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“Conceal thy travels, thy tenets, and thy treasures.”


ARAB PROVERB


AD-DUR, IRAQ


DECEMBER15, 2003


No one was to come in or out.


Dozens of American soldiers formed a defensive circle around the palm grove, silently keeping watch. Gunners in the turrets of Humvees parked next to the troops turned hand cranks at their waists to pan .50 caliber machine guns left and right, training the long gun barrels on the dense trees around the edges of the grove.


“Got to keep your eyes moving.


“Got to look out for snipers.


“Got to protect the circle.


“Nothing can go wrong today,


“Not in front of all these reporters.”


It was a big day, and we all knew it. I was at the center of this defensive ring of American muscle and machines along with about a dozen other journalists. We probably looked ridiculous to the troops. They had their uniforms: khaki combat boots, M4 rifles, Kevlar helmets, and Wiley X ballistic sunglasses. We had our uniforms: brightly colored flak jackets (mine was sky blue), cameras, tripods, notebooks, khakis, and quick-dry synthetic shirts. The army had choppered us into this clearing on two Black Hawks to see what didn’t look like much from the outside: a tiny cinder block farmhouse with a garden filled with sunflowers, oranges, and pomegranate trees. The fruit looked almost ripe on the cool bright December morning. But no one would be picking it. Not from this house. Not anymore.


“We have a cordon around the area, but it is still dangerous. Don’t wander off,” an army officer warned. My canvas hiking boots stuck in the soft black soil as I walked to the farmhouse and through its thatch gate.


But what I saw inside didn’t make any sense to me. Military officials said Saddam Hussein was captured hiding in a hole. I didn’t see any hole, but only a typical one-room Iraqi farmhouse with a cement patio in front where laundry and basterma (Arab pastrami) were drying on a line. One of the biggest manhunts in history had led the U.S. military here: Saddam’s safe house where he slept and apparently cooked for himself. It seemed that he lived badly as a fugitive. My mother would have called the place, like my room growing up, “a pigsty.” There were broken eggs on the floor, a dirty frying pan atop a gas burner, and a half-eaten Mars bar and an open bottle of moisturizer on a wooden stand next to a single, unmade twin bed. I imagined the dictator, who had lived in palaces with hundreds of servants, suddenly forced to fend for himself like a freshman in college who, no longer having his mother to pick up after him, eats junk food and doesn’t clean up. It must have been a tough adjustment for Saddam. One of his private chefs told me the Iraqi leader was a finicky eater, often struggling with his weight; he always made himself a bit thinner in his statues. He liked vegetables and mutton stews, and would fine the chef if he used too much oil. Saddam would tip him if meals were particularly tasty and light. He liked things just so. One of Saddam’s palace maids—like many, a Christian woman (Saddam thought Iraqi Christians to be especially honest and clean)—told me Saddam was also so fastidious about hygiene that she was required to take off her shoes and walk barefoot across a mat soaked in disinfectant before entering his bedroom. Saddam couldn’t have liked living in this farmhouse, just three miles from his dusty home village, al-Ouja, which he hated for its poverty. The poor street thug who intimidated and killed his rivals until he became “al-Rais,” Arabic for both head and president, had come full circle.


“But where’s the hole?” I asked the officer. “Didn’t you find Saddam in a hole?”


He led me back outside to the cement patio with the laundry line.


“At first we didn’t see it either. A soldier was standing right here and didn’t notice the hole until he kicked aside this mat,” the officer said, pulling back a plastic tarp on the ground. Underneath was a Styrofoam cork in the cement about the size of a big fishing tackle box.


“When the soldier removed this Styrofoam cover,” he said, “Saddam was inside. Saddam put his hands up and said, ‘I am Saddam Hussein, president of Iraq, and I am ready to negotiate.’ ”


Saddam apparently lived in the farmhouse most of the time, and took refuge in the hole only when danger was close. Saddam also had a pistol, but didn’t use it, and traveled in a beat-up white and orange taxi discovered nearby.


The soldiers were relaxed and joking with journalists. It was a “good news” day and this was the military’s chance to play show-and-tell.


“And what did the soldiers say to Saddam?” one of us asked.


“President Bush sends his regards,” an officer said.


We all laughed.


The scribblers among us frantically scratched notes into pads. Cameramen marked time codes so they could easily find the sound bite again, and the snappers took pictures of every angle, their big black cameras clicking like crickets.


The troops were playing it up. The soldiers from the 4th Infantry Division were the “landowners” here, in charge of the entire Tikrit area. Their commander, Major General Raymond Odierno, an ogre of a man with a bald head and a no-nonsense personality, said, “Saddam was caught like a rat.”


But in reality the elite U.S. Special Operations Forces code-named Task Force 121 did most of the work. U.S. officials said Saddam was located after the “hostile interrogations” of several of his relatives and bodyguards. Odierno said “five or ten” of them were arrested about ten days before Saddam’s capture. On the day of the predawn raid, roughly six hundred soldiers from the 4th ID provided perimeter security to ensure no one escaped as members of Task Force 121 moved in, raided the farmhouse, grabbed Saddam, and choppered him south to a prison at the Baghdad airport, where he was identified by former aides, among them soft-spoken, gray-haired former deputy prime minister Tariq Aziz. But members of Task Force 121 don’t give interviews, so to the 4th ID went the glory. Sorry, Task Force 121.


Looking back, it’s easy to see why so many people, including me, were generally optimistic back then. Saddam was in custody. U.S. forces had killed his hated sons, Uday and Qusay, five months earlier. President George W. Bush had just stopped by Baghdad for a surprise Thanksgiving Day visit to the troops. U.S. military officials said at the time there were only about five hundred to seven hundred insurgents, many of them former Iraqi intelligence officers or members of Uday’s paramilitary force, the Fedayeen, operating in about a dozen cells in the Baghdad area.


But even then, violence was starting to pick up. Two days before Saddam was captured, militants threw a grenade at a U.S. patrol in Baghdad carrying Time magazine writer Michael Weisskopf and photographer James Nachtwey. The grenade landed between the two journalists as they were stopped in traffic. Weisskopf reached down and threw the grenade out of the vehicle. It exploded in the air, blowing off his hand. Nachtwey was also wounded, but the veteran war photographer was able to keep taking pictures throughout the ordeal. Tough guy.


That’s one of the reasons we liked Odd Job.


I had driven to Tikrit to cover Saddam’s capture in Odd Job, the affectionate nickname for our homemade satellite truck. It’s what Iraqis call a “bongo truck,” a pickup with a rear cab covered in a canvas tarpaulin. Our engineers—the unsung heroes of the news business, our Task Force 121—fit it with a portable satellite dish, generators, tanks of diesel fuel, and enough cables to make it into a self-contained TV uplink. But it was Iraqi style. Unlike the white TV vans with telescopic dishes emblazoned with company logos that rush to crime scenes in the United States, Odd Job was rusted and painted to look like any other truck in Baghdad transporting onions or sheep. We liked it that way. Even back in December 2003, you didn’t want to be seen. But stealth and discretion were our only defense at the time. Less than a year later, Iraq had become so dangerous we were forced to develop the most complex, expensive, and often inhibiting security procedures in the history of combat journalism.


The soldiers from the 4th ID gave us an hour to explore Saddam’s hideout before heading back to their HQ, ironically in one of Saddam’s most lavish palaces just a few miles away. The soldiers lived on green folding cots in the palace’s huge rooms of green and white marble. Although the palaces looked impressive, like giant wedding cakes, the construction was shoddy. The crystals in the giant chandeliers were plastic. The toilets often didn’t flush. The sinks with gold-plated faucets leaked. Hundreds of soldiers packed the building, nearly all of them young men away from their wives and girlfriends. You could almost smell the testosterone. A soldier told me that a few months earlier a visiting female reporter was sleeping topless on a cot, just covered with a white sheet.


“And it kept falling off!” he said.


It can reach over 120 degrees in the summer in Tikrit, so I can sympathize with the journalist trying to sleep. But she was such a distraction the military ordered her to leave the base.


