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PREFACE





Several months after the American and British overthrow of Saddam 

Hussein in April 2003, I went back to northern Iraq from where I had 

covered the war for the BBC. It was late summer, and the grass which 

had been fresh and green when I was there in the spring was dying, 

and the yellow flowers which showed gaily in every camera shot were 

long since dried and withered to brown stalks. The bare, open landscape, 

with the ancient mounds of long-dead civilizations, showed no 

sign whatever of the fighting that had taken place. The larks sang high 

above my head. They had done that on the morning of Sunday 6 April, 

I remembered, in the instant of silence between the shattering noise of 

the exploding American missile, and the screaming of dying men.


Even at the crossroads where my colleagues and I had been 

mistakenly attacked and eighteen people killed, the ground had healed 

over like a wound. Someone had filled in the crater where the missile 

had landed, and the places where the vehicles had burned and blown 

up, and people had burned to death, were just enigmatic stains on the 

roadway. We marvelled yet again that we ourselves should have 

survived when we were only ten or twelve yards from the place where 

the missile landed, and we paid our respects at the place where our 

translator had been mortally injured.


As I write this, it has been exactly twelve months since that 

moment: twelve months of putting my life back together, of getting 

used to the constant, low-level pain in my leg and coming to terms 

with deafness. I’ve long since ceased to be bitter about what happened 

to me; after all, if someone had come to me a minute before and asked 

me to choose between being burned to death myself or going round 

with a bit of a limp and not hearing terribly well, I would have gone 

down on my knees begging for the limp and the deafness. But I confess 

to feeling angry: angry that our translator’s young life, and the lives of 

seventeen other people, were thrown away through the actions of an 

American pilot and navigator who, we learned, had not been trained 

for air-to-ground operations.


Yet we cannot prove this because the results of the official investigation, if there has been one, have not so far been made public. 

Only two hours after the incident, a senior American officer, deeply 

shocked, confided to us in considerable detail what had gone wrong; 

yet what took him a few minutes to find out has so far taken American 

officialdom a year to mull over. There has been no formal outcome, 

no question of anyone being court martialled, and certainly no apology, 

a year after Kamaran Abdurrazak Mohammed’s life was cut short 

at the age of twenty-five.


During the only contact I myself have had with top American 

military officials about this, I was left with the feeling that it was, 

somehow, my own fault: the US forces had made it possible for 

journalists to be embedded with them, so my team and I had no 

business being out in the open where we could be attacked. A busdriver 

who drove onto a crowded pavement and killed eighteen people 

would have been tried and sentenced by now; if you are a pilot flying 

off the USS Harry S. Truman in an antiquated F-14 armed with 

Maverick missiles, it seems that you have special protection if you 

make a mistake. There is certainly no method of seeking redress 

through the American courts; the US military are specifically protected 

from legal action in time of war.


When you have been involved in something like this, the memory 

never really leaves you. But the world in general quickly forgets, just as 

the scars on the ground fade. The first thing that vanishes is our sense 

of the atmosphere in which these events took place. Though the facts 

are clear enough, the feeling of the time is impossibly hard to recapture 

afterwards: especially in the case of the two wars which the Americans 

and British waged against Saddam Hussein. Over the past ten years, 

war has succeeded war with depressing frequency. Who now remembers 

the war in Bosnia, or the NATO bombing of Serbia and Kosovo in 

1999? Even the memory of the war against the Taliban in Afghanistan 

in 2001 is beginning to fade. This is how British public opinion must 

have responded to the welter of small colonial wars in the last part of 

the nineteenth century: they came and went too fast to recall.


For a quarter of a century I have been involved in reporting and 

writing about Saddam Hussein and the wars he fought. That is why, 

in writing this book, it seemed to me that no account of this last war, 

the most divisive the United States has been involved in since Vietnam, 

could possibly be complete without looking at the other conflicts Saddam was involved in: his invasions of Iran and Kuwait, and the 

war to dislodge his forces from there. If you grow old in the job of 

writing and reporting you don’t assume (as tyro journalists and US 

administrations sometimes seem to do) that each new event in the 

world is sui generis, something entirely without precedent. In Saddam 

Hussein’s case, the precedents go back to the time when he first 

emerged as a political force in Iraq; indeed, they may go back even 

further to the British Mandate of 1920–32, which had to be curtailed 

hurriedly because of the ferocious opposition in Iraq to British rule. 

That is a precedent which the planners in the Pentagon seem not to 

have considered.


I didn’t want to write a formal history of Saddam and his wars, 

because it is far too soon for that. Instead, I wanted to write an 

account of how things seemed at the time: something that historians, 

however good, cannot always manage to achieve. In this book, therefore, 

I have trawled through much of my past journalism, as well as 

some of my past books, in search of the things I wrote at the time 

about Saddam Hussein and Iraq’s wars. I wanted to recreate the 

atmosphere as we observed it at the time, rather than as we see it now, 

with hindsight. But of course, as well as the battered old notebooks 

and the yellowed cuttings from magazines and newspapers, and the 

extracts from elderly books of mine which now belong firmly on the 

five-pence shelf outside charity shops, I have had more up-to-date help. 

There are various important sources in this book who have either 

asked to remain anonymous, or who would probably be better advised 

to stay that way. As a result, I shan’t thank any of my informants by 

name here, but they know who they are and I am grateful to them. 

The BBC’s chief Middle East researcher, Louisa Brooke, provided me 

with some excellent research material and went through the manuscript 

for me, catching some egregious errors; any lingering faults are mine, 

not hers. Louise Coletta, the presiding deity of the World Affairs Unit 

at Television Centre, was as helpful and pleasant as ever in digging out 

the illustrations. At Macmillan, Georgina Morley stayed calm and 

relaxed in spite of a horribly tight schedule for this book, and stood 

me a comforting lunch at a critical moment when my injuries were 

starting to hold me back; and Philippa McEwan, as ever, made the 

prospect of publication and promotion of the book something positively 

to look forward to.


My colleagues at the BBC, Richard Sambrook, Mark Damazer, 

Adrian van Klaveren, Jonathan Baker and Malcolm Downing, were all 

remarkably supportive and understanding; as were Dominic Lawson 

and his excellent new foreign editor Topaz Amoore. Tom Giles, the 

BBC producer who went through all the difficult experiences of the 

war in Iraq with me, was a great help; every time I needed information, 

or a bit of moral support, or even just the chance to laugh about 

someone or something, he was always there at the other end of the 

phone line.


My life was, as ever, held together during the months of writing by 

my PA, Gina Nelthorpe-Cowne, who sorted everything out magically 

in her usual easy, charming manner; and her husband Mark, who has 

now started to work with me in strange and difficult places as a 

photographer, performed all sorts of technological wonders in getting 

the illustrations selected and sent, and went through some of the 

manuscript for me. My wife and producer Dee would normally have 

come with me on this trip, but for various family reasons had to stay 

behind. Afterwards I was profoundly glad she had; but I missed her 

companionship in Iraq more than I can say. That, finally, is what keeps 

me going.












 






1. CHECKMATE





The ultimate betrayer can sometimes be the most faithful of followers.


Mohammed al-Musslit was regarded as the best of Saddam Hussein’s 

bodyguards: the most loyal, the toughest. He guarded him in the 

last days of fighting before Baghdad fell, and they escaped together up 

the Tikrit road in a white Oldsmobile as the Americans secured the 

city on 9 April 2003.


He often travelled with Saddam after that, and he knew most of 

the hideouts which had been prepared for this eventuality long before. 

It was rumoured that the men who dug the secret holes in which 

Saddam hid were all executed to make sure they wouldn’t talk.


The Americans found al-Musslit through intelligent, painstaking 

police work. They traced as many people as they could who might 

know where Saddam was, and eventually they found him. Al-Musslit 

was a strong man, and a tough one; his nickname, ‘the fat one’, did 

not indicate any softness. The Americans probably didn’t torture 

him physically. There is no real point: people will make up any story 

simply to make the pain stop. On the other hand, the strongest and 

most resilient person will break under sleep deprivation and clever 

interrogation. It was just before 10.50 on the morning of Sunday 

15 December 2003 that Mohammed al-Musslit finally gave in and told 

his interrogators where Saddam had been hiding. He was, according 

to one of the American officers involved in the search for Saddam, 

‘a middle-aged man who went pear-shaped’.


The Americans flew al-Musslit to the town of Tikrit, the place 

which had always been Saddam’s power base; and they made him 

show them the two places outside Tikrit where, he said, Saddam had 

hidden in the past. Then they called in six hundred troops from the 

4th Infantry Division to examine the sites; they called them ‘Wolverine 

1’ and ‘Wolverine 2’. It was six o’clock in the evening when the troops 

arrived. Darkness had fallen. For two and a half hours the soldiers 

searched by the light of powerful arc-lamps and torches, and they 

found nothing.


One of the places they looked was a small, unremarkable compound close to the River Tigris. The Americans had searched it before, 

but had found nothing suspicious. This time one thing was different: 

an old orange and white taxi was parked outside, of the kind you see 

everywhere in Iraq. In the barricade of reeds which surrounded it, a 

couple of local men were sitting. They seemed stupid and frightened, 

and couldn’t answer questions rationally. Inside the small compound 

was a lean-to with two beds in it, and a few clothes and basic toiletries. 

Next door was an open makeshift kitchen and a toilet. I visited the 

place three days later and would never have believed that Saddam 

Hussein might have been there.


The beaten earth outside was strewn with rubbish, including a bit 

of carpeting. As the soldiers were reluctantly deciding to give up the 

search, one of them glanced at this again, then bent down to look 

closer. There seemed to be something a little strange about the piece of 

carpet: it looked almost as though it had been arranged. The soldier 

pulled it, and it came away. Underneath was a piece of polystyrene, 

smeared with mud. And under the polystyrene was a square hole.


In the first moment of surprise, a soldier pulled out a hand grenade 

and was going to throw it down the hole. One of the others stopped 

him: and that made the difference between capturing an exploded 

legend who surrendered meekly and killing a martyr whose legend 

might have united and inspired millions of Muslims across the world.


Two hands appeared in the light of the soldiers’ torches: the man 

in the hole was surrendering. Then came a head, dirty and bearded.


‘My name is Saddam Hussein,’ said the figure in the hole, with as 

much dignity as it was possible to muster at such a time and in such a 

position. ‘I am the president of Iraq, and I want to negotiate.’


‘Regards from President Bush,’ replied one of the soldiers, and the 

others laughed. The time was eight thirty-six.


Saddam had a pistol with him in the hole, but he left it behind 

when he stood up. He had no intention of resisting; yet it was typical 

of his extraordinary self-belief that even at this stage he could have 

thought there might be something to negotiate about.


It was his two hundred and fiftieth day on the run. Afterwards his 

captors wondered who had been in charge, Saddam or his minders? 

