthur Balfour put the details in a letter to Lord Rothschild that became known as the Balfour Declaration, a promise that Britain would ‘view with favour the establishment of a national home for the Jewish people’. Balfour added that ‘nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country’. The non-Jewish communities to which he referred were Palestinian Arabs, a big majority in the land between the River Jordan and the Mediterranean Sea. The Balfour Declaration was issued as British imperial troops were fighting the Ottoman Turks for Palestine, advancing from Gaza on the Mediterranean coast to Jerusalem in the mountains. Their commander General Sir Edmund Allenby’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem was filmed for posterity – a crowd from Jerusalem’s melting pot swirls around, with shoeshine men and tea-sellers looking for business as they wait for their new rulers. Allenby’s arrival to take possession of the Old City, just before Christmas, was every bit as choreographed as Kaiser Wilhelm’s had been in 1898. The Foreign Office in London recalled the Kaiser’s entry on a white charger through the Jaffa Gate and resolved that Allenby should do the opposite. Unlike Wilhelm, who had been decked out in all the finery Prussia could offer, a khaki-clad Allenby walked in on foot.


The idea was to demonstrate that Allenby was the unassuming representative of enlightened British rule, a show of humility intended to make the Germans look arrogant. Several of Allenby’s aides, fresh from battle, were armed with nothing more lethal than walking sticks. It was a classic example of British imperial hypocrisy – they were splitting the Middle East with France while making contradictory promises to Arabs and Jews, setting them up for generations of conflict. In case anyone doubted the global reach of Jerusalem’s new overseers, Allenby’s armed soldiers marched through the streets sporting an imperial range of pith helmets, turbans and tam o’shanters, while Jerusalemites stared back wearing homburgs and fezzes, keffiyehs and kippas. Identity still matches headgear in the Holy City. Jerusalem is a city of hats.13


Lloyd George gave thanks for a victory that he called a ‘Christmas present’ for the British people. At a time when tens of thousands of soldiers were being slaughtered in a bloody, muddy European stalemate, it was ‘a patch of blue sky which lightened the gloom that hung over the battlefield as a whole’.14 While Allenby’s groom fed his horse, the general read a proclamation clearly stating the imperial view. ‘I make it known to you’, he told them, that every holy site would be ‘maintained and protected according to the existing customs and beliefs of those to whose faiths they are sacred’. Allenby’s proclamation drips with rich ironies, given the deep changes Britain was planning in the region. Sir Mark Sykes, fresh from his negotiation with Picot and his announcement to the expectant Zionists, had written Allenby’s speech.


Sykes did not live to see the consequences of the promises that he and other British diplomats and envoys had made, especially the deadly contradiction built into the Balfour Declaration. Establishing a national home for the Jews while also upholding the rights of the (unnamed) Palestinians proved to be impossible. Sykes died in Paris in March 1919, one of as many as 40 million victims of the influenza pandemic. By the early 1920s, Arabs and Jews in Palestine were killing each other. They are responsible for what they did but it was the British who started the fire, making promises to both sides that they couldn’t keep, and kept it stoked until in 1948 they left the Arabs and Jews to fight it out.


The dangers were obvious early on. The American newspaperman Vincent Sheean was in Jerusalem during the summer of 1929, when ‘The Holy Land seemed as near an approximation of hell on earth as I have ever seen.’ Anyone who knows Jerusalem now will recognize his account of the way the city radiated hatred with the summer heat. ‘The temperature rose throughout the first fortnight of August – you could stick your hand out in the air and feel it rising.’15 Trouble at the Wailing Wall between Palestinians and Zionist Jews exploded into a series of killings, including the massacre of sixty-seven religious Jews in Hebron.


Just over a decade after the Declaration, Sheean could see how conflict was built into Balfour’s words, which ‘seemed to promise the Jews everything and seemed to reserve everything for the Arabs, at one time and with one twist of the pen’.16 He turned against the Zionists as well as the British, concluding that Palestine ‘was the most flagrant example of the betrayal of Arab interests after the war . . . All the Arabs had been betrayed by the British, but the Arabs of Palestine were in worse case than any others.’17 It was all done, Sheean said, to secure Britain’s power in Palestine.


