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To my father:
A great man, a fierce ally, and most constant friend









Foreword


This book is a record of my personal experience in two provinces of Iraq. It is not a history of the Coalition Provisional Authority. Even as a description of my own experience, it is limited. We worked long days and it seemed a luxury to keep a diary when there was much else to be done. I took notes in every meeting but there are few complete transcripts of conversations and some notebooks were lost after the siege in Nasiriyah. Much, therefore, depends on memory. Iraq remains a dangerous place and occasionally I have felt it necessary to conceal identities; it is also a confusing place and, while I want to reflect that, I have also occasionally simplified a protracted story.


Because it is a personal memoir, it also focuses – unfairly to my colleagues – on my own work. There were many others in Iraq whose work was often much more significant than mine. In particular, Molly Phee in Maysan and Barbara Contini in Dhi Qar. They were my superiors and I acted under their authority. Other civilian advisers and Military Civil Affairs teams implemented the development projects, and the British military played a large part not just in security but also in politics. Stephen Anderson, Dominic Asquith, Andy Bearpark, Harry Boyle, Toby Bradley, Bruce Brearly, Antonio Burti, George Butler, Franco Corbani, Tash Coxen, Rachid Elbardi, Mark Etherington, Jeremy Greenstock, Eric Gudenius, Ahmed Harazi, Samantha Jennings, Dick Jones, General Lamb, Kyle Lang, Jay Lucas, Edward Melotte, Ginnie Mottram, Jeremy Nathan, Stefano Nigri, Patrick Nixon, Roberto Pedrale, David Richmond, General Stewart, Hilary Synnott, and Peter Williams, among many others, could each write accounts of the occupation which would be very different to mine. A couple already have.


Just as I have passed over many simple achievements in Iraq, so I have not catalogued the national failures in planning, policy and administration. This is because I believe it was not grand policy but rather the meetings between individual Iraqis and foreigners which ultimately determined the result of the occupation. I have, therefore, focused on difficult interactions, in which both sides may often appear combative, comical, bewildered, and grasping. In other contexts, the same people could be patient, wise, clear-sighted and generous, and I regret that less space has been given to their virtues. I have emphasized the negative because it was the mutual suspicions, not the harmonies, which were decisive.


Finally, I have recorded the politics, the individuals and the histories of the provinces as I understood them as a foreigner. Iraqi friends have already pointed out many errors and omissions. There must be many more.


With the caveats above, to paraphrase Rousseau, while I may not always have recorded what is true, I have tried not to record what I know to be false.
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Dramatis Personae


MAYSAN


Coalition Provisional Authority


Molly Phee – Governorate Coordinator, Maysan


The Civil-Affairs Team


Major Edward Melotte – CPA representative


Major George Butler – head of the civil affairs team


AJ – finance officer


Charlotte ‘Charlie’ Morris – social affairs officer


The Iraqi Police


Abu Rashid – police chief, Maysan


Brigadier General Sabih – acting police chief


Seyyed Faqr – police chaplain


Nadhem – police chief, Amara


Marsh Arabs


Seyyed Issa – head of the district council of Beni Hashim


The ‘progressive classes’


Ali – a young activist


Asad – a middle-aged poet


Hussein – director of the Finance Ministry


Political Parties


‘The Prince’s Party’


Rural/tribal and relatively secular


Karim Mahood Hattab – ‘Abu Hatim’, ‘The Prince of the Marshes’


Riyadh Mahood Hattab – brother of the Prince – head of the regeneration committee and candidate for governor


Shia parties


All derived from the original Dawa Party, founded in the late fifties and led by Ayatollah Muhammad Bakr Al Sadr (Sadr I), martyred in 1980


Supreme Committee for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI)


(Iranian-linked)


Formed by the Martyr Ayatollah Muhammad Baqr Al-Hakim


Militia – Badr Brigades and Party of God


Abu Ahmed – SCIRI central, candidate for governor


Abu Miriam – Movement of the Party of God


Abu Maytham – Badr commander, candidate for police chief


Dawa (Iranian-linked)


Formed by the Martyr Ayatollah Muhammad Bakr Al-Sadr (Sadr I)


Abu Muslim – ex-cleric of Dawa Movement


Abu Akil – national head of Dawa Iraq tendency


Abu Mustafa – cleric – independent Dawa


Sheikh Rahim – cleric – independent Dawa


The Sadrists (Office of the Martyr Sadr and Fodala)


Formed by the Martyr Ayatollah Muhammad Sadeq Al-Sadr (Sadr II)


Led now by his son Muqtada (Sadr III) and Chief of Staff Al-Yakubi


Militia – Army of the Imam Mehdi


Seyyed Hassan – head of the Sadr Party


Seyyed Sattar – head of the Majar branch of Sadr


Hassan – head of the ‘alternative councils’


The Tribes


Albu Muhammad


Beni Lam


Al Azerj


Suwaad


Beni Kaab


Albu Derraj


Abu Ali


Sudan


Saada


Bahadil


DHI QAR


Coalition Provisional Authority


John Bourne – Governorate Coordinator, Dhi Qar


Barbara Contini – Governorate Coordinator, Dhi Qar


Jeremy Nathan – Deputy Governorate Coordinator, Dhi Qar


Toby Bradley – Political Officer, Dhi Qar


Franco Corbani – Special Projects, Dhi Qar


Sabri Badr Rumaiath – Governor of Dhi Qar


Abbas – Deputy Governor, a Danish citizen


Adnan Sherife – Assistant Governor


Abdul Amir Al-Hamdani – Director of Archaeology


The Sadrists


Sheikh Aws Al-Khafagi – head of the Sadr office


Sheikh Ali Zeidi – Al Rafai leader


Sheikh Muwayad – Nasiriyah leader


Asad Al-Ghuzzi – associate and ally


The Al Rafai Tribes


Sheikh Arkan Hairullah – Shweilat


Shlage – Beni Rikaab


Yunus – son of Shlage


Ismail


Taleb









Timeline






	3000 BC


	Foundation of first Sumerian civilizations on the lower Euphrates.






	c. 2600 BC


	Burial of Puabi, a ‘ruler’, at Ur on the lower Euphrates near modern Nasiriyah.






	2113 BC


	Ur-Nammu founds second dynasty of Ur and with his son Sulgi builds the Ziggurat.






	c. 2000 BC


	Destruction of Ur by Elamite invasion from the territory of modern Iran.






	c. 600 BC


	Final building in Ur under Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon and his successors.






	539 BC


	Capture of Babylon and Mesopotamia by Persian Empire.






	331 BC


	Alexander the Great takes Babylon from the Persians.






	c. 129 BC


	Parthians (Persians) take Babylon from Alexander’s successors.






	AD 224


	Sassanians (Persians) in Mesopotamia.






	637


	Muslim/Arab conquest of Mesopotamia.






	762


	Foundation of Baghdad as capital of Abbasid dynasty.






	869–883


	Zinj rebellion, led by African slaves centred in the Marshes.






	1258


	Baghdad sacked by the Mongols.






	1534–1918


	Ottoman (Turkish) rule of the three provinces of Mosul, Baghdad and Basra (modern Iraq).






	1916


	Britain fights Ottomans for Southern Iraq, takes Amara and Nasiriyah, captures and then loses Kut under General Townshend. Philby and Leachman serve as political officers in Amara, Dixon and Thomas in Nasiriyah and Shatra.