I was in no rush to get back to the palace. I wanted to go in Saddam’s hole. I was excited and must admit I was having fun. The entrance was smaller than a manhole cover, too small for me to fit through wearing my bulky blue flak jacket lined with ceramic strike plates. I ripped back the Velcro straps, put my hands on either side of the hole, and lowered myself inside.


When my feet landed on the floor, I switched on a flashlight and painted the walls with dim yellow light. The subterranean chamber was like a tomb: rectangular, about ten feet long, four feet high, and three feet wide. The walls were covered in rough concrete. The floor was lined with boards. A naked lightbulb and fan hung from the ceiling. The fan was attached to a plastic hose that ran through a hole drilled in the wall and led outside. It was a ventilation system and let Saddam breathe when the tomb was plugged with the Styrofoam cork.


It seemed odd to many people in the States that most Iraqis didn’t celebrate the news of Saddam’s capture. A few in Baghdad fired guns in the air, a dangerous celebratory tradition in the Arab world. (It was banned in Gaza after a gun-toting guest at a wedding accidentally gunned down both the bride and groom; but Gazans never stopped.)


The most common reaction in Iraq to the news of Saddam’s capture was disbelief. Iraqi after Iraqi I interviewed insisted that the capture was a fake, a put-on by Saddam and the Americans to confuse them. I understood their skepticism. I also found the news hard to believe.
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When I arrived in Baghdad in February 2003 about a month before the invasion, Saddam seemed in total control, ruling what I naively thought was in “the Iraqi way”: the tradition of the ancient caliphs Haroun al-Rashid and Shahryar of the fabled Arabian Nights.


While working for a small newspaper in Cairo in the 1990s, I bought a paperback copy of the Nights at a used bookstore in Athens. I often traveled to Greece carrying transparencies of the weekly Middle East Times. We printed the paper abroad to avoid Egyptian censorship laws. The Nights I bought was a translation by Sir Richard Burton, the nineteenth-century British explorer, poet, adventurer, diplomat, soldier, archaeologist, swordsman, and writer reputed to be fluent in twenty-nine languages. He became one of my early idols, writer of some of my favorite lines, among them:


Do what thy manhood bids thee do,


from none but self expect applause;


He noblest lives and noblest dies


who makes and keeps his self-made laws.


In Burton’s Nights, the caliph Shahryar murders his bride after discovering her infidelity. Unable to trust another woman, the caliph then marries a series of virgins only to have them executed the next day. The caliph’s rampage stops when he meets the legendary storyteller Scheherazade, who keeps herself alive by enthralling him for 1001 straight nights with fantastic stories of jinn, giants, and flying carpets, each one ending with the same phrase: “If you let me live tonight I will tell you an even more fantastic tale tomorrow.” So he does.


It was through this romantic haze that I saw Saddam, who I believe also fancied himself a natural heir to Iraq’s grandiose rulers. He rebuilt the ruins of Babylon and stamped his initials on every brick. He commissioned a Koran handwritten in his own blood. Saddam’s word was law. If you crossed him you died. If you pleased him you were rewarded with cars and villas. It was simple. Saddam pardoned prisoners on his birthday, and sentenced men and women to hang for insulting him. Blasphemy—publicly defaming God or the Muslim Prophet Mohammed—was punishable by five years in prison. Defaming Saddam carried a death sentence. Iraqis said of their president, “If you raised your head, he cut it off.”


Like his forebears, and many Iraqis today, Saddam was also an ardent believer in fortune-tellers, oracles, and mystics. In August 2003, I met a jeweler from Baghdad’s small Mandaean community, a dwindling religious order that follows John the Baptist. He sold Saddam polished stones to protect him from evil. He told me Saddam also took the advice of a twelve-year-old clairvoyant boy who allegedly knew if a man was lying. After I drank several tiny, hourglass-shaped cups of strong, sweet tea in the jeweler’s shop, which was filled with silver rings with red and green stones, I bought a lucky charm, a folded parchment inscribed with a handwritten Mandaean prayer wrapped in a stag’s scrotum. I kept it in my shirt pocket for a year until I lost it. Fingers crossed.


Before the war there were giant photographs of Saddam on government buildings carrying bowls of rice (Saddam the Provider), brandishing rocket-propelled grenades (Saddam the Protector), eating bread with poor villagers (Saddam the Man of the People), and surrounded by adoring schoolchildren (Saddam the Father). All that was missing to complete the image was Saddam dressed in a caliph’s robes and turban.


The caliph was now in American hands. Iraqis couldn’t believe it.


This should have been a turning point. U.S. troops were still mostly greeted as liberators in December 2003. Despite much of the postwar rewriting of history, U.S. troops were welcomed when they first arrived. I saw Iraqis give flowers and bottles of whiskey to American soldiers in Baghdad in April 2003.


I ended my book A Fist in the Hornet’s Nest with Saddam’s capture. At the time I wrote that I didn’t understand why the Bush administration wanted to invade Iraq. No one I spoke to in the Middle East was focused on Iraq in 2003. People in the region worried about Israeli-Palestinian fighting. Iraq was a nonissue. Nonetheless, I wrote that I supported the invasion, believing it had the potential to be the start of a radical plan to redesign and improve the modern Middle East, unstable since it was cobbled together by self-serving European powers from the debris of the Ottoman Empire defeated in World War I. But by late 2003, I was having serious doubts that creating a stable, democratic Middle East was possible—or being seriously pursued. President Bush invaded Iraq after having declared support for an independent Palestinian state. He called it Palestine, the first U.S. president to use the term. But then the Bush administration dropped diplomacy altogether.
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Some of my most vivid memories from Iraq are personal and fleeting, like the taste of pacha, or sheep’s-head soup. The wife of my fixer and friend Zohair made me this pungent Iraqi national dish when I was sick with a fever that made my temperature soar and my mouth taste like I’d been sucking on pennies.


Zohair, forty-six, gray-haired, with a sly smile and bright, mischievous eyes, has been my point man in Iraq since 2003. A former soldier once sentenced to death for going absent without leave from Saddam’s army, Zohair is the ultimate inside man. At a moment’s notice he can find a gun or set up an interview with the prime minister. If you are looking to interview an Iraqi family with a handicapped child that speaks English, just give him a few hours. If you need morphine, a counterfeit passport, or a meeting with a Sufi mystic, give him a day. But don’t make the mistake of asking Zohair for pacha because he’ll bring that too, complete with white floating dumplings of brain. Iraqis believe the soup makes you strong. It is even said to make men perform better in bed. “Good for a man,” Zohair told me, standing at the foot of my bed, armed with an aluminum pot full of the witches’ brew.


At the time, I couldn’t even get out of the sweat-soaked sheets, let alone perform sheep’s-head-Viagra-powered tricks in them. My doctor in New York told me colonies of amoebas and parasites were living happily in my gut, most likely breeding undisturbed there for nine months. I assume they had moved in during the Shock and Awe phase of the invasion when I drank mostly tap water from blue plastic jerry cans I stored under the sink in my room on the fourteenth floor of the Palestine hotel. American cruise missiles and JDAMs had destroyed so many pipes that Baghdad’s already fragile and ill-maintained drinking water system mixed with raw sewage. It didn’t taste bad, but I wouldn’t recommend it. The doctor recommended a battery of antibiotics. Zohair recommended pacha. Neither worked.


I smile whenever I think of Zohair and his remedies. He brought me honey and cold-pressed olive oil from Kurdistan when I had a sore throat. He recommended I rub raw garlic cloves sliced in half on my face to grow a more even beard; mine comes in splotchy—not manly enough for Iraqi standards. That worked.


Like many Iraqis, Zohair doesn’t want a civil war and couldn’t care less if American troops are in his country. “We need an impartial U.S. military governor,” he often says. “You let Iraqis rule, and it’s all killing and infighting.”


