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PROLOGUE

THE LAND BETWEEN THE RIVERS

In one of our last broadcasts prior to leaving Iraq, I was asked by my friend Sean Hannity to predict what Baghdad will be like in a few years. “A thriving economy and a robust democracy in three years—if we stay the course,” I replied.

What gives me the confidence to make such a bold forecast? The history of the place. The land between the rivers has been home to risk-takers and innovators for at least five millenia. From the Mesopotamian merchant who carved the first written word into a clay tablet; to Hammurabi’s code and the foundation for our concept of laws; to Abraham and Sarah, parents of the world’s three monotheistic religions; all the way to Saddam Hussein—and his removal from power by an invading army; all part of the history of the land we now call Iraq.

Understanding who the Iraqi people are—and who they aren’t—is essential to comprehending the victory in Operation Iraqi Freedom. Herewith then, an epilogue that is in reality prologue for all that has happened since: a short history of the land between the rivers. It is this history that gives me hope for a better future.
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      Iraq, between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers

      5000 B.C. to the twentieth century

Viewing Iraq today, the land along and between the Tigris and Euphrates seems an improbable place for the start of civilization. A few hundred miles north of where the two rivers merge, treacherous mountains rise to snow-covered peaks more than ten thousand feet high. Less than fifty miles west and south of the fertile land that lines the rivers are stark, unforgiving deserts. To the east, inhospitable malarial swamps and marshes make travel and navigation all but impossible.

Yet, if archaeologists are correct, this is the place where it all began at least five millennia ago. Here, an ancient Sumerian first carved written words onto clay tablets with a stylus. In the verdant terrain close to these riverbanks, seasonal planting of crops, animal husbandry, astronomy, irrigation, wheeled transportation, metallurgy, stringed musical instruments, pharmacology, masonry, ceramic engineering, brewing, algebraic mathematics, and warehousing of harvests were all invented or begun by the Sumerian, Akkadian, and Assyrian founders of Mesopotamian culture.

The place, also described as the Garden of Eden in the Book of Genesis, is thought to be near the site of present-day Al Qurnah, where the Tigris and Euphrates meet to form the Shatt al Arab waterway, less than fifty miles north of modern-day Basra.

Abraham and Sarah, the patriarch and matriarch of the world’s three monotheistic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—are widely believed to have begun their long journey west to Canaan from the ancient city of Ur, on the west bank of the Euphrates, around 1850 B.C. Less than a century later, a Babylonian king named Hammurabi, the world’s first emperor, decreed a code, prescribing punishments for infractions of his edicts that were less harsh than the practices of his day, but draconian in modern-day eyes. His code—and the determination that the law should apply equally to all—is the foundation of the whole Western legal system.

In 586 B.C., another Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar, descended on Jerusalem with his army, torching the city of David, leveling the temple, and driving the people of Israel into bondage in that same space between the Tigris and the Euphrates. Some believe that Jewish slaves, during their seventy-year Babylonian exile, built the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, acclaimed as the second wonder of the ancient world, with irrigation canals, terraces, and bridges over the Euphrates. A towering ziggurat in the center of the city, which came to be known as the Tower of Babel, was probably erected to honor the Babylonian god Baal.

Less than 250 years later, Babylon fell to the Medes and Persians under Cyrus the Just. He dispatched the Israelites back to Jerusalem to rebuild their temple, thus earning favorable mention in the Old Testament even though he worshiped the Babylonian god Marduk.

Next came the Greeks. In 331 B.C., Alexander and his disciplined army of Macedonians seized the city-state between the rivers on the way to Persia. Eight years later the young king returned only to die—from poison, some say—in Nebuchadnezzar’s crumbling palace.

For the next half-millennium the land through which the Tigris and Euphrates flow was ruled by a succession of invaders—Romans, Seleucids, Parthians, and Sassanids—all seeking dominion over the region. All brought their own tongues and religions, yet by the end of the sixth century, Christianity was probably practiced by more people in Mesopotamia than any other faith. But then came Islam.

According to many of his biographers, Abu al-Qasim Muhammad was an orphan raised by a grandfather and then an uncle near Mecca, in present-day Saudi Arabia. Consigned to life as a camel herder, the young man was fortunate to marry a wealthy widow. One day, at the age of forty, he returned from meditating alone on Mount Hira with a message from the angel Gabriel.

Proclaimed as a prophet by many in Mecca, Muhammad began to preach that there was only one God, and admonished his tribal, nomadic, Bedouin countrymen to reject idolatry and greed and to submit to the will of Allah. Thus, Islam, meaning “submission to God,” the world’s third major monotheistic religion, began. By 630 A.D., Muhammad was in effect the political and spiritual leader of an Islamic state that encompassed most of the Saudi Arabian peninsula. When he died on June 8, 632, his successor, Abu Bakr, was appointed caliph. He resolved to spread Islamic theology, with its message of equality and strict rules for behavior, throughout the world by force of arms.

Two years later, a poorly armed but zealous Islamic army was on the attack against Christian Byzantium and Zoroastrian Persia throughout the area that we now call the Middle East. In 637, at the small town of Qadisiyah on the west bank of the Euphrates, ten thousand Islamic warriors defeated a force of eighty thousand Persians. The land between the rivers would thereafter have no god but Allah.

The new rulers of Islamic Mesopotamia encouraged Bedouins from Arabia to move their herds of cattle, goats, and camels to the fertile river plains. They did so in a series of massive migrations, displacing the previous occupiers and destroying much of the ancient art and cultural treasures that had accumulated in the area.

History wasn’t finished with the land between the rivers. The great schism in Islam that divided the religion between the Sunni and Shia sects was also played out here.

In 656 A.D., a bitter dispute over the leadership of the religion started by Muhammad broke out in the small town of Kufa, on the west bank of the Euphrates, about forty miles south of ancient Babylon. Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and the first convert to Islam, was named caliph that year, and took up residence in Kufa in an attempt to avoid the enmity of other Islamic leaders in Medina and Damascus. It didn’t work.

