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For my Mother and Father




Death Speaks



There was a merchant in Baghdad who sent his servant to market to buy provisions, and in a little while the servant came back, white and trembling, and said, Master, just now when I was in the marketplace I was jostled by a woman in the crowd and when I turned I saw it was Death that jostled me. She looked at me and made a threatening gesture; now, lend me your horse, and I will ride away from this city and avoid my fate. I will go to Samarra and there Death will not find me. The merchant lent him his horse, and the servant mounted it, and he dug his spurs in its flanks and as fast as the horse could gallop he went. Then the merchant went down to the marketplace and he saw me standing in the crowd and he came to me and said, Why did you make a threatening gesture to my servant when you saw him this morning? That was not a threatening gesture, I said, it was only a start of surprise. I was astonished to see him in Baghdad, for I had an appointment with him tonight in Samarra.

As retold by W. Somerset Maugham, 1933


Bring them on.

—George W. Bush, 2003
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Chapter 1

The Appointment

in Samarra




Iraq’s deadliest terrorist attack killed no one.

In the early morning hours of February 22, 2006, armed men stormed the Askariya shrine in Samarra, sixty miles north of Baghdad. They handcuffed the four guards, and left them in a side room. Working for several hours, the men placed several hundred pounds of explosives at strategic points under the shrine’s golden dome. At 6:55 A.M., they detonated the explosives, probably with a cell phone. The dome collapsed and a shrine dating back to the ninth century was in ruins.

For centuries, Iraq’s Shiites brought a saddled horse to the Askariya shrine. The horse waited for the return of Mohammed al-Mahdi, the twelfth and last Imam who went into hiding in 878 in a cave under the shrine. Still a child when last seen, the Imam communicated with his followers through an intermediary for seventy years before contact ceased. Shiites believe he is still alive. His return will usher in an era of justice to be followed by the Judgment Day. The powerful Caliph of Baghdad, the spiritual head of the rival Sunni branch of Islam, had ordered the Mahdi’s grandfather, the tenth Imam Ali al-Hadi, brought to Samarra in a kind of house arrest. The Shiites believe that he had Hadi poisoned in 868 and that he ordered Hadi’s son, the eleventh Imam Hassan al-Askari, killed six years later. The faithful hid the twelfth Imam to spare him the same fate.

Iraq’s Shiite majority see the men who destroyed the Askariya shrine as successors to the Caliph’s assassins, and with good reason. Almost certainly, the shrine was destroyed by al-Qaeda in Mesopotamia, the Iraqi offshoot of the organization that brought down New York’s World Trade Center. Al-Qaeda seeks to restore the Sunni Caliphate and considers adherents to the Shiite branch of Islam as apostates deserving of death.

Within hours of the shrine’s destruction, black-clad members of the Mahdi Army, a Shiite militia named for the twelfth Imam, took control of key points around Baghdad. Shiites then launched attacks on Sunni mosques around Baghdad. Intimidated by the Mahdi Army, the Iraqi Army and the U.S. military did not intervene. Some Iraqi police, the beneficiaries of a multibillion-dollar U.S. training program, joined the attackers while others looked on. Three Sunni Imams were killed that day in Baghdad. In Basra, a Shiite mob broke into a jail, seized ten foreign Arabs who had been jailed on suspicion of terrorism, and shot them. The next day, Sunni Arabs pulled forty-seven Shiites off buses near the mixed Sunni-Shiite city of Baquba and executed them. In order to keep people away from inflammatory sermons expected at Friday prayers two days following the attack, Iraq’s Shiite-dominated government imposed a twenty-four-hour curfew on Baghdad. Even so, twenty-nine bodies turned up around the city. The victims had been handcuffed and shot in the head, an indication that they were Sunnis picked up by the police—or Shiite militia wearing police uniforms—and killed.

In the week that followed the Samarra bombing, 184 Sunni mosques were destroyed or vandalized. Sectarian violence killed more than one thousand Sunnis and Shiites. In predominantly Sunni neighborhoods, vigilantes warned Shiite families to leave while Sunnis were evicted from Shiite neighborhoods. Those foolish enough to ignore the warnings were killed. Baghdad’s mixed neighborhoods became armed camps.

Atwar Bahjat, a thirty-year-old reporter for al-Arabiya, the Dubai based Arabic television network, raced from Baghdad to her native Samarra on hearing the first reports of the bombing. Ten minutes after a live broadcast from near the shrine, gunmen abducted her along with cameraman Khaled Mahmud al-Falahi and soundman Adnan Khairallah, and shot them. Atwar Bahjat was born to a Shiite father and a Sunni mother. As if to underscore that there is no place in the new Iraq for Sunnis and Shiites to live together, Sunni gunmen attacked her funeral, killing one mourner and wounding several others.

As civil war accelerated, Iraq had only a caretaker government. In December 2005, Iraq had held its third national election within that single calendar year, choosing the country’s permanent parliament under the constitution approved by voters the previous October 15. Intended to cap a year of transition to a new democratic Iraq, the elections served to intensify Iraq’s religious and ethnic divisions. Shiites voted for Shiite religious parties, Kurds for Kurdish nationalist parties, and Sunni Arabs for Sunni religious parties or for Sunni Arab nationalists. Fewer than one in ten Iraqis had voted for parties that crossed ethnic or religious lines. Iraq’s constitution is intended to foster consensus by requiring a two-thirds majority to form a government. But Iraq’s three main communities—the Shiites, the Sunni Arabs, and the Kurds—do not have similar values, a common program, the same allies, nor even a commitment to the continuation of Iraq as a state. After the elections it took more than four months to find sufficient common ground to choose a President, two Vice Presidents, the Parliament’s Speaker and his deputies, and to designate a Prime Minister—in spite of broad agreement that there should be a government of national unity that represented all three groups.

In Iraq’s civil war, the United States is in the middle. Sunni Arabs believe the United States delivered Iraq to the Shiites and the Iranians. In the February 2006 pogroms, they blamed the U.S. military for standing aside while Shiites destroyed Sunni mosques. The Shiites accused the United States of having sided with the Sunnis in the period leading up to the attack in Samarra. Abdul Aziz al-Hakim, the leader of Iraq’s most influential Shiite party, charged that the American ambassador to Iraq, Zalmay Khalilzad, had given the terrorists “a green light” when he criticized the human rights record of Iraq’s Shiite-led security forces. Shiites refer to Khalilzad, a Sunni Muslim who is a naturalized American originally from Afghanistan, as “Abu Omar,” a reference to the second Sunni Caliph, who, in the Shiite view, usurped the legitimate succession to the prophet in the seventh century. Moqtada al-Sadr, the radical Shiite cleric who leads the Mahdi Army, blamed the U.S. for the destruction of the Askariya shrine, saying the Americans were even worse than Saddam. According to al-Sadr, the United States invaded Iraq to assassinate the Mahdi, whose return, the Americans knew, was imminent.