Zohair didn’t support Saddam and doesn’t want an Islamic regime. He drinks whiskey every night—now too much—smokes Dunhill cigarettes, and reads Karl Marx. Zohair doesn’t want to die fighting for Iraq’s honor and dignity against foreign occupation, or to claim the country for Sunnis or Shiites. He wants to buy a house. His attractive young wife, Shahid, Arabic for witness, wants a baby and has been struggling to get pregnant.


Other memories have left more of a scar, such as watching a group of Iraqi soldiers burn to death in front of me during a roadside bomb attack in Mosul.


This book is a string of these moments; it’s how I will remember what happened in Iraq based on what I have seen here in places like Baghdad’s Camp Falcon during Christmas 2003.


CHRISTMAS DAY, 2003


CAMP FALCON, SOUTH BAGHDAD


The music set the mood: festive, playful, and nostalgic. A band of uniformed paratroopers were entertaining the troops, playing Christmas carols on electric guitars and saxophones. They did solos and rocked out, as much as Christmas carols can be rocked out. The singer—peppy, young, and cute in a floppy camouflage hat—had a lot of sass. She was dancing, a big smile on her face, shaking her hips and standing right over the soldiers sitting in neat rows of folding chairs on a wide, dusty field. She was working the crowd, flirtatiously making eye contact and holding their gaze. The troops were having a good time, but no one was cheering and the music wasn’t too loud. The soldiers had to make sure they could still hear the air raid siren in case of incoming rockets and mortars at this former Iraq army base; but that wasn’t a big threat yet.


When the singer finished her final song, “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree,” a big burly commander took the stage. He looked like a character out of a Stanley Kubrick movie, the personification of a military man with hands big enough to rip phone books and who might have been born in a uniform. The general wasn’t chewing on the stub of a cigar, but looked like he might have just put one out. He looked like the kind of man who could fix a pickup truck blindfolded and “tear you a new asshole” if you disobeyed an order. He looked like a man whose daughter you wouldn’t want to date. The general swaggered onto the stage, took a microphone off a stand, and delivered a pep talk to the troops.


The general began by asking the soldiers to close their eyes and climb aboard his train of thought. “I want to just take you for a minute, and think back at that mall, where all your family members are shopping right now,” he said.


The soldiers closed their eyes.


“You got that thought. See what it’s like? A crowded shopping mall.”


The general paused for emphasis. The soldiers got that thought.


“Well, guess what? Guess what that thought looks like to a terrorist? That terrorist wants to go ahead and drive a vehicle laden with all kinds of explosives into that mall back in the United States and disrupt our way of life.


“You’re over here not letting that terrorist have the opportunity to do that.”


The general went on to say that it was okay for soldiers to miss their families during the holidays, but to know they were in Iraq protecting them as part of the “most noble mission” in the world, “the global war on terrorism.”


The speech, and so many I’ve heard like it in Iraq, bothered me. As I listened to it again in 2007, I kept thinking that the troops have been misled, right from the beginning. In the early days the message, the motivation for war, was simple and clear: fight in Iraq or your families at home will die. The terrorists are coming. The terrorists want you. Kill them in Iraq before they get you. Preemptive war. The speeches made me think of the McCarthy days of red scares and communist conspiracies to corrupt and overthrow the “American way of life.” Those 1950s speeches sound so chilling, simplistic, and embarrassing now; so do the early speeches from Baghdad.


While terrorists undoubtedly do want to destroy shopping malls in the United States and kill Americans, the commanders in Iraq and at the White House have consistently used scare tactics that became increasingly hard to believe as the war progressed. By 2006, it was hard for a soldier trying to restrain Sunni and Shiite militias in Baghdad from drilling holes in each other to see how he was making his mother or sister any safer back in Texas or Florida.


Sitting in the back of a Humvee in 2007, a soldier gave what I think was the best summary of troop morale I’ve heard in Iraq: “There are three kinds of soldiers in Iraq. Those who believe in the mission, and believe we are here making America safer,” he said.


“Then there are those who don’t believe in the mission, and think it’s bullshit, but don’t have a choice because they are in the army.


“And there’s the third kind,” said the soldier, on his third tour and about to get out of the army for good.


“These are the soldiers who don’t care about the mission or really understand it, but are here to protect the guy on his left and right. I’d say 80 percent of the soldiers are like that. In the beginning there were more believers.”


Some of the early believers thought they were in Iraq to avenge the terrorist attacks of 9/11, an eye for an eye. Luckily, the number of them dwindled over time.


After the Christmas show, our crew left Camp Falcon and drove back to our base at the Hamra hotel. Even by the end of 2003, security in Baghdad was starting to deteriorate rapidly. We’d made our hotel into a fort, surrounding it with checkpoints, walls, retractable spikes in the road called dragons’ teeth, and armed Iraqi guards. NBC hired a former master sergeant from the British Royal Marines, Keith Rigby, as a consultant to design the perimeter wall. For two weeks, Rigby, a big red-faced man who seemed comfortable overseeing teams of workmen, managed the installation of tons of reinforced concrete slabs around the hotel and surrounding buildings. He closed two streets leading to the hotel. We didn’t ask for permission. There was no government to ask. If you needed something you just did it. Other security companies took this anarchic freedom to murderous extremes, gunning down Iraqis who looked threatening.


We had no choice but to build the wall. Our first bureau had just been bombed. That bureau was in a small hotel called the Aike. It had no security infrastructure and was on a busy street corner. You could park a car right in front of it. I didn’t worry much about that at first. Now, after five years in Iraq, alarm bells would ring in my head. Now I scrutinize building locations, vulnerabilities, entries, exits, and fire escapes, even when I visit relatives in the States. In restaurants at home I find myself scanning the room and sitting in the corner so I can watch the door. In Baghdad, we always back our cars into parking spaces, nose pointed out, so we can make a fast exit. We never stay too close to cars in traffic in front of us, always making sure we can see their tires, in case we need to escape. You never want to be blocked in. I catch myself doing the same when visiting my family in New York. It’s hard to wind down from Iraq.


The bomb that destroyed our first bureau was hidden in a backpack behind a generator. It blew a hole in the wall and killed a cleaner from Somalia, crushing his head. Although it has become all too common for militant groups to target journalists in Iraq, I don’t think we were attacked in 2003 because we were a news agency. We were bombed because of a stupid, baseless rumor.


A then little-known upstart Shiite cleric named Moqtada al-Sadr had distributed a pamphlet warning that Jews were buying up real estate in Baghdad. The leaflet, dropped on street corners and pasted to buildings, said Jews had set up headquarters in the Aike hotel. We were those Jews. Within days, the rumor was all over town. The Jews of Iraq were back and taking over.


After Saddam’s government fell, there was an explosion of free press in Iraq. The Coalition Provisional Authority of U.S. administrator Paul Bremer bragged that while there were only a handful of state-controlled newspapers under Saddam, more than two hundred were in circulation just months after he was removed from power. There was press freedom, but also the freedom to print the lunacies that had been allowed to fester under Iraq’s tyrannical regime, which, unfortunately, are also still common across much of the Middle East.


One of these new newspapers ran this cartoon on its front cover after Sadr and his new Mahdi Army started spreading rumors that the war was really a pretext for an invasion by Jewish settlers. I kept it because it was so comedic and disturbing.


There had been about 150,000 Jews in Iraq, but the vast majority of them left in the 1950s after a series of anti-Semitic attacks and the public execution of eleven Jews in Baghdad. After the 2003 invasion, there were only twenty-seven Jews remaining in Iraq and these last few were leaving the country, according to Emad Levi, the only rabbi still in Baghdad.
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When I met Levi in his modest home in Baghdad’s Betaween district, he was studying Hebrew for the first time. “Under Saddam Hussein, if you want to be safe, you must not know anything,” he told me over coffee. “If someone asked you anything, you said, ‘I don’t know.’” It was self-defense through ignorance, real and feigned.


Levi was now frantically learning basic Hebrew phrases, numbers, and the names of colors because he wanted to move to Israel and find a wife. With fewer than thirty Jews in Iraq, and many of them septuagenarian women, the pickings were slim.