As Ali made his way home from prayers one night in the late summer of 661, an assassin felled the unsuspecting holy man. Nineteen years later, Ali’s son, Hussein, the grandson of Muhammad, claimed the mantle of Islamic leadership as a familial right of succession. The rulers of the Islamic empire in Damascus rejected Hussein’s claim and his accusations that they were using their power to amass great personal wealth while the people suffered.

In 680, Hussein and seventy-two of his family members and followers were confronted just west of the Euphrates, at Karbala, by four thousand soldiers dispatched from Damascus by the ruling Islamic elite. Hussein and all of his entourage, including women and children, were slaughtered. The severed head of the grandson of the prophet Muhammad was delivered to Damascus by horseback. Since that day, Islam has been divided between Sunni Muslims—supporters of consensual leadership—and the Shi’ite followers of Ali and Hussein.

Despite the internal split and three successive Mongol invasions, Islam continued to spread. By 1553, a century after the Ottoman Turks captured the Orthodox Catholic capital of Constantinople and changed its name to Istanbul, the Arabic language and the Muslim religion were both being taught and practiced in Asia Minor, the Balkans, the periphery of the Caucasus, northern and east-coastal Africa, southern Spain, and throughout what we now call the Middle East.

As Europe foundered through the Dark Ages, flourished during the Middle Ages, and began its Renaissance, Sunni sultans in Istanbul, espousing a pan-Islamic ideology, attempted to unify their dynastic holdings through religion, language, education, and common law. Where appeals to common philosophy failed, military coercion was employed—a strategy that prompted repeated bloody uprisings in Shi’ite controlled areas of Mesopotamia and Persia.

If not for corruption, costly military suppression of dissenters, and forays of European colonialism, the Ottoman Empire might still exist; and the country known as Iraq might never have arisen had the “Young Turks” who seized control in Istanbul in 1908 not chosen the wrong side in World War I. Infatuated by the Kaiser’s militarism and feeling threatened by Orthodox Russia to the east, they opted to join the Central Powers in hopes that the alliance would help check both the czar’s ambitions in Persia and British and French colonial expansion in the Middle East and Africa.

It was a costly mistake. The Young Turks found themselves having to contend with rebellions fomented by Shi’ite religious activists and Arab nationalists seeking independence from Istanbul while simultaneously trying to protect their fraying empire from the Triple Entente.

Though threatened from the outside and weakened by internal dissent, the Turks still fought back. In January 1916, conscripts recruited throughout the remnants of the Ottoman Empire, including Mesopotamia, inflicted a devastating defeat on British troops at Gallipoli. While London was still reeling from the collapse of the Dardanelles campaign, a British expeditionary force attempting to advance from Basra to Baghdad was cut to pieces. On April 26, 1916, more than thirteen thousand starving British troops surrendered after enduring a 140-day siege at Al Kut, on the banks of the Tigris.

But these bloody victories were fleeting. Eleven months after the disaster at Al Kut, British troops occupied Baghdad, and when the “war to end all wars” finally ended, in 1918, so was the Ottoman Empire. In the aftermath of World War I, the Ottoman Empire was dismantled, and British and French forces and civil administrators moved into Arab capitals to take over as “trustees” under the aegis of the League of Nations. British army regiments occupied Basra on the Shatt al Arab, and Royal Engineers started building roads, railways, and canals to Baghdad and beyond.

What the British could not build was a firewall against the glowing embers of Arab nationalism and the Shia-Sunni animus that they had helped to foment during the world war. T. E. Lawrence, the legendary Lawrence of Arabia, had played to both and had wooed Arab Bedouins to revolt against Ottoman rule with pledges of postwar self-determination. But neither Lawrence nor any of the other advocates for local sovereignty could deliver. By January 18, 1919, when the victors sat down in public at the Palace of Versailles, British and French mapmakers were already secretly redrawing the boundaries of Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the Palestine and Mesopotamian Mandates. In accord with the secretly concluded Sykes-Picot Agreement, all of these would be administered not by those who populated these lands but by British and French civil and military officers.

In the land between the two rivers this was a formula for disaster. On June 2, 1920, in a taste of things to come, Sunni nationalists in Baghdad and Shi’ite religious leaders in the south decided that as much as they hated each other, they hated the British occupiers even more. The ensuing jihad against British rule took nine months to suppress—at a cost of more than 2,200 British casualties and forty million pounds sterling.

In the aftermath of the “Arab Revolt,” Winston Churchill, then secretary of state for colonial affairs, convened a conference in Cairo to determine the future of Britain’s Mesopotamian Mandate. Without consulting with a single person who lived between the Tigris and Euphrates, the participants, including T. E. Lawrence, redrew the borders once again, renamed the territory “Iraq,” and selected Faisal, the son of the sharif of Mecca, a Hashemite and a friend of Lawrence, for the throne of the newly minted “kingdom.”

The British might have conceived of Faisal as their puppet, but they quickly learned that he had a few ideas of his own. Within months of his August 23, 1921, coronation, the new king convinced the British to send aircraft and motorized troops with machine guns to drive marauding Wahhabis back into Saudi Arabia. Though the operation required Faisal to acquiesce in yet another redrawing of the map—this time the creation of a “neutral zone” along the border of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Iraq—security in the south meant he could start consolidating his authority over his new kingdom. By 1923 Faisal had expelled the Shi’ite mullahs and imams from the holy cities of Najaf and Karbala and sent them packing to Iran. A year later he handed down what he called the Tribal Disputes Regulations, suborning the rural Shi’ite sheikhs to his Sunni-dominated administration in Baghdad. In March of 1925, the oil-rich Sunni Kurdish enclave of Mosul was annexed. The British helped to make this move official by supporting the so-called Organic Law, which gave Faisal the right to convene and adjourn the Iraqi Parliament.

By 1930 the king had withstood an attempted coup and forged sufficient consensus among his fractious, multi-ethnic, multi-communal people to permit suffrage for men, implement universal public education, create a national army, institute a system of law, and commence a program of rural electrification. The 1930 Anglo-Iraq Treaty, granting independence and commonwealth status to the kingdom in 1932, reflected not just British fatigue and the effects of the Great Depression, but the Hashemite king’s skills as an administrator as well. And though the treaty granted the British rights to military bases in Iraq, it made Faisal the first head of state of a sovereign Arab country and a member of the League of Nations. He didn’t live to enjoy the fruits of his labor. A heart attack felled Faisal in September 1933.