The hole was 1.8 metres deep at its shallow end, shelving to 2.4 metres 

at its deepest. A heavy man in his sixties could not have climbed out of 

it unaided, and it was impossible to lift the polystyrene lid from the inside. If the two men who looked after him had been taken away by 

the Americans and not allowed back, Saddam might have starved to 

death. But he would not have died of asphyxiation, because an extractor 

fan had been built into the hole with a cleverly hidden air vent.


There was no communications equipment at the site; not even a 

mobile phone. Saddam and his men knew that the Americans would be 

listening for the faintest suggestion of a call from him and would be able 

to trace him immediately. The soldiers found $750,000 in cash, two 

AK-47 assault rifles and a briefcase full of extremely sensitive documents.


It was hard for people to accept that this man, who had been so 

careless of other people’s lives and so willing to take risks for the 

honour of Iraq, should give up so easily. Journalists across the Arab 

world would soon maintain that Saddam had been drugged, and some 

of them tried to suggest that his capture must have happened long 

before. A branch with dates on it was hanging from a tree beside to 

the hole in the ground, and many people managed to convince themselves 

that the condition of the dates showed they were very old. I 

looked at the dates when I went there: they were recent.


Saddam’s favourite daughter Raghad, interviewed in Jordan, 

agreed that he must have been drugged. A lion, she said, was still a 

lion, even when it was shackled. But after the first shock of his capture 

had passed, no one seemed to regard him as a lion any more. Saddam 

had demanded the ultimate price from so many others, yet at the 

critical moment he had not been prepared to pay it himself. Even 

Saddam’s two sons, the hated Uday and his younger brother Qusay, 

had resisted the Americans and died fighting. Saddam’s own life had 

always been one of conflict and confrontation. Now, as a result of his 

tame surrender, he had lost everything. He was finished.


Mohammed al-Musslit, in betraying him, had lost everything 

too: honour, self-respect, pride. For the rest of his life he would be 

vulnerable to anyone who might choose to take revenge on him. He 

could not even claim any share of the twenty-five million dollars 

offered by the Americans for information leading to Saddam Hussein’s 

arrest, because he had not divulged it willingly. In one way or another, 

Saddam destroyed the lives of almost everyone who worked for him; 

but Mohammed al-Musslit’s life was destroyed more completely, more 

savagely, than the rest. He was a dead man who had kept on living.




 





2. VISAS





Ever since July 1979, when Saddam Hussein elbowed his way to 

supreme power in Iraq, much of my career has been spent reporting 

on the remarkable twists and turns his life has taken. I recorded his 

gangsterish beginnings, and the years when the British and American 

governments regarded him as their bulwark against revolutionary 

Islam, and finally the time when they decided he himself represented a 

threat to them and would have to be stamped out. One of the 

advantages of being in the job as long as I have been is to be able to 

watch a shooting star like Saddam all the way from the first moment 

he appeared in the firmament to the time when he passed out of our 

sight.


This book is a record of that extraordinary trajectory of his, and 

of my experiences in reporting it. The pattern has never been smooth, 

and has certainly not been predictable. After the first Gulf War I 

wrote that it was like reporting on a football match from a position 

behind one of the goals: when the action was down at my end I had 

a superb vantage-point, but when the players streamed away to the 

far end of the pitch it was hard to see what was going on. After that, 

it was as though I left the ground altogether: for twelve years the 

Iraqi authorities refused to allow me back to Baghdad. But I finally 

returned in 2003, and found myself a seat in a different part of the 

stadium.


After the first Gulf War, when I spent more time in Baghdad 

before, during and after the fighting than any other Western journalist 

had done, I decided to write a book about my experiences. As I sat at 

my desk and planned it out, I knew I would have to face one very 

difficult question: how honest was I prepared to be? If I were happy to 

leave out quite a few things I knew, and cover up some of the others, I 

would never have any problem getting a visa back to Iraq. But the 

things I would have to leave out were the things that were most 

important: for instance, that the vast majority of Iraqis, including 

Saddam’s own officials, were desperately anxious to see the end of 

him. It was an important point. People in the outside world often assumed that because so many Iraqis paraded up and down the streets 

chanting Saddam’s praises, he must be popular with them.


In the end I wrote it all. Other writers on Iraq – Alexander 

Cockburn, Said Aburish and Dilip Hiro, for instance – have faced the 

same problem with Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and have taken the same 

decision. There are, after all, more important things than visas. But I 

seemed to attract a particular degree of hostility from within the Iraqi 

government. Black-market copies of my book changed hands at greatly 

inflated prices, though with no profit to me, of course.


The first time I wanted to return to Baghdad was in March 1991. 

I asked a clever and very attractive friend of mine in Amman to see 

if she could persuade the Iraqi ambassador to give me a visa. She 

got her father to invite him to dinner, made sure she sat beside him, 

put her hand on his knee and leant very close.


‘You will give poor John Simpson a visa, won’t you? He so wants 

to go back to Iraq.’


It worked just that one time. Afterwards the word was always ‘no’. 

I wrote personal letters to ministers; I asked every senior BBC person 

who went to Baghdad to put my case; I even came perilously close to 

apologizing for anything I might have said to offend them. Still no.


‘The time is not yet right for John to return,’ said the man in 

charge of the information ministry.


I seized on that word ‘yet’ – but, as things turned out, it meant 

nothing.


And then, at the beginning of 2002, the BBC asked me to make a 

documentary about Saddam Hussein. I knew it was likely to cause me 

more grief with the Iraqis, but I agreed; since I regarded myself as 

something of a specialist in the life and times of Saddam it seemed 

unreasonable to say no.


It was a good documentary; too good for comfort, in some ways. I 

asked if it could be kept off BBC World so that Saddam wouldn’t see 

it himself, and for a time it wasn’t shown internationally. Then it was 

aired, at the worst possible moment, and Saddam saw it. He didn’t, 

apparently, like it.


The crisis wore on, and by the end of 2002 I was asked to update 

the documentary. I did, and this time we revealed, by carrying out a 

careful comparison of different video-clips of Saddam Hussein, measuring 

them precisely, and then matching them with pictures that were unquestionably of him, that he had had at least four doubles over the 

years.


Saddam watched this one too. A few days later, when a foreign 

visitor came to see him, he grinned.


‘Look,’ he said, pulling his cheek, ‘it really is me, not a double like 

they say on the BBC.’


Great, I thought when I heard that; at least it shows he’s got a 

sense of humour. He can take a joke against himself.


But he couldn’t. I tried to get a visa soon afterwards, and failed. 

Another attempt; this time I was told by the information ministry 

never to bother again. Still, I felt unable to leave it there. As the 

second Gulf War drew near, my options for reporting on it were 

becoming very narrow. I was determined to be a free agent, away 

from the big public relations machines; that meant I couldn’t base 

myself with the Americans or the British. My instinct was to be an 

independent, out in the open, but I knew the murderous possibilities 

only too well. No man’s land in a war like that would be the most 

dangerous place imaginable, filled with angry, resentful Iraqi soldiers 

who would be only too happy to steal everything we had and kill us; 

and the chances of being attacked by the American forces were, I 

knew, very high. The Americans were probably more dangerous than 

the Iraqis, I thought.


Baghdad was the only remotely safe option for me. Of course, it 

wouldn’t be really safe; the Americans and British would bomb it with 

particular force, and there was always the possibility of being taken 

hostage or killed by the Iraqi government. But I believed it would be 

safer on balance to be in Baghdad, and events proved me right. Being 

out in the open cost the lives of four good and valued colleagues of 

mine, everyone in my own team was injured, and I was left with a 

limp and permanent deafness in one ear.


So, with only three or four weeks to go before the war broke out, 

I asked someone to approach a particular Arab government on my 

behalf. Its leader had always been friendly to me, and I thought he 

might help. He did. A message was sent to the Iraqi information 

minister, Mohammed Saeed al-Sahhaf, asking him as a personal favour 

to let me in. By this time it was February 2003, and I was in Istanbul 

on my way to northern Iraq; the Kurdish part, which was out of 

Saddam’s control.


We were gathering our gear together to fly to the Iraqi border 

when the call came through on my mobile phone.


‘Congratulations, John. You have your visa to Baghdad.’


I was overwhelmed: it was the answer to all my problems. I 

couldn’t pull out of the Kurdish trip immediately, because we were too 

far committed, but I decided to stay there for as short a time as I 

could. I wouldn’t do any broadcasting so as not to offend the Iraqi 

government, which became furious when foreign journalists reported 

from the Kurdish area. We settled down in the northern Iraqi town of 

Arbil, meeting people, interviewing them, working out our options, 

but all the time thinking that we would slip out again and get our visas 

to Baghdad soon.


A week later there was another call.


‘I don’t know how to say this, John, but they aren’t going to give 

you a visa after all. Al-Sahhaf says he doesn’t want you there.’


I was angry and humiliated and depressed, and more than a little 

nervous. Now my war would be fought out in the open, with no 

protection from either side. The last chance was gone.


By a ludicrous synchronicity at the very end of the war, three days 

before the Americans entered Baghdad, al-Sahhaf relented. It was 

the afternoon of the day when my team and I were nearly killed by 

an American air-to-ground missile. I stumbled into my hotel room in 

Arbil, my clothes torn and bloodstained. My mobile phone rang.


‘Al-Sahhaf says you can go to Baghdad any time you want now.’


By then it was, of course, far too late to get there.


A couple of months later, still deaf, still limping, I was back in 

London. Baghdad had long since fallen, Saddam Hussein was in 

hiding, his two sons were still alive, and nothing had been heard from 

al-Sahhaf since he had vanished at the end of the war. He had become 

a figure of absurdity because he had denied the obvious advance of the 

Americans until the very last moment; ‘Comical Ali’, the British press 

called him.


I was invited to a restaurant in London to meet my friend, the man 

who had acted as a go-between to try to get me a visa to Baghdad. 

The place was dark and noisy, and I had difficulty hearing his voice in 

the ambient noise.


‘Al-Sahhaf wants you to help him.’


I explained what al-Sahhaf could do. But the go-between was insistent: al-Sahhaf had done me a real favour, he said. I should just 

listen, and then I would agree.




The story he told me was as follows. The officials in the Ministry 

of Information had indeed disliked me for years, and were worried 

that if I were allowed back to Baghdad I would write another book 

which might get them into trouble. But they were prepared to overlook 

this if necessary, because they realized that the BBC had to be catered 

for in some way. The trouble was, Saddam himself was angry with me. 

He had seen both the documentaries I had made about him, and felt 

that I had insulted him and his two sons. Uday Hussein, the elder and 

nastier son, also seems to have seen the broadcasts. In the second 

documentary I called him a serial rapist: undeniably true, but not 

necessarily the kind of thing you like to see broadcast about yourself.