	1920–1936


	Period of British mandate in Iraq.






	1920


	Shia uprising against British.






	1936–1956


	Iraq under Sunni monarchy.






	1952


	British travellers Thesiger, Maxwell, and Young visit and write about the marshes around Amara and Nasiriyah.






	1958


	Coup of Abdul Karim Qasim (14 July) – King killed. Formation of Dawa Party under M. Baqr Al-Sadr (Sadr I).






	1963


	First Baathist coup – Qasim killed.






	1968


	Second Baathist coup (17 July) makes Ahmed Hassan al-Baqr President and Saddam Vice-President.






	1979


	Saddam becomes President.






	1980


	Membership of Dawa a capital offence, M. Baqr Al-Sadr (Sadr I) executed.






	1981


	Foundation of SCIRI in Iran.






	1980–1988


	Iran–Iraq War.






	1990


	Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.






	1991


	First Gulf War, Shia uprising in the south, brutally repressed by Saddam.






	1991–2003


	Sanctions.






	1998


	Assassination of Ayatollah M. Sadeq Al-Sadr (Sadr II).






	2003


	
March. Coalition invades Iraq, advancing on Baghdad through Nasiriyah; Amara ‘liberates itself’ under the command of the Prince of the Marshes.






	2003


	
7 April. Coalition troops enter centre of Baghdad. Widespread looting Assassination of Ayatollah Al-Khoi, possibly orchestrated by Muqtada Al-Sadr (Sadr III).






	2003


	
End April. Full Coalition control over Amara.






	2003


	
May. Establishment of Coalition Provisional Authority under Paul Bremer.






	2003


	
August. UN headquarters bombed, assassination of SCIRI founder Ayatollah M. Baqr Al-Hakim (RS visits Baghdad).






	2003


	
September. RS to Iraq, initially as acting Governorate Coordinator in Maysan.






	2003


	
November. Molly Phee arrives as Governorate Coordinator in Maysan; RS becomes her deputy.






	2004


	
March. RS posted as senior adviser to Dhi Qar.






	2004


	
April. Release of Transitional Administrative Law.






	2004


	
April–September. Insurgency under Muqtada Al-Sadr (Sadr III) against Coalition.






	2004


	
28 June. Handover of sovereignty from CPA to interim Iraqi government.






	2005


	
30 January. Elections for transitional government and provincial councils.






	2005


	
15 December. Election of constitutional parliament.
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Introduction




My new kingdom and the hardness of reality compel me thus to act.


Res dura et regni novitas me talia cogunt / moliri.


Virgil, Aeneid, Book I: 563–4












Capitalist-Imperialist-Crusader




Baghdad was a veritable city of palaces . . . and the scene on the river was animated by thousands of gondolas, decked with little flags, dancing like sunbeams on the water, and carrying the pleasure-seeking Baghdad citizens from one part of the city to the other. There were also in Baghdad numerous colleges of learning, hospitals, infirmaries for both sexes, and lunatic asylums.


Yaqut ibn ’Abdallah ur-Rumi, Geographical Encyclopedia, c. 1224





In April 2002, after twenty months travelling in Asia, I returned from Afghanistan to my home in the Highlands of Scotland, a mile from the nearest town on the edge of a wood. There I wrote and planted trees: four hundred gean, rowan, Scots pine, oak, box, and Simla deodar. I had resigned from the Foreign Office. But when the invasion of Iraq began in March 2003 I sent in my CV. No one replied. In August, I took a taxi from Jordan to Baghdad to ask for a job from the Director of Operations.


I travelled around the city guided by a pamphlet I had found at a book stall, lodged between a 1950s English chemistry textbook and the third volume of a French almanac from 1983. There was a strong smell of kebabs and stagnant river water, and the lanes were choked with carts selling clothes and electronic goods. Satellite dishes, banned by the old regime, were now, judging by the skyline, owned by half the households in the city. I walked alone through groups of men who wore the shiny Western clothes and sunglasses I had seen in the Balkans – I guessed the suits had probably been made in the Balkans. Everyone laughed and gestured in a way that to me, a newcomer, seemed theatrical.


I visited a family of eight living in a single tenement room behind the illegal weapons market in Sadr City. The father, a postal clerk, worked in the Oil Ministry, and the Coalition had just raised his salary from $5 a month to $60, $55 of which he was spending to rent the thirty-inch television that sat in the corner of the room. Beside the screen, on a torn blanket, lay his youngest child, three months old and weighing seven pounds. The child had not been able to feed for three days, and he and his wife thought it would soon die.


The pamphlet guided me past narrow houses with wooden balconies which had once belonged to Jewish merchants – a third of Baghdadis had been Jews, there were now none. In the corner of a car park I found the slender arch of a demolished mosque, decorated with stars, octagons, and Koranic script in fourteenth-century terracotta. Between these monuments to ‘the greatest city in the medieval world, the capital of a civilization that extended from Spain to India’, were mosques decorated in ordinary bathroom tiles and underground arcades lit by strip lights, swinging from bare electric wires.


A few entrepreneurs had attempted a tourist industry. An Egyptian had converted a caravanserai into a restaurant, dressed his waiters in fezzes and offered an ‘Ali Baba banquet’ complete with water-pipes. In the covered market, shops displayed piles of new Afghani carpets, fake amber beads, imitation muskets and suits of Mameluke armour. On the walls were Polaroids of Western women, smiling self-consciously in baggy shirts and striped walking socks, their headscarves falling back on their heads. Their business cards, pasted to the ledger marked ‘visitors’ book’, revealed a collection of UN officials, embassy staff, and French oil workers. No one seemed, however, to have been to the shop in a month.


A few people spat or jostled me as I passed. In the old cafe where the painters sat, a poet lectured me on what he called the ‘capitalist-imperialist-crusader occupation of Iraq’. At a saint’s shrine by the ruined city wall, an old man insisted I enter his car because he thought the crowd of men approaching had noticed that I was a foreigner and were coming to kill me. He may have been over-cautious, but he dropped me safely back at the central Sunni mosque, and I went inside. When I left, the doorkeeper requested a donation to support young Iraqis in the jihad against American soldiers, and when I refused, he presented me with a booklet detailing US atrocities, illustrated with photographs of minarets that had been shattered by American bombs. Nevertheless, by my third night in Baghdad, in my small apartment in the south of the city, I felt happier than I had for a long time.


On my return to Britain, the Foreign Office asked me to be the deputy governorate coordinator of Maysan, which lay in the marshes just north of the Garden of Eden. Or at least of the dead date palm and visitors’ car park that Iraqis claimed marked the site of Paradise. Western travellers had often described the marshes of Maysan as though they preserved something of that pre-Fall innocence, with rare birds in the sky over the waterland and reed halls built to a design more than five thousand years old. The inhabitants, the Marsh Arabs, living in wicker huts on floating reed beds with their buffalo, contrasted dramatically with their neighbours in the tents of desert Arabia. The British explorers of the 1950s photographed these naked men standing with tridents against a flat marsh sky, making them appear, perhaps deliberately, to be Neolithic Polynesians in a changeless Eden. Meanwhile the traditional values of the Marsh Arabs were crumbling, young men left for low-paid jobs in the cities, the power of the tribes declined, government intruded, villagers grew healthier. In the 1980s, the marshes became the front line of the Iran–Iraq War; tens of thousands fled to Iran or were taken there as prisoners; trenches, minefields, and unexploded shells were scattered over the eastern side of the territory; the reeds hid deserters and Iranian-backed guerrillas. The population were almost all Shia Muslims and many joined the Shia uprising against Saddam in 1991.