The Zionists were better strategists and better politicians than the Palestinian Arabs. In the end, it did not matter that they also believed the British had betrayed them – they emerged with their state and used the Balfour Declaration to give their national project legitimacy. When the Arabs rose against the tide of events in the 1930s, the British crushed the revolt so comprehensively that the Palestinian leadership had not recovered when the civil war to control Palestine began in 1947, as the British announced their departure and the UN voted to partition the territory. A century after Balfour signed his typewritten declaration to Lord Rothschild, Israel’s prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu visited the Foreign Office in London. Balfour’s successor, Boris Johnson, showed him around the foreign secretary’s grand corner office overlooking St James’s Park. He pointed to his desk and explained it was the place where the Balfour Declaration had been composed. ‘Funny you should say that,’ said Netanyahu with some satisfaction, as camera shutters clicked furiously. For Israelis, the Balfour Declaration had been a vital victory on the road to statehood; for Palestinians, it was a milestone that would lead to catastrophe.










3.


All Flesh Is Grass


The July sun flashed through the glass doors at the back of the auditorium Saddam Hussein had chosen for a public display of power and revenge. He had dressed well, as usual, in an elegantly cut dark suit and a shirt with a long pointed collar. His tie was knotted a little loosely, unlike the noose that would end his life on a high scaffold in Baghdad twenty-six years later, and his hair and moustache were freshly barbered for a special day. A few of the men packed into the raked rows of seats wore safari suits, but mostly they modelled their look on their leader. The right choice of outfit wasn’t going to help anyone whose name was on the list on the table in front of the new president of Iraq.


Saddam had ordered Iraqi television to record the proceedings. The fear in the room seeps out of the video, monochrome with a tint of sepia. From his place on the stage, speaking quietly and taking puffs from a large cigar, Saddam radiates malice. Hundreds of people had already been tortured and shot in the few weeks since his assumption of the presidency in mid-July 1979.1


Many years later he would tell a CIA interrogator that his predecessor, Ahmad Hassan al-Bakr, had stepped down because he was old and ill, and that he, Saddam, had taken the job reluctantly at a time when he had been thinking of retiring to Tikrit to become a farmer.2 Less far-fetched accounts have him sending tanks and troops to surround the presidential palace and despatch al-Bakr into retirement. Events moved fast: al-Bakr made it official by announcing in a final TV broadcast that he was retiring and that Saddam was the best man to follow him. This act confirmed what everyone knew already – Saddam was the most powerful man in Iraq. But now he had a presidency and a regime to strengthen, and that required decisive action.


Saddam used a classic tactic to clear out enemies (real and imagined), announcing that some of his lieutenants had been plotting against him with his rival, President Hafez al-Assad of Syria. Some of the lower-ranked conspirators had already been shot. The meeting in the auditorium on 28 July was to deal with the top men. The senior leadership of the ruling Baath Party was lined up in front of him. Saddam was suited and booted for a reckoning, and everyone there knew it. The only men in the room who could feel secure were his small coterie of close advisors in the front row, mostly members of his own family.


Saddam had just celebrated his forty-second birthday. He was setting the course for a presidency that would end in Iraq’s destruction after three major wars and with the blood of maybe millions, and certainly hundreds of thousands, of people on his hands. The video he had ordered to immortalize the moment shows him asking a moustachioed, balding man about the events that transpired between President al-Bakr’s decision to step down and Saddam’s assumption of power. The balding man is Muhyi Abdel Hussein Mashhadi, and he appears to be holding it together well for a man who is trying desperately to save his own life. Until a few days before al-Bakr’s removal, Mashadi had been secretary of the Revolutionary Command Council. He had fallen fast, and Saddam was toying with him. The footage shows him staring out into the audience, sometimes starting nervously when Saddam asks a question as he confesses his part in the alleged conspiracy. After the meeting, it was said his family would have been killed if he had not cooperated.


Saddam leaves the stage for a short time and sits with his cohorts in the front row. Puffing on his cigar, he offers Mashadi his place at the centre of the podium. ‘Muhyi,’ he says, ‘you might be more comfortable to rest here for a while. Take the weight off your feet, my friend.’


It is the politeness of the torture chamber. The video ends with Saddam reading out his list of alleged conspirators, ordering any man who hears his name to leave. When one of them won’t budge, party thugs drag him out. Another stands, desperately maintaining his innocence. From time to time loyalists stand up to shout their loyalty to the leader, clapping and chanting for his long life. Saddam allows them to speak, playing with his cigar and taking the occasional drag. His expression is cold as he enjoys the moment, watching the fear he has created.