Nevertheless, when al-Sahhaf received the message from the leader 

of the friendly Arab government he had felt that politeness obliged 

him to do what was asked of him. That was why I was told that the 

visa had been agreed, as I was passing through Turkey. Then al-Sahhaf 

had second thoughts; perhaps, he reflected, it would be a good idea to 

check it out with the boss. At his next audience with Saddam, a few 

days later, he mentioned that he had given me a visa.


Saddam, according to al-Sahhaf, went wild and called me a long 

and inventive variety of names. He seemed to have full recall of entire 

passages from the documentaries. You should never have promised 

him a visa, he stormed; cancel it at once. The man has insulted me, 

Saddam Hussein, your President.


Al-Sahhaf apologized long and hard. He was extremely nervous. 

Then there was a pause. The tone of Saddam’s voice changed from 

angry to thoughtful and cunning.


‘Maybe on second thoughts you should give him a visa. Let him 

come, and we can deal with him here.’


Al-Sahhaf knew trouble when he saw it. He agreed humbly and 

apologized again several times, but it sounded to him as though 

Saddam would have me killed once I got to Baghdad. Who knew what 

vengeance the BBC or the British government might take then? There 

are many places in the world where the BBC is credited with extraordinary 

powers, and Iraq is one of them. The fact is, of course, that 

if I had been murdered the BBC would have complained noisily and 

the British government rather more quietly, and that would have been that. The British government has about as much affection for me as 

Saddam Hussein did.


Al-Sahhaf didn’t understand this. Maybe he was genuinely concerned 

for my welfare; I had certainly always found him a pleasant, 

chirpy little man. For whatever reason, he told the Arab leader’s 

intermediary that it wouldn’t after all be possible to accept me in 

Baghdad. As a result, the quiet voice in the dark restaurant in London 

told me, I owed al-Sahhaf a favour. He had saved my life, so I should 

get him political asylum in Britain.


Over the next couple of weeks I genuinely tried hard to do it. The 

British government weren’t interested.


‘There’s nothing in it for us,’ a senior official said.


Then I tried to get him smuggled quietly out of Iraq; that didn’t 

work either. The most I could promise him was that I would go with 

him to the British embassy in Baghdad, let him hand himself over, and 

try to make sure the Americans didn’t mistreat him. Like most Iraqis, 

he much preferred the British: he thought they understood Iraqis better, 

and perhaps he was right. But the best I could do for him wasn’t what 

he wanted or needed, and he had to look elsewhere for help.


It was a shame; I think there is a genuine possibility that I owe 

my life to al-Sahhaf. If he had done what Saddam Hussein wanted, 

and let me go back to Baghdad, I would certainly have wandered 

around in the city as much as I could; it would have been easy for 

someone to bundle me into a car and dispose of me. Much better to 

limp around with a chunk of shrapnel in my hip and a damaged ear 

than to be lying at the bottom of some hole covered with quicklime, 

being slowly forgotten – just somebody else Saddam Hussein had got 

even with.




 





3. THE GENERAL





Mosul, Monday 14 April 2003





Yesterday he had been a general in Saddam Hussein’s Republican 

Guard. Today he had come over to the side of Saddam’s enemies, and was trusted by them. He had, our Kurdish host told us, often intervened 

to save the lives of Kurds during the worst times of Saddam 

Hussein’s repression, even though he wasn’t himself Kurdish.


It was Wednesday 14 April 2003. General Ali al-Jajjawi sat now 

in a darkened room in a suburb of the newly liberated city of Mosul, 

a good-looking man in his early fifties, trim and with a black moustache 

which had so far resisted the greyness that was beginning to 

show in his hair. We talked about the war, and about his former 

master. He had been in charge of the defence of Mosul against the 

American and Kurdish troops; had his units been armed with the 

weapons of mass destruction we had heard so much about? He smiled.


‘If we’d had them, we would have used them. That’s all.’


‘So you didn’t have them?’


‘No, we certainly didn’t have them.’


‘Why not?’


‘How can I answer that? Saddam didn’t want us to have them, 

that’s all.’


‘But even if you didn’t have them, maybe some of his other generals 

did.’


‘We didn’t have them.’


I turned the conversation to Saddam Hussein himself; was he still 

alive?


‘Yes, I’m certain he is. He wouldn’t kill himself, and he would 

never surrender: he’s not that type at all. He wasn’t killed by the 

bombs the Americans dropped. We know that.’


‘But he’s on the run now? He’s in hiding somewhere?’


‘This, you must remember, is his background: he knows what it is 

to be hunted.’


‘When did he escape from Baghdad?’


‘I don’t think he did escape from Baghdad. I think he has been 

spending most of his time there. He was there when the Americans 

entered the city.’


And then he started to tell me the story as he had heard it from an 

Iraqi general who was in Baghdad with Saddam at the time. When the 

first American tanks entered the city, and came up against the barricades 

the Iraqis had placed there, Saddam himself hurried to the spot 

and ordered a soldier to give him an RPG-7 grenade launcher. He took 

careful aim at the lead tank, and the grenade hit its armour but didn’t stop it. He fired two more grenades at the tanks, then turned to his 

faithful bodyguard.


‘That’s it,’ Saddam said. ‘We’ve done what we had to do.’


‘So he’s a brave man?’ I asked the general.


‘Oh yes. We hated him and we were very afraid of him, but we 

always respected his courage. He did some crazy things. He ruined the 

country. He was a terrible man. But no one could deny he was very 

brave.’


‘Did you respect him?’


He paused for a moment before answering. Now that Saddam had 

been overthrown, there was absolutely no value in praising him in any 

way; on the contrary, it might harm him with his new friends, the 

Kurds. But the general was a truthful man.


‘I have to say I did. Perhaps I shouldn’t have, but I did. He was 

terrible, of course, but at the same time he was great and powerful. 

He destroyed our country, but we will always remember him in our 

history with a little bit of pride, because he stood up to the whole 

world.’




 





4. THE DAUGHTER





Saddam Hussein was, for a time, the most interesting man on earth. 

How many other people are there whose fate could bring everyone in 

every city in every country across the globe crowding round a television 

set?


Without him the world would have been a different place, and 

history would have taken a different course. Millions of lives which he 

disrupted would have been more peaceful. The comparisons are 

invariably on a grand scale, and are often made to denigrate him: 

Napoleon, Stalin, Hitler, Mao Zedong. In reality, they show his 

stature. We may not like him, but that is the company he keeps.


For those of us who saw what he did at the height of his power, 

Saddam can never be a hero; but it would be stupid to deny that there 

was much that was heroic about him. For a poor, neglected boy from 

a poverty-stricken village on the banks of the Tigris to dominate a country almost the size of France and then proceed to take on the 

world’s only hyperpower is an achievement on the heroic scale. Of 

course he lost; who wouldn’t have? But even his failure was heroic, in 

its way.


As for his successes, they were mostly based on violence and 

cruelty – the ethic of the mafioso. But Saddam Hussein had a grander 

strategy in mind than any Mafia boss could have aspired to. He 

wanted to challenge the way the world was ordered; and although he 

could never have succeeded, the fact that he attempted it at all sheds a 

kind of ugly magnificence on him. He will be the man to whom the 

impatient, the angry, the violent, will look for a long time to come: 

Saddam Hussein is the saint of the poor and the dispossessed.


So this is the story of how a small-time gangster, a bandit, rose to 

confront the world, and fell by doing so. There are no real lessons to 

be drawn, no morals to be pointed up. His life was all about power: 

gaining it, keeping it, using it, losing it. Stripped of the power, he went 

back to being a small-time gangster again: this time on the run.


And yet all the evidence now shows that the months after his fall 

in 2003 were a period of remarkable freedom for him. He grew a 

beard and allowed it to go its natural grey colour, even though he 

continued to dye his hair black. He often wrapped a k’fir round his 

head and face, like a Bedouin, and spent his time in the area between 

the Tigris River and the desert to the north-west of Baghdad. Sometimes 

he drove a truck, with a lone bodyguard beside him; sometimes 

he was a passenger in a taxi. The responsibilities of office, the 

incompetence of his followers, were left behind. He was a free man 

again, taking risks, chancing his life on every turning of the road.


He had done it once before, when the Coalition forces were 

attacking Baghdad in January and early February 1991. His head of 

military intelligence, General Samara’i, told me afterwards how 

Saddam had driven around in a red Volkswagen Passat with his 

bodyguard, meeting his Cabinet ministers and his generals in villages 

outside Baghdad at the shortest possible notice.


‘I had the impression he was really enjoying himself,’ Samara’i said.


This, therefore, is the true matter of folk-tale and legend: a humble 

bandit rises to become president and eats off golden plates in palaces, 

and then at the end of his life goes back to being a humble outlaw 

once again. Napoleon died in miserable exile; Hitler declined to a quivering shadow and shot himself, or was shot, in the ruins of his 

capital; Stalin and Mao died in their beds. Saddam Hussein, by 

contrast, liberated himself until the moment he surrendered. That 

destroyed his legend forever.


He is not a man to admire. He brought such misery and despair to 

the Iraqi people that his own secret policemen fired in the air with joy 

in 1991 when they thought he was about to be overthrown. He kept 

the torture chambers and the execution yards of two dozen major 

prisons busy; in Baghdad, the hangmen and firing squads had to work 

a twenty-four-hour rota to be able to keep up with the work he gave 

them.


He himself wanted to be regarded, like Nasser, as a liberator of 

the Arab people. Yet his methods had not moved on since Nasser: the 

secret police, the truncheon, the state structures which controlled the 

masses rather than freeing their potential. Nasser was a dictator whose 

people loved him; Saddam was a dictator whose people were forced to 

pretend they loved him. He could survive only by keeping his generals 

and politicians continually occupied. As a result he started wars against 

Iran and Kuwait, and from 1990 to 2003 ensured that Iraq confronted 

the United States and its allies. All this was Saddam Hussein’s policy; 

his propaganda maintained that these crises were forced upon him, but 

only the credulous believed it.


The world was a worse place for his being in it. Yet for reasons that 

people in the West find hard to understand, his popularity outside Iraq 

while he was in power was second only to his popularity once he had 

been overthrown. It is a fundamental human instinct to prefer the victim 

to the victor; and although for much of his life he behaved like a victor 

and his victims were in the tens of millions, large numbers of people in 

the poorer countries of the world saw him as someone who fought the 

fight they themselves would have liked to fight against the rich countries 

of the world, and was crushed for it.


Saddam Hussein was what his name proclaimed: the one who 

confronts. It was this propensity which won him power, which made 

him fight his wars, and which eventually brought him down into the 

dust. It also made him a hero to hundreds of millions who were too 

weak to do the confronting themselves.