As the horrific events unfolded in Samarra and Baghdad, I was staying in the Baghdad headquarters of Kurdistan President Massoud Barzani, putting the finishing touches on this book. Because of the headquarters’ central location in Baghdad’s fortified Green Zone, Iraq’s leaders gathered there to discuss the sectarian fighting and the problems of forming a government. As they discussed the crisis overtaking their country, it was clear they saw it as a civil war, and many used that phrase in their conversations with me. As if to underline the point, three nine-foot Katyusha rockets landed in close proximity to Barzani’s house while I was writing the preceding paragraphs. Fortunately, the closest one—some twenty yards from me—was a dud. Its unexploded warhead burrowed three feet into the asphalt of the parking lot, but did no other harm.

In contrast to the Iraqis, the Bush Administration appeared unable to recognize what was happening. Just a few hours after the destruction of the Askariya shrine, U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice appeared on Egyptian television. The interviewer, Mervat Mohsen, summed up the changes in Iraq from a Sunni perspective.

“Excessive meddling has brought the Shiites in Iraq to power. The neighboring Iranians are Shia. The Sunnis are compromised. America’s trusted Arab allies are Sunnis. There is a civil war brewing in Iraq. What have you done?”

Rice insisted Iraq’s political process was fully on track. “Well, I don’t think there is a civil war brewing in Iraq. I think what you have in Iraq is a country that has thrown off the yoke of a horrible dictator, who by the way, created all kinds of instability in this region with his wars against his neighbors. Now that that dictator is gone, you have the Iraqi people, who come from many different sects, from many different ethnic groups, trying to use a political process of compromise and politics, to replace repression.”

With regard to Iraq, President Bush and his top advisors have consistently substituted wishful thinking for analysis and hope for strategy. In July 2004, the Central Intelligence Agency prepared a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) of the situation in Iraq. Representing the collective judgment of America’s most experienced Iraq analysts based on the best intelligence available to the U.S. government, the NIE warned of the danger of civil war. When President Bush was asked about the NIE in September 2004, he shrugged it off: “The CIA said life could be lousy, life could be OK, life could be better. The Iraqi people don’t share their pessimism.”

On June 4, 2005, I attended the first session of the newly elected Kurdistan National Assembly in Erbil, northern Iraq. Among those attending was Iraq’s president, Jalal Talabani. Talabani, a Kurd, is not only the first-ever democratically elected head of state in Iraq, but in a country that traces its history back to the Garden of Eden, he is, as one friend observed, “the first freely chosen leader of this land since Adam was here alone.” While Kurds are enormously proud of his accomplishment, the flag of Iraq, the country Talabani heads, was noticeably absent from the inauguration ceremony, nor can it be found anyplace in Erbil, a city of one million that is the capital of Iraq’s Kurdistan Region.

Anne Bodine, the head of the American Embassy office in Kirkuk, spoke at the ceremony, congratulating the newly minted parliamentarians, and affirming the U.S. commitment to an Iraq that is, she said, “democratic, federal, pluralist, and unified.” The phrase evidently did not apply in Erbil. In their oath, the parliamentarians were asked to swear loyalty to the unity of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. Many pointedly dropped the “of Iraq.”

The shortest speech was given by the head of the Iranian intelligence service in Erbil, a man known to the Kurds as Agha Panayi. Looking directly at Ms. Bodine, he said simply, “This is a great day. Throughout Iraq, the people we supported are in power.” He did not add, “Thank you, George Bush.” The unstated was understood.

Thanks to the American invasion, Kurdistan has consolidated its status as a virtually independent state and in so doing has righted an historic wrong. Winston Churchill included the Kurds in Arab Iraq in 1921 when he was a cabinet minister in Lloyd George’s coalition government, responsible for the Middle East. The Kurds rebelled against this decision through much of the twentieth century. Iraq’s military response to Kurdish opposition escalated over the decades, culminating with Saddam Hussein’s genocidal Anfal campaign of the late 1980s, a campaign that included extensive use of poison gas on Kurdish villagers. Churchill considered the forced incorporation of the Kurds in Iraq as one of his biggest mistakes, and it is perhaps fitting that the mistake has been undone by an American president who keeps a bust of Churchill in the Oval Office.

As Agha Panayi indicated in his speech, Iran has emerged as the major beneficiary of America’s Iraq War. Ever since the Ottomans and Persians agreed in the Treaty of Qasr-i-Shirin to a demarcation line in 1639 between their two empires, the line that is now the Iran-Iraq border has separated the Persians from the Arabs, and the Shiite-ruled lands from the Sunni-ruled. But, since 2003, Iranian-sponsored Shiite religious parties have run Iraq’s nine southern provinces, known as governorates, as well as Baghdad. The Shiite religious parties dominate Iraq’s central government and control the Interior Ministry, which has enabled them to place Iranian-trained militiamen into the police. Iran has substantial influence over Iraq’s U.S.-created military, and is developing economic ties that will soon link the two countries’ strategically vital oil facilities.

There is no small irony in these developments. As he began to prepare the American people for war with Iraq in his January 2002 State of the Union speech, President Bush denounced what he described as an Axis of Evil between Iraq and Iran (along with North Korea). At that time, there were no more bitter enemies than the Iran of the ayatollahs and the Iraq of Saddam Hussein. Thanks to George W. Bush, Iran has no closer ally in the world than the Iraq of the ayatollahs. This new Tehran-Baghdad Axis could have revolutionary consequences for the Middle East. Iraq is now the Arab world’s first Shiite-ruled state, and the Shiite victory in Iraq is bound to influence a Shiite-populated crescent that extends from southern Iraq into Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province, into Kuwait, and to Bahrain. This Shiite crescent sits atop the most important oil reservoirs in the world.