In response, Saddam Hussein drained the marshes and scattered the inhabitants. A thousand square miles of water was run off into a ditch known as the Victory Canal, nearly two miles wide and fifty miles long. Saddam denied Marsh Arabs medical treatment, bombed villages, burned houses, killed thousands of religious and tribal leaders, and littered with water mines the small patches of marsh that still remained. Much of the province was reduced to desert. More than a hundred thousand people became homeless. Small pockets of smugglers and resistance fighters continued to evade central control, but the marshes would never again shelter many of Saddam’s enemies. The old structures of society had been shattered and replaced with the apparatus of the Baath Party. Everything began in Baghdad, passing through the hands of the President’s corrupt family and his security service.


Now the US-led invasion had destroyed the old regime. Those who had been in charge fled, afraid of retribution, taking or buying whatever files had not been destroyed by the bombing and the looting. Middle-aged junior officials now found themselves directors of offices carpeted with charred documents and stripped of desks, ceiling tiles, and electrical wires. The sheikhs tried to reassert their power, but the young urban elites rejected them. Islamic militia groups began to gather weapons and occupy buildings; lawyers appointed themselves judges; the traffic police stood back and watched in horror as new cars poured into the streets and people began to drive at three times the normal speed. In the chasms between these fragile powers, gangsters and terrorists thrived.


Jay Garner, the first American administrator, had advocated keeping a ‘light footprint’, transferring immediately to an Iraqi government and leaving quickly. He did not want the occupation to get bogged down like the UN in Kosovo, micromanaging everything for years, irritating local nationalists and preventing the local government from taking responsibility. But the first few weeks had been so anarchic, the newly improvised Iraqi government so unable to restore order, that the Coalition decided, perhaps on the orders of Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, to take a more active role. Garner had been replaced by Paul Bremer on 15 May, the four-hundred-thousand-strong Iraqi army was disbanded, and some forty thousand Baath officials were sacked. The next day, the Coalition Provisional Authority was formed. Sometime later, a decision was made to place Coalition ‘governorate coordinators’ in each province. The Governor of Maysan, who was a cousin of Saddam and a senior general, had run away. Until another Coalition officer arrived or an Iraqi governor was appointed, I was to be his replacement, exercising, as a representative of the US administrator in Baghdad, all executive, legislative, and judicial authority in the province.


The Foreign Office said that I had been given the job because of my experience working in other post-conflict environments, because I spoke some Farsi and could, therefore, speak to Iranian refugees, and because the five hundred village houses in which I had stayed during my walk through Asia gave me an insight into rural Islamic culture. Someone joked about the fact that my grandfather had moved to India in the late nineteenth century and my father had been a civil servant in British Malaya and worked in Asia for fifty years.


I spoke little Arabic, and had never managed a shattered, unstable, and undeveloped province of eight hundred and fifty thousand people. I suspected that I was really given the job because most people in the Foreign Office were tied up in jobs already, and those with families were reluctant to go to Iraq, whereas I was keen and available.


I was a Scot, born in Hong Kong and brought up in Malaysia. I had been briefly an infantry officer before joining the Foreign Office and I had served in the embassies in Indonesia and in Yugoslavia. In 2000, I took twenty months off to cross Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, and Nepal. I had written about rural life in Afghanistan and had briefly worked on the reconstruction of Afghanistan after the invasion.


Ten years in the Islamic world and in other places which had recently emerged from conflict had left me very suspicious of theories produced in seminars in Western capitals and of foreigners in a hurry. The best kind of international development seemed to be done by people who directly absorbed themselves in rural culture and politics, focused on traditional structures, and understood that change would always be very slow. I believed that politicians often misled others and themselves when they started wars and that there were dubious reasons for our invasions of Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. But, because I had lived in police states, I felt I could sense how much Iraqis wanted to be rid of Saddam and how difficult it was to depose him.


Our mission was to create ‘a democratic Iraq at peace with itself and with its neighbours’ – or in the jargon popular in Baghdad, ‘a multi-ethnic, decentralized, prosperous state, based on human rights, a just constitution, a vibrant civil society and the rule of law’. This language seemed overambitious but I thought we could still help to create a better society, the kind of society that many Iraqis wanted. I hoped to apply what I had learned in Afghanistan, to spend as much time as possible in rural areas and to work with moderate leaders. I thought there was a real limit to what I, as a foreigner, would be able to achieve, and that Iraqi society would remain for some time chaotic, corrupt, and confusing. But I didn’t think it would be too difficult to outperform Saddam.









Waking Up Dead




It has always been no less dangerous to discover new methods and institutions than to explore unknown oceans and lands since men are quicker to criticize than praise the deeds of others.


Machiavelli, Discourses, Introduction





SUNDAY, 28 SEPTEMBER 2003


At the end of September, I flew to take up my post in Maysan on a Tri-Star chartered by the military, because passenger airliners were not yet prepared to land there. All the seats had been turned around, because the Royal Air Force had determined that, in a crash landing, we’d be safer if we sat facing the rear of the plane. In the terminal I met a Special Forces soldier with whom I had worked in the Balkans, but he had forgotten his passport and was not allowed to board, so the only person I knew was Mark Etherington, who was to be the Coalition Governorate Coordinator of Kut, a city upstream from Maysan. We had met on the same pre-deployment course run by the army in Britain, where we had been issued with body armour, helmets, and skimpy green towels; medically examined; and watched as we crawled, prodding every inch of the soil, through improvised minefields. On day three, a large warrant officer had given us some ideas on how to behave when taken hostage by Islamist extremists. He recommended attempting some conversation with one’s captors – ‘You know, “How are the negotiations, guys?” or “Can I have some water?”’ – but cautioned against angering them or drawing attention to oneself. ‘Since you will be taken hostage by Arabs it is likely that they will male-rape you. Remember that in seventy-five per cent of cases when you are male-raped, you will get an erection or ejaculate. Do not worry about that,’ he said, enjoying the shock of the civilian audience and adding in his best drill-sergeant voice, ‘it does not mean that you are gay.’


The plane came down fast into Basra, with the wing-tip lights switched off because an insurgent had just shot a DHL plane with a surface-to-air missile. In the darkness I felt the accelerating smoothness of the long dive, suddenly brought up sharp, and then the kick of the runway between the wheels. We emerged into what had recently been a civilian airport but the immigration and customs desks were now unmanned. We lined up with soldiers and were given a PowerPoint presentation explaining that giving sweets to Iraqi children would encourage them to chase cars and be run over, and warning us of heat exhaustion. ‘One man, last week, who went to sleep in his cot having not paid attention during this briefing woke up dead.’ It was two thirty in the morning.


It was five thirty before I was assigned to a bunkroom down the corridor from the general’s headquarters, which occupied what had been the duty-free lounge and cafeteria. Soldiers came in and out of the room, turning the lights on and off, and three hours later I was woken by a man who told me to get dressed immediately because I was late for a meeting in Basra. I rushed out into the bright sun, where there were two armoured Land Cruisers, each of them with two men in the front of each vehicle, armed with automatic rifles and Glock pistols. I was placed in the rear of the front vehicle. Two armoured vehicles and a bodyguard team of four were now the minimum requirement for moving a civilian safely from the airport. The vehicles cost about $170,000 apiece, and the men were paid about $500 a day.