In private, Saddam Hussein was a remarkably rounded man: a 

human being, not a monster. There were sides to him which many people found attractive. I once interviewed Latif Yahia, the man who 

had acted as double to Saddam’s appalling son Uday; his life had been 

wrecked, he had lived in fear for years, and he bore the visible scars of 

his experiences (though he was honest enough to explain that some of 

them had been left by an angry wife). He loathed Uday, who had once 

been his friend at school and who had, he said, stolen his life and his 

very appearance. But when I asked about the parties he used to attend 

with Uday and Saddam, his face took on another look altogether.


‘Saddam was always polite and pleasant to me,’ Latif Yahia said. 

‘You should have seen him, going around on the carpet on all fours 

giving his grandchildren rides on his back. Then when he was finished 

he would stand up and laugh and be very happy, and everyone around 

him would laugh with him.’


These were the grandchildren whose fathers he allowed to be killed 

after they defected to Jordan; and yet the children’s mothers continued 

to adore him even after he made widows of them. Saddam Hussein, 

in other words, was a good deal more complicated than the British 

tabloid press or American tabloid television news could imagine.


On 1 August 2003 al-Arabiya Television, one of the new twenty-four-hour Arabic news stations, which, alongside al-Jazeera TV and 

the Lebanon Broadcasting Company, have begun a profound process 

of change in the Arab world, broadcast an interview with Saddam 

Hussein’s eldest daughter, Raghad. The Western press reported on a 

few of the more sensational aspects of the interview, but a great deal 

that was of interest about Saddam and his family was ignored. Two 

presenters from al-Arabiya, Sa’d al-Silawi and Wa-il Isam, conducted 

the interview in Amman, where King Abdullah II had given Raghad 

and her children asylum.


Al-Silawi asked her about the last time she saw her father, five 

days before the outbreak of the war.


‘I cannot forget how he looked,’ she said. ‘He is always known for 

his elegance. When he entered the place, his visit looked like a farewell 

visit. He was in control and confident. You know my father as a very 

courageous person. I am thirty-five years old. I have never felt that he 

was afraid. Throughout my life, I have never seen him experiencing a 

moment of fear. As usual, he was in control, strong and fully confident 

that everything was in great shape.


‘I do not recall his last words. But the children, the grandsons, all of them, sat around him. May God watch over them, there were many 

kids. They pulled up the chairs and sat around him.’


‘Was the meeting held at the house or at the palace?’


‘The meeting was held at my mother’s house in al-Jadiriyah. It did 

not last for more than an hour.’


‘Was the house a small one?’


‘No, it was not a small one: a presidential palace. He was very 

nice. When he left the house, I felt that I had drawn some strength 

from him, and that my fears might have been exaggerated. But my 

fears appear to have been justified. I was the only person who expected 

what was to come. He was very nice with us and with the children. He 

closely and clearly watched the way I walked and sat. This was because 

there was a special spiritual link between us.


‘Before 1995, I was known as the closest child to him. They always 

said that even my looks and habits were the closest to his. My mother 

always said that I was as stubborn as my father.’


In 1995 she had accompanied her husband when he defected to 

Jordan. The interviewer returned to the subject of their last meeting 

just before the war, and how Saddam had behaved towards her.


‘He watched my movements whenever I stood or sat. I asked 

myself why he was staring at me so much that day. I thought that he, 

as a father, might have wanted to see more of me. He was very normal 

and highly elegant. He was nice to the kids. When he left, he sent them 

sweets. We did not even discuss the details as to where we would be 

heading. Not at all.’


‘If President Saddam had the chance to see his eldest daughter 

Raghad speak,’ one of the interviewers asked finally, ‘what would you 

say at the end of this interview through al-Arabiya Television to the 

President, who could be anywhere?’


‘I would tell him: I miss you, Dad. I miss you very much.’ At this 

point she broke down into tears. ‘May God give him strength to face 

his current circumstances. This is the only thing I can say now.’


It is a remarkable interview, about a real family. Yet we can never 

quite forget that Saddam Hussein was essentially a mafioso, and that 

his sons and daughters were not just part of the family, they were 

inextricably involved in the general gangsterism of their closest relatives. 

Raghad’s own husband betrayed Saddam, and forced her to 

defect with him to Jordan. When he returned, he was killed – and Saddam must have approved of the killing. Then, less than eight years 

later, Raghad escaped to Jordan again in April 2003, just as Baghdad 

was about to fall to the Americans.


‘After noon, my father dispatched special security vehicles to us 

and asked us to leave. Qusay’s wife and the children were with us. 

[Qusay was the younger of her two brothers, regarded as more reliable 

and sensible than Saddam’s elder son, Uday.] The farewell moments 

were horrible. The children began to hug each other and cry. We left 

Baghdad.


‘A few hours later, we met my mother. I also met Hala [her 

younger sister]. They gathered us at a house located on the outskirts 

of Baghdad. But we were almost cut off from my father and brothers. 

This is because things got out of control. I saw with my eyes the 

army withdrawing and the Iraqi soldiers, regrettably, retreating panic-stricken, 

running and looking sideways.


‘Missiles were falling on our right and left sides. I can tell you that 

they were less than fifty or a hundred metres from us. Due to the 

intensity of the bombardment, the house where we were staying was 

shaken. We got into small cars. I had my weapon on me. I left my 

weapon on my lap and chest.’


One of the interviewers asked if she knew how to use it.


‘As a matter of fact, to a certain extent, I do. I am not a “professional” ’ – she used the English word – ‘but to a certain extent 

I do. This was because the fate to which we were heading was 

unknown. I was afraid of the driver who was driving the vehicle, of 

the road and of what might come after we had travelled some distance.’





Al-Silawi: Was there a driver with you or was a family member 

doing the driving?




Raghad: No, he was not a family member. He was a driver. But 

this driver was not mine. I –


Al-Silawi: Did you observe that his treatment of you had 

undergone any change?


Raghad: Not at all. He was highly sympathetic. But one makes 

all possible calculations . . .


Al-Silawi: Of course.




Raghad: One takes the worst possible calculations into 

consideration. We stayed with Mother for one night. When the sun set the following day, I spoke to my mother, telling 

her: I think that it is all over. She answered: I also have the 

same feeling.




We were a group of women. We had to decide the next 

step. She said: Daughter, disperse. Each and every one of you 

must find a place to hide pending a possible reunion.






Al-Silawi:And you parted?


Raghad: Yes, since then, we have spread out. I have not heard 

anything about them, nor . . .





Her voice trailed away. It was quite affecting – until you recalled that 

Raghad had had a gun on her lap, had known how to use it, and 

had been perfectly prepared to shoot the driver if he had done anything 

to arouse her suspicions. She was unquestionably her father’s 

daughter.




 





5. DOUBLES





Assassination had always been a real danger for Saddam Hussein, just 

as it was for his son Uday; and, like Uday, he used doubles to protect 

himself. He had more than one, though the White House, the Pentagon 

and the Downing Street press machine all encouraged journalists 

to believe he used them more than he actually did. When Saddam 

made his final public appearance on the streets of Baghdad, walking 

round the streets of a working-class suburb of the city while the 

Americans were on its very outskirts, this was dismissed as the work 

of a double. Yet careful examination of his features reveals that it 

was certainly Saddam; apart from anything else, his son Qusay was 

with him, looking anxiously around to check that there was no sign 

of the Americans. The appearance was as characteristic of Saddam as 

the reports of his last-ditch demonstration of resistance by firing at the 

American tanks as they entered his city.


There were always suggestions, particularly in the West, that some 

of Saddam’s most famous exploits were the work of doubles; particularly 

the swim he took in the waters of the Tigris at a time when he was trying to persuade his ministers, and the entire nation, that 

everyone should be fitter. His daughter Raghad, in her interview with 

al-Arabiyah Television, poured scorn on the idea that someone else 

might have carried out the swim in Saddam’s place.


‘I can identify my father among a million men. I can identify his 

way of laughing, his voice, eye and look. No matter how this person 

resembles you, the expressions on his face and his features cannot 

be you. When he swam across the river, they said that this was his 

double because his muscles and body were strong. My father is very 

strong. He is over sixty-four years old, but when he walks you can tell 

that he is strong. He can easily swim across the river. He comes from 

the countryside and he is very strong. It is known that men from the 

country are stronger and braver than city people. It is not difficult for 

a brave man to cross a river.’


Yet the doubles unquestionably existed. A friend of mine, after 

saying goodbye to Saddam, went into an outer room where people 

were waiting for limousines to take them somewhere, and found 

Saddam sitting there in a line with the others; only when he looked 

more closely he realized it wasn’t Saddam, merely a man who 

looked and dressed like him. An habitué of Saddam’s court told me 

the double was a pleasant, rather melancholy man. Presumably he 

lived a life of some grandeur, but no one who knew who he was had 

any interest in him.


In this case, his job was merely to leave the building when Saddam 

did, in a line of vehicles like Saddam’s, and take a different route. 

Saddam had been the target of wayside attacks more than once, and 

Uday had been paralysed and almost killed by the male members of 

a Baghdad family whose daughter he had raped; they hung around a 

crossroads which they knew his car would pass, and fired at it with 

automatic weapons.


So for Saddam to have a double increased the odds for any would-be 

assassins. Naturally, the double had to look very like him, and 

sometimes it was necessary to make a few alterations with plastic 

surgery.


Late in 2002 I worked on the BBC documentary about Saddam 

which he saw and joked about. It caught the public imagination 

remarkably. We brought over a forensic scientist from Germany, 

Dr Dieter Buhmann, whose speciality was reconstructing faces of murder victims from their skulls. To lighten things a little after a long 

day at the morgue, his hobby was to examine all the known video of 

Saddam Hussein and work out if it really was the man himself. He 

had a system of measuring the key points of a face and using this as 

a template to check the other images of Saddam.


Dr Buhmann’s view, after several years of study, was that Saddam 

had had four different look-alikes over the years. It was difficult to be 

certain how many there were at any one time, though a leading figure 

who knew him told me there was only one at the end. The double 

never made a speech for Saddam; that would have been unthinkable. 

But it does seem that sometimes, when Saddam was extremely busy, 

the double would stand in for him at official meetings with visitors 

who were not on the A-list.


Dr Buhmann insisted, for instance, that Jorg Haider, the extreme 

right-wing Austrian leader, was only given an audience with the double 

when he came to Baghdad. This was an accusation which brought 

Haider a good deal of ridicule when it appeared. I asked Dr Buhmann 

to look very carefully at the video of the meeting between Saddam – 

supposedly – and George Galloway, the British Labour MP who often 

visited Baghdad and was something of an apologist for Saddam. He 

did all the measurements, from the mole on Saddam’s cheek to the 

corners of his eyes, the line of his eyebrows, the distance from his lips 

to the tip of his chin.


‘Well? What do you think?’