As the United States entered the fourth year of occupying Iraq, it had 130,000 troops battling a Sunni Arab insurgency. Based in a community that is no more than 20 percent of Iraq’s population, the Sunni Arab insurgents cannot prevail militarily. But they cannot readily be defeated either. The U.S. can clear insurgents out of Sunni cities, but it has insufficient forces to hold the territory. Pushed out of one area, the insurgents move to another and return when the Americans move on.

Insurgency, civil war, Iranian strategic triumph, the breakup of Iraq, an independent Kurdistan, military quagmire. These are all consequences of the American invasion of Iraq that the Bush Administration failed to anticipate. About some of these things, such as the Sunni Arab insurgency, the president and his top advisors have admitted they were surprised. About others, they are in denial. In his 2006 State of the Union address, President Bush said, “Hindsight is not wisdom and second-guessing is not a strategy.” It is, of course, understandable why the president prefers not to look back. It isn’t that he failed to consider some possible adverse consequences of the war, but rather that he missed all of them. In devising strategy, one can hope for the best, but should be prepared for the worst. The Bush Administration hoped that American troops would be greeted as liberators and that Iraqis would embrace democracy, yet it had no contingency plans to follow in case it didn’t work out that way.

Some of the outcomes in Iraq are the inevitable result of the invasion. Iraq was cobbled together by the British at the end of World War I from three different Ottoman valiyets, or provinces: predominantly Kurdish Mosul in the north, mostly Sunni Baghdad at the center, and Shiite Basra in the south. The Arab parts of the country had a shared identity, but the Kurds wanted no part of the new state. The British installed a foreign Sunni Arab prince, Feisal of Hejaz, as Iraq’s king in 1921. He and his successors ruled through a Sunni Arab–dominated bureaucracy and military. In 1958, the Iraqi military overthrew the monarchy (gunning down Feisal’s grandson, the young King Feisal II) but continued the Sunni Arab domination of the country. In order to rule over the 55 percent of Iraqis who are Shiite and the 20 percent who are Kurdish, Iraq’s Sunni Arab rulers used varying degrees of force to stay in power.

In 2003, the United States ousted the last, and most brutal, of Iraq’s Sunni Arab dictators. It smashed Iraq’s army and then legally dissolved the Iraqi military, security services, and Ba’ath Party. The army and secret police were the institutions that had enabled Iraq’s Sunni Arab minority to rule for eighty years. With these repressive institutions gone, Iraq’s Shiite majority took power through democratic elections in 2005 and asserted sectarian control over key institutions, including the police. In the constitutional negotiations in August 2005, the Kurds consolidated the independence they always wanted. The Sunni Arabs resented bitterly their loss of historic hegemony and violently resisted a Shiite-dominated new order. Civil war was always a possible, if not likely, outcome. The only remarkable thing is that it caught the Bush Administration by surprise.

The Bush Administration assumed the transition from Saddam Hussein’s Sunni Arab dictatorship to a stable new order in Iraq would be easy—so easy, in fact, that no real planning would be required. Many of the United States’s present difficulties in Iraq are the direct consequence of the failure to plan for the day after U.S. troops entered Baghdad. The professional military had wanted to send more troops to secure Iraq than the Pentagon’s civilian leaders were willing to commit. But even with the troops it did have in Iraq, the United States could have protected Iraq’s government ministries and its most important national institutions, including the archaeological museum, had there been a plan to do so. During eight critical weeks after Saddam fell, U.S. authority in Iraq ebbed away as looters demolished the capital city’s public institutions and it became clear that the U.S. military was unwilling or unable to maintain order.

The catastrophe was followed by a fourteen-month occupation that was mismanaged from start to finish. The president did not decide whether to turn power over to an interim Iraqi government or to have the United States run the country in the manner of the postwar occupations of Germany and Japan. For a month after the fall of Baghdad the Administration pursued both policies simultaneously. When Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld chose an administrator for Iraq, he picked a retired diplomat with no experience of the country and gave him two weeks to prepare for the assignment. The administrator, L. Paul Bremer III, decided after three days in Iraq that he, not the Iraqis, would run the country. The result was a bungled effort at nation-building that was characterized by ineffective administration, constantly shifting political direction, an inability to restore essential services (including electricity), economic decline, mismanagement of billions of dollars in Iraqi and U.S. funds, corruption, and a failed effort to build a new Iraqi military and police.

The Bush Administration’s grand ambitions for Iraq were undone by arrogance, ignorance, and political cowardice. In not preparing for the collapse of law and order, the Administration ignored the warnings of experts and of Iraqis and seemed to assume that Iraq’s police and bureaucrats would report for work the day after Saddam fell. This coincided with its unwillingness to take the politically difficult decision to deploy sufficient troops, and to give those it did send responsibility for maintaining law and order. While attempting a breathtakingly bold effort at nation-building, the Administration relied on the judgments of inexperienced and unqualified staff instead of those who actually knew something about the country. In my recent trips to Iraq, I have asked its elected political leaders where they thought the United States went wrong. All gave the same answer: when the United States became an occupier instead of a liberator, in short, when the Bush Administration decided it was more capable of determining Iraq’s future than the peoples of the country itself.

President Bush speaks of Iraq as integral to a larger struggle for freedom in the Middle East. In the run-up to the war, Vice President Richard Cheney and the civilians in charge at the Pentagon—Rumsfeld, Deputy Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, Under Secretary for Policy Douglas Feith—advocated the war because it was central to their radical ambition to remake the Middle East into pro-Western, market-oriented democracies that would have good relations with one another and with Israel. Iraq was to trigger a “domino effect,” with Iran and Syria the next to fall. For this to work, the Bush Administration’s visionaries had had to make certain assumptions about how Iraq’s Shiite majority would behave after taking power. Wolfowitz theorized that Iraq’s Shiites would oppose a clerical state and develop a pro-Western polity that could actually undermine the ayatollahs in Iran. This scenario ignored some inconvenient facts: Iran has supported Iraq’s Shiites for decades, funding their political parties and training and equipping their militias. Iraq’s largest Shiite party, the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), was founded under Iranian auspices in Tehran in 1982. Its name provides a clue as to its political agenda. A war undertaken in part to undermine Iran’s Islamic republic has given Tehran its greatest strategic gain in four centuries.