This time there would be no sightseeing. The air-conditioning in the vehicle was cold and loud, and there was static from the radio. I could smell nothing and hear almost nothing outside, and the dark armoured glass, an inch thick, distorted the view. As we came into the outskirts of Basra I could make out people on the street, but it was impossible to guess their mood.


The leader of the close-protection team in the passenger seat, a thickset Scot in his late fifties who introduced himself as Willy, began to swear at the second car through his various radios. ‘Block, block, block, Jesus Christ, you look at this guy. Turn here.’ We swerved up a side street and the heavy vehicle behind lurched after us. We were stuck behind a donkey cart. We sat there for about five seconds while Willy glanced at his map and looked quickly around him. ‘Right. Get over the other side of the road.’ The driver attempted to cross the central reservation but couldn’t manage it. ‘Back. Back. Try again. Go.’ This time at a more acute angle, with a grind and a spurt of exhaust, until we had bumped back down and were driving against traffic. People shouted and hit their horns and then swerved out of our way. We passed the donkey cart . ‘OK. Back across.’ We lurched over again and turned, but the rear vehicle, which was supposed to come around our left flank to block traffic for us, didn’t make it. ‘Can he not see? Get in front of him. Put your foot down. Cut him off. Jesus, your fucking vehicle weighs two tons, you didn’t need to be worried about some fucker on his motorbike. Block, block, block. One o’clock, car coming fast. He’s past.’


Then we were through the difficult patch and Willy relapsed into silence.


‘Have you done this kind of work recently?’ I asked.


‘No.’


‘And how long have you been in Iraq?’


‘Six weeks.’


‘Do the Iraqis seem happy here in Basra?’


‘Can’t say I’ve really had much contact with the local people.’


‘Is the electricity working?’


‘Can’t say I know the answer to that.’


To me, Willy seemed to confirm the theory put about in Baghdad, that the bodyguard teams were under-trained and overpaid. As it turned out, I was wrong, at least about Willy. He had done twenty-two years in the military, had been a legendary instructor on one of the British Army’s toughest courses, the sergeants’ course in Brecon, and had the respect of everyone who had ever worked with him. He was very sharp and had learned a great deal about Iraq. But he wasn’t going to share it with me, an unknown civilian.


The headquarters in Basra was the old Electricity Department, protected now by high blast walls and a winding approach designed to frustrate truck bombs, and guarded by Gurkhas. I piled out into the dusty courtyard and walked in. After knocking on three doors, I discovered that the admin officer had brought me down because he’d been told to find me a bed for the night. I wasn’t sure why he had waited six hours after my plane landed to send someone to pick me up, especially when I had a meeting back at the airport at two. He, however, was the angry one. ‘I told them to give me seventy-two hours’ notice before they sent someone in. Do you know how lucky you are that I have found you a bed here?’


I explained that I had a bed at the airport and needed to be back there by two. Impossible, he said. All the transport was booked up. I’d have to stay until tomorrow. Finally it was sorted out, and an hour later, I repeated the long, expensive drive back to the airport.


There I met Major Melotte, a tall, sandy-haired officer in the Irish Guards who had been running the province before my arrival. ‘Welcome, Mufti of Maysan,’ he said. He seemed very relaxed. We were in the airport lounge, which was now the Divisional Headquarters: there were hundreds of soldiers and I was one of the only civilians. Men in camouflage uniforms sat behind desks marked ‘SO2G3’ or ‘SO2 Legal’. The general could be seen writing at his desk through the long window of what must once have been a souvenir shop. A Japanese diplomat passed, setting off down the corridor with a towel round his waist. I hoped he would find his shower.


Major Melotte was planning to take some leave and cross the ‘Empty Quarter’, the uninhabited desert of Saudi Arabia. He was carrying the diaries of his great-grandfather, who had been in Maysan in 1916. He gave me a PowerPoint presentation, with a lengthy description of each slide:


‘Maysan liberated itself before the Coalition arrived. Local militia groups took it from the Baath . . . We have currently got seventy-two border guards to cover a two-hundred-milelong Iranian border. We should have four hundred and forty-four. We have appointed a Supervisory Committee of local leaders.’ He showed me photographs of twenty Iraqi men. There was a fat man in a safari suit, who had been an anti-Saddam guerrilla commander, and three clerics in long robes and large turbans, who had spent much of the last twenty years in Iran. One was pushing for a petrol-station franchise, another wanted treatment for impotence. It was not clear how the ‘local leaders’ had been selected. Each had been made, for the photograph, to hold a placard bearing his name in front of his chest. This made them look like convicts.


Amara, with a population of about four hundred thousand, was the largest town in Maysan. The population were almost all Shia Muslims. For the first month after the fall of Saddam there had been no Coalition control in the province, but there were currently more than a thousand British troops; they were due to be replaced by another battle group in a month’s time. Alternative town councils had sprung up, which would cause problems unless we dealt with them. Major Melotte seemed to have enjoyed his job.


He brought up a slide with the word ‘Agricultural’ highlighted in yellow. ‘It is basically an agricultural province. Our water situation is ruined by the lack of electricity to power the pumps. Sewage: sewage is at about sixty per cent.’


Did he mean it reached 60 per cent of the population? That it worked 60 per cent of the time? But before I could ask, Major Melotte thrust onwards. ‘Schools,’ he continued, bringing up the next screen, ‘were destroyed in the looting orgy after the liberation. We have given five hundred dollars to every school. There is a shortage of milk, sugar, and rice, which you must address. Communications costs us between thirty and fifty thousand dollars a month.’


And so it went on, for two hours, until he flashed up a photograph he had taken of dusk on the Tigris. A crescent of aubergine light curved up from the black bank. A Marsh Arab stood in a canoe, reaching for a net. Against this sentimental backdrop, Major Melotte began to describe conversations with local officials. In each anecdote he was energetic, purposeful and self-confident.


‘I told the Supervisory Committee they were not to meet till I got back . . . I sat down all the ministry directors, ignored the Finance briefing and just said, “Right, what do you want – what do you want?”’ His hand chopped the air as he mimed it out. ‘Squared away – OK – these are the allocations . . . Why don’t you do something for yourselves? Why are you expecting me to fix everything?’ He smiled. ‘Then there is the Prince of the Marshes . . .’









Mordor




As for reforming these institutions all at once, when everyone realizes that they are not good, let me say that this uselessness which is easily recognized is corrected only with great difficulty; for to do this, it is not enough to employ lawful means, for lawful methods are now useless: it is necessary to have recourse to extraordinary measures, such as violence and arms, and to become above all else prince of that city in order to be able to deal with it in one’s own way.


Machiavelli, Discourses, Book 1, Chapter 18





The Prince of the Marshes. When I first arrived in Iraq, this was a famous name, even to the chino-wearing US Republican appointees, fresh from the West Wing and trapped sufficiently deep within the Green Zone not to have heard of the province from which he came. Provincial sheikhs tended to be elderly men who attended public meetings as a nervous proclamation of status and sat in silence, trussed in their formal robes and staring coldly at the new political class through gold-rimmed, tinted spectacles. Of the few young, active chiefs in public life, none had the looks of that more rugged Valentino, the tall leader of the province of Maysan: ‘Abu Hatim’; Karim, son of Mahood son of Hattab, of the Albu Muhammad.