‘This is Saddam.’


George Galloway can be a difficult man; he refused to help me get 

an interview with Saddam in the run-up to the war at a time when a 

word from him would have achieved it, on the (accurate) grounds that 

he himself had been unfairly dealt with by a freelance, working for the 

BBC. This man had given Galloway the impression he was going to 

make a serious programme about him when all along he was planning 

to show him in a bad light. I couldn’t blame Galloway for refusing 

to help the BBC again; I would have taken the same decision myself. 

Nor did he keep his support for Saddam Hussein a secret. Whatever 

Galloway was, he wasn’t a yes-man.


But Saddam’s doubles have confused and undermined all sorts of 

reportage. If you know what to look for, you can see their faces in 

television documentaries, in newspaper photographs, on posters, even sometimes on postcards in the Arab world. The general appearance of 

the face is somehow subtly different. The pebble-hard, obsidian eyes 

are less piercing, the lines of the face a little softer, a little more self-indulgent.




In the run-up to the war I went into a bookshop in Washington DC 

and came across a fat, pompous volume called The Iraq War Reader, 

which proclaimed that it contained ‘Everything You Need to Know 

About the War with Iraq’. There was scarcely anything by real live 

Iraqis in it, and not much by Arabs of any kind. What it did contain 

was enormous quantities of journo-guff: opinions by writers and journalists, 

mostly American, for and against the idea of invading Iraq. I 

used Dr Buhmann’s measuring techniques to examine the photograph 

of Saddam Hussein on the cover. It was a double, of course.




 





6. THE EGOIST





Absolute power sometimes has the same effect as enormous wealth; it 

can lead its possessor to hide from the world. Stalin lived in a couple 

of rooms in the Kremlin, or else in his small dacha. Ceausescu indulged 

himself and his family hugely, but they were insulated from Romania’s 

poverty by a particularly nasty secret police force which had its own 

links with Saddam’s Mukhabarat. Kim Il Sung lived the life of a total 

recluse in North Korea.


This wasn’t Saddam Hussein’s way. He was an extrovert who 

wanted people to see him. Not necessarily in the flesh: he knew how 

many Iraqis had reason to kill him, and he increasingly kept away 

from them as the years went past. But he believed in his own 

popularity, and he kept his face before his people to an extent that no 

one except the leaders of North Korea has emulated.


It was partly because he was vain. He regarded himself as a ladies’ 

man, and it was always one of the clichés of what passed for political 

life in Iraq that women supported him because of his virile good 

looks. His son Uday was different, with his buck teeth and his taste 

for kidnapping women and raping them. Saddam was no rapist; he 

behaved himself, for the most part.


He thought he looked good, and he wanted everyone to see him – 

at least in pictures. In the late 1980s he ordered the entire nation to 

diet and exercise, and his ministers had orders to keep their stomachs 

as trim as his. The newspapers published their weight (though not his) 

every week; it humiliated them, and he liked that. He was a young 

man by the standard of international politics, and he made sure his 

public portraits were a few years younger than the original. Every day 

he personally selected the photographs of himself which would appear 

in the next day’s press.


Throughout his twenty-four-year reign, most of those photographs 

were taken by one man: Hussein Mohammed Ali, a large, gloomy 

figure with a Clark Gable moustache and a taste for double-breasted 

suits with plenty of shoulder-padding. Every afternoon he would 

spread out the day’s contact sheets, and Saddam would go through 

them with him. If by some chance the President hadn’t appeared in 

public or met anyone worth photographing, the newspapers would 

have to choose a shot from their extensive libraries of him. At times of 

major crisis the same picture could be used day after day. There was 

only one rule: no newspaper could ever appear without a photograph 

of the President on the front page. As well as being inordinately vain, 

Saddam was also a role-player, an actor. Iraq’s long history gave him 

a number of incarnations to adopt, from Hammurabi the Law-giver to 

Saladin (who was born in Tikrit, his home power-base) and King 

Faisal I, whose statue, on horseback, he had placed in the redeveloped 

centre of Baghdad. He rebuilt Babylon to his own design, and the Iraqi 

archaeologists had to pretend to like it.


‘From Nebuchadnezzar to Saddam Hussein,’ proclaimed a poster 

in the Babylon gift shop, ‘Babylon invokes its glories.’


The southern palace, where the Hanging Gardens had once been, 

was completely rebuilt in the 1980s and 90s. The place was entirely 

empty of structures, just yellow brick walls twenty-five feet high, 

crowned by fantastic machicolations which Saddam himself had 

selected from a list of archaeological possibilities. During the various 

crises which Iraq had to undergo, the place was usually empty. 

The work was carried on only fitfully, and whenever I went there the 

workmen all seemed to have vanished. An occasional group of Vietnamese 

nurses would giggle as they took each other’s photographs 

beside the statue of a lion straddling a prone victim: a representation of the curiously sexual power of ancient Babylon. Agents provocateurs 

would dart forward, trying to persuade the unwary to buy a Babylonian 

clay cylinder-seal – a real crime, which would render the buyer 

liable for heavy blackmail, or several years in gaol.


There was, I thought, something not quite right about the brickwork 

at the base of one of the walls. I went over and looked: the three 

courses at the base of the wall were irregular and crude. They turned 

out to be the original mud-brick walls of Babylon, and the tidy new 

brickwork above it was Saddam Hussein’s work. It requires a special 

brand of self-belief to take one of the world’s great archaeological sites 

and make it look like an unfinished hypermarket; but Saddam Hussein 

never lacked confidence. Lines of inscribed bricks were built into the 

new walls:





In the Name of the Victorious Saddam Hussein, President of 

the Republic, Protector of the Great Iraq and the Renewer of its 

Civilization, this Palace – built by King Nebuchadnezzar II, who 

reigned from 605 to 563 before the modern era – has been rebuilt 

at different stages, the second ending in 1986.







On a hill overlooking the site of Babylon, Saddam built himself a 

palace that was bigger in conception than anything Nebuchadnezzar 

could have dreamed of. It was supposed to be the grandest of all his 

various palaces, but in the end he decided he didn’t like it as much as 

some of the others, and he rarely went there.


If his architectural ideas were based on those of the ancient 

Babylonian kings, he constructed his self-image along the lines of an 

early Abbasid caliph. Just as al-Mansour and Haroun al-Rashid had 

held open court where their subjects could seek redress for injustice, so 

Saddam nurtured the romantic idea that anyone could approach him. 

In the early 1980s an American journalist visited Baghdad and was 

given an interview with Saddam. With a certain necessary caution, he 

broached the question of Iraq’s human rights record. Wasn’t it true 

that people lived in considerable fear in Iraq?


Saddam was visibly annoyed. Where had the journalist heard this? 

From Amnesty International, he answered, greatly daring. There was 

an explosion of rage, and the correspondent thought he was a dead 

man.


‘Come with me. I want to show you something,’ Saddam shouted.


He grabbed the American correspondent by the arm and pulled 

him into the palace courtyard. Several Range Rovers were parked 

there, with various of Saddam’s bodyguards standing around. The 

correspondent was certain now that he was going to be shot, but 

Saddam yelled at the bystanders and jumped into the driving seat of 

one of the Range Rovers. The correspondent got in beside him.


Behind them, the bodyguards threw themselves into other vehicles 

and tried to catch up with Saddam as he roared out of the courtyard, 

tyres screaming. They drove at high speed towards the centre 

of Baghdad, while cars, horse-drawn carts and frightened policemen 

leaped out of the way.


Eventually the motorcade fetched up in Rashid Street, and the 

Range Rover screeched to a halt. The other cars stopped suddenly 

behind him, and the bodyguards threw themselves out again and 

gathered around. He pushed them impatiently aside and lunged into 

the crowd of passers-by. Most of them were too shocked to make their 

escape. The American correspondent watched him single out one 

unfortunate, and poke him in the chest with his swagger-stick.


‘This foreign journalist thinks I’m unpopular in Iraq. What do you 

say to that?’


The man said everything he could possibly think of, and more: 

how everyone loved and respected Saddam, how he was the only 

leader who could keep the country together, how he had made 

everyone wealthy. Saddam listened, nodding his approval. Finally he 

took the swagger-stick out of the man’s chest.


‘You see? Of course the people love me!’


He laughed uproariously and jumped into the Range Rover again. 

They went back and finished the interview.


Just as Haroun al-Rashid secretly wandered the souqs of Baghdad 

to listen to and act upon the complaints of his subjects, Saddam 

Hussein took a delight in descending on towns and villages without 

warning to show himself to his people.


On the spur of the moment – partly for security reasons and partly 

because that was how he did everything anyhow – he would head out 

into the countryside. Often the local Mukhabarat would only have 

half an hour’s warning.


I saw the video of one such visit. Saddam descended on the house 

of a half-blind villager who had once been a soldier in the days of the old royal family. The poor old man realized what he had to do: he 

pretended not to know who this visitor was who had arrived with an 

army of bodyguards, a fleet of Mercedes and Range Rovers, a couple 

of armoured personnel carriers, and two fully equipped camera crews 

wearing military uniform. Saddam squatted down in front of the old 

man as he sat on a bed in the porch.







Saddam: Is your old age pension big enough for your needs?


Old man: Yes, thank you, sir. Nowadays it’s much bigger than it 

used to be, and we count ourselves very lucky.


Saddam: Who was it that raised the level of your pension? Who 

do you have to thank for that?


Old man: Why, our leader, President Saddam Hussein, of course. 

We’re very grateful indeed for everything he’s done for us, I 

can tell you.


Wife (appearing suddenly from house and ululating with joy):

Look who it is, husband! Don’t you recognize him?


Old man (startled): Me? No! Who is it?


Wife: It’s our wonderful President, Saddam Hussein himself, 

that’s who!


Old man (shouting and crying): O God! Let me kiss your hand, 

sir!





And so on for a very long time. That was the lead story on the night’s 

television news bulletin, which naturally had to be extended to an hour 

and three-quarters to take it all in.


Throughout his entire time in supreme power, from 1979 to 2003, 

Saddam Hussein’s activities always were the lead item on the daily 

television news; and since no one wanted to edit anything the President 

said or did, the reports tended to last a very long time. The news itself 

began with what was known as the ‘Saddam Song’:







Saddam, our victorious
 

Saddam, our beloved,
 

In your eyes you carry
 

The nation’s dawn.





Saddam, everything is good with you.











Allah, we are happy. 


Saddam lights our days.





Requiring this embarrassing doggerel to be sung every night, and 

watching it himself, took an unusually high degree of self-regard. Stalin 

used to think the excessive homage of his followers was absurd, and 

sometimes used to force them to show more, merely in order to punish 

them for their grovelling behaviour. Saddam, by contrast, was never 

known to object. He would watch television with a smile on his face, 

which would turn to a frown if the adulation wasn’t quite sufficient. 