In justifying the war, President Bush proclaimed that the “United States of America will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.” Iraq did not have weapons of mass destruction (WMD). But, with U.S. attention and resources committed to Iraq, both North Korea and Iran have been free to pursue their nuclear weapons programs. As the U.S. made preparations in 2002 and 2003 for the Iraq War, North Korea expelled United Nations nuclear inspectors, withdrew from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and reprocessed previously safeguarded plutonium into material for nuclear weapons. The president loudly insisted that the United States would not tolerate a nuclear-armed North Korea and did precisely nothing.

At the beginning of 2006, Iran announced it would enrich uranium that can be used for a nuclear weapon. With U.S. forces tied down in Iraq, the Iranians could feel confident that there would be no American response. Moqtada al-Sadr warned, “If neighboring Islamic countries, including Iran, become the target of attacks, we will support them. The Mahdi Army is beyond the Iraqi Army. It was established to defend Islam.” This is no idle threat. During a 2004 uprising against the U.S. occupation, the Mahdi Army so disrupted American supply lines in Iraq that Bremer nearly had to impose food rationing on the thousands of Americans working in his occupation government in Baghdad. The Mahdi Army is in 2006 at least twice as strong as it was in 2004, and Iran would have the support of other Shiite militias as well.

Thanks to the American invasion, most Iraqis may well be better off. Iraq’s Shiite majority is liberated from eight decades of oppression. Even if their political preferences are not those the Bush Administration dreamed about, they have been able to decide their future democratically. Iraq’s Kurds are on the cusp of achieving their own state, and it is satisfying to see one of history’s underdogs finally come out on top. Iraq’s Sunni Arabs think of themselves as worse off, but they are only 20 percent of the country.

It is, however, impossible to argue that the United States is better off. Although initiated to protect the United States from weapons of mass destruction in the hands of a rogue state, the Iraq War has left the United States more vulnerable to potential Iranian and North Korean nuclear weapons. And because of the Administration’s planning failures, looters had free access to a wide range of dangerous materials from Iraq’s defunct nuclear and biological weapons programs. Some of these materials may have ended up in Iran or in the hands of terrorists, leaving the U.S. more at risk from Iraqi WMD-related materials than it was before the war.

By enabling clerical Iran to achieve its historic ambitions in the Shiite Arab world, the war is a major strategic setback for the United States in the Middle East. The only “democratic fallout” from the Iraq War has been the elections of hard-line extremists in Palestine and Iran. American prestige in the Arab world is at an all-time low with polls in some Arab countries showing Osama bin Laden viewed more favorably than President Bush. The war has damaged U.S. relations with its closest allies in Europe. No American president in living memory is as poorly regarded in Europe as George W. Bush.

The Iraq War has failed to serve a single major U.S. foreign policy objective. It has not made the United States safer; it has not advanced the war on terror; it has not made Iraq a stable state; it has not spread democracy to the Middle East; and it has not enhanced U.S. access to oil. It has been costly. As of this writing, 2,500 American troops have been killed, more than forty thousand have been wounded, and $300 billion spent. Some economists have calculated that the total cost of the war, direct and indirect, could exceed $2 trillion.* Continuing the present course of action will not bring the United States closer to success, however it is defined.

This book does not seek to rehash the debate about whether the United States should have invaded Iraq in 2003. That is an important question but not especially relevant to what should now be done. I will argue that the policies we have pursued since Saddam fell on April 9, 2003, have been flawed conceptually and in execution. The main error has been to see Iraq not as it is, but as we wished it were. This led to an unrealistic and futile commitment to preserving the unity of a state that was never a voluntary creation of its people, and that has been held together by force. In making this case, I do not seek to score points with the proponents or the opponents of the war, or for that matter of the current American Administration. My purpose is to urge a course of action by which the United States can extricate itself from the mess in Iraq, including from escalating civil war. This strategy should be based on U.S. interests and reflect the reality that Iraq has broken up in all but name.

*Nobel Prize–winner Joseph Stiglitz and Harvard Budget expert Linda Bilmes estimate at least $1 trillion in total costs and possibly more than $2 trillion. Their calculations include lifetime costs of disabilities and health care for veterans, the economic value of lost lives, the impact on investment, and the impact on the federal deficit.








Chapter 2

Appeasement




At dawn on September 22, 1980, Iraqi jets bombed Iranian airfields and military installations. At the same time, Iraqi soldiers crossed into Iran’s Kurdistan Province in the north and its predominantly Arab Khuzistan Province in the south, the latter a strategic prize where Iran’s oil industry started in the early twentieth century, and the location of rich reservoirs. By mid-November, Iraq had taken the port city of Khorramshahr and surrounded the oil facilities in Abadan. Saddam Hussein, who had become Iraq’s president the year before, had gambled that Iran’s revolutionary chaos would enable his country to achieve a quick victory over its much larger neighbor.

The Iran-Iraq War lasted eight years. It consumed a million lives, wounded or maimed another two million, and cost more than $1 trillion. With its static fronts, trench warfare, and relentless shelling, the Iran-Iraq War resembled the First World War. Like that conflict, it quickly became a stalemate where neither side could win, nor could they agree to a truce. There was another similarity: beginning in 1983, Iraq made use of increasingly sophisticated chemical weapons to offset Iran’s superior numbers. It was the first sustained use of these weapons since they were banned under the 1925 Geneva Protocols, a treaty that resulted from revulsion over the horrors of poison gas in the First World War.

The war was ostensibly fought over the location of a border in a river. Iraq’s two great rivers, the Euphrates and the Tigris, converge in the south to form the Shatt al-Arab, which is Iraq’s access to the sea. South of Basra, once Iraq’s main port, the Shatt al-Arab becomes the border between Iran and Iraq. The Iraqis, backed by the British, long insisted the actual boundary should be on the Iranian shore while the Iranians argued it was the thalweg, or the middle of the river’s deepest channel. In 1975, at the margins of an OPEC meeting in Algiers, the Shah of Iran and then Iraqi Vice President Saddam Hussein agreed that the thalweg would be the border. In return, the Shah agreed to cut off support for a Kurdish rebellion in Iraq that he had initiated for the purpose of extracting this concession from Iraq.