Levi said Jews in Iraq weren’t directly persecuted under Saddam. They were just watched. Once Saddam’s regime ended, however, they lost all official protection and fell victim to the crazed anti-Semitism that plagues Iraq and much of the Middle East. It was no longer safe. While it is tragic when any community is forced to leave its homeland—and Jews have been in Iraq for millennia—I have no doubt the Jews would’ve been killed if they stayed in Iraq while Moqtada al-Sadr and hundreds of other sectarian madmen, both Shiite and Sunni, ruled the streets and enforced their own brand of Islamic law.


I love the Middle East and have lived here for a dozen years. But I still cringe whenever I ride in taxis or sit in coffee shops and the subject of Jews comes up. The points are always the same:


• Jews are out to rule the world as they admitted in the Protocols of the Elders of Zion.


• Reporters are all spies, and work for the Mosad or the CIA.


• America has the power to fix all the world’s problems but deliberately does not because it wants to keep Arabs and Muslims down to help Israel.


In cartoons in Egyptian newspapers Jews are often depicted with fangs and horns. I have been told several times that Jews deliberately brought AIDS to the Middle East. One of my favorite Jewish plots is that Jews exported bubble gum secretly laced with aphrodisiacs to rural areas in Egypt to corrupt women’s morals and tear the fabric of traditional Muslim society. Egyptian police had discovered a group of young men and women having an orgy. Egyptians were shocked and outraged. It was a national scandal. The girls’ families blamed Jews and their tainted chewing gum, and everyone felt better and moved on.


I have heard so many ridiculous theories, but only in Baghdad have I seen this worldview so extreme and armed. It’s what blew up our first bureau. After that, we moved into the Hamra and made it into a fort; back then, it was a fun place to live.


When we returned from Camp Falcon, there was a Christmas party under way in the Chinese restaurant in the hotel lobby. My mother had sent by FedEx a honey-baked ham, rhubarb and apple pies, and baked Brie, a tradition she’s kept every year. After NBC spent tens of thousands of dollars to fortify the Hamra, the hotel attracted dozens of freelance journalists, photographers, documentary filmmakers, human rights activists, and a few young American and Lebanese businessmen fishing for opportunities.


After security, the Hamra’s other main attraction was its pool, the cleanest in Baghdad. Diplomats from the Australian embassy across the street would come by every day to enjoy a few beers on the pool deck. Spanish music played in speakers mounted on the walls. It was common to see foreign women in bikinis swimming laps. We played water polo at night. One reporter went Rollerblading in the neighborhood around the hotel, Karadah, a middle-class Shiite district of two-story cement homes, open fruit and vegetable markets, ice cream parlors, and family-owned grocery stores. Some journalists went jogging every morning. Five years later, we were living in such a different reality in the Hamra that I could hardly remember what it was like in the early days. About a year after we arrived, the leg of a suicide bomber would be floating in the pool, and all but a handful of reporters and human rights activists would be gone, or dead.


For years I’ve been talking about the Hamra, but still nobody believes we live there. As the war dragged into its second year, White House officials, American military commanders, and conservative pundits—particularly on the Fox television networks—began a campaign to criticize journalists for not going out in Iraq and reporting “good news.” They said we were bunkered down in the Green Zone, the four-square-mile cluster of Saddam’s former palaces and villas reserved for his politburo, reporting negative secondhand stories. The “real” story was out there, we just weren’t looking hard enough to find it. The U.S. Army’s 3rd Infantry Division captured the Green Zone in April 2003 and established it as the main, fortified American headquarters in downtown Baghdad. The military calls anything outside the Green Zone’s wire the Red Zone. Most reporters have never lived in the Green Zone. We live in the Red Zone, but the myth has stuck. The spin has been powerful.
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THE SHIITES RISE
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A group of journalists decided to host a New Year’s Eve 2004 party at the Nabil restaurant in Arasat, Baghdad’s chicest neighborhood, full of cafés, boutiques selling knockoff Italian designer suits in garish greens and blues, and the bravest liquor store owner in the Middle East. During the 2003 American bombing raids, Miha moved his prized cases of Johnnie Walker, Stolichnaya, and Efes beer to his apartment around the corner from his shop so he could stay open for stressed-out reporters like me. I have found that no matter how war-torn a country becomes, liquor, Marlboros, prostitutes, guns, and pornography are never in short supply.


When I traveled in and out of Somalia for three months in 1999 to cover refugees from the civil war, there was no government—looters had even ripped down the phone lines to sell the wire—but there was a thriving black-market liquor trade. There were three cell phone providers, half a dozen currencies all claiming to be the official tender, but no police force, running water, or schools. It was easier to buy scotch than bread. An AK-47 cost $75. Prostitutes cost $5. Even in Yemen’s lawless Marib province, where local tribesmen and Islamic hard-liners are so heavily armed I had to interrupt my breakfast of eggs and stewed tomatoes to move a fellow diner’s AK-47 that was jabbing into my side—there were grenades and rocket launchers on the table as if they were salt and pepper shakers—it was easy to find Johnnie Walker Black Label. Black Label is not even that good; it’s just war fuel. I couldn’t go to dinner that New Year’s Eve in Baghdad. I was busy filing from the bureau. But I ended up at Nabil’s anyway.


When the car bomb exploded, it destroyed about half of the restaurant. I saw overturned tables, a crater about six feet deep full of water from broken pipes, downed power lines, smoking debris, and cubes of chicken on the floor. A group of reporters from the Los Angeles Times had been on the opposite side of the restaurant. Shrapnel hit the newspaper’s Mexico City bureau chief, Chris Kraul, in the face, blinding his right eye. Eight others at the Nabil restaurant lost their lives that night.


We no longer go to restaurants at all in Baghdad. It’s not worth it. They were never very good anyway, full of flies and hummus that would be better used between bricks. I can understand why Saddam fined his chefs.
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Over the years, there have been so many attacks like the one at Nabil’s that they have blended together into a hazy collage of blood and screams. In five years in Iraq I have heard explosions or gunfire almost every day. The sounds embed in your brain. You can’t shake them out. Sometimes I still hear them when I close my eyes.


Baghdad is exceptionally quiet at night. Since it is often too dangerous to go out, there are no cars on the roads, no honking of horns, no drunks leaving bars. No motorcycles. No ambulances. No buses or subways. No street noise at all. Most Iraqis have bought small generators to supplement rationed electricity. Their hum and sputters are a constant noise in the city. But by 2007 gas had become so expensive, more than $2 a gallon, compared to around $0.10 under Saddam, that most Iraqis could no longer afford to run generators for long, so they’re silent at night too. To fight the heat, Iraqis sleep on thin mats on the flat roofs of their homes, even though many have been killed and injured there by falling mortars and stray bullets.


Baghdad comes alive for a few minutes just before dawn when a chorus of muezzins summon the faithful with their hauntingly beautiful fajr calls to prayer. Their voices bounce off the cement buildings and seem to roll through the city. But sometimes, when the melodic songs go quiet, I am assaulted by memories of Baghdad’s new music, the whooshing of outgoing mortars, the rat-a-tat-tat of assault rifles, the crashes of car bombs, and the buzzing of low-flying Black Hawks. I can pick them out like instruments in a terrible orchestra.


Military-grade high explosive in artillery shells and mortars emits shock waves that travel faster than the speed of sound and detonate with a sharp crash like breaking glass. They seem to splash when they explode. Car and truck bombs made of propane tanks or homemade bombs explode with a low, sucking thud. AK-47s yatter with a rhythmic pitter-patter, like a roll on a snare drum. Gatling guns mounted on American AC-130 Spectre gunships fire bullets so quickly you can’t make out the individual shots, but hear only a loud grinding, as if an upstairs neighbor were dragging a heavy bed across a wooden floor. The AC-130 is essentially a C-130 Hercules cargo plane loaded with guns and 105mm howitzers that can be independently targeted and fired. A single AC-130 can suppress an entire battlefield and provide close air support to help extract troops or destroy tanks.