A few days after this meeting came an announcement that twenty-two people had been executed for their part in the alleged conspiracy, including Muhyi Abdel Hussein Mashadi. Accounts of the killings vary, but they all agree that Saddam himself led the firing squad, which was made up of his trusted associates and some of the men he had spared. It was their chance to show loyalty as well as a warning to anyone who planned not to, and it implicated all of them in the new regime’s bloody baptism. The men lined up to be killed included Adnan Hussein, deputy prime minister and Saddam’s close friend for many years.


Was there a conspiracy? In many ways, it didn’t really matter. Saddam, a president with vaulting ambition and without scruples, had points to make. His predecessor had talked to Syria’s president Hafez al-Assad about unity between the two countries. Both were run by branches of the Baath Party, which had been founded in Syria to oppose the French occupation that lasted until 1946, before spreading to Iraq and beyond. The Baath ideology revolved around an Arab version of socialism built on pan-Arab unity and opposition to Israel and imperialism. As a new generation of Arab leaders emerged in the 1950s and 1960s, generally in military uniform, the Baath Party provided opportunities and a political voice for young, ambitious outsiders who were looking for a pathway to power: men like Saddam Hussein and Hafez al-Assad.


Pan-Arab unity was a favourite topic of nationalists in the second half of the twentieth century. Perhaps al-Bakr in Iraq and Assad in Syria were serious in 1979 – after all, it is easy to see why both men saw Saddam as a threat. He had been a leader of the coup that installed al-Bakr as president in 1968 and since then had become the regime’s strongman, secret police chief and enforcer – a man with no limits in a country whose politics were suffused with violence. His videotaped purge of the Baathist leadership in 1979 was designed to be the clearest possible marker about the way he planned to do business as president of Iraq. At the time, foreign journalists based in Beirut reported that Saddam’s real target was a group of potentially powerful dissidents including Muhyi Abdel Hussein Mashadi, who had protested about the brutality with which Saddam’s men had crushed a protest by Iraqi Shias.3


Saddam Hussein’s marker stood him in good stead for years. When I made my first trip to Iraq in 1990, Arabs were still talking about the purge, usually with a mixture of awe, horror, disgust and a weird kind of respect. After all, at least the man knew what he wanted. His image was everywhere. A huge oil painting of Saddam the huntsman, dressed in tweeds on a snowy mountainside, adorned the waiting room of the Iraqi embassy in Amman. In Baghdad there were posters of Saddam the builder, constructing the country; Saddam the jurist, surrounded by books and fair to all loyal citizens; Saddam the soldier, fearless and armed. In Basra, a line of statues of soldiers who looked like his long-lost twins pointed accusingly across the Shatt al-Arab waterway towards Iran.


Saddam’s image, naturally, welcomed visitors at Baghdad Airport. Between Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in the summer of 1990, and the following year when the Western allies geared up to attack, it was possible to fly into Baghdad from Amman. But once President Bush announced that Operation Desert Shield had become Desert Storm, the only flights to Baghdad were the kind that dropped bombs. A couple of Iraqi airliners were left rusting on the tarmac at Amman Airport. By the time the Americans reopened Baghdad Airport in 2003, having overthrown Saddam, they were only fit for scrap. During the 1990s, Iraqi Airlines’ inflight meal service repurposed itself as a catering company in Baghdad.


In 1991, with no air service, the only way back to report on the war was to drive across the desert from Jordan. A couple of nights before we left for the Iraqi border, I had a quiet dinner with colleagues to celebrate my thirty-first birthday and then wrote a few letters to be opened if I was killed, which I left in my hotel in Amman. I didn’t like the morbid thoughts I’d been having, but in the first week of February 1991 there were good reasons to be nervous about driving to Baghdad. The Americans were bombing the road and had destroyed petrol tankers, which Saddam was sending out to Jordan as a thank you for King Hussein’s support. A BBC crew filmed us leaving Amman – ghoulishly, the cameraman said the pictures might be needed for our obituaries.


The Iraqi minders who had been waiting at the border insisted that we drive without lights because of the air raids. We had paid two young Jordanian entrepreneurs a lot of money to rent two vehicles; they sent Palestinian drivers, who took on all the danger with only a small cut of the fee. My BBC colleague Allan Little and I took turns at the wheel as our driver became more terrified and exhausted. Rory Peck, a brave and buccaneering cameraman, drove in the other pick-up, which was loaded with jerry cans containing all our spare fuel, a couple of hundred litres. His driver also became increasingly paralysed with fear as the sun went down, and I couldn’t blame him. We sped through Fallujah, the first big town after the desert, as sirens screamed and people rushed to shelters, chivvied by air raid wardens on bicycles. It must have been terrifying for the citizens, but all I could think of was the air raid warden on Dad’s Army telling Captain Mainwaring to ‘put that light out!’