In January 1979, the Shah was overthrown and the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini became Iran’s de facto ruler. Khomeini despised Iraq’s Ba’athist regime. Not only was its secular and nationalist character antithetical to the values of the Islamic revolution, it repressed Iraq’s Shiites in a land where they were the majority and that contained Shiite Islam’s most important religious sites. Khomeini had lived for fourteen years in exile in Najaf, the southern Iraqi city that is the resting place of Ali, the first Imam and the founder of the Shiite sect (the Shiites are, literally, “the party of Ali”). Khomeini had witnessed firsthand the predations of the Ba’athists. He also had a personal grudge. In 1978, at the behest of the Shah, Saddam expelled him from Iraq, a decision that proved the Shah’s undoing and nearly Saddam’s as well. From his place of exile in the Paris suburbs, Khomeini directed the anti-Shah uprising as he could never have done from a police state like Iraq.

Once in power in Iran, Khomeini appealed directly to Iraq’s Shiites to replace a corrupt secular regime with a just—that is, Islamic—state. Saddam knew this was fertile ground and he responded harshly. Using the pretext of a failed assassination attempt on Deputy Prime Minister Tariq Aziz by a Shiite radical, Iraqi security forces on April 1, 1980, arrested the Grand Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, Iraq’s most senior Shiite cleric, and his sister Bint al-Huda. While the ayatollah was made to watch, the sister was raped and murdered. The torturers then set afire al-Sadr’s beard before driving nails into his head. A furious Khomeini called for Saddam’s overthrow. On September 17, 1980, Saddam abrogated the Algiers Accord and defiantly asserted Iraqi sovereignty over the entire Shatt al-Arab. Five days later, he launched war.

Beyond the personal vendetta between Khomeini and Saddam and the territorial dispute that was its proximate cause, the Iran-Iraq War was a clash of ideologies and civilizations. Saddam saw himself as the embodiment of Arab nationalism fighting against the Persians. He even referred to the war as Saddam’s Qadisiya, recalling the seventh-century battle in which Arabs defeated the Persians and brought Islam to Iraq. Khomeini saw the war not only as the defense of the nascent Iranian Islamic Republic, but as an opportunity to spread the Islamic revolution to his fellow Shiites in Iraq.

Although Iraq’s initial blitzkrieg allowed it to take territory temporarily from its disorganized neighbor, the balance very much favored Iran. Not only was Iran three times more populous, but it had the advantage of strategic depth. Aside from the oil facilities at Abadan and Khorramshahr, Iran’s main cities and critical infrastructure are far from the Iraqi border. By contrast, most of Iraq’s people live in the eastern part of the country, within easy range of Iranian aircraft. Basra, Iraq’s second largest city, is on the Shatt al-Arab. The Iranians shelled it heavily during the war. In the war’s early days, Iran closed down Iraq’s oil exports through the Persian Gulf, damaging its offshore loading facility at Faw.* Iran also had the advantage of a long coastline on the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean. Bandar-e-Abbas, a major Iranian port and oil export facility, is five hundred miles from Iraq, and was not bombed until the later stages of the war.†

Saddam and Khomeini each appealed to the disaffected populations in the other’s country. Both were disappointed. Saddam hoped that Khuzistan’s Arab majority would welcome Iraq’s troops as liberators. They did not, in part because they were Shiites with no desire to trade Persian rule for a Sunni tyrant. The Iraqi Kurds readily accepted Iranian support, and used the war to expand their anti-Iraq military activities. Khomeini had hoped that Iraq’s Shiites, who made up the bulk of the Iraqi Army, would come over to the Iranian side. A few did but most fought stubbornly, if not enthusiastically, for Iraq through the eight years of war. In 2003, U.S. analysts looked back on this apparent Shiite loyalty to Iraq in the Iran-Iraq War as evidence that Iran would not have undue influence in post-Saddam Iraq. It was a wildly wrong misreading. Shiite soldiers fought for Saddam not out of love for Iraq or the regime, but because they were conscripts who had little choice. As we shall see, the analysts might have done better to examine the words and actions of Iraq’s Shiite religious and political leaders.

In 1982, the Iranians counter attacked, expelling the Iraqis from Khuzistan and pushing into Iraqi territory. Khomeini fired up Iranian recruits with religious fervor, promising instant entry into paradise for those who died as martyrs against the infidel Iraqis. Boys as young as twelve volunteered to be human minesweepers, crossing no-man’s-land chained together and carrying plastic keys to unlock the gates of paradise.* The Iraqis, with a conscript army mostly filled in the lower ranks by sullen Shiites and potentially rebellious Kurds, had no comparable commitment to self-sacrifice.

After the Iranian counterattack, Saddam Hussein proposed a cease-fire, and a return to the prewar boundary. Khomeini refused, insisting that Iran would only stop the war if Saddam were gone. In a direct appeal to Iraq’s Shiites, Khomeini told them, “We are related by race, traditions, and religion…No other government or nation in the world has the right to be concerned about Iraq’s future.” About the same time, SCIRI formed an Iraqi government in exile in Tehran, headed by Muhammed Bakr al-Hakim, with the express goal of creating an Iranian-style Islamic republic.*

As Iraq’s military situation deteriorated in 1983, Saddam deployed poison gas. From November 1983 to August 1988, Iraq’s use of chemical weapons escalated both in quantity and sophistication. The first attacks involved mustard gas, a blistering agent first employed by the Germans in Ypres, Flanders, in 1917. By the end of the Iran-Iraq War, Iraq was using sophisticated nerve agents, as well as experimenting with “cocktails” of nerve gas, cyanide, and mustard gas.

The initial U.S. response to the Iran-Iraq War was muted. President Jimmy Carter was in what turned out to be his final months in office when Saddam launched his initial attack. Carter had no reason to be sympathetic to Iran, which was holding fifty-two American diplomats hostage. With U.S. support, the U.N. Security Council passed Resolution 479 on September 28, 1980. It called for a cease-fire, but without demanding that Iraq give up the territory it had seized. The Iranians were furious with the United Nations’ one-sided stance, although they had themselves to blame for the ongoing hostage crisis that resulted in Iran’s isolation. The outbreak of war diverted Iranian attention from negotiations aimed at ending the hostage crisis, and destroyed whatever slim chance may have existed for Carter to win reelection.

In 1981, the Reagan Administration continued its predecessor’s hands-off approach to the war. But after Iran turned the military tide in 1982, the Administration became concerned about the consequences of an Iranian victory. It also saw an opportunity to move Iraq from its alliance with the Soviet Union into a closer relationship with the United States, a relationship that the more optimistic Administration strategists thought might actually replace the lost alliance with the Shah as a means for protecting American interests in the northern Persian Gulf.