I listened to an AC-130 circle over the Hamra for an hour one night, firing rockets and a Gatling gun into a field that militants in the Dora neighborhood to the south had been using to launch mortars into the Green Zone. Anyone on that field of date palms would have been torn to pieces. Nothing would have been left of them. It was part of what the army called Operation Iron Hammer. It didn’t work.


Oddly, I miss this orchestra of war, muezzins, and imposed silence when I am out of Iraq. I sleep well in Baghdad. It could be the stress, the heat, the dust, the feeling of always being on call, on the ready. But mostly, it just sounds like home.


I have a running joke with NBC’s Middle East producer, Madeleine Haeringer. I am sure she is tired of it by now. Whenever there’s a particularly big explosion or intense burst of gunfire near our bureau—sometimes two or three times a day—I turn to her and ask, “Do you hear that? That’s the sound of freedom!” We laugh, but it is tragic. By 2007, anyone with $500 in his pocket was trying to escape the country.


Zohair always says the situation in Baghdad is taabana, Arabic for tired. “Baghdad is a little tired these days,” he says, as if the city caught the flu. “There is only one hour of electricity a day, and the gas lines are long again, and there were twenty unidentified bodies found last week.”


Zohair says Baghdad is tired. I’d say Baghdad is exhausted. I don’t know how Zohair stays sane.


When I look back at the first few months of 2004, however, I don’t remember the violence. I mainly think of it as the time when America’s goal of bringing secular democracy to Iraq veered wildly off track. To a large degree it was the Shiite clerics who brought down the naive dream. They had their own plans for Iraq that the United States inadvertently supported and that are now dragging the region further into conflict.


In January 2007, Chris Matthews, the irascible, fast-talking host of MSNBC’s Hardball, bluntly asked one of our correspondents on air: “So when did we become Shiites? We are Shiites now, right? When did this happen?” Chris was discussing the emergence of what Jordan’s King Abdullah called the “Shiite Crescent,” a growing Shiite power base stretching from Iran to Lebanon. Vali Nasr, author of The Shia Revival, one of the most important books on the Middle East after the U.S. invasion of Iraq, describes the rising power of Shiites in Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon as the most significant shift in the region in decades. It is certainly the biggest change I have seen since I moved here with a few thousand dollars in 1996, and is the most fundamental and dangerous shift in the Middle East since the 2003 invasion of Iraq.


So when did Americans become Shiites? The answer is January 2004.


NAJAF


JANUARY 13, 2004


If there is one word people need to know to understand what happened in Iraq after the fall of Saddam Hussein, it is howza. The howza is technically a network of Shiite religious seminaries. They are schools where scholars teach, study, and write religious doctrine and issue edicts, or fatwas. But the howza is much more than a fatwa academy; it is the real government in Iraq, and the United States brought it to power.


The howza in Iraq is based in Najaf, the spiritual center of the roughly 150 million Shiites around the world. Although Shiites are the majority in Iraq, they are only 10 to 15 percent of the overall Muslim population of more than one billion. But the Shiites’ holy land is Iraq.


Najaf al-Ashraf, or Najaf the Most Holy, as it is known in Iraq, is built around the imposing and exquisite golden-domed, blue-tiled Markad Imam Ali, the shrine-tomb of Ali Ibn Abi Talib, the Prophet Mohammed’s cousin, son-in-law, and eventual successor. I am often asked about the difference between the words “Shiite” and “Shia.” They are basically synonymous. Shia is Arabic for Shiite. It is common, however, to use Shia as an adjective to describe the followers of the religion, the Shiites. There is a similar distinction between the words “Muslim” and “Islam.” Muslims are the people. Islam is the religion. Ali is the patriarch of Shia Islam, the father of all Shiites. His tomb is under the domed Imam Ali shrine in Najaf, one hundred miles south of Baghdad.


When the Prophet Mohammed, an illiterate grain trader from Mecca raised by his uncle, died at the peak of his power in A.D. 632, he had no sons. His death left Islam and its new empire, the caliphate, with a strategic and ecumenical question: Who could lead the empire and replace a man chosen by God to deliver His final message, the Koran? Not surprisingly, the question was never answered to everyone’s satisfaction.


As Mohammed’s closest male relative and the husband of his youngest and favorite daughter, Fatma, Ali was an early contender to be the first caliph, or successor. Mohammed is said to have considered his young cousin Ali to be the son he never had. Ali was also one of the first converts to Islam, although some Sunnis say that since he was only ten years old at the time, his conversion doesn’t carry much weight. Ali, they say, was just doing what he was told, unlike an adult who would have to change his religious convictions. Shiites stress Mohammed’s affection for Ali, and quote him as having said, “I am the city of knowledge, and Ali is its gate.”


But Ali lost the first power struggle after Mohammed’s death. Instead, another early convert, Abu Bakr, the father of one of Mohammed’s wives, Aisha, was chosen. But Ali would soon have his chance to be caliph, rising in a bloody coup. In 656, a group of rebellious Egyptian soldiers murdered the third caliph, Uthman, and installed Ali in his place. Shiites say Ali had nothing to do with the murder and initially refused to accept the position. But eventually he did, and early Shiites who supported Ali’s initial succession finally had their way. But the outrage and demand for justice for Uthman’s murder would escalate the battle for control of Islam.


Ali ruled the caliphate from the Iraqi city of Kufa near Najaf. Kufa, now just a suburb of modern Najaf, was a major city at the time in the Furat al-Awsat, or Euphrates River valley. Najaf was a nearby town of fairly minor significance. Ali had moved to Kufa because of Iraq’s wealth, and to quell a rebellion led by Mohammed’s widow Aisha. She was leading an army in Basra in southern Iraq determined to avenge Uthman and destroy Ali and the rebels who had brought him to power. But she wasn’t Ali’s only enemy. The governor of Syria, Mu’awiyya, one of Uthman’s relatives, was also determined to unseat the new caliph. Ali now faced threats from both the north and the south.


In the end, however, Ali was murdered by a group originally from within his own camp, the Kharijites, religious radicals who believed Islam’s new leaders had become more interested in power than in implementing God’s will. In 661, a Kharijite assassin, Abd al-Rahman bin Muljam, slashed Ali with a poisoned sword while he was praying at a mosque in Kufa. Mu’awiyya quickly seized the caliphate and founded Islam’s first royal dynasty, the Umayyads, based in Damascus. The early Sunnis were off and running.


Ali was buried in Najaf. His followers—the Shiat Ali, or partisans of Ali, later simplified to Shiites—never forgave the crime. They still believe that Muslims who would later be collectively known as Sunnis stole Islam’s sacred leadership from the Prophet Mohammed’s family. Najaf and Kufa today remain holy Shiite cities. It is the highest honor for Shiites to be buried like Ali in Najaf, in the city’s sprawling Valley of Peace cemetery.


Shiites value this connection to Mohammed through his “perfect” family. Shiite friends of mine in Iraq call themselves members of the Ahl al-Kisa, or the “family of the cloak.” Muslim texts say Mohammed once gathered his closest relatives: his daughter Fatma, her husband, Ali, and their sons Hassan and Hussein, and covered them under a single cloak. It was a sign of affection, and of his desire to protect and purify them.


“Allah only desires to take away any uncleanliness from you,


O people of the household [Ahl al-Bayt], and purify you.”


(KORAN, AYAT AL-TATHIR)


But the split between Sunnis and Shiites was still not complete after Ali’s murder.


Ali’s son Hussein tried to avenge his father and reclaim power for what Shiites collectively call Ahl al-Bayt, the Prophet’s household. In 680, Hussein raised a small army and confronted Mu’awiyya’s forces, now controlled by his son, the second Umayyad caliph, Yazid. Hussein’s troops met Yazid’s army on the dry plains of the Iraqi city of Karbala, forty-five miles northwest of Najaf. The ensuing battle set the tone for the emerging Shiite religion.