The day after Iraq’s first monarch was laid in his grave, his twenty-one-year-old son, Ghazi Ibn Faisal (meaning “victorious son of Faisal”), assumed the throne. The playboy-turned-potentate proved predictably inept and virulently anti-British. When the Shi’ites in southern Iraq complained, he ignored them. When they rebelled in 1935 and 1936, Ghazi sent the Sunni-led army to brutally repress the uprising.

As London warily watched Hitler’s rise to power in Germany and Stalin’s purges in Russia, Ghazi began making regular radio broadcasts laced with anti-British propaganda. In 1936, with the monarch’s acquiescence, Bakr Sidqi, an army commander with a reputation for cruelty, led a coup against the pro-British elected government.

For the next two years, the regime in Baghdad conducted a quiet flirtation with Axis fascism, inviting emissaries from Rome and Berlin to Baghdad. By the time Ghazi killed himself in a drunken automobile accident on April 4, 1939, the British were glad he was gone. But much of what his father had tried to do in the way of uniting a dispirit country had also been undone.

Ghazi’s son, Faisal II, was only three years old when he ascended the throne, so Emir Abdul al Ilah—a pro-British Hashemite—was appointed as regent. But just two years later, in April 1941, he was forced to flee for his life by yet another nationalist military coup. That was enough for the British, who were now fighting for survival against Hitler. On June 1, 1941, the British army landed in force at Basra, marched unopposed into Baghdad, and reinstalled Abdul al Ilah as regent.

The end of World War II brought an end to British occupation, but not to Iraq’s internal discord. In January 1948, Communist agitators aligned with nationalists to create a series of street protests against a new treaty with Britain. Distrustful of the army, whose senior officers were predominantly Sunni nationalists, the regent called on the police to open fire. Hundreds were killed. The government collapsed, and even though the Treaty of Portsmouth was abrogated, those who hated the monarchy and the British had a grievous wrong to remember. By the end of the year, they would have another: the defeat of the Arab armies—including a twenty-thousand-man Iraqi contingent—at the hand of Israel in the Jewish state’s war of independence.

By May 1953, when the eighteen-year-old Faisal II appeared before the Iraqi parliament to swear an oath to “safeguard democratic principles” and become Iraq’s third constitutional monarch, the days of British influence—and the Iraqi monarchy—were numbered. Despite growing oil wealth, a commensurate increase in the standard of living, and a burgeoning intellectual community, the country was increasingly torn by internecine conflict and a potentially violent nationalist movement fueled in large measure by external forces.

In February 1955, Faisal II agreed to join the so-called Baghdad Pact, an anti-Communist alliance that also included Turkey, Pakistan, Iran, and, of course, Great Britain. The king was immediately branded a “lackey of Western imperialism” by the communist press, as well as by Shi’ite opponents of the regime, and Gamal Abdul Nasser—the Egyptian army colonel who had overthrown King Farouk in Cairo. It was the final straw for the anti-imperialist nationalists in the Iraqi army officer corps. They began to plot in earnest—not only against the pro-Western administration in Baghdad but against the monarchy as well.

Early on the morning of July 14, 1958, General Abd al-Karim Qasim ordered the army out of the barracks and to surround the palace. Before noon, Faisal II, Abdul al Ilah (the former regent), and the palace guards were all dead. Iraq’s thirty-seven-year-long experiment with constitutional monarchy was over for good.

For the next decade (1958–1968), those who ruled from Baghdad described themselves to the world as an “Arab republic.” But with the exception of a brief period under civilian governance in 1963, the country was run by a succession of military dictatorships. And since the process of electing deputies to parliament had died with Faisal II, the preferred methods for changing governments became assassinations and coups.

General Qasim barely survived the first such attempt at a change of government when a Baath Party hit team, which included a low-level party apparatchik named Saddam Hussein, tried to gun down the dictator on October 7, 1959. The second time around the Baathists were better organized. On the evening of February 9, 1963, in a scene foreshadowing what would happen forty years later, the new leaders of Iraq broadcast footage of General Qasim’s bullet-riddled body on national television.

Nine months later, on November 18, 1963, the Baathist National Council of Revolutionary Command was itself thrown out in yet another coup. This one was led by a junta headed by General Abd al-Salam Arif, a friend and admirer of Egypt’s Nasser. Al-Salam survived two Baath-inspired countercoup attempts in September 1964 and in 1965 only to die in a helicopter crash on April 13, 1966.

General Abd al-Rahman Arif succeeded his elder sibling as the head of Baghdad’s military government. He fared even worse than his brother. Humiliated by Israel’s defeat of the Arab armies in the 1967 Six Day War, in which Iraq’s contingent never even engaged the “Zionist enemy,” the resurgent Baathists tried again. This time it worked.

On July 17, 1968, a decade and three days after the military had destroyed Iraq’s constitutional monarchy, the Arab Baath Socialist Party, a highly disciplined and secretive political entity of no more than eight thousand members, threw out the military dictatorship. General Arif was allowed to flee. In his place the Baathists installed the machinery that would eventually be seized by the most brutal ruler the land between the rivers had ever seen—Saddam Hussein.

[image: ][image: ]   Modern Eden

      Iraq, between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers

      July 1968–September 2002

If the land between the Tigris and Euphrates is an unlikely place for the start of human civilization, then Saddam Hussein is an equally improbable person to become its head of state. Born on April 28, 1937, to a dirt-poor, illiterate family of shepherds, Saddam was apparently raised by a stepfather, his biological father having either died or run off before his son was born. By the age of ten, Saddam was attending school in Baghdad and living with his mother’s brother.

Lacking the social contacts to get an appointment to the military academy in Baghdad, and too poor to attend a university, Saddam decided, at the age of twenty, to join the outlawed Baath Party. Two years later, in 1959, he was part of the hit team that tried to assassinate General Abd al-Karim Qasim. Though slightly wounded in the encounter, he managed to flee Iraq and spent the next four years on the run—first in Damascus and eventually in Cairo, where he studied law on a stipend and scholarship provided by Nasser’s government.