Just as Iraq started using poison gas, the Reagan Administration began in earnest its courtship of Saddam Hussein. In staffing his administration, Ronald Reagan had passed over Donald Rumsfeld, President Gerald Ford’s chief of staff and defense secretary. In 1983, as something of a consolation prize, Reagan asked Rumsfeld to be his special emissary to Saddam Hussein with the goal of reestablishing diplomatic relations, which Iraq had severed in 1967 in retaliation for U.S. support for Israel in the Arab-Israeli Six Day War. Years later, as he pushed the United States to war in 2002, Rumsfeld claimed that he had protested Iraq’s use of chemical weapons, but he did not raise the matter in his two meetings with Saddam Hussein. Meeting with Saddam in December 1983, Rumsfeld discussed America and Iraq’s common antipathy for Iran and Syria, U.S. efforts to stop arms going to Iran, and U.S. financing for an oil pipeline from Iraq to the Jordanian port of Aqaba. Even though the second meeting, in March 1984, took place after the State Department publicly expressed concern about Iraq’s use of chemical weapons, Rumsfeld was silent on the matter with the dictator. He did tell Deputy Prime Minister Tariq Aziz that the international community took a dim view of Iraq’s use of chemical weapons, but by raising the matter with Aziz and not Saddam, Rumsfeld clearly signaled that Iraq’s use of chemical weapons was a secondary issue for the Reagan Administration.

In March 1984, the U.N. secretary-general submitted an experts’ report to the Security Council on Iraq’s use of chemical weapons. The Dutch and British representatives to the U.N. circulated a resolution condemning the use of chemical weapons (without specifically blaming Iraq) but the United States took no significant actions to support its allies. The State Department did meet with Nizar Hamdoon, Iraq’s ambassador to the United States, to discuss how the Security Council might handle the issue in a way that would cause the fewest objections in Baghdad. The Iraqis did not want the Security Council to adopt a resolution on the matter (which could have been legally consequential) and asked instead for U.S. support in limiting any Security Council action to a statement by the council’s president. The Reagan Administration obliged and the Iraqis got the outcome they desired. At the U.N. Human Rights Commission, the Reagan Administration went a step further and actively opposed a resolution condemning Iraq’s use of chemical weapons.

In 1982, Ronald Reagan removed Iraq from the State Department’s list of countries supporting terrorism, although there had been no significant change in Iraq’s support for radical Palestinian groups that were the principal terrorist concern at the time. The Administration began providing guarantees from the government-controlled Commodity Credit Corporation for Iraqi purchases of U.S. agricultural products in 1983 and extended Export-Import Bank credits to Iraq in 1984. While these credits were intended to finance the purchases of U.S. agricultural and manufactured goods, they aided Iraq’s war effort by freeing up other funds that could be used for military purposes. By 1988, U.S. subsidies to Iraq approached $1 billion a year.

In 1983, the Reagan Administration ordered the CIA to share battlefield intelligence with Iraq. Liaison officers provided Iraq with the locations of Iranian units, which enabled Iraq to anticipate and prepare for Iranian attacks. Assisted by American intelligence, Iraq was able to target Iranian troop concentrations with chemical weapons. The Administration certainly knew how its intelligence was being used. Thus, while the State Department publicly criticized Iraq for the use of chemical weapons, the Reagan Administration was working secretly to make them more effective.*

Ronald Reagan had good reasons not to want to see Iraq lose the Iran-Iraq War. If Iran prevailed, it would install in power like-minded Iraqi Shiites—men such as Bakr al-Hakim—who would give Iran de facto control over the vast oil resources of both countries. Reagan’s strategists feared that Iran would emerge as the preeminent power in the Persian Gulf, and be in a position to spread its revolutionary Islamic message to the Gulf’s Shiite crescent, which includes Bahrain, Saudi Arabia’s oil-rich Eastern Province, and Kuwait.

However, Reagan’s courtship of Saddam was not just about blocking an Iranian victory in the war. The president and his team saw in Saddam Hussein a potential partner in the Middle East, both politically and economically. By seeing in Saddam what he wanted to see, Reagan overlooked, and then became an apologist for, gross human rights violations, the use of poison gas, and, ultimately, genocide.

 

In the summer of 1984, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, for which I worked as a professional staff member, deployed a five-man staff delegation to look at U.S. interests in the Persian Gulf. After a week of meetings in Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, and Oman, I and staff colleagues Casimir Yost and Graeme Bannerman flew to Baghdad. The Saddam Hussein International Airport was sparkling new—it had been built to accommodate world leaders slated to come to Baghdad for the 1982 Non-Aligned Summit*—but was mostly unused thanks to the war.

The Iraqis afforded us extraordinary access, with lengthy meetings with Deputy Prime Minister Aziz and Vice President Taha Yasin Ramadan; it was one of the first times Ramadan agreed to see an American delegation. My colleagues, very much caught up in the excitement of a new relationship with a country that some hoped might be the next Egypt,† peppered the Iraqis with questions about restoring diplomatic relations and a possible Iraqi role in the Middle East peace process.

I was skeptical. I asked Aziz about his use of poison gas on Iran, which he denied. Ramadan, dressed in green fatigues and with a pistol on the belt, explained that the United States had not yet done enough to justify Iraq resuming full diplomatic relations, as if the United States should jump through hoops to meet the requirements of his despotic regime.

On the surface, Baghdad was a thriving metropolis. We stayed at the brand-new Sheraton on the banks of the Tigris. Every night swank wedding parties passed through its soaring lobby, and affluent Iraqis rode the glass elevators to the rooftop restaurant. In the pool below my room, several young women bathed topless, not a sight I expected in the Arab Middle East.

But there was much about Baghdad that was not normal. There were the ubiquitous portraits of Saddam Hussein—resplendent in his field marshal’s uniform, in a dark suit waving a large cigar, in the turban of a Kurd, on his knees at prayer in a Shiite mosque. These reminded me of the Lenins, Marxes, and Engelses I had seen in every public space in the Soviet Union during a trip I took as a teenager. There was also the pervasive fear. I was warned not to take a picture from my hotel room, since it not only overlooked the Tigris, but also Saddam’s Republican Palace. Guests, I was told, had been arrested for ignoring this prohibition, and I wondered how many secret policemen spent their days watching the hotel’s windows. I noticed the nervousness of the minions to Iraq’s top leaders. They were afraid of their bosses, scared of saying the wrong thing to us, and jumped at any chance to ingratiate themselves with the higher-ups. In his all-white office (white leather sofas, alabaster table, etc.), Ramadan pulled out a cigar and four aides rushed forward with lighters. (None of them worked.)