The Prince of the Marshes had been waging guerrilla war in Maysan against Saddam for seventeen years, and he was now prepared to fight for the Coalition’s new Iraq. Little wonder then that he was immediately made a member of the new Governing Council in Baghdad. And when journalists said the new Iraqi government lacked political appeal and included Baathists, Islamists, criminals, and millionaires who had not been in Iraq for twenty years, they were reminded of the love and respect Iraqis felt for this rebellious, secular peasant leader who had never deserted his country. And whenever, over the Formica tabletops of the mess halls, administrators were tempted to curse all Iraqi politicians as corrupt, politically suspect, and feckless, someone would always raise the Prince of the Marshes.


His cult flourished, I think, because of the doubt that was beginning to infect the occupation. The creed of the Prince of the Marshes gave some solace to officials who sensed support ebbing at home and who were beginning in their trailers at night to question whether they had the faith, the skills, or the resources to create a new Iraq, and whether Iraqis wanted them at all.


The Prince of the Marshes, then: one of only twenty-five members of the new Governing Council, murderer of the murderer of his father, Islamic not Islamist, Iraqi not Iranian, a nationalist not a foreign agent. He was of the Albu Muhammad, the great marsh tribe of southern Iraq; for the sake of the Iraqi people and their battle for freedom he had deserted from Saddam’s army and trained with the Kurdish guerrillas in the north, and fought alongside them. He was captured and imprisoned at Abu Ghraib; he endured torture and was sentenced to death, but after six years he escaped and fled to the marshes, where he raised his own guerrilla force and led it against Saddam – and emerged, a month before the Coalition forces arrived, to liberate the people of the province of Maysan.


The very title which we had given this man reflected our desperation. Some claimed Bremer was the first to dub him ‘Prince of the Marshes’. But it seemed curious that our Chief Administrator, with his MBA from Harvard Business School, would wish to conjure an image of a monarch of a deceptive blend of earth and water crossed by smuggling tracks and the flickering lights of will-o’-the-wisps. And indeed, later, when the Prince’s fall began, Bremer denied that he had ever used the title. More probably it came from the pirated Kuwaiti DVDs of The Lord of the Rings that civilians and soldiers watched on laptops after mess-hall dinners: a sobriquet for an ally in our war against Mordor. The journalists embraced the creed, with even the worldly-wise Le Monde running the July headline ‘“Le Seigneur des marais”, héros de la résistance contre Saddam, aspire à la paix’. But no one quite agreed whether he was in fact the King, the Prince or, like a breed of Australian frog, the Lord of the Marshes.


In truth, of course, Iraq didn’t have princes any more, and it hardly had marshes. The last princes were murdered on the kitchen steps of the palace in 1958 and disembowelled and mutilated in the streets, where the mob used the Regent’s intestines as necklaces. And the Marshes, since 1992, had been a thousand square miles of dry desert. The Prince was not even chief of his own tribe, the Albu Muhammad. This may have been why most Iraqis preferred to call this non-commissioned officer from the city Abu Hatim, ‘father of Hatim’. Though he did not have a son called Hatim either.









Part One


The Prince of the Marshes









The British Camp




A Prince cannot avoid ingratitude.


Machiavelli, Discourses, Book 1, Chapter 29







COALITION PROVISIONAL AUTHORITY (IRAQ)


Regulation Number 1


Pursuant to my authority as Administrator of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), relevant U.N. Security Council resolutions, including Resolution 1483 (2003), and the laws and usages of war, I hereby promulgate the following: The CPA is vested with all executive, legislative and judicial authority necessary to achieve its objectives . . . This authority shall be exercised by the CPA Administrator.





MONDAY, 6 OCTOBER 2003


On the three-hour drive north from Basra to take up my post in Maysan I passed through the territory the Prince of the Marshes claimed to control. I saw the canal Saddam had dug: some reeds, a few fishermen in tin boats and some waterbirds. Long parallel lines stretched for miles across the drab earth. There were very few people to be seen: most Marsh Arabs now lived in slums on the edge of cities. Boats were no longer the standard method of transport and the buffalo herds had gone. The thicket of six-foot reeds in chest-deep water that once covered thousands of square miles had become parched and barren mud.


We turned off the highway down an avenue guarded by two rusting Iranian tanks kept as souvenirs, one with a drunken turret. We passed buildings whose roofs had collapsed under the impact of American JDAM explosives, came up along the edge of a bastion wall serving as protection against car bombs, and stopped at the guardhouse of Camp Abu Naji. Six months earlier it had been the base of the semi-mystical Saddam-funded terrorist group, the Mujahaddin-el-Halq.


A private from the King’s Own Scottish Borderers approached the car, recognized the driver, saluted, and lifted the drop-bar for us. On either side were low, shabby concrete buildings, rolls of barbed wire, and corrugated iron. There were soldiers on the roofs, presumably sleeping outside because there was no air-conditioning in the tents. I dragged my bags out of the Land Rover and was shown to a room.


Pushing back the heavy black curtain that served as a door, I lifted the nylon mosquito net, put my sleeping bag on the camp bed, and brushed some sand off the tin trunk. The window frames were lined with duct-tape and the curtain-door stretched to the floor but, as I was to find over my next six months in the camp, nothing was able to exclude the sand, which accumulated in a thick yellow film across the cement floor and the canvas chair.


We ate at six thirty. At the entrance to the cook-house an Iraqi in a blue boiler suit was pouring bottled water into a large tea urn. A private stood next to it, making sure that everyone, officer and civilian alike, washed their hands from the urn to prevent the spread of diarrhoea.


I sat with a group of young officers and the regimental padre. Another subaltern barked, ‘Red or green?’ and returned with plastic cups filled with juice of the relevant and astonishingly intense chemical colour.


I was, it seemed, the first civilian to live in the camp. The officer on my left glanced at me and asked, ‘Do you work at the airport?’ He assumed I was a soldier from the divisional headquarters.


‘No, I’m the civilian who is setting up the Coalition Provisional Authority office in the province,’ I replied.


‘What’s that?’


‘It’s the new civilian administration.’


‘Thank God you’ve arrived at last and we can all go home,’ he said, pushing his chair back. ‘Cake in a box, anyone?’


To shower after dinner I walked around the accommodation block, across the edge of the runway and behind the hangars. There was a roar from the diesel-powered generators, and the beat of the rotor-blade of a Chinook helicopter on the landing zone. I had to use a torch to avoid the rubble on the uneven sand. Above, I could see stars in a clear sky and imagine something of the desert just beyond the perimeter fence.


The showers were well lit. There was a thick slurry of brown mud on the floor from combat boots and camouflage uniforms piled on the wooden benches. While someone cursed the lack of hot water, men dried themselves ostentatiously in the centre of the room, talking about the day’s patrols, apparently oblivious to the two female officers brushing their teeth with mineral water at the sink.


The next morning at eight, I called on the colonel of the battle group. He was a slender man in his early forties, with grey hair scraped severely back from his head, dressed, like everyone, in desert camouflage. His office was decorated with the Leslie tartan of his regiment. He introduced me to the province with another PowerPoint presentation, one he seemed to have given many times before. He did not encourage questions.


‘Maysan,’ he began, ‘is the size of Northern Ireland, and we are running it with only a thousand men.’ He explained that it was a very volatile place, and the battle group was short of equipment and development money. The regional corps headquarters of the Iraqi army had been looted, and all the weapons were now in the hands of the local population. The two key arteries of the province were Route 6, the highway that connected Basra and Baghdad, and the Tigris River.