In 1963 the budding Baath revolutionary dropped out of school, returned to Iraq, married his first cousin, Sajida Tulfah, and helped to plot another abortive coup later that year. Jailed in the aftermath, Saddam was released after signing an oath promising never again to participate in antigovernment or Baath Party activities. He immediately went underground and rose rapidly within the clandestine Baath organization, establishing a reputation for two qualities: intelligence and brutal ruthlessness.

On the seventeenth day of July 1968, when the Baathists took over in Baghdad, Saddam Hussein was the enforcer for the tightly organized party—a post for which he was uniquely suited. As the head of the Jihaz Haneen—the Baath security apparat—Saddam had the job of imposing discipline within the party’s regional cells and to intimidate, coerce, or “remove” obstacles to consolidating control over the machinery of government. Immediately after seizing power, the governing Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) authorized Saddam to employ “terror and coercion” to “remove enemies of the revolution,” and he bent to the task with zeal.

Two weeks after the coup, Baath Party leader Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr, the acting president of Iraq, gave his cousin Saddam the privilege of escorting Abd al-Razzaq al-Nayif, the head of Iraqi military intelligence and a potential rival for power, into exile and out of the way. Saddam immediately set about organizing a new intelligence service, the Mukhabarat, and staffed it with thugs from the Jihaz Haneen—many of them clansmen from Tikrit, the impoverished city on the banks of the Tigris that was hometown to both al-Bakr and Saddam.

In a matter of months the terror and killings were well under way. By January 1969, his security service had “discovered” seventeen “spies.” Thirteen of them just happened to be Iraqi Jews. Saddam attended their public hanging.

The following month, the entire politburo of the Iraqi Communist Party was jailed. By the end of the year, thousands of Persian Shi’ites had been rounded up and expelled from the country in a Stalinesque deportation.

At Saddam’s insistence, the new Iraqi leaders established a “watch system” similar to that employed by Lenin, Beria, and Stalin in consolidating Bolshevik control over the whole of Russia. Every neighborhood, newspaper, mosque, school, factory, oil field, and refinery, and particularly every unit in the military, had its own cell of loyal Baathists. The senior official in each cell acted as the commissars in Russia had, indoctrinating the uninitiated into the rules of the party and reporting any infractions up the line to officials in the Mukhabarat. Military officers who voiced concerns about the new regime in Baghdad were purged from the ranks. Any who continued to express reservations about the RCC or the policies of the Arab Baath Socialist Party agenda soon fled for their lives, were thrown into jail, or simply disappeared.

All of this worked well for controlling the levers of power in Baghdad and most other major cities in southern and central Iraq. But in the north, the Kurds were marching to the beat of a different drummer.

Along the northern frontier, intelligence agents from Syria, Turkey, and Iran incited the perpetually restive Kurds to begin a new campaign for an independent Kurdistan—one that would be carved not from their own territories but from Iraq.

Saddam devised a workable solution: divide and conquer. On March 11, 1970, with the full support of the RCC, he presented a “Manifesto of Kurdish Autonomy” to Mustafa Barzani, the head of the KDP (Kurdistan Democratic Party), the most militant of the Kurdish factions. The deal was simple: In exchange for autonomy four years later, Barzani would immediately stop his fierce pesh merga fighters from attacking Baath Party offices, government posts, and police stations.

Barzani swallowed the deal and signed the manifesto, and Baghdad immediately went to work destroying all the other Kurdish groups. In a move reminiscent of Stalin’s forced migrations in the Soviet Union, Saddam orchestrated the movement of tens of thousands of Arab settlers into the oil-rich Kurdish enclave of Kirkuk. And more than forty thousand Faili Kurds were expelled and pushed across the Shatt al Arab into Iran. Duplicity and deceit had bought time. In Baghdad, the Baath Party was on a roll and Saddam’s star was ascending.

Internationally, the regime employed the same divide-and-conquer strategy. Denied access to Western arms, they concluded a “treaty of friendship” with the Soviet Union. When Moscow demanded payment for the tanks, artillery, and aircraft they were delivering, the regime devised a unique solution: On June 1, 1972, the RCC nationalized the British- and American-owned Iraq Oil Company and began using revenues from the wells to pay for the Russian ordnance.

The timing of the move was impeccable. On October 20, 1973, in the midst of yet another Arab-Israeli war, the oil-producing nations of the Middle East slapped an embargo on crude exports to any nations supporting Israel in the conflict. Iraq ignored the embargo and continued to ship. By the time the Western oil consumers convinced the other members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) to turn on the spigot again, the cost of a barrel of crude had risen to more than $11.50 from $3.10.

Suddenly the land between the rivers was swimming in money. A massive building campaign was under way in a matter of months. By mid-1975, new schools, hospitals, water treatment plants, cultural centers, public buildings, irrigation canals, athletic centers, and electrical generation and transmission facilities were under construction.

But that wasn’t all the Baath Party erected with its newfound wealth. Archaeologists, funded by the RCC’s Ministry of Antiquities, probed ancient Mesopotamian ruins for evidence of Iraq’s unique place in world history, all in an effort to build a national identity among the nation’s disparate people.

But all of these public expenditures notwithstanding, there was still more money left on the table than the RCC had imagined when they seized power in 1968. By the mid-1970s, Saddam was first among equal vice presidents in the Baath hierarchy, and using billions of dollars to erect a labyrinth of competing intelligence and security organizations—all aimed at suppressing any form of dissent inside Iraq, and eliminating any threats posed by the increasing numbers of Iraqi exiles living overseas.

The RCC also went on an international arms shopping spree. At the Ministry of Defense in Baghdad, Baath Party officials—not military officers—decided among competing bids from Soviet, Yugoslav, French, Belgian, and Italian arms brokers.

By 1974, the Iraqi military was, on paper, one of the most powerful in the world. When the Kurds began to agitate for the autonomy promised in the 1970 Manifesto, Saddam, as the Baath government official responsible for internal security, unleashed the army. Instead of self-rule, the Kurds were given brutality. The carnage among the pesh merga fighters and their families in the Kurdish highlands was horrific. By March of 1975, nearly one million Kurds had fled to Iran, Syria, and Turkey.