My unease grew when I visited the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier on the vast parade grounds not far from the presidential complex. Newly built to honor the dead of the still raging Iran-Iraq War, it was meant to resemble a sword (in the colors of the Iraqi flag) thrusting upward with a large shield. It is not great architecture. I would drive past it in 2005 with Iraq’s Deputy Prime Minister Ahmad Chalabi, who remarked that it looked like a toilet cover and brush. No one dared describe it that way in 1984. Underneath the shield at the top of the monument was the soldier’s metal coffin, with a wreath of pink plastic roses sent by North Korean dictator Kim Il Sung. In a museum below the coffin, I counted 144 poster-sized photographs, each of Saddam Hussein.

I wondered about a leader whose idea of a war memorial involved 144 pictures of himself. When I wrote the first draft of our staff report, I described the Stalinist features of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. My colleagues insisted that this be toned down or deleted. We had a battle over my characterization of Aziz’s statement that Iraq had not used chemical weapons. I said he had lied. They did not dispute the fact of Iraqi use of chemical weapons, but objected to the inclusion of language that might derail the dream of a strategic partnership with Iraq. In the end, we simply reported Aziz’s denial. Some of the objections came from the Reagan Administration, with whom the draft had been shared.

Our report, War in the Gulf, was published in August 1984. Just after Reagan’s reelection in November, the United States and Iraq restored full diplomatic relations.

*Iraq was still able to export oil from the northern Kirkuk oil field through a pipeline to Ceyhan, Turkey.

†Kharg Island, once Iran’s principal oil export terminal, was bombed from 1982 onwards and put out of commission in 1986.

*In 1987, I visited some of the child soldiers who made it through the minefields at a special POW camp set up by the Iraqis at Ar Ramadi on the Euphrates. The camp was a showplace for the International Red Cross, and occasional visitors like me. The boys, by now young adults, engaged in a variety of purposeful vocational activities, including weaving rugs with the likeness of Saddam Hussein. These activities were, however, clearly staged for my visit, and many of the Iranian captives seemed to suffer from depression and other mental illness connected with interminable confinement. Some remained as POWs until the late 1990s.

*Bakr al-Hakim returned in 2003 to Iraq, where he was assassinated in a Najaf car bomb attack. His brother Abdul Aziz al-Hakim headed the Shiite list in the January 2005 elections, and is arguably Iraq’s most powerful politician.

*Some writers have accused the Reagan Administration of supplying Iraq with the chemicals to manufacture its weapons. There is no evidence that this happened nor would it have been as consequential as the assistance the United States did provide. Most of the components for chemical weapons have legitimate commercial uses, and are available from any of several hundred potential suppliers. But only the United States could provide the intelligence that made Iraq’s chemical weapons effective.

*The summit was switched to New Delhi, India, after Iran threatened to bomb the venue.

†After the 1973 Yom Kippur War, Egyptian President Anwar Sadat switched his country from being a Soviet ally to American ally; he made his dramatic peace mission to Jerusalem a few years later.








Chapter 3

He Gassed His

Own People




In 1985, the Reagan Administration bizarrely shifted strategy, and initiated a secret program to arm Iran. Robert McFarlane, the national security advisor, traveled to Tehran on a fake Irish passport with a Bible inscribed to Khomeini by Ronald Reagan, and a cake in the shape of a key.* Secret flights carried American weapons to Iran. Although the quantity of arms was not great, they were militarily important because Iran’s arsenal was largely American—bought by the Shah in his oil-fueled spending spree of the 1970s—and Iran had been unable to get spare parts since the 1979 hostage crisis.

On November 26, 1986, this tilt to Iran began to unravel. The Lebanese newspaper Al-Shiraa published an article asserting that the United States had been providing weapons to Iran in exchange for the release of American hostages held by pro-Iranian militants in Lebanon. A month later, the story was picked up in the American media. It became a national scandal when it emerged that the proceeds generated by the arms sales to Iran had been used to fund the Contras, a right-wing paramilitary force fighting Nicaragua’s Sandinista government. This circumvented U.S. law banning such assistance.

Congress set up a special committee to investigate the illegality, but the first hearings on the matter were conducted by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in early 1987. Claiborne Pell, a Rhode Island Democrat who had become chairman after the Democrats regained the Senate majority in the 1986 elections, did not want to lose sight of the foreign policy implications of Reagan’s decision to arm an implacable foe like Khomeini. As the committee staffer responsible for the Near East, my job was to organize the hearings. Not surprisingly, our witnesses—including Secretary of State George Shultz—all agreed that arming Iran did not make for sensible national security strategy.

The hearings did not attract much interest from the media, which was falling over itself to dig up new details about the scandal, but not much concerned with the strategic consequences. The Iraqi Embassy, however, followed them closely. Nizar Hamdoon, the Iraqi ambassador, concluded that I must be pro-Iraqi since I had orchestrated hearings with an anti-Iranian cast. He told me that if I visited Iraq he would arrange permission for me to go wherever I wanted.

In early 1987, Iran seemed poised to win the Iran-Iraq War, in part thanks to American help. Iranian Revolutionary Guards occupied the Faw Peninsula, from which Iraq had exported most of its oil before the war. In the north, Iranian-supported Kurdish guerrillas, known as the peshmerga, * controlled large swaths of territory, including the heights above Erbil on the Mesopotamian Plain. With assistance from the peshmerga, there was a danger that Iran might move its artillery within range of the Kirkuk oil fields.

As the Reagan Administration scrambled to undo the political and strategic damage of the Iran escapade, it tilted ever more heavily toward Iraq. Cut off from the sea by the Iranian forces in Faw, Iraq relied on Kuwait’s ports for supplies. Kuwait also helped finance Iraq’s war effort through the sale of its own oil. In its effort to cut Iraq’s supply lines, Iran began to target Kuwaiti shipping. The Kuwaitis appealed to the Soviet Union and the United States for help and, in part to preempt Soviet involvement, the Reagan Administration in 1987 allowed Kuwait to reflag eleven of its oil tankers as American and began providing them with U.S. Navy escorts. Then, on May 17, 1987, an Iraqi warplane fired two French-made Exocet missiles at the USS Stark as it patrolled in the Persian Gulf. Thirty-seven American sailors died, but the Reagan Administration quickly accepted Iraq’s explanation that it was an accident. The president blamed Iran, insisting it was “the villain in the piece.” The United States was now engaged in a debasing appeasement of a dictator who quite possibly had intentionally attacked a U.S. warship.