In Baghdad, foreign journalists were all billeted in the Al Rasheed Hotel, at huge expense. A sepia portrait of the young Saddam dominated the large concrete lobby. He may have been looking away from the lens, but his minions were watching us closely. CNN, for some reason allowed by the regime to operate with their own satellite dish and a big team of people, had occupied the bar at the end of the lobby as their newsroom. We assumed the hotel was wired for sound by Saddam’s secret police. In muttered conversations, old hands warned that Saddam Hussein would not go easily if the war unseated him.


In Iraq, political turbulence often leads to deaths before deals. Sometimes there are no deals, just deaths. A culture of violence embedded itself after the British created modern Iraq in 1920, growing deeper every time force was used to change the men at the top. Britain joined together three Ottoman provinces – Basra, Baghdad and Mosul – to make Iraq, and while the new country looked coherent on the map, it was born with fractures. Britain imported a king, Faisal Ibn Hussein, from the family that had led the Arab revolt against the Ottomans in the Hijaz, and the country was declared nominally independent in 1932. It was equipped with institutions, including elections and a parliament, but they were a front for the fact that Britain took all the decisions that mattered.


Conflict was built into the system, with violence the currency of power. The British Empire was bloated after the First World War and they could not afford to garrison Iraq properly. In the 1920s, Britain was badly overextended and looking for ways to control its newly acquired possessions on the cheap. Winston Churchill was secretary of state for the colonies and seized on an idea of policing Iraq from the air. The Iraqi tribes were bombed if they rebelled and if they did not pay taxes, while economic violence was meted out to the poor in the cities and the countryside.


The end of the Cold War in 1990 made the invasion of Iraq possible, but the start of it had caused more bloodshed. Hard-pressed workers and peasants were easy recruits for communists in the late 1940s, and government forces clamped down hard – on a single day of demonstrations in 1947, between three and four hundred protestors were shot dead. Communist leaders were executed in public, their bodies left swinging on the scaffold as a message for early-morning commuters.4 The monarchy tried to create a cult of personality but it was sustained by force, not popularity, until violence swept it away. In 1958 the Iraqi royal family, including twenty-three-year-old King Faisal II and his uncle, the one-time regent turned Crown Prince Abd al-Ilah, were lined up and shot during the coup that ended Britain’s system of arm’s-length domination. The regent’s body was mutilated and dragged through the streets.


The victorious military junta modelled itself on the Free Officers who had ousted the Egyptian king in 1952, and even took their name to grab some reflected glory from the popular Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel Nasser. But Iraq’s officers lacked a figure with the stature of Nasser, and attempts at political change descended into bloodshed. On 7 October 1959, Baathists ambushed the president, Abdul Karim Qasim, on Rashid Street, a colonnaded avenue in the centre of Baghdad. They killed the presidential chauffeur, but Qasim escaped with wounds. Among the would-be assassins who made off through the back alleys was Saddam Hussein, limping with a bullet in his leg. Communal and political tensions were high at the time of the failed assassination, and when they overflowed into the streets of Mosul and Kirkuk, hundreds of people were killed. The pattern of political action driven by force continued. When Qasim was finally overthrown in another coup in 1963, he was shot out of hand, with the Baathists who had taken power carrying out what one historian called ‘some of the most terrible scenes of violence hitherto experienced in the post-war Middle East’.5


Saddam’s tactics were no departure – he was simply more effective. The two Baathist dictators, Saddam in Iraq and Assad in Syria, imposed stability by taking ruthlessness to a new level. Internal dissidents were eliminated, either in exile, prison or the grave. It took the US Army to remove Saddam thirty-five years later; such was the strength of Assad’s system that his death in 2000 delivered power to his son, Bashar. When Bashar’s regime was threatened by a rebellion a decade later, he used his father’s tactics to survive.