Fearful of growing internal discord in his own country, the shah of Iran, who had covertly supported the cause of militant Kurdish nationalism for years, suddenly abandoned his highland allies. In exchange for an agreement ending a long-standing dispute over the Shatt al Arab waterway, he went to Algiers, embraced Saddam, and closed the border. Betrayed by Tehran and besieged by Baghdad, the pesh merga were crushed. Mustafa Barzani fled into exile, and Saddam was lionized for eliminating yet another “threat to the revolution.”

By 1978 Saddam Hussein was, in all but name, the head of state in Iraq. His cousin and mentor, Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr, might have borne the title of president of the republic, but the leaders of the RCC made certain that every decision was approved by Saddam. He had, he seemed to think, everything under control. Then came the ayatollah.

Even though they deeply distrusted each other, Saddam and Shah Muhammad Reza Pahlavi—sitting ruler of the Peacock Throne in Tehran—had come to an accommodation. In Algiers, they had settled their countries’ dispute over the Shatt al Arab, reached an odious agreement on the fate of the Kurds, and even ended several disagreements over competing claims to oil deposits along their common border. So in October 1978, no one thought it particularly unusual that Saddam would acquiesce to a request from the shah to evict a sixty-three-year-old Shi’ite imam, the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, from Najaf, where he had resided beside the Tomb of Ali since November 1964. Saddam gave the old man twenty-four hours to get out of Iraq. He saw the ayatollah’s departure as a returnable favor to the shah—and a good way of ridding a potential Shi’ite opponent from the neighborhood. But the white-bearded ascetic with the severe visage and furrowed brow wasn’t gone long.

From Paris, Khomeini continued to incite his Shi’ite followers to overthrow the shah and replace the monarchy with an Islamic theocracy, one that would be led by imams and mullahs who also happened to be his devotees. On January 16, 1979, besieged by student riots and suffering from the cancer that would eventually kill him, Shah Pahlavi stepped down and departed Iran for a wandering exile. Fourteen days later, Khomeini returned to Tehran and proclaimed an Islamic revolution.

The rest of the world watched with dismay as the Iranian pasdaran, inspired by the mullahs and imams close to Khomeini, purged the Iranian armed forces, ripped up international agreements, and sacked Western libraries, hospitals, Christian missions, and, eventually, consulates and embassies. And while Iran’s neighbors didn’t shed many tears over the destruction of the American embassy in Tehran or the seizure of fifty-three American hostages, they were horrified to hear Khomeini now advocating a worldwide Shi’ite uprising and preaching regularly about the need to replace secular regimes in all Islamic nations with clerical governments.

By the summer of 1979, the Syrian strongman Hafez al Assad, feeling vulnerable, sought to find some common ground with his Iraqi neighbors and flew to Baghdad. When Assad arrived at the airport on June 16, 1979, Saddam refused to meet him.

A month later, Khomeini started broadcasting appeals directly to the Shi’ite population of Iraq to “bring an end to the infidel Baath regime.” Saddam ordered the army to crack down on Shi’ite terrorist groups like the al-Dawah and the al-Mujahedin, which he believed were operating out of mosques in Karbala and Najaf. Senior army officers, concerned that their Shi’ite conscripts might mutiny, refused to act. Saddam decided he’d had enough.

On July 28, Saddam announced that the Interior Ministry had discovered a plot to overthrow the Iraqi government—not by Iran but by Syria. Eleven days later, at a meeting of the Baath Central Committee, Saddam watched impassively as twenty-one members of the Baath Party leadership were hauled from their seats, denounced, marched into the hallway, and shot by members of the Amn Al Khass, part of his Hydra-headed security organ. When the carnage of August 8, 1979, was over, President al-Bakr was “retired” and Saddam Hussein was president, prime minister, chairman of the RCC, and chairman of the Baath Party. Within thirteen months, and with much of the world distracted by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, Saddam would plunge his country into the bloodiest military confrontation since World War II.

On the night of September 17, 1980, Saddam Hussein went on Iraqi national television and tore up—literally—the Algiers agreement on the Shatt al Arab that he and the shah had so carefully negotiated in 1975. Everyone knew that the act meant war. But no one imagined that it would last more than seven years and consume more than a million lives.

When Saddam attacked along a 750-mile front on September 22, most of the world expected that the Iraqi army would make short work of the heavily purged and demoralized Iranian army. Khomeini and his zealots had decimated the Iranian officer corps. Not only that, the United States had cut off the supply of parts and ammunition to the American-built Iranian military. Most of the West had done the same. Within a matter of weeks, the Iraqis had captured the Iranian port of Khorramshahr and surrounded the oil fields and refineries at Abadan. Saddam predicted an end to the war before the end of the year. He couldn’t have been more wrong.

By the end of the year, instead of victory, Saddam had a stalemate, as the carnage continued. And though the war was being fought mostly on the Iranian side of the border, Iraqi casualties mounted—as did public disaffection, principally among the Kurds in the north and the Shi’ite population in the south.

While both sides were supposedly subject to the same UN-imposed arms embargo, Saddam convinced his neighbors that Iraq was fighting for them. He told them that his cause was their cause, against a radical theocratic regime that was a threat to every Islamic country. Consequently, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Jordan became conduits and suppliers of every kind of weapon and ammunition. And they weren’t alone. Ordnance from the Soviet bloc continued to be delivered to Iraq via Egypt and Libya and, most of it, through Jordan.

NATO turned a blind eye to Italian land mine shipments. The Germans sent explosives and chemicals. Belgian-made machine guns were delivered by the thousands. And until June 7, 1981, when the Israelis bombed the reactor at Osirik, the French provided parts and know-how to Saddam’s nuclear program.

Yet despite the volume of weaponry, the Iraqi army could advance no farther. In early 1982, the Iranians started sending human wave attacks through the minefields east of Basra—killing tens of thousands of youngsters, thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen years old—and drove the Iraqis back. Al Faw Peninsula fell to Iranian assaults, and Basra was left little more than a bombed-out wreck.