He thought, in other words, that he deserved it.


Saddam’s officials were all privately aware that the emphasis on 

him was grossly overdone, even embarrassing, but they would explain 

it by stressing that a complex country like Iraq, with so many different 

ethnic and religious groups, required a strong, clearly defined 

leadership to hold it together. Since Iraq’s population was still largely 

backward and composed of peasants, everything had to be kept 

simple.


Yet no matter how simple and uneducated most Iraqis might be, 

they had a natural sense of self-protection. They knew perfectly well 

that if Saddam suddenly descended on them, as he had on the old man 

and his wife, they should play to his lead with all the apparent sincerity 

they could muster.


The true reason for all the grotesque emphasis on Saddam’s 

personality, all the lengthy news reports, all the portraits of him in the 

streets and shops and houses, was that he wanted it like this. It wasn’t 

merely policy: he enjoyed it. At the same time he was a realist, and a 

highly suspicious and well-informed one at that. He knew perfectly 

well he wasn’t loved, so he ordered the creation of a façade of love 

and worship which would provide much the same effect.


In 1982, during the Iran–Iraq War Ayatollah Khomeini issued a 

direct, personal challenge to Saddam Hussein’s political legitimacy. 

He pointed out that whereas the President of Iran was elected by a 

majority of the people in what was a highly restricted yet genuine vote, 

Saddam was completely unelected. Saddam’s response was characteristic: 

he didn’t, of course, organize elections, but he announced a Day 

of Allegiance. On 11 November the secret police and the Ba’ath Party 

exerted all their efforts to get the people out, and eleven million took 

to the streets to show their love for the leader.


After that, Saddam wanted to see daily evidence of this love. As a 

result, Iraqi television introduced a new entertainment programme, broadcast every night. It consisted of crooners singing his praises, and 

poets declaiming verses in his honour.







All evil people fear your sword, Saddam.
 

It has already been tested.
  

You are the Father of good things,
  

And with you we will challenge
  

All the aggressors who have built up their power.
  

We beg God to keep you well and happy,
  

And to maintain your appearance
  

Shining on us all the time,
  

So that we can have pride in you
  

Above all others.









The newspapers had their laureates too. One of the last editions of the 

newspaper Babylon, an appallingly badly produced rag, printed a large 

photograph on the back page of its edition of Wednesday 19 March 

2003, showing Saddam flanked by his two sons. Uday, tall and gawky, 

looks at the camera in his usual aggressive way, as though he is about 

to pick a fight with the reader. The sleeves of his shapeless overcoat 

are too long for his arms, and he has a large handgun tucked into the 

waistband of his trousers.


Beside him, smiling his usual smile and dressed as beautifully as 

ever, is Saddam himself, his teeth showing slightly above his lower lip. 

On the right is Qusay, a carbon copy of his father right down to the 

haircut, the moustache, the expression, and the posture, hands hanging 

by his sides, fists lightly clenched. They look like a group of extortionists, 

as indeed they were.


The headline in red over the picture says in shaky English: ‘This is 

Saddam the help in need And this is Saddam the optimum generous.’ 

Below, in this same odd style, with a caesura in every line, is a poem: 

no title, just the words ‘The poet Abdul Minim Hamden’ and the 

following, mostly meaningless piece of sycophancy:











	Your Iraq keeps its glory


	 








	 

	And your light its covering









	Your patience has generated


	 








	 

	Mountains which are loudly crying









	
The victory morning is blossomed


	 










	 

	Joyful not rare for yearning









	Crowned with glorious Jihad


	 








	 

	Guarded by fighters all around









	Ye [sic] Saddam his sight we love


	 








	 

	And every word of his wisdom









	His glitering [sic] shine appears

in light


	 








	 

	In his presence the crescent falls

asleep









	This people your iron people


	 








	 

	As strong as never has an equal









	For victory is eminent in his eyes


	 








	 

	As victory may witness rallies and

fete









	He retrieved glory and hopes


	 








	 

	Cause the dreams provided with

dawn and kindles









	Every tale tells host


	 








	 

	Every poem followed by hospitality









	We loved him in the path of God


	 








	 

	From his eyes, always beauty

pours













You don’t have to be able to understand a word of this to realize that 

it is grovelling of a fairly high order.


There was, of course, no minister, no relative powerful enough to 

suggest to Saddam Hussein that his personality cult might be a little 

over the top. This was the greatest weakness of his system. When a 

crisis arose, there was no one who could be contacted quietly, and no 

channel through which messages could be passed. Saddam Hussein 

was President of the Republic, chairman of the Revolutionary Command 

Council, prime minister, secretary-general of the Ba’ath Party 

and commander-in-chief of the armed forces. He had no advisers, 

because no one could give him advice.


He did occasionally listen to criticism: he once visited a village and 

heard the local people complain about the creation of a local cooperative. 

Then and there he declared the cooperative abolished. It was 

typical of his entire way of behaving. He did things for effect, and he did them at once; there was no time for reflection, no discussion with 

officials or experts, no concern about the consequences.


To question what he did or said was extraordinarily dangerous. In 

1983, during the Iran–Iraq War, two of his most senior generals 

decided that his personal conduct of the war was becoming disastrous, 

and might end in Iraq’s defeat. They talked to each other and decided 

that it was their patriotic duty to confront him with the facts. He 

listened, and saw the force of their argument. As a result, he played 

less of a part in planning military operations. The generals were both 

arrested, as they had known they would be, and only one of them 

seems to have survived.


The Revolutionary Command Council of the Ba’ath Party was the 

highest governing body in Iraq. Each time it met, Saddam’s personal 

cameramen would film the occasion without recording the sound. The 

pictures would be dubbed with music by Vivaldi or Bach and broadcast 

that night on television. When the rest of the members had settled 

themselves, the doors at the end of the room would open and Saddam 

would stand for a moment or two in the doorway as everyone stood 

up to greet him. He, and they, would all be dressed in their olive-green 

Ba’athist uniforms. Saddam was always perfectly turned out, and his 

valets were important men in their own right.


Half the high-backed chairs around the long table were always 

empty. The Revolutionary Command Council had had seven members 

after the 1968 coup, and the number had slowly risen to twelve. Then, 

accidents – or what appeared to be accidents – befell some of its 

members, while others were eased out, so the number fell again. Yet 

the absentees’ chairs remained, each of them as accusingly empty as 

Banquo’s place at Macbeth’s feast.


In earlier times, violent things had happened at Revolutionary 

Command Council meetings. In 1970, when Saddam was vice-president, 

he and the defence minister, Hardan al-Tikriti, pulled their guns 

on one another during an argument about Iraq’s failure to help the 

Palestinians during the Black September violence in Jordan. Soon after 

he became President in 1979, Saddam held the families of several 

members of the RCC hostage to ensure that a vote was passed and the 

necessary documents signed. Some of the RCC members and their 

families were reportedly shot.


After that, the Council became entirely subservient to Saddam’s will, and its sole function was to work out how to put his wishes into 

effect. The leading Council members were an odd group: Saddam’s 

deputy, the tall and painfully thin Izzat Ibrahim, with his shock of 

bright red hair and his grim, undertaker’s manner; Taha Yasin Ramadan, 

a close associate of Saddam’s since the 1960s; Tariq Aziz, foreign 

minister and later deputy prime minister, a Christian and a profound 

nationalist whose jovial appearance belied a fearsome temper. Only 

Ramadan appeared to have the personality to be a leader rather than 

a follower; and since that was the most dangerous characteristic to 

possess in Saddam’s Iraq, he obeyed orders as slavishly as the rest.




New evidence about Joseph Stalin shows him to have been a much 

more complex figure than the brutal, two-dimensional despot we have 

always imagined. He was, it turns out, witty, intellectual, nervous, self-deprecating 

as well as being savagely suspicious, violent and cruel. By 

contrast it doesn’t seem likely that we will have to rethink our views 

of Saddam Hussein so much when all the evidence about him is finally 

available. In private, he may well have been more attractive than he 

seemed on the surface. But his enthusiasm for the cult of personality 

which he created around himself does not argue any kind of sensitivity 

in his make-up. He was what he had made himself: the capo di tutti 

capi, head of the biggest mafia family on earth, as cruel and violent 

as Stalin but without the more complex characteristics. Stalin was 

a gangster who became a politician. Saddam Hussein was always a 

gangster, from first to last.




 





7. TURBULENCE





Spring comes and goes so fast in Iraq that everything has changed 

before you properly notice it. Sometimes it lasts only a few days, and 

then you realize that the annual change has happened, the leaves and 

flowers are out, and the country is swept up towards the ferocious heat 

of summer. There is no compromise in Iraq, no mild uncertainty. The 

climate, the countryside and the people are as forthright as each other. 

The very name ‘Iraq’, which emerged around the time of the country’s 

conversion to Islam in the seventh century of the Christian era, means ‘the country which is firmly rooted’. It is a land of mountains, of 

deserts and marshes, as tough and determined as its people have to be 

in order to get a living from it.




There is a wildness about it, too. In the hottest months, from June 

to August, when even the flies disappear because of the heat, the 

country is racked by dust storms, while the prevailing northerly wind, 

the shamal, sweeps across and dries out the atmosphere, laying 

bare the land and the people to the blistering heat.


At other times of the year, particularly from March to May, 

flooding is common. The legends of Sumer and Akkad speak of the 

great inundations of prehistory; in the Epic of Gilgamesh, which is 

thought to have been written around 3000 BC, the gods notice the 

goodness and wisdom of Ut-Napishtim and warn him that a flood is 

coming:







Pull this house down, build a ship,
 

And take on board the seed of every living creature!







The Jews who endured captivity in Babylon picked up the story and 

made it their own: an account of a great flood which only Noah, his 

family and selected pairs of animals survived. When the Jews eventually 

returned to their own country, where flooding on any large scale 

is rare, they incorporated it into their accounts of their early history.


The most important natural features of Iraq are its two great rivers, 

Tigris and Euphrates, which flow south-eastwards from Turkey. At 

first they are separated by 250 miles of harsh mountainous land, but 

they draw closer and closer until they are only twenty miles apart. 

Then they turn away again before draining into the Shatt al-Arab and 

the Persian Gulf through the marshlands and swamps at Qurnah, 

which people have claimed as the site of the Garden of Eden. The 

rivers too have helped to form Iraq’s character. The great civilizations 

of Mesopotamia (Greek for ‘the land between the rivers’) are dotted 

along their course.


But the Tigris and Euphrates are not predictable and reassuring 

like the Nile, which floods year after year, century after century, 

millennium after millennium, replenishing the earth and providing 

the inhabitants with a reliable livelihood. Egypt’s civilization was 

supremely placid for three thousand years, and there was scarcely any 

real social evolution during that time; for the most part sons succeeded their fathers as scribes, labourers, soldiers, peasant farmers, neither 

rising nor falling in the great scheme of things. As a result the 

Egyptians’ universe was unchanging and eternal, and each succeeding 

pharaoh represented the triumph of this immutable order.