‘As for you, Rory,’ I looked up, midway through my sixth packet of biscuits, ‘there are very high expectations here that the British will achieve things. If things don’t happen they believe it is because we are deliberately trying to suppress their economic and political future. There is no possibility of a Baathist revival here. It is a small place and the Baathists would not be able to move here. There is a potential for Shia opposition here, connected to Iran and criminal gangs. I believe that the Supervisory Committee which we have appointed here is relatively representative.’


He brought up a new screen on the monitor: ‘Vital Ground: Our vital ground is “the concept of regeneration”.’


The colonel seemed confident that he could keep order. He had been in command of his regiment for nearly three years and was a month from the end of his time in Maysan. He answered to no one nearer than a brigadier, two hundred miles away in Basra, had absolute control over his men and weaponry, and travelled incessantly. He knew the district well enough to answer the detailed complaints of local mayors. He had become close to the Beni Lam, an ‘aristocratic’ tribe that had once been famous for their horses. But his strongest relationship was with Abu Hatim, whom the colonel described as ‘our local Robin Hood, sometimes known as the Prince of the Marshes’. The two of them ran the province together.


I had no opportunity to discuss the briefings I had been given in London, and I left without a clear idea of our relationship. I had been told in Baghdad that, as the deputy governorate coordinator, I was to be ‘the deputy and alter ego of the governorate coordinator’, in charge of a civilian team of eight that would include a political officer, a development projects officer, and others. But there was as yet no governorate coordinator; a US State Department officer was supposed to be arriving in that role in a few weeks’ time. Nor was there yet a political officer, a projects officer, or an Iraqi governor in Maysan. For the time being, I was a team of one, responsible for overseeing development projects and setting up Iraqi political structures. I had been told to act as something like the de facto governor of the province.


The colonel had been ordered by the commander-in-chief to support our office. But he had little interest in the constitutional relationship between the CPA and the military. He was critical of the CPA, which had so far done little. He was doubtful that I would be able to do much. But, he said, the military were forced to perform political and economic roles that were better done by civilians, and it was about time civilians took up their responsibility. He suggested I could start by getting money. He referred to himself as the de facto governor of the province.


Outside the colonel’s office, I was introduced to a tall man with a mane of black hair who was wearing dark glasses and a cream linen jacket over a crisp checked shirt with cufflinks, suede trousers, and suede boots. This was AJ, currently in charge of CPA finances. He was a Territorial cavalry officer and the only man in the camp, apart from me, who wore civilian clothes. He offered one of his collection of exotic confiscated weapons for the ride into town. I took a chrome-plated Kalashnikov because it was the only one of the weapons I thought I could remember how to use. The bodyguard team I had been promised by the Foreign Office had not yet arrived.


I sat in the front passenger seat with the rifle between my legs as we drove north from the camp. After about ten miles, we reached the outskirts of Amara, where there were jerry-built brick houses with fancy new concrete columns. We turned past half-decaying apartment blocks, villas, an old covered souk, and an avenue of mature willows and clanked across a pontoon bridge over the Tigris. On the main road was the pink-tiled facade of the building which would have housed the Iraqi Provincial Council and governor, had either existed. We stopped across the road, facing heavy metal gates set in a high concrete wall. They swung back, revealing British soldiers and men in Iraqi police uniform, a dusty yard the size of a football field, an empty swimming pool, and the white villa that housed the new CPA office. The Tigris, sluggish and brown, rolled past two sides of the compound. Across the water was a date-palm grove and a small white mosque. This tiny CPA compound on a peninsula in the heart of the old Ottoman city of Amara, fifteen miles from the British military base, was surrounded by three hundred thousand Iraqis and protected by a guard force of thirty.


At the door stood a man with neatly pressed desert camouflage, a dark blue engineer’s beret, grey hair, dark brows, and a huge smile. The badge on his chest said ‘Butler’. Major George Butler was the commanding officer of the civil-affairs team; he had set up the office and had been in Iraq for four months. He was a Reserve officer, a senior water engineer in normal life, and had worked in Egypt. He was friendly, explained that he already had my office prepared and guided me round the compound.


The villa had originally been the home of the young and newest wife of the great Albu Muhammad sheikh, Majid Bin Khalife. She had been murdered here in the early 1950s by her stepson, who had in turn been murdered in the date-palm grove across the river, probably by his father. It had then become the residence of the Iraqi governor, who had added the glass-fronted bungalow on the waterfront. There was no longer any electricity or furniture in the villa – it had been looted before our arrival – and there were only two cramped bathrooms. Major Butler had been saving money to paint the walls, install a generator and provide some hot water. There were offices like these in the capitals of every province in Iraq, established by military civil-affairs teams. During the first five months of the CPA’s existence it had not deployed officials to the provinces. In Maysan, Butler’s team had taken on the role of the CPA and grown from managing small popular engineering projects into providing support for twenty Iraqi ministries.


I was the first civilian administrator in Amara and part of the first group of British CPA administrators across the country: as I arrived in Amara, Mark Etherington, who had travelled into Iraq with me, was arriving upstream in Kut, and a veterinarian who spoke fluent Arabic had just settled into our twin province of Nasiriyah on the Euphrates.


I was led to a large meeting room filled with heavy yellow and purple cushioned sofas and decorated with garish local paintings of Marsh Arabs. On the sofas sat the dozen heavily tanned young men and women of the British military civil-affairs team. The electricity had failed, and the air-conditioning with it, and there were sweat patches on their desert camouflage.


Most were Reservists or Territorials who had been called out of civilian jobs to serve six months in Iraq. Major AJ, the linen-jacketed finance officer, was a banker; Private Charlotte Morris, the social-affairs officer, was a twenty-five-year-old who had been running a project for street children in Egypt. They had only one week’s leave in a six-month tour in Iraq, and they slept in dormitories. Their lavatories at camp were unlit green plastic Portaloos. This was an innovation. Previously there had been long benches without partitions where the men could chat Roman-style as they did their business. The women were forced to wait until late at night and cover themselves with sheets of newspaper. Flies were everywhere. The female captain who dealt with walk-in enquiries had just tested positive for malaria and, despite the enforced hand-washing, many soldiers from the colonel down had diarrhoea and were vomiting much of the time, which made the privies unpleasant, especially during the heat of the day. There was a rumour that one soldier had died of heat exhaustion while sitting inside. Civilian contractors in Basra could earn $1,000 a day; Private Morris was managing projects worth hundreds of thousands of dollars and earning less than $50 a day.


Although I was impatient to appoint a new provincial government, to develop key relationships with Iraqis and with the Coalition, and to acquire new funds and implement new projects, I spent the first couple of days learning from the civil-affairs team. Every time I walked through the open-plan space on the ground floor of our villa office, I passed groups huddled in different corners, each consisting of a civil-affairs officer, who was trying to be patient, a young Iraqi interpreter struggling to translate technical terms, and a couple of Iraqi civil servants nodding politely. Strewn across the tables were databases of the four hundred schools in the province, plans, tender documents, and bundles from the local kebab shop, waiting to be opened for lunch. Nearly fifty projects were waiting for money from Basra, and each officer continued to produce a flood of proposals and ideas. In addition to the $500,000-worth of wheat and barley seed requested by the Director of Agriculture, the prison specialist sought $400,000 for a new prison, and another civil-affairs officer wanted to refurbish the souk. They had already repaired about a quarter of the schools in the province and most of the key ministry buildings. They did many of these projects by providing money to one of the half-dozen international NGOs in the province, who managed and monitored the projects for them.