Yazid’s troops besieged Hussein’s band of seventy-two now legendary fighters. Shiite tradition says Hussein and his men were surrounded, outmanned, and slaughtered after a valiant fight. Yazid’s soldiers then beheaded Hussein and carried his head to Damascus. The massacre at Karbala was too much for the early Shiites to bear. Sunnis had massacred Mohammed’s close relatives. There could be no reconciliation.


Every year in Karbala, Shiites commemorate Hussein’s massacre during Ashura. The ceremonies are the most powerful and emotive outpouring of grief, religious zeal, and passion I have ever seen. During Ashura, hundreds of thousands of Shiites march to Karbala, flailing their backs with bundles of chains called zangeel. The worshippers cry and beat their chests while chanting, “Ya Hussein! Ya Hussein!” Oh Hussein! Oh Hussein! Some of the zangeel are barbed to cut the men’s backs. Other worshippers bow their heads as an elder slices their scalp with a quick tap of sword. The devotees let the blood run down their faces and onto their white robes, offering clear proof that they are reliving the pain of their martyr and hero, Hussein.


But the lamentations for Hussein are not merely religious. They are how many Shiites see their return to power in Iraq after the U.S. invasion. For Iraqi Shiites, their ascension to power has been not just a political victory, but a moment of religious ecstasy, the completion of Hussein’s mission, which Americans troops unwittingly helped fulfill.
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During a break in a meeting between American, Iraqi, and Iranian diplomats in Baghdad in March 2007, I was sitting in a smoke-filled waiting room in the Foreign Ministry watching al-Iraqiya, the official television station of the U.S.-sponsored, democratically elected Shiite-led government. It was the final day of Ashura and as many as two million Shiite pilgrims were gathered in Karbala. The television images showed the mourning rituals and a reenactment of Hussein’s battle. An actor in the passion play was dressed as Hussein, complete with a sword, a flowing headdress, and a cape. He was single-handedly fighting off the tyrant Yazid’s troops until he was overwhelmed and heroically slain.


But the TV footage didn’t stop there. The images from Karbala were intercut with current news footage of the aftermath of car bombings in Baghdad, wounded Iraqi women and children, and the destroyed Shiite al-Askari mosque in Samara, attacked by al-Qaeda militants in February 2006. The state-sponsored message was clear: the attacks on markets, Shiite mosques, restaurants, and university campuses, mostly carried out by Sunni radicals, are a continuation of the battle centuries ago between Sunni tyrants and Hussein.


As pilgrims carrying black and green flags marched by our Baghdad bureau on their way to Karbala I could hear them chant: “Kul yom Ashura! Kul ard Karbala!” or “Every day is Ashura! All land is Karbala!” Simply put, they were saying, every day and everywhere Shiites in Iraq are reliving Hussein’s quest to reclaim Islam from the Sunnis. There was no talk of democracy, the Baath party, Saddam Hussein, the U.S. troop surge, or other subjects that dominated the coverage of Iraq in the United States. It seemed that many of Iraq’s Shiites believed they were fighting a different war from the one most Americans believe we are engaged in in Iraq, and for different reasons.


On trips back to the States, I am often asked, “How is the war going in Iraq?” It is a deceptively difficult question to answer because there is no war in Iraq, but many wars, some centuries old, playing out on this ancient land. But this is not what we are most often led to believe. The common perception portrayed by both the White House and the Iraqi government, which is therefore commonly reflected in the media, is that the violence in Iraq is a fundamental struggle between two opposing teams: the Freedom Lovers and the Freedom Haters.


In this Manichaean, simplistic, and I believe deliberately misleading view of the war, the situation is as follows:


The Freedom Lovers: the twelve million Iraqis who plunged their fingers into purple ink on Election Day in December 2005 and chose freedom, democracy, and to definitively close the door on Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship.


Team captains: the Iraqi government, the White House, the U.S.-trained Iraq security services, and the roughly 150,000 American troops in Iraq.


The Freedom Haters: Iraqi radicals, foreign jihadists, former Baath party members, and criminals supported by al-Qaeda, Syria, and Iran. They have formed an alliance of convenience to reject the democratization of Iraq. They don’t want democracy to flourish in the Middle East because free people will choose to reject their backwardness and repression.


Team captains: al-Qaeda in Iraq and other Sunni militant groups, Iranian and Syrian agents, and, but not always, radical Shiite cleric Moqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army.


There are elements of truth to this narrative, but it is not why Shiites and Sunnis think they are fighting in Iraq. It is merely why the U.S. administration and Iraqi government say we are fighting in Iraq, and it is a fantasy. It’s why I joke with Madeleine about “the sounds of freedom” outside our bureau. Four years into the war, if you asked most Iraqis if they believed they had been “liberated,” you’d be met with a blank stare implying, “Are you crazy?” They were more frightened by the chaos than they were of Saddam. A year later, if you asked Iraqis the same question, they were more optimistic, but still nearly all of them wanted to leave the country.


The White House perpetuated the myth because it never wanted to admit the scale of the problem to the troops or the American people. The Iraqi government did not want to admit that it had no control over its own country. To admit there’s a civil war is to declare failure. To claim there’s only a terrorism problem implies there is a legitimate government fighting scattered outlaws.


Iraq has long been facing much more than just a terrorism problem. A few bad apples are not ruining things for everyone. American officials and military commanders often stress that most Iraqis want only to raise their children in peace and would love to develop the economy and move on from their horrific past. The officials are correct, but the reality is there are large armed Sunni and Shiite factions fighting for power.


But I am not asked about the war as much when I go home now, and the people who do ask don’t seem to really care. They know it’s bad and don’t want to hear about it. They ask, and then look behind me at a TV screen or rack of magazines. I used to launch into deep discussions about Shiites, Sunnis, and Kurds. I would draw maps on cocktail napkins to illustrate the shifting power plays, much to the amusement of NBC News anchor Brian Williams, who has kept a few of my scribbles. Now when most people in the States ask about the war, I simply say, “We are in over our heads. We started a war we were not qualified to deal with.” We are in the middle of an ancient power struggle.


Sunnis believe that Shiites have long been rebels, heretics, and idol worshippers. Al-Qaeda in Iraq calls them the rafida, or refuters, because they refuse to accept what Sunnis consider the basic tenets of Islam and the historic progression of power through the caliphs. Sunnis are strict iconoclasts and forbid graven images.


Hard-line Sunnis believe creating images of Mohammed or God is punishable by death. Just ask the Danes. In September 2005, Denmark’s largest newspaper, Jyllands-Posten, printed twelve insulting anti-Muslim cartoons, including one depicting Mohammed as a suicide bomber.


In January and February 2006, newspapers across Europe reprinted the cartoons. The editor of the daily Italian newspaper La Stampa, which also ran the drawings, told me he was sick of feeling bullied by Muslim radicals and was making a stance for freedom of expression. They knew they were picking a fight and wanted it.


The Swedish newspaper Expressen editorialized: “Defending freedom of expression against fundamentalist threats is a cause. It is a matter of principle, whether it involves [Salman] Rushdie’s Satanic Verses, a film about veils and the oppression of women or some clumsy drawings in a Danish newspaper.”


The Danish newspaper that originally printed the cartoon received bomb threats. Danish embassies and cultural centers were ransacked and burned in Pakistan, Gaza, and Lebanon. Danish flags were torched in Cairo. Saudi Arabia and Libya pulled their ambassadors from Denmark. Danish goods were boycotted across the Middle East.


I was used to anti-American demonstrations. I was slapped around by an angry mob in Cairo during a protest against President Bill Clinton’s little-remembered four-day war on Iraq, Operation Desert Fox. Those American air strikes were designed to punish Saddam for not cooperating with U.N. weapons inspectors and to “degrade” Iraq’s ability to produce weapons of mass destruction. But why riot because of a cartoon? It seemed out of proportion.


But the uproar over the Danish cartoon pales when compared to the disdain radical Sunnis have for Shiites, an enemy of infidels from within. While Sunnis have no tolerance for graven images, it is common for Shiites to decorate their homes, cars, and shops with portraits of Ali and Hussein. The romantic images of the two men look almost identical, with thick lips, sensitive almond-shaped eyes, and black hair and beard.