Senator Pell became concerned that Reagan’s forceful reaction to his own policy mistakes of the year before would draw the United States into a war with Iran. He introduced legislation to reverse the re-flagging of the Kuwaiti ships and decided to send another staff mission to the Persian Gulf. Part of the team went to the Gulf states on the Arabian Peninsula, and I went to Iraq. Of course, I took Nizar Hamdoon up on his offer of unlimited access. I told him I wanted to go to Kurdistan.

In September 1987, Haywood Rankin, the political counselor at the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad, and I became two of the very few Westerners permitted to travel to Suleimania in eastern Iraqi Kurdistan. I suspect that, when he arranged our permissions, Hamdoon himself did not know what we would find.

In a dust storm that turned the capital a sickening yellow, Haywood and I left Baghdad, traveling through Baquba, a mixed Sunni-Shiite city that in 2006 would be on the front line of Iraq’s civil war, and then Jalawla, the last Arab town before entering Kurdistan. At a checkpoint outside Jalawla, we waited several hours for a military escort that consisted of two army trucks, the first with six helmeted soldiers and the second with several men manning an anti-aircraft gun.

Less than a mile from the checkpoint, we reached what had been a large Kurdish town. Except for a small section on the west side that had not yet been leveled, it was just piles of rubble. Between Jalawla and Suleimania, we counted twenty-nine destroyed towns and villages, but clearly there were many more in the area. In some cases, bulldozers were still at work, parked near half-demolished buildings. Where the demolition was more advanced, the Iraqi Army had burned orchards and fields, blown up mosques, knocked over grave markers, and stripped wire from the utility poles. Closer to Suleimania, we passed through a landscape dotted with fruit trees but with no sign of human presence, not even a shepherd.

In the relative security of the valleys, we could see the ongoing construction of new towns laid out on a grid with wide streets (to facilitate easy access by tanks). In and near the new settlements, the army and security services were building well-protected garrisons from which the local population could be controlled. Euphemistically called Victory Cities, these new towns were only slightly better than concentration camps since the Kurdish inhabitants could not easily leave. There was virtually no employment in the Victory Cities, making families dependent on state rations for survival. Men had little choice but to join pro-government Kurdish militias, known derisively as jash (little donkey, or ass).

Although we didn’t know it at the time, Rankin and I had stumbled on the Anfal, * the military campaign to destroy rural life in Iraqi Kurdistan. In March 1987, Saddam had made his cousin Ali Hassan al-Majid governor of the north, with the mandate of solving the Kurdish question. Al-Majid declared large areas of Kurdistan free-fire zones, where “the armed forces must kill any human or animal present within these areas.”†

By August 2, 1990, the Iraqi government had eradicated more than 4,000 of the approximately 4,500 villages in Kurdistan. In eastern Iraqi Kurdistan, the army destroyed the cities of Qalat Diza, Halabja, and Sayid Sadiq. According to the Iraqi Kurdistan Front, al-Majid’s decrees put 45,000 square kilometers of Kurdistan off limits to human life, out of a total of 75,000. Kurds living in the prohibited zones were deported to southern Iraq, or executed. After Saddam’s fall in 2003, the Kurdistan government minister for human rights, Mohammed Ihssan, led forensic teams that uncovered mass graves containing thousands of Kurdish corpses near Samawa in southern Iraq and west of the ruins of ancient Hatra in Salahaddin Governorate. The Kurdistan Government officially estimates that 182,000 died between 1987 and 1990 in the Anfal.

The Reagan Administration knew about Saddam’s efforts to destroy Kurdistan. Rankin wrote a twenty-seven-page report of what we had seen; it circulated within the State Department and was shared with other government agencies. I described the destruction of Kurdish villages in the report that the Foreign Relations Committee published after our trip, War in the Persian Gulf: The U.S. Takes Sides. In April 1988, Kurdish rebel leader Jalal Talabani, secretary-general of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), visited Washington, bringing with him a thick white book listing more than three thousand Kurdish villages that had been destroyed as of that date. He gave copies to me, to Richard Schifter, the assistant secretary of state for human rights, and to Larry Pope, the director for Northern Gulf Affairs in the State Department’s Near East Bureau. By then attention was focused on an even more dramatic aspect of the Anfal—the use of chemical weapons against the Kurds.

 

As they rallied support for their respective wars, both President George H. W. Bush and his son President George W. Bush emphasized that Saddam Hussein was a brutal dictator who had “gassed his own people.” At the time Saddam was doing the gassing, the Reagan Administration adopted the same indifferent posture toward Iraq’s use of these weapons on the Kurdish civilians as it had adopted toward the gassing of Iranian soldiers. Although the poison gas attacks on Kurdish villages began in March 1987—and were presumably known at least to U.S. intelligence agencies—neither U.S. officials nor anyone else in the international community said a word publicly.

On the morning of March 16, 1988, Iraqi warplanes flew over the small city of Halabja, on a plain east of the strategically important Darbandikan Dam in Eastern Kurdistan. The day before, Iranian Pasdaran (Revolutionary Guards) and Kurdish peshmerga had captured the city, but both forces withdrew, possibly suspecting an Iraqi attack. Three years later, I was in Halabja and the survivors told me what happened next. Planes with Iraqi markings dropped bombs that made soft detonations. There followed a smell that resembled burned almonds. Leaves turned brown, and people dropped dead. The corpses turned black. I was shown the basement of a house—still shut up for fear of the lingering effects of the poison—where forty-eight men, women, and children had taken shelter and died. The floor was littered with rotting clothes. At the graveyard, a man stuck his hand in a pile of dirt and pulled out two skulls. They were small, the skulls of children.

More than five thousand people died in the Halabja gassing. The Iranians saw a potential propaganda coup. They brought Iranian and Western journalists into the dead city. On a doorstep, a man wearing baggy Kurdish trousers and turban lay dead with the corpse of a swaddled baby in his arms. The photo of that scene was transmitted around the world.
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