The civil-affairs officers showed a sharp, ironic grasp of Amara’s needs and seemed tough and sympathetic in the right measure. The health officer had concluded after a survey that there was no need to build new hospitals and clinics: the real priority was training and hygiene in the existing facilities. Some were learning Arabic, and all liked dealing with Iraqis.


And yet, despite the energy and competence of the civil-affairs team and the hundreds of productive projects, they were failing to communicate their achievements to Iraqis. This may have been due to the soldiers’ modesty or a distaste for politics or a lack of understanding of Iraqi expectations. Whatever the explanation, Iraqis were suspicious of our motives, disappointed by our performance, and often contemptuous.


Each morning, the convoy left for the office at eight, the civil-affairs team gathered for our daily meeting at eight thirty, and for the rest of the day I found myself either talking to Iraqi officials or dealing with office problems and politics. Each evening, I drove back to the base and went for a run, shirtless in the astonishing heat. After supper, I saw the colonel. I went to sleep with fragments of Arabic in my mind, no longer hearing the roar of the generators, and woke, often repeating the same fragments.


From one perspective, I had acquired near-absolute authority over eight hundred and fifty thousand people. A CPA governorate coordinator ranked theoretically as a one-star general, and the main mission of the lieutenant colonel who commanded the battle group was to support the CPA by keeping security. From another perspective, I was almost powerless. The Iraqi state was large and functioning, however poorly. I was constrained by the Geneva Convention and occupation law. The battle group did not take their orders from me. Even the newest private was part of an army with a hundred and fifty thousand men and clear lines of command. I was a lone foreigner who commanded nobody. If the Iraqis or the British chose to ignore me there was very little that I could do.









Regeneration




Everyone knows how praiseworthy it is for a ruler to keep his promises . . . Nevertheless experience shows in our times the rulers who have done great things are those who have set little store by keeping their word, being skilful rather in cunningly deceiving men.


Machiavelli, The Prince, Chapter 18





THURSDAY, 9 OCTOBER 2003


On the morning of the third day, there was a knock at my office door and a tall man with heavy-rimmed glasses, a balding head, and a two-day stubble appeared.


‘Hello, I am your chief interpreter,’ he said, emphasizing the ‘chief’.


I asked him to sit down.


‘It is not appropriate for me to sit in the governor’s office,’ he replied. He explained that he had been an English teacher under the old regime. I asked him what he thought of the situation.


‘Uneducated people, tribal people, without reading and writing, are now in the city. This is very bad. These men have no culture. They do not understand what is government. Because they do not understand what is religion. Let me ask you, what is the religion?’


I said I didn’t know.


‘You don’t know?’ he asked with great surprise. ‘Religion is about the respect for the other human being. Each of us is created by one God. Each of us is respected. This is religion. Even the Jewish religion. But these men do not respect one another. Things are very bad now.’


‘And what should we do?’


‘You know already. We are not stupid. We know what games your government is playing here with oil and with Israel. But please remember only one thing. We Iraqis, we admire strong men. We have tough heads. You must be a strong leader. Yes, like Abdul Karim Qasim. You know Abdul Karim Qasim?’ I nodded, although I did not know much about the man who had led the 1958 coup. ‘The British soldiers here,’ he continued, ‘they are weak. They are too cautious. They make no promises. They are not keeping security, they are dealing with the wrong people, they must use the educated people. If not, there is much corruption, nothing is happening in development. You must make the Iraqi people believe that things will get better.’


I thanked him.


‘There is no need to thank me. It is you who must be thanked.’


As the translator left, I joined the civil-affairs team mustered outside my office. Everyone but AJ was in full desert camouflage, with weapons and body armour, which in their case was a small Kevlar breast-and-back-plate. AJ was wearing his body armour above a pair of yellow trousers, but he had put aside the chrome-plated Kalashnikov. Charlie Morris, I noticed, had managed to tuck most of her blonde fringe under her helmet. We were on our way to the central event of their week: the meeting with the ministry directors. It would be my first public appearance as acting governor.


‘Do not make any promises,’ Major Butler warned me as we gathered.


‘Show them you are the boss,’ whispered the interpreter. ‘You are young and you must show them you are strong. Tell them you are going to bring change.’


We marched down the path beside the river to the compound wall. The policemen swung back the metal gates and we stepped out into the bright sun and crossed the main road, returning smiles from Iraqi men. We marched past the sentry at the gate of the pink-tiled Provincial Council building and the crowd of petitioners in the courtyard and up the cool dark stairs and into a dark room, where the ministry directors stood to greet us.


I walked the lines, shaking hands and returning embraces.


‘A salaam aleikum.’ (Peace be with you.)


‘Waleikum a salaam.’ (And also with you.)


‘Ahlan wa sahlan.’ (Welcome.)


‘Ahlan.’


‘Shlon hadartak?’ (How is the respected one?)


‘Al hamdulillah.’ (God be praised.) ‘Shlon hadartak?’


‘Al hamdulillah.’


Almost all the British governorate coordinators spoke fluent Arabic or Kurdish, and dozens of Foreign Office Arabists had been deployed in Iraq. But the little Arabic I knew I had picked up from other Islamic languages: some decorative flourishes – arabesques – used across the Muslim world – like yanni, methelan, and taqriban, which were the equivalent of ‘I mean’, ‘you know, roughly’, and ‘for example’; some common theological ideas, pious references to God, words from Islamic law or from medieval cities: haram, mash-allah, hokum, hamam. Other Arabic words – dunia (world) and istirihat (rest), for example – had entered unrelated languages which I spoke such as Farsi and Indonesian. With these and a few lessons, it was possible for me to be polite, but for serious work I needed an interpreter.


I sat at the head of the room beside the man I knew to be the brother of the Prince of the Marshes. Riyadh Mahood Hattab was stocky, with a thick black moustache and big hair. As I sat beside him he gave a weary smile and shrugged his shoulders. He had seen many foreigners sat beside him in the months since the invasion, and I guessed he was tired of them. His baggy black suit seemed to reflect his identity as an Arab modernist who had spent twenty years as an engineer at the Ministry of Roads and Bridges. He was now coordinating chair of the Regeneration Committee, which was supposed to iron out problems between ministries.


In front of us were more than eighty other directors: mostly middle-aged men, some in safari suits, some in business suits. Most had gold pens in their breast pockets and wore shiny watches and strong colognes. They belonged to twenty-six different ministries that dealt with everything from electricity to health. Since the invasion, communications with Baghdad had faltered and ministry offices had been looted. Many of these men were new to their jobs because their predecessors had been sacked as Baathists.


George Butler sat slightly behind me to my left; the translator stood on my right. Riyadh began without preamble. ‘This meeting begins at ten o’clock, not ten past. I would ask you all to be on time in future. And I note that the Agricultural Director and the Director of Electricity Generation have failed to attend. They should come to explain their absences this afternoon.’ He continued, ‘Security has degenerated in the province and I will be taking steps to solve the situation,’ even though his job had nothing to do with security. Then he asked the director of the paper-pulp factory why the factory was not running. The director said that the water supply had been cut off. The Water Director said that this was because there was insufficient electricity. Riyadh secured an undertaking from the Director of Electricity Distribution to provide a set amount of power to the Water Department and then invited questions from the floor.