During the Gulf War of 1991, Baghdad was a city of empty streets, sirens and air raids. When we arrived, the BBC office at the Al Rasheed Hotel was like the Mary Celeste, with half-eaten meals abandoned by colleagues who had left in a hurry at the start of the war. We laboured long and hard, first to make the gear work and then to report the biggest story in the world. It was cold; the only electricity came from a generator. We had half an hour of running water a day, but we were lucky – most people in Baghdad had none. The Americans had bombed the power and water grids. When a gurgle in the cisterns announced its arrival in late afternoon, I would fill the bath in my room with water so I could flush the loo with the waste paper bin – I didn’t have a bucket – and make myself take a freezing shower.


Baghdad was dark and deserted. Some days, smoke from fires started by the bombs blacked out the sun. A few kebab shops stayed open, but because there was no refrigeration they kept their sheep and cattle alive until they were needed, when a sharp cut across their throat caused lakes of blood to overflow the gutters. The days were chilly. I would sit at a table in the market eating kebabs and drinking sweet tea with Rory Peck, thinking about how we could get at the truth of what was happening. It wasn’t easy. A man we interviewed came up and gave a stirring interview praising Saddam, but came back when the camera was switched off. ‘That stuff I was telling you – it was all lies . . . We hate him.’


In the evenings, we would sit in our dark office drinking whisky and eating from mysterious self-heating cans and tins of foul Jordanian spam. We were exhausted by the fog of war and the struggle to cut through the censorship. Fuel was scarce, so we kept the generator off as much as possible and played Rory’s three audio cassettes on a battery-powered tape player, with Brahms’ German Requiem becoming the soundtrack to the air raids. One of the great themes of Brahms’ masterpiece comes from a biblical quotation, ‘Denn alles Fleisch, es ist wie Gras’ – all flesh is grass. In a war, life does get scythed away like grass. The Americans even had a bomb called a grass-cutter, which mowed flat everything in its vicinity. When a bomb landed nearby, the whole hotel shook. When the Americans destroyed the conference centre opposite with a couple of cruise missiles, the noise of the explosion knocked me over. But our little team was all young and absorbed by the challenge of what we were doing, so we didn’t feel too concerned about the danger.


Even though it was winter, we would leave the windows open to make it harder for a blast to shatter the glass. Gusts of hot wind from explosions blew into the office. Before each one, the bombers and missiles droned across the sky for a few seconds, a warning of what was coming. The Western allies were expecting heavy casualties when the land war began, but they were so much stronger than the Iraqis that the conflict was one-sided, with only hundreds of casualties on the allied side and maybe tens of thousands among Iraqis.


Before the ground war started, the Iraqis let Rory and me drive to Basra, around 350 miles away. In towns deep in the desert, thousands of men in scruffy uniforms ebbed and flowed. They looked cold and hungry, as if they wanted to be anywhere other than waiting to face the might of the most powerful armies on earth. Very few of them seemed to be carrying weapons. I assumed the self-preservation policy of the regime mandated that conscripts would only be given rifles when they were needed. In the distance, when it was dark, I saw a line of inverted cones of fire and the rolling thunder of carpet-bombing across the great plain of scrub and stones, B-52s hitting places and people that the Pentagon had decided to destroy.


Sometimes generals and politicians who wage modern war like to use words like ‘clean’ or ‘precise’ to describe the effects of weapons guided by lasers and satellites. In the Gulf War in 1991, the world found out just how accurate such guided weapons could be. It was also the first war that was covered by twenty-four-hour television news. The Pentagon released video footage of its air strikes that was replayed again and again. Sometimes senior officers offered a commentary. In a televised briefing, ‘Stormin’ Norman’ Schwarzkopf, the American general commanding Desert Storm, commentated on a clip of a man crossing a bridge that was in the sights of an American aircraft. ‘I’m now going to show you a picture of the luckiest man in Iraq on this particular day – right through the crosshairs.’ The man made it across seconds before the Americans destroyed the bridge behind him. It looked like a video game. But it was war, so it wasn’t playtime. High explosive kills, whether it is guided by laser or satellite or fired from a First World War howitzer.


I saw that for myself on 13 February 1991 when the Americans used highly accurate modern weapons to destroy a shelter in Amiriyah, a middle-class district of Baghdad. At around four in the morning, the first bomb or missile drilled a neat hole, the size of a garden pond, through a reinforced concrete roof that was at least a yard thick. A web of twisted steel rebar made a grotesque fringe around it, after which another missile followed the first and detonated inside the shelter, killing more than 400 civilians. The blast blew them to pieces or burst their internal organs, starting a fire that burnt the body parts that were left.