By 1987, the war had degenerated into what had come to be called “the tanker war,” with Iraqi and Iranian air and naval units targeting oil tankers leaving each other’s ports. To keep the sea lanes open, the U.S. Navy began patrolling the Persian Gulf. Then, on March 17, an Iraqi pilot flying a French-built Mirage F-1 fighter fired two French Exocet AM39 missiles into the side of the USS Stark, killing thirty-seven U.S. sailors.

Suddenly Iraq was back on the front pages of American newspapers, and it soon became apparent that Saddam had been regularly employing chemical weapons against the Iranians and had begun using them against his own people as well. In April, he ordered Ali Hassan al-Majid, the secretary-general of the Baath Party’s “northern bureau,” to use chemical weapons against a Kurdish guerrilla stronghold in the mountains of northwest Iraq. By February 1988, chemical weapons—including mustard gas, hydrogen cyanide, and sarin, a nerve agent—were being routinely used against not only the Iranians, but also the Iraqi people.

By the time Saddam and Khomeini agreed to a UN-brokered cease-fire on July 21, 1988, as many as one million Iranians and Iraqis were dead, with hundreds of thousands of Iranians and tens of thousands of Iraqis killed by Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction. More than 1,200 entire Kurdish towns had succumbed and 250,000 of the surviving Kurds were forcibly disarmed and relocated. When the killing was over, every single Iraqi who survived knew the name of someone who had been killed in the prior eight years of carnage.

A year after the war ended, Saddam Hussein, resplendent in the dress uniform of a field marshal and mounted on a white stallion, led the Iraqi army beneath Baghdad’s newest monument. Called the Victory Arch, it comprises two massive forearms rising up from the ground at each end of the parade ground. Each hand holds an enormous sword, said to be replicas of the sword carried by Saad ibn Waqas, the leader of the outnumbered Islamic force that beat the Persian cavalry at Qadisiyah in 637 A.D.

The symbolism was inescapable. Saddam didn’t want the war seen as a draw so he simply declared it to be an Iraqi victory. Yet not an inch of Iranian territory had been permanently taken. Ayatollah Khomeini was still in Tehran, exporting terror and fomenting threats. There were nearly half a million Iraqi casualties—many dead at the hand of Saddam, not Iran. Despite all of this, Saddam reinforced his “victory” by telling his people that they had stopped the Iranian revolution inside Iran. Saddam had won! That’s how the man on the white horse presented himself to the world—not as a man who had barely survived stalemate and defeat, but as a victor. Before all the dead could be counted, before his shattered cities were rebuilt, Saddam began thinking of other victories. In the land between the rivers he had a million-man army, 4,000 tanks, chemical weapons, missiles, and long-range rockets, and he knew how to use them all. The only question was where and when.

[image: ][image: ]   The Gulf War Legacy

      Baghdad

      August 1990–February 2003

Shortly after midnight on August 2, 1990, more than 150,000 Iraqi troops, accompanied by 350 Soviet-built tanks and five hundred armored personnel carriers, swarmed across the northern border of Kuwait. Thirty-five hours later, the last Kuwaiti army unit had either surrendered or been driven south across the border into Saudi Arabia. The emir of Kuwait and the al Sabah family barely escaped with their lives. Iraqi armored units crossed the Kuwait-Saudi border to occupy the city of Khafji on the coast highway. If American and British intelligence had been half as good as it was thought to be, this disaster might never have happened.

The Iraqi invasion of tiny oil-rich Kuwait by an army that had been pummeled and punished for eight years in the Iran-Iraq War came as a complete surprise to everyone. A CIA officer I have known since my days on Ronald Reagan’s NSC staff told me afterward that his warnings about an Iraqi buildup along the Kuwaiti frontier in July had been set aside because the administration of George H. W. Bush was preoccupied by the events surrounding the collapse of the Soviet Union. A military officer with whom I had served put it differently: “Given their losses in the war with Iran, who would have thought that the Iraqi military could recover in just two years?”

Whatever the reasons for underestimating and misunderstanding Iraqi capabilities and intentions, Saddam’s attack, which he pretentiously called the “Revolution of August Second,” shocked not only the United States but the rest of the world as well. The Saudis, who hadn’t seen it coming either, immediately called for help.

The United States responded straight away, reinforcing Saudi defenses with U.S. Air Force fighter squadrons, a carrier battle group, and a Marine Expeditionary Unit. By the time Saddam proclaimed Kuwait to be the “nineteenth province of Iraq,” an even bigger buildup—one that would not only defend Saudi Arabia but also evict the Iraqis from Kuwait—was also under way.

On August 6, 1990, the UN Security Council condemned the Iraqi seizure of Kuwait, and debate in the council began on a resolution authorizing the use of force to expel the invaders. The United States started building what would become a remarkable thirty-eight-nation coalition of more than 700,000 troops from NATO and Arab soldiers from Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, even Syria—under the command of an American general, H. Norman Schwarzkopf.

As the buildup in Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf got under way and Saddam threatened to use Western hostages in Iraq as “human shields,” the finger pointing began. Congressional critics of the Bush administration wanted to know how the U.S. could have been so surprised. Blame initially focused on April Glaspie, the U.S. ambassador to Iraq, for delivering what some said was a mixed message to the Iraqi foreign ministry.

Administration spokesmen appearing on the Sunday talking-head TV shows tended to explain Saddam’s motivations as an oil grab. College professors, “Arabologists”, retired diplomats, and archaeologists sat for hours in front of the cameras pontificating on Iraq’s age-old claims to Kuwaiti territory, the wrongs of British imperial rule, and the evils of America’s support for Israel—as if all this somehow explained or justified the Iraqi invasion. Even the environmental lobby managed to get into the debate by insisting that the whole mess was the consequence of America’s dependence on cheap foreign oil.

What all these accounts failed to grasp was what had been happening inside Iraq from the time the Iran-Iraq War ended on July 21, 1988. The badly battered Iraqi army—primarily Shi’ite and Kurdish conscripts led by Sunni officers—came back from the front to a country deeply in debt, with few jobs to offer and a homeland internally at war with itself. The Baath socialist health care, education, and public works programs that had been the regime’s sole appeal for the affections of the average Iraqi had been terminated in the mid-1980s, when the costs of the war spiraled out of control. And now that the troops were home, they learned that rumors they had heard of horrific atrocities in Kurdish and Shi’ite enclaves of the country were actually true.