First to stand was a short middle-aged man in the front row. ‘Mr Laith, the Education Director,’ whispered George.


‘Seyyed Rory, welcome,’ he began. ‘Now that you have arrived I will ask you to do what the Coalition has promised and failed to do, which is to evict the political parties from the main school sports facility in Amara.’ He sat down.


A younger man stood up. ‘Director of Agricultural Seed Provision,’ whispered George.


‘Seyyed Rory, welcome. Why do we have no wheat and barley seed when the planting season is beginning?’


As each man spoke, George whispered the background of the case. The ration-card manager asked whether we had managed to get infant formula, and the Director of the Pensions Office wanted to know why his office had not yet been renovated. Some directors complained that the Coalition was taking decisions without consulting them. Others protested that it had promised a great deal of construction but had so far delivered no money.


These men expected me to do a great deal. I did not want us to run independent parallel structures. I was determined to support and strengthen the ministries, and to involve the directors and citizens in deciding how money was spent. I knew that promises were risky, budgets were uncertain, Baghdad policy could change, and programmes could be derailed by insurgency.


But in an ad-hoc organization in a war zone, most power is the theatre of power. It is not enough to do things, you must be seen to do things. I needed to promise change to give Iraqis some belief in us and in the future. I needed to claim authority and bluff people into falling in step. I would need to answer questions about programmes I had only just heard of, raise expectations, and then take the risk that I might disappoint.


I told the Education Director I would have the parties evicted for him from the gym; I said we would acquire the seed and look into the milk ration. I did not promise to renovate the pensions office but I told the director he was welcome to discuss the matter with the relevant member of the civil-affairs team. I said how pleased I was to be there and that I planned to unblock all the contracting delays and return that weekend with $500,000, to be followed by much more. I announced that there would be a new process for tenders and contracts, where the ministries would decide how to spend CPA money; that our budgets would now be open; that there would be weekly meetings between the ministries and the town councils where citizens could present complaints.


Beside me, I could sense George wincing. I knew that as a cautious engineer and civil servant, he thought I was behaving like a politician and promising more than we could deliver.


That afternoon, I first slipped out of the compound. It was surprisingly easy. I had expected to be stopped by the guards at the gate, but it was clear from their smiles that their job extended only to preventing people from getting in. There had been no attacks or kidnappings yet in Amara, and although it was a breach of security regulations, many people slipped out to shop in the souk. I wanted to see the city before people recognized me as the deputy governor and before I was imprisoned by my bodyguard team, which was due to arrive the next day.


It was a warm afternoon and I blinked for a moment in the bright sun. I was wearing a white shirt, dark trousers, and leather shoes, and with my black hair I thought I could look reasonably Iraqi – at least from a distance. It was surprisingly quiet. There were very few cars; a group of women on the other side of the street in full black abayas dawdled, holding the hands of bright-clothed toddlers. Beneath the omnipresent layer of yellow sand, the pavement was a mosaic of pink tiles. The buildings on either side of Tigris Street were of plain cement block, their plastic signs unilluminated because the electricity had failed. People were having an afternoon sleep.


I came to a wooden cart, beside which was a generator powering a black-and-white television. The cart was piled with CDs and posters of Islamic clerics, and on the screen the martyred Ayatollah Al-Sadr II was shouting from a pulpit to a large crowd. A small knot of young men stood round the cart, their hands behind their backs. They wore plastic sandals and their trousers were dusty and frayed. They seemed absorbed in the television and did not glance at me. The preacher on the television shouted something angrily about ‘America’ and ‘Britain’.


A little farther on, I caught the eye of a small boy and smiled. He was with a large group of boys who recognized me as a foreigner. They screamed, ‘Englan wellygood,’ and then ran off down the street. A crowd gathered quickly and I smiled and shook some hands. The men smiled broadly back, and some of them invited me to their shops for tea. I apologized that I did not have the time to take up their invitations. To my surprise no one followed me and I continued, trying to imitate the slow, shambling gait of the shoppers around me.


I came round an abandoned warehouse onto a mud street scarred with deep ruts. The children on the corner seemed thinner and poorer than those I had just seen, and there was sewage overflowing from an open drain. Through a courtyard door I saw a small garden, a plain, high-walled building and a grotto of round stones with a statue of the Virgin Mary. A young man walked across to greet me. ‘Christian?’ he asked, and when I nodded he led me through the large wooden door. There were pews, a calendar depicting Moses in the reeds, and a picture of Christ in glory behind the altar; otherwise, the walls were bare and the plaster was peeling.


‘How many Christians in this town?’ I asked.


‘Fifteen families,’ he said.


‘What kind of Christians are you?’


An older man appeared beside him and said very precisely in English, ‘We are Chaldean Catholic – our services are in Aramaic,’ and then, having paused, continued in the traditional Islamic fashion, ‘A salaam aleikum, ahlan wa sahlan,’ and invited me into a small office adjoining the church. He fetched some water and some boiled sweets for me, speaking in fast, colloquial Arabic to the other man.


‘Our traditional work as Christian people, you know, was selling alcohol,’ he said, returning to English. ‘There was no problem under Saddam. But now the fundamentalists come from Iran and they are attacking anyone who sells alcohol and the police do not defend us. And they threaten our children. We now have to veil our daughters when we send them to school. Many people have already moved to Baghdad. Eventually all of us will. Then this church will be as abandoned as that other one across the wall.’


He pointed to the large building with high broken windows that I had mistaken for an abandoned warehouse.


On my way back through the covered souk, I saw four bearded young men in black clothes, one of whom was carrying a weapon. They stiffened as I approached and said something. I smiled at them but they stared at me, expressionless. The passage was narrow but they made no move to step out of my way. As I squeezed past, one spat. Then they walked off together. I turned round and realized that many in the souk had been watching the scene. A shopkeeper beckoned me over and said, ‘These men are from the Iranian militia. They are paid by the Iranian government. They do not like foreigners. Also they do not like people like me.’ He pointed at his shop sign. He was a barber. ‘Or this,’ and he stroked his clean-shaven cheeks.


A giant poster of Ayatollah Al-Sadr II, whom I had seen on the street-stall television, was mounted on a concrete frame at a main junction. Followers of the Ayatollah’s son Muqtada had probably plastered it over an image of Saddam. Farther down the street I could see two more pictures of the Ayatollah, and I had counted a dozen of them on the road between the office and the camp. Anything that had been called after Saddam was now called after Sadr. Amara had, I was told, more pictures of him than any other place in Iraq, barring perhaps Sadr City itself. But whereas Saddam was depicted in suits, sheikhly costume or military uniform, holding rosary beads, a trilby, a Cuban cigar or a hunting rifle, Ayatollah Al-Sadr was always depicted in his black robes, preaching.


The Sadrists who had put up these posters also formed militias and parties in the name of the dead Ayatollah and refused to deal with the occupation forces, whom they perceived as infidel colonialists. They were demanding our immediate withdrawal and threatened armed resistance. How many people supported the Sadrists?


As I turned back towards the compound gate, I noticed how vulnerable we were to missile attack from the street. The gate swung open. I stopped on the threshold and greeted a group of young men who were approaching. ‘Peace be with you,’ I said. They said nothing until they were almost abreast of me, then one replied gravely, ‘And also with you. And may the grace of Allah go with you.’
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