Not so the fierce civilizations of Mesopotamia, which emerged fast, 

burned brightly and died away, leaving around them the wreckage 

of other civilizations they had destroyed. Throughout the vast extent of 

Iraqi history there runs a continuous thread of the deepest pessimism. 

No achievement lasts long; political disaster and collapse are as close 

as destruction by the frequent catastrophic flooding of the two rivers. 

The kings and chief priests of Mesopotamia had the task of placating 

the inexplicable violence of the gods, and trying to turn it to their own 

advantage. The universe could only be so hostile, so impossible to 

predict, because the gods themselves were hostile and unpredictable. 

And yet the function of a king was not merely to work out ways of 

propitiating them; it was to imitate them.


This was a land formed by fear and by ferocious power. You have 

only to compare the restless, vibrant, aggressive reliefs of Nimrud 

or Nineveh with the calmness of Egyptian tomb art, unchanged for 

millennia, to get some idea of the way in which the unpredictability of 

the Iraqi climate and the toughness of the landscape affected its people.


In its earliest stages Mesopotamia was not a single, unified kingdom 

like Egypt. Instead, it was a collection of small, independent, 

often mutually hostile city-states. They started off as small farming 

settlements on the banks of the two rivers and ended up as the core of 

great aggressive empires, swallowing up the cities and kingdoms round 

about them, and usually plagued with internal dissension. The political 

history of city-states such as Ur, Kish, Nippur and Uruk was an 

immensely complex business. They joined together in brief alliances 

which were always directed against other states, then betrayed them 

and created new groupings. War and conquest were the life-blood of 

the civilizations which grew up between the rivers.


They were civilizations of a high order. Arbil, in Iraqi Kurdistan, 

claims that its citadel, perched 100 feet high on a vast mound of earlier 

settlements, is the oldest continuously occupied city in the world, with 

a recorded history going back at least to 5000 BC; yet there are plenty 

of other contestants for the title in Iraq. The culture, the discoveries, 

the worship of the Mesopotamian city-states, play a clear part in our own civilization. If you drive through the Zagros mountains of northeastern 

Iraq in the summer you can see wild wheat, barley and oats 

growing like weeds by the roadside. These were the plants which at 

some impossibly distant time were domesticated in Mesopotamia and 

turned into the staples of everyday food.


Writing began very early in Mesopotamia: perhaps, though this is 

always a matter of controversy, earlier than in Egypt. The people of 

the two rivers believed it originated in the city of Uruk, modern 

Warka, near the southern city of Samawa. Certainly the habits of 

bureaucracy seem to have begun there, and at some point in the fourth 

millennium BC cylinder-seals were produced there, capable of transferring 

images permanently onto damp clay.


After that the scribes of Uruk began to make their own marks on 

the clay, registering allocations of goods, receipts, the ownership of 

property and all the other things a thriving bureaucracy needs in order 

to flourish and to remember the debts and obligations of its people. 

The settlements along the two rivers had expanded hugely, and some 

may have contained as many as 100,000 people.


The signs and pictograms became simplified and standardized. 

Later, elsewhere in Mesopotamia, they were adapted to record speech. 

The marks were made on the clay with wedge-shaped (or ‘cuneiform’) 

sticks, and when the tablets were baked in ovens or dried by the sun 

they were capable of lasting indefinitely.


The technology for building palaces, temples and ziggurats 150 

feet high was developed relatively early. By 2500 BC the craftsmen of 

Mesopotamia had learned to make glass. The arts were just as sophisticated 

in the towns and cities of Mesopotamia as they were in 

contemporary Egypt.


These elaborate, complex, increasingly sophisticated societies 

required proper planning and organization. In the city of Ur, for 

example, a general called Ur-Nammu came to power in 2113 BC by 

means of a coup. He created a union with Sumer which produced a 

remarkable new civilization, and he formulated a complex legal code 

to govern this new political force.


Three hundred years later Hammurabi became the sixth king of 

Babylon and in 1780 BC, not for the first time, Mesopotamia was 

united. He updated the legal system, and set up an eight-foot stele, or 

monument, on which 282 laws were set out in full. These were often surprisingly liberal: women were as free as men to own property and 

go to law, and even slaves were allowed to trade on their own account 

and buy their freedom. Many of the cuneiform tablets which have 

survived from this period are records of court cases, usually involving 

property.


The pattern of cultural and social advancement combined with 

violent political upheaval continued until the eleventh century BC, 

when the Assyrians under the terrible Tiglath-Pileser I began to dominate 

Mesopotamia and expanded their power to the Mediterranean. 

Later kings ruled an empire which stretched to Egypt and the Caucasus 

mountains. The Assyrians’ chief weapons were discipline and ferocity. 

They slaughtered the male inhabitants of every town and city they 

captured in an empire which stretched 1,000 miles. Tiglath-Pileser III 

created a standing army, which, if it was not necessarily the first in 

the ancient world, was certainly the best organized. The conquests 

and the killing were all done in the name of the Assyrian sun-god 

Ashur: the king’s enemies were Ashur’s, and vice versa.


In the end the Assyrians’ ferocity and their forcible deportations of 

different peoples across the face of the empire brought about the 

inevitable reaction. A new combination of forces came to the fore: the 

Babylonians, the Elamites and the Medes, who were the ancestors of 

today’s Kurds, came together in 612 BC to attack the Assyrian capital 

Nineveh and destroy the empire.


Babylon was the dominant power of the fifth century BC. Under 

Nebuchadnezzar II it was a city of a quarter of a million people; 

perhaps the largest the world had seen at that period. The surrounding 

walls were ten miles long, wide enough for two chariots drawn by four 

horses each. There were more than 1,000 temples, and the dominant 

feature was the Tower of Babel, a ziggurat 300 feet high.


The 40,000 Jews who were taken to Babylon as slaves after the 

capture of their country saw the Tower with the eyes of people from a 

far less advanced society: they assumed it was intended to reach 

heaven, and they explained the wide range of languages spoken in the 

capital of the Babylonian empire as God’s revenge on those who had 

the temerity to build their human structures so high.


The Jews were profoundly influenced by their exile in Babylon, 

and through them modern Western society still retains some of the 

faint echoes of Babylonian beliefs: the observance of a weekly day of rest, for instance. The Babylonians, who divided the month into 

periods of seven days associated with the phases of the moon, ended 

each week with an ‘evil day’, which required specially enforced ceremonies 

if the gods were to be propitiated. The day of the full moon, 

which required particular sacrifices and ceremonies, was known by the 

Babylonian word shabbatum.


Around 500 BC the Babylonians developed the theory of the zodiac, 

the belt round the earth which supposedly contained the sun, moon 

and stars. The Babylonian astronomers then divided the zodiac, and 

by extension any circle, into 360 degrees, the figures 12, 24 and 60 

having particular significance for them. We divide our week into seven 

days, our days into twenty-four hours, and our circles into 360 degrees, 

as a direct result of Babylonian science; and each week we have one 

day of rest, or holy day, as a result of Babylonian religion.


After the Persian conquest of Babylon in 538 BC the Jews were 

allowed to go home. Yet many of them stayed and became a powerful 

and wealthy community over the centuries, until Saddam Hussein, the 

latter-day Tiglath-Pileser, began arresting and executing Jews on the 

grounds that they were agents of Israel, and eventually threw them out 

of the country entirely.


As for the Assyrians, the collapse of their 1,000-year empire left 

them a small and highly vulnerable tribe scattered over the whole 

extent of their former possessions. They converted to Christianity very 

early, in the decades which followed after the crucifixion of Jesus, and 

as a result were persecuted ever afterwards. The twentieth century 

almost destroyed them as a people: there were massacres by the Turks 

and by Arabs, and as with the Kurds, British promises to give them a 

homeland were never kept.


An estimated quarter of a million Assyrians threw in their lot with 

the Kurds in the uprising against Saddam in 1991 and had to flee Iraq 

altogether. Some returned, and during the 1990s the Assyrians were 

allowed to rebuild their churches and worship openly: partly, perhaps, 

because of the influence of Tariq Aziz, Saddam’s deputy prime 

minister, who came from an Assyrian family though he himself was an 

Assyrian Christian.






 






8. GLORY AND DECAY





Mesopotamia remained a Persian possession until Alexander the Great 

destroyed the Persian empire in 331 BC, then died in Babylon, possibly 

of malaria, eight years later. The glory of the land between the rivers 

seemed to have drained away for ever; for 1,000 years its fate was 

decided elsewhere.


And then, in the years after the death of the Prophet Mohammed 

in AD 632, came the irresistible explosion of military and intellectual 

force represented by Islam. Within a century, from its capital in 

Damascus the empire of the Umayyads covered a swathe of territory 

3,000 miles across, from France and Spain to India. For the most part 

the conquering Arabs, though they were backward and illiterate themselves, 

were remarkably respectful of the civilizations they controlled. 

Destruction and persecution were relatively rare, and the invaders 

quickly adopted the culture of their new subjects.


Politics was a different matter. The ninety-year rule of the Umayyads 

saw endless plots, murders and divisions within Islam: especially 

the schism between the Sunnis and Shi’ites over the critical question of 

who should rule the Islamic community as caliph after the death of the 

Prophet Mohammed. Some believed the new ruler should come from 

the Qaraysh, the Prophet’s own tribe, others that Ali ibn Abu Talib, 

the Prophet’s son-in-law, should succeed him. Ali, essentially a peacemaker, 

suggested a compromise; Muawiyah, his rival, pretended to 

accept Ali’s proposal, then had him murdered.


Ali’s body was tied to the back of a camel, which wandered 

through the desert until it reached Najaf, in Iraq, where one of the two 

greatest shrines of Shi’ite Islam was later built to commemorate him. 

Muawaiyah’s son Yazid succeeded his father as caliph, and Ali’s son 

Hussein set out to reclaim what he regarded as his rightful inheritance. 

Near Kerbala in Iraq, Hussein and his seventy-two followers were 

massacred by Yazid’s force of 4,000.


His martyr’s death changed the course of Islamic history. The 

followers of Ali and Hussein formed themselves into a separate party 

(‘shi’a’), and their shrines at Najaf and Kerbala became the centre of a separate sect, which tended to become the religion of the down-trodden 

and the poor, and often identified itself with their interests. Today, of 

the billion or more Muslims, something like 190 million are Shi’ite. In 

Iraq Shi’ites make up somewhere between 55 per cent and 65 per cent 

of the population, most of them descended from Sunni Muslims who 

converted to Shi’ism during the nineteenth century.