For Shiites, Ali and Hussein are revered as saints. For Sunnis, even Mohammed was a mortal chosen by God to deliver His message. Sunnis consider the rituals in Karbala to be beyond sacrilege; they are blasphemous.


In an attempt to “wipe away” the Shiite heresy, in 2006 al-Qaeda in Iraq destroyed the al-Askari mosque in Samara, associated with the Shiite savior, Mohammed al-Mahdi, the Hidden Imam.


Shiites believe the Mahdi disappeared in the late ninth century, hidden by God, and will eventually return to usher in a new era of justice and salvation. By destroying the shrine in Samara, al-Qaeda was trying to say, “There is no Mahdi and he will not come, at least not on our watch.” Al-Qaeda also wants to blow up the Imam Ali shrine in Najaf and Imam Hussein mosque in Karbala, built atop the site where Hussein fell in battle. If they succeed, we should prepare for sectarian violence the likes of which the Middle East has never seen. Shiites would turn on Americans. Militants would try to overrun American bases. I envision reporters being airlifted off hotel rooftops.


Najaf has always fascinated me. It is my favorite city in Iraq, and is by far its most international. It is also seductively attractive. Modern Baghdad is undeniably ugly, with hundreds of squat, boxy, socialist-style apartment buildings. Najaf’s narrow streets and covered markets have the look and feel of an ancient Arab medina. The area around the Imam Ali shrine is packed with Persians, Afghans, money-changers, dragomen, and inns for pilgrims from across the Shiite world. Boys with wooden carts ferry the elderly and infirm to the holy shrine, surrounded by dozens of tiny shops and kiosks overflowing with books and DVDs of sermons in a dozen languages. Many of the kiosks hang speakers outside and play entrancing lutumiya, songs praising God, Ali, and Hussein set to the rhythmic beating of fists on chests and leather drums.
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When I walked the streets of Najaf in January 2004, it felt as if I were exploring a sacred forbidden city. As I walked past the Imam Ali shrine carrying a tripod over my shoulder, I thought it might be one of my last trips to the city. No one was hostile, but I did not feel welcome. No one smiled or waved at me. I was met with cold stares. I felt like an infidel visiting a holy place. I wouldn’t be surprised if one day Shiites declare Najaf off-limits to non-Muslims, as the holy cities of Mecca and Medina in Saudi Arabia are today.


I had driven from Baghdad to Najaf with Zohair, and we had linked up with a howza student named Sheikh Hassan al-Jarrah. The thirty-two-year-old junior cleric with a light beard and black robe had agreed to be our guide to the howza.


Sheikh Hassan wore a white turban, indicating he was not a descendant of the Prophet Mohammed’s bloodline. Mohammed’s descendants are called sayids and have the honor of wearing a black turban. There is a glass ceiling in Shiite Islam. The most senior Shiite leaders, including Iraq’s Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, Iran’s late Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, and Hezbollah’s Hassan Nasrallah, are all sayids. The news media often call the Hezbollah leader “Sheikh Nasrallah.” It is incorrect. He is Sayid Nasrallah. By no coincidence, Iraq’s first elected prime minister after the U.S. invasion, Ibrahim al-Jaafari, was a sayid.


Sheikh Hassan was studying Islamic jurisprudence at a howza led by Hojat al Islam Riad Mohammed Sayid al-Hakim, one of the leading clerics in Najaf and an ally of Sistani.


Each of the senior clerics in Najaf has his own howza. The cleric plays the role of grand master, setting the tone and the message that students learn, some more political than others. There are rivalries among the howzas as each competes for status, students, and funds. The more senior and popular a cleric becomes, the more students join his howza. It’s a self-perpetuating process because the more students enroll in a particular howza, the more money the cleric’s howza has to pay for charitable projects like health clinics and libraries, attracting even more followers.


There is no Sunni equivalent to the howza. Sunnis believe everyone has the ability to read the Koran and forge a direct relationship with God. The role of Sunni sheikhs is to help Muslims understand Islam for themselves. The former religious advisor to the late Egyptian president Anwar Sadat, Sheikh Mohammed Mutwali Shaarawi, remains after his death one of the Sunni world’s most beloved clerics and televangelists.


Shaarawi was immensely charismatic. He had an avuncular, disarming look with a small, scrunched face and big ears. Shaarawi would sit cross-legged and rock back and forth while energetically explaining the Koran in simple language that every mechanic, butcher, and carpenter could understand. He would often break into a huge smile. Although Shaarawi died at eighty-seven in 1998, he remains an Egyptian and Sunni icon.


Umm Kulthum is Egypt’s most famous singer, the matriarch of modern Arab orchestra music. It is impossible to ride in a taxi in Cairo for half an hour and not hear one of her stately, poetic songs about love, religion, or patriotism.


“In the East, a day without Umm Kulthum would have no color.”


(OMAR SHARIF)


Umm Kulthum is to Egypt what Edith Piaf represents to France, a national voice. Umm Kulthum’s funeral in 1975 was said to have been bigger than the state burial of Egypt’s hero of pan-Arabism, President Gamal Abdel Nasser.


It is equally impossible to ride in a taxi in Cairo and not hear one of Sheikh Shaarawi’s sermons. After his death, Egyptian television ran a biography on his life, The Imam of the Imams, that was so fawning it embarrassed his children. A million people packed the streets for Shaarawi’s funeral.


A few months before his death, I interviewed Shaarawi in his palatial villa on the desert road between Cairo and Alexandria. He told me, “The Koran is like the manual to a car. You want the car to work, just read the manual. When you need to fix a spark plug in a car, what do you do?” he asked me. Shaarawi was a master of the rhetorical.


“You read the manual?” I suggested.


“Exactly!” he said. “Allah’s manual is the Koran!”


It was that simple. Shaarawi said he’d given up reading any books except the Koran. Sunni fundamentalist groups say the Koran is also the constitution.


Shiites take a more mystical approach and believe that only through immense study can the inner meanings of the Koran be understood, and that members of the Prophet’s family, sayids, are especially attuned to understanding the message God handed down to one of their own. Ayatollahs are sometimes described as Shiite popes. They certainly have a hierarchy unrivaled by Sunnis, and a system to pay for it.


In addition to zakat, which is charity all Muslims must give to the poor, Shiites also pay khums, a direct contribution to the clergy, a howza tax. “Khums” comes from the Arabic word for one-fifth, and some Shiites contribute a fifth of the increase of their savings per lunar year to the howza. The howza dispenses the money to the poor, orphans, pilgrims, and its schools and social centers. The howza also administers the donations by pilgrims to the holy shrines. When Najaf opened after the fall of Saddam Hussein, tens of thousands of Iranian pilgrims started arriving, bringing with them millions of dollars. Saddam both banned Iranian pilgrims and allowed only the state to collect Islamic donations. Now the howza was collecting money directly.


In Najaf, Sheikh Hassan wanted to show off the city’s revival and what the howza was doing with its restored power and wealth. “There were only a few hundred howza students under Saddam,” he said. “Now there are already five or six thousand. The number is growing by the day.”


Sheikh Hassan took us to his howza’s main study hall in a five-story building on a tiny street crisscrossed with power lines. The building didn’t look like a school. I didn’t see any classrooms, desks, or blackboards. Instead, there were many small rooms where groups of five or six young men sat on carpets on the floor, quietly reading and discussing Islamic texts.


Howza students are peer taught. Senior students mentor younger ones. Once your peers have nothing else to teach you, you rise to the next level. The top clerics are the ones who can find no one more senior to teach them. “The howza in Najaf is now resuming its rightful place,” Sheikh Hassan told me. “It will soon be bigger than the howza in Qom.”


Hassan was bragging. He claimed that Qom, Iran’s spiritual center ninety miles south of Tehran, had flourished only because Saddam repressed the howza in Najaf. In his interpretation, Qom had filled a void like a stand-in actor who had taken center stage only because the star was ill. Now Najaf was healthy again, and had begun to reclaim its leadership.