I arrived not long after the attack, as rescue workers were pulling out bodies and trying to damp down the fire. Many of the victims were tiny, the burnt fragments of children. Charred remains that looked like twisted pieces of charcoal were still being carried out by emergency crews on stretchers thirty-six hours later. Men who had taken their families to the shelter, leaving them where they thought they’d be safe, surrounded the small open lorries where the bodies were stacked. The crowd was silent, devastated by grief. As a journalist from one of the countries responsible for killing their families, I half expected to be lynched; but they spoke politely to me, as much mystified as angry. One man said: ‘I don’t know why they hit children and that is why I lose my wife and my children. I can’t say anything more.’ Another man protested: ‘This is a bomb shelter. You have murdered seven hundred families. This is a ghastly crime, killing the civilians. This proves that whatever was said about liberating Kuwait, it was absolute sham.’ I couldn’t blame him for his anger. I wondered how an Iraqi reporter would have fared at the hands of a British or American crowd if Saddam’s men had killed 400 civilians in London or New York. The Iraqi minders who had tried to fabricate rage about casualties at other bomb sites, government buildings that had long since been evacuated, let reporters and camera crews into the remains of the shelter. Even thirty-six hours later, it was hot enough inside to make you sweat. I poked around the remains of a dormitory, blackened by fire and full of burnt, twisted bed frames.


The corpses were piling up too fast to be taken to the mortuary, which was full. Instead they were deposited at an anatomy lecture theatre. Bodies were left on examination tables, on the floors around them, and on staircases and the raked rows of benches where students once sat. There were so many bodies and blackened fragments that they piled up in the corridors, the entrance hall and the yard outside. A small lorry sat at the gate, full of more dead civilians, with no space to unload them. Men were going from corpse to corpse, trying to identify their wives and children. One man was carrying sooty, bloodstained rings. He had just found his wife’s remains and had taken the rings from her fingers.


I reported what I saw, and was amazed when the Pentagon in Washington and the Ministry of Defence in London put out statements claiming that the shelter was a military command centre. Having spent hours exploring the site, I thought that they had made a mistake and were telling crude lies to cover up their error. Soldiers leave traces, ration tins, boots and discarded equipment, but I didn’t find any. If the place had been a communications centre, as the Americans and British were insisting, there would have been radios and transmitters, and if they had been ripped out in a hurry there would still have been evidence of wiring and trunking. I was able to go to the lowest level, where the water pumped in by the fire brigade was knee-deep. A layer of fatty crud, which felt like something rendered from hundreds of corpses by fire, floated on the surface. Perhaps it was just the power of imagination, but whenever I laced up those boots afterwards I could smell burnt human fat.


My colleagues in London interrogated my reporting live on air, questioning whether it was possible that the shelter could have contained military communications equipment before being converted to civilian use, but I pointed out that at a time when Iraq was under such pressure, it was more likely that they would be converting civilian facilities to military use.


In Fleet Street, parts of the tabloid press screamed that I was Lord Haw-Haw reborn in Baghdad, a rookie in my first war, broadcasting treachery. My kind and wise editor, John Mahoney, kept the tabloid storm away from me, but one of my rivals loomed out of the gloom at the Al Rasheed Hotel to tell me his bosses had said that my reporting was being discussed at the highest levels in the BBC. His mind games didn’t work and I stuck by my story, taking pains to report only what I saw and heard.


On the day the war ended, I was woken by bursts of gunfire and for a moment thought the Americans were attacking Baghdad. Then I realized that Iraqis around the hotel were firing their Kalashnikovs into the air, celebrating a ceasefire. Regime officials were triumphant and relieved. They had survived, and so had the regime.


The ceasefire talks were held in a tented village in Safwan, one of the towns captured by the Americans in south-eastern Iraq. Keen to show the Iraqis who was boss, Norman Schwarzkopf positioned at least forty American tanks on its rim and lined up dozens of helicopter gunships, forcing the Iraqi delegation to run the gauntlet of Apaches to remind them who was boss. It looked tough on TV.


The Iraqis had been crushed on the battlefield but came to the talks with a plan. Schwarzkopf fell for it, although he didn’t initially realize what he had done. The head of the Iraqi delegation was Lieutenant-General Sultan Hashem Ahmad al-Tai, whom the Americans respected as a military professional rather than a Saddam loyalist. General Hashem agreed to the American requests and made just one of his own: he asked that government officials be permitted to use helicopters – they needed them to move around, as the Americans had destroyed so much. Schwarzkopf agreed because, after General Hashem had said yes to so many American requests, ‘I didn’t feel it was unreasonable to grant one of theirs.’6 It was careless, naive, deadly negligence.