Shortly after the Iran-Iraq cease-fire, Saddam sought relief from the billions he owed to Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the Soviets for the arms he had used against the ayatollah. He tried borrowing more from the international banks, OPEC, the EU, even the Japanese. His diplomats made overtures to the UN and the United States, quietly reminding Washington of the intelligence support the CIA had provided to Iraq when an Iranian victory seemed possible.

Throughout the war, Saddam had held things together in Iraq by depicting himself as the savior of the nation. He had presented himself to his people and the world as the one person who could keep Iraq from being turned into another Shi’ite theocracy. He told anyone who would listen that he was fighting a regime that tortured Western hostages, hijacked airplanes, and blew up embassies. For eight years, it had worked. Arms and money had flowed into the country from every neighboring state and much of Europe, despite a UN arms embargo for both Iran and Iraq.

But with the war over, stories of the atrocities committed by the regime began appearing in the Western press. Suddenly, the gratitude was gone, as was Saddam’s rationale for the hardship, rationing, and repression he had enforced. With mounting debt and a restive, potentially threatening army sitting in the barracks, Saddam looked for a way to keep the army busy and to pay some bills. He found a way to do both in Kuwait.

Lacking any real human intelligence (HUMINT) from inside Iraq, the U.S. administration knew little of this at the time. Defectors from the regime who made their way to Jordan or Turkey discovered that their accounts of what was going on were widely discounted. One such man who claimed to know that Saddam intended to “sack” Kuwait was dismissed because he was thought to have a “personal agenda.”
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Actually, “sack” may understate what Saddam did to Kuwait. While the UN debated a series of resolutions insisting on Iraqi withdrawal, and as antiwar activists rallied in U.S. cities and European capitals trying to prevent a resort to arms, Saddam stripped Kuwait of everything that could be carried away. Looting of the Kuwaiti treasury, the national museum, mosques, churches, public buildings, businesses, and private homes was so pervasive that U.S. satellites were able to capture images of long truck convoys carrying the booty back to Baghdad.

Kuwaiti women and young girls were raped, many of them repeatedly—by Iraqi soldiers. At Ali Al Salem airbase, west of Kuwait City, Ali Hassan al-Majid—the head of the Amn Al Khass secret police and the man nicknamed “Chemical Ali” for using nerve gas against the Kurds—set up a torture chamber for any Kuwaiti military officers or government officials caught by the occupiers. Within a matter of three weeks, the only things the Iraqis hadn’t wrecked in Kuwait were the water system, the sanitation system, and the oil-production infrastructure, which Saddam planned to use to help pay down his debt.

On January 15, 1991, as a third UN deadline for Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait was ignored, President George H. W. Bush set a deadline of his own: twenty-four hours. A last-minute appeal from the UN, Russia, and France for Saddam to withdraw passed without action from Baghdad, other than the quiet withdrawal of the last Republican Guard division from Kuwait—an action that went undetected by coalition forces arrayed in Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the Persian Gulf.

Saddam may have thought President Bush was bluffing, but shortly after 0200 on January 17, when the dictator failed to respond to the ultimatum, the first cruise missiles and Stealth aircraft strikes of Operation Desert Storm began to rain down on Iraq and on Saddam’s forces deployed in Kuwait. For the next thirty-eight days, military and government installations throughout Iraq and the 385,000 Iraqi army troops along the Kuwaiti-Saudi Arabian border were subjected to around-the-clock aerial bombardment. Saddam’s response: anti-aircraft missiles that brought down thirteen allied aircraft and a promise that Iraq would achieve a “great victory in the mother of all battles.”

Then, just before dawn on February 24, with the 1st Marine Division on the right and the U.S. Army’s Big Red One (the 1st Infantry Division) leading the charge on the left, Schwarzkopf launched his ground attack. As U.S. and British armor rolled across the “line of death”—the artificial berm the occupiers had constructed along the border with stolen Kuwait equipment—Iraqi defenses collapsed. Sunni officers fled, leaving Shi’ite and Kurdish conscripts to either surrender or be buried in their trenches. Those who were able to escape wreaked their final wave of destruction, killing Kuwaiti civilians and blowing up or torching more than half of the country’s oil wells. If Saddam couldn’t have them, nobody would.

By the time the sun rose on February 28, coalition forces had liberated Kuwait, taken more than 150,000 Iraqi prisoners, and cut the Baghdad-Basra highway and rail line. The “mother of all battles” had taken fewer than one hundred hours. The international media, having predicted a long and difficult campaign with “thousands of U.S. war dead,” seemed chagrined to report that 148 American servicemen died during Desert Storm, and that total coalition forces losses were 358 killed and 1,235 wounded.

With more than a third of the Iraqi army destroyed or rendered ineffective, some advocated continuing the drive all the way to Baghdad to topple Saddam Hussein’s regime. But in Washington, London, Cairo, and Riyadh, others argued that none of the twelve UN resolutions dealing with Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait authorized the use of force to invade Iraq and bring down Saddam. The resolutions were limited in scope, permitting the coalition forces only to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait. And so when General Schwarzkopf summoned Iraqi military commanders to talks at the crossroads town of Safwan on March 3, he was authorized to negotiate a “ceasefire” and nothing more. There was to be no demand for a general surrender and no insistence on a regime change. In Baghdad, Saddam quickly agreed to the terms:

[image: ][image: ]   no-fly areas for fixed-wing aircraft in northern and southern Iraq

[image: ][image: ]   a full accounting for Kuwaiti and allied MIAs and immediate repatriation of POWs

[image: ][image: ]   the immediate return of all Kuwaiti property taken in the invasion

[image: ][image: ]   an immediate end to the Iraqi WMD program and the destruction of all such weapons stockpiles

[image: ][image: ]   an end to Iraqi support for international terrorism

[image: ][image: ]   a promise to abide by all United Nations resolutions

Some in Washington and London wondered why Saddam so readily agreed to these onerous conditions. By the time combat operations ceased at 0800 on February 28, U.S. and British military officers were well aware that Saddam had succeeded in extricating his Republican Guard divisions, virtually unscathed, from the coalition juggernaut. But lacking adequate intelligence about what was happening in Baghdad—or even a few miles from where the allied advance had stopped—they did not know that Saddam was already seeing the beginning of yet another internal rebellion.