For centuries, Najaf has been closely tied to Iran and a destination for Iranian Shiite pilgrims. Although Najaf and Qom vie for dominance of the Shiite world much in the same way Rome and Constantinople competed for the leadership of early Christendom after the collapse of the Roman Empire, the two cities are cut from the same cloth. Iraqis, and Najafis in particular, do not want to be dominated by Iran or the clerics from Qom, but believe they are part of the same extended Shiite family persecuted by Sunnis.


The American media often lump Iraqi and Iranian Shiites together. While co-religionists, Iranians and Iraqi Shiites are not a unified bloc. Najafis believe they are the true standard-bearers of Shiites and should be leading Iran. And Iraqis, who are Arabs, accuse Iranians, who are ethnic Persians, of racism and arrogance. Most Iraqis, including most Shiites, are deeply suspicious of Iran and do not want to live in an Iranian-style theocracy.


The links between the Iranian and Iraqi howzas, and therefore the governments, are much deeper. This is what the United States wasn’t counting on. American analysts, before the war, saw that Iraqi Shiites fought and killed fellow Shiites in Iran during the Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s. They chose to be Iraqi nationalists first, Shiites second. The United States assumed they would do the same after the invasion. But the war elevated and empowered the howza, which dates back to before the modern borders of Iraq and Iran. The howza is not Iraqi or even Iranian first and Shiite second. The howza is Shiite first and Shiite second.


For years I have been talking about the influence of the howza with the foreign editor of the Nightly News, Mary Laurence “ML” Flynn, the most dedicated editor I know in the news business, the woman I talk to nearly as much as my mother, who calls me every day. ML and I discuss ayatollah politics, the ups and downs of the clerics in Najaf. Sometimes when I get a little too swept away by Shiites, sayids, and their fatwas, ML in her typical brusqueness says, “Richard, I think this is all a little too inside-the-turban for us.”


The expression has always made me laugh because it is similar to the reference to incestuous “inside-the-beltway” politics in Washington. If the maxim is true that all politics are local, the power plays within the howza are the local politics of Iraq. The rivalry between Najaf and Qom is real, but both are “inside-the-turban.” America is now “inside-the-turban” too, like it or not.


Although Saddam was a Sunni, he repressed the howza mainly for political reasons. He did not want the clerics in Najaf to rival his power. Saddam’s secular, pan-Arab Baath party was the only political party, the only source of authority. His crackdown on the howza, and Shiites in general, dramatically increased during Iraq’s pointless war with Iran. Najaf’s clerics were no longer just potential rivals, but possible collaborators with the enemy. Many of the howza’s old guard, the Najaf elite, hail from Iran. The most senior cleric of all, Ali al-Sistani, was born in Iran and speaks Arabic with a Persian accent.


Sheikh Hassan showed me the apartment where Ayatollah Khomeni lived in Najaf before returning to Iran to topple the pro-Western Shah and lead the 1979 Islamic Revolution. He also took me to an exceptionally beautiful library packed with ancient tomes and parchments, and a communal study center full of men reading under ceiling fans.


Then Sheikh Hassan’s cell phone rang. We had to rush off. Our appointment had come through to meet Hojat al Islam Riad Mohammed Sayid al-Hakim, son of a leading ayatollah, in the howza’s equivalent of the dean’s office.


But the cleric wasn’t ready to meet me, so Sheikh Hassan gave me a tour of the howza’s administration headquarters: howza central command. It was buzzing with activity. It didn’t seem like a university, but more like a community center responsible for all matters of local government. It even had its own court, which was in session. I saw two families gathered in a room. There were no smiles. There had been a murder. The families of the accused and the victim had turned to the howza to find a solution and avoid a blood feud. They were in deep conversation and drinking lots of coffee. I didn’t stay long.


I was most surprised, however, by the howza’s computer room. There were ten young men inside sitting in front of desktop terminals connected to the Internet. The computer room operated twenty-four hours a day, receiving e-mails in Arabic, Farsi, and English from around the world. The job of those in the computer room was to reply to the e-mails, dispersing Sistani’s rulings on topics ranging from chess (forbidden) to masturbation (permissible if done by your wife) to copyright laws (burning pirated DVDs is not allowed). The Americans had freed Najaf from Saddam’s repression. The Internet opened the howza to the world.


After about an hour, Hojat al Islam Riad al-Hakim was ready to meet me, and I was led into a great hall that looked like a mosque. Several dozen men in their sixties and seventies, some with long white beards, sat against the walls. I took off my shoes and was seated next to the cleric.


You don’t just reach out and shake a hojat al Islam’s hand, pumping it as if he’d just sold you a used car. You raise your hand to chin level, and then slowly put it over your heart while offering a small bow. When you sit, always slowly, it is important never to show the soles of your feet, which is considered offensive. The proper way is to sit cross-legged, or—in a position that takes some practice—with your knees together and both feet tucked under one side.


Once we were settled, I sat for two full minutes in silence. The cleric begins the conversation when he feels ready.


“We appreciate what the Americans have done,” he eventually told me, breaking the silence. Although I don’t work for the government, I don’t think he was able to see me as anything other than an American. As far as I know, I was the first American he had ever met. Hojat al Islam Riad chose his words carefully. Everything he says can be considered religious doctrine, every phrase a fatwa.


“We could not have removed the tyrant Saddam Hussein alone. Now we do not want to repeat the mistakes of the past,” he said.


It was a simple statement, but it encapsulated the entire Shiite vision for postwar Iraq. The hojat al Islam was referring to “past mistakes” that had excluded Shiites from power in Iraq for nearly a century.


[image: Images]


Iraqi Shiites were active in the 1920 revolt against British troops in Mesopotamia. In 1920, the Shiite Ayatollah Mohammed al-Shirazi issued a fatwa from Karbala declaring that working for the British was a sin. Shiites began to stage protests and demand elections for an independent government.


In June, the British civil commissioner, Arnold Wilson, agreed to elections for a “constituent assembly,” but made the unpopular choice of Sunni Muslim, ex-Ottoman bureaucrats to organize the voting process. The Shiites continued to mount growing demonstrations, and by the end of June fighting broke out.


British political leaders at the time, including the desert explorer and Arabist Gertrude Bell, blamed Shiites for the revolt. British forces later handed power to the Sunni King Feisal, a friend and protégé of the talented British intelligence officer T. E. Lawrence, “Lawrence of Arabia,” made famous by American journalist Lowell Thomas, who chronicled, and somewhat embellished, the 1916 “Revolt in the Desert” against Ottoman forces in the Arabian Peninsula.


Britain owed a favor to Feisal’s family, the Hashimites, for their role in the 1916 Arab revolt in the Hijaz. Feisal and his descendants ruled Iraq for nearly four decades until the monarchy was deposed by a military coup in 1968 that eventually led Saddam Hussein to power.


I sat with Hojat al Islam Riad for about an hour. Most of our conversation focused on the meaning and significance of “democracy.” It was the new buzzword in Najaf. “We fully support democracy,” he told me. “But it should be real democracy, with every person, every Iraqi having a vote.” He was outlining the vision set by Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, the most powerful man in Iraq.


But Sistani’s power is subtle and indirect. The grand ayatollah is almost never seen. There is only one official image of Sistani. In it, he has an almost expressionless gaze, like the Renaissance icons of Christ on the cross staring blankly at heaven. Sistani was the wizard behind the curtain, the opposite of Shaarawi, who was smiling on TV every week, explaining the simple life lessons of the Koran. Sistani speaks only through emissaries and is nearly impossible to meet, surrounded by layers of howza. But in 2004 Sistani was mobilizing his influence, as powerful, present, and invisible as the wind, against U.S. plans.


Paul Bremer, the counterterrorism expert turned American proconsul in Iraq, was advocating elections by caucuses to try to ensure that Shiites wouldn’t sweep the vote and exclude Sunni and Kurdish minorities, which was exactly what would happen. The Bremer plan also envisioned a committee of Iraqi experts writing Iraq’s new constitution with the assistance of Western academics and legal experts.
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