In AD 750 the Umayyads were driven from power by another Sunni 

dynasty, the Abbasids; they were the descendants of Abbas, the 

Prophet Mohammed’s uncle. Abu’l Abbas, his great-great-grandson, 

who called himself the Shedder of Blood, seized power and lived up to 

his name. Yet in the ninety years which followed, the Abbasid Caliphs 

lifted the Islamic world to a new plane of intellectual, artistic and 

scientific glory – and Baghdad was their capital. Mansour (754–75), 

Haroun al-Rashid (786–809) and Mamum (813–33) were enlightened 

rulers who created a civilization which was the most advanced in the 

world. It took Western Europe at least another 500 years to match 

the Abbasids’ achievements.


Caliph al-Mansour shifted the capital of the Muslim world to 

Baghdad, and he gave it a revolutionary design. It was entirely circular, 

and was made up of three concentric enclosures: his, naturally, was 

the central one. According to a ninth-century Arab scholar, Ya’qubi, 

the city in its heyday had 10,000 bath-houses; the population has been 

variously estimated between 100,000 and a third of a million. The 

teahouses and restaurants were far too many to count; at this period 

coffee became the most popular drink in the city.


The houses of the rich were known for their decorated balconies, 

and when the heat of the day lessened, the inhabitants would sit on a 

raised and carpeted platform (known as a dukkan) by their front 

doors; one writer describes a visit to a friend who was sitting on a 

dukkan of teakwood, inset with poems inscribed in letters of inlaid 

lapis lazuli.


During the ninth and tenth centuries Baghdad and Constantinople 

were the two greatest centres of commerce in the world. Caliph al-Mansour is supposed to have pointed to the river which flowed past 

his circular city, and to have said, ‘Because of the Tigris, there is no 

barrier between us and China. Every ship can use it to come here.’ 

That, certainly, was true. Baghdad imported silk and porcelain from 

China, together with goods from India, East Africa, Central Asia, Russia and Northern Europe. A coin from Samarkand, excavated in 

York and now on display in its archaeological museum, may well have 

reached Saxon England via Baghdad.


The arts and sciences flourished. Ibn Sina (979–1037), whose 

empirical methods were as influential as his conclusions, was one of 

the greatest medieval physicians; Western Europe knew him as 

Avicenna, and his works were still circulating in France, Germany 

and England in the sixteenth century. A Baghdad mathematician, 

Muhammed Ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi, wrote the first book on algebra. 

Philosophy, politics and history were subjects for which the university 

of Baghdad, built near the observatory, was particularly famous. 

Translations of many classical European texts were available there, as 

well as manuscripts from India and China.


The Caliph governed his huge empire from the heart of Baghdad’s 

circle, and could meet merchants from every part of the known world 

there. Haroun al-Rashid was said to wander the streets in disguise at 

night-time, accompanied only by his chief minister and his public 

executioner, checking on the public mood and the things that were 

being said about him. This is how he enters the Thousand and One 

Nights in Sir Richard Burton’s translation of ‘The Porter and the Three 

Ladies of Baghdad’:





. . . the Caliph, Haroun al-Rashid, had gone forth from the palace, 

as was his wont now and then, to solace himself in the city that 

night, and to see and hear what new thing was stirring; he was in 

merchant’s gear, and he was attended by Ja’afar, his Wazir, and 

by Masrur, his Sworder of Vengeance. As they walked about the 

city, their way led them towards the house of the three ladies; 

where they heard the loud noise of musical instruments and 

singing and merriment; so quoth the Caliph to Ja’afar, ‘I long to 

enter this house and hear those songs and see who sings them.’





And so begins another adventure.


But the Caliphs, including Haroun al-Rashid himself, became a 

little too concerned with their own pleasures and diversions, and 

ceased to take a controlling part in the business of state. Haroun was 

absurdly extravagant; the story is told that he mistakenly promised a 

peasant in whose hut he had sheltered 500,000 dirhams instead of the 

500 he was asked for, and he insisted that the treasury pay up. Ja’afar and his other ministers took an increasing part in government. Caliph 

al-Mutasim (AD 822–42) gave his Turkish bodyguards greater and 

greater powers, until under later rulers the Turkish military leaders 

effectively ran the country and the Caliphs became mere ciphers, 

allowed to indulge themselves to the maximum but prevented from 

having any real say in administration or politics. By the eleventh 

century the Seljuk Turks had made themselves the formal rulers of the 

caliphate.


Baghdad’s position as one of the world’s great cities was finally 

destroyed 200 years later. The Mongol army, led by Genghis Khan’s 

grandson, Hulagu, swept across from Central Asia, destroying every 

town and city they conquered and murdering most of the inhabitants. 

It was said you could smell the advancing horde a mile away.


On 10 February 1258 Baghdad fell to them. According to the 

chroniclers three-quarters of a million people were slaughtered. Everything 

of value to the Mongols was looted; the libraries for which 

Baghdad was famous throughout the civilized world, being useless to 

them, were burned, and the books thrown into the Tigris.


The Mongols then set about destroying every sign that the city had 

ever existed. They pulled down the buildings and destroyed their 

foundations; when the city was painfully rebuilt, it was further to the 

south and along the banks of the river. Nowadays almost nothing 

remains of the city which al-Mansour constructed; much of where it 

stood is a public park, and the outline is traceable only as a circle of 

dotted lines on the map of the modern city.


The Abbasid caliphate slipped into oblivion in 1517, and its former 

capital, Baghdad, took several hundred years to recover fully from its 

destruction. In 1534 Suleiman the Magnificent took the city without a 

battle, and over the next two centuries it passed backwards and 

forwards between the Turks and the Persians. By the eighteenth 

century Iraq as a territory was beginning to re-establish itself as an 

important economic centre. The Turks allowed the British East India 

Company to establish a trading agency at Basra.


The climate which had made the lives of the Assyrians and 

Babylonians so unstable had not improved. In 1831, during a visitation 

of bubonic plague in Baghdad, the Tigris burst its banks and flooded 

the city. Its population fell by two-thirds, to a mere 50,000. Turkish 

rule during the nineteenth century was more enlightened than anything the country had experienced before, but Iraq suffered as a result of the 

general decay of the Ottoman Empire. Nationalists grew in power 

accordingly, but their hopes of independence were disappointed when 

Turkey was on the losing side in the First World War and the 

victorious powers agreed that the territory which became Iraq should 

be mandated to the British, along the lines of the secret Sykes–Picot 

Agreement between Britain and France.




 





9. REBIRTH





The mandate came into force in 1920. As a result of it Iraq was 

incomparably better governed than it had been, but the new governors 

were disliked by most Iraqis: British rule was seen as Christian rule, 

and the administrators’ determination to uphold the law was never 

properly understood. The so-called Great Iraqi Revolution of 1920 

united most elements in the newly formed country against the British, 

and was put down with considerable harshness. At Winston Churchill’s 

suggestion, the RAF used tear gas against the rebellious Kurds.


The British at last repaid Hussein ibn Ali, the Sharif of Mecca, for 

joining them during the Arab Revolt against the Turks in 1916 by 

putting his son Faisal on the throne of Iraq in 1921; though they first 

had to ensure that he won a nationwide referendum. But it was clear 

to the British within a few months that they were not wanted in 

Iraq, and that they would not be able to govern it for long. The 

first negotiated treaty for ending the Mandate was signed in 1922, 

and the process was complete by 1932, when the British marched out. 

They were, however, determined to remain the real power behind 

the Hashemite throne. Iraq’s oil riches were too great to give up.


Britain spent as little money as it could on Iraq. Still, during the 

twelve years of the Mandate the foundations of modern Iraq were laid; 

manufacturing, the roads and railways, schools, universities, social 

services, hospitals, the law courts and, most important of all, the oil 

industry all owed their later strength and importance to the period 

of British rule. Iraq entered its independence free of debt, and with a 

sizeable income from oil.


The 1930s were a time of almost constant plotting by the military 

to take power or overthrow those who had it. Coup followed coup 

without regard for the national interest. Between 1937 and 1941 there 

were seven, ending with the pro-Nazi, anti-British regime of Rashid 

Ali Kailani. The British, who were faced at the time with the real 

possibility of defeat in the Middle East, landed a military force which 

captured Basra and occupied the country once more. For the next 

seventeen years, until 1958, the country was run by the pro-British 

Nuri Said. In 1955 Iraq became a member of the Baghdad Pact, a 

defence treaty which eventually included Turkey, Iran, Pakistan and 

Britain.


But the British link remained unpopular, and two major uprisings, 

in 1948 and 1952, were both directed against it in one way or another. 

Nuri Said, who was always regarded as a British stooge, eventually 

paid a heavy price for maintaining it. The government became increasingly 

isolated and corrupt; the subject of land reform, which was 

becoming a serious necessity, was largely ignored.


On 14 July 1958 a group of military men under Abdul-karim 

Kassem organized a coup of particular savagery. The young king, 

Faisal II, was brutally murdered, together with several members of his 

family. Nuri Said escaped at first, but was recognized and caught. He 

too was murdered, and his body was paraded through the streets and 

grotesquely abused. Iraq had always had a reputation for political 

instability, but from now it would be seen across the world – unfairly, 

perhaps, yet understandably – as a country where violence and cruelty 

were endemic.


Many Iraqis were repelled by the excesses carried out against the 

members and supporters of the old regime, yet there was a general 

sense that major change was required. The Suez débâcle two years 

earlier had united feeling across the Arab world, and Gamal Abdel 

Nasser of Egypt was now the dominant figure in the region: a man to 

be admired and emulated.


Iraqis had always known that their country was so disparate and 

divided that it was in permanent danger of falling apart; and the 

conclusion they drew from this was that it could be held together only 

by strong, fierce and at times brutal government. This was the price 

people were prepared to pay for stability and continuity. The monarchy 

had been perpetually weak; now that it had been overthrown, there was a demand for strong, effective power which would be exerted 

in the interests of the country and of Arab unity.


The time had come to deal with the power of the great landowning 

elite, and to give the people of the big cities, particularly 

Baghdad and Basra, their proper due. It was time, too, for a complete 

switch in Iraq’s international alignment. The British were finished as a 

Middle Eastern power, and the mood of the time seemed to require an 

opening to the Soviet Union. The long-repressed Iraqi Communist 

Party was legalized, and Communists began to take positions of real 

power in the new regime.


Yet Kassem’s government was as insecure as the one it had 

overthrown. Ultra-nationalists and conservatives were both outraged 

by its new closeness to Moscow. There was outright war with the 

Kurds, whose hopes of self-government were once again betrayed, and 

trouble from various smaller ethnic minorities. No one really wanted 

Kassem as President, and his basic method of government was to play 

off all his various enemies and critics against one another. After five 

years and a number of usually violent efforts to get rid of him, he was 

overthrown in February 1963.
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