Some of this revolt began even before the allied victory. In February, a Baath Party headquarters had been destroyed and its occupants burned alive during a Shi’ite food riot in the town of Diwaniyah, on the banks of the Euphrates. By the end of the month, when the allied advance halted, the Shi’ite towns in the south and Kurdish enclaves in the north had been showered with leaflets and broadcasts from U.S. psychological operations units urging the two communities to rise up and overthrow the “Butcher of Baghdad.”

Given the situation, no one should have been particularly surprised that within hours of General Schwarzkopf sitting down with his defeated opponents at Safwan, those who had suffered most under Saddam’s heel decided it was time to fight back. Shi’ite uprisings in Basra, Karbala, and Najaf, aided by Iraqi army deserters, were easily crushed by Republican Guard troops who were told that they were saving Iraq from Khomeini-inspired operatives intent on establishing an Iranian theocracy in the land between the rivers. With allied troops sometimes within earshot, Republican Guard tanks, supported by helicopter gunships, massacred the lightly armed mujahideen and their families. Artillery pounded mosques, homes, ancient shrines, and anyone who took refuge there. Once the Republican Guard had done the “heavy work,” the dreaded Amn Al Khass arrived, usually in the dead of night, to hunt down survivors. In entire towns throughout the southern part of Iraq, every male between the ages of fifteen and thirty simply disappeared. All through the month of March, bulldozers worked through the night. It would take more than a decade to confirm that what they were digging were mass graves.

In the Kurdish areas of the north the outcome was much the same, though because of the terrain—and because Saddam perceived the Shi’ite intifada to be the most immediate threat—it took a little longer.

At the end of March, Saddam shifted three Republican Guard divisions from the killing fields of southern Iraq to the mountainous north. Kurdish pesh merga fighters, who had taken control of Zakho, Sulaimaniyah, and Kirkuk, and threatened Mosul, were no match for armor, massed artillery, and helicopter gunships. These were people with firsthand knowledge of what Saddam’s chemical weapons could do. Though resistance was futile and the carnage horrifying, they valiantly fought on, hoping for the coalition allies, with half a million troops still in the region, to come to their rescue.

Washington and London met Kurdish appeals for help with paralysis. Initial hopes that the Iraqi military would stage a coup in the aftermath of the Kuwaiti debacle were unrealized. Uncertain about who might take over if the Shi’ites and Kurds succeeded, sympathetic to Saudi concerns about Iranian intentions, and warned by NATO ally Turkey that an independent Kurdistan would not be tolerated, the U.S. and Britain opted to do nothing.

By the end of April it was all over. Though the final toll will probably never be known, perhaps as many as 250,000 Shi’ites were killed, and almost as many Kurds. More than two million refugees had been created. Scores of villages in the north and south of the country had been emptied of every living soul. The Kurds and the Shi’ites had failed to unite in common cause against their common enemy, and Saddam had utterly destroyed any hopes they had for freedom or independence. In the end, the only help that America delivered was the massive airlift of food, medicine, tents, and blankets to nearly one million displaced Kurds in Operation Provide Comfort.

Saddam had survived once again.
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By May 1991, the land between the rivers was a terrible place. Baghdad, heavily bombed throughout the war, was a shambles. Every bridge across the Tigris was damaged or destroyed. Electrical power, water, sewer systems, telephone service, even mail delivery were sporadic at best in the capital and almost nonexistent throughout the rest of the country. The treasures looted from Kuwait were being pawned to buy food.

Realizing that perception is reality in Iraq, Saddam set out to convince the Iraqi people, if not the rest of the world, that he had won the “mother of all battles.” He purged the military and the Baath Party in order to put a new face on the regime and to eliminate internal dissent. Despite rampant debt and inflation, Saddam embarked on a massive rebuilding campaign.

Within months of the Safwan Cease Fire Agreement, despite economic sanctions imposed by UN Resolution 687, critical infrastructure was being rebuilt, new presidential palaces were under construction, and new weapons were being purchased on the black market. And though dozens of UN inspectors were now wandering through his arsenals, Saddam continued to acquire and build more weapons of mass destruction—chemical, biological, and nuclear.

In August 1991, UN Resolutions 706 and 707 established what came to be known as the Oil-for-Food Program, allowing Iraq to sell fixed amounts of crude oil in exchange for food and medicines, ostensibly for consumption by the starving Iraqi people. This noble idea was doomed from the start.

First, the program had to rely on Iraqi administrators—who just happened to be members of the Baath Party. The result was that desperately needed food and medicines were dispersed through the Baath Party apparatus based on loyalty to Saddam. The people quickly learned the new rules: Turn in your neighbor as an opponent of the regime and you eat. Speak out against the rampant inflation or the building of a new palace and your children starve. Second, the amount of oil that the UN resolutions permitted to be sold, though adjusted several times over the years, was never close to Iraq’s maximum production output. The Western world was willfully blind when it came to Iraq’s excess oil capacity. With oil prices above $20 a barrel, a lucrative black market soon developed via a pipeline through Syria and overland by truck through friendly Jordan and the territory of two enemies, Turkey and Iran.

The new source of “secret” revenue emboldened the Iraqi dictator. When President George H. W. Bush was defeated in his bid for reelection, Saddam claimed it was because Iraq had beaten the Americans in the “mother of all battles.” He then ratcheted up the obstacles in his game of cat and mouse with the UN weapons inspectors. The black market black gold also gave him the cash to line his own pockets and start financing new adventures.

In late April 1993, an assassination plot was discovered—a plan to kill former president George H. W. Bush while he visited Kuwait. Explosives hidden in a Toyota Land Cruiser were to be detonated when the former president’s motorcade passed by. The Kuwaiti Security Service intercepted the vehicle and arrested seventeen people in connection with the scheme. Confessions by the perpetrators and FBI forensic work traced the conspiracy to Saddam’s intelligence service, the Mukhabarat.
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