The Iraqis were right to say the bombing had left their country’s infrastructure in ruins – most civilians had no power and no running water – but I had seen for myself how the Americans had preserved crossings and routes they would have needed had they been ordered to press on to Baghdad. Bridges over the mighty Tigris were still standing and the roads were passable; when the regime expelled foreign journalists with only a few hours’ notice, we drove out to Jordan along an intact desert highway. In a few places where the road was cratered, we bumped across the flat sand and gravel easily enough.


The helicopters were important because Saddam Hussein had a major rebellion on his hands. Kurds in the north and Shias in the south of the country rose up after the ceasefire because George Bush appeared to have given a clear signal that they should finish the job. On 15 February, Bush appeared at a Raytheon defence plant in Massachusetts and praised the factory as ‘the home of the men and women who built the Scudbusters’ – by which he meant the Patriot anti-missile system, celebrated at the time as one of the war’s wonder weapons. He repeated that Saddam needed to pull his forces out of Kuwait immediately and then, in front of a squad of TV cameras, said, ‘There’s another way for the bloodshed to stop, and that is for the Iraqi military and the Iraqi people to take matters into their own hands to force Saddam Hussein, the dictator, to step aside.’7


Kurds and Shias had risen up before, only to be crushed by Saddam and earlier Iraqi regimes. Bush was not telling them anything they did not want to do, let alone issuing a direct order, but he strengthened a belief that this was their chance. Saddam, after all, had never been weaker.


However, two of their assumptions were wrong. The first was that they would get help from America’s fully primed war machine. The other was that following the ceasefire, Saddam’s forces had nothing left. They had suffered huge casualties and a humiliating defeat, but Saddam Hussein and his military had plenty of options remaining for dealing with internal rebels once the ceasefire had been signed.


In the weeks after he signed the agreement, in Schwarzkopf’s own words, America ‘discovered what the son of a bitch had really had in mind: using helicopter gunships to suppress rebellions in Basra and other cities’. He defended his decision to let them fly, but the Kurds and the Shias still believe that it was the helicopters that made the difference. It was a mistake that summed up America’s failures in Iraq over the next quarter of a century – all the power in the world does not compensate for knowing an enemy and understanding a society.


News that Saddam’s men were killing Shia and Kurdish rebels was slow to reach the outside world. With all foreign correspondents expelled, the regime did everything it could to close the country off, which in 1991 was still just about possible. The headlines were all about the occupation of Kuwait, where smoke from the burning oil wells, torched by the Iraqis as they left, blacked out the sun.


I crossed the border from Turkey back into Iraq alongside Kurdish fighters known as the peshmerga. They were relaxed about dozens of Soviet-made mines protruding in places from the soil, promising that we would be fine if we stuck to the path. Hundreds of thousands of Kurds were retreating to the mountains to escape Saddam’s savage response to the rebellion. At the Turkish border, they were stopped by lines of commandos wearing their distinctive light blue berets. Instead of turning back to face Saddam and his men, thousands of them sat down where they were, on slopes clogged with mud and shit from people with dysentery. A few had tents, but many had no shelter at all. It was still winter in the mountains, cold and wet. Sometimes it snowed.


On that stretch of the mountain frontier, the only Iraqi Kurds allowed through were those carrying dead bodies. One cold morning I watched a gaunt Kurdish man walk through the mist with a small bundle wrapped in a red blanket. It was the body of his child, who had died in the night. The border was on the crest of a ridge, and a mile or so down a steep slope on the Turkish side was a village with a mosque, where they took bodies. A woman, perhaps the child’s mother, tried to dash past the soldiers to follow the man with the bundle, only to be tackled to the ground and sent back to Iraq. Another man, with deep wrinkles and eyes full of tears, left his dead son at the mosque’s door, hoping that he would get a decent burial. He arranged the blanket around the body to make sure the toes were covered, as if tucking his son in to keep him warm. Inside, families who had managed to avoid the soldiers and get into Turkey were sleeping in the prayer hall next to piles of wrapped corpses. A television was spluttering away in a corner, broadcasting fragments of life in the outside world that might as well have been another planet.
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